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ABSTRACT 
/ 

A major issue in William Gaddis' novels, The Recognitions 
, 

and JR, is the problemati~ role of art and the artiste The 

thesi~ traces this, theme to certain .classic and romantiç ideas ' 

abgut art lin the nineteen~-century American romance, as well 
\ 

as to the literary thepries of such modernists as T.S. Eliot 

and Virginia Woolf, and,to the theories of such disparate 

wri ters as, among others', 'the New Cri tics and Alàin Robbe

Grillet. The ideas and structure of Gaddi s' novels are loca-
l 

ted arid discussed in relation to this contexte Like many con

temporary novelists, Gaddis transposes his them~s into the 
,. 

reflexive structures of his works. His development of self-

referring form culminates in JR, a novel in which langu~e is 
r 

i tself the stru'Ctural and thematic focus. This thesis shows 
, 

that, although Gaddis' novels demonstrate the modernist tenet 

that art vindicatesClife, they are a+so powerful satires which 

express the' wri t'er' s concern for the social r-elevance of ar,t., 
tI c.--) 
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RESUME 

.. 
Un thème majeur dans les romans de William Gaddis, The 

Recogni tions" et JR, est le rôle problém~tique de l'art et. de' 
~ 

l'artiste. La thèse retrace ce thème à certaines idées classiques 

et romantiq~es de l'art dans le roman'esque américain du dix-
" 

neuvième siècle, aux théories littéraires de modernistes tels 

que T.S. Eriot et Virginia Woolf, et aux théori~s d'écrivains 
. \ . 

disparates tels que les Nouveaux Critiques et Alain ROQbe-

Grillet: ~es idées et la structure des romans de ~addis se 
, 

s~ tuent et se discutent en relation à c,e c.ontexte.. Comme 

plusieùrs rom~ciers contemporains, Gaddis transpo~e 'ses thèmes' 
. 

dans les structures réflexives de ses oeuvres. Son développe-

ment de la forme réf:lexi ve cUlJr!!ne dans .i'R 1 un roman .. dans lequel 

le langage même est le point de mire structural.,et ~matiqu.e. 

Cette 'thèse soutient -que, .quoiqu~ les romans de Gaddis d~montrent 

, \ 

". . 
le principe mo~erniste que l'art revendique la vie, ils sont \ 

aussi des satires pui'ssarites qui expriment la: préoccupation de 

~ • écrivain .vi s-à-vi s de ~in~nce sociàle 1 de ;-~.~t • 
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INTRODUCTION 

\ \ 
"l'William Gaddis'\' novels,' The Recognitions and JR, 

for their cent~al t\~~; \he prob~;ms of modern ,art. 

main charab'ters are à ~is~\'anéi his novels are forums 
'" \ " l ' , .. 

ideas·as 'well as ficti n~l milieus for their actions. 
l , 

Gaddi 

carries the artists' di, eInmas into', his :fïctional str:uctures, 
\ 

\ ' \ 
making forro an extension 1\~ohtent and rendering the nov el a 

symbollc compensat~on for, i\ nO,t a resolution of, Jthese artis

tic coriflicts. Certainly Ga d~s is-not the f~rét not~lis~ to 

0" make art and the artist his 'f c~,ional concern. l Modernism has 

~ome to be recognized as the pi ~alistic tradition which has 

, , 1 \, , l' made artist1.c creat1.on, i tse f, Rrom~nent theme ~n 1. tera-
" 1 • 

tu;e.\Z Nor is he alone il) creati \tormal structures which 
1 f, 

t~e account of his theme. Reflexi \~~ess is characteristic of 

mueh' modern li~erature.J This thesi~ ~ill expl~cate the theme 
\ \ . 

and structure of Gadd~S' novels,agains. ~~, b~grO~d' of 

;. m~dernism ,in order to show t~e continu~t ~d evolut1.on of 

y~. The Recogni tions an~ JR ~i th in an influen . a~' li ~;erary -tra~i tion. 
\ , , 

In creating the c,ont1ext ·for G~~dis'- novels, av~ brought 

together a number 'o~ disparate ~orks from nin' t _e~th- aild 

, 

\ 

twentieth~century literature and Ilterary ich pr(sent 
\ 

art and the role of-the artist as prob~ematic. 

select~i te~s repre~ent di'ferent genres, pez:-i.o 
~ 

convictîon tJ?,at the i terary theori es, they \share a 

\, l 
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not provid a secure_, receptive home for art>:istic creation. , 

',~n reasserti g the place of art, these wri ters, in varying ways, 
al, 

make art ~he ubject matter of their own ereations. Gaddis' 
t '""' novels carry 0 this artistic self-consciQusness. 

\ Although ticles have mentioned th~ theme of art as 
\ 

evidetice ofre!l iveness in Gaddis' fiction, no contextual 
, \ ) 

and formai analysi of The Recognitions and JR, 6~ch as this . -
thesis sets,forth, h s been produced. 4 Thematic, textual and 

• 
source studies have a eared, as. we-ll> as analys~s based o~" 

principles of time and eader resP9ns~.5, AlI these ~rKSt 
_1 

the present included, hav- a common respect for· literary 

form~s the 'basis of liter 'analysis. This thesis establishes 
, 

the literary tradition behin Gaddis' theme and demonstrates 
o 

his 'extension of this theme in 0 novelistic forro. 

Th~ methodology of this th sis consist~ of a thematic 

and formaI analysis of Gaddis' no els with reference to a bac~

gr6und/of' li ter~ry and' cultural his ory provided by rep;esenta

tive works of literarY modernism, nin teenth-century American' 

romance fiction, and sele~ed document of i~ter~ry theory con

'temporary with the appearance of The Rec itions in 1955 'and 
6 aiso relevant to t~e more recent novel" JR. This method finds 

precedents iri' the work of a number of critic among them 
"-

Richard Chase who, in The American Novel. and i s Tradition, has 
, , •• \ ' 0 

at~empted to locate the unique nature ot the Amer~an novel in 

the romance. 7~~ In Swr;b&lism and- American Li ter~tur~ ~arles 
Feidelson has illuminated the connection between symbo~sm and 

t \\ classic and modern Ameri can li tera~re •8 '\ :rony Tanner. i~\i ty 

\,;\ ,", / 
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of Words, haB provided a study of the modern Amer~ an novel 

which stresse's the theme of inq.i idual creation 

anq. the relevance of tQ.i s theme 0 a variety of 
• 'T , 

The first chapter of this th sis presents the classic and 

9 

romantic-elements 0: literary mod~rnism as a conte~t for Gaddis' 

ideas about· ~t and the artist. 10 \ It will be shown that modern--

ist ~iterature takes as a central concern the problematic role ' 
" 

of the artist and his work. Certain clasaical atti udes towards 
1 

tradition and the role of 'the artiat combine with t e romantic 

inher-i tance of Symbolismto make modernism a comple and in-
" .' 

... luen'tial li terary, tradition. 11 If Gaddis' _ implici t theory of-' 

\ 

\ 

.art may be sa:td to resemble anyone' s, i t ia that of • S. Eliot, 

"to whose literary\the~ries and t~chniques Gaddis is,indebted. 
1 

*n particular, The Recognitions inherits Eliot·s form of roman-
• -, ~I,. 

ticism, epitomized in the spiritual nature of the artist·s , 

quest, and Eliot's literary ciassicism with its emphasis on 

the autonomy of'the work. Gaddis' work also exhibi ts the 

modernist concern for perception. In his attempt to make the 

novel illustrate the relativity of perception, Gaddis shares a 
\ ~ 

purpose similar to that of Virginia Woolf. This literary con-
" R 1 

tex~ will show thatjlGaddi~treatment of the artist's quest also 

echoes something.of the nine~~-century American romance 

tradi tian.· Like Ha Ithorne, Gaddi. ";"prô's;es ~ ·~rofoundlY moral 

vision Which ia selfl-conaciously American. Like Melville. 

Gaddis sees the artistic quest as culminating in ambigui ty, 

wi th a hint of Manichean dualisme Gaddis' novels keep alive 
1 
1 
1 

the spirit of mysterY which romance novelists associated w~th 

- 1 

i 
, -

j 
1 

, 
1 

! 
\ 

l 
i J 

~ 

~ 
i 



( 

\ 

\ 

~ 

v ____ 4f _~ ~\.,. _ ~~~_ 

1 

4 

\ 
o • 

the l.l.fe of art. In addi tion- to these mneteewth- and early 
,/ 

twentieth-century influences, certain later developments in 

Europe and Americ~ reveal a conoern wi th the arti st and wi th 

re-evaluation of the novel form which is applicable to Gaddi s' 
-1 

work. In his attem.pt to expand the formaI li mi ts of the genre, 

especially in JR', Gaddi.s' implied purposes resemble the novelis-
~ --- , 

-t;ic theories of Alain Robbe-Grillet who, like Gaddi-s, woul'd 

also make -the novel s.erve the reali ty of indi vidu~l perception. 

Unlike Robbe-Grillet, however, Gaddls' structural 'innovation 
f t\ 

makes p.er.ception not merely an-:-end-in i tself but the vehicle 

of satire. The morality of Gaddis' novels derives_from-L _~ 
~, 

sense ~f· crisis which the author shares wi th other American 
/ 

writers and cri tics of his, time. Selected documents from 

American literarY criticism and the American literary commuAit y 

of the 1950s wil~ provid~ evidènce of a se~se of, artistic 

alienation and a need to re-evaluate the place of the artist 

and the purpose of art. 
. 

Having established a context Ln which Gaddi s' novels m!iY 
• 

be interpreted, the thesis moves on to explicate the theme and " 
(l , ) " 

structure of The Recognitions and 5R. The second chapter pre-

sents a detailed analysis, of the th~me of art and the artist 
1 

in ~ both novels. l t· will e seen that The Recogni tions portrays 

the artist as a iri tual questor who struggles to make 
'1 

sense of a contingent re i ty which he must then find ways to 
, 1 

express artistically. c,hapter reveals the way in which 
J. ~ , ,\ 

Gaddis' surrealistic techniques contribute to the novel's 

'ambiguous outcome. In contrast to the first novel, JR presents 

. ,- - \._-- -
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a grimmer vision of 1;he artistic dilemma in depicting the artist 
,9 

-' 
as increasingly beleaguered by the condi tians of modern life. 

\ 
Wh1le the artists of- t first novel May have been altenated, 

l, 

\1' they wer~ at least BUst 'ned ?y the vi taIi ty of their inner 

lives. In JR the arti tic imagination and the rneans of ex

pression .. -i'n ~se;' language--are themselves thr~atened. 
. ,~ 

c' 'No matter how obsessed by ideals or beleagu.:çoed', by. the. 

world, the artists of both novels are shown 'to need human rela- \ 
/ 

tions, partic~larly love, in order to survive. However, 10ve 

~~ are frequently irreconcilable. Chapter Three analyzes 

tl].e nature of -the art-lJve èonflict as, i t culminates in ..,.the . 

artists' relationships wi th wornen. 
, " and symbols linle female characters 

\ 

f. complex pattern of images 

to the artists' dilemmas. 
.1 

In The Recognitions, these symbols indicate the artists' con-, 

flicting feelings of desire and guilt as they view women both 
. 

~, as art and aà.love objects. In JR, women are portrayed more 
- > 

unéq,uivocally as destructive muses whose al'luring power ia part , 
J 

of a larger chaotic e!ement which threatehs both art and love. 

ChapterfFour departs frorn the previous discussion of char

~cterization and theme to 'analyze the novele J structures and 

prove them to be extensions of Gaddis' artistic 1 arluments. 
\ 

The alienation and fragment~tibn of reali ty fel t by the- artis~s 
j "\ ~ " 

of The, Recogni tions are transposed into the discontinuous 
1 

narrative in, which count~r;fei t meanings abound and the artist- ~ 

h · \ 
characters, as weIl as the reader, are c allehged to ~iece to-

l \ 

gether the fragments of meaning. It will be shown that the 
, ~ 

, 

novel contains an organization which,'with-~he help of an , , 
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intrusive 

cending the , -
~ 

\ 

tive ~voice, prqvides a formal r~solution trans

. gui ty of plot and characterization. In JR, 

Gaddis further evelops innQvative structural techniques to malte 
~ 

the novel a more éompletely reflexi ve work. ,Image patterns 

and parodies of myth are linked to Gaddi s' theme--cul. turJ 
. ' 

degeneratio~-at the level of· the·novel's language. This l' 

, 
chapter will prove that the structure -,of JR is the basis of 

..... ; , l 

bèth the novel~s satire 'and its celebration of art and the 

tist. 
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, NOTES, 

1The fo11owing ~e sorne ~f the more venerable modern novels 
t6 make art and the artist a central theme: André Gide, The 
Counterfeiters; James Joyce, A Portrait of the Artist as ~ 
Young Man; Thomas Mann, Doctor Faustus; Marcel Proust, Remem
~rance of Things Pasto Among contemporary American novels, 
"Thomas Pynchon~ s V, John Barth' s Chimera, Donald Barthelme' s 
The Dead Father, and Bernard Malamud's Pictures of Fiedelman 
represent the cont~nued importance of this theme. In nine
teenth-century,_ American li terature, the subj ect of art is a 
prominent element in Me1ville's Pierre and Hawthorne's The 
Marble Fawn. ,--

-' 

2r ass9c'iate the term "modernism" wi th the work of wri ters 
living in Eng1and during the first three decades of this cen
tury. The_writing pr~ncipally of T.S. Eliot, James Joyce, and 
Vlrginia Woolf registered a reaction to the dec1ine of tradi
tional values and, at the sarne time, the need for the artist 
to m~e values present in,his work. For these writers, the 
artist' s perception and que§t'for truth become, in various 
ways, the focus of the work of art. At the sarne time, the work 

'"becomes, as a receptacle of tradition, a self-sufficient fragment 
in a world in flux. Thus i t is that li terary modernism invo1ves_, 
a 'p'aradoxical perspective combining th~ primacy of the work 
with the importance of artistic consciousness. My study of 
moder.nism in relation ta the novel has been aided by the dis-
cussions prov~ded in the following sources: Maurice Beebe, "What 
Modernism Was," 'J'Durnal of Modern Literature, J, No. 5 (July, 
1974), 106,5-1084; Bernard Bergonzi, ,"The Advent of MO,dernism: 
1900-1920, Il in The Twentieth Century, ed. Bernard Bergonzi, Vol. 
VII of Histor of Li terature in the En lish Lan a e (London, 
Barrie and Jenkins, 1970 , pp. 17- 8; Malcolm Bradbury and James 
McFarlane,· eds., Modernism: 1890-1930 (New York: P~nguin Books, 
1976); Richard Ellmann and Charles Feidelson, eds., 'The Modern 
Tradition (New York: Oxford University Press, 1964); Edward 
Engelberg, .. Space, Time and History: Towards the Discrimination 
of fModerniSIl!.s, " Modernist Studies, l, No. 1 (1974), 7-25; Peter 
Faulkner, Modernism (London; Methuen, 1977); Joseph Frank, 
"Spatial Form in Modern Li terature," in The Widening Gyre: Cri sis 

Q 

and Maste in Modern Li terat ' e (New Brunswick, N.J.': Rutgers 
University/Press, 19 3 ; Irving Howe, "The Culture of Modernism," in 
The Decline 01 the New (New Yorlp Horizon Press, 1963); Irving Howe, .; 
ed., The Idea of the Modern in Li terature and the Arts (New ' • 
York: r;orizon Press, -1967); Gabriel Josipovici, "Modernism and 
Romanticism,tI in The World and ,the Book (1971; rpt. Frogmore, Eng.: 
Paladin, 1973), pp. 190-209: Louis Kampf, On Modernism: The 
Prospects for Literature and Freedom (Cambridge, Mass.: M.I.T. 
-Press,' 1967); Frank Kermode, liiThe Modern, Il in Continui ties (London: 
Routledge and Kegan, 1.968), pp. 1-32; Kermode, The Sense of an 
Ending (1966; rpt. New York: Oxford University Press, 197,5); 

. Harry Levin, "What was Modernism?" in Refractions: Ess s in 

. , 

\ 
\ 

rt 

~ 
6 i 

(~ 

" , 



( 

~/ 

/ 

8 

Comparati ve Li terature (New York 1" Oxford' -Uni versi ty Press, 1966). 
pp. 271-295; Georg Lukacs, "The ldeology of Modernism," in The 
Meanin of Contem ora Realism, transe John and Necke Ma.p(er; 

1957; rpt. London~ Merlin Press, 1963), pp. 17-46; LiJ;:lian :" 
S. Robinson and Lise Yogel, "Modernism and History, Il ir? ,/' ,/ 
lm es of Women in Fiction" ed. Susan Koppelman Cornilloil~'. / 

Bowling Green, Ohiol Bowling Green University Popul~r P~ess, 
1972), pp. 278-307; Sharon Spencer, Space, Time and"St1:"Ùcture 
in the Modern Nov~l (Chicago: Swallow Press, 1971); Alan Wilde, 
"Modernism and the Aesthetics of Crisis," Contemporary Li tera
ture, 20, No. l (Winter, 1979), 1)-50; Edmund Wilson, Axel's 
Castle (19)1; rpt. New York, Charles Scribner' s Sons, 1969). 

3By reflexiveness l mean direct and indirect self-reference 
in literature, achieved through theme and structure. This term 
is not to be confused wi th Joseph Frank' s term, Il reflexi ve rEt
ference," me'aning a repeated reference to a word~ or a phrase 
within a work, similar to the technique 'of l~itmotif. Joseph 
Frank, "Spatial Form in Modern Li terature," in The Widening Gyre: 
Crisis and Maste in Modern Literature (New Brunswick, N.J.1 
Rutgers University Press, 19 3 , p. 27. Cri tics have inter-
_preted reflexivenes~ in the npvel as a development which pre
dates modern li~~~ture. Of nineteenth-century American litera
ture, Joel Porte writes, " .•. it is a curious but important fact 
that our writers have consistently tried to fulfill their role 
by reflexively questioning their own assumptions within their 
books. Il Joel Porte, The Romance in America (MiddletQwn, Conn. & 

Wesleyan University Press, 1969), p. x. Charles Feidelson finds . 
reflexiyeness originating in symb01ic techniques common to the A 
work of both Melville and Gide. Charles Feidelson, Jr., Symbolis~ 
and American Literature (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 
1957), pp. 161-212. Although symbolic techniques are crucial 
to the reflexive structure of many modern novels. l am not using 
the words .. reflexi veness" and Il symbolic" interchangeably. To 
the extent that language is symbolic, any novel could be said 
to symbolize itse~f and thus to be self-referring. Rather, l 
use the word to designate thematic and structural teqhniques 
designed to calI attention to the novel form and to make the 
creation of art and the situation of the artist the central 
concern of the work. In other words, the novel, ~ather than 
being about something else, is also (and sometime~ primari1y) 
about itself. The following critical works take 'no~e of 
reflexi veness in theme and structure as an important element 
in modern fiction; , R.P. Blackmur, "The Artist as a Hero,"\ Art 
News (Sept., 1951), pp. )8-21,52 f Christel van Boheemen-Saaf, -
"The Artist as Con Man: The Reaction against the Symbolist 
Aesthetic in Recent American Fiction," Dutch Quarterly Review. 
7, 305-318; David l. Grossvogel, Limits of the Novel: Evolu
tions of a Forro from Chaucer to Robbe-Grillet (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 1968); Steven G. Ke11man, The Self-Begetting 
Novel (New York: Columbia University Press, 1980); Hugh K~nner, 
The Stoic Comedians (Berkeley: Universi ty of California Press, 
1962); Frank Kermode, The Sense of an Ending (New York: . Oxford 

l,' 
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University Press, 1967), Jacques Maritain, Creative Intuition in 
Art and Poetry (New York, World Publishing, 1953); Tony Tanner, 
City of Words (New York: Harper~d Row, 1971). 

-4Joseph Salemi notes evidence of .. t~e remarkably self
reflexive n quality of The Reco~it1ons as indication that the 
work as 'well as, the theme of art is fi a thematic and structural 
concern." Joseph Salemi, "To Soar in Atonement: Art as Expia
tion in Gaddis' The Recognitions,'~ Novel (Winter, 1977)., p. 128. 
George Hegarty makes a similar observation in his dissertation. 

:.-.~See George Hegarty, "Gaddis' The Recognitionsl The Major Theme-," 
"Diss. Drake 1978 p. 40. . · 

STo date no full-le~th book has been p~blished'on Gaddis' 
novels. HoW€ver, dissertat10ns are rapidly being 'produced. 
The first to appear was Peter Koenig's ground-bfeaking study 
of The Recognitions w~ch included invaluable c~tations from 
Gaddi s' notes for the novel. Peter Koenig, '", Splinters from , 
the Yew Tree': A Cri tical Study of William Gaddis' The Recogni
tions," Diss. New York University .1970.' A sub~equent thesis . 
provided further analysis of the novel's themes. Robert L. 
Minkoff, "Down, Then Out: A Reading of William Gaddis' The 

'" Rècognitions,"·E)iss.'Cornell 1976. A thesis comparing Feference 
techniques in M~'s Doktor Faustus and The Recognitions is not 
concerned with ~~ thematic implications of the Faust myth, and 
cornes to negative conclusions as to the purpose to which Gaddis 1 

put his copious allusions. Robert C. Brownson, "Techniques ()f 
Reference. Allusion and'Quotation in Thomas Mann's Doktor'Faustus 
and William Gaddis' The Recognitions," Diss. University of 
Colorado 1976. A more fruitful study treats the psycholog~cal 
and social implications of the portrayal· of time in Gaddis' 
novels and selected others. Charles Banning, "The Time of Our 
'rime: William Gaddis, John Hawkes and Thomas Pynchon," Diss. 
SUNY, BUffalo 1977. Another theEiis, while touchihg on the 
thematic concerns of the present work by presenting the major 
themes of Thé Recognitions as a search for salvation through 
art, religion and human relationships, qoes not analyze th& 
theme of art as it is made a part of the novel's structure, nor 
does it provide a contextual analysis. of Gaddis' work and a 
study of JR. which the present work includes. George Hegarty, 
"Gaddis' The Recognitionsl The Major Theme," Diss. D:r;ake 1978. 
The Most recent dissertation at'the time of this writing, uses 
techniques of reader response to interpret the metaphoric mean
ing of "recognition" in Gaddis' first.novel as a directive to
wards ~udience understanding~ Gary L. Thompson, "Fictive Models: 
Carlyle's S~or Resartus, Melville's The Confidence Man, Gaddis' 
The Recognitions, and Pynchon' s Gravi ty' s Rainbow," Dis~. Rice 
1979. 

6By "culture," l Mean the inte1lectual and creative dimen
sions of human activi~ty. pa~ticularly as these are [expressed 
in art. 
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7Richard Chase, The American Novel and its Tradition 
(Garden City, N.~.s Doubleday-Anchor, ~957). ' ~ 

1 BCharles Feidelson, Jr., Symbolism and American Li tert-' 
~ (Chicago, University of Chicago Pres~, '1953). 
9/011 

' Tony- ';rarmer , ~C.:i:..;t~,..;:o;.;:f=--=W.:..:o:;.:r~d=,s~: --=A_m=e.=.r.;::i_c_an:;:.;:,....=.F..::i;.;;c_t;.;:i::.;o:;.:;n~l;;.o:..oL.;.. ....... O;;;. 
(New York: Harper and Row, 1971 . \ / . l' ~ 

/ 

... 1:tJ-.... ~ ~ " 

l°I am using the terms .. classic" ~d "romantic" .S~écif'i~al1Y 
in connection with the purpose of the artist and hi~ re~ation 
to the work of art. By classic l am not referring ~Q Jlt-ae'co
Roman li terature' or i ts imi t~tion, but ra:ther to a coricern' \ 
voiced by modernists that 1i~erature should be grounded in 
tradi tion. By "romantic" l refer to the vast inher1:t'anèe ~ 
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century influences from Eurgpe ~d 1 

America which serve to define the artist's purpose \~sCin the 
nature of a transcending.,personal quest. 

11~odernism can be seen now, at tpe distanc~ of more than a 
half'-century, as a convergence of di sparate artistfic ideas whicb 
constitute a major influence on present developments and thus 
can be said to be, if not a doctrine, cert~J.nl in the nature 
of an inheritance embodied in a loose collecti n of artistic 
documents. \ 
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CHAPTER l 

\ " \ 

THE LITERARY CONTEXT 

1 Modernism w~s not so much a concerted'movement at one 
j....ç;-~?..,/ 

time and in one place ~s/it was an apprehension on the- part of 

cértain artists thàt the wor~d and perceptions o~ it were 

changing r~pidlYt and that art. was challenged to take ~ccoUnt 

of these new perspectiv~s.l \Modernist art theoriest,as some 

critics have proven, can be tracèd·to earlier developments such 
~ 

as the advent of relativity t~eorYt Freudian psychoanalysis, 
\ 

World War l ,- and the decline of ninetee~th-centu~)Ilores. 2 Mos;; 

relevant to this thesis,is the prevalent sense that with the 
. ----.... 

breakdown of traditional values, art was jeopardized and the 

role of the artist made pr~l~matic. The idea of something ,.. 
" 

problematic in mo'dern ç art can be interpreted. ei ther as a bobn 

or a threat t9 art, depending on one's 'reaction to crisis, as 

either a harbinger of meaningful change, Qr a sign of disorder, 
/ 

even chaos.' Many modern artists sensed a splin~eringt if not a 
" JI· ' 

b~eakdown, in reality. If moral order, religion, stable social 

:t-elations could no longer. ,be as~med, the alternative would be 

moral relativisme Others tended to focus on the regenerative 

,nature of art. J There was a widespread sense that art should 
, 

fill the void left by religion, that it should provide'order 

and an expression of human integrity. In other words, modernist 

art had to be humanistic. 4 
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Some writers. insisted that to be humanists, artists should-

reasser~ not mere1y the value of the individual,b~ tradition 
\ 

as the bulwark of order-in a time of flux. Underlying the 

be~ief i~-traditi9n was skepticism about the goodness and 

perfectibility of humanity. In the following excerpt from his 

essay, "Romanticism and Classiclsm," T.E. Hulme bases his 

_ recommendation of ~' classic", principles on his view of the. 
b ~<. 

relation between the ind!vidual and soc-iety: .. 

Here is the rodt of aIl romanticisma that man, 
the indi vi dual, ~'é an infini te reservoir of 
possibilities: anp if yoq can so rearrange 
soci-ety by.the destruction of oppressive order 
then these possibilities will have a chance 
and you will get Progresse ~_ 

On~~can define ~he class~cal quit? cl~~~~~ 
as the exact oppos~ te to th~s. Man ~s an~' 
extraordinarily fixed and limited animal whose 
nature. is absolutel~ constant. It is only by -
tradition and organization that anything decen~ 
can be, got out of him.5 '. ~ . 

, ÉJulme -and his contemporary T. S. Eliot t-ecommend a _return to a 

concept of ordered reality based on tradition. In verse, Eliot 
r 

~ . 
l' 

\ follows Hulme' s dictum that "It is essential. to prave that 

beauty may be in small, dry things. tt6 Such beauty can only 
~ 

come about through disc~plined adherence to tradition, and a 

kind of artistic invisibility. . / 
" 

Edmund Wilson recognize~ moderndsm's debt to both classic 

and romantic notions of art. In Axel's Castle, Wilson defines 
Co \ ~ 

the basic difference between the cl~s~ic and 'romantic view of 
. 1 ( • 

artfas involving the prim~cy of the text, on the one hand, and 
,~.. ..~ 

the primacy of the artist and artistic consciou$ness, oh the 
>; 

other.? What Wilson terms classical English literature 

.,;-l 
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'emphasized the _ tex,t a,S -a communication of certain PhilO~OPhiCal 
'and aesthetic tradit:0ns. ~e classic artist was not himself 

1 J 

the focus of the w k of a~ Romanticism tended to reverse 

1 ~ 

1 / 

! 
i 

, 

this order of xmp(~tance, making the text a vehicl~ for the / 

'e~pression of i~ un~ue c·onsci·ousness. For Wilson, T.S. Eliot' s ~-
o , 

, thought ,was a modèrnist mod~l of the classic perspective. 8 In 

" Tr.adi tion' and the Individual Talent" 'Eliot considers the t ' 
artist a creative vehicle whose'personality lies behind and 

never overshadows his art work. The power of cultural tradi-

tions is gathered behind'the artist an~ expr~ss~d in his work. 9 ~~ 

Eliotts sense of a fundamental rharige in social~ . 

marked by a general moral and social decline, affected his , 

opinion of human potential. A'beli'ever in hierarchies (relig-, 

ious, intellectual and so~ial), Eliot felt that only thrb~gh a 

social order patterned on religious orthodoxyocould a culture 

maintdn i t·self. Although this conservative attitude is not 
1 ~ 

characteristic of aIl histhought, nonetheless he di~ advance 
/ 

, 
such' a critique of society and literature .in, among bther essaya, 

.::. 

.. After srtrange Gods," which 1s partly. an update and modification 
l 

of the earlier "Tradition ând the Individual Talent." In 
"' • i: 

addition to stressing the previously mentioned values, Eliot 

makes clear his opposition to individualism and moral relativ-
o 

ism, both dubious products of the .1 cul t of' personali ty" which 
, 

he considers prevalent in the novel. Not for Eliot the myster- -. 
ious vicisàitudes,9f fndividual character. Eliot claims that . 

'the decay of Protestan~~provides a clue to understanding much 

in Anglo-Saxon literature. If a reader recognized an English 
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wri ter' s, ~eligious bac,}tground he would understand somet ing of 

what drives him as an artist. lO Despairing of the artist's 
\ 1 

posi~ion in modern atomistic society, Eliot believes'th~t the 
< 1 

artist's morals should not be individualistic but should grow 

la 10 out of orthodoxy, by which he means _~the habits of community 

/ formulated, corrected, and elevated by the continuous thought 

and direction of the church. lIl1 Although Eliot uph~ld ortho-:
~~ 

oxies"as.a means of maintaining values. he also considered the 

possiôility of independ~nt e~oration into new regions of 

human·experience. The outcom~ of such action, however, was 
J , 

always dubious. Eliot wrote about, the problems of personal self": 

(' transcendence in his play ,l"~ The Cocktail Party. Briefly summarized, 

the play involves a ~oûp/of middle-class English men and women 
• • 0 \ 

who, wi th the unsettl~~g -'aid of a mysterious psychiatrist guest, 

learn to distingÜish between fantasy and reality. Some char

acters discover that th~y have lived most of their lives with 

delusions about their own identities anQ.those of their most 

intimate friends. In spite of ,their new understanding, some 

of these êharacters la~k the courage to change. Only one char

acter, Celia, actually transcends her former fantasies, puts 

guilt behind her, and moves courageously into a future which 

she admits is uncertain. She dies a ludicrously violent, 
) 

'gratuitous death in the African bush.' The other les~ heroic 

characters remain to-sift through their memories of her and 

their guilt. In other words~ they arê' left to themselves. 

'Were it not fo~ the strange psychiatrist, Reilly, Cella 

might not have decided to change her life. Reilly appears to 
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his hosts as a ind of ïdevi1-seer" of psychic mysteries. 
• , J 

\Claimi.ng not\ to understand f~lly his "powers," he admi ts "~ •• 

~hen l say to one 1~ke Lëeliil /'Work out your salvation with 

-d~1igence,' l do notl understanàj What l myself am ,\~Ying."12 

He is a modern-day priest ~ a ti~e of religious decline. Celia" 

pleads' wi th him, "1 want to be curecl/ Of a craving for something 
~ 

l c~.:'ind/ And of the\shame of never finding i~" (Cocktail; 

II. p. 139). Reilly expla~s that she is faced with "the human 

condition," to whl.ch she can be reconciledb-t;lly if.she ~Il1 be .' ,', 

~re'signed to \leading a mediocre. half-realized. but safe lf~e. 

Of ~hose who accept this life, he says; "They may remember;\The 

vision they have hadJ but th,ey cease to régret i t.; Maintain\ 

themsel ves by the common routine ...• " 'At 1east such a caref~l 
, 

life avoids "the final desolatio~ Of solitude in the phanta~al 

world/ Of imagination, shuffling memories and desires" (Cocktail, 

II. p. 141). These less adventureus characters live with a 

kind of pallid acceptance of their own limitations, while Celi~, 

moves towards symbolic and li te:al darkness, armed wi th "the \. 

kind of faith that issues from despairn (Cocktail. II\ p. 140). '\ 

,Reilly reassures those who are left behind that Celia's life 

, 
f 
) 

was freely chosen and may come te a good end. 

\ 
\ 

Her death makes \\ 4 
" c 1 

hfs prophècy ironie and deepens the mystery of her quest. 

Ce1ia's death in innocence and humility amid violent and 
. ,,; 

seeming1y gratuitous circumstances indicates the perils of the . ./ 
path of acti~n. Yet Eliot implies that on such a path the in-

dividual stands a chanceo of transcending the "human condition," 

and "po Bse ssing wha t [.Wail sought for in the wrong plac e. " 
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16 \ '\ 
Til S~ who choose to.·stay behind, muJt accept what Reilly terms, 

Itt e\buiid~cOf the hearth," a profoundly human activity pro-

new. 

\ - 0 

creatu~forts rathe~ than vision. These home bodies 
. 

earneq. from Cel.ia' s death. ',Ref>lly tells them, "You 'will 

live with these memories and make them/ Into sometping 

nly by acceptance/ Of the' past' will you 1:(1 ter i ~s mean-

lngit~(C cktail, III, 'p. 182). Celia has become a k~nd of martyr 

to th ir self-understanding. 1J Among these hearthbuilders is ' 
\ , . \ . 

. the ar iS , Peter, whO is haunted by his failure to understand, 
" , 

any 

not 

1 

Celia, his former lover. Reilly reassures 

métier ..• / Which is the most that' 

ask for" (Cocktail, III, p'. 175). Here Eliot i6 

the artist's work with the my~terious psychi? 

quest acted out by Celia. However, métier is endowed with cer-
I 
\ 

tain value, more akin to the hearth than the dark inner path. 
~ 

Eliot views art as a disciplined activity, accounting for Itsmall 
\ 

dry" things" and sustaining human culture rather than,_ forging 

any romantic paths. The quest towards expanded self-awarene,ss 
~ 

is akin ta radical religious activity, leading awaY, from the de-

fined, ordered world of. human culture and into the unknown. 

Another example of the way modernist writers have combined 
, \ 

these classic and romantic ideas of the artist and his work is 

found in Joyce's A Portrait of the Artist a§ a Young Man. He~et 

young Stephen's art theories derive tram clas6!cal a~sthetics, 

while his actions as an artist make him an inheritor of the ./... ' 

romantic urge to creqit the individualistic artistic identity 

as much as the work. 14 Joyce's artist-hero emerges from a 

/ 
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classIcal education into a world which he chooaes to reje~t in 

favor of a journey to another culture, armed only wi th "silence, 

cunning, and eXile."15 Rather-than champion a work which would 
.... ' ~_ ... ~,_ P'1 s 

-pèrpetuatê' the values of a wor,ld he rejects, Stephen will wander 

in search of a~'!lmore obscure self-expression, which at the same 
" .. " 

time will carry on his racial heritage. The fact that Stephen 
\ 

(and Joyce) never abandoned their origins in their art doea not 

alter Stèphen's identity as an isolated individual. He is 

joined by other artist-heroes, among them Gaddis' Wyatt, ~ho 

exist in exile, alienated from their society; their creative 

resources come from wi thin thetq or the past, but not from 

community. However, th~ reality of environment and surrounding 

culture is never absent from Joyce's w~rk or Gaddis' novels, 

providin~ a tension of focuses--Iyrical and satirica1, romantic 

and classic. 

Born out of a rational, empirical age in which to "copy 

nature" was to grasp reali ty , the novel tradi ti on, however, has 
... 

not so mach been negated as expanded by modernism's complex 

inheritance. New novelistic techniques collapsed traditional 

conventions of space, time and character to accommodate new 

visions. 16 The neo-romantic impulse towards a lyrical rendering , 

of individual consciousness was also strongly evident in the 

modernist novel. This intention arose not from a desire to 

glorify the individual but from a sense of psycholog~cal rela

tivism.' If there are as many views of reali ty as there are , 

percipients, then the work of .li terature must turn inward to 

the individual awareness if i t- ie to capture reali ty. Virginia 
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Woolf's'multiple consciouanesaes, and Dorothy Richardson's and 
<1' ' • 

William F~lkner's ~tream of consciousness techniques approaoh 
\ ~ . 

the challenge o.f' .depicting 'suc!,+ inner reali ties. 

Woolf's expe~iments with form ~ed from her sensing a 

fundamental shift in the way reality was perceived. She 
. 

generalized on the nature ,of this change when she wrote in 

"Mr. Bennet and Mrs. Brown," "All human relations have shifted • 

••. And when human relations change there is at the same time a 

, change in religion, conduct, politics and literature.,,17 It </;j 

- . 
was this altered sense of human relations as perceived by the 

, individual consciousness that Woolf wished to depict in ~~r 

'fiction. There i8 s'omething romantic in her purposeful rend er

ing of' an individual way of seeing in an age which wa'S giving 
f 

birth to,:mass communications technology. Chief among Woolf' s 

seers is the artist who, like Woolf herseIf', must face up to 

- the dif'f'1cul tieB of capturing mul tifold reali ty. In .The Waves. 

Woolf has Bernard, the nascent artistic coasciousneBs, express 

just this dilemma whén he thinksl 

Lwri tinil iB the effor't and the struggle, i t 
i s the perpetuaI w,arf'are, i t i s the' $ha tter
ing and piecing t'Pgether--this is the daily 
battle •••• The trees, scattered, put in order; 
the thick green of the leaves thinned i tself 
into a dancing light. l netted the~~nder 
wi th a sudden phrase'. l l8etrl~yed them from 
formlessnesB with words. -~ 

Bernard struggles to make sense of perception without reducing 

it to something less than it ia. In the following passage, 

Bernard alludes toVs 'role ~s -an orches~rator of cacopho~, 
The cr,ystal. the globe of life ••• f'ar from 
being hard and cold to the touch, has waiis 
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of thinne~t air. If l press them· all iJwill 
burst. Whatever sentence l extract whole 
and entire :t'rom thi s cauldron i à only a 
string of six li ttle fi sh that let them
selves be caught while a million others 
leap and s%zzle •.•. Faces rectir ..• they press 
their beauty to the walls of my bubble •• ' •• 
How impo~sible to order them rightly; to 
detach·one separately, orJ~o give the effeot 
of the whole-again like m,sic. What a sym
phony, with its concord arld its discord ••• 
then grew ùp~19 /: -, _) '" 

The, notion ~ of reali ty as f:UX is a: pr0r-nent modernist idea. 

19 

1 
Î. 
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~According ~o Woolf, the writer must attempt to record the'fluid, 
., , 

\' 0 

changing processes of percept~on as faithfully as possrble, 

'0...... ' • 20 ,using !:nS the fictional centre a hum an consciousness, a charaoter. 
- ! 

Thus, the fictio~al centre must be a human centre. ,Woblf's 
-"", !.~ 

innovations did Jot so much re'ject old~tnovelistic de:ri~tions, ~ 
/d ~, such as ch~acterc; rat~l:' they were- re efinitions of these ele~ents. ~ 

() In6 Mr. Benn~t and~rs. B~~~," Woolf explains why she ~ 
1 ~ 

rejected existing defini tians of what' the novel should do but, !~ 

at the sam,e time, maintained what she saw as the vital centt,:e 

of fiction: charaçter. She gently cri tlcizes those Victorian 

and Edwar~ian novelists who pdrtrayed ~ surface and, to her 

mind, . a partial vision of the world which overlooked the con- \ 
~ 't g 

sciousness-of individual perceiver-characters, in favor of 
,(' _ _ ,,~. i 1 

talting an acceptable social 'View'. For Woolf, -reali ty i s not to 
, 

be known simply\ through a r~ceived view of the way things should 

be t however much such an attitude "gi ves one a sense of social -

t 
,~ 

-1 

~ 

,1 

1 
j approbation. Rêality ia shifting and mysterious. 
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Woolf' s romanftc convictions about the role of the artïst 

and her innovative narrative techniques do not extend to thé 
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question of langua~~. While sha considers Edwardian ~erspec

tives wropg for tpe contemporary (c. 1920) novel, she ià also ' 
, ./ ' . 

• , 0 

skeptical of recent attempts to revolut~onize literary d~corum. 

She senses that the Georgian age i~ full of 9haotic chan~e wi th 

rather lLttle direction, a condition thatiiS r~flected i~ the 

unstable state of the nove~., what Woolf feco~ends for fiction -

is hardly iconocl~st1c., She be1ieves that nowhere were standards 
, 

more vital than in the use of- language i t 
, ",,' 

In thé following 

/ p~s sage from ItMr'loo Bennet and Mrs. Brown." impli es! tha t -. 
she opposes sucn literary improprieties obscenity and obscuran-

\ ~ 
At 'the.'present moment we are su 

'-hom decay, but/from hàving na c 
wh1ch writers and-read~rs acc as· a_p~elude ta the more excitihg i tercours of fr~~i~p~.------------~ 
The literary convention of the t'~~ so arti-
ficial ••• that, naturall i the fe/ble are tempted 

'Pô'outrage, ~d the stro g are l d to destroy 
~he Yery foundations and rules 0 liter~ 
,so.ciety. Signs, of this e eve here apparent. 
Grammar i s violated; synt di si tegrated •• ' •• 
The more adul t wri ters do ot ••• i dulge ln such 
wanton exhibitions of sple • Th ir sincerity 
ia d~aperate, and thei~ cou age t emendous. it 
is only that they do not kno whi h to use, a 
fork or their fingers. " . Thus, if' ou, read Mr. 

'Joyce and.Mr. ~liot 'yeu will e s ruck _by the 
indecency of the one. and the 0 scu i ty of the 
other. 21 / - c 

However much VirginiaWoolf might bl 

excesses of her·mod~r.n{st contemporarie$, 

at the stylistic 

to nOjt~lgiC recommendations. 
\ '1\ 

th~d~rection of a more 

She wiShes 

rtrayal of 

character; however, she is nonprescriptive 'as to the nature of 
l . 

the innovations she would H,ke to see tak'e pl when ehe 

cautions, / \ 

• 
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But do not expect just at present a complete 
and satisfactory pre~entment of Lëharacteil. 
Tolerate the spasmddïc, the obscure, the frag
mentary, the fallure •••• we are trembling on 
the verge of one of th€ great ages of English 
literature. But it can only be reached if we 
are determined never ••. to' desert Lëharactey •. 22. 

21 

Il' , 
Virginia Woolf shçws tra~es of the romantic and the classic l' 
view oi art and the artïst wi thin her 'own innovative persPfilctive. 
\, ' 1 

She would revolutionize ,the novel by expanding its formal ! . ,. 
• j 

boundaries in .order- to .record more fai thfully what has tradi- ;' 

tionally been consid~r€d the centre of fictions 
~I , 

charÇ3.cter. i , , 
,,' 

Woolf might have sensed a change in the way people perceiv~d 

each other and the world, but she never • i doubted the 1mport,ance 
... ,,' / --of .such perception and the necessity of expressing it ac~u~ately. 

c, 

Two such 'differertt wri ters as Virginia Woolf and T /S. Eliot 
, / 

reacted to a common sense of a shift in reality b} redéfining 
, ". \ 

the role of the arti st in communicating that r'eali~ t. heir 

reactions and rëcommenda~ions were different, but"tio wri ters ' 

depended on the combined h'eri tage of classic and r antic 

. thought which informs so m~ch modern li terature. /~n' spi te of 
\ 1 J 1 

/ 
theil:-' di'fferences, these writers share the"conviction that ex-• 

\.. ' 
pl-orations into'hunian destiny belong'at the centre"'of litera-

ture and càn be sustained and continued by i t. This generaliza-:

tion may at first sound blandly self'-evide'ht. However, if' we 
, • (1. • 

contrast such "early" modern1sts as Woolf, E110t, and Joyce 
• 1 

with latér writers, principally,novelists, who have been some-

what prematurely labelled "post--modernists," the former generali

z~tion gains' cla.r.i ty. 2) I·n contrast wi th the work of' .. early 
1 ,-

modernists," the t~nd identified as "post-modern" tends to be 
'-l • (.' 
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\. 

rather Iess well-grounde.d in a sense of humanistie values, more 

willing to tread along the edge of nihilism, espeeially regarding 
J 

the role of the artist. With the writing-of such experimentalists 

as Pynchon, Hawkes, and ,arthelme, there came attendant critièal 

intimations that the se1f-parodYing aspect of post-moder~sm 
sounded the death-knell' for a' human-eentred li terature. 24 . Th6se 

1 

Itearly" modernists already mentioned exhibit a st rang s~nse o~ 

humanism in their literature, no matt~r how formally or them~
cally iconoclastie it May be. l agree with the view that modern-

t 

iat literature affirms the human èontext and that "its formaI 

innovations do n~t endange'r the flhuman" context of art. 25 

, Its'humanism no twith standing , modernist literature's 
/' .' 

perv~si ve atmosPhe~,. of im~ending d~om reflects not so much 

nihilism as the w~terts perception of dissociation on a number 

Q, of leve~s. .Virgra W001~ expressed i t as fragmented p~rcep

tion whWh posed lB. ,ne-arly -J.nsurmountable task for the wrJ. ter. 
, \' 

Eliot perceived the di,ssoCiatton not only in the percipient but 

in the world. He referred to the artist t a need to Il shore" up 

the aalvageable fragments of culture against the ruins of modern . . 
lifè: 26 Of particul~r use to Eliot and o~ modernists such 

, -
-(as ,Joyce was ancient myth which gained primarIly' parodie mE}ab-

i~ as a reference in modern literatu~e.· Eliot explained the 
/ / 

importance of1myth in modern literature in the toLlowing analysis 

of Joyce" s Ulysaest 

\ 

\ 

In using the myth, in manipulating a continuoue 
parallel betwe~n contemporaneity and antiquity, 
Mr. Joyce ia pursuing a method which othe~ must 
pursue after bim. They will not be imitators •••• 
It ia aimply a way of controlling, of ordering, \ 
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of g~v~ng à shape and a significance to the 
immense, panorama of futility, and-anarchY 
which ls contemporary historyw ••• lnstead of 
narrative method, we'may now,use the mythi
cal Methode It is •.. a step toward making 
the modern world possible for art ••.• 27 .. 

---f'" 
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For Eliot, a sense' of, psychic loss marks the .. human con-

di tion~ ~he development of his pO,etry iildicates his Il-continued' 

wrestling ~th the awareness of human spiritual diminution 

and the hope of some, form of transcendence. Eliot's descrip

-t'ion of modern humani ty as caught -between "memory and desire" 

calls ta mind the sense of "nostalgia" expressed by George 

Lukaès in his early work, The Theory of the Novel. Both writers 

desctib,ed a loss of cosmic integri ty whic~ Elio,t, linked .wi th 

the ancient rituals of purgation and renewal and which Lukacs 

associated wi~h Griek epic. Lukacs describes the Greek world -in lyrical terms, as a homogeneous culture in which human con-
- , 

sciousness sustained no sense of a subject-object split. In 
, , 

this world, humans were obli vious to alienation', so much at 

home were they in their rounded univers~. According ta Lukacs. 

philosophical conceptualizations m~ked the end of such homo-
\ . 

geneity. What was to follow, especially the concepts of 

Christianity., could never recover Greek unity. Chief among 
, 0 

the modern concerns which we~e blissfully unknown to the Greek 
~ \ 

world was a sense of indeterminacy. Writès Lukacs., "The Greek 
~ 5' 

knew only answers but not questions, only solutions but no 

riddles, only fbrms but no chaos. He drew the creative circle 

of foiims this side of paradox, and 'everything which, in oul:' 

time of paradox, is bound to lead to triviality, lad ta 
'" 

/ , 
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Lukacs' description of the contrast between the 

Greek concept of wholeness and o~r modern experienc~' of indeter,

minacy and fragmentation bears further quoting for its-relevance 

to the modernist novel: 

/ 

...• the circle whose closed nature was the trans
.cendental essence of LGree~ life has, for us, been 
broken; we cannot breathe in a ,closed world. We 
have invented the prod~tivity of the spirit: that 
is why the primaeval images have irrevocably lost 
their objective self~evidence for us, and our 
thinking follows the endless path of an approxima2::-' .,"' tion that is never fully accomplished. We have " 
invented the creation of forms: and that is why' -
everything that falls from our weary and despairing 
hands must always ~e incomplete. Z9 . 

This assessment of the modern condition of "hom'elessness" 

laments for a happy state of on:ness with the cosmos from which 

subjectivity and intellection arose, only to fall more pro

foundly into loss and moral despair .. Such primitivism seems 
\ 

worl~s awày from the erudite modern novel, yet such novels 

express a kind of modern nostalgia for completeness through , . 

art, while at the same time recognizing the limitations of the 

novel ·f~rm.. For Lukacs, the novel grew out of sllch an impulse 

towards/retrieval, which was itself self-limiting and' by nat~re 
,\ 1 ..i" 

problematic. JO 

In the modernist novel, the finite world is +orever bat-
~,r- " ..... ' <0 -

tering the confines of i ts own form, only to double. 'back on 

itself. Reflexiveness in the novel is itseif a kinq of 
. , 

nostalgia for wholeness worked out structurally. Through such 
, 

t~chniques as repetition of images, doubling and fragmenting 
1 fI 

of characters, and allusion to.cultural fragments, the novel 

calls up a world whole, within fict~o~. which takes account of 

" 

.. 
/ 
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.. 
the,present state of life while se~ing itself a~ an artifact 

'f> 

over and above that life, almost as a compensat~6~ for loss. 
dO 

However, as Lukacs says, the days of the Greeks are over and no 

amount of formal juxtaposition will reu~ite subject ~d object. 

Wï thin the realm of the novel, born of an empirical age,' words _ 
/ 

will ~lways bè at the service of counter~eit, just as they may 
"''') be used to retrieve(~past culture and to simulate a lost whole- 1 

ness. Morlernist art and literature are symbolic forms of 

communion. At best, the artist, like the percipien~ must trust 

his own perceptions and must approach his work armed only wi,th 

faith ~n himself and trust ih communication. 

challenge set forth by modernist litera~~re. 

Thi.s is the 

The nineteen~h~century American novel of romance expressed 

the indetermi~ate state of consciousne~, which Lukac~ later 

claimed characteri stic of the- modern human condition; 
\. 

In parti'" 

cular, Melville and Hawth~rne worked thei; ~ kind of expansion 
€i on the novel f~rm in narratives of the dark'ambiguous reaches 

of human natur~. /Richard Chase finds this intention characteris

- tic of muoh American literature. He includes the work/of Melville 

and Hawthorne when he writes: 

Judging by our greatest novels, the American 
imagination, .even when it wishes to assuage 
and reconcile 'the contradictions bo1 life. has 
not been stirred by the possibility of catharsis 
or incarnation, by the tragic or Christian • 
possibili ty. It has been stirred, rather, by 
the aesthetic possibilities of radical forms of 
alienation, contradiction, and disorder.JI 

Of particular relevance to this thesis are the works of MelVille 
D 

and Hawthorne which provide precedents for Gaddis' particular 

-/ 
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J 

"c-;concern for the creative intellect. 
t.l,4.1 

The romançe novel has in 

common wi th moderni st li terature a belief in art as the touch

stone for personal growth. 3~ Melville' s cPierre and Hawthor~e' s 

The Marble Faun show the mys~erious-potentials of the artistic , .' 
consciousness. Both navels ~ancern artist~ and intellectuals 

( 

haunted with ah inheritance of guilt and entangled in s.ymbolic 

struggles wi th' the dark reaches of their own stra4ge natures. 

The\novels attempt, in different ways, ,ta explain qut not \ 

necessarily resolve these entaQglements. 

Melvi~lé's youthful poet, Pierre, bègins life in privi-
1 

leged conditions which do not prevent the young man from being 

haunted by an obscure sense of guilt. The last of the male 

line 6f an illustrious New England family, Pierre !ives in a 
~ 

quasi-incestuous relatianship with his overpowering mother. He 

ia haunted ~ the memou,r of his famous father, whose ambiguous 

pa~ait stirs questions in the young man abo~t his paternity. 
/ 

These questions lead him inexorabl~ ta a loss of innocence when 

he discovers the existence of an illegitimate stepsister. Pierre 

learns the shattering truth about his father·s adultery, and 

this knowledge destroys his complacency and drives him lnta an .. 
obsessive commitment'to the product of this paternal adultery, 

the dark, ·compelling Isabel. 

Pierre's decisian ta reject his past has- the aura of full-
''-----

blown romantlclsm about it. His ambiguous obsessiveness la 

nèver fully clarlfied but remains a kind of tantalizing emblem 

of the mysteri,es of human nature whi'ch may prove fatal to the 

explorer. In the chapter, "Chronametricals and Horalogicals," 1 
l 
1 

1 
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Melville explains that those opt for the inner journey into 
( . 

hûman mystery stand a poor chance of surviving in the outer, , ~ 

everyday world: / 
,.,1' 

••. this chronometrical and horological conceit, 
in sum, seems to teach this: That in things 
terrestrial Lhorologica17 a man must not be 

'governed by ideas cele~tial Lëhronometric~; 
'~;l that certain minor self-renunciations in this 

life his own mere instinct for his own every
day general well-being will teach him to make, 
but he must by no means make a complete une on
ditional sacrifice of himself in behalf of any 
other being, or' any cause f or àny concei t .... A 
vjrtuous expediency, then, seems the highest 
desirable or attainable earthly excellence for 
~ne mass of men, and is the only earthly eXQ~l
lence thàt their Creator intended for them. JJ 

As the novel shows, Melville is not interested in "the mass of 
. 

men," but in those extraordinary i~dividuals who are driven by 

some inner promptings which may remain a mystery even to th~m • 
.If ' 

Still, he emphasizes the hazards of such a way of life even for 
1 . -v. 

, the 'exc~ptional personality. That Pierre is partly driven by • 

a sense of responsibility for -his father'-s guilt, and partly by 
, -~ 

his half-sister's my~terious powers, only makes his fate more 

complexe 

\ ~ Hawthorne' s The mArble Faun takes up mysteri es of the 
JD • 

h an condition; but unlike, Melville, Hawthorne reveals mysteries 

whi h he puts to moral use. The human heart mai be a mystery, 
" 

but ,t search i t is not necessarily for Hawthorne, as i t is for 

Melvil \' to los~/touch forever wi th the world of light and 

reason. \ Hawthorne takes up a number of dualisms in human nature 

a{!l his th'~mes: innocence and experie'nce, reas~n and instinct, 

good and e~il, virtue and sin. 
\ 

For Hawthorne there MaY be an 
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educational power in sin (shadds of the fortunate fall). As 

with Pierre, Hawthorne's ~ovel reverberates with a sense of s~ 
shadowy evil deed which affects the lives and fates of all the 

characters. This dark force emanates from the equally dar~ 

M~riam. It ravages the innocent young swain, D6natello, the 

last male descendent of a noble,1 Italian family, and the possessor 

of an archaic primitiviSm. Throughout the novel, Donatello's 

human identi ty is ambiguouS' on two countss he "i s thought to , 

have satyr-like ears, a sign of his faun-like nature, closer 

to the animal ·than the human. This hidden sign makes the other 

artists claim him as the model for the Faun of Praxiteles, which 

only further removes h~m from present reality. Donatello's 

prelapsarian nature makes him the ideal victim of Miriam, the 

femme fatale. Donatello contracts a fatal obsession with Miriam 

and finally seeks revenge against her dark persecutor (presumably 

a jilted lover-turned-celibate). He murders the monk and sub

sequently plummets from high-spirited naiveté to sober worldly 

experience. ,Apparently the wages of sin are no match for the 

power of the' human heart: Donatello's penance is marri age to 
\ 

his heart' s desire, Miriam. 

Another victim of Miriam's power in the virginal. innocent 

Hilda who is as light as Miriam is dark. She is significantly 

portrayed as an art copyist rather than a palnter_of original 

work; having fai th in the power of' virtue, she does not probe 

'too 'de~ply into life' s mysteries.)4 HiJ.da beeo,mes strangely 

implieated in Miriam's guilt, but is ultimately saved by 

marriage to' the stalwart AmericaO sculptor, Kenypn. ' Having set 
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up his dualisms of innocence and experie~ce, virtue and sin. 
Q 

Hawthorne extricates his'characters from the brink similar to 

the one ovev which Melville sends Pierre, and binds them into 

harmonious unions. In spi te of hïs rather schematic optimism, 

Hawthorne, like Melville, impliestthat the dark recesses of 

human nature are fatally attractive to the creative mentality. , 

TO,strive towards extreme states of knowledge is to expand 
\ 

human con~ciousness but not necessarily to understand or 
i \ 

control it. 

In both of these nineteenth-century novel~ womén hold 

powerful sway over .... the 'fates of males, particularly arti'sts. 

The inspired female is an ambiguous influence on consciousness 
, , \ 

and creativity, identified as she is with both beauty and corrup-

tion, good and evil. Pierre considers Isabel his fate, as if 

she"were the culmination of'his heritage. He responds to her 

intuitively, feeling that she expands the possibilities of his 
/ 

life even as she destroys his chances for normalcy and domestiq 

security. Once her influence takes hold, she sweeps up those 

who are passive associates of her lover, principally the innocent 

Lucy, whose love for Pierre turns to an obsession which dooms 

her to death with him. Pierre the docile swain, like the inno- . 

cent, animalistic Donatello, becomes obsessed with a woman whose 
1 

1 

mystery symbolizes her experience of sin, precisely that part 

of the world as yèt unknown to the boy. The power of this 

femme fatale overshadows feminine innocence, s,ymbolized by the 

fair, ~ginal girls, Melville' s Lucy and Hawthorne' s Hilda. As 

has been mentioned. Hawthorne aJ.lows innocence a fepri eve", ~d 
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his virtue-sin dualism endures, while-Mel~~le shows dark 

mystery overpowering' frail, virginal womanho6d. The compelling 
f \ 

mystery of these women symbolizes the nether-rèaches of the 

"" psyche and inspires the questing spirit to approach these 

regions. 

The romance novel -assumes no givens about the nature of-
è 

human life except i ts mysteryJ. The probing of, life' s dark well-

springs, iS.its clearest purpose. Hawthorne's romances allow a 

certain morality to clarify the sbadows and-to resolve human 

conflict, if net ambiguity, in favor.of "the truth of the human 

heart." Melville provides few resolutions. \Like Thoreau,' 

Melville proposed to back life into a corner so as to discover 

i ts true nature. 35 Unlike that transcenden:talist " he could 

never bé certain of anything but an eternal conflict, in. the 

hearts of hwnan beings. He symbolized this struggle as: "The 

catnip and the ~aranthl man' s earthly household pe~d . 

:~~.' the ever-encroaching appeti te' for God." J6 This latter app~ te 

Melville associates with a kind of transcendi~g passion or un

reason. a life-expand~ng force which threatens order as it 

enlarges consciousness. He describes the force as "life" / 

itself, and links it with instinct. as opposed to reason, in the 

following passage describing Pierre's je~lous,y at discovering 

tnat 'his ~x-fiancée is involved with his cousin: 

AlI LPierre'!V Faith-born, enthusiastic, high
wrought,' st~ic, and ~~ilosophic defenses, were' 
now beaten down by this sudden storm of nature 
in hi s soule _. For there i s no fai th, and no 

'c> stoicism, and no philosophy_, that a mortal man 
can possibly evoke, which will stand the final 
test of a real impassioned onset of Life and 

• 
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Passi9n upon him. Then all the fair philoso-
phie or Faith-phantoms that he raised from the 
mist, slide away and disappear as ghosts at 
cock-crow. For Faith and philosophy are air t 

· J1. 

but events are bra~~ Amidst his gray philoso
phyzings, Life ~eaks upon a man like a morning. J7 

It is one of the ambigui ties of this novel that the passi,on 

which drew Pierre away from "life" and into his spiritual. 
~ 

marriage with Isabel is subsequently in conflict with an equal1.y 

strong natural "life" urge, jealousy. Melville never resolves 

these conflicting reactions in his protagoniste -Pierrets urge 

<.'k, ~Q-: .. -join. his mysterious half-sister is described as- partly a kind 

, jj' stoical idealism, partly dark passionate nature. His earlier 

intended union with Lucy is similarly portrayed'as correct, but 
\. 

also irrational • 

. According to Henry Jamests famous definition, the kind of 

experience which romance portrays is its primary attributec 
) 

•.. it deals--LWith7 experience liberated, so to 
speak; experience disengaged, disembroiied, dis-. 
encumbered, exempt from the conditions that we 
usually know to attach to it and, if we wish so 
to put the matter, drag upon it, and operating 
in a medium which relieves it, in a particular 
interest, of the inconvenience of a related, a 
measurable state, a ~tate subject to aIl our 
vulgar communi ties. JtI. -1'-

1 ~ 

In their skepticism about science and in their concern for the 

fundamental ambigu~ ty of human perception and the mystery of 

human experience in general, 'modernist novels inherit much from 

the romance. 

The~modernist inherit~ce is, however\ full of dichotomies, 

as the classic/romantic influences show. The modernist novel 

inparticular demonstrates a mixed inheritance of romance and , 
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realism. • Moreover, modernist theories of art overlap genres 

and media. qne discovers that Eliot' s concepts of tradition, 

arti stic .. inyi si bili ty ," a.t;ld myth apply to novels as weIl as to 

poems, even as EiseAstein's cinematic collage techniques have 

been employed'as novel techniques. J9 While the modernist novel 

shows a debt to romance, i t also contains elements of realism, 
, . 

"or what James calls "our vulgar communi ties." Wi th th~- advent 

of film, there began an attempt to expand the boundaries of the .,., 
(, 

novel beyond the so-called confines of characterization into 

the realm of pure, reportage Wh\re, presumably, i t could, achieve 

greater verisimilitude. 40 During the 1950s, the French writer 

and film m~~r ~lain Robbe':Grillet .:formulated a the9XY: of - the 
, , 

novel which purported to revolutionize the novel torm. ~~obbe

Grillet recommends" a movement away from the novel-aS-Cha.I"acteri!~. 

zation and towards an emphasis on the novel as wri tten artifact, ,_ 
~ , 

and the artist as wordsmi th. Robbe-Grillet condemns his defini':'\ 

tion of "humanism" in fiction as sentimental, archaic, and 'ideo

logically and philosophically incorrect.,4l As a ph.enomenologist • . 
he sees no point in ~reating hero~s o~ probing,something,called 

"mystery." 'Life is what one observes, and it is at the level' 

of observation th,at the novel should~':-function. ", 

A,lthough .his philosophical background and poli tics .arate 
.r~' 

him from the modernist novelists un~er~~iSëussion, Robbe-Grillet's 

radical revamping of the novel form reflects a convictiQn not 

unlike that of Woolf, that the novel\must be faithful to the 
~~I 

perceptions of a discreet consciousness. Unlike Woolf, he 

refuses ta' focus on character. Rather, he would have the novelist 
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be a camera eye, to record perceptions wi th minimal comment :42 
\ 

Robbe-Grillet denounces the Flaubert tracl.j. tion wi th i ts intereat 

in paychology, and the Balzac ipheri tance wi th i ta concern for 

milieu. 43 H~ explâi~s his concept of the traditional novel's 

obsolescence as follows: 

The world' s destiny has ceased, for us ~ to be 
identified wi th the rise or fall of certain 
men, of certain families. The world itself is 
no longer our private property, hereditary and 
convertible into cash, a prey which i t is not" so 
much a matter of knowing as of conquering •.• ~Our 
world, today,· is less sure of i tself, nîor~ modest 
perhapa. since it has renounced the omnipotence 
of the person. but more ambi tious too, since i t 
looks beyond. The exclusive cult of the "human" 
has given way to a larger consciousness, one 
that is less anthropocentric. The novel seems to 
stagger. having lost what was once i ts best prop,. 
the hero. If i t does nat manage ta ri'ght i tself, "
i t is because i ts life was linked to that of- a.... , 
society now pasto If it does manage, on the con
trary, a new course lies open to it, JYith the 
promise of new discoveries. 

For Robbe-Grillet, the artist is crcomman man; he does 

not inhabi t the centre of the fictional uni verse ~s a moral-

~, 

{ 

spi ri tuaI questor howéver flawed, as in the. romance. His role ' 

as wordsmith is nonetheless crucial têl'the production of art. 

To the extent that the arti-st opens up unknown terri tory: in 

art, ~~ ls ~ ,kind of cultural revolutionary (but n~t a hero) in 
.- - / 

the cau~e of a new creation. For Robbe-Grill~t,' the domain of 

the wri ter is language. Through words, he comes into his own. 

His artistic consciousness ls nothing in i tself; it only takes 

on importanc e 'through crea ti on. 
<1". 

Robbe-Grillet, like many moder~st write~s, came under 

attack by those cri tics who considered his work formalit:" 
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hence mo'rall; gratui to~s. 44 He responded a concept of the 
, 

novel and novelist~ which is ~eminiscent of t 

moderni"sts such -as Woolf Who laoks, however, 
<# ' 

'approach. Robbe-Grillet makes a startling cas for the validi ty 

of what hàs be~n.consi4e~e~ a decadent aesthet c when he writes: 

Art for art' s sake does not have ~ g od 'press: 
it suggests a gam~, imposture, dilett tism • 
.But the hecessi ty a work of a;I't acknoWledges has 
nothing to do with utility. It lS an internal 
necessity, which obviously appears as gratui~ous
ness when the system of references is fixed from 
without: ,from ~he viewpoint of the R~volution, 
for example ••• the highest art may seem a secondary, 
even absurd enterprise. 

(F4NN, 45) , 

~ For Robbe-Grl1let· the necessi ty of ar't" cornes from the novelist' s 

sense of purpoae which Robbe-Grillet describes somewhat aphoris-
(J .~ / ID ~" # 

tically a~ foilowsl ~ "Might1 we advance 'on the contrary tEo the 

charge that Robbe-Grlllet's novels lack p'urpos~, th~t the 

genl;1ine wri ter has nothing tp f?ay? He has only a way of 

speaking. Hermust create a world, but st~ting from nothing, 
~ . 

f~om the dust ••• " (PANN, p. 45). Part of the writer's purpose 

O'js to have no.preconc.eived purpose, certainly to avo1d having a 

goal designed to suit audience. expectation. This is not to say 

that Robbe-Gria:let olaims for the wri ter a kind of romantic / 
•• Ci 

rn~ff'abilitY. He admits the limita of the novelist' a w,orld, 
l , 

, " 

the subjectivi ty of which is due to "Lit beiny God alone who 
~ , 

can c1aim 'ta 'be objective. Il Ropbe-Grillet wa.qts his work to 
/ 

have human stat\1re and "total subjectivity," if not humanisme 

He intends to depict only .. a man' who sees, who feels. who 

imaginea, a man located in space and time ••• M (~, 139). 
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work ac'cesosible to a lar-gez: audience "once [the audiency frees 
--- • _4'; "'1> 

'Vtsely frbm ready-mad'e ideas,' ~n li terature as in life" (~, 

139). However~ the aesthetic.sophistication of his novels may 

have warded off sach an audience, who seem to prefer formulaic 

fiction to innovation. 

Robbe-Gril~et would "o~en up the novel to his readers by 
\ 

o bscuring the narrator' s role and bringing the reader as close , ,; 1_ 
, 

as possible t-o the fictional "eye," until be begins to feel 

himself a kind of accomplice to the action. This is a techniq~e 
• 1 

design~d to deflect reader ~pathy away from the storyteller 

but to manipulate the reB:der' s "vision," much as it is manipu-
/ 

lated in the viewing of 'a film. The' camera "narrates" the ,film • 

. but sa total and invisible is i ts 'omniscienc~ that the viewer 

frequen~ly finds himself sinking helplessly into the reality\ of 

the film world. It is true that Robbe-Grillet's novels do have 
-

li ttle "to say," but nonetheless tl:ey are powerful expressions 

of human perception. Robbe-Grillet refuses responsibility for 

de:finillg or judging his world. This detachmeht .... coupled wi th 

teChniques of repet.ition, gi ve his fiction i ts peculiarly . 
-

hypnotic qual~ ty a.dd i ts ambigui ty, as the reader is locked' 

into the flow of unexplained imp_ges. /It i s not 'surpri sing that 

Robb~-Grillet has chosen for his subjects forms o~ perception 

such as spying and cobse~sive observation (Jalousie, Le Voyeur). 

,Hi's interest iJl conveying the verislmili tude of perception may 

explai~ why Robbe-Grillet now works primarily in film. . 
, , ' 

\ 
Amer~can novelists dif.fer from Roë-be-Grillet in their 
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'tendency ta include moral and social perspectives in realism. 
/ 

while Robbe-Grillet remSins faithful to a more abstract phenom-

enological approach. 45 Even post-modernist fiction tend~to 
''t, ~ 

depict the individual in relation ta society, a relatiqnship 

which has b~cQD1e more o~ a central issue in the Ameriéan novel 

as American culture has incorporatèd a commercial, even 
\ 

mechanistic dimension which threatens individual creative 

growth.46-: Not only artists but aiso' ~~ ccl tics viewe-;)he -

influence df science and teèhnology as a threat to cultural 

values. 
. 

In the 19JQs and.194os, literary critics beg~ reassess-
. -' 

ing· the way in which li t~ature was being interpreted, and a 

number of them maRe analyses and recommendations concerning the 

nature Qi art and the place of the artist that were gradually 

gathered uncler what by 1.950- came to be termed the "New 
"-,Cri ticism.,,47 New Criticism did not do ~thing so fundamental 

as rede~ine aesthetics, but,it did have pretensions to b~coming 
, ~ ~ ~ 

the one, comprehensive theery of li terature. Like most theori es 

'of cri tical JUdgeI'Q.ent, New Cri ticism inevi tably considered not 
\ 

only the role of the critic but also the relation between 

literature and the world. It is this aspect of New Criticism. 

~,ather than i ts particular textual exegesi s, which is reievant to 

the modernist novel. In establishing a broad context for 

Gad\u.s' work, this analysis will focus on- New Cri ticism' s 
\ 

atti tude toward American culture, the role of the arti'st and 

cri tic, and the place of the work of art. New Cri tics and Many 

modernists express a common distrust of scienc~ and materialism. 
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American progres~ive spirit, many writers 

{ sought tha r establishment of li~erature as a central human 

activi ty. hi,s discussion of N:ew Cri ticism, one wri ter, h~s 
\ 

summed U1p its outloo~ as' follows: "If one could hazar'd a guess 
, 

as to what will ~e day seem common to this critical age it 

would be the assumption that li terature is the most important 
'" 

,/""-. 
of htimal:l acti~i t~es." 48 , 

• 
For some writers and.critics, this criticism marked a new 

way of interpreting poetry and defining the role df the artist.· .. 
For sorne adherents, it carried with it an ideology, mostly 

voiced by the South~ern Agrarians in their manifesto, "l'Il . ' 

Take My Stand. ,,49 By the 1950s, New Cri ticism had found i ts 

way into the academy as a new mode of ~cholarship which sub-
- ~ 

stantially liberated the student of literature by collapsing 

traditional critical boundaries ev~n as it established new onès. 50 

By th.e late 19406, some viewers" of 'the Amer'J.can cultural' 
\ r 

scene considered many of the N~w Cri tics (by then not so new) to 

be traditionalists, if not ouiright political reactionaries. 51 
"J 

The Southern Agrarian~in particula~ viewed the rise of technology 

. aS'a thr~a~to morality, religion~ and received social values, . 

although they were har~ly alone in this assessment. 52 Their 

distaste tended to localize on things northern, for which t~ey 
/ substituted the notion of an ideal hierarchical, agrarian 

society. ~at is unique about the Southern Agrarians' criticism 

of'Americ~ culture ls not their attack on technology and 

materiali Som , but t~eir solution. a return to a near-feudal, 

homogeneous culture based on ~ agrarian economy in which 
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relig~ous and political orthodoxy could again flourish. It is 
J ". 

"not surprising that Eliot took appreciative note of·thei~ ideals 

in After Strange God~.SJr~ 
t 

. Because they saw little merit in the culture around them, 
't 

certain New Cri tics, many of tliem poets, viewed the situation 

of the artist (again, principally the poet) with concerne The 

poet could only live in alienation from his cultur-ê', wi th

standing a kind of moral damnation-by-association with~1ts 

decadence. The accurate poetic vision i~evitably included a 
\ 

kind of knowledgeable desperation arising from the artist's 
\ 

predic~ent.54 If he cannoi gai~-a moral foothold from his 

milieu, from whére'willothe impetus for his art come? The 

answer is unclear within New Cr~icism. Certainly there was 

tradition, b~t no contempo~~ry model~. 
> v' 

New Cri ticism disc~'ded li terary cri ticism which inter-
~ I~ 

preted a ,text by referriqg to its historical context or the 

biography of i ts 'author. If this. kind o.f information was 
p 

irrelevant, then, the--.cri tif was le:t;t ta study -çhe work in 

relative isolation. Pres~~bly the wdrk itself--its techniques 
. /-~. - \ 

and meaning--contained the ~;;der and value which previous schools 

of criticism had attempted to find in a.widened critical scope. 

It might be ventured that New Criticism was formalist, but it 

certainly considered content as weIl as structure to be in-

extricable from meaning. / 

, , 
To raise the importance of the text above biographical or 

bistor1cal contexts, while at the same time discounting 

questions of artistic intent~on, put~ the cri tic ·in a one-to-one 
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relationship with the ~ork. The cri tic. not the artist, is in 
-

cont~ol of meaning; and hancs, the critLc-is faced with an almost 

priestly task ,of interpre~ing in a vacuum.- In discounting the ' 

-historical ~ontext of a wor'k, New Cri ticiSm "recovers" art from 

the past, making it acc~ssibie to the critic wh~ is willing to 

enter i~to analysis, armed only with formal principles. 55 Gone 

also' is 'the necessity'of limiting oneself to tedious textual 

criticism when one could embark fresh on a 'close reading ~-

a texte Analyzing literature of the past without reference 
, 

to its era thus makes possible the establishment of so-called 

timeless principles :of formal critièism. Disparagers of this 

approach claim that its vague analytical,principles--there was 
---~-----/ 

never a New Critical "method" agreed up~n--lead to eccentric 

analysis. Presumably it would be possible to generate as many 

,interpretations of a text as ther~were interpret~rs.56 

The individualistic dimension to New Criticism May prove 
" 

exhilarating for the student, but could potentially lead to a 

kind of ~ritical alienation. It is difficult to approach any

thing'like critical agreement with 50 Many interpreters but no 

common body of rules. As reassuring as it m~ be to retrieve 

an anci'ent work through a study of i ts imagery and symbols, Buch 

criticism has a' static qUality if it i8 not associated with a 

broader contexte To accept this kind of criticism ia, ironically, 

to perpe~ate the isolation of the artist and art. It is not 

surprising that New Criticism focuses primarily on the meaning 

of poetry. and that its Most famous proponents have been them

selves poets. As has already been men~ionedt the personal, 
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lyrical nature of poetry provides a~ti?g subject for'this 

criticism.~'By contrast, the novel, with its hrstorical, social 

f.. basis, is lesa easy to extricate- t'rom a social:,- -htstoriëar--

, contexte Nevertheless, there is something of the New Critical 

spirit in much modernisme With its 'emphasis on the isolation of 

the artist and the primaoy of the work in an age hostile,to art, 

modernist literatu~~ echoe~ sorne of the attitudes of New Criticism. 

The issue of cultural criais or' dec1.ine- and the-effect 
\ 

of such a situation on the artist and critic was of considerable 
- , 

inter~st not only to N~w Critics ~ut -to writers and thinkers 

genera1l~ arouno" the- time when The ~ec'Qgni tions appeared. This 
... 

concern- was sufficiently important'that in 1952 (the year that 

Gaddis· ,1 first no;"ei appeared), Partisan Review ran a series of 

symposium issues in which wèll-known writers~d intelleétuals 
~ -

were asked tO" give theLr views. An overview of this symposium 

shows how selected artists and cr~tics viewed the impaGt of 

"mass culture" on ~t. 57 ' 

The Partisan Review editors make several assumptions when 

they pose their four questions te the poten'tial respondents.. .5~_ 
c 

By claiming' that " American in~ellectua1~ now regard America and 

i ts .i~sti tutioni in a ne'w way, ,. the ed! tors are implying a change 
" . 

in America"s poli tical and li terary climate after World War II. 

The edi tors and respondents ali.ke refer to the need to reasse'ss . ~ 

American democracy in the face of Russia's so-called maS8 culture,' 

which they woul~ like to regard as ·dif~erent from America's mase 
i 

culture. The editors are no~·thout apertnn skepticism about 
~ 

any "mass culture." TJ:ere is n thing 'new in the tendency to 
\ 
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disparage A~erica's 
1 

attempts at bringing art to the people. 

The notion ithat America mediocratizes art 
\ 

goes back to early 

41 

, ---~--~-- --

------ r-ëpublic~ tim~s . .59--;~;edi tors refer __ t_o_tlmass" cUI:ure tS 
"levelling" standards and "overrunning" the eli te. " Their 

\ 

questions imply that until recently France enjoyed a kind ~f 

cultural hegemony which it no longer holds, thus leaving its 

younger overseas neighbop bereft of an ol,der cultural model. The 
, - '\ -

décline of su~h cultural influences and the rise of commercialized 
'~ art placed the artist in jeopardy. 

Louise Bogan's comment on thè way intellectuals view 

American culture is particularly relevan1'±or its romantic eeho. 
I~'''':! 

She believes that American culture, long d~pendent on'European 

i~luences, lies stagnant, and must look t~ ~tself and its 

youth rather than to the\pastror future\for useful innovations: 

• 

Apocalyptic visi~s of the future and nostalgie 
,yearning's over the pa st , at the moment, will not 
do •••• The actual present is now tne region of 
time ,which tends to be negleeted. 

This neglect has come to pass because we are 
now, in American as elsewhere in the Western world, 
artistically and spiritually at a"point of stasis. 
We stand in the midst ôf what the'French have 
called "an intergeneration"--one not characterized 
by fresh creative activity, but by imitation, re-
petition, analysts apd eritieal appraisal ••.• the 
young Lthose born c. 19JQ7 need an insight into 
their situation which the older American intellectual,' 
immobilized in his own emotional and spiritual de- ) 
pletion, has not yet been able te supply.OO 

It is signifieant that Bogan associates a cultural crisis with 

a crisis of emotion and spirit. Imitation has replaced authen

ticity. An infusion ~f romanticism seemB t~ be c~lled for. 

Other writers Keld romantic views of the relation between 

the artist and the world. 61 . Like aogan. Lio~el Trilling chose 
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a spiritual metaphor'to describe the plight of the modern artist 

in the following'passage: 

For the purpoees of his salvation, it is best to 
think of th~ -artist as crazY,.foalish, inspired--
as an unconljliti6nable kind of man--and "to malte no 
proVision-for him until he appears in person and 
demands it. Our attitude to thé artist is deteriora
ting as our sense of his needs increases'- The more 
we undertake to provide for the artist, the more we 
incline to think of the artist as Postulant or 
Apprentice, and the less we think of the artist as 
Master •.•• lt May be coming to be true that for 
us the Master is not the artist himself but the 
Foundation, whose creative act the artist is. 
(PR, 32) 

1/ 
Jacques Barzun considered the cultural consumer--the audi~nce-- 1 

to be the biggest threat to artistic freedom when he wri tess // 
\ /' 

••. too Many people know what they want from art. /-, 
expect it, and .•• get it. Our political ideals ~ 
dignify this tendency; our economic habits sUPP7rt 
it. The sovereignty of the people ~rns out to ~ 
resemble ••. the infallibili ty of the \customer. 
(PR, 427) '. / 1 

Barzun goes on to say that the modern audience is no worse in • 

cultivation than in other ages, but that the conditions of / 

modern industrial life cause people to be "drained, mindless" , 

yet "demanding'~ (PR, 428). C .. Wright Mills picks up on 

Barzun's analysis of the dama~ng Psychological effects of 

modern industrial society when he Writes: 

thing about American mass culture •.• is 
that 't ia not an "escape" t'rom the strains of 
rout" ne, out another routine, whi·ch in its murke~ . 
form lations and pre-fabricated moods ••• depriveL~ 
the i dividual of his own fantasy life, and often 
emptie&7 hÏ;m of the possïbili ties of having) such ' 
a life. (PR, 446) 

\ 

In light of M1.ll.s' s' statement, Iii t is significant I·that surrealism 

.in the novel has been hailed by sorne cri tics as the manifesta

tion of a healt~y impulse in modernist literature, designe~ to 
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liber~e the reader from precisely that routine of culture 

w~if~ Mills describes, and to retur~ tO-hiJ the liberating 

/~~tential of his own PSYChe. 62\ A number' of critics e~hoed 
Trilling's assessment th~t the ,stUPidity and vulgarity" of 

<=::1 

Ameriean culture-make it a ~ostile environment in which to 

43 

create but that the artist must nonetheless gird his loins ,for 
~ 

this challenge to his survival. 6J 

The final question posed to the s,ymposium respondants 

\ 

J 

1 

admits' the ambivalence Many artists and intellectuals feel 

about American culture. "Cri tical n~nformism (.going b~ck to 

Thoreau and Melville •.• ) ft is evoked as a possible model for 
, 

the artist and intellectual (PR,'286). Norman Mailer, Delmore 

Schwartz, and Richard Chase share the common conviction that the 

artist defines himself in opposition to cultural norms. 64 The 
, . 

young Ma.i:--ler exhibi t"s fervor reminiscent of Trilling' s "uncon-
.... 1 

1 

ditionable artist" when he asserts: 

Is there nothing to remind us that the writer does 
not need to be integrated into hi s society, -and often 
works best in oppos~to it, 

1 would propose that tll~ artlst feels Most alien
ated when he loses the sharp sense of what he is 
ali enated from.... \ 

Today the enemy is vague, the work seems done, the 
audience more sophisticated than the writer. Society 
has been rationalized, and the expert encroaches on 
the-. artiste _ (PR, 229) -

Although Mailerts novels are markedly realistic, his attitudes 

on art, the artist, and socièty show the influence of romanti-. (, 

cism and will find an echo in Gaddis' first novel. 

These responses to 'the Partisan Review forum imply the 

paradoxical nature of the artist's relation to modern culture.
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He ia in opposition to what Trilling calls its vulgarity, 

yet he cannot escape the power of its technology and the 

increased demands of the popular audience. With his'métier in 

danger of being usurped by te~evision apd film, the. writer ia 

challenged to r"eassert the ~~m~!'l~ion§ _o..f hiJ3 ar1;.istic_ world. 

Reflêxiveness demonstrates the impulse both to explore the 

technical confines of the novel forro (an impulse which 
~. 

freque~tly "ends in self-parody). and to calI attention to the 
, 

potential crisis in modern communication. __ That is, the dilemma 

of art and the artist can be approached by making the novel a 

procesa of p~sing and solving the problems confronted by the 

arti~t.~.5 
The novel which takes account of itself within its own 

pages is as old as the forme As early as the seventeenth-century, 

implied authors have intruded into their works, calling atten

tion to the novel as a created artifact as weIl 'as commenting 

upon life. The authorial voice might enter the story to mock 

it (as did Sterne in Tristram Shandy), to undercut characters 

(as di~ Cervantes in Don Quixote" or to insure that the reader 

heard the correct moral voilee, lest he be led astray by falli ble 

characters (as did Richardson in Pamela). Within all these 

authorial intrusions there ~s an important assumption: ~that , 

the novel gives the reade~ ~ense of reality; it creates a 

'orld which could be mist~n for so-called objective reality. 

'If earlier novelists ~Uded in:o their fictions-. i t was 

usually out of a responsible impulse to set the scales of 
" ( 
~J \' 1 

,'realism back to ri.ght'to assure the,-~7ader of the fictive 
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nature of fiction and the moral nature of the world. Even if 
-

mock heroic or satiric intentions prompted the implied au~hors 

of Tristram Shandy and Tom Jones to enter their works, such 

intrusion did not jostle the equilibrium which existed between 

-the novel and-the world. No such equilibrium can be anticipated 

with~odern fiction, with its question of perception. That dire 
, , 

~onsequences would result from the audience.' s mistaking a story 

for reality is now borne out by'television and the cinema 

ràther than the novel. Even the most formulaic adventure 

~tories (Jaws, for example) achieve thei~ realistic apotheosis 

on film. the medium which has supplanted the novel as a vehicle 

for realism. 

Cinematic techniques and advanced communications techno-, 

logy have had an im~act on fiction techniques, as novelists 

have applied principles of coll-age and juxtaposition to their 

narratives in order to increase the impression of vetisimili

tude which li~~ narrative could not produce. However, rather 

than making the novel more realistic, these technologically 

inspired techniques alter the narrative flow and calI att,enti'on 

to the medium of the novel--words printed on a page. The kintl 

of reflexiveness which marks the novels of Pynchon and Barth, 

for example, tends ~o be fundameritally dif~erent from the wry 

narrati ve intrusions of Sterne or Cervantes. The d'iff'erence 

between early and modern reflexiveness lies in different atti

tudes to form and to the world which that form depicts. 

However critical they were of their world, the early novelists 
"II 

wrote with reference to an external reality, and they used 



') 

. / narrative form without calling that forro lnto 
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The 

reflexiveness of modern novels tends to come from a questioning 
-, . 

of both reality and the forms used to describe it, a situation 
f 

" which has prompted critical mutterings about the the 

-no~el. 66 The novel has not ceased to be "about" 

inspite of Robbe-~rillet's arguments in that direction, it s 

rather that the nature of that "something" can no longer be 
\ .?~ .... 

readily described wi th reference to existing. .:f6rms-... The novel 
~ 1' ~ 

form, nb longer à mode all·writers feel comfortable taking for 

gran:ted, has become" for sorne ~ovelists, problematic. In Gaddis' 

work, the problematic nature of the farm extends to questions 

about' the nature of art in general and the role of the artist.

These questions are expressed not only through plot, 'but in the 

very structure of Gaddis' novels. p 

Critics have considered the reflexiveness of much modern-

-ist fiction ta be a sign of its irrelevance to life. On the 

contrary, reflexiveness can show up fundamental artistic 

problems which traditional forms sometimes leave unexamined. 

Inherent irl both of Gaddis' novels;- as in other moderni st worka, 

ia a sense of cultural crisis "which endangers the'" -production of 

art. In The Recognitions this érisis is portrayed as a spiritu

al conflict' wi thin the artist whicn the novel demonstrates 

symbolically. In JR the c~isia is more deeply engrained in 

language itse~f' ~s the,novel shows the virtual devaluing of 

human communication and its consequenc~s for the artist's life 
. 

and work. Both n9vels use reflexive-techniques te enlarge on 
• 1 

the conflicts which their artist-chara~ters e~perience. It ia 

" 
-1 
, 



\ 

( 

/ 

.. . " 

to the situation of the artist in The Recognâ. tions . and ~ 

,that this thesis now tums. 
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NOTES 

lAltnough éritics vary in their dating of modernism, Most 
concede that it includes artisxic developments during the 
first four decadé's of this century. Peter Faulkner confines 
himself to'British literature and dates ~odernism from 1910 
to 1930. Por Faulkner, modernism reflects the breakdown of 
established order and,tradition. Modernist novelists in partic
ular demonstrated the conviction that art shou1d take into 
account this breakdown (Faulkner, Modernism, pp. 21-22). !n 
The Sense ,of an Ending, Frank Kermode finds the expression,of 
crisis and chaos Most characteristic of modernism, which'be 
categorizes in response to this sense as either "traditionalist," 
"anti-traditionalist," or "schismatic" (Kermode, pp. 103-104). 
The first movement he identifies with such "clerics" as T,S. 
Eliot. The second'he links with the Continental influence 
of Dada 'and Surrealisme The third corresponds to what he 
considers the avant'-t;arde. In' a 1ater work. Kermode refers to 
"palaeo" and "neo-modernism," as th~ traditionalist and l~ter 
forms of this'trend (Kermode, "The Modern," Continuities, p. 8). 
Bern~d Bergonzi sees the d~tinguishing~haracteristic of the 
modernist temperament as "an unwi11ingness to take anything on 
trust, whether a sense of the nature of reality or the nature 
'of literary f'orm. Uncertainty was emphasi~zed by a convicti~n 
that there had ge~n a radical break with established cultural 
traditions, anq that new ones had to be formed, or older ones 
recovered" (B,ergonzi, "The Advent of MOdernism: 1900-1920," in 
Histo'ry of Literature in the English Language: The Twentieth 

entu , p. 44). Sharon S,pencter, 1iaking the term .. modérnism" / 
fo granted as not needing explanation, analyzes the innovative 
tec niques developed by certain'nove1ists since 1910 to depict 
the a1tered sense ,of reality which hàs come to be associated 
with the modernist vision (Spenc~r, Space, Time and Structure 
in the Modern Novel) • 

2Richard Ellmann's and Charles Feidelson's ambitious volume, 
The Modern Tradition, compiles the inte11ectual tradition which 
these critics ~onsider to have informed the modern w6rld v~ew, 
a task which takes the editors back to-eighteenth-century sources 
of modern philosophical attitudes and a110ws them to include 
documents fram pnilosophy, psychology, physics and theo1ogy, as 
weIl, as more predictable works of mode~n literature. Peter 
Faulkner also catalogues the eclectic influences on modernist 
li terature in a useful s'ummary (Modernism, pp. ,1)-22). / 

JIrving Howe explalns the often contradictory visions of 
modernist art' in his essay, "The Idea of the. Modern." Howe 
sees modernism, like romantiçism. as a break with its immediate 
past'. With a "d-evotion to thE\ problem~ic," moderniste ques
tioned beliefs,of al1 kinds, yet persisted in making the 
artist a ki-nd of quasi-spiritual quester (Howe, '''The Idea of 
the Modern,," pp. 19-22). Accord~ng to Howe, modernist art 

" 

1 

! 
1" 



violates traditional aesthetic unities in an attempt to forge 
new expressions, and rejects modern culture as inauthentic ' 
while attempting to reclaim primitive realities through myth 
and techniques of surrealism. Although Howe does not question 
the seriousness of the modernist attitude, he hints that it 
frequently leads to relativity and nihilism which often,is 
expressed in self-parody. ' , 

The strangely contradictory nature of the modernist attitude 
is weIl demonstrateq by~the case of T.S. Eliot, whose poetry 

, was inndt,vative and highly influential while' his social cri ticism 
was reactionary and ultimately becarnr a renunciation of modern 
culture. , 

4By humanism I mean an attitude which makes hwnan life and 
culture its central concerna I am not designating specifically 
the humanism of Babbitt and More, the so-called New Humanists, 
wi~h whom auch trad.i tional moderni sts a~ Hulme and Eliot AitOok 
issu~. T.S. Eliot, "The Humanism of Irving Babbitt," in 
Seleçted Prose of T.S. Eliot, ed. Frank Kermode (London: Faber 
and Faber, 1975), :pp. 277-284'; T. E. Hulme, "Humanism and the' 
Religîous A tti tude J.t in Speculations, ed. Herbert Read (London: 
Rout1edge and Kegan Paul, .1924; rpt., 1949), pp. )-71. Both 
Eliot and Hulme object to the vague eclec~cism of the New 
Humanists, a fault which derives, apparently, from their 
unsuccessful attempt 'rto compensate -for lost religion. However, 
in their concerh for man, albeit with ~ll his inadéquacies, both 
Hulme and Eliot fit my deliber'atèly large defini tion of humanism. 
The definition arises in part to assert the human-cent~red nature 
of modernist literature against'criticism_that it is denatured, 
sterile and nihilistic. / ' 

~ulme, "Rbmanticism and Classicism," Specu~ations, p. 116. . 

6Hulme, p.)..l3l . 

7Edmund Wilson, Axel' s Castle: A 'Stu in the Ima inative 
Literature of 1870-1930 19)1; rpt. New York: Charles Scribner's 
Sons, 1969), ~p. 1-). I follow Wilson's definition in my use 
of the terms c"classic" and "romantic" regatding the relation 
betwe-en the arti st and the work of art. Later, the term 
"romance" will be defined in co~ection wi th the nirleteenth
century AmeiÎcan novel. In Chapter II further comments'on the 
terms "clas:hc" and "romantic" will be .made in connection wi th 
a cross-reference in The Recognitions to Classical Greek art and 
the work of Nietzsche~ This thesis argues that elements of 
classic arid romantic thinking inform modernism and are apparent 
in Gaddis t treatment of the situation of the artiste 

8Wilson, p. 117. As many other cri tics, Wilson laments 
Eliot's growing reactiQnary p~int of view, especially as it 
revealed what Wilson considered Eliot's futile belief in 
religious revelation (Wilson, p. 126). . 
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9T . S . Eliot, "Tradition and the Individual Talent," in The 
Sacred Wood (1920; rpt. London: Methuen and Go., 196?) , pp. 
52-,54. 

10 ' 
v T.S. Eliot, A~ter'Strange Gods (New York: Harcourt, Brace 

, & Co., 1934), p. 41. 
Il : 

Eliot, After Strange Gods, p. 58. 

12. (1 4 ' , T.S. El~ot, The Cocktail Party 9 0; rpt. London, Faber 
and Faber, 1971), Act II, ii!. p. _ 47. ,AlI further referemces 
to this work appear in the text undèr the truncated title, 
Cocktail. . 

/ 
13 'v, 

F.O. Mattheissen notes that Celia's path t~s her to 
'divinity while the other characters discover the way to. greater 
humanity. F.O. Mattheissen\ The Achievement of T.S. Eliot (1958; 
rpt. New York: Oxford UniverSity Press, 1958), p. 229. ~ 

1 

l4StePhents ar~ent about aes~hetics rang~s over the ideàs 
o~ P1ato, Aristotle and Aquinas. James Joyce, A Eortrait of the 
Artist as a Young Man (1961; rpt. HarmondswQrth, Ene;.: penguin 
Books, 1967), pp. 204-215. ' 

l5Joyce, Portrait, p. 247. 

16T' k h' h ' h :_~ t' l't hn' wo wor s w ~c exam~ne suc ~,1.I,uOVa ~ ve nove ec ~ques 

are Ra*ph Freedman, The Lyrical Novel (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press,~ 1963); '~d Sharon Spencer, Space, Tinie and 
Structure in the Modern Novel (Chicago, Swallow Press, 1971). 

\ 
l7Virginia Woolf, "Mr. \Bennett and Mrs., Brown," in Collected 

Essays, ed. Leonard Woolf, ~ (London. Chatto and W~ndus, ~966), 
p. )21. ,Woolf expresses a s~~ilar sentiment elsewhere about t~e 
èhange in sensibili ty brOUgh~On by Wor1d War I. Virginia 
Woolf, A Room of One 1 s Own (1 28; rpt. Harmondsworth, Eng.: 
Penguin Books, 1974), pp. 13- 7. . 

lSvirginia Woolf', 'The wave~ in Jacob' s Room and The Waves 
(1931; ,rpt. New York, Harcourt·;\ Brace and Wor1d,\ 1959} , pp. 26:3-264. 

19Woo1f, The Waves, p. 354. \ 
\ 

20Henry Jam~s ,shows his mOdern1,ty ln his recommendation of 
a clear central consciousness, __ as in the fo1lowing: 

The figures :i.n any picture ,\, the agents in any 
drama. are interesting only in proportion as 
they feel their respectivesi~uations; since 
the consciousness, on ttieir p~t, of the'com
plication exhibited forms for qs their link 
of connexion wi th i t. 

Henry James, "Preface ta The princess 
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Casamassima," in The Art of the Novel, introd., R. 
P. Blackmur (1934; rpt. New York: Charles 
Scribner's Sons, 1962), p. 62. /~ 

21Woolf, Collected Essays, l, p. 334. 

22Woolf, p. JJ7. fJ ' ~ 
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2JThe term' "post-modernism" distinguishes betweem contern
porary li terature and what Kermode terms "tradi tional 
modernism, Il wi th i ts roots in romanticism, surrea1ism, and 
symbolism, and i ts ,belief in the necessi ty of art reclaimlng 
tradition and hence providing order in a world of contingency. 
Eliot, T.E. HUlme, Pound, Joyce prior to Flnnegan's Wake, 
~d Virgihia W<;yolf are aIl tradi tiona1 modernists. The j)ost
modernist atti~ude is parodie, reflexiye, and frequent1y 

. skeptical about the nature of reali ty and the' power of language 
to convey anything but contingency. Beckett and a number of 
contemporary American novelists (not necessarily 1umped together) 
are considered to embody this post~modernist attitude. See 
Christel van Boheemen';'Saaf, "The Artist as Con\Man: The Re
action Against the Symbolist Aesthetic in Recent American 
Fiction," Dutch Quarterly Review, 7, pp. )05-318; Ihab Hassan, 
The Dismemberment of Or heus: Toward a Postmodern Literature 

New York: Oxford University Press, 1971 ; Hassan, Paracriticisms • 
. , Seven Speculations of the Times. For a more p"hsi tive view of 

post-modernism, see Richard Wasson, "From Priest ta Prometheusl 
Culture and. Criticism in the Post-Modernist- Period," Journal of 
Modern Li tèrature, J. No. 5 (July, 1974), pp.lll,8-1202. 

24~he following works express skepticism about the purpose 
and value of contemporary fiction: Saul Bellow, "Sorne Notes on 
Recent American Fiction," in The American Novel Since World War 
II, ed. Marcus Klein (Greenwich, Conn.: Fawcett Pub., 1969), 
pp. 159-174; Hugh Kenner, A Homemade World: The American Modernist 
W'ri ters (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 197.5); Leslie Fiedler, 1 

"The De at'h and Re birth of the Novel, Il in The Theory of the Novel: 
New Essays, ed. John Halper'in (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1974), pp. 189-209. Mr. Fied1er does not sa much sound 
the death knell for the novel as he does herald its transfor
mation into a subspecies of communications technology. John 
Barth' s views on the " fictive reali ty" of modern fiction (a 
quality which he sees as central to storyte11ing) imply the 
irrelevance of the so-ca1led realistic novel. John Barth, "The 
Li terature of Exhaustion, Il in The American Novel Since World 
War II, pp. 267-279; and John Barth: An Interview," Wisconsin 
Studies in Contemporary Literature, 6 ,(Winter-Spring, 196~), 
)-14. '\. , -~~~' 

25While l agree with Ortega Y Gasset that modern art does, 
for the most part, convey a sense of a dehumanized universe, 
this is not to say that modern art. the novel in particulari 
demoDstrates human experience within a diminished , , 
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express dehumanization from a humanistic perspective which is 
ul timately moral. José o~tega y Gasset, "The Dehumanization of 
Art." in 'The Dehumanization of Art and Other Essa s on Art, 
Culture, and-Llterature, transe Helene Weyl 19 ; rpt. Princeton, 
N.J.1 ·Pr.inceton Universi ty Press, 1968), pp. 3-54. ' 

26T. S• Eliot, "The Waste Land," in Th~ comglete Plays and 
Poe~s (New York: Harcourt, Brace and World, 19 2), p. 50. 

,27T. S. Eliàt, "U1ysses, Order and My th ," in Selected Prose 
pi: T.S .. Eliot, ed. Fr~k Kermode (Lonqon: Faber and Fa~er, 1975), 
pp. 177-178. ~ 

28Georg Lu~acs, The Theory of the Novel, transe Anna Bostock 
, (1920; rpt. Camb'-idge, Mass.: M.I.T. Press, 1971), p. )1. 

ê9Lukacs, Theory of the Novel, pp. )3-)4. , 

30Lukacs moved away from his early romanticism to an open -
contempt for what he saw as the decadence of the moderniste 
novel, w1th its confusion of perspectives and its despair at 
understanding reali ty. In "The Ideology of Modernism" he re
jects his earlier idea of nostalgia: 

. . 

Modern sub~ec~ivism, taking these imaginéd Pfssi
bilities Lof abstract and concrete potentialltil , 
for actual complexity of life, osci11ates between 
melancholy and fascinatioh. ' 

Georg Lukacs, "The Ideology of Modernism," in 
The Meanin of Contem ora Realism, transe John 
and Necke Mander 1957; rpt. Londonl Merlin 

,Press, 1963), p. 22 . 

31Richard Chase, The American'N~vel and its Tradition 
(Garden City, New York: Doubleday-Anchor Books, 1957), p •• , 2. 

32I ' am indebted to Joel Porte for his insight that the romance 
novel, especial1y Pierre, studies human growth in terms of , 
artistic gr5wth. Joel Po~te, The Romance in America (Middletown, 
Conn. 1 Wesleyan University Press, 1969), p. 170. . 

33Herman Melville, Pierre or The Ambi ities, ed. Henry 
Murray (New York: Hendricks House, Inc., 19 2 , pp. 251-252. 

34Hawthorne, implying that Hiida's choice dl the copyist's 
pro~ession is something of a sacrifice in the face of origi
nality, writest 

Hilda's faculty of genuine admiratio~ is one of 
the rarest to be found in human nature; and let 
us try to recompense her in kind by admiring h~r 
generous self-surrender, and her brave, humble 
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magnanimi ty in choosing to be the handmaid of 
those old magicians, instead of a minor enchant
ress within a circ1e of her own. (Nathanie1 
Hawthorne, The Marb1e Faun, in The Complete' Novels 
and Selected Tales of Nathaniel Hawthorne, ed. 
Norman Holmes Pearson LNew York: The Modern· 
Library, 19317, p. 624.) 

35Henry David TRoreau, Walden and Civil Disobedience, 
Thomas (New YQrk: W.W. Norton & Co., 1966), p. 61. 

36Melville,~ Pierre, p. 405. 

.37Melvill;, p" )40. 
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38Henr§' J'ames, "Pre.face to The Américan, tt in The Art of the 
N-ovel, introd'-, R.P. /Blackmur (19,34; rpt. New York: Charles 
Schribnerts Sons, }962) , p. ,3). 

39Eisenstein' s discussion of montage techniques in music, 
film and painting apply also to the spatial organization of 
certain modernist novels. Sergei Eisenstein, "Synchronization 
of Senses," in The Film Sense, transe Jay Leyda (New York: 
Harcourt, Brace and World, !nc., 1947), pp. 68-109. See , 
a1so Joseph Frank, .. Spatial Form ,in Modern Li terature," in lli 
Widenin G e: Crisis and Maste in Modern Literature (New 

,~runswick, N. J.: Rutgers Un.j. ver si ty Press, 19 ) , pp. )-62. 

40Montage techniques may be interpreted as giving the 
novel greater spatial impact. Stream of consciousness narra
tion is also a development which-increases the psycho1ogica1 if 
not pictoria1 realism of the novel forme Most obviously link~d 
:~~~~:m:~!~ .. reportage techniques is Dos Passos' use \of the 

41Robbe-Gri11et writes: 

• 

••. if,! say, "The wor1d is man,"! shall always 
gain absolution; while if l say, "Things are 
things, and man is only man," l am ïmmediately 
charged wi th a crime against humani ty. 

To condemn, in. the name of the hum an , the . 
novel which deals witp such a man is therefore 
to adopt the humanist point of view, according 
to which it is not enough to show man where he 
is: it must further be proclaimed that man is 
everywhere. 

(Alain Robbe-Grillet, For a New Novel: Essays 
on. Fiction , trans, Richard Howard ZlÎ96,3; rpt. New 
York: Grove Press, Inc., 196jl, pp. 52-53.) AlI 
further references to this work appear in the text 
under the acronym FANN. 
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/ ---42 ' By Il camera eye" l mean a neutral lens rather than Dos 
Pas~os' camera eye technique.. Robbe-Grillet wants ta achieve 
total narrative objectivi ty and to. eliminate/ authorial bias. 
Dos Passos used his camera eye technique ta' 'heighten the impact 
of his subject matter but not to eliminate his point of view. 

/- 1..-

43In spite of his criticism of-Flaubert, Robbe-Grillet 
shares with the French master a concern for objectivity which 
in the novel Jacques Barzun terms "naked form." Barzun' s dis
cussion of Flaubert's attempts to eliminate ~ubjective elements 
from his fiction could also apply ~a Robbe-Grillet. Jacques 
B~zun, Classic, Romantic and Modern, 2nd rev. ed. (1943; rpt. 
Garden City, New Xork: Anchar Books, 1961), pp. 104-107. 

44The mo"st virulent attack on Robbe-Grillet' s theories 
and practice that l have found comes from Louis Kampf, who 
considers Robbe-Grillet's method "an unintentional parody, 
perhaps the reductio ad absurdum, of the empiricist theory 
of knowledge," and his novels a reflection of his "refusal 
to confront the complexities of human experience." Louis 
Kampf, On Modernism: The Pros ects for Literature and Freedom 
(Cambridge, Mass.: M.I.T. Press, 19 7 , pp. 2 -292. 

45R.W•B. Lewis and Tony Tanner have, both shown that American 
~ novelists' of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, while 

creating a wide range of fictional worlds, have usually taken 
note of the particular social "and moral milieu of their times. 
R.W.B. Lewis, The American A.dam: ,Innocence Trad ed and Tradi-
tion in the Nineteenth ntu" Chicago: The Uni versi ty of 
Chicago Press, 1955; d Tony Tanner, Cityoof Wordsl American 
Fiction 1950-1970. 

4GFrequently the relationship between the individual and 
society is depicted by postmodernist fiction in .satire .or 
parody. John Barth's Giles Goat-Bof: or, The Revised SyllabUs 
(New York: Doubleday and Co., 1966 and Thomas Pynchon's 
Gravi ty' s Rainbow (New York: Viking Press, 1973) are two . 
such works. 

47John Crowe Ransom is thought to have coined this title 
in his book of the sarne name. John Crowe Ransom, The New . 
Criticism (Norfolk, Conn.: New ,Directions, 1941). Although he 
nevêr defines thè word specifically, he does term R.P. Blackmur 
a "new" cri tic because of his innovative close readings of 
poetry (Ransom, The New Criticism, vii). An American Scholar 
F~rum took up the question of definition but came to no single 
conclusion. Allen Tate defined New Criticism as a "return to 
the literary text'~ and a revoIt against "historical scholarship." 
William Barrett et al, "The New Cri ticism: American Scholar 
Forum," American Scholar, 20. No. 2 (Spring, 1951), 218. 
William Barrett disagreed wïth ~ate. claiming that historical 
cri ticism characterized the work of Tate and John Crowe Ransom 

,~("The New Criticism: American 'Scholar Forum," 219). For aIl 
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their di~~erences, the assembled critics were united in agreeing 
'that there were New Cri tics but no clearly defined New Cri ticism. 
Nonetheless, the term persists. 

48Vernon Hall, Jr., "The New Criticism," in A Short Histoa 
of Literary Criticism (New York: New York University, Press, 
196), p. 172. 'That the New Critics considered literature a" 
vi tal, ineffable activi ty is c1ear from Ransom' s praise of 1 

T:S. Eliot as a critical "prophet," and Ransom' s belief that 
poetry is "ontologically different from other discourse," and 
cannat be dealt with scientifically (Ransom, Th~'New Criticism, 
pp. 146, 281). Although he was nat considered a New Critic, 
I.A. Ri,chards shared the belief of these American critics that 
li terature, primari1y poetry, was vital ta society- and that a 
reaffirmation of aesthetic values ,was needed. His criticism 
"proposed a psychological theory of value in relation to which 
literature could be judged and its artistic and social importance 
could be understood. See C.K. Ogden and I.A. Richards, ~ 
Meaning of Meaning (London: Rou,tledge and Kegan Paul, 1972); 
I.A. Richards, Practical Criticism (New York: Harcourt. Brace, 
1929); and I.A. Richards, Principles of Liter~ Criticism 
(LOndon: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1959). _ ' " 

49Donald Davidson et al. l'Il take My'Stand (New York: 
Harper and Brothers, -1930). The terms Fugi ti ves and Agrarians ' 
are used in reference to the group of southerners, some of whom 
came to be associated with New Criticism. Louise Cowan distin
guishes between the two titles when she identifies the Fugitiv~s 
as sixteen poets who met between 1915 and 1928 to discu~s poetry 
and who from 1922 to 1925 published the literary magazine The 
Fugitive. The Agrarian~ were twelve scho1ars who agreed on 
certain economic, social and religious principles. John Crowê 
Ransom, Donald Davidson, Allen Tate, and Robert Penn Warren were 
part of both groups. Louise Cowan, The Fugitive Group: A 
Li terary History (Baton Rouge, La.: Louisiana State Uni ver si ty 
Press, 1959), p. xvi. 

/ 

50Frederick Pottle wri tes that New Cri ticism rejected the 
prevai1ing historical method of analysis but at the sarne time 
established its 'own somewhat vague critica1 methodology which. 
according ta Pottle, reflects but does not extend the limits 
of "historical1y given sensibi1ity." Frederick A. Pottl&. "The 
New Critics and the Historical Method," Yoale Review, 4), No. ~ 
(195)), 15-17. 

51This view is maintained in th-e fo11owing worksl Alfred 
Kazin, On Native Grounds: An Inte retation of Modern American 
Prose Literature 19 2; rpt. New York: Harcourt Brace J-ovanovich, 
Inc., 1970), pp. 425-446; Robert Gorham Davis, "The New 
Cri ticism and the Democratie Tradition, Il The American Sccholar, 
19, No. 1 (Winter, 1949-1950),9-19; and William Barrett 
et al., "The New Cri ticism: American Scho1ar Forum," American 
Scholar 19. No. 1 (Winter, 1949~1950), 8 -1 20, No. 2 
(Spring, 1951), 218-2)1. 

l , 
'~ 

. 
J 



/ 

/ 

.... .- -.. - - - -... -------

/ 
/ 

56 

52This view emerges from the Agrarian antholagyl Herbert 
Agar and Allen Tate. eds., Who Owns America? A New DeclaratioÏ'l 
of Independence (1936: rpt. Freeport, N.Y.: Books for Libraries 
Press, 1970). Allen Tate also criticizes modern mechanized 

. culture in his work Reason in Madness (New -York: G.P. Putnam' s 
Sons, 1941). ' ...... 

53T • S'. Eliot, After Strange Gods (New York: fIarcourt, 
Bracf? & Co., 1934), p. 17. 

54A generai.~ sense of resi~ation to human "fa11enness" 
characterizes much of Tate' s Reactionary Essays, particularly 
his attack on the optimi.sm of the humanists Babbi tt and More. 
Allen Tate, "Humani sm and Naturalism," in Reactionary Essays 
0n Poetry and Ideas (1936: rpt. Freeport, N.Y.: Books for 
Libraries Press, 1968), pp. 113-144. A simi1ar distrust of con
temporary li terary themes as mere fads makes Robert Penn Warren' s 
plea for renewed spontaneity of purpose in literature a strangely 
hollow recommendation. Robert Penn Warren, "Li terature as a 
Symptom, ft in Who Owns America? pp. 264-272. 

, ~ 

5.5By formal principles l mean those elements which have 
come to be seen as fundamental to the creation of literary 
genres, for example. meter and imagery in poetry. and narration., 
plot and imagery in fiction. 

56The vagueness of New Criticism has led one commentator to 
note that "there seems to be a trend on the part of, certain 

, 
f 

'new cri tics' to emphasize their own importance by de-emphasizing ,'( 
that of the poet himse1f." This situation leads to an inter- y 
pretative free-for-all in which poetic intention is ob1x·teratèd.' -: 
Alexander E. Jones, "The Poet as Victim,'~ College Engli§!h, 16. f 
No. 3 (Dec .• 1954), p. 167. ; 

57Newton Arvin et al., "Our Country anc;l Our Culture," 
Partisan Review. 19; No. 3 (May-June, 1952); 283-)26: No. 4 
(July-Aug •• 1952). 420-450; and No. 5 (Sept.-Oct., ,1952), 562-
597. Marcus Klein refœrs ta thi s sympo.sium as evi dence of what /' 
he considers to be the mood of "accommodation" which characterizes 
the novels of the 19508 in contrast ta the .. alienation" M the 
novels of earlier decades of this century. Marcus Klein, Aft.er·~_ 
Alienatron: American Novels in Mid-Centu (New York: Wor1d 
PublislJ,ing Co., 19 2 ,pp. -17. It seems to me that Klein " 
distorts the symposium responses ta make his point. The atti
tudes expressed, while not a consensus, nonetheless tlemonstrate 
the ambivalence with which many writers view American culture, 
an attitude which hard1y bespeaks accomodation ta exiating norms. 
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Question One: '1'0 what extent have American 
intellectuals actually changed their attitudes 
toward America and i ts institutions? 
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Question Two: MPst the American intellectual 
and writer adapt himself to mass culture? If 
he must, what forms can his adaptation take? 
Or do you believe that a democratic society 
necessarily leads to a leveling of culture, 
to a mass culture which will overrun intellec
tuaI and aesthetic values traditional to 
Western civilization? 

Question Three: Where in American Jife can 
artists and intellectuals find the basis of 
strength, renewal, and recognition, now that 

_tney can rio longer depend fully on Eùr'ope as 
a cultural example and source of vitali ty? 
Question Four: If a reaffirmation and redis
covery of America is under way, can the tradi
tion of critical non-conformism (going back to 

57 

Thoreau and Melville and embracing some of the ' \ 
major expressions of American intellectual his
tory) be maintained as strongly as ever? -

(Newton ArV'iri et al., "Our Country and Culture," , 
Partisan Review, 19, No. J LMay--June, 195Y, -
286.) AlI further references to this s~mposium 
appear in the text and are entitled PRo 

59 Writing in the early part of the, nineteenth-century, 
Alexis 4e Tocqueville had thi~ to say abotit writing and publish
ing in America: "The ever-increasing crowd of readers, and 
their continuaI craving for something new, ensure- the sale of 
books which nobody mucVesteems. Il Alexis de Tocqueville, 
Democracy in America, transe Henry Reeve (London: Longams, Green 
& Co., 1889), II, p. 55. Elsewhere in this work, Tocqueville 
makes clear his conviction that the tyranny of majority opinion 
in a democracy acts as a damper on extremes of any kind in 
literature, including excellence (Tocqueville, l, p. 269). 
James Fenimore Cooper has a fictional character comment abou~ 
the impact of free enterprise on American wri ting: "Talent la 
sure of too many avenues to wealth and honours, in America, to 
seek, ,unnecessarily, an unknown and hazardous path." James 
Penimore Cooper, "Letter to the Abbate -Giromachi," Notions of 
the Americans Picked u b a Travellin Bachelor (London: 
Henry Co,lburn, 1828 , II, pp. 1,1-1 2....-

60pR , 562-63. This-sentim~nt ~s reminiscent of Emerson's 
plea fora fresh indigenous li terature in "The Poet. Il Ralph 
Waldo Emerson, "The Poet," in Selections from Ralph Waldo 
Emerson, ed. Stephen E. Whicher (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co., 
1957), pp. 222-241. \ 

61It must be added that, respondents did provide a range of 
reactions to the questicn of the influence of mass culture, 
from William Phillips' willingness to accept the commerciali
zation of art (PR, 58-8), to Mark Shorer' s le~s optimistic 
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vision of the impact of such culture on artistic autonomy, in 
the following ~xcerpt: 

· ••• writers, choosing Lmass-mediil to work in, 
have to give their lives to them, and being 
incapable o~ sociological neutrality, lose their 
lives. If poets were ever the unknown legisla
tors of the world, they can under these circum
stances ..•• no longer attempt to bel (PR, 317) 

Irving Howe considers that "culture industries" have becomè , 
"parasites on the body of art, letting i t nei ther live nor 
die" (PR, 578). He sees the only positive change to be signaletl 
by the advent of a time when artists can sustain themselves by 
their own work • 

. 62Fredric James6n notes the psychically- liberating dimen~ 
sion of surrealism in the following discussion of the sense of 
mystery ,i'n the surreal: 

For about the feeling of mystery there is nothing 
to be said: it is in itself merely a sign that 
that long-hoped-for enlargement of our beings, re
lease from the repressive weight of the reality 
principle, has taken place, that li~e is suddenly 
once more traqsformed in quality, has somehow recap
tured its original reasons for being. If we wish 
to' say. more about th,is relati vely ineffable value, 
we must somehow shift to a more precise, or at the 
least more articulable terminology, and i t is at 

l this point that the Surrealists have recourse to the 
words for the privileged experiences in which the 
sense of mystery is most frequently re1eased: love, 
thè dream, laughter, automatic writing, childhood. 
(Fredrlc Jameson, Marxism and Forml Twentieth-Cen-
tu Dialectical Theories of Literature Princeton, 
N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1971 ~ pp. 102-103.) 

6JLe~lie Fiedler responds: 

It seems to me that lt has become absurd to ask 
whether a démocratie society is worthwhile if it 
entails a vulgarization and leveling of taste. 
Such a leveling the whole world ls bound to endUrre,' 

~ with or without political guarantees ef freedom; 
and the serious writer must envlsion,his own work 
in such a context, realize that his own final mean
ings will arise out of a dialectical interp1ay be
tweeh what he makes and a given world of "mass éu1-
ture. ,,0 (PR, 295) 

Joseph Frank recommends that American writers expand their 

., 

j 

j , 

, , 
< 
~ 

1; 

1 
1 
1 
1 

, 
, 1 

1 

i 
1 

. i 
,,; 



( 

\ 

/ 1 59 

horizons beyond their own national boundaries to avoid being 
stunted by the'meager aspects-of cultural nationali~ (PR, 435). 

64Although Richard Chase questions the applicability of' 
the term "alienation, fi ta American culture, he nevertheless 
notes that a dissidence has, paradoxically, been incorporated 

'into the very fibre of American life. In another vein, Delmore 
Schwartz attacks American cultural conformity as a complacent 
evasion of the t~e nature of reality. He writesl 

It ia in the light of this darkness LSchwart'z' s 
word for the cultural miasma of the 1950~, that 
the will to conformism, which is now the ehief 
prevailing fashion among intellectuals, reveals 
its true nature: it i8 a flight from the flux, 
chaos and uncertainty of the present, a forced and 
false affirmation of stability in the face of immense 
and continually mounting instability/ (PR, 594) 

65Th~ notion that art involves problem-solving in which 
the work provides the solution i8 an idea with which Gide 
prefaces L' Immorali ste 1 l'C'est à contre;"'.qoeur que j' ~emploi e 
ici le mot 'problème'. A vrai dire, en art, il n'y a pas de 
problèmes- dont l'oeuvre d'art ne soit le suffisante solution.'~ 

_ André Gide, L ''Immoraliste (Paris: Mercure de France, 1'957), p. 

66see note 24. 
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CHAPTER II 

ARTI ~TS AND ART 

\ 
The Reeogni tions and JR are both forums for art theories 

" whieh are argued by the novels' artis~-charaeters. The 
, 

Recognitions demonstratés that art creation is a kind of sym-
, , . 

bolie moral action., The artist discovers that traditional 

values have been di vested of their, true meaning and merely sur

vive as fetishes and fads.' Moreover, he pereeiv~s that the 

very nature of reality is open to question. Given the chaos of 

modern life, it lS understandable that the artist would desire 

to project a for.m of order on.his<~erceptions and his art. 

However, sueh an impulse frequently leads to self-delusion and 

persona! isolation, as the novel shows~ , The artist, as a 

spiri tuaI questor, must seek to know reali ty in all i ts swirl.ing 
. 

contingency wi thout substij;uting a false arti.stic order for such 
,"' 0 ~ • 

ehallengink experience. TJle novel presents an ambiguous outcome 
:?"~. . 

. '. t:r. 
td,;,..tbis struggle. SR co~:tirlUes the artistic quest of The Recogrg-

tions but in Middle ag;e, as i t were, wi th only {IPemory of i ts 

former idealism. The vulgar culture :from whieh the first novel' s 

youthful artists are alienated has grown into aii ominous 
\ 

spectre of both chaos and control', which threatens ttre sur-

vival of the artist and his art •. Their cri tical consciousness 

not'Wi th st anding • illi' s arti sts are all made viçxims of the 

destructive element in American life. Wi th their humani ty and 
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./ 

their creatiyi ty sapped by "conditions" beyond their control, 
lY 

!lli.' s artists n~Qthel'ess struggle grimly to survi Y"e, ,~à. the . 

'"novel' e ending is testi~ony to the value, if not the succes'8, 
..J 

of'-,that struggle. It is the purpose of this çhapter to trace 
""'" L 

the developmènt of Gaddis' ideas of ~\ through analysis of the 
1 

.... ...-.. -.;J'" 
artist-characters in The Recogni tiàn~ and JR. 

The Recognitions 

Gaddis· depiction of the misp~aoed values of modern 'cul-
" 

ture calls to mind Thoreau' s statexnent: -"Shams and delusions are 

esteemed for soundest truth~, while reality is fabulous~·l 

GadQis might have rephrased Thoreau thus. modern culture is 

fraudulent and crass while reali ty is 'mysterious. As the novel 
- l 

shows, Americans are terrifie~ by the'mystery of reality and 
~. ' / 

seek to dispel the exterior unknown through science and the . / " 

interior_ unknown through the, so-called sci~nce~of psychology, 

both disciplines for which Gaddis has li ttle respect'. The 
" mysteries of the irrational and the uncQnscious (Gaddis uses the 

- 1 
words interchangeably) ar.e .linked to images of both wholeness 
\. , 

and chaos. Part of the artist's quest is to know this reality,· 
" . . 

to ~ow him,.~f and, presumably ,." to symbolize t'bis know~e~ge ~ 

art-.} l "'"~ 
,l) The majOr(d~IUSion under which Gad~ist art~sts labor is 

the impression that they can control all 'the eleÎnents of reali tt 
--~--

by controlling the elements of their art--the artistic impulse, 

the medium, and the audience response--'hus making art a virtual 
. 

substi tute for life. Forgery represents one such form of, control: 
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artist drives oùt technical and iriterp~etive variables by 

re on the "original" which he copies. Thus 
. 

~.:(" 
fo ery becomes, as Wya~t says, "safe from accident." or con-

-"~tingency, and"invulnerable' to audience response. The artist 
)' . 

turns in on his work, re~reats from the world and removes the 

threat of audience ~ejection. Mechanization is another blight 
1 

on'art. It robs the artist of his creative autonomy and limits 
, '4 

, , 

the potential for communication of meaning. Ul timately " ' i t turns 
!l" 

the artist into a techniçian, obs,~ssed with his medium instead 

of meaning. The pr~jection ~f rigid orthodoxies Qnto art 'also 
1 

robs it o~ spontaneity and relevance, especially if the artist's 

'f< Jdeas are 'rooted in a vision which the contemporary world does 
, . 

~ 

not embrace. This ls.not to say that Gaddis Is ~ lconoclast 

who rej,ecta the power of history and trap.~,tion. The opposite fs 
'- . 

true. However, he implies ·that, tradi tions should always take -

account o~ and be relevant to the condi tion{;;'of the present. , , / 
.~ 1 • 

Once again, art should not replace lif'e. ~hua the artist' s task 

is not easy, since he must recognize, in the process, undeniable 

fears and vulnerabili ties and be willing to confront the ·world 
/ " 

as it is, in all its .fortu~tousness and degradation. and 

at the same time continue to search for philosophical and 

emotlonal grounding. Gaddis presents the possibili ty of such 

grounding in the principle of love, w~ch he associates with 

, human relations and art. 'Finally; the artist m~st be willing 

to ii ve in a world in which nothing is certain except uncertalnty 

and still seek human communi ty in life and comm~nication through 

art. 
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"Tl;lis section of the chapt,er will analyze the artist' s 
/ 

. dilemma/,by examining his cu~turaJ. :milieu, the New ,York" and 
"\ " 

Paris art scenès, and the second:'ary artist-cnaracters Y(ho 

,inhabit them~~ It is this welter of detai·l which gi,ves ,The 

Recogni tions i ts topical and satiric impact. Then focus will 

shi:f't to the main ,artis~-cha.racters whose ~deas and ac-tions 

constitutè the" central forum oï the novel. 

We turn first to the novel's urban"scenes, the different 

yet fundamentaJ.ly similar worlds of Paris and New York. Gaddis 

debunks the so-çalled Old World culture before he exposes the 

feverish vacancy of the New~ 'It would seem that Gaddis shares a 

CQmmon attitude of his time that France could no lo~ger live up 
1 

to ~.~s reputation as cultural model for America (cf'. Ch. i). 

Paris is introduced wi th a parody of' Shakespeare' s description, 

of the aging e~eopatra: liParis lay by like a promise accom": 

plished, '. age had not wi thered her, nor custom staled her infini te 

vulgari ty. tt 3 Parisians have established the monetary p~ioe of 

everything, in the process levelling art to a vulgar stanqard. , 
. / 

The. French, considering thems~lves ar1:1i ters of lforl.d cu~ure, 

judge even counterfei t art ~riginal if i t is produ~ed ft F~~ce. 
Most gullible to French cultural hegemony are the feckless 

Americans. The f~llowing_scathing narrati~e comment makes 

clear that Americans çontinue to respeot French culture while' 

denying the rea~ ty of their owni. 

Before their LAmericans~7 dis~acement ;:from 
nature. ba:f'fled by th~ grande r of thel:r own 
culture .which they could nct d fine. and so 
believed did not exis~ these transatlantio 
vi si tors had learned to admire in this neatly 
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parceled definition of civiliza~ion the 
tyrannous pretension of many founded upon 
the rebellious ef'for,ts of a few, the osten
tation of thousands presumed upon the 
strength of' a dozen.... (73) \ 

64 

'Gaddis condemns 'French culture for p~rpetrating "grounds for 

vanity of language ••• ~p~rci~ious posturing of intellect ••• in

soIent arbi tration of taste •• • Lang dogmata of excellence" (73). 

Paris affects Americans in such a way that they become passive 

observers of/a culture which excludes them, becau,se everywhere 

there is the illusion of completion. "From the intractable 

perfection of the erepuseulous Île de Fr~ee ••• ta the static 

depravity of the Grands Boulevards, it was unimpeachables in • 

superficiating this perfection, it absorbed the beholder and 

shut out the creators 
/ / 

no more eould it have imitation than a 

mermaid ••• " (73). _ 

Pal\~s becomes synonymo~s with the word "art" ·which, like 

te love, li has long sinee ceased ta Mean anything legi t~mate. The 
. -\ 

narratJ.v~ catalogue's instanèes of artistic .. sacrilege," ma.)ting 
, \ ~ , " 

a case f~r the accusation that in this culture "pic~ures are 

bullfon',) (81). Art has been bartered for money the way love has 

been sold through pros~itution. E}'addis extends the metaphor of 
"i 

,_ ' prostitution' 't9 encompass both art and lova. Paris ia full of 

'" people who ~e willing to ~raffic with and undercu~ 'the value of 
) 

art and love. 
\ '. 

The narrative gives no quarter to innocence or 

spontaneity;. even the simple grace of' a man sitting\beside the 

Seine with his lover turns vulgar when the narrative undercuts 
Jo 

,\the scene by showing the man' s repeated "delicate" nosepicking 

(83-85) • 
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Paris presents an alluring façade for naive Americans, but 
4 no chance for growth. To take Paris seriously is to bank on 

/ 
illusion, as even the brokenoMr. Feddle seems to recognize when 

he quotes from Dostoyevski' s The Idiot, "'We,' ve had enough of , 
fo~lowing our whims; i t' s time to be reasonable. And all thls, 

all \this life abroad, and this Eur~pe of yours is aIl a fantasy • 

Remember my words, you~ll see it for yourselflll (l,OQO-l,OOl)! 
" ~ 

This quotation prefaqes the final Paris section. Clearly the 
<II 

Greenwich Village art crowd that has migrated to Laft Bank 
~ , 

Cafés has not heeded Feddle" s warning. 

The only wise reaction to French cultural hegemony seems 

(to, be re j ecU on. 

~end of the first 

decision to leave 

a solution sought by the youthful Wya~t at the 

Paris scene. The narrative compares his v 

Paris with Raymond Lully's rejec~ion five 

centuries earlier o~ diseased'love symbolized by a beautiful 

woman r,avaged by' cancer (86). 
\' 

The success of Wyatt·s escape 

from the diseased culture can only be determined by examiping 

the culture to which he returns. 

The attractiveness of Paris culture is only a gaudy veneer 

over its corruption. No such superficial beauty characterizes' 

Gàddis' descript~ons of ~ew York. If P~is turns théJVisitor 

passive with ixs illusion ,of cultural completion, New York 
1),. .. 

stupefies its inh~bitants with its'assaults on their senses. 

The sustaining forces' of love and religious belief have long 

sinee been given over to, the t'ranscending value of money. In 

,. 

, the fOllowing description; Gaddl.s indica~es' that New, York' s'' 

population has repressed~th~need,for love in exchange for the 
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more controllable monetary equi val~ht, an exchange which , \ 

Protestantism inadvertently sanctioned. Gaddis refera to-the 

early Christian scholar and proto-!rian ~hinker, Orige~, to 

heighten his parody of modern self-denial~/and of the deba~ipg 

of the hUman spirit before commerce: 

So weIl had Origen succeeded Lillegedly castra
ting himself for Go~, sowing his field without 
a seed, that the bonspiracy conceived in light. 
born, bred in darkness, and harassed to maturity 

~ in dubious death and rapturous martyrdom, con
tinued. Miserere nobis, said the mitred lips. 
Vae victis, the statistièalheart. 

/ Tragedy was foresworn, in the ritual deDial of 
the ripe knowledge that we are drawing away from 
one another, that we share only one thing, share 
the fear of belonging to another, or to others, 
or to God~ love ormoney tender eq~ated in adver
tising and'the world, where only mo~y is currency, 
and uftder dead trees and brittle orn ents prehen-. 
sile hands exchange forgeries of what ~he ~eart dare 
not surrender. S' ' -

Ber~f1f of love, New YÔrk'.s population composes a kind of "naked 

city." The following passage is ,reminiscent of The Waste Land'. 

"Faith is not pampered, nor hope encouraged; there is no place 

to lay one's eXhaustion; but instead pinnacles skewer it undi's

gui sed against vacancy." 6 

~he environment in which human faith withe~s is depicteq 

" ,as a milieu at war with itself. In his imagery, Gaddis anthro-
1 

pomorphizes the conflict as a battle of the sexes. The 

masculine sky threat~ns but does not subdJe "mother" earth and 

her "son," the ci t:y, a~ the two conspire to usurp the father' s 

power.? New York, the "Titanic capital," seems to gain nourish-. ' 

ment from its own polluted, cacophonous atmosphere. Only those 

humans'who have grown up with this filth can survive on its 
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pollutants, like cockroaches. Otto is such an inhabitant, 

" ••• his faculties 'so highly ~ivilized~t he seemed not te 

notice the billions o~ particles swirling around him, seem'd 

not te not~ce the flashing of lights, the clangor of steel in 
" 

conf'lict, the shouts" and the words' spoken, timorous. timerar

ious, eructations of slate-coloured lungs, seemed to acknowledge 

nothing but his own purpose ••• " (229). 

The urban population is passive, bereft of vital free will. 
--. 

People do not act so much.as ~hey are acted upon. "Ihtent on 

immediacies, JI they are unconscious o'f their predicament •. Gaddis 

des,cribes these citizens as inanimate objects, driven by the 

mechanisms of urban economy. The homeward flow of office 

workers becomes an extended monetary metaphorz . " 

Each minute and each cubic inch was hurled against 
that future as inevitable as the past, coined upon 
eight million counterfeits who mQved with the 
plumbihg weight of lead coated with the frenzied 
hope of quicksilver. protecting at every pass the 
cherished falsity of their milled edges againat 
the threat of hardness in their neighbors as they 
were rung together, fallen from the Hand they 
feared but could no longer name, upon the pitiless 
table stretching aIl about them, tumbling there in 
aIl the desperate variety of which counterfeit is 
'capable, from;ne perfect alloy recast under the 
thuddr~ness of lead and the thinly coated 
bri ttle terror of gl'a,ss. (303) 

Thoae individuals who do exercise their originalit~, who 

separ-ate themselves from this vacant flow of "button beings" 
. 

face a ditficult life. Some, like Anselm. become war~ed by 

- \ 

their vision of the world and turn their need for love'into 

perverse out~. Other ~ensitive souls like Esme do not sur

vive. Esme literaIIy cannot "stomach" modern urban life. 8 
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Like thè perpetuaI conflict of inanimate lj"fe in the city, 

the firmament too is out of harmony. Most of the outdoor scenes 

take place in inclement weather (438-440), and at night.' As 

will be explained later in th~s chapter, the night is associa-.. 
ted with the unconscious. It is during such periods that the 

moon. a femi~ine symbol, appears thr~atened, shrunken by the 

doirigs on earth, as if this feminine image could no longer 

brook the masculine violatiQns to which she must bear nocturnal 
, , 

/ 

witness. 9 Equally unsettling is the unbroken vacancy of 
, " / 

"another blue day" of sunshine, which hints at a kind of cosmi~ 

stasia. The narrative denounces the animated inanimate of 

mechanized city life exemplified by feverishly flicking night 
1 

,. 
lights and street signs indicating the mechancial control of 

1 

human activity (162-63,690). Gaddis implies that it is part of 
, . 

human responsibility to take back control over one's life, to 

exercise free will. At the same time, the desire to 

reali ty through art ean threat.::tqery process of 

growth, as Wyatt learns. 

control 

artistic 
" 

The New York art scene is the most obvious example of a 

milieu which substitutes artifice and control for truth and 

spontaneity. Gaddis repeatedly introduces images of the hot

house, an unnatural, over~uitivJted milieu in which creative 

fruits tend to rot (217,'65l~ 662). A highly visible part of 
1 . 0 

this scene is the camp culture of the ho~osexual population 

which.Gaddis describesras the height of decadent masquerade. IO 

Café and party chatter, echoea jokes and phrases from the Paris 
\ 

scener but instead of lending a sense of shared experience and 

\ 
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- common values, this r~petition weaves a pattern of monotony 
, 

and homogeneity, a turning in ot events on themselves. 

New York is rite with the consequences of commerciallzéd 
1 

art. Art becomes an item to consume in order to oincrease one'e 

~tatus.\ DiYalogile and narrative combine to show thé /~ower of 

American "ma~s" culture to a:sslmilat~ art and turn 1. t into 

crassness and profit. Otto's father, Mr. Pivner, the passive 

consumer par excellence, reads an aqvertisement claim.ing _to . 
\ 

\ \ 

provide the novice wi th "ghost artists" l "WE PAINT IT YOU SIGN 

IT WHY NOT GIVE AN EXHIBITION" (791). The advertisement shows 

that American, capitalism'plays on people's desire for "re 

tion" wi thout effort. Another advertisement maltes the ca: 

even clearera "If you can count, you can p~nt ••. 1f (610) 

Gaddis' outrage at the "mechanization of· art" is given 1er 

vent in hi's second novel, JR, where, a~ we Slhall see, mechani

zation ls linked to the destruction of human communication. In 

The Reëognitions, the debasement of artistic principles results 

from the introduction of the profit motive into art. 

Gaddis indicates that it is not always éasy to distinguish 

between true, and false artistic ideas, a~well as ~inish~d 
products. Artf.stic intention makes the differenée between what 

/ -

Wyatt means by the "invisi'ble" artist and what the newspaper 

means by "ghost artists," as will be shown. Even the Most 
'.,.. 

inviola121e_ideas--and Wyatt', s ideas are just these--can be 

mouthed by pseudo-aesthetes. Wyatt's carefully phrased theory 
.' 

of "disci,plined -nostalgia" (46) turns up in the mouth of the 

stock Englishman, the Bri-tish RA, who attends Brown' s party for 
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art patrons. Amid drunken conversation, the RA claims that his 

own early art work is "disciplined nostalgia for things l umm \ 

••• might have done" (715). Gaddis,implies that there is 

nothing new under the sun of modern culture. At ,the same time, 

he calls into question the distinction between Wyatt's ~d,the 

RAis idsas. If a fool and an intelligent person say the same 
, \-,' , / 

thing, wherein lies the diiterenc~? Gaddis i~plies that in 

this world of interchangeable parts, where originality is , 

rarely possible, the difference between the real and the fraudu-
" 

lent lies in the individual's intenti9n. Hence, forgery can 

have i ts own integri ty, as Wyatt and Mr.' Feddle know, depending 
" ~ 

only oh the forger's approach to his work. 

Gaddis question~ the intentions not only of vulgarians and 

snobs but also of effete connoisseurs. Even more diabol19a. 

thah Recktall Brown's activities as a trafficker in art fakes 

is the cynical attitude of his partner, Basil Valentine, who 

believes that art should be kept out of reach.of ordinary pe~ple. 

Valentine sees Brown's work as a r,ealistic pursuit. ~e tells 

an incredulous 'Wyatt, "LBrowrY' does not understand reality 

.. . {Jlil is reaÜ.ty ••. ", (262). According to Gaddis, Brown' s 

cynicism is no worse than Valent~ne's belief1 that people are 

incapable of appreciating beauty C3J7). Crassness and effete

ness are just two aspects of the same cynicism. Like Brown, 

Valentine wants to cpntrol the effect of art by substituting 

frauds in place of originals, ~s he tell~ Esmel 

••• because any sanctuary of power ••• protects 
beautiful things. To keep people ••• to control 
people, to_give'them something ••• anything cheap 
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that will satisfy them at the moment, to keep 
them away from beau~iful things, to keep them 
where their hands can't touch beauti~ul things 
•••• Because there are so few ••• there is so 
little beauty ••• that to preserve them •••• (986) . .. 

Esme' s .ques;tion, ".\ •. but to make InDre ••• beautiful things?" 
" 

goes unheard. According to GaddifJf the artist (,and presumably 

the cri tic) must have the strength ta ~ccept a sense of métier 
\ ' 

that eschews these effete and vulgar views. An exam1na~ion 
\ 

of cri tics and artists in The Recogni~ions as they struggle 

\ between the Scylla and Charybdis of artistic bad faith will' 

further explain the nature of·their dilemmas. 

As a novel about the ques~for personal enlightenment 

through art, The Recognitions contains conflicting signposts," 
. 

rough moral escapades, and wrong intellectual turns along ~he 
, , 

way. Although some characters are more sensitive than others, 

none are wi thout flaws and all are vital for an understanding of 

the cultural climate of the novel. Max, for example, illustratks 

commercial artistic success through cynicism. The narrative 

introduces him as a fraud"with intelligence. Even the preten

tious otto is made uncomfortable by Max's ease. as the following 

pass~ge shows, 

The unconscionable ~ile, Otto remembered unpleas
antly, not a smile-to make one teel cheerful in its ~ 

... presence., •.• Rather i U. intimation was :t;hat the 
wearer knew aIl the diâmal secrets of some evil 
jungle whence he had:"'a-ust come •••• It was a smile 
that had eneouraged Many to devote confidences •••• 
-He deal t largely in facts, knowi'ng for instance 
that Most Hawaiian grass skirts are made in Swit~er
land, that Scottish Border ballads originated in 
the Pacifie islands.... (204-20~L -

That Max spouts tacts and intellectual glosses on other people's 

. . 
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proclema does not earn him narrative respect. Once again 

Gaddis 8eems to be undercutting some seriously advanc~d ideas 

by having Max mention, for example, Frazer's theory of the 

, connection between religion 'and ritual (571), a theory which the 

narrative takes up seriously elsewhere. ll However, this 

"blasphemy" is another demonstration that~i. as are public 

domain. Keen intellects may inherit these ideas, but unless 
.: 

they.embrace them with integrity, they are frauds. Max is such 

a f~aud: a con man who grasps facts but believes nothing. Max 

understands and uses the "fetid jungle," the entropie hot house 

atmosphere of the New York art world. ije is up-to-date, "~ 

parody on the moment" (560). An entreprepeur of fad~, Max 

changes ~étier (from paintihg to novel writing) to suit the art 

market (484). He is G:addis' parody of the modern Renaissance 

man whose ostensibly broad l~arning is really just the gl~~ing 
1:_~ ~ ... 

'of fragments. He chooses insti tutionalized means to underst8.!ld 

his friends, spouting psychoanalytical terms to explain their _ 

difficulties instead of offering compassiohate help (488..). The 
- \ 

ultimate cyni,c, Max defends his own plagiarism -with cool practi-

cali ty. During a bi str'o argument wi th Stanley and Otto, Max 

tries to convince them that art forgery is justified because it -

sa~ifies the demands of the art market for more paintings. 

Ironically, the paintings in question are those Wyatt has forged. 

Max' argues, 

\ / 

What's the difference? •• Authorized paintings by , ~
Dierick Bouts? •• Who authorizesthem. Somebody 
saya, One wishes ,there were more stories by Conan 
Doyle, somebody else wishes there were -more paint
ings by ••• van der Goes. So, after a caref~l study 

.' 
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of the early Flemish painter's technique: ••• 
What's the difference? You fake a Durer by 
taking the face from one and·turning it 
around, the beard from another •••• 
--But only on the surface, Stanley said. 
--On thé surface~ How much deeper do people 

go? The people who buy them •••. Is there 
something diabolic about bringing Sherlock 
Holmes back to life? ~ (494) 

73 

Max's argument wo~ld at first seem similar to Wyatt's own 

ju~tification for forgery, evi,dence that Gaddis might subvert~ 
-.,. 

tl?-e ideas of his most\promine~t artiste 
\ 

But on closer examina-

, tion there is a crucial difference between the two artists' 
, 

. _ intentions: Max justifies forgery as;a means to sa:tisfy the 

'demands of a superficial art market; Wyatt has purer artistic 

impulses, as will be shown. That Max's art interests really pene-
, 

trate no further than h~s wallet becomes clear.when, towards 

.the novel's end, he is reported to have paid off a Paris 

critic in return for a favorable rev~ew of his art show, a 

practice which· . Wyatt refused to accept earlier in his career 

(l, oo:n.~. 

Max is associated w\th the perversion of the intellect 

and the denial of the spirit. IStanleYalludes ,to Max' s dia

bolical aspect as he points towards the former' s disappearan-ee 

into' th'é SUbw~ and says, ft ••• he 1 s gone. d.Owrl there" (496). 

Max disbelieyes in sin, God,the devil. He taunts Stanley for 

his religiousne~ss and Otto' for his gullibi.!+ ty, in the process 

making these two characters seem more humane. 

( Like MaX, the cri tic ,in the green wO'ol shirt is another 

d~izen of the New York art world whose success is based on 

false intentions. The reader receives no indication ~hat this 
./ ~ 

\character should be seen in terms 'other than those in which 
\ 
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Anselm, the feverish ascetic, describes him. _ Anselm points him 

out to an incredulous otto 1 
, 1 ~~ 

\ , 
\ 

( 

i "\.. \_" 

Sorne half-ass critic, ••. a three~time psychoaoa
loser •••• Wi th his fake conversiol'L.to 'J;he Church. 
You remember that littl~ tiny girl that used to be 
around? .•• He use!i to take her home and ~ress her 
in little girl's clothes and rape her. l 

The critic's masturbatory sexual experience with Esther ~pplies 

further evidence of his perversions (685). "Benny, li'ke Anselm, 

.another_~ensitive failure, condemna the critic for,his 

ina(bi-,:tlty to'""recogni~ze" another artist' s work (64)-646). 

Finally the critic becomes Gaddis' personal antagonist: the 

critic makes an appearance in a tallor sh~p, pants down,\next 

to an anonymous poet. The two men discuss their reading 

matter: a large red-and-black covered novel resembling ~ 

Recognitidns. Neither of them intends to read it, but both of 

them will pass judgement on it in their various art circles. 
\ 

'1'he cri tic shows himself not only lackin~'-ln intellectual\ 
\\ 

," _,::.-integri ty, but in compassion. He leaves th~ tailor shop and 
~ ..... ...! __ ,~ __ ... • Ql / 

,- inadvertently meets Mr. Feddl_~. the kindl~ ~~_~en~_~ic ,who amuses 

himself by'autographing li terary~sterPiecJ'~:,=He is carrying 

The Idiot, as weIl as Anselm' s new ~ions, both, of which he 

claims to have written. Outraged, the cri tic refuses to under~ 
, 
1 ~ , 

sfand Feddle' s ~annlessly absurd self-vindicationr i t strlkes :, 
"1 100 close to the abrurdity of the critic's own judgements. 

,~eddle looks after the cri tic and quotes a relevant line from 

" . 
1 . 
1 
~ 
~ 
'j 

1 
/ 

l 

1 
" 1 

jnostoyevSld, '" nid y~u imagine that l did not foreseiall this '. 

, hatred~ (I,OOO)! 
1 \ 

Of central importance to the novel as a forum on art are 
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the three wou~d-be artiste. Otto. stanley anq Wyatt. Their 

ideas compose the central~o~Plex of Gaddis' artistic ar~ents, 
Otto. the least successfu~of the three artists,-has the worst 

, 

artistic (and personal) intentions. He is all pretense. Like 

his name, -which is reversible, otto becomes a mirror image of 

hi's times. The narrative alludes ta his Prufrockian charâctèr 

(182, 476. 541). He ia obsessed wi th being what he thinks, 
o . 

others find acceptable; thus, he succeeds 'only in being a 

chameleon. The narrative revéals, the pretension to elegance, 

romanc~ and action which underlies ot~o's travel plans. his 
, , . 

behavior, dress and even his facial expression. He fools no 

one but himself. He 'carries around Ms unfinished plSy, fi t

tingly ti tled The Vani ty of Time which is culled from the 

ci,onversation he hears in cafés. Because he lacks a moral or 

intellectual center, his work. like his ~&rsonali~. ia frag

mented. In fact, otto lives as if he were acting. When not 
\ 
\-

" J-

obaerved. his t'eatures are vacant (657). Feasley says he is a 
, 

reproduction of something that never existed (492). Esme claims 

t,hat he ia a victim of his own observations (479). Lacldng 
" identi ty, .otto i s at the mercy of contingency, much as hi s 

father, Mr. Pivner, becomes the victim of his own ha1:f-grasped 
. -, 

idea~. Mr. Pivner. pathetically believes .in Dale Carnegie' s 
\ 

formula for persona! success, How to Win Friends and Inf1uence 

People (532). His attempts to practice this plan b~ctfire when 

his attempt at friendlY'conversation on a bus leads to his 

being accused of making a nomasexual advance (S,8). Like his 
\ 

father, otto tries to put his postures into action. He pretends 
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j 
that he is affluent and successful in his work and with women. 

He ia undercut on all three co~tss he iS,accuaed of pla~iari~; ~ 

his'friends borrow his money and he finally becomes the inadvertent 
,c 

carrier fo~.5inniaterra's counterfeit mon~y; and he is re-

peatedly accused of b,ing "a fag" who is terrified of women. 
\ 

When father and son attempt to meet, their contingent worlds 

o \ breed a kind of slap-stick chaos which results in Mr. Plvner's 

hospitalization anq otto's arrest (539-540). That they are the 

- victims of their own delusions does not qualify them for narra

tive compassion. Ga'1id1'~ does not wi thhold cri ticism of those 

individuals who fail to thi.nk and act with intègrity. 

. " otto may lack control over his life, but ~e ov~r-controls 
\ 

personal relationships by refusing to give love while offering . ~ 

, 
a pretense of his plaintive tieed for it. In simplet: terms, he 

(-

is insincere; his words are belied by his actions. ~his dis-

ra junction appears most damning when, in ~s final scene wi th 

~sme, otto makes,a passionate case for the necessity of belief 
Q. . 

in "thin.g's" while re'.fusing to believe l4' the r~latioriship he È . 
claims to" want with Esme. He pleads, "It·~ as though when you 

lose someone~ .• then you lose contact with everything ••• and 
\ 

, 
nobody ••• and nothing is r'e.al any more" (515). The narrative 
, J ' 

, 0 descri bes Esme' s rej ection of 9tto and' his reacti0ll. in mone- / 
/ - Q f' , 

_~" tary metaphor. S~e slips ,between, his fingers like loo,se change;' 

'F,or his ':par\, Otto has "hoarded'" hfs feelingss 

\ 

" , > 

He stood before ,her as he had ,stood on. the dock' 
befo~e the glare of that'w~ite fruit boat; ànd 
as he had count'ed out change for -the beggar in '1' 

whose face he ~-aw no beau-ty ••• he- 'compuyed his 
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emotions, reckoning 
'" and how much retain 

When he moves to embl'Sce Esme, 

how much he could spâre, 
for~ himself. (515-516),. 

his bogus siing falls off; he 

/ 

'literally drops his pretense. But it is too late for honesty. 

Esme walks out ot hi s lite and otto i s left " ••• looking bey~nd 

her, so quickly gathering up all that he had almost lost" (516). 

As the novel· progresses; Otto gains belated self'-awareness.J 

He 'expliins to Wyatt's~x-w~fe Esther that he mistrusts even 

himself, that he does, not know his own feelings, and that as an 

\artist he cannot "produce the goldtl 
1 

\ 

,r" 

Do you think' i t' s you LËsthW l mistrust? •• 
if l didn' t trust you then, l mean mistrust 
you, then, l wouldn't have learned to mis
trust myself ••.• And this ••• mess, ransacking 
this mess looking for your own feelings and 
trying to rescue them but i t' s too late, you 
can't even recognize them ••• because they've 
been spent everywhere and, vulgariz€d and ex
ploited and wasted and spent wherever we could, 
they keep demanding and you keep paying and you 
can't ••• and then all of a sudde~ somebody asks 
you to pay in gold and you can't. (663-664) 

That Gaddis condemns l'otto to be ~ absurd fragment of his own-' 

f'antasy shows jMst how much the novelist believes in the neces

sity of action. Wh~t form this action should take remains to 

be explored in the navel's more complex /artist-charactere. 

As has' been showp,. Otto ie not on -any one (path· of his own 

conscious choice; pather, he wanders in the maze of modern 
'" 

trends, f'ollowing one influence only to jump to another. In, 
/ 

the end he gets nowhere. Stanley., on the other hand, pursuee 
p 

, 
his.goal--the comp~etion of his organ piece--with a eingle-

" -minded drive. Gaddis may have intended a parody of Eliot' s. 

later,orthodoXy in St~ey's retreat into Catholicism. He 
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lives alone. celibate, repulsing the romantic advances of 
~, 

various women; all the while professing that art i tself should 

be a work of love (495). Unlike,otto or Wyatt, Stanley does 
1 

manage.,to complete thi s work, but its début coincides with his . 
death. He is li terally destroyed not by nis artwork but by 

, 
lffe, "-his attitude to itl he makes art take the place of ln the 

process disregar'ding his own and other people's needs. In his 

life and art theo~ies, Stanley represents th~ error of a Pfrtt

cular path: that of the ascetic aesthete. 

Gaddis takes issue, however, n~~ with Stanley's percep-

-tions but wi th his solutions. The narrative describes his 

loathing for the makeshift in culturel 

" 

, , 

Stanley 

Everything wore out. What was more, he li ved 
in a land where everything was calculated to 
wear out, made from design to substance wi th~ 
only its wearing out and repl,cement in view •..• 
But theré was~more to it th~ gross tyranny of 
busineSS ent~prise; and ad~~rtising •••• only a 
symptom of ~é great disease,'7this plagl,le of 
newness... (342-4)) . r ' ---~ • 

. "-'-",-

you wonder why ••. everything i s nega-
,-

/ 

ti ve? ••• Why just exact the things that'used ta be tbe ,aspira-
- . 

tions of life •••• have become the tolls .••• Everyt~ing's sort of 
" J 

J , 

contracepti ve ••• " (488). He could be despribing his own de-

lusions abotit religion when he says that "Gad has become a . 
. \ 

sentimental theatrical figure in our li terature ••• used to throw' 
, t 

people in novels in a turmoil ••. " (488). Stanley hopes that 

Catholicism will set at bay the .. culture which surrounds him. 
~ 

As a sign of hi s' religious f$ith he will create approximations 

of the church music by Bach ànd Palestrina ()4.5). According 
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to Stanley, these arti sts ",' •.. to~ched the origin of' d'esign wi th 

recogni tion" (345). Howeven Stanley' s emulation of' early , 
religious art dôes not furnish a ~olution to his alienated life. 

FinallYJ he explains l,amely to his fri~nds. that he wants to 
/ 

establi.sh a c,reed which he and others will follow (491). When 

the world proves too varie'd, tào threâtening, he retreats into 

religious dogma~ He "'believes thât, human beings have fallen 

through original sin. Because guilt indicates awareness of this 

condi tion i t is a quali ty to develop. Suffering is the appropriate 
-~---' 

condition for those ~no sense their guilt. a kind of' self-vin

diéation thro~gh passive acceptance of pain (564-5). In the 

world' of The Recognitions, suffering has become a fashionable 

way to'" express one" s powerlessness against the forces of modern 

life. Many less sincere characters than Stanley exploit suffer

ing as a personal stane e for themsel ves. 13 " Anselm,' who has 

1 developed suffering into a one-man bistro show, knows that in a 

::r::~::~~~~e::::::~als:::::s~h::ea:::::d:si~n~:::i~::::. 
you suffer and it doesn't mean"a GOd-d4d thing, 
it doesn't, fit anywhere. You can stand any suffer
ing if it' means something ••.• The only time suffering' s 

, unbearable ié when i t' s meani~lesB. (,65) 

As Anselm implies J' Stanley' s suffering leads nowhere because i t 

has no context. 

In addition to developing a negative stance towards the 

world J Stanley's Church-fixated art theory emphasizes reprea

sion rather than creativity. This repression may be a react~on 

to Stanley's sense that modern life ia dominated by scientific 
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po si ti vi sm whi ch l eads to wha t h ~ t erms "the self-suffi ci ency 

of fragnients" (640-658). Because thère exista no belief in 

guiding l~wa, Stanley proposes that art must rediscover its 

creative~force within religious dogma (659). Th~re is some

thing puritanical in Stanley's religious aesthetic. Like 

Wyatt's Aunt May, he feels tha~ art must not dare to be "self-

sufficient" or origin~, but must mir~or ~ higher reality. 

ParadoxicaUy, Stanley both desires and demes that art coUld 

pér~orm a function similar to religion when he says~ 

When art tries to b~ a religion in itself ••• a 
religion of perfect l form and bea4ti. but then 
there it is all alone, not unitirlg people,not ••• 
like the Church does but, look f! the gulf be
tween people and modern art •••• 

,Again, Stanley' s ideas are vali<\- but he cannot incorporate 

them into his life in a hu~an w~ The contjit of this speech 

is a case in point. Stanley speaks to an enamoured Agnes 

'Deigh about the need for a humanized art while he is~blind to 

his own need for human communication. Agnes Deigh tri~s to 

appeal tO,his affections, but,the two ~e clearly speaking of 

different kinds of closeness. She pleadsl 

--And every time people meet, they s~em to just ~-
~t a little further away from each other. ;-
LStanley replie~--These gulfs everywhere between 
everything and everybody ••• --it's,this fallac~ 
of originality, of self-sufficiency. And in att, 
e'(en art ••• i t i sn' t for love of the thinr-i tself > 

,that an artist works, but so that through it he's 
expressing love for something higher, because 
tpat's the only place art is really iree, serving 
something higher than itself, -like us, like we 
are •• ~ • (674-67.5) 

Al though Stanl,ey' s perceptions go wi thout direct narrative 
. 

cri ticism, his religious \solutions to "fr.entation" are 
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attacked by other characters. 

delusions about love and art. 

Anselm is repulsed by Stanley' s 

••• you LStanleil go arounâ accusing people of 
refusing to humble themselves an,d submi t to' 
the love ()<f Christ and you' re tne one.-....... who 
refuses love •. :who can't, face it ••• right here 
in this God-damned world where you are •••• (678) 

Stanley's obsessive transference of all human feelings from 
~ 

life onto art echoes Wyatt's impulses. Like Wyatt, Stanley 

wants to cre~te an ency;~~pedic work of art 'which will contain 
" 

the totality of his life's expression (639). Like Wyatt, he 

fears "the melancholy of things completed" which will accompany 

that finlshed work (639). 
" 

But while Wyatt undergoes a liber-

ating transformation, Stanley becomes increasingly entrapped 

within his work until it lit~rally entombs him (346). Stanley 

never learns that art becomes another deterministic device if 

it is seën as a contror over, rather than a liberator of, 
'" 

consciousness. 

S,tanley' s trip to Rome wi th Esme provides the grin:t finale 

to his religious and artistic delu~ions. On shipboard, his 
, 

attempted seduction of Esme shatters, his fragile sense of 
'b 

arder. (Apparently his art work of "love" cannot coexist wi th 

seJèl.tali ty. ) On the "morning after." he awakes, peers at hi s 

untranscribed music score, and ~hinks "anathema," then rushes 

up to the ship's rail~ng in a suicide attempt (891). To his 

fevered eyes, the ocean represents a universe ,of undifferentia

ted matter into which he longs to plunge, like Melvi11e~s 

, y 

watchman from the mast-head, but out of repulsion and despair 

rathe~ than desire to unite with the universe. 15 Nor surprisingly, 
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Stanley lacks the will to suicide and collapses into \ 

hallucinations. 
~ ..t'l" l' 

Once Stanley reaches Rome, hi s religious illusions are 

82 

shattered by Agnes Dei~'s mother. Her fetishistic Catholicism 
, -------..., 

wi th i ts undercurrent of lust forces Stanley to doubt the -0. ____ .. , 
reali ty of his fai th. "Everything is in pie~es, If he repeats ~, 

in bewilderment (989). In a last ditch attempt to gain the 

love he has for so long denied himself, he lies to Mrs. Deigh 

that Esme is pregnènt and that he will marry her. But-his 

conv.ersion to the world is too late. Esme di,es and"~ dis

tracted Stanley seeks the, aid of Father Martin.' The' priest 

recognizes that Stanley's delusions have taken him beY~rd the 
\ 

reach of love. He suggests·the solution for weakene~ spirits 
- , 

similar to that recommended by the p~chiatrist in ~.S. \Eliot's 
\ 

The Cocktail Œarty. He urges Stanley to take up his mét~er as 

~ partial replac.ement for action. Father Martin' s words \are 

,almost those of Eliot' s R~illy when the pries't says to S~~e'yi 
',. \ . 

--We live in ~ world where tirst-hand exper~ence\ 
is daily more di·fficult to reach,' and if you \ 
rea!ch i t through your work, perhaps you are not \1 

. fqrtunate the way most people would be fortunate.\, 
But there are things l shall not try to tell you.i6 
You will learn them for yourself if you go, on .••• ' 

The narrative adds a touch of merciless irony as it shows 
o 

,Stanley emasculated by his religious obse~sion, clutching his 
- / 

extr~cted toot~with tonsured head and suit moth-eaten at th~ 

\crotch (1020). 

Most damning·to Stanley's stature.ia the similarity 

between his a.eath and that of the pathetic aléoholico Arny Munk 

, 

\ 

, 
i 
1 

, 
1 

1 
{ 

i 
1 

l' 
.1 
1 
J 
~ 
J 

.' . 
i 
, , 

r. 
'1 
~ 

''i 
" 
1 
\ 

.\ 

1 
1 
J 

.. 
, 

, 



( 

\ 
\ 

. 1 ,- < 

8) 

( 1006). Like Arny, Stanley: li terally cannot read .. the wri ting 

on the wall" of the Fenestruela cathedral that warns visitors 

that the cathedral's fragile masonry would not withstand the 
. 

vibrations dreated by a powerful' orgàn blast (1021). Stanley 

ends his life commi tted to his idea of art and careless of the 

fragile, ~tructures of t~e world. He wants the world to 

conform to his idea of it, and he' fails to take other realities 
D ~ ~ ~ 

l 

into account. It· remains to be seen how The Recognitions' 

main character, Wyatt, overcomes his tèndency, so like Stanley's, 
/ 

to- control reality by limiting his view of it. 

As has g,een shown, the artist is headed for self-delu~ion 
\ 

if, ~ike Otto, he mimics valuès in w~ich he does not believe, or 

if, like Stan+,ey, he attempts to create a hermeti'cally sealed 

value system which May enable him to order his art but- separates 

, him from real human connections. Wyatt faces. both dilemmas. 

Ee grows up in an atmosphere which stunts his emotional deve1op-. . 
ment and his creativity. wyatt·s format~ve years contai~ frag~ 

mentary images and ideas which will haunt him until he discovers 
- , 

a pep60nal resolution in Spain. Paradoxically, this resolution 

~nifies these formative fragments antl dispels their power; con-
• 

sequently, he is able to live freely for the first time. -As 

Otto's and Stanley's lives fragment under the pressure of their 

control, Wyatt's life develops towards an integrity that makes . 
L 

positive action possible. The key to Wyatt's transformation 'lies 

-in his discovery that love is a necessi ty of life, that i t in

volves "taking risks, daring to throw oneself into the world of 

contingency. Wyatt discovers that in losing control he gains a 
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mor~ profound integr~tion. This' discovery leads Wyat~ like Celia 
, 

of Eliot' s Cdcktail. Party, iWay from his métier into experience 

of the unkno-wn. Whether artlstic expression will enter this ne,w 

dimension oE his experience is unclear as the novel ends. If 

thi~ development sounds excessively abstract and unmotivated, 

an analysis of Wyat1ï' s formative influences will show that he 
"""1 

grows in a direction very much determined by the event's' 'of his 

past. l ? / 

Wyatt' s childhood i8 filled wi th exotic images, obscure, 
~ 

books, and equally obscure relative~ who, for various reasons, , 

deny him love." Young Wyatt' s cl:0sest f7"iend is (Ierakles. the 

bary ape which his father, Rev, çwyon, broughtl back from Spain 
18 / ~ -

sr hi s wife' s untimely death. That Wyatt actually feels 
, .' 

more affection for the beast, than for his 'fat er indicates " 

something of his alienation. In the normal 

events, Wyatt is exposed to ésot~ric questio s of early Church 
o 

doctrine such as the homoousian-homooisian stion of whether 

-' Christ and God are consti tuted of the sarne, f like sub

stance .• 1.9 This an9ient controversy Seems at first like a piece 

of .obscurantism until one recognizes that the question of the 

\ 

o relation between Christ and .~he :'fat~er" i s echoed in Wyatt' s 

question as :to his relation to his 'own "Lord," oThe narrative 

alludes to the similari ties between Wyatt' S' relati0!lship wi th 

his father and the mystic s~ruggle between Faust ~d the ~ord. 20 
,:\ 

Gwyon remains hidden from Wyatt when the boy comes ta him, seek-

irig forgi veness for a si\ll 'of which his Aunt May has accused "1 

h~m. The mini:;Jter' S own guilt over- his wif'e' s death ma$es him 
t 
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,inacce~sible to his son. This early experience of parental 

abandonment 'and lack of forgiveness leaves Wyatt with a name

less guilt and a feeling thatl.he lacks a moral guide. 
, 0 

The narrative implies that Wyatt ls ~ereft of true guides 

and nurturers, roles traditional~y played by fathers and mothers. 
~ , / 

, . 
Without these positive formative influences, Wyatt is morally 

and spiritually adrift. A fledgling art.ist, he exists as an ;1 
• - "1 

alienated fragment in a world of t'aIse values. Gaddi s' belie! 
\ 

in the primaI inf~uence of male and female figures in--'the llfe 

of the artist shows an indebtedness ta Robert Graves' T~White 

Goddess, a work which was an influence on his writing of ~ 

Recognitions. 21 Although many of his ideas vary from Gaddi' 

Graves' view of modern" America is similar to Gaddis·. vi . 

In the following passage~'Graves ~inks the rise of Puriw'~~~ 

the de cline of morali '0/ ~ and the belief in money as the supreme '1,4 

value: .. 

',/ 

Puritanism too~oot and flourished in America, 
and the doctrine of religious equalitarianism, 
which carried with it the right to independent 
thinking, turned in:to social equali tàrianism, 

," or demoçracy,' a theory which has since domina
ted Western civilization. We are now at 'the0 
stage where the common peo'ple of Christendom 
••• have grown sa proud that they are no longer 
content to be the hands and feet and trunk of 
the body p~litic,-but demand to be the intellect 
as well--or, as much intellect as is needed to 
satisfy their simple appetites. As·a result, 
aIl but a very few have discarded their relig
ious i'dealism, Roman Catholics as weIl as 
Protestants, and come to the pri vate conclusion 
that money, though the ~oot of all evil, ia the 
sole practical means 'Q~ expressing value or of 
determining social precedence; that Qcience ia 
the only accurate means of describing phenomenal 
and that a moralitY of common honesty is not -
relevant either to love~ war, business or poli~ 
tics •••• 22 ' 
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Graves- goes on to cri ticiz1tjjio'dern Christiani ty for denying the 

human need for a single central myth appealing ~o emotional 

and creative life. Although there is no evidence that Gaddis 

, follows Graves' belief in a specifically pre-Christj.an Mother

goddess whose role was usurped br a patriarchal Father-god, i t 

is nonetheless evident in' both Gaddts' novels that ch~acters~ 

need-but lack the belief in a nurturer and a guide symbolized 

by the mother and the tather. Without beliet in an inspiring 

female principle who embodies lov~ the artist lacks the confi

dence in life necessary to create, as will be shown (Ch. iii), 

By the same mythic,token, Gaddis believes that moral authorit.y 
/ "\ 

is embodied in the father figure, which is now also largely 

absent. Such a figure is responsible for transmitting morality 

by which the individua~ becomes self-determining and responsib~e. 

Because~wyon is morally aloof,·Wyatt's Aunt May takes 
, 1 

over as a constant moral presence" if not a moral guide. She 

oversees Wyatt's upbringing and is responsible for imbuing him 

with a sense of his oWn damnation. She explains to him that 

heroism is achieved through sàcrifi)ce to Bome,thing higher' than 

oneself. She denounces Wyatt's artwork aB an attempt to 

"falsify something -in the di vine order" (40). From Aunt May, 

Wyatt learns that preativi ty iB evil, that ~t must not
j 
'Beek 

originality. Thus she inadverten~ly drives Wyatt towards 

forgery. She also invalidates his halluci~ation of his dead 
~ \ 

mother, the first of many experiences th~t prove to Wyatt thât 
\ 

he does not perceive the world as otlB:-s do. May's influence 

shows i tself' w~ Wyatt takes up seventeenth-century Dutch_ 
-".~ , 
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painting techniques in Munich instead of working in a style of 

\ his OVIn. When he returns ta New York as a forger, Wyatt i s 
" 

c;arrying on May' s legacy of guilt which fuels his sense 0 
, J'r> 

personal damnation. 

Another personage injects a lighter influence into' 
, 

Wyatt's childhood: the eccentric Town Carpenter, Wyatt's 

grandfather. His name and exploits give him the stature of 

legendary everyman. The community labels him a\ holy fool,. a 
1\ 

Thoreauvian life-affirmer. 23 (Significantly, the only positive . , 

influence ln Wyatt' s background is also not taken seriously.) 

It i s the Town Carpenter who informs Wyatt about various mythiè 

t images such as the griffin' s egg and the Pasiphae story. It' 
\ 

,/ 

,is also the Town Carpenter who recognizes Wyatt' s heroie quali-

ties before the boy leaves home and later when he r~turns to 

"malte full pro of" of his artistic voca~ion. In addition, 
\ 

Wyatt's grandfather recognizes the Most significant charaeter-

istie ff his early painting, his interest'}n detail rather than 

harmony. Thi s eoncern for fragments at trie expense of harmoL 

nies becomes the cent~al moral issue of Wyatt's later work. 

'Wyatt is relatively'unmoved by his grandfather's personality, 
, . 

the effects of whieh-eme~~as he develops away from home. A 

more potent'inflùenee comes in the form of emblems of martyrdom . . 

and suffering. Wyatt's earliest reading matter, Fox's Book of 

Christian Martyrs. maltes the boy aeutely aware of the link betwéen 
~ 

moral stri~ing and suffering (32, 41, 39). This connection 
. Q 

forms part of Wyatt's artistic credo. Wyatt diseovers a vivid 

image of ~ffering in the Clementine mono~am of an anchor on a 
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tombstone .(34, 5ôl~~hich stands for the" story of a man" who 

--~-~~ 

: ·1 

8~ : 1 ,. , , 

descended through the celestial sea of air to f'ree,~ anchor 
----./' r l' 

1 which had caught on an earthly tombstone. He drowned in the 

process of descending. . This image of inverted drowning turns 

ea.rtFî' into, a terrain of suffering and the sensiti~e descending 

soul into a sufferer. Gwyon' s statue of the Spanish martyr, 

Clalla, presents another disturbing lcon of suffering. Wyatt 

becomes perversely fascinated wi th the mirrors set behind the 

figure to allow the viewer to see th,e wounds on i ts back (J3, 

J, 

. 3~. Morbid children' s rhymes and homilies contribute to Wyatt' s 
.. 

confu}~ion as to' whether the presen:t Dworld is good or èvil. He .. 
learns from Gwyon, that evil spirits dirty the p~ th to para~ se 

-

in q,rder to confuse mortals (34). From May, he learns rhymes 

about duplici ty- and sterili ty--the man of double deed who sowed 

his field wi thout a J3eed (35). 

Wyatt' s mysterious fever i~j~he mo~t transforming expérience 
----in "his early development, an( i ts mark persists in the greenish 

gleam of his eyes.· This illnfss aiters Wyatt' s perceptions 

and unsettles his.~ense of ~)ijective reality., When he awakes 

from delir!~~n~;nst~ consciousness and wi th i t, to the 
~- - , 

arbi trary fra.'gmented clock time as opposed to the undiffer-

'entiated flow of unc·on!d1~sness. He has been trained by Aunt 

May, t~ " ~ave'" clock ti~d to equate i t with somethin~ earned 

rather than wasted. Hi~~1hiri~ re~~als a deeper experience 
\ 

of time. which he loees when he returns to '''the world of 
/ 

consciousnesè,- reason, and daylight. He begins to sense a 

deeper irrational·.reali ty dif'ferent from that ordered flow of 
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daytime fragments. During his convalescence, Wyatt experiences 

the added confusion of the subjectivi ty of his waking percep-
- 1 

tions ~hen he discovers that the bedroom wal.~paper he had inter-

preted as doges faces~1s in fact a flower print which his 

grandfather--a fractious paper hanger a~ best--had reversed 

when he hung i t. 24 \ ," 

Wyatt' s changing awareness of perception and c'Onscious-

ness has an impact on his art work. He begins to associat,e 

unconsciousness w~ th night ~ and the irrationaJ.. Daytime. on the . 

other hand, holds undi:f'ferentiated re,a.li ty at bay behind 

arbitrar,y order. Wyatt has discovered that his'emotions, 

pat-ticularly his yearning for Camilla, are antithetical to the'-" 
, ~ 

rules of the daytime, rational world. Wyàtt. like M~lvillet s 

Pierre', lias tapped the myst~rious weIl of the -psyche (cf. Ch. i). 

Love and i ta losa be~ome assoc.iated wi th the nlghttime world 
b 

/ of chaos, a world which is both attractive and dangerous. The 

narratfve ~xPlains that w~att first interprets day and night as 

psychically ditferent during his convalescence, wheri he begin~ 
. \ 

to p8.l.nt '. ' . 

0{Xt 'dawri! af·ter 't'he, throbbing flow of the nfght 
was broken- by the" f~rst particles of lIgh~ ~n 
the sky, he o:f'ten pulled a blanket f'rom the bed _ and crept to the window, to si t there ••. unt.il 
the 'sun ••• rose, the unmeaaured hours of darkness 
slQwly shattered, rendered into a succession of 
pa.rtic~es passinf separateli' even as the· land
scape" separatednto tangf.b e ·identi-ties each 
aJ;lpraising .,i tsel! in static wi thdrawal uritil 
everything stbod out separate rrom the silent 
appraisals 'arounde it •••• He was most clear-headed, 
least f'ever~sh, in these early hours wheri, as 
unsympathetically -as the da,ylight, his own lJ,and
c.ould delineate< the reasonable crowded concei ta 
of separatio.n. 2.5 -{I:taJ.!cs .ine-.} 
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. 
At later points in the 'novel Gâddis returns to this depiction 

of' night and day, the irrational and the rational. In the New , 

England village where Rev. Gwyon will perform his'Mith~aic ~ 

sacrifice, "Daylight' s~ embrace" returns obJects t,p their 
, 
~';3eparate identi ties," thus rescuing the villagers from Il the 

throbbing harmonies of night," restoring propriety and reason' 
\ 

(747). Near the end of the novel the hack writer' Ludy is 

described as having: 

••• eyes as clear as the early sky itself, and 
features as reasonably detailed and separate 
as the illuminated composure of the lQ.Ildscape 
before him, where the world had emerged from 
the dangerously throbbing undelineated mass 
of the unconscious, to where everything was 
satisfactorily separated, out where it could 
al.l be treated reasonably (9.50). 

o 

According to Gaddis, the irrational element of reality corres

ponds to the human unconscious. Neither dimension can or should 

be controlled. 

, 'Wyatt is obsesséd wi th the irrational as much as he fears 

it, because he associates it with love and love's loss. In 
~ \ 

the following description, the moon is a powerful nocturnal 

evoc~tion of intimacy forWyatt,'much as it was for his father 
" 

after Camilla' s death: 

.Dnly once, going to the window before i t was 
light, he was stopped in his tracks by the 
horne9 hulk of the ~ld Moon hung alone in the 
sky, and this seemedto upset him a good deal, 
for he shivered and tried to leave it but 
could not, tried to see the time on the clock 
but could not, listened, and heard nothing, 
f'inally there was nothing for i t but to si t , 
bound in this intimacy which refused him,wait
ing,until the light came at last and obliterate.d 
it.26 (Italics mine.) 
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Wyatt' s fear of the Moon is linked to his fear of love' s loss 

or "intimacy which refused him," which he associates with the , 

mysterious death of his mother. He attempts to cO,ntrol these 

irrational fears and desires by not al1owin~ them en~ry into 

his artistic expression. Thus Wyatt concentrates on "de1ineat-
-

fJ.nJY' the reasonab1e crowded concei ts of' separation" rather than 
J 

expressing something "undifferentiated," chaotic' and threaten-
J 

ing. His copying of F1emish masterpieces enables l1im temporarily 

to 105'e himse1f in the expression of reasonab1e material enti ties 

and to repre\ss the thi'eat of love and love' s loss. 
, . 

Wyatt's formative art~stic experience e~os~s him to con-

flicting iqeas which contribute to fil.s artistic dilemma. H.e 

strugg1es with the dichotomy of c1assic and romantic ideas as . 
to whether ari ,hould be a spontaneous personal expression al;:' 

a reasonable brdered' pattern relating to a pre-existing ideal. 
, 1 

There is no easy resJ).ution to the question. From his father 
o 

he discovèrs the classic theory associated with ~raxiteles that 
, \ 

art is the uncovering of' ancient--perhaps eternal--forms. 27 
\ 

The narrative later attributes this concept to Zarathustra. 28 

There is an 'ambiguity to this idea, as there·are to Most of t~e 

-'novel' s theories. Ei ther art provid~s' thé consolation' of order 
\ , 

through the recognition of eternal forro, or i t hints at a 
\ ' 

static plenitude which the artist cannot~contribute to but on1y 
\ 

copy. Wyatt uses the Praxi telean ideal as justification for 
~ 

'-
not'finishing his work. Unlik~ Nietzsche's Zar~thustra, he ia 

unready ta free the "image sleeping in the "stone ,,29 He tells 
\ 

Gwyon (who urges him to complete th portrai t of li s mother in ~ 
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orde~exorcise her influence): 
1 , 

There's something apout a ••• an unfinished piece 
of work, a ••• a thin~ like this where ••• do yo~ 
see? Where perfect~on is still possible? Be
cause it's there, it's there aIl the time, all 
the time yau work trying tO"uncover it. (65) 

As fearful as he is of change, young ~yatt manages to 

bréak with<his past, even if he i6 not ready to embrace a 

future, when he rejects 1:is father's\ministerial profession. 

92 

His re+igious studies have intro~uced him ta the possibility 

of' free will and innate human goodness as alternatives to his . 
inheri ted Puri tan guilt. He discusses Pelagiahism wi th Gwyon 

~ 

(65) but retains his guilty Puritan conscience. Later Wyatt 

, .' 

will accept his German art tèacher' s cri ticism of "'That 

romantic disease, originality'" (99, cf. 106). At the same~time, 

his reading matter--Ficte'(lo6, 132), ~d Vaihinger (132)--

reveals his search in romanticism for the justification of 

action. Throughout the course o'f the novel, Wyatt vacillates. 

between his belief in free will and determinism. He cites , 

Charles Fort and Schopenhauer to substantiate his tentatitely 

held notion of a pattern to human events. 30 HoWever, his 

fatfier introduced him to his version of the Aristotelian dis

tinction between substance and accident (66), an idea which 

persimsin Wyatt's impression that real~ty is fraught wi~h 

"accident" while the true substance lies elsewhere. 31 It is 

this idea, more than his jumble of romanticism, that Most 

affects his art. 

W11en Wyatt moves to Paris, he establiBhes~ nocturnal. 

habits, restor!ng old pictures by day and painting his own 
" " 
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original works by night in hermetic secrecy (77). In spite of 
, \ 

his attempt to control his i:rrational fears and desires, Wyatt 
« 

continues to be haunted by ft a sense of someth1ng lost,'" 
. . 

associate~ wi th lost love ~ Gaddi~ contrasts the artist' s obses-

si veness wi th the blasé attitude of his model, Christiane, who 

seeIl).~ ta ~ exist "unmenaced by magic, unaf'raid" (77). Like MOSt 

Parisians, according to the narrator, she l.ives without reflec-

tion" accepting the arbi trary control of clock time (78). Just 

how out of touch Wyatt has become )-wi th thi s clock-orderesl 
.. '\ ... 

reali ty is made, clear wheh he is awakened f'rom sleep one 

evening by the cri tic Crémer. Wyatt thinks it is dawn until 

Crémer .explains to ~im that the evemng is upon them (78). 

. More than' Wyatt' ~ time sense is out of' synchronism wi th 

the worl.d. The young artist is also naive to tJe art world' s 

corrupt standards. Crémer enlightens him on thi s acc9unt by 

of'f'ering t<o \wri te a favorable review of hi s upcoming show ~n 

exchange for a percentage of thé painting sales (80). Wyatt 

protests that his success is "uP. to the paintings. Il Crémez; 

replies that-art criticism pays very badly; the artist must 

subsidize his cri tj.c. Wyatt refuses to take up this offer, 

wi th thè resul. t. that Crémer wri tes a sèathing review'of his 

Fl.emish-inspired oils, terming th~m "'Archaiqu~, dur. co~ la 

pierre, dérivé, sans eoeur, sans sympathie, sans vie, e~fin, , 
ùn esprit 'de la ~ort sans l'espoir de la RésurreC?tian~ (8))" 

, . 
,The reader is not given any description of' Wyatt' s paintings, 

save that they are inspired by Flemish -genre painting. Possibly 

they are as lif'eless as Crémer 'claims. Certainly, they aré not 
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acceptable as original warka of "modern" art, as Crémer maltes 

clear when he questions Wyatt about his stylistic influenc~s' 
1> ~~. J;, t ~./' _ • 

and",register~ surprise that the artist is not following 
, 

cQntemporary trend~ (8)). Crémer leaves Wyatt with one preg-

nant reference: he refers to Degas' remark that the artist must 

approach his work in the sarne frame of mind in which the 

, criminal commi ts his deed, implying t~t the artist must wark 
J ... 1 1 

outside accepted rules, including norms of honesty (79). Wyatt 

will take Crémer li terally wfl;en he decides ta torg~ p~ntingeJ' 

Precise~y why i t .is that Wyatt takes up Flemish art 

techniques when he studies in Munich is not clear, except that 
. ~ 

he has been warned aga~nst originali ty. Gradually he begina-
. , 

ta consider forgery as a way of memorializing his earliest 
"~ , 

,memories and desires and of controlling their influence. Thus 
~-) u 

forgery becomes a barrier ta further experience rath~r'than an 
, r 

expression of i t. By the time he returns to New York, Wyatt' 

considers himsel:r- a kind of' f'ugit~ve or criminal. Crémer may 

have planted thisQidea by reminding Wyatt Qi Dégas' recommenda-, 
" 

tion. Esther tells Wyatt that he Il looks like a criminallt (,1)0). 
') \ 

When speaking to his employer, Wyatt ref~rs to himself' as a 
, ~ <v , 

"superlapsarian criminal lt (,384), meaning that his criminal 

status was determined by hi s Cal vi ni st upbringing.)2 Again. 

he seems to consider himself' as living out a fate which has~ 
, ' 

been decided for him. His bleak childhood sense of .. som~thing 
. ~ \ ' \ . 

loet" pérSl.sts throughout hie adulthood l.n the conviction that . . 
love was lost to him before he had a chance to take responsibility 

for his own lite • . His métier becomes a'grim substitute for 
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both love and personal salvation. When he realizes that he"!; 
" 

works for a man who stands for 'all he loathes, Wyat/feelS ' 

truly damned. By evpking the paradox of the If electi criminal, 

or sinner, Wyatt touches on the possibili ty that t~e criminal 

just' might be the saved person as equally as the fa~len' one : 

aince the forger li terally .. saves" masterpieces. At the same 

Ume, his identification wi th Faust appeals te his somewhat 

grandiose sense of the criminal as a totallty commi tted ind~ vi

dual. 33 The contingent nature of reali ty makes the substi tute 
J 

of art for life an attractive choiee. Wyatt' s Faus:tian 'attempt 

to find a wa:y around accident and loss makes him turn art into 

a vehicle' of fàlse power until he realizces that~ i t provides no 

sol.ution. 

Wyatt is misgui~ed and confused but"unlike Gaddis' other 

characters, he is never denigr~ted nor represented as a figure 

of fun or a feckless victim of his delusions. The nar~ative, 
~ --" 

in describing him, maintains a serious, even ponderous tone 

which carries over into his conversations and musings. The 

reader follows hi s development as if i t were a philosophical 
- \ 

argument. Further discussion of his ideas is necessary for an 

understanding of his artistic quest. Wyat~ live,.s very much in 

alienation from his culture with a sense that the way, hesees 

the world 18 not the way others see i t. Art becomes the onl.y 
) . , 

wa:y he can shore up' the fragments of his perception, not 

through o,riginali ty but through copying. What he brings to his 

work is his projection roi' lite-long obsessions.' uI ~ m working 

i't out, and everything :Ci ta, Il 'he tell.s Valentine (587). "What 
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defense have they Lthe elements of 

our phantasiestt (58?)? 
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th~ outside. worlg7; against 

1 

/ 

only ::~:::r::::~:::n::·h::~:;:::::e:e~::~:h:::~~;eW:::h he ' 
~seems to have few. >' Women in, particul~ p~se a th~eat to his 

,sense .,O-P self; he se.eks to hide hi.s thoughts as-weIl as his art 

f 

1 
1 

work from their loving tY. s. Opee agâin, hi past experi~nce, 1 

provid~s a key to this ehavior. Camilla bè omes a figment of 0 1 

the young man' s imagi2tiOh. whieh he 'projec s into his art ~-~_":_j 
, • • J 1 

arder ,to control it. _ e is ob~sBed with hi Unfinis~ed./ .g ,. 

portrait of her--unf~ ished and therefore a symbol of the \ " 

possibi'li ty of l~ve' ~ fulfillment in imagination.· Esther and 
, , 

Esme--Wyatt' s \Y,ife and model--both recogniz'e the obsessive 

quali ty o~ Camilla' S imagi for Wyatt; nei ther ot the~~an 
replace her. Wyatt contr.ols the image best when he i proj-, 

ecting it onto ~is:revered art sùbjec~--the Blessed Virgin (295). 
• Ïi " 

Thus Wyatt' S love ~s perv-ersely bound up wi th his art and 
- Il 

1 

threatened by h~stfe in th'e world. --~-ï- -~ -, - ----

Finally. the ri vate art experience becomes a substi tute .. 
for human oommuni'cation, a !?oldlng in. of the' need for emotionaJ. 

closeness, and itself a cau e of sufferi~g. Esme is also shawn 

in an act of artistic creation 'which is imbued wlth suffering 

.( 320-323). She shoots heroi, and, in a semi-halluoimatory state. 

wri tea poetry, 'Yiaging her ~artis,tic ,"raid, on the inarticulate" 
1 

by creat,ing her own ianguii.g~. Her worka of intuition are beyond 

her control as la her extraordinary (~d inexpl.icable) ,capa~~ ty 1 

\ v 

to p'ead German. Esme' a ,suff,ering makes her vulnerable to the 
J. 

\ 
\ ' 

. i 
i 

\ 
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1 . ' 



J 

/' , 

, . 

/ 

r 

-/ 
" 

'. 

o , 

wor;lcl that Wyatt Shutl3 out through hi's art. Ul timately s'he 
" 

fling,s hersf;llf on that \\~orld and \ is destroye~. -- ,,, 

P . l \,1.. ! 
r1vacy" ove, suffer~ng and the1r externalization in 

careful, controlled art ar~ é~i tomized for Wyat"\; by the /' 

. arrogance of flamenco:: - / 

.•. this arrogance, in tliis flamenco music this 
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same arroganc~ of suffering ••... The strength 0:( , 
it's what' s s~ overpowering; the self-sufficiengy 
that' s so delfcate and tend~r wi thaut an instant 

~' of sentim'ent~li ty. Wi th infini te pi ty but re-, 
fusing pi ty, i\~' s a precision: of suffering, ••• 

, the tremendaus' tension of viqlence all enclosed 
, in a frame~<#k"-..! .iJl ___ a_pattern\:-that_-'Îaesn'-t pre-

-- --- ----tena:- ta any at,ber l,evel but i ts oVIn •••• i t' s the 
sense of priva~at Most popular expres'sions 
of suffèring don' t\ have •.• that' S what malces i t 
arrogant; J+2)): ", :., , 

Wyatt' s behavi'br lB ~BO d~Bc'ri~ed as "!l"fehco" 'i~ 'i1:B aloot' 

ma-chismo. Wyatt' s lehaVior, 'flamenco, and ~ish art all ' 

ha.ve about them' ~>Ir~gidi ty and formali ty wfiiCh the nOV:l 'c~mes 
\ 

ta associate wi th c'I~ssi ve control' of human exp~rience. When 

Wyatt speaks of "su f 
l " 

himself its s~rvant 

beauty he impli es that he ,mak~S 

That the per~ep"t;ian, of beauty ià 

an intense experience e uir1ng_humility i6 a romantic idea 

It is the over-control of 
i 

which persi sts in Gaddi ' , 

this experience which ovel re j ects • At the SaIne time, 

Esme' s If suffering" of eaut presents the opposite extreme, a 
\ 

rom~tic plunge ,\nto 'a aos which 'éauld be debili tating, even 

fat~l, ta the -artist. J4 

A 'uüxt~~e of arrogance "d humili ty makes Wyatt r~~reat 
ever further into his art. He 'makes ~lear ta Esther that ~s 

·few moments of happiness come not as a result of her 10!Jf but 

-- j 
/ <l 

. , 

... 

• l' 

, 

\. 

1 

: , 



( 

, ' 

" ( l' i 
1 i 
1 

? 
'<'1 

t 
l-
i 
l 
1 

.................. ---__ ..... __ -;,-____ .. ___ - ___ .,. ~._.~ ___ , -, ____ --.4---____ ._~-..-..... 

98 

" . 
when ~e ia engrossed in his work (123). H~rice, he wishes to .. 
thj.nk o;f the work as a"substitute for his identity. "What do 

you want from the arti st that you couldn' t get from his', work?" 

\ ,he a.s~s her; echoing ÈlJot· s and ~oyce' s defini tion of the 

ârtist "'refined 'out of existe~ce." 35 
,:. 

cr ~ 

Al though Wyatt lives closet'ed wi th his work. I.Jl0st. of the 

timè, when he doea ,eme:rge into the world , his face registers 
. 

near-continuous surprise., The condi tien of surprise forms not 

a postu~e but, one of the posftive elements in his theory; of 
'. '\ 

. the artist' s relation to the world sinee i t implies the impor-

\ 

tance. of spontaneous perG: p

t
, qn. "AlI around him he sees peopLe 

\who do not·" see. .. Wyatt wi s es. to see i;he w~rld wi th new 

eyes, as Em~rs,?n, insisted. J However,-this inc.lination to 

Il see," when directed towards art, may b1ind one to the world. 

Once. again art and life teli,d to be at odd.s. Wyatt' s most com,-' 

plete deiini tion of Itrecogni tion'" in art, whieh, he explains ,to 
ç 

Esther, comes i tself as' an explanation of why he did not , 

l'recognize'' her at the art gallery b~cause he was in the pro- . 

cess of "recogni zing" the work of art 1 . 

\ ' 

, 
--Look, l didn't see you. Listen, that painting, 
l was l.ooking at the painting. Do you' see what 
this was like; Esthel'? seeing i~. :?' 

--I saw i t Lshe respondy 
--Yes but, when l saw i t, i t was one of those 
moments of reality, of near-recognitipn. l'd 
been, .• '.l've been worn out in this pieee 'of 
work"and when l finished it l ,was free ••• all 
Of a sudden out in the world., In the street / 
everything was unfamiliar ••• unreal. ~ fel t 1ike 
l was going to lose my ba1~ce ••• this feeling was 
gettin~all knotted up inside me and' l went in 
there Lthe gallery. ••. Anq. then l saw this thing. 
When l saw i t all of â~ sudden -everything was freed 
into .. one' recognition!, 5èal1y fr~ed into reali ty . 

'" 
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\ 
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~àt we never see, you never see it. You don't 
s'ee i t ID paintlngs because m?st of the time you 
cap' t see beyond a painting. lOrost paintings, ' 
the instant you see them they become familiar, 
and then it's too late. (102) 

Âccording to his statement, there are at least two levels of 

recognition. Onè level is superficial {"the instant you see 

them they become familiar"'). 
, 

The other recognition is • 

. ' 
deeper, a sudden coming,together of fràgments which Of~~n\ 

follows a state o~ di sori entation , of scrambling, when ~ new 

combination is ~herefore possible. 

This deeper recognition which'sometimes results from 

disorientation is striklngly,' similar to Wyatt' s theory of 
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art as breakdown-reconst~ction. The fOllOWi~g passage showà 

an attitude sim~lar to th~t)expressed by Bernard in Woolf's 
\ 

The Waves (cf. Ch. ~). The narrative d~scribes his facial ex-

'pression in th~ vocabulary of'hls art theory, indicating that 
.\ 

there is,after all, a connection .... between th~ action of life 

and art: 
\ 

How ..• fragile situations are ••.• That·è why they 
keep breaking, they must break and you, must get 
the pieces together and show it before' it breaks' 
again, or put them ,aside for a~oment when some
thing else breaks and turn to that •••• That' s why 
most writing now, if you read it they go on ••. one 
two three four and tell you what happened like' 
newspap~r accounts, no adjectives. no long sen
tences, no tricks, -they pretend, and they finally Il 

believe ••• that the way they saw it Is the way it 
is •••• They write for people who rea~ with the sur
face of their minds, people with reading habits 
that make the smallest demanda on them, people 
brought up reading for facts ••. and get angry at 
Burprise~. 'Clari~'s essen~ial. and datail, no \ 
,fake mysticism. the tacts are bad enough •• o,. 

Listen, there are so many delicate fixtures 
~ moving toward you •••• Why, all this around us la 

for people who can keep their balance only in 
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the light, whert they ;ove ~s thOUgh' nothing' 
were. fragile, p.~thing tempered by possibili ty" ' 
and aIl ot: a sudden ••• something breàks'. Then you 
have to stop and put the pi eces together again.< 
But you never can'put them back together,quite 
the same way. You stop when ,you can and ex:pos~ 
things, and l,eave them wi thi';rl reach, and~others 
come on by themselveâ, and they break, and you 
even then~ yu May put the pi eces aside just out 

. of reach un . 1 you can hring them back and show 
, them, put ogether slightly different, maybe a ' 

little more enduring, until you've,broken it 

~ 
picked up, the pieces enough times, and you , 

ve the whole thing in'all its dimensions. But 
.,,/,(the d,iJscipline, the detail, it' s just." sometimes 

the accumulation lS too much to bear, ••• 
He looked at LËstheEl with an expression whièh 
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/ was not a frown but, had happened as an abrupt ,'\ 
breaking of his features, 'an instant before ap'par
ently cast for good as they were ••. even now, in ) 

. this new constrii<1tion, r.enewing an impression of 
permanence, as y{~lten metals spilled harden in-

'- ~tantly in unpredictable patterns of breakage. 
(124-125) , 

From this passage, i t becomes clear that re~li ty f~r. Wratt _ 

is composed of shifting fvagme~t~ which onir the most careful 

artist can piece together. No sooner do th~se fragments,cohere, 

than they,may change and slip tl'irough the artist' s language 'or 

his 'paintbrus!i/ Thu's, he must be a deft orchestrator of chaos, 

Moreover, he is often con;"ronted witli an insensitive audience 

weaned on journall.stic realism," Even if the artist does succeed 
5' 

in shoring up fragments "maybe a li ttle more enduring," there 
" , 

is no guar,antee that '~is work will be recognized in the, wa:y 

that Wyatt .. see's", Picasso" s painting. Esme' s -attempts at' poetry 

~e bring her up against the'" inartd.culate" 'nature ~f" reali ty 

(J~2l). Perhaps )because reali ty de:f'ies the artist' s àttempts 

to duplicate i t, he becomes a restorer of fragmeri~s. The fragile 

difference between th~ original and h~s work consti tutes hi s' 
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\ 

particu1ar artistic originality. Wyatt' s forgery is both an 

expression of respect for other 'artists' creation' and an èscape . 
from the painful" and "delicate" experiences of hif;! own life. 

Forgery is a method of c,ontrdlling reali ty through contz:,olling 
, _;; 4' 

an, artistic medium. Wyatt must get beyond this need to control 

, if he i s to develop. 
, " 

Part of Wyatt's need to control reali~ by.repressing 

hi s fears and desires in life' and by copying art corneS as a 

resu1t of his discovery tha't theré is no perceptible nece~s,i ty 
> 

in' modern Üfe. Since ,his ear1y sense of 10ss, Wyatt has 

mourned the absence of a raison d' être. He explains the 

prob1em to his employer, Brown: 

••. there's no direction~to act in now. LBrown ~ 
answery--That' s crazy: You read too much. 
There' s plenty to do, if anybody' s got what 
you've got. 
--It isn't that simple .•.. People react.. That' s 
all they do .now .•• they' ve reacted until i t' s 
the only thing they can go ••.• And here you are 
with a1l the pieces anù they aIl fit ••• and what 
is there to da.:, wi th them, when you do get them 
togeth"er? ( 156) ,-

1 J 

~rown ac~uses _ him of naïveté and Wyatt agrees, "In a sense 

an arti~t is always born" yesterday" (157). Wyatt 'feels that: 
.; 

••. there's LPQl sense of necessitY,about ~he 
arti,stsy work, that i t has to be done, that i t' s 
theirs. And if they tee! that way ho\'i can ,they 
see anything necessary\ in anyone else' s. And ••• 
ever:j work of art, is a work of perfeet necessi ty 
•.• everyone else' s work around you can be inter
changed and nobody can stop and say, This la 
mine ••• you have to know that evèry line you put 
down couldn' t go any other plaee, couldn' t be 
any différent •..• But in ..the midst of all this 
rootlessness, now can ;1ou ••• (157, italics,mine.) 

Like Eliot, Wyatt believes that wi thout "roots" there can be 

\ 

, \ 
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.. 
ho $ense "that what Larl artisy is qoing means anything, Il and 

, .~ 

thus there can be' no aura of originali ty abou't a \Vork. The 

problem of originali ty ~oes beyond the question ot reproduction 

in art. Gaddis, howev r; i5 not reeommending the ,cult of 

persona1i ty in ut.?7 It would seern that the .onIy- Qirection 

t9 'move in--the toward rediscovery-of artistic necessity--' 
, \' .... 

Ieads towards upholding older artistic values (as does Stanley) 
/ 

or forging' new Cilies through exp~rience, as Wyatt attempts ta. 

------:d:-"""o-a---:t---:-:the end ot "the novel. 

, ' 

~ 

, \ ----~----~ ---

Other characters parody the question of artistic necessi ty. 

Max states'tnat "Art is awork of nédessitY" (4.95)" How.,ever, 

the only" necèssi ty that he respects.Ls e~onomié. Stanley be

lieves that "Art is the work of love" (49.5). Thi~tement 

also sounds valid, but is not borne out compl~tely in Stanley' s 
• ! 

~l> 

case. Al though he :Labors wi th great sinceri ty at his art t he 

still lacks the capaci ty to accept love, in his daily lif'e. 
1 ~ ~ 

Bef'ore Wyatt gains a sense of necèssi ty (which does not 

oceur until his trans:{ormation at the. end, of the nov·el),· he 

lives dom1na1Yed by' contingency, 'or what-he ~all..s "accident," 
" . 

Il the world of shapes and smells" (267). He tri'es to control -this w.orld of fragrnent~ by counterf'eiting other artists' Dlas-
f ! 

t-erpieces, thinking that he can remain "sate from aCcident" 
" 1 by working closeted in his midnight s~dio. (95). Ra'ther than - '*'1 

accept otto' s de:fl.ni tion of reali ty as "things you dan' t do 
\ 
\ , ' 

anything about" (l)l) , - Wyatt- hopes ta exercise full <:on~rol 
, /' 

over the world ot "accident" as a kind ot compensation for los • ',. , 
, \ \ 

Art becomes a refuge for his dream.s, a substi tute tor experie ce 
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and growth. His brief moments of "recognition" are hints that , 
''1 Il 

mean1ngful perception i's possible. Ironically, these moments 

make him bfind to the world ara und him. It ia only when he 
1 

,has renounced his counterfeiting and escaped to Spain, this 

time, as a" re,al criminal, that Wyatt\ i s open ta what Gaddi s 

holds out as the only necessity, love. 

Al' ter Wyatt prècipitates Brown's death, he liberates 

Fuller, Brown's black valet, with whom Wyatt has a shadowy· 

friendship. Irrational and supersti tious, Fuller possesses a ) 

kind of romantic P.fimi ti vi sm which Wyatt sets free when he 'in

sures the valet' s sate passage ta his Caribbean homeland. 

~'iyatt' s liberâtion ~ Fuller foreshadows the freeing ot his own 

romantic impulses,.· In Spain, ~yatt discovers love by ~ccident 

when he meets the rapist/murderer of a little girl who is soon 

ta be can'onized. The man has /gained a kind of repentance 

through hfs victim' s death-bed forgiveness of his crime., Wyatt 

-béglns to realize that if he is to experience' love, he must 
,ùt ( 

-, 

risk being vulnerable ta another. ptrticularly one ta whom he 

May have caused suffering. No long~ can he hold suffering at 

.bay through controlling devices. 

At the Spahlsh monastery where he meets the murderer, 

Wyatt again takes up unoriginal. art, this time restoration 

work. The narrator describes him working in' a state of fever

ish vaoancy f "He stàred attenti vely, but from a face wi th no 

expression at all, neither surprise, nor curiosity, tm' interest, 

nor any betrayal of intelligence at. all" (?24). He no longer 

proje~ts any personal desires into his art, telling the hack 
/ 

.. 

1 , i 

1 
.~ 

J , 

1 
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writer Ludy that he works only with scientific accuracy. so 

that he can ': get things nice and separated'! (929). He has 

taken ~ounterfeit ta its lim~t and moves, inexplicably, from 
-"-
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this process to a/persona~_transformatiJn as a consequence of 

'his talk with the murdeier/penitent (9,3-957). 
1 

However hard yatt tries to sùstain his ident1ty as . , \ 

martyr to the puri t "-of ,his copying, he eventual:J.y ~eali~es 
,." \ 

that he must take resp, hsibi~i ty for his/ lifein the world. , 

He has already Show~/~,,,wi.1J~Il~ess te do this when he exposes 
1 ~ ./' .. .r , 

(~ , ~~ 

his forgeries in N~~ York, kills his quasi-evil employer, and . ( -, 

heads eastward in" search of his mother' s grave. Ironically, by 
". 'r'(J~ ~-r 

discovering thfJe~pirical fact of her death, Wyatt is able to 
& 1 

lay her memory to 'rest. By the sarne token, his inadvertent 

consumption of his father' s ashes symbolizes'~lifs acceptance of 

his heri~age (927, 942). The movement of his quest ls away 

from de~usory controls and towards spontanei ty, risk, action. 

In extending Wyatt's q~est into the unknown, Gaddis con

tinues rather than resolves the ambi gui t y of his character's 

art theories. On the one hand, Wyatt' s If epiphany" has about i t 

a fUll-blo1P romanticism, as intoning a Thoreauvian exhortation 

to simplicrty and deliberate living, he embarks on a solitary 

journey into the SpaniSh de sert (960). He has, ~s he says, 

"put off the old man" w~ile, at th~ same,time, he has accepted 

his inheri tance of guilt and resolved to move beyond i t. It· 
t r 

would appear that, like Eliot's Celia, he has discovered th~ 

power of/choo~ing the path towards personal transformation 
\ 

(cf. Ch. i). The, reader can onlY,interpolate that artistic . , , 

-1' 
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creation may be possible after experience liberates conscious

ness. If the ending is interpreted symbolically, and its 

ambi gui t y indicates the suitability of such ana1ysis, Wyatt's 
\ 

persbnal transformation, his name change (from Wyatt to Sfeph;,~n) , 

and his thrust into the unknown echo Nietzsche's view of the . 
artist in Thus Spoke Zarathustra: "Creation--that is the great 

redemption from sUffering, and life's easement. But that the 

creator May exist, that itself requires sUffering and much 

transforma:tl.on." J8 However, Gaddis' refusaI to supply Wyatt/ 
~ 

Stephen with a métier to carry with him is indication that the 
, 

dichotomy between art and experience persists, As wil~ be 

shown (ch', i v), the self-referring dimension of The Recognj., tions 

provid~s a form of symboli,c "redemption" not apparent in the 

ambiguity of Wyatt/Stephen's ending. 39 
\ 

/ 

\ Gaddis ends his tirst novel wi th the composer S",anley 
( . 

caught in the )::ollapse of an ancient cathedral where he is 

playing'his organ work for the first time. The last sentence 

of the novel makes clear that Stanley's art work ~~tlives him, 

but without much recognition, T~e cathedral--ambiguous symbol 
~ 

of both the destru9tive consèquences of hermetièally produced 

art and the encroaching power of the material world--under

scores the art/lire conflict at the centre of The Recognitions. 
'1. _ ~ 

Stanley and Wyatt each live out one aspect of this dichotomyz 

Stanley sacrifices his life for art; Wyatt 1eaves art behind 

in search of life. The commoh principle in both their decisions 
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is love. Human communion is the essence of Wyatt's idea of 

love; arti~ communication is trre essence of Stanley's idea. 

For b~th these characters, and for the reader, the question 
f 

remains: are the demands of art and life' compatible? Nei ther 
n 

Stanley nor Wyatt manages to merge the two realms, , However, 

their lives champion qualities of individuality, free will, 

and conscious action which, according to Gaddis, are l
' vi tal 

components of the realms of art and life. 

Gadtlis' second novel, JRil con.tinues the art/life dj.chotomy; 

however, in JR there is Iess hope than there was in The Recogoi-
, 

tions for the survival of individuality, free will,' and the 

ability to act, qualities which are increasingly thre~tened 
~ 

by the most mundane conditions of mo4ern life. It'is the 
, 

purpose of this section of the cbapter ta analyz~ the artist's 

situation as it is' depicted in JR, first by examining the ,origins 

of the art/life dichotomy. This discussion will lead into an 

analysis of the artist aa victim, and the work of art as in

creasingly manipulated by forces outside the artist's control.' 

Individual characters will be treàted as spokesmen for the 

artist's dilemma. 

.JR cont-inues the--artistic' issues of The Recog;ni tions. 

While the primary characters of The Recognitions are all un

tried artis'fs, ,pre,sumably J1 their twenti~s, those of JR, 

with the exception of Edward Bast, are middle-aged, with edu-
\ 

cation, marriage, and family behind them. Like Wyatt, they 

live wi th a sense of "something lost t" which amounts to spoiled 

opportunities and failed love. Unlike Wyatt, these artists are 
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" 

failures; they know what they want to do but many things have 

robbed th-em-of tb9:ir fai th in humani ty. not to mention the 

inspiration and the homely necessities that make artistic 
• • , " 

produc~io~ p~ssible. 
\. 1 (1 • 

The cause of th~ir'loss of idealism is , . 
the foeus of the first part of this section. Their lives and 

1 

artistie ideas are the foeus of the second part. 

The artists of JR are victims. T~e ~ture of their 

victimization involves the perennially complex, ambivalent· . . , 

relationship between the artist and the world. In The Recog-' 
J 

nitions, this relationship is epitomized by Wyatt'~ alienatidn 

" from his Puri tan past as well-·~~s from the vulgar present. {His 
1 

staunch indi vi duali ty i so lat e s him but aiso allows him to '1 make 
~ 

decisions. Although he lacks a guide, he possesses the capa-

ci ty- to act. His alienation--in the ;Words of Charles Fort; 

hi s "exclusion" from everyday life-':'actually set~ }im on the 

path of personal salvation. By contrast, nOISuc~hopes of 

salvation follow upon the struggles of JR's artists, who are 

in the condition of beihg able to see clearly ..but do nothing., 

While Wyatt puzzled over the proper direction in which to act, 

JR's artists wonder if anything i; worth doing. 40 

What has changed in Gaddis' depiction of -the arti-st -that 

precludes action, while leaving room for vision? The answer 

lies in the conditions of everyday life which Gaddis vir~ally 

overlooked in The Recognitions. Young Wyatt emerges,from an • 
elite education into the New York and Paris art scenes with 

, .. 
apparently independent means of support. He is, oblivious to 

thé amount in hi~ bank ~~ount, as he is to nearly aIl the 
j ""\. 

.- . 

, ; 



( 

( ; 

108 

'i' 

mech~cs of existence. His quest after artistic enlightenment 
o 

is unfettered by mundane considerations. None of ~'s artists 

are' similarly exempt. 
~ 

While Gaddis May have overlooked the . ~ 

influence of everyday affairs except to satirize or symbolize 

them. in The Recognitions, he takes up their reali ty wi th 

loathing in JR. The world of monopoly capitalism in which his 

. characters struggle is not legitimized for being dramatized. 

Money, for Gaddis, is the root of all evil;/ it is the element 

which undermines both art and love, and which threatens to 
. \ 

destroy h~an culture if not life itself. 

Art and love, constants in Gaddis' view of the world, 

sh01:lld be beyond any vulgar monetary exq,hange valu§.,. They are 

incompatible with a culture whichf~duces everything to 

standards of material worth. In The Recognitions, Gaddis plays 

on the monetary corruption of art. Counterfeit is a symbolic 
f 

/ and realistic element of the novel's action. Nonetheless, the 

world depic~ed by this novel is sufftciently complex and rich 

that courag~ous characters manage parti@l ,triumphs over\ material-, . 
ism: Stanley does produce his art work; Wyatt does achieve a 

recognition of true values. Neither character, however, succeeds 

in uniting art and life.in the course of his fictional life. 

There is a sense in whièh worldly failure is success in The 

Recognitions. and vice versa, if the successful characters are 

any \indic-ation of the nature of worldly frune. Max, the Cri tic 

in the G~een \'1001 Shirt, and the Many incidental characters 

from the world of television and advertizing compute art's 

worth,in dollars and expect to paokage whatever mass tastes 
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will consUme •. In his deploring of maferialism,' Gaddis avoids 
l' 

coming to terms wi th the inevi table 'dependence !Ji the artist' 

on the material world. It is this dependenee which he faces 

head- on in JR. 

. , 

The creative life has never survived easily; and the problema-
t: ~ 

tic relationship between the artist and the world, among which 

are his potential supporters, is one which has plagued artiste 

and fascinated writers (cf. Ch: i). JR is full, of allusions 
!" 

to t,he problems ~l~ artists and patrons. Gaddis impties that. 

true ,artists nevel' havè had a lucrative time o(it, but that 

modetn mass culture is a particularly unfrienaly custamer. 
,l , 

Gone are the ,~ccentric patrons of the nineteenth century., .' -
Now those who woul~support tHe arts distrust artists and &ollect 

, 

art as an "investment" which they parlay on the m~market " 

as thky would any other commodity. Zona Selk hoards Schepper~ 
man' s paintings un1;il tne art mar1çet bodes weIl for a sale. i 

). a \ 

Bas~ composes Il ~ebr~' music" for a stockbroker' s whimsy: a 
4 l 

~ 

promotional film, on African safaris. The other artists of 
• 

SR are similarly reduced to making mo'ney at tedious jobs in . , . 
,ord!!:yo meet their various financial commi tmepts. Clearly 

they have lost' thelr\status as autonomous seers. For Gaddis '0 

the artist' s work ls mysterious, ineffa:-ble ,'" not produced 'm~rely . 

for financi~l purposes. ·To force the artist to/cater to an 

lfudience and be accountable to its yulgar tastes is ~o rob 

him of his identi ty .• 

Nonetheless, in'JR it is impli~d that free ~nterprise ls 

not entirely responsible for the degrading o~ art. Gadàis' 
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l nov el is not primarily a 'cri tique of capi talism. The novellst' 

advances no a1ternativ~ ta free enterPris~J 'however, he dqes 

imp1y that monopoly capitalism tends to turn ev~rything~-in

cluding art-~into a commodity. Bec,use the operations ,of 

monê~ and power are shifting from n~erous\ competing, interests 
:. Q. ~ r ~... ' 

ta a few conglomerates, a ~nd of global homogeheity has s~t 
\ ' 

in which ultimately affects art. Monopoly capitalism is be-

ginning ta annihilate individual compon~nts, in the process 

sacri~cing individuality to standardization in,order to assure 
d ~ , '\ 

Art is marketed to an audience increasing in greater profits. 

size and decreasing in interest. The artist is continually , 
required ta produce something that the audiencé will accepta 

This state of compromise undercuts the necessity of art, an' 

issue Which was argued b~t 1eft unreso1ved in The Recogni~ions. 

JR's artists (and àther characters) a~e continually referring 

1.0 their work as fi doing what [joi/ have to do," or li doing what 

~ [ioil are paid for" (1)1, ,72.5). ' Bast distinguishes between 

artistic work and.mçneymaking in such a way that it becomes 
l ' 

oblious th.at money: i's more necessary than art. In a sentence 
,. . 

which he leaves significantly dang1ing. he tells Rhoda, ''l'm 
( . 

. just doing something l have to do LComposing 'zebra music:! so 
./ " , 

l c~ try to do whatI hope •. '?c0mpose his cantaty" (.561). 

Monopoly capitalism's solution ta standardizatiàn in art 

, ia machani uti on i'~i tomi zad by the Player\ piano, an invention 

of the earlier free enterprise'system which has outraged Gaddis 
1 .., .-

since his wri ting o~ The Recogni. tions. 41 Mechanized art l, 

\ 

threatens, as Gibbs saye, to Il get the goddamn él:I'tist out of \ 
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the arts" (2~8~. Such ,an eventuality is built into capitalism, 

as Gaddis makes clear in his history of the Bast family,whose 

rising fortunes and simultaneous artistic decline is ~ounded 
, 

on their financing of a player piano company. That thls cor- , 

- poration forms the base for the conglomerate JMI' Industries, 

\$pecialipzing in infonnation storage and retrieval, illus~rate,s 

the .destruction of, art (and communications generally) by money 

ànd mechanization. 

In JRIs mechanized world, traditions are barely remembered 

and spcial life is reduced to a frant~c competition for money. 

Gaddls does' e~oJe sev~ral myths which are relev~~ to this 

struggle but they are myths of destruction which deny.the 
.. 7t 

eff~cacy eit~er of a guiding father-god or a benevolent mother
j, 

goddess. JR's central commentator, Jaçk GibbSll~ents~e "de-
D • ~'... 

cline from status to contract," meaning the loss of inhe~l ted 

i . " l 

\ 
, \ 

,~ 

traditions and the advent of a purely contractual order super

ceding received tra~tions.42 The novel catalogues-evidence of 
~ , 

the consequence of the decline of status values in everyday 1 

life. Familr structure is shown~o be disintegrating Wi:~ ~l 
the consequence that familial and connubial love are u~d;rmined. . J 
Love is still a vague ideal for JR's artists, but now it ls 1 

1 
near~y obliterated by the random obscenity and violence of 

daily urban lite. Gaddis casts a grim eye on the liberation 
. . 

of wornen, seeing it as the abandonment of feminine identity, as 

women adopt patriarchical roles and enter the unsav;o,ry world of' 

masculine conflict and competition. The artists of ~ register 

J 
1 
i ;, 

l-

I 
the effects of their various failures to understand and love ~ 
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women successfu11y, which are as much their own fau1t 

as the faul t of women.' l though JR does not recomm"end the re

turn to an archaic form 0 ;goddàs~ worship, neverthe1ess, the . 

artists are all varyingly tupefied and victimized by the 

primitive power of women. 
, 

If the modern ks traditions, belle!' in primal 

'ryste~ies, and is bereft"l? ideal woment i t also /lacks he~oes. 
~s a+tists are aIl diminished men, victims of forces out

side their contr()l. However. Gaddis does depict a charact'er 

of energy- and vision, albel t warped\ who believes in success " 
, 

and exhibits will: the boy mogul, JR. It is significant that 

the novel is hamed af'ter hlm,because it ls agai~st JR's notions 
, 
-~ " 

of success and failure ,that the other characters are measured. 

In his enthusiasm and ignorance (if not innocence), he intuits 

and does not question the idea that everything has a priee. He 

represent~ a new breed of individuals, born without knowledge 

of love or ~orallty, who'take no personal resp6nsib~lity f~r_ 

anything that they find around them. Meanwhile, the artists 
- ' 

, represent a dying breed of individualists abandoned in JR' s worlq.. 

The 'artists feel Il sold out" by -the same nameless authori ty 

which the child, JR, accepts without quest~on. As JR answers 

every question about why he does things~with "that's what you 

do~" so the artists can find no reason for action and 18ll;lent 

that there are so few things worth doing. To understand more 

fully the nature of this alienating world and its effect on the 

artists, it is neees,sary first to examine ,the artists themselves, 
- ,,~"'";,. 

thei'r ideas, and their lives, which form Gaddi Si view of the state 

--, of modern art and crettl. vity. 1 
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Gaddis' artists have one characteri'stic in commona 
/' 

suffering. In The Recogni tiôns suffering is mainly psychologi- -

cal. In ~ it is physic~l as weIl, a product of mundane , 

conditions. In the first novel, ~fering is, among other 

things, a prerequisite for sensitive consciousness and, by 

extepsion, for creativity. In JR suffering is largely purpose

less. linked to no such transcending and transforming meanings. 

In JR Gaddis depicts artists as strugglers, actually sickened 

by life, made ill th~ough a combination of the circumstances in 

which they m~d their own self-destructiveness. Edmund 
-" 

Wilson sheds light on the sick and sickening relation betwee~ 

the artist and socie~y in his essay on'Sophocles' Philoctetes, 
J •• 

a play WhlCh Gaddis has Edward Bast.' s ~~sumed father, James, use. 

as the basis for an obscure unperfarmed opera of the same name 

(12, 117). In comparison ta The Recognitions, JR contains 

relatively few literary allusions; bu~ as with The Recognitions, 
. '"" sa in the second novel, these references groùnd thetnovel's 

themes in literary tradition. Although Philoctetes is mentione~ 

only fleetinfly, its t~emé, particularly as elucidat~d by 

Wilson, is strik~ngly relevant to JR's portrayal of the artist 

in society. In interpreting Sophocles' plaY, as a parable of / 
/ \". 

1 

human character, Wilson writes of the ~lay's maip character, 

The victim of a malodorous disease which renders 
him abhorrent to society and periodically degrades 
him and makes him helpless ts als~ the master of 
a ~perhuman art which everybody lias ~ respect 
and which the normal man finds he needs .•.• The bow 
would be useless without Philoctetes himself ••• its 
loathsome,owner, who upset~ the processes of normal 
lite by his curses and his cries, and who in any 
case refuses ta work tpr meR who have exiled him 
from their fellowship.43 
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; 
Like so many modern Phi10cteteses, JR's artists are possessed 

'of intellectual abilities tha~ make then necessary, even sought

after in t~e world. Modern businessmen, 1ike their cunping and 
\ 

pragmati~ ancient Greek co~nterparts, want what these talented 

men have to of~er without necessarily accepting what one char

acter calls "the unpredictab1e human element .. which comes along 

with their talent. Unfortunately, mod~rn America is not ancient 

Greece. Gibbs, Eigen and Baât do not have the young humanitarian, 

Neoptolemus,to save ~hem; they only have JR,whose fav9rs are 

self-serving. Artists are exploited by their would-be patrons. 

The mysterious abstra~t painten Schepperman.is discovered by 

Zona Selk, but his work is rarely hung. Lacking financial 
/ 

assistance, they dissipate their creative energies in meaning-
'" . 

less work. Eigen wastes time writing speeches for semi-literate 

corparate-military types. Even Gibbs is used by the corporate 

System. when he inadvertently answers Crawley's phone c~l to 

the 96th St. apartment ànd is drawn into a 

stocks
J 

which demonstrates his talent as an 

àpout 
; 

\ l 
yst. 

AlI their oenefits to the corporate world reap the artists no 

aesthetic or monetary rewards and rob them of precious working 
/ 

time. They are in the unenviable positions of ha~ing to work 

at jobs which do not furth~ their artistic endà ln'ordér to 
. 

scrape byeconomically. Moreover, they are-fre~uently accused 

of being leeches on the system. 
- t\ 

Althaugh the artists are all in vaÎ'ying ways compromised,-, 

they never completely ab-andon their -art. They struggle to 

pursue artistic l~ves in relative 'isolation. Gaddis provides 
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scriptions?f thé lonely pr9cess of artistic crea~ 

tion in th improbable atmosphere of the 96th St. ap~ent. 
_ r ~ ..... (.\c" 

Eigen,' i{' ils true, sells out for comfort and financiid~";~curi ty. 
r;i1_~~ 1 -

;,..: Bast squan,ders a ~ant and wastes time being JR' s factotum. 

~bbS \nd the l.eg~ndary Schepperman ~~te themsel.ves -wi th drink •. ' 

. These self-inf'licted "wounds" no~twi thstanding, they stand to

gether at the end of the novel, a motley coll~ction, not equaling 
" <, 

a "Renüssance' man, Il but wi th their artistic ,convictions intact. 

These men are not iike the romantic outlaw-artist of The. 

Recognitions, ~ya~t, ~hose character,resembles that of Gide's 

fugi tive ar,tist 0 i Philotècte, rather thari Sophocles' wounded 

hero. 44 Neverth, le'ss, Wilson' s, insight irito Gi'de' s Philotècte 

is revealing fo "'~-.JR!s character's. Wilson sees truth in "the 
" - 1 

idea that geni s and diseasè, like strength and mutilation, may 

be i~extri~aJ>~9und tOgether.It~5 .. Like Gide' s Philotècte, 
.-e:-~~~~ ~ l 

~~~ ~ 

JR' s artist are destined to wasting illness and psychic aliena--- . 
tion, as 

and as 

resu;Lt of their ,self-destructive. anguished lives, 

e inevitable consequence of city life. AlI 'the m"en 

band and, foot wounds resulting from a clumsiness that 
, 

the novel!.~ ch~racters, as if they were losing 

to coordin~te their limbs. In 'addition, the; 
-' 

s~ fer t'rom a variety of. real and ima~ned..diseas~s. Bast 

li' erally ~orks, h~mself into' a nervous bre~down. Gibbs ,suffers 
, ~-' 

''1' ' 

wrongly di,agnoséd as leuÎtemia. Eigen ''imagines an 
• ~ < , 

o 

e e disorder t~at maY/J:>'~a projectiono:t' his threatened.sense of 

èxuali ty. ' 'Th~t bO" al bbs ~d Eigen imagine suffering wor,~e 
actually exp;rience,di~qiShéS thr he~o~sm of their 
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condi tions. They are no't of, the stature of Phlloctetes. Gaddi Si, 
r • 

fràntic satire impl~es that the world no longer provides a con

text Ifor noble suffering. Nonethelesls, his artists survive to . 
cont-1nue stroggIing and p~rhaps to create. In th'e final scene t 

two of them huddle in -"the' cluttered 96th St. apar~ent. Schepper-
, . 

man fin1shes a 10ng-undone portrait wh}le Gibbs reads to him 

from Broch' s The Sleepwalkers. This scene indicates that artis-.' t' , ~ , 
,-tic communi:ty per~ists in a beleagu~red form, as .do~s past a.Tt 

~ , 1 Il - " J 

(the book) and pre-technolo~ical forms of communication'(reading 
" , 

.-aloud). How did Gaddis' artists sink to this level of minimal. 

su~i val? The 

arti st~--~ei~ 
1 

scrutiny. 
1 

. .. 
answer to that question requires that thesë 

ideas and their lives--be subjected ~o further 

That Gaddis has revised his view of the artist in JR 
\ <.. {l 

from what i t was in The Recognitions is indicat.ed by' thè presence 
\ 

of a charaèter "the same but different; from the younj; Wyatts . 
" 

Edward Bast. As Wyattts~family heritage was shown to be ~ne of 

the factors in his artistic development t 50 Bàst,· s heri tfil,ge is 
" 

brought to bear on his art. Like 'Wyâtt, Bast comes from an old 
\../' 

Pr9testani family. While religion proved to be the decisive 
'" f 

~~~essure in Wyatt' s early gr~~tht. ,i t is the Bas\ f~lyt S 
, , 

musical background whlch'haunts young ~dward. The Ineluctable 

power of heritage is ruefully symbolized by Wyatt's inadvertent 
,,~ \ ""< • 

consumption of his f,ather' s ashes. SlmilarlYt Bast' s grand-.. 
father is reported to have left his mark on his sons; (Edward 

Bast's father and uncIe~ ,by demanding ~hat a bust-containing 
, \ . / 

his a8hes 'be sunk ~n Vancouver harbor.. According to Edward"s 
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. ( Aunt Ann " .•.. James and,Thomas f.Weri/ out in. the rowboat, and 

both of them hitting at ,the bust with their oars because it was 
o ( 

hollow and wouldn't gp down, and the storm coming up while 

they were out there, blowing hi s ashes baek Lnto their beards" 

(3). This seene appears on the first page of JR, providing a . --. 
connection between the two novels' generations of artists. In 

The/Recogni tions Wyatt' s eating Of his father' s ashes is part of 
1; 

.11is surreal.ap<;>theosis. As sueh, the scene loses i ts realis-

tic quality pr~cisely as it forms part of the novel's arehitec
\ 

tonies and the narrative's statement abqpt art. In JR t however, 
\ 

the previou'sly quoteq. ft ashes" scene is !\endered not simply im-
1 

probable but' unreal s1.mp-ly by being part of the pasto As saon 

as' Ann Bast mentions i t, her sister, Julia, d~nies that the in-

eident ever occurred. In other words, in the first novel, the 
, , 

past haunts the present by. its exaggerated presence. In JR 

the past is lost ta the present, and a consensus on details is 
\ 

impossible. Hence, the artist, in this case Edward Bast, is 

. deni ed the reali ty of hi s own heri tage • 

" ~~e past may be muddled, but it nevertheless exerts con-

siderable pressure, on present action. The confu'sed facts of 

'" the East famill .history, presented in the opening dialo~ provide 
.-/ Q. 

the -basis for much of the novel's confliet. As the novel opens, 

T}omas Bast hal d~e~ intestate and the attorney for his daughter, 
. .,./0 _ .... :) 

/-- Stell~'/\amL her h~sbandt Norman Angel, visi ts the Bast family 

(1 home on ~ong Island to att~mpt ta get the necessary waivers 

that will-allow Stella and Norman to inherit, the controlling 

shares in the family ·company. General\ Roll. 
"-J 

The ,lawyer enea~nters 
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formidable if somewhat incoherent 'resistance from Thomas' two 

aged sisters, Ann and Julia, sole inhabitants of the family 
(f 

house. In, the process of their dialog at cross-purposes, family 

skeletons are set rattling. Thomas Bast married and his wife 

bore him one child, Stella. The first Mrs. Bast died and Thomas 

remarried l'fellie, who subsequently left him to .. cohabi t, If as 
, 

lawyer Coen terms it, with his brother James, the compo~er of 

the unperformed oper~ Philoctetes. During this affair, Edward 

~a8 barn, and saon thereafter Nellie died. The Bast sisters 

are vague about Edward's legitimacy, a matter of importance 
cl 

to Coen in the settling of Thomas' considerab'le esta te. There 

is no apparent proof of Nellie's and Thomas' divorce, Nellie's 

and James' marriage, or ev en of Edward Bast's birth certificate. 

Coen, a literalist who claims that theolaw maintains orde~ not 

justice, is even uncertain about Edward's majority and persists 

in r~f'erring ta him in legalese as the "infant," a term which 

Gaddis later weaves into some symbolic wordplay. 

In spite of their desire to maintain family decorum, 

the Bast sistera air many intimate famiIy conf1icts which have 

af'fected Edward's career as weIl' as the fami1y's economic situ

aition. The Basts, like the GwYons of The Recogni tions,\ are a 

family steeped in the Protestant ethic. The sisters speak of 

Il Father, If a patriarchal music teacher who 1eft home after his 

owp father beat him for accepting a vio1in instead of money in 
• 

excp.ange far farm work. Julia explains to Coen, "We were a 

Quaker family, after aIl, where YOCI just didn't do things that 

didn' t pay" (4). This experience epi tomizes 'the art-versus-money 
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conflict that will plague the family and 18tter, Edward. Musical 
o 

talent notwithstanding, Fathe~ it is said,became something of 

an entrepreneur, importing famous musicians from Europe, sub-

. mi tting his' children to rigid \musical training, and senèling them 

on lucrative tours. i\fter Father' s death, Thomas and James 

are rumored to have quarreled over (among more incestùous issues). 

Thomas" founding' of General Roll, a company manufactur.ing pltyer 

piano's. James', presumably'the purer' arti st, obj ected ta th:) , 

commercialization and mechanization af art, and retreated into 

his composing and touring, neglecting Nellie and young Edward 

while taking on a mysterious protégé, Reuben. 

Young Edward is affected by his family' s pa8t much as 

Wyatt i8: both fharacters 'experience a sense of lost love. They 

have little memory of their mot~ers and lack the stabilizing t 
influence of an accessible father~ While Reverend Gwyon lapses 

into a gentle religious obscurantism, James Bast rejects the 

claims of his loved ones because, as Stella reports to an ) 0 

\=~/ 

incredulous Edward, " .•• he was afraid for anything to come be-

tween him and his work •. 0" (71~). Although he is hauri.~ed by 
"-

a sense of insecuri ty, Edward grows up. remarkably innocerit~'to~' "'. 
u 

the conflicts that'liè' in his wake. He lives with his maiden " 

aunts, uses his father's barn-studio in which to comp'ose; and 

.. supports himself by acceptihg a grant to teach music in the 
/ 

public' sChools, a jOb which leaves him little time for compasing 

and which introduces him to his future business partner, JR. 

It is Edward' s innocence and insecuri ty that .make him an 

'easy target for the pragmatic money scheme~ of everyone from 
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his manipulative eousin, Stella, to.the boy-mogu~ JR. He: 1s as 
~ 

,ingenuous and malleable as his father is repbrted to be cold and 
<l. 

rigid. As a result, he is ensnared by JR's manie energy and 

his proposaIs that "maybe we can use each other" (137). lt is 
-

only after Bast loses control of his life and suffers a nervous-

collapse that he resolves to trust only himself, saying to 

Stella, "who has just schemed him out of his inheri tance, ..... 

l' ve failed enough at /.other people' S' things l' ve 'done enough 
, '" ( other people's d~e'from now on r'm just going to do my own~ 

from.now on l'm going to fail at my own .•. " (719). 

Edward's gullibility' extends ta his love re1ationships. 

His'principal romance seems to have been a brie! prep~beseent. 

and unrequited infatUation witb hià Cousin Stella. 'This 

adolescent love inspired Bast to plan an opera ,loosely based 
. 46 

on Tennyson' s "Loc~sley Hal!." When he reveals this plan to 
• 

Stella, she scoffs at his e~thusiasm, te1ling him that it 

, 
\ 
,\ 

1 
j 

~ 

, . 
, 

~ ~ 

sounds .. a bit" old fashioned, even romantic (71). Bast explains ,Ii 

to her that he had actually been inspired by her eyes, her 

haunting, sad smile (71-2). Re explains his impulse to use 

Tennyson' s poem: 

\ 

... l was' trying to find something like the. 
lite Beethoven took Egmont his incidental 
music for Egmont l tried to, l fo~nd that 
long poem of Tennyson's r remember it f~om 
school and l've been trying to work out 
something like, i t' s something' like an '" 
'operatic suite that part you picked up there 
that lin~those lines that open trust me 
cousin, t e whole current of my being sets 
to', i6 tha what you... (70) . 

Tennyson' s pO~!D- i6 a medi tation on youthful romance 'and 
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i ts lo,ss, viewed from the perspective of middle age. Its 

conclusion does not sa much negate the experi~nce pf romantic 

love as it rejects emotional obsession and the masculine 

speaker's ~ove object, woman, in favor of common sense, 

" positivistie thinking, and action. There is no evidence in, 

either of Gaddis' novels of this particularly Victorian posati~ 
, , {j 

vism. Gaddis' eharacters share a eommon weakness for loving 
, . . 

women in spi te' o,f their ambivalence àbout love. / Bast seems 
;1 

attraeted oy th~ adolescent love remembered by the poem's 
! . 

speaker.~.Te~son's poe~ic voiee ultimately rèjeet$ aIl but a 
- ~ ',~-, 

sentimentalized view of woman in assuming his role of masculine 

superiority. Bast never mak~s elear his aceeptance or rejeetion 

of romantic love. However, his humiliation seems to have 

af.fected his artistic self-confidence, for after Stella' s 

criticism of his idea, h~ abandons the plan and decides to 

compose a cantata instead. Thus :Bast' s personal ,life cannot be 

kept separate from his art'r Although he never explains why he 

ch~ges the form of his co~poSitio~, Gibbs, the, novel's c~ief 
moral arld artistic commentator, provides some insight when he 

notes that Bast has switched from a plotted ta a plotless 

forme Gibbs' comments ~ome just as he has discovered his 

friend Schramm's' suicide, an act which Gibbs think~ was 

ca~sed by a radical disillusionment i' similar to Bast' s. The 

following drunken speech by Gibbs applies both ti Bast's deei

sion to compose·a cantata ~d to Schr~m's decision to end his 

lifes 
"-

God damned wise man pulls' out nObody,to tell 
what to do next right Bast? Wri te a cantata 
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( you don' t need a plot, p~ob1em everybo,dy running 
around wants to be to1d what happens next donlt 
need a plot, looking for the wise man tell them 
what am l supposed to do now Gad damned wise man 
find out hels doing the same God damne~thing ••• 
walks up the shade and he~s gone, res~ o~ us 
sitting here looking at his footprints think he 
took it with him and hels gone ••. (398-399) 

.. 
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If Edward Bast has, as Gibbs assùmes, changed the f~rm'of 

his work because of a setback in his personal life, ~'Bast ' 

has been ~l\warted by his own sense of creative exclu1ivéness. 
, 1 

On the day that Stella Angel scof~ a~ his opera, Bast, explains 

to her his need for a hermetic work pl~ce that will be sate from ~, 
" \ .....,1 .. 

" the outside wor1d. Wy~t Gwyon, too, in his forgery period. 

needed a place" safe from accident" (95). Wyatt eventually 

l' 

. 
learned the importance to the artist of embracing life outside 

the studio. Nonetheless, there is no certainty in Gacàdis' 

novels that the arti,st can cr~ate successfully and still live 
• 

tully in the wor1d. In JR, life makes even greater encroach-' 
(, 

ments on art and the artist. Like his predecessor, Wyatt, Bast 

is elliptical when he attempts to describe his artistic 

ideas and needs. He sounds ,~ry modernist and-yery like 

Wyatt in the following speech about balancing h'S work between 

'the forces of creation and destruction. He explaïns ta an 

unimpressed Stella his need ta work in James Bast' s ramshackle 

studio 1 

.. 

••• it's one place it's the one place an idea 
can be left here you can walk out and close the 

. dodr and leave it here unfinished the ~ost, the 
wildest secret fantasy and it stays on here by 
itself in that bàlance between, the balan~e ~e
tween destruction and rea1ization until... (69) 

Edward's hesitant, repetitive speech ref1ects his own ambiv-
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. 
alence about discussing his work or revea1ing his ambitions. 

as if he wer~ unsure whom he doubted, himself or others. The 

static balance between creation and destruction is shatter'ed 

when he tells Stella hi s plans, only to have her re j ect them 

and him. Bast' s '"mistake" was in needing another person to 
. 

validate his idea; rather than-trusting the original impulse 

which motivated his work. He _ blames Stella for -jncouraging 

without really believing in his talent, for believing an impossi-

..-/ ble ideal. 47 Her smile that had once i'nspired his idea is now 

\ 

~ 

destroying his belief in' his work. He blurts out at hers , 

. j 

--There~ you, there it's not even a smile no you 
let people try to do something they can't you 
knowall the time they can't you let them try 
anyhow you just watch and, and then when i t' s 
too late and you smile that sad smile and it's 
still in .your eyes that you .. knew aIl the time 
that' s why it' s wait. wait, where... (72) 

Il 

Bast is accused by a number of characters bf aSking too 

much of others, and ~ot taking enough responsiblli ty for his 

work and his life (306, 447. 500). It would seem~that in la 
Gaddis·has less sympathy than in the first novel for th ose 

artists who refuse responsibility for their failures. In 

spite of women's pivotaI' position in Gaddis' novels as bath 

destroyers and muses, they are not entirely responsib~é for 

the decrepit state of the male artists. Nonetheless, Bastls 

art loses the· element of order when he is rejected by ,his in-
.. 

spiring lover. In other\words. Bast needs support from the 
• Q 

, , 

world. Like Wyatt. who gave up Qriginal art in Paris after his 

disillusionm~nt with critics, Bast is affected by his audience. 

That Gaddis makes Bast' s humiliation partly a result of his own 

.............. ~ .......... -~ ........... _ ...... "'.-,.. .. --.. ----------------------------------
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weakness, shows just,how reluctant the novelist ia to admit ,

that the audience should nave such an influence ~~the artist's 

attitude. 
. 

• > Bast' s pa~ticularly' acute fear of audience rejection 
'- 1 

leads him to an equally acute form of artistic nihilism--a 

, re,jection of 
, \ 

the meaning of art when his work is mlsunderstood 

or ignored. Near the end of the novel, Bast confronts an un

comprehending colleague with'his final statement on the break-
-

down in artistic communication: 

--1 mean ~til a performer hears what l hear and 
can make other people hear what he hears i t' s ' 
just trash isn't it Mister ~igen, it's just ~rash 

,like everything in this plaèe everything you and 
Mister Gibbs and Mist!=!I' Schramm all of you saw 
here i t' s just trash~ Lj.8-

Apcording to the cynical Eigen, no one expec_ts another person 

to understand anything (725). Hqwever, Bast still retains a 
-... 

belief in communication between audience and artiste As ahall 
. 

be seen, 'there is a position aome~here between Eigen's cynicism 
\ 

and Bast's nihilism, to which Gibbs gives credence simply by 

reading aloud, , affirming the meaning of verbal communication. 

The tenuousness and ~iguity of the artistic,process 

make Bast vulnerable to an uncomprehending audience. His 
, 

answers t,o questions about hi s method of composi tion indicate 

that he himself ls unsure of the impact or realit~ of ideas, 

that is, whether the meaning of his composition precedes or 
\ , 

emerges from the pro~~ss of composition. This question is 

r~;~ed in slightl;1" dif'ferent ways by JR, Crawley, _ Rhoda, and 

Gibbs. 1 In spi te of their apparent disregard for art, JR, 
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Cr~wleif" and Rhoda are curious to know \where Bast "gets" his,,:' 

music. Does an idea exist in his head? I»es he hear notes? 
; . 

JR has ul terior moti.ves for his question. He is already maneuver

ing for Bast' s services, and he needs to know the conditions 

under which he will render them.- He asks, 

/ 

l mean when yeu' re wri ting thi s here music do 
yeu need to be aomeplace wi th a piano or hOrIl 
or something? or like can you make i t up any-

. place •••• l mean when you make i t up right in
side your head so you hear i t playing like? 
l mean if l think of some song l can like hear 
it playing oply if you're making up this here 
music which nobody ever heard i t before do you 
hear the:se here instruments .•• Or, or first. do 
you think of the.se li ttle notes which you wri te 
them down when you read them then you get ta 
'hear. • • (135-5) 

, 
Crawley. who has commissioned Bast to write "zebra music" 

for his safari film,asks, "Just tell me something, Bast. Wh en 

you sit down to compose, do you hear this twmti tum tumti tum 

and then get i t right dOWl;l _on paper? or •••• No no don' t try to 
JJ 

explain i t to me probably wouldn' t understand i t if you did •• t." , 

(439). Rhoda and Bast have a slightly more successful .c:onver

sation about the' meaning of a musical score. She peer,s at his 

stacks, of freshly composed bars, asking, 

--No like what did you calI i t?'-
--Oh a cantata yes that_' s, i t' s a choral work 
voices and a large chorus wi th an orchestra, 
it's a sort of dramatic arrangement of a musi
cal idea that... -
--l, mean i t' s all this .messy? 
--Yes weIl tl.)is iB just the, i t' s like a sketch 
a painter does before,he starts, painting, to 
work out the form and structure so every note 
and measure will, •• 
~-So like you never heard this, right? l mean 
how do you know what i t even sounds like. 
--You don't yes that's .one of the, you don't 
really know till, you hear i t performed, that' s 
one of the ••• (370-371) 
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A d~nken G~bbS put~ his finger on the probl~m that East 

leaves unexpressed in"his discussion with Rhoda,. Gibbs' 

comments on the chaotic 96th St', apartment--Bast' s periodie

work plac'e--lead into a discussion of the artfstic processs 

--Problem Bast thère' s too God damned much 
leakage around hêre, can° t compose anything 
with aIl this energy spilling,you've got 
entropy going everywhere. Radio leaking 
under there hot wa'ter pouring out so God 
d~ed much entropy going on think you can 
ho Id aIl these notes together know what i t 
sounds like Bast? 
--. "I mean there are some things you can' t 
really write down especially simple things. 
they just have to be 1eft for the pèrformer, 
and till the music's ac'tually performed it 
doesn t t really en st at aIl so the only.;. 0 ...... 

--Problem writing an opera Bast you're up 
against the worst God damned instrument\ ever 
invented. ''; (287-288). . <' 
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According to Gibbs, the artist's consciousness is a center 

of i~rminacy which a mechanically obsessed world would like 

to be rid of. As an example of the mechanization of art, 

Gibbs refers to Johannes Muller' s creation of the mechanical 

iarynx as a replacement for the unpredictable human voice 
( , 

(289). JR's narrative corroborates Gibbs' and Bast's'theory 

of the ineffable nature of artistic creation when Bast's 
-

c ompo sing i s descri bed as "bringing sounds into being" (286). 

The popular audience, epi tomized by the questions of JR. 

Crawley and Rhoda, thinks of art as a repeti tion of ideas and 

forms which are already familiar to artist and audience alike. 

Crawley insists to Bast that "muslc is something l hear" and 
/. 

he knows what he likes (447). Bast' s experience of having his 
c ~ 

music misunderstood or rejected, first by the source of hi$ 
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inspiration (Stella), then by those with whom he discusses his 

work, drives him to the çrink of despair. He wants acceptance 

and when he does not reqeive it, he nearly gives up art entfrely. 

However, Bast"s retrieval of his unfi'nished cello score from 

a ho spi tal waste basket ("Because i t" s' all l' ve got" [Jl§7:) 

indicates that he will continue to create, notwithstanding his 

odiscovery that between the idea and the artistic performance 

there are numerous pi tfalls," misinteI'J3iretations and rejections. 

Bast' a flagging resolution to continue creating 'art in a 
• A 

world increasingly indifferent to the'requirements of art and 
• 

" " the artist must be seen in contrast to the attitudes ·ej'f the 

one ~rtist in JR who cannot go on, who commits suicide, 

Schramm. In comparison to Schramm, Bast appears ta be some

thing of a realist. Schramm, whose name translates from the 

German as .. scratch" or "abrasion:' succumbs to the wounding 

power of-' life and dies before he can ever be introduced into 

the novel's action. A friend of E~gen and Bast, Schramm ia 

another tortured, unsuccessful artist with natural talent in 

Many areas but' wi th success in none. According to Gibbs, hi s 

work "fed on outrage. et This outrage turns to despair and / 

doom. Like his friends, he is.radically disillusione&with 

life and unhappy in love. Because he is dead, Schramm can be 

idealized'by his two friends. 
"--, 

Althoug~ Eigen's guilt over 

Schramm's death makes him reticent and defensive, Gibbs pro

vides ample analysis of &:hramm' s suffering. It ~ ~chramm' s 

identi ty as the -tortured artist sold out by false values that 
• 

becomes the standard of artistic experience ta which the other 
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artists return again and again, as if ta exp"lain their own 

candi ti oas. 
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The pivotal experience in Schramm's lifé opcurred during 

World War II combat. Acd-ording ta Gibbs, Schramm pert'ormed an 

heroi"c, Faustian role of defending a "point" in the Ardennes 
, 1 

1 ~ 

offensive against ove~owering German forces, commanded by one 

Blauflnger whb, ironical11, is now an American corporate ally. 

Schramm was betrayed by hi s comm~ding offic ___ er, General Box, 

_"_alISO a figur~ in JR' s corporate action. Box w~ thdrew support-
" 

ing troops without signaling Schramm, leaving him to t'ight 

unprotected while Box's armour shelled-him t'rom behind. Gibbs 

considers thi s betrayal the cause of Schramm' s lOS's-~of fai th 

in himself and others, and his inability to sustain wny form 
- "''l. 

of creativity. In the following drunken monologue, Gibbs 

compares Schramm' s si tua~ion wi th General Box to that of Faust 

and the Lord in a manner that is reminiscent of Gaddis' narra-

tion of Wyatt's abandonment by his father, 

••• whole God damned point in Faust the Lord 
has every1:!rlng laid out for Faust to win but 
he won't tell Faust, what the hell do you 
expect Faust to do? Lord staying above the 
God damned battle létting him break bis Gad 
damned neck fighting for

4
what was planned 

for him all the time •••• 9 

Schramm' s background, like that of Bast, is tull of formative 
1 

betrayals and familial dissension. In addition to being '~ sold 

out" by the forces of autho~i ty, Schramm apparently had "less 

than cordial; relations wi th his step-mother, a grasping seduc-
~, 

tive y~ung ,woman who, according to Gibbs, married Schramm's 
, 

widowed father in ord:~ tj inherit his estate, which she 
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succ ~eded in doing (.392, ',,9.f7) .' Gibbs consi ders Schramm'· s' be

trayaIs endemic ta modern experience which lacks stable, re

cei ved values embodi ed by trustworthy authori ty figures. As 

in The Recognitions, J'R' s characters discover that there ia no 

ane to tell them what ta do. This absence of authori ty can be 

" interpreted as a J:ack of order and values. However, that aIl 
\ 

of iR' s characters are "laoking for someone to tell them what 

ta do" indicates that they lack 'seIf-reliance which i~ linked 
n 

to a deeper absence of personal responsibili ty for their actions .. 

Gadaïs implies that wi thaut inheri ted values, responsibi~i ty ia 

difficult if not impossible to develop. 

Whether Sc~ramm' s suicide is interpreted as a consequence 

of his sensitivity or Qf his weakness, it mart1rs him in the' 

eyes of his friends. That he blinds himself wi th a pencil as 
\ 

a preliminary act of self:'mutilation makes him a par?dic, modern , 

Wotan, ~he god who put out his eye and hung f~om the, Wor~d 

Ash Tree as self-punishment, and cleansing. 50 However Schramm' s 

fate is interpreted, he emerges as t'lie ul timate victim of 
" 

modern circumstances. His suicide ~k Si~fi:c~t':as a sign 

of human vulnerability, and for' the reactions which it elicita 
" 

from his friends. According to Gibbs, Schramm' s loss of con-
~ 

fidence destroyed him as an artist. ~e could no, longer, be-

lieve that he would evèr be understo·od • .51 Wi thout fai th in 
,,'t 

\ communication, Schramm could not create. He was final~y unsure 

whether art could, in Nietzsche' s phrase, "redeem su:f'fering" 

and, if not, whether it was worth creating at all • .52 

Thomas Eigen, who counts himself one of Schramm' s best 

_ 0 

• 

\ 

1 
( 
1 

i 
. J . 

h r .. ) 
<1". 
1--' , 

1 , , 
1 

1 
t 
1 
f 
,i 

~l 
~ 

J 
l 
1 
J 
1 



- --~-", ---- ~-------------- .. - --- -------- .--~- -~ :------ --- ---- --------------------

130 

friends, is actually one of his betrayers. Eigen. whose name 

deri ves from the German wora for "parti cular'~ or" strange," i s 

~ egocentric individual whllac~~ compassion. If Schramm, Glbb~ 
,,? 

and Bast are mo.dern Philoctetes, tpen Eigen 'is a sel:f-Efé'ning', - , 

conniving Ulysses who has compromi.sed his loyal. ties in order ta 

survive. ~ige~' s cynicism about scà.amm' s .artistic idealism, . 

reminiscent of Stella' s reacti~n·to Bast,- la something for whlch 

Gibbs c anno t, forgive him and which. ultimately prevents Eigen 

f'rom emerging as a aympathetic characte~. According to, Eigen, 

Schramm' s desire to malte art vindicate nf'e by "ahovdng the 

world what it's lost" ia a futile bit of romanticism (626). 

\ 

Ei~en feels that Schramm !las fatall.1 obsessed wi th achieving an· -_, 

excell.en:ce that he - could never a~ain.53 A guil t-ridéie~ Eigen 

tries to justify letting Schramm wander around on the night of 

his suicide: 1 

••• you know damn weIl she' s LRhoda, Schramm' s 
lovei! the' only rea=!on l let him leave that 
night. last shred of' confidel)ce as a man he 
was down there wi th those Iines of Tol.stoy 
there was something terri blpacking between 
whatI felt and-what l cruld do ••• (621). 

Gibbs replies: . 
" 

.•• can'~ you see it wasn't any of that [Seil! 
i t was, i t was worse than that? l t was 
whethèr what he was trying to do was worth 
doing even if he coul.dn1 t do i t.? •• trying to 
redeem the whole God damned thing by ••• (621) , 

But Eigen dOèS not\ understand. He still considera Schramm' s 

depression a romanticS posture, a selfish way o,f making the 
«. 

world pay for his weaknesses. He says, 

--1 just meant l.oolt l mean being objective Jack 
,facing i t honestly instead of turning i t into 
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( this Tolstoy :play '~hi_s, to malte the whôle world 
know what i t lost tha"t' salI l' m saying, thi s l 
shall write nothing the\world will have tO,~nder-
stand aIl by i tself. •• (626) 0 , 

1 

Eigen blames Schramm' s suicide on a desire. to "get back at" 

the world. According t~ Gibbs, Schramm m~ have been' seeing 
o 

the truth. There .JDay no longer" be a reason ta create. 
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Wha"t eIllerges from the two friends' debate ove,r Schramm' s 

motives'is a sense of their own artistic motives. Gibbs recog

nizes that the artist may no longer be able "ta redeem the 
- , ,( 1 

world through 'art. ~h,s~,_ doubts notwi thstanding, Gibbs has 

compassion for Schramm' s suffering and respect for his work. 

Eigen, however, scoff's àt Schramm' s thin fol der of unfinished 

writing, testimony to what Eigen sees as his friend's weakness. 

Eigen will not reveal his own fears about writing, except that 

he continually blames his j0b, his broken marriage, and his 

frien~s' problems for his inability ta finish his play. Gibbs 

claims that Eigen, who has written a much-acclaimed,little-read 
\ 

novel, is now escaping from the reality of hard wçrk by doing 
~ 

other people's jobs (491). Eigen' s jobs, which he adroits seem 

"unreal" to 'him, in~lude writing speeches for General Box, the
, \ 

man who "sold out" Schramm ,( 408). The one glimpse afforded 

into Eigen's writing indicates that he is eoncerned not sa much 
<C, ,. 

wi th human bu;\; wi th animal s~fferi~g.54 Rather than admi t wha~ 
Gibbs, Schramm and Bast faced up to--that art just may not 

have an audience--Eigen scoffs',cynically at such an ingenuous 

question as whether his~work.is interesting (625). He wishes , ' 

- f 

,j 
- 1 

1 
, 1 

1 
, i 

\ 
j 

l 
1 

i , i 
Î 

\ . ' 

., 

. ~ ( 



( 

" , 

\ 

the opposite of Bast's and Wyatt's view that rart , not neces

sariIy the artist, should be interesting. S5 

F-inally, it is Eigen's l'ack,,of\compassion and his be-
, 

trayal of artistic community which b~ands him ,as a modern 

Ulysses, talented but cruel. Not surprisingIy, of all the 

artists, Eigen seems; to be best ible to cope with the outside 

world. He does not drink; he has money; his injuries all turn 

out to be imaginary. As a periodic resident of the 96th St. 

apartment, Eigen greets intruders and phone calls with one 

desire~ to use them as an audience for his complaints about 

his broken marriage, his unfulfilled artistic intentions, his 

imagined physical disorders. He is so obsessed with his own 

worries that he nearly ignores Gibbs when'the latter receives 

a diagnosis o;t' leukemia. Eigen' s emotional and sexual 

insecurity leads him to blame women ~or most of his problems. 

In this novel of sex warfare'l Eigen is the quintessential male 

chauvinist. He tries to seduce Rhoda and when she rebuffs him, 

he verbally abuses her, accusing her of destroying Schramm. 

His insecuri ty maltes him a false friend to aIl. Not only does 

he slander Schramm after the Iatter's death, but he violates 

Gibbs' trust by disparaging his work behind his back. At the 

end of the novel, Eigen has taken up with Schramm's step-mother 
a 

/ 

in -arder to manipulate his dead friend' s estate and acquire 

some of it for himself. 

rt should be clear fr?~ the foregoing analysis of 

artists', lives and thoughts in JR that Jack Gibbs is the prima,z:y 

moral commentator and judge among them. His sentiments on art, 

Il 

" 
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society and the lives o~ his friends provide a substitu~e for 

the-kind of copious, intrusive n~ration that Gaddis used in 

The Recognitions. Gibbs is an "inner directed" man, alienated 

by an "other direct~d" age. 56 His background, even his trivial 

preferences, ground him in America's intellectual {lite. He ia 
- 1 

from an old-fashioned eastern background, Harvard~educated. 
\ 

The automated world prompts Gibbs to quote Emerso~"'B "th1ngs - ~ 

are in t~: saddle" ~dai?e. 5~-,p~ers archaic wOOd~ri.I.' ?oxed 

matches tp lighters.~wears either thrift-shop clothes or 

Tripler's süits and eschews cars. He is not a political radical 
\ 

but a traditionalist. Like most conservatives, Gibbs believes 

in American democracy. When accused of subversion in his 

,--'-' history class, he resp,ands by reading aloud the complete US 

Consti tution. 

Like Bast an~ Eigen, Gibbs has major flaws: he is unable 

ta-finish his writing, partly because of his teaching jOb, but 

mostly because of the d~fficulties he encounters in coping with 

daily life, difficulties which driv~ him to drink. Like Bast, 

he suffered early losses: a loveless childhood and a loveless 

marriage. Like Eigen. he, wonders if art is still necessary. 

\ However\ Gibbs possesses compassion and a capaci ty to express 

love. He ia the onlt character' who is described in the midst 

of a love aifair however brief. That he abandons his ~fair 

with Amy Joubert in a series of ambiguous communications at the 

end of the novel only cORfirms what he told her during' their 

fleeting three-day tryst: " ••• it's~ot you l ~on't trus~ Amy 

it's life ••. " (507). It is finally the fear,;that all action is 
\ . 

, 

l 

! 
f , 
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futile which ~ives Gibbs to his acts of sel~-de$tructive 

drinkrng and his sUbseqtient failu;re to fulfill his commi tlertts. 

Gibbs is even denied the unc\ertain dignity o~ a death by leukemia 

when he discovers that he has been misdiagnosed for a simple 

vtrus, brought on by dissip~tion. In his torn, ill-fitting 

suits and his red sneakers, he makes hi~ wayabout the city, 
(/ 

loBtng shoes, ~earing a new s~it oùt in ~he raina Penniless 
- .,. ~~ .... 

ana~~gover, he 'resembles a Be~~ett 'anti-hero. That he may 
J' 

see himself as inevi tâbly something of an absurd·· character, and 
• 

that he sympathizes with the m~ginals of the world,is revealed 
, / 

in his concern for other ~orlorn characters. 58 When Eigen re-

marks that his leukemia diagnosis is absurd, Gtbbs retorts, "Why, 

what's wrong with being absurd, people aIl over the place 
-'" 

being broiled like chops on ,the highway getting heart attacks 

cancer dandruff l just drew one that' s •.. If (623). A student 

, 
\ 
1 

1 
j 

\ . -
1. 
{ 

" of entropy theory, whose name recalls that of Willard Gibbs, a / ~ 
• 

pioneer in the field, Gibbs believes in indeterminacy. He 

would prefer to believe in meaningful order, but his experiences 

have convinced him that chance is the only law of modern life. 
\ 

Gibbs has two personalities: one sober and one drunk. 

When sober he is courteous, helpfulj when drunk he is abusive, 
4 

savagely funny, insightful. It is on the latter occasions that 
J 

Gibbs will vent jis pent-up resentment by breaking into o~ish 

mugging or babbling in non-English in an a~tempt to do what he 

calls Il al ter the context" ('496-7). Gibbs" refers- to a creative 

~ersona,~a Mr. Grynszpan, who seems to be the\fictitious . , 
"-"-\ .. ", 

student created by Gibbs and Eigen and sent through Harvard for 
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a lark. Mail for Mr. Grynszpan'piles up at the 96th St~ apart

ment. Gibbs refers to the Grynszpan Law of Common Foci (290) 

which, although never explained, alludes ta Gibbs' own te~dency 

to find a common meaning in seemingly d1,sparate phenomena. It 

18 when drunk that his imagination~s liberated to make the 

frantic collages of ideas that result, for example, in his descrip
f' 

tion of the new di vo~ce game \ called .. Spli t," or hi s fugue
\l 

dialogue with Rhoda in which the characters, speaking at cross 
p 

purposes and largely oblivious to each other, weave an intricate 

expression of the decline of free will and of the commercializa

tion.of art (608-9). As will be shown latert Gaddis orchestrates 
~ l, 

the complexities of his vision through various verbal collages 
" 

of voices and perspectives which, it would seem"could never 

,be brought together in any other way. Thus he puts fqrth a 

many-~ev~lled statement about life while preserving intact 

the dramatic, idiosyncratic moments of spoken expression. 

"The phrase which Gibbs uses MOst frequently to expre~s 

his sense of personal frustration expresses his awareness that 

he is "ablê to see clearly but do nothing.,,59 Like Emerson, 
, 

he considers thi s the worst dilemma in which a thinking indi vi-

dual could find himself. 60 ~oweve~ h~ "can'perform as a social 

critic, and it is this role that he chooses when ~e rejects 'the 

novel'fprm in favor of the s<?cial history. He tells Joubert 

that he had planned a novel which, the reader gleans, is based 
-

loosely on Schramm's war betrayal (501). He claims that "if 

l wrote a novel i t would end where Most novels begin" (248). 

This cryptic line May Mean that Gibbs would concern himself 



.( 
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with the conditions and attitudvs which most novelists take 

for: granted, the assumptions about Iff~, from whi-ch they begin 

writing. However, like Bast, Gibbs claims that a novel cannot 

be :t'ully explained or understood until it is completed. The 

work is "problem solvfng" which resolves itself in the actual 

f l t
, 61 process 0 comp e ~on. 

Gibbs tells Joubert tha~ he has abandoned the) idea of a 

novel because a novelist must understand women and he-does not 

(248). He switche~.to a social history of, what he calls 

"mechanization and the arts ••• the destructive element." The 

t · tl f th k . . A ' 62 Si . f' tl ' , 1 e 0 e wor 1n progress 1S gape. gn1 ~can y, agape 

ls the value which. according to Gibbs, money-dominatetl culture 
~. \ 

has abandoned (282, 290). In thinking this, Gibbs is like 

wyatt, who also considers love the primary value which artists 

should pursue and understand. His social history will pre

sumably account for the absence of love in modern culture. 

Like JR's other artists, Gibbs is hopelessly distraeted from 

his wri~ing. When he does manage to find the time for sober 

thought, he has diffieul t~-'locating his ro~gh drafts and his 

cryptic note cards. These cards, included in their rough forro, 

provide evidence of the disorganizeq state of Gibbs' work and 

the massive complexity af his prajeet. The cards.and Gibbs' 

reading from his manuscript provide a commentary on his ex

perience and on JR's world. 63 Like Gibbs' own commentary, the 

cards replace the erudite nàrration that Gaddis used in The 
-

Recognitions ta locate, the fictional action in a cultural context. .! 
1 

In JR such history survives as scattered notes which bear 

• 
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witness both to the complexity of that history and to the dis

organization of the artist's mind. Gibbs admits ruefu11y'that 
, 1 

his book is like an invalid, pe,rh,aps a terminal case (603). 

Gaddis May be alluding to the two-decade lapse'between his hovels;' 

.however, Gibbs does not t'inish his work, ,while JR itself is 

proof of Gaddis' ability ta orchestrate Gibbs' chaotic notes 

through the texture of his fiction. 

The heart of Gibbs' dilemma is -th!!eefolds he has the 
\\ 

suspicion that nothing is worth doing, that he lacks the talent 

to create what he knows is true; fina1ly, that even if he can 

create a work, it may not find an audience. Schramm's phrase, 

"If you could have se en what l saw there Lin the~ wor1J,1" is a 

, refrain for all the artists (725). Schramm succumbs to despair 

when he cannot be certain that artistic communication is possible. 

• i 

, 
• M 

Baât nearly gives uppis work until he reallzes that it ls aIl 

he has, aIl he knows how fol,do. Only Schepperman continues ta 
.,/ , 

work apparently wi~h~ eithen reluctance or reward •. Eigen 
- ./ 

retreats into oynicism ana obscurantism, claiming that he does 

not need to be interesting. Gibbs, the seer, ends the novel 

with his own work still in a shambles. However, there is hope 

in his final gesture o~ reading a10ud to'Schepperman while the 

latter finishe,s a long - incomplete painting. Perhaps he is 

biding his time, retrenching, establishing a sense of artistic 

community which May provide him with the support to finish his 

work. If he is sure of nothing else, Gibbs knows that he must Î. 

provide his own context, create ~is own network of support, 

take responsibility for hi~n life and work. It is this 

" .. ~-- ~-
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sense of personal responsibi1ity which is Most grave1y 1acking 

in JR's characters, which robs them of aIl thought and action, 

and which May prevent th~m from creating or recognizing another 

person's creation. 
~,~ 

Personal responsibility is a quality conspicuously lac king , 

especia11y in JR's youth. ~he character JR accepts conditions . 
~around him without question. When he discovers that the economic 

principles on which he based his "family of companies" is out

moded, he does not rail against an'unfair system, nor does he 

become disillusioned. Instead he busily sets about planning , 
, 
" ' an operation based on what he bé~ieves to be the right "rules." 

~ • i ~ 

Rhoda refuses responsibility for any of the Many problems she 
,~ 

encounters.atJR' s 96th St. pied-à-terre, as~ming that all 

,~~decisions are made elsewhere-, by others. Unlike JR, she is 

not innocen~; she senses that nothing ~he exper~ences makes 

sense; there is no plan; th~e are no rules to learn. Her friend 
-

Al attributes his abysmal musical career to having no connec-

tions, a problem which he assumes MoSt other people do not 

share. Rhoàa and Al are Gaddis' versions of "welfare bums,ft 
\ 

vulnerable people (they Worry about people "not even being very 

nice" to each other L5s17). They assume that the wor1d is a 

sinking ship and' they have aIl they can do simply to cling to 

the wreck. Gaddis does not show them t~ be wrong in their view. Î 
Even Bast, who is aIder than Rhoda and more linked to the 

/ ' -

daily world of work, is described by others as lacking a c1ear 

sense of personal responsibility. Crawley and JR, both Bast's 

sometime employers, teel they are doing the young man a ravor 
) 

by hiring him ta compose or, in JR's,case, to monitor AM radio 
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stations, among other "corporate" duties. They ,each suspect 

that Bast is uslng :them, not the reverse. As has been stated, 
• • aIl JRt s characters have a tendency ta "pass the buck~ for 

1 

their fai1ure,s and to feel short-chànged ,by everyone f~om their 

estranged wives ta deoeased relatives and past emPloyej" 

Finally it is the\o~d~r gèneration 'of corporate co trol~{ 

1ers. the ones wha'were weaned on free enterprise, who~ 8e1 

that they must assume cammand of a system for which no one will 

aocept tesponsibili ty. Gavernor Cates rants about irresponsi-, 

bility and greediness, oblivious to the role that monopoly 

He bellows at /' 

'~) ~I 

capitalism plays in créating these attitudes. 

Beaton, his legal factotums 
\ 

••• Well by God don't ta1k to me about interfer- /~ 
ence somebody'has to ho1d things together that' s/ 
why damn it~ Most of the damn trouble in the ~6rld's 
made by damn fools with nothing to do have to/give 
them something to do to keep off the damn streets ., 
and l'm:by God siok and tired of hearing them bite 
the damn hand that feeds them hear me? Qnly damn 
reason they think something' s worth doingf "§' they 
get paid for it make a nickel and they ••• take 
credit 1ike they was the ones invented their success 
by their own damn selyes •••• Somebody dontt spend 
every damn minute working to hold the whole damn 
tl'cl.ng together for them" they' Il be squatting in 
tents on the White Hduse lawn ••• don't talk to me" 
about interferencet (710-11) 

Among the nove1's characters there is one, JR, who briefly 

succeeds at "holding together" his own corporate empire, not 

because he takes responsibi1ity as Cates does, but because h~ 

accepts the imp1icit premise of monopoly capitalism thtt every

thing is grist for the economic mil1 and that nothing but 

monetary value is of importance. At the same time, he combines' 

this understanding--really more of an in~tinct than anything 

1 
/ 
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learned--with youthful enthusiasm~d seemingly boundless 

en~rgy. JR is a boy wonder. A parody of a protégé, JR is 

distinguïshed from his peers by what separates any young artist 

from mediocrity: talent, (in this \case, .for money-making) and 

drive. 64 Whereas genius, parental) guidance , and a rich 

cultural milieu aided the young Mozart, JR grows up in a- world 

where genius is ignored, parents are largely i~relevant, and 
/ 

art is disregarded. The_~~ly recognizeft ~alu~ in JRIs world 
, " 

is money, so the boy strikes out in p~rsuit ~this goal. , 

The secret to JR' s success is really ~ ignorances he 

• ,-- disregards all fixed meaning J and parlays language the way a 

broker plays the market. He decides that the catch phrase for 

advertising a pharmaceutically dubious green aspirin should 

read~~imply. "Itts greén.~ When asked to explain the meaning 

of this phrase, JR counters Humpty-Dumpty fashion: tilt doesn't 

have to Mean anything. It's green, that's all~" JR emerges 

as the one sure survivor of the novel's corporate world, a free

lancer with chaos whose only goal is ta discover the way to 
\ \ 

win, with or without the ru~~ When he encounters Bast, ~ 

exhibits,the consequences of th~ disregard_for forms of human 

Qommunication. For JR, money, not meaning,is the message. 

Gaddi s' depiction of JRrs equation of art with money provides 

some of the grimmest and funniest social'cri~1cism in the novel • 
.,.-

.IR explains ta an incredulous Bast that ~adio must transmit 

quantity, not-necessarily quality. In the following tirade to 

an incredulous Bast; JR accurately describes the wa:y in whi.ch. 

communications concerna ~ave'merged with corporate c~ncerns 
4' 

s 
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so that the economic motive outwéighs the content of communica- " 

tion: 

Look is i t my 1;é.uI t if this hère symphony takes 
like a haIt ho6r to pl~ it~ I Mean how many 
messages are you supposed to get across in this 
here hour where it takes this band half of it to 
play this one symphony for these here people ••• 
where this other crap takes like three minutes 
each, l Mean what do l, care what they play thet"e~ .--,.~., 
••• Like I Mean this here stat;'9,n .i:t·'s~(jSing 50 
much money i t c~-' t _har-dIy'-last any more.' •• we have 
~o_ bUN it té nelp them out •.•• That's what you do~ 
(6.59) 

In a futile atteinpt to make JR aware of "intangible assets," 

Bast forces the child to listen ta Bach'à cantata number 

twenty-one. When Bast asks JR what he heard, the boy is' 

confused and begins descr.ibing sound ,effects, then asks Bast 

to tell him what h·e was suppo sed to hear. Finally, JR des-

~s'What he did hear. 

l mean what l heard first there' s all this high 
music right? So then this here lady starts 
singing up yours up yours so then this man starts 
singing up mine, then there 1 s some wordsso -she 
starts singing up mine up mine so he stârts singing 
up yours .•. (6.58) 

Bast is unsuccessful in his attempt to convince JR that music 

cannot be interpreted for the ~udience, that the listener must 

bring whatever he has within him to the work and interpret it 

with these resources or-not at a~l. Presumably one mus~ be 

educated in order to understand art, and must li ve' i~ a' milieu 

.which respects art. JR has not' been so educated, and his 

world shows no' interest' in art. 65 Hence, his response to the 

Bach piece is to be expected. His question about what he should 

hear is aiso understandable, given his ignorance. JR, '1a liter-
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alist of the imagination, can only follow rules. Bast in his 

fury refuses to "hear" the .problem whJ.cn undê~lies the bqy' s 

question. 

.' . Fin.ally:;--n: s ignorance and his need for authori ties to 

tell him what ta hear make him part of the vacant-eyed, 

inattentive audience tpat composes Most of the novel's popula

~i~n. The boy's speech to ~ast after the latter has'attacked' 

; him for his ignorance eXpresses a mixture of pathetic friend~ 

ship, vulnerability, artd sadness beneath the abominable English. 
\ 

JR reminds Bast that in spi te of JR' s own ignorance of Bast t &' 
~-;.~-~, 

métier, he âid'fulfill,hiS side of their understandifg. which 
\, , 

was all he ever was supposed tc? ·do. His plea for understanding 

wi thout meaning ls the ul timate statement of laissez.-faire: 
l > 

\ 

( 

--These a~undred musical insterments all 
play~ng a~ once where they like taped it for 
you and aIl l Mean didn' t you? where you said 
it's something you have to do like it's your 
only reason ~o be anybody so l mean what's the 
dif:f~rence if maybeI couldn't even understand 
It! fI mean just because you know what you have 
to do without somebody's always telling you 
what· s the difference if l look over there and 
se~ this iee cream cone thing where Mrs •. Joub~t 
sees, this here moon coming up wh'ere l'm trying 
to find out what l'm suppose to do so you say 
it's ~rash?' (661) 

This indifference to meaning is even more disturbing when 
1 

expresse~ by a ~ell-educated adult. In the following excerpt, 
, . 

Amy Joubert tries to encourage Gibbs to keep wri ting: 
• 

--But it doesn't matter if l understand, it"s 
when l hear you talk about something you care 
about ••• thàt's what l understand ••• (493) 

Bast hasconfronted Gibbs and Eigen with the possibility that 

art May be .. just trash'" if the audience and :the per:f'ormer 
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, interpret i t differently than does the artist (725). This fear 

'\ unhing~d. Schrmm because i t opened a dark window on meaningless-, 

j 
ness and chaos. JR, of aIl the characters in Gaddis' novel. 

l 
can tolerate a world~wi th out meaning. Yet Gaç1dis does not 

present him as a freak, a mutation born of modern culturè's 

detri tus. Instead, there is a li ttle bit of JR in all the' , 
~~ :;~~-.t ~ ! 

characters: , he ,is ;'''the boy inside" eaçh of the artists (JI} ~--,~,. - \ 
\ " 

Each f,lf them ls really just a grown-up boy, ,a-man with a 

child' s fears. 66 However, there is a f'undaméntal difference , 
between their attitudes and JR'SI the middle-aged artists know 

-~ ,~ 
that they have aged, that things have changed--; that/vney are 1 

" 

part of the process of change; JR is changeless. He ends the 
'" 

novel with t~e hope that he can "start over~ with his new under-

standing of "cost-plus" operations. 
.-- . 

,Failure has taught hl.m 

nothi6g •• A s~gn which Bast sees from a car window on his 

way to the 96th St. apartment could be JR's epitaph: "None of 

Us Grèw But ,the Business.1t6~ 
Gaddis' artists struggle against the sterility of the 

world that JR accepts. While the boy remains fixed on his goal 
~~-. " 

of monetary wealth and oblivious to th~ importance of human 

relations, the artists are deeply troubled by their personal 
\, ~ 

lives, particularly by their relations with women. Moreover, 
/ 

in bath of Gaddi s" novels,. women play a compa part in ar;1fistic 
" 

inspiration. 'To understand further the nature of' the artists' 

dilemmas, the following chapter will examine the role that 
• 

'women play in the lives and work of the artists. 
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NOTES 

~horea~, Wa1den, p. 65. 
t, 

2r say "preSIIDably" because Bone of Gaddi s' artists are 
shown ta be fu~l~apable of self-knowledge and self-expression. 

3Wil1iam Gaddis, The Recogn!tions (New York: Avon Books, 
1955), p. 71. AlI further quotations from this_ work will be . 
followed by page numbers in parenthesis unless otherwise noted. 

4Gaddi s SJ?rink1es the novel wi th incongruous image's of 
stunted growth. Amid the café banter of'Paris sits. an androgynous 
female reading transition. She "looked like the young George 
W~shington witnout his wig" (71). Near the end of the nove1, 
she reappears, reading The Partisan Reviewi "Behind the ' 
clattering bastion of saucers, the aging image of the wigless 
father of her country read Dn, ~d someone said she could sit 
li~e that all night because she wore a Policeman's Friend" 
(l~009). The image of America has âged and the literary maga
zine has changed but the allure of Paris is perennial fqr feck-
less inhabitants oflthe New WQrld. ,. 

5The 'Reco i tion r: p. 114. ~s first al1udes to the 
sexually repressive, ife-denying aspects of urban culture 
with the same imagery'that he uses to ~how the negative ' 
influ'ence of Christiani ty. Young Wyatt· s pur~tanical Aunt 
May\teaches the boy a rhyme about "therman of double deed. 
who sows his field wi thout a seed •• :" ()5). - , 

6Gaddis' descriptions; of the city are reminiscent of Eliot' s 
evocative imageri in Th,e Vlaste Land. The following excerpt 
was deleted by Pound from an early draft, but it bears com
paring with Gaddis' scen~s (125, )0)): 

London, the'swarming life you kill and breed, 
Huddlèd between thé concr&te and the sky; 
Responsive to the'momentary need, 
Vibrates unconscious to its formal destiny, 

\ 

Knowing neither how to think. nor how to teel, 
But lives in the awareness of the observing eye. 
London, your pebple is bound upon the wheel; 
Phantâsmal gno~es, burrowing in brick and stone 

and steel: :i 

T.S. Eliot, The Waste Land, A Facsimile and Trans
cript of the Original Dr,af'ts Including the Annota .... 
tions of Ezra Pound, ed. Valerie Elio~ (Londonr 
Faber and "Faber, 19'71), p. 31., . 
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--- . 
7The Recognitions, p. 229. This reference to the ambiguous 

power of the mother for the son is a motif which pervades 
, Gaddis' two nOJ\reJ:s and will be taken up further, in. Chapter 

Three. ' 

8Gaddis may be intending a play on the idea of consumption 
as a- female activity and ~s a wasting disease. Esme lacks 
a stomach, or so itQis rumored. A poor consumer of food, she 
is also a marginal economic consumer, un1ike most of Gaddis' 
other characters, espeèial1y women. Final1y, she dies of 

, something very like consumption.' ~ 

9The Recogni.tions, p. 864. It ls"wide1y re~ognized that 
the,moon. evokes the female and 1s linked with intuition and 
the unconscious. See J.E. Cirlot, A Dictionary of Symbols. 

k tran~. Jack Sage, 2nd ed. (1962; rpt. London: Rout1edge & 
Kegan Paul, 1971), pp. 217-218, Esther M. Harding, Woman's 

" M steriesl Ancien:V and Modern (1955; rpt. London: Rider & 
Co., 1977 • pp. 107, 109; and Jo1ande Jaoobi, "Symbols in an 
Individual Ana1ysis," in Man and his SVlbols, ed. Carl G. 
Jung '(New York, Dell Publishing Co., 1964), p. ~28 • 

./ 

/" ao· - , 
f q Accordipg to Susan Sontag, camp champions cultural failure 

including the'decline of religion and the irrelevance of high 
art. Wi th affection ,rather than cynicism, camp makes artifice d 

an iqeal. It, appreciates vulgari ty in an age of mass culture'. 
- Camp and parody are similar; however çamp is not intentionally 

satirical because it lacks a moral center. Susan Sontag, "Notes 
on ',C'amp,'" in A ainst Inte retation and Other Ess s (New 
York:' Dell Publ shing, 19 1 , pp. 2 J-29 ., Gaddis presents 
homosexua1ity from a satirical--hence an underlyingly moral-
point of view. He does not embr~ce the culture; hi condemns 
it. Camp'culture ia depicted as the u1tlmate masquerade. The 
vacuous theatricality of Gaddis' homosexuals contrasts with 
Wyatt's seriousness of purpose and lends his character depth. 

\ 

r~he Recognitions, pp. 56-57. Rev. Gwyon take,s up Mithraism 
aS,a primitive affirmation of life and an antidote poth to 
repressive.Protestantism and to 'sad' memories Df ,Camilla, his 
dead wife. Gaddis does not parody Mithraism itself, but he 
doés show Gwyon's obsession as'final~y an ~scapist self-delusion. 

l2The Recognitions, p. 483. This passage May allude to the 
renewed interest in Catholicism in America during the 194-os and 
1950s. Certainly, the'entire novel satirizes,the faddish di-
mension of Catholicism. ".~ / /". 

13As if to expose t'alse suffering as weIl as the modern " 
world's endless capacity ta deba~e experience. Gaddis depicts 
a Paris café cluster discussing suffering. The leader of this 
group weRTS a t'aIse conceptration number tattooed Qn her arm 
(1007). E1sewhere otto plagiarizes Wyatt'~ idea of su~fering in 
order to impress his eo1leagues (lJ~-6). 'Stanley leads a 
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life in which ascetiG~ if not outright suffering, is axiomatic 
(20-24). Perhaps the most flamboyant of Gaddis' sufferers is 
th~ obscene ascetic, Anse~m. 

l4The Recognitions, p. 674. Stanley's speech suggests T.S. 
Eliot' s cri tique, of the fUÎ"lCtion of art and the function of 
religion in After strange Gods. 

15" Herman Melville, MobX Dick or The Whale, ed. Charles 
Feidelson, Ji. (New York: Bobbs-M~rrill Co., 1964), pp. 206-
215. 

l6The Recognitions, p. 1016. This passage is similar to 
the interchange in E1i@t ' s The Cocktail Party in which the 
psychiatrist , Reilly, reassures Celia' s lover, Peter, who says 
he never understood his ex-loverl "You understand your métier, 
Mr. Quilpé- / Which is the most that any of us can ask for" 
(Eliot, Cocktail, Act III, p.e 175). 

1 ';.. \". -
7Bernard Ben~toc~ notes that Wyatt's app~rently unmotiva

~e~growth might be a result of Gaddis' infrequent use 'of 
the interior monologue. Bernard-Benstock. "On William Gaddisl 
In Recognition of James Joyce, fi Wisconsin Studies in Contemporaq 
Literatur@, 6, No. 2 (Summer, 1965), 196. On the contrary, 
Gaddis provides evidence, much of it symbolic, oT what influences 
his main character' s actitms.'· . !"..r_ 

l8The a~e is brought ta Wyatt's bedside dUring his mysterious 
fever and contributes to his strange cure .. <57-8). The 

;beast also performs a kind of vindication by uprooting WYatt's 
Aunt May's talismanic hawthorn tree, indirectly'causing her 
decline and death •. Then he to_o dies. The ape' s name indicates 
that Gaddis intends the animal as a parody of the Gre~k\pero 

, and a symbolic foreshadowing of Wyatt' s own form of hero~,sm. 
Certain of Wyatt's actions, particularly his psychological 
descen~, into the depth&paral1el Heracles' story. See Robert 
Graves, The Greek M~hS {1955; rpt. Harmondsworth, Eng.t . 
Penguin Books, 1975 , II, pp. 88-89~ 

19The Recognitions, p. 33.' See Encxc10pedia of Religion, 
ed. Vergilius Ferm (1945; rpt. Paterson, N.J.: Little~~eld, 
'/ldams & Co., 1959). p. 345. ... ' ~ 

20Research has been(done' on Gaddis' 'allusions to the Faust 
1egend in his first J·novel (see Peter. Koenig, '" Splinters From 
the Yew Tree,' 1 A Critical Study of William Gaddis' The Recogni
tions," pp. 60-66, and BroWl;).son, "Techniques of Reference, . 

-Allusion, and Quotation in Thomas Mass' s Doktor Faustus and 
Willigm Gaddi~ The Recognitions). Gaddis'parodies the Faust 
story in the novel's satiric background, as when a,character 
rem~ksl "--We're shooting Faust now, a sort of bop, version, 
we've changed him to this refugee artist ••• " (706). However, 
Wyatt's over-reaching attitude is taken seriously. The myth 
adds de~to his~ituation. 
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21Koenig, '" Splinters From the Yew 
f 

Tree, , .. p. 21. 
22 / 

Robert Graves, The White Goddess 
Strauss and Giroux, 1966), p. 476. 

(New York: Farrar, 

23Gaddi~ provides direct and indirect allusions t~ the 
Town Carpenter's Thqreauvian eccentricity. The character 
exhorts athers ta If simp!l..ify" (4)8), a sentiment which Wyatt 
puts ta good use at the time of his se1f-transfo-rtnation (960). 
Some of the Town Carpenter' s speeches are reminiscent of Walden' s 
start1ing yet home1y insights (450). -

24The Recognitions, p. 59. Roger Shattuck notes a simi1ar 
concern .for the ambigui ties of individual perception in 
Praust's work. Roger Shattuck, Proust's Binoculars (New York: 
Random House, 196), pp. 3-39. 

25The Recognitions, pp. 60-61. This passage is matched by 
a description of the hack writer, Ludy, who stares out into , 
the Spanish dawn wi th .features ft as reasonably detai1ed and separate 
as the i1luminated compostire of the landscape befare him •.. " , 
(950) . Gaddi s' interchanging descriptions of 1andscape and 
physiognomy conv~y his sense of undifferentiated chaos whicn 
takes in the entire cosmos and the cansciousness which per-
ceives i t. The rational intellect attempts ta ,order and separate 
the component of this whole and in so daing, i t would limi t "' 
the primordial. power of human consciousness. The artist must 
avoid this tendency to over-rationalize. 

26 . . . 61 . The,Recagn1t1ons, p. • See p. 952 for the continuat1on 
of thi~' description, transferred to Ludy's perception. 

27The Recogni tians, p~ 65." The narrative intimates that as 
early as his recuperation from his childhood i11ness, Wyatt 
was obsessed witil leaving paintings unfinished once he had 
discovered their design (60). 

28~he 'Recognitions, p. 162. See Friedrich Nietzsche, Thus 
Spoke Zarathustra, transe R.J. Hol1ingdale (1961. rpt. , ~ 
Harmondsworth, Eng.: Penguin Books, 1976), p. Ill. E1se
where, in The ReCognitions, Wyatt and Ott6 (presumab1y 
mouthing Wyatt's ideas), attribute the Nietzschean idea of 
a design pre-existing the artist's work to Cicero's Paradoxal 
Wyatt says, "--Yes, do you remember, Cicero, in the Paradoxa? 
••• and he gi ves Praxi teles no credit for doing anything more 
than removing the excess marble, until he reaches the real 
form which was there all the time" (93:3 J cf. 136). Esme 
wri tes about a similar form of basic n recogni tion" in her 
letter to Wyatt after he rejects herJ "Rooted wi thin us, basic 
laws. fargotten gladly .•• are a dif'ficul t work ta find. The 
painter, speaking wi thout tongue, ia qui te absurdly mad in his 
attempt to do so, yet he is inescapably baund toward-thisM 

(.50). Strangely ~ l have been unab1e to find any reference to 
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Praxi teles or the passage Gaddis d.escribes in Cicero. See Marcus 
Tullius Cicero, "paradoxa Stoicorum." in De Oratoré t trans. H. 
Rackham, M.A ..... (London: William Heinemann, Ltd.~. 1960), II, 
pp. 2.52-30J. , 

/ 

29Nietzsché. p. Ill. Until his final self-transformation, 
Wyatt is a reluctant romantic l hardly a Nietzschean hero, who 
would rather gain fulfillment through perception than action. 
l agree, however, with 'Banning's comment that Wyatt's final 
impulse to continue his quest 15 a romantic atti~ude. Charles 

'Banning, "William Gaddis' JR: The Organiz~tion o~ Chaos and 
the Chaos of Organization," Paunch, Nos. 42~43 (Dec., 1975), 
p. l5J. 

JOThe Recognitions, p. 96. See Charles Fort, The Books of 
Charles Fort (New York: Henry Holt & Co., 1941), p. xii. 
The Recognitions, p. 940. See Arthur Schopenhauer, "Transcen
dent Speculation on the Apparent Deliberateness in the Fate 
of the Individual," in Parerga and Paralipomena,trans. E.F.J. 
Payne ,(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1974), l, pp. 201-2,33. 

,(.. 3lThere ia no indication, that'Gwyo~'s idea about the 
~'a,ccidents' of reali ty" ia based on Aristot1e' s theéry of the, 
accidentaI as explained in the Metaphysics. See Aristotlé, 
Metaphysics, transe Rn:hard Hope (Ann ArborI Ann Arbor Paper
backs, 1952). pp. 121-122. Gwyon and Wyatt both interpret 
reality as ambiguous at best and fraught with contingency. 

. 32wyatt is refer~ing ironically to the Calvinist belle! 
that God predestined both the fall of humanity and the choice 
of the elect. See Encyclopedia of Religion, p. 751. 

3)Jacques Barzun refers to the romantic view that "the 
lesson of Faust, has to be relearned indi vidually through ex
perience' (Barzun, Classic, Romantic. and MOdern, p. 87). This 
ultimately becomes Wyatt's convic~ion. 

J4~sme's plunge into the inarticulate contrasta with 
Stanley's fear of taking the plunge into his unconscious 
(see note 15). These characters exist at opposite creative 
extremes. ~ 

J5The Recognitions, p. 105. See Joyce, A Portrait o~ the 
Artiit as a Young Man, pp. 214-215; and Eliot, "TracU. tion and 
the Individual Talent," in The Sacred Wood, pp. 52"'53. , , 

J6Ralph Waldo EnÎerso;, "Nature," Selections from Ralph 
Waldo Emerson, ed. Stephen E. Whicher, p. 55. Wyatt' s final 
.strik.lng out, into the wilderness on the path of s~di.seô.very 
also echoes 'Emerson' a recommendation at the 'end of "Tne Poet," 
that the artist must move into the unknown ,armed only with his 
trust/in the must, which, for Emerson, translates as ~he poet's 
creative essence • 

.... ____ ------~-----------------------l' 
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37See note 3.5. "T.he Big Unshavên Man," a minor character 
wb,o appears in New York bars, is a parody of the lionized artist 
(327, ))0, 332, 560). Wfth h~ hard-drinking macho exterior, 
this character is a satirical version of Hemingway, whose per
sonali ty was" and is at least as weIL kilown as his prose. 

\ 

38Nietzsche, Thus Spoke Zarathustra, p. Ill. Wyatt-Stephen's 
return to his origins, S]'IJ1bolized by his consuming his father' s 
ashes, canonizing ohis mother! s bonee, and taking back his 
original1y gi ven name evokes Nietzsche' s idea of the "eternal 
returh" (Zarathustra, pp. 178, 234)~ For a study of' the Joycean 
associations in The Recognitions, inCl~ing similarities between 
Wyatt and Stephen Dedalus, see Bernar enstock, "On William 
Gaddie, 1 In Recognition of' James Joyce, ft iscansin Studies in 
Contempor~ Literature, VI (Summer, 196.5), 177-189. 

39without referring to the romantic dimension of G~ddis' 
, first novel, bath Joseph Salemi and John Stark note that in ru 
Recognitions art provides compensation for the absence of 
spiri tuali ty in modern life. 0 Joseph S. Salemi, "To Soar in 
Atonement# Art as Expiation in Gaddis' The Rec0F:i tions, et. 

Novel. ,A Forum on Fiction (Winter. 1977), p. l)~ John Stark, 
"William Gaddisl Just Recognition." The Hollins Cr,3:tic, 14, No. 
2 (April, 1977), 12. 

~OWilliam Gaddis, illl (New York, Alfred A. Knopf, 1975), 
p. 492. ALI further quotations from this work will be folJ.owed
by page numbers in parenthesis unless otherwise noted. 

41See The Recognitions, p. 988. Decades before the writing 
of JR, Gaddis made the player piano a symbol of the connection 
between mechanization, the decline of the arts and the rise of 
popular culture. ~ ,>In_ an article for The Atlantic Monthly, Gaddis" 
explained the appeal of mechanical art for Americans: 

Selling player pianos to Americans in 1912 was 
not a difficu+t task. There was a place for 
everyone in this brave new world, where the 
player offered an an~wer to\some of America!s 
most- persistent wants: the opportun! ty to 
part~cipate in ,something whioh asked li ttle 
understanding; the pleasure of creating with
out work, practice, or taking the time; and the 
manifestation of/~alent where there was none. 

Age was'no hindrence to succeSs. A child in 
Seattle who had spent his ~ull five years among 
play ers was an expert demonstrator. (William 
Gaddis, "Stop Player. Joke'No. 4," The 
Atlantic Monthly, -rip. 188 Ouly, 195Yp. 92.) 

42JR, p. 393. Gaddis may be alluding to the distinction 
between "status" and .. contract" societies. /iccording to 
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David Rièsman tradi tioq.al or "status" societies changed slowly" ' 
depended on coherent family and kin organizations and inherited 
values, aIl. of which modern If contract" societies lack. Statua 
societies promoted fertility rather than the "fertility by 
cl!lculation" of contract societies. David Riesman. The Lonely 
Crowd, adbridged edn. (New Haven, Conn.: Yale-University 
Press, 1961), pp. 11-1). Gibbs (and Gaddis) both lament the 
"decline" from this traditional society. 

4JEdmund Wilson, "Philotectes: The Wound and the Bow, If in 
The Wound and the Bow: Seven Studies in Literature (New York: 
Galaxy-Oxford, ~1965), pOi236. ' 

44Gide ,s Philoctète resigns himse1f to a life of isolation, 
devoted to writing which he has no'hopes of anyone ever seeing. 
He tells young Néoptolème that virtue i6 not attained in 
sacrifice for Greece, but in something rarer, which he claims \ 
not to be able to describe. 'More the pacifist than Sophocles' 
hero, Philoctète gives up his bow and arrow ta Ulysses and 
returns to his 1ife of isolation, convinced,that he is quit 
of society. That there is consolation in Philoctète's ending 
i6 indicated by Gide' s notations that the frozen landscape 
of the hero's island should sudden1y sprout flowers. Philoctète 
tells Néoptolème that virtue can only be attained when one 
leaves behJ.nd the demande of society. The play' s ending symbo1i.zes 
the bir~h of such virtue from suffering and, isolation. André 
Gide, Philoctète,:in Je Théatre complet de André Gide (flaris: 
Ides et Calandes, 1947), I. pp. 145-180. 

4.5Wil son, "Phi1octetes: The Wound and' the Bow," p. 236. 

46Tennyson' 6 poem contains passages which r'elate to Gaddi's' 
plot and cnaracterization. The speaker, like Bast, is dis
inherited, "left a trampled orphan, and a selfish uncle' s ward." 
Alfred Tennyson, "Locksley Hall," in Poems of 1842, ed. Christopher 
Ricks (London: Collins Publishers, 1968). 1.156. His beloved 
is named Amy, perhaps a source of Gaddis' choice of thename Amy 
Joubert. Like Joubert, Tennyson' s Amy is "puppet to father' s 
threat, and servile to a shrewish/tongue" (~.42). She marries 
a "clown" for a husband, as do Gaddis' Joubert and Stella Angel, 
Bast' s cousin. 

ftLocksley Hall" concerns romantic' love remembered from the 
per~pective of comfortable middle age. The speaker ret~rns~to 
Locksl&y Hall, scene of his early incestuous romance. He 
remembers his cousin, their passion, her compromised marriage, 
and his own dejection. He rails against his cousin' s .. falseness" 
and his own unhappy fate. Finally, he regains confidence. 
convinced that IfI myself must mix with action, lest l wither 
by despair" (1.98). Money and worldly pleasures provide 
certain compensations (1.99-106). The young man hopes he may 
avoid being engulfed by his deepest passions, yet, at the sarne 
time, that he may regain "the wild pulsation ~.t l felt before ) 
the 1 strife,. /. Wh en l heard my days before _ me, and the tumul t : 
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of 1 my life" (1.100-110). The hero is saved by a v~s~on of 
the future "and all the wonder that wou1d be" (1.120), which 
1eaves him wi th a fai th in common sense. He gloats: "So l 
t,~iumph' d ere my passion sweeping thro' me 1eft 1 ~e dry" (l.l,3l). 
Kis optimism leads him to conclude that in spite of the slow
ness of human progress, "Yet l doubt_,not thro' the ages one 
increasing purpose 1 runs, 1 And the thougnts of men are 
widen'd wit}l the process 1 of the suns" (1.1,37-1,38). This 
newly found common sense makes him ashaméd of' his former weak
ness. He admi ts, "I am shamed thro' aIl my, nature to have 
loved so slight f a thing./ Weakness to be worth with weakness~ 
woman' s pleasure,1 woman' s pain-I Nature made them blinder 
motions bounded in a 1 sha110wer brain" (1.148-150). Still, 
a passionate rhythm beats àomewhere within the speaker and he 
yearns for a female partner. He briefly considers an escape 
to sorne tropical paradise, mated wi th .. some savage wornan, she 
shal1 z;ear my dusky / race" (L 168) . His Christian- conscience, 
however, saves him from such a b1under into pr~mitivism and he 
conc1udes: .. Forward, forward let 1 us range,1 Let the great 
world spin for ever down the ringing 1 grooves o,f change" 
(1.181-182). FinaIly, the speaker watches the disintegration 

. of Locks1ey Hall, symbol of his early romanticism, calm in the \~ 
conviction that "I see the crescent promise of my spi ri t hath 
not set.1 Ancient founts of inspiration well thro' aIl my 
fancy yet" (1.187-188). _ 

In contrast ta Gaddis' characterization of Bast, Tennyson' s 
speaker sounds nai va in his final optimism .. - In the context of 
JR, the poem shows up young Edward's:romanticism. Bast, like 
Tennyson' s speaker, despairs at the world of flux. 'Edward 
Engelberg considers that the origin of the modernist sense of 
flux, "the continuaI loss of fixity in the objects before us," 
was first experienced during the Victorian era and given voice 
by such poets as Tennyson. Edward Engelberg, "Space, 'rime and 
History: Towards the Discrimination of Modernisms," Modernist 
Studies, l, No. 1 (1974), 2,3. Unlike Tennyson's poetic 
character, Bast does not resolve his di1emma by finding a 
positivist solùtion. Bast'possesses the rom~tic sensibility 
in a modern context which denies him any solution to the 
problems of his perceptions except through continue« faith ~n 
creati vi ty • ' ' 

47Like other questing heroes. Bast considers himself undone 
by his attraction to an unattainable ideal epitomized by 
woman. Gilgamesh and Herakles come ta mind as epic paradigms 
of this dilemma\ See Graves, The, Greek Myths, II. pp. 88-89;' 
and Marina Warner, Alone of AlI Her Sex' The M th and the Cult 

- of the Virgin Mary New York: Alfred A. Knoft, 197 , p. ,333. 

48~, p. 725. Gide e~resses a more stoical but similar 
sentiment when he claims ta prefer ri sking mi sunderstanding __ .r 
and lack of recognition than appeal to an audience "fond of -'c// 

trash, " 
On peut sans trop de fatuit~, je crois, préférer 
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risquer. de n'intéresser point le premier jour, 
avec des choses intéressantes--que passionner sans 
lendemain un public friand de fadaises. (Gide. 
L'Immoraliste, pp. 2-3.) 

\ 

lf9JR , p. 391, cf. The Recognitions, p. 41. In his 'use of -, 
the Faust story, Gaddis' perspective has shifted, from his earlier t 
emphasis on the artist as a Faustian over-reacher ta the middle-aged 1 
-artist who, like Faust, is betrayed by forces which he thought . i 
would save him. In this respect. another more obscure allusion ; 
to Faust is pravocative. Near the end of JR, Gibbs reads ta l 
Schepperman from page thirty-five of Broch' s The Sleepwalkers i 
(illl. p. 724). That Gaddis refers' ta the novel in English makes \ 
me reasonably certain that he intends a reference ta the English 
translation of the work. Page thirty-five of The Sleepwalkers is 

Q significant for i ts reference to Faust and the problem of 
perception and betrayal. In this passage, Joachim has attended 
an operatic version of Faust by GOJlnod. In the foyer of the 
Opera House, he notices two young men chatting. One of the 
men bears a disturbing resemblance ta Ruzena, a girl of low 
birth' wi th whom Joachim has had a brief affaire Although he 
cannot remember her face, ,he senses h~r visage through the 
"mask" of the young man. He reflects on this coincidence as 
he watches the remainder of the opera, aIl the while projecting 
his interpretations onto the opera's characters, detecting 
the vile Valentine beneath the sweet face of Margaret, and 
concluding that i t Is for this resemblance that Margaret must 
suffer. Joachim reflects further (à la--Proust) ~on the young 
man in the lobby; and he experiences gui 1 t by virtue of the 
memory of Ruzena, as if he were' being un:f'ai thful to his' current' 
lover Elizabeth. Joachim is relieved when the opera i~-over -
and- the catalyst to persistent memory and desire is removed. . 
Hermann Broch, The Sleepwalkersl A Trilogy, transe Willa and 
Edwin Muir (Boston: Little, Br0wn and Co., 1932), pp. 34-3;. 
JR's artist-charaoters aIl fear betrayal and reversal~_ because 
the world seems never to be what they expect or at first 
p~rceive. Art provides the only whole construction of which 
ttiey have control; yet art, by its natu~e, stimulates chaotic 
impulses and frequently causes the artist further suffering. 

'50Schramm' s alle'ged incestuous love for his step-mother 
(617) 1 and his symbolic _castrat~on through blindness make him'\9-
modern Oedipus. \ . 

5lSchramm is descri bed as lamentingl "If you could have' 
seen what l saw there. Il Later Gibbs takes up the sam~ lament 
in the scene in which he reads Schepperman' s The Sleepwalkers 
(724). The central problem for Gibbs "and Schramm is communica
ting ,their vision to others. 

'52Nietzsche, Thus Spoke zarathustr~, p. 111. 
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.5JGaddis has Gibbs recall Schramm quoting from Tolstoy' s 
Redemption, ft, there was something terribJ.y lacking between what 
l feJ.t and what l could do"· (621). This line was also a key 
expression of creative inadequacy in The Recognitions (647) • 

.54JR , pp. 262-263. Eigen' s narrator descri bes shooting a 
pheasant and then watching i t vainly struggle to hide i tseJ.f 
between two rocks. This passage Sh~S an interest in ~atui
tous violence which ultimately dimin shes the human cent~' of 
the wri ting by making him a voyeur d accomplice of such mean-
ing1ess activity..l ' - 1 

55Bast asks Rhoda why he, rather than his work, must ,be 
interesting (JR, p. 561). Wyatt asks Esther what she wants from 
an artist' s persona1i ty that she did not learn from his art (The 
Recognitions, p. 105). > 

56r refer to Riesman' s defini tian of If inner" apd "other", 
directed character in The Lonel Crowd. It wou1d seèm that 
JR provides neither the formativ values of the "inner-directed" 
individual nor the generally ackno :I.edged rules of the ~other
directed persan. JR' s characters are_ aIl looking unsuccess- ' 
fully for someone to telJ them "what to Il See Riesman, The 
Lonely Crowd, pp. 1)-24. , 

57 '4 JR,. p. 00. Emerson u sed the phrase 
his contemporaries were burdened wi th Materialisme 
mechanization is no longer under human control. Hence, in
dividuals are "run" by the forces whicli. they once set in motion.' . 

58GibbS' compassion for society' s marginâls extends to 
Freddy, the pathetic retarded bro~her of Amy Joubert who 
Gibbs claims ta have known in boarding school, (618-619) . 
Gibbs' sympathy for the minute and often meaning1ess compen
sations for life' s monotony is demonstrated in his anger at 
Eigen- for tearing down a mysterious string wi th ,a gum wad 
attached, that a neighbouring 96th St., apartment dwel1er i6 
using as a kind of game, the object of which ia ta attach the 
gum wad to a random1y dropped quarter on the window ledge of 
the JR pied-à-terre. Gibbs confronts Eigen, "But why did you' 
have to do i t Tom, somebody up there :only GO,d damn,ed thing 
keeps tham going' s maybe they' Il get that quarter out there 
••• " (62))\ ' 

59JR , p. 486. Gibbs attributes this 'line to Heraciixus but 
l find i t equal1y characteri stic of Em.erson (see note 61). ' ~' 

60In ."The American Scholar" Emerson wri tes. '·The so-calJ.ed 
• practica1 men' sneer at speculd.ti ve men, as if, because they 
speculate,or~. they could do nothing ..•• Action ls with the 
scho1ar subordinate. but it la essential tt (Emerson, "The American 
Scho1ar, tt in Selections from Ralph Waldo Emerson 1 Il. 70). 
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6l;JR p. 499. See Chapter i, note 65. .. -' 
62JR , p. 290. Gibb~ also picks up a long forgotten piece 

of fiction entitled How Rose is Read (58)-58.5), concerning a 
beautiful young woman whose apparent passive recepti veness to 

i* men' s vision of themselves leads to the ludicrous folly of 
her many suitors. Gibbs' narrative implies that the girl is 
not to be b1amed for her attitude of' acceptance, but that 
rather the young men were absurd in their eagerness that she 
should confirm their own pretensions. Unfortunately this idea 
i s taken no further; but, as i t stands, i t contrasts, wi th JR' s 
portrayal of -women as dubious comfort for the stri ving arti st 
(see Chapter iii). , 

6) - \ 
, ~, pp. 283, 289, 571-575, 578, 581-584, 587. 594-595. 

604, 605, 609. These references to Gibbs' text on mechaniza
tion and the arts could be allusions tp Gaddis' own rough , 

~ notes for JR. Gibbs' research concerns the history of communi
\ cati~ns an~ the link between art and technology in America. 

64Harold Schonbergt·s discussion of Mozart' s chi1dhood 
forms a relevant contrast with the boy wonder JR. Harold C. 
Schonberg, The Lives of the Great Composers (New York: Norton,. 
1970), p. 77. Al though SR lacks Mozart' s impetuous and ex
ploiting father, JR, like thàt musical geniu~, discovers his 
métier early and devotes himself to moneymali;J.1lg wi th a one
sided fervor which pa;-odies youthful brilliance __ 

65Not only is society largelY unwilling ta support art, 
but artists themselves are shown to have something less than 
humane attitudes, as exemplified by the case of the child 
caught in the 'enormous steel sculpture which a commi ttee of , 
artists ("the Modern Allies of Mandible Art, fi an allusion to 
MOMA, the acronym for New York's Museum of Modern Art) refuse~ 
to allow to be dismantled (JR, pp. 671-672). , 

66Gibbs\ wears sneakers and shambles like an adolescent 
(346). Bast is legally identified as an "infant" (13) because 
his age is' never determined. Ul timat,el:y the question remains , 
as to whether these child-men believe,in the possibility of 
personal growth. Physically they are adults. Emotionally 
they possess the fears of their 'childhoods without the com
pensatory wisdom of age. 

- 67JR , p. 719. The same title appears in The Recognitions, 
p~ 791. 
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CHAPTER III 

CREATIVE AND DESTRUCTIVE MUSES, 

THE SYMBOLIC PORTRAYAL OF WOMEN 

Cri tics of The RecognitiQns and JR have interpreted 
. 

female characters primarily as victims of the novels' waste-

lând societies. l . Although this analysis ls not inaccurate, 

it overlooks the complex imagery and s.ymbolism linking female 

characters to .the maie artists' dilemmas. Since both maJe and 

female characters are "flattened" into aspects oJ Gaddis' .' .~ 

artistic argument, lt'would be unnecessary ta treat female 

ch~acters separately from ~e characters weré women not given 

a unique posi ti'on in the novels. 2 Al though not themseJ. ves 

artists, women are sources of inspiration for men as art and 
\ 1 

love objects. They become symbolic projections of men's de-
\ ( 

aires and fears about tœ mysterious nature of reali ty. J In The 

Recognitions these projections center on women as inherent1y 

passive victims. The artists associate women with both their 

own guilt, an~ their search for salvation. Hence, women are 

both desired and feared as muses. In spite of this ambiguous 

portrayal of women, The Recognitions describe$ modern society, 
71 

particularly artists, as badly in need of these primal female 

influences. 4 JR ia a more pessimistic work than the ,first novel, 
o· ' 

and thlâ al tered perspective affects the 'V;lay w0m.en are seen. . 
Ô) .... --..-.." 

JR's artists are impotent victims of ~ora1, inhuman forces, 
/ 155 
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while women are accomplices to society' s corrupt system of 

values and agents of men' s .destruction. Although all JR' 6 

characters are flawed. Gaddis advanc~s a double standard in 

1.56. 

whièh the diminished humani ty of the male artists i·s more under-
1 

standable than the ambiguous nature of the, women. !IR depicts 

the threat of matriarcn1ca1 control reminiscent of Philip Wylie's 

"momism" thesis in Generation of Vipers • .5 Nanethe1ess, artists 

are fatally drawn ta women as sources of inspiration.6
° Women's 

glamour is, however, shawn ta be duplicitous and ul~imately 

destructivé ta art. This chapter will analyze women~B symbolic ~ 

influence on artists in The Recogni tians and JR in order to illu-1 

minate more !ully the nature of the artistic dilemma. 

The Recognitions 

In The Recognitions women are a~sociàted wi th a wealth of 
, 

pre-Ghristian and Christian mythic fi~res. Sometimes these 
o 

references are us~d to parody the profanity o~ modern life. 
" 

More frequently they enhance the primi~ive power of WGmen for 

men. Lunar imagery evakes the ofte~ disturblng impact of women 

on the artistlc consciousness. 7 Figures'from Greek myth link 

female characters w1th ancient plots, usually ta da wi th love. 

This ancient imagery calls up women' s beneficia4" and destructive 

influence ,on male ereativity and sexuality. Passive, suffering 

feminini ty Is epi tomized bl': the image of the Virgi~ as both ~ 
victim and object of veneration. The novel's female characters 

-with the greatest capacity for unconditionai love and forgive-

ness are those mast c10sely assQolated- wi th the V'irgin Mary. As 

\ 

1 

1 
, 1 

: 

• 



( victims of male egoism and aggression, they' become the cause 

of male guilt and also the source of male salvàtion. 

In treating women as symbols of mystery and inspiration 

for the artist. Gaddis is· carrying' on the nineteenth-century 
" 

157 

American romance tradition. 8 In The Recognitions, the artists' 

quest for fulfillment is a'searchlng for self through art similar 

to that search carrieod on by Melville! s Pierre. The artists 

find symbolized in women "what is lost" in themselves, a dis

covery which leads,them to' an awareness of love and its associa-
>-

tion with loss and suffering. However, no artist proves completely 

successful in reali~ing both love and art. In v8.FYing ways, 

they all stunt their emo;tional growth through their creative work. 

If: they manage to/, recognize l()st feeling and accept a spontaneously 

lived life, as does Wyatt, they do so at the expense of female 

suffering. Gaddis does however allow the possibility of a more 

perfeèt exist~n_ce in which. presumably, women as weIl as men 

will partake of a more harmonious life. 
... ~' 

This hope notwi thstancU.ng, The RecogÏti. tion' s neoromantic· 

idealization of women contains a-pessimism and an arrogance 
" 'which reflects the arti stic perspective of i ts male characters. 

Woman as a symbol 'of wholeness ia an ideal which the artist . .. ,'" ~ 

despairs of ever reali zlng in life. Finally, i t i s only through 

art that the ideal becomes imÎnanent; and even the.n, âs Wyatt 

says. the piec~s of the whqle may not fit togethe.r qui te as 
, . 

one ~Uld ~ope (cf'~ Ch. ii).' Women are vehicJ.es of the arrogance 

of thl.~ vision which presumes tha~ the artist c,an create a sepa-
<> , 

rate world mor~ perfect than reality,o The repeate{i motif of the 
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artist as Faustian over-reacher- enharices the arrogance, of 'his ~ 

creati ve attempts. W'omen pz:ovidé \ the mem~ry of whole~ess which 

inspires this arrogance. That they'become vehicles and not 
,/ 

direct participants in this artistic transformation signifies 

that they must stay in their role as symbols of immanence. 1 
i 
1 

i Wamen aiso become éasual ties of the male artist· s oattempt to 

abplish arrogance and, integrate himself into life. Thelr' 

ider{ii ty as passive victims of male action makes them, by the, 

l '(' • 

, 
same token, vel\icies of male saivation, as will be shawn. Where 

there is a si~er there must be ~me' against whom he has sinned. 

Hence, as part of man' s sin and his salvation. woman must take 
.. 

on the role ,of martyr. This section of the chapter \vill demon-

strate the complex role, C)f women in' Gaddis' arti stic .argument 

through an analysis of the primary female characters in the 

" «ROVel: Camilla, Aunt May, Janet, Esther, Esme, and the para-

digmatic victim, the Spani sh chi Id martyr. (' 

The Most extreme victi,m in The Recogni tians is a figurè 

who only exists through ~ears~ and newspaper acèount. the 
,n 

eleven-year old Spanish virgin whose imminent canoniza~ion 
\ 

prompts a faddish exodus of Many of the novel' s characters to 
, ' 
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l 
Rome and Spain. i The girl's'storY has'hi~to"ricai basis in the" :f 

1951 canonization of Mar~e Goretti
l

,' an Italian girl who was ..... ~ i 
" '\ , , 

murdered by her rapiat. 9 hn her chaptér on "Virgins and Martyrs" . 1 
_ ~ fi / 

.in The My th and the Cult . of' \ th.e Virgin, .~~. ~arner maltes. the '1 
fo~lowing connection between .sut~ering and female -puri tY, in, '1 

Catholic culturel 

Through the asoetic renunoiation of the flesh, 
a woman could rel.ieve l}. part of her nature' s 
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_ particular viciousness a$ the Virgin Mary had "'
done through her complete p,uri ty ~ ,The) lif'e of 
self -demal was seen as a ~orm of mar"tyrdom, 
an~ the virgin was encour~ed' to suff'er physi
cally •••• Through virginity and self-inflicted 

~ 
hardship 1 the faul ts of fem'ale nature could be 
corrected.;LO 

" &rJ'1er goes on 1;Q ci te ~~e G'~retti case ~~ e;ideride of the 
.. ~ ~ jJ 

cont1nued Christian (particularly'CathoJ.ic) conoern wi th' , . 
martyrdom. Apparently, the girl, born in 1890, was accosted 

. , 
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/ 

by a local villager. whom slie knew. When he tried to rape her, 

- sne resieted', and he "proceeded to stab her repeatedly. ~efore 

, she di ed in hoepi tal, she forgave him and was made a Child of 
, -Mary by local clergy. warner cites Pope Piue XII'e speech at 

Go~etti' s beatificatlon in 1947:' 

'Italian girls, especially, in-the"I"air !lower 
of their youth should raise their eyes to Heaven 
and gaze upon thi'S shining example of maidenly 
virtue which rose !rom the midst ,of wickedness 

- as a light ~nes ln the darkness •• ~God is won
der:f'ul in H sai~ts •••• Now h~,has given to the 
young girls 0 our cruel and degraded world a 
model and pro ctor. the little ·maid Maria who 
sanctified the opening of our century with her 
innocent blood.' 11, _ - ' , 

Gaddis introduces references to' this figure in inappropriate 
--

<?ontexts as a wq of parodying the fraudulence of modern 

religious practices. 12 Modern life desécrates this figure, 

,but SÀe remains â cataly,st for the main character' s .. epipha.rlY." 
, 

Although Catholicism is satirized. the virgin/mart~~ remairi:s o 

a s,ymbol of love~d for~veness in the novel. Wyatt, who 
'-, 

chqes his name to Stephen during his Spanl,sh adventure, is 

, kind of profane, St. S\ephen, a sùff'erer in 1i1'e and a . 

Salvation tl\rough art (cf'. Ch. ii). Yet, 
'" . 
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unlike f~~ale characters,. his own self-d~OVery must come 

through an~ther's martyrdom. ·Wyatt-Stephen speaka, to the 

saint's murderer, who explains the effect of the girl's 

forgiveneas. \Wyatt-Stephén then shares the murderer-penitent's 

"-. ~toryf. wi th the ,,'ludicrous" nove1ist Ludy: 
9 

L'he mu~derei7 ia here, a penite~t but it's' 
different. for she [the virgin/martyrl comes 
ta him here Lin a vision?, and ••• all this time 
ha' s carrying on this love affair, being loved. 
But for me, that 1 s why he sent me on, ta find 
what he has here. After what he did, and he 
learned onl throu her sufferin , ••• l f she 
comes to hl.m carrying ~ ~es that tum to fire? 
And the fire, what do you think i t ia? If some
where I t ve ••• done the same thing? And some
thing' s come out of i t, something •.• like •.. he 
has. While rive been crowding t~e work alone. 
(955-956, italics mine) 

As this passage makes qlear, Wyatt-Stephen learns from'the 
'-----.. ~ 

J girl' simÙl:tqerer tha~ he (Stephen) must cast off guilt for past 

sins ~y tak~ng resp~nsibili ty for them instead of escaping into 

his work. Wyatt-Stephen's~focus is not' sa much on the child's 
, t 

suffering or mar~rdom as on the murderer's subsequent trans-

formation as a consequence of committing the sin and being for

given. As will be shown, the closer women approach this model 
t 

pf passive suffering and forgiveness, 1;he more they embody . 
principles of love which become useful for the artiste 

Camilla Gwyon, whose Spanish funeral begins the novel, ia 

" a source of formative love and guilt for her son Wyatt. Cam

illa' s name derives from..,Latin and is the feminine variant of 

Camillus, meaning "noble youth assisting at religious ri:tes.'· 

This ref'erence may be -ironie sinee her grave is confuseq wi th 
-,--~.---

t9at of ,the Spanish martyr and Camilla' s corpse faces pc)-sSi"le 
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canonization~l3 The circumstances of Camilla's death show her 

gratuitou.s victimization. She contracts appendici tis on board 
~- .... ""'........... '< Il -~ ----

ship to~pain. The fraud Sinisterra, 'masquerading as a doctor, 

per:f'orms the operation which kills her:· As he makés the 

incision he mutters, "The first turn ~ the screw pays all 

debts •• 14 Ironica1ly. this first tui of the i?l~t opens the 

gaping prospect of debt in the form of guilt whioh Sinisterra, 

Rev,. Gwyon" and Wyatt will f'eel in connection wi th Camilla' s 
. . 

death. However, it is this guilt which will ultimately spur 

Wyatt on his spiritual" quest towards his o~ settling of per-

sonal debts. That is, Camilla, like thè lit~le Spanish saint, 

must die in order fo~, Wyatt ~o begin the process 'of self-

reali zation. 

Camilla's untimely death drives he~.h~sband to _manipulate 

his wife's id~ntity by turning her.memory into something she 

was note The foll.owing passage shows that in insuring the 
. ~ 

puri ty of her funeral, G~on dishonors her /spiri t 1 

-Camilla had borne GYfYon' a s~on ~d gone. virginal,
to earth, virginal ln the si t of m~, at any 
rate. The white funeral car- iage of San Zwingli 
was ordaineà for infants ~ maidens. (19) 

Gwyon's obsession with his wife's p~rity renders her incongruously 

"renovated likè that remontant goddess who annually clambered 

forth from the pool. with virginity renewed" {l9).a \ 

In spite (or perhaps because) _of' Gwyon's elaborate rever--. . 
\ ence for his wi~e, he is haunted by her memory through lùnar 

\ 

mages wh~ch prompt thoughts of all that is lost to hii. The 

po er of memory~~everberat~s through The Recognitions. and is 

/ 
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implied in the title itself. A catalyst for memory takes the 

shape of images, principally the moon, which evoke women's 

influence. The full and crescent moon become associated with 

the :iung and aged women or "ha~" as Gaddis 'describes her. 15 

In\ the following passage the full moon heralds Camilla's ghostly 

aura.and voie es a lost wholeness: 

S,o ffiviyofY lay alone one evening. perspiring in 
spi te of the cold, almost asleep to~ be wakened 
suddenly qy the hand of his wife, on his shoulder 
as she used to wake him. He struggled up from the 
alcoved bed, across the room to the window where a 
cold light silently echoed passage. There was the
Moon, reaching a still arm behind him, to the bed 
where he had Iain. He stood there unsteady in the 
cold, mumbling syllables which a!mQst resolved into 
her name, as though he could recall, and summon 
back, a time before death entered the world, before 
accident, before magic, and before magic despaired, 
to become religion. Clouds blew low over the tewn, 
shreds' of dirty gray, tllreatening" like evil as sem
bled in a hurry16disdai~d by: ,xiie MOon they could ~ 
not obliterate. (my emphasis) , 

In reaction 'to the guilt and desire called forth by Camilla' s 

death, Gwyon begins searching for spiritual compensation beyond 

bis purit~ heritage. He finds it in Mithraism, an ancient 

~eligious cult, barred to women. 17 Its central symbol t the 

sun, countered the moon-inspired cuIts of the Great Goddess. 
j 

If it does nothing else, Gwyon's attempt to revive this ancient 

, ",';nàIê~Ji19'stery religion helpa to bury his wife' s haunting memary. 

As wi th sa Many of Gaddi s' lvomen, dualism enhances the 

mystery of Camilla' s nature. She i6 both virginal and defiled, 

innocent and primi tively wilde A New England Protestant, shej 

nonetheless has an untrammeled strain inherited from her part-. 
1 

:ç;ndian father, the so-called ,'.rown Carpe?-t~r. As a y<?ung bride, 
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in a burst~of passionate exhibitionism, she once donned heavy 

Byzantine gold hoop earrings which ~contrasted with the fine \ -. / 

c 

bones of her face~ and bloodied her ears (19). The hoops 
, 

figure throughout the novel much as Pynchon's Ivory comb does 

in V, a~ a kind of talisman for men, symbolizing the promise of· 

harmony that women evoke. 18 Gwyon'gives his ~on the hoops as 

Wyatt le~ves home. When Esme comes to model for him, she re

enacts Camilla's 'ear-piercing and wears the hoops/in an attempt 

" to inherit Cam~lla's s,ymbolic pow~r. 

Camilla's moments of unrepressed self-expression are 

overshadowed by her death which occurs before she can,fully 

realize her identitr: Her enduring trait is her wistfulness, a 

characteristic'which has been associated with the beauty of the 

'Virgin Mary.l9 Camilla' s portrait ~earing, "an expression of 

1 unchanging. ungratified yearning," hangs opposi te t~e grim 

'visage of the family' s favori te Puri tan. John Huss, ~ if 

de~icting\the ambiguous herit~geff the Gwyon women (J~ 
For Wyatt, Camilla is his"'-'irgin mother" (25). Like Gwyon. 

he experien?es her ghoatly presence in his bedroom (25). Later, 

he will have ambivalent feelings about the moon, perhaps in 

respoQse to its evocation of her memory.20 Camilla's image 

haunts, Wyatt's art and crowds out other women in his life. As 

if to symbolize her potential for his work, ~yatt leaves 

. Camilla's portrait un~inished. The cyniéal Valentine accurately . , 
associates the portrait with the Stabat Mater, the devotional 

hymns on the vi~gin' s suf:f'ering. 21 . ~i th her potential"canoni

zation, and hèr ~ole in Wyatt·~ epiphany, ,Camilla's symbo1ic 
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power as the vehicle of his salvation is complete. Approaching 

her grave, Wyatt perceives the final images of Camilla's'per

sistent power in his life', In :thi-s--~e, the defini te 
\ 

articles designate the particulari ty of the imagess , 

Straight ahead stood a separate mausoleum, a 
cross atop it, surrounded by a chain and four 
corner columns mounting stone facesA the girl, 
the woman, the hag, and the skull.2~ \ 

Wyatt's desire to recapture the memory .of his dead mother 

is\denied by his repressive Aunt May, the other woman most in

fluential in his early years. May represents the negative power 

of virginity for men, 23 As a spinster, she exudes sexual 

repression rather th an, purity. Her name and her favorite tree, 

the hawthorne, or May-tree, associated with ancient tree worship, 

are in sharp contrast with her spiteful nature,24 As a re

placement for Rev. Gwyon, May iB instrumental in every meaning

fuI scene of Wyatt's childhood. She discovers and condemns 

childish mistakes. She confuses sacrifice with sharing when 

she demands that Wyatt gi ve up hi s birthday cake to an unin

vited guest, a lesson in Christian love which leaves him more 

alienate~ than ever from hi~ religious heritage (26-27). 
~ --",,-_/~ 

~t the time of her death, May ia j~dged as one who led a life 

"bounded by terms of negation" (46-7). Indeed, her influence 

on Wyatt is entirely negâtive; she imputes ev!l to all his 

desires. Gaddia juxtaposes May's concern with foulness along-

side her refusaI ta accept creative possibility. The following 

. passage shows her repressiveness as a cause of Wyatt's warped .. 
creative 9~velopment: 
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j 

--Todày i s your I,1lother' a birthday, she said, •.. 
--You have dirt aIl over'yQur hands •. 
--What ls a hero? he asked ••• separating ,himself 

and looking up at her. 
'--A hero? •• A. hero ls sameone who serves some- " 

thing higher t~an himself. with undying devotion. 
--But ••• how does he know what i t is? 
'--The real hero does not need to questio'n .•.• The 

Lord tells him his duty. 
--How doea He tell him? 
--As He told John Huss •••. 
--And what happened to him? •• 
--He -was burned at the stake.~·. (J8) 

May c~ndemna creativity in the same mânner that she condemns 
,") 

heroism. She points Wyatt tawarda art fQrgerY by telling him 

that to be original is to falsify samething in th~divine order 

(40). According to May. evil is atr'onger than good, it is "the 
! 

/ 

prospect of evil" which draws the sinner on ta further commissions. 
/ 

In hia ambiguous eulogy, Gwyon cl aima that ~is maiden 

'sister was an agent of "the evi1 that ia in nature" (48-49). 

May considered herse If an agent of the Lord, but her Mantchean 

obsessiveneas would indicate otherwise. Unaware of her possible 

damnation, May longed to be delivered :tram life. ,Like an acri-
. 

monious St. Theresa, she was 'if dying of not being able to die" 

(46). However, May's desire ia to leave the repellent flesh 

rather than to attain ta a mystical union. 

May' s -impulse is to repulse Ilfe. As a spinster, she 

rejects her own sexuality and threatens male virflity. She 

informs Gwyon,' wi th some' satisfaction, that she has seen a moor 
c 

hen but no moor cock, a bird which figures on'the Gwyon family 

crest. Clearly May intends to convince her family that no 
.. 

progeny should be anticipated because of-weakness in the male 

line , .... namely in the child ~ Wyatt. 

" 
In a similarl~ repr~ssive 
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manner, sh~ interprets Wyatt's fecal misbehavior as intimation 

of "the end of this Christian family .•• " (24). 

If Aunt May's function is unequivocally 

role of her convert, Janet, is s~mewhat more 

",-A 
negative, the 

"'tl 

ambiguous. As the 

"wise virgln" she is a boon to Wyatt's personal development._ 

The narrative implies with much irony that since she accepts 

Aunt May' s religious t'anaticism, she must be no be'tter thari 
\ 

the stock figure of fun, the hal:f'-witted servant girl. However, 

the satire becomes ambiguous as Janet takes on the bizarre 

characteristics of a prophetesse After Aunt May dies, Janet 

grows obsessed with Christianity: she is sUbject to ec~tatic 

swoons; she imagines herself afflicted with the stigmata. Her 

prayers, murmured at Wyatt's sickbed, bum themselves into his 

memory to be recalled as a form of exorcism as he approaches 

the family home for his final settling of spiritual debts with 

his father. The more ascetic Janet becomes, the more androgy-, " 
. ,nous grows her body, which the narrative interprets as "her 

body's revenge on her atte~pt to disdain it" (42). Although 

sexually warped, Janet possesses insight. When Wyatt returns 
, 

to the family manse, she greets him as a prodigal son, and 

refera to him as the Medieval priest-king Prester John. 25 
.. "'-= 

Her extraordinary be~avior t'orms the clim~ to Wyatt' a 

homecoming as she mates with a neighbor's bla1k bull during a 

thunde~_storm in a modern parody' of Pasiphae. 26 The context of 

this strange copulation iB importan~ for Wyatt's story rather 

th~ for Janet's lite. In the 'copulation scene. the narrative 

t'ocuses on Wyatt's spiritual dilemma (he asks, "Am l the man 
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for whom Christ died?"), rather than on Janet's aot. Wyatt 
} 

gets no direct answer to his question, save a thunder c~ap 

"louder than laughter" (769). For her part, Japet would seem 
\ 

to be enacting some !grotesque sexual liberation. The scene is 
i 

followed by a cryptilo dénouement in which .Janet and the Town 
l '. ..... 

" Carpenter~make passing references to the harrowing of hell 

(471). Wyatt, immersed in his own personal hell, is startled 
il 

as Janet, sensing his dilemma, tells him that damnationis 

Ml~fe without love." She kisses him and says aphoristical1y, , 

'''No love i,s lost" (471). Rer role as virgin-seer ·complete, 

Janet disappears from the 6ovel, to be evoked by Wyatt as "that 
" 

wise virgin"' ae he pursues his salvation (582). , 

In comparison to such ecoentric characters as Janet and 

Aunt May, Esther is markedly lacking in mystery. Her mo~i.es 

are determined by her sex, and her sex victimizes her. Th~ 

narrative describes her past as: 

••• a frantic concatenation whose victim she 
remained, projecting her future upon it in all 
the defiant resentment'of free will, in a world 
where she had been victimized by every turn of 
the die since her father had. first cast it. 
Where, Esther's mind had gone since, her thighs 
had followed with errant and backbreaking . 
sineeri ty. (89) 

Principal in her current errors is her unsatisfying marri age 

to Wyatt. Esther manifesta what Simone de Beauvoir terms female 

"immanence" in dontrast to her husb~d's urge to "transcendence" 

through personal exPl~ration.27 Mo~e~ver, it is never clear 

that Esther recognizes her "secon,d sex" statua. Al though she 

attempts intellectuality. she fails to be self-aware. 
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Esther's personality is described as a paradoxical combin

ation of the intellectual and the pedestrian. She fits into 

what Cynthiâ Ozick describes as the double-bind of female 

stereotypings she ia either too rational, and insufficiently t ~ 

creative, or too irrational. Ozick puts the paradox thua& 

••• she will wander too much or she will wander 
not at all •••• She is either~too emotional or 
she ia not emotional enough. She is either too 
spontaneous or she is not spontaneous enough. 
She i a ei ther too sensi ti ve •. '. or she i s not 
sensitive enough •••• 28 

• The narrative explains that Esther "worked very hard" to under

stand her situation, but never got farther than attributing her 

"f8llte" ~o her sex. She probed her past "with mliLsculine ruth

lessness" and became, in thè process, "s~ve~inte~lectual," 

a condition against her nature (87). Her attempts at rational

ism are finally superaeded by "feminine logic" when she rashly 

proposes~marriage to Wyatt "bafore we know too much about each 

othèr" (87). The narrativ~ sees in this moment of spontaneity 
" 

a posi~ive spark of feminine intuitions 

••• being a woman, and the woman she was, her 
proposa! may have been an infinite moment of that' 
feminity which is one of hum2nity's few approxi
mations to beauty, aSking no justificat1(on and 
needing none to act in a mom:9t of certainty with • 
nothing to fear one day to be recalled in a fear-

P, ful moment threatened by certainty. ( 88 )\ 

~hus the narrative vaci1lates in its assessment of her nature. 

Sheis a mixture of the intuitive and the mundane. Narrative 

'ambivalence shows clear1y around the issue of Esther's desire 

to marry Wyatt. As the previous passage lndicates', her de,cision 

may have been. based on feminine instinct. Then agâin. 'according. 
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to the following passage, Esther may have felt she could."save" 

Wyatt from himself, thus preventing him from going'through 

what becomes his necessary quest for salvationa 

••• she could not w~t to see him thoroughly 
damned first beiore she stepped in, believing, 
perhaps as they do, that if he were saved now 
he would never need ta be redeemed. (87) 

This impulse to take over a man's life is described as histori-
, , 

cally "genuine" and almost inevitable in women. Strangely 

enough, although Gaddis' men see womèn as their salvation, the 
b • 1 Iq. 

woman who wants to "save" is presented. as a threat to men. 

Esther's threatening power'is evoked by two images which 

have been shown t~ hav~ ~ervasi ve associations wi th the des-., 
- • tructive power of female sexuality for men: the vagina dentata 

and the spider. 29 Esther's ravenous sexual appetite is 

described as n~ civilized correspondence to'that primordial . ' 

cannibal ri t'è performed by sober comrades ~who eat t~~ir victims 

in order to impart to themselves the powers with which those 

victims had, as enemies~ threatened to overcome them" (88-89). 

Gaddis supplie~ further imagery to specify male"' reaction to 'her 

behaviorl "One of the more fastidious comments risen in her 

past had.sported the phrase vagina dentata" (89). Gaddis goes 
~' 

on to describe the image of woman as a spider who secretes'the 
o 

web of her wil.l to ensnare her male victims (89). Unfortu
~ 

n~tely for Esther, men fall through her net while she continues 

her devourings, "but not for love" (89). 
\ . 

Esther's reaction ~o "being 1eft" ls ta cansider herselt 

"the conglomerate tragiê'fi~re" (89). However, the ~arrator 
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makes clear that because she lacks the 'abili ty to tranacend the 

bounds of her feminine conditiqn she is not tragic, merely 

fema~. As. an 'éarth-bound immanence--she is depicted as pure 

physicality, in spite of her intellectual pretensea--Esther 

lacks a sense of quest beyond that of getting a man. Nor doea . 
she seek personâl transformation. Unlike Wyatt, she lacks 

.-

~guilt because she has no moral sense. JO The following marital 

scene clarifies Wyatt's and Esther's moral differences. Wyatt 
, 

sits re~ding, prot~ctive of his very thoughts, which Esther , 
wants to "read." A distracted Esther tries to break through 

his silence with intimate cônversation. Wyatt quotes Charles 

Fort. ~'By the dwrune~, l mean th~ excluded.,"Jl The narrative 

interjectsJ " ••• but she would have to ask--wExcluded from . 

what'" (90)1 Esther lacks Wyatt's sense of personal guilt and 

tt separation" from life. Instead, she would like to be cent.ral 

to his life and art. She enters his studio uninvi~ed and 

confronts Wyatt about the unfinished portrait of his mother: 

"Fini~h it: ·Then there might ~oom for me" (98). Wyatt 

explains that Esther is already "so much there" that he could 
o ~I 

not make her a figment of his memory sui table for art. Wyatt 

is/guilty her~ of living in a fantasy which neglects the 

present reali ty of hi s wife. Ul timately. however, \ i t is Wyatt 

whose story i s the center of' the nov el because. unlike hi s wife, 
t. ~ \ 

he is capable of infiet deve~opment. 

W1att comes as cloae as he ia capable ta sensing Esther' a 

need when he ftefinês what amounta to the amor~ity of- her 

nature in cont~ast to nia own conditions 
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•.• men rising to isolated ~hallenges, he spenda 
his lif'e preparing to meet one t one single 
challenge, when he triumphs it's, they calI it 
heroie, but you, l know how hard you try for 
me, women just go on they just go on, and I ••• 
--They have to, Esther said.... (96), 

When Wyatt returns for a final visit, he once again tries to 

expl.ain to Esther his need' for moral acti9n when he says, 
.,t 

l7l 

" ••• this Lftis plan tô expose his own counterfeitingr is going 

to expiate, ••• this is the only way we can know ourselves to be 

real. •••• this moral. action .•• " (631). In the throes of pregnancy 
\ . 

" /'" 7' 

nausea, E~er only half hears him. She answers: "Moral sense. 1 

Do you thihk wpmen havè any morals? that •• , wonien can atfa-rd them? 

Do you know how much she has to protect?. ',And you malte these 

thin!,:s up and force them ,on her, mElh take!heir own guilt and 

cal~ it moral sense and, oppress her with/it ••• " (631). As the 

narrative shows .. Esther's criticism'is/accurate. Wyatt on1y 
, , 

freea himse1f fram guil t when he take,s respop.sibili.ty for the 

pain he has caused others. However/ the novel indieates no 

alternative to this situation. Thé inflicting of pain la same

thing vague and un al terable in the ft human condition." 

Finally, Esther'~ feminine amorality, causes her to slip 

into relationships with corrupt men, simply as a means of sur-
, . /' , 

viving. She explains to one of her unsavory lover"s a version' 
1 

of the "biQlogy la destiny" argument.' "Just being a woman, do 
~ . , 

you know what a woman goes th~pugh? Justotrylng to keep thing~ 

going: • ' •• A man can do as he p1eases ••• But a' woman. •• she can' t 

just get up and leave. things •••• Because they can't because 

society ••• and besi des physical.ly ••• " . (140) • 
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Esther'. ro~e is slgrulfioant only i: relation. ~o .w,yatt's . ~ 
artiatic and moral struggle. She is boith an impediment ta hü~ 

l , • 

work and a passive helpmate. Gaddis refera to the mythic 

figure Persephone in ~nn~ction ,wi 'th Es.ther· s co_ndi tion .. of 
J 

~~aiting" in expect~tion of ~ove which never arrives~ She is 

described as' "que~n of, the shades" attendant upon her ~uBband' s 
... ""f l ' 

"infernal" kingdom of counterfei t. )2 Accoràing to Graves, 
\ 
Persephone represented the matr1.archal point of view. and her. , 

) fi "~'. 

name deri ves trom th~ Greek as .. f'earfuL pne" or i ta Latin 
r , 

equivalent, "bringer of destruction.·)) As a woman who "wishes'; 
ij 

for powers she doe~ not possess, Esther also resembles Wagner's 
~---r-~ , 

Brunnhilda who saya, after she has 

powers by her angr.y father, Wotanr 

. wretched woman 1 who only wishes,v / 

, • "'itr' 
been strippè4 of her goddess~ 

( . 
"Do not despise t the 

1 

but'cannot perform ... J4 It 

ia as passive ·.helpmate that Esther completes her relationship 
l , 

wi th Wyatt. He ~trusts" ,her wi th ~he fragments of his forged 

paintings which he returns to collect from her as evidence of his; 
~ , 

identi ty, asking her, "My wife God love you •••• Have you kept 
. ~ 

fIlY secrets. then? l • ve home to get them." 35 '1'00 mundane to 

be a aymbalic goddesa, threatening in her pr~datory sexuality. 

Esther is lov~d ,as a'homebody and.feared'~s a source of the 

arti st ," s guil t. 

Eame is the female c~arac~e~ wi th the greatest numbér of 

symbolic aspects. She ls linked with the ancient powers ot 

seer and muse, su~cubuà. hag, and witch, aS ,weIl as with the 

Virgin Mary ami the prosti tute Mary of Egypt. Of' all Gaddis' . 

female characters. she is the most susceptible to idealization 
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by male artists, yet' she 18 also Most obviously linked with 
\ 
v 

corruption. Like Esther, E~e manifests amorali ty, but wi th a 
G 

di,fference. Esther /claims ber lack. of ~ora1s i s a necessi-ty of 
// 1 

• ,"'"/ 1 

her ,survival, for ~sme, ,st}rvival ,and morality are irrelevant. 
, / r-

A marginal dwe1ler in the world of so-called objective reality, 

Esme, like Henry Ad~S' Virgin. is~terrlfled by the dYnamo of 

mechanization but would accept "without profane curibsity" a 
.. , 'r 

sul'erna1turd ,eve~t. 36 While Esther ls portrayed as prQfoundly ........ 
"here,· earth-bo\md, f1eahy and 11teral-minded, Esme '1a ema~lated, 

.,e~h~real, intui ti vi' forgetful of 'her earthly lite because she 

la mindful of "inarticul~te" reallty. A child ot the Village 

streets, &he is rumored to' have a1ready given biI~th, but has 

l~st track of her offspring. She livés an isolated lite, 
1 

indulging in journeys into heroin oblivion. She accepta with 
1 ~ 

equal graçe and good humor the attent-ions of Mr. Sinisterra' S 
, ~ 

disreputable sàn.,' Chaby', her dru@; 'co~ection, and the preten-. 
, 

tioua Otto. Finally,' she,submits to Stanley's concern for her 

sO,ul and allowa him to abduct h~r tô l taly for conversion to 
, 

Càtholi'Cism.. Her my~:terious detachment notwi thstanding,' Eeme 
, , 

~s. caPfle o of love ~d i ta atte~d.ant .vulnerablli ty\ T~e only 

. man she "acts"' with la .Wya'tt' •. and his objectiflcation of her, 
, • . ' • \ 1 

as hi ~ painting model, drives her < t(;) insani ty and a ludicI'oUS 
" . 

dêath: , ' 

E~e's mystérioua et~erea+ qUallty, echoing that ot Isabel 
" 

~ " .". 

in Melville's Pierre, makes her a compélling s,ymbol of unapproach-
r , 

• r tI ~ " 

able beauty for G~ddi.·, male' chara.c\ters. ln the ,following ..... 
.. 1. ; - ~ IIIR.. 

pa.ss&p, otto, the '.tl~s~ to\ .~e: he);', pe~ceives: ~~;' as an art 
. " 

objecta ,' .. 
,. 
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·She was e. The sight of her startled him. 

\ looking out- at nothing, her, lips silent and 
almost smi ~g while the rest chattered, her 
body still where everyone e1se shitted. con
scious onl in herself while all the others 
were on y self-conscious,. Alone on the couch. 
and alone in the room like the woman in that 
painting whose beaùty cannot be assailed, whose 
presence cannot be' discountedpby turning one's 
back, 'but her· s~~ence draws hi~ to turn ~ain, 
uncert~n whether to que'stion or~ answer. 
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r - !t ia th;la l?eauty, whié'h Wyatt uses aSn his model ot the Virgin, 

..J1IIIII""* in the process robbing Esmero:f her identi tyl As she saya to 

Otto, "If it Lhez:- facil ia not beautiful for aomeone it does 

n9t exiat,"," (479). Men recognize Esme's beauty, but they only 
.II 

see in it a projection of their own desirea. They mask her 

wi th their own intentions and 0 bli terate her i denti ty • 
-".:.....--. _: ' 

-=~.~ As weIl as evoking ethereal beauty, Esme exudes a primi-
,1 

tive sexuali ty which throws into relief the repressive sexual'" 

mores of her comp~ons. ,~The narrative describes her reaction 

to a lewd tango ~he haQ ..... danced as an outraged {otto looks on. 

Lshe smile§7 like the Baganda womap sml1es in 
Central Afrlca, lain ,in the ...... thick grass wi th a 
plantain tlower between her legs, tlower dis
lodged by her husband's rearing member before 
he takes her to dance in the gardens of'friende, 
,to encourage the plantain trees that grow in 
their garderis. '(226) 

Esme's smile suggests woman's ancient link ,!,ith',ferti-lity 
/ 

rituals~,for which there ls no modern equivalent. Stérility 

, would now seeD1 to be the norm, as, i t' is evokeg,' by cocktail 

'party banter and the perverse behavior ot such odd couples as 
/" 

Maud and' Amy Munk,.' 

Male" characters also associate Esme wi th the more dis
\. 

- v 
turbing !emale images~o~ succubu~ an~ wltch. 

• 

Esme la ~he mo~t 
/ .. 
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"'op'enly promlsOlOus and the most uni-veraa11y deaired of Gaddis' 

womenJ hence, she ia Most capable of threatening male sexuality. 

Her lack of. pretence makes her ~uscepti ble to both male lust 

an~ s:xual fe~s.38 Anselm, the tortured aacetic, calla her a 

su6cubus (216 i
• 217). and recommenda her baniahment to a,nunnery 

(507). At the same time, he visita her ap~tment and exhibits 

strangely ,intimate beh~vior for someone who, so virulentlY/' 

condemna haro Esme is an obscu~e catalyst for hia religi s 
,1 

conversion as weIl ~s his castr~tion as a consequepré of his 
/ / r 1 

finding por9Pgraphic photos fOF whinch she. posed (667). Warped 
"," 1 

by the lôveless "naked ci ty,"j Anselm lashes out at false values 
/ / 

'll ./ '" ~ ~ f.I 

y/ls finally unable to aCC,ept sexuali ty ,Of any kind. Si· -

larly, Stanley is attracted to Esme, o~ly ~o be dis sted by 
/ , 

his own recognition of sexual desire (883). In a fevered 

dream aboard ship /to Italy. he imagines that Esme ia P?sses~eq. 
by the devil and/must be exorcis~d. 39 

,.' '1 

1 

Not simply' defined in terms of her ~xua1i ty, as are 
1 - .' 

several minor· fe~ale charactera, Esme pfssesses intui ti ve , 

powers which make her a modem see:r-sj-1,YJ;.40 Like the Town 
• / ,1 

Carpenter, another visio~ary, she stes -atar~ during the day-
1 

light hours, a sign of her extrema/ "insight" (508, 3.5). The 
1 

1 

narrative describes her pOWlrfu 'presence in hospital, where 

Stanley- ~inds her atter her icide attemptl\ 

" •.• emerging from, the hospital'y synagogue, 
. her :race so abruptly familiar, dellca'tely lntl

\ 
mate in the sharp-boned hollow-eyed virginity of 
unnatural shadows. like those priestesses of 
Delphos in'I subterranean ,silence transtixing what 
might have, been fear on a face ih the light but 
there paraiyzed in prophecy (until one of them 
was rapedsl then they were replaced by women over 
fifty).' •.• :" , .' 
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--It is so beautiful in ~here, she said, ~d 
sm~led as one foretelling death by falling 
pillars, death at aea. (805) 

As one who sees but can do nothing in a hostile world, Esme 
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has a shadowy future. The, above passage implies that she i~ ,a \r 

prophetess of oblivion. 41 

-
In her wri ting, Esme expresses a near-mystical vision 'in 

her own subjective language. Rer attempt to transcend language, 

resembles that of Melville's Isabel, who creates incomprehen

"'-sible music on the ~ taro 42 As Esme tells otto, truth trans-

cends reason and is usually beyond the rational grasp ~f the 1 
,trut~-speaker (481).' She -BeekS in wri ting the same trans6ende~ce 
tha~she expE(riences on a more physical level through her~in. J 
Esme's neroih-induced ecstasy ia compared to ~e feeling of 

sPiritu~~ transport achieved through music and religioua mysti~·-
0_. 4) 
C1Bm. 

,"Finally, Esme's strange ethereal life brings her as close 

as any of Gaddis' characters to the experience of death-in

life. In this aspect Esme embodies the wise crone, or hag, 

the final manifestation of the Great Goddess ~s "layer-out" 

and harbi'nger of mortali ty. 44 Thus i i i s that Esme symboli zes 

bath the ethereal and the all-too-mortal. After her breakdown 

as a consequence of her sarry love affair with Wyatt, Esme 

undergoes a 'personality change and begin~ speàking of herself 

in the ,third persan as if she has accepted fie objectifled 

statua Wyatt gave her as his mod~l. ~ It la alsolikely 'tnat 

1 

" 

! • 
this change in address indicates her foreknowledge of death. 

:She tells Otto, lOI have di,(cove~d tllat there 1! no oné," 

1 
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referring to her sense of isolation and loss following Wyatt' s 

rejection (512). She treats herself as a corpse, waiting for . . 
the actual circumstances of her death with equanimity, saying, 

~ 

"When the wi tnesses come, .•• will they i9-entify her? or will 

they turn from her to the paintings of her which are not/of 

her at all" and shudder as you LOttBl shudder and lôok away" 

(514). Otto recognizes her Whag" aspect and fears it as a 

sign of hi S own mortali ty (514). 

Esme' s a\t~ of qUietism and suffering causes a number lof 

. men-- to consider her as a modern Virgin .Mary. otto thinks of , 

her as the Madonna (204). Wyatt has her pose for\ a painti,ng 

of the death of t~e Virgin (295-7). As his model, she soon " 

becomes a replacement for the image of Camil;.la, another woman 

whom Wyatt associates with the Mater Dolorosa and the devotional 

1 
, ! 

C j 

1. 
hymn the "Stabat, Mat'er • ..45 Like the virginal Camilla, Esme oommuni-

oates a sense of .. infini te regret" and "deep remorse U (513-14). 

, Esme' a suffering bordera on martyrdom iil~ted by the HUes 

whioh Wyatt brings her and which the narrative also associates 

wi th the death of, the Virgin and the martyr dom of the li ttle . 

Spanish saint (JlJ, 955). The flowers beoome a leitmotif which 

links Esme' s experience, Wyatt' s guilt and the, guilt of the 

mrderer-rapist who dreams that his victim brings him li'lies which 

bu;t'st into flame. 

Esme' s virginal aspect ia desecrated by a vulgar adver-
r • \ 

tising man who searches Rome for her as a "natural" for the role 

of the "BVM" in an upcoming \television series (974). P-erhap~ t ') 

is Esme who imagines the Most appropria':te role for herse If when 
b 
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she tells a bewildered Stanley that she hopes to pattern her 

Roman pilgrimage after that of the reformed prostitute, Mary of 

Egypt (879 •. 882). Like thls peripatetic saint, Esme reforms, 

voyages to Rome, paying her passage in sexual favors if not 
, 

prostitution, and dies of disease contracted by kissing a 

saintes toe. 46 

The ludicrousness'of Esme's death makes clear Gaddis' , 

contempt for Catholicism, if such an attitude were not already 
,> 

obvious. When Stanley throws overboard her pulp renditions of 

convent melodZ-amas. she asks in aIl innocence. t. But i sn' t that 

how i t' s going to be" ;< 884}? In embracing C.atholicism wi th 
1 

a, childish li teralism. Esme falls victim to the problem that 

undoes St~ley ahd Dtto: she ia deluded by a false reality. 

She resembles.~gpes Deigh whose emotional isolation leads her 

to attempt suicide and, failing that, to retreat 1nto religious 

fana ti ci sm. 47 

Ultimately Esme also becomes a victim of Wyatt's image 

of her and a vehicle of his transtormation. 48 That Wyatt con

siders Esme a part of his guilty past and a means towards his 

spiritual growth is made clear in the final Spanish section 

when he links himself wi th the Spani~h Saint' s murderer (935). 

Meanwhile, Esme adopts Wyatt' s early religioua obsessions and 

"wastes away" as a doomed ascetic while her lover goes on to 
- 4 

prove his sel~hood. 9 

·tions women's ambiguous nature is a s,ymbol 
~--~--~--~--

of 

through the 

and evil which Gaddis sees running 
,c. 

Wyatt's conversation with. Brown's valet, 
1. -
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Fuller", reveals this dichotomy. A primitive philosopher in his 

own right, Fuller discusses the problem of-belief in~od witn 

Wyatt, 

--It remai,n a challenge to believe, always. Not 
so simple to accept. -like the tnermaids • 
• • • 
--And you can ••• accept the mermaids, wi thout 
much diffi cul ty? " ~ 0 

--Yes, sar, thougn they remain the complication 
of the mermaid mahns. 
--y es, there does. There does. 

, 0 --But the mermaid womans •.• 
--Yes. the women ••• you can believe in the women .•• 
--Woman bring you into the word, you gotto stick 
wi th her. 
--Wasn't it woman"brought ev!l into the world. 
then? 
--Sar? \ 
--Yes. Whert sh,e picked the f~' t from th'e for-
bidden, tree, anâ gave it ta th man ta eat? 
--So the evil already there pro ided, and quite 
naturally she di scover i t. '-

--She sh e it with him. sar, said Fuller.--That 
the reaea,' n why we love her. ( 373) 0 

--Yes, y

F
!;, and she gave it to the man ••• 

It ia women who "share" the evil with Wyatt. Throvgn their 

suffering they reveal the existence of love and f'orgiveness 

in spite of evil. Wom~n are ambiguously 'idealized presences. 

As the mysterious Other, they evoke the promise of' the artist's 
. 

transformation without'possessing that power themselves. 

! For iR'S artists the act of creation is still bound up 

/wi th the idealization oi wamen, although there is some dispute 
\ , ... 

'about how vi ta! women are to art ~ Eigen claims tha t 
\ 

Schramm 
~ 

a woman' s love rd lost beliei' in his work because he lacked 

trust to sustain him (615). - Gibbs argues that the cause of 

\ 1 ---- -"- - ._--------- ------------------------------------
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Schramm's suicide lay peeper in 'his sense of cosmic disorder 

(621). Yet Gibbs himself considers women's influénce suffi-
. 
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.... 

ciently central to the artistes work that he tells Joubert that 

he (like Bast) has had to switch genres because he does not 
, &J 

understand women, something he takes as a personal prerequisite 

for writing/a novel (249). Nonetheless, he claims enough 

I/r-~crerstiilî'~;ng of women to explain to a naive Bast "that women' s 
1 -

( -br ology i 's their destiny.50 Finally he tells J oub~rt tha t i t 

\ is not her but life ,that he does not. trust (507). 1 A minor 

" , ~.~ ""femal-e character re?ognizes that aIl the artists lack trust in 

\ 

and in each ~~!ler (616). Their respons{ bili ty for their 
1 

failures notwithstanding, JR~s artists re~ent the loss of 

bol\ic inspiration which women once provided. That they are

n.\t entirely unjustifie..d in their bi tt,erness is evidenced in the 
, ) 

narrative and characterizations, which depict women in a 
\ , \ 

strikingly negative w~. The following analysis will demonstrate 

the symbolic portrayal of wome,n ~s not merely victims but also 

. " agents of the destruction of art 'and ,love. 

In The Recognitions certain pas.sive victimized women be

come symbolic., model-muses for malê artist\ and ca;talysts of 
.,. 

their salvation. In JR the Goddess and the V'irgin are dead 
\ -, . 

symbols and in th1!t1r place stands the anti thesi s. a female 

warrior who preys on men. Gaddis depicts this M new" woman with 

a menacing pantheon of m-ythic fi~res, principally Teutonic. 

The myths ~ssociated .with women in The Recogni tio~s portray 

them as having ambivalent power, in JR the power is unequi-

vocally destructive. Any appearance 

J . 

of grace, beauty or love 
'1 

r' 
1 

! 
. / 

/ 
.L' ~'-'-~-

1 
1 , , 

! . 



( 

( 

, 
- ~ ~-- ---~-~-....-------------------- -.. .. -- -_ .. ~ -:-- ..--- ---- - ---~,......- "'" 

\ 
181 

1a a glamourous veneer to stupefy and trap men. JR' s women 

are depicted as v~rsions of the Rhinemaidens and the Valkyries 
_ 1 

of The Ring, of the Nibelung, which functions àS the mythic \ 

/ substructure of the novel. AlI the major male characters show l 
) 

aspects of their mythic forebearsi Wotan, Siegfried! Àlberich, i 
Si egmund. , Similarly, JR's women correspond to the Ring Cyclets 

L 

females, but wi th a difference. Although JR do'es make bJôief 
-

allusion to the posi ti ve mythic quali ti es of two benign females, 

aIl the novel's female characters ~ortray threatening aspects 

of the ,Rhinemai dens, the a1luring, guardians of "the gold," who_ 

( will falsely relinqui sh their treasure in exchange for the fore-
o ' 

swearing of love. Certain female characters also resemble 

Valkyries in their power to capture the novel's victimized male 

"warriors." 

E~en more disturbing than the connection between JR's 
" \ 

women and these figures from Teutonic myth Is the penasi ve 

link between women and the practice of wi tchcraft. Ga4dis has 

his male characters refer diz:ectly to The Mal1eus Malefièarum 
CI 

, , 
(The Witches' H~er), the fifteenth-century handbook for 

'wi tch-hunters. Women' s connection with wi tchcraft makes clear 

that they emboày,dea~ructive p~iPles whichmake them, at 

best, treacherous muses for the artiste Because the modern 

world is shown to function wi thout the memory of inheri ted 

morali ty, and becauae women are presented as inherently amoral, 

;they will th~,a;: be most susceptible to the corrupt and corrupting 
\ 

influences of modern lffe. The paradigmatic femàle in the 

first novel la the Virgin/Victim; in JR the counterpart la the 
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castrating AngeljWitch. the woman whos~ beauty belies her 

treachery .. 
"-, 

Although SR abounds with unsavory characters of both 
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sexes, .i t is women who are portraied as most dangerous to male 

artists because they project a devious allure and a fundamental 
~ _/ . 
amorali ty. Even minor female characters, no matter how sympathe

tically depicted, are Inevitable accomplices in a dehumanized 

system of mechanized culture. Thus the good-natured Nurse 

Waddams i.e. implicated in the death oi" her patient,' Isadore 
, i 

Duncan. The narl'atrve maltes the cause of death the ambiguous,. 

result of an injection Waddams gave Duncan to quiet him (687, 688). 

Even the actions of beautiful, sensitive Amy ~oubert ~bolize 

her capacity to wound"men inadvertently, as a consequence of her 

lin~ with corporate ,power. 

" Characteri stic of the novel' s few sceres of narrative 
, r 

descript'ion, the tableau introdticing Edward Bast and Amy Joubert :., 
• "0 

is symbol~c. It evokes the connection between wealth and suffer

ing. Jo~~ert stands h'olding a bag of money collected from her 

students as their' Il share in America" to invest on Wall Str·eet. 
/ 0 

A retarded child. who presumably, shoul.d be u,nder her guidance 1 . , 

stages a mock hold-up" inadvertently striklng Joubert in the 

breast. She'drops the money bag and an embarrassed Bast stoops 
.... ' . 

to recover the' scattered coIns. as Joubert inadvertently steps 

backwards, gashing his hand wi th her spike heel. 51 It la Joùbert' s 

link with wealth whicn corrupts hâr by association and causes 

in jury ta herself and others. 
, \ 

Joubert's rel~tives look on her teaching as an aberrant 
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lapse trom the expected set of activities which should culmin-
/ ,(. 

'il 
ate' iï herAnarriage to someone of her class. That she ultimately 

does marry Dick Cutler, a family f~iend who she claims to ~oathe, 

indicates the determinitf power of'her monied b~ckground. As 
1;;\ ,. 

" é' a teacher, Joubert inàdv~rtently steers her pupils ~owards the 
\ 

world ~at traps her when ~he t~es themto Wall Street to 

léarn about the stock market. She is however incapable of 

tacing t~e consequence of her actions, and tells her ~olleague, 

Gibbs, that she, "just doesn't want to think"about" JE's cor-
, j 

porate,games (497). In this way she resembles Many of the 

novel's chdracters who lack the energy ta take active responsibil~ 

ity for or to' oppose the corruption the y witness. 

Joubert's brief affair with Jack Gibbs provides the novel 
.- , 

with its high point of 'sexual passion and its closest,approxi-
• mation to an unequivocal expressi.on of love. However even 

Joubert demonstrates the destructive nature of sexuality when 

she inadvertently gouges Gibbs' back with her long fingernails. 

Even the mystery of their sexual difference, in which Gibbs 

revels, 0 is tainted as Joubert coy1y asks Gib'bs if he has ever 

considered a homosexual encounter (489). Howeve~ it is not sa 

much sexual deviance that la deplcted a~ undermining lov~ but 

rather a fundamental communication breakdown. Gaddis maltes the 

end of Joubert' s affair wi th Gibbs a tangle of ambigui ties 

_ implioatipg bath parties in a failure of t~Bt. The pressures 

of her job, her disintegrating marriage, and her acrimonious 
, , 

family lite combine to enervate Joubert, d~iving her to a near-
1 ~ 

oollapse.' let her feminine vulnerabili ty i s part of her 
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attractiveness for Gibbs, $S his many poetic allusions indi-
, 1 

cate. 52 - At the same time,/i t is this inherent weakne~s which 
i_ ~ , 

- -~ ~ . 
causes her tô-agr?W down" intQ an arranged marri age rather than 

to attempt a reconciliation with Gibbs. At the novel's end, 

she has fully capitulated to family destiny and is r~ored ta 

be in a face-off with Stella Bast for control of the Bast family~ 
/ 

corporation (712). \ 

If Amy Joubert is the female character who Most portrays 

the "angel" of Gaddia' dualism, Stella Baat emerges as the 
,) 

witch. During the course of the novel, she undercuts the artis

tic resolve'of her cou~ward" plots the takeo~er of the 

':f'amily firm, and is res~ible for the pr~mature death of~her 
husband. Most significant for Gaddis' trea~ent of the artist 

ls- Stella' a rejection o:f' her cousin' a idealism which has been 

discussed at length (cf. Ch. ii). Bast' s loss of confidence in, 

his art ia partly a resul t of his unrealistic vision of perfeet 

J.ove as he imagines i t to be embodied in his cou$in Stella. 

However, Stella is more than a static ideal for Edward; she 
, ) -

insinuates herself into his life for her own greedy purposes 
, ' 

and bÎithely reject~ him when she discovers the nature of his 

love. Moreover, the narrative ~istently casts a diabolical 

aura around Stella, incJ.uding an unsettling number of reférences' 

t'o~~wi tchcraft and allusions to The Malletts Male:f'icarum. Analy

sis of theae allusions and referertc~s will demonstrate the 
o 

connection between women, duplicity, and the destruation of 

V=alues. 
. 

\ 
\ 

Stella ia introduced at the Ba~~-y home where" she ia 
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prying into tamily estate matters wi th an eye towards a f'utur~/ 

takeover. She ls described as mysterious, glamorous, possessed 
J: / 

, .of inéongrupus mannerisms. She moves about the house languldly, 
1 

" 
speaking in a soft "dead calm," a condition which has been 

\ 
ar-tl.f'i~ia).lY induced by a thyroid operation perfprmed ta "slow 

her d~rlt so that she would be more compatible with her doltish 

hUSb~, Norman Angel (61). The Bast sisters oomment on, the 

" scar f'rom the operation and Stella repliesl 

1;--.. " 

'" 
--Oh, .I çiori' t try to hide i t ... she brought them 
f'orward wi th the dull calm in her voice.--The 
children in our apartment building, do you know 
what they say? That l' m il wi tch, that l ~an Bcrew -
my head on and off. They think that this one cornes 
.of-f at night and l put on another.-••• 
--Stèlla~that's ..... you, you'r,e a beautiful girl~ 
--One =that would turn them to stone if' they saw i t, 
she went on, aIl they could see of her expression 
its'movement in the glass, and then~-there were 
beautiful witches after all,... (60-61) 

Later, the aunts di§cuss Stella's visit and her pecul~ar pres-
- \ 
ence: ' 

\ 
~ 

--She certainly was full of questions, wasn,' t she. 
You rem"èmber how she spread those stories a~ut 
ThQmas and James, about James and Nellie, t at 
SUIÏÎmer, she was s-çill just a child. It all came 
back through Mrs., Mrs., fat, she had part 0 ' one 
tinger miefsing •••• It' s som~thi~ about her e eB. 
They don' t matchher face. 1 (68) 

1 

\ 

Stella~s incongruous features allude to the false properties\ot 

wi tches as outlined in The Malleus MaleficarUml "Therefore i t 

must be- said that in no ~wa:y does an angel ei ther good or bad. 

Bee wi th the eyes of i ts assumed b~dy ••. ,,53 Further ,"implica

tions of Stella' s negative powers e~end to Sha,doWY'\,eferences 

such as that concerning the mysterious "Mrs. fat" !Ii ~h the 

mi ssirig finger who i s sai d to have spr~,ad rumors about yo~g 
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Stella. Robert Graves mentions, that the ri tualistic ~utting 
. ~ 

,of one finger was an importan~part of in! tiation ri tes in cer-

tain Engli.sh covens. 54 Although Gaddis is not necessarily pro-

ducing evidence of a ~ong Island coven, he i8 dropping mysterious 
")' C 

\ • :J 

hints which indicate that Stella ra possessed of bizarre powers. 

Further implications of Stella '.S wi tchcraft are of a 
" sexual nature, In her seduction 8cene wi th the ingenuoua 

Edward, Stella ia aIl atealthy glamour, She 8eems t.o have cal-

culated .the effect she wants to malte upon hèr cousin.,.' He is so, 
~ 

stupefied by her presence in hia studio that he ,doe,s not ma,ke 
u 

the connéction between h~r presence .and th,e wreckf:lge àround Mm. 

,His perception seems t,a 'be temporarily contused by Stella' 8 
'~ctlO . . 

"power,s." The Ma11eus Malefiearuin asserts that wi tches can 

distor.t men' s sight. 55 When Edward asks Stella what happened 

in his studio. she responds •• ,."What you aee~ (iJ7). !lut he 
Il ' 

does not. "see." Nearly six hundred pages later, Edward realizes 

that' his c~usin was responsib1e for the destruction and he con

fronta hèr wi th her guilt. Gaddis has Edward speak 'in images 

which are strange1y simiIar,"to the imagea in whi'ch the Malleus 
\. 

Maleficarym desQribes woman' a destr.u-ctive aspect •. A c.ompari-
-4, '''il ~ , ~ , 

son .o~ ,pia speech and an appropriate passage tram The Wiches', 

Hammer 'may help to 'illuminate the allusion to witchcraft. The 
, ' , 

Malleus Malefié8rum states, ( 

1: 
, 1 

1 

• 1 

LWi tch~e ary MQre an death. ,again be-
cause bOdily death ls an 0 en and terrible' 
enemy. ,but woman is a whe dling and 'secret enemy.-

'And that ~she ia more pilous thàn·a snare does 
not speak: of th~ ~e Q huntrrs, bu~ of devils." 
For men are caught not nly through their c~a1 
desires. wllen" they see and h!!!S' wome~1 :for Saint 

, 
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Bernard says, Their face is a burning wind, 
and tneir voice the hissing of serpentss but 
they also cast wicked spells on countle~s men 
and animaIs. And when it ls said that her heart 
,i.s a net, ••• And her hands are âs ba,rlds for bind-" 
ing; fpr when they lace ~heir hands on a creature 
to bewi.tch i t, then wi th the help of the devil 
they perform their design. (MalI. Mal. 47) 
(Emp'~asis mine) - -

Stellâ's sigh during-her seduction of Edward is described as ,. 
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"so aspirant i t seemed ,laid out there even when i t was done, so . 
heavy that it squar'ed her shoulder ••• ~' (1;8). Her sigb is a 

hissing sound which lies,'net-like, on the atmosphere. Edward 

, recalling her seduction/destruction 1ashes out, 

--Stella you ~ro~e in and destroyed ever,y--up 
there l can stillgsee you in those flashes ~f 
lightening l can still ~ on the bed up th,ere 
l can still ~ your throat your voiee l can 
still hear it don't you don't have to seduce me 
l can still' reel your hand when you ••• 

And hi s cousin breaks in 2 

--Destroyed of course l did~ (716) (Emphasis mine) 

In an arJ(!J:Y climax-to the argument, Edward shouts, "No you, 

you aren' t you .stella you' re. he LGibo§7,)said you were yes 
1 

you '-re a wi tch aren' t you ••• " ( 716) • 
• 

Other scenes of a- more 'ambiguou~ nature link Stella wi th'· . 

;~decadent. if not outright1y' wicked practises. In particular, 

a scêne which unfolds at the Angels' New York apartment implies 
. , 

Stella' s bizarre behavior and mysterious sexual power\9. Stella 
\ ' 

welcomes an anonymous character of ambiguous sex and natronal 

origin: " ••• but l thoughtyou wer~ in Palma."56 The two th en 

discuss "qis" (J~ea Bast' s1) performance of Berg. They seem "

to ahare a common chic social circle. The visitor begins"tracing 
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lipstick ~~signs on Stel.la' s scarred neck and naked body. 

He or she (the gender is ambiguous) refers to "your wicked 

1 friendlt who described Stélla' s -neck scar as her' Brisingamen, an 
" 

allusion to the magic necklace of Teutonic mythology.5? Earller, 

Gibbs te~~s E\dward Bast, 'nI tol.d him LS~hram~ about Brisinganlen, 

seen the necklace around her @tella' il throat l Iqlbw every God , -
damned link in it ••• " (482)) Thus Gibbs may,be the "wicked , 

friend" whom Stella is f'orced to recall while her anonymous 

visitor tracès her neck scar. The allusion to Gibbs brings with 
~ 

it his~bitter criticism of Stella's devious sexuality. 

In such a tighly-wo"4en narrative as JR, the ambigu! ty of' 

this scene can only be interpreted as intentional. Rather than 
, J 

openly define Stella' s inf'amy ~ Gaddi s plunges the reader into -
1 

the mystery which' surrounds her 'character in order to show that 

Stella' s power, li'ke that of wi tches, arises from her capaci ty 

to create confusion, to deceive. Gibbs has accused Stella of' 
" considering lying "just a practical way of h~dling things ••• " 

(351). At the sarne _time ,~bbs himself was suffièiently 

deceived by Stella to h~had an affair with her. Her glamour, 
~ ~, 

like the fatal.beauty oh witches, deceives in order to destroy. 

Bast eventually real~zes this and accuses Stella: " ..• you 

destroyed LGibby 1.'00 ..• " (716). 

The etymology of the word •• glamour" and i ts associatfôh 

with '"grammar" is useful in relation tà Gaddis' treatment of 

Stella. In an article enti tled "The Glamour of Grammar." Jane 
, 

Caputi-notes that "gJ.amour ••. ~s an alternative of' the word 

• grammar,' whi ch evol ved ••• as a resul t of the popular 
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1 • 1 ) 
association of erudition'with oedult practises ... 58 Thus 

gl~our in females is both :to be desired and mi strustèd. " 

Although tbe narrative connecte her Most directly with 

witchcraft, Stella Bast is not the only ~oman whose c~aracter 
, 

is deceitful and bewitching. AlI of JR'~-women are èo~ving 

in their lust for money and power. S9 The Malleus Maleficarum 

finds this failing chief'ly among women. "The Many lusts of men

lead them into one sin but the one lust of' women leads them 

into aIl sins; for the root of aIl woman' s vices is avarice" 

(MalI. Mal., 43); Somewhat contradietori+y, The Witches' Hammer 

claims that women are more likely to be converted into witch-
\ 

craft than are men because they are intellectually and morally 
, 60 

weaker. As in this fifteenth-century document, 50 in ~ women 

lack" intellectual sensitivity, hence., they are nct artists. 

Nevertheless ithey possess cleverness ta attain their ends. Even " 
• 

the corrupt Governor,Cates ~merges as ,a figure of' greatèr moral 

integrity than the women because, it is implied, he understands 

the money system and takes responsibili ty for i t whiie women • 
take responsibility for nothing and desire ev~rything. 

lt ls also in their raIe as wives that women are linked 

wi th wi tehcraf't. Gi·bbs ~ reads from T-he Malleus Maleficarum 
, 

concernings witches' power to castrate men, making ~his passage 

a re~erence to the disastrous marriages of himself and his 

friends. 6l The. manual on wi tch~J'aft provides a comment on 
\ 

marriage that could have come from Gibbs himself: "And truly 
, . 

the Most powerful cause which contributes~to tte increase of 

witches ia. the woef'ul rivalry between married folk and unmarried 
\ 
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women anct men~1 (MalI. Mal., 45). The Malleus Maleficarum ' 
--:- --

goes on to specify ~omen'~ prim~ role in marriage disputes. 

In JR it wou1d seem that women provide the disruptive in-

fluence in marri age , while men.' s sins are more of omission 
;. 

than commission. Thus, Gibbs' wife qui bb1es over visi ting 

rightp while Gibbs sufférs the pains of separation from hi s 

daughter. Mariah Eigen, the wife of Gibbs' friend" Tom, is 

described as a castratQr and 'it is with reference to her that 

1 Gibbs quotes from The Wi tches' H~er. Another Wylian "mom," 
\ ,-

Marian is driven by bo,redom te inimic a- friend' s decision to 
> 

di vorce her husband because, in Marian' s words, "I cannot live 

,'wi th a. man l don' t respect-. " 62 Whi1e Marian considera herself 
• 

" •.• a ta1ented woman who has néver been a1Iowed to do anything, If' 

J her husband describes her as ".~.a goddamned long illness l 

picked up somewhere ••• 1t (260-62). The narrative gi ves more in

dication of the accul;"acy of Tom' s view than of Marian' s. 
, 

In spi te of the weal th pf ref'erences which ~ake them res-

ponsible for men' s suffering, women in JR are also dehumanized . 
and victimize~ by modern life. TO.the extent that Gaddis 

treats their victimization as beyond their control, but within , . 
o c 

"their awareness, he shows compassion ,for his female characters. 

Women wi thput weal th or high, professional status arè victims of 
~I "'f f 

their' jObS,/~ The busines,s office pecking order providès the 

Most obviqus examp1es of the particu1ar ways ~n which women are 
. ' ' {l, 

dehumaru.zea~ At the bottom of the economic and social \ scal.e 

are Myrna and Terry, Norman Angel' s secretaries, who do not 

rate the basic respect of last names. (Office address indicates 
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<! social.>' and economic station.) Their li veè are a rhythm, of bore

dom and anxiety, vacancy and pararioia. 63 The.secretapies 
'" r! {/ \ 

commute to, work as if running' the .ga~ntlet.· Gaddis' description 
~ , ~ 

of their rush-hour subway ride ià' a terr~fiing portraya1 of the 

\ 

, 
routinization of paranoia, as they try to evade a man they fear 

is following them (Gibbs?), mixing their fear with scrap~ of 

~hopping gossip (160). Fina1ly they are dross in the stream of 

human corrup~ion, feck1ess on1ookers at .the death of love. 

Myrpa has a brief fling with Gibbs (presumably he piCks her up 

on the subway) , and when Rhodâ confronts him with details of 
,-

the tryst (s~e has madvertently seen ~im cavorting in the next 

\ 

apartment), he dismisses the incident as irrelevant (621). Like 

Wyatt in The Rec.ognitions, Gibbs is artistical1y motivated by 

à belief in idea1 womanhood compared to' which the women around 

him ~ot compete. 
" Rhoda is ~he only charactèr,who exists outs~de the 9CO-

nomic maelstrom of JR, although she is inadvertently drawn into 

it by her romdntic connection with the deceased artist, Schramm. 
, 

As the novel's representative of the counterculture, Rhoda at 

first appears,to be just another stereotype(Who is made.to 
,<. 1 

demonstrate the consequences of A;meri'ca' s loss of tradition. 
" \ . 

She has no values, neither accepts nor rejects the world she 

lives in, and takes responsibility for nothing beyond the sim

plest primitiv~dern food-gathering activities. She exits the 

scene as mystlriously as she entèred, on a volley of abuse from 

Eigen (617). Later it is reported that she took a job perform- • 
~ ~ 

ing pseudo-suicides to boost a man's shady political career. 
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, , 

,In spite o;/~tereotyping, Gactdis implies compassion for this 

characte~bY'having Giobs recognize her basic goodness (620). 
'/ . , , 

Howevy' . she r~mains ~ eXjmlp1e of social degeneration rather 
/ 

t~~' a character in her own right. Living without ~oney in a 

.~Jnsumer society,' she sees herself as.a commodity for ~rimariIy 

(/male consumption. l"-

/
1
1 

,Yet there is another aspect ta her character 'which redeem~ 
~ 0 

Il Rhoda while i t reveals the problematfc aspect of Gaddis'. idea 
if 

of ~he artist in the ~or1d. Rhoda' is a par6di~ôf Wagner' s 
". 

earth-goddess and seer, Erda,' in The Ring of ,the Nlbèlung. 
\ 

This character' sustains the warr~ and prophesies doom (cf. 

\ CH. i,y). Rhoda fulfi1ls a' similar ,function as she nurtures 
, ;' 

, _ Bast, Gi?bs, 0 and Eigen. and carries on. disjointed bu~ ,insight-

.. 

\ 
fuI conversations wi th them about the world il1. whi'ch each struggles •. 

f 

'u 
! 

She frequently comments that "the ~hole 'fucking scene is coming 
, 

do~," indicating that she sees imminent social collapse (555). 

Her constant baths, nose bleeds, menstruations, and the daily 

presence of her voluptuous body gi ve her tHe status of a kind 

of profane sex goddess. Once again linking women and witches, 
, 64 

Gibbs compares her to Baldung's Sorceress. She is both the 
\ c 

most sexua11y unrepressed and the most sexuaI1y objectified , 

f'emale in the nove l'. Su ch a èonf1ict has had grues~me emotional 

consequences for her, 'as she o àbjectifies herself as a sight 
,1 

to be observed l'at~er than a vehicle of some more complidated 
, ' 

personal destiny •. Finally she admits that in n~rmalizing the 

inhuman demands of hel' society, she has forgotten "really how 

to hate" {609). I~ Gaddis" world, hatred, wi th i ts implications 

1 
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of incipient action, is to be valued over acquiescence 1 put the 
. " 

,reader recognizes tpat in illi' hatred is f,requently turned -on the 

sel~~in acts of destruéti veness. 6.5 

Even Stella Bast is provided wi th belated humanizing as, 

at the end of the' novel, she tells he~ cousin tti~ details' of ,the' . 
story that the Bast sisters' discussed concerning her meeting 

• 
wi th a my~terious gypsy fortune teller (~he ~om~ wi th the 

missing finger?) w~o coaxed S~~lla to reveal family marital~ 

problems (68). As a resul t of her meeting wi th the gypsy, rumours '-
.. , 

started about the Bast family's difficulties, and S~ella'claims 

.that she has been scapegoated for j~iIy problems ever sinee 

(716~l7). As the victim of a loveless childhood, Stella feels 

that she has grown into a wi thdrawn., misund-erstood woman. 'Theae 

revelations provide an explanation for Stella' s- sel'fishness 
", "', 

1 but they do not exonerate').her. Certainly Childhoo1~'warping" 

has produced irrevocable effècts, which are pres~ly wi thin. 

J,' 

: ' 

the realm of human moral responsibili~, something Stella re

fuses to accepte One page after her confession to Edward .. Stella:' 

coolly takes power of attorney for her dying husband, and' pro-' 

ceeds to assess the family stock matters, preparatory to her 

assuming power a,s the majori ty stockholder • 

. Ste,lla' è parting words ~to Edwar~ serve to continue the 

ambiguity surrounding her character: ," ••. no you won't und er-
, '-, J 

stand •.• that y'our own selfish suffering' s easier than ~acing 
, , 

suf'fering you've caused and êan never calI back Edward don' t-

• you think I. Edward? WeIl you will ... (719-20). H~r fragment~ 

"weIl you will" is an ambiguous prophecy of Bast' s futuret will, 
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" 
'he understand that guilt kee:ps mo indi viduals locked into 

" 
e~dless.~,self-centfed misery? This d~lemma haunts characters 

in The Recognitions. Only Wyatt-Stephen has the s~rength to 
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"live thrOUgh" and finally. transcend his own guilt (cf. ah. ii). 
~ fi ... ' 

At the ,end of JE, G.addi~'1 shQws .stella Angel poss~~sed'af just 
\; , ' 

/' 

such an in~ight C'on~erni~g the morally ,cripp1ipg aspect of '\ 

guil t: Un1iRe Wyatt" she do'es not act posi ~i vely on her in-

, sights, but instead, continues /to reject those she bas Ùijured--. 
, 

EdWaI\d Bast, Jack Gi bbs ... -and to \àttempt 'ta compensate for love,' s " 
, .. 

loss ·through the acquisition of wealth •. Fc>r h'Ïs part, Edward \ 
~~/ _-f '" 

" , 1 
\ 
l 

< 

J 

t 

is at least shown deciâing to take, respon'sibili ty ~or his own '\ 
.. 

1 .-, 1 J 

work instead· of accepting h~ s old' passi vi ty (cf'.' Ch. ii). 

In spite of these pa;tially humanizlng characterizations, 
-' .. ~ 

Gaddi's' women remain 'linked wi th money rather than lQ.ve or , , 

crea~i vi ty.· Li,ke the Rhinemaidens, illi' s principal fema1e char-. 
acters, . the' ange1ic Joubert and the' diabolical Angel, end the 

novel attempting to retrieve the 'gold. Linked, as' it is .. ,'with 

the \'farrior ~d the Ange~/Wi tch paradigm rather than wi th the 

Virgin/Vlctim paradigm of The Recognitions, women t s mysterious 
• 

power in JR ,is no longer a source of inspiration f'9r'the artiste 

, In not ful1y explaining the cause of their behav:ior and atti tUde,s, ' ' 
" , , 

1 0 

and in l~nk~ng r~em with ancie~t myths of creation, and destruc-

tion. Gaddis imp1ies that women' s po,wer is ambiguous, primeval, 

and perhaps un al terably in Il female nature·." In hi s negati ve , 

treatment of women as sources of inspiration for the artisi;, 
~ j ,} 

/ / 
.J 

Gaddis has shifted' away front the romanticism of The Recognitions. 
Jo. \ '/' , 

for the destruction of the ~lt,OU)i.ill[ mak~S women resp~nsible 

q .. 
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. 
male . ~tist· s\confidence. the novel- also takes into account 

larger, impersonal forces which threaten art.. and life. Chapter 

Four analyzes the po"{ers outside mal'e or female controi, w~ich, 

Ji accorq.ing to Gaddis, ~dermine. human communication, 

i t, human relations and art. 
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NOTES 
\ 

\> 

, ISee Banning, "The Time of Our'Time,"-pp. 72-73. In -his 
dissertation, Minko~~ downplays the role of women in men's 
salvation, while admitting that they ào appear a~ possible 
vehioles for suc~_redemption (Minkoff, "Down, Then Out," p. 
90). . T:pese studies, while not inaccurate, do not take into 
account the importanoe of women as ,ambiguous symbols for male 
arti st's . ,Q 

2I am using the term "fIat" char~cters as define4 by E.M. 
Forster in Aspects of the Novei (New York: Harvest-Harcourt, 
B-race and World, '1934), pp. 67-73. Mary Allen also notes, the 
atomistic quality of characters 6f both sexes in modern Ameri
can fiction: "On first contac~ with the fiction of~Lthe pre
sent ery,- particularly the fabulous tales, few in~vidua1s, 
men or women, stand out boldly because of the large casts of 
two-dimensional characters whoQare' interchange~ble ,or who con
stantly shift their identities ••.• But even when characterization 
is not the wri ter,l s first concer~7 his attitude toward w9men 
is usually quite apparent •.•• Lang{- quite.reactionary." M~ 1 

Allen, The Necess Blankness: Women in Ma'or American Fiction 
of the S~xties Urbana, -I l.z University of Illino~s Press, 
1976), p. 4. 
" 

JAllen refers to "the fabulation of the ~om~ in' the mind 
of a man" in contemporary American fiction (Allen, p. 15). . 
More generally, 'Simone de Beauvoit' describes wc;>man as "Other," 
so designated by self-determUrlngman throughout Western culture 
from Aristotle onwards. Si~one de Beauvoir,. The Second Sex, 
transI H.M. Parshley (New Yprkl Bantam, 1952),' ~p. xvi-xxiii. 
Her analysis illuminatès·the way men concèive of women as alien, 
inferior beings. Although Esme and Esther are shown wfiting, 
neither is portrayed as an ambitious artist •. Their situation 
is epitomized'PY Robert Graves' pronouncementz jMan's biologi
cal functi~ is to do; woman's 1s to be. Thi~ difference is 
not a contrast of meI7e activi ty wrth Mere passivit y~ 'To be' 
is indeed a full-time·occupation •••• lf she paints or writes, 
this will be for her own private amusement, not to satisfy 
ambition •••• ," Robert Graves, "Real Women," in Masculine/Feminine, 
ed. Betty.Roszak and Theodore Roszak (New Yorks H~er Colophon, 
1969), p. J6 ~ . '. _ '\ . -

1 

4See Chapter ii, "note 22. The~sterility of modern culture 
provides only parodies of primaI female fertility and henc~ . 
few symbols of regenpration (JJ4). That Wyatt, after his 
Spanish t~anstormation, speaks yaguely of fathering a daughter, 
shows his desire ,to contribute to such rege~eration (957). 

SPhilip WY1~ Generat.ion of Vipers (New York, -Rinehart 
& Co., 1942), pp~ 184-204., 1\. number of male characters in -
The Recognitions'teel contempt, tear, or'outright loathing 
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for women. Mr.' Sinisterra warns O~to and wyat~·, to avoid the 
snares of sex ,(550, 856). M~ tells h~s bistro pals, Stanley 
and Anselm,that their problems~are dqe to their being "mothers' 
sons" (569). Valentine has a cultivated aversion to women 

, which makes hi}n flcoff at Wyatt' s romJUlt~cism (58). Anselm 
cornes closest to Wyli~'s virulent dis~ike of women in what he 
cOnsiders to be their roles as grasping castrators when he 
saya, ," --That ' s the world we live in, the' ladi es wear the 
nuts ••• w (673). As an implicit advocate of'love, the narra
tor does not condone such attitudes. Rather, they show that 
the ~lienation of the sexes is partly rooted in the sexual re-
pre~sion and fear of these characters. " '- " 

6Gaddis' treatment of women bears comparison with Wylie 
on the subject of woman' s archetypal power for m.en. Wylie 
advances the view that human beings are instinctive, a notion 
that modern science (which he, like Gaddis, disparages) seeks 
to di spel!.' He cité's--Jung-r s study of archetypes as evidence 
that. myths and legends originate in instinctive projections • 

.. . These 'archetypes, according to Wylie, reflect human needs 
"and desires. H€ cites as a fundamental archetype, the situa-
. tion of the hero who struggles Il to win immortali ty or, a beauti
~ul woman or both," Qut who inevitably faces bad luck and 
fallibility, as weIl/as a female who is both good and evil 
(Wylie~ p. 36). Wylie derives this archetype from what he con
siders a prehistoric maQe view of women. See Ca~l G. Jung, 
"Psychological Aspects of the Mother Archetype," in The Basic 
Writings of C.G. Junf' ed. violet Staub dé Laszlo (New York: 
Modern Library, 1959 , pp. 327-J60. ' 

7Robert Graves cornes to a conclusion which illuminates 
Gaddis' treatment of women: 

Since the, source of poetry's creative power i5 not 
scientific intsl1igence, but irtspiration--however 
this may be expl~ned by scientists--one May surely 
attribute inspiration to the Lunar Muse, the oldest 
and most convenient European term for this êource. 
By ancient tradition, the White Goddes5 becomes 
one wit~ her human represen~ative--a priestess, a
prophetess, a queen-mother, No MU~,e-po'et grows 
con~cious of the Muse except ~y experience ~f a 
woman in whom the Goddess is t~ some degree 
Fesident. (Grave~ The White Goddess, p. 490.) 

8Cf~ Chapter i, p. 27. Acpordi~g to Henry A. Murray, 
"abused female innocence" was "the most moving theme 'Of the 
LPineteenth-centuri( mythology of the heart" (Murray, ed., 
Pierre, p. 503). L~slie Fiedler argues that nineteenth-cen
tury romance presented women as impossibly pure ideals for the 
male heroes which prevented the depiction of attalnable love 
and credible women. Leslie Fiedler, Love and Death in the 
Américan Novel, rev. ed. (New York: 1 Dell ,Publishing, 1966), 
pp. 288-308. ) 

1 
1 
J 
1 . ' 
\ 

r 
J 



( 

./ 

-------. - -,- --- -." ------:--~ 

(- '- l 1 

/ 1 1 
198 i 1 / 

9~ecause the Goretti canoni'Zation was actua11y part of a 
Papal strategy aimed at allegedly immoral and po1itically 
corruptible Italian youth, Banning i'nterprets Gadqis' use of 

I~ \ 

the Goretti case as ev:idence of his plot' s undercur~ent of 
communist conspiracy (B~ng. '!T>he Tim~ or' Our Time," p. 
1.55, n. 28). It 5eems to, me that the Goretti canonization 
(see "An Eleven-Year Old Girl is Made a Saint,"'<Lit'e, 29 
07 July 19597, 107-08, 110, Il)) ia more sigmfIëiÏÏt as, 
an example of the elevation of f'emale victims ,than as an 
allusion to V,atican' concem wi th Communism. See also Marina 
Warner,/ Alone of AlI Her Sex, p. 71. 

" 
lOM . r.T 68 69 ar~na narner, pp. - • 
Il ) 

Warner, pp. 71, 337, n. 10. Warner's"source for the Pope's 
speech is a work which Gaddis has Esme reading en ,route to the 
canonizationl A Modern Virgin Martyr (887). , 

l2Gwyon hear's of the virgin: s rape and ~u;der- a-;-~he ;ime 
or his wif'e' s death (21). Mr. Pivner reads about the raJ;>ist' s 
testimony in his New York apartment (31),600). The Canon
ization takes rnany of the novel's characters to Rome (817). 
Finally, Mr. Yak (Sinisterra) enlightens Wyatt about the case 
(844). / . 

. 11... 
~Mr. Yak, who will be responsib1e for mummifying-the?would-

be-saint, tells Wyatt "aIl about this patron saint they're 
gétting. When they took her out of the graveyard to put her 
somewhere else when'she was beautified they thought she looka 
kind of big for an eleven-year-old girl, but the way the body 
was preserved af'ter fort y years almost, so that made them au~e 
i t' s a saint" (844) 0 -

14Tne Recognitions, -\po 9. The "turn 01' the s~rew" ref'erence 
suggests Henry James' noye11a of that title fn which the un
timely death of two servants continues to haunt, or psychologi
cally disturb, the new governess and her young chargea. Cer
tain further ref'erences to, Camilla' a my'sterious presence as a 
figment of paychological and imaginative reality indicate that, 
like James, Gaddis is mindful ot the power, of psychological ob:
session anc;1 the supernatural rn human avents. 

15The Recognitions, pp. 57, 61, 182, 847. Gaddis may be 
suggesting a variation on the Three-fold Goddess in her 
roles as mother, bride, and lay~r-outo See Graves, The White 
Goddess, p. 24. -

16The Recognitions, p. 16. Gwyon's yearning for_an earlier, 
more harmonious time before the perception of' con~ingency ia 
reminiscent of Lukac' s early af fi ni ty for anc! ent .Gr~ek con
sciousness (see Chapter i )., . 
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l7wolfgang Lederer mentions that Mi thraic mys~eries were 
forbidden t'o women. Wolfgang Lederer, The Fear 01f Women' (New 
York: Grune and Stratton. 1968), p. 36; " 

l8The hoops are exotic symbols of unit Y and value for Gwyon 
and Wyatt, which, both father and- son associate wi th Câmilla. 
In Pynchon' s y the ivory hair comb is a more ambiguous symbol 
serving as a mysterlous ...clue te, the identi ty of V., the novel' s 
composite :remale presence. Thomas Pynchon, V (New York. Bantam 
Books, ]963)". - -

19Warner, Alone of AlI Her Sex, p . .3.36. 
, . 
20The Recognitions, p. 458. Fiedler t s brilliant but 

eccentJ::ic s-:tl,1dy crf the American novel makes the point that _ 
American heroes fear adul t re1ationships wi th women. Wri tes 
Fiedler, ~The idea1 American postu1ates himse1f as the father-

---~-hss-nra.n, the eternal son of' the mother" (Fiedler, Love and 
Death in the American Novel, p. 3.37). Wyat.t, a chi1d lacking 
pate:ç'nal guidance, lives obsessed wi th the ideal of his mother 
~d J)urdened wi th gui.lt about her death. \ 

21The Recognitions, pp. 362, 7.32. Warner-, p. 213. 

22The Recognitions, p. 829. See note 15. 
( 

230n tne s'-1bj ect of men' -s fear of virgini ty, Beauvoir has 
this to say l' ~" 

Unless !eminil1e virgini ty has been dedicated to a 
god, one easily believes that i t implies some kind 
of marriage wi th the' demon. Virgins unsubdued by 
man, old women wtlo have escaped his power, are 
more easi1y than others regarded as sorcere~sesJ for 
the lot of woman being bondage to another, if she 
escapes the yoke ot man she is ready to acceptJthat 
of the devil. (The Second Sex, p. 144) 1. 

24KoeThig lnterprets May' s hawthorne as a ~bol of h~r 
inher~ ted sense of gui 1 t (Koenig, "' Splinters from the Yew 
Tree, • ft pp. 90-91). Presumab1y he considers the tree as 
a ref'erence to the American novelist. l view the charac~er' s 
name and her favouri te tree aS ironie parodies of the pre
serving power which was associàted wi th the hawthorne. or May
tree, a vestige of tree-worship. ,See Sir James George Frazer, 
The Golden Bough. abridged ed. (New York: Macmillan Co ... 
196). p. 139. ' 

25The Recognitions. p. 430. Janet also aliudes to Wyatt· s 
Christ-like quali ties when she says. "--Rabboni.\ they doubted 
... I did not" (434). l, • 

26Graves, The GreeIt Myths. l t • p. 293. 
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, 2?B~auv,~r useS these ~ermB to distin~ish between the 
dominant and~efining nature of the male role and the passive 
reeeptivity of the female for the male (The Second Sex, p. 
xxviii) • 

28cynthia Ozick', "Women and 
Dancing Dog, Il in Woman in Sexist 
and Barbara K. Moran (New Yorks 

1 
! 

Creativity: The Demise of the 
Society, ed. Vivian Gornick 
Signet-New Ameriean Li~rary, 

1972), p. 437. , 

29The fo11owing works discuss these images in c'onnection 
with men's fear of women's pow~r: Beauvoir, The Second Sex, 
p. 144; Lederer, ,The Fearfàf Wbmen~ pp. 44,-47, 80. 

300n woman's amorality, seelSauvoir, pp. 577-78; Lederer, 
p. 177. ' 

31 ,. 
The Recognitions, p. 89,. 

. 
See a1s9 The {Books of Charles 

Fort, p. J. 
32' She-sat, listening and remembering, as though 

he had been gone a long time. ,Would the music 
of Handel a1ways reea11 sinful cQ~ission, the 

• perpetration of some crime in illuminated dark
ness reeognized as èriminal only by him who 
committed itl Persephone, she sat now listening. 
and would the seent of lavender recall it? as 
it was doing now;, for she felt that she was re
membering, that this moment was long past, or 
that she was seated somewhere in the future ••• 
reealling this moment only in memory, that in 
another moment she would breathe deeply, de
stroying the de1ieate seent,- that she wou1d 
arise and go: queen of the shades, was her 
mother wandering in search of her? now where 
she'waited, here on the other side of the door 
opening upon her husband's infernal kingdom. (108) 

In this passage, sense experience triggers Esther's memory and 
frees her from a specious present and into a conglomerat~ 
past-future, an oeeanic realm reaching back to the mythic proto
types of her experienee. 

33Graves, The'GreekMyths, I. p. 225, II, pp. 100,404,407. , 

34Richard Wagner, The Ring of the Nibelung, transI St~art 
Robb (New York: E.P. Dutton, 1960), pp. 266-67. 

35The Reeogni tions, p. 393. Earlier (361), Valentine 
seoffs at Wyatt's trusting Esther with the fragments of his 
paintings. 

\ 36The Recognitions, p. 345. 
as symbol of th"e dwindling f9rce 

, [ , 

..... ...- ... . , 

Henry Adams' use of the--Vi-rgin 
of religion in the face of 
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f , 
technd1ogy, epitomized by the Dynamo, is ïlluminating in compari
'son 'wi th Gadd~s' depic"tion of Esme as a' kind of profane virgin 
who suffers the invasion of modern life. Adams writesl "The 
force of the Virgin was still felt at Lourdes, and seemed to 

,,:,,_p,be potent' as X-rays;' but in America nei ther Venus nor Virgin 
" ever had value as force-~at Most as sentiment. No American had 

ever been ~ruly afraid of ei ther. U Henry Adams, The Education 
,",pof HejP. Adams (Boston: Sentry-Houghton Mifflin Co •. , 1961, 

<:)- p. J8]: Wyatt (and Gaddis)w,would seem to be an e~ception to 
'Adams' generalization. 1[;" 

3~he Recognitions, p. 209. See Eliot,. "Ash Wednesday," 
in Tl'ie Complete Paems and Plays, pp. 60-67. ' 

.' 

38For male characters' tear of wom~n in 'The Recognitions 
see note 5. j 

39The ReCOgnitions, pp. 900, 908. Although witchcraft 
figures promi~ently in the portrayal of women in JR, only 
one scholarly reference to witches appears in Gaddis' tirst 
novel, a mention that the Malleus Male'ficarum appears on Gwyen' s 
reading table (56). 

/ 

40Marga and Pastora are two su~~ sexual entities. The more 
independent of the two, Marga provides an outlet for Wyatt' s 
long-repressed sexuality. Pastora, also an runorous partner, 
is presented as wholly taken up wi th her"" passion for Wyatt, 
wanting only to marry him and give him a child. According to 
Koenig's citations from Gaddis' notes for the novel, Gaddis 
considered an ending in which Wyatt would have a daughter by 
Pastora, but finally rejecte~ it as too mundane. Koenig, 
" 'Splinters from the Yew Tre e , '" p. J6. 

'; 4lAccording to the narrative, Esme foresees Stanley' s _ 
death "by falling pillars" ,at the church in Fenestruela, ~~ 
the drowning of an unknown sailor iri the; mid-Atlantic.'\ -

42Esme~s "raid on the inarticulate" is comp~able to 
Isabel' s untutored gui tar playing-which produces "the sYL.~ng 
sweetness, and the utter unintelligibleness, but the ëi'gnifi-
cancie~ of the sounds of 'the guitar" (Melville, Pierre, p. 148). 

lIfJ. 

,~ 43E~e's heroine ecstasy is compared to the rapture'of 
St. Teresa, '''dying of not being able to diE!" (322). Aunt 
May's rather different desire for oblivion was also expressed 
in these terms '( 46) , "and the reaqer i s 1eft to determine the 
shades of irony accompanying both references. 

\ 44The Recognitions, p. 878; see note 15. 

45The Recognitions, p. 39; see Warner, Alone of AIV'Her 
Sex, pp. 210-220. 
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46~he Recognitions, p~ 1018; see Warner, pp. 233-234. 

47The Recognitions, pp. 814, 991. A~es Dè1gh may partiy 
inherit her fanaticism from her mother, the fatuous Mrs. Deigh 
who arranges for Stanley's organ debut at Fenestruela. It is 

-in the scenes at her house in Rome that Gaddis' satire on reli-
cgion reaches slapstick proportions. ' 

48It appears that Esme remin~s Wyatt of'Ib~en's so~veig 
and Faust's Gretchen. Thus he sees her as his lover-victime 
See Gaddis' notes in Koenig, .. , Splinters from the Yew Tree,·11 
p. JO. 

49Esme mentions the Celestial Sea story (973) recounted 
earlier by Wyatt (276). While Esme's obsession with the 
story does her no good, Wyatt manages to transform the story 
int~ an ~mage of his own rebirth. He tells an astonished Ludy 
that he has been voyaging to the bottom of the~ séa and'that 
he must continue his journey (954). 

, 50GibbS explains to Bast that "in ~ite of its appetizing 
symmetry woman' s body' s an abso:lute God damnecf' chaos spend __ 
their lives at the mercy of their bodies ••• " (JR, 120). 

51~, p. 19. Gaddis creates image clusters which link 
money, manual dexterity, -art, and suffering. For example, the 
Bast family patriarch trained his pupils by having them balance 
quarters on the backs of their palms as they practised their 
piano scales (J). 

52GibbS, referring to Joubert, quotes T.S. Eliot and tellS 
Bast,' If --Best authori ty there. is says just get those breasts 

stop shaking we may be able to collect some fragments of 
afternoonlf (120; see Eliot, "Hysteria," in The Complete 

s and Pla s, p. 19). 

53Heinrich Kramer and James Sprenger, The Malleus Maleficarum, 
. transe Montague Summers (New Yorkl Dover,. 1971), p. 10. Here

after quotations from this work will b~ followed by the abbrevia
ted ti tle, MalI. Mal. an,d page numbers in p~enthesis unless 
otherwise noted. 

54Graves, The White Goddess, 199. 

S5The Wi tche a!"- Hammer èxplains i 
For fancy or imagination is as i t were the treasury 
of ideas received through the senses. And through 
this i t happens that devils so stir up the inner ~ 
perceptions, that is the power of conserving images, 
th~t they appear to be a new impression at that 
moment received'from ~xterior things. (!!!!. Mal., 
p. 50) 
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56JR , p. 352. The question remains' as to why Gaddis does 
not reveal the identity of Stella's visitor. The reader May 
piece together information from the present dialogue and 
other scenes which indicates that the musician Reuqen May 
be ,Stella' s lover. Reuben",Ïs James Bas~' s protégé who has 
usurped Edward's position ~S his father's pupil. James and 
Reuben !aré rumored to be in Spain performing, although the 
family nears nothing from them. At the novel's end, Stella 
reveals that she has known aIl along that the two.musicians 
were returning to New York and that she has been in contact , 
wi th them (719) ': P'erhaps i t is Reuben who returns mysteriously 
~rom Palma, on Majorca, to appear at Stella's door. Early . 
in the novel, the Bast sisters refer to Reuben's European 
backgrpund, which would explain the non-English syntax of the 
mysterious visitor's speech (352~353). 

~ 

57According to E. Cobham Brewer, the necklace symbolizes 
vani ty. E. Cobham Brewer, "Brisingamen," in ~he Dic.tionp' 
of Phrase and Fable (NeYf York: Avenel-Crown Books., 19787 p. 
177. The allusion furtner defines Stella as a vain, grasping 
woman. 

58 Jane Caputi, "The Glamo~r of Grammar," Chrysalis, No. 4, 
p. 36. 

59Women who have managed to claw their way above a petty 
secretarial position have done so at the'expense of their femin
inity. For example, Miss Bulcke (known by her stock-br6ker . 
boss, Crawley, simply as "bulk") is no more significant than 
her name; she is a functionary and an office joke. Similarly, 
Miss Flesch (again the sexist pun) climbs out of her junior 
high school teaching jOb into an "executive lt position in which 
she succeeds at playing the male power game. Her succesS is 
described in terms which imply that she has peryerted her sexuality, 
she has gone against her f'eminine nature. Like Marian Eigen. 
another viper. she leaves lipstick on coffee cups and kleenex 
as an emblem of her predatory nature. 

It is not surprising that the MOSt sexless if not out
rightly obscene .woman in JR also exists closest to the corporate 
power center. Zona Selk TWhose first name translates from the 
Latin as "money-bags"), sits on the board of' directors of the 
powerful Typhon International Corporation. Like ,the other old
line powermongers in ~ Zona is clever. She insightfully notes 
the connection between Governor Cates' alarming number of 
prostheses and his incJeasingly inhumane (and inhuman) behavior. 
Yet h~r perceptiveness serves no ultimate purpose. She is 
murdered by the clever family lawyer Beaton, who plays on her 
gluttony and pr~es her with a combination of drugs and food 
which he knows wlll kill hér. Selk's cleverness cannot save 
her from the stereotypically female penchant for conSùmption. 
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The Wi tches' Hammer asserts that women are more likely 1 
:ta be supersti tious than men because "they are more credulous" . 
(Mall.-Mal . .--p-~\ #3). In addition, because women are "feebler 
both in mind and body Lthan menl, it is no~ surprising that t~ey 
should come more under the spell of witchcraft •••• Women are 
intellectually like children" ·(Mall. Mal., p. 44). 

61 . ~ 
- JR, p. 398; cf. MalI. Mal., p. 121.

0 
Castrat.ion f'ear 

seems to obsess Gibbs and to concern such unlikel~victims as 
the stockbroker Crawley. Gibbs notes a sign on th firehouse 
near the Bast f'amily home commemorating "Our Dear Dèp rted' . 
Member" (18), and makes grim comment about it to Stella Bast 
who/i"s giving him a ride into New Y''Ork (74). Crawley is r 
shown at his desk with Hemingway's·A Moveable Fëast open t 
page one-hundred ninety (205). The same page in the 1964 
edition concerns Scott Fitzgerald's fear (allegedly . caused"by 
Zelda) that he is sexually inadequate. Hemingway tries to 
reassure his friend that he is normally endowed, but Fitzgerald 
seems more upset by Zelda's attitude than by his actual physical 
condition. Zelda, like Gaddis' Stella Bast and Marian Eigen, 

.has the power to make her husband impotent regardless of what 
he knows objectively. Hemingway tells his friend that Zelda 
is trying "to put you out of business." Gibbs often uses this 
phrase to describe the impact of women on men. See Ernèst 
Hemingway, A Moveable Feast (New Yorkl Charles Sehriber's 
Sons, 1964), p. 190. 

62JR , p. 268. Marian Eigen fits Wylie's description of a 
"spiritual saboteur" (Wylie, Generation of Vipers, p. 188). 
Another Wyliàn inarriage ~is that of Ame and Dan diCeplialis. 
The diCephalis' marri age holds together only because.both 
partners are 'absurdo Anne is described as a grasping woman 
whose "peristaltic" grip on men recalls the woman7viper connec
tion (314). She "performs" sex for her children and then mar
kets it in the claSsroom as Kama Sutra lessons. The ultimate 
example of the capitalist woman, she sees the world solely in 
terms of personal advancement. Her husband, Dan diCephalis, 
whose name is a .play on the La1;in.p word which translates as 
"brainless," i s the stereotypicà-l:' castrated male 1 a victim of 
Wylie's matriarchal society, who finds his absurd apotheosis as 
a test-subj ect 'for communications technology. Gaddi-s-implies 
that only a brainless guinea pig could live with such a woman. 
Predictably, she becomes a successful career,woman by the 
novel' ~ ~nd. JR, like, The Malleus Maleficarum, portrays 
marriage as a double bind fOr men and a boon for women. Married 
men exist under s-iege while their wives.co~ reap the legal 
benefits of the institution. 

63The secretaries' ~onversation, accompanied by radio 
blather and nail filing, reflects the vacancy and tedium of their ' 
office lives. Their attempts at humanizing their jobS are 
merely pathetic. In and out of the office they are the constant 
prey, of men. A Shi~ing clerk discovers what he thinks are 
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photos of a nude Terry. Terry finds the pictures and thinks 
. she recognizes Kenny, an erstwh11e Sexua1 partner,-in one of' 
- them (160). The visua1 identification is muddled but the 

message is clear: women and men objectif y and fear each other. 
~t no point is direct confrontation possiblet~a+though the 
phone calls between Terry and Kenny, heard from Terry's end, 
have a casu~ intimate violence which'reveals the habituaI 
nature of ~sex "warfare (155). ' 

64 ,~' , 
" ~:;I' • JR, p. 285. ~s Baldung, a contemporary of oo'rer, 

created highly erotic depictions of witches and sorceresse~. 
In many of his etchings, the women are reve1ing in their booty 
of castrated male genita1s. Yet the Baldung print, accord~ng 
to- Gibbs, was "one of Schramm' s few consolations. Lederer 
refers to Baldung' s compositions of the "Wi-tches' Sabb'ath" 
as possessing lia sensuous freedom such as no other topic 
would have permi tted" (Lederer, The Fear of Women, p. 208). 
Hence, there ifil an undeniable ambigui'ty to the imagery of 
witchcraft, combining erotic reIease and sexual threat. 

65AlthoUgh JR's characters-are shown,in quarrels and in 
states of frustration, they seem unable to give vent to anger 
without feeling impotent rage at their inability tO,change 
things. Often, characters worry that others are "mad" at them 
for some tri vial action. They f'ear violence _arld expect to be 
misunderstood and rebuked, but seldom is their frustration ex
pressed in ways that could change their situations • 
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CHAPTER IV 

ARTIST -RESOLUTION THROUGH STRUCTURE \ 

The Recognitions and JR demonstrate thè convict~on, 
" 

amounting t? morali ty, that art i s the highest form ot human 

expression and, in a post-religious age, 'ol1e of the few rE;!

maining serio~s activi ties. _ Yet, in these novels, s:,ç~~ty ,Pt 
seems bent on warping ?reative potential just as it is capable' 

of destroying lif'e. Nonethele'ss, both of Gaddis' satires hold -
1 

aut hope .... for art and the artist even as th~y present a grim ' 
~ 

vision of their si tuation'~ Evidence of such;:optimism is&.\ -
, 

aPt>arent in the construction of the novels themselves. Gaddis 

resolves the artistic dilemmas of his charaC~hrOUgh the 

novels' structures,which emerge as testaments to the survival 

of creativi ty' and order in a chaotic world. This.chapter will 

\ 

, 
l' 
J 

f 
examine the way in which the /central themes of The Recognitions 

and JR are extended to the novels' structures in arder to pro-

vide, through this reflexiveness, a form of aesthetic vindication. 
r, 

The fragmented structure of The Recogni tians embodies the 

multiple planes of the noV'el' s visions of reali ty. The p~ot \ 

is f'orwarded by chanc,e meeti?gs between, characters. Since 

indeterminacy and contingency have replaced causality, the 

narrative flow is "discontinuous. In keeping with this seeming-
._ <JI'/#-

ly inconsistent structure, the novel's artist-characters become 
\ 

questors after values in the midst of' fraudulence. As the" 
I~ 
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arti st . i s confoùnded by versi ons~!~f' r~ali ty, so the reader i s 

confronted with a ~tructure which combines counterf'eit meanings 

wi th supposedly authentic ones. :rhe- novel'" does, however, passess 

0' 'an \ underlying order. Gaddis connects fragmented scenes by 

b~ilding up patterns of' repeated images ~d phrases, and by 

f'lattening (characters ·into fixed aspects of' the novel'. s central 
.4" 

attistic arguments. The resulting patterns both confirm and 

quèstion the reality of these issues., Thus The Recognitions' 

structure becomes an extension of its theme. More0ver, the 

novel's wholeness demonstrates the unit y of' art in spite of' the 

artistes failure to perceive or. restare s~ch wholeness in every-, 

day lif'e. The intrusive narrative voice condemns the world but, 

by its very presence, ~ives te'stimony to the survival ,of an 

artistic consciousness. 

In analyzing the s~ructure of JR, ït becomes apparent that 
. 

wbile the themes of this novel,remain substantially the same 
-~ 

as those of The Recognitions, the structural techniques have 

evolved signif'~cant+y. In JR, modern culture, in general, and. 
- 0 

thejartist. in particular, are increasingiy-threatened by capi-

ta.fism) and technology. A pernicious mentali ty is shown to have 

spread through many areas of culture ranging from art and educa

tion to human relationships and behavior. Cultural degeneration 
, " 

even extends to the principal means of' communication--language. 

In focusaing on language and composing la almost entirely of' 

dialogue, Gaddis départs from his previous novèlistic techniques., 

The intrusive Rarration of The Recognitions ia all but elimina~ 
from JR in an attempt/to present a dramatic, seemingly unmediated 
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vi ston of the' threat.ened st'ate of modern culture and conscious

ness. l However, in making JR a structural whole, ln defiance 
.. ; 

. of the disor4er it portrays, Gaddis'carries on the artisti~ 

imperative that shaped ~he Reco~t1ons. Both novels exemplifY 

the very artistic integri ty whic;.p their narratives show to be 
\ 

at stake-. 

To demonstrate the reflexive structure of The Recognitions 
~ " 0 

and JR, this chap~er iSdivided.-into two'parts. The first 

section qonc~rns The Recognitions and begins with a discu~sion 
, 

of t~e way in 'which surrealistic patterning of scenes and ;he 

flattening of\ çharacters _ produce a structural whole which re-
'" 

sents Gaddis' artistic arguments on a symbolic ratne~ a 
- "-

realistic level. 2 Then there follows a close analysis of a parti-

cular scene to show the structural process in det~~fnd to 

illuminate the central role of the narrative vo1.ce ~n\uPhOlfng 

art. Finally, the:motif of the circle will be discus~ed as a 
/.'"9 L 

symbolic ~d structural device which ia important to 'the under-

standing of the novel' s ambiguous view of art and the artiste 

The second part ~f;this chapter concerns JR and begins by 
1 

analyzing the surrealistic elements of the novel's structure 

to show how techniques of juxtaposition are used to achieve the 

illusion of verisi~ilitudé, which is crucial to the impact of 

this satire. Then a close reading'of one of the novel's few , 

passages' of description will show that Gaddis makes his themes 

increasingly relevant by locating them within the s,ymboli~ 

meaning of trivial everyday actions. It will be demonstra~ed 

that some of the novel's most urÎiversal image patterns, depicting 

1 

l ' 

i . \ .. 
J 

- ----~--~------



( 

\, 

'209 

disorder in everyday li~e, have connections with the imagery 

o'f chaos in certain Greek myths, and in pre-Socratic philbsophy. 

This discussion of myth and imagery will then turn to 'the mythic 

work which is central to JR's theme and structure, Wagner's 

The Ring of the Nibelung. In addition to providing evidence of 

P~OdY of The Rinft in JR's Pl6t and ~haract~rization, ~.t will be 

shown that Wagner' s ,arti'stic purposes are directly rel vant to . 
the artistic issues taken up in illl,'s narrative anq,.ei1'fl,ited 

in the novel's structure. The central image of ci~~~la~ity that 
;"" -

pervades The Ring will be' examined as a multi-faceted mQ~if in 
~\ 'v_ --__.. 

~R, havi~g. associations nct only with the~ novel's parody of 
, 

the opera, but also with a naive optimism which such historians 
\ 

as Frederick Jackson Turner, as weIl as'recent literary critics~ 
" . 

have round basic to'the American character. JR gives a grimmer 

meaning to this image of renewal. This discussion of the thema

tic implications of circularity will lead into an analysis of 

circularity in JR's structure. It will be proved that the novel 

ia a critique of the~ircular or redundant state of modern . , 

\ 

language. The entropy theory of Norhert Wiener will be used 
-t,o illuminate Gaddi s' view of the chaotic state of modern communi ... 

cation. Finally, a case will be made for l& as itself a testi-

mony to the continuation of art. 

The Recognitions 

In his notes for The Recognitions. Gaddis claims to be 

searching for the "necessity of a pattern". in fictional events. J 

He also structures his novel by a pattern of contingency. Gaddis 
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builds into these patterns the, question of their meaning any-

thing at alL If 'meaning cannot be established, then there May \' 

be no commonly-accepted external r,eali ty. The repeti tion of 
n 

phrases, images, and ide~ becomes a sign of dwindlirig meaning 
1 . . ~ 

~n the midst of the narrat1ve's seemingly plenituqinous world. 
'~ -

Thus th~ patterning becomes a fiction open ta debunking', or 

worse, to lack of recognition. Herein lies the paradox of "the 

narrative stanceld\the world is full of meaningless expression, 

yet the n~rrative meaningfully presents this meaninglessness. 

In The Recognitions, this paradox is given formal.if not 

philosophical resolution at the novel's end, when the characters 

have all been resolved into the artistic pattern: they have been 

/"1 wri tten out of the novel, and the narrative voiee alone continues 
/ 

to speak. The narrative May order chaos into me~ng through 

~t, b~t such a feat only widens the gap between art and life, 

, arder and chaos. Yet, as a novelist and a satirist, Gaddis has 
\, 

\chosen ~o work in a form which is ineluctably related to lite. 

1 

\he tension in Gaddis' perspective involves this ~ttraction
repulsion to his subject matter, as if it May thre~ten art. 

Nonetheless, the creatio,n of meaning does depend rather p~e

eariously on life, because of the necessary communication be

tween the artist, through his work, and the audience. One of 

the meanings of The Recognitions' titie concerns precisely this' 

com,munication. 

In The Recognitions, surrealistic juxtapositions have the 

effect of lessening the realit~ of,the so-c811ed real world and 

strengthening the reality of the narrative "consciousness," ) 

\, 
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here termed the narrative voice. Thus, surrealism tends to 
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serve a reflexive end by lending-reality tb artistic ~onscious-
\ 

ness at a time when such consciousness is frequently in 

jeo~ardy, as the plot shows. Wyatt's perception of a ,dissonant -, , / 

.\1 -~, world is paralleled by Gaddis' juxtapos~tions of erudite narra-

tion and satiric dialogue. The artist's perception is ot 

fragmentation, but his inner vision is of harmony; taken to

gether, these t~o elements of his experien~e constitute the 

paradox of his thougllt. Gaddis extènds this paradox to the 

novel' s structure by linking fragments of action throilgh contin:: 
( 

gency. The resulting pattern creates an illusion ot wholeness 
/ 

which compensates ~or the disharmony of life. This structuring 
\ 

of fragmentation grows-in complexity as elements ot contingency 

and surprise are injected into the developing plot • • 

In its broad outlines, the plot of The Recognitions i~ 

traditionally linear. Contingent meetings' and the repetition 

Of phrases and images in unlikely places give it the quality of 

a structure governed by the laws of chance. The plot begins in 

the recent fictional past, with the funeral of Wyatt's mother 

in Spain. There is a weird masquerade quali ty to this event, 

which sets the stage for f'urther incongruities. The plot 

follows a bereaved Gwyon back. to New England, where it focuses 

on the education of his young son, Wyatt. From there, it takes 

up Wyatt's fortunes in Paris and New York. As other members 

of' the urban cultural scene are introduced, the plot fans out . 
to ~escribe inQ~dents in their lives. Otto's trip to Central 

\ 

America on the pretense of writing a play; wyatt's employer, 
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Brown. and his connivings wi th the effete Valentine. Wyatt' s 

relationship wi th his wife. Esther, and his, model, Esme, and the 

fortunes of minor characters-:-the li terary. agent, Agnes Deigh, , '" 

the cQunterfeiten Sinisterra, Otto's f'ather, Mr. Pivner, and . 
the menagerie of New York bistro characters. Finally, the 

plot follows most of these characters on missions both sacred 

and profane to Paris. Rome. and Spain. 

What makes the plot nonlinear is the shiftlng back and 

f'orth between characters to give a sense of simultaneous action 
"_, 0 

or montage. These splicings become more frequen~.and f'rantie 

as Gaddis winds up the fates of' his lesser characters in ways 

which make '~ 'ironie comment on their misguided lives. Char

acters are ei ther killed off or absurdly apotheosized. For 

example, the compromised ad man, BennYJ jumps from a church 

.'''; steeple. His suicide ia t~levi sed and becomes part of someone' s 

publici ty campaign (786). Agnes Deigh also atteDipts \suicide 

but i'ails and is condenined to ho spi tal, paralyzed, but capable 

of sending religlous chain letters (788). Anselm castrates. 

himself and retreats to a silent order of monks, where he 

, wr.i tes the;"" confessions" of his Greenwich Village life. (688, 
o • 

979) • 

The ~ction speeds up to a series 0': "camera shots" inter

spersed wi th longer scene s featuring the main cha1acters. AlI 

the 'components of the novel's structure are sustainedr '"the 

ludi,crous juxtaposition of' dialogue, the intrusi va narration 

and the feverad monologues of the main artist-characters. How

ever, these eleme~ts are f'urther exaggerated to give a sense 

of heightened activi ty, of crisis and imminent climax. 
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The repet~tious banality of café chatter begins to take 

on a deeperate hilari ty as the topics of conversation shif't 

from the artistic to the religious in a gross parody of the 

spi ri tuaI crises of the main characters. Interspersed wi th \ 

,these,café 'scenes are news clippings which cite mounting 
f 

suicide rates, rahdom violence, rising illiteraey, increased 

art thefts and counterf'eiting, aIl implying growing global 

-disorder (1009-11). The juxtaposition of' suicide and counter-
! -

fei t plunges life and art into the same cruel are~a. 

Against the backg:r;ound of these details, the f'ates of' 

the novel!s larger characters are played out. Al~ with the 

exception o~ Wyat~meet ends which are absur~ly approp~~ate 
1 

to the nature of' their delusions about life. Gaddls carries 

his na,prative into surreal scenes worthy of Fellini 0;- Bunuél. 
\ 

For,example, Stanley arrives in Rome with the goaI of finding 

a cathedral pipe organ great enough to do justice to his oratorio. 

He seeks out Agnes Deigh' s mother for advice.. The old "lady 

lives in baroque spiendor, complete wi th her'own papal messenger. 

The scene rapidly degenerates into surreal comedy as Mrs. Deigh 
" , 

reveals her unorthodox prayer ri tuaIs to a feckless Stanley, 
f'. 

who rushes from this_ attempted ~eduction, narrowly missing an 
,~ 

oncoming car, "so/~ear ~nning him down that he ,found himself 

standing stricken in the dark gap between its headlamps, his 

empty hand against its grill where he-read the word FIAT" (922). 

This word, central to the ri tuaI of excommunication, 'gives absurd 

testimony to St~ley's own spiritual abandonment. 4 His death-

he ia crushed-by the collapsing structure of the church--rounds 
/ 
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. 
out the novel' s"artistic argument, even as it reduces his char- " 

- , D 

f , 

acter to a function ~f that argument. ~e is doom~d by his blind 

fai th 1R r.el1gion.· 
j 

This bundling of fragmented lives into absurd ending~-, 
l"" 

turne characters into part of the pattern whiçh Gaddis "uncovers" 

through The Recognitions. In flattening character :for the sake 

of argument, the aathor may be aocused of sacrificing the 

a "life" ~of his noval for the sake of "art."5 He seems to be 

guilty of the same kind of devotion t~_~t over lite that he 

condemns in his charaeters. Wyatt's character falls outside this 

pattern of flatte~ing only through the amblguity of his fate. 

H~wever, Gaddis do~s ~ntegrate wyatt's end into the structure 

of the nove.l in a way which might at first escape notice. Al-
". \ 

though Wyatt ia poÎ'sed on the brink of the unknown, his char-
a ' 

acter is locked into a pattern of other chàracters' fates. 

The structure into which-Gaddis fits Wyatt's ending in
--" 

cludes the ul~imate fortunes ôt the two other artist-characters, 
.1 

otto~and Stanley. Although they oceur pages and fietional miles 
\ / . 

apart~these characters' t~te~ take place under conditions which 

imp+y their s~multaneity and thus their symbolic connection. 

otto meets ,his fate on Barbados wh~re he ~as gone to escape 

counterfeiting c~arges. In a ludicrous replay of Wyatt'~ youth, 

Otto contractsran obscure disease and ie treated by the' dubious 
l ' 

~1'\ Fell, th~. same physician who treated Wyatt' tMt(ysteriou's 

childhood illness. He makes a somewhat imperfect recovery. be

gins to call hliOEJèJ:f Gordon, the name of -the main character in 

his unfinished play,,, and acts as Dr. FetI's assis~ant. The' 
, 
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1 tropical scene is a surreal apotheosis of his pretentiously 

lived li~e. Otto ia destined te live out a parody of Wyatt· s' 

lite. Hi's accident has lett him wi th imperfect sense percep

tions and a lack of balance, all metaphors for his true lack 
, 

of perspective. Li~e Wyatt when he was immersed in his counter-

:f'eiting, Ottolacq~ires the tirst obsession of his lite. Dr. 

FeIl puzzles over the ca~" ••• l've wondered how this sick-
\ 

ness had done this to you, just teft you with your eyes glazed 
- , 

and no interest in anything but your work" (994). He delivers 

,- vi tamins and collects' tecal samples and, as a cynical Dr. FeIl 

• 

, 

puts it,- " ••• that's what life is ••• " (994). Otto's transforma-
, 

tion comes when he discovers that his.money has been stolen and 

he 1s :l'arced • ta start al.l over again" (1014). presumab1& 

thi,s: starting over is a ·parody of Wyatt' s knowledge tha't.he 

must be-gin to live anew wi th "empty hands." 

Of .the -three would-be artists, Stanley is the only one 

who actually completes a work, al though hè does not live to 
c 

hear i t performed. The manner of hi s death, wi th i ts absurd 
) 

parallel t6'';;''Àrnie Munk' s death, serves to flatten Stanley' s 

character into yet another Sym~Ol o~human self-delusion and 
communication breakdown. 

Gaddis orchestrates a kind of three-way ending, sig

nalled tu bélls on Barbados (" a morning Angelus, ft LïOl!!7), morning 

chureh bells in- Spain (which "ring" Wyatt on his way. [§6Ql) , 

and morning bells at Fenestruela, Italy (which Stanley hears 
• 

as he prepares to play his organ piece, J'02W). The bells bind 
1, 

each character's final gesture into a static pattern of connee~ 
? < 
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tions which flatte~ character as they round out Gaddis' argument 
o 

about the future of the individual art,ist. Wyatt' s endi-ng, as 

has been described previously (cf. Ch. ii), provides the only 

indication that authentic self-transformation ia possible •. 
, ~ 

Gaddis leaves his fate{ vague J ,but the fact that he ~uses ~att 

with Otto and Stanley, his lesser selves, reduces rather than 

expands his potential. One ~ows what Wyatt is 'not. one does 

not know what he Is. 
. 

The patterns which Gaddis creates through surrealistic 

techniq~es indicate primarily negative elements at work in 

modern culture 1 banali ty, di shonesty and fraudûlence. As. has 

been ~entioned elsewhere (ch. ii), the only potential for truth 

6eems ta lie with those artist6 who have the courage to face 
/~- -'" 

the world oas i t ls, and t.o- dr~am of i t as i t should be. EV" 
then, as the fates of Wyatt and Stanley show, there ls an , 

ambiguous prospect for the future. Finally. i t Is the intru

sive, erUdite narrative voice, rather than the characters them-
1 4 .. -

selves, which completes Gaddi s' novel structure. The implied 
, , 

artistic consciousness which, underlles .. 1;hat narrative prOTides . . 
~ 

the positive outcome of the novel. The Recognitions is its own 

testimony ta the continuation of culture in a time which threatens 

its survlval. The novel's'structure liberàtes it trom its own . 

subject matter by reforging content Into·new harmonies. 

This reflexive structurè Is apparent in individual scenes. 
\ . 

M~ of Gaddis' scenes are cons~ructed on two planes: . a fore-, 

ground, usually comprising the dialogue and central action, 

and a background scene, rich with mj.nor .characters and actifin. 
'tv~~ 

"'\, ~ ___ /-1, 
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Dramatic tension is ereated by the juxtaposition of these'two 

planes. Resoiution is only aehieved through the intervention 

of the narrative voiee 'whieh defines and judges the f'oreground 

and baCkground~~s, and witho~t whieh the seene would l~se 
its integration. The seene for examination peeurs at a ~èw , 

York zoo (578-591), where Wyatt and Basil Valentin~ meet to dis-

cu'ss Wyatt' s forgeries. .. ~ Why they have ehosen thlS s~te for' 

their meeting is unelear. However, the j~xtaposi tion of back-,l 
p 

ground action with their conversation ereates a meaningful con-

trapuntal effeet. 

The foreground of the seene ia composed of dialogue 

between Valentine and Wyatt. ValentÙle ls a vital e'omponent of 

the seene because, as the only character whose- erudi tian makes 

him a crédible opponent to Wyatt' s arguments, he can èxpress 

ideas .whieh might otherwise be relegated to the narrative voiee. 

Val,entine' s cri ticism ~rings the art/life confli,ct to the fore-" 

ground 'bf the seene and to the reader' s attention. Wyatt in-
, ri 

tends to e~ose ~is frauds. something which Valentine is bent 

on'preventing him from doâng. He tells Wyatt, ambiguously, "n~ 

to worry" about the fragments. referring possibly either to the 
, 

sequestered fragments of his paintings 'or ta the fra~ents of 
\ 

experfence whieh Wyatt ia obsessed wi t~ unifying. Most of the 

(. for~ground dialog concerna Wyatt' s fevered, disjointed mone-
~' 

logues about unif'ying the disparate aspect~' of his :xperien~e • 

. Valentine debunks these notions and "final1y accuses him of being 

a romantic, asking, , 
\ 

Why this sudden attempt to set the whole world 
right, by recalling your ~wn falsifications of 

" '.' 
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it? And then? Happiness ever aftér? Then you 
will be redeemed, and rede'em, he~ .••• This lost 
innocence you' re so frantic. to recover, •••. And 
this idea that you can set everything to rights 
at once is ••• is childish. (,588) 
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Finally, Valentine gives Wyatt the cynical adv.ice which, in JR, 

Gaddis finds at, the core of the competitive natures "That 

secret, do you remember .••• What Wotan taught his aon? the only 
" {:j -

secret worth having .••• The power _ of doing wi thout happiness" 

(588). According to Valentine, love- and happinesa are vulgar 

human needs which shoùld have no place in the artist' s inten

tions. His\intoning of Wotan' s secret seals Valentine' a fate 

as a mistthrO~~,C char~cter. He i8 deacribed as prematurely 

old, aséxual, Yadking the principle-of growth or Change. 6 ~att, , ;- r -
on the ~ntrary, i s presented as posseasing youthful enthusiasm.. 

l t ia his innocence. and his obsea~ion wi th the' life of the mind 

which make him oblivious to his associate's influence. However, 

i t is precisely this dètachment -wh,ich flaws him. 

Wyatt is an ephemeral figure in the zoo scene ... Like hi~ 

ideas, he seeme hardly ta exist' materially. e As Valentine notes, 

..... when l look down to your t'eet ~ l' m almost surpri sed to see 

them .there, on the ground" (.579). Ii' he is to realize his 

dreams of' an integrated ILfe, WYatt will have to "get his t'eet 

on the ground." The everyday world, 'as Gaddis depicts it, is 

such a vulgar t debased place, that i t hardly offers the hope of 
/ 

any alternative ta Wyatt's romanti~ism. Nonetheless, the con

trapuntal orgafiization of f'oreground and,back~ound details 

indicates that some integration of art and lite. the ideal and 
j 

the debased, is desirable, if n~ necessarily-possible~ 
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.. 
Wyatt's disjointed speech p~ovides the reader with a 

\ 
su~ary in fragment form.of his obsessions and desires. His 

trip home has clarified something for him, and he has returned 

to the seene of his forgèries with a strengthened, belief in his 

inner lif'e. The nature of this lite emerges only gradually and 

sometimes in reaetion to Valentine's questions. When Valentine 

aeks for an explanation of his recent whereabouts, Wyatt 

peplie'!!, "Who can tell what happ~ned? - Why, we have movement 

and surprise, movement and surprise and recognition, over and 

over •• :.AII of' our situations are sa fragile ••• " (579). 

Wyatt haS! wi thdrawn i~o an inner world where the fragments of 

his experienee are r'esolv:ed ~nto the wholeness of his non-. 
\ 

rational atemporal dream. ~e explains to an unsympathetie 

Valentine: "l'm working it out, and everything flts •• , ." (587). 

The imagery and allusi~ns in Wyatt's speech suggest the 
~ 1 

ideal wholeness which he is struggling to r~~lize. These images 

reeur in the novel, as thematic indieators or lei tmoti:r-s In 

this seene, they evoke Wyatt' s memories and indicate his desire 

to idealize women as a source of salvation (cr. Ch. ii1). His 

references to the horned Moon, the rose, a German fairy tale 

read to h.im by Esme, his allusion ,ta the "Stabat 'Mater'~ the Mater 
, , 

Dolorosa, and his dream woman, all hint at his- guil t and desire 

coneerning women. Valentine adds fuel to Wyatt's smoldering 

obsession wi th further reference··to fictional women. 

Valentine seoffs at Wyattls fevered storie~ of John Huss 

and Shabbetai Zebi (581, .582). He taunts him with allusions to 

the romantic mysticism of' The Golden Ass and the passton of 
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Saint Rose of Lima (586, 588). He even resorts to condemning 

Wyatt's father's Mithraism (590). Finally, Valentine debunks' 

the "Celestial Sea" story, originating with Gervaise of Tilbury, 

which has obses~,ed Wyatt 'since childhood. For Valentine, this 

is another example of Wyatt's fantasy. According to Valentine, 

the world is a vulgar slough, redeemable only by rationalisme 

Wyatt' s idealism is, for Valentine, mere "p~lagianism," an 

unrealistic belief in the possibility of salvatiofi and happi-

____ /-' ness on earth. The intensi ty of Wyatt' s feelings make him a 

far more,appealing and convinaing character than Valentine. 

However, once this foreground scene-is set in relation to the 

zoo background, Wyattt- s idealism takes on a more ambiguous 

meaning. 

Gaddi s pref"aces the entire' tableau wi th the following 

epigraphz "Des gens passent. On a des yeux. On les voi~" 

(578). This unidentified line describes the background scenes 

people watching caged animaIs (and vice versa) at the zoo, 

seeing without p,rceiving, without understanding. Sigh~ for 

most of Gaddis' characters, is a matter of th,e eyes, not of" the 

mind. ' Gaddis begips the scene wi th a description of the skye 

Such natuTal images are frequently met with human insensitivity, 
l' • 

and this scene is no exceptionz uThe sky was perfectly clear. 

It was a rare, explicit clarity, to sanction revelation. People 

looked up;. finding nothing, they rescued their âenres from exile, 

and looked down again" (578) .) 'lo 

Wyatt and Valentine car:ry on thelr obscure cohv,ersation 

surrounded by a motley crowd of men, women, and children Who 

\ 
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gaze vacantly at the animals as they pace repe:ti tively around 
- ~ 

their cages, breaking this routine tO,scratch, gro~l, defecate, 
- ~/-

and eopulate, all of which their human audience takes in with a 

kind of dull attention. Defecation and copulation are o~ parti

cular interest to 1:he" crowd. Gaddis splices o_ceasional out- ~ 

bursts of human enthu~iasm at these bestial activi:t,ies with the\ 

refined enthusiasm of his youthful artist, as in the following 
1 

Scene in which Wyatt tries to explain the power of the 'Stabat 

Mater." Valentine' s interest in his painting of the Virgin gives 
. 

Wyatt the momentary hope that someone has reeognized ,and apprecia-

~. ted bis meaning. He exelaims, 

- - Ye s • th e repro"ach! Tha t' s ! t, you understand? 
They were halfway down the tiers of cages. 

, --Gee looki t how he does i t, -said a boy before 
the apes' cage. 
--That's a her ..• and lookit her eat it, shets 
stoopin"over and eatin i t. (584) 

Gaddis goes on to describe a white lioness pacing in~an endless 

circle, st~pping at her tail. This ~ activi'ty gives rise to a 

good deal of human comment, particularly that of a small boy 
) 

" 

who shouts over and over, "Gimmeyatail Zimba" (596)! It will 

be shown that the circle, as a leitmotif in the novel, evokes, \ 

among other things, me~ngless repetition in human activity 

and thought. Here the lioness' actions result from the bore-

dom' of' her capti vi ty. The li ttle boy participates 1 in just such 

aimless repeti tion as he ahouts his taunt each time she maltes 

her turn about tpe éage. The lioness and her "'1i.Uman captors be

come an illustration 'of the mindless abusi veness of humani ty. 

The animaIs themselves become images of desperate caged growth. 
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\ The part oi' this background most crucial to the meaning 

of the :f'oreground is an element of incongrui tys the appearance , 

of a beautiful woman and child. Amid the general tawdriness 

of the zoo vi si tors. there appears a young woman of patriclan 

beauty, taking her child through the zoo. The little boy 

stands faseinated in front of "the copulating pumas, then runs 

to his mother for confirmation of what he takes tc? be a:-f'ight. 

She looks up at the mating animals and then inadvertently meets 

the las'civious gazes of the male onlookers. Embarrassed, t~e 

woman looks away and her eyes, H;geeking esçape," fall briefl.y 

on the abstracted Wyatt. To emphasize the dramatic impact of 

the scene. the narrat~ve takes over, explicating: 

••• she found herself looking into eyes familiar 
from a minute before, eyes not drawn to her by thi~ 
instant leveling, but-still fixed on ~er, eyes 
which made no response at all. •• eyes which shared 
nothing, recognized-nothing, accused her,of nothing •••• 
But that lack oi' response held her. that lack of' 
recognition no more sanctuary than the ope~ed eyes 
of a dead man, that negation no asylum for shame' but 
the trap from which {Ji.er shamy cried out for the 
right to its living identity. '-589, c'f. Ch. iii) , -

The same inhumanity which cages the l.ioness now entraps this 

woman, and Wyatt' s aloofness makes him an accompliee to this 

inhumani ty. o 

Gaddi's' background seene· adds irol').y to the meaning· of hi s 

1'oreground. Wyatt is bent on realizing his dream of lost "beauty 
. , 

and love, yet he is blind to i t when i t stands bef-ore him. The 

\ scales of lsol.ated -subj ectivi ty must fall from his eyes before 
1 

he ean ~ealize his ideal, - but first hé must recognize the necessi.ty , 

of human communication. However, the narrative judgement in 

-, 
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this scene is weighted in favor of'Wyatt's art and idealism and 

against everyday li~e. The'woman enters the novel as an image 
~ 

of the possibi.li ty of beauty, but she i s never encountered 

again.
o 

Wyatt's lack of recognition notwithstanding, the scene 
" 

gives him little alternative but to embrace his inner fantasies. 

Finally, the scene's structure indicates the narrator'sskepti-
1 , 

cism about the success of" human communication. 1 

Gaddi s brings 'the scene full circle wi th a second reference 

to the fat woman who appeared earlier. She sits on a bench with ....... 

an Italian phrase b,ook. When one of her small charges asks 

her the meaning of a French nursery rhyme, she replies, "It 

don't mean nothin' stupid it's French ••• " (589) •. Her reaction 

exemplifies a vulgar'form of the communication gap experienced 

also by the beautiful woman. The fat woman t s double ,neg~tive 

("it don't mean nothing") means, ironically, that language doea 
,0 1 

mean something, if only to the narrator. , 

Like so many scenes in ,The Recognitions, this one ends 
\ 

with gratuitous suicide. As Wyatt and Valen~ine leave the zoo, 

they pass the sprawled body of a man in a Santa Claus suit who 

has leapt from an apartment window (590-591). (Much of this 

nov,el takes place around Christmas, and Gaddis stresses the 

crassness and the pà.thos of this season in America.) The seene 

further touches on self'i shness and inhumani ty in the "naked 

city," as a well-dressed matron averts her eyes from the suicide 
. ( 

to gaze at "her own hand la..j.d out at elegant length on her 

friend's fur" (591). The ineipient narcissism of this gesture 

echoes Valentine' s pettish primping (580), and takes on me~n:g 
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in juxtapositIDn wi th an overheard reference to the Narcissus . 

F~stival in Hawaii (590). The scene culminates in another 

~mage of circularity and negativity, as a child weaves his 
(j!!. 

tricycle in ev~r-smaller circles around the suicide victim, "to ~ 

see how cIo se the rear 'tire could come -ta -_ the fingers on the 

pavement" (591). As if to confirm abandonment of its original 
\ l 

"sanction" of "revelation," the sky has clouded over and snow 

has begun' to fall: Wi th :thi s carefully constructed ending, the 

irony of the epigraph becomes aIl the more cleare people pass 

and see each other, but without true recognition. 

The' s~rre istic juxtapositions of the!oo scene create 
\ 

a forma! uni out of dissonant fragments which con~ anything 

but the h ony and c9herence of the characters' lives.? 'More

over, th urilty of the scene is in part achieved by its circular 

organi ation, beginning and ending with,references to the weather 

(wo sening~ ~arld communication (certainlr not improving).' How-

e e~ as a pervasive element in the novel's structure, circùlarity 

is linked with the ultimate ambiguity of Gaddis' meaning, and' 

deserves further discussion. 

The embossed image of the worm Uroborus which appears on 

the hardbound edition of The Recognitions provides a ~y to a 

central t~eme bf the novel. self-transformation through accept

ance pf the opposing aspects of one'~ identity.8 The circular 
" 

symbol of the serpent consuming' its own tail is also applicable 

to the novel' s circular plot 'structure, whi~eturns ta the 

opening scene. as the.main character completes his quest for, 

reconcifiation with his own origins (cf. Ch. il). The meaning 
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of Wyatt' s circular se arch can be summarized by a li ne from 

Eliot's The Cocktail Party, in whieh a eharacter concludesr 

"@nil will have to live with [ône'!i7 memories and make them / 

Into something. 
\ 

its meaning."9\ 

Dnly by ace eptanc e lOf the past wi Il you al ter 
1-

However, the motif of the return to origin also hints at 

the endless round of meaningless repeti tion, or .. starting over," 

such as that acted ';bu~ by Otto. C ertainly The R ecogni tions 

contains mueh evidence of aimless circularity. Vacant, fatuous 

conversations are heard in New York, only to surface in a 

slightly altered form in Paris. Such cant forms ~he satiric 

level of Gaddis' novel, 'the dimension which sends up modern 
\ 

culture as stale, used up, r~dundant. Against this background, 

Wyatt' s thrust into the future provides a posi ti ve image if p..~t 

a clearly a.z:ticulated statement of optimi sm. Yet Iwhat of the 

"recyciing" of significant ideas in parodie form?10 It would 

seern that in allowing Otto and others to discuss art in the 

sarne terms as Wyatt, Gaddis is showing the relativity of all 

values. However, this relativism serves a rhetorical purpose. 

In the world of The ReCOgnitions, there is an open season on 

ideas. The reader is challenged to distinguish between cant 

and authenticity, with the difference lying not in the idea 

but~in the integrity of the individual who hol~s it. According 
, 

to Gaddis, art and counterfeit, like aIl elements of modern 

., cul ture, are accessible to the sensi ti ve and the vulgar alike. 
~ 

However, the narrator never quite accepts this situation"and 

the tension caused by the clash of illusion and. reali ty, fraud 

.; 
" 
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and truth creates the principal a~sthetic and satiric tension 

of the novel. 

Once again, the fates of the three main characters demon

strate the ambiguity inherent in the novel's circular st~cture. 
" _J../ _ 

Otto and Stanley are destroyed by their confusion of illus1'on 

/" and reali ty. Their ends confirm the negati ve circulari ty of 

their lives. Wyatt, on the other hand, breaks the seal of guilt 

that has prevented him from acting and moves into an open :rutùre 

symbolized by the Spani sh desert. To seek lite, he has had to 

leave art behind, and the narratar provides no clue as to his 

future crea~ivity. The ambiguity of the novel's circular structure 
\ 
\ 

ia shown in the amb i gui ty of Wyatt' s regeneration at the eXf)ense 

of his art. 
, " "" \ 

That Gaddis chooses to finish his novel,not with Wyatt's 
\ , 

transformation but wi th a reference to the p~ecarious survi val 

of Stanley's masterpiece shows,that the noyel i~ concerned with 

human destiny primarily in relation to artistic activity. As 

has been said, tl).e novel reduces rather than resolves character 

and ends wijh the focus on art. Reflexiveness involves the 
\ 

distinction between art and life. To demonstrate the difference, 

Gaddis leaves a number·of allusions, througpout the narrative, 

to his own hov,el and i ta t'heme. Basil Valentine, frequently \ 

astute about art though inaccurate in personal mat~ers, tells 

Wyatt that, 

••• people read novels, to identify projections 
of their own unconscious. The hero has to be 
fearfully real, to convince them of their own 
reality, which they rathér doubt. A novel with-

- out a hero would be distracting in the extreme. 

/ 

/ 
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'1 

They have to know what you think, or ~ood 
heavens, how can they""lçilow that you're going 
through some wild conf'lict, which ls af'ter 
aIl the dut y of a hero. (266) 

/ 

This description applies to Wyatt's identity as a shadowy anti

hero in a world in which people do appear uncertain or the 
~ 

reality of themselves and .oth~,rs. Valel)rtine' s speech also 

hints at the symbolic nature of !}addis' characters. In a con-

tinuation of the di scussion of novels, Valentine drops 

references to Tne Recognitions and wya~t' s centrallrole 
- \ 

••• let t s say you /Wyat y eat your father, 
canoniz.e your mother, and ••• what happens to 
people in novels? l don' t read them. You 
drown, l suppose. 
--That' s too romantic. 
--Novels are romantic. (282) 

more 
, 

in i ta 

Captivated by this id~a, Wyatt, goes on ta describe himself as 

the hj.dden hero of a novel in which all the ele~ents refer to 

his ro],e (282;- 83). 

References ta the novel' i tsèlf are apparent when Valentine 

discusses "Willie' s" idea for a long novel bàsed on The Recogni
/ 

tions of Clement (398). Later the narrative maltes veiled ref-

erence to a strange figure named WilUe who wri tes for a TV 
~ , 

program called "The Lives of the Saints" (783). The criti'c 

in the green !H0ol shirt la overheard discusaing a r.,evJ.ew'" he. 

'must do of a novel which. resembles The Recognitions in size 

(enormous), cover design (red and black). and jacket fly leai' 
" 

(conspicuously lacking a photograph of the author 8921) . Per-

haps the most revealing re:f"erence ta the work cames in the final 
Q 

sen"tence of the novel, in which Stanley' s organ piece ia de.,-~":,~:" 

scribed as "still spoken of. when it ls noted,with high regard, 
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" 

though sel~om played" (1021). Like Stanley' s, work, The Reoogni
cl 

tions is the only possible compensation for the"artist's -

struggles. 

r In JR, arti~ta 'are under even greater pressure than in the 
1 

first nOYel from the enc~oaching outside :wor1d.' To dramatize 
~ , (1 

1 

the threat that the conditions of modern life pose to art and 

the artist, Gaddis employs di~ferent techniques from those he 

developed in The Recognitions. Instead of undercutting the 

val~di ty of external reali ty, as he did in the t'irst novel, -

èaddis h~ightens the,reality of/the out~ide wor1d to emphasize 

i ts influenoe. In JR there i.8 no collage of past and pre~ent 

events. Nearly everything happens in the present flow of the 
.. -

dialogue, wi th almost no time :for narrative reflection •. The 

dO,minant narrative voioe of the first novel is all but elim1nated. 
c ,j "' • 

-In The Recognitions, action takes plaoe against a rich background. 

The result is a series of .. sti1ls" in juxtaposition to this back

gound. In JR -the action takes plaoe in ft fast-fQrward, ft and 

gives the illusion of b~ipg out of narrative control, 1ik~ a 

tape reoording at super-speed 1eft on permanently.ll This 
~ 

.. fast-fcirw~d" spee<,i of the action and dialogue has the effect 
;' " 

of ~agnifying the power of everyday reality, whioh was debunked 

by the surrealistio techniques of the first novel • 

. In The Recognitions, aurreal collages demonstrate that 

objective re,ali ty ia 'bondi tional upon the accuracy of indivi

dual peroeption. \"Ii thout a set of inheri ted traditions to, 
1 
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i - , 
or,der rea~~.ty, the individual ier challenged to creat,e his own 

1 
order. As'has~been shown, The Recognitions concerns Ithe quest 

for accurate vision and the will to create art. Its ending, " 

although ambiguous, ~oes present the possibi~ity of inteIIectual 

and artistic survival, providing that certain truths--faith ,in 

love and .belief in personal responsibili ty for one"t s actions-

are grasped and maintained. In JR, al thoUgh such truths are 

still implicitly valued by certain charaçters, they are Iess 

likely to be realized. "Qonditions" have encroached on the 

powers of human consci~sness, creative and uncreative alike, 
,,' . 

and the result is, a universal lone'hesitates to use the·word 

"democratic") leyeling of awareness and of the ppwer to act, 

let alone to think. This leveling la accelerated by th~ ~bm
bined forces of commercialism and technology. Capi talism is not 

depicted as in itself evil. However, free enterprise. according 

ta Gaddis, has spawned a kind" of anarchy in which the only value 

Is commerci'al and the only warning is "not to get caught." In 

JR's world, nothing is intrinsicaIIy valuable except money. 

Free enteri>rise is a "game" with "rules" which have nothing to 

do with morali ty. rules simply maintain order and permit the 

players to win or lose. Wi th economic but no moral values, 

there is no -check on what Gaddis sees as the irrational elements 

in society. Hence, it is these irrational forces which dominate 
• t: 

the emotional tone of the novel, charging nearly every verbal 
/ 

e~hange wi th the n~gati ve extremes of human pas'sionl hate, 

greed, and tear. Love is fleetingly manifest in the few quieter 
\ 

eddies within the action's fYow. 
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By doing away with an intrusive.·judgemental narrator, 

Gaddis has chosen to prove his case against societ,y by presenting,. 

,what at tirst appears to ·be a r~cording of wha~ i s heard minute 
, 

by minute, in a number ot difterent v~ely defined "places,", 

over ~he course o:t approximately three months. He aIl but 

eliminates retèrehces to speakers so that. the characters are 
1 

\ 

recognizable by habits of speech. As has been said, scenes are ('-. , ) , 
not introduced, they are shifted suddenly, as the narrative 

"ear" tollows one conversation out of a room and pursues one 

hal! of that conversation in~o-a further telephone monologue, 

and so on. The" resulting structure gives the illusion of 
\ ~.. . ~ 
\ 

spontaneoua, disorganized reality; however. every telephone 

calI and éhance meeting on the subway is linked to the ongoing 
. ~ 12 story.' Nothing is superfluous or random. ,However, by its 

very arder, JR ia not a verbatim rendition of life: 1t la a 

, careful exaggeration of everyday reality. The technique of' 

"tast-forward" speeds up dialogue by eliminating the silençes 
tr 

between speeches, the pauses for reflection'. The sudden scene 

shift,s . accelerate the sense of the passage of time by nearly 

omitting references~to periods of res~, sleep, or solitude. l ) 

Finally, what narrative description exists, save for the ex

oeptional tableau which will be wnalyzed, presents the illusion 

of wn undifferentiated camera vision, taking in precisely what 

exists to the eye. 

Scenes of the most unrelieved chaos ,occur in the New York 
1 

apartm.ent which becomes, a shelter :tor struggling ar-t1sts and 

the boy-mogul, JR. A sample of the camera-eye technique 
-t 
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" 

( app1ied to that milïeu shows the way narrative descri"ption 

exaggerates the sense of the threat posed to consciousness by 

the outside world. 14 The following scene describes Edward 

Bast's return to thé apartment in hopes of working on his ~an- --.;:::---..--

tata. Rhoda, Schr~mm'S sometime bedmate, has recently 1eft thè 

apartment, h~v'1ng bathed in the ki tchen bath tub and having 
. .' "qked some mar1Juana. Ai disconcerted~ Bast enters in darknessl 

••• lie stood there and sni:f'fed, li stened, fel t /, ' 
his way past film cans, Mazola New Improveà.r~ / \ 
36 Boxes 200 2-ply to the punctured .. shade to turn 
on the 1ight, stood there and sniffed again be-
fore he put down hi s case and Industrial Marketing 
on Hoppin' With F1avor~ and returned carrying a 
pap~r sack, listening, turning abruptly to lift-a 
cover on the tub and look in, reach in, and then 
stand more slowly letting it close. He had 
dropped a bouillon cube in the cup and held that 
under the dwindled torrent at the sink, carried 
i t in wi ~h pâté of anchovie.s. cocktail. onions, 
and Hostess Twinkies from the paper sack and 
arranged them on Moody' s Industrials, and was bent 
recovering,the blanket gone in a tempestuous heap 
to the floor when the sound of a bell. b~ought him 
upright like a spring. By the third ring he 
crested 12 2 lb 10 oz Round Pkgs QUICK QUAKER, by 
the fourth found the recei ver and 1ifted i t. 
--Hel, hel\lo ••• ? (,378) 

The juxtaposi tton of package labels, book ti tles, and general. 

debris fO~S 'i" powerful collage that nearly incapaci tates the ' 

character by its sheer bulk. The symbolic meaning of the labels 

evokes the threat of manufactured drosse Bast is literally 

swamped by the ever-increasing pile of purchased goods, most 

of which arrive unsolici ted in the mail. 

, The charac~ers in JR have to contend wi th the chaos that 
'" 

surrounds them as ~t threatens to rob them of their time, money, 

and'even their conscious thought. Those who can least take the 
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strain commit suicide. There are co:htinuing rumours of those 

artists who seclude themselves in/a last-ditch attempt to ' 

complete their work. However, for the Most part, the everyday 

Id ' . t bl'" C- . wor ~nev~ a y encroaches on the~r privacy. So~e creative 

characters take refuge in alcohol, or in illness (cf! C,h. ii). 

It is alcohol which seems to provide the creative "eliXir" 
\ 

which frees the imagination to iniegrate fragmentary percep-

tions into a collage. Gibbs. ~in partic.ular. i\8 prone tQI."such 

sprees o't inebriated verbiage, in the PIiocess of 'which he manages 

ta integrate disparate experi-ences wi thin a "common foci" (cf. 
- 'tj. 

Ch. ii). The following scene is typical of the way surrealism 

liberates the imagination from the mundane conditions which con

fine i t. 

Gibb~ and Eigen return to Eigen's apartment after a ch~o-
. 

tic meeting over the estate of their deceased~friendt Schramm. 

Eigen's wif~ has recently 1eft him, taking their son with her. 

Eigen plays straight man to Gibbs' drunken fool, as the latter 

1aunches into a tirade which bêcomes a surreal monologue about 
\ 

a new board,game for'dissatisfied couples,called "Split." To 
, ' . 

illustrate his nonstop rant on marital po~er struggles, Gibbs 

picks up the Nativity figures from David Eigen's broken crèche, 

using them as game pieces which he moves haphazardIy over a ' 
• 

racing tabloid as if i t" were a game board. The resulting 

collage provides a comment on divorce ~ts a Monopoly-fashioned 

game of ch~gél / 

\ ••• the smallest figure was thrust swaddled from 
Big A to Yonkers Entries,--land here get custody 
of the,kid one turn just like feal life 

\ 

\ 
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( whole now generation God damned young couples 
sweep the country, go to court draw God damned 
c~ says pay wife's back psychiatrist bills 
twelve hundred dollars wife passes go' collects 
alimony.~.the only seated, only female figure 
was shoved arms spread in wild surmise to join 
a lofty black on Cocky Jane Runs Second on 
Coast,--lands here caught in motel getting laid 
loses custody two turns, grume for two to four 
couples play just like real lif'e sweep the God 
damned country how's that. (411)" 
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As has been said, the structure of JR gives the impress~on 

that chance governs human actions. Jack Gibbs "bets" his life 

on chancé at the race track, rather ihan trusting- an~thing more 

substantial or meaningful. However, throughout the novel, 

there is always the sense that controls exist, but that they . 
are outside individual human responsibility. The s~ock market 

epitomizes~~versal game of chance,> go~erned by, as Isadore 
\ ' 

Duncan says, "people' s fears about money," hence by the forces 

of unreason (68). The other source ot control is technology, 

the product of fact, ex~ct mea~ment, and the powers of 

intellect. Hènce, it is not surprising that the matrix of 

these two controlling forces, unreason'and technology, should-' 
, . 

combine a princlple of disorder (equi'valent in human life to 

unr:eason). and a principle of sameness (equivalent in human 

lite to the regulatory aspects of science). Gaddis structures 
\ 

his plot and his action to show how this "controlled/unc..ontrol1.able" 
\ 

milieu inhlbits independent thought and action. It is only when 

su.ch characters as Gibbs do what they term "changing the context," 

either by switching into a foreign language, or by altering 

their own state of mind with alcohol, that they show their 

~bility to act independently if ineffectually (189. 496, 508). 
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Patches o:f conventional narration do exist, however, like 

oàses of silence and stillness in' the rapid flow of dialogue 

and "camera-eye" description of the novel. .. Their conventiona1 

quality cames :from their relative depth and tranquility. 

C~aracters are describeà acting in a coheren~ environment. In 
.' 

the tollowing scene, which introduces the character~, image 
, t 

and metaphor accomplish what intrusive narrati~n was made to 

do in the i'irst novel: they reveal t~e forces governing human 

thought and gesture at the 'level of everyd~ acti.vities. It 

will be seen that these, forces threaten creative activities also. 

This t~bleau comes near the beginning of the novel (Jl-
~ 'n 

J2). Part of the impact of the, seene is its spare, understated 

quali ty. There are no "naked city" images of self-destruction 

or gratui tous violence and inhumani ty as those which crowd The 

RecG>gni tions. The shock of th~ JR scene is achieved subtly 

because the images,and actions it describes are commonplace. 

Their significance could be easily oV(;looked were it not that 

they come as a sudden haIt in the/otherwise frantic pace of 

the novel' s dialogue. In this seene Gaddis visually displays 
, 0 

the forces whieh he reveals elsewhere through the novel's 

dialogue, boredom. greed, and à. fundamental va'cancy where human 

affections and values should be. These "lowest common 

denominators" will be subsequently identified wïth the forces 

of disorder and ,samenessl entropy . . , 
The seene ia int:t:odu.e~ by a charaéteristic JR transition, 

as the reader follows c~araeters' voices moving trom one locale 

to another wi th minimal ~erence to their whereabouts. one 
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place is not subst~tially different from another in .!lR' s world 

of speed. The charaoters move from Principal Whiteback's office 

towards a parking lot. Whi teback and Dan diCephaIis narrowly 

avoid a collision with two men waiting outside. Above them 

hangs the ubiquitous wall clock which "dropped its longer hand 

with a click for the full minute and hung, poised to lop off a 

fragment of the next...... At that minute Jack Gibbs, a -history: 
, 

teacher and oné of the novel' s central characters, passes the l-
I ~ 

clock and performs the unconscious and symbolic gest~re of 
\ 

tlfingering the change in his pocket." The scene shifts wi th 

him as he moves out the door and into the sunshine of late 
l 

afternoon "where time and the day came f'allen through trees' 
-

with the mottled movement of' light under,water •••• " Gaddis 

focuses first on the arbitrary~movement of the clO-ek (tlmurdering -, 

time," in Lewis, Carroll's phrase), then shifts to the s.ymboli~ 
, ~ 

of Gibbs' spontan~ous gesture (looking at the clock and finger-

~ng his change, unconsciously associating time and money). 
\ 

Finally, the narrative fuses time and space in the-image of 

golden (money-colored) sunlight as seen underwater. The image 

o.f spilling gold pervades the novel' s opening scene, which 

introduces the theme of money. The imagery- alludes to the 

golde~ underwater atmosphere associated with the opening scene 

of Wagner's The Rhinegold. This suggestion of the operatic 'Î 
l ' 

lei tmotif, i tself a structuraldeviee in the novel, as will' 

'be shown, is partieularly signif'icant in this seene, as i t pre

faces the reader'~first view of JR, the sixth-grader who ~ill 
~ 

play Alberich in the school produc~ion of The Rhinegold. The 
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- seene is strangely statiet a child stands idly under trees 

while behind a window JR sits reading,the obituary page in a 
\. 

vaeant classroom. Before further explieating its. s,ymbolie .. 
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sigriificance, the scene will be presented in full. As has been 
! 

said, it begins with'Gibbs le~ving the building: 

••• fingering the change in hi~ pocket on 
his way to the outside door and the cloud-
less sky filled wi th the even passage of the 
sun itself in brightness so diffuse no shadow 
eould keep an edge on shaded lawns where time 
an~ the d~y c~e fallen ~hrough-trees with the 
mottled movement of light come down through 
water, spread'up an empty walk, over gravel and 
empty pavement, and lawn again. lending movement 
to the child motionless but for fragmenting fin
ger and opposable thumb opening, closing, the 
worn snap of an old change purse, staring in 

. t;.. through the glass wi th an expression of unbroken / 
and intent vacancy. / 

Beyond the glass, the boy inside darted a ;/ 
glance from his newspaper out into the purse / 
snapped open; snapped shut, he Smoothed the ~ôfous 
fold of the obj,. tuary page away from him, nagged 
his lip with a peneil and then seratehed h~s knee 
wi th i t before- his foot r:turned tô foreiplg back,\ 
and forth, and back, the 1dle vent on a rloor 
grating, shut, open,shut, as the light on his 
paper dimmed with the sun abruptly poqketed in a 
cloud and what shadow the ehild beyond had cast 
was lost béneath the trees where she seught the 
greenest leaves fallen from the pin oaks shading 
the grass around her. The largest she found, she 
folded its dark face in, ereasing across the veins, 
then folded another as carefully chosen over 
it, pausing with one blown here from a maple 
and slightly discolored, the green a1ready run 
from its edges but folded at last with the others 
staine~ back outside and snapped aIl together into 
the purse, as a wind rustled those on the ground 
around her and touehed the trees above, the cloud 
past, their movement scattering the sunlight against 
the glass, never disturbing thoSè. within. 
--Rhine. •• G 0 L D ~... ( 31-32) ) 

The reader is rushed into this seene on a string o~ sub

\ ordinate clauses which tumble together visual impressions, 
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( Xeaving behind the figure of Gipbs and focusing on the figure 
/ ' ~ 

/ 
/ 

\ , 

/' of the li ttle girl gathering lea~es. The "scene is lent motion 

by the play of light on her clothing and on the ground. Her 

activity links with" Gibbs' unconscious gesture, as she fingers 

a change purse and places folded leaves within. as if they were 

. dollars. She is occupied wi th a trivial bit of play; but her 
n 

gesture--the binary opening and closing of the ~ell-worn purse-
/ 

shows that she is enacting a ~nd of repetitive-replacement ~ 
c 

activity which reflects boredom. Hero"vacant" gaze is both 

"unbrokenlt and "intent... AlI that moves in her anatomy is that 
. 

part w~ich disting~s human b~ings from apess the "fragmenting 

finger and opposable thumb. H15 She is using this distinguishing 

part to perform what will be seen as a primary human acti vi tYI' 

opening and closing, a binary ~ff-on action which forms the . 
basis of all computer circuitry, and of electronic communica-

tions s,ystems. In JR such systems pose a danger to individual 

. thought and c;eativity, as will be shown. In this early scene', 
\ 

Gaddis reduces a complex source of power and control to an un-

conscious human gesture. The child performs thi s elementary 

movement w!)ile her expr~ ref!-ects a vacancy which 'will be 

repeated in the stares of many of the novel's characters as 

weIl as" certiin stuffed game animals. This paragraph renders 

the novel's major argument,concerning the destructive power of 

money and technology through a series of meaningless gefotures. 

It provides a visual overture for the first appearanc.e of JR. 

the novel's would-be entrepreneur of these powers. 

JR, the boy inside the glass, and inside the system, ie 
\ 

/' 
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also performing'aimless, binary activityt 
o 

with his foot he 

is "forclmg back, and forth, and back, the idle vent on a floor 

grating, shut, open, shut ••.• " He will repeat foot--jiggling 
" , 

, 
throughout'the novel, expressing both his, own youth~ul energy 

and the meaningless rep~titive action to whic~ ~o much o~ modern 

life has been reduced. JR ft smoothed the porous fold of th~ 

obi tuary page" much as the child outside the nWindow l?Dlooths and 
/ 

:tolds leaves "acro ss the veins" before stuf'f'ing them into her 

purse. The images converge,~n death (JR's reading matter) and 

the gratuitous brutali ty of innocent, unconscious actions. JR 

smooths the obituary page, which is IIRorous," once organic, 

rendered to its present state from living trees, while the little 
. - , 

girl seekS "the greenest leaves" (the youngest, MOst resembling 

~OllarS) and folds them unnaturaily against their living grain. 

She'performs a pathetlc parody of gathering "money that grows 

on trees." 

The sun is associ..ated wi th the novel' s ultimate values 

money.· Like monèy, the sun is "abruptly pocketedtt in a cloud./ 

The wind "rustled" leaves, eehoing the monetary image of the 
'l) 

novel' S opening line: "Money? in a voiee that rustled" (7). 
~ , 

These metaphors implY,the conversion of nature and humanity 
~ 

into commodi.ties of' the" market place. The opening ~h-ou~ of 
." 

The Rhinegold prov~des the symbolic climax' of the saene and 

the transition to the next sçene in whi'ch Bast attempts to re

hearse the school chorus. 

In addition ta narrated tableaux such as the one just 

described, ~ depends on patterns of imagery which prevent the 
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\ 
work from lapsing into pure dialogue. 16\ Much of JRIs imagery 

evokes elements of Gaddis' ~ources, whic~orm the novel's 

mythic substructure and resonate withthe authoris themes. The 
c , 

central myth of the novel is the Ring of the Nibelun~, which 

will be discussed in the next section of this chapter. This 

myth fotms the thematic matrix of the work, linking money, 

power, and human r~lations.l7 However, before discussing this 
), 

myth. l will introduce o~her mythic motifs which figure 

p~ominently _in the novel as organizing devices. 

Most of the imagery in JR dep~cts nature at war with its 

own elements and human nature dissociated from itself. Direct 
/ '" . 

an~ indirect references to Greek myths and to the imagery of 
, 

pre-8ocratic philosophy _provide keys to the meaning of the novel' s 

imagery. What nature remains in JR's world exista in astate . -
of ~eige against (he bulldozers of urban development. These 

patch~s of natural growth appeâr to have run riot, as if nature 

were somehow crazed. Such is the bedraggled scene around the 

Bast family house where "the prospect of roses run riot only to 
1 

be strangled by the honeysuckle which had long since overwhelmed 

the grape arbor at the back, where another building was being 

silently devoured by rhododendron ••• n (4). An apple tree rs 

deScribed as if it were a mutation, " ••. it8 entire top blown 
\ 

out the year before, which redeemed itself now with a bumper 

crop of tasteless fruit in brave colors and curious shapes ••• " 

(17) • Trees in particulàr have suff'ered grave damage at the 

hands of urban developers. The East house ia soon to fall victim 

to demolitionl hence its foliage is described in terma of near .. 
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martyrdom as "th'e crucif'ied crabapple and, torment of' honey

suckle, grape and rose ••• " (72). Near the elementary school 

"trees ••• appeared to stagger without even provocation of a 

breeze, rearing their splintered amputations: •• an atmosphere of 

cal ami ty tempered, to the south, by a brooding bank of' oak" (17). 

In the interests of the new, streets are being widened, their., 

names ar~ being changed, in the process obliterating their 
o , 

as~ociations wi th history. The ensuing "renovation" is described 

as "the arboreal slau.ghterhousè" (52). 

The conf'lict, waste and destruction evaked by these natural.\ 
) 

images is nothing new ta those readers familiar with the imagbr,i' 

of modern "wasteland" li terature, not to mention the landscapé/ 

of urban Long Island, where mueh of' this novel is set. However, 

in JR the cutting down of trees i s indicative not anly of a 

particular landscape, but also of a natural arder. bereft of 
\ 

i ts symbols of fertili ty and virili ty. This motif will be 

taken up more fully in connection wi th the Gotterdammerung of 

Wagner t s Ring Cycl e • 

The Most pervasive natural images of JR are wind and - , 

dirkness. The climactic (and climatic) "outside" scenes of' 

the rprel occur at dusk, amid blowing rain, leaves and debris 

(508', 667). The opening and closing scenes between JR and 

Bast are accompanied by these images. As oblivious as he is 

to nature, JR claims to' detest wind (653). It i8 significant, 

that Gaddis has JR in conflict wi th a Wall Street firm called 
" \ 

Typhon International. In Greek myth, Typhon was a giant who 

was unleashed by. the._Ti tans in a final att"empt to averthrow the 
. -

\ 
\ 

, , . , 



( power of the new 01ympian gods of ancient Greece. 1B Among 
\ 

this god' s characteristic powers was control over storms and 

wind. JR complains about th~wind and rain';'~d seems m<?~e l' 
-",..,... ..... -..... 
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comfortable c,onfronting the commercial winds unleashed by the 

giant Typhon corporation. This cong1o~er~te also rep~esents 

the older established, money interests of Wall Street which the 

upstart JR is attempting to "take by storm." " 

Natural disorder a1so provi'des a metaphorofor the very 

real human confusion that seems to reign in~. At one point, 

Rhoda hallucinates that she and Jack Gibbs are in "this big 

..fticking storm," whi ch, of course, encompasses no more than. the 

chaos of their apartment/hideaway (610). Th~ Bast sistera are 

resentful that the beleaguered situation at their Long Island 
\ . 

home should be termed a .. shipwreck. n 19 Nc;metheless, when a.ny 

of JR' s characters do find an n eddi,~ of qui et, Il i t i s as if . 
they are maro onad" cut off from "the ongoing chao s, as when 

'1/ 

Joubert and Gibbs hale ,up in Joubert's anonymous pied-à-terre for 

a three-day tryst (405-508). 

Another image pattérn in! the novel creates a sense of 

human 1.ife at odds wi th i tself. T"he source of this pattern is 

the imagery of the pre-Soc~atic philosophez; Empedocles. ,The \ 
• 

narrative focuses on the crush of' seemingly disembodied limbs 

on the rush-hour subway: " •.• count1.ess han,ds and unattached 
, 

eyes, faces 1.ooking in different directions" (161.). Jack Gibbs 
." 

commenta inSightfuity that the "place is like the dawn of the 

world." The' 96th St". apartment resembles the same kind of 

f'ragmented ,jumble. At the Bast residence, Julia remarks to her 

\ 
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~~ aged sister,' "These two chickens out here you ordered, they've 

g~t one heart and thr~e gizzar~s between ~hem. It makes one . 
wonder when 7ven a chicken canft ••• " (235), ~d the s~ntence 
, 

is, characteristically, :î,et:,t ·unfinished. During a wild drunken 

spree. Gibbs attempts to matoh and 11Ûsmatch fragments of' JR' s 
f 

bus~ness mail af'ter it has been shre~ by an electric letter 

ppener; the resulting j~apositions provide surre~_comic 

relief (-385). In the wake of his wife' s 

Eigen frantically searches for his' son's 

_'_J __ - ______ -~ 

finding its fragmented figures in a b of broken ~oys. Gibbs 

commentsl "Got to move the~ftel:~t T~m ••. looks like the God '\ 

damned dawn of the world in here necks without heads arm~ 

,seeking shoulders, only God damned person l~ve here's Empedocles" 

(406) • _ ' 
. 

According to Empédocles, the universè moved ~n a continual 
, 

cycle between the extreme states of love, corresponding to har-
• l '" 

mony _ ~d peace, and hate corresponding to discord and aggression. 

In the phases marked by hatred, living beings were fragmented. 

li terally disuni ted from t)l.emselves. They manifested bestial 

trai ts and lacked anatomical parts. As the uni versal cycle 

1 moved into its harmonious phase, beings gradually beçame whole. 

Empedocles charact.erized his own age as/exfsting somewhere be

twe~ thes. two extremes. but moving ~~~':nd ultLmàte 

chao So,20 As a pre-Socratic. Empedocles exili bi ted a pre-~ati_onal:. 

holistic view of human ex~erie~ce and the cosmos. His 1;heory 
, 

of alternating cycles of arder and disorder appeals to Gibbs 

(and presumably to Gad~s) as a, metaphor for modern human 
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\ 

o experience. Empedocles' "system," which has survived only in; 

fragmented form, evokes poetïc images rather than logical ex

planations of particular cognitive problems., Gaddis alludes 

to t~is ancient source for its metaphorical power rather than 

for any substantial philosophical meanings.2l -
~ . 

References .,to .the discordant pole of the Empedoclean 

cycle make a significant addition to'Gaddis' satire. That 
\ 

--.---'-~-~---. --soci-ety--may-- be-in--a-warl'i_n~ycle" is not simply a fragment . 

--------- --------
\ 

~ . , 
.,. 

t 
: r 

. " 
7--

~~ 
( . 

of Gibbs' drunken imagination. The imagery of dismemberment 
, 

forms what Frye claims is a basic component of satire 1 its 
, , 

capacity to re~eal a terrifying dimension of reality. Frye 

wri tes 1 - "A slight shift of perspective,. a different tinge in 

the.~motional colori~g, and the solid earth becomes an intol-
l' 

e.rable horror. "22 To make his satiric point, Gaddis does not 

have to people his world wi th giants or view human life through 
J 

the narrow ënd of the telescope J in other words, he' has to do 

li ttle distorting. The'--key to his satiric ~technique 'of dis- 0 

in~egration" is t~{giy~ the illusion of pemoving what one of 

his characte~s ca~ls "the unpredict~ble human element" (the 

\ 

/ narrator) and to record what remains. 

" 

Tlle no~èl' s imagery of disi~tegration also suggests t~e 

degeneration'~of human phy'sical f~culties, pe~haps brought on 

by'the glut of rapid t:t:ansport'and other technological conveniences. 

People seem to have lost the art' of walking, even moving, with 
v 

èase or grace. Almost every scene is marked by clumsy jostling~ 

with feet proving to be;an impediment. 23 JR, while being 

reprimanded by Whi teback, "began to wedge the toè of his sneaker 

J 

- - - -- -
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into a desk-drawer hand1e" (35). Later, while taking the train 

into Manhattan, he hollers at a friend, "My foot~ Boy l can' t 

hardly move with all this crap ••• " (129). Gibbs la also guilty 
-_________ r 4 

of foot jamming and clumsiness, even when sober. 2 The saene 

of continual near-di saster is the 96th St. apartment, where new 
, 

~rivals are greet~d wi th warnings about where not to walk or 

\ sit. If the little toe ls.a ve'stigial reality, Gaddis' imagery 

\implies that feet, e"ven legs, mày become obsolete before long. 

\ A pattern of in jury and ~li-;';ess rune through JR, as "-

n~ly ,~~ery ma~or character suffers minor accidents and wasting 

vi~ses. Only those who are clo~e to the economic power centers 

are ~parentlY invulnerable to their disorde,rs. For. eXBl!lple, 
\ \ , 

Governdr Cates survives into old age obli vious ta his infirmi ties 

and his\largely prosthetic body. The more sensitive characte~s, \ . 
such as the artists. surfer constant illness and in jury • The 

connectio~ between iUne.. and creaU vi ty in the novel has al-

~adY been, expJ.ored and an ancient prototype of this idea has 

:_ -_ ber found".. ~n Philoctetes (cf. C~. ii). There i.. -h-"wever. 

~~~_~~mfnsion to these human disorders which relates to ," 

~ ',the novel' s-l struçture. JR' s ,world wears down the charac:ters' 

mental and physical capaci ties; this p.rocess is re.flected in 

the decline of their physical and rational facul ti es: The plot 

traces this degeneration as i t moves· towards but does not 

rèach a chaotic climax. 25 The mythic plot which i s most rele

vant to JR's story of the decline of a world undermined by the 

lust for money is The Ring of the Nibelung. The discussion now 

turns to this central myth- and i ts importance in the novel t s . 

theme and structure. 
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It has been etated that Gaddis' structural devices in 

!l!i are unQbtrusive, designed ta create the ilÎùsion of disorganiz~ 
-

ed order. On first reading, one might overlook thefact that 

JR's plot structure loosely parallels that of Wagner's The Ring 

of the Ni belung. Like The Ring, SR 'concerns the struggle for, 

power symbolized by money, and the threat to love and tradi

tional values posed by such a struggle. Gaddis' plot, like' 

that of The Ring,., involves the- wresting of power away from i t,s 
, 1 

'tradi tional centers by 'those who have' been tradi tionally dis-

ent'ranchised. 26 This analysie of T,he Ring' s relation to JR' s 

,structure, imagery and theme sis not meant to be exhaustive. 27 

It discusses general simi+ari ti1es between Wagner' s stated 
• 1 ~~ 

artistic purposes and Gaddi s' i plied purposes, as they-~àve 

been gleaned from the re,terence and structure of JR. Then the 
1 

analy'si s consi der,s partIel s i 

tween JR and The Ring/cycle. 

and characterization be-

, Wagner and Gad~ls share a common goals they both attempt 

to extend the bou~~ies of th ir medium in order to exp~ess 

what has previously been left expressed. According to Wagner, 
\ t 1 ~ ___ -, 

the orchestra possesses '" the of uttering the unspeak-

able .... 28 The orchestra giv.-es Ito the ear what the gesture of 

the actor give~ to the eye; and the combination of music and 
'\ 

,drama "carry on or lead up to what the verse-melody expresses 

in words~~29 Thus, in his Mtotal work of art," Wagner hoped 
, ,~",~' f 

to communicate fundamental emo~ions through a comD~nat10n 0 

t 
media. ~ The orchestra, by retu~ning to a musical motit. can 

J evoke in the audience a feeling which a singer has first 
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introduced in drama and song. However, Wagner was looking for 

more than .. a mere juxtaposition of poetic and musical expression. If 

He strove for the perfect unit y of form and c6ntent. He con-, 

sidered that "the chief motives of the dramatic action Lshould 
1 

becomy distinguishable melodic moments \vhich fully materialize 

the1r content, being molded into a continuous LWhol~."30 The 

orchestra guides the audience' s '''~e attention away from it-, 

self Dhe orchestry as a means of expression, and directLV 

i t to the object expressed ... • Thus, the orchestra becomes the 

vehicle of art; as such, it could be said to be Unheard,Jl 
\ , 

~ \ 
Unlike mu sic, language, the medium of, the novel, càn 

"materialize. thought." However, according to Gaddis, it is 

losing i ta 

vehicle of 

goals take 

capacity. to do so and ia becoming, paradoxically, a 

nonverb:~ communication. Hence, Wagner's artistic 

on iron~ significance when applierl to the medium of 

the novel. Gaddis' "art," his language, it could be sald, does 

"reveal art" by focusing the reader's attention gn language 

i tself. As has be~n mentioned, Gaddis uses language as his 

subject as weIl as his means of communication. The impact of 

this reflexiveness makes JR an illustration of its implicit argu

ment that language is a symptom of a culture's health. Gaddis, 

like Wagner, attempts 'to make an artistic point by creating 

the illusion of unmediated, dr~a.tic reality. In fact, his 

eharacters diseuss, preeisely this 'technique in JRr the cQmposer, 

Edward Bast, and the teacher, Amy Joubert, have a tentative 
/ 

conversation about music amid the din' of a Manhattan cafeteria. 

Wagner' s rarefied creative requirements seem archalc when 
./ 

.----

! . 
1 



\ 

\ -

di scussed against the lunchroom background. As i s typical of 
\ 

most attempts at co:tlversation in![!i, there has been a' breach in 

communication and Joubert tries ta explain what Bast has taken 

to be her derisive laughterl 

--No at you no, no l was laughing at ,myself when 
l was young, at what l thought all composers 
were like l' d read something about Wagner some-

1 where, about how he eouldn't stand books in a 
room where he was wprking and how he .stroked soft 
~olds of cloth and seent, he liked attar, of roses 
and someone sent it ta him fram Paris, that's 
what l thought it was like all silk, silk and 
attar of roses •••• (Ill) 

Joubert' s memories are abruptly interrupted by JR and his friends. 

\ Eventually, Bast gets in a word of reply: "--that was when he 

wa,s old though, Wagner, l Mean, when Wagner was old and •••• " 

Joubert interrupts to replYI 

/ --Yes but that's what you LBas~ meant isn't it, 
about creating an entirely different world when 
you write an opera, about asking the audience,ta 
suspend i ts belief in the ••• 
--No not asking them making them, like that E 
flat chard that opens the Rhinegold goes on and 
an i t gO,es an for a hundred and thirty-six bars. 
until the idea that everything~s happening under
water is more real than sitting in a hot plush 
seat with tight shoes on and ••.• (111) 

Several pages (aild momentst later, Jack Gibbs breaks into the 
" 

conversation and the subjeet retyrns t? Wagner's creative r~

quire~ents. Joubert recounts them and addsi "--Oh and the garden 

path y'es l forgot, that he couldn' t concentrate if he looked 
.,. 

out and let his eyes follow the gatden paths because they led 

to an outside world, ta the real •• ~." Gibbs interruptsi 

They led the Gad damned outside world in" (116). 

.. 

These references to Wagner's theorïes shed lfght on the 
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\ 

artists' dilemmas Ùi',~ and on Gaddis' structuring of the novel 
" " 

to produce the illusion of immediacy. Gibbs' comment on Wagner' s 
, ''''-

dilemma emphasizes the enCr6a9hing power of ~he outside world 
, ~" • 

as l a threat to artistic c,reation. The novel itself concerns 
-, 

exactly this threat. Gaddis uses the outside world, in the 

form of its language, as the basis of his own artistic expression. 

Hisftechnique is _similar to that obsessi;e Wagnerian tonality, 
~ 

as it is explained by Bast. J2 Gaddis, like-Wagner, intends to 

gi ve the work of art a life-like immediacy of expression. per

haps with the hope that the reader will suspend disbelie~ in 

~ the reali ty of language. just as Wagner hoped to force ---hi s 

audience to suspend disbelief in the reality of opera. To 

\ 

, 

achieve this'end, Gaddis sustains a near-nonstop dialogue 

which gives the impression. of verbatim speech. Wagner' s pur

pose was to extend the boundaries of opera so as ta convey the 

illusion of __ reali ty across the proscenium arch. Gaddis' implied 

purpose is to force people to listen to the degeneration of -, 

'their own tongue, through the illusion of unmediateq. narra~i ve. 

Not only does Gaddis make use of elements of Wagner' s artistic 

:' theory, but he also makes \'iagner' s four-part Ring cycle a 

,/ 

structural device in JR. A summary of these connêctions will 

indicate the extent to which Gaddi s made the 'operas an argan-

izing device. 

", The m,ost obvious evidence of the opera' s role in JR is 

the direct ref'erence to The Ring as the artistic production 

which Edward Bast has been hired 'to direct at JR' s school. JR 
- / -~ 

himself is well-chosen to' play Alberich, the greedy dwar:f' -wlto,,'-::---
Co 

/ 

. 
1 
1 

1 
l 
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having been rejected by the lovely 'Rhinemaidens, forswears' 

happiness in order to steal the Rhinegold ()4). Wagner' s 

Alberich ls fûrthered in his exploits by the magical Tarnhelm, 
} 
l , 

# 

the, shield of invisibili ty. The, power of ,the Ring, once i t . 
• ,1'" 

reaches the upper regions of the earth, threatens havoc on 

established order. Ultimately Albérich is tricked by the 

powers that be, and the Rhinei?old is recaptured by the Rhine

maidens and returned 'to the depths of the river. JR' s im

probable exploits parallel those of Alberich, as the boy steals 

th~ class's contributions that are to be used for,buying a share ) 

.of stock, and maneuvers his way upward in the world of corporate 

fin~ce.).3 Like the dwarf, he ts an unloved, isolated creature. 
, <:l ~, 

However, he does not so much reject love as fail to .disaover i ta 

existence.... JR lives in: a world of pur.e greed. HiS' youthful 

energy is completely unimpeded by moral considerations. He is 

a grim parody of the perfect fairy-tale hero. Having nei ther 
\ 

father nor mo~her as guide, he follows the advice of the corpor-

ate wota.p.s whom he inadve,rtently sees when the class makes 'i ts 

, trip to Wall Street • .34 There àEe f'urther 'parodies of' the 

Albe,rich role, JR' s "'Tarnhelm" is his youth, which renders him 

invisible to Wall Street brqkers and his other potential finan

cial contacts", To .hide his age, he carries on his business 

dealings by phone, his voice unconvincingly matured by the 

application of, a wadded handkerchief to the mouthpiece. His 

.Tarnhelm is al~o his·youthful ignorance of the "rules" of the 

"game." . When the JR \Çorp. runs afoul of t~e SEC, the "gold" 

is indeed recaptur~d by the novel' s Rhinemaidens, however JR, ia 
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acqui tted of wrongdoing and -is charged only wi th "erratio 

management. " There seems to be no ultimate damnation in this 

wor~d without moral values; neither is there salvation. Un-
, . 

daunted,/'JR is determined to use his knowledge of how things 

work to "start over." 

JR/Alberich's stealing of the gold has repercussions 

through Wall Street where other power strugg~es àre d~ve-~oping. , 

The novel's corporate Wotan, Governor Cates, along with his 

sister Zona Sel.k, a Fricka character, are bent on building 

their own corporate Valhal~a and, in order to do so, C'ates 

ia prepared tQ sacrifice even his own niece, Amy Joubert', a 

modern version of 'Wo'tan' s daughter. Freia. Wotan' s archi tects 

of power are lawyers, principally Beaton who later tangles with , 
Schramm's, l.awyer, Beamish. Beaton and,Beamish paral~el Wagner' s 

builders of Y.;ll.halla, the giants Fafner and Fasolt. Like the' 

mythical giants, the ~awyera are concerned only with order and 
power, not -'with right and wrong. Rence, they are untrustworthy 

and would work against any of the novel' s corporate Wotans, if' 

they could. 

If the novel can be said ta have heroes besides the boy 

wonder, JR, they are the artists", ~aèk Gibbs, Edward Bas~, and 
"-

Th,omas Eigen. who vary in thei~ talent and their integri ty.----

AIl have el.ements of "the Wagnerian he;-oes, Siegmund and his 

son, Siegfried. J5 Bast, like the youthf'ul Siegfried, ia innocent' 
\ --~. 

and :f'earless. In the myth, these quali ties 'înake SÉgfried wor:thy l' 

of the Ring' s power; but, ein ill!' s parody of the myth, these 

charactecistics only re~er Bast more vulnerable. 

"\ 

AIl three 



( 

,\ 

----~----p-, , 

( 

• 
251 

, , 

artists sustain unsatisf'actory' love affairs wi th women who, com- . 
, 

b~ne the quali ti.es of Va1kyrié' 'and Rhinemai~en. luring men, only 

to overpower and de~troy them (cf. Ch. iii). Ultimate1y the 

wornen, even beautif'ul, sensitive Joubert, are more concerried 

wi th recoverin~ the "Rhinegold" than wi th finding love. Only 
, \ 

Rhoda, a counterculture version of,the prophetess, Erda, in The 

Ring, see~s to be without underlying malice. 36 ,However, she is 
'. 

victimized and finally disappears as mysterious1y as she -enters ~ 

the noveL 

As he did in the first novelt- Gaddis has a way of drama-

L tizing pers~nal al ternati ves wi thout having to develop complex 

psychologies in any one character. Doubling also\gi~es his 
\ ' 

" artistic argument clout by making a number of characters demon-
" 

strate variations on an idea. For examp1e, Bast emerges as the 

most i~ealistic Siegfried, while Eigen is ·the sell-out to gold

power and Gibbs actlf-as a wise commentator on the action.'3? Of 

the women,- Joube~t is both Frei~, Sieg1inda and a kind of 

Rhinem~iden by virtu~ ~~ her uppe~-/class statua. Stella An,el 

plays Brunnhilda to B~' s Siegfried, ev en to. her d~struction 

of his ,studio, a take-off on Brunnhilda' s setting fire to 

Valhalla. In addition to' his role a~t Alberich, JR is Mime to 

Bast's Siegfried. 38 Of the two lawyers, Beaton has'more of the 
l , 

cunning of the mythic trickster. L~ge, than~ does the bumbling 

power of the giant 13 ; yet he and Be~sh are t~ archi tects 
.. 

of power. Finally, thé dead man. Schr resembl~.a tragic 
\ 

wotan, while Oates' character parodies t e malevolence o~ that ~ 

gode Like Wotan, Schramm blinds himse1f an through suf'fering 
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gains a short-lived knowledge. He is immortalized by his artist

friends as a genius whose fai th in art could not sustain him 

in the facè, of his di st ru st 'of lite. Cates, on the other hand, 

has none of Schramm's insights; however, like a modern immortal, 

he undergoes numerous prosthetic operations--including an eye 

operation--and survives, defying mortality ev en from his hospital 

bed. There, he screams orders into the telephone and peers 'at 

his portable Quotron, fearing that Valhalla will be sbld out 

from under him. Le~ser characters, such as Dan diCephalis, his 

wife Anne, gym coach Vogel, the Bast 'sisters, and the corrupt 
\ 

paving contractor~farentucelli and Ganganelli, all ~orm minor 

"vari~tions on the previou~ly mentioned mythic characters. J9 

\ JR "parodies not on3:y-characters but also the plot of The 

Ring. Although the novel proceeds for over seven hundred pages 

wi thout a brea~, as a verbal version of Wagner' s "unending melody," 

it is possible to discern a general structuring of the plot 

. which parallels that of the four-part Ring cycle. 40 The novel 
':', 

opens with a parody of the Rhinemaidens' refrain ip The Rhine-
.. 

gold: "Money ••• ? in a voice that rustled" (J). As in ~ 

Ring, so in JR, mgney is the catalyst to aIl the novel's action. 

The Bast sisters begin ~ kind of fugue-dialogue, explaining 

to lawyer Coen the \Bast family' s musical heri tage and i ts 

connection with commerce. ~he underwater imagery of The Rhinegold 

is echoed in the imagery of the first hundre'd pag·es of JR, 

particularly the mottled oceanic light of the tableau scene 

pre~iously analyzed (Jl-32).4l In addition, ,there is a time

less atmosphere created in the Bast sisters' overture-dialogue 
......----
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(J-17), produced by their faulty memories of events and their 

isolation from the outside world. Timelessness as the backdrop 

to his ageless drama was what Wagner sought to evoke in the 

opening of the first opera of the cycle ~2 JR, indeed, produces 

a sense of timeles~ness caused partly by a loss of a sense of 

history and of tempor~l and spatial references. 

Gradually, the novel's focus turns to human relations, 

particularly the conflicts between the artists and their lovers. 
1 D 

The clearest parallels between Wagner's second Ring opera, The 
o 

Valkyrie~ and JR come in the scenes between Stella Bast and her 

cousin Edward, a~ they meet, tryst, and part in the chaos of 
./ 

his studio. Subsequently, action shifts ta the artists and 

their struggles to survive creatively. These scenes, inter

spersed with Wall Street business, grade school acti~ities, and, 

always, the money dealings of JR , form the' central part 'of the 

novel, and ~hey could be said to correspond very generally ta 

the third of Wagner's Ring operas, the Siegfried. The most 

obvious parallel in structure and purpose to Wagner'.s final 

opera, The Twilight of the Gods, is.the novel'slfinal hospital 

scenes in which Bast/Siegfried and Cates/Wotan languish. As 

in Wagne~' s opera, 'this" section recapitula'tes much of the pre

vioua action and is rich with references ta former scenes, as 
II 

Beaton keeps Cates abreast of the corporate world and Isadore 

Duncan, Bast's roommate, reads to him from the daily newspaper, 

in the process providing a dénouement. As in Wagner's opera, 
\ 

JR ends with the triumph of the female characters, the novel's 

Rhinemaidens, who gain control of the precious corporate gold. 
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~agner' s Ring cycle traces the decline and fall of the 

old order of goda. In JR that order is- represented by Cates, 
, 

Moncrieff and Selk, the governing forc:es of American finance. 

Once they die, the Il game" i~ open ta anybody, even those, like-

JR, who do not know i ts origins and are 'obli vious to the rules. . , 

~'s tracing of t!le de cline of a hierarchical. patriarchical 

cul ture is symbolized by the time of the y-eàr--autumn--in 

which the action is set. Leaves fall and children pocket_them , , 

like dollars. Trees are eut ta make way f~r pavement. In 

Wagne 's opera cycle, Wotan hangs himself' on the World Ash 

Tree and through this suffering hè gains resurrection. In ~ 

ther - is no final crisis, al though panic is âJ.ways imminent 

in t e stock market, and there i s surely no spiritual rettewal . 
. ~.. ~ 

Nature wi thera but rebirth is uneertain. 

JR p~,odies The Ring's theme of regeneration epitomized 

by the image of the circle. The structure of JR' a plot is cir

cular rather than èyclical, implying r~petition witho~volu

tian. This motif dominates not only,plot and theme but also 

the novel' s language. When these circular structures are com-

pared wi th the implici t cycle of recognition and transforma

tion in the tirst novel, i t becomes elear that in JR Gaddis' . ' 

vision has become grimmer, more darkly ironie than in the 

first novel. There are a number of dimensions ta lR' s cir-

, , 
1 

eularity whieh shouJ.d be distinguished. in arder ta show their \., 

impact r asp~cts of Gad~S' comp~ex sttu~tural pattern. 

q A pattern of circulari ty ilt revealed as the basis of so-
l 

call.ed free enterpri ae • The money returns to the pockets Qf 
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those who understaJJ.d the workings of the corporate gamet and 

JR is reduced to his true status as dwarf-person, or child. 

However, he i s undaunted and eager, as he ' says, to • start over.· 

armed wi th his alleged new knowledge of the rules of the cor-

porate ~ame. He pleads 'with his e~stwhile factotum, Edward , , 

Bast, to join him in thi s renewed venture 1 

--No but you can't give up now hey wait up! 
l mean just when we find out how everything 
works hey? •. wh en you get to start over hey-? 
(662-66.3) / 

/ 

! 

JR' s persistent be~ief in a new start echoes an attitude which 

has been 'considered fundamental to the-American outlook. In his 

venerable thesis, "The Significance of the Frontier in American 
~-

History," Frederick Jackson Turner writesl 

American development has exhibited not merely 
advance along a single line', but a r~turn to 
primitive conditions on a continually advancing 
frontier line, and a new development for that 
area. American social development has been ' 
'continually beginning over again on the tront1 er. 
This perennial rebirth, this tluidi ty of Amer~can < 
1ife, this expanl!lon westward wi th i ts new oppor
'tunities, its continuous touch with the simpli-
city of ,primitive society, furnish the forces 

_ dominating American character.l.f.J 0 

Turner' s thesis emphasized that what he termed the "first period 

of American history" had ended with the closing, of tha frontier, 

heralded by the 1890 census 'reports; yet" according to Turner, 

the' frontier' s impact on Amerlc~ character appeared' t'o be ~ 
delible. JR' s oPtimisti~eliei 'ln "starting over" , is a miser- " 

,/ 

ab~e parody o~ this ~rontier cOnSCiOU?" .or what R. W.B. 

Lewis refers to as the belief in the second chance.,,44-

Although this thesis qoes·not propose to analyze the , . 
theory of history imp~fci t in Gaddis' novels; it ls significant 
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for the structure of both b'ooks that a concept of on starting,c 
, ) 

over" , should figure as a pathetic f'arèe rather than aSJ a true ~\ 
, 

promise of growth. In The Recogniti,ons, the notion of a new 
\ , 

beginning ia meanin~less when unaccompanied by a profound sense . 

of persona! history. Gaddis parodies a kind of wi tless be-.. -,ginning-over in the character of Otto. However, in the second 

. "novel, no sense of the 'poss1bility' of personal growth exists 

to offset the enormous enthusiasm of JR. 

gruesame parod; of' an Horatio Alger h\~o. 
This character is a 

'. 

More perceptive~adult 

characters, such as Joubert and Gibbs, sense in JR a "ble'akness" 

which his Vi:ality cannot mask. He ~l energy without the 

grace of youthful. ideala. In his f~h ~ragmat,ism-_nwhat 

· works" --and in a new start, there ia no self-awareness. JR . . 
-

lives out the naive di:-eam of a limitless frontier, and limit-

less growt~ as an end in itsel.f. 
"A,~ 

,-J The end of the geographic frontier has not marked the end 

of the frontier myth, but rather its turning to purely symbolic 

1 zones, epitomized by the untrammalled territory of the stock 

market, with its "bulla," "bears," -and its unmaterialized "future8~ 
G 

in things as "1;)ellies." Many of !lli,' s characters believe in 

th renewal afforded by the new frontier of 

Chief among the hunters in this realm is the -" 

roker Crawley. His lust for the wilderness chase takes 

tl'ie styl~'zed form of the African safari, a sport which he would 

-like to introduce to the pop~ated wilds of America where, if 
\ 

all else fails, he coulçl hunt the human wildlings, of the 

counter-cultUre (205). ~o dampen his luet for the hunt, he 

f 

/ 

1 

1 
1 
i 

1 
1 -
1 

1 

1 
1 



Il 

( 

\ 

· ~,_.,,~ -~-~._-- _....-_--- -~ -- -- - ~-~ .. _ ..... - ~ -~- ~--- - .. _-- -- --- -_.-.--..-

257 

hangs animal heads on his office wall'jHiS hand is described 

as " stalking" " the des~, as'he mixes stock jargon with h~s con

suming interest in bi~, game (2\)6). He has Edward Bast compose 

what he calls "zebra music" to accompany a film he ls producing 
i 

~ 

as promption for big-game hunting in America. 
\ 

The c~irculari ty ,of the frontier myth as i t is impl'ied in 

JR does not lead to evolution; but neither does it lead to dis

solution, climax, 'catastrophe, altho~gh there is always the 
T 
threat of "the who~e fucking scene ••• coming down ••. " (555), as 

Rhoda puts i t. Gaddis does "kill off" a number of his lesser 

villain~ike Zona,Selk, in ways which ironically fit their 
~r 

offenses in life, a technique employed in the first novel also. 

However, he introduces into illi a wholeifnew fate, perhaps worse 

than death. the artiflcial continuation of life by means of 

prosthetic parts. Hence, Gaddis presents the possibili ty of 

the technologlcal. perpetuation of li'fe long alter the mind and 

the ~irit have succumbed td the energy loss of their closed 
, 

sys~ms. As has been stated (Ch. ii), the only glimmer of 

hope for human evolution in the nO,vel c~mes from, the artists 

who, in the spirit of T.S. Eliot, return to the art work o~ the 

past in an attempt to relearn what the present has fargotten. 

The circularity of JR does not end with its plot but .-
, 

resonates throughout every form of communica~ion depicted in 
o • 

the novel. A t the l.evel of i ts language, JR i s a comment on 
- . 

the state of modem communicatio'n. Since spoken and wri tten 

language ls the unique poseeasion of human beirigs,. ta analyze 
1 

language is to study the matrix of a people' s culture. Gaddis 
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takes 'up nonverbal as weIl as verbal communication, by analyzing /\ 

gesture as an index to character. , ' 
In the arts, he malte s the , 

nonverbal dimension of music a central metaphor for the state 
\ 

of the arts generally: We might puzzle why a novelist would 

çhoose music instead- of literature as his paradi~.45 Howe~er, 
it must be kept in mind that JR itself is a comment on the , --4 

state of wri tten and spoken language. The use of a non-

literary genre--one which depends, as does language, on listen
\ 

ing~-allows Gaddis to widen the 'dimensions of his argument about 

language by depicting the problem in another medium., 

Virtually aIl of the cultural probiems in JR are shown 

to have an impact on langtlage. ,The novel pbrtrays soci ety in 

chaos, dominated by'chance, irrationality, and incipient 
-

an~chy. Thi sis a world whlch has abandoned inheri ted values 
~ ."'$ \ 

but whiéh doee possess a supreme concerna money, what Kennet~ 

Burke,has called ~the God-te~."46 A sense of the power of 

money is the o~y awarene~s common to aIl of ~'s characters. 

Money and "people' s fears about money" keep .!IR' s characters in 

cqnstant actl vi ty, exhWiting an energy which beli es the lack 

of control and ultlmate meaninglessness beneath the fr.enzy. 
b,~ ." ~\ j",. r-

As has been mentioned, technological progress has made it 

possible for machines to replace human functions and to ellm-

inate individual responsibility. The upshot ls a ~~ciety. in 

which individuals have minimal understanding pr control of the 

mechanisms around them, both technological and social. Tech

nological innovations have produced systems of rapid communications 

which have af'f'ected the way humans expërience their world . 
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( ~ These developments appear to have diminished rather than in-

- 1 

/ 

\ 

creased meaningful intercou;"se. Gaddis demonstrates that the 

breakdown of meaningful çommunication, while not an immediaté 

threa~ to human survi val, poses considerable danger to the 

ration~ faculty. ! 
To explain chao s and 10 ss of meaning, Gaddi s has incor

porated into ~ a cri tique of communications similar to the 

entropy theory of Norbert Wiener. 47 Entropy provi~es one of 
1 

the severaI keys to the novel's structure and meaning which it 

is the purpose of this chapter ~o discuss. This thesis does 
-

~ot, however, pretend to make an exhaustive analysis of entropy 

theory in Gaddis' ~ovels. There are, however, aspects of 

theory which are\particularly r~levant to thi, dis

Wiener concludes from physical evidence that an ele

ent of chance. almost of irrationality,.must be taken into 

account as a:n'integral aspect of the uni verse. He explains 

this element of indeterminacy in the following description of 
\ 

Willard Gibbs' pioneer stuQy of entropys 

\ 

\ 
\ 

The measure of Lthi~ probability is called 
entropy, and the ch~acteristic tendency of 
entropy is to increase. 

As entropy increases, the universe, and aIl 
closed systems in the universe, tend naturally 
to deteriorate and lose their distinctiveness,. 
to move from the least to the most probable ' 
state, from a state.of organization and differ
entation in which distinctions and forms exist. 
to a state of chaos and sameness. In Gibbs' 
~verse order is least probable, chaos most 
proQable. But while the uni verse as a whole. 
if indeed there is a whole universe, tends to 
run down, there are local enclaves whose direc
tion seems opposed to that of the universe at 
.large and in which there is a limi ted and ' 
temporary tendency for o~ganization to increaslié 
Life finds its home in some of those encl:~aves. " 
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Thetheory of entropy may apply to two forms of meaning 
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,breakdowns a disintegration caused by disorder, or disintegra-

tion prôduced by rising homo~eneity, o~ sameness. The firet 
, ' 

application gf the te~ e~tropy, describes t~a côntingent nature 

of muc4 human activity in JR. As has been shown, disorder is 
. , 

apparent in environments, .in human actions, and in the frenetic 

patterns of human speech which refiect disordered relationehips. 

The novel's action seems'to be governed by chance, which ia , 

demonstrate~ as ~he narrative "earM follows characters,into un~ 

anticipated situations. Characters are themselves aware of the 

role chance plays in their lives. Eigen ~lai~â~that his marriage 

hinged on an accidentaI meeting (347). A 1 man 0 seems to have 

'surrendered'to ~~order, Gibbs harbors an\enthusi for games 
. 1 

of chance. For him, marriage is an inherently entropic state 

(403). JR ia himself a kind of entrepreneur of ~aos with \his 

ubiquitous spill of loose-Ieaf binders and his envelopes full 

?f junk mail. Seemingly at home in a disordered world, JR is 

, \ surprised by a:ny fO~ of Si~anei ty (347). The environments . 
in which JR and the other characters live are havens tor entropy • . ' , 

The 96th St. apartment contains Ieaking energy sources in the 

form of a nonstop water flow into the sink and a radio which 

babbles endlessly from beneath a pile of junk (364). Even the 

planned suburbap areas, briefly viewed, show a lack of method 
. ,,~/ 

in .their chaotic pastic,he of archi tectufal styles (54). 
\J 

Frenetic speed ch~acterizes ~ost of the novel's scenes of -. 
disorder. Speed seems to be outstripping time itself. as ' . 

symboliz~d by the clock in the 96th St. apartment which rune 
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, . 
down at the end of each business day.49 In the suburbs, "à11 

allusion to permanence had disappeared or was being slain," 

according to a narrative delive~êcr~reakneCk speed from tne 
/ 

window of a speeding car (l8). Finally, communications systems 

have superceded human events themselves, as a news itèm actually 

appears in print beforethe event it describes has occurred 

(107.637). 

In physical systems, entropy designates th~ degree of 

energy loss in a closed system, resulting in the ~qual spacing 

out of component particles. 50 Gaddis' narrative registers this 
",... 

quality of energy loss in facial expressions of "intent vacancy" 
~-

appearing in classro~m and subway al~ke. A kind of emotional 

energy loss is responsible for Joubert's nervous breakdown (707), 

and for Bast' s hospi talization. Human beings are "running down" 

and losing the ability to withstand the chaos which surrounds 

them. 

In communications theory, entropy measures the 10ss of 

information exchanged and the increase in redundancy which accom

panies loss of meaning.' One of these two forms of entropy-

either chaos or~é--dharàcterizes near1y every communica-

tion in JR. What makes the redundant aspect 'of entropy parti-
/ 

cu1ar1y ominous is that it implies the breakdown of discreet 
\ 

meanings. If words ceaBe to have particular meanings. they are 
, 

no longer too1s with which human beings can comm1.\l1icate thought. 
, 

Without these tools, thought itse1f is jeopard~zed. Hence. 

characters are often inc,"pab1e of eJÇplaining them'selves, except 
- ï \ 

,y "-

with reference to a vagu~norm, which they also canno~' explain. 
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When asked to justify or explain their actions, Rhoda and JR 
'tot. 

frequ'ently replYI "That' s what you do~ Il They do not under-
1 / 
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stand. the need to reflect on or take responsibility for their 

actions. Pre sumably, thi s failure to think will simply increase 
\ ' 

OJ\ets inabili ty to think: The degenerative process is circular.· 
'-1 

,.-. 

As the p.revious discussion shows. according to Gaddis, 

language is a vivid barometer of human values. In~, spoken 

language tells most about character and culture. Slips of the 

tongue reveal a character's fears, desires and obsessions. For , 

~xample. scenes in JR's elementary school invariably include 

rattling Qonversations in which teachers are revealed to be , . 

working at cross-purposes but with the common goal of self

aggrandizement. In the following exchange, the repeti t~on of 

the possessive prono~ raises the possibili ty that educ-ation ' 

may not be the primary goal of JR' s teachers. Prinéipal Wh! te-
....... 

back, the obfuscator par exéel.+ence, discusses audio ... vi.sual-

systems with ·FIesch, diCephalis and Hyde: 

••• utilizing this new media to motivate the 
cultural drive in these youngste~s should 
gi ve things a nice boost right \lP their •• , 
--Up their alley, check. , r.'!y shelt~r ••• 
~-My Ring ••• Miss Flesch g6t in ••• 
--My wife ••• ventured Mister diCepha~is •••• (26) 

" 

We grow to identify characters by their ob.Elessionsa Flesch' s 

"interest in the, Ring p~oduction and her own professional ad

vancement; diCepha:lis' Walter Mittyish fear of his wife and 

his obsession with m.easuremE:Vlt~ Hyde's paranoid concern for 

fall-out shel ters. Gaddis ha~ a keen ear for differences in 

.jargon and slang,' and fdentifies eaph character by his or her. 

\ . 
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1 

personaJ. verbal qÜi~ks. Whi teback depends heavily on "amns" 

--to get him through equivocal dealings'with the schodl and-th~' 
. -

bank. He attempts to hide his insecurity behind pompoua techno

cratese. Jargon ia also r~pant on 'Wall Street, where Davidoff. 

Crawley''''s self-important clerk, dramatizes the 'so-called challenges 

of his job by using auch colorful but inappropriate metaphors 

as "brush fires" to describe everything from a telephone call 

to a box-lunch delivery. Perhaps mo'st arcane and devious ia 

~he legalese of ~e co~porate lawyer~ Beaton and Beamish. 

Language also ref~ects emotional stress, a result of what Gibbs 

calls .. so many things from so Many dirèctions" (347). Characters 

display their bewilderment in self-contradictory responses, a~ 
, 

in Bast's MYes no wait look listen ••• " (538), or Whitehack's 

MYes no" '(3Z4). Finally, l~guage ~se reveala not only a 

character's desires, fears, class and self-image, but also his 

or her age. This fact is most obvioualy displayed in old Govér-, 

nor Cates' archaic slang and his homely grammar slips (423, 700)~ 
\ / 
\ 

Gaddi s' att~ntion to the subtleties of speech indicates not 

only his acute ear for dialogue but al~ his respect ~or the 

vi tal power of langua.e;e. illl implies that this vitali ty is 

waning. 

In JR, communications breakdown usually affects one of the 

two components of language. phonetics or semaritics. 5l Much of 
thJlLjargon previously mention'ed is phonetically acceptable\ but 

" 

seman-tically incoher,~ntJ that is,lt sounds li~e English. but 
~ 

i t means nothing. Mysterious transformations take place as 
, 

words are mispronounced or misinterpreted. "Mandato~" becom s 
\ 
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\ 

.lImandratpI?Y" (27). ." Authorization" becomes anthropomorphized as 
" 

"·arthurization" (1985. 639): JR. for whom words are nothing 

but blunt instruments", thinks that his bankrup,t corporation 

has been accused of "erotic" rather than nerraticn management 

(647). Then there are the verbal transmogrifications.- For 

example. the Bast sist~rs mention in passing "that Bryce boy," 

who they remember as the son of a local undertaker (62). Over 

six hundred pages later, a fatuous "Mr. Brisboy" approaches 
\ 

Bast about an "eIder care" scheme that turns out to be a nursing-

home-to-cemetary scarn begun by his mothe~who runs Wagner Funeral 
t 

Homes (62, 509). 
ri 

In pther cases of misinterpretation, characters literally 
" 

hear different sounds and thus receive different meaningsl they 

• confuse both phonetics and semantics. A message gets through. 

but it bears no resemblance to the' one that was sent. For 
~ -

example. JR hears a'segment of a Bach piece, sung in German, 
\' . 

which, to, him, sounds like "up yours ••• up mine" '(658). " Later. 

this scene is "rerunlt as lawyer Coen drives a bedraggle~ Edward 

Bast to hospital. In an at~~pt at conversation Coen says, 

, , 

••• ff there' sone thing l dislike Mister Bast 
it's disorder l don't like surprises, the,cater
wauling on most of radio that' s why l fel t the 
expense of ha~ing this FM here here li sten: 
it·s •••• Haridel's Jephtha l remember this part 
yes when l was a child, l thought the soprano 
here was singing get away: (667) 

In his dying speech, Isadore.Duncan tells Bast" of his confusion . o.J. 
over.a piano piece his daughter used to practicel 

Q 

.••• she was ,learning a song calle~ for Alise' s 
something like that l never did bear it like it 
was supposed to be, she'~ miss notes leave little 
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parts out"and start again l always thought maybe 
someday l'd hear it right hear what l was 
supposed to.... (687)" 

, .. 
Much verbal confu~ion in JR is caused ei ther by ambigui ty 

( , \ 

or redundancy. In the first category are those co~ic double-
~ 

entendres which function as verbal jibes ilt the more ludi'crous 

characters, and provide the satire with its ribald, eV?n· 

-obscene moments. A running ambiguity throughout the novel plays 
\ 
on the word "holes." The intended meaning relates variously to 

diCep~alis' computeri~ed educational testing (23), his measuring 

of wall studs in his house in order to qualify for a mortgage 
, 

(226), Norman Angelts law suit'against a juke box company (152), 

~d finally, the punched holes in player pi~0\ro11s which form 

the model for experiments'into "information stor~ge and re

trieval" systems (681). T'he secondary meaning predictably con

cérns sex and defecation (681). Pe'rhaps the Most significant 

ambigufty of this satire is JR's verbal crutchs "Holy shit," 

which allud~s to sacred fecal _"wealth:"52 " , 
\ 

These seemingly random semantic li~s are paralleled by a 

sinister pat~ern of connections ~etween art, epucation and 

technology. That the player piano mech~ism ia claimed as 

the basis of an information storage system suggests the appropria

tiofi of art by technology. This co-optation is not the.result 

of highintellectual or m~ral intention but rather, it is the 

product of crass economic motives. Such connections hint of an 
~ 

ominous conglomeration and standardization which has a parallel 

in the increase'of jargon and,redundancy in speech. Ta put it 
\ . 

simply, more means less. Inflated language. such as'that used 
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by most of JR's "educators," communicates lïttle, as in the 

tollowing gibberishl " ••• this equipmen.t item is justified when 

we testor tailing. tailor testing to the norm ••• ,. (22). For 

aIl his verbal bludgeoning, JR recognizes thelseeming rever

sibility of communication when he admits, "I can't hardly tell 

what 'l'm sending from what l'm getting" (167). ~n his picnic 

fork deal, he replies to a qùeat~on about incomprehensible army 
---'-........... .... ~ ';) 

language: " ••• i s 1 t my taul t if they~l talk backwards ••• '!' 

;' ~-, 

1. 

'! <'-

(169)1 That JR sueeeoda temporaril~ in ~~~!S corporate 

dream is testimony to what may be I his unspoken ma.x1in"ot succeSSI 

his is not to reason ,why. Or, as he puts i tl "That' s whà"t ,you 

do" (659): l ~ 
Examples of ve~bal redundancy--and they oeeur o~_~~------- . , 

every page of the novel--extend alsa- to h\Ull~ure in the ' , t ---- , -------------
form of "binary" movement. .Th~is, in the world as Gaddis 

-~ 

----
sees it, the possibilities for human action have dwindled ta 

variations of\the binary "on-off," "open-shu.t," "in-out." 
" 

'Because narration is kept to a minimum, the few descriptive~ 

passages become highly visible. For example, aIl that is shown 

of an audio-visual studi~ is th~ door opening, closing, opening 

again (4). Dan diCephalis' actions as he enters his suburban 
*' 

house follow a nightly pattern as he, " ••• LStart§7 a round of . 

turning off lights. Foyer, hall, bathroom, 'foyer, clçset, side 

door, ,snap, snap, 'snap, snap ••• " ~.5J.u.5s)t· r.:::wAanftriann:~CtboUknilOdiwn:f y't;u 
contractor telephones'Major Hyde Ln 6{ • ~ 

, ... 
want the French door~n the dining room to open out or i~ 
-; ~, 

(180). Dpors are opened, shut (.506-7). bathrobes are opened, 
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closed ()52); that someone goes the wrong way through a revolv

ing door indicates -to JR t~at he must be "really Mad" (114). 

Ruman behavior, like thought, seems to be losing fine distinc

tions and the capacity for alternatives. 53 

Mechanization has curtailed individualized.differences in 

action and'thought; it threatens to eliminate the cognitive 

aspect of communication altogether, turning human beings into 

mere cogs in a largely mechanized process. Children are shown 

ta,be Most susceptible ta the appeal of technology and meohani-
-. 

zation; and with the breakdown of adult convictions, there 

seeme to be no way ta temper their enthusi~sm. Rere are JR 

and his classmates admiring a cashier's dexterity. ~ 

--Boy did you see haw she thraws out twenty 
nickels without she doesn't even look at them? 
Like her fingers can count them like they're 
thi s here machine •••• 
--Like these blind people which they see with 
their fingers •••• (11)) 

" Technology has replaced outworn body parts; even more 

sinister is i ts takeover ~mental processes. For Gaddis, 

developments in this area May ultimately "get the artist out .af 

the arts," as Gibbs so oftên says (Cf. Ch. ii). The.[lèstory of 

the Bast family fortunes trace·s the growth of art as a commodi ty 

which is ultimately mechanized in order to reach a larger market. 
; 1 

Ann and Julia Bast's description of their family's il1ustriaus 

musical past iÎ a catalogue of the rise of papular art as a , ' 

commodi ty in ~merica, culminating in the image of the player 

piano.54 Th~s collusion between art and the market place has 

gririi--CO~~S for the artist.-' 
1 
\ 
;" 
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By making one of his themes the state of communications, 

Gaddis turns the structure of ill!. back onto i tself. The navel's 
" 

language provides the major illustration of the state of modern /"'. 

communications and its reciproca~ connection with\human rela

tions and human creativity.55 The question arisess how could 
• 

a book which catalogues language breakdawn, which contains so 
D Q 

much redundant language', be i tsel!' me aningful ? The answer is 

that ~ddis ~as not fallen prey to the\ fallacy of imitative 
('" . 

forme JR i s about communications breakdownr i t comes as close 

as has any novel to demonstrating mimetically such a breakdown. 

However, its verisimilitude is not attained by the abandonment 
, " 

\ of structure, but rather, by the unobtrusi ve control of, s;;ructure 

to 'produce th~ il~usion of a narrative machine running i t

self. Gaddi s' narrative triumph is precisely thisl he has 

made bis novel the demonstration of the sinister consequences\of 

mechanized art. It is not an easy novel, nor one which ùlows , 

the reader much escape from the grim reali ties of i ts subject 

matter. If anything, 'Jà, running as it does at "faat-forward," 

increases the If noi se" that the reader would normall.y encounter 

in daily ;Life. The novel makes i ta satiric impact by exaggera-

tion, whi~h does not seem extreme until the reader pauses to 

ref'lect. Fortunately, JR's world is not life, àt leastnol;yet. 

,To this reader, i t presents a debased version of present condi-
\ 

tions. Its structure simul.ates the two dimensions of disorder 
v ~ 

known as entropy, structural entropy, or chaos. and communication 

entrop~ or the increase of redundancy. The tiret dim~nâion is 

• 
" 

4 
.l 

1 
\ ~ 

,. li 

,i 

\ realized through, the seemingl.y disor~ered plot structure, action, 
/ 'ft \ 1 
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, 

and dialogue' of the novel; the_ second is achieved through the .. 
verbatim transcription of speech patter,ns. 

fhere i s no' indication that Gaddis holds out, hope of , . 
en~rbpy being reversed. liowever,~ a directive in 

, . ' 

tne novel-' s circular structure 1 communi-

• < càt,ion must be reSp~cted if culture in general éi art in parti-
, \ 

cular are to survive. That i s, so~eone ought to attend and. in 

an oral culture; this means listening. Even JR needs to be , 

listened to; he admi ts this in a one-way telephone rant -that he 

believef? is being heard by Edward Bast. His words end the novel \ 

and SWD\UP Gaddis' concern for human interchange. T1)ey also fom 
-

a neatly capsulized reference'to 'the novel itselfs 

••• I,mean like remember this here book that 
. time where they wanted me to wri te about success' 
,and like, free enterprise and all hey? And like 
--reniember where, l 'read you on the train that tiD.le 
where there -was this big groundswill about lead
ing this here parade and entering public life and 
all? So l Mean listen l ,got this neat idea hey, 

.. you listening? Hey? ,You listelling ••• ? (726) , 
, . 

The book that JR has been asked to wri te is a reference te JR 

itself. Similarly, Gibbs' unfinished work about mechanization 

and the arts allùdes to Gaddis' novel (711). Thomas Eigen has 

published a novel similar to The Recognitions in i ts· reception .. 
and publishing record (261, 269, 389. 417). Thus there is some -.-r 

" 
indication that !!H.' s wri ters portray vér~ona o~ Jhe author' s 

own identi ty. The anonymous wri ter, Willie, from The Recognitions 

ia again evoked, this time by a disembod1ed telephonevoice 

asking for ,assistance (449). As the work which takes account 

of i ts characters' and i ta implied author' a atruggles to create 
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materials, il! becomes a 
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,\ NOTES 
- ! 

Ir am lib ed to the defini tion or ilramatic rorm provided 
. by Joyce throu~ is characte~ Stephen, who explainsl 

Ar-t n cessarily divides itself into three forms 
progre sing from one to the next. These forms 
are 1 t ,e lyrical. form~ the form wherein the artist 
presents ~his image in immediate relation to him
self; tp.e epical,form, the "form wherein he presents 
his image in mediate relation to himself and to 
others; t e dramatic form, the form wherein he prej 
sents his ' mage in immediate relation to others. 

'(Joyce, Po trait, p. 21) 
r say that Gaddis atempts a "seemingly unmediated" rather than 
an "immediate" expre sion because in the novel, narrative, how
ever closely it appr acnes total dialogue, always maintains some 
vestige of Mediation. \ 

2sy surrealistic \ refer to the techniques developed in 
art (rather than the tom~tic ~i ting techniques of European 
surrealism) which coll psed realistic images and perspectives 
and restructured them n~such a way that startling new meanings 
were revealed through he juxtaposition of imagery. -The re
sulting patterns fr~qu~ tly had symbolic impact which, it waS 
hoped, would evoke the contents of the unconscious, which it 
was the goal of certain surrealists to liberate. 

\ 

, JKoenig ci 'tes the following from Gaddis' notes for The 
Recognitionsl The novelist intended to probe -deeply enough 
ta unfold, nat the pattern. btlt the materials ~f the pattern, 
and the necessi ty of a pattern ••• 1. (Qaddis' notes, in Koenig, 
",' Splinters from "the Yew Tree.·" p. 81). ' 

~ j' r..- ~- or 1 

4When Stanley is hospitalized on shipboard, his 'roommate 
'describea his (Stanley' s) delirious raviilgs, in which he 
imagined himself excommunicated by priests who shouted "Fiat! 
Fiat~ Fiat~ and threw their candles do~ (907). 

Son Forster's term, "f~at" character, see Chapter iii, note 
2. 

6rn contrast to Wyatt's youthful naiveté: Valentine appears 
J, prêmaturely old (578, 581, 589) and wj,.thout' emotion. His 

meticulous,~grey-coated figure gives the ïmpression of a static 
mannequin for which growth ia impossible. ~ 

, 7rn the zooscene', G~ddis creates surreal.istic dissonance 
between the foreground, background, and narration that la 
reminiscent of the juxtapositions in the, compositions of 
Giorgio de Chirico. In these early surrealiat paintings, 
mundane objects are placed in startling proximity to images 
of classical art, and set again~ perspectives down long, 
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deserted avenues, sometimes flanked by classical archLtecture. 
Thesé_vistas take the eye beyond the arresting foreground into 
a "still exp anse , an eterni ty of empty space where the sky fs 
almost always pri'stine blue. That Gaddis was familiar wi th de 
Chirico is implied by a passage ,in which Esme, in her letter 
to Wyatt, states, "Perspectiv~ sinee de Chirico manipulated 
i t Rlastically; resolve i t in his painting paradigms, now, ' 
exists in the mind; a nostalgia; a co·relative isolation •.• " 
(502) • 

\ 
8Cirlot wri tes that the ouroboros "is symbolic of time and 

of the c~ntinuity of life •••• The ouroboros biting its own tail 
is symbolic of self-fecundation, or the primitive idea of a 
self-sufficient Nature--a Nature, that is, which, à la Nietzsche, 
continually returns, within a cyclic pattern, to its owh be
ginning." J.E. CirIot, nOuroboros~" in A Dictionary of Symbols, 
transe Jack Sage, pp. 246-247. 

c 

9Eliot t 'Cocktail Part~, Act 1:1 l t p. 182. 

10By the "recycling" of ideas! l refer to the stating of a 
thought by one character ànd the subseqùent appearahce of that 
idea in the speech of another character, frequently someone who 
has been intellectually discredited, such as Max, otto, and the 
vague, fatuous voices overheard in bistros. 

III take the term .. fast-forward" from the controls of tape 
recording devices which u~lly feature such a speed to 
facilitate skipping from one moment of play to another. The 
"sound" of fast-forward play is unintelligible squawking which 
Gaddis' dialogue is note However, the pacing . of the narrative 
is frantic, seemingly beyond the confines of spatial relations, 
as it takes place on the telephone and in speeding vehicies. 
Hence the term tlfast-forward," although not a specifie allusion 
tq the taping technique which is the source of the term, none
theless describes the impact of this fast-paced narrative. 

l2That none of JR's scenes are superfluous is demonstrated, 
for example, by a series of rapid transi ti.ons as Norman Angel 
leaves work a~ the Long Island offices of General Roll and, 
while walking:through a residential neighborhood. is hit by 
a ball thrown b~ a Iittle girl, whose name turns out to be ' 
Rose (159). A man in a grey suit is seen limping around the 
corner of the'house where Rose lives, as her mother" a brash
voiced woman, call& her inside. Later Jack Gibbs turns up 
wearing a grey suit and limping. The reader subsequently . 

JI 

1earns that he has weekly visi ting 'rights wi th his daught'er, 
Rose, in spi te of his 1 ex-wife' s attempts tq preveftt him from seeing 
the child. The scene, which provides evidence of' thi s si tua- ' 
tion, transpires as Angel maltes his way to the subway. where 
the narrative eye and ear ehift to Angelts secretaries, who are 
aJ.so on the train (160), and from them to a glimpse of Gibbs 
(16~), and finally to~the chanee meeting between Ann and Dan 
diCeplialis -, (161). who are on -tlleir way home (162). 
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IJT~ansitioris between days are' indicated by such fleeting 
mechanistic devices as a radio weather report predicting 
"tomorrow's" temperatures. followed~y a traffic, report on 
the '~inbound" rush hour the nex~ morning (155) ~ 

14Gaddis' use of this seemingly unmediâted narrative 
technique, which preserves the illusion of objectivity, is 
comparable to that of Robbe-Grillet rather than Dos Passos. 
However, Gaddi s, unlike the French novelist, instills his 
jumbled collage of descriptions with symbolic meanin~~ For 
example, the chaos of the 96th St. apartment contains Vol. II 
CRA-GRIM and Vol. III GRIN-LOC of an encyclopedia. Through 
repetition. these headings take on symbolic meaning to become 
a surreal comment 11n the grim chaos of the scene. Hence. Gaddis 
derives meaning from the meaninglessness of random objects. 

l5This phrase~. was used in The Recognitions ta de scribe the 
"simian" aspe--ct of Aunt May (43). In the context of both 
novels. this allusion to the animal in human nature hints of 
the base dimension of humanity which, it is implied, wil~ emerge 
if the intellect is not.cultivated, as it seems not to be in 
the case of Aunt May and the little girl gathering Ieaves: , 

16JR only seems tb làck narration. A novel without narra
tion would presumably no longer be a novel, but a piece of drama. 
Gaddis' narrative is dramatic but not drama. See note ll~ 

- ~ 1 

17In b~th his novels. but particularly in JR, Gaddik uses 
myth as an ordering device, much as El,iot -described i t in 
"Ulysses, Oz;:der, and My th" (cf. Ch. i). 

18Edith Hamilton, Mythology (New York: Mentor-New American 
Li brary. 1940), p. 67. 

19water imagery abounds in JR. Money and papers "spill" 
from people's wallets and off laps and desks. In the 96th 
St. apartment. a tap runs permanently. Rhoda hallucinates a 
shipwreck about which Gibbs hears (63). A seated JR is de
scribed as !'qui vering at. anchor" (632), while old ·Governor 
Cates is depicted as a gale-borne saili~ vessel from a by
gone era (90). Wate~ imagery establishes the mythic motif of 
the Rhinegold and lends the descriptions a sense of impermanence 
as one scene flows into another. In regard ta this imagery, 
a passage from Norber~ Wiener i6 pertinent. Speaking of the 
entropic nature of existence. Wiener has this'to say: 

In a very real sense we are shipwrecked 
pass~ngers on a doomed planet. Yet even in 
a shipwreck, human decencies and human values 
do not necsssari ly vani ah, and we must malte 
the MOSt of them. We shall go down, but let 
i t be in a manner ta which we May look f'orward 
as worthy of our dignity. (Norbert Wien~r, The 
Human Use of Human Bei C bernetics and Societ 

New York. ~von, 1950 
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As will be shown, -Gaddis' .characters are si~larlY shipwrecked, 
but with minimal dignity. ~ 

200n Empedocles' cosmic system, see ~~lle Lampridis, 
Empedocles (University, Alabama: University of A~abama Press, ce, 

1976); Denis O'Brien, Em edocles' Cosmic cIe, A Reconstruc-
tion from Fra ents and Second Sources London: Cambridge 
University Press, 19 9. For a translation of the available 
writings of Empedoc~es, see The Fragments of Empedocles, transe 
William Ellery Leonard (1908; rpt. La Salle, Ill.: Open Court 
Pub., 1973). ' ~ 

In .his prefatory essay to Lambri di s' study, Marshall McLuhan· 1 

notes that Empedocles is unique àmong the ancients for sensing_ 
a gap between what he could conceive and what he·could express 
(Marshall McLuhan, "Empedocles and T.S. Eliot," prefatory essay 
in Empedocles, pp. vi-xv). It is Empedocles' co~cern for the 
limitations of expression, as weIl as his vision 'of a constantly 
shifting yet cyclical reality, which makes this ~cient thinker 
prof'oundly modern. '\ 

2lJR 'contains ~ false ;eference to Em~edocre~ as the possible 
origin of a Greek inscription over the door of' JR's school 
(20, 45). The inscription is meaningless, but its position in 
the book is significant, as i t precedes Gibbs' at,tempteCl class-. 
room lecture on entropy and ordel,:. He says, "<Drder is simply a 
thin, perilous condition we try t\ impose on the basic reality 
of chaos ••• " (20). . 

22Northrop Frye, Anatomy of Criticism (Princeton, N.J.: 
-Princeton Universit~ Press, 1957), p. 235. 

2JJR jigg1~s his 'feet (JI) and wedges them into seat backs 
(6J2,~6J6). Bast struggles, "fighti;ng a foot" which is his own r 

(1)9~. 
24 ' 

For further examp1es of Gibbs' offensive feet, see JR, 
pp. 187, 227, 248, 476. 

25Such an ending would d~fy verQal description since it 
would involve the total disintegration of 'communication.: This 
pattern of physical degeneration- and communication breakdown 
ia built into JR's structure. 

26AS has been stat~d, Gad~is does not so much ~or the 
existing power structures of capitalism as he deplores the 
threatof anarchy and an attendant loss of order and value. 

27por an archetypal ~alysi s of The Ring, see Robert Doning
ton, Wagner's "Ring" and its 51mbols (1963; rpt. Londona Paber 
and Faber, 1976): 

28Arthur Symons, "The Ideas of Richard Wagner," in Studies 
in Seven Arts (New York: E. P. Dutton,- 1925). p. 172. 
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29Symons, "The Ide~~f Richard Wagner," p. 172. 

30Symon,s,. p. 173. 
31 Symons, p. 173. 
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32The extension of one chord to obsessive lengths has been 
called .. endless melody, If and was the expression of Wagner' s 
idea that the or~hestra should be an equal part of the opera 
and should express dramatic, themes (lei tmotifs) 'so as to do 
away wi th the necessi ty of .. reci tati ves." See Harold G. Schon-' 
berg, The Lives of 'The Great Composers (New York: Norton, 1970), 
p. 27. _ It is pd'ssible that Gaddis intended Edward Bast to b,e, 
himself, a parpdy of Wagner. In his work on The Ring, Robert ~-
Donington ci tés evidence from Newman' s biography of Wagner to _3 
show that the composer claimed to find everyday life difficult~~ 
(Ernest Newman, Richard Wagner, Vol. l LLondon. 193JV. p. 398, 
ci ted in Donington, Wagner' s "Ring" and i ts SYmbols, p. 301). 
Doningto~ also claims that Wagner was thought to question his 
O't\fl legi timacy (Donington, p. 1)2). In his concern ovêr his 
background and 'in his struggles with the mechanics of'everyday 
life~ Bast May parody Wagner's existence. 

33Not only does JR's role' parody Alberich's, but there arè 
a number of passages- in JR which May be allusions to Alberich's 
speeches in Wagner's poe~. For example, on the fateful stock
buying trip to Manhattan, JR goggles at a lewd movie billboard: 
"--Hey~ Women wrestling in a tub of eels hey" (Ja, 122). In 
the English translation of Wagner' s poem, Alberich responds , 
to the Rhinemaiden?' rejection: "Get eell=l for your lovers, 1 if 
you find my skin foul" (Richard Wagner, The Ring~f the Nibelung, 
transe Stewart Robb LNew York: E.P. Dutton, 19 QI p. 8)~ In 
making JR a clumsy, disheveled child, constantly in need of a 
9ândkerchief, Gaddis May have been parodying Alberich's actions 

1in the opening section of The Rhinegold when he exclaimsl 
\)"1 slide and slipt 1 My ,hands and my feet 1 cannot find any 
place 1 that'is good to support me.l Muggy dampness / fills 
up my nostrils./ Accursed sneezing" (Wagner, The Ring of the 
Nibelung, p. 6): Like Alberich, JR manages to collect around 
~him a number of improbable individuals who, like the Nibelungs, 
will help the child amass his co~porate gold. 

34In the lavatory of a Wall Street office building, JR 
overhears the corporate gossip which sets him on the road to 
weal th (JR, 108-09). Throughout the novel, Gaddis indicates 
that the~les o~ moneymaking ar~ "child's play." The trickster, 
Loge, tells Wotan tpe same thing as the gods plot to retrieve 
the ring from Alberic~ (Wagner, The Ring of the Nibelung. p. 31). 

J~dward Bast brandishes an empty beer can in a parody of 
Siegmund's h~dling of the magic-sword (JR, pp. 66-72; cf. 
Wagner, The Ring, p. 94),. Bast. like Siegfried, ,has' never known 
h~s mother (iE, pp. 10-12; cf. Wagner, The Ring, 167-68). Gibbs'\ 

--;j 

-j 

\ 

1 

i 
1 

., -" "-- ----- • ___ "'---_ ..... d 



la 

( 

\ 

\ 

( 

\ 

276 

~ 

m~y be ~arodying Siegfried's wearing of t~arnhelm (The.Ring, 
p. 292). when he suddenly changes ident~~; by switching into 
foreign languages, presumably in order to avoid direct communi
cation with the world (cf. JR, p. 189). In his self-deprecating 
speeches to Joubert, Gibbs sounds like a ,plaintive Siegmund who 
says to Sieglindas "Misfortune hunts me 7 in all my flèeings./ 
Misfortune dogs me / in aIl my doinga./ May all this keep from 
you far~ / Now must l take my 1eave" (The Ring, p. 78). Gibbs, 
a much less optimistic hero than his Wagnerian counterpart, 
leaves Joubert because he distruats-life and love.' 

36Wagner' a Erda predicts' ~doom for Wotan if he doea n~t 
give up the ring (The Ring, p. 64). While Wot~ takea her ward 
aerious~y, none of JR'a corporate Wotana solicit such prophecies, 
and Erda's profane predictions go largely unheard amid the chaos 
of the 96th St. apartment, wi th i ta ,Rhine of p'erpetually flowing 
f'aucets. 

37In addition to the association between Eigen's name and, 
i ts German meaning, "odd, Il i t is possible that the name alludes 
to Wagner' a character, Hagen,' Alberich' a son. Like Hagen, in 
Thé Twi1ight of' the Gods, Eigen 'guards the 96th $t. ,lthousehold" 
while the other Siegf'ri~d-characters are gone. Like Alberich's 
son, Eigen turns against his formeI' comrades in order to obtain 
f'inancial security. ~ 

J8Like Siegfried and Mime, Bast and JR seem to have no 
basis for f'riendship. They carp and bi er; however, JR,con
tinually reminds Bas~ of how much he, JR ia aiding the com
poser by giving him a job and a piace to work. In his,persistent 
belie! that he is "helping out" Bast, JR is a parody of Mime 
(The Ring, pp. 162-64). • 

J9An absurd, anti-heroic'figure, diCephalia carries a 
child's umbrella in what may be a parody of Wagnerts sword~~' 
wie1ding heros (JR, pp. 21, 52). Dan diCephalis' wife is another 
parody of a gold-hungry Rhinemaiden (cf. Ch. ii1). The Bast ' 
si sters also allude to the Il gold" in the opening passages of 
the novel. In their concern for the teachings of "father," 
they echo Wagner's Rhinemaidens, who fear the approach of Al
berich as something Il father" warned them would be a threat to 
the go~d (The Ring, pp. S, 13; cf. JR, pp. J-16). 

40For discussion of Wagner's "endless melody," see note 
32. 

4~In addition to the imagery of light and the direct ref
erences to torrents of water"particularly in the 96th St. 
apartment, the image of the Basts' crippled apple trees (~, 
p. 17) may be a parody of Freia's golden apples which are 
deatined to wither after she has been kidnapped (The Ring, pp. 
34-5) • 
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~~Donington describes the impact of the opening chard of 
The Rhinegold thus: "W'e become increasingly aware of the modu
lation which is not happening. A sense 'of timelessness sets 
in" ~Doningtont Wagner' s -Ring- and i ts Symbols, p. 35). , 

43Frederick Jackson Turner, "~he Significance of the" 
Frontier in American History," in The Turner Thesi SI Concern
in the Role of the Frontier in American Histo ,ed. George 

, Rogers Taylor, 3rd edi tion Toronto s' D.C. Heath and Co., 1972), 
PlO 4. ' 

, ~4The ttlegend 'of the second chance" is noted by. R.W.B., 
Lewis as persisting ln such modern novels as The Great Gatsby • 
. The American Adam. (,Ghiè~go: Wnive'rsity of Chicago Press, 1955). 

/p. 197. .' r .. 

45Some examples of navals in which literàture is a central 
issue and a so~rce of parody are: John Barth, Chimera, tost in 
the Funhouse, and Letters; Donald Barthelme, The Dea ·Father, 
,and Vladimir Napokov., Pale Pire. 

46Kenneth~Burke, A Grammar of Motives (BerkeleYI University 
of California Press, 1945), pp. 108-117. On the same heme but 
in a different context, Graves wri t'esi "Money, ceasing to be 
a practical means of exchanging goods and services. has achieved 
irresponsible divini ty 'in the Gentile worldtl (The White Godde-ss, 
p. 475). _./ 

47Tony Tanner notes the apPlication of Wiener's,study ta . 
. the "novels of P~chbn and their. ~atterns of uniformity and in
creasing inanimateness .(Tanner, City of Words, ,pp. 144-55). 
rn addition to the similari ties between Wiener s .and Çaddis' 
thou~~tioned in,the text, it is possible to find'a number 
ofrParallel~ and direct referenc~s which link Gaddis' treatment 
.of mqdern culture;and Wiener' s cri tique of communications and 
society. Both Wiener and G~ddis consider speech as, in Wiener's 
words, "t~e' greatest interest and most dif?tinctive achievement 
of man" ~orbert Wiener, The Human Use of Human Beinïs (}few 
York: Avon, 195Q7, p. 116). In addition to his ana ys~s of .... ' 
the chaotic element in communrcation, Wiener notes the social 
implications of entropy, parti~ular1y in law. Like Wiener 
(Wiener, pp. 143-152), Gaddis dramatizes the way legal language 
tends to confuse judgement. Throughout J,R. 1awyers practise ' 
~fuscation in order to control legal proceedings. , Wiener and 
Gaddis both refer to the way the American legal system has vio
lated the' rights of entire groups, such as the Amer,ican Indians, ~ 
(Wiener, pp. 148-49; cf. la, pp. 399, 520-21, 579. 617). ~l 

Wiener and Gaddis see the fate of communications in America 
as 10cated in i ts commodi ty value. This has particu1arlygrim 
implications for the future of art (Wiener, pp. 153-63). How-
ever, faced with a world of increas~g indeterminacy.and dwindling ~ 
meaning, Wiener still maintains that faith is necessary for sur
vival. Because, aocording to Wiener, the universe ia not sUbject 
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to law, i t is ul timately lI1ysterious. In the face of thi s 
mystery, Wiene;r chooses to reject a Manichean view and to accept 
a more benign p;rinciple of un~rtainty (Wiener, 262-6)). Gaddis 
is by no means as demonstrative in his faith, although, as this 
thesis shows, his implicit faith in art is a kind of humanis-
tic affirmation.' , 

In addition to a general similari ty in outlook, Wiener' Sc 
work and that of Gaddis have a number of direct' correspondences. 
Gaddis refers to Wiener outright (JR, p. 403) and \nam~s his 
main character in a probable allusion to Wi1lard Gibbs. Wiener 

, exp1ains ,the scientist' s unique contribution as follows: "G~bbs' 
innovation was to corisider not one world, but all the worlds 

-whiçh are possible answers ~o a limited set of questions con
cerning our environment" (Vii ener. p. 2.0). Jack Gibbs echoes 
the scientist when he misquotes a Hart Crane poem by s~ing 
"there is ~ wôrld/ dimen~iona1" (my emphasi~) instead of using 
the definite article, a slip which Eigen notices and mentions 
(,illi, p. 621). Other direct' connections between Gaddis and Wiener 
include their mention of possib~e ominous outgrowths of the 
communications industry, such as the transport of human life 
through space by means of its transformation into bits of in
form~tion (JR, 645; Wiener, 139). Perhaps most significant for 
this study is the mention each writer makes of mechanization in 
art as typified by the player'piano (Wiener, p. 251; for the 
'importance of this invention in Gaddis' earlier work Bee Ch. i; 
note 42).. \ ~ 

48Norbert Wi~ner, The Human Use of Human Beings, pp. '20-2r. 

49For other references to clocks attempting to "keep" time 
see JR, pp. 31, 51, 57, 164, ,,333, 552. 

50Energy ,'î loss" m~y be a misleading term, since a closed 
S,Ystem does not so much lose energy as exhibit a redistribution 
of energy (or information, in a communications s~tem) with 

- a resulting increase in sameness (redunqahcy) o~ ,~haos (ran
domness) which are' each measurements of entropy., 

5lWiener's discussion of these basic aspects of language
is relevant to JR (Wiener, pp. 107:110). 

52Al though Freud is perhaps the Most obvious source ot the 
analysi s of the relation between money and etccrement, the image 
is sufficiently predominant that Eisenstein, writing of the 
cormection between color and mea,ni,ng, st~tes: "Gold, a symbol 
of highest value, also serves as a popular metaphor signifying-
fil th. This is t:r;-ue not only in a general way"' ••• but in the 
Russian language which contains the term 'zolotar' < ( , zoloto,' 
the r~gold), having the specific meaning of 'cess-pool 
cleaner'" (Eisenstein, 'rhe Film Sense, p. 127). ' 

_53GibbS speaks of the "Turschluss generation," as ex-. 
hibi ting a '"varalysis of ,will" (492). His German word means, 
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îli terally , fi door cIo se" and impli e s the closing of options. 
'The novel's motif of ~pen and shut-doors ,carries this idea to 

a s.ym~olic level. 

,54For Gaddis' ideas on the player piano, see Chapter i, 
note 42, Norbert Wiener wri ~es of the dubious value of this 
piece of American "'know-how" as.'follows: . 

\ 

\ 
\ 

O"ur papers have been making a great deal of 
American ft know-how" ever since we had the mi s
fortune to discover the -atomic/ bomb', There is 
one quali ty more important thân "know-how·t and 
we canno_t accuse the Uni ted States of any undue 
amount of i t. This is "know-whatt

• by which we 
determine not only how to accompli sh our pur-
poses, but what our purposes are to be. l can 
distinguisn between the two by an example. Some 
years ag6, a prominent American engineer-bought 
an expensive player-piano. It became clear after 
a week or two that this purchase did not corres-
pond to any particular interest in the music 
played by the piano but ràther in the overwhelm

._. ing -interest in the piano mechanism. For this 
gentleman, the player-piano was'not a means of 
produc~ng music, but a means of,giving the inven
tor the chance of showing how ski11ful he was at 
overcomïng certain difficulties in the production 
of music. This is an estimable attitude in a 
second-year high-schoo1~student. How estimable 
it is in one of those on~.whom the whole cultural 
future of the country depends, l leave to the' 
reader. ,(Wiener, The Human Use of Human Beings, 
pp. 250-.51.) 

/ .55Banning expresses something similar to this idea in the 
followingl "Gaddis has, in JR,overcome the ambiguity' of langu
age not. as sorne writers would, through parody but by making 
such discourse the ob,ject (or constituent) of his discourse." 
CharlE?s Leslie Banning, "William Gaëidis' JR; The Orga,niza~~on 
of Chaos and the Chaos of Organization," Paunch, No. 42-43 

~ (Dec., 19'7.5),163. 
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CONCLUSION 

ln The Recognitions and ~, Gaddis ,at~empts to create 

" artistic structures which not only express ideas about life and 

art but which are themselves the focus of the novels. rln the 
\ 

first work, Gaddis hints at his artistic purpose 'by alluding to, 

Prruci teles and the "origin of design" which all great art s1ïrove 

to ttrecognize" through i ts form. l In his notes fpr The Recogni

tions, Gaddis makes it a stated purpose to search out and imply 

a "patte~tt and its ~necessity" in the contingency of mddern 

experience. 2 For his characters, as for the reader, Gaddis 
~ , 

creates a web of illusory patterns, linked'by chance but with 

an apparent uni ty. fn JR especially, order, by i ts very con

tingency, seems..disordered and life-like, ,but, like the work 

of Praxiteles, more harmonious than real life could ever be. 

E.H. Gombrich deacribes the sculpture of PràXiteles in a way 

\ 

• 

; 

1 
1 

i 
\ 
1 .. 
1 

which is analogous to what has been said here concerning Gaddis' f 
structuring of The Recognitions and JR 1 

• ~ .Praxi teles and the 9lther Greek artists 
achieved this LIdea17 bêauty through know
ledge. There iano living body quite as 
symmetrical, well-built and beautiful as 
tÀoae of the Greek statues •••• The old types 
Lof ~culpturg( had begun ~o move and breathe 
under the hands of the skillf'ul sculptor, , 
and they stand before us like real human 
beings, -"'and yet aSJbeings from a different, 
a better -·world ••• ; 

, 

The Recognitions and JR give the impression of ll!e-like 

experience transmi tted through dialogue '-and the contfngencies 
li 

280 

, . 
" 

, 

1 
1 

Î ". 

1 
i 

r 

1 



-( 

- . 281 
p; 

of action. Charaoters tend.to be one-dimensional, in the ser-
(f, q 

vice of satire. He~ce, they appe~ as beings from a worse rather 

than a better world. In The Reèognitions, characte~ization 

dramatizes Gaddis t argument and fills out the n~ patterns. 

of meaning. Ultimately, it is these pat:terns, not~the char- -' 

"acters, into which"' Gaddis has breathed life. Romantic excur

sions into personal de~t~ny--chiefly 9~~e main char-
... -........... 1 

acter, Wyatt--create structural and thema~ic dis nance. The 
1) 

novel's focus oscillates between 
) 

personal struggle and the surre istic badkground of primarily 

static, one-dimensional c~erizatio~~' The resulting di~sonance 
c;eates a---question ro whether Wyatt' s 'characte~izati~on implies 

the poten~ial of ~ love or the admission of artistic and 
8 

human alienation. T~e novel's double focus on character and 

struct~re leaves the question unr~solved. Gaddis, however, inter

jects an intrusive narrative voice as a means of allowing the 

novel to imply the championing of art. This }ttempt at Des~lu

tion notwithstanding, The Recognitions is a difficult work to 

interpret. The thematic ambiguity discussed. previously is com

pounded by Stylis~ic inconsistency, as the'novel waivers in its 

concern wi th arcane artisti,~tters as weIl as with social 
Q 

satire. This inconsistency May indica~e authorial uncértainty 

as to whether the novel should record or provide àn alternative 

to worldly experience. 

, In contrast te The Recogni tiens, JR gives the impression 
h , -

of a more structurally integrated, even seamless, work. Again, 
<> 

o • ) 

the reference to the ordered realism of~assical Greek sculpZure 
, "-----'/~ ~ 
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is applicable; The thematic dissonance of The Recognitions is 

no close'r to being resolved in JR l ,life 'Pl,"'oves ~fi.grave threat 
~\/~/ 

to art and the artiste However, JR transcends these c'onflicts 

and ambigui ties through a structure which seems to be a dis-

.' /~~ed ordering whi,ch challenges reali ty. I.t i s through JR' s 

verisi~ilar dialogue,rather than its characterization,that the 

novel approaches th~ vitality which Gombrich describes in Greek 

sculpture. JR's form gives the impression of flux rather than 

- the static collage of The Recognitions. The character, Gibbs. 

expresses a vi ew applicable to the structuring of JR when he - -
.. D 

-gays. "O~de~ is simply -a thin 'perilous-&ondi tian we try to 

impose on the. basic reali ty of chaos" (JR, 20). 

Works of such structural virtuosity as The Recognitions 

and JR tend ta provoke questions as to the soci~l significance 

of the c~ntempo]!!>ary novel. 4 In particular. i t may be asked 

whether such works have anything to say about the world out-
~ 

side the complex confines of their own forms. This thesis has 

attempted to show that through satire, with its tenacious stake 

in life, Gaddis' novels, especially JR, uni-te arti stic and social 

concerns. The Recogni'tions and JR satirize the art world, whi1.e~ _ 

"" at the same time, the moral perspectives at the center of their 

satire imply respect for art and the artistic consciousness. 

As satires, Gaddis' novels contain -social criticism which 

elevates their purpose above the purely fO~al. However, as 

products of formaI innovation, these works aiso make their 

aest~etic and moral points by turning in on their own structures. 

The stt-uctural dissonances of The Recognitions serve to demonstrate 
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\ 
the novel' s arti atic arguments.. In JR. the integration of 

subject matter and structure produces a more successfully 

reflexive work}which ia al.so a more effective vehicle of 

social criticism than ia the tirst novel. Nonetheless, JR, 
, 

like The Recognitions, ia a difficult novel which may intimidate 

the reader by i ta bulk. It ia ironie that JR' s ,styl'e, largely 

composed of everyday speech patterns, should malte the nov~-

both difficult reading and a document of its times. Gaddis' 

focus on the means\ of communicatioR--language--as both the ~sub-
, ,1 l >1 

j ect matter and the structure 'Ofo JR insures that the work i s 

self'-referring and world-referring. In attempting to eliminate 

the narrator who, in The Reqogni t:tons, served as the primary 

moral focus,· Gaddis has not reduced JR to an hermetic work of 
c ~- . 

experimentation. Rather, he has, allowed the work to speak for' 
li 

i tèelf , as i t viere, and, :in the process, tO' demonstrate the 

vitaltty and,necessity of art. 
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NO~ES 

!Par discussion of the referènces to Praxi teles, see 
~ Chapter ii, notes 27 and ~8. 

/ 

, 2For this citation :t'ra Gaddis· n~tes, see -,Chapter iv. 
mate J. . 

"JE,H. Gombrich, The story. of Art, IJth ed (Oxford:. 
Phaidon Press-, 1972), 'pp. 69-71. . 

4For evidence of cri tical skepticism ab t the social 
relevance of the contemporary novel see Chap i. note 24. 
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