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INTRODUCTION 

The isolation of the individual from the mainstream of 

society is a recurrent motif in-Americafl literature. Although 

American writers are not alone in their interest in the problem 

of man's separation from his fellow man, they have made such par

ticularly strong and consistent use of isolation in their works 

that it has become a fairly common theme in our national litera

ture. Certainly many of the great works of Europe, such as Cer

vantes' Don Quixote, Flaubert's Madame Bovary, and Joyce's A 

Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, have also dealt with the 

lost and lonely individual, but the sense of loneliness is pro-

bably more consistently portrayed in American fiction. 

In one respect, the American preoccupation with the soli

tary person is a reflection of a basic experience of our national 

life. As Dayton Kohler observes, the sense of alienation which 

IS at the bottom of the American experience may be interpreted 

"both as a result of man's failure to master his environment and 

as a residue of the pioneer effort, its image the hunter or settler 

alone against the wide sweep of the continent." In their efforts 

to write of both what they feel and what they observe, American 

writers have mirrored from the beginning this aspect of our national 

Dayton Kohler, "Carson McCullers: Variations on a Theme," 
The English Journal, XL (October, 1951), p. 419. 
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life. Certainly the pioneer spirit is present in our literature, 

as may be seen in the various works which deal with the loneliness 

of the frontier. Cooper's tales of Leatherstocking, Twain's popu

lar depiction of the lonely and rugged life of the West, and Willa 

Gather's novels of the early Midwestern settlers are immediately 

relevant, for all are concerned with the lonely challenge of fron

tier life. In a broader sense, isolation is also apparent in works 

which explore settings other than the frontier and characters other 

than the pioneers. In fact, the symbols'of loneliness in American 

literature are almost as manifold as the writings in which we find 

them: the quest of Ethan Brand, Hester Prynne's lonely exile from 

her townspeople, Huck Finn's drifting on his raft, Ahab's single-

minded pursuing of the white whale, and the Jamesian pilgrimage to 

the ruins and cathedrals of Europe. 

The tv/entieth century has evidenced even further the writer's 

interest in loneliness and its effect on the lives of fictional 

characters. The post-World War I period spawned a generation of 

writers such as Hemingway, T. S. Eliot, and Sherwood Anderson who 

chose to call themselves the Lost Generation. Their works frequently 

mirror their self-imposed separation from society and their disil

lusionment with their vvorld, as Hemingway's Lieutenant Henry in 

2 
Edwin T. Bowden, in The Dungeon of the Heart: Human 

Isolation and the American Novel (New York: Macmillan Company, 1961), 
demonstrates that one of the earliest American literary works to 
reflect the theme of isolation was Governor William Bradford's 
Of Plymouth Plantation 1620-1647, which makes clear that isolation 
was one of the great problems in early American life. 



A Farewell to Arms exemplifies in being isolated within himself, 

believing in little other than himself. In the decade of the 1930's 

such proletarian novels as John Dos Passos' U.S.A. trilogy, Heming

way's For Whom the Bell Tolls, and John Steinbeck's Grapes of Wrath 

show individuals and groups cut off from society. The heroes of 

Hemingway's novel and Dos Passos' trilogy are outside the society 

against which they rebel, and Steinbeck's Joad family is shut out 

from a capitalistic system that has apparently failed them. 

V 
In the last half-century in the works of such writers in 

the Southern Gothic movement as William Faulkner, Eudora Welty, 

Flannery O'Conner, Truman Capote, and Carson McCullers, the.treat

ment of isolation as a literary theme has become much more intense. 

^Ijuth^'j::^orks, ij^latlQjL-d.oes not meaii__a mere physical separ^atinn 

from society, as the pioneers were removed from civilization; nor 

is it the angry alienation of the cynical expatriate or the dis

satisfied socialist. It is rather a more acute loneliness, for it 

involves the paradoxical condition of the individual who is spiri

tually alone in a society of other individuals who are likewise 

lonely and separated from others. The stories about them explore 

the consequences of the breakdown of the communal bonds which bind 
3 

a society together. The hero of the Southern Gothic novel, as 

Robert S. Phillips points out, may be a persecuted and introverted 

3 
The breakdown of the communal bonds of a society is dis

cussed by Horace Taylor.in "The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter: A 
Southern Wasteland," Studies in American Literature, ed. Waldo 
McNeir and Leo B. Levy (Baton Rouge:" Louisiana State University 
Press, 1960), pp. 154-160. 
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individual who, terrified by the actual world, withdraws into the 

cell of himself: 

This withdrawal results in a state of personal dis
sociation with society, a state of gnawing loneli
ness. Frequently frustrated in love, the hero ei- ^ ' 
,ther lives out his days in a terrible isolation or ' 
becomes in one way or another sexually perverted,, 
the search for a sexless, dim ideal, a manifes
tation of the hero's avoidance and fear of 
reality.4 

\ Consequently, the spiritually isolated individual cannot communi

cate or find satisfactory social release, even though he may live 

/ within a social order. 

fparson McCullers has engaged in a particularly intensive 

scrutiny of the basic condition of spiritual isolation. Her pre

occupation with loneliness has become almost the trademark of her 

fiction., In a sense/ Mrs. McCullers' works celebrate the lonely --

i ^ . M -̂  
and the outcast, the frail and often physically incomplete indi- \ \ 

viduals! like John Singer iiv-lier first novel, who has in his face 

"something gentle and Jewish, the knowledge of one who belongs toy 
5 a race that is oppressed." 

Thp^ttpntinn which Mrs. McCullers devotes to the theme /^^qy-^o 

of spiritual isolation results, she says, from her own philosophy , 

and personal experience. In a comment on her writing, she explained C^ 

that her efforts at fiction stem from a desire to relate to the 

4 
Robert S. Phillips, "The Gothic Architecture of The Member 

of the Wedding," Renascence, XVI (Winter, 1964), p. 61. 

Carson McCullers, The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter (Boston: 
Houghton Mifflin Company, igWrTT- 114-



reader what she believes to be the universal implications of her 

own experience. In addition, she defined her main concerns:r '"fhe 

themes the artjst chooses are_.alwa.y.s deeMy-ILex_Sori^.^...J^LiaDXLSJS^.. 

that my central theme i_s the theme of spiritual isolation. Cer-

tainly, I have always felt alone." 

To her first novel, publ'T̂ FT̂ d in 1940, Mrs. McCullers gave 

the title The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter, indicating the lonely quest 

on which the characters must embark in search of understanding, " jtA 

social acceptance, or mutual \oye.i Three later novels also examine 

CJ' 

the theme of isolationr^Reflections in a Golden Eye (1941), The 

Member of the Wedding (1946), and Clock Without Hands (1961). In 

addition, a novella. The Ballad of the Sad Cafe (1943), a dramati

zation of The Member of the Wedding (1951), an unsuccessful minor 
^^ < 1 1 1 

play. The Square Root of Wonderful (1958),^nd several short stories 

jail show evidence of the theme which most fascinates Mrs. McCuUersy'' 11 rj^ctcnx 

Ttie spiritually isolated whom Carson McCullers writes about 

struggle to change their conditions. Some make futile efforts to 

establish communication with others in society.Xone may isolate 

himself because he cannot enter successfully into a social group, 

as the adolescent Mick Kelly in The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter cannot ^ 

find a place at her high school. Another may experience rejection 

when he fails to make himself understood, as Frankie Addams fails 

in The Member of the Wedding to make anyone know that she so des

perately needs to belong to her brother's wedding party. Lacking 

Carson McCullers, "A Personal Preface," The Square Root 
of Wonderful (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1958)~, p. viii. 

file:///oye.i


6 ^ 

acceptance, they must withdraw into a state of spiritual isolation. 

Individuals thwarted in attempts to establish a relationship 

'5.1 Pf̂  ' ./•?/?/ 
of satisfactory reciprocal love also find themselves in a state of "^ 
loneliness.(_Although love in Mrs. McCullers' novels and short stories 

is obviously a force capable of overcoming the dreadful isolation, 

for many characters, it too must fail?pUnrequited love may actually 

increase the individual's tendency to withdraw into himself, as 

when Amelia Evans, the heroine of The Ballad of the Sad Cafe, re

jects completely all social contact after her frustrated love af

fair with the grotesque hunchback, Lymon Willis. 

In one of the first studies of spiritual isolation in Mrs. 

McCullers' novels, Oliver Evans maintains that/tlhe^ailure of Igve 

is invariably the cause of isolation and asserts that Mrs. McCullers' 

works present a complete and unrelenting state of solitude to which 

her charac^^>"s^are,„4oafl£d. (Subsequent studies, such as those by 

John B. Vickery, Dayton Kohler, and Ihab Hassan, have generally fol

lowed Mr. Evans' example or have arrived at separate conclusions ac

cepting the hopelessness which accompanies isolation in Mrs. McCullers' 

fiction. No study has recognized the auth(?r's concern with various 

aspects or causes of spiritual isolation. Even more importantly, 

apparently no one has examined the slight but significant note of 

hope through redemption which she holds out for some of her charac

ters, particularly in the later works. 

^\. parson McCullers' individual characters are not always doomed 

7 
Oliver Evans, "The Theme of Spiritual Isolation in Carson 

McCullers," New World Writing, I (April, 1952), pp. 297-310. 

Sd ) 



$^ °̂̂  to total withdrawal from the world, for some are allowed to achieve ^ 
»«Wiiwa »•> Miw • I m^*7^MifrM0tmm •*,'M«iydi*«*>*«;̂ 4 

reasonably satisfactory reciprocal relationships with other indivi-

duaTsJI It is in the noble and eternal struggle to become a part of ̂  ̂ j 

society that Mrs. McCullers' characters are sometimes able to achiev( 

harmony with others. EventJiougjTjijFa to achieve satisfactory / 

love, understanding, and acceptance frequently brings loneliness to/ ^/i 

individuals whose misdirected and futile efforts mustjbe in vain, i 

number of characters achieve at least B marginal hope that may im-
^ _ _ _ „ . ,., „ .„..„ , - - . . , / •" „ •-_ /' 

ply the possibility of overcoijiifig a state of spiritual isolation/ 

and finally of making themselves an integral part of society. /It 

may be important to recognize their state too, however slender the 

hope may be, if we are to understand the broader implications of 

Carson McCullers' v/orks. 
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CHAPTER I 

THE SEARCH FOR UNDERSTANDING AND ACCEPTANCE 

Many of Carson McCullers' characters exist in a world al

most without reciprocal understanding and communication. /Some in-

,\^e dividuals, nTR*e the adolescent Mick Kelly in The Heart Is a Lonely 

Hunter and Fremidi 
I s 

-T̂ -e-4tefftbei" o1^-tf>e-Wedtl4f^ are not ac

cepted by others even though they desperately attempt to become 

fully integrated members of the community in which they live.) 

Others, such as the anarchist Jake Blount and the Negro physician 

Dr. Benedict Cbpeland in The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter, live within 

the society of their small Southern town but in reality are isola-

y 
ted because of their failure to communic-ate with and to be under

stood by others within the society.yLike Phillip Lovejoy in The 

Square Root of Wonderful, (the typical McCullers character feels 

that he is "surrounded by a zone of loneliness." Spiritual iso-

ation is the given condition of the McCullers world. 

The acuteness of the need to belong and to be understood 

is best exemplified by the adolescent characters of Mrs. McCullers' 

fiction. The compelling need of the adolescent to join a group or 

to be accepted by society is similar to the childhood loneliness 

which Mrs. McCullers describes as her own experience: 

Carson McCullers, The Square Root of Wonderful (Boston: 
Houghton Mifflin Company, 1958), p. 48. An identical statement 
appears in Carson McCullers, Clock Without Hands (Boston: Houghton 
Mifflin Company, 1961), p. 8. 

8 
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When I was a child of about four, I was 
with my nurse past a convent. For once, 
vent doors were open. And I saw the chi 
ing ice-cream cones, playing on iron swi 
I watched, fascinated. I wanted to go i 
nurse said no, I was not Catholic. The 
the gate was shut. But year by year, I 
of what was going on, of this wonderful 
where I was shut out. I wanted to climb 
but I was too little. I beat on the wal 
and I knew all the time that there was a 
ous party going on, but I couldn't get i 

walking 
the con-

Idren eat-
ngs, and 
n, but my 
next day, 
thought 
party, 
the v/all, 

1 once, 
marvel-
n.^ 

t^'ft^^-,. -ay-

The feeling of being left cut of something important 

and the consequent need to "get in" which Mrs. McCullers ex

perienced as a child are reflected in the loneliness of adolescence 

of which she writes in The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter and in The 

Member of the Wedding. In both of these major novels the ado

lescent characters endeavor to join a group and thereby become 

a part of society or at least to find an understanding friend. 

To belong to a group or to have a close friend, in the adoles

cent viewpoint, is to be secure in the knowledge that one is ac

cepted and understood by others. Conversely, to the adolescents 

that Mrs. McCullers creates, being left out can only mean that one 

is doomed to endure loneliness as the unfortunate, grotesque crea

tures in a carnival side-shew must endure a solitary life. 

The acutely lonely adolescent who belongs neither to adult

hood nor to childhood is exemplified by Mick Kelly, a thirteen-year-

old girl in The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter. Mick desperately searches 

for a means by which she can come to terms with her world. Always 

Carson McCullers, "The Flov/ering Dream: Notes on Writing, 
Esquire, LII (December, 1959), p. 20. 
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on the fringe of activities, she never really belongs to any acti

vity or group. In a vain attempt to identify with something, Mick 

seeks to relate herself to the music which she hears on her soli

tary nocturnal walks about town: 

This was her, Mick Kelly, walking in the daytime and by 
herself at night. In the hot sun and in the dark with 
all the plans and feelings. The music was her--the 
real plain her.3 

But her loneliness is reinforced rather than alleviated by her in

fatuation with music, and her attempt to lose herself in the music 

only deepens her sense of isolation from society. ^Her older sisters 

fail to understand her yearning and deride her clumsy efforts to 

construct a violin from an old ukulele. Mick is alienated from the 

adult world of her father and sisters. 

In a brief encounter with her unemployed father one evening, 

Mick recognizes momentarily the loneliness that another must endure. 

When her father asks her to take time to talk with him for a few 

minutes as he tries to repair a clock, Mick suddenly realizes the 

pathetic loneliness that he must feel. For the first time, she 

senses that she can understand the predicament caused by her father's 

being unable to work and support his family: 

Now she just suddenly knew that she knew about her Dad. 
He was lonesome and he was an old man. Because none of 
the kids went to him for anything and because he didn't 
earn much money he felt like he was cut off from the 
family. And in his lonesomeness he wanted to be close to 
one of his kids--and they were all so busy that they 

3 
Carson McCullers, Th^ Heart Is a Lonely Hunter (Boston: 

Houghton Mifflin Company, 19407, p. lOO. 
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really didn't know it. He felt like he wasn't much real 
use to anybody.4 

Yet, while Mick dimly realizes her father's loneliness and sym-

pathizes with him because of her ovjn feelings, she lacks the abili

ty to verbalize her own loneliness and need for understanding. 

Mick cannot comfort her father in his solitude or reveal to him the 

secrets of her nightly walks and her overpowering desire for music. 

Mick is also separated from children of her own age. As a 

freshman at Vocational High School, she feels that she is left out. 

In an attempt to become accepted, Mick gives a prom party to which 

she invites all of those whom she desires to have as friends. She 

excludes all of the younger neighborhood children from the party. 

Her rejection of the younger children, she believes, will indicate . 

that she is more mature and will heighten her chances of being ac

cepted into her own age group. 

Mick's party ends in failure, for thej^pys and girls refuse 

to join the dancing or games, and the smaller children invade the 

party and devour the refreshments. \The sad end of her party 

heightens Mick's sense of loneliness, and she feels even more sure 

that she is not understood by others. Reconciling herself to the 

loneliness which is her lot, she turns to a world of fantasy^ She 

conceives of the world as being composed of an "inside room" and 

5 

an "outside room." The outside room is the place in which her ex

ternal life must exist, but to Mick the outside room is not necessarily 

^Ibid., p. 85. 

^Ibid., p. 138. 
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a real or desirable world. She prefers to dwell in the inside 

room, for the outer room offers no satisfactory means of communi

cation with other individuals. Real existence for her is in the 

inside room of her imagination, a universe of her own creation 

filled with music and dreams of faraway, cool places. To Mick, 

as Mrs. McCullers says, "the inside room was a very private place. 

She could be in the middle of a house full of people and still 

feel like she v/as locked up by herself." Only there can Mick 

achieve any measure of content. 

Mick attempts to bring one other real person into her 

world of fantasy. She engages in a one-sided relationship with 

John Singer, a deaf mute whom she idolizes. Sure that Singer can 

understand, she tells him in detail of her love and desire for mu

sic. Singer never comprehends the meaning of her love for music 

because of his deafness, but he believes that he must be wery polite 

to everyone. He attempts to be amiable and does not ignore or 

ridicule Mick, who interprets his quiet and polite manner as indi

cating complete understanding and sympathy. She convinces herself 

that his studied silence and bemused smile constitute a meaningful 

response, but her conception of Singer is only an illusion. . 

Mick so idealizes Singer that he becomes the imagined cen

ter of her universe. Consequently, when Singer commits suicide, 

her world collapses. With his death, Mick can no longer retreat 

into her inside room because she has been roughly thrust into the 

everyday world of her outside room by a real and painful experience: 

^Ibid., p. 139. 
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"she wanted to stay in the inside room but she didn't know how. 

It was like the inside room was locked somewhere away from her." 

Her efforts to find someone who understands her come to nought, 

and the adolescent Mick Kelly remains alone in a lonely world. 

The pattern of the adolescent in search of a place in 

society is repeated and extended by the plight of Frankie Addams 

in The Member of the Wedding. In a fashion markedly similar to 

Mick Kelly's sty^uggle to overcome loneliness, the thirteen-year-

old Frankie engrosses herself in an attempt to overcome the all-

inclusive sense of loneliness and social alienation which pervades 

her life: 

This was the summer when for a long time she had not 
been a member. She belonged to no club and was a 
member of nothing in the world. Frankie had been an 
unjoined person who hung around in doorways, and she 
was afraid.8 

As Mick Kelly desired to belong at Vocational High School, Frankiey 

likewise desires to join a neighborhood girls' club. Because she 

is too young and too tall, Frankie is not accepted and is, conse

quently, left to listen secretly to the music and dancing of the 

club from which she has been excluded. In her search for a place ^ 

in the world, she resorts to lonely v/alks about town and assumes 

various false identities. As she sits at her father's workbench 

in the jewelry store and plays with the watches that he repairs, 

^Ibid., p. 301. 
o 
Carson McCullers, The Member of the Wedding (Boston: 

Houghton Mifflin Company, 1946), p.' 1. 
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she pretends to be a famous and skilled watchmaker, admired by all 

the people who she imagines are gathering outside the window of 

the store to admire her skill. At other times Frankie dons an old 

sombrero and goes about town trying to convince the younger chil

dren, that she is a real Mexican. In none of her v;alks or games, / 

however, can she find any satisfaction for her craving for recog

nition and understanding. In a desperate bid to unite herself 

with everyone in the world, she offers to give her blood to the 

Red Cross so that "her blood would be in the veins of the Aus

tralians and Fighting French and Chinese all over the whole world, 
g 

and it v/ould be as though she were kin to all of these people." 

Unfortunately, Frankie's plan to give her blood does not succeed, 

for the Red Cross nurse tells her that she is too young to donate 

her blood. 

Upon the failure of this scheme, Frankie conceives of an

other plan. When she learns that her brother Jarvis is about to-

marry a girl named Janice, Frankie decides to join the wedding 

party so that she may at last be a part of something. She thinks 

that her joining of the wedding party will guarantee that she will 

forever be united not only with Janice and Jarvis, but also with 

everyone else in the v/orld. Completely taken by the idea, she en

visions the wedding as all of society. Her decision leads her to 

identify with the couple to the point that she changes her name to 

F. Jasmine so that all of the members of the trio will have names 

beginning with the letters Ja_. Also, the more sophisticated name 

^Ibid., p. 20. 

\ 
^ 

> 

^ 
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, A 
of F. Jasmine will, she thinks, be a further indication of hdh iden-

tification with the adult world. Considering the larger implica

tions of her wish, she reflects upon the forces which motivate her: 

Yesterday, and all the twelve years of her life she had 
been only Frankie. She was an ^ person who had to walk 
around and do things by herself. All other people had 
a we to claim, all others except her. When Berenice 
said we, she meant Honey and Big Mama, her lodge, or 
her church. The wê  of her father was the store. All 

"~ members of clubs have a we to belong to and to talk 
about. The soldiers of the army can say we, and even 
the criminals on chain-gangs. But the old Frankie had 
no we to claim, unlq,ss it would be the terrible summer 
we of her and' John Hinry and Berenice--and that was 
the last we in the world she wanted. Now all this was 
suddenly over with and changed. There was her brother 
and the bride, and it was as though when she first saw 
them something she had known inside of her: They are 
the we of me."0 

To Frankie, then, the wedding offers the perfect means of 

overcoming the essential loneliness which afflicts her. Alone, she 

is merely a niê , a person unjoined with the larger community. Upon 

merging with Janice and Jarvis she can say that at last she is a 

part of the world. No longer will she be an insignificant and 

lonely individual, but she will be able to say that she is a part 

of the wê  of life, the society of individuals who belong to each 

other and who are accepted and understood. 

Frankie's decision gives her a sense of belonging on a much 

•broader scale. Her solitary walks about tov/n suddenly take on mean

ing and purpose, and she feels "connected" to everyone in town. 

^^Ibid., p. 35, 

^^Ibid., p. 45, 

^ 

^ 
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Her dreams of travel take on a new meaning, for now she is sure of 

being identified and acknowledged by everyone: 

We will just walk up to people and know them right away. 
We will be v/alking down a dark road and see a lighted 
house and knock on the door and strangers will rush to 
meet us and say: Come in! Come in! We will know de
corated aviators and New York people and movie stars. 
We will have thousands of friends, thousands and thou
sands and thousands of friends. We will belong to so 
many clubs that we can't even keep track of all of 
them. We will be members of the whole v;orld. Boyoman! 
Manoboy!l2 

Significantly, however, Frankie can join the wedding only 

in her. imagination. To her, the world of the bride and groom be

comes the "inside room" in v/hich she exists. As Mick Kelly's world 

collapses with the removal of Singer, whom she believes to be her 

understanding friend, Frankie's private universe crumbles when she 

must face the unpleasant reality that she cannot really be a part 

of her brother's wedding. 

Frankie's imaginative world shatters as a result of her^^ 

inability to communicate with the bride and groom and make them 

understand the importance of her dream. When she tries to remain 

in the car with them after the ceremony, Frankie tragically realizes 

her incapacity for communication: "You are the we of me, her heart 

13 

was saying, but she could only say aloud: 'Take me!" Not only 

does Frankie fail to find a place in society, but she cannot even 

begin to explain to her brother why she so desperately needs to join 

^\bj_d., p. 97. 

^^Ibid., p. 120. 
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with him. Frankie sees her dream world collapse about her as she 

sorrowfully sits in the dust of the road after the bride and groom 

have gone. 

The vain attempt to fashion an artificial world of the 

imagination is characteristic of the adults as well as the adoles

cents in the fiction of Mrs. McCullers.\ In fact, the withdrawal, 

of Mick and Frankie into the comfort of their respective worlds is 

similar to the actions of a character in one of the author's short 

stories, Madame Zilensky, who strives for acceptance by creating 

a realm of untruths into which she attempts to draw others. A pro

fessor of music at a small college, Madame Zilensky tries to gain 

security by telling a series of lies calculated to impress her col

leagues. Her fabrications become her life, so that when the presi

dent of the college confronts her with evidence that he is aware of 

her lies, he feels that by attacking her fantasies, he has destroyed 

her. Seeing the effect of truth upon Madame Zilensky, the presi-
14" dent feels "suddenly like a murderer." 

Several adult characters in The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter 

create an imaginary world as Madame Zilensky does. Jake Blount, 

the Marxist labor organizer. Dr. Benedict Copeland, the Negro phy

sician, and Biff Brannon, the ov.r.er of the New York Cafe, all build 

an illusory sanctuary around John Singer after the fashion of î ick 

Kelly's "inside room" and Madame Zilensky's realm of fantasy. 

14 Carson McCullers, "Madame Zilensky and the King of Finland," 
The Ballad of the Sad Cafe and Other Stories (Boston: Houghton 
Mifflin Co'mpany, 195TT, p. 112. 
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When Jake Blount encounters Singer, he talks volubly to the 

mute, for seemingly Singer is the only person who appears attentive. 

(^Although Blount insists that he belongs to all ethnic and minority 

groups, he reveals his loneliness as he avers that he is "a stranger 

15) 

in a strange land." j Blount has dis covered what he believes sin

cerely to be the ultimate truth in Marxist doctrine. In a moment ' 

of introspection he realizes that although his theories appear 

sound and effective to himself, he cannot communicate his knowledge 

satisfactorily to others: "Just us who know can understand what 

it means. We're like people from way off yonder somewhere." 

Blount chooses Singer as the silent reflector of his ideas and makes 

Singer the center of his world because only Singer appears to un

derstand him. Subconsciously Blount knows that he can reveal him

self to the mute without danger of retort or painful contradiction. 

Singer's "understanding" is actually nonexistent; in reality there 

is only Blount's desperate desire that Singer understand him. 

In a similar fashion, Dr. Benedict Copeland is drawn to 

Singer. Copeland endures a solitary existence because the concepts 

of civil reform which he preaches for the benefit of his race cut 

him off from the white people. His education and his polished man

ner alienate him from other Negroes and even from his own children 

as his daughter, Portia, explains: 

! y 
y j 

15 
Carson McCullers, The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter, p. 19. 

^^Ibid., p. 128. 
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My father not like other colored mens. This here is 
hard to explain. My father all the time studying by 
hisself. And a long time ago he taken up all these 
notions about how a fambly ought to be. He bossed 
over ever little thing in the house and at night he 
tried to teach us children lessons.^^ 

The children prefer to adhere to the old superstitions and more 

pliable ways of their mother. In his loneliness and estrangement 

from his own people, Copeland also turns to John Singer. When he 

becomes acquainted with the mute, he believes that Singer is re

ceptive to his ideas, and soon he, like Jake Blount, convinces 

himself that Singer understands him perfectly. 

^ - 7 " ~ - B i f f Brannon also sees the mute as one with whom he can 

communicate. Possessing an innate fascination for handicapped 

people, Brannon is first attracted to Singer because of the mute's 

abnormality. Brannon's interest in Singer soon develops until he 

enters the same type of relationship with the mute as the others, 

telling him of his problems in painstaking detail. Brannon may 

feel, too, some of the fascination others of the town apparently 

experience, for an almost legendary aura of mystery develops around 

the mute: 

The rich thought that he was rich and the poor considered 
him a poor man like themselves. And as there was no way 
to disprove these rumors they grew marvelous and very real. 
Each man described the mute as he wished him to be.^^ 

Thus, the lonely individuals make Singer serve their needs. 

^^Ibid., p. 41. 

^^Ibid., p. 190. 

''] 
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Finally Blount, Copeland, and Brannon, each conceiving of Singer 

as the only one who can understand, arrive at Singer's room at the 

same time. When all are brought together, no one of them can con

verse comfortably even about such minor topics as the weather. To 

each person, the others are uninvited intruders into a private world 

built around a personal idealization of Singer. 

It is significant that the other individuals must depend 

on the unresponsive Singer as a source of communication and under

standing. Singer himself must depend upon another mute, the placid 

and self-centered Spiros Antonapoulos, for the same type of illusory 

relationship that Singer represents to the others. The big Greek / 

mute, introverted and mentally unbalanced, is for Singer a social ( J 

outlet, for Singer thinks that he can communicate with no one but 

Antonapoulos.I Consequently, when Antonapoulos dies. Singer's ar

tificial inner world collapses and he resorts to suicide, the ul

timate form of self-withdrawal. As a result of Singer's death, 

the various dream worlds of those dependent upon him also dissolve 

and each person finds himself thrust into a world in which communi

cation and human understanding are literally impossible for him. 

Thus, each of the adult characters fails to achieve satis-

faction in much the same manner that the adolescentsjof The Heart 

Is a Lonely Hunter and The Member of the Wedcting fail in their at

tempts to be accepted and understood. Like the adolescents, the 

adults attempt to live within an inner world of their own creation. 

Although each of the characters tries desperately to achieve a har- / 

monious relationship with others, no one of them ever completely / 
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succeeds. Each must continue his lonely quest in a world which 

is at once cold and hostile. 



CHAPTER II 

THE FAILURE OF LOVE 

AJurther exemplification of the spiritual isolation ex

perienced by Carson McCullers' fictional characters is revealed in 

their blundering attempts to love or to be lovedT] From the begin

ning of her literary efforts, Mrs. McCullers has explored the im

plications of the failure of love, and many of her works deal wholly 

or in part with the theme of love. As Oliver Evans points out, 

she sees love as the ideal form of communication, and the failure ^ 

of love„a.s, resulting in spiritual isolation* 

The frustration that one feels as a result of love that is 

both uncommunicated and unreciprocated is reflected in "Sucker," a 

short story which Mrs. McCullers believes may have been her first 
2 

work of fiction. In "Sucker," the narrator is a teenage boy who 

is hopelessly in love with a girl two years his senior. His ina

bility to make his affection known to his beloved is shov̂ n by his 

being almost paralyzed, in her presence: "All I could do was sit 

and look at her in class . . . and I wanted to holler or light 
3 

out and run for Hell." 

^^'' Oliver Evans, "The Theme of Spiritual Isolation in Carson 
( McCullers," New World Writing, I (April, 1952), p. 298. .^ 

2. "Carson McCullers, "A Note from the Author," Saturday 
Evening Post, CXXXVI (September 28, 1963), p. 69. 

^Carson McCullers, "Sucker," Saturday Evening Post, CXXXVI 
(September 28, 1963), p. 69. 

22 
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As some of her adolescent characters search for a place in 

society or for a friend who understands, others, such as Amelia Evans 

in The Ballad of the Sad Cafe and Berenice Brown in The Member of 

the Wedding, look for reciprocal love. /Too frequently, they are frus

trated because they are not loved in return or because their own 

perversion or incapacity somehow prevents their giving of love as 

they would like to do./ The grotesque individual may be physically 

unable to love. Mrs. McCullers makes frequent use of such grotesque 

figures as the hunchback, Lymon Willis in The Ballad of the Sad Cafe, 

the neurotic Captain Penderton in Reflections in a Golden Eye, and 

the introverted mute, Spiros Antonapoulos, in The Heart Is a Lonely 

Hunter. She explains their symbolic representation by stating that 

she writes of "people whose physical incapacity is a symbol of their | ,' 

spiritual incapacity to love or receive love--their spiritual / 

isolation." 

The physically and psychologically incapacitated major 

characters of The Ballad of the Sad Cafe exemplify those individuals 

whose outward disabilities are symbolic of their spiritual inade

quacies. The incongruities of the lover-beloved relationships in 

The Ballad of the Sad Cafe are explained by Mrs. McCullers in a 

lengthy statement about love near the beginning of that novella. 

In a wider sense, this comment is relevant to many of her writings, 

for in it she explains what deeply concerns her in many works: 

First of all, love is a joint experience between two 

^Carson McCullers, "The Flowering Dream: Notes on Writing,'" 
^ Esquire, LII (December, 1959), p. 162. 
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/persons—but the fact that it is a joint experience\ 
/does not mean that it is a similar experience to the ) 
\two people involved. There are the lover and the be^ 
Hoved, but these two come from different countries. 
Often the beloved is only a stimulus for all the 
stored-up love which has lain quiet within the lover 
for a long time hitherto. And somehow every lover 
knows this. He feels in his soul that his love is a 
solitary thing. He comes to know a new, strange 
loneliness and it is this knowledge which makes him 
suffer. So there is only one thing for the lover tOv 
/do. He must house his love within himself as best he\ 
lean; he must create for himself a whole new inward J 
(^world--a world intense and strange, complete in him
self. Let it be added here that this lover about 
whom we speak need not necessarily be a young man 
saving for a wedding ring--this lover can be man, 
woman, child, or indeed any human creature on this 
earth. 

Now, the beloved can also be of any description. 
The most outlandish people can be the stimulus for 
love. . . . Therefore, the value and quality of 
any love is determined solely by the lover himself. 
It is for this reason that most of us would rather 
love than be loved. Almost everyone wants to be the 
lover. And the curt truth is that, in a deep se
cret way, the state of being beloved is intolerable 
to many. The beloved hates and fears the lover, and 
'with the best of reasons. For the lover is forever 
trying to strip bare his beloved. The lover craves 
any possible relation with the beloved, even if this 
experience can cause him only pain.5 

In The Ballad of the Sad Cafe, the strange relationship of Amelia 

Evans, Marvin Macy, and Cousin Lymon Willis best demonstrates the 

isolation which is brought about by the hopeless quest for recipro

cal love. Each of the three main characters becomes, in turn, both 

lover and beloved in a series of unsuccessful attempts in which 

each strives to achieve a satisfactory state of love. 4 .H6<yv«-^UX 

5 
Carson McCullers, Xhê _BaJ_l_ad_̂ jf̂ _tĥ _Sad Caf^ cind_Ot_heir 

Stories (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Ccinpany, }95T)\"])p'. "26-27." 
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Chronologically, Amelia Evans is the first of the three to 

assume the role of the beloved. Amelia is a "dark, tall woman with 

bones and muscles like a man." Shrewd and aggressive in her busi

ness dealings, the man-like Amelia is widely known for her abilities 

as a carpenter, physician, and distiller of fine whiskey. In her 

local medical practice, Amelia is popular and highly successful, 

although her lack of sexual knowledge causes her to fail completely 

in the practice of gynecology: 

If a patient came with a female complaint she could do 
nothing. Indeed at the mere mention of the words her 
face would slowly darken with shame, and she would 
stand there craning her neck against the collar of her 
shirt, or rubbing her sv/amp boots together, for all the 
world like a great, shamed, dumb-tongued chiId.7 

An unusual relationship develops between Amelia and Marvin 

Macy, the swaggering, handsome village renegade. Macy falls in 

love with Amelia and proposes to her after a period of two years 

which he has spent in reforming himself and in trying to build up 

enough courage to propose to Amelia. She accepts Macy's proposal 

perfunctorily, but does not return his love, for she "cares nothing 
o 

for the love of men and is a solitary person." In his role as 

lover, Macy discovers that he is completely alone in the one-sided 

relationship into which he has entered. In a vain attempt to win 

Amelia's love, Macy deeds all of his land to her and spends his 

^Ibid., p. 4. 

^IJbid., p. 17. 

^Ibid., p. 4. 
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savings on extravagant gifts for her, which she carefully appraises 

and places out on the counter of her store for sale. The uneven 

relationship between Macy and Amelia disintegrates completely when 

she beats him soundly and drives him from her property. Perplexed 

and confused because of Amelia's complete and violent rejection of 

his proffered love, Macy leaves the town to resume a life of crime. 

In her rejection of Macy, Amelia demonstrates the inability 

of the beloved to receive love. Rather than accept Macy, she chooses 

to continue her solitary existence. By refusing to allow Macy to 

intrude into her life, Amelia protects her physical and emotional 
9 

inviolateness. Thus, when Marvin Macy's love is thwarted by Amelia's 

violent refusal to accept the love, Macy remains in isolation and 

Amelia chooses to maintain her self-imposed loneliness. 

In a second relationship in which she is involved, Amelia 

finds herself in the position of the lover who has her love rejected. 

When the hunchback who contends that he is Amelia's cousin, Lymon 

Willis, appears in town, Amelia first pities the misshapen creature 

and then realizes almost at once that she has fallen in love with 

him. Now, Amelia discovers that she must assume the role of the 

lover as Macy had done earlier. 

Cousin Lymon is a most ludicrous choice for Amelia's beloved, 

for he is the most grotesque creature in the entire town. He is a 

strange, small hunchback who, when he arrives at the outskirts of 

9 
Amelia's preservation of her inviolateness is discussed 

by John B. Vickery in "Carson McCullers: A Map of Love," Wisconsin 
Studies in Contemporary Literature, I (Winter, 1960), p- 15. 
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town, is mistaken first for someone's calf and then for someone's 

child. When he finds Amelia, he throws himself on her mercy and 

claims a rather vague kinship to her. Although she has been unable 

to display any love for the handsome and dashing Marvin Macy, she 

feels her pent-up love suddenly released and directed to the mis

shapen and homosexually-inclined Lymon Willis. The change which 

comes over Amelia is first observed by the customers of her store, 

who note that she obviously has fallen in love with the little 

hunchback: 

There was in her expression pain, perplexity, and uncer
tain joy. Her lips were not so firmly set as usual, and 
she swallowed often. Her skin had paled and her large v^ 
empty hands were sweating. Her look that night, then, 
was the lonesome look of the lover.^0 

While Amelia and Lymon appear to be mutually dependent 

upon each other in the unusual relationship which develops, their 

dependencies are actually on two different levels. While Amelia 

indeed loves Lymon on a spiritual level, his involvement is only 

for his own benefit on a purely physical level, for Amelia is a sta

ble source of food, shelter, and attention. For Lymon, the rela

tionship is also profitable because it provides him with a needed 

emotional outlet. For his own gratification, he persuades Amelia / 

to convert the general store to a cafe, for in the pleasant camar

aderie of the cafe Lymon gains the public attention which he so 

desperately craves. 

-n 

^^Carson McCullers, The Ballad of the Sad Cafe, p. 23. 



28 

The relationship between Amelia and Lymon continues in a 

pattern which is similar to the one in which Macy and she had for

merly been involved. As Macy had devoted himself to Amelia before 

she painfully rejected him, Amelia likewise devotes herself com

pletely to Lymon until he rejects her. Upon Macy's return to the 

town, Lymon falls in love with Macy and eventually rejects Amelia 

for the handsome Macy. 

That Amelia devotes herself completely to the hunchback 

even after he obviously is in love with Macy is shown by her tolera

tion of Macy's presence. Although Macy is her sworn enemy, Amelia 

allows him to displace her from her own room. She permits his pre

sence in the cafe because she fears that if she drives him away as 

she did before, the little hunchback will follow him. Although she 

fears and hates Macy, she possesses the greater fear of losing her 

beloved Lymon, for to Amelia, "it is better to take in your mortal 

enemy than face the terror of living alone." 

In spite of her desperate attempts to maintain the love of 

the hunchback, Amelia loses her beloved. In a terrible and ludicrous 

fight, she almost beats Macy, only to have victory taken from her 

by Lymon's interference in the fight. Consequently, Macy beats her, 

wrecks her cafe, and tries to poison her by leaving a plate of food 

"seasoned with enough poison to kill off the county" on the counter 

12 
before her. She loses the beloved little Lymon when he leaves 

^^Ibjd^., p. 60. 

^^Ibid., p. 69. 
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the town with his newly-found love, Marvin Macy. After a three-

year period in which she watches daily for the return of Lymon, 

Amelia finally boards up the windows of the cafe and becomes a 

recluse. As a result of the loss of the person to whom she was 

most devoted, she retires into a seclusion even more severe than 

the self-imposed isolation in which she had lived before her in

volvement with Lymon and Macy. 

The relationship between Amelia and Lymon could not last 

because it was a perversion of love. Likewise, when Lymon enters 

a new alliance with Macy, their strange attraction, by implication, 

is also doomed. Although Lymon appears devoted to Macy, Lymon is 

to Macy merely a tool by which he can destroy Amelia. Macy knows 

that the hunchback will stay with him wherever he goes, and he also 

knows that he can have the satisfaction of taking Amelia's beloved 

from her. 

Lymon's abnormal involvement with Macy is comparable to 

several perverted and twisted relationships which exist in Reflections 

in a Golden Eye, for almost all of the characters of this novel are 

involved in unnatural affairs of one type or another. Similar to 

Lymon's and Macy's experiences, their involvements, too, com& about 

as a result of the grotesqueness and psychological deviation of each 

person. 

Captain Weldon Penderton is one of the more neurotic persons 

of the novel, for he is an algolagnist, a kleptomaniac, and a drug 

addict. He is known to be an excellent instructor of military tac

tics and is apparently an intelligent man, although he is completely 
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lacking in creativeness. Furthermore, Penderton is vexed by his 

latent homosexual tendencies, for he has "a sad penchant for becom

ing enamoured of his wife's lovers."^^ Because of his thoroughly 

ambiguous nature, Penderton seeks frequent psychological release 

through exhibitions of sadism or masochism. For the captain, 

"there are times when the irritations, disappointments, and fears 

of life, restless as spermatozoids, must be released in hate."^^ y 

His need for an occasional fit of hatred finds an outlet in his 

cruelty toward himself as well as toward other creatures, as when 

he heartlessly stuffs a freezing kitten through a mail slot and 

when he takes his wife's stallion on a tortuous ride. He punishes 

the horse terribly, and at the same time enjoys the punishment which 

he inflicts upon himself on the ride. As a boy, he had been devoted 

to the bully who beat him, and as a man he is almost ascetic in his 

personal habits and dress: 

The Captain, who was keenly sensitive to luxury and 
a finicky dresser, wore only the coarsest of sleep
ing garments. He had on now a wrapper of rough black 
wool that might have been bought for a recently widowed 
matron of a jail. His pajamas were of some unbleached 
material as stiff as canvas. He was barefooted, al
though the floor was now cold.^5 

Strangely, Penderton is married to a v/oman who is almost 

13 
Carson McCullers, Reflections in a Golden Eye (Boston: 

Houghton Mifflin Company, 1941), p. 8. 
14 
^Ibid., p. 41. 

^^Ibid., p. 110. 
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exactly his opposite, both physically and psychologically. An at

tractive woman, Leonora Penderton is somewhat feebleminded and is 

passionately fond of riding, eating, and sex. Her failure to love 

or to understand her husband began when they were first married, 

for Weldon Penderton is almost completely impotent: 

When she married the Captain she had been a virgin. 
Four nights after her wedding she was still a vir
gin, and on the fifth night her status was changed 
only enough to leave her somehwat puzzled.16 

Perplexed by her husband's inability to love her, she involves 

herself in liaisons with various men of the army camps at which she 

and her husband live. She neither understands nor desires a 

spiritual relationship with her lovers. Rather, she prefers to. 

maintain a merely physical relationship with them at an almost 

animal level. 

Unknown to Leonora, a certain Private EUgee Williams in

volves himself in a voyeuristic connection with her. Fascinated 

at having seen Leonora in the nude one evening, Williams frequently 

breaks into the Penderton home and steals upstairs to Leonora's 

bedroom, where he sits by her bedside and silently stares for hours 

at her sleeping form. Williams himself is sexually incomplete as a 

result of his having been reared in an exclusively male houshold 

where he was taught that women were bearers of a dread disease 

"which made men blind, crippled, and doomed to hell." The 

Ibid., p. 13. 

^^Ibid., p. 16. 
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thwarting of Williams' emotional development in his childhood has 

caused him to be introverted to the extent that he cannot even talk 

with the men in his barracks. Williams' only pleasures are his 

voyeuristic attachment to Leonora Penderton and his savage, primi

tive love of riding horses and sunning himself in the nude. 

The strange and silent Private Williams is unwittingly the 

object of Captain Penderton's curious attentions which change in 

the course of time from hate to love. Penderton first encounters 

Williams when the private, who is trying to serve as a waiter in 

the officer's club, spills tea over the captain's .most expensive 

dress uniform. His dislike for Williams deepens when the private, 

employed as Penderton's gardener, inadvertently prunes too many 

branches from one of the captain's oak trees and thereby ruins its 

shape. As Penderton sees more and more of Williams, he eventually 

discovers that his hate for the awkward private has changed to love. 

Penderton desires secretly to be a private himself so that he can 

join the carefree enlisted men in their barracks, and he soon be

gins to follow the private stealthily around the camp in the hope 

that Williams will acknowledge his overtures. 

Penderton's love is never even recognized by Williams, who 

is totally incapable of entering into any type of reciprocal rela

tionship with anyone. He regards the captain as merely another of

ficer whom he must tolerate: 

To this young Southern soldier the officers were in the 
same vague category as Negroes--they had a place in his life, 
but he did not look on them as being human. He accepted 
the Captain as fatalistically as though he were the 
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weather or some natural phenomonen.^^ 

Thus, although Penderton and Williams share similar feelings 

toward women, they cannot share in a mutually-reciprocal rela

tionship with each other because of their psychological disa

bilities. 

Another instance of unreciprocated love similar to the 

relationship between Penderton and his wife exists between Alison 

Langdon and her husband. Major Morris Langdon, who is at one time 

Leonora Penderton's lover. Major Langdon has personal tastes which 

resemble Leonora's tastes, for he is also fond of.riding and eating 

and sex. He is frustrated in his marital life because he fails to 

love or to understand his wife, Alison. A somewhat neurotic inva

lid, Alison is cared for by her devoted Filipino houseboy, Anacleto. 

Alison has had one child who was terribly deformed at birth and who 

died when he was eleven years old. Her morbid fascination with the 

vision of the little body decaying in the grave drives her finally 

to have the body exhumed and cremated. The knowledge of her hus

band's affair with Leonora intensifies Alison's mental aberration 

to the point that she suffers a nervous breakdown and mutilates her 

breasts with a pair of garden shears. She cannot love her husband 

because of his adulterous affair with Leonora and because of her 

devotion to her dead child. She seeks refuge in the making of elabo

rate and imaginary plans with Anacleto to run av/ay and buy a prawn 

boat in South Carolina or open a linen shop in Quebec. 

^^Ibid., p. 108. 
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The love for the dead child which contributes to Alison's 

estrangement from her husband resembles the all-encompassing and 

crippling love which warps Bitsy Barlow when a racetrack accident 

disables his fellow jockey friend and confines him to his home in

definitely. In his grief. Barlow withdraws within himself and de

votes his time to a gadfly-like tormenting of the rich man, the 

bookie, and the trainer who were responsible for Barlow's friend's 

injury. He calls the three men "libertines" for their selfish 

eating and drinking in the face of what he feels is the tragedy of 

his friend's disabling injury. ^ Barlow's complete devotion en-

snares him and he cannot free himself from the hatred which results 

from his loss. 

Berenice Sadie Brown, the Addams family's Negro cook in 

The Member of the Wedding, is likewise entangled in the web of love 

which she has woven around the memory of Ludie, her first husband, 

who "is now dead. Berenice has ne^er been able to love anyone other 

than Ludie, and she feels that her inability to form another strong 

attachment causes her to be literally trapped within herself. Fur

thermore, she feels that her caged feeling is a human condition which 

all must suffer: 

We all of us somehow caught. ... I born Berenice. You 
born Frankie. John Henry born John Henry. And maybe we 
wants to widen and bust free. But no matter what we do 

^^Carson McCullers, "The Jockey," The Ballad of tho Sad Cafe 
and Other Stories (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1951 J", p. 99. 

\ . 
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Thus, Berenice ponders the fate of those like herself who are caught 

within themselves and are unable to love. She knows well her own 

failures in her attempts to love anyone other than Ludie. After 

his death, Berenice found herself marrying various men, each of whom 

possessed one of Ludie's physical characteristics. She married one 

man because he had a mangled thumb like Ludie's, and she married 

another because he happened to be wearing Ludie's old plaid coat. 

None of her newly-found husbands can ever replace the idealized 

Ludie in her life, however, and the marriages fail. 

Judge Fox Clane in Clock Without Hands is similarly disabled. 

Like Berenice, he has- had a successful marriage which ended in the 

death of his beloved first wife, Miss Missy. Although the judge 

spends much time and effort in trying to find a second wife, he can 

find no one to satisfy his needs. The qualifications with which he 

judges the prospective brides amount to a detailed description of 

Miss Missy. He desires a wife who is a petite, virtuous choir sin

ger who is also adept at poker. Frustrated in his attempts to 

superimpose Miss Missy's qualifications on other ladies, the judge 

finally realizes that his search is hopeless, for "unmarried, pure 

21 choir singers who are also canny poker players are somewhat rare!" 

20 
Carson McCullers, The Member of the Wedding (Boston: 

Houghton Mifflin Company, 1946), p. 98." 

21 
Carson McCullers, Closk Without Hands (Boston: Houghton 

Mifflin Company, 1961), p. 53. 
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Finally, Judge Clane devotes himself to an imaginary re-living of 

the past. He cannot love anyone other than his beloved Miss Missy. 

Because of their failure in love, spiritual isolation re

mains the lot of many characters in Mrs. McCullers' fiction. Som 

like Macy, Amelia, and Lymon, choose to reject the bond of love and 

remain in solitude. Others almost invariably pervert love, as do 

the characters of Reflections in a Golden Eye; and still others, 

such as Berenice Brown, Bitsy Barlow, and Judge Clane, find them

selves trapped by their lost loves and their total inability to 

love anyone else. When the ideal form of communication fails for 

them, the individuals must seek other means of overcoming spiri

tual isolation. 

iit^iii 



CHAPTER III 

THE STRUGGLE TOWARD HARMONY 

Although the basic condition of spiritual isolation per

vades the fiction of Carson McCullers, the indication of hope in 

the possibility of redemption from that isolation for some of her 

characters may be significant. Although the number of individuals 

who are strong enough to overcome their loneliness is admittedly 

small, their struggle and the presence of even this few implies 

the importance of the striving and indicates that redemption is 

possible. All are not necessarily destined to remain forever 

alone. 

Most of Mrs. McCullers' characters continually struggle to 

overcome isolation. They constantly try to achieve a harmonious 

relationship with society. Sometimes what they need is to under

stand and accept others, a step v/hich is impossible for them until 

they experience personal maturation and emotional development. Be

fore they can relate fully to society, they must come to a mature 

self-knowledge. Mutually harmonious relations can come only after 

the individuals are freed from themselves. 

Frequently Mrs. McCullers relates the struggle for satis

factory relationships and the hope that is present to various musi

cal allusions on a rather high plane symbolically. Mick Kelly's 

entire existence is bound up in her need for music and her desire 

to become a concert pianist or a great compo.ser. When she has to 

go to work in the local Wool worth's store in order to help support 

37 
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her family, she finds that she is too tired each evening to work 

on her music. She has difficulty composing new songs, and she can

not remember the old ones that she had previously memorized. Little 

of her music remains with her, with the exception of the appearance 

of an occasional "quick little tune that would come and go.""* In 

an attempt to retain some of the old dream of becoming a musician, 

Mick assumes the responsibility for paying for John Singer's radio 

so that it will not be repossessed. She maintains the hope that 

someday she may also buy a piano on the installment plan and teach 

music to her little brother, George. Mick feels that if her dreams 

of music cannot come true, life itself will have^ery little meaning. 

In the faint hope that she may someday fulfill her ambition of buy

ing a piano and eventually of becoming a famed concert pianist, Mick 

insists desperately that life does indeed have meaning for her: 

But maybe it would be true about the piano and turn 
out O.K. Maybe she would get a chance soon. Else 
what the hell good had it been--the way she had 
felt about music and the plans that she had made in 
the inside room: It had to be some good if anything 
made sense. And it was too and it was too and it 
was too and it was too. It was some good.2 

While Mick achieves no concrete state of redemption from 

her loneliness, she does live in the positive hope that someday 

she can achieve her dreams and, through her music, gain the recog

nition of society. Although Mick never actually overcomes her 

Carson McCullers, The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter (Boston: 
Houghton Mifflin Company, 1940), p. 301. 

^Ibid., p. 302. 
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isolation, she has a margin of hope that someday she may arrive 

at a closer relationship with others through achievement in music. 

Alison Langdon, too, experiences momentary fellowship and a mea

sure of understanding through her own interest in music. Although 

Alison withdraws almost completely from her husband and cannot 

love him, she endeavors to find solace in an occasional meeting 

with Lieutenant Weincheck, a middle-aged officer who, like Alison, 

loves music. Weincheck does not fit into the army camp life, for 

his intellect and musical tastes separate him from the other of

ficers. As he plays his violin in solitude, the melody itself seems 

to be lost and in search of the unity which can result from its 

blending with other melodies in a musical composition: 

From his rooms there would come the lost sound of some 
naked melody from a string trio or quartet, a sound 
that made the young officers passing along the corri
dor scratch their heads and wink at each other.3 

Like the lost sound of the melody, Weincheck and Alison are alone 

and in search of the completeness of harmonious relationships. In 

their occasional musical sessions Alison and Weincheck play Mozart 

sonatas, drink coffee, or simply sit before the fire and talk of 

the music that they both enjoy. For both, brief mutual understan

ding and social harmony exist in the platonic musical sessions. 

The musical references in The Member of the Wedding bear 

3 
Carson McCullers, Reflections in a Golden Eye (Boston: 

Houghton Mifflin Company, 1941), p. 30. 
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significance relating to the struggle for social harmony."^ Frankie. 

Berenice, and Frankie's cousin, John Henry, often resort to singing 

as a means of passing the long summer evenings. Although they some

times argue about the proper melody and fail to make their voices 

blend well, the trio achieves a clumsy harmony. As they sing, John 

Henry wails in a shrill monotone and Berenice sings in her dusky 

and deep voice. Frankie sings "up and down the middle space between 

John Henry and Berenice, so that their voices are joined and the 

parts of the song are woven together."^ Thus, the musical harmony 

toward which the three strive becomes a symbol of their struggle 

toward harmony with each other at a social level, p h g i r .efforts 

toijiarmonize musically reflect the ne.ed of each to be a pajt of a 

mutually-understanding social groupTA 

Other musical allusions in The Member of the Wedding reflect 

Frankie's need to find a sense of unity and completeness in her life. 

When Frankie hears someone playing a sad, sweet tune on a horn, she 

is chagrined at the failure of the player to complete the song. She 

feels lost and incomplete as she awaits the closing cadence, but the 

tune is "left broken, unfinished." A similar incident occurs in 

which Frankie must listen to the nerve-wracking process of the tuning 

4 
Oliver Evans briefly discusses the musical symbolism of 

The Member of the Wedding in The Ballad of Carson McCullers (New 
York: Coward-Mc'Cann, Inc., 1966), pp. 113-117. 

5 
Carson McCullers, The Member of the Wedding (Boston: 

Houghton Mifflin Company, 1946), p. 100-

Ibid., p. 37. 
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of a neighborhood piano. Each time the tuner begins to play the 

scale, the notes seem to strive upward for the completion of the 

scale, but always halt agonizingly at the seventh note. Irritated 

by the incompleteness of the scale, Frankie declares, "Do ray mee 

fa sol la tee. Tee. Tee. Tee. It could drive you wild."^ The 

unfinished song and the unfinished scale are both symbolic of her 

need to achieve a complete and harmonious bond with others, just 

as the music must be unified and completed. 

Frankie finally finds a means of overcoming her isolation 

in her struggle toward harmony. Frankie's sad experience with 

the wedding party aids her emotional development, and in time she 

again changes her name to Frances, a name which she considers more 

suitable for-a young lady of thirteen. She completes her search 

for an understanding friend when she forms a mutual friendship 

with Mary Littlejohn. Together she and Mary dream of the time when 

they will tour the world together, and in her dreams of the future, 

Frankie envisions the two together: "Mary was going to be a great 

painter and Frances a great poet--or else the foremost authority 
o 

on radar." Frankie still dreams of the beautiful times ahead, 

and with her newfound friend, believes that her dreams will become 

realities. When Frankie awaits Mary's arrival in the closing scene 

Ibid., p. 89. Barbara Folk remarks that, in terms of the 
musical scale, Frankie's life is a "desperate search for a Dô ." 
Miss Folk has written of the musical allusions in Mrs. McCu'llers' 
fiction in "The Sad Sweet Music of Carson McCullers," Georgia 
Review, XVI (1962), p. 205. 

o 

Carson McCullers, The Member of the Wedding, p. 130. 
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of the novel, it is "with an instant shock of happiness" that she 

hears the almost musical ringing of the doorbell which signals the 

arrival of Mary Littlejohn.^ Thus, Frankie's satisfactory identi

fication with her one new friend indicates that she has learned 

that isolation can be overcome and happiness can be attained through 

the sharing of a mutual friendship. 

The manner in which men can be united in musical harmony 

Is likewise demonstrated in the brief epilogue to The Ballad of the 

Sad Cafe. Twelve men are chained together on a chain gang, and in 

their loneliness, the twelve try to harmonize in song: 

One dark voice will start a phrase, half-sung, and like 
a question. And after a moment another voice will join 
in, soon the whole gang will be singing. The voices are 
dark in the golden glare, the music intricately blended, 
both somber and joyful. The music will swell until at 
last it seems that the sound does not come from the 
twelve men on the gang, but from the earth itself, or 
the wide sky. It is music that causes the heart to 
broaden and the listener to grow cold with ecstasy and 
fright.10 

As the twelve mortal men of the chain gang struggle for mu

sical harmony, the lonely individual struggles toward the achieve

ment of social harmony which will free him from his imprisoning 

loneliness. One such lonely seeker is Biff Brannon in The Heart 

Is a Lonely Hunter. Although he is similar to the other characters 

of the novel in his apparent loneliness as well as in his devotion 

V 

^Ibid., p. 132. 

Carson McCullers, The Ballad of the Sad Cafe (Boston 
Houghton Mifflin Company, 1951), p. 71. 



/ 

43 

to John Singer, Brannon tries to achieve a momentary harmony with N 

society. JHe alone actively tries to understand others, and he pos- 1 

sesses a great interest in and sympathy for the grotesque, freakish I / 

unfortunates of life who wander into his cafe! He gives the handi- /"' 

capped persons who come to the New York Cafe free meals and liquor 

because of his sympathy for them. From his place near the cash / 

register. Brannon surveys the stream of humanity passing through 

his cafe and in his ov/n awkward and inefficient way attempts to 

' understand them. Although 'feiff Brannon is not altogether a gre

garious person, he struggles to grasp at least a small amount of 

understanding through his sympathetic interest in those whom he 

observes. 

In a fleeting moment of profound insight near the end of 

the novel, Brannon finally grasps momentarily the nobility of man's 

struggle to become a part of his world: 

The silence in the room was deep as the night itself. 
Biff stood, transfixed, lost in his meditations. Then O 
suddenly he felt a quickening in him. His heart turned 
and he leaned his back against the counter for support. 
For in a swift radiance of illumination he saw a glimpse 
of human struggle and valor. Of the endless fluid pas
sage of humanity through endless time. And of those 
who labor and of those who—one word--love. His soul 
expanded, but for a moment only.11 

Biff's momentary revelation causes him to realize further that he 

is alone and without human companionship, and this knowledge ter

rifies him. In his own awkward way, Biff Brannon arrives at the 

truth of the condition of all men, and in that brief moment of 

Carson McCullers, The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter, p. 306. 
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revelation, he sees that in the struggle for love, man can reaih 

outward and attempt to overcome his basic loneliness. 

In his dim realization of the valor of humanity, Brannon 

comes near to a full understanding of the necessity of love as a 

means of communication among men. His understanding approaches, 

but does not quite equal the knowledge that the old man has grasped 

in the short story "A Tree, a Rock, a Cloud." The old man's wife 

had left him, and he had spent five of the past eleven years in 

search of her. In the course of his search for his estranged wife, 

the old man had realized that his love, for her had been an overly 

ambitious love. He is sure that the failure of love is caused by 

each person's attempt to love too much at once. Instead, one should, 

he thinks, learn to love the simple things of life, such as trees, 

rocks, or clouds. The old man excitedly tells a young newsboy of 

his nev^'ly-discovered mystic secret of love. In an attempt to make 

the newsboy understand the meaning of his "science" of love, the 

old man explains the importance of his ability to love universally: 

\ 

\ 

For six years now I have gone around by myself and built 
up my science. And now I am a master. Son. I can love 
anything. No longer do I have to think about it even. 
I see a street full of people and a beautiful light 
comes in me. I watch a bird in the sky. Or I meet a 
traveler on the road. Everything, Son. And anybody. 
All stranger and all loved! Do you realize what a 
science like mine can mean?12 

In his old age, the old man has learned of the agape of universal 

12 
Carson McCullers, "A Tree, a Rock, a Cloud," The 

^al_'[a^ of the Sad Cafe and Other Stories (Boston: Houghton 
Mifflin Company, 195T), p. "151. 
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love and brotherhood toward which all men strive. Confident in his 

science, the old man remains undisturbed by the antipathy of the 

other men in the cafe, for he has arrived at a personal sense of 

love and harmony with all the world. 

The old man's all-inclusive feelings of love toward every

thing approximate the experience of Mollie Lovejoy, the heroine of 

The Square Root of Wonderful. Throughout the play, Mollie is torn 

by her love for her divorced husband and by her love for John Tuck

er,^ an architect who stays at her farm. When Mollie finally re

jects her former husband, she knows for certain that she loves Tuc-

ker. In her love for him, Mollie explains that, to her, love be

comes a force which grows until it embraces the universe: "To me 

love multiplies. When I fell in love with Phillip, I loved every-

13 
body." Furthermore, she says that in her love for John Tucker, 

she also feels a similar all-encompassing love which includes the 

table, the chair, the yardman, her mother-in-law, and whatever else 

she may encounter. Like the old man, Mollie experiences a love which 

is so vast that it becomes "the square root of wonderful," a complex 

and immense force that engulfs everyone and everything in its range. / 

In a more concrete fashion, maturity, harmony, and purpose 

in life are achieved by the adolescent Jester Clane in Mrs. McCullers' 

latest novel. Clock Without Hands. The grandson of the aged Judge 

13 
Carson McCullers, The Square Root of Wonderful (Boston: 

Houghton Mifflin Company, 1958), p. 158. 

^^Ibid., p. 159 
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Fox Clane, Jester is at first an ambiguous adolescent interested 

in many different hobbies and not quite sure of his own sexual iden^ 

tity. Jester's struggle in his adolescence is his frantic attempt 

to unite with society and to find his own identity. At first pur

poseless and irresponsible, he achieves maturity through the simple 

passing of time and through the shocking experience of having his 

Negro friend, Sherman Pew, slain by a racist's bomb. A sense of 

social responsibility begins to develop when he realizes that he 

indirectly has caused the death of Grown Boy, a mentally retarded 

Negro youth: 

. . . Jester knew he was responsible for the murder 
and the knowledge of the fact brought further re
sponsibility. Those were the moments when impulse 
and innocence were tarnished, the moments which end the 
end, and which, many months later, were to save him -.c 
from another murder--in truth, to save his very soul. 

Shortly after Jester becomes aware of the consequences of 

the boy's death, another event occurs which aids his emotional 

growth. In a long conversation with Judge Clane, Jester discovers 

that his dead father was a highly idealistic and self-sacrificing 

young lawyer who had risked his reputation by defending a Negro in 

the Southern town. Impressed by his father's character. Jester 

finds an object of emulation in the memory of his father. In fact, 

when Jester finally discovers his father's true nature, he also 

finds himself, and his life takes on a new and purposeful meaning. 

Carson McCullers, Clock Without Hands (Boston: Houghton 
Mifflin Company, 1961), p. 102 
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Gone are his childish daydreams of saving Marilyn Monroe from an 

avalanche in Switzerland or of sacrificing himself for his friend, 

Sherman Pew. No longer does he exist within his lonely dream world, 

for. he has found his father, 

. . . and having found his father he was able to find 
himself. He was his father's son and he was going to 
be a lawyer. Once the bewilderment of too many choices 
had been cleared away. Jester felt happy and free.16 

In his relationship with Judge Clane, Jester shows that he is no 

longer.isolated. In spite of his failure to agree with the judge's 

harsh support of segregation. Jester finds that at last he can 

communicate freely with the judge and tell him of his future plans. 

To Jester, the finding of himself and the assurance which he feels 

about his purpose in life become an initiation into life itself. 

He feels that he has been "initiated, like a Mason or Elk or some

thing."^^ 

Furthermore, in the discovery of his own self-identity. 

Jester also recognizes the sacredness of human life. In his new

found ability to commune with those around him. Jester learns that 

the lives of others in society are sacred. When he takes Sammy 

Lank, the murderer of Sherman Pew, on an airplane ride. Jester 

fully intends to kill Lank. When they are in the plane, Jester 

persuades Lank to tell about his past life. Moved by his simple 

^^Ibid., p. 204. 

^'^Ibid., p. 204. 
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outlook on life. Jester finds that he cannot kill him. Amused to 

the point of laughter by tank's carefree outlook. Jester feels pity 

for the unfortunate fellow. At a crucial moment,^ Jester realizes 

that he must have compassion for other men, even though they are 

murderers. With Jester's new-found compassion for all men, his 

"Odyssey of passion, friendship, love, and revenge" is completed.^^ 

In the discovery of the need for compassionate understanding of 

others. Jester Clane experiences the sense of social harmony which 

ends his spiritual isolation. 

As Jester sought to find himself and thereby found meaning 

and purpose in life, J. T. Malone, a forty-year-old druggist 

stricken with leukemia, also looks for self-identification and ul

timately finds a place in society. When Malone learns that he must 

die, he first reacts by withdrawing into himself to protect his own 

sensitive feelings. Deeply involved in a morbid fascination with 

the condition of his own body, he lives within a vacuum-like world 

of disorder and incongruity. He cannot bear the tender touch of 

his wife, and his own children seem as strangers to him: 

He lived now in a curious vacuum surrounded by the 
concerns of family life--the talk of high school 
proms. Tommy's violin recital, and a seven-tiered 
wedding cake--and the daily activities swirled 
around him as dead leaves ring the center of a 
whirlpool, leaving him curiously untouched.19 

^^Ibid., p. 234-

^^Ibid., p. 9. 
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Malone emerges from his self-pitying world of loneliness 

in a pattern very similar to Jester Clane's self-discovery. One 

day Malone takes note of the "miracle" of the vegetable garden 

which has grown in his back yard. In a moment of tormented self-

recognition, Malone realizes that the garden has grown and the 

summer has passed without his having enjoyed either the garden or 

the summer. Malone helplessly sees that, near death, he has lost 

his "livingness," or his sense of identification with life. He 

becomes even more sharply aware of his loss of self when by chance 

he opens Kierkegaard's Sickness Unto Death to the passage which 

reads: 

The greatest danger, that of losing one's own self, 
may pass off quietly as if it were nothing: every 
other loss, that of an arm, a leg, five dollars, a 
wife, etc., is sure to be noticed.20 

Shaken by the statement, Malone recalls his past life and sees that 

it has been without purpose or meaning. Even his marriage seems 

to be a vague, bewildering, and unimportant experience: 

There was no particular time when he asked, 'Is this 
all there is of life?' but as he grew older he asked 
it wordlessly. No, he had not lost an arm, or a leg, 
or any particular five dollars, but little by little 
he had lost his own self.21 

22 
In his dying, Malone feels his "livingness quickened." He becomes 

^^Ibid., p. 147. 

^^Ibid., p. 147. 

^^Ibid., p. 234. 
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aware that he has isolated himself from life so completely that he 

has lost his own self-awareness. 

Malone attains redemption from isolation only a few days 

before his death. Knowing that he must die in a short time, Malone 

finally reconciles himself to his fate and senses that he is a part 

of life: 

A strange new lightness had come upon his soul and 
he exalted. He looked at nature now and it was a 
part of himself. He was no longer a man watching a 
clock without hands. He was not alone, he did not 
rebel, he did not suffer.23 

The new awareness of the simplicity and order of the world enables 

Malone to reconcile himself to the world and to become united with 

those in it. Although his self-recognition comes late, he feels 

that at last he, too, has achieved communion with society. In 

his final days, he succeeds in his attempt to find harmony with 

others. 

J. T. Mai one's overcoming of spiritual isolation is a late 

achievement. Some individuals in Mrs. McCullers' fiction never 

succeed in their efforts but continue to fight on and try to over

come their lonely condition. As the members of the chain gang 

struggle to achieve at least a moment of harmony in song, so several 

characters strive for the attainment of momentary harmony with one 

another, with success sometimes a brief reality. The determination 

in the efforts of Mick Kelly, Biff Brannon, Frankie Addams, and 

^^Ibid., p. 236. 
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Alison Langdon rules out complete and terrible isolation and brings 

a degree of achievement. In Mrs. McCullers' latest work, a more 

positive tone appears, for J. T. Malone and Jester Clane, through 

the finding of themselves, both achieve some sense of unity and 

harmony with society. In an analysis of Mrs. McCullers' v/ork per

haps we should recognize even the slight hope she gives her charac

ters because it is that enticing gleam which motivates them to con

tinue in the struggle which the author depicts. The importance is 

not in the sterile loneliness but in the fruitful harmony. ̂ JX.JMrs. 

McCullers sees the human condition as one of separateness and iso-

lation, apparently the real significance lies in the struggle to

ward a harmony of understanding and of unselfish communion, a goal 

which she sees as both attainable and worthy. 

/ 



CONCLUSION 

In her major fictional works, Carson McCullers has poignantly 

presented the sense of alienation and lostness which results from the 

individual's spiritual isolation. Her development of the theme of 

isolation demonstrates well the possible variations of that theme 

and also shows the adeptness with which the author has pursued this 

problem. 

An apparent trend is observable in Mrs. McCullers' varied 

treatment of the problem of the loneliness and solitude which plagues 

her characters, for her earlier works demonstrate a more nearly un

remitting state of isolation for the individual characters. At the 

same time, in these works she allows only a slim margin of hope in ^ 

the possibility of escape from isolation. In her later works, Mrs. 

McCullers has shown a tendency to allow her characters to find a 

means of extricating themselves from their respective predicaments. «. Wf*^ 

In her first and third novels. The Heart Is a Lonely Hunter 

and The Member of the Wedding, Mrs. McCullers presents most pointedly 

the dilemma of the individual who searches for a means of satisfac- / i 

torily achieving a state in which he is accepted or understood by 

•others. In the respective quests of the main characters of these 

two works, she displays the almost hopeless ̂ earcji of each for a 

friend who understands, or for an acceptable place in society. 

Clearly, the hope for success in the struggles of Mick Kelly, Biff 

Brannon, and Frankie Addams is only ^i^ry slim; nevertheless a mar

ginal hope is evident that each may overcome his solitude. ̂  

52 

/ 



53 

It is also in her earlier works that Mrs. McCullers has 

best presented the loneliness which is the result of the failure 

in love. In the examination of the perverted and grotesque charac

ters of Reflections in a Golden Eye and of The Ballad of the Sad 

Cafe, Mrs. McCullers has most thoroughly explored the implications 

of their i"abilityJt£jov£. Again, in these works, the treatment ^̂ ^̂  v i^*^' 

of isolation as a theme is definitely oriented toward the fai 1 ure \- -̂̂ >''̂  isi»f»̂  

of the individua^l_t£ extricate_himself from his solitude by estab

lishing harmonious relationships with others. As Mick Kelly's hope 

of overcoming her isolation is slim, the hope for successful es

tablishment of mutually satisfactory love in these two works is 

likewise very faint. 

While the presence of the note of hope in Mrs. McCullers' 

works often seems overshadowed by the pervading loneliness of her 

characters, it is, nevertheless, important to note that she has in

cluded some who are able to struggle toward harmony and possibly 

overcome their isolation. Her fullest statement of the possibility 

of redemption appears in her last novel. Clock Without Handj^. In 

this novel, the author ffas relaxed the almost unyielding state of 

isolation binding the individuals in her earlier works and has al

lowed some to find peace and harmony in their quests. In the dis

covery of themselves and the resulting understanding of others. 

Jester Clane and J. T. Malone find it possible to commune with 

others in society. Their ability to overcome their loneliness is 

noteworthy, for it demonstrates that isolation need not be the only 

fate for the characters of Carson McCullers. More importantly, we 
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must recognize the presence of those who struggle hopefully onward 

as well as those who achieve harmony with others if we are to under

stand more fully the significance of the theme of spiritual isola

tion in the major works of Carson McCullers. 

j \ 
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