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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Picmas Clayton Wolfe, American novelist of the piirtles, was b o m 

in Asheville, North Carolina, October 3, I9OO, and worked during most of 

his mature life upon a vast writing project in which he, either as Eugene 

Gant or as George Josiah Webber, starred as hero. His huge manuscripts 

of over a million words vere to have gone to six long volumes and to 

have covered the period fVom 178I to the 1930's. During his lifetime, 

his vritings were drawn upon to produce two long novels (Look Homeward, 

Axigel, 1929; Of Time and the River, 1935) Bnd several shorter works (con-

tdned in From Death to Morning, 1935, and pie Story of a Novel, 1936); 

and after his death on September 15, 193d, to finish out two more com

plete novels (pie Web and the Rock, 1939; You Can't Go Home Again, 1940) 

and a volume of shorter selections (pie Hills Beyond, 194l). 

Because Wolfe's work is essentially autobiographical, we can as-

simie that the struggle with a concept of time evident in the novels 

^ Wolfe's first editor. Maxwell E. Perkins of Charles Scribner's 
Sons, helped Wolfe collect and edit his manuscripts through I936. In 
December 1937 Wblfe changed from Scribner's to Harper & Brothers, and 
from that time on, Edward C. Aswell worked with Wolfe and edited the un
published manuscript—conservatively estimated a^ more than a million 
words—as the last three books. Although no attempt has been made to 
include in this study a listing of Wolfe's stories in magazines, the 
reader v i U find the following work very helpful: George R. Preston, 
Jr., piomas Wolfe; A Bibliography, Nfew York, 1943> which is a collation 
of Wolfe's writings, with magazine location of the short stories, crlt-
icd articles, and reviews. Ih addition to Wolfe's published works, 
there are extensive manuscript collections of unpublished material in 
the Harvard College Library. Wolfe's books shall hereafter be cited in 
parentheses by the following abbreviations: Look Homeward, Angel—ifiA; 
Of Tine and the River--OTR; From Death to Morning—FEM; pie Story of a 
Nbvel—SNj pie Web and the Rock--W&R| You Can't Go Home Again—YOGHA. 



represents Wolfe's own preoccupation with the nature of time. Bven 

though he denied that his books were autobiogrs^ical, critics have for 

the most part agreed that his chief work, to yhlch his individual novels 

add up, recounts essantially, in thinly disguised form, the story of his 

own life. Wolfe's well-known rationalization that his books were not 

autobiographical actually is strong evidence that his own life served as 

his model in writing: 

If the writer has used the clay of life to make his book, he 
has only used idiat all men must, ^ a t nozecan keep from using« 
Fiction is not fact, but fiction is fact selected and. under
stood, fiction is f€u:t arranged and charged with purpose.^ 

The details of his novels further support the autobiographical theory. 

In his first two books, for instance,—Look Homeward, Angel and Of Time 

and the River—Wolfe is easily identifiable €is Eugene Gant, yhoBe parents, 

Oliver and Eliza Gent, are based on Wolfe's own parents. Moreover, 

Eugene's brother Ben is a portrait of Wolfe's brother of the same name. 

Again, for example, in the second part of the tetralogy—pie Web and the 

Rock and You Can't Go Home Again-"Wblfe's personal hero becomes George 

Webber, whose mistress, Esther Jack, is a reflection of Wolfe's mistress. 

Aline Bernstein, plough there are some grounds for Aswell's statement 

that "Wolfe the man was one thing, and Wolfe the writer was another,"^ 

2 
piomas C. Wolfe, "To the Reader," preface to Look Homeward. 

Angel (Nfew York, 1929). 

^ Edward C. Aswell, "An Introduction to Piomas Wolfe," in 
The Bnigna of piomas Wolfe, ed. Richard Walser (Cambridge, 1953), p. 106 



this study will take for granted that "Wolfe and his hero are one."^ 

An adequate study of the theme of time in Wolfe's novels has not 

yet been published, although two excellent short essays have been written: 

s 6 

"Time as Uhity in piomas Wolfe,"^ and "Dark Time." The former eaqplores 

Wolfe's use of time as a connecting link to unify his four novels, and 

the latter studies Wolfe's theme of memory of the past with relation to 

Proust's thaory. Both of these articles have been very helpful in the 

preparation of this thesis. Other books have dealt in a very general 

way with Wolfe's concern with time, notably, studies by Herbert J. Muller' 
Q 

and Louis D. Rubin. So far as can be discovered, no other study of 

Wolfe's time problem equals in scope the present thesis. 

Wolfe's preoccxxpatlon with time is apparent even to the casual 

reader. Many of his finest prose-poetic passages are extensive treatises 

on the problem. As one critic has said of Wolfe, the idea of man as cap

tive of time was "the themsof all the novels, stories and plays, whether 

^ Pamela H. Johnson, Hungry Gulliver (New York, 1948), p. 1. 

^ W. P. Albrecht, "Time as Uhity in Piomas Wolfe," in Pie Bilgma 
of Thomas Wolfe, ed. Richard waiser (Cambridge, 1953), PP. 239-248. 
Hereafter cited as Albrecht, "Time as Uhity." 

° Margaret Qiurch, "Dark Time," in The Eaigna of Piomas Wolfe, 
ed. Richard Wedser (Cambridge, 1953)> PP. 249-2627 Hereafter cited as 
Church, "Dark Time." 

' Herbert J. Muller, piomas Wolfe (Norfolk, 1947). Hereafter 
cited as Muller, Thomas Wolfe. 

° Louis D. Rubin, Thomas Wblfe; pie Weather of His Youth (Baton 
Rouga, 195^)* Hereafter cited as Rubin, Thomas Wolfe. 



taken as a lAole or piece by piece. "^ In a letter to his first editor. 

Maxwell E. Perkins, Wolfe makes a statement which might well serve as 

the hypothesis of this study: "I SLSk you to remember that my book is 

about Time; I hope the Time theme is evident in this story." pie 

purpose of this thesis is to examine, as thoroughly as possible, the 

problem of time as it affected Wolfe and his works and to show that ul

timately Wblfe found before his death a satisfactory solution to a 

problem that has perplexad man for centuries. 

^ Rubin, piomas Wolfe, p. 28. 

piomas C. Wblfe, Pie Letters of piomas Wolfe, ed. Elizabeth 
Nowell (Nfew York, 1956), p. 357* Hereafter cited as Wblfe, Letters. 
These letters, ranging from the earliest written—when he was eight 
years old—to the last note before his death, are very iiqportant for 
this study. The section which is most critical to our study, since it 
reveals the developoent of Wolfe's creative process, is that concerned 
with his letters to Maxwell E. Perkins, his first editor. 



CHAPTER II 

WOLFE'S CC»ICEPT OF TIME 

Man as a Captive of Time 

In Paomas Wolfe; pie Weather of His Youth Louis D. Rubin remarks; 

"From the beginning, Wolfe was preoccupied with change . . . . And in 

Eugene and his creator, piomas Wolfe, this takes the form of an intense 

awareness of and preoccupaticm with Time." Pie problem of time appears 

very early in Wolfe's fiction. In its most crucial form, man is seen as 

a captive of time. Pie theme is expressed in his first novel. Look 

Hoaaeward, Angel, in terms of loneliness smd lostness, of imprisonment in 

the flux of time that makes up human ejq)erience. "luring darkly in his 

crib, washed, powdered, and fed," Eugene Gant, left alone to sleep with

in "a shuttered roam," is iBnediately aware of the theme yhlch Is to 

pursue him throughout his life: "he knew he would always be the sad one: 

caged in that little round of skiill, iiqprisoned in that beating and most 

secret heart, his life must always walk down lonely passages. Lost." 

Yet he sees an inkUng even this early of a solution to the problem in 

terms of memory: 

He had been sent from one mystery into another: somevhere 
within or without his consciousness he heard a great bell ring
ing faintly, as if it soimded undersea, and as he listened, 
the ghost of memory walked through his mind, and for a moment 
he felt that he had almost recovered what he had lost [JMA, 
pp. 37-38]. 

^ Rubin, piomas Wolfe, p. 28. 

8 



Pirouc^ut Look Homeward, Angel a sense of the lost past and ever-

changing time haunts young Gent, making him intensely aware of the 

loneliness of man's life. Even in his personal life, when he was "a 

child of about ei^t years old,"^ Wolfe himself fonoed the "habit of 

loneliness," idiich led him both in his personal and fictional experiences 

into an intensive search for the past and eventually to his conclusions 

about time and change. One finds the concept first in the novel as a 

mere hint of tragedy. Wolfe depicts Eugene's father, Oliver Gant, as 

having a "tragic consciousness of time—he saw the passionate fulness of 

his life upon the wane, and he cast about him like a senseless and in

furiate beast" (IHA, p. 20). But as the novel progresses, Wolfe's 

awareness of time becomes more and more obvious, finding esqpression in 

such passages as the following In which Eugene is almost overwhelmed by 

it. 

pie great pageantry of pain and pride and death hung through 
the dusk of its awful vision, touching his sorrow with a lone
ly Joy. He had lost; but all pilgrimage across the world was 
loss: a moment of cleaving, a moment of t>ak1ng away^ the 
thousand phantom shs^s that beaconed [ISA, p. 473].^ 

pie time problaa develops into a more conscious obsession in 

Wolfe's second book. Of Time and the River. Wolfe describes this con

cern in pie Story of a Novel, declaring that time became a poignant 

element in the creative process of writing the second book: 

^ Wolfe, Letters, pp. 371-372. 

3 
Other illustrative passages of this feeling are pp. 423, 456, 

519, 521-522, 532-583, 604, 623-625. 
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All of this time I was being baffled by a certain time 
element in the book [OTR], by a time relation which could 
not be escaped, and for t^ch I was now desperately seeking 
some structural channel . . . . It was the tremendous prob
lem of these three time eleioents that almost defeated me and 
that cost me countless hours of anguish in the years that 
were to follow [SN, pp. 51-52]. 

4 
Pie theme spills over into his personal letters of this time, too. pie 

following is an exaaqple taken tram a letter to Perkins, dated December 

1930: "I have told you that my new book is haunted throu^^ut by "the 

5 
Idea of the river—of Time and Change. Well, so am I.""̂  During this 

period also he was tonnented by "dreams of Quilt and time"—dreams which; 

Chameleon-like in all their dazmiable and \mending fecundities 
. . . restored to me the vhole huge world that I had known, 
the billion faces and the million tongues, and . . . restored 
it to me with the malevolent triumph of a passive and unwanted 
ease . . . . Pbr above that universe of dreams there shone 
forever a tranquil, muted, and unchanging light of time [SN, 
pp. 62-63]. 

In the second book, too, the idea of man's captivity in time is partic

ularly evident, especially in the section called "Kronos and Rhea; the 

Dream of Time." It is epitomized in the following passage; 

Fbr what are we, my brother? We are a phantom flare of 
grieved desire, the ghostling and phosphoric flicker of im-
nortal time, a brevity of days haunted by the eternity of 
the earth . . . . We are a twist of passion, a moment's flame 
of love and ecstasy . . . a haunting of brief, sharp hours, 
an almost captured beauty, a demon's \Aiisper of uzibodied mem
ory. We are the dupes of time [OTR, p. 869]. 

^ See especially Wolfe, Letters, pp. 235, 239> 243, 244, 279, 
282. 

5 Wolfe, Letters, p. 282. 

file:///mending
file:///Aiisper
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Plough in pie Web and the Rock and You Can't Go Home Again, Wolfe treats 

the subject of time much less fully than in his second novel, the old 

problCTis of memory and change nevertheless continue to haunt him to some 

extent. OSu-ough the person of Aunt Maw, Wolfe's hero George Webber still 

hears the "lost voices in the mountains long ago" i^ich re-creates the 

past for him. Da the third novel, too, as Church points out, Wolfe is 

Inpressed again with "the immobility of time, its inmeasuirableness, its 

relativity."' He describes, for instance, an estuary of the sea eis 

"motionless as time" and declares that men measure iniDeasurable time by 

arbitrary synbols, that they even measure the timeless sea (WSeR, p. 262). 

Again, his hero, George, is shocked to realize that even the greatest 

writer, Shakespeare, had not solved the problem of time, had only sketched, 

as it were, "the lineaments of one of time's million faces." Piis filled 

George with a hopeless horror: 

. . . grey time washed over him, and drowned him in the sea-depths 
of its unutterable horror, until he became nothing but a wretched 
and iiopotent cipher, a microscopic atom, a bloodless, eyeless 
grope-thing crawling on the sea-floors of the inmense, without 
strength . . . . For, if the greatest poet that had ever lived 
had found the task too great for him, yhat could one do ^ o had 
not a fraction of his power, and who could not conceal the task, 
as he had done, behind the enchantments of an ovartrhelming genius? 
[W8dR, pp. 274-275.] 

Constantly George cries out, trying to find the lost ersis of time, yet 

realizing that his wish can never be fulfilled, for man at best is but 

"that little, glittering candle-end of dateless time idio tries to give a 

^ a;, also W&R, pp. 8, 68, 82. 
7 
' Church, "Dark Time," p. 259. 
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purpose to eternity" (W&R, p. 299). 

W. P. Albrecht sums iip Wolfe's problem in his first two novels as 

"that of the individual seeking stability in an ever-flowing river of 

8 
time." But in his later works Wolfe became concerned also with society 

as Immersed in time, plough all along acknowledging the problems of 

others as they were caught in the maelstrom of time, he at first felt 

the problem as almost wholly personal; he first struggled with the com" 

plexities of the problem in order to orient himself. It was only diu>ing 

the writing of his second novel that Wolfe sucldenly became p«Llnfully 

aware of humanity's predicament in time. As he says; 

the staggering intact of this black picture of man's Inhiinanity 
to his fellow man, the unending repercussions of these scenes 
of suffering . . . left a scar upon my life, a conviction in 
my soul which I shall never lose . . . . I only knew that I 
had ruinously forgotten time, and by so doing had betrayed n^ 
brother men [SN, pp. 60-64]. 

piese horrors of poverty and crime f̂Aiich he observed during the first of 

the depression years helped to effect this new humanitarian outlook, and 

society as a captive of time became his main concern thereafter. 

pie whole problem of society and time is asq^lidtly stated in a 

long section near the close of Wolfe's fourth novel. You Can't Go Hoane 

9 
Again. Here Wolfe reviews the development of his attitude toward life 

from the early egotistic enthusiasm at collage to the growing social-

consdotisness that was Just beginning to shape itself, even as he was 

finishing the book, into a positive answer to the problems of life and 

Q 

° Albrecht, "Tiiae as Uhity," p. 240. 

^ see especially pp. 708-7II, 722, 724-725, 728-730. 
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time. 

Piere came to me a vision of man's inhumanity to man, and as 
tine went on it began to blot out the more personal and self-
centered vision of the world wliich a young man always hcus. 
Then it was, I think, that I began to learn humility. . . . I 
was coming more and more to feel an Intense and passionate con
cern for the interests and designs of my fellow men and of all 
humanity [YOfflA, pp. 724-725]. 

Turning troBi this self-centered concern with his own private problem, 

Wolfe, though stiU aware of his personal imprisonment in time, nonethe

less sees it on a broader, more universal scale—all men are captives of 

time. His task of finding an answer to the problem of time has become 

humanitarian, and any solution a noble contribution to human welfare, 

piis is the "weather change," as Nathan L. Rothman puts it. 

in the Eugene Gant we have known in the first two novels. No 
longer the Byron, the Stephen Dedalus, the wandering Telemachus. 
His eye now is outside himself, upon men, his brothers. He is 
seeking for an answer to their needs now, not his any longer. 

pie Nature of Time 

In pie Story of a Novel Wolfe divides time into three categories; 

piere were three elements Inherent in the material, pie first 
and most obvious was an element of actual present time, an 
element which carried the narrative forward, T̂ iich represented 
characters and events a^ living in the present and moving for
ward into an immediate future, pie second time element was of 
past time, one "vdiich represented these same characters as acting 
and as being acted upon by all the accumulated impact of man's 

Nathan L. Rothman, "Piomas Wolfe and James Joyce; A Study in 
Literary Influence," in pie Enigma of Thomas Wolfe, ed., Richard Walser 
(Cambridge, 1953), p. 289. Hereafter cited as Rothman, "Wolfe and Jbyce." 
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experience so that each moment of their lives was conditioned 
not only by what they esqperienced in that moment, but by all 
that they had experienced vap to that moment. In addition to 
these two time elements, there was a third which I conceived 
as being time iiomrtable, the time of rivers, mountains, oceans, 
and the earth; a kind of eternal and unchanging universe of 
time against î iich would be projected the transience of man's 
life, the bitter briefness of his day [SN, pp. 51-52]. 

Although these three elements are closely related it will be valuable to 

examine each one separately. 

Wolfe thought of present time—that time in ytlch. the individual 

actually lives as he advances into the izonediate future—as continuously 

U 
changing. Like Heraclitus, Wolfe asserted that time is in a constant, 

unchanging state of change and that each succeeding second differs f^om 

the second before. Just as a river changes from second to second and is 

never again the same. It is significant that he, too, symbolized time 

as a river; 

All was as it had always been, moving, changing, swarming on 
forever like a river, and as fixed, unutterable in unceasing 
movement and in changeless change as the great river is, and 
time itself [OTR, p. 245]. 

As each second of time came, remained in the present for its lit

tle instant, and retreated into the dark pa^t, Wolfe reached out his arms, 

eager to hold and to enjoy life—only to find that \^ich he had reached 

for gone already into the past. Consequently, he felt that tine was as 

•^ Heraclitus believed that change is a universal character of 
everything that exists. As a symbol of change, he used the river, 
writing, "Ooe cannot step twice into the saine river" because "ever new 
waters are flowing in upon those who step into the same rivers." For a 
further discussion of Heraclltian theory see Seyinour G* Martin, at. al.j 
A KLstory of Hiilosophy (Ntw York, 194l), pp. 32-3**. 
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unreal and fleeting as a dream; and his main preoccupation in his last 

three novels became this concern for time flux, with its fleetingness, 

grandeur, and pathos--"the lamense and nuzmurous" sound of time which 

rises over great railroad sheds or over huge cities (oa!R, p. 136). A 

logical result of his personal preocci^)ation with time was an intensi

fication of a longing in his characters for the lost experteoceQ idiich 

had gone into the past and could not be recaptured. Eugene, for exainple, 

in Of gUae and the River, sees these lost experiences like the blurring 

of the spokes of a whirling wheel; 

The flushed spoke-wires crossed his vision, lost the moment that 
he saw them, his forever, gone, like all things else, and never 
to be captured, seen a million times, yet never to be captured, 
seen a million times, yet never known before—as haunting, fad
ing, deathless as a dream, as brief as is the bitter briefness 
of man's days, as lost and lonely as his life upon the mighty 
breast of earth, and of America [OTR, pp. 245-»i6].^^ 

piis idaa that all things are iBnadlataly taken away by the river of 

time, and that parmanent possession is iB|>ossible, is a persistent theme 

in Of Tiae and the River. For exas^le; 

pie possession of all things, even the air we breathed, was 
held froa us, and the river of life and time flowed through 
the grasp of our hands forever, and we held nothing tor oiu* 
hunger and desire axcept the proud and trembling mosaents, one 
by one • . . . we were left forever with . • . the hauntings 
of an accidental memory . . . of great and little things which 
passed and vaniabed instantly and could never be forgotten 
[OTR, p. 509]. ̂  

12 
Many similar instances of longing for lost experiences could be 

cited. Con5)are, for instance, OTR, pp. 42, 52, l49, 245, 509, 526, 551, 
607. see also WW, pp. 59, 61, 63, 68, 83, I70, 229, 367-368, 4l4, 447-
448, 5^1, 631-632;» 682. 

13 
Sec also other references to possession in OTR, pp. 175, H 3 , 

45^, 551, 571-
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But after his approach to the problam of time had changed, vhen he 

looked back and examined his old attitude, Wolfe readily admitted in 

You Can't Go Home Again that he had been wrong in trying to go "back 

home to the old forms and systems of thii^ts ̂ ihich once seemed everlasting 

but \thlQh are changing all the time" (YOG^A, p. 706)* 

Past tima, for Wolfe, represented on one hand permanently lost ex-

parianoa, on the other a means of continually re-creating the present by 

going back into the past and retrieving those lost ejQ>eriences. Although 

he could not halt time or turn it back in its course, he hojped that he 

could perhc^s discover the key or the door which would admit him once 

again into the realm of the past. Wolfe defined the past, as we have 

seen, as the element of time \ibXch showed people "as acting and as being 

acted iipon bgr all the accuuulated iani^act of man's experience." He con

ceived of each person as the sum of the many experiences of the past, 

even those which he had never even ktx>wn. Therefore a return into the 

past provided a means of exfunlnlng those forces which had made him and 

society what they were. Back in the past, ha was convinced, lay his 

true home, "the golden life." 

Cna such key to the past was memory, by >diich, as Wolfe says in a 

letter, he atteoipted "to apprehend and to make live again a mcxnent in 

lost time." gf Time and the River furnishes an abundance of exas^las 

of this ccmcapt. For exaqple, as MBurgaret Church points out, "Pirough 

the memories and tales of his mother Eugene cooes closer to the actual 
15 

past than he is able to come by other means." Again in the same novel 

1^ Wolfe, Letters, p. 322. 

^5 Church, "Dark Tliae," p. 255. 

file:///thlQh
file:///ibXch
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when Eugene meets his Uhde Bascom Pentland in Boston, he hopes that his 

uncle will bring him in touch with the lost experiences and faces which 

Bascom had known in his long life (OTR, pp. l46-l49). But somehow his 

uncle has lost the key and is unable to give Eugene the feeling of 

reality about the past idiich Eugene seeks. As far back as childhood, 

as conception almost, "Imprisoned in the dark womb" of his mother, 

Eugene had begun to lose "the golden life," "the conimmlcations of 

eternity," the "lane-end into heaven." "Naked and alone" he had come 

into exile, into life, and from the prison of his mother's flesh he had 

emerged "into the unspeakable and Incomnunicable prison of this earth." 

Wolfe has Eugene Gfpending most of his life trying to return to the p a ^ 

throu£^ his own conscious and racial memories and through the recollec-

16 
tions of others. Piere were other methods idiich Wolfe tried in 

attenspting to recapture the past, but this theme we have Just considered 

will serve as an introduction to his poignant concern with past time. 

pie lostness which Wolfe felt with respect to past time cannot be 

coonpletely aaparated from the sense of lostness associated with Wolfe's 

"time iiOBUtabla," the "eternal and unchanging universe of tima against 

which would be projected the transience of man's life, the bitter brief

ness of his day." Wblfe uses the river as his chief symbol of time im

mutable, although the following are sometimes employed: "mountains, 

oceans, and the earth" (SN, p. 5 2 ) . ^ He inferred that althouc^ time 

^ lifi., OTR, pp. 79, 81, 151, 152, 155, 804, 853, 881, 903. 

•*•• For instances of these latter three see OTR, pp. 42, 76-77, 389-
390, 39*̂ , 526, 748; W&R, pp. 275, ̂ 7,456, 674, 681-682. 
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considered as a river is forever ^hanei ng and transient, it is at the 

same tljae eternal in the effect of its changeless flow, so that it be

comes the iffloutable backdrop for man's mutable life. He thin2;8, for 

exaa^le, that in the night a thousand men have died "\^ile the river, 

always the river, the dark eternal river, full of strange secret time, 

washing the city's stains away, thickened and darkened by its dioplngs, 

ifl 
is flowing by us, by us to the sea." He felt intensely this eternal 

q^uality of time in nature, lacking in man's brief duration, and it was 

this vary dimension he hoped to incorporate into man's brief sojourn, 

pie iBBnrtable river of time thus became two things for him; an enemy 

that took away the present from him, and a aynibol which because of its 

own timelessness taunted him with thoughts of the unattainable eternal; 

"Ws are a phantom flame of grieved desire," he remarks in Of Tine and the 

River, "the ghostling and phosphoric flicker of iamortal time, a brevity 

of days haunted by the eternity of the earth" (OTR, p. 869). And be

cause he desired something in his own e3Q>erience £is "eternal and undying" 

as the "voice of time," he set as the goal of his fiction a working out 

of a permanence eq.ual to the sound of time itself* 

Time, for Wolfe, then, was threefold; present, past, and inniutable. 

present time was symbolized by the river, incessantly flowing by Wolfe 

into the past and withholding the permanent possession of all e^q^erl-

ences. He tried to recapture those lost experiences by going back into 

the past and solidifying time into the indestructible pattern of time 

iiomrtable, a dimension of pezmanent life which ha perceived and to 

which ha aspired. 

^ ^. also OTR, pp. 245, 474, 509-510, 526, 533, 568, 598, 860. 



CHAPTER H I 

PROJECTED aOLUnONS TO OEE PROBLEM OF TIME 

IXu'ing the course of writing his novels Wolfe atteiqpted several 

solutions to the problem of time that persistently faced him. But any 

attempt to isolate any one of these would probably result in failure 

because Wolfe himself did not consciously conceive of his various at-

"teapts as opecific metaphysical attacks on the problem. It is obvious 

from the novels that he was aware of the problem facing him and con

sciously haaaiared away at it, but it is doubtful, as Rubin claims, that 

he "consciously worked out a philosophy of time idiich he then expoioded 

in his novels." His final solution actually grew out of a partially 

unconscious, gradual aatitring, during d̂iich process he discarded earlier 

atteDQ>t8 and turned to more suitable ones, piese projected solutions 

should be considered as an orderly presentation of Wolfe's development 

and as a means of sin^llfying our understanding of his maturing rather 

than as a chronoliOgical record of his hypotheses and final theory. 

Memory 

Wolfe's first atten̂ )t to solve the problam of time was through 

memory, by lAiich he tried to telescope all of the past and make it 

exist simultaneously with the present. His own memory was prodigious 

in recalling the past, and it was only natural that he should turn to 

it, should seek to arrest or turn back time by that memory--\Aiich, in 

his own words, "vent bayond the limits of nan's actual memory. It went 

^ Rubin, Piomas Wolfe, pp. 171-172. 

19 

file://-/Aiich


20 

back to the farthest adyt of his childhood before conscious memory had 

bagun" (SN, p. 45). Pie fact that Wolfe thought of men as being contin

ually acted iipon by the expariances of the past explains his almost 

obsessive interest in memory, his desperate efforts to recall his past 

experiences. 

Early in 1922 he wrote to Professor Edwin Oreenlaw that Profes

sor Lowes' book. The Road to Xanadu, had affected him greatly by showing 

"hov retentive of all it reads is the mind and how, at almost any moment, 

that mass of mateirial may be fused and resurrected in new and magic 

2 
forms." Piereafter he developed his power of recall consciously until 

finally the floods of memory did overwhelm him with a "strange revery 

and dream of time." A r^resentativa clue to the urgency of his memory 

during the years of his work can be found in another letter; "my mem

ory is a kind of hunger and as I go on, my memory seems to get better, 

or worse, dapanding on which way you look at it. I am haunted by a 

sense of tine wad a memory of things past and, of course, X know I have 
3 

got to try somahov to get a harness on it." 

In Of Time and the River he repeatedly mentioned the activity of 

Eugene's memory, pointing out that images of the past came back in later 

years to Eugene "with a feeling of bitter loss and longing" so that he 

4 
wanted to experience them all again*' Wolfe triad to enlarge these 

^ Wolfe, Letters, p. 30. 

^ Wolfa, Letters, p. 323. 

^ see, e.^., OTR, pp. 79, 8l, 151-152, 155, ̂ 76, 853. 
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remembered experiences and transform them into a coxapletely rec&ptured 

past Tdiich irould exist simultaneously with the present. He failed, how^ 

ever, to make the past live again except in his own haunting memories, 

and this failure finally enforced his notion that past experiences are 

"lost." Pirou^ memory he could recall forgotten "odors, sounds, colors, 

shapes, and feel of things with concrete vividness," but realistically 

considered, these qualities always remained pale substitutes for actual 

prasant life. As Albrecht observes, "Remembered hunan ralationahips 

5 
are not an adequate substitute for actual relationships." 

In addition to individual memory Wolfe makes treqveat reference 

to that type of recall TAdch may be called "racial" memory. This 

classification includes the experiences which Wolfe's friends or neigh

bors, and those of the characters in his novels, were able to evoke, as 

wall as the past which objects and places could draw v^ for Wolfe—ex-

parlances idiich he had not personally had and of which he had possibly 

only raad. In a very special way, too, it includes the heritage of the 

American national past—"the lost past of America" (OTR, p. 8o4). 

As we have already seen, Wolfe used his friends as keys which he 

hoped would unlock the lost door to meaningful ei^>erience. This curi

osity was not primarily a voyeuristic tendency on his part, but a search 

for a better tima, a lost past iî iich he considered to be, for example, 

"a time of aacurity and certitiide suggested by the 'golden' abundance 

^ Albrecht, "Time as Uhity," p. 244. 

More concerning Wolfe's use of memory shall be covered in the 
comparison of Proust with Wolfe in the fifth chapter. 
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Of Gent's Pennsylvania."' He, like the elder Gant, felt that he was "a 

single, imknown thread in the huge warp of fate" which would someday be 

interwoven with the lives of all other individuals and nations, with, as 

it were, the whole "tribe" of man. Longing for this with all his heart, 

Wolfe tried to hasten the "secret weavings of dark change that threads 

our million lives into strange purposes" (OTR, p. 8l), believing that if 

he could accooplish this con^letion within his own lifetime by totally 

"devouring" the earth and all its hidden secrets, he should be able to 

see the pattern, the very meaning of life in time. The most earnest 

appeal for the recall of this lost paist was made at the beginning of the 

section, "Kronos and Rhea; the Dream of Time," in Of Time and the River, 

where the effect is almost as if the writer has stepped aside from the 

narration of his story of Eugene Gant and has appealed directly to some 

unknown being or beings for himself and for the lost race. He iiq̂ lores 

his unknown listener to "play us a time on an unbroken spinet" through 

\diich the past might be brought to life again so that he might see and 

hear and feel it; 

Do not make echoes of forgotten time...but play us a tune on an 
unbroken spinet, play lively music i^en the instnsaent was new, 
let us see Mozart playing In the parlor, and let us hear the 
sound of the ladies' voices . . . . waken the turmoil of for
gotten streets, let us hear their sounds again unmuted, and 
unchanged by tiioe, throw the light of Wednesday morning on 
the Third Crusade, and let us see Athens on an average day 
. . . . i(̂  the waters of life, by time, by time, play us a 
tune on an unbroken spinet, and let us hear the actual voices 
of old fairs; let us move backward through our memories, and 
through the memory of the race, let us see poor people sitting 
in their rooms in 1597, and let us see the rich man standing 

'^ Albrecht, "Time as Uaity," p. 24l. 
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with his back before the fire, in the Middle Ages, and hie 
wife knitting by the table, and let us hear their casual 
words [OCR, p. 853]. 

In the following paragraphs this appeal continues to the strange listener 

to "unwind the fabric of lost time out of our entrails" until he should 

see and know all things again. 

Earlier in the novel, in the enthusiasm of youth, Wolfe's hero 

Eugene had admitted, "He simply wanted to know about everything on earth; 

he wanted to devour the earth," and although he felt at times that he 

could never do this, nevertheless he tried—"storming away at the idiole 

earth about him, sometimes wild with a Jubilant and exultant Joy and 

certitude as the conviction came to him that everything would, happen as 

he wished" (CTR, pp. 92-93). Pien, at ni£^ as he heard the vast sounds 

of the city, he thought of the "dark sleeping earth and of the continent 

of nii^t" until for a moment it seemed that he had it in his grasp; until 

it "seemed to him that he saw everything at once." 

But, as Margaret Church shows in her essay "Dark Time," neither 

Wolfe nor his hero was ever actually able to revive the past except in 

his memory; "these assertions contain nothing of Proust's metaphysical 

theories that the past exists; they sljqply state that Wblfe vividly re-

called the past." Albrecht's essay voices the same opinion: "In 

Wolfe's novels, however, the recollection of the past is clearly labeled 

as such and is not, as in Joyce or Virginia Woolf, fused almost indistin-

guishably with the present."" 

3 Church, "Dark,Time," p. 251. 

9 Albrecht, "Time as Uhity," p. 24o. 
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Yet, there is in Wolfe's Pie Web and the Rock one very striking 

exception to this critical opinion. In this particular instance, Wblfe 

clearly labels the phenomenon of time as an intersection of the past with 

the present. It is an occasion ytien the past beccxoes real for George 

Webber, pie spring colors affect George's memory and sense of time by 

drawing "all the swarming chaos and confusion of the city into one great 

lyriccO. harmony of life," so that the present life around him becomes an 

instcmt part of all the mcanents of his life. 

So, too, the past became as real as the present, and he lived 
in the events of twenty years ago with as much intensity and 
as much great a sense of actuaUty as if they had Just occurred. 
He felt that there was no temporal past or present, no now more 
living than any reality of then; the fiction of temporal con
tinuity was destroyed, and his whole life became one piece with 
the indestructible unity of time and destiny [W&R, p. 54l]. 

piis passage differs tram Wolfe's other accounts of his and his 

hero's recollections, which were always projected in terms of similes 

or metaphors. The content of this passage, and the passage itself, 

limply that Wolfe is feeling an actual experience, \iAiich he has incorpo

rated in the novel, of an intersection of the past with the present; 

i.e., a partial achievement of Wolfe's goal. Piis was not an account of 

what Wolfe described the ej^erience as being like or what it reminded 

him of; it was what Wolfe actually felt, and therefore the moment was an 

actual fact, not merely an e;Q>ression of a feeling. But this passage 

stands alone in this respect. Other passages are (iuite inconsistent 

with the sense of partial achievement expreesed. by this one. At all 

other times, "each hour was like the full course of a packed and crowded 

life"; each moment was cramoed so richly with life "that all eternity 
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packed into it"; and "it seemed to him that he possessed it all" 

(WfieR, pp. 446-448; Italics in these quotations mine). Just when Wolfe 

thought that he was going to condense these feelings into a reality by 

yhlch he could keep, fix, and enjoy forever all of the earth's beauty 

and glory, as no one had ever done, he saw that it was impossible, and 

it "was an intolerable and agonizing loss" (W&R, p. 447). 

At the end of pie Web and the Rock Wolfe states the inevitable 

truth and keeps repeating it throughout his last book--the truth \ihlch 

could only vitiate any atteiopts at permanence through memory; the truth 

which finally he came to accept himself; "You can't go home again." 

And so his vast hunger to devour the earth and to fix time, to retiuni 

to his lost home, throu^ his own prodigious memory and the memory of 

the race went unappeased, and he was forced to write, "You can't go back 

home to yoin* family, back home to your childhood, back home to romantic 

love, back home to a young man's dreams of glory and of fame . . . back 

home to the escapes of Time and Memory" (YCGHA, p. 706). 

The Creative Process 

Almost inseparably connected with memory as a way of capturing 

time was the creative process to tdiich Wblfe devoted his life. Seeking 

stability in the everflowing river of time, Wolfe, thou^^t, temporarily, 

that he could solve the problem through creativeness; his novels, as 

Albrecht suggests, "in a sense recaptured Eugene's past, made Eugene 

aware of growth, and gave his life direction." In The Story of a 

Albrecht, "Time as Uhity," p. 24o. 
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Novel Wolfe explicitly names the door to creative power as the "door" of 

his search. In a passage in Of Time and the River he speaks of "all 

creation" as "the building of a fence" against time (OTR, p. 680). And 

in another, he states his own credo as an artist, which comes to Eugene 

"in one blaze of li£^t" one evening when he was visiting friends and is 

inspired by the "warm affection" of their friendship. 

At that instant he saw . . . the reason vhy the artist works and 
lives and has his being....that from life's clay and his own 
nature . . . he may distill the beauty of an everlasting form 
. . . cast his spell across the generations, beat death down 
upon his knees, kill death utterly, and fix eternity with the 
grappling-hooks of his own art . . . . His spirit [is] tortured 
by the angiiish of possession—the intolerable desire to fix 
eternally in the patterns of an indestructible form a single 
moment of man's living, a single moment of life's beauty, pas
sion, and unutterable eloquence, that passes, flames and goes, 
slipping forever from our desperate grasp even as a river flows 
and never can be held [OTR, pp. 550-551]* 

To fix time in an indestructible form, to control the chaos of temporal 

existence by means of the form of his art and thereby to creat a mean

ingful cosmos similar to the lost, past "heaven"—this was Wolfe's aim. 

Later, in one of his shorter works, "God's Lonely Man" in pie 

Hills Beyond, Wolfe further describes his creative process as an attempt 

to break through the dark isolation of time to unite the creator with a 

bright permanence. He says that the writer makes "a song for Joy" out 

of the pain of loss \Ailch the coming and passing of beauty—beauty \diich 

"is lost the moment that we touch it, can no more be stayed or held than 

one can stay the flowing of a river "--because that song, at least, "he 

may keep and treasure always" (THB, p. l6l). Again, in one of his let

ters, Wolfe says, "The artist is • . . here in life . . . to illuminate 
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it"^; to find the "great forgotten language" vhich alone can give ut

terance to man's life and the mystery of time. In the epigraph preface 

to The Web and the Rock Wolfe cries out the simmiary of his goal: 

Co\lld I make tongue say more than tongue could utter! Could I 
make brain grasp more than brain could think! Could I weave 
into immortal denseness some small brede of words, pluck out 
of sunken depths the roots of living, scans hundred thousand 
magic words that were as great as all my hunger, and hurl the 
sum of all my living out iipon three hundred pages—then death 
could take my life, for l had lived it ere he took ±%i 1 had 
slain hunger, beaten death! 

With such tremendous efforts Wolfe tried to solve and explain the mys

tery of time \Aiich haunted him all his life. 

At first, in this creative process Wolfe thoxj^^t he could fathom 

the depths of the time problem if he could make a "universe" of himself: 

"He simply wanted to know about everything on earth; he wanted to devour 

the earth" (CTR, p. 92). He wanted "somehow to make 'one small globe of all 

his being'" (CTR, p. 660). If he could possess the vhole world of ex

perience, he thought, then he would be able to understand and conquer 

time. Indeed, "he thought he could possess it all, and he cried: Yes! 

It will be mine!'" (CTR, p. 150). 

Possession—one of the key words to an understanding of Wolfe's 

obsession with time—was therefore for a 'vAiile his most liqportant aim 

because it was what the fleetingness of time most denied. To possess 

became his most frustrated need, and throughout the first two books he 

"tried to eat and drink the earth, stare his way through walls of solid 

masonry into the secret lives of men, until he had made the substance of 

all life his own" (OTR, p. 175)• Eugene in Of Time and the River is 

Wolfa, Letters, p. 593. 

file:///Aiich


26 

filled with "an overvAielmlng desire to possess beauty and all things 

else, and to include all things in him" (OTR, p. 443). Piis "anguish of 

possession," as he calls it (OTR, p. 551), was what drove him to crea

tivity. Since the river of time withholds the possession of all things, 

not only fz*om him but from every man, he tried through his literary art 

to "fix eternally . . . a single moment of life's beauty," which woiad 

bring a seilvation to mankind from the struggle against the river of time. 

Eliza Gent's obsession for collecting property in Look Baaeward, 

Angel* against idiich Eugene at first rebells in disgust, is this same 

need for possession. For a while Eugene tries to explain her tendency 

to hoard by the fear caused by her poverty-stricken childhood. But then, 

in anger, he asserts that she is Just greedy, like all the other real 

estate mongers idiich he despises so much. But one gets the feeling from 

the novel that she, too, is only trying to freeze time, to hold on and 

possess something out of the rush which, as Wolfe was soon to see, denies 

12 
to man the possession of all things. 

Wolfe in the end has to admit in Of Time and the River that "the 

moment that we choose to take a step, or stretch a hand, or say a word— 

\ie yet know that we can really keep, hold, take, and possess forever— 

nothing" (OTR, p. 454). "Pie possession of all things," he says further, 

"even the air we breathed, was held from us, and the river of life and 

time flowed through the grasp of our hands forever, and we held nothing 

for our hunger and desire except the proud and tranbling moments, one 

by one" (OTR, p. 509). 

12 « , « 
Jbr amqple, see LHA, pp. 137, 183, ^38. 
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Yet even in this realization Wolfe could not fully resign himself 

to the inevitable failure iiiQ}lied in the problem of capturing time in a 

frozen moment of creation, and he believed in the possibility almost un

til his death. ll:iable to incorporate the world of experience within his 

own body and mind, he tried to deposit the idiole of life in his books, 

d̂iich he still hoped would "fix" time eternally. As Rothman points out: 

"He saw that in the wash of his blood and brain, but also in the wash of 

human eacperience about him, were all the meaning of America, Time, Art."^ 

pils recognition is illustrated by his efforts to capture America, in all 

its ramifications, in his fiction. This became, in a sense, the work of 

his life. 

Wolfe began to build his picture of America "in such conscious 

drawings-together of all memories . . • and in the actual permanent stuff 

of the physical world, in the moxmtains and rivers themselves, reposi

tories of memory, in the body of America. "-̂ ^ In Of Time and the River 

America becomes the "in^rsonal racial voice," speaking in the latter 

part of the book in "the accents of Whilnan: the great catalogs of 

times and years and places, names, occiqpatioos, men and women, sounds and 

15 
smells, words and gestures of America." pie passages ring unmistakably 

with the qualities of the "old /Bnericano himself--'I will make a song 

16 
for these States.'" 

13 Rothman, "Wolfe and Joyce," p. 289. 

1^ Rothman, "Wolfe and Joyce," p. 282. 

^5 itothman, "Wolfe and Joyce," p. 284. 

•^ Rothman, "Wolfe and Joyce," p. 285. 
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First for the thunder of iiqperial naoies, the names of men 
and battles, the names of places and great rivers, the mighty 
names of the States. Pie name of The Wilderness; and the names 
of Antietam, Chancellorsville, Shiloh, Bull Run . . . . 

Pien, for the continental thunder of the States: the names 
of Montana, Texas, Arizona, Colorado, Michigan, Maryland, Virginia, 
and the two Dakotas; the names of Oregon and Indiana, of Kansas 
and the rich Chio; the po%rerful name of Penni^lvania and the 
name of Old Kentucky; the undulance of Alabama; the names of 
Florida and North Carolina [OTR, pp. 866-867]. 

In writing of his America Wolfe felt that he was setting out on a voyage 

of discovery, a spiritual Columbus \Aio woxild discover a new world--in 

his case a means of thwarting time. He wrote to his editor. Maxwell 

Perkins, ^ e n he was working on this book: "no one has ever written a 

book about America—no one has ever put into it the things I know and 

17 
the things everyone knows." Looking back to the creative period of his 

second book, Wolfe declared: 

Out of the billion forms of America . . . must we drair the power 
and energy of our own life, the articulation of our ovii speech, 
the substance of our art* 

For here it seems to me in hard and honest ways like these 
we may find the tongue, the language, and the conscience that 
as men and airtists we have got to hove. Here, too, perhaps, 
must we • . . find our America. Here, at this present hour 
and moment of my life, I seek for mine [SN, pp. 92-93]. 

And in a long letter to Perkins he wrote, "I have at last discovered my 

ifl 
own America, I believe I have found my language, I think I know my way." 

plus he was in his i^oerican heritage finding a fozm of racial memory which 

would be efficacious as a partial solution to the problem of time. Rec

ognizing that he could not halt the flow of time through the recall of 

^7 Wolfe, Letters, p. 287. 

^^ Wolfe, Letters, p. 587. 
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memory, Wolfe thus tried to unite that power of return with the artistic 

freezing of time in creative works. 

pie Cyclic Pieory—pie Buried Life 

Pirouc^ memories, Wolfe had almost regained the past, but remem

bered himian relationships were not, after all, an adeciuate substitute 

for actual hunan experience. Be could recapture images of the past, but 

they could never be made to have the vividness or verisimilitude of real 

experience; they remained an "evil dream." Pien, in trying to cŝ tin:*e 

his America in his fiction, Wolfe discovered a basic truth, the similar

ity of life in every age, in every country. As Albrecht suggests, 

"Eugene and, even more definitely, George Webber discovered, partly 

through the creative process, that certain himan experiences are typical 

of all human experiences, that identification with the archetypical could 

19 
bring a man something of the stability he desired." perhaps this 

identification would be the clue to his problem. What the solution 

would be like is Implied in the subtitle of Look Homeward, Angel—^!A 

Story of the Buried Life." If he could not revive past linear time by 

the memory and give it a meaningful permanence, he would try to recap

ture a previous existence i^ere time was immutable and \dierein all men 

were brothers. As Rubin observes, "Undoubtedly he first encountered the 

formulation of these notions of pre-existence and childhood powers in 

Wordsworth and Coleridge, and yet one can find, in his autobiographical 

^9 Albrecht, "Time as Uhity, p. 24l. 
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accounts of childhood, abundant reasons why he would be susceptible to 

20 

them." Albrecht points out that WDlfe's notion of pre-existence per

haps came from Neo-Platonism; 

pie essential self as a spiritual being obscured by Imitation 
and conformity in earthly life, as the one, real, enduring self 
beyond or above the many, apparent, and passing selves, and as 
the source of truth and inative power realized in moments of 
emotion, is a familiar concept in Neo-Platonic and transcenden
tal thought. To mention only a few writers who left their 
traces in Wolfe's novels, it is a central concept in Wordsworth, 
Coleridge, Shelley, Snerson, and Whitman. In Wordsworth's 
Ode; Intimations of Immortality the anotional cycle of in
carnation—the memory of a bright existence before birth, the 
sense of loss in the dark prison of worldly life, the obscuring 
shadow of imitation, and the lightening promise of recovery— 
is much the same as Eugene's. 

For both Wolfe and Wordsworth there was this notion of a kind of 

Platonic pre-existence, of which. 

Our birth is but a sleep and a forgetting; 
Pie soul that rises in us, our life's Star, 
Hath had elseiAiere its setting. 
And cometh from afar. 

And for both writers the soul seemed to have arrived "Not in entire for-

getfullness," but "trailing clouds of glory," memories. Pie "stone, 

leaf, door" refrain of Wolfe's novels symbolizes those tokens, like 

Wbrdsworth's rainbow, rose, tree, and pansy, \Jhich remind the mortal 

of his imnortal nature; furthermore, the "lost, and by the wind grieved, 

ghost" cry represents Wolfe's sense of the pre-existence of the soul. 

^ Rubin, piomas Wolfe, pp. 171-172. 

^ W. P. Albrecht, "Pie Titles of Look Homeward, An^^el," Modern 
T«"̂ pp»«Yr Querterly. XI (1950), p. 54. Hereafter cited as Albrecht, 
"Titles." 
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which vanishes as man advances in material time dovm the river of cor

poreal existence. 

So, in his creative years, Wolfe revived his early interest in the 

mystery of the pre-existence-and-return-myth and began to yearn for the 

"buried life" where he could find lasting human relationships, which time 

denied him. The 'buried life," idiich he discovered in Matthew Arnold's 

poem, became "the essential self herein all men are one, brothers not 

strangers, a self lAiich is realized in moments of love idiich, in turn, 

22 
make man articulate and give his life direction." Eugene's search is 

like "vh&t Arnold Imagined; 

But often, in the world's most crowded streets. 
But often, in the din of strife, 
piere rises an unspeakable desire 
After the knowledge of our burled life, 
A thirst to spend our fire and restless force 
In tracking out our true, original course; 
A longing to inquire 
mto the nyatery of this heart that beats 
So wild, so deep in us, to know 
Whence our thou^ts come and idiere they go. ^ 

Both Eugene and the "we" of Arnold's poem are searching for truth and 

articulateness, for admission into the mystery of time. 

"pie idea of existence before and after life on earth," says 

24 
Rubin, "is a continuing theme in all his work." Early in his first 

novel, the sense of a lost, better existence came to him. pie child 

22 
Albrecht, "Time as Unity," p. 244. 

23 
Matthew Arnold, "Pie Buried Life." in O^e Portable Matthew 

Arnold, ed. Uonel Trilling (New York, 19^9), p. 126. 
24 

Rubin, piomas Wolfte, p. 62. 
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Eugene, as Wolfe writes about him. 

had been sent from one nystery into another; somewhere within 
or without his consciousness he heard a great bell ringing 
faintly, as if it had sounded undersea, and as he listened, 
the ghost of memory walked through his mind, and for a moment 
he felt that he had almost recovered lAiat he had lost" [LHA, 
p. 383. 

In the second novel, Eugene's father, dying, hears a voice calling him 

to the lost heaven: 

he heard great footsteps, soft and thunderous. Imminent, 
yet Immensely far, a voice well-known, never heard before. 
He called to it, and then it seemed to answer him; he called 
to it with faith and Joy to give him rescue, strength, and 
life, and it answered him and told him that all the error, 
old age, pain and grief of life was nothing but an evil dream; 
that he vbo had been lost was found again, that his youth 
would be restored to him and that he would never die, and 
that he would find again the path he had not taken long ago 
in a dark wood [OTR, p. 268]. 

In his third novel, a lost experience \diich Wolfe's hero, George Webber, 

almost recovers is the "golden life," the same as Eugene's "buried life."*^ 

pie search to capture the \diole realm of existence, particularly 

represented by the "buried life," the "golden life" before birth, thus 

became for Wolfe a'furious obsession with him all the time." At times, 

^ e n he traveled in Europe, Wolfe would ccane to a place -vAiich he knew he 

had never seen before but idiich struck a note of recognition in his deep 

and forgotten memory of the buried past. For exans^le, one time yhen he 

vas walking along a wide, sandy beach in France, he stopped short with 

recognition of the place. In terms of Eugene's experience— 

^ See W&R, pp. 83, 263. 
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He did not recognize the scene as one lAiich he had ever visited 
before, and yet he felt an instant and ccmplete familiarity with 
it, a.8 if he had known it forever . . . and all of this he knew 
with Joy and wonder, and without surprise, with the thrill of re
covering something he had always known and had lost forever [OTR, 
p. 892]. 

Piis, essentially, is a recognition of the similarity of all human ex

perience, and Eugene is convinced that all men share the same lost buried 

life and that to know a segment of life and to know it well is sufficient. 

Althou^ he had earlier tried to grasp the unlimited extent of human ex

perience througb his attesqpts to "devour" the earth, Wolfe concludes in 

The Story of a Novel that it is not so in^wrtant as the depth and intensity 

with which the artist experiences things. 

. . . the unlimited extent of human experience is not so im
portant for him as the depth and intensity with which he [the 
artist] experiences things. I also know now that it is a great 
deal more isiportant to have known one hundred living men and 
women in New York, to have understood their lives, to have got, 
somehow, at the root and source from which their natures came 
than to have seen or passed or talked with 7,000,000 people 
i?)on the city streets [SN, pp. 47-48]. 

This concept of time as cyclic (rather than linear)--by msans of a repe

tition of the archetype through numberless forms represents the last 

step toward a final sotiition. You Can't Go Home Again is permeated by 

this archetypal quality: George Webber feels it deeply. The face of 

his neighbor across the street, "inaiutable, calm, impassive, . . . be

came for him the ayaObol of a kind of permanence in the rush and sweep of 

chaos in the city." piat man's face became for him the face "of Darkness 

and of Time. It never spoke, and yet it had a voice—a voice that seemed 

to have the vhole earth in it" (YOGHA, pp. 42-43). If through knowing 
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a part of the earth well he can understand the \diole earth, George be

lieves that he will be able to discover the mystery of time and life, 

after all. Therefore, in the last two novels, Wolfe's frantic race with 

time subsides from the Faustian search of the earlier Eugene Gant to the 

maturing figure of George Webber. 

Piis marks the turning point in Wolfe's search for a solution to 

the problem of time. From childhood on, he had e3Q)erienced the sensations 

of a previous eacperience, a buried life, a cyclical expression of time, 

but those sensations were continually mocked by the linear flow of time 

which moved all things by him or vhich moved him by all things and denied 

him the "quiet certitude and Joy" vblch he knew would be his once the 

n̂ ystery was solved. For years, he had tried to go back over that "lost 

lane-end into heaven" by the aids of conscious and unconscious memory: 

he had tried to halt the rush of time by freezing the essence of exper

ience through the creative process and through catalogs of the data of 

life so that he ni£^t "fix eternally in the patterns of an indestructible 

form a single moment of man's living" and, by so doing, understand it. 

Now, as he matined, he was ready to unite the incongruities, to resolve 

the paradox, to fuse the elements of the fleeting linear and the hopeful 

cyclical concepts of tine in a way that would solve the mystery and give 

his life direction. 

Permanence in Flux 

After repeated atteiqpts to retrieve the psist and to contain the 

present, and with a growing conviction that time cannot be halted, Wolfe 

reached the final condiision that one cannot retium into time—one can 

file:///diole
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only try to adjust to its flow, piis concept occurred after a Journey 

into Nazi Germany. As he said near the end of You Can't Go Home Again, 

"For years his conception of the world and of his own place in it had 

been gradually changing, and the German adventure merely brought this 

process to its climax" (YCGEA, p. 705). In Germany he saw that Hitler-

ism was a "recrudescence of an old barbarism," the terrible part of the 

latent atavistic urges \î ich man had inherited from his dark past. The 

illumination which "shook his inner world to its foundations" was that 

the "primitive spirit of greed and lust and force" always had its roots 

in "man's ugly past." Piese roots, he felt, woiild have to be eradicated 

"if man was to win his ultimate freedom and not be plunged back into 

savagery and perish utterly from the earto" This shock made him recog

nize these selfish lusts as being the same atavistic yearnings \Aiich he 

had so consciously cultivated throughout his life. 

pien it was, combined with his growing social-consciousness, that 

he reached the conclusion that one cannot return to the past: 

And at the end of it he knew, and with the knowledge came the 
definite sense of new direction toward \diich he had long been 
groping, that the dark ancestral cave, the womb from \diich meui-
kind emerged into the light, forever pulls one back--but that 
you can't go home again [YCGHAi P« 706]. 

" m a way," he concludes, "the phrase suramed up everything he had ever 

learned." He then proceeds to list the forms of life to which one can

not go back; 

You can't go back home to your family, back home to your child
hood, back home to romantic love, back home to a young man's 
dreams of glory and of fame, back home to exile, to escape to 
Europe and soooe foreign land,, back home to lyricism, to singing 
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Just for singing's sake, back hone to aestheticism, to one's 
youthful idea of "the artist" and the all-sufficiency of "art" 
and "beauty" and "love," back home to the ivory tower, back 
home to places in the country, to the cottage in Bermuda, away 
from all the strife and conflict of the world, back home to 
the father you have lost and have been looking for, back home 
to someone vAio can help you, save you, ease the burden for 
you, back home to the old forms and systems of things which 
once seemed everlasting but which are nhar̂ -fng an the time— 
back home to the escapes of Time and Memory [YOGHA, p. 706].^ 

"Pie essence of Time," he concludes, "is Flow, not Fix" (YCGHA, 

p. 731), and, therefore, only growth with time permits life, because 

all forms of life- -plant, animal, and social--die vhea. they cease to 

grow. Because growth, change, is the essential reality a man's phi

losophy must grow with him or "his body of beliefs is nothing but a 

series of fixations" (YCGHA, p. 732). As Muller points out, Wolfe is 

here stating "substantially the philosophy of John Dewey, with his 

emphasis i^n Becoming instead of Being, constant inquiry instead of 

27 
absolute knowledge, truths instead of the Truth." 

This stand represents the maturation of Wolfe's philosophy, m 

the first two novels he has been trying to return to the past through 

nwmory and through identification with the buried life of all men; he 

has been trying to contain the river of time within his art. But here 

in the lajst novel—as at the end of his third—he has matured to the 

realization that "you can't go home again"; has decided that man's 

"quiet certitude," and even his basic survival, is dependent on the 

*^ We can date this change in Wolfe's outlook on time because of 
a recently published, unmailed letter to Edward C. Aswell, his last 
editor, in i^ich Wolfe included this same passage. Pie letter is dated 
February l4, 1938, and the novel was published in 1940. Wolfe, Letters. 
pp. 71a-712. 

^ Muller, Piomas Wolfe, pp. 150-151. 
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adjustment which he makes to the imchanging flow of time. 

And there came to him a vision of man's true home, beyond the 
ominous and cloud-engulfed horizon of the here and now, in the 
green and hopeful and still-virgin meadows of the futxn-e [YCGHA, 
p. 704]. 

As Kunitz and Haycraft point out, he described his last novel "as not a 

sad book but a hopeful one; you can't go back home to the escapes of time 

28 
and memory, but the real home of everyone of us is in the future." 

In this mature realization that one cannot return into the past, 

time as "Flow" has become definitely good, rather than evil as he had 

believed. Rather than trying to fix time or turn it back, he declares 

now that "the essence of faith is the knowledge that all flows and that 

everything must change"; that his own life is a symbol of the growth that 

synchronizes man with the river of time, giving him the stability of time, 

29 
because such "immutability as man may attain is in growth." ̂  pirough 

growth and truth man shall be able to conquer the atavistic evil, 

"single selfishness and convulsive greed." As he egresses it in You 

Can't Go Home Again; "I believe that we are lost here in America, but 

I believe we shall be found" (p. 7̂ 1 )• Similarly, in his letters, he 

states a belief that he had found his "America" and his language and 

that he felt ready now "to do the best, the most in^ortant piece of work 

30 
I have ever done." 

28 
Stanley J. Kunitz and Howard Haycraft, Tvrentieth Century Authors 

(New York, 1942), p. 1542. 2 . Wolfe, Letters, p. 712. 
^ Albrecht, "Time as Ubity," p. 2̂ *6. 

30 
"^ Wolfe, Letters, pp. 587, 644. 
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When Wolfe finally concluded that one cannot re-enter past time, 

he began to see his life in terms of a cycle. His life, he declares, 

had swung round "as though through a predestined orbit" (YOCOA, p. 708). 

The cyclical concept of time—established, as we have seen, in his first 

book in terms of the pre-existence-and-retum myth in such passages as, 

"And Ben will come again, . . . in flower and leaf, in wind and music 

far, he will come back again" {IMA, p. 583)--is now fused with the 

linear concept. His life is both linear time sequence and cycle. And it 

is this intersection of the timeless imiiutablllty of the cyclical pre-

existence-and-retum myth and the transitory in5)ermanence of linear time, 

flowing like a river, that Wolfe poses as his final answer to the prob

lem of time. He came to believe that one can achieve permanence only 

by adjusting to the flow—permanence in flux—and that man will prevail 

through the faith that "man's life can be, and will be, better." JBy 

uniting the linear flow of time with the cyclical concept, promising man 

an ultimate arrival at the permanence of time imuutable in the future, 

Wolfe solved, to his own satisfaction, "the problem of both the individ-

31 
ual and society in relation to time.""^ 

The river, vhich he has never abandoned as a symbol of time, now 

has its beneficent aspects, for it signifies the continual growth lAilch 

mrhny^*^ must continually experience, pie permanence of the river's 

change also points to the "greater life" \diich one may acliieve after this 

temporal existence on the eternal earth. Pie last section of his last 

book, strangely prophetic of his impending death, sxmimarizes his new and 

^ Albrecht, "Time as Uhity," p. 248. 
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hopeful "Credo"; 

Something has spoken to me in the night, burning the tapers 
of the waning year; something has spoken in the night, and told 
me I shall die, I know not where. Saying: 

"To lose the earth you know, for greater knowing; to lose 
the life you have, for greater life; to leave the friends you 
loved, for greater loving; to find a land more kind than home, 
more large than earth 

"--Whereon the pillars of this earth are founded, toward 
"vAiich the conscience of the world is tending—a wind is rising, 
end the rivers flow" [YCGHA, p. 743]. 



CHAPTER IV 

THE EFFECT OF WOLFE'S TIME CONCEPT ON HIS ART 

Structure 

In his Important essay "Time as Uoity in Picmas Wblfe," which 

generally relates Wolfe's theory to his works, Albrecht has said that 

Wolfe's novels may be considered "modem" in their treatment of fiction

al time largely because of Wolfe's effort to find permanence in flux. 

Although it is true that Wolfe abandoned the chronological "framework 

of time and space familiar in the nineteenth-century novel' as he looked 

"for a time pattern, or metaphor, more coii5)atible with his desires,"^ 

he clearly labels his metaphorical recollections of the past and kept 

the time sequence clear, unl tke James Joyce or Virginia Wbolf, who fuse 

the past almost indistinguishably with the present. Pierefore, what 

structure the novels haye may be largely credited to the theme of time 

running throughout and cementing the hero, Eugene Gant-George Webber, 

to his world. To quote Albrecht again, "The feeling of time—of flux 

and permanence—unifies each of the c(»qpleted novels and the four novels 

2 
considered as one." Another critic who sees time as the unity of 

Wolfe's fiction is Louis D. Rubin, who says that Wblfe's imceasing flow 

of "time immutable," idilch provides a backdrop against which all human 

actions are projected, results in his books assuming the form of the 

3 
"chroniele novel,""^ the "chronicle novel" being defined as follows; 

^ Albrecht, "Time as Unity," p. 239. 
2 
Albrecht, "Time as Uhity," p. 239. 

^ Rubin, Thomas Wolfe, p. 34. 

42 
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"Ih the chronicle novel time is not relative but absolute, and the char

acters and events are presented against a background of steadily elapsing 

4 

time." Pirou^out his works, therefore, the problem of time--more spe

cifically, the brief transience of man's life contrasted against the 

imosutable timelessness of "rivers, moxmtains, oceans, *̂»<̂  the earth"— 

gives a structure and a plan to the actions of Wolfe's characters. Again, 

Wolfe's ziovels have been described as novels of "duration," a term bor

rowed "by Hans Meyerhoff from Bergson and meaning singly "that we experience 
5 

time as a continuous flow." "pie quality of ccmtinuous flow or duration," 

Meyerhoff concludes, "has been an ageless theme in literary works from 

Ecclesiastes and Heraclitus to Joyce, Eliot, and Thomsis Wblfe." All 

three of these critics--Albrecht, Rubin, and Meyerhoff—accept unqiies-

tlonably the premise that Wolfe's novels are structured by means of his 

concern with the problem of time. 

Wolfe's fictional concern with the time problem, as has been 

demonstrated in the preceding chapter, took the form of his hero's quest 

for the realm of immutable timelessness. Althouf^ Wolfe's autobiograph

ical novels would at first glance seem to belong to the traditional 

"personal history" type of novel, he was able through his obsessive con

cern with time to give them a special type of unity. At first Wolfe 

conceived of the structure of his "book"—the unified work con^KJsed of 

^ Edwin Muir, The Structure of the Novel (London, 1928), p. 99-

^ Hans Meyerhoff, Time in literature (Berkeley, 1955), P« 1^* 
Hereafter cited as Meyerhoff, Time. 

'-' Meyerhoff, Time, p. l6. 
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all his novels—as being the autobiograsdilcal history of Eugene Gant— 

later, George Webber--extending from his ancestry to his own present 

time, piis structure would have been of the more traditional type, but 

it was altered largely by the time problem, soon after Wblfe began writ

ing his first book. At this time, Wolfe became aware that the unifying 

factor of his work was "man's search to find a father," to find "some 

sense of peace, cenrtitude, and direction in my life axkd some answer to 

the riddle of this wtiole vexed s"i7arming and tormented world."^ And this 

hunger, this haunting desire ^ich made him hurl himself so fully into 

everything he did, was the same motivation which drove him to fi£^t for 

a solution of the time problem. He wrote to Maxvell Perkins, "I have 

told you that my new book is haunted throughout by the Idea of the 

river—of Time and Change. Wbll, so am I." 

piat Wolfe consciously conceived of the time element as being 

the key to his fictions' structure is no\^ere better illustrated than 

in pie Story of a Novel, ̂ ere he says: "All of this time I was being 

baffled by a certain time element in the book, by a time relation which 

could not be escaped, and for iidiich I was now desperately seeking some 

structural channel" (SN, p. 51)* Although this quotation refers 

specifically to the writing of Of Tine and the River, the statement 

7 
Wblfe, Letters^ pp. 322-323-

® Wolfe, Letters, p. 262. 

9 fj^ value of an intensive study of The Story of a Hovel can
not be overstressed. Not only can one learn of Wolfe's personcLL problems 
of creation, but he can also see Wolfe's central themes as Wolfe him
self sunmarized and comnented upon them. 
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applies equally well to Wolfe's other books, since the time theme con

tinues to be apparent throug^iout all his work. 

As it was noted in the preceding chapter, Wblfe began "finding 

his way" at the conclusion of his third novel. The Wfeb and the Rock, 

when he concluded that "you can't go home again" (W&R, p. 695). His 

last novel, \jhlch derived its title from this conclusion, stripped of 

the hundreds of pages of excellent prose down to the structural skeleton, 

is the story of how Wolfe's hero, George Webber, finally reconciles him

self to this fact of change.•'"̂  

To be sure, Wolfe's novels, especially the two published after 

his death, have heea attacked lay DeVoto, Fadiman,^ azid others, as 

being poorly structured works of art. For exaiaple, Fadiman said that 

they lacked order: 

his books, I believe, are not great works of art. Piey do not 
add up to anything . . . . They paint no single vision of life, 
not even the vision of multiplicity . . . . Because he could 
bring no order into his own life, he could bring no order into 
his prose.^^ 

But it certainly appears, on the evidence already presented, that there 

is unity in Wolfe's several books, taken separately or collectively, and 

that time provides the unity. As Albrecht says, "pie unity of each novel. 

For representative sauries of Webber's reconcilement and solution 
to the time problem in this novel, see YOGHA, pp. 42-44, 386-388, 432-436, 
704-708, 716, 724-735, 731-732, 738-7^3. 

U „ ^ 
Bernard DeVoto, "Genius is not Enough," in Pie Enigma of pifwynn 

Wblfe, ed. Richard Walser (Cambridge, 1953), PP. l4o^TlS5: 
12 

Clifton Fadiman, "pie Web and the Rock," in pie Biigma of paomas 
W2i|Si^«^* ^ ^ s ^ ^ * ^ » » (Smhrldge, 1953), PP. l 4 9 - i 5 3 . n ^ ^ H ; e r c l t e d as fiBBOlmiin, Pie Beb." 

^3 p^diman, "Pie Web." p. 152. 
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and of the four novels as one, is clarified by the opposition of the 

i4 

linear and the cyclical concefpts of time." These two concepts paral

lel each other throu^iout the four novels, the first representing the 

problem, so to speak, and the second, its solution. The cycle of growth, 

emphasizing man's permanence in flux, solved "the problem of both the 

individual and society in relation to time" ̂  and thus coiqpleted the 

unity of the books' structure. In a letter to his editor before of Tine 

and the River was published WD&fe wrote of it, "I ask you to remember 

that my book is about Time; l hope the time theme is evident in this 

16 
story." pie time theme is evident not only in this story, but in all 

of his others, also. Time, one must conclude, was the theme vhich uni

fied the structure of all four books or, rather, the four volumes of 

his one long "book." 

Symbolism 

Time, because it is a dominant theme in his fiction, furnished 

Wblfe with a multitude of symbols. His image-making Imagination is 

noTdiere more effectual than iî en he concerns himself with time, pirough 

repetition the images ultimately come to stand for the object itself— 

17 
time and its characterlsties—and produce a rich aynibolic effect. 

^^ Albrecht, "Time as Uhity," p. 247. 

^5 Albrecht, "Time as Uhity," p. ?50. 

^ Wolfe, Letters, p. 357-

17 Pie chief modern study of symbolism is William York Tlndall, 
rpia Pr^^^^^ ambol (New Xbrk^ 1955). Hereafter cited as Tlndall, literary 
^mboi. Oddly anougjh, Tlndall makes no reference to Wolfe's aynbolism. ^mboi. ooGLur enough, Tinqall makes no reference to woire*s aymboiism. 
See also Rene WftUek and Austin Warren, pieory of Literature (New York, 
1949)- Hfereafter cited as Wellek and Warren, Pieory. 
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Although his preoccupation with his time theory produced a great many 
18 

ayabols, only four--Tdiich may be considered his major ones--will be 

studied here; the "river"; the "earth"; "father"; and a consistent 

cluster of images under the heading "a stone, a leaf, a door." 

According to a standard collegiate dictionary, a symbol is "that 

which suggests something else by reason of relationship, association, 

convention, etc.; esp., a visible sign of something invisible, as an 

idea, a quality; an eablem; as, the lion is the synibol of courage."^ 

Tlndall suggests the following definition; "OSie literary symbol, an 

analogy for something unstated, consists of an articulation of verbal 

elements that, going beyond reference and the limits of discourse, em-

20 
bodies and offers a coorplex of feeling and thought." Wellek and Warren 

stress the recurrence and persistence of the "symbol" vhich distinguish 

21 
it from the "image" and "metaphor." This repetition of the ayabol 

tends to make it become part of a symbolic or mythic system. Finally, 

pirall and Blbbard define ^ymObolism in this way: "Pie tendency of sym

bolism is to seize upon some aspect of an object and to dignify it with 

18 
Some other symbols related to Wolfe's time theme are: symbols 

dealing with the pre-existence-and-return myth, such as "angel," "ghost," 
"Golden Youth," "October," "the buried life," "warmth and radiance." as 
opposed to "darkness," and "home"; symbols dealing with man, such as, 
"spurt of flame," "spurt of earth," and "dijqoes of time"; and probably 
hundreds of other important symbols, such as "the web and the rock," 
"America," and "trains." Also, an interesting and revealing study would 
be the annotation of the titles and subtitles of Wblfe's novels and their 
chapter headings. Albrecht has done a small amoimt of work in this field 
(Albrecht. "Titles," pp. 50-57), but no exhaustive study of this nature 
Has been done to date. -' ^"' ^ 

""•̂  Webster's New CoUeg^te Dictionary (Springfield, 1956), p. 86O. 

20 Tlndall, Uterary Sfynfaol. pp. 12-13. 

^ Wellek and Warren, pieory. pp. I93-I94. 



48 

Imaginative, fantastic, esoteric qualities, that it may represent some 

philosophic, religious, spiritual, or social abstraction."^ Wolfe's 

synbols, seen in the li^t of these definitions, emerge as a aystem of 

traditional symbolism--the "widely intelligible aymboiism of past poets," 

to quote Wellek and Warren, again—revised and adapted to Wblfe's own 

23 
particular needs. 

Perhaps the most generic symbol in Wolfe's work is that of a 

river, a symbol which runs like the waters of a river itself throu^ the 

pages of his novels. It can be interpreted in several ways, of vhich 

the following are only a few. in The Story of a Novel Wolfe used "the 

time of rivers" as a symbol of time inmutable. To show the "bitter 

briefhess" of man's life, he writes passages such as this: "Always the 

rivers run . . . and in the nigiht a thousand men have died while the 

river, always the river, the dark eternal river, full of secret time 

. . . is flowing by us, by us to the sea" (OTR, p. 860). OSie river be

comes a synbolical vehicle carrying time away from man so that man can 

possess nothing: "Pie possession of all things . . . was held from us, 

and the river of life and time flowed through the grasp of our hands 

forever" (OTR, p. 509). 

One iB^ortant interpretation of this symbol idiich must not be 

overlooked Is the denotation vblch Wblfe himself gives in a letter to 

^ William F. Pirall and Addison HLbbard, A Handbook to Literature 
(New Ybrk, 1936), pp. 428-429. 

^3 possibly the best illustration of this is Wolfe's adaptation of 
Wordsworth's intimations of inmortallty—the rainbow, rose, tree, and 
pansy—•'^Ich Wolfe revised for his own symbolic system as ̂ 'a stone, a 
leaf, a dxx)r." See the last part of this section for further discussion 
of this. 
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24 
Maxwell Perkins: "'Time and the River'—that means 'Memory and Change.'" 

This specific naming of the river correlates with the previous interpre

tation, and it is surely the most iii5)ortant connotation of the symbol* 

At first, the river vas a hated symbol of constantly changing, fleeting 

time yhlch Wolfe atten^rted—but failed--to stop. Finally, however, the 

river came to have it beneficial aspects, and it became the symbol of 

change united with the cycle of growth. 

Of the other connotations of the river symbol vhich might be 

given but lAiich have less basis than these, the best exas^le is Canby's 

interpretation that the river is eyaibollc of the core of American life; 

Of Time and the River, time being the time of youth, the 
river that mysterious current of life which flows under the 
perplexing surface of America, is the epitome . . . of the 
troublous and disintegrating years of the Twenties vhen Itr. 
Wolfe was young.^ 

Althougji this interpretation may be valid in Canby's essay, it does not 

seem to agree with Wolfe's definition or with the uses of "river" in the 

book, primarily, the river symbol was used to signify the only real 

permanence in man's life, "changeless change." 

pie earth was another of Wolfe's symbols, representing "time im

mutable" (^, p. 52). Pie "eternal earth" haunted Wolfe continually 

with its implications of man's short life, \diich had come from the earth 

and *̂iich would go back into it (a variation of the dust-tot?.dnSt concept). 

^ Wblfe, Letters, p. 279* 

25 Henry s. Canby, "The River of Youth," in The Eoigma of piomas 
Wblfe, ed. Richard Walser (Cambridge, 1953), p. 13^. 
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For years his life was spent searching for "some final dwelling-place of 

certitude and love," and at times it seemed to b̂T1̂  that he would remain 

lost "luitil the imoense and mournful earth should take v̂ lm once again" 

(OTR, p. 396). In Of Time and the River he describes the earth as lone

ly and everlasting: 

the lonely, everlasting earth—the earth yhlch only was eternal--
and on which our fathers and our brothers had wandered, their 
lives so brief, so lonely . . . into "vdiose substance at length 
they all would be compacted [OTR, p. 42]. 

Carrying the symbol into the third novel, Wolfe describes man as the 

shore line of earth which is eaten away by the floods of time while the 

earth as a idiole remained untouched. George Webber hears a clock strike 

in Munich and is reminded of man's transience; 

pie news it bore him was that another hour for all men living 
had gone by, and that all men living now were Just one hour 
closer to their death; and 'vdiether it was the silent presence 
of the ancient and eternal earth that lay around him--that 
ancient earth that lay in darkness like a beast now drinking 
steadily, relentlessly, unwearicsdly into its depth the rain 
that fell upon it—he did not know, but suddenly it seemed to 
hjny that 'til man's life was like one small tongue of earth 
that Juts into the waters of time, and that incessantly, 
steadily, in the darkness, in the ni^t, this tongue of earth 
was crumbling in the tide, was melting evenly in dark waters 
[W&R, p. 674I. 

But as Wblfe's development reached its peak, the earth symbol broadened, 

and it, too became a symbol of hope. Wolfe realized that, like the earth, 

his own life had swung round, "as thou£^ throu^ a predestined orbit," 

and that the cycle of his existence here had led him to the threshold of 

a new and greater life— 
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Whereon the pillars of this earth are founded, toward 
which the conscience of the world is tending--a wind is 
rising, and the rivers flow [YCGHA, p. 742]. 

The earth in Wolfe's novels had another level of synibollsm which 

was possibly more important and certainly more coinplicated. At the begin

ning of his work on Of Time and the River. Wblfe wrote to John Wheelock 

about his new book, specifically about the passage "of wandering forever 

and the earth again,"; 

pien amid all this you get the thing that does not change, 
the fixed principle, the female principle—the earth again— 
and, by God, Jaclc, I know ^ i s is true also. They want love, 
the earth, a home, fixity.^ 

In a letter to Perkins dated a week later, July 1, 1930, Wblfe developed 

this idea of the earth as a symbol of woman: 

By "the earth again" I mean simply the everlasting earth, 
a home, a place for the heart to come to, and earthly mortal 
love, the love of a woman, \dio, it seems to me belong to the 
earth and is a force opposed to that other great force that 
makes men wander, that makes them search, that makes thfim lonely, 
and that makes them both hate and love their loneliness. ' 

Two weeks later, Wolfe wrote to Perkins, again identifying the earth 

symbol with woman, "the female principle"; 

I have said that wandering seems to me to be more of a male 
thing, and the fructification of the earth more of a female 
thing « . . . Contained in the book like a kernel from the 
beginning, but unrevealed until much later, is the idea of a 
man's quest for his father. The idea becomes very early ap
parent that when a man returns he retiums always to the female 

26 
*̂>l3fe. Letters, p. 235. 

27 Wolfe, Letters, p. 239. 
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principle--he returns . . . to the womb of earthly creation, 
to the earth itself, to a woman, to fixity. But I dare go 
so far as to believe that the other pole—the pole of wander
ing—is not only a masculine thing, but that in some way it 
represents the quest of a man for his father.^ 

And, with slight modification, this is exactly >diat Wolfe put into 

the book. The earth, still the symbol of eternal fixity, took on femi

nine identification—home, fixity, love. Wblfe said that woman—the 

feanale principle—was that to -v̂ WLch man returned, pierefore, the para

dox of his life was that \diile searching for the father synibol—"the 

image of strength and wisdom . . . to which the belief and power of his 

own life could be united"—he was confusing the search by regressing into 

29 

the past for the "quiet certitude" of the earth principle. pie effect 

which Wolfe's mature solution had on this earth principle is vividly 

described in his last book, in idiich he concludes "that the dark ances

tral cave, the womb from which mankind emerged into light, forever pulls 

one back—but that you can't go home again" (YCGHA, p. 706). 

A brief examination of the father symbol should be entered here 

as a contrast to the "female principle." pie father symbol represents 

the beneficial aspects of permanence which Wolfe eventually found in the 

futinre by adjusting to the flux of time. He early recognized, as has been 

demonstrated by his letters, that the real cause of atavism was the "fe

male principle" and not "the quest for a father." Indeed, the "voice" 

which speaks to George Webber in the night at the end of You Can't Go 

28 Wolfe, letters, pp. 243-244. 

29 
^ This idea shall, be explained more specifically in the next sec

tion, "Characterization." 
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Hone Again is not unlike the one of the mystical, beautiful passage con

cerning old Gant's death which Wolfe had written several years before. 

In that passage, old Gant, dying, hears the voice of the father fbr wiiom 

all men search; 

he heard, . . . a voice well-known, never heard before. He 
called to it, and then it seemed to answer him; he called to 
it with faith and Joy to give him rescue, strength, and life, 
and it answered him and told him that £L11 the error, old age, 
pain and. grief of life was nothing but an evil dream; that he 
\dio had been lost was found again, that his youth would be 
restored to him and that he would never die, and that he would 
find again the path he had not taken long ago in a dark wood. 

And the child [old Gant] still smiled at him from the dark; 
. . . and as the instant imminent approach of that last meet
ing came intolerably near, he cried out through the lake of 
Jetting blood, "Here, Father, here!" and heard a strong voice 
answer him, "W son!" [OTR, p. 268]. 

piis voice, in both instances, represented the "father" for \diich Wolfe 

and his two heroes had so long searched, and it is in the future, fol

lowing coB5>letion of the cycle of life, that the father is found--not in 

the dark past of atavism. 

Piis interpretation makes invalid the statement that "the power 

30 
of atavism" was associated in Wolfe's mind with the "father-image." 

On the contrary, atavism was associr-ted with the "female principle," 

and the "father-image" was associated with the wandering quest \ihlch 

eventually became Wolfe's final solution of the time problem—that the 

Individual can find permanence only in adjusting to the eternal flux of 

time and by growing toward the future. 

Pie last symbol, or group of ayabols, to be considered is Wolfe's 

30 
Brown, "Realist and Symbolist," p. 212. 
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familiar refrain, "a stone, a leaf, a door," which first appeared as an 

epigraph to Î x>k Homeward, Angel. The origin of this refrain need not 

be traced further than has already been done in this study; it is enougji 

to recall that the "stone, leaf, door" refrain eymbolizes the j^^rt of 

having been b o m and having left the pre-existence in which the soul 

Jsnew its true nature and was free. In other words, it symbolizes "those 

tokens (like Wbrdsworth's rainbow, rose, tree, and pangy) which remind 

the mortal of his inanortal nature.""^ Other than this, the refrain was 

merely one of the "cliches," as Margaret Church called thea^ idilch Wblfe 

connected with the theme of atavism and the buried life. An interesting 

interpretation of the individual symbols, however, can be found in Brown's 

32 
essay. Although one of Wolfe's most important symbols in his first 

book, "a stone, a leaf, a door," gradually became less meaningful for 

him as he neared his final solution to the time problem and came to de

nounce his atavistic yearnings. 

Characterization 

Wolfe's concern with time sometimes determines what he does with 

characters. As we have already seen in oin: study, the heroes of the 

novels—Eugene Gant and George Webber—are constantly motivated by their 

obsessive concern with tine and their special development consequently 

is determined by it, so we need not consider them further here. But 

31 
Monroe M. Steams, "pie Metaphysics of piomas Wolfe," in 

Oiie Biigma of Thomas Wolfe, ed. Richard Walser (Cambridge, 1953), p. 204. 

3^ Brown, "Realist and Symbolist," pp. 219-221. 
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three others will be considered in some detail to show the extent to 

\^ch Wolfe's time problem entered into their creation. Piese are Eliza 

Gant—who later changes to Aunt Maw Joyner—and Eugene's Ubcle Bascom 

Pentland, two of the heroes' relatives; and Esther Jack, vho is as

sociated with Wfebber as he is going through the most difficult period 

of his struggle with time. 

Pie time problem influences Wolfe's characterization of his hero's 

mother in that she becomes a way to re-enter the lost past. EUza Gant 

is the first key vhich Eugene uses as he attests to go back into the 

past. 

In the same way, the boy had long ago discovered that a 
single tone or shading in his mother's or his father's voice 
could touch the lost past of America . . . and bring it 
instantly into life [OTR, p. 8o4]. 

This statement about Eliza is later modified and repeated about George 

Webber's Aunt Maw; 

When Aunt Maw spoke, at times the air would be filled 
with unseen voices, and the boy knew that he was listening 
to the voices of hundreds of people he had never seen, and 
knew instantly lihat those people were like and Tdiat their 
lives had been. Only a word, a phrase, an intonation of 
that fathomless Joyner voice falling quietly at nig^t . . . 
and it seemed to him that now he was about to • . . make 
fL}i -the thousand strange, unknown lives in him awake and 
come to life again [W&Ri p. ^]» 

With regard to these quotations, it is iii5>ortant to note that Wblfe 

changed not only the relationship of the woman to the hero but also 

the role of the father. In the first passage, as may be seen, Eugene's 

father has been equally as potent as his mother in reviving the past 
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for the boy; in the later novel, only a woman—Aunt Maw—can awake the 

past for George Webber with the same intonation î iich Eugene's mother 

has used. Pie key difference here is that in pie web and the Rock George 

is actually separated from his father, but Eugene, at the time of the 

statement above quoted from Of Time and the River, is living with his 

father; it is only during college that he is separated from him. Wolfe's 

theory of wcaaan as the source of man's atavism and of a "father" as the 

goal of man's most diligent quest, vhich is suggested in the quotations, 

can be seen even more clearly by contrasting these two situations. 5y 

separating the boy George from his father, Wblfe en^hasizes the li^Knrtance 

of Aunt Maw's connection with the past and of George's search fbr a father. 

piis is not to imply that Wolfe had no other reasons for separating the 

boy and his father, but the con^arison is made to point out the partic

ular role of Eliza and Aunt Maw as the protagonists of atavism. 

Although Uhcle Bascom Pentland in Of Time and the River may not, 

perhaps, be among the most iiî oi*tant persons in Eugene's life, yet 

Eugene feels him to be probably the most tragic figure that he meets, 

for he has lost his communication with the past. Out of all the space 

devoted to conventional characterization the most memorable aspect of 

the old man's character that emerges frcaa the novel is his loss. For a 

time, it seems to Eugene, his uncle, who was ten years old when the 

Civil War ended, will be the key to unlock "the desolate and stricken 

voices in the South long, long ago." And as Bascom talks— 

fbr a moment, it seamed, he saw the visages of time, dark 
time, the million lock-bolts shot back in man's memory, the 
faces of the lost /nericans. and all the million casual moments 
of their lives [OER, p. l46j. 
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But as he goes on "Li£^t fell upon his face and darkness crossed it," 

and Bigene knows that for his Uhcle Bascom "the past was dead." Bascom 

can never conmunlcate to the boy: "Sunken in ^hat lost world, buried in 

what inconmunicable and tongueless past, he said [only]—'So long ago'" 

(OTR, p. l49). He can not bring the past back for his nephew. 

like that of the preceding characters, Esther Jack's character is 

moulded by the need of Webber to enter the past. As one critic has ob

served, "All personal relationships Wolfe brought to one major test; 

what had the other person experienced and how much of his e3Q)erience 

could he comnunicate?"^^ In pie Web and the Rock he puts love itself 

to that test. Wolfe's hero can love only \dien a woman can add to his 

store of vicarious experiences as Eliza and Aunt Maw have. Because of 

this, Tdiich was a part of his search for the lost peust, Wolfe creates 

in his key feminine character in this novel a sensitive woman \Aio is 

34 
herself extremely conscious of time.*^ Much older than Webber, much 

more tracveled, more cultivated, she is involved in the lives of half 

the most Interesting people in New York, where Webber is a stranger. As 

she talks, all the lost and secret recesses of the past open to him, for 

she can give the feeling of distance and memory even to events that had 

occurred only an hour before. "She was like time," Wolfe says, and 

through her his hero eaqperiences the Nineties. 

pirougih her miraculous precision and completeness in comoiunica-
tion, her lover's quest of a full knowledge of America took its 
longest forward step. She helped him, more than anyone else he 

33 
"' Brown, "Realist and gynbolist," p. 2l6. 
34 

flee, e.fi., w&R, pp. 571, 575, 680-688. 
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had ever known, to weave the web of iUuninating experience: 
to put it brutally, she saved him time.^^ 

But after a year the relation between Esther and George begins running 

into difficulties. For Esther is the "female principle," "a woman, 

\dio . . . belongs to the earth and is a force opposed to that other 

force that makes men wander, that makes them search, that makes them 

36 
lonely." Webber see that her hold on him is so firm that he can 

never look out on life again with his own vision because she has in

vaded his lonely isolation with her love: she wants to fix his life 

with hers. Even though he previously had wanted to find fixity, he has 

now begun to matvure toward an acceptance of change. 

pierefore he rebels against her claim on him; when she tries to 

hold him with her love, he runs away from her to Germany, the country 

which "had an instant, haunting fascination for him," the country of 

his father. He feels that he must leave Esther--a married woman with 

a settled home where she has secin-ity other than him—in order to con

tinue bis quest for "his own proper vision," althougih he will love 

Esther throughout the rest of his life. Thus Esther, by her very na

ture and her position in the novel, is useful to Webber as a means of 

enlarging his experience of the past, but her tendency to possess him 

outweighs this value to him, and he abandons her. 

35 
^^ Brown, "Realist and Qyinbollst," p. 217. 
-^ Wblfte, Letters, p . 239. 



CHAPTER V 

WOLFE AND OTHER TIME THEORISTS IN MODERN FICTION 

Wolfe and Proust 

piomas Wblfe's concern with time, both personally and fictional

ly, reminds one of two other novelists who grappled with its slippery 

nature in their fiction. Marcel Proust and James Joyce. A ooiqparlson 

of their themes with that of Wblfe will be valuable in further clari

fying Wolfe's solution of the time problem. 

I&rcel Proust (I87I-I922) was a French novelist most famous fbr 

his long novel, A la Recherche du tenps Perdu, \diich can be literally 

translated as "pie Qaest for Lost Time" but is usually called Remem-

2 
brance of Things Past. As the title suggests, Proust sought "to write 

the past—time lost and seemingly irrecoverable—into the permanence of 

3 
art." At an early stage this had been exactly Wolfe's goal, too. But 

for Proust, past time was an ever-present fact as the memory of the nar

rator shuttled back and forth without regard for chronology or the 

mechanical time of a clock. It has been observed earlier î hat Wblfe 

never obscured the time sequence in his Journeys into the past through 

memory. 

Lillian H. Homstein, et.al., pie Reader's Companion to World 
Literature (New York, 1956), p. 369. Hereafter cited as Homstein, 
World Llteratine. 

0 
Marcel Proust, Remembrance of piings Past, trans. C. K. Scott-

Moncrieff (New York, 1932), 2 volumes. Hereafter cited as Proust, 
Remembrance. 

3 
"* Homstein, World Literature, p. 369. 
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Indebted primarily to Bergson for his notion of time, Proust re

captured from his personal past the heritage of his own experiences; 

Wolfe, on the other hand, attenpted to dredge up both his own memories 

and the racial memories of the ^ole world. Proust oirtllned his theory 

in this way; 

let a sound already heard or an odour caught in bygone years 
be sensed anew, simultaneoiisly in the present and the past, 
real without being of the present moment, ideal but not ab
stract, and immediately, the permanent essence of things, 
usually concealed, is set afree and our true self, which had 
long seemed dead but was not dead in other ways, awakes, 
takes on fresh life, as it receives the celestial nourish
ment brought to it. 

Piis scripture of Proust Ian thought iir5)lies that a person can be re

leased from the chronological order of time through the momentary 

recovery of elapsed time by memory. For such a person, Proust de-

5 
clared, "the word death would have no meaning." In his Studies in 

am^n Time Georges Poulet summarizes the Proustiau doctrine as follows; 

"In Proustian thought memory plays the same supernatural role as grace 

in Christian thought." "Proustian desire, then, can hope, hope to find 

an object of faith, only in looking backwards . . . . Proust ends by 

7 
no longer placing hope in anything except the past." In conclusion, 

Q 

for Proust, "Time regained is time transcended." 

^ Proust, Remembrance, II, p. 996. 

5 Rubin, Piomas Wolfe, p. 51. 

° Georges Poulet, Studies in Himmn Time, trans. Elliott Coleman 
(Baltimore, 1956), p. 297"̂  Hereafter cited as Poulet, Studies. 

"̂  Poulet, Studies, p. 304. 

° Poulet, Studies, p. 320. 
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R:t>tist's memory was evoked by the imf\^lelDe, the bit of cake and 

cup of tea idiich recalled suddenly the d̂iole world of experiences con

nected with "tlie little crumb of madeleine" which he remembered tasting 

in tines past. Memory became for Proust "a symbol for the active, cre

ative, regulative functions of the self."^ 

An interesting passage in pie story of a Novel describes in 

strictly Proustian terms the intensity of Wblfe's memories; 

. . . my memory was at work night and day, in a way that I 
could at first neither check nor control and that swarmed 
unbid^n in a stream of blazing pageantry across my mind, 
with the million forms and substances of the life that I 
had left, \diich was my own, America [SN, pp. 31-32]. 

pien Wolfe went on to describe his free associations "by vhich he dis

covered himself and America in Paris; the iron railing along the board

walk at Atlantic City ("I could see it instantly Just the way it was"); 

the soimd of trains or of a milk wagon as It entered an American street 

at the first gray of the morning ("most lonely and haunting of all the 

soimds I know"); and all the multitude of sounds and sights and other 

sensual impressions which had lodged themselves in his memory, piis 

type of association seems to have been taken directly from Proust. As 

Meyerhoff observes. 

All this sounds Just like Proust, even to the point of in
cluding "the faces, cities, streets, and landscapes yet unseen 
and long imagined" and singling out their essence as "far more 
real than any actual or substantial fact that I had ever known. "•'̂  

9 Meyerhoff, Time, p. 44. 

10 
Meyerhoff, Time, p. 44. 
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Muller has x>olnted out a more specific similarity in the bell 

scene in Of Time and the River; 

. . . the sound of a cathedral bell, as Wblfe sat in a cobbled 
square in the ancient city of DlJon, served him much like the 
famous madeleine that inspired Proust' s Remenibrance of piings 
Past. With the sound of the old bell, "everything around him 
bSFit into instant life," a life he had always known.^^^ 

Rubin has suggested that Wblfe's rendering of the time experience 

in "pie Lost Boy," a segment of Wolfe's unfinished work pie Hills Beyond, 

is also reminiscent of that of Proiist. 

piroufi^ the physical sensations of sitting on the stairs, he 
felt, it would be possible for him to escape from the dis
tortions and blurri^gs of thirty years of el^sed time and 
to recapture t&iae. ^ 

In other words, Wolfe "was trying, as Proust had done, to rescue his 

13 
whole experience from time and give it a permanent meaning." 

Wolfe's brief looks backward involved the momentary rediscovery 

of eleq;>8ed time and thus a momentary respite from the inexorable wearing 

away process that is time. But unlike Proust, as Rubin has observed, 

Wolfe did not interpret his sensory iii?)ressions by the Bergsonian phi

losophy of intuitionism; 

In a very real sense, then, Wolfe's fiction constitutes a search 
for lost time, very much as did the work of Marcel Proust. But 

^ Muller, piomas Wolfe, p. 73. 

'̂̂  Rubin, piomas Wblfe, p. 50. 

13 
"̂  Malcolm Cowley, "Pie Ufe and Death of piomas Wolfe," PgJSew 

RepubUcCXXacvi (1956), p. 20. 



63 

while Proust worked out a detailed theory of the time e:qperience, 
consciously structured by it, Wolfe more or less stumbled into 
the time, ea5)erience, and never worked out his ideas very pre
cisely.-̂ '̂  

Even JfiOler, vho has written more about their similarities, recognized 

this structural difference between Wolfe's and Proust's theories; Wolfe 

tried, he says; 

to render permanence and change as they are felt in immediate 
experience, in vhich both are very real; ^^ereas Proust, like 
the Bustles, aspired to the realm of pure Time, the realm of 
Essence or Being, idiere change is mere appearance.^5 

Margaret Church, in her important stiidy "Dark Time," sees a def

inite contrast between Wolfe's time attitude and Proust's more metaphyslccLl 

theory. She refers to the church bell in mjon, -vdiich Muller had cited 

as a stimulus like Proust's madeleine, to illustrate that Wolfe's exper

ience was much more sensual and much less philosophical than Proust's, 

pie passage in question is; 

And now the memory of that old bell, with all its host of 
long-forgotten things, swarmed back with living and intolerable 
pungency, as he sat there at noon in the old French town, and 
heard the sexton swinging on the bell of the old church . . . . 

And now, with the sound of that old bell, everything around 
him burst into Instant life [CTR, p. 896]. 

As MLss Church says, and as Muller implies, "Piis . . . seems like an 

illustration of Proust's assertion that the past is hidden in some ma-

16 
terial object." But, she continues to point o\it, the difference 

14 
Rubin, Piomas Wolfe, p. 33. 

5̂ MuUer, pionas Wolfe, p. 76. 

^ Church, "Dark Time," p. 558. 
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between Wolfe and Proust is that "vdiereas Wolfe recognizes the experience 

Bisa^ly as a memory Proust would have said that the past co-exists with 

the present; 

the difference is that Proust would say the college bell was 
still there, that he had unconsciously been carrying its sound 
with him, for time only served 1;o obscure the true perspective 
in vhich things stand, while Wolfe meant that one bell reminded 
him of another, although his actual experience may not have 
been unlike Proust's."̂ ' 

Although on one occasion Wolfe claimed actually to have recap

tured the past, in Pie Web and the Rock (p. 54l), remembered e:Q)erienceB 

were never afterward as real to him as the present. Piey remained mem

ories only—nothing more. For this reason Rubin has expressed doubt 

18 
that Wblfe was familiar with Proust's time theories, though Church 

believes that Wolfe "tried to incorporate into this book [CTR] some of 

19 
the aspects of time that he understood in Proust." '^ pie recent edition 

20 
of Wblfe's letters has provided unquestionable proof that Wblfe was 

very familiar with Proust's works, even to the extent that he referred 

to one of his own i>assages as "Proustian." 

pie principal similarity between Wolfe and Proust, then, seems 

to be that each tried to recapture the past through memory and to hold 

'̂̂  Church, "Dark Time," p. 258. 

^^ Rubin, piomas Wolfe, p. 170. 

^9 Church, "Dark Time," p. 256. 

^ Wolfe, Letters; see especially pp. 194, 233, 321, 63I, 648. 
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it permanently by means of the creative process. In the atten^t each 

used his sense impressions to the fullest extent as a means of stimulat

ing his memory. Despite their similarities, however, they reached 

different conclusions; Proust concluded that he had recaptured the pact 

and that such "Time regained is time transcended."^ Wblfe, quite to 

t3ie contrary, concluded that time can not be regained, that the "essence 

of Time is Flow, not Fix" (YCGHA, p. 731), and that "man's true home" 

lies in the opposite direction of "the hidden, secret, and unfathomed 

past that holds man's spirit prisoner--outward . . . . in the green and 

hopeful and still-virgin meadows of the future" (YCGHA, p. 704). 

Joyce and Wolfe 

Wolfe's indebtedness to the literary influence of James Joyce 

(1882-1941) is legendary. In pie Story of a Novel Wolfe gave generous 

admission to the influence of that novelist: 

like every young man, I was slyrongly under the influence of 
writers I admired. One of the chief writers at that time 
was Mr. James Joyce with his book Ulysses, pie book that I 
was writing was much influenced, I believe, by his own book, 
and yet the powerful energy and fire of lay own youth played 
over and, I think, possessed it all [SN, p. 8]. 

The first question that occurs 1x3 us from such an acknowledenent is to 

"vdiat degree Joyce mig^t have influenced Wolfe in his concept of time. 

Before att€a5)ting to answer this question, we can profitably examine 

any tes^poral concept contained in Joyce's work. As the coBQ>arison of 

Wolfe with Proust was nade to eD^)hasize the importance of memory and 

^ Poulet, Studies, p. 320. 



past time, so the coaqparison of Wblfe with Joyce is designed to point 

out Wolfe's racial or mythical returns to the past, with in5)licationE of 

Wolfe's final cyclical theory. 

The English critic Desmond MacCarthy has writ1;en of Joyce, "Nothing 

is more obvious in his work than its entire dependence on early impres

sions, preserved in a memory of unrivaled vividness and exactitude."^ 

From this abundant store of memories, both literary and personal, Joyce 

created his novels; from his literary memory, especially, he borrowed 

the substances of the great world myths. 

The myth, as Piomas Mann has said, is a "timeless schema"^; 

timeless in that is is always present, a constant reminder of the eternal 

retvtrn of the same eaq>erience. pierefore, Odysseus and Telemachus, Faust 

and Helen, and Cronos and Hhea may be envisaged as ever-present symbols, 

"timeless prototypes of himian existence, as symbols suggesting the cyclic 

24 
repetition of the same or similar human situation." Peeling the force 

of such cyclic return of universals it ira.s thus logical--aesthetically 

and Bvthically--for Joyce to invoke the image of the mythical Daedalus 

at the end of the portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, or to redis

cover Odysseus of Ithaca in Leopold Bloom of Dublin, or to tell the tale 

of H. C. Karwlcker ("Here Comes Everybody") as a parable and a myth of 

Everyman. In Joyce's works, as !4eyerhoff points out, mythical figures 

appear quite casually and naturally in the realistic world of the present. 

^ Piomas Mann, Freud und die Ziukunft (Vienna, 1936), p. 30. 
Hereafter cited as Mann, Freud. 

^ Meyerhoff, Tine, p. 81. 
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though in so doing they mi^t lose their essential personal identity. 

the nythical figures often tend to lose their personal identity, 
so deeply are they embedded in the cyclic repetitions of the 
same human situations, so completely are they^dentified with 
previous inccumations of the same human type.^ 

Piis eternal return of situation and type was, as it were, captured in 

the mythical synibol, entailing a cyclical theory of time which Joyce 

used to show "how i;he beginning and end of the rivers of time and life 

form a unity within the most bewildering multiplicity."^ 

Utadoubtedly influenced by Joyce, Wblfe also "tried to arrest the 

present and force it into the patterns of his more remote past."^ 

Pirougb a retinn to the past—through "all the accumulated iii5>act of 

man's experience," in "î ilch his characters were determined "by all they 

had experienced up to that momentV—this was Wolfe's atteH5)t to under

stand the present. It was an attempt to sift understanding from the 

past by employing great mythical figures from the past; in l^e same 

fashion that Joyce did, he also drew upon 1;he el^emal mythical proto

types; Cronos, Rhea, Prometheus, and Orestes. 

In a sense, Wolfe's motivation in applying the myth seems some

what similar to Mann's belief that "Pie ultimate depths of the human 
oft 

soul are also the primordial depî h of time." Pius Wolfe could "see 

^ Meyerhoff, Time, pp. 81-82. 

^ Meyerhoff, Time, p. 40. 
27 ' Riibin, piomas Wolfe, p. 53* 

^ Mann, Freud, p. 30. 
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begin in Crete four thousand years ago the love iiiat ended yesterday in 

Texas," or be transported by his own love for Mrs. Jack to pirace and 

Macedon, or try to recover his own life--his own "dream of time"--throu^ 

the cyclic timelessness of mythical symbols and prototypes. 

As late as 1932, even after he had worked out his solution to the 

problem of time, Wolfe still acknowledged his indebtedness to Joyce's 

mythical interpretation of time: 

the effort to s^prehend and to make live again in a moment in 
lost time is so tremendous that some of us feel that Joyce 
really did aacceed, at least in places, in penetrating reality 
and in so doing, creating vhat is almost another dimension of 
reality.^ 

But five years later he could write: "And now, I am finished 

with 'Ulysses' and with Mr. Joyce, save that I am not an ingrate and 

will always . . . be able to remember a work that stirred me, that 

opened new vistas into writing."^ And so, although Wolfe gained through 

Joyce's world of myth his own cyclical unity of time and life, he grew 

away from Joyce in his later works, abnegating his earlier atavism and 

leaning out toward the future. 

29 
^ Wblfe, Letters, p. 322. 

30 Wolfe, letters, pp. 586-587. 



CHAPOaCR VI 

CONCLUSION 

One of the most unifying forces in Piomas Wolfe's fiction is his 

obsession with time. A study of the development of his time concept 

provides an in5)ortant key to an understanding of both his personal life 

and his fictional art. Throughout his personal career Wolfe was poign

antly concerned with solving the problem of man's relationship with time, 

both in terms of a philosophicsil understanding and a persistent search 

into the basic human relationships of life. His search for timelessness 

affected both his attitude toward his own life and toward society. 

With regard to his personal life, Wolfe early began a search for 

timeless values in a world of flux. At first, Wolfe thought that se

curity ftr>f> peace were values vhich he had once possessed but had lost 

in time. Therefore, seeing that time was flowing by him like a river 

and withholding "the possession of all thing^' from him, he attenqpted to 

return into the past, 1» his "golden youth," to the "heaven" Tidiich he 

had known before birth but which he had lost iipon entering into life 

"trailing clouds" of the remembrance of things past. He relied upon the 

memories of his own e^erience and the racial memories of the iidiole 

world as the key to the "door" to a "bright permanence" which he could, 

not open. Furthermore he tried to "fix eternally in the pattems of an 

indestructible form a single niDment of man's living" by means of the 

creative process, but he failed to gain entrance into his "lost past" or 

to make his life sectire from the rush of time, pirougbout his work he 

eooplpyed the symbol of atavism, the pre-existence-and-retum myth, hoping 
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to understand the nystery. But the "angel" of his first boo., did not see, 

could not find, his home until Wolfe pointed him away from the past, ex

plaining that "you can't go home again," and toward the future, pien it 

Was that he could see "a vision of man's true home, beyond the ominous 

and cloud-engulfed horizon of the here and now, in the green and hopeful 

and still-virgin meadows of the future." 

Renoimcing his earlier atten^ts, in the mature state that he was 

approaching Just before his death Wolfe bade farewell to the "dark land, 

old ancient earth," the force of "atavistic yearnings" "vdiich "forever 

pulls one back" to the "dark ancestral cave, the womb from which mankind 

emerged into light." Pie light, or "bright permanence," toward vhich he 

bad long been groping shone out to him from the future, azid he under-

atood at last that man's permanence lies in adjusting to î he flmc of 

time and "changeless change." Piis hope became Wolfe's faith in the 

eternity of man, and he was Just ready to "speak the truth" \Aien "Death 

bent to touch his chosen son with mercy, love and pity, and put the seal 

of honor on him ^ e n he died." 

Pie problam of time and his projected solutions helped 1io determine 

the special form that Wolfe's fiction took. With regard to structure, his 

manuscripts easily assumed the form of the "chronicle novel," in vhich 

his characters were depicted against the backdrop of steadily elapsing 

time; although the theme of time, as it accoii?)anies the development of 

IdOlfe and his heroes, serves to unify the tetralogy of books in a special 

vay. Again, the core of Wolfe's symbolism is determined by the time 

theme. To the aymbol of the eternal earth as the "female principle," 

tihich apx>eals to man's atavism azid makes bim vant fixity, he opposed 
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moan's quest for a father, symbolic of wandering, loneliness, and change. 

Aa it vas earlier pointed out, Wolfe rejected his atavistic yaamings for 

the permanence of the ancient earth, the past, and embraced a faith in 

the wisdom of the future, synbolized by the voice which spoke to him in 

the night. His characters, likewise, in so far as they are personally 

involved with the hero, are influenced by the problem of time; his he

roes form their most intimate relationships wii^ others primarily on 

their ability to help i^em cope with time by offering them glln^ses into 

the past. 

Two other inqoortant literary figures conten^Kjrary wi1;h Wolfe also 

show a similar obsession with time—Proust and Joyce. Pie difference 

between Wolfe's solution and Proust's is quite apparent, with Wolfe look

ing to the future and with Proust attempting to transcend time by re

gaining it throu^ memory. But the merits of their solutions cannot be 

coo5>ared because Wolfe did not live long enough to apply his to his work. 

In Joyce's time theory Wblfe found a compatible element vhich he could 

use in solving his own problem, namely the cyclical concept of time in

herent in the aythical prototypes which both Wblfe and Joyce used. 

In his final concept of time Wolfe reached the conclusion that 

one cannot return into past time either by memory, or \sy the creative 

process, or by a cyclic theory alone; but by a fusion of the linear flow 

of time with the cyclic concept. Man can achieve permanence only by an 

adjustment to time's flux. Man will prevail in time through his faith 

that man's life "can be, and will be, better." By uniting the linear 

flow of time with the cyclic concept, promising man an ultimate arrival 

at the permanence of time, isnutable in the future, Wolfe sblved, to his 
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oim aatlsftctiaa at laast, "the problJM of both the individual and aod-

•ty in z«lBtion to time." ^iiTlnc that the circle of his lifie had "ccme 

'u l l SHli^*' te pradietatf that ha vaa to loae the earth ha knew "for 

. . • fbr graster l i fe . . . to f lad a iMoaOL more kind 

than hoaa, more large than earth." On Septandber 15, 1938, at the age of 

thirtgrwvMi yaars, he 41ad, haaring ivmt reaolved his great problem, we 

e«a eoly ccn^eeture what hie lif^ and hia art would have been as ha stood 

on the threabold of a future no longer hamted by the shadow of men, loat 

and looeSy^ l^pnaonad as a eiqpitlv« in the inexorable flux of tine* 

I)(C"r;'lj 

ya.^ 

f."^-- X 
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