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CHAPTER I

<o

Al

LIFE AWD WORK OF WHITHAN AUD WOLFE

-

3

With the publication of Walt Whitwan's Leaves of Qgggg
sympathetic foreign critics saw America's coming to maturitj.
Tired of a second~-rate American literature superficially pol-
ished by a patterning after 01d World models, the English
hailed Whitman's originality as the one refreshing aspect of

the Awerican output.l

With the publication, three-guarters
of & century later, of Thomas Wolfe's first novel, Look Home-

ward, Angel, eritics recognized another criginal force in

Awerican literature. The rovell's trewendous vower and swee

]
3

’
together with 1ts lyric Intensity, caused them to link it with
Whitman's work.© Like ¥nitman, Wolfe had no excuses for oe-
casional fallure, and it was, as one critic says, "in this
way, liked or dilsliked--and he was both &z wuch no doubt sas
any man can be-~he bestrode American literature like a Co-
lossus."®

There was perhaps no man writing in the twentieth cen-

tury in America of whom wore was expected than was expected

 aro1a Blodgett, Halt ¥hitwan Iin Gngland, p. viit.
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"Why Cargantuan,

" Hew York Times, September 18, 1938,
v, ». 8. '

fds

3 N "
Peter Fonro Jack, "Remembering Thomas Wolfe,"
Jctober 2, VI, p. 2.
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of Thomas Wolfe, His sudden death 1n the fall of 1938 came
a8 & gevere shock to crities and to the natlion ag a whole.
One critiec saw in Wolfe, bhad he lived, the best chance for
our first world novellst vorn in this century and lamented

that "with his story so soon ended what remains 1s 2 book and

the legend of his hunger in his youth."? N

We are still too close to Wolfe to give an impartial es—aé
timate of hils work, but, certainly, one who has read Wolfe |
must agree with ¥axwell Perkins that his work will find its E
Way,s‘fcr there 1s more In his storles than mere autabiOQPaphy:
Like Whitman, Wolfe sought to draw Into himself the whole of
the American continent and impress upon 1t hisz own strong per-
sonality. It is_this feeling for America that links the two
writers. The purpose of this paper is to determine the ex~
tent and nature of the kinship between %alt Whitwan and Thomas
Wolfe, two Americans, who, each 1iving in a different age and
working in a8 different medlum, beheld a vision of America and
wished to retrieve 1t and reveal 1t to their fellow men.

The same controlling wotive dominated the lives of Whit-
wan and Wolfe. 1t was the struggle of these two men to reveal

their vislon that, in a large sense, governed all they'éid.'

“The Wilson Bulletin, XIII, (October, 1938), 121.
ne Story of a Hovel, p. 12.

&, . . , . . .

Naxwell Evarts FPerkins, "Scribner's and Tom Wolfe,™ The
Carolina Magazine, September 1938, p. 17. For Whitwan's state-
rent to this effect, seec "A Backward Clance O'er Travel'd
Roads.




This central purpose which gave unlty to beth llves furnishes
a basis for a compariscn and study of these two gulte differ-
ent personalitles.

Wnitman often said that hils real autoblography, his true
self, was contained in bis Leaves. The external facts of his
l1ife he did not consider important, and 1t l1s said that he
consciously withheld facts about his private life which might
conflict with hls character as revealed 1n the Leaves.v Thus
the outward facts of Whitwan's 1life are not partlcularly event-
ful and can be summarized briefly. Whltmen was born iay 31,
1819, of good middle class stock in the hamlet of West Hills,
on Long Island, where his sncestors had lived since the seven-
teenth century. There seems nothing in his ancestry to differ-
sntiate him from any other boy of the community, but Whitman
wag an extremely senslitive child and early showed an exXcess

f emotional enda&ment.k As he grew up in this rural coumunity
close to the American soll, which had been the soil of his an-
cestors for generations back, and in sight of the sea, his
love for the American scil, for the great out-of-doors, for

9
the sea, bscame an integral part of him.

"Bliss Perry, Walt Whitean, pp. 212-213.

&
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See Whitwman's poem, "There Was a Child Went Forth,"
Complete Writings, 1I, 135. All references to Whitman's poens
and prose, unless otherwise stated, are wade to the Complete
Yritings, 10 vols., 1902.




The mind and spirit of the wouth were also left frese to
mature 1n thelr own fashion, to find thelr own channel. The
mind «f the youth was not directed along certain channels by
the indoctrination of formal learning or of a rigld sectar~
lan religion. In fact, there were no religious observances
of any sort in the Whitman household. The family, however,
were ardent admirers of Elias Hickes, a rathgr radical member
of the Guaker falth. Hicks's influence on Whitman was zreat,
and some stress the importance of this in accounting for Whit-
man's mysticism. At sleven or twelve, “Whitman's formal
gchooling was over, but 1t iz wrong to think of him as ig-
norant. He had not, 1t is true, the clichés of scholars
elther %0 gulide or to hamper hlm, but he fed a native curl-

csity about 1life by wide and leisurely reasding and research.

g

11 his 1ife he loved to pore over 0ld or second-hand coples
of Znglish and American magazines, saeking informztion about
how the rest of mankind llved or had lived long ago, what
religions, what 1deas of immortality they had. He also was
very much Interested in the 1life about him. This close obe-
ser#atian of life, together with his varied reading, did wmuch
to developr his critical powers.

During the next years ¥hitwan tried his hand at news-
paper work, teachilng, and writing rfor periodicals. Iiis
early storles and poems were all conventional and amateurish.

One critic says that "at the best, the tales are watery



imitatione of Poe and Vawthorne." ® Whitman's career as a
journalist extends from 1841 to 1850. Though his writing
of this period was stlill conventlonal, one notices a chenge

atout 1846 when he became editor of the Dally Eapls. His

work of this period reveals dormant forces within himself

11 He expands In the use of the edi-

rising to the surface.
torial "we" and records his response to the teeming, over-
flowing 1life of the city, to the push of the present, to
the colorful full tones of the opera and drama. Then in
1848 ¥hitman's lste adolescence was brought to sudden flower
by his experlences 1in New Orleans, Temporarily, his native
Guaker prudence was swept away by the immediate and over-
powering response of his ripening senses to the beauty and
romance of New Orleans. ¥hitman's notebooks of this time
are particularly suggestive and contain germs and tentative
drafts of wany of hils First poems of 1855.

After his return from Ilew Orleans, Whitman remained
out of newspsper work. Instesd he helped his father hulld
small frame houses 1n Brooklyn and brooded over the poewms he
intended to write. Then, after working hours, he read or
compeged on his poems. Finally, in 1855, about seven yearsg

after hls first tentative drafts, he set up the type and

10Walt ¥hitman, Kepresentative Selections, ed. by Floyd
Stovall, Introductlion, p. xviii.

llThiu material has been gathered asnd edited under the
suggestive title, The Gatherlng of the Forces, by Cleveland
ﬁcﬁ gers and John Black.




designed the cover for his first Leaves of Grass. lle then
aent thls thin green volume with 1lttle roots dripping from
its gold-lettered title, with no name, but with his picture
ng a frontispiece, to the outstanding literary figures of
America. Some‘ignored the volume, others returned it to the
author, still others were shocked, but Lmerson was Impressed
by the poems. Seeming to recognlze that in miny ways this
was the poet for which ne had been calling, he wrote argen-

erous letter to #hitwman.

" It was not strange that Ewerson found a complementary
spirit in Whitman, for the first Leaves were but a bolder
staterent of Emerson's own phllosophy. UFor several years
Whitman had evidently bean brooding upon his mystic knowledge,
searching to find the proper expression for these truths. It
wag bmerson who helped hir resolve this difficulty.lg The sc-
lscticism of Zmerson's doctrine appealed to Whitman, whose
myeticism was tempered by his keen Interest in world alfairs
(and a certain guality of Yankee prudence In his character).
His mysticlsm wag not of the other world, and he realized
that to be effective, it wmust be translated in terms of Amer-
ica and democracy. Taking his cue, perhaps, frowm Gecethe and
adopting for himgelf the gelf-rellance which Lmerson hed en-

jolned, he gave his vislon directly as 1t was projected in

his own personality.

12, :
“hitman once remarked, "I was simmering, simmering;

Emerson brought me to a boil." J.T. Trowhridge, "Reminlscences
of Walt Whitman," Atlantic Monthly, LOXIX (Feb., 19C2), 166.




Thus Leaves of CGrass becomes Whitman's autoblography in

the fullest sense of the term. His poems tell of the unfold-

ing and development of a human soul. It was Whitman's boast

that the Leaves were not just a group of poems, but a man.

In the first Leaves Whitmen lays the foundations and jmpli-

cations of hils future unfolding. And from 1855 until 1892

the main energy of Whitman's 1life was devoted to rounding

out and finishing the poems, his "carte visite" to posterity.
Unlike Whitman, who had thirty-seven years to perfect

bls plan after he had found himself at thirty-five, Wolfe

lived but thirty-seven years, and less than ten years elapsad

from the publiecation of Look Homeward, Angel until his death;

so Wolfe had but ten brief yvears in which to prepare his card.
Nevertheless, though working in a different mediuwn, Wolfe fol~
lowed a method that is essentlially the same as that of Goethe
and of Whitman. All his novels and short stories are really
but parts of an imaginative autoblography. Throughout Wolfe's
writings one often finds several references to the same inci-
dent, and some of these incldents sre the same that he re-
calls in The Story of a Novel =as e part of his own childhood.
Ernest Bates says the strength and final value of Wolfe's

work are derived from its inextricable mingling of fact and
faney, which has met and satlsfied one of the subtlest needs
of our time. Had Wolfe 1lived to write a score of books, MHr,
Bates thinke one could gafely prophesy that they would be

drawn directly from his own experience; for, like Whitman's,
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%olre's approach is unceasingly personal. Wolfe readily
admitted that %is storiss were about himself, but like Whit-

» Y

rar before him, he hoped also that his etories had a cosmle
or universal guality. DBut Wolfe's storles tend to e true

to the literal facte of his life in a way that “hitman's
Leaves never were. Thoush the facts may have bheen colored
and helghtened, the =tories of %olfe's heroes ares esrentlially
stories about hlmselfl. /fhes heroes are all concerned with
the same strugsle with which he was concerned: the struggle
to find some ultimate criterion of values. As Leaves of

Grass portrays th

s
&
oy

sradual unfolding andé development of a hu-
wan soul, 50 Wolfefs novels are concernsd with his struggle
to acqulre the soul's inheritance.‘ Thus, as one sesks to
know the true ‘hitman through hie Leaves, so it 1=z from the
thoughts andé actions of Welfe's heroes that we wust seek to
know %olfe.

It was Yaxwell Perkine of Scribners who "discovered”
Thomas %olfe. 4s ¥Wolfe stood in the doorway hesitating to
enter Perkins' office, the Seribner's editor "thought of
Shelley (who was so different in most ways) because of that

brightness of his face and the relatlive smellnesss of his

head and the unruly hair."? Perkins read this young man's

“Ernest Southerland 3ates, "thowas Wolfe," The Eng-
lish Journal, <XV (Sept., 1937), 5253.

14, R ;
Terkins, op. cit., ». 17.

oo ®
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manuserlpt and saw 1ts possiblilities. Other publishers,
seeing the huge packing box full of manuscript containing
nearly a million wcrds,lS refused it as entirely too long
and loosely organized to be publishable. In 1929, a year
after that first meeting with Ferkins, Wolfe's first novel,

Look Homeward, Angel, appearsd. The book won recognition

from the critlcs as the work of a man of genius whose future
promised much t0 American letters.i® Feopls at once felt
the forece of a huge personallty in Wolfe's rush of words.
"The upshot of 1t was," Wolfe writes, "that after the pub-
lication of the book in the autumn of 1929, I found myself
with a position as a writer."l’ People desired to meet this
new literary discovery and undoubtedly found him as strange
as his novel and exceedingly like it. For the great sprawl-
ing book with its lyrical sweep and graphlec reallsm ssemed
8 perfect emanation from this gilant man with the smsll wist-
ful face of a child and dreamer.

Less than ten vears lster, when the rich promise of his
early accomplishment had been but partly realized and the
magnificent fury of his creative rower still flowed with in-

exhaustible energy, cawe Wolfe's untimely death, of which

‘ 15”Thcmas Wolfe," in "Ohituary Notes," The Publishers!'
Weekly, CAXXIV (September 24, 19381}, 1218.

" .leuPtqn Rascoe, Review of Lool Homeward, Angel in
Among the New Books," Arts and Yegoration, CCCII (February,
1930), 106.

17 .
The Story of a Iovel, p. 13.
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- ‘1’ 2] ke s 3 § v g - o
s publisher and staunch friend c¢oculd write, "It seemed in~

;.J,

n
gconceivable thet one zo vibrant with 1ife could die young.

/‘

At the turn of the cenbury, just elght vsars after the

s

7
death of %alt %hitmsn, Wolfe was born in Asheville, Iorth
Carolina., Like Whitman, he was the son of a laborer. Thomss
Clayton Wolfe was the youngest of eight c¢hildren born to
William Ollver VWolfe and hls wife, Julia .lizabeth Testall
Wolfe. Wolfe was educated in nis home town, where his mother
ran & boarding house and hils father was a stone-cutter.
Almost at once his family rensed he wasz unlike them. Fer-
¥ins says of Wolfe's early vears:
ilis was not the conventlonal story of neglected,
unrecognized genius at all, His choolteacher ’ the
Robertses in Asheville, kunew, appsrently, when he was
a ¢hild, that he was different from the others, and so
did all his family, there in the mountalirs, and they
enahled him to_go to college~-1 think Americans can be
proud of that.<
As in Whitwan'e case, perhaps the most complete account
of Wolfe's 1life is to e found in hig works, which are auto-

Liographiecal in the truest sense. Countless detalls revesl

“olfe's heroes ag hlmself. 1In Look Homeward, Angel Lugene

]

Cant, like Wolfe, was the youngest in x family of elght chil~

-
beids

ren whose father was & stonecutter and whose mother ran a

voardling house. The Hobertses correspond to the Leonsrds in

18, .
“Perkins, op. cit., p. 15.

oo £

9., . y X
New York iimes, Sentember 16, 1u385, p. 21.

2¢
Perkins, on. cit., 1. 17.




the same novel. One feels that the parting words ¥argaret
Leonard gives to Eugene as he leaves for the University
(Worth Carolins) convey the Rohertses' thoughts on the same

ocecaslon:
"Eugena," she continued, "we could not love you

more 1f you were our own child. Ve wanted to keep you
with us for anothe vear, but since that cannot be, we
are sending you out With our hopes plnned to you. Oh,
boy, you are fine. There ia no stom in you that is not
fine. A glory and a chrism of bright genius rest upon
you. God bless you: the world is vours."21l

f

S0, at the age of sixteen, Thomas Folfe, like Kugene
Gant, left his native town for the University. ZXZugene at
this time was "over six feet and three inches tall, and
welighed pesrhaps 130 pounde. . . full of a wild energy of
mind -and body that devoured him arnd left him exhausted."<2
Wolfe says of Hugene:

He was n child when he went awayv: he was a child
who had looked much on pain and evil, and remained a
fantasist of thre lﬁeal. %alled up in hleg great clivy of
visions, his tongue hsd learned to mock, his 1lip to
gneer, but the %dru; rasp of the werld had worn no groov-
ing in the secret 1life. . . . liis eruel eyes had missed
the weanlng of no gesturs, his “&oveﬁ and bltter heart
had sweltered In him like a hot Ingot, but all his hard
wisdom melted at the slow of his ima natimn. He wae
not & child when he r@flscted but when he dreamt, he
was; and 1t wag the enild ang éredwer that governed his
balipf. « » o« He exglted in his youth, and he believed
~e eould never die.

One feels sure that Wolfe, like kugene, was the "green-
i

est of all green freshmen,” that he was "conspicuocus at once

not only because of hisg blunders, hut also because of his

21 A a 22 o
Look loweward, Angel, p. 592. ibid., p. 391,

0 ”r

[

“Ibid,
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his great raw length of -ody,

h the bounding seclgsor lege," snd that his first vesr at

=

[

ot
3

. &l ey g Hors o T I LI gy 2
the university was "Tilled for him with lonelliness, pain,

i 24. L ;I)

Fel
¥

and failure. he war in Lurope had been raging lor two
years, and the Unlted States was on the verge of entering

when Wolfe went to cellege. An edolescent during hysterieal

o o

=

times, VWolfe, nevertheless, soon adjusted himsell to his hew
surroundings. 4 personal letter from Dean C.7. Spruill, Jr.
ls of %olfe's brilliant record at the Unlversity, where
he was a Phi Heta Keppa.. It is interesting to note that
Wolfe's best grades were in tnglish and philosophy. He was
also Interested In jJournalism and the drawa, belng editor
of the student paper, the Tar leel, and a wember of the Caro-
lina Playmakers, ovganized by Professor F.ll. ¥Yoch. Wolfe's
one-act play, "The Return of Luek Gavin," was included in

e}
the program at the FPlaymakers! first pﬁrformance.“5

/‘ Violfe recelved hils A.H. degree in June, 192C, when he
;was rineteen, and he enrolled at Harvard the following fall;
Here, his iInterest in the drama continued, and he was & mem-
ber of the late CGeorge Pisrce Baker's famous Forty-Seven
Wcrkshop.gs ;In 1922 he received his master's degree in Lng-
lish, but continued at Harvard another year. Trom 1924 to

1850 he served as an instructor in snglish at the washington

241p1d., p. 394.

“5The Publishers' Weekly, CXXXIV (Sept. 24, 1938), 1216.

261144,
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Sguare branch of the city college In New York Clity. During
hls summer vacsations he went abroad and wrote plavs. After
trying unsuccessfully at various times to warket his plays,
he turned away from this medlum, anrd, in Englend in 1926,

: - : 27
began Look Homeward, ancel.

The year lollowing the publicatlon of Look Homewsard,

Angel, Wolfe received a Cuggenhelm fellowship, which en=-

abled him to resign {rom the college and hegin work on a

o

second book. 4 short novel, "The Fortralt of Pascom Hawke,"

was published In ZSeribner's, April, 1932, and shared a prize

¥

award offered by that magazine, A long short story, "The

Web of Harth,” was nublished by Seribner's the sare vear

end wasg later included In Editor's Choice, a book containing

a group of short storles selscted as cutstanding by Alfred

Dashiell, then managing edlbor of Scribner's ¥Yagazine. Other

short pieces which occasionally appesred in various magazines
were, in the maln, fraguents from some novel sither published
or projected., Iinally, in 1935, appeared “olfe's huge novel

92 Time and the .lver. This was the second of 2 series of

slx books which were to delineate 150 vears of American ife,

the whole serles to be called Of Time and the River. This

book, which carried on the story of Thomas Wolfe, sold over
45,000 coples in one season and showed that Wolfe's audience

was steadlly inereasing. During the following year From

Death to ¥orning, & series of fourteen sketches, appeared.

n
“TNew York Times, September 16, 1938, p. 21.
] k) » sy
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In 1935 and 1936 %olfe made trips to ongland and Cer-
many, where hls work had also been well rcceived. After his

return from Jermany, he published a short novel, 1 Have a

Thing to Tell You,ga which 1s a strong criticlsm of the Nazl

regime in Germany. Just before starting out on the western
trip where he contracted hig fatal illness, ¥Wolfe turned

over to 5,0, Aswell of larpers a2 huge wmanuscript which has

aince become The %eb and the Bock and You Can't Go liome Apain.

Wolfe died of a cerebral infection at John Hopkins Hosg-

nital in Baltiwmore, September 15, l%ﬁB.j There was lmmedlate

5

spasulation as to whether his rhysiesl condltion accounted

for his Gargantuan excess of words and snergy. An artlcle

b

by Thurston Macauley denles this and says that the lmmedlate
cause of Wolfe's death was pneumodnia, which opened an old,

healed~up tuberculosgis scar in hisz lungs. The infection en-~
tered the blcod stream and was carrled to his train. Refer-

¥
i

ring to an edltorial in the New York Herald Tribune which

raised this question and to the answer glven by hAswell
cauley quotes what Dr., Walter L. Lundy, the distin
brain surgeon who performed the two operations upon Wolfe,
wrote Aswell: "lis[Wolfe'q intracranial condition, of course,
had nothlng whatever to do with his mentallty; this was a

very acute condition, the outset of which in the brain was

] 28Published in serial form in the New Republiec, XC
{Varch 10-24, 1937). Practically this Same material forms
Book VI of Wolfe's last novel, You Can't €o Home Again.
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only of a montkh's duration.”™” This medical report Iindicates
clearly that vwolfe's untimely death was no prool of any ab-
normal wmental condltion in hiwm; 1t certalnly <¢1d not reveal

"mad genius” popular

nim as & representative of the type of
In the public mind. But a medical report, & diagnosis of
brain structure, could not reveal the Inner torment thet
moved ¥olfe's creative flow--a flow cut off at floéﬁ tide in
a man wno at times seems almost to have had a vpremonition of
hls early death. The record of that torment is found not in
a medlical repori or In these bare facts of Wolfe's cureer as
a writer, bubt in his books, which are essentislly nceounta

~

of

inced

his constant and often {renzled search ror the "burie
life"--"n leaf, & stone, an unfound door.”

ATter the appsarance of Look fomeward, Ancel, the more

¢onservative critics watched Wolfe's progress with growing
apprehension. In 1936 Bernard DeVoto a:t 1@ that genius was
not enough and criticized VWolfe's formlessness and imma-

3 - 3 % - ¢ ,
turity.‘o The year before, lloward Fumford Jones, after read-

ing irom Ueath to borning, felt "uneasy about lr. Wolfe's
futurs development as an artist" since "Hr. Wolfe has not in-
creased his resources. The characteristic combination of

brooding emotion and graphic brutality, of poetry & la

290, “riter's Froblems," The Fublishers' Weekly, CXXXIV
(December 24, 1938), 21&2.

,_;’.
Q"Genius 1s not Enough,” The Saturday Review of Litera-
ture, XIII (April 25, 1936), p. 3.
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¥hitman and realism % la Zola again appears."l A New

York Times editorlal written soon after Wolfe's death de-

nles that the "Gargantuan” element of Wolfe's writing is
necessarily expresasive "ol the giant American and hurried
adolescent people,” saying that "a gilant country dosg not
have to be expressed In the dithyrambs of Walt %hitman, in
whose school the late Thomas C. Wolfe would belong.“az

It 1z too soon to know whether these criticisms are
more valid than others praising Wolfe, bhut these are of par-
ticular interest since each, in a way, links Wolfe with Whit-
man, our self-announced bard of America and demoeraey. This
recurrent linking of Wolfe and Whitman by various eritics
hag suggested this paper, the purpose of which, as has gal-
ready been stated, is to study the work of Wolfe in an eof-
fort to determine the kinship between Wolfe and Whitman; but
the emphasis is on Thomas Welfe, and only such features of
Wnitwman are brought 1n as seem pertinent to the discussion
of Wolfe's work,

At the same tlme, this paper does not seek to rrove
that Whitman was a prime Influence on Wolfe or to minimize
the Influence of other writers. Wolfe says himself that the
writing of James Joyce, whom he considered the cutstanding

prose wrlter In the twentieth century, influenced him more

31“Th0mas Wolfe's Short Storles,” 1ibid. (November 320,
1935), 13.

2 :
New York Times, September 18, 1938, p. 4.
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than that of any other author. Apnd it is true that in cer-
tain matters of form, the influence of Joyce (particularly
of his Ulysses) is at once apparent. The abundance of clas-
sical allusion, the double symbolism, and the thematic con-
struction of each chapter with the mythologleal significance
of its title giving the motif, is certainly Joycean.

¥%olfe also read the French realists with interest.
There 1s in Wolfe a FProust-like delving within himself for
material. At one time Wolfe thought of comblning all his
works into a "Remembrance of Things Past" that would have
far out-numbered Proust's @ages.ﬁs Wolfe was not unaware of
the experimental trend of the novel at the time he was writ-
ing and, when it suited his purpose, made use of & similar
technique. Unlike Whitman, he did not attempt to sereen his
readings, but those readings were 50 broad ard his works so
filled with constant refererces to other writers that this
very profuseness serves as an effective screen.;‘And vet in
all Volfe's writings there is but one passage where he refers

k¢

to Whitwan's work. When one remembers thia, together with
the wmany referances that show his familiarity with Leaves of

Grass, one feels that Wolfe did owe more than he knew or was

willing to admit to Whitman and to his vision of what Ameri-

can literature should he and do,

3 , . . .
¥aleolm Cowley, "Thomas Wolfe's legacy,"” The Hew
Republic, XCIZ (July 19, 1939), 11.



CHAPTER II

THOMAS WOLFE'S AND WALT WHITHAK'S
VISION OF AMERICA

Poets to come! orators, singers, muslcians tc comel

Not to-day 1s to Justify me and answer what I am for,

But you, a new brood, native, athletic, continental,
greater than before known,

Arouse! for you must Justify me.

I myself but write one or two indicative words for
the future,

I but advance a moment only to wheel and hurry back
in the darkness.

I am a man who, sauntering along without fully stop-
ping, turns a casual look upon you and then averts
his face,

Leaving 1t to you to prove and defiie it,

Expecting the main things from you.

Though working in the medium of the novel, it is as a
poet that Wolfe, nearly seventy-five years later, has taken
up Whitman's challenge~~to find the genius of the American
spirit and reveal 1t to Americans. Even Wolfe, wilth his
great energy of body and spirit, often despaired of ever
finishing the task and was constantly harassed by the thought
that he had not time enough. But, though death cut short
Wolfe‘s plan, his efforts have not been without results.
Others have appreciated the strength and vigor with which he

attacked his problem. John Hall Wheselock, in a brief intro-

A W ———t——_ S {——

lwhitman, “Poets to Come," I, 15.

18
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5y

nassages from the writings of ¥Wolfe, hails Wolfe as a great
poet who, like Whitman, has given us a fresh vision of
America:

Now, with the passags of time, 1t becomes clear that
whatsver else he may have been or achieved, Thomas Wolfe
was, first of all, a poel~-a lyric poet of extraordinary
intensity, with a sensitivity to word-music, to rhythm
and cadence, which can be likened only to Whitman, whose
vision of America and the American continent he shared.
The Americen spirit and the Awerican earth of our day as
distingulshed from the splrit and earth of any other
land or time, these are the major themes of Wolfe's writ-
ing, and it is as a poet that he artliculates them. In
so doing he hag gilven many Americans a fresh sense of
thelr country.<

Thus the core of resemblance between Wolfe and Whitman
springs from thelir central theme, which 1s the same. Wolfe's
writinge are but @ new Interpretatlion of the olc "American
Dream” of "11fe more abundant” for everyone that Whitman had

z,
interpreted for his age.’ If one admits each as a spokesman
for his age, the degree of kinship between them might be
stated in the form of a ratio., As Whitman sought to reveal

the modern America of his day In its relation to the individual

gggg Face of a Natlon, p. v.
“Frederick lves Carpenter, "Frame of Reference,"” The
Saturday Review of Literature, XIII (January 25, 1936), 9.
Carpenter says: "The 'controlling idea' of Wolfe's novels
may perhaps be described as the struzgle of the human person-
slity to develop its potentiel powers of creation, in spite
of the forces that seek to frustrate it., Of course this idea
is not new. In different terms tmerson deseribed 1t as the
need of self-reliance, and Whitwan celebrated it in hls 'Song
of byself.' Emerson's essays and Whitman's poetry are auto-
biographical as Wolfe's novels are. But kEmerson's 'self' was
clogsely related to his 'Over-Soul,' Whitman's '1' wag 'cosmic'
or 'communal,'! and Lugene CGant is the archetyve of the crea-
tive human personality. . . . 4t bottom ¥olfe's idea of the

»

ecreative personality and his Americanism are one and the same.'
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American's ldeals, so Wolfe sought to reveal the modern
America of his day. Thus Wolfe is to Whitman as our time

g to ¥hitman's time. Ior bensath the apparent differences

o

of both ages, we recognize our America, and beneath the ap-

parent differences of Wolfe and Whitman, we see & thread, =
purpose uniting them both.4

How came this vision of America to Whitman and later to
Wolfe, and whence came the power and desire to grapple such
a task as they envisloned?¥ At least partilal answers to these
guestions lie 1n discovering the forces that went into the
moulding of the two personalities. Both Wolfe and “Whitman
were extremely sensitlve lade with a large emotlional endow-
ment and 2 keen imaginatlion which was constantly fed by
thelr wide and varied reading. Since childhood each had de~-
gired to write; however, thelr early efforts were rather
conventional and imitative in c¢haracter snd were little no-
ticed by the critles. After several years of wandering and
casting about, each suddenly changeé his redium ang brought
forth a ook out of himself that startled the critics to at-
tentlon. 5o the vision was an accunulation of what each had
been absorbing since blrth. As each grew older, the impact

of all these sensatlone began to be significant. VYhen thelr

. . W g
“In Kotes and Fragments Whitman says, "But the truest
1

analoglies and connections are not those of the surface, or

of first sight or visible: they are often like the subter-
ranean streams of far-apart outlets and 2ifferent names, bhut
identlcal at bottom." IX, 185.



import became clear to the poet, he wished to share his
knowledge with his fellowmen, for at the core of sach man's
vision was his love for America snd the individual.

Whitman brooded long over the thought "the young Costhe
derived from lerder, 'that really great poetry is always
(1ike the lomeric or Biblical canticles) the result of a na-
tional spirit,' and the complementary thought that a national
spirlt 1s always the result of really great poetry."® He
felt this thought had a special significance for America
since the spirit of America was not vet revealed to its own
people. He states:

No land or people or cirecumstances ever existed so nead-
ing a race of singers and poems differing from all others,
end rlgidly thelr own, as the land and people and circum-
stances of our United States need such singers and poems
to-day, and for the future. O5till further, as long as

the States continue to abisorb and be dominated by the poe-
try of the old world, and remain ursupplied with autoch-
thonous song, to express, vitalize and glve color to ang
define their material and politilecal success, and minister
to them dlstlinctively, so long will they stop short of
first-class Natlionality and remaln defective.0

Whitman's literary ideas, arigsing from the firm founda-
tiong of his Americanism, are the results of this brooding.
Whitman saw that he must strike a new path; his poems wers

to break the way. However, #hituan thought Goethe wrong in

gaylng that a poet must live apart.7 Whitman says that a

5 -~ ‘
Norman Foerster, American Criticism, p. 192.

6 - . e
"A Backward Glance O'er Travel'd Roads," 111, e5-66.

Tlotes and Fragments, IX, 112.
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roet i1z not dear to 2 people "unless he be of them and of

the spirit of them, a growth of the soil, the water, the cli-
mate, the age, the Governwent, the religion, the leading
characteristics, a helght and individuality for hils own na-
tion and days and not for other nations."® The American

poets are to enclose 0ld and new, for America is the race
%

of races, and, as the poet is the equalizer of his age and
land, he must lead In social and religlious progress, partic-
ularly religious progress.tC Wnitman relt with kilton that
a2 poet's purpose was to "justify the ways of God to man,"
and thils Whitran wished to do for the America of his day.
After competing as a young man for the usual rewards, he
found himself at thirty-thrse wlth 2 speclal desire which
had finally defined itself and now domlnated everything else:
This was a feeling or ambition to articulate and faith-
fully express in literary or poetic form, and uncompro-
misingly, my own physical, emotional, moral, intellec-
tual, and aesthetic Personallity, In the midst of, and
tallying, the momentous spirlt and facts of 1ts immedi-
ate days, and of current America--and to exploit that
FPersonality, identified with place and date, in a far

more candid af? comprehensive sense than any hitherto
poem or boolk. :

&%

o J
“ibid., p. 115. Preface to 1855 Leaves of Grass, V, 163.

101 tman says, "Ihe land and sea, the animals, fishes
and birds, the sky of heaven and the orbs, the forestsz, moun-
talns and rivers, are not small themes...but folks expect of
the poet to indlicate more than the beauty and dignity which
always attach to dunb real objects...they expect him to indi-
cate the path between reallty and their souls.” Ibid., 165.

Bny packward Glance O'er Travel'a Roads," 1T1, 44.
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When Wolfe began to write, his purpose was not so well
defined as Whitman's. Wolfe éays he wgé "l1ike the Anclent
Kariner whovtold the Weddingaﬁyest that his freme was wrenched
by the woeful agony which forced him to begin his tale before
i1t left him free. "1 In fact, his early writings help him to
a truer definition of his task, and in them through the
struggle of his heroes, he deplcts nis own growth of vislon.
Through the character of George Webber, Wolfe tells of his
first realization of the task?

He was for the first time trying to articulate something
tmmense and terrible in life whieh he had always known
and felt, and for which he must now find some speech or
drown. And yet 1t seemed that thils thing which was so
immense could have no spesech, that 1t burst through the
1imits of all recorded languages, and that it could
never be rounded, uttered, armd contalned iIn words. . .
The greater part of his 1ife had heen lived in the
confines of a little town, but he now saw plainly that
he could never live long enough to tell the thouwsandth
part of all he knew about its life and people--a knowl-
edge that was not merely encyclopoedic and mountalnous,
but that was as congruent and single as one glgantic
‘plant, which was alive in all its million rooti and
branches, and must be shown so, or not at all. S

As Emerson influenced Whitman in bringing hls thoughts
to a focus, 80 Whitman may have influenced Wolfe. OGcattered
throughout Wolfe's writings are casual allusions which show

that he was well acquainted with ¥hitman's work. But there

is in 9{ Tims and the River a section in the chapter entitled

12

ldThe Web and the Hogk, pp. 261-262. The figure com-
paring the plant to life rscalls the flg tree comparison of
thie Upanishads. Much the same i1dea aa that of the first
paragraph here quoted was expressed by Whitmsn in "Song of

Hyself," sections 25 and 26. I, 65-66.

y




"Telemachus” which gets at the core of Wolfe's vision of
America and of the influence of Whitwan. In this chapter

mugene's arrest for drunkenness marks for him a spiritual
growth, Lugene felt and understood for the first time the
meaning of an Immense and brutal authority in 1life, and
"now, he was conscious, even at the moment he cams out of
the cell, of & more earthly, common, and familiar union with
the llves of other men than he had ever known."1%4  gShelley
had been the poet of his immunity and his inviolability,
"but in the vears that followed, just as Zugene's physical
body grew coarser and more heavy, and hile sensual appetites
inereased erormously, =o also did the energy of his spirit."15
As Bugene, like Wolfe, grew older and became more enmeshed
in the life around him, he came to understand that one does
not escape out of the world but into i1t

And as he discovered thils, Eugene turned more and
more for food and comforit to those poets who have found
it, and who have left great pleces of that golden earth
behind them in their verse, as deathless evidence that
they were there:--those poets who wrote not of the air
but of the earth, amd in whose verse the gold and glory
of the earth 1s treasured--thelr names are Shekespeare,
Spenser, Chaucer, lerrick, Donre, and Herbert.

Their nawes are Bilton...Wordsworth, Browning,
Whitman, Keats, ard Heine--their rames are Job, Bccle-
slastes, Homer, and the Song of Solowon.

These are their names, and if any man should think
the glory of' the earth has never been, let him live aslone
with them, as Eugene did, a thousand nights of solitude
and wonder, and they will reveal to him again the golden
glory of the earth, which ic the only earth that is, and
is forever, and 1s the o?ly earth that lives, thre only
one that will never die.i6€

14 15

Of Time and the Eive

P ’

e 389,

ivid. 16Ipid., p. 390,



As Eugene's spirit became "darker, slower, heavier,
smouldering and slow In its beginning heat, ard densely woven

"7 pe turned

and Involved 1in all ite web-like convolutions,
to ¥hitman and to those poets of kindred spirit whom Whitman
edmired so much. It 1s significant that Whitman, the only
American, 1s Included by ¥Wolfe in this passage with the grest
voets of all time who brought the golden glory of the earth

to Bugene. For Wolfe, like Whitman, wished to descride the
American earth, and, in this task, he had only ¥hitman asg his
heritage andé guide.

Wolfe, 1like Whitwan, felt that bLuropean imitations could
never express the America he knew. He advises that "instead
of whining that we rhave no traditions, or that we must learn
by keeping constantly in touch with Luropean models, or by
keepling away from them, we should get busy telling some of
the stories about Amerilca thet have never been fcld."la He
understood that his was a continuation of the task ¥hitman
éaw, and that he laced the same obstacles. Hls friend Perkins
says of Wolfe:

He was wrestling as no artist In Lurope would have
to do, with the material of litersture--a great coun-
try not yet revealed to its own people. It was not as
with English srtists who revealed England to Znglish-
men through generations, each one acoeotint what was
true from his preﬁeceuuors in a gradual accretion,
through centuriecs. Tom knew to the uttermost weaning
the literaturss of other lands and that they were not

the literature of Amerlca. lle knew that the light and

18

171518., v. 389. “Ibid., pp. 69-7C.
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color of America were different; that the smells and
sounds, its peoples, and all the structure and dimen-
sions of our continent were unllke anything before.
1t waes with this that he was strugpling, and it was
that struggig alone that, in a large sense, governed
a1l he did.

Like Whitman, Wolfe rejected the theory of art for
art's sake. His main interest was not to write a well made

novel, for,;like\ﬁugehe, he hated the prettily regular wher-
ever he found 1t,?0 He wished to attempt, as he says Dos-
toievski did, to trace "with a giant's brush the map of the
universe, showlng the possibility of wan becoming Cod."2d
e would have agreed with Whitman that Coethe was wrong in
saying the aftist must live apart. Wolfe says the artist's
reason for being

is to snare the spirits of mankind in nets of magle, to
make his life prevail through his creation, to wreak the
vision of his life, the rude and painful substance of
his own exrerlence, intc the congruence of blazing and
enchanted images that are themselves the core of 1life,
the essential pattern whence all other things proceed,
the kernel of eternity. This is the resson that the ar-
tist lives and works and has his belng: that from life's
clay and his own nature, and from his father's common
earth of toil and sweat and violence and error and bilt-
ter anguigh, he wmay distil the beauty of an everlast-
ing form.=

Both Whitman and Wolfe were well acquainted with the

great works of literature ard had received inspiration from

g . -
Ferkins, op. git., v. 15.

20 .
Look lomeward, Angel, p. 395.
“lthe Web and the Rock, p. 290.

)
“20f Time and the River, p. 550.




them .23 5t111, each felt that the literature of America
called for a different expression. As Whitman had announced
that America differed from Europe, he proceeded to trace the
native spirit by contrasting America with Burope in size and
government. To the petty environment of Europe, Whitman op-
poses the largeness and largess of America, and to the feu=-
dalism of Burope, he opposes the democracy of America.?%
Wolfe, tracing the American lineaments of our day, makes
use of thess same workilng concepts.

Whitwan recognized that individuals, nations, and eras
are given permanent and separate identity through theilr mate-

rial forma.25

Since an Individual was conditioned by his na-
tion and time, to gain freedom for himself he must merge him-
self with his nation and time. The American poet must en-
compass In himself the whole of America, historilcally, polit-
ically, socially, and geOgraphically.gﬁ Particularly must

he make himself one with the wide expanse of the new world
whlch contrasts ao sharply with the smallness of Europe.

The vast territory stretching far west to Czlifornia's

shores was 1tself a poem to Walt Whitman, nature's poem tuned

to cosmic rhythms.

25Whitman says, "I know very well the life is in my soul,
not in the traditions, the phantoms~-but I know the traditions
help me well." Notes and Frag%ents, IX, 191. BSee The Story
of a Novel for a statement of Wolle's avid reading, p. 46.

2
4Foerster, op. cit., p. 193. 25"To Think of Time,"II,219.

“Spreface to 1855 Leaves of Crass, p. 111,




T™e vastnecegs of Anerica ag it contrasted with the pet-

{inecgs of Burope wag also an Integral part of VWolfe's vi-
[

slon of Auerica.©! Wolfe felt with Whitman that the £eo~

~

graphical contours of a country are reflected in the char-
acter of its people. Thus Ceorge Wehber did not 1like "11t-
2

tle countries or 1little people,"*® and Zugene, oppressed

o

by the smallness of Ingland cries:

O God !l O Cod!l Ve have heen an exile in another
land and a stranger in our own. The mountains were our
masters: they went home to our eye and our heart be-
fore we came to five. Whatevsr we can do or say must
be forever hillbound. Our serses have hesn fed by our
terrifie land; our blood has learned to run to the im~-
perial pulse of America which, leaving, we can never
loase and never forget. Ve walked along a road in Cum~
berland, and stooped, becsuse the sky hung down so low;
and when wo ran away from London, we went by little
rivers in a land just big enough. And nowhere that we
went was far: the earth and the sky were close and
near. And the old hunger returned--the terrible and
obsecure hunger that haunts and hurts Americans, sand og
makes us 2xiles at home and strangers wherever we go.d

Both Wolfe and Whitmwan were held by the vastness of our

land. but where Whitman's spirit responds buoyantly to this

('}
vln the chapter entitled "The Promise of America®™ in

You Can't Go lome Again, pp. 505-508, Wolfe becomes a glant
man taking the Hocklies asg a footstoal and surveying the
United States. From there he beholds the cilties of the east
"flung like star~dust through the fileld of night." le says,

"Ubserve the whole of it, survey 1t as you might survey a
field. ¥ake it vyour Marden, seeker, or your backvard watch

« « « It's your oyster--yours to open 1 you will., Don't
be frithened 1t7g not 80 big now, when your footstool isg
the Escky Aountains. Whitman uses thls same device in an
attempt to present his vision in sensual imagery. See
"Song of Yyself," I, 3. '

232

“SYOu Can't Co Home Again, p. 558.

29¢

Look Homeward, Angzel, p. 424.
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dred svirit, %
up by the wildernwss. For Wolfe Identified himselfl wilth
that which was lost, that which was finite in man, whereas
Whitman, gazing at the vast expanse, achleved a sense of
identity with the infinite. Volfe Js fascinated by the
transieney and bltter brevity of man's time on this earth:

It seemed to him that all wan's 1life was like a tinvy
spurt of flame that blazed out briefly in an 11limit-
able and terrifying darkness, and that all man's gran-
deur, tragie dignity, his heroie glory came from the
brevity and smallness of this flame, and that he knew
his 1ight was little and would be extinguighed and that
only darkness was lmmense and everlasting.

To Wolfe all life is written in the turning of a leaf
upon a bough. Like Whitman's, Wolfe's most poetic passages
spring from hls constant wonder at the strangeness and mys-
tery of the earth. Wolfse's attitude Loward the world about

him was often very close to that expressed in the Vishnu

8

Purana of the Hindus, in Zmerson's "Hamatreya," and Whitman's

"Penaive on Her Dead Gazing"--that only the earth endures.

4
Later Wolfe, like Whitman, finds calm in the thought that
amidst so muech change the 0ld sarth continmues. In his last
book, Wolfe says,

"Some things will never change. Some things will
always be the same. Lean down vyour ear upon the earth
and listen.

"...A11 things belonging to the earth will never
change-~the leaf, the blade, the flower, the wind that
criss and sleeps and wakes agaln, the trees whose stiff
arme clash and tremble in the dark, and the dust of

5OThe Web and the Roek, p. 525.




lovers long since buried in the earth--all things pro-
ceeding from the earth to seasons, all things that lapse
and change and come agsin upon the earth--these things
willl always be the same, for they coms up from the earth
that never changes, they go bsck into the esrth that
lasts forever, Only the earth endures, but 1t endures
forever. . ,"01
The wail of the fast express ac it hurtles scross the
L e VL VU I gt £ the em v 3L 3 eniee 4 .
huge [lowing 1ift of the earth waves and fadesz into the
horizon becomes & symbol of Wolfe's spirit and of the brief-
ness of man's days. It is often frou the windows of the
Transcontinentel Limited "stroking eighty miles an hour
across the continent”gs that Wolfe has lLugene and George see
Awerica. Then, in cataloguss longer than Whitman's, Wolfe
describes the scenes of America as they r1it past.

The ralls are laid across sight hundred wmiles of
golden wheat, the rails are wound through mountains,
they curve through clay-yellow cuts, they enter tunnels,
they sre built up across the marshes, they hug the cliff
and follow by the river's bank, they cross the plains
with dust and thunder, and they leap through flatness
and the dull scrub pine 0 meet Lhe sea.o4

The rails cross mighty rivers--"The vast, ecolling, never-
glutted and unending snakes that drink the continent."o0
The ralls speed onward over the rivers whose names are flow-

ing and beautlful music--the Nonongahela, the Colorado, the

= )
“1You Can't Go Home Again, p. 44.

32, .
““Look iomeward, Angel, p. 359.
33 ~

Of Time and the River, p. 155.

B -
S4ivia., p. s61.

Binia., p. see.
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Tennessees, the Larpaharmoclk. They lead to the dudson

River that ls "like vats that well with purple and rich

wine"®7 and sweep nast the rich farms bordering the river.
Tr thelr rich opulence Yolfe szays Nugene saw a gymbol of

~
i

11 he had dreamed of Apmerlica as a boy:

The whole design of that earth, with the casuel and
powerful survey of 1ts great flelds, its dense still
woods of moveless sllence ringing with the muslic of
the birds, its far-off hills receding into time as
haunting as a dream, 2nd the central sorcemy of Iig
shining river. . . was unutterably the language of

211 he had ever thought or felt or known of America:
the great plantation of the earth abundant to the sus-
tenange of mighty men, and enrichling all its glamor-
ous women wlth the {ull provender of its huge com-
pacted sweetness, an America that was so casuval and
rich and limitless and free, and so0 haunted by dark
time and magic, so aching in ite Joy with all the bit-
ter briefness of our days, =0 young, s8¢ 0ld, so ever-
lasting, and so triumphantly the place of man's good
earth, his ripe fulfillwent and of the most fortunate,
good, %@é happy 1life that any man allive had ever
known, :

39 rolls by:

America, "the fabulous counbtry”

It is the place of autumnal moons hung low and orange
at the frosty edges of the pines; 1t Iz the place of
frost and gllence of the clean dry shocks and the opu-~
lence of gnormous pumpkins that vellow on hard-clotied

earth; it ls the place of the stir and feathery stumble

Z
361p1d. In 1te use of Indian names thls passare sug-
gests one in Whitman's poem, "Starting from Paumenok," I, 30.

The red aborigines,

Leaving natural breaths, sounds of rain and winds,
calls asg of blrds and animals in the woods, sylla-
bled to us for names,

Okonee, Loosa, Uttawa, Monongahela, Sauk, Natchez...

¥
Of Time and the River, p. 506. SBIhid., De 569,

iG]

“YIbid., p. 155. Whitman has long catalogues encompass-
ing the geography of these states in "Our 01d Feulllage," I,
206-210. Sections 8,9,10,12,15,1¢ and 35 in "Song of Nyself"
further enumerate the sights and peoples of America. I, 41-82.

N
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of hens upon thelr roosts, hroken barkings of the
dogs, the great barn shapes and s0lid shadows in the
running sWeep of ﬁhg moon~whited pouggryside, the
walling whistle of the fast express.

Small dark towns whip by like bullsts. From his train
windbw Bugene catches only "a fleeting glimpse of a silent
little square, a few hard lights and then the darkness of
the earth agaln," but these fragmentary things belonged so
completely to all the life of little towns he had known
that the nocturnal pleture of the town was ins;;ntly'whole
and living in his mind.él

411 the rails pointed toward the city and the sea.
America was the nation of cities that were supported by the
huge materials of the hinterland. Wolfe, this boy from the
hinterland, enfolded within him the history of this change.
Thus in Wolfe's vlision of America as in Whitwmean's, the ma-
terial growth of America Is an Important part of her history.
Whitman looked with pride at our expanding frontiers and our
material growth and saw these 2s necessary steps for our
spiritual grcwth.ézA Wolfe, who felt like Whitman that he
must encompass the history of America, knew the record of
Europe's blundering with America. He remembered with pity

the puny arrogance a2nd short-sightedness of the one-syed

Spaniard who, 1n a solemn ceremony, took possession of the

‘r(jgf; Time and the River" Poe 15¢6. QIIbido, De 32,

QFOr long cataloguss of Whitman's on the growth and
material richness of Awmerica see: "Starting from Paumanok,"
sections 14 and 16, I, 28-32; "Song of the Lroad-ixe," I,
223-229; "A Song for Occupations," 1, 263. ‘
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wilderness of Catawha for hils king and then sailed away
when he failed to find pgold in the stresets. And vet Wolfe

knew the gold was there, for he saw that the wmaterial growth
of Americas was more f{abulous than the Luropesn fable.43~
Wolfe says this boy from the hinterland brought to the city
the whole packed glory of the sarth--the éplendgr, power,
and beauty of the nation. He brought to it the memory of
his fathers who had wrested this richness from the wilder-

ness,

who were great men and knew the wllderness, but who had
never lived in cities; three hundred of his blood and
bone, who sowed thelr blood and sperm across the conti=-
nent, walked beneath its broad and lonely lights, were
frozen by its biltter cold, burned by the heat of its
fierce suns, withered, gnarled, and broken by its sav-
age weathers, and who fought like lions with 1ts gi-
gantle strength, its wildness, 1ts limitless savagery
ard beauty, untll with one sgiake of its paw it broke
their backs arnd killed them.”

Wolfe's America is a lonely land. There is a note of

nostalgia more evident in hls writings about the nation than

i

7
““See "The len of 01d Catawba,” From Death to Morning,
p. 180. Wolfe szays: "America confirmed tnls little Table
about gold in one short year of her history, and then pro-
ceaded to unpocket and unearth vast stores of wealth that
made the visions of these old explorers look absurd. For
she unearthed rivers of rich o0il and flung thewm skywards,
she dug mountalns of coal and iron and copper out of the
soil, she harvested each year two thousand miles of golden
wheat, she flung great rails across the desert, she bridged
the continent with the thunder of great wheels, she hewed
down forests of enormous trees and floated them down rivers,
she grew cotton for the world, her soll was full of sugars,
citrie pungencles, of a thousand homely and exotic things,
but still the mystery of her earth was unrevealed, her
greatest wealth and potencies unknown."
4§Q£ Time anrd the River, p. 413, For a similar thought
see "Fioneera! U Fioneers! 1, 279; "With Antecedents,” I, 292.
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in Whitman's Leaves of Grass. At the time Whitman set out

to dlscover the genius of Amerlca, the Revolution was still
fresh in men's wmemory. 01d veterans, friends of Whitman's,
talked to him of their experilences. Whitman saw iIn this
political freedom that they had gained, a new start, a base
for the new spiritual freedom we were also to gain through
democracy. He looked toward Burope and =aw how deep-rooted
tradition hobbled the struggle of the common people to over-
come arbitrary rule and gain more freedom. Then he looked
toward Amsrica, and the spirlt of Jefferson was still strong
in hls veins. Here was 2 new country, free of centuries of
tradition, which accepted the principles of democracy. Here
the common wman was given freedom as his bifthright. He saw
in Amerieca the triumph of demccracy and looked toward Amer-
ica to lead the way foriﬁurope.és He dismlased all doubts
and proclaimed himself the prophet and seer of democracy. ¢
Wolfe, likewlse, 1s a poet, but his lyricism is that of
a modern snd more muscular Walt Whitwan behind whom lle
years of national disillusionment.47 Wolfe was born in a
very different world from that of Whitmsn, The frontiler
was gone. The democracies had become very imperialistic;

natives bent under our imperial sway asnd understood little

of the democratlc jargon. With the debacle of the War of

4:5!1 1y 21 / LA s
Song of the Broad-Aze," I, 233-237.

46 . s ;
"One'e-Belf I Sing," I, 1. 4VBates, op. ¢it., p. 525.



1914, skepticism became rife. Literature became realistic.
The nineteenth century had =o &uccessfully revolted against
0ld traditions that the twentleth ecentury found 1tself with
nothing new to deny and nothing to believe in. Whitwan was
read by more and more aspiring young suthors who copled his
style, his radicalism, and his realism but lgnored his ide-
alism. The quest of the new poetry for externality and im-
medlacy of lmpression has led away from the poetry of
ideas.48 There 1s no cosmic spirit in tne new postry, and
1ts trend is away from the gilant's swinging stride. Yet
one Titan remains. In the mad twentles after the war to
make the world safe For democracy had proved avcastly fall-
ure and in the dark days of the thirties with war clouds
ever growlng more threatening, Wolfe writes of his love for
Ameriea and of his search to find some ultimate criterion
of values. In his writings he weaves together the strains
of defeatism and disintegration with & hope and a belief in
unity, in "scmething over all." Though not employing the
medlum of verse, it is as a poet filled with the cosmie
spirlt that he speaks.

However, Wolfe's gaze is not so ceclear as Whitman's.
Gone 1s the swinging certainty which emanates from the
Leaves. There is no buoyant call like Whitman's to drop

doubt and despair and enter with him into this greater life.

iSJohn Livingston Lowes, Conventlon and Revolt in Poetry,
. 309, -
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Wolfe's words are like a volce from the crowd, now full of
a willd hopre as he nears the door to that greater life, now

frenzied with despalr ag the almeost open door fails to open

ard fades away, a mirage in man's memory. Often in Wolfe
the ideallsm is tormented, but it remains and is not killed
by looking at life realistically. And the basls of hig ide-
aliswm, as of Whilitman's, is his bslief in the common man.
After every doubt and battle, 1t was to the common wan, the
laboring wan who was close to the earth that he turned for
strength. Like ¥hitwan, who responded to the hearty ani-
mality of the cab drivers of Hew York, VWolfe preferred the

"regular” people, as he called them. Naxwell Perkins re-

lates an incident that also recalls Whitwman. Wolfe, at the
time, was living only about two blocks {rom Perkins. These
two blocks were almost slum-like and the streets were Tilled
with children who, Perkins says, all knew Tom:

¥hen he went by in his long, slow, country stride, look-
ing at everything, they would call out, "Hello Ur.
Wolfe." And the pollee all knew him too. Once my wife
said, "A flowerpot has disappeared from one of our win-
dow boxes. I can't understand how 1t happened." The
window box was too high for anyone to reach, you would
think, and who would want a geranium? Long afterward,
one night Tom said: "I meant to tell you, 1 tcok one
of your geraniums. 1 was coming in but the house was
dark so I just took a flowerpot, ard a cop saw wme and
said, 'What ars you doing?' I said, 'I'm taking 1t home
to water it.' He just laughed." This was Yew York.
Was the cop afraid of Tom and his great size?Y UNo, he
knew him, and understood him: that humen quality in

Tom had made friends withgeveryone around, and they
knew he was one of thenm.

495 .
erklns, op. clt., p. 16.



Wolfe himgelf and his family are the real basls of his
faith and fiction. %Wolfe was at his bhest when writing of
things that had bescome an integral part of himself, of
thesse people he knew and understood, many of whom probably
had soms basils in fact-~Zugene's family, particularly his
father, his father's friends, Hike Fogarty, 0Ollle Cant,
Jannadeau, Dr. Uoker, Dr. ¥cQuirs, Harry Gugman, and Ne-
braska Crane. He does not gloss these over or conceal thelir
shams and hypocrisies. Yet one feels that Wolfe has a sym=-
pathy for them and that, as ¥hitman had done hefore him, he
senses a curious strength and nobility bebhind their weak-
resses.

Wnitman's belidef in demacrac?, in the essential worth
and Integrity of the massea, was an essential part of his
rhilosophy. Slnce he saw each man as a potentlal god, his
poems were not to glorify any special class of peoplé but
just man. Hils spontaneous "Song of liyself" seems an almost
unconsclous spllling out of these thoughts. His "I" is no
moral philosorher, but a pagan, primal wan, discovering all
over again his wouth; and for him the world is yoﬁﬂg. He
sweeps aside all curtains and intimately shares with each
of us the wonder of his discoveries.

#E

%olfe's approach in Look llomeward, Angel and Of Time

and the River i1s the same. In the spontaneous overflow of

these earlier books, in the groping of Eugene and his re-

sponse to the world about him, we can trace his growth of



vision with each new discovery. Unlike Whitman, Wolfe's
hero is not sharing his visilon with us. He 1s still, as
Wolfe was, in the mildst of the struggle to attain a clearer
insight. %hen Wolfe began his writling, he did not know jJust
where he was going. In his novels we get the struggle al-
most 28 it was taking place in Wolfe. Hence his works are
more chactic than Whitman's Lleaves, and 1t Is sometimes
hard to trace the growth of vision, but with his last bvook,
he rounds the circle and states his phillosorhy almost as
though he had a premonition of his early death. -
So in Wolfe the growth is a gradual and all but un-
conscious process. The truths in his early novsls are not

e

pointed up or moralized about. Wolfe has no class struggle

in mind as he writes of the common people. Like Whitwan's,
hig approach is unceasingly personal. Abstract guestions

have no interest for Wolfe untll they have become a part of
4

living=-until they ha#a ceased to be abstract. © Wolfe,
like Whltman, deals with individuals snd sees their faults,
but he never moralizes In these early wrltings. Une critic
savs:

The shocking, shameful contrast 1n Amerleca between
the condlitions of the rich and poor has naver bheen more
powerfully and indigznantly presented than In his work,
but 1t is this contrast as 1t affects individusle, never
a8 summarlzed in a class struggle. The same indiffer-
ence to abstractions and classifications appears in his

=
doﬁates, op. ¢it., p. 522. Whitman always translated
the abstract 1ln terms of the material world. A morning
glory at hils window satisfled hlm wore than all the meta-
rhyslics of books.
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sthical attitude. le burne with instinetive rage agpainst
ghams and snobbishness and cold-heartedness, but he does

2

not moralize or believe that evil 1g really evitable.

Like Whitman, %olfe sees people as natural forces and Sce-
ceptz the fact that as such they could work hoth good and
evil.

{ Wolfe's sympathy and understanding of the common people

grew as he matured. The almost urconsclous love and sxmpathy
with the common wan expressed in ¥Wolfe's earlier books grad-
ually come to the fore until, as In “hitwan, versonal love is
replaced by love of humanity. }Whitman cried to the common
;

pecple to clalm their own at évery hazard and declared, "By
Cod! I will accept nothing which all cannot have thelr coun-
terpart of on the same terns." 0 Ag Wolfe matured, his 1deas
more and more approximated Whitman's, but,{tbrough the char-
acter of Zugene, we learn that ss a youth’Le wlshed to escape

hig father's world of sweat and toll. In 0f Time and the

River “clfe tells of = visit Zugene made with people who had
escaped the confusion of 1ife:

At tre moment it seemed £2 him to be the life for
which all men on the sarth are seeking, about which all
men living dream, towsrds which all the myriads of the
earth aspire; and the thing above all which made thisg
life seem so beautiful ard goot was the conviction that
filled him at that wmoment of its essential Incorruptihle
righteousness » « « v o« v v 4 4 4 W . . . . .

In that blind surge of youth ard Joy, the magic of
that unbellevable discovery, he could not estimate the
strange and bitter chance of Gestiny, nor ravel out that
grievous web, that dense perplexity. He could not see
hiow men had groped and toiled and mined, and grown blind

- » L4 L4 -

5lipsg, PEnSong of Vyself," I, e2.

st
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and bent and gray, deep In the dark bowels of tho earth,
to wreak this moonliaht loveliness upon a nill; nor know
how men had sweat ard wormen worked, how youth had struck
ite fire and ETOWD 01@, how hope and falth and even love
had died, how wany nameless lives had labored, grieved,
and come to naught in order that this Pragiie image of
compacted night, this oriceless dlistillation of At“ rare
and chosen loveliness, uﬁeuég blogsom to a flower of
moonlizht beauty on a hill.t

Cradually 2 feeling steals over Lugene that the life of

the rich s not enchanted, but harren. IZugene rebels agalinst

zu

f soeclal sustom and feels there 1s something

~

the rigldness ¢

onmpty, false, =znd untrue In thls kind of revererce, comething
R - . - 54
against the real warmth and friendliness of man. He comes

to feel that, like Moses, he must 2o back to his father's

error a2nd find Joy of living,

55
ruth, anl beauty In the lives of common men.

vorld of sweal 2nd 01l uand

What Wolfe says of lizlen, Zugens's sister, one feels ls

true of ¥olfe himself, Conguering an impulse fo greet first

£

,,

the more prominent men who have come Lo ses her Tather,

Helen turns to the workingmen dressed in their "good clothes"
and greets them warmly. At the sawme moment she heard Ollle
Gart's deep and powerful laugh, saw Jannadesu's great vellow
face and wassive domy brow, and "was overwhelmingly conscious
of that lmmeasurable mountain of & man, Ylke Fogarty, heside

her, the sweet clarity of his blue eyes, and the almost

B3 ma : : -

Of Time and the Blver, »p. 539-540,
E 4‘ ~y * e " -
“*Ivid., p. 570. Fhitman in "Song of ¥yself" says, "I

wear my hat as 1 please Indoors or out.” I, 58. In the same
posa he characterizes these people as "plentiful manikins,®
posltively not worms or fleas." I, 94.

85, ‘,
ibid., p. 571.
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purring wusic of hils volee™ 2s he spoke Lo her:

And Instantly, having heard these words, and feel-
1nﬁ tﬁe strong preeences of these powerful ren around
her, 1t seemoed to Helen she had somehow re-entered a
maglc world that she thought was gone forever. And she
wag imuensely content.ob

Az Wolfe's vision grows, he never loses the feeling he
shares with Whitman and the Orilentals, that only the earth
endures. More and wore he sees *that man cannot sscaps his

tiss with the earth, that wmar

@bt turn to the earth, that
21l =man's strength comes fron the earth, from man's love of
earth. 5o %olfe turns to the lsboring man, the innoeent man
ard earth's zon in each of us.

In ¥olfe's later hocks this feeling Is more eonsciously
expressed. Wolfe alwogt seems t0 have this truth as the the-
sis or woral purpose of his laest book. He sees trat it 1
the richness of the sarth here in America that has helped
mould vs ag Indlviduals and helped wake us a pover among na-
tions. He gradually comes to see that the richness 1s also
the cause of our losing our war. FHe sees that the zreat
shining city 1s, after all, nothing in itself: %2t e but an
ewblem of the richness of the hinterlard brought forth by

man's labor. HBook II of You Car't 0o Howe Arain 15 an ex-

prresglon of this truth. Through the character of ¥r. and
Krs. Jack, Ceorge's friends ard representative of the best
of their kind, Volfe shows the innate falseness of the 13fe

of high finance. The solid-looking dwelling of the Jack's,

[n
dslbid., po P ,)1
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s0 placed over the hollowed out bowels of the earth that it
trembles with the passing of each traln beneath it, becomes
a symbol of the structure of thelr lives.

At Yrs. Jack's party the unreal life of the clty reaches
ites ¢limax, and In the abrupt end to the party caused by the
fire, Wolfe sees an epitome of‘the cémplete catastrophe to
come. 1t 1s at this party, staged on the eve of the stock
market crash, that George Webber realizes he must break with
Bsther and her world of wealth snd privilege if he 1s to suc-
ceed Iin his creative endeavor.

For he had learned tonight that love was not enough.
There had to be a higher devotion than all the devotions
of this fond imprisomrent. There had to be a larger
world than thls glittering fragment of a world with all
ites wealth and privilege. Throughout nis whole youth
and early manhood, this very world of beauty, ease, and
luxury, of vower, glory, and security, had seemed the
ultimate end of human ambition, the furthermost limit
to which the asplirations of any men could reach. But
tonight, in a bundred separate moments of intense re-
ality, 1t had revealed to hiwm its very core. . . . le
had sensed how the hollow pyramid of a false social
stricture had been srected and sustained upon a base
of common mankind's blood and sweat and agony. So now
he knew that 1f he was ever to succeed in writing the
books he felt were in him, he must_turn shout ard 1ift
his face up to some nobler height.t '

He had learned that,

in America, of all places, there could be no honest com-
promise with speclal privilege. Frivilege and truth
could not lie down together. He thought of how a silver
dollar, If held close enough to ths eyve, could blot out
the sun 1tself. There were stronger, deeper tides and
currents rurning in America than any which these glam-
orous lives tonight had ever plumbed or dreamed of,
Those were the depths that he would 1like to souncd.-8

57 “ : . . . 3
“You Can't Go Home Again, pp. 320-321. 581bid.
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He had come to the core of his vision--a love of mankind and
a desire to share his hard-won truths with them.

Here, through the character of Ceorge, we learn that
Wolfe has sensed the same truths that had lmpelled Whitman
three~-quarters of a century before to write hils Leaves for
the America that was to come. However, that idealistilec Amer-
lca of the future that Whitman envisaged lmplied a strong

9

criticism of the American life of his day.°” So, if he
dreamed, 1t was purposeful dreaming. IHis eyes were awake to
the present. He saw as clearly as Wolfe the tendencies of
the times apd the shams and weaknesses of mankind,ﬁo bvut he
refused to keep account with lamentation. Cassandra-like,
he foresaw our world of today, and, sensing the danger of
our directlon, threw the whole of a great personality into
Leaves of Grass in an effort to break the ground in the di-
rection we ought to go--to point the way toward the develop-
ment of greater Individuals.

Seventy-five years later Thomas Wolfe sensed that what

Walt dhitwan had leared had come about. Aftgr the eorash of

1829 the outside world kept creeping in to George Webber so

=

5970hn Burroughs also notes this. He says that the
Leaves "are indirectly & tremendous eriticlsm of American
1iTe and clvilization, and they imply that breadth of view
and that liberation of spirit--that complete disillusioning
--which is the result of culture, and which all great souls
have reached, no matter who or what thelr school masters
may have been. %hitman: A Study, p. 2C5.

CGPOP a strong indictment of these shams, see Demo-
cratic Vistas, V, 61-63.
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that as he sought to find himself, he sought to find what
was wrong in America:

"I know," said Ceorge. "But I'm not thinking about
the Stock ¥arket. I'm thinking about America. . . . Some-
times it seems to me," he continued slowly, like a man
who gropes his way in darkness over an unfamillar road,
"that America went off the track somewhere~-back around
the time of the Civil War, or pretty soon afterwards.
Instead of going ahead and developing along the line in
which the country started out, 1t got shunted off in an-
other direction--and now we look aroun%land see we've
gone places we didn't mean to go. . ."

Whitman had seen what was to come 1n America clearer
than the rest of his contemporaries. In later years Whitman
came to reallize that the progress of the human race ls slow,
and that it would take many vears for America to fulfill his
hopes. DBut he clung to his convietion that demoeracy was
necessary for the progress of human sculs. Through democ-
racy the common people were to galn freedom for the mind,
the body, and the spirit. Whitwan found his hopes for de-
moeracy personified in Linecoln, an American of common stock
who had risen to a position of eminence, & rugged individual
who believed in the unity of the nation and yet loved both
Horth and South. Here in Lincoln was the typical leader for
8 democracy of people whose Intense pride was to be equalled
and held in check by thelr great love and sympathy for their

fellow men.62 80 in his vision of America, Whitman concelved

hile duty as that of prophet and leader. His "barbaric yawp"

Slyou Can't Go Home Again, p. 393.

62“Song of Prudence," II, 149,



45

must arouse and awaken the common people to greater en-
deavor--to the development of more Lincolns.

fihen Volfe began writing, he had no lesson in mind. He
wrote because he felt he must,ﬁs and he wrota of that which
was nearest to him--the struggle of a creative artist to
find his way. At first he was interssted in world affairs
only as they helped or hindered him Individually. He did
not interest himself in politics, and he shared the average
american's contempt for law and autbority.64 Yot Wolfe's
vislon of Amerlca grew as he matured. As he delved into
hig own particular problew, he became aware that his wag
likewlse the task of every man and that every wman must be
free to work this problem out for himself. ¥hitman, who
realized this, had seen democracy as the solution. But the
relation of the individual's problem to that of the govern-~
rent was not brought home to Wolfe until hie last visit to
Germany in 1936. This time he did not find the Cermany he

loved. A short novel, I lave 2 Thing to Tell You, written

after hie return, notes with bitterness the changes thers.

It 1s through this indictment of totalitarian government

e

““Ine Story of a Novel, p. 6.

6423 LTime and the River, p. 338. Wolfe says of Bugene,
+ « - fie had seen the million svidences of force, privi-
lege, and compulsion spplied to the lives of reople around
him, so that llke esvery other native of the land in which
he lived, he had in his heart no belief in law whatever, and
knew that legal justice . . . was achieved by fortuitous
accldent rather than by intent."”

it
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that one traces Wolfe's realization of the necessity of
democracy for the freedom of man's soul., In this novel,

which originally appeared in serial form In The Kew Republie,

Wolfe recounts his leave-taking from a German friend who had
come to see him off and of the chance acgqualntances he wade
during his train ride out of Germany. In this simple nar-
rative lies a stingling eriticlism of a concept of governmment
wholly foreign to Wolfe's Americanism.

Wolfe's CGerman friend pleads with him not to write about
conditions in Germany, as the Germans 1like Wolfe and publish-
ing this criticlsm would mean the banning of his books from
Germany. Wolfe, who grew up in a country whose constitution
guarantees the right of free speech and free press, replies
that "a man wmust write what he must write. A man must do
what he must d0."%° In contrast to this bold assertion
Wolfe notes his friend's utter resignation:

I noticed, as I had so often done before, the desp and
tragle resonance of his guiet voice, a voice touched
somehow, for an American, with unfathomed depths of liv-
ing, with a resignation that had long since passed de-
spair, a ggrtituﬁe that had gone far past both pride

and horpe.

Not only is the man's spirit erushed by his lack of

Intellectual freedom, his physlcal and emotional freedom

1s c¢curtailed as well:

65 _ ‘
"I Heve a Thing to Tell You," The New Republic, XC
(March 10, 1937), 136.

61114,
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Ard@ then, his friend said wearily, wlth the tone of bit-
ter indifference that had become s0 marked in one short
vear: "It does not watter. I do not care. I pay no at-
tenticn to these stuplid people. I have my work. I have
my girl. If they let we keep them that 1z all that mat-
terq o « » 1f you have a girl you &ust narry her and--
may 1 tell you?" he sald frankly--"I cannot marry. I do
not make enougb money. 1t would be quite impossible!

. . o If you bave a girl then you must have two rooms.
And that slso 1s quite jmponéébla. 1 have not efen money
enough to afford two rooms.

On the train Wolfe sgtrikes up a pleasant acquaintance-
ship with the peocple who are traveling in the compartment
with him--a Pole, a German man and woman, and a Jew. The
Fole comments to %olfe that the pleasant comradeship shows

how good people are s how easy 1t is to get along with one

another if only the "damned politiclans" would let things

~

68
alone. As they near the vorder, cofflcials become suspl-
cious of the Jew, search him, and find that he Is trying to
escape from Cermany with bis money. Wolfe says the Jew knew

his fate:

“e looked at him for the last time, and he at us--this
time, more direct and steadfastly. and in that glance
there was all the silence of wman's wortsl anzuish. And

we were all somehow naked and ashamed, and somehow guilty.
e all felt somehow that we were “dV”Pé farewsll, not to

a wan but to humanity; not to some nemeless 1ittle ciphag
out of 11 Te but to the fading image of a brother's face.

Here, Wolfe, sensing a more significant farewell to humanity

e
"‘bid., pe 133. Whitmen, a century earlier, realizing
that man must have an outlet for his sexval urbea haa
shocked more gensitive souls by insisting in bis "Chlldren
of Adam" and "Calarus” sections of his poems that emotional
freedom was necessary for the development of a same and
healthy personality and for the progress of the soul.

bgl‘hldc \k‘xar(;h 24 4515.?) 202' {uglbi(]o, 6(6.
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than even he reallzed, a larewell starkly sywbolle In the
light of recent world svents, saw in this blind persecution
of race hatreds & contradiction of all that is decent and
bhunpan in maﬁkind~~tha growing of an ugly force whieh is the
antithesis of “hitman's doctrine and of the American demo-

cratic idea of equality to all races.

3 4
R W

The selzure of the Jew causes s ploom to settle over
the travelers. The Pole who had been visiting relatives
says he is énxicus to get home. Wolfe is surprised to find
that the Fole's home 1s New York and that he is a ratura
lized American whose fervor {or America is unbounded.

"1 am siek of Burope,” he went on. "I am tired of this

foolish business, these politics, these armies 8@ this
talk of war--the whole damn stuf?fy atmosphere.

1 H

He 1s anxlous to get back Lo ths freedom of America snd for-

get the militarism, the regimentation, and the regulations

2

of Lurope, and “olfe says he shared his friend's enthusisa n. 11

w
¢
g

Ag the travelers cross the bordsr, Wolfe hears the wo-
man sigh slowly with relief:

in & wowent she said gently and simply: "Do not
wisunderstand. 1 am a2 Cerman and I love my c0untrv.
But-~l fegel ag if a welight hag lifted from me here"
ard she put her hand upan her breast again. "You can-
not understand pgrhaps uugt how it feels to us but--"
and for a moment she was silent us if painfully medi-
tating what she wished to S8Ya., Then quickly, guletly:
"We are s0 happy t0 be--outl"’e

. 71

ey . ] N . ) .
"Civia. (aren 17, 19375, lel. 1bid., 162.

"2Iy1d. (Warch 24, 1937), 207.
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And Wolfe who had fled from America so often, dlscovered
that he too was glad to be "out™:

It [Germany] was no forelgn land to me. 1t was the other

half of my heart's home. It was the dark Helen I had

found, it was the dark found Helen I had logt--and now

I knew, as I had never known hefore, the countless ueas-

ure of my galin--~the way that now would be forever closed

to me-~the way of exile and of no rsturn--and another

wey that I had found. For 1 jnew that I was fout." And

that I had now found my way.'

Wolfe, like ®hitman, knew that he was a "this side” wan.
He had found his way, and he was golng home to America. From
8 blind acceptance of America he had come to a deeper under=-
standing of the principles upon which America was founded.
He had come to feel that "the democratic formula is the only
safe and preservative one for coming times,"74 and that de~
moeracy guarantees the greatest amount of physical, emotlonal,
and splritual freedom to mankind. He had caught the vision
of Jefferson and of Whitwan.

But, through the character of Ceorge Webber, Wolfe
tells us that America is not free from this same peril of

blind force and compulsive greed.?5 It is the same peril

731bié. ' "4Democratic Vigtas, Vv, 79.

75Wolfe says: "In Cermany it was hopeless: 1t had al-
ready gone too far to be checked now by any measures short
of death, destruction, and total ruin. But in America, it
seemed to me, it was not wortal, not incurable-~-not vet.
1t was desperate, and would become more desperate st1l1l if
in Americe, as in CGerwany, wen became afraid to look into
the face of fear ltself, to probe behind 1t, to see what
caused 1%, and then to speak the truth sbout it. America
was young, America was =t1ll the New World of mankind's
hope, America was not like this 0ld and worn-out Burope
which seethed and festersd with a thousand deep and uncor-
rected ancient maladies. America was still resilent, still
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that ¥hitman saw threatered us when we shunted off after the
1vil Y¥ar. Wolfe alwmost repeats Whitman's words. He tells
us to peel off the gauze of the seeling eve as leorge hnas
finally done, to look our times in the face with the plaln
searching light of truth, for it is the only remedy for the
76

guffering soul of man.

e sees democracy as the hope of nankind, but he sees
that we must win back our faith in the fundamental truths

2 £ ‘?rf
upon whileh our nation was founded. He thinks the depreg-
sion marks both an end snd a beginning. ¥We wust get back
to these fundamentals, we muct find the "real Amsrica, the
Amerlca that has alwaye been, the America that was wvet to
078

be. So Wolfe seeks to recall to Americans the love of
truth and of freedom so necessary to the development of a

true democraey, bto the development of true individuals.

S0, then, to every man his chance--to svery man,
reg ardlevs of his birth, his shining, golden opportunity

reaponsive to a curg--if @nly-—if onlv*~mmﬂ could somehow
cease to be afraid of truth.” You Can't Go Hpme Again, p. 730.

¥ .
61p14.
FrE

FThrsugh the character of Ceorge, Wolfe says, "People
are afraild . . . to look at things znd see thewm as t”ev are .
We've become like a nation of advertising men, all ¥ iﬂiug bg -
hind catch bhraﬁes like ‘'prosperity' and 'rugged Individu-
allsm' and '"the Awmerican u@v.‘ And the real f¥¢ngs like
freedom, and equal opportunity, and the Integrity and worth
of the individual--~-things that have belonged to the American
dream since the bﬁ'iwﬁmng--t}Pv have bwpame Just words, too.
The subistance has gone out of them--they're not real anymore."
You Lan't Co Home Acaln, e 39

Qs
Qﬂ

Bipid., p. 324.



~=to every man the right to llve, to work, to be him-
self, and to become whatever thing his wanhood and his
vislon can combine to wake him~~this, seeker, is the

promise of America.'v

G,
f?Ipid., n». BCS.



CHAFPTER IIX
SIMILARITIES AND CONTRASTS IN TECHNIQUE

Whitman &1d much Suring his lifetime to encourage the
belief that he was an inspired "nailf." Wolfe, too, with no
encouragement on his part, has been put in this same class
along with Whitman. Thils designation by the critics comes
partly from a fallure to understand the writing technique
of Whitman and Wolfe. For a close analysis of each showe
that nelther was naive or lacking in critical powers. 1In
their wrlting both had a definite alm in view and set up
certain gulde posts which they were to follow, and, although
they were working in different mediums, there ls often a
hauntling similarity in their ideas about writing.

"There was too little attention given to the writing in-
telligence of Wolfe," says one critic who found Wolfe to be
"an scutely reasonable and informed conversationalist on the
sub ject of writing."l And although Whitman was not a pro-
fessional critic, Korman Foerster thinks him "nevertheless
one of the most lmportant critics that Amerieca has produced

because of the theory of literature that he formulated."z

lPeter ¥onro Jack, op. cit

g [ 2e

3
s m
Op. cit., p. 157.
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Whitman's theory of poetry was an Integral part of his
rhilosophy of life. He felt that the core of our life was
the development and evolution of an individual soul. His
poews were to be the means of sharing this vision with man-
kind. "In the centre of al1l," he sald, "stands the Human
Being, toward whose herolc and spiritual evolution poems
and everything directly or indirectly tend, 01d World or
Hew." Thus 1n attempting to bring forth his vision of
America, ¥hitman, 1ike Goethe, wished to group his material
around one personality which, in addition to belng Walt the
Individual as he was enmeshed in American life, would also
gontalin the cosmic or elemental cbaracteristica‘of 2ll men
in all past time. In this way each of the Leaves would have
an integral part in recording the growth of a soul. Since
Whitman shared himself with hils readers through his poems,
he believed thelr form extremely important, but his Ideas
shaped themselves organlcally in a manner that, to conven-
tional eritics of his day, seemed formless.

For a time eritics were inclined to think that Whitman's
technique was merely lack of technique. He was called the
raw, orlglnal bard. Yet his early efforts in the medium of
the novel amérhis early poetry were conventional. While he
was editor of the Eagle he had condemnsd Carlyle for heing

4,
radical In form, but as he matured, read Ererson, saw the

%A Backward Glance Oler Travel'd Roads," III, 54,

4 :
The Gethering of the Forces, op. cit., 291.
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drift of world affalra, he became convinced that he must
find 8 new and different expression for the poems he must
write. For one of his first principles was that form and
matter must colneide, and he felt that the material which
the poet of his day should desl with differed from the ma-
terial of feudalism.

Judged by conventional standards, form does break down
in the Leaves. Whitman discarded the idea that poems should
be fitted to set forms as he discarded the deistic concent
of a planned universe, for he believed that each thing in
the universe was an integral paert of an organic whole and,
therefore, subject only to the Intrinsic law of its nature.
Ag his poems were to show the oneness of man and nature, he
thought the form of these likewise should "tally nature."”
He felt that his work was alive, organic, that a poem should
have the freedom and simpliclty of the organisms of nature,
and like them, derive 1ts form from the quality of the 1life

within.®

Whitman believed "the poet must not tamper with
the spontaneous unfolding of what 1s pressing outward to
birth and growth, 1is not to compose his poem, but let it

proceed unhindered from his own ccmposition."G

This does
not mean, however, that Whitman's posms were easily written.

Critles today realize that the 1855 Leaves of Crass was not

£
) J - -~
See Foerster, op. cit., op. 180-181, for s summary of

Whitman's scattered statements as to the qualities of a
noem.

“Ibid., p. 172.
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such a spontaneous outburst ag Whltman would have them be-
lieve. lotebooks of Whitman's show that after he had con-
ceived the idea for hils Leaves, he labored with his materisl
over a period of nearly elght years bhefore finding what he
felt was an adequate expression of it. "To speak in liter-
ature with the perfect rectitude and insouciance of the
movements of animals and the unimpeachableness of the sentil-

ment of trees in the woods and grass by the roadside,"

was,
Whitman felt, "the flawless triumph of art.”’ All his life
he worked patiently with his material until he felt he had
achieved the most natural, and therefore the most effective,
expression for it.

This philosophie calm, this sense of timelessness in
Whitman, accounts for much of the differvence between him
and Wolfe. For #olfe seems always to have felt somehow that
he did not have time enough. Unlike ¥Whitwman, who was mature
when he concelved the idea of his Leaves and then spent the
rest of hils 1ife worklng it out, Wolfe started to write be-
fore his vision was clear. Thus there lg always a double
process golng on in Wolfe~-growth of vision and growth of
technique. This different attitude toward time ls really a
fundamental difference In personality and is reflected in
their thought, their technlque, #nd their wmethod of work.

“hitman never seemed to have a get working routins. le

wrote from inspiration and did not try to forece his poems.

"Preface to the 1855 Leaves of Grass, V, 17C.




His everyday life was leisurely and uneventful, as he de~-
gired it to be, asince he felt that the post must have
plenty of leisure for the functioning of his c¢reative
imagination. When the weather was fine, he loved to spend
hours by the seashore, and often slipped off to read his
favorite books there.g Perhaps he would go walking %ith
John Burroughs and visit with their acguaintances along the
street, but If hls mood changed, he would leave his frilend
without giving any axplanation.g Sometimes on a wesk-end
visit to a friend he would be moved by some inner creative
force, and the company might see nothing of him all day.
It was in sueh mystic communions that Whitman seemed to
find inspiration for his poems, though thevy di1d not come
easily or write themszelves.,

Whitman would usually have one clear vision of a poem
or the thought for a poem. Thie he would jot down on any
piece of paper handy, or in one of his notebooks that he
had made by pianing sowne wrapplng paper together. Perhaps
for several days he would do no more about the poem. Then
mayve another thought would come. The story is told that
he would string these thoughts together on a plece of twine,
and when the string of notes was long enough, would plece
his poem together. Whether or not the story is true, this

is more or less the way Whitman wrote hils poems. He

8

"A Backward Glance O'er Travel'd Roads," III, 55.
g ;

Henry bryan DBinns, & Life of Walt Whitman, p. 112.
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recelved an idea; then he read, and thought, and grouped

hies information about thils central idea until he felt he

had gathered sufficient material for the poem he wanted to
build. ‘Then he worked over these thoughts and facts, phras-
ing and rephrasing them, and using bpis catalogues built of
s0lid faéts to point the way toward some ideal truth he
wished to impart.lo Put never does one resd of his being
impatient or hurried., There wzs a feminine passiveness and
receptivity in ¥hitman's accentance of his world that wsas
lacking in Wolfe, vho was shot through with a nervous en-
ergy that would give him no rest.

Each writer drew his waterial from his own life--the
sightes about him, the books he had read, hils own thoughts
and feelings. Lach loved to watch the crowds of New York
by night and by day. DBut where Whitman was always a wel~
come and Imposing flgure asz he strode along in his loose-
fitting working clothes emanating calmness, health, and
good cheer, Wolfe prowled the streets restlessly at all
hours, searching. He would peer earnestly into people's
f&ces as they passed, trylng by the very intensity of his
gaze to attaln the lnmost secret of their lives. He could

not gain that tranquility which came to Whitman from his

(8

o

%

gense of mystle union with all nature ané humanity.

2
A

This restlessness 1s evident in Wolfe's reading. It

01y "Song of X¥yself" Whitman says he but uses facts
to enter 1nto the area of his dwelling. I, 61.
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seemed to hkim, as it 4id to Lugene, that he must read all
the books ever written in order to glsan all the accumu-
lated wisdom of the world. ¥Whitman, too, though not a book-
man, read widely and strove to increase nhls knowledpge, £1il1
in the gaps, and attain asccuracy in detail, but he read
glowly and extracted the last morsel from a single book or
article. 4s Volfe grew older a2nd more mature, he came Lo
realize that ¥hitman's method was the more satlsfactery,
that he must cull and direct his reading anéd expsrilences,
that "the unlimited extent of human experience is not s0
important for him as ths depth and intensity with which he

experiences thinas."ll

But in his youth he was filled with
an insatiate curlosity and greed. Ie wished to know every-
thing, be sverywhere, and all at once. He was obsessed with
the idea that he must get all of this down on paper somshow.
So Wolfe rilled endless nctebooks with huge catalogues of
towns, citlies, counties, states, and countries he haé been
in; with the most provocative and suggestive descriptions he
could write of countless houses and rooms and people.12 fle
wrote for hours at a strstch, and then, when he had written
himself out, he often paced the streets unable to slesp.
When Wolfe began to write, he Gid not know where he was
going, what he should do. He fled to rance and wrote be-

cause he felt he wmust. Then, while he was in Parils and home-

sick for Amerlca, the whole pageantry of America swept over

—————

Mape Story of a Novel, p. 47. lgIbid., D. 43,



him. After that a purpose began to define ltself in him.

Unlike Whitman, Wwolfe found himself aond America by fleeing

{row them. After 1living in Zurope he
had come to understand very plainly that what many of
us were doing in those years when we fled from our own
country and sought refuge abroad was not really looking
for a place to work, but looklng for a place where we
could escape frowm work; that what we were really flee-
ing from in those vears was not the Phillistinism, the
materialism, and ugliness in American life which we
sald we were fleeing from, but from the necessity of
grappling squarely wilth ourselves and the necessity of
finding in ourselves, somehow, the stuff to llve by, to
pget from our own lives and our own experience the sub=-
stanes of our art which every man who ever wrote a liv-

ing thing has had o get out of himself and without
which he is lost.

When he ceased fleelng from himeself, he dilscovered
America by finding it in his heart, hils wewmory, and his
spirit while In a foreign 1and.14 Wolfe zays he really be~
lieves 1t was from his homesickness for America, "from this
emotion, this constant and alwmogst intolerable effort of

memory and desire,”

that the materlal and structure of the
books he began to write were darived.ls Through his own
experlence Wolfe realized, as Whitman had done before him,
that he was America, and that all he could boﬁestly know
and tell about was what he had experienced.

Since Wolfe felt that all serious creative work must

be at bottom autoblographlical, he grouped his material about

16
his own personality. His purpose, like Whitman's before

135, 14, ;
“Ibid., p. 29. *1v1d., p. 30, P1pia., p. 31.
¥1v14., p. 21. ’

e —
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him, is really to share with us the growth of this person-
ality. Wolfe found, as Whitman had, this struggle of the
soul the unifying core of all his work:

From the beginning=--and this was one fact that in
all my times of hopelessness returned to fortify my
faith In my conviction--the idea, the central legend
that 1 wished to express had not changed. And the cen-
tral idea was thls: the deepest search in 1life, it
seemed to me, the thing that in one way or another was
central to all living was man's search to find a father,
not mersely the lost father of his youth, but the image
of a strength and wisdom external to his need and su~
perior to his hunger, to whic?vthe bellef and power of
nis own life could be united.

Wolfe and ¥hitman drew the world within and then gave
their vislon of it to mankind. ¥#hitwan says:

The known universe has one complete lover and that
is the pgreatest poet. He consumes an sternal passion
and ig 1ndiff=rent which chance happens. . . . What
balks or breaks others is fusl for his burning progress
to contact and amorous Joy. Other proportions of the
receptign of pleasure dwindle to nothing to his propor-
tiona.

Wolfe, in characteristic fashion, expresses this same urge
in terms of hunger:

This is the artist, then--life's hungry man, the glut-
ton of eternity, beauty's miser, glory's slave~-and to
do these thinge, to get the reward for which he thirsts,
with his own Immortality to beat and conquer life, en=-
slave mankind, utterly to possess and capture beasuty he
will do anything--be ruthless, murderous, and destruc-
tive, cold and cruel and merclless as hell to get the
thing h? wants, achieve the thing he values and must do
or dle. 9

Slince Wolfe and Whitman have drawn the world within,

171v14., p. 39.
18 . . - ”~
Preface to the 1855 Leaves of Grass, V, 167.

[
1%0¢ Time and the River, p. 551.
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the urge in their writings is outward, toward expansion.
This gains vastness and magnitude for their writings at the
risk of long repetitious passages and seeming inconsisten-
cieg., DBecause of thils lack of restraint, both have been ac-
cused of formlessness. But Wolfe deliberately discarded
the restraint of the well-made novel as Whitman had dis-~
carded the patterned verse, for, like Whitman, he felt that
a plece of writing must be organic, shaped by the material
itself. He felt he must find the form for the expression
of this material within himself, Wolfe says that critics
have objected that there was an intemperate excess in his
researches; but he replies that with all the waste and er-
ror and confusion this excess led him into, 1t brought him
closer to a concrete definition of his resources. He
glimpsed the form for which he was struggling. He writes:
I know the door 1s not yvet open. I know the tongue,
the speech, the language that I seek 1= not vet found,
but I believe with all my heart that I have found the
way, have made & channel, am started on my first begin-
ning. And I belleve with all my heart, also, that each
man for himself and In his own way, each man who sver
hopes to make a living thing out of the substances of
his one 1life, must find that way, that language, and
thagodoor-~must find 1t for himself as I have tried to
do.
Although Whitman wrote in verse and Wolfe in prose,
many crities have recognized that Thomas Wolfe was essen<

tially a great lyric poet. One thinks that

his finest writing i1s in those magnificent hymns to
death and sleep in Look Homeward, Angel, in the hymn

QOTha Story of a Novel, p. 49.
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to New York City In Of Time and the River, in the jour-
ney on the railroad With which the 1atter commences, in
his catalogue of &merLcaglriveru, ard in his always
verfsct scenes of deatl.

These erants poured first from the poet's soul of Wolfe.
He gays:
There was nothing at first which could be called
a novel. 1 wrote about night and darkness in America,
and the faces of the sleepers in ten thousand little
townsg; and of the tides of gleep and how the rivers
flowed forever in the darkness.

Wolfe wrote all these hymns before he began to trace
the first dim coutlines of a formal pattern for his novel.,
These chants which set the tone to the whole work were later
woven together by narrative splsodes. FPerhaps for this
reason his first twe hooks are more spontaneous and seem
primarily the work of & poet. And It 1s in these books,
particularly in the more poetic rassages, that Wolfe's
techniqgue seeme most gimilar to Whitman's.

Waturally the abruptness of Whitman's verse seemed
very raw and original to criticé schooled in Tennyson,
Bryon, ard Shelley, who, like most of the other great Eng-
lish poets, had followed the Creek classic tradition. To-
day, however, critioé recognize that Whitman's rhythms were
not new or lawless and that the newness of his rhythms was

really a return to clder forms. One states:

The truth of the matter ls that they are not new,
gsince they are, to go no farther back, 8t least as o0ld

2 . .
lﬁat@s, op. ¢it., p. 524.

I
£

‘he Story of a lovel, pp. 37-38.



as Hebrew poetry; nor are they free, for they have laws

as rigld in their own way as the versification of Beo=-

wulf, or The Rime of the Ancient Mariner.23
Critics now generally agree that the King James version of
the Bible exerted a great influence on the style of Whit-
man's verse. Bliss Perry says that in the rhythmical pat=-
tern of the English Bible, Whitman found the charter for
the book he wished to write.24 Since this analogy with the
method of Hebrew versification provides certain specifie
principles by which ¥alt Whitman's verse technique can be
analyzed, and since Wolfe's poetic prose 1s strikingly rem=-
iniscent of ¥hitman's Leaves, 1t is worth while to see
whether the vislons of the two writers emerge in similar
forms--that 1is, specifically, whether Wolfe makes any con-

sistent use of these same Hebraic principlss in the more

poetic passages of his works.

The Use of Specific Literary Devices

Farallelism.--The first of these principles is "par~

allelism." 1In Leaves of Crass the line is the rhythmical

unit, as the end punctuation shows. KEach line balances its
predecessor and completes or supplements its meaning. This
"parallelism" may be called a "rhythm of theught."gs This

thought rhythm 1s the most fundamental principle of the

‘Leaves. 1In the Leaves as in the 014 Testament, there are

23, . om 24, .. . |
‘lll@n, _9}2- C.Lt., Qt I'-a‘.‘G. V\"'alﬁ ﬂi}}itmam, F" gsu

zsﬁllen, ops elt., p. 221,
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four types of paralleliswu: synonvmous, antithetical, syn~
thetic, and eclimactic. Hut in the Leaves, the synonymous
is by far the most common. In this type of parallelism the
second line strengthens the first by repeating the thought
ag, "I too am not a bit tamed, I too am untranslatable, "0
#olfe constantly makes use of this mode of repetition
of thought. In a poetic description of man's youth he says:
It is the thing he cannot bear to lose,
it 1s the thing whose passing he watches with in-
finite sorrow and regret, o
It 1s the thing whose loss he must lament forever.
Again, in & chant to America's thousand lights and colors:
It 1s a fabulous country;
It is the place where miracles not onlg happen,
but where they happen all the time.=S
The antlthetical parallelism where the second line de-

nies the first is but infrequently used in Leaves of Grass.

However, Allen cites as an example,
A women waits for me, she contains all, nothing is
lacking, 59
Yet all were lacking if sex were lacking.
This is used more often by Wolfe. In his description of
man's youth he says,

1t is the thing whose loss he must lament forever,

£

“G"Song of Myself," I, 108.

27

Of Time and the River, p. 454. As Whitman desice

nated his Unit OF rhythm by the end punctuation of hisblinas,
80 here, and in the following qguotations, the longer sen-
tences of Wolfe have been broken into lines according to the
runctuatlion and written az verse in order that the parallel-
ism may be more apparent.

28 155 2%, o " T
Ibid., p. 185, A Woman Waits for Ne," I, 124.
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And 1t 1s the thing whose loss he really welcomes
with a sad and secret joy,%0

and again,

That belng rich, we are =0 poor; 31
That being mighty, we can yet have nothing;

or,
A young man is so strong, so mad, so certain and 8o
lost. 25
He has everything and he is 2able to use nothing.v
The synthetic or cumulative perallelism 1n which the
second line, or succesding lines suprplement or complete the

first 1s found more often in the Leaves. An example is

I celebrate myself, and sing myself __
And what I assume, you shall assume.”®

In a continuation of the passage just cited from Wolfe there
ls an example of cumulative parallelism:

He has everything and is able to use nothing.

lle hurls the great shoulder of his strength forever
agalinst phantasmal barriers,

e is a wave whose power explodes in lost mid-oceans
under timeless skies,

He reaches out to grip a fume of painted swmoke;

He wants all, feels the thirgt and power for everything,
and finally gets nothing.%%

These various types of parallelism are mixed together
all through Wolfe's writings, and examples of alwmost svery

type can be found iIn a single description. Thus Wolfe

A
‘30 f1 5 Th .
Of Time and the River, p. 454.

&1, )
llhid. This and the following quotation are antithet-

leal within the line and the two lines are synonomous.
Sy e s 53 -
Ivid. "Song of ¥yself," I, 33.
34

Of Time and the River, pp. 454-455.
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supplements hls line in the passage aboubt America--

It is the place where miracles not only happen, but
where they happen all the time=--

with about four pages of cumulative rhythm like the following:
It is the place of exultancy and strong joy, the place
of the darkened brooding air, the smell of snow;
1t is the place of the fierce, the bitten colors in 35
October, when all the wild, sweet woods flame up.
In the fourth type of thought paralleligm used 1 the

" sach succesad-

Leaves, the "elimactic" or "ascending rhythm,
ing line adds tc lte predecessor, usually taking up words
from it and completing it.36 Perhaps the best example of

n

[N

this found in Whitman is in the poem "When Lilacs Last
the Dooryard Bloomed." The third line is, "I mourn'd, and
yet shall mourn with ever~returning spring." Then the last
words of the line begin the new line and a further expan=-
sion of thought, "Bver-returning spring, trinity sure to ne
you bring. . 37

Wolfe often makes use of this expedlent to link his
thoughts and rhythms more closely. In his description of
the waters of darkness, which falls naturally into lines
and stanzas very similer in form to Whitman's, the last line

of the first stanza is

Sired by the horses of the sea, maned with the dark,

they come.
7
®®Ipid., . 155.  BAllen, op. cit., p. 223.
37

“'Leaves of Grass, 1I, 94.



Then, as in %hitman, the next paragranh poss on Trom the
last words of the presceding sentence:

They comel! Ships call! The hooves of night, the horses

p}

of the sea, come on below their manes of darkness.
Later In the same passage the thought is carried from the
preceding to the next paragraph:

idave we not heard the river, the rich immortal river,
£ull of its strange dark time?

Full with the pulse of time 1t flows there. . .58

The Leaves are rich in iInternal parallelism as well
ae the parallelism of the line. ¥r. Allen in hils study of
Whitmen's prosody dissects "To Rich Givers" and stresses
the fact that this Internal parallelism Iis not ineidental
In the total effect of the Leaves.sg Wolfe, too, often
made use of internal parallelism as shown in the example of
antithetlcal parallelism already cited.40

The "envelope."--Another stylistlc device which Whitman
uged is what biblical prosodists call the “enveleps."él In
this the parsllelism may be elther of figures or of thought.
In the thought~parallellsm the first line states an idesa,
succeedling lines bring forth parallel thoughts and then the

last line concludes or seals the envelope. These envelopes

are often set apart in Whnitman's verse and tale the place

°Bor Time and the River, p. 510.

®“Allen, op. cit., p. 225.
“Usee examples of antithetical parallelism cited, p. 64.

41
.’lllen’ ‘-QED Cito, pa 225‘



of the stanza. The movement in thess envelopes reminds one
a little of the strophe and antistrophe of the chorus in the
Greek drama. The following is an example:

Pagsage to more than India!

Are thy wings plumed indeed for such far flights?

0 soul, voyagest thou Indeed on voyages like those?

Yisportest thou on waters such as those?

Soundest below the Sanscrit and the Vedes?

Then have thy bent unleash'd.?

Often the envelopss are left open in Whitman's verse.

With Wolfe the same 1s true. Wolfe's envelopes are not all
rerfect and are of figures as often as of thaught.fgﬁe
starts out with an idea and then lets succeeding pé;sages
play endless variations upon the first, going back and pick-
ing up phrases and figures; finaily he comes back to the
original thought. As an example of this, four paragraphs
enlarge upon Ceorge Webber's thoughts "as he lay in his dark
verth and watched the old earth of Virginia as it stroked
past hiwm In the dream~haunted esilence of the moon." His
thoughts follow the flowing movement of the train and its
famillar nolses bring back Forgotten memories--of his child-
hooed, his departure, of "the years that flow by like water."
Then in a single concluding line, he brings us back to his
place of departure: "The train rushed onward through the

nd3

moonliit land. With Wolfe these envelopes are not of

L

“upassage to inaia," IT, 196.

‘ 45You Can't Co Home Again, p. 88. Another good ex-
ample of this ervelope technigue 1s Ffound on page 37C.
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free versec patiern but are repregentative of loose proae
rhvythms and often extend over a page or more. Hut 1t seems
significant that hs does make use of %His same overlappling
technique that ¥hitwan employed to give a sort of unity and
emphagis to hilg writing. In this rather broad way Wolfe con-

stantly muakes use of thought-parallelism in his narrative as

4]

well as In hils wmore lyrical sections, and 1% is thoughi-
parallelism which forms the flrst rhy rtheilcal principle of

Wnitman's Leaves.

Phonetie rscurrence.--The second main rhythmical prin-

clple of ¥Whitman's Leaves is what Allen calls "phonetic
recurrence.” He notes that the parallel thought rhythms

not only tend to fall Into similar grammnatical constructions,
but also tend to fall into similar sound gatt&rna.éé The
First of these relterative devices which Whitman uses s0 ex-
tensively iz "epanaphora" or initisl repetition. This ap-
pears 1n 262 of 403 poems and gives pattern to 4000 of ths
10,500 lines. OUften whole poems have practically the same
initial reiteration throughout. Eighteen of the nineteen
lines In the poem, "We Too low Long We Were Fool'd,” begin
with "we." In the poem, "Not Heaving from my Ribb'd Breast
Unly," all lines have Initial relteration. In "Salut au

% ] i g .
¥onde," sections five through ten {comprising over seventy-

A4
4 Allen, _9_2" Git., :‘Q- 250.

5
Autrey HNell Wiley, "Relterative Devices in Leaves of

Grass,” American Llterature , 1, 161.
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five lines) have identlcal refteration with the excep-
tion of two conclvding lines, one In section sixz and the
other In sectlion ten.

Wolfe in his novels makes almost as extensive use of

spanaphora as does Whitman. In his deseription of America

q-&

with 1ts thousanrd 1ights and colors, epanaphora occurs
gixty-rfive times in five pages,égk In this passage with
the constantly recurring "1t 1s" there is an oceasional
itallcized break which 1lke Vhitman's use of the parsnthe=
g#las helps keep the repetition from becoming too monotonous.
Long sentences and paragraphs (which are often only one sen-
tenee ) are linked together to an wnusual extent by this
initlal relteration. In Whltwan it is the personal pronoun
"I" that is used so often; in Wolfe, it 1s "and" and "he.”
,Invona ssction, nine of nineteen paragraphs begin with
"and"; four begin with "that"; and two others begin with
"eight." Only four out of the nineteen paragraphs hegin
with a diffsrent wcrﬁ.év

The second reltsrative device which Wnitman employs
almost as extensively as the Inltial repetition iz "epana-
lepsis” or wmedial snd final reiteration. Epanalepsls ap=-

pears ln forty~one per ecent of Whitman's pﬁams.48 Often

483@@ Of Time and the River, pp. 155-160, beginning with

the line, "It Tz the place of the howling winds. . .

mia., pp. 473-476.
“®wiley, op. oit., p. 161.
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there is both Initial and final relteration in the same

lines as:
I will know If I am to be less than they
1 will see 1f I am not as majestic as they,
1 will see if I am not as subtle and real as they, 9
1 will see if 1 am to be less generous than they...4‘

Wolfe does not make as consistent use as Whitman of epana-
lepsis, and it is not as significant for his art, but in
hls more poetic passages, it is almost as evident as in Whit-
man's verse, Here is a passage from The Face of a Nation
chosen at random:
October nas come agaln, has come again. . . . I

have come home again, and found my father dead...and

that was time...time...time...Where shall I go now?

What shall I do now? For October has come agalin, but

there has gone spgpe richness from the 1ife we knew,
and we are lost.®

Another passage written as verse shows clearly the initial
and final reiteration:
Full with the pulse of time it flows there,
Full with the pulse of all men living, sleeping,
dying, waking, i1t will flow there,
Full with the billion dark and secret moments of
our lives it flows there.
Filled with 211 the hope, the madneag and the pag-
sion of our youth 1t Flows there.ol
In Wolfe as in Whitman these raresllelisms of thought
‘and the phonetic recurrences are expressed in like grammat-

lcal construction; so there is the third rhythm of grammar.

49”By'81ue Ontarlo's Shores," 11, 124,

5Orpe Face of a Nation, p. 159. From Of Time and the
River, p. 328. The periocds are Wolfe's.

5%9; Time and the River, p. 510.
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iEr. 4llen Tinds three uses for these relterations in
Woitwan's Leaves which are also applicable to Wolfe's write
ing. The first and wost important one is to produce ca-
dence, since the musical rhythms of the line depend largely
upon phnonetle recurrence; the second use 1s to bind the lines
together into strophes or stanzaic divisi?ns; and the third
is to achieve a purely orstorical effeet.bg Certainly cne
must not minimize the Importance to Whitman and Wolfe of the
third, for much of the power and swing of their works 1s
galned through thls oratorical technique, which was natural
to both. Writman, who had dreamsg of belng a lecturer, wrote

hls poems to be spoken and planned to tour the country with

&

hiz Leaves. The oratorical method certainly came naturally
to Wolfe, who grew up listening to his faether's bold rhet-
oric. This leads to Wolfe's adoption of a method very sim-
ilar to that Whitran used in treating his materisl. Wolfe's
writings, llke Whitman's, are filled with long and endless
catalogues, and, seemingly, each writer had the same purpose
irn using the catalogues. One critic’s remark about Whitman,
that 1t was ss though he tempted the muse by offering her
the world with complete descriptive cataIOgues,53 seems
equally true of Wolfe. Both men really did wish to give ue

N

the world. The catalogues were meant to suggest the endless

®2a11en, op. cit., p. 230.

3.
YW

; alt #hitman, Representative Selections, ed. by
Floyd Stovall, Introduction, p. xii.




diversity of this world and yet to show always the unity
~beneath the diversity. Each person was conceived as a mi~-
crocosm of the macrocosm.

In thelir organization Wolfe's writings are very simi~-
lar to Whitman's. There 1s no plot to unravel. There is
no adherence to unities. Wolfe's works are a chain of
poems, episodes, thoughts and moods which are given a sort
of unity since =1l emenate from the sawe person. Each epl~
sode, poem, or mood is a loose "envelope™; that is, Wolfe
will state an idea or mocod, then, employing a stream of
consciousness technigue, he will write 811 the various con-
notations and Iwpllicetions branching from the original idea.
Then his concluding staterent rounds the circle by coming
back to his first idea, Thus the only completion or close
organizgation in Wolfe's writing 1e within these little units
or envelopes which are strung toééther by various means.
¥hitman's poeus followed a similar technique. kiss Wiley
has remarked that his lyriclsm is one of extremely broad

"When Lilacs Last in the Dooryard Bloom'd,"

circles. 1In
Whitman makes use of a "leit motif," the heart-shaped leaves
of rich green, death, ctar, 1ilac, him 1 love.54 And he

sweeps back to pick up one of these key words throughout the

poem. Wolfe's refrain, "

a stone, a leaf, an unfound door,"
becomes his "leit motif" and one of his principal ways of

tying together his various units. Hls works are 2 constant

54

Sl

ley, ep. cit., p. 17C.
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mingling of going cut and coming back to this refrain.
Like the strophic stanzas of ¥hitwan, the movement is rem-
inlscent of the 0ld Oreek dramas.

Allusions.--In the preface that preceded his first
Leaves, Whitman said that the American poet must give up
allusions, inversions, and all the stock poetilec tricks.D®
Wolfe goes to the opposite extreme from Whitman, who coun-
seled himself to make no refersnce to other writers snd their
books, and whose memory was so poor that be sometimes forgot
where he had recelved an idea and thought it original,
Wolfe's works, so filled with allusions, are somewhat remi-
'niacént of the days of Chaucer when the learning of the
author was estimsted by the number of allusions in his writ-
ing. There are references to everything from the Alger

books to Homer, from Sophocles to With Stanley in Africa,

Wolfe tells of the reading of Zugene and often forgets to
transfer his thoughts about these readings to the third
person., Thus in speaking of EBuripides, he suddenly speaks

as Wolfe: "The Oedipus Rex is not only one of the greatest

blays in the world; 1t is one of the greatest stories.”

Then in the next sentence, he switches back to Eugene, "And
Euripides (whatever the disparagement of pedantry) he

thought one of the greatest lyrieal singers in all paatﬁy-"56

Like Joyce's work rather then Whitman's, Wolfe's

SSPrerace to 1855 Leaves of Crass, p. ix.

56Look Homeward, Angel, p. 422,
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writings are sprinkled with classical allusions. With Wolfe
these are ofter used to point out the contrast hetwesn the
ideal and the real. Wolfe enjoys the ludicrous effect he
galing by guoting some dignified lines of an old writer about
an incongruous situation in modern life. Talking of fried
chicken in a dirty little cafe, he says, "Hall to thee, blithe

spirlt, bird thou never wert."7

He describes a pageant where
busliness must be represented for the commercial success of
the enterprise as belng iIntroduced thus in sloguent lambica:
"Fair Commerce, sister of the Arts, thou, too,
Shall take thy lawful vlave upon our stage."
They came and pasged: ;insoerg s--"the glass of fashion
and the mould of form" Jradley the Grocer--' when first
Pomona held her fruity “horn"; the Bulek Agency--"the
chariots of Oxus and of Ind."
Came, g@ssed-—llke pageantry of mist on an sutum-
nal stream.
Though Wolfe ls showing that wuch of the old writing
seems tO have no place ir our commercial world, he does use
a8 wealth of allusjons. In this respect he 1is unlike Whitman,
who demanded simplicity, a "plate-glassy” style, and who
wanted no draperies, however rich, between him and his
0
readers. "
Ilyagery.--At the same time Whitman demanded a "plate-
glassy" style, he insisted that the poet's method must be
indirect, suggestive. Since 1t is largely through the poest's

use of Imagery and figures that this method ls achieved,

°71p1a., p. 338. *81via., p. 374.

SgFrefaee to 1865 Leaves of CGrass, p. vii.
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¥alt's statements seem contradlctory. The key to this pars-
dox lles in Whitmen's feeling for words.®C 1In speaking of
his art he always said he was careful in the selection of
words, and though he experimanted widely, his word sense sel-
dom failed him. The sprinkling of forelgn words adds little
to hls poetry, but 1t wes 2 part of his theory that we should
enrich our language by making free use of those 1in any other
and avsorbing them Into our own. It was part of Whitwan's
theory that the post must encompase the wholes of 1ife and
break the path for others to [ollow. Enowing that the post
must express himaslf through words and realizing how muech
depended on the cholce of the right word, ¥hitman wanted
nothing to limit the richness of his cholce. To him all
words were the diction of poetry. In his first poem he
speeks of "beleh'd words."®l Since his were to be the poems
of democramcy, he often wade use of the vernacular. He eme-
ploys "swag” for "sag,"%% "yag® rop "wave,"%% and often be-
glns his statements with "I reckon" or "I guess.”

Wrhiltman also felt that the posws of democracy should
make use of vocetional words, or words technlcal to a pro-
fession, and his long catalogues are f1lled with such words.
Paptlcularly does he draw from his knowledpe of carpentry.

In one poem he speaks of himself ag "plumb in the uprights,

501116n, 9p. cit., p. 284,  ®"Song or ¥yselr," I, 34.
%21pid., 6. €31p14.
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well entretied, braced in the heams . " %% Again, in the same

proem, the carpenter "dresses his plank” and "the tongue of

65

his foreplane whistles its wlld ascending lisp." He of-

ten draws from shipbuilding and navigation. He speaks of

1 . €6
love as a "kelson" of creation,
n&7

and his eyes "settle the
land.
0ld words are oftien used effectively by Whitman. If

there 1s no word that suits, he colns ons or uses a noun as
a verb, or an adjective or verb as a noun, or a verb as an
adjective. He speaks of the "posh" of snow, of the "sough-
ing" twilight, and of icy peaks as "topples of brittle and
blue." #hitwman wade no dlstinction between the diction of
poetry and prose because to him a single word, all words,
were suggestive.eg This theory of Whitman's about the sug-

1,

gestiveness of words lies behind hils use of images and re-
solves his seemingly paradoxical statement. 3Since words
alone were suggestive to Whitman, there was no need for long
descriptive passages in his work. His poetry, like conven-

tional poetry, is full of figurative language, but the objects

are simple and concrete and more often merely named rather

841n14., 36. % 1p1a., 48.
%€ 1p1g., sa. “71p14., 43.
68

One critic distinguishes the diction of prose from
that of poetry by saying that the difference lies in the

use of the word. The function of prose is to state; that

of poetry, to suggest. To this critic, Whitman often failed
to ke poetic because he was too literal. See Lowes, Op.
eit., p. 181.

e
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than described. ¥r. Allen says

The imagery of Leaves of Grass i1s a brilliant illustra-
tion of the James-Lange Theory; 1t expresses emotion
elther by naming the sensations of which the emotion
conslats, or it Immediately portrays the ewmotion by
nawing the concrete objects whieh way be counted upon
to produce the sensation. . . . Indeed the discovery

of the catalog method of producing an Imaginative re-
gponse was probably the ;gginﬂing of Walt ¥hitman's

L

"new” system of prosody.

¥r. Lowes, however, feels that in Whitman we havé only
the wmaterial for poems; things are not poems. Words must
convey the poet's helghtened emotion to the reader, who may
not have such a background of rich connotations, But if
8t times Whitman's lines fall to be suggestive to the aver-
age reader, often there are lines of breath=-taking bsauty,
and one is reminded that Whitman said wusiec had inspired
more of his poems than he could remember. In the pagsage of
"Song of ¥yself" beglnning with "I am he that walks with the
tender and growing night" and continuing through "Smile, for
yeur‘lcver comes,"” his use of words is unerringly right and
beautifully puetie.vl

Since Wolfe was writing in prose, there was no gquestion
48 to sultable words. But Wolfe's glgantic ambition was to
record the whole volatile, changing langusge of America.
bialects end colloquial expressions interested Wolfe, and
e got the vitality and raciness of ¢olloguial dialeét into

his writing. In "Only the Dead Know Brooklyn" the whole

® 0p. cit., p. 23c. "CLowes, op. cit., p. 1c1.

?1Zeaves of Grags, I, B8-59,
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narrative s told 3In the Brooklyn lingo, and in "The len of
014 Catawba® we hear the dialect of the mountain people.
Wolfs, too, was interested in descriptive words and,
like Whitman, often coined words If he found no word which
he thought adequate to expresa the exact thing that he
wlshed said. He is particularly fond of combining a noun
with ar adjlective to form his adjsctive. A cigar is "spilt-
1imp"; ¢ Eliza's nose 1s ”stave-red“;75 Eugene 1s "ghost-
eared,” "whisper-tongued";’4 he descrilbes an engineer as
"nis goggled brother with steel-stoady, rall-fixed eves." o
He usesz nouns as verbs or makes up verbs. Thus, "the en-

76 k)
"% "the wind snakes through the

cine slatted noislily,
grasses,"’! "stogged 1n the desert."’d

%olfe had not Whitman's saving sense in the use of
words and often elaborated hils statements of fact with long
descriptive passages. His Images and Tigures are more de-
seriptive than Whitman's, but Iin some of these pagssages one
feels that there 1s a strained effect that is rarely found
in Whitman, who strove to attain the simplicity of nature
in hils poems. Here 1s a passace about dawn which shows how
earnestly Wolfe sought to make us see the davbreak as it

wag for him:

’QLock Homeward, Angel, p. 75. 731bid’, Ds 40.
"41pia., p. 295. 75Ipid., p. 30. €Ipid., p. 301.

‘?vxbid-, Te 1690 Valbid., T 423,



Nacreous pearl lisht swan faintly about the hem of 1i-
laec darkness; . . . the edges of light and darkness

were stitehed upor the hills. Horning moved like a
pearl-gray tide across the fields and up the hilll flanks,

74

flowing rapldly down into the soleable dark.7’?
In another place Wolfe cays, "He saw the pale stars drown,
ard ragged light brealk open on the hills."80 op, "Spring
was coming on azaln across the earth like a 1ight sparkle

- of water spray."gl

Wolfe, like ®hitman, often twists his
figure of speech to wake it more foreceful. Thus he speaks
of "singing trees of birds,"B2 oF the "rippling Tlutiness
of the live piping birdy morning,"®® and of "warm-throated
plum-dropping bird rotes."o4

Sensory appea’s.--Though Whitmarn and Wolfe were of

mystle temperament, toth realized that 1t 1g by appesals to
the senses more than to the braln that s plece of writing
comes allve for us. A4n ocutstanding quality in the char-
acter of each wes hils extreme sensltivity to sensory im-
pressions. This, coupled with their ¢onstant, childlike
wonder at life, accounts in large measure for the freshness
and force of their writing.

¥hitman was particularly fond of the sense of touch.
it was bis use of the sense of touch, his sexual imagery,
that so shocked the first readers of the Leaves. Uf course
¥hitman had a purpose in writing "Calamus" and "Children of

Adam,"™ but his first poem which seems so sportaneous ls

[% '{1
"Iv1d., p. 173. %%14a., p. s00. ®1mp1a., p. so7.

*®Ib1d., p. 301.  Iptd., p. 180. S4Ipid., p. 1es.
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likewise full of sensuous imagery. With Whitman the sense
of touch was hipghly developed and love was synonymous with
life,/gut the sense of smell dominated Wolfe, and an in-

finite hunger seemed his driving force. To Wolfe's char-

85 Bu~-

acters even love 1s translated in terms of hunger.
gene while st1ll a baby In hlis crib thinks lusciously of
mysterious and succulent food.86 In hils dreams, as a boy,
Zugens loots 01d clties--for rood.B7 wolre says of Eugense:
He thought of food--food In a hundred glorious
shapss ard varieties: the literal sensual Images of
food hlaged in his mind like paintings from the brush
of a Dutch master, ard 1t seemed to him that no one had
ever palinted, spoken, or writ;gn about food before in a
way that would do it justice.® |
Wolfe dwedls on the stupendous eating of the Gant family.
The rich in Wolfe's novels are always eating "strange fab-
ulous foods” whieh he names for us in catalogues as long
as Whitmam’s.ﬁ)To Wolfe as to Whltman the mere raming of
these things calls forth a vision of the earth. Hils writ-
ings throughout are filled with Images of swell, descriptions
of food, of the grocery wagon, "musty, spicy, odorous with

the fine smells of the grocery store,"tY

of all the various
markets he sees. WOl?éwééscribes the negro, Jackson, in

hls vegetable stall at the market

aﬁ?he Web and the Roek, r. 444.

®SLook Homeward, Angel, p. 41. °7Ibid., p. 276.

&
880p mye i & z

Of Time and the River, p. 365.
69 )

Look Homeward, Angel, vp. 42-43.
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gurrounded by wide slanting shelves of fruit and vege~

tables, smelling of the earth and morning--great erin-

kled lettuces, fat radishes still clotted damply with

black loam, guill-stemmed young onions newly wrenched

from gardens, late celery, spr&ng pota&aes, and the

thin rinded cltrous frults of Florida.
The whole world is translated to Wolfe's characters in terms
of smell. The smell of India tea at the Fair wakes Eugene
remember the "nostalgie thrill of dew-wet mornings In Spring,
the cherry scent, the cool clarion earth, the wet loaminess
of the garden, the pungent breakfast smells and the floating
snow of blossoms."71 Eugene remembers ﬁhe good male smell
of his father's sitting room, the exciting smell of chalk
and varnished desks, the good amell of nails in a hardware
store, the smell of hot dalsy fields in the morning.gg Spring
to Eugene 1s the smell of dogwood and laurel, and he senses
the approach of fall by the smell of the alr which is "mel-
low and autumnal,” and October is "the smell of smoke and the
odor of burning leaves."9°

Symbolism.--One of the most noticeable things about

#hitman's verse is that, like the biblical recitatives, his
poems conslat of a serles of changing figures. Like the
Buddha and Christ, Whitman revealed his truths in a series
of homely flgures. It did not matter to him whether his

sjmbolism was always clear to the reader, for he believed

that the contradictions and generality of the Bible were part

L.
90mp14., p. 187,

03

Ibid., p. 84. 92Ipig., p. &5.

Of Time and the Kiver, p. 366.
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of the reasons for Its enduring. Thus the Leaves are =2
composite parable to which the reader must supply his own
interpretation and eonclusion.

wolfe, too, through sensuous representations wishes to
reveal the invisible and Irmaterial truths. Like Whitwan,
he sees beneath all waterial objects the essence of some un-
seen power, gome unfathomed mystery, and his writings be~
come the 1egend of the Holy Grail.f The story of one young
man's search for his father 1s meant to be symbolic of the
search of all human beings for God or ultlmate truth. He
glves us the actiona of the young man; a constant refrain\

\’\

reminds us of his search, and we must interpret the facts.\\

t

Slgnificance of These Similarities

The foregoing discussion does not mean to imply that
Whltman's art can be explained hy showing its similarity to
Hebrew poetry, for the rmany evident departures in Whitman's
verse from any set law of versification show his final mode
of expression to be peeuliarly his own just as Wolfe'ls is
essentlially his own. But this snalogy does give a basis for
dervarture and serves to emphasize definite trends in %hit-
man and Wolfe. For in their revelation of the elemental
truths seen In thelr vision both writers sought to cateh
the organic and rhythmic utterance of natural things, and,

consequently, there 1s in the expression of sach 2 definite

and dellberately primitive guality. This strong feeling or
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intultive knowledge about the universe which each held
found a natural outlet in a poetie and rhythmle utterance.
S0, between these two writers working in such dissimilar
forms as poetry and the novel, there are certain evident gim-
ilarities in style-~their use of an oratorical teéhnique; the
frequent use of long catalogues; the use of repetition and
of thought rhythms; and thelr constant appeals to the senses.
These llkenesses between Whitwan and Wolfe are most clearly
seen 1n the early works of the latter, where Wolfe, his imag-
ination full of the exuberance of youth, is as much poet (in
the larger sense of the word) as novelist. )For this reason
the examples clited have been taken mainly from his earlier
works, but thls does not mean, of course, that these poetical
devices were abandoned in his later snd perhaps more mature

novels. One finds them in You Can't Go Home Again, but they

are used with greater restraint and are merged in the bigger
pattern of the experimental novel technigue with which Wolfe
wags evidently working.

Wolfe, like Whltman, was trying to do a specific job for
American literature, and, as with Whitman, this task was an
essential part of his vision of America. Wolfe felt that he,
too, must make a new pattern if he were to succeed in ex-
pressing the America he knew. A careful reading of Wolfe's
early books suggests that he drew inspiration from Whitman's
work and, as far as his medium would permit, made use of a

technique very similar to Whitman's. But through these



similarities, we feel the contrast of two strong person-
alitles and senze Wolfe's struggle to attaln his own pat-
tern. &ince Wolfe hoped to express his vision of America
through the words and actlions of his characters, he had an
entirely different technique to achieve if hies task was to
be successfully completed.g4

During the same period that Wolfe 1s struggling with
technique, moat of his energy is absorbed in thinking through
hhls problem, 1ln seeing relationships, in finding himself.95
Though this growth is necessary and of vital importarce, it
does seem to have hampered %olfe's efforts to attain a proper
form. One feels that for this reason, Wolfe's last two books
fail in sowe respects to come up to the standards of his
first more spontaneous and inspired writing.

Look Homeward, Angel might be called Wolfe's "Song of

Kyself." Here, ss in Whitman'’s song, with the emotional in-
tensity and fresh exuberance of youth, he reaches heights

not attalned in his later novels. Without restraint, with
complete abandon, ¥olfe writes of his childhood, and out of
his rich and retentlve memory, he recreates this bright world
of youth as seen through the eyes of Eugene, & sensitive
child who is a projection of Wolfe himself.‘ This material
was s0 much a pari of Wolfe's life for many years, so thor-

oughly digested, and so unconsclously thought about that it

94893 the quotation cited on page 61 of this paper.
95
The Story of a lovel, p. 41.
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seemed to come tumbling forth of its own volition and to
sesk 1ts own channel. ° 1In speaking of this, Wolfe writes:
I was very young at the time, and I had the kind of
- willd, exultant vigor which a wman has at that period of
his 1life. The book took hold of e, ril possessed me.
In a way, I think it shaped 1tself.”

Wolfe continuse, saying he had had no literary sxperience--
and yet wmy book, the characters with which I had peo-
pled 1t, the color and the weather of the universe which
I had created, had possessed me, and so 1 wrote and
wrote with that bright flame with which a young man
wrltes who never has been published, and who yet Is sure
a1l will be good and must go well.9d

As a consequence of trhe almost spontansous outpouring

of his first book, Wolfe =ays he learned little from it about

how to write a novel. This is the problem he had to face af-

ter publishlng Look lomeward, Angel. In The Story of a Novel,

Wolfe candidly and frankly tells of his experiences in writ-

Ing his second book, Of Time and the River.

This second book, which continues the story of Eugene,
is a novel of sscapism. Perhaps it is because Wolfe is desl-
ing with escapists and not through any fault of technique
that the characters seem less iwportant to us. However, one
feels Instantly that Wolfe 1s becoming conscious of his writ-
Ing technigue. There seems to be a more deliberate attempt
to make use of a form similar to Joyce's Ulysses. While
Wolfe's approach is still lergely personsl and autoblograph-
ical, he attempts to broaden the significance of his hero's

acts by seelng them as the experiences of man. Like Joyce's

96.. G '»
Ibid., p. 4. T1p1d., p. 8. “BIpia., p. 9.
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Ulysses, Wolfe's hook follows a thematlc construction with
the theme of each chapter held in the mythological signif-
lcance of Its title. Adapting an idea of Joyece's to fit his
own needs, Wolfe draws his chapter titles from the heroes of
classical mythology. The character then becomes a gyubol

for the universal quallty Wolfe hopes to portray in a cer-
tain chapter, Thus Wolfe's First chapter, which tells of
Eugene's restlessness ard flight, is entitled "Orestes: Flight
before Fury." The other titles are: "Young Faustus"; "Tele-
machus"; "Proteus: The City"; "Jason's Voyage"; "Antaeus:
Zarth Again™; "Kronos and Rhea: The Dream of Time"; and
"Faust and Helen." Each chapter thus forms 2 separate unit
and portrays a definite phase in the unfolding and develop-
ment of this central personallty.

Though one st111 feels that in this book Wolfe is "not
quite his own man," as he says of this period in his hero's
life, we see that Wolfe 1ig learning about technique through
experimentation and sense an increasing surety of purpose,

a maturer hand. As a whole the work contalins the same char-

acteristics as Look Homeward, Angel. Both the style and the

content grow from the first book and form a plece with it.
Wolfe, in combinetions of stark realism and lyric postry,

is still writing of that misgulded, gargantuan youth. Though
the book often bogs down and the characters lose & little of
their epic quality, one cannot escape the strength and solid-

1ty of this book which contains some of Wolfe's finest writing.



Between these first two books of Wolfe and the two
books published after his death, there is a very definite
break. OSeveral factors probably contributed to this change.
For one thing it 1s hard to know whether the last two books
represent the finlshed work of Wolfe, although the publishers
insist that the manuseript of the two “ooks was completed
ard turned over to Wr. Aswell of Harpers before Wolfe left
on his western trip. If this is true, perhaps the books re-
veal Wolfe's need of Kr. Perkins to help him round out his
manuscript. But at least part of this break was a direct

reflection of a definite change in ¥%Wolfe himself.

During the period of finishing Of Time and the River,

Wolfe seems suddenly to have matured, to have found himself.
As he says, "It was during this time [in Brookiyn] that I
lived my 1life through to a first completicn.”gg Thus one
important part of the double process was rounded, and half
of his problem was solved. The ten years Trom 1925 to 1935,
but partlcularly the years 1931 to 1935, were spent in ex-~
rloring his range and thinking through his problem as a man
and a wrlter. This exploration of which Wolfe tells briefly
in The Story of a Novel is what he later expands into the

final part of The Web and the Rock and You Can't Go Home

Arain. He says of this period:

It was as if I had discovered a whole new universe of
chemical elements and had begun to see certaln relations

991p1d., p. 61.
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between some of them but had by no means begun to or-
ganize the whole series into a harmoniocus and coherent
union. From this tize on, I think my efforts might be
deseribed as the effort to complete that organization,

to discover that articulation for which 1 strove, to
bring about that final coherent union. I know that I
have failed thus far in dolng so, but I believe 1 under-
stand pretty thoroughly Just where the nature of my fail-
ure lles, and of course my deepest and most earnest hovpe
1s that the time willl come when I shall not fail.100

e concludes this passage by saying that the exploration
is still going on but not with the same intensity--
because the work it led to, the work that after infinite
waste and labor it helped me wonderfully to define, that
worlkr has reached such a state of {inal definition that
the immediate task of finishing 1t 1s the one Ehat now
occuples the energy 2nd lInterest of my life. O

After finishing Of Time and the River, Wolfe made

another trip abroad. About thls time he decided he must
break with Ferkins because he wished, upon his return to
America, to be entirely his own man, to make a completely
new start in the books he now intended to write which were
to be the fruit of his own rounded visilon.

Two things the critics had sald about his work seemed
to have rankled deeply in Wolfe's mind. One was that his
approach was too auvtobiographlcal; the other was that he
was hostile to an Intellectual 1dea, that he got at reallity
through his emotions rather than his intellect. His last
boocks seem an effort to overcome these two criticisms. In
them he attempts to go back over his 1life, to see 1t ob-

Jectively, and to analyse thils proc

®

ss of maturity, showing

100 )
““Ibid., pp. 35-36. 1% 1p14., p. 41.
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its broasder and deeper significance.102

The first part of The ¥Web and the Xock is a condensa-

tion of the material of Look Homeward, Angel, ard though

Wolfe changes the names and looks of the reonle in his
novels, their essential characteristics remain unchanged.
George Webber, like Eugene, is still a projection of Wolfe
himself, though in keeping with his more objective style.

The action in these novels does not center so much on CGeorge;
consequently, the organization 1s more epizodic and less

uniflied than in Look lomeward, Angel. Then suddenly in the

middle of The ¥eb and the Hogk, a short preface prepares us

to plck up the time thread of Wolfe's own life where Of Time

and the River left off. The remainder of this book and

Wolfe's finel book cover the ten vear period of exploration
that Wolfe tells of briefly in The Story of & Novel. As
Wolfe approaches closer to the atage of his 1life Just com-
rleted, he becomes so Iinterested in tracing and putting down
for us the steps in his own growth that at times action in
the novel almost ceases, and, instead, 1t reads like a diary.

The latter part of The Web and the Roek and the first

part of You Can't Co Home Again do have considerable unity

of action zince the narrative here centers upon the confliet
.between George and Lsther. DBut the latter part of You Can't

Go Home Apain deals with the years 1931 to 1635. Puring

loe?sr a definite statement of this attempt, asse the

author's note to The ¥eb and the Hook.
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thls time Wolfe had no close assoclations and was living
completely within himself, and though his power of descrip-
tion enables him to reveal the pageantry of America and his
greater Iinslght into American 1ife, the paucity of other
living charscters and of actlon makes one leave the bhook
with a sense of lack. Although the last two books are im-
portant vhilosophically as a study in the development of an
Immensely lInteresting personallty, the novels as & whole do

not seem as forceful as Look Homeward, Angel, or Of Time and

the River,

Once CGeorge Webber i1s warned by KcHarg (apparently
Sinclair Lewis) to listen to the critics and to follow them
when he knows they are right but to do nothing that might

destroy his "wallop."1®

In these novels it seems that
George has gained his intellectual insight but at the cost
of Wolfe's wallop. Wolfe brings all his thoughts to bear
toward meking us see the steps in Georgefs develoﬁmsnt, to
see each act In relation to the whole scheme of things. His
technique departs even farther from the patterned novel, and
he uses all sorts of devices in his attempt to reveal every
side of George's character--great blocks of expository and
editorial comment, stream of consciousness, impressionistic
technique, dramatic dlalogue, and even the diary form. We
get bls message and recognize the truth of his analysis of

the lack 1in American life, yet we miss the fire of his

lOSYou Can't CGo Home Again, p. 575.
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earlier work. These two novels reveal that though Wolfe him-

2

self has matured and is no longer lost, he has not as yet
solved the other half of his problem. He has not as yet
found the form for which he was struggling.

One cannot help feeling that the nature of hls fault
lies in the two things he was trying to overcome. He falls
in his deliberate attempt to be objective, Tor he was unable
to get outside himself. Furthermore, Wolfe does seem to
heve written hest when he ceased thinking and felt; then he
seems Iintuitively or unconsclously to have got down more of
what he wished to =say. So far as his writing technique was
concernsed, it does not seem to have been necessary for him
to know where he was going, and, indsed, his best work seems
to have sprung from hils essential conflict with 1life and with

the world. Thus in Look Howeward, Angel and Of Time and the

River and in some of Wolfe's short storiss, ne does succeed
in what he was trying to do--he does show "that every man on
earth held In the l1little tensment of his flesh and spirit the

wl04  § none Web of

whole ocean of human life and time.
Earth" Wolfe aschieves a form perfectly suited to his talent
and his purpose. Here iIn the region of the short story and
short novel, Wolfe does succeed. In dealing with people he
knew and understood, Wolfe handled characters superbly. Ue

knew how to extract the last particle from one episode or

mood. "Child by Tiger" and "Boom Town" stand alone as fine

1O4The Web and the Roek, p. 262,
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short stories. These show that ¥olfe was constantly sesk-
ing new forme for his wmaterial. Perkins, his friend and
rublisher, said he never felt Wolfe was lacking in form:

In a large way he knew where he wag golng, and given

twenty years and many volumes, I often thought, he

mlght have fully achieved a proper form. But as he
had te fit his body to the doorways, vehieles, and
furniture of smaller men, so he had to it his expres-
slon to the conventional requirements of =a space and
time that were as surely t0o small for his nature as
they were for his subject.

Wolfe's most suecessful writing shows that his approach
was not that of an Intellectual but was, like that of White
man, much more--1t was the intultive knowledge of the poet
and prophet and seems to indicate that his future form would

eventually have come from a use of this knowledge.

1059&:‘ Gi " g p. 15-



CHAPTER IV
THE PHILOSOPEY OF WALT WHITWAN AND THOMAS WOLFE

To understand the philosophy of a Kant or Eegel and to
ferret out the philosophy of a Whitmen or Wolfe, are two
gulte different things. In the former the rhilosophy is
formulated and put before us in the most technical and Tre~
cise language of which the philosopher is capable. His
gsole purpose is to make as clear as possible to us the in-
tricacles of his reasoning concerning the truths of the
universe.

Great poets and writers, too, are concerned with the
fundamental truths, but they are also concerned with the
artistic form in which these are presented. They do not
reason about truths; they feel them. 4 great poem iz as
much feeling as thought, and its truth is most often re-
vealed in symbols or figurative language.

However, in Whitman we feel st once the tone of the
prophet as well as the poet. He 1is not interested in art

for art's sake, but for humanity's sake.t He has come to

ug the plain, divine facts.2 In his pages he expounds no

Ingy Backward Clance O'er Travel'd Roadse," III, 45.

2Horace Traubel, op. cit., I, 222.
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formal doctrine, and, as he says, he is full of contradic-
tions.3 Like those of the Bible, his truths are concealed
In parables. But he has a profound ethic, a profound meta-
physle as vital in his pages as hearing or eyesigbt.4 And,
though he is elusive on specific issues, one can plck out
the general points of his philosophy.

With Wolfe, however, the problem is more than intepr-
preting the symbols. A writer of fiction sees the world
through the eyes of his characters. From the actions,
thoughts, and moods of the characters, we may arrive at
their philosophy, but this is certainly not necessarily
that of the author. We have Othello's philosophy, Mac-
beth's, and King Lear's, but do we know Shakespeare's ex=-
cept from Inference? Of course, with Wolfe ss with Whitman,
we have his own admission that his works are autobiograph~-
ieal, but Wolfe adds that so 1z all fiction at bottom auto~
biographieal.s It has already been pointed out that Wolfe's
heroces are usually himself. But there is still the prohlem
of deciding whether the groping of Sugene and Ceorge repre-
sents & phase that Wolfe has rassed through in the develop=-
ment of his philosophy or whether it represents the most ma-
ture thoughts of Wolfe. Wolfe's last book, You Can't Go

Home Again, seems to indicate that these gropings were but

Susong of liyself," I, 108.

4. . -
John Burroughs, Whitman, A Study, p. 127.

S, ;
Preface to Look Homeward, Angel.
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a2 phase in the gradual development of a human personality.
Since Wolfe's last novel is but an elaboration of the ma-
terial found In The Story of a Novel, an aceount of his own
experience, one feels rather definltely that the books do
approximate very closely to Wolfe's own philosophie growth.
It will probably devolve upon Wolfe's Intimate friends and
assoclates to glve us any final analysls revealing just how
nearly ldentical was the philosophy of Wolfe at the time of
his death to the philosophy of Lugene and George.

The general trend of Wolfe's philosophy here presented
is gleaned from his published works and from one or two crit-
ical articles. The rhilosophy expressed by Wolfe's characters
has not been attributed to Wolfe himself unless there was
some substantiation for so doing. Wolfe does not, like Whit~
man, seek 8t first to play the role of prophet or dream of
founding a new faith, but he does tell us a legend which is
applicable to all men in all time and 1s fraught with phil-~
osophical significance--hig is the legend of man's hunger
in his youth. In the struggle for growth of this one per-
sonallity, Wolfe sees the history of &1l mankind. In Eugene
and George, he traces these stages of growth=--first the phy-
slcal, then the mental, ard finally the spiritual develop-
mnent.

The core to the Philosophy of both Whitman and Wolfe
lies in their prescience of something in and sbove this BRp=-

parent world of the senses. Roth held the mystic's belilef
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in the validity of intuiltive knowledge. To understand the
significance of this belief for their philosophy, it is
necessary to understand the meaning of the terms "mystic"
and "mysticism."

The word "mystie" was originally taken aver by the Neo-
Platonists from the Greek word "mystikos," a name given to
one beling initiated into the divine mysteries. Webster's
Dictionary defines mysticism as the doctrine or belief that
direct knowledge of God, of spiritual truth, is attalnable
through intuitlon or insight in a way dlffering from ordi-
nary sense perception or intelligence.

Each mystic arrives at hils knowledge through direct
communion with the uvltimate. The mystics! feeling of union
with the universe is, peychologiste think, most similar to
the sexual act and is a gsublimation of it. For this reason
Enight lunlap sees mysticism as pure emotion and denles its
validity as a third kind of knowledge. To him 1t is the
tender-minded person's short cut to the ultimate~~-a Narcis-
sistic condition or a retreat--and of negative impcrtance.6
Hevertheless, it is the leading characteristic of sowe of
the greatest thinkers and poets of the world--of the founders
of the eastern religions, of Plato and Plotinus, of Spinoza,
Goethe, Dante, and Hegel, armd it is the leading character-

istic of Whitwman ard to a lesser extent of ¥Wolfe.

6Eysticism, Frevdlanism and Scilentific Paychologsy, p. 40.
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The mysticism or cosmiec consclousness of these rmen,
like that of Whitman and Wolfe, was never associated with
pathological conditions. To Whitman his mysticism was the
flower and proof of his sanity, soundness, and health, and
it was not at all akin to that of the ascetic who scourged
his flesh and waited Impatiently for death. ie says,

I pelleve in you wmy soul, the other I am
mugt not abase itselfl to you, "
And you must not be abased to the other.
Wolfe, however, was a little more impatient with the limi=~
tations, the "delicious burdens," which this 1ife plsced
upon man's spirit sand was often depressed by them. Of Whit-
man, bruce Weirick says,
He has perhaps that rarest of qualities attalined
by only the very greatest of the world's spirits, what
the Cermans term "Weltanchaung" or world sense, and
what gs perhaps better translated as his cosmie out-
look.”
The CGermans recognized this same quality in Wolfe, adwired
his bhooks, and never thought of them as translations at all.
These few great spirits, Weilrick says, have assimilated a
point of view with regard to the universe that is so compre~
hensive as to give a kind of significance to everything they

touch.

7"Song of ¥yself," I, 38.

3] " . -
Bruce Weirick, From Whitman to Sandburg in American
Poetry, p. 10,

°Ivid., p. 11.



Each of these men had arrived at this point of view
through his mystlec experience of union with the ultimate.
And each deseribesz the experlence 1ln similar terms. Whit-
man and Wolfe also experience thls sense of mystic union
with the ultimete. ¥hitman's expression of this 1s more
vivid and is expressed in terms of & love set:

I mind how once we lay such a4 transparent summer

morning _
How you settled vour head and gently turn'd over
upon me,

And parted the shirt from my bosom bone, and
plunged your tongue to wmy bare-stript heart
And reasch'd until you felt my beard, and reach'd

t111 you beld my feet.l1l0

Wolfe tells of Eugene's mystic experience in these
terms:

As that Ineredible knowledge came to him, a fury,
wild, savage, wordless, pulsed through his blood and
"illed him with such a swelling and exultant jJoy as he
had never known before. He felt the savage tongueless
ery of praln and Jjov swell up and thicken in hils throat,
he felt & rending and 11llmitable power in him as if he
could twist steel betwsen his fingers and he felt an
almost uncontrollable impulse to_yell into the faces
of the men with a demonlc glee.

And what is this knowledge that Tills the heart of these
mystics with such Joy--this knowledge about which all wys~-
tics agree? It is this--that unity underlies all diver-
sity. The underlying principle of Whitman's and %Wolfe's
cosmic philosophy, &s it was of Krishna's, 1is that there is

but one core to the universe. Unity underlies all diversity,

10“Song of ¥yself," I, 38.

Y1of Time and the River, pp. 35-36.
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and each thing in the universe 1s an Integral part of the
well-Joined scbeme.lg Whitman says that "there 1s no ob-
Jeet so soft but what 1t makes a hub for the wheel'd uni-
verse,"® and Wolfe says of Lugene that "the vast wheel of
life of which he was the hub spun round."1% Whitman in his
first song says, "Divine am I inside and out,"15 and in all
people he sees himself. In the brood of the turkey hen and
himself he "sees the same old law."!® Wolre, 1ike the
Orientals, compares all 1life to a single plant alive in all
1ts million roots and branches.. '

All mystical thought springs from this doctrine of im-
manence. This priwary bellief or assumption postulates cer=
tain others. Thus, the mystic must of necesslty see all
time as one, for if Cod is lwmanent in all things, there can
be ne beglnning or end. This doctrine also destrovs the
dualism of the Christian concept of the universe. The mys-
tic must account in some other way for the contrasting forces
of the world: matter and spirit, good and evil, God and na-

ture, nature and man. If there is no beginning or end, the

mysclc must explain death, and the relation of the individual

; 12v1ne Bnagavadgfta,” Book 18, Sacred Books of the East,
13\-’(:)‘1. Vu -

1350ng of Myself," I, 105.

léLook Homeward, Angel, p. 585.
usong of Kyself,"” I, 63. 161p14., p. 48.

17The Web and the Roek, pp. 261-262.
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to the ultimate, that is, his concept of the soul, of Im-
mortality.

This is the foundation uporn which Whitman and %oclfe,
like 8ll mysties, build thelr philosophy, but often the re-
sulting structures differ so widely that one wonders that
the foundations could be the same. Thus the bellef which
led to the caste system in Indim 1s the basis of Walt Whit-
man'e belief in Democracy. IFrom this same basis, we shall
trace the growth of Wolfe's philosoprhy, noting to what &é—
gree the philosophy assimilates that of Whitman.

| Whitman brooded upon this knowledge which he knew was
the same truth the prophets and Jezus had esch interpreted
in thelr day, 2nd he conceived it his duty as a poet to be
the prophet and leader and interprst thils vision for his
ape. It seemed to ¥hitman that the times were propltious
for a new leacse on faith. Science, coming to the fore, was
breaking down o0léd religious concepts; nations were attempt-
ing to shake off the 0ld bonds of feudalism and accept the
princinles of democracy. Whitman realized that his mystie
experlence must be translated In terms of the modern age
and America if It was to be a vital force. As he brooded
on this thouzht and wateched the constant change and forward
press of world events, he came 10 see democracy as the so-
lutibn--damocracy in thought and literature, in science and
government; democracy in human relstions, and above all,

democracy in religion. Thus love, demoeracy, and relligion
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are the themes of all Whitwan's verse. Each 1s necessary
to the other and all are fused to make the one. This phil-
osophy of Whitman's was not carefully thought out and set
down as an explanation of the universe; rather like that of
Jesus, hls was a "way of life." By these bellefs he pat-
terned his own actions, thoughts, and feellngs and then
shared his solution with us by giving us himself in lLeaves
Une does not find the clear convietion of Whitman run-
ning through Wolfe's pages. His words are not written in
the gpirit of a man whro has achleved a solution of the rid-
dle of the universe. Whitman in hls notes says his words are:
for the great men, the gigantic few that have plunged
themselves deep through density and confusion and pughed
back the jealous covering of the earth, and brought out
the true and great things, and the sweat things, and
hung them like orangss rounder and Pl@?g than all the
rest among our literature and science.
Wolfe's pages, on the other hand, reveal the pain, the sweat,
the hope, and the hearthreak of a man digging and plunging
through the denslity and confusion in search of this fruilt
which he feels must be there, but which becomes intangible
as he reaches out to grasp I1t. He feels that thig mighty
universe ls one huge plant or tree, but so far he has not a
blossom for tangible evidencs.

Une of the waln tenets of the mystic's belief which
was held by both Whitwan and Wolfe 1g that a1l time is one

laﬁotes and Fragments, IX, 143.
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time. Whitman says he does not talk of any beginning or

end, for there was never any more than there 1s now.19 Ie
laughs at what you call ﬁissolutionzp"and accepts time abso-
1utely.2l His long catalogues are but a means of expressing
this mystic identification with all time. Whitmen says the
push of the vast 1s behind us all. Wolfe, too, recognizes
thle linkage of past and present and in a long catalogue

ties the birth of Lugene with the ovents of all time, 22 Both
Whitman and Wolfe understood that all time was centered in
themselves. Whitman, in his statement, "I am an acme of
things accomplish'd, and I am an encloser of things to be,"23
sees that he holds in himself all the fruitage of past ages,
and that all that is to be developed in the future wmust go

on from his level. As he says, there is nothing actually
new, only an accumulation or fruitage.24 Wolfe beglns his
flrst book with a statement of this same thought:

Each of us 1s 21l the sums he has not counted; sub-
tract us into nakedness and night again and you shall be-
gln in Crete four thousand years 8go the love that ended
vesterday in Texas. v

The seed of our destruction will blossom in the deg~-
ert, the alexin of our cure grows by a mountain rock,
and our lives are haunted by a Georgia slattern, because
a London cutpurse went unhung. Each moment 1s the fruit
of forty thousand vears. The winute-winning days, like

flies, buzz home to death and every moment ls a window
on all tims,

Ysong of kyselr," 1, 35. “C1biga., p. 57. ElTyig.
2

]
“Look Homeward, Angel, pp. 35-36.
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Look Homeward, Angel, p. 1.

‘Song of lyself," I, 98. 2*Notes and Fragments, IX, 12
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This concept of time 1s woven all through Wolfe's
pages. He says it was the problem of trying to show how the
various elements of time acted and reacted on the lives of
his echaracters which almost defeated hix in the writing of
his novels. Hs wished to show how all these were one. Iirst,
he was concerned with the time of the present and immediate
future. The second time element wasz that of the past time
of the individusal and the race,

one which rspresents these same characters as acting

and being acted upon by all the accumulated lmpact of
man's sxperience g0 that each moment of their lives
was conditioned not only by what they experlienced in
that momsnt Egt by all that they had experlienced up to
that moment.
This is the idea back of ¥hitman's "Song of the Open Roadg®
and "Pioneers! O Pioneers!" Then Wolfe says there was a
third time element which he concelived as bteling time immu-
table, “the time of rivers, mountalns, oceans and the earth;

r » »

g kind of eternal and unchanging universe of time apgzinst
which would be projected the trarsience of men's 1life, the

W27
-

bitter briefness of his days Whitman knowg this phase

of time also. e finds calm 1n the thought

That eoursing on, what'er man's speculations

Amid the changlng schools, theologies, phllosorhies,

Amid the bawling presentations new and old,

The round eapth's silent vital laws, facts, modes
continue,

Loth recognlzed the fact that this immeasurables universe

2

“61ne Story of a Novel, pp. 51-52. 2'Ipid., p. 52.

“®MIhe Calming Thought of 411," II, 313.
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of time with 1ts billion forms had no beginning or end, bhut
thelr attitude toward time was different. Both reallzed
that man's mortal days on this earth were only a‘pin point
in eterral time. But Whitman identified himself with that
which was Imwortal in him and saw that he thus had the hest
of time and space. Wolfe identifies himself with that which
is mortal in him, the lost man, and is saddensd when he
thinks of the briefness of man's day. Two pessages in Whit-
man and Wolfe bring out this difference in attitude. Each
1s discussing the briefness of man's days. Wolfe 5AyE L

And other men, snd other voices, words, and moments
such as these would come, would pags, would vanlish and
would be forgotten iIn the huge record and abyss of time.
+ « » The trains wonld hurtle onward bearing other lives
llke these, all brought together for an instant between
two points of timew-and then all lost, all vanished,
broken and forgotten. fThe trains would bear them, on-
ward to thelr million destinations~-each to the fortune,
fame, or happiness he wished, whatever it was that he
was looklng for--but whether to a sure success, g cer-
taln purpose, or the thing he sought~-what wan could
say? All that he krew was that these men, these words,
this moment would vanigh, he forgotten~-and that great
wheels would hurtle on forever and the zarth be st£il11.29

Whitman, as he erosses the Brooklyn ferry, starts with the
same thought as Wolfe:

Others will enter the gates of the ferry and cross
from shore to shore,

Uthers will watch the run of the floodtide

- » * - * - L * & » » - L 3 » » L 2 . L d L » - » * - -

# hundred years hence, or ever so zany hundred years :
hence others will see them.o0 ' 1

And Whitman, seemingly, will not be there, but he concludes,

2922 Time and the Kiver, »p. 42-43,

30y - . .
"Crossing Brooklyn Ferry," I, 192.
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It avalls not, time nor place--distance avails not
I am with you, vou men and women of avgeneration,

Or ever so many generations hencs.v
He knows thet they look back to pim because he looked for-
ward to them.
A second consequence of this mystic belief in unity is
the rejection by the mystics of the duslistic concept of the
universe. John Addington Symonds states:

Those who conceive of cosmie unlity at all, contem=-
plate spirit and matter as the "x" and “y" of one in-
scrutable, yet only real, existence. This was undoubt-
edly the nttitude of Whitman. Lvery detail of the world
endowed with life, with shape, contained for him God,
was a microcosm of the whole, an apparent and ever re-
curring miracle.

For Wolfe as well as for Whitman each object was a micro-
cosm of the macrocosm. Wolfe says Bugene gazed at passers-
by and fixed in his wmind the fine mapping upon their limbs

-
and faces of their own little cosmog . Another of his char-

&2

acters says, "I'd 1ike to see a forest in a single leaf, the
whole earth in a single face."% Eaeh thing is thus the
whole in miniature, and spirit and matter in caeh 1s but a
phase of the one existencs. Thus the mystic must explain
how thesze seeming oppeosites are the same. Wolfe's and Whit-
man's feeling was slmilar to that of the Hindus, who saw

these opposites as the poeaitive and negative of the same

511p14. *Zhalt ¥nitman, p. 44.

33 :
Look Homeward, Angel, p. 510.

54 . .
The ¥Web and the Rock, p. 421.

53
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idea and held that thers was a mystic affinity of the posi-
tive for the negative.

The Orlentalists said there are two forms of Brahma,
the material and the Immaterial, the mortal-amd the Immortal,
that which is definite and that which is fluid. Xach 1is an
aspact of the one. They explained the world by saying Brahma
had first called forth creation from himself. Then e¢reation
or kaya took ons form after another (always feminine) and
Brahma became the masculine of that form andg 80 on up from
the lowest animal life.35

¥hitman makes use of the same analogy, for he too under-
stands that the push of the world is reld in the nystie af-
finity between these opposites. FHe says,

The analogy holde In this way--that the soul of

the unlverse ls the male and genital master and impreg-

nating and animating spirit-«%hysic&l matter is Female

and Nother and walts barren and rloomless the Jjets of

1ife from the §asculine vigo?, tbe undaggcst first

cause of all that i1s not what death is.
Whitman's first and longest poem is built from this analogy,
taking it for a foundation and rising to it for a climax,
Among his passages of purest poetry ére those in whieh he
celebrates the nuptials of the soul and the world. Again
he states the thought thus:

Urge and urge and urge,

Always the procrsant urge of the world
Out of the dimness opposite eguals advance,

Z . ’

%558 cred Books of the East, XV, 258.

5 6?&!
e 49,

alt ¥hiltman's Workshop, ed. by Clifton J. Furness,
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always substance and increase, always sex,
Always a knit of identity,galways distinction,
always a breed of 1ife.o7

There are few, if any, ilsolated rassages In Yolfe's
writing where the Import is so clear ss this of ¥hitman's,
but the feeling that there is a mystle affinity betwagp op=-
rosltes threads its way through nll Wolfe's pages, and its
Import is as important for Wolfe as for Whitman.

Like Whitman, the Eugene of Wolfe's novels recognizes
sex as the procreative force of the world and sees Kaya
standing by the opened door in the jungle web of "nigger-
town. "8 Wolfe makes use of the same symbolism and ana-
logies as Whitman and the Orientalists. For Wolfe the "vis-’
cous and interminable seas" that wash forever at the land
typify the solid forever marrying the liguid. Though usu-
ally the spirit Is identified with the mascullne, to both
Whitman and Wolfe the sea is s symbol of spirit and is per-
sonifled as a woman. Whitman calls 1t the "dark mother";
Wolfe, a large and frultful woman.>> It is the mother from
whom we were wrested at birth and to whom we are again
united by death. A4s all rivers "that drink with ceaseless

glut the 1and"?Y rorever maue their way to the sea, =0 the

river "dark with our stains, and heavied with our dumpings,

sy
©'"Song of Myselr," I, 35.

38 .
dLook Homeward, Ancel, p. 584. 3gibid., r. 822,

499{ Time and the River, v. 509.
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rich, rank, beautiful and unending ass all life, all living"
forever flows by us to the sea.41 The stony isle of 1life,
Wolfe sees, 1s girdled round by moving waters, and to him
as to Whitman the shore symbollzes death as the dividing
line between pure spirit and matter.

Wolfe in his syrbollsm recognizes the fluld quality of
the soul and necessarily of the universe sinece all 1s of one
essence. But these truths are not the first thing evident
in Wolfe'a writings. In Whitman's poems one finds a con-
stant relteration that there is no matter without spirit and
no spirit without matter, that "the unseen l1s proved by the
seen,” that there 1z no light without darkness, no life with-
out death, no pgood without evil, no growth without pain and
struggle.42 Wolfe's pages do point to these same truths,
but here we are with the person who is wresting these truths
from painful experience. Wolfe gives us his heroes in the
midat of battle. Only gradually and dimly at first do they
win through to a knowledge of these contradlctory truths
which at first they cannot reconcile.

~_Wolfe says that at eight Eugene's spirlt was netted in
the complexity of truth and seeming. Ile could not under-
gtand the torturing paradox of the ungeneroug-generous, the
selfish-unselfish, or the noble-base. : Nor could Eugene

understand "the weird combination of fixity and change."

' 42
4lIbiﬁ., p. B10. Burroughs, op. eit., p. 171.

43, .
Look Homeward, Angel, p. 116.
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He wag "the haunter of himself, trying Tor a moment Lo re-
1, Fal 4 "3 e -
cover what he had been part of," 4 cor Bugene did not under-

stand growth and at that time did not know that he had

it

pagseed these lost selves for a reason. Lugene was also be-

wildered "before the unsearchable riddle--out of death 1ife,

gut of the coarse rank earth a flower."és

But as Eugene grows older his intuition of this rela-
tionship between opposites becomes a little clearer and
gtronger. Thus, once as he sped across the country,

it seemed to him that these two terrific negatives of

speed and stillness, the hurtling and projectile move-
ment of the train and the calm silence of the everlast-

Ing earth, were poles of a single unity--a unity co-

harent w%gb his destiny whogse source was somehow in
himself.

George Webber, the hero of Wolfe's The Web and the Rock,

also feels the unexplainable cneness of contradicting forces:
%W1ld, wordless, and unutterable, but absolutely
congruent in his sense of thelr irreconcilshble and in-
explicable coherence, his spirit was torn. . . by the
strange and bitter unlty of thet savage conflict, that
tormenting cneneas of those dual and contending powers
of home and hunger, absence and return.47
It was the hunger in these youths that drew them to the
city which becomes in Wolfe's novels at once the symbol and
epltome of the ever-changing diversity of the material world,

the Maya of the Orientals. Wolfe recognizes as universal

44

Ibid., p. 192. *S1p1d., p. 224.
48

Of Time and the River, p. 35.

4 Ny
7The #eb and the Kock, p. 157.
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the extrovert quality of youth. #Always vouth desires to go
forth to find and conquer the world. Thus Bugene cries:

Proud, cruel, everchanging and ephemeral city, to
whom we came once when our hesrts were high, our blood
pasaionate apd hot, our brain a particle of fire: In-
finite and mutable city, mercurial clty, strange cita-
del of million-visaged time--Uh! endless river and eter-
nal rock In which the forms of 1life came, passed, and
changed Intolerably before us, and to which we came, as
every youth has come with such enormous madness, and
with so mad a hope-~for what?

To eat you, branch and root and tree; to devour
you, golden fruit of power and love and haprpliness; to
consume you to your sourees, river and splire and rock,
down to your ircen roots; to entomb within our flesh
forever the huge substance of your billion-footed pave-~
ments, the in%glerahl& web and nmemory of dark million-
visaged time.

In The VWieb and the HRock Wolfe says:

And herein lles the magic and the mystery and the
wonder of the immortal city. It offers all and vet 1t
offers nothing. It gives to every man & home, and 1t
is the great Ho Home of the esrth. It invites =11 hu-
man drops of water to the grand oblivion of its cease-
legs tides, and yet 1t gives to every mother's son the
promise of the sea.?

Wolfe, like Whitman, realized that we project our world
from ourselves.o” Eugene recognized that the city had no
existence save that which he conferred upon it, and he won-
dered how 1t had lived before he came, how it would live

after he left.al Wolfe's youths often have bitter and ionely

4892 Time and the HRiver, p. 508B.

44 . .
: The #Heb and the Rock, p. 316.
50 |
See "Song of the Rolling Earth" for Whitman's expres-
gsion of thls truth. I, 268,

1 \
5 Look Homeward, Angel, p. 509.




112

moments becauase they realize that they cannot possess the
world of matter. Wolfe says of youth:

The strange and bitter miracle of life is nowhere else
50 evident as in our youth. Andé what is the essence of
that strange and bitter miracle of 1life which we feel so
poignantly, so unutterably, with such & bitter pain and
joy, when we are young? It is this: that being rich,

we are so poor; that belng mighty, we can yet have noth-
ing, that seelng, breathing, smelling, tasting, all
around us the Impossible wealth and glory of this earth,
feeling with an Intolerable certitude that the whole
structure of the enchanted life. . . 1s ours at once,
Immedlately and forever, the moment that we choosze to
take a step, or stretch a hand, or say a word--we yet
know that we car really keep, hold, take, and possess
—~nothing.52

The key to Wolfe's novels is found in his short pref-~
aces--the theme, the essentlal unity is there. ,The pages
that follow amplify and echo the thought and ton® of the

prefaces. Here 1s the vreface to Wolfe's first novel, Look

Homeward, Angel: .

v

+ « « a stone, a leaf, an unfound door; of a stone, a
leaf, a door. And of all the forgotten faces.

Naked and alone we came into exile. In her dark
womb we did not know our mother's face; from the pris-
on of her flesh have we come into the unspeakable and
incommunicable prison of this earth.

Which of us bhas known hls brother? Which of us
has looked into his father's heart? Which of us has
not remained forever prison-pent? Which of us is not
forever a stranger and alone? ‘

O waste of loss, in the hot mazes, lost, among
bright stars on this most unbright cinder, lost! Re-
membering speechlessly we seek the great forgotten
language, the lost lane-end into heaven, a stone, a
leaf, an unfound door., ¥%here? When?

O lost, and by the wind grieved, ghost, come back
again.

S0, the story of Hugene's youth is the story of an

522£ Time and the River, p. 454.




individual whoze spirit wishes to find the way to heaven,

to become one again with DBrabhma, with the ultimate. “The
youth feels a little as the Hindu felt, that this flesh is

a prison since 1t limits his flight. His is the story of
the flight from the alone to the alone as Plotinus the Reo-
Platonist described it. For in all the diversity of the
material world one often loses sight of God since one can
only see God alons. Like a blind man Eugene gropes for the
door to the remembered land, but he knows not where to seek.
He drives his flesh and his senses; he seeks to know all the
people, see all the thousand sights, be everywhere at once.
Like Faustus he would perhaps sell his soul to quench his
thirst.

All Wolfe's youths have this "Faustian hunger," and all
are projections of Wolfe. The youth in "Portralt of Bascom
Hawke" seeks to draw mercy from the cobblestones, wisdonm
from the milllon sights and faces. He wishes to be all, to
know all, to have in his hand "the whole riddle of the vast
and swarming earth as legible, as tangible. . . as a coin of
minted £old."® The chapter "Young Faustus" in Of Time and
the River carries on this same idea. The youth 1s almost
driven mad by the endless diversity of the universe. He
wants to fix every one of 1ts myriad phases and moments in

his mind and hold 1t there unchanging. And so each of

] SS"Portrait of Bascom Hawke," Sceribner's Karazine,
XCI (April, 1932), 249,
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Wolfe's youths, like himself, has an ungulet mind, & fam-
ished heart, a restless soul. Each loses all rope, and then
suddenly 1t awakes again and the old feeling returns

that he 1s about to find the thing for which his 1life

obscurely and desperately is groping--for which all

men on thils earth have sought~-one face out of a mil-
lion faces, a wall, a door, a place of certitude and
peace and wandering no more.

Wolfe, like Whitman, attributes this hunger to every
man. Lach individual soul haes a portion of creative in-
gtinct which seeks to expand through tangible expression in
this material world. It is this that makes Gant wish to
carve an angel's head. Wolfe knew that there was something
bound ur in every man that must cowe out and grow or else
destroy him. e knew it to be so in his own case. He says:

I realized another naked fact which every artist
must know, and that is 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 leprosy if we let it
rot stillborn in our vitals.5d

So, too, graduslly the youths in Wolfe's novels realize
that everything in this world is symbolle, that we can't
know intangibles. They learn that we can only seek expres-
sion through symbols, through projection of ourselves. Volfe

says that as a baby Eugene's mind was caught in a net because

he had no words to work with. Thus Eugene realizes his first

54
Of Time and the River, p. 90.

55
The Story of a lovel D. 55 Also, Wolfe shows in hi
J’, s’ L] L ] - » ES ad n S
novel, UF 1Twe and the Kiver, how the characters, PBen and
starwick, are destroyed because they find no outlet for theirp
creative urge.




118

escape must come through language,56 but when he masters lan-
guage, he finds it inadequate. Whitman, too, had found 1t in-
adequate. Speech taunted him, saying, "Walt, you contain
enough, why don't you let it out then?"®7 Whitman reallzes
that he cannot put from him what he really is, for he knows,
as Eugene knows later, that the real words are not these up-

58,

right lines, but are in the sarth and sir. Wiolfe, too,

felt that there was mors to be known than his finlie senses
could grasp. He says of Hugene:

There 18y in him something that could not be seen
and could not be touched, which was above and heyond
him--an eve within an eye, & brain above 2 braln, ths
Stranger that dwelt in him and regarded him and wazs him
and that he did not know. But, thought he, 1 am alope
now in the house; if I can come to know him, I will.®¥

Whitman sald he but used the facts of positive science to
enter the area of his dwelling,®Y and he 414 not doubt that
"interiors have thelr interiors, and exteriors have thelr
exteriors, and that the eyesight has another evesight, and
the hearing another hearing, and the volce another voice."8d
Thus Wolfe, like Whitman and the Orientals, felt this final
wisdom was above the senses.

From these moments of mystic communion Wolfe's youths

58 .
Look Homeward, Angel, p. 37.

57 ng

Song of Myself," 1, 65.

58"Song of the Rolling Earth,”" I, 268.

C
EJLOOK Homeward, Angel, p. 494,

GO"Song of Myself," I, 61. 61lvassurances,” 1I, 227.
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acquired new hope. Wolfe says of Bugene, who lamented that

he had never had a great moment of living in which he had

measured up to lts fullnes;s:62

¢, the wonder, the magle and the loss! His life
was like a great wave breaking 1n the lonely sea; hls
hungry shoulder found no barriers--he smote his strength
at nothing, and was lost and scattered like a wrack of
mist. But he belleved that the supreme ecstasy which
mastered him and made him drunken might some day fuse
its enormous light Into a single articulation. He was
Phaeton with the terrible horses of the sun; he believed
hia 1ife might pulse constapntly at 1its longest stroke,
achieve an eternal summit.83 |

Wolfe knew that his abnormal hunger and Inseatiable cu-
riosity were extravagant ard wasteful, but he could not rea-
son the fury out of his system; he had to live it out, and
that 1s the story he has told in his hooks. It seems that
Wolfe dié reamlige, as the Orientals had,64 that in this con~
stant search after diversity he was losing himself, was dis-
integrating, but like %hitwman, he seems to have known that
he was not woving toward final disintegration. Yor in Of

Time and the River when he first described how fury came to

Bugene, he said that ten years were to pass before the youth
could know any rest from this fury; and at the close of The

Web and the ffock the youth who has found a rest from fury

is just ten years older than the one to whom fury came.
Thus 1t seems that %olfe saw this period of disintegration

as a phase belonging to all youth, particularly of all youth

ﬁgLook Homeward, Angel, p. 589. 631bid., pp. 510-B11.

43ee Katha Upanishad, Sacred Books of the Bast, XV, 17.
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in America today. George Webber and Bugene are like the
mourner in Whitman's beavtiful elegy on Lincoln who hears
the song of the thrush, but, still held by the lilac and the
star, cannot as yet accept its comfort. For these youths
after a period of strain or decp emotlon have a wmystic in-
tuition or vision in which the stranger that is in them
speaks to them, guiding them, but they are not yet ready to
heead,

During one of these conversations Eugene asks, "Why
has the web been woven? Why do we dle so many deaths 2750
To which the stranger within replles, "Each time that you
die, you will be born again and you will die a hundred

times before you become a man."9% 4

gein Bugene laments

that he has nowhere to go. The stranger tells him he must
find the place. Then bBugene cries that he 1s lost, and the
stranger within him says, "You must find i

At the close of Look Homeward, Angel, Eugene has a mys-

,’tiq_experience in which he holds a conversatidn with his dead

brother and sees a vision of 1life and of the future.ﬁa Firgt

65Look Homeward, Angel, p. 522.

66Ibid., ppe. 577-578. Whitman in his poems had said
that 1ife was the leavings of many deaths, and that he had
no doubt died wmany times before.

®1p14.
68, .
it is in these cryptic conversations, particularly in
thls one betwsen Den and Bugene, that LErnest Bates finds the
whole key to Wolfe's work. See Bates, op. cit., p. 522.
in these conversatlions Wolfe aprroaches very close to the
philosophy of Whitman.
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Ben says he 1s not dead and ZEugene wonders whether he is
the ghost.ag In his vision Eugene saw the square of nis
home town filled wilth the great lest legion of himself--
"the thousand forms that came, that passed, that wove and
shifted In unending change, and that remained unchangling
Him.”?c He saw the square was also fllled with Bens; he,
too, was one and many.

Bugene saw dead cultures arnd dead bestial gods, the
"old cautlous hucksters” that %¥hitman sald lived for their
time. But Eugene saw, as Whitman had, that "amid the fum=-
bling march of races to extinction, the giant rhythms of
the earth remained. The sessons passed in their majestic
processionals, and germinal Spring returned forever on the
land--new crops, new men, new harvests, and new gods."71

Then, after Lugene has seen these things, he sees the
foiled quest of ﬁimself./ He sees that this chscure and
passionate hunger, the same that had darkened his father's

eyes to "impalpable deslre for wrought stone and the head :
. \
of an angel," is rot to be appeased there among Lhe eities.72;

09893 Whitman's poems "Of the Terrible Doubt of Ap-
pearances” and "Pensive and Faltering."” In the latter poem
Whitman perceives that he 1is the spectre.

"OLook Homeward, Angel, p. 622. Whitman had understood
this. 1In "Song of Lyself" he says to the sea that he guesses
what 1t means. Ile, too, is of one phase and all phases.

71

Ibid., p. 623. This iz & statement of Whitman's
thought and of Flotinus's that 1life 1s an eternal progres-
slon and that all goes outward and onward.

72

ibid -

——————.
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Ben says, "Fool, why do you look in the streets?" And

Eugene quections, "#here is the world?® To which Ben re-

n'7o

rlies, "Nowhere. You are your world. This truth that

Ben lmparts to Eugene is the truth which the mysties and
the great romantics saw. This is why Whitman sees the earth
as holding a mirror, for we see in the earth what there is

74
in ourselves. Eugene says he has saved one land unvisited,
Arcadia. Then, in his vision, he is there with ben on the
brink of the dark, and the dream of the citles and the spec-
tres of the people he has known and loved are far behind
him. ZEugene thinks it 1s the good strong medicine of death.
50 he questlions If this is the end, if he has eaten life
and not found 1t. Ben cries, "Fool, this is life. You have
been nowhere.” "But in the cities?" "There are none.

; W5

There is one voyage, the firet, the lasst, the only one."
This is the same voyage that Whitman ewbarks on in "Passage
to India." Wolfe says of Eugene:

Hle stood naked and alone in darkness, far frow the
lost world of the streets and faces; he stood upon the
ramparts of his soul, before the lost land of himself;
heard inland murmurs of lost seas, the far interior mu-
sic of the horns. The last voyage, the longest, the
best.

#0 sudden and Impalpable faun, lost in the thickets
of myself, 1 will hunt you down until you cease to hound

my eyes with hunger. I heard your foot-falls in the
desert, 1 saw your shadow 1n old buried citles, 1 heard

™1p1d., p. 624.

ks

7"4see Wnitwan's poem, "A Song of the Kolling Earth.”

7SLook Homeward, Angel, p. 625.
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vour laughter running down & million streets, but 1 did
not find you there. And no leaf hangs for me in the
forest; I ghall 1ift no stone upon the hills; I shall
find no door In any city. But in the city of wyselfl,
upon the continent of my soul, 1 shall find the for-
gotten lawﬁg%ge, the lost world a door where I may
enter. .

But the years of fury must go by. Thus it iz not un-
til ten years later that George Webber reallzeg the union
of body and soul and 1ts significance. George, lylng in a
hospital after a tavern brawl, gazes at his battered face,
seeing 1t as something apart from himself. "Suddenly all
pride and vanity destroyed-~he laughed. The battered mask
laughed with him, and at last his soul was free. le was a
man."vv The stranger in Lugene had told him he must die
many times to become a man. And now George Webber at twenty-
nine feels he has becowme a man. He had come to see, ag Whit=-
man saw, that the body did not imprison the soul. %When he
wag young, he had loved hls body; then he hsad hated it be~
cause of its limitations. Wolfe says of CGeorge:

lile desplged it because its power of smell, tasts,
sight, sound, and toueh let slip forever, as all flesh
must, the final potent, and cempletsst ﬁlstillation of
life, the matchless ecstasy of living.”
For ten years he had striven to make his body quench the
hunger of his spirit. HNow, because he accepted the limita-

79
tions of his body, he was free:

7 7 ) k
®1p14. "The Web and the Rock, p. 690.

"™1p1d., p. 692.

"Y§hitman 1n "Song of Fyself" savs he uses the stallion
but for a woment before passing on. He realized that revolt



He knew now that the demon of his mortal hunger would
be inches and sternities from his grasp forever. - He
knew that we who are wen are more than men, and less
than spirit. %hat have we buf the pinlon of a broken
wing to soar half-heavenward,
le knew that the flesh had not betrayed him. He belonged
to the family of this earth. He had now departed wholly
from the Uriental's feecllng that the flésh was to be over-
-come. This flesh and he had discovered the sarth together.
He had learned through a wisdom of the body and the
brain, that a spirit which thinks i1tself too fine for
the rough uses of the world is too young and callow, or
else too centered on ltself. . . to find itself by los-
ing self in something larger than itself, and thgs to
find its place and do a man's work in the world.8l
George, who is & projection of Wolfe himself, had now
learned to love life and his fsllow wmen, to hate the death-
in-life, and tec know that 1t was better to live than die.

Thus the elosing pages of The Web and the Rock indicate

that George at twenty-nine has almost arrived at the place
where Whitman was when he began his Leaves.

Now, after tracing the growth of Wolfe's ideas to a
mature point, 1t Is necessary to see whether the rhilosorhy
of the two is the same. In their concept of the ultimate
#hltman and Wolfe denled as too narrow and too small the con-
ventional religious concept of God. Before thelr cosmic doc-

trine that secs the whole universe as a manifestation and a

was necessary for the freedom of the spirit. This freedom,

however, was "under the law." See "Freedom" in Speciman
Days and Collect, V, 2§7.

&C0rme Web and the Rock, p. 693. 8llbid., De 692,
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part of the one mind, the o0ld snd traditlonal concepts bresi

”

down and ere Tused In this new coneept of religlon which is
brosd enough to include the religlons of all the races of
11 time.

#hitwan always olslwed that religlous purpose unéerlay
£ 0%

3 i 3 a . .
all uls verse, = but to some a rellipion as inclusive as his

wae seen a8s nd religlon. it is In answer to such & comment
that shitman saypid

i clain everytiing for relisfon: after the claire
of my rellgion are satlsfled nothing is left for any-
thing else: yet 1 have been called irreliglious--an ine
fidel {(God nelp wel)s az 1T I could have sritten s word
of the Leaves wilithout 1te religious rootyround. I am
not traditionally rellgious~-i ¥now t: but even tra-
ditlonally I am not antl: I take &1l the 0lé forme and
falths and remabe ther In conformity with the wodern .,
splrlt, rot relocting an ltem of the earlier programs. ™

ind sl ol o

But Whitwan had no use Tor churches. e conceded thst
for fledglings the chureh might offer gsome help, but he saw
in thls ready-zade securlty that the chureh offers a dsath-
blow to the Trecdonm of the spirit which is the sssence of

rellglon. e reallzed that an established religlion was a

dead religlon. ‘hiz lg what he means when he says:

M
b
&
©

I gm dorne with tre letter of hureh=-~with its
hands and knessi but that pard of the church
not jalled in ohureh bulldings Iis all wine too, as well
ag anybody's-~-all of It, all of 1t.%%

o e .
owbhich %

“olfe, too, svidently denled the traditionnl concept

pig o3

D&t o - 5oy o
“rafsce of 1ave,” v, 189.

o
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Horace Traubel, Uith valt ®hitman in bomden, 4, 1C.

Inid,, p. 11,




of religion. At college %Wolfe took a keen interest In
rhilosophy, and he and his philosophy teacher hecame close
friends; so, it 1s very probable that he, 1like his hero Eu-
gene, was denounced as an infidel by a good Paptist woman of
the town because he denled the religion of the churches.85
Wolfe says that sugene had gone to church for years and yet
always departed from it with the sad heart of a stranger.ge
George Webher remembers the "good smell and feel of the
chureh which was not o much like God as like a good ard
decent substance in the world."87 It was like an ordered
destiny, like Sunday mornlng peace and decency, and good
dinners, money in the bank and strong security.88 But these
youths, like Whitman, sensed that there was something be-
neath all this and "gathered some of the pain, the mystery,
the sensuous heauty of rellgion, something far deeper and
greater than this austere decency."SQ

Whitman and Wolfe turn away from the churches because
they feel scomething deeper. They deny personallty to God
since they see him as infinite, Immanent in all things, and
recognize that any personality, howsver grand, would limit
the vltimate and make it less than God. Thus, like the

Urientals, they realize the ultimate can only be expressed

8500 s . G N
“YO0f Time and the River, p. 65.

hﬁLook Homeward, Angel, p. 140.
&7

The Web and the Rock, p. 103. CIpia.

©9Look Homeward, Angel, p. 140.




in negative terms. John Symonds says of Whitman's religion:
We might eall it cosmic enthusiasm and hail 1t as
the dawn of a new spiritual day. « . . It has a char-
acter and essence all Its own from which notions of a
personal deity, of rewards and punishments for the in-
dividual have been purged away.

At the szame time, two men so constantly personal in
thelr approasch to life as Whitman and Wolfe realize that
man's spirit demands ideals and that, since man cannct love
or understand intangibles, man must delimit God and make him
in hils own image in order to approach closer to him. Thus
¥nitman and Wolfe understand that we project our Gods from
us and bestow on them the highest qgualities that we can
imagine at that time. Then, as we grow, the ideals change
and the old Gods are replaced by oth&rs.; S0 Whitman sees
himself as "an acme of things accomplished™ and says he out-
bids at the start the "old ecautious hucksters.” Christ, to

i

him, 1s the "elder brother," the perfected generic wan (that

fée]

walts potentlally in each of us), but not God.

Wolfe has Eugene see thls truth In his vision, but
Wolfe too reallzes that individuals wmust have concrete
ideals to worship as Eugene worships his teacher, Largaret
Leonard:

But enduring, a vietorious reality amid hls shadow-
haunted heart, she remalned, who first had touchsd

his blinded eyes with light, who_nested hils hooded
houseless soul. She remained--9

90
Symonds, ope. cit., p. 59.

91, ,
Look Homeward, Angel, p. 216.
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Then, in the rewmainder of the passage, “olfe expresses the
game thought about the change of the gods:

0 death in life that turns our men to stone! O
change that levels down our gods! If only one lives
yet, above the cinders of the consuming years, shall
not the dust awaken, shall not the desd faith revive,
shall we not see God agalin, as once in the mo:g%ng on
the mountain? Who walks with us on the hills¥9<

This concept held by Whiltman and Wolfe that God is
immanent in all things destroys the idea of evil as an ab=-
solute. To Whitman evil 1s only ac unripe kind of good.
This concept of evil follows from the belief In the mystic
affinity between opposites. Thus there ean he no good with-

TRt

out evil, and evil is cnly the nsgative of good. Whitman
recognizes that even evil has its place in the world and
says there can be no greatest character without having
passédgthrsugh sin.93 He kngws fhat he too hag the poten-
tfi%lity of evil witﬁiﬁhhiﬁvégd 30 recognizes the harlot and
the criminal/asﬁﬁis brother and sister since they are also
rotential godéQ‘

Wolfe does not deny the evil of the world, but like
‘Whitman, accepts it ss a part of the world. Wolfe tells of
George's first realization that this world of shame and deg-

radation waes his also:

[&1s B0 . - -

“2Ibid. Later in You Can't Go lome Again, Foxhall Ed-
wards becomes the father of George's spirit until he is able
to grasp the Idea of the Absolute. Sse p. 437.

93

Kotes and Fragments, 1X, 142.
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Ira, Dock, and Reese! These were savage, foul,
and bloody names, and vet there was 8 menaceful wild
promise In them too. %World of the "mountain grills,"
the poor whites, the nameless, buriled, hopeless atoms
of the wllderness, their lives yet had a lawless, sin-
ful freedom of their own. . . . Was it really thers?

Yes, it was there--strangely, horribly there, never-
to-be-forgotten, never wholly to be remembered or be-
lieved, haunting the soul forever with the foul natural-
ness of a loathsome dream. It was there, immutably, un-
bellevably there, and what was most strange and terrible
about it was that he recognized it instantly--that world
of Ira, Dock, and Reese--the first time that he saw it
a3 a child; and even as his heart and bowels sickened
with their nauseous disbelief of recognition, he knew
1t, lived 1t, breathed 1t ggterly to the last remotest
degradation of its horror.

As we have seen, the philosophy of Whitman and Wolfe
discards the delstic concept of the universe. Whitman does
believe 1n a planned universe, though it is not the old tel-
eological concept of the deists that sees God as s sort of

architect who draws the plans for the universe, which then

b

rroceeds according to a form lald on from without.
To Whitman the world was one orgsnic whole, but he did
not think the mechanistic theory of the universe was satis-

factory. ihitman's philosophy was, as De Selincourt says,
: 3b
a kind of evolutiorary vitallsm. He believed that the

¢

processes of 1life are not exclusively determined by mechan-
ical eauses or explicable by the laws of physics and chemis-
try alone, but that the functions of 1ife arec due to some

vital principle or force and that life is in some part self-

determining. Thue the »nlan for the future unfolding of life

%4Tne Web and the Rock, pp. 56-57.

wsﬁalt Whitwan: a Oritical Study, p. 242.
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ig not laild on from without but is contained within 1life it-
self as the future orsnge is contained iIn Its seed. Whitman
accepted the findings of sclilence and the theory of evolutiocon
and did not Ffind them antagonistie to his mystic doctrine.
e says:

I accept Reality and dare not question 1t,
Vaterialism flrst and last imbuing.®

ile accepts and uses the facts of sclence, tut he vealizes

that these cannot explaln the ultimate. He but enters by

9
the facts of sclence to the area of hls dwelling. For he
recognizes that the true reallity lles bsyond the facts, but
the facts corroborate his belief that

law is the unshakable order of the universe forsver;
and the law over sll, and law of laws, 1s the law of
succegsions; that of the superior law Iin time, grad-
ually supplanting and overwhelming the inferior.98

¥hitman's line, "All goes onward and outward, nothing col-

" ig a restatement of this same bhelief in the law of

g9
unity and progress.

lapses,

VWolfe, too, felt that 1ife was one organic whole, gov=

erned by the same law oOr necessity, and that sccording to

geffsong of t’:yself," I—) 61'

ngemocratic Vistas, V, 79.
Qgﬂw , oy ¥ v iy, @ :

song of Myself,” I, 10C. This 1dea 1s not new to
@ystical thought. Lmerson took as his motto for lature,
"And striving to he man, the worm mounts through a1l the
gspires of form." This is, after all, but a restatement of
the same Idea In Plotinus: "All things desire contewnpla-
tion and verge to this as thelr end, not only rational ani-
wmals, but those destitute of reason.” See Frederiek Carp-
penter, Emerson and Asila, pp. 42, 68,




this law the development of life was continual and upward.
Wolfe says Eugene recognized that
beyond all r;suqe, waste, paln, tragedy, death, con-
fugion, unswerving necesq;tv was on the ralls; not a
sparrow fell through the air but that its repercussion
acted on his 1life, and the lovely llight that fell upon
the viscous and intermlnable seas at dawn awoke sea-
changes washing 1ife to him. The flsh swam upward frOm/
the depths.
Both Whitwan and Wolfe saw necesslty as the will of the Ab-
solute, but this necessity 414 not limit the freedom of the
individual soul. 8ince each 1s an integral part of the Ab-
solute, which is self-determlined and therefore free, the
true will of the individual ig also self-determined ard free.
Whitman was so conviresd of the necessity of freedonm
that he added the spirit of rebellion to the ususl trinity
in his conceptlion of the Absolute. The poem in which he
sets forth hils analysis of the Divine ldeal is called "Chant-
ing the Square Deiflec." 1t is deific or god-like, not God,
because Whitman knew that the relatlve human mind could not
predicate God and is thus [orced to make God in his own
image. The first of these four concepts necessary to the
"Divine Ideal" is Law, inexorable destlny, or natural law
that 1s universal and irrevocable. This law 1s personified
in the Jehovah of the 0ld Testament, in Brahma, in ¥ronos.
The second conecept, which is that of consolation, of healing
and affection, seems to contradict and compensate for the

implacable fact of the first. This creates deities like

0 ‘
10 Look Horeward, Angel, p. 123.
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Christ, Vishnu or Krishna, Hermes and Hercules. The third
side of the square is revolt or Satan, the delty of 1ndl-
viduél will in opposition to the Universal. This concept
is necessary since the human mind cannot project a spiritual
world where strife will not be equally present with love and
where both wi1ll not be antegonistlic to destiny. Whitman's

" which luses

fourth side to the square is "Santa Splrite,
law, love, and revolt into true spirituality. In reality
his square really resolves itself Into a trlangle with
"Santa Spirita” as its eiddlon or true reality.

Wolfe makes no such analysls of the "Divine Ideal" in
his novels. DBut the theme of his books is a recognition
that he knows, like Whitman, that the riddle of the unlverse
lies in man's continual search for "The Ideal" which will be
forever just a step, & foot away. Like Hegel, whom Whitman
reed and who helped him to a clesrer explanation of his sim-
ilar doctrine, Wolfe seems to see 1life as a sort of tripli-
esate process. The whole world is composed of opposites which
are, after all, poles of a single unity. The whole force of
life is derived from tre deslre of these opposites to unite.
All life 1s a process of thls bLecoming one. Then the union
or fulfillment of the process is death. But ever from the
union springs new 1life which In turn contalins the seeds of
an even greater struggle.

The same f{orces that make up Whitman's conception of

the ultimate are vital in Wolfe's world. Wolfe saw that
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natural law, gliving unity in the wmidst of change, was nec-

essary; strife was necessary for growth and progress; and

3

love, he saw, was the "Welson of creation,™ the uniting
force. 1In this world where forces seem constantly to seek
the disintegration of the individual, Wolfe thinke that the
dominant push, the thing that 1z central to all living 1s
man's search for his father whom he has lost and with whom
he must bhe reunited.lcl Thils need finds its expression
through love. Wolfe, 1like Whitman, thus understands love
as an expression of the ereative, the positive force in the
universe. Wolfe says the terrible and beautiful sentence,
"We wust try to love one another," 1is the last, the final
wisdom earth can give:

It stands there, awful and untraduced, above the
dusty racket of our lives. No forgetting, no forgiving,
no denying, no explaining, no hating.

U mortal and perishing love, born with this flesh

and dying with_this brain, your memory will haunt the
earth forever.lOZ

The two sections of ¥hitman's verse most often misunder-
stood deal with his concept of love as physical and spirit-
val., It was hils identification of the sexual or procreative
Impulse with the spirltusl or creative force of the universe
that caused Whitman to celebrate the divineness of sex in

"Children of Adsm." The sexual love finds expression and

01 .
; The Story of a Novel, p. 39.
ice :
Look Homeward, Angel, p. 616. In his last novel,
You Can't Go Home Again, Wolfe expresses this belief even
more strongly. He says that man, out of his strong belief
in 1ife, made love, and at his best, man is love. p. 436.
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fulfillment in its offspring, but since man is wore than
vody, this physical impulse does not Tully satisfy men's
needs. Man realizes that there 1s something Leyond sex,
and though CGant has the fulflillment of his procreative urgs
in the unity of his fawmlly, his eyes #till darken with the
desire to carve an angel's head.

Whiltman and Wolfe know that sex ig 8 necessary part of
the creative Impulse arnd must not be thwarted, but they also
salize that sex 1s buf ons expresslion ¢f this creative im-
pulse in all men. Whitwan's poem "Uut of the Cradle Endlessly

Rocking” 1s a beautiful expresslon of his knowledge that the
creative instinct of the poet is but a sublimation of the
sexval instinct. e realizes that he must dile to physical
love in order to give freedowm to hils poetic genius. In You

Can't Go llome Agaln George ls finally forced to lsave Esther

for the same reason. His love for Zsther does not leave him
free for the creative work of hies life; thus hig love for her
mugt be transformed into cecreative endeavor if his character
is not to disintegrate.

The "Calamus”" group of Whitman's poems deal with the
love between souls which finds fulfillment only In death,
for both ¥hitman and %olfe believed that love was greater
than l1ife. This love between souls 1s more spiritual to
Wnitman, for it is through the indlvidual souls that each of
ug iIs linked to the Cne. Since souls as a part of the Abso-

lute can never dile, ¥hitman and Wolfe must explain the
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relation of souls to the uwltimate and to sach other hefore

"E1d6lons™ furnishes the

and after death. Whitwan's vosm
clearest statement of his thoughts.

To Whitman the eidblons (images) of life are the only
true reality. VWhitmen'e concept of elddlors is similar to
Leibnitz's theory of monads. It is zlso similar to Flato's
telief that the idea was the only reality, but where the
jdeal of Flato was fixed, Whitman's eiddlons are fluid, and
this fluidity enables them to merge with other eiddélons and
become the bvasis for an endless growth and progression.

The thought of ¥Whltman's theory of eiddlons 1s that
every materlal object of the universe has spiritual effluxes
which remain changeless and eternal after the dissolution

03
of the objlect itself. When they emanate from an organic

form, these effluxes unite to produce a spiritual image of

that form which 1g I1ts soul, Thus ezch human life in all

its activities, physical, mental, and emotional, 1s suwmmaed

ur and made lmmortal 1n its eiddlon. Whitman says:

Lot the types set up by the printer return their
impreseion, the meaning, the main concern,

Any wore than a man's substance and life or a
woman's substance ard 1ife return in the body
and the soul, 104

Indifferently before ard after death.™"

Helther Whitman nor Wolfe thought this body a prison of

the soul, for Loth believed that it was through the body and

103 -
11 ¢ ¥hitoman, Hepresentative Selections, p. 414.

‘104“Startin& from Paumanok,” I, 26.
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its mctions hers on earth that the soul was glven iden-
tit;r.lo5 W¥hitman saye:
I too had heen struck from the fleat forever held in
solution,
I too had receiv'd identity by my body,
Trat I was I knew was of my body, and_what 1 should
be, 1 knew 1 should be of my body.
Whitman calls material objects dumb, beautiful ministers
since he realizes that the soul 1s the form which is deter-
mined by the matter of the body. At our birth & portion of
the general soul was struck off and was given ldentity
through our body, and, as we live and grow, our acts affect
the growth of our soul. Whitman states, "You are not thrown
to the winds, you gather certainly and safely around your-
Selfl "10'7
Aolfe, too, sees this interaction between the body and
‘the soul and the universe. Thus he has Eugene say:

I am, he thought, a part of all that I have touched
and that has touched me, whilch, having for me no exist~-
ence save that whieh I gave to 1t, became other than it~
self by being mixed with what I then was, and 1s now

still otherwise, having fused with what I now am, which
is itself a cumulation of what I have been becoming.l108
)

Neither Whitman nor holfe believed that death brought a ces-

sation of 1life. Of course each realized that the body must

WlOSFor %olfe's view see the last pages of The Web and
the Hock. See section thirteen of "Starting from Pavmanok!
for Whitman's expression of the idea. I, 26.

1%0ncrossing Brooklyn Ferry," 1, 195.

107w20 think of Time," II, 217.

108Look Homeward, Angel, p. 192.




couplete its cvele of birth, death, and decay, but even the
flesh to them found new meaning end new life in death. Whit-

man remarks that the corpse 1s good manure, but from it

fals .
lovely flowers shall spring.lo? Eugene knows that bBen will

come back each spring Iin flowers and will not dle again.llo,

Still, both know that the real you is not contained in the
dead corpse. These lines show Whitman's view:

Of your real body and any wan's or woman's real body,

Iftem for item 1t wlll elude the hands of the corpse
cleaners and pass to fitting spheres

Carrying what has accrued to 1t fiom the moment of
birth to the moment of death.lll

Eugene, too, knows that the Ben he knew is not in the
dead vody wefore him. He asks:

Is this his hright particular flesh, made in his
Image, given 1ife by hils unique gesture, by his one
soul? Mo, he iz gone from that bright flesh. This
thing 1s one with all carrion; it will Ei mixed with
the earth again. Den? Where? O lost! 2

It is Imposslible for him to believe in the nothingness of
ben. Then Ben comes to Zugene in a vislon and tells him
there is no death. e shows Lugene the one true voyage, the

voyage of the goul, and Eugene sees that death 1g the gate-
w113

way to this "Passage to Indla. Ben shows Lugene what

Whitman knows. Whitman says he tramps a perpetual journey,

199560 of Myselr," I, 106.

1O 0or Homeward, Angel, p. 583.

1
ll"Starting from Paumanok," 1, 26.

112Look Homeward, Ancel, p. 57C. llslbiﬁ., P. G625,




135

114
for after we start we never lie by zgain. This i1g the
truth that George Webber learns. For a moment the soul of
the youth longs for a return to the simpler and more con-

tented 11fe of the child he used to be. DBut the body an-

!1115 T

swers, "You ecan't go home agaln. here 1is no return.

George Webber saw, as Whiltman saw, that the Journey is for-
ever outward, onward, expanding.

Something has spoken to me in the night, burning
the tapers of the wanlng year; something has spoken in
the night, and told me 1 shall dile, I know not where.
Saying:

To lose the earth you know, for greater knowlng;
to lose the 1ife you have, for greater life; to leave
he friends you loved, for greater loving; to find a
land more kind than home, more large than earthe---

"--%hereon the pillars of this earth are founded,
toward which the conselence of the worl? %s tending-~
a wind is rising, and the rivers flow."ll

114v50ng of Hyselr," I, 102.

llsTha ieb and the Hock, p. €95.

Hbyoy Can't Go Home Agaln, p. 743.




CHAPTER V
WOLFE THE POET~PROPHET

He had come again to "the unsearchable riddle--out

of death, llfe, out of the coarse rank earth, a

flower."

George's parting words to Foxhall Edwards might easlily
he Wolfe's farewell to this"earth.g Ior Wolfe, like Ceorge,
had lived his life through to a {irst completion made final
by his early death. ©But one feels that to Wolfe, as to
Whitwan, death signifies a new beglnning. As Wolfe's life
and work seem an answer to Whitman's challenging plea to
future writers, so Wolfe's death warks a new beglinning, and
his life and work become, in turn, & pivot for the writers
thaet are to come.

Whether or not Wolfe consciously sought to pick up
“hitman's challenge, his link with Whitman is nevertheless
significant, for though In & different generation and in a
different medium, his ls a continuvation of the task Whitman
saw, Thus the core of Wolfe's kinship with Whitman and of

hls possible significance to future generations liesz in the

1Look Homeward, Angel, p. 224.

®You Can't Go Home Again, p. 708. CGeorge says ! Phsg
vou will see, my whole experience swings round, as though
through # vredestlned orbit, to you, to this mowent to
this parting. 5o bear with men-and then, farewell.{
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poet-prophet combination in Wolfe.

Between Whitman and Wolfe there was & natural affinity.
In several respects their natures were akin. What Norman
Fosrster says of #hitman could be quoted with equal truth
ahout Wolfe:

In his emotional ard Imaginative endowment Whitman
wag, beyond question, Impressively massive, 2and this en-
dowrent was served by his sound physical organization,
especlally by his senses, which were more exquisitely
resovonsive than those of any other Bmerican writer.

Wolfe, too, was endowed with a large imagination; he, too,
was always f1lled with wonder at 1ife. From his youth he
had had a mystic intultion of something but half-remembered,
of something lost. 1lle also wanted to know all, to seareh to
the core of things. To a man of suech a temperament, Whit-
man would be a gold mine. Wolfe was fitted to take all that
Whiltman could give and to do as ¥hitwman said all great poets

d

d:

i-te

The great poet absorbs the identity of others and
they are definite in him or from him, but he presses them
all through the powerful press of himself--loads his own

masterly 1dent1ty.4

As one feels that Whitman's Leaves are different for his

having read Emerson, so one feels that Wolfe's writings must

5American Critiecism, p. 159. Wolfe said, "The guality
of my wemory Is characterized, I believe, in a wmore than or-
dinary degree by the lintensity of its sense impressions, its
power to svoke and bring back the odors, sounds, colors,
shapes and feel of things with concrete vividness." The
Story of a liovel, p. 31. .__

4y

oteg and IFragments, I1X, 120.




1358

have been influenced by his reading of Whitman. Wolfe's
purpose, as he finally defined 1t after he matured and took
inventory of himself as a writer, was one with Whitman'g~~
to show the average American of his time becoming God. In
doing this Wolfe adopted an attitude and method closer to
Whitman's than to that of any of his contemporaries. He
says:

It seems to me that the task 1ls one whose physi-
cal proportions are vaster and more difficult here than
in any other nation on the earth. It 1s not merely that
in the cultures of Burope and of the Orient the Ameri-
can artist can find no antecedent scheme, no structural
plan, no body of tradition that can give his own work
the validity and truth that it must have. It 1s not
merely that he must make somehow a new tradition for
himself, derived from his own life and from the enor-
mous space and energy of American 1ife, the structure
of his own design; it is not merely that he 1s con-
fronted by these problems; 1t 1s even more than this,
that the labor of a complete and whole articulation,
the dlscovery of an entire universe and of a complete
language, 1s the task that lles before him.

The gist of these llnes is identicsl with Whitman's

plea in Democratic Vistas for a new American literature.

The following is 2 continuation of Wolfe's plea and hope for
cosmic articulation, given because it is & very definite sum-
mary, in Wolfe's own words, of the likeness between Whitman
and Wolfe:

Sueh is the nature of the struggle to which henceforth
our lives must be devoted. Out of the billion forms of
America, out of the savage violence and dense complexity
of all its swarming life; from the unique and single
substance of this land and 1life of ours, must we draw
the power and energy of our own life, the artliculation
of our speech, the substance of our art.

. g

5?ha Story of a Novel, p. 92.
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For here it seems to me 1n hard and honest ways liks
these we may find the tongue, the language, and the con-
science that as men and artists we have got to have. Here,
too, perhaps, muat we who have no more than what we have,
who know no more than what we know, who are no more than
what we are, find our America. Here at this present
hour and moment of my life, 1 seek for mine.

It is significant that the kinship between Whitman and
Wolfe 1is dual. As has already been pointed out in a previous
chapter, there is between these two writers an obvious simi-
larity in style, Wolfe's rich, flowing and exuberant lyri-
cism so evident in his f{irst two novels duplicating not only
in spirit, but in numerous technical devices the fecund free
verse of Whitman. But there is & further 1likeness. As
Wolfe matures, becomes less lyrical, less like Whitman in the
expression of his thoughts, the thoughts themselves approxi-
mate ever more closely to the thought behind ¥hitman's verse.

Even a superficlal study of Wolfe's last novel, You Can't Go

Home Again, reveals the emergence of & new %olfe, & prophet.

ws

This prophet, Wolfe, still a poet, was moving forward
into a place left vacant by Walt ¥hitman, who bslieved that
he was shaplng not only American art but American 1ife for
the generations to come. Wolfe was no longer merely a raw-
boned mountain lad looking out over the vast mystery of
America and drunk with its bigness and its beauty. He wasg--
certainly he felt himself to be-- a mature writer who had

seen mueh of the world and come home again with the knowledge

that one never comes home and yet that the land, America, was

Sib1da., pp. 92-03.
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home and that it must no longer be completely a mystery.

Here were Amerilcans, his brothers, the center, the focus of
the flow of forces which he now sought to understand and re-
cord In the form of a novel. It was not a conventional novel,
and Wolfe tore its form asunder seeking with svery device at
hand to come back not only to the central and rhilosophic
truth about his main character, George Wehber, but also to

the truth about a nation of hollow men, of hollow Americans,
who were llving a life in the webbed cities of his land that
was without the richness of the earth.

There are perhaps numerous competent American novelists
who have devoted themselves to portraying in one fashion or
another the American scene. But no recent American novelist
has sought to get at the truth about America in precisely
the manner of Wolfe, as & lyric realist, as an Intultive
phllosopher, as a poet-prophet, And whether or not one be~
lieves the novel a success, and whether or not one belleves
he might have written another and still better novel, one
feels at least that he is on the road to truth and perhaps
to an inspired truth. Wolfe may reveal no more about Ameri-
can life than other men. His last book offers the same
soclal criticism that one finds in John Steinbeck's story
of the "Okies," and vet, somehow, one feels that Wolfe's
novels are born of a far greater vislon than sven so good a
piece of social reporting as Grapes of Wrath. Wolfe 1is

moved by soccial needs, but his vision of man's soul goss
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far beyond the mere correction of those abuses. It 1s s
vision of the complete wman, the hollow wan filled in, given
not only food for hls physieal needs but an Ilnner fire to
warm him. This was the complete democratic man Whitman saw.
Wolfe senses a drylng up of the spiritual sources and
knows that without them a person or a nation is doomed, Our
time, the depression through which Wolfe lived, is proof
that Whitman was right in saying material riches are not
enough. Time and again durlng the depression Wolfe found
procof of ,this in his own friends and acquaintances. When
their outward symbols of wealth were gons, they had no 1lnner
equivalent from which they wmight draw new strength.v Wolfe
realized with Whitman and the other mystiecs that our world
is within, that if we are to find richness and joy in this
life, we must have richness within. As Whitman prophesied
In his poem, "Song of the Redwood-Tree," Wolfe, too, real-
ized that the rilchness of the material world should be but
a symbol of our inner richness. Instead of seeking %o build

up a world of "kKaya," we should seek to make the inexhausti-

ble wealth of the world a part of ourselves. Wolfe feels
the inhersnt weslth of man, "a manswarm stom, a nameless
cipher, who In an instant could clothe his life with all

the wealth and glory of the earth."8

kVSee chapters entitled "The Catastrophe” and "The Hol-
low Hen" in You Can't Go Home Again.

8 .
The Web and the Rock, p. 293.




Because Wolfe not only had a personality big enough %o
grasp thils vision but also had the genius to reveal it to
fellow Americans, he takes his place with Whitman and those
poets whom Hugene admired so much--"those poets who found
the earth and who have left great pieces of that golden earth
behind them in their verse as deathless evidence that they
were there."’

But for future generations Wolfe's message, Wolfe's per-
sonality, may overshadow any success or failure of technique.
At a time when preachers utter mere platitudes, when the
"primitive apirit of zreed and lust and force"1O 14 tearing
down the forward wmarch of civilization, Wolfe furns his back
on an art primarily interested in form and seeks Instead to
give us his vision of humen destiny. In his art he has st-
tempted to reveal the essentlals of 1ife, and he knew through
hls own experlence that it takes courage, struggle, and-heart~
break even to glimpse these essentlials. Like Whitman,lwolfe
seeks to show that the wealth of the whole earth is every
man's if he will but take it. The struggle of Bugene and
George is not meant to be the history of a "genius” but of
4 man=-~to show that at bottoﬁ svery man is an artist, that
every man must create something from the substance of his own

life i1f he is not to die.

9See the quotatlon on page 24.

N
1LYou Can't Co Home Apain, p. 705.
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And we? Nade of our father's earth, blood of his
blood, bone of his bone, flesh of his flesh--borr like
our father here to live and strive, here to win through
or be defeated--here, like 81l other men who went be-
fore us, not too nice or dalnty for the vses of this
sarth--here to live, to suffer, and to die=--0 brother,
like our fathers in thgir time we are burning, burning,
burning in the night.l

And though Wolfe's 1ife was consummated at an early
age, one feels he would be content Lif the fire of his life
might make the way a little less dark fbr other creative

souls to follow.

lllbid ., p‘n 505 .
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