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    JOHN WILLIAMS


    AMERICAN WRITER


    
      	Born in Texas in 1922.


      	Died in Arkansas in 1994.


      	
        Notable works:

        
          	Nothing But the Night (1948), novel


          	Butcher’s Crossing (1960), novel


          	Augustus (1972), novel

        

      

    


    John Williams was a novelist, poet, US Air Force pilot and professor of English literature.


    He became a writer thanks to his Junior High School teacher, Annie Laurie Smith:


    “She read my theme aloud in class because she thought it was good, and wrote on the paper, ‘This is up to the work of a college student.’ It was one of the first compliments I ever had in my life about anything I’d done, and I said, ‘My God, I’ve found my vocation’.” (Wakefield:15)


    After serving as a radio operator and co-pilot in China, Burma and India, he published his first novel, Nothing But the Night, in 1948 and his first collection of poems, The Broken Landscape, in 1949. Stoner, the novel for which he was posthumously and globally acclaimed, was published in 1965. His last novel, Augustus, was named co-winner of the National Book Award for Fiction in 1973. He taught literature at the University of Missouri for over 30 years.


    “I love the novel” he once said, “because it’s a form that’s imprecise, in flux, and it takes advantage of every known literary form that’s gone before – poetry, the essay, drama. I think the novel is in a sense ‘A Life’” (Wakefield:19).

  


  
    STONER


    THE LIFE OF A TEACHER


    
      	Genre: novel


      	Reference edition: Williams, J. (2012) Stoner. London: Vintage Classics.


      	1st edition: 1965


      	Themes: literature, teaching, love, war, marriage

    


    Stoner was published in 1965. Its early life was uneventful:


    “It sold about 2,000 copies, and the only review it received in any national publication appeared in the ‘Briefly Noted’ column of The New Yorker. A year later, someone recommended the novel to Irving Howe, who was moved to write an appreciative essay about it in The New Republic, which, as Williams says, ‘didn’t sell a single copy, but gave the book a kind of underground life’.” (Wakefield:11)


    It tells the story, from birth to death, of William Stoner, a son of a farmer, who becomes a professor of English Literature. His work, his marriage, his family, his loves, triumphs and disappointments are the novel’s subjects.


    From 2011, after decades of lying dormant, Stoner rose rapidly to prominence, selling millions of copies globally and becoming internationally acclaimed as a classic of the 20th century. “Stoner is a perfect novel,” wrote a columnist in the New York Times, “so well told and beautifully written, so deeply moving, that it takes your breath away” (New York Times, 2007).

  


  
    SUMMARY


    TO BE A TEACHER


    William Stoner is born in 1891 on a small farm in central Missouri. “It was a lonely household, of which he was an only child” (p.4). At the age of 19, his father suggests that William attend the University in Columbia to study at the College of Agriculture. It is not until his second year, however, that “William Stoner learned why he had come to college” (p.9).


    Every student at the university is required to take a course in English literature. The teacher is Archer Sloane, a man “feared and disliked by most of his students [...] detached, ironic” (p.10). During a class, Sloane questions William about Shakespeare’s 73rd sonnet; William offers no answer, but in this moment he is stunned by something, struck dumb by the might and mystery of poetry, and his life is radically changed. Later, Sloane articulates what William cannot: “‘But don’t you know, Mr Stoner?’ Sloane asked. ‘Don’t you understand about yourself yet? You’re going to be a teacher’” (p.20). William receives his degree in literature in 1914. It is only at his graduation that his parents discover their son’s change of course. “If you think you ought to stay here and study your books,” says William’s father, “then that’s what you ought to do. Your ma and me can manage” (pp.23-24).


    MARRIAGE


    That year, the First World War begins in Europe. William returns home for the summer and then heads back to the university to begin his masters, where he also starts teaching. His endeavour is to impart “the logic of grammar, and he thought he perceived how it spread out from itself, permeating the language and supporting human thought” (p.27). The United States declares war on Germany in April 1917 and many of the university's students sign up to serve, including William’s two good friends, the fiercely intelligent and charming David Masters and the less intelligent and amiable Gordon Finch. William wrestles with the decision. Archer Sloane says to him: “There are wars and defeats and victories of the human race that are not military and that are not recorded in the annals of history. Remember that while you’re trying to decide what to do” (p.37). William chooses to continue at the university. Gordon Finch is assigned to a training camp just outside New York, while David Masters is killed in Château-Thierry, France.


    Gordon Finch returns to the university after the war. He and William attend a party and William asks to be introduced to “a young woman, tall and slender and fair, dressed in a gown of blue watered silk” (p.47). This is Edith Bostwick. William falls in love instantly. There is one, excruciating date: “This is going badly, isn’t it?” says William, “You must forgive me” (p.52). Edith fares little better, due, in part, to her experience of growing unusually tall unusually quickly as an adolescent: “the association between the ungainliness of her body and her awkward new sexual estate was one from which she never fully recovered” (p.55). William soon declares his love. He meets Edith’s parents and everything is very swiftly arranged: they are married in Columbia and honeymoon in St.Louis. The honeymoon is not a success:


    “Afterwards he lay beside her and spoke to her in the quietness of his love. Her eyes were open then, and they stared at him out of the shadow; there was no expression on her face. Suddenly she flung the covers from her and crossed swiftly to the bathroom. He saw the light go on and heard her retch loudly and agonizingly. He called to her and went across the room; the door to the bathroom was locked. He called to her again; she did not answer.” (p.71)


    They move into an apartment, but their life together does not improve. “Within a month he knew that his marriage was a failure” (p.74).


    ENMITY


    William begins writing his first book. Edith soon surprises him: “It was in the spring of that same year that, calmly and almost indifferently, Edith told him that she decided she wanted a child” (p.82). After Grace is born, Edith is often ill or tired. It is left to William to tend to the baby: “He was more nearly a mother than a father to his daughter […] So for the first year of her life, Grace Stoner knew only her father’s touch, and his voice, and his love” (p.87).


    Archer Sloane dies, and as Gordon Finch is the interim chairman of the English department, he must find a replacement. Hollis Lomax is hired: “He was a man barely over five feet in height, and his body was grotesquely misshapen. A small hump raised his left shoulder to his neck, and his left arm hung laxly at his side” (p.91). Lomax is a mysterious figure and attracts much interest and speculation at the university. At a party, he is candid with William and describes the difficulties of his life:


    “He knew that Lomax had gone through a kind of conversion, knowing something through words that could not be put in words, as Stoner himself had once done, in the class taught by Archer Sloane […] They talked till nearly four in the morning; and though they drank more, their talk grew quieter and quieter, until at last no one spoke at all.” (p.98)


    When they meet again at the university, Lomax is cold to William, “as if he had discovered an enmity” to hold against him (p.100). William continues to work on his book and builds a study in his and Edith’s house. He spends a great deal of time working there, with Grace, whom he loves dearly. He finishes his book and is proud of it.


    A DECLARATION OF WAR


    Both William’s mother and father die. Looking at their graves, William reflects: “their lives had been expended in cheerless labor, their wills broken, their intelligences numbed” (p.108). Later that year, the Wall Street Crash induces depression in the American economy. Horace Bostwick, Edith’s father and a banker, commits suicide, having been ruined after making unwise investments. Edith goes to be with her mother, and while she is away William and Grace grow ever closer: “he began to know how centrally important Grace had become to his existence” (p.112). And William becomes a better teacher:


    “He was encouraged to do what he had never been taught to do. The love of literature, of language, of the mystery of the mind and heart showing themselves in the minute, strange and unexpected combinations of letters and words, in the blackest and coldest print – the love which he had hidden as if it were illicit and dangerous, he began to display, tentatively at first, and then boldly, and then proudly.” (p.113)


    When Edith returns, she is somehow different. In her own way, William realises, she is “trying to announce to him a new declaration of war” (p.115).


    The war is won by Edith. It culminates in Edith removing Grace’s little desk from William’s study. Thereafter, Edith controls Grace’s life, and William and his daughter grow apart.


    WALKER


    William is held in high regard at the university. His seminar on the Latin Tradition and Renaissance Literature is oversubscribed. A graduate student, Charles Walker, requests that he be allowed to join it: “The young man’s left arm hung stiffly at his side, and his left foot dragged as he walked. His face was pale and round” (p.131). William consents. In the first seminar, Walker behaves “rather foolishly” (p.137). He is quick-witted, but rude and ultimately – painfully – ignorant. Lomax is directing his dissertation. William asks Lomax about his new student:


    “He looked directly at Stoner and said with malevolence, ‘As you may have noticed, he is a cripple’ [...] Suddenly Lomax’s voice was tight and near trembling with suppressed anger. ‘You will find him to be a superior student. I assure you, you will find him to be an excellent student.” (ibid.)


    Walker continues to behave clownishly in William’s seminar. When the time comes for him to give his paper, he asks for more time. Katherine Driscoll, another student, gives her paper instead, which William admires. Walker pleads for yet more time. Eventually he gives his paper: clearly unprepared, he improvises a long, flowery and yet still – for its sheer spontaneity – impressive address. “Stoner became aware that he was in the presence of a bluff so colossal and bold that he had no ready means of dealing with it” (p.143). William, knowing that no paper has in fact been written, fails Walker. “You have not heard the last of this!” Walker insists (p.152).


    Walker is right.


    Walker’s oral exam is conducted by William, Lomax and two other members of the faculty. Lomax quizzes Walker first and William is stunned: “Walker’s presentation was lucid, forthright and intelligent; at times it was almost brilliant […] Hope, warm and exhilarating, rushed upon him” (p.154). But that hope quickly vanishes. It becomes apparent that Lomax has primed Walker and that Walker has rehearsed his answers. Lomax attempts to dictate the exam so that none of the other examiners can ask any testing questions and Walker can recite that which he has learned by heart. But William will not stand for this: he insists on asking Walker a series of very basic questions about literary history and Walker is unable to answer them. William refuses to award Walker a pass, knowing – but not openly declaring – that there has been foul play. Lomax is incensed: “Well, let me warn you, Professor Stoner, I do not intend to let the matter drop here. You have made – you have implied certain accusations here today – you have shown a prejudice that – that –” (p.163). The exam ends when everybody agrees to wait a day before making a final decision.


    Lomax, having been made chairman of the English department, brings charges of discrimination against William. Finch ensures they are dismissed, but Walker is allowed to continue and William's career – now at the mercy of Lomax, whose vendetta is profound – is doomed. William considers moving to another university, but Edith soon snuffs out that idea: “‘Thoughtless,’ she said. ‘Absolutely thoughtless’” (p.173).


    LOVE


    There follows a bleak period: the enmity between William and Lomax grows, thanks entirely to Lomax; William and Grace’s friendship diminishes, thanks to Edith’s domineering efforts to mould her daughter; William comes close to despair:


    “He found himself wondering if life were worth the living; if it had ever been. It was a question, he suspected, that came to all men at one time or another; he wondered if it came to them with such impersonal force as it came to him.” (p.179)


    Katherine Driscoll, a former student who attended the same seminar as Walker, asks William to read her dissertation. They agree to meet to discuss it, but for reasons he does not understand he postpones the reading until the very last minute. When he finally does read it he is shocked: “My God, he said to himself in a kind of wonder; and his fingers trembled with excitement as he read the pages” (p.185).


    So begins William’s love affair. He and Katherine begin to meet regularly to discuss her work. Soon he feels he is pestering her and tries to stay away, but it is not long before they understand that they love each other: “‘Shut up,’ she said, softly, fiercely. ‘Oh my dear, shut up and come over here’” (p.193).


    “In his forty-third year William Stoner learned what others, much younger, had learned before him: that the person one loves at first is not the person one loves at last, and that love is not an end but a process through which one person attempts to know another.” (p.194)


    William discovers that Edith knows about the affair, and is surprised to find her unconcerned. William and Katherine carry on as before.


    “‘Lust and learning,’ Katherine once said. ‘That’s really all there is, isn’t it?’” (p.198).


    They spend a


    GRACE


    

    

    

    

    A NEW TRANQUILLITY


    

    

    

    

    

    

    
  

OEBPS/Images/couv.jpg
tht
=Su

mmaries.com

Stoner

BY JOHN WILLIAMS





OEBPS/Images/BS-Promo1.jpg
o
wn
2
<
Z
<
X
o
0
(]

Shed new light
on your favorite books with

Bright

=Summaries.com

www.brightsummaries.com





