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Preface

Characters are the medium through which the author speaks to the world. The
character may represent a philosophy, reflect the author’s artistic intent, or
illuminate his or her vision of humanity. The literature of the twentieth century
is brimming with beloved literary characters who seem to transcend the books in
which they appear, acquiring lives of their own. Huckleberry Finn, Leopold
Bloom, Clarissa Dalloway, Holden Caulfield, Nick Adams, Jay Gatsby,
Sherlock Holmes—such characters as these have become archetypal figures of
the modern era, yet they also embody a timeless statement on the human
condition. The rich heritage of modern world fiction, as seen through the
characters who bring a work of art to life, is the focus of this book.

The Scope of the Work

Characters in 20th-Century Literature presents essays that elucidate the
function and significance of the most important literary characters from more
than 600 works of twentieth-century literature. Descriptions of over 2,000
characters, drawn from 250 of the twentieth century’s major novelists,
dramatists, and short story writers, are included. Students and general readers
will find that an author’s most representative and widely discussed works are
featured in Characters in 20th-Century Literature. The term “twentieth century”
used in the title refers to all authors now living or who have died since 1899. To
augment existing reference sources that concentrate on the interpretation of
characters, over half the volume is devoted to authors of the post-1960 era, with
special emphasis given to minority writers and authors from emerging nations.
Thus, discussions of The Color Purple, by Pulitzer Prize-winning author Alice
Walker, and Miramar, by 1988 Nobel Laureate Naguib Mahfouz, are
included.

The Organization of the Work

The book is arranged alphabetically by author. Each author entry begins with
the following elements: the author’s name, birth and death dates, nationality,
and principal genres. The author’s works are chronologically arranged beneath
the author heading, and the title heading offers the full title, genre, and date of
publication; in the case of dramas, the date of first performance is given. The
essay on each work contains a brief plot synopsis as well as commentary on
thematic and stylistic aspects of the work and the way in which the characters
illustrate the central themes and aesthetics of the author. A student will thus be
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better prepared to understand the ethical or philosophical points of view
expounded by an author and to discover trends and patterns in a writer’s major
works. The names of all characters mentioned in the essay are boldfaced for easy
reference. If the character is known by more than one name—for example,
“Molly Bloom” and “Marion Tweedy Bloom”—both are included and bold-

faced. The length of the essays varies, reflecting the magnitude and complexity
of individual works.

A list of critical essays and articles for further reading on titles discussed
concludes each author entry. This section also includes references to several
literary series published by Gale Research, including Contemporary Authors,
Contemporary Authors New Revision Series, Contemporary Literary Criti-
cism, Twentieth-Century Literary Criticism, Short Story Criticism, and Dic-
tionary of Literary Biography.

The book concludes with an index to characters and titles. If a character appears
in more than one work by an author, the character name is followed by the title
in which he or she appears. If a character name is used by more than one author,
the author’s name appears in parentheses after the character name.
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Chinua Achebe
1930-

Nigerian novelist, poet, short story writer, and essayist.

Things Fall Apart (novel, 1958)

Achebe’s first novel is set in the Nigerian Ibo village of Umuofia during the late 1800s. The
central character, Okonkwo, is a respected village leader whose inability to change brings
about tragedy. The first half of Things Fall Apart portrays traditional village life and
customs before British colonization. The Ibo’s ancient rites, including human sacrifices,
are presented as part of a viable, well-ordered culture which is destroyed by the coming of
the white man. Okonkwo's troubles begin when he accidentally kills a young member of his
tribe. The punishment for his crime is exile from the clan for seven years. When Okonkwo
returns to his village, he discovers that the European missionaries have already begun to
change the people. Okonkwo and a few other older members of the tribe resist the changes
the white men try to enforce and are sent to jail. After their release, Okonkwo strikes out in
anger and kills a messenger from the British authorities. Okonkwo then commits suicide, a
crime worse than any other in the Ibo culture.

Thing Fall Apart is considered the beginning of contemporary African literature because of
Achebe’s fusion of the Ibo language and its rhythms with conventional Western novelistic
techniques. Achebe was praised for depicting both the good and bad aspects of a previously

unknown culture and its destruction by Europeans who forced their values and beliefs upon
the native Africans.

Arrow of God (novel, 1964)

This novel is set in the Ibo village of Umuaro during the 1920s, after British rule of Nigeria
had been established. At this point in Nigerian history, the native struggle was not against
the encroaching white man’s civilization, but was instead an effort to maintain aspects of
the tribal past. The main character is Ezeulu, the chief priest for the god Ulu and a powerful
man in his Ibo community who understands the importance of adapting to the changes
instigated by the British. He even sends one of his sons to be taught by the missionaries. On
the other hand, Ezeulu still strongly believes in the village gods and his own powers and
responsibilities as the representative of Ulu. He subsequently refuses, when asked by the
white District Officer, to become a warrant chief, a representative of a decentralized Ibo
government. Through a series of misunderstandings, Ezeulu is imprisoned. Upon his return
to the village, he realizes that the people no longer look to him as their sole spiritual and
tribal leader. In an effort to punish them, Ezeulu refuses to name the day of the all-important
yam feast and the villagers are unable to begin the yam harvest. In desperation, the villagers
take it upon themselves to gather the yams with the blessing of the Christian missionaries.
These events, coupled with the death of one his sons, leads Ezeulu to question his own faith
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in the tribal gods, which in turn creates a breakdown of Ezeulu’s mental processes, leaving
him out of touch with reality for the remainder of his life.

Arrow of God is marked by Achebe’s attention to the detail of tribal life and values. His
story is about the changes wrought by European colonization and the erosion of traditional,
tribal religion. Achebe’s insistence on educating his readers about the Ibo past has been
noted by critics, who generally find this work difficult but enlightening.

FURTHER READING

Contemporary Authors, Vols. 1-4, rev. ed.; Contemporary Authors New Revision Series,
Vol. 6. Detroit: Gale Research Co.

Contemporary Literary Criticism, Vols. 1, 3,5,7, 11, 26, 51. Detroit: Gale Research Co.

McDougall, Russell. ‘‘Okonkwo’s Walk: The Choreography of the Things Falling Apart.”’
World Literature Written in English 26 (Spring 1986): 24-33.

Nwongo, D. Ibe. ‘“The Igbo World of Achebe’s Arrow of God.”’ Literary Half-Yearly 27
(January 1986): 11-42.

Olorounto, Samuel B. ‘“The Notion of Conflict in Chinua Achebe’s Novels.’’ Obsidian I 1
(Winter 1986): 17-36.

Henry Adams
1838-1918

American autobiographer, historian, essayist, and novelist.

Democracy (novel:‘l 880)

The greater of Adams’s two novels, Democracy is set in post-Civil War Washington,
D.C., during a time of political turmoil and reconstruction. Recently widowed, Madeleine
Lee has come to Washington seeking the companionship of some distinguished elder
statesman with whom she can help chart her nation’s future. In her arsenal are money, social
position, beauty, charm, and a wellspring of fresh ideas. John Carrington, a lawyer and
Confederate veteran, immediately falls for her. His cynical attitude of defeat and inferior
standing, however, preclude any romantic attachment. For a time, Madeleine pursues
Senator Ratcliffe. A villainous figure from Illinois with colossal political sway, Ratcliffe
gains control of the new administration before the president has taken office. Gradually,
with the aid of Carrington, Madeleine discovers that the senator’s career has been founded
on a bribe. She has, furthermore, learned the distressing truth about the symbiotic
relationship between political dealing and human imperfectability. For her, the climate of
Washington, devoid of idealism and conscience, rife with graft and corruption, becomes
intolerable. Rather than succumbing to the allure of POWER (so capitalized in the novel)
and ally herself with Ratcliffe, Madeleine leaves Washington for Europe.

Popular in its day as a political roman a clef, Democracy is important primarily for its
pioneering exposure of governmental evils in Washington. Adams’s work in general is less
pertinent to the history of literature than it is to the history of ideas. In the latter context
Adams embodies for many a particularly modern viewpoint, one which sees the world
becoming less stable and coherent and which predicts this trend will continue, never to be
arrested. Adams developed this doctrine most thoroughly in his best-known work, The
Education of Henry Adams.
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FURTHER READING

Auchincloss, Louis. Henry Adams. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1971.
Blackmur, R. P. Henry Adams. New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1980.
Contemporary Authors, Vol. 104. Detroit: Gale Research Co.

Dictionary of Literary Biography, Vols. 12, 47. Detroit: Gale Research Co.
Levenson, J. C. The Mind and Art of Henry Adams. Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1957.
Twentieth-Century Literary Criticism, Vol. 4. Detroit: Gale Research Co.

James Agee
1909-1955

American novelist, journalist, critic, and essayist.

A Death in the Family (novel, 1957)

The autobiographical novel is set in Knoxville, Tennessee, in 1915. Much of the lyrical
narrative’s four-day action is seen through the eyes of Rufus Follet, a lonely, sensitive,
intelligent six-year-old boy. After viewing a wonderfully touching Charlie Chaplin film
with his father, Jay Follet, Rufus is put to bed. During the night Jay and his wife, Mary ,
are awakened by a phone call summoning Jay to his father’s deathbed. On his returndrive, a
loose cotter pin in the automobile causes Jay’s instantaneous death. Mary’s overwhelming
grief is shared by other family members, each holding differing religious views and
interpretations of the death, as they make preparations for Jay’s funeral. Reality and fantasy
converge with Jay’s brief, mysterious visitation and Rufus’s later verbal encounter with his
ghost. The final day of the novel concerns Jay’s burial. At the conclusion of the ceremony,
Uncle Andrew Lynch, Mary’s bitter, agnostic brother, takes Rufus aside and explains that
he has witnessed something miraculous, perhaps enough to make him believe in God. He
describes a butterfly that alighted on the casket as it was being lowered into the ground;
when the casket reached bottom the sun burst dazzlingly from behind the clouds and the
butterfly flew high into the sky. Rufus feels privileged that Uncle Andrew has chosen to tell
him the story; he wonders at the end about the difference between love and hate and the
unspoken feelings that surround him.

Agee wrote that he intended A Death in the Family to be ‘‘chiefly a remembrance of my
childhood, and a memorial to my father.’” Left unfinished at his death, the novel was pieced
together by editors who inserted several passages from outside the time frame of the story.
While some critics maintain that the interpolations detract from the narrative by creating
internal contradictions and by further complicating Agee’s attempt to present the event from
a variety of viewpoints, others contend that the inserted passages surpass the main narrative
in the quality of their prose and contribute to the cohesiveness of the novel by focusing the
narrative more exclusively on Rufus. For its unmatched poetic style and sympathetic
portrayal of the human struggle against fear, loneliness, and death, Agee’s novel was
awarded a posthumous Pulitzer Prize in 1958.

FURTHER READING

Barson, Alfred T. A Way of Seeing: A Critical Study of James Agee. Amherst: University of
Massachusetts Press, 1972.

Contemporary Authors, Vol. 108. Detroit: Gale Research Co.

3



ALAIN-FOURNIER Characters in 20th-Century Literature

Dictionary of Literary Biography, Vols. 2, 26. Concise Dictionary of American Literary
Biography, 1941-1968. Detroit: Gale Research Co.

Doty, Mark A. Tell Me Who I Am: James Agee’s Search for Selfhood. Baton Rouge:
Louisiana State University Press, 1981.

Kramer, Victor A. James Agee. Boston: Twayne, 1975.

Seib, Kenneth. James Agee: Promise and Fulfillment. Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh
Press, 1968.

Twentieth-Century Literary Criticism, Vols. 1, 19. Detroit: Gale Research Co.

Alain-Fournier
1886-1914

French novelist.

The Wanderer (novel, 1913)

The novel takes place in rural France during the nineteenth century. It is narrated by one of
the main characters, Frangois Seurel, a young schoolboy, crippled and withdrawn, who
idolizes his strong and adventurous friend, Augustin Meaulnes. With his friends Meaulnes
and Frantz de Galais, Seurel forms a trio whose idealistic quests are imbued with allusions
to the journeys depicted in medieval romance.

As the story opens, Meaulnes is sent to the train station to meet Seurel’s grandparents, but
instead decides to embark on an adventure. He loses his way and happens upon a great and
seemingly enchanted manor where a party is in progress. Here he meets Yvonne de Galais,
a figure of beauty and purity, and he falls deeply in love with her. He also learns that the
party was to be in honor of Yvonne’s brother, Frantz, and his bride-to-be, Valentine
Blondeau. But Valentine has run away, and the grief-stricken Frantz becomes.a wanderer
with a band of gypsies.

Meaulnes returns home and relates his adventures to Seurel. Soon afterward, Frantz arrives
in the town and both Seurel and Meaulnes swear to help Frantz in his search for Valentine.
Meaulnes, also in search of the elusive ideal embodied in Yvonne, is unlucky in his quest.

Later, living in Paris, Meaulnes begins an affair with Valentine, unaware of her identity as
Frantz’s lost love. But Seurel has found Yvonne and brings her and Meaulnes together; they
marry, but their union is plagued with unhappiness. Meaulnes becomes disillusioned and
deserts her, devoting himself to the quest to reunite Frantz and Valentine. In his absence,
Yvonne gives birth to a daughter and dies, leaving Seurel to grieve for her and care for the
infant. Having brought Frantz and Valentine together, Meaulnes returns to learn of his
wife’s death. Overcome with grief, he dedicates himself to his child.

Alain-Fournier’s novel is infused with a dream-like atmosphere, reminiscent of a fairy-
tale and evoking the fantastic ambience of childhood. Critics often note the dualities
represented in the novel, such as the idealism of childhood and the disillusionment of
adulthood, and the sacred and profane nature of love, as embodied in the characters of
Yvonne and Valentine.

FURTHER READING

Brosman, Catherine Savage. ‘‘Alain-Fournier’'s Domain: A New Look.”’ The French
Review 44, No. 3 (February 1971): 499-507.
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Edward Albee
1928-

American dramatist.

The Zoo Story (drama, 1959)

Set in New York’s Central Park, the play depicts the encounter of Jerry and Peter on a
Sunday afternoon. Peter, a man in his forties and a publishing executive, is a self-contained
and reticent man, seemingly conservative and middle-class. Jerry, an articulate man in his
thirties, is described by Albee in the stage directions as having a great ‘‘weariness.”’ He
appears as Peter sits reading on a park bench, announcing to this perfect stranger, ‘‘I’ve
been to the Zoo!”’ He dominates the conversation, pouring out his deepest thoughts and
feelings, wanting to connect with another human being, to know everything about Peter.
Peter doesn’t know what to make of Jerry’s effusiveness and spends most of the play
responding to Jerry’s queries or listening to his stories with a mixture of wonder and
uneasiness, as Jerry chides him for wanting to bring order out of the chaos of Jerry’s
rambling.

Jerry wants to know the direction he is heading and says to Peter, in a phrase that will be
repeated throughout the play, ‘‘sometimes a person has to go a very long distance out of his
way to come back a short distance correctly.”’ He tells Peter about the rooming-house he
lives in and about its strange and lonely inhabitants, focussing particularly on his grotesque
landlady and her equally repulsive dog. In a long monologue, he describes how the landlady
harbors a pathetic passion for him, and how he tried to poison her dog, a tale that proves to
be an allegory for Jerry’s own inability to relate to others. Although the dog does not die, he
and Jerry harbor ‘‘sadness, suspicion, and indifference’’ for one another, paralleling the
relationship that Jerry appears to have with other human beings. Although Peter claims not
to understand the import of Jerry’s tale, he is clearly agitated. Jerry provokes him into a
fight over his park bench, throws him a knife and slaps him, goading him on until Peter
holds the knife out towards him. Jerry impales himself on the knife and dies, thanking Peter.

Jerry, searching for meaning in life, for the chance to relate to others and to understand, has
ended his quest in death. Although the meaning of the conclusion is debated by critics, most
agree that Albee seeks to reveal the isolation and lack of communication that characterizes

contemporary life. The work is noted for its simple but vivid language and dramatic
intensity.

The American Dream (drama, 1961)

The play is set in an apartment living room and begins with a conversation between
Mommy and Daddy that reveals the emptiness of the characters and their lives. They speak
in banalities, yet the audience can see the dominance of Mommy and the subservience of
Daddy and learns quickly that there is no love in their marriage, and that Mommy married
Daddy for his money. Grandma offers a refreshing candor, speaking her mind in language
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that is clear and simple and accurately accessing the situation. Mommy and Daddy are
waiting for someone to discuss their lack of *‘satisfaction’” with something they bought. As
Grandma relates the story, the two had been unable to have children and so had bought a
baby. But they began to destroy it, plucking out its eyes and genitals and cutting off its
hands; the baby eventually died.

Now the Young Man arrives on the scene, who, in Grandma’s words, looks like ‘‘the
American Dream’’ because of his good looks. He appears to be an empty, shallow young
man, fixated on his looks and willing to do anything for money. His true character is shown
in a conversation with Grandma in which he reveals that he is a twin who had lost his brother
when they were infants. As the brother of the child destroyed by Mommy and Daddy, he
claims that he is ‘‘incomplete’’ and he has suffered symbolically the physical mutilation
endured by his brother. Thus, because his brother lost his eyes, he no longer sees with pity;
because his brother lost his hands, he is now unable to touch with love and feeling. The
conclusion indicates that the Young Man has been accepted by Mommy and Daddy as
recompense for their earlier, ‘‘defective’” product.

As he was to do in such later works as Who's Afraid of Virgina Woolf? Albee explores the
emptiness of family relationships in this play, focussing on the physical and emotional
barrenness of modern life. Daddy, Mommy, and Grandma reappear in his brief play The
Sandbox.

Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf? (drama, 1962)

The play is set in the fictional college town of New Carthage and centers on an evening spent
at the home of George, a professor of history, and his wife, Martha. Their guests of the
evening are Nick, a new biology professor, and his wife, Honey. The relationship between
George and Martha is characterized by mutually destructive cruelty and rage, tempered
with a childish delight in fantasy and humor. Their bitter, acrimonious association—their
names ironically suggest George and Martha Washington—is marked by occasional
moments of humor and tenderness; their marriage is anything but shallow, built on the
knowledge of how to nurture and how to wound. They have not been able to have children,
and, to compensate, have created a fantasy child, now twenty-one. Nick, a young man in
his middle twenties, seems to function as an embodiment of their created son, but in
negative ways. Martha lures him upstairs to her bedroom, where he plays out an Oedipal
role, albeit unsuccessfully.

To George, Nick as a biology professor represents the new order, the son rebelling against
the father, promoting the values of science and technology over the study of the history of
thought. Nick himself is a ruthless man, willing to do almost anything to enhance his career,
which is what is behind his sexual interlude with Martha. He does not particularly love his
wife, and during the course of the evening George divulges that they married thinking
Honey was pregnant, only to find out that it was a false, or hysterical, pregnancy. Thus,
they too had a fantasy child. At the end of the second act, George decides to end the game:
he announces that their son is dead. Martha, chastened by this change, retreats into docility
and fear. The ambiguous conclusion appears to indicate a mood of reconciliation; with the
fantasy child dead, the struggle for dominance that characterized their relationship is
momentarily dormant.

Critics have noted Albee’s social and political themes in this work, particularly in the
contrast between George and Nick, one attracted to the variety and multiplicity of human
behavior, the other a man who would control humanity through science, as George
indicates through his vision of a dystopic future in which Nick and men like him would
control the genetic makeup of society. As he has in several of his plays, Albee examines the
nature of truth and fantasy as well as the sterility of the American family in his two childless
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couples. He depicts the generations at war, where the children (Nick and Honey) reject the
world of the parents, and the parents (George and Martha) destroy their own children.
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Sholom Aleichem
1859-1916

Yiddish novelist, dramatist, and short story writer.

““Modern Children’’ (short story, 1946)

‘‘Modern Children,’’ one of several stories written by Aleichem in which Reb Tevye is the
main character, is a humorous short story dealing with a father’s befuddled attempts to
marry off his eldest daughter to everyone’s satisfaction. The tale is told by Tevye, the dairy
man, a poor Eastern European Jew living with his strong-willed wife and several daughters.
As the story opens, Tevye’'s wife, Golda, urges Tevye to pay a visit to a prosperous
neighbor and widower, Lazer-Wolf, who recently had been asking after Tevye. Assuming
that Lazer-Wolf was interested in purchasing the family cow, Tevye proceeds to bargain
with his neighbor only to find that, after some discussion, Lazer-Wolf is interested in
Tevye’s eldest daughter, Tzeitl, not the cow. Upon enlightenment, Tevye agrees to discuss
the matter with his wife, who is delighted, and his daughter, who is not. Tevye, anxious
over his daughter’s happiness, learns of her love for a poor local tailor, Motel Kamzoil, and
sympathetic but confused over the breach of tradition, specifically, his own lack of control
in the situation, contrives to win his wife’s support of Tzeitl’s marriage to the tailor.
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