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rour Dimensions of the Isolation
Theme in Frost's Poetry

Paula Killingsworth

Robert Frost's manipulation of isclation remains a
dominant theme throughout his poetry, and it reflects, imn

part, one common characteristic of the Yankee traditiomn in

his—sabjee;—QaéterT——$he—iso;ation—£ound_in_mapy of Frost's
poems may also originate in his independence from the’
outside world. Frost exﬁlored the effects of isolation °
within ﬁis personal 1life and his poetry.

Isolated Frost.charécters resemble ﬁhét R. W. B. Lewis
calls the Americap Adam—-an independent,‘self—reliant, and
selfwmotivated-individual who faces witﬁ his own resou;ceé
the coﬁflicts inflicted upon him by.the outside World,l For
Frost and other American writefs of his day, thé_isolation
theme inéorporatéd the Américan'Adam as a ﬁaip characfer;4
American Wriéers placed their characters in deserted,f
upfamiliar situationg_where théy_Were forced’ to move ahead -
toward experience and self—knowledge.2 Frost locates his

speakers in the strange fegidnal world of New England, and

they grow to know themselves only as they interact with the -

" world around them.



Presenting man's various reactions to isolation allows
the poet great flexibility. Some independent characters
playfully examine the barriers which they see around them.
Other solitary figures find that they are trapped by their
loneliness; és a result, they balance precariously between
sanity and insanity. A few of Frost's speakers question

whether the choice to remain isolated is a productive

caperieﬂee7——Séili;othen_indixiduals use their time alone to

seek'out the redemptive quélities of the imagination. For
many of his characters, paln results from these experiences.
Frost unp11es however, that the paln or pleasure Whlch
occurs does not matter because the man separated from
society has the opportunity to understand himself, and
conéeqﬂently bettér to understand the world in which he
‘lives.

North of Boston provides an intriguing multi-dimensional

.approach to Frost s treatment of lsolatlon. Even the titlé
 of the book suggests the out51der s p01nt -of- v1ew."Frost
used the regional New England background and the out51de
observer to create a contrast between the observer and the

Observed, the isolated and the iﬁtegrated self.3 By closely

'examlnlng three poems taken from North of ‘Boston, "Ménding'--

"Wall Y Servant to Servants," and "The WOodplle,"rand;ﬁf



another important poem written later in Frost's career,
"MDirective," one discovers a revealing study of Frost's
isolation theme. The speakers in each poem become involved
in dramatic conflicts which lead them to varying levels of
sel f-discovery.

"Mending Wall" stands first in North of Boston, and it

is one of the poems upon which Frost's reputation as a

regi 1 . i 3 I 1dit3 . il' '.rhé-

book's isolation theme, the poem presents a humorous and-

light study of barriers which separaﬁé man from his=fe110wf"

man., Frost playfully explores the sense of isolation which |

maintains order. By opposing two local ﬁew Englanders, -the
poem establishes a subtle tension betﬁeen’contrasting
philosophies. The observer embodies a neighborly,
open—minded,rindePEndent philosophy toward 1life wﬁile the
conventional Yankee believés in isolation, prejudice, and
‘dependence upon old qliches;4 This opposition is nécéssary:
so that Frostfcan develpp the poem's theme. Because some
barriers between men exist by choiée, this type of isolation
provides a desired solitude which is comfortable. Marion
Mont gomery érgues, "It is because.of these barriers that we
~undetstand each other,_and,'far'ffoﬁ striving to tear. them

doWn};Frdst insists on'fecognizing them."?  The poet -even

&y



intimates in this poem that the New Englander's choice to
remain isolated should be respected and the barriers which
have been erected to ensure this_isolétion need not be torn
down. |

The speaker, however, recognizes‘the uselessness of the
stone wall. His applé orchard will not interfere with the

stoic Yankee's ﬁine trees. The laconic Yankee's only

response—to—the speaker's teasing remarks—is "Good fences —

make good neighbors." He cares little about the reasons for
déstroyiﬁg the.wall ﬁecause he chooée;; for the sake of
" traditiom, tp'maintain his symbol of order. The poem serves
‘as a kind of parable whiéh warns man against imposing his
philosophy toward life on another individual,
| " The speaker is much more aware of the need to
communicate with his neighbors than.the traditiénal farmér.
”Unlike‘the 01& Neﬁ Englander, the épeaker cannot be compared
 to "an old stone savage who moveé in dgrkness“ because he
:fealizes the senseless,need for the stonewall. Sloﬁiy the

‘reader recognizes the humorous irony of this situation.

Even though there may be no necessary reason for building
the wall which in turn creates the barrier between
neighbors, the old-fashioned Yankee still has the right to

make his own decisions. For him good fences do make good -

&




neighbors, and this barrier which isclates him from others
will remain no matter how foolish it may appear to others.

Perkins argues that Frost uses this type of iromy to
protecf himself from criticism:

It is a means of speaking without

affirming or denying, or at

least of avoiding full commitment

to whatever his words may _ ]
imply.... As we read his poems, B
what baffles is how seriously he

means what he savs and how much wore

than he merely says he may mean to

ﬁmply.ﬁ'
"Mending Wall"'s light-hearted theme takes shapelthrgugn
Frost's impliedfirdny. “This same playful ironmic trea#men;¥
of isolation appears in several other poems including."Ihex
Mountain,” "A Hundred Collars," "Pasﬁure," and "Blueberrigs."_

"A-Servant to Sérvants" portrays a far more seriops

approach to the effects of.isolatiop. Like "Mending'Wall,f
this‘péem is a kind of pérable which teaches the reader a.
lessohT Just as therwgll was a métaphor for:separating one
man from another man, the mad uncle's room and the ser#aﬁt's-
mind become metéphors for emotional entrapment. However,
the charactérization of the neurotic wife and her mggqldgué
create an aqxious, rgéresséd, deépairing mpod=thronghqpt the_:

oem which clearly differentiates the poet's implied lesson = .
P st le _ v - ‘



and thematic development from the presentation of theme in
"Mending Wall.™
Carefully through the woman's personal account of her

life, the poet describes a rural New England female whose

lomely existence has sapped her of strength and pulled her

into a deeply depressed mental state. She appears confused,

and what is worse, she has lost the ability to feel. Early

<

‘insanity; insanity leads to more confinement.

inthe poem she states; "It's got so I don't even know for

sure whether I am glad, sorry, or anything." Her
emotionally deprived life-style has forced her to sustain a
death-like existence even though her rational mind tells her

she is’ "all gone wrong.' Her husband and boarders‘igﬁore

her rights as a human being, and she lives in constant fear

that ghe will be sexually assaulted or, like her uncle,

1ocked'éway'in the attic. Living in bondage enslaved to her
husband pérmits her no escapeiexcépt to the state asylum.
Unfor tunately for thig deSpairing.woman, "confinemgnt breeds
. . .
Frost-sﬁggests through the servant's painful momnologue

that, when an individual becomes;emotionally and

- 1nte11ectua11y 1solated from the necessary stlmulatlon, a -

~horr1fy1ng eXperlence results. Frank Lentrlcchla belleves

that in. thls 31tuat10n the "mlnd becomes an 1ndestruct1b1e



prison whose ever-expanding boundaries eventually claim the
total house of self,"8

Irony again emphasizes the poignancy of his tﬁeme. The
servant initially states that "it does seem more human" to
keep troubled relatives at home, but then she realizes that
"it's not so: the place is the asylum." Because her mad
uncle's faving presence troubled her mother and then greatly

disturbed her, it isAQuestionable whether it was more human

to keep-him_home. Caring foaﬁphe uncle at home benefited no
one, not even the patiené who certainly was unaware bf-his
surroundings. His presence in the house harmed other
individuals, It is impossible to detefmine to what degree
the mad uncle's residencé affected the servile wife, but zlt
of these implications add to the ironic impaﬁt of the phrase
"the place is the asylum." Wherever a mad person lives can
be described as an asylum or a prison. Mental illnesé-*'“
isolates a man from other pgople and locks him deeply within 
his own deranged mind., Frost treated this same theme of
broken minds which isolate in three other poems : "ﬁome

Burial," "The Witch of Coos," éﬁdffThe'Hill Wife."

One of the closing poems taken from North of Boston;
"The Woodpile,™ presents yet another response to man's

"seclusion. ' The speaker is not intentionally separated from




another human being nor has he been emotionally or
intellectually imprisomed, but he appears as an explorer or
an outsider who seems undecided about whether or not he

'

should continue his journey "far from home." Because the

narrator is indecisive and subdued about his exploration

into the snow-covered New England countryside, the poem

produces a subdued, questioning, and an almost apologetic

tones
Froat's self-conscious narrator in "The Woodpile"
! o . o L2 . .
reminds the reader of the fearful bird '"like ome who takes

everything said as'personal to himself." For the explorer

nature exists as:a separate entity distanced from him. The

trees do not mérk his location, and the'Bird distrusts the
exﬁlorer's movements by.keeping a tree between'thgm_when-hg
lights on a limb, The images bf the frozen swamp, the hard
snow,.énd nature's unfriendly.re5ponse surround the outsider.
The deserted woods offer him no. solace and, in fact, seem to
create a barrief betwéen_not only man gnd nature, but also
between the‘man and his purpoée for walking in the'woddsf_
Hbticing the aBandoned woodﬁile, the explorer

speculates about. the reasomns for leaving valuable.wood

_unused. After several years of exposure to the elements,

‘the wood has'begun to-gray and warp-and‘sérves only' to- warm




a small area in the frozen swamp. The farmer who cut and

! stacked the wood forgot his labor and turmed to "fresh
tasks." With this image, perhaps Frost hints that'it is not

ﬁ the use of the cut firewood that is important, but rather

the process of cutting the wood. “The journey's end is not

as notable as the explorer's wondering thoughts as he walked

through the desolate woodland., Isolation may not always

have to lgﬁQ_Qne_LQ_ﬁQme_gersQnal_amazenessT_hut_allons_fo:;__;_

reor ganization of ideas and speculative thinking, On.the
other hand, Frost may again be ironically criticizing'thé{
éimlesé joufney of the explorer who seems much like a 'rat in-
a maze. Although the speaker does not on tﬁe surfacé:appeap
to be-és érazed-as'a-trapped rat, he does seem to be . '
uncertain of where he is going and how he will continie his
journey. If-interpreted in this way, then Frost may be.
suggesting that, when man isolates himself from his own
sense of purpose in life, then he ﬁiil remain aimless and
unpr§ductive. .This'fype of inward journey is not redeppti#e'
and reflects a distinct type of individual whoumay.nevéf°
reach a meaningful level of self—disc0very.

A fburﬁh dimension of. the isolation tﬁeﬁe'appearsrin

"_ .

"Directive. Many critics describe this poem in much the’

. same way as Frank Lentricchia: "'Directive' is Frost's




speaker in "Directive" does not make a conscious choice to

summa , his most compelling and encompassing meditation on
the possibilities of redemption through imagination."9 The
metaphors in this meditative poem are variations of typicali §
Frost .metaphors: a lonely man on a journey, a wooded area,

a deserted child's playhouse, and an empty, decaying village.
The separation from society ekpeg#enced by the speaker iﬁ

this poem, however, produces a far different outcome. The

separate himself from his neighbor like the poem "Mendiné_-

Wall" depicts. His. lonely seclusion does not balance

dangerously between sanity and insanity like the speaker in

"A Servant to Serﬁants."r The inability to commune with
nature of-discover a purpbsefui direction in life does not
blind him from self-discovery like the speaker in "The 
Wogdpile." Isolation in this last poem becomes an
exploration through the imagination where one kind of
perception is e#changed for a ﬁore desired one.10

An opening phrase signals the speaker's need to escape

his present surroundings. Journeying back in time releases

him from his immediate problems: Along the path ﬁinding

back through the memory, the;speaker meets many obstacles

‘which impede or even thwart his travels.,  Deliberately these

obstacles (a house, farm, and town which exist only:in ruins

10




and provide-evidgnce of man's insignificance in history and
the geology of the universe) are intended to eliminate the
weak explorers who do not exhibit the strength needed to
apéreciate the discovery which awaits them. The imagination
can begin to breathe its magical powers intq\maﬁ's desolatg
existence-only when this solitary traveler rejects all other
human existence and isolates himself completely by erecting

the ai_gnJcJ,osLed to all 'hnf'.mp "

The brook is the explorer's destination, rippling:f  o
closely beside a child's playhouse. Once isolaﬁed frﬁm{tﬁe-
present real world, the traveler recovers the pristine - “
moments of the childhood imaginatioh syﬁbOIizéd by tHé'ﬁ'ﬁ
playhouse. The act of drinking the waters from the bfcdkh'
renews the traveler and transforms the confused adult to a.
simple child who retains a hopeful, positive, ideaiistic
view of‘his world,

Ifony.again functions to develop the theme-in muéh_the
same way it functioned in the.threé ﬁfevious poemé. E:ost
spécifica11y pictures the Grail-like driﬁking goblet aél e
broken;-it ié_not perfect in formhi With this brokén,.
imperfect goblgt, Lentricchia explains that the child'siélay-
- can serve AS'a.leSSOn-fof the isolated:adult:

The: ¢child gives the example to the adult,
for even as children in play can transmute

11



the shattered dishes into the fixtures of
their magic world, so the adult, with examples
of failures and suffering all around him must
somehow transform what he sees into a better
world: we really have no choice~—either we
recreate the world better than it is, or we
live an unbearable existence.

The matureradult recognizes that this transformed world is
_partly a prOJectlon of his imagination, but chooses to

accept thls ‘better world over the harsh real world.

Frost weaves—Eh;s_same_thme into at least four other

poems , including "For Once Then, Something,' "Mowing," "Tuft
of Flower;,“ and "A1l Revelation." The redemptive act in
each of thesé poéms involves the isolating imagination which
" ig paralleled by an ironic perceptioﬁ that recognizes the
ﬁorld fo? what it :ealli is.12 |

| In these four dimensions of-the'isolatioq theme, Frost
investigateé'the different ways individuals fespond to
coﬁfining barriers which exist in their liQes. Whatever the
reaction, the pbet suggests that isolation becomes an
immediate concern in all people’s lives at some point.
Frost ieaches his readers a greét-deal about life in‘the'
lonely New England countryside aq& the secluded men and
women living there by writing thought—provoking poetry about
"~ this uniqueiy American phenomenon. He also builds -an

extensive network of ideas and images to aid .them in coping

12




With loneliness, seclusion, emotional deprivation,
misdirection, disillusionment, and abandonment--all factors

which make up the human condition.

Notes

1R.W.B. Lewis, The American Adam (Chicagc, 1955}, p. 5.

2Lewis, p. 49.

3John C. Kemp , Robert Frost and New England (Pr1nceton

1979), p. 104.
bRemp, p. l4.

SMarion Montgomery, "Robert Frost and His Use of
Barriers:. Man vs. Nature Toward God " South Atlantlc

Quarterly, 57(1958) 349,

6David Perkins, A History of Modern Poetry: From the
1890's to the High Modernlst Mode (Cambrldge, Mass., 1979),
p. 249,

7Kemp , D 125.

8Frank Lentricchia, Robert Frost Modern Poetics and

the Landscape of Self (Durham, North Carolina, 1975), »p. 68;

9Lentricchia, p. 112.
10r,entricchia, p. 114,
IlLentricchia,rp{ 119.

12Lentricchia, D. 129..
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Hospitality im the 0ld Testament and
- English Literature: Some Points of Connection

Patrick J. Creevy

. . . and, when night
Darkens the streets, then wander forth the Sons

‘of Belial, flown with insolence and wine.

Wltnes§‘tﬁ€—streets—e£—Sedem, and that night

_In;Gibéah, when the hospitable door

Expos'd a Matron to avoid worse rape:

- (Paradise Lost, Book. I, 1l. 5004505)

So Mllton in the first book of Paradlse Lost concludes

.his account of the destructlve activity of those fallen
angels who rose again as the 'strange gods" of the 0ld
Testament Near East. What happened in Sodom (Gene31s 19)
and again, w1th some differences and an even more violent
R outcome, in Gibeah (Judges 19 and 20), was indeed that the
sacred virtue of hospltallty was thoroughly violated by
worse than aggre851ve perver51on. When Lot saw two men
-approachlng Sodom, he pleaded with them to come under his
'-roof rather than sleep in the streets' and, having finally

Tpefsuaded them; he humbly washed thelr feet and cordlally

14



feasted them, not knowing that they were angels of the Lord.
This free, unself-conscious hosPitabieness, as it turned
out, was the chief sign of goodness that would save Lot from
the Lord's destruction of a dammed city. The sure sign, on
the other hand, that the rest of the city was irredeemably
lost was the male Sodomites’ ferociqusly inhospitable demand

that Lots' guests be given over to them to be raped, or in

is more important as a measure of virtue in‘thiS‘priﬁitivg,
odd, ﬁowerfuiinarrative than hOSpifality, or'pervgrsé
violations dfrit, is suggested also by the fact ﬁhat, rather
than give up his guests, Lot the host, étill proving himself
wbrthy of'éalvation, would offer to let the Sodomites do |
what they wanted with his two virgin daughters!

In Judées this griﬁ, odd story gets retold, But with
differences:which_suggest in effect that the only thing
worse than Sodom is Sodom translated into Israel, or thét
the only thing more frighteniné_than the demoiition of‘Sodom
is divisive c¢ivil war in Israel, which in fact tﬁerviolétioﬁ
of hospitality in Gibeah brings on.for the first ﬁimé. In-
Gibeah a Levite priest, wﬁg under the'prescfippibns of
Mosaic 'law is to have n§ lénd of his owﬁ-but'wﬁb i§ to-be

welcomed by everyone;-is welcomed by nobody except one. old -

15
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man. Reacting to the old man's exceptional behavior, and as
if to make sure that not even a single sign of virtue
remained in Gibeah, the men of the tribe of Benjamin
surround the old man's house and demand, wildly against all
laws of hospitality, that the priest be handed over to them
to be rabed, or perhaps killed. The old man offers instead,
as his propitiation to "Belial," his virgin daughter and the

Levite's concubine. The concubine is taken, is raped

repeatedly and is finally kllled at the old man's door. The
Lev1te then removes the murdered woman to his. temporary “home
“ln the hllls of Ephraim; divides her limb from llmb with a
'_kn1fe, cuttlng her in twelve pieces; nd w1th a gesture
.that provokes f1erce and bloody war on BenJamln, sends a
plece to each of the twelve trlbes of Israel The organic
.-.unity of the nation is thus symbolically, and then actually,

_dismembered The mad aggre531veness of v1olent1y-

'1nhosp1tab1e Sodom has come to Israel and it is the

_ beginning, one can eense,.of'the nation's end.. The new
1anded, ﬁho must hospitably rise above rigid sﬁatiei or
territorial eonsciouSness to be7worthy of their blessed
1nher1tance, and to prevent war, have already begen
.selflshly to close thelr gates and perversely to turn in

.]frank opp051t10n to vlrtue, The sense of spatlal llmltatlon

16



has turned the Promised Lénd, the promised ground of
identity, rather quickly into a strange hotbed of pure
selves; and these perversely hate the priest, their
opposite, the non-self,

The wayfaring priest, of course ideally, is_attached to
no one space, possesses no inheritance through time and is
dedicated to non-material principle. Nonetheless, even as

an opposite, he shguli_ﬁgﬁgt_he_QQnﬁidexed_an_enemy_tq________;__

selves, butfrather-both a living reminder to them of the
importance of a naturally countering selflessness dnd a kiﬁd-
challenge ‘to them to relax and to open doors--to be
hospitable. Indeed if pure, untemﬁered egotism——agressive,
ungenerous, unwelcoming——grﬁws and becomes -"flown“ in .
limitéd'space and time,'then hospitality,'ér the givipg of
gspace and the giving of time, is its perfect counter.'_If
also i£ is an obsession with the measure of life's limitedi
material reSOurcés that gives pure egotism its wayward,
feverish energy, then the duty to be hospitable, the'dqty-ﬁo
be most.résourceful while mgasuring out for others, is g
per fect spiritual febrifugé and résforative. And esPeciallf
hospitality will make ﬁbssible a relaxation of rigidified

egotism and a restoration of generosity’'if in its action it

17



makes contact with a living force capable of preserving a
generous self through gift after gift, or loss after loss.
Unhealthy self-consciousness, as Milton so regularly
informs-us, is aroused by the visual perception of things,
by sight, which engenders in us the notion of limits and
ﬁbich by a strong attfactiveness draws us, or deceives us,

into identifying with that which perishes. But what

'hnﬁpitality_rexeal$: ideally, is a faith in the invisible,

infinite and etérnal, a faith which aliows_one to give away
those finite things that the warring, worried, looking éélf
' ﬁust-alwéys poésessQ And as the O1d Testament, practically
in its entirety, is a treatment of the problem of how the
self .or the nation can get built, but without the builders
forever warring, woirying, or looking—-hospitality is a
crucial 01d Testament theme. How a space or land should bé
won and held through time Eut,not gripbed in terror is at
maﬁy levels the question of the Old Testament, and the 01d
festamént reéommendation of somethipg like a.h03pitab1é grip
is complex and profound, " Particularly, too, the |
-recommeﬁdation is poﬁerful as in;the 01d Testament
hqépitable action,almost_invariébly does involve con;act
'-with, and éometimes eVenldiséovers,:that saving force,vhich

makes possible .a continual graceful generosity. Or, more

18
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8imply, in the 0ld Testament true hospitality is a key to
the right building of the nation and self as it connects man
within his boundaries--uneasy, watchful and liable to
fall--with the boundless relieving power of God.

No wonder, then, that Milton in his treatment of the
terrible divisive influence of the Bible's "strange gods"

made his allusions to Sodom and GiBeah and used them for the

finale in that cataloguing of tragic cbllgpséé.' Also his

whole effort in the succeeding books of Paradise Lost will

be to shoﬁ how idolatrous self-interest leads to division
and alienation, or tg show how Adam and Eve, who could pla&.f
host and hostess to éngels at one tiﬁé, at another time
cquld not.,

But of course the msot effective allusions do more than
make contact simply between single-points in different-texfsﬁ
The Sodom and Cibeah episodes gain tremendously in dramatic
poﬁer from the fact that in the 01d Testaﬁent, far more
often than any of the Ten Commandmeﬁts, the commandment to
treat well the sojéufnerzor wayfarer (sdmetimes the Levite
is‘épecifically.mehtioned)-gets répéated'and‘is cited as a.
statute fhat_must-be observed.if'ﬁhe'Lo:d is to continue tq 
hold the'natiqn togetﬁer. It goes without saying that

Milton knew thisLand,that he expected his best readers to

19



bring an understanding of the full Biblical development
ofthe idea of hospitability to their reading of Paradise
Lost. Some awareness of the complex Biblical theme, then,
is helpful for a reading of the great Chfistian epic
(eépecially as one goes ;hrough.those later books where Adam
and Evé do entertain the ambassador Raphael). But also as

hospitality is ome of the most powerful and most enduring

7

themes both in the Old Testament and in English Literature; — —

and as the Bible justly has won a reputation as the "Great

Code" of Western Christian literary art, an awareness might

prove more generally useful.,

If in the 01d Testament hospitality is a sign of saving.
worth and is absolutely necessary for tr;e cooperation among
individual partiés, it-ié_stili easy to ﬁndergtand the
numer ous breakdoﬁné:of hospitable rélations in the 01d

Tes tament world, which is pérfectly the world of tight space.

- When Moses moved the Israelites up into Edom and begged free

passage'along the King's Highway, promising to turn neither
to'right nor left, he was refused passage; and later when he

led them up into Moab and Amﬁon, he made the same request

~and received the same response. The natiomalistic Nehemigh

recalls particdl&ﬁly the.inhospitality of Moab and Ammon and

a law.of Moses: "No Ammonite or Moabite should ever enter
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into the assembly'of God; for they did not meet the children
of Israel with bread and water.,," (Nehemiah-13:l—2)2. But
the inhospitable suspiciousness of Edom and Moab and Ammon
was only politically sound, and the requests of Moses were
for é hospitélity that in the bléody Fertile Crescent had
seriously to strain the space and time conditioned nerve.
Understandably, only the very glightest'signs of hospitality

are ever shown the Israelites during their obviously

interested advance on Canaan, and these oaly by interésted
and nérvous parties. For instance in Jericho the prostitute
Rahab (Joshua 2: 2~14) gives lodging to Israelite spies; but
this is because She_haé heard that the Israelite army has
slaughtered Sihon and Ogg, and she is only "welcoming" on
the condition thgt they do not slaughter her and her family.
should they in fact tear down the walls of Jericho. -Alsq,
from the later and still anxious period of the Judges,.the
stofy'of Jael and.Sisera provides us with a memorable
example of the effect that strained relatiqné in_tighf
confines can have on.fhe human potential for hospitableness
and self-forgetting, The Cénaanité King Siéera was defeated
by the Israelifes'aﬁd fled from the field at Megiddo. .The
Kenite woman Jae; greeted the fraﬂtic'e3capee'at herrtent

and offered him refuge and a blanket and milk and told him
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not to fear. But while he was sleeping, "Jael, the wife of
Heber, took a tent peg . . . and went softly to him and
drove the peg into his temple, till it went down into the
ground” (Judges 4:21). Fof fhis Jael is celebrated in
sacred Hebrew song; although it is somewhat difficult to see
how anything other than political prejudice could
distinguish the morality of hér act completely from that of

anti-hospitable rape.

But then even in such debasement, even as spatial and
temporal conditions drag down what is our best potenﬁial,
the tragedy in the Bible is still religious. Such
occurrences as mob rape, war, gloating brutal murder, often -
with speéial weird power, will still recall the high |
sacrednes§ of the virtue-they violate. And the ancient
. Near-Eastern political heat, ﬁhich certainly does not cool
for Israel after the pefiod of fhe Judges, makes fervid the
Hebrew religious imaéination, the imaginafion which can
always find fragments of the diviﬁe message written
meaningfully in the terrible.mdvements of political ﬁistory.
But then aéain in the OId Tes;améﬁt fuil, saving meaning, if
we. can take the concluding chapters of Isaiah as_indicative
of the whole bODk'srultimate tendency; is 6n1y achieved in

_the most difficult acf of full hospitality, that is, beyond
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hardened principle, beyond "nation" and the grief of
international war.

Also in the 0ld Testament the anxious self’s inevitable
fear of hospitableness is not considered only as part of the
larger political story, or as simply a force pushing or
pulling in great holy land-wars. The difficulties of

hospitality frequently are involved with a single soul's

.fféal—se&;eh—ﬁe%—p&%ﬁéseT—a—seafeh—wﬁieh;eaﬁ;fevea%—with—é
special poignancy, not found in chapters primarily
histbricalt the distance between limited man and infinite
God. The voice of the Lamentétidns cries out in language
intensely persoﬁal, "Look, O Lord and see . . . Thou didst
invite as Eo'the'day of an appqinted feast my.terrors on’
every side" (Lémentations 2:22)., God the host's guésts,are
the prophet's greatest fears, and the differences between
what is and what he thinks should be make him wail for
exclusive, inhospitable closure, for walls against enemies,
The very meaning of his 1ife seems; tragically, to réquire
it. Also over and over again a Psaimist will cry out to Bé
taken in safely to the Lord'g House or the Lord's Stronghold
or Refugé and that his enemies be ab501ufe1y excluded. If
the Psalms_afe cultic and cdnﬁentionalized, the ritualistic

forms work most effectively, nonetheless, as probes into the
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particular. The tortured, personal language of plot and
plan and scheme haunts the poems throughout, and the Psalms
are as remarkable as exampies of the mysterious
quasi-religious confidence. In the famous Twenty-third, for
example, refuge is secured fofever in the House of the Lord,
but much additional comfort is taken and a sense of ﬁeaning
deri#ed from the fact that the Lord will prepare a table for

the once-lonely guest dirpr‘t'fy in the _"F.qrp of his closed out

enemies.

Of course the need to achieve ﬁeanipg through the
" violent exclusion of threatening difference_can be seen
also as a divine characteristic, God's own inhospitality is
voiced immediately and unmistakably in the first
Commandment: No strange gods. And throughout fhe 0ld
Testament God is described as the planner and plotter who .
will easily out~contrive his planning and plotting enemies.
But the Firsf Commandment may not be paranaic; and the
difference between small anxious men and qmnipotence'may_be
perfectly revealed in .the possibility that God's plans and
schemes are in their very essenée;hOSpitable. The
.inhospit;bleness of the divine may in fact be oﬁly-against
iﬁhbépitality.’.Iﬁe unwelcome "stfange gods'" are the truly

- . dangerous gods. of sight, ofrlimits,'of the visible wood and
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stone images condemned in the Second Commandment, and the
worship of them, as Milton suggests, can lead to
inhospifable Sodom and Gibeah. Omnipétent, invisible God,
then, may Be closing doors essentially againsp fearful doer
closing. His jealousy may be essentially against jealousy,
and his meaning indeed infinitely‘more full and viable than

that of man--who is certainly not omnipotent. Among men

even a Psalmist, to have at least A narrow or quasi-méaning,

can make an idol of his comfortable seat in the Lord's House.
And if in his violence there is again a weird reminder of
what is fuller and wider and holier; even a Psalmist can
still éray inhospitably that his enemies be simplyrcast'qut
and crﬁshed. |

The difficulty of hospitality, then, as the 01d
Testament so powerfully reveals, is inavoidable giveﬁifhe-'
human condition--physical, metaphysical, politiéa1, pers0ﬁa1.
Xenopﬁobia, given our sensual apprehension or cdnstruétioﬁ,
of sPaée, time and matter is normal. Given our anxious need
for meaning--hatred and dread are inevitable., To strange
man the inorganic is what is hatuxél,‘graCeful cooperation”
nearly impossible. But always ﬁver-against inhospitable
fear and the feeling of estrénéement'abides its opposite:

religious assurance and a sense of belonging;  and th{S“theig
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man Job had, and even easily, without dread ecstasy. ﬁe
quietly possessed his land, and his life apparently had a
very full meaning. His eyes were not in any way énxious,
‘and he could show an hospitable grace that, say, the worried
Psalmists could not. The saving connection with the
supernatural which Lot discovered in his.hospitality, Job

' had discovered also in his--and without any apparent

necessity for a background of weird violence. When all the

:loved ones and possessions of the good Job are taken away,
: howeﬁer? and his virtuous life lies in utter ruins, the
qqesfion'of meaning in a sudden monstrous hypertrophy
becomes a roaring dragon; and the unéertainties examined in
its "Wisdom Literature" often threaten'deéply'allrtﬁe
. comforts the 014 iestament offefs; Vpersonal as well as
philisophico-historical. |

Job's friend Eliphaz, knowing no dragons, has a simple
explanatidn for everything, or rather he asserts a
" conventional and historically che:ished,meaning.'.ﬁe accuées
~Job of‘haviﬁg given no water to-the weéry and haviné
withheld Bréad frqm the hungry gﬁ&.as a traditional, moral
 etio10gis£ asserts, “Thereforejénareé are fopnd about you"
(Job 22:10). - But Job, with a now pféfoundly troubled. sense .

of justice, defends himself bf.saying thaf he- has nevef1 '
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failed to observe the so very often repeated commandment to
protect the widow, the fatherless and the wayfarer., The
"gojourner," he says, “has not lodged in the street; I have
opened my doors to the wayfarer™ (Job 31:32). And if in any
way he has violated the commandment, he says, '"then let my
shoulder blade fall from my shoulder and let my arm be

broken from its socket'" (Job 31:22). If, in other words,'

umnunally;_hiﬁ;ﬁxigAll¥;gheriahed;moxal_etiolagy;is________;

valid, then let me be dismembered. The complaint of the man
Job has wide significance, or rather it shows how everything
human has shrunk. Particular Job is the universal, and with
him we all are diminished, If Job is ﬁot acthaily
dismembered, such a non-happening may be ﬁorsé than bloody

political division, If the Levite priest's protest aroused

a general saeva indigpatio and brought on the violence of
civil war, Job's grief is the grief of the weary post-exilic
nation, wondering seriously if tiﬁe ever was on its side.
Finally, with Job's religious assurance as completely goﬁej
as it wés once easy, his fear seems only absurd, and to.bé
set over against nothing, and to reéall rothing—or to be
incapable of generating even a small meaning.

But against all thesg féars, the  fear that, given human

spatial ambition, especially in this hot Near East of a’
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world, hospitality is not virtuous self-effacement but
political suicide; the personal as well as political_fear
that to open doors is to admit a confusion that will
annihilate life's meaning; the even more inteunse fear that
life has no meaning in the first place--over against these,r
the hospitality motif is still set, and consistently
developed., And if one of the largest problems with the 01d

Testament if the characterization of the divine as decidedly

ungentle, selective, jealous with a vengéance, then the
~ hospitality theme does obviously have;its interesting
implications for Biblical theology, for it shows clearly
that the divine has another side.

Organic cooperation between parties, necessary for
peade in the wide world, is regularly represented ideally in
comic drama in a marriage. The Old Testament, certainly not .
" all tragic, has ité cqﬁic moments, and its good marriages.
And as esSgntial hospitableness of mind perhaps best
. prepares tﬁe way for what the poets would call "gweet"
.qoopération, it is not surprising thét in the 0ld Testamenﬁ

the true worth of a potential spbusé is'bn'severai.occasioné
signified memorably by his or her hospitality. When Abraham
sends his servant to seek a wife for Isaa;, the sign ﬁhat

the woman is right:will be hé: wi11iﬁgnes§‘to'1et the -



servant drink from her waterjar and also to water his camels.
Rebekkah at the well proﬁes ﬁerself per fect, and when the
servant asks her, "Is there room [certainly one of the most
important New Testament questions_as well] in your father's
house for us to lodge in?" she answers perfectly, "We have
both straﬁ and proven&er enough and room to lodge in"

(Genesis 24: 22-26). Also her brother Laban is the ideal

host. "Come in," he says, "blessed of the Lord; why do you
stand outside, for I have prepared the houée and a place for
the camels" (Genesis 24:31). The marriage is thus as good
as sealed, and the servant thanks God for his hesed, or
steadfast love, to Abraham; and in the 01ld Testaﬁent hesed
is the best assurance of perdurable meaning. So in the good
marriage all that Job was. bereft of, is bestowed: graceful
cooperation, communal and between individuals, and a meaning
larger than the lonely space and timgbound self, a_meaning
which makes cooperation continually possible.and'makes even
the tight world a home for estranged man. But still the
chosen Abraham's motives for sending his messenger back‘to
the land §f his own kindred were chéoéy.and political
andjealous; and home for those settled in this chapterfofzr.
Genesls is still ‘too narrow. . No Cénaanite woman 1s ever tp

be selected for Isaac under any circumstances. The servant.
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is to swear to this by the God of heaven and earth (clearly

characterized here as having jealous interests himself), and

. the passage only incompletely gives a picture of peace in

the world.
In the Book of Ruth, however, a gobd marriage
transcends not only the elemental reluctance of the human

mind to give, but the grosser and even less tractable

fDta;ding—feaxs_found_in_hational_politics_as_w911 We

_recall that, because the Moabites did not welcome Israel
'with bread and water, no Moabite is ever to be welcomed into
‘the assembly of the Lord, In view of this, the fact that

. Ruth is a Moabitess takes on special significance, In

israel.she_esPecially-would be the alieh, and so the

thorough and, in some ways, supra-legal welcoming of her by

Boaz is remarkable. She has come a widow to Israel to seek

succour among the people of her Mother-in-law Naomi, also a
widow. She is immediately fortunate in that she decides to

begin to make her way by gleaning in the fields of Boaz. By

 hp1y'law none of the harvest that is accidentally dropped in

the gathering is ever to be taken up, but is always to be

left for sojourners, wayfarers, widows and aliens, and if
Boaz can rise above legalities in his welcoming of a -

lMoabitess, tie comes down hard'legally'and*jealouslygfor:,'
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generosity. No one, he says, is to interfere with Ruth,
widow and alien, in her gleaning. Also he carefully advises
her to keep with the maidens in his employ so she will not
be molested. The threat of sexual violence, often
associated with violations of hospitality, or space-haunted
madness, is thus most carefully watched, and the way to the
full hospitable welcoming of marriage is already being

prepared by this best of hosts, "Why," Ruth asks, "have I

found favor in your eyes, that you should take notice of me,
when I am a foreigner?" (Ruth 2:10)., Boaz responds that he
has heard both of her own widow's troubles and of her |

courageous good treatment of the widowed Naomi, and he

promises that now a full reward will be given her "by the

Lord, the God of Israel, under whose wings [she has] come to
take refuge" (Ruth 2:12). Boaz then, has risen above
himself and the limits of sengual perception and discovered
in his HOSpitableness the capaciousness of the supernatural.
His eventual ﬁedding with Ruth the Moabitess involves a
crossing of many fearful borders and a relieving of
international tensions. It achiev?s its full meaning beyond.
any anxious desire to cast away and stands emblematically
for complete peace in the wide world. Also Ruth ié a. |

progenitor'of David, the most powerful of Israel's kings.
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Apparently the author of the book of her name, eager perhaps
to show a different side of the divine from that which
Nehemiah selected for view, thought it worthwhile to recall
the connection between his nation's glory, most widely
spread in space, and an alien wayfarer.

Here, theﬁ, is the 01d Testament's gentle strain, the
comic and merciful, which sets itself againéf fierce,

static, border—guard justice. But, as has been said, this

strain is by no means expressed merely sentimentally.
Besides the narrative development of the hospitality theme:

_ in.a high number of ©ld Testament books, the ébsolute
command to welcome the sojourner or wayfarer is recailed or
reéffirmed apodiétélly in Exodus twice; <in Leviticus twice;
_in_Deutefoﬁbmy three timgs, once (27:19) with a hard

' vengeénce: "eursed be he who perverts the justice due to.

. the sojournérﬂ; in Jeremiah.twice, once (22:2-6) with all
_its larger implications made clear as the Lord promises
fiatly to abandon the mation and let it disintegrate if this
iaw is violated; in Ezekiel once; in Zechariah once;‘in
Halachi once--and very often with the special remindef that,
before she_mistreats,an_alién, Israel éhould recall her own
hiétor? of sbjourning and wayfaring, :"You.shall ﬁot,wrong.a

_.stféngér or oppress him," the law reads in Exadus 22:-21,:
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"for you were strangers in the land of Egypt.™ And.in Levi-
ticus 19: 33-34: '"When a stranger sojourns with you . . .
you shall do him no wrong. . . .[He] shall be as a native
among you, and you shall lﬁve him as yourself; for you were
strangers in the land of Egypt." The conservative God who
remembers Israel and brings her to her own bordered space,
also reminds her that one key pre-coundition for her

spiritual health is a recollection of her landlessness, of.

the fact that she was all but, and yet still not forgottep;_
The'devéloped self is commanded to return perpetually to its
original nothingness and to recall that in this first
non-state it was étill remembered, so that mercifully and
fearlessly in ﬁhort time it will be able to distribute
things among others.

Misery can be a pré—condition necessary for mércy, asi
perhaps Job came to know, and violence can even help recall
virtue. Even ;ore-helpful is the sense of sheer
nothingness; this can perhaps lead to something even more
complete. The created land, the ground of identity, béloﬁgs
to no one but the (Creator, as Job surely came to know; an&_
knowing this éan bring one promptly to the border between .
thing and process, created and Greator, life anﬁ death as we

see them and a full faith in immortality, or immortal
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meaning. And Jerusalem or Zion can in the 0ld Testament be
an embattled state fortress, a golden image of national
triumph, a solid thing{ or an emblem of complete ecstasy in
which borders ére hospitably forgotten an& death, the
observable end of all bordered things, is laid low.

First Isaiah cries out, "On the day the Lord," as a

jealous and hungry foe, "swallows death forever," he will

make for all peoples a feast of fat things, a feast of wine

‘on the lees, of fat things full of marrow, of wine on the '

lees well-refined. And he will destroy on this mountain the

covering that is cast over all peoples, the veil that is

spread over all nations™ (Isaiah 25: 6-9). The visible

covering (mentioned so often by Blake), which distinguishes

_nations, persons, things, will evaporate as all sit at the

supra-national, universal feast, unafraid for their

countries or themselves: - "And the Lord God will wipe away

‘tears. . . from all the earth," Again, too, the ecstatic.

" followers of Second Isaiah concur and suggest that the

fullest meaning is only to be discovered beyond
de fensiveness, in an unjealous and;undistinguishing opening

of doors. When you "bring the homeless poor into your

W

‘house," they say, "Then shall your light break forth like -
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the dawn. . . . Then shall you call, and the Lord will
answer" (Isaiah 58: 6-9).

And these most moving passages, as well as the whole
complex 01ld Testament developmentlof the theme of

hospitality, ought certainly to be considered in a reading,

. or for a best reading, of Milton's allusions to the accounts

of Lot's hospitality in Sodom and the grim tragedy in

Gibeah--just as, for instance, the full account of the story

of the welcomed Moabitess, and the whole context in which it
is most clearly comprehended, would be necessary for a best
understanding of Keats's Ruth, standing "in tears amid the

alien corn."
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Notes

1john Boswell, Christianity, Social Tolerance and

Homosexuality (Chicago, 1980), argues very effectively that

the major issue in both the Sodom and Gibeah episodes is
hospitality and not homosexuality. See especially pp.
91-105. Boswell even suggests that homosexuality might not

‘be at issue at all and that it is a mistake to interpret

that particular Hebrew verb for "to know" which appears in

 both chapters as having a sexual meaning.

2511 seriptual quotations are taken from the Revised

Standard Version.
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Feminine Forces in the Major Works of Juan Valera

Carol E. Klein

Juan Valera was a humanist who from his early studies
became interested in the classics, but who, nonetheless,
would never be completely linked to any particular literary-
school. He gained reasonable fame in public life as a

senator, a cabinet minister, and a diplomat; as a literary

person he tried his hand at all genres. He was a man of the
world who was addicted to the high Iife, as he called it,

and who always lived and worked comme il faut, to use

another of his favorite jocularly elegant foreign phrases.
As a diplomat.and a politician Valera associlated with
important figures, from the royalty and prime ministers on
down, and as a writer he knew most of the outstanding
foreign and Spanish literary people of his day, !

Valera expefiencéd a lifé—long.and a sincere personal
interest in women.2Z His correspondence is full of
references to women he knew, courtedi and loved; many were
models for the feméle,characters i@ his writings.3 .A
dominant force in Valefa’s—family was his mother, Dofia
Dolores, who insisfedfthat he, berbrought up‘in'liﬁe ﬁitﬁ her”

own aristocratic status.® The persomnage of an.
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oversolicitous mother, like Valera's own, figures in las

ilusiones del doctor Faustino as the protagonist’s mother,

in El Comendador Mendoza as Blanca, and as the mother Juana,

in Juanita la larga. 1In 1843 Valera met the Cuban poetess,

Gertrudis Gémez de Avellaneda, in Madrid. Although she was
ten years his senior, he was infatuated with her, dedicated
" the poem "A Delia," to her, and praised her poetry in his

literary criticism. As attaché without pay to Naples in

1847 he worked for the.Duque de Rivas and had an
affair,whicﬁ had a lasting impact on him and on his
writings, with Lucta Palladi, the Marquesa de Bedmar, A
cultured and charming womén of ﬁumanian descent,-somewhat
older than Valera, she was in poor 5ea1th and so pale that
the Duque de Rivas nicknamed he;_ﬁﬁé Muer#a.” Nevertheless -
éhe inspired Valera to delve deeply into classical
literature, and her faith in his talent encouraged him
during the formative period of his life. She is probably

‘ thg insﬁiration for his poems "A Lucfa" (two of them) and "A.
-Rojaﬁa," and their platonié iove relationship, upon wﬁich
she insistéd,.is obviously. a topiq-in several of Valera's

. novels.” |

Back in,Madrid in 1849, Valera had‘;n affair-ﬁith:.

) Malvina, the Duque de Rivas'-oldest{daughter,'whom he-
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nicknamed "La Culebrosa" (from culebra), and to whom he

dedicated his poem "A Malvina." Soon afterwards he was

§ assigned to Lisbon, where although in his letters he often
complained of boredom, he led a'lively social life. This
included an affair with Julia Pacheco, an attractive
daughter of a wealthy family from Extremadura, and with whom

~ he first considered, but later rejected marriage.® Between

1856 and 18537 as Undér—Sécfeta;y_LQ_Lhﬂ_Duqug_ﬂg_ﬁauna_in____f__

St. Petersburg and other parts of Russia, Valera had a
passionate though thwarted love afféir with Madeleine
Brohan, a coQuettish, married, French actress.’ She, along
with Lucia Palladi, was to be the médel for Valera's
literary héroines who were charming, flirtatious, aloof, and
intelligent., Her effect on Valera, as expressed in his
correspondence, is of extreme importaﬁce in understanding
his attitude toward iove and its manifestation as a major
theme in his writings. Immediately following rejection,
Valera wrote to his friend Leopoldo Augusto de Cueto how he -

felt compelled to umburden his soul by writing a novel aboﬁt

the love affair. Although he said that he could laugh at
his emoﬁionalism and soon felt embarrassed about his
candidness, the fact that Mariquita of his novel Hariguita vy

 Antonio (1861) displays many physical, emotional; and
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intellectual similarities to La Brohan and that Antonio
appears much like Valera during bis affair with her would
suggest her important influence on his 1ife and his literary
career., La Brohan renewed Valera's platonic search for the
absolute and the innate idea of perfect love and beauty,
earlier shown in his poem 1,25 aventuras de Cide Yahye."

By 1861, Valera had published two volumes of poetry,

two incomplete serialized novels, many articles of literary

“eriticism, and his Cartas des de Rusia. . Thus, as far as one
can now ascertéin, Valera was elected to the Real Academia
EsPaﬁola'de 1a Lengua in 1861 primarily on his merits as a

poet, literary critic, and hombre de letras.

In 1867 he married a very young woman, Dolores Delavat,
rthe déughter of his former boss in Rio de Janeiro. Three
phildren were born to this otherwise unhappy marria-ge.8
Througﬁout his literary and diplomatic career he maintained
' an_inte;est.in wdmeﬁ, often without total success. The most
- tragic .of these liaisons occurred-during his position aé
éide to tﬁe Aﬁbassador to thé United States, which he‘held
between 1884 and 1886. He befrieéded President-CIevelaﬁst
Seeretary of.Staté, Thoﬁas.F,rBayard, whose daughter | |
: Kathériné'féli in love with Valera and-comm@tted suicide

when she Iéarned~of his‘transferrto‘Belgiuﬂ-in;1886; A:few*
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months before that, Valera's son Carles had died from tybhus
in ﬁadrid; the two tragedies weighed heavily on Valera.
Perﬁaps these personal situations combined with the
political climate in Spain after the Revolution of 1868
pushed Valera into writing his first finished novel, Pepita
Jiménez, in 1874.9

That Valera wrote the majority of his poems before he

wrote many of his stories and most of his novels shows that

chronologically, at least, he was first a poet, as is ﬁot
infrequently the case amoﬁg Spanish novelists (witness
Valle~Incldn, Sender, and Cela of the twentieth century).
His novels, which came in two waves, with about a
fifteen;year interval, though some stories were éomposed

during the interim are: Mariquita y Antonio, long, but

unfinished, 1861; Pepita Jiménez, 1874; Las ilusiones del

doctor Faustino, 1875; El Comendador Mendoza, 1876; Pasarse

de listo, 1877; Dofia Luz, 1879; Juanita la larga, 1895;

.Genip y figura . . ., 1897; and Morsamor, 1899. Although
many have judged him a mediocre writer of verse, |
esthetically, Valera considered hiqself foremoét a poet, in
part because he ﬁade little or no separation of the |

narrative literary genres.
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One of the constants in Valera's poetry and his novels
is his sharing of his personal feelings with his readers.
(Writing was not for Valera the heart—wrenéhing experience
that haunted certain_contemporary writers like Baudelaire,
or, later Mallarmé.) Valera said that in order to write
abou; love iOgically he never composed poetry until after
his passions had subsided. His poems and novels are

_generally written in a tone of restraint, as if the poet or

narrator is passively rememberng past events. DeCoster

recégnized Genio y figuré + » +, for example, as perhaps
more of a memoir than a couventional nove1.  Because the yo
" of hié poems répreéents Valera, and some of his novelistic
characters obvidusly-speak for Valera himself, the author's
épegific:esthetic ideas are easily traced. Many of ﬁis

novels treat quite profound themes, most notably, though not

. solely, as follows: Mariquita y Antonio, the adolescent's
problem of love without object and his desire to achieve

knowledge and fame; Pepita Jiménez and Dofia Luz, the

conflict between physical love and religious vocation; Las -

ilusiones del doctor Faustino and Pasarse de listo, ambition

unattained because of ennui and abuliaj and El Comendador

Mendoza, the éttempt_to overcome feelings of guilt5withf

 religious fanaticism as well as the need to return money to-
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its right ful owner; Juanita la Larga, the struggle to

achieve public esteem, linked with guilt and the traditional
Spanish idea of honor together with the moral and
psychological implications of the situation of an older man

falling in love with a young girl (as alsoc in

Pepita Jiménez), though it seems to be merely a pleasant,

simple love story. Both Genia y figura . . . and Morsamor

deal with the protagonist's unsuccessful attempts to achieve

the ideal., Genio y figura . . . is the story of Rafaela, .

who, of low-class and illegitimate birth, attempts to

perfect herself and each one of her lovers, first in her

profession as a prostitute, later as a demimondaine, and
even finally and iromically as a wife (t6 the cuckolded but
rich o0ld man whom she marries in Brazil). She is constantly

working against the proverbial attitude implied by the

title: "Genio y figura . . . (hasta la sepultura)."
Morsamor, in part a pseudo—historiéal novel iﬁ which
humorous anachronisms abound, treats the themes of
frustrated ambition, the fleeting of time, the concepé?oﬁ=
life as a dream, and the philosop@ical lesson of
renunéiatiqn of past deeds and attitudes.

Valera's poefry and many éf his noveis‘areimarkéd by

the desire of the poet or the character to achieve the ideal. -
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Valera's esthetic theories, béséd mainly on platoﬁic
thought, conceived of beaﬁty as being synonymous with the
absolute and, hence, rarely if ever, attainable for the
human being. The major thread of developmeﬁt in his
literary works is for the character (usually a male).to'
attempt to definé ideal beauty; and on finding a woman who
seemingly personified that beauty, to dream of living in a

utopia with her.

‘Each lover goes through a spiritual crisis in which the
opposing poles--carnal and platonic 1ove?—vie for precedence.

In Pepita Jiménez, Don Luis de Vargas went through an

erotic—spirituai cfisis; the subsequent self-anaiysis
rightfully‘led hiim to believe thatrhe éould best sérﬁé God,
not aé a priest as he had originaily pianned, but as.
Pepita's husbaﬁd. Faustino passed uﬁ.several unsuitable

would-be wives and finally married his inmortal amiga, the

mysterious Marta. In his case, however, the end was_tragic,
'becaﬁsé while married to the only woman who truly-loved‘him,
he begéﬁ an affair with thé'vain Constaﬁzaq Marta died, and
" Faustino committed suicidé. Doﬁq‘Bianca; the adulterous
mistreés of the Cbﬁendadof de Mendoza years before the time
of the noveél, had been seeking ever sincegéalvation.fof her -

soul through religion, practiced-with.fanatiCalrzeaI;..Just
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before Dofia Blanca's death, their illegitimate daughter,
Clara, was finally allowed to marry her young friend Carlos,
and the Comendador married the cousin,'Lucia; the search for
happiness was fulfilled, at 1east.for'fhem. In Pasarse de
listo, Beatriz, bored by her colorless husband, felt
flattered by what she thought‘were amorous advances by the-

Conde de Alhedin; her husband Braulio became so depressed

S . . L
upon supposing his wife unfaithful that he committed suicide., =~

Dofla Luz and the priest Enrique ar other examples of lovers

seeking perfect love. Rafaela of Genio y figufé . o0
summarized hgr'pefsonal tragedy, which is also the basic
problem in most of Valera's poetry and novels: "La.céﬁsa de
mi mal es mi aﬁbicidn trascendente; mi empefio de ir en busca
de un ideal para mi inasequi.ble."l0

Valera used traditional amatory and mystical imagery
such as words like "flémes“ and "fire" of love, in both his

poetry and novels {especially Pepita Jiménez), to designate

passions. The Spiritﬁal imagery having to do with 1ight'ﬁnﬂ
vision (meaning pure love and beauty) an& darkness (céfﬁal
desire and sin) which is often fouﬁd in.tﬁe.Bible,'Dante,
and the Spanish mystics; was gsed By Valera in his poetry’
and in his qovéié to point out man's desire for pure love

and his_enfrapment by_wbrldly desires..
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The women in Valera's novels are a composite of the
mény women to whom he wrote poetry, as he used much the same
imagery to describe the women in both genres. One of the
major differences between Valera's treatment of wamen in his
verse and in his prose is that most of his poems, except the
narrative ones, are written to a woman; the point of view

expressed is that of the male lover. In the novels, the

wnmen_chaxacte;s_a:e_mnrp'nfrpn the focal pdints of

interest,.if not actually the main characters, Valera's
physical descriptions of women made them appear to be Greek
_statues, not dormant, but on the move. Dofia Luz, for

examﬁle, danced like a éylph, rode like an Amazon woman, and

walked like a huntress of Delos. Rosita, in Las ilusiones

del doctor Faustino, was likened to Diama. Pepita was
concerned that Luis was in love with the divinely inspired
idea of women in general and not with her specifically.
Passion stirred up in the poet is likened to a storm which
“finally subsides, leaving disappointment. When the poet
looks into the eyes of the béloved, he feels that he has
fallen into'a prison of love. |

Women in Qalera'srearlie; névels generally suffered
ffdm a vague.sadness, becauée their obsassion‘withrreligious

ideals led them to experience doubt and to appear
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non-spontaneous and without freedom.!l By contrast, the

later novels, Juanita la larga, Genio y figura . . ., and

Morasamor, depict women in a less rigid and even in a
humorous ﬁanner.. They are rid of the seriousness and
tightness which kept them from acting; they are more natural
and simple, and have fewer metaphysical and intellectual
problems.,

_ Although many of Valera's novelistic heroines are’

painted with traditional classical phjsical features, he was
less interested in external physical appearances than in
psychological descriptions, for he believed fhaf the true
divine ideal lives within the soul of woman, and canan be .
seen. Valera preferred simple and natural women—innocent
virgins who were beautiful and allﬁring without having to
resort to fancy clothes and jewelry, but who, when the
occasion presented itself, could take the initiative.
Mariquita was juét that sort of a beautiful, intelligent,
immaculately clean, and generally-sh&, but astute youﬁg
woman. Both Pepita Jiménez and Dofia Luz were women of_.
cultivated infelligence and 6f a:gﬁbtle and refined spirit
.little Rnown in rﬁral Andalqsia. Pepita maintained a
feigned naturalness in appearing to use no_artificial-beauty

aids; when meeting Luis de Vargas alone she assumed an: air
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of simplicity ig speaking in a manner uncommon to
nineteenth—century ladies and more like Chloe talking to
Daphnis.12

Juanita la larga stands apart as'a geniunely natural
and spontaneous woman, for somewhat as her nickname, la
larga, indicates, she was something of the Amazon type.

Juanita was different from the majority of Valera's heroines

. because she logiCally'détermined what she wanted in life and

got it by deliberately setting out to win the right people
to her side. Unlike Pepita Jiménegz; Mafia, the immortal

amiga; Inesita of Pasarse de listo; or Dofia Blanca {as a

youth) in El Comendador Mendoza, Juanita was too calculating

to give herself impétuously to the man she loved without
weighing the consequences.

Women were generally deceiving. On one hand, Faustino
realized that if he wanted to represent poetically or
artistically a goddess, a nymph, a religion, or a
philosqphy, he would have to,do so in the fofﬁ of é-WOman.

Several types of women figured in Las ilusines del doctor

Faustino: the seemingly innocent and idealized Maria; the:
generally unimpressive Ramoncifa; the aggressivé and coarse
Rosita; and the coquettish, selfish, 'and anything but

éonstan: Constanza, who by the end of the novel had;ménaged‘
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to combine the innocence of her Andalusiah upbringing and
the high style of Madrid. Pepita was physically very
beautiful; although she had remained a virgin during her
marriage to Don Gumersindo, she had not been altogether
altruistic in marrying him. On one occasion her dress was
likened to that of an Amazon woman, meaning that Valera ws
attempting to show that Luis de Vargas was afraid of her

_aggressiveness. In El Commendador Mendoza, Clara is seen as

the innocent young victim of Blanca's fanaticism. Blanca
had been for the Comendador the epitome of perfection during
their youthful affair. Before, Dofia Blanca had been
different. A similar hardness of character and inflexi-
bility which later were to make Dofia Blanca a fanatie
penitent had made hef more vehemently passionate in her only
real love affair.

The enchantment an seductivess of women is an important
part of Valera's novels, Pebita Jiménez—ﬁas an enchantress.
who was also expert at fliftafi&n. Luis de Vargas explained
that he had been overcome by "héchizos soberanos y éasiu
irresistibles de las mds peligiosa§ de las tentaciones: de
la que llaman los moralistas tentacién virginea." When
Faustino'waé next -to Cpnstanza, he,'tbo; was unable to

resist her charms. Manolita tried to convince Dofla Luz to °
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dar flechazo, to the rich cacique, Don Jaime. In Pasarse

de listo, Beatriz taught Inés the art of flirting.

Linked with a woman's attitude that suffering elevatés
one is a basic pride. The question is whether her circum-
spection, loneliness, and aloofness stem from purest
simpliqity and from a contrite heart which renounces all

worldly vanity, or if she is setting herself apart because

of a basic aristocratic sense of superiority. Dofia Luz was

-publiély considered proud, but not vaiﬁ (although her vanity
Cis very.evideni in the novel)}; she ﬁelieved herself
especially chosen by God to achieve perfection, and
thefefore éhe felt that she had more 6bligations to fulfill
than other people. Rafaela la generosa is the supreme
exémple‘of the proud énd flirtatious woman.

Most of Valera's women were ardent defenders of their:
honor. Many are of illegitiméte-birth‘and are bent on
iﬁprpviﬁg_their réputation, aé.yas tﬁe case with Luis de

~ Vargas; Maria, the inmortal amiga; Clara; Dofia Luz; Juanita

la larga; and Rafaela.

. In Pasarse de listo, Valera attempted to protect

himself from critics who considered his novels immoral

- because they treated women's illicit love affairs. Valera . - .-

 ._considered Clara and Lucta in E1 Comendadon-Mendbza and Dofia .
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Ana, Faustino's mother in Las ilusionese del doctor
Faustino, as genuinely good women. He admitted that Dofia
Blancafs penitence for her sins was worse than her original
mistake, that Pepipa was too coquettish and more péssionaté
than reasonable, and that once those two heroines fell in
love they were unable to restfain‘themselves. In Las

ilusiones del doctor Faustino, Marta ceded to passion as if

“she had no free will and as if she had been compelled by an

irresistible force; Constanza was selfish, calculating; and
capricious; and Rosita knew no law other than her own fancy.
All of these women, said Valera; were so motivated by a |
yearning for infinite love, that they_téok upon themselves
the role of savior.or redemptress_to.give'their lovers.
well-being. In so acting they brought condemnation upon

themselves, and they motivated the reader to pardon them,

In Genio y figura Rafaela was named la generosa because she
gave herself in order to please her men.
Valera summarized his attitude toward women by making

the harmonization of the spiritual and the sensual in the

form of ideal beauty as the basic theme of Pepita Jiménez
(although mot without irouy).
To toﬁclude, the study of Valera as a'writer from his

aarliestTahd‘simplest poems to a classically beautiful girl
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through his last novel, Morsamor, reveals a cyclical
development of his esthetic ideas. It is unfair to consider
Valera limited and superficial as a writer, for one must
realize that his polished form was the only way in which he
could maintain a harmonious balance among the many elements
which were part of his ecletic spirit. The importance of
Valera lies in tﬁat graceful equilibrium and the variety of

his literary style, which he purposely cultivated in order

to delight and entertain his readers. The feminine forces
in his works are representative oi a composite of rich
personal experiencesl3 and carefully expressed esthetic
ideas culminatingl%# in his attempt to create art and

maintain classical decorum.
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NOTES

lFor a general description of the aristocratic and
cosmopolitan personality of Valera the diplomat, see
Wenceslao Ramirez Villa-Urrutia, '"Don Juan Valera,
diplomdtico y hombre de mundo," Boletin de la Real Academia
de la Historia, 86 (1925), 453-467,

28ee Cyrus C. DeCoster, Juan Valera (New York, 1974),
pp. 15-30 for a synopsis of Valera's life.

3Valera's worship of women was not confined to his ideas
as a writer. As a man, he candidly admitted that he was not
immune to the pleasures of the flesh. 1In a letter to his
father from Madrid, of May 3, 1850, he remarked "Esta
aficién mia a las faldas es terrible." Obas Completas, ed.
Luis Araujo Costa (Madrid, 1958-1961), p. 37,

4Robert E. Lott's introduction to his edition of Pepita
Jiménez (Oxford, 1974). On the important role of Dofia
Dolores, see pp. 1-2, Valera's educational background made
him an anomaly in rural Andalusia. See Giménez Caballero,
"Conmemoracién de don Juan Valera," Revista de Occidente, 6
(1924}, 142, who emphasizes the contrast between the
c1a351ca1 education of the young Valera and the lower class -
wor es which he learned from his Andalusian "street friends"
of pre—adolescent age.

5There have been several studies of Valera's experiences
in Naples. See Edith Fishtine, Don Juan Valera, the Critic
(Bryn Mawr, 1933), pp. 7-10. Manuel Azafia's book first
published as Valera en Italia: Amores, politica y llteratura
(Madrid, 1929), and later reproduced in Ensayos sobre
Valera, ed, Juan Marichal (Madrid, 1971), pp. l4- 156, which
discusses his intellectual as well as hlS sentimental
development in Italy.

63ee Fishtine, pp. 1l1-13.

"Valera described this love experience in detail in a
letter to Cueto from St. Petersburg of April 13, 1857 (0.
C., 3:162-69). This experience inspired the poem "Saudades
de Elisena™ (1857), in part the novel Mariquita y Antonio
(1861), and two stories (1897) “El dGltimo pecado" and "EI
San Vicente Ferrer, de talla (Palinodia)". On the stories
gBee Lott, "Una c1ta de amor y dos cuentos de Juan Valera,
HlsEanéflla No. 297 (1967), 13-20,
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81t was on his return trip to Spain from Frankfurt that
Valera visited his sister Soffa in France and renewed his
acquaintance with the Delavat family. Biographers agree
that Valera's marriage was not a happy one, not so much
because of the great age difference between the couple, but
because neither was able to live within his financial means.
Valera and his wife felt it necessary to maintain separate
households, each in keeping with the high life. See
DeCoster, Juan Valera, p. 22; Carmen Bravo-Villasante,
- Biografia de don Juan Valera (Barcelona, 1959), pp. 187-192;
and Lott, Introduction to Pepita Jiménez, p. I8, n. 12,

9After the death of Carlos, Valera wrote of his sense of
urgency to work hard in a letter to Menedez y Pelayo from

Washington,of July 8; 1885 (E istolario, pp. 214-15),

10Genio y figura, 0. C., 1:696.

1llgee Luis Gonzalez Lopez, Las Mujeres de don Juan
Valera {(Madrid, n.d.), p. 210.

12pepita Jiminéz, 0.C., 1:173.

13gmilia Pardo Bazan's well-known criticism in "Don Juan
Valera," La Lectura 6:3 (1906), 288, asserts that Valera's
novelistic characters, even the women, are Valera himself.
(She likens Valera to Stendhal in that context., )

l4Montesinos reiterates the importance of Valera himself
in labeling his literary works 'una encarnacion de su mayor
inquietud en.el momento de ponerse a escribir; que lo
primario es el 'problema,' y no la anecdota; que los
‘personajes se subliman hasta parecer categorias: el hombre,
la mujer, antagonistas apasionados." See Valera, o la
ficcion libre, 2nd ed. (Madrid, 1969), p. 8.
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g "Exalted in this Romantic Place": Narrative Voice

and the Structure of Walker Percy's The Moviegoer

Christina Murphy

Defining the nature of the quest undertaken by Binx

Bolling, the narrator in The Moviegoer, has proven more

problematic for critics than the simple assertion that the

‘quest motif is an aspect of the novel's design., Compoundin
q g g

the difficulty, The Moviegoer, ostensibly a simple narrative

of self-discovery and personal commitment, possesses a
rather complex structure. The axiological direction, the

narrative voice, and the style of The Moviegoer all change

within the novel's formulatiom-~literally as if the novel
gplits in two: .one voice, one style, one theme for the
initial sections of the novel and an entirely different set

of configurations for the concluding sections. Predictably,

critics have been led to assert that The Moviegoer is g
flawed nﬁvél,_one which-exhibits péésages of brilliance but
which fails ultimatelylto achieve structural cohésiveneés.l
Clearly, the task to rescue the.novél from chérges ﬁf
diminishéd achiévement is the development of a perspective

from which the theme and the structure of The Moviegoer can

be seen as interrelated.
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One aspect of The Moviegoer to receive scant

consideration is that of narrative voice, a surprising

development in view of the emphasis in The Message in the

Bottle that Walker Percy places upon langﬁage as "an

eneluctible bond of intentional identity."? 1In The Message

in the Bottle, Percy identifies language with
intersubjectivity and draws upon the view of philosopher

Gabriel Marcel that intersubjectivity is "a metaphysic of we

‘are as opposed to a metaphysic of I think."? 1In the essay,

""Symbol, Consciousness, and Intersﬁbjectivity," Percy quotes
Marcel's statement that "without doubt the.intersubjective'-

nexus cannot in any way be asserted} it can only be

-acknoﬁlédgedr. . . the affirmation should possess a special

character, that of being the root of every expressible
affirmation."# With Marcel, Percy shares the view that

affirmation is the mysterious root of language?--the desire

of the mind to affirm and nameﬁits reality, to shape an

 identity via languagé as the intersubjective nexus between

object world and subject perceiver.
Bill Oliver has noted the presence in Walker Percy's

fiction of the two most frequent narrative styles of

contemporary writing, the equivocal and the uynivocal, . yet

traces no organic synthesis for the uses of these styles-ih .
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The Moviegoer. The equivocal voice, Oliver states, 'denotes

an imagination which revels in details and resists
controlling ideas. Through its pervasive irony-énd eclectic
language, it suggests the inadequacy of any particular
viewpoint. Instead of offering conclusions about reality,
it poses various hypotheses and refers the reader to his own
experience for verification." The univocal voice, bj

contrast, "bespeaks an imagination which subsumes details

under a controlling idea. Through its confidential tone and
self-referring vocabulary and figures of speeéh, it promotes
a particular view of reality and encourages the.reader to
share that view."® A distinction similar to Oliver's has
been made by Lionel Trilling in describing the narrative
modes of authenticity and sincerity. In the authentic
narrative voice, which Trilling‘sees as the predominant mode
of contemporary fiction, the focus is upon specificity ofﬁ
objective detail; or "a degree of rough_concreteness,"7
while in the sincere narrative mode or voice, the sincerity
of the narrator is "a consequence between avowal and aétual
feeling."8 As Trilling'states: "ﬁoubtiesé, when we think
about sincerity, we first conceive of it as a quality of the
personal and private life, as bearing upon the individual's

relation to himself and to others as individuals,"S
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The distinctions made by QOliver and Trilling with

regard to narrative styles when applied to The Moviegoer, in

concert with Percy's views of language, shed light upon a
ﬁajor emphasis of the novel--that of alienation, described
by critic Tony Tanner as "a state of miﬁ& resulting from an
inability to participate in the available patterns of

experience, and an ‘uncertainty as to whether the single self

can generate its own."l0 TIf the simplest progression in The

‘ Mgviégber can be seen as a movement from alienation toward a
sense of community, cle#rly, ﬁhe_narrative patterns of The
-MoViegoer must alter to reflect the shifts in consciousness
“Binx_Bolling undergoes as he seeks to overcome the "malaise”
'of-“éverydaynéss" and reconcile the search for a
franscendent vision of life with the particulars of everyday

féxistence.- In essence, the thematic and structural pattern

:of'Tﬁe Moviegoér-is a progression from the equivecal or
. aqthéntic voice, with its emphasis ﬁpdn irony and
detachment; to the_univocéltor sincere1voice, which
“promotes.a particular view of reality and encdourages the
.,feadér to share that view. "1l Thé narrative styles bf The
Moviegéer indicate that the novel focuses upon the
movement from aiiengtiop to:commitmeht aﬁd that, thus, the

© primary theme of the novel is not-philcsophical-aliehation,"'
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and existential despair but what Barbara Filippidis has
aptly labeled "the jourmey to selfhood.'12

The initial sections of The Moviegoer introduce the

reader to Binx Bolling in his present state of alienated
despair. The sketch Binx provides of his present existence
reveals a man Iiving an ordinary life on the surfacé, but
one deeply alienated from any sense of purpose and one

deeply conscious of that alienation., Binx is conscipusly

pursuing what he ironically calls his Little Way, intent on
getting through his life with deliberately reduced
expectations, For the past four years, he has been living
"unevent fully" in "peaceful' Gentilly, deriying his

livelihood from managing a branch office of his uncle's.

brokerage firm. Assuming the external forms and behavior of _
the most ordina;y.suburbanite, he occupies himself with such
diversions as making money and courting his secrétaries,
though the practice-seems more of a diversion than a series .
‘of grand love affairs. His existence, then, may seem
everyday, but it is reaily just éupty. To counter the.
mundaneness of his existence, Binx'ﬁas developed a
passidnate obsession with the movies:

Binx's obsession betrays his own inadequacy; for

all the truly memorable moments of Binx's life

seem to have come from movies he watched, In

his portrayal of a man who finds movies more real
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than his own life, Percy has found the perfect
metaphor for the alienated man in our culture; -for
anyone who feels his own life circumscribed may
find it expanded by vicarious participation in

the glamour and grandeur of a movie plot, but

must also feel that moment of psychic uncertainty
and disappointment at the end of a film when he
returns to his humdrum self like a rubberband
snapping back from the screen, 13

At the novel's opening, Binx is summoned by his Aunt

Emily for one of her. 'serious talks'' about what Binx should

do with his life. Though well-intentioned and sincere, Aunt

~ Emily represents to Binx the inauthenticity, in an

‘existential sense, that he seeks to avoid. What Aunt Emily

would impose upon Binx is a ready made role to enact, that

of Southern stoicism and Southeran géntility.14 With simple

‘ease, Binx could accept the values Aunt Emily admires and

enapt the life of duty, social responsibility, and
achievement she envisions; but, in existential térmé, Binx
would be guilty of bad faith--of living a life conforming to
a rplé and setrof values not of'oﬁe's choosing. In essence,

Binx would forfeit selfhood for acquiescence, and.thOugh at

" times such an easy solution to his dilemma of "wmalaise” and

"everydayness' seems tempting, ultimately such a choice
would prove ﬁnfulfilling.
. What is of key interest to note.in the introductory

sections of the movel is the ‘tone or marrative voice of- . .
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ironic detachment throughout as Binx describes his existence
of lowered expectations and psychological drift. Binx is a
moviegoer and an observer at a distance spiritually from his
surroundings. The equivocal tone of the introductory
sections alters only slightly in response to Binx's feelings
about his cousin Kate, Aunt Emily's stepdaughter. While
Kate is presented in the opening stages of the novel as an

_indecisive and'negﬁgﬁig;geiSdﬁﬁlityf;étoﬁé_to_meiodﬁama—and——f——

hysteria, she is at least awvare of the fact that her
existence in Gentilly and her endeavor to live up to Aunt
Emily's values are not fulfilling. Like Binx, she, too, is
a wanderer, a wayfarer‘in search of a morelauthentic means
of defining her identity. For Binx, Kate functions in the
most significant fashion of the novel: she is the one
character with whom Binx is honest and the one character
with whom Binx begins the process of abandoning pretenses
and self-deceptions in an effort to attain the truth of .
authentic.Selfhood.

Much is written about Binx's marriage ﬁo Kate at.the

novel's end and, theoretically, as the novel's philosophical

conclusion. Several critics do not find Binx's marriage to
Kate a satisfactory answer to Aunt Emily's question of what -

Binx intends to do with his 1ife. They question, further,
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whether Kate has enough self-awareness of her own to assist
Binx in any search for authenticity--legitimate concerns,
given the nearly elliptical manner in which the novel draws
to a close and leaves many such philosophical issues largely
hinted at and seemingly unresolved. Once again, however,
narrative styie provides an insight into the mechanics of

the novel and reveals both a comvergence and a consistency

£
url

structure and theme. The concluding portions of the
novel. are narrated in the univocai or sincere style
essentially as a result of Binx's interaction with Kate, an
interactiqn éredicated upon intersubjectivity and the
revelation of one's authentic self through love.

Binx's and Kate's train trip to Cﬁiéago is the key
incident in Binx's transformation from guises, poses, and
seif»deception to the honesty 6f open communication and the
authenticity of selfhood. Throughout his Gentilly days,
Binx had prided himself upon possessing the grand gestures
of courting and seduction styles, modeling himsel f ﬁpon such
movie heroes as Rbry dalhoun, William Halden, and Clark
Gable. In his relatiomship with kate, however, Bink learns,
to his dismay; that he cannot keep an ironic distance béhindT
tﬁe role of_mo&ie_stars as he,has.done in past involvements.

. On the trainm trip to Chicago, Binx is caught in a situation
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in which he would like to display for Kate the sexual
prowess of Clark Gable in his role as Rhett Butler,

Instead, his failure is dismal; as he mulls over their
sexual encounter, ﬁinx regrets that ﬁé achieved neither the
heroic chastity of Rory Calhourn nor the passion of Rhett for
Scarlet. Instead, he confesses, '"We did very badly and
almost did not do at all."l3 But the central feaction in

“this scene is Kate's; -

But Kate, rather than fault him for his

impotence, his failure to live up to his

impersonation, accepts him in his reduced

humanity and takes care of him. . . .Kate

demonstrates her faith in him as he is, and

as a consequence Binx is serepne in his own

identity for once in his life.l
What Binx learns from Kate is z capacity to be real, to
abandon poses, and to risk vulnerability and commitment,
The vision frees Binx to make choices. Prior to his
involvement with Kate, Binx's lifestyle was one of "savoring
the moment while withholding any real involvement of himself
in determining to change his life."17 After Kate, he makes
a commitment to a lifestyle based upon intersubjectivity and
repudiates-the alienation of inauthenticity upon which he
had previously predicated his existence. As Lewis Lawson

comments, “"Perhaps the only change we may observe will lie

not in Binx's behavior . . . but in his narration,"la for
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the ironic, equivocal voice of the first half of The
Moviegoer has been replaced by the narrative style of
singerity——a personal avowal of feeling and a commitment to
a perspective upon reality ﬁhich the narrator invites_the

reader to experience. Thus, the thematic and structural

patterns of The Moviegoer are seen to be cohesive; the theme

of The Moviegoer as the journey from alienation to selfhood

is a progression mani fested through changes—innarrative ———
style as the key indicator of spiritual growth and awareness

within_the novel's main character.

If The Mbﬁiegger leaves us with a sense of uneasiness
at the end--or, iﬁ literary critical terms, a lack of a
éense of cloture—it is because &é are nﬁt used to novels, 

‘as.Robert Massie.says,'in which "npthing is stated,
everything is implied."19 Nor aré_we used to movels in
'which narrative styleg-alter between the equivocal and the
univocal—novels in ﬁhich narrative style is the only
.genuine indicator of substantial changes within tﬁe

emotional or perceptual development of a character. I we

search for analogs to The Moviegoer, perhaps Huckleberry
Finn serves as the best model, for it is a novel in which a
“character's changing perceptions of the nature of reality :°

-are communicated through alterations. in narrative styles. .
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Like The Moviegoer, Huckleberry Finn, too, has been

criticized as structurally incohesive, flawed in vision,

theme, and perspective. Perhaps Huckleberry Finn and The

; Moviegoer, while not readily apparent models of clgssical
principles of structural uﬁity, are unified in a different
sense by the perceptions of their narrators, who are,
afterall, the "world-perceivers"20 of the novels——the

-central,- pivotal figure through whom theme and structure

cohere. If characters at the center of a novel's vision are
to undergo changes in their perspectives upon reality, it
seems only appropriate that the voices in which they narrate
these perceptual shifts should change, too, in response to
the demands of thematic unity and for the sake of the
sincerity Liomel Trillinmg so highly praises as a virtue of
convincing and engaging fictions and fictive universes. In
essence, shifts in narrative styles which both coordinate
and assist the formulation of theﬁe and structure generate a
type of dynamic unity'wﬁich consists of an invitation to the
reader to participate in the process of structuringrand'
experiencing a perceptual.reality——an_invitation, in Percy's
terms, for the reader to enter into-é fictive universe by |
participating with thé.narrat6r in.the:métaphysics of'”EE

re."2l  The request is for a bond of intentional unity,
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"much like the intersubjectivity Percy envisions as requisite

to all acts of meaningful communication.

66



NOTES

1For considerations of the structure of The Moviegoer,
see especially Michael Blouin, "The Novels of Walker Percy:
An Attempt at Synthesis," Xavier University Studies, 6, No.
1 (1967), 29-42; and Jared W. Bradley, "Walker Percy and the
Search for Wisdom," Louisiana Studies, 12(1973), pp. 579-90.

2Charles P. Bigger, "Walker Percy and the Resonance of
the Word," in Walker Percy: Art and Ethics, ed. Jac Tharpe
(Jackson, 1980), p. 47. :

3Martin Luschei, The Sovereign Wayfarer: Walker

4Walker Percy, "Symbol, Comsciousness, and
Intersubjectivity,” Journal of Philosophy, 55 (1958), 637.

5Percy3 p. 837,

6Bill Oliver, "A Manner of Speaking: Percy's |
E Lancelot," Southern Literary Jourmal, 15, No. 2 (1983), p.

TLionel Triiling, Sincerity and Authenticity
(Cambridge, Mass., 1972), p. 94.

8Tri11ing, p. 2.

9Trilling,.p. 26.

10Tony Tanner, City of Words (New York, 1971), p. 421. .
1101iver, p. 8.
12Barbara Filippidis, "Vision and the Journey to

Selfhood in Walker Percy's The Moviegoer," Renascence, 33,
NO. 1 (1980), va 10_23|

13Max Webb, "Binx Bolling's New Orleans: Moviegoing,
Southern Writing, and Father Abragham," in The Art of Walker
Percy: Stratagems for Being, ed. Panthea Reid Broughton
(Baton Rouge, 1979), p. 5.

l4tewis A. Lawson, "Walker Percy's Southern Stoic,"
Southern Literary Jourmal, 3 (1970), 5-31; and Jim Van

67




Cleave, "Versions of Percy," Southern Review, NS 6 (1970),
990-1010.

15Walker Percy, The Moviegoer (New York, 1961), p. 200.

16,ewis A. Lawson, "Moviegoing in The Moviegoer," in
Tharpe, p. 38. ' '

171awson, '"Moviegoing,” p. 37.

18 awson, "Moviegoing,' p. 36.

19gobert Massie, rev. of The Moviegoer, by Walker Percy,
~ New York Times, 28 May 1961, p. 30.

20James R. Pinnels, "Theme and the Novel: A Homological
Approach,” Dalhousie Review, 62, No. 4 (1982-83), p. 586.

2lQuoted in Luschei, p. 55.

68



Paradise Lost and Renaissance Historiography

Robert C. Evans

That history and the epic were related was long
recognized by Renaissance literary theorists, but the nature
of their relationship was differently explained and the
kinship often seemed confused. Yet, the general tendency of

sixteenth-century English and contimental critics and poets

to equate the epic and history and to pre fer a subject
rooted in historical fact waxed even stronger during the
seventeenth ceﬁtury, and culminated in Milton's deciéiop to
repudiate Arthurian legend as a possible epic theme.l That
he turned to the Bible as an alternative is not surprising,
given its special position in tﬁe_intellectual life of
Milton's time. The Bible was widely considered--and waé
certainly conéidered by Milton--to be the one true sourée of
unimpeachable fact and thus the fountainhead of historicéi
veracity, -Cbnsequently Milton's decision to turn to the
Bible as the basis of his-gpic confirms rather than confutes
the historical néture of his poem.2’

One way of dealing with the relation of Renaisséhce

historiography to Paradise Lost is to see that féiétion'

itself in an historical context, by examining how history
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was characteristically conceived and practiced in Milton's

age and in the ages preceding it. Knowledge of the
historical context may help us to understand--not in any
severely deterministic fashion, but rather by way of
'énalogy—-the tendencies, emphases, and nuances of Milton's
: concepﬁ‘of history as it is exPressed in his m;jor epic,
Perhaps the most striking feature of many medieval and

" Renaissance histories is their ambitious temporal

expansiveness. Often stretching from before the Creation to

the preseﬁt and (by implication) beyond, the universal
chronicles produced by many medieval historians were epic in
range if mot in actual intent., For medieval Christians,
events in time meant little outside thé context of'etefnity;
history was a record not only of human action and behavior,_
but of God's dealings with man, and to understand God's,
purposes_clearly, an event could not be isolated:énd-
examined apart from the total historical record, By 1100,
éixty univefséi chronicles existed, and if during the
Renaissance this historiographical tradition was~beginﬁing
to'deteriorate, its_influenée waé still potent enoﬁgh to

affect the'greatest historian of Elizabethan Englaﬁd. Sir

Walter Raléigh‘SmHistory-2£ the World ias cleafly'patterned

on the ancient model, and Milton's familiarity with and.
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appreciation of Raleigh seems certain.3 But we need hardly

appeal to historical evidence to show that Paradise Lost

manifests this characteristic historical expansiveness; we
need only look to the poem itself, 1Its famous first few
lines encompass man's fall, his restoration, and (by
implicafion) everything in between, Even these lines,

however, do not indicate the full range of the work, since

_they make no mention at all of the events described that

take place befére.the Falil, But what théy do indicate-—or
at least suggest——is another trait that Milton's poem shares
with many of the histories produced during his own age and -
the agé'preéeding it, This is an emphasis upon individuals
and individual action and re3ponsibi1ity;- The-sfory of

Paradise Lost is not so much the story of vast impersonal

 historical forces, their contentions and effects, as it is-

the story of a number of sharply defined and differentlf-
motivated personalities. It is the stofy of Adam and Eve,
of Satan-and:Christ, of Abdiel and Nimrod. For Milton as
for many other historians of his time, the chief ﬁistorical
interest lay in ﬁhe'motives and dgbisions_of,private beings,
not in the machinations of empires or in the abstract
desiéns-df stateﬁy'.sb_Pervasive.is ﬁhis concern with men -

and motives in Samuel Daniel's Givil Wars;'for‘instanceghfﬁ~
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that E.M.W. Tillyard was moved to remark tﬁat "the only way
to read Daniel aright is to agree with the spirit of Ben
Jonson's pronouncement that there is not a battie in the
book, and to expect the high places not in the acts
themselves but in fhe preparation for them.'# It would not
be exaggerating much to say soﬁething\similar about Paradise

Lost. Certainly the central event of the poem, the eating

_of the apple, seems almost uneventful: it happens so fast

.that it is over before we know it ("So saying, her rash hand
Cin evilrhour / Forth reaching to the Fruit, she plucked, she
eat" [IX, 780-81]). . For Milton and his readers the fateful
.bite was itéeif relatively uniméortant; what was important
were the motives andimental processes that made the eating
possible, and on these Milton lavishes great attention.

 Events in Paradise Lost tend to be insignificant in

themselves, except insofar as-they disclose the purposes and
commitments of the agents involved. Thus, the War in Heaven
~is less meaningful as a military engagement thén‘as an
oppoftunif& for thé angelic host to demonstrate their
fidelity to God, just as Raphaelilater explains to Adam that
God often dispatches the angels '"upon his high behests / For
state, as Sovran King, and.to enure / Ouf-prompt'obediénce"

(VIII, 238-40).
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Milton's emphasls upon personality would be absurd if
he did not also take for granted the freedom and consequent
respoﬁsibility of individuals. In assuming the existence of
such freedom; Milton was again consistent.with'another
tendenéy of Renaissance historians. "A view\of the
importance and reality_of freedom of action of the
individual ," Myrom Gilmore has written, ™was at the very

center of their understanding of the historical world."> If _

that world had been conceded to be totally determined by
forces above and beyond the control of the individual, it
would havé been difficult to hold individuals respoﬁsible
for their actioms. Thus, Milton and the histofians of his
era wanted to stress that the conditions under which an'aéé
took piace did not absolve the individual of respénsibility:
for his acts; in the metaphor used'by Herbert Butteffiéldrin
a larger context, history was "a human dramé, a drama of
personalities, taking place as it were, on the sfage of
nature, and amid its impoéing scenery. "6 The_Producér of
this drama had final say‘over ﬁhat.went on, and |
OCCasionaliy——during the Flood,.for.instancé;—he“might
choose to bring down the curtain. ‘Buf ﬁhe concept of

Providence need not make history strictly deterministic,
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Satan, in his franker moments, is willing to concede
his essential independence and thus also his responsibility
for what befalls him. But more often than not he recoils
from the consequences of this admission and prefers instead

. . /
"necessity, / The Tyrant's plea;" he feels himself compelled
"To do what else though damn'd I should abhor" (1Iv, 392-94).

Satan's argument is one that Milton, his God, and the

histc*ians—e£—his—time—weu%d—have—immediately_zecognizeﬂT____

. but immediately dismissed. This is not to say that they

would haﬁe ignored the infldence and effects -of secondary
éausés,-but they would have éssigned those causes a
subordinate place in the total picture of things. Eve's
noontime hunger may influence her decision to eat the

prgfferred apple, but her action is by no means determined.

"by her hunger; it is a comscious and willful choice, and ome
_whbse consequences she must_righfly suffer. ~ By rejecting a
IStrict histqricél determinism, then, Milton and fhe

7 hisﬁoriaﬁs of his day were able to take into account the

leverage exercised by secondary causes without contradicting

the assumption of individual free'will.. And so it is that

.~ God dispatches the Angel Raphael--variously called by Adam

"Divine instructor” (V,; 546) and "Divine / Historian™ (VIII,
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6-7)-—to teach Adam the measure of his freedom and his
concomitant responsibility,

Raphael’s dual appellation suggesgs another point of
contact between Milton's epic and certain characteristics of
Renaissance historiography. The purposé of history, as it
was conceived by many in Milton's day and by even more in

the age preceding his, was instruction of one sort or

anothexfl——Epie—aad—his%afyT—hewevefT—were atikenot—onty

because their radical purpose ﬁas to teach, but also because
they taught in much the same way--by example. History
shared with épicvthe advantage of dealing-in thé specific
and concrete; while a ﬁhilosopher might abstractly
pontificate about hypothetical situation; the historian and
poet were able to present a problem,lpaint a scene, and
populate it with real or realistic characters. For Milton
andhhis predecessors, history was not the study éf unique
events, nor did they believe that history should be studied
for its own sake. And although Renaiésance historiansjwere

characteristically concerned with individual motives and

behavior, they were all too aware‘Bfithe typical and i
recurrent. They studied the past. not because of idle !
curiosity, but because they thought it possible tdwﬁﬁj

from the ‘examples and precedents: it contained,
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History as it is conceived and practic?d by Raphael in

Paradise Lost bears_a conspicuous resemblance to the
standard notions just described. Raphael's whole purpdse in
relating the War in Heaven is to ﬁeach Adam by negative
example how not to behave in_his relations with his Creator.
Significantly, Satan is presented early in the poem as
incapable of learning his moral lesson from historical

-éxéﬁplg; hg_iﬁ_ihi;ﬁnﬁhééa;Loutcamal_unt;ﬁghﬁﬁ_LlIT_QJT__Bae—

this is not to say that Satan is unmindful of history or
indifferent to its appeal; in one sense, indeed, his
interest is almost obsessive. He is obsessed with
historical fame. |

The appetite for fame is part of a larger human hunger
for transcendent historicity, or "any historical'ide&l
beyond the present reality, which serves to give purpoéé to
life . . ;‘because it offers a symbolic fqrm of ﬁerpetuafing
our identity_aﬁd'presénc_e."8 Epics in the classical
tradition eﬁphasized:chis hunger as central to the hero's
motives'aﬁd identﬂty.g If is found as well in Paradise
Lost, but there the emphasis is:invefted. In Milton's epic,
Satan is the '"hero" wﬁa seeks historical fame and historical
ﬁraﬁscendence._ About to sét-oﬁt‘onrhis~journey'through

 Chaos, he is frankly eager for the "highreputa / Which_hE'3
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through hazard huge must earn" (II, 472-73). Then, seven
books later and moments before his successful temptation of
Eve, he gloats in anticipation:
To mee shall be the glory sole among
Th' infernal Powers, in ome day to have marr'd
What he Almighty styl'd, six Nights and Days
Continu'd making, and who knows how long
Before had been contriving. . . .(IX, 135-38)

Satan's deception of Eve may hardly seem consonant with our

standard idea of a glorious deed, but it is clear by this

point in the poem that the Temptation”is indistinguishable .
in kind and.quality from his earlier anﬁ seemingly more
"heroic' behavior. Milton's poem breaks from claésicélrépic'
precedent by inéisting-that, élthough true tranécendeﬁceﬁméy
be worked out in history, it caﬁ never be‘merely historical |
since-its object is God. An event or deed, no ﬁatter how
apparentiy heroic or illustrious, is empty or evil if doﬁe'

through ignorance of disobedience to God's purposes and

commands, Paradise Lost, it can be argued, adheres to the
standard Renaissance notion that a history should deal with
heroic actions, but it also offers a radical critique of

conventional heroism.l0 For Milton true heroes can be those

beings who do, dpparently, very little that is obvicuaifff'

"heroic": - Abdiel deserts Satan's camp, Enoch staﬁ&i

Christ sufférs patiently on the cross.. A'trUnyﬁg
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for Milton need mot be public or spectacular; it might
consist of simple resistance to temptation or of the private
fact of obedience and fidelity., History should indeed
celebrate heroism and perpetuate its memory, but this should
not mean that the subject of history need necessarily be the
deeds of war.ll To Satan, his cohorts, and descendents,

this distinction does not occur. Thus, Satan speaks of the

“War in Heaven as a “great—event' (I, 118), and -attributes

_his,defeat to his own weakness and to God's superior

strength. But from Raphaél's account of the same contest we
realize that its military features are the least important,

and are possibly parodic. The War exists not as a trial of

militéry might but as a test of spiritual fidelity, and in

the last analysis it is decided not by superior strength but

by superior virtue. In their attempt to win historic renown

‘through heroic deeds, Satan and his'followers lose the only

glory that teally mattgrs——the_love and_Benevolence of God..
~ This péttern establishe& by Satan and his créw is

repeated over and over in-sﬁbsgquenf_human history. In

Books XI and XII, thé angei_ﬁichaei hés ﬁuch to tell of men-

"in acts of prowess eminent / And great exploits, but of

true virtue void" (XI, 789—90)-—men iike Wimrod and his

~ followers, who are concerned to "get themselves a name, lest
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far disperst / In foreign Lands thir memory be lost, /
Regardless whether good or evil fame"™ (XII, 45-47). As
Michael's tale proceeds and example is piled upon example,
the readér becomes increasingly aware of a pattern of

opposed behavioral archetypes, répiicated and confirmed

throughout the course of time. Satan resembles Cain who
resembles the sons of Seth who resemble the race of giants

who resemble the men ofwﬁbéﬁgIéwtiﬁé Who”reﬁéﬁﬁle Niﬁrod who

resembles Ham Who'reéembles Pharoah who resembles the sinful
Israelites who resemble the slayers of Christ who resemblé.
E the tyrants of the Catholic Church who fesemble all tyrants
i and sinners down to Milton's day and beyonﬁ. An equivalenf
% list could be compiled of others--like Abdiel, Noah, énd
.;Enoch——who resist the Satanic influence and remain faithful
éto God. The fact that such lists can be compiled indicates
;that, although ﬂiltoﬁic history is best understood as the
ziltories of individual men, those stories are never |
:fﬁompietely unique or inimitable, IFf they ﬁere; they cogld
8 not function as examples to later men or as instances iﬁ

§ broader historical generalizations. Such generalizations

t are possible not because men are denied the freedom of
ﬁindividuallchoice,rbut becguse in Milton's moral univerey

 ghoice can only be either right or wromg. It can oaly
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choice, ultimately, to disobey or be loyal. If in broad
perspective the history of mankind séems to reveal the
existence of apparently rigid behavioral types and
historical patternms, this fact still cannot be taken as
evidence of an inexorable historical determinism. To nien of
the Renaissance, "the future was unpredictable, and if the
past had in retrospect the air of inevitability to Ehe eye

of the observer who was analyzing it, yet this was a product

of forces not only beyond manfs ken but also of the wisdom
‘and follies, the virtues and vices of the individuals who
made decisions,"12 4 mén was free to act as he chose, and
aithodgh his choice would conform to oné pattern or
another, it would not be determined by them. Hisﬁ#ry was .
valuable as the record of past human choices and their
consequences, and from the many specimens of behavior it
assembled, broad historical laws might'be deduced.

~ The ﬁabit Qf,generalizing from his;orical'instances wés
not uncommon. Nevertheless, in tﬁo-léttérs to Henry de
Brass, Milton seems to congradict thé notion thaf aﬁ
historian should.instegd be conﬁén£rt6 relate evenfs as they
happened, without comment. But Milton's own practice in his

' HiStOrYﬁBE Britain is by no means as rigid as these. comments

might_sgggest,lﬁr In fact fhg spirit of didacticism—-of .

80



generalizing from historical example-—pervades his whole

History, and this is even more the case in Paradise Lost.

There Milton is seldom satisfied merely to display an event
without some indication of how it should be interpreted or

of how it fits into the larger picture. Whether he is
lamenting in a long speech strife among men (II, 496-505) or -
in two lines 1ikeﬁing Satan to church ﬁirelings (1v,

192-93), all Milton's generalizations share a sense that

history is not simply the record of past events, but a
meaningful story with implications for ﬁhe present and
future. The object ofrhistofical understanding is not so’
much simply a knowledge of the past as-it-ié an expanded
perspecfive on the present. This is oﬁviously the case ih
Michael's treatment of postalaﬁsarian history in Books XI
and XIL. Even though Adam, presented with the long and

dismal story of his Race, momentariiy wishes that he had

"Liv'd ignorant of future, {and] so had borne !/ My parfﬂn“"'
evil only, each day's lot / Anough_to'bearﬁ'(XI, 764
the poem's conclﬁsioﬁ Michael's narrative has had no
an educative buf,also a coﬁsolatorg.éffect. Adam.ﬁé
learned'ﬁot only patience and hope; helhas learﬁéf
the:knbwlédge gained through historicél exampléi

generalization to his own life and time. To p
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Butterfield, history has been brought home with him in an
intimate way, knit into ome fabric continuous with his own
inner experience.l4

Surely the effect of Paradise Lost on Milton's audience

is, and was intended to be, the same. Milton as poet stands
in the same relation to his reader as Raphael and Michael
stand in relation to Adam, and just as Adam is expected to

—profit from the instruction and-examples contained in their

historical narratives, so should the reader ideally learn

from Milton's epic with its additional ex