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In the history of American literature, there have been
numerous suthors whose popularity and eritical acclaim were
long in coming often delayed long past their deaths, Melville,
for example, comes immediately to mind. Others have enjoyed
a brief notoriety and have then slipped into oblivion for
years until their "rediscovery."

One of the prime vehicles for renewed interest in iﬁnored
American authors has been the critical éonsideration of
American humorous literature that has flowered during the
1940's, 50's and the 60's, This criticigm, given impetus by
Walter Blair's Native American Humor (1937) has made Seba Smith,

Edgar Wilson Nye, and Finley Peter Dunne if not household words,
at least familiar names to students of American literature,

James Branch Cabgll, however, has Been largely overlooked
by students of American humor. Indeed, Cabell has been ignored
by criticism in general since his brief heyday in the 1920's.
Only since 1950 has he been rediscovered to the extent of three
books and a few articles--a pittance for the author of more than
fifty volumes!

It is difficult for this wgiter, admittedly a partisan, to
understand the long neglect of Cabell's works, unless literary

fashions are founded on other than merit., Perhaps fashion is



indeed a proper word to use; ICa‘beu certainly is far removed
from other authors of his perlod--Faulkner, Dreiser, Lewis,
Pitzgerald and Hemingway. However, the recent flurry of enthu.
- siasm for the fantasies of J, R, R. Tolkien suggests that Cabell,

- an author of far éreater scope and substance, may shortly enjoy

I S T

a vevival,
" This thesis will seek to make some anionds:for' ‘the long

* @#clipse in sttention by focusing its attention on the nature

- of Cabell's humor. After the customary review of the relevant
primary sources, it will examine Cabell's work in the light of

- various theoriss of the comic¢, and attempt an snalysis of the |
underlying philosophy of his work and its effect upon the pecullar
- quality of his humor, ' -

A review of the available literature on Cabell is a fairly
brief undertaking. 1If it were limited to material considering
Cabell primarily as & humorist it would be far briefer; thus a
more catholic survey has been undertaken. Early eriticism, that
appearing in the 1920's and early 30's, is marked by rather
extreme polarization. There is little evidence of calm, rational
- assessment, Part of this situation may be attributed to the
trial for obscenity by the County of New York of Jurgen (1919).
A mobiligzation of the literati helpcél secure the book'i acquittal
on October 19, 1922, and Csbell's sales and eritical attention
rose, Natmuy,v those critics who believed in artistic freedom



would hardly fail to praise Cabell; otherwise they might be
suspected of Comstockery. And on the other hand, disciples of
Mrs, Grundy could hardly fail to attack this example of the
lascivious corrupter of the nation's morals. Thus the absence
of balanced judgements set the stage for the critieal repudiation
and neglect of Cabell that prevailed thréugh most of the 1930's
and 40's, ‘

One of the earlier essays of criticism was The Art of James

Branch Cabell by Hugh Walpole. Shortly after arriving in the

United States Walpole was introduced to Caben'i apologia,
Beyond Lifs, and quickly read it and the rest of Cabell's then
extant works,

Appavrently the Virginian's books struck a responsive chord,.
for the pamphlet is the testament of an enthusiastic convert,
This is not to say, however, that Walpole produced s mers
puffery, for he demonstrates at least an attempt at objectivity,
He almost at once comes to grips with one of the major bones of
contention regarding Cabell--style. Walpole admit.é that it would
be easy to chavacterize it as "affected, perverse, umnatural and
forced," were it not “entirely natural to the man, "1 It will be
seen later that Cabell's style has been his most irritating facet
to many commentators.

Walpole detects the note of irony which separates Cabell's
works from the neo-romanticism which em:peted against the prevalent

1ﬂugh Walpole, The Art of James Branch Cabell (New York,
1920)’ pt 6&




realism, but he either failed to ses or chose to ignore the yather
strong meat below the surface of such a book as Jurgen. But of
~ course, »illions have ’missed'_ the bitter social commentary in

 Huekleberry Finn,
" This interesting comment on characterization deserves
notice: ‘ g

Hr, cmn is slways more deeply interested in the
stream of life that flows bensath his characters
than in the characters themselves. In tie accepted
conventional sense of the word he i3 scarcely a
~ movelist at all, He takes shocking liberties with
.. hs individuals as human beings. He is not, I
" think, very deagly aware of the motives that wove
_ordinaryminds. . _ o

- Walpole makes this comment in & brief discussion of three early
novels, The Eagle's Shadow (1904), The Cords of Vanity (1909),
and The Rivet in Grandfather's Neck (1915). In this context his

assertion has validity, for these three novels are decidedly
minor works. Surely Mr. Walpole would have qualified this
sssertion had he,had access to The snyer Stallion (1926).

The Art of James Branch C&be;;;, a;thqug}x intended as little

- more than an sppreciation of Cabell, represents an attempt at
balancs, one of the fow critiques with _’t,hat; quality appearing
during Cabell's heyday. It raises some seminal issues, although
it expands on them but little. | |
Vernon Louis Parrington, author of the monumental Main

Currents in Americsn Thought offers an interpretation of Csbell




somewhat typical of the adulation of the 1920's, HReprinted
from The Pacific Review, (December, 1921) Parrington's essay

is faulted not so mich by its cbservations and conclusions, which
. are often sound, "-but; by- the hyperbole ‘of its l_a’n'gﬁagc. Too often
~ 4t veads like the puffery of a dust-jacket blurd, rather than a
judicious eppraisal. Consider the fonmng‘ 'sf'atgmg'nts.
Spenking of Tha‘ Cords of Vmity . Parringt@ writes:

It is Congreve at his best, scintillating, brillant,
with a delightful affectation of pose and gesture,
and it 1is uarlogo usu, with its galloping wit. staeped

in pure poet 4

| Refcrr}.ng to critical coment, he states, quite correctly,

,.that' . o A ;'

- éuch Hmﬂe ahsmﬂlties of coment imvo beaﬁ fling
" at him, that he is in a fair way to becoming our

classic example of tha fatuausness of contemporary
estimates.”

Parrington closes his essay with & statement which invites
comparison with the sbove assertion.
A self-reliant intellectual, rich in the spoils of
81l literature, cne of the gresat masters of English
prose, the supreme comic spirit thus far granted us,
he stands apart from the throng of lesser American
novelists, as_Msrk Twain stood spart, individual and
lnmparable.s _ . ,
'me first and third statemts mfortmatoly tend to 1nvoke the
| second, This is sad, for Parrington's essay contains much of

valus, He correctly assesses that to Cabell romsnce mnd realism

Womm Louis Parrington, Main Currents :ln American
Thought (New York, 1930), p. 344,

41bid,, p. 335. Stbid., p. 345.




do not carry their customary weanings, but are closer to idealism
and conventionalism.6 He also understands that Cabell's pessimism
3.3 no unqargmduate‘ cynicism, but the result of a percsptive
- wind facing veality,’ That Cebell can confront yeality with a
jest instead of a sneer he rightly considers a measure of the
nan's groatness.

Had Parrington been more moderate in his languaga » he
might have aidad Cabell's cause, Instead, he helped set. the
' ,stage for the vityiolic attacks of the 1930's and 40'5;

Probably the best oxauple of the sbuse heayed upon Cabell
‘during thasa years is fm'nished by Oscar Cargiu in his tome
Intellectual America: Ideas on the March., Cargill seems to

'a’hando‘n all attempts at objectivity or restraint and mounts a
personal attack, As an example of Mr, Cargill's scholarship,
consider the following:

to undertake the rarsading of James Branch Cahell is
to suffer monstrously en the rack of one'’s innocence,
We were bored with hin at the outset, yst read from
a sense of duty; our minds atrophy, our organs decay,
our flesh shreds from our bones as we whip ocurselves
through him again. He is . ., . the most tedious
porson who has achieved high repute as a literatus
in Amsrica., « + .

if, hwavar, cabell's work suffers by t:omparisun with the

| cmwsimu Record, as Mr., Cargill’ says ‘1t does, why does he

Gﬁﬂ.&i. P 337. 7Ibidau p. 336,

B
Oscar Cargill, Intellectusl America: Ideas on the
Maxch (New York, 19413, p. 495.

91bid, -




bother to devote five or so pages from his magnum opus to a second- .
rate hack of an eclectic who borrowed from Stevenson, Harland,
Hope, James, Pollard, Thompson, Barres, France, Mencken, and .
Bdgar Saltus?10  Indeed, 1f Cabell, is so inconsequential, why
consider him at all?

Alfred Kazin, :in his On Native Cromds, also belittles

cmn, but in a far BOTE urbana, civilized manner. He finds
Cabe1l shallow, because |

ho mdo almost no demands upon his readers; md since

he took such pains to be cute, it was impossible to

33.&’.&32; ug: ‘{3122'{,'&"233?3 I;"i'a‘,‘,icx'é‘.‘h

Cabell is thus seen as a writer not of allegory, but of
innuendo, & satirist with a smirk, a complacent author writing
safe, synthetic depravity for good, middle class fathers, citizens,
snd mdergraduates.n

What might be considered the watershed in Cabell's eritical
fortunes was 1956. The April 21 issus of The New Yorker contained
an article by Edmund Wilson, "The James Branch Csbell Case

Reopeasd vl3 This sympathatic treatment either brought the

author of Jurgen to the attention of a new generation of eritics,

or encouraged devotees to coms out of hiding.

lﬁmd.,, p. 496,

Martred Kazin, On Native Gnuuds: An Interpretation of
Modern American Prose Literature (New York, 1942), p. 234,

2n44,

13g3mimd Wilson, "The James Branch Cabell Case Reopened,”
The New Yorker, April 21, 1956, p. 129, ,




¥ilson recognizes the damage done by the "Csbell Cult,"14
He sees Caben as a Southern writer, by virtue of the feudael
backgromd of mnny of his books and his refusal to deal directly
- with the "vital hmxes" of his tins, 15 } ‘
Wilson also soes Cabsll as @ comic vriter. “one of--fox

nodern times-walmost tmexampled splenaorx'“_ Ho €inds the comie

| »visim basad on & malizaticm thnt life 15 fuu af tmcomfortabla
irmioa, but they nra rarely a cause for uoe'ping; in the long run,
: lifo i.s hardly susaoptible of mprovemant. :
| aaaling nith Caben's rajection of “raalim," mhon nakes
: the amenam point t.hat both "realisn" and "rmanticism" are
‘ ﬂctional emvoncions, and that glorifying the "dream" #s against
' the "raal" is mmly oxpressing 8 prefarome for one litarm
eonmtim Anstesd of another,l?

wilscn rencves from caball the onus of being eonsidercd
L) thmback to the ninetaanth century and brings hin closcr to |
.Joyco md Faulknem :

Jurgen, ead The ce] are not logical allegories;

T is one of their great virtues that they ars not, ’
“They ars ¢loser to the psychology of drigms, and this
y.vcs them the!.r mcatmy effactiveness,

mm gantasies [FL E% s of Harth, The Silver Stallion,

o In&ead Mr, Wilson does not oquivocate; he declares that
Cabell's distinction "is real and of an uncommon kind,"19

14&%“ . 129, - ,_1515“” p"iu.
161b4d., p. 141, b4,

Brid,, p. 150,  Ymid., p. 129,



Fanciers of Cabell owe Mr, Wilson a debt of gratitude for being
the first major critic in almost thirty years to make such a
forthﬁght statement of approval.

Louis D. Rubin Jr.'s The Curious .Death of the Novel is also

very complimentary to Mr. Cabell., Considering him as one of the
first of the modexrn Southern writers (along with Ellen Glasgow) ’20
Rubin finds that one of the basic convictions of Cabell's woi-ks
is identical with the touchstons of Faulkner's novels, the
indomitable nature of man. Man is, whether or not he knows how
or why. This alone erases the charges of cheap and shallow pessi-
mism, for at the haart; of Cabell's work is

a kind of visceral and rock-bound humanism, a conviction

that in the very absurdity of his dreams,..man is dem-

onstrating that he can and will survive,Zl

Rubin makes the sxcellent comment that while the Cabellian
hero manages to ignore the laws of nature and chronology and
escape to a fantasy land "his findings are always the same , , .
he is still human, still subject to the usual limitations of
mortality."zz Indeed.‘ Cabell's heroes do not attain satisfyingly
heroic achievements; they are no more successful than had they
lived in the present day.

To Mr. Rubin, as to Desmond Tarrant (to be discussed later)

Cabell was a dealer in myths and dreams for, as in a moderate

zoumis D. Rubin, Jr., The Curious Death of the Novel:
Essays in American Literature (Baton Rouge, 1967), p. 180,

2lyp14,, p. 179. 221b4d., p. 172
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solipsism, the dream was the only true reality and myth-making
the only important literary activity.23

" Three major book length studies of Cabell have Bappily
appeared within the last seven years, Jos Lee Davis' James

Branch Cabell, Desmont Tarrant's James Branch Csbell: The Dream

and the Reality, and Arvin Wells' Jesting Moses: A Study in

Cabellian Comedy. These three books take as their basic premise

that Cabell {s a major writer, one worth consideration without
qualification as a curious backwater of twentieth century litera-
ture., | |

James Branch Cabell by Joe Lee Davis, @ long-time Cabell

fancier, is cast in the more or less traditional mode of criticism;
Davis is concerned, and rightly so, with the influences of Cabell's
early years and education on his writing. He finds evidence of
Cabell's Southern rearing in the myth of the Confederacy, which
developed in the Reconstruction period; thesq myths he mainfains, ,
with their divergences between the actual and the ideal, find |

their counterpart in The Silver Stallion.24

Davis finds in Cabell's genealogical work (Branchiana, 1907

and Branch of Abingdon, 1911) the source for two of his basic

metaphors. One is that of a river or stream, endlessly flowing.
| Ripples--human lives--rise to the Su:fh;e, remain an instant, and

dissolve, but the river always continues. The other is that of a

23tpid., pp. 174, 175.
24500 Lee Davis, James Branch Cabell (New York, 1962), pp. 24, 25.
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vaudeville-like play or skit performed by changing actors on
varying but remaining essentially the same stages.zs ,Thus life
is a conétant. éndﬁring.fbrca,~nanifesting fitself in transient -
human existencés, the possessors of which act out, as if 1t were
new and fresh, the same drama. , :

In dealing with the "Biography of the Life of Manuel," Davis
is one of the first commentators to stress the comic aspect of
| Cabell's writing. Indeed, he characterizes the 'Biography" as
i "an elaborate axpefiment to capture the comic spirit in a romance
: qycle.“zq Davis sees Cabell's comedy as a departure from the comic
tradition of the English novel, Rather than social, it is "'cosmic
“comedy' because it puts its protagonist--Manuel--against ﬁhe.‘
universe and the-godSz"z." o _ } ‘

In dealing with the classification problem, Davis neatly
avoids the romanticist-realist conflict by turning to Northrup

Fiye's.Anatomy of Criticism, which utilizes four categories~-the

novel, dealing with & society which has existed; the romance,
mythic and archetypic; the confession; and the anatomy, an intel-
lectual ordering and oversimplificétion-of existeuce;za Davis

" asserts that the "Blography" is a blend;ng'of romance, of con-

-fession and anatany.zg

gl ol

251pid,, pp. 27, 28: -~ 26p44., p. 54.
27144, L 281bid,, pp. 57, S8.
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Within this framework of the "Biography" Cabell manipulates
c@a:gggers exempli fying singly end in combination three basic -
attitudes toward 1ife--the chivalric, the gallant, and the poetic.
' Davis accepts this classification and discusses his works as they
fhli,iﬁtokthese_th:ee caiegé:ies. The scheme of his study is
essentialiyvthat'bf a reader's guide, furnishing brief plot out-
lines and usually sound, if sometimes a bit pedeStriaﬁ.'comﬁentary
on each work, This Baedeker approach is illustrated by_the pro-

- portions of the book; foughly one-half is devoted to the bio- -
vgraphical sketch and ways to approach the body of Cabell's work,
almost cne-half is taken up by plot summaries and comnentaries on
individual works, and only a few pages are‘dévoted to a "final
 judgement'' on Cabell's plac& in literature. This ''final judgement"
is very brief, and indeed this is a virtue. Davis has furnished
the reader with inforuod};ommentary; indicated various approaches
to the brobleﬁs'of evaluating Cabell,,but inevitably each reader
'nust forn his own opinion. Davis*® opinion of Cabell is high, but
hc doesn’t gloss over Cabell's faults and he leaves the final
judgenent to the reader.

Desmond Tarrant's Janes Branch Cabell' The Dream and the

| Realitx, while it does not concern itself uith Cabell's comedy,
‘is too important a study to omit. Tarrant considers Cabell from
a mythic standpoint. Drawing on Jung's theories of archetypes,
he finds that Cabell has created a myth for our age, he has taken
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the immemorial and traditionnl bodies of materials and transmuted
them so that they represent a mythologem of the American way of
11£0 30
| Tarrant does not see myth-making as an escape mechanism;

rather he feels that if an artist has enough to say he must use
uyth..‘n Myths permit a duslity of expression, both intellectual
and emotional, and Tarrant finds in this dualism of Cabell's
expression "everything we most lack and most need"--in other
words, a key to survival, 32

It is unfortunate, however, that Tarrant has neglected the
comic side or aspect of Cabell, Indot;d. out of 280 pages only
four (96-97, 117-118) concern themselves with humor in Cabell,
Tarrant finds that Csbell's humor 'is a very serious thif:g. It
underiies everything, but it can be grim and forboding if not
forbidding."s"‘ He perceptively observes that Cabell's humbr ex-
presses veality without being dispiriting, This is, as he states,
8 very real achievement, Cabell is also able to counter the
hostile gods, or the indifferent cosmos, with humor.3* This pro-
duces a catharsis, comic though it may also incorporate pity and
terror,

One can only hope that Mr, Tarrant will follow this book
with one dealing with the comedy in Cabell. The Dream and the

3':’itﬁasmmd Tarrant, James Branch Cabell: The Dream and the
Reality (Norman, 1967), p. 1S,

314, 214, p. 17.

531bid., p. 96. 341pid,, p. 117,
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Reality is a valuable study, but it ignores almost completely
a major aspect of Csbell. | o

Arvin Wells' Jestini Moses 1is unnsual and of cspecial

value in that it. unlike its predecassors, concerns itself with
'Caben as a mnﬁc wﬂtor, not merely ss & writer who is 1ncident§11y
cémlé. Indeed, Cabell uses the term "comedy" in the subi:itios of
most of the key works of The Blography of Manuel. While other

critics have been content to make vague generalities concerning
Cabell's comedy and its nature none had taken the time nor the
space to attempt sn explanation or definition of it. Wells is to
be commended for attempting this ossenﬁal task,

After laying ground work with chapters on Cabell's world-
view and the comic¢c vision of existence, Wells dis;:usses the several
theoriess of comedy which he classifies under the headings of cor-
voctive-reformatory, the cathartie, and the related ritual-expulsion
theory of Cook.35 His purpose in this is not to pigeonhole Cabell,
but to provide a background for considering Cabell's tdeas,38

¥ells finds that Cabell doesn't use comedy strictly in the
service of commonsense as a corrective, but rather that he uses it
in the vicarious evasion or breaking of taboos.3’ Yet commonsense
and the proprieties of society receive their due, but only after
ironic examination of and experimentation with socisty's taboos.

3 xrvin R, Wells, ggsting_ Moses, A Study in Cabeuian Comedy
(Gatnesville, 1962), p. 31.

selbida' P 38. 37.......11,16" Pe 39,
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In a sense Wells says that Cabell wrote comedies of dis-
iilnsionman‘t, developed by the irony of the contrast of the
idnd -nd the actual, the dream .and the reality. But Cabell's
irony is not embittering; the knowledge of the divergence of
the dream and the reality does not lead to cynicism. The reader
has be§n anused; the comic ;irotagonist. while "d:lsappointod" does
 not regret hi; adventures .38 Disillusionment is thus a state of
disintoxication, & freedom from the delusion of finding the ideal B
embodied in the actual,™

Wells finds Cabell's comedy to have its source in tl;e pattern
of human 1iving seen against a naturalistically conceived universe.
It is closest to the cathartic theories, since it 1ifts the reader
from his egotism and makes availsble a cosmic vision of reality.‘w
The reader thus achieves a double-vision, seeing human existence
from both & human snd a god-like perspective, and he is thus able
to consider with Olympian laughter that which would be painful to
& restricted point of view.

Thus, according to Wells, Cabell's comedy "“threads the 1ine
between comedy and tragedy without being tragicomic.""n While
tragicomedy is dependent upon a last-minute reversal, Cabellian
comedy is comic overall. Like tragedy, it attempts to transcend

the finite predicament and thereby reconcile man to his place in

the universe, -
35 . 391hid 45
Ib,id" pi ‘41 : ")pn [

401p1d,, p. 61, 411pid., p. 136.
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- Unfortunately, Wells does not, to my satisfaction, roconcile
properly the rather bleak deterministic philosophy vhich he finds
operating as the gromd of Cabell's comedy. Much of what he says
sbout the 'r;ome‘dy‘is‘ ﬁer‘t’imnt, but without a base it does nof'seem
to explain how Cabell is able to wrest comedy from the bleak view
of man and the universe which Wells imputes to him, Wells' study
is an invalusble one, a valiant attempt at a comprehensive theory
of Cabell's comedy, but it does not represent a totally satisfactory
~ effort, |
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Bocause of tho volumo of Cabell's output, spanning more
than fifty years and fifty volumes, close consideration of
vmore'than a fraction of his writing is impossible in a thesis
of this size. Indeed, even a book-length study would leave
otones unturoed, as evidenced by the necessity for selection
oisolayed by Davis, Tarrant, and NWells. Consideration of
o§unla major fraction of Cabell's works would also, inevitably,
entail repetition. since no author can avoid the recurrence of . -
certain themes basic to his character.v Representative volumes,
theroforo, havo been chosen from what I profbr to call Cabell's
Early, Middle and Late Periods.

The Early Period spans from 1904 and the publication of

The gggle's Shadow through 1915 and The Rivet in Grandfather's

gggg, This‘period might also be characterized as that of Social
Conooy; The Middle Period, 1916 through 1930, saw the publication
of Cabell's major fiction, culminating in the publishing of the
Storisende Edition (1927-1930) of his then extant works. The
Later Period, 1930 to 1955 comprises fiction under the name
Branch Cabell, some essays, and his raminisences. The Appandix
presents a chronological list of Cabell s publications,

wbile tha second and third periods are naturally divided by

the publication of the Storisende Edition, the situation is vaxed‘
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for the first and second. Though chosen on the basis of Cabell's
developing predeliction toward fantasy, 1915 is a rather arbitrary i

date, This development was not, of course, an overnight occurrence,

Figures of Barth, which is fantasy and highly representative of the  "
second poriod, both in tone snd mastery, was written in 1912,
Another factor which complicates the issue is Cabsll's habit of
ravision. The early novels were revised before inclusion in the
Storisende Edition, thus earlier editions must bs sought to give m
accurate representation of his early work.

" Cabell's first novel, The Eagle's Shadow furnishes a good

example of his Early Period. While in many ways it ropresents -
an artistic dead end--social comedy was not Cabell's metier--it
does introduce three characters who appear in later works, -

Richard Harrowby and Felix Kennaston of The Cream of the Jest,

and Orven Deal (Horvendile) who sppears in many of the major
works.

The piot, such as it is, hinges on the old standbys of
wultiple wills and marriage proposals. bMargaret Hugonin has
come into a sizeable fortune from her uncle, Prederick R, Woods.
Billy Woods, Mr. Woods' disinherited nephew, has just retumned
from Paris, where he had pursued en artistic career while trying

to forget Margaret, Of course, upon ieeing her, the old flame

{3 rekindled for both of them.

Margaret, however, is loath to commit herself, and so is

Billy, becsuse of her weslth and the incessant flood of marrisge
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proposals it has brought from the philanthropic parasites who
infest Selwoode, her estate, . .
oy billy- discovers two wills both. later than the one which-
,l_eaﬂrgs, the estate to her.. One again names her the heir; the
other leavos the estate to him, .He pockets the latter as ..
Margaret walks in, and after his proposal is vejected, shows .
hor tho former. She leaves, her suspicions of his avarice con-
firned, < However, she returns. to see Billy throw somothing in. |
, t:ha»lfim; when he leaves she recovers it from under the grate and
£inds it to be the will in his favor. Filled with love at his
‘unselfishness, she destroys the will bearing her name, fervently
hoping he will repeat his proposal.
_ Then, of course, the proper complications must be Introduced.
Billy tells Kathleen, with whom he had had a brief flirtation, of
his love for Misé, X; she, of course, thinks he means her, - Billy
also beljeves that Margaret has accepted Pelix Kennaston.  Then
at breakfast Margaret dramatically reveals that Billy is the true
‘ heir, , Kathleen, of coﬁrse,»-acc'apts his putative proposal, and as
a "gontleman" he cannot disabuse her. Margaret hears of this and
believes Billy to he a trifler. Kathleen, in the meantime, is
wooed successfully by Pelix Kemnaston.

. To resolve this impasse, Cabell introduces.the ruffian -
Cockeys Flinks, ,sgnt by Orven Deal. He robs Margaret and, coming
to her ald, Billy is bludgeoned, Margeret hears his delirious

bebbling and is convinced of his love, so all ends well with

Billy the master of Selwoode.
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‘"The Biography of the Life of Manuel" represents the cul-
mination of Cabell's Middle Period. Comprising twenty volumes,
it follows vthe essence of Manuel's personality as it reappears in
various of his descendents from Medieval times to the twentieth
contury. While Cabell intended it to be considered as one book,
as évidencod by its title, the individual volumes can stand alone,
I have chosen the four which comprise the cors of the Biography.
They are _!f_!_,_g;xrés of Barth, The Silver Stallion, Jurgen, and The

High Place. They comprise a tetralogy which embodies most of
Cabell's major concerns and which amply illustrates the”work:lnga,
of his comic spirit,

I. Figures of Earth

We encounter Manuel, a pig tender, sitting by a pool trying
to follow his mother's advice to make a good figure in the worild
by molding figures out of clay. He is accosted by a stranger
who urges him to a quest to rescue a princess imprisoned by an
evil magician in his castle, Msnuel goes, bearing the magic
sword Flamberge, and is aided in his quest by Niafer, a kitchen
wench, who removes all the monsters guarding the castle by
cunning ruses. Reaching the magician's chamber, Menuel finds
he s Miramon Lluagor, the maker of dreams and the same man who
urged Mamml'm: his quest. The princess is Miramon's wife, who

bores him and hampers his creativity by restricting the dreams

he makes to pleasant, edifying omes.
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Instead of taking the princess who, by the laws of ‘romance ,
Miramon can be rid of only by the intercession of a champion,
Manuel chooses Niafer, who represents something real amid all
this fraud. Returning, they encounter Grandfather Death, who, .
demands.that‘qne accompany him., .Niafer goes and Manuel does not
hinder her, for self-preservation prevails.

~ Manuel returns to the pool and there finds a feather lost
by Princess Alianora while in the guise of a swan-maiden. It -
serves as a lure and passpbrt, for him, even though it is destroyed,
and _enablés ‘him to win her, The goose-feather, with which he
replaces the lost magic feather, inspires him to trade upoh the |
desires of men to believe in the appearsnce, not the reality, in
&i‘dex;to"advmcé his own desires. |

Ever molding figurés, Manuel leaves Alianora to vinQuaen B
Freydis, a éﬁpeﬁatufal being.’ She is able to vivify the ten ¢lay
£i gures ‘that Manuel shapes, but he prefers the lost, ﬂesh nnd
blood Hiafer to his mimated sculpture, and %0 he journoys to
serve Misery in order to regain Niafer. After a month of yoars
in mrvieo. Manuel is abla to t'om an image of Niafer and ﬂll it
with her spirit. - -

'Manuel attains pélitical poﬁei, to becoms the uodéeﬁér rdnd
Count of Poictesms. But he still longs to pursue "his own thinking
and own desires" Qith Sesphra (magrém of Phrases}, the first
image he made, But the conveutioﬁi and obligations of daily 1ife
now hold him, The high achievements of his life seem unimportant
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beside the activities of his daughter, Millicent. When Grand-
fathei Death comes ggain;.uanﬁel departs with him and the mode
of'his 1eawing is tﬁporﬁéd by a yoﬁng boy, Jurgen, son of Coth of

_iho,Récks,-and Jurgéu unbonsciohsl? improves‘on‘roality.~

11. The Silver Stallion

Thisvﬁaeond nove1 o£'tho tagraiégy}is‘n frame novel revealing
the fates of sevah of the nine remaining chémpions 6f the é&ilow~
ship of the Silver Stallion, of which Manuel was chief. Thé'
Pellouship, in the background in Figures of Barth aided Manuel

in his redemption of Poictesme. A picture now emerges of the
?ellowship, and it is not attraétiva. It was a gang of brigands
who in tho name of patriotisn. justice. and nanly amusement, per-
petrated an astounding varioty of outrages. "

We also find that Manuel has been nemorialized by a rosplan-
‘dént‘statue atop an-;normous cenotaph. He has become the model
of a Christian warrior of high ideals and firm purpose, a con-

coption hardly consistent with the man of gigures of Earth, He

is now looked upon as a messish, eventually to raturn and bring
the spiritual redemption of Poictesme., This faith is based on
the report of Jurgen, who as a boy saw Manuel ride away with
Grandfathor Death. }Since Jurgen hadjstayed out all}night,:he'
inventcd the story to avert a Spanking

Seven 'heroes" of the Fellowship are assigned quests by
Horvendile to keep them out of trouble., They pursue their dooms

without really changing, but the myth transforms them into its
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own {mposture. Of the seven only Coth seeks Manuel, in the land
of the dead, and begs him to return>and correct certain false
- impressions. Hanupﬁ, always the pragmati:i,_:eproves him and
‘_§ay3jtha myth is bptfe:, for it has increased thplgengral,qalfpre.'
L As the novel ends Jurgen, now a respectable pawnbroker in
’ﬂiddle lifb, comes to appraise the jewels iu the statuo of Manuel ‘
with an eye to loaning Dame Niafer money after roplacing them |
vithlcolpred glas:. To his surpriso they are culored glass' but
. everyone had f&rgotgen.  Jurgen views this\vagt,;hoi;qv}imgge,’
g;u@déd with ya?uelesé_glittar, and‘pergeiyeglthaf_;;§is:véluable h
_fop~gh941d§alsiitlhgs fostered, And he wonders what it rngily&.»

. was that he saw when Mhanol rode_ngstward with Grandfatherﬁnegiﬁ; '

I Jurgen o
Jurgen finds the pavnbroker defending evil to & monk who
has tripped over a stone and blamed his misfortune on the Devil.
. walking“oa,‘durgen méets @ black gentleman who thanks him for
his good word and wishes him a 1ife free of care. When Jurgén‘
~ implies this is hardly poséible,’sihcé'hé'ii'a’ﬁarriéd man;'the
é'étrangér'prbmises to reward him. Arriving ﬁdme,‘durgen'finds
his vnvifo!‘,v Dame Lisa, has'd.‘lsappeared." f.atef‘ she'bis‘seen acting
strangaly'near a cave and Jurgen yialds to his sense of honor—-
and to family prcssure--and goes into the cave aftar her‘
Within the cava. Jurgen meets a centaur who caxries hiam to
" the Garden Between Dawn and Sunrise.‘whera he meets the ideal -

woman of his youth, She, of coursé. doesn't iaﬁognize‘this;
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fortyish panbroker, and he departs to beg & bygone Wednesday
from Mother Sereda (snagram of Dea Res, the Thing Goddess).

"‘ Havlug rocoverod his youthful appearanca but still in
possession of his nature mind, Jurgen regains his bygone Wed-
nesday. He embraces the 1dea1 woman of his youth, Dorothy, but
flnds that at ‘the end of the Nbdnesday things revert to the
ptosent, and Dorothy 19 just the same as in actuality., Jurgen
| gingorly puts her aside. “ | =

: Searching fbrthor for the actualisation of the idoal in a
uoman. Jurgen, "a monstrous clever fellow" by his own admission,

succaeds by noumtebankery in possossing Gunevere bofore her
.narriage-to Arthur and in seducing Yolande in tho course of a
quaot'in Glathion. rﬁe marries Anaitis (anagroo of Insatia) in
Cociaigne. enjoys domesticity with the Hamadryad Chloris in
Leuke and marries the vompire Plorimel in Hell where he also
meots his father Coth, demandiog a hotter flame. Juigen even
has the opportunity to have Helen of Troy, although he wisely,
shall be seen later, desists. ‘

. After a visit to his grandmother's‘heavan. where he encounters
his childhood self as she imagined him and where he even sits in
the Throne of God, Jurgen confronts Koshchel the Deathless, god of
things as they are. Koshchei parades the ‘above-mentioned women
bofbre him and desires him to choose. But Jurgon will have none

gsave Dame Lisa, for he is used to her and does rather like her,
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1v. m Hig!_l_ Place
Florian, the protagenist, presents another incarnation of the
archetype orginated with Manuel.: As a ten-yearaold boy in '1698' ‘

long after Jurgen's adventures in 1279, ha falls: asleep 1n his

o fathar's garden and dreams of finding the sloaping princess Menor.

held 1n onchantment on the High Placo since mdieval times. Pro-
sumably awakened by his father, he grows up during the docadent _
| Orluns Regency but, before making his fifth marriaga, 15 given
}tha chanee to obtain the i.deal princess of his childhood dream, |
_ the idoal he has been pursuing. To obtain Melior he nakes a paet
R .with Janieee, the Brown Man, 2 Pan figure.

Jurgen had the chance to possess Helen of 'rroy, his embodi»
ment of tha ideal ’ but relinquished 5.1:, wisely preferring to keep
the 1daa1 alive in his 1magination, unsuniad by reality. ) Florian
is not so uise' ha frees Melior and finds her to be an enormous
; bore--sho 15 spirituany and inteuectuany null, ‘and she talks
1ncessantly about nothing. Flarian was to glve his first child to
Janicot as 8 condition of their pact thi.s was to ‘end Molior's
stay. 'I‘he 1ast blw, the crushing disillus:onmnt comes when he
finds the child to be that of Hoprig, his patron saint! -

: 'l’he chnrch had eannnnizad 8 martyr named Horrig, The tail of
’tﬁe f:lrst “R" on his tonbstone had worn may, so: that he was

ca;lleé ‘Hoprig.k._ fhe real Hoprig was a pagan priest, responsible

- for uorfig's deé.ﬁh, and héd been aéle‘ep on the High Place,

Unable to fulfill his contract with Janicot, Florian, stripped

of all delusions save his assertion of selfhood and the honor of his
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word, faces real disaster. He wakes up to find it had been a dream,
The epilogue tells ﬁk that he 1lived his life much as the dream,
with the exception of the entanglement wi;h Melior,

ciﬁeil's Léter Period siw a change in ﬁis £hntasy.} Relying' o
1ess on pure 1nvention and more on historical fact and literary
sources, Cabell' 8 fantasy is less his own and more that of the
period he_describes.A The change qccurs with the trilogy "Heirs
Qnd Asstgns,ﬁ which encompasses the years 1938 tbrough:lbdz.
After this trilogy Cabell was to write but four more books, only |
; two of which are fiction. (The Witch Waman, uhich appeared 1n

1948, is a combination in one volume of three earlier short novels.)

Hamlet Had ég_ﬁncle and The Pirst Gentleman of America are
good examples of this later tendency of Cabell. Both deal with
recognizable historical persons and periods (the iattor with the
Spenish conquest of the New World). And both differ sharply in
their geneial tone of sardonic, cynical disillusionment from what .
had preceded them. Indeed, the difference in tone is compéraﬁle
to that between Shakespeare's early comedies and his so-calied ‘
black comedies,

Hamlet Had an Uncla dexrives from the Ur-Hamlet but, unlike

Shakespeare, Cabell thrust the story back to the Norse period
complete with blood, gora, atrocities, and its insane concepts of

“honor" or "face." As indicated by the title, the protagonist is

‘not Hemlet but his uncle, not his patemal uncle Fengon (Claudius)

but one nmentioned by Shakespeare. Fengon is Hamlet's actual
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father while Horvendile, Hamlet's putative father;, is his actual
uncle. Thus, when Hamlet slays 'Fengon, the slayer of Horvendile,
he: actually avenges his uncle's death'abyék:lning his own father.,
. With the aid of Orl:on, an 1ncarnation of the protematural
Hmendne of the "Biography," Hamlet succeeds in assuming the

thmo of Jutland and in nakinz a political uarriage with Alftruda,

previously promised to wiglerus. the uncle of the titlo. , Bventually -

he dlvorcos her and narr!.es the Plct 's Amazon-like queen Hemetrude,

also loved, or lusted for, by Wiglems. mglerus, who laves
\. Alftruda. naw has eause for acting on a promise of fidelity to
Alftruda made by Hamlet. ) ' o

At this point Hamlet's fortunes sink md Wiglerus' rise. Orton
- changes favoritos and reveals to wiglerus that through the mutual
mder of his two brothers. ha is now King of Denmark and Hmnlet's
liege-lord. ‘ |

| Uigler&s defeats Haalet and Hemetmde . trapping them and their v
mmaiuing fcl:lowers in a swamp. Hamlot 1n a soliloquy tells Heme-
trude that honor is all; she finds this impractical and a poor
substituto for the comforts of her Pictland castlo {oxr Wiglarus’
Danish castla) ‘and kius him and gains an amistice from Wiglerus.

Now, of course, by the mles of honor Niglems mist avenge

Hmlet's death, furthemore Hamlot's infant son by Alftruda may
later cause trouble if he doesn't. He therefore has Hermetruda‘
mpertly kﬂled by Magnus the Skald (a poet who kills for art's

take) and thus is able to livo in sacurity.
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II. The Pirst Gentleman of America

. Here Cabell presents the story of Nemattanon,'an-lndian--
prince of early Virginia's. Ajacan tribe, said to be the son of
the god Quetzal. Namattanon leaves his Indian wife and goes with
A Pedro Manendez t§ learn the wayé of civilization.‘ The book con-~
cerns his education in the ways of a Christian gentleman, his
adventures in New Spain and Spain, and his eventual return to lead
his people, _ | o _

. There is little to be said of the plot--it is mﬁinly
episodic and concerned with eontrasting Nemattanon's 1nnocent
“humanism with a credo that puts God and country above nll alsa.“
 And yet, the issues are not black and white, for Menendoz is like -
Manusl--a simple man of action who acts with the highest motives
believing them implicitly although we can see the cynicism with
nhich otﬁersvuse these same motives. | |

‘ Daspite Nemattanon's humanism, he is able, as are the
Spaniaxds. to let the end justify the means; he returns to his ,
tribe and as their werrqwanca he safbguards their way of lifé as
| 1ong as possibie, leading them into the Alleghanies where they
fbast any visiting Buropééns before they kill them.

In calling Cabell 8 humorous or a comic writor, it is perhaps
‘wall to emphasize that humor and comedy are not restricted to
slapstick and farce. Indeed, these two are but divisions of
coued}, a fhct_whichFQaeﬁs to ﬁaye escapqd today's writers of

television scripts. Aristotle recognized this, terming comedy
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~ not as togards any and every sort of fault, but only as rve-
- gards one, ., . the Ridiculous, which is' a species of the
. Ugly. The Ridiculous may be defined as a mistake or defbrmity
not productive of pain or ham to others, . . . o
' Thus, according to Aristotle the main distinction of comedy is
‘that the fhuli“pOBSessedey'tha protagonist does not, as in tragedy,
' excite'piiy and teérror, butifatherilaughter. ‘Comedy may, therafore, .
concern itself with almost any subject; action which might well
‘result in tragedy can, if resolved in a happy or fortunate manner,
“result in comedy, | '
The fact that comedy may concern itself with almost any sub-
- ‘joct is vital to an appreciation of Cabell as a comiciyriter.
“ “As can be seen from the above plot summaries, mnny‘of.chbell's
- subjects are hardly laughsble--at least in the skelstal form of
m outline. ‘ ' |
Genorally speaking, therefore, the comic or the humorous
{n Cabell arises not from an intrinsic "funniness" of the plot,
but from the actions and reactions of the characters who move
within the plot. 'Cabell has given us comedies of ideas and
attitudes. It is difficult, therefore, to cite specific examples
_ of Cabell's comic muse. B ’
" Davis has furnished an approach which seems to Se useful

4n considering the development of Cabell's comedy and its

IAristotle, “The Poetics," trans, by Ingram Bywater (Chicago,
1952), I, 683.
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varying applications.z He finds three differing qualities of
ﬁ!augh:er" 1p the '"Biography.' First is the laughter of superi-
: Qrity._gagixa, of the miﬁq.and difeéted_afa-xhther than oriented
) yith-ece:tain“characte:a.\ Thiq,.of,course,Awoqid characterize
. tho.qociél comedy. Second is laughter at--a reaction to gress-“
ness, as exsmplified in farce or slgpstick,. Thixd is laughter
with esrtain characters, laughter we share with them as they
'itriumph_oyar circumstances or, in failure, maintain a certain

savior faire, or balanced, sane outlook. It is an expression

| of admiration for accomplishment or for a gracefully accepted. -
- fai;nxe_or disillusionment. - This laughter engages hoth intellect
~ and emotion and seems to me the highest of the three forms.
Davis, however, does not attempt to assign Cabell's novels to.
.'ﬁny of these categories, he is contéﬂt'tofasser;‘thgtvthey nay
.. be gpplied to Cabell, . . ,
Let us examine the above novels and see vwhich type of laugh-

}ter'pradominates.‘ The Eagle's Shadow, as evidenced by its plot, -
 {s social comedy or satire. Indeed, it could easily be iréns-,
lated into 8 typical Restoration Comedy of Manners. There is
 little in the characterization to excite our sympathy or promote
iéentificétion or a sense of deja-vu. The plot, witﬁ its array
of proposals, broken hearts, and wills, is rather prodictable,
and we foel a sense of smugness in observing the shallow, sopho-

moric infatuations and discomfitures of Margaret and Billy.

2payis, pp. 55-56,
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There is also an element of laughter at in Cabell's ridicule
of the various philanthropic csuses and their sponsors who sur-
round and batten off Margaret Hugouin‘ ' Even here, though, satire
predominates--Mr, Petheridge Jukesbury is pr‘ésivdent of the Society
‘for the ‘Swpﬁééioh'bf'ﬂiﬁtfné'ﬁd the Nude, vice-president of
" the Anti-Inebriation League, snd ‘séci‘et'arygr‘of: the Socisty for the
" Eradication of the Erotic.3 As one uight ¢xpect. his nature con-

" tradicts his official capacities, he 13 rather gross and sensual.

" 'Yet he is able to act decisively and even heroieally in ministering
' to Billy after he has bevexi:'in’juro"d. "It is difficult to judge too
" harshly a man who knowingly saves tho life of the man vho will
st:op the accustomed largesse. o

Thus The Eagle's Shadow is virtuany pure satire, snd satire

of a ‘rather non-intellectual sort, - At the most, it pokes fun at
philanthropy and questions its motives, but in the main the book

“satirizes what _woulkl now be called the "Beautdful 'Pcépla." As

" one would e}cpeét, they are xwoaled'as a sliéllow lot, generally
wnworthy of our i'eal ‘sjmpsthy. It is not surprising, tharefore.
thet Cabell abandonad this form of coaedy. ,

| It is in g_i_gpras of Barth that Caben reachas his true

' metier. Hore he leads us to feenngs of admiration and envy
tnward uanuel- we laugh with him, albeit we ‘sometimes smile at

his seeming nsivete,

anmas Branch Caholl The Bagle's Shadow ('\law York, 1923),
pp; 52; 53‘ )
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Nmuel 13 Bveryman. He intends to leave his mark on the
mrld«if not to model it, at least not to. leave it unaltered.
And he does leave h:ls mark. He gains political power. 1is
| successful in battle and in the boudoir, and becomes the beloved |
laador of Poictesmu. Yot all this is obtainod at great cost,

: 13 true of the. realized ambitions of all men, |

wara nanuel unaware of the price he paid for his succass.
e rould laugh at him as a fool. But Manuel knows the price;
» ha_was forewarned by Horvendile on Vraidex after he had given
~ Niafer to Grandfather Death: N

This is but the beginning of your losses, Manuel, for

I think that a little by s little you will lose every- -

thing which is desireable, until you shall have re-

maining at the last only a satiation, and & weariness,

and an uneasy loathing of all that the human wisdom of

your elders shall have induced you to procure.4

| ‘Here is material for tragedy, yet Manuel is able to surmount
it by sheer ogoism. He proclaims over and over ‘that he follows
‘after his own desires and this assertion, though intellectually
he cannot acc;apt. it, is emotionally sustaining and allows him to‘
face 1ife with good cheer. We laugh with him because while he is
bound bysbciéty and 11:3 demands, as are all men, he is able in
" some measure, even if in an 1llusory manner, to transcend the

obligations of family, position, and all the other exigencies

“which ‘hedga\ sbout and constrict man.

4james Branch Cabell, gg_ggres of Emh (New York, 1927),
p. 38. :
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The Silver Stallion continues this same vein, telling of

Manuel's companions and their fates after his death., Much of the
humor in this work arises from the disparity between Manuel as he
was and as the Fellowship of the Silver Stallion remembers him,
and the image of Manuel projected by Ni#fer and the respectable
citizenry. Manuel's erstwhile companions struggle against the
false image created by the new religion, but eventually they
realize that the world does indeed wish to be deceived and that
speaking the truth is no guarantee of popularity.

The laughter here is a curious mixture of superiority and
empathy. Knowing Manuel's entiroly‘human. though admirable
nature, we laugh at the edifice constructed on young Jurgen's
inventiveness. Doing so, we laugh with Manuel's old companions,
who are also in on the secret, This double laughter is intensified
by the ironic fact that we and the Fellowship come to realize that
Manuel dead is more useful than Manuel alive.

With seven stories to relate, it is inevitable that some of
the champions are laughable, at least iﬁitially. Consider, for
example, Kerin, a scholarly warrior, who insisted he would leave
home only at the command of his recently acquired wife., He was
told by Horvendile

You, Kerin, will go downward, whither nobody will dare

to follow you, and where you will learn more wisdom

than to argue with me, and to pester people with uncalled
for eurdition.5

Syames Branch Cabell, The Silver Stallion (New York, 1927y,
P 13. 4 i ‘
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And 1t was so. Kerin's wife, Saraide, was of a curious
nature and possessed a talisman which would indicate the truth
when it was found. One day she imagined the glow of truth in
a well and sunmoning Kerin to see, she hastened his search for
truth, Saraide then pursued her quest, nocturnally, and with the
8id of divers male assistants. o

Kerin discovered a library at the end of a long passagewa;"" ‘
at the bottor of the well and, supplied with food by Sclaug, a
strangs bibliophile, pursued the truth for many years. Eventually,
with the one wholly true thing he had found, he made his way out
to rejoin his wife,

| Saraide seemed unimpressed, for she too seemed to have dis-
covered the truth. They went together into their eight-sided
house and 1it the lantern with Kerin's paper bearing the truth,
In the glow of the lantern the one truth was apparent, that time
maims everything, and that it was the height of wisdom to treat
the one truth as if it were not tru§ at all. '"He temperately
kissed his wife, and he temperately inquired, 'My darling, what
is there for supper?'"® Thus we initially laugh at Kerin for
giving up youth and pleasure for a futile search, and end by
admiring his wisdom in accepting the existential dilemma of
1ife.

Probably the funniest of the tales is that of Ninzain,

fated to remain at home and uphold the motto of Poictesme,

61bid,, p. 208,



Mundus vult Decipi., Ninzain was highly respected, a pillar of

church and charity, so all made allowances for his indulgence in
wine at a banquet save one. Ningzain was married.
~ In his tipsiness Ninzain stepped off ,’th_e"pgth to his house,

‘and his wife observed the footprint he left, Next morning she
called his attention to its similarity to that of & huge bird,
- and he was forced to admit that he was a member of the apposition--
from down under. Naturally his wife would be forced to relate this
to St. Holmendis at confession, thus placing Ninzain in jeopardy.

Ninzain. therat‘ora, called upon his spells to eliminate St,
Holnendis—«but he had forgotten them from living virtuously too
long. He was forced to call upon Lucifer, who was most displeased
‘with Ninzain's fall from wickedness. With appropriately supér-
, ‘nattyxlral presence o_f mind, Ninzain wheadl{edf;ueifor'a forgiveness,
- The p;;oblen of St. Hpipendis was solved by Ninzain's wife calling
out that s@per was getting cold‘ and t}'aat, he should be more con-
siderate of company. N_inzain explained to Lucifer,

| 1£ I could explain it, I would perhaps care less for

her. In part, I think, it means that she loves me:

in part, I fear--upon looking back-~-it means that no

really conscientious person cares to entrust the

proper punishment of her husband to anybody c!se.7
 Any husband will laugh (ruofuny perhaps) and attest to the truth

of this observation,

"tbid., p. 243.



In view of Davis' three types of laughter, Jurgen is probably
the best example of sustained laughter with the protagonist. It
might be well to note, however, that the above statement might be
disagreed with by women--Jurgen seems to me a book of primarily
masculine appeal. Men delight in Jurgen because the pawnbroker -
fulfills a common daydream of men--to play the role of great
lover., Jurgen the pawnbroker is able to do just this, to the : |
delight of sll the ladies he encountérs and yet escape censure or
even gullt because all is accomplished through supernatural means '
and because in the end he willingly and almost héﬁpily;returns to
his shrewish wife.. For in a sense it was all a dream,y“having been
managed by Koshchei, god of things as they are.

Thus it may be seen that Jurgen is both a critique of marriage
snd a satire on hedonism.8 ‘Jurgen's marriage is hardly ideal--his
wife berates him constantly for his poetic aspirations and his
station in life as a pawnbroker--but he seems to find it preferable
to his liasohs with the various passionate ladies he encounters
during his year away, He finds his taste for umbridled lust
quickly fades, and that it becomes boring, something life with
Lisa never was, ’

Jurgen is indeed a "monstrous clever fellow," thus we admire
him for his wit in meeting his adventures. But he has his failings
vwhich make him human., Like all humans, he does not really know who

8Julius L. Rothman, "A Glossarial Index to the 'Biography
of the Life of Manuel"' (Ph.D. diss., Columbia University, 1954),

P 35,
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he is or what he wants, In heaven Jurgen addresses God

t0 God, why could You not let me have faith? for

You gave me no faith in anything, not even in

nothingnss_s. It was not fair.,' ., . ., Jurgen began

to weep.
Later he sits in the throne of God and cries “'For I do not know.
Oh, nothing can help me, for I do not know what thing it is that
I desiret'"10

Out of these cries comes the angst that torments the "heroes”
of many a wodern novel, but Jurgen is able to accept it as part of
th’e human condition. He searches for justice and for the realiza-
ti;n of that perfect love of woman which all men envision; unable
to find them in Heaven,‘ or Hell, or on Earth, he returns to Lisa,
who is at least familiar, and whom he does rather like, Thus
Jurgeh is Everyman, acting out the Human Comedy, striving toward
the divine and at last contenting himself with merely human con-

tentuent,

The High Place marks the tentative emergence of the hints of

the darker sort of comedy that was to emerge more and more in
Cabell's later works., Edmmd Wilson, referring to Cabell's last
four novels (The King Was in His Counting House, Hamlet Had an

Uncle, The Pirst Gentleman of America, and There Were Two Piratas)

speaks of the development of a "misanthropic sadism" which was

9James Branch Cabell, Jurgen (New York, 1922), p. 297,
101p4d,, p. 306.
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"a feature" of earlier work, 1! This is perhaps a bit strong, but

in The High Place there i3 an unpleasantness which is hardly in
evidence in Jurgen or in The Silver Stallion, I can offer no

ezzpmnm:i.m,t especially since The Silver Stallion and Something

About Eve both followed The High Place snd do not seem to embody
this undercurrent. , | v

In The High Place we laugh primarily from a sense of superi-
qrity and £ron_an observance of cxcess, or of grossness, !'lori_an_
is a seekor after beauty and the 1deal woman--to the extent of
marrying and murdering four wives! Furthemore, his “moral eodo"
§mist;, only of the injunction not to offend one's neighbors.
"rhus’ much of the laughter of the book springs from an uneasy |
euntemplatj.on of excess--Florian's marital and sexual predelictions,
the stilted formalities of the French court of the Regency, where
~ one killed a brother over a coat button, and from Cabell's s;,t:_irQ
on religion and the code of honor. . -

The laughter of admiration is muted; it is difficult to
admire Florian except as one might admire & daring end able
criminal-~the 'céx?t'ain pleasure which obtains in regard_iﬁg & man
yerfomin‘g'_ a task exceptionally well. It must be admiited that
Florian acted in accord with the social norms of his time and
station in life, but this does not ease the strain that the modern

reader feels in trying to view his actions as "normal."” Indeed,

Mpigmmd Wilson, "James Branch Cabell: 1879-1958," Nation
CLXXXVI (June 7, 1958): 519-520, —
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vi.rtunlly the only true ndmiration we can feel for Plorian is at
the clim, when he facas ual disaster, pitting only his assertion
of selfhood and personal honor against Janicat. 'men we find it
was all & dream. and perhaps this anows us to laugh--out of
relief,

‘»Han_let Had an Uncle and The First Gentleman of America dis-

play thov mpleasantness of 'rhe gi_i_g_ll Place to a far greater dog‘m.
perhaps warranting Mr. Nilson's comnt nentioned abovo. If ‘not
v"mismthroyie sadism," thay eertainly ovidenco an gwareness of |
that portion of man's nature whieh makes him most uncomfortable:
:he carefully ignored propensity toward gvil and brut‘alit,y.knm
éariéﬁsly as "man's essontially' ‘ovilin_a‘ture’," or the '_'id"‘, or theA
"old Adu." | o | o
Both novels udght be considered anatomios of the raw lust |
fer power and its temperance by societal obligations. Both
Hamlet and his uncle set about achieving their desire--women and
suthority--in the methods which their Noiae society provides for
them--political machinations end when necessary carefully calcu-
lated murder. The measure of Hamlet's ultimate failure and his
uncle Wiglerus! ultimate triumph lies in the relative degree to
which each is able to subdue his emotions to the exigencies
imposed upon him by society, Davis vefers to the "altruistic

urge" to do what is required by society.12 It seems rather to

Zpavis, p. 140,
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me to be a realization’that~§6c1ety can destroy those who flout
it and that one's desires can be achieved with society's blessings
1f they are pursusd in the acceptable manner, |

" Nemattanon, like Wiglerus, achisves and retains power by
carefully observing the conventions of society (both Spanish and
his om Indian) and by keeping tight rein on his emotions, He
learns from Don Pedro and the Spanish that treachery and atrocities,
if nocessary, are the only defenses his tribe has against the en-
croachments of "eivilization." -

'Like Wiglerus, Nemattanon is sble to bide his time, to make
conventions work for him. Don Pedro, like Hamlet, tends to succumb
to his emotions, In addition he, unlike the other three characters,
is essentially admirable, He adheres to the fanatical strictures
of Speanish colonial society because he believes them right, not
for pérsonal gein as do his fellows. This essential -honesty is
ultimately defeating and Nemattanon learns that the Spaniards are
not to be trusted. Thus he "regresses" and leads his tribe back
into the remote mowntain valleys~

Laughter in these two novels is laughtar~ut the essential
absurdify of the societies §rasented'and their conventions. It
is uncomfortable laughter; the reader feels sn wneasy kinship
with the persons of the novels, in view of recent history many
parallels are disturbingly apparent. Wers it not for the distance

which Cabell allows us, and the consequent sense of detachment, the



41

novels would be disturbing and depressing., As it is, we view
these human midges from a comfortable distance and laugh at their

grotesqueness--except when we unoasilylsegleurSelves.
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It is perheps basic to the nature of man to theorize about
the nature of things, to try to explain that which oludes easy
dénprehonsion. Literatu§e is no stranger to such philosophiiing.
and comedy has been one of its richest flelds. Thus several comic -
theories will be oxnuined;«and their applicability‘tb Cabo1i will
be assessed. These theorists have been chosen for various reasons. -
Aristotle, of course, 1s=31§ays a valid‘beginnlng. Fialding is
included because of his .Qarxy mastery of the comic novel, Haz!itt
morits inclusion because of his ganeral value as a critic, and
Betgscn is an adequato reprosentative of the modern school of
"scientific" philosophy.

Aristoclo asserts that “conredy 15...an initation of lower
types; though it does no:,include the full range of badness,
nevertheless to be ridiculous is & kind bf deformity. The causes
of 1aughtar are errors or defbrmitias that do not injure us,..." ol

After Aristotle nost theories of the comic utilized the

concept of the humors, thosa four constituents which, in equal

Iaristotle, p. 683,
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proportions made up a 'normal" individual, An overabundance of
one or another predisposed a person. toward certain types of
action. The concept of the humorg.vas gitqﬁ&gglto.describa any
person who had a manis of'30ne sort, a driving passion. Thus in

Ben Jonson's The Silent WOEan the main character's humor was his

desire for quietness in all things. As can bo‘imagined the

humor character was ono-dimonsional' as the Englightenment progressed

the humors dwindled, although traces of tha philosophy persisted.

~As an example of this persistonce, Henry Pielding first dis-
tinguishes between tho comic nnd the burlesque. The burlesque is; :
he says, "ever the exhibition of uhat 15 nonstrous and unnatural, B
and where our delight, 1f we examine it, arises £tom the surprising et
absurdity,..,"z The conin, howavar, is "Just imitation" of nature,
for life furnishes an accurate obsorvor nith the ridiculous.S Thus
burlesque is oxaggernted;‘éverdraup, c;b&er to the humor character,
while the cobic is true tonlifb, a natural portiayal which'&oes,“
of course, tend to euphasize the ridiculous.

With this distinction made, Piolding is able to concern him-
sqlf with defining the sonrco of the ridiculous. This he finds
~ to be ;ffbctation, whic&yprdcqeds f&ﬁm either vanity or hypocrisy.4
flelding holds that fron‘tﬁe discqvery}of Affbetation comes the

zﬂenry Fielding, from “Author's Prafhce" (17421, in J Joseph
~ Andrews (New York, 1948), p. xviii,

smid., p. xix. ‘ Ibidp'. P. m.
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ridiculous; causing surpﬂse and pleasurs to a higher degree

from the apprehension «ofi hypocrisy than from vanity. He explains
that this is because van"‘ity is merely ostentatious and often
asserts a greater dogreav of virtue than is present, while hypoc-
risy presents the reverse of what actually is, hence the high
degree of the ridiculous.’

Fielding undoubtedly wrote about éomdy with his own
excellent novels as exu‘:plo's. It would be well to see how a
writer known primarily for criticism would discuss comedy un-
biased by his own creations,

William Hazlitt echoes Aristotle, stating that both tears
and laughter are allied mdactiom to a sudden change of circum-
stances; tears being thoi result of sudden or violent emotion, and 3
laughter the result of mere surprise or contrast.5 The comic is
the result of incongruities betwesn what ought to be and what is.

Hazlitt assigns three degrees of the comic--the laughable, the

ludicrous, and the ridiculous--all operating om the same principle o

of contrast. They vary in the strength of the contrast and the

degree to which the observer is intdllectually aroused or dis-

turbﬁd . 7

Sibid., pp. xxi, xxid.

6Wi11iam Haslitt, from "On Wit and Humour" [1819], in
Lectures on the English Poets and the English Comic Writers,

ed, William Carew Hazlitt (London, 1884), p. 2.
T1v4d., p. 6.
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Hazlitt draws a distinction between humor and wit. Humor
is a mere description of the ludricrous, vit is its exposure by
conparison or contrast with something else.-‘ Thus humor nay be
'entiruly unconscious gnd accidental, but wit.is alwdfs pur@osef&l- '
_ and intblloctuaily directed. Wit is "the Qléquonce of indifferéﬁce,“j_
| whether its su5joct 1sﬁsefidu$ or 1ight, if it discusses the seriou#
seriously it becomes something 6139;9 | -
' TQy"late ﬁihetegnth and early‘twent;eth centuries, along with
the rise 6?“raalisn and naturalism, were marked by the fbéling that
evarything could be scientifically QXplained This lead to the
scientifle philosopher, a good oxanplo of whom is Henri Borgson. ;
Bergson's main thesis ‘is that a person is comic to the extent thaf‘
his attitudes, gosturas, uovamonts. etc., prasent an aspact of |
rigidity, or a kinship with a machine.m Thus the Chaplin walk is
comic because of its kinship to a mechanical doll, and the jerkiness
of early novie# elicits laughter because of the'reduétiéﬁ of humans.
to automata, Drawing upan this touchstono, Bergson develops
various corollaries. A person ombarrasscd hy his body (cf. tele-
vision commercials) elicits lnughcer. He generalizes his main
thesis and asserts that we luugh when a person gives the impression
of being a thing (and of course one cannot feel for a thing). It

is open to question whether a robot could be comic, so Bergson

slbid.. p. 15. o 9n>id., p. 16.

loﬂenri Bergson, from "Laughter" [1900], trans. Cloudesley
Brereton and Fred Rothwell, in Comedy (New York, 1956), p. 74.
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- considers as comic "any arrangement of acts and events which
gives...in a single combination, the illusion of 1ife and the
distinct impression of & mechanical arrangement."1l: .

Aristotle, of course, wrote in response to what he observed
of the drama of his day. When applied to Cabell, discrepancies
become apparent. Cabell's comic figures are not of a “lower
type"; while their errors do not injure us, Cabell's herces are
too much 1ike us for them to be termed ridiculous without simi-
larly labeling ourselves.

Fielding's "just imitation" of 1ife is very applicable; for
all of the medieval trappings in many of Cabell's works his
characters are convincing, they act and react as humans, not as
~do the ideslizations of Hope, Pyle, end Major.* However, Pielding's
discovary of the ridiculous, springing from vanity or hypocrisy, as
the source of laughter doesn't work well with Cabell. Jurgen is
anything but a stock humor character; while his search for Justice
may s@ humorous, he is never nﬁda to sppear foolish and the butt
of the scornful laughter characteristic of the downfall of one
motivated by vanity or hypocrisy.

Hazlitt attributes the. comic to the incongruity between what
ought to be and what is, a principle much at work in Cabell, .
Hazlitt's &scription",of wit as "the eloqnenéo of indifference,"

Nypi4., p. 105,

*Three ﬁovelis'ts , popular in the early twentieth century, who
wrote stories set in a heavily romanticized era of chivalry.
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however, does not apply to Cabell, for while Cabell's comedy is
intellectual, it is hardly indifferent--any iora so than {is
Shakespeare's in the ﬁark Comedies, |
While Bergson's mechanistic theory seems quite up-to-date,

its emphasis on rigidity of attitudes and movement seems little
more than an exteﬁéion-of the comedy of humors. His theory
admirably explains Punch and Judy, and much of current tolﬁvision
comedy, but it seems inadequate for any work in which people are
presented as anything more than stereotypes.

~ Thus it can be seen that the above theories of the comic are
not readily applied to the distinctive>Cabellian comedy. The
three major works on Cabell discussed in Chapter I also deal with
Cabell's comedy; they therefore demand éioser consideration. |

Desmond Tarrant's The Dream and the Reality unfortunately may

be dismissed after a brief discussion. Me is little concerned
with Cabell as a comic writer. As have many other commentators,
Tarrant finds irony akﬁriné ingredient of Cabell's comedy. The
reader shares with the author a knowledge of the gods' hostility
and their delight in toying with men as children with flies, and -
is thus sble to view théknntics of the artist's creations with
detached smusement from a superior vieﬁpoint as he jerks the
strings that control éﬁem. This produces the catharsis mentioned
in Chapter I (comic though oftan incorporating pity and terror),
the result not 6f geniai skepticism but 6{ ﬁéonsidorabla passion

and intense agony of spirit."lz

lzrarrant. p. 118. -
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Tarrant does noﬁ seem to have been concerned with developing
a unified concept of Cﬁbell's world-view. kﬂq‘find various comments
here and there which iéem to hint at Cabell's thought, or this
thought as transmitteévby Tarrant's thought (an 1n¢vi;able occur-
Trence, to some degree). For example, "[Irony is] the sane man's
defense against an insane world..."13 or *,,.nothing is good or
bad but thinking makes it so,"14 or "Por 1ife itself is perverse,
and Cabell presents l1ife--not onl} its stupidity and ugliness but
also its music and its boauty...."ls Finally. speaking of Jurgen's
rafusal of the beautiful women offbrad him by Koshchei Tarrant
writes '"This return to mundane reality--the greatest tragedy of
all--is the master ioﬁﬁh which complefes_a nasterpieca."16 Perhaps
Tarrant is a discouraged roinntic, an 1mprossion #trengthened by
his assertion that in 1ife "we weep fbr joy even at the possibility
of getting what we vant."17 Would not this approach admit humor
into the grimmest naturalistic novel whenever the hero succeeds
even momentarily? ‘ | |

Joe Lee Davis, ﬁmlike Tarrant, grapples with the question of
- Cabell's world~viev. Having disposed of the classification problem
as mentioned in Chapter I, Davis discusses the intellectual climate
of the 1890's to the 1920°'s. He finds the period a conflict among
several philosophical viewpoints, One’of the contenders was what

131bid., p. 62. 141b1d.. p. S6.
151p1d., p. 58. lﬁzbid., p. 114,

171b1d., p. 96.
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Davis terms "roductivb naturalism.” It was essentially a thorough-
going materialism, explaining the traditional roles of God, the
soul, and reason as nothihg but (Davis' italics) manifestations of
purely physical processes, even if not readily measurable in the
laboratory.l8 ‘

" A popular alternative to this materialism, with its severely
deterministic implications, was & "caﬁstructive naturalism'" yather
similar to the melloristic naturalism implied in much of Thomas
Hardy's work. It posited the eventual emergence by strictly
evoluntionary means of the traditional wmiversals and spiritual
entities,1?

Pragmatism in various forns anfoyad quite a vogue, as it
does today, with its premise that as long as sny hypothesiS’uhich
"worked" and could be empirically "checkéd" was "true,"” it was not
in direct confliét with the sbove two naturalisms, It, however, |
admitted many of the traditional absolutes, lf.thd} were found
helpful, as usable “fictions,"20

Traditional realism persisted, thouéh drawn to constructive
naturalisam, in 1ts~bgliefwin the primacy‘of reason, the existence
of univarsals,‘and'the'dualiﬁn cf*ggg;iniérna and res externa,
Unlike the constructive naturalists, realists avolded appeal to

the evolutionary process.

18pavis, p. 49 | | ;91bid.
207hid,
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ldealism--often termed personalism--continued to hold to the
primacy of self or congciousnoss and 1ts,essencesr,‘7ruth,vas to
be~£bund only. throﬁgh ihesé. idealism coulé .of éourée, lead'to _
=solipsism~—the cancept that matter is only the product of the,
human imagination as inspired by a suparnatural deity.?;

Davis sees Cabell as a "libertine skeptic," toying with, over
the course of "The Biography," tho uhola gamut of the above ideas |
and making ospecial use of the as 1f philosophy (Davis® {tallcs) |
which held that man might nake some. of his droams come truo by
acting as if they would.22. Davis holds that Cabell as an smateur
or "literary" thinker, was often-unsure where his philosophical
beliefs lay; so he used almost all of them in a continuous dialogue.
“It:vould‘seem thatrnavisfis‘uhwilling or unable to find in Cabell.
either a sustained philosophical viewpoint or evidence of an - |
evolving one, and that this may axplain Davis’ failure to discuss
 ucabe11's comedy beyond. terming it cosmic comady and. applying the
wtbrae useful classifications mentioned in Chapter II.- -

Arvin Wells has developed what is thus far the most compre-
hensive theory of Cabell's world-view and the comedy which results
from it, Wells holds that Cabell profbsses an inability to. find
any order--moral or otherwise--in the univarsa. .The structure of
the universe is, from a human viewpoint, irrational and tﬁeréfbra
incomprehensible, If there is some pattern, if man imagines laws

211pid., p. 50. - 22m44,, p. S1.
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operating; they work toward an unknowable end,?3

This would seem to align Cabell with the naturalists; however,
¥Wells feels he must decline to share their conclusions. Although
‘Cebell "knows" that humanistic values snd ideals are fictitious,
he refuses to view man mersly as a transmitter of 1life force or as
a-sodalrphenonenon.u Thus Cabell's world-view is a sort of lop- -
sided compromise between idealism and naturalism,2S

Echoing Davis, Wells finds that this compromise has been
effected by using the as if philosophy, which Wells correctly
attributes to Vaihingor.20 Wells holds tﬁo as if philosophy to bde
the only snodyne available or possible td*a “skeptical mind far
gone in disillusionment; that is, a mind no longer capable of a
vhole-hearted act of faith, no longer eble to give unquestioning
allegiance to any particular ideal or concept."2’

How then, does ¥Wells envision Cabell wresting comedy from
this rather grim philosophy? As discussed in Chapter I, Wells
finds much of Cabell's comedy the result of the irony of the con-
trast between the ideal, or the desired, and the actusl, The
irony, Wells says, is not embittering, for the hero is "disin-
toxicated,” 1. 8., freed from the delusion of finding the ideal
actualized,?8 The source of the comedy derives from human beings

241114., p. 12.

2340118, p. 10,
251h1d,, p. S» 261b4d,, p. 18,

z’lhidt, P 29. ‘ - zsmidtg P 44,
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struggling in a naturalistlc universe, attempting the inpossible
and inevitably failing.zg Yells finds catharsis implicit in the
comedy, for the reader is given a cosmic‘vilsion, and is able to
view human oxistanco dispassionatoly. As nentioned in Chapter I,
| Wells states that Cabell's conedy "throads the une between comedy
and tragedy...."m Like tragody. it attampts to reconcile man to
“his place in the universc. But what does Wens fecl is Cabell's
concsption of man's piaca, in the universq? The following passage
soens to typify his findinga.

From Cabell's point of view, though he disclaims

any knowledge of the plot of the universal drama,

one thing is certain--insofar as man strives to

- exceed the very severe limitations which material

nature imposes upon him, he casts himself in the

role of fool. Thus, the comic is inherent in

every pattern of human living which departs from

the purely sentient and instinctive, 31 |

These statemts seem to predicata 8 crassly dateministic.
materialistic view of existonce and the univarso, with man veduced -
to the status of a laboratory rat, running its prescribed pattorn
through a maze, ptmishod for deviations from the ‘foreordatned path,
It is difficult to see how Wells' coneoption of Cabon's world-view
could lead him to speak of Cabellts eomedy as boing "not embit-
tering" and lacking in cynicism.n

Indeed, wbat 13 there in this sort of view of man and the

universe which would nuka medy possiblo ct au. save to the most

2gxbidu P+ 61. | sonﬁ.d-g p. 136,
Slibid., e 26, | 2mpi4., p. 44,



53

callous gnd -isanthroyiﬁ author and reader, the sort of persons
vho would find humor in the facial wntofti'oﬁs of a man being
gassed? It would seem to me that Mr, wells has misunderstood
Cnbeu's philosophy, tha basis of his comedy, thus casting doubts
on the validity of his later comments. An understanding of the
philosophy seons vital* our understanding of Pope is flawed with-
out knowledge of tho Great Chain of Being, so too did the spirit
of his times mold Cabeu's work.:

It is generally accepted, of cour#e‘, that an author is a
product of his times. Thus a brief consi__deratibn of some of the
forces which molded and continue to inﬁuencc the attitudes of
the twentioth century seems in ordor. It would take many times
' the available space to trace fully the various sources of those
attitudes which produced the tenor of the twentieth century, but
perhaps these comments will enable Cabell to be placed in the
context of his times, _

William Barrett: fin&s the uatershed to have been the
Protestant Rafornation-«nan stripped: of tha comforting mediators
of priest and confe:s:lon ‘and was required to face God in all hisl

nakedness, to face a God who had, ages before, decided his indi-
| vidual fate‘.ss Here, vﬁBan'ett believés', began the eontinuiﬁg process

to strip man naked of his comfortable, ego-supporting beliefs.

3%illiam Barrett, Irrational Man (Garden City, 1962), p. 27.
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The rise of the new astronomy hastened the process, removing
man from his place in the center of the universe and relegating
him to an uneasy rider of a whirling speck. 'Even, however, with
Newton's demonstration of the superfluity of a personal God in a
clock-11ke universe man could still be comforted by his divine
_parentage, | | | ‘

Darwin and The Origin of the Species weakened that comforting
. prop, however, and asi:ro‘n‘ony in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries further oipandad- the universe, reducing man
to an ever-smaller sccidental aggregation of molecules, The
reason apparent in the universe and reflected in man suffered
heavy damage at the hinds of Freud, who reduced free will to
reactions to uncontrollable subconsclous drives. Even the universe
‘became & random motion of particles of matter, matter which was
insubstantial, a mere aggregate of elactrical charges and empty
space, As Joseph Wood Krutch wrote,

" The universe revealed by science...is one in which

the humen spirit cannot find a comfortable home....

It needs to believe,..that right and wrong are real,

that Love is more than a biological function, that

the human mind is capable of reason rather than merely

of rationalization, and that it has the power to will

and to choose instead of being compelled merely to . s

react in the fashion predetermined by its mditioning.s

Krutch sees ‘two{ possible slternatives for man to utilize in

reacting to this world-view, He may either surrender his humanity

“Jouph' Wood xrut;clx. The Modem'v'!‘anper (New York, 1956), p. xi,
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by adjusting to the ‘freal world," or he may “live some kind of
tragic existence in a universe alien to fhe deepest needs of his
nsture."”‘ 'rhe first altemativa is exempliﬁed in literature by
the Nnturalistic School, by such authors as zola and Droisar. Man
is but one of the higher anim;s, vj:quing through 1life in reflex :
ares prodetemined by his haradity nud emdronment. Outside
_ forces which he is powerless to resist impinge upon him and,
regardless of his desires, mold him tp ci:cmtancqs, The uniwrse,
~at best indi:ferént, is at wast éeémingly actively hostile.

Man is a mere pawn in the vast i’lux of tﬁe universe.

| | ’rho second altornative is the way of Bxistontialism, which
15 the ~dominant renction to Krutch's statement ‘today, If the firsi:
altemativo is a mindless acceptance of an animal existence, the
second is an“attempt to deal rationany vi}t‘h an indiffefent uniQ
verse, or to find reasons to justify existence in a purposeless
mlverse. | A

Camus holds that thare is only one truly serious philo—

sophical question, and this is sulcide,3

.Suicide is a response té
a world without lights and illusions. "A world that can be ex-
plained even with bad reasons is a familiar m:,rld."sv7 But without
~ reasons, there is no cure for the feeling bf alienation,  and there

is a feeling of absurdity, which engenders a _longing toward death,38

51bid, o |
36Albert Camus, The Mh_ of Sis hus and Other Essays, trans,
" from the French by aﬁstm O'Brien ork, 1955), p. 3.

371b4d., po 5. | 381b1d.
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Camus continues that sbsurdity arises from the realization of the
disparity between or the comparison between a bare fact and a
certain reality, between an action and the world that trachends :
1.5 A man attacking a tank with a club is absurd, because of _thé
disparity between his aim and his strength.

Thus Camus sees existence in the ﬁodem world as a struggle
characterized by an absence of hope (but this has nothing to do
with despair), a continual rejection (but not remmciation), and
a conscious dissatisfaction (not to be compared with immature
unrest).‘o 1Life, then, is a grim effort, justified only by the
meanings man can attach to it, knowing suéh meanings to be mere
inventions. |

Can Cabell be asgociated with oitﬁer of these reactions to
--yeality as nodaifn man perceives it? Cei-tainly, Cabell's characters
do not mindlessly accept the existerice bf automatons. Manuel {s a "
mere swineherd, but he transcends hl# heredity and environment to |
become Redsemer and Count of Poictesme. He is used to following :
after his own thinking and desires, vsvvenv though in doing so he
may be only fulfilling the chligations put on him by other people.4!
He establishes a kingdom for Niafer to make amends for giving her
to death, He fights for Alianora whén she sends her talisman, |

31pid,, p. 22. g, p. 23,

‘lDWisg p.‘ 72,
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Bven when Grandfather Death comes and confronts him with evidence
- of his wmimportance--for to death accomplishments are nothing-- |
he i3 obliged to defend the figure he h#s:ﬁﬁde ln.the‘world.-
Jurgen is a thoroughly domosticatéd paunbéoker, a fit speciwv
nen for the slice of lifb_technique, highly subject to the cir-
cumstances of his environnent. He is, however, able to bargain
with time and its debilitating affbcts, in the person of Mother
Seveda, and subvart the laus of the universe to search for his
ideal, He ranges fteely over Heaven. Barth, and Hell, debating
God and flirting with the Devil's wife; Indegd, he is “a
monstrous clevor fellow,”" . - " | »
' Florian, tou.vconspires against reality to win.to his dosire~-:   
,the 1deai woman., That he wins her 1is unfortunate, for he discovers -
.that ‘the attainmant of a desire marks the beginning of its death,
,Ho.;too, is unfettexred by a sense of his own impotence (psychic or =
phy#ical!) and he senses; vaguely, the fepercuﬁ#ions of his nurder} o
of Phillip of Orleans. B

- Even in The Silver Stallion, perhaps the most iconoclastic

and disillusianed of the tetralogy, comprising the core of "The
Biography," 1ndividuals stillvmnnage to achieve the human dignity
that Hatur#lisn}kould deny. Manuel's lifblacquires new and greatér
relevancy as the origin of & roligiﬁn, uﬁich people belisve because -
it is absurd and which has a baneficial éffect on their lives. |
Coth of the aock achieves our admiration and a measure of dignity

in his adherance to the real Manuel he knew. Indeed, it is this
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hard core of egotism, of self-importance and self-assertion that
preserves (:abeu's eharactvars‘ from the :éj}rpicali Weltschmery of
nodem realism, -

¥hat, then, of the nther alternntiva, tho tragic sense of

, life iuplicit, according to Camus, in the oxistantial approach?

Camus seos a continual rejaction, but not a renunciation. Manuel gL

desires to follow after his own thinking and desives, and he re-

Jects the assenions by King thm thét he, Manuel, brings wisdom -

© but having been accorded the rewards ef visdom, he keeps them, for

one must live in the world, nb_surd as it} may be. He can intellac- THE

: ‘_‘,tuauy reject his om iisportmee when he meets Death, but to re- .

‘nmounce it would be a disselution of sulf. ‘

Donander, too, in The Silver Stallion, having bac.um a god,

‘13 forced to rejoct intellectuauy tha idea of the Judgement Day
~ when Manuel shall return. - He is shown tho ginder that remains of :
Earth. Yet hé persists in his faith, for tfiat bolsters his ego.
Jurgen and Florian are forced to rpjectv’ the po;siﬁnity of
‘sttalning the perfact love, yet they rotain the idea as a talis-
Dissa”tisfaqt‘ion_,enters, also, It is that feeling which
arises from having done what one ‘could»,_ ’»...h“ one must, and yet
knowing it to be inadequate, or of no lasgiﬁg importance. Kerin,
| in The Silver Stallion, after years of stuﬁy, writes on a slip of

paper the one tm saying, and then, vhen he ﬂnds it meaningless,
lights a lamp with it. Jurgen is dissatisfied with the marriage
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with Dame Lisa, but he has explored the alternatives, so he accepts. 
“the compromises of 1ife without unrest. fIﬁﬂee¢, all of Caball'sf?f‘
‘main characters ave dissatisfied--wi;b=thém&qlvgs, with the actidng 7ff
of others, with 1ife as it is. .

Cabell's characters commonly experience fits of existential
snxisty or alienation. Manuel says, .

But I cannot put aside the thought that I, who for
the while exist in this mortgaged body, cannot ever
get out to you, Freydis, thers is no way in which
two persons may meet in this world of men: we can
but exchange, from afar, despairing friendly. signals,
in the sure knowledga they will be nisinterprated.

| And Jurgen sits upon the throne of God and vonders‘

'And what will you do nau?' says Jurgen. aloud.

'Ch, fretful little Jurgen, you that have complained
because you had not your desire, you are omnipotent
over EBarth and all the affairs of men. What now is
your desire?' And sitting thus, enthroned, the
- heart of Jurgen was as' lead within him, and he felt
old and very tired, 'For I do not know. Oh, nothing
can help me, for I do not know what thing it 15 that

I desire...for I am Jurgan who seeks he knows not
‘what , 43 : e

Florian says, when all crumbles aboutihim,

. 'The pious old faith that made my living glad has
been taken away from me, the dreams that I pre-
served from childhood have been embodied for my
derision. I see my admirations and my desires
for what they are, and this is a spectacle before
which crumbles my self-conceit., The past...has
become hateful: and of my hopes for the future,
the less said the better. All crumbles, Collyn:

~ but Puysange remains Puysange.'44

42(:;!;9;1, Pigures of Earth, p, 129,

43, Jurgen, pp. 305,306, . .
44 ., The High Place, p. 239,
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Thus Cabell fits reasonably well into.the category of the -
tragic, or existential, sense of life with its dissatisfaction
and rejection. But Cibeil does not dény his characters hope, -
and herein, I believe, liés a facet oflhis tolerant, human realism
and of his comic power.

Indesd, hope is perhaps a touchstone of comedy, hope and a
refusal to be stifled by the limitatiuns of ordinary human existence-~*'
in other words, endurance. Consider the oxample of Dicken's Mr. -
Micawber, a character yho could have served ué an exaﬁple of the
defeat of the human spirit by the crass ﬁatorialism‘of nineteenth
century British society. Instead he emerges triumphant through his
ever-present, ridiculous, thoroughly comic hope for a brighter
future. ; , 7

Mr. Micawber hopes for a brighter future; Yossarian, in Joseph
Heller's Catch 22, hopes merely to survive World War II. Perhaps
survival or endurance is what hope degenefate; to 1n much nodarﬁ :
comedy, Certainly Cabell's characters exhibit rusii@pnce in the
face of apparently crushing obstacles. Wiglerus, for ékanple,‘\-
despite the apparent loss of ail power andvall he holds dear, |
persists in his hopes»ofzsatisfying'his honor and he succeeds.
Ninzain, cajoling the Devil, is even sble to joke, Yet even in
‘, adversity, Cabell's creations exhibit a certain zest in life which
{s conspicuously absent from much recent fiction.

Hope and endurance, however, are noi'the only necessities for

conedy, were they the Horatio Alger novels would be unfailing sources,
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Bqually important is a certain sense of detachment, a psychic
separation of author and subject, author and reader, reader and -
subject., That which affects us directly,may or may not be amusing,
the same event is morq_iike}y to be amusing 4f its effect is some-
what peripheral. | |

In the case of Cabell's gxistential comedy, this distance is
eéven more vitai. The world view Caﬂéiiuéonstructs is too realistic;
too close to the surreal ovents of recent history for us to take |
pleasure in conteuwplating it without the softoning effects of -
distance. 'Catch 22, for example, would hardly have fbund such an
enthusiastic following had it been published immediately following
World War II, Even at this distancs if probably evokes unpleasant
momories from those who fought. '

The distance is even more’pronouncéd in most of Cabell, The

books discussed above. with the oxception of The Eagle's Shadow,

deal with events in virtually uythical timas. Their remoteness and
the various trappings of magic, goda, and mythical beasts, soften
the impact of the Existential viewpoint just beneath the surface,
Existende is often absurd in the novelé, but then so is the stage'
on whiéh it occurs. We somehow fbel-éloof and isolated ewotionally,
althdugh we realize intellectuaily thai-realism i3 a matter of
human: portrayal and not sceno~setting, we tend to ignora this fact,

Mundus Vult Dacepi is Polctesme's motto, it has far wider signiflcanee

than to this mythical kingdom. Cabell realized this, as do most

modern Existential writers, Both attempt to disabuse the reader of
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his erroneous preconceptions and lead him to a clear-eyed view’of
~ the human condition. Usually the result is angst; Cabell, howevér,
'is able to make the absurd asmusing rather than disturbing, and hiﬁ
actors human rather than puppets of chance, | |

' The Cabellian herc, for all his hope for the future, realizes
that he exists in a hlaak,‘twénticth-centdiy‘uhiverse;' He realizes
- this, and is yet éble to live with éhé'ﬁelf—confidéncé and hope of
‘an earlier age when the universe was raﬁional and benevolent, This
combination of hope and determinism,‘thé ability to realize the comic
sbsurdity of existence without robbing it of the dignity we crave,

represents the measure of Cabell's achievement.
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Thus in Cabell's major works we find a common theme with :
nodern inaginativa art~-the anti-hero. Cabell's heroes share uith
him the discomfiture of an insane. purposaless universe, the fbeling
of personal and collective impotence {n the face of the vast in-
diffbrenca of oxistencc and the dim, uneasy realization that 1n
the final analysis one's life will count for nothing. Nor i; the
anti-hero, Cabell's or that of the present, allowqd thé anti-
theistic posture that Stephen Crane expfessed. | |

- XIIX |

If‘there is a witnesé to my littie life,

To my tiny throes and struggles,

He sees a fool;

And it is not fine for gods to menace fools.}
Ror God, if not dead, does not wish to become 1hvolved or, assuming
His good ihtentions, His attention has been diverted, a11owihg the
world to careen aimlessly, a ship without a helmsman. |

Unfortunately for the state of comic ﬁriting, the abOVe'view
of man is most conducive to the sort of embittered black comedy

exemplified by Joseph Heller's Catch‘gg, a tourégggforce in its

own right but hardly a resssuring view of humanity. Heller's

1Staphen Crane, The Collected Poems of Stephen Crane, ed.
Wilson Pollett (New York, 1932), p. 15.
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cosmos admits two types of man--the man of action who is, however,
corrupt and totally self-centered and his Opposite, uhose 1ntentions ti
are good but who, sghast at the 1nsan1ty and amorality of tho " | |
world, throws up his hands 1n deSpair and, rotreating into himself |
abdicates rosponsibility. v

Tho sssential factor that separates Cabell's humane comedy .
from the black eomedy of typical contemporary fiction 1s hope. ‘
.Cahell sllows his charactets hope, or at least the semblanca of |
;hope This allows Jumgen and Msnuel and all tho others to attain
.1f not heroic stature at laast one worthy cf the reader's affoction
and respect, Thoso two qualities, especially the latter, seem to
Bo'ossontisl for the attainment of sustained laughter with the
'.protagonist. It should be noted that they are the antitheses of
the pity tinged with contempt that is oftsn the reader's reaction
to the current anti-hero.

Indosd by contrast with the 1neffactua1 snti-hero. Caholl'
heross are movers and shakers, at least 1n thoir own oyes. Some,z
liko Hanuol. are pivotal figuras in tho history of Poictesme, but,
‘all act from a ssnse of healthy self-importance snd self—dotermination.s
1t 1s this foeling of self—deeermination, supporting and supported by
hopa, that separates Csbell fram his contemporarios and from most
modern fiction. | ‘
| Thero is an apparent 1ncongru1ty 1n speaking of hope, self-

inportsnco, self~dotermination and Existentialism coexisting in a
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novel. Bven tho most deterministic world¢viaw adnits of a negative
fbru of sa1f-determination--suicide. Cabell resolvos the incongruity
by the use of what John Charteris, in __1;___ Lifb, calls the "dynamic
~ f1lusions,"? Wells calls this the "as if" phuosophy and, as mntioned"_
in Chapter II 1denti£1es it uith Vaihinger, who states that men form
ideas or constructs nhich | | o
constitutes nnrely the frame in which man enclosos the
~ treasure of reality in order that he may manipulate
~ [italics mine] it better....Without their aid we could
- admittedly not deal with the world, nor would waébe
able to act they are. in fact a necessary evil.
It is these dynamic illusions that allow Cabell's heroes, in
spite of their moments of doubt and misgiving, to strive forward if
not joyously at’ least hopefully. _ l
An Existentialistic, deterministic world 9iew is thus softened
by a:§elioristic view 6f humanity. It may be noted that others-~for
exampie; Thomas Hardy--have used a melioristic determinism as the
basis for fiction, and certainly in Hardy's case the results ﬁére
usually anything but comic. The dynamic illusions are thus a major
factor in preventing Cabell's heroes from #inking into the'slough of
despondanéy and despair that mires 86 ﬁany "heroés" of today's'fiétion.‘
To Cabeil*s heroo;, as to oﬁi present~d§y protagdniéts,"reasan s#ys .
‘that man is an accident, a chanco arrangement of molecules clinging

to a tiny sphoro but, in the words of John Chartoris

2jemes Branch Cabell, Beyond Life (New York, 1930), p. 52.

Philip ﬂheelwright The Way of PhilosoPhy (Neu York, 1960).
p. 139. ‘ v ‘
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Behold the miracle--still I believe life to be a -
personal transaction between myself and Ommnipotence;
1 believe that what I do is somehow of importance;.
and I believs that I am on & journey toward some
very public triumph....Even today I_beligve in this
dynamic 111usion.A ‘ _ . .
- This dynamic 111usion of importance, this incorrigible hard -
- core of egotism, sustains Cabell's characters. Manuel fbllows after
his own desires, although he finds his life 1ncreasing1y hedged vith i
| obligations. The Pellowship of the Silver Stallion can see the
benefit of the Cult of}thp Redeemer for men want to.bplievo it true,
~ ‘although it is absurd, Jurgen can believe. that he is "a monsérons
clever fellow" and that ideal love and justice can be attained,
although evidence points to the contrnr&.i Florian can still hold‘
fé his ideal of Qomanhood, though it‘cfumblos in h;s hands. Even
Hamlet, in that thoroughly di;illusionedvstdry, can muse upoh the
" necessity of honor for succéss»dnd self-respect ovan‘though his
insane insistence upon it has cost hiﬁ iuch‘and will cost him.his
\'iifb. For thoy are all ‘sustained by the 1dea of what ought to be,
aIthough it isn't. ﬂ, o
Thus Cabqll may be seen to 6cc&ﬁ?;a ﬁﬁiqué'élécé in Amaricén
' llitoréture.: Far from being merely i'curiOus'anaéhronism of the
"20'5, Cabell was not a 1uxhr1ant1y qvgtgfdin'dead;énd in fiction,
but raiher'sarve& as a harbinger othhé:éu:rent black comedy. In-
d§ed, ih'many_wéfs prosent_déy‘pracﬁictibne:s of the art have far

to go to eqﬁal his mastery of the genre, for Cabell after his initial

4cabell, Beyond Life, p. 51.
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‘apprenticeship became with _ggures of Earth a mature artist, secure

_in his technique and in his sanse of continuity with the past, &
. benefit of his clagsicaluoducgtian accopqeddfbw present writors.,5Q
This feeling of continuity, of participation in and observation of
the cosmic comedy of uankind's successas und fhi;ures, led Cabell,
in spite of his cyncism nnd mockery.vto exhibit‘a kind of hunanisu,
a conviction (1ike that of Faulkner) that through the very absurdity e
M of his dreanms and playing, Man shows that he can and will survivo. .
The making of myths is esseutia]. for the dreamer transcends
mortality, | - o
_ "For man alone of animals plays the ape to his dreams.“s And
he is led ouward, toward an ambiguous goal, perhaps but movement
~is the essence of lifo. Cabell uses the mataphor of an Author re-
vising his work when he writes 1n _gzggg_hifb that he imagines that
we are part of an unfinished world, sinca man as he now exists could -

- hnrdly be the product of 8 Creatar one could heartily revere, Wo

o aru becoming something unpredictable, and we are sustained by the

yrinstinctiva knouledga that it will ba botter. |

Thus Cabell wrests comedy from uhat could be tragady. Thruugh
the device of his imaginary country, uythical beasts, and remota
time, he achioves the proper distance fbr the veader to obtain a
gad‘like perSpective for Cabell's gentle mockary of nan and his
; fbiblesf Through this displaeeuent, tho reader sees Cabell's

Stbid., p. 356.
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satire of man's absurdity and his dreams as something remote and

not thraatbning.vuntil‘he perceives that man‘roaily hasn't changed
that mu§h~'that n&ﬁ, as~in‘901¢tesmn‘"ﬂ1fb...is full of discomfitiﬁg
.1ronies. but they are rarely a cauae fbr veeping."6 Cdbell can look¥
‘ 1nto thu abyss and laugh, for he knows that althoﬁgh man uould |
shudder 1n horror wero he to look doun his syes are fixed on his
}goal. and 1ts reality 1s of no concern as long as it sustains man

on his_journey to his uncertain dos;iny,

i

swilson, p. 141,
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APPENDIX
Books by James Branchv Cabell

‘The Eagle's Shadow (1904) Doubleday, Pnge & Co

The Lins of Love (1905) Harper & Brothers.

-Gallantry (1907) Harpor § Brothers. o
The Cords of Vanity (1909) Doubledny, Puge & Co.

valry (1909) Harper § Brothers.

The Soul of Mslicent (roissued as D ei (1913) Froderick A.
."Stokes § Co, ~———)

-The Rivet in Grandfsther's Neck (1915) Robert M. McBride § Co.

‘The Certain Hour (1916) Robert M, McBride & Co.

Prom the Hidden Way (1916) Robert M, McBride § Co.

The Cream of the Jest (1917) Robert M, McBride § Co. -

Beyond Life (1919) Robert M. McBride § Co.
Jurgen (1919) Robert M. McBride & Co.

The Judging of Jurgen (1920) The Bookfellows.
Figures of Barth (1921) Robert M, MeBride & Co,

The Jewel Mexchants (1921) Robert M. McBride & Co.

Joseph Hergesheimer (1921) The Bookfellows.

The Lineage of Lichfield (1922) Robert M. McBride § Co.
The High Place (1923) Robert M. McBride § Co.

Straws and Prayer-Books (1924) Robert M.‘ McBride § Co,

The Silver Stallion (1926) Robert M. McBride § Co.
The Music from Behind the Moon (1926) The John Day Co.

Something About Eve (1927) Robert M, McBride § Co,
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Ballades from the Hidden Way (1928) Crosby Gaige

The White Robe (1928) Robert M. McBride & Co.

The Way of .Bchen (1929) Robert M.r McBride 5 CO.

Sonnets from Antan (1929) 'l'he metain Press. v |

Tcnmsond of uchfield (1930) Robert M. McBride & Co.
Some of Us (1930) Robert M, McBride & Co.

Betueen Dawn and Sunriso (with John Macy) (1930) Robert M.
| ~WcBride § Co.

These Restless Heads (1952) Robert M. McBride & Co.

Special Delivory (1933) Robert M. McBride § Co.

Smirt (1934) Robert M. McBride § Co.
Ladies and Gsntlomen (1934) Robert M HcBride § Co.

Snith (1935) Robert M. ucBrido & Co.

Preface to the Past (1956) Robert M. McBride & Co.
. Smire (1937) Doubleday, Doran § Co.
| The y_gghfaaré Has 't‘tipiets '(1937) Doubleday, ‘Poran § Co.

Of HEllen Glas Inscribed Portrait (with Ellen Glasgow)
= TT(1938) Wa ﬁar Press.

| 1’):_3_ King Was in His Counting House (1938) ‘F_armr & Rinehart.

‘Hamlet Had an Uncle (1940) Farrar & Rinehart.

" The Pirst Gentleman of America (1942) Farrar § Rinehart,

The St, Johns (with A. J. Hanna) (1943) Farrar & Rinehart.

There Were Two Pirates (1946) Parrar, Straug and Co.

let Me Lie (1947) Farrar, Straus and Co, -

The Witch-Woman (1948) Parrar, Straus and Co. '

'rhe Pevil's Own Dear Son (1549) Parrar, Straus and Co.
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Quiet Please (1952) University of Florida Press.

As I Remember It (1955) The McBride Co.

Branchiana (1907) Privately Printed.
Branch of Abingdon (1911) Privately Printed.

The Majors and Their Marriages (1915) Privately Printed.
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