
PARTICUL~~ INDIVIDUALS IN PARTICULAR PLACES: 

WALKER PERCY'S PROTAGONISTS 

Al"JD NARRATORS 

by 

CURTIS GLEN COLBURN, B.A. 

A THESIS 

IN 

ENGLISH 

Submitted to the Graduate Faculty 
of Texas Tech University in 

Partial Fulfillment of 
the Requirements for 

the Degree of 

HASTER OF ARTS 

Approved 

Accepted 

~1ay, 1983 



_,. .. . . -
' 

,,...,,_, 
I 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

I am deeply indebted to Professor Jack 

D. Wages for his direction of this thesis and 

to the other member of my committee, Professor 

Dahlia Terrell, for her helpful criticism. 



CONTENTS 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 

CHAPTER 

I. THEMES AND INDIVIDUALS IN PERCY'S FICTION • • 

II. THE MOVIEGOER: SELF-REVELATION AND SELF-

AWARENESS • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 

III. THE LAST GENTLEMAN: MAN'S NEED FOR MAN • • • 

IV. LOVE IN THE RUINS: LIMITED GOODNESS AND 

A LIGHT FROM THE PAST • • • • • • • • • • • • 

V. LANCELOT: DECEPTIVE APPEARANCES AND THE 

DESIRE TO KNOW • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 

VI. THE SECOND COMING: MYSTIFICATION AND 

PARADOX .•• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 

VII. CONCLUSION • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 

NOTES • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 

ii 

1 

26 

51 

78 

109 

131 

163 

174 

BIBLIOGRAPHY • • • • • . . . • . . • • • • • • • • 185 

iii 



CHAPTER I 

THEMES AND INDIVIDUALS IN PERCY'S FICTION 

The growing body of criticism on Walker Percy's fie-

tion indicates an increasing awareness of his importance 

as a twentieth-century novelist, but the trends in that 

criticism indicate much more. In general, exegeses of 

Percy's works fall into three categories corresponding to 

three concerns in which Percy has expressed profound 

interest: existential philosophy, Christianity, and lan-

guage. Although I will initially discuss those three 

concerns as separate focal points for the study of Percy, 

I do not wish to imply that Percy or his critics present 

the three as mutually exclusive. In fact, Percy's ideas 

about existentialism, Christianity, and language reinforce 

each other, contributing to a coherent world view and a 

unified body of fiction. 

Percy voices his existential view of man, borrowing 

heavily from Soren Kierkegaard's and Gabriel Marcel's ideas, 

most clearly in a collection of essays, The Messaae in the 

Bottle: How Queer Man Is, How Queer L,anguage ~ ar:d :,·hat 

One Has to Do with the Other; 1 his diagnosis of the twen--------
tieth-century angst is based upon the premise that man's 

1 
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present "incoherent view is a mishmash" of the "ethical 

legacy of Christianity" and "what the layman takes to be 

the consensus of science" (man as an "organism among other 

. ) 2 organ1.sms" . Having surrendered his "sovereignty" over 

all existing objects, modern man turns to the scientific 

expert to "certify" his experience, to affirm it as real. 

The sightseer cannot really see the Grand Canyon as it is, 

because between his vision and the object he has imposed 

a pre-formed "symbolic complex" created by the experts--

tour guides and travel bureaus (MB, pp. 46-48). Thus, 

modern man, trying to comprehend everything through scien-

tific theory, commits Whitehead's "fallacy of misplaced 

concreteness. It is the mistaking of an idea, a principle, 

an abstraction for the real" (MB, pp. 54-58). In essence, 

man divorces his own existence from perceived reality, 

since his abstract perceptions will not allow his concrete 

existence a place in the immanent world. In the final 

stage of this process, man finds that sciencE--in its 

various forms of psychology, sociology, biology, and an-

thropology--cannot provide relief for his alienation :rom 

the past and its ideals, his surroundings, and himself. 

In fact, the "existing self characteristically reverses 

objec~ive-empirical sociological categories and discovers 

in them not the principle of its health but the root source 

of its alienation" (i-1B, p. 85). 
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The most extensive study of existential bases for 

Percy's fiction, Martin Luschei•s The Sovereign Wayfarer: 

Walker Percy's Diagnosis of the Malaise, cogently sets 

forth the symptoms of the malaise as "everydayness," "in

authenticity," and "abstraction." 3 Everydayness, the 

"generalized loss of awareness that walls a person off 

from his surroundings and diminishes his vitality," is the 

result of two modern trends. 4 First, man lives an inau-

thentic life, having forfeited his sense of belonging in 

a real place among real people by surrendering his own 

capacity for awareness to the experts who will tell him 

what is real. Second, man has abandoned his sense of in-

dividual existence in favor of abstraction, "the objecti-

fication of self, where one's person becomes irrelevant 

to oneself, or • • • the objectification of others, where 

5 human beings vanish into mere symbols or masses." 

Percy, in "The Man on the Train," delineates the 

four alternatives for escape from everydayness which "the 

alienated man has in literature, as reader or writer" (MB, 

p. 96). Obviously, since the present state of affairs has 

caused man's feeling of anxiety, he might escape alienation 

if a cataclysm befell his world. Naming this avenue of 

egress "ordeal," Luschei states that man would become 

happy in disaster, because disaster shatters everydayness 

. h . . 6 and ~naut ent~c~ty. Thus, Percy claims that "the heart's 



4 

desire of the alienated man is to see vines sprouting 

through the masonry" (MB, p. 84). 

Since disaster is "not readily available on an ordi-

nary afternoon," however, modern man must seek other means 

of escape. One such alternative is "rotation," a search 

for new experiences in order to escape the deadening ef-

fects of everyday monotony. According to Percy, "Amnesia 

is the perfect device of rotation" because it allows the 

necessary moral as well as physical freedom to walk away 

from every situation. A man who forgets his responsibil-

ities cannot be held morally culpable, by himself or any-

one else, for his desertions; meanwhile, his physical sense 

of dislocation will continually give him the impression 

that even a repetition of what he experienced yesterday is 

new and fresh (MB~ Po 92). Percy dramatizes his ideas by 

returning to the example of the sightseer who does not see 

the Grand Canyon. The tourist may recover the object ei-

ther by "leaving the beaten track" or by "deliberately 

seek[ing] out the most beaten track of all" so that he 

may view the object from "the beaten track but at a level 

above it" (MB, p. 48). Luschei explicates these two forms 

of rotation as the "extensive" mode, simply seeking the 

new, and the "intensive" mode, circmnventing the expected 

I dl I 1 7 "by perverse ~n ~v~dual~ty." 

The problem with the art of rotation, of course, is 
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that it requires a "gestural perfection" of which fallible 

man is incapable. The hero of the Western movie, which 

I ff I I I I l.S an exercl.se l.n rotat1.on," walks 1.nto a strange town 

and will either be "nothing, that is, the unrisked pos

sibility," or make just the right choices from all the 

possible choices for action. Though the hero creates the 

illusion that he possesses the same potential for failure 

that the viewer faces, in fact, the hero has the benefit 

of re-takes and a script. He deceives the audience; he 

is capable of a perfection that the audience can never 

achieve, and the viewer, realizing this, has as his only 

alternative "the unrisked possibility" (MB, pp. 94-95). 

The viewer must become nothing and fall into despair. 

If rotation fails him, man may turn to repetition, 

a voyage "into his own past in search for himself," in 

order to escape everydayness (MB, p. 95). The problem 

with literary repetition is that it "would not transmit 

aesthetically as a passion but only as the interesting" 

(MB, p. 97). Though a character may embark on an intense 

search for meaning, the reader cannot share the protago-

nist's intensity; he can only observe, from a distance, 

the protagonist's quest as a matter of curiosity. Thus, 

the work is doomed to merely another ::orm of rotation ~or 

the reader, providing only a fleeting escape :rom aliena-

tion. When the reader finishes reading, and the moment o: 



interest has departed, his only recourse is that of 

Charles Gray in The Point of No Return, to experience a 

"mild disenchantment, stoically borne" (MB, p. 97). 

6 

The fourth and most lasting form of escape in liter

ature lies in the phenomenon of the work itself, in the 

interaction between reader and writer. "In the re-pre-

senting of alienation the category is reversed and becomes 

something entirely different," lifting the reader from 

despair by formulating his alienation (MB, p. 83). The 

"supreme intersubjective achievement of art," then, is to 

"set forth the truth of" man's predicament so that the 

reader and writer may share a sense of common perception, 

feel a part of the community created by mutual awareness. 

Thus, the novelist's "pointing at and naming alienation 

has already reversed it, healing the very wound it repre-

sent s" ( MB , p . 9 7) . 

The means of escape are closely connected to another 

Kierkegaardian concept, the idea that man develops in stag

es, though he does not necessarily grow out of the first 

or second into the third stage. As long as a man hedonis-

tically pursues rotation or the merely aesthetic repetition, 

he lives in the "aesthetic" stage of li~e. 8 
He places the 

value and meaning of existence solely in sensual exceri-

ence, but he will eventually discover that the sensual 

alone satiates and bores. He will find no sati~=action 



of what Percy calls the "unnamed longings" ln the grati-

.., 
I 

fication of carnal appetites. The next stage is the "eth-

ical," in which man "must abandon the role of spectator, 

involve himself, and commit himself unconditionally to 

9 living within a general code." Eventually, he will find 

that this stage leaves him unsatisfied, because it re-

quires that he rely on his own mental powers to codify a 

rational, moral lifestyle, while the futility of mortal 

reason has already manifested itself in the failure of 

modern science to alleviate alienation. Finally, '\vhen the 

individual realizes his own inability to remedy the situ-

ation, he is ready to turn to others for assistance and 

enters the "religious" stage. If he still hopes that tern-

poral comprehension, even though it be another's, will 

solve his dilemma, he remains in the self-defeating reli-

gious mode of immanence. If, however, he makes a leap cut 

of reason into love for either another human being or :or 

a divine being, he has entered the religious mode of tran-

scendence; he seeks a solution through intersubjectivity 

rather than knowledge. 

Since existentialism as a philosophy has inherited 

the flaw o: all philosophies, the tendency to ignore "the 

concreteness and particularity of human li:e" in attempt-

ing to de:ine human experience in general, Robert Cole 

writes, the existentialist turns :rom philosophizing to 
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writing in order to escape "the constructs and distinc-

tions and classifications" which tempt him to "find order 

in the universe--to fight the seeming chaos of things." 

Literature affords Percy "a means of remaining true to 

the particular, while conveying elements of philosophical 

d
. . 10 
l.SCUSSl.On." Consequently, much of the criticism on 

Percy discusses existential themes in his works, and in-

deed, as Luschei suggests in the preface to his own study, 

an understanding of Percy's philosophical background sheds 

light on his novels. Binx Bolling frequently uses Kier-

kegaardian terms, such as "rotation" and "repetition," 

the implications of which are certainly clearer to the 

reader who has even a casual acquaintance with existential-

. 
.1.sm. The reader must be familiar with Kierkegaard's stages 

of existence to understand completely what Percy means 

when he says that "Binx jumps from the esthetic clear a-

cross the ethical to the religious" or that Will Barrett 

. . . . d .. 11 1.1.ves .1.n a "rel.1.g.1.ous mo e. If the reade~ is familiar 

with Marcel's ideas on intersubjectivity, he can ffiore 

fully appreciate the hopeful note of Lance's speaking to 

Percival or Tom More's marrying Ellen. In short, the 

reader may enjoy Percy's fiction without any knowledge of 

the novelist's philosophy, but an understanding of Percy's 

concepts surely gives the reader a deeper appreciation of 

the "elements of philosophical discussion" in his novels. 
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Percy's fiction, then, is an exercise in intersub-

jectivity, and his protagonists are representatives of 

modern man in an existential crisis. Each protagonist is 

a homo viator, a pilgrim, a wayfarer who, having recognized 

his predicament, must choose: "I can languish in the rna-

laise as a •curtailed I' or I can live transformed by the 

infinite passion." He has the opportunity to "become a 

sovereign wayfarer . . • a co-celebrant sharing the joys 

f [h . J . . 12 . . o 1s p1lgr1mage." Percy 1mpl1es the correct course 

for his characters, and gives Luschei the idea for the 

title of his study, by prescribing modern man's solution 

to his misplaced faith in abstraction: 
. 

once a man v1ews 

objects as "beings to be known" rather than specimens, he .. 

reasse;:-ts "the sovereignty of knower over kno'".vn" and makes 

himself a "sovereign ... .vayfarer" (?vlB, p. 59) . The radical 

interdependence of knowing and naming leads Percy to the 

primary focus of The Message in the Bottle, the nature of 

language as it relates to the nature of man. 

Percy describes language as the "urphenomenor...'' of 

man's history; after man's first, sudden realization that 

something is something, "The spark jumped, language was 

born, the brain flowered ,.,ci th v.'"ords, and man became man" 

(HB, p. 42). Discussing all language as man's attempt to 

name existence, Percy agrees with Cassirer•s assertion, "I 

cannot know anything at all unless I s::'TI'.~olize it"; being 
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able only to ".£2!2ceive being," man must have names by 

which all men know objects (MB, p. 72). When a man sees 

a distinctive object, his recognition of what Hopkins 

termed the object's "inscape" (the distinctive qualities 

which make the object what it is, apart from all other ob-

jects) creates an inner tension because the man has no 

means by which to know what he sees; the resulting "emo-

tional cry of the beholder becomes the vehicle by which 

the thing is conceived, the name of the thing" (MB, p. 69) . 

The symbol, the vocable which designates an object but can-

not actually be the object, becomes the reality for the 

man. Man knows, "not as angels know and not as the dogs 

know but as men, who must know one thing through the mir-

ror of another" (MB, p. 82). 

Since the speaker and the hearer of a word share the 

process of naming, according to Percy, 

Denotation is an exercise in inter
subjectivity. The two [speaker and 
hearer] are suddenly no longer relat
ed as organisms in a nexus of interac
tion but as namer and hearer of a 
name, an I and a Thou, co-conceivers 
and co-celebrants of the object be
held under the auspices of a common 
symbol. (MB, p. 2 71) . 

Thus, the :irst element of awareness is intersubjectivity: 

"The I think is made possible only by a prior mutuality: 

we name (MB, p. 75). Man's naming of existence not only - -
gives an ordered reality to the previously unnamed chaos, 
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but it also provides the only means to a true sense of 

community among sentient beings. 

J. P. Telotte, R. E. Rhiel, and Michael Pearson are 

among the more perceptive critics who have related Percy's 

linguistic interests to his fiction. All three discuss 

the novel as "a complicated symbol, stimulating an inter-

subjective moment between novelist (or work of art) and 

13 
reader," the failure of communication as a primary cause 

. . 14 . . 
of a11enat1on, and language as an 1ntersubject~ve solu-

. . . 15 t1on to al1enat1on. 

The problems of Percy's protagonists reflect the prob-

lems of all men in the age of isolation: • . the cause " 

of human anxiety and alienation is man's inability either 

. . h h . 16 to 1gnore or to name someth1ng w en e encounters 1t." 

Since naming allows him "to restore order and forestall 

those chaotic forces" which confront him, 17 man is alien-

ated and thrown into confusion when the name "conceals 

. . b. 18 rather than 1llum1nates" an o Ject. Telotte notes, for 

instance, that Emily's words at the beginning of The 

' . ..19 h ' Moviegoer "foster hUinan ~solat~on. S e names Blnx' s 

role in confronting his brother's death that of a Roman 

soldier; thus, she assigns an inauthentic role which fore-

es Bi~x to nurture a feeling of aloneness and to face life 

with a stoic resignation to the ultimate defeat. In fact, 

all of the characters• misnamings o: existence lead to 
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false orderings of the chaos; 20 in the process, they have 

also destroyed the meaning of symbols and created a new 

21 sense of lostness in a nameless place. In addition, 

Rhiel points to Tom More's colleagues• uses of technical 

jargon as a ploy to avoid confronting the concreteness of 

' 22 ' ex1stence. W1thout a common agreement on the meaning of 

life, talk has degenerated into Kate's brooding silence, 

the "meaningless cliches" of Will's Haxims for Living, 

and "an elitist or technical jargon" best exemplified by 

23 the diabolic Art Immelmann•s vague gobbledygook. 

Conversely, the correlation of alienation and the 

failure to communicate suggests the cure to the malaise. 

The proper use of language allows man "to affirm his own 

existence or position in the world as the 'knower• of his 

domain ... 24 At the conclusion of The Moviegoer, Binx 

speaks plainly of Lonnie's death to his step-brothers and 

-sisters, in contrast to Emily's vagueness at the begin-

ning, and creates a communion based on understanding among 

himself, the children, and Kate. At the conclusion of 

The Last Gentleman, Will names himself to Sutter--"I, 

Will Barrett, need you"--in his true role, as one human 

being needing the compassion and help of another. Even 

the cynical, estranged Lancelot suggests that he may re-

cover and understand the past if he can only speak o~ it 

to Percival. Language, being an intersubjective process; 



13 

I 

can create "meaningful relationships," as Telotte sug-

gests, and restore the sense of community which was lost 

when the past, with its old words of grace and virtue, 

was lost. 25 

Finally, both Percy's existentialism and his linguis

tic theories are underwritten by his Christian faith. He 

professes belief in "the whole peculiar Jewish-Christian 

thing" because the alternatives, such as scientific human-

ism, do not account for "the infinite mystery [of life] 

26 and the infinite delight [of love]." Moreover, Percy 

views the particular disease of alienation as "nothing 

more or less than a very ancient, orthodox Christian doc

trine."27 The Christian viewpoint suits him both as a 

philosopher and as a novelist, because the "incarnational, 

historical and predicamental" approach of Christianity is 

amenable to an art dealing with people; because the Chris-

tian pilgrim is an apt analogue for dislocated modern man; 

and because the "prophetic-eschatalogical character of 

Christianity" suits an era of anxiety about the apocalypse 

(MB, p. 111). 

The Christian novelist must, however, deal with the 

"devaluation" of the "old words o: grace" and with "the 

egregious moral failure of Christendom." In order to 

reach an apathetic audience, the writer must abandon the 

"defunct vocabulary" of Christianity and pull from "t:-:.e 
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darker regions of his soul" images and words which will 

effectively deter modern man from his present path toward 

spiritual, and perhaps even physical, self-destruction 

(MB, pp. 116-18). The novelist may do so, though, only 

by bringing the reader to self-awareness, not by dogmatism. 

As Lewis Lawson suggests, Percy adopted from Kierkegaard 

the idea that the good news of a meaningful existence must 

be presented maieutically, not with the value-judgments 

and absolute conviction that are proper only to the a-

d . . 28 . . pestles' e 1fy1ng words. To resort to overtly d1dact1c 

writings would violate the existential principle that true 

intersubjectivity requires freedom for each man to make 

his own choices, and the similar Christian doctrine of 

free will. Each person must arrive on his own at, not be 

led to, the Christian-existential conclusion that man "is 

in the last analysis a casta,vay, a stranger who is in the 

world but who is not at home in the world," and who there-

fore needs "news from across the sea" which will tell him 

"where he came from and ,.,.ho he is and what he must do," as 

well as the means whereby he "may do what he must do" 0·1B, 

pp. 142-49). Obviously, the novelist, susceptible to 

every man • s foibles, is not qualified to proclaim ne .... v-s 

which will be unadulterated by his own perception and will 

possess the indelible truth warranted by absolute convic-

tion. Therefore, the novelist may only attempt to r~elp 
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others along the way in their struggles to understand their 

situation, and the only effective way of doing so is in

direct suggestion, through a depiction of common exper

iences, about the real nature of man and existence. 

The only critic to concentrate solely on Percy's 

Christian background, William L. Godshalk, claims, after 

analyzing the themes of Love in the Ruins, 

Ultimately, Percy is writing about 
man's Faustian pride, his fall from 
grace, his call for spiritual aid, 
and his final return to the common 
life of Christendom. Percy is at bot
torn saying that Western civilization 
will not be saved by technology. . . 
The main themes of Love in the Ruins 
underline that Percy is much more the 
Christian thinker than the existen
tialist philosopher, and our vision 
of his fiction is sharQened when we 
acknowledge this fact.29 

Indeed, all of Percy's protagonists have fallen from grace 

in one sense or another, and all need help from someone 

else. Moreover, Percy's attacks on man's misplaced faith 

in technology, whether in the form of scientific theory or 

a lapsometer, are clear. I cannot, however, agree that 

Christianity is more important to Percy's fiction than 

existentialism. I believe, instead, that the two rnutuallv 
---

support each other; Percy espouses his O\v-n brand o:: Chris-

tian existentialism and the theolog:/ neither contradicts 

nor excludes the philosophy, since ~e believes that the 

existential view of man is an orthodox Christian doctrine. 
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Undeniably, the critical search for ~xistential, 

Christian, and linguistic influences has contributed to a 

better understanding of Percy's fiction. That search, 

however, has not been without its pitfalls. In even the 

best of readings, there is a tendency to categorize the 

protagonists according to this or that existential mode or 

stage. Individual figures in Percy's fiction become ob

jectified specimens in exegeses; their experiences become 

stratified allegories, while they become flat figures, ve

hicles for Percy's doctrines. This is not to say that 

such classification is unfounded; understanding that Binx 

Bolling passes from the aesthetic to the religious mode 

helps the reader understand the progress Binx has made from 

beginning to end. In fact, such classification is inevi-

table in the attempts to define Fercy's works as a unified 

complexus of ideas and relationships; the critic will be 

able to show consistency in Percy's view only by showing 

that characters conform to broad categories, that similar 

actions or thoughts have similar consequences in the dif

ferent novels. Still, this tendency toward categorization, 

and even abstraction, has the same effects upon the indi

vidual works that modern abstractions have on individual 

people; it necessarily ignores rr.uch that makes the ~uman 

a concrete being in a specific place at a specific ~ime. 

I do not pretend that my own reading, which I will come to 
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. 
1n a moment, has escaped the same fault--!, too, will rel~ 

upon the critical approach which necessitates terms such 

as "dramatic character," "unreliable narrator," or "dys-

top ian novel'' --but I do hope that it will render the major 

character of each novel a bit more precisely. 

A more serious problem than objectification in the-

matic studies has been the tendency among some critics, 

absorbed in working out the relationships of imagery and 

motifs, to identify Percy's own views with those expressed 

in his novels. J. G. Kennedy suggests, for example, that 

since Percy sees his vocation as "the novelist as diagnos-

tician," he creates metaphorical caricatures instead of 

real characters in Love in the Ruins, and therefore his 

novel becomes "the clinical diagnosis of an angel orbit

ing the earth." 30 I believe that Kennedy's description 

of the novel's viewpoint is accurate, but it is Tom Moore, 

not Percy, who possesses that viewpoint. When asked about 

some readers• charge of latent chauvinism in his portray-

als of women, Percy replied, "I write about women from 

the exclusive point o: view of the hero. \ h • 
rtS sue~~, a Vlew 

of women or anyone else may be limited by the narrowness 

of 
. . 31 

VlSlOn." This is no spurious disclaimer of personal 

commitment; it is simply a description of the rhetorical 

situation in Percy's novels. Even i~ the two novels ~ .. ;hich 

utilize a third-person narrator, The Last Gentleman a~d 
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The Second Coming, the narrative voice is not necessarily 

Percy's own. As Wayne Booth points out, even when the 

author appears to be speaking in his own voice, he has 

created a second self, an "implied author," whose values 

do not always reflect the actual man's values. 32 

Two critics have voiced opinions that Percy's theo-

ries and his novels contradict each other. John F. Zeug-

ner believes that the portrait of the detached priest in 

The Last Gentleman may indicate a growing doubt in Percy's 

mind about the efficacy of his religion, while Will's clin-

ical illness suggests an awareness that "dark forces," 

most notably sexual passion, are "beyond the reticule of 

convictions [Percy] has forged from existential philoso-

h 
.,33 

p y. Pamela Broughton sees a dualism, the Cartesian 

split of body and soul which Percy denigrates elsewhere, 

in the ending of the same novel. Instead of portraying 

sex as "conjoin[ing] the secular and the sacred . • 
. 

. ln 

a union which is ineffable and transcendent,'' Percy has 

Will needing "both Kitty (sex, responsibility, immaner;.ce) 

and Sutter (theory, knowledge, transcendence), as i~ hav-

ing both of them will enable Will to complete his own per-

. 34 
sonall ty." · 

I believe that I can answer both charges by defining 

the boundaries for the reading of Percy's fiction present-

ed here. The uncertainty at the end o: The Last Ge~~tlerrail . 
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is not exclusive to that novel. Indeed, each of Percy's 

novels has an ambiguous ending. Percy must write those 

types of endings if he is to create an illusion of reality 

which will correspond most closely to his view of exis-

tence. An open ending dramatizes Harcel's idea that life 

is a never-ending series of beginnings. Had Percy imposed 

an artificial resolution on the lives of his protagonists, 

he would have violated his own perception of man's life 

as an incessant quest. Furthermore, as Lawson notes, the 

"indirect communications" in Percy's conclusions conform 

to Kierkegaard's precept that no man has the right to im-

h . ' h 35 pose ~s own v~ew on anot er. The ambiguity of Percy's 

novels reflects his belief that the novelist's function is 

. . to explore the darker recesses 
of the human heart, there to name and 
affirm the strange admixture of good 
and evil, the action of the demonic, 
the action of grace, of courage and 
cowardice, of courage coming out of 
cowardice and vice-versa, in a word 
the human creature himself.36 

Percy goes even further to contrast with the "moral" view 

of racial problems in the South the novelist's view, ' ~n 

w-hich "human relations are much more complex than saying 

that the white racist is wrong and the black protestor is 

right." 37 Both his essays and his fiction reveal that 

Percy believes strongly in standarjs of right and w~ong, 

but he believes just as strongly that the didactic novel 

cannot help but fallaciously oversimpli:y by stati~a moral 



20 

matters in black and white. For Percy, then, ambiguity, 

even moral ambiguity, is one of the effects to be achieved 

if art is to reflect life. 

In reply to Broughton's charge of dualism, I would 

repeat that the viewpoint is Will's, not Percy's. Will 

commits himself to returning to Kitty. Moreover, I would 

point to Percy's confession, 

I take pleasure in turning Freud up
side down. Instead of something being 
a symbol for sex in the Freudian style, 
I use sex as a symbol of something 
else. Sex here [in The Last Gentleman] 
is a svmbol of failure on the existen
tial l~vel.38 

This statement has significance for more than The Last 

Gentleman alone. In all of his novels, Percy reverses or 

alters conventional literary norms such as sanity, human-

ism, sexual freedom, and individual integrity, because 

those norms have become means of ignoring the individual 

and focusing on the species. Above all else, Percy's fie-

tion is about the individual: 

I'm not primarily concerned with plot
ting a story. I'm concerned with a 
certain quality of consciousness put 
down in a certain place and then seeing 
what kind of reaction takes place be
tween a character and his environment 
and the people he meets.39 

Percy formulates f~om this interest in t~e individual his 

theory of fiction: 

Since the novelist deals first and 



last with individuals and the scien
tist treats individuals only to dis
cover their general properties, it is 
the novelist's responsibility to be 
chary of categories and rather to fo
cus upon the mystery, the paradox, the 
openness of an individual human exis
tence. (MB, p. 108) 
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Although each of Percy's novels is a study of a par-

ticular human being, he does not restrict himself to an 

art which can say nothing to suffering humanity. Discus

sing Helen Keller's breakthrough into consciousness through 

language as a paradigm for mankind's development, Percy 

suggests that ontogeny, the development of an individual, 

recapitulates philogeny, the development of a species (MB, 

p. 38). Applied to his fiction, this theory implies that 

if Percy can portray an individual in a manner true to 

life, all readers will recognize the experience they share 

with the character; thus, the novel about an individual 

is, by extension, a novel about all human beings. The 

novelist's controlling metaphor for existence is the com-

plete novel, and the metaphor can "discover meanings which 

[the novelist-namer] know[s], and the reader knows, but 

-neither one of [them] knew that [he] knew until [he 

40 

seesJ 

it discovered by a. new metaphor." 

I propose, then, to read Percy's ~ovels as accounts 

of particular individuals in particular places. The ~lace 

is actually several places. Each protagonist is at a 
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certain stage in his spiritual development, each is in a 
.. 

concrete part of the world (only Will lives outside Loui-

siana), and each is in a novel which focuses upon him. 

If the protagonist is narrator, he is aware of that last 

condition, or at least aware that he has an audience. If 

there is a narrator distinct from the protagonist, that 

narrator also betrays a consciousness of audience by the 

very act of narration, addressing the reader directly and 

keeping the reader's attention focused on the protagonist. 

Thus, the reader is never allowed to forget his own place 

in relation to the novel, nor is he allowed to forget 

that the physical placement of the protagonist serves as 

an ironic reminder of the protagonists's basic homeless-

ness. 

Three of the novels--The Moviegoer, Love in the 

Ruins, and Lancelot--are written in the first person; they 

. h . 41 are the self-revelat~ons of t e protagon~sts. The other 

two, The Last Gentleman and The Second Corning, are written 

in the third person, so that the reader sees the protago-

nist through the eyes of a detached narrator. The 

difference between the two narrative techniques, I think, 

lies in the reliability o: the narrator. Bi~x Bolling, 

Torn More, and Lan~e Lamar all possess the same fallibility 

tha~ plagues all humans; thus, their recollections are 

susceptible to the flaws of mortal perception and memor:y. 
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Moreover, each narrator poses in order to hide or ameli-

orate his faults in the eyes of his audience, and there-

fore frequently betrays the inaccuracy of his account. 

On the other hand, as Booth notes, "the psychic vivid-

ness of prolonged and deep inside views" can create "in-

tense sympathy for characters who do not have strong 

. 42 
v1.rtues to reconunend them." This sympathy for Percy• s 

dramatized, first-person narrators fosters an ambiguity, 

since the reader can neither fully condemn nor completely 

adulate the narrator. Percy's technique in these three 

novels allows him to convey the mystery and paradox of 

existence. 

Percy's choice of a third-person narrator for the 

other two novels implies that he desires a different ef-

feet. In the first of these novels, The Last Gentleman, 

the narrator is undramatized, never directly referring to 

himself as part of the drama. This impersonal narrator 

gives the impression that he speaks for the "implied au-

thor," the persona created by ?ercy to affirm certain val

ues and beliefs. 43 Being uninvolved in the action and 

expressing no apparent inconsistencies, the ~arrator be-

comes a foil to the protagonist. While the narrator :o-

cuses upon Will Barrett, the "direct reliable narration" 

cr-eates "intense dramatic irony," because Will often de-

. . 44 viates from the nar~ator's stated or lmplled norms. 



The protagonist in The Second Coming is the same, 

though quite a bit older, but the narrative voice has 

changed. Now, the narrator dramatizes himself, quite 
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often including himself among the readers by speaking of 

"we... In The Last Gentleman, the undramatized narrator 

creates a distance between the implied author and the pro

tagonist, closely aligning the reader with the implied 

author. In other words, the narrative voice creates a 

role for the reader, which, if the reader plays his part, 

compels the reader to identify with the narrator in oppo

sition to Wi11. 45 The effect is a bit more complex in The 

Second Coming. Here, a dramatized narrator aligns himsel= 

with the reader against the protagonist, but the implied 

author stands apart from all three. Without the guidance 

of the author's voice and confidence that the narrator 

speaks for the implied author, the reader is much less 

sure about the dramatic irony in the passages of direct 

commentary. The readers are forced now to evaluate Will 

according to their own, not the implied author's, norms, 

and the result is a less intense dramatic irony and a con-

. . . 46 h' 1 . comitant lncrease ln amblgUlty. T lS last nove requlres 

less the reader's acknowledgment that Will has somehow 

gone wrong and tnore the reader's doubt about his own val-

ues and ideas. The shift in :iarrative ef:ect parallels a 

shift in Will's stance. Will and Percy together have 
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matured in the interval between the t1vo books. Percy has 

become more adept at conveying, through narrative tech

nique, life's paradoxes, and now the reader must peer into 

the dark mystery of life and try to decide if Will's way, 

in contrast to the reader's approach (or at least the ap

proach his fictional role dictates), might not provide a 

more meaningful existence. 



CHAPTER II 

THE MOVIEGOER: SELF-REVELATION AND SELF-AWARENESS 

"This morning I got a note. . " begins The Movie-

goer, immediately establishing the narrator's intimate, 

t . 1 h t h' d' 47 conversa ~ona approac o ~s au ~ence. Indeed, before 

long the narrator, Binx Bolling, addresses his readers 

directly: "What do you seek--God? you ask with a smile" 

(p. 18). Through his narrative stance, Binx creates roles 

for himself and the reader; Binx intends to bare his soul 

and his reader will be the confessor. It soon becomes 

apparent, however, that this confessional tone, as James 

Walter labels it, is an attempt to lull the reader into 

an unquestioning trust, while Binx•s self-revelation is, 

in fact, a mask for the real truth.
48 

It is one of sever-

al lines of defense he uses in his narrative to deceive 

his audience. 

At first, Binx appears willing to allow his audience 

free entry into his innermost mi~d; however, he soon ce-

trays a self-conscious aversion to appearing fallible in 

their eyes, saying, "Truthfully, it is the fear of expos-

ing my own ignorance whic~ constrains me from mentioning 

the object of my search" (p. 18). Consequently, Percy has 

26 
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indirectly alerted the reader that Binx•s observations may 

be suspect at times, especially when Binx is evaluating 

his own character or insights. Walter points out that 

since the action "is filtered through Binx•s fallible mem

ory and vision," Binx cannot possibly be as accurate as 

he or the reader might wish him to be. 49 The narrator's 

unreliability is not simply the result of his fallibility, 

though. Binx deliberately hides the truth in order to 

show himself in a better light. At the same time, that 

deliberate deceit implies, in addition to Binx•s self

consciousness about addressing an audience, Binx•s hidden, 

perhaps even subconscious, awareness that he is wrong. If 

a person does not know his faults, what reason would he 

then have to attempt to hide them? According to Percy's 

theory of language, when a person names something, he and 

his hearer establish an intersubjective relationship in 

which the two arrive at a common perception of the thing 

conceived. In the process of naming his faults, even if 

he does so unwittingly, Binx gives them a reality for his 

readers. At the same time, by initiating this intersub-

jective communion, Binx creates the potential fo~ his own 

recognition of t~ose shortcomings. Whatever he att~~pts 

to hide from his audience, he is also attempting "':.o hide 

from himself; in turn, w-hat ever he reveals to his a udi e!'"'.c e, 

he will eventually admit to himself. Thus, The >lovieaoer 
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is not simply the static tale of an individual mired in 

self-deceit; it is the dynamic story of an individual e-

merging into the light of self-knowledge. 

Moreover, since the reader participates in this rela-

tionship, seeing Binx•s world only through Binx•s eyes, 

the reader tends to sympathize with Binx. Thus, the iden-

tification with Binx which the reader feels lessens the 

accusatory dramatic irony which an audience usually ex-

periences when it is given a self-deceptive character. 

The process by which the reader empathizes with Binx is 

the same process by which the reader reaches his own self-

awareness. When Binx names, he makes his own version of 

reality, more specifically the reality of the novel's 

world, the reader• s; therefore, '\vhen the reader, who has 

adopted the narrative vision, recognizes the flaws in 

Binx•s vision, that reader must acknowledge the flaws in 

his own vision. Furthermore, the modern reader is par-

ticularly susceptible to Binx•s specific form of myopia, 

because Binx•s problems are the problems of modern man, 

and his failings usually derive from a modern sensibility, 

the twentieth-century faith in the abstractions of scie~ce 

and technology. 

Bin.x frequently addresses the reader overtly in phil-

odophical asides in order to explain his actions. '-~=ter ·~~ -
undergoing the "successful repetition" of viewing a h-estern 
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movie in the same theater at which he had viewed a West-

ern when a sophomore in college, Binx defines a repetition 

as "the re-enactment of past experience toward the end of 

isolating the time segment which has lapsed in order that 

it, the lapsed time, can be savored for itself" (p. 68). 

When an accident provides him "a means of winning out over 

the malaise," he defines the malaise as 

the pain of loss. The world is lost 
to you, the world and the people in 
it, and there remains only you and 
the world and you no more able to be 
in the world than Banquo's ghost. 

( p. 99) 

After seeing a movie ln the company of Lonnie and "this 

fine big sweet piece, Sharon," Binx says, "A good rota-

tion. A rotation I define as the experiencing of the new 

beyond the expectation of the experiencing of the new" 

(p. 117). When Binx admits that he is perfectly willing 

to listen to people, people "who have no one to talk to, 

no one, that is, who really wants to listen," discuss their 

dull lives, he qualifies his confession, "Do not misunder-

stand me. • • I do it for my own selfish reasons. If 

I did not . . I should be lost, cut loose ~etaphysically 

speaking" (p. 64). Apparently, everything BirLx does has 

philosophical ramifications. 

Those passages of abstraction, though, ring false. 

When Binx tells tr_e reader, "Tonight, Thursday night, I 
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carry out a successful repetition" (p. 67), he sounds a 

bit too self-conscious, too cunning in his self-presenta

tion, and the accuracy of his reflections becomes ques

tionable. He sounds as though he were making entries in 

a chronicle or diary, but his narrative carries an over

tone in conflict with the confessional tone. On the one 

hand, he is confessing; on the other, he is lecturing on 

existentialism. His philosophical definitions are ploys 

to justify his actions; an afternoon on the beach with 

Sharon will be more acceptable to the reader as a "rota

tion" than as the boss's scheming to seduce his secretary. 

The success of Binx•s philosophical pose depends upon the 

readers• playing their roles correctly. Binx anticipates 

that the readers will be every bit as awed by scientific 

abstractions as he is; he invites the readers, then, to 

share his misplaced faith. Meanwhile, Binx also justifies 

his lechery to himself by abstracting it. His cancer~ with 

satisfying himself that he does not act badly manifests 

itself further in his adoption of movie roles. 

The movies supply Binx with an ideal working out of 

plot, a perfection of pose, which he vai!~ly seeks in his 

own life. He can escape :or a few hours the miscues and 

mistakes of real life by watching the stranger walk into 

a s~all western town and say and do all the right things. 

Lewis Lawson interprets Binx•s moviegoing as a deliberate 
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attempt to detach himself from others, to rise above the 

follies of mortals.
50 

In the dark seclusion of the thea-

ter, Binx can forget that there is a real world outside; 

in the inevitable resolutions on the screen, Binx can see 

the possibility of perfection. While moviegoing offers 

him "a surrogate and apprehensible reality" consisting of 

a fallaciously "easy objectivity and certitude," movie 

roles allow him to detach himself from responsibility for 

h . . 51 
~s act~ons. 

Binx•s moviegoing supplies him with role models; he 

has learned how to "keep a Gregory Peckish sort of dis- :-. 

tance" from Sharon (p. 59) so that she will fall into his 

arms. Then, as soon as he involves himself in the role, 

love becomes "a lovely checker in a lovely game" (p. 103). 

While he turns the reality of his existence into the il-

lusion of a movie role, he turns himself into an actor who 

has no responsibility for the consequences of his acting. 

If life is only a game, and love only pawn to be manipu-

lated in that game, he need not admit the sordid nature 

of his machinations with his secretaries. Moreover, Bi~~ 

can avoid the pain of rejection and the awkwardness of 

human fallibility that real involvement with another per-

son entails; losing a game, after all, is not nearly so 

devastating as losing one's love, and dishonesty in a game, 

as bad as it may be, is not so contemptible as being 
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dishonest about one's motives and emotions. Most impor-

tantly for Binx, as long as he lives in the illusion of 

the movies, he can pursue an avaricious and dionysian life 

without having to acknowledge that the other players are 

real human beings affected by the consequences of his ac-

tions or inaction. As Lawson writes, Binx "wants to live 

. . as a consumer of new products and sensory experienc-

es, b t t h h 
. . 52 u never o c ance an aut ent1.c emotl.on." 

Instead of chancing an authentic response to the 

people in his life, Binx retreats behind yet another pose, 

. 
1.rony. His ironic tone, in fact, finally solidifies the 

reader's growing suspicion that something is amiss. Binx 

expresses his assessment of situations and people with 

heavy, sometimes even heavy-handed, sarcasm; the reader 

must begin to wonder if there is any room for compassion 

in Binx•s unyielding irony. Binx•s ironic pose has led 

Robert Coles to characterize Binx•s most striking traits 

53 
as "smugness, immodesty, [and] arrogance." Furthermore, 

the very actions and ideas which Binx finds amusing in 

other characters can be detected in Binx•s own life. He 
C::J 

"often attributes to others his own deficiencies, .. ~·- and 

he has a particular penchant for the same abstractionism 

' . . d h . 55 for wh1.ch he faults sc1.ent1.sts an uman1.sts. When he 

derides characters on account of their misconceptions or 

mistakes, and then rationalizes awav his own ""~/ersion o:: 



of those shortcomings, Binx makes himself the targ-et of 

his own satire. 

33 

When Binx arrives at the Cutrers• house, he ironical-

ly introduces the readers to Mercer, the Cutrers• servant. 

Mercer, Binx claims, "dissolves" before Binx•s very eyes 

because Mercer "sees himself as neither • . old retainer 

nor expert in current events" (p. 26). Analyzing those 

passages in which not only Mercer, but Eddie and Nell 

Lovell as well, seem to fade from Binx•s sight, Hartin 

Luschei suggests that Percy utilizes the film technique 

of one scene fading into another in order to represent the 

h nb ' 56 c aracters• "no eJ.ng." Like one movie scene fading in-

to another, the characters fade from authentic to inau-

thentic existence. Despite the fact that they undeniably 

lack the power of admirable characters, I think that it 

would not be farfetched to read the dissolving trope as 

an indication of Binx•s faulty vision. It is, after all, 

Binx, not Percy, T.vho has trouble seeing ~lercer. In other 

words, Binx has decided what is the proper role for i-1ercer, 

and when Mercer steps out of that role, Bin..x has no \vay 

of accounting for his existence. Binx will not allow :or 

change. If people do not adhere to rigid conventions and 

habits, they are false; any uncertainty on their part is 

reason enough for ironic condemnation. 

Bin..""< does not, ho,vever, apply the same absolutism to 
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his own actions. At one moment, while he listens to 

Eddie Lovell drone on about "business, his wife Nell, the 

old house they are redecorating," Binx decides that "this 

is how one lives" (p. 22). The next moment, Emily's no

tion of living "a long useful life serving my fellowman" 

(p. 48) supercedes, in Binx•s extimation, Eddie's empha

sis on fulfilling everyday desires and dreams. Very often, 

Binx moves the narrative forward by just such a vacilla

tion between views, as in his "horizontal" and "vertical" 

searches (p. 60), or by questions revealing genuine puz

zlement about how one ought to live. Obviously, an honest 

confession of ignorance about the mysteries of life can 

create empathy between the reader and Binx, but he is in

consistent in justifying his own uncertainty while con

demning Mercer for it. In effect, he allows Hercer less 

humanity than himself; Binx apparently does not realize 

that Hercer, too, might be seeking a meaningful life. 

Binx seems to think that he is alone in his quest for an

swers; therefore, he lapses into derision of objectified, 

one-dimensional characters which he, himself, has created, 

and indeed those characters tend to appear as lifeless 

caricatures beca~se Binx presents them that way. 

Women receive an especiall::'" biased treatment in Binx• s 

narrative. Almost inevitably, Binx describes the women in 

his tale as objects of sexual passion, and this tendency 

pertains to the minor characte~s of chance meetings as 
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well as major figures in the novel. When he espies a girl 

on a bus, near the opening of the novel, he i~~ediately 

imagines her to be "one of those solitary Amazons one sees 

on Fifty-seventh Street in New York or in Nieman Marcus 

in Dallas" (pp. 17-18). Later, he categorizes his secre-

tary as one of "the millions of rosy-cheeked Anglo-Saxon 

lovelies" who are "conunoner than sparrows" (pp. 56-S7). 

Surely, it is no accident that Binx chooses sparrows, a 

traditional symbol of lechery, to define Sharon. The 

particular sparrow whom he favors with his ardor does not 

show herself capable of much more than an adolescent play-

ing at love, responding to Binx•s amorous advances at one 

point with, "Hit me" (p. 108). Her boyish response to 

his advances deflates any pretensions Binx might have made 

. h' 57 h . that the two have a mature relat1ons 1p. T e real1ty--

Bi~x romantizes Sharon--undermines his illusion, created 

by stereotype, that she is a love goddess, aware of her 

own sensuality. Small wonder, then, that Bi~x admits, 

after spending an afternoon with the real Sharon, "The re-

markable discovery forces itself upon me that I do not 

love her so wildly as I loved her last night" (p. 110). 

He formerly loved an illusion, and apparently does not 

even realize it. 

Even when Bi~x perceives a woman as more than a sex 

symbol, he does not recognize the flaw in his vision. 
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Kate defies all the stereotypical aspects of women which 

Binx has created; not only is she not sensual, but Binx 

allows her more intelligence than he does any of his sec-

retaries; noetheless, he ascribes her intelligence to "the 

keen male bent of her mind" (p. 70, emphasis added). Binx 

has become so obsessed with the physical aspect of women 

that he views them as mere objects of self-gratification; 

he ignores or discounts any qualities which he considers 

extraneous in the object of his passion. For him, intel-

ligence is an exclusively male quality; sexuality belongs 

to the female. Since sensitivity and acumen are not nee-

essary to a purely physical satisfaction, Binx presents 

his lovers and would-be lovers as characters devoid of 

those traits. 

After singing the praises of Sharon's leg at the of-

fice--"What a structure it is, tendon and bone, facet and 

swell, and gold all over" --Binx goes home "aswea t and "\·ii th 

no thought for her and sick to death with desire" (p. 80). 

He becomes grotesque in his lus~, the sight of her produc-

ing a "mistral whistling in [his] ears" (o. ... 59). He cares 

nothi~g about the individual, the concrete human ceing 

named Sharon; yet, without a "thought for her," he is over-

~.,-helmed by desire. His desire encompasses woman the spe-

cies, not woman the individual. ~he logical culmination 

of his transforming individual women into an abstract 
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category is his wish for "a house full of them, an old Es

planade rooming house full of strapping American girls 

with their silly turned heads and their fine big bottoms" 

( p. 101) • 

Once again, Binx inadvertently falls prey to his own 

ironic and critical vision of life. For instance, Binx 

relates a past experience involving a hiking trip with 

two friends: 

The last time I had friends was eight 
years ago. . • We thought it would 
be a good thing to do some hiking .•• 
But in no time at all I became de
pressed. The times we did have fun, 
like sitting around a fire or having 
a time with some girls, I had the 
feeling they were saying to me: "How 
about this Binx? This is really it, 
isn't it, boy?" . • "My dear 
friends," I said to them. "I will 
say goodby and wish you well. I think 
I will go back to New Orleans and live 
in Gentilly." And there I have lived 
ever since, solitary and in wonder. 

(p. 39) 

• 

Binx tells the reader that he leaves off that sort of ac-

tivity because "[i]t is distracting, and not for five mi~-

utes will I be distracted from the wonder" (p. 39). The 

inconsistencies multiply. First, Bin..'<: obviously allows 

his secretaries to distract him from the wonder repeated-

ly, despite his implied scorn for his friends' dallying. 

Second, those friends' need for certification, that is, 

their need to have someone tell them that they a~-e havinc 

a good time before they can have one, sounds like Binx•s 
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seeking certification of his existence from a wallet full 

of identity cards (p. 13) or from his conversations with 

the manager and ticket seller at the Tivoli (pp. 63-64). 

Finally, this wonder of Binx•s--a wonder which once be

came intense enough for Binx, "bewitched by the presence 

of the building" in which he was conducting a college ex

periment, to abandon his research and ignore his respon

sibilities to his research partner (pp. 46-47)--sounds 

disturbingly like that of a couple whom he sees, and sat

irizes, on a ferry. As he and Sharon head for a romantic 

afternoon on an isolated island, Binx notices an airman 

and his girlfriend who, Binx says, "would dance and make 

love the same way" that they sit there, "not really mind

ful of each other but gazing with a mild abiding astonish

ment at the world around" (p. 106). Binx's derisive amuse

ment is unfair; the couple's "abiding astonishment" sounds 

very much like the wonder which shackles Bi~~. For the 

sake of preserving his wonder, Binx isolates himsel= in 

Gentilly, where he can abstract existence to ~is heart's 

content; the result is that he is "not really mindful" of 

the individual reality o= women, or of anyone else for that 

matter. 

Binx once again creates a conflict between his tone 

and his actions when he asserts that Emily is "absurd" for 

transforming Jules and Sam Yeager into "Catos" and i-lercer 
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into "the old retainer" (p. 45). Binx is no less absurd 

for believing the girl on the bus to be an Amazon. When 

he comments ironically that his father's "English roman

ticism" and "1930 science" gave the elder Bolling a "Ru

pert Brooke" pose, and that it was that ironical "crap" 

which killed him (p. 74), Binx implicitly condemns his 

own irony; surely, a Gregory Peckish pose is no less spur

ious than a Rupert Brooke pose. Binx has detached himself 

from his surroundings and other people through posturing, 

especially through the pose of irony, but he criticizes 

Emily for stereotyping when he is guilty of the same sin, 

and he ironically condemns his father's irony. Binx•s 

irony continues when he discusses the greed and ordinari

ness, in contrast to Emily's idealism and his father's ro

manticism, of Jules Cutrer and the Smiths. 

When Kate asks Binx, "How do you make your way in the 

world?," meaning of course, how does he deal with existence, 

Binx can reply only in terms of money: "Last month I 

made three thousand dollars--less capital gains" (p. 40). 

Surely that last qualifying phrase, Bi~~·s attempt to clar

ify with business jargon, is an overt signal ~rom Percy 

that Binx exaggerates the importance of money, equating 

the possession of it with satisfactory living. Life, 

Bir~ seems to think, is to be conceived in terms of dol-

lars and cents. In fact, Binx later con=esses, "Honey is 
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a better god than beauty" (p. 156). Ultimately, he puts 
I 

money ~n the same category as moviegoing and female-seek-

ing, claiming, "I spend my time working, making money, 

going to movies and seeking the company of women" (p. 38). 

His tactics for diversion from a confrontation with life 

in all its suffering and mystery become his downfall in 

the eyes of the reader. In relation to his existence, 

Binx•s devices are shallow substitutions for a real life; 

in relation to the narrative, those devices reverse the 

direction of irony away from the characters and toward 

Binx. 

Binx•s evaluation of his Uncle Jules is, if not crit-

ical outright, at least ironic: 

Uncle Jules is as pleasant a fellow 
as I know anywhere. . . Uncle Jules 
is the only man I know whose victory 
in the world is total and unqualified. 
He has made a great deal of money. . 
He is an ~<emplary Catholic, but it 
is hard to know why he takes the trou
ble. For the world he lives in, the 
City of Man, is so pleasant that the 
City of God must hold little in store 
for him . ( p • 31 ) 

• 

Jules Cutrer comes off in the novel as a bit of a dullard, 

a mildly comic figure who does not allow metaphysical con-

cerns to interfere with his enjoying life, and this por-

trait, whether completely accurate or not, is Binx•s crea-

tion. By association, then, Binx, '\vho worships mammon, . 
lS 

as comic as Jules, even though Bin..-x may not ackno~·tledge 
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the parallel between himself and Jules. 

At the outset of his story, Binx describes his pro

fession of stock and bond broker, recounts his family's 

disappointment at his neglecting to do great things, and 

then concludes, "But there is much to be said for giving 

up grand ambitions and living the most ordinary life imag-

inable" (p. 15). It is surprising to hear Binx say later, 

then, "After a while her [his mother's] domesticity will 

begin to get on my nerves. By the surest of instincts 

she steers clear of all that is exceptional or 'stimulat-

ing'" (p. 113). The contradiction is obvious, and the 

reader can only conclude that Binx adheres to some sort 

of double standard when he judges himself and others. 

James Walter's suggestion that Binx•s and the critics' 

"disparaging view of the Smiths" is unfair supports the 

58 general point I have been trying to make. Binx distorts 

the presentation of other characters, ignoring their pos-

itive qualities, because he can thereby divert both the 

reader's and his own searching gaze from himsel:. 

The self-incriminating nuances are not as explicit 

as this or any other exegesis would make them out to be, 

of course. Since the narrative is first-person, the read-

er empathizes with Binx; having been asked from the begin-

ning to accept Binx's viewpoint, the reader surely finds 

it difficult to fault Bi~~·s vision, since criticizing 
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Binx•s will require that the reader criticize his own. 

To complicate the reader's problem even more, Binx often 

confesses his ignorance or mistakes, and even when he 

hides behind an ironic pose as he acknowledges his faults, 

Binx elicits the reader's sympathy for his honest admis-

sian. Also, the reader must find it difficult to condemn 

as self-deceiving, avaricious, lecherous, and callously 

ironic a man who possesses Binx•s sensitivity and eye for 

quiet beauty: 

Evening is the best time in Gentilly. 
There are not so many trees and the 
buildings are low and the world is 
all sky. The sky is a deep bright o
cean full of light and life. A mare's 
tail of cirrus cloud stands in high 
from the Gulf. High above the Lake a 
broken vee of ibises points for the 
marshes; they suddenly go white as 
they fly into the tilting salient of 
sunlight. Swifts find a windy mid-
dle reach of sky and come twittering 
down so fast I think at first gnats 
have crossed my eyelids. In the last 
sector of apple green a Lockheed Connie 
lowers from t-fobile, her running lights 
blinking in the dusk. (pp. 62-63) 

Finally, although the reader eventually concludes that 

Binx objectifies or stereotypes the people around him, 

Binx is not entirely incorrect in his character evaluations. 

Stereotypes are dangerously seductive, no matter how broad-

minded the reader, because they contain an element of 

truth. Sharon's fondness for cliches, such as "A.~e you 

kidding?,'' indicates that her mentality may not be worthv 
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of as much consideration as her physical appeal; Emily's 

stoic notions do sound empty to the man grappling with 

the puzzle of his existence; the Smiths do appear:to 

lack a life-altering commitment to their faith. It is the 

reader's difficult talk to make the often subtle distinc

tion between the accurate description and the false over

simplification in Binx•s half-truths. The reader is not 

without a guide, however. Binx changes both in his vision 

and in his actions, and those changes indicate to the 

reader what has been wrong with Binx all along. At the 

same time, the reader's initial uncertainty parallels 

Binx•s own confusion and misperceptions; thus, the novel 

cautions the reader, lest he deceive himself as Binx does, 

that the mystery of life does not lend itself to oversim

plified judgments. Moreover, when the reader begins to 

see the irony turn on Binx, on whom the reader has relied 

for his own vision in the world of the novel, the reader 

will feel reluctant to commit Binx•s mistake. The reader 

cannot scorn Binx without committing the same mistake of 

hiding his fallibility behind derisive laughter. 

Perhaps Bi~x takes his biggest step towards straight

ening out his life when he begins to move away from a 

dualistic vision of existence. He has averred that he 

wor~ies about Kate because of "the meagerness of her re

sources'' (p. 43). In trying to find a satisfactory wav 
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to live, Kate has pursued a dialectic swinging from her 

father's "dumb way of inner faith and outer good spirits" 

to Emily's "spiritual rebellion," and then away from Emily 

(pp. 42-43). Binx worries that Kate, without hatred for 

one or the other way of life, will reach a "deadend [sic] 

where she must become aware of the dialectic" (p. 43). 

Implicit in Binx•s concern is his belief that life is an 

either/or situation, that there is no synthesis to the 

dialectic of Emily's and Jules• approaches to life. Bi~x 

pursues this same dialectic in his own quest. First, he 

"stood outside the universe and sought to understand it" 

by reading "key books on key subjects," a pursuit he calls 

his "vertical search" (p. 60); he sought answers in ab-

stract theories much like Emily's stoic idealism. When 

that left him with his "search over yet still obliged to 

draw one breath and then the next," Binx undertook his 

"horizontal search," seeking answers in his wanderings 

around the neighborhood; like Jules, he satisfied himself 

that the key to happiness lay in the City of Nan. One 

problem with his searching is that he doesn't allo~ :or 

all the alternatives; for instance, he rules out God, his 

unbelief having been "invincible :rom the beginning" (p. 

118) • Another problem is that he observes li£ e arot:.nd 

him, but does not act on his observations very often ce-

cause he is paralyzed by quest for absolutes that do 
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not exist. 

Binx laments that sex should have lost its spiritual 

and physical regenerative power in the world because man 

is no longer either pagan or Christian: 

To be pagan would be one thing, an 
easement taken easily in a rosy old 
pagan world; to be Christian it would 
be another thing, fornication forbid
den and not even to be thought of in 
the new life. . But to be neither 
pagan nor Christian but this: oh this 
is a sickness. (p. 164) 

He seeks either absolute materialism or absolute spiritu-

alism, but he refuses to allow one to coexist with the 

other. His quest for polarized values finally leads him 

to a dead end where he knows "less than I ever knew before, 

having learned only to recognize merde when I see it" (p. 

180) . Bi~x reaches that point at which, according to 

Lawson, he must reconcile the transcendent with the im-

manent. Instead of choosing either absolute immanence, 

hedonistically pursuing sexual gratification and material 

wealth, or absolute transcendence, basing his life on meta-

physical abstractions, Binx must accept the rlUgustinian 

precept that man possesses reality in his soul at the sa~e 
c;g 

time that "he lives in a concrete time and place."~ Even 

as he wallows in despair, though, at least Bi~x has recog-

nized that he cannot accept Jules' businessman's approach 

or Emily's Southern stoicism. H ' h t' ls searc .... , nen, leads 

him through a series of dialectics until, as Emily tells 
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him, he has discovered that "there is an alternative which 

no one has hit upon. It is that one finding oneself in 

one of life's critical situations need not after all res

pond in one of the traditional ways. No. One may simply 

default" (p. 174). Granted that Emily is disgusted with 

and rebuking Binx at this moment because of his excursion 

with Kate, still Binx has at least escaped the horns of 

the stoicism-materialism dilemma. The next step Binx must 

take is to stop defaulting and begin accepting responsi

bility for his actions and for others• welfare. 

Binx does finally begin to accept that responsibility 

after he honestly acknowledges the confusion and emptiness 

of his present way of life. He is propelled part of the 

way toward an epiphany on the train ride to Chicago, when 

his pose crumbles in Kate's presence, and he is able neith

er to tuck Kate into bed with "a show of virtue so victor

ious as to be ferocious" nor to give "her as merry a time 

as she could possibly wish for" ( p. 159). Now Bin .. x is 

beginning to see the conflict bet·Keen real living and 

either gestural perfection or satiation of desire. Noth

ing, least of all the flesh, can supply absolute satisfac

tion: "Flesh poor flesh failed us. • [ S lurnmoned all 

at once to be all and everything, end all and be all, the 

last and only hope--[flesh] quails and fails" (p. 159). 

In his one last attempt to add another woman, Joyce, to 
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his string of conquests, Binx recognizes that he lives a 

life like the merry-go-round on a nearby playground, "set 

close to the ground and revolving in a fixed orbit" (p. 

181). He leaves off his old, earthy ways, the cause o: 

his going nowhere except in a circle, and in his subse

quent conversation with Kate, Binx resolves to "listen to 

people, see how ·they stick themselves into the world, hand 

them along a ways in their dark journey and be handed a

long, and for good and selfish reasons" (p. 184). In 

contrast to his previous judging from a detached perspec

tive, Binx has decided to observe people as they really 

are and to help them when they stumble. Finally, Binx 

has reached the mature conclusion that he needs others, 

that he is needed by them, and that he can best help him

self by helping others. Thus, he abandons his broker's 

life, abandons the greed and lust that accompanied that 

life, enters medical school to train himself for his fu

ture philanthropy, and marries Kate. 

His marriage and subsequent reconciliation with Emily 

indicate his recognition of the family's importance. Ear

lier, he had observed how "the strong current of family 

life" eased the i:-1itial confusion and awkwardness caused 

by his and Sharon's unexpected arrival at t~e Smith's fish

ing camp (p. 114), but that obser/ation is undermined by 

Binx's caustic remarks on his mother's unromantic staidness. 
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At the conclusion of the novel, Binx cheerfully tolerates, 

and actually consoles, his half-brothers and -sisters, 

despite their silliness, when Lonnie dies. 60 He does not 

tell them, as Emily told him when Scotty died, to be brave 

little soldiers; instead, although he knows that they re

ceive the news of Lonnie's death as only a "game of seri

ous talk and serious listening" (p. 189), he assures them 

that Lonnie will shed his physical deformities "on the 

last day" (p. 190). Not only does Binx accept responsi

bility for his family here, but he also readily synthe

sizes the physical and spiritual; in his prediction of 

Lonnie's physical rejuvenation, he suggests that a happy 

physical life does not necessarily exclude religious in

tegrity. 

Binx's rejecting polarities means learning to accept 

the paradoxes and mysteries of life, as well as his own 

concomitant limitations. When the black man leaves church 

as Binx and Kate watch from her car, Binx, wondering if 

the man comes to church as part of his "coming up in the 

world" or "because he believes that God himsel: is pres

ent here at the corner of Elysian Fields and Bons Er.:ants," 

concludes, "It is impossible to say" (p. 186). He admits 

the pcssibility of "some dim dazzling trick of grace, 

coming :or the one and receiving the other as God's o~.,-n 

importunate bonus" (p. 186). Binx now admits the 
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possibility that God exists. In addition, in contrast to 

his earlier comments on Mercer, Binx•s uncertainty implies 

that he has learned that human existence cannot be cate-

gorized, that men cannot be laid out in neat types, and 

that absolute answers are not ascertainable. Having 

learned to accept the limitations of his perception, Binx 

need no longer hide behind an ironic pose of superiority. 

Thus, he is content to live with Kate in one of the "shot-

gun cottages done over" by Nell Lovell (p. 187), a lady 

for whom he had earlier expressed contempt. He refuses 

to speak any longer of his search, to attempt "edifica-

tion," because telling a man how to live means taking 

away that man's perception of alternatives. Binx may 

"plant a foot in the right place as the opportrmity pre-

sents itself" (p. 187), but in doing so he is only assurn-

ing his responsibilities to his fellow men, not preaching 

to them from a pinnacle of superiority. When he finally 

can name his faults, then he is learning to tolerate his 

own mortal weakness, and in turn, he is learning to tol-

erate others' weaknesses. 

Bv the end of the novel, Binx has by no means solved 
~ 

all of his problems. He still has his confusion, but at 

least he has begun to evaluate honestly himself and oth-

ers. Part o~ the message in The Moviegoer is that, as H. 

R. Bates has put it, "ultimate meaning cannot be strictly 
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. 61 conceptual1zed or formulated." Once Binx recognizes 

that fact, he recognizes that he has reached the point at 

which he can say no more: "Reticence, therefore, hardly 

having a place in a document of this kind, it seems as 

good a time as any to make an end'' (p. 188). The only way 

for him to abandon his self-defeating pose is to abandon 

his narrative; as long as he speaks to an audience, he 

will feel compelled to pose for it, and as long as he pes-

es, he will deceive himself. The narrative has fulfilled 

its purpose for both Binx and the reader. In the process 

of naming others' faults, Binx has named his own, and by 

naming his own faults, Binx knows them. Meanwhile, the 

reader is torn between sympathy for Binx and a perception 

of Binx•s errorsp so that, finally, the reader must, like 

Binx, recognize the uncertainty and mystery of life. There 

are no absolute answers, either about the black man's sin-

cerity on Ash Wednesday or Binx's sincerity at the conclu-

sian. The best the reader can do, like Binx, is recognize 

his own faults, surrender himself to a relationship in 

which both people acknowledge and tolerate the sins of 

the other, and continue his private search for mea~ing in 

an ambiguous world. 



CHAPTER III 

THE LAST GENTLEMAN: MAN'S NEED FOR MAN 

The Last Gentleman is one of two novels in which 

Percy presents the action through a third-person narrator. 

That narrator distinguishes himself from the protagonist, 

Williston Bibb Barrett, on the first page of the novel 

by defining as "an insignificant, though rather curious 

happening" an event which Will considers so important that 

. t h th h' . 6 2 ~ c anges e rest of ~s l~fe. The narrator, then, 

establishes from the beginning that he and Will see things 

quite differently. This distancing between narrator and 

protagonist is to have several effects on the novel. In 

dramatic terms, a third-person narrator is necessary be-

cause the protagonist is too confused to tell a coherent 

story. Will suffers from "fugues," occasions during which 

his consciousness slips out of the present and into the 

past, so that he frequently cannot account for his loca-

tion or his actions during the lapsed time period; obvi-

ously, the reader could not know what Gappens during these 

spells of amnesia without an external commentator. 'T'' ... ne 

distancing creates two sets of standards, Will's and the 

narrator's, and ~\jill frequently deviates from the narrator's 

51 
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implied or stated standards. Thus, the distancing allows 

for dramatic irony, and Will becomes "both the vehicle 

and butt of the satire" in the nove1. 63 Moreover, the 

presence of the narrator allows for a broader satire; not 

being directly involved in the action, and thus having no 

reason to hide any faults of his own, the narrator can 

satirize Will's world without provoking the reader to 

d bt h . . b' . . . 64 ou 1s rel1a 111ty when he beg1ns to general1ze. 

The narrator• s characterization of ~!Jill, which begins 

the novel, continues to the end of Chapter Two. Inter-

rupted only by incidents involving Will's meeting and de-

ciding to go south with the Vaughts, the narrative depicts 

Will through a series of flashbacks. Here, the narrator 

is careful to define both Will's problems and his assets, 

so that the reader develops a sense of focus upon a single 

. b h' 65 I h character strongly 1nfluenced y ls past. n t e pro-

cess of defining Will, however, the narrator also reveals 

some of his own ideas. Thus, the initial chapter estab-

lishes a dialectic between the narrator and ~ill, and it 

remains for the reader to see how that dialectic '-rorks it-

self out in the remainder of the novel. 

While characterizing ~ill, the narrator claims that 

Will "looked better than he was. He had not turne~ 

out well" (p. 15). The novel hinges on the fact that ~'1-ill 

gets along well with people and appears normal in the 
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modern sense; he makes "the highest possible scores on 

psychological aptitude tests, especially in the area of 

problem solving" (p. 15), and he knows "how to seek emo-

tional gratifications in a mature way" as he has learned 

from "well-known books on mental hygiene" (p. 17). Still, 

Will is deeply troubled, and his anxiety implies that the 

modern sense of normalcy is flawed. Paralyzed by a de

sire for absolute certainty and recognizing his present 

dissatisfaction, Will has trouble choosing from all the 

possibilities for action, and his problem is worsened by 

"ravening particles" and "fugues," both of which limit 

his perception. Will's physical and mental problems por-

tend a theme familiar to Christian writers; man cannot 

rely on his vision, appearances being deceiving, to dis-

cover a reality beneath the complexity of human affairs. 

Will, the narrator notes, "lived in a state o£" pure 

possibility, not knowing ~hat sort of a man he was or what 

he must do, and supposing therefore that he must be all 

men and do everything" (p. 11). The result of this S , ,,..., -
~•L 

position is paralysis: "What happens to a man to whom all 

things seem possible and every course of action open? 

Nothing of course" ( p. 16) . Indeed, the na~rator sounds 

accurate in saying, "Lucky is the man who does not secret-

lv believe that every possil:ility is open to him" (p. 12)--

at least Will might do something if he made a choice--but 
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the manner in which ~vill attempts to escape pure possi

bility is self-defeating. Paradoxically, while Will ap

pears to be taking a step toward curing his paralysis in 

deciding to control his own destiny, he is in fact de-

ceiving himself because his actions depend on a pseudo-

scientific search for irrefutable answers as guidelines 

. 66 of act1on. 

The narrator assures the reader at the beginning that 

Will is "of both a scientific and superstitious turn of 

mind and therefore always on the lookout for chance hap-

penings which lead to great discoveries" (p. 12). Believ-
/ 

ing that objects "are not as accessible as they used to 

be" (p. 32), Will buys a telescope, "attributing magical 

properties to" it (p. 31), in order that he mav recover 

reality. He hopes that the product of sclence and tech-

nology will penetrate "to the heart of things" ( p. 31). 

Thus, he makes his great resolution: "I shall engineer 

the future of my life according to the scientific princi-

ples and the self-knowledge I have so arduously gained 

from five years of analysis" ( p. 39) . 

In his decision to "become one of them the scientists" 

(p. 35), as he tells his analyst, ~ill decides to seek 

certainty as a basis of action. Like the scientist seek-

ing the single, unequivocal cause of a physical phenomenon, 

Will seeks absolute standards as "the great secret o: li:e" 
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(p. 16). This thirst for certainty later causes him much 

confusion. Not having been able to adopt, for instance, 

his father's convidtion that women are either whores or 

ladies, Will laments, ". • • that is all I want and it 

does not seem too much to ask: for once and all to get 

the straight of it" (p. 144). He frequently spies on 

people through his telescope or eavesdrops on conversa

tions, because he is afflicted by the "old itch for om

niscience" (p. 171). In other words, he wishes to step 

out of life long enough to learn the secrets of living 

well, just as an objective scientist learns about repro

duction by watching cells split. The narrator, however, 

condemns Will's methods when Will, standing on a street 

corner, envisions a former scene at the same location, 

where "everyone acted as if he knew exactly \vha t he was 

doing" (p. 42). According to the narrator, this vision 

is "a hallucination which, however, [Will] did not entire

ly recognize as such, a bad enough sign in itself" (p. 

42). Will mistakenly believes that people before him, 

acting with purpose, must have possessed the certainty he 

seeks; therefore, when he hopes to "get the straight o:" 

his father's iron-clad convictions, he quests for some

thing wh~ch he cannot find. Will has not yet learned 

that he is incapable of omniscience. The irony o: his 

quest is that he seeks to resolve questions beyond the 
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realm of science by using scientific instruments, and 

therefore tries to compensate for science's limitations 

by attributing supernatural powers to it. Both his con

viction that certainty about man's purpose is ascertain

able and his faith in the scientific method to produce 

that certainty are hallucinations. 

Will's confusion about women and love intrudes into 

his relationship with Kitty, and the narrator repeatedly 

implies the connection between Will's quest for certainty 

and his present romantic problems. The first time that 

Will kisses Kitty, he muses, "I never thought it would 

be so simple. That you are in love and that there 

is time for it and that you take the time" (p. 62). The 

narrator states that Will "wanted to hold her charms in 

his arms. He wanted to go into a proper house and shower 

her with kisses in the old style" (p. 62). At this point, 

Will appears to have resolved the tension between carnal 

desire and abstract love; he has discovered that the "old 

style" is the proper approach to a woman. 

Later, however, when he leads Kitty to a secluded 

spot in Central Park, Will wonders, "[~'I]here does love 

pitch its tent? in the fine fervor of a summer night 

. ? or in this dread tenderness of [Kitty's]?" (p. 

91) The comic overtones of the love scene--with Kitty 

completely naked and Will embarrassed at his own modesty, 
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"clad as he was from head to toe in Brooks Brothers• fin-

est" (p. 91)--culminate in a breakdown of communication. 

Will and Kitty become oblivious to each other, Will remi

niscing about the past and Kitty engrossed by the present: 

"My kinsman took part in the 
seige of Richmond and later of Peters
burg. We have a letter he wrote his 
mother. . In the letter he . . 
says: 'Met Miss Sally Trumbull last 
night. She said I danced tolerably 
well. She gave me her handkerchief.' 

" • 
"Would you take me to a dance?" 

asked Kitty, her head turned away. 
"Sure. But what is curious is 

that--" 
"I've been dancing five hours a 

day for years and I can't remember the 
last dance I went to." 

"--he did not feel himself under 
the necessity, almost moral, of mak-. 
1ng love--" 

"I love to dance." 
"--in order that later things be 

easy and justified bet\.<.-een him and 
Miss Trumbull. " (p. 94) 

Not only does the dialogue requ1re an external narrator--

neither Will nor Kitty could have repeated after1vard -w-hat 

the other said--but the presence of the narrator heightens 

t~e irony of Will's plight. Will cannot bridge the gap 

bet~een past and present; the failure of commun~cation 

signifies '0iill' s own failure to reconcile his ancestor• s 

values with current circumstances. As far as he is con-

cerned, it ~as possible for one to be resol~te in the past, 

and since such resolution is no longer possible, the past 

Das no connection hith the present. 
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To make matters worse, Will must pursue his quest 

with impaired vision: "To be specific, he had now a ner-

vous condition and suffered spells of amnesia and even be-

tween times did not quite know what was what" (p. 17). 

I ,'\ 
Will names his spells deJa vu, because during these fugue 

states, "there came over him as it might come over a sor-

rowful old man the strongest sense that is had all hap-

pened before and that something else was going to happen 

and when it did he would know the secret of his own life" 

(p. 17). Believing that history holds an aesthetic but 

not a moral answer to his questions, Will surrenders to a 

vision of the past unconnected with his present life. 

Thus, though he is able to "see things afresh" (p. 17) 

after coming out of his fugues, he also succ~bs to the 

same mistaken secular absolutism over and over because he 

constantly forgets. Since Will always slips into the fog 

just after feeling a renewed thirst for "the key which 

will unlock" life's mysteries, as Dr. Gamow recalls to 

him (p. 37), Lewis Lawson suggests that the epigraph from 

Kierkegaard is an ironic reference to Will. A man in the 

"aesthetic mode" of existence, that is, a man who places 

all his faith in the sensual, must constantly forget in 

67 order to avoid the recurring alienation of everyda}~ess. 

Having discovered that the physical world alone yields 

monotony instead of answers, ~ill simply drops periodically 
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out of the life he has chosen for himself. 

Moreover, Will discovers, through repeated investi

gations, that he often cannot see clearly because "rave

nous particles" cloud the air. The narrator, however, 

casts doubt upon Will's scientific observations of parti

cles by saying, "If there were any •noxious particles' 

around, they were, as every psychologist knows, more like

ly to be found in his head" (p. 30). From this point on, 

whatever action Will takes may be judged by the same stan

dard. When Will blames outside forces for his difficulties, 

he quite possibly is ignoring his own role in creating his 

problems. 

To escape the ravenous particles, Will distances him

self from his surroundings. At the museum, where parti

cles obscure Velazquez's paintings, Will, "who "T.vas scien

tifically minded, held himself su=ficiently detached to 

observe the behavior of other visitors" (p. 29). His 

observations, though, include, "The paintings smoked and 

shriveled in their frames" (p. 29). Now, the narrator 

voices the dramatic irony of Will's scientific investi

gations' leading to supernatural conclusions: "[~'iill] 

had, of course, got everything t~isted around. Though he 

took pride in his 'objectivity' and his 'evidence,• what 

evidence there was, was evidence of his own deteriorating 

condition" (p. 30). 
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Just as he sples on museum visitors, Will listens in 

on conversations, justifying his eavesdropping as a means 

to get around "the ravening particles and other noxious 

influences" which hide everyone and so leave each person 

"all but invisible to the other" (p. 57). Will fits into 

that category of Englishmen who, the narrator says, "like 

to see without being seen" ( p. 13 0) . In one sense, Will's 

spying through his telescope and his eavesdropping con-

form to the scientific method; since he is a scientist, 

an engineer, he must impersonally observe the actions of 

beings not conscious that they are watched. On the other 

hand, Will's actions are cowardly; fearing to experience 

the inevitable miscues of any man who makes choices and 

lives by them, Will detaches himself from entanglement in 

l 'f 68 l e. 

While he travels South with Jamie in the Trav-L-

Aire, h'ill thinks, "Now here surely lS a good way to live 

nowadays . . mobile yet at home . ., in the world yet 

not of the world, sampling the particularities of place 

yet cabined off from the sadness of place" (p. 124). Per-

haps Will sincerely believes that such a life will yield 

some answers, but he also certainly detaches himself be-

cause he does not wish to suffer the sadnesses that ac-

company the joys of real living in a rea: place. Bv 

living a physically homeless life, Will attempts to 
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secularize a spiritual condition so that the condition 

may be subject to his scientific scrutiny. In effect, he 

is trying to negate the spiritual homelessness induced by 

his uncertainty about the meaning and purpose of his exis-

tence. Will has chosen, according to Robert Coles, a 

transient life so that, being uncertain about which choic

es are best, he may avoid making any choices at a11. 69 

As long as he stays on the move, passing through different 

groups, taking up temporary residence at a New York YMCA, 

and travelling in the camper, he will not be around to 

deal with the consequences of his actions. 

When his trip south with Jamie is over, Will immedi-

ately enrolls in college, and the narrator intervenes to 

comment upon his quest: 

The old spurious hope and elegance o: 
school days came back to [Will]. How 
strange it was that school had nothing 
whatever to do with life. . . The 
elegance and order of school had dis
armed him for what came later. (p. 161) 

In contrast to Kitty's anthology of literature, with its 

"smell, both exotic and businesslike, of the poet's dis-

order," Will settles for a "thin tight little volume, Tl:.e 

Theory o.E Large Numbers, that and his slide rule." Wear-

ing the slide rule "in a scabbard like a dagger," ~\[ill 

attacks the disorder of "the summer past, the ruined gar-

den, one's own life" with the "orderly march o: c~apter 

and subheading" (p. 161). Once again, Will seeks a 
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spurious sense of certainty. He hopes that the ordered 

elegance of science will give him the key to life. As 

long as he continues to detach himself from his own being, 

whether through scientific empiricism or travelling or 

school, he merely removes himself further from a meaning

ful existence. 

The narrator does not concentrate solely on Will's 

faults; the "sentient engineer" does have a "sole gift 

.. the knack of divining persons and situations" (p. 

46). Thus, there is the possibility that Will, because 

he can see through others, may eventually figure out what 

what has gone wrong with himself. Will's "radar," as the 

narrator calls it, enables him to hit upon an easy famil

iarity with the Vaughts almost immediately after meeting 

them; he becomes "a skillful player of an old play who 

knows his cues and waits smiling in the wings" (p. 50). 

Conversely, this amiability is the source of his group 

troubles (pp. 18-20); he plays roles too easily, allowing 

himself to become whatever others wish him to be and there

by losing a sense of his own individuality. This is yet 

another of the paradoxes "\vhich abound in the novel; at. 

the same time that Will subsumes his own being to that of 

the group, he is establishing a rappor~ with people. The 

problem, of course, is that Will does not use his radar to 

help others; when Will arrives at the \raughts' home, the 
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tially redemptive gift merely to detach himself further 

from his surroundings. 
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This radar of Will's causes some consternation among 

the Vaughts' Negro servants. In a satirical aside, the 

narrator characterizes the typical white Southerner as 

being blind to the Negro's existence: "A Southerner looks 

at a Negro twice: once when he is a child and sees his 

nurse for the first time; second, w~en he is dying and 

there is a Negro with him to change his bedclothes" (p. 

156). Thus, the Southerner acknowledges the Negro's real

ity only at the moments when the Southerner is most pain

fully aware of existence, birth and death. The ~egroes, 

on the other hand, "lived by their radars" (p. 156), tacit

ly understanding and correctly responding to the whites. 

The Vaughts' servants, therefore, are disturbed by a young 

white Southerner who actually acknowledges their presence 

by looking at them and who uses their same device =or com

prehension and reaction. There is one servant, though, 

who does not possess that special sensi ti vi ty which t:"le 

narrator calls the "black man's cunning" (p. 158). David 

is innocently vulnerable, mistakenly believing that t~e 

~,.;hites -:v-ill "treat [him] well" rega.!:"dless of t.is actions 

(p. 159). 

Seeing into Da"~.""id ~ .. -ith his own .:::-adar, :'1-ill ls 
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frustrated by the young black's trusting naivet~. Yet, 

instead of using his radar to help David, instead o~ show

ing compassion, Will thinks, "Why should I, for Christ's 

sake, sit here all asweat and solicitous of his vulnera-

bility. • • • and if he gets hurt: well, I'm not well 

myself" (p. 159). Will falls back upon his own problems 

to excuse himself from responsibility. This is another 

manifestation of his detaching himself from his surround

ings. Because he is determined to remain uninvolved in 

human suffering as he seeks to dispel the mysteri~s of 

life, Will refuses to use his "sole gift" to alleviate 

the misery David will feel when some white Southerner 

abruptly disillusions him. As J. P. Telotte suggests, 

Will believes that his own sense of disorientation and 

dislocation is a personal problem, not the common plight 

of man. 70 So caught up is he in his own problems ~hat he 

cannot recognize the similarity between his own vulnera

bility, his own naive desire to be a success, and David's. 

Consequently, 'i'l'ill does not understand that he might les

sen his o'.rn feeling of homelessness and isolation by es

tablishing a genuine communication with David. 

Ultimately, Will's gift dies from atrophy, becau8e 

he intuits others• unvoiced needs but refuses to act upon 

his intuitions. He loses his radar when he decides to re-

turn to Alabama, marry Kitty, and work for her :ather, a 
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car salesman. The narrator's presence is crucial to the 

reader's seeing why, now, Will's decision destroys his ra-

dar. After all, Will sounds very reasonable and altruis

tic when he tells Sutter, 

Dr. Vaught, Kitty and I are getting 
married. I am goind to take a good 
position with your father, settle 
down on the South Ridge, and, I hope, 
raise a family. . . I think I'm 
going to be a pretty fair member of 
the community. God knows the place 
could use even a small contribution 
of good will and understanding .. 
I am sure I am right. (p. 300) 

When ~vill finishes, though, the narrator notes that he 

gazes about "gloomily" (p. 301). Why is he gloomy? Be-

cause he really isn't sure. Because he still "\venders why 

one of Sutter's patients, "the Deke from Vanderbilt--with 

the lovely wife and children" (p. 302), inexplicably start-

ed screaming. Will still seeks the sure course to unmit-

igated happiness. 

More importantly, though, Will is succumbing to ~he 

same selfish impulses which motivated him to ignore David's 

need. The ideals to which Will refers in his little ser-

man--compassion, religion, love, and marriage--have become 

. / 
cl1.ches. Since those ideals are invoked to improve man's 

condition, and since modern man has decided that improv-

1.ng one's condition is synonymous with lining one's pock-

et, the businessman of the ~ich and happy new South has 
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turned the ideals into tools of the trade. In fact, the 

fault does not confine itself to businessmen. Martin 

Luschei notes that the hero of Mort Prince's Love, having 

survived forty six "good and bad" orgasms and concluding 

that man's "only salvation" consists of "one human being 

discovering himself through another and through the mira-

cle of love" (p. 112-13), is typical of modern charlatans 

"who by occupying defensible positions render them inde-

. b 71 fens1 le." This same prostitution of ideals has created 

the world to which Will wishes to return. 

The reader knows exactly what Will is returning to 

because the narrator has thoroughly depicted the New 

South, describing it as "happy, victorious, Christian, 

rich, patriotic, and Republican" (p. 149). The Vaughts 

live "in a castle fronting on a golf links . . made of 

purplish bricks" (p. 152). The whole area reeks of garish 

commercialism, and Chandler Vaught, dealer of the second 

largest Chevrolet agency in the world, inadvertently ex

presses the South • s commercial ethos through a peculiari t:-

of dialect. Pointing hill toward his fret:ul salesmen, 

Vaught complains, 

"Do you know what • s wrong ~\~i +:.~ 

[the salesmen]? . They know ever-
ything in the book about selling. 
But there is one thing they can't do. 
They can't close." 

"Close?" 
"Ci.ose out. . Wt.at makes 

those fellows so mis'able? Look at 



them. They are the most mis•able 
bunch of folks I ever saw." 

"You mean they're unhappy?" 
"Look at them." 
They were. "What makes them so 

miserable?" 
"You figure that out and I'll 

pay you twenty-five." (p. 208) 
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In Vaught's eyes, being "mis-able," unable to close a deal, 

is exactly the same as being miserable. He can account 

for no other source of unhappiness than commercial fail-

ure. In deciding to return to Kitty and work for her 

father, Will adopts the same acquisitive answer to life's 

mysteries. Thus, Will loses his sensitivity to others. 

After Will makes his decision, the narrator comments 

on some drastic changes in his character. When Sutter 

suggests that Will should know why Sutter won't be pres-

ent at Jamie's death, Will is befuddled: " • I don • t know, ' 

said the engineer, at a total loss. He had lost his in-

tuition!" (p. 303) Will reacts similarly to Sutter's 

revelation of his intention to commit suicide: "For the 

first time in his life [Will] was astonished" (p. 303). 

Finally, when Will declines to join Sutter, the narrator 

comments, 

Perhaps this moment more than any 
other, the moment of his first aston
ishment, marked the beginning for the 
engineer of what is called a normal 
life. From that time forward it ~as 
possible to meet him and after a :ew 
minutes form a clear notion of what 
sort of fellow he was and how he would 
spend the rest of his life. (p. 304) 
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If Will sticks to his decision, he will have conunitted t\vo 

mistakes. First, he has crossed over from one extreme of 

being paralyzed by the inability to make choices to the 

opposite extreme of rigidifying his life, closing his 

mind to alternative choices by which he might improve upon 

his condition. Second, the "normal life" to which he chaos-

es to return it really no life at all. The narrator has 

indicated that the New South has trivialized Christianity 

and love so that those ideals become subservient to ava-

rice, but the reader does not have to rely on the narrator 

alone for an understanding of Will. When Will begins his 

trek westward in search of Jamie and Sutter, Sutter's 

casebook enters the narrative. During the intervals in 

which Will reads from that casebook, the narrator and 

Sutter's entries work together to elucidate Will's fail-

ures. 

In each of the seven passages relating Sutter's writ-

' his notebook, the entry provides insight into the 1.ngs l.n 

modern malaise and Will's ' of the disease, O\vTI vers1.on 

and the narrator provides further insight. into ~\jill t s 

problem by describing his reaction to the entry. 

In the first entry, Sutter has 1vrit.ten an autopsy 

report on an optician, attending a convention, who died 

at Hamie•s during some extra-professional recreation. 

?allowing the report, Sutter hypothesizes that man's 
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obsession with sex is a result of his believing that sci-

ence has destroyed all ideals, leaving only the physical 

as real. At the same time, "Christianity is still viable 

enough to underwrite the naughtiness which is essential 

to pornography" (p. 221); though the layman's reading of 

scientific theory has reduced human existence to a moto-

nous cycle of physical self-indulgence, the last remain-

ing vestiges of religion lend an air of exciting naughti-

ness to otherwise dehumanized relationships. In theoret-

ical terms, 

The perfect pornographer=a man who 
lives both in anteroom of science (not 
in research laboratory) and who also 
lives in twilight of Christianity, 
e.g., a technician. The perfect por
nographer=lapsed Christian Southerner 
(who as such retains the memory not 
merely of Christianity but of a region 
immersed in place and time) who pres
ently lives in . . . sites of abstract 
acti vi "t:Y. ( p. 2 21 ) 

The reader could easily substitute "~-Jill Barrett" for "the 

perfect pornographer," Will being a "lapsed Christian 

Southerner" who pursues a "para-scientific" vocation. 

When Will meets Kitty at night on Folly Beach, near the 

Quality Court Motel, the narrator comments that both are 

"obliged to see love as a naked garden of stamens and pis-

til s," a biological function. Nevertheless, v'f i 11 dec ides 

to court Kitty as quality people court. Ee discovers, 

however, that he is unable to reconcile his scientific 
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bias and his idealistic view of love. Thus, he and Kitty 

constantly vacillate between ideals and desire, and both 

are continually "out of phase, their fervors alternating 

and jostling each other like bad dancers"; Will's objec

tivity and his memory of the aristocratic South defeat 

each other, sending Will "careening down the abstract, 

decent, lewd Quality corridor" ( p. 13 5). 

Will's reaction to Sutter's sociological theories, 

however, is not an epiphany; he does not recognize himself 

in the description. Puzzled by "such subjects as 'Ameri

can women' and 'science• and 'sexuality,'" he turns "with 

relief to the most practical matters," such as servicing 

his camper and calculating the distance to Santa Fe. 

Though his situation is ripe for self-discovery--he trav

els west toward the city of Holy Faith, in the direction 

of fundamental existence and primal awareness--Will is 

once again in the Trav-L-Aire, isolating himself :rom con

sciousness of place and, in turn, from awareness of sel:. 

The next passage containing casebook material con

tinues the address to Val which ends the first passage. 

Sutter posits as a reason for the modern "lewdness" the 

desire for release from the "paltriness" of existence; be

cause the element of excita~ent in lewdness derives from 

the feeling that one tastes forbidden :ruit, "-~--nericans 

are the most Christian of all people and also the le\\·dest" 
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(p. 230). Will reacts, "My God, what is all this stuff," 

and the narrator relates that the engineer is "bemused" 

and "shivering" (p. 231). Though the casebook chills 

Will, he still has not consciously made the connection be-

tween Sutter's diagnoses and his own depressions, anxie-

ties, and inordinate fits of lust. 

The next entry, beginning with the autopsy on a wo-

man killed by a collapsing church tower, again addresses 

Val and her faith. Although Sutter accepts Val's initial-

ly choosing "the Scandalous Thing, the Wrinkle in Time, 

the Jew-Christ-Church business, God's alleged intervention 

in history" (p. 241), he cannot accept her subsequent at-

tempts to reconcile the world to her faith. He wishes to 

see the two worlds, spiritual and temporal, completely 

separated. In fact, he tells Val, "I am more religious 

than you . • . because, like you, I turned my back on the 

bastards and went into the desert, but unlike you I didn't 

come sucking around them later" (p. 242). He has just 

finished examining a woman killed by a church building 

and, unable to accept the irony of the catastrophe as ~art 

of life's paradoxes, he refuses to allow God any place in 

the world. He rejects the proposition that his "salva::.ion 

depends upon hearing news rather than figuring it out" 

(p. 241), and so rejects anything he can't =igure out on 

his own. Tr.e narrator again describes Hill's reaction: 
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"Sutter's notebook had the effect of loosening his synap

ses, like a bar turning slowly in his brain. Feeling not 

unpleasantly dislocated . ." (p. 242). Will again miss-

es the connection. Like Sutter, he has banished both God 

and himself from the disturbing chaos and misery of his 

environment, but he does not see the similarity, because 

he bars recognition from his mind; the nerve connections 

that allow impulses to travel to the brain separate in 

a figurative sense. 

Will has the same reaction to the next entry, 1-rhich 

begins with an autopsy on a suicide victim. Sutter con

siders suicide "a consequence of the spirit of abstraction 

and of transcendence" (p. 269). Having found himsel: cut 

adrift from existence by his belief that abstract theo

ries hold the key, modern man seeks "reentry into the im

manent world" through the only reality left him by his 

faith in science, "genital" relationships. Then, "since 

reentry [is] coternimus [with] orgasm, post-orgasmic des

pair [is] without remedy" (p. 269). Finding no permanent 

reentry into the ordinary world, transcendent man k~lls 

himself in despair. The rest of the entries contir.ue i~ 

the same vein, Sutter disc~ssing nis rejection of religion 

and society, his seeking happiness in le1v-dness and secl u

s ion, and his attempted suicide after lewdness :ailed him 

as a solution to his abstracted alienation. His perceptions 



73 

about society and Will confirm Rita's assessment of him 

as "the greatest diagnostician since Leibman" (p. 145), 

but he cannot find the cure. Though he realizes what is 

wrong with the world, he possesses the same obsession with 

carnal relationships and abstract theories. His very 

recognition that man relies too much on science is word-

ed in the jargon of a scientist; therefore, he decides 

to attempt suicide again. Will finally responds to Sut-

ter's anguished entries: 

Where he probably goes wrong, mused 
the engineer sleepily, is in the ex
tremity of his alternatives: God 
and not-God, getting under women's 
dresses and blowing your brains out. 
Whereas and in fact my problem is 
how to live from one ordinary min
ute to the next on a ~vednesday after
noon. (p. 277) 

Will realizes that Sutter errs in trying to polarize two 

aspects of existence, but Will is only half-awake; being 

only half-aware, then, he cannot see that he, too, defeats 

himself by seeking absolutes. 

Will's trouble, as Sutter tells Val in the casebook, 

is that he believes that "the right expert with the right 

psychology" '".:.11 cure his "disorder." If Val were to tell 

Will, "Look Barrett, your trouble is due not to a disorder 

of your organism but to the human condition," because man 

is "a wayfarer (i.e., not transcending being nor immanent 

being but wayfarer)," ~'lill would "receive the ne-;\~s from 
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his high seat of transcendence as one more item of psy

chology, throw it into his immanent meat-grinder, and wait 

to see if he feels better" (p. 276). Will ignores all 

this, responding to the entry by criticizing Sutter for 

being dualistic. Will seeks physical gratification and 

transcendent happiness; being caught up in himself and 

his problems, he does not understand that, as a homeless 

traveller, he can give himself a sense of belonging and 

fulfillment by responding with true concern and action to 

another's despair. 

The climactic scene of the novel, Jamie's death, 

makes clear the impasse to which Will has come. He grieves 

because of "the shame of it, the barefaced embarrassment 

of getting worse and dying" (p. 304), and he asks Val to 

come, hoping that she can "set at nought the shame of it" 

(p. 306). The physical grotesqueness of Jamie's purpura 

dispels "the cheer::ul workaday effect of a small tidy 

business" (p. 286), an effect which Will had earlier sought 

to create in the hospital room by playing card games with 

Jamie. He still seeks to ignore certain realities, es

pecially sufferings, because he cannot empirically ::athom 

life's mysterious injustices. T~e attending resident's 

sickliness indirectly reflects the unhealthiness of ~,.-ill's 

attitude. The man of science is "hollow-eyed and green

skinned and sunken of cheek" ( p. 3 09) . The residen ~, "",<ihO 
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makes jokes at the deathbed to indicate to Will, "This is 

the way we speak. • This is the way death itself can 

be gotten past" (p. 309), is the very figure of death in 

his skeleton-like appearance. In contrast, the priest 

who administers last rites to Jamie is "a neat chunky man," 

full of health (p. 309). Sutter and Val provide a similar 

contrast, leading Pamela Broughton to state that Percy's 

"representatives of science are emaciated and unworldly 

while the spokesmen for religion are fully-fleshed and this 

worldly . . • because they know· the secret of living in 

h o hI h 0 I 72 t ~s world w ~le t e abstracted sc~ent~st does not." 

The narrator avoids a melodramatic elevation of the priest's 

status by describing his "workaday five-o'clock-in-the-

afternoon expression" and "his flat mercantile voice" (p. 

316), but leaves no doubt about the priest's positive 

role. 73 Father Boomer helps Sutter move Jamie to a toilet 

while Will stands aloof: "The stench scandalized [Will]. 

Shouldn't they all leave?" (p. 313) \vhen Jamie pleads 

that the priest hold his hand, Father Boomer .::-eplies, "I 

won't let you go" (p. 316). During all this time, lvill 

uses his radar to interpret Jamie's mumblings for the 

priest, but it is Father Boomer, not Will, who acts upon 

Jamie's requests, ministering both to his physical anj to 

his spiritual needs. Will refuses to come out of his sel:-

centered quest long enough to help someone desperat~ly in 
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need of assistance; moreover, he is unwilling to emerge 

from his abstraction long enough to acknowledge the nec

essary existence of pain and death. 

As do all of Percy's other novels, though The Last 

Gentleman concludes on a note of hope. As Sutter leaves 

the hospital, no doubt to find an appropriate setting for 

his own death, Will reaches out: 

The reader 

self or if 

but it . 
~s 

abandoned 

they talk 

"Wait," [Will] shouted in a dead 
run. 

The Edsel paused, sighed, and 
stopped. 

Strength flowed like oil into 
his muscles and he ran with great joy
ous ten-foot antelope bounds. 

The Edsel waited for him. (p. 223) 

does not know if Will saves Sutter from him-

Will finally finds some of the answers he seeks, 

clear that Will and Sutter both have willingly 

their self-imposed isolation. 74 Perhaps, '.t: 
~l.. 

to each other long enough, they will form a gen-

uinely human relationship and discover that man best helps 

himself by helping others. What Will most assuredly has 

not yet learned, and this is perhaps the reason that Percy 

has 2aid Will "misses it," is that man's true condition is 

a homeless one, and that the homelessness entails an ir-

. 75 
revocable uncerta~nty. He has not learned, as Bates 

puts it, to practice Keats's "negative capability," t~e 

. , . _, . 76 . 
ability to act ~n tne m~~st of uncerta~nty. By talklng 

with Sutter, however, perhaps he may reconnect his synapses 
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and realize that he also is guilty of absolutism. Rec

ognizing that, he can begin to live with life's painful 

paradoxes. Telotte, focusing upon the importance of 

Will's speaking to Sutter, suggests that Will's sense of 

dislocation and lostness signifies his whole generation's 

alienation from its ancestors' social order. The result 

of that alienation being a modern loss of community, Will 

and his generation can regain community only through com

munication. Hence, the optimism generated by Will's 

77 words. 



CHAPTER IV 

LOVE IN THE RUINS: LIMITED GOODNESS 

AND A LIGHT FROM THE PAST 

In his third novel, Percy returns to the use of a 

first-person, dramatized narrator, and like the begi~ning 

of The Moviegoer, the first few lines of Love in the Ruins 

are crucial to the reader's understanding of the book, 

because they create his first impressions of the narrator: 

Now in the dread latter days of 
the old violent beloved U.S.A. and of 
the Christ-forgetting Christ-haunted 
death-dealing Western [sic] world I 
came to myself in a grove of young 
pines and the question came to me: 
has it happened at last? 

Two more hours should tell the 
story. One way or the other. Either 
I am right and a catastrophe will oc
cur, or it won't and I'm crazy.78 

When Tom More speaks of a world haunted by the Christ it 

has neglected, his perspective reveals a religious bias 

. . . . . 79 
1ack1ng 1n the v1ewpo1nt of Percy's other protagon1sts . 

Indeed, he soon confesses, "I . . am a Roman Catholic, 

albeit a bad one" (p. 6). Like those other protagonists, 

however, :Vi ore indicates that he tends to see thi~J.gs in an 

either/or light; either his apocalyptic vision is accurate 

or he is insane. As the reader proceeds tnrough the f~rst 

78 
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section of the novel, More's world expands before the 

audience through his eyes and the reader soon has reason 

to believe that the latter half of More's proposition may 

be trueo 80 

Percy sets the scene of the first section, as well 

as the other five, much like a dramatist staging a scene: 

In a pine grove on the 
SOUthwest CUSp Of the interstate cloverleaf 

5 P .M o /July 4 ( p o 3) 

Since Tom narrates, the setting indicates that Tom, like 

the narrator of Percy's first novel, Binx Bolling, is 

self-consciously leaving a dated chronicle of events for 

his readers, and the first section begins with the focus 

on his own life. "Who am I? you well might wonder. Let 

me give a little dossier," says Tom, and proceeds to re-

capitulate briefly his past and present (po 11). 

First, Tom informs his readers, "I am a physician, 

a not very successful psychiatrist; an alcoholic, a shaky 

middle-aged man subject to depressions and elations and 

morning terrors" (p. 11)o His profession and his mental 

problems combine to create one of the motifs in the novel, 

Tom's recurrent self-admonition, "Physician, heal thyself." 

So, Tom constantly recalls his poor mental health, and 

the reader therefore cannot help but question some of 

Tom's observations. Tom qualifies that first admission, 

0 o but a genius neve~theless who sees into though: " 
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the hidden causes of things and erects simple hypotheses 

to account for the glut of everyday events" (p. 11). Tom 

expresses a pretty high opinion of himself; in fact, he 

has already implied the same sentiment when he mentions 

the corning cataclysm "whose cause and effects--and pre-

vention--are known only to me" (p. 6). The reader learns 

a bit later that this cataclysm directly involves human 

nature, and when Tom claims an ability to see into the 

h.idden nature of the beast and cure its problems with 

"simple hypotheses" that will straighten out the tangle 

of human existence, the reader must begin to wonder at 

Torn's claim to genius. Surely man has learned by now, if 

nothing else, that the world's problems do not disappear 

before simplistic solutions. 

Tom's belief that his simple answers will remedy 

man's ills will be developed more as the novel progress-

es, but I believe that there are hints in the first sec-

tion that Tom's ideas are suspect: 

What's wrong with my eyes? My field 
of vision is narrowing from top to 
bottom. The world looks as it if [sic] 
were seen through the slit of a gun 
turret. But of course! My eyes are 
swelling with hives!" (p. 20) 

~his passage could be read as simply a comic description 

of Tom's physical ailments, but of course Percy often im-

ages his protagonists' deeper problems pathologically, as 

he does \'lill Barrett• s through amnesia. )Jot only does 
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Tom see things too narrowly, ignoring the complexities of 

existence, but he does so knowingly, just as he continues 

to drink gin fizzes, knowing that his allergic reaction 

to the albumen in raw eggs will swell his eyes shut. In-

dieting himself further, Tom claims a keener vision than 

most, but does not necessarily convince the reader that 

such is the case. He claims, for instance, "At first 

glance all seems normal hereabouts. But a sharp eye 

might notice one or two things amiss" (p. 8). His sub-

sequent description of what is amiss, though, does not 

really take such a sharp eye. A duller eye might miss 

the disrepair of one of the interstate's lanes, but even 

the most obtuse person would certainly notice the broken 

tiles of the motel, the turtle sunning itself on the div-

ing board of the motel's pool, or the rusted hulks of two 

cars in the parking lot of a nearby shopping center which 

was "burnt out during the Christmas riot five years ago" 

(p. 8). 

More does see one thing which another might not see--

the vines sprouting in the shopping center's stores--

because they might not even exist. Sprouting vines be-

come another motif in the novel, often showing up in the 

most unlikely places, and the reader begins to question 

whether Tom actually sees ~· --nero. For instance, Tom claims 

at this point that people have been ignoring the vines, 
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even though "they began to sprout in earnest a couple of 

months ago" (p. 9). He cites the example of a neighbor, 

Barry Bocock, who, though he "is the sort of fellow who 

gives the most careful attention to details," does not 

notice the "many tiny vines sprouting through the cracks 

in the concrete slab" of his patio (p. 9). In fact, Barry 

frowns and ignores him when Tom points out that the slab 

is cracking. Is it not possible that Barry reacts as any 

friend would, not wishing to confront Tom with a rnanifes-

tation of Tom's mild derangemnt? I will deal with this 

aspect of Tom's vision later, as it becomes clearer what 

Tom sees and why he sees as he does. 

Tom's vision of the vines entails a larger problem 

which he discusses in this first section. As the subtitle 

of the novel, The Adventures of a Bad Catholic at a Time 

Near the End of the World, indicates, the country is in 

dire straits at the time of 'Tom's writing. Torn's own 

part of the country presents a microcosmic vie''~- of the 

whole nation. 

The abundance of critical works on the setting of 

Love in the Ruins makes unnecessary any lengthy analysis 

here. 81 It is important, though, to remember that the 

reader sees Paradise Estates, More's own home, throug~ 

More's eyes. In Paradise Estates, Knotheads, conservative 

and God-fearing businessmen, and Lefts, l~beral and 



atheistic scientists, live side by side; despite their 

idealogical differences, they live pretty much the same 
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lives. On one side of the town is Fedville, a scientific 

and medical complex; on the other side is Honey Island 

Swamp, home of social outcasts and malcontents. Accord

ing to More, "The center did not hold" (p. 18), meaning 

that the country, like his home, is divided into violent

ly opposed factions while the center itself, Paradise 

Estates, is "an oasis of concord" (p. 17) only because the 

left and right have collapsed into a mush of mediocrity. 

In Paradise Estates, "everyone gets along well, heathen 

and Christian, Jew and Gentile, Northerner and Southerner, 

liberal and conservative" (p. 16), because all of them 

place more emphasis on a lucrative profession, a good golf 

game, and sensual pleasures than on adhering to ideals or 

commitments. Giving a -significant example, }lore says, 

"Here the conservatives and liberals of Paradise agree" 

that blacks are "worthless," although the conservatives 

argue the point as a justification for bigotry, while t~e 

liberals argue it as a basis for welfare. When More con

templates the decline of P~erica, he considers the pos

sibility that the "new Eden" failed because of "the nigger 

business" ( p. 53) . In other words, God blessed America 

because of its faith and then gave it one little test o= 

free will, rather like God forbidding Adam to eat f~om the 
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tree: • . here's a helpless man in Africa, all you " 

have to do is not violate him. That's all. One little 

test: you flunk!" (p. 54) Considering that possibility, 

Tom exclaims, "No! No fair! Foul! The test was too 

much! What do you expect of man?" On further contempla-

tion, More decides, "it is still not too late. I can save 

you, America!" (p. 54) Having set up America's fall on 

theological premises, More decides to play God and redeem 

her; not only does he decide to play God, but he bases his 

role on an abstract theory about the New World. He pos

tulates that America failed, not because Americans are 

fallible as other men are fallible, but because God's ex

pectations were unreasonable. Apparently, he finds it 

easier to create his own reasons for America's present 

problems than to accept that Americans are susceptible to 

the same Original Sin that cursed the Old World. Thus, · 

he will begin his redemption o: the nation in his own ver

sion of the New Eden, Paradise Estates. 

Although his egocentricity colors his observations, 

Hare does provide an enlightening commentary on his nation. 

Even the Church has not been able to prevent man's inhu

manity to man, because it has suffered a debilitating 

three-part schism into the American Catholic Churcf:, "which 

emphasizes property rights and the integrity of neighbor-

hoods . • . and plays The Star-Soanaled Banne~ at elevation" 
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the Dutch schismatics, "who believe in relevance but not 

God," and the Roman Catholics, a "scattered and demoralized" 

group (pp. 5-6). Instead of bolstering men's faith in 

times of trouble and providing a source of enduring val-

ues, the Church has almost completely succumbed to the 

materialism and agnosticism of the times. Considering the 

present state of affairs, it would not have been difficult 

to understand if Tom had abandoned his faith, but it is 

difficult to reconcile his avowals of faith with his ac-

tions. 

Tom has become a non-practicing Catholic: 

I believe in God and the whole busi
ness but I love women best, music and 
science next, whiskey next, God fourth, 
and my fellowman hardly at all. Gen
erally I do as I please. A man, wrote 
John, who says he believes in God and 
does not keep his commandments is a 
liar. If John is right, then I am a 
liar. Nevertheless I still believe. 

( p. 6) 

The same attitude that allows Tom to think of himself as 

a savior allows him to do as he pleases; as long as God 

stavs in His heavens and out of the world's affairs, Tom ... 

need not keep His commandments. It would, therefore, be 

an obvious benefit to Tom if he could convince ~imself 

that religious and worldly matters are polarized; then, 

he could pursue a purely temporal life with no thought =or 

the spiritual consequences. 
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Despite his many sins, the one fault Tom seldom re-

veals is lack of self-knowledge. He acknowledges, for 

instance, that he is vain: 

Let me confess that what worries me 
most is that the catastrophe will 
overtake us before my scientific ar
ticle is published and so before my 
discovery can create a sensation in 
the scientific world. (p. 6) 

Though he admits to vanity, Tom is only partially sincere, 

and his superficial self-knowledge conceals a more damag

ing naivet~. Tom qualifies his confession, claiming that 

scientists are "neither more nor less vain than other 

people," but that their vanity shocks the "layman," who 

has mistakenly canonized the scientist for his supposed 

objectivity (p. 7). Though Tom cogently reasons that lay-

men should not expect any more of the scientist than they 

do of themselves, he does not excuse himself very convin-

cingly. No amount of rationalizing will hide the fact 

that Tom, knowing full well he is wrong for doing so, cares 

more about fame than the destruction of mankind. Moreover, 

Tom knows that he is a bad Catholic. He even asks himself, 

"Why can't I follow [Sir Thomas] More's example, love my-

self less, God and my fellow man more, and leave whiskey 

and women alone?" (p. 22) The key is that he asks or..ly 

rhetorically. Even though he confesses, "Si_:- Thomas was 

right, of course, and I am wrong," he tries to justi:y his 
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. 
s~ns: "But on the other hand these are peculiar times 

• . [Percy's ellipses]" (p. 23). Finally, Tom betrays 

his own hubris in his use of phrases such as "the layman's 

canonization of scientists" (p. 7). As a doctor and man 

of . 
sc~ence, Tom adopts the role of a priest who ministers 

to laymen. He attempts to be a saint like his "collateral 

ancestor," Sir Thomas More, but he attempts to do so 

through science and his own power, not religion and God's 

power. Tom begins with a solid ethical base for judging 

his own actions, but he misperceives that God has nothing 

to do with secular affairs and that modern times have 

superceded the Christian values to which former ages ad-

hered. 

Before he lost his daughter, Samantha, and his wife, 

Doris, Tom reflects, 

The best of times were after mass on 
summer evenings when Samantha and I 
would walk home in the violet dusk, 
we having received Communion and I re
joicing afterwards, caring nought for 
my fellow Catholics but only for my
self and Samantha and Christ swallowed, 
remembering what he promised me for 
eating him, that I would have life in 
me, and I did, feeling so good that I'd 
sing and cut the fool all the way home 
like King David before the Ark. (p. 12) 

Obviously, despite his technical acumen, Tom comprehends 

life superficially; if ~e is to have the life that Christ 

promised, he will first have to understand that having life 
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more abundantly means more than feeling good. Like King 

David, Tom holds a Judaic view of life which interprets 

temporal happiness to be a sign of God's blessing. Though 

he does not live a very righteous life at present, Tom 

is somewhat like Job, undergoing a test of faith by having 

all that gave him joy, his daughter and wife, taken away 

from him. He will emerge from the ordeal like Job, ack-

nowledging his own frailty and God's power in this world, 

or he will continue to live haughtily, lustfully, and 

fruitlessly. 

After his self-characterization in the first half of 

section one, Tom takes steps, in the second half, to ensure 

that the world will witness his brilliance. He turns to 

his audience and says, "First, reader and especially my 

fellow physicians, let me set forth my credentials . 

(~. 24). He sounds almost like a speaker at a medical 

convention, establishing his authority to speak and then 

presenting his claims. "Since the catastrophe mav over-

take us within the hour," claims Tom, 

I am dictating these words into a 
pocket recorder so that survivors pok
ing around the ruins of Howard John
son's a hundred years from now will 
have a chance of avoiding repetition. 
My discovery, like all great scien
tific breakthroughs, is simplicity 
itself. (pp. 26-27) 

" 

Tom gives here not only his ostensible reason for leaving 
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behind a record--to present the means by which man may 

save himself from disaster--but the real effect, to which 

he is oblivious, of his chronicle. He presents his argu

ment, based on the mistaken assumption that the simplic

ity of scientific procedure can be used to diagnose the 

sickness of modern man's soul; meanwhile, the reader reach

es a different diagnosis that no method, even an empirical 

one, can solve all man's problems. Although Tom admits 

problems in his life, he is confused about the true cause 

of and remedy for those problems. 

To return to More's argument, he posits that modern 

man suffers from "angelism," the tendency to seek abstract 

answers to life's questions, or "bestialism," the tendency 

to concentrate solely on adjusting oneself to one's en

vironment, or a combination "angelism-bestialism" (p. 26); 

then, he introduces his own invention, "More's Qualitative 

Quantitative Ontological Lapsometer" (p. 28), designed 

to measure an individual's "deep perturbations of the soul." 

He supports his conclusions--"allow me to cite, in simpli

fied terms, a couple of my early case histories" (p. 29)-

by recounting his diagnoses of two men suffering from 

bestialism and two from angelism. Tom repeatedly returns 

to this manner of addressing his audience throughout the 

novel, until we form the impression that the inclusion o= 

anything not related to his medical discovery, such as his 
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love affairs, is a digression from the major thrust of 

the narrative. His depiction of the injustices and suf-

ferings in a world where scientific progress should have 

eradicated those problems creates the impression that he 

is writing a dystopian novel; in this sense, Tom aligns 

himself with his "collateral ancestor," Sir Thomas More, 

displaying the pejorative effects of contemporary thought, 

. . h . h . . . 82 spec1f1cally uman1sm and be av1or1sm, on soc1ety. On 

the other hand, the satire turns upon Tom; his digressions 

on his personal life serve as ironic reminders that Tom 

has surrendered to some of the same faults which plague 

his neighbors. 

The stage has now been set for the succeeding sec-

tions. Tom begins, in the next section, to recall his 

various adventures, his attempts and failures to intro-

duce his invention to the world, and the resulting chaos 

when he =inally does present the lapsometer to a gathering 

of colleagues. The scene shifts at the beginning of this 

second section: 

At home 
9:00 A..H./July 1 ( p. 59) 

Tom moves three days back from the time at which he begins 

his narrative and then moves forward, each section cover-

ing a dav, until he reaches the present again; then, the 

last section jumps forward five years, taking place on 
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Christmas Eve of 1988. At least one critic has examined 

the initial and final departures from normal chronology, 

suggesting that Percy thereby implies both More's own 

fragmented sense of time and the timelessness of reality 

in contrast to the temporal time man imposes upon reality. 83 

I wish to suggest still another possible reason for the 

time scheme. Near the beginning of the second section, 

Tom generalizes about the disrepair of his car and appli

ances, claiming that "the U.S.A. went down the drain be-

cause . . things stopped working and nobody wanted to 

be a repairman" ( p. 60) . I wish to suggest that one dom-

inant idea in the novel is the need for repairmen; when 

a time-proven system of values begins to clash with new 

ideas or discoveries, the solution is to modify that sys-

tern and reconcile it with man's current perception of how 

things are. Instead of junking Christianity because it 

once entailed superstitions, for instance, modern man 

should choose the aspects of it which still work and for

get about the superstitions which science has disproved. 

Otherwise, man has no guidelines for acting, and he be

comes confused. The idea here is not necessarily that 

Christian values are the most effective, but that man must 

abandon his penchant for absolutes. Instead of saying 

that Christianity is all wrong or all right, why not prac

tice a little moderation and honestly acknowle0ge both the 



92 

good and bad aspects of it? At any rate, the time se-

quence of the novel suggests a solution to the present 

confusion. Torn returns to the past and works his way for-

ward to clarify the present state of affairs; in the same 

way, man can seek, in his own past and in the past of hu-

manity, some of the answers to his present questions. 

As the plot works itself out, the themes established 

in the first section become more vivid. First of all, 

it becomes clear that Torn's vision is seriously impaired, 

and that Tom often doesn't see well because he sees only 

what he wishes to see. He spots vines again, this time 

twining about the liquor bottles at the countryclub bar: 

"Give me a drink of Southern 
Comfort," I told Ruby, the bartender, 
and watched to see if he would notice 
anything amiss. 

Ruby, a thin sly Chinese-type 
Negro, took the bottle without notic
ing the tendril, which broke off in 
his hand. 

"How long has that vine been 
here?" 

"What vine?" 
"In your hand." 
Ee shrugged. (pp. 84-85) 

Why does Tom see vines while no one else does? Because 

he is so distressed with the present state of affai~s that, 

wishing for a cataclysm which would destroy the current 

civilization, he transforms his desire :or a new begi~~i~g 

into a reality of his own making. "If '\verst comes to 

worst, what is the prospect of a new life in a new dead 
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world with Lola Rhoades, to say nothing of Moira Schaffner 

and Ellen Oglethorpe?" asks Tom. His answer: "Vines 

sprout in the plaza now. Fletcher Christian began a new 

life with three wives on faraway Pitcairn, green as green 

and unhaunted by Western [sic] ghosts. I shall be happy 

with my three girls" (p. 44). Tom does not want simply 

a new life; he wants a new life which will allow, even 

condone, his old sins. His vision of paradise includes 

the prospect of unrestricted sexual indulgence. 

Tom traces his present eroticism to the death of 

Samantha and departure of Doris. Both he and his wife 

have been shattered by Samantha's death, but each reacts 

in a different way. When she sees the effects of Saman

tha • s fatal illness--'' the neuroblastoma had pushed one eye 

out and around so that Samantha looked like a two-eyed 

Picasso profile"--Doris tells Tom, "That's a loving God 

you have there" (p. 69). Repelled by the frailty of the 

flesh, Doris "went spiritual" and "took the high road" of 

existence. Tom' s reaction, ho\<rever, is to take "the low 

road," becoming "coarse and disorderly" (p. 69). Despite 

his claims to the contrary, though, Tom's degeneration 

comes from within himself. Just as he previously ignored 

the atemporal ramifications of the life Christ offers, 

Tom emphasizes too much the carnality of married love, 

valuing Doris for her "gold-amorphous" flesh, her "girl-
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chemistry, bejeweled by her double-X chromosome" (p. 62). 

In the argument preceding her departure, both Doris and 

Tom betray their tendencies to adhere to extremes: 

"Why do you have to leave?" [Tom] 
"We're so dead, Tom. Dead in

side. I must go somewhere and recover 
myself .... We don't relate any 
more, Tom" 

"I'd like to relate now." 
"I know, I know. That's how you 

. t " see 1. . 
"How?" 
"As ~hysical." 
"What's wrong with physical?" 
Doris sighed, her eyes full of 

sunlight. "Who was it who said the 
physical is the lowest common denomi
nator o·f love?" 

"I don't know. Probably a Hin
dea. Would you sit here?" (p. 63) 

The reader cannot help but agree with Tom that Doris de-

ceives herself when she runs off with Alistair Fuchs-Forbes 

and Raymond/Hartyn (Tom never quite gets straight the name 

of Alistair's homosexual lover), 84 "two fake English gurus, 

speaking of the law of spiritual growth, all the while 

swilling my scotch and eating three-dollar rib-eye steaks" 

(p. 65). Nonetheless, Doris's absurd spirituality is no 

. . h h 85 worse than Tom's obsess1.on w1.t~ t e carnal. 

After Doris's death, Tom involves himself in affairs 

that are little more than carnal. He pursues an affair with 

Moira Schaffner, who adores Rod :t-IcKuen • s poetry and thinks 

Mantovani is "classical" music, because he loves "her 

faintly spurious love of loving thinsg that seem lovable 
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(p. 127), which is to say that he loves her body because 

she has few other lovable qualities. Then, still involved 

with Moira, he begins dallying with Lola Rhoades. After 

all, he asks, "Why did God make woman so beautiful and man 

with such a loving heart?" (p. 172) At this point, love 

apparently means little more to him than physical passion. 

Like Binx, Tom is blind to other possibilities because he 

objectifies women. As far as he is concerned, "Women are 

mythical creatures. They have no more connection with the 

ordinary run of things than do centaurs" (p. 85). His 

plans for the future presume that Moira, Lola, and Ellen 

will be above caring that they must share his ardor; as 

mere objects of physical desire, women do not possess hu

man emotions like jealousy or anger. Thus, Tom is lustful 

and abstractive at the same time, the very condition which 

he simultaneously blames for the ills of the modern world. 

Tom has discovered that men tend to act and think in 

one of two ways. On the one hand, there are men like 

Charley Parker, the local golf pro, a "fifty-year-old 

blond stud pony of a man" who has married a lovely woman, 

made money, gained the esteem of his acquaintances, and 

satisfied all of his physical desires (pp. 36-37). Still, 

after having achieved all of his life goals, he is dis

traught, having no answer to the question, "['v'V]hat• s the 

use?'' (p. 39) Charley can't escape the nagging int~ition 
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that there is more to life than satisfying "bestial" needs. 

On the other hand, there are men like Ted Tennis, who val

ue scientific objectivity so much that they seek abstract 

theories to explain themselves, as if they were disem

bodied angels. The result for Ted is "that he has so ab

stracted himself from himself and from the world around 

him, seeing things as theories and himself as a shadow, 

that he cannot, so to speak, reenter the lovely ordinary 

world" ( p. 33) . As if these two groups of symptoms -w-eren't 

bad enough, the reader discovers that the two problems 

aren't mutually exclusive: "A man, for example, can feel 

at one and the same time extremely abstracted and inordi

nately lustful toward lovely young women who may be per

fect strangers" (p. 26). The severest form is something 

More calls "the Lucifer syndrome: that is, envy of the 

incarnate condition and a resulting caricature of the bod

ily appetites" (p. 223). Carried to their extremes, bes

tialism and angelism eventually meet, just as extreme cold 

will eventually burn like extreme heat. Tom calls to his 

audience's attention the exhibition of these symptoms in 

his world, and thereby introduces the broad satire. Es

pecially incisive are the depictions of Love Clinic, where 

experimenters test abstract theories about human, and spe

cifically sexual, behavior. In effect, their most abstract 

theorv--that man is merely an organism responding to 
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stimuli--results in all sorts of bestial behavior; while 

observers behind a one-way mirror record the subjects' 

responses, a woman masturbates, two couples swap partners, 

and other dress up in Puritan costumes to enhance the sex 

act. The Skinner Box, a device that conditions malcon-

tents to find total fulfillment in mere response to sen-

sual stimuli, represents scientists• practical working out 

of their theories about the nature of man. Finally, Buddy 

Brown voices the logical, and self-contradictory, conclu-

sion of modern humanistic principles that "the right of 

the individual to control his own body" and "above all a 

man's sacred right to choose his own destiny and realize 

his own potential" (p. 187) justify sending Mr. Ives to 

a euthanasia center. Love Clinic gives scientific sane-

tion to all the notions which characterize the "me gen-

eration." 

In the midst of all this stands More with his lapso-

meter, 

. . the first caliper of the soul 
and the first hope of bridging the 
dread chasm that has rent the soul of 
Western [sic] man ever since the fa
mous philosopher Descartes ripped 
body loose from mind and turned the 
very soul into a ghost that haunts 
its own home. (p. 181) 

According to Tom, then, man's problems can be traced to 

the current conviction that the soul is a fiction and that 

true happiness lies in the behaviorists' approach. Indeed 
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several critics see the satire on the scientists• "hubris-

tic denial of [their] own limitations and . . amoral 

disregard for ethical systems demanding decency in the 

human community" as a central concern of the nove1. 86 

Though the name of More's insturment raises interest 

the first time it appears, only later in the novel, during 

Tom's interview with the director of the hospital, do the 

implications of the name come to the surface: 

"The name interests me." [Di
rector] 

"Yes sir?" [Tom] 
"It implies, I take it, a lapse 

or fall." 
"Yes," I say tonelessly 
"A fall perhaps from a state of 

innocence?" ( p. 194) 

Being an ontological lapsometer, the instrument measures 

the degree to which and direction in which man has fallen 

from being at one with himself; the root word of lapsometer, 

however, inevitably reminds the reader of the original 

Lapse. In Christian terms that correspond to scientific 

or philosophical ones, the instrument can measure a man's 

obsession with either the temporal or the spiritual. The 

lapsometer serves a positive purpose as long as Hare can 

only diagnose. When it allows him to inform P. T. Bled-

soe that a rage-induced headache is coming on, Tom discov-

ers that "the very act of locating the site, tot:chi.ng the 

sore spot, so to speak, seemed to make him feel better" 
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(p. 31). Art Immelrnann initiates the chain reaction 

toward catastrophe when he provides Tom with an attachment 

which will allow the lapsometer to treat as well as diag-

nose. 

From the beginning of the novel, the lapsometer has 

been a source of More's overweening pride. A short while 

after making his claims to a unique understanding of the 

current chaos, Tom looks in a mirror at Leroy Ledbetter's 

bar and sees 

. . a dim hollow-eyed Spanish Christ. 
the pox is on his face. Vacuoles are 
opening in his chest. It is the new 
Christ, the spotted Christ, the macu
late Christ, the sinful Christ. The 
old Christ died for our sins and it 
didn't work, we were not reconciled. 
The new Christ shall reconcile man 
with his sins. (p. 145) 

Torn's hubris has swollen to the point that he considers 

himself a savior for mankind, with a more efficacious 

means of redeeming man than the original Christ had. The 

reader must remember that he is still speaking to other 

scientists--"[a]s you well know, medical colleagues" (p. 

189)--and that he does so self-consciously. He is pro-

posing to the scienti:ic community a simple scientific 

solution to war, pestilence, hatred, prejudic~, and all 

. . h' 87 . the other woes man ~nfl~cts on ~mself. Tom ~gnores, 

and implicitly rejects, God's grace. Directly following 

his self-depiction as Christ, Hare meets Immelmann. 
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Immelmann•s significance as a Mephistopholean figure 

tempting the Faustus-like More has been so well document

ed by several critics that I need not do so here, except 

to remind the reader that the specific temptation Immel

mann offers is an attachment for the lapsometer which will 

enable Tom to treat as well as diagnose the malaise. 88 

The first to benefit from the "snout like" appendage 

to his device is Tom himself. After Art treats Tom with 

the device, Tom feels a love which Immelman describes as 

"neutral morally, abstractive, and godlike. • • • In the 

sense of being like a god in one's freedom and omniscience" 

(p. 202). Next, Tom treats Buddy Brown with the device 

because Brown is winning the debate at the Pit over Mr. 

Ives• fate. When Tom gives Brown a dosage "to inhibit 

the inhibitory centers," Dr. Brown, conducting himself pro

fessionally up to that point, peers up the dress of a col

league and exclaims, "I see Christmas" (p. 214). The next 

to benefit from treatment, Mr. Ives, certainly improves 

after his treatment; he finally begins to talk again, 

thereby escaping the eu·thanasia to which he had been con

demned on account of his supposed antisocial senility. 

Tom's success with Mr. Ives is tainted, however, by Ives' 

bigoted remarks, offending several of th~ doctors present, 

about a "bunch of chickenshit Ohioans" who "get together 

on the west coast to get away from the Jews in Miami" 
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(p. 219). Finally, Immelmann begins passing More's modi

fied devices around among the audience, and the Pit soon 

turns into "a den of vipers" (p. 227). The lapsometer 

releases the student audience's hidden sexual desires and 

repressed prejudices. 

The reader's opinion of More's lapsometer is prej-

udiced by the nature of the one who adapts it for treat-

ment, by its proposed use, and by its actual use. First, 

since Immelmann•s satanic character receives full treat-

ment and since his adaptation is "snout like," the read-

er suspects that the device has become an instrument of 

evil, turning men into swine. The chaotic scene at the 

Pit confirms those suspicions. Ultimately, though, all 

that happens depends upon the nature of the device and of 

men. Not only has More set himself and his device up as 

saviors of mankind, but he has predicated his new role on 

the implicit assumption that man can be perfected. He 

is surely wrong for applying scientific methods to the 

complexity of life, but he errs further in forgetti~g that 

his faith teaches that humans are innately depraved, 
. 
~n-

capable of perfection in temporal life. Once again, Tom 

has succumbed to a purely carnal, this-worldly vision of 

life and its mysteries. Despite what the first settlers 

of America may have believed, there can be no new Eden, 

no new Adams. 



103 

. 
In the last section of the book, five years after 

the Bantus• revolution has succeeded, blacks control 

American government and society. Locally, they have moved 

into the houses of Paradise Estates, into the country club, 

and into the administrative offices of Fedville. Nothing 

has changed except that blacks now practice the racial 

injustice they formerly suffered. Percy does not condemn 

blacks here; he merely points out that the high ideals of 

men like Uru do not change the basically flawed nature of 

all men. Tom lives in the Slave Quarters with his new 

wife, Ellen. He has both changed and retained some of 

his old bad habits. He no longer desires a Nobel Prize 

for his invention, but he still works on it, holding to 

his faith in science (p. 361). Although he has finally 

married, and at the conclusion of the novel takes Ellen 

to bed "not under a bush or in a car or on the floor or 

any such humbug" (p. 379), he still feels "the desire that 

has no name" when he espies Mrs. Prouty outside his office 

(p. 370). He has begun to attend Mass again, and even 

goes to confession, admitting his "desiring other wome!l 

and even contriving plans to commit fornication and adul-

tery" (p. 374). When the priest responds, "Yes. . 

That's the nature o~ the beast," however, Tom becomes ir-

ritated that his sins are taken casually (p. 375). Tom 

does not feel sorry for his sins at first because he still 
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clings to a vanity that won't admit true recognition of 

sin; instead, Tom hopes that the magnitude of his wrong

doing will cause great consternation. He is "scalded" and 

ashamed, however, when Father Smith says rather pointedly, 

Meanwhile, forgive me but there are 
other things we must think about: 
like doing our jobs, you being a qet
ter doctor, I being a better priest, 
showing a bit of ordinary kindness to 
people, particularly our own families-
unkindness to those close to us is 
such a pitiful thing--doing what we 
can for our poor unhappy country-
things which, please forgive me, some
times seem more important than dwel
ling on a few middle-aged daydreams. 

( p. 3 76) 

The priest reminds Tom of his responsibilities and of the 

relative insignificance of human--no more, no less--flaws. 

Father Smith brings to the forefront a theme that has been 

slowly emerging throughout the novel, the "mystery of lim-

ited goodness." 

Early in the novel, Tom says, "The mystery of evil 

is the mystery of limited goodness" (p. 43). Throughout 

the novel, Tom wonders at bigoted, closed-minded men who 

are at the same time loyal and kind to their friends. For 

instance, when Leroy Ledbetter betrays a violent racial 

hatred, Tom ponders, 

Where did the terror come from? ~ot 
from the violence; violence gives re
lease from terror. Not from Leroy's 
wrongness, for if he were altogether 
wrong, an evil man, the matter would 



be simple and no cause for terror. 
No it came from Leroy's goodness, that 
he is a decent, sweet-natured man who 
would help you if you needed help, go 
out of his way and bind up a stranger's 
wounds. No, the terror comes from 
the goodness and what lies beneath, 
some fault in the soul's terrain so 
deep that all is well on top, evil 
grins like good, but something shears 
and tears deep down and the very ground 
stirs beneath one's feet. (p. 144) 
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What More finally realizes is that man is flawed, and no 

abstract theory or scientific invention can remedy that 

flaw. Inunelmann claims that he and his cohorts "never 

never 'do' anything to anybody. We only help people do 

what they want to do," and More responds, "What crap" (p. 

343). Since his very being is flawed, man does not per-

feet himself by releasing libidinal drives, but he can 

perfect himself in grace by confessing his sins and tol-

erating others•. According to Kennedy, Tom's experiences 

can be read allegorically as a "transubstantiation of the 

89 • fortunate fall. •" As in Hawthorne• s "The Birthmark," 

the message is that literal perfection is unattainable 

in this life, but, failing that, man can rejuvenate hirr,-

self through the vital link of understanding and sympathy 

growing out of toleration of another's imperfections. 

Between More's new life in the Epilogue and his "old 

life" of "useless longing" (p. 345) lies the key scene, 

the instance of epiphany, Analyzing his reaction to 

Samantha's death, ~lore realizes that he refused to take 
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Samantha to specialists because he "was afraid she might 

be cured. What then? Suppose you ask God for a miracle 

and God says yes, very well. How do you live the rest of 

your life?" (p. 354) More's faith is false as long as he 

believes in a God who has nothing to do with man, who al-

lows man to work out his own salvation. More must reject 

his hopes for perfecting man. He can do so, at least 

partially, when he understands that his former joy at going 

to Mass carne from his finding God in the world, from his 

touching "the thread in the labyrinth" of humanity (p. 

241). God's presence in the world suggests the incarna-

tion of Christ, and that incarnation suggests man's cor-

ruption and need for help. More's prayer to Samantha 

makes clear this whole complex series of associations: 

Samantha, forgive me. I am sor
ry you suffered and died, my heart 
broke, but there have been times when 
I was not above enjoying it. 

Is it possible to live without 
feasting on death? (p. 355) 

Like a Cnristian rejoicing that Christ should have died 

for him, To~ both rues and delights in his daughter's 

death, but Tom's joy comes from believing that he will not 

have to deal with a God who re:uses to show Himsel= in 

this world. Now, Tom finds delight in another death, a 

death that manifests God's helping man. When he accepts 

evidence of his own \veak...""'less, he can accept that "Ali stair 

was right • . I, as defender of the faith, -w-as as big a 
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phony as he and less attractive" (p. 259). 

Thus, he starts a new life. When he is taken hostage 

by revolting Bantus, he excapes his captors by sliding 

down an airconditioning duct: "[O]ut I came feet-first, 

born again, ejected into the hot bright perilous world" 

(p. 295). At the same time, he is spiritually revived 

and cognizant of his tangible existence in a very real 

world. Significantly, Tom does not adopt dogmatism at 

the end; he is perfectly content to attend a church where 

"services overlap. Jew wait for the Lord, Protestants 

sing hymns to him, Catholics say mass and eat him" (p. 

373). Tom does adopt tolerance and a more humble view of 

his powers and his science. He lives a simpler li:e, re

siding with Ellen in the Slave Quarters instead of Para

dise Estates and drinking Early Times bourbon instead of 

gin fizzes. Instead of narrowing his vision, he has re

turned to the moderation and balance between temporal and 

spiritual worlds that marked the "earlier times" of Saint 

Thomas Hore. His children by Ellen signify the regener

ative power of the steps he has taken. 

What remains is for the reader to take his lesson 

from Tom. The narrative point of view, by encouraging 

the reader to sympathize with Tom, underscores the theme 

of limited goodness. The reader, seeir..cr the world through 

Tom, learns to understand how a man can be both reliaious 
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and repentant, and at the same time feel lingering lusts 

and occasional thirsts for a good stiff drink. Finally, 

the narrative structure--beginning in the present, moving 

backward, and returning to the present--suggests to the 

modern reader, who has rejected the old ways, one path 

for his quest. Perhaps the wisdom of past ages can shed 

some light on the darkness in modern man's soul. 



CHAPTER V 

LANCELOT: DECEPTIVE APPEARANCES 

AND THE DESIRE TO KNOW 

In contrast to the grandiose, eschatological sentence 

which opens Love in the Ruins, Percy begins Lancelot in 

the simple vein with which he started his first novel: 

90 "Come into my cell." Once again, Percy chooses to 

create a first-person narrator, but the added complexi-

ties of the narrator-reader relationship in Lancelot por-

tend a more complex treatment of the important themes in 

Percy's fiction. The ostensible hearer of Lancelot An-

drewes Lamar's tale is a boyhood friend turned priest, 

John, and Lance constantly reminds the readers, the 

eavesdroppers, of that fact by addressing John directly, 

usually calling him by his adolescent nickname, Percival. 

Also, La~ce•s ostensible motivation for speaking to John 

is to bring into the open what has happened to him. The 

extent to which he covers up the past, then, indicates 

the extent of his unreliability; meanwhile, his digres-

sions, sometimes raving asides, from a recounting of the 

events preceding the present narrative inform the reader 

of the reasons for Lance's present mental state. Though 
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the novel does not record anything the priest says, except 

his answers to Lance's questions in the closing pages, 

Lance indicates what John has said by repeating John's 

questions or statements. Still, Percy's effacing John 

from the actual narrative allows the reader to assume the 

role of the priest. Since John does not actually say any-

thing, the audience reads the novel almost as if Lance 

were inviting the reader into his cell to hear his confes

sion. Whereas Binx•s and Tom's narratives invite the 

reader to sympathize with the narrator, Percy's technique 

in Lancelot requires the reader to "become an aggressive 

listener who will examine and challenge Lancelot•s method 

and motive." 91 Having settled into his role, the reader 

begins to listen, evaluating Lance's honesty, perspicaci

ty, and morality as the narrator gives a glimpse into his 

soul. 

The revelation that Lance resides in a "Center for 

Aberrant Behavior," though startling at first, does not 

necessarily convince the reader that Lance lacks a sound 

perspective. After all, much modern fiction presents an 

insane protagonist who, by his reasonableness, i~plicitly 

criticizes current norms and value systems which do not 

allow· for deviation from those norms. There is Yerv lit

tle in the novel, however, which can negate the ducious 

nature of Lance's belief that "the narrower the view t~e 
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more you can see" (p. 1). He confinns the reader's sus-

picions that he may be taking too simplistic a view of 

things when he tells John, 

You're the first person I've wanted 
to see. I•ve refused all psychia
trists, ministers, priests, group 
therapy, and whatnot. After all, what 
is there to talk about? I've noth
ing to say and am certainly not in
terested in what they say. (p. 3) 

Before the narrative proper even begins, the reader knows 

that he is listening to a closed-minded man. It remains 

to be seen exactly how and why Lance has set his mind on 

ideas which he refuses to question or alter. 

Before Lance can actually begin his recollections 

about the chain of events which culminated in his incar-

ceration, he must overcome an aversion to remembering. 

Having pretended at first not to recognize his boyhood 

friend, Lance confesses, "I was not quite honest yester-

day when I pretended not to know you. I knew you per-

fectly well. There's nothing wrong with my memory. It's 

just that I don't like to remember" (p. 7). Why, the 

reader may ask, should he wish to forget? Later, as he 

begins to recall events, he says, "Now I remember almost 

everything, except--Every event in the past. • It's 

that one night I blank out on--no, not blank out, but 

somehow can • t make the effort to remember" ( p. 63). Lance 

is not simply so traumatized by the pain that he cannot 



112 

remember; he consciously avoids remembering, avoids con-

fronting the past. Finally, when John pushes him to re-

member the night he murdered his wife and guests at Belle 

Isle, Lance responds, 

• • . what happened at Belle 
Isle? 

That's in the past. I don't see 
what difference it makes . 

Hm. It's hard to remember . • 
My head aches. [Percy's ellipses] 

(p. 171) 

Lance eventually makes it clear that he has good reasons 

for not wishing to remember, as a causal relationship de-

velops among Lance's view of things, the actions he wishes 

to forget, and his desire to forget them. Lance traps 

himself in a vicious circle of naivete. First, he takes 

a superficial view of life to escape involvement in it; 

then, when he discovers that appearances deceive, he has 

nothing underneath the appearances to fall back on. Thus, 

forced by his own philosophy to deny the existence of any-

thing permanent, Lance turns once again to acting for ap-

pearances' sake. Until he opens his eyes a cit wider to 

take in the various levels of existence, :or a solution 

Lance dooms himsel: to making the same faulty assumptions 

which caused his confusion in the first place. l-Ie revol"'·.-es 

in a futile cycle because he rejects t~e past, and he ~il~ 

find no answers to his present questions as long as ~e 

ignores his fo~er mistakes. 



Lance polarizes existence into mutually ~xclusive 

secular and spiritual spheres. More specifically, as 
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Lawson notes, Lance "believes tnat the two concerns, one 

of the soul, the other of the body (including mind), are 

fundamentally incompatible, hence any mixture of the two 

results, Lance thinks, in a grotesquerie." 92 Lance asks 

John, 

Are you a psychiatrist or a priest or 
a priest-psychiatrist? Frankly, you 
remind me of something between, one 
of those failed priests who go into 
social work. . • Neither fish nor 
fowl. If you're a priest, why don't 
you wear priest clothes instead of 
those phony casuals? (p. 3) 

Unless John wears the trappings of his profession, he is, 

in Lance's opinion, "a screwed up priest or a half-assed 

physician" (p. 9). Lance prefabricates a role for every-

one, and that role requires that the person conform to 

Lance's notion of proper appearances. In effect, he sees 

everyone as an "it," thereby "objectifying and dehumaniz-

. . d 93 1.ng mank1.n ." He falls prey, in other words, to the 

penchant for stereotypes that crippled Binx and Tom .:.1ore. 

Moreover, Lance's stereotyping depends upon his separat-

ing intangibles from their tangible manifestations. See-

ing priests in casuals and nuns in J. c. Penny's slacks, 

Lance begins to believe that God has gone because God's 

vestments are gone. He wants to see the forrr~ of Chris-

tianity without its religious 94 substructure. In the 
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same way, Lance restricts the meaning of love to its phys

ical manifestation, sexual intercourse. 

Lance contrasts his youthful, idealistic conception 

of love with his later doubt whether "there was such a 

thing as 'being in love,• or whether the best things in 

life might not be such simple, age-old pleasures as or-

dinary sexual intercourse and ordinary drinking," conclud-

ing that "'love• is one or the other, no doubt the latter" 

(p. 10). Love eventually becomes more than a simple 

pleasure for Lance, as he defines his love for Margot in 

sensual-religious terms: 

It was almost religious. . . She 
was a feast. I wanted to eat her. 
I ate her. That was my communion 
Father--no offense intended, that 
sweet dark sanctuary guarded by the 
heavy gold columns of her thighs, 
the ark of her covenant. (pp. 181-82) 

Lance has taken the central concept of Christianity, love, 

and turned it into a physical shrine to which he can pay 

lip . 
serv~ce. 

Indeed, Lance so restricts the meaning of love that 

he cannot love his own child: "We are supposed to 'love• 

our children. But what does that mean?" (p. 57) Unless 

Lance can feel lust for Siobhan, and at least he is not 

guilty of incest, he cannot feel what ne thinks o: as 

love. He has not only succumbed to the objectification 

of women that plagued Binx and Tom; he also believes, li~e 
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Will Barrett, that a woman must fall into one of two 

categories. Margot tells him, just before the explosion 

of their home, "With you I had to be either--or--but never 

a--uh--woman" ( p. 26 5) . In requiring that Margot be ei th-

er a lady or a whore, Lance ignores her complexity, her 

true essence as an individual who happens to be female. 

Both his religious views and his definition of love 

have a common source; Lance tends to base his opinions 

and assumptions on superficial externals. He does so 

primarily to detach himself, just as Binx detached him-

lf h h . d . 95 se t roug mov1e roles an 1rony. In fact, Lance 

also detaches himself through irony. He insinuates, for 

example, that the "screwed up priest" is troubled by girl 

problems or is not sincere in his faith; paradoxically, 

Lance also appears willing to confess to John. Lance's 

naming his tale a confession, juxtaposed to his attacks 

on the Church and its servants, compels the reader to 

. . b . . . 96 agree with Lew1s Lawson that Lance 1s e1ng lronlc. 

Irony allows him to discount any values but his own. 

Furthermore, he can hide behind a facade of social graces. 

Lance offers to shake hands \vi th Jacoby, whom he despises, 

"not that I wanted to shake hands with him, but we know 

in the South that the real purpose of manners is to make 

life easier :or onesel:: and to avoid the uneasy commerce 

· ( 1--) The reader migh~ of offense and even 1nsul t" p. ::, 1 • 



doubt that aloofness motivates everyone to be polite-

indeed, Lance tends to project his own attributes onto 
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others--but the main point here is that Lance desires to 

avoid involvement with another human being. When he dis

covers Margot's infidelity, he claims, he did not feel 

"shock, shame, humiliation, sorrow, anger, hate, venge-

fulness, etc.," but only "a prickling at the base of the 

spine, a turning of the worm of interest" (p. 21). He 

describes his investigation of Margot in the cool, calcu-

lated manner of a scientist explaining an experiment, 

and thereby disengages himself from the emotional weak-

ness of his neighbors. As long as love is only lust and 

religion something to be worn on one's coatsleeve, Lance 

need not suffer the pains and confusions and sacrifices 

that real involvement in love or religion involves. 

As soon as he begins narrowing his view, Lance cannot 

but lose insight into himself and others. Seemingly not 

cognizant of his doing so, Lance assigns to everyone else 

his own view of things and, in the process, portrays his 

own failings by projecting those =ailings onto others. 

For example, after recalling his own unemotional reaction 

to his discovery of Margot's adultery, Lance tells John, 

One conclusion I have reached here 
after a year in my cell is that the 
only emotion people feel nowadays is 
interest or lack of it. Curiosity 
and interest and boredom ha,:e replaced 
the so-called emotions. (p. 22) 
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While he thinks he looks at humanity with the unusual 

clarity that a narrow cell window can provide, he might 

as "tvell be looking in a mirror; his confinement being ex

acerbated by his willful blindness, Lance founds his as-

sumptions about others on solitary self-examinations. He 

relates his "sexual theory of history" to John: 

First there was a Romantic Per
iod when one "fell in love." 

Next follows a sexual period such 
as we live in now where men and women 
cohabit as indiscriminately as in a 
baboon colony--or in a soap opera. 

Next follows a catastrophe of 
some sort. . . ( p, 38) 

Lance's theory sounds very much like his own life, mov-

ing from a period of idealistic love for his first wife, 

Lucy, to one of animalistic lust for Margot to, finally, 

the catastrophic conflagration of Belle Isle. Instead of 

accepting his actions as the free choices of one man, he 

casts himself as a pawn played upon by the forces of his-

tory. Instead of recognizing his unreasonable obsession 

with sex, he even accuses his seven-year-old daughter of 

being "as sexual a creature as her mother .. • She 

liked to show her body and would sit, dress pulled up, 

arms clasping knees, her little biscuit showing" (p. 123). 

His obsession has made him oblivious to the fact that some 

people, especially little children, are indifferent to 

the carnal. 
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For Lance, "[l]oving a woman" is "absolute and infi

nite" (p. 13). Having decided that the Church concurs 

with his opinion of sex and wishes its priests to believe 

in God alone as absolute and infinite, Lance interprets 

its command of celibacy as an attempt to "rule out or:.e 

absolute so you have to look for another" (p. 137). It 

is no wonder, then, that Lance becomes cynical about ev

erything, since he deduces that all are motivated by the 

same ideas as he. Recalling that his own crusading for 

civil rights in the 1950's was merely an effort to stave 

off boredom and fulfill his familial noblesse oblige, 

Lance questions whether John's entering the clergy wasn't 

"the ultimate uncalled-for thing. . . the ultimate show 

off thing" (p. 64). Recognizing the insincerity of his 

own magnanimity, Lance questions others'. In doing so, 

Lance evades responsibility for his actions. If all men 

are subject to the same weaknesses--so Lance seems to 

reason--then he cannot be held accountable for his sins. 

When Lance compares his reactions to the two great 

revelations of his life, ~1argot' s infidelity and his 

father's embezzling political funds, he describes his 

sensations as "a secret sweetness at the core of the 

dread" (p. 41). Having discovered that "t~inos are r.ot 

so nice," Lance feels relieved that he no longer has to 

be honorable "in a family v..'"here everyt~ing is so nice, 
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perfect in fact, except of course oneself" (p. 42). Now 

it is becoming clear why Lance reasons as he does about 

others. Quite simply, he will no longer have to bear the 

guilt of not being as good as he previously perceived 

everyone else to be. Lance's attitude here depends upon 

another flaw in his thinking, for if he were tolerant-

of his own faults as well as others'--he would not feel 

compelled to measure actions against some impossibly high 

standard of conduct. 

About halfway through his confession to John, Lance 

bursts out, "I couldn't stand it. I still can't stand 

it. I can't stand the way things are. I cannot tolerate 

this age. What is more, I won't" (p. 163). Continuing 

on a tirade, Lance poses a dialectic. On the one hand, 

"If your Christ were king and all that stuff you believe 

. were ture, I could stand it" (p. 163). On the other 

hand, he claims, he could bear it if his great-g~eat

grandfather--who killed a man with a Bowie knife for in

sulting his mother and then "sent for an ax, beheaded, 

dismembered, and quartered the body, and fed it to the 

catfishes" (p. 164)--were acceptable. What he refuses to 

bear is "the way things are now" (p. 165), defining~ 

in terms of sexual perversions and moral laxity. Once 

again, Lance speaks monomaniacally about s~~ual inter

course, and he bases his judgments on the shallow s~rface 
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of physical action. Moreover, Lance reveals a disturbing 

lack of sympathy or compassion, an inability to forgive. 

He refuses to stand for any weakness, and that very re

fusal propels him into his search for the "Unholy Grail." 

Dubbing himself Sir Lancelot, Lance tells John that 

he seeks irrefutable, observable proof of Margot's activ-

ities as evidence of an act of evil. Lance sets out on a 

quest for evil because "everything and everyone's either 

wonderful or sick and nothing is evil" (p. 145). He seeks 

"one • sin,' one pure act of malevolence" (p. 145). Thus, 

he refuses to identify sin as an evil act which can be ex-

plained by human weakness; he decides that sin must be 

the result of a single-minded desire to do evil. Reason-

ing from his definition of sin, Lance hypothesizes: 

Could it be possible that since the 
greatest good is to be found in love, 
so is the greatest evil? Evil, sin, 
if it exists, must be incommensurate 
with anything else. Didn't one of 
your saints say that the entire uni
verse in all its goodness is not 
worth the cost of a single sin? Sin 
is incommensurate, right? There is 
only one kind of behavior which is 
incommensurate with anything what
ever, in both its infinite good and 
its infinite evil. That is sexual 
behavior. ( p. 146) 

=..,ance's preoccupation with sexual behavior is becoming 

monotonous, but more importantly, Lance bases his reason-

ing on the logical fallacy of suppressed evidence. In. 

defining evil or sin, he ignores the basic precepts 1(r.ic~ 
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those terms entail: that man is innately depraved and 

that he needs grace. When Lance paraphrases the saint, 

he forgets that a saint would be speaking of unredeemed 
I 

s~n. He accepts the Jewish "secret: that man is con-

ceived in sin," but rejects John's reminder of grace: 

"You say we are redeemed. Look out there. Does it look 

like we are redeemed?" (p. 241) Unable to forgive him-

self for not being perfect, Lance cannot forgive anyone 

else. His quest for an evil entirely unrelated to human 

weakness is doomed to fail, but he continues to pursue 

it precisely because he can thereby eliminate his own 

actions from the category of evil. As long as sin pre-

eludes inherent human fallibility, Lance does not have 

to confess any sins. His attitude amounts to gnosticism, 

a belief "that God is responsible for evil and that [man?s] 

salvation depends upon his own efforts"; 97 I would sug-

gest, however, that his gnosticism is not so much a con-

viction as a ploy to avoid painful self-awareness. 

Obviously, Lance is a seriously troubled and con-

fused man, and his confession to John reveals t~e reasons. 

As a child, he fretted that he did not live up to his 

family's honorable traditions. Then, discoveri~g his 

father's cri~e, he feasted on another's sins because his 

knowledge of sins not his own relieved him o£ guilt. ~ot 

only did his father put on a false fro~t of respectability, 
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but his mother took "joy ridesn with his Uncle Harry, 

rides which Lance later decides were not as innocent as 

they initially seemed. Meanwhile, Lance, wishing to de

tach himself from the pains of close human contact, begins 

to judge everything according to its appearances; those 

judgments ironically condemn modern society for its apa-

thy. Thus, he is at one and the same time "preaching 

emotional involvement and practicing emotional detach-

98 
ment." Identifying religion as a cassock and love as 

lust, Lance avoids dealing with the commitment that a 

true understanding of religion and love requires. When 

those tangible aspects disappear--when John wears casual 

slacks and \vhen Margot gives her body to another man--

Lance has no choice, according to his system of values, 

but to deny the existence of the abstract conceptions. 

Lance's troubles have the same root as his solution to 

his troubles; he wishes to remedy the present apathy 

toward morality and to dissipate the confusing mysteries 

of existence by creating and abiding by a system of ab-

solute values. 

Many of Lance's digressions from the narrative of 

past events involve his vision of the future. To begin, 

he will seek "a small clean well-swept place" (p. 113). 

In several passages such as this one, La~ce echoes the 

sent.iment.s of Hemingway• s Nick Adams. Percy• s parodies 
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living in the real world when he secludes himself from 
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its pains and puzzles. Lance chooses this type of new 

life to narrow his view of things; using a tape recorder 

analogy, in which the tape recorder is man imprinting his 

actions upon time, Lance complains, "There is too much 

feeding into the tape head--too many possibilities--but 

the recorded tape is too full" (p. 113). Unable to deal 

with the past, Lance determines that he will limit the 

future. Having already rejected the two modu vivendi 

which presently predominate, "the great whorehouse and 

fagdom of America" and the "sweet Baptist Jesus" ( p. 189), 

Lance chooses a new way: "We are going to set it out for 

you, what is good and what is bad, and no Jew-Christian 

waffling bullshit about it" (p. 190). No more gray areas 

for Lance; he has opted for the clarity of absolutism. 

Love, too, has its place in Lance's scheme of things, 

but it is a perveted loves 

[I]t is an absolute and therefore 
beyond all categories. Who else 
but God arranged that love should 
pitch its tent in the place of ex
crement? Why not then curse and call 
on God in an act of love? (p. 258) 

Not only has Lance turned love into an act of p~ysical 

violence, an expression of hatred, but he has then made 

that act central to the "sweet mystery of life": 



Original Sin is not something man did 
to God but something God did to man. 
• . • [H]an has evolved, is born, 
lives, and dies for one end and one 
end only: to commit a sexual assault 
on another human or to submit to such 
an assault. (p. 239) 
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Having defined love as only an act, a specific response 

to a specific stimulus, and then having been cuckolded, 

Lance becomes little less than a misogynist. His ":'-Jew 

Woman will have perfect freedom. She will be free to be 

a lady or a whore" (p. 191). Thus, he prescribes an ab-

solute code of conduct for women. When John replies that 

women won't care for this stern rectitude, Lance contra-

diets his assurance of freedom for women: "The hell with 

them. They won't have anything to say about it" (p. 191). 

Lance has cleared up the mysteries, claiming that 

the goal of life is sexual violence, and he has resolved 

the paradox of good intertwined with bad by establishing 

a rigid code of conduct. In his new world, men will act 

well or badly and will be treated accordingly. The prob-

lem with all of this is that the world does ~ot operate 

on absolute principles; thus, Lance forces himsel= ir.to 

inconsistency. Although he wishes to categorize women 

and men, women simply do not act only as whores or ladies, 

and men do not act only vlell or badly, so Lance must ig-

nore the reality of limited goodness in order to implement 

his plan. Why does Lance espouse this plan, despite its 
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obvious drawbacks? Because if he can just concentrate 

on the externals and live life for appearances• sake, he 

can avoid facing his own sins. He becomes the goat of 

his own sarcasm, "a hero who, though explicitly concerned 

about moral irresponsibility, is himself a victim of it." 99 

Even as he describes to John his vilest sin, Jacoby's 

murder, he does not allow himself to acknowledge his role 

in the deed. He recalls, "I was cutting his throat, I 

think," not quite committing himself, and he speaks of 

the deed in the passive voice--"I am sure the deed was 

corrunitted"--effacing himself as doer (p. 262). He tells 

John that his deed "is not a sin because I do not know 

what a sin is" (p. 165). In other words, as long as he 

can retain his definition of sin as pure malice, he can 

excuse himself on the grounds of mental disturbance or 

even, if he accepts his ancestors• code of honor, self

defense. He has locked himself into a cycle of self

deception; as long as he concentrates on the temporal 

and restricts evil to the physical consequence of inten

tional malice, he will avoid finding evil in his own heart. 

It is hard not to interpret Lance as a violent, vengeful 

monster, but the despicable nature of his hatred, incon

sistency, and delusion is partially mitigated by the fact 

that he avoids emotional involvement with others and gen

uine self-awareness because he is a frightened man. He 
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fears having to make choices, having to put something on 

the blank tape, because he has allowed his life to sink 

into the comfortable rut of deadening habits. As Daniel 

puts it, "Lancelot•s insistence on knowing where one stands 

100 reduces human choices to a scientific problem." He 

cannot take the fearful plunge into the unknown. At the 

end of the novel, even in the heat of a polemic against 

the present age's depravity, Lance pathetically reaches 

out to John: 

. . I feel nothing now except 
a certain coldness. 

I feel so cold, Percival. 
Tell me the truth. Is everyone 

cold now or is it only I? (p. 274) 

Since the reader listens to Lance as if Lance's confessor, 

Lance also is reaching out to the reader; thus, the read-

er, at the same time that he condemns Lance, feels compas-

sion for the confused and frightened Lance. Lance sounds 

as though, in a fit of despair, he just might listen if 

John were to answer some of his questions. There is hope 

for Lance yet. 

Deep in his heart, Lance knows what he ~as done and 

what he is doing to escape facing his deed. He talks ~o 

John because, he muses, 

There is something . . . about that 
night . • I have discovered some
thing. It's strange: I have to tell 
you in order to know \vhat I alreacy 
know. . Your silence is the only 
conversation I can listen to. (p. 89) 
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In naming the past, he gives it reality, and perhaps he 

will name and give reality to his misperceptions. Lance 

must first arrive at self-knowledge on his own, though; 

John cannot simply tell a man who has closed his ears to 

dissenting voices. Lance does take a step in the right 

direction as he speaks to John. Using the tape metaphor 

again, he begins to wonder what he is doing and whether 

he has "anything to say about" what he records on the 

blank tape (p. 111). He is beginning to realize that he 

is free to act and that his actions will have an impact, 

however small, on recorded history. Still, John listens 

only, and Lance tells him, 

I am glad that you are simply listen
ing, looking at me and saying nothing. 
Because I was afraid you might suggest 
either that I had done nothing wrong 
.•. or that I had "sinned"--and I 
don't know which is worse. (p. 112) 

Obviously, one man must not, even cannot, impose on aneth-

er man his own choices from among all the possibilities 

for living. 

Finally, John does speak, but only i:-1 one-~,,:-ord an-

swers to Lance• s questions. When Lance asks, "T~~ere is 

no other way than yours or mine, .l...rue? " Tohn 
\.... • ' L; ••• answers, 

"Yes." Then, when Lance asks if he has anv last words, 

John again answers, "Yes," making t~e final worct of the 

novel an affirmative one (p. 279). I do not thir~ ~~at 
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the novel here restricts the reader to a choice between 

the old Christianity and Lance's new way; what I do see 

is John's agreement that either he or Lance, but not the 

present world, has the right way. The novel contrasts 

a narrowly secular view of life with a more balanced view. 

Lance's attitude amounts to a logical culmination of be

haviorism; if love becomes no more than a response to 

stimuli, a satisfaction of biological needs, man will soon 

doubt the existence of the abstract emotion. And without 

love, what need has man for tolerance or kindness, even 

for a religion whose cornerstone is love? On the other 

hand, John offers a love which encompasses and forgives 

all. 

The novel ends on an affirmative note, but without 

recording John's advice to Lance. wny? Perhaps for the 

same reason that John is silent during Lance's confession; 

because, as Binx says in The Moviegoer, no one has a right 

to edify another man. John avoids narrowing his own view, 

even in a religious direction, because Lance has already 

shown the dangers of doing so. At the conclusion, the 

reader must begin to wonder exactly to whom the novel's 

epigraph applies. Is Percy portraying a lost Lancelot in 

order to pull the reader out of narrow, self-deceiving 

ideas? Does the "he" who is shown the lost refer to Lance, 

who must first see the spiritual death of others and 
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h 
0 lf b f h I O ?1 01 1mse e ore e can r1se aga1n. Does the epigraph 

refer to John, whose faith is strengthened by hearing 

Lance's confession? Perhaps the only answer is that all 

three are possible. The reader and Lance and John have 

participated mutually in the narrative; the reader has 

been cast into John's role, listening to and silently 

evaluating Lance's confession. If the reader is to main-

tain his fictional role to the end, he must join John in 

allowing for the possibility of forgiveness, love, and 

salvation. 

The novel assures the reader that a narrow view does 

not allow man to see more by focusing his vision on the 

truth. No matter what man may do, the tape still comes 

into the tape head blank and leaves it full; thus, man 

is free to act as he wishes, but that freedom carries 

with it the burden of responsibility. Once a person has 

looked into the future and felt the fear of having no 

definite guidelines for action, he just might reach out 

to others with more compassion and find himself more amen-

able to accepting assistance. All of this can happen only 

if he avoids the seduction of logic. Lance argues his 

points very cogently at times, convincing the reader that 

much is wrong with modern society, but Lance falters ~hen 

he places all his faith in his own reasoning abilities. 

Lancelot ~e-presents one of literature's oldest themes: 
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because appearances can be deceiving, reason alone is not 

enough to straighten out the chaos of human existence. 

Lance's need to know drove him to murder, and he has sat 

in his cell for a year before John comes, trying unsuc

cessfully to reason out what happened. He is not able 

to know what happened until he can speak to John, until 

he enters the communion of naming. Reason fails not only 

Lance in his efforts to sort out his past, but is also 

fails the reader when he first judges Lance. Lance sounds 

quite reasonable at first, when he scoriates America for 

her hypocrisy, immorality, and spiritual death, and only 

later does he reveal the flaws in his vision. Lance's 

vision ultimately fails to convince the reader because it 

is based on an immoderate emphasis on appearances. Thus, 

the novel cautions the reader to learn both from the 

character Lance and from the reader's own experience while 

reading, to avoid depending too heavily on what he sees 

or hears, since man is fallible and the world a confusing 

place. 



CHAPTER VI 

THE SECOND CO:t·IING: MYSTIFIC.:;.TION ~~l\D PARADOX 

In his most recent novel, The Second Coming, h'alker 

Percy returns to a previous protagonist, ~'I ill Barrett. 

In the years intervening between his decision, at the end 

of The Last Gentleman, to return to Alabama and the open

ing of The Second Coming, Will has married a wealthy 

Massachusetts girl, entered and left a successful law 

practice, had a daughter, become a widower, and retired 

in Linwood, ~~orth Carolina. hill is now in his forties, 

going through what is commonly called the mid-life crisis. 

His present affliction is actually much more; Will is 

going through what any human being, at any age, goes 

through upon recognizing that he has pursued the kir.d of 

socially acceptable life which is based on the empty val

ues of materialism, humanism, and popular sociology and 

psychology. It is not that his achievements are q,_:ir-.

tessentially valueless, but that those things alone jo not 

satisfy man's desire to knew why he is here and w~at he 

should be doing. Instead of answering Will's questio~s 

about the nature of existence and t~e proper -.;-.-ay to li·\-e, 

his achieve.rnents t:ave been obstacles to his comprehensior ... 

131 
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Engrossed in making money and living "the good li£"e," he 

has had no time for the quest for meaning. 

The Second Corning is not Will's story alone, though; 

Allison Huger, daughter of Will's "old flame," Kitty 

Vaught Huger, shares with Will the reader's interest. 

The novel is divided into two parts. In Part One, the 

chapters alternate between Will's and Allie's experienc-

es; in Part Two, the two characters come together, and 

the significance of that union is central to the novel. 

Allie has just escaped from a state hospital for the men-

tally ill, and in the chapters which develop ~llie, the 

reader learns what led to Allie's incarceration, what 

happened to her at the hospital, and why she flees. 

Controlling the structure is a third-person narrator 

who frequently interjects his opinions about Will's be-

havior, but never about Allie's. The narrator's selec-

tive commentary parallels the contrast in the experiences 

of the two characters. The narrator makes quite clear 

that the reader should join him in judging Will's quest 

for answers as an absurd obsession. When Will decides 

to shoot hirnsel: because his li.:e is ":arcical," the 

narrator comments: 

What is one to make of such a 
person? 

To begin with, t~ough it was 
probably the case that he was ill 



and that it was his illness--depres
sion--which made the world seem far
cical, it is impossible to prove the 
case.102 
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Though the narrator is somewhat uncertain here, admitting 

that the rest of mankind may be "deceiving themselves in

to believing that things are going well when in fact they 

are not" (p. 4), he is quite certain that Will's search-

ing for signs of the apocalypse is an indication of mental 

instability: 

It is not at all uncommon for persons 
suffering from certain psychoses and 
depressions of middle age to exhibit 
"ideas of reference," that is, all 
manner of odd and irrational notions 
about Jews, Bildebergers, gypsies, 
outer space, UF0°s, international 
conspiracies, and what not. (p. 12) 

The narrator, explaining away Will's depression as a S}~p-

tom of middle age, invites the reader to share his own 

amazement at Will's thoughts: "How, one might well ask, 

could Will Barrett come to such a pass?" After all, \..Jill 

has every reason to be satisfied, "having succeeded in 

life and living in a lovely home with a lovel~· Niew, 

surrounded by good cheerful folk, :amily and friends, 

merry golfers" (p. 15). T";hen ~~Jill decides t::;.at people 

"occupied a place uneasily and more or less successfully," 

that "they were two percent themselves, specters -r,.,-~o hard-

ly occupied a place at all," tr..e narrator asks the read-

ers to identify ~, .. ;ith the representati·ves o: normality, 
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"the good folk of Linwood, North Carolina, who, sitting 

in their sunny patios, did in fact seem happy as cats." 

If Will's revelation "applied to anyone, it applied to 

[Will]" (p. 16). The narrator invites the readers to 

share his genuine mystification at Will's actions as well: 

What to make, reader, of a rich mid
dle-aged American sitting in a German 
car, holding a German pistol with 
which he will in all probability 
blow out his brains, smiling to him
self and looking around old Carolina 
for the Jews whom he imagined had all 
disappeared? (p. 134) 

The narrator's judgment of Will is reinforced by all the 

"normal" people in the novel. Will's daughter, Leslie, 

the Episcopalian minister, Jack Curl, Will's friends, 

Vance Battle and Lewis Peckham--all of these advise Will 

to enjoy his life, to do good deeds and listen to good 

music and satisfy his physical needs, and tb quit fret-

ting about life, quit lapsing into ":unks" and "fugues" 

during which he seeks the key to life. The narrator a~d 

his cohorts give the reader a set of norms with which to 

identify, and Will, in violating those norms, becomes 

the object of dramatic ' lrony. 

There is an air of uncertainty in the tone of the 

novel, though, and as Booth claims, dramatic irony loses 

' ' ' ' 103 intenslty ln the presence of amblgulty or mystery. 

When the affirmed values are called into question, when 
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the reader is not sure whether Will or the narrator is 

right, a character cannot be critized too harshly for 

deviating from those values. The narrator's uncertainty, 

at the beginning of the novel, about whether Will or the 

world suffers most from a disorder, gives the reader a 

small basis from which to defend Will's actions. That 

base is widened by the frequent merging of narrative voice 

with Will's consciousness so that the two are nearly in-

distinguishable. The merging has two general directions. 

First, the reader sees Will's world through Will's eyes, 

thereby discovering the cause of Will's alienation. Sec-

ond, the reader joins Will in his "fugues," as he mentally 

returns to his past in search for the means of understand-

lng his present unhappiness. 

At a party given in honor of his daughter's upcomlng 

wedding, Will briefly charac~erizes everyone present. 

Leslie and her fiance, Jason Cupp, are "born-again Chris-

tians" who believe in "opening up and loving everybo:1y." 

Marge Cupp believes in "leaving the sad, failed land li::e 

behind and . . going tack to the original en',-iron.t"·nent, 

the ocean." Ed Cupp, a worshipper of material possessions, 

is presently obsessed Kith "the proper i:1sertion o:: a 

Mercedes :il t.er." Jack Cu.rl is an ecu ... rr,enical Episcop2.1 ian 

minister -.,i~o w-ears jump suits and has "no strong :eeli::--.gs 

acout womar. priests or the interim pray2r book." ~- . ' 

h 2..::. 1:. ~.-
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believes in astrology; Yamaiuchi, the butler, ls a Jeho-

vah's Witness, and Yamaiuchi's wife is "a theosophist, 

who believe[s] in reincarnation" (pp. 158-61). Observing 

the scene before him, Will wonders, 

Is this an age of belief, . 
a great renaissance of faith after a 
period of crass materialism, atheism, 
agnosticism, liberalism, scientism? 
Or is it an age of madness in which 
everyone believes everything? Which? 

The only unbelievers he knew in 
Linwood were Lewis Peckhrna and Ewell 
McBee, and they were even more de
mented than the believers. (p. 159) 

In his letter to Sutter Vaught, Will specifies his dis-

pleasure with his world: "My quarrel with others can be 

summed up as a growing disgust with two classes o~ people 

0 . the believers and the unbelievers. The onlv- diffi-

culty is deciding which is the more feckless" (p. 188). 

Will proceeds to explain that he cannot tolerate the be-

lievers because the "present-day Christian is either half-

assed, nominal, lukewarm, hypocritical, sinful, or, i: 

fervent, generally offensive and fanatical" (p. 189). On 

the other hand, the believer at least is not crazy, ~ .. .-hile 

[t] present-day unbeliever is crazy 
because he finds himself born into a 
world of endless wonders, having no 
notion how he got here, a world in 
which he eats, sleeps, s~its, fucks, 
works, grows old, gets sick, and dies, 
and is quite content to have it so. 
Not once in his entire li:e does it 
cross his mind to sav to himsel: that 
his situation is preposterous, that 
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.. 
an explanation is due him and to de
mand such an explanation and to refuse 
to play out another act of the farce 
until an explanation is forthcoming. 

(p. 189) 

Will refuses to accept the unbeliever's tenet that the 

worldly life, with its pain and confusion and brevity, . 
l.S 

all man has. Conversely, though he acknowledges the pos-

sibility of truth in Christian doctrine, he cannot help 

wondering, ". • if the good news is true, why are its 

public proclaimers such assholes and the proclamation 

itself such a weary used-up thing?" (p. 189) The world 

as it is, then, has no place for Will. Unable to be eith-

er an apathetic unbeliever or an of~ensive believer, he 

feels estranged both from his neighbors and from his en-

vironment. 

Seeing no hope for a contemporary solution to his 

dilemma, Will turns to the past: "And, strange to say, 

at the very moment of his remembering the distant past, 

the meaning of his present life became clear to him" (p. 

71). This statement imrnedia':el:r precedes ~,'I- ill's recognJ.-

tion that his every action had been an effort to escape 

his father's "ancient hatred and allegiances, allegiances 

unto death and love of war and rumors of war ar.d 0~der 

it all death and [the] secret love of death" (p. 72). 

Will hoped that if he pursued a life exactly opposite 

his :Eat:-.er' s, he could then find somethir.g "ji::erent :rorrl 
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death, maybe even a kind of life" (p. /2). Consequently, 

he moved to the North, married a "pious upstate Ctica, 

New York woman," concentrated on making money and enjoy-

ing the good life, in short, did everything his father 

didn't do except adopt a Christian faith. At the same 

moment that he understands why he chose "his little Yankee 

life," Will realizes that it "had not worked after all" 

(p. 73). He still lacks a purpose and meaning in his life. 

Almost every time Will considers his past, he enters 

into a fugue state, during which time he converses with 

his dead father, or more precisely, with a bodiless ap-

parition which voices his father's sentiments. This ere-

ates a dialogue, a philosophical framework for the ideas 

with which Will is struggling. Will tells his father, 

Ed Barrett, "you loved only death because for you what 

passed for life was really a death-in-life, which has no 

name and so is worse than death" (p. 133). Shortly there-

after, Will reflects on his father's commiting suicide: 

And what samurai self-love of death, 
let alone the little death of everv
day ~uck-you love, can match the double 
~inchester come of taking oneself into 
oneself, the cold-steel extension of 
oneself into mouth, yes, for yo~, for 
me, for us, the logical and ultimate 
act of fuck-you love fuck-off wo~ld, 
the penetratioD and union of perfect 
cold gunmetal i:Gto ~. .. -arm quailing mor
tal flesh, the coming to end all com
ing, brain cells which together fal
tered and fell short, now flowered and 
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the whole dark world, (pp. 148-49) 
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The shocking imagery of this passage vivifies Will's ex-

perience for the reader, emphasizing in concrete terms 

Will's dialectical progress toward meaning. Ed Barrett's 

love of death was essentially a self-love, because he re-

fused to be as sordid as the rest of the world. He be-

lieved that the temporal was the only reality man had; 

thus, love stripped of false idealism could only be a 

"fuck-you love." Once he recognized that "quailing mor-

tal flesh" was doomed to falter and fall short, that mor-

tal reason was not enough to remedy man's ills, he des-

paired of improving the world, and he had no choice but 

to adopt the "fuck-off world" philosophy, to end his own 

repulsive life. Ed Barrett is an example of the :utility 

in secular humanism. When he rejects the First Coming of 

Christ, he substitutes his own notions of self-reliance 

and temporal honor for the offer of redemptive grace and 

love; then, rather than allow himself to become a part of 

the ideal-less world his philosophy has created, Barrett 

substitutes the awful ejaculation of an instrument of 

death for the Christian's hope in the Second Coming. Hav-

ing reasoned out the causes of his father's suicide, ~·~-ill 

must now make his own choice between life or deatG. 

Several times, Will considers follo~~ng ~is father's 



140 

example--a source of amazement ot the narrator, who can't 

understand why "a talented agreeable wealthy man living 

in as pleasant an environment as one can imagine" would 

be "thinking of putting a bullet in his brain" (p. 14)--

but eventually decides to try again, since his Yankee life 

failed him, to find life. After establishing the bases 

for dramatic irony, the narrator is relatively silent, 

allowing the reader to empathize with Will's view of be-

lievers and unvelievers. Hhen Will hits upon a plan to 

improve his condition, though, the narrator again steps 

to the forefront. The narrator calls Will's new plan an 

"'experiment,'" and notes that Will is still trying to 

"'engineer'" his life (p. 180); the quotation marks con-

form to the narrator's denigrating tone. The narrator 

examines Will's actions at length in the same condescend-

ing tone: 

The plan of action he has hatched 
would surely have seemed lunatic and 
laughable to the good folk of Linwood, 
or to any sensible person for that 
matter, if it were not fraught with 
dangerous, even fatal consequences. 

• • 
What a shame he could not have 

relaxed and enjoyed life like his 
friends and neighbors. 

Or, if he had no use =or the com
pany of ordinary retirees, there were 
more cultivated people available. 
What indeed is wrong with listening 
to the ~inth Symphony, or discussing 
Erich Frorrm with Lewis Peckham, and 
why did the prospect make him groan 
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doctors were right. Such negative 
feelings could only be symptomatic o: 
a physical or nervous disorder. . . 

And yet his "experiment" seemed 
to him the very model of logic, ele
gance, and simplicity. Such was his 
state of mind. (p. 181) 

Having decided that he can live as neither a be-

liever nor an unbeliever, Will tells Sutter, he will 
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"search for the third alternative, the tertium quid" (p. 

190) : 

My experiment is simply this: I shall 
go to a desert place and wait for God 
to give a sign. If no sign is forth
coming I shall die. But people will 
know why I died: because there is no 
sign. The cause of my death will be 
either his nonexistence or his refusal 
to manifest himself, which comes to 
the same thing as far as we are con
cerned. (p. 193) 

The narrator's first comment after giving the contents 

of Will's letter to Sutter is, "So it was that ~'Jill Bar-

ret t went mad" ( p . 1 9 7 ) • In fact, the narrator's commen-

tary deserves quoting at length because of its impact on 

the reader: 

This is how crazy he was. He had be
come convinced that the Last Days ~ere 
at hand, that the wor~d had fallen in
to the hands of the only species which 
knew how to destrov itself along with 
all other living creatures on earth, 
that whenever in history this species 
had invented a weapon, it had forth
with used it; t~at it was characteris
tic of this species that, through a 
perversity or an upsidedownness 
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love of peace and freedom and life, 
secretly it loved war and thralldom 
and death and loved them to a degree 
that it, the species, in these last 
days behaved like creatures possessed 
by demons. The very persons who spoke 
most about "people's democracy" or 
"the freedom and sacredness of the in
dividual" were most likely, he was 
convinced, to be possessed by demons. 

Madness! Madness! Madness! Yet 
such was the nature of Will Barrett's 
peculiar delusion when he left his 
comfortable home atop a pleasant Caro
lina mountain and set forth on the 
strangest adventure of his life, de
scending into Lost Cove cave looking 
for proof of the existence of God 
and a sign of the apocalypse like some 
crackpot preacher in California. 

(pp. 197-98) 
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Surely, Will's assessment of the violence and hypoc-

risy in his world does not strike the reader as unreason-

able, especially the reader who has seen that world through 

Will's eyes. On the other hand, Will certainly appears 

to be deluded if he believes that he can prove God's ~xis-

tence empirically. The narrative technique reinforces 

the ambiguity here; Will is object of both the reader's 

derision and sympathy, because the reader has been allowed 

to see from both outside and i~side Will's consciousness. 

Moreover, when the reader S]~pathizes with Will, he im-

plicitly criticizes the values of the narrator and, bv 

association, of the respectable characters who espouse 

those values. 
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The result of Will's experiment, the narrator tells 

the reader before the experiment actually begins, is not 

a yes or a no, but "a muddy maybe" which "could hardly be 

traced to God or man, Jews or whomever, but rather to a 

cause at once humiliating and comical: a toothache" (p. 

213). Will expects to solve all mysteries, end all theo-

logical debates, but he has just entered the cave and set-

tled himself in his waiting space when the narrator inter-

venes to deflate the seriousness of the moment: 

There is one sure cure for cos
mic explorations, grandiose ideas 
about God, man, death, suicide, and 
such--and that is nausea. I defy a 
man afflicted with nausea to give a 
single thought to these vast subjects. 
A nauseated man is a sober man. A 
nauseated man is a disinterested man. 

What does a nauseated person care 
about the Last Days? (p. 213) 

Though the novel proceeds in the next nine pages to 

relate Will's visions and thoughts about "God, man, death, 

suicide, and such" while he waits in the cave, the reader 

already knows the comic outcome. The frailty of flesh 

prevents Will's receiving a definite answer; his experlence 

is an analogue for all men, whose imperfect perceptions 

prevent their =inding the ultimate reality they seek. On 

the other hand, h'ill does receive an answer of sorts, even 

if it is only "a muddy maybe." He emerges from the ca-ve, 

paradoxically certain that he can never be certain beca~se 

the world is full of impenetrable mysteries. :::. , ' 
~~s :-:e aozes 



144 

fitfully and dreams in the cave, Will has visions of un-

certainty. 

The mystery of God's existence is the mystery of 

ugly girls: 

Why did God make ugly girls. It is 
hard to say. That was God's affair. 
But one thing he, Will Barrett, could 
do was make ugly girls happy. Then 
was that why God made ugly girls? So 
that selfish people like Will Barrett 
could make them happy and feel less 
selfish, do two things at once? No, 
three things. Make money too. (p. 217) 

It is the mystery of his marrying Harion and the "sweet 

pang at his heart--pang for what? for the pleasure she 

took in him? for the pleasure he took in giving her plea-

sure? for the vulnerability of her which he vowed to 

protect?" (p. 220) It is the mystery of the tiger "who 

was fretful, unsure of himself and the future, ~~sure what 

he was doing here," the tiger which Will asks, "Did you 

ever really know your times and seasons?" (p. 222) 

mystery is underlined by the allusion to Christ's answer, 

"It is not for you to know the times or the seasons, which 

the Father hath put in his own power," when the apostles 

asked him, "Lor-d w·ilt thou at this time restore again tr.e 

104 kingdom to Israel?" The reader senses iror:y in both 

technique and event; the narrator allows :or an 
. . 
.J...ron.J...c 

reading by revealing t~ne comic result: before t~1e e..,-xperi-

ment begins, while the paradoxes of good intert~ined with 
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bad and selfish motives with unselfish results produce an 

essentially Christian, ironic view of existence. At this 

point, in fact, it may be difficult for the reader to see 

much more than irony and chaoso The narrator casts doubt 

upon Will's sanity, but the narrator aligns himself with 

the respectable people of Linwood, people who, the reader 

discovers through Will, live dead lives. Then, Will em

barks upon an experience deemed absurd by both reader and 

narrator, but the narrator still bases his judgment on 

contemporary prescriptions for happiness, while the reader 

bases his judgment on the comic conflict between inef

fable mystery and Will's engineering principles. If the 

reader makes any sense out of the muddle, he must relv 

on Allison's sections to guide him. 

The story of Allison Huger's experiences alternates 

episodically with Will's, creating an illuminating con

trast in Part I. The second, fourth, and sixth chapters 

are devoted esclusively to Allie's actions and thoughts. 

The narrative, though still third-person, is quite dif

ferent from the narrative in Will's chapters. T~e ~ar

rator never interposes his own commentary on Allie; in

stead, everything is reflected through her consciousness, 

so that t~e reader identifies with and sympathizes with 

her. The reader begins to notice that Allie, who has 

been declared insane and committed to a state hospital, 
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sounds quite reasonable, and therefore the reader begins 

to question the standards by which society decides what 

is sane. Allieis especially acute in analyzing people's 

use of words. After her first conversation, she ~iscovers 

that "you didn't have to talk in complete sentences" be-

cause people "make their own sense of what you said," and 

that "she could talk as long as she asked questions. Mak-

ing a statement was risky" (p. 25). Later, she discovers 

that no one takes "words seriously to mean more or less 

what they" say; instead, they "seemed to use words as sig-

nals in another code they had agreed upon" (p. 34). She 

notices that people do not communicate clearly; they simply 

interpret language to mean what they wish it to mean. 

This loss of meaning, of course, indicates a loss of com-

munity; no one understands another person except in terms 

of an interpretation he has already imposed upon the other 

person. 

The loss of meaning is clearest when Allie recalls 

her parents' visiting the hospital. As she, her :ather 

and mother, and Dr. Duk discuss her progress, she comments 

cryptically on the electroconvulsive therapy she recei"',.res: 

"Fried is crucified" (p. 103). Dr. Duk interprets her 

statement to mean "that going through the ordeal o: 

is a kind of expiation for guilt. Having expiated, one 

naturally feels better" (p. 104). By theorizing, Duk 
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allows all present but Allie, who must endure the "buzzing," 

to ignore the actual anguish Allie's analogy implies; this 

is scientific abstractionism at its worst, discounting the 

harsh realities that individuals must deal with. More-

over, he suggests that Allie's term refers to the common 

crucifixion, in which one pays for one's own sins; thus, 

he ignores the possibility that she means The Crucific-

tion, in which One suffered for the sins of everyone else. 

Naturally, the Hugers do not wish to hear that Allie must 

suffer because they have failed, and Duk can avoid dis-

illusioning them by imposing a false meaning on Allie's 

words. 

The ECT has a peculiar effect on Allie. It drives 

everything out of her memory; thus, her self begins to 

fragment. When she decides to escaoe, she writes: 

INSTRUCTIONS FRON MYSELF TO HYSELF 
As I write this to you, I don't 

remember everything but I remember 
more than you will remember when you 
read this. . . Electroshock knocks 
out memory for a while. (p. 27) 

The result is that when she first escapes, every experience 

. 
is a new one to her, whether she has had the experlence 

before or not. The narrator emphasizes this di::fere~ce 

between ~=\llie and Will; Chapter Tl:ree concludes, ":--~e re-

membered everything" (p. 79), '..rhile Chapter Four begins, 

"She re.'llembered nothing" (p. 80). Allie, t~en, has a ::resh 
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perspective, unfettered by old prejudices or convictions; 

this fact, coupled with the narrative technique, gives the 

reader a bit more confidence in agreeing with Allie's view. 

Thus, the novel presents a man whose disparaging opinions 

about the world are labeled insane by the narrator, and 

an escapee from a mental ward whose own disparaging opin-

ions are presented in a manner calculated to gain the read-

er's sympathy. In addition, the novel contrasts Will's 

monomaniacal search for signs of God with Allie's simple 

efforts to live an ordinary, everyday life. 

First, Allie decides that she will make a simple 

life in the greenhouse she has inherited. The narrative 

meticulously records her problems and solutions in making 

the place inhabitable, her lists of things to be done and 

articles to be purchased, her satisfaction in simple achieve-

ments. She is something of a Thoreau at Walden, trying 

to find meaning in natural simplicity. She is totally 

self-reliant, thinking, 

Asking is losing. . . . Or getting 
helped is behelt. It is not that a 
debt is incurred to a person for a 
thing as that the thing itself loses 
value. • • . Anything is possible if 
you have time and take thought over 
it. (p. 92) 

She is trying to find a solution to her one big problem: 

"How to live. How do you live?" Part of that solution 

is rejection of her former life: 



From giant red star Betelgeuse, Dr. 
Duk's favorite, trying to expand and 
fan out and take in and please the 
whole universe (that was me!), a 
great gaseous fake of a star, collaps
ing down to white dwarf Sirius, my 
favorite, diamond bright and diamond 
hard, indestructible by comets, me
teors, people. ( p. 93) 
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At one time, she had tried to follow the psychiatrists' 

prescriptions for mental health--relating with others 

and one's environment, speaking freely, and satisfying 

one's physical needs--and felt no better for the effort. 

Now, in reaction against the pain and failure of her for-

mer life, she is determined to keep to herself, take care 

of herself, and find herself in her new solitude. Having 

found only an emptiness and deceit in bringing forth her 

"outside-r, the me you see, the meow-I," Allie hopes to 

find a meaningful existence in "the inside deep-I-defy" 

(p. 89). 

Though her resolution is undeniably a reasonable at-

tack on the modern penchant for keeping up false appear-

ances, Allie casts doubt upon her plan by questioning her 

own motivations. When she is rude to Dr. Duk, she wonders, 

"Had she gone crazy so people's feelings -w-ouldn't be hurt?" 

(p. 91), and she asks hersel::, "[W]hy did she have to know 

everything before she could say anythir.g?" (p. 90). ?irst, 

the manner in which Allie addresses herself here is star-

tling; she speaks of herself in the third person "s:-.e," 
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depicting the gap between her two selves, the social and 

personal Allisons. Moreover, Allie implies, whether she 

knows it or not, that she has resolved to be independent 

for the same reason that she went "crazy," to avoid the 

painful moments accompanying all human interaction. Fi-

nally, she betrays a problem with which Will has been 

struggling for a long time, the desire to be certain so 

that she can make choices which she knows will be success-

ful. 

In fact, Allie tries to structure a new life so that 

she can understand humans and the world without ever hav-

ing to be touched by either. She decides that since she 

has been out of society too long to remember its ways, 

and since " [ o J rdinarily people have "\-!ays of doing things," 

she will read 

• • . books for more clues, go to town, 
visit the public library, obtain a 
library card, take out more books, 
speak to the librarian, sit on the 
bench, observe people, speak to them, 
and either catch on to their ways or, 
if they don't have any ways, make up 
one's own. (p. 83) 

She will try to discover the key to an ordinary, satis-

factory life by observation, but she intends to avoid any 

extended contact with other people. 

Allie discovers, though, that she has "ceg~1n to slip 

a little" after a few weeks. ;\lthough she has become 



healthy and strong, she also becomes lonesome: 

Time became separated into good times 
and bad times. The nights and morn
ings were good times. 

Then along comes late afternoon 
• o • a time which she thought of as 
yellow spent time because if time is 
to be filled or spent by working, 
sleeping, eating, what do you do when 
you finish and there is time left over? 
• o • Forest time turned back into 
clock time with time going out ahead 
of her in a straight line as a measure 
of her doing something, but she was 
not doing anything and therefore 
clock time became a waiting and a 
length which she thought of as longens. 
Only in late afternoon did she miss 
people. • • • 

In this longitude longens ensues 
in a longing if not an unbelonging. 

( pp . 2 3 7- 3 8 ) 
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Simple pleasures and solitude, then, are not enough. When 

she has done with the physical, there is yet time full of 

longing, and that longing induces a sense of homeless-

ness. She cannot be at home with herself unless she has 

other people. Even though "people are the problem," she 

finds that "late afternoon needs another person" (p. 239). 

Fortunately for both her and Will, :'iill literally ::alls 

into rillie's life. 

Early in the novel, Will ponders a phenomenon ~hich 

becomes the idea behind the novel's structureo Ee m~ses, 

"Lives are lines of force which ordinaril~,- run parallel 

and do not connect" (p. 67); however, on the day that 

Robert Kennedy was shot, Will was involved in a traffic 
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accident in New York, and Jimmy Rogers, a hometown acquain-

tance, suddenly showed up to help him. Even though Rogers 

"always had stuff between his teeth and came too close, 

breathed on you, and touched you when he talked" (p. 68), 

even though he tells racist jokes and makes obscene in-

sinuations about Kitty and Will, when Will really needed 

him, Rogers "had been kind to him in Long Island City, 

ministering to him among strangers" (p. 68). During an 

ordeal, one man, no matter how despicable, will leave his 

own rut to help another man out of trouble. In the same 

way, Will's and Allie's lives run parallel until in a 

moment of dire need, they minister to each other. At 

the end of Part I, the two are thrown together by circum-

stances, and the narrative identification 1-:ith Allie in 

Part I expands to include Will in Part II. ~ow, the nar-

rator avoids commenting on either character, and the 

reader joins Will and Allie in a three-way intersubjective 

relationship. 

When Will falls into rillie's greenhouse, she dis-

covers, '\vhile nursing him, a new possibility for living, 

far better than exile: "[W]ill I for the ::irst time ir: 

my life get away from my everlasting self sick o: itself 

to be with another self and is that what it is and if not 

then what? " ( p . 2 57) ..,..,h 't c ~~e ~, o~ course, is sex, and she 

finds that the "it and the doing, the noun and the verb, 
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sweet sweet love and a putting it to you . • • become one 

and the same but not in the sappy of the saying" (p. 263). 

With Sarge, sex was s response to stimuli, a satisfaction 

of imagined needs; with Will, it is an expression of gen

uine love. The ideal is inseparable from the act. The it 

is also something else for Allie, something symbolized 

by sex: 

[I]s loving you the secret, the be
all not end-all but starting point 
of my life? • . . It might be the 
secret because a minute ago when you 
held me and I came against vou, there 
were signs of coming close, to it, 
for the first time, like the signs 
you recognize when you are getting 
near the ocean for the first time 
••• a penultimate hush marking the 
beginning of the end of land and the 
beginning of the old uproar and the 
going away of the endless sea. 

( pp. 258-59) 

Like the beach which connects land and sea, sex is that 

point at which the temporal and spiritual fuse. It is 

representative of the synthesis of two worlds and two 

selves, a union which both Will and Allie seek. 

After ~xiting the cave and leaving Allie ln order to 

"take care of the people who need taking care of" (p. 265), 

Will specifies the "secret" he learned in the cave: "Tf:.e 

name of the enemy is deat~. • • ~ot the death of dyi~g 

but the living deat~. The name o-: this centu~y is the 

Century of the Love of Death. • • • Hen love death because 

real death is better than living death" (p. 2/2). w-ill 
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then names the modern death in its various forms: love, 

Christianity, Christendom, "God and American and the happy 

life of home and family and friends," belief, unbelief, 

"the new life in California," "isms and asms," "marriage 

and family and children" (pp. 272-73)o Though these 

could be beneficial in themselves, they have become guises 

for death because the truth is not in them; the "believ

ers now believe anything and everything and do not love 

the truth, are in fact in despair of the truth," while 

the unbelievers "have already chosen not to believe, and 

would not believe, cannot believe, even if the living 

truth stood before them" (pp. 272-73). Will resolves to 

become a "truth seeker," but his problems are not over 

yet. Allie becomes his salvation as he has already become 

hers, but he still has some misconceptions to rid himself 

of before he is ready for salvation. 

After leaving Allie, Will falls asleep in his car 

and has "a swift sure unsurprised presentiment of what 

lay in store" (p. 274). He has waited all his life :or 

a sign, and even when he knows the forms of death, he be

lieves that nothing has changed, that he knows "no more 

t~an he knew in Dalhart, Texas, squeezing his legs togeth

er and looking at girls" (p. 274). He will not accept 

any ne'\v kno'\vl edge unless it is accompanied by a sign to 

verify it as absoluteo Dreaming, he hea=s someone behind 
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him say, "Very well, since you've insisted on it, here it 

is, the green-stick Rosebud gold-bug matador, the great 

distinguished thing" (p. 277). Here at last, it seems, 

he will learn the secret of the Haypole's eternal spring, 

Citizen Kane's answer, the eternal life of the Egyptian 

beetle, Hemingway's "grace under pressure," but when he 

turns to face the speaker, there is only "a flash of light 

then darkness then light again," and he awakens to see 

Kitty (p. 277). Instead of receiving the great sign, 

the ultimate key to life, he must face the world and its 

Kittys with only occasional, uncertain flashes of light 

as his guides. Coming out of his dream, Will is imme

diately thrown into the real world, where he must deal 

with the dead believers of Linwood whose belief is, as 

Will says of Kitty 0 s, "both absolute and perfunctory. 

There was a plausibility to it. Things fell into place. 

Mysteries were revealed." The problem with r\itty•s be

lief, of course, is that the perfunctoriness destroys 

intense awareness of being: "In the very act of utteri~-.g 

her ultimate truths, she was too bored to listen" (p. 287). 

Will is faced with the prospects of supporting a "love 

and faith community," o: playing "golf wit:r_ hale and rud

dy Seniors for the next thirty years" (p. 292), and of 

allowing himself to become as dead spiritually as the 

rest of his neighbors. 
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Forgetting Allie, Will resolves to follow his father's 

example, to choose life in death over the living death he 

sees around him. He boards a bus for Georgia to complete 

what his father began, revealing his intention in a con-

versation with another rider: 

"You going back?" the tall man 
asked. 

"You could say." 
"What are you buying, a farm?" 
"You could say." 
"You retiring?" 
"You might say." (p. 295) 

Will succumbs to a "sweet certainty"; if life's mysteries 

are impenetrable, and man's lot cannot be improved ration-

ally, then he can at least be certain of his own death. 

He does not make i~ to the Georgia swamp, though, because 

he sees "a single gold poplar which caught the sun like 

a yellow-haired girl coming out of a dark forest," and 

remembering Allie, he feels a "sharp sweet urgency" to 

recover " [ s]omething of his as solid and heavy and s.,.,.,-eet 

as a pot of honey in his lap" (p. 297). Allie, then, 

saves Will's life for the second time, and he will 

spiritual life in his return, his "second coming," to 

her. 

Will has one final obstacle to overcome before ~e can 

reach Allie. When he departs from the bus and, thro~gh 

his own haste and the driver's anger, injures himself, 

he is taken to a hospital. There, he is diagnosed as 
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having Hausmann's Syndrome, the symptoms being "depression, 

fugues, certain delusions, sexual dysfunction alternating 

between impotence and satyriasis, hypertension and o • 

wahsinnige Sehnusucht [which translates as] inappropriate 

longing" (p. 302). Treatment is simple, a dose of hydro

gen and lithium, but it only relieves the symptoms; there 

is no cure. Thus, Will will need constant monitoring 

"under the most carefully controlled conditions." Upon 

hearing the diagnosis, Will feels "the not unpleasant sen

sation of being caught up, diagnosed, recognized, planned 

for, of the prospect of one's life being ordered hence

forward, like joining the army" (po 303). Leslie then 

installs Will in St. Mark's Convalescent Home so that he 

can be watched and treated. Although Will still longs 

to see Allie, the treatment robs him of the ability to 

do so. He feels "a dazed content and a mild curiosity. 

His life was out of his hands" (p. 305). He is unable to 

walk to the greenhouse, because his medicine :orces him 

"to stick to the sidewalks like ordinary :olk" (p. 307). 

The symptoms of Will's dis-ease, all manifestations of 

man°s condition as imperfect wanderer, can be eliminated 

only if his freedom is restricted. Fearing absolute free

dom, because of the responsibilities it invo1~1es and ce

cause of his uncertainty, Will is pleased to be impriso1~ed 

by his doctors. He abandons his search and sticks to t~e 
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ways of ordinary people because he has accepted the "sim-

ple" cure for his complex ailment; in the same way, his 

neighbors have "killed" themselves by accepting the sim-

plistic answers of science about the complex chaos of 

life. 

Eventually, Will decides that his new life--"I can 

shuffle off among friends and in comfort and Episcopalian 

decorum and with good Christian folk to look after every 

need"--is not "a better way than swallowing gun barrels" 

(p. 325), but he makes that decision only after he has 

forgotten to take his medicine. He leaves the home, 

noticing that he can now see much better (the treatment 

induced "double vision") and he is able to drive to the 

woods. He and Allie both decide that their flaws are 

consonant with the nature of man: 

"Our lapses are not due to 
synapses." [Allie] 

"No, they are as they should 
be." [Will] (pp. 329-30) 

Moreover, Will points out the advantage of those flaws, 

when he tells Allie, 

I need you for hoisting and you 
need me for interpretation. • 

I fall down from time to time and 
you are very good at hoisting. ~t 
would be pleasant to have you around 
to give me a hand. . . 

B·y the same token, I remember 
everything and you forget most things. 
I'll be your memory. Then, too, your 
language is somewhat unusual. 3ut I 



understand it. In fact, it means more 
than other people's. (p. 329) 
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The man who pursues a meaningful existence will accept 

his limitations, will even realize that his limitations 

are a vital part of the intersubjective communion he es-

tablishes with others. Will and Allie can help each other 

in their dark pilgrimage. "Perhaps," Will suggests, "a 

slight case of Hausmann's Syndrome was better than none 

at all" ( p. 3 44) . 

Will and Allie choose the Little Way, the same ordi-

nary sort of life everyone else lives. He will work as 

a lawyer's assistant and she will raise vegetables. Still, 

there is a difference between their life together and the 

death around them. Both Will and Allie had previously 

thought that they 

• . . must do something extraordi
nary, be somebody extraordinary. 
Whereas the trick lay in leading the 
most ordinary life imaginable, get 
an ordinary job, in itself a joy in 
its very ordinariness, and then be 
as extraordinary or ordinary as one 
pleased. (p. 247) 

Will hires several residents at the home to wo~k :or 

him, but Will 0 s plans for making money are paradoxically 

unsel=ish. The homes which Will plans to build and sell 

will make him a pro:it, but at the same time they will be 

reasonably priced and well-cuilt; furthermore, just t~e 

prospect o= const!:"ucting t:'l.em animates the "dead" :·1r.l 
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Arnold and Mr. Ryan. The paradox of Will's plan carrles 

over into the next scene, when he sees two attendants 

soothe a distressed old lady and wonders, 

Then how does it add up in the 
economy of giving and getting • . . 
that the two orderlies cared nothing 
(or did they?) for the old woman, that 
even in the very act of their offhand 
reassurances to her they were probably 
cooking up something bet·w·een themselves, 
that they, the orderlies, who had no 
reason to give her anything at all, 
gave it because it was so little to 
give and so much for her to get? .. 

Does goodness come tricked out 
so as fakery and fondness and carrying 
on and is God himself as sly? (p. 349) 

Indeed, as Jack Curl, an advocate of sociological abstrac-

tions and thus a paradox himself in this instant, says, 

"Grace is a mysterious thing" (p. 138). All of the am-

biguity in the narrative culminates in this final emphasis 

on mystery. Allie and Will agree that their need for each 

other is, to use Allie's term, a "mystification" (p. 340). 

In the final scene, as Will looks at Allie and Father 

Weatherbee, he wonders, 

What is it I want from her and him 
. . not only want but must have? 

Is she a gift and therefore a sign of 
a giver? Could it be that the Lord 
is here, masquerading behind this 
simple holy face? Am I crazy to ,.,v-a:-J.t 
both, her and Him? ~o, not want, must 
have. And will have. (p. 360) 

Those questions are left unanswered, but Viill needs no 

answers, because he has learned the necessity of actina 
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despite uncertainty. Moreover, he sees the possibility 

of having a full spiritual and full physical life simul

taneously; having a genuine awareness of God's creation 

in all its mystery and wonder means having a full aware

ness of God. 

The form of the novel reinforces the themes. The 

complexities of narrative voice contribute to the general 

atmosphere of impenetrable mystery. The reader empathiz

es with two "insane" characters when the narrative voice 

becomes a vehicle for their minds; as a result, the sub

structure of both modern society's and the narrator's 

mores are shaken, because the portagonists violate the 

standards of both. Yet, the substructure shudders but 

does not collapse; Jack Curl voices the truth about grace, 

and Jimmy Rogers acts with compassion in an emergency. 

The ambiguity does not reverse itself and become convic

tion on the side of Will and Allie; the novel consistently 

evokes a sense of mystery. 

The chapters in Part I alternate between Will and 

Allie, portraying the parallel "lifelines, but the li:e

lines converge in Part II, creating a redemptive love. 

Han is ~lawed, he is homeless, and yet he has free will 

and is therefore responsible for his actions. He must 

~~ercise that will in a world which is a collectic~ o: 

mysteries and paradoxes, the mystery of grace and ugl~~ 
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women, the paradox of limited goodness. The final para-

dox is that man, though homeless, can create a home for 

himself i= he will only recognize all hL®an beings' mutual 

need for tolerance, compassion, and communication. 



CHAPTER VII 

CONCLUSION 

I have focused on Percy's use of narrators, because 

I believe that the evolution of narrative subtleties in 

Percy's fiction parallels his development as a novelist. 

The Message in the Bottle indicates Percy's belief that 

naming is all-important to knowing existence; a person 

cannot know anything without having a name for it. Thus, 

Percy's novels, as attempts to name (depict) existence, 

are attempts to know existence. When Percy's narrators 

name, they are attempting to give the reader a means to 

know their versions of reality, and, to state the obvious, 

whatever they refuse to name, they do not wish to admit as 

real. 

This naming or non-naming has two completely di:

ferent effects on the readers. Obviously, a narrator may 

hide something from the reader simply by omitting it from 

the narrative. Thus, Lance is reticent to name his crimes 

because they reflect unfavorably on him. At the same 

time, a narrator may prevent the readers' kno1ving some

thing by naming it falsely. When Tom names himself t~e 

savior of mankind and science the instrument of salvation, 
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he leads the readers away from knowing that his science 

has contributed to man's fall. Moreover, the narrator 

may prevent the readers' knowing him by diverting their 

attention toward his naming of everything else. Binx 

shields himself from the readers' penetrating gaze by 

ironically naming his world, distracting the readers 

with satirical commentaries on his neighbors. 

On the other hand, naming and non-naming have posi-

tive value. Naming can be a means to each narrator's 

self-awareness and recognition of his place in the world, 

an idea implied frequently in the narrators' interaction 

with other characters. Lance voices the hope that he can 

understand his recent past by describing it to John. Tom 

notices that he alleviates Bledsoe's suffering simply by 

naming the cause of it. As the narrators interact with 

the readers, the idea still holds true. As Binx names 

others' faults, he implicitly names his own, because he 

is no less mortal, no less fallible than they. Thus, in 

satirizing his world, Binx satirizes himsel:; at the sa~.e 

time, he reveals an acute perception of that world, and 

his acumen sets the stage for his eventual self-recogni-

tion. Binx and the readers, then, traverse the same path 

to knowing; both recognize Binx's failings through Bin's 

satire. ...... . ~1eanwhile, the readers lose none of t._e~r S}-m-

pathy for Bi~"= cecause they and he have been fellow 
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travellers, undergoing ~~periences together. In fact, 

the readers undergo a sort of vicarious self-recognition. 

They have adopted Binx•s ironic vision, even carried that 

vision further in noticing the dramatic ironv of Binx's 

irony, and they arrive at the same uncertain conclusion 

at which Binx arrives. 

Binx finally professes uncertainty about man's moti

vations, God's existence, the very nature of reality. 

The readers experience the same tentativeness when Binx 

refuses to "edify," to offer resolutions of the conflicts, 

tensions, and questions in the novel. Since irony re

quires that one have a solid base of standards from which 

to judge--the readers cannot know, for instance, whether a 

character is the object of dramatic irony unless they are 

sure about the norms which the novel affirms--the readers 

arrive, with Binx, at the conclusion that existence is 

too mysterious to allow an irony which does not turn upon 

its source. Non-naming, then, or a re=usal to name is 

not simply a device of deception. The open endings of 

the novels emphasize the reality humans must confront; 

the novels do not conclude 1·li th profound statements on 

the nature of reality, because naming implies kr4o-,·:ing, 

and mortal man cannot know with certainty -... -hat is real 

and what is not. In =act, Lance, the onlv narrator to 

claim certair-lty at the conclusion, i.s ob\-iously demented, 
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and a subtle departure from the narrative mode of The 

Moviegoer and Love in the Ruins in the novel Lancelot 

reflects the difference in the endings. 

Although Lance initially offers himself as a sympa-

thetic character, the readers of Lancelot are never al-

lowed to forget that their roles as listeners have a 

dramatic analogue in John. Furthermore, John does not 

reveal particular flaws in his character, because he re-

mains silent until the end. Thus, the readers feel more 

distant ~rom Lance than from Binx or Tom because they 

have another dramatic character, less susceptible to the 

readers' condemnation and more similar in his role to the 

readers • , with ~.vhom they may identify more closely. Since 

John's solution to the modern malaise, grace and love, is 

diametrically opposed to Lance's, law and honor, the read-

ers are faced with a choice; since the readers have iden-

tified themselves with John, they are more inclined to 

adopt his final view. When John finally speaks, then, he 

elicits agreement with his single-word replies of toler-

ance and understanding. 

Up to this point in my summation of Percy's fictional 

achievements, I have mentioned only those novels which 

are narrated by the protagonists, because each of those 

three novels focuses on an individual's attempt to hije 

-om ~1'mself and from h1's audience his own fallibilit,_-, rr d. __ 
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and upon the individual's gradual self-recognition. The 

narrative technique reinforces the themes. The readers, 

seeking a stance from which to observe the novel's world, 

are given the narrator's view. After empathizing with the 

narrator, they begin to question their own vision because 

the source of it, the narrator, begins to falter in his. 

Thus, the strain between sympathy and irony leads the 

readers to their own version of self-recognition, . 
1.n con-

junction with the narrator's; that self-recognition en-

tails an an admission of uncertainty, and in turn, the 

uncertainty entails a willingness to be more sympathetic 

and tolerant of diverging viewpoints. At the same time, 

the narrator's ironic derision, along with the readers', 

becomes gentler humor as the narrator recognizes his own 

part in the follies he witnesses. The human condition 

is indeed comic, but the comedy derives not from humans• 

mistakes so much as their natural quest for certainty, 

especially certainty about others' folly, in an uncer-

tain world; thus, even the laughter at the conclusion o: 

the novels, except the dark humor in tr.e unrelenting gri:-~ 

Lancelot, is tolerant. 

The two novels which utilize a third-person narrator 

a~rive at the same conclusions but through di::ere~t means. 

The undramatized narrator of The Last Gentlema":'_ ocviousl~~ 

allows for more dramatic irony than do Percy's dramatized 
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narrators. Seeing the novel's world through eyes other 

than Will's, the readers are much more willing to deride 

Will and much less apt to adopt Will's flawed vision. 

At the same time, Percy mitigates the irony by frequently 

entering Will's mind, so that the narrator's and Will's 

voices are indistinguishable. While the readers both 

sympathize and identify with Binx and Tom, they can sym

pathize with Will without identifying with him, because 

they are allowed to see his reasoning from a detached 

vantage point. Thus, the readers can define Will's mis

takes more easily than those of a character with whom 

they identify, while they still maintain sympathy for 

Will as an individual; in other words, the readers can 

avoid seeing Will only as a dehumanized object of satire, 

and thereby avoid Will's and the other protagonists• ten

dency to objectify their neighbors. 

~he subtle distinction between the narrators of The 

Last Gentleman and The Second Coming, I believe, indicates 

the pro~iciency which Percy has reached in his 2rt. I~ 

Percy's final novel, the na~rator combines traits of the 

previous narrators; he dramatizes himself, as do Bi~x, 

Tom, and Lance, but he is not the protagonist and so he 

is detached from the action. The narrator, speaking of 

"~.ve," identifies himself with the readers, and "-w-e" re

main detached from the--not one but--two protagonists. 
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The narrator, having entered the narrative, can deride 

Will much more explicitly than could the impersonal, ob

jective narrator of The Last Gentleman, and he invites 

the readers to join in the fun of the dramatic irony. 

At the same time, the narrator completely subsumes him

self to the protagonist in Allison's chapters; without 

the biting commentary which appears in Will's chapters, 

Allison, though an escapee from a mental ward, immediately 

becomes a sympathetic character. Thus, the narrator pre

sents a protagonist with \vhom he invites the readers to 

sympathize and one at whom he invites the readers to shake 

their heads in ironic disbelief. It becomes increasingly 

apparent, though, that the values of "we" may be mis

placed. Will often sounds quite reasonable in his dis

satisfaction with the lives which "we" find commendable. 

Meanwhile, the protagonist to whom·"we" have been closer 

from the first is discovering that her preoccupation with 

fitting into no:nnal society--"finding" herself, gratify

ing her physical needs, living a comfortable li:e, learn

lng to talk as everyone else does--all have left her still 

dissatisfied. Then, in Part II, the two protagonists' 

lives converge, and the separate narrative voice which 

dominated the chapters on Will in Part I nearly disappears. 

Will, obsessed with answers in his past, and ~llie, ot

sessed with satisfaction in the present, find a middle 
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ground together. The narrator has departed without ac

counting for Will's and Allie's reasonable insanity, and 

the two become empathetic as well as sympathetic charac

ters. The readers, now having no supporting commentary 

to guide their judgments and discovering a sense of iden

tity with abnormal characters, finally must agree with 

Allie and Will that life is a "mystification.'' Horeover, 

the narrative structure reinforces the effect of the nar

rative on the readers; a somewhat unsympathetic charac

ter and a sympathetic one come together in a union of 

understanding, tolerance, and humor. In the same way, 

each of Percy's novels encourages the readers to sympa

thize with flawed protagonists. That sympathy depends 

upon the comprehension which comes from naming. By nam

ing life a "mystification," Allie hits upon a perception 

which Will shares with her, and both can enjoy a mutual 

understanding; by naming reality in the novels, the nar

rators allow the readers to enter into a relationship 

which accepts mortal frailty with gentle humor and en

courages understanding, 

By placing particular individuals in particular 

places and showing how they react to other people and 

their environments, Percy achieves that rare feat in 

literature--the readers' recognition that they are see

ing, in the metaphor of the novel, how things ~eally are. 
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And things really are ambiguous. Percy has said, for 

example, "A good bit of The Last Gentleman and The Movie

goer has to do with positive values and the beauties of 

the very things that are made fun of in so much alienated 

. 105 . 
lJ.etrature." HJ.story, a frequent target of irony, 

often receives kind treatment from Percy. Though Binx 

may reject his ancestors• code of honor and Will may re-

ject his father's suicidal philosophy, both protagonists 

find meaning by examining their pasts. The narrative 

structure of Love in the Ruins--beginning in the present, 

jumping back four days, and moving back to the present--

with Tom finally dropping many of his delusions and mov-

ing toward a better life, suggests that history could 

shed light on modern problems. Will's and ~llie•s union, 

too, suggests that the past might be relevant to the pres-

ent. Previous generations and the questions they asked 

about the meaning o~ life, after all, were not very dif-

ferent from current generations and questions. As for 

the present, the very ordinariness or pal trir.ess or e',Ter"'.;"-

dayness which alienates the protago~ists is also the 

source of their sal~ation. Thev cannot re~ove the~selves 

from life and still live meaningful existences, just as 

thev cannot allow thernsel"'/es to be mired ir1 the em~tiness, 

triteness, and falseness of the twentieth century. For 

that very reason, Bir ..... x, Bolling, Tom ~1ore, Will Barrett, 
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and Allison Huger each marries and settles down into an 

ordinary life. When they enter into the everyday events 

of life, they assQ~e a heavy burden of responsibility, 

but they also find an intersubjective home, a new com

munity to replace the one destroyed by war and science. 

When they assume responsibility, however, they will 

only be repeating past mistakes if they try to force their 

ideas on their deaf, apathetic neighbors. This is perhaps 

Lancelot Lamar's worst mistak~, to attempt to stratify a 

society of his own making, to wish to force his imperfect 

perceptions upon mankind. The best that the protagonists 

can do is to "learn to accept their unfulfilled desires, 

their inability to 'figure out• the mystery of existence, 

and their personal suffering as the necessary condition 

of man's earthly exile from God." 106 The novelist, also, 

must accept his limitations; if he preaches too strongly 

his convictions in his fiction, even the conviction that 

mystery supercedes convictions, he is, like Lancelot, 

foisting on his readers his own choices, choices made in 

the same darkness that envelopes everyone else. Accord

ing to Percy, the best that the novelist can hope :or 

is to portray life as it really is, use techniques that 

will mirror the reality the protagonists aiscover, and 

avoid dogmatizing his own perceptiohs about the nat~re of 

man and life. Percy prevents, at least most of the time, 
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his own opinions from shining through the tales by muddy-

ing the waters a bit with confused narrators and confusing 

devices. At the same time, any piece of writing inevi-

tably implies, by its rhetoric if by nothing else, per-
I 

sonal convictions, which or may not be closer to the ul-

timate truth than the readers•. Recognizing that fact, 

and remaining true to his theories of what fiction should 

be, Percy warns both readers and writers, 

If it is true that the poet and the 
novelist are in the vanguard in their 
foreboding that something has gone 
badly wrong and in their sketching 
out of the nature of the pathology, 
let the reader both rejoice and be
ware, rejoice that the good novelist 
has the skill to point out the spec
ters which he, the reader, had been 
only dimly aware of, but beware in 
doing so of surrendering the slight
est sovereignty over himself .... 
[T]he living of one's life is not 
to be found in books, either in the 
reading of them or the writing of 
them.l07 
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tail influences--especially the writing of Kierkegaard, 

Marcel, Buber, and Heidigger--on Percy's thought and fie-

tion, see Martin Luschei, The Sovereign Wayfarer: Walker 

Percy's Diagnosis of the Halaise (Baton Rouge: Louisiana 

State University Press, 1972); Suzanne B. Watkins, "From 

Physician to ~ovelist: The Progression of Walker Percy," 

Diss. New York University 1977; and Lewis A. Lawson, 

"Walker Percy's Indirect Conununications," Texas Studies 

in Language and Literature, 11 (1968), 867-900. Except 

for Harcel's concept and term intersubjectivity, most of 

the important terms and ideas come from Kierkegaard's 

writings. 

2 Walker Percy I The Hessage in the Bottle: nOW Queer 

Han .f._§.L How- Queer Lanquage ~ and Hhat One Has to Do ~ ... -it~";. 

the Other (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 19S4), 

pp. 18-19. Subsequent references to this book are from 

this edition and will be cited pa~enthetically, with the 

abbreviation ~1B preceding the page numbers. 

3 See especially C~apter II in Luschei•s book for a 

coherent analysis of Percy's existentialism. 
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Ethics, ed. Jac Tharpe (Jackson: University Press o~ 
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and Rhiel, p. 28. 
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33 
John F. Zeugner, "Walker Percy and Gabriel Marcel: 
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36 
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An Intervie·w- with Eudora Welty and Walker Percy'' ( rpt. of 

transcript from Firing Line, 12 Dec. 1972), ~ississiopi 

Quarterly, 26 (Fall 1973), 501. 

38 Carr, p. 330. 

39 
C~eemens, p. 280. 
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no studies of narrative point of view in individual works. 
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rator in Percy's fiction: James halter, "Spin.ning a:-ld 
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Spieling: A Trick and a Kick in Walker Percy's The Hovie

goer," Southern Review, 16 (Summer 1980), 574-90, and 

William Leigh Godshalk, "Love in the Ruins: Thomas i-1ore' s 

Distorted Vision," in The Art of Walker Percy, pp. 137-56. 

42 Booth, 378. p. 

43 Booth, 140. p. 

44 Booth, 378. p. 

45 
For a discussion of the reader's casting himself 

into a role devised for him by the writer, see Walter s. 

J. Ong, "The Writer Is Always a Fiction," PMLA, 90 ( 1976), 

9-21. 

46 Booth notes that the intensity of dramatic irony 

increases when the mystery increases, and vice-versa, 

because intense dramatic irony requires clear norms on 

the part of the implied author (p. 225). 

47 Walker Percy, The Hoviegoer (New York: Alfred A. 

Knopf, Inc., 1960), p. 11. Subsequent references to this 

novel are from this edition and will be cited parentheti-

cally. 

48 Walter, 575. p. 

49 Walter, 575. p. 

50 Lewis A. Lawson, "!v!oviegoing in The ~loviegoer," in 

Walker Percy: Art and Ethics, pp. 30-31. 

51 Telotte, "To Talk Creatively," p. 34. 

52 Lawson, "Hoviegoing in Th~ ~!ovieaoer," p. 33. 
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54 Walter, 577. p. 

55 
Rhiel, 33. p. 

56 Martin Luschei, "The Moviegoer as Dissolve," in 

The Art of Walker Percy, p. 27. 

57 
In fact, Telotte suggests that the lack of com-
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munication between Binx and each of his secretaries sig-

nals his lack of love and understanding. He can neither 

talk nor listen to them, because he discounts their hu-

manity, and humanity is prerequisite for conversation. See 

"To Talk Creatively," pp. 68-70. 

58 
Walter, p. 580. 

59 
Lewis A. Lawson, "Time and Eternity in The Novie-

goer," Southern Humanities Review, 16 (Spring 1928), p. 

140. 

60 Lawson interprets Binx•s concern for Kate and the 

children as an indication that Binx has passed from the 

aesthetic to the ethical sphere of existence. See "Walker 

Percy's Indirect Communications," pp. 888-89. 

61 i'-Iarvin Randolph Bates, "Walker Percy• s Ironic 

Apology," Diss. Tulane University 1978, p. 25. 

62 Walker Percy, The Last Gentle..rnan (:\ew Yor}~: Fa~ro.r, 

Straus and Girou..r""<, Inc., 1966), p. 11. Subsequent refer-

ences to this novel are from this edition and ~ill be cited 

parenthetically. 
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Pearson, p. 117. 

64 
For a discussion of the satire in this novel, see 

Watkins, pp. 139-44. 

65 Cf S' ' . • 1mone Vaughtler•s dlscussion of the narrator-

protagonist relationship in "Narrative Triangulation in 

The Last Gentleman," in The L~rt of 1'-lalker Percy, pp. 69-

95. 

66 
Several critics have noted that Will's scientific 

approach makes him "the chief object of Percy's satire." 

Rhiel, p. 69o See Luschei, The Sovereign Wavfarer, pp. 

124-25, and Bates, p. 121. 

67 Lawson, "Walker Percy 1 s Indirect Communications," 

p. 892. 

68 Bates (pp. 128 and 140) makes this point, claiming 

that Will substitutes for his own presence the distance 

offered by eavesdropping and the telescope. 

69 Coles, p. 18 5. 

70 Telotte, "To Talk Creatively," pp. 115-16. 

71 Luschei, The Sovereign Wavfarer, p. 139. 

72 Broughton, pp. 106-07. 

73 Luschei suggests that the priest's character em-

phasizes "the centrality of the rite over the instrL:me:-~ts." 

The Sovereian Wayfarer, p. 165. 
7 ,, 
~ Susan s. Kissel d~scusses the sic~i~icance o: t~e 

conclusion 2.~1 "~\'alker Percy• s 'Conversions,'" Souther::-1 
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Literary Journal, 9, (Spring 1977), p. 128). Cf. Lawson, 

"Walker Percy 0 s Indirect Communications," p. 899, and 

Luschei, The Sovereign Wayfarer, pp. 167-68. 

75 Carr, p. 329. 

76 Bates, pp. 125-26. 

77 
Cf. Telotte•s reading of optimism in the conclu-

sion in "To Talk Creatively," pp. 105-14. 

78 
Walker Percy, Love in the Ruins: The Adventures of 

a Bad Catholic at a Time near the End of the World (New 

York: Garrar, Straus and Giroux, Inc., 1971), p. 3o 

Subsequent references to this novel are from this edition 

and will be cited parenthetically. 

79 I I h I d h d Several cr1.t1.cs ave ment1.one Nore•s ort o oxy, 

but the most thorough treatment of the novel as Christian 

commentary is Godshalk's "Walker Percy's Christian Vision." 

80 See Godshalk, "Love in the Ruins: Thomas More's 

Distorted Vision," for an especially perceptive exegesis 

of Tom's unreliability, based on his tendency to mythicize 

existence, his unwarranted faith in science, and his dis-

torting realities through similes. 

81 I I w - Ch v d See Lusche~, The Sovere1.gn avLarer, . , an 

Pearson, pp. 120 passim. 

82 Cf. the discussions of satire and dystopian ele-

ments in the novel in Luschei, Ch. V; Coles, Ch. r~:; and 

Bates, Ch. IV. 
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Lewis A. Lawson, "William Alexander Percy, Walker 

Percy, and the Apocalypse," Modern Age, 24 (Fall 1980), 

404. 

84 
Godshalk cites this and other instances of More's 

confusion about facts as evidence of his unreliability, 

in "Love in the Ruins: Thomas More's Distorted Vision," 

pp. 138-39. 

85 W '11' D ' h . . ~ ~am ow~e notes t at Percy's f1ct1on suggests 

that "one needs to resist complete absorption in either 

pole of sensation or thought." "Walker Percy: Sensualist-

Thinker," Novel (Fall 1972), pa 65. 

86 Cleanth Brooks, "Walker Percy and Modern Gnosti-

cism," in The Art of Walker Percy, p. 270. 

87 For discussions of Tom's misplaced faith in 

science, see Pearson, p. 110, Bates, pp. 167-68, and 

Godshalk, "Love in the Ruins: Thomas ?'-lore's Distorted 

Vision," p. 152. 

88 See Telotte, "To Talk Creatively," pp. 187-89, 

and Luschei, The Sovereign Wayfarer, pp. 212-13. 

89 Kennedy, p. 124. 

90 Walker Percy, Lancelot (New York: Farrar, Straus, 

and Giro~~, Inc., 1977). Subsequent references to this 

novel are to this edition and will be cited parenthetically. 

91 Pearson, p. 62. 

92 Lewis A. Lawson, "The Fall of the House of L ~.,.,..,-r " c:. ... a. , 
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in The Art of Walker Percy, p. 222. 

93 F d' . . or lscusslons of the ldea that Lance views every-

one as abstract objects rather than living beings, see 

Pearson, p. 63, and William J. Dowie, "Lancelot and the 

Search for Sin," in The Art of Walker Percy, p. 256. 

94 b . Ro ert Danlel, "Walker Percy's Lancelot: Secular 

Raving and Religious Silence," Southern Review, 14 (hinter 

1978), 191. 

95 
Cf. the statement that Lance's cell symbolizes 

"that distancing of self from the world and others . • • 

characteristic of modern man's alienation." Telotte, 

"Charles Peirce and Walker Percy," p. 75. 

96 Lewis A. Lawson, "Walker Percy 7 s Silent Characters," 

Mississippi Quarterly, 33 (Spring 1980), 131. 

97 Brooks, pp. 270-71. Cf. Lawson, "Halker Fercy•s 
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but "rejects the other condition accepted by Christians, 

responsibility, for it requires the acknowledgment of 
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100 Daniel, 191. p. 
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Straus and Giroux, Inc., 1980), p. 3. Subsequent refer-

ences to this novel are from this edition and will be 

cited parenthetically. 

103 For a discussion of this idea, see Booth, Cho V. 

104 1 7 . . Acts :6- , K1ng James Vers1on. 
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