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Introduction

 


Thomas Wolfe is most recognized as the
writer of Look Homeward Angel or as the
coiner of the phrase: “you can’t go home again”; it is unfortunate
that few people ever get around to reading his lengthy third novel,
The Web and the Rock, which is a shame because it is my favorite of his
books. I love the way he portrays women in it, and the character of
Esther Jack is “number one” on my list of great women characters in
American fiction. I’m a sucker for a good love story, too; and the
depiction of the relationship between the protagonist and Esther
Jack is one of the most interesting ones in literature. Thomas
Wolfe is known as being an autobiographical author and he based
Esther upon a real person in his life: Aline Bernstein, who was a
highly regarded designer of sets and costumes for the Broadway
Theater, according to Cleanth Brooks in American
Literature: The Makers and the Making (1982). Wolfe loved
her so much that he dedicated Look Homeward
Angel to her. When I was in Asheville, North Carolina
visiting his grave in 1991, I had the pleasure of accidentally
bumping into his nephew who was in town for a Thomas Wolfe
Festival. He told me that the relationship between Aline and Wolfe
was so tempestuous that his family forbade her from coming to his
uncle’s funeral. Who was this woman and why did she vex him so?
What were his feelings about women in general? Reading The Web and the Rock offers us several clues.
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Although initially The Web
and the Rock can be seen as a study of the budding young
writer who has “worked and read and traveled with the energy of a
great dynamo [who wants] to eat the earth and feed [himself] with
all the books and men and countries in the world” (604), it is also
a study of one of the most admirable and beautiful women in all
American literature. Esther Jack is a character who is a sensitive
artist in her own right, creative as a worker, supportive as a
friend, and nurturing as a mother-figure. About a third of the way
through the novel, we are introduced to her. Before we meet her,
however, Wolfe writes about women who are far from admirable and we
wonder if maybe Wolfe is a little bit of a misogynist.

George Weber, Wolfe’s alter ego in the
novel, exhibits early impressions of the women in his family that
are far from favorable. Comparing his mother to his father, he
finds her seriously lacking. George idolizes his father who has
left the family to run off with a prostitute. Knowing his father is
a “bad man”, the image of his father’s world, however, is “pleasant
and good, and full of secret warmth and joy to him” because his
father has traveled widely and seen worlds that the young George
desires to see someday (9). In contrast, he loathes his mother’s
world. To him, she represents a family that is “extremely clannish,
provincial, opinionated [and] puritanical” (6). This disdain for
his mother carries over to his ill-feelings towards his aunt with
whom he now lives (his mother having died). At twelve years old, in
a long and rhapsodic chapter called “Three O’Clock”, we find him
lying on the grass marveling about “how strange, and plain and
savage, sweet and cruel, lovely, terrible, and mysterious, and
unmistakable and familiar all things are” (21) when he disregards
his aunt calling him to go off on an errand for her. He imagines
telling her, “go back to all your kitchen scourings, your pots and
pans, your plates and cups and saucers…go back and leave us; we are
fed and we are pleasantly distended, great thoughts possess us;
drowsy dreams” (23). Going on, he says, “Don’t break man’s heart,
man’s life, man’s song with ‘Here boy, trot around the corner for a
loaf of bread’ (26) or a thimble or a box of needles, or a spool of
thread you need now (28). He thinks that the woman’s world gets in
the way of man’s dreams.

Wolfe’s real mother rented rooms in their
house while he was growing up. Here is an advertisement for their
“Old Kentucky Home.”
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I like how it cautions, “no sick people,”
and how it offers to pick up prospective boarders: “our auto rides
you from the station to the house free.” Having a car was quite a
novelty at the time, especially in a small town like Asheville,
North Carolina.

In the same chapter in which George condemns
his mother's and aunt's world, he speaks of the women who live on
the poor side of town, the "white trash." He says: "They stood
there, those foul, unlovely women, with their gaunt staring faces,
sunken eyes, toothless jaws, and corrupt, discolored mouths, rilled
at the edges with a thin brown line of snuff" (58). Calling them
"hopeless, loveless and wretched drudges of nature" (58), he thinks
that they have baby after baby without any means to support them.
George, noticing them as they stood "proposing their foul, swollen
bellies," is filled with "such a feeling of choking and wordless
fury, loathing and disgust that every natural emotion of pity and
sorrow was drowned out below the powerful flood tide of revulsion,
and his antagonism to them…was scarcely to be distinguished from
blind hatred" (58).

Thoughts of his father's world save him from
total revulsion as he remembers the image "of decent order, gaunt
cleanliness ... of warmth, abundance, passionate energy and joy"
(62). Restored from the horror and abomination of his memory of
these women, we wonder, ‘Is it because of his youth that he sees
women in such light, or does he really not like women?’

It is only when he thinks of the "golden
city," Manhattan that he imagines "glorious women" among whom he
could walk "like a conqueror" (91). He dreams of women "lavish as
their limbs," with “tender" eyes, "fine-spun and maddening" hair,
and "deep melon-heavy breasts" (92). These glorious women live in
New York, that "citadel of all that he has ever dreamed of or
longed for or imagined life could bring to him" (223). It is here
that the promise of "glorious fulfillment, of love, wealth, and
fame ... is always impending in the air" (231). Fantasizing about
the beauty and sophistication of the women from the "shining city,"
he imagines himself at "thirty-five years old, having used up and
driven out all of the wild frenzy and fury in him by that time [and
returning] to abide always with the faithful woman [from the city],
who would be deep-breasted and steadfast" (292).
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The Wolfe’s parlor with its
original furnishings

 


This home is open to tourists coming to
Ashville. After Wolfe passed away, his sister went up to his New
York apartment where he last lived and tried to recreate it in a
room here in their family’s house. She brought back his desk and
the typewriter he used to type his gargantuan texts.

 


In The Web and the
Rock, Wolfe, that boy from a small North Carolina town,
dreams of fame and the perfect woman: To be loved and to be
celebrated, was there more than this in life for any man? he
wonders (292). In the next section of the novel entitled "The Magic
Year," he meets his ideal woman, Esther Jack.

In his depiction of Esther, Wolfe celebrates
womanhood. We first meet Esther when George and she are coming back
from Europe on a ship. By the time he has met her, he has "worked,
toiled, sweated, cursed, whored, brawled, got drunk, traveled,
spent all his money…desiring everything, attempting much,
completing little" (296). In his own "portrait of an artist as a
young man," Wolfe has captured the figure of a young writer with
tremendous potential and talent, who is, at the same time, lonely
and in search of love. Esther serves as an anchor for him and an
encouragement to be a productive writer. When introduced to him by
a mutual friend, Esther is described as a "very fine and talented
person, who takes a great interest in the theater and knows all
kinds of people in New York that [George] might want to know"
(309). His initial impression of this married woman who is twenty
years older than he is that she is "nice-looking" and gives the
general impression of healthy and energetic vitality allowing those
who know her to feel a pleasant feeling by her "small, rosy and
good-humored face" (312). Immediately, he recognizes that she is an
"immensely talented creature of action, able to hold her own in a
man's world" (313). She becomes for him "the most beautiful woman
that ever lived ... the creature of incomparable loveliness to whom
all the other women in the world must be compared" (314). He grows
to love her because she is artistic, successful, creative,
sensitive, nurturing, supportive, and loving.

Esther really shines at her work. "It was
the worker and doer that this woman was supreme," Wolfe writes; "it
saved her from the wasteful idleness that most women of her class
had come to know" (403). Finding this hard-working and talented
woman at work at the theater, George recognizes that two-thirds of
the people know her or know of her; she was a kind of celebrity as
a set designer. To see her in the lobby, surrounded by a cluster of
congratulating people, was one of the pleasantest things he has
ever seen. She neither "simpered with false modesty nor did she
receive praise with an affectation of haughty indifference. Her
response to everyone was warm and natural. She seemed to be
delighted at her success" (331).

Showing George where she works, she lets him
see several of her instruments. About her T-square and triangle,
she says: "Aren't they beautiful? It's as if they had a sort of
life of their own, isn't it? They are so clean and strong. You can
do such delicate and beautiful things with them. Aren't they noble
and dignified things, though?" (375). Watching her work, and
noticing that every bit of work she did, if it were nothing but a
"brave and jaunty drawing of a sleeve, was fused immediately with
all the strong, delicate, and beautiful strength of her
spirit"(464). He thinks that she is "the most fortunate and most
gifted person he [has] ever known" (462).

She has integrity which she expresses to
George when she says of all the things she hates most, the first is
a shoddy piece of work. "To her, this [is] an original sin" (404).
Wolfe writes:

“An ill-cooked meal, an ill-kept room, an
ill-made dress, an ill-painted piece of scenery, [means] something
more to her than haste or carelessness, something more than
forgetfulness. They [mean] a lack of faith, a lack of truth, a lack
of honesty, a lack of integrity--a lack of everything, without
which,” as she [says] “your life is nothing” (404).

Esther has several offices but also works at
home--a home that reflects her rich personality. Her home was
filled with "ill-assorted relics," which "fused warmly and
beautifully into the unity of the house; they had been chosen
slowly, at many different times and places, because they were
beautiful and useful. Everything in the house seemed to have been
put there to give joy and comfort, nothing was there simply as a
museum piece," he notices. "Everywhere there was the sense of
tranquil dignity, ease, and abundance" (363). George realizes that
she is one of those very special people who have a quality of
"richness and joy" which she communicates to everything that she
touches (377).

Aline Bernstein is almost exactly like
Esther, says Neal Austin in his biography of Wolfe (101). He goes
on to explain that "her character was based upon her commitment to
her work" and "her personality was rooted deep in love of beauty
and zest for life" (101). Aline was nineteen years older than Wolfe
and moved, like Esther, in social circles outside of his
experience, says
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