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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
"I am concerned with only one thing," claims Joyce
Carol Oates, "the moral and social conditions of my generation."

The moral and social conditions of contemporary

society provide the substance for six Oates novels, as well
as a number of short stories and poems.

Though the short

fiction and the poems are artfully written, they cannot present the essence of her social criticism because they lack
the length necessary to sustain the picture that she presents.

Brief looks into decadent lives do not accurately

depict what is happening in the real world, but when Oates
shows social malaise in a sustained situation, such as a
novel, the impact is, of course, much greater.

The reader

is able to identify with the characters more readily simply
because of continued exposure to them, and the result is
that he can see that Oates is writing not about some fictional strangers but about twentieth century Americans.
Joyce Carol Oates is certainly not the first to
write about the ills of American society, but her approach
is unique in that she makes no overt interpretations or
value judgments about what she is reporting.

Blood, vio-

lence, death, and lust are all present in her novels, but

^Joyce Carol Oates, With Shuddering Fall (Greenwich,
Connecticut: Fawcett Publications, Inc., 1964), p. [i].

the presence of these elements is never accompanied by
emotional involvement on the part of the author.

She main-

tains aesthetic distance, never connecting events by causal
chains, merely stating facts as she sees them.

Characters

are never good or evil, merely human, and this quality has
sparked some of those few critics who analyze Oates's fic2
tion

to claim she is trying to be naturalistic in her ap-

proach by presenting amoral characters in an amoral world. *^
Admittedly the characters do appear to lack the ability to
judge right and wrong, but linking Oates to naturalism seems
inappropriate.

Robert Emmett Long agrees that she presents
4
"solid social and material realities," but the overt gothic

elements that are rampant in the fiction seem to suggest to
him that she is writing in the gothic tradition.

Geoffrey

Wolff agrees with Mr. Long; in writing about one particular
novel, them, he claims:
This novel is a charnel house of Gothic paraphernalia: blood, fire, insanity, anarchy, lust, corruption, death by bullets, death by cancer, death

^Appendix A, a checklist of the criticism on the
longer fiction of Joyce Carol Oates, suggests the paucity
of critical commentary.
Brian P. Hayes, "Book Forum:
day Review, 54 (9 October 1971), 38.

Wonderland," Satur-

^Robert Emmett Long, "Books: A Garden of Earthly
Delights," Commonweal, 87 (23 February 1968), 631.

by plane crash, death by stabbing, beatings,
crime, riot and even unhappiness. Its ruling
principles are hate and violence.^
Violence is certainly apparent in each of Oates's
novels, but it is not the "ruling principle" as Mr. Wolff
would have readers believe.

Violence is only one aspect of

gothicism, and gothicism, according to Miss Oates, "is not
a literary tradition so much as a fairly realistic assessment of modern life."^ All of this, of course, recalls the
fact that Oates is writing social criticism of twentiethcentury America, criticism which necessarily involves a
rather pessimistic outlook on the present and the future
of the United States. Although Oates never judges America's way of life, never makes moralistic statements,
twentieth-century readers see their lives in her books, and
most are depressed by what they see.

Love is almost totally

lacking, replaced by lust and violence, and "loving is
equated with a surrender of identity; the double-bind is
such that the moments of heightened love are always moments
7
of murder. . . . "
If love is no longer possible in the

^Geoffrey Wolff, "Gothic City," Newsweek, 74
(29 September 1969), 120-121.
^"Writing as a Natural Reaction," Time, 94
(10 October 1969), 108.
^Jan B. Gordon, "Gothic Fiction and the Losing
Battle to Contain Oneself," Commonweal, 95 (11 February
1972), 450.

modern world, then what alternative is there for creating
a satisfactory life?

Miss Oates's answer is insanity.

Over and over her characters fall into the world of mental
delusion, not finding fulfillment there, but at least erasing the grotesqueries of living from their minds.

Insanity,

however, is but another "gothic" trapping which is used so
skillfully to present the chaotic world of today.
The ties of allegiance that Joyce Carol Oates owes
to the school of "new American gothic," as described by
Irving Malin, are fairly strong.

Malin's work describes

gothicism as having three characteristics:

the characters

love only themselves and not other characters; three images—
the confined and confining world, the reflection, and the
journey—are recurrent; and the family as an institution is
dying.
tion:

Oates's novels are consistent with Malin's descripher characters are engaged in self-love, and she

frequently uses the three images mentioned by Malin.

How-

ever, her most significant contribution to the new gothicism
falls in the area of the family, for her novels all show,
rather vividly, the destruction of family units, which is
suggestive of the larger and more encompassing destruction
of the institution of the American family.

Significantly,

not one family in the six novels escapes the immanent decadence that ultimately destroys it.

The question, however,

is not whether or not Oates is using Malin's theory, but
why she is aligning herself with this tradition.

Malin

asserts that "Because the family is usually considered a
stable unit, new American gothic tries to destroy it—the
assumption is that if the family cannot offer security,
o

nothing can."°

His statement, however, offers little

assistance in understanding Oates's motivation.

Her in-

tentions seem too encompassing to allow us to assert that
she is merely attempting to be consistent in the tradition.
Rather she would appear to be showing her readers that the
American family is no longer a stable unit, as Malin claims,
but instead is actually failing in contemporary life to
offer any security or love to its members.

If she is truly

showing the "social and moral conditions of [her] generation, " then she apparently believes in the statements that
are being made in her fiction, and herein lies her distinction as a novelist.

She is trying to awaken the reading

American public to the fact that gothicism is no longer
merely a literary tradition, but it is the realistic picture of the decadence that currently prevails in American
families.

Her novels, then, include a number of fictional

devices, among them the gothic trappings, all of which
point to her major criticism of American society:

that the

institution of the American family is disintegrating, that
in reality it has become one with the fictional gothic
family.
°Irving Malin, New American Gothic (Carbondale:
Southern Illinois University Press, 1962), p. 50.

Through the employment of contemporary historical
events and actual physical places in the novels, Oates is
both novelist and social critic.

Settings such as Lockport,

New York; Detroit, Michigan; and Chicago, Illinois add to
the impact of her indictment of the family and society, as
do the events of the Detroit Riots of 1968, the assassination of John F. Kennedy in 1963, and the anti-war demonstrations of the early seventies.

Without so much as one

slip into authorial comment, Oates is telling contemporary
Americans that they are the characters of her novels and
pointing out the direction in which their lives are headed.
The chaotic world is further presented through the
imaginative wanderings of the characters; thus long discursive passages are italicized and meant to represent the
inner workings of a particular character's mind.

In addi-

tion, one novel contains "Unrelated Time-Durations," an
attempt to show that life is not novelistic in that every
event does not tie in significantly with the chain of causeeffect that leads from beginning to end.

Though this device

Q

has been criticized as pretentious,

it does work effectively

to dispel the illusion of fiction and correspondingly create
a sense of actual life.

And it is, after all, a critical

view of real life that Oates is trying to present.
^Benjamin DeMott, "Couple Trouble: Mod and Trad,"
Atlantic Monthly, 232 (December 1973), 127.

In an attempt to present representative, if sometimes exaggerated, varieties of Americans, Joyce Carol Oates
writes about people of all walks of American life.

Her six

novels. With Shuddering Fall (1964), A Garden of Earthly
Delights (1967), Expensive People (1968), them (1969), Wonderland (1971) , and Do^ With Me What You Will (1973) deal with
people in various environments, and the purpose of this study
is to consider the social criticism in these novels by examining in detail the decadence of the American family as
it appears in various settings:
the suburban.^^

the rural, the urban, and

Two novels. With Shuddering Fall and A

Garden of Earthly Delights, show Americans in rural settings
struggling with the problems of family life.

These two

novels show poor and wealthy, traditional and modern alike.
For urban dwellers, Oates has written them and Do^ with Me
What You Will, two novels about the decadent family in the
city.

Again, people of various types are included:

the

i^The small town in America does not figure as
significantly in Oates's fiction as do the city, the country and the suburb, but the use of small towns in her
novels cannot be overlooked. Appendix B to this study
presents the family's disintegration in that setting.
Interesting discussions of this environment, including the
theme of the "attack on the village," are in Ima Honaker
Herron, The Small Town in American Literature (Durham,
North Carolina: Duke University Press, 1939); Grant C.
Knight, The Critical Period in American Literature 18901900 (Chapel Hill, North Carolina: University of North
Carolina Press, 1951); and Robert E. Spiller, et_ aJ^. , Eds.,
Literary History of the United States (New York: Macmillan
Company, 1963), pp. 1222-1225.
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ghetto dwellers, the mobsters, the socially elite, and the
professionals, as well as the working-class people.

To be

sure to include everyone, Oates has also written about the
suburbanites, those former city people who escaped to the
suburbs to get away from the problems of the city. •'••'• These
people are found in Expensive People and Wonderland, but
these novels, too, show that decadence, in the shape of
disintegrating individuals and family units, is everywhere,
even in suburbia.

-'--'-An extended review of the image of rural, urban,
and suburban America in fiction is beyond the scope of this
introduction. For representative books and articles, see:
Jay Martin, Harvests of Change; American Literature 18651914 (Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: Prentice-Hall, Inc.,
1967); Frederic I. Carpenter, American Literature and the
Dream (New York: Philosophical Library, Inc., 1955);
M. Thomas Inge, Ed., Agrarianism in American Literature
(New York: The Odyssey Press, 1969); Blanche Housman
Gelfant, The American City Novel (Norman: University of
Oklahoma Press, 1954); George Arthur Dunlap, The City in
the American Novel, 1789-1900 (New York: Russell and
Russell, Inc., 1965); William Makely, Ed., City Life:
Writing From Experience (New York: St. Martin's Press,
1974) ; and Robert Detweiler, John Updike (New York: Twayne
Publishers, Inc., 1972), pp. Ill ff.

CHAPTER II
THE RURAL FAMILY
Agrarian life in twentieth-century American novels
is a life of hard work, but it is usually tempered with a
sense of togetherness and affection between family members.
The family is a tightly-structured unit held together with
strong bonds of love, bonds that are conspicuously absent
in the novels of Joyce Carol Oates.

The members of her

fictional families are emotionally disconnected through
poverty and a lack of any real feelings of love.

They each

seek separate identities unrelated to the background or
unity of their immediate families.

Oates shows alienated

rural people in three novels: Wonderland, With Shuddering
Fall, and A Garden of Earthly Delights.
Jesse Harte of Wonderland is one of four children
born into a poor family.

The familial ties are not strong,

and it is no secret that the children are unplanned and unwanted.

When Jesse's sister Jean announces that their

mother is pregnant again, Jesse feels no childish excitement or joy; he feels cheated:
He had two sisters, Jean and Shirley, and soon he
would have another sister or brother, all of them
crowded into this house, this shanty, with its two
back rooms and its "front room" and its kitchen.
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Jesse wanted to yell into his sister's rosy,
pleased face that they were all crazy—^2
When the novel begins, Christmas is approaching,
but there is no warm holiday spirit present in the Harte
family.

Not only will there be no presents or Christmas

tree, but there also will be no rebirth of family relationships.

Jesse's mother is experiencing morning sickness;

Jesse's father is depressed and morbid over his diminishing return on the family business; and Jesse is physically
and emotionally sick over the disjunction in the family.
The father, continually worried about finances, has recently
begun to walk in the woods behind the house when he is unable to sleep.

No one knows exactly where he goes or what

he is thinking, but no one cares.

Jesse wonders about the

lack of conce.rn on his mother's part, but her apathy is
merely typical of the family as a whole.

Each member lives

his own life, feeling little if anything for any other member of the family.
The feeling of alienation extends beyond the boundaries of the immediate family.
close to any of her relatives:

Mrs. Harte does not feel
"Too many of them, she says;

it's like seeing yourself come around every corner" (p. 36).
She prefers to isolate herself from those who would be most

12
Joyce Carol Oates, Wonderland (Greenwich, Connecticut: Fawcett Publications, Inc., 1971), pp. 19-20.
All subsequent references to this edition will be made
parenthetically in the text.
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likely to love her, and her only companion becomes her
daughter Jean, to whom she is teaching the rudiments of
housekeeping and motherhood.

The relationship they have,

however, is not one of typical mother-daughter togetherness
that is seen abundantly in other American novels.

Instead

they share a "fierce, sullen, silent understanding . . .
the two of them selfishly shut off from everyone else"
(p. 27).
The discovery early in the novel that Mr. Harte has
killed every member of the family except Jesse is not terribly surprising, in view of the fact that the family has
already disintegrated through isolation and separateness.
The pressures felt by the father from the growing family
and shrinking finances lead him to reunite the family in
the only way now possible.

In death they all occupy the

same room and are together as a family for the first time
in the novel.
When Jesse is taken in by his grandfather, he finds
much the same isolation he saw in his own family.

His re-

lationship with the old man is one created by silence,
since his grandfather is happy only when he is working
alone.

He does not show any overt signs of love for Jesse,

eventually admitting to the boy that he does not want him
around:
"I told the doctor and the others, I told them
I was an old man and sick to death of all this.
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that family, all my family—why don't they let
me alone? People should let one another alone I"
(p. 61)
Once more isolation and a lack of love drive Jesse
out to seek another family and a relationship that binds
its members together.

He spends some time with his aunt

and uncle in Yewville, but his presence is not welcomed,
and he senses his position as an outsider.

After a while,

he notices that he is disturbing the relationship between
the family members:
One evening in the kitchen Fritz slammed the icebox door and the noise startled Jesse, who was
easily startled by noises now, and his aunt said
angrily: "Fritz, were you born in a barn? Don't
you have any manners?" Fritz looked at her, baffled. It occurred to Jesse that she was saying
words she had never said before, before Jesse's
coming to live here. She was speaking in a voice,
staring at her son in a way that Jesse himself
had caused. (p. 67)
When his aunt and uncle take him to the county
orphanage, Jesse feels no resentment.

He has already ex-

perienced the breakup of two homes, and he seems willing
to leave his relatives' house before that family can be
destroyed by his unwelcome intrusion.

Already he has seen

signs of change which he believes are his fault, and he
understands the necessity of his leaving.

At the Home, no

"family" exists, and consequently no destruction of people
and relationships can occur.
As death forces Jesse away from his rural home,
death also forces Karen in With Shuddering Fall to leave

13
her childhood environment.

Seventeen-year-old Karen is

taken by her father to visit a dying man, but the callous
talk sickens her and she runs away from the heavy, deathfilled air of the cabin.

Her father's casual acceptance

of his friend's death seems crass and revolting to Karen,
who would rather not think of his dying at all.

Karen tries

to ignore the situation by asserting that Rule is not going
to die, but her father brings her back to reality by telling her, "It will be Rule first, and then me second, in a
few years, and then you too—one thing you can be damn sure
13
of."
Such finality is too much for Karen, who responds,
"I hate him for what's happening, all of this, and y o u —
and you too—" (p. 13). This admission of hatred is the
first step in the destruction of the Herz family.
Although Karen is motherless, the family unit is
still intact and functioning normally in the beginning of
the novel.

Mr. Herz, the head of the family, owns a great

deal of land from which they derive their living.

Celine

is Karen's twenty-six-year-old sister who lives at home and
functions partially as a mother-substitute while she is
waiting to be married.

In addition, she invites Karen

along on her dates with Albert, her fiance, and introduces

-^"^Joyce Carol Oates, With Shuddering Fall (Greenwich, Connecticut: Fawcett Publications, Inc., 1964),
p. 13. All subsequent references to this edition will be
made parenthetically in the text.
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her sister to eligible young men.

She seems to be trying

to indoctrinate Karen into the typical country life as she
understands it, thus tying her to the rural environment and
the typical family structure.

Karen, however, is different

from the usual country girls.

She wants more out of life

than merely a farmer-husband and a house full of children,
but what she wants is unknown even to her.

She admits, "I

haven't done any living yet" (p. 19), and later tries to articulate what she is seeking:

"I want so much to love. . .

I want to love—to love—I want to live—I want—I don't
know—" (p. 22).
The lack of affection between Karen and the other
family members exemplifies her as the modern rural inhabitant.

Instead of the usual intimacy, indifference is felt

by Karen for her brothers.

"Her oldest brother, a man of

thirty-five with four children of his own, he had always
seemed to Karen remote and uninteresting" (p. 26). Her
feeling of indifference grows into one of hatred as the
brother tries to interfere in the lives of Karen and her
father.

But Karen is not totally separated at this point

from her traditional rural rearing, and her hatred makes
her feel ashamed.

The ambivalence of her feelings causes

her to claim that she doesn't understand herself; she is
growing away from the family, but she won't admit what is
happening.
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Karen's religious training ha.s told her that her
strange attitude toward the family unit is errant, and she
is torn by what she has been taught and what she is currently experiencing.

When the family gathers for the tradi-

tional reading of the Bible, Karen only partially listens
to the story of Abraham and Isaac while at the same time
considering the idea of absolution for herself.

Watching

her father transcend his daily life through his involvement
with the story starts Karen thinking of the possibility of
absolving herself of her entire life as it is currently
defined.

If reading the Bible can make a working man for-

get his daily problems, could a young girl also be absolved
of life through involvement with the church?

As Karen works

out her religion through the novel, she eventually returns
to the country and the church as her salvation.

But she

must undergo other experiences first.
Consciously Karen feels bound by the traditional
respect for family members, even though subconsciously she
is growing away from rural customs. When Shar's father dies
and he begins to say disrespectful things about the old
hermit, Karen quietly admonishes him with, "He was your
father" (p. 38). Shar's suggestion that anyone could have
been his father, even Herz himself, horrifies the innocent
country girl, whose startled expression forces Shar to reconsider what he has said and admit that he is Rule's son.
Karen's relationship with Shar is the motivating factor that
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leads her away from the country and teaches her a new way
of life, far removed from rural traditions.

Even though

Karen is already somewhat different from her sister and
brothers, she still needs a catalyst, Shar, to force her
to strike out and seek something different.

She is shocked

by his denial of his background and his family, but at the
same time she is fascinated by his ease of manner and his
sophistication of action.

In his eyes, she is still very

much a country girl.
When Shar returns to the country to attend his dying
father, he is clearly disgusted with rural life and the
people of his childhood.

He feels no great ties to the

land or to his family; in fact, he tells Karen, "I wish to
hell I never came back" (p. 24). His unconcern for his
father's condition is shown when he asks if the old man is
dead yet, as though the death is inconveniencing him.

His

contempt for the country people is openly expressed in his
first meeting with Karen and Jack:

"Goddam back-country

idiots" (p. 24).
Shar's family ties are not strong enough to withstand the separation of the young man from his home, but
evidence exists to indicate that the family unit was decadent even before Shar left home.

Shar's mother had appar-

ently left her young son even before he was old enough to
know her, and Shar's contempt for her is open and apparent:
"My mother. . . -

She was a real country bitch—" (p. 39).
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Although Shar is reared by his father in the absence of his
mother, he nonetheless feels no admiration or respect for
the old man either:
"The old hermit bastard was my father all right.
I got his goddam look. Just an accident, though,
that he was my father. Or any of my kin—those
bastards off somewheres, cousins, uncles—nothing
to me. An accident I got born. You think my
father and that slut he had were thinking of me
when they—" (p. 39)
Shar's denial of his entire family heritage causes
Karen to be shocked and disbelieving.

Her traditional train-

ing has taught her that one's family is primary in life, and
her own small but growing rebellion against typical family
structure has not progressed to the point that Shar's has.
Her shame at the discovery of her own feelings cannot compare to the shock she experiences at Shar's unembarrassed
disgust for his family.

Karen never renounces her family

as Shar does—she always thinks of the country as "home"—
and consequently Karen never experiences a total severance
from rural life. When in complete despair, Shar turns inward, but Karen turns homeward.

Shar's experiences lead

him to destroy himself, but Karen still has her family to
which she can return and try to begin life again.

Even

though recognizing that she is somehow "different" from her
large rural family, she nevertheless tries to forget her
denial of them and become a part of their fold again:
As if to aid in Karen's redemption—her consciousness of herself as a human being—many eyes and
mouths and gesturing hands appeared in the next
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several days. First the closer brothers and
sisters. . . . The next day there was the
oldest sister, alone, and cousins from the
neighborhood, and aunts and uncles; which were
blood relations and which were not Karen could
not recall. (p. 215)
Karen's anger at Shar's death and her own resultant
feelings of separation and isolation cause her to blame her
father for what has happened, accusing him of rearing her
improperly and thus leaving her open to the influence of a
sophisticated urban man.

In order to actively seek out

life, she had to reject her family and her home, but when
urban life also betrayed her, she had to return to the only
other existence she knew:

that of the rural family.

She

does accept her family eventually, but not without a great
deal of soul-searching and sacrifice, including a brief
interlude in a mental institution where she attempts to
absolve herself of life by erasing it from her memory.

Her

eventual acceptance of her family and their way of life is
not entirely satisfactory, however, for one has to feel
that she is somehow giving up the only part of herself that
is capable of growth.

Just before she steps back into the

family routine, she asks herself:

"Can I help my mind?

It is insane to look for meaning in life, and it is insane
not to; what am I to do?" (p- 223). Immediately thereafter,
she and her father leave the church to join the family at
their automobile.

Although the reunion of t?ie family may

seem superficially a happy ending—at least the Herzes are
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happy—the reader is dissatisfied because Karen has traded
her keen mind for a place in the family home.
A home and a stable family, although supposedly
typical of rural families, are not present in the early
portions of A Garden of Earthly Delights, in which the
Walpoles are migrant farm workers without roots or stability.

Carleton and Pearl Walpole become itinerant vegetable

pickers when year after year of crop failure leaves them
deeply in debt and without collateral to continue farming.
They tell themselves and others that such an action is only
temporary, but continued hardships force them to make it
permanent.

At first they talk of returning "home" to

Kentucky, but after a while they forget what Kentucky was
like and eventually quit talking of it altogether.

Pearl

loses her girlish attractiveness, as several pregnancies
leave her shapeless, while hard work and broken dreams
slowly destroy her mind.

With each child born, the Walpoles

become more and more tied to the truck that takes them from
state to state following the harvests.

Pearl's death changes

nothing but the focus of the maternal role; she is easily
replaced by a younger and stronger woman.

Clara Walpole,

around whom the novel revolves, apparently feels no strong
ties to her natural mother, and the death of Pearl is reported only briefly in the course of the action, as though
the incident were trivial and insignificant.

Clara's ties,

in fact, are not to the family or to the land, as might be
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expected in a novel about rural families; her only concern
is for herself.

Like Karen Herz, Clara attempts to break

away from her family to seek a new life in the chaotic
world of twentieth-century America.
Both Karen and Clara grow up essentially without
mothers, and that fact is significant in the analysis of
the breakup of the family units.

Both girls decide to seek

different kinds of lives from those of their parents, but
Karen eventually returns to her family, while Clara discards all memories and thoughts of her family when she
leaves them.

If Karen's return signals a sort of resigna-

tion on her part, then Clara's defiance and determination
to make her own way can be viewed as positive steps in the
process of maturation.
Early in the novel, Clara idolizes her father.

She

is proud that he is above the "white trash," which he calls
the other transients.

He is strong, attractive, and strangely

silent, refusing to have much to do with the loud talk and
poker games of the other men.

Clara has experienced so

little in her life that she must rely on what her father has
told her about life outside the camps. When Clara and a
friend make a short trip into a nearby town, Clara constantly
claims that her father has seen such things before, as though
his experience can somehow make her seem less constrained and
inexperienced.

When the other girl steals some things from

a dime store, Clara's fear of being caught promptsher to

21
ask questions about other times the girl has stolen.

Her

frank question, "Did they tell your pa?""*"^ shows the respect
that she feels for her own father, but Rosalie's response,
"So what if they told him?" (p. 71) quickly cuts off Clara's
questioning.

When the girls are chased by some local chil-

dren, Clara's instinctive fear of people forces her to react
in the way she would expect her father to deal with such a
situation.

"I'd like to have a knife like my pa does, to

kill them.

I'd kill them" (p. 71). Both Carleton Walpole

and his daughter are proud people, not wanting to be associated with the itinerant workers of whom they have become a
part, but unable to do anything about extricating themselves
from the life to which they are bound.

The shame they feel

manifests itself in outward acts of violence and in calculating deeds of selfishness.
Clara's escape from the transient camps is foreshadowed when she and Rosalie walk through the streets of
the small town looking at the finer houses.

Both girls are

awed by the outward display of wealth, but Rosalie, recognizing her home as being in the camp, feels nothing for the
houses, while Clara is clearly moved:
Clara was staring at a house some distance from
the street. It was a bright clean white like the

•^^Joyce Carol Oates, A Garden of Earthly Delights
(Greenwich, Connecticut: Fawcett Publication, Inc., 1967),
p. 71. All subsequent references to this edition will be
made parenthetically in the text.
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house in that schoolbook, with trees in the front
yard. There were two stained-glass windows in the
entryway. For some reason Clara started to cry.
(p. 72)
Clara's crying indicates that she wants more out of
life than that which she is now getting, and her subsequent
stealing of a flag from the yard of the home serves as a
token to remind her of what is available to people who live
in towns.

Just as a flag symbolizes independence to a

nation, so to Clara it signifies what life can be like when
a person is independent.

Her theft is a turning point in

the novel, for at that point she realizes that she can
break away from her family and their struggles, and that
she can be independent.

She keeps the flag and displays

it in their temporary homes, keeping it always in front of
her as a reminder of what will someday happen.
Clara always put it out, good weather or bad. This
flag was not like the flags she saw flying at the
tops of big buildings or in minature on cars, whipping furiously in the air. Those flags stood for
something abstract and hard to understand. Clara's
flag stood for something simple, (p. 83)
Clara's opportunity to escape finally comes when
some well-meaning women from a nearby town come to the
migrant worker camp to invite the "unfortunates" to come
to their church for a revival meeting.

Only Clara re-

sponds to their invitation, but her evening is not spent
entirely in the church.

Frightened by the strange actions

and words of the people, Clara runs out of the church and
is taken away by the son of one of the women who came to
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visit Clara.

They eventually find theip.selves in a tavern,

where Clara tries very hard to appear mature.

But even in

these strange surroundings, her fear and attachment to her
father haunt her and keep her tense.

The first person

Clara notices in the bar is a man with blond hair who reminds her of her father.

When she realizes that he is not

her father, her fear subsides and she is drawn to him.
They leave together, but it is not the strange man Clara
is wanting, but her father:
Clara smelled whiskey around him; it reminded her
of Carleton. . . . She was breathing hard and her
head ached. But the dizziness inside her made her
want to press forward against him, hide herself
against him and fall into sleep. It wanted to stop
her seeing anything and thinking anything, (p. 97)
Even though Clara is escaping from her family at
this time, she is nonetheless still seeking a family, with
a strong father figure who can make her feel like a woman.
When Lowry refuses to make love to her, Clara bursts into
a rage and cries, "I don't know what I want but I want it!
I don't know what it is" (p. 99).
Upon returning to the camp, Clara is met by her
drunk father who beats her for being seen in the tavern.
His speech shows Clara that her father is not the idol that
she has believed him to be, and it is he who articulates
that which Clara has been thinking for years:
Carleton was swearing at her, words she had heard
all her life but had never understood, and now she
understood them all—they were to show hate, to
show that someone wanted to kill you. . . . "They
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want to get up an' leave, they don't stay home,
they run off—the bitches—just like their
mother. . . . They don't stay home but run
off! Bitches don't love nobody—" (p. 102)
With her respect for her father dissipated, Clara
feels no reason to stay in the camp and continue to exist
in a life that holds nothing for her.

She escapes during

the night, not knowing what lies ahead, but knowing that
the family unit has been destroyed, and a new kind of life
is just beginning.
When Carleton awakens in the morning and finds Clara
gone, he immediately gives up what little he has and goes
out to search for her.

He too realizes that his family is

all he has, and without Clara, he has no real family; for
his other children don't love him as she does, and Nancy
has never been a real wife, only a useful companion.

The

years of unhappiness have destroyed Carleton, and his unnamed disease finally wins, as he loses touch with reality
and eventually dies in a strange place with no one near to
care for him.

His mind is "empty and baked clean" (p. 116),

just as his life is empty without a family, and he has only
himself to blame.
After Lowry sets Clara up in a small town called
Tintern, she begins to learn what it means to be independent, and she experiences aspects of life she hardly dared
dream of before.

She renounces her name, Walpole, and calls

herself only Clara until she marries Curt Revere.

She
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continues, however, to make comparisons between her father
and the other men she meets, and she repeats over and over
again that she will have more than her mother had.

The

phrase "I don't know what l want but I want it" takes on
extra significance at this point, for she is reaching out
for roots that she never had before.

When Revere asks her

if she ran away from home, she replies, "There wasn't any
home, how could I run away from it" (p. 157). But it is a
home that she is seeking, and though she eventually obtains
the edifice, she never really has a family she can call her
own.
While Clara is seeking a family, Lowry is denouncing his.

His wanderings are a defense against the trap-

pings of a typical family, and he runs away to escape the
ties of the land as well as the ties of love from his
parents:
"I never could see what it was—things between
other people, " he said seriously. "I mean invisible things. Ties that held them together
no matter what, like getting flung up on the
beach and dragged out again and flung up again,
always together. . . . If I have to kill myself
for something, I want to know what it is, at
least. I don't want it handed to me. I don't
want it to turn into a houseful of furniture or
acres of land you have to worry about farming—
the hell with all that." (p. 166)
I'hose things which Lowry is escaping are precisely
those things which Clara is trying to obtain.

She loves

her father, in spite of what he has done to her, so she
seeks a father-substitute upon whom she can pour the love
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she holds inside.

Lowry can feel no love for anyone, and

consequently wants love from no one, but Clara's love for
her father has fallen on barren ground and she is trying
to find someone who will accept the love she has to offer.
Revere probes her mind for answers to the inexplicable
feelings she has for her family:
"Your father?"
"He got drunk and hit me. . . ."
"Did you love him?"
"Sure."
"Why?"
"I don't know. Is it all right if we go back now?"
"Why did you love your father if he hit you?"
"He was my father."
"But—so what?"
"He was my father," Clara said sullenly. She
wondered if he was making fun of her the way Lowry
did sometimes. There was some picking, precise
look in his eyes that reminded her of Lowry. "You
don't stop loving somebody when they hit you."
(pp. 183-184)
Clara's determination that her child will have a
real family leads her to allow Revere to think that her
unborn child is his, and he consequently arranges for her
to live in a small house in the country.

She fiercely loves

the house, her first real home, but still she cannot think
of herself as having a family.

Awed by Revere's position

in the community, she thinks of her child as being a part
of his family, but she herself is still on the outside:
. . . she got a picture, gradually, of a vague web
of people, the generations mixed together and men
present in their talks simultaneously with their
grandfathers, and Revere and Judd as children; it
was like a great river of people moving slowly
along, bound together by faces that looked alike
and by a single name. How wonderful to be born
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into this name and to belong to such a world. . . .
Clara thought of Lovrry' s child among them, even
if she herself could never quite make it. (p. 206)
Clara's one chance to have a real family is rebuffed
when she refuses to leave the comforts of her house to go
away with Lowry.

Her thoughts are mainly for her son, for

whom she wants the comforts of a house and a respected
name, but in so doing she denies herself the loving marital
relationship that she has wanted for so long.

Any family

that she embraces after this cannot be anything but decadent, as she has denied love in deference to material possessions.

Even her love for her son Swan is somewhat marred

after the confrontation with Lowry, but her dedication to
see that her child will have the family she never had forces
her to turn her back on the one person who could make her
happy.

"The boy's face, drawn and strangely old, seemed

to her suddenly the one thing she had to hate, the only
thing that had lost her Lowry" (p. 248).
But Clara's efforts in behalf of her son are wasted;
even after they move into the Revere home and become legitimate Reveres, Swan is still displaced and unhappy.

He is

unlike Revere's other children, and he is ridiculed and
teased mercilessly.

Even Clara contributes to his unhappi-

ness by urging him to become Revere's favorite so that he
can someday inherit the family fortune; such hypocritical
competition makes Swan feel pressured to perform beyond his
abilities.

Eventually he is seen as a highly intelligent
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young man, but he never really belongs anywhere.

He is

uncomfortable even around his mother, and finally he rids
himself of family forever by killing first Revere and then
himself.
It is fitting that Clara should spend her last years
in a nursing home, away from family of any sort, finally
giving her life over to the television and failing even to
notice when her husband's son comes to visit her.

After

fifty years of struggling to obtain a real family, Clara
Walpole Revere must admit defeat; nothing matters anymore
except the unreal figures moving across the screen taking
her away from all her memories.
A Garden of Earthly Delights is the story of one
woman's fight for a family, but it is also the unveiling
of the plight of rural families.

No home is immune to the

decadence and divisiveness that occurs throughout the novel;
the Walpoles experience a disintegration that is followed
by the disruption of Lowry's family and the eventual destruction of the Revere home.

Though Clara searches and

struggles for roots, she finds only more decadence, eventually reaching the conclusion that families exist only in
the make-believe world of television where men can die and
be reborn each hour.
Like Clara, Jesse Harte of Wonderland finds that his
family lacks the love and devotion that a family needs to
survive.

He too is forced out of his rural home by his
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father and consequently spends much of his life seeking a
substitute family, only to find that traditional rural
families simply do not exist anymore.

Karen Herz of With

Shuddering Fall finds much the same situation, but her conclusion is that her rural family, decadent though it may
be, is better than whatever lies elsewhere as the alternative.
Oates's rural families are not traditional, but
perhaps they represent her view of life in rural America
today.

With growing industrialization and rapidly chang-

ing times, people are experiencing new feelings and new
problems that the more traditional fami.ly cannot understand, and the old ties of love and affection are becoming
lost in the confusion.

The formerly strong structure of

the rural family is weakening, and the family unit is dying
from neglect.

CHAPTER III
THE URBAN FAMILY
The urban family in Oates's novels fares little
better than the rural family.

its members suffer the same

disjointed, irrational feelings seen in the characters of
Karen, Jesse, and Clara.

The primary differences between

the two types are the environment and the reasons they
attach to their decadence.

them centers around poor fami-

lies in the city, families whose lives are determined by
their financial situations.

The novel opens with the

epigram " . . . because we are poor/ Shall we be vicious?"
from John Webster's The White Devil, and the statement made
by Webster accurately sums up Oates's first urban novel.
The characters are vicious, driven to violence by poverty
and instability.

Oates's second urban novel. Do With Me

What You Will, covers the other side of urban life, that
of the moderately wealthy class.

The early parts of the

novel concern a working mother's striving to find stability
and materialism for herself and her child, but after the
child is successfully married to a prominent attorney, the
look into another kind of life begins.

Though the princi-

pal character is not motivated by poverty, she nonetheless
is unhappily continuing to seek stability, a condition she
has not found with material wealth.

Other families in

other urban situations appear sporadically throughout the
30

31
novel, but none is comfortable with its life in the city.
Apparently Oates is saying that, wealthy or poor, families
in the city are still dying. "''^
The Botsfords of them blame the city and unemployment for a large part of their problems. When the "old
man" lost his job, he began to think himself mentally unbalanced, and consequently he refused to go back to work
at a job of any sort.

Loretta and her brother do not

understand his strange attitude, but Loretta accepts it as
normal, since it is also the case with the fathers of some
of her friends.

Brock, however, blames his father for

being fired and for subsequently failing to provide for his
family.

The Botsford family history is confusing to

Loretta, who tries somehow to keep track of time and
people by remembering who she is and where she came from.
She does not question the reasons for their inferior dwelling and their lack of luxuries; she compassionately accepts whatever situations arise, never feeling embittered
as Brock does.

Loretta is the only Botsford who under-

stands love, but love is not enough to see her through the
struggle of the family.
Loretta is drawn to a neighborhood boy partly because of the relationship between their families.

"His

15
These themes and characters, of course, have been
a staple in the American city novel since Dreiser.
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father had once worked with her father, and that connection seemed important to them both. ""'"^ But once her
brother has killed her lover, Loretta's thoughts turn away
from the family, and she is interested only in saving herself.

She repeatedly calls her brother a "bastard" for

killing the boy, but she is not concerned about revenge or
about protecting her brother; she merely wants to get rid
of the body without getting herself into trouble.

Her

savior arrives in the form of a slightly stupid young
policeman, who, in exchange for sex, takes care of the
situation.

Loretta then marries him and moves to the other

side of the city to live. At this point her ties with her
family are severed, and she decides to begin a new life:
She felt that she was entering a new life. She was
finished with her old life—taking care of her
father and Brock, living in that dump, working in
that dump, unmarried, on the loose. She was going
to forget everything about it. She was going to
have a baby. She was a different person. (p. 43)
But her situation cannot be much better, for by
renouncing family, she has also renounced love; she does
not love Howard Wendall, the policeman, but rather is
merely grateful to him for rescuing her from a life of
misery.

Only once does Loretta attempt to visit her fa-

ther; but upon visiting him, she finds that he has been

Joyce Carol Oates, them (Greenwich, Connecticut:
Fawcett Publications, Inc., 1969), p. 25. All subsequent
references to this edition will be made parenthetically in
the text.
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committed to the state mental institution, a place that
holds great fear for her.

Howard's attitude is nonchalant:

"Anyway, we're rid of him" (p. 50), and Loretta cannot
bring herself to go to the hospital to see him.
up the familial concern for Mr. Botsford:

Oates sums

"So much for

Jules's grandfather" (p. 50), indicating that Loretta is
now completely through with the life she formerly led, and
her thoughts are to the future, primarily for the child
she will soon bear.
However, a family with Howard Wendall at its head
cannot be much of a family.

Not only is he dishonest, but

he is also too dependent on his mother to effectively manage a home of his own. When he is removed from the police
force, Loretta sympathizes, thinking he is an innocent
victim like her father always was in such a situation, but
Howard's mother knows her son well enough to know he is
truly guilty.

Instead of leaving him to his own resources

in a time such as this, Mrs. Wendall takes matters into
her own hands and decides they will all move away from the
city and begin life anew elsewhere.

Unfortunately, in a

family dominated by a woman like Mrs. Wendall, life elsewhere can be no better; she must dominate everyone within
her reach:
In that family there were odd people, far-flung
and secretive. The most interesting was Howard's
older brother Samson, who was a tool-and-die maker
in Detroit, at Ford's, evidently doing well but
reluctant to send money home. They spoke often of
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Samson, sometimes bitterly, sometimes with pride,
sometimes to put down Howard, who had been fired,
after all, from a lousy job and was on his way to
a lousier one. Howard never spoke of his brother,
never. (p. 56)
Mrs. Wendall blames the city for Howard's problems,
claiming:

"America is really the country, not the city.

People should live in the countary.

The country is a bet-

ter place than that smelly city. . . . Look what the city
did to Howard" (p. 57). Consequently she takes matters
into her own hands and moves the entire family to a farm
in a symbolic effort to return to a semblance of innocence.
But the country is no longer a place of innocence, as the
Wendalls find out, and after only a brief stay in the
rural environment, Loretta decides to take her three children and move to Detroit, where she has a friend.

For the

second time, she severs family ties and starts a new kind
of life, retaining as reminders of the past only the children, of whom only Jules is old enough to understand the
import of their move.

While Loretta bubbles at the pros-

pect of finally being independent, Jules wisely wonders
what she is planning to do to earn them a living.

His

fears are not unfounded; she turns to prostitution and is
arrested on her first attempt to make a contact.

Her ar-

rest haunts her for many years, a silent reminder of her
numerous failures.
Eventually Howard comes back from the war and moves
in with them, creating, at least superficially, a whole
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family.

However, Loretta drinks too much, and Jules is

contemptuous of his father, whom he regards as a lazy,
stupid drunk.

He openly confesses to his mother and sis-

ters that he would like to kill Howard and leave the family
to make his own way in the world, and this yearning for
independence from family ties is somewhat reminiscent of
Loretta's.

His need for escape, however, would appear to

be an attempt to leave the fighting and discord that prevails in the home and to find a harmonious family relationship elsewhere.

At this time Jules also fancies himself

in love with a nun, his sister's teacher, but his love is
actually a search for a mother substitute, one who could
love him innocently and purely as Loretta could never do.
His naivete concerning the depth of his own familial problems is shown in his feelings toward the nun:

"And she

would come to live with them; that would straighten everything out" (p. 83).
Jules longs to bring his family back together, as
he thinks they were when they lived on the farm with Mrs.
Wendall.

He has an uncontrollable urge to kill his father,

but at the same time he finds that he unconsciously is
seeking unity for the family, a unity that he imposes on
other objects as well.

"Jules looked at the center of the

table where the salt and pepper shakers were parted.

His

fingers ached to bring them side by side, together" (p.
103).

He appears to be hoping that the world can somehow
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be ordered and that order can be transferred to his own
family.
Loretta, too, has daydreams of a life before the
one they now have in Detroit.

Since she cannot find the

love of her fantasies, she spends all day at the movies,
pretending she herself is on the screen enjoying the luxuries of materialism as well as the pleasures of her own
body.

She is ashamed of the way she has grown to look, but

she nevertheless considers herself superior to Howard and
his mother and her own children:
"I wasn't meant to be like this—I mean, stuck here.
Really I wasn't. I don't look like this. I mean,
my hair, and I'm too fat. I don't really look like
this, I look a different way. . . . You think
you're all special, all people who are born think
they're special, but you're no more special than me.
I know who I am—I got a lot of things to do and
places to see and this isn't all there is in the
world: Not for me!" (p. 108)
This Loretta is certainly different from the
sixteen-year-old girl who, pregnant and newly married, felt
this way about her new adventure into life:
She had come to the end of her life, Loretta thought,
and it was a solid, good feeling to think that she
would probably live here forever, watching the kids
in the neighborhood growing up, sharing complaints
and good news with her friends, managing gradually
for her husband to get to playing pinochle with their
husbands, bringing up her own children. Everything
was fixed and settled, good. (p. 46)
An industrial accident claims the life of Howard
Wendall, and the event serves to further point out the
corruption of the city, although the country life that
they experienced briefly was no better.

His death, however.

37
hardly upsets the Wendall household.

Immediately after

the funeral, Jules goes for a walk and finds himself unable to remember his father's face or voice, as though the
father had been fading out of the family for years and his
death were merely an outward sign of his removal.

This

urban family, sick and decaying, can feel no love for the
loss of a primary member of the relationship, and this
situation, while perhaps shocking, is quite predictable in
Oates's novels.
Gradually the emphasis in them shifts from Loretta
and Jules to Maureen, the middle child and perhaps the
only Wendall with any love left for her family.

Once when

she meets Jules on the street, she questions him about his
new life out away from the family.

Her repeated quizzing

of him about what he is doing and why he no longer comes
to visit his mother and sisters embarrasses him and leaves
him without answers.

Finally in an attempt to escape from

his sister, Jules asks her if she needs money; she does
not, but she knows that she is being rebuffed; therefore,
to ease her disappointment she claims to want to borrow a
dollar.

It is at this moment that she realizes "something

was happening, something terrible—she was losing Jules
or had already lost him . . . was losing something or had
already lost it" (p. 156). It is also on this day that
Maureen loses the important secretary's notebook with which
she has been entrusted by her teacher and classmates, and
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she later refers to that loss as a turning point in her
life, the worst thing that had ever happened to her. Actually the loss of the notebook is important as an outward
sign of what she really lost that day:
familial love.

her only tie with

Maureen has been kind to her family, but

she really feels love for only one m.ember, Jules. When he
figuratively pushes her away, she experiences the loss
that Jules has already discovered:

that Mrs. Wendall and

Loretta and Betty are interested in no one but themselves,
and love is something one must find outside the family
circle.
ing:

The chapter concludes with thematic foreshadow-

"She kept looking, but she never found the notebook"

(p. 159).
Loretta's remarriage does not restore any family
unity in the Wendall home.

For no apparent reason, Betty

and Maureen hate Furlong, the strange man who has come to
take their father's place.

Maureen's hatred is compounded

when Furlong, in a drunken rage, attempts to "straighten
her out," although he is presenting her with deeds she
knows nothing about because her mother has lied to Furlong
about her actions.

Loretta, by this time pregnant and

unattractive, attempts to become young again through Maureen, but she is also jealous of her daughter's youth.
She invents lies about theft and immoral involvement that
shock even Maureen, but the lies give her an excuse to
hate the girl who is innocent and attractive like Loretta
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was so many years ago.

She is even pleased to see Maureen

treated badly by her stepfather, who nonetheless is ashamed
of his actions toward a girl who has given him nothing but
kindness.

Maureen's understanding of Furlong's role in

the family is that he is a typical father:
She hated him. Her hatred for him was so violent
that it was always with her, in the foreground or
the background of her mind, everywhere with her.
She felt that he was turning into her real father.
...
(p. 181)
Maureen's dissatisfaction with the family eventually results in her desire for independence, but independence takes money.

Her mother obstinately refuses to

let her get a job, so she allows herself to become a
mistress to an older man, a man that she describes as being 'like a father" (p. 187). When her saved money is discovered by her stepfather, the family undergoes more
divisiveness.

Maureen is beaten severely, and Furlong

spends some time in jail for the assault.
but Maureen does not fully recover.

Years go by,

Instead, she spends

all day in bed, eating and staring blankly into space.
Jules returns to her to urge her to return to life, but
she ignores everyone.

The attention she receives from her

brother and mother is more than she has received at any
other time in her life, and perhaps subconsciously she has
found a family in her mind that she never had in reality.
Jules goes off to Texas but writes back to the family
fairly regularly, and it is he who finally awakens Maureen
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from her dream world.

His letters interest her, actually

seem to show a love for the family, and that is what is
needed to bring Maureen back to life. With her stepfather
in jail, her uncle Brock living with them in Detroit, and
her brother actually seeming to love them, Maureen can
feel a sort of familial relationship that never existed
before.

So she decides to come out and be a part of it.

The family bliss, however, does not last long.

Brock is

discovered to have cancer and is committed to a hospital
for the rest of his life.

Loretta begins to look for an-

other man, and Betty and Maureen both move out to have
lives of their own.

Maureen is still seeking love, the

elusive ingredient that has been missing from her life for
all her twenty-six years, but she is also seeking escape,
a refuge from the family that has controlled her without
wanting her.

Her name serves as a constant reminder of

that family:
In the hospital, after Furlong had beaten her, she
had worn a narrow plastic bracelet with her name
on it: MAUREEN WENDALL. It is not possible to
escape your name. (p. 383)
The hospital bracelet also reminds Maureen of the
coldness and loneliness that one finds in the city, unlike
the familiarity that Mrs. Wendall believed was to be found
in the country.

In this desolate environment, a sick girl

is not treated as an individual, but as an object which
must be identified by a printed name on a piece of plastic
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The lack of love that is shown by the family is merely
indicative of the urban society as a whole; people care
only about themselves, and all others are merely inconvenient objects.
Maureen decides to marry a man who is her teacher
at night school.

She does not love him, but he is married

and has three children, proof to her that he can provide
her with the home and family that she has always wanted.
She is envious of other women who have husbands and families and seem to be happy, while she herself cannot feel
love, only a longing.

She decides to have a child with

the man she will marry, because a child might fill the gap
that is the absence of love.

Somewhat reminiscent of her

mother at sixteen, Maureen is anxious to get her life
settled, once and for all.

Ironically, her lover, Jim

Randolph, marries her for exactly the opposite reason:

his

life is too ordered, too full of love and structure, and
he needs to break away from his role in the family and discover himself as a person:
Behind everything lay love, a hunger and a mystery.
He was in love himself, he loved his family, and
he loved himself, in a sense, as a man in this family; he loved that role. Of himself apart from that
role he did not think since that self did not exist.
...
(p. 391)
As though to parallel the turmoil in the Wendall
household, the Detroit Riots of 1968 occur at the height
of their struggle, indicating that the selfishness and
instability felt by Loretta and her children are somehow
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exemplary of the feelings of all urban dwellers.

Chaos is

rampant in the entire city at this time, but chaos is not
unknown to the Wendalls, who have experienced it throughout the novel.

The riots force Loretta out of the edi-

fice she has called "home," and in her new surroundings
she is called upon to establish her identity among strangers
She reminds herself that she will soon become a grandmother,
and that thought causes her to reflect on her own children.
Loretta was reminded of her own babies. She thought
with a rush of warmth of Jules and Maureen and Betty
and Ran, as babies, helpless infants. She had loved
them most at that time in their lives. It had been
possible to love them deeply then. Now, run off
in all directions, stubborn and lost, they did not
seem to be her children really. It was a peculiar
thing to have children, almost a riddle. (p. 470)
The riddle is that Loretta merely had children
without ever having a family, for after the children outgrew the helpless stage and became persons in their own
right, they were no longer wanted or loved.

Loretta's need

for children did not include the responsibility of maintaining a family relationship with them.
The final and crushing blow to the Wendall family
occurs when Maureen rejects Jules, the only member of her
family for whom she ever felt love.

His return to visit

her when she is finally settled, married, and pregnant results in her shame at being reminded of who she is and
always will be:

Maureen Wendall, daughter of Loretta

Wendall and sister of Jules Wendall.

Maureen refuses to

let Jules stay to meet her husband, insisting that she is
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now a different person and refusing to think of her former
family.

Jules's departure leaves her feeling only grate-

ful:
He took his sister's hand and kissed it and said
good-by, making an ironic, affectionate bow over
her with his head: it was the Jules she had always loved, and now she loved him for going away,
saying good-by, leaving her forever. (p. 478)
At the conclusion of the novel, the Wendall family
is completely destroyed.

Loretta has lost track of her

children, and Maureen takes the final step toward removing herself from the old family by rejecting her own brother
Though they go on searching for love, Oates's urbanites can
find none, and their decadent existence becomes lonelier
and lonelier.
Though the city offers people in great numbers, the
individual urban dwellers are nonetheless lonely and isolated.

Their loneliness is directly attributable to the

urban environment, for the multitudes of people make familiarity impossible and withdrawal a likely defense.

The

withdrawal that people practice every day eventually becomes so natural that they isolate themselves even from
those to whom they should feel close, and the family unit
loses its hold on its members.

Real familial love is lost

in the struggle for individuality.
Elena Ross's parents in Do With Me What You Will
experience a divorce which leads to an attempt on the part
of each parent to dismiss the life of the other.

Elena's
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mother tells her that her father is dead, but when Elena
is kidnapped by her father, he tells her that her mother
is dead.

In reality, only the relationship between the

family members is dead, with both parents fighting for
possession of Elena.
want to own her.

Neither wants to love her, but both

Elena's father thinks of her as a fragile

doll, much like the one he gives her when he takes her to
California; she is an object to be enjoyed at his own pleasure.

Elena is primarily a means of barter between Leo

and Ardis Ross, both of them fighting over her only to
make the other angry.

Leo's letters to Ardis taunt her by

making her think Elena is happier with her father, but
Leo's only purpose in taking Elena is to get revenge on
Ardis.

One statement in a letter is very revealing:

taught me a lesson about people:
will destroy you." 17

"You

get close to them & they

The family is destroyed even before

the novel begins, and the rest of the book is the story of
the individual attempts by Leo, Ardis and Elena to regain
a family of some sort.

Other families figure in signifi-

cantly, but they too are decadent; nowhere in the city can
a normal familial relationship be seen, according to the
picture painted by Oates.

Elena is a submissive person.

17
Joyce Carol Oates, Do With Me What You Will
(Greenwich, Connecticut: Fawcett Publications, Inc.,
1973), p. 35. All subsequent references to this edition
will be made parenthetically in the text.
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and Oates carefully revolves the urban world around'her
so that she seems always on the periphery with little or
no involvement in what happens to her.

Very little con-

versation is attributed to Elena; primarily her character
is delineated through private thoughts and the actions of
people toward her.

Her childhood is molded by Ardis, her

mother, who finds employment for both of them as photographer's models, a job Elena hates because it involves contact with people who help to sever the maternal relationship she tries to have with Ardis.

Though Elena never com-

plains, Ardis is aware of her feelings and feels no sympathy for her:
"You'd better wise up. There won't always be a
mother to pay for your food and take care of y o u —
what do you think this world is? It isn't a
nursery!" (p. 60)
Contrary to what she thinks, Ardis isn't much of
a mother, though she does care for Elena materially, even
if grudgingly.

As soon as is possible, Ardis rids herself

of the burden of a daughter while still smugly believing
that she is doing what is best for Elena by marrying her
to someone who can take over the duties that Ardis has performed heretofore.

Ironically, Elena's world is a nursery,

because she is constantly guided through the novel by someone who can tell her what to do.
Elena begins her search for a real family while she
is still a very young child.

Her mother's lover is an
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older man with a wife and grown children but with a desire
to begin life again with a young family.

Ardis, of course,

needs him only financially and has no plans for family life
with him; when he asks her to leave Cleveland with him, she
cleverly puts him off by saying "You have your own family"
(p. 65). Elena's hopes rise when the talk turns to something which might result in her being a part of a real
family, but Ardis is too self-centered to forego her own
plans in order to make a life for her child.

In a seem-

ingly unselfish statement, she tells K^rmSn, her lover:
"If I broke up your family I couldn't live with myself.
. . ." (p. 65), but that is precisely what she is doing
while at the same time keeping herself out of family life.
Elena's emotional and psychological problems continue to
keep Ardis embarrassed and in debt, so eventually she decides they need to leave Cleveland.

In order to do so,

she tells K^rm^n they have agreed to move to Chicago with
him and become a normal family.

They even change their

names so that they will appear to belong to him, even though
no marital bond will exist.

Both Ardis and K^rm^n prepare

Elena by promising her a real house, with real parents, and
fine schools, but ultimately Ardis has no intention of
allowing herself to be tied down that way.

As soon as

K^rm^n gives her the money for the move, she and Elena turn
toward New York.
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When K^rmJln's money begins to run out, Ardis is
forced to take a job as a cocktail waitress.

Later the

club expands and the owner wants to begin another one in
Detroit, taking Ardis along.
my home is here. . . . "

Ardis hesitates, saying "But

(p. 84), and her employer's classic

reply could have easily been one of Ardis's own:
hell!. . . . Look, Ardis, we'll both make money.

"Home,
That's

where home is" (p. 84). These two urban dwellers, like
others in Oates's novels, are so concerned with financial
success and material happiness that roots and stability have
lost all meaning for them and home is a word that denotes
merely a stopping place on the road to economic security.
In Detroit, Ardis and Elena are set up in a house,
so that they "could live like normal people again" (p. 85),
but Elena's dream of a family is not to be recognized.

Ar-

dis soon becomes interested in television, and her need to
be rid of Elena becomes greater.

When they are introduced

to a famous lawyer, Marvin Howe, Ardis seizes the chance
to build a relationship between the older man and her own
sixteen-year-old daughter.

Ardis barters with Howe for

the things she needs before she consents to his marrying
Elena.

Elena is never consulted.

The scene prior to the

marriage is reminiscent of the scene in which Ardis forces
Elena to say that she loves her mother, even though the
child is so sick at the time that speaking is a physical
hardship on her.

Elena does finally get the words out, and
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for her that is love.

Her thoughts about Howe just before

their marriage reflect this same kind of belief about love:
"But 2ie was gentle because he loved me. _I loved him. I^
^^^

iove him.

I^ was his wife and I^ loved him" (p. 115) .

Elena knows nothing about love; she has been deprived of
it for a lifetime, and she believes that merely saying the
words constitutes love.
her, she will oblige.

Since love is what is expected of

The scene is repeated numerous times

throughout the novel, but Elena never learns what love is.
Elena's marriage is far from idyllic, but at least
she has a home and someone who can care for her.

From time

to time she continues to think about her mother, who has
practically abandoned her since the marriage, but whose
words keep reminding Elena of who she is. Ardis' continual
name changes and social climbing result in Elena's being
unable to recognize her own mother when they are introduced
at a cocktail party.

The new Ardis is not a mother at all,

but a television personality who is trying to forget that
she is old enough to have a married daughter.

What little

relationship they had was severed completely by Elena's
marriage, and now Ardis and Elena are simply individuals
seeking their own kinds of happiness.
Importantly, the man to whom Elena turns in search
of love has also experienced family decadence.

His father

had been a client of Marvin Howe's, and Jack Morrissey had
been required to testify in his father's behalf.

Jack's
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father had been frenzied over the loss of his son, who had
died accidentally at the home of a wealthy businessman.
The dead boy had been mentally retarded, and Mr. Morrissey
had loved him best because he was mute and submissive:
"If it could have been Jack instead. . . . " Morrissey said slowly. "I loved Ronnie best, he was so
sweet and never picked a fight with me, but Jack
is . . . Jack is. . . ." (p. 181)
Mr. Morrissey blamed Stehlin, the businessman, for
the death of the boy, and finally he broke into the Stehlin
home and shot the wealthy and respected man.

Jack's mother

was unable to control herself sufficiently to even talk to
Howe, so the primary burden lay on Jack.

In an interview

with Howe, Jack attempted to explain the familial relationships that existed in the Morrissey home:
"We didn't get along very well . . . because . . .
he was always after my mother, I mean . . . in a
quiet way, not out loud . . . he blamed her for
the way Ronnie was born, maybe. . . . It was a
strain for them, the way Ronnie turned out . . .
it was awful for all of us, my brother never
learned to use the toilet even. . . . My father
loved Ronnie, he said he loved Ronnie. But he
wasn't around him the way my mother was. My
mother was always with him, constantly for years,
she'd go shopping or something and my sister or I
would stay with my brother, but outside of that
she was stuck with him. For years. I mean for
ten years." (p. 186)
With Howe's help, Morrissey's memory was altered
to record only the details that Howe considered accurate,
and eventually Morrissey's father was declared insane and
unable to stand trial for murder.

But the hours of torment

and recollection that preceded the trial left their mark on
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young Morrissey, who neither forgot nor forgave Howe for
coercing him to perjure himself to save his father.
Though Mr. Morrissey was acquitted. Jack never
totally accepted him as a father.

He still believed the

old man was guilty and continued to believe that until his
father died of a heart attack many years later.

But a

turning point had been reached, and Jack Morrissey had
decided to become a lawyer, escaping from his family in a
socially acceptable way, but never finding a replacement.
Jack does marry, but his marriage does not produce the
traditional family relationships.

His wife Rachel is an

activist in the anti-war movement, and her independence
and activity keep their marriage from being totally secure
and fulfilling to both members.

Eventually Jack is drawn

to Elena, the wife of a man whom he hates, partially because he wants to get revenge on Marvin Howe and sleeping
with his beautiful and naive wife would seem to be a good
way to show his contempt for the lawyer who changed his
life.
Elena chooses to have an affair with Jack during a
time when she is extremely bored; Jack's telephone number
is the only one she has, and his attentions toward her during the other time that they met made her feel human in a
way that Marvin never did.

Elena and Jack plan to meet in

a hotel, with Jack making most of the arrangements and taking the aggressive role.

Elena's passivity is appealing to
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a man whose wife is anything but passive, and after making
love. Jack, needing reassurance, asks Elena if she might
be able to love him.

Elena's response, "I don't know how"

(p. 336), is an honest appraisal of her own emotions and
an accurate statement concerning what has happened in the
novel to that point.

However, while admitting her in-

ability to love, she at the same time acknowledges loving
him, because that is what is demanded of her in that situation.

She still does not understand love; consequently

she assumes that she must love Jack to have spent her time
with him in this way.

She still believes she loves Marvin,

too, for he is her husband, and husbands and wives are supposed to love each other.

"She did love him.

She loved

him for being her husband . . ." (p. 341).
At the same time that Elena is loving two men. Jack
is transferring some of his affection from his wife to
Elena.

Rachel senses the lack of communion in their mar-

riage, and she suggests that they should have a child to
draw them closer together.

This decadent urban mother, how-

ever, does not want to bear her own child; she wants instead to adopt a homeless child, preferably one of another
race.

Instead of bringing the family closer together, she

wants to drive it farther apart by bringing in another person that neither of them wants, but whom she thinks would
enhance her image as a liberal.

The statement that she

makes concerning the prospective adoption is that children
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need parents, and they could provide that service as a
generous measure to an unwanted child.

Unfortunately, no

child needs the kind of mother or the type of family that
Rachel and Jack Morrissey are; their relationship is too
weak to provide stability for a small orphan.
Elena's own marriage lacks children, but Marvin is
married to his profession and hardly notices that Elena is
not fulfilled by her role as his wife.

Frequently Elena

thinks of her relationship with Jack as a "pregnancy," something that fills her full of a life that she never had before.

After Jack mentions that Rachel wants to adopt a

child, Elena feels left out, as though the adoptive child
could take her place in Jack's affections.

Apparently both

are seeking something with which to round out their marriages, marriages which leave both of them unsatisfied.
Elena believes in the traditional family, and she desperately wants a child.

For her. Jack is her child; he is

hers to care for and to love in addition to her loving her
husband.

At one point, when she comes to Jack to comfort

him in his concerns over his business, she thinks to herself:

"X wanted you, I^ felt it like a. kick inside me; the

kick of an embryo" (p. 416).
Eventually Jack and Rachel adopt a child, and Jack
vows to provide a normal, traditional household for the boy
He tries to be a good father, and Rachel aggressively takes
over a maternal role, consciously showing Jack her
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superiority in such matters.

Jack gives up his relation-

ship with Elena in order to devote more time to fatherhood
and maintaining the family, but he is not free of her mentally and emotionally.
After a long period of separation from Jack, Elena
finds that her marriage is no longer satisfactory; she has
lost the element that completed the relationship.

In des-

peration, she asks for a divorce, planning to return to
Jack and the "love" that they shared.

Howe protests, ad-

mits to knowing about Elena and Jack, and pleads with her
to realize what he has done for her and what she means to
him.

He reveals to her that her mother had wanted to marry

her to a hustler, simply because he had money, and hopes
that she will understand that he saved her from the wiles
of her conniving, amoral mother.

Elena's calm answer is

reminiscent of the attitude of Clara in A Garden of Earthly
Delights:
"I know what she is," Elena said slowly. I know
exactly. I know what my father was too. I don't
have to defend them. . . . I know who they are."
Marvin eyed her critically. "Criminals, eh?
Of course! But you still love them, don't you?"
(p. 531)
Earlier, when telling Jack about her father's kidnapping her, Elena breaks into tears, claiming, "I loved
him" (p. 366). Jack's incredulous query, "You loved him
. . . ?

After what he did?" (p. 366), is the typical atti-

tude of the urban person, whose emotions are so shallow
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that love can be turned on and off with the actions of the
day.

Elena, however, is different; she realizes her need

to be loved in spite of what she is or what she does.

Her

own type of love is not judgmental; she loves whoever needs
loving, regardless of how deserving or undeserving that person may be.

She in turn recognizes that she needs someone

who will love her in years to come, even if she becomes
something different from that which she is now:
. . . she found herself thinking suddenly of Jack
. . . and beyond Jack, of her mother and father,
the man she could see miraculously in her mind's
eye as clearly as she could see Marvin, who sat
right here across from her. . . . She would carry
him around in her head forever. And she was
doomed to remember her mother also.
And now I want a child. And 1^ want that child
to carry me in his head forever, and to love me
forever. . . . (p. 383)
Elena thinks Jack Morrissey is the answer to her
needs, and it is to him she finally returns in an attempt
to construct some sort of immortality through love.

Jack,

however, has decided to try to keep his own family together, for the sake of the adopted child, and he turns
Elena away.

Rachel's insensitivity to Jack's mental strug-

gle to keep from joining Elena causes them to argue, and
the scene that follows changes the outcome of the novel:
Rachel approached him. Her face was livid, almost
triumphant. He feared she would touch him, would
actually put her hands on him, and this would drive
him mad. She was saying words but he could not
hear, could not interpret, because the expression
of her face was so terrible. And behind her, in
the doorway, Robert stood watching—his arms
strangely limp at his sides, showing little surprise, little curiosity, as if this were a natural
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scene: a woman said to be his mother screaming
at a man said to be his father, official mother
and official father, two murderous adults. (p.
503)
The scene is "natural" to the decadent urban family,
but Jack suddenly realizes what is happening and decides to
change the course of his life by striking out with Elena
in search of a new type of love and a different approach to
family relationships.

The conclusion of the novel finds

the two of them smiling triumphantly at each other, but it
is nonetheless not an entirely happy ending.

Two homes,

decadent though they may be, have been broken up, leaving
one small child in the process; Elena's father is d:ill at
large somewhere, a criminal, hunted by the police; Ardis is
in England with a new husband and with a marriage doomed to
failure because of the nature of Ardis's motivation; a
former client of Jack's is unjustly suffering in prison;
and Elena and Jack are seeking something in each other that
will probably conclude in disappointment for both.

The in-

definite ending is characteristic of Oates's novels, and
in an interview she herself explained why:
You just have to be an extraordinary artist to put
in happy endings. I don't know that people need
happy books because a happy book is like a happy
person—there's nothing to be said about it, nothing to be done to it or for it.^^

1p

•^°Linda Kuehl, "An Interview with Joyce Carol Oates, "
Commonweal, 91 (5 December 1969), 310.
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The inconclusiveness with which Do With Me What
You Will ends is symbolic of families in the urban setting.
Like Maureen Wendall in them, Elena recognizes the family
for what it has become, and she seeks a different kind of
relationship to replace the one with which she has grown
up.

Maureen thinks that economic stability will solve many

of her problems, while Elena rejects the comforts of wealth
to seek happiness in a relationship with little or no money.
What the urban dwellers fail to recognize, however, is that
money or the lack of it cannot create a family; the missing
ingredient is selfless love, and until that element is reintroduced, the new relationships can do nothing to reunite
or redefine the existing institution known as the family.

CHAPTER IV
THE SURBURBAN FAMILY
Difficulties in family relationships are not limited
to any particular locale or social class.

Oates evenly dis-

tributes hatred, violence and decadence among rural families, urban families, and even the newest social innovation, suburban families.

Expensive People and Wonderland

both contain families that reside in suburbia and embody
the kind of life Oates presents as typical of that area.
Both suburban families are financially comfortable and
socially elite, but neither is secure and happy.

Though

material success has been gained, familial relationships
have been lost in the pursuit of the American dream that
has led both families to suburbia.
Natashya (Nada) and Elwood Everett of Expensive
People are showy, pretentious people, proud of their place
on the social scale and struggling hard to live beyond
their means.

Their cars (a Cadillac and a Lincoln) and

their clothes (a mink coat for Nada and an expensive overcoat for Elwood) typify their existence; they are obviously
moneyed and snobbish.

Keeping up the pretense of wealth

is important to them; in fact, that pretension is the subject of their first argument in the novel.

Elwood thinks

the price of the house they are looking at is inflated, and
the real estate salesman appears indignant that Mr. Everett
57
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would not recognize the quality of the home.

Natashya is

embarrassed, feeling that Elwood has made them seem common;
truly rich people do not care about price.
admonition to him:

Her whispered

"Shut up, you stupid son-of-a-bitch!

Oh, you loud-mouthed, vulgar son-of-a-bitch"''-^ draws surprise from the realtor, but the child-narrator of the
story is unshaken.

In the interior monologue that comprises

the entire novel, he recounts:

"I smirked a little and

tried to catch his eye so he'd know this was nothing unusual, don't be upset, oh, nothing unusual!

Common, daily!"

(p. 16).
In just such an environment the child, Richard, has
grown to be ten years old.

His family is hardly the pic-

ture of suburban tranquillity, but he believes that he and
his parents are happy, even though a friend told him once
that when the three of them were walking together, they
looked like "three strangers who have met by accident on a
walk and are waiting for the first chance to get away from
one another" (p. 19). Richard's belief in the family unit
is a fantasy that he has constructed to cover the reality
of their personalities:
But at these special times when we were together
I thought that I had somehow, magically, captured
19
Joyce Carol Oates, Expensive People (Greenwich,
Connecticut: Fawcett Publications, Inc., 1968), p. 16.
All siobsequent references to this edition will be made
parenthetically in the text.
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a man and a woman from another land, foreign and
exotic and not quite speaking my language, who
were tamed by my power and love and who walked
obediently after me, robust and comely and
healthy as horses. Such fine horses! These were
my true parents. The others—the dissatisfied
Natashya Romanov, minor writer, and the blubbering breast-beating executive Elwood Everett—were
nothing but cruel step-parents.
Yes, I loved them. I loved her especially.
It was awful. (pp. 20-21)
Richard has even entertained doubts that those two
people—Natashya and Elwood—are really his parents.

He

loves them, undoubtedly, but their lack of real familial
relationships causes him to wonder about the nature of
their kinship.

Of Elwood he observes:

while I loved Father I did not really believe he
was my father. . . .
I thought that another father
might be waiting somewhere off in the wings and
that at the next cocktail party, if I listened hard
and crept as close to the living room as I dared, I
might hear the strong, hard, even brutal voice of
my true father. (pp. 24-26)
The boy also questions the idea of Nada's being his mother:
I stared at her and wondered if she was my mother,
if she was my mother, and how had it come to pass?
How was it possible she made me undergo such torture
and had nothing to offer me as consolation but the
glitter of Father's jewels? (p. 45)
Though the family situation is precarious as the
novel begins, Richard can remember when it was even worse.
His mother's artistic temperament causes her to be restless, and every now and then she leaves her husband and
child, though they plead with her to stay.

The child is

now almost eleven, and he remembers two epidodes of separation from his mother:

one when he was six and one when he
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was nine.

He senses that she will leave again someday

soon, and his foreboding is correct, though it is not to
happen just yet.
Richard's insecurities are not unfounded; he frequently answers the telephone to hear a man's voice asking
for his mother, and he senses an intimacy between the two
of them.

Between himself and his mother there is no in-

timacy, only a sense of desperation:

Nada trying to escape

from the humdrum of her existence, and Richard holding on to
her, knowing despairingly that she is destined to leave him.
Though the fight between Nada and Elwood over Mr.
Everett's behavior to the real estate salesman is the first
mentioned in Richard's memoir, it is by no means the last.
The child admits to being an eavesdropper, and what he hears
is:
The fight over a stained silk cushion on a Queen
Anne chair, on our first day in the house.
The fight over Father's Negro jokes at a party.
The fight over Father's "baggy trousers."
The fight over Father's shirts, which were all dirty.
The fight over Nada's correction of Father's pronunciation of "incognito."
The fight over Nada's naive admiration for the
local and internationally famous H
F
, whom
Father renounced with middle-class gusto, along with
his wife.
The fight following from this, when Father called
Nada a parvenu.
The shrieking fight over the mildew in the front
lawn, which was gray-blue and deadly.
The hysterical fight over my eyeglasses. ("Whose
eyes did he inherit, whose? He'll have glasses like
the bottoms of Coke bottles . . .")
The fight over the canned goods in the basement
storeroom, whose labels had all peeled off mysteriously.
The fight over the warped piano key—I believe it
was G two octaves above middle C.
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The fight over . . .
And, a week ago, another ficjht over—I believe
it was over Jean-Paul Sartre, whom Father rejected
as a "Communist writer."
And . . .
And all the other fights that were about nothing,
(pp. 82-83)
The fights continue until no holds are barred and
they scream accusations at each other, Nada accusing Elwood
of hating her, and Elwood telling Nada that she is neurotic
and crazy, and if she should leave again, he would not ask
her to come back.

Richard's own sad but accurate comment

on their emotions explains precisely the state of the suburban family:

"When all their stage props were ripped

away, they always showed that they needed no fresh reasons
to hate.

They simply hated" (p. 84).

In spite of Nada's apparent obliviousness to her
son, he continues to love her wholly and selfishly.

When

he knows that she is going to leave, he becomes sick;
surely she wouldn't leave her child in his time of illness!
But she plans to do just that, and when she begins her
speech explaining her need for freedom, Richard knows all
the words and the reasons and just wants her to get out
and spare him the misery of prolonging her farewell.

The

days that follow should have been happy for him; Elwood
and the boy do all the things fathers and sons should do
together but these two have somehow ignored.

Above all,

pretenses must be kept up, and Elwood tells an inquisitive
"friend" of Nada's that she has merely gone east to visit
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relatives.

Though the family is decadent and dying, no

one outside its immediate circle must know; for that would
somehow make the Everetts common people with common problems
The father-son relationship that would appear to
have been revived is only superficial, and it isn't long before Elwood has enough to drink that he begins to talk to
Richard about Nada.

He outlines her life before he met her--

she was poor and common—and her rise to society, all the
while becoming more and more self-centered and unloving.
He even tells Richard that his own mother didn't want to
have him, that she wanted an abortion, and that she has
slept with men of all shapes, colors, and races.

But the

ironic statement comes at the end of his lambasting of her:
"We gotta forgive her, she can't help it if she's a bitch
and her father or somebody was nuts.

We gotta forgive her

and understand and . . ." (p. 107).
The turning point in the Everett family history
comes shortly after Richard is expelled from the exclusive
boy's school which he has been attending.

Significantly,

the school itself is merely a day school, not a boarding
school, and the boys who are sent there are from locally
prominent suburban homes. While the suburbanites consider
themselves too elite to allow their children to attend public schools, they are at the same time too unsophisticated
to send the boys off to boarding schools as wealthier people
might do.

The boys that attend Johns Behemoth School are
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somehow strangely alike:

their IQ scores are high, but

their social adjustment is low, and they echo the kinds of
superficial values stated by their parents. When Richard
is expelled, his only friend, Gustave, another maladjusted,
unhappy product of pretentious parents, imitates the reaction of the Dean who claimed after the incident that he
had always had reservations about the Everetts anyway.
Richard's father accepts the situation, but their acquaintances dismiss them quietly; and soon Elwood and Richard are
alone, without Nada and without friends.

Richard's usual

nosiness leads him to his mother's room, which is closed
and forbidden, and there he inspects her notes that she
makes to herself about her writing.

With heart pounding,

he reads an idea she had selected for a novel:
. . . the young man (like J?) leads two lives, one
public and the other secret, buys a gun, frightens
people, doesn't hurt them. I can stretch this out
to three episodes but no more, fine . . . then the
fourth, when you've been conditioned to the others,
results in the murder: planned all along though
maybe he didn't know it. (Too corny? Should he
know it, or not?) The sniper. "The Sniper." I'll
think of a theme later. (p. 117)
Richard's own comment, "My heart began to pound as if it
knew something already that I myself did not know" (p. 117),
suggests a foreshadowing of events that will eventually result in the total and irrevocable destruction of the family
nucleus:

Richard will kill his own mother.

Richard's father no longer mentions Nada's name,
preferring to call her "that certain somebody," and Richard
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innocently asks him if he wants her to die.

Elwood is

shocked by the child's verbalizing what obviously has been
occurring in Nada's absence:

the two remaining Everetts

have been pretending she is dead.

Elwood dismisses

Richard's question as a "morbid unnatural thought" (p.
118), but ironically it is not unnatural at all.

Though

Richard loves his mother, his is a love of idolatry, not of
real emotion, and being free from that form of worship is
not a morbid thing to want.

His wishes are not to be real-

ized, however, for his father surprises him one day by announcing that they are moving.

The house is sold, and

Richard is left wondering if this is the way the two male
Everetts are to rid themselves of Nada.

In the car on the

way to their new home, Elwood Everett chats incessantly to
his son about his new job and the com.pany's extraordinary
product.

His enthusiasm is not contagious, however, and

Richard is left contemplative and somehow afraid of his
father, who for the first time has asked his son to call
him "Daddy" instead of "Father."

It is as though he is

trying to establish a family relationship with the boy who
for eleven years has wondered who this man called his father is.

"I have on one hand this agreeable, well-appointed

father, and on the other hand my morbid and obviously unnatural fear of him," claims Richard.
justify one by the other.

"I am unable to

They remain forever apart . . . "

(p. 145). The child's fear is a natural result of never
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feeling any close relationship with the man, although his
father is just like other fathers he has known, and consequently must, according to Richard, be a normal father.
Showing an appalling lack of sensitivity, Elwood
Everett takes his son to their new home in Cedar Grove, a
suburb where they have lived in the past, and waits to see
the shock on his face when Nada opens the door to greet
them.

Instead of being deliriously happy as apparently

the elder Everett expected, Richard is merely stunned and
overwhelmed; Nada comforts him by apologizing and claiming
that she will never leave the family again.

Richard's lack

of emotional response to the scene is not surprising, in
view of what he has been through in past scenes with his
mother, and the reader can almost feel sympathy for him at
this time, as though realizing that the Everett family can
never be unified, and separations, physical and emotional,
will continue to take place.

Such a realization does not

destroy the adulation that Richard feels for his mother,
however.

In spite of his analysis of her selfish motiva-

tions, he still thinks he loves her:
I loved her more than ever, of course. Mothers who
cringe and beg for love get nothing, and they deserve nothing, but mothers like Nada who are always
backing out of the driveway draw every drop of love
out of us. (p. 183)
The stereotypic suburban mother, then, according to
Oates, is one who is "always backing out of the driveway."
She is running away from the family responsibilities, and
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she is leaving behind children who nonetheless worship her;
in fact, the love that Richard feels is compounded by Nada's
inaccessibility.

Any attempt by Richard to develop a nor-

mal mother-son relationship with Nada results in his being
rebuffed by her.

Her activities, social and literary, keep

her so busy that she hardly has time for anyone else, even
her son.

Only in moments of extreme boredom does she even

attempt to communicate with him, but she wants to establish
a relationship on her basis, not on his.

Her type of re-

lationship calls for Richard to be available when she wants
company but to mysteriously vanish when she is tired of
him.

In a weak moment, she comes to him and tries to in-

terest him in going out for something to eat, and Richard
inadvertently calls her "Mother."

Nada's dignity is in-

sulted, and her heated response vividly outlines her feelings toward motherhood:
"What's this, now you're calling me Mother?
Weaned
at last? Don't give me that solemn weepy look
through your glasses, my friend, I don't particularly care to be called Mother by anyone. I don't
respond to it. I'm trying to hold my own and that's
it. No Mother, no Son.
No depending on anyone
else. I want you to be so free, Richard, that you
stink of it. You're not going to blame me for anything." (p. 188)
Nada's insistence on freedom and the lack of placement of blame is a defense mechanism to discharge herself
from any feelings of responsibility toward her child.
Richard is reminded that he was the child that Nada wanted
to abort but was unable to do so.

It is as though she wants

67
to accept life as it is, including the disjointed family
that she has created, without thinking herself in any way
responsible for it. At the same time, she will not allow
Richard to blame his father or anyone else for the way
things are. Nada's insistence on freedom has resulted in
a family without stability, but she will not assign blame
for that situation.

Obviously there is no one to blame but

herself, and to a lesser degree, her husband.

Her own

search for a meaningful life leads her to become involved
with many different men, and her son Richard observes and
mentally records her affairs.

Taken individually, each

one does not diminish his love for her, but cumulatively
they take their toll on his emotions.

His possessive de-

sire to be loved by Nada can never be realized, and the
child irrationally believes that her involvement with other
men is at least partially responsible for her lack of feeling for him.

The crushing blow is delivered when his

mother's naked lover finds him hiding in the closet listening to their love-making, and the man cares so little that
he does nothing more than close the door on the child, ignoring his completely.

The scene signifies an important

step toward Richard's murdering his mother; he is shut out
from all involvement with her and is treated as though he
does not exist, as in reality he was almost aborted before
birth and his life since then has been as a sort of unwanted non-entity.
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Like the young man in Nada's anticipated novel,
Richard tries out his rifle on other people before turning
it on his mother.

First he seeks out Mr. Body, a man who

frequently sat in the Everett home saying, "'soon they'll
be taking away from us the right to bear arms, to protect
ourselves with rifles'" (p. 198). To Richard, Body may
have been symbolically one of his mother's "bodies," a
lover with whom she conspired to shut out her own son.
After shooting at Mr. Body, Richard finds happiness for the
first time in the novel.

He is destroying the elements

that take his mother away from him, thus to his warped mind
he is bringing her closer to him.

The morning after the

shooting, he is pronounced sick by his mother and allowed
to stay home from school and bask in her care and attentions.

The newspapers refer to the unknown person with

the rifle as a "sniper," which is significant in that "The
Sniper" was to be the title of Nada's novel.

The fact that

the bullets missed Mr. Body do not diminish Richard's excitement; he is nonetheless being treated to special solicitude by his mother, and they are united in their home hiding from the sniper.
A few days later Richard again ventures out to
assert his individuality by shooting at someone.

He de-

liberately aims at a wall, not at the people, a couple whom
he does not even know-

He has found that he can discover

himself without killing, but this time the self he discovers
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after the shooting is not oblivious to reality.

He knows

that he is merely buying time and attention from his mother
and that she is never going to become really maternal
toward him.

But the little affection that he is getting

from the incidents makes them worthwhile, and he remembers:
I ran and ran, and in a sense I am still running,
panting as I type out these words, recalling the
night air and the terrible loneliness I had discovered, but a loneliness that made me know who I
was. The loneliness everyone feels, suddenly, when
he begins to think: and once you discover it you
can't push it away. Only Nada and I lived in it,
this loneliness, and never until that night had I
sucked it happily into my lungs and guts and understood what it was. (p. 236)
The sniping incidents leave everyone in Cedar Grove
nervous, and Nada's maid refuses to come to the suburb to
serve at a party.

Richard suggests hopefully that instead

of having guests, the three Everetts might consider having
a quiet evening at home as a family.

His suggestion is

dismissed as ludicrous, and Nada continues with her plans,
which do not include her child.

Richard's degradation

and depression are reaching their nadir at this time, and
coming home from school a few days later to discover that
Nada is packing to leave again causes his frenzied mind to
act decisively.

With a little planning so as to elude

police, Richard shoots and kills his mother as she leaves
her house in Cedar Grove.

His former feelings of power and

strength derived from pulling the trigger do not occur tJiis
time; there will be no reward for this killing.

Nada is
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dead of necessity; Richard could no longer stand having a
mother who rejects him.
Elwood Everett wastes no time in remarrying, but
his son's lack of interest in the new wife results in a
scene which further divides the family:
My silence displeased Father, I think. . . . He
came right to me and said, "Look, you little brat,
you neurotic little nut, I'm through with all this
horseshit! Mavis is going to be your new mother,
and if you don't like it you can go to hell! I've
had enough of this lousy American father bit! I've
had enough of smiling and gritting my teeth and taking it in the guts, from you or your mother, both
of you and from now on things are going to be different. It's no happy, forgiving Elwood Daddy—it's
going to be your Father whom you are going to respect, buster, or get the hell out, I don't care how
young you are or how nuts." (p. 2 53)
Richard does move out, maintaining himself in an
apartment on the allowance provided by his father, who is
grateful to him for leaving.

The family is utterly de-

stroyed at this point, and for the first time Richard sees
his "true" father.

He is not the sniveling, groveling man

who has always urged him to participate in normal childhood
activities, but he, like Natashya, is a lonely person culturally driven to try to create a "normal" suburban family
when he really doesn't want one. Ultimately all he wants
is to be left alone to seek the American dream of success,
and ultimately that is what he gets.

Natashya's constant

running away from the family is finally ended as she too
is relieved of her familial obligations.

The child Richard

is provided an insight into his mother's behavior when he
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meets her parents, whom he had believed to be dead.

In-

stead of being prominent Russian emigres, they are ordinary
Ukrainian immigrants living in New York and eking out minimal existences.

Natashya was merely Nancy Romanow, a plain

girl running away from her plain urban family in search of
an exciting life. When life in the suburbs began to resemble family life in New York, Nada ran again.

The con-

stricting relationship that binds children to their parents
was not one that Nada would allow in her life; independence
was more attractive than anything the suburb or the city
had to offer.

Her constant attempts to escape her family

led her child to desire the same things from which she was
retreating:

stability and parental love, neither of which

was ever granted him.

Nada felt stifled by her family's

love for her; Richard felt stifled from a lack of love.
Expensive People, then, traces the Everetts through
their lives as a suburban family and shows the decline of
familial relationships in that setting.

The mother is pri-

marily to blame for the family's failures, but Oates also
provides background to show that she too is a product of
her family environment.

Living in an expensive house and

entertaining wealthy people does not give the Everetts the
satisfaction they are seeking; nor does Richard find happiness in the private school to which he, along with other
neglected suburban boys, is sent.

Nada escapes from her

urban parents and their restraints only to find that

72
suburban life also has responsibilities, responsibilities
that she does not want and cannot handle.

The decadent

family in this novel is the result of the lack of love that
necessarily occurs between selfish people, but it is the
child of the family who suffers the most even though he is
the one who has the capacity for loving.

As has been the

case with urban families and rural families, the mother
holds in her hands the ability to create whatever family
atmosphere she desires, but contemporary mothers, at least
in Oates's novels, refuse to look beyond themselves.
The unwanted child of Expensive People rebels
against his suburban home and parents, resorting to an act
of violence to sever completely the relationship between
the family members.
Wonderland

In a different way, Shelley Vogel of

seeks to sever her relationships with her family,

but her resentment is aimed primarily at her mother and it
is to her father that she turns for solace. Wonderland is
primarily the story of Jesse Harte Pedersen Vogel, who in
later years becomes a prominent physician with a large suburban home and two teenaged daughters.

Though Jesse has

been escaping from families throughout the novel, the last
portion of the book is devoted to his daughter Shelley and
her escape from her suburban home.
Shelley is somewhat displaced; she has come to
realize her mother's lack of affection for her as well as
her father's constant absence from the home.

Helene Vogel
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gave Jesse two babies, but she never really wanted to become a mother at all.

Her love for her husband caused her

to give him what he wanted—a home with children—but she
could never reconcile herself to her new role as a mother.
Now that the girls are essentially grown, she realizes that
the material possessions they have been provided are not
sufficient to maintain a family relationship.

Shelley has

run away with a young man to seek a different kind of life,
one that is not encumbered with suburban trivia but one
that might give some meaning to life itself.

Though her

new life offers no stability, Shelley is really seeking the
kind of stable relationships that exist in "typical" American families.

Her letters to her father indicate that she

is really reaching out for a parent and a home, but she is
at the same time rebelling against the kind of family the
Vogels have become.

While trying to claim some satisfac-

tion with the kind of life she is leading as a drifting
laborer, she also allows her consciousness to break in at
times, writing in her letters "Father, I^ want to come home"
(p. 381) . But it is not to the home the Vogels own in a
Chicago suburb that Shelley wants to return; she is really
seeking a home that has never existed for her, a home with
real parents who love her.
Jesse Vogel does love her, just as he loves his
other daughter, but his love is not the complete love that
a child needs to feel secure in the family.

His love is
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suffocating and possessive; he is trying too hard to embrace
the family that he has wanted all his life:
When Jeanne had been born, Jesse had loved her so
that it had frightened him. . . . And then Shelley
had been born, Michele, an even lovelier child, and
Jesse had felt, helplessly, the deepest current of
his love flowing out to her, a truly hot, glowing,
illuminating passion that was like an intense beam
of light, out of his control. It was terrible, his
love for her. . . . (pp. 397-398)
Jesse's refusal to let his daughter develop into
an individual stifles both the girl and her father.

Shelley

seeks a release from the bonds of her father, but in running
from him, she succeeded only in having him exercise more
and more control over her.

Jesse's worry over his daugh-

ter's rebelliousness causes him to become unable to sleep
and to appear exhausted and distressed all the time.

His

only release from his concern occurs when he is engrossed
in his work; he is a famous surgeon responsible for the
lives of many people but unable to save his own daughter
from destroying herself.

Shelley's unhappiness is openly

expressed when she is still a young girl in high school.
She becomes a runaway, to be returned to Jesse by the police
after suffering the degradation of having a test for venereal
disease.

But Shelley is unabashed about what she has done

or about what is done to her; her only concern is escape.
Her father, however, suffers from her activities, as he has
worked for years to bring himself to a state of semi-fame
and his daughter has the potential to ruin him by behaving
foolishly.

For months after her escapade Jesse tries to
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keep track of her by calling his wife to check on Shelley
several times a day.

When Shelley is finally given permis-

sion to visit a girl friend, Jesse is instinctively suspicious, and he leaves the clinic to check on her.

Finding

that she is not there is not as disheartening to Jesse as
finding another decadent suburban mother, this one so concerned with self that she has no idea where her own children are.

Jesse is angry at her idiocy, but he himself is

like her:

he has been so concerned about his clinic and

his patients that he has neglected to build a stable family
unit.

And ironically, a family is all Jesse Vogel has ever

wanted.
The early marital relationship of Jesse and Helene
was one of strained feelings.

Helene understood Jesse's

life as a struggling intern-—Helene's own father was a doctor—and she was convinced that she loved him.

Jesse, how-

ever, never really knew what love was; his own desire for
marriage was one built of need rather than love.

He was

anxious to have children, in an effort to complete the
family unit, but Helene was hesitant.

She alone understood

the vast responsibilities that accompany parenthood, and
she knew that she was not ready, would never be ready, for
them:
. . . why couldn't he understand how bad an idea it
was to have a baby now? Why couldn't he understand
her fear of the pain, the bitter, inevitable ripeness her body had to suffer? And then she would be
a mother for life. For life. She did not want to
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be a
want
over
Mrs.

mother. She was frightened. She did not
to enter that new state, to be delivered
into that new condition for a lifetime. . . .
Vogel, a mother. (p. 265)

Significantly, the Vogels at that point were not a suburban family.

They were the embodiment of the AJtierican dream

of success:

Jesse working his way through medical school

so that he could later become a financially secure doctor
who could move to the suburbs and raise a family with the
comforts of materialism.

The city provided a stop along

the road to success, as it was the place where dreams were
conceived and life was begun.

Helene did give Jesse chil-

dren, but with them Jesse began to grow away from his wife.
By the time Shelley is shown fighting for her individuality,
there is no contact left between Jesse and Helene.

Their

marriage is only an empty shell, a relationship of comfort
rather than love.

Both members are struggling for something

more from the other:

Helene wants emotional contact between

them without involving physical contact; Jesse selfishly
wants a physical relationship without a sharing of emotions.
The family has disintegrated all the way to the core; not
even the original two members can feel any closeness between
them.
Shelley views her mother as a materialistic suburban
woman who is more concerned about her daughter's posture and
social standing than about her personality.

Shelley senses

that she has come between her parents, but she can do nothing about it.

Her final step toward freedom from the family
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is incomplete in that she cannot let go of her father as
easily as she has dismissed her mother.

Her letters to

home are addressed to Dr. Vogel and are sent to the clinic
in an attempt to avoid any contact with her mother. Helene,
however, does not appear distressed about that, and she constantly reassures Jesse that Shelley must be planning to
come home or she wouldn't be writing to him.

Helene makes

no effort as Jesse does to search for Shelley; in fact, she
even tells Jesse, "Better to think of her as dead" (p. 463).
Shelley's escape from the Chicago suburb where the
Vogels reside does not wholly constitute her escape from
the Vogels themselves.

Her lover wants to possess her, but

he cannot do so until she is completely free of her family.
He tells her to remember her life year by year and while
remembering it, erase it.

Her father's unconscious hold

on her will not let her give herself freely to her lover,
so her father must be remembered and eradicated from her
memory.

Shelley is constantly plagued with "a voice," which

is really her subconscious, as it tells what she really
thinks but is trying so hard to ignore.

"The voice" keeps

saying that Shelley loves her father, even though she consciously tries to hurt him and destroy any relationship
they might have had at one time.
subconscious is free of Helene.

Significantly, Shelley's
"I don't love her.

voice has nothing to say about her" (p. 383).

The
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The love that Shelley feels for her father is a
mixture of fear and inscrutability.

Dr. Vogel is a person

she does not really know, except as he is described by newspapers, journals, and patients.

He has never opened him-

self to her, so that he has always been somewhat of an
enigma.

She hates him for his lack of openness, but at the

same time she loves him because he is the only real parent
she has.

In desperation, she leaves the family to seek

people who can love her and trust her without making demands
on her.

Her father reminds her constantly of death; he

smells of death, he deals with death every day at his
clinic, and he is the head of a dying family.

Perhaps it

is death that Shelley is running from; but in leaving her
suburban family, she can find no replacement, and consequently she finds only more death.
Shelley is not the only Vogel who sees Jesse as a
perpetrator of death.

Even his own wife Helene recognizes

that he is destroying her too.

She had provided him with

children so as to complete him, and when he was complete,
he was supposed to fulfill her, making her a "real woman."
But Jesse never had time for Helene, just as he never had
time for the daughters whom he had wanted so much.

Helene

was left at home feeling neglected and bored, disinterested
in the things other suburban housewives find to fill their
time.

She blamed Jesse for her isolation, as his success

at achieving his goals had taken him away from her and the
family he felt he needed:
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She was being destroyed by her husband, she thought,
annihilated by him. He could not imagine her, had
not the time to imagine her existence, and so he
was destroying her. (p. 412)
Helene's own feeling of rejection made her withdraw
into herself, leaving no room for her husband or her children.

Her aloofness must have appeared to Shelley as a

veiled hatred of her daughter, and consequently Shelley defensively hated Helene as well.

Helene's refusal to stop

Shelley when she left him convinced Shelley that she was
right:
her go.

her mother did not want her and was glad to see
Shelley is crying out for help now in her letters

to her father, but she expects nothing.

Similarly, she

wanted to be stopped before she left, but her mother failed
her.
Shelley eventually turns to drugs to try to destroy
the image of her father that constantly haunts her brain.
She and her lover travel to Toronto, where Shelley refuses
to leave the room because all the men she sees on the street
remind her of her father.

When she is alone, she believes

that she ceases to exist, for she has never become an individual; her life has meaning only as it relates to others.
She is afraid of the consumptiveness of her father's love,
and she feels that she will always be a part of him, just
as Noel (her lover) is always a part of his father, even
though he refuses to talk of family at all.

Shelley be-

lieves that she can see his father in him, and she is certain that everyone else can see her father in her, and it
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is that sight that she needs to destroy to become an individual.

Of course, she can never destroy it, because he

IS a part of her; she is completely controlled by him even
in her attempts to escape him.
Jesse believes that Shelley wants to be rescued
from her new life, and he drives to Toronto to try to bring
her home.

Her most recent letters have told him where she

is, even the name of the street where she is staying, and
Jesse takes that as a sign of her calling to him, reaching
out to him to come to her.

But when he does come, he is

appalled by what he finds:

Shelley emaciated and dirty,

sick and weak, but still fighting her father with what
strength she does have.

Noel accuses Jesse of trying to

wreck their "family," for whom Shelley fills all female
roles:

sister, mother, wife, and even "little madonna"

(p. 474). Shelley herself even defends their "home":
"I live here and this is my family here. Everything
comes from them. Noel is my husband here—not y o u —
never you—when I have a baby it will be for all of
them here, and not y o u — " (p. 475)
Shelley has been unable to have a baby; her body
has been weakened by drugs and malnutrition, but she irrationally blames her reproductive failure on a socialistic
machine that she imagines is drying up all the people.

She

plaintively refuses to admit that she is a part of the Vogel
family and even insists that she doesn't exist at all.

She

claims that Shelley is dead, and she is right insofar as
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Shelley names the person who used to reside in the Vogel
home.

The person she has become bears no resemblance to

Jesse's daughter except in her rebellion against her father
Finally she is overtaken by her father, and in his strong
arms she becomes passive and child-like.

Shelley echoes

Noel in claiming that Jesse is the devil coming to take
her home, and following that analogy, then her home is a
hell.

Jesse nevertheless believes that Shelley must return

home, even though the girl he once knew is dead and the
home to which he is taking her is dying and inhabited by
dead people; their emotions are dead and all love between
family members is dead.

Shelley's dazed statement, "You

are the devil . . ."is met by Jesse's question, "Am I?"
(p. 479), which concludes the book.

This decadent subur-

ban family has finally destroyed itself completely; all
that is left is for its members to do penance in hell.
Though no physical deaths occur to separate the
Vogel family, there is nonetheless as much divisiveness in
their familial relationships as there is in the Everett
household.

Richard's killing of his mother only vivifies

the state of affairs as they had been for many years in
his family; as a mother Natashya was essentially dead.

The

Vogels have failed to experience real family love for the
extent of their lives togetJier, so the changing of Shelley
into another person does no more to destroy the family unit
than did the lack of emotions years earlier.

Shelley at
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least had the courage to recognize the decadent state of
her family and seek to escape, but she fled to another
family which was no better, only different.

The bringing

home of the errant daughter does not signify a happy ending; the family will not be united by her return and the
Vogel hell will continue for its family members.
Suburban affluence, then, does not change the family
situation in Oates's novels.

The material possessions that

the suburbanites work so very hard to gain actually dominate
their lives to the exclusion of any emotional involvement
with family members. Whether the suburbanites be the members of the "nouveau riche" discussed in Expensive People,
or Jesse Harte Pedersen Vogel, the "Horatio Alger" in
Wonderland, they nonetheless put materialism first, while
the family unit decays from neglect.

CHAPTER V
CONCLUSION
Throughout the six novels, characters continue to
be dissatisfied with family life as they see it in America
today, but none is able to go beyond his past and find a
new stability for his family.

Over and over, materialism

seems to get in the way of love, and the result is selfishness and insecure, loveless relationships.

Rural families,

such as those in With Shuddering Fall and A Garden of
Earthly Delights, find no serenity or innocence on the
land; their family units are weakly structured and the members are leaving the country to seek out new relationships
away from the home.

The city offers no relief from the

emptiness of the family; urban families too are dying and
losing their members to the search for stability.

them

depicts the disease of selfishness, not only in a particular family but also in an entire city; and Dci With Me What
You Will shows that even the wealthy urban family suffers
from the same syndrome.

Expensive People and Wonderland

attest to the fact that suburbia does not offer a haven
from the callousness that has infected families elsewhere,
for decadence has invaded there, too.
The six Oates novels appeared between the years of
1964 and 1973, and little change is seen in the fictional
families during the nine years that they cover.
83

The Howes
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of Do With Me What You Will (1973) are equally as lost and
selfish as the Herzes of With Shuddering Fall (1964); both
go in search of something more hopeful for the dying family.
Karen Herz returns disillusioned to the family, recognizing
its decadence but finding nothing with which to replace it.
Elena Howe's search, however, does not end in her return to
her family; instead she breaks away from the pattern set
by the previous five novels and renounces materialism in
favor of love.

It matters not that she has never really

experienced love; the important fact is that she recognizes
the need for love in a familial relationship and attempts
to create a family based on love instead of money.

The re-

lationship is not ideal, but it at least is somewhat more
hopeful than the one she had before the end of the novel,
and it represents an attempt by an Oates character to
rectify the social situation that Oates has shown us throughout the six novels.

Significantly, the novel concludes on

that note of guarded optimism; perhaps a future novel will
begin from there, or perhaps the reader is to assume this
new type of family is yet untried, and as such, Oates is
merely giving direction.

Whatever the case, one can at

least recognize that Oates's latest novel is somewhat different from the rest in that some alternative is presented
to the dilemma of the dying American family.

Whether that

alternative ultimately turns out to be as decadent as the
family it is replacing, or whether it will help save the
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institution of the American family reirains to be discovered.
The situation as it exists currently is one with a bleak
outlook, for no concrete advances have been made in the
direction of a new type of family; if Elena Howe represents
a mother-savior, then the family unit does not appear to be
moving toward salvation, only toward a different kind of
decadence.
If the six Oates novels are to be read as a criticism of American society as it currently exists, then
Americans should take to heart her evaluation of materialism
and ask themselves if the American dream stops with financial wealth or if it continues to a type of underlying happiness that cannot be valued in dollars and cannot be found
in any particular environment.

Karen Herz found that merely

moving to the city could not effect happiness, just as Mrs.
Wendall discovered that moving back to the country would
not bring a return to happy, oblivious innocence.

The

Everetts learned that happiness did not necessarily accompany their economically stable life in the suburbs, a life
to which most of middle America now aspires.

Jesse Harte

Pedersen Vogel made the full circle of environments, moving from a rural area to a small town, then to a city and
finally to a large home in suburbia where he discovered
that familial relationships cannot be bought with financial
success.

But just as money is the cause of the problem,

its converse, the absence of money, is also a problem, for
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poor families are equally as miserable as wealthy ones.
The answer, then, must be sought outside the framework of
materialism and inside the framework of individual freedom
and happiness.
Significantly, Joyce Carol Oates does not tell her
readers what they can do about the state of the American
family.

She merely presents the situation in an objective

manner and leaves the solutions up to those who wish to
think seriously about what she has said.

A universal solu-

tion is not to be found; rather each individual family member must decide for himself what sort of relationships he
wishes to have in his future, and from that starting point,
he can initiate changes in his own particular family.
Though the problem is universal, the solution is totally
individual.

Only one requirement would seem to be primary:

love must take precedence over materialism.
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APPENDIX B
THE FAMILY IN THE SMALL TOWN
Occasionally a member of a rural or an urban family
in Oates's novels may live for a short time in what might
be called a town rather than a city.

The distinction is

being made to differentiate the sprawling metropolises of
Chicago, Detroit, and New York City from the smaller places
such as Lockport, New York, which has a population of around
twenty-five thousand.

Though some characters find themselves

in such towns for brief periods, their patterns of family
life are essentially unaltered by those visits, and consequently they can still be categorized as either rural, urban, or suburban.

One notable exception does arise, how-

ever, in the novel Wonderland; the family of Dr. Karl Pedersen lives in Lockport for the entire duration of the novel.
Wonderland charts the life of Jesse Harte, who is
seen in the beginning of the novel as a member of a poor
rural family.

His life in the country is discussed in

Chapter Two, which deals with rural families, and his later
life as a successful surgeon is examined in Chapter Four,
which deals with suburban families.
has been changed to Jesse Vogel.)

(His name by that time

In the interim, however,

Jesse resides for a time with the Pedersen family in the
town of Lockport, where he learns that families in towns
are also disintegrating.
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Jesse wants to be adopted by the Pedersens because
he knows that he has no identity without a family.

He sees

himself as merely a name on a manila folder in the office
of the Niagara County Home for Boys; the other boys who reside there are also nameless and undistinguishable.

The

only way out of the home and into an identity is through
adoption, and when the Pedersens present themselves as
prospective parents, Jesse is eager to show his worthiness
so that he can escape from the emptiness of the Home.

The

Pedersens have children of their own, but they have become
interested in Jesse Harte because he showed stamina and
determination in running away from his murderous father,
whereas the Pedersen children are weak, ineffectual people.
Dr. Pedersen tells Jesse:
"My family is incomplete. My daughter, Hilda, is a
remarkable child but, so far as I can foresee, an
incomplete child who will grow into an incomplete
woman. My son, Frederich, is also something of a disappointment to me. My wife, Mary, is a most generous
woman, religious and good, an excellent wife and
mother, though rather spoiled by her father . . . but
she has failed to give me the child I had foreseen
for myself, it has not worked out quite the way I
imagined it would twenty years ago. . . . Not that
my marriage is an unhappy one," Dr. Pedersen said
slowly, "but that it is somehow incomplete. I want
more. I need more to nourish me. I need another
son." (p. 79)
Dr. Pedersen's choice of the word "nourish" in his
statement to Jesse is significant in that it indicates his
obsessive need to eat to fill the gaps in his life.

He

and his entire family are distinguishable by the one trait
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of obesity, and each is seeking comfort through food, though
the excessive amounts of food they devour cannot begin to
fill the cavity that the loss of real familial relationships
has created.

Dr. Pedersen exerts constant pressure on his

children to become geniuses, as he considers himself a
genius, and though both children are highly intellectual,
they are unloving and unhappy.

Ironically, though Dr.

Pedersen is a physician, he refuses to consider their
obesity a symptom of an illness, and the children are continually rewarded with food for exceptional achievements,
even though each one is dangerously overweight.

Already

the subjects of ridicule, the children do not want to leave
the family and venture out into the world where they might
have to develop relationships with other people, for neither
one has the capacity to make friends.

Once a member of

that family, Jesse begins to be driven to perform acceptably, and his nervousness and fear of failure help to lead
him into the trap of rewarding himself with food as the
Pedersens do.

Soon he begins to look like them, and he

can hardly recognize the face of the fat boy he sees in
the mirror.

His dream of finding a family again is turn-

ing into a nightmare of frustrated, empty relationships.
Though the Pedersens refer to Lockport as "the
city," that term represents an effort to delude themselves
into thinking they are more important than they really are.
Admittedly, they are prominent members of the town.
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recognized wherever they go and adir.ired for their intellectual achievements.

Remembering, however, that they live in

a community of only about twenty-five thousand tempers the
extent of their fame somewhat.

Their large, pretentious

house and their extravagant display of wealth contribute to
the public image they wish to exhibit, but privately they
recognize that materialism and renown fail to bring happiness.

Dr. Pedersen's statement that Hilda is an "incom-

plete" child is accurate for the other members of the
family as well; all are incomplete, lacking the familial
relationships that could create well-rounded personalities.
Each member of the Pedersen family loses his identity in his special talent.

Dr. Pedersen is, in his own

words, "first of all a scientist, and then a physician,
and then a father . . . "

(p. 78). Significantly, he con-

siders his contribution to the family the least important
of his roles in life, and the family is a weakly structured
unit as a result.

Frederich is a budding composer, and

Hilda a mathematical genius, but neither child has friends
or activities outside the realm of his talent. Mrs. Pedersen seems talented only in the kitchen, though she is actually using food to insulate herself in her unhappiness,
and when food cannot pacify her, she turns to alcohol.

The

irony of the situation is that Dr. Pedersen continually insists that each person "find himself," discover his individuality, but he actually forces everyone to become like
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himself, i.e., more concerned with his public image than
with his own happiness. Above all, the townspeople must
be able to view the Pedersens with envy, though the Pedersens may not be enviable and may themselves envy the kinds
of lives led by ordinary community members.

When Jesse

performs to Dr. Pedersen's satisfaction and thus conforms
to the standards set by the doctor, he is told, "it seems
you are becoming yourself" (p. 108).
Only Mrs. Pedersen recognizes the sickness that is
destroying the Pedersen family.

She is the only one who

realizes what she has become; and to erase reality from her
mind she drinks.

She has grown up in Lockport, and she

understands the importance of having friends and enjoying
social life.

She continually urges Hilda to get out with

other girls, but Hilda merely becomes more morose and withdrawn.

Mrs. Pedersen can see what the family is doing to

Jesse and she tells him:
"When you came to live with us, Jesse, I was grateful for you because you were just like me. I said
to Dr. Pedersen, thank heavens he's like me! He
isn't like those other two! But now—now you're
getting like Hilda herself—" (p. 145)
Jesse frequently takes Mrs. Pedersen out for a
drive, and she is always reluctant to return to her home;
instead she has Jesse drive her up and down the streets of
the town, as though she is looking for something she has
lost there.

But Jesse is so wrapped up in his preparations

for college that he hardly notices her intense longing for
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her former life until the day she asks him to take her to
Buffalo with him and on the way announces thaz she is leaving her family to begin to rediscover herself.

She has

seen the way that Dr. Pedersen has turned his family members into freaks, and she cannot reconcile herself to a
continued life as an outcast.

She has seen herself in Jesse,

and she tells him that she, like Jesse, has wanted only one
thing:

love.

"I loved you right away, Jesse, because you were like
me, the way I used to be. I wanted to be loved too,
like you I wanted to be loved by Dr. Pedersen and no
one else. . . . But I wasn't a freak in the beginning. I was Mary Shirer. I don't know what happened, what he did to me. . . ." (p. 165)
At this point Jesse recognizes himself as a freak,
and although he is miserable with fear and indecision about
what they are doing, he aligns himself with Mrs. Pedersen
and decides to help her escape the trap of the sick family.
In Buffalo, he imagines every stranger looking at them and
thinking that they are freaks.

Getting out of the town of

Lockport awakens in Jesse some vision of reality; he sees
himself as an individual unknown to the city people, and
he does not like what he sees.

In the relative seclusion

of his own town, he is ignored because everyone knows who
he is, and there he does not consider himself freakish,
but now in the city he begins to wonder about the nature
of the relationships in the Pedersen home.

When he asks

Mrs. pedersen if she will be afraid to live alone, "when
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everybody else in the world lives in a family," she replies, "A family!

What do I care about a family!" (p. 173).

The turning point in Jesse is reached at this time. He
realizes that he has been secluded and deluded in Lockport,
and he does not now have, nor ever has had, a real family:
^ faniily! For a moment he could not remember what
a real family was. The terror grew, a terror at
being excluded from the family of men, jostled about
on the streets by people in a hurry, people in
crowds, with their own families back home, private
lives that excluded him permanently. . . .
(p. 173)
After this climactic discovery, Jesse's life changes
quickly.

He checks Mrs. Pedersen into a hotel, but he is

sent home to pick up her clothes. Later he is sent out for
some food that they might use to try to fill the emptiness
created by the breakup of the family. \>/hen he returns with
the food, he discovers that she has been taken home by Dr.
Pedersen, and the two of them have left a letter for Jesse.
Significantly, Jesse does not open the letter until he
has devoured several meals, as though he knows that he has
lost what family he has had and he has only food to sustain
him now-

When the letter is opened, he finds a check for

one thousand dollars and a short statement declaring that
he is dead to the Pedersen family.
When Jesse leaves the Pedersen family, the situation is not analogous to the destruction of other families
mentioned herein; although Jesse is homeless and without a
family, the family unit itself is still functioning in precisely the same way that it was when Jesse joined the unit.
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The section of Wonderland that deals with the small town
family does not record the gradual decaying of the family;
rather it depicts an already decadent family whose sickness is ignored by the members of the community merely because the people are prominent.

