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ABSTRACT

McGuane's novels "traverse the boundary betyeeh”a world
that is disappearing and one that is coming to take its
plaée." The absence of dny valid cultural cdhviction{in
modefn America creates nostalgia‘for the past and a
mythaelogy of disappearance. |

The purposé of this thesis isﬁto?explqre.McGuane's

gt ‘-",v::;g‘\. ﬁ‘j

. ESNS S
evolving approach to the theme of the pr&Winhke of the past
. _ Al -

on the present'through five of his novels. Tﬁ»ﬁ

Sporting Club is McGuane's satire of American history which

‘has been mythicized extravagantly. 1In Ninety-Two In The

~Shade and Panama, the Romantic assumption of a "role" or
"style" becomes (like the Hemingway “code") the only way to

survive the banality of modern society. Nobody's Angel

reveals that the search for the father is & quest to locate

oneself in place and time. In Something TofBe'éesired, the
protagonist learns that memories and legend preserve the

past in a tradition which moves forward to shape the future.
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INTRODUCTION
FaQr Ihomas_McGuane, America is a land of great hopes
. . kS

and disillusions. Thq nation began witﬁwgreat hopes, with
‘the dream of freedom, equality, and prosperity for all. But
. as McGuane docdments in his six novels, the reality of
America comes nowhere near the mythology. "~ The Am;rican
dream of freedom and unfettered opportunity haé been
swalfgwed up by unrestrained progress, until now "Nobody
knows, from sea to shining- sed, why we are having all this
trouble with our republic. . S |

McGuane's characters inhabit a world made increasingly,"
absurd by techhology,.matétialiﬁh, and pathological
narcissism, a quld fthat no lohger cared for'the‘individpal
with his.dread of homogeneity."2

The loss of individuali@y is mérely the first sympﬁom
of the gradual disintegratiqﬁ of the dream upon which
America was founded. In McGuane's books, the myfholbgy of
the frontier, the autonomy of the cowboy, the huntér,'the
fisherman, the rancher as well as the idga of the unlimited
territory stretching Wesf comprise ah ideal cultural
mythology with more basis in ficﬁion than reality. The
reality is that "so much has been lost:“ It is'this'laqk of
a connecﬁion tog the p?st which is a recurring theme in
McGuane's wriﬁing. Wallace Stegner‘expresses the same

sentiment: ‘ ‘ .

-



Millions of Westerners, old and new, have no sense of
the personal and possessed past, no sense of any
continuity between the real western past which has been
mythicized almost ous of recognizability and a real
western present. . .

My first chapter will tregt.thiS‘theme as developed in

Mc?uene's first novel, The Sporting Club, which satirizes

America's idealization of its past. Each following chapter
. . A .
will discuss another aspect of this theme of the

.

disappearing ‘past as .it evolves in McGuane's work.

Bebels and Loners o 7

'McGuane's ﬁrotagon{sts move' from Florida to the West
but inleach case the loss of a connection z;ythe past
deprives the-herooof a true identity. This is shown by the
alienation between genefations; and in particular by the
broken relationship between father and son. The frequent
death, absence, or 'denial of the faCQer is McGuane's
ﬁetaphor for }he loss of cultural identity and tradition in
America. o : . : )

In this thesis I wish to show, first of all, that the
sense of loss felt by all McGuane's'protagonists‘is this
lack of personal and cultural identity. At times McGuane's
characters 11tera11y‘do not know who they are, trapped in
solipsism: "I am enclosed in here, in my reflecto Ray Bans..

Look at me and what do you see? Yourself.,"4

In Panama,
Chet speaﬁ? of being "a tenant in myself" and his girlfriend

knows that "the loving child who seems lost behind the



reflecto Ray Bans, perhaps or probably really is lost"

P. 8) because of his inability‘td connect emotionally with
.
Oothers. Chet says:

The immaculate dream of touching and holding was shed
° and I stood, an integer, not touched; for nothing but
power. I couldn't even name my dog. But there was
~something as simple as to ache in the literal heart and
chest for all of us who had lo§t ourselves as parents
lose children, to the horizon‘which is finally only

overtaken in remorse and in death. (Pan, p. 43)

: N M e\, ’

.Related to this, the persgkgl>dilemmas of McGuane's

characters, adrift‘in'a;éociety to which‘they feel no sense
of belonging, replicate on an individyal level the cultural
malaise éf America, esﬁeéially the wéét where everything
aﬁthentic and‘pqique tp:theﬁregion'has been torn up‘énd
replaced, turned intq'a‘éubefhﬁgkef likeievery other
supérmafkep across Ameficgi " The American.penchant for

worshipping progress at the expense of history has produced

mass mediocrity. As Tomgskeltgg)says in Ninety-Two in _the

Shade: : A C ;~,; .
- He had a feeling that on the plains of America everyone -
was named Don and Stacey. He knew that spirjtual
miniaturism frequently lay waiting, 4h the foothills
where a ranch was exchanged for a golf course; and that
the Spalding Dot, the Maxfli, and the Acushnet soared
over the bones of dead warrio$§.(22J p. 111)

N

‘The rapidity with which America’‘and the West in
partiéular has been relieved. of its history qustitutes a
kind of debrivation,"History has become myth after only two
| hundred years of settlement: ' ‘

2

-
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You would have to.care abog the country. Nobody had
-been here,long enough andthe Indians had been very
thoroughly kicked out., It would take a shovel to find
they'd ever been here.
}{ America’s'heritage} recovered not through memory or even a
g’histoiy book, must wait for a shovel.

Due to this .identity crisis, McGuane's characters

' experience a continual sense of displacement. Not only are

characters like Nicholas.Payne in The Bushwhacked Piano, .

‘Chet Pomeroy in Panama, and Patrick Fitzpatrick in Nobody's
. ' } - C '

Angel loners, and misfits in family and society, but their"
"desire to know their origins fotces them to embark on'e

‘

search through America to gain the connections they~need.

In. The‘BushwhaCked Piano, N1cholas_~ayne is an example of

‘

‘ohe who had 1n the past. . . run up and down Amerlca unable
to ﬁind.that apoc:ypha; country in any of its details,"®
This 1eck ofvhistorical continuity oroduces isoiation and an
assotiated mepory~loss and fear'of'death;

~'The Code and the Myth ' B ' '.‘V

13

‘The second point I want to make in thls thesxs is that

\

'McGuane S protagonlsts cope w1th thelr rootless condltlon 1n

spelelc wWaysS. One way is through rellance on a fixed code

or r1tual. " James Quinn in The Sporting.Club,’NichoIas‘Payne
7

in The Bushwhacked Piano, and Tom”Skelton'in'Ninety~Two in
the Shéde, like almost all McGnane's heroes, are misfits and

loners engaged in soiitary pursuits such huntlng, fishing

and guiding. - Through deyotion to a fi Hd code of behav1our,



4

'theSe protagonists hope tb.eséape or at least éndﬂre their
sénse of élienatioﬁ ffbm "Hdtcakesland"."As oﬁe of
ﬁcGuane's heroes eXprésses it, "Everything that'meaht
'anythlng was being sold to guitarists di pants de51gners.

He was.going to flsh qu1etly and sweat ity out." (STBD,

;p. 60) I intend to concentrate on Ninety—Two in the~Shéde
‘to illustrate fhis pointu* -

Andther way\in'which McGuane's heroeglcgmpensate for
their lack of a méaningfﬁl'past is through the invention dﬁ
a myth or legend into which they fit themselves. Panama is
the novel which my diséassion of thisipoint will focus;dn.
In Panama, the protagdnist‘relies less on a-ﬁcode" thap OQ;
the aéheranée to the 1égend of Jesse Jamésvwhicbxﬁime has:
' madebideal and unchaﬁgeabﬁé.- Clearly, each of McGuane s
’heroés fears time and_attempts‘elther throygh a
ritualization, of experience or through obsess1vg
identification with a heroic past, to halt tlme and the
gpproach.of_death,; . o - //

- As 1onefs and febels,"McGuane's brotagdgfsts identify

with similar figures from the past. "I stanq/for those who

.have made themselves up," says Chét Pomeroy, "I ém directly

related to Jesse James. . . . I personally think he was =~

someone who could not live on the main line any more than

me. . . o (PAN, p. 86) For Quinn, Skelton, and'Niqholas

Pﬁyhé, outlaws like Jesse James and Billy the Kid represent

thét-spirit of freedom, individuaiiﬁy, and rebellion against

v



-security which opened up Amerjica. In addition, these

»
[ ~

legendary heroes came from a time when a man's role seemed
clear -cut and unambiguous,. ;rtime in the past when "there
were still th1ngs to be said." (PAN, p. 84)’ McGuane's
heroes feel themselves tobe in adirect line from such men,
almost reincarnatlons of them, and they dream of gaining
their immortal status.

Groping for something to connect the present to the
past, these chargcters turn to the figures of popular
memory. They figuratlvely (and even llterally) rob the
crypts of these self—made men in order to 1nvent themselves.

Moreover, to take on the 1dent1t1es of. theseigreat names is

to kick free of time and its inevitable- obl‘v”on.~‘N1cholas

Payne decided he w1ll “become a legend" becau‘e
I believe that in pretending to be something you aren't
youhaveyouronlycrackatreleasefromthetmndageof
time. (BP, p. 104) / : t

As everyone knows, legends never die.

Failure to connect with lthe past leads to unrestrained
individualism, a dangerous solipsism which creates its own®

world and its own rules, and ends in madness. Mrnor

Stanton in The Sporting Club, Nichol Dance in Panama,‘and

Tio. 1n Nobody's Angel are the pure. products Jf "America, my

baby madhouse (PAN p. 155) and "terrifyingly unconnectedﬂ'
(NA, p. 282) These paranoid monomaniacs, one of whom
inevitably crops up in each of McGuane S novels, certainly

[

can't live on the mainline,of American society. They are



‘Returning Home

1

heroic in their madness and at one with their {llusions.
Such characters represent the extreme of disconnection from

soc1ety and live almost entlrely in worlds they have created

for themselves.‘

McGuane's preoccupation ﬁith.tne problem of identity -is
LB .

rapparent throughout h1s worﬁﬁ but there is a clear

\‘} 4 ‘ LN .
progression in hlS ‘treatment of th;s theme from his early to

his later novels. En the earllest nQvels, the hero's
\

_allenated cond1t1on is clear but no reasons for it are

given; the malalse seems to be attendant on thé times and

2

part of.the general collapse of the "American Dream," the
weak spots of which McGuane stabs with devastating-satire.

McGuane's "superfluous" men are cut off, lost) and
p el _

’

| generally torn from their origins. "Belong. What a word.
Drives everyone fucking nuts. . . ." (p. 77)Asays Lucien ‘in

‘Something To Be Besired. But an ignorance .of the circum- -

' Nobody's Angel:

stances that have"gdne to shape oneself and one's

surroundings .leads to»alienation andvisolation in McGuane's

‘view, Without a knowledge of that history there is no sense

of belonging-to your place and time. As Patrlck observes in

-~

v

The famil§>had now lived in this part of Montana for a
very long time, and they still did not fit ‘or even want
to fit. . . . They would bear forever the air of
being able to pick up and go, of having no roots other

than theé entaglement between themselves;. . . when they

\



were gone, everyone would say in some fashion or
another that they had never been there anyway, that
they dldn t fit. (p. 104)

In the later novels, Panama, Nobody s Ang_l, and

Something To Be Desired, the 1dea of ‘persor. | 1dent1ty has
evolved considerably.-‘In_thesghnovels McGuane endeavours to
reconcile lhe desire for indiglduality with the opposing |
desire for some kind ofbspiritual identity uitn one's
surroundings. The hero as societal—outcast whose.motto is
non serv1am“ develops into the hero who has accepted that
his 1nd1v1dua11ty is 1rrevocably bound up w1th his past,

w1th the acc1dents of people, place, and t1me that shape

lives from generation to generatlon.

#y
!

The transitional novel for this”shlft to a
reconciliation with the past is Panama.\ At the end of th1s

novel Chet Pomeroy casts off his cr1ppl1ng isolat1on and

memory loss and speaks the name of the person who\\as come

~.
, N
to see him: ' ™~
N . ”. y
At twelve o'clock Jesse came. . . ., He said "We want I
the same thing." ". . ." You know who I am," he said :
quietly. "Can't you say hello?" .. .

When' I was young, we used. to dive into the
swimming pool from the highest board on moonless
nights, without looking to see if there was water in
the pool, knowing that it was emptied twice-a month. I
felt the same blind arc through darkness when I spoke
to my father. (PAN, p. 175)

With .this recognition'of the past as a powerful force in
shaping‘the present and future, McGuane's novels move,

thematically and structurally, erT the closed uniVerse of

alienation and apsuqdity (The Sporting Club, Ninety-Two‘inJ



the Shade, Panama) to a world of wider posSibilities and

Something To Be Desired., The last two chapters of my thesis

will explore the evolving‘significance of connections to the

past in Nobody's Angel and Something To Be Desired,

especially as concerns relationships between fathers’and
sons. |

In some hanner‘the son's identity ie mfsteriously
defined by the father. A father stamps his mark on his son

and releases him into time like “a hawk banded for

identification and set free. Somethlng To Be Des1red tells

the story of three lives: Gene, his son Luc: en, and Lucien's.

son, James. But the uncanny similarities’ among the three

lives leave the reader with the sense that all three lives
are connected throuoh time, This sense of history‘as
cyclical rather than iinear becomes in 'McGuane's work, a way
of looking et fathers and sons, as well asbthe past and the
present. The bond of blood is a legacy to the future

ensuring that someth1ng of the father goes forward.

'_Notably,.ln his last two novels, set in the West,

McGuane begins to see the connection to family and cultural
'tradition as achieved through place; his heroes must
inevitably return home. There is a'certain‘symbolic value
attached to place as if a landscape could brand itself into

your soul and summon yog/back from far aﬁay. Thus, .for

example, the "blue hole" which Lucien and his father stumble

. - _ e
greater fidelity to human type in Nobody's Angel and =~ "=
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& - . A

across when the boy is only ten proves to be the.site of

significant future events; it is in this hot pring that he .

reencounters Emily after many years, eventuall to claim the
A
ranch and ‘make hlS fortune off the spr1ng..7
In essence, the de31re for a connectlon-to\the land is

a desire for a connectlon to the past. The powerful force

of the past. is felt in the old mountains of th? West, the

.“ancient'earthquake faults and brush canyons that turned

upon themselves like seashells," (STBD, p. 59) although it
is "a land forever strange“ (STBD, p. 122) because_of its

unspoken hlstory.

It is as if the terrlble 1mmen51ty of t1me 1nvested in .

the earth, that "icy’transept of time," can be tempered only
by the:human‘traditions‘end.ceremonies which order and
'battern the rotation of the seasons in a-year.

In the Crow Indian burial sites, Patrick Fitzpatrick

sees a contiesrity which stretches from the past to the

future. . ‘
It was a beaytifuﬁ place, where the Crow had buried
their dead in the trees, a spring that had mirrored

carrion birds, northern lights and the rotation of the

star system. (NA, p. 103)
" McGuane's novels traverse the boundary between "a world
that is disappeering and one that has come to take its

w8

place. The past yanishesh“leaving only traces of itself

in a new world. But between the world that is disappearing

10 -



it

and the one’that must inevitably take its place,” McGuane

sees room fér the belief that "the Qorldqto come will_be
shaped forever in memories and legends.“9 f

11



Notes - Introduction

1 Thomas McGuane; Ninety-Two in the Shade, (1973; rpt.

New York: Penguin, 1980), p. 3. Further references to this

work appear in this chapter cited as 92. Other editions

used in this thesis as follows:

L)

The Sporting Club, (1969; rpt. New York: Pengﬁin Books,

1979).

The Bushwhacked Pianb, (1971; rpt. New York: Warner Books,

1973).
Panama, (1978; rpt. New York: Penguin Books, 1979).

Nobody's Angel, (1979; rpt. New York: Random House, 1981).

:fSomefhing'To Be Desired, (1984; rpt. New York; First Vintdage
Books, 1984).
These editions are reprints chosen for convenience and
availability.

2 Thomas McGuane, Something To Be Desired (New York:

Random House Vintage Contemporaries, 1984), p. 6. Further
references in this chapter cited as STBD.
3 Wallace Stegner, "History, Myth, and the .Western

Writer," in The Sound of Mountain Water (Garden City, New

York: Doubleday, 1969), p. 199.

12



4 Thomas McGuane, Panama (1978; rpt. New York: Pengu}n
Books, 1979), p. 159. Further references in this chapter
cited as PAN.

> Thomas McGuane, Nobody's Angel (New York: Random

[}
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CHAPTER ONE

THE SPORTING CLUB

McGuane's first ﬁoVel,upublished in i969, recei vad
mostly favourable reviews; however, few critics saw it as
anything more than "a group of high-toned Sportsmen énd
their wives., . ..and a colorful crew of. . . troublemgkefs
who. . . proceed to annihilate the [Centenniall] club."l  one
perceptive critic was Sara Blackburn of the Nation who
'compafedvthis "tight, funny, elusive and aristocraticlnbvel"

2

~with trutk to The Great Gatsby. Joycé Carol Oates too,

showed unusual insight when she observed: "And it is always
-~ »
possible that we are to take the destruction of the club as

a moral actﬁ3

But no major reviews noted McGuane's satire
of the sacred cows of American history.

The Sporting Club is an elaborate burlesque of American

history. 1In this novel. McGuane satirizes the idealized myth
which constitutes America's dream bf its past. McGuane
directs his satire at the pious righteousness with which the
ideals - of democfacy, equélity, and freedom are accepted as
the foundation of America when history points equally to
iﬁjustice, cruelty, and hypocrisy. He is interested ‘in how
the myth of the past shapes society's view of itself, its
identity.

The Sporting Club depicts a venerable Michigan

institution,"the Centennial Club, whose preoccupation is

{



with preserving i£> cherished tradition. The similarities

between the Céntennial.Club and the American republic are

inescapable., Not only do they share the same Fourth of July -

anniveréary but the course of-the club's acquisition of its
lands and property is a satire on Anerican ‘expansion and

settlement as the frontier moved westward. In many ways,

The Sporting Club is an elaborate parody of the Ameriqan

preoccupation with its heroic-past, with the birth of the

Republic and.the settlement of the continent which,
according'ta McGuane, has been mythicized to grotesquery.

When the Centennial Club is shorm of its myth and revealed
~as the corrupt and perverse institution it really is, the

implication is that American democracy top is rot%Fn at the
core,

McGuane's debt to Mark Twain is very clear in this

4

respect, Twain detested the outdated® notions of monarchy,

aristocratic tradition, and the anti-bellum Southern-airs

which he saw in the American South., He saved his most

3

virulent ire for the "Walter Scott disease" of excessive

romanticism. Scott's romantic legends, in Twain's opinion,
seduced the minds and hearts of the South with
decayed and swinish forms of religion, with decayed and
degraded systems of government; with the silliness and
emptiness, sham grandehxg, sham gauds, and sham
chivalries of a brainless and long vanished society.

In the same way, McGuane sétirizes the arrogant self-

imagé of the Centennial Club members. In The Sporting Club,

the group's history is a deliberate attempt to create a
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myth. However, even as he satirizes the hyth-making
capaciiy of history, McGuane vindicates it. From an
America of capitalist wealth and bourgeois conformity, dames
Quinn and Vernor Stanton escape, like Tom Sawyer a%& Huck
Finn, into an outlaw world of freedom. In iﬁ?@ﬁge they
construct their own myth, a myth which, forAJames Quinn,
herks back to an older model of gentlemanly self-reliance
and independence. Vernor- Stanton, on the other hand,

embodies a myth of heroic individualism, a belﬁef which

becomes dangerous only when it threatens to overwhelm~

v

reality and take on an existence of its own..

In The Sporting Club, James Quinn is ih\getreai from

the present. As owner of a petroitiaytomebile parts
manufacturlng company, he is spendlng his well-deserved
holiday at the Centennial Club, a gentlemens sporting club
‘in Northern Michigan. qames Quinh is going there to~be a
*northern gentleman," fo forget Detroit and the grim round
of paperwork, speeches, and company‘picnics thch are his
obligatiohs as company president. He wants fishing,
hunhing, and a certain amount of dignified leisu%e.\ When he
was young, Quinn "simpiy wanted to be a sporQsman of
_gentlemanly cast and had modeled hlmself on the old trout
flshermen of the Catsk1lls and Adirondacks. . . who wore
plus fours and rode carriages to thelr stretches on the
.Esopus or Beaverkill, ”6) On his holidays, Ou1nn intends to

recreate that dream. /
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In the description of the club which opens the novel,

from Blucher's Annals of the North (1919), McGuane lampoons
the pretentious history projected by the club. As will
become clear, this. image is based on words rather than
reality:

Centennial Club (formerly the Shiawassee Rod and Gun

Club): Grandest of the original sporting clubs of the

Northern Lower Peninsula, founded by the barons of

lumbering. . . . Its charter was written in 1868. . . .

The operations of thé Centennial Club are shrouded in

well-guarded mystery. Nothing is known of its

procedures but that membership is: handed down from
fathers to eldest sons. The vastness of the Centennial
land holdings is widely known. . . « A mounting body
of evidence has pointed to the club's large influence

in state and local politics. (p. 11)

In readiness for the celebration of its ode-hundredth
anniversary, the Centennial Club is‘preparing a “"social
history with a view toward highlighting that spirit which
went to make it the great institution which it was today."
(147) The account of the first ten years of the club's
history is missing, buried in a time capsule scheduled to be
opened on the club's anniversary on the upcoming Fourth of
July. In spite of this, the aptly-named Spengler, the club
.chronicler, freely invents the missing history, informing-
James- Quinn that "'The thing is this, the first ten years
are terra incognita and my job is to reconstruct them. I do

‘not quail, Quinn'*, (p. 55) An early account done around

the turn of the century is brushed aside:
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"This was wrltten by a ‘local boy who resented the ‘club

and who was not a membe¥. The-hame of his account was
' Hellfire in the Woods end tried to prove that the club

was founded for d1sreputab1e reasons. I take issue,
Lo qu1nn (p 54< 55) ‘

18

?5@;accuracy of. th1s earlier. account does not become ev1dent'

iy $E5)

tll the devastatlng cllmax of the Club's Independence Day

celebratlons. , : »
PR l % X ‘ S
s McGuane uses Spengler's chronicle of the club's history

to satirize the myth of equality of opportunity in early

America.” The gap between the privileged founders of the

\
in his ”
o

dreary: account of acqu1r1ng the miles of both banks of

the Pere Marquette that they had today. It soft-

pedaled the succession of magnificent bribes that had

been necessary (two greedy Presidents had clamored for

ampleﬁlac1ngs of this payola) to uproot the

homesteaders and loggers who had settled in the
n area. . . (p..147)

blub and<fhe ordinary homesteaders is elearlj demonstrated

Nor was any opﬁosition to be tolerated:

o e e the founders de01ded, if, when push came to

shove, these hicks tried to wave the Homestead Act of .

1862 in their faces, then'the founders would be obllged
to sic the law on them. Open conflict Set in and when
the farmers appealed to decency, it was regarded as
being neither here nor there. . . . (p. 147)

%hese settlers were driven from the land, "their minor

proeperity undone and, to this day, unrecovered." (148)

- ‘With this appalling hiStory.ovaOrruption and

Speéu{ﬁtion which- the CentenniaI.Club members are'SO»groud_

t } . . ., , . ‘ 3
of, McGuane intends a parody of the mythic overtones of much
. R . . !

historical rhetoricy



- Against the northern sky the great lodge had taken’
shape. . . . There was shelter, Indians, northern
lights; in the beglnn1ng wolf and ‘lynx challenged
women, children, picnic tables. The founders dreamt of
‘a better life, a;place in the forest that would be safe

for their own kln@, for their hopes, their hibachi

dreams.. (p. 149) "~ = |

ey

The pauc1ty of such ”h1bach1 dreams" is one of'McGuane'é

K

ironic comments on the Amerlcan $d%als of prosperity and

L

progress.

v

The members of the Centen@nal Cuep w1th their superlor

alrs and arrogant ways are worthy 1nher1tors of such

founders. These men are hopelessly stuffy, pompous, and-

rigid in their views. Fc tescue, the military man, collects
military miniatures in order to reproduce battles in exact
- b

details;"épengler is the club chronicler, responsible for

the club's overblown history,“and McGuane describes Scott,

another long-time member, as "a sometlme writer on

5 ‘\
A P

eeventeenth eentury topicsﬂ!‘Such pursuits characterize

Athese members as gentlemenﬁof leisure who dd.hot need to
P .

soil their hands with manual labour. McGuane emphaeizes
their reverence for the club}s»tradition and hiétory.

McGuane builds the novel ardund an important oqeasion

for both ghe club and the American ‘nation., For the

Centennlal Club, the Fourth of July marks one hundred years

of a proud’ tradltlon in the same way that the nation

celebrates Independenée Day as the annlversary of the birth

of American democracy. The.battle for liberty and self-

determination against the constricting rule of Britain was,
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in essence, the céuse for which the American Revolution was
fought: This struggle f&r freedomwandlindependenqe is an
important par# of the Anerican identify. McGuane's point,
however, is?fﬁét both of these dates celebrate an event that
was Subsquently trénsformed into a myth. The noble
tradition of the Centennial Club will be shown to be 3
fictioh’which‘diagdises tﬁe sordid truth about thg club's
founders. McGuané impliés that America, too, liyes by £he

cultural myth that the Fourth of July is a heroic moment in

- the nation's history. Etom another point of view, however,

the Fourth of July marké the aaﬁe when the 19aders'of the

20

Thirteen Colonies deciared their formal independénée from

Britain to ensure the interests of their collective states

against British oppression. These'fouhding fathers of

Americaaweré'all from a privileged class of society:and they

governed, on the whole, as:anfoligarchy. The right to vote

~belonged only to property-owners and, invariably; these were

\

the men who governed. The idea of democracy or the
abolishment. of slavé:ylyaé not part of their personal

beliefs nor the solé-motfve:for the rebéllion.7 The

-~ ordinary mancand of course thefbiack slaves had no say in

T

their goVernTéht. Thié'feudal'tradition prevailed not only
in the South where "old families" living in ante-bellum

tradition on their plantations were common but also in the

North ‘unt‘iljv_aft_‘er‘- 1800.%‘MOGuahe's point is that the

- founding fathers acted on a mixture of high principles and



goqq.pusiness ihstincts. Only the passage'éf time has
shapéd~their history into myth,

The nature of the Centeﬁhial Club with its pretensions
to aristocracy amongJits monied and propertied members bears
many similarities to this priviléged éandowninglcléss of
earlswywerica. In fact McGuane lébels g;e clique within the
Centnﬁuial Club the "deadly offspring of the founding
. generation.” (p. 47) Their struggle to retaiq power in
their own hands is revealed in their pursuit of poachers,

resentment of Jack Olson, the club manager, and their fear

of his successor, Earl Olive.

The Sporting Club &§\MOGuane's microcosm of the
— & o : -

American nation. The centrdl conflict of the novel is the

°

showdown betwéen.the privileged clique of Centennial Club

members and the common man represented by Earl Olive and his
. : { e

band of rude primitives. The struggle between these two
' groups is an exaggerated parody of Jacksonian democracy, the

battle of the commonpeople against the "money power" ‘as
| LS

9

~Andrew Jackson called the wealthy elite.” on the one hand

are the Centennial Club members who inherited their
privilege. ~Thesevunscrupulous "bush tycoons“ were theuearly
capitalists, exploiting the lagépfor profit:

Ol

The forests flowed to the cities. . . . Timber

" cruisers goggled through white pine forests buying
upland stands at swamp prices; not, mind you, the
avaricious scuttling of unscrupulous lummoxes but
straight Yankee ingenuity, a matter of being at the
right place at the right time. (p. 149)

el

21



On the other hand“are thelbrdinary people, rebrésented first
‘by Jack dlson'andblater by Earl Olive and the "Olives." The
club members fear and resent their employees.in very much
the same way that the landed gentry of the early-days of the
American Union fgjf menaced by the prospect of common people
obtaining the pﬁwér to vote. Ironically, the club's'worSt
fears are destined to be born out in the péfson of Earl

Olive, whose.conduct defies the club's gentéelAtradition,

McGuane comically exaggerates Earl Olive's earthy behavidu::

contrasting it 'with the prudery of ‘the élub'members.

Jack Olson, howevef, descended. from fhé origignal
settlérs, is anvexpert'woodsmaﬁ and knows every<inch,of the
club lands. McGuane gives him the characteristics of a true
“northegp gentleman":’ |

No one could replace him. His years of -poaching on
club property gave him knowledge of it all. He knew
where salt licks had to go, what crop had to grow in
the open valleys and when it had to be knocked down to
make winterfeed for the game bixrds; he knew how to keep
the lake from filling with weeds and reverting to
swamp;. . « . The main lodge was calked and varnished
at generous intervals; the Bug House screened and
shingled. The lake maintained a good head of native-
- bred trout and the woods sang with life. (p. 61)

_ ) -
Whereas the Centennial Club members merely mouth their -

belief that "life in the forest means a return to older

’ virtues," Olson makes his living from ﬁiéhing and hunting.

N

They resent Jack Olson because he easily exceeds them in

" these purspits; McGuane uses Olson to expose the arrogant

dream world whicﬁ the members have made of the Centennial:

" Club:

22.



They wanted to be the heroes and 0Olson made,them look
like buffoons when accident forced compar#on. . . .
For Olson, hunting and fishing were forms of husbandry
because he guaranteed the life of th® country himself.
When the members came swarming out of the woods with
their guns and high-bred animals and empty hands to
find Olson. . . turning a pair of effortlessly
collected grouse over a bed of hardwood coals,. . .
they wanted to call the annual meeting right then and
there and tell this interloper to get off the property
before they got a cop. (p. 62) ' F

When Vernor Stanton plants a rumour th;thlson is
' trying to take over tﬁe club t§ turn itlinto a private-
shooting préserve, the cvy_lub seizes on it as an excuse to get
rid of him. Free to Hire hié own succéssor; Olsdn chooses
Earl Olivé, a émaLl—timé}priminal and bait fisher in a club
of fly fishers, The scenejis set for a degraded repetition°
of the struggle between the privilegsa class and the common
péople, between the aristocratic prétensions of the
‘ Cenﬁennial Club members and the vulgar habits of Earl Olive
- and friénds. “ q
Olive, menaciﬁg and’cocksuré in‘his flashy‘coﬁhoy
élothes,’iqtroduces'an ominous note of pr{mitivism to the
staié‘worlﬁ of the clﬁb; While perhéps not as ruthless and
cruel aé‘the ¢lub members;‘Earl Olive's mob is po%trayed by
McGuane in almost as unfavourable a light, -They are
characterized by laziness, sadism, lasciviousness and
stupidity as well as a mob mentality which mékes them easily
léd and(méde to serve the petty tyfént, Earl Olive. The

mistrust between the two groups hardens into opposition at

the barbecue Olive holds to celeprate his new job:

23"
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1 2
In thg beginning, they watched from a distance. Earl
Olvie had a washtub full of coals on a metal stand and
he stood before it in a huge white puff of a chef's
hat, turning meat. His friends sat on the stoop of his
. porch or swigged quart bottles of- beer with ‘their
girlfriends. One tanned and heavily lined man in an

azure shirt. . . trapped a fat lady between a tree :and

his desperately pumping pelvis. . . Earl Olive forked
a piece . of the cooking meat and held it out toward the
trees. . . and said, "You want some? Come on, you
hungry? Say so and Earl Olive will feed you." (p. 119)

3

The club group on the other hand .

+4+ + o Was quieter and showed more solidarity; and they
\*ftood in dense, composite order,. . . the group from

'there'yas something like a magnetic field. (p. 120)

The antagonism betweeﬁ fhe two groups is very
satiéfying to Stanton who has deliberately manipulated the
two groups to further_his‘éwn ends. As he explains to
" Quinn:

"M-my position here is well, essentially that of the

24

--she club said not one thing. . . . Between the two

nobleman, -. . Olive's dealings with me and the other

members make him the enemy within, May I predict that
this is not going to be the usual boring, phlegmatic
summer?. . . When I arrived I did everything I could
to make things interesting. . .. Then I saw that rats
and hats and ball-point pens weren't what it takes to
electrify twenty-six thousand acres of forest and make
it habitable. What it takes is tension and constant
migace." (pp. 131-133)

Vernor Stanton does indeed see himself as a noblémqn.
His sole objective is to gain powér for himsélf. He
cleverly manipulates the weaknesses of club members and
"Olives" alike in order to grab power for himself. McGuane
depictsMStanton'aseahad‘yet also heroic individual who is

_ cbmpelled to shape events to fit his ambitions.



! m J | .
The Sporting Club is McGuane's exploration of the

desire to transform hietory into myth revealed in the

Centennial Club's elaborately constructed background. Given

- this, Vernor Stanton carries this pfopensity to an extreme,

£
K%}

Stanton feels only contempt for the notion of hereditary
privilege and tradition within tne Centennial Club. His
Machlavelllan tactics are a bid for total control of the
Club. As he tells Quinn: "'I am sentimentally attached to
these lands. . And I have 1earned to be the enemy of the
| . .
people that inherit them.“’(p. 133) |
The rather staid James Quinn provides an effective foii
to Vernor Stanton. Unlike the cautious Quinn, Staeten lives
for fhe trfumph of crushing his opponents.-McGuane

deliberately makes Stanton an attractive figure, and in many

ways he is the hero of the novel. Out of his insatiable

hunger‘for power, Stanton tqo”creates his own myth which

"places him at the center ofnthevCentennial Club., Half mad,

Stanton's dfeams far exceed the fictions created by the club
members; he sees himself as a heroic figure destined to rule

the Centennial Club. Not content to merely revise history

into myth, Vernor Stanton wants to live out his own exalted

\

myth. With his authoritative demeanor, obsession with

honour, and habit of duelling, Stanton'is reminiscent of -

Andrew Jackson.
McGuane's purpose is clear: he uses Stanton to satirize
. . [ 4

the tendency to make eminent historical >figures into
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legendary heroes. As champion of thé ordinary people,
farmers and planters whom he called "the bone and sinew of
the country", Jackson was elected to presidential office.
He put an end to épecial privilege, monopolies, and the
centering of power in the hands of a favoured class. By
nature despotic, however, Jackson, by the end of his term,
had greatly enlarged the.power of the President. While
claiming tha; final power was determined by the w%ll of’the~
people, he considered himself to be the interpreter of just
what the will of’ﬁhe‘people'was.lo‘ Obviously, Vernor
Stantén is modelled on Andrew Jackson.. He.likew@se qses‘the
common péople, Earl Olive, and friends to gain perf against
the aristocrgtic club'members. Wiéh this advantage, Vernor
has noifurther use for Earl, contemptuously humiliagang him
in a duel,_as he piepares to.assume tdtalipower. Earl

escapes to the woods howling in pain and anger but his

revenge is swift and final.: He dynamites the dam and the

lodge, transforming the club's trout-filled lake into a-

"suppurating mud-hole":
The destruction of the lodge was total. Only the
plumbing stood out of the wreckage, white fixtures on
pipe legs like mangrove hummocks. The cellar hole had
begun to fill with water. The quantity of shattered
lumber was astounding. (p. 146) )
Soon the club has regressed to a state of tribal warfare,
the members against the "Olives." As Quinn observes, "it

could have been the Bronze Age." (p. 197)
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The novel progresses to a final moment of truth which
ironically comes out of the club's celebfd%i&;-of its
cherished tradition. The anniversary celebrations commence
bLt as Spengler has burnt his chronicle of the Club's
history, only the time capsule remains to be revealed. It
is Quinn who digs it up and opens it:

The inside of the box was japanned metal. A large

rolled sheet of some paper or parchment comprised its
sole contents. This was tied about with ribbon that

rubbed away to dust under Quinn's finger. He unrolled

what proved to be a huge photograph. . . . Surely the
question on top of the photograph blaring in gold leaf
Dearest Children of the Twentieth Century, Do You Take
Such Pleasures as Your Ancestors? could not be answered
so forthrightly as it was asked. Surely nothing they
could say or do now would flail the eye as this rickety
nineteenth century light with which the photographer
had recorded so outlandish a sexwal circus at full
progress. (pp. 201-202)

As forcefully as the dynamite exploded the dam and
lodge, the photograph debunks the myth of the club's
respected tradition. At the same time, the photograph

generates its own myth-making powers. The club founders

remain enigmatic. Either the photo is a huge joke played on

posterity or an example of decadence too appalling to

believe. As Quinn observes:

+

The fact of the photograph and the world it revealed
now. held an adamantine reality that was at once as
radiant and cloudy as myth. (p. 203)

In this destruction of the Centennial Ciub's fictional

history, McGuane compares the fact of the photograph-to a

27

myth which both illuminates and obscures the world it

contains. McGuané-bglieves that this represents the usual



view of the past, partly known and partly invented. The

Sporting Club makes the point that America's reverence of
its history satisfies a need to'preserve the ideals of the
past in spite of the harsher reality of actual events. What
is left of the club is spiralling rapidly into barbarism.
Law and order have broken down as have sexual mores; in fact’
the club is .now as bad or worse than the "Olives."
Increasingly obsessive and tyrannical, Vernor Stanton
is winding down like a clock. The real dang.r lies in his
inabilify-to distingﬁlsh reality from>ﬁis own delusions.
The Centennial Club is his fi=ld of conquest, the "insolent
world* he has created in order to carry out his own
Napoleonic ambitions. ‘He has made this‘“enormous world
constructed from within, hermetic as it was Eeassuring. -
(165) to satisfy his egomaniacal obsesSioAs. As Quinn
remarks : /oy
It used to be that behind all of his deliberate acts
were abstract principles he could name, like courage,
attainment, persistence; or irritation, interference,
degradation. Quinn no longer knew how insistent
Stanton was about this system; but he had a powerful
suspicion that behind certain activities, the duelling

or the episode on the bridge or at the Bug House,
lingered these abstractions. (p. 94)

There is a note of elation in Stanton's voice as he declares

the destruction of the club and its proud history:

“this swinish pack of human refuse from which we all
descend has put an end to our littlé organization by
remote control. The end, the end. Finished,
Extinction as in dinosaurs, top hats, the great auk--"
(p. 204). '
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But Stanton too is racing towards his own end. The ¢lub has

found a new cause in hunting down Earl Olive and once the
N

5

ho‘,‘

has caught its victim, a f1nal confrontat1on is
staged Vernor against Earl in a last duel. This time the

guns are loaded with real bullets,

But both men discover that neither one can kill the
other:

At ten, Stanton spun, fired and missed. Quinn saw it.
. It was deliberate. He stood facing Olive with his chin
on his chest, the weapon at his side, Olive held his
gun with both hands for steadiness. He had as much
time as he wanted. . . . He raised the end of the gun
and fired over Stanton's head. “You bastard!" Stanton
roared, as Olive flung the gun into the crowd, running.
(pp. 213-214) '

Each side needs the other to §ustain'its myth. Vernor

Stanton is helpless w1thout menace and confllct, depriveq/of/

-

1t he feels "boxed in" and as uneasy as Huck\Flnn kept too

-long in the lap of divilized-societyif/Against‘enemies at

first real but, increasingly Mithftime,'imaginafy, he

develops elaborate battles based on abstract principles;;

" His own ego propels him toward greater megalomania and.

\larger acts of arrogance Wthh must eventually collapse. It

1e\Earl Olive who refuses to shoot him and thereln deprives

h1m, one could speculate, of the ultlmate legendary status, -

leaving him simply as “crazed and confusedﬂ'(p.\216)

At the same tlme, the semi- legendary Vernor‘ tantons of

history personlfy'the larger-than-llfe heroes, éhe legehds“

needed to sustain the myth whéch is fundamental to the
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nation. Eﬁﬁéﬁiﬁafi Olive cannot resist the lure of
greatness, the wonder of the myth:
Olive floundered helplessly toward them, borne on the
fast and gleaming tide. As he neared them, he began to
bay that Stanton would make them pay; Stanton wouldn't
let anything happen to him, he bayed abjectly. . . .
Now Quinn knew Stanton had gotten to him., Olive was a
believer. He da;edu upside down and ahead, with numb
sentimentality an& contentment. {(pp. 214-215) ~
Finally, "it was the end" and Quinn felt "“this hermetic,
~outlandish thing punctuféa'at last, a century of bad air
expiring.” (p. 217)

History for McGuane is the myth we live by, a form of

cultural nourishment. The suggestion ihgT%e Sporting Club
- o .
is that America's proud history is a myth which sustains the
nation just as Spengler's chfonicle invented a proud
tradition for the Centennial Club, The truth of history is
fqund somewhere in these myths in the same way that the real
nature of the Centennial Club lies somewhere in that photé,
“radiant and cloudy as mythﬁ’(p. 203)

When the "gentleman's sporting club with a past" goes

up for sale, Stanton buys it. But both the club and Stanton
~Nare diminished; Stanton's towering individualism has been
subdued. Now he piays out imitations of his old duels; he
no longer has his bi;téls but he,has/plywood cutouts that

are "much the same" and he and Quinn pace off and say "Bang,

bang!" at each other»soberly.till a voice upstairs summons

Stanton to bed. iﬁ/itsﬁgzéinEegration, the Club resembles
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the decline of western civilization. The Centennial Club is

reduced to the“pathétic'posturings of its last member,
Quinn stole  a look at Stanton whose features had
clarified impressively under .madness and.loss of
weight, He 'seemed heroic and at one with his
illusions, (p. 218)

For James Quinn, the reluctant realist, Stanton's

actions represent the pattern of history repeating itself: -

»

. ' \
power, dominance, and finally disintegration as Stanton's

hallucinations collapse.

The myth has been deflated, leaving nothing but the:

ritual, For Vernor Stanton, the worlds of reality and myth
have been brought together and he can no longer distinguish

between them. He carries on an. unreal existence, like an

actor in a performance with props and script rather than as

a real person:

Stanton talked well when he remembered; he never
faltered 'from forgetting but stopped cleanly apd. waited

w

for Janey to cue him. (p. 219) .

McGuane has called The Sporting Club "an experiment in
wll :

anarchy, a political paradigm, and the aﬂ&iogy between

31

the Centennial Club and the American republic is ©

f ,
unmistakeably satirical. The motive behind satire is a

moral one; in The Sporting Club, McGuane condemns that view

of 'American history which renders the nation's past

inviolate. - Although the novel is both comic and

entertaining; McGuane's more serious intent is to shbw. the

5 .

power of myth as a source of cultural identity. A nation

Q



perceives its‘identity in its'past, and history invariably

‘becomes the institutionalization of heroic' myth,
. .~ . . ' .
McGuane sees America as shaped through this powerful

process of memory and myth:TmParadoxically, histery is

.7

composed of both truth and fiction, and the clever and
L

intricate plot of The’ Sportlng Club debunks the patrlotlc‘

11es of American hlstory even as it demontrates the. need’ for
Y Y : -

such ideals as symbols of individual and collective

~achievements in time.jlﬂowever repulsive Vernor Stanton

‘finds the'club‘s‘chroniqge,_the sape ideals-and ambitions

fuel his antics: “the thh‘of,power, the myth of the

‘indiVEGUal. “If‘Vernor Stanton is, to all appearances,

"comproﬁ?sed“ at the end of the novel and, ultlmately a

u%ctlm of hlS own 1llu51ons, still- the legend o£ hls her01c;

N

1hd1v1duallsm lives on, another part of the myth formlng.;

\

This myth-making is a process that McGuane sees as

fundamental ‘to an'undérstdnding of the past. At the same
'tiMe, there must be room for the 1nd1v1dua1 to make his own

hiStory wlthln a traditlon.
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“Fishing for sport is 1tself an act of racial memory and
“"in places. . . it moves toward the purer symbolism of
tournaments. An Outside Chance

CHAPTER TWO

. NINETY-TWO IN THE SHADE

Chapter One discussed Thomas McGuane's use of history

~and myth in his first novel, The Sporting Club In that
novel, the myth of the Centenn1a1 Club's past was shown to
have effect;vely replaoed its actual history. In Ninety-

Two in the Shade, McGuane\explores another myth: the heroic

role which is romantic in its drive to assert .the 1nd1y1dual
as the source of order and meanlng. McGuane s protagonlst
"lives.in a world without traditipn,.values orﬂatsense of a -
i _ i

past, symbolized by the ineffectyality of fathers. The
greet fear is ofrtime,va theme which will coentinue to
. preoccupy McGuane in later novels, al ,e’hero'stcompulsion

t,o escape timey to extract himsélfu the ex1g’enc1es of
history. Ohe way McGuaqe s heroes escape time 1s/by
:assumlng a style or role which in its r: ‘tual purlty is
detached from hlstory. The inevitably tragic outcomehof

such a solution and the necessity of 1ntegrat1ng the past

are clearly revealed in Ninety-Two in the Shade.

Ninety-Two in the Shade is markedly, almost studiously,
Hemingwayesque both in its concern with the individual
alienated from his society and time, and in the résort to

‘action as an existential antidote to despair.  MeGuane's

h35



36

novels address some of the same themes as Hemingway's: the- '_
al1enat10n ‘from a society absurdly set on self-destruction
and the retreat to nature to face direct ly in fishing or big

game huntino the existential battle between man and nature.

K McGuane's America, a society rendered 1ncreas1ngly absurd by

3

technology, mater1allsm, and pathological narc1ssism,?
ites the same sense of futility as affected Hemingway'

know1ng what a meat cleaver daily. h1story is and how we
trend, fplte our most luminous acts, steadily toward
oblivion. _ '

-

The novel tackles a more serious theme than his ear11er

satiric novel, The Sport1ng Club. Th1s theme centers on the

‘attempt to structdre existence in the absence of any
profound beliefs. All too conscious ofkthe unrelenting
passage of time and what.awaits at the end of.time,
McGuane's heroes yearn for some kind of connectlon”between
the past and the present as opposed to the vanity of all
flesh. ”éut McGuane's worldview in this novel is close to
that of a Hemlngway novel in which characters move w1th1n a
metaphy51cal closed system"2 toward a tragic: end.
‘ Moreover, McGuane's characters‘in'this novel remain(fixed in
'roles which do not allow them to change or grow.‘

Both Ernest Hemingway and Thomas McGuane are "searchers
for order,"3 Hemingway in,the.ideologicalﬁrubble of post-war
Europe and McGuane in the "declining‘snivelization“ of
contemporary‘America. This desire for an established system

of Values in a world of arbitrariness, violence and death is



a search fof'values; for a substitute order of reality in
which the perfectly ordered rules of fishing and hunting
Compensate‘for the lack of a religious or cultural
tradition., |

"In Ninety-Two in the Shade, Tom Skelton is in

extremis," a victim of "internal collapse and loss almost of
armature that made it increasingly difficult to so much as

sit up straight."4

At the end of his rope, Tom Skelton has
come (symbolically) to the end of the COntinent, trying to
escape "hotcakes land" (p.‘53) out on the ocean, knowing he
is‘"going to have to draw soﬁe'lines" (p. 52) in order to
'find a'way of going on. -‘Abandoning formal study of ﬁariﬁé

biology, Skelton plans to set up as a fish guide:

simple survival at one level and the prevention of

psychotic lesions ‘based upon empirical observation of

the republic depended upon his being able to get out on
the ocean. Solitary floating as the tide carried him
off the seaward shelf was in one seéense sociopathic
\conduct for him; not infrequently such simplicity was
one of three options; the others being berserking and
smoking dope all the livelong day: (p. 122)

Skeltoh wanés‘to turn his back on society and escape to the
ocean. As M;Guane's ironic description indicates, Skelton
is escaping the bureaucratic and excessively complex society
for a simpler world of tidés, winds, and fish movements. .
While both Hemingway and McGuane are concerned with the
ekﬁstential‘struggle to find meaniné in a darkened world,
. Hemingway's novels are tragic because it seems there is no
stsibility of restoring’what haé been lost as a result of

the war: the hopes, ideals, and innocent optimism of a
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> In Hemingway's work, the sense of a

'generation.
civilization degraded beyond repair as a result’of the
rhetoric of nationalism and militarism that led to World War
I, produces a detached view, a fefusal of history.' The
world of Hemfngway's novels is a world reduced to pure
expgrience.and a refusal of history:6 a demythologized

World. ’ o L

\

For McGuane, however, the past is never dead} it is
) . . )
merely unrecovered and haunts the present with ghostly

‘reminders., ’
One of McGuanels ghosts is clearly Hémingway7'whose
themes and fictional situations are frequently raided and

reappear, subtly altered, in McGuane's novels.j8 There is

some satire in this treatment of Hemingway's .existential

themes but more often McCuane's'protagonists reveal an

alienation from "the age" equally as profound and disturbing
as that.of Jake Barnes or Nick Adams. For example:
From the seaward vantage, it was the America you weep

for. Ulysses S. Grant and Robert E. Lee knee-deep in
mobile homes surrounded by the vacant sea. (p. 108) ' .

Successive novels by McGuane document the evolution of his
typical hero, an individual radically alienated and

searching for an understanding of the past (commonly through

the father) which will provide some assurance of continuity

between generations and a sense of permanent values. Only
with this link can the hero's obsession with death and

oblivion abate,
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Tom Ske'lton is an early version of this type of hero..

Having :eturned‘to Key West barely holding on to reality, he
is determined to egtablish himsélf as a fish guide. This
livelihood,bwhich requires intuition and skill, is. for
" Skelton (as for Hemingway's protagonists) a’ritual linked to
the enduring oégan and natdré‘as oppqsed fo corrqpting
sQSiety; | | -

| Skelton, established in the fuselage he calls home,
surrounded by his books, transoéeanic radio and imaginary
garden, is intent on guiding as.the only sélvation in sight.

Like Nick Adams in "Big Two-Hearted River" or Frederick

Henry in A Farewell to Arms, Skelton's determination to

'guide is an attempt to'establish his own "“code" of
behaviour. Guiding is an occubation impervigus to
everYthing but the demands of ebb and flow tides, and the
movement of fish. witﬁin the ordered ritual ofAfishing, the

individual skill becomes the only ground for value and

~identity. This existential freedom liberates Skelton for a

shbrt time,’at least, frbm his awareness of urban,blight,
family eptanglements; and general despair.

For Skelton there is éomething unproﬁanéd about thé
ocean, a feeiihg connected to the symmetry of thevflaté and
keys and .the professionalism required to navigate theh from
Memory :
| Skelton by painful .and slow process knew very well-how

to run the country having slept out in mosquito bogs

for his mis judgments. He had poled the better parts of
full days upwind and up tide with bent drive shafts and
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wiped-out propellers for having had on the map of his

brain previously unlocated coral heads or discarded ice
. cans from commercial boats; or for having lost surge

channels in the glare crossing shallow reefs. (p. 13)

Escaping the "globe of his own hallucinatory despair"

(p. 3) Skelton finds the fishing a kind of rite, a ceremony

in which knowledge and skill and intuition permit him to

identify for a moment with the ancient and subterranean

order of the ocean,

The typical Hemingway hérb establishes a surrogate
source of order in sports such as fishing and hunting, in
careful knowledge of the rituals of the bullfight, boxing,
horseracing and others, és well as in the formalized
vidlence‘of war. For the Hemingway hero, survival dépends
on finding éh order in the world, a code of behaviour
concerned with honour, loyalty, and courage which offers
stability in a war—torn world. Out of this code, the only

‘morality is that which feels good or bad afterwards.

L

Ninety-Two in the Shade, with?ut a doubt, explores
HémingQay territory. Like Hemingwayﬁs heroces, Tom Skelton
- feels the absence of a meaningful tradition, and is dfiven
to seafch for the “code}“ the role, the almost mySfical
.ritual whidh will bring order to his life. He feels the
ﬁmmense.emptiness of his éxisténce:'”Miranda honey, look
here," he says to his girlfriend, "all of us . . . are just

A

free people looking to  be prisoners, hoping for a quiet

cell, a toothbrush and a washcloth; but we are the convicts

. of freedom.'" (p. 107) Unable to make any'meaningfu@
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connections between himself and his father or grandfather,

Ll

between his past and his future, Skelton is merely following
his instincts when he decides to guide. By mastering the
~difficult and precise-skills of fish guiding; Skelton hdpes
to escape the present with its degraded morality and forge a

1

link to a more solid sea-faring tradition: |

It had taken a quarter of a century to produce the
combination for him: access to the space of ocean (and
the mode of livelihood that would make that access
constant) and an unformed vision of how he ought to
live on earth with others. (p. 122)
“'T have got to get this skiff,"" he tel}s Miranda}'”It's
theﬁpnly thing I can do half right. It's as simple as
that.é" (p. 93)
Only one thing bars Skelton's ambltlons to guide:

Nichol Danoe s threat to kill him 1f he does so, Nichol

Dance is one of two established fishing guldes out of Key

4

West, the cher being Faron Carter. Though their~fishing

»

styles are opposite, both men are succes;ful guides and
Skelton's own pattern is modelled on theirs, because "theirs
were the styles that there were" (p. 7):

'+ Now'Carter was a level person who presented certain
civic,virtués that could not be ascribed to
‘Dance. . . . Dance would brood about the tide or lose
his temper or, much the worst, begin drinking. The two
‘men ‘were similarly successful as guides over the long
haul., Day after day, Carter put a sound amount of fish
on the dock. While Dance, the incessant addict of long
shots, would sometimes  blank out entirely, coming, home
in an empty skiff black in the face; but on his best
days he would produce fish in quantities
1ncomprehens1ble to Carter. Skelton favored Dance.
(p. 7)
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r Actually Tom Skelton and Nichol Dance have much in
common. Both have Sgﬁe to Key West headed for the ocean as
a place to start over, and both men regard fishing as an
essential component of their lifestyleg. In addition, both
men have been o the “extremer voyages of the spirit" toward
madnesé. In yearé past, Dance shot and killed an exercise

boy in Kentucky under vague circumstances and now drinks

himself half to death in excessive bouts with the bottle.,

Skelton too is on the run from that "tremulous threshold

where another breath is a matter for decision.” (p. 21)

Essentially, for both men, fzéhing is an escape, the only

other escape being death. If he weren't a skilled gu}de,
Nichol Dance knows he would be "just a displaced bﬁmpkin run
out of his own unmortgaged bar" (p. 12) and Skelton likewise
knows that fishing is his only "way of going onﬂ'(p. 6)

The confrontation between the £wo men sets up the major
coAflict in the novel and féreshadows the inevitable tragic

climax. These characters are obsessed with their individual

~aims; neither one can compromise. With all the rigidity of

42

Greek tragic heroes, they are doomed to act out their -

destiny. Nichol Dance cannot allow Skelton to threaten his
superior position as a guide because such competition would

destroy his credibility. Inside, he knows that

One thing no one could ever make me do . . . is  start

over. I would listen to all the resurrection plans

anyone had for me. Buf starting over is out of the

question. (p. 100)

—



Only Dance's former guiding career st&ﬁﬁs between his
present reputation andwhis turbulent past. Unable to resign
himself ép any opposition, he is fully prepared to kill
Skelton if necessary. "I will do what I have to," he says
to himself, "i'm all I've got, 'in a manner of speaking."”
(p. 133) |

Skelton is equally determined to guide. Like Manuel in

Hemingway's short story “The Uhdefeated," or Santiago in The-

'0l1d Man and the Sea, who refuse to give up even in the face

of death, Skeltan's\ instinct to guidevis irrefutable, his
-only lifeline. As he tells Miranda: "'When you realize that
everyone dies, yog-become a_terrible,kind of purist,'"
(p. 22) | |

Thérefore, he sets about ordering his skiff\with all
the attention to the subtle intricacies-of bqats and gear
typical of one of.Hemibgway's heroeg. ﬁsﬁéifon'lovingly
attends torevery detail. of the ri;uﬁi/from the study of

Bohlke's Fishes of the Bahamaé/énd“ggld Notes on the

L5

Physiology of Maripe/fﬁvertebrates (p. 24) to the exact

\ :/ .
specificatigns/6;<his new skiff:

*~ "'three hatches with interconnected waterways routed in
a taper so they drain to the sump. .. and all hardware
flush-mounted to a drive fit., . . and maybe a half inch
overhang above that aft bulkhead.'" (p. 80) *

Skelton's creed is "Yes, gentlemen, there's next to
nothihg; but I'm going to have fun anyway." (p. 76), an

obvious echo of Hemingway. : His fateful collision with
. ) ‘ /) A
Nichol Dance seems inevitable: /
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The future cast a bright and luminous shadow over
Thomas Skelton's fragmented past; for Dance, it was the
past that cast the shadow. . Both men were equally prey

.to mirages, Thomas Skelton required a sense of

mortality; and, ironically, it was Nichol Dance who was

giving it to him; for Skelton understood perfectly well

that there was a chance, however small, that Nichol

Dance would kill him.(}p. 89)

Both Dance and Skelton have names which suggest the
"daﬁse mac?bre,“ the medieval-dgnce,of death that could lead
a livinéaperson to his death.’ ~The novel is structured
. around this telling image as the two figures move toward and
gway from.each éther, leading inexOrably to a final
-engagement. ' /

Skelton needs a sense of 1mpend1ng danger in order to
feek‘that hlS existence matters. This 111ustrates a common
theme in McGuane s work up to Panama: the individual deéire

for heroism as a means to transcend his mortality. In

addition to Skelton, Vernor Stanton in The Sporting Club &nd

Chet Pomeroy in Panama attempt to defy death_through such

immortality. For Skelton, the gamble makes him feel he

e

really is alive. = —

tFor'Hemingway, the past is frequently another country,
:a world severed from the present by thelintervening
nightmare of the war, Often in-hfé novels, the characters
do'not'speak of (the past. For McGuéne, however, the past is
not’déad; only lost, a function of severed connections. In

Nlnety Two in the Shade,‘Skeltonsmpast is symbollcally

44

‘expressed through his father and grandfather. Eventually'

Skelton begins to realize that behind his decision to guide



is the influence of previous generations of sea-farers in
his-family: ™,
| was there a connection between himself and these two

male forebears? And if there was, what was he being

steered toward?, . . . He could not escape the
suspicion that this association of boats--cruiser,

(pp. 112-113)

Skel?gn'é grandfather, Goldsboro Skelton, “is an aging,
imperious racketeer, "revered unseen and unmet as oniy a
crook of 1imitless cynicism, can bé reveredﬂ“(p. 32) Son of
the last important Key West w:ecking master, Goldsboro is a
.renowned figure in Key West society, a political .manipulator
who made his fortune through a lifetime of defying the

authority of captains, gmmurts, and government. -Over the

years, through vario htures, Goldsboro has gained a

great deal of influend deptly manipulating the gaps of
control in business and:politics for his own benefit.

As Mpéuane intends{ Ske}tbn's conversation with his
. father at the end of the nbvel illu&inates the relationship
bgtween father and son. Skelton finds that he is not so
- different from hi§ father, in his dedication to "'ordeais as

a way of driving your spirit-'to theAplaEe where its first

confusions are.”f(p.169); Skelton's insistence on guiding

-

is a matter of princple to him just as his father's pursuixs;

of shrimping, blimping, and pimping are part of his own odd

search for meaning and value.

Both Skelton's father and his grandfather have.

confronted in their individual ways the problem of existence

2

rumrunner, skiff--implied something sequential,
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aggrandlzement. His son's life was a rebelllon agalnst such’

-

against sure knowledge of death. . Goldsboro's youthful
clubblng of an evangellcal wreck ing master and takeover of

Y

€«
the vessel was the. prelude to'a life of aggre551ve sel f-

dublous achlevement and a purposeful retreat to the
appearance of,lnsanlty. As he speaks to his‘father, Skelton
sees that same “turbulent gaze into emptlness“ which is 'his

"b1rthr1ghtﬁ'(p. 171) He asks h1m.'”What would you do
in my place?“ and hlS father responds-."Tﬂd go through

BT 3 - .
with it.'» (p. 173) ‘Like the pathetic symbol of the helium

uballoon trappedvinside’the Southernmosp Blimp Works,

is clubbed to death by Olle.Slatt, also for

Skelton{dies because he cannot find himself in a changlng

connection to them:

Skelton's‘father is flawed By his insistent follies; clearly
he has no’ lessons to teach his son.
S ? . »ry

Unable to see‘what he could‘have-learmed from his

grandfather and father's lives, Skelton cannot feel any

9

Re couldfno longer synthesize the life of his fatherf
~his grandfather, and -himself; he realized now, however-

that that was something he had been trylng to do all
along. (p. 104)

-
'

Dance in an 1nev1tab1e arc of tragedy.

He 1s killed by Dance after successfully hooklng a

trophy boneflsh for ‘the tourlst, 011e Slatt, awtlng
accordlng to hls conv1ctlons and the 1mage of hlmself as

flSh gu1de that was stronger than the reallty.f N;chol Dance

4<~ R
A py

Therefore, Skelton heads toward confrontatlon w1thu
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“h

Qorld; both he and Dance are caught in an outdated game,of
hohoUr. In tpe ‘absence of any connection to the past,
Skelton is forced to rely on a code to sustain him but
McGuane's point igs that such bellefs cannot ultlmately

respond to a changing world. The necessity of considering
3 . :

the past as an important influence on the Present will

. ‘ y |
become a preoccupation in McGuane's later novels.

Even the final pages.of‘Nineti;Two in the Shade show

McGuane moving beyond the purely ex1stent1al world of

Hemlngway s novels toward recogn1t1on of the pdst as a

shaping force in the hero's personal identixy. In future

novels, McGuane ‘will explore the symbolic importance of the
past in terms of both indi&idual‘and cultural self-

perception.
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Notes - Chapter Two

! Thomas McGuane, Panama (1978;'fpt.New York: Penguin

Books, 1980), pp. 169-170,

2:Albert Howard Carter III,'"MeGuane's First Three

Novels: Games, Fun, Nemesis," Critique, 17, 3 (1975), 60,
3 From a sentence by Hemlngway.n“The searchers for

\
orper will find that there is a certaln order 1n:khe

acceptance of experience." Carlos Baker, ed., Ernest

P

Hemingway: Selected Letters 1917-1961 (New York: Charles

Sc:ibner'sVSons, 1981), p. 492.

4 Thomas McGuene, Ninety-Two in the Shade (1973; rpt.

New York: Penguin, 1980), p. 3. Fuyrther references*cited by
‘ & =) :

page number within the text.

5 The frequent maiming or injury»of Hemingway's heroes

symbolizes this loss. ! %

6 By this I mean the sense of being able to say
~everything and nofhing.with words.
7 McGuane s own 11fe is startlngly remlnlscent of

Hemingway's. Born in Mlchlgan, both men 11ved in Key West

as wr;tegﬁ and expert fl@hermen. McGuane s best frlend in

l) I'd

Florldazfas Guy de'al Valdene whose father wal a close

companion to Hemlngway. McGuane s love of hunting and

N
-k

48



hunting lodge in Idaho where he was living at the time of

‘'his death, There is no record, however, of Hemingway

conquering the rodeo circuit és McGuane did with his roping
prize. | | ’

8 The fishing trip with the Rudleighs is remarkably
simiiar to that of Nick Adams in "Big Two-Hearted River II."

The episode of, the@Rudleighs in the New York outfitting
N R R N S | ,

ks . "o gt da G

store, Abercromb “,féwﬁgh,”the great brown store," could

. i T B : :
. L

have been lifted from Lillian Ross' portrait of an aging

'Hemingwaylpublished in the New Yorker in 1957,

5
]

3 Carter, p. 57. Carter sees the name Nichol Dance as

connected to the "danse‘macabre"; however he“doesknop

mention Skelton's allusive name.

" 49

‘shooting birds led him out West to Montana; Hemingway kept a




The past isfnotAdead._It‘s not even. past.
William Faulkneﬁf'Requiem for a Nun.
. ) “} N ‘

~ 4

CHAPTER THREE
-PANAMA

Thomas McGuane's fourth novel, Panama, was published in

1978, five years after ‘his last novel, Ninety-Two in the

Shade.. In an interview given to the Miami Herald as he

embarked upon the. novel, McGuane predicted this long

gestation period:
4 It's going to be very intricate thematically, and it's
going to take a long time to do. So a shorthand way¥ of
saying that is to say I'm starting a long novel., If I
say I'm starting a short novel and jit' s going to take

four years, people don't understand. 1
o |

In Panama, McGuane begins to mine the thematic vein he
had only groped toward ;n his earller novels, that 1s,vthe
continuity between tﬁe _past and the present and the compler
web of connectlons through which the past 1s’always
resurrected in thetbresent and gui&%s the future, For
McGuane the present -is woven.lnto the past in a cont1$u1ty
of pattern., 1If the strand is snlpped and the connection
_severed; the pattern becomee meanlngless ‘and the unity of

the whole disappears.

In’ Ninety-Two in the Shade, Tom Skelton struggled to

1mpose a kind of. Hem1ngwayesque order and pattern on his
existence by taklng up the demanding andgrltuallzed pursu1t
of skiff guiding. Without family .or societal bonds, the

fishing was an escape to the pure and ordered routinefof
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fish migrations and tides. However, Skelton'g attemp o

evade the strands of family and responsibility s a flight
into.avtragic fate; stranded in a predetermine
universe, Tom was unable or unwiliing to halt thé sgquence
of events he had begun. Locked in opposiﬁion wifh Faron
Carter over the guiding, Tom moved tbward the h he could
not escépe.

In Panama, McGuane begins to move away from this stark

and rather bleak view ‘of existence toward a more’ archetypal

conception of America and its history, t at is of "some

_primitive or typical, recurrent pattern of human behaviour,

\

."2 This

found both in the literature and life. . .
includes a change in the  consciousness of time. 1In

primitive societies, relics of the past are incorporated

‘into the present, historical events are woven into myth, and

the creep of linear time gives way to a circular continuous -

3

notion of time passing. Thus events occur not singly but

as part of a continuum in which men's actions recur, dréwing
togethef the past and the present.
Increasingly in Panama and the novels that follow,

McGuane locates the source. of modern anomie and alienation

in the individual's displacement from a tradition, from his

history. °The conviction that there are 'real connections

between thé‘past and,the present, that thé:past does .not
cease to exist but shapes the ,nature of what is to éome,
émergis as.é promihent.theme in McGuane's later fiction.
Many of the concerns common to tﬁentieth—centuryvliterature,

J

¢
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\
such as the arbitrariness of events in an indifferent

cosmos, the isolation of the individual, and the

inevitability of death continue to afflict McGuane@»
protagonists.» But the Hemingway "code" as a means of going
on in the féce of nothing is e&changed fdg a search to
reintegrate the individual With his pas:=. Although he
denies that the past can influence him, raging at his
father: "'Telling me goddamn you that I can't proceed

ind

without knowing where I've been, it is not until he

accepts his family and history that Chet Pomeroy in Panama

is able to discover his identity andplace in the world. "

McGuane's prediction that Panama would be intricate in

-

terms of theme was acéurate. The motifs of memory, the
pasi, the father, ghosts, resurrection,, éﬁd bridge§“0r
connectiqQns wind through the novel, evéntually\weaving them-
'selves into a form which imitates the structure of myth; the

- sequence of sacrifice, death,.and ultimately rebirth and the

' restoration of life and meaning. 1In this chapter, I will

show how Chet Pomeroy emerges from a living death of

‘narcissism and oBsession with an imaginary past, personified
in Jesse James, to struggle toward an ‘acceptance of his true
history. . Again, McGuane shows that legend and tradition are

destructive if they replace gne's real past.

The Time Out of Joint’

The novel begins wit! cthe words: "This is the first
. . - " . :

time I've worked without a .. I want to tell the truth."
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(ps 3) The confessor is Chestor Hunnicut Pomeroy, who has

aﬁéndonédnhis sthbiz past and come home to Key West as a
failed stgr and already a has-been. This novel marks the
first time McGuane has used the first person point of view
in‘his novels, Thié‘autobiographical stance is appropriate
for telling Chet's story because the reader is"drawn into
his mind while simultanpqusly‘remaining alerted to the
- limitations of his perceptiohs énd the ;xtreme narcissistic
viewpoint erm»which he judges the\world. The narrator is
not reliable; his version-of reality,'likevhis showbiz
persona, is inventive aﬁd extravagant.

Restrictiné the narrative to Chet's schizophrenic point
of view; McGuane presents an America which seehs

threatening, hallucinatory, and surreal. ie reader finds

‘himself identifying with Chet and therefore disoriented. We.

uhdergo the same gaps in time and the same delusions that

Chet experiences in his jéurney toward reality. McGuane'

A .
emphasizes the demented nature of Chet's mind through abrupt
transitions, jerky dialogue, and the merging of fantasy and
‘reality.

Chet's theatrical past is not clear; he seems to have

combined rock ,and roll stardom with such bizarre feats as -

climbing out of an eléphant to sword-fighting a pitching
machine. It is apparent that his former life was a wild
_ o= ,
circus of exhibitionism and Las Vegas style entertainmént:

I was making a tremendous living demonstrating with the

aplomb of a Fuller Brush salesman, L1 the nightmares,

all the loathsome, toppling stat of mind, all the
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evil things that go on behind closed eyes. When I

crawled out of the elephant's ass, it was widely felt

I'd gone too far; and when I puked on the mayor, that

was it, I was through. (p. 154)

Chet represents what McGuane sees as the sickness in
contehporary American society: the cult of personality, the
preoccupation with image, the desire for vulgar sensatibn
and newness as a palliative for the essential emptiness and
superficiality of one's own life. The movies express the
new American dream, a fantasy of physical beauty and heroic
individualism taking place in an eternal present where the
reality of change, loss; and death nevér intrudes. It is no
accideng that Chet is connected to the movie industry
through such productions as ”The'Dbg‘Ate the Part We Didn't
Like" and "Chronicles of a Depraved Pervert." The movies

are the extreme expression of America's pathological

narcissism, where spectacle is the predominant form of

cultural display, a production and consumrption of images

which substitutes for the sense of a shared history and
traditian.

The Key West that greets Chet when he arrives home is

like the protagonist hipself, degraded. As the novel opens,‘

the city commissioner and other officials have just been
arrested for operating an illegal lottery--the bolita, and
the general tone is one of defeat and decay:

Out on the patio, I could see the horizon. The dog
slept in the wedge of sun. There were no boats, the
sea was flat, and from here, there was not a bit of the
coordinated raids, the unmarked cars. ... And behind
the wooden shutters, there was as much cocaine as ever.
I had a pile of scandal magazines to see what had hit
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friends and loved ones. There was not one boat between
me and an unemphatic horizon. I was home from the
field of agony or whatever you want to call it; I was
home from it. I was dead. (p. 4)

Why does Chet return to Key West? He seems preoccup{gm

: .
with his family background, and his old girlfriend,
Catherine. On the verge of collapse, Chet has come home

with a compulsion to retrace his past and find some purpose

and meaning to his existence. Key West is the most unlikely

of retreats since it is comprised mainly of "whores,

junkiis, aﬁd Southern lawyers," (p. 7) but it's home.

It soon becomes clear that Panama.is McGuane's portrait
of a cu1ture in decliﬁe. In fact, McGuane presents Kéy West
as a'mic;ocosm of the;cultural crisis of America. Everyone
inkkey West seems Eo“be getting by on’drugs,~sex, or
Viglen¢e; there arefﬁnseen menaces at every turn and even
the police are thréatening. Key West is a significant
setting located as it is at the extreme end of the
‘continent, and McGuane describes it as decaying: "tﬁe grape-
fruits were rptting in’the little grove . . . the bent grass

was thick and spongy and neglected." (p. 4)

In many ways, Chet's society conforms to the "culture

of narciésism“ described by Christopher Lasch Qho observes
the signs of pathological narcissism in modern America's
"fascination with fame and celebrity, .. . the shallowness
and transitory quality of personal‘relatiéns, and the horror
of death."®> As Chet says: "The worse the dream, the more

demonstrative you must become." (p. 89) The novel abounds
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with instances of shallow relationships in which the parties
involved never connect emotionally. Marcel’ine especially,
with her painted féce and beribboned hair seems to cultivate
relationships as numerous as the rings on her fingers.
Emotional commitment, however, seems as impossible between
Marcelline and her boyfriends as it does for everyone else
in the novel, including Chet and Catherine. The sunbathegﬁ
whom'CheE'ovérhea:s talking on the beach are typical:

"Scarred for life . . ." '

"NOt excited . . o" . -

*. « . nothing personal between us."

"Girl is getting me down. [I spoke to her of] . . .

Rasputin, the Kalahari, the telegraphy of souls and
ocean. All she wants to do is sixty-nine." (p. 106)

More immediate, however, is the disintegration and loss

within Chet's own world. Chet's mother and his brother,
Jim, are dead ahd Chet refuses to accept that his fatbe ]is
not dead too. The famil; scenario is Faulknerian ik its
descent from days of gléry‘to degradatiqn; Chet says: "See,
in Key West, we were an old family thaf had lost its money.
. )" (p. 45) The decline from a glamourous ship-building
family that once built "coasﬁers, trading smacks, sharpie
mail-boats . « . and blockade runners" (p. 1l1) for the
Confederacy in the Civil wWar and "had houses with pecan wobd
dining—foom tables, crazy chandeliérs, and dogwood joiSts
pinned like the ribs of ships" (p. 12) to baﬂkrupﬁcy in the
Depression and finally a "duil,'stupid drunk" (p. 12)

grandfather is a fall through time. Now Chet is a helpless

witness to one final degradation as his stepmother, Roxy,

56

- R



prepares to sell the famlly sh1pyard to Curtis V. Peavey, a
"“‘local real estate dealer,» as the site for a new Holiday Inn.

Like Quentin Compson in The Sound and the Fury, Chet

feels himself to be the last doomed remnant of his family
which has been blighted with death like the first-born of
the Egyptians. What Chet would really like is to halt the
' decline and stop time since he sees only too well "what a
meat cleaver dally history is and how we trend, desplte}our
most luminous acts, steadily toward oblivionﬂ'(pp. 169-170)
The decl1ne 6f Chet® s family fortunes suggests
McGuane's view of Amerlca as a natlon whlch has forgotten
its heroic origins and replaced its ideals of honour .and
freedom w1th commercial greed and bourgeois vulgarlty.
"Chet's 1solat10n from the world around him ("I am enclosed
in here, in my reflecto Ray Bans. Look a' me and what do
you see? Yourself." [p. 159]) represents the enttapment of
the individual in the preseht. Chet speaks for all those
who llkew1se feel the loss of the continuity and coherence
that a sense of history and custom can provide:
All of us passengers were torn from our origins . . .
- beneath us my little America, my baby madhouse,
deployed towns and cities against the icy ruinous
transept of time and the awful thing which awaits it,
(p. 155) _
The severance of ties that llnk the past and the

present results in a disconnection from one's or1g1ns that

is like death. Chet hints of this death in himself:
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I"am in all respects the replica of an effective
bright-mouthed coastal omnivore . . . who . . . teeth
glittering with light like broken minerals, could be
dead; could be the kind of corpse that is sometimes
described as “"fresh". (p. 8)

. The death that Chet senses all around him is the nothingness
of a society without context. Chet feels only the
disintegration of things: Key West, Roxy sléﬁly falli‘p intogs
the hands of Peavey, imbibing alcohol and pills with
increasing speed, Cather1ne desertlng him for a new lover,
and the .general malaise of é%ery aspect of life. But Chet's
sense of inevitable doom 1s related to h1s fear of time and
the ob11v1on that waits gt the end of it: S
"I d llke to p01nt out my inability to stand hav1ng
‘ noth1ng that began long ago . . . . We have no money,
enemies at.every turn, nuns haunting my house,
evaporating lists of friends, the dark, family dead,

‘and dead this and dead that and killing everything and
killing time---" (p. 59, my emphasis)

Time is the dimension of motion ahd change and it is
time (and therefore death) that Chet wants to stop. "The
- progress of time is a constant remlnder of the on901ng

~ "‘"'ki EE
process of decline w1th1n his. fam11y, the gulf‘Betwee

death which hovers. The death of hls brogher,

pivdtal'moment for Chet.; At the ‘

brotherisuffocating'on a plastic

asylum, Chet experiences the full

doom which time has brought him to.
. a

his wristwatch, time stops for Chet

of ‘a possible future:



I last saw hy brother Jim at a mental hospital where
he had a small, decent room with a poster of me on the
wall , . . . We had a long talk about our mother and
father. . . . Then I flew to Stockholm to do a show.
Jim was due out of the bin in three days. A week
later, full of morphine, he smothered to death on a
plastic-covered mattrsss. (p. 45)
Although it was Jim who died on the day of the Boston subway
fire, Chet insists that it was his father. Because the
concept of father implies a continuinb_movement forward into
history (and death), Chet begins to deny his féther's
existence and to locate himself in the changeless past. He
invents a new family history:k"'My father led.a long and
heroic life at sea and died ironiéaLly in a tunnel under the
city of Boston instead,of at the helm of a schooner. . . .'"
(p. 142)

.‘ N

The Tdeal Past

”
v

Chet desires t% link his lineage to Jesse James, the

Missouri outlaw whose daring train robberies and ability to
?

L

escape captufe gained him lebendary'status in American

4
@

I stand for those who have made themselves up.

I am directly related to Jesse James. That is
true. We were out of Excelsior Springs, Missouri, and
hid him in our barn more than once. I have played in
that barn, and in fact, it is within the gloomy space
beyond.the hay mow whére Jesse James is supposed to
have hung upside down, with his percussion Colts-in his
trousers. (p. 85) -

2

¥

history:

As a cultural hero, Jesse James is static, - fixed,

immortal and therefore immune_to change and death,

¢

Contrasted with the banality and vulgarity of the présent
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with its. perverted*love and drug mentality, the past seems

her01c and un1f1ed to Chet.' Chet s desire. for the past is aﬁ

'nostalgla for 4 mythical time more nearly perfect than "the

’y

present, Jesse James functlons as a cultural hero through

- whom he can escape the profane present and connect himself

‘to a “sacred " her01c past.

. \

Chet ] fantas1es about his connect1on to Jesse James

! D kS

| extend\metaphor1cally to what McGuane senses is a collect1ve

yearnlng within the Amer1can nation ‘for a connect1on to the

people, places, and hero1c events of 1ts h1story. Chet's

L

desire for a return to a more hero1c t1me parallels the_'

‘ nostalgla for or1g1ns wh1ch McGuane perce1ves underlylng the‘

N

psychoses of modern soc1ety anomle, random v1olence, and

the constant search for sensatlon. This belief is expressed

in the foreword McGuane wrote for a collectlon of Western

photographs..

}

sympathizes with he myth of Jesse James rather than with

L

The West, whatever that is, js Stlll there, belleve it

' or not) in its entirety, It is the- leading chimera of

our geography. The dead windmills ‘lost behind the high

wWire of amissile range, .the stove—up old cowboy‘ at the
~unemployment office, the interstatée that plunges

through the homesteads, .all bring aches to an American
race memory. . ., . No matter how ‘thoroughly the

shaped forever in méMmories, jn legend, and in  that

transubstantial belief that e has been preceded by
men in wh%m the sense of glory was not entlrely

the h;storlcal’person. The actual Jesse James was a member

H

of one of the numerous guer1lla bands that sprang up at the

e

It is significant, however, that in Panama, Chet_’
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outéet of the Civil War. Jesse's brother Frank rode with

che notorious ColOnel'WJL Quantrill'e band and the groups

had a yeputation for good marksmanship, darlng, violence -

but, in fact, no special alleglmi_e to one side ;or %he

-other; robbing, lootlng, and klepf-

best way to make a living. As o'f '1stor1an describes it:
The American Civil War, as all wars, bred. crime and
¢riminals and out of its didlocations grew a wave of

~lawlessness that through successive gfneratlons
perpetuated itself 1n a dynasty of outlaws. -

At the end of the\nar,.Jesse James wasoreportedly shot while "

under a flag of ‘truce. Accordlng to the legend, 1t was hlS
sense of, 1nJury at this act: that induced him to take up a
life 'of crime:
He thereafterlturney to a lufe of crlme, being declared
an outlaw in 1866. e becdme leader of the James gang,

which - systemat1cally robbed, plundered, and murdered,
spec1a1121ng in bank holdups and initiating the art of

a train robbery. The bandits . . . bragged. that they

never'fobbed a friend, preacher, a Southerner, or a
widow. : S - : : /'
The Jesse James with whom Che#“identifies is this romantic
. . I
. . B I
hero, the victim of an unforg%ving North:
To the Missouri Ozarkfpeople, James emerged as a
romantic figure, hounded jinto a life of crime by
'authorltles who never/forgave his alleglance to the
South.’

. ¢

Chet can identify with JesSe, an 1nd1v1dual excluded from

soc1ety, "because he féels v1ct1mlzed himself. Soon,

however, Chet's identifieatidn with Jesse becomes .so

B

obsessive that images of Jesse mergé with Chet's own self-

concept and the fantasy overtakes Chet's real 1life.

A
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Chet's denial of his father and adulation'of Jesse

James is his way of abd1cat$mg the struggle with the

3
a

62

1mperfect1ons of the presensg much .as Skelton took to the

f

ocean in Ninety-Two in the Shade.‘thet loéates truth in the

past, in a time "while there were still things to be said."

o

(p. 84) His desire for the past is a nostalgia for a

mythlcal time more perfect than'the present.

In Panama, McGuane explores agaln the theme that 1s
central to his novels-;t1me and the individual's relatlon to
his env1ronment as he moves from the past toward the future.

McGuane is preoccupied with the: meanlng of hlstory and the

way the past shapes the present. - .

This is the predom1nant theme in wWilliam Faulkner's

L

novels. Faulkner's 1nf1uence on MgGuanes later novels is

/
as pronounced as Hemlngway S was on McGuane s early work,

McGuane sees the West as 51m11ar to the South in its

nostalgig for a lost tradition and the coherence of that

o i

‘world, HoweVer, he also realizes, as Faulkner did about the

3

‘South, that as the real1ty of the Old West dlsappeared, it

N reappeared as a*myth*

"h'"

The demolition of the agrarlan South by the industrial

North in the Civil War was'a precursor with similar

power to generate 8hosts,vand to haunt g}th a mythology

of disappearance,

|

Panama's themes jare close to those of The Sound and the

Fury or Absalom, Absalom!, that is} the present in £lux
. ' ‘ .

versus the still p%st whichvhas,beenvmythicized[ ordered,

and rendered timeless. Quentin Compson in The. Solind and .the

v
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gggy, haunted by"the glOrious ghosts of the Civil War ahd
the chivalric Sosthern trad1t1on his famlly has fallen from,
is obsessed w1th the’past as an- escape from the death-
dealing corruption of t1me,, In Panama, Chet is similarly
possessed Racked by the decline~of his family'and the
sordid real1ty of the present whlch reaches a climax in the
«death of his innocent and trust1ng brother, Jim, Chet's
dream of Jesse is an attempt to stop time and freeze it

forever in Jesse's heroic age.

Chet refuses to admit that Jesse James is dead. Don,

[

the detective whom Cather1ne hired to assist Chet in

Trecalllng his past, argues w1th h1m to no avall

‘"Jesse James has been dead for a century, Jmister. He

was shot by Bob Ford whilst attemptlng to hang a‘

p1cture #
“Never haggened."

"I'm telling youL——"

I had to shoutJ‘Bob Ford never got it done.. .

Jesse, forglve them, for they know not what they do.
" (pp. 150-151)

In this way, Panama moves between the two poles of

63

static 1deal mythology represented by Jesse James and..

dynamic ongoing life which requires that Chet - locate hlmself

in a world which admits his father. Until thenﬂChet is'a -
. P Y - iva : .

prisoner of his own myth g McGuane“shows Chet, locked in his

obse351on w1th Jesse in thewsa%g way that Skelton ‘could not
' by
'escape the "code" that he l1ed on to endure his ex1stence.

[ . o R %
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s@ﬁ%ﬁ,’ The burden of the past is a theme which Faulkner

L4

explored exten51ve1y in his writing, He once remarked that

Rtk

he was "inclined ,to think that the only peace man knows is--

he says, Why‘good gracious,\yesterday I was happy. « . .

Maybe peace isnnot is, but was."11 In this sense, Eden is

'an imaginary past state and man's fall from Eden the

inevitable result of the motion of life:
\ _ .
To try to restore such an imaginary past condition is
to try to destory creation, which is not a condition or
a state but a process. 2To deny the fall, then, is to
-deny life itself. . . A ‘

. : / ,

. ,( . %
..The Dead Fatheru : . ‘ K

5‘@ iprocess of comlng tO terms with our hlstory\ls‘an
rf/' .

meor;ant issue .in Panama and a continuing preoccupation in
McGuane s later novels. McGuane believes that a natlon has
1ts symbollc be1ng in its history. The modern loss of a

i
tradition-is, to McGuane, what others might term the loss of

d rellglon or sp1r1tuality or confidence. No matter what one;

chooses to call it, the phenomenon is marked by a feellng of
\ L

absence, tﬁat ‘a recurrent theme or pattern has been lost.

Without this memory, the 1dent1ty of the individual and the

chlture~are fragménted and lost. Panama maps out the

terrlbory of loss, theadlsappearance of a way of 11fe that_

once, and for a 10ng time, had meanlng and now has given way

"to a less coherent world of hotel chalns, commerc1al

* r

;franchlses, mov1e agents, and 1nterstate hlghways. Chet

feels thls loss in terms of his own identity:
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When they build a shopping center over an old salt
marsh, the seabirds sometimes circle the same place for
a year or more, coming back to check daily, to see if
there isn't some little chance those department stores
and pharmacies and cinemas won't go ad’ quickly as
they'd come. Similarly, I come back and keep looking
"into myself, and it's always steel, concrete, fan
magazines, machinery, bubble gum; nothing as sweet as
the original marsh. Catherine knows this without
looking, knows that the loving child who seems lost
behind the reflector Ray-Bans, perhaps or probably
really is lost. (p. 8)

Identity is the individual's ability to experience
himself as someone who has continuity and sameness.!3

Unable to connect emotionally with anyone around him, apart

from Catharine, Chet cannot determine the boundaries of his

physical and mental self sufficiently to establish an

identity. His showbiz career was a "BUrst . . - of ereating
the world in my own image. I removedall resistanceuntil I
'floated in my own invention." (p. 6) Unable to locate the
real Chet, he latches on to Jesse James, an individual with
roots.in a time when he believes a man's identity was clear-
cut and unambiguous) What. Chet desires is
'_somethlng as 51mple astx:ache in the literal heart and
chest for all of us who had lost ourselves as parents
lose children, to the horizon which is finally only
overtaken in remorse and death. (p. 43)
The repeated use of the father symbol expresses
‘McGuane's preoccupation with origins, with the people,

places; and events that shaped the present and continue to

influence the identity of modern society through tradition

65

and memory. In our beginnings, McGuane believes; 1lie -

important truths about ou;selves. Thus a culture f%gis to
its history for a validation of its beliefs in the same way
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that a son looks to a father for an image of himself.
Chet's attempt to attach hié own past to the romantic
history of Jesse James is ah'attempt to connect once more to
the heroic legacy which he feels lying dormant beneath the
"taco stands énd moped féﬁ%als.“The"distinction betwequg

great past and an inglorious present is similar to that made

by Mr. Compson in Faulkner's K novel, Absalom, Absalom!,

between the once proud men of the Sutpen family as opposed
to their descendants. The former were:

People too as we are and victims too as we are, but
victims of a different circumstance, simpler and
therefore, integer for integer, larger, more heroic and
the figures therefore more heroic too, not dwarfed and
invelved but distinct, uncomplex who had the gift of
living once or dying once instead of being diffused and
scattered qfea;ures drawn blindly .from a grab bag and
assembled. :

»

Chet's statement about his father is noticeably similar in
sentiment:.

My father is dead and he wasn't any help to me anyway;
but he was the only one I had and so at night I walk
around and think I'm talking to him because he came
from some place and was born in a certain year, as
always, while there were still th1ngs to be said. ’
(pc 84) ! : .

Chet. belleves his father to have %1ved in. a more heroic
time, unlike the futlllty of hlS own time. |

The mystery of Chet's 1dent1ty is locked up in the'
absent father, the man he refuses:to admit e;ists. Chet
’offers‘sevqral accounts of his.father's lifelwhiph vafiously
place him as a sfore detective, a’gnaCK fbo& manufacturer,

and the captaln of - ai chﬁoner. -But without exception, Chet
. * - v . B ;
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insists that his father died in the Boston évbway fire. As
Catherine argues with him: : ‘ /
‘Ygur father said t'.he that he should have never left
you with the nuns, He should have handled things
himself. He said that he let too many others do the
things he should have done himself., He said he injured
you and he wants a chance to make up for it."
"I was just another snack to him and now he's gone.”

"He's not gone, Chet, you have to go back and repair
these holes. You're not getting anywhere.," (pp. 72-73)

! ‘\ PR
N ﬂ'\‘;'

McGuane sees modern Amerlca, like Chet, as having been
deprived of its history by the rapid encroachment of
industry, commerce, and urban homqgeniiation. A myth or a
memory can be more real than its model as Chet's belief in
Jesse proves. ,Chét‘s'fixation on theAlegendary hero reVeals
_the dérk'side §fﬁmyth; thé dream of a heroic pagt can
cripple the pfesént and block the forward hovement of life.
"The tfick is to recégnize one's hiStor{ without

mytholdgizing it out of recognizability.

Connections

In Panama one feels the power of quest. Chet's world

is desolate with ghosts: his father, his brother, and his

grandfather. McGuane sees America haunted by the same

ghosts from the past. The problem, McGuane impliés, is akin
to children rummaging through their grandparents' abandoned
!homes: “Itfé not so much the trunks and old newspapérs as it
is the guépicion that the old people may sﬁill be alive,
that what' is 1o§t is the’connectipn.'ls The true ‘quest,

'
i
by
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therefore, is not merely to'preserve the past in amber but
"to build a bridge that .goes iﬁ two directions,“16 that is,
betweeﬁ the past and thg;present. Although the past fades,
as fathefs die, its significance lives on. )

The bridge going in two directions implies a continuity

between the past and the present. The quest to find this

connection between father and son becomes the primary theme

'of the last half S6f Panama. McGuane's lse of images of
cohnection such as bridges, ghosts (linking tﬁe past and the
‘present), and skeletons (linking the dead and the living)
signifies Chet's arduous traverse from isélation to
acceptance and belonging. ' v A

At first Chet refuses even to recogniée his father,
calling him a "stranger"” and an "imposter" (p. 100) but
significantly, as the novel progresses, the images of Jesée
d;mes and his father and grandfather begin to merge. ,

For éxample this occugs when Chet.asks Catherine to go
with him up to No Name Key. There is a sense of immaneﬁce
in the air; as they aré‘leaving Chet thinks he sees the
"figure he calls Jesse Jameg\watching from aéross the street
and‘he remarks on the "queer noiée of eternity in th Q%fr.*
(p. 109) The ghostly figure of an old maﬁ in a white.sh-"i%‘rts
flashes by in the-dark. McGuane uses contrastiég images of

light and dark to represent the forces of life and death"

which Chet must choose between.

S

68



We walked to the middle of the bridge. . . . When I
looked down at the water, it was the darkest part of
the night. It showed silver against the abutments or
you couldn't have seen it; it could have been the drop-
off, the edge of the world. (pp. 111-112)

Chet associates the fighre of the old man with death:
- Ohy, God, Oh ghosts, all on threads in the dark, not to
' be ' spoken to. Catherine, don't make me see this.
" Catherine, don't make me see this. There are stains,
seeps, things you do'not see. (p. 112)
In the dark, in the middle of the bridge, Chet is be&ng
forced towards a choice he is afraid of. The mysterious
figure of the old man is unrecognized by either one of them:
“'I}wondér who "that old man was?'" Catherine asks, "'he
. \q . N

‘séemed to stare at everythiﬁg. He was staring at me. He

knew éverything and he was st%ringﬂ" (p.‘113)
{ .

When Catherine clinbs upxbn the railing and jumps off

the bridge, she is forcing Chet to face his fear of death:

I ran ac}oss the bridge to the shore. I couldn't see
anything and I broke my way along the mangroves down
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tide from the bridge and listened. The light through

the leaves was like candle flames. I couldn't see
anything . . . and I felt everything sweeping toward
something where there was no light. . . . Then there
was a muddy indentation of shore where the tide
whispered past. ‘ ) ‘ :

Catherine was lying there and the old man in the
white shirt was arranging her hair like a sun-
burst. .+ . . She said, "Are we alive?" (p. 119)

Later, Chet dreams again and again of the old maﬁ on No Name
Key and discovers that he does indeed know ﬁis name: "Two
dreams out of three he was faceless; in the thifd, he was my
father.; (p. 119)

with thisgrecognition of his father, Chet begins to

break loose from the spectres that haunt him, moving from



the darkness of his hallucinations‘towards the light of real
life. In crossing this bridge, the myth of Jesse recedes,
freeing Chet to see the connection between his family
history and the larger legend of America which is his

cultural inheritance. Instead of a bleak sense of'hiétory

as a linear stretch of time ending in death, McGuane -

substitutes a cyclical view of life in terms of birth,
death, and return, in spirit if not in body, in legend if
not in reality. |

J _The primary movement in Panama involves Chet's passage
from élienated fantasy to a reconnection with his father“and
symbolically with his past. McGuane conveys ‘Chet's gradual
relinquishment of the Jessevmyth Fhrough the progressive
blurring in Chet's mind of Jessé, hi§ real father, and
grandfather. When Chet swims out to the white yacht docked

just offshore and said to be his father's, he identifies the

_ , . .
voice he hears as that of Jesse James. When he gets to the

70

stern of the S.S. Snack, however,ihelseeé the man he dreamed .

e

was his father holding something belorging to his:

grandfather:

It was the 0ld man on No Name Key whom I had discovered
arranging Catherine's hair on the'mud. He had the cane
from my grandfather's scabbard and he worked it between
his two hands as he stared down, down, at me suspended
in a warm ocean. (p. 148)

In this merging of fantasy and reality, McGuane shows Chet's

inner and outer worlds beginning to merge; it only remains

for Chet to make the connection.



In Panama McGuahe suggests that modern America must
forge the same connections between the dead and the living,
drawing on the past for a sense of the nation's spirit,.
When MarcéLlihe and her%boyfriend approéch Chet at his
stepmother's wedding and oéfer to sell him the disinterred
remains ofﬁoﬁé of his ancestorsL\Lieutenant Pomeroy, it is a
decisive moment for Chet. Pomeroy was a napive of Key West
who fought the pirates two hund{edlyeags égo. McGuane uses
the shdcking image of the bones to for&é Chet to loQk.ét the

fact of death. What remains is a pile of bones“but what

lives on is the sum of a man's actions, the “darihg_deeds‘of

valor against the enemy of fiends du:igg_ﬁhis lifetime,”
(p. Qi) The power of mgmory’and legend overcome the
oblivion of death. McGuane's striking'i@age of the sack of
bones juxtap;sed with ﬁhe wedding celebrations, symbolizes
the power of life over death. The influence of the past is
. through the continuation of values and beliéfs which have

not been destroyed by time.
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Gradually Chet begins to see himself as part of a

tradition,

Chet's resolution of the hahnting traces of the past
cdme5 about when he no longér needs to link Jesse James, thé
legend, wi&h his personal past, that is, when he caﬁ
'diStingﬁish between the symbol and thé thing symbolized.

Legends and stories of the past are not dead; they are real

voices in.shéping”perceptions and views alongside the -

individual's own experience, background, and time.



to name his father:

; A S L
At twelve o'clock Jesse came, a cane in the %éapbaﬁd& T
his years at sea, the difficulties~yith the smokehg R
subways of Boston behind him. . . &« : . s
"You know who I am,"” he said quietly. "Can't you say " j[&#
hello?" : : R WA
When I was young, we used to dive into the swimmiftg
pool from the highest board on moonless nights, without
looking to see if there was water in the pool, knowlng
that it was emptied twice a month. I felt the samé
blind arc through darkness when I spoke to my father.
He just watched me say the word and after that either
of us could go, knowing there was more to be said and
time to say it, (pp. 174-175) '

In calling his father by name, Chet eséapes his fantasy and
emerges into his own place in history. To name is to create
and in naminqphis‘father, Chet‘gckpqwleéges him.

McGuane's novels traverse_tbe Boundary between a world
that‘is disappearing and one that has come to take its
place. The past vanishes, leaving only traces of itéelf in
a new world. But like salmon compelled by éome inner voice
to return to their original stream, there emerges a yearhing
and an ache to know what we have come from. In Panama,
Chet's dislocation from his father symbqlizés this‘ldss of a
true coﬁnéction to the pasﬁ. The search to find the father
is an effort to understand the ée&f and take one's placé i:ﬁ
the continuum of time which moves from past to future. i;’

Thevbridge between the past and the present is the
shadowy span between history and myth, éreedom and
indiv{duaiity. McGuane senses the numinous poﬁer attached

o R
to legend, stories, 'and symbols as images of history.

Through memory and ritual, man is integrated with his past.

s
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In this sense that past does return and man emerges. from
historicai‘(chronologiéal) time‘wb the infimitely
recoveraple “mg}hic" time. T‘ IJ |
“In a worfé%xpat'changeJ, man must also change,"l7‘said

William Faulkner, but between the world that is disappearing

" and the q’e‘thgt must inevitably take its piace, McGuane

,}seeg room for the belief that “the world to come will be

. 1
shaped forever in memories andllegend."18 '

73



(o o '
. | .
~Notes —"Chapter Three

B
. ]
-

Jl Q’l ; o I'd . Lo :I ) ' K
1|John Dorschner,'“Thomas McGuane- Partrait of the

LI

-

74

Author as a Young D1rector in Autnprs 1n the News, Vol. 2

(Detr01t. Gale, 1976), pp. - 194-f97

2 John J. Wnlte, Mythol;gy in the Modern Novel

(Prlnceton' Prlnceton Unlver51ty Press, 971), p. 38,

o 3 Peter Munbziﬂfhe Shages of Time:. A New*Look at the

', Phllosophyi of Hrstory (M1ddletown, Connectlcut- Wesleyan

<:),

< Thomas McGuaned Foreward,‘Vanlshlng Breed

, Un1vers1ty Press, 1977), p._52 ‘ » . _' e

4 Thomas McGuane, Panama (1978- rpt\ New York. Pengu1n,

0

v

?

’1979), p. lSd-: Further referenCes to thlS work appear in

~,the text. , - 'T,ljfn‘h S a _'S;zk

-
s/

eﬁ% Chrlstopher Lasch The Culture of . Narcissism:

Amer.Can LLfe in dn Age of Dlmln}sblng Expectations (New

York.,Warnei,Books, 1979), P, 176. \ ' _"e”',:' .
oo ‘6

e

s

Photographs of the Cowboy angﬁ heAWest, by~W1ll1am Albert

T ) .

: e v . u‘
-Al]_.a,rd» (Boston. Lmtle,—r*arpm,, 198; .

. '
> . . -
o v v — <. g

1 W1111am A. Settle, Jr.?JJesse James Was HlsaName: Or,",
. . &, .

i

» « 7 it

James Brothers of M1ssour1 (Coihmbia,,Mlssour1°:Unlver31ty‘

{ ? has

of Mlssourl Press, 1966), P 199,

; e SR

Y e s

Fact%and Flctlo"\Conoernlng'the Careers of the Nof:orlous"‘"



Lo 75

. 8 wjames, Jesse (Woodson)," Encyclopedia’ éritannica:
M == ; ,

Micropaedia V,‘p. 510.,

9 Ency Brit., p. 510,’ P o .

10 McGuanqg Forewand, p. 6.

11 prederick L. Gwynn and Joseph L. Blotner, Faulkner in

" the Un1ver31§y(Charlottesv1lle, V1rg1n1a Univer51ty of

v X Y

V1rg1n1a Press, 1959), p. 67. .

12 R1chard P, Adams,,Faulkner.-‘ Myth and_ Motion
(Prlnceton' Pr1nceton Unlver51ty Press, 196%;, p. 150@

13 Joe P. Tupln, M, D., Ur1e1 Halbréxch,“',D.,, nd"‘ﬂesus '

' ﬂ
o e Pen,a7 J D.,~M P. A., Tran51ent Psych051s-‘ ﬂSlagn051s,

+  Man ggement and Evaluatlon (New York: Bruner/Mazel, 1984), p.

\“\z

* . 25. . ) j i ) 6 Cw \' - ,\(:: .
A . - i - . 5 .
S,

14 WilliahLFauikherh Absalom, Absalom! (1936; rpt. New
York Random House, 1951), p.-186;

15 McGuane, Van15h1ng~Breed foreward, p. 6.
16 | '

McGuane, Vanis‘f reed, forewerd, b: 7&~ . .
> 17 g fﬁfﬁ‘&; ¢ P
B fﬁ%r, NB d., §@lectéﬁ Letters of William

Faulkner, "New York. Random House, 1977, Do 302, - ‘

v

: S . J .
LB McGuane, Vanlshz g Breed,,foreward, p. 7. . , gﬁ\\'

» . ke N
Yoo . B B o7 » \“ K. S 4
. - A . N

-

Lo L . .,““‘. Sy . L. )
o S A » ¢ -



»  And he hAd never had the sense of home so much as when
he felt that he was going there. It was only when he
got there that his homelessness began. Thomas Wolfe

ad

© CHAPTER FOUR

., NOBODY'S ANGEL

Retuﬁﬁ*to the!New West

Nobody's Angel, a book that was three years in the

making afterkfanama, takes up the‘same theme that
preoccupied Chet in that novel: the,myth,of the past in 4he
presentQ This time the.nevel'is setvin the West, in }gart
of Montana thch‘has seen cattle drives, cowboys, ranching
~and sheeﬁherding, and later, booster ‘hamlets, dams, and
mineral eXtraction.‘ Mchaﬁ%‘s“protagonist,'Patrick

Fitzpatrick, has returned to hlS famlly ranch after army

D Qe _
duty in Germany. His father a test pilot for Boeing, died

in a crash, the body was never recovered. Patrick feels 1t>

is his job to ;ook after'hls unpredlctable gr‘ndfather*and'
1Y
‘s1ster, and com1ng back to the. ranch, he is looklng for SOTG'

sense of connection to thlS reglon and hlS famlly trad1t1on,

searchlng for a sense of belonglng to thls place where ‘he
spent hls youth Ine 1tably, ‘as w1th alﬂrﬂWcGuane 'S hkroes,‘
'the lonilng for trad1t10n, for roots,'ls a quest for
‘adentlty, a de51re to find one 's place in hlstory.. s

‘In hls prev1ous novels,‘McGuane porErayed the confused;'

PREN

-and . rootless l1festyle of modern Amerlcaﬁthrough narratlve
' ' - "‘« . T o I
3
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disruption, the surreal fantasles of his protagonists, and
rapid juxtapositioning of images and events (as in Panama

and Ninety~-Two in the Shade). 1In Nobody*s Angel, McGuane

uses a trad1t10na1 chronolog1ca1 narratlve, and less
‘flamboyant character1zation, One explanation of this change

in structure and technique lies in the evolytion of theme
*® . - .

¥

evidenced in Nobody's Angel. 1In previous novels, McGuane's

characters 1nhab1ted an industrialized and splrltually

d1m1n1shed world 1ook1ng for some way to give order ‘and

meaning to their llves.‘ The dream was to 1nher1t the‘

greatness of the past by imitating the actlons of heroic

forebears or cultural ‘heroes. (host often thys enta11ed

. f?o
constructlng a my

5_o supply themselves with an 1dent1ty
_This ideal ranged “ﬁom the spurlous hlstory constructed by

Spengle;hfor the G tennial Club in The Sportinng1ub to the

Two 1n the Shade, to the outlaw, Jesse James, agter whom

Chet modelled hlmself in Panama. In every case the impulse

.

was 'to establlsh some cont1nu1ty between the past and theh

>
'present wh1ch would prov1de a sense of connectlon to

‘history, to famtly trad;tlon, anq an ‘escape from the}r sense

i

'of a degraded}present. o }.

In Panama, the heroh@ay'be said to haVe suffered from
Sy

ishi g guide Skelton set out ‘tg become in 1netx—v

77

" an excess of romantlcbsm. Chet Pomeroy s f1xat1on on Jesse

N
Jges xndlcated @ de51re for a her01c family Hlstory that ‘he

‘ felt had been lost. Chet longed to relate h1mse1f in d1rect

A I
. e
an>
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line from theAheritage of outlaw  freedom and frontier
1ndependence suggested by tte legend of Jesse James. His
adulatlon of this historical figure of an earller America
movedfdangerously toward obsession. For Chet, Jesse James
attained the status of myth. His determined identification
with the outlaw's life blockedvhiS'responses to his own past
(his father) and prevented him from noving forward witn his

personal life., Similarly, Tom Skelton held a "metallic

extremist view of the world" which impelled ﬁgm to guide

‘even tHSugn'he was killed for ‘ilf‘The “question.of his

)y

., gourage and conv1ct10n was answered"! but such an extreme -- L

»

, said¢

-~

Raﬁncep% oﬁ honour no longer applles in Nobody s Angel

- In Nobody"@’&ngel the excessive romantla&gm s -

substantlally reducmd? Qtthe .hero's - 1mpqlses and actlons':t are

‘ ¥
more under controla , : §
Z), . . T
The- novel is more realldilc"the hlgh%fheatrlcs o%
. w Y . ]
Panfma or Ninety- Two' in the Shade are owt.of place.’ -

&*

Coﬁmenting on this devejlopment.of his style, McGuane has
. ‘ ' L .

s gt

- ) ) v e 1) ’ b “

+ With Ninety-Two, I tried to invent  a style, which I
think, I did. ~ With Nobody's Angel I tried to improve it
and glve it the benefit of my age and increased
experience, ‘carefully comb it free of- cheap sffects and,

lea sometﬁing which had some. réal dignity.
N A

~Set in the West, the novel conveys the sense of a world

v r

'whlch has been lost ‘or, at any rate,~one in Wthh

3 N
traﬂltlonal values are fast . dlsappearﬂng. In Nobody

‘ L 4
Angel, McGuane records thé honourable defeat of Patrlck

o
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Fitzpatr1ck, an 1nd1v1dual trying to become "part of
something in the course of what %Ss to come. w3

In this chapter, I w111 discuss McGuane s symbollc use
of Patrick Fitzpatrick's quest to repossess hls h1std@§ and
«11nk his 1dent1ty to the pr1vate and historic past of hlS
famlly and reg1on. In the novel, the Heart Bar Ranch and i
the Deadrock regiﬁn become a metaphor for the West, thelr

\

emptiness and strangeness signify the enormous sweep of time.

and its power of qhange and death.
attempts to make sense of hls" y ‘a”so hopes to

‘establléﬁ order and cont1nu1ty for
*oml‘”ng home k

circumstances,~ Pa

is~father“s déath in~"shattered
,}eis disinherited'of hfs pastp'in
place of a connellxt ,1

,of loss, When hls‘tr?ubled s1ster, Mary, commlts su101de,

Patrlck is left w1th a falllng grandfather, some memorles,

and pers1stent sadness-for-no—reason.“ Essent1ally,u
Patrlck»ls mourning his “nanA stent .past," (p. 59 a losg.

‘wh1ch he feels both personally and culturally. He descrldgi

"himself as new to thﬁr country, "trying to establlsh a

pattern,in a new woﬁl‘ga" (p. 107 ’ : ’..'

"".‘.“% ’Patrlck S 1naccess1bl father. symbollzes M>cGuane s

sense of the decl1ne of a: tradltlonal 5001ety, that ls, a'

fam1ly bound to. the past through heredlty and trad1t1on and“V

L4

“ﬁroots in one ST%ce. . : *;»‘“. o,

""n".'- T . .
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.all who have 11ved b fore.

"“1' : .
: ' e .
By

80

He knew that one reason he still felt so incomplete

was that his father had farmed him out, left him as
‘crow bait to edutation and family history. . . .
Patrick had wandered away and Mary had flown into the
face of it, the face of it being the. connection Ythey
‘never had, an "absence that was perllously 1gnored.
(p. 86, my underscoring) ‘ : ‘

The realization Chet comes to at the end Of Panama-that his -

F

¢

Patrlck when he says. '1f hy father is dead;,howﬁ%an I be
&

allve?” (p. 21) In esarchlng for his father s bOdYq Patrlck

o

"y

is looklng for the mﬁ,sing connectlon that w1ll restore h1m

to h1s place in the famlly.4

)n one sense, the 51tuat$10n of McGuane s protagonlsts
has similarities to that oﬁf&:ﬁlkner s southern families:

the Compsons, the Sartorises a#d the Sutpens; like Faulkner,

o &

McGuane uses a similar

father is a vital part of his qu“iQentity-is<refterated_bx

. e , o S
symbolic constructiom of inaccesgible fathtrs and

‘tymditional society has decayed. .’ « .. aviolent,
potentially self-destructive,, att t to seize an
inheritable dream of. the past and make it relevant to
~ the’ gagmentary cosmos /that is life in the modern
world.

disinherited sons in a world where i t1ve faith in a

)

For McGuane, "a man's 5dentity is not isolated in the

present but is Hefined by itsvconnections-gzrcugh time to

"6“'Patrick accepts his

dlslnherited state as ggvfourth generatlon cowboy out81der"

‘-(p; 4) reluctantly, but'1nstead of trying, through desperate

acts 11ke Chet s or Skdlton s, to make hls mark. agalnst t1me“f

S

or restore the tarnlshed standard of fam11y honour, heoeets ,x'

out to make a home.by staylng-onvthe ranch.' Though he

Tae e



‘ ultimately faiis} Patrick's defeat represents the necessity

. 3 : e :
of accepting history over fantasies and romantic myths,

| Nobody's Ange 'approaches the issue from a maturing point of

vieW that the past which each person 1nher1ts and is shaped

by, is balanced by his own freeaum of actlon. The novel

moves w;th1n this dialectic of freedpm ‘and fate, experience .

and history.

' -7 . .‘ ) »7. : . !
*McGuane's remarMs, *in a magazxne 1nterv1ew_on Nobodz's

B Angel’ reveal this: change: from the ex1stent1al .defiance of

mbxsfgafly wr1t1ng to a more reslgned outlook

,N{

-'l

This new novel combines my. ach1red “and hopefully

81

worked for sense of having a plac% I want in terms of-

\ home with a view*of someone who' swpernugg A b L
' ‘'shattered circumstances- and “can't stay. It is a "book I
“thought had#o be written with real solid faglllal

+ feellng for the ph.pe the character s living 1n.

In fact Nobody sAAndel reflects some oOf McGuane s changlng

a

attltudes‘toward Q1s own life: S

3 ftlll haje storms. . ,- . But none of it's crazy.
It's not where you don't know where the steerlng wheel
or brake is. . , . One. of the things I'm starting to
get out of the Hemingway letters is that you don't
become a born-again Christian over it, you don't join a
monastery or quit drinking forever. You fight your
fight like you would a brush fire. . . . I see it
[life] now as a basic struggle, struggling for
something., I'm struggling to, buy this ranch. I'm

struggling to have a famlly seat, a place that this °

fragmentary family of mine Wélr call home even when
they're all grown up and gone., L oa

anch of McGuane s protagonists asks the'basic

ks

- question. “Where am I?", a questlon whlch demands an

w o

understand1ng of the pagt in order to move to the“future.

Andh 1n:thls discovery of.thexr history and lmneage, ghey

AN
it - .
. - ' o’
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E

find the answer to the guestion: "Who am I?" McGuane is
~interested in defining man's relationship to himself, to

society, to place, and to history. He would agree with

i)

Edmund Burke's idea of society as a relationship of the
dead, the living, and the unborn. According to another
historian:

Mutilate the roots of‘society'and tradition, and the
iresult must inevitably be the isolation of a generation
fram . its heritage, the isolation of individuals from
ﬂ&hglr ‘fellow meg, and the creation @f the sprawling,
" fabeless. masses.
vos : .
For McCuane, the degsire for history is a desi ¥ for
. 1den*ft11:y:'¥%’3l Nobody,s Angel expresses McGuane s conviction,
Py 4 ® v . w\(‘ Y .

that 1gnorance of the past, whether personally or

'

cultur %25; constitutes a kind of deprlvatlon and leads to a -

&

_.feelin ﬁﬁ p01ntlessness ang’fut111ty regardlng the purpose\\a\
;of ufk! N

A,.;&'k Patrlck 's problem in Nobody's Ange 15 this sense of an

i 5 10
amputated present,”

)

that is, a present which has no

t - 2] : .
‘?@iﬁgﬁqu felevance to the past. Patrick's 1onging to know
o th .

s

Q.}s a. longlng for a link to his own origins, to

6

the consc1ousness that bred hlmr Patrlck s situation
L) “r)(. }
parallels what McGuane perceives as- the ‘plight of the modern
e s
- West: the solld body of hlstory and tradltlon that anchors a

12

‘SOClety to its past,has beén separated from the present by
. A '
rapid change apd progress. Now hlstory has been turned 1nto

yth and histor1cal events are acce551ble onry in such false

"forms as. mov1es 11ke “Hondo s LastﬁMove. The,sudden death

-
»
Ay
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of Patrick's father, vanishing like a comet_ through space,

is the metaphorical equivalent of the Western past which
e

McGuane feels has vanished. The plight of the modern
Westerner has been eloquently expressed by Wallace Stegner:

millions of westerners, old and new, have no sense of

personal and possessed past, no sense of any continuity

between the real western past which has been mythicized.

almost out of recognizability and a real western
. present that seems iﬁ cut-off and pointless as a ride.
. = oOn a merry-go~kound.

As a boy Patrick grew up in a tradifion he is still
Ll .

- close tos

Patrigk's.daydreams fell easily back twenty years to,-*
summers riding in the hills, spooking game in the
sprlngs and down in the blue, shadowy draws, swimming.
in the gold dredge, girls present, the cold sky-blue
submersion a baptism. . . remembering the flood of
‘tears at twelve when he'd killed a spike buck in the
same 11ttlg grove where he and his father always cut
their Christmas tree. . . . (p. 23) . .

@When his parents’dfyorced and his father wen} to work for
'fBoeing,'Patrick cOntinued to live wfth‘his grandfather until
hls father sent h1m away to an eastern board1ng school.
After ‘that it was the army and then hlS fathzr s death For
.Patrlck, ‘the Heart Bar .ranch becomes the symbol of the
permanence he de51res, the promise of home and unchanglng
contlnulty. "

‘McGuane's novels con51stently feature a rootless
protagonlst whose wanderlng represents his' psychic. and
. sp1r1tua1 eitrangement from home, communlty, and the unified

_self image that ‘these prov1de. G01ng back to Montana and-"

the ranch, tryxng "to p1ck up where he left off " (p. 66) .
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Patrick is trying to conneo} to his family tradition. The
cowboy life that his grandfather and great-grandfather lived
on the ranch gave them a clear-cut posigion in place and
time. Patrick desires his lifgroh*the ranch to "carry him
back to the gense of purpose his great~grandfather had, . .
the general feeling of beino oblé to see farther toan your
nose in front‘of you." (p. 150) Patrick's grandfather, too,

comes from a time before sonic booms, interstate highways,

or river diversions: o '
as a boy‘he had ﬁighthawked onithe biggest of the
northern ranches, had seen gunfightars in their dotage,

~had run thls ranch like an *old-time cowmans

w»@ outfit. . z@r (p. 61) ~ ‘ .

.

ThlS 1s a tradltlon which had a sense of 1tself a knowl»edge

»

of 1ts roots in the expans1on of cattle and sheep ranchlng

north from Texas to the Montana'lands, and a

‘ﬁémiliarity“with the stories of the: ng evasion OoOf -«
% =

outlaws frqm lawmakers on’ the Outlaw Tra1l L *

Thus, when Patrick listens to hlS grandfa&her‘@”” s,
¢
recollections of the old days, of pack trips . on mules into
~ -

the mountains, of ranchers' tales of murdered/wives and
madmén, or when-he‘can walk in the woods'where the.Crow
bufied thoir dead high in the treetops, Patrick feefé cloéo.4
to the real Western paSt, not legendarynbut,eternal inﬂits
recurring cycle of life and death: R

L

As ‘then, ‘when he felt the old man's past, or when he’
went among the ancient cottonwoods that once. held the
shrouded burials of the Crow, Patrlck felt that in fact -

3
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there had been a past, and though he was not a: man “with

connections or immediate family, he was par¥ of

something in the course of what was to come. (p.. 63)‘
It is such a world that Patrick has returned hoplng to flnd:
however, McGuane's 1ronic view confirms that the Old West is
a dream of the past which is daily eroded by the 1nva51cnref
the new West. The town of Deadrock krenamed so as ¥g%¥
obscure its actual origins) is a place whichibetrays.nef
trace of historical consciousness in its commercial -
district: “AGATES, TERRI'S BEAUTY SHOP, v‘mmpb FRBEZE,-H"%
HEREFORDS: MONTANA'S GREATEST ‘TREASURE,. U—NA.ME.IT WE'LL FIND
IT." (p. 27) Now even Patrick's Qrandfatner yents a bit
3part in the movies and a nice one-bedroom in the Arnoldcrest
Apartments in town. |

Patrick's desire to return to Montana and take up ranch

life is to some exgent‘a longing for the past, for the;' \

e ’ . . [

"series of bright ceremonies" (p. 142) located in an earlier
time of his youth. As McGuane'nakes c}ear,‘subh noetalgic
formulas are a'dream;,buf }eality censists of process,
_disruptlon and change. _The sustaining nbf;dview ordered by
~the cowboy ethic of discipline, Gelf-relfance and‘
independence is‘fast becoming an opselete code, What .

Faulkner calls "a game outmode_d"l,2 in Patrick's-new world.

. 9‘ .‘ ".’ ' T, . -
The Hazards of Freedom , : ; ' S - T

l -_,‘\-'4\* " - I

Pat;r'ick"»s .outlook, 1like that of;‘,’q.McGuane"ﬁ:‘j_s

%

pretagonisfs,'is from the beginning;qonditiSneéﬁbjfh

" . L - is
E] - s
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the immensity and indifference of time wh1ch Patrick se ;

1

of the impermanence of human events against the 1mmensity of

-

time and death contained in the granite mountains, empty

“f river bottoms, and ancient ridges rimming the sky. Against .

reflected in the cold grey Absaroka mountains and in
"heartless blue sky," Patrick longs for that. which 'i

withstand change and death and allow him to contemplatf'
future without foreboding, that is, he longs for a homeiaﬂd

a sense of belonging:

5,86

Growing Up, as life blindsided you w1tﬁ~Tt;//

.trreversible change, the heart pleaded for rituals that

. ‘would never come: the West, the white west, a perfectly

~ vacant human backdrop with its celebrated vistas, its

remorseless mountains-and-rivers and its mortifying
attempts at town building. (p. 134) ,

‘whé~problem Patrick faces is one that ‘has preoccupied
McGuahe throughout his novels--the fear of the 1mmenslty
of time. In this sense, the Montana setting of Nobody's
Ange ‘is an integral element‘of the novel's theme, Fﬂr
Patrick, the ranch: and the surrounding mountalns with their

th1n veneer of history seem 1nd1fferemt to the passage of

‘man. "You would have to care about. the country," he says.

-
.; A“\
A
ey

5.

!

ygn,re-g ién t.x;a nslath au.;«
,'. _,_ L v!“_ ‘\\ LA

a .

Nobody had been here long ! enough and the Indians had
been vefy,thoroughly kicked.outs "It would -take a
shovel to find they'd ever been Rere. e » « The
cowboys might .have gotten ‘here last week or Just after.
khe Civil War. . . .(p.3) ~ * s .. -

Ll

. , . » g Ny ) ) {' - -
For McGuane, placeois .as fo&pative an’ 1nfluence on character

©

a as’ heredity and?Patrick feels the anonymlty of’ the Deadroék

. o.-

P e
mountaﬁns andrendlegrghills, Patrick feels dwarfed‘

P i --
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He wanted his heart to seize the ancient hills, the old
windmjil1ls® and stock springs. Now all he seemed to care
Vabout.were the thin g that lived and ‘died on a scale of
timé an ordinary h man being’ could understand. Then he
‘wanted to knbw what those things .wer® there for, taking
every chance for knowlgdge about’ that. (p..86)

‘

Like the protagonisub of previous McGuane novels,

¥

Patrick fears the immense expanse of freedom that time holds
for the “superf luous®” man with no buffer of home and family.

Invariably, the fear of time is rooted in the fear of the

..

hazards of freedomr_ For Patrick the ranch represents

unlimited freedom, a freedom, however, he doesn't know what

to do with, and is therefore ambivalent about:

« « o the cowboy captain felt stranded on’the'beautiful
.ranch*he would someday own, land, homestead) Wwater
rights, cattle and burden. He -had no idea whi§} he
would do with it. (p. 65) ‘ -
, _ . ‘ 8
Sometimes he longs for a walkup in Castile with a cool gtone

kitchen, and a predictable daily regime, and a clear role in
a traditional society. C |
One of the ways Patrlck tries to construct a rout1ne is

o+

! ;

the Shade, Patrick goes his best to find some kind of/

and purpose -to hlS existence through the exact requlrements

Lt e
of ranch'Work; For Patr1ck, as for Skelton when he/guided,

° 1

—

the labour 1nvolqu in breaklngeor shoelng horses, mending

fences or haullng salt’blocks 1s the closest he can get to a
- . r\

'feellng of the wholeness of life. ‘Like Hemingway SMCGhane

s

“'takes an exact joy in rendering the physical detalls ﬂi work

A -

@nd the satisfactlons to be found in materla thlngs"
. .. ., ° ; : - K

‘- C . - B [ . A : =

orderv
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‘through the ranch work. Like Tom Skelton 'in Nlnety-Two in .



~
s

- Today was going to require- a_departure, a mighty
departure, from the recent pattern..-.. Because the
ranch was falling” apart. . . . He hauled salt and
mineral blocks, ponyingga second horse up to the forest
line. Then gathered tMrty black yearlings from the
brush along the creek where the flies had driven them

from their feed. He gathered them into one end of the

corral and he penned them off with a steel panel. ‘He
hung the heavy spray canister from a canvas strap over

the sore’muscles of_his shoulders+and waded among the

fly-swarming backs, pumping with one hand and dlrectlng
" the nozzled wand with the other., . =+« .

.

Still, he could fall back on the day's work, a new -

88

- regime toward bringing the ranch’ back to order. There -

'was .some warm memory tuggjing at, him. . . . Then it
.came: It was the velvet hydraulic rush of his tank over
Germany, the orderly positions of the crew, and being
the captain. (pp. 156-157, 160)

In spite of his efforts, Patrick still feels the lack

of a connection between himself and the ranch and.his,

famxly.

He loved hls sister and grandfather and rses; he
loved the place., But he couldn't help thlnklng that it
was edges and no middle. . . .

- ‘ He had come home hoping to learn somethlng fﬁom
his grandfather. But the o0ld man was, still too cowboy
to play to nostalgia for anyone. . . . (pp. 131-133)

*

Patrlck s struggle is to escape the romantlc cllches about
the West which his nostalgla for the past has given body to,
and enter the sphere of self-determination, purpose and

responsibility, that is, move- into histeory. 1In Nobody's

Angel, Patrick is working for a sense of reassurance against

.

the infinity of time and death, and the only guarantee
“against sueh final things seem to be the human rituals of
love, famagy, and home, and the power of memory,v Against
man's fate lies the'human will to persist and endnre and to
retain the significance of thatystruggle in memory.

@
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Therg¢fore, juxtaposed with Patrick's despair oyer his sister
o

89

Mary's burial ("I'll never see her agaln"), McGuane aff1rms°

the stubborn need to mark the human passage through

remembrance: ~ :
N -
Gale drlven snoy stretched immense drlfts toward the
west,4over everyth1ng, over' stones and monuments. . o
"On the upper end of his own ranch, a miner had, years
ago, filled coffee cans with cement and pressed marbles
into its surface, plckxhg out the name of. his three

dead children. (p. 118) : " .

When Patrick Fitzpatrick meets Claire, wife'of'Tio

&~

Burnett, an Oklahoma\01lman recently arrived in Montana, she

\

seems to héld the promlse of humanizing hlS rather empty
ranch . llfe. On the "hard green%lawn“ undeﬁ an "1nhuman blue
sky," (p.’ 30) Cla1re srbeauty connects her to the womanly
tradltlon of warmth, home and love but she also radlates

strength and self—relianceu Patrlck 1mmed1ate1y beglns to

reflect how llfe w1th Gla;re could heat hlS heart S wounds.’

"When he thinks of Clalref Patrlck can think of a reason to

_ , . “
stay home. = . : - V.

A

Patrick and Claire's romance occurs at\that
intersection ofiﬂreedom and fate, c@#nce and destlny tha?

intrigues McGuane because it ;nvolves past events, present

intentions, and desire for the futhre. For‘example, Clalre,

launched on "one of the 1ne1uctable tra)ectorles of: confllct

?

that can be blamed upon somethlng long ago,” (p. 36) meets

" Patrick and Sets in motion a love affair doomed from the

start; Clajire becomes Patrlck s attempt to forestall the

Qutlllty of his llfe, in her he feels the promise of
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enduring dove and;mlthat love, asense<3ﬁ%onnectxon to the
ranch, roots in'time?

The loye affair between Patrick and Claire becomes the -

®

central’ confllct of Nobodyﬁs Angel not” Just in the

’1nev1tab1e stand-off between TlO and Patrlck but also in

©

8

. that Clalre forces Patrlck to rellnqulsh easy romantic:
escaplsm for fidelity to- tﬁelr respect1ve respon51b111tres

\.\
and promlses. For example,\Patrlck expects Claire's love to

change his‘life~ "'Leave everythlng and come with me, '

.(p. 146) he ‘exhorts her, He goes on:

o

"I wish it could be like in books. ... . I wish it
‘could be a big simp love story " ' '

L

Y1 don t want to be in a big s1mp love story."
"My JOb would be.to save the ranch.
"You're thinking of Gary Cooper."

“I guess there's a difference." . ' »_
" ‘\\‘ ' )

"A big difference, - Gary Cooper saved the ranch. ‘He

had simp romances, too. Gary Cooper had his in barns.

Book romances often take place in’Europe. Cars instead

of barns. . . " (p. 147)
Brought together by chance, Patrick,and Cleire are not free
to stathhat way. The solutioo to Patrick's quest to. become
part of somethlng in the course of what was to come" does

>+ not lie with 'such easy romantic solutlons.13 Claire is more

~.

S

reélistic than Patrick; she knows she will stand by her sick

an *somewhat crazy husband, Tion as she promised to. Claire
‘ , ‘ 7

/ﬁaowg/wffh-a fatality more realistic than Patrick's dreams

that the "deck was stacked" agaihst thgir love and that

90
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Patrick's dreams bf escaping the "constant machine-gunning

. of the age" (p. 211) are impossible; "'Cheer up'" she says

to Batrick:

It was the 6niy thing she coukd have said to return.

Patrick to the ground and maKe. him stop c1rcu1at1ng
\ -~ with ghosts and faulty desire. (p. 211) :
y ¢
Ghosts (which appear {n various ways in most of

McGuane's novels) symbolize an_obséssion with a past which

is dead. Patrick's vision of himself and Claire against the

‘'world is, fimilarly, a fantasy, a "faulty desire." Such

&

 impossible, wishes formed the substance of The Sporting Club,

Ninety-Two in the Shade, and Panama and in their resistance

"

‘>\\iiéfeaﬂity became destructive myths. But myth contradicts
th

flow of time and McGuane would agree with Faulkner that
‘living is motion and motion is change and therefore the
only alterggtlve to motion is unmotion, stdsis,
death., . . :

a

Claire's husband is a good example of an individual

' doomed by his total immersion in a myth which is cut off

from his true situation. Driven by a need to prove himself

to Claire and her rich relatives in Oklahoma, Tio'rose

frémhobscure origins to become succesSfu} in the oil
bugﬁness and to e%cerl as a hunter, pilot,; and gourmet cook
among oﬁher pursuits, Byt Qﬁairé's infidelities became too
much for him; undeq gﬁé pre%sure of an unplegsant exiernal
reality, Tio”cblléﬁéed ihé% fantasy and, inVentihg a Téxas
good ol' boy persona, he began to act out the legend. As

Claire describes him:

91.
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‘ o
"He had just so much ;alent but he busted a gut for
that. ‘And about ,the two thousandth storage tank my
people tried to shove down his throat,-his mind quit.
that little bit, and in Tio's mind he was an oilman,
He learned to farm thlngs out, He bought everything he
wore at Cutter Bill's in Dallas. He never rode a horse.
but. now he couldn't miss Ruidoso." {pp. 191-192)

With his‘WAfspline and oil-and-gas leases, and his urge to

. %

keep moving to cécape his problems, Ticlis'a kind of |

caricature of the old cowboys. Patrick sees both Tio and

Claité_as "terfifyingly disconnected" (p. 222) from any
4 ' . ) L

rooxs.{/Tid's S%&Cide in the enclosed world of his

heiicop er is a fitting symbol of his isolation.

Patrick;andbéléire};on~the othe: hand, are among those
fated'to;liVe. In theend, ghe Feai standoff in Ncbodz'é
Angel is between Patrick's desire and his reality. ‘In the
ineVi;able break Qich Claire, Patrickaacquiesces to a fate

fvwhiCh'is darkcr than his romantic longing. With his

‘grandfather living in town, nis sister Mary dead, and Cléife
returneg to Tulsa, ﬁatrick is truly a victim of "shattered

circumstances." Unable to put cown‘roots and create a

tradition w1th ranch or f;ﬁlly, Patrlck does not belong

anywhere., He cannot really become "something in the course
of what was to come" without the connections to placeﬂandv
time which constitute a tradition and 1oca}  the individual

' in history with a clear scnse,of his identity: |

‘ He wasn't a captain orAa cowbo?. He thought for a

moment, literally thought, about what he had set out .

for; and he knew one thing: he was superfluous,
(p. 223) ‘



Vance BoUrjaily points out in his review of the novel:

When Patrick Fitzpatrick uses the word superfluous
about himself . . . it may or may not be an accurate
self-assessment, but he has been placed by his author:
in.a clear line of literary desceﬁ%. His ancestry is
German, British and romantic. . .

After a last‘hunt with his.grandfather, Patrick leaves

Montana a%d returns to the orderly regime of the army:

Patrick's grandfather shot the best elk of his life.
Patrick packed it out - for him and arranged for it to be

mounted and hung in the Hawk Bar, the place the old man
could see from the window of hlS apartment.

Anyway, his share of the lease money from the ranch

allowed him to buy an old second-story flat in Madrid.

He spernt all his leave time there. Deke Patwell had it

from someone who knew someone who knew someone  that he -

had a woman.ih Madrid, an American named- Marion
Easterly; and.that when she was with him, he was a bit

93

.

of a blackout drinker. . . . In any case, he never.A

came home again. (pp. 226-227)

Just as he sought but failed to locate his father'svg

™

;remains, Patrick's inability to find in the past thewmeaning
of his situation on the ranch and in his family dooms him to
a 11fe w1thout_d1rect10nt without tradition. If it is true
thatrthei“fear of history‘is at bottom the fear of the

hazards of freedom,"-16

thén Patrick, with his mythical
girlfriend, Marion, has chosen to escape the struggle for
self-determination which constitutes history. It is not

till his next novel, Something To Be Desired, that McGuane's

protagonist acquires the ability to brlng the past and, the
- present together in terms’ of a tradltlon which w¥ll last’

into the future.
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CHAPTER FIVE

SOMETHING TO BE DESIRED

In Thomas McGuane's essay about a deer hunting trip,
the 51gn1flcant moment when the hunter emerges from cover to
let loose the bullet against his prey becomes a gllmpse of

fatality and infinity Juxtaposed:

As I took that step, I knew he was runnlng.‘ He wasn't
in the browse at all, but ang11ng into invisibility at
the rock wall, racing straight into the elevation,
bounding toward zero gravity, taking his longest arc
into the bullet and the finality and terror of all you
have made of the world, the finality you know that you

- -share evengwlth your babies with their inherited
dentition, - Qe finality that any minute now you will
meet as well,

R
i)

Something Tqg Be Desired, McGuane's sixth novel,

* -

continues hié«prébccupation with time and death, with the

split-second intensity that the death of any living thing
gives to those Qho remain to reflect on it. The novel is
the story of Lucién Taylor's life as he attempts to‘review
and assess its significance against the finality of time and
the long silence of death. This is a novel of redemption;
&s the tale of Lucien's past unfolds again:.t his struggles
and des#?es, there is a sense of understanding gained
througb%bain. By the end‘of the noVel, Lucien's existence
becomes generalized to that of mankind's: unredeemable
except in the strugglemto redeem it, For the first time in

a McGuane novel, the protagonist, rather than hovering on

the rim between the past and the present, trying to find a
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way tooytlast it a}l, comes to grips with his life here and

now, and with the struggle that this entails. .Something‘To

‘Be Desired is the history of Lucien's eme&gence from
. childhood immunity to evil and failS‘., and his initiation
‘into the responsibilities of adulthood and the burden of
consequences which oppose man'§ desire to transcend his

human limitations.

In this chapter, I will discuss the hero's growth from

a, hOpeless drlfter tdeaman w1th knowledge of his identity
and a firm sense of purpose., Separated from the father, as
are all of McGuane's protagonists, Lucien feels "ab§oluiply
lost"? nor will he find himself and connect to his family

and region until he learns to accept his individual past as

something which can be\redeemed_fn the ongoing styuggle to
live responsibly in the present and for the fyture.

Something To Be Desired is McGuane's latest Movel and

A

égain, the pressure of the past oh the present constitutes
& .

the primary theme, In each of his previous novels,

McGuane's protagonist was an individuél who regarded the

passage of time as unendurable, that is, as a'thteatening

process of change and disruption. In.the disintegration of

his family and the general loss of cultural tradition, this

protagonist, like Quentin in The Sound ange the Fury, read
the deétructive power of stime. At a loss to regain the ideal
" state he imagines the past to have been, McGuane's hero

compensates by creating a heroic myth out of his past and
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. J :
connecting himself to ‘this saving legend or code. For

example, in Ninety-Two in the' Shade and Panama, both
Ske.l’ton and‘Chet bel.ieve t’hat time has:presided over the
declipe of their once proud families and each in his own way
looks\forvan e;cape from his present circumstances. The
fear of time and change is deeply rooted in McGuane's
protagonists and their impulse is to remain in the past by
means of éhe‘invention of a myth/legend or code/ritual.'
Most of McGuane's protagonists are searching‘for-a
connectioﬁ to their history, some assurance of continuity
between what has taken place in the past and what is
happeningfnow.“ In dramatic terms, this quest is transposed
to the realh of father-son relations, aﬁd the family ties
‘that ruﬁ from geﬁmerat:ion to generation,

Something To Be Desired marks a change in the author's

attitude toward time, a transition the first stirrings of

~ 'which were felt in Panama and Nobody's AnggL; In this

novel, McGuane's protagonist is able to revise his view of

¢

time as a ticking clock, measefing out each numﬂgred day
until death.. Lucien Taylor, looking back upon his lifé from
the pérspective of an adulp,‘begins'to feel time’and
consciousness as a continuum flowing forward into the
present‘bu; aléo’moving from "now" to “then." Time thus
begins with ancegtors and the worldview which they
bequeathed. This §patial conception of time moves on to

include Lucien's own struggle to define himself in a

L)
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particular élace-and time, and finishes with the knowledge
that he giv;s to his own child, James, whom‘he describes as~
"a son still early in his journey." Thus an individual's
identity holds within iqktﬁe legacy of fathers and
grandfathers and the potential of future generatioﬁs.
Memory is the connection between the present and thé”past,
the contjnutty'that begins with “I remember... . ." 'MéGuane
suggests that there is a design and pattern to human
exlistence, a traééable line of.ideals and influences, each
grounded in its own placé and historical momﬁ:ﬁ, extending

" from one generation to the next. As Something Yo Be Desired

clearly indicates, 1in the awareness of history 1is - an
exploration .of the depths™¢f man's consciousness. o /\
While the novel is narrated primarily from the third-
person omniscient point of view, events take place through
Lucien's eyeé. By means of the narrative technique of
flashback and flashfor&ard, this voice occupies a unique
position poised not only bethen the presént and the past
but aléoowithin éhe past and what will chome the future,
Mcéuane's use of this eminently Faulknerian technique
provides.an ongoing juxtaposition of the present against the

past.3

The reader sees the emergence of Lucien's present
'self within the context of his former sel’f, It is as though
one's mature identity is a process of resolving many

‘identities through time.

T



The novel opens with a flashback to Lucien Taylor's

childhood (though the reader is not aware of this fact until

. . * .
the end of the chapter.) McGuane reveals Lucien's childish

@erceptions‘of his father and their trip to the Crazy
Mountains in Montana. A glimpse of the kind of man Lucien
will become"is visible in the figure of Gene, his father.
Having taken his 56n out to "'ﬁhose wide open spaces. . .
where they don't ham;tr{ng a hén for standing a little
tall,'" (p 7) and bécome lost, he has led the two of them
around in circles for two days despite the fact (whlch
McGuane ironically inserts) that they can see their car and
"could have walked to the highWay in a few hours." (p. 4)
The illusion of d;hger and.risk is 1mportant to Lucien's
fathér as it will later be to Luc1en too. Commltted to
living out the legend of a romapfié hero, Lucien's‘father
flees his wife for Peru,-accompqhied 5; his good-times

friend, Art Clancy, for "“the winfer segment of a thing

called the World Adventure Sériesﬁ'(p..S) In this éettihg;

Gene Taylor writes derangyed and guilﬁy letters'to‘hié son” in
a manner strangely foreshadow1ng Luc1en s futqre behav1our
toward his own son. Lucien's descr1pt10n of these letters
illuminates the worldview-whlch he wﬁll ultimately share

with his father: (
The writing was strong and 1inear and spoke of- romantic
escape: sometimes -Lucien's father was alone the
romantic escapist; sometlmes Lucien and his father were
depicted im the letters as escaping; sometimes there
was ‘anger and glory, sometimes just anger. In alil
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cases it was the world that was against them, a wor:d
~that no longer cared for the individual with his dread
of homogenelty. (p. 6) G

-

McGuane s famlllar theme of the child wounded by
ihadequate parents occurs again in this novel. At bOarding
‘edhool,.Lucientfeels "homes i ck and .there was- no home,
nethihg to fill a caissonned‘heart, until the hlazing
satisfaction of his father's arrival." (p. 4) ‘With'the
divorce. of his parents, Lueien‘s father ekits ferever except
in the pa531onate memory of his son who is free to shape
‘_ﬁhlpself in the same romantic mode as hlS father. The final
“ paragraph of Chapter One suggests the peril of such Ereedoﬁ;

Wheh Lucien was én'adult, when rain whirled up through
the hayfleld and scattered birds with its force, he
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heard his own name in the rock garden and knew he was, -

free, as the. sayihg once went, to dlspose hlmself as he
pleased.\(p. 21)

[4

McGuane uses 'the breakdown of the father-son

relatlonshlp to symbollze the loss of order 1n Luc1en s

world. From here, the fear of freedom and responsibility-

in a world without values or moral groundrules becomes'the

~staging point for the hero'%,invention of himself or

\

imitation of a,romantic model,

The 1mportance\of McGuane s flashforward at’ the end of

fChapter One lles in the reader S reallzatlon ‘that the story

is belng told from some p01nt in the future. Implgc1tv1n

’

this kind of narrative viewpoinf is the speaker's

perspectivep that is, the_ fact that eVents aredbeing'retold
with an understanding gained from a greater depth of

A}
)



experience. . Lucien's past, together with the people and

£

places which had an effect on the man he: became, is’now
being appraised in order to assess and possibly recapture
its real significance.’

‘Somethiqngo Be Desired, 1is, therefore,Q‘an account of
5
"

Lucien's "voyage of self-discovery.

"Lucien had taken the position that he was growing to mee t

himself, that he was escendipg to a kind of rendezvous."
(p.'Sg)‘ Lueien'S»id%htity becomes the sum of his "many
roles in time"vlike a landscape,which.bears traces of the
forces ef wind,.water, and Wéather,whiéh have ﬁoved across

it. McGuane provides a compressed account of Lucien's

history, separated neatly into two five-year periods, the

first in Montanasz "For almost five years, Lucien and his

mother lived alone on the street behind the library," (p.
: . /

21) and the second away from home: "Five air-conditjioned

«“~years went by in the backwater posts of Central America."

7
e/

@ N » . . ] ‘. . /‘
14
(p. 25) Between these two periods is Lucien's marriage, an

L ) S
event he later sees as’' a ch01ce between two destlnleea

Vi
:

In his first year of college he dated two glrls from
his hometown, Emily and Suzanne. -Under EmlAy he was
going to be,  a rancher and a palnter of/sportlng
subjects on the order of Thomas Eakins. Under Suzanne
‘he would grasp desperately at his deep testability,

land himself among the upper percentiles and, having

trained himself only generally, go off to Latin America
_ for the United States Information Agency, spraying
\ leaflets on the mestizo m1lllons.j He married
' Suzanne. (pp. 22-23) '
)

After five years of marrled life, Lucien is suddenly

struck by the "lack of high romance in his life." (p. 26)

3

As McGuanebputs it:
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He abandons‘Suzanne to‘return to Montana and post bail for
’

Emlly (his old flame who has recently murdered her doctor
husband). " Kucien hopes to grasp ‘the brass ring of an
alternate fate as a rancher and painter. But only time
brlngs Lucien to'a knowledge of the consequences of his

action:

So theéir departure was without emphasis, staged as a
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clear fork in the road... They would be moved by forces

to differing sections of the grid,
: In any event, the process of stain had begun; he
would not have known what to call it as it sank deeper
inside him; nor bken able to assess the turbulénce and
~damage that was to come; but it was certainly
shame. (p. 29) . ' .

Lucien's return to Montana and Emily becomes an event
S

wh1ch will have the s1gn1f1cance of a. turnlng p01nt 1n his

life. = McGuane opens the chapter with a forward pro;ectlonff

1n time (*Eater he would th1nk it was early 1n the_mornlng.“

He was going back some but it would have had to have ‘been

before breakfast." [p. 30]) which empha51zeseLuc1en 'S memory
of the Emlly episaode w1th the clarlty of " one of those

moments which mark the "before and after.,"

- Having swept to the rescue of Emily in hopes of

.1

recreating the romance he once had with her, Lucien'sfho‘_g;

s

are based on the assumption that time has not changed Emily
or himself, "'Why, how nice for you,'" Enmily says to him:

"To have: a llfe:;theme. An old flame.  An old flame
that never dies is llke those pverbuilt goddamn English
shoes rich ladies used to wear., The illusion of
everlasting life.," (p. 41) :



¥

As in his other novels, -McGuane's point is that such

-

illusions are a kind of romantic escapism, a denial of

W

reality in the futile desire to transform life into legend.

In fact, TLucien's reiafionship with the mysterious Emily

will become one of his "selves in time" which must be

outgrown. As with Patrick in Nobody's Angel and Chet in

)

]

Panama, McGuane subtly lampoons'the romantic illusions of

his protagonists: "But for a short

;xlme long ago, Emily and’

A
p

Lucien were going into the suns a$‘a composer and a
v SR ‘ °

painter;~1eaving the world a richer place." (p. 48) And
Emily's lawyer sees clearly the folly of Lucien's dream of a
happily-ever—after life with Emily;

"I am going to try to reduce her sentence, strlng out
the road show through appellate court, work on her
e11g1b111ty for pardon and just all-round obfuscate
justice like the good mouthpiece I am. You know, for a
country boy." :

"I see." o O

"No, you don't see. What you see is acquittal for her
and a fresh start for the two of you. Y'know, quiet
evenlngs around your paint-by- numbers kit out there to
the ranch " (p. 51)

heroic posturing, that is, a futile desire to transform life

into legend. However, as William Faulkner recognizéd, “man,

@
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Eaught in the ,ineluctability of time, can never avenge //
. ‘ y

himself on time"; therefore man is-"obliged to endure hid
. = ) ‘ /
own nature as man, to prevall over his own confinement ,in

h1stor1cal c1rcumstance.“6

] *
view and.advocaté the same human virtues of courage and
. ‘ ! ) :

r

McGuane would agree with this

“endurance and compassion which Faulkner held to determine .

the meaning of life against the arbitrariness of fate. When



Emily departs practically overnight ahd leaves everything to

Lucien, he is rudely awakened from his idyllic dreams and

forced to take reSpohsibility for the ranch, Only 1in

Something To Be Desired does McGuane's central character
: ' |

succesefully overcome the romantic myth and find a means of

going‘on by,accepting.his circymstances, taking up the

burden of the past and using these as the basis for wiser

action'in the present. McGuane's protagonists in his other

hovels cannot come to'terms with their history and,

1

therefore, are not able to live in the present. 1In

Something to Be Des1red history beeomes,‘in this sense, the

necessary "deprlvatlon of, the mythic ex1stenceﬂ7

It is only through hlS utter isolation on the ranch

‘that Luc1en learns the true value of the connectlon to.

famlly and communlty. Separated‘from»hls wife, hlS son,. and

now his lover, Lucien is almost completely disconnected from
™~

the world, As his solltude.deepens, he beglnS\tg\reflect'

~..
oo . \“\ o
‘upon his life and decides he is "ready for a new™ane"
B ™~

e ..

(p. 57): R - y

He watched the light and clouds make changes in his
window; he was the revolving shadows in the peaks of
the Crazies, and night arriving not simultaneously but
indifferent-places and at different times. He began
to wonder what screwballs lived here in other days who
had _hidden whiskey bottles under the porch or made the
dog graves by the creek. (p..56)

- By the time early day in all its effulgence had
penetrated to the bottom of the smallest gullies and
sent the dullest prairie -chicken into hiding with a
departing hawk-warning cry, Lucien had climbed two
thousand feet above his ranch in an attempt to find out
where he was. He was beginning to understand what he
had paid to be here alone.(p. 58)

¥}
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. With no ties to family or home, Lucien feels "lost" and

when, in answer to his question."Where am I?" the motel

recept10n1st replies “the El Western," McGuane intends no

small irony in the substltutlon of a motel for the sense of

a family and cultural tradition that Lucien desires. Lucien
describes his.rootless state: I

Growing up in a small town, he didn't quite belong in
land he knew and loved, and he ho longer belonged in
town. .+ « . ;

Belong. What a word. Drives everyone fucklng
nuts, thought Lucien. You look at children and they
belong where you drop ‘them, while time only makes them
lost. (p. 77) :

. ——

McGuane uses Lucien's sense of alienaéion"from place to
symbolize his alienation in tihe@ vDrifEing 1ethargiéally
down the river on his rubber raft, Lucien;isllikeeise adrife
in his life with no responsibilities or domestic rituals to
mark the paséage of time. Deprived of his identities as
hueband to Suzanne and devoted EUitor’to Emily, Lucien feels
bereft and exposed to forces of time and fate beyond hie
control: |

A great blue norther maae up and came down off the'Higﬁ

Line.. .. He walked along while the deep cold made a

bas-relief map of his own skull, exposing bone through
flesh. . . . Suddenly his small white frame house

seemed a pale, brave -island in eternity. A more

analytlcal pe?son might have concluded ‘that this

solitary regimen was a good and happy one for him. But

he was old enough to know that loneliness, like some
disturbance, would begin to form. (p. 74)

McGuane's point is that, particdlarly in the West, the
failure to remember and value history. leads to a cultural
’ . ’ . , ' ! (4

vacuum. Lucien begins to feel a kind of existential despair
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at tng arbitfary nature of goélsvand\pnrpoées within such
freedom, Thé immensity of the land,. "a land forever
strange," (p. 122) parallels Luclien's feeling of
insignificance in time, and the meanidglessness of humén
effort against obliterating deafh, It 13 only. by learning
the necessity of individual respon51b111ty that Luc1en can
begin to find SOme meanlng‘ln his life, re@aln his family,
and move into the sphere of history énd Lose his fear of
timéﬁ

How does a man locate himself in time? McGuane sees a

coherent view of existence as emerging from genuine roots in

"one's place and history. The connection‘to an'authentic

past validates both individuél and culture in an established
tradltlon which offers the individual a secure. 1dent1ty and
in its very cont1nu1ty, prevalls agalnst 1nf1n1ty and death.
When 1n a drunken stupor, at the absolute nadlr of his own
self destructlve behaviour, Lu01en‘sees the red ocher
paintings of elk left by the Indians in the caves outside of
town, he decides that he‘tbo.wants to "get a few things
down" before his lifé‘is‘gvér. His ionging»is not to
perform glamorous or heroic deeds in order to immortaliée
himself but rather to establish out of his own life and the

X

struggle to feed and keep the cattle and saddle horses, and
othe pleasure of shooting grouse and hunting elk in the

‘fall-=out of all this, to connect himself to the country in

the ordinary human waywof home and family. Like the Indians
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whose spirits, "sméky and redolent,; still hang over the
ranch, Lucien de51res to become parE of a tradition which
will go forward in tlmé. As spring e$erges from the depths
of winter, Lucien too begins to renew himself.

| "As an éventful site in~Lucieﬁ's past, the hotspringvon
his ranch provés to’be the catalyst for the next cycle of
“Lucjen's life. The spring becomes the centre of Lucien'é
hopes for the future. Moving and restoring old buildings
from the Deadrock fegion, Lucien creates a resoft spa which
is gratff??ngly successful, attracting via}tors from around
thé country. |

Lucien walked around past the sprlng. It was now

quiet, and he tried to imagine it .as it had been when

he was here with his father and the cloud of crows
lifted from its surface into the sky. . . . And he
thought of the days he floated the river alone,

carrying a life jacket 1n his son's size. (pp. 170-171)
Lugien hopeS‘lt:w1ll attract Suzanne and h1s son, James,
whom he misseé‘with the sharpness of disappointed hopes. "I
‘am a family man", he insists, "despite whét has been
stolen." (p. 69)

Sigmund Freud believed that through memory, repetitions
could be replaced by recollecti&ns. The saving truth of
this realization can been seen in LUcien's;relationship with -
'his~son; Separated from the boy as his father was remote
from him,'Luc{en can recall his own lonely desire for his
father's return and he determines to be reunited witﬁ

James. Reflecting on his own life, Lucien sees his

abandonment of his own family as a repetition of his



fathdr's flight. He decides: to escape the destructive

pattern which he seems doomed to repeat: "it was as if the

same master stood over them with 'a stick and not only drove.

them but drove them in circles. . . ." (p. 8) 1In breaking

free -from the example of hisfféther, Lucien assumes

individual responsibility for his actions, which is the mark

of maturity. This is the first time in any of McGuane's
novels that the protagonist has been able to escape the
burden of disillusionment and futility bequeathed by the
father. Lucien sees his own life and .is mistakes as
indeliSIy’stamped with the mark of his father, but also
feels his owﬁ freedom to engage the world and pass his own
unique identity onto his child, who will in turn "emerge
from his frightened self and go on and be happy. . . ."

(p. 161)

e -In many ways the son's identity is mysteriously defingd
by the father. A father stamps his mark on his’son and
réleases him into time., On a broader level, &he relatiénf

-ship between the father and the son is what MgGuane sees as
the paradoxical tens{on.between the authority and tradition
of the past and the freedom and nééessity to go forQard._

' Tfadition fé therefore similar to a father's authority;
born.into a culture, you inherit a particular worldview
which is a begueét you carry with you to enrich and finally

pass on to the next generation. The present, thereforg,

9
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grounded in the memories and history, moves forward in one
vast design of time and eternity.

Sometﬁing of this is conveyed when Lucien takes h;s
son on an expedition to band hawké. The banding of  the hawk

»

becomes a metaphor for man's condition as both free and

.
Rl

fettered, shaped both by freedom and necessity,?%néwering

both to experience and to history: N

When the impact came, James'jumped up scre ming and -

began to crawl off. Lucien sat up, holding*
the feet in one gauntleted hand. . . . oY

Each time the bird's wings beat, Lug
actually feel the 1lift in his forearm, coul:
actual pull of the falcon's world 1n\tJa‘sk
seen hawks on the ground, gracelesy»d éV.
people, and he knew their world was ‘gkVE ™ 4
cowboys limp to their horses, then Py over ggwmnd
and he knew what their world was too. He wanted his
own life to be’ as plaln. '

By concentration and by ignoring the prospects of
a bite, Lucien managed to get the band on., . . .
Lucien held the terrifying bird out before him and
released his grip. The falcon pulled vertically from
his glove and with hard wing—-beats made straight into
deep sky, swept straight off and was gone.
(pp. 124-125) ‘

-

For McGuane, the past can be either restricting or a

means to grow into the future. For example, James fears his

‘father's powe% over h1m, “'You're never going to le} me
.go,'" he says bltterly to his father. Lucien, himself, was
trappeq in his awe of his father's romantic exploits but h?
wants his son to emerge from childhood with roots in family
and place which will sustain“him in the future.

In a manner which is by furns tragic, and comic,

Something To Be Desired reveals the process by which Lucien

learns to endure his own past which is always presenﬁ except

v
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n memory. Out of his mistakes and various identities in
ime (child, lover, husband, single_rancher, entrepreneur)
ucien has emerged as an individual with a knowledge of his
oals and his reponsibilities. When Emily, the myth-1like
Lost Sweetheart," returns, she-is a ghost from one of his
ast selves and her mystery and glamour mean nothing any
iore to Lucien. When he drives her at night to the airport

o send her away, Lucien is, 1n a sense, banishing a ghost

111

‘rom his past and accepting the reSponsibilityvfor Suzanne

ind James. By.this act, he begins to feel his place in the

scheme of time:

 There were huge dry-land farms on either side of them -

where the wh¥at .had been cut in panels of design and
immensity. . .. Whatever it was that was happening to
Lucien seemed as if_it could have come from some source
thousands of years or thousands of miles away. (p. 172)

4
As he sees Suzanne and James off, there is a clear
suggestion that the family will be reunited in the future.

In Something to Be Desire, McGhane has drawn, for_the

first time, a hero who is sufficiently mature to handle

death and loss. 1In his early novels, the absence of the

father represented the hero's inagility to see himself

clearly in his own time and place;,linked_to values and
tradition which could carry hih forward to the future.
Lucien‘is McGuane's first hero to have struggled and
overcome the desife for a myth to replace his:own painful
history. Finally, in this novel, the past is put into

perépectiye as a fqrmative but not restrictive force. The
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past, symbolized by his father; no longer dictates his
actions: "'Weren't yo:xxlways afraid of your father?'"
Suzanne asks him. "'I guess I was,'" Lucien answers, "'but
hé's long gone now.'" (p. 173) As McGuané makes clear,
Lucien's sense that he is growing to meet himself is a
process of self-discovery, the discbvgry that by enduring

his own confinement in historical circumstances, man

prevails over the long arc into oblivion,

i
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Notes - Chapter Five

1 Thomas McGuane, An Outside Chance . (New York: Penguin

Books, 1982), pp.‘242~3.. An interesting essay written in
19§Q, theafinal line of whicQ—w“This is either the end or
the beginning of something::—echoesxa %imilar line from
Faulkner's The Bear: "It was the‘end of the begiﬁning of

something."

2 Thomas McGuane, Sométhing,Td Be Desired (New York:

Random House Vintage Contemporaries, 1984),-p. 78. All
,
further references to Rﬁis work appear parenthetically in

~ the text.

Y
.

3 Faulkner explains his attitude toward time ‘in his
novels: "There isn't any time. . . . There is only 'the
present moment, in which I include bbth the past and the
future, and that is eternity; In my opinion, time can be

shaped qhite a bit by the artist; after all, man is never

"

time's slave." The Lion in the Gardgn,‘ ed. James
Meriwether and Michael Millgate (New York: Random House,
1968), p. 70.

4 A similar alienated relationship between father and

-
¥

son exists between Quentin and the ineffectual Mr. Compson

|
J

in The Sound and the Fury.



> Robert Roper, "Something To Be Desired”, rev. of

Something To Be Dedired, by Thomas McGuane, New York Times

Book Review, 16 Dec. 1984, p. 11,

6 Quoted in David Minter, William Faulkner: His Life

and Work (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1980),
p. 247,

7 Lewis P. Simpson, “Yoknapatawpha and Faulkner's Fable

of Civilization," in The Maker and the Myth: Faulkner and

Yoknapatawpha (Jackson: University Press of Mississippi,

1982), p. 143. Simpson actually said "ﬁistory is the
pathetic deprivation of the mythic existence,”" but I think

T
McGuane would take a broader -view.
) ' N
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B " CONCLUSION-
The existing scholarship on Thomas McGuane is limited
' . ' ) " ‘ "".‘-" (S . b, ! ) N
to a few journal articles (none of them very profound),
SéVQ%ﬁjS biographical citations "in reference works: on
e R

 'twenfieth—centurykAmerican wrilers,'a few rafevinterviews(
"aqd,a‘ndmber of SOOK.reviews. My thesis;, therefore, is the
first.in-depﬁh study-of Thomaé McGuane aszan“author worthy
of‘COngiderption iﬁ‘the’field of confemporary'westérn
Ame;ican,liéefatﬁfe. To a considerable extent, I ﬁéve
' brokeh newé%ound inﬂmy interpretation of McGuane's main

,mthemes.' |
. The five McGuane noveis_discussed in this thesis
describe é “mytbology oﬁ disappearahce," that is,va strategy

. < : . '

of cobihgfwitﬁ»the past which hasvdisappeared and is
tecovefable only fhfough.m;mbry; ﬁTryng to know

wl without a connection to the past is a recurring

ourseivés
theme throughout’these novels. fhis thesis deals with
McGuane's treatment.of this loss of a confinuing tradition. g
in the lives of his heroes and, by analogy, in modern
Ame?ica.AkAs ghe author says: "Trying to know Qﬁrselvés,_

living inﬂthé.West:WiEh its thin European hisﬁéry; is a
drive fﬂq concur: about , "2 S \
In each,chaptgr, tﬁl'mythélogy éf.diséppearaﬁce takes a
diffgreng)foim, ffom the,creétion of a myth'of replace‘

Y

: . R ' . v
actual history in The Sporting Club .to the assumption of a
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heroic code or legend in order to escape destructive time in

'Ninety-Two in the Shade and' Panama. Set in the West,

Nobody's Angel reflects McGuane's evoIving treatment of the
influence of the past on the gresent. The protagdnist here

makes a valiant attempt to llnk himself to place and fam11y

.

as a means of establlshlng a tradltlon. Yet the struggle to

escape the myth~of the past 1s th resqﬁé%d until Something
L
To Be Desired. \.This latest novel by McGuane describes the

protagonist's arrival at an acceptance of»&%e”freedom of the
. . . ST

future within the bounds of the past.

)
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My conclusion is that, in these five novels, McGuane

has successfully dealt with the theme of the past in
constant dial@gue with the present. From early noveis that
‘were flamboya;t in characterizatien and bizarre in plot,
McGuane's novels pfogressed to a subtler pfesentation of
theme and a more realistic presentat/ion. ‘}n the last two
books, set in McGaane's own Montana region, he achieves a
simple lyricism in his prose which'intensifies-his themeuef
the validity of man's effort to find hiﬁself"in time.
Between the first and last novel studied, McGuane,shows
an ihcreasfpg u@detstaﬁding of how History and myth merge in

memory. From _an artificial conception of history as

nostalgic invention in The'Sporting Club, he moves to the
somewhat‘iqonic view of the past transformed into heroic
SN v

legend in Ninety?Two in the Shade and Panama. Moving away

from ironip’detachment‘in,his last two novels, McGuane



!

reveals a deeper realization that the past is not a dead and
static mth to be revived but a living force which, through

memory, flows onward into the present and future.

r

MCGuanefs rich and complex books deserve far more

attention than they have so far received. A wide range Qf
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subjects needs to be explored, such’as the similarities in

theme and style to Hemlﬁqwayp'espeéially in thé emphasis on
ritual and "code" in McGuane's early novels; (hé_réligious
moﬁifs ané/or archetxpal symbols in his work, McGuane's
transpdsition‘of Faulknerian concerﬁs’tq the West, and

McGuane's place in thé field of western American writing

from Wallace Stegner to the new writing coming .out of the

West, more "primitive" in style than experimental, with -

bleak themes.> As well, an interesting discussion coulqﬂge

made as to whether McGuane is a primarily comic or/serious

writer,



Notes - Conclusion v
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l Tetter from McGuane to this\writer, 21 Aug., 1985,

2 Letter.

3 R . -d Ford, David Quammen are two examples.

L 4
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