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LOUIS AUCHINCLOSS
TUE G R O W T H O F A NOVELIST

INTRODUCTION

In
American
literature
of
the postwar period Louis
Auchincloss, born in 1917, ranks among the most fertile and
versatile writers. Since 1947, when under the pseudonym of
Andrew Lee his first novel. The Indifferent Children, came
out, he has averaged a book per year, a productivity which
is
equalled
by
only
few
other
American
writers.
Auchincloss's works include novels, collections of short
stories,
plays,
literary
criticism,
biographies, and
history. They reflect a diversity of interests, ranging from
the morality and psychology of what is best termed the
American
middle
and upper-middle classes, to American
Victorianisra and its twentieth-century vestiges, European
history from the seventeenth to the nineteenth century, and
his
literary forebears, among whom Henry James, Edith
Wharton, John O'Hara and John P. Marguand.
It is clear that, despite the multitude of Auchincloss's
writings and his long-standing presence on the postwar
American literary scene, Auchincloss has achieved neither
the prominence, nor the fame or notoriety of some of his
literary forebears and contemporaries. Compared to other
serious postwar writers, the sales of his books have been
average,
smaller
than
the
sales
of
the
literary
establishment and the writers of commercial fiction, and
larger
than
the
little
known, noncommercial writers
published by the small presses. Only in the 1960s did
Auchincloss's sales considerably exceed the average and did
his books reach the best-seller lists. Auchincloss has never
won a major literary prize, nor has any of his works come to
epitomize
the
literary or social moment in which it
originated, as novels like The Naked and the Dead and
Invisible Man did with unanimously acknowledged power.
Neither has Auchincloss developed--nor has he tried to-into the kind of literary figure who forms the Intellectual
center of a literary group or movement. Only during the
years 1952 and 1953 did he frequently seek the company of
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fellow writers like Vance Bourjaily, Herbert Gold, Jean
Stafford,
Calder Willingham, William Styron and Norman
Mailer, whom he would meet at Bourjaily's parties or in the
White Horse Tavern. Yet, Auchincloss was always on the
margin of such groups. Not feeling entirely at ease in the
presence of great names, he was reserved, shy and formal,
and never grew into a "character." As Alfred Kazin has
noted, he belongs with Eudora Welty and Bernard Malamud to a
class of writers who decline to be "all-out public figures"
like Norman Mailer, and do not walk "bottomless" around
parties for the sake of self-promotion.
Indeed,
rather
than
being
a
typical
bohemian,
AUchincloss has lived a regular "bourgeois" life in New
York's upper East Side. He has combined the writing of
fiction with family life, with his professional duties as an
attorney in a Wall Street law firm, and since 1967 with his
work as president of the Museum of the City of New York.
Rather than belonging to the literary establishment, he is a
member of the social establishment. He descends from an
upper-middle-class family that has been rooted in New York
since 1803, and Is an active participant in "civilized" New
York cultural life. After sitting next to Auchincloss at a
dinner.
Lady
Bird
Johnson
noted in her diary that
Auchincloss "was very good company and easy to talk to-polished, very Eastern." She added, "I couldn't imagine him
living
or writing about life west of the Mississippi
River."2
Indeed, Auchincloss's literary work has hardly ventured
beyond the Hudson River, and looks towards Europe rather
than the West. It reveals an urbanity and sensibility that
is linked with the environment from which it has sprung.
Geographically, it is located mainly in New York, Long
Island and the Northeastern states, depending on whether its
characters are at work, are enjoying their weekend, or are
summering on the Atlantic coast. Socially, it focuses on the
"White Anglo-Saxon Protestant" upper-middle, entrepreneurial
or managerial class of the Northeast, both in the office and
at home. Morally and psychologically, it tends to look at
Individuals in a state of confusion resulting from the
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transience of their social and economic security, from the
decline of the morality in which they were raised, and from
their sense of despair when the beliefs and certainties of
the past disintegrate or turn out to be Illusions.
The
above characterization of Auchlncloss's fiction
should reveal that, while his fiction Is set in a very
specific
and,
indeed,
exclusive
social
environment,
Auchlncloss's novelistic Interests have never concerned that
environment itself. Rather than being "a sort of Cholly
Knickerbocker,"
Auchincloss has always aimed at examining
general, moral and psychological questions which, mutatis
jnutandis,
may
be
examined
in
any
social setting.
Nevertheless, the social angle of Auchlncloss's fiction and,
more particularly, its alleged llmitedness, has frequently
cropped
up
in
critical
evaluations of his writing.
Particularly in the 1960s, during the heyday of the leftist
critics, Auchlncloss's novels were frequently rejected as
socially "irrelevant" because they were concerned with the
life of affluent classes. And it was not only leftist
critics who maintained that since the "WASP" tradition had
declined
while
the
ethnic
minorities were emerging,
Auchlncloss's novels about "WASP" characters by definition
disqualified
themselves as vital art. As R.W.B. Lewis
argued, "Auchlncloss's historical world is, or is becoming a
minor
one; and the task he has set himself, as its
4
chronicler, Is inevitably to be a minor novelist."
Understandably as well as justly, Auchincloss has always
defended himself against such allegations with particular
vehemence.
In
reaction to Maxwell Geismar's political
dismissal of the socially "irrelevant" Henry James, he has
written that by the substitution of political for aesthetic
criteria in the judgment of art the critic was "apt to
confuse
the novelist with the social worker."
"Where
literary subjects are concerned," he has stated, "I find a
definite link between the relevant and the boring." In a
1960 essay for Partisan Review on Marcel Proust's treatment
of
Paris society life, he agreed with Proust that a
"sufficiently careful study" of each part of society will
"reveal the whole," and that the "analysis of a dinner party
7
can be as illuminating as the analysis of war."
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Writing about the American "WASP" experience, moreover,
was not an ideological choice but resulted from the "WASP's"
firsthand availability to Auchincloss. "If I emphasize the
experience of being a 'WASP' in America it is by coincidence
rather than intention. I describe what I see," he has said.
"WASP" New York is merely his fictional terrain as Lafayette
County, Mississippi, was Faulkner's. The critics' frequent
objections to his settings were seen by Auchincloss as
either an indication that he did not "treat his characters
broadly
enough,"
or
as
a
revelation of a "social
consciousness" and "resentment" about the moneyed classes on
g
the part of the critics.
The former possibility, of the
inadequacy of Auchincloss's character treatment, will be
among the focal concerns of this study. With regard to the
latter supposition, about the alleged social prejudice of
critics, Auchincloss drew support from Gore Vidal, with whom
he has been friends since the early 1950s. In an impassioned
essay Vidal agreed with Auchlncloss that critics suffered
from an academic astigmatism in holding that "to be a WASP
is
to
be
away from the creative center," and that
Auchincloss's
Wall
Street of bankers and lawyers and
stockbrokers was a "little world," as Granville Hicks had
written.
This study will try to avoid the smugness
registered by Vidal.
Not only with regard to his social and cultural settings
has Auchincloss faced critical opprobrium. The essentially
traditional structure of his novels and stories, as well as
the polished quality of his prose have frequently been
criticized
as
outdated.
As
Granville
Hicka stated,
Auchlncloss writes "as if Proust and Joyce and Kafka had
never lived."11 Stylistically as well as socially he has
frequently been considered a descendant, if not an epigone,
of Edith Wharton and of Henry James in his "middle" years.
To be sure, Auchincloss is no literary experimentalist
and has neither invited nor sought comparison with any
contemporaneous school of writing and criticism. Instead,
throughout his career he has been a pragmatist, for whom the
only valid requirement is that a novelist tells his story
"Interestingly": doing a thing "interestingly" "justifies
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almost everything," he has written.12 He does not see why
James's or Flaubert's method of writing "isn't just as valid
today as it was when used by them," and has dismissed as
"doctrinaire"
those
critics who contend that literary
experimentation is a prerequisite for the novel's continuing
vitality.13 In short, Auchincloss has always worked in a
literary and critical niche of his own, averse to "literary
fashions"14 and to ideological criticism. Only recently did
he reaffirm his position. He wrote,
I
devoutly
wish
that
the whole business of
classifying authors by sex, race, creed, color, or
even nationality or era could be dropped. Some
twenty
years ago I published a book with the
subtitle "Nine American Women Novelists" and was
scolded by some critics — I now think quite properly-for using the word "women." Yet in the revised
climate of today the book is being reissued. Had I
had my way I would have retltled it simply: "Nine
novelists."
One may wonder whether a critical analysis of a writer's
work beyond the confines of an ideological, historical or
biographical context is at all possible. If It is, however,
such a treatment will fail to explain those aspects of a
novel which are determined by ideology, history and the
author's biography; as such it will fail to do justice to
the literary work concerned. With regard to Auchincloss's
fiction, such would seem to be the case. His writings are
Intricately connected with a specific culture and historical
moment, as well as with his personal development. For a
critic to ignore these aspects is to close one's eyes to the
context from which Auchincloss's work has sprung and which
gives meaning to it. The present study will therefore focus
on Auchincloss's fiction, taking account of its biographical
and socio-historic origin.
Part
of
the explanation of Auchincloss's lack of
prominence on the American literary scene has already been
revealed
as
being
related to predominant ideologies,
particularly those of the 1960s. By descent and inclination
Auchincloss
has
never been a member of the literary
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establishment.
As
a writer he has worked in virtual
isolation, untroubled by what he called the "fashions" of
the day, but simultaneously largely deprived of the crossfertilization of ideas that might have occurred had he lived
in a literary milieu and written full-time. He has conversed
with the literary world primarily by means of his extensive
and varied reading, which ranges from the seventeenthcentury French and English dramatists, to the present-day
postmodernists; he has a special liking, however, for the
French, English and American nineteenth century, for the
brothers de Concourt, for Balzac, Flaubert and Proust, for
George Eliot, Thackeray and Trollope, for Wharton, Dreiser
and James. Auchincloss's comprehensive reading is reflected
in his work, and he easily ranks among the most "literary"
American novelists.
Another means for Auchincloss to converse with the
literary world has been through the medium of newspapers and
magazines. He has written nujnerous reviews, articles and
essays for a wide range of publications, though for only few
scholarly journals. He may be the only writer to have
succeeded in publishing a piece on Marcel Proust on the opEd page of the New York Times.
He has been interviewed by
such magazines as Andy Warhol's Interview Magazine, by Wew
York
and Vanity Fair, besides numerous newspapers and
literary supplements.17 On account of his dual career he has
been interviewed for various legal periodicals and has
1Θ
contributed both fiction and nonfiction to law reviews.
He
has
closely
watched the reception of his fiction by
collecting, ever since the appearance of his first novel In
1947, nearly every review or article about him.
The
voluminous
body
of incidental writings about
Auchincloss evokes the tenuous and undetermined quality of
his literary stature. Frequently interviewers and reviewers
display a greater interest in Auchincloss's social position
than in his works. The legal world tends to treat him, the
writing attorney, as a kind of curiosity. Indeed, to a
degree Auchincloss himself has invited the nonliterary,
superficial attention for his person rather than his work by
courting the social limelight, by contributing primarily to
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roass-circulation publications rather than "intellectual"
periodicals, and by having stories published in middlebrow
or "slick" magazines like Harper's, Good Housekeeping and
Cosmopolitan. This duality between Auchincloss the serious
and the popular writer, between his profundity and the lurid
dust jackets of many of his novels, is one of most striking
features about his career. It will be examined In this
study.
To be sure, besides the superficial attention given to
Auchincloss
there
are
a number of serious, literary
appraisals
of his works. Patricia Kane has looked at
Auchincloss's use of his stratified and coded law firm
environments as the locale for his novels of professional
manners.19 G. Edward White has similarly examined the social
20
and human dimensions of Auchincloss's Wall Street firms.
Wayne
W. Westbroek's comprehensive Wäll Street in the
American Novel treats Auchincloss's lawyers and businessmen
in the mythic terms of Adamic innocence being corrupted by
the devilish lure of money.21 James W. Tuttleton has seen
Auchincloss as the heir of the tradition of the novel of
manners, and praises Auchincloss's analysis of the "ravages
of time" in a traditional social order.22 In a rather
schematic
way
Gordon Milne treats Auchincloss as the
contemporary novelist "most solidly bound" to the tradition
of the novel of manners.23 All these writers, however, as
well as a few other perceptive Auchincloss critics like
Roble Macauley, Leon Edel, and Leo Braudy,24 have tended to
look at specific facets of Auchincloss's work, or published
their views at an early stage in Auchlncloss's career.
So
far
three
monographs
have
been
devoted to
Auchlncloss's fiction. The first of these is an excellent
bibliography by Jackson R. Bryer, which lists Auchlncloss's
novels
and incidental writings, general articles about
Auchincloss, and reviews of individual novels up to 1977. 25
Two recent critical studies deal with Auchlncloss's writing
career in its entirety, up to the near present. Of these,
Louis
Auchincloss by Christopher e. Dahl Is the most
comprehensive and the best.
It analyzes Auchlncloss's main
concerns
with precision and conciseness, treating some
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novels individually while others are grouped together on a
thematic basis. As a result, however, Dahl's study does not
shed
light
on
the
continuity
and
development
of
Auchincloss's writing. The second study, also entitled Louis
Auchincloss and written by David B. Parseli,27 similarly
fails
to
provide
insight
into
the
development of
Auchincloss's career. Probably owing to its limited space,
Parsell's work is rather schematic as well as occasionally
superficial; it adds few new insights to the Auchincloss
criticism predating it.
The
present study, entitled Louis Auchincloss: The
Growth of a Novelist, aims to see Auchincloss's writing
career and the progress of his fiction without the thematic
or topical perspectives of the critics cited above. It will
treat Auchincloss's work and career chronologically, and
combine the treatment of individual novels, stories and
essay collections with an account of Auchincloss's life. It
will begin with Auchincloss's formative years, study his
juvenile
writings, and discuss his development into a
published novelist. Auchincloss's postwar career will be
divided into four periods which stand out thematically,
stylistically, and biographically. Throughout the treatment
of
the
postwar
writings,
the
emphasis will be on
Auchincloss's
novels;
reference
will be made to the
collections of short stories and nonfiction only when this
seems profitable in Interpreting his career. Besides this
Interpretation of Auchincloss's career, the aim of this
study will be to shed light on Louis Auchincloss's stature
as a postwar American writer.

PART

ONE

THE FORMATIVE YEARS
LOUIS
AUCHINCLOSS

OF

CHAPTER 1
THE BOY AND THE YOUHG MAN: 1917-19Э5

Louis Stanton Auchlncloss was born on September 27, 1917. He
was the third child of Joseph Howland Auchlncloss and
Priscilla Stanton Auchlncloss, who had married in 1911. At
the time of his birth, Louis had one elder brother, John
Winthrop, who was born in 1912, and a sister, Priscilla
Dixon, born in 1916. In 1921 a second brother was born,
Joseph Howland, Jr. Louis was born in Lawrence, Long Island,
where his parents had a weekend house. Their permanent
residence was New York City, where the Auchlncloss family
owned a brownstone in the upper East Side. Joseph Howland
was a member of the Wall Street law firm Davis Polk; he and
his family were well off, with two houses, a household staff
to serve them, and with cars for travel.
New York City had been the residence of many generations
of Auchinclosses, going back to 1803, when Hugh Auchlncloss
arrived in that city from Glasgow. He started a dry goods
business, married, and had one son, John. With nine children
the marriage of John Auchlncloss to Elizabeth Buck proved
very fertile, and thus the American Auchlncloss family was
founded.
The
eight
surviving
children,
forming the
generation
of Louis Auchlncloss's grandparents, largely
stayed
In or around New York. They were occupied in
commerce, banking, the law and medicine, and married into
respectable, affluent families. As a result, when around the
1880s their children—among whom Louis's father—were born,
the Auchinclosses were among the notable families in uppermlddle-class New York. Although never extremely wealthy nor
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socially
and

prominent, they sent their sons to Croton and Yale,

their

daughters

occupied
boxes
Bar
in

Chapín

School

and

Barnard. They

positions in banking and the law, rented

at the Metropolitan Opera, and summered in Newport and
Harbor.

which

his

to

important
Theirs

a

was a conservative and patterned world,

son followed in his father's footsteps, went to

father's boarding school, to his college, and frequently

chose

his

father's

profession.

Variations in this pattern

were only marginal.
So

It was for Louis Auchincloss. His formative years are

marked
boys

by

periods which conform to the typical education of

and

young men from upper-middle-class, respectable and

affluent

New

school,

then

York.

Massachusetts,
years

at

three

years,

he

six

which

was

went

to

years

at

followed

a

private primary

boarding

by

school

hedonistic

in

college

Yale. Admittedly, Auchincloss left Yale after only

preparation
World

First

spent

but
for

War

Two

Auchincloss

he did so only to enroll in law school in
professional

Interrupted

was

no

life. Military service during
his

career

exception.

He

plans, but In this

did

differ

from

his

coevals,

however, in getting married rather late, in 1957 at

the

of

He

age
also

thirty-nine, instead of directly after the war.

interrupted his legal career in 1952 and 1953 for a

two

years' period of full-time writing. Yet, from 1954 until

his

retirement

five

days

only

in

documents
was

in 19Θ6, Auchincloss worked steady, nine-to-

on

Wall

Street. He differed from his colleagues

carrying

In

that

needed

he

his

briefcase,

besides

the

legal

at the office, the novel that he

currently reading, as well as the manuscript on which he

was at work.
At

first sight, then, if ever there existed a writer who

underwent
the

a quiet and generally regular development, void of

crises

growth

of

and
an

experiments
artist,

However,

throughout

ongoing

dialogue

traditionalism
individualistic
Auchlncloss's

it

typically
would

Auchlncloss's
between

in

which

life.
dual

he

career.

to

life

the

This

associated with the

seem

social
was
the

has been an

conformity

raised,

dialogue
In

be Auchincloss.

there

is

mixed

and

a

manifested

and
more
in

contents of his
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briefcase,

and in his almost effortless ability to shift his

attention
five

from

or

of

the

law to fiction writing, even during the

ten minutes between appointments. If the activities

practicing

competitive,

law
in

and

writing

Auchlncloss's

fiction

adult

life

were

mutually

they

were

in

balance.
The

case

years.

was

Then

individualism
the
a

a

conflict,

that

drove

between

conformity

and

involving, on the one hand,

him

towards

obedience

to the

of his parents and his background, and, on the other,

vision

of

a more dangerous, eccentric existence, outside

the

accepted

his

inherited

of

during Auchincloss's formative

dialogue

was

influences

tenets

different
the

doing

great

pattern,

something

actor

beyond the security and placidity of

social
or

milieu. This vision was fed by a hope
special

and

extraordinary, of being a

writer or singer, of making his mark in the

more fulfilling world of art and artists.
Clearly,

the

eccentricity
boyhood,
them,
they

but

are

period;

conflict
far

its

however,

from

germs

The
not

derive

were

of

which

sources

conformity

during

already

and

Auchincloss's

present. Describing

only

little contemporary evidence is

that

consequently,

concrete,

between

explicit

is a hazardous undertaking precisely because

germs,

available.

they

was

they

do exist date to a much later
are

less

reliable

and

less

owing to the lapse of time, but because

mostly from Auchlncloss himself, and mix memory

with nostalgia, interpretation, and revision.
Yet,
is

a few general aspects emerge. The first among these

Auchincloss's

Even

though

the

problematic relationship with his parents.
Auchlncloss

home formed a secure and warm

environment

for the four children that were raised in it, it

is

that

evident

second

son.

Stanton
female
Wall

to

the

had

one

Auchlncloss

conformed
an

For

it

a

constrictive

thing,
were

Joseph

very

influence on the

Howland and Priscilla

conventional

people,

and

tenets of their class concerning male and

roles, careers, and social status. Joseph Howland was

example of what a man should be--a partner in a prominent
Street

leisure

law

activities

firm—while his wife Priscilla pursued the
that

belonged

to

soclal life, charity, reading, the arts.

the woman's domain--
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As such, the Auchincloss home formed no exception; after
all, it was a conventional household. It defined with an
almost
ineluctable
absoluteness
the
course of Louis
Auchincloss's life. Louis was to follow the path of his
father, from Croton boarding school to Yale, followed by law
school or by a training in any of the other respected
professions; a job would follow, as well as marriage, after
which there would ensue years of increasing professional and
social status, with a dutiful, active participation in New
York affairs, and with children, who in their turn would
emulate their parents.
Again, such was not an exceptional prospect for a young
boy from Auchincloss's class; Indeed, many of his coevals
bore their "fate" with acceptance and apparent ease. To
Louis Auchincloss, however, this conventional future seemed
less attractive, and his awareness of a "fate" at such an
early age is remarkable. The explanation of this fact cannot
be dealt with here. Auchincloss writes in his autobiography,
A Writer's Capital, that his view of a prescribed, male role
was influenced by "neurotic reasons of my own," pertaining
to his innermost mind. While a full-fledged biography may
attempt to elucidate these reasons, the present study must
stop at the description of the symptoms and forms of
Auchincloss's aversion to his destiny.
Auchincloss's sense of "fate" clearly colored his view
of his father. True, in actual fact there may have been
something tragic and unfulfilled about Joseph Howland, which
would account for several nervous breakdowns in his middle
age. Even though early signs of these mental problems are
unlikely to have been apparent to the young Auchincloss, he
nevertheless saw his father and his downtown world in a
gloomy light. Auchincloss describes him as a "poor driven
man," a "hostage from the inexorable city," a "robot"
performing "soul-breaking" tasks in an "overworked downtown
existence." When around the age of seven Louis is taken by
his father around Lower Manhattan, he is "inspired with
horror" by the "dark narrow streets," the "tall sooty
towers," and by "Trinity church blocking the horizon with
its black splre--a grim phallic symbol." Clearly, as the
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use of the word "phallic" indicates, this description of a
boyhood vision is embellished with post hoc interpretation
and even with an element of dramatization. Yet, at its basis
was young Louis's real and profound awe of an uncongenial
future, irrevocably connected with the fate of being a boy.
Auchincloss's sense of a boy's fate was only enhanced by
his mother, who throughout her life was much more intimate
with Auchincloss than his somewhat impersonal father. As a
boy Auchincloss felt drawn to her because her leisurely
woman's existence--however much it was closed to boys—
offered an attractive alternative to the vision of male
drudgery.
Being
a woman made her by definition more
responsive, if only because with his mother Auchincloss was
able to discuss the apprehensions which could never be
mentioned to his father.
This is not to say that Priscilla Stanton was entirely
sympathetic to Auchincloss's plight. On the contrary, while
Joseph Howland passively represented the image of male
destiny, it was Priscilla Stanton who actively reinforced it
in the home. Auchincloss describes his mother as a woman
who, behind the "impressive barricade of her personality"
lived in a "constant state of fear": a neurotic fear of
falling short of standards and conventions of society, of
being
"found
wanting,"
of living under some "malign
disfavor,"
and
of trespassing upon the norms of the
"deities" that were watching her. Her neurotic fear of such
trespasses made Priscilla Stanton "play the role in life
which she felt she had to play. She cramped her natural
personality to fit into the box that seemed always to be
opening in front of her." While duty was everything, the
smallest
degree
of psychological relaxation and selfindulgence—at least in public—formed a kind of sin, as
well as an Invitation to Judgment, sneers and ridicule.
As in the case of the description öf Auchincloss's
father,
it is impossible to establish definitely when
Auchincloss first formulated these ideas about his mothex. A
conscious understanding of the guiding emotions in his
mother's personality did not come until much later, in the
early 1950s, when Auchincloss came to understand himself
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through
psychoanalysis. Yet, whether or not the young
Auchincloss had any theories about his mother, it Is evident
that she was the dominant parent at home, and was the prime
influence in the shaping of young Louis's mind. In spite of
her good intentions, and notwithstanding Mrs. Auchincloss's
love of her children, there was a strongly negative side to
her influence. By her neurotic conventionalism she caused
Louis to retreat into a shell-like personality resembling
her own. She stressed typically male activities as good, and
rejected traditionally female ones as bad. She forbade Louis
any excessive interest--that is: any Interest at all--in a
larger
world
than
the
one
that was conventionally
respectable. She condemned any alternative to the norm as a
self-seeking, socially harmful disservice to one's parents
and social class. She Infused young Louis with an allencompassing sense of duty and loyalty to his class, in the
meantime
fostering
in
him
an
as
yet
unexpressed
conservatism.
In
a word, in spite of her benevolent
intentions, Priscilla Stanton put the young Louis in a
psychological, sexual, and social prison.
Prisoners by definition attempt to escape or dream of
liberty, and so did the young Auchincloss. One escape was
the Bovee School for Boys, located on Fifth Avenue at 65th
Street, where Auchincloss received his primary education.
Compared to the Auchincloss home, this somewhat derelict
school, living off its old reputation, and soon to be sold
when the two sisters who ran it returned to their native
Europe, offered a much wider social scope. Beside the
outlandish atmosphere created by the headmistresses, Kate
and Eleanor Bovee, the school admitted boys with other
religious backgrounds, notably Jewish; and although it was a
private school, it altogether lacked the constrictive class
consciousness and snobbishness of many boarding schools.
At Bovee school young Louis struck up friendships with
boys
who
formed
an
antithesis
to
his
parents'
conventionalism and propriety. Auchincloss belonged to a
clique of "gossipy" boys, with whom he indulged in the
worldllness of movies that his mother would not allow him to
see. One of his friends, the later film critic Thomas Quinn
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highly ambiguous. These boyhood years, after all, created
the
neurotic
tensions
that
remained
acute
until
Auchincloss's psychoanalysis in the early 1950s. His father
and mother suffocated him with a very strict sense of a
boy's role in society, with a narrow definition of how far
he was allowed to wander from that boy's destiny, with an
equally narrow and pervasive view of what was socially
acceptable, and with an all-encompassing sense of a man's
duty to conform. To act in a different manner was simply
morally wrong.
These parental imperatives were clearly a great burden
on Auchincloss. His interests lay in areas whlch--either by
natural
inclination
or
by intention--lay outside the
territory prescribed by his parents. Like his mother, he
developed a fear of falling short of the norm, of not coming
up to his parents' expectations. In his mind there emerged
"deities'* and "ghosts," guardians of the role to which he
was to conform, and judges of his trespasses upon forbidden
о

territory.
These implanted inhibitions, falling on the
fertile, "neurotic" soil of Auchincloss*s character, were to
determine the formative years of his life. Bovee School may
have been an "idyll" in that Auchincloss was relatively
unaware of the problems developing in him; or, at any rate
Bovee school and its generally genial atmosphere allowed
Auchincloss
to experience a lull before the impending
reality of boarding school.
The Bovee "idyll" came to an end, however. On April 22,
1929, Joseph Howland Auchincloss submitted the application
statement of his son Louis to the Reverend Endicott Peabody,
headmaster of Groton School. It was accompanied by a letter
from Eleanor Bovee, which ran: "My Dear Dr. Peabody: It is a
pleasure
to
send
you
the
record of Louis Stanton
Auchincloss, a boy of superior character, and the only
g
regret is to have him leave us." With these glowing words
Louis Auchincloss was delivered to Peabody's Groton.
In 1945, the ethnologist and novelist Oliver La Farge
published Raw Material, an autobiography written during
periods of calm while serving as a pilot in World War Two.
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stifling institution it inherently is. And what has
La Farge done? He's done what no one before has
attempted; he's drawn Groton without the Rector'Í
"What is Groton without Peabody?" people say. What?
It's just this "dream," this stuffy little group of
snooty, cruel boys.
Auchincloss also wrote a long letter to Oliver La Farge
himself, and thanked him for "the clearer vision" that Raw
Material had brought. "You say you were 38 before you were
freed of Groton; perhaps you have freed me at 28." 12
What had happened to Auchincloss at Groton school to
evoke even years after his graduation such a strong reaction
in him? To be sure, Auchincloss was badly equipped for the
stiff, disciplinarian New England academy. The "A" and "B+"
grades of his sixth form record from Bovee school--with only
one "B" for arithmetic—hid the fact that Bovee's standards
had actually been low. The result was that during his first
two Groton years Auchincloss's marks were far below the
standard. Furthermore, when submitting Louis's application
statement to Groton, Joseph Howland Auchincloss had to
answer
the
question,
"What sports or games does he
especially like?" with, "Not very athletic, or especially
Interested in any sport."
This was only a mild way of
putting it, since Auchincloss was downright bad at sports,
and consequently had a positive dislike of them. At Bovee he
had been able to skirt them as he was usually relegated to
the reserve bench. At Groton such an escape route was
impossible. On June 3 and 4, 1929, Auchincloss underwent a
physical examination for admission to Groton, conducted by
William J. Jacomb, the Groton master for Physical Training.
With what by hindsight seems a comical touch he noted under
"Results of the Examination" that the slender and prissy
Louis Auchincloss, the youngest boy of his form, was "to
take Fencing, Boxing, Wrestling." 14
Auchincloss experienced his first and second form years
as a hell. While the initial weeks after his arrival passed
by peacefully enough, Auchincloss marked himself a "chosen
victim" by naively "snitching" on two classmates. He was
harassed during breaks, failed to make any friends, and was
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abandoned by former Bovee classmates. Furthermore, he was "a
15
hopeless athlete," and his "marka were abysmal."
His
darkish complexion, the shape of his nose, and his delicate
and
somewhat effeminate manners gave him a series of
nicknames:
"Louise,"
and
also "Rebecca," "Beeky" and
"Beckie," because of his "long, Jewish female nöse."
Auchlncloss was unable to defend himself against the
attacks on him. His only defense was retreat, by nursing the
colds and anemia which repeatedly sent him Into the safety
of the infirmary. April and May 1930 brought the relief of a
return home for a tonsillectomy; in the afternoons he was
tutored by a former Bovee master. This was clearly only an
artificial prolongation of the erstwhile "idyll." With a
deterministic certainty Auchlncloss knew that there Was no
alternative to going back to Croton. "As you know," he wrote
his mother while he was in the Navy,
In those awful first two years (oh, how easy the war
seems, in contrast) I never turned overmuch to you,
because Г felt that Croton was something one had to
get through, that it was part of the cruel fabric of
life on which you, sympathetic but helpless, were
similarly impaled.... I never thought I could be
taken out of Croton; to fail there was to fall in
life. And when I one time
broke down and drank
raercurochrome (spelling!) to make myself sick so I
wouldn't have to go back and you saw my red tongue, I
told you 1 had been sucking my tie (which was red). I
could never admit the shame of what seemed then the
equivalent of suicide. 17
Even though Auchincloss's parents would have been happy to
take their son out of Croton, their values had pervaded
Louis with a "neurotic" fear that falling short of them
meant extinction.
In the Croton School Yearbook 1935 Louis Zahner, a
master of English, observes that "It Is not expected but
unexpected events which are impressive." Thus, to record
that Louis Auchlncloss, the leading scholar of the sixth
form, was at the form's "nadir" in 1929 "gives the historian
a real thrill." Zahner notes that the school magazine. The
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Grotonian "bulged with contributions from L. Auchincloss and
Hinckley"; indeed, Auchincloss was elected its Editor-inChief in 1934. Auchincloss was also a member of the Debating
Teajn, and had made the debating halls "resound" with his
appeals. He was a librarian, belonged to the Missionary
Society, and was a member, later President, of the Dramatic
Association. The 1935 play was "a rare performance," Zahner
writes; "we shall find it difficult to better the acting of
the sixth formers in the cast, particularly that of Louis
18
Auchincloss."
Auchincloss's eventual school record surely forms a
stark contrast to the inauspicious start of his Croton
career.
It
was the result of a conscious effort on
Auchincloss's part to make the grade. He was aware, of
course, that he was unfit for the school football and
baseball teams. Nor would he succeed to one of the school
prefectships, generally allotted to the leaders in the
extracurricular sports. But Auchincloss knew which things he
should leave alone. He coveted succes3--academic, literary,
theatrical--that was within the reach of his ambition, and
that, while it perhaps did not equal a prefectship, still
made him respectable.
In short, from about the middle of his second form year,
Auchincloss purposively worked on his image. As Oliver La
Farge had done, he developed a "restless ambition" to be
someone in the school. His first instrument was his narks.
As he wrote to La Farge, "I turned myself into a grind and
slaved until in my fourth year I led not only my form (in
marks) but the school."19 He was helped by his temporary
transferal from the "A" to "B" division in Latin, and by the
replacement of an intimidating master by a more kindly one;
this almost immediately resulted in a remarkable improvement
in his marks in both Latin and other subjects.
As early as December 1930, in the middle of his second
form
year,
Auchincloss
was
already
exploring which
extracurricular activities might be open to him. Ignoring
sports, he wholeheartedly went for the campus cultural life.
He took piano lessons and sang in the school choir. He had
his mother write to Peabody to see if a knowledge of
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combining
drama, song, and an orchestra, the dramatis
personae comprising a secret service and a band of Indians,
while
the
action
roamed
three continents, and with
Verfremdungseffekte Including "our own Rector.™ It was a
"traglcal-comical-historical
pastoral," at which Peabody
must have looked askance. The audacity of the Sixth Form
Players in staging it can only have occurred on the eve of
graduation. "Such were the Sixth Form Players," the class
book historian comments, "may they rest in peace!" 22
Most
important, however, were Auchincloss's written
pieces. In The Grotonian, the periodical for the fourth,
fifth and sixth form, Auchincloss found a convenient vehicle
for self-publication. As an editor and later Editor-in-Chief
he wrote seven "Editorials" which are marked by an attitude
Of intellectual arrogance. The pieces direct attention to
their author's erudition, his knowledge of worldly matters,
his grasp of politics, and his international outlook. One of
the first editorials, published In October 1934, takes a
long view of history and notes that only the politicians who
cleverly adapt to new circumstances survive periods of
change. Auchincloss mentions Talleyrand and Lafayette, and
suggests that "the reader will form his own idea about the
obvious parallel of today."23 Having once been to Europe,
Auchincloss informs his readers in another editorial that
the wing of the Louvre which contains Holbein's "Erasmus"
will always be closed, "no matter what time you go there";
fortunately
there is a "fairly good likeness" of the
painting on the wall near the masters' room.
In his
capacity as President of the Dramatic Society he complains
about the lack of taste and real interest in drama on the
part of the audiences. Every year, Auchincloss writes, some
people will say, "Give us some good melodrama or slapstick
comedy without any of this highbrow stuff." Such phllistines
utterly fall to consider the position of the actors, who
"might consider their time pretty well wasted" if they have
to spend nine or ten weeks rehearsing something like "The
Ghost Train" or "the Sleeping Car." 25
In
another
discussion
of the plight of artists,
Auchincloss even challenged the foundation of Croton school,
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Ghost Train," which Auchincloss found boring. By criticizing
F.D.R.
as an opportunist, Auchincloss was taking down
Groton's most famous alumnus. And finally, by declaring that
he
did not have the "comforting assurance" of faith,
Auchincloss was undermining the very foundation and purpose
of Peabody's Croton.
In this way Auchincloss was fighting his battle against
the values in which he was being raised, and was trying to
identify himself in relation to his parents. That for the
sake of this dialectic he was adopting a more extreme
position than he would have chosen in isolation is clear:
throughout Groton, for instance, Auchincloss continued to
read the Victorian fiction that he editorially discarded.
Besides, in spite of his rebellion, Auchincloss totally
conformed to the Groton system, had his views printed in the
Groton school paper, and strived for the same prizes and
honors which were desired by the greatest conformist. In
this
way
his rebellion and individuality depended on
conformity and security to a degree which Auchincloss failed
to realize at the time.
This is not to say that everything about Auchincloss's
school career is unreal and ambiguous, the product of a
drive towards an illusory independence and selfhood. After
all, the drive In itself was genuine and sincere, and so was
Auchincloss's nascent awareness that, with his Interest in
art and literature, his talent for composition, and his
indifference to typically "male" activities and ideals, he
was really different from most classmates. He struck up a
friendship with Malcolm Strachan, a young minister who was
Auchincloss's English teacher in his fourth, fifth and sixth
form years. Strachan convinced Auchincloss of the possible
validity of a life in art, even though the world at large
found such a life lacking in "seriousness." Under Strachan's
wings he began to see that, as was the case during his
Groton years, an artist was generally isolated from that
larger, "real" world, but that in his isolation he might
enjoy a compensating, artistic "ecstasy." This solitary joy,
far
from the easy pleasures and banality of society,
appeared more worthwhile to him than a conventional career
with a wife and children.
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home through the jungle, a tropical storm causes a mud
avalanche which buries him alive. Right before it closes
over him, he smiles bitterly and murmurs, "Why didn't I stay
and die a glorious death instead of this? What a wasted
opportunity." 29
The wry skepticism of the story's conclusion places "To
Be or Not to Be" in the category of Auchincloss's attempted
pinpricks at Peabody's feelings. "War Memorial," published
in December 1933, is in the same manner; it does not address
Peabody's faith, but ridicules the nationalistic views of
warfare of Tennyson, Peabody's favorite poet. The story
presents two young soldiers who literally compare Tennyson's
"The Charge of the Light Brigade" to their experience of the
war and their hardly heroic conduct in it. One of them hides
in a shell hole, while the other shoots himself in the arm
In order to be sent to the infirmary. Fate is unkind to
these men, however. Both die, the first when a stray bomb
drops right into his shell hole, while the other succumbs to
an Infection of his wound. The story has an Ironical twist:
after the war, two visitors visit the cemetery where the two
soldiers are burled, take off their caps in front of their
graves, and remain respectfully silent for two minutes.
These elements of a flaunted independence of Peabody,
and Auchincloss's Intellectual superiority can also be found
In his later Croton stories. The fifth-form story "The
Dance," for example, involves a young girl's friendship with
a jazz musician, while the sixth-form "'Aida'" mocks a
football player who falls asleep at the opera and claps in
the middle of an aria. Nevertheless, many of Auchincloss's
later stories reveal a broader intention than mere selfadvertisement. In these stories Auchincloss turned away from
the
foreign
and
historical settings of his earliest
writings, and instead focused on characters that were closer
to himself. This was no doubt partly due to the influence of
Malcolm Strachan, who, rather than treating literature as an
academic
subject, emphasized the reader's personal and
emotional relationship with what he read, a relationship
which should not be spoilt by any ulterior purpose. This was
also true for the relationship between a writer and his
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which they meant to oppose. Even though Auchincloss may have
understood Strachan's views, putting them into practice was
still another matter; as has been noted, he continued to
write
for
"distinction"
throughout his Croton years.
Nevertheless, his later Croton stories reveal a greater
naturalness.
For
one thing, Auchincloss on the whole
abandoned the exotic settings of his earliest writings.
Furthermore,
being
set
closer to his own sphere of
observation,
the
stories
possess a greater emotional
intensity and consistency than do his earliest works.
A general theme of the later Croton stories is that of
anonymity,
frustration and imprisonment, as opposed to
"experience,"
fulfillment
and
self-expression. "Public
Opinion," published in June 1933, concerns a young woman's
request to a movie star to put in a good word for her with
the
director.
The
young
woman
is
obviously at a
disadvantage: her red hair and freckles are a liability in
an era of pale-faced actresses. When the movie star rudely
declines
the
request,
a stage hand comments to his
colleague: "Poor kid, ... never gets a break. All the time
hanging around here to get a decent part, and nobody pays
any attention to her." The tables will turn, however. The
movie star is informed by the producers that the reviews of
her previous movie are poor and that public opinion has
turned against her. She is fired, and as the producers try
to think of a substitute "with more vitality to suit the
public," someone suggests the red-haired girl: her fiery red
hair and freckle?, previously a liability, have turned Into
a boon, and her dream has come true.32
While "Public Opinion" is a straightforward fantasy of
wish
fulfillment,
other
stories
have
less
facile
conclusions.
"The
Dance"
precisely
deals
with
the
impossibility of fulfillment. Under the supervision of their
mother--BMrs. J. Phelps Smollet-Smythe"—Frank and Audrey
are allowed to visit a dance. The evening is a disaster for
them. Frank is told to do his duty and dance with a cousin;
Audrey ends her relationship with the leader of a Jazz
orchestra because "it's the best thing to do" considering
"what mother'd say." And, much too early, their mother takes
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long wanted to enter," and so anxious "to impress these
people who had never taken him seriously," that he makes a
fool of himself on the tennis court. On the other hand,
there is Fred's humble Maine background. His association
with the "summer people" has estranged him from his kinfolk;
"That job at the club's gone to your head, son," they say.
After failing to make the grade at the club, therefore,
Fred cannot return home either. Too provincial for the
"great world," and too worldly for the people back home,
Fred must set out on a course of his own. It announces
itself In Mabel, who has also worked at the club and is a
misfit like Fred. Together they make a decision:
"I don't want to see the club open again," [Fred]
went on Irritably, "there is no place for me here."
"We may be perfect fools to be so affected, but
let's get out of this village soon." He gave her a
queer look and then pondered a while.
"All right. Let's do that." She took his arm, and
they walked slowly up towards the town.
"Summer Day" thus possesses an autobiographical relevance.
In Fred's plight Auchincloss was clearly contemplating his
own experience at Croton, his relationship with his parents,
and his future. Fred's frustration derives from two sources,
namely from the fact that he does not belong to the set of
"summer people," and from his reluctance to return to the
kinfolk whom he has outgrown. His position mirrors that of
Auchincloss, who had never been able to belong to the
athletes at school, and whose subsequent defiance of the
athletes had detached hire from the values of his parents.
After the club has closed, Fred opts for independence of
both the summer people and his kinfolk, together with a
sympathetic girl. This conclusion to "Summer Day," however,
is utterly sentimental and stereotypical, precisely the sort
of synthetic and insincere writing about "intellectually"
imagined "passion" that Auchincloss had criticized in his
editorials.
Evidently,
Auchincloss
was
incapable
of
imagining a convincing conclusion to Fred Irving's plight,
because he lacked the experience or knowledge of human
nature to make it convincing. Perhaps it means that he was
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unwilling to do so, that emotional restraints made him opt
for the safety of stereotype, and that he wished to keep the
ending of the story virtuous, as Peabody required. Or it may
mean that Auchincloss was simply uninterested, as he was
convinced that life choices were not made In Fred's and
Mabel's manner, but were made for oneself; after all, had he
chosen to be at Croton, had he chosen for Yale, which was
now on the horizon? Which of these possibilities is most
probable cannot be established here, but the acknowledgment
of
them
may
suffice.
Fred
Irving's story remained
essentially unfinished, since Louis Auchincloss did not
finish it.
With
graduation imrainent, Auchincloss's last Croton
story, published in March 1935, also deals with a young man
making up his mind about his future. In the story, an
elderly tutor. Miss Brander, takes her two pupils on a trip
to France. Never having been to Europe, she hopes that the
trip will at last allow her "to participate in conversations
about travel which had hitherto been closed to her." Other
than this ulterior purpose, she has no taste for art. During
a guided tour of Versailles she is unable to visualize the
history of the palace; for her it remains "empty." Desperate
for a question, she asks the guide, "Eh bien, vous—er, vous
aimez Versailles?" Clearly, Auchincloss was ridiculing the
tutor; doing so, he was also mocking himself, as he, too,
had approached art as a mere commodity for social prestige.
Auchincloss's self-awareness is made evident by the
existence in the story oï a different, more genuine kind of
knowledge and experience of culture. Miss Brander's guide is
a disabled war veteran who has since made Versailles "his
life's
study."
He
admixes
the
palace's
"rigorous
artificiality," in which "everything had been sacrificed to
form and order." True, Versailles "may have been energy
misdirected, but it was a wonderful energy." When Miss
Brander asks him whether he "likes" Versailles, the guide
replies, "'C'est ma vie. Le monde y vient pour voir le
passé,
mais
pour moi ce palais, c'est le présent.'"
Vicarious though it may be, at least his is a life of feltthrough art.
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There is still another instance of the experience of
art. As Miss Brander's girls, Helen and Clare, are roaming
the palace garden, they meet a young American. Beyond the
areas which are frequented by the tourists, he is lying in
true dandy fashion on one of the steps of the Colonade.
Having gone abroad to "evade problems that I should have
faced," he has now lived in Paris for a year, and says, "I
guess I don't want to go home." Back home--Rochester, New
York—his father is waiting to make him "get a job or
something, and I don't want to work at anything I'm not
interested in." In the meantime, he says, "I write a bit,
and then I sightsee a lot, especially out here." Versailles
gives him a "sort of mental readjustment," he volunteers,
since "the perfect order of the whole structure pulls one
together in some queer way." It does so by the "destruction
of all emotions except pride, and perhaps I need a little
more of that," he says. 37
For the young man, in other words, art is a means to
dodge his destiny, to postpone life choices. It is a
pleasant but idle, knowledgeable but dilettantish pastime.
It differs from the art appreciation of the guide in that
the latter comes to art experience after the life experience
of war. Also, whereas the young man's interest in art is
antisocial, that of the guide is social: with an almost
missionary zeal he plays the role of a teacher, and his only
worry is the barren soil on which the seeds of his teaching
fall.
Clearly, Auchlncloss's model for the guide was Malcolm
Strachan. Strachan "lived" in the literature he taught, just
as the guide lives in a present-tense history. One may also
arguably
regard
the
guide
as
a personification of
Auchlncloss's definition of "the man who writes a classic,"
a definition which he had derived from Strachan. That man,
Auchincloss
had written, "must have experienced things
emotionally that were hard to endure," and his art was
informed with his experience. The qualification applies to
the guide: being a war veteran gives his Versailles a
fullness which the young man's Versailles lacks.
"Versailles"
thus seems Auchlncloss's evaluation of
three attitudes to art, all of which had a personal meaning
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In
this way "Versailles" appears to be a cryptic
definition of Auchindloss's position in relation to that of
Malcolm Strachan. On the eve of his graduation from Croton
his "Hiss Brander period" belonged to the past; he was now
detaching
himself from Malcolm Strachan. This was not
because
he
considered
Strachan's
views
Invalid
In
themselves, but just because they did not apply to him; the
differences between Strachan's and Auchlncloss's characters
and experience were too great for that. Besides, Auchincloss
was looking forward to Yale, and to the freedom Yale would
bring. Looking into the future he was debating the value of
Croton
education in general, and that of Strachan in
particular. In an impatient desire for release, he distanced
himself from Strachan, and left his lessons behind him.
"Versailles'· is interesting in that it predicts the
almost
hedonistic
aestheticlsm
that
characterizes
Auchlncloss's
college
years.
It also forms a worthy
conclusion of his literary activities during the Croton
years, as it crowns the small but steady increase in quality
of his Croton short stories. Auchincloss graduated from the
school in June 1935 with the highest honors, and with
several prizes. Boarding school had been a period of great
emotional stress for Auchincloss, including moments of utter
dejection and delight. In view of the recurrent prominence
of schools like Croton in his later fiction, and of the
persistence of Croton ideas in his later life. Croton may
arguably
be
called
the
main
constituent
of Louis
Auchlncloss's "writer's capital."

CHAPTER TWO
SELF AND SOCIETY:
LOUIS AUCHINCLOSS IN COLLEGE, LAW SCHOOL, AND THE WAR

In September 1935 Louis Auchincloss enrolled in the Class of
'39 of Yale University. During his final Croton years he had
looked forward to Yale as bringing the longed-for release
from the confinement of boarding school, as the libertine
academy which was antithetical to discipline, conformist
tradition, and Puritan self-restraint. Indeed, Yale was
going to offer Auchincloss the release that he craved, as he
Immersed himself In the literature, movies, dramas and
parties which at Croton had been allowed only in small
doses.
In
this
way
college
fulfilled Auchincloss's
expectations, at least during his freshman and sophomore
years. For in his junior year Auchincloss's old sense of
predestination to the "serious" and "soul-breaking" men's
world of finance and law once more cropped up. It caused in
Auchincloss a profound uneasiness and a sense of guilt
concerning
his life at Yale, a feeling which finally
resulted in his decision to leave college at the end of
junior year. He enrolled in the University of Virginia law
school, thus aligning himself with his "destiny."
In this way the dialogue in Auchincloss's life between,
on the one hand, familial expectation and social pattern,
and, on the other. Individuality and artistic fulfillment
once more asserted itself. In general, Auchincloss's college
years represented--or at least were meant to represent—the
Individualistic and artistic pole, and can be seen as
Auchincloss's rebellion against his male "destiny." The
rebellion directed itself both against his parents and
against social responsibility in general. Yale exuded a
worldllness which Auchincloss eagerly Inhaled. There were
movies to go to, and there was the theater and the opera,
both in New Haven and in New York. Furthermore, there were
parties,
not
just
the college sort but fashionable,
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debutante
parties,
in
New York and on Long Island.
Auchmcloss
"collected"
them
in
a
Jamesian manner;
contemporaries remember Auchincloss for always being at the
center of the amusement at parties, for his caustic wit, and
for his readiness to produce a comic description of the
previous night's festivity. Financially, Auchmcloss was
"shamelessly
extravagant": despite his parents' liberal
ι
allowance he rarely ended a month with money in the bank.
In its social life, then, Yale provided Auchincloss with the
hoped-for release from Croton.
If Auchmcloss's college years form a hedonistic period,
it is not primarily because of the number of parties he
attended and the quantity of whiskey he drank. Rather,
Auchmcloss's hedonism, as well as his rebellion against his
parents, were of an aesthetic kind. More than ever before
did Auchmcloss Indulge his artistic and literary Interests
Except for a single class in physics, he chose courses in
literature and history. He took French seventeenth and
eighteenth-century fiction and drama with Joseph Seronde. He
took European and French history with John Allison. Samuel
Hemingway once more introduced him to Shakespeare and other
Elizabethan
and
Jacobean
dramatists.
Chauncey Tinker
rekindled
Auchincloss's
delight
in
eighteenthand
nineteenth-century English poetry. Furthermore, there was a
store of American writers which had been left totally
unexplored at Croton. All these courses, Auchincloss knew,
formed no preparation for the "serious" future that awaited
him after Yale. While his parents disapproved, Auchincloss
was delighted by the fact.
In
his extracurricular activities, too, Auchincloss
Indulged his artistic and literary interests. He stayed
clear of the mainstream campus activities, attended only one
sports event throughout his college years and took no active
2
part in any of them. He "scorned the fraternities" and made
no bid for election by them. Instead, as he had done at
Croton, he strived for academic prestige, won a prize in
English as a freshman, a prize in French as a junior, and
was admitted to Phi Beta Kappa. He was a member of the
Elizabethan
Club,
a
somewhat
esoteric
society
for
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intellectual and literary debate. He became a member of the
Yale
Dramatic
Society
and
acted in three of their
productions. Auchincloss's father disapproved of Louis's
membership of the "Dramat," as he feared that his son's
association with a notoriously homosexual society might cast
a doubt on his son's masculinity. This doubt was enhanced by
the fact that Auchincloss was always given women's roles.
Auchincloss eventually agreed with his father, and when he
was refused a male role when he asked for it, he resigned.
Finally, rather than writing for the respectable Vale News,
Auchlncloss submitted short stories and theater reviews to
the Yale Literary Magazine; and at the end of his sophomore
year, he was elected to its editorial board.
Auchlncloss's
friends
of
this period reflect his
interests. They were like-minded people, all on the margin
of
campus
life,
concerned
with
their
intellectual
development
and
ditto
rating,
and
with
a studied
individualism amidst the allegedly conformist Yale mass. His
most intense friendship was with William John Anthony-"Jack"—Woods, with whom he roomed in his sophomore and
junior
years.
Like
Auchincloss,
Woods
embraced the
intellectual and artistic side of Yale life, but he differed
from his friend in that he came close to being a campus
personality. His sardonic tongue demanded his classmates'
respect in debating teams and in the Yale Political Union;
he was the Yale bridge champion, contributed to the Yale
Literary Magazine, and as a senior wrote columns for the
Yale News. A "note on the contributors" In the Yale Literary
Magazine flippantly describes him as having "evinced a
profound, but not convincing, contempt for extracurricular
4
activities."
Indeed, like Auchlncloss, Woods used the
stance of individualism on the margin of campus life as his
weapon to garner the campus's respect.
As was the case with Auchincloss's Croton years, the
cultivated aspect of Wood's--and Auchincloss's—artistic and
intellectual interests does not detract from the fact that
underneath
there
existed a sincere, genuine love and
sensitivity for literature. Woods, however, differed from
Auchincloss in that he felt in no way constricted by the
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kind of male, social and professional destiny that burdened
Auchincloss. Neither did he suffer from the sense that a man
dedicating his life to literature was not "serious," and
that the arts constituted an alternative to the "real world"
of business and the law. To Auchincloss Woods very much
represented the figure of the artist as he had envisioned it
in the Bovee and Croton years: a member of the leisured
class or else a university professor, unencumbered by the
social pattern, serious about art the way a lawyer was
serious about law.
However much Auchincloss was attracted to Woods and the
example he set, their friendship was rather ambivalent. For
one thing, it was very competitive. At the lunch or dinner
table in the Yale Commons Auchincloss and Woods would embark
on fierce discussions, excluding their tablemates. While
Woods
initially
needed
Auchincloss's introductions to
parties, he soon made sure that he received invitations of
his own. Particularly in the field of writing there was a
strong sense of competition between them. Auchincloss envied
Woods for being elected to the editorial board of the ïale
Lit earlier than himself, even though Auchincloss's list of
contributions exceeded that of Woods. Auchincloss would
furthermore be devastated if Woods disliked a short story of
his; indeed, he did not show his first novel to Woods until
after it had been rejected by a publisher. In a general
sense Auchincloss was never quite at ease with his friend.
Woods had a "probing insight" into Auchincloss's mind, knew
what Auchincloss was thinking with an unsettling precision,
and
made up caricatures of Auchincloss satirizing the
5
disparity between Auchincloss's inner and outer characters.
In short, even though Woods brought out the nascent
writer
in
Auchincloss, he simultaneously put a great
pressure on his friend. At Croton Auchincloss had failed to
come up to the standards of the boarding school; Yale
initially seemed a release from standards and constrictions,
and formed a paradise of relaxed self-indulgence. However,
it now appeared that Yale, as personified by Jack Woods, had
imposing standards, too. Partly Auchincloss's sense of being
imposed upon must have originated in the "neurotic" aspects
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of his character, and to the extent that it did, it is
beyond
the scope of this study. ¥et, with regard to
Auchincloss's
literary
career
Jack
Woods
confirmed
Auchincloss's sense that he was not a writer. His writing
and interest in the arts were superficial and basically
escapist, pursued while college lasted, to be terminated at
the end of senior year with the advent of law school. It was
showing off without substance, never to be substantiated
beyond college as Auchincloss would never dare to make the
positive, dangerous choice of deviating from the pattern,
and embarking on a life and career in the arts.
Jack
Woods,
in
short,
made
Auchincloss feel a
dilettante, and thus laid the foundation for Auchincloss's
premature
departure
from Yale. The sense of being a
dilettante made Auchincloss even more desperate for literary
success, for a sign, unambiguous and recognized by all, that
he did qualify for the literary life as opposed to a
conventional career. The result was that in the Fall term of
his junior year, shortly after his election to the Yale Lit
editorial board, Auchincloss began a novel. A published
novel was to be the test of his aptitude in literature;
success would be a solid basis for nonconformlsm, and would
ease Auchincloss's profound nervousness concerning deviation
from the social norm. For any twenty-one-year old college
student, with only a few, brief stories to his name, a novel
was an ambitious enterprise. However, particularly when
taking into account Auchincloss's regular college work, the
composition of the novel went with an amazing rapidity. As a
result, the 420-page long, double-spaced typescript was sent
off to Scrlbner's in the early spring of 1936, entitled "A
World of Profit."
With a polite letter Scrlbner's declined "A World of
Profit™ for publication, but invited the author to send his
next
work. Any aspiring young writer would have been
disappointed by such a reply, but would have tried a few
more
publishing
houses,
and
would then have sought
consolation in the Implied praise of the request for the
second novel. The case was different with Auchincloss. The
rejected novel was the last straw In his experiment in a
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life and career that formed an antithesis to his "destiny,"
as it had been shaped by his parents and the "neurotic"
aspects of his personality. Falling the publication of the
novel, and failing the self-confidence which publication
would have brought, Auchincloss's dream disintegrated. For
him
Yale
definitely
proved
to
be an escapist and
dilettantish
abode,
preserved
by illusions and selfdelusions, willfully divorced from the "real" world, selfindulgent and thus morally deficient.
Auchincloss's only alternative lay in his resignation
from Yale, and his adaptation to the "fate" which he had
foolishly tried to evade. He investigated which law schools
accepted
students
without
degrees,
decided that the
University of Virginia in Charlottesville was suitable,
convinced his parents that he would not change his mind, and
registered
by June 1938. It was a radical turnabout,
suppressing his individual desires and placing himself under
the same "yoke" as his father's. It virtually ended his
friendship with Jack Woods. Admittedly, they corresponded
and saw each other during weekends and vacations, but their
intimacy had come to an end. The increased distance is
indicated by the fact that Woods never visited Auchincloss
in Charlottesville: Woods and the law did not mix.
In a state of depression. Jack Woods committed suicide
in June 1941. Nevertheless, he remained an important but
ambiguous
Influence
on
Auchincloss,
whose
feelings
concerning his friend ranged from affection and nostalgia to
detachment and dislike. In his war letters Auchincloss told
his mother that he would like to discuss The Golden Bowl
with Woods, who had introduced Auchincloss to James. "How I
miss his letters," Auchincloss added.
Around the first
anniversary of Woods's death, he wrote that "Jack is more
alive to me than a great many friends who are living. It Is
extraordinary how deeply his personality is embedded in my
7
mind and how often I miss him." A few years later, on the
other hand, Auchincloss wrote that Woods, with his "passion
to impress, the quick changes in mood, the sudden filth, and
the
wanton
and
deliberate
cruelty
of the interwar
wisecrack," might easily have grown into another Alexander
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Woolcott,

the

critic

and

gossipy essayist whose biography
u

Auchincloss had just finished reading.
After reading Oliver La Farge's nightmarish description
of Croton in 1945, Auchincloss again reinterpreted his
relationship with Woods. Since at Groton he "couldn't 'get
in'," Auchincloss wrote,
at Yale I tried to be "arty," "individualistic." I
scorned the fraternity people and fell into Jack
Woods' group. It wasn't till I fled from Jack to
9
Virginia that I ever relaxed and enjoyed myself.
Woods is here presented as a pernicious influence, to which
Auchincloss had been susceptible only as a result of his
traumatic Groton experience. Woods, in effect, was not
"real," but a mere symptom of a development. Auchincloss's
evaluation
of
his friendship with Jack Woods was to
continue. In his fiction several symbiotic and competitive
relationships between male friends are reminiscent of his
friendship
with Woods. The description of Woods in A
writer's Capital is rather guarded, evidently written with
more
restraint
than
were
the
other
portraits
in
Auchincloss's autobiography. As recently as 1989, In the
collection of autobiographical stories of Fellow Passengers,
Auchincloss again looked at his friendship with Woods, this
time focusing on Woods's suicide.
Auchincloss's continued fictional attention for Jack
Woods not only reveals the frequently autobiographical basis
of his writing In general. It also shows that his friendship
with
Woods, whether an aspect of a transitory, selfindulgent escapism, or representing a missed opportunity for
an individualistic, controversial and intensely lived life,
is very much part of Auchincloss's "writer's capital." In
effect, his friendship with Woods forms the central metaphor
of Auchincloss's college years.
Before turning to a brief discussion of Auchincloss's
Yale short stories, one other aspect of his college years
must be dealt with, namely his sexual life. It Is striking
that Auchincloss's description of his life at Yale in A
Writer's Capital contains very little about heterosexual
friendships. Auchincloss has written that as a young man he
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was "shy with дігіь "
Indeed, there is no record of any
dates or love affairs between Auchincloss and girls of his
own age, his relationships with coeval girls appear not to
have moved beyond the formal or social. On the other hand,
Auchincloss has also stated that the years between the ages
of 16 and 22 are "the most romantic and most sexually
Intense years" in a man's life.
If so, it is clear that
the romantic and sexual intensity referred to here did not
express itself in any heterosexual affairs.
Instead, Auchincloss's romantic and sexual interests
were sublimated in literature and in an aesthetic Platomsm.
This aspect has already been noticed in Auchincloss's later
Croton
years. his admiration for Malcolm Strachan--the
unmarried
minister
who "lived in literature" with an
intense,
priestly purity--as well as Auchincloss's own
cultivation of a supra-sexual role as the school's literary
person,
to
whom in Auchincloss's view typically male
pursuits and ambitions did not apply As has been noted,
this had been Auchincloss's defense against a deep-seated
fear that he failed to qualify for the stringent standards
of masculinity which he recognized in his environment.
At
Yale
Auchincloss's
sublimation
of the sexual
continued
even
more
strongly. After all, college is
eminently
the
time
when, after the constrictions of
childhood,
an
adolescent's sexual desires are allowed
expression in more than Dust dream and fantasy. Auchincloss,
however,
continued to hug the margin of campus life,
associating
with
aesthetes
very
much
like himself,
sublimating
his
sexuality in literary interests. Like
Malcolm
Strachan,
Jack
Woods was an exponent of an
"exquisite" literary life as opposed to physicality. With
Woods Auchincloss immersed himself in the fiction of Henry
James,
the
prototype
of the unmarried artist solely
dedicated to the muse Thus, if Auchincloss's Yale formed an
act of escape from the "real" world of a "serious" career,
it was also a prolonged escape from other male pursuits,
namely women.
was

This naturally raises the question whether Auchincloss
at all interested in women. The answer to this would be
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yes. True, Auchlncloss is likely to have idealized male-male
friendships in a romantic fashion, as friendships in which
an intellectual atmosphere could be fostered without the
disturbing tug of heterosexual sex.12 It is also clear that
the young Auchlncloss was a far cry from the masculine male
for whom the question of homosexuality never even arose.
Yet, all the time it seems to have been Auchincloss's sense
of sexual Inferiority rather than an independent homosexual
inclination which drove him away from female coevals. It
made
him
prefer
the security of male societies and
friendships, of friendships with women of his mother's age,
and of an especially close relationship with his mother. The
explanation of this sense of sexual inferiority belongs to
the field of the psychoanalyst; yet, it is clear that
Auchincloss's sexual maturity was long frustrated by the
dominant and overprotective role in his life of his mother.
That behind Auchincloss'з platonic mask there always
existed a strong desire for liberation from his narrow and
effete self-definition, a desire to move out into the
territory of the "real" male world, is borne out by a number
of his short stories written during this period. It was
there that Auchincloss dramatized the lives of characters
who, like himself, were caught in an experiential stasis as
a result of either the confinement of their social roles or
their inner timidity.
Like a number of Auchlncloss's Croton stories, the eight
short stories which he wrote for the Уаіе Literary Magazine
are all stories of attempted self-conquest, successful or
unsuccessful. They concern characters who come to face the
confinement of their social role and character, and who aim
to find an escape from that confinement. The Yale stories
are more literary and subtle than the Croton stories, and
generally
lack
the
sentimentality
as
well
as the
intellectual swagger of their predecessors. All the same,
the stories vary in quality.
Auchincloss's first Yale short story, "Miss Bissell,"
published towards the end of his freshman year, concerns a
middle-aged Vermont college teacher. Dr. Eleanor Bissell,
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who accompanies Audrey Young, a freshman student of hers, on
a cruise to Greece. The insecure Miss Bissell is impressed
by the ease with which her pupil moves about on board the
ship, by the way she holds her drinks and seems at home in
the world. simultaneously, she is made uncomfortable by
Audrey's suggestion to her that she has been a fool to hide
in her shell all her life, Audrey tells her teacher to
"stick to her guns" in discussions, since she usually gives
up her point out of insecurity. She reveals tô Miss Bissell
that "at college you let the girls get away with murder."
Indeed, Miss Bissell learns to "stand up to people," both
during
the
cruise
and
back horoe. Irritated by the
"humiliation" of Audrey's chattering in class, she sends her
erstwhile mentor out of the room, a thing which "had never
been known to happen" in her classes. Miss Bissell is
confused, too:
Miss Bissell stopped speaking and caught her dizzy
head in her hands. Inwardly she was cursing Audrey,
hating the self-confidence which the girl had given
her and which had enabled her thus to break their
friendship, hating her for being different from what
she had been, hating herself for caring.
Her old role for good abandoned, and still uncomfortable in
her new one, she nevertheless persists. Miss Bissell, the
reader feels, will succeed.
If "Miss Bissell" forms a dream of self-assertion, and
contains
aspects of Auchincloss's friendship with Jack
Woods, the subsequent story, "Old Retainer," offers the
contrary view. It is a fantasy of frustration, focusing on
the relationships between Molly, the Irish maid of an
American family, Henry, the twelve-year-old son of the
family, and his dominant mother, Mrs. Stephens. Molly is
obviously a pathetic figure. She feels misunderstood and
mistreated, and is continuously "in anticipation of the
rebuke that was her lot." Indeed, suffering has become part
of her existence: "She loved to receive a scolding which she
felt to be undeserved" as it would "deepen her sense of
martyrdom." Whenever she decides to leave the family, her
resolution is quenched by the efficient Mrs. Stephens, who
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is "not going to let you do anything foolish." As Mrs.
Stephens tells her, "a relationship such as ours is never
broken like this."
Mrs. Stephens holds a similar sway over her son Henry.
Like Molly, he tries to rebel, and also like Molly, he is
unsuccessful at making a dent in his mother's authority.
When he refuses to pick flowers for his mother, he is
infuriated that she finds him selfish:
Henry was left alone in complete dlsâatisfaction. He
picked up his book, but was unable to concentrate on
it, so great was his irritation that his mother
should think him selfish. He was only trying to be
reasonable. Flowers! He grunted in disgust. Picking
them in the hot sun instead of improving his mind
with a book I His face assumed a sneering expression.
Really, his parents knew very little, and why should
he accept their standards? After all, he had to lead
his own life.
Molly
only
Intensifies Henry's frustration. She is a
representative of his mother, and tells him that his mother
is "always so good to you. Go ahead, be a good boy," just as
Molly is Mrs. Stephens's "good girl." Unwilling to be that,
but likewise unable to entertain a convincing alternative,
Henry vents his aggression on Molly and is "prepared to make
the breach permanent," thus acting out with her the crisis
that he should like to have with his mother. However, when
Molly runs off crying, Henry warns his mother, and has her
repair the damage and restore normality.14
"Old Retainer" in this way deals with fake rebellions,
originating in genuine frustration which does not find a
constructive outlet. Neither Henry nor Molly know what to do
with themselves, as they find themselves absorbed by Mrs.
Stephens's authority. The story has a rather juvenile ring,
with its focus on a twelve-year-old's relationship with his
mother.
Yet,
its theme of rebellion against parental
authority and of individualistic self-fulfillment conforms
to the concerns both in Auchincloss's life at the time, and
in his other Yale stories.

46
Indeed,
many of the stories Involve a bipolar or
triangular
situation. "The Last Supper," for instance,
published in September 1937, presents an Episcopalian priest
whose
parish work is frustrated by his pestering and
apathetic wife, who attends mass only to irritate her
husband through her hostile indifference. When at last her
desperate husband tells her that he wants a divorce, he "for
perhaps the first time ... saw tears in her eyes. 'But I
need you,' she said." Like Henry, Molly and Mrs. Stephens in
"Old Retainer," the couple seem ineluctably related by
symbiotic ties of dependency.
Frequently the bipolarity in Auchincloss's Yale short
stories is constituted by the opposition between the status
quo and its alternative. In "The Beach," published in
December 1936, Julia Pargment is married to a philosopher,
with whom she fell in love as an undergraduate. At that time
he appeared to her as the man who "might eventually uncover
the mystery of death, but she married a man who hated movies
and who was overfond of the simple life." In contrast, how
exciting a man Is Mr. Lloyd, whom she meets at the beach
club.
"Cold,
Indifferent,
yet cynical," greeting the
bartender with an "icy nod," he represents The World and has
"the dimensions of a god." Julia's romance, however, never
takes place: Lloyd's cultivated indifference turns out to be
no more than downright thickness and impersonality, and
Julia's ideal image of the man of the world falls apart. She
is
thus
cured
of
daydreaming and fantasizing about
alternative worlds; in the end the only choice open to her
is the road back home to Dr. Pargment.
"The Chelton-Pulver Game" also contrasts a confining
status quo with an ostensibly more fulfilling alternative.
Again the main character is a young woman, married to a
boarding school teacher, and dissatisfied with living on a
campus devoted to football and the small talk of masters'
wives. Like Henry in "Old Retainer," Audrey cultivates "the
spirit of contradiction." Her ultimate act of rebellion is
formed by her decision not to attend the annual football
game between Chelton and its archrival Pulver. Instead, she
drives to Boston to see a play, in which a friend from high
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school has a part. The episode proves a disappointment: the
play is badly performed, and her friend displays a smugness
which equals that of the women at school. Disappointed,
Audrey drives home and "decided that the stage was a poor
profession"; it certainly does not compare to "the healthy
flushed faces" of the Chelton football players. Audrey feels
"disgusted at her unconventional behavior" and apologizes to
the headmaster's wife for having been "very bad." Her brief
fling with adventure has been revealed as illusory, and
Audrey consequently has no option but to return to the
fold.17
In this way there emerges a deterministic pattern In
many
of Auchincloss's ïale short stories. The stories
concern rebels who, frustrated In their present situations,
attempt to explore a more fulfilling alternative. Except in
Miss Bissell's case, these explorations turn into failures,
and the alternative lives are exposed as illusory and
delusory; the result is always the character's return to his
or
her original position. Being part of Auchincloss's
examination
of his own position at the crossroads of
convention and nonconformism, the Yale short stories spell
out a significant pattern of stasis and doom.
The three stories written during the final six months of
Auchincloss's
ïale career, contemporary with his first
novel, only corroborate that pattern. In the Jameslan "Red
Hair" a young American woman mistakes the real lack of
manners and the natural red hair of a famous London hostess
for unconventionallty in conduct and appearance. When the
young woman learns that the bad manners are the hallmark of
vulgarity Instead of eccentricity, and that what looked like
a dye is the natural color, she rushes from het hostess's
home, aghast at the lllusorlness of appearances and at het
own naivete. In spite of its being contrived, "Red Hair"
thus conforms to the general pattern of Auchincloss's ïale
fiction.
The subsequent "Finish, Good Lady" concerns a family
conflict like that in "Old Retainer." Mrs. von Slade has
taken her two alcoholic sons on a cruise, in an attempt to
avoid Frank's and Charlie's prosecution for their part in a
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Boston bar fight. It is she who is "trying to work out a
future" for her sons, as they "can't seem to do it"
themselves. Doing so, she may be a self-deluded woman, who
protects herself against the nihilism and apathy of her sons
by repeating memorized lines of poetry to herself and by
clinging to an artificial ideal of beauty. Nonetheless, she
gradually realizes that her sons cannot be saved by her.
Whenever she looks at them objectively, her inner defenses
crumble and her energy fades. In the end, when Frank once
more insults her, she withdraws emotionally.
She felt herself turning to stone as she watched
him. He might have been a Paramecium wriggling under
a microscope; she seemed to be looking at him
through an infinite number of lenses stretched out
in a long tunnel. Without knowing it she had turned
and was walking on to her cabin.
This conclusion Is bleak indeed: deprived of her vision of
beauty, Mrs. von Slade loses her energy to live and care.
The result is the disintegration of her family, as well as
the certain doom of her sons.
With regard to the survivors, the focus is on Charlie.
Frank is obviously beyond everything, likely to end up in
another--fatal--pub
brawl.
Charlie, however, has still
retained a vestige of a desire to mend his ways, but Is
incapable of doing so. His fate depends on Frank, who may
carelessly blurt out their secret in the bar. As to his
alcoholism Charlie wonders, "'What good does it do me to
give up drinking when he won't?'" He thus lacks any control
over his life and drifts towards his doom in an apathetic
manner. Looking for help from his mother, yet inextricably
tied to his dissolute brother, Charlie's is a case of
1я
complete psychological stasis.
The last of Auchincloss's Yale stories, "Two Votes for
Beauty," similarly creates a portrait of stasis. Beverly
Minturn,
a
thirty-year-old
bachelor, is the personal
secretary of his poet aunt. Aunt Annie. He suffers from a
general sense of inferiority, feels imprisoned by his aunt's
"jurisdiction," knows that people "laugh at him" for going
on a cruise "with Aunt Annie and her maid and her books and
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her dog." ïet, he stays with his aunt because the position
offers him security. "Nobody, Bev figured, would consider
that he led a particularly exciting life, but people didn't
appreciate the old proverb about nothing ventured, nothing
lost."
Nevertheless, Beverly has a strong desire to step out of
his role as secretary and nephew, and to gain experience in
a more than vicarious way. He seeks this experience in the
field of sexuality, which is absent in his relationship with
his aunt. For a long time he has entertained fantasies of a
waitress at the club where Aunt Annie frequently gives
public readings of her poetry. On such an occasion Beverly
sneaks out of the room In order to "grope for his reality."
"Damp with perspiration," hopping "on one foot and then on
another," twisting his hair, he asks the waitress out for
dinner. She declines, however, "and with the profoundest
sigh of relief that perhaps he had ever breathed, he turned
and strode out of the room" and again takes his seat among
his aunt's audience, very probably for good. In this way
Beverly joins Aunt Annie in casting a vote for beauty. 19
"Finish,
Good
Lady"
and "Two Votes for Beauty,"
published in March and May of 1938 respectively, arguably
form a record of Auchincloss's turbulent development during
the months in which his college years were prematurely
terminated. The two stories are thematically similar: both
present a picture of a young man in a state of psychological
or
developmental
stasis.
The stories differ greatly,
however, in the treatment of the young male character.
"Finish, Good Lady" is bleak, and Is pervaded by the
hopelessness of Charlie's position. "Two Votes for Beauty,"
on the other hand, is light-hearted, mocking its main
character In a detached manner.
This change in the treatment of essentially the same
theme can only have been brought about by Auchincloss's
resolution to leave Yale for law school. Throughout his
college years he had had doubts about the validity of his
artistic ambitions. He had feared that an alternative to his
"destiny" and his "duty," as defined by his parents and
assimilated by his "neurotic" mind, was implausible, self-
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indulgent, and unattainable. The divergent pressures on
Auchincloss, emanating from, on the one hand, his sense of
"destiny" and, on the other. Jack Woods, finally drove him
into a state of despair. It was catalyzed by the rejection
of his first novel, an event which occurred in the spring of
1938, before or around the writing of "Finish, Good Lady."
In that story a young man is dangling in desperation between
the self-indulgent, dissolute option of his brother, and the
energetic. Idealistic, but possibly self-deluded alternative
of his mother. The young man Is unable to choose.
In "Two Votes for Beauty" the difficulty of choosing has
been resolved. Here the young man, after a short-lived fling
with "reality," realigns himself with his aunt's authority.
Indeed, the young man's attempts to try to escape it are
ridiculed. Since this fact can only be regarded as an
expression of detachment from his character by the creator
of that character, the conclusion follows that by the time
of writing "Two Votes for Beauty," Auchincloss's "destiny"
had been decided. He was to leave Yale for the University of
Virginia, abandoning the dangerous alternative of selfconquest and self-indulgence for the security of a "serious"
profession, under the approving eye of both his parents and
their Internalized representatives in his mind. Thus, his
inner "deities" placated by his "flight" from Yale and Jack
Woods, Auchincloss moved into the quieter waters of his true
destiny, and was consequently able to "relax" and "enjoy"
himself.
One aspect of Auchincloss's Yale years remains to be
discussed,
namely
his unpublished novel. "A World of
Profit,"
finished
in
the
early spring of 1938, is
essentially a compilation of themes from Auchincloss's own
life, and from his Yale—and Croton—short stories. The main
character,
Audrey
Emerson,
resembles Henry from "Old
Retainer" in defying her mother's pleas for assistance by
running off to the movies instead. Her marriage with the
boarding school teacher Tommy Llttel, and her sense of
confinement caused by the boarding school mentality, derive
from "The Chelton-Pulver Game." The girls' school in which
she briefly teaches resembles that of the Croton story
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"Mademoiselle," while the girl whom she privately tutors
descends from the "frustrated" girl in "A Day in the City."
Likewise,
there
are
a number of autobiographical
sources. At college Audrey works hard so as to transcend her
sense of social Inferiority and to gain the respect of her
classmates. Chelton school is an evident portrait of Croton,
and its headmaster Lowell Mlnturn--wlth his "old-fashioned"
religious and social idealism and his concepts of "school
spirit" and "the Godly life"20—was based on Auchincloss's
view of Endicott Peabody. Auchincloss's cast of mind can be
traced in Stephen Hill, a teacher at chelton, who suffers
from "the age-old conflict of desires" [2221 of wishing to
please both his conventional father and his artistic self.
Hill resolves the conflict in a retrograde manner: he
returns as a teacher to the boarding school, and In this way
artificially evades the problem of making a choice. That
Hill has no place in the real world is apparent from his
fate: he is seduced by Audrey, becomes a banker, loses his
old ideals and, unable to cope with the pressures of his new
life, commits suicide.
Finally, of course, there is Audrey Emerson, the girl
from a nondescript social origin, who is intrigued by the
glamorous, great world of the Sabatieres, yet declines
Barclay Sabatlire's offer of marriage because she is ashamed
of her essentially mercenary motives. Instead she enters
upon an unfulfilling marriage with her college boy friend,
Tommy Littel, and disillusions him by leaving him for
Stephen Hill, whom she also destroys. Yet, Audrey is not
entirely ruthless. After Hill's suicide she considers her
conduct "wicked" [4051. She consequently declines her fatherin-law's allowance as an act of penance, and goes back to
her old college in Vermont to make a new start. "I'm trying
to make myself into something worthwhile," she tells her
former tutee. "I've made such a mess of things that I've got
to do something" [421]. Her retreat to Vermont Is part of
this, as it means a disavowal of the kind of life that
"brought out the worst in her" [424].
In this way "A World of Profit" consists of a curious
mixture
of human loss, sinfulness, disillusionment and
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reorientation
and
rejuvenation. Involving many of the
concerns that confronted Auchincloss during his junior year,
the novel--like many of his short stories--forms an act of
self-reflection.
In
the
character of Audrey Emerson,
Auchincloss was looking at himself; through her he was
saying that abandoning one's background, that going in for
the attractions of the "great" world, and that considering
one's own interests rather than one's duty to home and
husband, was to "make a mess of things." The only moral
solution to this was a return to where one had started and
still belonged, in an act of penance. When "A World of
Profit" was rejected, Auchincloss performed that act of
penance. True, in the summer of 1938 he started another
novel, on which he intermittently worked during his law
school vacations. This second novel, however, was a lukewarm
effort; upon its completion Auchincloss did not even send it
to a publisher, but destroyed it.
The years that Louis Auchincloss spent at the University of
Virginia were a fairly quiet period. He had driven down to
Charlottesville in his own car on September 15, 1938, and
almost immediately took to "Jefferson's university." In the
first place, he found the study of law much more interesting
than he had expected. A number of gifted professors, among
whom Leslie Buckler, Noel Dowling and Hardy C. Dillard,
Introduced him to the potential delights of the law, as well
as to the writings of some great legal philosophers, like
Benjamin Cardozo, Oliver Wendell Holmes, and Learned Hand.
The language and style of the works of Benjamin Cardozo
particularly
caught his imagination. Clearly, Cardozo's
prose had little to do with the Wall Street legal reality
which lay in store for Auchincloss. Indeed, Auchincloss has
later admitted that his aesthetic admiration for Cardozo and
other writers was "the reaching out of a frustrated writer
who wanted to feel that even in law school he hadn't gone
too far from his original course."21 Nevertheless, In those
early months the artificial consolation of Cardozo helped
Auchincloss adjust to his new environment. 22
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In the second place, Auchincloss's transition to law
school was facilitated by his discovery that he met the
intellectual requirements of law school. He smoothly passed
through his first year, and ranked among the best scholars
of his class. As a result. In December 1939, in the middle
of his second year, he was among the ten students from the
class of '41 to be elected to the editorial board of the
Virginia
Law
Review. During the subsequent months he
contributed legal "Notes," "Decisions" and book reviews to
almost every issue. These being his only literary output of
the years 1938-1941, Auchincloss took great care in the
composition
of
them. Consequently, in spite of their
technical
nature,
Auchincloss's
pieces
are
fluent,
23
economical and well-written.
In May 1940, six months after his election to the
Editorial Board, Auchincloss moved to the board of managing
editors of the Virginia Law Review. That his literary
interests were known to others can be seen In his assignment
to the book review section. Skirting the truly professional
literature, he only reviewed books of a general nature: the
autobiographies of John C. Knox and Samuel Wllllston, the
correspondence
between
Oliver
Wendell Holmes and Sir
Frederick
Pollock,
and two works of legal sociology.
Auchincloss's reviews are well-reasoned and well-rounded,
and reveal their author's feeling for relevant and amusing
detail, as well as his critical fairness.
Naturally,
Auchincloss's
election to the board of
managing
editors
did not Just reflect his scholastic
aptitude: it was equally a sign of respect and popularity.
In this respect law school differed strongly from his years
at ïale, where Auchincloss had preferred to be on the margin
of campus life. In Charlottesville, on the other hand, he
was right at the hub. Besides being an editor of the law
review, he was elected a member of the Raven Society as well
as of the Order of the Coif. Together these distinctions,
acquired in so natural a manner when compared to his
compulsive prize hunting at Croton, gave Auchincloss a new
confidence in himself. It was only to be reinforced when, in
the course of his third year, he was offered a permanent
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position in the Wall Street law firm of Sullivan and
Cromwell upon his graduation in June 1941.
Of
course,
some of the old doubts and anxieties
remained. Auchincloss had some misgivings about being in
charge of the book section of the law review rather than the
more distinguished "Notes" department. It might indicate
that people did not take him entirely seriously. Also, as a
summer boarder in Sullivan and Cromwell he felt he had been
"shoved" Into the trusts and estates department, instead of
the more profitable and dynamic corporate law.24 The old
ghosts of Croton literally kept persecuting him as two of
his former bullies "took pains to tell me how poor [they]
thought
an
article of mine was In the Virginia Law
Review."25 Once, in a moment of profound self-doübt and
anxiety,
he
found
himself
utterly unable to do an
impersonation of a professor in front of the small audience
of a fraternity; he left the gathering, and "quixotically
and rudely refused" to join the fraternity when he was
26
invited to do so.
While during law school these moments of
doubt and anxiety were only incidents, unrepresentative of
Auchincloss's
general
sense
of
well-being, they are
significant, as they were to recur with greater Intensity
during the subsequent years.
One other aspect that became more apparent during law
school
was
Auchincloss's conservatism. Auchincloss had
previously expressed conservative views at Croton, when he
had criticized Franklin D. Roosevelt as an opportunist, and
at Yale, when he had waved a sunflower--the symbol of the
Republican Alfred Landon--when Roosevelt's motorcade passed
27
through the New Haven streets.
In Auchincloss's discursive
articles for the Virginia Law Review, however, they found a
more suitable medium. Auchincloss's conservatism can barely
be called a rational, or well-reasoned political ideology.
Rather than deriving from impartial economic, social or
legal convictions, it is largely emotional, and expresses a
nostalgic and romantic idealism.
In several reviews and articles Auchincloss observes
that the law mirrors developments in society at large. If in
American society the old economic and social aristocracy is
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under attack from egalitarian forces, in the law It is the
common law judge, the legal aristocrat, who is losing
ground. Auchincloss evidently idealized common law judges
like
Holmes
and Cardozo. They approached the law as
scientists, "рЬПозорЬегз," even as poets. They brought to
the bench a political "independence," were "a Judge, not a
conservative or a liberal," and "despised" any political
28
"terminology."
They
brought
impartial
order
to a
"wilderness of single Instances," using principles which
"should be able to control any set of facts."
In drawing this picture of the common law philosopherjudges, Auchincloss was not just catering to his literary
and aesthetic sensibility; he was also making a social and
political statement. After all, the common law judge as
Auchincloss envisioned him belonged to the past, and as an
Institution had been superseded by two developments. The
first of these concerned the democratic, commercial modern
law practice, in which the common law judge had no place.
His leading role was now being assumed by an anonymous mass
of corporation lawyers, who worked at the service of the
system, and used the law as a tool for the material gain of
their clients.
The second development was of a political nature, namely
Roosevelt's appointment of judges who were sympathetically
Inclined towards his New Deal reform. Roosevelt's Court Bill
was intended to pension off a number of the elderly,
conservative Supreme Court judges who were blocking his
reform on constitutional grounds. In a review of a book by
Robert H. Jackson, Roosevelt's former attorney-general who
co-authored
the
Court Bill, Auchincloss expressed his
aversion
to
the
politicizatlon
of
jurisdiction.
Intellectually he agreed with Jackson that it was "obvious
that the old court had invaded the legislative domain."
Opposing government intervention in the economy, the Supreme
Court, Auchincloss wrote, "was stretching its veto power to
unjustified limits."
Emotionally,
however,
Auchincloss
took issue with
Jackson. He criticized Jackson's description of the New
Dealers as a "'dynamic people'" led by a "'great'" president
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with
a
"'mandate from the people'." He resented the
characterization of the moneyed class as a "'gang of couponclippers'" and "'tricky knaves'" who stretched the law for
tax avoidance. Jackson, Auchlncloss stated, was guilty of
"over-simplification."
Even though Auchlncloss was clearly
justified in saying this, his view nevertheless betrayed a
basic lack of sympathy with the New Deal. It was a program
of reform which was inimical to the interests of the social
class from which he descended. Indeed, during the ensuing
war years, Franklin Roosevelt and his New Deal would make
Auchlncloss feel a stranger in his own country.
The years 1942 to 1945, which Auchlncloss spent as an
enlisted officer in the U.S. Navy, belong with his Groton
years to the most problematic periods in his life. They form
an extended period of profound frustration, and of a deep
disenchantment with modern America.
As Auchlncloss had disliked the prospect of drills and
barracks life that the draft would involve, he applied for a
Navy intelligence commission in the winter of 1941. It might
combine, he hoped, utility with a little comfort. However,
family and friends disapproved of what they considered
Auchlncloss's preference for a desk job. Their disapproval,
combined with Auchlncloss's sense of the extreme Inutility
of his work during the first two years of his war service,
undermined all the self-confidence which law school had
given
him,
and
turned
service into an excruciating
experience.
From February 1942 to December 1943 Auchlncloss was
stationed mainly in Latin America, first at a desk job at
the Headquarters of the Fifteenth Naval District In Balboa,
in the Panama Canal Zone, and later on board a ship which
performed very routine patrol duties in the Caribbean. In
the many letters that he wrote to primarily his mother,
Auchlncloss continuously complained about the Insignificance
of
his
"very
dull
work."31
Intellectually
he was
32

"stagnating," and at times even f e l t "too inert to read."
"I simply ' e x i s t ' rather than ' l i v e ' , " he s t a t e d . 3 3
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To qlve himself a greater sense of usefulness he took a
correspondence course in military law, acted as defense
counsel in a number of court-martials, and trained himself
in navigation so as to enhance his chances of getting a
transfer to sea duty. His many applications for such a
transfer, however, were invariably rejected or deferred.
Auchincloss saw this as a "probably well-deserved" judgment
for seeking comfort in war, and could only watch as many of
his friends, "who showed greater patience, ... departed for
better jobs." 34 In a self-dramatizing way he wrote,
It really is pretty sad to be doing what I'm doing
in a war Of these dimensions. But it may be good for
me. I bungled my whole career; I grabbed too much
from the Navy, and here I am. It's a sort of
.
35
purgatory.
Nevertheless, in spite of this mea culpa, Auchincloss
also fervently attempted to be transferred from Balboa, and
doing so he faced not only the opposition of the inert
military bureaucracy, but also that of his parents. Judging
by Auchincloss's letters to them, his parents frequently
warned their son against taking himself too seriously by
reaching out for a more consequential role In the war
effort. Auchincloss pointed out to them that he was not
"suffering from any sense of inner dissatisfaction, but from
an
entirely
natural
and
unimportant disgust at the
unimportance of what I do."36 In one of the quarrels with
his parents over this issue he wrote,
It's a little sickening to have one's family assume
that one is suffering from an immature Alsoplan
craze for combat instead of concentrating on the job
at hand. My problems are not so superficial. 37
That his parents did not better understand Auchincloss's
position was because they had always lived "on the top of
the old world," and were unable to "conceive of the things
that bureaucrats can do."
It was those bureaucrats who
"forced" Auchincloss to "line up with that great mass of
people who want a better 'role'." Indeed, in a self-pitying
way
he
considered himself the victim of "a singular
39

combination of unfortunate circumstances."
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In January 1943, almost a year after Auchincloss had
been sent to the Panama Canal Zone, his "original mistake"
seemed to be "rectified":40 he was assigned to the U.S.S.
Moonstone, a converted yacht performing control duty in the
Caribbean. Initially, Auchincloss liked his new assignment
well enough: the atmosphere at sea was fresher than on the
shore, and he got on well with his companions. Yet, already
a month later the newness had worn off and Auchincloss's old
dissatisfactions cropped up once again. He felt a "flunkey,"
and preferred "something more combatant."41 His war career
so far was an emblem of his life as a whole, he thought:
I can't help thinking as I write this how always a
strange fate seems to be guarding me from any
contact with ... "the real thing," whether I get
shoved into the Book Review Dept. of the Law Review
or the trust estate dept. of S S С, or Balboa, or
this. I have never been "really" sick or "really" in
love or "really" so many things, and I'm about the
same age Father was when he was married. Don't take
me seriously; it doesn't concern me as much as I
42
make it sound. It is, however, a fact.
Thus, the earlier mask was dropped: Auchincloss thought that
the "unimportance" of his war role reflected his inner
character. He felt a fraud, and feared that he was missing
out on the experience of his generation.
Indeed, in the subsequent years he displayed the very
"Alsopian craze" for combat that he had previously denied.
As the Moonstone was undergoing repairs, he attended naval
schools in Miami and Washington. Finally his application to
transfer
from Intelligence to the Amphibious Navy was
accepted, and he even sacrificed a leave to speed up the
process. During a May 1944 leave in New York he was restive
and "irritable," as "New York in war time just [didn'tl fit
into any picture of any sort of life."43 Some gratification
was gained by his participation in the D-Day landings in
Normandy, during which Auchincloss ferried to and fro across
the English Channel with soldiers and equipment. During
those
weeks
he
witnessed what he described as "the
unforgettable intensity and pitch of war which renders the

59
rest of life anticlimactic,·' Or rather, he witnessed it "not
in myself," for his role was "pedestrian to an extreme," but
in
"those
boys
who
are dropped from the air into
44
unbelievable hazards."
These parachutists, who left Auchincloss "misty-eyed,"
thus once more affirmed his sense that he was missing out on
experience. "This whole European experience," he wrote, "has
been so easy that I feel I haven't seen a war zone yet."45
Whatever he did, he felt that he was merely adding "to his
iuexperience, piling on new inexperiences."
Looking back
on his life around his twenty-seventh birthday depressed
him:
To be 27 and to have no start in the real business
of life is sickening. I know you would descant on
your faith in my abilities, but, alas, that is no
consolation.... Keats was dead at my age. Father was
launched in the law and marriage. Grandfather was
making that proverbial $27,000 per annum at 27. Can
I start over at S s С at 30? And if I don't? Silly
to be so time-conscious, I know, but how avoid it? 47
In a final attempt to make a grade that was largely selfimposed, Auchincloss voluntarily prolonged his enlistment.
When in January 1945 his ship returned to the U.S. for
repairs, he would have been eligible for a Navy desk job;
Instead, he at once applied for a transfer to the Pacific.
There, he was put in command of the LST 130, another
transport
vessel.
Although this gave Auchincloss some
satisfaction,
his
months
in
the
Pacific
proved
anticlimactic. Not only did it take an entire month to catch
up with his ship, but when in the middle of May 1945 he at
last assumed his command, the war was almost over. There
remained
a
few
protracted months of inactivity with
inconsequential trips between Pearl Harbor and Japan, until
in late November his detachment orders arrived.
In this way, the war failed to bring Auchincloss the
mature
experience
that
he
had
desired.
True, the
embarrassment about the initial application for a shore job
had vanished, as it was compensated for by a subsequent Navy
career
that
appeared
quite respectable. Nevertheless,
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Auchincloss felt that behind that respectability there was
little substance. He had profound doubts about his abilities
and achievements, as well as his future. The war years had
failed
to
provide him with the experience and selfconfidence that would make his return home pleasant and
comfortable. His life remained in a state of suspension,
neither belonging to that truly "real," masculine world of
the soldiers he had seen on the Normandy beaches, nor
totally divorced from that male society. This state of
suspension caused a desire to return to a prewar situation.
Auchincloss expressed having no intention of taking an
apartment of his own after his return, and expected to stay
with his parents "until I'm married and probably after
that." 4B He added that he did not "really see why you and 1
and Father won't be leading the same nice life as In
49
November of '41! Four years isn't really that long."
Envisioning a return to the known, to the earlier status
quo, to the parent-son relation, hoping even that their
Irish maid would come back to them, Auchincloss was trying
to postpone the Inevitable questions about the postwar
course of his life.
Auchincloss's personal development during the war years
was accompanied by a development in his social and political
views. His sense of missing out on the "experience" of his
generation was partly caused by—and in turn the cause of —
his profound disenchantment with contemporary America. This
disenchantment had been simmering at Croton and Yale, and
had found a more substantial expression during law school.
It
reached
a
climax during the war, and as before
encompassed
nostalgic,
aesthetic, social and political
aspects.
Auchincloss's war letters to his mother were full of
shrill protests against modernity. In contrast to the "dear
dead days," 50 modern society was characterized by a cultural
"poverty" in which art was regarded as an "extravagance." It
had no respect for tradition, each "scrap" of which was
worth "tons of the present."51 When his mother considered
giving up her membership of the Colony Club, Auchincloss
complained, "if everything Is to be sneered at as passé,
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what on earth are we to live for?" 52 America's alleged
cultural and social poverty reinforced his preference for
Europe, He wrote about "my favorite England," and hoped to
have "a lot of time in my life in Europe," because in
America "everything is so completely the same."
In this
way Auchincloss continued the international theme going back
to Cooper and Hawthorne. For a confirmation of his somber
views of modern civilization he turned to the cultural
pessimism of Oswald Spengler, T.S. Eliot and Aldous Huxley.
Wien his parents had to sell their Long Island weekend
house, Auchincloss wrote that he felt "homeless." Locust
Valley was "the most fundamental of all our homes," he
stated, since more than the others it represented a way of
life. He admitted, however, that his feeling might be based
"on grounds purely snobbish," and that "even in 1945" he was
"low enough" to care for "'a place on Llongl I island)'."54
Auchincloss disliked the modern suburbs, and described two
cousins as having "too utterly embraced the suburban for
me." He commented that he saw "no necessity in so cheerfully
'dropping one's class'," and was "going to stick it out in
Manhattan."
He noted furthermore that "modern marriage"
was "a precarious institution," and that divorce was a
56
"twentieth-century" problem,
As before, the butt of Auchincloss's resentment was
Franklin Roosevelt, the perpetrator of social and economic
change. Auchincloss found him "slick," "shallow," "tricksy,"
and
disliked
his
"government by personality." 57 When
Roosevelt was reelected in November of 1944, Auchincloss was
"very sad and bitter and defeated": "I feel it almost
personally:
me
against
him."
It
was Roosevelt who
represented the "vlciousness of modern bureaucracy" which
smothered American individualism. 58 Through Roosevelt, too,
the country was at the mercy of "directionless proletarian
forces"; indeed, in the background of New Deal reform
59
Auchincloss saw "the Cheshire grin of Stalin."
Summing up his disenchantment with America, Auchincloss
wrote to his mother in 1945, "America to me is nothing but
ghosts
and
memories. I have no place in it and no
function."
Yet, his return to America was inevitable and a
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world,
and
we
must
learn
to like it and not be
discouraged."
With this note of reorientation there came an end not
only to Auchincloss's war years, but also to the period of
his life which stands as his "formative years." During these
years, Auchincloss had been troubled by a neurotic anxiety,
which had made him subject to periods of both profound
depression
and transient happiness. The years directly
following the war continued to reveal a mind in agitation,
even though this agitation was less vehement than before by
being embedded in the normality of Auchincloss's New York
professional and social life. Auchincloss's formative years
thus failed to resolve all of his inner problems, just as
they left the question of his writing In the balance. Only
around the middle of the 1950s would a satisfactory solution
be achieved, which would enable Auchincloss to settle in a
role and a society which he had previously feared and
abhorred.
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the firm did not hold the job for him, since he "wasn't too
crazy about them."
Yet, six months later Auchincloss had
realized that the postwar "rush for jobs [was] going to be
2
perhaps too desperate" for him to be "choosy." And indeed,
in a willy-nilly manner Auchincloss returned to the Wall
Street offices of his law firm in the spring of 1946, after
a vacation as well as after brushing up on his legal
knowledge at the Legal Practice Institute.
Even though this course of events might suggest the
smooth transition to civilian life that he had hoped for,
the fact is that Auchincloss was very restive. In the first
place this restiveness originated In his renewed hope for a
literary career. During the last year of his Navy service he
had again embarked on a novel, after having abandoned
writing at the end of his three Yale years. In November
1945, at the time of his detachment from the Navy, the novel
was almost finished, and Auchincloss was revising it before
sending it to publishers. The renewal of his literary
endeavors detracted from his already lukewarm enthusiasm for
the practice
of law. He knew that his literary interests
interfered with the total commitment which an incipient
career required, and felt more and more out of place among
the other associates who, unlike himself, put all their
energy into their law practice, if only for the maintenance
of a family, which Auchincloss lacked.
Besides, Auchincloss feared that the impossibility of
devoting more time to his writing than just evenings and
weekends prevented his budding literary career from coming
to full bloom. As a result, in 1947, during the summer which
saw the publication of his first novel, Auchincloss followed
the advice of his late friend Jack Woods, and considered an
academic career, being a career that was congenial to a
writer. Auchincloss drove up to Yale and consulted Robert
French, master of his old undergraduate college Jonathan
Edwards, about whether Yale would allow him to enter a PhDprogram without a Bachelor's degree. Even though the formal
requirements could be waived. Professor French effectively
advised
against
Auchincloss's
plan:
he
found
that
Auchincloss was merely "adding a third" career to an already
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"complicated" life. Auchincloss "gratefully" accepted his
advice and returned to New York.
Whatever the wisdom of Professor French's advice, the
result was that Auchincloss found himself caught in an
uncongenial
profession. His feeling of stasis and the
resulting restlveness were only increased by other factors
in his life. These concerned his relationship with his
parents,
and
his lack of Independence of them. This
situation was not so much due to his parents' deliberate
dominance over him. After all, it was Auchincloss himself
who
had declined his parents' offer to rent a small
apartment for him for when he returned from the war; he had
preferred
to
restore
the cozy and harmonious prewar
situation, in an attempt to postpone the life choices that
lay ahead.
Back in New York, however, Auchincloss soon grew aware
Of the impossibility of his position. Even though he liked
the comfort and security of the parental apartment, he felt
increasingly agitated by the fact that he, "a war veteran, a
man of thirty," still lived at home. He strongly felt that
he had to "get away"; always anxious about falling behind,
he feared that he was "missing out" on the experience of his
peers: a career, marriage, a family. Even though there was
no prospect of marriage, a first step in the direction of
adulthood was moving out. His parents could only approve
when in 1948 Auchincloss rented an apartment on Lexington
Avenue; he shared it with a Croton classmate who, like
himself, was reorienting his life after returning from the
war. When in 1951 the lease of this apartment expired,
Auchincloss moved to an apartment on 24 East e4th Street,
close to Fifth Avenue, which he rented alone since his
roommate had married. Auchincloss would stay here right up
4
to the time of his own marriage in 1957.
Another factor in his postwar sense of unease was that,
unlike most of his peers, Auchincloss did not marry. This
was certainly not because a disinterest in social life
limited his opportunities of meeting women of his own age.
On
the
contrary,
Auchincloss
had a huge number of
acquaintances around New York, and his social life was
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extensive. There were the numerous house parties given by
friends and business people; furthermore, being a bright and
witty bachelor, he was much in demand as an "extra man" for
dinner
parties
and
other formal "occasions"; and he
frequently went to the opera and the theater. Partly he used
his social life as material for his writing: coming home
from a dinner party, he would jot down observations of the
evening in a notebook, in emulation of Henry James.
In spite of the plenitude of his social engagements,
however, Auchincloss was only rarely seeing women of his own
generation. His companions to the theater and opera, as well
as the hostesses of the dinner parties which he attended,
were mostly women much older than he. Indeed, he had met
many of them through his parents, whose social life he
shared to some extent due to the closeness of his apartment
to theirs. These nonsexual friendships with middle-aged
women were clearly sought by Auchincloss: being "shy with
girls," he arranged his social life in such a way as to
protect himself against the sexual threat.
This did not mean, however, that Auchincloss was happy
about the situation. On the contrary, his lack of "dates"
and friendships with younger women increasingly caused him
distress.
He knew that the cause of the problem was
psychological, and consequently turned to psychoanalytic
literature in search for a solution, and in particular
admired the works of Karen Horney. Even though his reading
did not bring about any real change, it aided him in
eventually making the decision to seek the help of a
psychotherapist.
Several
of Auchincloss's friends were
undergoing treatment, and they advised Auchincloss to do the
same. He discussed the matter with his parents, since it was
they who were to pay for their son's therapy. In 1951, after
unsuccessful sessions with several other psychoanalysts, he
was
advised
by a friend to go to Dr. John Cotton.
Auchincloss first went to him in the fall of 1951, and at
one point paid daily visits to him; as Auchincloss made
progress, the frequency of these visits gradually diminished
in 1953, until they became irregular and eventually ceased
in the later 1950s,
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It Is unknown what exactly was discussed in Auchincloss's many meetings with Dr. Cotton, as Auchincloss never
talked about them even with his intimate friends, except in
general terms. It nevertheless appears that Auchincloss's
relationship with Dr. Cotton was a very fruitful one, and
that it subsequently even developed into a friendship.
Auchincloss later called him "a great psychoanalyst," who
never advised him to do anything because "the great ones
don't," but who stimulated him in everything "by making me
more sure of myself."
In general, he taught Auchincloss
that many of the tenets which he had obeyed, in particular
under the Influence of his mother, were mostly social
conventions:
valuable
as such, but not absolute, and
certainly not a faithful representation of the inner reality
öf human beings. He taught Auchincloss how to accept the
various, divergent needs in hlmself--social, private and
sexual; and he opened Auchincloss's eyes to the fact that
the "dlfferentness" and insecurity which he had seen only in
himself equally or similarly bothered others. With Cotton
Auchincloss recognized that human beings were not simple but
complex; that their conduct was influenced not only by the
dark forces of the id but by their upbringing. In Dr.
Cotton's vision people were not wholly responsible for their
actions: often they were agent and victim alike. It gave
Auchincloss a new perspective on his mother: if his mother
had been possessive and neurotically conformist, Auchincloss
7
now knew that "she'd had a mother, too." If Dr. Peabody's
vision
of
masculinity and spirituality had persecuted
Auchincloss throughout his young manhood. It could now be
recognized as an ideology and analyzed with detachment.
In
short, psychoanalysis removed from Auchincloss's
sensibility the beliefs, values and ideals of his youth in
which he had been educated. They had come to form an
Internalized,
oppressive
ideology--personifled by inner
"deities" and "ghosts"--whlch stressed self-denial, duty and
conformism, which imposed rigid standards of masculinity,
and which formed a permanent source of anxiety because
Auchincloss
failed
to
come
up
to these standards.
Psychoanalysis,
however,
reduced
these
beliefs
and
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ideologies from an absolute to a relative status, and
deprived them of their authoritative, censorious power.
Thus, when towards the end of 1953 his psychotherapy was
concluded, Auchincloss had shed his neurotic insecurity and
had achieved a degree of self-acceptance and self-command.
The process had involved a concurrent development from moral
absolutism into a pragmatic, agnostic, even a nihilistic
view of life. This dual development towards psychological
health and moral and social agnosticism will be frequently
seen in the fiction after 1953.
Such was the upshot of Auchincloss's psychotherapy, of
two years of emotional probing. During his first appointment
with Dr. Cotton, however, Auchincloss had to inform Cotton
that—to the doctor's regret—he had resigned from Sullivan
and Cromwell. Auchincloss had come to his decision in the
fall of 1951, after a long period of agitation and doubt. On
the one hand, he wanted more time for his writing, and also
thought he needed time to be psychoanalyzed. On the other
hand, Auchincloss was aware of the consequences of his
resignation from the law. His traditional Wall Street firm
would consider his resignation an affront; besides, however
unfulfilling, his law practice provided him with a social
stability which would be Irrevocably lost if the literary
experiment turned into a failure. And, as the proceeds of
his writing were still meager and unpredictable, resigning
would also involve a renewed financial dependence on his
g
parents.
The summer and fall of 1951 were frantic. He spent his
vacation in Italy with a friend, but due to Auchincloss's
great agitation and restlessness their motor trip was an
utter failure. Back in New York, Auchincloss discussed the
matter with many friends. Some thought resigning from the
law was a good idea, as they had confidence in Auchincloss's
literary powers. A legal friend also approved of it, as he
thought Auchincloss "hopeless" as a lawyer because of the
halfheartedness
of
his dedication. Naturally, he also
discussed it at great length with his parents. His mother
disapproved, and his father was "deeply disappointed." Yet,
both of them In the end "faced the fact that writing was
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very important" to their son, and even offered to support
9
him financially.
In spite of now being relieved of his professional
duties,
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literary parties organized by Vance Bourìaìly, he felt
isolated by his social background, and felt too uncertain
about his literary capabilities to assert himself. He met
many
important
young
writers--Norman
Mailer,
Vance
Bourjally, Herbert Gold, Jean Stafford, Hortense Calisher,
William Styron—but became intimate with none. His only
friend was Gore Vidal, but their acquaintance had its basis
in their distant family connection. Finally, he was much
bothered by the lack of popular success of his own novels-14
they sold between 3,000 and 5,000 copies.
It hurt him to
have to attend parties thrown by Houghton Mifflin at the 21
Club to celebrate a sensational "piece of trash" while his
own work went unnoticed by the public at large. 15
All
in
all,
these aspects rendered Auchincloss's
sabbatical a dissatisfying period. True, psychoanalysis had
provided him with a much greater self-command and selfconfidence. Yet, the other side of the coin was that, in the
absence of a literary breakthrough, he had traded social and
financial Independence for dependence, and had exchanged the
uncongenial
professional
world
for the more poignant
uncongeniality of literary New York. As a result, when early
in 1954 he was hired by the firm Hawkins, Delafield and
Wood, Auchlncloss felt аз relieved as he had been when
enrolling in law school in 1938.
As in his previous firm, Auchlncloss's field in Hawkins,
Delafield
and
Wood was trusts and estates. Like its
predecessor
the
firm
specialized
in bond work, and
consequently Auchincloss's place in it was again rather
peripheral. This time, however, he did not object to that.
Rather,
he valued it as it gave him a detached and
independent observer's position. Also, since his field only
seldom required working overtime, his evenings and weekends
were
available for writing. In short, whereas earlier
Auchlncloss had been depressed about being "shoved into" the
trust and estate department and being shielded from the
"real thing," such considerations were no longer present in
his 1954 cast of mind. He now recognized the virtues of his
position, stuck to it, and was made a partner in 1958.
Auchincloss's increased self-confidence can also be seen
in his redefinition of his character. Previously he had
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I've bpen burdenpcí with tthe soubriquet lawyernovelist] for 30 years. It makes me sound like someone who dabbles. I don't. I'm a professional writer
21
and I'm deeply, passionately committed to writing.
Thus, even though Auchincloss had resolved for himself the
question of dual profession, the issue continued to pursue
him in the shape of reviewers and critics. On several
occasions in his career Auchincloss would take those critics
to task for not treating him as just a writer. On other
occasions, however, he would get depressed at the apparent
failure of his fiction to attract attention in its own
right.
The years 1952 and 1953, forming Louis Auchincloss's
sabbatical, lie as a watershed in the middle of the first
peraod in Auchincloss's literary career. It divides the
novels
of
this
period into two groups, the earlier
containing The Indifferent Children, Sybil and A Law for the
taon, published between 1947 and 1953, while the latter
consists of The Great World and Timothy Colt, Venus in
Sparta, and Pursuit of the Prodigal, which were published
between 1956 and 1959. All of these works treat the theme of
the individual's relation to his or her society, establishing the problematic balance between individualism and selffulfillment, and conformism and social responsibility
However, the two groups emphasize different aspects of
the theme
The earlier trio can best be defined as "novels
of manners," as they primarily focus on the social aspects
of
the characters' development, and present particular
social environments as shaping, hampering or oppressing
forces in the characters' lives. In the later trio, on the
other hand, the focus is not primarily on the social forces
governing a character's development, but on inner, psychological factors: a change of accent which was evidently the
result
of
Auchincloss's
psychoanalysis. This kind of
fictional reflection of autobiographical concerns forros a
general characteristic of all novels in Auchincloss's early
period.
It
makes Auchincloss's early novels his most
personal ones, occasionally even to the detriment of their
fictional quality.

CHAPTER THREE
SOCIAL TREMORS: 1947-1954

Louis Auchincloas started work on his first published novel,
The Indifferent Children, in the fall of 1943, while he was
on leave in New York after the U.S.S. Moonstone, the
converted yacht on which he was serving, had--lt seemed, in
a fittingly anticlimactic way--collided and sunk in a New
Jersey harbor. He temporarily abandoned the novel during the
busy months of further military training, as well as during
his first months in the English Channel. By September 1944,
however,
the periods of inactivity in ports gradually
lengthened; as a result, Auchincloss was able to report to
his mother that he had "started on the novel again in spare
moments. Think it a good idea, but hard to get much done."
He worked on it, with a few interruptions, until the end
of his war service in November 1945, when in a letter to his
mother he announced its completion; he added, "all I need
now is
to work it over when I get home-~a month or six
2
weeks—and
then
the
office,"
Indicating the speedy
workmanship that was to become a characteristic of his
writing practice. He finished the revision before returning
to Sullivan and Cromwell, and submitted the novel to Little,
Brown in the middle of 1946, under the pseudonym Arthur
Sandford. At Little, Brown the two readers of the typescript
praised it for its style and its portrait of society, but
also found it too long and occasionally tedious; as a
result, the novel was rejected. Auchincloss then sent it to
Prentice-Hall, who accepted it. The Indifferent Children
came out at the end of May 1947, under the pseudonym Andrew
Lee.
Few first readers of The Indifferent children will have
suspected the fifteen years of literary endeavor that formed
its backdrop. Thematically, the novel is rooted in the short
stories and the two novels written at Croton and at Yale,
stories and novels which had all been concerned with the
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conflict between the individual and society. The thematic
closeness
is
indicated
by
Auchincloss's use In The
Indifferent Children of episodes and characters from his
earlier
writings.
The novel's main character, Beverly
Stregelinus, was taken from Auchincloss's second unpublished
novel, also called "The Indifferent Children." In this work
Stregelinus was engaged to a girl whom he did not really
love but who was a socially acceptable match; he then fell
in love with another girl, but—unlike his successor—went
through with the wedding In what he smugly regarded as a
л

beautiful act of self-sacrifice.
Similarly, there are a number of sources for Audrey
Emerson,
the main female character of The Indifferent
Children. She descends from the several other "Audreys" that
occurred in Auchincloss's Croton and Yale short stories.
These
were
all
dissatisfied
young women, caught in
uncongenial marriages and suffocating environments, and with
unfulfilled ambitions. She is also a recreation of the
Audrey
Emerson
who
appeared
in
Auchincloss's first
unpublished novel, "A World of Profit." Though the plots of
the novels have little In common, the two Audreys resemble
each other in their desire to escape from a drab social
background, and in their eventual inability to do so.
The recurrence of these earlier characters and themes
direct attention to the autobiographical aspect of The
Indifferent Children. After all, as was argued in the
previous chapters, at Croton and Yale Auchincloss frequently
contemplated in his fiction issues that were relevant to his
own life. By returning to his old themes and characters in
The
Indifferent
Children
Auchincloss
reasserted this
autobiographical aspect. Indeed, he was more aware of and
intentional about it than before. As he wrote in a letter to
his mother,
I have been working recently from time to time, on
my novel of Panama, which I continue to regard the
only
war
experience
I've
had
with literary
possibilities. I enjoy tinkering with it, because
entirely without prospect of publication I find that
I can clarify little points to myself by trying to
work them out in fictional form.
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12
character that would be a caricature for me." The name
Beverly had already occurred in "Two Votes for Beauty,"
where it was borne by a sexually timid young man, hesitating
on
the threshold of experience, like Beverly Stregelinus.
And, one may add, like Louis Auchincloss. After all, during
the composition of The Indifferent Children he had written
to his mother, "I have such a sense of never having lived at
all. It is, of course, the theme of my novel; the search
(half-hearted) for 'real experience'."
In other words, in Beverly Stregelinus Auchincloss was
creating a character that was a persona of himself. The
persona combined salient traits of its author's personality,
interests, experience and ambitions, and served the function
of
self-observation
and
therapy that Auchlncloss had
mentioned in a letter, TO this, however, Auchlncloss added
one more aspect. As is clear from the characterization of
Stregelinus's search for experience as "half-hearted," as
well as from the inverted commas around "'real experience',"
Auchincloss was also satirizing the problems of his main
character, and by extension his own. This satire may be
interpreted as an act of detachment from his persona-indeed, Beverly Stregelinus's ship is not Auchincloss's
Moonstone but the Sardonyx—and a disavowal of Stregelinus's
problems. Or, it may be interpreted as an expression of
Auchincloss's inability to work out the problems of his
persona
in
a
satisfactory
way,
ostensibly
because
Auchlncloss had not yet resolved similar problems in his own
life. Both aspects of detachment and lack of control are
present in Auchincloss's 1964 description of his Intentions
in writing The Indifferent Children.
My basic purpose in writing the book had been to
create the most absurd young man I could imagine. He
had to be wrong in everything: in his philosophy, in
his tastes, in his friends and above all in his
estimate of himself. I would then suddenly surround
him with people as absurd as himself, just at the
hour
he hoped would be everyone's finest: the
beginning of World War II. As Beverly Stregelinus
would come to see his own absurdity in the absurdity
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of his fellow bureaucrats, he would be redeemed as a
serious person. But he simply refused ever quite to
do as he was told..,. 14
Stregelinus's development was to be from "absurdity" to
seriousness, from self-delusion to self-knowledge, and from
nonbelng to experience; however, he "refused to do as he was
told." The result was that Auchincloss's treatment of his
main character was ambiguous and ambivalent.
The opening chapters of The indifferent Children give an
extensive description of Beverly Stregelinus's background. 15
He is the scion of an old New York family which, in spite of
its recent impecunlousness, was able to send its son to
Chelton school—a fictive school which recurs throughout
Auchincloss's fiction—and Yale. For lack of clear ideas
about his future after college, he dispassionately chooses
the University of Virginia law school. He drops out after
the first year, and obtains an undemanding Job in a New York
art
gallery. Lacking inner substance, his Identity is
entirely social. He derives his status from a family name
which is among "New York's 'oldest' and 'best'."
The art
gallery has hired him not for his aesthetic judgment or
commercial talents, but for his acquaintances in affluent
New York, particularly women. The latter find in this
unattached bachelor an undemanding ear and an ever available
"extra man." Having obtained his job at the gallery through
one acquaintance, he gets his commission for intelligence
work in the Navy through another. He had applied only
because his friends had badgered him about "doing something"
[44] for the war.
On his own initiative, Beverly barely does a thing. He
has no plans for his future, though he vaguely longs to
return to Chelton as a teacher. If his mind is not totally
empty, it is filled with "poetic reflection" called forth by
the "association with beautiful things" in the gallery 1231.
His poems are flaccid Imitations of Swinburne and Christina
Rossetti, and, as his mother never falls to point out, he
writes less and less. He sublimates his fear that his muse
has "atrophied" [25] by "happily" declaring to his friends
that he is "nothing but a mite of observation" [25],
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gathering material for the epic poem that he will write one
day. In more sober moments, however, stregellnus realizes
that his life has been full of such "postponements" [26],
and that his youth, "the experimental period" of life, has
been "wasted" [26-27].
This
feeling is only reinforced by the fact that
Stregelinus, at the age of thirty, is not only a bachelor,
but a virgin. His sexuality is as undefined as are his
poetic aspirations: without being overtly homosexual, his
affection
for
his
male
friends
is
"intense"
and
"sentimental" [26], leaving little emotion for the female
sex. Concerning the latter his feelings are highly selfconscious: he has "fancied" himself in love on a few
occasions--possessed by a "guilty and hopeless passion" for
a married female friend—all for the sake of "the pleasure
of romantic self-pity" [26]. An important influence in his
sexual
Inhibition
is
his
strong-willed
mother. Amy
Stregelinus, who, since the premature death of his father,
has
dominated
her
only
child's
life.
Her prudish
presentation of sex as a dirty activity has found fertile
soil in what is referred to as Stregelinus's "natural
timidity" (261.
Stregelinus's heterosexual friendships are mostly with
"older
middle-aged" [158] and married women, and they
obviously lack a physical aspect. His only relationship with
a woman of his own age is with Sylvia Trema ine, whom he has
known since his college days, but with whom he has never
been intimate nor wished to be. Due to infantile paralysis,
Sylvia is unattractively thin, and is furthermore "morbidly
shy and self-conscious" [331. Indeed, Stregelinus does not
"really think of her as a woman at all" [144]; he treats her
with the attitude of a "protective brother" E357] rather
than as a male friend. And, while he appreciates Sylvia's
sensitivity and intelligence, he mostly sees her as a duty,
which he has undertaken to please not just Sylvia but
Sylvia's mother, to whom he is dedicated at least as much.
When in the face of his "sinking prospects" £35] on the
marriage market Stregelinus proposes to Sylvia, he does not
do so out of love, but because she represents a solution to
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parents are Insufferably vulgar. It is simply that he needs
the social texture of a familiar and friendly world to
deflect the stress on his insecure self. As an Individual,
he feels unqualified for marriage because he is "the worst
sort of flop" Í1431, and fears that Audrey will soon find
him "stale" Í1781. He panics at a "definite commitment"
[163] to Audrey; and finally, he has horrible nightmares
about his marriage being Mew York's derision. Unable to cope
with the pressure on his insecure self, Stregelinus ends his
friendship with Audrey. He gives up what independence Audrey
has given him, and retreats into his former shell. Audrey
drops him in utter contempt.
The second environment in which Stregelinus is placed is
the all-male world of the U.S.S. Sardonyx, to which he Is
assigned shortly after having broken his engagement with
Audrey. On board this vessel the ironic distance between the
prissy Stregelinus and the "real world" is most extreme;
indeed, the sea episode becomes pivotal in his development.
At sea, social background and decorum count for little;
during dinner, talk is of "what the navy man really wants
when he goes ashore" t208), of the desirability of state-run
"houses" for American soldiers, and of the readiness of
"your big society women Eto) fall for the first sailor that
asked them" 12101.
The innocent Stregelinus is disgusted at this alien
world, which scoffs at his suggestion to have literary
"discussion groups" so that sailors may "improve themselves"
[2071. True, compared to the world of the Sardonyx New ïork
may be "artificial" (211], but it was at least a "better
world" with "finer people" [216]. Nevertheless, in spite of
this superior attitude, Stregelinus has a sense of exclusion
from the kind of experience represented by the Sardonyx. Hew
York's decorum suddenly appears a mere "papier-mSchë house
of refuge built by timidity" within a universe that was
"obsessed in the fascinated study of its own reproduction"
t211]. His life begins to seem a dreary "formality," which
"passed the time and after a while you could die" [22QÎ.
Meeting Sylvia and other old acquaintances during a leave in
Miami does not give hi» the pleasure which it used to give.
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his mind, because it was something that he wanted to
do, not because he wanted to look forward to it or
bacìe upon it, not because it was any part of any
pattern, [372]
While this expression of Stregelinus's confidence in
himself and in the genuineness of his emotions might have
formed
the
basis
of his emotional and psychological
redemption, it becomes the beginning of the problematic and
ambiguous conclusion of The Indifferent
children.
After all,
according to the logic of the novel, the verbal expressions
of love should, either that same night or later, have been
followed by their physical consummation. This does not
occur. In the first place, Stregelinus believes in a man
"keeping himself pure for the girl he intends to marry"
1371 J, as he had been taught by his Chelton headmaster.
Although this looks like an attempt to postpone the fearsome
test of his sexual aptitude, the reader is inclined to
forgive Stregelinus for it since he seems determined to
marry
Audrey,
and breaks his engagement with Sylvia.
However, when Sylvia commits suicide, Stregelinus decides
that
he
must
not
marry
at
all.
Sylvia was his
"responsibility," he says, and "it's my sickening tragedy
that I failed her" N 0 6 ] . And as an act of penance and
"renunciation" 1407] he breaks his engagement with Audrey.
Stregelinus's
act of "renunciation," however, seems
nothing but a cover-up for an insuperable barrier to his
physical union with Audrey, namely his homosexuality. After
all,
his affection for male friends was "Intense and
sentimental,"
and
on
board
the Sardonyx he becomes
infatuated with a "Byronic" [193 J Executive officer. In
Panama people characterize him by saying that "sometimes
those people are heterosexual" [370]. Upon breaking with
Audrey Stregelinus tells her, "You have always known my
hand. There was nothing covered" [407 1, a remark which is
unintelligible unless it refers to a homosexual inclination.
This
homosexual
ingredient
in
Auchincloss's main
character is problematic. In the first place, Auchincloss
only
hints at it, thus drawing the attention to his
inhibition
to deal with it in a more straightforward
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manner.17

Secondly, the question arises whether Auchincloss
was
making
his
main character a homosexual—possibly
inverted—in his aim to create an "absurd young man" or to
"clarify little points" to himself through fiction. To be
sure, these aspects need not be unrelated. Indeed, the
ironic treatment of Stregellnus's homosexuality, of his
Infatuation with the Exec, his friendships with elderly
women,
his
noble boarding school principles, and his
tendency to get enmeshed in heterosexual relationships,
arguably formed an attempt on Auchincloss's part to disown
such aspects in himself. In view of the inhibited quality of
the disowning, the attempt failed.
Thirdly, it seems that Auchincloss simply did not know
what to do with his character. He had Introduced him as an
inverted homosexual, had him discover that he also "could
love a girl" [358 1, and then made him retreat into celibacy
again, thus repeating the experience of Beverly Minturn in
the Yale story "Two Votes for Beauty," written eight years
before. The conclusion thus suggests itself that Auchincloss
was unable to imagine anything but the character's retreat
and
defeat,
anything
but
portraits of psychological
stagnation. Stregellnus had initially revealed an Inner
growth and an increasing self-command; yet in the end,
unchangeable inner deficiencies caused him to relapse into
his earlier cast of mind.
That Stregellnus was an impossible character is further
indicated by the novel's "Epilogue," in which Auchincloss
proceeded to finish him off. Stregellnus is killed in
London, by a "buzz bomb" which noiselessly drops down on
him, "its motor having cut off perhaps a quarter of a mile
18
away" [423).
This totally arbitrary, "mors-ex-machina"
episode
is
further
trivialized
by the narrator. He
flippantly speculates whether "Beverly had time to picture
the climax of his search for real experience..., but, oh,
these speculations!" [423]. This conclusion shows that,
towards the end of The Indifferent Children, Auchincloss had
lost
interest in his persona Beverly Stregelinus. The
character had "refused to do as he was told," failed to be
redeemed, and remained "absurd." As a result, Auchincloss
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killed him, just as in the unpublished "A World of Profit"
he had killed Stephen Hill, who had sold out the values that
constituted his emotional defenses by falling in love with
Audrey Emerson. With no option between dilettantish and
escapist idealism and destruction in the physicality of the
"real"
world,
Auchincloss's
first
novel,
like
its
unpublished predecessor, fails to formulate a synthesis
between the individual and society. And the only answer to
resulting psychological stagnation is termination.
Auchincloss's ambivalent attitude to Beverly Stregelinus
was mirrored in the publication history of the novel as a
whole. Influenced in this by his parents, Auchincloss was
afraid that publication under his own name might hurt him
professionally,
and besides he feared "the frowns and
snickers" of society. In an act of "bizarre shyness," he
decided to publish it under a pseudonym, Andrew Lee, but
went on to reveal the identity of the author to whoever
wished
to
know
it.19
This aftermath only confirmed
Auchincloss's sense that his book was a failure. Not until
its 1964 reissue did The Indifferent Children appear under
Auchincloss's own name.
In view of these events Auchincloss might well have
abandoned writing if Thé Indifferent Children had not had
fairly
good
reviews;
indeed, reading William McFee's
comparison of him to Henry James made Auchincloss too
excited to have lunch.20 The generally favorable trend in
the reviews picked Auchincloss up, and gave him the courage
to continue writing. His next publication was a volume of
short stories. The Injustice Collectors, which came out in
1950
and was Auchincloss's first book brought out by
Houghton Mifflin, with whom he has since stayed. That
Auchincloss decided upon short stories rather than a new
novel had to do with his uncertainty about his writing. He
felt that starting a novel would compete with his law work;
short
stories, on the other hand, did not require a
protracted commitment and combined more easily with his
daytime duties. 21
Yet, gradually he grew more confident. He was much
encouraged when two stories, "Maud" and "Finish, Good Lady,"
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central theme of the characters' entrapment in roles and
their desire for liberty and experience. As was the case
with Beverly Stregelinus, the characters' rebellions are
short-lived and inconsequential, and the status quo is
eventually reaffirmed. After their little escapades the
characters always find themselves in a worse plight than
before, giving the collection as a whole a deterministic
trend.
Auchincloss does not provide the answer to why his
characters are all so frustrated, as the stories do not
probe too deeply. Indeed, in his preface to the collection
Auchincloss claimed that such answers pertained to the field
of psychology or to the novel rather than to the short
26
story.
However true that may be, it does raise the
question whether the theme of "injustice collecting" was
suitable for dramatization in short stories. An objection of
a different nature was made by Edmund Bergler, who had been
sent an advance copy of the volume, in a letter he both
praised
Auchincloss for being "50 years ahead of the
comprehension of our contemporaries," and criticized him for
inconclus iveness.
You seem to have intellectually glimpsed the strange
world of psychic masochists, and affectively reacted
with what we call "fear of one's own courage."
Hence,
your
flight
into
rationalizations and
defenses. This is also visible in the hazy way in
which
you
describe your ... heroines, and in
avoiding
the real problems in your best story
"Maud." By letting the future husband be killed, you
escape the necessity of showing what happened in
this masochistic marriage.
Auchincloss was irritated by this letter,28 as it once more
affirmed that his inner constitution was frustrating his
literary efforts. His inhibitions had made The Indifferent
Children
essentially a failure, and now
a well-known
psychiatrist
was telling him that his subsequent work
suffered from the same problem. Thus, Bergler's letter was
no doubt instrumental in Auchincloss's decision, taken a
year later, to be psychoanalyzed.
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left alone, and retreats into the solitude of the home
library, where she pursues her intellectual interests.
Sybil's unsociability, however, is not the outcome of a
straightforward rebelliousness. At its roots, rather, is a
lack of self-confidence and a deep-seated fear of "the
world."
True,
Sybil
has "spark," "independence," and
"intensity";29 that in this she differs from the dull Millie
is recognized by Philip Hilliard, Sybil's later husband.
However, her "spark" and "intensity" are self-conscious and
aggressive, and lack spontaneity. Her self-esteem is low:
she finds herself "a strange thing, ... not much of an
asset. You ask my family" [89). She has no knowledge about
why she is what she is, and yet protects her stubborn sense
that she is different from the rest by refusing to cooperate
and conform. The intensity of her character is in this way a
negative one: it perpetuates the disharmony between her and
society and blocks a creative solution to it. Yet, for a
long
time
Sybil prefers this psychological stasis to
breaking out, as in a curious way it has come to provide her
with security.
Sybil suggests a single cause for the development of the
heroine's character: her parents. These are described in
quite acid terms. Sybil's father is a predictable, smallminded person without much talent but with many pretensions,
who, Sybil witnesses, keeps up the "habitual bluff of his
masculinity" (61 to hide his very Insecurity in that field.
The lack of sympathy and intimacy between him and Sybil are
such, however, that he has never been a prime force In her
life. Her father being mostly conspicuous by his absence,
Sybil in effect takes her place among the many literally or
figuratively fatherless characters in Auchincloss's fiction.
Sybil's mother, Esther, has been a considerably greater
formative force in her daughter's development and, as was
the
case
with Beverly Stregelinus, her influence was
essentially negative. Though outwardly a perfect mother,
Esther Rodman has always approached motherhood as a chore.
Marriage and building a family have never been more than a
"duty" to her [23І, lacking any emotional Involvement. In
raising her children she is preoccupied with "the proper
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fulfillment of her own functions as a parent rather than the
happiness of her children" [4]. She loves her children to
the extent that they are nice to her, and consequently
prefers Teddy to Sybil. She even likes Millie better, since
the conforming Millie gives Esther the approval that she
needs, in the absence of a self that transcends her social
functions. Sybil refuses her such confirmation; Esther's
resulting
perennial
disapproval
of
her daughter has
implanted in her daughter a strong sense of worthlessness
and inadequacy. As one character sardonically puts it, the
effect on Sybil of Esther's education was as if she had been
"run over by a truck" [152!.
This is a stark picture of two parents who represent an
oppressive
and
totally uncongenial influence in their
daughter's life. Sybil's mother, in particular, seems the
epitome of the nightmare of Beverly Stregelinus, in which
life was an empty "formality," which passed the time until
one died. Sybil's aversion to participating in social life
thus results from an unwillingness to suffer the denial of
her individuality by the forms of "death-in-life" that
social behavior consists in. Her rebellion against her
parents and their approach to life, then, involves the
attempted affirmation of a fullness of life, and of a selffulfillment that Is diametrically opposed to "her mother's
concept
of
domesticity
[and] her father's jokes and
pretenses" [32]. She Is determined that "if she married it
would be because she had found a person who would let her
love him" [32], even if such a love would be an illusion.
Soon enough Sybil's knight crosses her path: Philip
Hilllard, who, being the son of a rich New York family. Is
the catch of the season. He is attracted to Sybil for her
aggressive
individuality.
From the inception of their
romance, however, Sybil realizes that Hilllard is not the
Byronic hero that she takes him to be. She knows that she is
his intellectual superior, considers his views on art naive,
and decides that he Is "the handsomest man that she had ever
seen,
knowing
perfectly
well
that he wasn't" [58].
Nevertheless, Sybil lives up to her fiction for the sake of
rebelling and marries him. In the meantime, however, she
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replaces her individuality by a role, the role of the
adoring wife, writing lofty, romantic letters to her husband
during his service in the Pacific. In fact, outwardly Sybil
has become little different from Millie, who earlier had
been the image of all she despised, and of the normality
from which she felt excluded.
This development is reflected in Sybil's relationship
with
her
in-laws. Having looked askance at the old,
defensive and nonconformist Sybil, the Hilliards approve of
the devoted spouse that Sybil has become. Conversely, Sybil
has
substituted
her former awe of families like the
Hilliards, a more worldly and more formidable crowd than the
Rodmans, by a social ease and confidence. In fact, she has
totally submitted herself to the rule of Lucy Milliard,
Philip's mother. Energetic, dominant and practical, Lucy
holds her tribe together like an "admiral" 1166], and
defends the status quo against the whims of renegades.
However,
even
though
her values altogether lack the
negativism and egotism of Esther Rodman's, Lucy Billiard
resembles Sybil's mother in enforcing a conformist social
code¿
geared
towards
the
taming
of
divergent,
individualistic elements. Consequently, Sybil's rebellion
has been small indeed: she has merely exchanged dominance by
her mother for dominance by her mother-in-law.
In the process Sybil has estranged her husband. He had
not married her so that she could become a "serene" (124],
"submissive" [134] and "coherent" [130] wife, but for her
explosive "intensity" [187]. Comparing Sybil's lofty and
adoring love letters with those which he reads as a navy
censor,
written
by
sailors and "filled with erotic,
misspelled reminiscences of physical intimacy" [127], he
realizes that he wants a less serene and "earthier" [1271
wife. Soon afterwards he exchanges "the quiet subtlety of
Sybil's world for the world of the censored letters" [134],
and has several affairs. When, moreover, he informs his wife
of his wish to separate, Sybil faces the foundering of her
romantic rebellion:
All she had wanted from him was to be allowed to
love him. For it was love that was to have rescued
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background" [236]. Particularly pertinent are the "false
values" of Chelton school, but in the end Plimpton's selftherapy "got the Chelton out," even though "the patient
almost died in the process" [236]. Plimpton now rejects all
standards but "what we want for ourselves" [232], paints
without caring whether there is a public that likes his
work,
and
shirks
interhuman commitments for fear of
compromising his independence.
The point about Howard Plimpton Is that he is a fake.
While he seems liberated from his past and education, in
reality he merely cultivates the mirror image of its values.
He goes to parties to be rude to people, acts superior to
those who adhere to the "nice" standards of society, and
wears open-neck shirts. His lovemaking is deliberately cool
and uninvolved, geared to physical "satisfaction" rather
than to romantic concerns. However, Plimpton is unable to
sever his ties with the past:
Despite all he could , do there was a certain hard
core of the Cheltonian that he could never entirely
obliterate. He was like a man sitting in a crowded
street car, refusing, for some odd principle and
much to his own discomfort, to give up his seat to a
woman. [2361
Plimpton's pose is artificial and self-conscious, as his
"emancipation" has not been accompanied by a real, inner
change. Even though Sybil is briefly attracted to Plimpton,
she soon recognizes "the sterility of his independence"
[2681. Compared to that, her marriage with Hilliard appears
more attractive, as in spite of their lukewarm feelings for
each other, their marriage affirms interhuman dependency
with a genuineness that exceeds that of Plimpton's rejection
of such dependency.
The episode with Plimpton and Sybil's consequent return
to the fold of her marriage give Sybil an artistically
unsatisfying ending. First, there is a schematic quality
about the opposition of these two spheres of influence.
Plimpton and Hilliard each stand for a certain approach to
life, and Sybil moves from the one to the other, and finally
makes up her mind about settling for Hilliard. Yet, no

ss
attention
is
paid
to
any
developments
within her
relationship with her husband, giving it a very static
aspect. Furthermore, Sybil explores no other options than
the ones represented by Milliard and Plimpton. Together with
the depravity of the Rodman home, these men represent
Sybil's world. Sybil herself appears to have or represent
nothing, and it is this inner emptiness which makes Sybil
lacking in complexity.
Finally,
Plimpton's reemergence towards the end of
Sybil, after only a few, brief appearances in the first two
chapters
of
the novel, seems very much an authorial
intervention. He appears to be a device for arguing Sybil
out of her rejection of married life with Hllliard; being a
device,
he
is
a
personified
idea
rather
than a
satisfactorily imagined character. Nevertheless, it is clear
that
his
type
of
ideological rebellion against his
background appealed to Auchincloss's imagination. Indeed,
subsequent
novels
would
reintroduce
characters
like
Plimpton, and examine the alternative to conformity that he
offers.
At the time of publishing Sybil Auchincloss must have been
aware that the conclusion of the novel was not satisfactory.
Indeed, briefly afterwards he wrote a similar novel which
attempted to £111 in the empty space of its predecessor.
That novel, A Law for the Lion, was begun in the middle of
1952, during the first year of Auchincloss's sabbatical from
the law, and came out in September 1953. Its writing took
considerably
less than a year, since in the meantime
Auchincloss also wrote a number of short stories. These were
published in various periodicals, until they were collected
in The Romantic Egoists. 30
The idea for A Law for the Lion dated from Auchincloss's
legal days. In The Journal of the Bar Association he had
read an article on cross-examination, which argued that if a
trial lawyer knew that a witness always would tell "the
absolute truth about what he thought and felt," the lawyer
"would have him," This struck Auchincloss "as the germ for a
whole novel about someone who would tell it, regardless of
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known consequences."
While Auchincloss's fascination with
honesty and justice is a long-standing one--arguably dating
from the ill-fated day when he foolishly told on his
classmates at Groton--A Law for the Lion is his first novel
to be overtly concerned with the theme of personal morality
and honesty in society. In his fiction, a personal morality
typically
leads to injustice, because the corrupt and
fraudulent tend to get the better deals in the world. Yet,
particularly in a world characterized by a lack of generally
accepted
values, it is a personal morality which may
distinguish one human being from another, and which gives
one an identity. This theme of personal morality as a
strategy
for
self-individuatlon will be seen in many
subsequent novels. Indeed, in a subverted form it has been
met
in The Injustice Collectors, in which Auchincloss
speculated "if punishment and injustice are not always more
sought after than seeking," and whether "even the saint lis]
in some fashion the magnet that attracts the very disaster
32
that he may appear to be seeking to avoid."
The build-up to the disastrous trial scene in A Law for
the Lion in many respects resembles the plot of Sybil. Its
female main character, Eloise Dilworth, has conformed to
prescribed roles ever since her childhood. Her father having
died early in her life, and her eccentric mother preferring
the pleasures of Paris to raising her daughter, she was
brought up by an uncle and aunt. Feeling trapped in her role
as the kind and grateful niece, and being denied the
opportunity of a more congenial life abroad with her mother,
she marries the considerably older George Dilworth In an illadvised bid for release. Her love for him soon dies.
Dilworth is a man of average talents who is yet determined
to get to the top of the New York legal world. He is a
stuffy conservative, who wants his wife to be an exemplar of
decorum
and
maternity. After the birth of their two
children, when Eloise is in her late twenties, their sex
life virtually comes to an end. Eloise consequently feels
trapped once again.
Frustrated
in her actual life, Eloise has private
fantasies of stepping out of her role, of finding out and
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As
the
"desperately"
indicates,
Elolse's
dream
of
fulfilling, true experience has disintegrated already during
her attempt to realize it. Like Sybil Milliard, it appears,
she has been embracing an illusion.
Unlike Sybil, however, Eloise manages to turn her defeat
into a kind of redemption. When Eloise and Landik are in bed
together, a detective, hired by the suspicious Dilworth,
charges into the room, and, as the camera clicks, Eloise
feels that "her nightmare had at last come true" (1631:
society has at last exposed her other self. In the ensuing
divorce
trial Eloise embraces her "nemesis" E176] and
continues her rejection of her past role. She turns her
infidelity into martyrdom by challenging the essentially
Victorian
morality
of Dilworth and his counsel Harry
Hamilton in matters of marriage and motherhood. She opposes
their dogmatic Victorianism with a newly acquired knowledge
of the disparity between appearances and reality, roles and
selves. Doing so, she naturally disqualifies herself as a
"fit guardian" of her two children; as Dilworth's counsel
puts it, Eloise is "hung" on her "truthfulness" [197].
In short, Eloise is a prime example of the "injustice
collector," the psychological type that held such a firm
grip on Louis Auchincloss's imagination during the early
period of his postwar writing career. Eloise had courted
"punishment and injustice" In her search for the "real she"
128]. As was true for the characters in The Injustice
Collectors, she found that self only in an antisocial
privacy; merging the two first led to crisis, and later to
an attempt to redeem that crisis. Sybil had done so by
penitently returning to her husband. Eloise, on the other
hand, decides to stick to her nascent self-command, and
declines to go back to her husband. Similarly, she rejects
Landik, since whatever she feels for him is "still more of a
teenager's crush than anything else. It isn't real because
I'm not quite real" (257). For the time being she will be
unattached, in order to develop herself independently. As
she tells her former husband,
I'm not going to marry anyone, George. Inconceivable
as that may seem to you. I want to find out first
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what I am. I want to learn to live with myself. I
want to be satisfied with myself as a human being
and not as a daughter or a niece or a wife. I want
to go back where I was when I graduated from college
and first met you. (2661
With this bid for sanity and composure, Eloise Dilworth's
rebellion
moves
tentatively
beyond
the
defeat
and
resignation of Auchincloss's other rebels.
It is impossible not to read in the development of
Elöise Dilworth a parallel of the debate that was going on
in Auchincloss's own life at the time of writing A Law for
the Lion. After all, he had resigned from what he then
considered his uncongenial law practice, interrupting a
career which he had quite automatically chosen upon his
return from the war. Resigning had been an experiment which,
first, might give him a clearer idea about his writing, and
second,
might do so through an increased self-command
achieved by means of psychoanalysis. It was an attempt to
put
himself
in
a position like Elolse's, in which,
uncommitted to any role, not excluding any options, he might
decide independently what course he wanted his life to take.
At the time of writing A Law for the Lion Auchincloss's
decision was still in the balance; indeed, the quality of
this book, the product of his full-time dedication to
literature, was to form an important basis for his choice.
The
novel's
reception
in the fall of 1953 was not
encouraging.
While
some reviewers praised the novel's
analysis of present-day morality, most found its treatment
of the characters only moderately interesting, and failed to
see in it the increased quality that Auchincloss was hoping
for.35 In an interview conducted before Auchincloss had read
the reviews of A Law for the Lion, he had already expressed
an Indecision about persisting in writing full time, as if
anticipating the novel's reception. The reviewers must have
resolved the question for him: they did not consider the
novel
the
longed-for
breakthrough,
and
thus helped
Auchincloss make up his mind to try to return to the
practice of law.
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The question whether Auchincloss gave himself enough
time to reap the fruits of his literary and psychoanalytic
experiment belongs to the realm of speculation. However, it
is clear that, starting with his first novel after his
sabbatical, there occurred a change in his fiction; this
change may be seen as a—somewhat retarded--effect of the
self-knowledge and self-command produced by Auchincloss's
psychoanalysis. Whether a similarly retarded effect would
have occurred with regard to the literary experiment of
Auchincloss's
sabbatical is indeterminable though quite
possible. It is a fact, however, that Auchincloss decided to
give up writing full-time, and to resume the practice of law
on the basis of a single novel, which is decidedly not among
his best efforts, not even among the four works that
constitute his oeuvre for the years from 1947 to 1953.

CHAPTER POUR
STUDIES OF MINOS UNDER PRESSURE: 1954-1959

The second phase in the early career of Louis Auchincloss
continued the examination of individuals in relation to an
inimical
environment. The theme was slightly modified,
however.
First, while in two of the preceding novels
Auchincloss had chosen women as his main characters, during
the years 1954-1959 he focused on male main characters. To a
certain degree, this change was only superficial: after all,
Sybil
Milliard and Eloise Dllworth were to an extent
androgynous characters, in whom the focus was on problems
that transcended the question of gender. Turning to the male
gender in The Great World and Timothy Colt (1956), Venus in
Sparta
(1958) and Pursuit of the Prodigal (1959) was
therefore partly just the removal of a mask.
In another sense, however, the gender change added an
important dimension, namely the question of male sexuality.
This question had been very unsuccessfully considered in The
Indifferent Children and had been almost totally ignored in
its two successors. A renewed interest in the problem was
heralded
by
Harry Hamilton, George Dllworth's defense
counsel in A Law for the Lion, whose inverted homosexuality
was sublimated into a priggish Victorian morality and an
ambiguous
idealization
of
his legal partnership with
Dilworth. After 1954 there Is an ongoing interest in the
nature and role of sexuality in the lives of the male
protagonists. Undoubtedly, this change was occasioned by
Auchincloss's psychoanalysis, which helped him to a greatet
understanding of the sexual tangle in his own life. Indeed,
Auchincloss's fictionalization of sexual problems that to a
degree were his own indicates at least a partial mastery of
them.
Another
change
by
which
the
second
phase
in
Auchincloss's
early
career
is
characterized
is
a
predominantly psychological perspective. In the preceding
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novels actual social locales had been prominent as means to
suggest both a character's confinement and the alternatives
that might transcend it. This treatment had given the novels
a somewhat schematic quality, and had left the inner minds
of the characters largely unexplored. The later three novels
of the early period, on the other hand, focus on the
consciousness
of the characters. They show that their
awareness of their environment does not result from actual
circumstances, but from unresolved, personal obsessions and
insecurities. Reality as the characters experience it is the
reflection
of
their cast of mind, or else it is a
fabrication by which the characters attempt to escape from
themselves. This presentation of reality as a mental rather
than
physical
or
historic
phenomenon
emerged
in
Auchincloss's fiction after 1953; it goes to show the
profound effect of psychoanalysis on Auchincloss's outlook.
Auchincloss's literary output of the years 1954-1959
began
with
a
transitional
work,
the collection of
interrelated short stories The Romantic Egoists (1954). Most
of the stories had been written in 1953, and reveal a close
kinship
with
those
in The Injustice Collectors. The
collection belongs with the novels of the late 1950s,
however, in that it points forward to its successors, even
those of the 1960s. Stories like "The Fortune of Arleus
Kane," about a man haunted by his inherited fortune, and
"The Evolution of Lorna Treadway," dealing with a woman who
gradually emerges from timidity to self-assertion, bear
comparison
with The House of Five Talents (1960) and
Portrait in Brownstone (1962). The structure of The Romantic
Egoists uses a single first person narrator who connects the
various episodes; the same method would be employed in
Auchincloss's 1960s novels.
With regard to the novels of the late 1950s, The
Romantic Egoists prepared the way for The Great World and
Timothy Colt. "The Legends of Henry Everett" involves the
skeptical analysis of Wall Street myths that would recur in
that novel. Moreover, the collection contained a story "The
Great
World and Timothy Colt," which was an "advance
2
study."
While The Romantic Egoists as a whole elicited very
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favorable reviews—James Stern called it the work of a
3
id
writer of "unusual brilliance" — , "The Great World and
4
Timothy Colt" in particular was singled out for praise,
which encouraged Auchincloss to explore the story's themes
further in a novel.
In the novel Timothy Colt bears a resemblance to Sybil
Rodman in Sybil. Like her, Colt struggles against a low selfesteem caused by his upbringing. His father having died
early in his life, Colt has been raised by his mother
Genevieve in a succession of tawdry West Side hotels, where
the anchorless, incomplete family faces "the suspicious eyes
of an infinity of clerks and doormen." Colt's sense of
humiliation is only exacerbated by his mother's alcoholic
misconception of her social status. Her shrill complaints
about the rudeness of hotel clerks only convince her son of
their own social inferiority. Seeing himself reflected in
his mother, Colt resorts to unceasing labor to compensate
for her delusory self-perception.
If Genevieve was apt to stumble, to protest too
much, to talk overloudly, ... then he had to be more
circumspect, more silent, more industrious. It was
as if she were an actual part of him, the looser,
lighter side of his nature, the one that he had to
make up for before the great and golden eye of a
demanding God.... Only in the spare neatness of his
own small room, under the green lamp with his law
books, was there rest from the pressure of his
imagined overseer, as in childhood he had sought at
the same desk the solved equation, the translated
stanza. What Genevieve threatened to upset with her
fictional past and her far from fictional bottle had
to be righted by remorseless application of himself.
[26-27]
Work forms Colt's act of penitence and self-chastisement,
done in compensation for his mother's excesses. It is an
expression of his sense of responsibility for his mother, as
well as his dependency, involving a psychological symbiosis
resembling that of Charlie and Frank Slade in Auchincloss's
ïale story "Finish, Good Lady." Work has no value for Colt
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except in so far as it relieves him of the sense of quilt
and inferiority implanted in him by his mother. It forms a
method of escape from reality, from consciousness. As Colt's
senior partner ambiguously comments, working overtime for
months on end Colt is "killing himself" t44].
The senior partner's comment might imply that Colt's
fellow human beings have an insight into his character. The
opposite is the case. Colt's is a hermetic mind, causing
people to wonder what he "wanttsl out of life" [181 or
whether there is "a purpose" (531 to his assiduity. His wife
Ann is even "frightened" by the "remoteness" of his "wells
of resentment" [961. Colt's marriage with Ann forms a mere
aspect of his attitude to life and to himself. Ann is a
plain, unpretentious, undemanding woman with a "sentiment
for undistinguished things" [29], who "comes second" (401 to
Colt's work. Her drab family background makes Colt confident
that even the little he has to offer will be enough for
her;
Indeed,
Ann
unconditionally
gives
him
an
"indispensable" [37] approval. While in his teens Colt had
had "fantasies" of marrying "a beautiful girl" [37], the
Sober reality is that he chooses a representative of his own
background, in resignation to his low self-esteem.
Colt's marriage forms a mere platform for his law
practice, in which he seeks further self-extinction. In the
firm, Colt has been "adopted" by Henry Knox, acting senior
partner of Sheffield, Knox, Stevens s Dale. On account of
his ideological starvation, Colt absorbs Knox's idealistic
view of the law. "Xou taught me," he tells Knox later,
that we [lawyers] were the men who greased the
wheels
of
finance
and
business.
That
our
contribution tò the general welfare was direct and
creative. That it was our glory to have worked out
the relationship between government and industry!
Oh, we were something!... We were the architects of
society. [1091
To Colt the law thus represents a possibility of "making up"
for his mother's excesses, of being creative where she is
destructive, of transcending his bleak reality and redeeming
his inner stagnation. It is an escapist ideology, however.

105
Under

Knox's

"artist"
the

a

head

Knox,

favor,"

Colt

grows

into

a legal

"maker of mosaics" who practices law with

"unworldliness

Dale,
to

"imperial

[351,

of

the perfectionist" [461. As Sheridan

of the trusts and estates department, points out
Colt

has been made to feel that "he's too good to

deal with ordinary businessmen" [461.
However,
is

only

if

occasion—to
him

with

law,

Colt is living with his head in a cloud, it

because he has been allowed—indeed, has been given

a

do so by Knox. It is Knox who has Indoctrinated

an

illusory

vision of the "creative" practice of

vision

which

Knox had needed himself for his moral

self-justification.
defiance
wanted

of
his

never
his
he

and

able

Knox,
bright

to

years

a

succeed

"cold,

been
adult

youth"

to

[721,

progenitor's

chose

father,

son

"immoral"

Knox

his

the

lawyer's profession in

clerical
him.

headmaster,

who had

His father found lawyers

having

"drunk

Insistent"

deep"

of

his

idealism [47], "had

tolerate that the lares and penates of

should

be

more

gilded than those of his

[471. As a result, "in contraposition to his parent,"

constructed

a

constructive

myth of the law as a morally and socially

occupation,

pursued

by

independent,

generalistic "philosopher-advocates" [471.
Like

Colt,

supplant
aged

his

Knox
real

has

chosen

father's

a

substitute

authority:

father

to

Sheffield, the now

head of Sheffield, Stevens, Knox & Dale. Sheffield is a

"survivor"
legendary
necessities
firm

from

the

legal

nineteenth

individualists

of

the

century,
who

the

had

era

of the

a disdain for the

marketplace, and who approached the law

as a "group of gentlemen loosely associated by a common

enthusiasm

for

the

practice

"unifying

symbol"

his

guilty

image.
[73]

been

Even though

had had the bearing of them and Knox has carefully
that

truly

[1231.

(731,

he

not

law"

himself

cultivated

had

of

Sheffield

Sheffield

among the "titans"

had

thus

become

the

that Knox needed in order to soothe

conscience

about abandoning his father's school

for the venal city.
The
intricate
idealism

Great

World

portrait
from

one

and
of

Timothy
the

Colt

Inheritance

generation

to

the

thus
of

presents
an

next.

an

Illusory
Knox

has
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cultivated an idealistic image of his senior partner to be
able to believe in himself. In his turn he has been an idol
to Colt, and Is consequently "a product as well as a cause"
of the "system" [74]. Indeed, he knowingly plays the "game"
of the "grandiloquent" and detached legal eminence that Colt
wishes to see. What Colt is unaware of is that all the time
Knox
is
"heartily
rowing the same boat" [46-49] of
commercialism and specialization that he ostensibly despises
7
in his colleagues. Colt believes in the idealism that Knox
merely exploits. In this way, fostered by the "imperial
favor," he works in a "small sunny world" that seems "under
his own control" [125]. Eventually Knox realizes that Colt
had actually been the lawyer that he had visualized
himself as being. The lawyer who didn't really
exist. Because he couldn't exist. Not in their firm.
Or in their world. [110]
Colt's belief in his idealism indicates the extent to which
he lives in a self-constructed world, detached from reality.
Colt's fool's paradise eventually disintegrates. One
agent in this is Knox's firm enemy, Sheridan Dale. While
Knox cultivates a nostalgic and deceptive image of an
anachronistic type of lawyer. Dale is a representative of
the modern reality of large law firms with specialized
departments and powerful, corporate clients. The clientoriented Dale is the head of the practical, unintellectual
trusts and estates department as opposed to corporate law,
and always has an eye out for the big fee. His social
background
is
significantly different from Knox's: he
descends from a humble, Brooklyn family of Irish origin, and
has a degree from Fordham Law as opposed to Knox's Harvard.
He is a city-dweller, full of "slick urban chicanery," and
hardened by "the cynicism of Old World religions" [481. The
clients whom he brings in are not Knox's builders of
society, the bankers and industrialists, but "real estate
manipulators," "divorcing actresses and cafe socialites" and
similar characters who cause an "unwelcome" [481 increase in
the publicity of the firm.
the

Dale's arrival in the firm in the middle of the 1930s,
differences between his social background and Knox's,
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and

the

mark

differences

a

the

decade

the

pressures

was

when

currently

the WASP hegemony was disintegrating under

from

in

them

insecure

an

present

two

of

the

the

social and moral plurlformity that

taking over America. Auchineloss located that

Conflict

for

between his view of the law and Knox's

socio-historlc moment. The 1930s form par excellence

characters, and furthermore placed between
young

man,

who,

in

the existentialist

the late 1940s and early 1950s, unwittingly opts
moral

anachronistic

and

psychological

source,

out

of

hie

support

need

for

from

an

a "creative"

direction in his life.
It

is

Dale

nature

of

Colt's

world."
firm.

As

a

choice

test

George

compromise
on

that
to

exposes the anachronistic and escapist
and

for

wakes

him

up to the "great

Colt's imminent partnership in the

Dale assigns Colt to the case of the venal corporation

raider
and

who

Emlen,

Colt's

one occasion publicly Insults him. When Knox demands

Colt

apologize,

materialism,

think:

who like a "devil" [110] seems out to

values. Colt has a deep dislike of Emlen,
the latter considers this a surrender

and a compromise of his—and, as he used to

Knox's--ideals.
my

reveals

to him the hypocrisy of Knox's pose, deprives him of

his

own

The incident terminates his sense of

"having

sense

world."

of

too,

disillusioning,
The

smithy

identity,

Knox,

attack.

little

and

in

a

aligns

crazy
him

world" 1110],

with

the "great

is "disheartened" by his role in Colt's

and

shortly

Emlen

afterwards

has

a fatal heart

matter in this way becomes the "funeral"

[95] of all traces of past idealism.
There

Is

development
Great

a

in

World,"

expression

self-destructive

the

element

in

Colt's

second part of the novel, entitled "The

after

his

showdown

with

Emlen.

It

Is an

of the recurrence of Colt's self-chastisement for

his

mother's

the

legal

too,

and

presumption.

artist
it

permanently
department,
He

Emulating

the Illusory ideal of

and philosopher, Colt had been presuming,

befits

him

transferring

to
to

make

amends.

Dale's

trusts

He

does so by
and

estates

the most "worldly" and least "idealistic" branch

of

law.

of

its delusive "Old World," Ephraim Tutt "charm" [123], and

reorganizes the firm, destroys the last vestige

108
renders it into a modern "organization." Colt himself has
become known as a "machine of efficiency" [187], who, by
working as Dale's soulless "first lieutenant" [123], does
penitence for his sinful individualism under Knox.
While Colt's self-chastisement in the law Is effective
and complete, in his social life it is ambiguous. On the one
hand, it involves the destruction of all intimacy in his
marriage with Ann, who had also wanted him to apologize to
Emlen.
From
now on, Colt discards his former social
integrity and turns himself into a compromised, socially
aligned person. He separates from his wife, and immerses
himself in the corrupting attractions of the social world.
On
the
other
hand,
Colt's immersion in a more
comprehensive social life than his former one forms a
process of self-discovery. He strikes up a friendship with
Dale's stepdaughter, the beautiful and sophisticated Eileen
Shallcross, who takes him to cultural events, introduces him
to a new set of people, and thus becomes Colt's mentrix in
his "new life" [1981. Eileen is an Incarnation of the
"beautiful girl" [37] of his boyhood dreams. She represents
a "fantasy world" [190] to Colt, and has "everything in the
world that he lacked and hence distrusted: ease, poise,
cultivation" [183]. In short, while their friendship had
originated in Colt's self-destruction, it soon develops into
an exploration of areas of experience previously Ignored.
Nevertheless, there is never any indication that Colt's
therapeutic association with Eileen may lead to a durable
change in his character. Colt sees the friendship as an
Interim useful for "the postponement of other decisions"
[184], like whether or not to divorce Ann. In fact, he never
regards a "permanent rift" between Ann and himself as "quite
real,"
and
suspects that his return to her will be
"inevitable" [2521. Moreover, he Is fundamentally unsure of
himself, fears that Eileen finds him "vulgar" and "common"
[205], is "ashamed" of his "dull and dreary and lower middle
class"
descent [226]. Like Beverly Stregelinus in The
Indifferent Children, he is afraid that Eileen will "find
him out" for the "crumb" [226] that he is.
Colt also resembles Stregelinus with regard to his
problematic sexual life. Except for the existence of two
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sons,

there

between

is

Colt

recognize

the

friend

even

sought

the
of

implies

of

a

sexual

Colt's

sexlessness

relationship

acquaintances seem to
of

the

marriage; one

that Colt is an "inhibited invert who

disguise
wife"

of

masculinity

[1531.

If

in

a

sexually

Colt's marriage represents a

sexual inactivity, his move into the "great world"
an

act

of

from

enough

stick

to

acquaintance

sexual assertiveness. Indeed, after his

Ann Colt asks himself "if he was really man
to

on

except

platonlc.

his

that

chosen

path"

tl69]. Eileen, his

path, is as feminine as Ann is plain,

for one occasion, Colt's friendship with her is
Colt's

suggested
he

wife.

relative

separation

but,

indication
his

suggests

inaggressive
state

no

and

sexual

indétermination

may

also

be

by the fact that, after he has broken with Eileen,

moves

in

remaining

with

the

person

who

by

then

is

his only

friend in the "great world," a homosexual interior

decorator.
The
The

Great

World

Indifferent

excuse

for

the

status

the

opportunity

but

frightening

the
of

a

of

blue,

irregular
breaks
world"
cause
the

his

rejects
woman

Beverly Stregelinus had seized
with Audrey. Colt in his turn

refuses

to

go

with

He

along

with

resigns

from

a

slightly
the

firm,

Dale, and estranges the "great

has just befriended. Perversely, the direct
decision is his agony at Eileen's perjury for

winning
commits

Eileen's
who

quo.

transaction.

he

of

evidently

honorable

possibilities of a new life. Ostensibly out
he

his

Colt

an

self-sacrifice to escape from a genuine

connection

that

sake

that,

Colt

matter of legal mores to relieve himself of

legal

of

offering

relationship

minor

frightening
the

in

retreating from the "great world" to a situation

resembling

grasps

and Timothy Colt furthermore resembles

Children

going

his
legal

offer
to

be

represents

case in court. To compensate for
suicide.

to

share

more
his

Afterwards he moreover
a

life with him that is

sober. He returns to Ann, the

bondage

to

his background, and

offers the reassuring comfort of sympathy.
It
He

was soothing... to be home with Ann and the boys.
had

reassuring

the

feeling

normalcy

of
of

having

returned

to

the

a base camp after an exotic
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but

dangerous

safari

into

a

green

and

yellow

tropical land. [261]
Ann

had

like

warned

Eileen"

renounces

him

that "he would never understand people

[252];

whatever

the

timid Colt eventually agrees, and

possibilities

of

psychological

growth

that exist.
In

this

Timothy
novels

and

fails,

both

nourishing
the

way

Colt

"The

Great

confirms
short

World" of The Great World and

the endings of Auchincloss's earlier

stories. Colt's attempted

self-redemption

in the "constructive" practice of law, and in a
search

for

experience

in the "great world." In

end, Colt is back where he started, with nothing but his

small

self. Yet, there is a suggestion that his failed self-

redemption
some

has

purged him not only of his illusions, but of

of his old anxieties. It has given him a small spark of

hope

that

he has learned "a kind of truth" about himself in

his

legal

suicide and his return to Ann. Although he admits

that

this

"truth"

may

be

"a

willed

truth," he comes to

regard it as something that he and Ann "can build on" [285].
The

Great

"Timothy
Colt's
with

World and Timothy Colt is a very uneven work.

Colt,"

the

background
Knox,

Great

is

first

and

part of the novel, dealing with

his acquaintance and disillusionment

intricate

and astute. The second part, "The

World," is much less successful. This seems due to the

ambiguity

of

Ostensibly

an

Colt's

immersion

in

the

"great

world."

act of self-destruction, it becomes a process

of

self-discovery;

this ambivalence is resolved by Colt—or

by

Auchincloss — in

an

that

of

Great

The

World

resolve

and

to

ending which la equally contrived as

Indifferent

Children.

Timothy

"build"

on

Colt,
the

The final scene of The

in which Colt and his wife

"willed truth" of Colt's legal

suicide, is unconvincing and downright sentimental.
In

The

Indifferent

Children

reason

for

opting

such

Auchincloss's
tangle
Colt

in

a

contrived

ending,

namely

inability to work out the sexual or homosexual

Stregelinus's

life.

The Great World and Timothy

contains similar suggestions that it is Colt's sense of

inferiority
his

for

there had been a definite

old

as a man which causes his failure to emerge from

self.

This

sense of inferiority had originated in

Ill
Colt's

relationship

presumptions
himself
above

had

without
all,

Beverly

with

his

mother,

whose

self-deluded

convinced Colt that he should never assert
good

cause,

sexually.

In

socially, professionally, and

other

words, as is the case with

Stregellnus, Colt's mother has fostered in her son a

profound

sexual

inhibition. However, Eileen's revelation to

him

of

the

beginning of Colt's inner growth and of the vanishing of

those

a different self and a different life seemed to mark
inhibitions.

When

such

suddenly turns out not to be

the case, the reader is simply left puzzled.
In

spite

of this flaw. The Great World and Timothy Colt

is

among the memorable novels of Auchincloss's early career.

It

is

his

business

first

that

works.

is

subsequent
attempt

novel to give a comprehensive view of the

environment
It

was

to form the setting of many

also Auchincloss's first novel to

an analysis of a man's mind within that professional

world.

In

analysis

the сазе of The Great World and Timothy Colt that
was

inconclusive;

it

was

to be pursued further,

however, in Auchincloss's subsequent novels.
The

first

1958,

of these was Venus in Sparta. It was published in

and

whom

dedicated

to

Auchincloss's wife Adele Lawrence,

he had married on September 7, 1957, shortly before his

fortieth
couple
have

birthday.
settled

in

stayed

his

life,

the

until

Auchincloss's
Vidal

After

their

honeymoon

in

Mexico, the

Park Avenue apartment in which they
the

present

day.

In

other

words,

marriage introduced an element of stability to

emotionally

and

socially.

As

he wrote to Gore

two months after the wedding, "I like married life. So

much less knocking around town."
In
ready
a

the same letter, Auchincloss added, "New novel almost
to submit. What do you think of 'In Trust for Life' as

title?

It's

the

officer."

This

description

superficial,

however,

character

who

disturbed

Auchincloss

character
interesting.

is

at

as

among

this
It

tale of the decline and fall of a trust

was

of

the

Venus

new

in

novel

was rather

Sparta concerns a main

the most neurotically and sexually

creations. The emergence of this main
stage
the

time

in

Auchincloss's

life

is

when, after psychoanalysis,
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Auchincloss's former emotional and sexual inhibitions were
resolved.
Auchincloss's greater self-command and mental
stability was expressed by his Marriage, and by the pleasure
he took in the calm of married life.
In other words, Auchincloss created the unstable and
neurotic mind of his character with a certain detachment. To
be sure, this detachment did not indicate an increasing
impersonality in Auchincloss's themes. Indeed, the problems
of the main character strongly resembled those with which
Auchincloss had struggled until recently. This closeness
between the character's and Auchincloss's experience is
sufficiently suggested by the fact that Auchincloss used his
own honeymoon impressions of Mexico as a source for his
character's trip to the same country. Mixing autobiography
and imagination in this manner, Auchincloss was again making
himself part of the subject of his fiction, as he had done
in The Indifferent Children. The difference between The
Indifferent Children and Venus in Sparta is, however, that,
while in the earlier novel the fiction dealt with issues
with a contemporaneous relevance for the author--he was
"clarifying little points" to himself by working them out
"in fictional form"--, in the case of Venus in Sparta
Auchincloss was fictionally working out aspects that by now
belonged to his past.
Venus in Sparta is the story of forty-five year old
Michael Parish, a successful senior trust officer of the
q
Hudson
River
Trust Company,
respected for his tact,
diplomacy and quiet competence. He is ostensibly happily
married to Flora Cameron, has an apartment in New York and a
house on Long Island, and is destined to become Hudson's
president before too long. This is not surprising as the
firm was founded by his grandfather, and would have been
continued by Parish's father, had the latter not prematurely
died, when his son was twelve years old. The firm forms
Parish's "natural heritage";
together with his marriage to
Flora, whose conquest had been his "greatest triumph" [18]
and the "great and dignifying experience" [19 J of his
manhood, becoming the firm's president forms a "fantasy" of
respectable achievement. In it, he would
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one day occupy the chair at the head of the table,
[and] would sit in his grandfather's seat, the seat
that had been destined for his father had he lived.
And there he would sit, Michael Parish, a bank
president, a married man, a father and the trustee
of many trusts. 1371
Bank president, husband, father and trustee: these are the
constituents of Parish's identity and self-respect. Missing
a sense of inner solidity, he is the sum of his social
functions, and of the respect meted out for these.
Parish is quite aware of his basic characterlessness. He
fears that while he "looked to perfection the part of the
modern trust officer" [2J, in reality he is a "fake" til].
Like Timothy Colt, he is unfathomable behind "a glazed
front" £16] of "cautious reserve" (581; keeping his inner
thoughts "all locked up inside," his partners frequently
wonder "what makes [him] tick" [96]. Full of "morbid doubts"
[11] about himself, his career appears a mere "game" [37]
without an essential relation to himself, and he finds
himself "a toy" [12] in the hands of the current president.
In his private life he feels the "lapdog" [1921 of his
mother and his wife, and is eternally asked to smooth out
the problems of his son and stepdaughter. He has a "habit of
mildness" [21], is always mediating between "aggressors"
[43] more self-assertive than he.
The structure of Venus in Sparta consists of flashbacks
which are progressively removed from the present; it evokes
the long history of Parish's present character, going back
to his boyhood years. The prime influences are his parents,
particularly his father. His mother, Gertrude Parish, is a
possessive and dominating woman, who quarrels with Parish's
first and second wives over the possession of her only son,
and who, having raised him in her "unwavering faith in
'style,' in the keeping up of appearances" [125], has
evidently helped shape Parish's acceptance of masks and
social roles as opposed to substance. However, since at
crucial
moments in his life—particularly his intended
marriages
with
Flora and Alida—Parish withstands his
mother's will, it would appear that it is not Gertrude who
has been the greatest influence in his life,
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That
is

role is reserved for his father, Maury Farish. This

not to say that Maury's influence on his son is an active

and

intentionally

kindest

and

most

"unsympathetic,"
itself."

son.

Indeed,

and

have

The

overfriendly

energy"
is

young son he appears

powerful"

1235].

[234], with a

His

prowess

and

parent"

of

the "benign and

that his father represents to him;

the

from

even

his

apprehensive

(236]

Sunday

"magnificent

to

"physically

latter

comfort"

"normalcy,

of

caused a "hopeless gulf" between him and

god"

each

little

men: he was not "critical" or

physical

sportsmanship
his

genial

Nevertheless,

"vast"

"boundless

one. In fact, Maury seems the

but the opposite, "tolerance" and "Kindness

1236]

imposing,

pernicious

young

Farish

the

thought

would

leave

derives

that

the

"a guilty

next day his

for the city, allowing a

a dull normalcy" 1236] to settle again when

the weekend is over.
Convinced
to

classmate

Farish

who,

opposite

1237],

[237]

from

murmuring

is

the

from

an escape in a friendship with a

ranks

of

masculinity,

is

at the

his father. Bertie Anheuser is "fat and

effeminate,
physical

heart.

that

life

seeks

in

pole

soft"

of

of the inapplicability of his father's example

himself,

affected,

exercise

His

at

urban;

he is "exempt"

school

because

of

a

home life is "the very reverse" [238]

of the Parishes. Anheuser's father having died, his

lacks a strong paternal authority; moreover, his mother
"indulgent"

[237], and Anheuser consequently enjoys "all

the

wrong things"—movies, the theater, social ostentation--

"in

an

this

absolutely

manner

liberty,
values

free

Anheuser

of

and

shameless manner" [237].

represents

to

Farish

an

image

In
of

a possible future void of the imposing paternal

and

of

male responsibilities, and instead full of a

self-indulgent pursuit of pleasure.
Parish's

vision

prematurely
hospital
after

dies.

and

each

tells
other

responsibility
overwhelms
his

father

disintegrates, however, when his father
When

him
was

his

mother

comes

home

from

the

him, "It's all over. We'll have to look
now"

[252],

he

is

burdened

with

the

that he wished to escape. Moreover, the event
with

a profound sense of guilt, since while

gradually dying he has had secret fantasies
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of

the

freedom which his father's death may give him. In an

effort
at

to

the

redeem

expense

Averhill,
gone,"

the

will

himself, he reaffirms his father's values
of his individual sensibility. Enrolling in

boarding
be

school

"to

which

his

father had

the beginning of "a lifetime of reparation"

[253].
Parish's
opposed

In

Parish's

his

life;

obedience

and conformity as

on each occasion, however, it ends in

resignation

admires

his

stance

to his destiny. At boarding school, he

friend

Peter

Terriot

for his individualistic

in school. Terriot is "no part of the Averhill scheme

things"

Averhill

151J.

as

headmaster
budding

He condescends to campus life, criticizes

"a

Dr.

hopeless

Minturn

writer,

against

who

Minturn,

tradition.
the

between

to individual liberty crops up at various subsequent

stages

of

conflict

and

calls

Its

in

his

the

campaign

representative

for
of

liberty rebels
conformity

and

However, with Terriot's death at the beginning of

longed

promise

anachronism,"

an "old fanatic" (551. Terriot is a

for

Is

life

struck

after

down

boarding

at

school,

his

"great

the threshold" [68]. The event

redirects Parish to his destiny.
The

dazzling vision of manhood that [Peter] had once

offered

to

dangerously
have

been

grasp

of

world,

his

friend's

cautious

gaze,

so

and temptingly Individual, ... seemed to
wholly
what

extinguished by the heavy muffled

Michael

deemed to be the truer male

the world to which Peter's early disaster and

death had so abruptly reconsigned him. [69]
In

this

end.
as

way

As
he

before,
was

break

Parish's

second

dream of release comes to an

he had vested his hopes in another person,

convinced of his own "ineptitude" in achieving a

with

the

pattern.

The death of his "hero," however,

returns him to the prison of himself.
Parish's
freedom
hand

inability

is
of

underlined
Sam

to

make

by

Stookey,

independent

bid

for

a

self-aggrandizing,

of

an

Irritated

at

being the mindless and will-less Instrument of

superior.

Parish

base

in

"feverishly"

England.

autocratic

commander
his

American

an

his war service. He is the right

seeks

Increasingly
"methods

of
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asserting
method

his

revealing
he

not

his

independence

available

to

Stookey"

[177]. The only

Stookey's

malpractices

to an inspecting officer,

only intends to discredit his commander, but to make

mark

as

"dizzily
other

a

self-owned

elated"
he

on

is

when

attempt

his

to

be

person. Afterwards Farish feels

at the "awed and fearful staring" from the

officers

however,
[183]

from

him, however, is a destructive one. By

account

of

of

quixotic

kamikaze

transferred

feels

"deflated"

"great

gesture"

his

"robbed"

E183J;
has

herolspi.

Ironically,

"the glory of being martyred"
to

is

interpreted

as

an

London. Farish consequently

like

his

other

rebellions,

his

"come to nothing" 1183J, and he has no

choice but to adapt passively to his destiny.
Farish's

sense

insubstantiality
Flora,

his

of

comes

Danny

dignifying

experiences

of

Flora

imprisonment
a

and

inner

head after his discovery that

wife, is having an affair with one of his junior

partners,

abhorred

to

Jones.

from

a

the

latter

simultaneously

As

blatantly

felt

noted

before,

one

of

the

of Parish's life had been his rescue
unfaithful husband. Farish had

for

a

his

"promiscuity,"

"discouraged

but

had

jealousy" [119] at the

roan's easy sexual gratification. His own sexual relationship
with

Flora is much less fulfilling; he sees it as an onerous

task,

in

which

but

not

all

sexual

he

"took care to satisfy [Flora's] regular

inordinate sexual demands" 1221]. He is deprived of

making

self-confidence

love,

submission"

he

(851

when, spying on Flora and Jones

notices
which

on

Flora's

face

a

"look

Of

he has never seen before. The event

convinces him that as a man he is a failure and a fraud.
The

undermining

husband
other

goes

days
his

constituent

of

Parish's

Indeed,

firm
at

self-confidence

hand

destruction
destiny

his

in

career.
the

of

hand

of

Farish

a man and

decides

self-respect,
to

namely

his

become an agent in the

his own career, since losing his position at

acquires
to

as

with the disintegration of the

which

an aspect of relief and release from the
he

feels

shackled. Ever since his early

the bank, Farish has kept open an escape route from

destiny;

as

self-destructive

was

the

escape.

case in his war service, it is a
In

the

office

files

he has for

117
years kept a letter concerning a client's request to Farish
to prepare a codicil putting a limit to the trustee's
commissions.
The client, however, had died before the
codicil was prepared, and Farish had proceeded to ignore the
request. The high commission which Farish in this way earned
was Instrumental in his early election to a partnership in
his firm.
Parish's career is thus based on fraud. However, he has
never removed the letter from his files, as it represented
to
him
"a way out" £27] from his destiny. Being a
"possibility of relief, of surrender, of conviction" (3738], It has given him "comfort" throughout his imprisonment
in his labor. By "an ironic twist of fate," It is the same
Danny Jones who has cuckolded him in bed who finds the
letter,
and
becomes
Parish's
"nemesis" t27) In his
profession.
Parish
is fired, and experiences a brief
interlude of relief. It is no more than an Interlude,
however, since "fate" has one more irony in store. When the
surrogate court rules that Parish's decision to withhold the
letter
on
his
own authority constitutes questionable
practice but not a breach of his fiduciary duty. Parish is
requested by his firm to return to his position. His attempt
to escape is once more frustrated, and the discouraged
Farish aligns himself with his destiny.
He does so after another vision of the futility of his
existence. In the interlude of his dismissal from the firm
he takes a trip to Mexico; he is accompanied by Alida Parr,
with whom he had a love affair during the war, and who now
fills the vacuum left by Flora. Mexican history appears to
Farish an emblem of the futility of human endeavor: in it
there is "nothing else to choose between" subjection to
paganism
or
to Catholicism, or between the evils of
capitalism and the nonexistence "in the robot life of the
blocky, marching workers of the communist murals" [205]. An
animal film reveals to Parish the simple essence of nature
as an "unending ... business of eating and being eaten," in
which "males and females, of equal strength, tore at each
other with equal ferocity" [206-207] in a chaos of murderous
appetites, λ man's fate resembles that of a bull In a
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bullfight watched by Farish: the bull's function is to
suffer the clumsy thrusts by the inept matador; if it
survives the fight, it will be killed all the same, as it
has become useless for the arena. Life is a mediocre show,
Farish concludes, which yet has to be lived until death may
achieve a man's release. "How absurdly simple," Farish
thinks, "One had to live before one could die" Í205).
Upon his return from Mexico Farish intensifies his
seatch for the destructive life that he has seen in the
ring. Alida has failed him: whereas in Mexico she offered
Farish congeniality and understanding, in Mew York she
dominates him in the same manner as Flora did. In his effort
to destroy "the cotton-packed box of his existence" [255],
Farish takes to the bottle in self-annihilating bouts, comes
to
the
office irregularly, and purposefully estranges
friends and relatives. During an affair with Ginny, Flora's
daughter from her first marriage, Farish experiences what he
considers the first genuine passion which he has felt for a
woman. His relationships with Flora and Alida had to a
degree
been
"obligatory" [2541, part of the socially
accepted pattern of what he "ought to" feel for women. His
feeling for Ginny is "entirely different" Г265]: it is a
"madness of the blood" [255],
and reveals to Farish
aspects of his character that were unknown to him. Making
passes at Ginny at the beach club he hears
his voice, tense and low, break into a flow of
obscenities. It was a new and startling aspect of
himself, as if he were suddenly vomiting up an
ancient store of filth that he had never known he
was hoarding. [2561
This, he realizes, is how "other men" [2321 ordinarily
conduct themselves towards women, and this is what women
desire even though they pretend coyness. There follows a
violent love scene, in which Farish and Ginny "frenzledly
tore at each other's clothes," and "struggled" in each
other's arms; and while Ginny "tore at his back with her
nails,"
Farish "violently gripped her shoulders as he
approached a climax that was to make up for everything"
[2681.
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in this way Farish gets down to what he considers the
final reality of being a man. It involves the unromantlc
gratification of physical desires in a kind of lovennaking
whose violence equals the "ferocity" with which animals
"tear at each other" in their battle of appetites. The basic
reality of male existence is antisocial; it is incompatible
with decorum, social codes and human dignity, with Parish's
roles as husband and banker. This irreconcilability of
social
behavior
and
sexual fulfillment indicates the
profound disturbance in Parish's mind of the balance between
an
individual's obligation to society and to himself.
Indeed, in Parish's vision, to achieve "the vitality of the
living" [269! as a man necessarily forms a self-destructive
act. As Farish cynically realizes towards the end of the
novel,
To become a man, as other men, to become an animal,
as other animals, he had, quite simply, destroyed
himself. He had equated manliness with hardness and
lust; he had wanted to be a beast, and he had become
a beast. Congratulations, Michael! For achieving a
lifetime's ambition! 12691
Now that he has achieved his aim, however, Farish feels that
he has "earned the right to cease to live." His death,
however,
a
particularly
pathetic, helpless, and even
involuntary suicide, is representative of the futility of
his "ambitions." Moreover, "fate" has one more "ironic
twist" in store when Parish's mother purposefully idealizes
his memory, and posthumously aligns him with the morality
which he aimed to destroy.
Venus in Sparta reaffirms the theme In Auchincloss's
fiction that a human being's self-assertion within society
is a form of courting disaster and death. Individuality and
freedom do not exist within society, but only outside it, or
in the privacy of the mind, and beyond the influence of
one's education and past. For Michael Farish as well as for
other early Auchincloss characters there exists a wide,
unbridgeable gulf between their social being and their
psychological wholeness. While most of the other characters
had eventually conformed to the social status quo, Farish
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pursues the conflict between self and society to the very
end.
Venus in Sparta is Auchincloss's best early novel. It
possesses an emotional and dramatic intensity unequalled by
his other early writing, and dramatizes ideas with a greater
profundity than was the case before. It treats the theme of
Parish's
masculinity on the interacting levels of his
profession,
his
marriage, and his self-discovery. The
novel's time structure couples Parish's progress towards his
doom with increasingly distant glances into the origin of
his problems, thus reinforcing the effect of a man burdened
by his past. Moreover, Auchincloss has a greater authorial
control over his character than in his previous novels;
consequently, although Auchincloss's descriptive language is
occasionally heavy, Venus in Sparta misses the contrived
quality of both The Indifferent Children and The Great World
and Timothy Coit. In Venus in Sparta Auchincloss wrote a
convincing and oppressive novel about a man caught in a
suicidal struggle with himself.
Pursuit of the Prodigal, which came out in September 1959,
is the last novel belonging to Auchincloss's trilogy dealing
with male characters who try to sort out the social, sexual,
and moral tangles in their lives. The novel's protagonist,
Reese Parmelee, has throughout his life been troubled by a
"guilt-ridden suspicion" that his grandfather, the founder
of the family fortune, the patriarch of the family estate
Parmelee
Cove, and the representative of the family's
character and morality, was "a bit of a phony" and "a
hypocrite."
Parmelee's distrust of the dominant family
symbol has shaped in him a profound ambivalence about his
place in society. At St. Lawrence boarding school, of which
his grandfather is a trustee, he refuses to "Join in" what
he

considers the false school spirit and locks himself up In
14
the "interior castle"
of "privacy." That "private" self is
"a
creature
of
great
coarseness"
1121,
which
is
fundamentally
irreconcilable
with
Parmelee's
outward
appearance as well as with the values to which society
professes.
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At Harvard the disparity between Parmelee's inner and
outer
identity
widens.
He
refrains
from the usual
extracurricular activities, and spends his time "drlnlclng
whiskey and visiting women of the town" 113), women who are
more suited to his "crude strength" [14] than the "the girls
at home," who are "delicate creatures in white, sister
figures" tl31. After Harvard he serves in the Navy, an
experience whose "violence and brutality" conforms more
closely to what he regards as "the essential nature of the
universe" [14] than anything he has experienced before. That
his grandfather praises his war service as "carrying on the
family tradition of San Juan Hill" [15], the famous battle
in which the old man participated, only confirms to Parmelee
the fictitiousness of that family tradition.
Before going out to the war, however, in a momentary
romantic infatuation, Parmelee has got married with Esther
Means. The latter seemed to promise a "bridge between his
two kinds of women" [14], those from Boston and those at
home, and to form a resolution between his two visions of
himself. Such, however, has proved an illusion, as his
marriage was not accompanied by any fundamental changes in
his mental makeup. As a result, when the war is over
Parmelee wakens to a different reality from the one he had
hoped for. He is married to a wife whom he does not love,
who
has persuaded him into accepting a house on his
grandfather's
estate and seems bent on converting her
husband to the worship of the Parmelee household gods. He
has accepted a position in the law firm to which his
"ubiquitous" grandparent lends his name, a firm steeped in
delusory legends about its past as well as in a hypocritical
faith in its moral integrity even in an age of adversary
ethics. In short, despite his efforts at separating himself
from his family and their false ideology, Parmelee suddenly
realizes that, without so much as "a chance to make up his
own mind" [15i, he has gradually become "committed."
Woodbury Day and Parmelee Cove were followed by St.
Lawrence's and Harvard and Harvard Law School and
marriage and paternity and then the presumably final
explosion of the war, but what he had avoided facing
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was

just

what

committed,
relief

now

happened,

that

he

was

committed, with no end, no

in sight. Of course, it was quite an ordinary

problem,

a

novels,
what

had

irretrievably
favorite

of

he

of

current plays and

conversations in bars, but

had never believed ... was that it could be

destined
Cove,

subject

self-pitying

for

him.

it

unconscious

seemed strange that Parmelee

of

his

lifetime's

rebellion,

should have so easily won the game. [15-16]
Parmelee

thus

indeed,

appears

even

his

more

sense

like

of

a convention than a man;

imprisonment in an uncongenial

role is "ordinary" and hackneyed.
In
has

spite

of

preserved

detachment
finds

committed

the
he

affection,

and

in
of

philosophy

keeps
[37].

which he involuntarily

himself from being emotionally

the

his

of

civilization
negation"

by

180].

a
He

conventional expressions of

marriage

on

a

"relentlessly

Apprehensive about "the sin of self-

[37-38], he is averse to "anything that suggested

In

the

least

He

rejects

refuses

skepticism and an emotional

"falseness"

considers

basis

deception"

of

society

prevents

consistent

what

physical"

the

He

to

"stubbornly

outward conformity, however, Parmelee

attitude

towards

himself.

avoids

his

an

bit any tinsel or lining or even color" [38].

all

to

morality and decorum as "false values," and

"recognize"

the

"rules" by which everyone else

plays.
Hia

emotional

detachment

further

indicated

by

with

his

needs

the

has

this

commentary
world;

society

and

family is

wife has come to an end. Instead, for his physical

Parmelee

Parmelee

from

the fact that his sexual relationship

in

a

"mistress" 1211, Cynthia Fearing. To

illicit

relationship

forms

"a

sufficient

itself" on "the childhood idylls" [211 of his

the affair is reminiscent of the division of women in

"nonsexual" girls from home and their promiscuous Boston

counterparts.
violently

His

relationship

physical,

Cynthia

Fearing

is

deprived

of

desires.

The affair consists in "what we have, here and now,

in

room"

this

all

with

void of affection on Parmelee's part,

purpose
[62],

in

except
a

small

the

gratification of his

apartment

that

he has

12 3
obtained

as

private.

a

rendezvous.

Insular

reaffirming

world

the

view

The

apartment

inimical

constitutes

a

to society at large, thus

of the antisocial nature of sexuality

that was seen before in Auchincloss's work.
While
"false

Parmelee's

values"

environment

of

Parmelee

grows

Esther,

but

social
to

leave

Parmelee.

With

my

Venus

Sparta,

[801

scratch"

and

old
he

[813.

stagnation.

When

and

to

he

"through
Clark,

with
Day

S

return

"to his original

will be "starting again from

resigns
during

strangers

is
With

[801. Like Michael Parish in

intends

trip

He

Cove.

self"

which

He

transcontinental

Cynthia.

Parmelee

after

hitchhikers

isolation

awaze of this he decides not only to divorce
With

in

may lack the constricting,

society. It simultaneously represents an

everything....

point"

rendezvous

of

in

from

his

which

he

bars"

firm,
talks

[108],

takes
only

a
"to

and, upon his

return to New York, renta a room in Greenwich Village.
He
the

finds employment in a law firm with an ethic which is

opposite

Amos

of

Levine,

Instead

of

Clark,

Day

aged

sanction"
suits

their

a
his

are

divorces,
of

"cases

"essential

which

It

lacks

concern

the sham idealism of

"child

plagiarism
would

and

never

Parmelee's

firm's

competition"
hypocrisy

cases

world
[110]

however,

business primarily from litigation

law.

& Parmelee: the lawyers in the firm are "middle-

fought

Involving

of his old firm. The firm, headed by

its

corporate

hacks,"

bitterly

that

takes

custody fights,
libels"

receive

background.

[110],

the "moral

To

Parmelee,

world is an emblem of reality. His law

of

dog

eat

dog"

in a "fetid jungle of

till], and reflect the violence which forms the
nature" of man. It is a world which seems free of

and pretense, and as such relieves Parmelee of the

dualism

between outward conformity and inner detachment that

existed

In

his

former

life.

As

a

result,

Parmelee

Is

temporarily enjoying an inner peace.
In
name
she

his

new

life

indicates,
is

a

career

magazine.

Her

magazine

and

he also meets his second wife. As her

Rosina
girl

ambitions
to

be

Street

is of humble social origin;

working
are

as

an

simple:

respectable

and

editor for a slick
"to get ahead on her
respected"

[120].
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Parmelee is attracted by her honesty and determination, but
remains aloof emotionally for fear of compromising his newly
won independence. Nevertheless, there develops in him a
sympathy and sense of commitment to Rosina. Her sincere
interest in literature and art opens up a new territory for
Parmelee. He grows guilty about the affair that he Is
simultaneously having with another woman, and realizes that
his emotional aloofness towards Rosina is to have one's cake
and eat It. As a result, he asks her to marry him.
Their honeymoon on a Caribbean Island opens Parmelee's
eyes to an intimate relationship that he has never had
before. Previously he had dwelled in an "interior castle,"
built by his "philosophy of negation" of the value of
allegedly
false
human
intimacy and Interaction. Now,
however,
Parmelee
discovers the potential realness of
intimacy and communication, even for him. He feels the
desire "to communicate, perhaps for the first time in his
life" tl98J.
It was fun now to steal up behind Rosina and take
her book out of her hands and start to tell her
something, and if he couldn't express it, or if he
found after he had started that it was the kind of
thought that fled with articulation, they would
simply kiss and perhaps make love. 1198]
To be sure, Parmelee realizes that this new experience of
intimacy occurs on an idyllic island, and has a tenuous
relationship with the reality of New York. Yet, it is an
experience which, after the debunking, negative attitude
that used to characterize his life, restores a balance to
his life by being "an equal glimpse of reality" [199].
Naturally idylls end, and Parmelee and Rosina have to
return to New York. The complexity of society back home
threatens to upset the intimacy of Parmelee's marriage.
Rosina displays an interest in the society from which
Parmelee has just escaped. Indeed, in a rather unconvincing
way she and Parmelee's first wife become friends, and
Parmelee increasingly feels "ganged up on" [21Θ] by an
"encircling female conspiracy" [2201. Meanwhile he has also
become a partner in the law firm, which, being "a kind of
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marriage"
This,

[220],

also

detracta

from

his earlier freedom.

however, is a "price" [221] which he is willing to pay

for his love for Rosina.
A
his
a

different

matter

is the fraud allegedly committed by

partner Levine. The latter receives a large bequest from
lady

client,

deceased.
ingratiated

heirs

forms

test

a

proven

the
been

of

fought

by

the relatives of the

that

Levine

has

deliberately

his

client,

thus

swindling the

their

legacy. To Parmelee the case

of the integrity of his "new life." If Levine
be

a swindler, then Parmelee's conception of

but

straight character of his new law firm has

an illusion; the firm would not esaenttally differ from

the

hypocritical

the

court

validated.

However,

to

made

"farce"

a

Parmelee

have

this

"conspiracy"
"ordinary"

does

firm

from which he resigned. When

a

second

of

her

which
and

crisis

ensues

when

Rosina

Interfered in the case, and has supposedly

appears

considers

breaking

family

upholds thè will, Parmelee's new life seems to be

appears

He

with

out

to

cynical

is

argue

himself

rightful
is

which

They

husband's
as

tries

"standards"

another
to

instance

"shackle"

[280].

To

of the female

[277]

him

to

an

conventional life in a hypocritical society.
using

the

Incident

as an "excuse" [2821 for

with Rosina and for opting out again. Eventually he

not

do so; Instead, he affirms his feelings for Rosina

and his responsibility for their children.
This

affirmation

moderation

of

standards
against
firm,

the

become
that

which

and

"false

Civilization,
saint

the

with

the

the

moral

of

his family, the family law

large. The only true reality, he had

business,
[154]

which

and

by

the

"sex

and

form the prime human motives,

decorum and romance were human constructs, and
"sin

Parmelee

Involved

nihilistic

consisted in the "violence and brutality"

of

acquisitiveness"
to

at

though

developed during his crusade

witnessed during the war, by the "dog-eat-dog"

competition

led

had

values"

society
had

a human, emotional bond Involves a

absolute,

Parmelee

convinced,
he

of

the

of

had
denial

saintly

self-deception." Consequently, like a
avoided
of

life.

that

sin, which--ironically--

all restraints commonly associated
In

the

end,

however,

Parmelee
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concludes that his Quixotic crusade against false society is
in itself an act of self-deception. After all, as the
universe turns a "neutral" {1991 and "inert" 12761 eye on
humanity, who is he to play "grand inquisitor" [275] and
place himself above the rest of humanity?
Parmelee thus returns to the fold of married life,
knowing that only love "makes the whole difference" 1290 J
between happiness and unhappiness. In this way Parmelee is
the only male protagonist in Auchincloss's early fiction who
manages to consolidate his hard-fought rebellion against his
background. Timothy Colt failed to exploit the possibilities
of self-discovery by his inability to conquer his inner
insecurities. Michael Parish had failed by his obsessively
narrow definition of what it is to be a man—"hardness and
lust"—and by his consequent destruction of his social and
physical self. Reese Parmelee emerges from a position like
Parish's by affirming the reality of human feelings and
interdependency,
notwithstanding
the
"false" forms o£
conduct which this may occasionally entail.
In other words, the threesome formed by The Great World
and Timothy Colt, Venus Xn Sparta and Pursuit of the
Prodigal reveals a progress from frustration and nonbeing,
to
a self-destructive and nihilistic search for life,
leading to an emergence from isolating nihilism and ending
in a qualified affirmation of life, in the shape of a man's
acceptance of his own human and social lot. There is thus a
development towards wholesomeness, a development which was
inspired by, ran parallel to, and possibly contributed to
the development and consolidation of a wholesomeness and
stability in the life and mind of Louis Auchincloss. His
novels of the late 1950s in this way form a fictional record
of his increased
self-command. The aesthetic spin-off of
this
personal
development
was
Auchincloss's
greater
authorial command over his fiction, a greater consistency in
his characterization, and a greater thematic resonance.
Particularly Venus in Sparta stands out as a powerful
product of personal, emotional involvement and imagination.

E>ART
M A T U R I T Y

T H R E E
I 9 6 0 — 1 9 6 7

INTRODUCTION

The
period
1947-1959, comprising six novels and two
collections of short stories, and constituting the early,
nascent and explorative years of Louis Auchincloss's writing
career, have been shown to reveal a steady growth in
Auchincloss's grasp of his thematic concerns, as well as an
increase in his technical achievement. Had the first three
novels of the period. The Indifferent Children, Sybil, and A
Law
for the Lion, been timid and consequently rather
Insubstantial
approaches
to the problem of individual
selfhood in society, the latter three. The Great World and
Timothy Colt, Venus In Sparta, and Pursuit of the Prodigal,
had located that problem with precision. They presented
characters in a state of moral confusion occasioned by, on
the one hand, the unavoidable inheritance from their parents
of the moral and social code of an earlier epoch, and, on
the other, their modern awareness of a reality of experience
which was irreconcilable with that inherited morality. The
former had represented a premodern, holistic, and morally
organic sensibility, while the latter was exemplary of the
modern fragmentation of human experience. Typically, in
these novels the dialectic was between a posltlvlstic and
Idealistic Ideology and an ideology which discarded the
former as a human Invention, In the psychological confusion
and instability resulting from this dialectic, Auchincloss's
characters
wandered to and fro between self-denial by
idealism and self-destruction by iconoclasm.
In Auchincloss's early novels there was clearly an
autobiographical impulse: the problems which confronted his
characters had confronted Auchincloss, too. He had been torn
between
what
appeared
irreconcilable
claims
on his
character.
These
claims
originated from his parents'
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conformist perception of his role in society, from Dr.
Peabody's imperative but outdated values, from the dominant
views of masculinity among his male peers, and from an
escapist aestheticism. The novels written between 1947 and
1959
can
be
seen
both as part of the process of
Auchincloss's reconciliation of these divergent claims, and
as a testimony of that reconciliation. With Pursuit of the
Prodigal he seemed to have arrived at a tenuous conclusion
to his examination of human individuality in constrictive
and
Imposing
environments.
The
novel ends with the
reaffirmation by the main character of the common, human
task
to
live in society as opposed to a continued,
destructive self-dissection. That Auchincloss seemed ready
for, and even in need of, "new ground" was noted by a number
of reviewers, if it had not been apparent to Auchincloss
himself.1
Starting with the novel The House of Five Talents,
published in I960 but written in 1958 and 1959, Auchincloss
was to explore such "new ground." This is not to say that
starting with this period the autobiographical disappeared
from
his
novels and short stories. On the contrary,
throughout the years 1960-1967 Auchincloss kept reverting to
his own life experience as a source of inspiration. From The
House of Five Talents onwards, however, a development can be
observed
from
Auchincloss's
earlier
self-documentary
tendency to a more impersonal, detached and comprehensive
attitude.
The autobiographical elements present in the
novels of the 1960s are seldom concentrated in a single
character; instead, they occur in various characters and in
separate incidents, and lack the directness of the one-toone relationship between main character and author which was
frequently apparent in the earlier novels. As a result,
despite, or perhaps rather owing to Auchincloss's increased
detachment, James Oliver Brown could write to Auchincloss
upon reading the typescript of The House of Five Talents
that the novel "tells me more about you than I had ever
really known. Rather it gathers all the ends together and
makes
them
2
together."

more

clear

being

systematically

gotten
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This
new
systematic
and diversified treatment of
autobiographical fact can also be seen in the three novels
succeeding The House of Five Talents: Portrait in Brownstone
(1962), The Rector of Justin (1964) and The Embezzler
(1966). It coincided with a shift in these novels from a
psychological to a social and moral focus. Clearly, in view
of
the
close
Interrelatedness
that
existed between
individual psychology and social morality in Auchincloss's
previous works, the shift was a changed emphasis rather than
a
radically new departure, but as such it was still
significant.
Previously Auchlncloss had examined social
phenomena predominantly in terms of the conflict between the
individual sensibility and a constricting society, whose
oppressiveness was either real or imagined. Also, the legacy
of
the
past had consisted mostly of the characters'
subjective awareness of It.
During the 1960s, however, Auchlncloss addressed the
social scene in a more direct manner. His novels of this
period convey a definite and circumscribed sense of place.
At times the role of the environment Is superficial and
ephemeral, consisting of the society writer's delight in
describing
his
society.
More
important, however. Is
Auchincloss's profound examination of a particular segment
of society and its relation to Individuals, carried out in
the manner of Theodore Dreiser and Edith Wharton, of Zola
and
the
Goncourts,
writers
to whom Auchlncloss has
frequently referred when defining his novelistic Interests.
Yet, both In the superficial and in the profound treatment,
society became an entity in itself, no longer taken for
granted or used indirectly as in the novels of the 1950s,
but described and exploited consciously.
Moreover, in the 1960s Auchlncloss added a historical
perspective to his writings, which rooted his social locale
firmly In time. All of the novels of this period are based
on some historical source or model. The House of Five
Talents treats the history of a family which resembles the
Vanderbilts. Portrait in Brownstone presents a family which
was modeled after Auchincloss's maternal family. Even though
The Rector of Justin is not a fictionalized biography of
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Endicott
Peabody, the novel was certainly inspired by
Auchincloss's former headmaster, his school and its place
and role in American society. Finally, The Embezzler treats
the case of Richard Whitney, the fraudulent president of the
New York Stock Exchange in the 1930s. However diverse these
historical models were, they all had in common their "WASP,"
upper middle-class background; indeed, more than any of the
other periods In his career, the years 1960-1967 present a
sustained examination of the fate of the old "WASP" elite
from the late-nineteenth century to the 1940s.
In other words, even though Auchincloss's works of the
1960s lack the autobiographical edge of the novels of the
1950s, it is clear that Auchincloss was again writing very
close to home. He was dealing with the loss of social and
cultural hegemony of his own class, a development which had
disturbed him at college and law school as well as during
the war. At that time It had evoked in him a strong, partly
nostalgic, partly political conservatism and an antipathy to
the "modern" world. In his novels of the 1950s, Auchincloss
had created several characters who went through inner crises
resulting
from
their
inability
to
harmonize
their
conservative
and
traditional sensibilities with modern
morality. His 1950s novels had been accounts of the Inroads
of social and moral change upon the individual sensibility.
His
1960s
novels,
however,
examine
that
social
transformation on a more comprehensive scale. Here the focus
is not so much on a single character, who is the victim or
medium of social and moral transformation, but rather on
characters who reflect that transformation, and who in this
way become both agent and victim of forces operating in
society. It is this increased complexity In Auchincloss's
perception of the social scene which makes his novels of the
1960s mature in relation to the novels of the 1950s. ín 1967
Auchincloss commented, "To have witnessed the disintegration
of an economic ruling class In the 1930s from a front row
seat was all a novelist should ask." indeed, more than in
any other period during his writing career Auchincloss put
his personal knowledge of his social class to good use. He
was "tethered In native pastures," as James had said of
Edith Wharton, and his novels thrived because of it.
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Again, this is not to say that Auchincloss altogether
forgot the conclusions of his preceding, "psychological"
novels. On the contrary, the ideological basis of the novels
of the 1960s is grounded in the view of man and of the human
mind that he explored particularly in such novels as The
Great Vorld and Timothy Colt, Venus in Sparta and Pursuit of
the Prodigal. These works had examined the solipslstlc
nature
of
the modern condition. In a godless, postabsolutist world, the characters were deprived of moral and
psychological certainties. They were caught in themselves,
isolated from reality and from other human beings by the
limitedness and fallibility of human perception. They were
enmeshed in ideologies, and incapable of seeing reality
without coloring it by their particular obsessions. In sum,
all human action in these novels was shown to be morally
ambiguous, inconclusive, and futile; it was only hurtful and
damaging in personal, legal, or social terms.
All the same, in these early novels Auchincloss had
refrained from endorsing this modernist view of the nature
of reality by means of literary strategies. As regards their
form, the novels of his early career employ the conventions
of literary realism, the literary mode which emphasizes or
implies a stable, ordered, deistic or hierarchical universe,
in
which
human behavior is measured against knowable
absolutes. As a consequence, there was a wide discrepancy
and disharmony in these early novels between, on the one
hand, the structure of these novels and, on the other, the
radical subjectivity and relativity at the philosophical
basis of them.
In his novels of the 1960s Auchincloss adjusted the
structure of his works to the philosophical conclusions of
the preceding decade. He did so in a modest but significant
and profound way. While earlier he had persistently used
third-person
narrators for his novels--employing firstperson narrators only in short stories—starting with The
House of Five Talents up to The Embezzler, the last novel of
the period, he resorted to first-person narrators, almost to
the exclusion of other narrators. The effect of this was
twofold. First, Auchincloss resolved the discrepancy between
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his philosophical and psychological tenets and the literary
form by means of which he tried to convey them. If his
previous
third-person
novels had merely suggested the
fundamental subjectivity and fragmentariness of the human
experience, the use of the first-person narrator allowed
Auchincloss to capitalize on it and to dramatize it in the
action of the novels. In this way he made his novels of the
1960s more organic and more aesthetically satisfying works
than those of the 1950s.
Secondly, In the earlier, third-person novels like The
Great World and Timothy Colt and Venus in Sparta the action
had mostly consisted of elements which are traditionally
thought
of as "plot"—a lawyer's breach of trust, an
adulterous affair, the growth from innocence to experience.
In
the novels of the succeeding decade, however, the
traditional
desire for plot is frustrated. The novels
concern accounts of experience rather than the mimetic
pretense of that experience. Their action is therefore
mostly of a linguistic nature. All of the novels have the
guise of a diary or a memoir. They Involve the attempts made
by characters to come to terms with events in their lives by
means of words. They likewise Involve attempts to preserve
their individual, personal accounts of experience in the
face of more forceful public accounts. Frequently even
within the novels themselves, there are conflicting versions
of events. For the reader the composite picture of those
events emerges only through the reports of the diarists and
memoirists. The result is always an uncertainty on the
reader's part about the Tightness of one's interpretation.
The corollary of this uncertainty is the complete suspension
of the possibility of moral and emotional judgment upon the
action.
In short, Auchincloss's novels of the 1960s are studies
of human ideological loneliness and human agnosticism. In
itself Auchincloss's vision of the fragmentation of reality
and
his
thesis of the radical subjectivity of human
experience do not go beyond similar views put forward by
some of the American modernists, notably John Dos Passos and
William Faulkner. However, his works of the 1960s are

133
postmodern
this

in

their

observation

of

a linguistic basis to

fragmentation. If the modernists still had faith in the

unifying

power

of

language

and

art

as

a

counter

to

fragmentation,

Auchincloss dramatizes the postmodern loss of

confidence

language

in

experience.
of

as

a

tool

for the unification of

His fictional, would-be biographer in The Rector

Justin collects impressions of his subject from those who

have

known

him,

disjunctive
whole
the

but

in

the

end

is left with just that;

views of the subject, of which he hopes that the

exceeds

the

sum of the parts. It is significant that

would-be biographer is not a writer, but an interviewer,

a

compiler

a

measure

find

a

there
it

the

postmodern, ideological impossibility to

shared and true discourse for the biography. Indeed,
is

can

a

rejection of such linguistic unification, since

only

dictated

be achieved in terms of the myths and fictions

by

private
least

and editor. His failure to create a biography Is
of

tradition or mass society. Public discourse and

experience
inimical.

nature

of

are

language

resulting

and

moral

Auchincloss's
foursome

and

novels

which

shown

to

be

irreconcilable or at

It is for this attention to the problematic

of

human

communication,

psychological

and

confusion,

to the
that

the years 1960-1967 form an astute

is firmly embedded in American fiction after

World War Two.
This
a

argument may create an impression of Auchincloss as

programmatic

explicit
actualities
associated

of

or

subject

of

himself

nor

the
of

of

In
a

his

novels

literary
fact,
he

out

of an

philosophical

Auchincloss

particular

has

and
school

has never
of

fiction

spoken or written on the
literary

experimentalism

the writers who are usually Identified as

quietly

scene.

conclusions

wrote

the

forthright

postmodernists:

emphasizing
choice

day.
with

who

postmodernism. Neither has he drawn attention to
by

worked

literary

his

critics,

characteristic
has

with

himself

writers

literary

writer,

concern

In

in

Nabokov,
his

virtual

own,

Barth,

Gass. Instead he

particular corner of the

professional isolation, always

the individuality and freedom of a writer in his
4
literary
expression.
He has come to his
and

literary

practices largely by assimilation

134
and intuition, by his extensive and varied reading, being at
the same time a recipient and representative of postwar
concerns,
That he has never been regarded as a writer with
postmodern traits can be explained by this absence In
Auchlncloss's work of a progranunatlc Interest in postmodern
culture and literature. Other factors may be the frequent
identification
of literary postmodernism with a formal
experimentalism
which
Auchincloss
lacks, Auchlncloss's
frequent return to the 1930s as the setting for his books,
ostensibly leading him away from the postwar sensibility,
and the association of Auchincloss with a tradition of
social realism which is antithetical to the philosophical
tenets of postmodernism and even—since this tradition has
its roots in the nineteenth century—to the tenets of
modernism. Whether his exclusion from a vital and modern
literary development is also a consequence of an alleged,
uneven quality of his work as a whole is a question that
remains to be resolved. Here the argument is, however, that
Auchlncloss's novels of the 1960s are very much at the core
of the decade's concerns.
In
another
respect, too, Auchlncloss's development
towards his 1960s maturity can hardly be called programmatic
in origin. It was influenced to a considerable degree by the
critical reception of his novels of the 1950s. Even though
these works were reviewed widely and generally favorably,
his career as a whole failed to materialize In the way
Auchincloss had hoped it would. The critics failed to regard
him as the great writer he so avidly aspired to be. Typical
reviews of his novels of the late 1950s praise Auchlncloss's
craftsmanship and stylistic sophistication, but they express
a lukewarm attitude to Auchlncloss's themes, characters and
social settings. Even though at the time of the publication
of Pursuit of the Prodigal Auchincloss already had seven
publications to his name, he was still thought of as a
writer whose promise had not yet been fulfilled. In 1956, at
the age of forty-one, he was called one of "our younger
writers," who remained "impressively gifted" and was "just
on the verge of writing a really successful book." The
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reviewers
also generally failed to regard him as the
psychological novelist he had attempted to be, since they
persistently connected his themes with a specific social set
rather than considering them universal.
Ironically, Houghton Mifflin endorsed the critics1 view
of Auchincloss as a "young" novelist and as a novelist whose
appeal lay partly in the upper middle-class settings of his
novels. After all, on the dust covers of the books, the
Houghton publicity department quoted the very reviewers who
had said so. This caused James Oliver Brown, Auchincloss's
agent, to write a venomous letter to Houghton, three months
after the publication of Venus in Sparta. Under the heading
"re
publishing
Louis
Auchincloss," Brown argued that
Houghton must no longer refer to Auchincloss as "a promising
young writer," but as "an established writer of quality." In
publicizing Auchincloss, furthermore, there had been "too
much emphasis on his background and upbringing"; likewise,
there had been "too many comparisons to Henry James and
Edith Wharton."
Even though Brown did not discuss the
letter with Auchincloss, it is evident that he expressed the
letter's feelings.
However, a crisis occurred when Brown, too, mentioned
the society aspect of Auchincloss's work. In October 1958
Brown wrote Auchincloss of his "reservations" about Pursuit
of the Prodigal; the main character of the novel, and "the
group of so-called intellectuals, half of whom are in the
social register," bored him in actual life "more than I can
7
tell you."
Criticized by the person who constituted his
D

"anchor" in the literary world, and who on other occasions
had given an almost unqualified support to Auchincloss, the
latter
felt
abandoned.
In
an
impetuous
mood
of
disappointment, resembling his cast of mind when he resolved
to leave Yale after the rejection of his first novel, and in
an ostensible act of vengeance for not being given his due
as
a
psychologically
oriented
novelist,
Auchincloss
paradoxically adapted himself rigorously to the type of
writer which the critics took him for. As he told an
interviewer in 1964,
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I've been described, again and again, as a student of
New York moneyed groups. I don't entirely believe
this, now, but some time ago I got angry about it,
and
the outcome was a mixture of defiance and
surrender. I thought, "Well, if that's what they say
α
I am, I'll be it with a vengeance."
The result was The House of Five Talents, a novel started
right after Brown's critical letter about Pursuit of the
Prodigal,
and
dealing
with
a
family
whose
only
distinguishing feature was the ostentatious wealth that was
merely incidental to his themes in his previous novels.
At first Auchincloss's attitude to this new direction
was ambiguous. In March 1959, four months after beginning
The House of Five Talents, he wrote to James Oliver Brown,
My new novel tor first 200 pages) is as smooth as a
Frances Parkinson Keyesl Maybe we'll have a best
seller at last! If I can only get in something about
St. Joseph of Arimathea and a good castration scene,
ili
v.
4. 1 0
we'll
be
set.
Here, naturally, Auchincloss was joking to a degree. But the
joke
contained
an
element
of
cynicism
and
selfdisparagement, with its suggestion of the writer's entire
sell-out to the tastes of a mass audience. At the same time,
there was an element of enjoyment—in the mention of the
"smoothness" Cti. his writing, and the implicit hope for
becoming the very kind of best-seller author that he was
mocking. Another indication of Auchincloss's enjoyment was
the sheer speed of his writing: having started The House of
Five Talents in the beginning of November 1958, he had
written 200 pages by the middle of March, with, of course,
his daytime law practice restricting the available writing
hours. And on September 27, 1959, the completed typescript
was on James Brown's desk.
In every sense it appears that in The House of Five
Talents Auchincloss did find a congenial social terrain for
his novelistic interests. In 1964 he remarked,
I suddenly found that I rather enjoyed being the kind
of novelist I was described as instead of being the
novelist I had thought I was. Now I was a novelist
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who was observing a particular facet of the American
social scene and trying to reproduce it.
Indeed, he was to continue his study of the economic ruling
class in the three subsequent novels, as well as in the two
collections of short stories which came out in between. It
was
clear to Auchincloss that his use of the social
background in The House of Five Talents was much more
successful than in his previous works, for the very reason
that the background's role was more circumscribed. In a 1963
letter to J. Donald Adams Auchincloss wrote,
I think [The House of Five Talents] was my best novel
and it may be because the background had a much more
vital function in the story than in the others. I set
my other books against the background that I could
draw most easily. But the Millinders had to be set
against opulence.
This internal coherence between story and setting similarly
occurred in the other novels written between 1960 and 1967.
Realizing that his writing had profited by his new approach,
Auchincloss asked himself in 1963, "Am I now saying that my
critics were all the time right? I hope not!" 13
Auchincloss's "self-transformation" remains a curious
Incident with somehow contradictory elements. After all,
Auchincloss had held such a narrow view of his authorship.
Despite the predominant psychological interest of his early
novels, they had hinged upon the traditions and morality of
the
Northeast "WASP" upper middle class. It would be
impossible
to transpose them to, say. New Orleans or
Nebraska without substantially altering the stories. The
question remains how Auchincloss could believe that this
could
be done. Probably this belief derived from his
ambition, since in his view being a writer of psychological
novels as opposed to novels bound up with a specific social
scene was a measure of artistic success. If this is so, it
was this narrowly defined ideal of novelistlc success that
Auchincloss abandoned, under the Influence of the critical
reception of his work.
Moreover, Auchincloss's reaction to the critics seems
excessive. In the first place, there was never a unanimous

138
criticai public descrying the social confines of his work.
In the second place, even though a number of reviews do
refer to the role of Auchincloss's social background in his
fiction, there is no political dismissal of his settings as
Irrelevant to the larger social concerns of his era, as
there
would
be
during
the
1960s. The violence of
Auchincloss's reaction to an allegedly unanimous critical
view of his works as "society novels," then, seems an
Indication of his insecurity about his literary powers and
Interests.
Moreover, even though Auchincloss's new direction was an
expression of a sense of failure and of insecurity, at the
same time it brought him the success that he had lacked. It
is almost ironic that The House of Five Talents became a
best-seller. While in the 1950s his novels had averaged
sales between 5,000 and 8,000 copies. The House of Five
Talents ran to an initial circulation of 23(000 and reached
the New York Times best-seller list. So did his three
subsequent novels. Portrait in Brownstone, The Rector of
Justin and The Embezzler, which sold 27,000, 79,000 and
14
85,000 copies respectively.
Early in 1964 Auchincloss was
"happy" to write J. Donald Adams that The Rector of Justin
was going to be a Book-of-the-Month club selection;
this
event was to be repeated in 1966 with The Embezzler. Even
before the publication of The Bector of Justin, Auchincloss
informed Gore Vidal, "I now make as much from writing as
law."
In short, Auchincloss's new mode of writing was
endorsed by the lucre that his work had failed to bring him
before.
Nevertheless,
it
would be wrong to conclude from
Auchincloss's commercial success that he did indeed sell out
to popular demand. After all, more than any other period in
his writing career, the 1960s were the years of his greatest
critical acclaim. Portrait inflrownstonewas reviewed on the
front page of the New Уогк Times Book Review. In September
1963 J. Donald Adams called Auchincloss "the best living
American
novelist" In his New York Times Book Review
column.17 A wide variety of critics—Leon Edel, Anthony
Burgess, Maxwell Gelsmar, Arthur Mlzener, Granville Hicks,
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R.W.B.
Lewis,
to
name
a few18--wrote in praise of
Auchlncloss or of one of his individual works. Other signs
of recognition were his election to the National Institute
of Arts and Letters In 1965, invitations to memberships of
juries for literary awards, requests for "blurbs" from
publishers like Cass Canfield, and contributions to major
periodicals.19 With four critical works published between
1961 and 1965, Auchlncloss furthermore established himself
as a literary critic, making the period 1960-1967 among the
most productive of his entire career.
Auchincloss's
development
into a socially oriented
novelist was part of his dialogue, not just with the
critics, but with his social background itself and its
standards of propriety, as conveyed to him predominantly by
his parents. This dialogue goes back to the time when, as a
boy, Auchlncloss had tried to outrage his parents by his
"vulgar" interest in the rich of Bar Harbor. At Croton and
Yale he had exasperated them by his social arrogance and
snobbishness. And with The Indifferent Children he had
caused them concern by his treatment of the trivialities of
a society close to home. In this latter instance Auchincloss
had compromised: not only did he publish The Indifferent
Children under a pseudonym, but In subsequent novels he had
meant to abstain from social commentary.
This changed with The House of Five Talents and the
three
succeeding
novels.
In
these works Auchlncloss
20
addressed
himself "squarely"
to his society, and it
involved a conflict with his parents' sense of propriety as
well as their sensitivity, as his 1960s novels concerned
"subjects
which
were
acutely
painful"
to them. As
Auchlncloss wrote in A Writer's Capital,
The Rector of Justin aroused resentment in the Croton
family
of
which
they were close members. The
Smbezzler irritated some of Father's friends and
clients who hated to see the ashes of the Richard
Whitney scandal raked over. And The House of Five
Talents
was just the kind of Inquiry into the
extravagance of the rich that Mother found most
vulgar.21
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In
this
way, Auchincloss's development into a social
novelist coincided with a new disregard for the sensitivity
to certain topics on the part of his parents and their
acquaintances. In other words, as regards his fear of
parental and social disapproval, with his 1960s novels
Auchincloss reached maturity. No doubt this was aided by his
marriage in September 1957, just over a year before he began
The House of Five Talents, which naturally had the effect of
diminishing
his
ties with the parental home. Perhaps
significantly. The House of Five Talents is dedicated to his
wife's grandmother, Florence Adèle Tobin, 22 who supplied
Auchincloss with part of the material which he used in The
House of Five Talents, and at whose Long Island estate a
23
number of the novel's chapters were written.
Clearly, as
expressed by her "patronage" of the novel, she had a less
constricting
sense of propriety than did Auchincloss's
mother. With the close ties with home diminished, and
himself less afraid of society's disapproval, Auchincloss
experienced a new freedom of expression; this may have been
another factor in his almost persistent use of the narrative
"I" in his major novels of the 1960s.
In short, the success of his 1960s novels was the result
of
a general flowering or liberation of Auchincloss's
literary talents rather than a mere catering to popular
demand. After all, Auchincloss's success coincided with his
modest experimentation with the forms and techniques of
storytelling,
a
practice
usually incompatible with a
writer's
aspirations
for
popular
success. Since for
Auchincloss the years 1960-1967 were very much a period of
artistic self-discovery, it may be argued that Auchincloss's
maturity as a writer precisely lay in his experimentation,
in his less constricted use of narrative forms and in his
free resort to his social background as a source of material
for his novels.

CHAPTER FIVE
PUBLIC AND PRIVATE DISCOURSES:
THE HOUSE OF FIVE TALENTS and PORTRAIT IN BROW/STONE

The House of Five Talents, published in September 1960, is a
novel in the form of a family memoir. It is written by
Augusta—HGussie"--Millindcr,
a
giranddaughter
of
the
business tycoon Julius Millinder, a German-Jewish immigrant
who upon his death in 1886 left behind a fortune of around
100 million dollars. Julius Mlllinder's death forms the
starting-point of Gussie's memoir. She is not concerned with
the tycoon himself and the making of his fortune: his story
is barely a part of the family history, and, besides,
another member of the family has written his biography.
Instead, her concern is with his descendants, with their
inheritance of the Millinder fortune, and with the social
and psychological destiny that results from the possession
of that money.
Being a memoir. The House of Five Talents is not a
comprehensive history of the family, but a private one. It
registers
the
destiny
of
the
family from Gussie's
perspective, beginning with her memories as a young girl,
and coming to its necessary conclusion when Gussie, at the
age of 75, loses touch with the younger Millinders: the
family has branched out and is dispersed over the suburban
areas of Westchester and Fairfield counties. The memoir
encompasses
the
years
from,
roughly, 1885 to 1948,
describing
the
second,
third--her
own--, and fourth
generation of Millinders, with incidental glimpses of the
fifth. As is indicated by the gaps in the family tree
preceding the memoir, Gussie does not aim at exhaustiveness;
she sticks to her own, limited knowledge of events and
people;
after all, exhaustiveness is a requirement of
historiography, not of autobiography.
The limitations of Gussie's perspective, however, are
not just the limitations of her literary form, but also have
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a social origin. After all, being a woman in an age of rigid
delineation of male-female roles defines the perspective of
Gussie's observations. Her memoir never ventures into the
offices where the Millinder money is earned or preserved.
The Millinder businessmen are seen only in their leisure
time; whenever they are seen at home while they should be
working, it is because some family crisis is taking place--a
death, an extramarital affair, a divorce.
Gussie's observations are limited to the traditionally
female sphere, that is social life and life at home. As to
men, her associations are mostly with those who, for one
reason or another, stay around the home: Antoine de Conti, a
French aristocrat who is above working and who is courting
Gussie's sister Cora; Lucius Hoyt, a sickly and morose
misfit; Lydlg Millinder, an aspiring poet and a frustrated
man. Like the Millinder women, these men are spenders rather
than earners, and do not possess the entrepreneurial acumen
of their tycoon ancestor. But most of Gussie's connections
are with women. It is they who rule social and family life,
as their husbands have left it to them. As a result, while
the reputation of the Millinder family is based on the
fortune made by the men, the family has achieved its social
prominence by the efforts of the Millinder women. Naturally,
Gussie's memoir is in itself evidence of the female concern
with family and society. In this way, her memoir forms a
social document, or, since The House of Five Talents is
fiction, the pretense of such.
As a member of the third generation, Gussie comments on
her family from a vantage point. However sketchy, she does
have recollections of the founder of the family fortune; she
remembers the closeness of the family in the days of the
robber baron, when all sons and daughters lived "under the
watchful parental eye,"
In mansions adjacent to their
father's, indicating the patriarchal or "autocratic" [91
position of Julius Millinder. On Sunday afternoons the
entire family would gather in his gallery and listen to the
patriarch's business stories.
In those early days there had existed a close proximity
between the Millinder source of income and family life. That
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social life was indeed dominated by Julius. Building the
three Roman palaces had been his decision, and it had been a
tribute to his success. His wife, Gussie's grandmother, had
lacked social ambition; she was a submissive spouse, happy
to stay at home and raise the children, and devoted to her
husband
with
a completeness and constancy which were
equalled only by his faithfulness to her. In no way did she
have the social prominence that her daughters-in-law would
achieve. She lived secluded in her mansion, and, indeed,
remains nameless throughout the memoir.
Upon the tycoon's death the family loses its central
authority,
and
among
the remaining members different
directions and forces begin to take shape. Ironically, the
necessary division of the fortune between the children is a
prime factor in this. Unlike a monarchy, where an autocratic
source of power is preserved through the principle of
primogeniture, the Millinder dynasty is short-lived. In
effect, it lasts as long as its founder, since in him both
the financial and the parental power are combined. When upon
his death the family treasure is divided primarily between
the two sons, with considerable allotments, however, to
Julius's widow and other descendants, the family destiny is
sealed. The erstwhile hierarchic family falls apart into the
nuclear families that are typical of the twentieth century.
In this tespect Gussie is right when she states that
"The
story of the Millinders [isn't] the story of a
family.... It's the story of a fortune" 110]. It was their
fortune that both made the Millinders, and that was the
source of their decline in social prominence. As Gussie
writes, no one of her family had enough "talent and beauty
and capacity for living" to "make him famous in his own
right. No one stood out from the crowd without the money"
[10]. In a way, then, the history of the Millinder family is
the history of an artificial or volatile reputation, not
based on the permanence of character or of tradition, but on
the Impersonal and democratic gleam of gold.
Only Julius Millinder, while he was still alive, had
seemed capable of forming a unifying symbol that transcended
the gold. In his time, there had existed a close connection
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between business and family life. To an extent, however,
that closeness and harmony had existed only in the eyes of
Julius, or on a superficial level. After all, Julius had
been a most "impersonal" man, with an "inexhaustible supply
of cliches": "it was impossible to tell by his tone or the
subject of his discourse whether he was addressing a child
of ten or the president of the railway which he had just
acquired" Í9], This impersonality, clearly, had imposed
serious constraints on the intimacy of those Sunday family
gatherings; what was to be the celebration of the Victorian
ideal of the family for Julius and his wife, was in effect
an exchange of platitudes for his children and in-laws. That
his descendants had nevertheless assembled each Sunday was
because of an effort on their part to comply with Julius's
vision of harmony. They had in this way maintained "the
tradition of gratitude to Grandpa Millinder" t7) in which
the various generations of the family were all raised. The
legend of the business-father Julius Millinder was therefore
partly a myth. The only indubitable fact was the pile of
gold over which he held his autocratic sway.
In a sense, Julius's death in 18Θ6 marks the end of the
Victorian era of which he was a representative. With it, the
attempted organic relationship between business and family
life, as well as the ideal of the harmonic family itself
gradually disappear. As the second generation takes over,
business remains the male pursuit, but social life becomes
the domain of the women. While the Millinder mansion on
Fifth Avenue was ordered by Julius himself, it is his
daughters-in-law who plan the summer homes to be built in
Newport. Geographically as well as economically, social life
is increasingly removed from the business world by which it
is financed. It becomes an end in itself, ruled by women;
the patriarchy which society was in Julius's day develops
into a matriarchy.
While business strife had characterized the patriarchy,
the subsequent matriarchy is the arena for social strife.
The unequal bequests made to the two oldest sons--of whom
Julius preferred the younger, Fred, to Gussle's father
Cyrus,
because
of
the
former's business acumen—are
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perfectly acceptable to the sons involved; but to Eliza,
Gussie's mother, it is painful to know that the wife of
Fred, Daisy, "was exactly twice as rich" as she was: "there
were things even then that she cared more about than money"
128). The unequal bequests form the beginning of Eliza's and
Daisy's social rivalry, as expressed in their competition
for the best foreign titles as spouses for their daughters,
their dinner parties, house designs and art collections.
Eliza in the long run loses her interest in the social
game.
Her
initially subsidiary interest in art later
develops into an overriding passion; she retreats from the
world
into
her
art collection. For Julius Millinder
paintings had been merely the decor for family togetherness,
and his taste had expressed itself in the romantic and
sentimental figurative art that was popular in the Victorian
age. For Eliza, collecting art has become a pursuit in
itself, catering to her aesthetic interests, divorced from
the larger social and economic reality except as a form of
2
investment.
The "rigidly conventional" [31] Daisy persists in the
social game throughout her life. Even in the 1930s, when
Daisy is at an advanced age and attends what will be "her
last opening night at the opera," she is determined to use
the front door rather than a side door. She makes her public
appearance, as befits a woman of her stature. She says,
"Thank God, I can still do my duty" [214], which is
indicative of the self-sufficient and independent status
that society life has in her eyes. For the reporters and
cameramen, themselves spectators of the social scene rather
than participants, she is news and amusement. "The men
shouted familiar but friendly greetings to Aunt Daisy like
'Go it, old girl!'" [214]. The mass media have invaded
social life, thus divorcing it entirely from the homely
ideal which it initially was meant to serve. Social life has
become a play, with actors and spectators, as impersonal as
Julius Millinder's cliches. Or, as Gussie puts it, "there
was [little place] for laughter in the serious business of
social life" [31].
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In the meantime, however, the daughters-in-law of Julius
Millinder established the family's social prominence. Julius
and his wife had "never cared for New Vork society" as a
pursuit in itself. Moreover, if they had, they would not
have
succeeded
in
achieving
respectability. Although
Julius's business deals were morally as questionable as the
practices of his competitors, he enjoyed a "bad reputation"
even "in his own day" 17]. This was due to an "alien look,
suggestive of tight, shady deals in overcrowded European
cities." Also, it had been impossible to identify him with a
"'creative'"
line of business "like coal or steel or
railways or even gold." Instead Julius "was a piecertogether of bits and scraps of business, a raider, a
cornerer, in for the quick profit." In New York society he
was considered "'impossible'" [81.
The
bid
for
social
respectability
made by his
descendants was nevertheless successful. On the one hand, it
was achieved by laundering the family history; this occurred
when Aunt Polly destroyed Julius Millinder's family papers,
removing all evidence about the "Jewish skeleton in our
family closet" [8]. On the other, it was made possible by
the increased independence of social life from its financial
basis
in
business: in such a situation the lack of
"creativeness" of Julius's trade mattered less.
Moreover, it was the result of the decline of the old
American aristocracy confronted by the increasingly forceful
presence of the new, economically powerful and wealthier
class of which the Millinders were part. When the Millinders
first
came
to Newport, they were "nothing," socially
speaking, compared to the Bells. Mrs. Bell was a Verplanck,
and her pedigree contained "three signers" [33]. Her type of
aristocracy expressed its class-feeling in a more modest
fashion than the new rich. Her sense of place was apparent
in her "ramshackle shingle cottage" [33] as opposed to the
"Gothic
French chSteau" [31] of Daisy Millinder.3 She
condescends to the new Newport that she sees arising around
her on the ground of her pedigree; at the same time,
however, that pedigree is the "one ground for condescension"
[34] that she still has.
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Economically, indeed, Mrs. Bell's class is declining. If
she is able to condescend to the newer families, it is only
because those families tolerate her mockery. As Güssie
comments, Mrs. Bell's "precarious but undoubted sway over
the social world depended on the inclination of a passive
majority ... to accept her at her own valuation" [331. Being
the "grinning jester* of Newport, to her "an unimaginable
latitude of mockery had been allowed," but it was only so
because
the "fat berlnged hand" [32-33) of the truly
powerful permitted it. In fact, for the new rich the old
aristocracy has become a commodity for their own amusement.
It is Eliza Millinder who drives the fact home to Mrs.
Bell. On their first encounter, Eliza was snubbed by Mrs.
Bell for presuming on a distant connection between their
respective families. Mrs. Bell gradually realizes that she
has "gone too far" [36] in her aristocratic arrogance to the
Marstons of Brooklyn from whom Eliza descends. Knowing that
families like the Millinders are "the coming thing" i 36],
she in the end has to bow to their "naked wealth"--"the one
thing that Mrs. Bell herself so conspicuously lacked" [59].
She consents to her son's courtship of Gussie's elder sister
Cora, whose hand--"crammed with gold" [56] — indicates the
inevitable sell-out of her class to the new rich. Eliza's
use of her daughter as a weapon In her struggle for social
advancement
is
indicative
of
the
strength
of her
determination.
The event represents a turning-point in Mrs. Bell's
social position. Brought to her knees by Eliza Millinder,
her pleasure in society life quickly vanishes, and with
increasingly decadent ideas--Btrained seals in black ties
lurching about the
dinner table to impersonate waiters"
I99]--she goes to extreme lengths to reinforce her view of
the frivolousness of society. To her, social life has never
had the utilitarian value it had for the new rich. It is all
very
well for Mrs. Bell, "who had been born to her
position," to see society as a joke, "but others had
Invested years of effort and millions of dollars in the
enterprise" [99 1. For the newly rich Newport is "more
serious" than it
is for Mrs. Bell, and it is ironic that
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those whom Mrs. Bell and her class used to regard as
upstarts are averse to Mrs. Bell's excesses. After all,
"some values had to be preserved" [99]. The serviceability
of values to the ephemeral game of society life is a final
comment on the self-sufficiency of social life. Values, too,
have become the toys of the new affluent class.
Interestingly, Lancey Bell, Cora's suitor, wishes to
marry her without the Millinder money bestowed upon his
beloved. He is a promising architect ambitious to make his
own start in life. Relying on inner resources rather than
financial ones, he asks Cora, "Will you turn your back on
all the gold and tinsel and be just plain Mrs. Lancey ВеН?"
156]. Cora declines, not just because she feels insecure
outside her "gilded cage" [57], but because the artist-rebel
that Lancey represents is "part and parcel" of "the whole
make-believe" [73] of Newport society life. He plays the
role of the "'beau'," "the swain of the nineties" [46]. If
he "deferís] to no one" [47] in an age of deference, it is
only because it is part of that role. Essentially, he is a
fake. After Cora has rejected him, he does not marry an
"Italian flower girl" [127], which would have constituted
the typical act of rebellion of the artistic son against his
aristocratic birth, but a girl descending from a somewhat
impoverished yet "noble Roman family" [129]. When Eliza
Millinder averred that architects "will have to build what
(their] clients want," he disagreed. Later, however, Lancey
becomes "a most successful" architect, "particularly good
with country houses, clubs and railway stations" [129]. The
Gilded Age has assimilated the arts, too.
It is the second generation that puts the Millinder
family on the social map. They flourish during the 1890s,
when, after "the aristocratic restraint of ante-bellum days"
[3], American trade and industry supplied the capital for
social splendor. Though limited to a few, the money that
became the basis of a new social order was a more democratic
social criterion than the gentility and social service that
was important in the prewar period. Or, as Gussie's cynical
brother Bertie puts it, "the qualities that get a man into
society today are the very ones that used to keep him out:
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greed and trickiness" [136]. It is money that "puts you in
an upper class" [1351, partly because for the general public
only money and its visible manifestations are tangible: "the
actual minutiae of social distinctions are too gossamer to
survive the age of their application" [32]. The Mrs. Bells
are forgotten, while the Millinders are remembered.
Indeed, their reputation only grows as the years go by,
and so do the myths surrounding them. In the 1930s Gussie
revisits her mother's Newport house; prior to its sale it is
temporarily open to the public "for the benefit of a local
charity." She pays her dollar for a guided tour and goes
through the house "with the crowd."
I was fascinated by the hushed awe of our group as
they were conducted by a guide through the great
dark rooms. It was amazing how rotted they appeared,
how tawdry the grandeur, as if the house had died
with its owner. But my fellow visitors seemed to
find it beautiful, and they listened with respectful
interest as the guide intoned his memorized lecture:
"In this room Mrs. Millinder had tea every afternoon
at five. In that corner you will see a marble figure
of a poodle that belonged to the Princesse de Conti.
The
painting
over
the
mantel depicts Julius
Millinder receiving President Arthur on board the
Vestern Star." The family, it seemed, were treated
more royally dead than alive. (601
The Millinder social reputation, which was the achievement
of Eliza Millinder and her generation, has come to live a
life of its own. It has moved into the public domain, and
forms an Image of the dreams and desires of "the crowd" long
after It ceased to be Eliza Millinder's ambition. Indeed,
the society life of the rich has become a museum piece: it
is dead, disowned and banalized, totally divorced from the
questionable economic reality that lay at its basis, and
exploited by the media. That in the case of the Millinder
Newport house the exploitation is "for a local charity" is
not only wonderfully ironic, but also a sign of the times.
Grandpa Millinder's will had deeded "not one penny to
charity" [27]. By the 1930s his attitude of "the public be
damned" has become "a bit out of date" [355!.
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Gussie's treatment of the third and fourth generation of
the Millinder family is more sketchy and selective than her
treatment
of
the preceding two. This is a corollary
primarily of her diminished contact with some of the members
of the family. Even more than in the second generation, the
third and fourth generation lack a center. More and more
they live away from New ïork, in country houses on Long
Island and in New Jersey, amidst the "homogeneous world of
sportsmen and bankers" [241], leading "inconspicuous" t5]
lives in "concealment" [352] of their riches. There is
little family social life left: the men prefer to consort
with other men in their clubs; otherwise sports have taken
the place of entertainment at home. The third- and fourthgeneration Millinders have little left in common, except for
the family past, which Gussie never "very much enjoyed but
which
has
now
become
[her]
most
distinguishing
characteristic" [41.
If for the
second generation society life and social
prominence had--at least temporarily--performed the function
of self-realization, the succeeding generations present the
other side of the coin. In various ways, wealth and social
prominence are a burden to them, dictating their destinies
and limiting their individual freedom. Cora rejected Lancey
Bell because in the maze of social convention she was unable
to perceive any genuine feeling In Bell. As she saw it. Bell
was not in love with her but with "some Idea he's attached
to the wax doll Mamma's made of me" [58]. He does not care
for herself but for "what the papers call 'a beautiful
heiress'" [50]. His offer to make Cora "plain Mrs. Bell,"
without a huge dowry, is in Cora's perception just part of
"the whole make-believe" of Newport of which Bell is both a
victim and a perpetrator.
Cora takes after her mother in her cynical evaluation of
human behavior: all private emotions and all motives are
necessarily corrupted by patterns of behavior accepted by
and expected in society, because they form the premise of
society. To "love" a "'beautiful heiress'" like herself is
impossible, as it inevitably involves her money. It is her
"misfortune" to be "identified with" the Millinder money.
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"'No man could escape your money'," a cousin of hers states.
"Even a nihilist might marry you only to throw it away"
4
Í140].
Consequently, there remain two options for Cora. She
may either protect herself by retreating into the isolation
that she has always sought, since, as Antoine de Conti puts
it, "silence is the only protection from vulgarity in the
atmosphere in which she lives" [82]. The other option is to
accept with a "high honesty" [911 the tragic Impossibility
of uncorrupted private feeling inside society. It is the
latter option which Cora chooses. Rather than the "'beau'"
Lancey Bell, who courts her with a quasi-romantic passion
expected of the type of "swain" he represents, Cora prefers
Antoine de Conti, a man who readily confesses that he
"cannot afford to marry without a dot" (821, and whose
acceptance of his "duty to marry an heiress ... gives him a
dignity the others don't have" [74]. In her marriage with de
Conti Cora does not expect or strive after the fulfillment
of passion that was suggested by Lancey Bell; she merely
wishes "to make him a good wife": "it's the only thing I do
know how to do. To be Antoine's wife. He expects so little
of me. I'll even become a Catholic" [85]. Marriage is here
entirely seen as the fulfillment of a social function; it
involves
the
complete submersion of individuality and
individual desires in a conventional role.
When Gussie is at a marriageable age, the same drama
unwinds along similar lines. Unlike her mother, Guss le
believes in the possibility of fulfillment in love; like
Cora, however, she falls to achieve that fulfillment In real
life. The cause of this is her Inability to ascertain beyond
doubt whether Lancey Bell, who earlier proposed to her
sister, now proposes to her because he loves her for
herself, because of her dowry, or because of a deathbed
promise to his mother. Her tenuous belief that it is love is
gradually weakened by society's Inroads upon the privacy of
her emotion. After her engagement with Lancey, her implicit
conformation to the social norm detracts from her pleasure
In the prénuptial arrangements. At parties other girls treat
her "as if I had always been like them" and "as if I had
been
a 'real' bride" [117]. No one takes her doubts

152
seriously. Bell "ridiculed them and explained that all
brides suffered as I did" 1119], thus devaluating genuine
feeling by turning it into conventional behavior.
However, Gussie herself is equally incapable of seeing
her plight except in de-individualized and accepted terms.
Her conception of love is derived from her reading of Ouida
and
Marie Gorelli. She frequently compares herself to
characters from the arts or from history: Freya in the
Rheingold, Isabella d'Esté, a captive princess in a painting
that she has seen. She wonders sentimentally, "Where was the
intimacy I had dreamed of? Where were the long, delicious
evenings of exchanging reminiscences and vows?" [118!. Apart
from sentimental cliches she lacks the resources to judge
human behavior. She does not know whether Bell's first kiss
was "rather chaste" and cold or "whether this was the way
gentlemen kissed" [112]. She does not know whether her
fiance,
too,
"saw
the
joke"
in the "explosion of
congratulation" [116] following the announcement of their
engagement. Indeed, she does not know whether it is in fact
a joke. In the social behavior that she observes she fails
to recognize the unambiguous signs that she needs in order
to make up her mind. Her perception of an individual truth
is thus frustrated by her confinement in the conventions and
fictions of society.
In utter helplessness she turns to Granny Millinder; the
conversation they have serves as a comment on the increased
ambiguity
of
codes
of
human conduct among Gussie's
generation.
Granny
"never"
had any doubts about the
sincerity of Julius Millinder's proposal. "'He offered me
his hand and heart! He asked my father. How was I to doubt
him after that?'" [121]. The "complete confidence" which she
had in Julius indicates an organic, one-to-one relation
between
social conduct and inner constitution, and an
unambiguous social morality. To Gussie it seems that "life
had been much simpler" [121] in Granny's day, roughly the
1830s. Gussie asks Grandma Millinder's advice in the raid1890s,
a historical moment when Victorian ideology is
fragmenting under the pressures from the nascent Modern era.
Her decision to break her engagement forms a reactionary
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move
toward
the
restoration of simplicity to social
behavior. As she writes,
I had learned while carrying those silly notes
between Cora and Lancey what the image of love could
be. If there was an image then there had to be
somewhere a reality. And if there was a reality,
there could be no compromise. [128]
Her uncompromising attitude leads her to the "silence" that
Antoine de Conti had mentioned as man's only protection
against the contamination of the individual by the lies of
society. Gussie remains single, and her life will continue
to consist of sorting out the individual and the social, the
real and the fancied, the private and the public discourses.
Gussie's
memoirs
bear testimony to her continuing
analysis of the relation between the private and the public.
Fur her this is not an academic pursuit but a highly
personal one, which quite properly belongs in her memoirs.
Her
life
story
makes clear the degree to which an
individual's life can be governed by society's predominant
perceptions of that life. For Gussie it is impossible to "be
herself" without also being a public figure. Taking art
classes at Columbia, she "obviously became an object of
general curiosity" [133!, rendering informal contacts with
fellow students difficult. Conversely, the "values" of the
Millinders' "merchant's world" color the few friendships she
has, and make her a "dupe" and the friend a "'sponge'"
[216]. Her attempts to isolate her friendship with lone
Locke
from
a social environment that imposes such a
construction
upon their relationship fail: secluded in
Newport outside the season, lone grows bored as Gussie grows
miserable,
It is the same lone, however, who helps Gussie resolve
the tension between her desire for individuality and her
public role. When Gussie insisted that Lancey Bell could
marry her "without a fortune," Eliza Millinder had asked
Gussie, "Who do you think you are? What have you so
wonderful to offer a brilliant man that you should scruple
about a dowry?" [128]. Gussie had no answer to this, but had
tenaciously stuck to her belief in the potential realness of
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love as opposed to the convention of love. Later on in her
life, Gussie is asked the same question concerning her
identity by lone.
What is yourself? We're all bits and pieces of our
background, our tastes, our inheritances, even our
clothes. It's only natural for people to be curious
because you're a Millinder and live in a big house.
It's up to you to turn that curiosity into something
better. [21715
This naturalistic definition of human character, presenting
man in terms of constituents rather than essences, now
presents a solution to Gussie's continuing inability to
reconcile the tension between her individuality and her role
in society. "It was the simplest idea in the world, yet it
changed my life," Gussie comments. Previously she had been
tormented by society's tendency to attach "labels" to her
individuality; now she embraces those labels with the "high
honesty" to social fate that had earlier characterized
Cora's and Antoine de Conti's marriage.
Indeed,
the
paradox
is
that Gussie—like Cora—
experiences a greater sense of freedom and relaxation now
that she accepts society's Insistence on seeing her in terms
of a role. There is as much "freedom" in a role and a label
as the person concerned "puts into" or "takes out" of them
[141], she realizes. She may become a "sour old maid," but
she equally has the power to be "a great, a magnificent old
maid" [141]. It is the latter type into which she develops,
and it gives her a powerful position in the family: "an old
maid could reach the young because she was neutral in the
conflict between generations and the old because she was the
priestess at the shrine of tradition." It makes her "the
head of the remnants of Millinders" [217], which, moreover,
serves as an indication of the artificiality of the family
togetherness.
The
unifying
function that used to be
performed by Julius Millinder has now been allotted to
Gussie.
Gussie's awareness of the role and of a separate and
different real self
gives her an edge over Aunt Daisy and
other "addled old women" [10] who cannot tell their role and
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true character apart. Similarly, it makes her invulnerable
to the social reporters, to whom "Miss Augusta Millinder·· is
a mere social type that can be exploited in various contexts
whenever they need to "fill out a vacant paragraph.'*
They don't even have to look me up. A rich old maid
and a brovmstone mansion in a district that has
ceased to be residential? The column writes itself.
Does not one immediately visualize the pearl choker,
the antiquated car, the faithful servants, the opera
box, the rigid punctuality and the respectful visits
of subdued relatives? For readers of a sentimental
kind one can add a kind heart to the old girl's
brusque manner,... Or if one is writing for mystery
lovers, one can embroider on the Wendell theme: the
locked safe, the eerie, long^kept secrets, the hint
of murder, even of incest, enshrouded behind those
dusty curtains. 14)
She is equally superior to "the public eye" [267], which is
not aware that like the actors on the stage of society it is
a "member of the same cast": "the illusion is created as
much by him who performs the reverence as by him to whom the
reverence is made" [2671. Audience and actors are thus
accomplices in the "fancy dress party" that constitutes
society.
It is Gussie's awareness of the public versions of
herself that makes The House of Five Talents a powerful
novel about the nature of social historiography. Gussie's
memoir attempts to salvage private experience from "the
vulgarizing effect of the social historian's pen" [29], to
separate personal expression from clichés and stereotypes,
and to recreate an image of the past that is free of the
preconceptions with which people approach it. When Gussie
comes to the scene as a memoirist, the Millinder history is
all but virgin territory. Lucius Hoyt, Gussie's cousin, has
written the biography of Julius Millinder. The Millinders'
Newport chapter has been treated by lone Locke in her book
"My Newport, Its Rise and Fall." Gussie finds this book a
collection of banalities, "full of the hollow cant of the
usual social story" [101: "every ball is 'brilliant,' every
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bachelor 'eligible,' and every woman over fifty a 'dowager'"
[29]. Ironically, all the time lone's aim had been to "draw
the old place from a fresh perspective," which serves as a
measure of the tendency to "see our own pasts in the light
of what others have written" [29].
There is another, "vulgar" work by Leila Hoyt, entitled
"The Omnibus of Me" 1146], a confessional book depicting
herself
as the tragic victim of Millinder oppression.
Gussie's cousin Oswald, a rebel with Communist leanings, has
purposefully "vilified" 110] the family name by a "trashy
but sensational novel" (346) about an embezzling in-law.
Another cousin, George, has "employed a historian to clean
up
the family name" 1351], as had been Aunt Polly's
intention
when
she
destroyed the evidence of Julius
Millinder's Jewish descent. Alfred Millinder conducts a
careful public relations campaign to "identify the family
name with something he calls 'public responsibility'"15J.
Finally, the Millinders' history has been written in the
society pages, whose subject they have been for years.
Indeed, to a large extent the Millinders have been created
by the "public eye," by society's fascination with the rich
and powerful, and by the compliance of the rich with their
public image.
Gussie's memoir originates in her desire to counter all
these falsifications. It is her contention that no Millinder
"would have really stood out from the crowd without the
money" [10]. The "flashing streak of Grandpa's fortune"
[368] hurled the family into the pages of illustrated
weeklies; in 194Θ, as Gussie writes her memoir, the family
is still rich, but socially the younger generations have
taken "their places once more in the highway of life with
the eternal ebb and flow of commuting brothers."
I
sometimes
think
with
discomfort
that the
uniformity that I deplore in young Lydig's life
existed not only in the past before the making of
the fortune, but also in those very glittering
decades to which I have referred, and that my family
were at all times simple, ordinary people, pursuing
simple, ordinary tasks, who stood out from the crowd
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only in the imagination of those observers who
fancied from reading the evening papers that tiaras
and opera boxes made an organic difference. Perhaps
that is my ultimate discovery of what the money
meant, that it meant nothing at all, or, at any
rate, very little. But I find such a conclusion
oddly disagreeable. It makes me feel no better than
a shopgirl who goes to the movies to see Joan
Crawford play an heiress and to imagine herself
throw a diamond necklace from the stem of a yacht
to satisfy a passing tantrum. [368]
Gussie's memoir, then, debunks the history of her family;
doing so, however, it also debunks itself. Society is
constituted by the fictions and "tantrums" of man, and
historiography entails the dissection of these. When that
has been done, however, it appears that there had been
nothing but those fictions and tantrums in the first place.
For Gussie the memoirist, then, the only thing that remains
is silence. As a private person, however, she returns to the
fictions of the past that she has dissected,
I have tried to tell the story as I see it today. It
has caused me considerable pain to be as explicit as
I have been. Now that I have completed the task, Г
shall allow myself to toss and turn for a while In
the downy bed of more romantic concepts. Having done
my duty, why should I not? Why should I not see Aunt
Daisy as a small, stately, much beloved queen bowing
solemnly to a loyal multitude from her balcony over
Fifth Avenue.... Surely it is a harmless diversion
for one of my years.... [368-691
The old public myths in this way become Gussie's private
fantasies. But that is what in effect they always were.
In
conclusion.
The
House
of Five Talents is a
multllayered novel which, besides its preoccupation with the
American social scene from 18β5 to the 1940s, its rich
evocation of the ephemeral ways of the wealthy, presents a
discourse
on
the
nature
of
social intercourse and
historiography. This latter aspect was entirely overlooked
when the novel came out; reviewers approached The House of
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Five Talents only as a novel of manners. In view of the
complex nature of the relationship between social codes and
their origin in the public Imagination, such an approach to
The House of Five Talents is not very appropriate, even
though
It
may
have
been
suggested by the novel's
preoccupation with a historic era and social milieu often
associated with the novel of manners.
While
mostly
dealing
with an older, prewar era,
Auchincloss's novel is nevertheless set in 1948, in postwar
America, when Gussie Millinder composes her memoir. It was
written, moreover, in 1960, and with its nihilistic premise
concerning the human imprisonment in the language of selfmade fictions, it acquires a postmodern aspect. Reality in
The House of Five Talents is a chaos of man-made fictions,
all true and all false. History is a spoof in which
everybody is necessarily involved, except those who opt for
silence.
In spite of—or maybe owing to--its reception as a novel
of manners. The House of Five Talents became a best-seller
and
established
Auchincloss's
name.
Referring
to
Auchincloss's earlier irritation about Houghton Mifflin's
publicity
of
his books, James Oliver Brown wrote to
Auchincloss,
If they don't make this into a big book, please pay
no attention. Or try. I know how it hurts. But just
know you are good and better than almost anyone else
writing today and you'll get your reward eventually
7
and on this earth.
Even though one may take issue with Brown's praise for
Auchincloss--lndeed, It was probably meant as an expression
o£ encouragement rather than a balanced evaluation--The
House of Five Talents is a strong work and did become a "big
book."
Its
critical and commercial success encouraged
Auchincloss to continue in his new vein.
The House of Five Talents was followed by Portrait in
Brownstone. Like its predecessor. Portrait in Brownstone is
a study of the upper-middle-class segment of New York. Apart
from a few glances into the nineteenth century, the novel
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covers the years fro» 1901 to 1951, which makes it the story
of the generation that follows Gussie Mlllinder. In the
novel Auchincloss intended to investigate
whether or not a homogeneous unit--which is to say a
family
with a tradition of respect for tribal
authority that once reached out to include second
cousins
and step-aunts as well as parents and
children-- ... can survive in the fluid environment
g
of an expanding city like Mew York.
Even though this authorial intention would make Portrait in
Brownstone and The House of Five Talents closely resembling
novels, in actual fact they are very different, to the
disadvantage of Portrait in Brownstone. The differences
concern both the execution of the novel's theme and its
form.
First, unlike the earlier novel. Portrait in Brownstone
deals mostly with the disintegration of the Denison family.
The novel lacks the lucid and comprehensive evocation of a
family in its financial and social bloom that can be found
in The House of Five Talents. In 1901, when the story proper
begins, the signs of disintegration are already all too
present. Unlike the Millinder fortune, the Denison fortune
has not been made by a Denison patriarch--he died long
before
the
family
achieved
any financial or social
prominence--but by an in-law, Linn Tremain. The latter had
married Dagmar Denison in the late Ів Ог, after which the
couple had moved to Manhattan. Dagmar, however, had been so
homesick for her relations in her native Brooklyn that Lynn
had gradually bought an entire block on Fifty-third Street,
so as to bring the Denison atmosphere to his wife, just as
others might import European art. One after the other the
Denisons had come, working in Tremain's firm or at least
living in his houses. Fifty-third Street had come to be
called "Denison Alley,"1 in tribute to the family's "crowded,
organized"
enclave in New York City.
Nevertheless, "Denison Alley" lacks the grandeur and
social prominence that characterized the position of the
Mllllnders.
The Denisons are a family of bankers and
doctors, affluent and respected, but not richer or more
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important than other New York banking families. They are
well-known around town» but without the reputation and
notoriety
of
the
tycoon
Julius
Millinder
and his
descendants. They have been too respectable ever to face the
social opprobrium of an older and allegedly superior class,
as happened to the Millinders. The Denison type of family,
climbing from respectability in Brooklyn to affluence and
respectability in Manhattan, constitute the new upper middle
class that was formed in the wake of the earlier tycoons,
who had taken the place of the American aristocracy. Rigidly
conventional, they are content to live among their own set,
and never aspire to the eminence that Daisy and Eliza
Millinder strived for. In fact, "Denison Alley" seems just
that,
a
private
family
enclave
with
few
social
reverberations; it would have been unthinkable on Fifth
Avenue, where the Millinders lived.
Socially, moreover, the Denisons are a family without a
figurehead. Linn Tremain may be the financial head of the
family, but he is not a patriarch like Julius Millinder. The
divorce between business world and social life has already
taken place, and so has the division between the typically
male and female spheres of Influence. Tremain is totally
uninterested in family social life; he "lived on for such
slight diversion as his business offered" [24], and prefers
his club to his home. The Denisons "bored him" [24].
Conversely, the Denisons find him "heavy going" at their
many parties: Tremain "usually said very little or else
spoke at considerable length, both habits incompatible with
the kind of Ьгеегу repartee in which his wife's family
specialized" [90]. The fact that the family is known in
society not by his name but by the name of his in-laws is
indicative of his lack of involvement in the Denison social
life.
The other male members of the Denison family proper have
little going for them. They are rather mediocre figures, who
conduct their medical practice or who work in Tremain's firm
without much ambition; their individual roles in the novel
are only minor. Apart from Tremain, the other important men
in Portrait in Brownstone are in-laws: Derrick Hartley and
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Mark Jesmond. It is Hartley who succeeds Tremain and who,
upon Tremain's death, removes the founder's name from the
firm's letterhead and substitutes his own. Mark Jesmond, who
is groomed to be Hartley's successor, is likely to do the
same upon his mentor's death. Within the family, there is a
perpetual
tension
between
the
forces
of change as
represented by the in-law businessmen, and the Denison
family proper. When Linn Tremain's name is removed from the
firm's
letterhead, the conventional Denisons object to
Hartley's lack of "loyalty to Uncle Linn who gave you a
start" [148Í. An uncle lamely contends that Hartley "was
never quite a gentleman" [149]. His wife Ida reproaches
Hartley for not having consulted Aunt Dagmar in the matter.
Hartley retorts, "What business is it of Aunt Dagmar's?"
11481, thus literally posing the question of Dagmar's—or
any Denison's—involvement with the firm.
The reactions of the Denisons to Hartley's action all
indicate their belief or conviction that there should exist
a harmony between business and the family tradition. They
consider the firm part of their family, and view business
conduct by the same standards that prevail in Fifty-third
Street. To do so in the age of corporate enterprise,
however, is not only anachronistic, but also an act of selfdeception. It Is to stick to labels which no longer do
justice to a changed business situation. It is to substitute
names or words for reality, fiction for fact.
The loyalty to family tradition and the denial of such
loyalty is a central theme in Portrait in Brownstone. This
theme concerns not only an abstract social morality, but
equally the question of Individual identity and integrity
within that morality. For the main character in the novel,
Ida Hartley, growing up involves the necessity to come to
terms with the Denison ideology. The latter emphasizes
sociability and conformity to such a degree that "even a
small desire for privacy [wasj regarded as almost antisocial" [251. To the shy and "malleable" [51] Ida, the
Denison morality is absolute. As she writes, "Sometimes it
seemed to me that [thè family) were the universe and I a
passively observing atom with no power to affect what it
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observed" (511. She feels guilty for what she considers her
failure to meet the norm, and sees herself in terms of a
poor contrast to her beautiful cousin Géraldine, "the goldenhaired darling of the block" In whose "sly, soft, flattering
Impertinence" the grown-up Denisons take "an unreasoning
pleasure" [25].
Even to the young and intimidated Ida it is clear that
the adults' pleasure in Géraldine Is "unreasoning." While
the social morality of the family forces the "sly" Géraldine
to conform to the Denison pattern, to "the juniors of her
own sex" she reveals the "less lovable side of her nature"
[26]. With Géraldine and a misfit stepcousin Livia, Ida is
indeed initiated into a different world, one of secret love
affairs and "dirty talk." "I knew there were two worlds,"
Ida writes, "the dry, brisk daylight of my own parents and
that darker, more rustling hemisphere of Livia's adventures,
and if I hardly felt a member of either, at least the first
was familiar" [34]. Consequently, when Géraldine is about to
let her in on Livia's secrets, Ida covers her ears and
rejects the knowledge she is offered.
Her loyalty to her
parents' ideology can only be preserved by a deliberate
avoidance of--sexual--knowledge, by an act of self-negation,
in which the known and the communal are preferred to the new
and the private.
Nevertheless,
the
incident
suffices to create an
awareness
in Ida of the disparity between the family
morality and reality. Her enlightenment is precipitated by
the person that would seem least probable to do so, Ida's
formidable grandmother Trask. During their Sunday visits Ida
is "awed" by her grandmother's "grave dignity" and "stately
appearances" [55]. Grandma Trask's identity is merged with
her appearance to the point that "it was hard for [Idal to
believe that she had a weekday existence" [54-55]. In her
case, social morality and individuality appear one.
Appearances are shattered, however, by a coeval of
Grandma Trask, Miss Florence Polhemus, whose moral rectitude
Is even stricter than Grandma Trask's. During a journey to
Europe, Miss Polhemus is "upset" by seeing Grandma Trask In
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the company of an old New York friend. The fact that Grandma
Trask is accompanied by Ida does not satisfy Miss Polhemus's
absolute
standards
of
propriety.
Addressing
Ida's
grandmother she states,
I have never considered what it is that people
think.... I was brought up to believe that certain
things looked badly and certain things looked well.
Why they looked badly or well was never the point.
Í641
Grandma Trask breaks down completely, out of fear that for
once she has been slack in the observation of decorum. Back
in
their
cabin, Ida secretly watches her grandmother
undress. The clothes and wig that had earlier seemed to
constitute the woman herself, now turn out to be mere
exterior paraphernalia; after her "dismantlement" Grandma
suddenly looks a "very old and broken" woman, weeping "at
the disruption of her plans, at the break in a pattern that
was probably the only thing that made sense out of the chaos
of her widowhood" 1651. The destruction of Grandmother's
stature is complete when she offers Ida a ruby bracelet if
the latter will continue to chaperone her once they arrive
in Paris. The payment offered to Ida for a service which
earlier would have been given unasked, is a measure of
Grandma Trask's desperation. She is at the opposite end from
Ida: while decorum confines the latter, it defines Grandma
Trask.
In the case of Grandma Trask, there thus appears to be a
great discrepancy between the conventional perception of her
and her true self. Grandma represents a tradition and a
function rather than an individual, which. Indeed, one is
able to behold only after her "dismantlement." She is an
icon of a bygone age, as strange as "some Oriental princess
or
dowager
empress" 1551, lost in modern times. Her
relations defer to her in her presence, but "laugh behind
their hands" at her wig and her "literal turn of mind and
total lack of humor" [55). They positively corrupt her by
maneuvering her into a marriage with the very friend who had
caused her "dismantlement." Ida's mother clears "a quick
path" through the "thickets of religious difficulties ...
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blame Ida for it. Being Hartley's wife, she "'should learn
to curb him. That's a woman's job'" [149]. Ida replies,
"Aunt Dagmar, I'm so sorry."
"Sorry!" [Aunt Dagmar] exclaimed fretfully. "He
was your choice, wasn't he?"
"I sometimes wonder," [Ida] murmured dismally.
"ïou were all so for him." [149]
It is this awareness of the complicity of the entire family
in its own sell-out to Hartley—as it had formerly sold out
to Linn Tremain--that saves Ida from her sense of guilt for
having "destroyed Fifty-third Street" [150]. She feels sure
that, if the family would again have to choose between her
and him, between "tradition and family feeling" tl51) and
monetary gain, they would once more go for Hartley "in their
own perverse fashion" [1501.
Ida's sense of betrayal by the family turns her into a
rebel. Unlike her stepcousin Livia, who revenges herself
upon the Denlsons by marrying the catholic Italian that her
family
despises,
and
unlike
the erstwhile "darling"
Géraldine, who would have drunk herself to death had she not
committed suicide, Ida revenges herself by conforming to the
family's choice. She realizes that the Denison "philosophy"
amounts to little but a hypocritical concern for "eternal
... appearances" [150]. She refuses the "job" allotted to
her to "curb" her husband, and like the family, chooses for
Derrick. Attending the dinner to celebrate the firm's change
of name Is a "capitulation" [152] to the family's basic
mercantilism and to Derrick's force and power. At the same
time, however, it constitutes a positive and individuating
choice.
Father had told me that I could choose to be a
leader or be led, but that it was vital that I
should choose. I had not chosen until that night [of
the dinner], but I chose then. [152]
This conscious choice for a form of self-destruction as an
attempted release from the illusory, yet binding inheritance
from home, is found in Auchincloss's early novels as well,
notably The Great World and Timothy Colt, Venus In Sparta
and Pursuit of the Prodigal.
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As
was the case in these novels, self-destruction
entails the separation of fiction from fact, of illusory
versions of the self or the family from a truer version.
Self-destruction in this sense is a form of self-analysis,
an examination of the modes of behavior and the moralities
that are open to a person in a particular situation. By
choosing to be "led" by Hartley, Ida chooses to see the
world from his perspective rather than from the hypocritical
viewpoint of the Denisons. Hartley has always been averse to
hypocrisy. He disliked his "sentimentalist" father, and
opposed him with the "image of silent competence, so free of
cant" [831 presented by Linn Tremain. He liked Tremain's
categorical denial of a distinction between "flesh and
spirit." " 4 approach everything as if I were going to buy
it,1" Tremain used to say. "'Both things spiritual and
things material'" [82]. Embracing this materialist creed was
for Hartley part of his emancipation from the authority of
his
clergyman
father.
Similarly
he
scoffed at the
"sentimentality" 198] of love, and when in his passion for
Géraldine he found that love "after all, was real" (105J and
more than a poetic fallacy, he dismissed that same love as
"measles" when society refused him fulfillment in love. In
love as well as business Hartley goes "straight to the
point" [240], satisfying his egotistic desires regardless of
the niceties of decorum to which the Denisons conform.
As
Hartley's economic power finally allows him to
"swallow up" [149) the Denison family, Hartley becomes the
destroyer of all the shared habits and fictions that united
the family. Even though the Denisons are as materialistic as
Hartley, together they have fostered the belief that their
sense of "tradition and family feeling" transcends their
materialism.
Linn Tremain obviously did not share the
Denison belief in their differentness, but even though he
had looked askance at his in-laws, generally he was bored by
them and abstained from comment. Indeed, the Denisons'
belief in their family character has been so pertinent that
New ïork has come to see the Denisons of "Denison Alley" as
they see themselves.
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However, when Hartley takes over, the Denison illusion
falls apart. Hartley "calls a spade a spade" [1155, and
doing so he dissects the blend of fact and fiction with
which his in-laws view the world. "Fact" becomes his domain,
and he rules it autocratically. "Fiction" becomes the realm
of Ida: she leaves the administration of the "great world"
to her husband, and retreats into the irreality of a "New
York
woman's
existence," "comfortably full, pleasantly
monotonous"
[260 1, consisting of charitable coramittees,
women's clubs and discussion groups. "Fiction" seems the
realm of all Denison women. Géraldine imagines herself the
victim of the illusory Denison morality, as it has denied
her love by denying her Hartley. Dorcas, very much her
father's child, is at odds reconciling the mere physicality
of
her
attraction for Mark Jesmond with a remaining
"Denison" inhibition that physical love "'isn't the kind to
build
a marriage on'" 12S5]. Livia, Ida's stepcousin,
Idealizes the Denisons by seeing them as representatives of
a "fairy-tale" age of "Innocence" [53] now lost.
Ida, however, retains her observant eye. She is "between
worlds" [127] in that, while being part of the Denison myth,
she is equally a "silent watcher" [161] and analyst of that
myth and of life outside it. Alone on a trip to Ireland,12
she achieves a "detachment" 1269] from both Hartley's and
the Denisons' world. On the one hand, after twenty years of
marriage with Hartley, "Fifty-third Street seemed as unreal
and as quaintly entertaining as a novel by Jane Austen"
12701. On the other, she realizes that Hartley is part and
parcel of that novel. He was the eager young man coming from
the provinces in order to conquer the city. He is as much an
embodiment of society's conventional way of looking at
itself as are the largely imaginary and mythic attractions
which he strives for. Ironically, Hartley's insistence on
facts, and his aversion to "cant" and decorum are part of
the social role which he perforins. Hartley's unawareness of
his role gives Ida an edge over him, and she begins to see
him in more realistic proportions. His "fumbling apology" to
Ida for his infidelity turns him from a man who had "put a
large career ahead of nation and family" into "a mere small
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lying creature whimpering for his wife's forgiveness" [2701.
Ida's
new understanding of the roles and patterns of
society, and her disillusionment with the illusions of her
husband relieve her of the burdensome social morality in
which she used to believe.
It is dissatisfying if not incredible that Ida's farreaching insight into h&r family and her marriage does not
come to a head until many years after her trip to Ireland.
The trip takes place in 1936; its culmination occurs after
Géraldine'? death in 1950. Geraldlne's death signifies to
Ida a final release from the past. Throughout Geraldlne's
decline into alcoholism and self-pity, Ida has taken care of
her out of a persisting sense of duty, even though she
realizes that Geraldlne's case is hopeless, and even though
Hartley has long since turned his back on his former
mistress. When Geraldine dies, Ida discovers among her
papers a note indicating that Géraldine actually wanted
Hartley to divorce his wife so as to be able to marry him
herself. Ida's loyalty to Géraldine, as well as the past
from which it stems, then disintegrate completely.
I
saw [Géraldine's] room and its accumulations
suddenly as anybody might have seen it, stripped of
the associations in which the past had wrapped it
for me. Now it was merely cluttered and shabby, and
Uncle Victor's portrait a slick fashionable dated
job, and Aunt Sophie's porcelain chipped and bad
Victorian. But what was worst of all was that there
seemed not only no taste but no principles. I was
suddenly abandoned in a wasteland of moral equality
where tact and kindness and self-sacrifice and greed
and lechery and simple selfishness were so many
cactuses of the same size and barbs, and Géraldine
and I were one at last.... [16]
Stripped of the associations of the past, of myth, idealism
and sympathy, the entropy at the basis of life reveals
itself. Whatever differentiated Ida from Géraldine or from
Derrick, whatever made the Denisons different from their
society, consisted of human constructs, with no Inherent
value. Throughout her life Ida had been burdened by the
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discrepancy between the Denison "philosophy" and her private
consciousness
of
a
reality
incompatible
with
that
philosophy. She had been suspended between the Denisons'
conformism
and Livia's and Geraldine's adventurousness,
between Grandma dressed and magnificent and Grandma old and
weeping, between tradition and Hartley's destructiveness.
Ida's realization of reality's moral inertia and of the
arbitrariness of the ideology in which she was raised--it
consisted of merely the "tastes" of her forbears rather than
of absolute "moral principles" t158]--dissolves her inner
conflict. Thus, only after her complete disillusionment is
Ida at peace with herself.
However,
a
fundamental
conservatism
bespeaks the
conclusion of Portrait in Brownstone. Reality being a chaos
of appetites, and all forms of human endeavor being morally
questionable,
Ida
"emerges" from her old attitude of
submission in an existential "naked exercise of will power"
(367). She does not do so by the further destruction of the
codes that she used to believe in, but by a paradoxical
reaffirmation of them. Her "new thinking" (155) involves the
reinforcement of the notion of family duty to Dorcas, who
under Hartley's tutelage has come to believe that her sole
duties are to her husband Mark Jesmond. It also involves
Ida's intervention in her son Hugo's engagement with the
conventional and solid Alfreda Denison, at the expense of
Kitty Tyson, a divorcee whose sophistication, "charm," and
"feminine" and "sexy" appearance make her a "rare creature"
(330) even to Ida's jealous and disapproving eyes. Her "new
thinking" also involves "taking over" her husband after his
heart attack, and the administration of his firm by power of
attorney.
In all senses, Ida emerges as the matriarch of a bygone
era. She mends the breaches in decorum and in family
"togetherness" caused by "The Coming of Derrick" (77)—the
title of part two of the novel--by the reembelllshment of
reality with the old myths and artificiality. That they are
myths is apparent from the means by which Ida achieves her
aims. To suit her purpose, she cynically avails herself of
the same instruments that Linn Tremain had used to create a
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homely "Denison" atmosphere for his wife: money. After all,
Hugo is accepted by the snobbish Alfreda Denison only after
Ida's shares have made him president of an art gallery. By
her control of her husband's firm she has thrown a "noose"
[3651 around the neck of the ambitious Mark Jesmond. To
Hartley's pleasure, the chances are slim that the name
"Jesmond" will get into the firm's name, if only because Ida
might wish to restore the "Tremain" that was dropped twentyfive years ago. Ida's power play, she admits to herself, has
made her a "monster" [3323 like her husband. Hartley was a
"shocking egotist" 1369 3 by placing his interests above
those of the family; Ida proves to be the same by her
equally
selfish
restoration
of "tradition and family
feeling."
If Ida feels that, by taking charge of the family, she
has at last begun to "'live'" [330], this can nevertheless
be true only in a very ambiguous sense. Her success at
restoring the family honor entirely depends on Hugo; had he
refused his mother's bribe, Ida's plan would have foundered.
To Hugo Ida confessed that "if you marry Mrs. Tyson, I'll
die" 1342]. Hugo, however, was so "merciful" [343] as to
comply with his mother's plan because, as he says, "4'11
probably be happier than I would have been had you left me
to my own devices" (3433. Moreover, Ida's power of attorney
over the firm is provisional. Derrick is able to "revoke it
at will" even if, in view of his bad heart, this action
"should prove his last" [3643. In the case of his death,
too, the attorney would be annulled. In both events the firm
would pass into the hands of the remaining partners, among
whom Mark Jesmond; Ida would lose her power, and the family
would fall apart in no time. In short, the situation in 1951
is identical to the situation in 1912, when Linn Tremain was
still in charge. The homogeneity of the Denisons carries the
seeds of its disintegration within itself; it is necessarily
temporary.
The reemergence of the Denison family must be seen not
only against its provisional basis in Ida's control of the
firm, but also in terms of its mythic or fictional nature as
such. What, after all, reemerges but a number of generally
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accepted codes that have no relation to reality as it is?
Ida knows that what appears to her relations as her "new
serenity" is in reality "nothing but a mass of frozen fears"
[342]. Without a dominant social morality as a guide for
action, social behavior degenerates Into "silly" romanticism
and sensuality at best, and in the worst case into an
unbridled gratification of impulses, ht one extreme is Kitty
Tyson with her refined femininity, and at the other is Mark
Jesmond, whose crudity is suggested by his apish habit of
scratching his back or head or armpit. Both of these extreme
alternatives are socially harmful, as they stress individual
desire at the expense of social stability.
The barrier that Ida resurrects, then, is a barrier to
such individualistic, antisocial, destabilizing action. She
replaces individuality by conformity and bonds of duty, and
reality by myth and language. With Ida "in charge," Hartley
and
Jesmond
fling
a
slender bridge of "perfunctory
conversations, seasoned with perfunctory smiles" over "what
had at first seemed an unconnectible gap" resulting from
their quarrel [364-65]. Even though they still hate each
other, what one sees is their "expressed good will" [3651.
She tears up the note that forms the evidence of Hartley's
infidelity to her; as far as she is concerned, Hartley "can
go on about [his] own life as if nothing at all had
happened" [191. In the avoidance of marital upheaval, Ida
states, "silence is our only possible salvation" [2681. It
involves Ida's persistence in her function as a loyal spouse
and mother "no matter what Derrick did" [2451.
Clearly, as Portrait In Brownstone progresses, there is
a growing discrepancy between Ida's conduct and the reality
which,
by
adopting that conduct, she tries to deny.
Increasingly
her behavior becomes a simulacrum of the
organic social and personal morality from which it springs,
as impersonated by Grandma Trask. Ida's conduct has become a
mere social role, with only a very tentative relationship to
reality as it is. Indeed, towards the conclusion of Portrait
in Brownstone the metaphors used are increasingly derived
from the theater. Ida notes that it is "significant that in
starting, as I thought, 'to live,' my first metaphor should
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have been of a stage." She describes herself as moving "into
the light-filled circle before the black pit exposed by
parted curtains" [3301. Earlier she had been a "silent
watcher," hidden in the "black pit" of anonymity. Yet even
then she had been an accomplice In the lie constituted by
society; after all, in the theater the audience Is as
vitally important as the cast. The "silence" that Count de
Conti had recommended in The House of Five Talents as a
defense against society's vulgarity is no longer a viable
option. "Silence" in Portrait іл Brownstone is merely the
denial of reality; if Ida has discarded silence and has
begun to "act," the moral difference is only relative. It is
merely the difference between "being a leader and being
led," as her father had said.
Even Hartley in the end has no option but to let himself
be drawn into Ida's "game." At his son's and Alfreda
Denison's wedding, he is seated in the wheelchair to which
his heart attack has confined him. It is a "vantage point
from which to view the party" [363]. The "scene" is the
wedding reception; the "setting" [362] is the Park Club, the
"unreal" women's world that has always been Ida's domain.
Here, Hartley is no longer what he used to be. His rudeness
to a guest is taken for the social banter that befits the
setting—"Oh, Mr. Hartley, you're a scream) You really
are!'" [3651. Indeed, the once powerful and unmanageable
Hartley has become a figurehead, who "smiles to his left and
right" as he is wheeled around, "like a sovereign in a
carriage"
[3711.
Thus,
while Ida has developed from
submission to dominance. Derrick has moved in the opposite
direction. The Denisons have "closed over him" [3643, as Ida
has
converted his erstwhile opposition to the Denison
"philosophy" to conformity.
In this way Portrait in Brownstone reveals itself as a
study
of discourses struggling for hegemony. Hartley's
ideology was that of the American self-made male, rising
from
the
ineffectual
religiosity of his New England
clergyman father to financial power through a materialistic
creed that denounced all restraints as "hypocrisy and cant."
His ideology was countered by the Denisons, whose creed of
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sociability and tradition imposes limitations on Hartley's
antisocial
matérialisa. "Good manners is the only rag
between us and the apes" [1021; "manners" and decorum form
th« basis of society, and are in constant conflict with
Individualism. In the end. Hartley is caught in the net of
society;
indeed, his former egotism has been rendered
harmless in the merely titular power of a "sovereign."
Probably the most potent agent that society has for
converting individuality into acceptable social behavior is
language.
Portrait
in
Brownstone
contains throughout
suggestions of the homogenizing function of words. It is
words which arrest action and impulse. When after having
deserted Ida, Derrick returns to her, Ida keeps up a
dialogue consisting of "irrelevancy after irrelevancy." When
Derrick asks her, "'Don't you think it's rather artificial
to go on like this?'," Ida replies that she "wantts} to be
artificial" 1134]: it provides her with safety by drawing a
curtain
between
herself and painful facts. Similarly,
linguistic strategies may frustrate Individual desire. At
the dinner table, the undesired intimacy between Derrick and
Géraldine can be prevented by "making the conversation
general" £102], thus restoring the group's homogeneity at
the expense of individual fulfillment.
There are frequent inroads of the public discourse into
privacy. During the divorce proceedings of Géraldine and
Talbot
Keating,
Géraldine's
diary
becomes
Keating's
instrument in court to dodge her claims for alimony. Livia
Tremain's
elopement
with
a beach club assistant, an
expression of her reliance on individual impulse rather than
decorum, is "duly reported in the public prints" Í32]. Ida's
genuine grief about Geraldine's suicide is disturbed by the
"whining" request from the manager of Geraldine's hotel that
"'Mr. Hartley will look after the press'" [13] and protect
the hotel's reputation. Art, the repository of individual
expression par excellence, is vulgarized, too. The publisher
Robert Cranberry, Dorcas's first husband, sees the "selfpity" of writers as a commodity: self-pity is "what makes
great literature. Except when it is translated into fiction,
we
call
it
compassion" I19Q]. A publisher's job is
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"handholdinq," so that his authors will continue to "pound
out ttheir) little fantasies of guilt and hate and yearning"
[176]. Ironically, Cranberry's own writing comes to a full
stop
under
the
patronage
of
Hartley, who finances
Cranberry's sabbatical precisely to reveal to Dorcas what a
fake her husband is. Put to a real test. Cranberry's coveted
illusion of being unable to finish his novel due to the
pressures of his job falls through.
He soon afterwards
moves in with a neurotic poet called Vera Stiles and is
"totally merry and gay" [2591 again. Blaming his failure on
the philistine Derrick, Cranberry returns to the comforts of
self-delusion.
However much private experience and public discourse are
inimical to each other, it is the human fate to need shared
and generally understood signs In order to communicate
within society. As Ida discovers during her "emergence,"
Chat, chat, the eternal chat, the cozy confidence
with the understanding friend ... made even disaster
a staple for future exchanges. The negation of life
that came from reducing it to the grade of a mere
topic, an undulation in the atmosphere between two
human beings who might cease to recognize each other
without the common bond of anecdote. [324]
Portrait In Brownstone Is full of the kind of anecdotal
dialogue
to which Ida refers. It indicates the human
reliance on tales of the past, on past figures of speech,
and
on
the
linguistic
heritage
to make themselves
understood. If in The House of Five Talents historiography
was a problematic activity, in Portrait in Brownstone it is
language
and other, nonverbal communication which seem
exhausted, repetitive and incapable of fresh expression. The
novel abounds in stereotypes, clichés and allusions to
literary sources. When during dinner the host Is offended,
he will ask his guest to remember in whose house they are,
"thank you very much" 1341]; If he Is very angry, he will
"fling down his napkin" [4Э, 183] and retreat to his study.
The guest will leave the house quite miserably, but it is
almost certain that the host's wife will eventually placate
the irate husband. When Hartley enters Linn Tremain's office
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for an interview, the senior partner does not even look up
and continues examining a stamp through a magnifying glass.
"The old ham" [831, Hartley reflects. In the same interview
Tremain reproaches Hartley for "overdoing" his "game" teseti of playing the brash, ambitious young man from the
provinces. Basically, these instances are little plays,
formal skirmishes in which the power relationships are
established or reaffirmed.
Apart from these social plays. Portrait in Brownstone is
full of allusions to the fine arts, the literary heritage
and history, by means of which the characters and their
relationships are defined. Women are compared to a "dowager
empress" or a "matron of the court of Louis XV" [621, or,
from the literary heritage, to "the heroine of Pride and
Prejudice" [136]. Men are compared to a Venetian "doge"
(1961, "a dimpled Nestor" [3461, or are said to have "the
hardness of Heathcllff [2361. Events are seen in relation
to situations in novels. Hugo falls in love "precisely when
his favorite novelist, Proust, would have predicted it"
[300]. When Ida visits Hugo's mistress, "It's the second act
of Traviata" [3281. When Geraldine's horse bolts and Hartley
catches her, it has "an old if rather hackneyed note of
romance"; however, there is "nothing out of Walter Scott in
what happened next" [118], as they both tumble into the mud.
Apart
from
literary
and
historical sources, the
characters of Portrait in Brownstone draw from a common
store of social stereotypes. Society is based on shared
"worldly-wise clichés" [257], on accepted classifications.
Characterizations often contain statements like, "As so
often is the case..." [13], "...a common enough phenomenon
among American women... in parlor comedy usually depicted
as..." [321], "in that voice of semi-cultivation that is
often developed by a life of sin..." 1531. Another source of
ready reference is the language of the law. Linn Tremain's
intervention in Derrick's courtship of Géraldine means that
"Derrick, as the lawyers put it, was 'on notice'" [97]; a
childless marriage is said to be "'in default of issue'"
[229]. Still other social expressions concern unabashed but
socially accepted prejudices. A divorced woman is "an old
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bag
of used goods" [324!; by eloping, Linn Tremain'3
daughter from his marriage with an Italian woman Is merely
acting out society's expectations of her.
In short, society is founded on a conglomerate of
fictions, myths, legacies, and prejudices, and Auchlncloss's
novel registers them with precision. All of his characters
sooner or later take them for granted, and accept society's
corruption of their identities. The human will is free only
insofar as a person can recognize the ideologies by which he
or she is governed and turn them into an Instrument for
social control, as Ida does. The process is ineluctable, as
beyond the ideologies of society there is only the "black
pit" of total nothingness and disorientation. In order to
live, the characters must necessarily align with their
times. Their times, moreover, are always antiquated, аз
social morality and language always lag behind the awareness
of historical change among Individual members of society.
Large vessels move slowly and their course can be altered
only with difficulty. As a consequence, most members of
society float on the eddies of time, with little power or
desire to change their lives. "'Why Jerome Robbins, I had no
idea you were on board!'", Florence Polhemus, a relic from a
bygone era cries.
"But I go every year on the Mauretania."
"You did. Of course, I know you did. But I didn't
know you still do,"
"That's my biography, Florence. I did, and I
still do. And shall continue, so help me, for the
little time I may be spared." Ï62]
Auchlncloss's Portrait in Brovnstone has moments of
imaginative power, as exemplified by the passage quoted
above. The novel contains a subtle line of comedy, which
emerges from the plenitude rather than the ostentatiousness
of comical äcenes. It presents a profound analysis of the
foundations
of
social
intercourse;
in this respect,
Auchlncloss's novel reveals a closeness to Edith Wharton's
The Age of Innocence, a novel for which Auchlncloss has
14
expressed his admiration,
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On the debit side. Portrait in Brownstone at times makes
rather plodding reading. Its story line jumps back and forth
between
1951
and
1901,
creating
dramatic, temporal
contrasts, but also raising questions about the consistency
of the narrative. In Portrait in Brownstone Auchincloss
seems divided between a desire to tell his story in a
straightforvard and linear manner and a desire to create an
effect. This division is indicated, for instance, by the
alternation of first and third person narrative points of
view. The first-person parts are told by Ida; they contain
her childhood reminiscences, fragments from her marriage,
and her account of her change of attitude and nascent
"emergence" in the 1950s. The third-person sections on the
one hand relate events of which Ida has no direct knowledge,
such as Derrick's first arrival in New York, Dorcas's
marriages, Hugo's love affair. On the other, they deal with
Ida's final emergence as the family matriarch. The great
majority of Ida's sections is in the first half of Portrait
in Brownstone; as the novel progresses, the third-person
point of view gains the upper hand.
As
the
authorship of these third-person parts is
unclear, their interpretation is difficult, and likewise It
is problematic to assess their relationship to the firstperson sections. The alternation of points of view may be
explained as Auchincloss's unwillingness to be bound by
literary conventions, starting the novel with Ida's firstperson narrative, he later discovered that her life involved
elements which her autobiographical point of view was unable
to
incorporate.
Those
elements could be supplied by
additional
third-persons
sections
with
an omniscient
narrator, possibly Auchincloss.
The alternation of first- and third-person narrative can
also be seen as part of Auchincloss's quarrel with the
literary establishment, which had formed the starting-point
of his new direction in the 1960s. This element of debate Is
primarily apparent in Auchincloss's self-reflexive treatment
of his method. Robin Cranberry initially derives his picture
of
the
Denison
family from Dorcas's information. He
comments, "'it's like a James novel. I make them out
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entirely from your point of view'" [180 ). Dorcas protests
that "'life isn't a novel"' [1801. Nevertheless, when later
on Cranberry visits the Hartley home himself, thus adding
his own viewpoint to Dorcas's, he again refers to the art of
the novel. "'I believe it's an error of style to change in a
novel from the third to the first. There is no telling what
crudities
may
ensue'"
[180J.
Auchincloss's
selfreferentiality
may
be
seen as a way to flaunt his
independence in the face of a critical rejection of his
practice.
A final and--if true—most satisfying interpretation
sees the alternation of point of view in terras of the
novel's examination of social morality. Ida's "I" would then
be an expression of her tenacious attempts t<s preserve her
identity from corruption by social ideology. As the novel
progresses, the forces from the outside world--third-person
forces--take apart her carefully preserved individuality.
She is compelled to abandon her position of the "silent
watcher" and "goes on stage." Doing so, impersonal reality
takes over her "I," and merges it with a third-person frame
of reference as opposed to the former first person. Ida has
"emerged" from her earlier isolationism, and has reaffirmed
the "bond of anecdote" between social beings. She has done
so by conforming to anecdote, by acting a role, by becoming
part of the fiction of society.
Not all questions posed by the structure of Portrait in
Brownsfcone can be resolved by this interpretation. The
wayward chronology of the novel remains problematic. It is
also hard to see why Ida should entitle Part Three of the
novel "Ida Between Worlds," while this part contains her
own, first-person account. Has it been edited later by some
other person? Does Ida conceive of herself as a fictional
character in her own memoir? It is barely credible that many
years after the events took place she can remember and
recreate the actual dialogues with such precision. One must
then surmise that even the autobiographical accounts have
been polluted by socially accepted ways of perceiving the
world. In that case Ida's "I" was an illusion from the very
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moment she started to define it with words. If that is true,
Portrait in Brownstone is precisely what its title suggests:
the novel is a portrait made out of something, but not o£
something.

CHAPTER SIX
MESSAGES FOR POSTERITY:
THE RECTOR OF JUSTIN and THE EMBEZZLER

The Rector of Justin and The Embezzler continue the themes
of the two preceding novels. Both novels convey a concern
with historiography, and relate roan's trouble to distinguish
fact from fiction, truth from myth. In both works characters
resort to historiography to examine not only major events in
general, but the meaning and value of their own lives. As a
result, while historiography in The House of Five Talents
and Portrait in Brownstone had been a problematic but mild
pastime, in The Rector of Justin and The Embezzler it is a
more serious matter; it concerns the human condition and the
nature of human endeavor. The centrality of this general
question in The Rector of Justin and The Embezzler makes
these novels stand out in the middle years of Auchincloss's
writing career.
It is The Rector of Justin in particular, published In
July 1964 but finished in draft in July of the preceding
year,
that draws the attention as a magnum opus. The novel
seems to be the fulfillment of a lifelong preoccupation of
Auchincloss with his experiences at Croton boarding school.
After
his
traumatic Groton years in the early 1930s
Auchincloss's life reveals an increasing objectivity and
detachment towards Groton. His attitude to the school ranged
from an initial loyalty—expressed by frequent visits to
Groton after his graduation—to criticism and rejection,
occasioned
in particular by Auchincloss's "eye-opening"
confrontation with Oliver La Farge's 1945 portrait of Groton
In Raw Material. At that time Auchincloss had written to his
mother that Groton was a "curse that must be explored until
2
we're free of it." The Rector of Justin can be seen as the
final stage of that "exploration."
As a result. The Rector of Justin embraces a plethora of
perceptions that derive from Auchincloss's varying personal
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attitudes towards Croton. However, in spite of this clear
autobiographical interest, it would be wrong to define The
Rector of Justin as fictionalized autobiography. In the
first place, for the composition of the novel Auchlncloss
drew heavily on sources ulterior to his personal experience.
Finding
his
own
headmaster
Peabody
too
"simple,
straightforward, literal"
for his purposes, he read the
biographies of other headmasters in Anglo-Saxon educational
history, and distilled salient characteristics from their
lives to add complexity to his own fictional character. In a
similar manner he employed character traits of Judge Learned
Hand. His treatment was equally inspired by historical and
literary models. The Kector of Justin suggests the analogy
between, on the one hand, its fictional biographer and his
subject and, on the other, such "couples" as Boswell and Dr.
Johnson, Saint-Simon and Louis XIV, Lionel E. Tollemacha and
4
Gladstone,
and Mr. Willing and George Apley in John P.
Warquand's The Late George Apley. These as well as numerous
other literary and historical resonances helped Auchlncloss
remove his story from the personal as well as from the
biographical.
Clearly, there nevertheless remained a tension between
Auchlncloss's Dr. Prescott and Dr. Peabody of Groton, and
Auchlncloss was aware of it. This is for instance indicated
by a self-reflexive reference in the novel to Endicott
Peabody. Auchlncloss has his biographer write of Dr. Peabody
that "his is a simpler path" than the path of the fictional
Dr.
Prescott.
In
this way Auchlncloss seemed to be
forestalling
the identification of his headmaster with
Endicott Peabody. That in spite of Auchlncloss's suggestions
within the novel as well as in interviews many readers did
identify Prescott with Peabody is only ironic, even though
Auchincloss
initially
found It exasperating. It later
revealed to him, however, the truth of one of the themes of
The Rector of Justin, namely that people at some point cease
thinking about the real character of a famous man, and are
unable to see him except in accepted and preconditioned
7
terms.
The Rector of Justin had long been prefigured by works
written earlier on in Auchincloss's career. The fjrst of
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these
was
the short story "The Chelton-Pulver Оаие,"
published in the Уаіе Literary Magazine. It dealt with a
young woman's experience of the oppressive atmosphere at a
boarding school campus. Similarly, Auchincloss's unpublished
1938 novel, "A World of Profit," contained a sub-plot that
was to reappear as one of the main themes of The Rector of
Justin. "A World of Profit" depicts a "clerical headmaster,"
Dr. Minturn, who abandoned a "brilliant business career to
assume the headmastership of Chelton" and raise his boys
"with the ideals of public service and a sense of noblesse
u

oblige."
Nevertheless, "the lure of Wall Street enticed the
graduates whom he had trained to be leaders of church and
state and made them into prosperous men of affairs." Toward
the end of his career Dr. Minturn was increasingly burdened
by the "contradiction of what he preached and what he
9
produced."
As such, "A World of Profit" presents a nutshell
treatment of the socio-cultural predicament of the school in
The Rector of Justin. This indicates that already in 1938,
three years after his graduation from Croton, Auchincloss
had reached the conclusions which formed the thematic basis
of the later novel.
Throughout
the subsequent years images of boarding
schools and headmasters continue to appear in Auchincloss's
novels and stories. Beverly Stregelinus in The Indifferent
Children longa to return to his Chelton school as a teacher,
since that may relieve him of his sense of disorientation in
the real and modern world. In Sybil Howard Plimpton tries to
make
a clean break from his Chelton education in an
unsuccessful bid for personal freedom. Henry Knox in The
Great World and Timothy Colt is guilt-ridden for preferring
a legal career to succeeding his father as headmaster of his
church school. The main characters of Venus in Sparta and
Pursuit of the Prodigal are at odds in defining their
attitude to their schools. On the one hand they long for
school as it was a place where "one knew where one stood";
on the other, they realize that real life is larger than
school, and more ambiguous. There are also several short
stories—"Greg's Peg," "Billy and the Gargoyles," "The Fall
of a Sparrow," to mention a few --in which Auchincloss
looks at the effects of education on a character's mind.
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In 1Э56 Audhincloss for the first time published a story
with the headmaster of a school rather than a pupil at the
center of the story's interest. "The Trial of Mr. M." 1 2
deals
with Dr. Minturn, retired headmaster of Chelton
school, who la tempted to oppose the changes made In the
curriculum by his successor. In the end, however, Minturn
realizes that these changes are necessary acts of adaptation
to reality, and that throughout his career he has been
isolated from "the dark" of the real world by his own
idealism. His disillusionment, however, is followed by a
heroic readjustment: rather than succumbing to the desire
for self-pity, Minturn publicly praises his successor for
the sake of the school's continued existence.
In short, The Rector of Justin had a long foreground, of
which various elements and themes recur in the novel. If
Auchincloss's previous writings had shed sidelong looks at
the image of the headmaster and the boarding school. The
Rector of Justin brought these together in a comprehensive,
definitive fictional portrait. To say so, however, suggests
a novel with a well-balanced, rounded and synthesized view
of the Rector, starting with his childhood and ending with
his death. This is not the case, and as such the novel's
title is deceptive. The novel presents a young minister and
teacher, Brian Aspinwall, who comes to Justin at the end of
Prescott's career. Fascinated by the old headmaster, he
starts taking notes, and begins to collect material written
by other acquaintances of Prescott, to be used for the later
biography. As such, the novel is at the most a preparation
for a biography; Aspinwall is about to begin it at the very
end of The Rector of Justin, when he opens an "austerely
empty notebook" [341]. The Rector of Justin is therefore at
least as much about Brian Aspinwall as about the Rector of
Justin.
Francis
Prescott
founded
Justin
Martyr
as
an
Episcopalian school for boys in 18Θ6. His aim was to build a
school in which boys might develop a degree of moral
strength and integrity before they were to be exposed tô the
large, practical and mercantilist world. Prescott's vision
of life is profoundly holistic. In his educational plan,
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sacred studies, languages, the classics, mathematics, and
the sciences form integral parts of the development of a
pupil's soul and character. As Justin is a church school,
its education also includes religious service. Pxescott, a
minister, tells Aspinvali that "There is no real distinction
between the pulpit and the classroom. I tried to put God
into every book and sport in Justin" [222]. In sacred
studies Prescott aims to "tie the church into [the] other
courses" 1114 1: he urges the pupils to think beyond the
textbook verities that they learn in other classes, and to
consider the "ethical" aspects of their lessons. Similarly,
to transmit the beauty of a novel "would be transmitting a
small vision of God" [285]. To teach subjects separately may
be inevitable, but it runs counter to Prescott's educational
ideal. He tells Aspinwall,
I sometimes wish we didn't divide our curriculum into
subjects.
An
equation,
a Keats ode, a Gothic
Cathedral, a Mozart aria, the explosion of gases in a
laboratory, they should be seen by boys as related—
and divine. I tried in this campus to convey a sense
of oneness and Godliness, [286]
Prescott's faith and ideology in this way shows clear traces
of the New England Transcendentalist heritage.
Prescott's holistic educational views aim to shape his
pupils for life rather than just for his school. The ideal
espoused by Prescott is that of the gentleman: the male
whose
forthright
character,
earnestness
and civility
enlighten his public life as much as his life in the home.
Prescott demands of his pupils a great propriety in conduct
and appearance. The boys wear coats and ties throughout the
day.
To
remove
one's
tie during daytime is simply
impossible: "when a gentleman undresses, a gentleman goes to
bed" [25], Prescott states, and with an absolute literalness
he sends a boy with a "bare neck" to bed before the normal
hour. Prescott's gentleman is the American counterpart of
the English aristocrat: devoted to his country and having a
sense of social responsibility, he ought to seek employment
in "public service" or the church rather than private
enterprise. It is Prescott's disappointment that so few of
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his graduates conform to his vision. Frequently he feels
liKe the "patron saint of the Charttber of Commerce" [3201.
Prescott's emphasis on propriety and godliness does not
make him a narrow-minded moral missionary. Morality and
character are developed not only in church and In class, but
also in the tough, physical competitiveness of football.
While the unathletic Aspinwall finds it a "dim augury" to
discover that "the god of football hatsï conquered even the
church schools," for Prescott football is "more than a
game": "It's a combination of training body and character.
If you want to understand the boys here, you must understand
it" [9]. The game is an image of the struggle for survival
after
school,
while
maintaining
the
standards
of
collectivity and fairness. After his retirement, Prescott
criticizes the new headmaster's introduction of tennis, a
sport
in which the elements of physical struggle and
collectivity are absent. In Prescott's vision, tennis is
merely a pastime.
Prescott's
idealism
is
not
based on a romantic
conception of man as innately perfect and innocent, On the
contrary, Prescott takes a dim view of human nature. Human
dignity and moral conduct do not come to man easily, but
require eternal vigilance and discipline. Fundamentally, man
is an "animal," and the guiding motives of man's conduct are
competition
and
materialism.
The
innocent
Aspinwall
initially finds a snowball fight between "new kids" and "old
kids" "picturesque" and "cheerful," like a "battle canvas of
the
Victorian
academic school." On closer inspection,
however, he notices some "more lurid" details, and a few of
the
boys get injured. Prescott is "not in the least
disturbed" by this, and instead comments that "ïou've got to
let the boys be animals once in a while" [42]. A senior
master affirms that "the law of a boys' school is the law of
the jungle," and that a teacher must be strong himself to
survive. "When you're strong, we're behind you, but if
you're weak, we throw you to the boys" 111). Clearly, to the
inexperienced Aspinwall this is small encouragement.
In
school

spite of Prescott's realism about human nature, his
stands in a tenuous relation to American society at
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large. The great impetus behind Prescott's founding of the
school had been his perception of the mercantilism and
political degeneration of America following the Civil War.
By giving his pupils a broad, moralistic education he hoped
to broaden the moral basis of society. However, at the end
of his career Prescott cannot help but see that most of his
graduates end up in the same business world that he had
meant to transform. Hardly any graduates go into "public
service" [319]; not a single one enrolls in divinity school.
Prescott realizes that "Most fathers would rather see their
sons dead than either cultivated or devout" [44]. The
trustees of his own school, all Wall Street bankers and
lawyers, interpret the Rector's moral vision in terms that
form its complete subversion. To them the fact that Justin
is an Episcopalian school is an expediency for keeping out
other religions. The inevitably high tuition fees help
restrict enrollment to the privileged classes; for the sake
of
tax
exemption, however, the trustees consider it
"politic" to admit a few "coons" [321] on scholarships. It
is this corruption of his ideals by his own graduates which
disillusions Prescott.
Indeed, Prescott becomes aware that his ideals have made
him blind to reality, and that "snobbishness and materialism
were intrinsic in [his school's] make-up" E324I. A trustee
points out to him that admitting a boy because he is a
grandson of what Prescott calls an "old friend of the
school" is in fact "truckling to wealth," After all, "it is
hard for a man to become a well-known friend of the school
unless he gives to the school. And it's the wealthy who
give" [317]. The materialistic basis of his school goes back
to an early date. Shortly after its foundation, Prescott had
been the sole owner and ruler of Justin, combining the
functions
of
"minister,
teacher,
coach,
tutor
and
superintendent" [132]. Owing to the school's good reputation
among
the
New
England rich, however, the enrollment
increases, and the school must necessarily expand. With this
expansion, the original character of the school is changed.
For instance, the Rector is no longer "as intimate with the
boys as when the was] a young man" [145], to the detriment
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of the "attractive intimacy" [143J and family atmosphere of
the early days Prescott is obliged to delegate some of his
earlier functions. While in the old situation discipline was
handled by himself--Hby simple reprimand or by extra chores"
[1321 — ,
In
the
larger
Justin
discipline has been
bureaucratized. It is taken care of by the hierarchy of
Prescott's deputy, his masters and the prefects, who enter
"black
marks"
into
the
class
ledger for specified
infringements; disciplinary action is taken once a certain
total has been reached.
Furthermore, while Justin was founded with money from
Prescott's Idealistic Boston cousins--"there is always a bit
of money to be had for a worthy cause in Boston" E74]--its
growth is financed with the Wall Street capital earned by
Justin graduates. Gradually Prescott's businessman graduates
fill the board of trustees; the administration of the school
takes on corporate characteristics, and education begins to
be looked at as a product. In 1906, at a crucial moment in
the history of thè school, the trustees propòse a plan to
double the school's enrollment to 400. While admitting that
there are limits to the school's growth, they believe that
Prescott's potential is not used to the full.
If we went too far, the essential character of the
school would be lost. The point was to find the
greatest number of boys on whom Prescott's genius
could still successfully operate. Otherwise we were
wasting him. [1431
The ensuing fund raiser aims to "sell" [1451 Prescott, m
the meantime depriving him of his independence Prescott
feels like a "dancing bear" led by a ring through the nose
in a "Hippodrome" [1481 of black-tie dinners. "Marketed on a
national scale," Prescott was sharing "his life's dream with
every starched shirtfront" attending the dinners. Gifts to
Justin frequently mean an interference with the curriculum:
after all, the donation of a handball court means the
surreptitious addition of a new sport to the curriculum.
Principle
has to bow to money: Prescott swallows his
Indignation at the "meanness" 11491 of a donor who insists
on having a dormitory named after him A secret deal made by
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a trustee prevents the expulsion from Justin of the son of a
businessman who has pledged to build a new chapel. The new
chapel, the "keystone" of Prescott's educational plan. Is
thus built on a lie. The suggestion is that Prescott
suspects the plot, but in a human "moment of evasion"
chooses to "turn his back" [164] on the matter.
In this way there is an increasing distance between
Prescott's ideal and his capacity to put it into practice.
As the years go by, Prescott develops from an omnipotent
father into a figurehead, whose actual power over Justin is
steadily decreasing. Discipline seems to operate only in his
presence. When the Rector catches a boy chewing gum, the
latter defends himself by saying that he "started before you
came in" [24]. When another uses a swear word, he tells
Prescott, "I'm sorry. Dr. Prescott, sir, I didn't see you"
[287], In fact, in the matter of swearing the boys can
hardly be blamed, as they "simply use the expressions they
pick up from their fathers, and I fear, even their mothers"
[2881. The trustees, too, condescend to Prescott. They
venerate him while visiting Justin, but also consider him an
Innocent concerning the "hard realities" [317! of "the real
world at home" [324]. They return to Justin "lovingly" but
"condescendingly," kowtowing to "dear little old quaint Dr.
P." [317] as a relic from their boyhood years. Aspinwall,
who comes to Justin in search of moral and religious
solidity, also realizes that Justin is not "reality" but a
refuge. Arriving at the school right before the outbreak of
World War Two, he enters in his journal,
My soul seemed to cry out: let me enjoy it, dear God,
if this is all there will be to enjoy! The campus of
Justin may be a haven from the war, a haven from
reality, but when reality is so grim, to be a haven
may be a virtuous thing. Soon, only too soon, reality
will burst the walls and swell the gutters of the
school to boiling livid streams, but the Interim is
ours and is not the interim as real as reality? [46]
Even for Aspinwall, then, Justin lacks a vital relationship
with the larger world; on the contrary, it is a retreat from
the world.
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In other words, Prescott and Justin Martyr more and more
turn into a myth. The Rector of Justin suggests a direct
relationship
between
the decline of the integrity of
Prescott's socio-religious community and the beginning of
the Idealization and idolization of him by those who know
him. What the real Justin increasingly lacks, is provided
for by myth, by verbal consolations for the foundering of an
ideal.
In this way, as Prescott's school expands and
develops its awkward relationship to the materialistic and
amoral
environment in which it finds itself, Prescott
becomes a symbol rather than a source of morality.
Nevertheless, for the members of the Justin community
Prescott remains a point of reference for self-definition.
If his graduates no longer share Justin's values, they use
them as a measure for their own emancipation from the
school's ideology and from the Rector's authority. This selfdefinition by means of Prescott Is pervasive throughout The
Rector of Justin. As was noted, the Justin trustees express
their emancipation by their condescension to "dear little
quaint old Dr. P.". Aspinwall seeks his identity by his
attempts to define Prescott's faith and self-confidence.
Other characters are less adulatory than Aspinwall, as
Prescott's ideology and force of will mean to them a
curtailment of their individual freedom.
This is clearly the case with Prescott's wife, Harriet,
who has always lived in the shadow of her husband's school.
Her devotion to her husband was always complete, although
she knew that "for every gram of love that comes back from
Francis Prescott, a pound goes to his school" [32]. In old
age, however, bound to a wheelchair by arthritis, she grows
bitter about having wasted her life, and more and more
retreats into the past, conjuring up images of a time when
Prescott did not yet dominate her life. The quarrel that
ensues between her and her husband involves Henry James's
The Ambassadors. Prescott sarcastically calls it "the fine
flower of the later style" which depicts only those parts of
Paris that James did not find "sordid," and which has
"nothing whatever to do with life on this poor planet of
ours" 119). For Harriet, James's version of Paris is "a

191
vision o£ beauty. And James transmits lt. That 1з art.
Therefore it must be life" [21].
Prescott has always been insensitive to his wife's
artistic interests, which as a result have been unfulfilled
ever since their wedding. Nevertheless, Harriet Prescott's
individuality has not been totally annexed by her husband,
and a wry, little victory occurs on her deathbed. Her last
word is "'Crébillon"1 [341, whom Prescott calls the "French
eighteenth century author of salacious novels" [35] which
"are
not
even allowed in the library" [36]. Harriet
Prescott's mention of Crebillon Is thus a final "note of
protest" [36], which ironically asserts her individuality
after a life of subservience. Moreover, since Crëbillon's
books are not allowed in Prescott's library, the Incident
reveals that Prescott's morality is not entirely holistic
and, like James's, shuts out certain areas of experience.
There are several similar battles in which Prescott's
morality
vies
with other perspectives for ideological
supremacy. Among these is Prescott's relationship with his
third and youngest daughter; the tension between them has
existed ever since he gave her the name Cordelia. Growing up
as a girl in a boys' school, there has always been a sexual
conflict between Cordelia and her father. She characterizes
the latter's view of sexuality as "Greek":
[women! don't really exist for him, except to satisfy
a man's physical needs, bear his children and keep
his house. Hence beauty in women is not essential,
any more than it is essential to animals. Sex is
divorced from love. Only men are worthy of love,
platonic love, and this love among men is stimulated
by beauty of mind, beauty of soul, even beauty of
body. [175-76]
Cordelia's adult life is an extended conflict with her
father's views. First, she tries to shock her parents by
eloping with a man who is the reverse of her father's
ideals: a nonathletic, overdevout Catholic. She then moves
to
Greenwich
Village
and scandalizes her parents by
associating with a multitude of men from among her bohemian
acquaintance. Her most important "bout" with her father,
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however, occurs over her affair with Charley Strong, a
graduate of Justin.
Cordelia meets strong in Paris, at the end of the First
World War. Strong is one of Prescott's "golden boys," a
senior prefect and football captain with the "romantic"
appearance of a "Rupert Brooke" Í1811. When Cordelia and
Strong meet, the latter is vulnerable: he is a shrapnel
victim from the war, doomed to die an early death, and
disoriented. During the final months of his life, he is
"Intense" about finding "some clean little rag of truth in
the dirty laundry of the world" [182]. He is unable to
reconcile the prewar "vague, sweet pastoral idyll" of Justin
Martyr
with
"what he'd seen in the trenches" 11831.
Cordelia, partly out of a charitable desire to help Strong
and partly to frustrate her father, tries to free Strong
from the past, which, thanks to the "paralyzing vision of
his old headmaster In the pulpit" 11831, forms a barrier to
his well-being. In contrast to her father's doctrine of
religion
and
social duty, Cordelia affirms individual
experience in the present moment. Gradually her "efforts to
liberalize [Strong's] thinking" become successful: Strong
agrees to sleep with her, and he finds self-expression in a
private journal.
The couple are fairly happy until the Rector arrives in
Paris, too, after which there ensues a brief but bitter
struggle over the possession of Strong. While Cordelia had
released strong from the past by emphasizing individual
experience as the only true reality, Prescott reasserts the
reality of Justin Martyr. In his despair and disorientation,
Strong
imbibes the trusted values of Prescott with a
completeness which makes Cordelia characterize strong as a
"dope addict for whom the real world has ceased to exist"
(1921. Prescott's and Strong's intimacy is restored to the
exclusion of Cordelia. More and more, she becomes the
companion of her mother, while her father and Strong have
long religious talks by the Seine; at home. Strong is
increasingly morose and distant.
It is inevitable that Cordelia loses the battle for
Charley Strong, as she lacks the force of personality of her
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father. Yet, the outcome is highly ambiguous. Prescott's
growing supremacy may save Strong's soul, but It goes hand
in hand with Strong's rapid physical deterioration: his
coughing quickly grows worse after Prescott's arrival, and
Cordelia
begins
to
find
blood
on Strong's pillow.
Significantly, Strong's death occurs when Cordelia is away
from Paris on a brief trip, and a postal error has caused a
"a total suspension of communications" [1951 between her and
Strong. Prescott's funeral service for Strong appears to
Cordelia as his "paean of triumph" on conquering Strong.
Indeed, Strong's soul may have been saved, but first he had
to die.
The
suggestion
of
the inlmicalness of Prescott's
ideology to living and Individuality is borne out by Charley
Strong's section of The Rector of Justin, written during the
final months of his life. "Charley Strong's Manuscript
(1921)" 1225] Is stylistically the most striking part of the
novel. Auchlncloss aimed to recreate in it the spirit of a
disillusioned war veteran in Paris of the early 1920s;
the
result is an allusive, associative and hallucinatory memoir,
which easily qualifies as the most uncharacteristic piece of
prose published by Auchlncloss. That Auchlncloss considered
it successful is indicated by the fact that in 1970 he
selected it for Whit Burnett's collection This Is My Best. 14
"Charley Strong's Manuscript (1921)" evokes the tension
between Strong's sense of obligation to Prescott and his
desire for liberty. Strong realizes that Prescott virtually
made him: it was he who appointed Strong senior prefect as
well as "baptized and confirmed" [226] him. Prescott gave
him a "love" which surpassed the love given to him by his
parents, and aided him in his periods of "doubts and
miseries." Yet, if Prescott has "made" Strong, he has
simultaneously "unmade" him by turning him into a mere
exponent of his Ideology. As senior prefect. Strong is
Prescott's "faithful hound" (230), a characterless "puppet"
with so little relation to his real, postwar self that
Strong describe?- him in the third person.
I see the blond senior prefect standing on the dais
with eye on wrist watch and finger pressing the
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assembly bell; I see him dashing down the football
field...; I see him singing loudest in the song
fest.... He keeps exhorting the lower forws to a
greater showing of school spirit and the upper to a
greater cooperation with the prefects, until at last
he fades through innumerable examples of example
giving into a kind of cinema poster of Tom Brown, a
puppet to jig about the stage and prattle in a
disguised voice, manipulated by five stronq fingers
behind the curtain, a Faust who has sold his soul to
God. [228-29]
Goodness, in short, can be as deadly as evil. In running his
school, Prescott has sought to "rejuvenate and redeem"
Justin through "the medium of the captive senior prefect."
In the process, however, the latter has been exhausted. For
Strong graduation means "extinction," as "school has sucked
out one's life" (223).
It
is
this "life" which, however ambiguously and
briefly, is restored to Strong by Cordelia, With her in
Paris Prescott's standards do not apply, and instead Strong
experiences a time of sensuality and release. Strong's view
of sexuality, however, bears a large Justin legacy, as he
weds sexual fulfillment to a sacral function. He associates
the "greenish light of the chapel" of Justin Martyr with the
consummation of sexual dreams; he thinks of orgasm in
connection with a "Grail ... raised to the altar," while a
"white surpliced choir" witnessing the copulation "without
concupiscence" is "bursting into song" [225-26]. In Strong's
dream, then, sexual fulfillment is a function of salvation,
a "pure" and sinless human activity, fully a part of the
moral and religious life, fully approved of by the Rector.
This dreamlike vision of sexuality is offset by an
entirely different counterreality. In this reality, sexual
desire forms a netherworld of illicit activity, associated
with "the cellar of Lowell House" at Justin, with hiding
under a bed in the dormitory to look under the skirt of the
cleaning woman. What people see is an "innocent, naive,
good" [226] Charley, who "blushes" at the stories with which
his classmates try to embarrass him. But in reality "this
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same Charley has no bottom to his voluptuousness," and is an
inexhaustible "cistern of lust" (2261. It is an illicit
reality, however, hidden from the light of day, standing in
no relation to the exemplary role of prefect in the school,
and forming an act of dishonesty to Prescott.
Strong's is a case of total sexual frustration. The
sexuality of his dream vision—"a naked odorless copulation,
passionate but unsweating, before a white surpliced choir"-1s
simply
nonexistent.
The
alternative, in Strong's
sensibility, is a life of debauchery, of unbearable sin, of
"betrayal" of the Rector. Prescott's ideology, in other
words,
indoctrinates
the Justin pupils with a highly
problematic attitude to sexuality. It sublimates sexual
desire
into a quasl-religlous activity, by implication
performed for the sake of the headmaster. It relegates all
sexual desire that deviates from the Rector's purist view to
the realm of sin, causing a strong sense of guilt and
unworthiness
in
such persons as Charley Strong. When
Prescott
gives
Strong's
manuscript
to Aspinwall, he
comments, "It mightn't be a bad thing for you to read.
You'll see the terrible consequences of sex. Or, perhaps I
should say, the consequences of brooding about sex" [223].
Clearly, this is a totally self-satisfied view, as it was
Prescott's teachings that caused Strong's obsession with
sexuality. In effect, Prescott's ideology can deal with men
only insofar as they have no independent, adult sexual life.
It prevents men from growing up as it can treat them only as
"boys," in terms of a filial relationship with the Rector.
Charley Strong is unable to emancipate himself from this
filial dependency; as he puts it in his memoir, he is
Prescott's "boy, his son, his victim" [2301.
The Rector of Justin also presents the opposite case of
a
pupil's
rebellion
against Prescott. While Strong's
psychological problems result from a complete assimilation
of Prescott's Ideology, Jules Grlscam always resists such
submission to the Rector; his association with Justin and
with Dr. Prescott is one "long duel" [246]. Gtiscam, the son
of a trustee, sees Justin as a "disciplinary factory" to
which he has been "Irrevocably destined" by his "Infatuated
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father" (2461. In Grlscam's view, his father is part and
parcel of the entire Justin community: it is a closed, selfsatisfied world. As Grlscam writes,
Prescott was surrounded with an atmosphere of almost
Incredible awe, to which the parents, trustees and
faculty all contributed. X do not think that many of
the boys liked him, but they respected and feared
him, which was much more fun, both for them and for
him. At least a quarter of the student body, like
myself, were sons of graduates and had grown up in
his legend. They were proud of his fame, excited by
the rumble of his leadership and diverted by his wit,
his inconsistencies, even by his sermons. As I have
said, he was basically a ham actor, and the school
was a captured but still admiring audience. [247-48]
Justin's infatuation with its own fictions is apparent only
to mavericks like Griscam; his "duel" with Prescott consists
in an attempt to undermine those fictions.
Initially, he does so by rebelling against them. He
pretends
to
stand "for art and individuality against
football and the masses," and "revels" in "not attending"
[2541 the obligatory school events. He gradually realizes,
however, that his revolt is "as hackneyed as the conformity
of the majority" [254], and that Prescott's system has
strong "absorbent powers" [2541 for such rebels as Griscam.
Indeed, the system even needs a few rebels to define and
assert the norm, and Griscam grows aware that Justin is a
"stage... on which only [Prescott's] victories could be
played" [250].
If within the Rector's fiction the roles of conformist
and rebel do not essentially differ, Grlscam's only option
is to destroy the fiction. He does so by attacking Justin at
its
ideological
foundations.
Foremost among these is
leligion, the "keystone" of Prescott's educational plan.
While as a headmaster Prescott is a "ham actor," in sacred
studies he is serious; as a result, sacred studies class,
the time for Prescott's religious "propaganda," is his "one
vulnerable period" [2521. In class Prescott cannot accept
that Griscam is "making mock of sacred things. Doubt I
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allow. Intellectual curiosity I encourage. But there is no
place in this classroom for cheap cynicism" 1253). Griscam
is
"excused
from
sacred
studies," a "unique" [254 1
occurrence
in
the
history of Justin Martyr. In the
ideological sense, he has gained his freedom; on the other
hand, by his exclusion he is rendered harmless and impotent.
Moreover, psychologically Griscam remains attached to
Prescott. His animosity towards the Rector becomes obsessive
when, following a prank played by Griscam, Prescott expels
from school not only Griscam but three of his friends.
Griscam is exasperated that the trustees, who do not risk a
conflict with Prescott, refuse to plead with the Rector to
reconsider his decision. Griscara's eventual revenge, besides
being cruel, is also indicative of his "helplessness" 1271]
in relation to the Rector. Rather than destroying the school
physically, his attack involves a "symbolic act" [279]. He
decides upon the "desecration" of the "mystique" t274] of
Justin by destroying three school symbols: the portrait of
Phillips Brooks, Prescott's great example; the manuscript of
the school hymn; and the chapel window with the figure of
Justin Martyr.15 All three items are unique and, when
destroyed, lost forever.
Griscam's act of aggression is highly ambivalent. It is
an expression of pure hatred, and aims to hurt where wounds
heal most slowly, in the soul. It has a relevance only to
his relationship with Prescott, and has no effect on the
outside world. Indeed, after the destruction has taken
place, Griscam looks in vain for "some indication that the
deed was done" In the faces of his Harvard classmates and
professors; "nothing, of course, occurred to distinguish the
day from other days" f277]. Moreover, the attempt Is a
failure. Griscam's helper had confused Phillips Brooks's
portrait
with
Prescott's; the old likeness is merely
replaced by a "magnificent" [326] new one. Although the
original copy of the school hymn is destroyed, "thousands of
copies" [279] are in existence. And the shattered chapel
window appears to be "easily reparable" [279]. In this way
Prescott's
Ideology recuperates without difficulty from
Griscam's attack.
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Griscam's
only
satisfaction
lies
in having hurt
Prescott: the letter's willpower and self-confidence are
temporarily
broken, as he acknowledges his failure in
Griscam's case. Visiting his pupil in prison, he asks with
tears in his eyes, "Jules, Jules, what have I done to you?"
[281]. Prescott's defeat, however, also means the end of
Griscam. His "long duel" with the Rector had become the
rationale of Griscam's life. With the Rector's destruction,
then, Griscam has also destroyed himself. Afterwards Griscam
seems totally uprooted and disoriented. He leaves America
for France, where he spends his time drinking and where he
is killed when he drives his car Into a rock. Prescott holds
himself responsible for his pupil's death; even "if it was
suicide, it was also murder" [240], he admits. He considers
Griscam's memolr--which was written for a psychiatrist who
tried to get Griscam "to exorcise me by writing me up"--the
"record of my greatest failure" [240], and asks Asplnwall to
include it in his biography, for the sake of completeness.
Of the characters who in their diverse ways use Prescott
to define themselves, Brian Aspinwall is the most important.
He comes to Justin Martyr with the express intention to find
himeelf. At the beginning of The Rector of Justin, in 1939,
he is twenty-seven years of age. His background is virtually
undefined: a BA degree in English from Columbia University,
a year's MA work at Christ Church College in Oxford, an
unsuccessful attempt to join the British Army, and his
return to America, where he applies for a position as
teacher of English at Justin. There is no mention of his
background, his parents, and precollege education. The first
entry in his private journal—which forms the structure of
The Rector of Justin--iâ even written in an undefined place.
In all senses, then, Aspinwall is an orphan, fatherless and
rootless, drifting in a timeless continuum in need of
orientation and sense of purpose.
It is the telegram from Mr. Ives, the deputy headmaster
of Justin Martyr, Informing Aspinwall of his appointment as
a teacher of English at Justin, which connects him with a
defined reality and gives his life direction. The telegram
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also
starts
Asplnwall
off
as
a
journalist
and
historiographer. As he writes,
I have always wanted to keep a journal, but whenever
I am about to start one, I am dissuaded by the idea
that it is too late. I lose heart when I think of all
the fascinating things I could have described had I
only begun earlier. [1]
This telegram from Justin, however, forms the beginning of a
new life, and on this occasion Aspinwall does start a
Journal. While the time before his appointment is a tabula
rasa, the time after is "history."
Moreover, in an Ideological sense, too, Aspinwall's
appointment constitutes a moment of identification. He comes
to Justin Martyr at an "obvious moment for stock-taking"
12]. For years he has been in "agony" over the question
"whether or not I am qualified to be a minister" 12]. At
Justin he hopes to learn his "true capacities" t2] and to
"assess
this)
qualifications
for the ministry" 1371.
Prescott, in spite of his advanced age, "may have much to
teach me" 121, Aspinwall notes. It is this hope that gives
his private journal an extra dimension: from being the
repository of personal impressions, it develops into "a
record of the life and personality of Francis Prescott"
[37]. Aspinwall feels that "to know Dr. Prescott is to be
enriched. The more I know, the richer I shall be" (52).
Knowledge about the Rector is thus related to knowledge
about himself.
Aspinwall is frequently confronted by the discrepancy
between, on thé one hand, his conception of Prescott and the
legends about him, and, on the other, the actual and private
Prescott.
From
the
start Prescott refuses to behave
according to Aspinwall's expectations. "So this is the
famous Rector of Justin!" ¡6), Aspinwall exclaims when
Prescott orders him to learn the football rules rather than
prepare for his classes. Similarly, Aspinwall finds it
"embarrassing" [18] to witness a quarrel between Prescott
and his wife. "What a man was this!" [21], he notes in his
journal. When Prescott is needlessly harsh to a trustee,
Aspinwall comments that "1 would not have believed that he
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could be cruel" [123]. Even though Prescott's faith appears
as solid as rock, he confesses to "moments of vacuum"; after
all, "Nobody can believe in the hereafter all the time"
1220]. Finally, in contrast to the legend of his success,
Prescott himself is far from fulfilled. He has "destructive
moods" 144),
in which he ridicules what others hold as the
"sacred things" [44J of his school.
The Prescott that Aspinwall finds, then, differs sharply
from the Prescott that is evoked by his reputation. Whereas
the real Prescott is a complex character, full of doubts and
weaknesses, he is venerated by almost the entire Justin
community. Indeed, over the years Prescott's fame "has begun
to
obliterate
the
man" [38]. Particularly after his
retirement has been announced he becomes a "public event,"
with every week containing a "'last' something that must be
duly commemorated" [113]. Various people are engaged in
"'writing him up'" [143], and a portrait and a film are in
progress. "You see what they're doing to me, Brian?,"
Prescott asks.
"They're trying to bury me with praise. To mummify me
with laudation. In the next months, or years that I'm
spared, I shall be choked with testimonials. I'll
become a bad marble statue in a public park with
puckered brow and those wrinkled trousers that the
Victorians used to carve so lovingly. Ugh!" [120]
Prescott
is
becoming part of "Prescottiana" [239], a
secularized stereotype memorializing a lost era.
Aspinwall notes that "the man I see when we're alone is
different from the idol of the crowd" [571, and with his
journal he intends "to capture something that may ultimately
save him from the obliteration of the 'official' biography"
1381. He does so by collecting the various private memoirs
written by graduates and relatives about their relationship
with Prescott. Since most of these debunk the myth of "the
Rector of Justin," Aspinwall's research eventually reaches
the same point at which Gussie Millinder arrives in The
House
of
Five
Talents.
Tracing four generations of
Milllnders, Gussie finds that the Millinder family never
existed but in the fictions created by society reporters;
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her motive for writing her memoir was to show that writing
the family history is pointless. Aspinvall in The Rector of
Justin also concludes that Francis Prescott, the Rector of
Justin,
would
not
have
existed without the world's
mythlficatlon of him. It is his graduates' unqualified and
stereotypical veneration of him which has given him his
fame, and which has made Prescott "probably the greatest
name in New England secondary education" [2]. Justin Martyr
is held together by only one "common denominator," namely an
"extraordinary devotion to the headmaster" [30].
The question for Aspinwall, the biographer and searcher
for faith, then remains what the truth is about Justin
Martyr, and who the true Rector of Justin is. The question
is impossible to answer, since the real Prescott and his
legend are interrelated. As a result, the biography of
Francis Prescott will never be written. At the end of The
Rector of Justin, half a year after Prescott's death,
Aspinwall spends two weeks reviewing his thoughts and notes
on Prescott, and he finds himself in a "quandary" [3391 with
respect to what he will do with his material. On the one
hand, his scholarly conscience and a promise to Prescott
bind
him
to incorporating Prescott's failures in the
biography, as a counterbalance to his legend of success.
Yet, Aspinwall feels that the demythologized Prescott Is not
the valuable Prescott. As he writes, "I am much at odds with
my century in believing that to demonstrate the best by
itself is more inspiring than the best with the worst"
(3401. The valuable part of Justin Martyr is not constituted
by Prescott's mistakes and weaknesses, but by the few
occurrences when his vision coincided with the vision of
someone else, and he "communicated" his ideal.
It
was
this
kind
of
bridge,
this kind of
communication of an Ideal, that seems to me the only
part of the Justin story worth memorializing. To tell
it otherwise is to record a failure, and why do that?
Something remarkable happened on that campus, and
there is no profit in dwelling on the unremarkable.
[340]
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Asplnwall's biography will focus on Prescott's "greatness"
at the expense of the common and the small. It will be a
"novel and not a history," Asplnwall admits, and he defends
himself by saying that "the stories of all great men have
been in some part works of fiction" 1341].
In this way Aspinwall transcends Gussie Millinder's
conclusion. Her dissection of the family had led her to
conclude that the family which had gained such social
proroinence was a fiction, and that there was no point
writing the history of such a fiction. Aspinwall, on the
other hand, affirms the fictive character of his subject,
and even contends that the fictive or mythic aspect of
Prescott is the only memorable one. Prescott's achievements
do not lie in the physical vorld--ln the size of his school,
in the number of graduates, in the size of his endowment: on
the contrary, while applauded by the world, these aspects
are part and parcel of his school's secularization and of
his own disillusionment. Rather, Prescott's essence pertains
to the spiritual and idealistic—"the field of intangibles;
God, a boy's soul and school spirit" [10], the aspects which
Prescott's educational system mostly failed to communicate.
Aspinwall will confirm these aspects in what will be a
hagiography; doing so, he confirms not only Prescott's
greatness, but also his own faith.
The Rector of Justin is Auchincloss's best novel to
date.
Primarily
this
is
so because of the novel's
multifaceted complexity. The ostensible theme and subject is
"The Rector of Justin," but the title of the novel is
deceptive. In the first place the novel suggests that there
is no single "Rector of Justin": this character not only
varies from person to person, but under that single name he
brings together a plethora of personalities. In the second
place, the novel is not about the Rector himself or about
versions of him, it is about the discovery of his complex
character by soaebody else. Knowing the Rector is for that
other character a way towards his self-discovery; indeed,
the character develops from a nobody to a personality, from
a doubter to a minister of the faith. While at first seeking
the truth and the word with Prescott, he finally creates a
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truth himself as he imposes his words on reality. Knowledge
of the world, self-knowledge, faith and writing are thus
shown
as
interrelated and even identical; after all,
Aspinwall's private journal simultaneously functions as a
repository of his impressions of Prescott, a record of his
progress as a minister and teacher, and a book of prayer and
confession, abounding with Aspinwall's appeals to God for
support and illumination.
Finally,
The
Rector
of
Justin has a historical
dimension. It locates the beginning of the compromising and
secularization of Justin Martyr in the beginning of the
twentieth century, when the "incorporation''17 of America has
taken effect. It records World War One as a great force in
the growing discrepancy between Prescott's socio-religlous
ideal and the modern philosophical reality. It places the
final superseding of Prescott's morality and Aspinwall's
search for faith in a cataclysmic period in world history,
beginning September 10, 1939 and ending April 2, 1947. Even
though the novel's concern with the state of the world is
only implicit, the historical backdrop of The Rector of
Justin adds an extra resonance to Aspinwall's search for
faith and identity.
The form of the novel enhances—or rather, gives shape
to--the
novel's
themes
In a most effective way. It
dramatizes the conviction found throughout Auchincloss's
fiction that reality, history and the human character, as
ordinarily conceived of, do not exist. They are not stable
and readily accessible entities, but variable, different
from person to person. Reality can be known only Insofar as
it is verbalized by Individuals, but the necessity of the
verbalization
of experience is an indication of man's
disparate
and disharmonious relation to reality. As a
consequence, what the reader finds In The Rector of Justin
is not--as the title suggests--the Rector himself, nor a
realistic portrait of him, but fragmentary, contradictory
and even disjunctive records of experience involving the
Rector.
For
the writing of the biography of Francis
Prescott, these records are useless. "What do I do with
these
papers,"
Aspinwall wonders as he looks at the
material, and his answer is "nothing."
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The book about the Rector on which he embarks instead
will probably never be finished. Aspinwall defines the
"true" Rector as the Rector whose "vision" momentarily
"coincided" with the "vision" of other human beings. In
those
few
instances, there originated "communication,"
wordless, undistorted, unambiguous. If in these moments of
nonverbal "communication" and of Edenlc togetherness the
true Prescott emerged, how is Aspinwall to convey that in
his book about Prescott, in writing? This is an evident
impossibility, and as a result the only true biography of
Prescott is the one that admits that it is incapable of
capturing the real Prescott. In short. The Rector of Justin
is a novel as much about the problems of writing and meaning
as about "The Rector of Justin."
It is little known today that Auchincloss's The Rector
of Justin for weeks on end vied with Saul Bellow's Herzog
1 Q

for No. 1 on the best-seller lists of 1964.
This fact із
remarkable considering the different directions which the
careers of both writers were about to take. Herzog confirmed
Bellow as the major Jewish-American writer, and established
him as a representative of the American intelligentsia. The
Rector
of
Justin
brought its author recognition and
popularity, but did little in the long run to secure him a
prominent place in postwar American literature. Disregarding
momentarily
the
question
whether
Auchinclosâ
later
maintained the quality of writing of The Rector of Justin,
it can be argued that part of the explanation for this lies
in the trends of the American literary moment. Auchincloss's
ostensibly traditional novelistlc form, his concern with New
England values, and the historical bent of his novels went
against the grain of the increased cultural and ethnic
radicalism in American fiction, as well as against the avantgarde of postmodern literary experimentalism.
The Rector of Justin and Herzog were each other'β
competitors once more in 1965, when both were nominated for
the Pulitzer Prize for fiction. At 2.30 p.m. on May 3, 1965,
Auchincloss is at his desk in his Wall Street office.
However, since at 3 p.m. the Pulitzer winners are to be
announced, he is too nervous to work and kills time by
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writing a letter to Gore Vidal. In It, he informs Vidal that
he "cares" strongly about getting the prize. "I have reached
the age where I want prizes, any prizes,"19 he writes,
adding that he feels that the literary tide is against him.
"As you say, our day is over. We are not morally serious."
He fears that some friends of his, who have "bet" that "this
time I would pull ahead of the wretched Herzog," are
"optimistic." At 3 p.m. there is still no word from the
Pulitzer jury. Auchincloss telephones to Columbia and learns
that the trustees are still meeting. "Do you think there
breathes among them a man with the guts to cry out against
the Herzog? Can they not at least say 'No Award'?". Finally,
the news comes in.
Well, there It is—I didn't get it. But neither did
Herzog. It went to Shirley Ann Grau! [for The Keepers
of the House] But really, really, really!
I'm so disgusted that I wouldn't take the prize now.
Auchincloss concludes his letter by saying that, while
prizes "are supposed to encourage the arts," they have
"precisely
the opposite effect," since the losers are
"disproportionately discouraged by seeing what works are
preferred to their own."
Auchincloss's letter to Vidal reveals that, in spite of
his critical and popular success with the novels of the
1960s,
he
still
felt
many of the same grievances,
resentments
and
uncertainties
towards
the
literary
establishment that had made him embark on a different
literary course in the late 1950s. He felt a great need for
public acclaim, which was only aggravated by "the chatter of
friends" that made him "so excited" about prizes. Yet, he
was convinced that. In view of the literary reality—"our
day is over"—he would remain excluded from such acclaim and
respect. The tide was against him, he felt, and on this
occasion Saul Bellow's Herzog was the representative of that
tide, a powerful example of the kind of fiction that he
himself would never write. In spite of the success of The
Rector
of Justin, then, the aftermath of the novel's
reception thus ended for Auchincloss on a somber note.
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Notwithstanding Auchincloss's disappointment and selfdoubt, around the middle of the 1960s his talents were
thriving, and he was working on various projects. First, he
published two pamphlets for the University of Minnesota
Press, about Edith Wharton and Elisa Glasgow. To these
writers Auchincloss added seven other women writers, and the
result was the critical study Pioneers and Caretakers: A
Study of Nine Anierlcan Women Novelists. This work was
published
on June 1, 1965; to Gore Vidal Auchincloss
commented that "it is not so dull as I first suspected," and
that his best pieces were on Mary McCarthy and Willa
20
Gather.
By its selection of authors, the work predates the
widespread attention for the work of woman writers in the
1970s.
At
the same time, the authors discussed"-also
including Sarah Orne Jewett, Ellen Glasgow, Elisabeth Madox
Roberts, Carson McCullers, Katherine Anne Porter and Jean
Stafford--once again connected Auchincloss's name with a
literary tradition and with modes of writing that, in a time
of radicalism and experimental ism, were outside or on the
margin of the literary spectrum.
Secondly, while correcting the proofs of The Rector of
Justin, Auchincloss was also engaged on a few short stories,
which he usually wrote to recuperate from his novelistic
efforts.21 Thirdly, even prior to the publication of The
Rector of Justin, he was considering an idea for his next
novel. The Embezzler. The idea for It was conceived early in
1964, right after finishing The Rector of Justin. Its
subject was inspired by the embezzlement in 1938 by Richard
Whitney, a former president of the New York Stock Exchange,
of funds of which he was a trustee. The case caused a great
scandal in New York society, of which Whitney, a descendant
of a distinguished family, was a prominent member. 22
Concerning the theme of The Embezzler Auchincloss wrote
to Gore Vidal,
I am feeling my way towards a "major" work around a
Richard Whitney "type" scandal. Have been reading the
SEC 193Θ investigation—it might be 1538 so far ago
it seems, yet how 1 remember It! And they say morals
are worse today. I suppose they are in that we're not
23
shocked today, but were by Whitney.
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As was the case in The Rector of Justin, in The Embezzler
Auchincloss was examining the morality of a particular age
from a later perspective. And, like its predecessor. The
Embezzler employs more than one point of view: the novel
consists of three separate accounts, written by the main
characters in the early 1960s. They are Guy Prime, the
embezzler of the title, son of an old but impoverished New
York family; Rex Geer, son of a Vermont clergyman, who
becomes Prime's friend at Harvard College; and Angelica
Hyde, daughter of the American gentility, initially wife of
Prime, and later of Geer. All three look back to the past-primarily the 1930s, when the "embezzler" commits his crime
and is convicted of It—and register the crucial events in
their lives, and attempt to explain them to their children.
Such explanation is necessary because, as a result of the
social and moral changes that have occurred since Prime's
conviction, the past has been shrouded by the mist of new
ideas and morals, and by a mass of interpretations, lies,
legends and myths. The three documents of The Embezzler each
form a plea to the young generation to believe its version
of the past, and to discredit the others.
In this way The Embezzler forms an extreme case in Louis
Auchincloss's recurrent view of the multiplicity of truth,
reality, and morality. This position has also been seen in
The Rector of Justin, but in that novel there was at least a
form of mediation and synthesis by a central consciousness,
the
narrator-editor Brian Aspinwall. In The Embezzler,
however, such a narrative center is nonexistent, and the
three documents remain contradictory if not disjunctive. At
the most, there is a temporal order, as Guy Prime's memoir
is composed prior to the other two; Rex Geer writes in
reaction to prime, while Angelica writes last and comments
on both men. But for the readers of the three documents — in
casu
the
descendants of their authors, for whom the
narratives are intended--lt is impossible to know which of
the versions is the most truthful in the absolute sense.
Having no access to the facts, truth is for them a useless
notion. Consequently, as Angelica Hyde observes to Rex Geer,
to write one's own version is "a job of persuasion. You have
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to write a short story, as Guy did."
As was Brian
Aspinwall's conclusion in The Rector of Justin, in The
Embezzler
man's ultimate resource for the creation of
meaning is fiction.
Since in the absence of a stable truth and morality,
fiction and its creators are autonomous. The Embezzler is
more than any of Auchincloss's novels a demonstration of the
vision of human isolation which pervades his work. The
characters—particularly the male ones—live in separate,
self-created
worlds, between which no communication is
possible. All three participate in a constant struggle for
domination, as each character is able to see the world only
on his or her own terms. This struggle for domination,
however, is a corollary of the need for identity and self;
after
all, being dominated is tantamount to nonbeinq.
Reality in The Embezzler, then, is a collection of myths and
stories, which contradict and subvert each other, and each
of which calls the others into question.
The hermetic quality of human existence is revealed by
The Embezzler on several levels. On a textual level, the
lack of a central narrative voice which synthesizes the
three separate documents is a general case in point. As will
be seen, the three memoirs resist alignment, and they thus
reveal the insularity of human experience. Likewise, they
illustrate the disinclination of their authors to accept the
state of affairs as they find it. Guy Prime criticizes the
generally accepted views of his embezzlement, while Rex Geer
and Angelica Hyde modify the other memoir or memoirs. Time
and again the writers address their prospective readers with
admonitions that the previous account is to be discredited.
Prime starts his memoir because he is "convinced" that he
has been "treated with the greatest injustice" by the
"general opprobrium" H-5] that followed his conviction for
embezzlement of public money. Geer calls Prime's version
"wormwood"
and
a "baldly cynical account" [144], and
proceeds to contradict it on essential points. Angelica,
while
believing
that
Geer's
memoir is "honest" and
"sincere," yet finds his piece "misleading" as Geer "never
understood anyone's sincerity but his own" 1227 J. she goes
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"grinding away at the office" is "very well" for Rex Geer,
who, being of a humble origin, "has no other way up" [551.
In this way Percy Prime raises his son in a creed of
aristocratic superiority and self-righteuusness, a creed
which will later be at the basis of Guy's embezzlement.
Percy Prime, however, does not witness his son's eventual
downfall, as he dies when Guy is at the apex of his career,
nurtured by "the vision of [Guy's] glory" 1117], knowing his
son has reached a "social altitude never achieved by his
(Percy Prime's] brothers" [281. Percy Prime dies at the
Glenville Club, the physical image of Guy's fulfxllment of
his father's dreams.
Another influence in Guy Prime's formative years is the
banker Marcellus de Grasse. Even though he lives into the
1940s, de Grasse's mentality dates to the nineteenth century
in that, like Percy Prime, he brings a code of genteel
values to his banking business. He believes in the free
economy, and sees the Sherman Act as an infringement on the
American spirit of individualism; according to de Grasse, it
denies a man the right to "distinguish himself from the mob"
t49I and as such spells "the end of everything exciting and
colorful in the world" ¡50]. Like Percy Prime, he is more
interested in the quality of his business than in its
proceeds. His is still a family bank, "small enough and old
enough" [48] to select its business. ""It's not really a
moral choice,'" de Grasse explains. "'It's more that life's
too bloody short not to do the worthwhile thing. That's a
rich man's luxury'" 148). De Grasse's eye for quality
bespeaks an artistic sensibility; indeed, while Guy calls
his father a "poet," in de Grasse he sees a "novelist
manque" [47].
When Prime complains to de Grasse that he has been "born
too late in American history for true adventure" [47-48], It
is the latter who "inspires" his idea that "there is still
adventure left" 148]. As de Grasse sees it, the twentieth
century will be "the great age of the dollar, of the
speculator, of high finance"; it is the banker who will be
"in the vanguard" of the exploitation of this "virgin
forest"
E 48].
For
Prime
this vision is a profound
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inspiration. Hls office at 65 Wall Street evokes an American
frontier that is still to be explored. His room is in the
center of the top floor, has no windows but is entirely
covered by a skylight; its four walls are covered with
paintings of unconquered nature—"rolling mountains, broad
prairies
and
tumbling
rivers" [29)—and equate Guy's
business with the fulfillment of the American dream. That
such a dream--ln the twentieth century, at any rate--is the
product of art and fancy is clearly suggested, and so is the
necessity of a man's shielding himself from the world around
him in order to preserve his ideal. It is ironic that in
Prime's office only the sky, his one limit, is visible.
After World War One Prime's career soars for a long
time. His firm does a "bounding business" [107]^ and he
founds the "Glenville Club," the symbol of his achievement.
The historical period in which Prime's business and social
identity thrive Is important. It is the 1920з, the decade of
booming business, of the great Increase in mass consumption,
of widespread speculation on the real estate and stock
market, and of wholesale private borrowing. The era lends
Itself to the pursuit of dreams, however much these dreams
lack a solid economic foundation. It is the Crash of 1929
and the ensuing Depression which reveal the absence of a
solid basis for Prime's success. His brokerage business
declines quickly, and his other enterprises fail to come off
the ground. He increasingly depends on makeshift loans to
keep his little empire afloat, and, when loans can no longer
be obtained, finally resorts to trust funds belonging to his
wife and his club.
When news of this threatens to come out. Prime faces the
end of his economic and psychological Independence. The
outer world Intrudes upon the "Glenville Club" in the shape
of an auditor. Prime senses that he has "lost control" over
his club, and in a moment of "paralysis" [21] foresees the
disintegration of his identity. His request to Geer for a
private loan totally deprives him of his self-reliance. As a
condition for his loan Geer demands the liquidation of
Prime's
firm
to
protect
the public against further
embezzlements.
Prime can only comply, and is entirely
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delivered into Geer's "capable hands." The liquidation of
his
business
renders
him from a "gentleman" into a
"servant," from a character into a nobody. As Prime says,
"'Guy Prime was somebody yesterday. Today he is Rex Geer's
creature"' (861.
Indeed, Prime's era seems to be over. Or rather, the
Depression appears merely the final dramatic episode of a
development that began already much earlier. After all, de
Grasse's vision of American finance as the last frontier,
and his "noble ... concept of the role of capital in modern
society" [160! belong to a "bygone era" [161], as it is
impossible to "conduct a gentleman's banking business in a
world of swindlers" [51]. His morality expresses a nostalgia
for pre-Civil War society, prior to the general "stampede
for wealth" [45]. His house--a "red brick Federal mansion on
Washington Square" [221]-~аэ well as his family bank--"men
like Rockefeller and Carnegie could buy and sell him twenty
times" [161]--belong to a past age. Prime, unlike Geer, has
refused to see it.
Similarly, the other great influence during Prime's
formative years, Percy Prime, also harked back to the past.
His advocacy of aristocratic
values in a society best
characterized as a meritocracy formed an anachronism if not
a fool's paradise. Guy Prime consequently has to resort to
increasingly
extreme means to realize it. As he asks
himself, "Why did a man brought up as I had been, a
gentleman born and bred, after so many years of straight
conduct, suddenly become a thief?" [124J. The answer is that
the maintenance of his "gentlemanly" life-style in an era of
economic depression necessarily involves crime. In the end
Prime can choose between two options: on the one hand, to
liquidate his business and accept the humiliation of a
"salaried job" [87], or, on the other, to adhere to his
birthright by whatever means he finds on his way. He chooses
the latter, and that his means involve theft serves as an
ironic comment on the degeneration of the aristocratic
ideal. Prime pays for it with three years' imprisonment and,
afterwards, self-chosen exile in Panama.
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While Prime's conviction Is morally right. The Embezzler
suggests that it also definitively marks the disappearance
of a romantic, nineteenth-century individualism from the
economic and social
world. As Angelica Hyde puts it, even
though Prime "blackened our world," he did so "only after
years of trying to give it a spot of color" [2341. Prime's
place is taken by Rex Géer, who has always been in rivalry
with Prime. Compared to Prime's romanticism. Geer represents
a sober outlook on the world. The son of a Vermont minister,
he is socially unprepossessing, and "grinds" his way to the
top of de Grasse's firm. He is attractive, not with Prime's
"bursting blondness," but with a "tight cleanness" [411 ; his
face, as massive as "granite" [111, is the businessman's
face
"that
magazines
like
Fortune always wanted to
illustrate articles on Wall Street" [41]. Geer is the modern
corporate executive, the organization man who slaves away
for the firm in his "bare cell of an office" [109], so
little evocative of Prime's vision of business as a place of
adventure.
Geer is an emotionally arid man. While love, however illdirected,
forms
the
"color scheme" [1911 of Prime's
landscape. Geer suspects demonstrations of affection to be
"stagey and insincere" [148]. To show his feelings, he
fears, forms a threat to his independence and as such is an
act
of
"self-betrayal" 1184]. Geer's self-reliance is
motivated by a desire not to be in debt to anyone, and as
such it lacks the buoyancy of Prime's individualism. His
approach
to
life
is strictly businesslike. His only
"successful" relationship is with his "cool, cynical" senior
partner, of whom he writes: "we asked very little of each
Other, gave less and fully appreciated what we received"
[222]. He achieves a control over Prime's "glittering" and
"dazzling"
[197]
eluslveness
by means of money, and
considers
his
loan to Prime a justification for the
appropriation of Prime's wife Angelica. Geer's own marriage
to Lucy Ames has sorrowfully withered away due to his total
preoccupation with his firm. Lucy has meanwhile developed a
case of deteriorating arthritis, which. Geer later admits,
was probably "psychologically connected" [1951. With his
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loan to Prime he buys the romance and vitality of which he
himself is not capable. His marriage to Angelica, after the
death of Lucy and after Prime's and Angelica's divorce,
indicates
his rival's total expulsion from his former
territory. Indeed, as Angelica intends to marry Geer in
church, the suggestion is that she is asking for Prime's
exclusion from heaven.
The
conflict
between
Prime
and
Geer
has
the
characteristics
of
a conflict between two ideologies.
However misguided Prime may be, he represents the heritage
of the American gentility that ruled American life, cuitare
and politics throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth
century. When Prime is convicted in 1936 and is deprived of
his "birthright," this is not just a personal tragedy but
"the Götterdämmerung of an era" Í7]. In Prime's conviction,
the American gentility has symbolically lost its hegemony,
Prime's birthright passes into the hands of Geer, who has
almost gained control of de Grasse's family bank. Geer is
the
twentieth-century
climber, the Harvard scholarship
graduate, who rises by his industry and intelligence--lt is
suggested
that,
while
Prime
may
have vitality and
brilliance. Geer has the shrewder intellect.
His imminent
succession to the position of senior partner in de Grasse
Brothers Indicates the impending extinction of the American
gentility as the social ruling class.
However,
Geer's conquest of the old, ruling class
notwithstanding, his fate is bound up with its decline.
After all, the bank of which he is about to become senior
partner is small compared to the newer corporations of
Carnegie and Rockefeller. Moreover, the historical era in
which Prime's fall occurs is the era of the New Deal, and
the curtailment of the free economy by It means the defeat
of Geer's interests as much as Prime's. It is furthermore
significant that at Prime's trial the counsel for the
prosecution should be a Jew. As such, besides being a herald
of a different economic order, he augurs the emergence of
the ethnic minorities to governmental and economic positions
of consequence. Prime's trial thus çeems only a symbolic
watershed between two economic and social orders, rather
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than being, аз Geer is convinced, the cause of social and
economic transformation. His "petty embezzlement," Prime
writes, was merely a "useful" event to Franklin Roosevelt.
"If I had not existed, Franklin Roosevelt ... would have had
to create me" 131.
While both Prime and Geer are victims, it is interesting
to see that Angelica Hyde, wife first of Prime and then of
Geer, rides the waves of change and is affected least of the
three. The trust funds which Prime embezzled are replenished
by the fiduciary bank; she loses one husband but gains a
richer one. Moreover, in the battle for truth that Guy and
Rex fight with their respective memoirs. It Is Angelica who
has the last word. In her memolr--a commentary rather than a
truly
autobiographical account—she reveals a skeptical
attitude towards both preceding versions. She exposes the
"myth" of the Prime family in which both Prime and Geer
believe, albeit In different ways. She shows Prime to be
usually wrong In his estimations of people, and to Identify
himself with people and things "braver and bigger" 1258)
than himself. She judges Prime a "sick man, ... a compulsive
escapist" [271]. On the other hand, she also frequently
takes
issue with Geer's story. Even though his is a
"straight, honest. Rex-like approach," she argues that It is
nonetheless "misleading," by the simple fact that Geer
"never understood anyone's sincerity but his own" 1227). She
disagrees with Geer when he says that Prime "deliberately
embroiled him in his disgrace" [273], and avers that she is
the only person "who has still a kindly feeling for Guy"
[234].
In effect, Angelica discards both Prime's and Geer's
account of the events. She does so primarily by pointing out
to her prospective readers that whatever the differences
were between Prime and Geer, they were largely Imaginary,
produced by their attempts to maintain their psychological
independence, and by their rivalry for the appropriation of
the truth. When the created illusions, fictions and myths
are ignored, however, men are much alike. As Prime writes,
one man is very like the next, ... our poor old
shoddy human material is pretty much the same beneath

216
lts surface manifestations. Consider how little flesh
you have to cut off two faces to make them look
alike. Guy Prime was a mask; we all wear masks. Thank
heaven
for
them:
they
are what give us our
individuality. tl7)
The struggle between Prime and Geer, then, is not merely a
struggle between two successive historical eras or between
two moralities, but Is a corollary of the human predicament.
A. man must necessarily resort to fiction and myth in order
to
have a sense of Identity and individuality, in a
mythopoeic struggle for survival. It is Angelica who, in her
"supplement" 1146 3 to Prime's and Geer's accounts, debwnks
the preceding memoirs by exposing their fictional nature; in
the process she effortlessly achieves the hegemony that
Prime and Geer have battled for throughout their lives.
If this forms the conclusion of The Embezzler, it must
be noted that the novel does not contain a fourth, relevant
version of the events. After all, before his marriage with
Angelica, Geer was married to Lucy Ames. Lucy is prevented
from contributing her version by her early death, before
Prime's memoir got into the hands of Geer and Angelica.
However, in the created world that is a novel such a literal
and arbitrary reason is unconvincing as a true explanation
of Lucy's silence. Indeed, something else seems the case
with her. Of all the characters in The Embezzler, she seems
to possess, despite her ill health and inconsplcuousness, a
secret for living that Is a key to a moral life. She is a
sober, disciplined, and Intelligent person who maintains her
independence without struggling for power as Prime and Geer
do. She "accepts" her own adversity with "gallantry" Í196],
has a "brimming heart," and acts like the "good Samaritan"
tieei when adversity occurs in the lives of others. Even
though she feels hurt by Geer's infidelity, she does not
blame him, because "my mind tells me that a healthy man
needs love" (2131, a love which she, on account of her
physical frailty, cannot give. Indeed, Lucy Is called a
"saint" (196) by Geer, and "saintly" [2441 by Angelica.
Moreover, besides a profound goodness, Lucy seems In the
possession of the truth. She has an "understanding and
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shrewdness"
that
make
communication with her "extra
ordinarily simple" [276]. She comprehends human motives, and
takes apart what she considers Geer's "hypocrisy" 12181
about Prime's embezzlement. "'Can't you be honest about
yourself for once In your life?',и she asks Oeer. The
latter, "irritated" by Lucy's "coldly analytical" 1217]
attitude, ignores what hé later considers her "excellent
advice" [218]. In a world which forms a huge arena for
conflicting points of view, it Is significant that she
reacts to Geer's accqunt of Prime's peculation "without
seeming
surprise" 1217]; similarly she listens to his
account of his affair with Angelica "without a single
comment" [212]. Indeed, Angelica and Geer agree that while
"two men could not possibly tell all of a story like Guy's,"
one
woman
could have, Lucy. "'She knew everything,'"
Angelica says.
However, Lucy takes the truth to an early grave, an
event which is not due to her frail health only. Rather, it
is the result of her unwillingness to assert herself in a
world in which men can only exist by self-assertion, by the
self-controlled creation of an identity. Lucy, however,
cannot stand the "chatter" [39! by which human beings
explain, interpret and alter their lives. She considers such
"chatter" a form of "self-indulgence" [213], and consequently abstains from expressing her views. Courting silence,
however, is tantamount to her courting her death. After all,
by declining to enter the mythopoelc arena of life, she
remains a "selfless creature" [213], and combines in her the
ambiguity of "selflessness." On the one hand, she represents
the moral ideal of the saint's self-sacrifice, in the
Interests of humanity and truth. On the other hand, by her
disinclination to speak and to assert her "truth," Lucy has
no identity and goes under in the verbal arena of life. The
absence of her memoir from The Embezzler, therefore, forms
the most profound perspective on the events. It suggests
that
the
solution of "the mystery of Guy" [227] is
impossible, and is buried in silence.
With
forms a

silence as its conclusion The Embezzler clearly
terminal point in Auchincloss's examination of the
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plight of the Individual In relation to the modern and
postmodern condition. This examination had begun to manifest
itself with a certain degree of complexity in The House of
Five Talents» In this novel Auchincloss was concerned with
the evaluation of a fragment of human and American history
in relation to an individual person's experience of it. The
novel's conclusion was that the Millinder family history was
fundamentally a fiction, and that as soon as a historian
puts his words to paper, she inevitably participates in the
fabrication of history. In various ways, the other novels of
the 1960s also examine this theme. The culmination is The
Embezzler,
where
historiography
Is
revealed as mere
egocentric
mythmaking,
meant
as
an escape from the
psychological void beneath the "surface manifestations'1 of
our human masks. The closest approximation of truth. The
Embezzler
suggests,
is silence, and the cessation of
writing.
Compared to his early novels, Auchincloss's four novels
of
the
196Qs
reveal a great increase In depth and
comprehensiveness.
They
possess a greater intellectual
power, reveal a profound speculative tendency, and contain
characters who are coherently imagined. Moreover, the novels
display a narrative craftsmanship and stylistic variety
which are absent from his early novels, and lack the
authorial Intrusions that are apparent in the contrived
endings of the preceding novela. In all senses, then, the
four
novels
The
House of Five Talents, Portrait in
Brownstone, The Rector of Justin and The Embezzler form the
product of Auchincloss's maturity as a writer, reached in
his middle forties. Indeed, to the present day his 196Gs
novels have formed the basis of Auchincloss's literary
reputation.
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CHAPTER SEVEN
THE TREACHEROUS YEARS: 1966-1975

The Embezzler is the last of four novels which constitute
Louis Auchincloss's major writings of the 1960s. The decade
had witnessed a rapid rise of Auchlncloss's star as a writer
of serious fiction, and had brought the author commercial
success. Auchlncloss's foursome had directed itself with
astuteness at some of the philosophical, psychological and
moral questions of his time. Moreover, it had done so with
an authentic perspective and voice.
In spite of Auchlncloss's enjoyment of his success, he
had throughout this period been assailed by persistent
doubts about his achievement and stature as a writer of
fiction. In a March 1963 letter to Gore Vidal, for instance,
three months before the completion of The Rector of Justin,
Auchlncloss had wondered what would remain of his reputation
"sixty years afterwards." He self-deprecatingly called his
novel in progress a "dull, religious novel," but at the same
time thought it would be "the greatest story I have ever
told."
The aftermath of the reception of The Rector of
Justin did little to reassure Auchlncloss. "I have reached
the age when I want prizes, any prizes," he had written to
Vidal in 1965. However, even before the disappointing news
about the Pulitzer Prize award came in, he had communicated
to Vidal his sense of being on the margin of the American
literary scene. "Our day is over," he had written partly
Ironically. "We are not morally serious." As had been the
case
with
The
Rector
of Justin, Auchlncloss lacked
confidence in the novel upon which he was engaged just then,
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The Embezzler. He had commented that as to the three memoirs
in this work "in the end one does not know which is the true
story because I_ don't." The manuscript read "like a poorish
1933 movie."2
The alleged lack of "moral seriousness" of Auchincloss's
fiction was once more underlined in 1967. The Embezzler had
been nominated for the National Book Award, but so had
Bernard Malamud's The Fixer. As had been the case in 1965,
Auchincloss confronted a writer of an ethnic minority who,
he thought, enjoyed the almost unconditional approval of the
critical establishment at the cost of a serious appraisal of
his own, nonethnic fiction. And indeed, The Fixer was given
the Award, and Auchincloss sought the sympathy of Stephen
Birmingham, a "morally unserious" writer like himself and
Vidal. "The NBA goes to Malamud again—Really, how silly,"
Auchincloss wrote to Birmingham in late February 1967. In a
subsequent letter he added vengefully, "Needless to say I
shall not be at the NBA nor shall I ever attend one of them
unless at some remote date I shall win it." There existed a
spark of hope, however: The Fixer's having won the National
Book Award might Increase Auchincloss's chances of winning
other prizes. "I can now dream of the Pulitzer," he wrote
Birmingham. The irony was, however, that Malamud's The Fixer
won the 1967 Pulitzer Prize, too; this renewed frustration
of his "mad middle-aged lust" for official recognition must
have been another disappointment to Auchincloss.
This is all the more likely because throughout the early
1960s Auchincloss had the feeling that he was writing
fiction that was as good as he was capable of writing it.
Already in August 1964, shortly after the publication of The
Rector of Justin, Auchincloss wrote as much in a letter to
J. Donald Adams, the New York Times critic who in 1963 had
praised Auchincloss as "the best living American novelist."
"I worry a bit," Auchincloss wrote, "that The Rector may
represent my peak and a dangerously large expenditure of the
7
precious
capital of childhood impressions."
This fear
clearly turned out to be at least partly unfounded, as the
year 1966 saw the publication of The Embezzler, while in
1967 Auchincloss published Tales of Manhattan, containing
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some of his finest achievements In the field of the short
story.
Nevertheless, Auchincloss had been drawing heavily upon
his literary resources. He had published eight full-length
books of fiction and nonfiction in seven years' time.
Together with numerous shorter writings, his productivity
was great, all the more so because he was writing only parttime. Besides, Auchincloss had drawn on his inspiration not
only quantitatively but also thematically. In The Embezzler
he had reached a terminal point in his examination of the
human and social condition. The novel's conclusion asserted
the individual's isolation from the truth, the hermetic
quality of existence, and the total subjectivity of the
human experience. As such. The Embezzler forms an extreme
conclusion to the examination of the individual's place In
reality, prior to the complete disintegration of reality, or
prior to the silence that is proposed by Lucy Ames.
With this conclusion in mind, Auchincloss must have
wondered, "What next?". True, after the publication of The
Embezzler, there followed Tales of Manhattan, which came out
in March 1967. Eight out of the thirteen stories in this
collection, however, had been published before or just after
the publication of The Embezzler, and can be seen as a spillover of the creativity of the preceding years. Three other
stories were started later, as a more or less independent
effort. These three, together with "The Senior Partner's
Ghoöts" that came out in 1964, form an interrelated group
which deals with several characters working in the same
fictive law firm.
The
theme
of
Tales
of
Manhattan
conforms
to
Auchincloss's concerns during the earlier 1960s. All stories
are preoccupied with man's tendency to mythicize the past
and himself, and they reveal the moral entropy that pervaded
The Embezzler. In "The Money Juggler" all characters, good
honest burghers it would seem, turn out to be professionally
involved with the very financial pirate whose business
ethics they eondenm. In "Foster Evans on Lewis Bovee" the
question is whether Bovee, by preventing a cousin from
eloping with what she considers her true love so as to
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escape
from
a sterile marriage, only substituted his
cousin's muddled ideas of "Love" for a petrified normality.
"Lloyd Degener on Eric Temple" presents a "symbiotic" pair
like Guy Prime and Rex Geer who live off a constant
antagonism originating in their respective wills to power;
in the end the suggestion is that there is no essential
difference between the two, only a difference between their
self-cultivated fictions.
The point is brought home in a stark manner in "Sabina
and the Herd," in which the ever pacifying and self-effacing
mother,
who throughout her life has smoothed out the
quarrels between her selfish children, has a vision of
truth. In a dream, she and her daughters appear in the shape
of
"horrid
cows," "dirty. Ill-tempered, pushy beasts"
between whom "there appeared to be no relationships," except
when
they
Indiscriminately mount each other "in that
g
disgusting way cows have."
The dream reveals to her the
utter "hypocrisy" of any family feeling between her and her
daughters. Ceasing to strive for affection, she is at last
relieved to "settle for appearances. For forms, pure and
simple" 1258J,
Not only in "Sabina and the Herd" but throughout Tales
of
Manhattan
the
characters
seem
to have outlived
themselves.
What
they used to hold for valuable and
important has disintegrated into a mere facade which hides
the ultimate nothingness and emptiness. The importance of
this here is that, while Auchincloss's concern with the
ultimate moral entropy of life was apparent earlier, it
seems that with The Embezzler and Tales of Manhattan he
began to be caught in a thematic circle that grew smaller
and smaller. However successful some of the stories in Tales
of Manhattan may be when taken individually, it is clear
that many of them borrow heavily from his earlier work,
particularly The Embezzler, and rehash the same theme with
only minor variations.
In other words, Auchincloss was beginning to repeat
himself. This was all the more problematic because of the
function
of
the short story in Auchincloss's writing
practice. Throughout his career his main interest has been
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thè novel, and Auchlncloss has always regarded the short
story as a subsidiary occupation which kept him engaged in a
leisurely manner between the writing of novels. Often his
short stories contained the kernels of future novels, and as
such they formed Auchlncloss's means to revive his Inspiration and to try out new ideas. It Is precisely the latter
which did not occur. Tales of Manhattan failed to bring
forth the new ideas from which a subsequent novel could
emerge. At other moments in his career he had been able to
begin a new book almost In a Thackerayan manner, right after
sending a finished typescript to his editor at Houghton
Mifflin. A new manuscript had sometimes been sent to James
Brown even before the previous novel had been published.
After
writing
the stories of Tales of Manhattan,
however, nothing happened. In March 1967, the month of the
volume's publication, he was still not engaged on a new
novel. In a March 30, 1967 letter to Gore Vidal, Auchlncloss
quite dispassionately thanked his correspondent for his
"kind remarks" about Tales of Manhattan. He added, "ïou will
be amused (?) to hear that for once my well is dry. Nothing
in progress. What can it mean?" Nearly two months later, on
May 22, he wrote to Vidal that he had "Still no new book,
but a faint theme may be stirring."
That theme was to
become A World of Profit (1968). It had first occurred to
Auchlncloss already a few years earlier, when in 1964 he
read about the New York businessman Edward M. Gilbert, who,
after a series of misappropriations, fled to Brazil. Like
his later fictional counterpart, Gilbert had been caught
between the desire to get a divorce and his attempts to take
over a company, for which he eventually resorted to crime.
The first story to be based on this theme was "The Money
Juggler," first published in September 1966 and collected in
Tales of Manhattan.
Even though in A World of Profit Auchlncloss returned to
this theme, he probably did so with little enthusiasm. After
all, the main character of the new novel had quite a few
external similarities with Guy Prime in The Embezzler,
published
only two years earlier. When the novel was
finished, he had trouble finding an appropriate title. He
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had originally planned to call It "The Money Juggler," but
later decided that "as I had a recent book entitled 'The
Embezzler,' I should not strike the note of peculation too
often."12
Moreover,
Auchlncloss's lack of inspiration may be
deduced from the considerable lapse in time--at least eight
months—between the writing of "The Money Juggler" and the
"stirring" of the "theme" for A World of Profit. Besides,
the
theme
can
barely
have "stirred" at all, since
Auchincloss had it all ready in "The Money Juggler." Not a
single new element was added to those already present in the
short
story the protagonist's nondescript origin, his
mercurial financial aptitude, his straightforward desire to
climb the social ladder, old New York's willing cooperation
with what they consider a parvenu, the incompatibility of
the
parvenu's financial and amorous pursuits, and his
eventual downfall and exile.
But the clearest indication of Auchlncloss's lack of
true inspiration is formed by the novel itself. A World of
Profit deals with the rise and fall of Jay Levermore,
offspring of a shotgun marriage, whose mother dies when he
is still a boy, while his father dies when he is in his
teens. He is adopted by a rich cousin, Florence Schoenberg,
who sends him to Pulver Academy and who inspires him with a
vision of a socially, morally and aesthetically elevated
life. Her country home represents to Levermore an image "not
only of how the rich lived, but of how they ought to."
There are dinner parties every night, soirees with chamber
music, and there is time for poetry and art Moreover, while
being surrounded by wealth. Cousin Florence has preserved
her moral integrity. When Levermore publishes a plagiarized
story m
the school paper, he is warned by his cousin that
"There
isn't any point being alive ... unless you're
straight. Life is too Short to be shabby" [57-58]. A few
hours after giving this warning. Cousin Florence dies in a
car crash.
However
much
young Levermore admires his cousin's
example, he does not believe that it has any relevance to
himself. It is all right for her, but she is "more angel
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than mortal" and "Impossible to be like" 158}. Moreover,
since owing to her death she was now "quite nonexistent,"
Levermore will have to "fend for himself"; "it was not up to
her—now a nothing, a beloved nothing—to tell him how this
should be done" [62]. As a sign of his detachment—"he would
have no family, certainly not a Jewish one" [62]—he changes
his name to Livingston. He departs from the pastoral garden
of Cousin Florence, and enrols in Columbia University, the
urban academy--a first step to the conquest o£ the "world of
profit and delight" of the novel's epitaph.
After his smooth passage through college, he goes into
business. With quite unscrupulous blockbusting methods he
turns the sleepy real estate firm of a distant relative into
a successful business. He marries the relative's daughter,
Huida Isaacson, as a form of payment for taking over titular
as well as actual control of the firm. The marriage is a
disaster,
his wife returns to the parental home, and
Livingston does not care. He cultivates friendships only to
further
his
social
interests, and intrudes into the
Shallcross family--"old and distinguished New York"—through
their "scion" Martin. Just as before, when he first visited
Cousin Florence, Livingston is "dazzled" 1661 by seeing the
Shallcrosses at home; it creates in him a desire for the
annexation of their social world.
Initially,
this
appears
exceedingly simple. Judge
Shallcross—ostensibly a defender of old values but in
reality a hypocritical windbag—intends to sell the family
place; Livingston jumps at the idea and promises to preserve
Shallcross Manor as part of a marina, an idea which he
abandons at the shortest possible notice. Yet, It Initially
wins
the affections of Sophie Shallcross, a manlcally
depressive
young woman, who thinks that her obsessive
attachment to the past is reciprocated by Livingston. In a
similar manner Martin Shallcross joins Livingston's firm,
thus increasing the Shallcross's cooperation in their own
social extinction.
Naturally, Livingston's conquest of the old social elite
necessarily involves its decline and destruction, and as
such his prize "falls to pieces" Î197) as soon as it Is won.
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Indeed, he is a fool to be taken in by the Shallcrosses in
the first place. They are all people without substance. The
Judge--who
earned
his
title by having had a year's
appointment to the Surrogate court as a replacement for
someone who was promoted to a higher post—extols the
cynical values of modern law, argues a return to an older
morality, but fails to write the treatise that should have
been his lifework. Sophie Shallcross and Elly Shallcross Kay
are neurotically insecure and frustrated women; their mother
is an old fogy who fails to see that the world she thinks
she
lives
in has long fallen apart. Nearly all the
Shallcrosses are undergoing psychotherapy. Hillary Knowles
is asked to leave Leo Silverman's practice by a side door
because he "may know the next patient" C100J. He leaves by
the side door, runs around the corner to the front door, and
opens it just in time to see Elly Shallcross Kay going into
Silverman's office. One of her problems is that her husband
Thad Kay, due to his sense of sexual inferiority, is unable
to make love to her.
In short, the Shallcrosses lack psychological and social
vitality. When Livingston enters their world, they can only
give in to the "boyish" and "fitful energy" [200] of the
"belated
pioneer" [196]. Their social and anti-Semitic
prejudices vanish as they realize that they can either join
him or merely be owned by him. Their common denominator is
money; it is in business that they meet and that the old
social order gives way to a newer one.
Love,
however, is a different matter. True, after
Livingston has blown away one by one Elly Kay's conventional
defenses against beginning an affair with him, she gives in
all too willingly. Except for Elly's husband, the affair is
silently condoned by everyone, since all members of the
family are too busy capitalizing on their own relationships
with Livingston. However, there is one Important barrier to
the latter's desire to marry Elly, namely the fact that
Huida Isaacson, his first wife, stubbornly refuses a divorce
except
on
terms
that
are financially disastrous to
Livingston. Livingston's tie with Huida represents a legacy
of the past and an image of his roots in a sensibility that
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defies the mere pursuit of selfish gain. Huida is a reminder
of
the days of his bondage, financial, emotional and
familial; after all, marrying Huida had been an act of
obligation—admittedly, his "very last" 176] one—to the
uncle
who
set
him up in business. Similarly, Huida
represents
his
Jewish background: Livingston may have
substituted an Anglo-Saxon name for his Jewish one, but his
wife's name reaffirms his Jewish roots. His inability to
divorce her is therefore symbolic of his inability to
liberate himself entirely from his past.
On the other hand, such an inability seems at least
partly the result of merely practical problems. After all,
the only objection to divorcing Huida is the huge settlement
that she demands. When in the end Livingston is financially
on his feet and is capable of paying the sum. Huida assents
and the divorce proceedings can go ahead. At that point,
however, more obstacles confront him. Since theirs is a
quiet Nevada divorce, Livingston shuttles to and fro between
New York and Reno. While Reno is the site where he tries to
rid himself of his past. New York is the arena where he
works on his future. He is engaged in the takeover of a
large company, the achievement of which would symbolize his
conquest
of
the city, a conquest which he considers
necessary to qualify as Elly's suitor. "'He ÍLivlngston]
wanted to be free to marry you,'" Martin Shallcross explains
to Elly. ""He wanted to lay the world at your feet'" 1244].
In spite of the interrelatedness of Livingston's marital
and entrepreneurial concerns, his divided attention in the
long run signals his failure to achieve either. As a result
of the time spent traveling between New York and Nevada, he
lacks the time necessary to raise the capital to finance the
takeover, and eventually resorts to embezzlement to keep his
proxy fight going. When news of his financial failure
reaches the attorney general, Livingston is immediately
dropped by Elly, and seeks exile in Portugal. When he later
decides to return to the U.S. to give himself up. It is not
because he thinks that he has committed a crime that was
morally wrong. Rather, it was just bad luck. As he says,
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It was wrong ... the way it's wrong to go through a
stop sign on a country road when there's no one in
sight.
If there happens to be cop behind the
haystack, okay, you get a ticket. But no one thinks
the worse of you. That's how the world of business
is today. ïou play it by the law of chances, which
is what your government expects. It's cops and
robbers. Life has become too complicated to be
played any other way. Í2731
Justice and injustice are outdated concepts and have no
longer have any validity. In modern reality only the law of
chance applies.
Even if Livingston is what Judge Shallcross calls "the
very symbol of corruption" (260], the moral fabric of the
world as a whole is not much different. Hartin Shallcross
shares in Livingston's bankruptcy and considers his failure
merely bad luck. On the commuter train to his suburban home,
he surmises that
There wasn't anything more in life than a chance of
winning and a chance of losing and then a winning
and a losing. And once one knew that, ... then did
it really matter which one had? [268J
Shortly afterwards he throws himself off the train. But even
Judge
Shallcross,
who is instrumental in Livingston's
downfall, has no alternative to offer. Although he descries
the moral corruption of the present, he knows that the past
was no better. He states that, appearances of a moral past
to the contrary,
My generation made the messes of all messes! There's
no
difference,
really, between generations. No
question
of merit, anyway. It's pure luck and
chronology. 12861
His prime audience is the bartender at his club, in whose
quiet presence he laments the laxity of society. After one
of his soliloquies, the bartender noncommittally offers,
"'Things have sure gone to hell. Judge.'" "'You may say that
again, my dear Patrick,'" the Judge inanely replies. '"You
may assuredly say that again!'"
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The above account might create the impression that A
World of Profit is a serious examination of social raorality
and of the modern psyche. However, such is not the case. The
novel's treatment of its theme is schematic and predictable,
and it lacks the philosophical complexity of a novel like
The Embezzler. The question is, however, whether Auchincloss
aimed at making A World of Profit as complex a novel as its
predecessor. For instance, he returned to omniscient, thirdperson narration, and reduced the three points of view of
The Embezzler to one. While in the latter novel the pretense
was that the characters spoke for themselves, in A World of
Profit it is Auchincloss who has taken over the story, and
who puts his stamp on the characters.
That stamp is obviously satirical in the case of the
Shallcrosses. They are a ridiculous lot and are clearly
meant to be so. Nearly all of them suffer from sexual
inhibitions and insecurities. As a result Sophie has spent
considerable time in the sanatorium of a therapist who is
called Dr. Damon. Hillary Knowles Is probably a frustrated
homosexual who sublimates his desires in his study of the
identity
of
the
"Mr. У-Н.,"
the
"lovely boy" of
Shakespeare's sonnets. He wears "scarlet" [22] and "claretcolored" 187] ties, swims "naked every afternoon in the pool
of the Manhattan Athletic Club" [201], and has been Sophie's
platonic "beau" and would-be husband for a decade. While
Martin Shallcross and his fiancee are kissing, he is bit on
his lips so hard that he bleeds, after which she offers to
get him a "Band-Aid" [109]. Mrs. Shallcross, who has been an
inert creature all her life, at one point turns into an
"obscene old witch" [225] shouting at her son-in-law to
leave her daughter alone. In his treatment of the son-inlaw, Auchincloss approaches black humor, as the son-in-law's
divorce strategy against Elly turns utterly against him. In
short, this ostensibly respected, old New York family is
ridiculed by its creator.
Auchincloss's attitude to Jay Livingston, the repres
entative of the new order, is less clear. Auchincloss has
stated that in A World of Profit his sympathy was entirely
with his protagonist;14 yet, in his characterization of
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Livingston he is nevertheless ambivalent. On the one hand,
Livingston's
"energy"
1275І and love of life compare
favorably with the lack of vitality of the Shallcrosses. On
the other hand, his appearance is not truly flattering. It
Is "obvious" tlO) that he is not an athlete, his eyes are
"yellow-green," his skin is "puffy," and he has an "eggish
forehead" 111]. His self-chosen name "sounds like a society
character in a musical comedy" 114]. In the war he manages
to miss a very slow and large enemy plane; the plane
continues "its contemptuous way" and does not even bother to
"waste a bomb" [73i on his ship. Also, one cannot but have
doubts about the judgment of a character who finds the
neurotically insecure Elly a "princess" [157], the prize
which awaits the capitalist prince once he has achieved the
takeover.
In
spite
of
his sympathy for Livingston,
Auchincloss's attitude towards him was clearly tinged with
mockery.
Moreover, in A World of Profit Auchincloss returned to
an old pattern which he had used most clearly in 1Э56 in The
Great World and Timothy Colt, but which is present with
variations in most of his early novels. The protagonist of
The Great World and Timothy Colt had left the social and
moral heritage of his Initial position and had risen in the
world as a partner of the venal Dale. He had begun an affair
with
a
sophisticated woman, whose name. Interestingly
enough, had been Eileen Shallcross. His career with Dale and
marriage with Eileen had been a possibility for a new life,
a possibility which had evaporated when Colt reaffirmed a
certain ethical integrity. He had lost his job and had
returned to his wife, leaving the world of his new life in
shambles,
The very same pattern is present in A World of Profit.
Jay Livingston's career has been a protracted attempt to
rise from his social background and to achieve economic and
social Independence, and to court a woman called Elly
Shallcross.
He
has done so by employing unscrupulous
methods, and is eventually brought to justice for them.
Giving himself up to the law he reaffirms the lesson taught
by his cousin that life is "too short to be shabby." As was
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the case in The Great World and Timothy Colt, the reaffirmation of moral values Involves the frustration of the desire
for liberty, and similarly reveals the vulnerability o£ the
world of the Shallcrosses. In fact, Auchlncloss ends A World
of Profit, not with the celebration of a man's capability to
achieve a new life for himself, but on a note of defeatism
and stagnation. To rise from one's past, to start anew, la
shown to be criminal and immoral; the moral life, on the
other hand. Involves a man's return to his old world, and
his literal and figurative imprisonment.
A World of Profit thus returns to the theme of moral and
psychological stagnation that has been seen in Auchlncloss ' s
previous works, and indicates Auchlncloss's failure to renew
his interests rather than a thematically new and vital
departure. This is also apparent from the fact that, beside
the novel's obvious descent from The Embezzler and "The
Money Juggler," A World of Profit borrows numerous details
from other previous novels. Whether It concerns Livingston's
fear that an expression of gratitude will "compromise" [541
his self-reliance, his discovery that what once appeared as
the "foolish conceits of poets" turned out to have an "Inner
truth" [56], Cousin Florence's observation that "life Is too
short to be shabby" [58], or the "drop In quality between
the object in the shop window and the object In the
purchaser's hand" [69], it has all been seen before in The
Embezzler, Portrait in Brownstone and The House of Five
Talents. In fact, one of the few new elements in A World of
Profit is the character of Jay Livingston. However, as Is
suggested by Auchlncloss's ambivalent characterization of
him, it seems doubtful if Auchlncloss ever regarded the
modern energy of Livingston as a serious alternative to the
devitalized old order. That as a result A World of Profit
lacks a moral center was noted by a number of reviewers.
A World of Profit marks the beginning of a problematic
period in Auchlncloss's career, during which he sought to
revive his flagging inspiration after the successful novels
of the previous years, and was once again confronted with a
critical dismissal of his work. But now, rather than facing
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the critics head-on and accusing them of social bias, as he
had done in 1959, Auchlncloss began to lose his selfconfidence. In a letter to Stephen Birmingham, written two
days after the publication of A World of Profit, both the
element
of confrontation and uncertainty were present.
Auchlncloss wrote that he had run into "a new kind of
review," which stated that "whatever my aptitudes, they make
no matter, as my subject matter Is irrelevant." He added
that "perhaps I write too much and should be silent for a
while."16
Two weeks later Auchlncloss wrote a truly discouraged
letter to James Oliver Brown. By now he had received a "big
batch" of reviews, which were "certainly the worst in my
career," and which caused him to sink into a "slough of
despond." As he wrote,
These things have to be faced alone. Nobody at home
or at Houghton (including Adele) sees what has
happened. They see the big sales and the big ads and
think I am a grumbler. But I know it has been a time
of judgment and that I have been found wanting. It
is not all spite or jealousy or modernism. There is
some truth in it. And to go forward I must Improve.
I know I am at the crossroads and no one (not even
you) can help me.
Pulling himself together, Auchlncloss added, he had been
"much helped by Vol. 4 of Edel's life of James ('The
Treacherous Years') and how he came back (at about my age)
from being booed in the theater and went on to the climax of
his career which he hit at sixty. May I do the same!"
The years from 1968 to 1975 indeed form Auchlncloss's
"treacherous years." During this period he tried to find
what A World of Profit had failed to give him, a new
direction in which he might continue after the successful
previous
period.
During these years, too, Auchlncloss
suffered from what comes close to writer's block. It may
seem nonsensical to say so about a writer who, within these
eight years, published nine books. Yet, only four of these
nine
books
were
fiction,
the others being literary
criticism, biography and autobiography. Of the four fiction
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works,
two
were
collections
of short stories—which
Äuchincloss typically wrote in brief periods of relaxation
between
the writing of novels. Only two were novels,
Auchlncloss's
preferred
form,
one of them being the
unsuccessful A World of Profit. The other was I Come as a
Thief, which came out in 1972.
The
"treacherous
years"
constituted
a period of
reappraisal.
An influence that no doubt enhanced this
tendency was the death, on August 30, 1968, of Joseph
Howland Äuchincloss, Louis's father. Since his health had
declined
gradually,
his
father's death did not come
unexpectedly, but it naturally meant a semicolon in Louis
Auchlncloss's life. A few years later, on March 15, 1972,
his mother, Priscilla Stanton Äuchincloss, died at the age
of
eighty-three.
The
death
of
his
parents turned
Auchlncloss's attention to his childhood and background,
resulting in his autobiography A Writer's Capital, published
in May 1974.
But Auchlncloss's reappraisal and introspection predated
his autobiography. In August 1969 he published Motiveless
Malignity. Being a work of Shakespeare criticism, this book
would seem impersonal enough. However, Äuchincloss notes in
his "Foreword" that "Writing about [Shakespeare] has become
1β
like writing about life—and consequently about oneself."
And in fact Motiveless Malignity has a confessional aspect.
Frequently Äuchincloss connects Shakespearian themes to his
life by rhetorical questions--"Who has not imagined...?"
t81]--or
general statements—"most of us have felt..."
[157). Another striking aspect is Auchlncloss's recurrent
attention to sexual and homosexual themes and issues, an
overt treatment of which has always been markedly absent
from most of his fiction. Indeed, Äuchincloss once called
himself
too
"inhibited" to discuss sexual matters in
19
public.
In this way. Motiveless Malignity seems to be a product
not just of Auchlncloss's admiration of Shakespeare, but of
a desire for self-expression and self-appraisal. During the
subsequent years Äuchincloss was to publish appreciations of
several other writers with whom he had felt a personal
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connection over the years. First among these is Henry James,
with whose plight he had strongly identified after reading
Leon Edel's The Treacherous Years in December 1968. This
identification
persisted. In September 1969 Auchlncloss
presented a copy of The Indifferent Children to the Joseph
Conrad acholar George T. Keating, a longtime correspondent
of Auchlncloss. "My first published novel—," Auchincloss
Inscribed it,
I can hardly think of it without tears at its
inadequacy--and at the wonderful days when one knew
one was going to be better. But I still may, like
the master, Henry James. 20
As if in order to appropriate James's late eminence by
critical osmosis, Auchincloss went on to study "the master"
21
in four essays,
to be incorporated later in the 1975
monograph Reading Henry James. In this book Auchincloss
particularly praises James's late novels. After James's
failure to achieve popular success with the "Balzaclan"
novels of the middle period, after the failed conquest of
the
"Philistine" world with his plays, he rededicated
himself to "his muses" and wrote the "perfect finale"22 to
his career. Auchincloss rejects the frequent criticism that
James's
sophisticated late style failed to depict his
characters in ordinary human activities. After all, James's
concern
was
not
with
"consciousness"
and "physical
awareness" but with "intelligence and sensibility" fill.
It is Interesting that, after his introductory chapter,
Auchincloss first turns to James's "Notebooks," in which
"the master" wrote down germs for his novels and stories,
and which form the record of his inspiration. Auchincloss
discusses the "seeming triviality" tl6] of James's ideas,
which are "apolitical to a degree that may scandalize some
of our young people today" [16-17]. However, "as a writer,"
Auchincloss argues, James "had no use for any others" [17].
After all, he was a novelist, not a social or political
23
reformist.
Being a novelist himself, Auchincloss claims a
greater
insight
into a writer's inspiration than the
"nonwriters" [17] who criticize James for triviality. "Only
(the writer) knows what he can make" [171 of an idea,
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Auchlncloss
states.
Clearly, Auchincloss was not just
explaining James or the creative process here. Rather, he
was defending his own fiction against allegations that it
was
"trivial"
and
socially "Irrelevant." Fiction, he
contends, should be judged not by criteria of relevance, but
by criteria of art. Henry James's art was evidence of the
validity of that contention.
Another writer who once more drew Auchincloss's critical
attention during the years 1968-1975 was Edith Wharton.
Auchincloss had first written about her in 1961, and had
established a solid reputation as an Edith Wharton critic by
24
various subsequent publications about her work.
In 1971
Auchincloss published the first full-scale biography Edith
Wharton: A Woman in Her Time. Auchincloss argues that Edith
Wharton reached her artistic peak in 1920 with The Age of
Innocence. Written "in the turmoil and dislocation"
of the
postwar years, after global events had subverted the social
order of the nineteenth century and had ushered in the
twentieth, the novel looks back to the "old New York" of
Wharton's upbringing. However much she had criticized this
society for Its constrictions and hypocrisy in The House of
Mirth and The Custom of the Country, it now appeared to her
as a tradition and sensibility to which she was nevertheless
attached, and which formed the ideological basis of her
novelìstic interests. The result of this development was a
bittersweet revaluation of the past in The Age of Innocence;
it was to be repeated in the stories of Old New York (1924).
Auchincloss
maintains
that,
the modern era being
incompatible with her sensibility, Edith Wharton ought to
have remained content to write about the past. After all,
due to her long absence from America, only the "old New
York" of her upbringing was readily available to her as a
source of material; it constituted the "'native pastures'"
in which Henry James wanted her to be tethered, even if it
was "'a backyard in New York.1" Wharton, however, was "too
concerned with the world around her to write only of the
past" [169]. Instead, she went on to "interpret the age In
which she lived" (169] and which increasingly struck her as
vulgar, venal and tasteless. Consequently, her later novels
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became a "grotesque caricature" [1731 of American life, and
failed to give "true insight" [174 J into the minds of the
characters. Her style lost "precision" and—ironically-began to take on "the slickness of a popular magazine story"
[1731 that she abhorred.
When describing Edith Wharton's plight, Auchincloss was
arguably also considering himself, as his development had
run along parallel lines to Wharton's. Throughout his early
career, he had exposed the constrictions that society and
the family imposed on his characters--whether in truth or in
their
imagination. In the novels of his major period
Auchincloss had effectively dissected society by revealing
the arbitrariness of society's ideology and the moral and
epistemologica!
vacuum
at the heart of the universe.
Auchincloss's subsequent novel, A World of Profit, had
presented the febrile madhouse resulting from the total deidealization of society. As was the case with Edith Wharton,
Auchincloss's technique had developed Into a "grotesque
caricature," in his picture of both the Shallcrosses and Jay
Livingston.
In short, with A World of Profit Auchincloss had reached
the point at which Edith Wharton found herself in 1322 with
The Glimpses of the Moon. In a manner comparable to Edith
Wharton-- indeed, with Edith Wharton as a medium--he was
debating in which direction he should turn. The choice was
between, on the one hand, the past—New York of the 1930s,
1940s and even 1950s—with studies of the moral and social
decline of the upper middle class, and, on the other, the
present—the 1960s, 1970s and 19803—with satirical studies
of the results of the decline that had taken place in the
preceding era. In other words, Auchincloss's choice was
between
staying
in
the
"native pastures" that were
considered a "backyard" by his critics, and aiming at
modernity*-or
at
least
contemporaneity.
With
a few
variations, Auchincloss will be seen to vaccilate between
these two options in his late novels.
Auchincloss finished two more nonfiction projects during
the
years 1968-1975. One was a biography of Cardinal
Richelieu, the French prime minister who during the reign of
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Louis
XIII
united France under an absolute. Catholic
monarchy. Auchincloss had been interested In the Cardinal
for years, as part o£ his lifelong interest in French
history. Auchincloss's fascination with Richelieu is clear.
"What shocks us most today," he writes, is that
a deeply educated man and churchman ... could have
believed so absolutely, so unguestloningly, not in
the doctrine that the ends justified the means, but
26
that his ends justified his means.
Like the later Sun King, Richelieu took himself as a norm
and ruled and murdered accordingly with "an appallingly
clear conscience" [16], He was a historical and extreme case
of what Auchincloss had seen and imagined Endicott Peabody
and Francis Prescott do, and what had been his own trouble
in youth: living by one's own light. This had been a theme
in many of his novels, from The Great World and Timothy Colt
to The Rector of Justin and The Embezzler; it was also a
theme in the novel that was about to be published when
Auchincloss began his study of Richelieu, I Come as a Thief.
There he relates the atheist relativism of "today" to an
unyielding, ostensibly divine inspiration.
Finally, Auchincloss published two essays about Henry
Adams,27
With Adams, too, Auchincloss was examining a
sensibility similar to his own. After all, Adams spent much
of his life establishing his bearings to the culture in
which he found himself, and for which he considered himself
ill-equipped by his upbringing. He later capitalized on this
discrepancy
by
turning
it
into
the
fictionalized
autobiography The Education of Henry Adams. Auchincloss had
long
been aware of Adams as a man whose development
resembled
his
own.
In
various
novels
throughout
Auchlncloss's career, starting with the 1947 debut The
Indifferent Children, there had been references to Adams. He
was a man burdened by the weight of an "imagined ancestry,"
but who garnered a new Idealism out of his plight, even
28
though this idealism was "sentimental."
If In the earlier references to Adams the emphasis was
on
Adams's
alleged
self-deception
and
nostalgia,
Auchlncloss's 1970 and 1971 essays focus on the tragic
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caesura In Adams's life: the utterly unexpected suicide of
his
wife.
Prior to that event, Adams, close to the
completion of his monumental history of the Jefferson and
Madison administrations, "might have reasonably considered
that his life was successful" and that "he and his wife were
happy." 29 Marian Hooper Adams's suicide, however, brought
home to him that this had been an illusion. As a result,
Adams's "life, at fifty-two, seemed over"; he "had reached
the end of one life and was wondering if another could exist
for him."30 Auchlncloss notes that that "other" life did
exist, and that it even was to contain "the two great
books"
for which Adams is chiefly remembered today, MontSalnt-Michel and Chartres and The Education of Henry Adams.
Although one should not read too much of a parallel into
Adams's
and Auchlncloss's careers, it is evident that
Auchlncloss
sensed
a
personal
relevance
in Adams's
reemergence after failure, just as he had felt upon reading
Leon Edel's account of Henry James's comeback. After having
ridiculed Adams earlier on in his career, it is arguable
that
Auchlncloss
was now turning to him In need of
encouragement. Auchlncloss knew that, like Adams after his
disillusionment, he had to reapply himself and make a
comeback after the low point of A Vorld of Profit. That such
a comeback, "another life," was possible, was confirmed by
the biographies of Adams and James.
During
the
years
1968-1975, then, it seems that
Auchlncloss's nonfiction was performing the function that
was usually allotted to his short stories. In general the
latter were written in between novels, to replenish his
Inspiration and to test the germs of new novels. Now,
however,
troubled
by a
sense
of creative failure,
Auchlncloss sought the more quiet waters of nonfiction. He
studied fellow writers with whom he sympathized, and each of
whom in their respective careers had strived for a "second
chance."
Second Chance: Tales of Two Generations (1970) reveals
that in his fiction, too, Auchlncloss was concerned with the
theme
of
failure, death,
and hope for renewal and
regeneration. All of the middle-aged or elderly characters
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in
the
collection
wake
up
from the illusions and
constrictions
which
have
determined their lives. The
realization of a wasted existence strikes them with full
force, and they debate the possibility of setting out in
life once again. In Second Chance, the trend Is towards
failure in this new start. The characters tend to stick to
their old beliefs and identities, because of their fear of
abandoning their secure cocoons.
"The Waiver" Is typical In this respect. The story deals
with Julie Leinsdorf, a recent widow in her sixties, who
meets a man with the unflattering name Bertie Cram, who
desires to marry her. Initially, Julie is attracted by his
proposal. Cram appears to present a possibility of love and
warmth in old age; and Julie's granddaughters, typical 1960s
rebels discarding conventionality for the sake of emotional
and sexual fulfillment, support this possibility. However,
Julie has second thoughts. How is she to be sure that the
impecunious Cram is not marrying her for her money? Julie's
lawyer suggests that, in order to rule out such a hidden
motive. Cram must sign a "waiver" regarding his rights to
Julie's estate upon her death. Naturally, Cram refuses to
waive, and does so in a most noble manner. He states that he
will never contest Julie's will, but since "'a gentleman
scorns to promise that he will be a gentleman,'" he will not
agree not to contest. "'If Mrs. Lelnsdorf does not trust me
enough

for
that,
she does not trust me enough for
32
marriage.'"
In short, Julie and Cram do not marry. Utterly insecure
without the protection of legal forms, unable to release the
tight clasp of her little fortune, rendered suspicious of
mercenary motives by her mercenary daughter, Julie declines
Cram's offer of marriage, and rules out the possibility to
"live"
[66], for
once in her "tragic, wasted" [651
existence. Rather than live, she flies from the scene and
goes on a cruise, with elderly people like herself. As the
ship leaves the mainland of hope and "life," with coffins In
the hold so as to be prepared for the ultimate eventuality,
it is like Charon's ferry headed for the world of the dead.
In "Days of Wrath" the lifelong bachelor Barclay Dodge
does opt for the "miraculous last chance" 11181 and marries
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Lily Poole. The miracle, however, turns Into a torture, as
Lily drinks, is unfaithful and falls terminally ill a few
weeks after the wedding. The event turns into a lesson in
experience, as Dodge examines his selfishness in marrying
Lily not for herself, but to prevent his friends from
thinking that he has "missed anything in life" (1281. The
"second chance" is thus exposed as a vainglorious hankering
after a socially conditioned Image of life experience.
A similar concern can be seen in the title story. It
sets off Gilbert Van Ness's attempts to embark on a new life
with a new career and a new wife against the standards of
obligation to one's family. His first marriage had been with
the type of conventional woman that his parents preferred,
and he had been employed in a stagnating family firm.
Psychoanalysis makes him see, however, that he "was not
necessarily born to be a failure" [2151. He therefore seeks
employment in an advertising agency, marries the boss's
daughter, and climbs to the senior partnership.
The narrator of "Second Chance" initially disapproves of
Van Ness, and accuses him of having "so brazenly subverted
the moral code and kicked the basic responsibilities to the
wind" [2171. Yet, the infectious success of Van Ness's
rebellion gradually makes him become intrigued with the
vision of a "second chance," with "the idea that you can
start again. Start again and win!" [223!. However, the
narrator's own designs for a "second chance" are soon
abandoned. He discovers that Van Ness's newly won freedom
and fresh identity are fictitious, the products of his
fancy, indeed. Van Ness appears as much the marionette of
his environment as was the case before. He is unaware of the
"lionizing" [226] of which he is the object. The "totally
reconverted" house which Van Ness inhabits is meant to serve
as "the perfect background" [225] for himself and his wife,
as if they were actors in a play. Indeed, there exists a
complete "domestic machinery" [226], geared to propagate Van
Ness as a self-owned man.
In short. Van Ness fails to be the "free soul" which he
claims
to be: he is a product, trained during "long
rehearsals." As such, he is a "fraud" [227], and the
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narrator discards him as a "miserable, petty egomaniac"
[2281. Van Ness's exposure once and for all "exorcisets! the
demon of the second chance" [229] from the narrator's mind.
This Jamesian conclusion to the story harks back to earlier
Auchincloss characters like Howard Plimpton in Sybil, who
believed
himself
to
be
independent
of
his "basic
responsibilities," but who had merely exchanged these for
values which were their mirror image. In this way, "Second
Chance"
reintroduces Auchincloss's old vision of man's
inability to free himself from the bonds of the past, and to
be one's own creator.
Like A World of Profit, second Chance was not well
received. In his inscription of a presentation copy to
Southern Methodist University, Auchincloss mentioned his
disappointment. "This book has not had a good press," he
wrote, "but I feel that it would have done better had I
published less," thus again referring to the quantity of his
writing as the cause of his present fall from critical
grace. Indeed, he believed that two stories in Second
Chance, "The Sacrifice" and "The Prison Window" were "as
good as anything I have done before."33 However true this
may be, the critics did not agree. As a result, the
reception
of Second Chance once more brought home to
Auchincloss that, as he had written James Oliver Brown two
years
earlier, "In order to move forward" he had to
"Improve."
When
Second
Chance
was
about
to be published,
Auchincloss was hard put to a title. He initially thought of
"Black Shylock," the title of the opening story of the
collection, but was afraid that, as had been the case with
his treatment of the Jewish protagonist in A World of
Profit,
the
emphasis
on the ethnic aspect might be
offensive.34 He then considered "Days of Wrath" and "The
Prison
Window,"
the
latter
title
suggesting
"the
powerlessness of my observers." Finally he thought of "The
Irrelevants"
or
"The Irrelevant People," 35 a sardonic
reference to the futility of human existence in the stories,
as well as in Auchincloss's other works. As it happened, the
final
choice fell on "Second Chance," a title which—
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probably unintentionally—aptly pointed the way to the theme
of Auchincloss's subsequent work, I Come as a Thief, which
came out in 1972.
I Come as a Thief forma a guarded exploration of a new
thematic territory. Shortly after the publication of the
novel in August 1972, Auchincloss characterized it in a
modest and even uncertain way as his "first foray into the
area of the spirit, even if it is only a peep--perhaps not
even that."
It is not accidental that his foray into the
spiritual
should
have
occurred
at
this
moment in
Auchincloss's life. Shortly after the death of his father in
1968, Auchincloss's mother fell terminally ill with cancer,
of which she was to die on March 15, 1972. The fact that the
novel was written while his mother was lying In sickbed may
have been a factor In Auchincloss's novelistlc Interest in
the spiritual. Indeed, I Come as a Thief contains a subplot
involving a woman who suffers from a fatal disease, and who
considers the existence of God and an afterlife.
I
Come
as a Thief deals with the spiritual and
psychological regeneration of Tony Lowder. A reasonably
successful
lawyer,
a
trustee
of
several charitable
institutions, a rising politician, and recently an officer
of the Securities and Exchange Commission, Lowder yet lacks
a sense of purpose and direction in life. In his career he
"doesn't seem to be getting anywhere," 37 and is a toy in the
hands of those around him. He is talked into leaving a
downtown firm and setting up one of his own by a friend. Max
Totten. It is Totten who induces him to make a bid for
politics, and who has "made the world aware that such a
person as Tony Lowder even existed" f29J. The Democratic
party £or which Lowder runs "usets] him carefully" 131, so
as not to waste his political potential. Lowder wastes it
himself, however. His and Totten's speculations in the stock
market take a turn for the worse, and they need money to
secure their investments. Since they lack the security for a
loan from a regular bank, Totten procures money from the
Mafia. The price Is a bribe: Lowder, who as an SEC officer
is about to start an investigation into the accounts of a
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Mafia-owned bank, is asked to postpone his examination for
two weeks, so as to allow the bank time to put its house in
order. Lowder agrees.
In his private life, too, there seems to be a hollowness
in Lowder. His wife Lee complains that Tony never tells her
"what [he's] really thinking" [20]. She is hard put to
making out "If he had a purpose" Í18] in life. Whether it
concerns his wife, hia parents, or his adulterous affair,
Lowder displays a "neurotic unselfishness," and has a "habit
of preoccupation with the plight of others" [31]. He does
not ask his mother for a loan because she, quite selfishly,
objects to dipping into her capital. Neither does Lowder
turn to the rich Joan Conway, his mistress, as her latest
medical examination has revealed a terminal cancer. His
relationship with Joan began in a most bizarre way: in love
with her himself, Lowder yet furthers another man's suit, as
the latter will supposedly be better able to satisfy Joan's
desire for luxury. At the same time, however, he sleeps with
Joan, and continues doing so even after her and his own
marriages. Lowder's attitude Is perverse: he lacks the
emotional strength and courage to court the woman of his
dreams,
and
dares
love her only surreptitiously and
clandestinely.
The affair bespeaks Lowder's profound sense of personal
unworthlness, which dates back to his boyhood. At the age of
fourteen, Lowder turns into a kleptomaniac, which forms an
expression
of
his
rebellion
against the suffocating
atmosphere of his family. Stealing gives him a sense that
he was doing things, rather than having things done
to him.... There was an element of daring in these
acts, a kind of challenge to the capricious deity
that had made his family's life seem such a dreary
one. [71]
To crown his rebellion and identity, he tries to steal the
pocketknife of his dominant and pompous grandfather, symbol
of the family's oppressiveness. Naturally, the crime is
detected. Yet, rather than making him miserable, Lowder's
public chastisement at the family dinner table gives him a
strange "happiness." The "break" between himself and his
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grandfather means "an end of the hypocrisy" among his
family, and the creation of Tony Lowder as a "tree and
lofty" person for whom the family deity is "superseded"
1741. It means a liberation from his mask, a closing of the
gap between appearance and his true, corrupt self,
The event is repeated when Lowder accepts the mafia
bribe. Throughout his adult life he has again been burdened
by the sense of living behind a mask. He has been afraid "of
not being the person whom his loved ones loved," and that a
"peek" behind his "mask" [62] would cause his wife and
friends to cease loving him.39 Lowder is a "public man"
1191, "conventionally honest" t621, abiding by the law only
because it is the custom to do so, not because of an inner
moral imperative. The real Lowder is revealed not in his
public acts, but by his acceptance of the bribe. The bribe
means "a birth, the birth, forty-three years delayed, of
Anthony Lowder."
For up until now, it more and more struck him, he
had
existed
like something floating in space,
subject entirely to the attraction or repulsion of
other objects that happened to come within his
sphere. Now something was happening within himself.
A little muffled motor, deep in the recesses of his
psyche, had started to revolve, to throb, to whir.
Anthony Lowder was going to start his own motion in
a black void, and it could hardly matter where that
motion
took him. Success or failure were less
important to him than the fact that he was making
his own decision—Independently and unaentimentally.
£65-66!40
Lowder's delayed birth thus consists in the destruction of a
deceptive persona, and the revelation to the world of an
ostensibly truer self which the persona was meant to hide.
Tony Lowder thus repeats behavior that was also seen in
Auchincloss's previous work, in such characters as Eloise
Dilworth in A Law for the Lion, Timothy Colt in The Great
World and Timothy Colt, and Jules Griscam in Wie Rector of
Justin. Only by subverting the accepted norm, only by
resorting to destructive or clandestine action are they able
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to make a dent in the world. They can entertain a sense of
individuality in secret counterworlds only, and are unable
to "be themselves" in public. The outside world is aware of
their meek appearance only; underneath, however, there is a
truer person, seething with frustrated desire and guilt.
So far I Come as a Thief does not constitute any
progress over similar themes in previous Auchincloss novels
such as A Law for the Lion and The Great World and Timothy
Colt. In these works as well as in I Come as a Thief,
however, the question is raised what will ensue after the
character's cathartic self-destruction. In A Law for the
Lion Eloise Dilworth chose exile; in The Great World and
Tijnothy Colt it was a form of realignment with society. In I
Come as a Thief it is neither. Indeed, the novel examines
whether a true "second chance" exists for Lowder, whether
there
is
an
alternative
which
transcends the mere
destructlveness of the other options.
That alternative is faith and inner strength. During a
dinner party Lowder experiences a vision of hell. Watching
the other guests, he realizes that they have ceased to have
relationships with one another. Previously it had seemed
only himself who, due to his secret inner life and "the old
horror of solitary guilt," had felt the isolation of the
"damned soul who sees the elect in Paradise and knows that
he can never join them" (1081. His present state, however,
is "something much worse." Nobody knowing the truth about
anybody else, the conversation between them is a mere
exchange of sounds without meaning. Indeed, everybody is
isolated from everybody else and lives in a postlapsarian
state in which the idea and possibility of "Paradise" has
altogether "disappeared." In "this strange limbo," with its
total extinction of ideals and morality,
the people who surrounded him—even [his wife) Lee,
yes even Lee--were not really people any longer.
They were the ghosts of the people he had known in
Paradise and, like all ghosts, they existed without
pleasure or taste. Without companionship. And there
was no seeming end to it. [108-109]
Lowder has thus reached the nadir of Auchincloss's universe.
It is a state in which society and civilization form a
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meaningless facade, in which communication is an Illusion,
and in which each human being is the prisoner of his own
self.
Nevertheless,
the
self
remains the only resource
available to man for individual integrity. In a radical
manner Lowder proceeds to act out the premise of Cousin
Florence in A World of Profit, who had said that it was no
use
living
what
one considers a "shabby" life. Jay
Livingston had rejected the premise as "purely aesthetic"
rather than "ethical,"41 ornamental rather than essential.
Tony Lowder, however, represents Livingston's counterpart.
Unable to live in "this unbearably bleak world indefinitely"
[144], and unable to find comfort in "prayer, ... in atheism
and In ideas of personal extinction" (1451, he decides to
make a full confession of the bribe to a United States
attorney. His Intention Is not only to diminish the inner
hell of guilt, but to restore a wholeness to his life after
the
duplicity
and
psychological fragmentation of his
previous inner state.
In this way I Come as a Thief presents a development
which is the opposite of The Great World and Timothy Colt.
In
that novel Colt had found out that the ideal of
professional integrity consisted in an illusion, based on
myths from the past which were carefully cultivated In the
present. Colt had proceeded to destroying those myths, and
had in the process destroyed himself. In I Come as a Thief
Tony Lowder develops from a soulless "public man," working
In front of "the noisy grandstand of friends and family"
[191], to a man who garners from the destruction of his
career a new life in which "the thermometer of his actions
... was provided by himself alone" [191]. However, since a
private morality forms a threat to "public confidence" [1911
in
the social order, Lowder's integrity is considered
antisocial by society.
It Is interesting to note that Lowder's new faith
consists of a combination of subjectivism and absolutism.
Lowder knows that his vision of hell is incommunicable to
his fellow human beings. Yet, despite the fact that it is
true only for him, he acts upon it with an absolute faith,
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and rigorously applies his private knowledge to the world.
Naturally, the outside world discards his vision, and judges
Lowder with all the relativlzing and subjective criteria of
the postabsolut 1st era. It considers Lowder's moral selfassertion a "self-destructive'' [158] act induced by "selfpity" and "a need to dramatize yourself" [146]. It Is "the
plan of a lunatic" [165] with "messianic delusions" [203];
it is also called "a masturbatory romance" 1173], "the
purest self-indulgence" [194]. These views try to undermine
the truth of Lowder's new morality by confining it to just
himself, and by explaining it as an expression of personal
weakness rather than strength. In an "agnostic" society,
morality and faith are "explained away." 42
I
Come
as
a Thief forms Auchincloss's strongest
indictment of modern social morality. The novel is at the
other end of the scale from A World of Profit,
which in a
guardedly sympathetic fashion examined the "anything goes"
attitude of Jay Livingston. Yet, it shares with A World of
Profit a complete dismissal of the rampant hypocrisy of what
used to be the upper class. This class, personified in I
Come as a Thief by Lee Lowder's father, Mr. Bogardus, is
ridiculed for its preoccupation with pattern, tradition, and
ornamental gadgets which serve to prevent man from seeing
not only the blackness of the void beyond his limited
horizon, but the moral hypocrisy of his own ways. As was
argued above, I Come as a Thief furthermore represents a
thematic sequel to The Great World and Timothy Colt. While
the latter novel had investigated the disillusioning of an
idealistic lawyer, I Come as a Thief is more interesting, as
it escapes the predictability of the "from innocence to
experience" story. Instead, It examines morality and faith
In an existentialist drama of self-creation. 43
In spite of its profound theme, I Come as a Thief Is not
a successful work. First, the novel lacks the degree of
drama or tragedy which befits a story about a man's descent
into hell and his gradual reemergence. Secondly, the novel
is occasionally melodramatic--for Instance when Lowder's son
is knocked down by a truck In a hit-and-run accident; the
novel's conclusion, with Lee Lowder's pathetic plea to her
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husband for help, is downright sentimental. Furthermore,
Auchincloss's dialogues lack naturalness and seem contrived,
a considerable flaw in a novel which so heavily relies on
44
dialogue.
As a result, the novel got very mixed reviews. Some
praised
I
Come
as a Thief as Auchincloss's "finest
achievement," and as evidence that Auchincloss was with John
45
Updike "the most readable writer in America."
Others held
that the novel's "superficiality" made its emotions and
dialogue "antiseptic and synthetic," giving an ostensibly
serious novel the character of a "soap opera."
In this way the reception of I Come as a Thief failed
to
give Auchincloss the critical encouragement which he had
hoped for. Like A World of Profit the novel failed to
restore Auchincloss to the best-seller lists on which he had
been a few years earlier. Nevertheless, compared to its
predecessor, Г Come as a Thief represents a genuine and
satisfying effort at making the "foray" into a new thematic
territory which Auchincloss's career needed. As such the
1972 I Come as a Thief represents a qualified success in
Auchincloss's
attempts
to emerge from the "slough of
despond" into which he had sunk four years before.
With
regard
to
his
fiction, Louis Auchincloss's
"treacherous years" were concluded by The Partners, which
came
out in February 1974. This work has the hybrid
structure of a collection of Interrelated short stories,
dealing with various scenes and characters within a single
law firm. Auchincloss's intention with The Partners would
appear to have been novelistic. The collection has a central
character, Beeky Ehninger, who recurs throughout. Contrary
to Auchincloss's practice, only two of the stories in The
Partners appeared in magazines prior to their publication in
47
the book.
The others were written in a concentrated
effort, after the completion Of I Come as a Thief and during
the
writing of Auchincloss's autobiography, A Writer's
Capital.
Nevertheless, in terms of theme and characters It is
hard to look upon The Partners as a novel. The connections
between the various sections are often only marginal and
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superficial.
The stories tend to deal with individual
problems pertaining to a single character rather than with a
more general question which affects all characters. "The
Love Death of Ronny Simmonda," for instance, treats the illmatched relationship between an associate and the daughter
of a partner; it involves Beeky Ehninger only because at one
point he is asked for advice. "The Peacemakers" concerns a
partner whose international governmental aspirations are
frustrated by his wife; Ehninger occurs in the story only
because he is invited to one of their dinner parties. This
pattern of Ehninger's incidental involvement is repeated in
five other sections; in only half of the stories of The
Partners is Ehninger at the focus of interest.
Another aspect is that Ehninger does not seem the same
person throughout the collection. In the sections in which
he
occurs
only incidentally, he appears a competent,
vigorous, and self-confident roan. However, the stories that
focus on him reveal him as a much more timid person,
sexually
and
professionally
insecure,
and undergoing
psychotherapy. In creating this discrepancy Auchincloss's
point may have been to demonstrate the deceptiveness of
appearances
and the existence of neuroses even in an
ostensibly successful man like Ehninger. However, the effect
is rather one of Internal Inconsistency, which detracts from
the novelistlc nature of The Partners.
Yet, there emerges a pattern from the stories in which
Ehninger is at the center, a pattern that complies with
Auchincloss's general concern during the years 1968 to 1975
with rejuvenation and the "second chance." The Partners
evokes Ehninger as a character at a crossroads. He is a
partner in a respected law firm, has an apparently happy
marriage, and Is considered socially prominent. In spite of
his public success, however, Ehninger is a frustrated man.
He knows that his partnership is "not wholly due to his
legal aptitude"
but to his pedigree. As a lawyer he lacks
individuality; he considers himself nothing but "an heir"
[25] of Judge Hobart Howland, now deceased, who adopted
Ehninger as his legal disciple and, with his vision of the
lawyer as the self-reliant ïankee gentleman, gave Ehninger
an ideal to live for.
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Despite
his admiration for Judge Howland, however,
Ehninqer later had to force the reins from the senior
partner's increasingly shaking hand, and converted the firm
from the "fading" "Shepard and Howland" Into the "dynamic"
"Shepard, Putney S Cox" t2). Ehninger had kept his name out
of the new firm due tò his sense of guilt for his "Judas"
[1801 act to his mentor. He had tried to soothe his
conscience by his attempts to keep "the inspiring picture of
what Howland had been" alive In the new firm. This, however,
had more and more become a sham. The firm had left its
original offices at 65 Wall Street--Auchincloss's fictional
territory in previous novels--and had moved to a "great
glass cube" on "One New Orange Plaza." The New York Times
had observed that "the single note of the past" in this new
location was the reference of the address to the Dutch
reoccupation of New York in 1673.49 In this environment
Beeky Ehninger had felt Increasingly 111 at ease.
At home, too, Ehninger suffers from doubts. A sexually
insecure man, he had lived with his mother until the age of
forty, when he married a "buxom, raven-haired, flashingeyed, loudly laughing, triple divorcee of fifty-three" [5]
called Annabel. Psychoanalysis has taught him that his
marriage was merely a means to prove to his mother "that he
was, after all, a roan" 151. He fears that real fulfillment
has eluded him, is burdened by his inability to mean to his
wife what her previous husbands meant to her, and resents
her frequent allusions to his ignorance of "her kind of fun"
[253]. In short, Ehninger fears that he is only the shadow
of a man.
Unfulfilled and troubled in his mld-fIfties, it seems to
Ehninger that it is too late to alter the course of his
life. "I can't change my spots at my age" [51, he tells his
secretary. However, economic necessity makes it happen. The
merger of his firm with another makes Ehninger realize that
in the age of the specialist his "round, general knowledge
of the law" [2] Is out of date. His adherence to the
"inspiring picture" of Judge Howland, moreover, has merely
been a blind to his eyes; Indeed, Ehninger had been "like
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Henry Adams, who believed not in the Virgin, but In his
concept of the Virgin, in the memory of a fantasy" [253].
In an attempt to make a clean break with the past,
Ehninger acts upon a "quixotic" {2521 idea to form a new law
firm, staffed by the other redundant lawyers. True, the
latter may not be the very best, but still they "are good
lawyers, every one of them. They're duplicates, that's all"
(2521. Their firm will not claim any Wall Street prominence,
nor will It pretend to a long tradition, personified by a
legendary senior partner. It will merely be men "practicing
law in groups" [253], in a firm whose size and ambitions are
"within the sphere of things creatable by Beeky Ehninger"
[252-531. Taking himself as the norm for his life may even
help Ehninger to compensate for his sense of having missed
out in the sexual field:
Beeky was braced. He had learned that there was no
tyranny like his old obsession that his amusements
had to be those of other people. He had digested the
simple rule that the most difficult of all lives was
his own. He had tired of the compulsion to be moral
in a world that was giving up his kind of morals.
From
Hobart
Howland to Hubert Cox ta Harvard
classmate]--he was ready to sweep the lares and
penates from his mental mantelpiece. And now he
whispered to himself the words of a fierce little
resolution. He was going to have as much fun with
his crazy new law firm as Annabel had ever had in
bed with Tom Barnes. [253-54]
In
spite
of
Annabel's "mocking laugh" at Ehninger's
resolution, and no matter whether he will succeed or fail,
Beeky Ehninger is likely to be a happier man for it.
This conclusion to The Partners is significant in two
ways. First, it once more affirms the theme of the "second
chance" and of rejuvenation in middle age that is prevalent
in Auchlncloss's fiction and nonfiction during these years.
Secondly, it relates the theme to Auchlncloss personally.
After all, Béeky Ehninger has autobiographical aspects of
his creator. A connection exists between Beekman—"Beeky"—
Ehninger and Auchlncloss in the similarity of Ehninger's

252
name and the "Beeky" and "Becky"—short for "Rebecca"—which
Auchincloss was called at Croton for his "long, Jewish,
female nose," as he had written to his mother in 1945.
Ehninger was given a legal mentor in Judge Hobart Rowland,
who represents the epitome of the legal ideal of John
Howland Auchincloss, Louis's father. At St. Andrews school
Ehninger feigns Illness to escape the otherwise obligatory
football, and outrages his father by outsnobbing him, events
which also occurred in Auchincloss's life. As a young man
Ehninger identifies with Franklin Roosevelt, a man who came
back after his struggle with polio; at Croton Auchincloss
had had "fantasies" of "persons in power despite some
handicap,"
among them Franklin Roosevelt. Ehninger lives
with his mother until his
marriage at the age of forty;
Auchincloss lived in an apartment in the direct vicinity of
his mother's, until his marriage within days of his fortieth
birthday.
Clearly, The Partners has the appearance of fictional
autobiography. This is not really surprising considering the
fact
that while writing The Partners, Auchincloss was
simultaneously engaged upon his autobiography, A Writer's
Capital; 51
it is only natural that there should have
occurred a transfer of ideas between the autobiography and
the fiction. The main development in Auchincloss's life
consists in his emergence from his parents' authority and
conventionalism, and, helped by psychoanalysis, the easing
of the tension which resulted from his fear of failing to
meet professional and sexual norms. This development is
summed up in A Writer's Capital in words that are very close
to
those
of Beeky Ehninger's "resolution." Previously
continuously
apprehensive
about
missing out on life,
Auchincloss finally began to ask himself,
Was there any point, in the one life that ta roan]
was given, for him to fuss over what he was not? Oh,
how obvious these conclusions seem! And yet a man
can spend his whole existence never learning the
simple lesson that he has only one life and that if
he fails to do with it what he wants with It, nobody
really cares.

253
Auchlncloss was here sunealng up a conclusion which he had
already reached years before, in the mid 1950s. Yet, it
seemed
to
have a new relevance in 1974; its public
expression in the autobiography, and its fictional treatment
In The Partners were cases In point.
The relevance lay in the fact that, as it was for
Ehninger, the early 1970s were a period of transition and
stocktaking for Auchlncloss. In Auchlncloss's personal life
there were the deaths of both of his parents. These events
caused a natural caesura in his life, and evoked a desire to
reminisce. Indeed, his parents' deaths made autobiographical
reminiscence possible: to write about their influence on him
was simply out of the question while they were alive. In his
life as a writer, the early 1970s also had the character of
a transitional time. During these years, a once successful
author tried to cope with his sense of artistic decline and
with the critical dismissal of his work as out of touch with
the times.
In The Partners Beeky Ehninger closes a chapter on a
life that consisted of a public display of self-confidence,
of inner insecurity, and of sexual frustration. He embarks
on a new chapter in a smaller and more modest firm of his
own making, with fewer aspirations but with more "fun." It
is Impossible not to see Ehninger's "resolution" as a
parallel to the situation In which Auchincloss found himself
at the time he was creating Ehninger. Anyone embarking on an
autobiography either considers the past he describes a
completed episode, or he makes it such an episode by writing
it up. In either case it means a detachment from the past,
and it therefore seems that, just like Ehninger, with A
Writer's Capital Auchincloss was closing a chapter of his
life. If in the autobiography Auchincloss tried to "tell the
story of what led up to his becoming a writer,"
he was
implying that that story had definitely ended. As a writer
he was now complete, and would have to do with whatever
talents he had.
A Writer's Capital thus appears as Auchincloss's vindication--both to himself and to his critics and audience--of
fiction as he was writing it. His writing career so far had
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not given him the success and stature that he had longed and
strived for. After the failure of A S/orld of Profit he had
hoped for a comeback with each book that came out. So far
the comeback had failed to occur. Particularly the mixed
reception of I Come as a Thief was typical of the stalemate
in Auchincloss's career: he had aimed at a profound work,
and produced a middling one.
With The Partners, however, Auchincloss seems to have
been turning a leaf. A loosely structured book in between a
novel and collection of stories, it represents both a more
modest and more successful enterprise than its predecessor I
Come as a Thief. Beeky Ehninger's bold affirmation of the
possibility of a future with fewer ambitions but with more
"fun," coupled with Auchincloss's statement in A Writer's
Capital of the impossibility of being anyone but oneself,
point to Auchincloss's renewed confidence in himself. True,
it was the more realistic self-confidence of a writer who
had experienced the disappointment of his original high
hopes
of
greatness.
Yet,
it was simultaneously the
confidence of a writer who had freed himself of the burden
of the past and of the burden of critical disapproval. The
Louis Auchincloss who emerged from the "treacherous years,"
then, was to be more modest and less ambitious, but also
more eccentric and idiosyncratic, writing fiction for the
fun
of
it,
with
little
concern
for the critical
establishment. This new state of mind has produced some of
Auchincloss's best and some of his least successful works of
fiction.

CHAPTER EIGHT
OLD AND NEW DIRECTIONS: 1976 TO THE PRESENT

Louis
Auchincloss's "treacherous years" have here been
described as a period during which Auchincloss tried to
emerge from the creative and critical impasse In his career
at the end of the 1960з. It was a period with only few works
of fiction, which moreover failed to provide Auchincloss
with the solution to his fear of a declining creativity.
Rather than fiction, Auchincloss wrote much nonfiction, both
in meditation on the careers of other writers, and in
reappraisal of his own life. Only at the end of the period,
with the publication within the same year of The Partners
and A Writer's Capital, was there an expression of renewed
hope and courage. In their respective ways, both works had
asserted the "simple conclusion" that the only solution to
the pain of defeat is the acceptance of the cause of that
defeat,
namely
the
limitations
of one's upbringing,
character and talent.
The ensuing period in Auchincloss's career, starting
with the 1976 collection The Winthrop Covenant and lasting
through the present, reveals that Auchincloss has mastered
his creative impasse. This is evident in several respects.
First, no other period in Auchincloss's career surpasses the
most recent one with regard to the sheer quantity of his
writing. From 1976 onwards, Auchincloss has averaged one
work of fiction per year; only in 1979 no work of fiction
came out, but this lacuna was compensated for in 19Θ3, when
Auchincloss published both a novel and a collection of
stories. During the same period Auchincloss brought forth
three works of nonfiction, wrote a commentary for an edition
of the diary of his wife's grandmother, had a dramatic
adaptation of Edith Wharton's The House of Mirth produced
off-Broadway,
and published numerous reviews and articles
for periodicals as varied as the New Yotk Review of Books,
Arts
and Antiques, New Criterion, and American Heritage. In
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short, Auchincloss was definitely released from the spectre
of silence; this fact alone seems sufficient reason to
recognize 1976 as a caesura in Auchincloss's career.
Qualitative changes, too, mark 1976 as the beginning of
a new period. Previous phases in Auchincloss's career had
always been fairly homogeneous. Auchincloss's early novels
fitted
together by their predominant concern with the
individual in conflict with an oppressive society. In his
mature phase Auchincloss focused on the limited perspectives
of his narrators, and emphasized their Inability to achieve
an objective and true account of events. The writings--both
fiction and nonfiction—of the "treacherous years" had been
varied, yet they had all been concerned with the theme of
the "second chance," the comeback after defeat.
The present period, on the other hand, has no such
central
thematic
concern.
Instead,
it
presents
an
amalgamation of themes that have been encountered before.
The novel The Country Cousin (1978), for instance, consists
of a combination of the male and female liberation themes of
such novels as Pursuit of the Prodigal and A Law for the
Lion. The germ of the work, moreover, goes back as far as
the story "The Unholy Three," collected In the 1950 The
2
Injustice Collectors.
The novel The House of the Prophet
(1980) reintroduces the study of a major personality as It
was conducted earlier in The Sector of Justin. So does the
The Cat and the King (1981), albeit in an eighteenth-century
setting. In Watchfires (1982) and Honorable Men (1985)
Auchincloss examines the themes of personal morality, family
obligation, individual freedom and self-fulfillment that
were prominent In the novels of the early part of his
career. The Dark Lady (1977), Diary of a yuppie (1986) and
The Golden Calves (1988) resemble A World of Profit and I
Come as a Thief in their concern with public appearances,
professional success, and personal integrity.
With regard to technique, too, Auchincloss's works of
the present period lack the homogeneity that was seen in
each of the earlier phases. Auchincloss's early novels
employed the methods of psychological and social realism.
His mature works all incorporated the subjectivity of first-
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person
narration, and evoked the fragmented nature of
reality. The novels of the "treacherous years" harked back
to the structure of the early works. Auchinclôss's recent
works, on the other hand, incorporate the techniques that
Auchincloss employed in both his early and mature novels.
Novels like The Dark Lady, The Country Cousin, Watchflres
and The Golden Calves resort to the third-person realism of
Auchincloss's early fiction. They are alternated by firstperson novels—The House of the Prophet, The Cat and the
King, Exit Lady ffasham. The Book Class--which involve the
solitary memoirists who also occurred in The Rector of
Justin and The Embezzler. The Winthrop Covenant and The Book
Class are collections of interrelated short stories like The
Partners. Honorable Men alternates third-person with firstperson sections, as seen before in Portrait in Brownstone.
Since a new structural development is absent from the recent
novels, it would appear that of late Auchincloss has been
happy pursuing the directions which he had explored in the
previous periods.
Taken together, Auchincloss's recent novels thus present
a mixed picture. On the one hand, no dramatic thematic and
technical
development
distinguishes
them
from
their
predecessors. On the other, the recent period is Indeed
characterized by this very lack of dramatic differences, and
by Auchincloss's apparently relaxed reemployment of old
themes and techniques. Auchincloss's recent works therefore
present a consolidation rather than an enlargement of his
fictional scope, a consolidation which has led to a great
productivity.
This consolidation had been augured during Auchincloss's
"treacherous years." After all, the "twins" Beeky Ehninger
and Louis Auchincloss had both concluded that the great
legal
and
literary world was not congenial to their
interests, and that the best thing to do was to accept that
sense of Isolation, and the limitations resulting from it.
Indeed, Ehninger went on to capitalize on it, by founding a
"crazy new law firm" which lacked the respectability of a
Wall Street firm, but which was more "fun."
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From 1976 onwards, Louis Auchincloss arguably set out to
do the same. The development was first expressed in 1972,
when Auchincloss edited a collection of stories and sketches
entitled Fables of Wit and Elegance.
To this volume he added
an introduction which—at least by hindsight—seems to form
a frame of reference for Auchincloss's subsequent interests.
Auchincloss wrote,
In selecting these stories I have tried to make the
volume "irrelevant"—as the term is used by young
people today--because, where literary subjects are
concerned,
I find a definite link between the
relevant
and the boring.... I decided in this
anthology to go back to our immediate literary
forebears,
from
the
nineties
to
the
great
depression, and to pick out examples of "literary"
writers, writers, that is, who cared as much about
reading as writing, writers who were sophisticated,
cultivated and possessed of a knowledge of the
world, writers, in short, who represented some of
the grace and beauty of a way of life in England and
America that has pretty well ceased to exist.... My
idea was that the project would pay off in terms of
sheer entertainment, a quality too often neglected
3
by writers m the past thirty years.
Emphasizing
aspects
like irrelevancy, literariness and
entertainment,
Auchincloss
was heading in a direction
comparable to Beeky Ehninger's. Looking back to the past
rather than just staying in the present, looking away from
America rather than sticking only to his native ground,
emphasizing sophistication and a gentlemanly worldliness
rather than the artist's duty to provide answers to the
questions facing humanity, Auchincloss was moving away from
the Wall Street of contemporary American fiction. He was
retreating to a stage which was removed from the literary
center, which had a smaller audience, but which was more in
keeping with his inclinations and which was more "fun." In
fact, the introduction restated an old dlsgruntlement on
Auchincloss's part with the critical establishment. It had
already surfaced in 1960, with The House of Five Talents, a
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novel with which Auchlncloss resigned himself to what the
critics considered his "native pastures." Then, however,
Auchlncloss's mood had been one of irritation; in 1972, on
thè other hand, he cheerfully affirmed the validity of his
own
fictional
territory,
its
potential
limitations
notwithstanding.
The writing of the Introduction to Fables of Wit and
Elegance coincided with an attempt by Auchlncloss to put his
views into literary practice. While selecting the stories
for the collection, Auchlncloss came across Logan Pearsall
Smith, whose volume of satirical sketches All Trivia Í1933)
conformed
to the quality of "irrelevant" entertainment
propagated by Auchlncloss. Smith was not Included In Fables
of Wit and Elegance,
but Instead Auchlncloss went on to
write some "trivia" himself. Early in 1972 he informed James
Oliver Brown that, "аз an exercise," he had written a number
of "prose poems." They were stylish pieces, mostly less than
a page In length, satirizing the hollowness of social
personalities and the comic futility of human aspirations.
Auchlncloss
was sending them to Brown purely for the
4
latter's "amusement."
Brown, however, evidently liking the
pieces, at once proceeded to sell them to the magazine New
York; later they reappeared in Auchinclöss's 1983 collection
Narcissa and Other Fables.
This initial attempt at a literary divertissement was to
be followed by others. In them, three tendencies can be
recognized which, while not constituting a radical departure
from Auchlncloss's previous writing, yet redefine it and
mark the years after 1976 as a distinct period in his
career. These tendencies are a historical orientation, an
autobiographical orientation, and an ironic and satirical
orientation. While most works of the recent period contain
elements of all three tendencies, they tend to lay an
emphasis on one of them. Auchlncloss's recent works will be
discussed here accordingly.
The first tendency is a historical orientation, which
became evident for the first time in The Winthrop Covenant
(1976). This short story collection traces the development
of
the
Puritan
morality
and sensibility over three
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centuries, from the Puritans' migration to the New World and
the foundation of the Massachusetts Bay Colony to the early
1970s, the final years of America's involvement in the
Vietnamese civil war. The gradual decline of the Puritan
ethic as a powerful morality for life, and its degradation
in the minds of several characters from an instrument for
the solution of inner questions to an instrument for the
sublimation of inner problems, conforms to Auchincloss's
recurrently expressed views of the decline of morality and
tradition, and has been seen in such earlier works as The
Great World and Timothy Colt and The Rector of Justin.
What
is
new
about The Winthrop Covenant is Its
historical dimension. After all, the collection opens in
England at the beginning of the seventeenth century, prior
to the emergence of the United States in history. Never
before in his fiction had Auchincloss examined questions of
morality in such a remote past; he had always stuck to the
American present or near-present. Also, Auchincloss had
generally confined moral questions to single characters; now
he focused not so much on the individual character, but on
the development In various characters of an abstract Idea.
The Winthrop Covenant was occasioned by the American
Bicentennial, and as such can only partially be reckoned a
representative work of Auchincloss's recent fiction, just as
any
occasional
work
cannot
be
considered
wholly
characteristic
of
the
interests
of
its
creator.
Nevertheless, the historical focus in Auchincloss's fiction
was to remain. The novel Watchfires, published in 1985,
derives directly from the story "In the Beauty of the Lilies
с

Christ Was Born Across the Sea" in The Winthrop Covenant,
However, its origin goes back much further. As early as
1956, Auchincloss wrote that he had "long thought (or rather
toyed with the idea) of a novel or story about Newport in
the eighteen fifties." Upon reading the four-volume Diary of
George Templeton Strong
(1952), edited by Allan Nevins and
Milton Kalsey Thomas, аз well as a few sections omitted from
this edition, Auchincloss had once more warmed to the idea.
While this did not lead to a novel, Auchincloss wrote the
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essay "Crisis in Newport—August 1857," which was Included
7
in the 1961 essay collectionfieflectionsof a Jacobite.
Yet, the idea of a work of fiction set in nineteenthcentury
Newport
and
New
York
kept coming back to
Auchincloss. In the late 1960s he began a novel which
involved
a
twentieth-century
reader
going through a
nineteenth-century diary and contrasting its morality with
that
of
the
present;
however, the novel failed to
α

materialize.
In the early 197Ö3 it was followed by another
unpublished work, the short story "Frederica Gwynne," which
similarly Involved an indirect, deflected treatment of the
past.9
Not
until
1976, with "In the Beauty of the
Lilies...,"
did
Auchincloss find a thematic frame of
reference
which enabled him to address the nineteenth
century
directly in fiction. Thus, the publication of
Vatchfires, a full-fledged novel set between 1860 and 1895
and based~-at least in part—on the life of George Templeton
Strong, forms the culmination of Auchincloss's long-standing
interest in the morality of the past. Indeed, in his
foreword to the novel Auchincloss called it his "final
development of the theme."
tfatchfires incorporates many aspects of Auchincloss's
preceding efforts, and consequently forms Auchincloss's most
complex elaboration of his "theme." Essentially, this theme
is
twofold.
First,
Auchincloss
focuses on his main
character.
Dexter
Fairchild,
a prosperous lawyer and
prominent New Yorker. Fairchild has an extremely complicated
sensibility. On the one hand, he is a staunch believer in
quiet
reasonableness,
in
rationality,
in
unwavering
Victorian
morality
and
propriety, in decorum, social
stability, and in the political ideal of the Union. However,
In
Fairchild
Auchincloss
does
not
conform
to the
stereotypical view of the Victorian sensibility as not only
bigoted
but ignorant and simplistic. On the contrary,
Auchincloss reveals Fairchild as a man whose mind is in
turmoil, a turmoil which emanates both from within Fairchild
and
from
without. Fairchild's faith in the Union is
threatened by the imminence of civil war and of the South's
secession.
Unwilling
to
risk
the permanence of the
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sacrosanct Union, Fairchild opposes the cause of what he
considers
"the hysterical abolitionists of hypocritical
Boston" 13), however much he morally and emotionally abhors
slavery. Moreover, he realizes that, as it is, the Union
that he wishes to preserve is "shabby and rotten" [119 J.
Fairchild's attitude to his New York environment is
similarly complex, and consists of a mixture of sincere
idealism,
frustration,
and
a
sublimated
sense
of
Inferiority. His outlook has been determined by a traumatic
experience
during his boyhood: the abandonment by his
father, the universally admired rector of Saint Andrew's
Church, "worshipped" [20] by his son, of his wife, family
and parish, for southern Italy and the company of his best
friend's wife. Upon the event "something died in the heart
of young Dexter that never quite came to life again" 120].
Young
Fairchild had dreamed of following his father's
example and taking holy orders; now he considered himself
"disqualified" for that, "contaminated" [20-21]. Instead of
enrolling in divinity school he became a lawyer, in which
profession he would "preserve, and help others preserve,
what his father had broken." His father's absconding has
killed his faith as well as his confidence in the realness
of feeling, and has replaced it with nothing; it has turned
him from a missionary into a guardian of decorum, normality
and stability.
Fairchild thus always strives to preserve appearances
even though there is no substance behind them. While his
cousin prefers the annulment of his unhappy marriage with
Fairchild's
sister-in-law,
Fairchild
insists
on
its
continuation because it is a "sacrament" [17]. He ostracizes
the "greasy bounder" [49] and "intruder" [105] with whom his
sister-in-law has been in correspondence; in the process,
however, he compromises his principles by seeking support
for his campaign from characters whom he considers parvenus.
He Intends to chasten his sister-in-law, but only unearths
his own sexual desire for her. In fact, he had been
attracted to her much more than to her plain elder sister,
whom he had married: his marriage had formed an act of
penance for his father's sin, a renunciation of feeling and
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desire since these always led to antisocial self-indulgence.
He had arranged the marriage between his cousin and his
sister-in-law to further conserve and petrify feeling, to
diminish the risk of wandering into "the primrose path that
had conducted his father straight to hell" 157 J.
While Fairchild succeeds in ostracizing the "intruder,"
it is his sister-in-law who becomes the "iconoclast" [56-57]
of his views and principles, and who stands at the beginning
of the gradual loosening of Fairchild's complex sensibility.
Embarking on an affair with her, Fairchild acknowledges the
alluring power of individuality and a "life of the flesh"
Í58] such as his father had chosen; it makes him "at last
forgtllve his dead father" [581. In politics he has begun to
support Abraham Lincoln; however, watching the utter chaos
following the battle of Bull Run shatters the "fine gestures
and phrases" [1911 of his idealism; it similarly mitigates
his unalloyed hatred of Southerners.
Rendered humble both in politics, morals and marriage,
Fairchild in the end mellows. While having "fussed" all his
life about doing what he considered his "duty" [2491,
Fairchild now exhorts his son to the "self-indulgence" of an
artist's life. He revitalizes his marriage not only by
infusing the social shell that it used to be with feeling,
but by supporting his wife in her struggle for women's
suffrage. Indeed, In their late middle age Fairchild and his
wife are about to "break into a new plane in their marriage"
[335], a plane further indicated by his love of his wife
after the latter's death, and by the equanimity with which
he looks forward to joining her in afterlife.
tfatchfires is a rather uneven novel. On the one hand, it
contains prose of an intensity and depth which surpasses
most of Auchincloss's other fiction. The insecurity of two
newly engaged people, for instance, having dinner together
for the first time, both unwilling to expose themselves,
both
anxious
for
reassurance
and
affirmation,
is
exceptionally
well evoked.
The multifarious pulls of
Fairchild's conscience, consciousness, and subconscious are
equally well dramatized. On the other hand, Fairchild's
emergence from his prison of the self is, if credible,
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simply less Interesting. The development of Falrchild's wife
is too sketchy to be convincing. The second part of the
novel also has the tendency of wandering into thematic
sidetracks.12
Nevertheless,
Watcftfires
belongs
to
Auchincloas's best work.
It may seem strange to treat the 1985 novel Honorable
Men
also
as
an
outflow of Auchincloss's historical
orientation. After all, even though the novel looks back to
the 1930s, most of its action occurs after World War Two and
runs into the 1970s. However, there are reasons for treating
Honorable Men here. Liketfatchflres.Honorable Men sprouted
from a story in The Winthrop Covenant, the collection which
roamed through American history from 1625 to the nearpresent. These three works thus share a thematic interest,
and form a small subclass of studies of American sociocultural history. As a consequence, even though the past In
Honorable Men is very recent, it Is approached In a manner
which differs from that of, say. The Rector of Justin, The
Embezzler
or
A World of Profit. In these works the
historical
events
or
figures
were no more than an
inspiration for the tales in which they occurred. They were
recognizable only to readers "who knew," and they lacked any
broad, national significance or Influence.
The trio to
which Honorable Men--together with The Winthrop Covenant and
Watchfires—belongs, on the other hand, deals with national
events and concerns. Indeed, as was also seen In Watchfires,
it explicitly relates these national events to the lives of
individual characters. It is this historical backdrop which
would justify grouping Honorable Men with Auchincloss's
other historical fiction.
In many ways Honorable Men forms a sequel to Watchfires.
Like Dexter Falrchild, Charles--Chlp—Benedict suffers from
a split in his personality. On the one hand, there are the
claims on him from his family and the Puritan tradition they
represent. The strongest influence is his father Ellhu
Benedict, who burdens his son with moral responsibilities at
an early age, and who unwittingly convinces his son that he
is bound to disappoint his father's expectations. Directing
the Benedict glass factory, in Benedict, Connecticut, an
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essentially
nineteenth-century
Integrated
social
and
economic
community,
is
his
destiny, and his father
purposively grooms him for this position. Another influence
is Benedict's grandfather, the headmaster of St. Luke's
boarding school, who represents an absolutist moral vision
dating back to the premodern era. This morality has no place
for modern psychologists, who make man the helpless victim
of compulsions, and "seek to deprive you of your own free
will, of your very soul."13 It stresses a man's obligation
to work for "virtue" and "reward" [64].
These claims on Benedict differ starkly from what he
experiences as his inner reality. In view of the "scarlet"
and "putrid" [421 wanderings of his mind, he knows that his
father does not love him but "loveisl a fantasy" [441. So
does his headmaster grandfather, to whom Benedict denies
having participated in the homosexual activities existing In
the school. In this way Benedict spares the old man's peace
of
mind,
but simultaneously burdens himself with his
grandfather's undeserved esteem of him. The gap between how
people see him and how he sees himself gives him the sense
of wearing a "mask" Γ41]. It is accentuated by his double
life, one public and respectable, and the other private and
secret, consisting of brothels, a sense of rottenness, and
guilt.
Throughout his life Benedict tries to exorcise the
"evil" [163] in himself. His compulsion to "correct the
badness in others" [57] reflects the attempted purging of
his own "wickedness." Forcing a friend to resign from the
law review board for because of a plagiarized article
indicates Benedict's desire to remove this friend, with whom
he had slept at St. Luke's, from his consciousness and past.
Service in World War Two also performs such a function,
since by killing the Nazi "rats" he hopes to "get rid of
some of the rottenness in Shimlself" [1581. He defends the
family company against an unfriendly takeover bid with the
zeal
of
a person fighting a "holy war" against the
cheapening of the Benedict glassware. Finally Benedict ends
up as a special assistant of Lyndon B. Johnson's Secretary
of State. He supports America's involvement in the Vietnam
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war as a "moral challenge," as an opportunity for the
restoration of "honor to a cynical globe" Í2401. That by his
compulsive extremism he estranges his wife, son and daughter
does not bother him.
Nevertheless, Benedict's crusade against the world's
"badness" is eventually deflated. A reported massacre by
"trigger-happy Americans" [261] wakes him up to the moral
ambivalence
of
his
war
of "honor." It develops an
understanding in him that in the modern world--indeed, even
in the day of his headmaster grandparent--there exist no
"good" moral causes which do not partake of the "evil" which
they address. Understanding this enables Benedict to accept
his own complicated nature, thus forging a whole where
things used to be divided, into good and bad, mask and
hidden truth. "The terrible fires that had raged within him
had gone out at last," and all that remained to be done, was
accept the "love" of his new wife-to-be, or at least the
possibility of such love.
As was the case withtfatchfixes.Honorable Men is best
when it evokes Benedict's mind on fire with guilt and
sinfulness; it is less successful at making Benedict's
emergence from his quandary convincing. The novel involves
the viewpoints of Benedict and his wife, alternating third
and first-person narration as did Portrait in Brownstone. In
that
novel
the attention for the first-person female
character had been in balance with that paid to the male
character. This balance is not achieved in Honorable Men:
even though half of the novel is told by Benedict's wife,
the focus is all the time on Benedict himself, giving an
inconsequential air to the wife's presence in the novel.
A final debit point of the novel results from the
closeness
and
familiarity
of
the
historical events
incorporated in Honorable Мел. When a writer of fiction
addresses the issues of the near-present, he runs the same
risks as when he discusses the present; namely, he is in
danger of becoming a commentator, preoccupied with settling
the political concerns of his day rather than with the
creation
of fiction. As a result, with Honorable Men
Auchìncloss was almost guilty of what he had pseudonymously

267
blamed Norman Maller for in 1952: of trying to be a
philosopher rather than a writer of literature. 14
The case is entirely different with two other historical
novels by Auchincloss, The Cat and the King (1981) and Exit
Lady Masíiam (1983). Both deal with an era and a locale very
much removed from both Auchincloss's present and from his
America,
an aspect which Auchincloss underlined in an
interview. From The Cat and the King, he said, "there are no
modern lessons or analogies to be drawn. It's an effort at a
complete capsule for a particular moment In history."
The
novel thus forms Auchincloss's implicit comment on the
criterion of the social "relevance" of fiction, with which
he had frequently been confronted before.
The Cat and the King opens in France, on October 15,
1750. Its main character is François, Duc de Saint-Simon,
who, a year after the completion of the memoirs of his life
at the court of Louis XIV, starts a second, private, and
more personal memoir. In it he sets out to explain why he
has devoted a lifetime to the writing of a memoir for which
he will reap only a posthumous reward. It appears that,
rather than an absolute devotion to Louis XIV and an
unqualified delight in Louis's Versailles, It was a sense of
disenchantment with the king that actuated him to start the
memoir. A virtuous and proper man, Saint-Simon is disgusted
by the debaucheries and corruption that he witnesses around
him. That in spite of his progressive dislike of the King he
still perseveres in writing his history of Versailles, is
only because he has a secret fascination with the lewdness
he abhors. Moreover, however much he is disgusted by Louis
XlV's infidelities and his campaign to raise his "bastard"
children to positions in line for the throne, Saint-Simon
realizes that Louis's successors will only be worse; the Sun
King at least has a style and a dignity which his successors
blatantly lack.
Exit Lady Masham also deals with a memoirist behind the
scenes of history. She is Abigail Masham, the bedchamberwoman
of
Anne, queen of England from 1702 to 1714.
Ostensibly, Masham is not interested in power, and prefers
her quiet observer's position. ïet, being so close to the
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throne, Masham gets Involved in several plots. She is
"worked on" by Jonathan Swift in order to talk Queen Anne
into
ending
the
war against Louis XIV's France and
dismissing the Duke of Marlborough as commander of the
Knglish array. Whether Masham cooperates because she dotes on
Swift,
or
because she is jealous of the Duchess of
Marlborough is immaterial: the effect is that Queen Anne
abandons the campaign. Masham also complies when asked to
prevent the Queen, now close to her death, from secretly
inviting her Catholic brother, the "Old Pretender" James
III, to come to England and claim the throne upon her death.
In short, out of free will or by coincidence, by "luck or
cleverness,"
the mousy Abigail Masham Influences history.
Her memoir is an attempt to save her reputation, and to
prevent herself from going down in history as the "sly hussy
who managed to turn herself into 'Lady Masham'" (71.
Both The Cat and the King and Exit Lady Masham are
lively historical fantasies, delving into the often minor
causes
of
major
events, speculating about plots and
Intrigues where history textbooks must be silent.17 Their
occurrence
at
this
point in Auchincloss's career Is
Interesting. After all, only as a third and fourth former at
Croton school, with stories about Classical Rome, the French
Revolution, and young men lost in the African jungle, had
Auchincloss displayed a fictional interest in the remote
past and In remote geographical settings. Soon afterwards,
however,
as
the
editor-in-chief
of
The
Grotonian,
Auchincloss had written that "Few people are entitled to
write historical compositions" as it was "difficult to
1Й

recapture a time in which one never lived."
In 1964, he
had reaffirmed this view.
I like to feel that I must understand somebody
completely. This is why the Idea of writing a
historical novel is inconceivable to me. How can I
put myself in the position of a Tudor King or Queen
and strut around the stage? 19
Indeed, throughout hiä career up to 1976, Auchincloss's
fiction had rigorously stayed in the present or nearpresent. In fact, Auchincloss's emphasis on the writer's
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firsthand Knowledge o£ the time and place o£ his story had
limited the scope of his own fiction to his own life
experience. In general he created characters from people he
20
knew, and which he even "could Imagine himself being."
This proximity between the author and his fiction had been
very apparent in Auchincloss's early novels and stories. It
had diminished during his mature period, when Auchincloss's
form
had
opened up to include a greater variety of
characters and narrators. It was virtually absent in the
case o£ The Cat and the King and Exit Lady ffasham. True,
Saint-Simon and Abigail Masham are the creations of Louis
Auchincloss;
yet,
the
historical remoteness of their
concerns
lends
to
Auchincloss's treatment of them a
detachment not seen before.
The occurrence of this impersonal note in The Cat and
the King and Exit Lady Masham can be seen as an outflow of
Auchincloss's personal growth. After all, the reason why
Auchincloss's
early
fiction
had
been
restricted to
characters and events of which Auchincloss had or might have
a firsthand knowledge was not of a wholly literary nature.
Rather, it was personal, too, as Auchincloss needed a
fictional outlet for his problems, and to an extent used his
fiction as an instrument for self-discovery. This need of
self-discovery
had become less urgent when Auchincloss
reached his mature years. It altogether vanished after 1974,
when
Auchincloss
published
the
autobiography of his
formative years, and rendered whatever problems had faced
him then irto neutral history. The result was a decline in
the
searching, autobiographical quality of his earlier
writing. Indeed, writing about distant times and locations,
Auchincloss was enjoying his release from the inner problems
that had moved his pen in previous decades. This release
gave birth to tales, which, lacking "modern lessons or
analogies," were written largely for the fun of writing
them.
That the recent period in Auchincloss's career has an almost
self-contradictory character is suggested by the second
trend
characterizing
it»
That
trend
is
strongly
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autobiographical;
and like Auchincloss's new historical
interest, it was a corollary of Auchincloss's diminished
need for fictional self-reflection. On the surface, this
might seem a contradictory statement; after all, a writer
who makes his own life the subject of his fiction and
nonflctlon
takes
an
interest
in
himself. ïet, the
"autobiographical" works among Auchincloss's recent fiction—
The Country Cousin, The House of the Prophet, The Book Class
and Fellow Passengers—are markedly different from their
early predecessors. The autobiographical Interest in the
early novels has been defined as analytical and therapeutic.
In the recent novels, on the other hand, it does not serve
to
Increase
self-knowledge,
but
has the quality of
reminiscence, with a combination of nostalgia, critlcalneas,
and irony.
What else can reasonably be the point of a novel like
The Country Cousin but a sheer delight in playing with the
past? Thematically, the novel is a combination of earlier
Auchincloss novels. The story of Amy Hunt—the "country
cousin" and paid companion of a rich aunt—resembles that of
Sybil Rodman in Sybil and of Eloise Dilworth in A Law for
the Lion: women who get caught in unfulfilling marriages or
in an equally unfulfilling spinsterhood, and who brood upon
romance
and
sexual
release.
In Amy Hunt's feverish
imagination, Herman Fidler takes on the dimensions of a
Heathcliff, with whom Amy imagines herself in love, and whom
she Imagines In love with her. During a night out with
Fidler and his wife Naomi, Amy blurts out her feelings in
public, in the hope of making "fantasy fact."21 Fidler
initially recoils; subsequently, however, he uses the event
to forge an escape from his constricting marriage to the
domineering Naomi. Fldler and Amy move into a Village
apartment, where Fidler spends his days enacting his old
dream of being a painter. He is more interested in the
freedom of his new life than in a romance with Amy; as a
result, the affair soon breaks up, and Amy goes back to her
aunt.
Amy has in her turn been the object of the fantasies of
James--nJamey"--Coates, who dreams of "plucking" [1601 Amy's
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flower, which threatened to be "born to blush unseen." Her
"gratitude" and "deep vibrating love" would not only be a
"thrill"
[47]
to compensate for his sense of sexual
Ineptitude,
but
a revenge for his mother's perennial
favoritism of his elder brother. When Jamey later "plucks"
Amy out of Greenwich Village, tears apart a codicil to the
aunt's will so as to provide Amy with an independent income,
marries her, and makes her the "queen" 11601 of his Long
Island weekend community, his dreams seem to havp come true.
But in the meantime Amy is blackmailed into making love to
Fred
Stiles,
Naomi's
second
husband, after Stiles's
discovery
of the codicil's disappearance. There is no
logical conclusion to the plot of The Country Cousin; the
story of what resulted from the single outburst of a
frustrated and daydreaming woman merely ends.
The Country Cousin forms a comedy of desire and longing.
It is set against a social setting where that longing can be
effectively dramatized: in the formal and narrow-minded
upper middle-class New York of the 1930s. There "the limits
of decorum" [61] are easily transgressed; there the "cut
direct" [111J is still an effective vay to negate those who
raust be negated; there elderly spinsters visit the opera on
cheap Mondays in search of the passion that they have
missed, and hide their bottles of whiskey when visitors
call. In those circles Roosevelt is denounced as a "madman"
for reducing the maximum age of Supreme Court justices to
seventy, and for thus turning the Court into "a court of
babies" [393. Sensational toasts are made "to the damnation"
of "King Franklin the First" [69]; doubters are called
"Bolsheviks" and asked why they "don't go live in Moscow"
C72]. Upper middle-class New ïork is revealed as a clannish
tribe, aging rapidly and feebly defending an outlived social
order against irreversible changes.
The Country Cousin's ironical evocation of New York of
the 1930s is interesting in the light of Auchincloss's own
upbringing in that society. Auchincloss has said that more
than any other period in the city's history, it is the
period which he finds the most "true" one in the history of
New York, emblematic of city's character.22 He has observed
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that during the 1930s, it has been his "privilege" as a
budding novelist "to have witnessed the disintegration of an
economic ruling class."23 In The Country Cousin, clearly, he
was turning that "real world" of the 1930s and the decline
of its "economic ruling class" into fiction.
Yet, the autobiographical aspect of The Country Cousin
consists in more than Auchincloss's "firsthand" experience
of
the
setting of the novel. After all, the shrill
antagonism towards the New Deal expressed by the characters
of the novel had been Auchincloss's own. Throughout his
twenties he had been a fervent anti-New Dealer, and had
opposed Roosevelt's "megalomaniac" and "tricksy" subversion
of the old economic and social order. In The Country Cousin
Auchincloss
laid
this
conservatism in the mouths of
septuagenarian women and sexually Insecure bankers. Doing
so, he was not seeking self-knowledge, as he had done in his
early fiction. Instead, he was exploiting his own life for
the purpose of irony.
Auchincloss was doing the same with respect to Amy
Hunt's aunt, who was based on an elderly lady acquaintance
of his. She was one of several women whom Auchincloss
cultivated during his early »anhood as they nourished his
aesthetic interests, as opposed to the philistine world of
male competition which awaited him in Wall Street. In The
Country Cousin Auchincloss ironizes the romantic, selfdelusive
escapism of lives in which the "fantasy" of
Victorian fiction and
opera must compensate for what is
lacking in reality. Frustrated human beings are given to
self-dramatizing daydreams, in which a humdrum man with the
name "Herman Fidler" may look like Heathcliff, and in which
Amy Hunt is wholly unayare that she is the unplucked
"flower" in the imagination of knlght-ln-armor Jamey Coates.
Life, when lived as if it were a novel, turns into a parody
of itself. In The Country Cousin Auchincloss thus exploited
experiential
facts
in
a
detached
manner,
creating
autobiographical comedy rather than the autobiographical
analysis of his early novels.
The
Prophet

same detachment can be found in The House of the
(1980). The novel forms a fictionalized biography of
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Walter Lippmann, whom Auchlncloss had known since the 1930s,
and whom he legally represented from the early 1960s until
Lippmann's death in 1974. The House of the Prophet was
occasioned by a conversation between Auchlncloss and Ronald
Steel—Llppmann's biographer—about the subject of their
mutual
acquaintance.
While
Steel
was
interested in
Llppmann's
intellectual
and
political
development,
Auchlncloss preferred a novelistîc approach and concentrated
on
Lippmann's
character.
Basically,
he
told Steel,
Llppmann's life was ruled by a "desire ... for freedom,
freedom in everything," as a result of which "he didn't have
the loyalties that most of us have, loyalties of any kind:
emotional, political, patriotic, religious." Steel found
Auchlncloss's view of Lippmann "extremely romantic," and
suggested
that
Auchincloss
write his own book about
Lippmann.
That
book was the novel The House of the
Prophet.24
In spite of the fact that The House of the Prophet has a
historical
inspiration,
the
novel
belongs
to
the
autobiographical category of Auchlncloss's recent novels
rather than to the preceding historical one. After all, the
novel is less concerned with the protagonist's role in
American history than with his Inner development and his
relationships
with
his
fellow men. And, the novel's
treatment of this development and pattern of relationships
harks back to themes in Auchincloss's early novels and short
stories, whose guiding inspiration was a concern with the
self.
Auchincloss's picture of Lippmann, both in the reported
conversation with Ronald Steel and in The House of the
Prophet, conforms to the dream of individual freedom and
self-fulfillment that dominated Auchlncloss's early and much
of his mature fiction. Howard Plimpton, Eloise Dilworth,
Michael Parish, Reese Parmelee, Francis Prescott and Guy
Prime were all characters who rejected the "loyalties"
ordinarily
accepted
in society, and embraced personal
freedom. In each case, Auchincloss's interest had been in
the
moral value of self-assertion and selfishness. In
characters who were "monsters of self" 25 but who, thanks to
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their egotistic rejection of society's impositions on the
individual, could hope to be happy or creative.
In other words, The House of the Prophet had already
been
conceived long before Auchlncloss had effectively
written it. As a consequence, the novel's treatment of the
central character offers few surprises. The structure of the
novel derives from The Rector of Justin, and involves a
central narrator who collects documents for his biography of
the protagonist of The House of the Prophet. The latter,
Felix Leltner, is an influential political commentator,
whoso dedication to truth Is greater than his devotion to
26
his fellow human beings.
For this reason he has no qualms
about criticizing his own boss in newspaper columns, or
writing books that damage the business of his law firm.
Similarly, he leaves his first wife for a woman who offers a
more
congenial
social
environment for his work, and
estranges his daughter when she displays a desire to reform
him. Leitner, in a word, always acts upon his own impulses.
A law partner calls him "an egoist, pure and simple," who is
unable to be part of a team, and "incapable of conforming to
any pattern, noble or ignoble" 1142 3. The narrator of The
House of the Prophet, however, feels that Leitner's egotism
is
warranted by his "genius." The words of Leitner's
writings, he states, "the blessed words ... redeemed all,
saved all" [275].
With Leitner Auchincloss returns to a longtime vision of
male achievement. Involving two necessary ingredients. The
first
requirement
is
one's
emancipation
from one's
upbringing, background, and religion, all of which obstruct
a
man's
development of his best talents. The second
requirement is one's emancipation from the bond of emotional
commitment and sexuality. Leitner leaves both his first and
second wife because what he considers their "intrusiveness"
presents a stumbling block to his wish to "make this]
decisions alone" [114]. Too much of an "individualist ... to
be made for marriage" [2491, he in the end preserves only
functional relationships. Among these is his secretary, "a
loyal industrious spinster" [252]. Another is a lady friend,
who caters to his occasional social needs.
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Most Important amon<j these functional relationships is
the narrator of The House of the Prophet, who is the only
person to remain in sympathetic communication with Leitner
until the latter's death. He, Roger cutter, is the mirror
image
of Leitner: insecure, impotent, burdened by his
ancestry, he lacks "a life of this] own" [254] and instead
lives for and through Leitner. He finally achieves his
"ultimate ambition" [254] when he becomes Leitner's research
assistant and "manager" after the letter's second divorce.
Even though Cutter does not move in with Leitner, he is the
only one who could have done so. As Leitner tells him,
"'Nobody could live with me, Roger, Nobody, that is, but
yourself'- 1269].
In other words, Leitner's "individualism" and search for
truth
lead
to
the rejection of the female sex, to
bachelorhood, and to social and human isolation. Like an
artist "holed up in his studio" 1260], Leitner lives in a
"greenhouse
where
hls genlus flourishets]" Í256]; his
seclusion and solitariness are compensated, however, by the
joys
of
creation.
In
Leitner/Lippmann,
therefore,
Auchlncloss was returning to the romantic vision of the
artist which had inspired him at Croton and Yale. This
vision had been very ambiguous, since Auchlncloss fully
realized that the artist as he conceived him existed only in
the imagination or in the romanticized past. That in actual
fact the artist's life might be as flawed and impure as
vulgar reality was shown in a juvenile story like "The
Chelton-Pulver Game" or In sybil, with Howard Plimpton. This
view is repeated in The House of the Prophet; after all,
Felix Leitner is an unlikable fellow in many respects.
However, rather than altogether discrediting the artistic
life on account of its flaws, as Auchlncloss's early novels
had done. The House of the Prophet asserts the potential
validity
of artistic egotism and self-satisfaction. No
matter whether Leitner was selfish, opportunistic and selfdeluded, his "blessed words redeemed all."
Within Auchincloss's recent development this conclusion
does not stand on its own. In The Country Cousin, after all,
Herman Fidler makes his dream of a painting career come
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true, at the expense of his family. In The Cat and the King
Saint-Simon acquits I.ouis XIV because, despite his sins, he
raised living to the level of art. The title story of
Narcissa and Other Fables (1983) condones an artist who is a
"monster of egotism," totally dedicated to his art, and
showing the greatest contempt for everything else, from his
"rag of a wife"27 to a society lady whom he blackmails after
she has posed for him in the nude. In each of these cases
Auchincloss affirmed the fantasy of Beeky Ehninger, who
chose the risks of founding a "crazy new law firm" over the
safety and lack of fulfillment of conventionality. True,
Ehninger's
new firm may be a fantasy, and the story
"Narcissa"
may
be
a "fable." But whereas the early
Auchincloss had discarded these fantasies, the "recent"
Auchincloss willing to entertain them.
The House of the Prophet is successful In ita lucid and
economical evocation of Felix Leitner's guiding motives. It
is dissatisfying in that it never really reveals the genius
of Leitner by quoting from his writings, speeches, or dinner
conversations. The result is that the reader never feels
that Leitner is as great as he is made out to be. 28
Dissatisfying, too, is the novel's structure, which is
simply too close to that of The Rector of Justin to be
exciting. Nevertheless, the novel was widely and generally
favorably reviewed, got a fair amount of publicity for its
involvement with such a well-known political commentator,
and had reasonable sales. 29
A third work with an autobiographical element is the
collection of interrelated short stories The Book Class
(1984).
As
in
The House of the Prophet, the autobiographical element does not serve to augment the author's
self-knowledge, but functions as a direct source of material
and inspiration. The collection has a narrator, Christopher
Gates, who pieces together the life stories of the members
of his mother's reading club. He does so by delving into his
own memory, and by interviewing some of the remaining
members of the "book class."
The
Book
Class
Is
pervaded
by autobiographical
references. Several characters are based on acquaintances of

Auchincloss as described In A Writer's Capital. In the case
of Adeline Bloodgood, Auchincloss quoted directly from the
section in A Writer's Capital dealing with Aileen Tone,
Henry Adams's private secretary, whom Auchincloss used to
visit during the 1950s. The narrator's life furthermore
closely resembles Auchincloss's own. Initially unhappy at
boarding school. Gates eventually develops into a kind of
school *'personage'"30 by his "caustic tongue" [151 and his
editorship of the "Cheltonian." After ïale. Gates enrolls in
the University of Virginia law school, where he is enchanted
by the prose of Judge Luke Melrose, "'the Walter Pater of
jurisprudence'," who presents an image of a man's "mystic
communion
with
the
common law" (94 J. Law school is
interrupted--never to be resumed—by World War Two, during
which Gates serves as a Red Cross officer on the beaches of
Normandy and on transport vessels in the English Channel.
Gates differs from Auchincloss, however, in that after the
war he opts for art rather than a serious profession, and
turns
into
a rather successful interior decorator--in
Auchincloss's
fiction
the
homosexual
profession
par
excellence. A bachelor, Gates spends his spare time in the
feminine company of his mother and her "book class," which
he finds a more congenial atmosphere than the "gray death-lnlife" (61 of Wall Street.31
In
Christopher Gates Auchincloss was evidently not
attempting to explain traits of himself to himself, as he
had done in his early fiction. Rather, Auchincloss was using
Gates as a persona through which he might return to the
past, and create a portrait of a past era and of characters
now deceased. Auchincloss avoided the pitfall of nostalgia
to which this might easily have led by means of an ironic
touch. After all, Christopher Gates's love of the past Is
related to his preference for a generation of women much
older than himself, women who have no sexual designs on him.
He criticizes the present as a "grossly corporal age" [207],
and extols an idealistic vision of nonphysical love. His
delight in the past, then, and his association with elderly
women, acquire a sublimating aspect; together they protect
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Gates against the danger of running into a woman who desires
to "mate."
With Christopher Gates, in other words, Auchlncloss was
not just indulging his affection for the New York of his
upbringing.
Father, by revealing the double bottom in
Gates's attraction to the "book class," Auchlncloss was
poking fun at himself. After all, during his young manhood
he
had
also
sought
the
company
of
his mother's
acquaintances, as they offered a congenially dilettantish
and nonsexual friendship, at a safe distance from the
combatant masculinity of the "real world." Like Gates,
Auchlncloss had long grappled with his close relationship
with his mother, a relationship which, while nurturing
Auchlncloss intellectually, prevented him from growing up
emotionally.
Auchlncloss finally resolved his emotional
bondage. Christopher Gates, on the other hand, fails to do
so. By being the "historiographer" (131 of his mother's
"book class," Gates Is metaphorically prolonging the motherson relationship that precludes his sexual maturity and
independence.
By the time he finishes his manuscript,
dedicated to his mother with "love* [212], he Is old enough
to put the question of sex aside.
Henry James speculated in the short story "The Jolly
Corner" on the kind of person he would have become had he
stayed in America. Likewise, in The Boo* Class Auchlncloss
was musing on a course his life might have taken had certain
conditions not been fulfilled. The novel thus transcends
autobiography
and
reminiscence
by
using
them as a
springboard to the creation of fiction. The Book Class Is in
this
respect
the
strongest
evidence
possible
of
Auchlncloss's emergence from the strict, autobiographical
and
experiential
tendencies which used to govern his
writing.
Auchlncloss's most recent "autobiographical" work Is
Fellow Passengers; A Novel in Portraits (1989). Like The
Book Class it Is a collection of interrelated short stories
with a shared narrator, Daniel Ruggles. Ruggles recounts
several episodes in his life, writing "portraits" of people
whom he ha<3 met in his private and professional life, at
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college, in law school, in the law firm "Arnold 4 Degener,"
and in his cultural and literary activities during his spare
time. Several characters and episodes in Fellow Passengers
are
recognizable
from
A
Writer's
Capital;
indeed,
Auchincloss
has
called
the
work
a
collection
of
"autobiographical stories" resembling Harold Nicolson's Some
People (1927). 32
Unfortunately, Fellow Passengers fails where The Book
Class succeeds, namely in its use of the autobiographical
material,
and
in its portrayal of the narrator. The
Individual "portraits" fail to merge into a coherent story,
as they deal with too diverse a set of people, times and
locales. Neither are these different worlds brought together
by the narrator, who seems happy to accept each story on its
own terms. As a result, the "portraits" do not provide a
coherent insight into the character of the narrator. While
Christopher Gates in The Book Class
was defined by the
people he was attracted to and wrote about, Daniel Ruggles
remains
an
undefined
anecdotalist.
As
such. Fellow
Passengers lacks the extra dimension of The Book Class,
which lent the latter work such fine irony.
Beside Auchincloss's inclination towards historical fiction
and towards fiction with an autobiographical basis, there
exists a third trend in his recent works. This trend, which
is altogether new in Auchincloss's fiction, can best be
defined as a mixture of comedy, irony, and satire. It is a
curious fact that the work of a writer whose caustic wit Is
remembered by friends from his Croton and Yale, law school
and Navy years should so little have revealed this trait. 33
After all, with the exception of Auchincloss's debut The
Indifferent Children, It is hard to find a truly comical
scene in any of Auchincloss's early novels. On the contrary,
the early novels are "serious" and at times even heavyhanded. The situation is somewhat better in Auchincloss's
mature novels, in which the alternating points of view at
times give rise to an ironic conflict of perceptions.
During the "treacherous years," however, in A World of
Profit and I Come as a Thief, there emerged a new satire in
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Auchincloss's fiction. It was directed at such neurotic
pedants as the Shallcrosses, and at a windbag like Lee
Lowder's father. In the recent period this satire and comedy
are more widespread, appearing to smaller or larger degrees
in all his novels since 1976. Comedy was encountered in The
Country Cousin, with its absurdist interplay of unfulfilled
dreams and unrequited love, giving the novel the quality of
a "comedy of desire." Similarly, irony resulted from the
sexual predilections of the narratora of both The House öf
the Prophet and The Book Class; it was also seen in Lady
Masham's ostentatious denials that she was interested in
power, even though everyone considers her an intrigante.
In connection with the emergence in Auchincloss's recent
fiction of comedy and irony The Cat and the King deserves
special mention. The novel belongs to Auchincloss's finest
creations of the present period, primarily because of its
digs at its own narrator, the virtuous Saint-Simon. Among
these is Louis XIV's appointment of Saint-Simon as the
guardian
of
his
lewdest
illegitimate
daughter. The
princess's feelings about Saint-Simon's adherence to the
elaborate
court
etiquette
are
expressed
in several
resounding, public belches, which cause Saint-Simon to take
to his heels. However, the comedy does not occur on the
level of plot only, but in the subtle evocation of SaintSimon's naivete and excessive sense of propriety. The good
husband Saint-Simon, who takes such great pride in teaching
his wife the ins and outs of court life, soon begins to feel
dominated by her, as her sophistication quickly surpasses
his. When his wife makes a fleeting suggestion that, for the
sake of their position at court, her husband must undergo
the homosexual advances of "Monsieur," the King's brother,
Saint-Simon is appalled, all the more so because It is this
very homosexuality which Saint-Simon particularly abhors.
However, his disgust at Versailles's "perversity" is called
into question by his fulsome admiration of the prince de
Conti, his "court hero." Such is his adoration of Conti
that, when during a hunt Conti canters ahead, and SaintSimon writes that he admires Conti's "perfect seat,"34 it Is
unclear what exactly he has been looking at.
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The Cat and the King abounds in such ironic reflections
on
decorum and on Saint-Simon's naivete, and presents
Auchincloss at his best. A similar irony can be found in
Skinny Island: More Tales of Manhattan (1987), a collection
of stories which can be termed "JamesIan" for its focus on
the
crises
of
consciousness resulting from increased
knowledge and experience. In essence, the characters in
Skinny Island are all Lambert Strethers, who have throughout
35
their lives been happy to live within the "shells"
of
their social roles or within the cherished sublimations of
their weaknesses. However, when some external force springs
"knowledge" upon them, and exposes their private vision to
an irreconcilable public one, the basis of their lives Is
shattered. Skinny Island consists of studies of wasted
lives, of the futility of human endeavor, a futility which
is tragic because man is necessarily caught between the
necessity to live by his own light and the inevitability of
finding out that he is alone doing so.
However,
Skinny Island reveals that the fall from
innocence, besides evoking the tragic quality of the human
condition, may also be a source of comedy. "Marcus: A Gothic
Tale" is a case in point. For Marcus Sumner, a boarding
school teacher of classics, there had always existed a
radical separation between art and reality. Thus, he had
accepted and even idealized the male-male friendships in
classical Greece without considering that doing so might
have a bearing on his own life. Indeed, Sumner is horrified
when, as it turns out, his enthusiastic teaching causes
"romantic" friendships among some of his students. When he
learns, moreover, that it is a commonly held view that
Sumner's temporary resignation from the school was meant to
curb an emotional Involvement on his own part, Sumner
confronts the failure of his life. His ideal of beauty has
been shattered Into "a thousand fragments" t68], not in the
least by the now searing fear that he has indeed been
provoking and seeking homosexual relationships. As a result
Sumner resigns for good, and retires into the solitude of
disillusionment. He is a victim, not only of his innocence
and of his unexamined sexual inclinations, but also of the
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impossibility to retrace one's steps once "knowledge" has
been acquired. Society's vicious construction of Sumner's
ostensibly Innocuous devotion to the Greeks serves as a
sardonic comment on society's tendency to spoil an innocent
man's happiness.
While Skinny Island is an example of Auchincloss's
talent for polished and subtle comedy, the recent period of
his career also comprises a number of works with a more
starkly satirical and comical edge. One of these is Narclssa
and Other Fables (1983). The story "The Cup of Coffee"
features a company director who, as a sign of his contempt
for his managers, habitually disposes of the coffee grounds
in his cup by pouring them into the cup of the person who is
sitting next to him at the conference table. When this longstanding habit Is reported in a newspaper, one of the
managers feels obliged to resign to save face, whereas for
years
he
had
been
happy
accepting
the director's
contemptuous gesture. As in "Marcus: A Gothic Tale," society
forms the catalyst of an unwanted crisis, as it causes a man
to conform to principles of pride and honor which even
society no longer believes in.
In the story "Charade" a young, female tutor espies the
eldest son of the family she works for by the side of the
swimming pool, stark naked and in an obvious state of
excitement, as he "twitched his hips"
in front of a
gardener crouched in a bed of roses. The tutor then becomes
the involuntary protagonist in the family's elaborate plot
to make their son honorable by marrying him off to her, in
the hope that she will "convert" him. The tutor finally
disobliges the family, refusing to become a character in the
farce that the marriage would be.
In Auchincloss's recent novels, too, there is a mixture
of comedy and satire. The Dark Lady (1977) introduces an
updated combination of Edith Wharton's character Undine
Spragg and Theodore Dreiser's Carrie Meeber. She is called
Elesina Dart, starts out as an actress, is launched into
society by the editor of a slick magazine—a frustrated
woman who through Dart hopes to live vicariously--goads a
Jewish banker into marrying her, has an affair with his son
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but abandons him in favor of his father's Inheritance, goes
into politics, hires a homosexual decorator as director of
her
campaign,
mothers him, attracts publicity by her
rejection of smear campaigns, and casts her glance to
Washington. In the end, however, she is bored with her
conquest of the present and turns to the past, which,
because of her Unrelenting desire to expand, she is about to
annex, too.
The Dark Lady forms a gothic tale of a woman rising from
nothingness to wealth and social prominence by playacting
and
manlpulativeness,
with the soullessness of modern
society as a general backdrop. The above outline of the
novel should suggest not only Auchincloss's satire of a
character like Elesina Dart and of the society which she
conquers; it should also reveal that The Dark Lady is a
failure, as its action and characters are one-dimensional,
stereotypical and predictable, without giving rise to the
burlesque that might warrant one-dimensionality.
Even though with regard to theme the 1986 novel Diary of
a yuppie is similar to The Dark Lady, it is much more
successful and wholly escapes the flatness of the earlier
novel. This is primarily so because. In spite of the novel's
topicality, it Incorporates some old Auchincloss concerns.
After all, Robert Service's yuppie-lsh ambition and lack of
moral scruples are revealed as a corollary of his attack on
what he considers the ethical and emotional "shams" of
society. Service cannot stand his father's "false pride In
his lowly position in his law firm": 37 the man has simply
failed
to make the grade for a partnership, and has
sublimated this fact into an attitude of superiority towards
the administrative duties of a partner. Neither can he bear
what he regards as the hypocritical idealism with which his
senior partner—Service's "father" in the law—approaches
the practice of law, "Invoking the Ideals of the past while
garnering the profits of the present" [5B].
What life is all about in Service's vision is "the basic
greed and selfishness of human beings" [94]. Man should be
allowed to pursue these except when It leads to an actual
crime: "to avoid crime in law was the sole moral imperative,
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and it was imposed on man not by God but by man.... The rest
was cant" [943, Service states. Thus, to act upon the
principle of greed and selfishness is not only a way to help
oneself to money and power, but the affirmation of a moral
truth, and a crusade against man's tendency to idealize his
plight. As Service states,
What made me bitter was not so much the real world,
which was understandable and could be coped with,
but the thing that people made of it, a bedizened
and tinseled Christmas tree as opposed to a noble
fir tree standing proud in the forest. 195-96]
In a world of feigners and hypocrites, who "prate" about
love when they feel "either a mild sentimentality or a mere
sexual impulse," and who "apologize" to their friends for
attending church services by "explaining that they enjoyed
the 'poetry' of the old ritual" 195], the yuppie Robert
Service mocks all commonly accepted norms, and acquires the
radiance of a saint, of a materialistic pilgrim fighting
hypocrisy for the sake of truth.
This debunking attitude makes Service an updated version
of "early" Auchlncloss characters like Michael Parish in
Venus in Sparta and Reese Parmelee in Pursuit of the
Prodigal, who in their attempts to find real selves rebel
against the constrictive and allegedly false values of their
society.
Yet, while these characters were continuously
struggling
with
the
morality
of their self-centered
rebellion, for Service plain "selfishness," without any
ideological or sublimating apologies, forms the startingpoint of his life. The law firm founded by Service is an
emblem of his philosophy. It Is the opposite type of firm
strived after--albeit in vain--by Henry Knox, the senior
partner in The Great World and Timothy Colt. Knox envisioned
a group of "philosopher-advocates," loosely associated in a
firm by their common passion for the law, sharing a disdain
for the reality of their clients. Service's firm, on the
other hand. Is totally geared to the marketplace:
I was resolved that it should be a union of highly
trained,
competent men and women who would do
everything for a client that could be lawfully done.
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We should be taut, keen, hard-boiled, comprehensive.
There would be no room for sentimentality and none
for sloppiness. Uniform rules of office procedure
would be laid down and rigidly adhered to; overhead
would be kept strictly under control. Partners and
associates would be paid in accordance with the
quality
of
their labor and the fees that it
produced. The perfect machinery of the firm would be
totally at the service of its legal expertise. [80]
In short. Service's firm is the materialistic machine par
excellence, which lacks the legendary "personality" [162]
and tradition to which old firms hypocritically lay claim,
and which instead is the vehicle of Service's visionary
materialism.
There is something peculiar about Service, however.
After all, what sort of "yuppie" keeps a diary? A diary by
definition expresses private concerns, for which the diarist
finds no outlet in his public life. It implies a discrepancy
between
the
outer and inner life; it highlights the
illusoriness of ordinary existence, and draws attention to
the masks with which human beings face each other in
company.
Does
Service's
materialism
form such a mask? It
certainly seems incompatible with his diary's revelation of
his love for his wife Alice. Alice represents a moral
mystery to Service. After all, she embraces all the Ideals,
moral
scruples,
restraints and loyalties that Service
rejects as false. They may be false in Alice, too, but
Service is disarmed by her "totally and sublimely honest"
belief in her "idols" [96]. As a result, amidst the general
"falseness of our suburban community," which adheres to a
morality merely to avoid facing the abyss of life, Alice's
character rings "loud and true" [96]; Service calls her his
"soul" [194] and "conscience" [212].
In Alice, then. Service self-lndulgently loves a state
of innocence, lost to himself and to the modern era as a
whole. She forms the "greatest exception" [190] to his
dogmatic exposure of the two ruling human motives, "greed"
and "selfishness." Indeed, Alice forms the living proof that
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Service
has not emancipated himself entirely from the
"astigmatism" of the human "need to Idealize" [31], and to
seek reassurance in ideologies and illusions. In general he
"can't help wondering if any of us can ever really get out
of ourselves" 1156], and 1£ human beings can be loved and
art can be appreciated for themselves; In the case of Alice,
however. Service is happy to suspend his stoical cynicism
and accepts the common human plight.
In Diary of a yuppie Auchincloss uses Robert Service for
both a moral and an Ironic Interest, giving the tale a
liveliness which is absent from his early novels about
"selfish"
rebels against society's false morality. The
simultaneously "serious" and ironic slant of the novel,
however,
also
caused a few reviewers to wonder what
Auchincloss intended to achieve with Robert Service. One of
them, Robert Towers, was unable to make up his mind whether
Service was "a moral monster, a pathetic bundle of selfdelusions, a pretentious phony or a misguided but redeemable
young man."
In reaction to this, Auchincloss wrote that
Towers's description of Service was "perfect": "It Is just
what I have tried to make him: all of these things." Towers
in turn replied that apparently he and Auchincloss differed
"on several points of verisimilitude," and suggested that
the
judgment
whether
Service
had
been
"coherently
characterized" be left to the "readers of both the novel and
39
the review."
This reader finds Auchincloss's "Yuppie,"
with his incoherent hunger for love and money, with his
virtuous materialism and his crusade against hypocrisy, with
journal entries possessing the juvenile venom of the prose
of Holden Caulfield, one of Louis Auchincloss's liveliest
creations.
Shortly before the publication of Diary of a yuppie,
Auchincloss told Susan Cheever, "I like my yuppie so much,
40
I'm thinking of doing another book about him."
That book
was The Golden Calves, which came out in May of 1988.
Unfortunately, The Golden Calves falls short of being a
worthy sequel to Diary of a yuppie. True, Mark Addams, the
novel's main character has some "yuppie" characteristics. He
has "always dreamed of a career that would combine material
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prosperity with eminence In a cultural field." 41 With a B.A.
in art history, he has climbed from a position as a text
writer in an advertising agency to the directorship of "The
Museum of North America." And indeed, he displays a yuppieIsh amorallty by trifling with a woman's feelings when this
seems profitable for the museum's endowment.
Nevertheless, Addams altogether lacks the missionary
zeal for materialism that characterized Robert Service in
Diary of a ïuppie and that gave that novel Its comic edge.
Addams Is burdened with too many doubts and with too much
"conscience." He recoils from his feigned amorous conduct,
and In the end marries for love without so much as a glance
at his wife's huge art collection. Furthermore, when almost
the entire museum staff and board of trustees get ensnared
in plots and counterplots to implicate one another in
dubious tax write-offs, Addams emerges as a person of
character since, albeit in a rather desultory way, he
abstains from the practices that he witnesses around him.
Addams thus seems a saint in spite of himself.
The
plot
of
The
Golden
Calves,
moreover.
Is
overcomplicated. Even though Diary of a yuppie had flitted
back and forth between the past and the present, it had
possessed a central focus by always sticking to Robert
Service's perspective. The Golden Calves, on the other hand,
moves from one character to another, briefly introducing all
but making none very vivid, and even causing the novel to
become internally repetitive. What the characters have In
common Is their use of art to compensate for feelings of
inferiority in the "real" world. The chairman of the board
of trustees knows that "his success in life ... was going to
be measured. If at all, by what he would achieve as chairman
of the museum" [105]. Daisy Speddon, a rich spinster, hopes
that stipulations regarding her donation to the museum will
"build an outpost in the museum's field of policy-making
that would survive her" [21. Peter Hewlett's collection
forms his "lifeblood" [861; his only "comfort" [1521 in his
marriage to a nagging wife Is constituted by his fantasy of
the future "Hewlett gallery" [1531.
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In short, art in The Golden CaJves is the prime means of
the rich to sublimate the futility and waste of their lives.
These characters are in themselves nonentities, and strive
to
be
personalities
by the osmotic process of artcollecting. The irony of their futile endeavor is pressed
home by The Golden Calves: upon their deaths, as soon as
their wills have been endorsed in court, "the Museum of
North America" opens its maw, chews the delicacies it has
been fed, spews out the indigestible morsels of the previous
owner's "personality," and dissolves the collection in the
crucible of art history. It is unfortunate that The Golden
Calves does not pursue this pregnant theme with greater
drama and terseness.
Auchincloss's fiction from 1976 to the present has here been
analyzed as a combination of old and new elements. As a
whole the period lacks a dramatic divergence from the
previous periods; its novels and stories return to themes
and scenes that were encountered before. Yet, within this
persistence
of
old interests, three new aspects were
recognized
which
redefined those old Interests. These
aspects were a historical, an autobiographical, and an
Ironical or satirical tendency, and they have formed the
structure for the treatment of Auchincloss's recent fiction
here.
It must be stressed, however, that this division is not
absolute. Many of Auchincloss's recent works display a
combination of the new tendencies, with no more than an
arguable emphasis on one of them. In the case of some
novels, the category may even be questionable. Honorable
Men, for instance, is classed as a historical novel, but
contains a good deal of autobiography. The House of the
Prophet is treated as an autobiographical work, even though
its protagonist is a recognizable, actual person. The Cat
and the King was presented as a historical work, but may
have more comedy than the Ironical Diary of a Yuppie, a
novel which, in view of its descent from early Auchincloss
novels,
might
well
be
classified
under
the
"autobiographical" heading.

2&9
Perhaps
this
tentativeness
of the classifications
results from the absence of a historical perspective on
Auchinclossls recent fiction. After all, the recent period
is still in progress, and still lacks a proper name. It may
contain other trends than the three mentioned here, trends
which will become manifest in the years ahead. Nevertheless,
any categories or trends in Auchincloss's recent fiction
will be found to be based on common ground, which was formed
during Auchincloss's "treacherous years." During those years
Auchincloss emerged from the debacle of A World of Profit,
and reoriented his artistic goals from the hope of fullscale recognition аз an American master, to a more humble
position with fewer ambitions and with more relaxed writing.
That
this reorientation did not necessarily involve a
diminished
depth or quality of his fiction should be
evident. Indeed, besides a few less successful works--The
Dark Lady, The Golden Calves, and Fellow Passengers--the
recent period comprises novels and collections of stories-The Cat and the King, Diary of a Ifuppie, and Skinny Island —
which rank with some of the works of Auchincloss's mature
period as his best fiction.

C O N C L U S I O N

The writing career of Louis Auchincloss to date has here
been analyzed as consisting of four phases. The first of
these constituted Auchincloss's formative years, which were
dominated
by
the conflict between, on the one hand,
Auchincloss's desires, hopes and dreams, and, on the other,
his
inhibitions,
anxieties and sense of imprisonment.
Attention has been paid to Auchincloss's attitude to his
society and to contemporary America, an attitude which was
related to his inner conflict.
The second phase, that of the early novels, involved
Auchincloss's examination of autobiographical concerns in
his fiction. His writing career had a modest start, with
three well-crafted but somewhat inconsequential novels, but
also with two collections of short stories, some of which
still rank among Auchincloss's best short fiction. The early
period ended on a strong note, with three evocative studies
of men and their troublesome relationship with society, the
past, and their personal background. The psychological angle
of
these
novels
was
argued
to have originated in
Auchincloss's psychoanalysis during this phase, and in the
increased self-knowledge it had brought forth.
The third phase was that of Auchincloss's personal and
literary maturity. This phase revealed a general flowering
of
his
style
and imagination, his psychological and
philosophical insight, as well as of his faculties as a
literary critic. The four novels of this period form a
profound quartet focusing on the American social, moral and
cultural scene from 1900 to the near-present. By using in
these novels the individual consciousness as his medium,
Auchincloss dramatized the insularity of human experience,
even in a society in which human intercourse is supported by
traditions, codes, language, and metaphors. The last novel
of this period. Involving three narrators who vie for
dominance over each other by the use of words, partial
truths
and fiction, stands as an extreme document of
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Auchlncloss's
perception
of the disintegration of the
premodern, holistic view of life and society. The third
phase not only comprises Auchincloss's most profound and
best fiction, but is also the period of his greatest
commercial success and critical acclaim.
The fourth and final phase of Auchincloss's career had a
problematic beginning. His works failed to meet the high
standards
of
the
preceding
period, were unfavorably
received, and had declining sales. Auchincloss feared that
he had exhausted his "writer's capital" without having
achieved the literary stature that he had hoped for. The
initial writings of this period reveal an author in search
of inspiration and a second beginning. That new beginning
eventually materialized, and took shape not in a radically
new departure from earlier methods and themes, but in an
amalgamation and modification of these. As a result, the
most recent phase of Auchincloss's career consists in a
consolidation rather than a development of Auchincloss's
writing. This consolidation coincided with Auchincloss's new
attitude to his art: resigned to, and content with a modest
place among postwar American writers, he indulged in his
writing with a greater freedom than before, unburdened by
the urge for recognition and respect that had particularly
characterized the
formative and the early phase of his
career.
In Louis Auchincloss's career a writer can be recognized
who, both as a man and as an artist, has come to terms with
himself.
The personal and artistic developments partly
progressed along parallel lines; as Auchincloss the man
resolved his neuroses and inhibitions by his late thirties,
Auchincloss the writer waxed to maturity at the same age,
when he produced his best works The House of Five Talents,
Portrait in Brownstone, The Rector of Justin, and The
Bmbezzler. These novels, published between 1960 and 1966,
deserve lasting recognition.
The novels that precede and follow Auchincloss's major
fiction require a more qualified judgment. Definitely, in
their
evocation
of
the
troubled minds of the main
characters, the early novels The Great World and Timothy
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Colt, Venus in sparta and Pursuit of the Prodigal do possess
strength. It is a strength, however, which emanates from
their author's emotional involvement with his characters
rather
than
from
authorial
control. The absence of
sufficient
authorial
detachment
occasionally
led
to
obscurities in the characterization.
The recent novels lack the emotional Intensity of their
early predecessors. By the time of their composition, the
autobiographical concerns that Inspired Auchlnclosa's early
work had been resolved, and his authorial attitude had
become
much more detached. The recent period is also
thematically varied, and furthermore comprises fiction of a
widely differing quality. The best works of this period are
the well-crafted comedies The Cat and the King and Diary of
a Yuppie and the collection of short stories Skinny Island.
They
reveal the recent Auchincloss at his best, with
efficient and subtle satirical tales of human smallness.
It remains difficult to place Louis Auchincloss as a
postwar American writer of fiction. In the first place, his
work is of a varying quality: while his best writings
qualify
as
"literature," his worst veer towards pulp
fiction. Consequently, as is the case with Edith Wharton,
any "literary" evaluation of Auchincloss's career will be
based on only a selection from his oeuvre. This selection,
containing
such
novels as
mentioned above, forms a
justifiable
claim
for
further
critical attention to
Auchincloss as a postwar American author of note.
Secondly, once the decision to regard Auchincloss as
such has been taken, one is faced by the question where he
fits into the postwar literary scene. Auchincloss is not
central to any of the main currents of the period, such as
ethnicity, postmodernism, or feminism. He is a nonconformist
in being a traditionalist, In feeling a more vital kinship
with Edith Wharton than with most of his contemporaries.
Nevertheless, his work of the 1960s in particular shows an
affinity to the modern and postmodern view of man. His
subsequent writings, on the other hand, seem a reaffirmation
of his bonds with Wharton as opposed to, say, William Gass,
a writer whom Auchincloss nevertheless admires. All in all,
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Auchincloss emerges as an individualist, as a solitary
writer on New York's upper East side, who over the years has
carved out his niche in the literary world and who resists
easy alignment with the literary currents of his age.
Thirdly, placing Auchincloss in the American literary
scene may be difficult because not all of the questions and
aspects relating to his work have as yet been examined. In
this
study
Auchincloss
has
been
approached from a
biographical
and
literary-historical
angle. Subsequent
evaluations of Auchincloss's fiction may fruitfully involve
a psychoanalytical analysis of his writings. Particularly
his juvenile stories and early novels, so heavily laden with
their author's personal concerns, may contain meanings which
only
a
psychoanalytical
discussion can bring out. A
deconstructionist
approach
might
profitably
focus on
Auchincloss's
development
during the later 1960s, and
examine the question whether his return to the novellstlc
practices
of
his early career, after the solipsistic
position of The Embezzler, had to do with his fiction's
ideological roots in a traditional, orderly culture of the
premodern era.
Finally, Auchincloss's literary stature is undetermined
because his career is still very much In progress. True,
with forty-three books out to date, and with Auchincloss in
his early seventies, it is unlikely that Auchincloss's fortyfourth will be a complete surprise. Nevertheless, during the
past few years Auchincloss has revealed a new edge and
intensity, and has proved capable of writing fiction of
undubitable
freshness and vitality. Thus, even in his
seventies, with his writing career in its fifth decade,
Louis Auchincloss has far from exhausted his "writer's
capital."

N O T E S

В I B L I O G R A P H Y

29 7

NOTES

Full bibliographical information about the Items referred to
in the notes can be found in the Bibliography.

INTRODUCTION
1

2
3
4
5
6

7

8

9

10

Alfred Kazin, "The Writer as Sexual Show-off: Or Making
Press Agents Unnecessary," New Уоск, VIII, 23 (June 9,
1975), p. 36.
Lady Bird Johnson, A White House Diary, New York: Holt,
Rinehart and Winston, 1970, p. 676.
"Dual Career," New Yorker, XXVI (August 13, I960), p.
25.
R.W.B. Lewis, "Silver Spoons and Golden Bowls," Book
Week (Washington Post), February 20, 1966, p. 8.
Louis
Auchincloss,
"A Jacobite Files a Demurrer,"
Virginia Quarterly Review, XL (Winter 1964), p. 148.
Louis Auchincloss, "Introduction," in Auchincloss, ed.,
Fables of Wit and Elegance, New York: Charles Scribner's
Sons, 1972, p. vii.
Louis
Auchincloss,
"Proust's
Picture of Society,"
Partisan Review, XXVII (Fall 1960), p. 701. The essay
was reprinted in Auchincloss, Reflections of a Jacobite,
Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1961, pp. 95-111.
Alrnold]
W.
Elhrlich],
"PW
Interviews:
Louis
Auchincloss,"
Publishers' Weekly, CCV (February 18,
1974), p. 12.
Jean W. Ross, "An Interview with Louis Auchincloss,"
Dictionary
of
Literary
Biography
Yearbook: 1980,
Detroit: Gale Research Company, 1981, p. 7; and Louis
Auchincloss, A Writer's Capital, Minneapolis: University
of Minnesota Press, 1974, p. 122.
Gore Vidal, "Real Class," New York Review of Books, XXI
(July 18, 1974), p. 10, For Granville Hicks's statement,
cf. Hicks, "Louis Auchincloss," in Hicks, with the

298

11

12
13

14

15
16
17

assistance of jack Alan Robbins, Literary Horizons—A
Quarter Century of American Fiction, New York: New York
University Press, 1970, p. 185, In 1961 Auchincloss
similarly drew the support of Leon Edel ("Value of a
Novel," New YorJc Times Book Review, May 28, 1961, p.
24).
Granville Hicks, "Literary Horizons—A Bad Legend in His
Lifetime," Saturday Review, XLIX (February 5, 1966), p.
36; reprinted in Hicks and Robbins, Literary Horizons--A
Quarter Century of American Fiction, p. 204. Other
references to Auchincloss's technique and style as oldfashioned
can
be found in, for instance, William
Barrett, "Once Affluent Society," The Atlantic, CCX
(August 1962), p. 142; Richard Sullivan, "A World of
Values and Standards," Chicago Sunday Tribune Magazine
of BooJcs, March 26, 1967, p. 5; Richard Todd, "The Rich
Get Rich, But They Also Get Children," The Atlantic,
CCXXXVII (April 1976), p. 112.
Louis Auchincloss, "Stuyvesant to Lindsay,"flooitWeek
(Washington Post), October 23, 1966, p. 14.
Louis Auchincloss, "Flaubert and James--Opposing Points
of View," New York Times Book Review, June 24, 1984; and
Auchincloss, "Doctrinaire" [Letter to the Editori, New
York Times, October 12, 1968, Sect. II, p. 8.
"I believe that writers today (and probably always) are
too
conscious of literary fashions." Bill Kennedy,
"Auchincloss: A 'Special Author,' But...," Albany TimesUnion, January 15, 1967, p. HI.
Louis Auchincloss, "Good Housekeeping," New York Review
of Books, XXXIII (July 17, 1986), p. 32.
Louis Auchincloss, "Swann," New York Times, November 13,
1978, p. A23.
Barbara
Goldsmith
and
Louis
Auchincloss,
"Royal
Reporters," Interview Magazine, December 1980, pp. 6466; Dinltia Smith, "The Old Master and the Yuppie," New
York,
XIX, 32 (August 18, 1986), 30-34; Susan Cheever,
"The Most Underrated Writer in America," Vanity Fair,
October 1985, pp. 104-107, 119-20.

299
18

19
20

21
22

23

24

25
26
27

E.g. Tom Stevenson, "Louis Auchlncloss: Teller of Tales
Out of Court," Juris Doctor, III (November 1973), pp. 2023; David Fay Papke, "The Writer on Wall Street: An
Interview with Louis Auchlncloss," The American Legal
Studies
Association Forum, V, 3 (1981), pp. 5-12;
"Fellow Louis S. Auchlncloss Spoke at ACPC New York
Luncheon,"
American
College
of
Probate
Counsel
Newsletter, IX (September 1971), p. 2-3; Auchlncloss,
"The Diner Out," Juris Doctor, III (November 1973), pp.
24-28, 30.
Patricia Kane, "Lawyers at the Top: The Fiction of Louis
Auchlncloss," Critique, VII (Winter 1964-65), pp. 36-46.
0.
Edward White, "Human Dimensions of Wall Street
Fiction,"
American
Bar
Association Journal, LVIII
(February 1972), pp. 175-80.
Wayne W. Westbrook, Wall Street in the American Novel,
New York: New York University Press, 1980, pp. 182-96.
James W. Tuttleton, The Novel of Manners in America,
Chapel Hill: The University of South Carolina Press,
1972, pp. 245-61.
Gordon Milne, The Sense of Society: A History of the
American Novel of Manners, cranbury, N.J.: Associated
University Presses, 1977, pp. 236-51.
Robie Macauley, "Let Me Tell You About The Rich," Kenyon
Review, XXVII (Autumn 1965), pp. 653-55; Leon Edel,
"Grand Old Man--Not What He Seems To Be," Life, LVII
(July 17, 1964), pp. 11, 18; Leo Braudy, "Realists,
Naturalists,
and
Novelists of Manners," in Daniel
Hoffman, ed.. Harvard Guide to Contemporary American
Writing, Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1979, pp.
84-86, 136-38.
Jackson R. Bryer, Louis Auchlncloss and His Critics: A
Bibliographical Record, Boston: G.K. Hall & Co., 1977.
Christopher C. Dahl, Louis Auchlncloss, New York: Ungar
(Literature and Life Series: American Writers), 1986.
David B. Parseli, Louis Auchlncloss, Boston: Twayne
Publishers (Twayne's U.S. Authors Series 534), 1988.

300
PART ONE
CHAPTER ONE
1

2
3
4

5
6

Louis
Auchlncloss, A Writer's Capital, Minneapolis:
University
of
Minnesota
Press,
1974,
p.
21.
Auchincloss's motto for his autobiography, "It has been
said that his childhood is a writer's entire capital,"
was
adapted
from
Mark
Twain,
who wrote to an
unidentified correspondent: "I confine myself to life
with which I am familiar, when pretending to portray
life. But I confine myself to the boyhood out on the
Mississippi because that had a peculiar charm for me and
not because I was not familiar with other phases of
life.... Now then: as the most valuable capital, or
culture, or education usable In the building of novels
is personal experience, I ought to be well equipped..."
(Bernard Devoto, ed.. The Portable Mark Twain, New York:
Viking Press, 1946, 1974, pp. 773-75).
Louis Auchincloss, A »titer's Capital, pp. 21-22, 27.
For
the
quotations
in this paragraph, cf. Louis
Auchincloss, A Writer's
Capital, pp. 23-24.
Cf. ibid., p. 33, where Auchincloss identifies the car
as a red Rolls Royce. In actual fact, Thomas Quinn
Curtiss
has
said, it was a yellow Hispano-Suiza,
extravagant enough but not quite in the same league as a
Rolls
Royce.
The
variation
between
fact
and
Auchincloss's
account
goes
to
show the slightly
dramatized nature of his autobiography: while the gist
of the account is true, the details have been altered so
as
to
create
a
more evocative picture. Whether
Auchincloss
introduced
the changes consciously, or
whether the imagination replaced facts in a gradual,
unintentional process, cannot be determined here.
Cf. Louis Auchincloss, A (ft-iter ' s Capital, p. 27.
Cf.
ibid.,
p.
32; and Auchincloss, "Behind the
Brownstone
Door," New York Times, April 28, 1985,
Magazine, Part II, p. 62.

301
7

8

9

10

11

12
13

14
15
16
17
18

Cf.
Louis Auchincloss, A Writer's Capital, p. 28.
Referring to his boyhood years Auchincloss confirmed
this aspect in an interview: "It always seemed to me
that, in essence, when I was a child, every single thing
that was supposed to be fun by my parents was awful,
odious. And that all the things that I enjoyed and found
delightful were regarded as bad" (interview with Louis
Auchincloss, July 2, 1987).
Cf. Louis Auchincloss, A Writer's Capital, pp. 36, 110.
Other references to psycho-religious images can be found
in A Writer's Capital, pp. 45, 80, 88.
Eleanor Bovee to Dr. Endicott Peabody, April 22, 1929.
The correspondence with Endicott Peabody quoted here and
below is in the Groton School archives.
Oliver La Farge, Raw Material, Boston: Houghton Mifflin
Company, 1945, p. 13. The quotations in the following
paragraph are also from La Farge's chapter about his
Groton experience. Raw Material, pp. 7-22.
Louis
Auchincloss to Priscilla Stanton Auchincloss,
[approx.
September
8, 19451. All of Auchincloss's
letters to his mother that are quoted in this study are
in
the
Auchincloss
collection of the Manuscripts
Department, Alderman Library, University of Virginia,
Charlottesville.
Louis Auchincloss to Oliver La Farge, September 9, 1945.
Oliver La Farge collection. University of Texas, Austin.
Bovee
sixth
form
school
record, and application
statement of Louis Auchincloss, submitted to Groton
School, April 22, 1929. Groton School Archives.
Record of physical examination for admission to Groton,
June 3 & 4, 1929. Groton School Archives.
Louis Auchincloss to Oliver La Farge, September 9, 1945.
Louis
Auchincloss to Priscilla Stanton Auchincloss,
lapprox. September 8, 1945].
Louis
Auchincloss to Priscilla Stanton Auchincloss,
tapprox. September 8, 19451.
L.C.Z. (Louis C. Zahnerl, "Form History," The Groton
School rear Book 1935, Published by the sixth form,
Groton School, Groton, Mass., [1935], pp. 34, 42, 44.

302
19
20

Louis Auchincloss to Oliver La Farge, September 9, 1945.
Endicott
Peabody
to Priscilla Stanton Auchincloss,
December 3, 1930.
21 Louis Auchincloss to Oliver La Farge, September 9, 1945.
22 The Croton School ïear Book 1935, p. 71.
23 Louis
Auchincloss,
"Editorial,™
The Srotonian, LI
(October 1934), pp. 3-5.
24 Louis
Auchincloss,
"Editorial,"
The Grotonian, LI
(Christmas 1934), p. 77.
25 Louis Auchincloss, "Editorial," The Grotonian, LI (March
1935), pp. 147-48.
26 Louis
Auchincloss,
"Editorial,"
The Grotonian, LI
(November 1934), p. 33.
27 Louis Auchincloss, "Editorial," The Grotonian, LI (May
1935), pp. 175-76.
28 Louis Auchincloss, A Writer's Capital, p. 51.
29 Louis Auchincloss, "To Be or Not to Be," The Grotonian,
XLIX (March 1933), pp. 140-42.
30 Louis Auchincloss, "Editorial," The Grotonian, L (June
1934), pp. 230-31.
31 Louis
Auchincloss,
"Editorial,"
The Grotonian, LI
(November 1934), pp. 33-34.
32 Louis Auchincloss, "Public Opinion," The Grotonian, XLIX
(June 1933), pp. 203-206.
33 Louis
Auchincloss, "The
Dance," The Grotonian, L
(December 1933), pp. 32-36.
34 Louis Auchincloss, "A Day in the City," The Gxotonian, L
(June 1934), pp. 232-37.
35 Louis
Auchincloss, "Mademoiselle," The Grotonian, L
(Christmas 1933), pp. 71-72.
36 Louis
Auchincloss, "Summer Day," The Grotonian, LI
(October 1934), pp. 5-10.
37 Louis
Auchincloss,
"Versailles," The Grotonian, LI
(March 1935), pp. 149-54.

CHAPTER TWO
1

Cf. Louis Auchincloss to Priscilla Stanton Auchincloss,
August 16, 1942.

303
2
3

4
5

6
7
8
9
10
11

12

Louis
Auchincloss to Priscilla Stanton Auchincloss,
[approx. September β, 1945].
For a brief summary of Auchincloss's ïale activities,
see "Louis Stanton Auchincloss," in Gaspard d'Andelot
Belin, Jr., et al., eds., History of the Class of
Nineteen Thirty-Nine, Yale University, New Haven, 1939,
p. 206.
"Contributors'
Column," Уаіе Literary Magazine, C U
(April 1937), pp. 3-4.
For Auchincloss's description of this exacting quality
of his friendship with Woods, cf. Louis Auchincloss, A
Sfriter's
Capital,
pp.
76,
79.
In an interview
Auchincloss has said: "He made you so uncomfortable with
yourself. Jack, he was really a terrible sort of person.
He turned you inside out. It wasn't that he was cruel,
because he wasn't cruel. It was that he got inside you,
and you didn't want him there. He had a very strong hold
on people" (interview with Louis Auchincloss, July 2,
1987) .
Louis
Auchincloss to Priscilla Stanton Auchincloss,
March 19, 1942.
Louis Auchincloss to Priscilla Stanton Auchincloss, May
29, 1942.
Louis Auchincloss to Priscilla Stanton Auchincloss, July
20, 1945.
Louis
Auchincloss to Priscilla Stanton Auchincloss,
[approx. September 8, 1945].
Louis Auchincloss, A Writer's Capital, p. 71.
David
Ray
Papke, "The Writer On Wall Street: An
Interview With Louis Auchincloss," The American Legal
Studies Association Forum, V, 3 (1981), p. 9. Cf. also A
Writer's Capital, p. 74, where Auchincloss writes that
"never again does one receive impressions with quite the
same kind of emotional Intensity with which one receives
them between the ages of seventeen and twenty-one."
For a recent expression of this aspect, cf. Louis
Auchincloss, "To Dine and Talk in Sexual Segregation"
(letter to the Editor], New ïork Times, January 6, 1980,
Sec.
4, p. 18, where Auchincloss states that the

304

13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20

21

22

23

"special give and take in nonmixed conversation" may be
due to "the absence of sexual attraction or sexual
и
opportunity.
Louis
Auchincloss,
"Miss
Bissell,"
Yale
Literacy
Magazine, CI (May 1936), pp. 28-33.
Louis
Auchincloss,
"Old
Retainer,"
Yale Literary
Magazine, С П (November 1936), pp. 15-21.
Louis Auchincloss, "The Last Supper," Уаіе Literary
Magazine, CIII (September 1937), p. 15.
Louis Auchincloss, "The Beach," rale Literary Magazine,
CII (December 1936), pp. 4-11.
Louis
Auchincloss,
"The Chelton-Pulver Game," Уаіе
Literary Magazine, CII (March 1937), pp. 24-32.
Louis Auchincloss, "Finish, Good Lady," Yale Literary
Magazine, CIII (March 1938), pp. 11-12.
Louis Auchincloss, "Two Votes for Beauty," Yale Literary
Magazine, CIII (May 1938), pp. 15-16, 26.
Louis Auchincloss, "A World of Profit," (unpublished
typescript] (1938), p. 276. Subsequent page references
are to this typescript, which is in the Auchincloss
collection of the Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript
Library of Yale University.
David
Ray
Papke, "The Writer on Wall Street: An
Interview with Louis Auchincloss," The American Legal
Studies Association Forum, V, 3 (1981), p. 7.
For a further description of this aspect, cf. Louis
Auchincloss, "The Styles of Mr. Justice Cardozo," in
Auchincloss, Life, Law and Letters, Boston: Houghton
Mifflin,
1979, pp. 47-58. Cf. also Auchincloss, A
Writer's Capital, pp. 85-86.
Mario
Cuomo,
the
present Governor of New
York,
remembered being struck by the quality of the prose of
an Auchincloss article. "I was working ... as a clerk to
Judge Adrian Burke of the State Court of Appeals. I read
a brief on a dull state matter that stunned me with its
liveliness, cogency, and literary quality. 'He should be
a writer,' I said of the author. 'He is,' I was told.
The attorney in question was Louis Auchincloss. His 1956
book. The Great World and Timothy Colt, was a great
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31
32
33
34
35

read" ("Books that Gave Me Pleasure" (Symposium], New
Уогк Times Book Review, December 5, 1982, p. 9).
Cf. Louis Auchincloss to Priscilla Stanton Auchincloss,
February 12, 1943: "I can't help thinking as I write
this how always a strange sort of fate seems to be
guarding me from any contact with ... 'the real thing,'
whether I get shoved in the Book Review Dept. of the Law
Review or the trust estate dept. of S. & C . "
Louis
Auchincloss to Priscilla Stanton Auchincloss,
[approx. September 8, 1945].
Interview with Louis Auchincloss, July 8, 19Ö7.
Cf. Louis Auchincloss, A Writer's Capital, p. 52. A
policeman
answered what he considered Auchincloss's
insult to the President by slapping Auchincloss in the
face.
Louis Auchincloss, [review of Holmes-Pollock Letters
(The
Correspondence of Mr. Justice Holmes and Sir
Frederick Pollock 1874-1932), edited by Mark DeWolfe
Howe], Virginia Law Review, XXVII (March 1941), pp. 73032.
Louis Auchincloss, (review of Life and Law by Samuel
Williston], Virginia Law Review, XXVII (February 1941),
p. 572.
Louis Auchincloss, (review of The Struggle for Judicial
Supremacy by Robert H, Jackson], Virginia Law Review,
XXVII (May 1941), pp. 980-81.
Louis
Auchincloss to Priscilla Stanton Auchincloss,
March 19, 1942.
Louis
Auchincloss to Priscilla Stanton Auchincloss,
April 22, 1942 and August 29, 1942.
Louis
Auchincloss to Priscilla Stanton Auchincloss,
March 19, 1942.
Louis
Auchincloss to Priscilla Stanton Auchincloss,
August 4, 1942 and August 20, 1943.
Louis
Auchincloss to Priscilla Stanton Auchincloss,
March 12, 1942. For similar expressions, cf. also Louis
Auchincloss to Priscilla Stanton Auchincloss, July 11,
1942 and September 25, 1942.
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Louis
Auchlncloss to Priscilla Stanton Auchincloss,
August 12, 1942.
37 Louis
Auchincloss to Priscilla Stanton Auchincloss,
August 4, 1942. Stewart Alsop (1914-1974), a columnist
for Newsweek and the Saturday Evening Post, was rejected
Eor military service in the U.S. army. He consequently
volunteered in the English army, to transfer to the U.S.
army later.
38 Louis
Auchincloss to Priscilla Stanton Auchincloss,
August 10, 1942.
39 Louis
Auchincloss to Priscilla Stanton Auchincloss,
November 9, 1942.
40 Louis
Auchincloss to Priscilla Stanton Auchincloss,
January 7, 1943.
41 Louis
Auchincloss to Priscilla Stanton Auchincloss,
February 12, 1943 and February 23, 1943.
42 Louis
Auchincloss to Priscilla Stanton Auchincloss,
February 12, 1943.
43 Louis Auchincloss to Priscilla Stanton Auchincloss, May
14, 1944.
44 Louis Auchincloss to Priscilla Stanton Auchincloss, July
20, 1944.
45 Louis
Auchlncloss to Priscilla Stanton Auchincloss,
December 4, 1944.
46 Louis
Auchincloss to Priscilla Stanton Auchincloss,
November 30, 1944.
47 Louis
Auchincloss to Priscilla Stanton Auchincloss,
September 25, 1944.
48 Louis
Auchincloss to Priscilla Stanton Auchincloss,
October 21, 1945.
49 Louis
Auchincloss to Priscilla Stanton Auchincloss,
November 5, 1945.
50 Louis
Auchincloss to Priscilla Stanton Auchincloss,
February 21, 1942.
51 Louis Auchincloss to Priscilla Auchincloss and William
Pedersen, February 21, 1941.
52 Louis
Auchincloss to Priscilla Stanton Auchincloss,
November 23, 1942.
53 Louis
Auchlncloss to Priscilla Stanton Auchlncloss,
November 14, 19 4 4 and December 7, 1944.
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Louis Auchincloss to Priscilla Stanton Auchincloss, June
23, 1945.
Louis
Auchincloss to Priscilla Stanton Auchincloss,
Aprii 4, 1945.
Louis
Auchincloss to Priscilla Stanton Auchincloss,
March 7, 1944 and July 27, 1945.
Louis
Auchincloss to Priscilla Stanton Auchincloss,
November 2, 194 4 and November 7, 19 44.
Louis
Auchincloss to Priscilla Stanton Auchincloss,
November 23, 1944.
Louis
Auchincloss to Priscilla Stanton Auchincloss,
November 7, 1944.
Louis
Auchincloss to Priscilla Stanton Auchincloss,
Aprii 9, 1945.
Louis
Auchincloss to Priscilla Stanton Auchincloss,
September 20, 1945. Auchincloss had written, "I think
Truman is going to do better than FDR," already in May
15, 1945, one month after Roosevelt's death.
Louis
Auchincloss to Priscilla Stanton Auchincloss,
October
31,
1945.
"Bellevue"
refers to Bellevue
Hospital, New York.
Louis
Auchincloss to Priscilla Stanton Auchincloss,
tapprox. November 10, 1945J.

PART TWO
INTRODUCTION
1
2
3

Louis Auchincloss to Priscilla Stanton Auchincloss, May
15, 1945.
Louis
Auchincloss to Priscilla Stanton Auchincloss,
December 1, 194 2.
"Auchincloss, Louis S," in John X. Healey, Jr., ed,,
Twenty-Five
years
Out. Published by The Class of
Nineteen
Thirty-Nine, on the occasion of its 25th
reunion. New Haven [1964), p. 35. Cf. Louis Auchincloss,
A Writer's Capital, p. lie.
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This
account
Is
based
on
interviews
with two
contemporary friends of Auchincloss, Samuel P. Shaw and
Robert D. Brewster, conducted July 6 and July 9, 1987,
respectively.
Interview with Samuel P. Shaw, July 6, 1987.
Louis Auchincloss to Vincent Piket, March 3, 1987.
Interview with Louis Auchincloss, July 2, 1987.
In 1949 Auchincloss's net receipts from his writing were
$ 1,213.69. in 1950 the figure was $ 958.75. In 1952 it
was $ 5,031.21 (James Oliver Brown to Louis Auchincloss,
January 24, 1950, December 29, 1950, and January 8,
1953, respectively). Auchincloss's correspondence with
James
Oliver
Brown is in the James Oliver Brown
collection. Rare Book and Manuscript Department, Butler
Library, Columbia University.
Interview with Louis Auchincloss, July 8, 1987, and
Robert D. Brewster, July 9, 1987.
"Dual Career," New Yotket, XXXVI (August 13, 1960), p.
24.
Interview
with John Leggett, August 5, 1987. John
Legqett was Auchincloss's Houghton Mifflin editor at the
time. Cf. also A Writer's Capital, p. 125.
Sandra Davis, "Best-Selling Novelist Louis Auchincloss—
Urbane Echo of a Graceful Past," Life, LX (April 15,
1966), p. 54.
Lewis Nichols, "Talk with Mr. Auchincloss," New York
Times Book Review, September 27, 1953, p. 28.
The Injustice Collectors sold between 2,000 and 2,500
copies. The advance sales of Sybil amounted to 3,240
copies. A Law for the Lion sold 5,466 copies (James
Oliver Brown to Louis Auchincloss, October 16, 1950 and
January 9, 1952; Houghton Mifflin Company publicity
department).
Interview with John Leggett, August 5, 1987.
Louis Auchincloss, Atfriter'sCapital, p. 125.
C.D.B. Bryan, "Under the Auchincloss Shell," New Xork
Times, February 11, 1979, "Magazine," p. 61.
Lewis Nichols, "Talk With Louis Auchincloss," New Уогк
Times Book Review, October 21, 1956, p. 56.
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Cf. Louis Auchlncloss, ("Literature and the Law"],
Federal Rules Decisions, CI, St. Paul, Minn.: West
Publishing Co., 1984, p. 286.
Cf. Louis Auchincloss, A Writer's Capital, p. 125.
"Interview.... Louis Auchincloss," The Literary Guild,
May 1976, p. 2.

CHAPTER THREE
1
2
3

4
5
6

7

8

Louis
Auchincloss to Priscilla Stanton Auchincloss,
September 3, 1944.
Louis
Auchincloss to Priscilla Stanton Auchincloss,
November 5, 1945.
The two reports by the Little, Brown readers are in
Louis Auchincloss's private files. The pseudonym Arthur
Sandford was "just a name I picked" and has no further
meaning
(interview with Louis Auchincloss, July 2,
1987).
Louis Auchlncloss to Vincent Piket, January 27, 1987.
Cf. also Auchincloss, A Writer's Capital, p. 87.
Louis
Auchlncloss to Priscilla Stanton Auchincloss,
October 21, 1944.
Commenting on the sister of the Panamanian president,
Auchlncloss noted: "The sister has great dignity and is
Panama's
first
hostess--very much a lady--but her
fortune is derived from the possession of real estate in
the 'red light' district. It is always that way in
Panama--the
inevitable
disillusionment"
(Louis
Auchincloss to Priscilla Stanton Auchlncloss, October
1942). Cf. Louis Auchincloss, The Indifferent Children,
New York: Prentice-Hall, 1947, p. 113.
"... In the afternoon I'm usually running around in a
car delivering papers, etc. which Is harmless fun"
(Louis Auchlncloss to Priscilla Stanton Auchlncloss,
August
10, 1942). Cf. Auchlncloss, The Indifferent
Children, p. 299.
Louis
Auchincloss to Priscilla Stanton Auchincloss,
October 21, 1945.
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Walking Into the harbor, Stregelinus takes in his ship
and notes, "She was not a beautiful yacht; her lines
lacked the grace of the Moonstone tied further down the
dock" (The Indifferent Children, p. 189).
Louis
Auchincloss to Priscilla Stanton Auchincloss,
October 21, 1545.
Cf. Louis Auchincloss to Priscilla Stanton Auchincloss,
March 30, 1942, and The Indifferent Children, p. 357.
A Writer's Capital, p. 81. Jack Woods thought that the
name Stregelinus "sounded like Auchincloss. He said that
you could tell that somebody called Beverly Stregelinus
is partly funny" (Interview with Louis Auchincloss, July
2, 1967).
Louis
Auchincloss to Priscilla Stanton Auchincloss,
September 20, 1945.
Louis Auchincloss, "Introduction," in Auchincloss, The
Indifferent Children, Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: PrenticeHall, 1964, p. v. cf. also A Writer's Capital, p. 108.
Upon finishing the novel Auchincloss wrote to his mother
that
"the
background
chapter
of
the hero" was
"disproportionately
long"
(Louis
Auchincloss
to
Priscilla Stanton Auchincloss, October 21, 1945). One of
the readers at Little, Brown commented that the novel
"picks up slowly after a long, hard beginning" (Little,
Brown reader's report).
Louis Auchincloss, The Indifferent Children, New York;
Prentice-Hall, 1947, p. 16. Subsequent page references
are to this edition.
For the creation of Stregelinus Auchincloss drew not
only from his own life, but also used an acquaintance as
a model. This acquaintance was, like Stregelinus, an
effete dilettante, and later acknowledged that he was a
homosexual. Auchincloss has later written that "the
trouble with Beverly Stregelinus is that I, naive at the
time, did not realize that my model was a homosexual"
(Louis Auchincloss to Vincent Piket, January 27, 1987).
However,
in
view of the many suggestions of the
character's
homosexuality
in
the novel, it seems
implausible that Auchincloss was totally "naive" about
the sexual question.
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Several
reviewers
criticized
the
ending
of The
Indifferent
Children.
Basil
Davenport
called
it
"unnecessary" (BooJc-of-the-Month Club News, June 1947,
p. 14). B.V. Winebaum criticized it as "the fatalistic
melodrama of the epilogue" (New York Times Book Review,
June 1, 1947, p. 13). Richard Rogers called the ending
"too abrupt" (Ohio State-Journal (Columbus], June 23,
1947, p. 8).
Cf. Louis Auchincloss, A Writer's Capital, pp. 113-14,
and
Vincent
Piket,
"An
Interview
With
Louis
Auchincloss," Dutch Quarterly Review, XVIII, 1 (1988),
pp. 20-21. The name "Andrew Lee" was chosen "with some
bitter irony" because he was "the clerical ancestor of
Mother's who was supposed to have cursed any of his
descendants who should drink or smoke" (A Writer's
Capital, p. 113).
Interview with Louis Auchincloss, January 21, 1986,
William McFee's review appeared as "Another Newcomer
Writes an Impressive Novel," in the New York Sun, May
27, 1947.
Cf. Lewis Nichols, "Talk with Mr. Auchincloss," New York
Times Book Review, September 27, 1953, p. 28.
"Maud" appeared in two installments in The Atlantic
Monthly, CLXXXIV (December 1949), pp. 38-44, and CLXXXV
(January 1950), pp. 55-60. "Finish, Good Lady" was
published in The Atlantic Monthly, CLXXXVI (October
1950), pp. 38-44. Apart from its title, the story has
nothing
in
common
with "Finish, Good Lady" that
Auchincloss published in the Уаіе Literary Magazine.
Louis Auchincloss to James Oliver Brown, September 14,
1949. James Oliver Brown collection.
Evelyn Waugh to Louis Auchincloss, 13 November (19501,
in Mark Amory, ed.. The Letters of Evelyn Waugh, New
Haven and New York: Tlcknor & Fields, 1980, p. 340.
Louis
Auchincloss,
"Author's
Note," The Injustice
Collectors, Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1950, p. vii.
Ibid., p. viii.
Edmund Bergler to Louis Auchincloss, August 25, 1950
(Auchincloss's personal files).
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Cf. Louis Auchlncloss to Vincent Piket, [July 11, 19881.
Auchincloss replied to Bergler's letter, and agreed to
add an "Author's Note" to The Injustice Collectors
explaining his use of Bergler's phrase.
29 Louis Auchincloss, Sybil, Westport, Conn.: Greenwood
Press, 1971, pp. 2B, 20, 103. Subsequent page references
are to this reprint of the original 1951 Houghton
Mifflin edition.
30 At the time of the publication of A Law for the Lion it
had already been decided that The Roraantic Egoists would
be published in 1954. Cf. Lewis Nichols, "Talk With Mr.
Auchincloss," New YorJi Times Book Review, September 27,
1953, p. 28.
31 Lewis Nichols, "Talk with Mr. Auchincloss," New Yor*
Times Book Review, September 27, 1953, p. 28.
32 Louis Auchincloss, The injustice Collectors, p. vili.
33 Louis Auchincloss, A Law for the Lion, Boston: Houghton
Mifflin, 1953, pp. 8, 27, 11, 170. Subsequent page
references are to this edition.
34 The same fantasy and fear of exposure and exhibition
recurs in several other novels and short stories by
Auchincloss. Cf. for instance, Louis Auchincloss, The
House of Five Talents, Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1960,
p. 15; The Country Cousin, Boston: Houghton Mifflin,
1978, pp. 35, 51; The House of the Prophet, Boston:
Houghton Mifflin, 1980, p. 166; "Narclssa" in Narcissa
and Other Fables, Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1983, pp. 121.
35 For a few representative reviews, cf. Walter Allen, "New
Novels," New Statesman and Nation, XLVI (September 5,
1953), p. 264; John Barkham, "Shattered Pattern," New
York Times Book Review, September 27, 1953, pp. 5, 38;
Charles Poore, "Books of The Times," New York Times,
September 24, 1953, p. 31; Charles J. Rolo, "Eloise and
Esther," Atlantic Monthly, CXCII (October 1953), pp. 8788.

CHAPTER FOUR
1

Cf. Louis Auchincloss, A Writer's Capital, pp. 122-24,
where
Auchincloss
discusses
the influence of his
discovery that "a man's background is largely of his own
making" on his fiction.
2
Lewis Nichols, "Talk with Louis Auchincloss," New York
Times Book Review, October 21, 1956, p. 56.
3
James Stern, "Reflections in a Mirror," New York Times
Book Review, May 16, 1954, p. 4.
4
Cf. Rose Feld, "Chemistry of Temperament," New York
Herald Tribune Book Review, June 6, 1954, p. 4; Charles
J. Rolo, "Reflection in Mirrors," Atlantic Monthly,
CXCIV (July 1954), p. 84.
5
Louis Auchincloss, The Great »orld and Timothy Colt,
Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1956, p. 26. Subsequent page
references are to this edition.
6
Orange, N.J., Ann's native town, was also the hometown
of Jack Woods, and must have struck Auchincloss as being
emblematic of a nondescript social background.
7
An excellent analysis of the moral and social dimension
of the relationship between Colt and Knox is made by
Thomas L. Shaffer, "Henry Knox and the Moral Theology of
Law Firms," Washington and Lee Law Review, XXXVIII
(19Θ1), pp. 347-75.
θ
Louis Auchincloss to Gore Vidal, November 21 [1957].
Auchincloss's correspondence with Vidal is In the Gore
Vidal collection. State Historical society of Wisconsin.
9
The Hudson River Trust Company is located at 65 Wall
Street, a non-existent address next-door to Hawkins,
Delafield
and
Woods, Auchincloss's law firm until
December 19Θ6. Auchincloss also resorted to this address
In subsequent works.
10 Louis Auchincloss, Venus in Sparta, Boston: Houghton
Mifflin, 1958, p. 28. Subsequent page references are to
this edition.
11 The character Bertie Anheuser was partly based on Thomas
Q. Curtiss, Auchincloss's friend at Bovee school. He is
furthermore given traits of Auchincloss's Aunt Marie, a
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"super-aesthete" whom Auchincloss visited in the 1930s
and 1940s. To evoke Anheuser's urban wind, Auchincloss
gave him Aunt Harie's line, "If you see a tree, give it
a kick for me." Cf. Venus in Sparta, p. 2, and A
Writer's Capital, p. 66.
In other places, too, sexuality is associated with
"madness." Cf. Venus in Sparta, p. 121, where it seems
to Parish that during his first night with Flora "he had
gone mad," and p. 268, where Ginny wants Farish "like a
mad thing."
Louis Auchincloss, Pursuit of the Prodigal, Boston:
Houghton
Mifflin, 1959, pp. 11-12. Subsequent page
references are to this edition.
Louis Auchincloss, Pursuit of the Prodigal, p. 12. This
phrase vas doubtlessly borrowed from the short story
"The Interior Castle," collected in Children Are Bored
on
Sundays
(1953),
by Jean Stafford, whose work
Auchincloss kn«w and admired.
Cf. Pursuit of the Prodigal, p. 60, which presents the
sexual act as the aggressive, animalistic behavior that
also occurred in Venus In Sparta: "In the dripping heat
of the shabby little apartment (Parmelee and Cynthia
Fearingl tore at each other like cats." Parmelee's
sexual relationship with his second wife is similarly
presented in this violent way. Cf. Pursuit of the
Prodigal, pp. 207, 26β.

PART THREE
INTRODUCTION
J.

Cf. Harry Mooney, Jr., "Author Does it Again, But It's
Much the Same," Pittsburgh Press, September 13, 1959,
Sec. 6, p. ?; "Pursuit of One Who Fled From Woman's
World," Buffalo Evening News, September 12, 1959, p. B6; Elizabeth Janeway, "Rich Boy Meets Girl," New York
Times Book Review, September 13, 1959, pp. 4, 46; Walter
Spearman,
"Round
of
Novels,"
Rocky Mount (N.C.)
Telegram, September 20, 1959, p. C-2.
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James Oliver Brown to Louis Auchincloss, September 27,
1959.
Bill Kennedy, "Auchincloss: A 'Special Author,' But...,"
Albany (Ν.У.) Times-Union, January 15, 1967, p. H-l.
Cf.
Vincent
Piket,
"An
Interview
with
Louis
Auchincloss," pp. 33-34.
Arthur Mizener, "Young Lochinvar Rides to Defeat," New
York Times Book Review, September 24, 1958, p. 4; Harry
Mooney, Jr., "Author Does It Again, But It's Much the
Same," Pittsburgh Press, September 13, 1959, Sec. VI, p.
7; Robert Gutwillig, "Honorable Failure," Commonweal,
LXIX (December 12, 1958), pp. 296-97.
James Oliver Brown to Houghton Mifflin Company, December
30, 1958. James Oliver Brown collection.
James Oliver Brown to Louis Auchincloss, October 31,
1958.
Interview with James Oliver Brown, May 6, 1986. The
relationship between Auchincloss and James Oliver Brown
had
a
closeness
and frequency which exceeds the
professional. For instance, they talked on the phone
almost every working day from 1949 until Brown retired
in 1985. In an interview Auchincloss has described the
relationship as follows: "He spent tremendous amounts of
energy on me. He always had tremendous devotion and
interest for me. He gave you the sense of a friend. He
did not share my career, but just encouraged me. He was
almost a therapist, and that is what writers need"
(Interview with Louis Auchincloss, November 20, 1986).
The only other literary friendship which Auchincloss had
at
this
time was with Gore Vidal, with whom he
corresponded but whom he saw infrequently.
Roy Newquist, "'Rector' Is Auchincloss's Best," Chicago
American,
July 12, 1964, Sec. 4, p. 10. Cf. Roy
Newquist,
"Louis
Auchincloss,"
in
Newquist, ed.,
Counterpoint, Chicago: Rand McNally, 1964, p. 36. Cf.
also Louis Auchincloss, A Writer's Capital, p. 124.
Louis Auchincloss to James Oliver Brown, March 18, 1959.
Roy Newquist, "Louis Auchincloss," in Newquist, ed.,
Counterpoint, p. 36.
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Louis Auchlncloss to J. Donald Adams, August 15, 1963.
Auchlncloss's correspondence with Adams is located in
the J. Donald Adams collection. University of Texas,
Austin.
13 Louis Auchlncloss to J. Donald Adams, August 15, 1963.
14 Source: Houghton Mifflin Company.
15 Louis Auchlncloss to J. Donald Adams, February 28, 1964.
16 "Mais
à
quoi
bon?",
Auchlncloss
added;
"Being
deductlonless Uncle Sam takes a heavy toll." Louis
Auchlncloss to Gore Vidal, January 17, 1964.
17 J. Donald Adams, "Speaking of Books," New York Times
Book Review, September 29, 1963, p. 2. Reprinted in
Adams, Speaking of Books—and Life, New York: Holt,
Rinehart and Winston, 1965, pp. 11-14.
18 Others
were:
Vlrgilia Peterson, David Lodge, John
Brooks, Cyril Connolly, Elizabeth Janeway, Edward Weeks,
Charles Rolo, Roy Newquist, Orvllle Prescott.
19 In 1963 Auchlncloss was on the jury for the Harper Prize
Novel, together with Philip Roth and Elizabeth Janeway.
In 1965 he was judge for picture books in the 29th
annual New York Herald Tribune Children's Spring Book
Festival. At Cass Canfield's request Auchlncloss gave a
"blurb" for Stephen Birmingham's Our Crowd (1967). As to
the periodicals, Auchlncloss contributed to Partisan
Review and The Nation; besides he wrote six pieces for
the "Speaking of Books" column of the New YorJc Times
BooJc Review.
20 Louis Auchlncloss to J. Donald Adams, August 15, 1963.
21 A Writer's Capital, p. 114.
22 Auchlncloss would later be the editor of her diary,
which was published as Maverick in Mauve: The Diary of a
Romantic Age, Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1983.
23 Cf. the dedication to The House of Five Talents: "In
loving memory of Adele's grandmother, Florence Adèle
Tobin, who conveyed to me her vivid and colorful sense
of the past in our long, happy talks at Woodslde Acres,
where so many of these chapters were written." Louis
Auchlncloss, The House of Five Talents, Boston: Houghton
Mifflin, 1960, p. 11.

317
CHAPTER FIVE
1

Louis Auchincloss, The House of Five Talents, Boston:
Houghton Mifflin, 1960, p. 3. Subsequent page references
are to this edition.
2
The House of Five Talents contains a sub-theme on art-in particular the visual arts--and its function in
society. Cf. The House of Five Talents, pp. 90, 67, 185.
For a discussion of this aspect, cf. Christopher C.
Dahl, Louis Auchincloss, pp. 68-69.
3
Eliza Millinder is somewhere in between. She "was ahead
of her time in deploring the slavish aping of European
styles," and "on the advice of Stanford White ... built
more
Indigenously
of shingle" (The House of Five
Talents, pp. 3-4, 31).
4
This quotation properly refers to Gussie, but is equally
applicable, mutatis mutandis, to Cora or any of the
other third-generation Millinders.
5
Earlier Gussie had been told by her cousin Lucius Hoyt
that there is as much freedom in a social role as one
"puts in" and "takes out": "'Don't be afraid of labels,
Gussie. Be a great old maid! Be a magnificent old
maid!'" (The House of Five Talents, p. 141).
6
The House of Five Talents, pp. 5, 269.
7
James Oliver Brown to Louis Auchincloss, September 27,
1959.
8
Auchincloss has indicated that Portrait in flrownstone
was begun as a sequel to The House of Five Talents. Cf.
loia Haverstick, "The Author," Saturday Review, XLV
(July 14, 1962), p. 21.
9
loia Haverstick, "The Author," Saturday Review, XLV
(July 14, 1962), p. 21.
10 Louis
Auchincloss,
Portrait in flrownstone, Boston:
Houghton Mifflin, 1962, p. 7. Subsequent page references
are to this edition.
11 Ida's attitude here is identical to the attitude of the
septuagenarian Florence Polhemus, In a conversation with
Ida's grandmother. "'Now, Florence, you're being absurd!
Don't you know that after seventy there are things--?'"
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"'Please, Amelie. I'd rather not know!"* (Portrait in
Brownstone, p. 64).
In June and July of 1961 Auchincloss and his wife took a
vacation to Ireland, concerning which he later wrote to
James Oliver Brown: "I'm crazy about the moors and
mountains
in
Connemara
and
Mayo--must move some
characters there in the next novel!" (Louis Auchincloss
to James Oliver Brown, July 21, 1961). That novel was
Portrait in Brownstone.
This sub-theme became the kernel of the short story "The
Novelist of Manners," published in the 1974 collection
of stories The Partners.
Cf. Louis Auchincloss, "Edith Wharton," in Auchincloss,
Pioneers and CaretaJters: A Study of Wine American Women
Novelists, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press,
1965, pp. 42-45; and Auchincloss, Edith Wharton: A Woman
in Her Time, London: Michael Joseph, 1971, pp. 128-39.
Auchincloss has said that he first came across the
technique of alternating first and third person points
of view in Simone de Beauvolr's Les Mandarins, and that
there is "no real objection" to the method "so long as
it works." Auchincloss has used the method, too, in his
1986
novel
Honorable Men. Cf. Vincent Piket, "An
Interview with Louis Auchincloss," p. 23.

CHAPTER SIX
1

2
3
4

Judging by an August 10, 19È3 letter from James Oliver
Brown to Louis Auchincloss, the typescript of The Rector
of Justin had been on Brown's desk since the beginning
of the month.
Louis
Auchincloss to Priscilla Stanton Auchincloss,
[September 19451 .
Louis Auchincloss, A Writer's Capital, p. 36.
Auchincloss's
perception
of the similarity of the
relationships between, on the one hand, the Rector and
his diarist and, on the other, Gladstone and Lionel A.
Tollemache is suggested in a very oblique way. Getting
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impatient with the diarist's persistent questions, the
diarist
notes that Prescott answers him, "'I have
answered three questions, and that is enough,'" he
quoted
irritably,
"'be
off,
or
I'll
kick you
downstairs'!" (The Rector of Justin, Boston: Houghton
Mifflin Company, 1964, p. 44). In his 1979 biography of
Queen Victoria and her circle Auchincloss states that he
is put in mind of the above quotation from Alice in
Wonderland when reading of Gladstone's curt replies to
Tollemache's
insistent
questions
to
him.
(Louis
Auchincloss, Person oí Consequence: Queen Victoria and
her Circle, New York; Random House, 1979, p. 122). The
similarity of Auchincloss's association in books written
twenty-five years apart from each other is remarkable,
and is testimony to the persistence of types and ideas
In Auchincloss's writing throughout his career.
5

Louis
Auchincloss,
The
Rector of Justin, Boston:
Houghton
Mifflin,
1964,
p.
43.
Subsequent page
references are to this edition.
6
In an interview given prior to the publication of The
Rector of Justin, Auchincloss commented that "I know
that people are going to say that my rector Is Endlcott
Peabody, but he isn't" (John Barkham, "Among Books and
Authors," The Record Magazine, August 17, 1963, p. 7).
7
Cf. Louis Auchincloss, "A Writer's Use of Fact in
Fiction," The Probate Lawyer, X (Summer 1984), p. 5. For
comments by Auchincloss on his use of sources for The
Rector of Justin, cf. Auchincloss, "Writing The Rector
of
Justin," in Thomas McCormack, ed.. Afterwords—
Novelists on Their Novels, New York: Harper & Row, 1969,
pp. 5-6; cf. also Auchincloss, A Writer's Capital, pp.
35-36.
8
Louis Auchincloss, "A World of Profit," unpublished
typescript, p. 215.
9
Ibid., p. 216.
10 Louis Auchincloss, Pursuit of the Prodigal, p. 10.
11 The stories were collected in The Injustice Collectors
and The Romantic Egoists.
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Louis Auchincloss, "The Trial of Mr. M.," Harper's
Magazine, CCXIII (October 1956), pp. 45-52. Reprinted in
Orvllle Prescott, ed., Midcentury, New York: Pocket
Library, 195», pp. 73-Θ9.
Interview with Louis Auchincloss, October 22, 1985.
Auchincloss called "Charley Strong's Manuscript" "very
much a tour de force."
Louis Auchincloss, "Charley Strong's Manuscript (1921),"
in Whit Burnett, ed.. This is My Best, Garden City,
N.Y.: Doubleday, 1970, pp. 252-57.
This episode has an actual basis in Croton school
history.
In
1931, two "painful depredations" were
committed. The Croton chapel was "desecrated" in a
"minor but mean way," and various personal belongings
and relics were either ruined or taken. "It was a
foolish, apparently vindictive, and cruelly petty kind
of crime, obviously done by someone who knew the place
and the people in it." The guilty ones were three
graduates. Cf. Frank D. Ashburn, Peabody of Croton, New
York: Coward McCann, 1944, p. 332.
Cf., for instance. The Rector of Justin, pp. 2, 6, 8, 9,
10.
Cf. Alan Trachtenberg, The Incorporation of America;
Culture and Society in the Gilded Age, New York: Hill
and Wang, 19 82.
A number of similarities and differences between The
Sector of Justin and Herzog are discussed in C. Fenno
Hoffman, Jr., "Wise Folly and Pure Manners: The Distance
Between Herzog and The Rector of Justin," Church Review,
XXIII (February-Apr 11 1965), pp. 3-9.
Louis Auchincloss to Gore Vidal, May 3, 1965.
Louis Auchincloss to Gore Vidal, May 3, 1965.
The
stories
were:
"The Senior Partner's Ghosts,"
Virginia Law Review, L (March 1964), pp. 195-211; and
"The Landmarker," Saturday Evening Post, CCXXXVII (May
23, 1964), pp. 50-53. Both stories were collected in
Tales of Manhattan, Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company,
1967. "The Senior Partner's Ghosts" was submitted to the
Virginia Law Review because "they aeked for a story
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22

23

24

25

about the law for the 50th anniversary issue" (Louis
Auchincloss to Vincent Piket, May 18, 1987). The theme
of the story--that of a man setting out to write the
biography of the senior partner, who is the legendary
figurehead of the law firm, but who begins to show flaws
upon
the
biographer's
closer inspection--resembles
Auchincloss's concerns in ТЛе Rector of Justin.
In The House of Five Talents, p. 346, there is mention
of a "trashy but sensational novel," written by one of
the Millinders, about an embezzlement reminiscent of the
Whitney case. Consequently, the first documented idea
for using the Whitney case in a novel dates back to
195Э, when Auchincloss was writing The House of Five
Talents. As is clear from the mention in The House of
Five Talents, however, in 1959 Auchincloss had not
conceived the novel that grew out of the idea. The
Embezzler, in detail.
Louis Auchincloss to Gore Vidal, January 17, 1964.
Auchincloss expressed similar views in his essay, "A
Writer's Use of Fact in Fiction," The Probate Lawyer, X
(Summer 1984), p. 6, and in Vincent Piket, "An Interview
with Louis Auchincloss," p. 36.
Louis
Auchincloss,
The Embezzler, Boston: Houghton
Mifflin, 1966, p, 146. Subsequent page references are to
this edition.
For instance, at Harvard Geer is "academically first in
the class"; Prime also admits that "I never fooled
myself that I was Mr. de Grasse's intellectual equal,
but I was convinced that Rex was" (The Embezzler, pp. 40
and 48).

PART FOUR
CHAPTER SEVEN
1
2

Louis Auchincloss to Gore Vidal, March 26, [19631.
Louis Auchincloss to Gore Vidal, May 3, 1965.
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3

4
5
6
7
8

9
10
11

12

13

14

Louis Auchincloss to Stephen Birmingham, February 28,
1967. The "again" refers to the fact that in 1959
Malamud had received the National Book Award for The
Magic
Barrel.
Auchincloss's
correspondence
with
Birmingham is in the Stephen Birmingham collection of
Mugar Memorial Library, University of Boston.
Louis Auchincloss to Stephen Birmingham, March 3, 1967.
Louis Auchincloss to Stephen Birmingham, February 28,
1967.
Louis Auchincloss to Gore Vidal, May Э, 1965.
Louis Auchincloss to J. Donald Adams, August 7, 1964.
Louis Auchincloss, Tales of Manhattan, Boston: Houghton
Mifflin, 1967, pp. 254-55. The subsequent page reference
is to this edition.
Louis Auchincloss to Gore Vidal, March 30, 1967.
Louis Auchincloss to Gore Vidal, May 22, 1967.
Cf. "About the Author," New York, March 12, 1967, p. 11;
and John Brooks, "Fiction of the Managerial Class," New
York Times Book Review, April 8, 1984, p. 36.
Louis Auchincloss to John Kohn, May 16, 1968 (James
Oliver Brown collection). Kohn was the owner of the
Seven Gables Bookshop in New ïork; Auchincloss exchanged
the manuscript of A World of Profit with him for a
number of first editions. At the time of their exchange,
the manuscript bore the title "Shallcross Manor," which
was ill-fitting because it referred only to the "old New
York" family with which the protagonist gets Involved.
Auchincloss hit upon the eventual title two weeks later.
As he wrote to his then Houghton Mifflin editor, Paul
Brooks, "There is a title that would fit the book very
well that I have played with, off and on, since my
college
days.
It is 'A World of Profit'" (Louis
Auchincloss to Paul Brooks, June 4, 1968. James Oliver
Brown collection).
Louis Auchincloss, A World of Profit, Boston: Houghton
Mifflin, 1968, p. 49. Subsequent page references are to
this edition.
Cf. "Louis Auchincloss Tells About A World of Profit,"
Literary Guild Magazine, January 1969, p. 7, where
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15

16
17
18

19

20

21

22

23

Auchincloss says that "Jay is the one character with
whom I evidently sympathize."
C£. James Fenton, "High Society," New Statesman, LXXVII
(May
30,
1969),
p.
777;
Haskel
Frankel, "Mr.
Auchincloss'
Novel
Affords No Chance For Cheers,"
National Observer, December 30, 1968, p. 16; Peter
Sourian, "A World of Profit," New rork Times Book
Review, November 24, 1968, p. 5.
Louis Auchincloss to Stephen Birmingham, December 2,
1968.
Louis Auchincloss to James Oliver Brown, December 19,
1968.
Louis
Auchincloss,
Motiveless
Malignity,
Boston:
Houghton
Mifflin,
1969,
p.
vii. Subsequent page
references are to this edition.
Cf. Louis Auchincloss to James Oliver Brown, [September
19581, where Auchincloss writes that the sexual theme of
Venus in Sparta "is a bit delicate for one of my
inhibitions to discuss with strangers."
Louis Auchincloss, inscription on the title page of The
Indifferent Children, presented to George T. Keating,
September 11, 1969. The copy is in the Belnecke Rare
Book and Manuscript Library of Yale University.
Louis Auchincloss, "Introduction," in Henry James, The
Spoils of Poynton and Other Stories, Garden City, N.Y.:
Doubleday, 1971, pp. vii-xiv; "Introduction," in Henry
James, Washington Square, New York: Limited Editions
Club,
1971,
pp.
v-xii;
"Writer's
Choice--rhe
Ambassadors," Horizon, XV (Summer 1973), pp. 118-19;
"Henry
James's
Literary Use of His Literary Tour
(1904)," South Atlantic Quarterly, LXXIV (Winter 1975),
pp. 45-52.
Louis Auchincloss, Reading Henry James, Minneapolis:
University of Minnesota Press, 1975, p. 10. Subsequent
page references are to this edition.
Auchincloss expressed similar views in "Speaking of
Books: The Novel as Forum," New York Times Book Review,
October 24, 1965. p. 2; "The Novel of Manners Today:
Marquand and O'Hara," in Auchincloss, Reflections of a
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Jacobite,
Boston:
Houghton Mifflin, 1961, p. 140;
"Introduction" to Auchincloss, ed.. Fables of Wit and
Elegance, New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1972, pp.
vli-xili.
Auchincloss wrote forewords and afterwords for the New
American Library editions of Hudson River Bracketed (New
York, 1962), The Age of Innocence (New York, 1962), and
The
House of Mirth (New York, 1964). For Charles
Scribner's Sons he introduced A Backward Glance (New
York, 1964) and The Reef (New York, 1965), and edited
The Edith Wiarton Reader (New York, 1965). The 1961
essay, entitled Edith Wiarton, was published as No. 12
in the "University of Minnesota Pamphlets on American
Writers" series (Minneapolis, 1961). As the latter essay
was included in William Van O'Connor, ed.. Seven Modern
American
Novelists:
An
Introduction
(Minneapolis:
University of Minnesota Press, 1964) and in Leonard
Unger, ed., American Writers--A Collection of Literary
Biographies (New York: Charles Scribner's sons, 1974),
it has become a standard introduction to Edith Wharton's
life and fiction. In 1971 Auchincloss contributed the
entry on Edith Wharton in Edward T. James, ed., Notable
American
Women—1607-1950—A Biographical Dictionary,
Cambridge, Mass.: Belknap Press of Harvard University
Press, 1971, Vol. Ill, pp. 570-73.
Louis Auchincloss, Edith Wharton: A Woman in Her Time,
London: Michael Joseph, 1972, p. 126. Subsequent page
references are to this edition. The U.S. edition was
published by Viking Press in 1971.
Louis Auchincloss, Richelieu, London: Michael Joseph,
1973, pp. 156-57. The subsequent page reference is to
this edition. The U.S. edition was published by Viking
Press in 1972.
The essays were: "In Search of Innocence--Henry Adams
and John La Farge in the South Seas," American Heritage,
XXI (June 1970), pp. 28-33, reprinted in Auchincloss,
Life, Law and Letters, Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1979,
pp.
130-40;
Henry
Adams, University of Minnesota
Pamphlets on American Writers, No. 93, Minneapolis:
University of Minnesota Press, 1971.
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Cf. Louis Auchincloss, The Indifferent Children, p. 135,
and The Rector of Justin, p. 194.
29 Louis Auchincloss, "In Search of Innocence—Henry Adams
and John La Farge in the South Seas," in Auchincloss,
Life, Law and Letters, p. 131.
30 Louis Auchincloss, Henry Adams, p. 6, and "In Search of
Innocence—Henry Adams and John La Farge in the South
Seas," in Life, Law and Letters, p. 132.
31 Louis Auchincloss, Henry Adams, p. 6.
32 Louis
Auchincloss,
Second
Chance:
Tales
of Two
Generations, Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1970, p. 61.
Subsequent page references are to this edition.
33 Louis Auchincloss, inscription on the title page of
Second Chance, donated to Southern Methodist University,
December
16,
1970,
located
in the Joseph Zeppa
Collection of DeOolyer Library of Southern Methodist
University, Dallas.
34

Cf. Auchincloss's letter to Richard McAdoo, who briefly
succeeded
Paul
Brooks
as Auchincloss's editor at
Houghton Mifflin: "Jim [James 0. Brown] tells me that
you do not like the title 'Black Shylock' and that there
is a feeling in your office that it may have an antinegro flavor. As my wife shares the same suspicion, I
think it would be well to drop it. There were a few
rumbles of anti-Semitism because of my Jewish hero in A
World of Profit, so let us not stir those waters
unnecessarily" (Louis Auchincloss to Richard McAdoo,
January 20, 1970). Auchincloss's correspondence with
Richard McAdoo is in the James Oliver Brown collection.

35
36

Louis Auchincloss to Richard McAdoo, January 20, 1970.
Louis Auchincloss, inscription on the title page of I
Come as a Thief, donated to the Joseph Zeppa Collection
of
DeGolyer Library, Southern Methodist University,
August І, 1972.
Louis Auchincloss, I Come as a Thief, Boston: Houghton
Mifflin, 1972, p. 18. Subsequent page references are to
this edition.
Unlike the financial crimes in The Embezzler and A World
of Profit, the bribe in I Come as a Thief did not have
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an actual model. However, Auchlncloss talked the bribe
over with a U.S. Attorney, so as to ascertain its
feasibility.
39 Cf. Louis Auchlncloss, Motiveless Malignity, p. 157,
where the same idea occurs in similar words: "Who has
not speculated, like Phèdre, that the only reason he is
greeted with smiles and not horror, is that his fellow
men do not know of the evil within him? Who has not felt
that his mask was a better thing than himself?"
40 The centrality of the bribe in the revelation of the
real Tony Lowder is also suggested by the fact that
Auchlncloss's initial title for I Come as a Thief was
"The Bribe" {Richard B. McAdoo to Louis Auchlncloss,
October 26, 1971, and Auchlncloss to McAdoo, October 29,
1971). That Auchlncloss later decided against this title
was undoubtedly for the same reason that made him prefer
A World of Profit to "The Money Juggler": to prevent the
all too frequent occurrence in his titles of "notes of
peculation."
41 Louis Auchlncloss, A World of Profit, p. 247.
42 Cf. Louis Auchlncloss to Richard McAdoo, Sept. 29, 1971,
where Auchlncloss discusses Joan Conway's experience of
a miracle: the miracle "seems to me to express the
religious theme and basic agnosticism of the novel,
There was the appearance of a miracle, but it could be
explained away."
43 The existentialist theme was explicit in yet another
projected title that Auchlncloss had in mind for I Come
as a Thief: "The Romantic Existentialist." James Oliver
Brown
and
Houghton
Mifflin disliked it, however,
probably because it too closely resembled The Romantic
Egoists (Louis Auchlncloss to Richard B. McAdoo, October
4, 1971).
44 Cf., for instance, I Come as a Thief, pp. 10-11, 25-26,
61-62.
45 Cf. Choice, IX (December 1972), p. 1288; Thomas Lask,
"Books of the Times--To Damnation and Back," New York
Tiroes, September 25, 1972, p. 35.
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Cf.
Eileen
Lottnvan, "Checks, Mates, and a Hollow
Knight," Providence Sunday Journal, August 27, 1972, p.
H-17;
Robert Osterman, "'I Come as a Thief'--When
Auchincloss Totes Up the Bill, Everyone Pays for Moral
Defections," National Observer, September 2, 1972, p.
17; Joseph Kanon, Saturday Review, LV (August 26, 1972),
pp. 60-61.
The stories published in magazines were: "The Diner
Out," Juris Doctor, III (November 1973), pp. 24-28, 30;
and "The Love Death of Ronny Simmonds," Cosmopolitan,
CLXXVI (January 1974), 123-27.
Louis
Auchincloss,
The
Partners, Boston: Houghton
Mifflin, 1974, p. 1. Subsequent page references are to
this edition.
Cf. ibid., p. ili.
Louis Auchincloss, A Writer's Capital, pp. 48-49.
The autobiography was occasioned by an invitation from
John Irwin, editor at the University of Minnesota Press.
He suggested,Auchincloss has said, "that I either write —
I remember the letter, it seems silly—a biography of
myself or of Mary McCarthy. So I picked myself" (Vincent
Piket, "An Interview with Louis Auchincloss," p. 25).
Louis Auchincloss, A Writer's Capital, p. 110.
Ibid., p. 126.

CHAPTER EIGHT
1

2

Auchincloss's dramatization of The House of Mirth ran to
full houses from November 18 to November 30, 1977 at the
Herbert Berghof Playwright Foundation, New York. With
"The Club Bedroom," written by Auchincloss himself, it
was Auchincloss's only drama production to reach the
stage.
"The Unholy Three" as published was a re-creation of a
lost manuscript. In the 1960s Auchincloss furthermore
wrote two plays based on "The Unholy Three." Of these,
only the one-act "The Country Cousin," dated 1965 and
intended as a companion piece for "The Club Bedroom,"
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4
5

6

7

has been preserved in Auchincloss's personal files. The
Country Cousin ia therefore the £ltth rendering of a
more or less constant story. For Auchincloss's comments
on the story's five-fold occurrence and on The Country
Cousin as such, cf. Vincent Piket, "An Interview with
Louis Auchincloss," p. 28.
Louis Auchincloss, "Introduction," in Auchincloss, ed.,
Fables of Wit and Elegance, pp. vli-vill. Auchincloss
included such authors as Henry James, Oscar Wilde, Edith
Wharton, Vita Sackvllle-West, Harold Nicolson, Evelyn
Waugh, Dorothy Parker, Jean Stafford, Mary McCarthy,
Aldous Huxley and Hortense Calisher.
Louis
Auchincloss to James Oliver Brown, [received
January 17, 1972].
Louis Auchincloss, "Stories of Death and Society," New
rork, LX, 30, (July 23, 1973), pp. 44-45. The "prose
poems" appeared as "Sketches of the Nineteen Seventies"
in Narcissa and Other Fables, pp. 197-213.
This long title is a quotation from the fifth and final
stanza of Julia Ward Howe's "The Battle Hymn of the
Republic," composed in 1861 during her visit to Union
troops.
For the story, cf. The Winthrop Covenant,
Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1976, pp. 93-129.
Auchincloss had submitted the essay to Bruce Catton,
editor of American Heritage, because he thought the
essay "might dramatically illustrate the morals of mld[nineteenthi century married life" (Louis Auchincloss to
Allan Nevins, January 27, [1956]). Catton, however, had
wondered what the relevance was of an article about
adultery for a reading audience living in an era of free
divorce. To this Auchincloss replied that Catton's view
was like saying that "slavery la without interest to an
era
of freedom,"- and that, basically, "history is
uninteresting"
(Louis
Auchincloss to Allan Nevins,
[November
1957]).
Cf.
also
David
Black, "Louis
Auchincloss Reconciles His Two Worlds," Saturday Review,
IX (April 1982), p. 28. Auclincloss's letters to Allan
Nevins are in the Allan Nevins collection of Butler
Library, Columbia University.
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Cf. Louis Auchincloss, "Speaking of Books: The Trick of
the Author as Character," New York Times Book Review,
February 1, 1970, p. 2.
It is hard to date the manuscript of "Frederlca Gwynne"
more precisely than between 1970--after the article
mentioned
In note 7 above—and 1975—prior to the
conception
of
"In
the Beauty of the Lilies...,"
collected in The Winthrop Covenant.
Louis Auchincloss,tfatchfires,Boston: Houghton Mifflin,
1982, p. tiv]. Subsequent page references are to this
edition. I here follow the title of the title page. The
dust jacket of tfatchfires adds as a subtitle: "A Novel
of the Civil War."
Cf. Watchfires, pp. 29-37.
Cf. the parts devoted to Rosalie Fairchild's suffrage
movement, and the career of Selby Fairchlld in Grand
Central Railroad. Auchincloss has said that the novel
originally ended right after the Civil War, but that he
found the jump from there to the "Epilogue" set in 1895
too big; he therefore added the parts in between. Cf.
Vincent Piket, "An Interview with Louis Auchincloss," p.
31,
and
Jean
W. Ross, "An Interview with Louis
Auchincloss," p. 7.
Louis
Auchincloss,
Honorable Men, Boston: Houghton
Mifflin, 1985, p. 64. Subsequent page references are to
this edition.
Cf. [Letter signed "Sheridan Dale"], in Norman Mailer,
Advertisements for Myself, New York: G.P. Putnam's,
1959, p. 289.
Jean W. Ross, "An Interview with Louis Auchincloss," p.
7.
Louis Auchincloss, Exit Lady Masham, Boston: Houghton
Mifflin, 1983, p. 110. The subsequent page reference is
to this edition.
Cf. Louis Auchincloss, "A Writer's Use of Fact in
Fiction," The Probate Lawyer, X (Summer 1984), pp. 4-5,
where Auchincloss suggests that his "excuse for going
back" to the eighteenth century was that "there may be
occasions
when a writer of historical fiction may
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21

profitably speculate whereas it would be idle for a
historian. Is it not fair to speculate where history is
11
silent?
Cf. also Louis Auchincloss, The Book Class,
Boston: Houghton Mifflin, p. 65, for another instance of
the use of fiction for speculation about truth.
Louis Auchincloss, "Editorial," The Grotonian, L (June
1934), p. 231.
Roy Newqulst, "Louis Auchincloss," in Newquist, ed.,
Counterpoint, p. 35.
Cf.
Vincent
Piket,
"An
Interview
with
Louis
Auchincloss," p. 27: "I had always kept away from the
past because it seemed to me that since I lacked the
personal knowledge of it, I had no right to it. I
thought my view was too limited for it. When I started
out as a novelist I wrote not only about things and
events that I knew and people that I knew, but people I
could imagine myself being, and events that I could
imagine happening to myself.... But gradually I began to
wonder why I should be bound In this way, and this
caused me to drop a number of limitations."
Louis Auchincloss, The Country Cousin, Boston: Houghton
Mifflin, 197Θ, p. 55. Subsequent page references are to
this edition.

22

Cf.
Vincent
Piket,
"An
Interview
with
Louis
Auchincloss," p. 26: "I think that there is always some
period in life that you regard as the 'real world,'
maybe it's when you first mature in some ways. There's a
book out called New Yozk in the Thirties and looking at
its pictures I keep thinking, 'That's New York, that's
New Kork.' The Thirties seem to me a more real world
than the Twenties or than any of the decades since."

23

"Auchincloss, Louis (Stanton)," in John Wakeman, ed.,
World Authors 1950-1970, New York: The H.W. Wilson
Company, 1975, p. 93.
For this account of the genesis of The House of the
Prophet, cf. Vincent Piket, "An Interview with Louis
Auchincloss," p. 29. For a similar account, cf. also
Louis Auchincloss, ("Literature and the Law"], Federal
Rules Decisions, CI, St. Paul: West Publishing Co.,

24
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1984, pp. 280-81. Ronald Steel's biography came out as
Walter
Lippmann
and the American Century, Boston:
Little, Brown, 1980.
25 Louis Auchincloss, The House of the Prophet, Boston:
Houghton Mifflin, p. 142. Subsequent page references are
to this edition.
26 Cf.
Louis Auchincloss, contr., "Works in Progress"
[symposium]. New York Times Book Review, July 15, 1979,
p. 15: "I am now in the process of completing a novel
... on a theme that I have been turning over for some
years:
the
concept of a deep-thinking, profoundly
serious man, a political philosopher and constitutional
lawyer, ultimately the author of a widely circulated
newspaper column, whose central aim In life is to free
himself from any ties that may impede his search for
truth, whether such ties be religious, racial, familial,
national or even humanitarian."
27 Louis Auchincloss, Narcissa and Other Fables, Boston:
Houghton Mifflin, p. 6.
28 In his address "A Writer's Use of Fact in Fiction"
Auchincloss
discussed
the
biographer's problem of
"conveying the sense" of his subject's art; "to the
extent that biographers do not quote, they cannot hope
to convey the quality of the art produced" (The Probate
Lawyer, X [Summer 1984], p. 9).
29 The initial sales of The House of the Prophet amounted
to
22,000
copies,
which
is roughly the average
circulation for Auchincloss's recent novels (source:
Houghton Mifflin Company). That Auchincloss was not
altogether satisfied with this figure appears from a
letter written by him to Matthew Bruccoli: "Thank you
very much for your compliment about The House of the
Prophet. I am delighted that you should have liked it as
I think that it is the best thing that I have ever done.
It has had good reviews and nice sales but It has not
been the success that I had hoped" (Louis Auchincloss to
Matthew
J.
Bruccoli,
July
14, 1980. Auchincloss
collection. University of Virginia). In 1983 Auchincloss
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called the book his "most ambitious novel." Cf. Louis
Auchincloss, "Literature and the Law," p. 2Θ0.
Louis Auchincloss, The SooJt Class, Boston: Houghton
Mifflin, 1984, p. 36. Subsequent page references are to
this edition.
For some of the autobiographical parallels, cf. Louis
Auchincloss, A Writer's Capital, pp. 21-22, 51, 85.
Louis Auchincloss to Vincent PiKet, tFebruary 17, 1988].
In the brief foreword to Fellow Passengers Auchincloss
refers to Harold Nicolson as having given him the
"conception" for his novel. Louis Auchincloss, Fellow
Passengers:
A Novel in Portraits, Boston: Houghton
Mifflin, 1989, p. [iv].
Auchincloss's
wit
has
been
mentioned
by Gordon
Auchincloss, a Groton classmate, Robert D. Brewster, a
Yale classmate, Chauncey D. Medberry, a friend from
Auchincloss's
Navy
days,
and James Oliver Brown,
Auchincloss's agent since 1947. The latter has said that
his associates were able to tell by the amount of his
laughter
whether
Brown was calling Auchincloss or
someone else.
Louis
Auchincloss,
The Cat and the King, Boston:
Houghton Mifflin, 1981, p. 61.
Louis
Auchincloss,
Sitinny
Island;
More Tales of
Manhattan, Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1987, p. 83. The
subsequent page reference is to this edition.
Louis Auchincloss, Narcissa and Other Fables, p. 185.
Louis Auchincloss, Diary of a yuppie, Boston: Houghton
Mifflin, 1986, p. 95. Subsequent page references are to
this edition.
Robert Towers, "The Wild Blue Yonder," Wew York Review
of Books, XXXIII, 20 (December 18, 1986), p. 29.
Louis Auchincloss, "Don't Mind If I Do" [letter to the
Editor), and "Robert Towers replies," New York Review of
Books, XXXIV, 2 (February 12, 1987), p. 41.
Dinltia Smith, "The Old Master and the Yuppie," New
York, XIX, 32 (August 18, 1986), p. 34.
Louis Auchincloss, The Golden Calves, Boston: Houghton
Mifflin, 1988, p. 47. Subsequent page references are to
this edition.
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This bibliography does not aim at providing a complete list
of the writings by and about Louis Auchincloss. For a nearly
exhaustive list of the items up to 1977, the reader is
referred
to
Jackson Bryer, Louis Auchincloss and His
Critics: A Bibliographical Record, Boston: G.K. Hall & Co.,
1977, which has been a source of information throughout my
study of Auchincloss's fiction. My bibliography lists only
the works to which reference Is made in this study. I
deviate from this practice in the following cases:
Auchincloss's books have been listed In the edition used
in this study, as well as in editions that have come out
since 1977.
with regard to Auchincloss's contributions to books and
periodicals, my bibliography also contains the pre-1977
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with regard to the years from 1977 to the present, my
bibliography aims at providing an exhaustive list of the
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traditioneel opgevoede karakters In een tijd van sterke
veranderingen. Centraal staan daarbij vragen omtrent de
verhouding van het Individu tot de maatschappij, omtrent
persoonlijke
vrijheid
en
sociale
gebondenheid,
zelfververkelijking en frustratie.
Dit proefschrift behandelt Auchincloss' leven en werk
vanaf
zijn
jeugdjaren tot aan het heden. "Part One"
(hoofdstuk 1 en 2) geeft een beschrijving van Auchincloss*
"formative years." Allereerst worden zijn jongensjaren in
New ïork behandeld, zijn deels traumatische kostschool jaren
(1929-1935), en zijn eerste verhalen en artikelen voor de
schoolkrant, baarna volgt een beschrijving van Auchincloss'
aanvankelijk plezierige studententijd aan Yale University,
zijn voortijdige vertrek van ïale (1938) nadat zijn eerste
roman door een uitgever was afgewezen, en zijn vlotte
rechtenstudie aan de University of Virginia Law School (19381941). Dat Auchincloss echter allerminst gelukkig was met
zijn naderende carrière als advocaat, bleek tijdens zijn
militaire dienst (1941-1945), die híj vervulde in LatijnsAmerika, Europa, en de Stille Oceaan. Auchincloss' oorlogscorrespondentie
is
vol
uitingen
van
zelftwljfel en
desoriëntatie. Zijn gevoel ontheemd te zijn In de moderne
wereld in het algemeen, en in het moderne Amerika In het
bijzonder, veroorzaakte een sterk conservatieve houding, en
vond een uitdrukking In zijn afkeer van met name Franklin D.
Roosevelt.
"Part Two" (hoofdstuk 3 en 4) behandelt de jaren tot
1960, met Auchincloss' terugkeer in het naoorlogse Amerika,
zijn eerste aanstelling als advocaat, en de onderbreking van
zijn
cariére
in
1952-1953
om zich geheel aan zijn
schrijverschap te kunnen wijden. Het uitblijven van het
grote literaire succes deed hem besluiten naar Wall Street
terug te keren, alwaar hij zich, mede dankzij psychotherapeutische hulp, beter thuisvoelde. In 1957 trouwde hij
met Adele Lawrence. De romans van de naoorlogse jaren tot
1960
bevatten vaak sterk autobiografische thema's, met
karakters die, door hun innerlijke onzekerheden, voortdurend
in conflict raken met hun omgeving. De periode als geheel
kent een stijgende lijn; de laatste drie romans, uitgebracht
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in de jaren 1956-1959, vertonen Auchlncloss' psychologische
thema's op hun best.
"Part Three" (hoofstuk 5 en 6) behandelt de jaren 19601967, waarin Auchlncloss zijn volwassenheid als schrijver
bereikte en zijn beste romans schreef. Zijn boeken stonden
niet alleen op de "best-seller" lijst, maar oogstten ook
veel bijval van recensenten en critici. Meer dan in enig
andere periode waren dit de jaren waarin Auchlncloss bewust
zocht naar passende vertelvormen voor zijn romans. Naast de
romans en twee verhalenbundels, publiceerde Auchlncloss In
deze periode ook zijn eerste essaybundels.
"Part Four" (hoofdstuk 7 en 8) beslaat de twintig jaren
van
1968 tot aan het heden, en is noodzakelijkerwijs
globaler
van
aard. Deze jaren vallen uiteen in twee
perioden.
Na zijn succes in de zestiger jaren kampte
Auchlncloss
van
1968
tot
1975
met een verminderde
creativiteit.
De hoge productiviteit van de voorgaande
periode had een groot beslag gelegd op zijn inspiratie, en
thematisch leek hij op een dood spoor geraakt. Als gevolg
daarvan ontstonden er tussen 1968 en 1975 maar twee romans
en twee verhalenbundels, naast een groter aantal non-flctle
werken, waaronder een autobiografie. Deze fictie en nonfictie hebben met elkaar gemeen het thema van herbezinning,
en, zoals de titel van de verhalenbundel Second Chance
(1970) aanduidt, dat van een nieuwe start.
Die nieuwe start maakte Auchlncloss In de jaren vanaf
1976, die, met 14 fictie-werken, de meest productieve zijn
van zijn carrière. Enerzijds keert Auchlncloss in zijn
recente
romans
terug
naar
vroegere
thema's
en
verteltechnieken.
Anderzijds
doen nieuwe elementen hun
intrede, zoals zijn belangstelling voor de historische roman
en een satirische tendens. Zijn recente werken variëren in
kwaliteit, maar tonen desondanks aan dat Louis Auchlncloss
tot op de dag van vandaag een vitaal schrijver is.
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