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CHAPTER I 

AN APPROACH TO THE STUDY 

Whoever looks for an epic hero in modern American 

literature is surely aware that epics are rarely penned in 

the twentieth-century Western tradition if by epics one 

means long narrative poems celebrating the deeds of a tribal 

or national hero. In fact, a formidable array of modern 

critics has contended that in Western literature, at least, 

the heroic concept died at the time of the questioning of 

religious dogma and of national~y accepted lip service to 

moral codes during the scientific and technological revo

lutions of the Victorian era. Joseph Wood Krutch, for 

example, states in The Modern Temper that the tragic fallacy 

of classical and Shakespearean drama has in the modern age 

become the pathetic fallacy. The tragic fallacy, Krutch. 

states, 

••• depends ultimately upon the assumption 
which man so readily makes that something outside 
his own being, some "spirit not himself"--be it God, 
Nature, or that still vaguer thing called Moral 
Order--joins him in that emphasis which he places 
upon this or that and confirms him in his feeling 
that his passions and his opinions are important. 
When his instinctive faith in that correspondence 
between the outer and the inner world fades, his 
~J r a s p u p o n t. h e f a i t h t h a t s u s L a i n e d h i m f a d e s a 1 s o , 
a n d r, o v t' o r T r a g <' d y o r w h a t n o I e t' a s e s t o b P t h t~ 
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reality which it was because he is never strong 
enough in his own insignificant self t~ stand alone 
in a universe which snubs him with its indifference. 1 

One contention about the nuclear age is that the 

heroic concept was possible only to people preceding this 

era who believed in God, their fellow men, and/or them

selves and that such a concept is no longer possible be

cause even the last of these b~liefs is shattered by man's 

recognition of his finiteness. Although this claim is a 

generalization, it is, nevertheless, a rather accurate 

expression of the major c~ntention of the anti-hero or non

hero school of criticism. This school points to the exis

tentialist protagonist as the embodiment of the anti-hero 

because, alienated from God, nature, society, and even him

self, he is left with only the possibility of saying "no." 

Yet this possibility in itself is a dreadful freedom as it 

is described by Camus and Sartre; exercise of that freedom 

to say "no" becomes heroic as the expression of one's 

indomitable will. In a way, then, the existentialist 

protagonist may be viewed as the most romantic of heroes 

because he is forced amid utter disillusionment and isola

tion to rely upon the very self from whom he is alienated. 

What matters most in the definition of the tragic hero, 

1Joseph Wood Krutch, "The Tragic Fallacy," The 
Modern Temper: _A Study and 2., Confession (New York: 
Harcourt, Brace and Co., 1929), p. 136. 
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Arthur Miller insists, is "the intensity of the hero's 

commitment to his course" as he attempts to achieve his 

humanity. 2 

Continuing his explanation of the concept of 

tragedy, Miller states his belief "that the lasting appeal 

of tragedy is due to our need to face the fact of death in 

order to strengthen ourselves for life, and that over and 

above this function of the tragic viewpoint there are and 

will be a great number of formal variations which no single 

definition will ever embrace." 3 He answers rather ably the 

school of anti-hero criticism .in an age of unfaith: 

But in a great variety of ways even death, the 
ultimate negative, can be, and appears to be, an 
assertion of bravery, and can serve t-0 separate 
the death of man from the death of animals; and I 
think it is this distinction which underlies any 
conception of a victory in death. For a society 
of faith, the nature of the death can prove the 
existence of the spirit, and posit its immortality. 
For a secular society it is perhaps even more dif
ficult for such a vi~tory to document itself and 
to make itself felt, but, conversely, the need to 
offer greater proofs of the humaniiy of man can 
make the victory more real.4 

Miller refers in his discussion of tragedy, of 

course, to the long line of criticism which begins with 

2Arthur Miller, Introduction, Arthur Miller's 
Collected Plays (New York: Viking Press, 1957), p. 33. 

3 Ibid. 

·1 lbid. 
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Aristotle, whose definition of the noble tragic hero seems 

fundamental to our understanding of the epic hero. Aris

totle's definition is usually broadened for our time to 

embrace any person capable of nobility of character and 

deep sensitivities but flawed by some facet of pride so 

that his flaw combines with circumstances to bring about 

his downfall. This pride may be no more than an acute 

awareness of the dreadful freedom defined by the Existen

tialists, but it evolves from the character of an ordinary 

man possessing innate nobility. Miller conceives of Willy 

Loman in Death of~ Salesman as a tragic hero: 

The play was always heroic to me, and in later 
years the academy's charge that Willy lacked the 
"stature" for the tragic hero seemed incredible 
to me. I had not understood that these matters 
are measured by Greco-Elizabethan paragraphs which 
hold no mention of insurance payments, front 
porches, refrigerator fan belts, steering knuckles, 
Chevr-0lets, and visions seen not through the portals 
of Uelphi but in the blue flame of the hot-water 
heater.5 

Surely the recognition of innate nobility in the 

common man is a concept cherished throughout American his-

tory and permeating American literature. The corner grocer, 

says Miller, may outdistance the President of the United 

States as a tragic hero, if 

the grocer's career engages the issues of, for 
instance, the survival of the race, the 

Sl· . .. . bid., p. 31. 
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relationships of man to God--the questions, in short, 
whose answers define humanity and the right way to 
live so that the world is a home, instead of a 
battleground or a fog in which disembodied spirits 
pass each other in the endless twilight.6 

Speaking of Willy Loman, John Gassner says, "Miller's 

hero--like the heroes of all exciting, more or less tragic 

drama--is an extremist who lives intensely rather than 

wisely and well. "7 Likewise were Oedipus, Antigone, and 

Lear extremists • Whereas Gas s n er describe s De at h of .§. Sales-

.!!1..fil! as "middle tragedy" lying in a respectable place in 

modern theatre, 8 rather than high tragedy, he has a good 

deal to say in refutation of the idea that a fixed accept

ance of values is necessary for man's discernment of tragedy. 

If a "stable communion" were necessary for great drama to 

exist, Gassner contends, "medieval drama would have been 

ipso facto superior to even Athenian tragedy, which was 

written after 450 B. C. in an atmosphere of considerable 

scepticism, strain, and dissension. 119 Ultimately he asserts: 

It would seem to the present author that the 
only conformity necessary to good literary art is 
conformity to humane principles, and that the only 

6Ibid., p. 32. 

7 chapter XXXI, "Midcentury Theatre and Drama," 
Masters .2..£ the Drama, 3rd ed. (New York: Dover Publica
tions, Inc., 1954), p. 744. 

8 Ibid., p. 745. 

9 Ibid., p. 751. 
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"shared values" are the values man has generally 
revered, if also often violated. Regardless of 
how formulated, these have added up to a decent 
respect for justice, honesty, honor, and loving
kindness--that is, for the humane commonplaces. 
These values have been as apparent, on the whole, 
in the best examples of modern drama as in the 
best dramatic works of any other era.IO 

A great deal has been said about tragedy and the 

tragic hero thus far in this approach to the study rather 

than about the epic and the epic hero. It should be remem-

bered, however, that Aristotle himself formulated his crit-

ical tenets about the epic .Yi2. those about tragedy. Gassner 

is, admittedly, speaking of drama, but his assertion may 

also apply to the modern novel in general and to certain 

American novels in particular. Shared values in th(~ sense 

of humane principles figure strongly in many modern novels 

as the protagonist in his search for self-discovery ,,or the 

meaning of life either affirms certain ways to live or dis

cards others (if his approach is almost completely negative). 

An examination of these humane principles should reveal 

whether they furnish a code for the hero of the modern 

novel just as certain principles of behavior furnish a cod0 

for Achilles and Odysseus in oral epics or for Aeneas and 

olhers in literary epics. 

101· b. . l d. 
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In addition to his actions in relation to a code of 

behavior, the epic hero from ancient times onward has 

possessed and demonstrated in actions and rhetoric his 

ethos or character, what he really is. Aristotle even 

asserts that ethos is a kind of proof used by a speaker 

to build up his credibility. 11 Cicero and Quintilian 

reiterate the importance of ethos to the speaker. .James 

.J. Murphy says, "Recent studies, like those of llovland, 

Janis, and Kelly, have tended to confirm and extend 

Aristotle's perceptions about ethos. 1112 If the words of 

a speaker reveal his character, certain rhetorical clues 

may reinforce the hypothesis that the epic hero exists in 

modern literature. 

Surely the role of literature from its beginning 

has consistently been to search out truth even though it 

may present that truth in fictional garb. The hypothesis 

of this paper is that certain values or truths have endured 

despite variations in their presentations in successive 

literary historical traditions and that they have been 

handed down in literature from the classical epic to the 

modern novel. The identity of the epic hero may have been 

blurred because of changing presentations in successive 

11 I")l · l \ 1etor1c . 2. 1356a. 1-14. 

12Ect., 11 Synoptic History of Classical Rhetoric 
(New York: Random House, 1972), p. 71. 
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ages, but it is the further hypothesis of this paper that, 

because of these enduring values and his reaction to them, 

the epic hero, the tragic hero, the searcher after self

discovery, or the heroic figure by whatever name he may be 

called is clearly discernible in certain modern American 

novels which will be analyzed in this study and, therefore, 

still exists in modern literature. 

The modern American novels selected here are The 

Bear by William Faulkner, The Old Man and the Sea by Ernest 

Hemingway, To Kill~ Mockingbird by Harper Lee,~ Centaur 

by John Updike, Henderson the Rain King by Saul Bellow, and 

Inv i s i b 1 e Man by Ra 1 p h El 1 i son • The same s t u d y i s a pp 1 i -

cable to modern drama inasmuch as modern drama and the 

experimental novel, ho.th of them often highly poetic and 

symbolic, have virtually replaced the epic poem as a genre. 

The selected novels demonstrate the work of famous and 

not-so-famous authors. They are not necessarily representa

tive of the usual work of any one author, but they include 

a female, a Jew, and a Negro in order to demonstrate that 

the heroic idea is not limited by the sex nor ethnic back

ground of the author. 



CHAPTER II 

LITERARY BACKGROUND OF THE EPIC HERO 

Anyone seeking evidence of the existence of the 

epic hero through varied presentations and many historical 

periods must begin his search, at least in the Western 

tradition, with Aristotle. In the Poetics, this critic 

defines the epic as differentiated from the tragedy and 

describes the tragic hero as he is found in either epic 

or tragedy . .fl.bout the epic he says: 

Besides this, Epic poetry must divide into the 
same species as Tragedy; it must be either simple 
or complex, a story of character or one of suffer
ing. Its parts, too, with the exception of Song 
and Spectacle, must be the same, as it requires 
Peripeties, Discoveries, and scenes of suffering 
just like Tragedy. Lastly, the Thought and Diet.ion 
in it must be good in their way. All these elem~nts 
appear in Homer first; and he has made due use of 
them. His two poems are each examples of constru
tion, the Iliad simple and a story of suffering, the 
Odyssey complex (there is Discovery throughout it) 
and a story of character. And they are more than 
this, since in Diction and Thought too they surpass 
all other poems.I 

Aristotle finds the epic different from the tragedy in it.s 

length and in its meter: "Whereas in epic poetry the 

narrative form makes it possible for one to describe a 

1.~ristotle Poetics 24. 1459b. 7-17. 
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number of simultaneous incidents; [sic] and these, if ger-

mane to the subject, increase the body of the poem. This 

then is a gain to the Epic, tending to give it grandeur, 

and also variety of interest and room for episodes of 

diverse ki.nds. " 2 

Inasmuch as both tragedy and epic contain the same 

elements except for the addition of song and spectacle to 

tragedy, the definition of t_he tragic hero proposed by 

Aristotle serves also as the definition of the epic hero: 

"There remains, ·· then, the intermediate kind of personage, 

a man not preeminently virtuous and just, whose misfortune, 

however, is brought upon him not by vice and depravity 

but by some error of judgment, of the number of those in 

the enjoyment of great reputation and prosperity •. 

Aristotle's tragic hero is flawed most often by hybris, a 

manifestation of pride. In attempting to define virtue 

in the Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle states that the acts 

leading to virtue may ''be destroyed by defect and 

excess • . . Hybris is usually an excess of pride that 

becomes an arrogance, a spiritual blindness, though it may 

be manifested in different ways. 

2Ibid., 26-29. 

3Poetics 13. 1453a. 7-11. 

4Nicomachean Ethics 2. 2. 1104a. 1 ') .... 
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Aristotle also insists that what a character does 

and says "reveals a certain moral purpose"; 5 consequently, 

"the thought of the personages is shown in everything to 

be effected by their language--in every effort to prove 

or disprove, to arouse emotion (pity, fear, anger, and the 

like), or to maximize or minimize things."6 Finally, he 

explains that the poet as imitator "must necessarily in 

a 1 1 i n s t a n c e s r e p r e s e n t t h i n g s · i n o n e o r o t h. e r o f t h re e 

aspects, either as they were or are, or as they are said 

or thought to be or have been, or as they ought to be. 

All this he does in lang·uage, with an admixture, it may 

be, of strange words and metaphors, as also of the various 

modified forms of words, since the · use of these is conceded 

in poetry. 11 7 
, I 

Homer, of course, did not read Aristotle's works 

before he established the epic tradition • . Aristotle, on 

the other hand, seeking in the works available to him those 

principles by which criteria for judgment might be estab

lished, referred to the Iliad and the Odyssey for epic 

standards just as he turned to Oedipus Rex for tragic 

standards. As Aristotle points out, llomer' s hero of the 

r.. 
-~Poetics 15. 1454a. 18. 

6 . Ibid., 19. 1456b. 36-39. 

7 Ibid., 25. 1460b. 9-15. 
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Iliad is Achilles, "the man of great wrath," whose heroism 

is pictured frankly in its vicissitudes following that time 
..J 

~ when first there stood in division of conflict 
Atreus' son the lord of men and brilliant Achilleus. 8 

As Achilles points out to Agamemnon the latter's moral 

transgression in refusing a just ransom for a slave girl 

when it has been offered by a priest of Apollo, he seems 

to the modern mind, as well as to the classical one, a 

stunning picture of fearless virtue. Elsewhere in the 

Iliad, when Achilles pouts in his tent, when he himself 

refuses a just and reasonable conciliatory gift from 

Agamemnon, when he allows his best friend and armor bearer 

to do the job he should have done, and above all, when he 

drags the body of Hector around the Trojan walls--he seems 

far less heroic than his enemy Hector has been almost con

sistently throughout the pdem. The modern reader needs to 

remind himself at such moments that Achilles, not Ilector, 

is Ilomer's hero, whose character is softened by the d(lmestic 

influences denied to Achilles because of Lill' military situ

ation, and, finally, that Achilles in all his glory is still 

· a man subject to human frailties. It is precisely Achilles' 

awareness of his own ethos which impels him toward the 

8The Iliad of Homer, trans. Richmond Lattimore 
(Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1951), 1. 6-7. 
Hereafter all references to the Iliad will be to this edi-
tion and will be contained in parentheses after the citations. 
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less-than-heroic actions as well as toward the magnificent 

ones. Both achievements and errors occur on a scale of 

magnitude because Achilles is both hero and man. Even as 

Homer shows the gods becoming indignant over Achilles' 

violence toward Hector's corpse, he also reveals Achilles 

softened by compassion when ancient Priam kisses the hand 

of the man who has killed his children: 

So ..• [Priam] spoke, and stirred in the other a 
passion of grieving 

for his own father. He took the old man's hand and 
pushed him 

gently away, and the two remembered, as Priam sat 
huddled 

at the feet of Achilleus and wept close for man
slaughtering Hektor 

and Achilleus wept now for his own father, now again 
for Patroklos. The sound of their mourning moved in 

the house. 
(24. 507-512) 

In the Iliad Odysseus contrasts himself with . 

Achilles at the time when he urges the latter to take 

nourishment despite his grief over the death of Patroclus: 

"Son of Peleus, .i\chilleus, far greatest of the 
Achaians, 

you are stronger than I am and greater by not a 
little 

with the spear, yet I in turn might overpass you 
in wisdom 

by far, since I was born before you and have learned 
more things." 

( l 9 . 216- l 9 ) 

Even with this basis in the Iliad, Odysseus in the Odyssey 

seems so different from l\chilles that one is startled that 

the same poet might have conceivt>d of both heroes. Gi lhert 



- 14 -

Highet, narrating an Encyclopedia Britannica Humanities 

Film, points out the fact that it is unprecedented for a 

hero in th.e cultures of Homer's time to disguise himself 

as a beggar and accept such insults and mistreatment as 

the suit6rs extend to Odysseus. On the other hand, the 

hero's revenge is bloody and satisfactorily appropriate 

according to the Greek concept as he kills the suitors, 

hangs the disloyal maidservants (though it is Telemachus 

who substitutes hanging for execution by sword), and 

mutilates Melanthius.9 

Odysseus' heroism is based primarily upon his 

shrewdness rather than upon his strength. The man of many 

wiles, he wends his way home by means of keen judgment, 

lies, and trickery to overcome the temptations and obstacles 

of his Mediterranean voyage. Despite his wit and wisdom, 

it may be pointed out that, like Achilles, he is not always 

superbly heroic. For example, his sense of his own ethos 

overcomes him before he and his men have escaped Polypl1cmus 

completely. Although his men urge him to keep quiet, 

Odysseus boasts: 

9 The Odyssey of Homer, trans. Richmond Lattimore 
(New York: Harper and Row, Publishers, 1967), 22. 435 et 
seq. Hereafter all references to the Odyssey will be to 
this edition and will be contained in parentheses after 
the citations. 
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"Cyclops, if any mortal man ever asks you who it was 
that inflicted upon your eye this shameful blinding, 
tell him that you were blinded by Odysseus, sacker of 

cities. 
Laertes is his father, and he makes his home in 

Ithaka." 
(9. 502-505) 

Although the classical hero is never one to belittle his 

own worth, discretion here as elsewhere should have been 

the better part of valor in Odysseus' behavior. His boasts 

almost bring disaster when Polyphemus hurls first the peak 

of a mountain and then a gigantic boulder at the ship. 

It does not take a spokesman for woman's liberation 

to point out that Odysseus, with all the resourcefulness 

of a consummate trickster, might surely have escaped sooner 

from Calypso's isle if he had earnestly desired to do so. 

He weeps all day on the seashore as he lbngs for Penelope, 

but for seven years he spends his nights making love to 

Calypso "against his will" . (5. 155). In other words, 

Odysseus, like Achilles, demonstrates his humanity by the 

highs and lows of his daily existence. He is, perhaps, 

never more conscious of what it means to be a human being 

struggling to carve out a meaningful life than when he 

courteously refuses Calypso's offer of immortality and its 

concomitant freedom from sickness, age, frustration, failure, 

and death: 

"Goddess and queen, do not be angry with me. I myself 
know 

that all you say is true and that circumspect Penelope 
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can never match the impression you make for beauty and 
stature. 

She is mortal after all, and you are immortal and 
ageless. 

But even so, what I want and all my days I pine for 
is to go back to my house and see my day of homecoming. 
And if some god batters me far out on the wine-blue 

water, 
I will endure it, keeping a stubborn spirit inside me, 
for already I have suffered much and done much hard 

work 
on the waves and in the fighting. So let this adventure 

follow." 
(5. 215-224) 

By the side of Achilles and Odysseus, Aeneas seems 

almost a wo-0den hero unless one examines him fully in the 

light of Roman pietas as an ideal in the reign of Augustus. 

Vergil's use of the Iliad and the Odyssey to formulate a 

literary epic for the Roman Empire proves both an advant.ag<· 

and a disadvantage for the portrayal of his hero. Facing 

many of the same difficulties which had also confronte<l 

Odysseus, Aeneas seems to ·react with unruffled poise and, 

at times, almost too easily. His use of Dido for rest and 

recuperation before the implementation of his goal of 

establishing a new homeland for the Trojans would seem 

coldhearted today were it not for Vergil's assurance that 

it causes Aeneas pain: 

• • • '~ My q u e e n , I s h a 1 1 n e v e r d e n y 
You are perfectly right when you list all the 

favors you've done me. 
I shall never be loth to remember Elissa, as long 

as 
M y me m o r y h o 1 d s , w h i 1 e my b r e a t ll s 1 i 1 1 g o v e r n s t I\ t' s e 

l i mb s. 
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I shall speak to the point. I did not hope to conceal 
My departure by shabby deceit (do not think that) nor 

ever 
Pretended to be your husband or entered such bonds. 
If the Fates should allow me to lead my life at my 

will, 
And it were my own to settle my cares as I wished, 
I should cherish Troy city and first the remnants 

of my loved ones. 
If Priam's tall roofs remained, I should have restored 
Troy's citadel after the conquest. But Grynean 

Apollo 
Has orrlered me to great Italy, to seize it according 
To his Lyclan Qrophecy: this is my love, this my 

country. "lO _ 

Similarly, the fact that A~neas weeps and tries to justify 

his actions later when he sees Dido in Hades indicates the 

extent of his sacrificial heroism: 

" I swear by the stars, by the gods, by the fa i th 
there may be 

In the depths of the earth, that I left your shores, 
queen, with reluctance. 

But the orders of gods which now force me to pass 
through these shadows, 

This wasteland of deepest night, compelled and com
manded. 

I could not believe when I left I should bring you 
such sorrow. 

Stand still and do not withdraw yourself from my 
sight. 

Whom do you flee from? This word that I speak is 
the last 

That Fate may allow me." 
( (>. 4 7 2- 4 7 9 ) 

The hero stands weeping and pitying her as Dido flounces 

away, still hating him, and returns to the woods "where her 

lOPublius Vergilius Maro, The l\eneid, Lrans. L. B. 
L i n d ( B 1 o o m i n g t o n : 1 n d i a n a Un i v e r s i t y P r e s s , l 9 h :3 ) , 'l • 3 3 :3 -
347. llereaftt>r all references Lo the Aeneid will be to 
t. h i s c ct i t i o n n n d w i l 1 b e c o n t a i n c d i n p a r P 11 t h c s c s a f t t' r I h r. 
citations. 



- 18 -

first husband Sychaeus replied/ To her sorrow with kind

ness and equalled her love with his own" (6. 485-486). 

Aeneas has descended into Hades, mindful even at 

the lowest point of his career that he must seek counsel 

and guidance to achieve the goals Jupiter has sent him by 

Mercury: 

"Speak to him, carry my words through the quickening 
air: 

Not for such a sluggard did his beautiful mother make 
promise 

Or twice save his life from the weapons of Greeks, 
but to be 

The man who should rule an Italy pregnant with empire, 
Noisy with warfare, beget from the lofty line 
Of Teucer a race, and submit all the world to law." 

(4. 231-236) 

The sights that Anchises shows him link the mythological 

founding of Rome with the glories of the empire under 

Augustus. Aeneas ascends from the underworld with new 

determination so that, when he views similar prophetic 

wonders on the divine shield which his mother brings to him 

from Vulcan, he--though not fully understanding--

• rejoiced in it • , lifting upward 
Onto his shoulder the fame and the fate of his 

offspring. 
~ 8.. 7 4 2-743) 

From this time on he does not waver in the face of obstacles 

in Italy. 

Moving from the great Roman epic to the impressive 

Homan Catholic epic of the \liddle \gt's, the Divine Comedy, 
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the reader discerns still another version of the epic hero. 

Dante Alighieri assumes the persona of Dante the wanderer, 

who at midpoint of his allotted life span discovers he is 

1 0 s t : 

Midway in our life's journey, I went astray 
from the straight road and woke to find myself 
alone in a dark wood. How shall I say 

what wood that was! I never saw so drear, 
so rank, so arduous a wilderness!. 
Its very memory gives a shape to fear. 

Death could scarce be more bitter than that place. 
But since it came to good, I will recount 
all that I found revealed there by God's grace. 

How I came to it I cannot rightly say, 
so drugged and loose with sleep had I become 
when I first wandered there from the True Way.11 

It is not, of course, until one is aware of his being lost 

that he is inclined to do anything about it. Once cog-

nizant that he is lost, Dante sees a hill, lifts up his 

eyes, and starts toward the light. He turns back when con-

fronted by three beasts--leopard, lion, and she-wolf-

emblematic of fraud, pride, and lust. Virgil (Ciardi's 

preference in spelling), representative of human reason, 

comes to h i s aid , prom i s in g to 1 ea d h i m ''through an et e r n a l 

place" and "up a burning mountain'' (1. 107, Ill) until 

1 1 D a n t e A I i g h i e r i , Th e I n f e r n o , t r a n s • .J o h n C i a rd i 
and intro. Archibald T. McAllister (New Brunswick: Rutgers 
University Press, 19S4), 1. 1-12. llcrcafter all references 
t o t h e I n f e r n o w i 1 1 b e t o t h i s e d i t i o 11 a n ct w i 1 l b e c o n t a i n t' d 
in parentheses after the citations. 
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"a worthier spirit," who is Beatrice, representative of 

divine love, shall guide him (1. 116). Dante in his .J2!U:

sona is not only Dante Alighieri but Everyman seeking the 

spiritual meaning of life. 

Such, then, is the framework of the medieval Roman 

Catholic epic portraying the journey of a spiritual hero 

through Hell, Purgatory, and Heaven. Archibald T. 

McAllister describes the Divine Comedy as "a narrative poem 

whose greatest strength lies in the fact that it does not 

s o m u c h n a r r a t e a s d r a m a t i z e i t s e p i s o d e s • " 1 2 H e a d d s : 

The Divine Comedy is also an allegory. But it 
is fortunately that special type of allegory wherein 
every element must first correspond to a literal 
reality, every episode must exist coherently in 
itself. Dante represents mankind, he represents 
the "Noble Soul," but first and always he is Dante 
Alighieri, born in thirteenth-century Florence .... 
Th e w h o 1 e p o em p u r p o rt s t o be a v i s i o n o f t h e t h, re e 
realms of the Catholic otherworld, Hell, Purgatory 
and Paradise, and a description of "the state of the 
soul after death"; yet it is peopled with Dante's 
contemporaries and ... it is torn by i-ssues and 
feuds of the day, political, religious and personal. 
It treats of the most universal values--good and 
evil, man's responsibility, free will and predesti
nation; yet it is intensely personal and political, 
for it was written out of the anguish of a man who 
saw his life blighted by the injustice and corruption 
of hi s ti mes • 13 

As Dante begins his journey through Hell, he descends 

from circle to circle in full view of ever-increasing evil 

12Ibid., Introduction, p. xiv. 

13 Ibid. 



- 21 -

until, climbing past the flank of Satan, he has absolutely 

rejected sin, revealed in all its naked ugliness for what 

it truly is. 

John Ciardi, one of the foremost living authorities 

on Dante, stated in an address on the 700th anniversary of 

Dante's birth that the souls in Dante's Inferno represent 

the flight of the damned to that condition which is most 

natural for them, the one which they have chosen in their 

lives on earth. 

they are.1 4 

Hell is where they must be because of what 

Emerging from Hell on Easter morning of 1300, Dante 

says: 

Sweet azure of the sapphire of the east 
was gathering on the serene horizon 
its pure and perfect radiance--a feast 

to my glad eyes, reborn to their delight, 
as soon as I had passed from the dead air 
which had oppressed my soul and dimmed my sight.15 

He enters Purgatory, where souls sing as thei purge 

themselves of sins and as they hope for the realm of Para

dise. The weight of one sin, peccatum, is released as Dante 

14 Address at the Conference of College Teachers of 
English of Texas, 3 April 1965, Arlington, Texas. 

15 
Dante Alighieri, The Purgatorio, trans . .John Ciardi 

and intro. Archibnld T. McAllister (New Y-0rk: New American 
Library, 19(,1), l. l::l-18. llerenfter all refcrenct'S to tl1<' 
l

1 urqatorio will he lo this edition, available only in paper
baek, and will he contained in parPntllPses after the citations. 



- 22 -

climbs each level of Mount Purgatory. At the end of the 

second stage of his journey, he cannot go farther until he 

has passed through fire (Canto 27). Only after he is 

assured that Beatrice awaits him beyond does he pass through 

just as the sun is setting. Thus divine love takes him 

through the heavens until he is usher~d into the very 

presence of God, where he receives the ultimate under

standing for which he has searched: 

Here my powers rest from their high fantasy, 
but already I could feel my being turned-
~nstinct and intellect balanced equally 

as in a wheel whose motion nothing jars--
by the Love that moves the Sun and the other 

stars. 16 

The concept of the epic hero from Ilomer' s time to 

the Middle Ages is presented in tragedy and epic; however, 

the epic hero at the onset of the Middle Ages appears in 

the form called the medieval romance. As W. P. Ker points 

out: " . the name Romance is given to a number of kinds 

of medieval narrative by which the Epic is succeeded and 

displaced; most notably in France, but also in other coun

tries which were led, mainly by the example and influence 

of France, to give up their own 'epic' forms and subjects 

1 t) D a n t f' A 1 i g h i e r i , Th e P a r a d i s o , t r a n s . J o h n C i a r d i 
:1 n d i n t r o • J n h n Tr r' cc er o ( New York : N t' w Am<-' r i ca 11 f, i Lira r y , 
ll)70), :,~. 1-1~-l.:lo. Hereafter all r('ft'rt'l1<.'('S lo '!'lie 
l' a rad is o w i l 1 b P I o I h is e ct it ion and w i l l b t' con I a i ii t' d i 11 

p :\ rt' 11 I It t' S l' S i\ f I (' r I ht' Ci I a I i On S • 



- 23 -

in favour of new manners. 1117 Ker adds that such a literary 

classification "corresponds in general history to the dif

ference between the earlier 'heroic' age and the ages of 

chivalry." 18 

An able representative of chivalric ideals is the 

hero of Sir Gawain .2..!ll! the Green Knight. This work, ac-

cording to Hazelton Spencer, "is the best of the metrical 

romances, which constitute one of the most important 

branches of medieval European literature. 1119 Concerning 

the materials from which this work, usually attributed to 

the Pearl Poet, is woven, Spencer continues: 

No The materials are probably of Celtic origin. 
immediate source is known; but it seems likely 
(though the point has been disputed) that the poet 
was working from some French romance which, like 
all the old Arthurian tales, was spun from Celtic 
legend. The poet, however, is not an antiquarian; 
like the author of Beowulf, he tells his story 
against a background composed out of the ideals 
and sometimes the actual facts of his own times. 
Various details--for instance, the descriptions of 
the hero's armor and the Green Knight's castle-
are so precise as to fix the date late in the 
fourteenth century. 

( p. 80) 

17 Epic and Romance: Essays on Medieval Literature 
(London: Macmillan and Co., Limited, 1922), p. 3. 

l BI bi ct • , pp. 3- 4 . 

19 Ect., Sir Gawain .fil!..9. ~ Green Knight, British 
Literature, 2 vols., 2nd ed. (Boston: D. C. Heath and Co., 
1963), vol. 1: From Beowulf ll Sheridan, p. 80. Hereafter 
references to Spencer's comments and Sir Gawain will be lo 
t ~ i s ~di t ion and w i 11 be contained i nµa" rent hes es a f Le r the 
c1tat1on. 
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The work begins with a reference to Aeneas and the 

foundings of Rome, Tuscany, Lombardy, and Britain, thus 

providing a link between the Aeneid and this new epic form. 

The setting is Camelot, where King Arthur holds revels at 

Christmas, which are interrupted by the huge Green Knight. 

Clad entirely in green and armed only with 8 holly bough 

and an axe, the intruder dares a knight to give him one 

blow with the axe to be repaid in a year and a day (1. 191-

19 7). 

When Arthur himself moves to accept the challenge, 

Gawain intervenes, seizes the axe, and severs the Green 

Knight's head from his body. The body holds the severed 

head to confront the people on the dais as the Green 

Knight's lips charge Gawain to meet his opponent at the 

Green Chapel according to his vow (1. 420-452). 

Remaining with Arthur until "the tide of Allhallows" 

( 2 • 4 6 2 ) , Ga w a i n b i d s t h e c o u r t f a r ewe 1 1 , ct o n s h i s C h r .i s t i a n 

armor, hears mass, mounts Gringolet, and moves on his way, 

asking always for directions to the Green Chapel. Finally 

he stops to request hospitality at a "moated mansion" in a 

wood (2. 274). Here the hearty host and lovely hostess 

receive Gawain warmly; and the host, informing Gawain that 

the Green Chapel is only two miles from the castle, per-

suades the knight to tarry until New Year's Day. In the 
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meantime, the host will hunt and Gawain will stay at the 

castle by an arrangement concerning which the Host says: 

" ••. let us make an agreement: 
Whatever I win in the wood shall be yours; 
And what chance you shall meet shall be mine 

in exchange 
Sir, let's so strike our bargain and swear to 

tell truly 
Wh a t e ' e r f o r t u n e b r i n g s , w h e t h e r b a ct , s i r , o r 

better." 
(2. 614-618) 

This bargain is a prelude _to three seduction scenes 

in which the lady of the castle visits the bedroom of the 

knight. Gawain returns to the host everything he has 

received from the lady except a green girdle inasmuch as 

the lady has assured him: 

"For no man girt with this girdle of green, 
And bearing it fairly made fast about him, 
Might ever be cut down by any on earth, 
For his life in no way in the world could be 

taken." 
(3. 727-730) 

Subsequently, when Sir Gawain meets the Green Knight, 

he shrinks from the first swing of the axe. The second time 

he does not flinch, but the Green Knight stays the blow. 

The third time Gawain receives a nick on the neck. Reveal-

ing his identity as Bercilak de Hautdesert, the host of the 

moated mansion, and that of the old crone accompanying his 

wife as Morgan le Fay, the knight explains his wife's 

advances: 



- 26 

"I sent her to try you, and truly you seem 
The most faultless of men that e'er fared on 

his feet. 
As a pearl compared to white peas is more precious, 
So next to the other gay knights is Sir Gawain, 
But a little you lacked, and loyalty wanted, 
Yet truly 'twas not for intrigue or for wooing, 
But love of your life; the less do I blame you." 

(4. 365-371) 

When Sir Gawain returns to the court, the gracious agree

ment of the brotherhood is that all shall wear green 

baldrics, "thus following suit for the sake of the hero" 

(4. 521). Gawain remains heroic but human; though coura-

geous and chaste, he has lacked a little. 

Also human in their succumbing to temptation but 

ultimately triumphant in their epitomizing of Christian 

virtues are the knights of Spenser's the Faerie Queene. 

Like Sir Gawain, they are members of the court of King 

Arthur, and like the author of Sir Gawain and 11!.§_ Green 

Knight, Spenser is concerned with allegory, but allegory 

. I 

which he calls a "dark conceit," both spiritual and polit

ical in its implications.20 He explains his purpose in 

this way: 

The general! end therefore of all the booke is to 
fashion a gentleman or noble person in vertuous 
and gentle discipline: Which for that I conceived 

20Edmund Spenser, "A Letter of the Authors •.. to 
The Right Noble and Valorous Sir Walter Raleigh, Knight. 
· • . ," lli Faerie Oueene, intro. and ed. W. P. Trent 
(New York: Thomas Y. Crowell and Co., Publishers, 1903), 
p. 3. 
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shoulde be most plausible and pleasing, being 
coloured with an historical! fiction, the which 
the most part of men delight to read, rather for 
variety of matter then for profite of the ensample, 
I chose the historye of King Arthure, as most 
fitte for the excellency of his person, being made 
famous by many mens former workes, and also furthest 
from the daunger of envy, and suspition of present 
time.21 

Spenser continues by explaining his patterns: antique 

poets beginnirig with Homer and Vergil and extending to 

Ariosto and Tasso. His portrait of Arthur is to be the 

image of a knight who is the epitome of the twelve private 

moral virtues which have been outlined by Aristotle. In 

order to depict these twelve virtues which make a perfect 

gentleman, Spenser plans twelve knightly adventures, each 

to take place on a successive day during a feast at the 

court of Gloriana, the queen of the fairy kingdom, when 
· I 

someone appears at the court and asks for help. King Arthur, 

Magnificence, is to be the unifying element in each of the 

books, appearing at the crucial moment to help solve the 

problem. 

The epic is unfinished, but the Redcross Knight 

(Holiness) is the hero of Book I as Sir Guyon (Temperance) 

is of Book II; Britomart (Chastity) is the lady knight of 

Book III; Book IV deals with Cambell and Triamond (Friend

ship); Book V features Sir .Arthegall (Justice); Book VI 

21 Ihid. 
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features Sir Calidore (Courtesy). Spenser's use of so many 

focal characters in addition to Arthur diminishes the epic 

thrust of one major character facing overwhelming odds. 

C. S. Lewis notes: "The regrettable truth is that in the 

unfinished state of the poem we cannot interpret its hero 

at all." 22 William P. Trent adds to this discussion: 

Confusion worse confounded results not merely from 
the fact that the central conception of the poem can 
be understood only from Spenser's letter to Raleigh, 
but also from his having borrowed from Ariosto the 
trick of taking up and dropping his threads of nar
rative, his separate adventures, in order, apparently, 
to pique a reader's curiosity. This confusion is 
enhanced by mistakes made by the poet in consequence, 
it would appear, of lapses of memory. Worse still 
at times seems the mixture of ideal and of realistic 
elements--of allegory intended to elevate the souls 
of men and of allegory devised to flatter Elizabeth, 
Leicester, and Lord Grey. . 23 

Despite the weakened thrust of the work, two fac

tors alone--the power of such descriptions as those of the 

Cave of Mam~on and the Bower of Acrasia and the continuity 

achieved by the Spenserian stanza in a single knightly 

exploit such as that of the Redcross Knight--demand that 

this first true epic written by an identifiable English 

author be considered in the stream of epic poetry. 

22~ Allegory of Love (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1936), p. 336. 

23rntroduction, The Faerie Oueene by ~dmund Spenser 
(New York: Thomas Y. Crowell and Co., Publishers, 1903), 
p. x11. Hereafter all references to the Faerie Oueene will 
be to this edition and will be contained in parentheses 
after the citations. 
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Book I begins: 

A gentle Knight was pricking on the plaine, 
Ycladd in mightie armes and silver shielde, 
Wherein old dints of deepe wounds did remaine 
The cruell markes of many a bloody fielde; 
Yet armes till that time did he never wield, 
His angry steede did chide his foming bitt, 
As much disdayning to the curbe to yield: 
Full jolly knight he seemd, and faire did sitt, 
As one for knightly giusts and fierce encounters 

fitt. 
(1. 1. 1) 

Thus Spenser introduces the Redcross Knight, representing 

Holiness, who is commissioned by Queen Gloriana (Elizabeth I 

of England) to slay a dragon. With him are Una (Truth), 

riding on an ass (Humility), and a Dwarf (Prudence). Una 

is typical of the lovely ladies of epic poetry: 

A lovely Ladie rode 'him faire beside, 
Upon a lowly Asse more white than snow, 
Yet she much whiter; but the same did hide 
Under a vale, that wimpled was full low; 
And over all a blacke stole shee did throw: 
As one that inly mournd, so was she sad, 
And heavie sate upon her palfrey slow; 
Seemed in heart some hidden · care she had, 
And by her, in a line, a milkewhite lambe she lad. 

( 1 . . 1 . 4 ) 

On their journey the Redcross Knight slays the dragon (Sin 

or Error), whose countless brood suck the mother's blood and 

burst. The knight and Una are tricked by Archimago (Hypoc

risy), who separates them by means of false dreams. In 

other adventures Sansfoy (Faithless, the Mohammedan), Duessa 

Ca sorceress repres,~nting Mary, Queen of Scots), Sansloy 

( l . u w l e s s n e s s ) , S a n s j o y ( .J o y 1 e s s n e s s ) , a n d b o t h L u c i f e r a a n d 
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Orgoglio (the two representing Pride) continue the adven

tures on epic and allegorical levels. · Prince Arthur at the 

crucial moment kills Orgoglio and reveals the identity of 

Duessa, who escapes. Redcross brings Una to the house of 

Holiness, where they are married. Thus Holiness is united 

with Truth in the service of the Faerie Queen. 

The Recross Knight epitomizes the Renaissance gentle

man as Spenser presents him, as do the other protagonists 

and, most of all, Arthur himself. Despite the diffusion 

of the epic thrust already alluded to in Lewis's criticism, 

Redcross, Sir Guyon, and Spenser's other epic heroes achieve 

greatness because they are outstanding achievers subject to 

temptation and fall and, therefore, more believable heroes 

to the modern reader than the antique language and the 

Spenserian stanzaic form might incline the _unacquainted to 

anticipate. Trent states: "It is Spenser's sustained art 

that places him with Shakespeare and Milton and Chaucer and 

separates him from Wordsworth and Byron and Shelley. That 

he is inferior in the totality of his powers to Shakespeare 

no one will doubt who gives due weight to the verdict of 

time or to the claims of sublime and succinct as compared 

with exquisite and diffuse art" (Introduction, p. xii). 

Just as the careful reader must credit Spenser with 

the ideal of the epic hero as the Christian gentleman, so 
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must he assess the accomplishment of Milton, that great 

admirer of_ Spenser, in terms of the type of epic hero he 

tries to portray. A controversy has raged, of course, over 

the true identity of the epic hero whom Milton presents in 

Paradise Lost. Some critics say that the real hero is 

Satan because Milton outdoes himself in presenting the 

Prince of Evil in glorious defiance in Books 1 and 2 and 

unwittingly forces himself into inconsistencies in char

acterization in the later books in order to get out of his 

predicament. Others contend that Christ is the epic hero 

of the work because Adam is only a nonentity in comparison 

to the Messiah or, for that matter, to Satan--the two 

titanic figures in the struggle between good and evil. To 

contend th~ latter, however, is a derogation of man's free

dom of will which Milton lets God express concerning his 

creation of Adam: "I made him just and right/Sufficient 

to have stood, though free to fall." 24 On the other hand, 

John M. Steadman, answering the inconsistency in the treat

ment of Satan's character, contends: 

The alleged inconsistency is, however, largely 
a figment of the critic's own imagination. It 

24 Paradise Lost, Milton's Complete Poems, ed. Frank 
Allen Patterson (New York: F. S. Crofts and Co., 1933), 
3. 98-99. Hereafter all references to Paradise Lost will 
be to this edition and will be contained in parentheses 
after the citations. 
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results primarily from a failure to recognize 
the ambivalence of Renaissance attitudes toward 
classieal antiquity. The Ethnics had established 
the norms of the classical languages, and the 
rules of the traditional arts and sciences. In 
literature and art they had achieved standards of 
excellence that the Renaissance craftsman ... 
might profitably imitate. In public life they 
had performed notable exploits in war and peace. 

On the other hand, the classics were morally 
inadequate--vitiated by ignorance of the true 
faith and its witness to the Highest Good.25 

Elsewhere Steadman says: "Milton's technique as a poet 

reflects his competence as a· logician. He utilizes logi

cal contraries--heroic virtue and brutishness, merit and 

demerit, felicity and misery, reward and punishment--to 

sharpen definition through contrast. He plays diverse or 

contradictory meanings against one another--reality and 

appearance, essence and accident, truth and falsehood •. 

1126 . . . ' Thus, according to Steadman, the Satan of Books l 

and 2 changes from a classical hero to the vainglorious 

and belligerent rebel and the shrewd seducer of the later 

books, shifting from force to fraud, in order to attack the 

Creator through his creature. "Sacred history gave Milton 

authority for a Satan of heroic dimensions, a warrior who 

thirsts for glory, who fights against superior odds, and 

H i 1 1 : 
210. 

25 Milton's Epic Characters; Image 2..!l.Q. Idol (Chapel 
. University of North Carolina Press, 1960), pp. 209-

') ( 
->Jbid., p. 19S. 
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who can be defeated only by the Almighty. These are tra

ditional traits of the epic hero, and in ascribing them to 

the prince of the devils Milton took advantage of the hints 

that Isaiah and Revelation offered for a quasi-heroic 

rebel." 27 

However justified Steadman may be in his claims 

about Milton's Christian attitude toward the pagan warrior, 

it seems, not only in Paradise Lost but in Samson Agonistes 

and in the choice of topic for Paradise Regained, that Adam, 

man who falls but whose regeneration leads him to heroic 

heights, is really Milton's epic hero. Adam as man and the 

prototype of the Christian reconciled with God after the 

sinful and selfish use of his free will is heroic just as 

Samson (though he admits that "swoll'n with pride into the ,, 
snare I fell/Of fair fallacious looks")28 is heroic when he 

is able to say: 

Happ'n what may, of me expect to hear 
Nothing dishonourable, impure, unworthy 
Our God, our Law, my Nation, or my self9 The last.of me or no I cannot warrant.2 

Likewise the selection of the temptation in the wilderness 

as the topic of Paradise Regained rather than the Crucifixion, 

27 Ibid., p. 200. 

28 samson Agonistes, Milton's Complete Poems, lines 
~:,2-~~,:1. 

~) 9 . 
... lb 1 d • , 1 4 2 3- 1 4 ~ b • 
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a more likely choice for a Roman Catholic writer, demon

strates Milton's concept of the possibilities of the indi

vidual man as Christian to achieve epic heights. The 

Puritan-Protestant emphasis upon the ability of Christ, who 

as man, though yet God, does not ask God's angels to bear 

him up but defeats Satan with the strength of his God-given 

spiritual resources, is simultaneously an emphasis ·upon the 

ability of the individual Christian to foil the powers of 

evil and triumph over temptation. 

Milton's Muse for Paradise Lost is the Holy Spirit, 

and his stated purpose for the twelve books of his epic is: 

That to the highth of this great Argument 
I may assert Eternal Providence 
And justifie the wayes of God to man. 

(1. 24-26) 

The beginning in medias~ pictures a stunningly 

d e f i a n t Sa t a n w h o b i d s fa re we 1 1 t o "h a pp y F i e 1 d s / Wh e re J o y 

for ever dwells" (1. 249-250) and rebelliously exclaims: 

"Better to reign in Hell, then serve in Heav'n" (1. 263). 

He is described as a darkened form of his original bright

ness: 

••. Dark'n'd so, yet shon 
Above them all th' Arch Angel: but his face 
Deep scars of Thunder had intrencht, and care 
Sat on his faded cheek, but under Browes 
Of dauntless courage, and considerate Pride 
Waiting revenge: cruel his eye, but cast 
Signs of remorse and passion to behold 
The fellows of his crime, the followers rather 
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(Far other once beheld in bliss) condemn'd 
For ever now to have their lot in pain. 

(1. 599-608) 

In Book II Adam and Eve come into first view: 

Two of far nobler shape erect and tall, 
Godlike erect, with native Honour clad 
In naked Majestie seemd Lords of all, 
And worthie seemd, for in thir looks Divine 
The image of thir glorious Maker shon, 
Truth, Wisdome, Sanctitude severe and pure, 
Severe, but in true filial freedom plac't 
Whence true autoritie in men; though both 
Not equal as thir sex not equal seemd; 
For contemplation hee and valour formd, 
For softness shee and sweet attractive Grace, 
Hee for God only, shee for God in him ••.• 

(4. 288-289) 

The descent into Hades characteristic of the classi

cal epic appears in Paradise Lost as the change in Adam and 

Eve after the fall: 

As with new Wine intoxicated both 
They swim in mirth, and fansie that they feel 
Divinitie within them breeding wings 
Wherewith to scorn the Earth: but that false 

Fruit 
Farr other operation first displaid 
Carnal desire enflaming, hee on Eve 
Began · to cast lascivious Eyes, she him 
As wantonly repaid; in Lust they burne: 

Soon found thir Eyes how op'nd, and thir minds 
How dark'nd; innocence, that as a veile 
Had shadow'd them from knowing ill, was gon, 
Just confidence, and native righteousness, 
And honour from about them, naked left 
To guiltie shame hee cover'd, but his Robe 
Uncover'd more. 

(9. 1009-1015, 1049-1059) 

The ascent from Hades, the mountain-top view afforded Adam 

by the Angel Michael, gives Adam the courage to go on 
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living, seeking his meaningful place in God's plan. 

Christ, meanwhile, has been heroic victor in hurling 

the rebels from heaven and has foreshadowed his role as 

Savior of mankind by volunteering in reply to God's ques

tion: "Which of ye will be mortal to redeem/Mans mortal 

c r i me , a n d j u s t t h e u n j u s t t o s a v e • . . ?" ( 3 • 2 1 4- 2 1 5 ) . 

It is, however, Adam, the father of the race o __ f man, who is 

the hero of this work because God intends: 

. out of one man a Race 
Of men innumerable, there to dwell, 
Not here, till by degrees of merit rais'd 
They open to themselves at length the way 
Up hither, under long obedience tri'd, 
And Earth be chang'd to Heavn, and Heav'n to 

Earth, 
One Kingdom, Joy and Union without end. 

(7. 155-161) 

Moreover, it is Adam who has learned: 

• that to obey is best, 
And love with feare the onely God, to walk 
As in his presence, ever to observe 
His providence, and on him sole depend, 
Merciful over all his works, with good 
Still overcoming evil, and by small 
Accomplishing great things ••.. 

( 1 2 . 5 6 0- 5 6 7 ) 

And it is with Adam, the hero, and Eve, the sweet feminine 

spirit by his side, that the work ends: 

Som natural tears they drop'd, but wip'd them 
soon; 

The World was all before them, where to choose 
Thir place of rest, and Providen_c<~ t.hir guide: 
They hand in hand with wandrinH steps and slow, 
Th rounh Eden took t. hi r sol i tarie way. 

( i ~ . 6 4 !1 - {1 ,l() ) 
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Milton's Paradise Lost, published in 1667, 30 and 

P ope ' s Ra p e o f t h e Lo ck ,· p u b 1 i sh e d i n th e o r i g i n a 1 v e r s i o n 

of two cantos in 1712 and in the revised edition of five 

cantos in 1713, 31 might seem at first glance to have nothing 

in common. Yet, as one editor has noted, "The poem [The 

Rape of~ Lock] abounds in parodies and echoes of the 

Iliad, the Aeneid, and Paradise Lost, thus constantly 

forcing the reader to compare small things with great. The 

familiar devices of epic are observed, but the incidents or 

characters are beautifully proportioned to the scale of 

mock epic. " 32 

Pope's Muse is Caryll, actually John Caryll, who 

related to him the social incident which forms the basis 

for the poem. Immediately the poet reveals his theme: 

What dire offense from amorous causes springs, 
What mighty contests rise from trivial things, 
I sing. . 33 

3°Frank Allen Patterson, ed., Milton's Complete 
Poems, Introduction, p. xiii. 

3 1 M • 1-1 • A b r a m s e t a 1 • , e d s • , fu No r t o· n A n t h o 1 o g y 
of English Literature, 2 vols., rev. ed. (New York: W. W. 
Norton and Co., 1968), vol. 1, n. 1, p. 1695. 

32 Ibid. 

33 Alexander Pope, The Rape ..21. the Lock, The Norton 
Anthology of English Literature, ed. M. H. Abrams et al., 
1. 1-3. Hereafter all references to The Rape of.!:.~ Lock 
will be to this edition and will be contained in parentheses 
after the citations. 
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Belinda, the maiden whose lock is stolen, is the epic 

heroine of the poem, and the Baron, a worthy opponent, is 

the epic villain. Taking sides in the series of battles-

the card game of ombre, the battle of wits between the 

sexes, and the str~ggle qver recovery of the lock--are the 

beaux and belles, fops and coquettes, wits and prudes at 

Hampton Court. 

Beginning her day at noon, the epic heroine is 

attended at the sacred rites of Pride, the performance of 

her toilet, by her handmaiden, "the inferior priestess," 

Betty (1. 127). She has soon forgotten the warning of 

Ariel, sent to her in a dream: 

be w a re of Man ! '' ( 1 • 11 4 ) • 

"Beware of all, but most 

Meanwhile, the epic villain has built an altar to 

Love and implored all the powers of Heaven for help in 

obtaining and keeping one of the two sable ringlets on 

Belinda's neck: 

••• to Love an altar built, 
Of twelve vast French romances, neatly gilt. 
There lay three garters, half a pair of gloves, 
And all the trophies of his former loves. 
With tender billet-doux he lights the pyre, 
And breathes three amorous sighs to raise the fire. 
Then prostrate falls, and begs with ardent eyes 
Soon to obtain, and long possess the prize: 
The powers gave ear, and granted half his prayer, 
The· rest the winds dispersed in empty air. 

(2. 37-46) 
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The heroine and villain gather with the others at 

Hampton Court, where a great deal of activity takes place: 

Hither the heroes and the nymphs resort, 
To taste awhile the pleasures of a court; 
In various talk the instructive hours they passed, 
Who gave the ball, or paid the visit last; 
One speaks the glory of the British Queen, 
And one describes a charming Indian screen; 
A third interprets motions, looks, and eyes; 
At every word a reputation dies. 

(3. 9-16) 

Ariel has already called his legions of sylphs and 

sprites and in an epic catalogue has allotted tasks to each 

for the protection of Belinda. Fifty sylphs have been 

charged with the petticoat, and Ariel himself is responsible 

for Shock, Belinda's lapdog (2. 116-118). Ultimately, how

ever, even Ariel's divine power is foiled because 

Sudden he viewed, in spite of all her art, 
An earthly lover lurking at her heart. 
Amazed, confused, he found his power expired, 
Resigned to fate, and with a sigh retired. 

( 3. 143-146 ) 

The Baron uses scissors furnished from Clarissa's sewing 

case and snips the curl, boasting: 

Steel could the labor of the Gods destroy, 
And strike to dust the imperial towers of Troy. 
Steel could the works of mortal pride confound, 
And hew triumphal arches to the ground. 
What wonders, then, fa i r nymph : thy ha i rs sh o u 1 d 

feel, 
The conquering force of unresisted steel? 

( 3. 173-178) 

The descent into Hades is made in this mock epic by 

Umbriel, a bad-tempered gnome, who, with a branch of 
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spleenwort·in his hand like the golden bough of Aeneas, 

descends to the Cave of Spleen. This goddess gives him a 

bag of sighs, tears, and griefs, like Aeolus' bag of winds 

i n the Ody s s e y , t o break o v e r the head of the pre t t y Be 1 i n d a . 

Rhetorically sound exhortations, boasts, and challenges 

occur at the court; but Sir Plume, intervening on Belinda's 

behalf, is singularly limited in his oratorical powers and 

fails to persuade the Baron to relinquish the lock. With 

a pinch of snuff to make the Baron sneeze and the dire 

threat of a bodkin, Belinda vanquishes the villain only to 

discover that the lock has disappeared. Pop~ asserts that 

the Muse has seen the lock rise to the skies like a comet; 

he comforts both sides of the quarrel with the final 

couplet: 

This Lock the Muse shall consecrate to fame, 
And midst the stars inscribe Belinda's n~me. 

(4. 149-150) 

Passing from Neo-Classicism to Romanticism, the 

reader finds Lord Byron's Don Juan, like Pope's Rape of the 

Lock, to be a mock epic, but one characterized by a quite 

different · approach. Although its satiric comments include 

church, · state, war, prejudice, greed, and the foibles of 

mankind in general, the major tl1rust of Byron's satirP is 

h .i s c'l1 o i c e o f n o n .J u a n a s h i s h <' r o - - h i s a n s we r t o t h e u s u a 1 
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heroes "cloying the gazettes with cant." 34 Byron cleverly 

expresses the plan for his work in the second canto: 

My poem's epic, and is meant to be 
Divided in twelve books; each book containing, 

With love, and war, a heavy gale at sea, 
A list of ships, and captains, and kings reigning, 

New characters; the episodes are three: 
A panoramic view of hell's in training, 

After the style of Virgil and of Homer, 
So that my name of Epic's no misnomer. 

(2. 200) 

Don Juan is just sixteen when he falls madly in 

love with Donna Julia; the love affair ends abruptly when 

he is almost discovered in her bedroom by her husband, Don 

Alfonso. Don Alfonso sends his wife to a convent, and Don 

Juan's mother sends the young man on his travels: 

But Donna Inez, to divert the train 
Of one of the most circulating scandals 

That had for centuries been known in Spain, 
At least since the retirement of the Vandals, 

First vow'd (and never had she vow'd in vain) 
To Virgin Mary several pounds of ~andles; 

And then, by the advice of some old ladies, 
She sent her son to be shipp'd off from Cadiz. 

(I. 190) 

Meanwhile, Donna Inez stays busy: 

•.. to pass her hours away, 
Brave Inez now set up a Sunday school 

For naughty children, who would rather play 
(Like truant rogues) the devil, ot the fool; 

,, 

34 Geo.rge Noel Gordon, Lord Byron, .!12.!! Juan (London: 
John Lane the Bodley Head, 1926), 1. 1. 3. Hereafter all 
references to Don Juan will be to this edition and will be 
contained in p'arentheses following the citations. 
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Infants of three years old were taught that day, 
Dunces were whipt, or set upon a stool; 

The great success of Juan's education 
Spurr'd her to teach another generation. 

(2. 10) 

Among Juan's attendants on the voyage is his tutor 

Pedrillo, who, as the sage counsel, should advise the young 

man but instead is protected and counseled by Juan. A 

storm a r i s es, the s a i 1 ors break into the s·p i. r it- 1 o ck er, 

Pedrillo pursues rum himself at one moment and cowers, 

frightened and confused, the next. Don Juan bravely pro

tects the spirit-room, helps Pedrillo to a place in the 

longboat when the ship must be abandoned, saves his father's 

little spaniel, and later refuses to eat either the dog or 

Pedrillo when they serve as emergency rations for the sur-

vivors. Juan endures the hardships of the storm and the 
., 

longboat until he finally swims, "though faint, emaciated, 

and stark," to a beach, where he lies full length before a 

cave (2. 106. 1 ). Haidee, a pirate's daughter, and her 

attendant, Zoe, find Don Juan and rescue him. The ep.ic 

heroine merits this description from Byron's pen: 

Her hair, I said, was auburn; but her eyes 
Were black as death, their lashes the same hue, 

Of downcast length, in whose silk shadow lies 
Deepest attraction; for when to the view 

Forth from its raven fringe the full glance flies, 
Ne~er with such force the swiftest arrow flew .... 

( 2 • 1 1 7 • 1 - (, ) 
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What could be more natural than the love affair 

which develops between Don Juan and the noble savage, 

Haidee? 

Alas for Juan and Haidee! they were 
So loving and so lovely--till then never, 

Excepting our first parents, such a -pair 
Had run the risk of being damn'd for ever; 

And Haidfe, being devout as well as fair, 
Had, doubtless, heard about the Stygian river, 

And hell and purgatory--but forgot 
Just in the very crisis she should not. 

(2. 193) 

The mock-epic treatment becomes even clearer at 

this point in Byron's work when he refers to Dante and 

Milton: 

The only two that in my recollection 
Have sung of heaven and hell, or marriage, are 

Dante and Milton, and of both the affection 
Was hapless in their nuptials, for some bar 

Of fault or temper ruin'd the connexion 
(Such things, in fact, it don't ask much to mar)_;, 

But Dante's Beatrice and Milton's Eve 
Were not drawn from their spouses, you conceive. 

(3. 10) 

Lambro, Haidee's pirate-father, returns and sur

prises the lovers. Don Juan, wounded and fettered, is 

shipped off to the slave market, and Haidee dies, bearing 

Juan's unborn child, twelve days after she has burst a 

vein (4. 59, 75). Don Juan survives the Had~s of his 

imprisonment and sale as a slave so that his adventures 

may continue through the remaining twelve 9f the sixteen 

completed cantos, which are heroic, absurd, satiric, 

romantic, and acid by turns. Byron's hero- is never 
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characterized better than when he is in love with Haidee, 

but consistently he is the epitome of Byron himself through

out the epic. 

It is a far cry from the rash and irreverent hero 

of Byron's Don Juan to the Victorian reenactment of medieval 

Arthurian material in Tennyson's Idylls ..Q.f ili King. Edmund 

Clarence Stedman in Victorian Poets states about the latter 

work: 

It is the epic of chivalry,--the Christian ideal of 
chivalry which we have deduced from a barbaric 
source,--our conception of what knighthood should be, 
rather than what it really was; but so skillfully 
wrought of high imaginings, faery spells, fantastic 
legends, and mediaeval splendors, that the whole work 
suffused with the Tennysonian glamor of golden mist, 
seems like a chronicle illuminated by saintly hands . 

. And, indeed, if this be not the greatest narra
tive poem since "Paradise Lost," what other English 
production are you to name in its place? Never so 
lofty as the grander portions of Milton's epic, it is' 
more evenly sustained and has no long prosaic passages; 
while "Paradise Lost" is justly declared to be a work 
of superhuman genius impoverished by dreary wastes 
of theology.35 

Tennyson attempts in this epic to voice the 

Victorian ideals of the exemplary life, a goal which he 

explains as he pays tribute to Prince Albert in his dedica

tion and which he has Arthur explain more fully: 

. that fair Order of my Table Round, 
A glorious company, the flower of men, 

35 Rev. and extended (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co., 
1915), pp. 175-176. 
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To serve as model for the mighty world, 
And be the fair beginning of a time. 
I made them lay their hands in mine and swear 
To reverence the King, as if he were 
Their conscience, and their conscience as their 

King, 
To break the heathen and uphold the Christ, 
To ride abroad redressing human wrongs, 
To speak no slander, no, nor listen to it, 
To honor his own word as if his God's, 
To lead sweet lives in purest chastity, 
To love one maiden only, cleave to her, 
And worship her by years of noble deeds, 
Until they won her. . 36 

In "The Coming of l\rthur," King Leodogran, father 

of Guinevere, sounds a call for help which brings Arthur, 

who wins not only the battle but also Lancelot and Guinevere. 

Lancelot and Arthur vow their friendship: 

He laugh'd upon his warrior whom he loved 
And honor'd most. "Thou dost not doubt me King, 
So well thine arm hath wrought for me to-day." 
"Sir and my liege," he cried, "the fire of God 
Descends upon thee in the battle-field. 
I know thee for my King!" Whereat the two, 
For each had warded either in the fight, 
Sware on the field of death a deathless love. 
And Arthur said, "Man's word is God in man; 
Let chance what will, I trust thee to the death." 

(124-133) 

Arthur and Guinevere take similar vows in marriage: 

••• the two 
Sware at the shrine of Christ a deathless love. 
And ·Arthur said, "Behold, thy doom is mine. 
Let chance what will, I love thee to the death!" 

36 Alfred, Lord Tennyson, "Guineve~e," Idylls of the 
King, The .Poetic .2.!L9. Dramatic Works of .l\lfred Lord Tennyson, 
rambrictge Edition (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co., 1898), 
l i n t' s •l (l 0- •17 l\ • 11 e re a ft e r a 1 1 re f e re n c e s t o Id y 11 s of ~ 
Kinq will be to this edition and wi ·ll be contained in 
parentheses following the citations. 
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To whom the Queen replied with drooping eyes, 
"King and my lord, I love thee to the death!" 

(464-467) 

The same idyll explains the vows which Arthur demands 

of his knights: 

••• so strait vows to his own self 
That when they rose, knighted from kneeling, 

some 
Were pale as at the passing of a ghost, 
Some flush'd, and others dazed, as one who wake~ 
Half-blinded at the coming of a light. 

(261-265) 

At the end of this idyll, the kingdom has been 

established: 

And Arthur and his knighthood for a space 
Were all one will, and thro' that strength the 

King 
Drew in the petty princedoms under him, 
Fought, and in twelve great battles overcame 
The heathen hordes, and made a realm and reign'd. 

(514-518) 

Other idylls deal with individual exploits of the 

knights and with Merlin, magician-adviser to the king. 

"The Holy Grail" tells how the Round Table is weakened 

when the knights depart to search for the Grail. 

intones a sad prophecy at this time: 

Arthur 

What are ye? Galahads?--no, nor Percivales--
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
• • • nay ••• but men 
With strength and will to right the wrong'd, of 

power 
To lay the sudden heads of violence flat, 
Knights that in twelve great battles splash'd 

and dyed 
The s t r on g Wh i t e Horse i n h i s own heathen b 1 o o d - -
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But one hath seen, and all the blind will see. 
Go, since your vows are sacred, being made. 
Yit--for ye know the cries of all my realm 
Pass thro' this hall--how often, 0 my knights, 
Your places being vacant at my side, 
This chance of noble deeds will come and go 
Unchallenged, while ye follow wandering fires 
Lost in the quagmire! Many of you, yea most, 
Return no more. 

(306, 308-321) 

The prophecy comes true: the kingdom is weakened by the 

search for the Holy Grail. Ultimately, however, it falls 

because of the flaw within, the infidelity of Lancelot and 

Guinevere more than the treason of Sir Modred. After the 

traitor has surprised Guinevere and Lancelot at their 

farewells, Lancelot takes the blame upon himself and tries 

to take Guinevere to his home. She, however, planning to 

seek religious sanctuary, answers: 

••• "Lancelot, wilt thou hold me so? 
Nay, friend, for we have taken our farewells. 
Would God that thou couldst hide me from myself! 
Mine is the shame, for I was wife, and thou 
Unwedded; yet rise now, and let us fly, 
For I will draw me into sanctuary, 
And bide my doom." 

("Guinevere" 115-121) 

If Arthur's descent into Hades is the knowledge of 

this betrayal and the f~eling that he has failed and is 

forsaken in the doomed battle against Modred--when he mourns 

that "all my realm/Reels back into the beast, and is no 

more" ("Passing of Arthur" 25-26),--then his ascent is the 

passage on the barge. Earlier he has said in Sir Bedivere's 
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hearing, "I pass but shall not die" (Ibid., 28). Thus the 

hero is transfigured, and Sir Bedivere is left upon a hill-

top looking at a speck that is the barge bearing Arthur, 

but "the new sun rose bringing the new year" (Ibid., 469). 

Whether Tennyson ever found for himself a substan-

tial hope in the Christianity which he epitomized in Id~lls 

of _lli King or whether, as has been proposed about ''In 

Memoriam,'' he merely clutched desperately at these prin

ciples through the mists of doubt, his Victorian epic 

succeeds in expressing th~ highest and best principles held 

up for emulation by Victorians. That many. Victorians 

failed to reach these standards or even to affirm them 

wholeheartedly is no real measure of Tennyson's achieve

ment in the epic. With this writer the epic comes to the 

brink of the twentieth century, that era when some critics 

have announced the death of the epic hero and have written 

his obituary. 



CHAPTER III 

SUMMARY OF CHARACTERISTICS OF 

THE EPIC HERO 

The primary answer, however, to the contention that 

the epic hero is non-existent in modern literature must 

surely be that the epic hero is present as he has been for 

generations but that he varies in his depiction according 

to the demands of his era. This fact has already been 

demonstrated in the previous chapter with the tracing of the 

heritage of heroism from angry Achilles to wily Odysseus, 

from pious Aeneas to salvation-seeking Dante, from the medi

eval and Renaissance knights and Miltonic Adam all the way 

to the Byronic Don Juan and the Victorian Kitig Arthur. Yel 

an important concomitant to the changing character of the 

epic hero is the unchanging factor--the sum of character

istics which endure. Some of the works which have dealt 

with these enduring characteristics of the hero are Lord 

Raglan's .I!!.£ Hero: ! Study in Tradition, Myth 211Q. Drama, 

Joseph Campbell's lli Hero with l!. Thousand Faces, David 

Adams Leeming's Mythology: .I!!.£ Voyage .Qi fu Hero, and 

Dorothy Norman's lli Hero: Myth/Image/Symbol. 

- 49 -
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Lord Raglan divides his study into tradition, myth, 

and drama~ He compiles a list of twenty-two features of a 

hero then scores gods or heroes accordingly. His emphasis 

is upon the contention that the "hero-tale is derived from 

ritual and not from fact." 1 

The expressed purpose of Joseph Campbell in~ Hero 

with A Thousand Faces is "to uncover some of the truths dis

guised for us under the figures of religion and mythology 

by bringing together a multitude of not-too-difficult 

examples and letting the ancient meaning become apparent 

of itself." 2 After a prologue about the monomyth, he 

divides Part 1, The Adventures of the Hero, into chapters 

for Departure, Initiation, and Return; he divides Part 2, 

The Cosmogenic Cycle, into Emanations, The Virgin Birth, 

Transformations of the Hero, and Dissolution. His epilogue 

ends with the statement: "It is not society that is to 

guide and save the creative hero, but precisely the reverse. 

And so every one of us shares the supreme ordeal--carries 

the cross of the redeemer--not in the bright moments of his 

1Lord Raglan [Fitzroy Richard Somerset], The Hero: 
A Study .i!!. Tradition, Myth, fil!.Q. Drama (New York: Vintage 
Books, 1956), p. 278. 

2Preface, Bollingen Series, no. 17 (New York: 
Pantheon, 1949), p. vii. 
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tribe's great victories, but in the silences of his personal 

despair." 3 

David Adams Leeming in Mythology: lli Voyage of 

~ Hero, explains the meaning of myth and then divides the 

monomyth into eight events: the miraculous conception and 

birth of the child; his childhood and initiation; his prep

aration, meditation, and withdrawal; his trial and quest; 

his death and role as a scapegoat; his descent into the 

underworld; his resurrection and rebirth; and finally his 

ascension, apotheosis, and atonement.4 Leeming, like 

Campbell, draws his examples · from many sources: Greek, 

Roman, Egyptian, Sumerian, Babylonian, Hittite, Phrygian, 

Arabic, Anglo-Saxon, European, Tanganyikan, Indian, 

Japanese, Toltec, Aztec, Mayan, Judaic, Christian, and 

American Indian. 

Dorothy Norman in lli Hero: Myth/Image/Symbol 

asserts that "man's perennial preoccupation with the heroes' 

quest has to do, above all, with the quality of life to be 

lived, rather than its quantity."5 Her main intention in 

her book i s ''to s u g g e st some o f the man i f o 1 d way s i n w h i ch 

the heroic principle in life operates; to present, by way 

3 Ibid., p. 391. 

4 (Philadelphia: J. B. Lippincott Co., 1973). 

5 (New York: The World Publishing Co., 1969), p. 3. 



- 52 -

of word and image, variations on the theme -of how we attain 

a certain degree of awareness at crucial turning points; 

how our transformations occur; the price to be paid for 

them, and toward what end. "6 A mere glance at the list of 

plates, impressive in number and quality, shows how she 

integrates art and literature in following this study. 

Various chapters deal with the birth of the hero, his con

tests, foundings of civilizations, guardianship of treasure, 

the labyrinth, the journey, and the transformation. Like 

Campbell and Leeming, Norman deals with a multitude of 

sources, both Eastern and Western, and she insists that 

I • "even though the heroic quest 1s never totally realized, 

the very envisioning of it--like our every attempt to embark 

upon it--comprises one of man's most noble acts of imagina-, 

tion and faith. "7 

Whether one follows the characteristics set forth 

by one of these authors or, as is the case here, analyzes 

them himself in various works, the realization that, though 

much changes, much endures is vital for the continuing dis

cernment of the epic hero. At least twelve of these endur

ing qualities will be examined here. 

6 I-bid. 

7Ibid., p. 7. 
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First, the epic hero is partially divine or at least 

godlike. Achilles is the child of Thetis, a river nymph, 

and the mortal Peleus, a couple whose marriage has been 

blessed, even promulgated, by Zeus himself~ Thetis inter

cedes to Zeus for the sake of her son (1. 493 et seq.) and 

petitions the god Hephaestus for the divine armor which 

protects Achilles in battle (18. 368 et seq.). At one point 

the appearance of Achilles is so godlike that his shouts 

alone rout the Trojans three times (18. 228-229). He is 

so impressive when he enters battle that the valiant Hector 

is possessed by "shivers" and motivated to run (22. 423 et 

seq.). Odysseus is godlike, ·too, constantly described by 
I 

Homer with that term. He is favored by the goddess Athena 

for his shrewdness, which is an offshoot of her wisdom. 

Aeneas is the child of Venus, sired by the shepherd Anchises 

after Jupiter has sworn to get even with his daughter for 

the difficulties caused by his amours. Dante as persona in 

the Divine Comedy is spiritually a child of God who has 

erred, and for his sake the Virgin Mary and Saint Lucia 

send Be at rice as divine 1 o v e to guide him back to the True 

Way. Beatrice explains this intercession to Virgil: 

There is a Lady in Heaven so concerned 
for him I send you to, that for her sake 
the strict decree is broken. She has turned 
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and called Lucia to her wish and mercy 
saying: "Thy faithful one is sorely pressed; 
in his distresses I commend him to thee." 

Lucia, that soul of light and foe of all 
cruelty, rose and came to me at once •••• 

(Inferno 2. 94-101) 

In .§i.!: Gawain -2.!!.9. ~ Green Knight the protagonist must be 

considered godlike because he is dedicated to Christian 

vows of medieval knighthood, just as Spenser's good knights 

and ladies are, above all, Christian gentlefolk. Milton's 

Adam is created in the image of God and with the very 

breath of God breathed into him: 

••• he formed thee, Adam, thee O Man 
Dust of the ground, and in thy nostrils breath'd 
The breath of Life; in his own Image hee 
Created thee, in the Image of God 
Express, and thou becam'st a living Soul. 

(Paradise Lost 7. 524-528) 

Eve n Be 1 i n d a of Pope ' s Rape .Q.f. .:!:l!.!t Lock seems b a re 1 y sh or t I 

of divine: 

Not with more glories, in th'ethereal plain, 
The sun first rises o'er the purpled main, 
Th a n , i s s u i n g f o r t h ·, t h e r i v a 1 o f h i s be a m s 
Launched on the bosom of the silver Thames. 
Fair nymphs and well-dressed youths around her 

shone, 
But ev'ry eye was fixed on her alone. 
On her· white breast a sparkling cross she wore 
Which Jews might kiss, and infidels adore. 

(2. 1-8) 

Byron claims his Don Juan to be "an uncommon hero" and 

creates him godlike--as far as his creator is concerned-

in those qualities which Byron considers most superb. 
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Arthur's supernatural birth is referred to by Tennyson in 

"The Coming of Arthur." Bedivere explains to Leodogran 

that he believes Arthur is Other's son but adds: 

And there be those who deem him more than man, 
And dream he dropt from heaven. 

(181-182) 

Queen Bellicent relates the tale of Bleys, Merlin's master, 

about the baby Arthur's experience of being borne on a 

wave and surrounded by flame (359 et seq~). In addition, · 

Arthur's supernatural passing on the barge guided by the 

three dark ladies is detailed in "The Passing of Arthur." 

The second consistent quality of the epic hero is 

the espousal of a cause greater than himself. Although 

Achilles courageously calls Agamemnon to account in the 

first book of the Iliad, he is subsequently more concerned 

with his wounded pride than he is with a great cause until 

after the death of Patroclus. At this time, he fully 

embraces the cause of defeating the Trojans: 

"I myself know well it is destined for me to die here 
far from my beloved father and mother. But for all 

that 
I will not stop till the Trojans have had enough of 

my fighting." 
(19. 421-423) 

· Odysseus is perhaps nowhere more conscious of others 

than wh c n h c depart s from Ca 1 y p so ' s i s 1 e, saying that he 

hns chosen the lot. of a mortal and must go home to Penelope. 
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When he condemns the suitors, moreover, he denounces the 

destruction they have brought to the lives of others and 

the island of Ithaca. 

Aeneas' words at his departure from Carthage suc

cinctly define his acceptance of his obligations to the gods, 

his country, and his family, his concern with pietas which 

is reiterated through Vergil's Aeneid. 

Dante, though in a way he seeks the most personal 

cause of all, his own salvation, becomes emblematic of 

the selfless seeker as he makes the symbolic journey of 

every man. Assuredly his telling about the journey meatls 

he has embraced a cause involving others. His vision is 

completely selfless when at the ending of Paradiso it is 

widened to an all-embracing concept of God's love, which 

moves the universe. 

Gawain's shame at th·e close of his episode with the 

Green Knight stems from the fact that he has been wanting 

in the fulfillment of Arthurian ideals. He sees that 

selflessness rather than concern for one's life is the 

ideal course. It is the sense of fellowship in a great 

cause, along with the individual confession of sin, which 

motivates all the knights to wear green baldrics. 

Spenser never lets his knights forget their commis

sion for the sake of Queen Gloriana and King Arthur: 
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Helpe then, 0 holy virgin! chiefe of nyne, 
Thy weaker Novice to performe thy will; 
Lay forth out of thine everlasting scryne 
The antique rolles, which there lye hidden still, 
Of Faerie knights, and fayrest Tanaquill, 
Whom that most noble Briton Prince so long 
Sought through the world, and suffered so much 

ill, 
That I must rue his undeserved wrong: 
o, helpe thou my weake wit, and sharpen my dull 

tong! 
(Faerie Queene Preface 1. 2) 

Adam in Paradise Lost comes slowly into the realiza

tion of his role in fulfilling a great cause. Although 

Milton's Satan tempts Eve with the idea of rivalling 

Divinity--" ••• ye shall be as gods,/Knowing both Good 

and Evil as they know" (9. 708-709)--Milton's Adam is at 

first quite noble in his confrontation of a fallen Eve: 

" ••• som cursed fraud 
Of Enemie hath beguil'd thee, yet unknown, 
And mee with thee hath rulnd, for with thee 
Certain my resolution is, to Die; 
How can I live without thee, how forgoe 
Thy sweet Converse and Love so dearly joyn'd, 
To live again in these wilde Woods forlorn?" 

(9. 904-910) 

After the fall, Adam and Eve consider childlessness and 

later contemplate suicide. With the rejection of both 

plans, they are able to espouse a cause greater than them

selves because they look forward to bruising the head of 

the serpent and to the Redeemer whom God has promised. 

After the vision of the generations of man afforded him by 

Michael, Adam dedicates himself to a cause greater than 
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self when he affirms that he will live: 

" ••• my heart much eas'd, 
Erewhile perplext with thoughts what would becom 
Of mee and all Mankind; but now I see 
His day, in whom all Nations shall be blest •• 

(12. 274-277) 
" 

Eve, likewise, rejoices: "By mee the Promis'd Seed shall 

all restore" (12. 623). 

Even in a mock epic like the Rape tl !1Ll:.. Lock or 

QQE. Juan, the cause of the epic protagonist raises that 

character to a condition of selflessness. Belinda is fair

est of the fair, but her beauty is representative of the 

good looks of all the belles. Indeed, the sprites and 

gnomes are former belles who retain their human tempera

ments according to the medieval elements of fire, air, 

earth, and water. Belinda is representative of the entire 

female sex in high society when, because of her leadership, 

Hampton Court divides into battle lines; and Umbriel 

praises her influence when he pleads before Spleen: 

Hear me, and touch Belinda with chagrin; 
That single act gives half the world the spleen. 

(4. 77-78) 

It has already been shown how Juan in Byron's work, 

though certainly selfish in satisfaction of his sexual 

appetite, is ardent in defending others, whether it be 

Pedri 11 o in the midst of the storm or II aide e in the midst 

of her father's wrath. 
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That Arthur's cause is greater than self goes with-

out saying. In the Idylls of~ King he chooses between 

the roles of outraged husband or doomed king, forgiving 

Guinevere and fighting valiantly for the fading ideals of 

Camelot. 

A third constant among variables is that the epic 

hero's code of behavior inevitably puts him in . conflict 

with the norms of his time. The conflict occurs because 

the epic hero rises above the level of the ordinary person. 

Achilles is a lesser general challenging the five-star 

general of his time at the opening of the Iliad. Agamemnon 

has refused a just ransom from Chryseis' father and has 

added insult to injury by slighting the father's office as 

priest of Apollo. The conventions of war at the time grant 
I 

the spoils to the victor, but Achilles challenges his chief 

to a higher principle of life. We cannot forget that 

Achilles conforms to the norms of his time shortly after

ward by sulking in his tent and later by inflicting indig

nities upon the body of Hector, denying it burial; in these 

actions, however, he is no longer glorious. Finally, when 

he rises far above the accepted behavior of his time and 

exhibits compassion and even tenderness toward Priam, he 

is most heroic of all. 
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Throughout the Odyssey examples of the best and 

worst in social behavior for the various classes of society 

are exhibited. Irus, for example, behaves in the worst 

possible way for a beggar while Odysseus in his disguise 

as a beggar shows that even the lowliest person can be 

guided by standards. Odysseus' code comes most violently 

into conflict with the norms of his time because he upholds 

the highest and best conduct for noblemen while the suitors 

sink to a nearly bestial level, failing to heed the warn

ings of Telemachus first and then the prophet: 

" ••• Even you must be scandalized 
and ashamed before the neighboring men -about us, the 

people 
who live around our land; fear also the gods' anger, 
lest they, astonished by evil actions, turn against 

you." 
(2. 64-67) 

" • • • I see the evil 
coming upon you, and not one of the suitors avoiding 
this will escape; for in the house of godlike 

Odysseus 
you are outrageous to men, and all your designs are 

reckless." (20. 367-370) 

The opposition between Latinian-Rutulian norms and 

Aeneas' pietas is climaxed in the scene preceding the 

opening of the twin gates of war in the Aeneid: 

••• Turnus was there in the midst of the clamor 
And fire of anger against the slaughter; he doubled 
Their terror. He said the Trojans had been invited 
To share the power, that Phrygian stock had been 

mingled 
With Latin, that he was being thrust out of the 

palace. 
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Then those whose mothers, bewildered by Bacchus, 
were dancing 

In chorus through pathless groves--for the name of 
Amata 

Carried great weight--gathered round and shouted 
for battle. 

Contrary to omens and fates of the gods, all 
demanded 

Unspeakable war on the spot, through_ some perverse 
power. 

(7. 606-615) 

It is because Dante has accepted worldly norms 

instead of retaining the standards Beatrice had set for 

him that she intercedes for him and restores other

worldly values: 

II 
. . . • this man, potentially, was so endowed 

from early youth that marvelous increase 
should have come forth from every good he sowed. 

But richest soil the soonest will grow wild 
with bad seed and neglect. For a while I stayed 

him 
with glimpses of my face. Turning my mild 

and youthful eyes into his very soul, 
I let him see their shining, and I led him 
by the straight way, his face to the right goal. 

The instant I had come upon the sill 
of my second age, and crossed and changed my life, 
he left me and let others shape his wil 1." 

(Purgatorio 30. 115-126) 

In the Faerie Queene the conduct of Archimago, 

Duessa, Lucifera, and Acrasia provides a constant challenge 

to the higher norms of Arthur's knights. Similarly the 

Green Knight's wife represents the norm of human behavior 
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whereas Sir Gawain is far above the norm in his rejection 

of her advances. 

In the Rape of ~ Lock, Belinda's code evolves 

from flirtation, coquetry, and the battle of the sexes. 

She is more skillful at it than anyone else: 

Favors to none, to all she smiles extends; 
Oft she rejects, but never once offends. 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
If to her share some female errors fall, 
Look on her face, and you'll forget ·'em all. 

(2. 11-12, 17-18) 

Much of the mockery of Pope's poem is based upon the social 

behavior of the time, and the fact that Belinda is the 

belle of belles is an important part of the humor. It is 

left to Clarissa to plead reason as the golden mean of 

behavior extolled by Neoclassical philosophers but rarely 

attained by the beaux and belles of Pope's mock epic. Don ·
1 

Juan, on the other hand, is a youthful rebil impelled by 

Byronic principles sexually, socially, and politically; he 

is in constant battle against the codes of his time, and 

Byron repeatedly satirizes the world as it is, sometimes 

bitterly, sometimes lightly: 

Well-well; the world must turn upon its axis, 
And all mankind turn with it, heads or tails, 

And live and die, make love and pay our taxes, 
And as the veering wind shifts, shift our sails; 

The king commands us, and the doctor quacks us, 
The priest instructs, and so our life exhales, 

A little breath, love, wine, ambition·, fame, 
Fighting, devotion, dust,--perhaps a name. 

(2. ,1) 
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Tennyson's King Arthur upholds successfully for a 

short span the code of the Round Table which must perforce 

battle the ways of the world. Modred will never accept 

such a code, of course, but the fact that Guinevere and 

Lancelot fall short of practicing it is the real key to 

the destruction of Camelot. This fact is made quite evi-

dent in the title song of the modern musical "Camelot" by 

Frederick Loewe and Alan Jay Lerner, in which Arthur asks 

a little boy whom he sends away from battle to tell every

one, "For one .shining moment this was Camelot." 

The leadership of the epic hero is evident in all 

of the works analyzed here and in countless other epics 

which might be examined; it is the fourth constant quality. 

Achilles is the leader not only of his own tribe, the 

Myrmidons, but also of Argives, Danaans, and Achaeans at 

large. Odysseus likewise has been a great leader of the 

Achaeans at Troy and continues to exert leadership over all 

of his men on various adventures except, perhaps, upon 

Eurylochus, who leads the slaughter of the sacred cattle 

of Helios, the sun god. Though Odysseus is reduced finally 

to the support of his son; Eumaeus, the faithful swineherd; 

and Philoetius, the faithful cowherd, he wields an influ

ence which restores him to unquestioned control of Ithaca 

at the end of the epic. 
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Aeneas' leadership of the Trojans is not questioned 

except, perhaps, when the Trojan women burn the ships (5. 

669 et seq.). It is because of his magnificent leadership 

that Evander, a Greek, entrusts his son Pallas to Aeneas' 

training, saying: 

" I shall send Pallas to join you, • . . 
My hope and my solace, with you as his teacher to 

master 
The ha rd ship and labor of war, to look up to y OU, 

model 
His youth by your deeds. " 

(8. 529-532) 

Dante's leadership is of a different kind, of 

course, a spiritual leadership for all in Christendom and 

even those without. It seems evident at the culmination of 

Paradiso that he is dedicated to the cause of imparting the 

vision of his journey even though, at the end of the 

hundredth canto, words fail him. 

The knights of Spenser and the Pearl Poet exert 

their leadership at court and on their quests; Belinda at 

Hampton Court; and Don Juan wherever his exploits lead him, 

from Lambro's shores to a Turkish harem, the court of 

Catherine the Great, or a British castle. 

The fifth quality of the epic hero is that he pos

sesses disciples. They may comprise a whole tribe or a 

nation, as with Achilles and Odysseus, an ethnic or spiritual 

group as with Dante, a national following like the Celtic-
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Anglo-Saxon one of Arthur, a type of youth cult of rebel

lion like Juan's, or the whole human race as in the case of 

Milton's Adam; nevertheless, the epic hero always has 

disciples. Most of the time, he leaves his efforts as a 

glorious heritage for these learners to continue. Among 

the disciples is often one close friend. For Achilles, it 

is Patroclus; for Odysseus, it is Telemachus, his own son; 

for Aeneas, it is sometimes Achates, his armor bearer, at 

other times, Ascanius, his son, and, at the end of the epic, 

Pallas, his proteg~. Whereas Virgil is poetic inspiration, 

travel guide, and the allegorical representation of human 

reason to Dante, he is also the best friend and the armor 

bearer of the quester in the strictest sense of the classi

cal tradition. Adam's best friend similarly serves in a 

dual role of tutor; he is the Archangel Michael. Belinda's 

best friend and armor bearer is Thalestris, who calls 

Clarissa, the voice of reason in the poem, a prude, and 

exhorts the court, "To arms, to arms!" (Rape of the Lock 

5. 37). · Don Juan's comrade at arms is Pedrillo although in 

Byron's mock-epic treatment the young man is more protector 

to his tutor than Pedrillos is to him. Lancelot is the 

knight closer to Arthur than all the rest in Tennyson's 

work as throughout the Arthurian tradition. Sir Gawain is 

accompanied only by Gringolet on his adventure with the 



- 66 -

Green Knight, but he does not depend upon his horse alone, 

for he, like Spenser's knights, is himself a comrade of 

King Arthur and all the other knights of the Round Table 

in the same tradition as Patroclus and Achilles. 

The companionship and inspiration of a sweet femi

nine spirit offer a sixth characteristic of the epic hero. 

Thetis intercedes on the part of Achilles in the Iliad; 

Hector, though the enemy, has his sweet Andromache. 

Penelope is the steady inspiration of Odysseus' entire 

journey homeward. Venus is to pre-Christian Aeneas what 

the Blessed Virgin is to the Christian tradition of feudal 

knighthood and Spenser's Renaissance gentleman. 

bears the image of the Virgin Mary on his shield: 

Sir Gawain 

His thought above everything else was in this, 
To draw all his fire from the fivefold joys 
That . the fair Queen of Heaven felt in her child. 
And because of this fitly he carried her image 
Displayed on his shield, on its larger part, 
That whenever he saw it his spirit should sink not. 

(Gawain 2..!l9.. ~ Green Knight 2. 155-160) 

Una is the sweet feminine spirit of the Redcross Knight 

and the representation of Truth. Beatrice, sent with 

Mary's approval, enters Hell itself for the sake of Dante, 

whose intention of immortalizing her as he records it 

in 1..2. Vita Nuova is the ultimate expression of the sweet 

feminine influence exerted in the tradition of courtly 
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love. 8 Even Milton's Adam acknowledges the magnetism of 

the feminine influence when he chooses death with Eve 

rather than life without her because they are "Flesh of 

Flesh/ ••• and from thy State/Mine never shall be parted, 

bliss or woe" (9. 914-916). Having second thoughts about 

her, Adam describes Eve as a "fair defect": 

"• ; • 0 why did God, 
Creator wise, that peopl'd highest Heav'n 
With Spirits Masculine, create at last 
This noveltie on Earth, this fair defect 
Of Nature, and n6t fill the World at once 
With Men as Angels without Feminine, 
Or find some other way to generate 
Mankind? this mischief had not then befall'n .... " 

(10. 888-895) 

At the end, however, Adam and Eve, holding hands, leave the 

Garden of Eden and brave the outer world together. Arthur 

i n Id y 1 1 s o f .!J!Ji K i n g d e s c r i b e s t h e d e s t r u c t i v e p o we r o f t ~
1 
e 

feminine influence when it lacks genuine sweetness and 

purity: 

'~hen came thy shameful sin with Lancelot; 
Then came the sin of Tristram and Isolt; 
Then others, following these my mightiest knights, 
And drawing foul ensample from fair .names, 
Sinn'd also; till the loathsome opposite 
Of all my heart had destined did obtain, 
And all thro' thee!" 

("Guinevere" 484-490) 

1Dante Alighieri, ,u Vita Nuova, The Vita Nuova 
..2.!!.9_ Canzoniere of . Dante Alighieri (London: J. M. Dent and 
Sons, Ltd., 1924), p. 153. 
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Don Juan's sweet feminine influences are multiple, begin

ning with Donna Julia, but nowhere are they more innately 

good nor more representative of the romantic temper than 

in the person of Haidee. Belinda, of course, in mock epic 

tradition takes the heroic role and must bf necessity be 

affected by a masculine influence. The po~er which the 

Baron exerts over her becomes apparent when Ariel gives up 

his watch upon the nosegay in her bosom because he spies 

"an earthly lover lurking at her heart" (3. 144). 

Seventh in consideration is the fact that powerful 

forces traditionally oppose the epic hero so that poten

tially in most epics the struggle becomes a battle between 

evil and goodness. The Trojans are so powerful in opposi

tion to the Achaeans that the struggle between Hector and 

Achilles is decided only as Father Zeus balances his golden 

scales (22. 209 et seq.). Homer's fairmindedness and 

literary skill keep the Trojan enemies from being cast in 

a totally villainous light. The same writer, however, is 

less concerned about the redeeming features of Penelope's 

suitors, who become the epitome of evil so that Odysseus 

seems justified in trapping them in the great hall and 

drenching walls and dirt floor with their blood. Every 

obstacle in Aeneas' journey to Italy is a part of the power

ful forces opposing him; every obstacle is a representation 
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of the chaotic world which the Romans are destined to re

shape. When Aeneas frees himself from the hold of Dido and 

the Carthaginians, Juno stirs up the Latians and Rutulians 

against him. In the midst of such chaos, it seemed to 

Virgil, Roman might and Roman law could become the gift of 

peace to the world. In the Divine Comedy the forces of evil 

oppose Dante, the Christian wayfarer. Though one may pre

sume that the outcome of his journey is fixed from the 

moment Mary allows the intercession of Beatrice, Dante, 

nevertheless, must struggle by means of his own resources. 

He faints with dread before he enters Hell and loses con-

sciousness at other times during the journey. In Paradise 

Lost Adam retrospectively recognizes his enemy the Serpent 

as Satan: 

"I have in view, calling to minde with heed 
Part of our Sentence, that thy Seed shall bruise 
The Serpents head; piteous amends, unless 
Be meant, whom I conjecture, our grand Foe 
Satan, who in the Serpent hath contriv'd 
Against us this deceit .••• " 

(10. 1030-1035) 

After the fall, the powers of Hell rejoice until by God's 

power, felt even in Hell, Satan and his followers are "all 

transform'd/Alike, to Serpents all as accessories/To his 

bold Riot ••. " (10. 519-521). Meanwhile, Sin and Death 

have built a highway, "a passage broad,/Smooth, easie, 

inoffensive down to Hell" (10. 304-305). The battle 
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between the powers of evil and the powers of goodness will 

continue until the Redeemer has solved it eternally: 

Last in the Clouds from Heav'n to be reveald 
In glory of the Father, to dissolve 
Satan with his perverted World, then raise 
From the conflagrant mass, purg'd and refin'd, 
New Heav'ns, new Earth, Ages of endless date 
Founded in righteousness and peace and love, 
To bring forth fruits Joy and eternal Bliss. 

(12. 545-551) 

The battle between good and evil is also continuous 

in the Faerie Queen. Whatever form it may take--Archimago, 

Duessa, Acrasia, Lucifera--the opposition to Spenser's 

knights is evil. In Idylls .2.f. ~ King Sir Modred is the 

evil genius leading so many against Arthur that the king 

says, " ••• and a remnant stays with me" ("Guinevere" 440). 

In these two works, evil is the enemy wherever it lurks in 

the hearts of men. In the mock epics, the Baron's friends 

are pitted against Belinda's. The former are evil because 

they uphold the villain in his destruction of the symmetry 

of Belinda's two raven curls and because, _as Thalestris 

warns, the Baron, wearing the lock as a token, is likely to 

make of Belinda "a degraded toast" (4. 109). The battle of 

ombre and of wits becomes the battle of bodkins, scattered 

snuff, and killing looks. In Byron's poem, Don Juan's 

enemies are multitudinous, but they change from one episode 

to another according to the satire intended at the moment. 
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The epic hero, because of his dedication to a great 

cause and because of the necessity of instructing his 

disciples, must be willing to suffer and die. Indeed, this 

characteristic seems to be a part of his nature, an inborn 

trait. It is revealed rhetorically and is an integral part 

of his ethos. This trait may be considered the eighth con

stant among variables of heroism. Achilles knows that the 

day of his death is near. When he sulks because of 

Agamemnon's slights, he vows to choose a long, safe life 

at home rather than a short and glorious one at Troy (10. 

411 et seq.). He reverses the choice, however, after the 

death of Patroclus; and as he goes into battle, he replies 

to the prophecy of Xanthos, his horse: 

"I myself know well it is destined for me to die here 
far from my beloved father and mother. But for all 

that 
I will not stop till the Trojans have had enough of 

my fighting." 
(19. 421-423) 

Similarly Hector, knowing death is upon him, says: "Let me 

at least not die without a struggle, inglorious,/but do 

some big thing first, that men to come shall know of it" 

(22.304-305). Perhaps Odysseus' awareness of his role as 

a mortal when he rejects Calypso's offer of immortality 

strengthens his concern about the tutelage of his son and 

his cnre for his aging father. The Odyssey ends, not with 

Odysseus' death, but with his victory; yet he has arrived 
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at that victory through much anguish and suffering and has 

willingly placed his life in the balance many times. 

Aeneas, like Moses of the Old Testament and like Adam of 

Milton's Paradise Lost, must be content with the achievement 

of generations to come. Aeneas knows that his sufferings 

have made their achievements possible. Adam realizes that 

his sin has foreshadowed the sin of all men to come but 

that a Redeemer, sent by God and born of woman, will pre-

vail over sin. Aeneas' victory over Turnus is more bitter 

than sweet; he hesitates before he ends his enemy's life. 

Adam is saddened by his sin, but he deems it a felix culpa 

which serves to work God's power over evil in ages to come. 

Like the foregoing heroes, Dante consistently grows in 

courage to undergo suffering. Although he faints at the 

first of his journey into Hell, he finally climbs past 

Satan's thigh before he leaves the place of utter evil, and 

he walks through the final purifying fire before he enters 

Heaven. One must admit tha·t Sir Gawain's willingness to 

suffer for the sake of his quest is ultimately diminished 

by his succumbing to the temptation to save his life, but 

he has endured much before he arrives at the Green Knight's 

castle, and he pays dearly with the false blows of the 

Green Knight, the wound on his neck, and his humility. 

Spenser's knights are also willing to suffer and to forfeit 
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their lives if necessary; moreover, Tennyson's Arthur goes 

into battle courageously, knowing that, despite all his 

attempts, his kingdom is doomed and his reign is drawn to 

a close. 

The very nature of mock epics denies the possibility 

of a tragic death for Belinda or Juan, but the sufferings of 

Belinda are manifold in full measure of "sighs, sobs, and 

passions," of "fainting fears,/Soft sorrows, melting griefs, 

and flowing tears" (4. 84-86) and of Juan in blood, hard

ships, and imprisonments. 

A ninth enduring chararacteristic of the epic hero 

is a quest, an endeavor, a journey, or a search. It may be 

simply the accomplishment of a great deed in battle or the 

achievement of selfhood in some mysterious and complex wayr 

Achilles avenges Patroclus and defeats his arch-enemy Hector 

although the Iliad closes before he and the other Greeks 

lead their side to victory in Troy. Odysseus wends his 

way homeward after ten years of the Trojan War, spending 

an additional ten years fraught with obstacles and dangers 

until he finally wrests his home and family . from enemies. 

His search for home and a meaningful life has given the term 

odyssey as a common noun to the English vocabulary. 1\eneas' 

quest is the founding of a new homeland for the Trojans 

which will be a great empire resting upon the responsibility 



- 74 -

of the individual Roman citizen. Dante's endeavor is a 

spiritual and individual journey, yet it is representative 

of each man's search through an awareness of evil, a purging 

of sin, and an embracing of God's love in order to find 

salvation or the true meaning of life. Gawain's quest, 

assumed first as protection of Arthurian honor, becomes, in 

addition, a quest for selfhood. Each of Spenser's protago-

nists, as representations of various Christian virtues, 

makes a similar quest. Tennyson's knights seek the I:oly 

Grail, and Arthur seeks to build the ideal kingdom in 

Camelot and in the hearts of men. Adam's quest is the 

search for answers to what his life should be after he re-

jects childlessness or suicide. His quest begins fully as 

he and Eve wend their way out of Paradise: 

The World was all before them, where to choose 
Thir place of rest, and Providence thir guide .. 

( 1 2 • 6 4 (> - (J 4 7 ) 

Belinda has less of a quest, unless it is for success in 

society, than the Baron has; his quest, of course, is to 

obtain and keep the lock. The fact that the villain rather 

than the heroine is committed to a quest adds to the mock-

epic humor. Don ,Juan's quest, like that of the more serious 

epic heroes of Spenser and Tennyson, is maturity or self

hood - - but i n I.he Byronic s c n s e . 
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Nearly all these quests are marked by a nadir of 

despair which has come to be known as the epic convention 

of the descent into Hades. Such a descent begins with 

Odysseus, although Achilles' grief over the demise of 

Patroclus must certainly be considered a comparable experi

ence from the standpoint of grief and tears and the affect

ing of future actions. Odysseus sacrifices a black ram and 

a black ewe and lets the spirits drink their blood so that 

he may hear them speak. He listens to his mother, to 

Agamemnon, who tells him of the treachery of Clytemnestra, 

and to Achilles. Tiresias, to whom he gives a black lamb, 

prophesies to him. Aeneas' descent is a considerable re

finement upon Odys.seus' although Vergil uses an outline of 

the underworld similar to llomer' s. Aeneas has the great 

advantage, too, of the golden bough and the directions of 

the Sibyl. Al though he passes some of the sights Odysseus 

has seen before him, his vision of the future is shaped by 

Vergil's pen into a much more powerful influence upon his 

actions after the ascent than Odysseus' glimpse into the 

future, afforded by Tiresias, wields upon that hero's home

coming. In fact, Anchises shows Aeneas a veritable roll 

call of Roman history ending with the pomp and glory of 

Auuustnn Home. 
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A delightful and humorous parallel to Aeneas' 

descent into Hades is Umbriel's descent into the Cave of 

Spleen in the Rape ll m Lock. Instead of a golden bough, 

Umbriel holds "a branch of healing spleenwort in his hand" 

(4. 56). Pain, Megrim, Ill Nature, and Affectation inhabit 

the Elysian scenes of Pope's underworld. 

Dante fashions his Hell after Vergil's Hades as 

well as according to Scripture and church dogma. Cerberus, 

the three-headed dog of classical mythology, for example, to 

whom the Sibyl in the Odyssey throws a drugged cake, appears 

in Dante's Hell as he slobbers over and mauls the gluttons 

submerged in a gigantic garbage heap (6). Minos, who is a 

judge of the dead in Vergil's Hades, appears in Dante's 

Inferno and curls his tail in the number of knots which 

assigns sinners to certain circles (5. 9-12). Dante's 

vision of evil frees him from its power over him and pre

pares him for his cleansing ascent of the levels of Purgatory 

just as Aeneas' vision prepares him for the founding of Rome. 

Comparable descents into Hades may be found in the 

remaining works under study. Adam and Eve loose the powers 

of nature and their own passions at the moment of original 

s i n and exp er i enc e a He 11 w i th i n them s e 1 v e s ; the Redcross· 

Knight is imprisoned in Orgoglio's hellish dung~on; Don Juan 

lies unconscious and bleeding on a slave ship, his last 
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sight of Haid~e in a loss of-consciousness because of her 

burst vein; and Arthur's Hell is an internal suffering as 

he fights his last battle, bereft of Guinevere and Lancelot 

and feeling deserted sometimes even by God: 

For I, being simple, thought to work His will, 
And have but stricken with the sword in vain, 
And all whereon I lean'd in wife and friend 
Is traitor to my peace, and all my realm 
Reels back into the beast, and is no more. 
My God, thou hast forgotten me in my death! 
Nay--God my Christ--! pass but shall not die. 

("The Passing of Arthur" 21-28) 

A tragic flaw--the tenth characteristic--afflicts 

these epic heroes; for, as Aristotle wisely counseled, they 

are neither evil nor perfectly good, but believable human 

beings. Almost always their flaw is some manifestation of 

what the Greeks called hybris, ~ form of pride even though 
I 

it may be only an infinitesimal step beyond the pride neces-

sary for attainment of selfhood and heroism. Where a tragic 

ending is involved, as, for example, in a play like 

Agamemnon or Oedipus m, the trait of pride as tragic flaw 

is easy to discern. It is not always so easy to pick out 

in the epics at first glance, but it is almost always there. 

Achilles' pride makes him the man of great anger and opens 

the possibilities for both the heights and depths of his 

~haracter. Od~sseus' pride leads him to boast to Polyphemus 

with nearly calamitous results. Aeneas' pride in the ful

fillment · of his destiny prevents the full explanation to 
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Dido which he tries to make only after it is too late. 

Dante becomes cognizant that he has strayed from the True 

Way because of his flaw (or his sinfulness). Lust, the sin 

of the she-wolf, seems to be his most troublesome sin, but 

the lion represents the sin of pride, sometimes explained 

as violence and ambition, and threatens Dante along with 

the leopard and the she-wolf (see Ciardi, headnote, 

Inferno 1). Eve's temptation to eat the fruit in order to 

be as gods is none other than a manifestation of pride in 

rivalry of man with divinity. Adam's superiority as male 

(constantly defined by Milton) may be viewed as a manifes

tation of pride when he decides to eat the fruit even 

though he knows better than Eve the wrong which is involved. 

Lucifera as Pride entertains Redcross in the Faerie Queene, 

then calls for her coach, which is drawn by six unequal 

beasts, the rest of the seven deadly sins, of which Pride 

is the chief (1. 4. 17 et seq.). Later Redcross is cast 

into the dungeon of Orgoglio, who also represents pride and 

allegorizes the flaw of pride in the personality of Redcross 

( 1 • 7. 15 ) • Even Be 1 ind a in the mock epic succumbs to a 

similar hybris. At one point Pope describes her "sweetness 

void of pride" (2. 15), but she demonstrates a form of 

pride when, despite her pretenses at indifference, she 

really has an earthly lover lurking in her . heart. It is 
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the blow to her pride that prods her to keep up the battle 

for the return of the lock. 

An eleventh characteristic is a close relationship, 

although varying in degree, to the gods or to God. The gods 

actively intervene in the classical epics of Homer and 

Vergil. Achilles and Aeneas have divine mothers; Athena is 

the patron goddess of Odysseus; and the gods literally choose 

sides in the frays involving these three heroes. Adam walks 

in the Garden of Eden with God, according to Milton, and God 

sends his angels, Haphael and Michael, to counsel Adam even 

as Jupiter sends Mercury to warn Aeneas. Dante's closeness 

to God is apparent in the vision he ultimately attains in 

Empyrean. Similarly Spenser's knights are not only close 

to God but are themselves Christian virtues, each dedicate~ 

to God, country, and queen. The same type of closeness to 

God is exemplified by Arthur in Tennyson's work. Even in 

Pope's mock epic the divinities appear and take an active 

part though they are diminutives who add humor to the · work 

by the very fact of their small size. Perhaps only Byron's 

hero lacks this closeness, but Don Juan's God is his own 

creator, and Byron is more concerned with criticizing church 

dogmatism and narrowness than in claiming a divine inspira

tion for his worldly but free-hearted protagonist. 
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The twelfth and last of these enduring character

istics is that the epic hero leaves a legacy of a greater 

good to the many. Achilles inspires the Achaeans to victory 

even though he knows his death is not far off; Odysseus 

establishes a secure kingdom in Ithaca and a heritage which 

will be carried on by his son and his people; Aeneas sees 

his followers triumphant in Italy and his marriage to 

Lavinia in the offing. Dante tells the way to others even 

as Adam prepares for his progeny. Don Juan's concern for 

others is most evident perhaps in the storm at sea. 

Belinda's lock spreads her fame to succeeding generations 

as a comet in the sky, where it ''adds new glory to the 

shining sphere" (5. · 142). Her battle with the Baron has 

been fought partially, at least, for the sake of the female 

sex. Gawain returns to a fellowship he has inspired by 

his humility over his shortcoming; Spenser's knights furnish 

a framework of virtues for the Christian gentleman and per

petuate the glories of Queen Elizabeth's reign; and Arthur's 

vision of Camelot resides, if nowhere else, certainly in 

the heart of Sir Bedivere, who views the black barge until 

it is a speck on the horizon. A 11 of th_ e epic heroes 1 eave 

a spiritual victory within the hearts of their followers. 

As Tennyson expresses it in Arthur's words to Bedivere: 

The old order changeth, yield.ing place to new, 
And God fulfils himself in many ways, 
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Lest one good custom should corrupt the world. 
Comfort thyself; what comfort is in me? 
I have lived my life, and that which I have done 
May He within himself make pure, but thou, 
If thou shouldst never see my face again, 
Pray for my soul. More things are wrought by 

prayer 
Than this world dreams of. 

("The Passing of Arthur" 408-416) 

Thus the followers left behind by the epic hero are moti

vated to pray for the goals which the hero has sought and 

to continue the work which he has begun. 



CHAPTER IV 

TRAITS OF THE EPIC HERO IN THE PROTAGONISTS 

OF THREE TRADITIONAL AMERICAN NOVELS 

In an attempt to apply the twelve selected traits 

of the traditional epic hero to the heroes of six modern 

l\merican novels, this study will deal first with Faulkner's 

~ Bear, Hemingway's The Old~ .2JlQ. the Sea, and Lee's 

To Kill~ Mockingbird. The grouping is not made on the 

basis of dates of publication but on the writer's approach. 

These three novels are more nearly traditional than experi

mental; that is, they are plotted in progressive, often 

chronological, incidents as the protagonist opposes his 
·, 

antagonist and/or obstacle in a readily understood conflict. 

This is not to say that traditional novels are less sym

bolic or even less poetic than experimental ones. In fact, 

Faulkner's fourth sect.ion of The Bear is a modified stream 

of consciousness, but it is an experimental section inserted 

in what is largely a traditional novel despite Faulkner's 

special treatment of time. The grouping of these novels, 

then, serves to reveal their kinship in style and technique 

just as the grouping of Bellow's, Updike -'s, and Ellison's 

s 11 o ti l ti s e r v e t o sh ow the i r p e cu 1 i a r re 1 a t i on sh i p . 

- 02 -
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Faulkner's lli Bear, probably called a long short

story even in its lengthened form as often as it is called 

a short novel, appeared in 1940 in a collection which in

cludes "The Old People" and "Delta Autumn." Faulkner often 

reworked earlier and shorter versions of a story, and one 

of the e_arlier versions of this short novel is the short 

story, "The Bear," which appeared in the Saturday Evening 

Post on May 9, 1942. This short version will be referred 

to later in this study. 1 

It is important for anyone tracing the full life 

of Isaac Mccaslin in Faulkner's works to read "The Old 

People." In this story Ike shoots a buck and is wiped with 

its blood, an initiation rite which gives him access to the 

brotherhood of hunters: 

Then Sam's horn rang in the wet gray woods and again 
and again; there was a boiling wave of dogs about the~, 
with Tennie's Jim and Boon Hogganbeck whipping them 
back after each had had a taste of the blood, then the 
men, the true hunters ••. sitting their horses and 
looking down at them: at the old man of seventy who 
had been a negro for two generations now but whose 
face and bearing were still those of the Chickasaw 
chief who had been his father; and the white boy of 
twelve with the prints of the bloody hands on his 

1For a criticism of these versions, see Francis 
Lee Utley, Lynn Z. Bloom, and Arthur F. Kinney, Bear, .M.filt, 
2-!Ll! God: Eight Approaches .!...Q. William Faulkner's "The Bear," 
2nd ed. (New York: Random House, 1971), p. 121 et seq. 
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face, who had nothing to do now but stand straight 
and not let the trembling show.2· 

Ike receives the approbation of the men as he is "formally 

consecrated . to that which, under the man's tutelage, 

he had already accepted, humbly and joyfully, with abnega-

tion and with pride too. ••• " (p. 165). · In the same 

story Sam Fathers, Ike's mentor, moves to the Big Bottom to 

live at Major de Spain and McCaslin Edmonds' hunting camp. 

Already he has established for the boy Ike the sort of 

tradition which cuts across time and merges eras: 

And as he talked about those old times and those dead 
and vanished men of another race from either that the 
boy knew, gradually to the boy those old times would 
cease to be old times and would become a part of the 
boy's present, not only as if they had happened yester
day but as if they were still happening •.•. And 
more: as if some of them had not happened yet but 
would occur tomorrow, until at last it would seem to 
the boy that he himself had not come into existence 
yet, that none of his race nor the other subject race 
which his people had brought with them into the land 
had come here yet ••.. 

(p. 171) 

Similarly it is important, perhaps obligatory, to 

read "Delta Autumn" to discover what becomes of Ike McCaslin, 

who by this time has entered the Delta "each last week in 

November for more than fifty years •.•. " ("Del ta Autumn," 

p. 335). It is the time when Ike says the United States 

2 W i 1 1 i a m Fa u 1 k n e r , " Th e O 1 d P e o p 1 e , '' Go Do w n Mo s e s 
(New York: The Modern Library, 1942), p. 164. Hereafter 
all references to "The Old People," lli Bear, and "Delta 
Autumn'' w i 1 l be t o th i s edit ion and · w i 11 be cont a in e d i n 
parentheses after the citations. 
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"will cope with one Austrian paperhanger, no matter what 

he will be calling himself" (p. 339). The entire story is 

tinged by the socio-economic background, . the gray November 

rain, and the ebb and flow of all time which is no time. 

At the start of the story, · Ike, who is almost eighty, says, 

"The only fighting anywhere that ever had anything ·of God's 

blessing on it has been when men fought to protect does and 

fawns" (p. 339). In the course of the story, Roth Edmonds 

leaves the tent after instructing Ike to give an envelope to 

someone who may come for him and to tell her "No." When 

the woman arrives, she holds a baby boy. She tears open 

the envelope which Ike gives her, stating, "That's just 

money " ( p • 3 5 8 ) • When he re a 1 i z es that she i s a Negro and 

is even his relative, when she accuses him for giving up 

his inheritance of land in a futile gesture which merely 

spoiled the inheritors, he thinks: "Maybe in a thousand or 

two years in America ••.• But not now! Not now!" (p. 361). 

The rape of the land and the betrayal of the woman merge 

with the killing of a deer. As Legate returns to the tent 

to get Roth's knife, saying they have killed a deer, Uncle 

Ike states simply, "It was a doe" (p. 365). 

Important though these other works may be, it is 

with the concept of the epic hero of The . Bear that this 

study is concerned. The structure of the work is 
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simultaneously simple and complex. Faulkner cuts across 

linear time and interweaves the understandings of the heart 

through five major experiences of Isaac~s life. In Part I 

Ike is a boy of sixteen who recalls his training in woods

manship for six years and sights Old Ben, the great bear. 

In Part II he is still learning woodsmanship and _the wild

erness; he sights Old Ben more times, he rescues his fyce, 

and he meets Lion, the savage hunting dog. Part III, which 

is the climax of the outer action of the novel just as the 

succeeding part is the climax of the inner action of the 

novel, deals with the killing of the bear, the demise of 

Lion, and Ike's loss of his mentor, Sam Fathers. Part IV, 

presented in a modified stream-of-consciousness technique, 

deals with Ike at twenty-one, with his repudiation of the 

land which he has inherited, his marriage, and the discovery 

that his legacy of coins has been gradually pilfered away 

by his Uncle Hubert. Part V deals with his return for the 

last time at eighteen to the wilderness before encroaching 

civilization takes over; his final sight is of the animal

istic Boon, who has killed Old Ben, sitting helplessly 

under a gum tree, unable to kill the squirrels running all 

around him. 

In Part I, when the hero is sixteen, the time is 

eighteen years after the surrender of the South in the Civil 
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War and nineteen years after the Proclamation freeing the 

slaves. Isaac is now one of the men, one of the hunters 

gathered in a fellowship of nobility at the Big Bottom: 

There was always a bottle present, so that it would 
seem to him that those fine fierce instants of heart 
and brain and courage and wiliness and speed were con
centrated and distilled into that brown liquor which 
not only women, not only boys and children, but only 
hunters drank, drinking not of the blood they spilled 
but some condensation of the wild immortal spirit, 
drinking it moderately, humbly even, not with the 
pagan's base and baseless hope of acquiring thereby 
the virtues of cunning and strength and speed but in 
salute to them. 

(p. 192) 

The liquor reserved for hunters becomes the nectar quaffed 

by gods and heroes. Thus Faulkner makes clear the noble 

and even godlike heritage of the youth, and Ike himself 

is strongly aware of his heritage: 

He realised [sic] 3 later that it had begun long befor~ 
that. It had already begun on that day when he first 
wrote his age in two ciphers and his cousin Mccaslin 
brought him for the first time to the camp, the big 
woods, to learn for himself from the wilderness the 
name and state of hunter provided he in his turn were 
humble and enduring enough. He had already inherited 
then, without even having seen it, the big old bear 
with one trap-ruined foot that in an area almost a 
hundred miles square had earned for himself a name, a 
definite designation like a living man •••• 

(pp. 192-193) 

In "The Old People," both Ike and Sam are described 

as nobility: "They were the white boy, marked forever, and 

the old dark man sired on both sides by savage kings, who 

3 Faulkner's spelling and punctuation are often 
individualistic. No attempt has been made to change them. 
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had marked him, whose bloody hands had merely formally 

consecrated him" (p. 165). The old Indian refers to the 

boy's cousin, Mccaslin Edmonds, who is sixteen years older 

than Ike, "as his father, establishing even before the 

boy's orphanhood did that relation between them not of the 

ward to his guardian and kinsman and chief and head of 

his blood, but of the child to the man who sired his flesh 

and his thinking too" ("Old People," p. 174). After he has 

learned to read and has examined the ledgers kept by his 

father and his uncle in the commissary, Ike learns more 

than he will "ever get from any other source, not alone 

of his own flesh and blood but of all his people, not only 

the whites but the blacks too, who were as much a part of 

his ancestry as his white progenitors, and of the land 

which they all held and used in common without regard to 

color or titular ownership. . " <lli Be a r, p • 268) • 

As Isaac repudiates his inheritance in a long 

dialogue with his cousin-father, he traces his ancestry 

back to God, creator of all, who made men stewards over 

the land: 

••• having Himself created them He could have known 
no more of hope than He could have pride and grief 
but He didn't hope He just waited because He had set 
them alive and in motion but because He had already 
worried with them so long; worried with them so long 
because He had seen how in individual cases they were 
capable of anything any height or depth remembered in 
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mazed incomprehension out of heaven where hell was 
created too and so He must admit them or else admit 
His equal somewhere and so be no longer God and 
therefore must accept responsibility for what He 
Himself had done in order to live with Himself in His 
lonely and paramount heaven: And He probably knew it 
was vain but He had created them and knew them capable 
of all things because He had shaped them out of the 
primal Absolute which contained all and had watched 
them since in their individual exaltation and baseness 
and they themselves not knowing why nor how nor even 
when: until at last He saw that they were all Grand
father all of them and what even from them the elected 
and chosen the best He could expect (not hope mind: 
not hope) would be Bucks and Buddies and not even 
enough of them ••.. 

(fu Bear, pp. 282-283) 

Ike contends that God saw him too, "an Isaac born 

into a later life than Abraham's and repudiating immola-

t . " (p. 283). 1 on. • • . Then he describes more decisively 

his ancestry in the South, those "men who could believe 

that all necessary to conduct a successful war was not 

acumen nor shrewdness nor politics nor diplomacy nor money 

nor even integrity and simple arithmetic but just love of 

land and courage--" (p. 289). At this point his cousin 

reminds him that they also thought necessary an unblemished 

a n d g a 1 1 a n t a n c e s t r y a n d t h e a b i 1 i t y t o r i d e a h o r s e '' ( p . 2 8 9 ) • 

Thus Isaac Mccaslin is godlike as the creation of God, 

noble as he consorts with hunters, as he has been imparted 

the nobility of an Indian chieftain, and as he has traced 

his ancestry through Southern aristocrats; and in these 
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qualities he is representative of all mankind, capable of 

the heights and depths of human endeavor. 

The immediate cause of Isaac Mccaslin as an epic 

hero i s the k i 11 in g of the bear, "so I it a r y , i n do mi tab 1 e, 

and alone; widowered childless and absolved of mortality-

old Priam reft of his old wife and outlived all his sons" 

(p. 194). But it is something more than this; it is the 

attunement of himself as man to the land, the wilderness, 

and to the animals that inhabit that wilderness. For this 

reason, the boy cannot kill the bear. Furthermore, it is 

t h e a t t u n e me n t o f h i m s e 1 f t o h i s f e I l ow _ma n , w h i t e , I n d i a n , 

Negro, and mixtures of these. For this reason, he repudi

ates his inheritance in an attempt to break the long chain 

of man's injustice to man. It may be said, then, that Ike 

McCaslin's cause is the search for his role in life in re

gard to the wilderness, the bear, the men and dogs in that 

wilderness, and the people of the towns and hamlets who 

have been a part of man's continuing drama. 

Ike learns his code in relationship to this search 

from Sam and his cousin-father in particular, but he also 

learns it in solitude. When he is ten, Sam tells him how 

to slant a gun, draw back the hammers, and stand still: 

"But it was not for him, not yet. The humility was there; 

h e h n d l e a r n e d t h n t • An d h e c o u l d l e a r n t. h e p a t i e n c e • 
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He was on~y ten, only one week. The instant had passed" 

(p. 196). · 

Sometimes Ike learns from Sam in conjunction with 

the dogs. Sam daubs a trembling bitch with turpentine and 

axle-grease after "no living creature but only the wilder

ness which, leaning for a moment, had patted lightly once 

her temerity. 'Just like a man,' Sam said. 'Just like 

folks. Put off as long as she could having to be brave, 

knowing all the time that sooner or later she would have 

to be brave once so she could keep on calling herself a 

dog, and knowing beforehand what was going to happen when 

she done it'" (p. 199). 

Later Sam leaves Ike: 

He did not know just when Sam left. He only knew thati 
he was gone. For· the next three mornings he rose and 
ate breakfast and Sam was not waiting for him. He 
went to his stand alone; he found it without help now 
and stood on it as Sam had taught him. On the third 
morning he heard the dogs again, running strong and 
free on a true scent again, and he readied the gun as 
he had learned to do and heard the hunt sweep past on 
since he was not ready yet, had not deserved the other 
yet in just one short period of two weeks as compared 
to all the long life which he had already dedicated 
to the wilderness with patience and humility •.•• 

(p. 199) 

Finally Ike ventures out alone, letting the others 

think he is hunting squirrels: 

He had his own gun now, a new breech-loader, a 
Christmas gift; he would own and shoot it for almost 
seventy years, through two new pairs of barrels and 
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locks and one new stock, until all that remained of 
the original gun was the silver-inlaid trigger-guard 
with his and McCaslin's engraved names and the date 
in 1878. Using the compass he ranged from that point; 
he was teaching himself to be better than a fair 
woodsman without even knowing he was doing it. 

(p. 205) 

Sam tells him he fails to sight Old Ben because he has not 

been tracking right. It is the presence of the gun; Sam 

tells him he will have to choose between carrying the gun 

and seeing the bear. Thus he sets out with watch and 

compass alone: 

He had left the gun; by his own will and relinquish
ment he had accepted not a gambit, not a choice, but 
a condition in which not only the bear's heretofore 
inviolable anonymity but all the ancient rules and 
balances of hunter and hunted had been abrogated. He 
would not even in the moment when the fear would take 
him completely: blood, skin, bowels, bones, memory-
all save that thin clear quenchless lucidity which 
alone differed him from this bear and from all the 
other bears and bucks he would follow during almost 
seventy years, to which Sam had said: "Be scared. 
You can't help that. But don't be afraid.· Ain't 
nothing in the woods going to hurt you if you don't 
corner it or it don't smell that you are afraid. A 
bear or a deer has got to be scared of a coward the 
same as a brave man has got to be." 

(p. 207) 

At last he relinquishes both watch and compass in order to 

rid himself of the last taint. He is lost, but he back

tracks as Sam has taught him, finding the spot where he has 

left the compass and watch: 

Then he saw the bear. It did not emerge, appear: it 
was just there, immobile, fixed in the green and wind
less noon's hot dappling, not a.s 'big as he had dreamed 
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it but as big as he had expected, bigger,.dimensionless 
against the dappled obscurity, looking at him. 

(p. 209) 

Ike sees the bear twice when he has a gun in his hands. 

Once he throws down his gun and rescues his little fyce. 

Sam pronounces that the little dog is not what they need: 

"You just ain't big enough. We ain't got that one yet. He 

will need to be just a little bigger than smart, and a 

little braver than either" (p. 212). 

That dog appears in the form of Lion, "an animal 

almost the color of a gun or pistol barrel" (p. 216), never 

tamed and completely without fear~ Ike learns to expect the 

dog to be the one to get Old Ben, and he looks toward that 

time with a sense of fatality, waiting "the last act on a 

set stage" (p. 226). 

Eventually it is Lion which bays the bear and Boon 

Hogganbeck who kills it--both savages--, and with the death 

of Old Ben comes the death of Sam Fathers. Yet before this 

last act, Ike has already learned what the struggle of the 

Negro and the struggle of Old Ben mean as components of his 

code. In the dialogue with his cousin which simulates the 

dialogue between the boy and his father in the earlier, 

shorter version of the story, Ike speaks of 

an old bear, fierce and ruthless not just to stay 
alive but ruthless with the fierce pride of liberty 
and freedom, jealous and proud enough of liberty and 
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freedom to see it threatened not with fear nor even 
alarm but almost with joy, seeming deliberately to 

· put it into jeopardy in order to savor it and keep his 
old strong bones and flesh supple and quick to defend 
and preserve it; an old man, son of a Negro slave and 
an Indian king, inheritor on the one hand of the long 
chronicle of a people who had learned humility through 
the endurance which survived the suffering, and on the 
other side the chronicle of a people even longer in 
the land than the first, yet who now existed there 
only in the solitary brotherhood of an old and child
less Negro's alien blood and the wild and invincible 
spirit of an old bear; a boy who wished to learn 
humility and pride in order to become skillful and 
worthy in the woods but found himself becoming so 
skillful so fast that he feared he would never become 
worthy because he had not learned humility and pride 
though he had tried, until one day an o~d man who could 
not have defined either led him as though by the hand 
to where an old bear and a little mongrel dog showed 
him that, by possessing one thing other, he would 
possess them both •... 

(pp. 295-296) 

The cousin (like the father in "The Bear") tries to 

explain the experience in terms of beauty and truth in a 

reference to Keats' "Ode on a Grecian Urn." He says: 

"Truth is one. It doesn't change. It covers all things 

which touch the heart--honor and pride and pity and justice 

and courage and love" (p. 297). Yet to the boy the whole 

understanding seems simpler than that. 

This is the code which Ike follows as boy and man 

throughout~ Bear, when he witnesses the death of Old Ben, 

honors the corpse of Sam Fathers, rejects his patrimony, 

marries a woman who does not understand his code and refuses 

him love or children because he will not violate it, and 
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finally when he returns to the wilderness one last time 

before the lumber camp moves in to cut the timber. He 

stands where Sam's crude catafalque has been, but 

. he had not stopped, he had only paused, quitting 
the knoll which was no abode of the ~ead because there 
was no death, not held fast on earth but free in earth 
and not in earth but of earth, myriad yet undiffused 
of every myriad part, leaf and twig and particle, air 
and sun and rain and dew and night, acorn oak and 
leaf and acorn again, dark and dawn and dark and 
dawn again in their immutable progression and, being 
myriad, one: and Old Ben too, Old Ben too; they would 
give him his paw back •. 

. ( pp • 3 2 8- 3 2 9 ) 

Another quality of the epic hero is leadership. Sam 

is a leader to Isaac, but in turn, Isaac is leader to the 

others in the sense of the Scriptural statement: "And a 

little child shall lead them." General Compson, Major de 

Spain, and even the swampers, loggers, and sawmill men are, 

in a sense, followers of the boy. He sets the example for 

them because he learns a lesson from the land and his fellow 

man and epitomizes that lesson. Sometimes his followers 

emulate, but more often they reject. Ike is a leader in a 

continuing drama. Concerning the ·drama of man and the land, 

Faulkner says: 

Mccaslin had actually seen it, and the boy even at 
almost eighty would never be able to distinguish 
certainly between what he had seen and what had been 
told him: a lightless and gutted and empty land 
where women crouched with the huddled children behind 
locked doors and men armed in sheets and masks rode 
the silent roads and the bodies of white and black 
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both, victims not so much of hate as of desperation 
and despair, swung from lonely limbs •• 

(p. 291) 

The epic hero usually has a boon companion, a close 

disciple. Rather than this favorite disciple, Ike has 

mentors, Sam Fathers and his cousin-father: 

He entered his novitiate to the true wilderness with 
Sam beside him as he had begun his apprenticeship in 
miniature to manhood after the rabbits and such with 
Sam beside him, the two of them wrapped in the damp, 
warm, negro-rank quilt while the wilderness closed 
behind his entrance as it had opened momentarily to 
accept him •••. 

It seemed to him that at the age of ten he was 
witnessing his own birth. 

(p. 195) 

Like Sam, his cousin plays an important role as 

guide and companion. Mccaslin tries to explain to Ike the 

reasons the boy could not kill the bear, and years later he 

tries to argue with him about the rejection of his patri

mony: "His kinsman, his father almost, who had been born 

too late into the old time and too soon for the new, the 

two of them juxtaposed and alien now to each other against 

their ravaged patrimony, the dark and ravaged fatherland 

still prone and panting from its etherless operation ••• 

(pp. 297-298). 

" 

The quality of the sweet feminine spirit is missing 

from this epic unless it be contended that the earth itself, 

the teeming wilderness, is the fertility-symbol and the 

mother of men. The girl who should have been the sweet 
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·feminine spirit of Ike's life fails in that role except 

for a little while. She is "an only child, a small girl 

yet curiously bigger than she seemed at first, solider 

perhaps, with dark eyes and a passionate heart-shaped 

face. • " (p. 311 ). She watches him as he saws timbers: 

• and they were married, they w~re married and 
it was the new country, his heritage too as it was 
the heritage of all, out of the earth, beyond the 
earth yet of the earth because his too was of the 
earth's long chronicle, his too because each must 
share with another in order to come into it and in 
the sharing they become one: for that while, one: 
for that little while at least, one: indivisible, 
that while at least irrevocable and unrecoverable, 
living in a rented room still but just for a little 
while and that room wall-less and topless and floor
less in glory for him to leave each morning and 
return to at night ••.• 

(pp. 311-312) 

She is "composite of all woman-flesh" (p. 314), 

but when she seduces him in order to get him to take back 

the inheritance which he has repudiated, he tells her he 

cannot do .that. Thus she says: "'And that's all. That's 

all from me. If this dont get you that son you talk about, 

it wont be mine:' lying on her side, her back to the 

empty rented room, laughing and laughing" (p. 315). 

Ultimately the wilderness is the essence of the 

sweet feminine spirit to Ik~: 

..• summer, and fall, and snow, and wet and 
saprife spring in their ordered immortal sequence, 
the deathless and immemorial phases of the mother 
who had shaped him if any had toward the man he 
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almost was, mother and father both to the old 
man born of a Negro slave and a Chickasaw chief 

, who had been his spirit's father if any had, whom 
he had revered and harkened to and loved and lost 
and grieved: and he would marry someday and they 
too would own for their brief while that brief 
unsubstanced glory which inherently of itself 
cannot last and hence why glory: and they would, 
might, carry even the remembrance of it into the 
time when flesh no.longer talks to flesh because 
memory at least does last: but still the woods 
would be his mistress and his wife. 

· . ( p. 326) 

Ironically, among the powerful forces opposing the 

epic her6 is, first of all, the wilderness. It closes 

behind the wagon, hiding the wheelmarks almost as soon as 

they are made; it fills a de~r's track or a bear's print; 

it overgrows a fallen log or a new grave. Its meanings 

elude Ike as he searches for them until he surrenders him-
•i 

self to it. It seems indomitable as Old Ben is indomitable, 

except for the encroachments of man and the lumber camp. 

The wilderness is the pristine land, wherever it is found, 

and Ben is "an extra bear (the head bear, General Compson 

called him) and so had earned a name such as a human man 

. could have worn and not been sorry" (p. 320). 

Ike, like t~e traditional epic hero, is willing to 

suffer and die in order to carry out his cause. He endures 

the rigors of the hunting camp and the wilderness, risking 

life and limb. He rejects his patrimony because of his code 

of behavior, and he sacrifices the opportunity to have 
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children -0f his own because he will not prostitute his code 

as his wife prostitutes her love. 

The quest of the epic hero usually leads him through 

a Hades, and Ike experiences his Hades when Sam is dying: 

He lay there--the copper-brown, almost hairleJs body, 
the old man's body, the old man, the wild m~n not 
even one generation from the woods, childless, kin
less, peopleless--motionless, his eyes open but no 
longer looking at any of them, while the doctor 
examined him and drew the blankets up and put the 
stethoscope back into his bag and snapped the bag 
and only the boy knew that Sam too was going to die. 

(p. 246) 

Ike insists on staying at the camp instead of returning to 

school: "'This is just Thursday. I'll come home Sunday 

night on one of the horses. I'll make up the time I lost 

studying Sunday night. Mccaslin~• he s~id, without even 

d e s pa i r " ( p • 2 5 0 ) • Wh e n Mc Ca s 1 i n _ r e t u r n s t o t h e c amp , 

Boon and the boy are guarding the platform on which Sam's 

corpse lies. Boon announces: 

"This is the way he wanted it. He told us. He told 
us exactly how to do it. And by God you ain't going 
to move him. So we did it like he said, and I been 
sitting here ever since to keep the _damn wildcats 
and varmints away from him and by God--" 

( p. 253) 

Mccaslin challenges Boon to confess that he killed Sam 

because Sam asked him to: 

Then the boy moved. He was between them, facing 
McCaslin; the water felt as. if _it had burst and 
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sprung not from his eyes alone but from his whole 
face, like sweat. 

"Leave him alone!" he cried. "Goddamn it! 
Leave him alone!" 

(p. 254) 

From this Hades, however, Ike gains the vision which enables 

him to carry out what he must do at twenty-one when he and 

h i s c o u s in a re "j u x t a po s e d n o t a g a i n s t t.h e w i J d e r n e s s b u t 

against the tamed land which was to have been his heritage . 

• • • " (p. 254). 

Perhaps Ike's tragic flaw is the strange kind of 

pride in the midst of humility, an imbalance of the two 

virtues which he sees as requisites to the life of the 

hunter. His pride in his humility makes him persevere on a 

course which he knows is ineffectual, his rejection of the 
i 

land because of the curse upon it, which has touched him 
. . . . I 

personally in the incest and. miscegenation of his drand-

father. He does what he feels he must do if he is to go 

on being a man, yet simultaneously he knows that it is the 

answer only for him and not the solution for all men or for 

all time.4 . He then becomes a carpenter, another Nazarene, 

"because if the Nazarene had found carpentering good for 

the life and ends He had assumed and elected to serve, it 

would be all right too for Isaac McCaslin even though Isaac 

4see Francis Lee Utley, "Pride and Humility: The 
Cu 1 t u r a I R o o t s o f I k e M c Ca s 1 i n , " Be a r , M a n , ]1l9_ Q.Q.g_, 
pp. 167-187. 



- 101 -

McCaslin's ends, although simple enough in their apparent 

motivation, were and would be always incomprehensible to 

him ••.• " (pp. 309-310). When he finds that Uncle Hubert 

Beauchamp has taken all the gold pieces and even the silver 

cup which were left for him and replaced them with coppers 

in a tin coffee pot, he has to ask his cousin for a loan. 

At this moment he thinks 

• and not for the first time how much it takes to 
compound a man (Isaac Mccaslin for instance) and of 
the devious intricate choosing yet unerring path that 
man's (Isaac McCaslin's for instance) spirit takes 
among all that mass to make him at last what he is to 
be, not only to the astonishment of them .•• who 
believed they had shaped him, but to Isaac Mccaslin 
too. 

(pp. 308-309) 

Many passages show the epic hero's closeness to God. 

In the first place, his bond to nature, the wilderness and 

the animals, is a God-given bond. The dialogue with his 

cousin about the rejection of his patrimony is a re-utterance 

of the Genesis account of the creation: 

'' . He t o 1 d i n t h e Bo o k h ow h e c re a t e d t h e ea rt h , 
made it and looked at it and said it was all right, 
and then He made man. He made the earth first and 
peopled it with dumb creatures, and then He created 
man to be His overseer on the earth and to hold 
suzerainty over the earth and the animals on it in 
His name, not to hold for himself and his descendants 
inviolable title forever, generation after generation, 
to the oblongs and squares of the earth, but to hold 
the earth mutual and intact in the communal anonymity 
of brotherhood, and all the fee He asked was pity and 
humility and sufferance and endurance and the sweat 
of his face for bread." 

(p. 257) 
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The cousin touches upon this closeness to God when he defies 

Ike's argument: 

"Chosen, I suppose (I will concede it) out of all 
your time by. Him as you say Buck and Buddy were from 
theirs. And it took Him a bear and an old man and 
four years just for you. And it took you fourteen 
years to reach that point and about that many, maybe 
more, for Old Ben, and more than seventy for Sam 
Fathers. And you are just one. How long then? 
How long?" 

(p. 299) 

This passage ends with a query of how long it will 

take for God's plan, thwarted by man, to come to fruition. 

Ike admits it will be long but contends that he has never 

said otherwise. Thus the reader gleans the idea of the 

spiritual victory despite personal defeat, the greater good 

left to the greater number of those who come afterwards. 

Ike continues his explanation to his cousin by saying that 

Sam Fathers set him free because he was, as the cousin sug

gests, the heir of Sam's life and co-heir with Boon of his 

quitting of life: 

And Isaac McCaslin, not yet Uncle Ike a long time yet 
before he would be uncle to half a country and still 
father to none, living in one small cramped fireless 
rented room in a Jefferson boarding-house ..• with 
his kit of brand-new carpenter's tools and the shotgun 
Mccaslin had given him with his name engraved in 
silver and old General Compson's compass (and, when 
the General died, his silver-mounted horn too) and the 
iron cot and mattress and the blankets which .he would 
take each fall into the woods for more than sixty 
years and the bright tin coffeepot. 

(p. 300) 
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Thus Ike becomes the Uncle Ike of "Delta Autumn," uncle to 

many and father to none except to those who are spiritually 

his children as he has been the spiritual child of Sam 

Fathers. 

The spiritual legacy is perhaps described best in 

this passage about Ike's landlady: "No kin ·to him at all 

yet more than kin as those who serve you even for pay are 

your kin and those who injure you are more than brother or 

wife" (p. 311 ). The Christ-figure is inescapable in lli 

Bear, and even though Ike may be, as Utley says, a "much 

diminished'' Christ, 5 he sets an example for the brotherhood 

of man, and he leaves a spiritual legacy to those who come 

after him. 

Other facets of the traditional concept of the epic 

hero might easily be applied to lli Bear, among them the 

armor of the epic hero which, in this case, consists of gun, 

watch, compass, and hunting horn. 6 For this study it is 

sufficient to say, however, that Faulkner has created an 

epic hero who is a peculiar and individualistic Southerner 

searching out his relationship to the land and his fellow 

man, but, more than this, a hero who, by extension, becomes 

representative of all mankind. 

5"Pride and Humility," p. 187. 

6 R. · W. B. Lewis touches upon this in "The Hero in 
the New World: William Faulkner's~ Bear," Bear, M.fil!., .2.!!.Q. 
,m, pp. 1·88-201. 
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Although Faulkner and Hemingway have many con

trasting techniques, the latter must be included among 

writers of modern epics. In Death in.~ Afternoon, Ernest 

Hemingway philosophizes about artists, including in their 

ranks bullfighters, painters, sculptors, and writers. He 

is careful to distinguish between art and pseudo-art: 

If a man writes clearly enough any one [sic] can see 
if he fakes. If he mystifies to avoid a straight 
statement, which is very different from breaking so
called rules of syntax or grammar to make an effect 
which can be obtained in no other way, the writer 
takes a longer time to be known as a fake and other 
writers who are afflicted by the same necessity will 
praise him in their own defense. True mysticism 
should not be confused with incompetence in writing 
which seeks to mystify where there is no mystery but 
is really only the necessity to fake to cover lack 
of knowledge or the inability to state clearly. 
Mysticism implies a mystery and there are many 
mysteries; but incompetence is not one of them; nor 
is overwritten journalism made literature by the 
injection of a false epic quality. Remember this 
too: all bad writers are in love with the epic.7 

In spite of his claim, Hemingway unmistakably wrote at 

least two epics: iJu: Whom _lli Bell Tolls and The Old Man 

~ ~ ~. Although either novel lends itself to an 

examination of the epic hero in modern American literature, 

it is the latter which will be considered here. It is, 

incidentally, the Hemingway work which was frequently panned 

by the critics as Hemingway's imitation of himself and as 

'Ernest. Henlingway, Death lJ!. ~ Afternoon (New 
York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1960), p. 54. 
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overwriting because of its superimposing of exaggerations 

and in~ccuracies about fish and fishing. Despite such 

criticism, the reader may trace in this novel Hemingway's 

continuing search for an acceptable code for his hero, a 

code earlier called "grace under pressure" and one which 

is undeniably akin to that of the traditional epic hero. 

In this novel it culminates in the statement: "But man is 

not made for defeat •••• A man can be destroyed but not 

defeated." 8 

Santiago, the old Cuban fisherman~ is the epic hero 

of lli ill~ .2.!!.9., .!J!£ ~- He has gone · for eighty-four 

days without a catch, yet he is undaunted and heroic in his 

old age like the Ulysses of Tennyson's poem. A simple 

fisherman, Santiago is nevertheless a nobleman in the 

fishing community where he lives because of his dignity 

and the undefeated spirit which he maintains: "Everything 

about him was old except his eyes and they were the same 

color as the sea and were cheerful and undefeated" (p. 10). 

He maintains both the humility of his work and the neces-

sary pride of the nobleman: "He was too simple to wonder 

when he had attained humility. But he krtew he had attained 

8Ernest Hemingway, fu Old ~ !l!.!! ~ Sea (New 
York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1952), p. 114. Hereafter 
all references to this work will be to this edition and 
will be contained in parentheses after the citations. 
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it and he knew it was not disgraceful and it carried no 

loss of true pride" (p. 14). 

His nectar is not the whiskey of Faulkner's hunters 

but the cup of shark-liver oil which he drinks each day--

" it was very good against all colds and grippes and 

it was good for the eyes" (p. 41 ). His ambrosia is turtle 

eggs: 

Most people are heartless about turtles because a 
turtle's heart will beat hours after he has been 
cut up and butchered. But the old man thought, 
I have such a heart too and my feet and hands are 
like ·theirs. He ate the white eggs to give himself 
strength. He ate them all through May to be strong 
in September and October for the truly big fish. 

(pp. 40-41 ) 

He has been born to the vocation of fisherman. When 

he has hooked the great fish, he thinks, "Perhaps I should 

not have been a fisherman. • But that was the thing I · 

was born for" (pp. 55-56). The boy Manolin tells him, "And 

the best fisherman is you" (p. 25). In the old days when 

Sa _n t i a g o h a n d - w r e s t 1 e d w i t h t h e Ne g r o , . h e "w a s n o t a n o l d 

man then but was Santiago, El Campean •••• '' (p. 77). His 

whole tradition is aristocratic as far as there may be an 

aristocracy of fishermen. Even Santiago admits that he is 

unusual: "I am a strange old man" (p. 15). Manolin notices 

the nobility inherent in his physique: "They were strange 

shoulders, st.ill powerful although very old, and the neck 

was still strong too and the creases did not show so much 



- 107 -

w h e n t he o 1 d ma n w a s a s 1 e e p a n d h i s head fa 11 e n f o r w a rd " 

(pp. 19-20). 

The cause embraced by this hero is that of perse

vering in his career as a fisherman even though he has no 

luck. Once he did not catch a fish until the eighty

seventh day. The old man takes pride in continuing through 

good times and bad. Manolin has been forced to leave him 

this time after forty days, but as DiMaggio himself "makes 

the difference" in baseball (p. 23), Santiago makes the 

difference in fishing. After he has hooked the fish, he 

thinks: "Do you believe the great DiMaggio would stay with 

a fish as long as I will stay with this one? •.. I am 

sure he would and more since he is young and strong. Also 

his father was a fisherman. But would the bone spur hurt 

him too much?" (p. 75). The old man stubbornly and 

courageously resolves to kill the fish: 

"I'll kill him though," he said. "In all his 
greatness and his glory." 

Although it is unjust, he thought. But I will 
show him what a man can do and what a man endures. 

The thousand times he had proved it meant 
. nothing. Now he was proving it again. Each time 
was a new time and he never thought about the past 
when he was doing it. 

(pp. 72-73) 

Santiago's code is closely related to his cause. 

It is, first of all, endurance. He continues fighting when 

he has no luck and when he is ignored or· scorned: " . . . 
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many of the fisherman made fun of the old man and he was 

not angry. Others, of the older fishermen, looked at him 

and were sad" (p. 11 ). He patterns his code after the 

heroism of baseball players like Di Maggio and the lions 

in Africa which he has seen in his youth. His endurance 

is not only waiting out bad . luck but also waiting out pain. 

He tells himself that he needs to be fearless and confident, 

like the great fish, and as he washes his right hand, he 

says, "It is not bad ••.• And pain does not matter to a 

man" (p. 93). Soon he states, . ". I can last. You have 

to last. Don't even speak of it" (p. 98). 

It is also a part of his code that he is daring 

enough to work far out (p. 14) and that he remembers the 

important month of September: 

fish come,' .the old man said. 

in May'" (p. 19). 

"' The month when the great 

'Anyone can be a fisherman 

Another facet of his code is the kinship he experi

ences with bird and beast. He talks to the small bird 

which alights on his line. He considers two porpoises 

alongside his boat: "'They are good,' he said. 'They play 

and make jokes and love one another. They are our brothers 

like the flying fish'" (p. 53). He recalls in admiration a 

male marlin which had once stayed close after Santiago had 

caught, gaffed, and clubbed a female marlin. "He was 
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beautiful, the old man remembered, and he had stayed" 

(p. 55). 

Precision is another part of his code, for Santiago 

is an artist at his work: 

He looked down into the water and watched the lines 
that went straight down into the . dark of the water. 
He kept them straighter than anyone did, so that 
each level in the darkness of the stream there would 
be a bait waiting exactly where he wished it to be 
for any fish that swam there. Others let them drift 
with the current and sometimes they were at sixty 
fathoms when the fisherman thought they were at a 
hundred. 

( p. 35) 

Other lesser virtues complete his code. For example: 

"It was considered a virtue not to talk unnecessarily at sea 

and the old man had always considered it so and respected it. 

But now he said his thoughts aloud many times since there 

was no one that they could annoy" (p. 43). 

Santiago's leadership is exerted upon the fishing 

village where he lives: upon the other fishermen, even the 

young and successful ones who are presently indifferent to 

the unlucky ones, and certainly the older ones who are 

sympathetic towards his plight; Martin, the owner of the 

Terrace, who gives him credit; Pederi6o, who looks after 

his skiff and gear when he finally gets back home; and 

Manolin, the boy whom he has taught to fish, whom he never 

treats as an inferior, and who loves him (p. IO). After 
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the sharks have destroyed half of his fish and he looks for 

the glow of Havana, he thinks about these people: 

I cannot be too far out now, he thought. I 
hope no one has been too worried. There is only 
the boy to worry, of course. But I am sure he 
would have confidence. Many of the older fisher
men will worry. Many others too, he thought. I 
live in a good town. 

(p. 127) 

In the entire settlement Manolin, of course, is his 

closest comrade and his true disciple. At the end of his 

struggle, Santiago gives the spear from the marlin to 

Manolin, who has looked after him, continued a fiction 

whenever it was necessary, and secured food and baits for 

him. Manolin says that since his parents will not allow 

him to fish with Santiago any more, he would like to 

him in some way: 

serve 

"You bought me a beer," the old man said. "You 
are already a man." 

"How old was I when you first took me in a boat?" 
''Five and you nearly were killed when I brought 

the fish in too green and he nearly tore the boat 
to pieces. Can you remember?" 

(p. 13) 

The boy replies that he remembers everything from the very 

first time they were together. At the start of the novel, 

Santiago wakes the boy early in the morning: "He was 

sleepy and the old man put his arm across his shoulder and 

said, 'I am sorry.'" The boy replies, "Que ~- It is 

what n man must do" (p. 28). Santiago wishes· for the boy 
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constantly while he is far out on the sea, and he acknowl

edges frankly that it is the boy who keeps him alive 

(p. 117). At the end Manolin does not care whether the 

fishermen see him crying, and he insists that no one 

disturb the old man (p. 135). 

The sweet feminine spirit in Sa.ntiago's life is no 

longer his wife altho,, ugh perhaps she has · once been: "Once 

there had been a tinted photograph of his wife on the wall 

but he had taken it down because it made him too lonely to 

see it and it was on the shelf in the corner under his 

clean shirt" ( _pp. 16-17). He does not reta"in such strong 

ties with the church that the intercession of the Virgin 

Mary is an important factor as it might be for a devout 

Catholic hero. The pictures of the Sacred Heart of Jesus 

and the Virgin of Cobre on the walls of his hut are "relics 

of his wife" (p. 16), not particularly efficacious for him. 

It is the sea which serves as the sweet feminine 

spirit for Santiago just as the wilderness serves in the 

same capacity for Ike Mccaslin. For this reason, 

He always thought of the sea as la .!!!.2.!: which is what 
people call her in Spanish when they love her. Some
times those who love her say bad things of her but 
they are always said as though she were a woman. 
Some of the younger fishermen, those who used buoys 
as floats for their lines and had motorboats, 
bought when the shark livers had brought much money, 
spoke · of her as el mar which is masculine. They 
spoke of her as Tcorit'estant of a place or even an 
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enemy. But the old man always thought of her as 
feminine and as something that gave -Or withheld 
great favours, and if she did wild or . wicked things 
it was because she could not help them. The moon 
affects her as it does a woman, he thought • 

. (pp. 32-33) 

The old man opposes powerful forces, the sea which 

he loves, its hardships, . the great fish which he is deter

mined to catch, and the sharks which destroy it. He is 

sh re wd 1 i k e Ody s s e u s again s t the s e force s : " ' I may not be 

as strong as I think,' the old man said. · 'But I know many 

t r i c k s a n d I h av e r e s o 1 u t i o n ' " ( p • 2 5 ) • · Wh e n h e h a s h o o k e d 

the fish at noon and looked behind him about two hours 

before sunset to see that ~o land is visible, he says: 

"I have no cramps and I feel strong. It is he that 
has the hook in his mouth. But what a fish to pull 
like that. He must have his mouth shut tight on the 
wire. I wish I could see him. I wish I could see 
him only once to know what I have against me." 

(p. 51) 

Later he pities the fish at the same time that he admires 

i t : 

He cannot know that it is only one man against him, 
nor that it is an old man. But what a great fish 
he is and what he will bring in the market if the 
flesh is good. He took the bait like a male and 
he pulls like a male and his fight has no panic in 
it. I wonder if he has any plans or if he is just 
as desperate as I am? 

(pp. 5 3-54) 

Concerning the magnificence of his opposition, 

Santiago thinks: 
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His choice had been to stay in the deep dark 
water far out beyond all snares and traps and 
treacheries. My choiee was to go there to find him 
beyond all people. Beyond all people in the world. 
Now we are joined together and have been since noon. 
And no one to help either one of us. 

( p. 55) 

He promises to stay with the fish until the fish is dead, 

but he supposes that the marlin will stay with him too 

(p. 58). Soon he adds: "Fish, • I love you and respect 

you very much. But I will kill you dead before this day 

ends" (p. 60). Finally he glimpses what he has caught--the 

powerful and wonderful enemy: 

He came out unendingly and water poured from his 
sides. He was bright in the sun and his head and 
back were dark purple and in the sun the stripes 
on his sides showed wide and a light lavend~r. 
His sword was as long as a baseball bat ·and tapered 
like a rapier and he r~se his full lerigth from the 
water and then re-entered it, smoothly, like a 
diver and the old man saw the great scythe-blade of 
his tail go under and the line commenced to race 
out. 

(p. 69) 

Santiago judges that the marlin is two feet longer than the 

skiff. He is thankful that the fish is not as intelligent 

as a man although it is "more noble and more able": 

The old man had seen many great fish. He had 
seen many that weighed more than a thousand pounds 
and he had caught two of that size in his life, but 
never alone. Now alone, and out of sight of land, 
he was fast to the biggest fish that he had ever 
seen and bigger than he had ever heard of, and his 
left hand was still as tight as the gripped claws 
of an eagle. 

(p. 70) 



- 114 -

He and the fish are brothers: "You are killing me, fish, 

the old man thought. But you have a right to. Never have 

I seen a greater, or more beautiful, or a calmer or more 

noble thing than you, brother. Come on and kill me. I 

do not care who kills who" (p. 102). His .words are like 

the exchange between Achilles and Hector b~fore their fatal 

duel, only perhaps more compassionate with a gallantry born 

of long years and bitter experi_ence. Santiago knows that 

he is better than the fish only "through trickery" (p. 110), 

and he keeps looking at it to make sure that he has truly 

caught it and lashed it to the skiff. Then the sharks hit, 

more his enemies than the magnificent fish he has fought, 

and certainly not his brothers. The first · one is "a very 

big Mako shark built to swim as fast as the fastest fish in 

the sea and everything about him was beautiful except his 

jaws" (p. 110). From this time on . until he beaches the 

skeleton of the marlin, the powerful forces are the sharks, 

which he fights "with his blood mushed hands" (p. 112)-

"without hope but with resolution and complete malignancy" 

(p. 113). 

· Then the other sharks come following the Makos: 

He could see their wide, flattened, shovelpointed 
heads now and their white-tipped wide pectoral fins. 
They were hateful sharks, bad smelling, scavengers 
as well as killers, and when they were hungry they 
would bite at an oar or the rudder of a boat. It 
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was these sharks that would cut the turtles' legs 
and flippers off when the turtles were asleep on 
the surface, and they would hit a man in the water, 
if they were hungry, even if the man had no smell 
of fish blood nor of fish slime -0n him. 

(p. 119) 

That he is willing to suffer for his cause, if 

necessary, to die, goes without saying. The sun rises the 

third time since he has put out to sea (p. 94). He endures 

hardships; ~e goes without sleep; his left hand cramps; he 

is cut below his eye, and his hands and back are burned and 

c u t by t h e 1 i n e • Y e t " h e s e t t 1 e d ·c om f o r t a b 1 y a g a i n s t t h e 

wood and took his suffering as it came .••• " (p. 71 ). He 

is lonely with no one to talk to and without food except 

for the tuna and dolphin which he forces himself to eat 

raw. Finally when he fights the sharks, he battles even 

after he is weaponless and his cramped hands are almost 

helpless. Still he reminds himself, "Think of what you can 

do with what there is" (p. 122). 

His quest takes him farther than the other fisher

men dare to go. Herein lie both his courage and his tragic 

flaw. Afterwards the fish tows him so far out to sea that 

he knows he will be able to depend only upon the glow from 

the harbor at Havana to make his way home (p. 50). When he 

is finally almost back home and asks himself what beat him, 

he says simply, "Nothing .. I went out too far" ( p. 133). 
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Despite his humility he has the hybris which compels him to 

venture too far. 

The quest includes a Hades, a descent into the depths 

which in Santiago's case is the destruction by the sharks. 

When he sees the first of two sharks, he says "Ah"; Hemingway 

adds: "There is no translation for this word and perhaps 

it is just a noise such as a man might make, involuntarily, 

feeling the nail go through his hands and into the wood" 

(p. 118). It is the beginning of the crucifixion. Hades 

opens before him. After the sharks have done their work, 

Santiago states: "I wish it were a dream and that I had 

never hooked him. I'm sorry about it, fish. It makes 

everything wrong" (p. 121 ). By this time "he did not want 

to look at the fish. He knew that half of him had been 

destroyed. The sun had gone down while he had been in 

the fight with the sharks" (p. 126) •. His harpoon is gone, 

his knife snaps, and he uses gaff, oars, tiller, and club. 

Still he struggles until at midnight he knows it is use

less. "He knew he was beaten now and finally and without 

remedy and he went back to the stern and found the jagged 

end of the tiller would fit in the slot of the rudder well 

e n o ugh f o r h i m t o s t e e r '' ( p • 1 3 1 ) • 

He goes toward Havana, but the vision which he has 

gained earlier remains with him--"A man can be destroyed 
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but not defeated" (p. 114). The long ascent from Hades 

begins as Santiago, bearing the mast on his shoulders, 

starts the climb toward his shack. Despite his tiredness 

and the fact that he has to sit down five times before he 

reaches home, he manages to lean the mast against the wall 

before he lies down on the bed. Later he tells Manolin 

that it was not the fish which beat him: 0 No. Truly. It 

was afterwards" (p. 137). Santiago and Manolin plan to go 

out together again, despite what Manolin's family says, and 

when the old man sleeps--the boy sitting by him and watching 

him--he dreams about the lions. 

Santiago's closeness to God is revealed in his love 

of birds, turtles, fish, and the sea. His religion is 

practical and daily, not motivated by dogma or ritual. He 

admits, "I am not religious •• But I will say ten Our 

Fathers and ten Hail Marys that I should catch this fish, 

and I promise to make a pilgrimage to the Virgen de Cobre 

if I catch him. That is a promise" ( p. 71). Often he 

murmurs simply and not irrevererent.ly, "God let him jump" 

(p. 59), and "God help me .. " ( . • p. 66), but his own 

prayers and the relics of his wife do not reveal his close

ness to God so much as his brotherhood in nature reveals 

it. The man, the fish, -and the stars are brothers; in 

fact, only the Portuguese man-of-war is a "whore" and the 
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sharks are villains. In such a brotherhood with nature, 

the old man and the boy are motivated by faith, although 

the boy's f~ther has little faith (p. 11). Santiago's 

faith leads him to think "it is silly not to hope," perhaps 

a sin (p. 115). 

The greater good which Santiago leaves is his 

spiritual victory: "Many fishermen were around the skiff 

looking at what was lashed beside it and one was in the 

water, his trousers rolled up, measuring the skeleton with 

a length of line" (p. 135). The Cubans have searched for 

him ''with coast guard and with planes" (p. 137). Manolin 

assures him, even though Santiago says something has broken 

in him and he has spat blood: "You must get well fast for 

there is much that I can learn and you can teach me every

t h i n g " ( p p • 1 3 8- 1 3 9 ) • 0 f c o u r s e , t he t o u r i s t d o e s no t 

understand what the waiter tries to tell her and her male 

companion ~bout Santiago's catch, but the skeleton remains 

as a valiant testimony for the rest of the fishermen and, 

most of all, for the youngster who waits at the old man's 

bedside. 

From the Southerner Faulkner to the Illinois native 

and expatriate Hemingway, this study turns to another 

Southerner, a woman. Harper Lee's novel, To Kill A Mocking

bird, presented through the point of view of a nine-year-old 
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girl, features as its epic hero Atticus Finch, middle-aged 

lawyer, widower, father of two children, and a member of 

the state legislature who resides in Maycomb, Alabama, the 

county seat of Maycomb County. His ancestor, Simon Finch, 

"a fur-trapping apothecary from Cornwall whose piety was 

exceeded only by his stinginess,"9 had established a home-

stead at Finch's Landing on the Alabama River. Atticus, 

living twenty miles east of Finch's Landing, ''liked Maycomb, 

he was Maycomb County born and bred; he knew his people, 

they knew him, and because of Simon Finch's industry, 

Atticus wis related by blood or marriage to nearly every 

family in the town" (p. 11 ). 

Concernin-0 the nobility of his family line which is 

characteristic of the epic hero, Atticus explains to his 

daughter Jean Louise or Scout and his son Jem, "Gentle 

breeding • [means] that you should try to live up to 

your name ••.. She [Aunt Alexandra] asked me to tell you 

you must try to behave like the little lady and gentleman 

that you are. She wants to talk to you about the family 

and what it's meant to Maycomb County through the years, 

so you'll have some idea of who you are, so you might be 

moved to behave accordingly" (pp. 143-144). Scout and Jem 

9(Philadelphia: J. B. Lippincott Co., 1960), p. 9. 
Hereafter all references to this work will be to this edition 
and will be contained in parentheses after the citations. 
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are not too impressed by this information. · Later Jem 

admits, ". · •• but we're still different somehow. Atticus 

said one time the reason Aunty's so hipped on the family 

is because all we've got's background and not a dime to 

our names" (p. 239) . . At the same time, Scout adds: " 

Atticus told me one time that most of this Old Family · 

stuff's foolishness because everybody's family's just as 

. old as everybody else's. I said did that include the 

colored folks and Englishmen and he said yes" (p. 239). 

The two think that background may mean merely how long a 

family has been reading and writing, and they conclude that 

there is really only one kind of folks (p. 240). 

Scout looks at her father, despite his qualities 

of literal and innate nobility, with the objective eye of 

a nine-ye a r- o 1 d : 

Atticus was feeble: he was nearly fifty. When 
Jem and I asked him why he was so old, he said he got 
started late, which we felt reflected upon his abil
ities and manliness. He was much older than the 
parents of our contemporaries •... 

(p. 97) 

Our father didn't do anything. He worked in an 
office, not a drugstore. Atticus did not drive a 
dump-truck for the county, he was not the sheriff, 
he did not farm, work in a garage, or do anything 
that could possibly arouse the admiration of anyone. 

Besides that, he wore glasses. He was nearly 
blind in his left eye, and said left eyes were the 
tribal curse of the Finches. Whenever he wanted 
to see something well, he turned his head and looked 
from his right eye. 
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He did not do the things our schoolmates' fathers 
did: he never went hunting, he did not play p-0ker, 
or fish or drink or smoke. He sat in the livingroom 
and read. 

(pp. 97-98) 

Miss Maudie informs Scout that Atticus is the best checker

player in Maycomb, that he can play a Jew's Harp, and that 

his nickname used to be 01' One-Shot because of his marks-

manship. She adds: 

If your father's anything, he's civilized in his 
heart. Marksmanship's a gift of God, a talent--oh, 
you have to practice to make it perfect, but shootin's 
different from playing the piano or the like. I think 
maybe he put his gun down when he realized that God 
had given him an unfair advantage over most living 
things. 

(p. 107) 

Jem tells Scout that there is no need to find some quality 

of Atticus to brag about: ". · .• I would't care if he 

couldn't do anything--! wouldn't care if he couldn't do a 

blessed thing" (p. 107). Then he adds, ".L\tticus is a 

gentleman, just like me!" (p. 107). If Atticus' nobility 

and godlike qualities are not apparent to Scout at the 

beginning of the n-0vel, they are firmly implanted in her 

mind and heart by the ending. 

The epic hero espouses a cause which is bigger than 

himself or his personal preferences. Atticus is appointed 

to defend Tom Robinson, a Negro, on the charge of raping 

Mayella Ewell, a white girl. This is the immediate cause 

which he embraces in the face of the contumely and scorn 
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of almost all of Maycomb County; he is not only appointed, 

but he is determined to do his best to defend Tom. Yet his 

cause transcends this one trial, which he loses, and em

braces a defense of all men, black or white, in a brother

hood of love. 

Perhaps his code in carrying out this cause is best 

expressed when he explains to Scout and Jem about their air

rifles that "it's a sin to kill a mockingbird" (p. 98). 

Scotit has never heard her father call anything a sin before, 

and she asks Miss Maudie for an explanation. Miss Maudie 

replies: 

"Mockingbirds don't do one thing but make music for 
us to enjoy. They don't eat up people's gardens, 
don't nest in corncribs, they don't do one thing 
but sing their hearts out for us. That's why it's 
a sin to kill a mockingbird." 

( p. 98) 

The code applies to Boo Radley, the next-door 

neighbor who has been kept a recluse after juvenile mis

deeds which would have sent him to a state industrial 

school, and to another neighbor, Mrs. Dubose, who has become 

addicted to narcotics and is a hateful, crochety old woman 

in Jem's eyes. It also includes Walter Cunningham, an 

impoverished boy with no lunch ~oney who will not accept a 

loan from his teacher and comes home to eat witb Scout. 

Concerning Mr. Radley, Atticus tells Jem and Scout and 

their friend Dill to stop tormenting the man: 
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What Mr. Radley did was his own business. If 
he wanted to come out, he would. If he wanted to 
stay inside his own house he had the right to stay 
inside free from the attentions of inquisitive 
children, which was a mild term for the likes of 
us. How would we like it if Atticus barged in on 
us without knocking, when we were in our rooms 
at night? We were, in effect, doing the same 
thing to Mr. Radley. What Mr. Radley did might 
seem peculiar to us, but it did no~ seem peculiar 
to him. 

( p. 56) 

Jem has spitefully destroyed some of Mrs. Dubose's 

camellia blossoms because she has denounced Atticus' rearing 

of his children and del·ivered "a philippic on our family's 

moral degeneration, the major premise of which was that 

half the Finches were in the asylum anyway, but if our 

mother were living we would not have come to such a state" 

(p. 111). Atticus carefully explains that Mrs. Dubose is a 

very sick woman and counsels Jem: "You j u s t h o 1 d y o u r 

head high and be a gentleman. Whatever she says to you, 

it's your job not to let her make you mad" (p. 109). Now 

that Jem has let his anger overrule his judgment, however, 

Atticus ·has him spend long hours reading to Mrs. Dubose 

and accepting her raillery without comment. Scout accom

panies Jem out of loyalty, neither child realizing that 

Jem is buying time to help Mrs. Dubose fight her addiction 

to narcotics so that she may die completely cured of the 

addict ion. 
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When Walter Cunningham eats in the Finches' home, 

Scout comments frankly and ~houghtlessly on the way Walter 

pours molasses over all his food. Calpurnia, the Negro 

who is an integral part of the Finch family, warns Scout 

about Walter: 

"Hu sh y o u r mo u t h ! Do n ' t m a t t e r wh o t h e y a re , 
anybody sets foot in this house's yo' comp'ny, and 
don't you let me catch you remarkin' on their ways 
like you was so high and mighty!" 

(p. 31) 

Later, Atticus adds his sage comments upon the incident: 

Atticus said I had learned many things today, 
and Miss Caroline [the teacher] had learned several 
things herself. She had learned not to hand some
thing to a Cunningham, fo~ one thing, but if Walter 
a n d I p u t o u rs e 1 v e s i n h er sh o e s we ' d have seen i t 
was an honest mistake on her part. We could not 
expect her to learn all Maycomb's ways in one day, 
and we could not hold her responsible when she knew 
no better. 

( p. 36) 

Atticus' code is one of love. Long after Scout has 

pommeled her cousin Francis and soon after she has been 

stung by Mrs. Dubose's taunts, Atticus explains to her 

that "nigger-lover is just one of those terms that don't 

mean anything--like snot-nose. It's hard to explain--

ignorant, trashy people use it when they think somebody's 

favoring Negroes over and above themselves. It's slipped 
i 

into usage with some people like ourselves, when they want 

a common, ugly term to label somebody" (p. 117). Scout is 
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temporarily relieved that Atticus is not a "nigger-lover," 

but he contends: 

I certainly am. I do my best to love everybody 
••• I'm hard put, sometimes--baby, it's never an 
insult to be called what somebody thinks is a bad 
name. It just shows you how poor that person is, 
it doesn't hurt you. 

(p. 118) 

In these incidents and in other small ways Atticus 

reveals his code and teaches it to his children. As Miss 

Maudie says: " . . . Atticus Finch is the same in his house 

as he is on the public streets" (p. 53). 

Atticus exerts a leadership primarily over his chil

dren but secondarily over his neighbors, the townspeople, 

and the whole county. It is a ieadership exerted steadily 

but often against the will of those led, even though earlier 

he has been elected to the state legislature. Wh e n h e p r o· -

tects Tom Robinson quietly from a mob, waiting until the 

truth can be revealed at the trial, he explains about people, 

even mobs: "A mob's always made up of people, no matter 

what. Mr. Cunningham was part of a mob last night, but 

· he still was a man. Every mob in every little Southern 

town is always made up of people .you know--doesn't say much 

for them, does it?" (p. 168). The blacks know that he is 

fightin9 a lost cause, but they respect him for his search 

for the truth. They pack the balcony of the courtroom and 

listen intently as Atticus shows that Tom with his 
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shrivelled arm could not have put his hands around Mayella's 

throat and reveals that her father is the one who has beaten 

her. They rise when he leaves the courtroomJ and they bring 

anonymous gifts of food to him in admiration. Wh:ites respect 

him, too, but only a few openly. Despite all, his leadership 

never wavers. 

The disciples who. are the closest to Atticus, his 

comrades at arms, are his children. Jean L.ouise is nine 

and Jem is twelve, nearly thirteen. They unwittingly become 

his armor bearers as they stand beside him during the long 

summer of Tom Robinson's trial while Atticus "watched his 

children's heart break" (p. 294). At the end of the novel 

when an investigation is being made of Bob Ewell's death, 

Atticus, thinking Jem has killed him in self defense, says: 

"If this thing's hushed up it'll be a simple denial 
to Jem of the way I've tried to raise him. Some
times I think I'm a total failure as a parent, but 
I'm all they've got. Before Jem looks at anyone 
else he looks at me, and I've tried to live so I 
can look squarely back at him ••. if I connived 
at something like this, frankly I couldn't meet 
his eye, and the day I can't do that I'll know I've 
lost him. I don't want to lo-se him and Scout, 
because they're all I've got." 

(p. 288) 

The logical sweet feminine spirit for Atticus, his 

wife, died when Scout was two (p. 12). Mrs. Dubose finds 

it a pity that Atticus has never remarried. Scout thinks: 

A lovelier lady than our mother never lived, she 
[Mrs. Dubose] said, and it was heartbreaking the way 
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Atticus Finch let her children run wild. I did not 
remember our mother, but Jem did--he would tell me 
about her sometimes--and he went livid when Mrs. 
Dubose shot us this message. 

( p. 109) 

Aunt Alexandra comes to live with Atticus and the children 

during the ordeal before the trial. Scout states: "I had 

an idea, however, that Aunt Alexandra's appearance on the 

scene was not so much Atticus's doing as hers. Aunty had 

a way of declaring What is Best For The Family, and I sup

pose her coming to live with us was in that category" 

(p. 139). Scout describes her aunt further: 

To all parties present and participating in the life 
of the county, Aunt Alexandra was one of the last of 
her kind: she had river-boat, boarding-school manners; 
let any moral come along and she would uphold it; she 
was born in the objective case; she was an incurable 
g o s s i p • Wh e n Au n t A 1 e x a n d r a we n t t -o s ch o o 1 , s e 1 f -
doubt could not be found in any textbook, so she knew 
not its meaning. She was never bored, and given the · 
slightest chance she would exercise her royal prero
gative: she would arrange, advise, caution, and warn. 

(p. 139) 

After some difficulties in adjusting to her, Scout perceives 

the goodness in her aunt's heart which her father tries to 

help her discover in all people. Such a person, however, 

cannot be the sweet feminine spirit for Atticus. 

Calpurnia, who knows two languages, black English 

and white English, comes nearer filling this role. In 

protecting the Negro maid'-s job when Alexandra wants to fire 
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her, Atticus says that she is a faithful me~ber of his 

family: 

"Besides, I don't think the children've · suffered 
one bit . from her having brought them up. If anything, 
she's been harder on the~ in some ways than a mother 
would have been •.• she's never let them get away 
with anything, she's never indulged them the way 
most colored nurses do. She tried to bring them up 
according to her lights, and Cal's lights are pretty 
good- - and another thing, the children love her. " 

(p. 147) 

It is instead Miss Maudie Atkinson, 0 a relatively 

benign presence" in the neighborhood to whom Scout goes for 

consolation and explanations, who turn~ out to be the sweet 

feminine spirit for Atticus. She fills this role largely 

because of her influence upon the children, her understanding 

of Atticus, and her staunch defense of his code of ethics. 

About her, Scout says: 

"Miss Maudie hated her house: time spent indoors 
was time wasted. She was a widow, a chameleon lady 
who worked in her flower beds in an old straw hat and 
men's coveralls, but after her five o'clock bath she 
would appear on the porch and reign over the street 
in magisterial beauty. 

She loved everything that grew in God's earth, 
even the weeds. With one exception. If she found 
a blade of nut-grass in her yard it was like the 
Second Battle of the Marne: she swooped down upon 
it with a tin tub and subjected it to blasts from 
beneath with a poisonous substance she said was so 
powerful it'd kill us all if we didn't stand out of 
the way." 

(p. 49) 

Miss Maudie has two gold prongs clipped to her eye-teeth. 

· Wht~n Scout admires them, "with a click of her tongue she 
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thrust out her bridgework, a gesture of cordiality that 

cemented our friendship" (p. 29). 

It is Miss Maudie who tells Jem when the whole town 

seems against Atticus: "Don't fret, Jem. Things are never 

as bad as they seem" (p. 227). It is Miss Maudie who com-

mands Scout to stop shaking after Tom has been killed and 

who helps Scout to be a lady at Alexandra's missionary 

circle (p. 250). 

Maudie also has an answer for Alexandra, who com-

plains bitterly about what the town dema~ds of her brother: 

", •• They're perfectly willing to let him do what 
they're afraid to do themselves--it might lose 'em 
a hickel. They're perfectly willing to let him 
wreck his health doing what they're afraid to do, 
they're--" 

"Be quiet, they'll hear you," said Miss Maudie. 
"Have you ever thought of it his way, Alexandra? 
Whether Maycomb knows it or not, we're paying the 
highest tribute we can pay a man. We trust him to 
do right. It's that simple." 

(p. 249) 

She also explains to Jem: "We're the sagest folks in the 

world .••. We're so rarely called on to be Christians, 

but when we are, we've got men like Atticus to go for us" 

(p. 228). She even convinces him that many of the people 

in the county realize Atticus' valor and worth: Negroes, 

Judge Taylor, and Heck Tate, the sheriff. Finally she adds, 

"I waited and waited to see you all come down the sidewalk, 

and as I waited I thought, Atticus Finch won't win, he 
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can't win, but he's the only man in these parts who can keep 

a jury out so long in a case like that. And I thought to 

myself, well, we're making a step--it's just a baby-step, 

but it's a step" (p. 228). 

The powerful forces opposing Atticus are the towns

people, caught in the long tradition of racial prejudice 

which refuses to acknowledge that only "some Negroes lie, 

some Negroes are immoral, some Negro men are not to be 

trusted around women--black or white. · But this is a truth 

that applies to the human race and to no particular race of 

men" (p. 217). These are th·e same powerful forces which 

would deny to people--Boo Radley, Rachel Dubose, the chil

dren's friend Dill from a broken home, Tom Robinson, young 

Walter Cunningham, Mayella Ewell (a pathetic girl even 

lonelier than Boo Radley)--their rights as individuals with 

hopes and dreams and souls of their very own. 

In contending against these powerful forces, Atticus 

is willing to suffer and die. Revealing his willingness to 

suffer, Atticus speaks of Bob Ewell: 

I destroyed his last shred of credibility at that 
trial, if he had any to begin with. The man had 
to have some kind of comeback, his kind always does. 
So if spitting in my face and threatening me saved 
Mayella Ewell one extra beating, that's something 
I'll gladly take. He had to take it out on somebody 
and I'd rather it be me than that houseful of chil
dren out there. 

(p. 231) 
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Atticus, though he has revealed the truth, has lost the 

case. Tom is sent to Enfield Prison Farm seventy miles 

away to await a review of his case by a higher court. He 

is shot and killed while hopelessly trying to escape. 

Atticus states simply: "In our courts, when it's a white 

man's word against a black man's, the white man always wins. 

They're ugly, but those are the facts of life" (p. 233). 

Consequently, Atticus endures Bob Ewell's spitting 

in his face and cursing him; he endures the snubs and 

denunciations of the t6wnspeople; he outwaits and outwits 

the frenzy of a mob when his life is up for potshots; he 

teaches his children to endure all these things and to learn 

"what real courage is instead of getting the idea that 

courage is a man with a gun in his hand" (p. 121). Courage, 

he tells them, is "when you know your're licked before you 

begin but you begin anyway and you see it through no matter 

what. You rarely win, but sometimes you do" (p. 121 ). It 

is in simple, persevering daily living of his convictions 

that Atticus proves his willingness to give his whole life 

for a cause greater than self. 

Yet many admire Atticus' search for truth and justice 

to all men. Mr. Underwood, not caring whether people cancel 

advertising or subscriptions to the Maycomb Tribune, runs an 

editorial: 
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Mr. Underwood didn't talk about miscarriages of 
justice, he was writing so children could understand. 
Mr. Underwood simply figured it was a sin to kill 
cripples, be they standing, sitting, or escaping. 
He likened Tom's death to the senseless slaughter of 
song bi rd s by hunters and ch i 1 d re n, and. May comb 
thou9ht he was trying to write an editorial poetical 
enough to be reprinted in~ Montgome·ry Advertiser. 

. (p. 254) 

Scout discovers that "in the secret courts of men's hearts 

A t t i c. u s h a d n o c a s e " ( p • . 2 5 4 ) • 

The quest which Atticus makes for truth, justice, 

and love and for the maturation of his children leads him 

into a Hades which is more than ever a nadir of despair 

because his children and friends must accompany him there. 

His rigorous pursuit of his ideals ultimately jeopardizes 

their lives too so that the Hades persists through the 

trial and subsequent death of Tom Robinson, the harassme~t 

of Tom's wife, and Bob Ewell's attempts to kill Jem and 

Scout as they return from the school play. 

The tragic flaw of Atticus is not the usual mani

festation of pride, although Bob Ewell accuses him of that: 

"Too proud to fight, you nigger-lovin bastard?" (p. 230). 

A t t i cu s re p 1 i e s- - a s h e i s q u o t e d by Mi s s St e p h a n i e- - '' No , 

· too old" (p. 230). His flaw is, rather, that in his un

swerving pursuit of truth he underestimates the propensity 

of some men for evil. When Jem is brought in unconscious 

and with a broken arm, Atticus, stunned, says: "I can't 
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conceive of anyone low-down enough to do a thing like 

this. · •. -. " (p. 280). Later he states that Ewell must 

have gone out · of his mind, but Mr. Tate insists that Ewell 

wasn't insane, just "mean as hell" (p. 283). Atticus has 

judged that Ewell has already taken out his vengefulness 

in threatening him and spitting in his face; he has thought 

that Ewell, if he insisted on a vendetta, would come after 

him instead of the children. His flaw, then, lies in his 

reliance upon a fundamental integrity in every man which is 

missing in some people. As with other epic heroes, the 

flaw is at once a strength and a weakness. Atticus over

comes the flaw, however, when he is willing for the sake of 

Boo Radley's privacy to keep the secret of Boo's rescue of 

the children and to say merely that Bob Ewell must have 

fallen on his own knife. 

The hero's closeness to God is undeniable when he 

explains to Scout that he cannot do otherwise than to accept 

Tom Robinson's case: "This case is something that goes to 

the essence of a man's conscience--Scout, I couldn't go to 

church and worship God if I didn't try to help that man" 

(p. 113). His Christianity is a practical, daily necessity; 

it includes the brotherhood of man in its scope, but it 

also depends upon a solitude with God. Scout describes 

him in church: "I watched him take his seat on the third 
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row from the front, and I heard him rumble, 'Nearer my God 

!o theet' some notes behind the rest of us. He never sat 

with Aunty, Jem and me. He liked to be by himself in 

church" (p. 158). 

The greater good that Atticus leaves for the greater 

number is the testimony of his life and the understandings 

he has implanted in the hearts of his children. Scout has 

walked with Boo Radley to his home, Jem lies resting after 

Bob Ewell has broken his arm seriously and nearly killed 

him, and Bob Ewell himself lies dead with Boo's kitchen 

knife in him. She thinks: "Atticus was right. One time 

he said you never really know a man until you stand in his 

shoes and walk around in them. Just standing on the Radley 

porch was enough" (p. 294). Soon she realizes how angry 

Jem will be at having missed the sight of Boo Radley: "He'd 

be so mad he missed it he wouldn't speak to me for days. As 

I made my way home, I thought.Jem and I would get grown but 

there wasn't much else left for us to learn, except possibly 

algebra" (p. 294). And Scout is right because, even though 

Atticus has lost his case and Tom Robinson has died, the 

heroic lawyer has taught what really matters to his children, 

has won the hearts and minds of others, and has even taken 

a small step toward redeeming their souls. He is very near 

to the epic hero throughout the literary tradition. 
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As the reader links Atticus, the lawyer, to the 

traditional epic hero, it seems relevant to consider the 

viewpoint of archetypal criticism as it applies to a study 

of the hero at any time. Wilbur S. Scott, in explaining 

five critical approaches to literature, deals with the 

archetypal approach, which is also called ritualistic, 

totemic, or mythological: 

It occupies a curious position among other methods: 
it requires close textual re~dings, like the for
malistic, and yet it is concerned humanistically 
with more than the intrinsic value of aesthetic 
satisfaction; it seems psychological irisofar as it 
analyzes the work of art's appeal to the audience 
.•• and yet sociological in its attendance upon 
basic cultural patterns as central to that appeal; 
it is historical in its investigation of a cultural 
or social past, but nonhistorical in its demonstra
tion of literature's timeless value, independent of 
particular periods.IO 

Scott points, to the work of Sir James George Frazer and o'f 

Carl G. Jung as instrumental in formulating the archetypal 

approach in criticism. Frazer's worlc, .lli Golden Bough, 

appeared in the late nineteenth and early twentieth cen

turies in twelve volumes, subsequently condensed in an 

abridged version; it traced many myths to their supposed 

origins and made a study of magic and religion. About 

Jung, editor of ,!2.!!. 2..!llt His Symbols, John Freeman states: 

lOEd., Five Approaches .!:.Q. Literary Criticism 
(New York: The Macmillan Co .. , 1962), p. 247. 
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••• his overwhelming contribution to psychological 
understanding i .s his concept of the unconscious--not 
(like the "subconscious" of Freud) merely a sort of 
glory-hole of repres.sed desires, but a: world that is 
just as much a vital and real part of the life of an 
individual as the conscious, "cogitatingt' world of 
the ego, and infinitely wider and richer. The 
language and the "people" of the unconscious are 
symbols, and the . means of communications dreams.II 

In the same book, another writer, under Jung's 

direction, finds that hero myths, though they may vary 

greatly, retain similar structures: 

They have, that is to say, a universal pattern, even 
though they were developed by groups of individuals 
without any direct contact with each other •.•• 
Over and over again one hears a tale describing a 
hero's miraculous but humble birth, his early proof 
of superhuman strength, his rapid rise to prominence 
or power, his triumphant struggle with ·the forces of 
evil, his fallibility to the sin of pride (hybris), 
and his fall through betrayal of a "heroic" 
sacrifice that ends in his death.12 

This explanation asserts that the pattern of the hero myth 

"has psychological meaning both for the individual, who is 

endeavoring to discover and assert his personality, and for 

a whole society, which has an equal need to establish its 

collective identity~"l3 The writer adds that the hero myth 

· 11rntroduction, .M.211 and !Lil Symbols, ed. Carl G. 
Jung and after his death M.-L. ton Franz, with co
ordinating ed. John Freeman (New York: Doubleday and Co., 
1964), p • . 12. 

12Joseph L. Henderson, "Ancient Myths and Modern 
Man,"~ fil.ll!. His Symbols, p. 110. 

13 1t .d . )l • 
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helps the individual to gain maturity and ready himself to 

face the exigencies of life. 

Among the archetypal criticisms of Faulkner's The 

Bear, W. J •· Cash's "The Mind and Character of the ·south, 11 

John Lyndenberg' s "Nature Myth in Faulkner's The Bear,'' and 

Francis Lee Utley's "Pride and Humility: The Cultural Roots 

of Ike McCaslin"--all of which are collected in Utley's 

Bear, .MA!!, A.!!,9_ God--are important for the depth of their 

analyses. 

Cash deals with the Southerner as "a direct product 

of the soi1,014 characterized by intense individualism, 

the tendency to violence, a tendency toward unreality, 

romanticism and hedonism, a fondness for ~het-0ric, and the 

love of politics.1 5 Thus he delineates the Southerner 

depicted by Faulkner in The Bear. 

Lyndenberg states: "It is the mythical quality of 

the bear hunt proper that gives the story its haunting 

power. Beneath its other meanings and symbolism lies the 

magical tale enacted by superhuman characters. Here 

religion and magic are combined in a ritual demonstration 

14"The Mind and Character of the South," Bear, 
MJ!.!!, and God, p. 127. 

l'11· b· 28 '. 1d., p. 1 et seq. 
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of the eternal struggle between Man and Nature. 016 Old 

Ben, the same critic continues, "is the totem animal, the 

god who can never be bested by men with their hounds and 

guns, but only by a nonhuman Boon with Lion, the instru

ment fashioned by the priest [Sam FathersJ." 17 This priest 

a n d t he t o t em an i ni al o r g o d po s s e s s th e s, am e s o u 1 . . Wh e n 

the priest has made the god vulnerable to men, he too must 

die; and the young priest initiated into the rites by the 

old priest, takes his place.18 Lyndenberg closes his 

essay with the statement that The Bear is a nature myth 
. -

which leaves us in awe: 

From strata buried deep under our rationalistic 
understanding, it dredges up our feeling that the 
simple and the primitive--the stolid dignity and 
the superstitions of Sam Fathers--are true. It 
evokes our terrible and fatal attraction toward the 
imperturbable, the powerful, the great--as symbolized· 
in the immortal Old Ben. And it expr~sses our knowl
edge that.it is beyond our human power to do so-
that it is necessary and sacrilegious.19 

Utley continues the archetypal criticism by admit

ting the infinity of readings derivative from a complex 

work like The Bear. He describes the bear as "a monster 

16 "Nature Myth in Faulkner's lli Bear, " Bear, !fill 
and &2.2., p. 161 . -

17 Ibict., p. 165. 

18 Ibid., p. 166. 

l9rbid., p. 167. 
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like Beowulf's Grendel," and depicts the pursuit of the 

animal as "a repeated ritual dealing with the destinies of 

gods and men." 20 Later he says: "Old Ben, like Thorpe's 

Big Bear, has cosmic dimensions; he is the God of the 

Wilderness. At his death the Wilderness dies, or at least 

it shrinks to a tiny plot of hunting land surrounding the 

graves of the ritual dead: Lion, Old Ben, Sam Fathers. 11 21 

Furthermore, he contends that "the hun,t, as in many cul

tures, is blended in the story with initiation or puberty 

ritual." 22 

Also lending itself to analysis as a nature myth 

is Hemingway's The Q.!J! MA!! .fil!.Q. ~ ~; instead of man 

against the wilderness, the work features man against the 

sea in a short and incisive fish story in the vein of Moby 

Dick. In addition, archetypal analysis of Hemingway's work 

undoubtedly leads to an examination of Christian symbolism. 

At the end of the novel, Santiago lies on his bed in the 

attitude of the crucifixion. Moreover, the scars on his 

hands and the bearing of the mast like a cross on his back 

are inescapably echoes of Christ's sufferings. The name 

2 O "Pr i d e and Hum i 1 i t y , " Be a r, .M.fil!., fil God , 
pp. 168, 169. 

21 Ibid., p. 172. 

') ') 

" ... Ibid., p. 173. 
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Santiago, however, means Saint James, and the old Cuban 

fisherman is _like James, the son of Zebedee, who fished 

with his brother John and with Peter and And~ew before 

Christ called them into his service. Christ told James 

that he would make him a fisher of men. Like the apostle 

whose name he bears, Santiago is a fisherman who catches 

a fish and concomitantly captures the spirit of men. 

Manolin is the diminutive term for Manuel, which, in turn, 

is the abbreviated form of Emmanuel or "God with us.'' 

There may also be a connotation of ~ano or hand. 

I n To Ki 11 ,s. Mo ck in g b i rd , At t i cu s Fi n c h , t h e 

lawyer, bears the Greek name of one from Attica, home of 

the Athenians, where philosophy virtually was born. As 

lawyer, Atticus is orator, though a quiet and unassuming 

one who, according to Scout, could make even a "rape case 

as dry as a sermon" (p. 180). Yet is is the very quietness 

and fairness of his manner which allow his ethos to shine 

through. He is the good man appealing to men's better 

natures when he accepts those same persons for jurors who 

would gladly have killed him on the preceding night or, at 

the very least, their kinsmen in their steads. He is the 

good man urging other men to make the American court system 

work since it is the only existing institution which is the 

great equalizer of men. Finally, he is the good man who 
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prays that the jurors will let God guide them toward a 

justice based upon the fatherhood of God and the brother

hood of man. As this good man, he becomes the archetype of 

the eloquent man, the orator in the Aristotelian tradition 

who persuades and convinces men to be better than they 

have been before. 



CHAPTER V 

TRAITS OF THE EPIC HERO IN THE PROTAGONISTS OF 

THREE EXPERIMENTAL AMERICAN NOVELS 

The strongest difference between the traditional 

novels just examined and the experimental novels to be 

examined in this chapter becomes apparent with merely a 

casual leafing through the chapters of The Centaur after 

the reader has just laid down To Kill 2,. Mockingbird. In 

the first place, John Updike has openly chosen a mytho

logical basis for~ Centaur and has used a mythological 

term in his title. More important, though, he has struc

tured, or perhaps unstructured, his novel to . switch from 

the level of myth (Chiron's experiences on Olympus) to 

the level of actuality (three days in the life of a teacher 

in Pennsylvania in 1947) between chapters or even within 

chapters while sustaining the two levels simultaneously 

throughout the work. In addition, the author moves freely 

backward and forward in time, changing from George Cald

well's viewpoint to Peter's but including other viewpoints 

as wellt sometimes adding omniscient comments. 

The opening chapter, for example, deals with Chiron 

the centaur, wounded by an arrow and fleeing his classroom 
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for the smithy where Hephaestus can render him aid. 

Simultaneously, however, Chiron is George Caldwell, general 

science teacher at Olinger High School, who abandons his 

unruly and undisciplined class while he gets first aid 

from a mechanic named Al Hummel at a garage adjoining 

school property. In the second chapter George is the 

ordinary man, husband of Cassie, son-in-law of Pop Kramer, 

and father of teenaged Peter. Living in a half-improved 

farmhouse and eking out a living as a schoolteacher, he 

makes a valiant search for truth and the meaning of life. 

He is a far more effective teacher than he realizes, a 

better husband and parent than he dreams of being. Chap

ter 4 is almost altogether Peter's viewpoint as he eval

uates his father; Chapter 5 is a complete obituary inserted 

before George Caldwell's death but presented as a part of 

Peter's recollections for himself concerning the impact 

of his father's life. Chapter 7 is introduced by Peter's 

explana.tions to his sleeping Negro mistress some years 

after his father's death, and the final paragraph following 

Chapter 9 is strictly a brief notation about Zeus' reward 

to the centaur. 

Updike has been sternly criticized for failure to 

sustain his mythological basis satisfactorily. He admits 

in his Mythological Index that the referents are not always 
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stable. His switches from myth to actuality and from view

point to viewpoint, clouding place and time, have antago

nized some readers and confused others. A few have queried 

whether the protagonist is George Caldwell, ineffectual 

teacher, or Peter Caldwell, psoriasitic son and unsuccess

ful artist. Yet to the reader who, as Coleridge once 

suggested, willingly suspends disbelief, the multi-leveled 

blending of myth and reality, of ideal and ordinary, of 

past, present, and future becomes a moving epic of a modern 

American hero, an ordinary man who agonize~ through the 

frustrations and disillusionments of life to achieve a 

strange kind of glory which he is not aware he attains. 

At first glance fifty-year-old George Caldwell with 

his warty hands and stocking-capped head seems far from 

godlike. Yet he is godlike in his love for his son and 

his students, in his suffering, his search for meaning, 

and, above all, his compassion. The book begins with a 

foreword from Old Greek Folk Stories Told Anew: 

But it was still needful that a life shduld be given 
to expiate that ancient sin,--the theft of fire. It 
happened that Chiron, noblest of all the Centaurs (who 
are half horses and half men), was wandering the world 
in agony from a wound that he had received by strange 
mischance .... Ever tormented with the hurt and 
never to be healed, the immortal Centaur longed for 
death, and begged that he might be accepted as an 
atonement for Prometheus. The gods heard his prayer 
and took away his pain and his immortality. He died 
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like any wearied man, and Zeus set him as a shining 
archer among the stars. 1 

This noblest of the centaurs is George Caldwell, whom 

Peter describes in his cap as looking like "an overgrown 

dimwit in a comic strip," yet having 

. a full head of hair, barely touched by gray. Under
stand that to me my father seemed changeless. In 
fact he did look younger than his years .••. He 
had been a child in an humble neighborhood of 
Passaic. His face, compounded of shiny lumps and 
sallow slack folds, to me seemed both tender and 
brutal, wise and unseeing; it was still dignified 
by the great distance that in the beginning had 
lifted it halfway to the sky. Once I had stood 
beside his knees on the brick walk leading to the 
grape arbor of our house in Olinger and f~lt him 
look level into the tops of the horsechestnut trees 
and believed that nothing could ever go wrong as long 
as we stood so. 

(pp. 64-65) 

When Peter is worried about his father, Penny, his 

girlfriend, says, "Your father's too funny to die" (p. 119). 

Funny is, in a sense, supra-human, godlike, divine. Later 

at Doc Appleton's office, Caldwell says that he has been 

teaching fourteen years and adds, "It'd be O. K •••• if 

I thought I was any good at it. But I don't have the gift 

of discipline. · My father, the poor devil, didn't have it 

either" (p. 130). He seems far from godlike, hardly noble 

in this instance. Yet his lectures for science class are 

1 John Updike, lli Centaur (New York: Alfred A. 
1, n o p f , l 9 <, :\ ) • l1 e re a f t e r a 1 1 re f e r e n c e s w i 1 1 b e to t h i s 
edition and will be contained in parentheses following the 
cit.at.ions. 
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poetic, and his analogies are lively and meaningful. He 

struggles through each day's work with the dread of death, 

the pending disapproval of the administration, the scorn of 

his students, and the dissatisfaction of his family hanging 

over him. Still he keeps searching for meaning and ful

fillment: '''I wouldn't mind plugging ahead at something 

I wasn't any good at,' my father said, 'if _I knew what the 

hell the point of it all was. I ask, and nobody'll tell 

me'" (p. 131 ). He tells Cassie, nevertheless, that he 

can't give up teaching: "Hell, it's a11 · I'm good for,, 

Cassie. I t ' s my o n e t a 1 e n t " (p • 2 8 8 ) • 

Caldwell's heroic cause is the persistent, dogged 

search for security and happiness for his family, enlight

enment for his students, aid for his fellow man, and 

meaning for himself. Peter offers an apologia for his 

father's life: "'He was in the Lions,' I prompted. 'But 

they never made him president. He was on the committee to 

get a borough park. He was always doing good deeds. He 

loved to walk up and down the alleys and used to spend a 

lot of time hanging around Hummel's Garage, on the corner 

t h e re ' " ( pp . 1 7 8- 1 7 9 ) • A f u 11 e r exp 1 an a t i o n , a t 1 e a s t i n 

regard to his teaching, is a part of the obituary: 

How to express the quality of his teaching? 
A thorough master of his subjects, an inexhaustible 
sympathy for the scholastic underdog, a unique 
ability to make unexpected connections and to mix 
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in an always fresh and eye-opening way the stuff of 
lessons with the stuff of life, an effortless humor, 
a by no means negligible gift for dramatization, a 
restless and doubting temperament that urged him 
foward ceaselessly toward self-improvement in the 
pedagogic craft--these are only parts of the whole. 
What endures, · perhaps, most indelibly in the minds of 
his ex-students (of whom this present writer counts 
himself one) was his more-than-human selflessness, a 
total concern for the world at large which left him, 
perh~ps, too little margin for self-indulgence and 
satisfied repose. To sit under Mr. Caldwell was to 
lift up one's head in aspiration~ Though there was 
sometimes--so strenuous and unpatterned was his 
involvement with his class--confusion, there was 
n e v e r a n y c o n f u ·s i o n t h a t i n d e e d " He re w a s a ma n . " 

(p. 174) 

George Caldwell's code is fundamentally the code of 

the master teacher whether it is expressed on the level of 

myth or actuality: "A bird above him released a swift 

metallic song that seemed to be a signal. 'Chiron! 

Chiron!: the call sprang up behind him and overtook him : 

and, skimming past his ears, outraced him in its bodiless 

speed of joy to the ragged cave-mouth of sunstruck air 

that waited at the end of the forest path" (p. 95). His 

students await him: "It had been their voices. Seated in 

a semi-circle on the warm orchard grass, all hailed him 

gladly" (p. 95). They sing a hymn to Zeus, some lines of 

which request: "Shape us with gradualness," "Grant us 

proportion," and "Show forth thy government" (pp. 97-98). 

He speaks to them of the genesis of things, ·saying, "And 

Love set the Universe in motion. All things that exist are 

her children--sun, moon, stars, the earth with its 
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mountains and rivers, its trees, herbs, and living crea

tures" (p. 99). Love, then, is the cornerstone of Caldwell's 

code. 

Strange as it may seem at first, another part of 

his code involves walking: "All I've ever wanted is to be 

able to walk where I had to go. My ideal is to walk to my 

own funeral. Once you've sold out your legs, you've sold 

out your lifeu (p. 150). He . tells this to Peter after 

saying about himself as a father: "You deserved a winner 

and you got a loser" (p. 150). Peter's keenest recollec

tions are of his father's long striding walk, somehow 

representative of his determined search throughout life: 

"To walk beside my father down Sixth Street was to hear the 

asphalt ring" (p. 145). 

Another facet of Caldwell's code is truth, yet he 

swears to Pop Kramer, "I love lies. I tell · 'em all day. 

I'm paid to tell 'em" (p. 49). Peter knows that his father 

often lies to be nice to people, as when he tells Doc 

Appleton he did not realize that the doctor and the school 

principal, Zimmerman, went to school together, "laying us 

both open this way to a long and often-c~ewed story" 

(p. 131). Caldwell tells a garage manager: "Don't 

apologize, mister. You've told me what you think is the 

truth and .that's the greatest favor one man can do for 
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another" (p. 155). Outside the garage, however, he explains 

to Peter that the man did not even know what he was talking 

about: "I've been a bluffer all my life so I can spot 

another. He was what they call talking through your hat. 

I wonder how he got to be manager of an important place 

like that; I bet he doesn't know himself. He acted just 

the way I feel half the time" (p. 155). The way he feels 

is confused and apologetic for troubling people by clutter

ing up the earth; at the same time he continues his search 

for truth relentlessly. 

As swimming coach, just as teacher, Caldwell loses. 

Ostensibly he is no more a leader at poolside than in the 

classroom where he has no discipline. Peter joins his 

father and the student Diefendorf at the Y.M.C.A. when 

Olinger High holds a meet against West ~lton: 

To annoy Deifendorf I asked him, "Ja· win the breast 
stroke and the two-twenty?" 

"I won more than you did," he answered. 
"He won the breast stroke," my father said. "I'm 

proud of you, Deify. You kept your promise to the 
best of your ability. That makes you a man." 

"Shit if I'd seen that guy in the far lane 
I'd've taken the two-twenty too. Bastard he sneaked 
in on me, I thought I'd won it, I was just gliding 
in. " 

"That kid swam a good race," my father said. 
"He won it honestly. He paced himself. Foley's a 
good coach. If I was any kind of a cbach, Deify, 
you'd be king of the county; you're a natural. If 
I was any kind of a coach and you'd give up ciga
rettes." 

(p. 141) 
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This is the same Deifendorf who has smashed in the grille 

of Caldwell's ancient black Buick and whom Caldwell has 

beaten across the bare back twice with .an arrow shaft for 

c o u p 1 in g w i th a g i r 1 i n c 1 a s s , bu t i t i _s th e s a me De if end o r f 

whose life he changes. Fourteen years later, this boy is 

a teacher 

from whose breast pocket the pencils th~ust as 
from my father's pocket in the old forgotten days. 
Deifendorf had gone fat and his hairline had 
receded, but it was he. He asked me, dared in 
all seriousness to ask me, an authentic second
rate abstract expressionist living in an East 
Twenty-third Street loft with a Negro mistress, 
.!!ll!., if I was ever going to teach. I told him No. 
He told me, his pale dull eyes shelled in serious
n e s s , "Pe t e , I often t hi n k of what your Dad u s e d 
to tell me about teaching. 'It's rough,' he'd 
say, 'but you can't beat it for the satisfaction 
you get.' Now I'm teaching myself, I see what he 
meant. A great man, your Dad. Did you know that?tf 

(pp. 102-103) 

As a matter of fact, this is not at all what Caldwell tells 

Deifendorf about teaching. His words are: " . if you 

don't buckle down and learn something, you'll be as dumb 

as I am, and you'll have to teach school to earn a living" 

(p. 102). But whatever the words are, the teacher has 

influenced the student's life. 

As a leader Caldwell also praises Danny Horst, the 

runty senior diver who executes one nearly perfect dive 

a n ct t. h e n p e r f o rm s p a t h e t i c a l 1 y o· n t h e n e x t o n e , . " a w a re 

· I . l " (p. 142). we were al 1 expecting anot 1er m1 rac e .... 
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When Danny surfaces, only Caldwell claps for him; after 

·a11, "the poor kid gave it all he had" (p. ' 143). 

As a husband and father, George tells his wife: 

"You don ' t need me , Cassie • You ' d be better off w i th me 

on the dump. My father died at forty-nine and ii was the 

b e s t t h i n g h e e v e r di d f o r u s " ( p • 5 6 ). Bu t C a s s i e 

answers, "Your father was a disappointed .!!!.fil!.. • Why 

should~ be disappointed? You have a wonderful son, a 

beautiful farm, an adoring wife--" (p. 56). And Peter 

later tells his mistress about his family: " • do not 

think that our life together, for all its mutual frustra

tion, was not good. It was good. We moved, somehow, on a 

firm stage, resonant with metaphor ..•. Yes. We lived 

in God's sight" (p. 70). 

The disciples of this strange leader are, first of 

all, his son Peter, the Prometheus for whom Chiron dies, 

and, next, the students whom he has taught through the 

years. There is a special closeness between Caldwell and 

his son. At one time when the teacher is talking to a 

pathetic girl whose father drives her beyond her ability 

to make good grades, Peter answers the questions his father 

asks the girl: "The dull girl looked from me to him to me 

as if we had ganged up on her. For the moment, we had. 

There were happy moments when my father and I became a unit, 
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a little two-ply team" (p. 106). At another time Peter 

feels, "I'm the only person in the worict · he can talk to" 

(p. 120). Still later, there is a moment of communion: 

He looked at me, and seemed on the verge of 
apology, confession, or a definite offer. There 
was a word--I did not know it but believed he did-
that waited between us to be pronounced. But he 
only said, "I guess you can go to sleep. You don't 
seem to have the jumps like I did when I was your 
age." 

spell: 

(p. 164) 

Like his son, Caldwell's students come under his 

Once a student had had my father, he did not for
get it, and the memory seemed to seek shape in 
mockery. An emotion of fermented guilt and fond
ness would seek to purge itself upon me, the petty 
receptacle of a myth. I hated it and yet it did 
give me importance; being Caldwell's son lifted 
me from the faceless mass of younger children amd 
made me, on my father's strength alone, exist in 
the eyes of these Titans. I had only to listen 
and seem to smile as sweetly cruet memories tumbled 
from them •••. 

(p. 121) 

The stories about Caldwell continue, ending with: ''Christ, 

what a character," and "You got a great father there, 

Peter" (p. 122). 

The sweet feminine spirit for George Caldwell is 

not Cassie, his wife, about whom George says he should 

have put her on a burlesque stage when she was young. The 

r<•ader St'es hPr mostly through Peter's eyes--"my mother 

with her farm, her father, her dissatisfaction, her 
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exhausting alternations of recklessness and prudence, wit 

and obtuseness, transparence and opacity, my mother with 

her wide tense face and strange innocent scent of earth 

and cereal •... " (p. 138). George strongly defends her 

to Peter: . ''The worst thing in the world is a bitter woman. 

That's one thing about your mother, she's never been bit

ter. You won't understand this, Peter, but your mother 

and I had a lot of fun together" (p. 109). Peter does not 

really believe him but is silenced by the explanation. 

Neither is the sweet feminirie spirit Vera Hummel, 

the physical education . teacher, the subject of much gossip 

and Venus of the mythical level of the novel, who tries to 

seduce Caldwel I in the locker room, "standing in view 

wreathed in steam, a blue towel held gracefully away from 

her body. ." (p. 21). 

But his joints held rigid. He remembered the 
thunder. Zimmerman might still be in the building; 
he never went home. The centaur listened for a 
rumble upstairs, and in that moment of listening 
everything altered. The girl dropped from around 
his neck. Without a backwards look, Venus vanished 
into the underwood. A thousand green petals closed 
upon her passage. Love has its own ethics, which 
the deliberating will irrevocably offends. Then 
as now, Caldwell stood on that spot of cement alone 
and puzzled, and now, as then, climbed the stairs 
with a painful, confused sense of having displeased, 
through ways he could not follow, the God who never 
rested from watching him. 

(p. ~H) 
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When George and Peter stay at Vera's house overnight, 

unable to get home through the ice and ·snow, Peter is 

half in love with her. Enchanted, he watches Vera hold 

"my father's wart-freckled hands in her own. 'I'm glad 

you came to us,' she told him, as if they were alone. 

'It filled up the house for a . little while'" (p. 281). 

Instead of either of these women, it is Hester 

Appleton, the Latin teacher, "short, bosomy, broad in the 

beam and, seen from the front, dumpily thick-waisted" 

(p. 191), who inspires his life and helps to prepare him 

for death. She is the Diana of the novel: 

Hester. feels the pain in the man and she 
presses her fingers against the gold arrow [on 
her blouse]. to hush the disconcerting flutter 
that has erupted in her chest. She has been in 
the classroom adjacent to this man for so many 
years that in her heart it is as if she had often 
slept with him. It is as if they had been lovers 
when young~r and for reasons never sufficiently 
examined they had long ago ceased to be. 

(p. 192) 

In a burst of earnestness, Caldwell tells her: 

"I shouldn't have married her, I should have just 
been her manager. But I didn't have the guts. I 
was brought up so that as soon as you saw a woman 
you half-way liked the only thing you could think 
of to do was ask her to marry you." This is to 
say, I should have married]_ woman like~- You. 

(pp. 19 2- 193) 

When the confession which Hester has long desired does come, 

she is not ready for it, although earlier she has explained 

a passage about Aeneas and Venus to Peter: "The sense of 
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the passage being that only as she turns to leave him, 

does he perceive her true glory, her actual ~orth and her 

relationship to him. So it is often in life. We love too 

late. In the next lines he cries out to her, most movingl~ 

as she fades away, 'Oh why, why may we never join hand to 

hand, or hear and give back speech truly?'" (p. 185). 

Instead, each teacher consoles the other with quotations, 

s h e a s e n t e n c e i n F r e n c h - - D i e u ~ t re s .ii!!.--- and h e a p o e m 

about Jehovah's plan for earth. 

Caldwell leaves Hester's presence as he leaves the 

presence of others, "groggy with woes" (p. 196). His life 

is a constant battle against powerful forces. Each day he 

is "off to the slaughterhouse," saying, "Those damn kids 

have put their hate right into my bowels" (p. 68). To goad 

h i s s on i n t o h u r r y i n g , h e ca 1 1 s , "o. ff t o th e h a t e - fa c t o r y " 

(p. 69). His students oppose him: "That's the one thing 

you learn in teaching; people forget everything you tell 

'em. I look at those dumb blank faces every day and it 

reminds me of death. You fall through those kids' heads 

without a trace" (p. 92). -~t a basketball game he pushes 

past graduates of Olinger High while "the hunch in their 

shoulders reminds him of the great whole skinned carcasses 

hung on hooks in the freezer of a big Atlantic City hotel 

hP once worked for" (p. ~51). lit' asks himself: "What in 
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hell are you supposed to do to keep them from ending like 

that ?." ( 251) p. • 

His principal and the school board oppose him. 

Zimmerman's visitation report seems to him an execution 

order: "Isn't that the worst God-damn report was ever 

written? He must have stayed up all night with that 

masterpiece. If the school board gets ahold of that, I'm 

0-U-T out, tenure or no tenure" (p. 110). He desperately 

tries to persevere in his work even though he has sur

prised Zimmerman and Mim Herzog, a school board member, 

in a disordered state after what Caldwell suspects to be 

a lovemaking session in the principal's office. He tells 

C a s s i e , ." I f I c a n j u s t h a n g i n t h e re f o r t e n m o re y e a r s , 

I'll have it licked. If Zimmerman and that Herzog bitch 

don't have me canned, that is" (p. 290). The odds are 

always overwhelmingly against him, and everything in life 

defeats him. He tells Peter, "Once a loser, twice a loser" 

(p. 262). 

Confronting such tremendous forces, the hero must 

be willing to suffer and die. George Caldwell is evidently 

willing to suffer; at least he cannot escape suffering. 

"I'm carrying death in my bowels," he says ,from the start 

(p. 54). Peter watches him suffer: "My father looked 

sallow and nauseated, his temples glazed and hollow; the 
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top of his desk was littered with papers and tin-jawed 

binders and paperweights like half-metamorphosed toads. 

Deifendorf had stolen his strength; teaching was sapping 

him" ( p. 10 3 ) . When Ca 1 d we 11 cons o 1 es hi s son with the 

statement that he can think about o·nly one pain at a time, 

he adds that the only way to make him healthy is to kill 

him: "'That's the cure-all,' he said. 'Kill me'" (p. 137). 

He suffers incessantly and exquisitely: 

By searching through his body he can uncover any 
color and shape of pain he wants: the saccharine 
needle of the toothache, the dull comfortable pinch 
of his truss, the restless poison shredding in his 
bowels, the remote irritation of a turned toenail 
gnawing the toe squeezed beside it in the shoe, 
the little throb above his nose from having used 
his eyes too hard in the last hour, · and the associ
ated but different ache along the top of his skull, 
like the soreness left by his old leather football 
helmet after a battering scrimmage down in the Lake 
Stadium. Cassie, Peter, Pop Kramer, Judy Lengel, 
De i f e n d o r f : h e h a s t h e m a 1 1 o n h i s m i nd • 

(p. 198) 

He thinks of what he has loved in life, the "cable's con

ductive heart," which he laid underground in his days as a 

cable splicer before he was a teacher (p. 199). In his 

suffering he becomes the same sort of conductive heart, but 

unfortunately he does not know it. For most of the novel, 

he is unwilling to accept death although he must perforce 

accept suffering. When a drunk accosts him and Peter on 

the streets and asks if he is ready to die, "'I thought I 

W<1s ready 1 o ctie,' my father said, 'but now I wonder if 
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anybody ever is. I wonder now if a ninety-nine-year-old 

Chinaman with tuberculosis, gonorrhea, syphilis, and tooth

ache is ready to die'" (p. 158). Ultimately he accepts 

death, however, as he leaves the bedside of his sick and 

feverish son: "His will, a perfect diamond under the 

pressure of absolute fear, uttered the ffnal word. Now • 

. . • Chiron accepted death" (pp. 298-299). 

The hero's quest is expressed for Chiron in these 

words: ". · •. he had meant to bring men out o·f darkness. 

Apollo and Diana had promised to guide him" (p. 94). It 

is expressed for George Caldwell as·he takes a hitchhiker 

to Alton, several miles out of his way when he is already 

late to school. The description is Peter's: "My father 

brought to conversations a cavernous capacity for caring 

that dismayed strangers. They found themselves involved, 

willy-nilly, in a futile but urgent search for the truth" 

(pp. 8 2- 83). 

The quest of the epic hero traditionally takes him 

into Hades. Caldwell's entire life is a constant Hades-

the dissatisfaction of his wife, the burden of his aged 

father-in-law, his life on a farm, the disappointment of 

his son, the failure of his teaching career, the threat of 

lht' loss of his job, ultimately the disappearance of a 

block of tickets for the basketball game for which he is 
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financially responsible, his aching tooth, his griping 

intestines, the failure of his old Buick, the sickness of 

his child. The basement of the school is the Underworld 

in addition to being the Augean Stable, but he does not 

have to be there to be in Hades; Caldwell is never really 

out of Hades. The nadir of his descent occurs when Zimmer

man approaches him at the basketball game: "Here comes~ 

ll, praise ~ 1.,Q. .fu2.Q. i..21: 1 i ttle blessings, the suspense is 

over. Caldwell wonders if the dismissal slip will be· 

yellow, as it was with the telephone company" (p. 248). 

Instead, Zimmerman tells him he is a goo~ teacher, and 

Caldwell resolves to hang on--th.e only fleeting vision 

which strengtheps him for what is to come. 

Caldwell's tragic flaw seems to be that he "had : 

never rid himself of the idea that he might soon be moving 

on. This fear, or hope, dominated our home" (p. 273). 

Peter accuses him of thinking "the whole world's some sort 

of conspiracy" (p. 257). 

mean something it isn't. 

s· o exhausting ! " ( p. 25 7 ) • 

He adds: "You make everything 

Why? Why can't you relax? It's 

His hybris is the opposite of 

pride, a constant self-abasement. On the level of actual

ity, George Caldwell can never shed the feeling of failure 

or the fear of mortality; on the mythological level, how

ever, he rises above meaninglessness and alienation and 

a~cepts death as an act of expiation. 
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At first Caldwell's closeness to God might be 

questioned. One matter which plagues him all his life 

is the fact that his minister-father died with a shattered 

faith, asking, "Do you think I'll be eternally forgotten?" 

(p. 92). He questions Reverend March about God and the 

church, but he does it because this particular minister 

is spiritually dead: "Though his faith is intact and as 

infrangible as metal, it is also like metal dead. Though 

he can go and pick it up and test its weight whenever he 

wishes, it has no arms with which to reach and restrain 

h i m • He mo c. k s i t " ( p • 2 3 7 ) • . Ca 1 d we 1 1 i s p r i c k i n g a h o 1 l o w 

man as he questions March: "Waste, rot, hollowness, noise, 

stench, death: in fleeing the many visages which this 

central thing wears Caldwell as if by God's grace 

comes upon, over in the corner, leaning against the stacked 

folding chairs beside Vera Hummel, Reverend March in his 

clerical black and backwards collar" (p. 251 ). March is 

the religious figure who is all show and no soul, just as 

Zimmerman is the administrative figure who is corrupt 

beneath his pretended ethics. "Born a Presbyterian, 

Caldwell became in the Depression a Lutheran like his wife, 

and, surprisingly in one so tolerant, sincerely distrusts 

the Reformeds, whom he associates with Zi~merman and 

Calvin, whom he associates with everything murky and 
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oppressive and arbitrary in the universal kingdom" (p. 232). 

To March, Caldwell says: 

"My old man was a Presbyterian, and as I under-
stand it from him there are the elect and the non
elect, the ones that have it and the ones that don't, 
and the ones that don't have it are never going to 
get it. What I could never ram through my thiek 
skull was why the ones that don't have it were 
created in the first place. The only . reason I could 
figure out was that God had to have somebody to fry 
down in Hell." 

( p. 25 2) 

When the minister maintains that predestination is counter

balanced by the infinite mercy of God, Caldwell replies, 

"I can't see how it's infinite if it never changes any

thing at all. Maybe it's infinite but at an infinite 

distance--that's the only way I can picture it" (p. 253). 

In religion, however, as in other aspects of his 

life, Caldwell is self-contradictory. He seems to exhibit 

a quiet faith in God at times, at least by what he says. 

"Don't worry about your old man, Peter. In God we trust" 

(p. 168). "Yeah, I've a 1 ways been 1 ucky. God takes ca re 

of you if you let Him" (p. 292). Most important, perhaps, 

is his recollection of his minister-father's half-joke 

which is full truth: 

1UJ.. iQ..Y. belongs .!:.Q. ~ Lord. Wherever in the filth 
and confusion and misery, a soul felt· joy, there the 
Lord came and claimed it as his own; into barrooms 
and brothels and classrooms and alleys . slippery with 
spittle, no matter how dark and scabbed and remote, 
in China or Africa or Brazil, wh~rever a moment of 
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joy was felt, there the Lord stole and added to his 
enduring domain. And all the rest, all that was not 
joy, fell away, precipitated, dross that had never 
been. 

(p. 296) 

On the mythological level, Chiron is aware of the 

power and glory of Zeus when he names the gods to the 

mocking Venus: "'It is not what the gods do that makes 

us adore them,' he recited. ' It is that they a re ' '' ( p. 25) • 

Unfortunately Zeus is most often Zimmerman, the same 

earthly mixture of corruption and purity once attributed 

to the Greek god of gods. At times, however, the concept 

of Zeus far outreaches Zimmerman. Carefully and faithfully 

Chiron teaches Jason, Asclepios, Achilles, and his own 

daughter, Ocyrhoe, about Zeus; and at the end of the novel 

he asks himself: "Why !iQ. ~ worship Zeus? Because theTe 

is none other" (p. 298). What Updike seems to present on 

the mythological level as well as on the actual one is a 

hero who is a mixture of faith and doubt, of closeness to 

God and awful alienation. The Epilogue reiterates the 

sense of closeness, however: 

Zeus had loved his old friend, and lifted him up, 
and set him among the stars as the constellation 
Sagittarius. Here, in the Zodiac, now above, now 
below the horizon, he assists in the regulation of 
our destinies, though in this latter time few living 
mortals cast their eyes respectfully toward Heaven, 
and fewer still sit as students to the stars. 

(p. 299) 
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This same passage points out the· greater good which 

Caldwell leaves behind him, an influence which regulates 

the destinies of the living. The greaier good has also 

been pointed out in the passage from the obituary. More 

specifically it consists of his bequest to his son, that 

disciple who is closest to him, and who earlier has said, 

"I tried to walk in my father's footsteps but his strides 

were too great" (p. 284). To his mistress, Peter explains: 

"I am my father's son. In the late afternoons 
while the day hangs in the distending light waiting 
to be punctured by the darkness that in arrows of 
shadow rides out from the tall buildings across the 
grid of streets, I remember my father and even 
picture--eyes mi-lky with doubts, mustache indecisive 
and pale--his father before him, whom I never knew. 
Priest, teacher, artist: the classic degeneration." 

(p. 269) 

His family, his students, and others around George Caldwell 

appear to be unpromising material indeed, and destined to 

receive a pall. ry heritage from an ineffectual man. How-

ever the artist, whether successful in the eyes of the 

world or not, is, in a meaningful sense, both priest and 

teacher • . . Instead of degeneration, Peter's role is regen-

eration and affirmation. Perhaps there is no greater good 

than the vision involved in the last sight which Peter has 

of his father through the window of his sickroom: 

l turned my fnce away and looked through the 
w i II do w. 1 n t i 111 e 111 y r n I It er a pp<~ n rt~ d in th i s 
window, an ereel fiuurt' dark agninst lhe·snow. 
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His posture made no concession to the pull under
foot; upright he waded through our yard and past 
the mailbox and up the hill until he was lost to 
my sight behind the trees of our orchard.. The 
trees took white on their sun side. The two tele
phone wires diagonally cut the blank blue of the 
sky. The stone bare wall was a scumble of umber; 
my father's footsteps thumbs of white in white. 
I knew what this scene was--a patch of Pennsylvania 
in 1947--and yet I did not know, was in my softly 
fevered state mindlessly soaked in a rectangle of 
colored light. I burned to paint it, ju~t like 
that, in its pqzzle of glory; it came upon me 
that I must go to Nature disarmed of perspective 
and stretch myself like a large transp~rent can
vas upon her in the hope that, my submission being 
perfect, the imprint of a beautiful and useful 
truth would be taken. 

(pp. 292-293) 

This entire passage--besides being indic~tive of the 

greater good achieved by the frustrated father-teacher, 

the ordinary man as epic hero--is typical of the lyric 

qualities of Updike's prose and the symbolic and even 

mystical overtones of the modern novel. 

Also classifiable as an experimental novel, although , 

traditionally plotted, Henderson~ Rain King is experi

mental in the way its animal symbolism imparts meaning to 

its philosophical implications and in its use of the fan

tastic and even the bizarre to emphasize the processes of 

the human mind and the struggle of the soul. Saul Bellow's 

hero, fifty-five-year-old Eugene Henderson, · looms large in 

his height of six feet, four inches, his weight of 230 

pounds, nnd his wealth of three million dollars. Ile looms 
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even larger, however, in his quest to answer the voice 

within him which cries, "I want, I want, I want! " This 

quest takes him to the continent of Africa, to the beginning 

of life, the cradle of civilization, presented both real

istically and fantastically by Bellow as the setting which 

finally affords Henderson the achievement of self-realization. 

In addition to the traits of Henders6n already 

indicated, the protagonist describes himself: "My face 

i s 1 i k e some sort of term i n a l ; i t ' s 1 i k e Grand Cent r a I , I 

mean~-the big horse nose and the wide mouth that opens 

into nostrils, and eyes like tunnels." 2 Henderson thinks 

of himself as a bum, "the main reason being that I behaved 

1 i k e a bum'' ( p • 2 ) • He h a s a fierce temper, he neg 1 e ct s 

the usual courtesies, and. he gets roaring drunk. His l~ne 

i s nob 1 e : " • . . h i s great - grandfather · wa s Secretary of 

State, his great-uncles were ambassadors to England and 

France, and his father was the famous scholar Willard 

Henderson who wrote that book on the Albigensians, a friend 

of William James and Henry Adams" (p. 7). Despite this 

glorious background, his life has been a. s~ccession of 

debacles. He plays the violin in the basement of his home 

2saul Bellow, Henderson the_ Rain King (New York: 
Viking Press, 1959), p. 2. Hereafter all references 
will be to this edition and will be contained in parentheses 
following the citations. 
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while h~ is dressed in Wellington farm boots, a red vilvet 

dressing gown, and a hunting cap. As he plays, he talks 

to the. spirits of his dead parents: "For it so happens 

that I have never been able to convince myself the dead are 

utterly dead" (p. 30). 

He has been a captain in military service and 

received a Purple Heart. He has raise~ pigs on his family 

estate, has divorced his first wife, Frances, and has 

married a second wife, Lily. He has sired five children 

altogether. He suffers through life and searches for 

truth. A chunk of wood flies up and hits his nose, causing 

him to think, "Does truth come in blows?" (p. 23). His 

daughter Ricey brings home a Negro baby she has found in a 

parked car; as a consequence, she i s exp e 11 e d from sch o:o l • 

"The facts begin to crowd me and soon I get a pressure in 

my chest. A disorderly rush begins--my parents, my wives, 

my girls, my children, my farm, my animals, my habits, my 

money, my music lessons, my drunkenness, my prejudices, my 

b r u t a 1 i t y , my t e e t h , my f a c e , my s o u 1 ! " (p . 3 ) • 

Henderson becomes a noble epic hero, not because of 

his descent from a noble line, but because he is impelled 

to search for sanity: "Of course, in an age of madness, 

to expect to be untouched by madness is a form of madness. 

But the pursuit of sanity can be a form of madness, too" 
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(p. 25). He has read somewhere that "the forgiveness of 

sins is perpetual, and righteousness first is not required," 

but he cannot find the book which contains the passage; 

thus, that consolation is lost to him (p. 3). He buys a 

ticket to Africa in search of an answer to the voice which 

cries within him. ·. No ordinary man to begin with, he is 

built on an epic scale, and through his epic struggles and 

his grandiose attack of his problem~, he becomes both god

like adventurer and existential clown rolled int-0 one. He 

is a twentieth-century Don Quixote. In Africa, Dahfu tells 

him, "Well, do not be ungrateful, Henderson. · It is evident 

you too must have been born for something" (p. 197). Without 

a doubt, his yearnings are godlike, as his letter to Lily 

from Afr i ca shows : '' ' I am g iv i n g up the vi o 1 i n • I guess 

I will never reach my object through it,' ll raise ll 

spirit from~ earth, ll leave~ body of this death. I 

™ very stubborn. 1 wanted .l.Q. raise myself into another 

world. ~ life A!!.Q_ deeds were .a prison" (p. 284). 

Henderson's cause is to discover the answer to the 

inner voice which cries, ''I want!" His cause is connected 

w i t h t h e s e a r c h f o· r t r u t h , w h i c h h e s u s p e c t s m a y c om e i n 

blows. It is also connected with the confrontation with 

death; he is haunted by the cat which he almost kills in 

the attic and the housekeeper who drops dead in the kitchen 
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while he is raging. "Not knowing what else to do, I wrote 

a note DO NOT DISTURB and pinned it to the old lady's skirt, 

and I went through the frozen winter garden and across the 

road to her cottage" (p. 39). His cause, . moreover, . is 

connected with the plight of humanity: "Society is what 

beats me. Alone I can be pretty good, but let me go among 

people and there's the devil to pay. Confronted with this 

weeping girl I was by this time ready to start bawling my

self, thinking of Lily and the childreh and my father and 

the violin and the foundling and all the sorrows of my 

life" (p. 49). Lily has asked him if he ·plans to waste 

the rest of his life, and he remarks to Frances, "I wonder 

. if it's too late for me to become a doctor--if I 

could enter medical school" (p. 13). His usually sober : 

wife laughs at him, but he. continues to ponder the pos

sibility and to look at others closely to see what they 

may "know about the greater or deeper facts of life" (p. 54). 

He continues to espouse a cause. Ultimately he explains to 

Prince Itelo of a cattle tribe called the Arnewi, "Your 

Highness, I am really kind of on a quest" (p. 65). 

The quest begins,· at least as a conscious one, when 

Henderson accompanies a friend to Africa on ~he friend's 

honeymoon. Henderson is soon perceptive enough to see that 

accompanying the couple was a mistaken idea, and he departs 
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for less civilized areas with Romilay~, his guide. The 

code which he follows, like the hero himself, is a mixed 

bag of blessings and curses. He laughs, he weeps, he rages, 

he humbles himself, and all the while he suffers and 

searches • . In his first experience with the Arnewi in 

Africa, he tries to keep down violence in a wrestling 

match with Prince Itelo. Already he has matured somewhat 

in his code: 

But somehow I managed to keep a space ·clear in 
my brain for counsel_s of moderation, :which was no 
small achievement in itself. Since that day of zero 
weather when I was chopping wood and w~s struck by 
the flying log and thought, "Truth comes with blows," 
I had ~vidently discovered how to take advantage of 
such experiences, and this was useful to me now, 
only it took a different form; not "Truth comes with 
b 1 o w s " b u t o· t h e r w o rd s , a n d t h e s e w o rd s c o u I d n o t 
easily have been stranger. They went like this: 
"I do remember well the hour which burst my spirit'·s 
sleep." 

(p. 67) 

It is also a part of Henderson's code that he must 

rush through the world doing something. King Dahfu asks 

him, "Do you not rush through the world too hard, Mr. 

He n d e r s o n ? ".. ( p • 1 8 8 ) • He re p 1 i e s , ;, 0 h , ye s , · K i n g , I a m 

very restless. But the fact of the matter is I just 

couldn't continue as I was, where I was. Something had 

to be done. · If I hadn't come to Africa my only other choice 

would have been to stay in bed" . (p. 188). lie goes on to 

express the service motivation which is a part of his code, 
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h i s de s i re to go on errand s of . mercy • "Why sh o u 1 d there 

be no hope for suffering?" he asks Dahfu. "It · so happens 

that I believe something can be done, and this is why I 

rushed out into the world as you have noted" (p. 190). 

Whatever the particular element of his code at any 

particular moment, it is always evinced by a strong affir

mation of life: 

I have always argued. that Lily neither knows nor 
likes reality. Me? I love the old bitch just the 
way she is and I like to think I am always prepared 
for even the very worst she has to show me. I am a 
true adorer of life, and if I can't reach as high as 
the face of it, I plant my kiss somewhere lower down. 
Those who understand will require no further 
explanation. · 

(p. 150) 

Later he says, "What we ca 11 re a 1 it y i s not h in g but 

. pedantry ••.. The world of facts is real, all right, , ~nd 

not to be altered. The physical is all there, and it 

belongs to science. But then there is the noumenal depart

ment, and there we create and create and create" (p. 167). 

At the beginning of the novel, Henderson has not 

been successful in exerting his leadership in his own 

family or his immediate neigh~orhood. In Africa he exerts 

a leadership over the Arnewi until his attempts to rid their 

drinking water of frogs end in the destruction of the 

cistern. He gains a leadership of sorts over the Wariri 

when he moves the big idol, the goddess Mummuh, and is made 
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Sungo or rain king of the tribe. Eventually, however, he 

finds that he is more captive than leader and is destined 

to be the next Wariri king, an office which will endure 

until he is unable to sat .isfy his sixty-seven wives with 

his sexual prowess (in which case he is st~angled) or until 

he cannot capture the lion containing the spirit of the 

former king (in which case he is killed ei.ther by the lion 

or by his tribesmen). Henderson, then, exerts a temporary 

leadership over the Africans, including Romilayu, his 

faithful guide, but returns to the United States in order 

to exert a real leadership over his wife and children and 

in society as he enters medical school. On the flight 

home he cares for an American orphan reared in Persia who 

speaks only Persian; thereby he climaxes his leadership : in 

a role of compassion and service which unites elements of 

East and West. Most inclusively, it must be said that 

Henderson's leadership is really the sort of leadership 

exerted by Everyman in a world which must confront death 

or by Don Quixote in a world which blindly refuses to 

recognize its desperate need for knights errant. He moves 

from a life symbolized by pigs to one represented by cows 

and finally to one represented by lions until he can take 

his place as a human being in the society of mankind. 

Closest among his followers is Romilayu: 
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He was in his late thirties, he told me, but 
looked much older because of premature wrinkles. 
His skin did not fit tightly. This happens to 
many black men of certain breeds and they say it 
has something to do with the distribution of the 
fat on the body. He had a bush of dusty hair 
which he tried sometimes, but vainly, to smooth 
flat. It was unbrushable and spread out at the 
sides of his head like a dwarf pine. Old tribal 
scars were cut into his cheeks and his ears had 
been mutilated to look like hackles so that the 
points stuck into his hair. His nose was fine
looking and Abyssinian, not flat. The scars and 
mutilations showed that he had been born a pagan, 
but somewhere along the way he had been converted, 
and now he said his prayers every evening. 

( p. 45) 

Romilayu not only prays for Henderson but also comforts 

him after he has first become rain king: "But as before 

Romilayu came through for me. He tried to hearten me a 

little and said he didn't think that worse was to be 

expected, and indicated that it was premature for me to : 

feel trapped. He made very good sense. Then he said, 'You 

sleep, sah. T'ink tomorrow'" (p. 203). Later, after 

trying to become lionlike, Henderson says: '' A t t h i s t i me , 

when I must have seemed contaminated and dangerous due to 

contact with the lion, he [Romilayu] did not shrink from 

me or seek safety in the background. He did not let me 

down. And since I love loyalty beyond anything else, I 

tried to show that I excused him from all his obligations 

to me. 'You're a true pal,' I said. 'You deserve much 

more than a jeep from me'" (p. 273). Romilayu helps 
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Henderson escape from the Wariri after the death of King 

Dahfu and the imprisonment of Henderson and his guide by 

the Bunam or chief priest. Henderson directs Romilayu in 

· the strategy which frees them; in t~rn, Romilayu keeps 

Henderson from killing the Bunam's man and helps him grub 

for food for themselves and the lion cub on the return to 

civilization, a time when Henderson is sick and sometimes 

delirious. · Even after he has been given the jeep and about 

a thousand dollars' worth of gifts, Romilayu lurks around 

to protect his leader: 

And after we had said good-by, finally, for good, 
I realized that he still dogged my steps and kept 
an eye on me from a distance as I went around Harar 
with the cub. My legs quaked, my beard was like 
the purple sage, and I was sightseeing ••• while 
bushy Romilayu, fear and anxiety in his face, 
watched from around the corner to make sure I d.idn .' :t 
collapse. For his own good I paid no attention to 
him. 

( pp • 3 3 0- 3 3 1 ) 

In addition to Romilayu, King Dahfu must be con

sidered a best friend and close companion. This relation

ship, however, is less of leader and follower than of 

friends in the David-Jonathan tradition. Dahfu was a 

third-year medical student when he returned t6 his tribe. 

He is serious about Henderson's role as Sungo and appar

ently about his desires to become a medical doctbr. 

Henderson describes his friend: 
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We sat close together, and, as I have noted, 
his blackness made him fabulously strange to me. 
Like all people who have a strorig gift of life, 
he gave off almost an extra shadow--! swear. It 
was a smoky something, a charge . . I used to notice 
it sometimes with Lily and was aware of it par
ticularly that day of the storm in Danbury when 
she misdirected me to the water-filled quarry and 
then telephoned her mother from bed. She had it 
noticeably then. It is something brilliant and yet 
overcast; it is smoky, bluish, trembling, shining 
like jewel water. It was similar to what I had 
felt also arising from Willatale on the occasion 
of kissing her belly. But this King Dahfu was more 
strongly supplied with it than any pers~n I ever 
met. 

( p. 209) 

Although Dahfu causes Henderson tri trick himself 

into becoming Sungo and then traps him as the king's 

successbr, Henderson feels a very cl-Ose relationship to 

him, to which Dahfu responds, 

"Sungo, thank you. . . • I also am close to 
you. It is very mutual. But I require more deep 
relationship. I desire to be understood and com
municated to. We have t .o develop an underlying 
similarity which lies within you by connection with 
the lion. Otherwise, how shall we maintain the 
truth agreement we made?" 

(p. 259) 

Thus Henderson resorts to training with the lion, Atti: 

For his sake I accepted the discipline of _ 
being like a lion. Yes, I thought, I believed I 
could change; I was willing to overcome my old self; 
yes, to do that a man had to adopt some new standard; 
he must even force himself into a part; maybe he 
must deceive himself a while, until it begins to 
take; his own hand paints again on that much painted 
veil. I would never make a lion, I knew that; but 
I might pick up a small gain here and there in the 
attempt. 

(pp. 297-298) 



- 175 -

Finally he brings the lion cub back home .with him as "an 

enigmatic form" of his dear friend Dahfu (p. 333). 

At the end of the novel, Henderson's comrade at 

arms and closest companion becomes the o.rphan boy to 

whom he is drawn on the flight home. Once long ago when 

he rode the roller coaster with an old bear named Smolak, 

Henderson considered himself an Ishmael (p. 338). Now 

the outcast returns, carrying a little Ishmael back into 

the redeeming fellowship of man. He asks the stewardess, 

''You kn.ow why I'm impatient to see my wife, miss? I'm 

eager to know how it will be now that the sleep is burst. 

And the children, too. I love them very much--I think" 

(p. 335). He takes the · orphan in his arms and runs around 

the plane in great leaps and bounds while it is refuelirtg 

in Newfoundland for its flight to Idlewild Airport and to 

the waiting Lily. 

Li I y, 1 i k e King D ah f u, has the gift of life which 

makes her the sweet feminine spirit of Henderson's epic 

struggle. Henderson says that even his pigs were afraid 

of him but that women are not easily deterred: 

They do take such types of men upon themselves-
drunkards, fools, criminals. Love is what gives 
them the power to do it, I guess, canceling all 
those terrible things. I am not dumb and blind, and 
r have observed a connection between women's love 
and the great ·principles of life. If I hadn't picked 
this up by myself, surely Lily would have pointed it 
out to me. 

(pp. 95-96) 
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Lily is ua large, lively woman. Her face is sweet, and 

her ch a r act er most 1 y is cons i st en t with it" ( p. 6 ) • She 

has dyed orange hair and bad teeth; she is twenty years 

younger than Henderson. She often lies and sometimes 

resorts to blackmail, and she is not careful about washing 

her lingerie as often as she should. On the other hand, 

she is a friend of slum people: It . . • she genuinely tried 

to help them and ran around with her impulsive looks and 

said a lot of disconnected things" (p. 12). In his letter 

to her from Africa, Henderson says, "Lily, I probably 

haven't said this lately, but I have trtie feeling for you, 

baby, which sometimes wrings my heart. You can call it 

love. Although personally I ihink that word is full of 

bluff " ( 284) p • • He shows her picture to Dahfu just before 

the king's death and says that "she decided that I was 

the only fellow in the world she could marry. One God, 

one husband, I guess" (p. 303). Certainly no one else 

but a delightfully ridiculous combination of contradictory 

qualities like Lily could serve as the sweet feminine 

spirit for a comic epic hero like Henderson. She is, after 

all, the one who challenges him by asking if he is going 

to waste the rest of his life. 

Like George Caldwell in Updike's novel, Henderson 

finds the whole world arrayed against him. If the 
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leadership of the modern epic hero is less clearly defined 

than that of the traditional epic hero, sometimes changing 

from one predicament to another, the powerful forces oppos

ing the hero are also more encompassing. 7here is no such 

thing as a clear-cut battle between Greeks and Trojans, 

no focus upon one powerful antagoni .st like . Hector. After 

blowing up the retaining wall of the cistern, Henderson 

shouts, "Oh, God, what's happened? . This is ruination. 

I have made a disaster" (p~ 109). It is one disaster in 

the series typifying his life. After a session with the 

lion Atti, Henderson sinks against a door: ''I was all 

broken up. · I couldn't take crisis after crisis after 

crisis, like this" (p. 225).. The voice within him will 

not "give specif i c d ire ct i on s e i the r to 1 iv e or to die": 

(p. 233); consequently, Henderson rushes, struggles, and 

suffers his way through the vicissitudes of life, some

times threatening suicide: "Every once in a while some

thing gets into me and I throw my weight around and 

threaten my wife with blowing my brains out. No, I could 

never get it [the voice] to say what it w~nts, and so far 

I have provided only what it does not want" (p. 233). 

Although Lily tells Henderson that he suffers more 

than anyone else in the world and certainly more than God 

intends him to (p. 33), he acquiesces to the role of 



- 178 -

suffering, indeed cannot escape it. He asserts, "It was 

a question of spirit, too, for when it comes to struggling 

I am in a special class. From earliest times I ha~e 

struggled without rest" (p. 68). He suffers with the 

Arnewi because of their problems of drought and short 

water supply. These people do not eat meat except cere

monially after a cow has died naturally, and at that time 

they eat in grief because they consider their act cannibal

ism. Their problem of water supply becomes his concern: 

" .~s we turned away I felt as though thatcistern of problem 

water with its algae and its frog~ had entered me, occupy

ing a square space in my interior, and sloshing around as 

I moved" (p. 60). With the Wariri, Henderson shares the 

anguish of Turombo and the people when the former cannbt 

move Mummah: · "'You know what it is?' I . said to the king . . 

'It's the memory of past defeats--past defeats, you can 

ask~ about . this problem of past defeats. Brother, I 

could really tell you. But that's just what got him. I 

just know it'" (pp. 184-185). 

When he lifts Mummah and becomes the Sungo or rain 

king, he must be ceremonially whipped along with the gods. 

Naked except for leaves and vines, cak~d with mud, he runs 

in dazed terror as the priest of the rain: 

I tried to hide against the e~rth and in this 
posture was struck on the back of the head with a 
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whip and afterward on the face as well, as the 
women were swinging in all directions now and struck 
one another as well as me and the gods. Caught up 
in this madness, I fended off blows from my posi
tion on my knees, for it seemed to me that I was 
fighting for my life, and I yelled. 

(p. 201) 

To Prince Itelo he says, "You're great, Itelo. I love you. 

I love the old lady, too. In fact you're all pretty 

damned swell, and I'll get rid of those frogs for you if 

I have to lay down my life to do· it" (p. 81). When Dahfu 

has been wounded by the lion, Henderson pulls him away, 

neglectful of his . own safety; and as Dahfu dies, he ex

claims, "Your Majesty, move over and I'll die beside you. 

Or else be me and live; I never knew what to do with life 

anyway, and I'll die instead" (p_. 312). Thus he is willing 

to die, but unbelievably he lives, escaping from the W~riri, 

who would make him king, and surviving th~ seemingly impos

sible trek back to civiliiation. His willingness to suffer 

and die helps him to break the sleep of his spirit. 

As already pointed out, Henderson embarks on a 

quest when he himself explains to Itelo that he is really 

"kind of on a quest" (p. 65). He searches for the assurance 

that the forgiveness of sins is · eternal~ for the recognition 

of truth, for the breaking of the spirit's sleep, for the 

satisfaction of the inner craving voice, for self-re~liza-

t ion. QuePn Willatale asks him who he is: 
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Who--who was I? A millionaire wanderer and . 
wayfarer. A brutal and violent man driven into the 
world. A man who fled his own country, settled by 
his forefathers. A fellow whose heart said, l want, 
1 want •••• And the process started over again. 
Once more it was, Who are you? And I had to confess 
that I didn't know where to begin." 

(pp. 76-77) 

He begins with the Arnewi and the statement, "Grun-tu-molani," 

or "Man want to live." He continues his search with Dahfu 

as an understudy to the lion, with the idea that "the spirit 

of the person in a sense is the authoF of his body" (p. 238). 

And finally, having been with the beasts of the fields, 

a cc o rd i n g t o th e P, r op h e c y i n Dan i e 1 , u n t i 1 h e c an become 

fit for human society, his quest takes him back to medical 

school, which, like other experiences, he· expects "'to be 

quite an ordeal, especially dissecting the cadaver.' 'Once 

more, Death, ..Y..Q.!! .a.!!Sl ~-' 'However, I have had to have 

dealings with the dead anyway and haven't made a buck on 

any of them. I might as well do something in the interests 

of life, for a change'" (pp. 284-285). 

As the reader tries to analyze the descent into 

Hades, he sees that in some respects the whole trip to 

Africa has been such a descent and that in other respects 

Henderson's whole life until his decision to enter medical 

school has been a journey through the underworld. The 

climax of the journey includes the training to be lionlike 

underneath the palace of King Dahfu--training which 
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prepares him to confront death without turning aside--, 

the witnessing of the death of Kiflg Dahfµ as he falls from 

his perilous perch above the lion, and the confinement in 

the stone house next to the corpse of Dahfu while the 

maggot representing the king's soul is awaited. The under

standings Which he has achieved in his companionship with 

Dahfu strengthen him with a vision which sustains him in 

his escape from the hut, the thirty-mile journey to safety, 

and the start of the journey homeward. 

Henderson's tragic flaw is his. intensity, a selfish 

intensity which manifests itself as a compulsion to rush 

through life restlessly, to suffer tremendously, to search 

unendingly without ever truly accepting his unworthiness 

in such a way as to use it for a foundation for worthiness. 

In this intensity he forces others to suffei with him. For 

example, on the platform above the corral for the lion, 

Henderson hears Dahfu "telling me that suffering was the 

c 1 o s e s t t.h i n g t o w o r sh i p t h a t I k n e w a n y t h i n g a b o u t . Be -

lieve me, I knew my man, and strange as he was I understood 

him. I .!!il monstrously proud of my suffering. I thought 

there was nobody in the world that could suffer quite like 

me" (pp. 303-304). He is also very nearly proud of his 

unworthiness: "I could never claim that I led a good life. 

I'm sure it's written all over me .• I've done a hell 
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of a lot of things, too, both as a soldier and a civilian. 

I'll say it straight out, I don't even d~serve to be 

chronicled on toilet paper" (p. 211 ). It is, then, 

Henderson's intensity in the relentless search for truth 

and for the worthiness of being chronicled at least in the 

hearts of men which constitutes his great strength as well 

as his great weakness. He is a comic Oe~ipus, searching 

for the wisdom which must blind him first before he can 

ever fully see. 

Henderson, a Jew, has, like the prodigal son of 

Luke 15, sunk to the depths of degradation by raising pigs 

as a type of spite against the world. He reads about God, 

however, and he tells Romilayu to pray for him. Though 

he has been the prodigal, he arises to go· to his father. 

He is even horrified when the Wariri beat their own gods, 

and he tries to protect the idols from these desecrating 

b 1 ow s • Wh e n he t r i e s t o 1 i ft Mumm ah , he pray s to God for 

truth--"This pitiful rude ·man, this poor stumbling bully, 

lifting up his call to heaven for truth. Do you hear that?" 

(p. 199). After Henderson has seen the mummy-head of 

Queen Yasra and he knows Dahfu's life is in danger, he gets 

down on the floor to pray with Romilayu, admitting, "If you 

want to know something, it wasn't the first time in recent 

years by any means that I had addressed some words to God" 

(p. 253). He continues: 
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"Oh, you .•• Something," I said, "you Something 
because of whom there is not Nothing. Help me to 
do Thy will • . Take off my stupid sins. Untrammel 
me. Heavenly Father, open up my dumb heart and for 
Christ's s~ke preserve me from unreal things. Oh, 
Thou who tookest me from pigs, let me not be killed 
over lions. And forgive my crimes and nonsense and 
1 et me re tu r n t o Li I y a n d the k id s • ,; The n s i 1 en t 
on my heavy knees and palm piessed to palm I went 
on praying while my weight bowed me nearly to the 
broad ·boards. 

( p. 25 3) 

In the letter to Lily he speaks of his life as "this great 

instrument," and adds, "Played wrong, JY.!!i does it suffer 

..!.Q? Right, ~ £J!.!!. il achieve .§..Q. much, reaching even God?" 

(p. 285). At the end of the novel his closeness to God 

is revealed most completely in his decision to serve his 

fellow man through the medical profession. 

What is the greater good that this comic hero 

leaves? First of all, he has broken the cycle of fear and 

desire. Dahfu has told him: "Well, Henderson, what are 

the generations for, please explain to me? Only to repeat 

fear and desire without a change? This cannot be what the 

thing is for, over and over and over. Any good man will 

try to break the cycle. There is no issue from that cycle 

for a man who do not take things into his hands" (p. 297). 

And so he has broken the cycle; he has felt truth come 

in blows; he has freed his spirit from its Sleep. Most 

of all, he has learned to accept quietly and as reality 

the fact that righteousness itself is not required prior 
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to the eternal forgiveness of sins. When he achieves 

this understanding, he is able to turn from his preoccu-

pation with death to the pursuits of life. Even though 

he is fifty-five when he reaches this point, be is able to 

b r i n g about a greater good for tho s e he ha• s made suffer 

along with him--Lily, his .children, his neighbors--, and 

he is able to impart this greater good to someone like the 

American-Persian foundling. He explains to Romilayu: 

"Americans are supposed to be dumb but they are 
willing to go into this. It isn't just me. You have 
to think about white Proteitantism and the Consti
tution and the Civil War and capitalism and winning 
the West. All the major tasks and the big conquests 
were done before my time. That left th~ biggest 
problem of all, which was to encounter death. We've 
just got to do something about it. It isn't just 
me. Millions of Americans have gone forth since 
the war to redeem the present and discover the 
future. I can swear to you, Romilayu, there are · 
guys exactly . like me in India and in Cbina and South 
America and all over the place .••. And it's the 
destiny of my generation of Americans to go out in 
the world and try to find the wisdom of life." 

(pp. 276-277) 

Romilayu doesn't understand much of this philosophy. 

In fact, when Henderson says he would not agree to the 

death of his soul, Romilayu replies, "Me Methdous, sah" 

(p. 277). But whether he understands or not, Romilayu is 

inheritor along with others of the greater good which is 

Henderson's bequest to the world, the en~ountering of 

death in order to bring the gift of life. 
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Ralph Ellison's Invisible Man, like Henderson J:.!Lll 

Rain King, is undeniably epic in scope; moreover, it 

presents an epic expression of the modern American black's 

search for identity. It is an experimental novel because 

its contrast and blending of whiteness and blackness often 

assumes allegorical levels, because it con~entrates upon 

the psychological and even the psychiatric, and because it 

uses symbols throughout which are often transformed to 

surrealistic proportions. Nevertheless, the novel is very 

nearly traditionally developed through the viewpoint of the 

narrator-monologuist, who is never named even by his 

Brotherhood pseudonym and who remains an invisible man. 

The outline of the plot begins with a prologue 

which explains that the protagonist is living undergiound 

in a basement section lighted by 1,369 lights furnished 

unwittingly with power by Monopolated Light & Power. "The 

truth is the light and light is the truth," he says, con

tending further, "Without light I am not only invisible, 

but formless as well; and to be unaware of one's form is 

to live a death." 3 In the first chapter the protagonist 

goes back twenty years. He describes the death of his 

_ :, H a l p h E l I i s o n , I n v i s i b 1 e ~ ( Ne w Y o r k : Ra n d om 
11 o u s e , 1 9 3 2 ) , p • (> • He re a f t e r a 1 1 re f e r e n c e s w i 1 1 b e t o 
this edition and will be contained in parentheses following 
the citations. 
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grandfather and the prophetic advice delivered from his 

deathbed: 

" I n e v e r t o 1 d y o u , b u t o u r I i f e _i s a w a r a n d I 
have been a traitor all my born days, a spy in the 
enemy's country ever since I give up my gun back 
in the Reconstruction. Live with your head in the 
lion's mouth. I want you to overcome 'em with 
yeses, undermine 'em with grins, agree 'em to death 
and destruction, let 'em swoller you till they vomit 
or bust wide open." · 

(pp. 13-14) 

The words haunt and bewilder the protagonist as he goes 

through successive stages in his quest for identity. These 

successive stages form the episodes of the plot: high 

school graduation, college, Liberty Paint Factory, the 

Brotherhood in Harlem and downtown, and the Harlem riots. 

As a high school graduate he endures a battle royal 

in which black boys prizefight for the entertainment cif 

white men; after degrading experiences, the protagonist 

delivers his graduation address at the white gathering 

and receives a briefcase with a scholarship to a Negro 

college. He is expelled from the college for showing 

a white founder, Norton, things which should have been 

hidden from him and telling him the truth when he should 

have lied. The black president of the college, Dr. Bledsoe, 

sends him to New York with seven letters to important 

people who supposedly can help him find a job. The letters 

are treacherously intended to keep him frustrated and 
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jobless, but the son of one of the recipients of the 

letters advises him about a job at Liberty Paint Factory. 

After a brief experience in mixing Optic White paint, 

he is caught between the union and an insane old non-union 

Negro who runs the plant with an infernal machine which 

explodes during a fight. Dismissed from the factory 

hospital,· the protagonist collapses and is cared for by 

Mary Rambo until he makes~ speeeh d~ring the eviction of 

an elderly Negro couple from a tenement and is contacted 

by the Brotherhood, evidently a Communist organization. 

This organization trains him in the party line so that he 

becomes chief spokesman of the Harlem District. He works 

with Tod Clifton, the youth leader of the _B~otherhood, 

until he is censured by the Brotherhood and transferred 

downtown to speak on the Woman Question~ During this time 

he fights Ras the Exhorter and his black-militant following. 

When Tod Clifton disappears, winds up selling paper Sambo · 

dolls, and almost wills himself to be killed by a policeman, 

the protagonist stays in Harlem to organize Clifton's 

funeral. He realizes that the Brotherhood, like so many 

others before it, has betrayed the people and used them 

and him for selfish gain and power. During the riots which 

erupt following Clifton's funeral, the protagonist roves 

around in disguise, battles Ras, helps to burn a tenement, 
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and fal.ls through a manhole. An epilogue explains his 

decision to leave his hibernation ·and accept- his responsi

bility in society. 

Perhaps one of the most difficult aspects of the 

protagonist's heroic role to prove is his noble or god

like nature. At least three pieces of supporting evidence 

may be furnished, however,--his invisibility, the oracular 

bequest of his grandfather, and the hero'~ own oratorical 

powers. About his invisibility he says: 

That invisibility to which I refer occurs because 
of a peculiar disposition of the eyes of those with 
whom I come in contact. A matter of ~he construction 
of their inner eyes, those eyes with which they look 
through their physical eyes-upon reality. I am not 
complaining, nor am·I protesting either. It is 
sometimes advantageous to be unseen, although it is 
most often rather wearing on the nerves. 

( p'. ' 3) 

Hades, Greek god of the underworld, had a cloak of invisi

bility, though of his own choice rather than of super

imposition. In such a case, then, invisibility seems a 

divine attribute. On the other hand, the protagonist says 

that when you are invisible, "you ache with the need to 

convince yourself that you do exist in th~ real world, 

that you're a part of all the sound and anguish, and you 

strike out with your fists, you curse and you swear to 

make them recognize you. And, alas, it's seldom success-

ful " ( 3) p. . Invisibility, like Calypso's proffer of 
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immortality to Odysse~s, becomes more of a human curse 

than a divine blessing. 

His grandfather's pronouncement alatms the family 

even more than the old man's death: "I was · warned 

emphatically to forget what he had said and, indeed, this 

is the first time it has been mentioned outside the family 

circle. It had a tremendous effect upon me, however. I 

could never be sure of what he meant" (p. 14). Although 

toward the end of the book he has tried and failed with 

his grandfather's method of yessing the Brotherhood to 

death, he still has not decided precisely what the old man 

meant. Like the Delphic oracle for Oedipus, the words 

serve both as a spur and a specter to the hero during his 

quest. 

The oratorical powers of the protagonist comprise 

his most easily proved godlike quality, Plato, speaking 

about divine inspiration in Ion, says that the gift of 

speaking excellently is not an art but an inspiration. 

All good poets, he contends, compose because they are 

inspired and possessed. From the Muse they form a chain 

from which others are suspended as they take the inspira

tion. Shakespeare lets Theseus express a similar idea 

about the poet's reach from earth to heaven in A Midsummer 

Night's Uream (4. 1. 7-17), and Coleridge deals with the 
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same concept in "Kubla Khan" (42-54). The Brotherhood 

hires Invisible Man because he can speak, though it trains 

him to mouth the party line and rebukes him for use of 

emotion rather than scientific discipline. He calls upon 

the oratorical skills he has known in the past--the chant 

and descant technique of Southern religious messages and 

the erotesis (asking of rhetorical questions calling for 

strong affirmation or denial) of both Southern and Northern 

political speeches. Even as a high school lad the pro

tagonist has been noted for his powerful vocabulary. In 

his first speech before· the Brotherhood, h·e achieves I'ittle 

more than an exordium, but he sways the crowd. At his 

first reception by the Brotherhood, Emma asks Brother Jack 

where he found this "young hero of the people'': 

"I didn't," Brother Jack said. 0 He simply 
arose out of a crowd. The people always throw 
up their leaders, you know ... " 

"Throw them up," she said. "Nonsense, they 
chew them up and spit them out. Their.leaders are 
made, not born. Then they're destroyed. You've 
always said that." 

(pp. 229- 230) 

The protagonist's last speech, the funeral oration for Tod 

Clifton, is strongly similar to Antony's funeral oration 

for Brutus in Shakespeare's Julius Caesar. He stops short 

of stirring the people to action, however, bec~use he is 

still uncertain about the Brotherhood and undecided about 

what. he should do. Uespite his genius, he is, as Emma says, 
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spit out by the people and almost destroyed by the Brother

hood; yet his oratorical skill remains with him. At the 

1 a s t h e a s k s i n t h e e p i 1 o g u e , "Why sh o u 1 d I be d e d i c a t e d 

and set aside-~yes, if not to at least tell a few people 

about it?" (p. 437). His oratory, then, is impressive 

proof of an innate nobility or a divine calling. 

The hero's cause is primarily the cause of the 

black race. It becomes a search for the answers toques

tions he asks in a marijuana-and-music dream sequence in 

the prologue, questions about blackness and whiteness, 

love and hate, slavery and freedom. In this dream, the 

son of an old singer of spirituals almost throttles him, 

warning, "fil.!. outa here .2.!!.9. stay, A!LI! next time rn ·.9..2.!. 

questions like that,~ yourself!" (p. 10). He comes 

out of hi s trance to he a ·r Lou i s A rm strong ' s . song, "What 

did I do/To be so black/And blue?" (p. 10). He . admits 

that the song demands action, and he starts out to find 

the answers. The search involves his people in the South, 

the black community in Harlem, and eventually a larger 

brotherhood. His cause ultimately becomes the cause of 

people as individuals, for he says, "America is woven of 

many strands; I would recognize them and let it so remain"

(p. 435). 
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The code of Invisible~ is extremely difficult to 

identify for the reason that it changes from one stage of 

his maturation to another. It begins with humility: "On 

my graduation day I delivered an oration in which I showed 

that humility was the secret, indeed, the very essence of 

progress. (Not that I believed this--.how could I, remem-

bering my grandfather?--! only believed that it worked.)" 

(p. 14). The code by which ' he ope.rates at various stages 

consists of the a~vice that different people give _him. A 

white man at the battle royal tells him he must know his 

place at all times (p. 25). Mr. Norton, the founder, 

advises him to read Emerson, "for he was important to your 

people" (p. 32). Dr. Bledsoe tells him, "We take these 

white folks where we want them to go, we show them what 

we want them to see. Don't you know that? I thought you 

had some sense" (p. 79). Later he admonishes, "My God, 

boy! You're black and living in the South-~did you forget 

how to lie?" (p. 107). The mentally ill ' veteran, who is 

much wiser than some of the mentally balanc·ed, says, 

" ••• learn to look beneath the surface •••• 
And remember you don't have to be a complete fool 
in order to succeed. Play the game, but don't 
believe in it--that much you owe yourself. Even 
if it lands you in a strait jacket or a padded cell. 
Play the game, but play it your own waj--part of 
the time at least." 

(p. 118) 
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Later the protagonist insists that the code in

volves keeping the faith while he is unsuccessfully job 

hunting (p. 130) and sticking to the plan (p. 133). The 

cartman tells him, "All it takes to get along in this here 

man's town is a little shit, grit and mother-wit" (p. 134). 

Soon afterwards his code embraces violence against the 

crazed old Lucius Brockway: 

1Ju!. were trained . .1..Q. accept .lli foolishness of such 
.2JJ!-™ ll this, even when l.2.!!. thought them clowns 
filll!. fools; rn were trained .l.Q. pretend that rn 
respected them .filll!. acknowledged in them~ same 
quality of authority -2..!ll! power l..!!. your world ll 
~ whites before whom they bowed -2.!l!! scraped~ 
feared and 1 oved and imitated, and ..Y.Q.Y. were even 
trained .1Q. accept il when, angered .Q.!. spiteful, .Q.!. 

drunk with power, they came at rn with~ stick .Q.!. 

strap .Q.!. cane fil!.Q. .I.QJ!. made ..!!..Q. effort 1.Q. strike back, 
lu!.!_ only .l.Q. escape unmarked. But this was too 
much .•.. Something uncoiled in my stomach and 
I was moving toward him, shouting, more at a black 
blur that irritated my eyes than at a clearly · 
defined human face, "YOU'LL KILL WHO?" 

(p. 171) 

The code also involves vengeance: " I decided that 

I would go back and kill Bledsoe. Yes, I thought, I owe 

it to the race and to myself. I'll kill him" (p. 148). 

And he does empty a spittoon over the head of a minister 

who appears at a glance to be Bledsoe. 

When he is about to align himself with the Brother

hood, the protagonist receives the advice that "some.times 

the difference between individual and organized indignation 

is the difference between criminal and political action" 
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(p. 223). Consequently, he accepts the discipline and 

sacrifice of the Brotherhood for the sake of what he be

lieves at the time to be a fraternal cause. "I was domi

nated by the all-embracing idea of Brotherhood," he says 

(p. 288). An anonymous letter advises him not to go too 

fast because "you know this is a white man's world" (p. 289). 

Determined not to let the letter arouse suspicions and 

hostilities, although it does, he continue~ with a code 

which embraces brotherhood and publishes a poster showing 

heroic figures of mixed races and national backgrounds with 

the legend, "After the Struggle: The Rainbow of America's 

Future" (p. 291 ). His code includes personal responsibility 

in his actions after Clifton's death although this part of 

his code receives the condemnation of the Brotherhood~ At 

this time his code is suppbsed to be an acquiescence to 

organizational dictates. Hambro, hi~ instructor in the 

Brotherhood, tells him: "You must therefore have con

fidence in those who lead you--in the collective wisdom 

of Brotherhood" (p. 382). But by this time the protago- . 

nist no longer believes in the sincerity of the Brother

hood; his code begins to embrace cunning. He states: 

"I didn't know what my grandfather had meant, but I was 

ready to test his advice. I'd overcome them with yeses, 
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undermine them with grins, I'd agree them to death and 

destruction" (p~ 384). 

After this, his code becomes more definitive and 

mature because the Harlem riots escalate his actions arid 

cut him off from the Brotherhood. In the midst of chaos, 

his code includes love: "If only I could say, 'Look, 

they've played a trick on ~s~ the same old trick with new 

variations--let's stop running and respect and love one 

another ... '" (p. 423). The element of love is repeated 

as a part of his code in the epilogue: "And I defend 

because in spite of a 11 I find that I 1 o-v e" ( p. 4 3 7 ) • 

Finally, love is linked with his role in society "since 

there's a possibility that even an invisible man has a 

s o c i a I 1 y re s p o n s i b 1 e r o 1 e t o p I ay " ( p • 4 3 9 ) • 

What sort of leadership does Invisible Man achieve 

as he evidences this code? He begins as the smartest boy 

in his class and as a promising student at a Negro college. 

After the battle royal and the protagonist~s correction of 

the words "social equality'' to "social responsibility," 

the superintendent states, "He makes a good speech and 

some day he'll lead his people in the proper paths" (p. 25). 

Dr. Bledsoe tells him th.at "the race needs good, smart, 

disillusioned fighters" (p. 112). At the paint -factory 

Brockway fears him because the old man thinks he is one of 
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the smart young union men, and the union men fear him 

because they think he is a "fink"· 
' 

consequently, he does 

not succeed in exerting leadership over either side. After 

the explosion at the factory, Mary talks to him about 

leadership: . "It was a period of quietness. I paid my 

way with compensation money and found living with her 

pleasant except for her constant talk about leadership and 

responsibility. And even this was not too bad as long as 

I could pay my way" (p. 196). His leadership becomes ap

parent when he arouses the mob at an eviction and leads in 

restoring the furniture to the old couple's ~partment. 

Later the .stranger from the Brotherhood, who turns out to 

be Brother Jack, asks him if the old couple are his rela

tives: 

"Sure, we' re ·both black," ·r said, beginning to . 
laugh. . . 

He smiled, his eyes intense upon my face. 
"Seriously, are they your relatives?" 
"Sure, we were burned in the same oven," I 

said. 
Th e e f f e c t w a s e 1 e c t r i c . " Wh y d o y o u f e 1 1 o w s 

always talk in terms of race!" he snapped, his 
eyes blazing. 

"What other terms do you know?" I said, p u z z 1 e d • 
"You think I would have been around there if they 
had been white?" 

(p. 222) 

Yet this leadership goes beyond the confines of race. He 

looks to various leaders. Booker T. Washington is held 

up to him as a pattern; he decides to emulate the Founder 

of his college; Frederick Douglass is a ·. hero-figure on a 
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poster given him by Brother Tarp. He decides, "As a 

Brotherhood spokesman I would represent not only my own 

group but one that was much larger. The audience was mixed, 

their claims broader than race" (p. 267). 

As the narrator gains status in the organization, he 

explains: 

I wrote newspaper articles, led parades and 
relief delegations, and so on. And the Brotherhood 
was going out of its way to make my name prominent. 
Articles, telegrams, and many mailings went out 
over my signature--some of which I'd written, but 
most not. I was publicized, identified with the 
organization both by word and image in the press. 
On the way to work one late spring morning I 
counted fifty greetings from people I didn't 
kn ow. . . . 

(p. 287) 

Later in his experiences with the organization Invisible 

Ma n s a y s , "A n d d e s p i t e my g u i 1 t a n d u n c e r t a i n i t y I 1 e:a r n e d 

to forget that I was a lone guilty black Brother and to go 

striding confidently into a roomful of whites" (p. 317). 

When he returns to Harlem after being downtown, Barrelhouse 

defends him at the Jolly Dollar by saying, "This here man's 

done more for the community than you'll ever do" (p. 322). 

When the Brotherhood keeps the protagonist from following 

through in his leadership role after Clifton's death, he 

exults because his people finally organize and lead them

selves; "They did it themselves, I thought, holding my 

breath--planned it, organized it, applied the flame" (p. 414). 
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After all, they were, as he had contended earlier, "a hell 

of a people!" (p. 135). Once Invisible Man has rejected 

the idea of his literature teacher, Woodridge: "Our task 

is that of making ourselves individuals. The conscience of 

a race is the gift of its individuals who see, evaluate, 

record. We create the race by creating ourselves and · 

then to our great astonishment we will have created some

thing more important: We will have created · a culture" 

(p. 268). Despite his rejection of the concept, this is 

exactly what happens as he exerts his le~dership. Only 

when he has created hims e 1 f by a 11 owing a 11 'his i 11 us ions 

to be stripped away is he ready for the leadership he is 

capable of exerting: 

I stood there facing them, and it seemed unreal.·: 
I faced them knowing that the madman in a foreign 
costume was real and yet unreal, knowing that he 
wanted my life, that he held me responsible for 
all the nights and days and all the suffering and 
for all that which I was incapable of controlling, 
and I no hero, but short and dark with only a 
certain eloquence and a bottomless capacity for 
being a fool to mark me from the rest; saw them, 
recognized them at last as those whom I had failed 
and of whom I was now, just now, a leader, though 
leading them, running ahead of them, only in the 
stripping away of mi illusionment. 

(p. 422) 

The epic hero's disciple or comrade-at-arms in this 

novel is Tod Clifton, the youth leader of the Brotherhood, 

who might easily have felt a competitive jeal_ousy toward 

the hero but instead accepts him without resentment from 
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the start. He is about the age of the narrator and is 

already cast in a heioic role before the narrator enters 

the Brotherhood: 

Then the young man was moving with an easy Negro 
stride out of the shadow into the light, and I saw 
that he was very black and very handsome, and as 
he advanced mid-distance into the room, that he 
possessed the chiseled, black-marble features some 
ti~es found on statues in northern museums and alive 
in southern towns in which the white offspring of 
house children and the black offspring of yard 
children be~r na~es, features and character traits 
as identical as the rifling of bullets fired from 
a common barrel. And now close up, ·1eaning tall 
and relaxed, hi~ arms outstretched stiffly upon the 
table, I saw the broad, taut span of his knuckles 
upon the dark gra.in of the wood, the m~scular, · 
sweatered arms, the curving line of the chest 
rising to the easy pulsing of his throat, to the 
square, smooth chin, and saw a small x-shaped 
patch of adhesive upon the subtly blended, velvet
over-stone, granite-over-bone, Afro-Anglo-Saxon 
conto~r of his cheek. 

( p. 2:7 4) 

The adhesive covers a cut from a fight with the black 

nationalist named Ras the Exhorter. Tod explains Brother

hood strategy to the narrator, and a~terwards they fight 

together against Ras. Tod helps the protagonist, staying 

at his side during his rise to power, and the narrator 

insists to a magazine reporter tnat Clifton is more impor

tant in Brotherhood work than he is. After Clifton's death, 

as he looks at three Negro zoot-suiters on the subway, he 

thinks, " •.. Clifton would have known them better than 

I. He knew them all the time" (p. 334). 
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When Clifton disappears and then reappears selling 

Sambo dolls, paper puppets dancing on a string, he has 

plunged outside of history, as he earlier said it might 

sometimes be necessary to do rather than "kill somebody, 

go nuts" (p. 285). At first Invisible Man is outraged; 

later he realizes that Clifton simply discovered that the 

Brotherhood had betrayed the people while mouthing high

sounding principles about historic necessity and the common 

good. Because Clifton serves the purpose of confronting 

the narrator with an awareness of his own puppetry, he is 

actually another fidus Achates, armor-bearer to the hero 

even when he seems to have deserted him. At the death 

scene, the narrator says to the policeman, "He's a friend 

of mine, I want to help •.• " (p. 330). The policeman 

replies, "He don't need no help, Junior. Get across the 

street!" (p. 330). 

Slightly below Clifton in the role qf cohort is 

a father-figure or mentor, Brother Tarp, who limps for 

psychological rather than physical reasons after wearing a 

leg chain in prison for nineteen years. He gives a piece 

of his leg chain to the hero, which becomes a token like 

the papers in his briefcase, the pieces of the bank he has 

broken at Mary's house, and the Sambo·doll left behind by 

Tod. Tarp disappears at the same time Clifton does, and 
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and the narrator ponders his own responsibility for the loss 

of both men. 

Three important women appear in the novel: Emma, 

the mistress of Brother Jack; Sybil, the nymphomaniac and 

alcoholic wife of one of the leaders; and Mary Rambo, the 

landlady who shelters and feeds the narrator free of charge 

long after his money is gone • . 

Emma evinces a great deal of sexu~lity. She mixes 

drinks for the narrator, asks if he should not be blacker 

to be a leader of his people, dances close to him, and 

engages in verbal flirtation~ He knows, however, that she 

is too shrewd about her own interests to help him in a 

real contest with Brother Jack; consequently, she fails 

immediately as a sweet feminine spirit. 

Sybil, like Emma, is white. She is ignored by her 

husband, George, and might well be the channel of informa

tion the narrator needs when he embarks on his program of 

yessing the Brotherhood to destruction. Sybil, however, is 

obsessed with the attraction of the big black buck rapist, 

and she gets so drunk that she is useless to the hero 

politically. He becomes painfully aware of the error of 

using her and of the burden of his responsibility toward 

her. "My action . my--the painful word formed as dis-

connectedly as her wobbly ·smile--my responsibility?" (p. 397). 
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As he finally gets her away from Harlem and headed downtown 

in a cab so that he can catch a bus·, he thinks, "Sybil, 

forgive me . . ." (p. 402). 

Mary Rambo, whose name reveals some of her nature 

as a mother-figure and intercessor, is actually the sweet 

feminine spirit for the hero. A big dark woman, · she helps 

him when he collapses after being released from the paint 

factory: 

Here's .mI. house right · here, l:!.!tl!. ~ .9l.l l!i.m J!l!. ~ 
steps -2..!ll!. . inside, .I..Q.!:!. needn't worry .§JU!.,.! ain't 
never 1 aid eye s .Q.!!. l..Q.!!. before ·-2.!ll! il a in ' t .!!LI. 
business~ 1 don't care what .I.2.!! think about 
~ h.!U. rn weak and caint hardly walk 2-!llt ..tl.l 
2-!llt rn look what's more like ·..Y..Q.!!. hungry, ..§..2. just 
come .Q.!!. filll! 1..tl ~ .fl2 something 1.2.r. rn like l 
hope you'd .Q..Q. something .!.ll ..2..1.£. Mary .i!t case~ 
needed il, .i!. ain't costing .J.Q.!!· ,a penny and l don't 
want .t.Q. .9.il in your business, l just want ..Y.Q.!!. .lQ. 
.!.il down till l..Q.!!. rested and then 1..2..!!. ~ £!.Q.. , 

(p. 192) 

During his recuperation the protagonist analyzes the mean

ing of Mary in his life: 

Other than Mary I had no friends and desired none. 
Nor did I think of Mary as a "friend"; she was 
something more--a force, a stable, familiar force 
like something out of my past which kept me from 
whirling off into some unknown which I dared not 
face. It was a most painful position, for at the 
same time, Mary reminded me constantly that some
thing was expected of me, some act of leadership, 
some newsworthy achievement; and I was torn between 
resenting her for it and loving her for the nebu
lous hope she kept alive. 

(pp. 196-197) 
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When he gets money from the Brotherhood, the narrator 

formulates his ideas of her influence further: 

The bills were crisp and fresh and I tried to 
i mag i n e- Ma r y ' s s u r pr i s e w h en I pa id h e r a 11 my 
back rent and board. She'd -think that I was 
kidding. But money could never repay her gener
osity. She would never understand my wanting to 
move so quickly after getting a job. And if I had 
any kind of success at all, it would seem the 
height of ingratitude. How would I face her? She 
had asked for nothing in return. Or hardly any
thing, except that I make something of myself that 
she called a "race leader." 

(p. 240) 

At the most crucial times of his _subsequent career, 

the hero goes toward Mary's home. Once, disguised ~s 

Rinehart, he finds himself almost there unwittingly; at 

the end, fleeing Ras the Exhorter, he consciously seeks 

her place as a sanctaary: "To Mary, I thought, to Mary" 

(p. 424). In the meantime, he falls down a manhole, and 

he realizes that he cannot depend again upon Mary or any

one else except himself to determine who he is and what 

he shall do: 

·And now I realized that I couldn't return to 
Mary's, or to any part of my old life. I co·uld 
approach it only from the outside, and I had been 
as invisible to Mary as I had been to the Brother
hood. No, I couldn't return to Mary's, or to the 
campus, or to the Brotherhood, or home. I could 
only move ahead or stay here, underground. So 
I would stay here until I was chased out. Here, 
at least, I could try to think things out in peace, 
or, if not in peace, in quiet. I would take up 
residence underground. The end was in the 
beginning. 

(p. 431) 
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The powerful forces against the protagonist of Ellison's 

novel are, like those opposing the protagonists of Updike's 

and Bellow's works, all-encompassing. They are, first of 

all, the society which ostensibly gave the slaves their : 

freedom and pretended that it was actual: 

About eighty-five years ago they wer~ told 
that they were free, united with others of our 
country in everything pertaining to the common 
good, and, in everything social, separate like 
the fingers of the hand. And they believed in it. 
They exulted in it. 

(p. 13) 

His enemies are the Southern whites who demand entertain

ment from the blacks, ."the town's big sh .ots • · •• in their 

tuxedoes, wolfing dow~ the buffet foods, drinking beer and 

whiskey and smoking black cigars," calling for the battle 

r o y a 1 w h e r e b 1 a c k f i g h t s b 1 a c k ( p • 1 5 ) • H i s e n e m i e s , ii n-

c l u de the white man who yells, "Slug him, black boy! 

Kn o c k h i s g u t s o u t ! '~ ( p • 1 9 ) a s we 1 1 a s t h e b 1 a c k o pp o n e n t 

who tells the narrator distrustfully, "Go to hell!" (p. 20) 

in "hate of me and aglow with a feverish terror from what 

had happened to us all" (p. 20). These powerful forces 

include Mr. Emerson, the founder, who likes to state that 

his destiny is tied up with black people, but who cannot 

stand the shock of confronting his real destiny, which 

includes incest, maiming, madness, and prostitution. A 

similarly powerful force, and a much more insidious enemy, 
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is the black president of the Negro college, Dr. Bledsoe, 

who says: 

"The only ones I even pretend to please are 
1?.i[ white folk, and even ·those I control more than 
t h e y c o n t r-o 1 me • Th i s i s a . pow e r s e t '.""up , s on , a n d 
I'm at the controls. You think about .that. When 
you buck a~ainst me, you're bucking ~gainst power, 
rich white folk's power, the nation's power--which 
means government power!" 

(p. 110) 

The enemy forces also include the powerful men to whom 

Bledsoe sends letters, who cooperate with him to "Keep 

This Nigger-Boy Running" (p. 26), as the narrator's dre·am 

of himself and his grandfather at a circus has forewarned. 

The enemies are the whites in the South who looked at you 

with a "harsh uninterested-in-you-as-a-human-being 

stare ; •• , the kind that swept over a bla6k man as 

though he were a horse or an insect" (p. 229) and those 

in the North who "all seemed impersonal; and yet when most 

impersonal they startled me by being polite, by begging my 

pardon after brushing against me in a crowdt, (p. 129). 

At the eviction a black woman says, "Don't tel 1 

me •••• ·It's all the white folks, not just one. They all 

against us. Every stinking low-down one of them" (p. 205). 

Yet Emerson)s son and a thin little white woman at a 

reception have been genuine in their friendship toward 

the narrator. The powerful forces hostile to the hero 

include blacks in the South who conform genuinely or 
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deceitfully to white rule and Yankee blacks who mock and 

deride their Southern relatives. Within moments Invisible 

Man is accused of being a Southern field nigger and a 

New York Negro. At Mary's place he hears a pounding on 

the pipes which seems to encompass all the forces against 

him: " I f on 1 y I knew wh o i t w a s , I th o ugh t _, 1 o o k i n g f o r 

something heavy with which to strike back. If only I 

knew!" (p. 241). What he chooses to strike back with is 

a cast-iron bank of a very black-faced, red-lipped Negro 

with white eyes and an enormous grin. 

The powerful forces, of necessity, include Ras the 

Exhorter, the black militant with his crude, insane elo

quence: 

"And you, mahn," the Exhorter said, "a reg' lar 
little black devil! A godahm sly mongoose! Where 
you think ..Y.Q.!!. from, going with the white folks? I 
know, godahm; don't I know it! You from down South! 
You from Trinidad! You from Barbados! Jamaica, 
Souih Africa, and the white mahn's foot in your ass 
all the way to the hip. What you trying to deny by 
b e t r a y i n g t h e b 1 a c k p e o p 1 e ? Wh y ..Y.Q.!!. f i g h t a g a i n s t 
us? You young fellows. You young black men with 
plenty education; I been hearing your rabble rous
ing. Why you go over to the enslaver? What kind 
of education is that? What kind of black mahn is 
that . who betray his own mama?" 

( p. 280) 

The Brothers, both white and black, are the enemies-

Brother Jack with his artificial eye and Cyclopean vision, 

only a partial view of reality; Wrestrum (restroom and 

even outhouse) and Tobitt (two-bit value), blacks who 
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jealously compete with other blacks in a way which keeps 

the Negro from attaining his identity and a meaningful role 

in society; and even Hambro, the dignified lawyer who 

explains that "it's impossible .!!.il to take. advantage of 

the people," but that "the trick is to take advantage of 

them in their own best interest" (p. 381 ) • . 

In a way, Rinehart is an opposing force because he 

represents the disguises which blacks take in order to 

secure a place advantageous for themselves at the expense 

of others. Rinehart is a lover, a confidence man, a 

gambler, a pimpi and a minister; he is a do~bledealer with 

his own people and with society in general. The narrator 

adopts Rinehart's disguise as a way of moving through 

Harlem with·out revealing his own identity. 

I£ the powerful for6es against the hero may be 

identified as all of the foregoing, they must also be 

revealed as the hero himself holding to his illusions. He 

is, though the opposite of Ras, very much like him, for he 

has succumbed to the same techniques at times and has been 

used as a tool of the Brotherhood. The Brotherhood sur

renders its influence to Ras: 

I would see it now, see it clearly and in 
growing magnitude. It was not suicide, but murder. 
The committee had planned it. And I had helped, 
had been a tool. A tool just at the very moment 
I had ihought myself free. By pretending to agree 
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I W. indeed agreed, had made myself responsible 
for that huddled form lighted by flame and gunfire 
in the street, and all the others whom now the 
night was making ripe for death. 

· (pp. 417-418) 

The hero suffers from the very first. He has been 

dispossessed from the college and the paint factory so 

that he empathizes with the evicted old people. He fights 

with Ras and is hurt: 

• ~ • then someone caught me hard in the stomach 
and suddenly I knew that I was fighting too. I 
went to my knees and rolled and pulled ~rect, facing 
him. "Get up, Uncle Tom," he said, and I clipped 
him. He had his hands and I had mine and the match 
was even but he was not so lucky. 

(p. 279) 

When Brother Jack tells him he must sacrifice, he recalls 

many sacrifices: "So that is the meaning of discipline, I 

thought, sacrifice. yes, and blindness; he doesn't see 

me. He doesn't even see me" (p. 359). He remarks to 

Hambro: 

"Everywhere I've turned somebody has wanted to .· 
sacrifice me for my good--only they were the ones 
who benefited. And now we start on the old 
sacrificial merry-go-round. At' what point do we 
stop? Is this the new true definition, is Brother
hood a matter of sacrificing the weak? If so, at 
what point do we stop?" 

( p. 382) 

Yet he is quite willing to sacrifice, to suffer, and even 

to die if necessary for a genuine cause. He is grazed in 

the head by a bullet during the Harlem riots, and finally 

he stands before Ras, ready to give his life: 
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I stood-there~ knowing that by dyfng, that by 
being hanged by Ras on this street in this destruc
tive night I would perhaps move them ohe fraction 
of a bloody step closer to a definition of Who they 
were and of what I was and had been. But the 
definition would have been too narrow •••• And I 
knew that it was better to live out one's own 
absurdity than to die for that of others, whether 
for Ras's or Jack's. 

(p. 422) 

Imme d i ate 1 y h e "1 et f 1 y th e s jP ear and i t w a s a s th o ugh f o r 

a moment I had surrendered my life and begun to live again, 

watching it catch him as he turned his head to shout, rip

ping through both cheeks, and saw the surprised pause of 

the crowd as Ras wrestled with the spear that locked his 

jaws" (p. 422-423). 

The nature of the hero's quest has already been 

described as a quest for personal identity combined with 

a search for self-realization by his race. 

out in the first chapter: 

It is spelled 

All my life I had been.looking for something, 
and everywhere I turned someone tried to tell me 
what it was. I accepted their answers too, though 
they were often in contradiction and even self
contradictory. I was naive. I was looking for 
myself and asking everyone except myself questions 
which I, and only I, could answer. It took me a 

.long time and much painful boomeranging of my 
expectations to achieve a realization everyone else 
appears to have been born with: That I am nobody 
but myself. But first I had to discover that I am 
an invisible man! 

{p. 13) 

In this one passage the narrator expresses both his quest 

and his hybris, the latter of which is his naiveti, his 
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willingness to accept advice, what he later calls "a 

bottomle.ss capacity for being a fool" (p. 422). He · admits 

this hybris when he says, 

You might sneer at this, but I know now. I 
was pulled this way and that for longer than I 
can remember. And my problem was that I always 
tried to go in everyone's way but my own. I have 
also been called one thing and then another while 
no one really wished to hear what I called mysel .f. 
So after years of trying to adopt the opinions of 
others I finally rebelled. I am an invisible man. 

(p. 433) 

T~ turn from the narrator's hybris back to his 

quest, the reader must acknowledge that the protagonist is 

at first willing to be a Southern Negro educated in a 

Southern Negro college but planning to rise in the world 

because of his dependence upon the favor of the white man 

whom he tries to please. After he is expelled from college, 

supposedly to work until he has enough money to return 

and graduate, he loses his identity in the explosion at 

the paint factory. "What i s your name?" and "Who are you?" 

asks the man in black leaning over the electro-shock 

machine in the factory hospital (p. 182). The protagonist 

does not know. He begins anew each stage of identity. 

Before the first Brotherhood speech, he determines, "I 

would do the work but I would be no one except myself-

whoever I was" (p. 236). During the speech he maintains 

and s inc ere 1 y be 1 i eve s, '' I fee 1 , I fee 1 sudden 1 y that I 
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have become more human. . . . . • With your eyes upon me I 

feel that I've found my true family! My true peopl~! 

My true country! I am a new citizen of the country of 

your vision, a native of your fraternal land'' (pp. 261-

262). Subsequently he says: . 

I was dominated by the all-embracing idea·of 
Brotherhood. The organization had given_ the 
world a new shape, and me a vital role. We 
recognized no loose ends, everything could be 
controlled by our science. Life was all pattern 
and discipline; and the beauty of discipline is 
when it works. And it was working very well. 

( p. 288) 

After Clifton has died and the protagonist has challenged 

the Brotherhood with the fact of its betrayal of the 

people, he says: 

I couldn't leave and I had to keep contact·in 
order to fight. But I would never be the same. 
Never. After tonight I wouldn't ever look the 
same, or feel the same. Just what I'd be, I 
didn't know; I couldn't go back to what I was-
which wasn't much--but I'd lost too mucb to be 
what I was. Some of me, too, had died with Tod 
Clifton. 

(p. 361) 

Ultimately in the confrontation with Ras, his identity, 

found at last through the quest, is American: 

I looked at Ras on his horse and at their 
handful of guns and recognized the absurdity of 
the whole night and of the simple yet confound
ingly complex arrangement of hope and desire, 
fear and hate, that had brought me here still 
running, and knowing now who I was and where I 
was and knowing too that I had no longer to run 
for or from the Jacks and the Emersoµs and the 
Bledsoes and Nortons, but only from their 
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confusion, impatience, and refusal to recognize 
the beautiful absurdity of their American identity 
and mine. 

(p. 422) 

Because Ellison's technique is often surrealistic, 

one may consider that the protagonist's quest takes him 

on multiple descents into Hades. The first descent has 

already been referred to in the reefer dream and the sound 

of Louis Armstrong's music; although it is not chronologi

cally first in terms of plot, it is placed_ in the prologue 

with the notation, "I not only entered the music but 

descended, like Dante, into -its depths" (p. 7). Another 

descent is surely the descent into the subway after Tod 

Clifton's death. "I came out of the sub~ay, weak, moving 

through the heat as though I carried a heavy stone, the 

weight of a mountain on my shoulders" (p. 335). This is 

no ascent, for the passage through Hades continues: 

I returned through the streets as tired as though 
I'd dug the grave myself alone. I felt confused 
and listless moving through the crowds that seemed 
to boil along in a kind of mist, as though the thin 
humid clouds had thickened and settled directly above 
our heads. I wanted to go somewhere, to some cool 
place to rest without thinking, but there was still 
too . much to be done; plans had to be made; the 
crowd's emotion had to be organized. 

(p. 347) 

The nadir of his despair starts after the final confronta-

tion with Brother Jack following the funeral. It proceeds 

at. first from bewilderment ''whether I had been a part of 
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a sellout or not" (p. 363) to the ultimate realization that 

it had all been an "obscene swindle" (p. 383). By this 

time, the protagonist admits, "I felt .more dead than alive. 

It had been quite a day; one that could not have been more 

shattering even if I had learned that the man whom I'd 

always called father was actually of no relation to me" 

(p. 385). He is still in Hades as he is befouled . by birds 

like the Harpies: 

Still I would enter and go across to Harlem. 
Below . the :steps the tro,lley rails gleamed steely. 
I hurried ••• as I started beneath the ramp • 
• • • Then I was beneath the bridge and it was 
as though they had.been waiting for me and no 
one but me--dedicated and set aside for me--for 
an eternity •.•• I could smell the foul air 
now, and see the encrusted barrage, feeling it 
streak my jacket and raising my brief case above 
my head and running, hearing it splattering around, 
falling like rain. I ran the gantlet, thinking, ,. 
even the birds; even the pigeons and the sparrows 
and th~ goddam gulls! I ran blindly, boiling with 
outrage and despair and harsh laughter. Running 
from the birds to what, I didn't know. 

(p. 403) 

He runs toward burning and looting. The fires of the riots · 

are like the flames of Tartarus, and the . absurdly hopeless 

situation of his people is like a never-changing residence 

in Hades. 

After he has confronted Ras and wandered around in 

Rinehart's disguise, the protagonist falls into an open 

manhole and suffers a nightmare of castration by his united 

e n em i e s : ".!!l!! l 1 o o k e d Jilt t h r o u g h .2. p a i n ll i n t e n s e .!1..2!! 
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that .11!.!t ll!. seemed .1..Q. roar with~ clanging JU metal, 

hearing, HOW DOES IT FEEL TO BE FREE OF ILLUSION ••• " 

(p. 430). I-le answers that it feels painful and empty, but 

he laughs "because at a price I now see that which I 

couldn't see" (p. 430). He awakes in blackness, but he 

is strangely whole. His vision is ample so that he can 

finally burn the pap~rs of his enslavem~nt which he carries 

in his briefcase and can later flood his basement dwelling 

with light so that he can see the truth of what he is and 

what he must do. 

The closeness of this epic hero to God is observ

able only in his closeness to his fellow man. He has been 

trained in Southern Christianity at home, 6n the old songs 

and spirituals at college. In his room at the Men's ijouse 

in New York, he finds a Gideon Bible, but he sets it aside 

because it makes him homesick. A watch becomes much more 

important to him at the time because he plans to do every

thing according to schedule (p. 125). He sets aside the 

old faith in which he has been trained, evidently because 

it has been used too often to trick and enslave his people. 

Soon he admits that he has no faith: "I had no contacts 

and I believed in nothing. And the obsession with my 

.identity which r had developed in the factory hospital 

returned with a vengeance" (p. 197) • .L\ superstitious or 
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magic religion or a sham belief in God arouses his ani

mosity: ."And behind the film of frost etching the glass 

I saw two brashly painted plaster im~ges of Mary and Jesus 

surrounded by dream books, love powders, . God-Is-Love signs, 

money-drawing oil and plastic dice" (p. 198). Yet he 

protests that the evicted man and woman have a iight to 

"fifteen minutes worth of Jesus" when they want to pray, 

and he suggests, more for emotional effect than from real 

desire, a prayer meeting (p. 211). He thinks of how people 

bear their crosses when he sees two nuns on the subway, 

a white one dressed in black and a black one dressed in 

white, and he remembers a verse from the Golden Day 

brothel: 

Bread and Wine, 
Bread and Wine, 

Your cross ain't nearly so 
Heavy as mine .•. 

(p. 334) 

At Clifton's funeral there a·re overtones of the Crucifixion 

in his oration, but when a preacher steps up and reads the 

Bible, the narrator feels that he has failed because he has 

"been unable to bring in the political issues" (p. 346). 

Afterwards, when he counsels the Brotherhood to follow 

through with its promises to the people, Tobitt sneers, 

"He's in touch with God •••. The black God" (p. 356). 

The protagonist replies: 
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"Not with God, nor with your wife, Brother • 
• • • I've never met either. But I've worked among 
the pe~ple up here. Ask your wife to take you 
around to the gin mills and the barber shops and 
the juke joints and the churches, Brother. Yes, 
and the beauty parlors on Saturdays when they're 

. frying hair. A whole unrecorded history is spoken 
then, Brother. You wouldn't ~elieve i~ but it's 
true." 

( p. 356 ) 

Whereas the protagonist is alienated from the Bible of his 

training and the sad spirituals of his youth, whereas he 

is hostile to false religion used by whites or by Rineharts 

and Bledsoes to entrench themselves in power and make money 

out of people's dedication, his closeness to his fellow 

man and his awareness of the imperative to love become God 

for him: 

••• I have to love. · I sell you no phony for-
giveness, I'm a despe'rate man--but too much of .

1 

your life will be lost, its meaning lost, unless 
you approach it as much through love as through 
hate. So I approach it through division. So I 
denounce and I defend and I hate and I love. 

(p. 438) 

He adds that this philosophy makes him "a little bit as 

human as my grandfather," · who, though a slave, accepted 

his humanity in a way which Invisible Man had to struggle 

to achieve (p. 438). 

The greater good which this hero gives to society 

is released when he concludes that he must leave his 

hibernation: "Even hibernations can be overdone, come to 

think of it. Perhaps that's my greatest social crime, 
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I've overstayed my hibernation, since there's a possibil

ity that even an invisible man has a socially responsible 

role to play" (p. 439). Thus he returns to society, 

affirming his humanity, and bearing a gift of insight 

which tells people what was really happening when their 

eyes were looking through him. He ends his narrative with 

t h e s u g g e s t i on , "Wh o k n o w s bu t t h a t , o n th e 1 owe r fr e -

quencies, I speak for you?" (p. 439). 

Just as the heroes of the three traditional novels 

have been analyzed in the preceding chapter according to 

archetypal criticism, the heroes of the three experimental 

novels afford the sam~ examination. Obviously Updike's 

hero is the teacher who draws his disciples to him and 

leaves a legacy in their minds and ·hearts. He is the,, 

centaur Chiron reincarnated. Henderson is the Odyssean · 

archetype, a traveler who endures many difficulties before 

he truly finds his "home." Because of the comic and often 

ironic results of his heroic endeavors and because he 

foolishly rushes in where angels fear to tread, he is also 

a modern Don Quixote. Ellison's hero is ·conscious of his 

role as orator, a fact already pointed out, and, conse

quently, . demonstrates some similarities to Atticus as 

orator in To Kill A Mockingbird. Above all, archetypal 

criticism would deal with Invisible Man as a black man and 
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a racial prototype even though his efforts extend beyond 

self and race to an inclusion of the society of mankind. 

Thus, all three heroes fit the universal ~attern of hero 

myths and, as Jung and others suggest, reveal the bond 

between the hero and collective society. 



CHAPTER VI 

SURVIVAL OF THE EPIC HERO 

Six selected modern American novels by authors 

varying widely in their backgrounds show six different epic 

heroes, each possessing to some degree twe-lve character

istics displayed by epic heroes over the centuries. The 

vehicle for epic content has changed from the epic poem to 

the romance and the novel and thence from the traditional 

to the experimental novel. It is important to note, 

moreover, that the epic hero, discernible in drama in 

Aristotle's time as the tragic hero, is still discernible 

in modern drama.I 

Hemingway, Faulkner, Lee, Updike, Bellow, and 

Ellison represent diverse backgrounds in America. Simi

larly, their protagonists show great variations. Heming

way's Santiago is a simple, uncomplicated old fisherman 

pitted against nature in a life-and-death struggle. 

Faulkner's Ike McCaslin, also conscious of a strong bond 

with nature, operates in a more complex tradition of 

1For example, see Thomas E. Porter, . Myth .2..!ll!. Modern 
American Drama (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 
1969). 
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Sduthern aristocracy, seeking the answers to his steward

ship of the land and his relationship to his fellow man. 

Lee's hero, Atticus Finch, is strongly tied to family and 

Southern environment but, more than these, to country. 

Atticus goes a step beyond the private and personal act 

of Mccaslin to a public attempt to hasten Southern society's 

granting of the ri,ghts of man. These protagonists are the 

types of heroes the reader might expect from Hemingway, 

fisherman, hunter, and adventurer; Faulkner, the quiet man 

probing the sores of the South and diagnosing its malady; 

and Lee, a woman from a small Southern town, living in an 

age of increased agitation for equal rights for all people. 

The heroes of the three experimental novels are 

less closely related to the soil or their immediate environ-
.' 

ments. Updike's hero is most at home in small or moderate-

sized cities, striding upon concrete or asphalt'. He dis

likes living on the farm and acquiesces to rural life only 

because of his wife and father-in-law and his general 

entrapment. Henderson is a Jew, although much less Jewish 

.I?.£.!. ll than Bellow's other protagonists. He experiences 

an anguish which may be described as particularly Jewish 

but cannot be limited to Jewish alone. Although he lives 

on a country estate and raises pigs, he finds his true 

link to society and the meaning of life through medical 
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studies. At the last of the novel he instructs his wife 

to sell the rest of the pigs. Ellison's hero is a black 

man from a small Southern town who makes ~ost of his quest 

for identity in New York. In other words,. Updike, Bellow, 

and Ellison present heroes who are lost, rootless, frus

trated, and even fragmented. Despite these characteristics, 

all three make a search, undergo ~acrifices, and acquire 

s om e d e g re e of me a n i n g for th e i r 1 i v e s j us t a s t h e th re e 

traditional heroes do. The maJor difference is, perhaps, 

the fact that the .approaches of the experimental novel 

have sometimes tended to obscure the identity or the role 

of the epic hero. For this reason, an amplification of 

the definitions of the traditional and experimental novel 

and the different approaches of these two types of nov~ls 

may be helpful toward po1nting out the results of this 

study. 

Three of-the novels chosen for this study have been 

classified as traditional and three as experimental, and 

some of the distinctions between the two modes have been 

set forth. The traditional novel is simplified in form, 

reduced in plot, and narrow in subject matter. It handles 

time in a logical sequence of a cause-effect pattern. 

Moral conduct and accepted communal values are standards 

of judgment for the characters, who are carefully gauged 
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according to their relative importance. The experimental 

novel, on the other hand, is complex and even chaotic in 

form, often nearly plotless, and usually all-encompassing 

in subject matter. It rarely handles time as chronological 

cause and effect but is more likely to present it as cycli

cal, continuously flowing, or charaQterized by a stream of 

consciousness. In the experimental novel the public sense 

of significance has broken down, and personal and private 

values have become paramount. A heavy dependence is placed 

upon inner consciousness, which is revealed by means of 

myth and symbol. 2 

Among the approaches or tempers which the experi

mental novel uses are impressionism, expressionism, and 

surrealism. One definition of impressionistic literatµre 

is "writing which records chiefly the artist's impressions 

of a scene, a character, an incident. It makes its appeal 

largely through the senses by its concern with feeling, 

with emotion." 3 The characteristics of this temper include 

"em p h a sis upon the rev e 1 at i on of the moment , " '' a strong 

2An excellent discussion of the experimental novel 
is presented by Joseph Warren Beach, lli Twentieth Century 
Novel, Studies l!! Technique (New York: Appleton-Century
Crofts, 1952). 

3Actdison Hibbard and Horst Frenz, eds., under the 
general editorship of Robert Morss Lovett, "The Impres
sionists," Writers of~ Western World, 2nd ed. (Boston: 
Houghton Mifflin Co., 1967), p. 1109. 
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regard for color and tonal effects--for atmosphere," the 

presentation of "emotions, feelings, individual attitudes," 

and the violation of "the common conventions of structure 

and orderly arrangement of parts" in order "to build up a 

particular impression." 4 

Impressionism is the temper used by Bellow for most 

of Henderson's observations of Prince Itelo, Queen Willa

tale, Chief Priest Horko, and Price Dahfu. Another 

example of impressionism is the effect of various songs 

upon Invisible Man at any given m-0ment in his experiences. 

Expressionism first became a definable temper in 
. • ~ 

the second half of the twentieth centuiy.~ Its major tenets 

begin with subjectivity and include the discarding of imi-

t a t i o n ; . t h e p u r p o s e o f p r e s e n t i n g t h e a b s t r a c t a n d t y p i ,c a l , 

"the fourth-dimensional and mystical"; the heavy dependence 

upon psychoanalysis; the ample use of symbols; despair of 

life, with the presentation of every level of life as 

chaotic; and the creation of a new world. 6 An exa~ple of 

expressionism in Invisible~ is the use of symbols which 

first abstract the essence from a situation and then recur 

with renewed, emphatic, or transfigured meaning at various 

4 Ibid. , pp. 1109-11 1 2. 
5 . 
Ibid., "The Expressionists," p. 1167. 

6Ibid., pp. 1167-1171. 
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times. The "gold coins" over which the prize fighters 

scuffle, the papers in the briefcase, the leg chain, the 

Sambo doll, · and the sunglasses are symbols used expression

istically by Ellison because they become abstract, fourth

dimensional, and even mystical as he repeats them and 

weaves them into the novel. Updike uses expressionism to 

present Caldwell's epiphanies on the level of centaur. 

Impressionism in literature is comparable to impres- .. 

sionistic art; expressionism is comparable-to abstract art. 

Surrealism in literature, like surrealism in art, moves 

a step beyond what is abstracted to what is absurd. The 

Theater of the 'Absurd, exemplified by the plays of Beckett, 

Pinter, and Albee, expresses in drama the absurdity of man's 

condition. Like the watches of Salvador Dali's paintings, 

bent out of shape and melted over tree limbs, objects as 

s y m b_ o 1 s i n a b s u rd 1 i t e r a t u re ma y be s t r a n g e 1 y o u t o f p 1 a c e 

or warped in order to express the subconscious. Surrealism 

shows the processes of the mind and emotions uncontrolled 

by reason in dream or waking or a state in between. Freud 

and Jung influenced this literary attempt, good examples of 

which are found in Invisible Man in the protagonist's ------------------ -
Dantean descent into Louis Armstrong's music or his experi

ences in -the hospital at the paint factory. Caldwell's 

experiences as the wounded centaur in the opening chapter 
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of Updike's novels and his concentration upon the poster in 

Hummel's garage are surreastically treated. 

Both dramas and novels of absurdity show the exis

tential plight of man. Th~ experimental ~ovels chosen for 

this study present the existential hero. • In fact, at vari·ous 

times it has been contended that five of the si~ novels 

examined in this study have existential heroes, the one 

exception being 1.Q. Kill A Mockingbird. Atticus, despite 
. . 

his almost solitary romantic idealism and his predicaments 

of middle age and prejudicial environment, is clearly ·a 

hero in the traditional vein. H~mingway's existentialism, 

his awareness of the nada of life, is often pointed out by 

numerous critics, and Updike's despairing heroes are much 

1 i k e A 1 be rt Camus ' trapped Stranger. Luci o P. Ruot o 1 o 

examines both Isaac McCaslin of~ Bear and Ellison's 

inv~sible protagonist as existential heroes.7 H. E. Craig's 

dissertation makes an interesting study of the absurd hero 

in Bellow's novels, including Henderson. 8 

In an essay called "The Myth of Sisyphus" Camus 

presents Sisyphus as the absurd hero who rolls a rock up 

7six Existential Heroes/The Politics of Faith 
(Cambridg;-;-- Harvard University Press, 1973).-

8"The Affirmation of the Heroes in the Novels of 
Sa u 1 Be 1 1 o w" ( P h • D • d i s s e r t ·a t i o n , Un i v e r s i t y o f P i t t s bu r g h , 
1967). 
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the hill in Hades each day throughout eternity. 9 He is the 

hero who encounters the nothingness of his world knowing 

that reason is ineffectual in dealing with the depths of 

human life and that his e·strangement cuts him off from any 

opportunity to depend upon anyon~ but himself. This is the 

explanation of Gordon Bigelow in a bright gem of an essay 

called "A Primer of Existentialism," which adds: 

Existentialism gets its name fro~ an insistence 
that human life is understandable only in terms of 
an individual man's existence, his particular experi
ence of life. It says that a man lives (has exis
tence) rather than is (has being or essence), and 
that every man's experience of life is unique, 
radically different from everyone else's and can be 
understood truly only in terms of his involvement in 
life or commitment to it. It strenuously shuns that 
view which assumes an ideal of Man or Mankind, a 
universal of human nature of which each man is only 
one example. It eschews the question of Greek 
p h i 1 o s op h y , " Wh a t ll ma n k i n d ? " w h i ch s u g g e s t s t h a t , 
man can be defined if he is ranged in his proper · 
place in the order of nature; it asks instead the 
q u e s t i o n o f J o b a n d St . A u g u s t i n e , " Wh o .!!.!!! l? " w i t h 
its suggestion of the uniqueness and mystery of each 
human life and its emphasis upon the subjective or -
personal rather than the objective or impersonal.IO 

The existential hero, then, is no less heroic than the 

traditional epic hero, perhaps even more heroic in the 

face of his terrible solitude and his condemnation to the 

freedom of saying "no." 

9lli Myth .Q.f. Sisyphus A!U! Other Essays, trans. 
Justin O'Brien (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1955), pp. 119-
138. 

1Ocollege English 23 (December 1961):172. 



- 227 

It should be emphasized that the existential hero 

is not solely a modern p~esentation. Job has already 

been referred to from this attitude, and Sartre suggests 

Abraham as an existential figure in th~ Old Testament. It 

is not the purpose of t~is paper to prove that the modern 

American hero in fiction must be an existential hero or 

that the tempers used by . his ficti~nal creator must be 

impressionism, expressionism, surrealism, o~ blendings of 

the three. It is, rather, the purpose to show that the 

concept of the epic hero is broad enough to include varia

tions of the epic s~archer throughout the centuries. 

Saul Bellow, speaking about his personal reading 

of Joyce's Ulysses~ made a number of remarks pertinent to 

an examination of the existential hero and -the techniq~~s 

f h . 1 1 11 o t e exper1menta nove • He stated that the diversity 

and distraction experienced by Leopold Bloom in the Dublin 

of 1904 have been multiplied to the extent that in 1974 

the individual is lost in society, remaining only with a 

sense of· storylessness, meaninglessness, valuelessness. 

Bellow maintained that it was impossible for Joyce to cast 

a story over the ehaos with which he was dealing and that 

llrhis lecture, "Joyce's Ulysses: A Personal 
View," delivered at Annual Writing Awards Day at Texas 
Christian University, 28 February 1974, Fort Worth, Texas, 
is currently undergoing revision for future publication; 
consequently, the remarks are p~raphrased. 
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he turned of necessity from story to myth in order to draw 

upon the experience of the race which can give meaning to 

the life of the individual and sustain him. He claimed 

that for Joyce myth serves the purpose of bringing back 

the modern distracted soul from its chaos and restoring its 

integrity. Bellow finds the final coherence of a book like 

Ulysses--o~ one might substitute any fine experimental 

novel--to be found in the private recesses of an individ

ual, into which the world cannot enter. Bellow asked what 

literature has to say to our agitation. He answered that 

literature furnishes the inside news despite the turmoil 

~f the outside news and that it offers intimate relief 

even though it cannot promise cures. In the novel more 

clearly than in any other place we can find the news of 

the soul in our time, according to this admirer of Joyce, 

a fine novelist in his own right. 

The id~a that the novel furnishes the inner news 

which is most essential to modern man in the midst of chaos 

and alienation brings us to the full circle of the inten

tion of this study, which has defined and delineated the 

epic hero, singled out enduring traits from classical times 

through the nineteenth century in accepted epic heroes, and 

traced these same traits in the protagonists of six selected 

modern American novels. In this way it can be seen that, 
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although much has changed, much more has endured in the 

concept of the epic hero. Surely, despite anguish and 

suffering--or because of them--the epic hero still sur

vives in American literature. 
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