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INTRODUCTION

Upon finishing any of Thomas Wolfe's novels the student 
finds himself overwhelmed by various dominant impressions.
There is the feeling of utter chaos, of a world completely 
without order. There is awe at the massiveness of the world 
in which Wolfe's characters navigate.

Even more confusing is the mass of criticism about his 
work. There is one point of view which feels that Wolfe's work 
is too lacking in discipline and form to even be considered 
serious art. There is also the opposite point of view which 
states that Wolfe is the greatest writer of our time and will1 

live as the greatest writer of American fiction. "With all his 
gigantic faults, his porlixity, his ranting, his stupefying 
absurdities, Wolfe is incomparably the most significant figure 
in three decades of American literature."

When faced with these conflicting opinions the student would 
be inclined to throw up his hands in dispair were it not for the 
fact that he feels rather drawn to this strange author whose 
fiction is like no other. The student feels that here is an

1Pamela Hansford Johnson, Hungry Gulliver (New York: 
Scribners, 19̂ +8), p. 155.



author who has spoken to his inner self, his emotional side, 
as well as to his mind. Almost everyone can find something of 
himself written into the work of Thomas Wolfe.

The student is forced to retreat to his own devices and 
make the Judgement completely by himself as to whether Wolfe 
is indeed the great artist he feels him to be. He can find his 
way out of the welter of confusion by taking one of the dominant 
attractions of Wolfe's work and trace this through one of Wolfe’s 
novels. Then he will be in a better position to decide if there 
is any deeper and universal meaning to Wolfe’s work.

The greatest single attraction to Wolfe is perhaps his 
lyricism. Other attractions might be his rhetoric and his 
sensuousness. The purpose of this paper will be to make a 
study of Thomas Wolfe to see how his use of sense impressions 
adds depth and meaning to his work.

ii



Chapter 1

We are justified in starting out from a purely stylistic 
stand-point. Pamela Johnson tells uss "In the style of Wolfe 
is his essence. It is for this that we read him - not for 
narration, not for philosophy, not for the desire to study

2more intensely the nature of human thought and behavior."
Therefore, since this one aspect of his style appeals to me,
I will develop it as best I can.

Wolfe was a man who was able to recall things vividly 
because he had experienced them vividly. All of his senses 
were brought to bear on an object, and he was therefore able 
to express a thing in all its richness. As he said to his 
nother: "When I am on the streets of this city, among the crowds,
I try to b u m  myself into the 'innards' of everyone I see,
I listen in on everything I hear, I get their way of talking 
and looking ... " 3

This complexity of observation was later to aid him in 
recalling his experiences. In fact his great ability to recall

2ibid. p. 20.

3Thomas Wolfe. Letters to His Mother, ed. by John Skally Terry 
(New York: Scribners, 19^6), p. 46.



things in all their intriclty is one of his greatest attribures, 
He was not "content with a dry catalogue: he must recall not only 
the object of his experience, but also ite quality in all its 
rich complexity. The power of so recalling experience is one 
of Wolfe’s chief powers." ^

Thomas Wolfe himself tells us how important the perceptions 
of his senses were: "The quality of my memory is characterized,
I believe, in a more than ordinary degree by the intensity of 
Its sense impression, its power to evoke and bring back the 
odors, sounds, colors, shapes, and feel of things with concrete 
vividness." 5

This ability to recall sensations is important in his 
work because through It he was able to produce the same response 
In the reader. Holman tells us: " ... he wrought with lyrical 
intensity a web of sensuous images capable of evoking from 
his reader a response almost as intense as that resulting from 
direct experience ... At its best his style was superbly suited 
for transfering this concrete vividness to the reader."

Let’s examine a few passages from The Web and The Rock to 
see how this complexity and vividness are carried out. One 
day as he was meditating on his mythical city, he reflected:

The light was brown-gold like ground coffee, merchants,

^E. K. Brown, "Thomas Wolfe, Realist and Symbolist", The 
Enigma of Thomas Wolfe, ed. Richard Walser (Cambridge: Harvard
University Press, 1953)>p. 211.

^Thomas Wolfe, Stpry of a Novel (New York: Scribners, 1936), 
p. 31.

C. Hugh Holman, Thomas Wolfe,(Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, i960) p. 6.
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and the walnut houses where they lived; brown-gold 
like old brick buildings grimed with money and the 
smell of trade; brown-gold like morning in great gleaming 
bars of swart mahogany, the fresh wet beer-wash, 
lemon rind, and the smell of Angostura bitters. ...
And in great restaurants the light was brighter gold, 
but full and round like warm onyx columns, smooth, 
warmly-tinted marble, old wine in dark, rounded,

L ■ age-encrusted bottles, and the great blonde figures
of naked women on rose-clouded ceilings. Then the 
light was full and rich, brown-golden like great 
fields in Autumn; it was full-swelling golden light 
like mown field, bronze-red picked out with fat, 
rusty-golden sheaves of corn, and governed by huge 
barns of red and the mellow, winy fragrance of the 
apples. 7

Here his rhetoric interferes somewhat in bringing out 
the logical meaning of the passage but it does aid in getting 
the feeling across. The senses chiefly appealed to here are 
smell and sight. He does not just present simple images which 
appeal to either of these but pushes them together. The thus 
juxtaposed images may not be logically sound but they serve 
his purpose. He says, for instance, that the light is "brown- 
gold like ... the smell of Angostura bitters." Obviously it 
would be a little difficult to imagine a golden-brown smell.

He arrives at these statements through a process of associa
tions. In the phrase just quoted, for instance, he first of all 
relates the light to mahogany, which is a natural relationship, 
since the light is brown-gold like mahogany which would reflect 
a brown-gold light. Prom there he proceeds to "fresh wet beer- 

14 . wash". Here he is associating not with the light but with the
mahogany. Since a bar counter might be mahogany, to associate

7Thomas Wolfe, The Web and the Rock (New York, Harpers, 
1939), P. 93.



the two would be a very natural thing. The lemon rind is related 
to the beer, not the mahogany, and he arrives at the bitters 
naturally not as related to the light but related to what preceeced 
it. Thus there is a subtle complexity and richness to his sense 
impressions.

He speaks of the "smell of trade”. This does not mean he 
can smell the business going on. It simply refers to the feeling 
of trade which permeates the building almost as if it could be 
smelled.

Also he shows us things that we are accustomed to and presents 
them vividly. In the last sentence he presents the usual asso
ciation we make when we think of autumn - golden light, bronze- 
red, winy apples. Yet he presents them in subtle relationships 
that add so much to the vividness of the impressions.

This passage well illustrates how Wolfe wrote. He did not 
logically tnink out what he was going to say before he wrote.
He had merely the skeleton of his thought to guide him.
When he felt he had to write it came out of him in torrents, 
and what he wrote was the product of association one thought 
with another until some type of conclusion was reached. This 
might explain many of the digressions in his work, since the 
book seems to follow his thought process along, associating one 
thing with the next.

When describing some of the objects that brought ecstasy
to his spirit, he presents this picture:

Sometimes the cry was packed into the passing of 
a cloud upon the massed green of a hill, and



sometimes, with the most intolerable ecstasy that 
he had ever known, it was in the green light of the 
woods, the lyric tangle of the wilderness, the cool, 
bare spaces underneath a canopy of trees, and the 
gold spangles of the sun that swarmed with a strange, 
enchanted light in the magic sorcery of cook, d^pth- 
less green. There would be a dip, a slope, a glade 
in all this magic, a spring cupped in a cushion 
of green moss, the great bole of a rotted oak across 
the path, and over there was the crystal clarity 
of forest water falling over rock and in the pool 
a woman with bare legs and swelling thighs and 
kilted skirts, and all about her the strange lights 
of magic gold and depthless green, the rock, the fern, 
the springy carpet of the forest earth, and all 
the countless voices of high afternoon that, with 
dart and sudden thrum, or stitch and call or furious 
drummings in the wood, passed all about her 
to uncounted deaths and were lost and came again.8

Here be appeals to touch, sight, and hearing, and were 
you to remove any of these, the picture would be inadequate, 
the impression Incomplete, because they are so inextricably 
bound Here he is more successful in evoking the mood he wishes. 
One feels as though he were truly there listening to the sound 
of the water, and being entranced by the beauty of the scene.
He is able to do this because the scene is familiar to most 
people. Who, for instance, has never seen the sun shining 
through leaves on a summer afternoon? Wolfe calls it "the 
lyric tangle of the wilderness, the cool, bare spaces under
neath a canopy of trees, and the gold spangles of the sun 
that swarmed with a strange enchanted light in the magic 
sorcery of cool, depthless green. 11

He is very successful in evoking a feeling of coolness, 
of peace, tranquiltiy, magic. His use of such words as "depth-

8Ibid., p. 606-607,



less green" get the feeling across to us. He has left nothing
out of the picture - even including the sounds of the insects
which most of us, I think, would be Inclined to forget when
remembering a scene in the woods.

As Rubin tells us:
Observing then, the psychological truism that 

it is the sensory images which most surely evoke 
associations of memory, Wolfe has given his reader 
every opportunity to grasp the sensory connotations 
of his subject matter as well as the bare idea. 9
The sharp concrete detail in Wolfe '3 descript lo.ns 
serves to make the individual scenes so vivid 
that they Invite association and comparison with 
similiar objects in the reader's experience. 1°

These sense impressions are important in Wolfe for two
reasons: knowledge and beauty. Philosophy tells us that
nothing is in the Intellect which is not first in the senses.
The mind must obtain all its knowledge of the outside world -
which becomes the matter for its reflections - from the senses.
Therefore the quality of Wolfe's sense impressions indicate
a vast knowledge of the world.

He wanted to know everything ;in the world around him.
He once boasted in a letter to his mother: "The world's my
oyster and I will open it and know the whole of it."
Wolfe tells us what knowledge is in The Web and the Rock:

This is what knowledge really is. It is finding 
out something for oneself with pain, with joy, 
with exultany, with labor, and with all the little

6

^Louis D. Rubin, Thomas Wolfe: The Weather of His Youth 
(Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Tress, 19557,vp. 8'.

10Ibid., p. 1 2 .
Letter a ... June 9, 1923.



7
ticking, breathing moments of our lives, until it 
is ours as that only is ours which is rooted in the 
structure of our lives. Knowledge is a potent and 
subtle distillation of experience, a rare liquor, 
and it belongs to the person who has the power to 
see, think, feel, taste, smell, and observe for 
himself, and who has hunger for it. 12

Knowledge here is seento be the product of seeing, hearing, 
tasting, touching. All of these impressions are synthesized 
into knowledge. He also says that knowledge belongs to the 
man who hungers for it and is willing to work to find it.

The senses also brought him beauty. This is also mixed 
in with his hunger, for he hungers for beauty as much as for 
knowledge. For him the city is a beautiful place. "Hideously 
ugly for the most part. one yet remembers it as a place of 
proud and passionate beauty; the place of everlasting hunger, 
it is also the place where men feel their lives will gloriously 
be fulfilled and their hunger fed." ^

He finds beauty in everything around him. He defines 
beauty to his mother this way:

When I speak of beauty, I do not mean a movie 
close-up where Susie and Johnie meet at the end and 
clinch and all the gum-chewing ladies go home 
thinking husband is not so good a lover as Valentino. 
That's cheap and vulgar. I mean everything which is 
lovely and noble, and true. It does not have to be 
sweet, it may be bitter, it does not have to be 
Joyous, it may be sad ... I know there is nothing so 
commonplace, so dull, that is not touched with nobility 
and dignity . . " 1h

George Webber expresses this idea of the beautiful when

12rhjri , p. 390.

13Ibid., p. 229.
Letters ... (May 1923) p. 49.
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he says:
He "knew," for example, that freight cars were 

beautiful; that a spur of rusty box cars on a siding, 
curving off somewhere into a flat of barren pine 
and clay, was as beautiful as anything could be, 
as anything has ever been. He knew all the depths 
and levels of it, all the time evocation of it - 
but he couldn't say so. He hadn't found the 
language for it. He had even been told, by implication, 
that it wasn't so. That was where his "education" came 
in. It wasn’t that his teachers had told him 
that a freight car was not beautiful. But they 
had told him that Keats, Shelley, the Taj Mahal, 
the Acropolis, V.estminster Abbey, the Louvre, the 
Isles of Greece, were beautiful. And they had told it 
to him so often and in such a way that he not only 
thought it true - which it is - but that these 
things were everything that beauty is. 15

This, he felt, was the tragedy of so many people's lives.
They cduld not appreciate true beauty and so always chased after
their own sterile, fleeting concept of the beautiful. These
men were the dead men.

At night they rushed out again with the idiot 
and unwearied pertinacity of a race that was damned 
and lost, and gutted of the vital substance of its 
life, to seek, with a weary, frenzied, exacerbated 
fury, new pleasures and sensations that, when found, 
filled them with weariness, boredom, and horror of 
the spirit, and that were viler and baser than the 
pleasures of a dog. Yet, with this weary hopelessness 
of hope, this frenzied longing of despair they would  ̂
swarm back into their obscene street of night again.

So the quality of sensuousness is important in Wolfe 
not only because It makes enjoyable raiding but because it 
tells us something about Wolfe the man and his concept of 
knowledge and beauty.

-^The web and the Rock, p. 260. 
16 To id., p. 276.



Chapter II

When William Faulkner began to write his novel he made up 
a county, complete with towns, and characters who inhabited 
it and brought It to life. He felt about his mythical region 
that it was worth writing about, and, even though it contained 
only a few acres, he would never live long enough to exhaust 
it.

Jane Austin, who lived a quiet, sedate life, had the same 
attitude. She felt that her "small, square, two inches of 
ivory" were enough on which to base her novels.

Wolfe, hovever, had different ideas about the scope of 
his art. He would be satisfied with nothing less than the 
whole of America for his subject matter. The very thought 
of America brought him as ecstasy he could hardly express.
He tries to delve Into the mystery In these passages:

... and in his thoughts of the lonely, har'd’, 
encrusted earth, and of America at night with hard 
earn steady In the night and the cool rustling of the 
blades. It was In his thought of all the rivers, 
mountains, plains, and deserts, and in his thought 
of all the little sleeping towns across the continent, 
of great flares flashing on the rails and briefly 
on great fields of wheat ...



10
... sometimes In the night he thought he was it all 

atretched out upon the canvas of his vision - hills, 
mountains, plains, and deserts, fields printed in the 
moonlight and great sleeping woods, as well as all its 
groaning weight of towns and cities. It was in his 
vision of immense, mysterious rivers flowing in the 
dark, and in the eighteen thousand miles of coastjtat 
which the sea forever was working in the moon's light 

4 wink, with glut and coil, with hissing surge, with
lapse and reluctation of its breath, feathering eternally 
at the million pockets of the land. 1

His fascination with his own body was carried over to his
exhaltation of America. He compares the American continent to
a corporal body in this passage:

... at the end of a fine, warm, hot, fair, fresh, 
fragrant, lazy, furnacelike day of sweltering heat 
across the body, bones, sinew, tissues, juices, rivers, 
mountains, plains, streams, lakes, coastal regions, 
and compacted corporosity of the American continent, 
a train might have b®en observed ...

First he lists the components of the continent in purely 
biological terms: "body, bones, sinew, tissues, juices." Then 
he swings over without a pause to geographical terms: "rivers, 
mountains, plains, streams, lakes, coastal regions." Thus he 
seems to equate the two.

To express the great idea of America, he relied on his senses. 
He wa3 able to express his vision of American because of the 
quality of his sense impressions. Everything that he sensed 
and exulted in sank in and left a mark on his consciousness.
Some little thing which he happened to see would trigger a whole 

^ series of remembrances. All his impressions, of the America
he was about him sank into his mind awaiting only a slight jar

T̂he Web and the Rock, p . 609. 
2Ibid., p. 219.



to be released. He tells us in The Story of a Novel that this
happened when he was in Paris.

Now my memory was at work night and day, in a way 
that I could at first neither check nor control and 
that swarmed unbidden In a stream of blazing pageantry 
across my mind, with the million forms and substances 
of the life that I had left, which was my own, America.
I would be sitting, for example, on the terrace of the 
cafe watching the flash and play of life before me on 
the Avenue de L'Opera and suddenly I would remember 
theiron railing that goes along the boardwalk at 
Atlantic City. I could see it instantly just the way 
it was, the heavy iron pipe; its raw, galvanized look; 
the way the joints were fitted together. It was all 
so vivid and concrete that I could feel my hand 
upon it and know the exact dimensions, its size 
and weight and shape. And suddenly I would realize 
that I had never seen any railing that looked like 
this in Europe. And this utterly familiar, common 
thing would suddenly be reveled to me with all the 
wonder with which we discover a thing which we have 
see all our life and yet have never known before. 3

But just as his life contained giore than the discovery
of his own body, so too his discovery of America was more than
glorying in its physical nature. Just as his spirit had grown
and developed, so his love of America had increased. America
for him seemed to be a projection of himself so that in discovering
himself, he was actually discovering America When George Weber
begins his book in The Web and the Rock, Wolfe tells us:

From the beginning, he had conceived the plan for 
a book in which he wanted to present the picture, 
not merely of his youth, but of the whole town 
from which he cam$ and all the people in it; just as 
he had known them. And as he labored on it, the thing 
took life beneath his hand and grew, and already 
he could dimly see the substance of a dozen other 
books to carry on the thread, moving out, as he had 
moved, from that small town into the greater world 
beyond, until in the end, as the strands Increased, 
extended, wove, and crossed, they would take on the 
denseness and complexity of the whole web of life

3ibid., p. 31-32.



and of America. 4
Walser tells us much the same thing when he ways, "Wolfe's 

'going' gradually assumed a purposefulness more significant 
than mere flight from disdained environments and influence; 
it became a retreat into discovery of self, and from self into 
that which made up self - America." 5

He tried to express the spirit of America through his char
acters. In one of his numerous digressions he gives us little 
vignettes of a cross-section of the people in his home town.
What makes these pages so interesting is that each could be 
taken as a separate story and could stand by itself. Each has 
a definite unity. He goes on for approximately sixty pages 
describing various people of the town. He seems to capture the 
essenseof each.in a few short paragraphs or pages and indirectly 
points out the American quality of each.

In one incident he describes an accident which happened
involving a drunken driver. It turned out that he had been
arrested previous to the mishap and that he and the policeman
were on their way to the police station when they were stopped
by a telephone pole. Wolfe describes it this way:

It now developed that Lon had been cruising about 
the town all night with some drunken chorus girls 
in his celebrated Cadallac, model 1910; that the 
policeman had arrested him at the head of the Locust 
Street hill, and had commanded Lon to drive him to 
the police station; and then, during that terrific

4Ibid., p 454.
^Richard Walser, Thotras Wolfe, (New York: Barnes and Noble, 

1961), p. 5. ------------
6From p. 97- 156.

12
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dash downhill which had ended In the smash-up near 
the comer, and screamed frantically at his driver:
"Stop! Stop! Let me out I You're under arrest!
Damn you, I’ll arrest ye fer this, as sure as you’re 
born.

And, according to witnesses, at the moment of 
collision the fat policeman had sailed gracefully 
through the shining morning air, described two somer
saults, and landed solidly and squarely upon his 
bottom, with such force that he was stunned for 
several minutes, but still kept muttering all the time: 
"Stop! Stop] Or I’ll arrest ye!" '

It would be hard to imagine such an incident taking place 
on a street in Paris or London. Much of the rich American humor 
would be lacking from such a scene, Wolfe was able to present 
these people to us because he had a deep sympathy or fellow-feeling 
with them. He loved them and was able to present their foibles 
and qualities with affection.

In another passage he describes a typical Sunday morning
in a small town. Again the appeal to the senses is strong.

Then it was like Sunday morning, waking, hearing 
the bus outside, smelling the coffee, brains, and eggs, 
and buckwheat cakes, feeling peaceful, sweetly happy, 
not exultant as on Saturday, a slumberous, drowsy, 
and more mournful joy, the smell of the Sunday 
newspapers, and the Sunday morning light outside, 
bright, golden, yet religious light, and church bells, 
people putting on good clothes to go to church, 

and the closed and decent streets of Sunday morning, 
and going by the cool side where the tobacco store 
was, and the Sunday morning sports inside who didn’t 
have to go to church, and the strong, clean, pungent 
smell of good tobacco, and the good smell and feel 
of the church, which was not so much like God as 
like a good and decent substance in the world ...
and stariding then in friendly and yet laughing groups 
upon the lawn outside, and streaming off towards 
home again, a steady liquid Sunday shuffle of good 
leather on the quiet streets - and all of it was 
good and godly, yet not like God, but like an ordered 
destiny, like Sunday morning peace and decency,

^The Web and the Rock, pp. 110-111.



and good dinners, money in the bank, and strong 
security. °

In the following passage he expresses the American spirit
in a few words and yet captures it fully:

And then it was the huge winds in great trees 
at night - the remote, demented winds - the sharp, 
clean raining of the acorns to the earth, and a 
demon's whisper of evil and unbodfed jubilation 
in your heart, speaking of triumph, flight, and g 
darkness, new lands, morning, and a shining city.

Here he reveals the love of Americans for travel and new lands;
he speaks of the Romantic American who dreams of a bright
future in a "shining city." He captures the American spirit
when he speaks of the wind in the trees. A wind summons to mind
wandering, loneliness, love of far-away things, which all have
their part in the American character.

Everything that he feels, sees, and does, is reflected 
somehow in his love for America, He loves her as he loves 
himself and he wishes her to be perfect. Yet he rages at 
what she actually is.

What particularly perplexed him was the treatment of
artists in America and the conception most Americans have of
what art should be. He gives his countrymen this sweeping
invective in his letters to his mother when he says:

What I shall try to get into their dusty little 
pint-measure minds is that a full belly, a good 
automobile, paved streets, and so on do not make 
them one whit better or finer, - that there is 
beauty in this world, - beauty even in this winder- 
ness of ugliness and provincialism that is a present 
our country, beauty and spirit which will make us 
men instead of cheap Board of Trade Boosters and 
blatant pamphleeteers. I shall try to impress upon the! 
little cranlums that one does not have to be

8Ibid., p. 103.
9ibid.



a "highbrow' or "queer" or "impractical" to know 
these things, to love them, and to realize they 
are our common heritage, there for us all to 
possess and make a part of us. In the name of God, 
let us learn to be men, not monkies. 1°

One of his finest caricatures is that of Seamus Malone 
the art critic. "... as Mr. Malone talked they //his lips/ 
writhed and squirmed and twisted about in the beard like a 
couple of snakes. Sometimes they parted in a travesty of a 
smile, sometimes they writhed clear around his face in a 
convulsive snarl. But they were always busy, never silent 
for a moment; through them poured a flood tide of envemoned 
speech." 11 He presents Mr. Malone as a phoney who talks much 
but does not really know what he is talking about. He changes 
him mind at the flick of an ash and contradicts himself almost 
constantly. Wolfe's criticism appli.es to those who take the word 
of a Malone but are not able to make their own judgments of 
what art should be.

His expression of America and Americans is, according to 
Perkins, one of Wolfe's greatest contributions to American 
literature. Perkins says; "... he was on the rack almost always, 
and almost always would have been - and for one reason. He 
was wrestling as no artist in Europe would have to do, with the 
material of literature - a great country not yet revealed to 
Its own people. Americans will follow, and widen to express 
the-things Americans only unconsciously know, to reveal Americans

15

10(M»y 1923) p. 49
llThe Web and the Rock, p. 527.



and America to Americans. That was at the heart of Tom’s 
fierce life." 12 His acievement was " ... a finished portrait 
of the artist as a young man, and within this man the portrait 
of a continent." ^

^Maxwell Perkins, "Scribners and Thomas Wolfe", The Enigma 
of Thomas Wolfe, ed. Richard Walser (Cambridge: Harvard U. Press,
1953), P. 57-58.

n o“ Johnson, op cit, p. 156.
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Chapter III

When writing about Thomas Hardy, Joyce Kilmer had this 
to say: "Every writer, I think, deals with the characters who 
are his creations as he imagines God to deal with mankind. This 
is why literary criticism is closer to theology than to any 
other science; this is why we cannot claim to understand any 
writer unless we know what he thinks about God." 1 It is 
important, then, to consider Wolfe from this point of view: 
his feelings toward God and a final end.

In Wolfe's writing mention of God is conspicuously absent.
He never expresses a reliance on God or a definite belief in 
His existence. God plays no part In his life. His only final 
end is to see everything, to know everything to find:

...the whole glory of the city in one small moment 
of his seeing, and of being maddened with desire 
because he could not be everywhere at once and see 
everything - Just as these great antagonists of 
wandering forever and the earth again worked furiously 
in him all the time, in a conflict of wild forces 
which strove constantly with each other and yet which 2 
were all coherent to a central unity, a single force ...

•'•Joyce Kilmer, Introduction to The Mayor of Casterbridge 
(New York: Modem Library, n.d.), p. xii.

2The Web and the Rock, p. 449.
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The following passage illustrates his conception of God's 
role on earth.

... and all remote, austere, subdued, and decent 
as if God were there in walnut light and a choker 
collar; and then the twenty-minute prayer, and organ 
pealing a rich benison, and people talking, laughing, 
streaming out from the dutiful, weekly, walnut disin
fection of their souls, into bright morning-gold 
of Sunday light again ... 3

God is something far away whom good people worship on Sunday
morning3 but who plays no furthur part in their lives.

He wrote to his mother this idea of what death would bring:
... life is brutal and has a tragic underscheme: 

we mean nothing in the Great Plan and ths* health may 
be crushed from us at any moment, by the same careless, 
unseeing fingers which have flung billions of men 
before us into the earth to rot ... only we shall not 
know, we shall not care, for our houses on that street 
shall be all one - six feet in length and two feet 
wide ... and in the end we, too, shall turn our faces 
to the wall, and the light will go out; and we shall 
go into a place where there is darkness - nothing 
but darkness.^

Wolfe could not believe in God because he had not been 
raised to believe in Him, nor did he see any evidence of God in 
the world. Yet he passionately wanted to find God though he 
never realized this. This is what his search for knowledge 
implied. This is what he hoped to find in the city when he 
flung himself into the streets at night seeking "a stone, a leaf, 
a door."

He tells us his philosophy in the Story of a Novel. "... the 
deepest search in life, is seemed to me, the thing that in one 
way or another was central to all living was man's search to 
find a father, not merely the father of his flesh, not merely the 
lost father of his youth, but the image of a strength and widsom.

3Ibid.. p. 193.
4 (Mar. 12, 1924) p. 73.
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external to his need and superior to his hunger, to which the 
belief and power of his own life could be united.” ^
He wants a "strength and wisdom external to his need and 
superior to his hunger." I think indirectly he is refering to 
God here. He is looking for a strength with.which to unite 
his life. This is what orthodox Christians are seeking when 
they refer to heaven.

Steams tells us this about his belief in God:
There are three stages through which the artist 
passes on his journey toward personal adjustment 
to the world. The first is his idea of God as a 
void, expecially conscious In America because of 
the prevalence of the old frontier attitude toward 
any of the forms of art. The second stage is the 
idea of God as the enemy. The first produces in the 
artist the sense of being an orphan and an outcast; 
the second produces the sense of being a rebel. Wolfe 
gives signs of having reached the second stage only 
at the close of his career. The third stage, that 
of God the friend, representing complete assimilation 
into the world and adjustment with it, he never 
attaine1,°

As we have seen, Wolfe depended on sense impressions to 
express his thoughts. As we have also seen, it is through the 
senses that we attain knowledge. Man has a natural desire to 
know the unknown. "The desire to grasp with the intellect 
that which eludes our experience - the unknown - the transcen
dent is the natural desire for the beafific vision." ^ So 
we can conclude that all through Wolfe's life, his desire to es~ 
perlence everything, to know everything was actually a desire

^The Web and the Rock, p. 39.
Monroe M. Stearns, "Metaphysics of Thomas Wolfe", The 

Enigma of Thomas Wolfe, op cit., p. 196.
?Rev. S. C. Beausollel, Notes, "The Church", Carroll College, 

p. 1965.



But, if the senses give us knowledge and knowledge leads 
us to God, why did Wolfe never find God even though his knowledge 
of the world was voluminous?

The answer to this lies in the nature of God. We must 
first ask ourselves what God is. The answer is startingly simple 
God is love. The answer to Wolfe's problem is also simple - 
he could not love and therefore could not find God.'

This is a bold contention that Wolfe could not love when 
he reiterates his deep and undying love for Esther on page after 
page of his book. But still what he speaks of as love for her 
is not love but passion. The reason he could not love is that 
he did not know the true nature of love, which is giving. 
Everything and everyone was judged by what the thing or person 
was able to give to him - not what he was able to give.

As we have seen before, America for Wolfe was an expression 
of himself. He expressed America as a physical thing and then 
tried to capture her spirit which is actually an expression of 
his own spirit. Everything around him is an extension of 
himself. When Esther is talking it sounds as if it were Wolfe 
himself talKing. The style is the same, what each says has 
the same tone. Compare the following passages:

... the sullen apathy of a stalled ox, the drugged 
eye of an opium addict, the set visage of a sleep
walker - an eye tat no longer was, an ear that no 
longer heard, a hand that no longer felt, a brain, 
a spirit, sunk - not fathoms deep in blind dlspair, 
but fathoms deeper in a kind of eyeless, tongueless, 
soundless, tasteless, and unfeeling ocean bed of 
black and bottomless oblivion. °

forhe Web and the Rock, p. 51^.
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To have one woman, one house, one horse, one cow, 
one little piece of earth, one place, one country, 
artd one of everything, and to have a thousand women, 
to live in a dozen countries, to travel on a hundred 
ships, to try ten thousand kinds of food and drink, 
and to live five hundred different lives - all at 
one and the same time! To look through walls of 
brick into a million rooms and see the lives of all 

y ' the people, and to look into my heart, to tear me
open, to ask me a million questions. 9

Except for the content there Is no way to decide who is 
thinking each thought. The first is Wolfe's and the second 
Esther's. In each the style is similiar - long sentences, series 
of phrases spaced by commas. Each is dithrambic, full of wild 
emotion and enthusiasm.

Even though he tells us most emphatically he is in love 
with Esther, it is obvious that she is only important to him 
because he wants to feed on her experiences, to gain the know
ledge she has stored inside of her. He speaks repeatedly of 
wanting to devour her - which can be interpreted to mean to 
gain all she has to give him. He never speaks of giving himself 
in return. His questioning of Esther is similiar to his ques
tioning of his Aunt Maw:

He would go for her with ceaseless questions until 
she was bewildered and worn out; then he would come 
polimding back at her again. What did they live on 
now that their money was all gone? Where did they 
get their clothes? They grew them. Who made them?
The women spun them. How did women spin, and had 
she used a spinning wheel herself? What colors 
were the clothes, or did they have a color? ...

*  - So, now, he was after Mrs. Jack like this ...
In that way he kept after her, prying, probing, 

questioning about everything she told him, until at 
last he got from her the picture of her lost and

9 ibid., p. 597-8 .



vanished years. 10 

Wolfe could not find God because he also lacked the other 
magic ingredient - faith. We are free to imagine what a conso
lation orthodox Christianity would have given him if he had 
been free to believe.

Thus we have come to a universality in Wolfe. The deepest 
search in any man’s life is for God. Even those of us who have 
been raised to believe in a Supreme Being are at onetime or 
another tried in our faith. God is a mystery that we have no 
proof for. Ultimately we can say "I believe in God because 
there has to be a God and life is inexplicable without Him." 

Yet to a man b o m  without this consolation, life is an eternal 
mystery and to find the answer to it, one muŝ J; seek to know 
everything in life that there is to know.

1QIbid, p. 407.



CONCLUSION.

This paper has been handicappd by the fact that the book 
used was the Web and the Rock rather Look Homeward, Angel.
The latter would have veen better, not only because it is 
conceeded to be his finest work, but also because It is more 
essentially his work. At his death he left a mass of material 
which he intended to fashion into a book. This task was left 
to his editor, Edward Asvell, who made no attempt to actually 
rewrite. This is why artistically The Web and the Rock is 
much inferior to Look Homeward, Angel. But perhaps this is 
not a handicap impossible to overcome. The essence of Wolfe's 
style is still there. All the lyricism, alll the rantings, all 
the enthusiasm, and love for life, all the rhetoric are here.

Wolfe is a writer who is difficult to evaluate. The reader, 
especially a younger reader, is entranced not so much by what 
he says, but by the way he says it;. His lack of form is a 
definite problem. Yet it fits well with his subject matter.
He is trying to express his youth and the spirit of America.
Both of these are chaotic and undisciplined. A youth feels that 
he can reach up and touch the sky much as Hotspur felt he could



grab honor from the moon. Just as Wolfe's characters are huge 
and navigate in a huge world, Americans feel that they are the 
finest people in the world and stand head and shoulders above 
everyone else.

What, thety is the evaluation of Wolfe? He is a great writer 
though he is not a great artist. But we would not wish him one 
whit different.
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