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It cannot well have escaped your notice, Messire, since you also were once a poet, that it is the function 
of every verbal artist thus to admit others into a world, 
and into a manner of living, which he admires, without 
admitting himself. He remains a lesser Moses upon a more 
tiny Pisgah, appreciately to observe, and in due course to record, the conduct of those ephemeral tribes whom his 
labors have introduced into the Promised Land.

Ladies and Gentlemen, p. 297
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I. INTRODUCTION

Between 1905 and 1958 James Branch Cabell published 

more than forty books, not counting the extensively revised 

second and third editions of many of these. He published 

his first story in 1901 and his final volume, a brief 

memoir, in 1955. During the first thirty years of his writing 

career, he conceived and executed an elaborate literary 

plan which took final shape in the eighteen volume Stori- 

sende edition of The Biography of Manuel.

The Biography of Manuel is Cabell's major achievement. 

Into it flowed all of the creative and intellectual energies 

of thirty years of professional writing, and in the compo­

sition of it Cabell elaborated a point of view which is 

unique at least in American literature and developed a 

distinctive literary technique as a means of expressing 

this point of view. What he wrote later added nothing new 

to his store of ideas and techniques. Taken separately, 

the later, post-1930 books are often entertaining and clever, 

but ranged along side of The Biography they take on the 

appearance of somewhat flat and unnecessary addenda. Con­

sequently, these later books are significant to the student 

of Cabell primarily for the light which they incidentally 

throw upon the themes and techniques of The Biography.

The lengthy and elaborately planned Biography of 

Manuel, on the other hand, demands close critical and 

scholarly attention. Not, of course, that mere bulk and 

elaborateness by themselves have any special claim upon the 

1
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scholar and critic, but when a large body of works has been 

produced by an artist of integrity, then the claim may be 

said to be established. James Branch Cabell gave evidence 

of his integrity in one of the few ways open to the artist; 

he went his own way, elaborating his own concepts and tech­

niques, without reference to the noisy ebb and flow of the 

tides of taste. Moreover, he brought into American litera­

ture a set of attitudes and a point of view that cannot be 

dismissed out of hand. Yet, as a matter of fact, Cabell 

has to date received very little thorough critical or 

scholarly attention.

During the 1920s Cabell was, to be sure, the subject 

of numerous critical reviews and comments, but these were 

seldom analytical. They were likely to be either broadly 

laudatory or broadly damning. On the whole the writers of 

these articles and reviews assumed beforehand that Cabell 

had either great merit or no merit at all, and they proceeded 

to elaborate their enthusiasms or antipathies more or less 

impressionistically. Even the few more extended studies— 

for example, Warren McNeill’s CabeIlian Harmonics,H. L. 

Menken’s James Branch Cabell, and Carl Van Doren’s James 

Branch Cabe11^--while they point to possible critical

^Warren A. McNeill, Cabellian Harmonics (New York: 
Random House, 1928). 

O '
- H. L. Menken, James Branch Cabell (New York; Robert 

M. McBride and Company^ 1927"^
?
Carl Van Doren, James Branch Cabell (New York: 

Robert M. McBride and Company, 1932).
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approaches, do in fact merely glance over the surface of 

Cabell’s works. Of all those who wrote about Cabell only 

Parrington in his essay, "The Incomparable Mr. Cabell,"4 

attempted to take full account of the complexities and sig­

nificance of Cabell’s thought and method. This is not to 

say that Parrington thoroughly carried out what he attempted; 

he like the other admirers of Cabell was betrayed into 

hyperbolic praise cy his en .husiasm——an enthusiasm which 

hurt his reputation w i thou t ultimately helping Cabell’s.

4Vernon Louis Parrington, "The Incomparable Mr. Cabell," 
Main Currents of American Thought (New York: Harcourt, Brace 
and Company, 1^7), III, pp. 335-345. ■

Actually the whole Cabell controversy of the twenties, 

especially the enthusiastic support which he then received, 

has merely served to obscure the fact of neglect. It has 

created the impression that Cabell was a faddish, popular 

novelist who, like all such novelists, has merely fallen 

victim to the vagaries of popular taste, and it has allowed 

the later critics, most of whom have been eager to dismiss 

Cabell, to assume that he has had his trial, has been tried 

and found wanting. •

As a result those who have wanted to dismiss Cabell 

but have not been able to ignore him, have not felt obliged 

to examine him closely. Granville Hicks in The Great 

Tradition is satisfied with an almost purely ad hominem 

attack:

He is a sleek, smug egoist, whose desire to be 
a gentleman of the old school breeds dissatisfaction 
with the existing order, but who has not enough



4

imaginative vigor to create a robust world in 
which deeds of chivalry and gallantry are 
performed. Instead, he has written mild little 
fantasies, carefully baited with obscenities. His 
whole work is a structure of lies, from his tinselled 
style to his theorizing on life and literature.5

Such a comment as this may summarize Cabell's personality, 

though this is doubtful, but it certainly will not serve 

as a critical appraisal of his works. It does, of course, 

reveal the underlying source of Hicks' animosity.

In 1941 Oscar Cargill in his Intellectual America 

took up the attack and attempted to annihilate Cabell's 

claim to attention by exposing the sources of Cabell's 

attitudes and theories, by tracing his literary lineage 

back to discredited ance stors--Edgar Saltus, Robert Louis 

Stevenson, and the writers of "graustark romance." As far 

as this analysis goes it is accurate, but, of course, it is 

not an inclusive survey of the influences which have at one 

time or another helped to shape Cabell's development. 

Moreover, to base a critical evaluation, as Cargill does, 

at least by implication, upon the sources of a work rather 

than upon the work itself is an obviously fallacious 

procedure. It is as if one were to argue that the Ganges is 

a mountain stream because it has its source in the Himalayas.6 

As deficient and unsatisfactory as are the appraisals 

of Hicks and Cargill they are fairly representative of the

^Granville Hicks, The Great Tradition (New York : The 
Macmillan Company, 1933 ), p. 221.

Oscar Cargill, Intellectual America (New York; The 
Macmillan Company, 1941T*  pp. 496-50?^



• 5

tenor of such critical attention as Cabell did receive during 

the thirties and forties. Sometimes the note of belliger­

ent antipathy is replaced by a note of regret, but the con­

clusion is essentially the same :
7 

. . . he is a trif1er and will not come in from play.

If he survives the waning notoriety of Jurgen, 
it will be as a museum piece representing the 

' psychology of a Virginian who would be an intellectual 
leader yet had not quite what it takes.® '

' Its [jurgen*sj  popularity, like the success of other 
Cabell novels, can only be ascribed to the fact that 
its public was caught gratefully off guard, that 
they thought they had found a deeper meaning than ’ 
was actually there, and that thg principal attractive­
ness of the fantasy ^as erotic.

To date relatively little has been said about what actually 

is there. ,

• Recently, however, there has been some stirring of 

renewed interest in Cabell. Edward Wagenknecht in The 

Cavalcade of the American Novel, -æ Edd Winfield Parks in 

Southern Renascence^ and Edmund Wilson in a lengthy article 

12 •in the popular New Yorker magazine have all called for .

^Edward Niles Hooker, "Something About Cabell,” The 
Sewanee Review, XXXVII (1929), p. 200.

. ®0scar Cargill, o£. cit.,,p. 502.

^Frederick Hoffman, The Modern Novel in America, 1900­
1950 (Chicago: Henry Regnery Company, 1951), p. 119.

l^Edward Wagenknecht, The Cavalcade of the American • 
Novel .(New York; Holt, 1952), pp. 539-352.

l^Edd Winfield Parks, "James Branch Cabell," Southern 
Renascence, ed. L. D. Rubin and R. D. Jacobs (Baltimore: 
Johns Hopkins Press, 1954), pp. 251-261. .

l^Edmwnd Wilson, "The James Branch Cabell Case Reopened," 
The New Yorker (April 21, 1956), pp. 129-156.
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a re-évaluâtion, a reopening of the case. In t^e meanwhile , 

Cabell has, been quietly consigned Jo the museum of curios 

left behind by the "fantastic twenties."13 Even this has • 

been something of a service, though it is hardly full justice. 

It at least rescues him from thex category of freakish anomaly 

and suggests a firmer basis for his popularity than an

, audience "caught*  gratefully off guard." But on the debit 
o •

side, it leads to a restricted categorical view of Cabell 

as a member of a group or participant in a movement: he 

belongs with the "exquisites," the escapists, the decadents, 

the, iconoclasts and all such breeds as perished in the great 

avalanche of 1929. Of course, Cabell"himself subscribed to 

some such view when, in These* Restless Headshe predicted 

the decline and fall of his own literary generation. He 

based his prediction upon the observation that the writers 

of the twenties had offered no constructive program, no 

panacea ; their job had been that of the iconoclast — the 

clearing away,of taboos and the smashing of no longer*  

efficacious idols. Their tone had been predominantly ironic 

or sarcastic. For such a generation as Cabell describes, 

he spoke in key ; he belonged ; but the fact of his belonging 

does not necessarily warrant the conclusion arrived at by 

John Bellatny. Mr. Bellamy argues that a Cabell

« ^Of course, Cabell had spent a long apprenticeship » 
and had published some of his major works before the twen­
ties began; yet, it was in the twenties that he found such» 
audience as he qpjoyed. e e •

- liâmes) Branch Cabell, These Restless Heads ’(New York: 
The Literary Guild, 1932). .
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revival15 is extremely improbable, for .

" 15"Revival," I take it, means not only a return to 
popularity but a beginning of serious critical attention. 
If so, then Mr. Bellamy's judgment amounts to one more dis 
missal for Cabell. .

16John Edward Bellamy, James Branch Cabell, A Grit 
of His Reputation (Unpublished Pn.DT 
F^iTfof Illinois, 1954J, p. 330.

While it is true that the gap between the 
popular and the cultivated taste is as wide as ever, • 
iconoclasm and cynicism have gone out of fashion. 
Indeed, the intellectual of mid-century seeks as fan­
atically for faith as his counterpart in the 

e twenties sought to avoid «it.

•' Such a judgment reflects an over-simplification of 
Cabell if not of his audience. It is true that in part 

Cabell spoke to and for the twenties, but the twenties was 

not merely iconoclastic. " It was marked not only by a desire 

to discredit and have done with those illusions (ideals and • 

values) which seemed to have cheated and misled but also by 

a struggle to discover an appropriate attitude tb assume 

toward"a world in which suddenly all oracles had ceased and • 

all values become.suspect. Cabell's works were and are 

relevant to thif struggle which had its origin in the 19th 

century and which continues.

Furthermore, if Cabell is related to the iconoclasts 

' and so-called decadents of the 1920s, he is also related by 

his preoccupations and concepts to the highly diversified 

"tribe of reactionaries" who, in this country and abroad in 

the late 19th century," began a more cr less sustained 

counterattack upon the all but triumphant forces of scientism * 16

leal Consideration 
dissertation, Unive

o
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l^Richard Chase, THe American Novel and Its Tradition 
(N^w York; Doubleday Anchor Èooks"," 1557) , pp. vlil-lx. "

and of its literary lieutenant, naturalism. This ^’tribe" 

has included anfong others such men as Santayana, Bergson, 

*Wallace Stevens, AnaCole France--a sufficiently inharmonious 

yet related group; and it is surprising to note at now many 

points Cabell betrays intellectual and imaginative affin­

ities with this group. Like others of these "reactionaries," 

he hes, as Parrington has pointed dut, achieved a world-
• * e =

view which is a sort ôf lopsided compromise between idealism 

eand naturalism. e

Moreover, far from being anomolous, Cabell’s works 

stand close to if not within one of the major traditions in 

° American literature--the tradition of what»Richard Chase 

has defined as the romance-novel. . .

. . . Let me say that the word ^romance as used 
, in romance-novel] must signify, besides the more ob-. 

vlous qualities of the picturesque and the heroic, 
an assumed freedom from the ordinary novellstic 
requirements of verisimilitude, development and 
continuity; a tendency toward melodrama and Idyl;
a more or less formal abstractness and, on the other . 
hand., a tendency to plunge into the underside of*  con­
sciousness; a willingness to abandon moral questions 
or to ignore the spectacle of man in societ»y, or to , .. 
consider these thln/s only indirectly and abstractly.1 

Cabell has extended this tradition which already claims, 

according to Chase, the trans-Jame sian realm, to the realm 

of fantasy. •

This brief discussion of critical attitudes toward 

and judgments of Cabell’s works should suggest that for all *
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• practical purposes he has been neglected, that the contro­

versy of which,he has Leen the center has been fought with 
o 

generalizations rather than with the tools of Careful "

. scholarship %nd criticism, that his present classification
e

is too narrow, and that, in general, his works have been" 

subjected to much heat but relatively little critical under­

standing. As Wagenkne’cht, Parks and Wilson have maintained 

there is ground for reopening the Cabell case0, for seeking 
6 e

a réévaluation; but understanding—that is, close reading 

and explication—must precede evaluative judgment.

• Thus far the most substantial contributions to an »

understanding of Cabell’s works have come from those who have 

devoted themselves either to the running down of the sources 

of borrowings and allusions or to the discussion of his 

world-view. Neither of these activities, however, can 

produce anything but fragmentary knowledge of limited value 

unless the sources are seen in relation to the world-view 

and both are seen in relation to a third fact: that is, 

that Cabell wrote comedies. Whatever the source of the °

" materials with which Cabell has worked, the “important thing •

is that for him they became the materials of comedy, and it 

is equally important to remember that he gave his world-view 

* its fullest expression in a series of symbolic and allegor­

ical "cqmedies" which form the main strand of The Biography 

of Manuel. "Comedy" is Cabell’s own descriptive term. It 

«appears "in the subtitles of most‘of the key works in the

. Biography: for example, Figures of Earth: A Co*edy  of 
• • o

• . Appearances, Jurgen : A C ome dy of Justice, The .Cream of the

O O C »
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Jest: A Comedy of Evasion; but just what Cabell'qeans-by the 

term is not immediately apparent, nor has the meaning been 

elucidated by the criticism that has appended itself to .

Cabell’s wGrks. •

As far back as 1920, John J. Gunther felt it necessary 

to remark;

It is important to remember that Cabell laughs, 
In rejecting contemporary thoughts and practices, . 
in his decision that life is a pretty sorry muddle, 
he never displays the savage intolerance of ,
Artsybashev nor the undiluted pessimism of Hardy 
or Conrad. He plays with conventions, shatters 
illusions, dispels ldeals--and then wrings wry humor 
from the residue.1® .

Also in 1920 Parrington published his essay, "Thç Incomparable 

Mr. Cabell," in which he hailed Cabell as "the .supreme comic 

spirit thus far gitantod us."^ Both Gunther and Parrington 

in their respective articles maintained that there is such

,a thing as a distinctly Cabellian comedy, but neither of . 

them took the time or space to define and explore it. In 

1931, when the reaction was setting in in full strength, 

Harlan Hatcher attempted tq dismiss the whole question of 

Cabellian comedy:

Mr. Cabell tells that life is a comedy and 
the actors all alike except in costume. T am not 
inclined to deny the discovery. I had even sus­
pected it before I read it in Shakespeare and 
Ecclesiastes. Bift if it is truth it should be 
set f or£h in a pattern equally comic. I have 
searched for this rare quality in my attempts to 

• admire*  Mr. Cabell. I do not find it; instead I e «

IBjohn J. Gunther, "James Branch Cabell ; An Intro-, 
duction, " The Bookman, XLII (November, 1920) , pp". 200-206.

l$Parrlngton, op. cit. , p. 345.
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ofind "The Profits of Paper Selling." Iehave o 
come reluctantly to suspect that’ the comedy of .

Mn. .Cabell is not cosmic in tone or proportion. „

For the rest, the corpus of Cabell criticism is 

sprinkled with comments about "Cabell’s comic vigor," his 

"fine and lovely irony," his "farcical fantasy" that is 

"faithful to the essence of medieval humor," his humor that , 

is "fanciful, light, mocking, and always peculiarly Cabellian;" 

but nowhere is therje a thorough-going attempt to answer the 

basic questions; what does Cabell understand by "comedy ? 

How is his concept of comedy related to his world-view? How 

is his concept of comedy reflected, in the style and s true - 

’ture of his works ? And, as a part of the last question, to 

what extent do his works, considered chronologically, reflect 

* growth and change in concept and practice?

The purpose of this dissertation is to attempt to 

provide answers to these questions. Cabell nowhere explic­

itly and systematically explained his concept ol comedy, 

either its form or its function. His fullest explicit state­

ment is given‘in "The Letter Dedicatory" to The Lineage of ' 

Lichfield, and, while highly suggestive, this is neither 

systematic nor complete. There are, however, besides "The 

Letter Dedicatory," numerous comments scattered through*  

Cabell’s works which do bear directly and indirectly upon 

this subject, and by examining this material in the light of .

^Harlan Hatcher, "On Not Having Read James Branch 
Cabell," The Bookman, LXXII (February, 1931 ), pp. 597-599.
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O • 
other more fully articulated .theories of comedy—for example, 

those of Meredith, Feibleman, and Cook--lt is possible to

e "Interpret” such hints and suggestions as it contains. «In 

other words, other theories of comedy may be used as reflec­

tors, which by comparison and contrast reveal the outline 

of CabellJs concept and at the same time clarify what is 

distinctly Cabellian in it. Any tendency to extravagance 

in interpretation can be checked by reference to*the  comedies 

themselves. This is admittedly a delicate operation, but 

not an impossible one. Once the general concept has in this 

way been abstractly elaborated, Çhe problem becomes one of 

examining the specific comedies in The Biography of Manuel 

for the purpose of determining how the concept is put into 

practice.

However, before even the first of the major questions 

can be answered it is necessary to consider in some detail 

Cabell’s world-view. For, for Cabell, "comedy” is inherent 

in the ordinary patterns of man’s life, though the percep­

tion of it requires that these patterns be seen projected 

against the cosmic background. Consequently, in order to

understand fully Cabell’s concept of 

first of all to understand his basic 

nature of that cosmic background and 

ship to it.

e e . -

comedy, it is- necessary

assumptions about the 

abo.ut man’s relation­

» o * .

e ° • o
0
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II. WORLD-VIEW

The general impression that Cabell’s point of view 

is anachronistic, that his was ”an essentially mediaeval 

mind,” is a result of the" failure to go beneath the surface 

of his work. It must arise from more or less exclusive 

concentration upon Cabell's borrowings from mediaeval 

romance and legend, upon the subtle though consciously 

produced archaistic flavor of his style, and upon his pen- 
l •

chant for the allegorical mode. If, however, one penetrates 

to the core of his thought, he is led to quite other con­

clusions , conclusions not unlike those reached by G. F. 

McIntyre; •

His n'otion of vanity as the power that has drawn 
men up from gorillaship recalls Mandeville, his 
concept of an author in whose mind the romance of 
the world exists is a rewording of Berkely. But 
in the essentials, like it or not, he is a child 
of this present age.2

The points of contact with 18th century thought are 

no doubt real enough (the 18th century was a period which 

strongly attracted Cabell's imagination), but they should 

not be allowed to obscure the essentials. In Cabell's 

works these apparently 18th century concepts exist in a

^Cabell nimself apparently thought of his work as 
symbolic rather than allegorical, and, though the poifit is 
somewhat sticky, a case might be made. For the characters and 
situations in Cabell's novels tend to be suggestive rather 
thaq representative, and at ’least the important characters are 
interesting as personalities, quite apart from the burden of 
meaning which their actions qre made to bear.

2 C. F. McIntyre, "Mr. Cabell's Cosmos," Sewanee Review, 
XXXVIII (July-September, 1930 ), ppr 278-9, 7e"

o



• context of assumptions and attitudes which essentially 

modifies them. Tills context derives from the late nine- 
• * ' e

teenth and the twentieth centuries. Cabell shares Mande­

ville 1s estimate qf the role of vanity, but for him the 

significance is less exclusively political and social. What 

Cabell stresses is the power of vanity to lead man to trans­

cend himself, at .least momentarilyvia an excursion into 

the ideal. As for Berkeley’s concept, Cabell never approaches 

it except playfully. This like so many other human concepts 

° is a rather beautiful idea with which to divert one’s self, 

and Cabell and his’ characters sometimes amuse themselves 

with playing with it, but it is never proposed as more- than 

a rather fantastic possibility. Moreover, even if taken on 

faith, it could not have in the context of Cabell’s total 

world-view the same implications as it had for Berkeley. 

Underlying Berkeley’s thought is the assumption that the mind 

of God is orderly, purposeful and benevolent) therefore, the 

belief that everything exists within the mind of God was for 

him comforting. For Cabell, however, the dreaming or 

thinking god would have to be Koschei, the god of things 

as they are, and to posit an existence dependent entirely 

upon that irresponsible and rather pedestrian demiurge would 

yield very little copifort. ' .

Actually, it -is precisely in his professed inability 

to find any moral order--or, in fact, any order at. all--in 

the universe that Cabell breaks with eighteenth century . 

thought and reveals his essential affinities with twentieth

o
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century thought. The structure of the universe, Cabell 

contends, is from a human point of view irrational and, 

therefore, incomprehensible. Even if there is some pattern 

in it, even if-the laws which man imagines he finds operating 

in it are working toward some end, neither the pattern nor 

the end is knowable. Insofar as man can be aware of the- 

universe, he is aware merely of a gratuitous repetition of 

the most stupendous pyrotechnics.

ALI about us flows and gyrates unceasingly 
the material universe--an endless inconceivable 
jumble of rotatory blazing gas and frozen spheres . 
and detonating comets, where throligh spins 
Earth like a frail midge..

in this cosmic perspective, man's position in the universe 

appears purely fortuitous and parasitic. He is a scarcely 

perceptible vortex in the general flux of the life force 

which seems itself an intruder in the universe, 

. . . like a bird striving to nest in a 
limitless*  engine, insanely building among 
moving wheels-and cogs and pistons and pulley­
belts, whose moving toward their proper and 
intended purposes inevitably sweeps away 
each nest before .completion.

Moreover, so far as man can discover there is no intelligent 

force in the universe to which he can appeal, no substantial 

grounds for his dreams and ideals, all of which are infected

, • 3James Branch Cabell, Beyond Life (The Works of James
Branch Cabell, Storisende edition, 18 "volumes. New*YorTEr  
Robert LC McBride and Company, 1927-1930), pp. 38-39.

Bjarnes Branch Cabell, The Cream of the Jest (The Works 
of James Branch Oabell, Storisende editTon™ 18 volumes. New 
YorlFj Robert M. McBride and Company, 1927-19.30), p. 139. '

o
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O
with illusion. Even in relation to t^e life ft>rce of «which 

he is a momentary expression, his function seems to.be merely 

that of transmission and"perpetuation?^ 
e e e 0

Such a view is not unfamiliar even in its detail. - • ■ • 
It lurks behind and occasionally becomes explicit in the*  

writings of Stephen Crane, Theodore Dreiser; and Robinson 

Jeffers. It is a vision conjured up out of the fundamental 

assumptions of philosophical naturalism and colored with 

the appropriate emotion. It is, in general, the vision of 

reality with which thinking man in the twentieth century 

has had to come to terms and a vision which Cabell apparently 

shares with the naturalists against whom he fulminates at 

some-length and with whom he has often been contrasted.

The Dreiser-Cabell antithesis early became a cliche of 

literary criticism. .

■ Cabell’s quarrel with the naturalists did not, in 

fact, involve the truth or falsehood of their philosophical 

assumptions.$ From Cabell’s point of view, pnilosophical

^Though the view which is outlined here is implicit 
in most of Cabell’s works and is more or less fully stated * 
in Beyond Life, it is important to,remember that Cabell has 
tried 't “maintain a consistently sceptical attitude toward 
all question? of metaphysics and cosmology. He talks in his 
own person about the role of the artist and about the life 
and psychology of man in this world, but significantly he 
rarely discusses metaphysical questions without first assum­
ing a mask. The most explicit statements of the cosmic view 
are either attributed to the whimsical, disillusioned and 
rhetorical John ’Charteris, or are projected.through the minds 
of other characters.

6In this connection it is interesting to note that 
in £bme of Us (pp. 84-5) Cabell takes pains to gi.ve Dreiser 
his"ëëë. Tlâough Cabell"’s tone is no doubt*  patronizing, he .

o
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naturalism is probably only one more elaborate ’’fiction”
• o

among many others. "This, of course, does not prevent the 
0 •

naturalistic vision of reality from serving effectively"as 
0 •
the background of his thought and feeling. It has behind 

it the accumulative weight of science and of history; it is 

"pervasive in the intellectual atmosphere of the twentieth 

century and, therefore, has first claim upon the minds of 

those who in the twentieth century turn their attention to 

the nature of the universe. Cabell's antipathy to literary 

naturalism, however, is real enough, and it arises out of 

his concern for the consequences of such a viewpoint : that 

is, the impoverishment of life.through the arbitrary res­

triction of the play of the imagination. In The Cream of 

the Jest Felix Kennaston discovers that*the  only truly
7 

tragic subject is the wholesale destruction of human dreams,

and a logical corollary of 'this discovery, which, though 

Cabell never states it, . is implicit in all of his writings, 

is the belief that for man the worst"pos: ible fate would be 

the loss of his ability to believe in the constructions of . 

his own imagination. Such A loss disturbs the old age of 

Manuel, and the threat of it pursues most of the other- char­

acters , all of whom ultimately evade it by one means or another.

All this is to say that'while Cabell shares some of the 

underlying assumptions of the naturalists, he declines '

does express respect
7
James Branch

for the

Cabell,

integrity
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to accept their conclusions. ’ He declines to consider man

either as merely a .transmitter of the life force or merely ,

as a social phenomenon. Moreover, while he grants that • 

humanistic values and ideals ere not rooted in reality, 

that they are Illusions or fictions, he declines to give . 

them up ; he declines to give up the world of the imagination 

in favof of "a surrender to life" ^hich leads at one extreme 

to the primitivistic worship of force and at the other tp

the complacent acceptance of things as they are.8

8If Edward Lueders is correct in his analysis of the • • 
temper of the twenties, then Cabell's refusal to surrender 
is one of the things which sets him apart despite .the elements 
of disillusionment and iconoclasm in his writing. On page 20 
of Carl Van Vechten and the Twenties (Albuquerque, New Mexico : 
University of New MexTcoTress, 19&b) Lueders states, "Mabel 
Dodge Luh'an has expressed, in ‘what she recollects of her 
•'only philosophy in those days,' the fatalistic basis of this 
creed [of the twenties]; 'Let it happen. Let it decide. 
Let the great force behind the scenes direct the» action. 
Have faith in life and do not hamper it er try to shape it.'" 
It should be added that this surrender seems often to have ° 
been less an act of faith than an act of desperation full 
_of reluctance and pain.

^Joseph Wood Krutch, The Modern Temper (New York: 
Harcourt, Brace and Company ,T52è ) , p. SA. I

■ Instead, Cabell sought a compromise between idealism 

and naturalism." The solution which he found allies him 

with those who, in Joseph Wood Krutch’s words, "have argued 

that the way of salvation lay in a sort of ironic belief, in 

a determination to act as though one still believed the things 

that were once held true.Among those who have argued this
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10Vaihinger, The" Philosophy of "As If", trans. C. K. 
Ogden (New York : Harcourt^ Brace an? Company, 1924 ), p. 330.

^Vaihinger, op. cit. , p. 84. , °

12Ibld., p. 44. 

o °O o

way Krutch lists, "Bertrand Russell in hiS popular essay, 

" ।A Free Man’s Worship,’ Unamuno and Santayana, passim .

• throughout their works," and of course, he might have added . 

Vaihinger. Within this group, Cabell’s*  strongest affinities 

. are with Vaihinger and, particularly, with Santayana. ,' 

Cabell shares neither the simple stoicism recommended in 

Russell's essay nor the tragic vision of Unamuno, but the 

parallels between Cabell’s thought and that of Vaihinger 

and Santayana "are surprisingly numerous and"fundamental. 

Vaihinger, Santayana and Cabell are basically agreed that: 

Intellectual morality demands of us that in the 
sphere of reality we shall not cling to vague possi- 

. bilities, but shall always prefer the greater prob­
. ability (i.e. in this case, the assumption that there

is no "life after death," and in general no divine 
"world government,’’--no .moral world order anywher^.1U

They agree too that,

• • It is an error to suppose that 'an absolute .truth, ,
an absolute criterion of knowledge and’behavior J can

■ be discovered. The higher aspects of life are . .
based upon noble delusions.11

. They do not, however", for this reason repudiate "the higher

aspects of life;" for them the "value of reality is reversed

• . . . The ideal, the -unreal is the mo%t valuable."* 10 * 12 Thus,

when Smire faces the spectres of naturalism on the banks . 

of the river Styx, he has an answer for their jeering:
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--Whereafter the nine spectres all screeched . 
together, with their laughter, saying— ‘ 

. ’’Now, but this absurd out-of-date creature is .
telling us, yet again, that the dream is better 
than the reality!” ’ .

He said then: ,”To the contrary, I am telling you 
that for human kind the dream’is the one•true 
reality.”13 ■ . ■

12Branch Cabell, Smire: An Acceptance in*the Third 
Person (New *York: Double'daÿ? Doran and Company, 1937")^ pT 295.

• Ï^George Santayana, "Apologia Pro Mente Sua,” The 
Philosophy of George Santayana, ed. Paul A. Schlipp (New York: 
Tudor Publishing Company, 1934), p. 497. .

Santayana, also, has often spoken to the same point: .

" ... In Interpretation of Poetry and Religion. . . I
' freely referred to ideals, Insisting that Platonic . 

ideas and the deities and dogmas of religion were 
ideal only : that is to say, they Were fictions • 
inspired by the moral imagination. . . . Ideals 

■ belonged to•poetry,• not to science and to, serious 
hypothesisThey were better than any probable 
or known truth. Far from being less interested in 
them than if I had thought them true, I was more• 
keenly and humanly interested, for I found them •
essentially* *poetical  and teautiful, a% mere facts 
are not likely to be.

In his philosophical treatise, Vaihinger argues that 

all the categories of human ”knowledge” rest upon fictions-- 

mental constructions th’at have no demonstrable relationship 

to realitythis, he argues, is as true of science and of 

. mathematics as it is of aesthetics and ethics. These 

fictions are a means of talking about and dealing with 

reality ; in all probability they do not express reality, and 

therefore, their value consists not in .their truth but in 

their fruitfulness. This, is a belief which Cabell and San- 

‘ tayana share with Vaihinger, though they are far less
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interested in scientific and mathematical fictions than in , 

those fictions which determine man’s concept of himself and 

thereby dominate his actions and attitudes. These are the 

fictions which Cabell calls "dynamic illtslons"--dynamic 

ip that they call forth values and gestures apd aspirations 
• y 5

that man would not. know in their absence.

Cabell further agrees with Valhinger and with San­

tayana on the ultimate tendency of these illusions or fictions. 

What Cabell calls demiurge--that force which shapes the 

dynamic illusions within man’s mind--Valhinger calls the 

psyche and Santayana» calls spirit. There is, however, this 

difference : for Valhinger the psyche seems to be simplÿ . 

identical with mind ; for Cabell and for Santayana demiurge 

or spirit is deeply rooted in the elemental and primitive. 

It is the product and expression of the obscure principle 

of animal life "going on very persistently and laboriously 

in the dark," an animal life which desires only to seize 

its appropriate prey, to avoid its enemies and to preserve 

and propagate itself in safety.In any event, •

The fictive activity of the mind is an ex­
pression of the fundamental psychical forces; 
factions are mental structures. The psyche , 
weaves this aid to thought out of itself ; for

"^Cabell, Beyond Life, op. cit., passim. • .

° l^Note the stress in Beyond Life upon the sex drive 
o as the basic source of energy by means of which dynamic 

illusions are brought forth and sustained. Cabell's aware-e 
ness that, dynamic illusions are from one point of view 

» expressions of primitive animal needs is of considerable 
importance when we come to consider the theory and tech­
niques of his comedy. 0
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the mind is inventive ; under the compulsion of ,
necessity, stimulated by the outer world, it

" discovers the store of contrivances that lie .
• hidden within itself.17

This fictive activity, once it has been called into 

existence", would .be totally irresponsible, if it were not 

for the fact that it remains for the most part obedient to . 

the psyche that produced" it. .

Nothing could be madder, more irresponsible, 
more dangerous than this guidance of men by . •
dreams. «What saves us is the fact that our imagin­
ations, groundless and chimerical as they may seem, 
are secretly suggested and controlled by shrewd old 
instincts of ouF animal nature and by continual . 
contact with things.18

Under the control of our animal nature the fictive actlvity-- 

or as Cabell would have it, demiurgic activity—creates out 

of the materials of the senses a coherent and interpretable 

World picture, and out of the need c^f the animal to feel at 

home in the universe, to feel purposeful and independent 

of the life of nature which threatens it with eternal flux, 

it creates the world of the ideal.So it comes about that 

,"an" ape reft of his tail and grown rusty ab climbing" comes * 

to chatter to himself of his "divine paternity" and to 

feel "himself t’o be the symbol and the frail representative

^?Vaihlnger, op. clt., p. 12. .

18sant.ayana, Soliloquies in England and Later •
Soliloquies (New York; Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1922), p.

---- Uf. "Cabell’s use of Aesred (Sereda, Maya) to personify 
these counter-balancing influences. "

l$Valhlnger, op. cit., p. 380.
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of omnipotence in a place .that is not home. ... o -

Thus, man exists within the subjective envelope of

his dreams. .•

Ho man lives in the external truth, among salts •
• and acids, among buying and selling, nor" amid 

any doings outside his own skull, and "so, to look 
at any man with mere rationality is but to court 
deception; j^t is a's though you would measure 
strong, sound wine with a yardstick. . .; for in the 
warm phantasmagoric chamber»of his brain lives 
every man vainglorlously, among the painted wall's

’ and storied windows.21 /

These dreams (fictions, illusions) from _the basically. .

humanistic point’ of view of Cabell, Santayana and Vaihinger
e

form another more important and equally "real" dimension
■po • •

of humap living. Moreover, what is uniquely human in man

is his tendency "to play the ape to his dreams:" that is

to hypostatize his ideals and then attempt to shape his
23 "life to their requirements.. The result is that man llve^ .

In two worlds at "once, one o'f which--what Ca'bell calls the 

#orld of "external truths"--he can only guess at and .which

o

" 2°Cabell, Beyond Life, op. cit., pp. 33 and 201.
p n 

Cabell,. Smlre: An Acceptance in the Third Person, 
op. cit.,. p.' 294. • •

.. ^^Santayana in explicating what he means by materialism 
has stated, "that matter is capable of eliciting thought and 
feeling follows necessarily from the principle that matter is 
the only substance, power or agency in the universe; and this, 
not that matter is tHë only reality, is the first principle

• materialism." Man’s idealized concept, then, of himself 
and of his place in the scheme of things is not true because • 
it has no referent in the material world; but the Illusions 
of which it is composed are real in that they exist as ideals 

"and exercise a distinct influence upon man’s life.

2^Cabell, Beyond Life, op. cit., passim; and George 
Santayana, Interpretation of Poetry and Religion* (New York: 
Charles Scribner’s and Eons"?. »
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he would not fnee even if he could. He-resolutely refuses 

to accept the destructive knowledge of Pan :• that "is, he 

‘refuses to accept the naturalistic vision of himself and 
‘ 04 .

of hits place in the scheme of things. - _ Cabell, Santayana 

and Vaihinger have all applauded this refusal. " For, while 

it exposes man to the discomforts of disillusionment apd 

the sense of ultimate failure, it also preserves man's 

humanity. Whatever is courageous or heroic or beautiful in 

m^n's life is called out in response to the ideal. To 
e 

encounter Pan, to throw off all ‘11 u s I on s, would be not . 

only to close all humanistic values but"to suffer mental ’ 

annihilation. ' .

han is not likely, however, a t any riven moment to be 

despoiled of all his illusions. Ordinarily man clings, at 

the,very mini mum, " to" an irrational belief in the efficacy 

and puroosefulness of his immediate activities, of practical 

work. Taken individually, of course, any illusion is suscep­

tible to detection. '

There is indeed no idol ever identified with the • •
ideal which honest experience, even without ' 
cynicism, will not some day unmask and discred.it.
Every real object must cease to t e what it seemed, • 
and none could ever be wl'at the whole "^oul desirëd.^S

24James Franch Cabell,Beyond Life (The Works of James 
Branch Cabell, ftorisende e.d . ’, 1G vols . ; * New York • PoFerT^ 
M. McBride apd Company, 1927-1930), pp. 30-31 ; Cabell,

. Jurgen (ibid. ), pp. 132-136 ; and dome thing About Eve (ibid.), 
* passim.

• ^George fantayana, The Life of Reason (Volume II 
ÿew York ; Charles fcribner's Cons, T905), pT 3C.

discred.it
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A series of such unmaskings forms the basic stuff of 

Cabellian comedy, and according to Cabell all men to some ' 

extent participate in this process of disillusionment as*  
e 

they fall in love with a being more or less ideal and find 

themselves married after all to a perfectly human woman, 
* *Yet, the demiurge is extremely fertile in 'disguises and in 

• the devices of evasion ; it is as patient and resourceful as 

the spider, and before one web is torn it is already patiently 

•spinning another.. The high-hearted idealism of yquth slips 

insensibly into the domesticated, urbanity of middle age, and 

mo. st men come at last, like Gerald Musgrave, to live in 

reasonable comfort upon Mispec Moor under \he care of Maya 

of .the Fair Breasts. Through these fluctuations and revisions 

of the spirit, man is sustained, as he is sustained in"the 

face of an irrational, universe, by his vanity and, perhaps 

even more so, by his- dullness, by his natural "insensibility 

and by a sorb of pervasive immunity to most of the vi.br.ations 

that run through him."26 ’ •

Both the instability of specific illusions and the 

seemingly inexhaustible fertility c^f the demiurge are amply 

demonstrated in the history of man, and it is, therefore, . 

not surprising that the contemplation of history should 

underlie or at least stand near the beginning of Santayana’s 

thought and of Cabell’s. Santayana and Cabell have"both •

PA^"George Santayana, Scepticism and Animal Faith (New 
York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1923), p. 64. Cf. Cabell, 
Beyond Life, op. cit., pp. 31’6 ff. •

• © •
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been deeply interested in 

of wars,’institutions and

human hi s tory--not in the history 

political maneuvers,. but in the

history of ideals (Illusions, fictions) and their concomi­

tant attitudes, «hat Rosenthal has observed about Santayana, 

might equally well be applied to Cabell :

I*  might suggest that Santayana in his com-

27H. L. Friess and H. M 
ion and the Emancipated Spirit 
Santayana, Paul Schlipp, ed. ( 
and Sons, 1951), p. 364.

28cabell, Beyond Life, op. c1t., p. 36.

he likes to characterize and appraise different

attitudes,27 , • . •

"cabell, too, "likes to characterize and appraise , 

different dispositions toward the world;" this is, in fact, 

one of. the main purposes of Beyond Life and the' ground work.

of the whole* Biography of Manuel. Of the many possible . 

dispositions or attitudes, Cabell selects .three as being 

fundamental ^nd historically important, and the rise and . 

decay .and blendings ând transformations of these form the 

main streams of The Biography of Manuel. .The three are tne 

chivalric, the gallant, and the poetic. The chiv-alric 

attitude, as Cabell defines it, is based upon.belief in­

man's divine parentage and in man's mission as his Father's 

representative on earth.27 28 The gallant attitude is basic­

ally sceptical; "The gallant person is a well-balanced

% Rosenthal- ’"Reason in Relig 
," The Philosophy of George 
New^TorTF: Charle s“Sori,bner ’ s

o

o
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sceptic, who comprehends that he knows very little, and 

probably amounts to somewhat less, but has the grace to 

keep his temper.” The essence of gallantry is "to accept 

o the pleasures of life leisurely, and its inconveniences with

a shrug.”29 in short, gallantry is a form of hedonism. The 

poetic attitude is characterized by the detachment of the 

artist who accepts the fragmentary and inchoate substance . 

of .life-, his own life included, merely as raw materials 

from which*  he attempts to shape something complete, some- .

. thing symmetrical, satisfying*  and enduring.50. There is 

also, a fourth attitude which is- timeless but which Cabëll 

does not elaborate though obviously he is aware of its 

importance: that is, the so-called'"realistic” or practical

• attitude? which rests upon the assumption that profitable and 

productive work, as the world understands these terms, is . .

the proper business of mankind and which leads to a mini­

mized coBcern*with  ends' and an exaggerated respect for . 

instrumentalities or means. _•

Though historically these modes of thought and feeling 

change—for example, historically both‘gallantry and chiy- * 

airy have enjoyed periods of ascendancy--and one attitude

29cabell, Beyond Life, op.- clt. , p. 101.

SOfbid., pp. 67-95.

31pOr a brief indication of Santayana’s classification 
of "dispositions” see "Apologia Pro Mente Sua,” The Philosophy 
of George Santayana, Paul A. ^chliop ed. (New York": Charles 
Scribner ' s and Sons, 1951), pp. 497-605.
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with its supporting illusions (ideals, fictions) loses its 

hegemony and is superseded by another, yet neither Cabell 

nor Santayana finds in this movement the signs of essential 

human progress, but only of succession.

Even if the sequence of ideas in history might 
be called dialectical, in the. sense that no . 
prevalent idea is stable but slips according to 
the suggestion of the mcfment into a somewhat .
different idea, yet this instability presupposes 
neither’logical implication nor.moral advance.

’ It is true, of course, that, the assiufptlon that all Illus­

ions, however complex and-apparently remote from.animal 

needs, aye nonetheless rooted in natural passions does imply 
. " * • ♦
a kind of progress. According to Santayana, the purpose of 

his Life of Reason was‘"to show how natural passions are , 

fertile in moral" principles;"33 a similar purpose maybe 

assigned to .Cabell’s Beyond Life; and Irom a humanistic 

point of view, insofar as. principles are produced and come

• to predominate over passion, there is advance. Such advance 

.'however, as is implied in this belongs.largely to pre-human­

history; moreover, both Gabe11 and Santayana maintain that 

the instinctive animal life of man persists .under the sur­

face, essentially unchanged. As for the illusions (ideals.,

^George Santayana, "Apologia Pro Mente Su a/" The 
Philosophy of George Santayana, Paul A. Schlipp ed. (New 
York; 'CTiarTes Scribner’s and‘Sons, 1951 )., pl 557. Of. 
James Branch Cabell, "The Lineage of Lichfield,".Preface to 
the Past*  (New York; Robert M. McBride and Company, 1936), 
p. 33 ff. . «

^George Santayana, "Apologia Pro Mente Sua," The 
Philosophy of Geprge Santayana, Paul A. Schlipp ed.' (New 
Yor F; rEârTês Scribner’s and Sons, 1951 ), p. 548.

o o
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fictions) themselves, they cannot be realized in.the material 

universe, and, therefore, they lead to the Impossible ; the 

pursuit of any.and all of them must-end in failure.

This is not to say that illusions are all equally valuable 

or equally valueless. The value of any given illusion is . 

the measure of its power oven momentarily to harmonize and 

satisfy" the demands of "human nature and to evoke the fullest 

possible expression .of human potentialities. For this

• reason, Cabell values the ideals of gallantry and  chivalry, 

and Santayana values the ideals of Hellas ; and for the same 

reason, Santayana is contemptuous- of "the sturdy deformity 

of the practical mind," and Cabell dislikes common sense and 

patriotism and piety. These are dynamic illusions like the 

rest; but their scope is narrow and provincial. From Cabell'' s 

point of view, they confine and warp,the- .spirit; they thrive . 

upon denial rather than satisfaction and upon exclusion 

rather than harmony. Instead of making men "citizens by 

anticipation of the world we" crave, " they înake men prisoners 

• of an emotionally and spiritually impoverished world. " '

*

This method of evaluation is, of course, pragmatic, 

but it is pragmatism freed of t he usual emphasis upon practi­

cality and success. In this view it is no argument against 

an illusion (.ideal, fiction) that it -leads to the impossible, 

for its value is not dependent upon its realization but upon 

the transient wayside pleasure and satisfactions that it . 

gives the hutnan spirit. .

Everything that satisfies at all, even 
° if partially and for.an instant, justifies

oo
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aspiration and rewards it.

Thus, though the sequence of ideas and ideals in 

history does not imply progress, it is -possible to assign 

greater or'lesser value to individual ideas or ideals. The 

Biography of'Manuel is, among many other things, an illus- . 

tration of this view of history ; on one level it may be read 

as a critique "of the idea of progress.. In fact, if one 

reads consecutively through all of the volumes of The 

Biography, he is•likely to come away with the impression that 

Cabell believed that the quality of human living and char­

acter has deteriorated since the thirteenth century. In 

part this impression is due to fortuitous circumstances. As 

it happens,- in the final form of The Biography some of .Cabell’s 

most.mature and powerful works stand close to the beginning. 

Moreover, if Rudolph Musgrave, Robert Townsend and Felix 

Kennaston seem a good deal less imposing than their ancestors 

in Poictesme, it is partly because they are not seen through 

the transfiguring mists of time. Still, the impression of 

decline and deterioration is not purely accidental. The 

contemporary characters of The Biography live in a scientifi­

cally oriented world which allows little scope for the play 

of the imagination and which is destructive of the larger, 

bolder"illusions; consequently, not only have their lives

^George Santayana, The Life of Reason (Volume II; e 
New York; Charles Scribner’s ancl Sons, 1905), p. 30. Cf.

• Branch Cabell, These Restless Heads ; A Trilogy of Romantics 
(New York; Qie Literary Guild, 1Ô32), p. 194?

o
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not been subjected to the myth-making imagination, but they . 

themselves have lost the power of believing in any but.rel- 
• • • •

atively mundane illusions. If Rudolph Musgrave's"chivalry 

is timid ah'd -stiff-necked, it is because the roots of faith 

which once nourished the chivalric attitude have been cut 

away. If Felix Kennaston is a less vigorous- character than 

Jurgen, it is not merely because he*it  of«a different temper­

ament and the product of a less mature creative imagination, 

but because he is far more self-conscious. Initially Jurgen, 

for all his scepticism, makes no distinction between a real 

and an ideal world ; he lives- in one world, which is a world .*  

of unlimited possibilities. Kennaston, on the other hand, is 

conscious from the beginning of living in a restricted world, 

from which he escapes into a world of dreams, of ideal possibil­

ities.- Moreover, he is no t able to achieve the other world 

without the aid of the bogus Sigil of Scotei a. ..

The world-view presented in this chapter is clearly 

the product of a sceptical mind far gone in "disillusion­

ment ;" that is, a mind no longer capable of a whole-hearted 

act of faith, no longer able to give unquestioning allegiance 

to any particular ideal or concept. .Scepticism,-of course, .

cannot be absolute ; even though the sceptic in theory holds 

everything in question, animal faith persists within him, and, 

consequently, except when engaged in a "deliberate act of 

criticism, the sceptic, like all men, accepts his world as 

it appears to him, morally and dramatically. Yet, scepticism 

does nonetheless destroy the power of conscious belief, and 
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while sceptical minds sueh as those of Cabell, Vaihinger and 

Santayana may be aware that men need their ideals and 

myths (metaphysical and ethical fictions), they cannot them­

selves know the satisfaction of believing in these ideals 

and myths. For them there must be some other solution, 

some way of approaching the world of the ideal other than 

that opened by irrational belief. •

The attitude which Santayana has•called ’’modernism” 

is -one such approach: , . •

Modernism is an ambiguous and unstable •
thlhg. It is the love of all Christianity in .
those who perceive that it.Is all* * a fable.

. "^George Santayana, The Winds of Doctrine ("New York: 
Charles Scribner’s and Sons^ Î9Ï3), p. 4$. » •

^Valhin^er, op. cit., p. 330.
• •

. . * °

It is the'historic attachment» to his church
' of a Catholic who has discovered' that he is '

a pagan.35. .

It is, in other words, a delicate equilibrium wrought b% the 

intellect which allows one simultaneously to perceive that 

ideals and religious concepts are from a scientific point 

of view merely fabulous and yet to value them for their 

"poetic” power, that is, their porter of evocation and har­

monization .,and ’their power to make us by anticipation 

citizens of a better world. This, in general, is what 

Vaihinger recommends. .

We «should create for ourselves in imagination 
a fairer and more perfect world. . . and thereby 
Idealize.life. If this principle is once conceded, 
we shall"be compelled to allow its value to» myth—

• as myth. Even the unbeliever. . . can. . . in this 
, sense make the ideal image of Christ his own.36
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And again: "Men must demand the impossible," even if it 

leads to contradiction.37 That is, men should behave as if 

the ideal constructions of religion.and philosophy were true. 

As for C.abell, something very like the '’modernism" defined 

here pervades all of his worksit is the appropriate atti­

tude ultimately discovered by ’Jurgen, Florian de Puysange 

and Kei lx Kennaston, and it forms the basis of Cabell's 

explanation of his own adfier ehce to Epls cop al land. sm« ,

Valhlnger, op. cit., p. 44. ,

' Unfortunately, modernism is, as Santayana points out, 

unstable. It is a purely intellectual thing, and as such is" 

easily victimized by shifting moods. It remains tenable 

. only so long as certain human sentiments—for instance, the 

passion for continued existence and for success and idealiza­

tion—are excluded. If these assert themselves strongly 

enough, "modernism" is likely to collapse .before an over­

whelming sense of the hollowness and futility of existence. ■ 

. There is, however, another possible approach to the

.ideal, which is perhaps merely a refinement upon "modernism." 

For Santayana this is the way of the philosopher; for Cabell 

it is the way of the creative artist in the moment of 

creation. It involves assuming what Santayana calls a 

. "spiritual." .point of view ; that is, assuming an' attitude of 

detachment, "an ironic emancipation from the world and a 

contempt for it in favor of an 'imaginative play with the 

non-existent,' a free roaming among whatever essences may

o



34

swim into the spirit's ken."38 This concept closely parallels 

Cabell’s «concept of the artist who views life from an abnormal 

Jaeigkt*,  who

38 . . • *Milton K. Munitz, The Moral Philosophy of Santayana ■ 
(hew York : Columbia University Press” 1^39 ) , p.~i. •

39 •Jame’s. F ranch Cabell, Th.es e Restless Reacts ; A Trilogy 
of Romantics (New York: . The Literary Guild, 19'32)', pT T^3#

4°George Tantayana/ Platonism and the Spiritual Life 
( New York : Charles S cribner's Cons, 1927)“, pl W. CT. James 
Branch Cabell, "Diversions of the Anchorite," Straws and • 
Prayer-books (The bborks of J ame s Branch Cabell") St or is en de ed. 
18 .vols. ; New Yorltj- Robert h. McBride and Company, 1930 ), 
pp. 1*75-202. * ,

41James Branch Cabell, "A Note on AlcovesStraws . 
and Prayer-books (ibid.), pp. 26-27. ,

. . .Qn‘the moment of creation)Is uplift a great 
» way beyond mankind : he regards that lesser race 

with affability, with divide derision, and with , 
complete understanding, in the while that he 

, embalms, forever, his pick of them in the mirac­
ulous spicery of»his picked words.39

Moreover, the artist, aegord i ng to Cabell, in the act of 

creation»is «engaged in "playing with ideas ;" it isn't 

bellef or disbelief in these ideas which primarily con?’ 

corns him, but rSthen their aesthetic possibilities. Thus, 

his activity is in . ântayapa’s sense of the word "spirit­

ual, " Cabell argues*along  with .a ntayana that the artist 

in his labors is "irresponsible,. technical and visionary,”^? 

but the upshot of the artist's play is that he seconds the 

work of the demiurge, and thus, . *

The human maker of fiction furnishes yet.ofher 
alcove.s, whether-with beautiful or shocking ideas, ' 
with many fancy-clutching toys that may divert the 

' traveller’s mind from dwelling on the'tedium of the I ‘ 
• .journey and on the ambiguity of*its  end.41
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In this way the writer makes it possible for the reader to 

join him temporarily in the "life of the spirit.'"

The .advantage of the "spiritual" point of view, or 

attitude, lies in the fact that it involves no deep emotional 

commitment to any particular concept within the re-alm of 

the ideal ; moreover, the pleasure which.it elicits from the 

realm of the ideal is aesthetic and contemplative and not 

in any way dependent upon realization,. It demands’ neither 

that the ideal become substance nor that it serve as a source 

.of moral or "psychic energy, and therefore it does not carry 

with it the marked.liability to reaction and frustration.­

. ' Obviously the "spiritual'.’ point of view cannot yield 

a complete modus vivendi. It can, however," deeply influence 

and qualify the response to life, and it is for this-very 

reason that It is, so far as this present study is concerned, 

an extremely important part of Cabell’s world-view. The • ' 

"spiritual" point of view plus a certain wholeness of per- 

.ception which balanc.es the absurdities with the exigencies 

of lifei -the losses with the gains, underlies and makes poss —• 

.ible Cabell’s comic vision. . ■

. Summary ° -

To summarize Cabell’s world-view briefly__ man is "just 

•a very gullible consciousness existing among inexplicable 

mysteries."*  Nowhere does he touch permanence or .

—' 77 -------- --------------
Cabell, Beyond Life,, op. cit., p, 267.

which.it
balanc.es
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immutability; nowhere does he come into .direct contact with 

"reality." But insofar as he can guess, with the aid of 

his reason and his science, the*  nature of "reality,” he 

finds it uncongenial. He finds himself in a universe devoid 

of moral or. rational order, a universe which gives no support 

to his idealized concept of himself or.of .his place in the 

. scheme of things and affords no opportunity for the reall- 

• zation of his dreams apd aspirations. The ideal goals which 

he pursues and the world of moral and aesthetic values in 

which he"believes he lives, all these in the perspective 

of this half-guessed at "reality" prove to be" illusions. • 

These illusions, however,.are not entirely free-floating

’ fantasies. They are rooted in animal passion and in animal 

necessity; they are surreptitiously controlled and utilized 

by the primitive psyche which persists -beneath rationality 

and which is concerned only with the pursuit of its prey, ‘ 

the avoidance of its enemies, and the continuity and propa­

gation of its own existence. _ •

' Thus", man lives perforce in two worlds : .an. ideal _

world of illusion and a."real" world. He is, howeve-r, pro­

tected by his dullness, his innate insensitivity, 'and by his 

vanity from ever becoming fully aware of his true condition ; 

and he shows a kind of instinctive wisdom in clinging with 

irrational tenacity to his groundless beliefs. For these 

at least are necessary to his sanity and at most make it 

possible for him to live by anticipation in a better world. 

Though they lead to contradiction” and failure, they do 
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temporarily give direction and purpose to life and do bring 

momentarily to fruition the finest potential of human nature.

For these reasons even the disillusioned sceptic is 

wise to make a conscious commitment to the myths and illus­

ions of mankind. Above and beyond this it is possible from 

1 time.to time and for a short while to join the artist in . 

' his free play with ideas, to accept the•experience which the 

artist has prepared for us as a means of exploring the 

aesthetic*  possibilities of these ideas. •



III. THE COMIC VISION

A world-view such as Cabell's may underlie a variety 

of possible attitudes .toward existence. It may issue in the 

. mournful "all is vanity" of Ecc-le slastes, in the somewhat 

brittle stoicism of Russell's "A Free Man's Worship," or 

in the tragic vision of Miguel de Unamuno. Of all the 

possibilities, the comic vision seems on first consideration 

the least likely. The Human apprehension of ultimate failure, 

the ego’s abhorrence of being duped and its passion for. 

security and continuity—all these are strohg affections . 

which are excited or threatened by this view, and, as Freud 

has .argued, aroused affect-ions are inevitably hostile to the 

comic" spirit.\ •

If these, elemental» passions and needs assert them­

selves vigorously enough, the threatened psyche can only 

• respond with a cry of pain, and the result, at least for the 

literary artist, is the tragic vision. This, for instance, 

is precisely the case with Miguel de Unamuno, who shares with 

Cabell and with Santayana so many assumptions about the 

ultimate-nature of "reality." He could not accept without 

, pain .the dependence of spirit upon.matter: ,

‘ ... I cannot resign myself to one day returning to
•unconsciousness, because I have a thirst for eternity.

^Sigmund Freud, "Wit and Its Relation to the Uncon­
scious," The Basic Writings of Sigmund Freud, A. A. Brill . 
trans. ancTed. (New York: THe Modern Library, 1938), 
pp. 797-8.
° • . 38 • .
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. . • That a man should not believe In another
• life, that I understand, for I myself find-no 

proof of it ; buff that he should resign himself 
to this, and above all that he should not desire

, anything more than this life, that*is  a thing 
that I do indeed not understand.

Nor could*  he either come to terms with or be satisfied " 

personally to evade Aesred, the goddess of common sense and, 

compromise, whom he confronts under thre name of Antonia
?

Qulxano. He must revolt and kick against the pricks of 

reality.

. Paraphrasing a passage in Senancour’s Obermann, 
he [Unamuno] reaches his form of the categorical 
imperative : "Let us act so that the nothing 
becomes an injustice. Let us battle against 
destiny even if there is no hope of victory. Lgt 
us tattle against it quixotically.$

Thus, life becomes a series of injustices and death the 

greatest injustice of all ; man is caught in a web of injust­

ices and he is led into painful and futile combat by what is 

finest in him. This essentially is the tragic vision of 

Unamuno. '

Unamuno's vision is so thorougly consistent with the 

logic of human nature that, given his world-view, it seems 

alînost inevitable ; yet, neither Cabell nor Santayana share '

^Miguel de‘Unamuno, "The Materialism of the Masses," ' 
Essays and Soliloquies, J. E. Crawford Fitch trans. (New York*  Alfred A. Knopf, 1955), p. 191.

3
Miguel de Unamuno, "Don Quixote's Niece," Essays and 

Soliloquios, J. E. Crawford Fitch trans. "(New York; ÂlfrëT" 
A. Knopf, 1925), pp. 108-112. . • * • '

4 • 'Arturo Earea, Unamuno *(New Haven: Yale Univers!tv ° 
Press, 1952), p. 35. " .
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it, though.they start with the same root concepts. Essen- . 

ttally Cabell agrees with rantayana that "everything in 

nature is lyrical in its inenl essence, tragic in its fate, 

and comic in its existence."% That nature is lyrical in its 

ideal cs:encu needs no furf:.er discussion here, If we under- 

sfand "Ivrical" to refer to.that which is shaped and directed 

by emotion and desire rather than by observation J&nd reason. 

■That it is "trade in its fate" Cabell accepts with reser­

ve tiens ; •

Re ally there is a thin sustenance for the 
tragic muse in the fact that with each performance 
[of the numan comedyj the flesh-and-blood costume 
is spoiled. . . .$

It is this concession that largely accounts for the vagrant 

note of pathos that plays through his works. Put for. the 

most part, Cabell chooser to dwell upon the comic of exis­

tence; he prefers, as ho says in the preface to "The Id neage 

of L' cb.fi eld , " the "comedic metaphor : " i . e . man conceived 

of as "itinerant comod 1 an." hike one of nir own créât idhs,

. fmlre, do i; ' fier nil f/r a;.JI c s r; -dnnry elter- 

cabell has foun i a never falling tmirce of amusement.

in mankind's "inexhaustible foolishnesc.""

^Ge or re tantayana, bpliloquics in Engl an .i ^nd La u e r 
Soliloquies (New YoTk : Charles Scribner's ions, dS'h 
P.

. 6 jarne. s branch Cabell, "The Lineage of Lichfield,"
Preface to the' Past (New York: Robert L. Mcpride and Company 
1936), p. 34. '

* ' ^Ibid. •

' 8James French Cabell, Cmire: An*  Acceptance in the
Third Person (New York; Doubleday, Doran and Company, 19d), 

- e *.

o
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•Yet do these tiny end trite comedies amuse • •
you (Cabell himselfJ as though they were per­

* formed for the first time. You find in small 
human follies an unfailing zest. When the inane '
pester you, then you play at anger, unavailingly: 
your brows frowp but beneath them your lips are 

.smiling at the droll ways of men and women.9

Moreover, it is not merely the foolishness and inanities of 

human existence that are comic. . From Cabell’s poiht of view, 

t though he disclaims any knowledge of the plot of tha univer­

sal drama, one thin*  is certain--!n so far as man strives to 

. exceed the very severe limitations which material nature
• " 10

imposes upon him, he casts himself in the role of fool.

Thus, the comic is inherent in every pattern of human living 

which departs from the purely sentient and instinctive.

The key to this opposition between Unamuno’s tragic 

vision and Cabell’s comic vision, growing though they do 

out of the same intellectual soil, is the relatively greater 

detachment of Cabell as against the passionate personal in­

volvement of Unamuno, Unamuno conceives of himself,"and so 

" of the literary artist, as "wrestling with God from morning 

till night,"H as leading an impassioned though futile

amesJbranch Cabell, "The Epistle Egotistical," 
Special Delivery : A Packst of Replies (New York ; Robert M. 
McBride and Company, 1933), p. 268

James Branch Cabell, Beyond Life (The Works of James 
Branch Cabell, ftorisehde ed.1 18 vols. ; New York; Robert M 
McBride and Company, 1927-1930), p. 18.

’ ^Miguel de Unajmuno, "The .Sepulchre of Don Quixote, " 
Essays and Soliloquies, J. E. Crawford Fitch trans e (New 
York : Alfred A. Knopf, 1925), p. 85.
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revolt against the life denying forces of reason and science. 

Cabell, on the other hand, conceives of the literary artist, 

and thus of himself, as, in the moment of creation, "uplift 

a great way beyond mankind," from which vantage point "he 

regards that lesser race with affability, with divine der­

ision, and with complete understanding."* 13 From this god­

like -eminence , the artist has a simultaneous vision of "is 

and seems," and because he is freed from a sense of personal 

involvement,.he is free to respond to the incongruities 'of 

. existence as comic rather than shocking or painful.

• 12Miguel de Unamuno, "My Religion," Essays and Solil­
oquies, J. E. Crawford Fitch trans. (New York: Alfped.A. 
Knopf, 1925), p. 156. • .

13James Branch Cabell-, These Restless Herads : A 
Trilogy of Romantics (New York's TÏie Literary Guild, 1932), 
p. l'èX “ ' ' •

• 14George Santayana, Scepticism and Animal Faith (New
York : Charles Scribner’s and Sons, 1923), p. and Cabell, 
op. cit., pp. 268-269. "

Perhaps this can be further clarified by again re-fer- , 

ring to the philosophy of Santayana. As was pointed out in 

the preceding chapter, Cabell’s concept of the perspective 

of the artist corresponds closely to Santayana’s concept of 

the-perspective of spirit. Spirit in Santayana's definition 

is a natural entelechy, a perfection ol function, that 

function being the •intuition of essences (Illusions, fictions) 

spirit arises out of the need of the psyche to perceive the 

world through which it moves; consequently, the essences 

which spirit reports are given moral color.14 The tendency 

of spirit is,, however, toward a free and irresponsible
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roaming among essences. If spirit were entirely free from 

the pressures df animal existence, it would find its ful- . 

fillment in the joyful contemplation of whatever essences, 

presented themselves to iti Accordingly as a man becomes 

more "spiritual," as Santayana defines the term, he approaches 
' . • 25

a total disintoxication from animal interests and values.

Though*  pure spirit would never discover anything but ' 

essences and would be completely content to dally with these, 

a man of "spiritual mind,« using the vantage point of spirit 

for the purpose of making a critical survey of .life, per­

ceives not only "that essences (illusions, lictlons) have 

' only poetic value but also that existence is inherently 

comic. For he perceives that man, who assumes stability, 

"lives actually in the ml.dst of flux:

. 15George Santayana, Platonism and the Spiritual Life 
(New York: Charles Scribner’s and Sons, 1907), p. 30.

16George Santayana, Soliloquies in England and Later 
Soliloquies (New York: Charles Scribner’s and Sons, 1Ô2&), 
P: TH? " . ' . -

Existence involves changes and happenings and 
is comic inherently like a pun that begins with 

e one meaning and ends with another. Incongruity 
is a consequence of change ; and this-incongruity 
becomes especially noticeable when, as in the - 
flux of nature, change is going on at different 
rates in different strands of being, so that not 

" only does each thing surprise itself by what it 
‘ becomes, Ijut it is continually astonished and dls- 

• concerted by what other things have turned into •
without its leave. . -

• • •
• • or to paraphrase this.in Cabellfan terms--youth, with'all its 

hlgh-flo^n and romantic pursuit of the ideal, is metamor­

phosed by such insensible degrees into something êlse * 16

o
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utterly*  different from what it was that by and by a man 

comes ‘to stand bewildered by his inability to «recognize hit 

own image in the glass; and at the same time, he finds

himself in possession of and possessed by innumerable things 

which he never consciously sought and which seem to have

come into his life like changelings undetected. 

Moreover, a man of "spiritual mind" perceives that

essences conceal and serve a reality quite different from 

the one they seem to announce and that when they are accepted

as the basis for action or belief, they lead to contradiction 

and to impossible postures and presumptions. He sees that 

the world is•constantly in imminent danger of being unmasked, 

and, in fact, the act of perception Is itself a kind of

unmasking. In short, he discovers that:

The world is a perpetual caricature of itself ; 
at every moment it is a mçckery and contradiction
of what it is pretending to be. But as it never­
theless intends all the time to be something 
different and highly.dignified, at the next moment
it corrects and checks and tries to cover up the
absurd thing that it was ; so t,hat a conventional 
world, a world of masks, is superimposed upon the*
reality, 
Interest

and 
for

passes in every sphe 
the reality itself.

re of human 7

Or, again to paraphrase in Gabellian terms--man is doomed by

his inadequate flesh to parody his dreams, and, as John

Charteris contends in Beyond Life, ‘

. . . the accepted routine of life's conduct tends 
to make mountebanks of us inevitably:• and the 
laborious years weave small hypocrisies like cob­
webs about our every action and at last about our

17George Santayana, Soliloquies in England and Later 
Soliloquies (New York; Charles Scribner's" and "Sons, 1952), « 
p. 66.

o
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IQ 
every thought. .

Considering the demonstrated parallels and similari­

ties between Cabell’s world-view and Santayana’s; and between 

Cabell’s notion of the viewpoint of the artist and Santayana’s 

concept of the viewpoint of the spiritual mind, there is 

surely no impossible inductive leap involved in substituting 
19 artist for spiritual mind in the preceding comments. 

What the artist perceives, then, from his private'Olympus is 

that life is a congeries of incongruities and contradictions 
that existence is forever susceptible to being unnfasked and 

that everywhere one is confronted with disjunctions between 

• ‘ ends and means and with disappointed expectations; in other 

words, he finds that life is replete with the crude matter of 

comedy. As has been said, these surprises and disappoint­

ments if they are, so to speak, experienced from within, 

produce shock and pain ; but given detachment or ’’dis­

intoxication, ”, they issue in a comic vision of life. Detach­

ment , it should be understood, does not rule out the possibil­

ity of affection or even of love. The antics of a child 

mimicing the manners and gestures of adults is generally 

'comic because of the incongruity between object and repre­

, sentation; and the parent, who genuinely loves the child,

o

I Q 
Gabe],!, Beyond Life, op. cit. , p. 171.

• 19 * * ' '
"It is interesting that bven the language which 

Cabell and Santayana use in describing the qualities of 
these respective attitudes, is parallel. Where Cabell 
speaks of "affability” and "divine derision,” Santayana 
speaks of "tolerance” and "irony.”
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has no difficulty in reconciling his detached appreciation 

of these comic roles with his continuing love for the actor. 

Significantly Cabell’s image of the artist is not only god­

like but paternal; for him affability and tenderness, if , 

not love, are essential concomitants of the artist’s per­

spective and of his vision. •

It is this detached or disintoxicated viewpoint 

that has made possible Cabell’s comic vision, that has made 

it possible for him, in Ellen Glasgow’s words, "to look 

into the abyss and laugh.Of course, a comic vision of 

life is not synonymous with comedy. A comic vision may .lead 
e

to nothing more than a predisposition to laugh at life;

comedy, on the other hand, is an art form; that is, it is an 

artificial structure more or less self-consciously designed 

to fulfill a special function, specifically in this case, 

to convey the comic vision and its attendant benefits. 

Presumably, when Cabell subtitled many of his books "comedies," 

he was aware of this distinction; therefore, we must next 

turn to a consideration of the nature of comedy with the 

ultimate purpose of defining Cabellian comedy.

20Ellen Glasgow, "The Biography of Mangel," Southern 
Review of Literature, VI* (1930), p. 1109.



IV THE THEORY OF COMEDY

Though there appears to be great divergence of opin­

ion among the commentators on the nat*ure  of comedy,,when 

their works are compared, it quickly becomes apparent that 

in many points they agree; and though the areas of disagree­

ment involve such fundamental matters as the function of 

comedy, the possibilities proposed are not numerous. They 

can le classified under two or three headings.

There is no disagreement about the immediate effect 

sought in comedy; that is, the arousing of comic laughter 

or at least of a smile which may be considered as tentative 

laughter. There is also general agreement that comedy, in 

contrast to tragedy, presents typical situations or, in 

Albert Cook's terms, deals with the probable and that the 

characters of comedy are either types or individuals who can 

be readily classified as types.Commentators since and 

including Bergson have also generally agreed th^t, at least 

initially, the attitude aroused by comedy is similar to the 

play attitude: that is, an attitude which leads one to 

conceive of himself and of the characters of the Comedy as 

playing roles. Under these circumstances one is not

-^Moliere's Alcestis, for example, strikes us as an 
individual; yet, he IS readily classified as "the misan­
thrope.” By contrast, the tragic protagonist is unique ; he 
creates a new category into which others may fall*.  Consider 
Oedipus and Hamlet. .

47 .
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predisposed to take the action of«the comedy seriously, in 

the sense of sharing the emotions of the character and of 

identifying one’s Interests with those of the protagonist. 

" In general comedy avoids stimulating strong affections, for 

these are hostile to comic laughter. Moreover--and here 

again there is general agreement--comedy views life from a 

social point of view and is concerned with man primarily as 

a social being.

Comedy, then, provides an overtly artificial exper­

ience designed to arouse comic laughter through the obser­

vance of types of humanity as seen from a social point of 

view. Thus far there is agreement. There is agreement too 

that comedy affirms the possibilities of life and ends 

happily, at least from the spectator’s or reader’s point of 

view.

Disagreement, however, becomes sharp and irreconcilable 

when the question of function or the closely related question 

of the source of comic laughter is raised. There is a broad 

general assumption that the function o’f comedy is ultimately 

social, but the exact nature of this social function is 

debated. Basically, the various theories of the function 

of comedy may be classified under, at most, three headings; 

the corrective reformatory, the cathartic and, closely '. 

related to the cathartic, the ’’r.itual expulsion theory” of 

Albert Cook.

Henri Bergson, George Meredith and Jamqs Feibleman are 

the chief proponents of the corrective-reformatory theory.
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Bergson conceives of the comic experience as a purely Intel­

lectual experiences

To produce the whole of its effect. . . the 
comic demands something like a momentary anesthesia 
of the heart. Its appeal is«to the intelligence, 
pure and simple. . .

The function o£ comedy for him is the correction of any 

rigidity or inelasticity in men or their affairs, or', stated 

conversely, comedy strives to produce a maximum of elastic­

ity and sociability: .

The comic is that side of a person which reveals 
his likeness to a thing, that aspect of human 
events, which, through its peculiar inelasticity, 
conveys the impression of pure mechanism, of 
automatism, of movement without life. Consequently 
it expresses an individual or collective Im- ,
perfection which calls for an immediate correction. 
This corrective is laughter, a social gesture 
that singles out and represses a special kind 
of absentmindedness in men and in events.

In its personal application the intention of laughter is to 

humiliate, "to correct our neighbor, if not in his will, at 

least in his deed.1,4 But more generally laughter is a kind 

of automatic recoil of the mind, a built-in mechanism for 

protecting society, which requires adaptability, against 

fossilisation in its members or in its institutions. In con 

sonance with his theory of function, Bergson argues that all 

the sources of comic laughter may be reduced to automatism, 

to the perception of something inert or mechanical encrusted

^Henri Bergson, Laughter, C. Brereton trans. (New 
York: The Macmillan Company, .1912), p. 5.

» • .
3Ibid., pK 87. . •

4Ibid., p. 136. .
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upon life. In Bergson’s view comedy is, then, on the side 

of progress; for by freeing society from the inert, the 

ceremonial, the purely mechanical, it helps,to prepare the 

way for future growth. It is not difficult to see in the . 

background of Bergson’s theory of comedy, his concept of 

creative evolution.

The English novelist, George Meredith»in his essay 

"On the Idea of Comedy and the Uses of the Comic Spirit, 

takes a position which in several respects approximates 

Bergson’s. He, like Bergson, conceives of comedy as a 

social corrective and argues that the comic experience is 

a highly civilized and purely intellectual experience. 

However, he restricts the scope of comedy even more severely 

than Bergson does. Not only does he exclude humor and satire 

from the purlieus of comedy but he also limits the legitimate 

prey of the comic spirit to man’s social character:

The comic poet is in the narrow field, or 
enclosed square, of the society he depicts, and 
he addresses the still narrower enclosure of 
men’s intellects, with reference to the operation 
of the social world upon their characters.

Moreover, from Meredith’s point of view it is not mechanism 

or automatism that arouses comic laughter, but rather any • , 

deformity, disproportion .or malfunction in the social 
character: "Man’s future upon earth does not attract it ^the 

comic spirit^; their honesty and shapeliness in the present

^George Meredith, "On the Idea of Comedy and of the 
Uses of the Comic Spirit," The Works of George Meredith (New 
York: Charles Scribner’s and-Sons, 1910), p. 45. 
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does."6 Nor does Meredith conceive of the corrective func­

tion of comedy, as being fulfilled in the forthright way 

proposed by Bergson. Comedy exercises a.corrective influence 

because those who recognize the comic possibilities of social 

life and character*naturally  shrink from becoming the object 

of comic laughter, and this in itself is a step toward .

refinement. For, according to Meredith, comic laughter is 
e 

Always on the side of common sense and, therefore, of civil­

ization . Comedy, then, in Meredith's view promotes the culti­

vation of the individual and reinforces the commonsense 

norms upon which civilization is based. *We  might call 

Meredith's theory corrective-normative, and Bergson's 

corrective-progressive.® .

^Meredith, op. clt., p. 46. 
rj

As Joseph Warren Beach has pointed out (The Comic 
Spirit in Meredith, 1911, pp. 4-5) Meredith’s essay on com- . 
edy is an inadequate shadowing forth of his own comic inten- 

' tion, an incomplete formulation of a program rather than an 
analysis. The impression given by the essay is that Meredith 
has chiefly in mind the kind of comedy of manners which 
thrives upon the ridicule of social ineptness and eccentric- • 
ity; no doubt this impression is at variance with Meredith's 
practice as a writer of comic narrative. For under Meredith’s 
management the comic spirit is the watch dog of common sense 
sniffing out those eccentricities of soul which often"He 
deep buried in the psychological makeup of the protagonist. 
However, whether we look to the well known and influential ' 
theory--which is our main concern in this chapter--or to the 
practice in the novels, the fact remains that Meredith is not 
concerned, as Bergsbn apparently is, in liberating the forces 
of progressive evolution. Meredith'.s "civilization” is not 
something which can be defined only as it comes into being ; 
it is of the order of "nature” and" can be defined and prac­
tically expressed through the exert!oh of common sense which 
is in turn"the express of "nature” in man. Meredith’s "civ­
ilization" is rooted in "naturalness” of behavior and expres- 
slon--"naturalne»ss” being understood somewhat in the normative, 
eighteenth century sense.

°One*of«the  grace notes of Meredith's theory-is the
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In his bobk, In Praise of Comedy, James Felbleman 

argues that comedy performs a progressive function, is . 

inherently revolutionary. As might be expected, Felbleman 
• • e

rejects the conservatism and exclusiveness of Meredith's 

theory which he sees as the consequence of artificial 
9 ।

restrictions forced upon Meredith by the genteel tradition. 

Not quite so expectedly Felbleman also rejects Bergson's 

theory. Though at first glance Bergson's corrective­

progressive theory appears to have strong affinities with 

Felbleman's, Felbleman rejects it, first because Bergson's 

metaphysic leads to the assumption that comedy is inimical 

to the idea of system itself, and secondly, because Bergson's 

theory, as Felbleman understands it, is ultimately subjective 

in emphasis.10 Felbleman insists that comedy does not 

criticize systems, theories and customs in the interest of 

flux (Bergson's assumption) but in the interest of a better 

system,’ a more logical and ideal orderp Moreover, he insists * is 

______________ ♦ , 

proposition that comedy is "an exhibition of women's battle 
with men, and that of men with them." (On the Idea of Comedy, 
p. 15) Women, he claims, enjoy an elevated position in 
comedy because their wit is generally, on the side of common 
sense, and, though he does not say so, the implication
is that comedy witnesses and promotes the triumph of the 
feminine spirit over the masculine. This is particularly 
interesting irf view of what we will observe shortly about 
Cabell's concept of comedy.

$James Felbleman, In Praise of Comedy (London: 
George Allen and Unwin Limited, 103'57, pp. 114-18.

IQlbid., pp. 123-9.e

Ulbld. , pp. 187-8. °

o
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upon an ontological rather than a psychological or subjective 

approach td comedy. • He does not. wholly reject the insights 

of those who have studied the psychology of laughter, but 

he insists that"the study *of  comedy must not be restricted . 

to these subjective aspects and that in a completely devel­

oped theory of comedy the subjective'must be subordinated to 

the effort? to arrive -at a "realistic" definition of comedy. 

In answer to his own question——what is comedy in itself?—— 

Felbleman concludes that "comedy. . . consists in the 

indirect affirmation of the ideal logical order by means of 

the derogation of the limited orders of actuality." The 

comedian's or the comic writer's standard procedure is to 

juxtapose what is with what ought to be, and "laughter is 

the sudden recognition of the wide difference between what 

is and what ought to be."13 In the presence of what ought 

to be, what is appears defective, limited, comic--wnich is 

to say, impotent. The net result, then, 'of the comic exper­

ience is liberation from the tyranny of the actual and, 

consequently, preparation for progress, that is, the 

realization of a more ideal or logical order.l^ Felbleman 

admits that comedy Aay have a romantic or reactionary 

orientation which locates what ought to be in the past 

rather than in the future, but he insists, somewhat arbitrarily 

-------------------------- - ~ 
^Felbleman, o£. cit., p. 176. 

13Ibld., p. 191. 

^Ibid., pp. 181-2.
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that ”high” comedy derogates all past and present actuals 

in favor of some future form.e

The cathartic theory of comic function differs*  from 

the corrective theory in its insistence that the comic 

experience is basically emotional, rather than intellectual 

or judicial,and in its subordination of the social to the 

individual in defining the effects of comedy. From the view­

point of the cathartic theory, comic laughter acts as ”a 

social prophylactic,” not because it castigates or threatens 

with castigation, but because its effect upon the reader or 

auditor is that of purgation or harmonization. For example, 

Lane Cooper in his hypothetical reconstruction of an 

Aristotelian theory of comedy argues that the immediate 

purpose of comedy is to arouse comic laughter by the con­

templation of disproportion (defectiveness) in men and in 

things and, therby, to purge our sense of disproportion-­

injustice and defectiveness-—in daily life. In freeing us 

of our sense of disproportion, comedy frees us of anger and 

envy which are the emotional by products of this sense and 

which are harmful to the community as well as to the individ­

ual who harbors them. Thus, the experience of comedy confers 

upon the spectator or reader ”an elevated calm, or tranquility 

of soul, with a clear mental perspective and freedom from 

disturbing emotion"

15Lane Cooper, An Aristotelian Theory of Comedy (New 
York: Harcout, Brace and Company, 192$), p. TE1.

16Ibid., p. 182.
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En Cooper’s view, comedy ma> be "a specific for 

folly,” not, however, because, as Meredith thought, it " 

threatens individual social aberrations with castigation, 

but because it restores the mental and emotional health of 

those who experlenqe it. Comedy preserves the health of 

society by preserving the health of its citizens. Moreover, 

because Cooper is not bound to .8 theory of comedy as a more 

or less direct social corrective, he is free to accept a 

broader base for comic subject matter and comic laughter. 

Though he states that comedy deals with ordinary citizens 

in commonplace situations, he argues also that ”an element 

of the marvelous,” which is basically illogical or irrational, 

has a place in comedy.* is * 17 Moreover, to Meredith’s assertion 

that the final test of "true comedy” is that it shall ’’awaken 

thoughtful laughter,” Cooper replies, 

The restriction is too narrow. Writers from 
Aristophanes to Shakespeare and Moliere have 
employed every sort of means to arouse laughter- 
lofty wit and naughty as well,—tending only to 
avoid what is painful or corrupting.18

l?Cooper, op. cit., p. 200. Actually, though the 
comic character is ”one from the number of everyday citizens, 
Cooper conceives of him as a type either below the average 
or depressed below the average for comic purposes. Accord­
ingly, he argues that one of the major techniques of comedy
is caricature, and that caricature, along with surprise and
disappointed expectation, is the main source of comic
laughter. "

^Cooper, O£. dt., p. 80.

Willard Smith is at one with Lane Cooper in rejecting 

the corrective theory of comedy and in seeing at least part 

of the effect of comedy as catharsis. First of all he argues 

n



56

that the play attitude, which predominates in the experience 

of comedy, cancels out the critical, judicial attitude
• 19 *

■^Willard Smith, The Nature of Comedy (Boston; The 
Gorham Press, 1930), p. 38.

20Ibid., p. 81; 21 22Ibld., p. 8..

22Ibld., p. 131. •

assumed by Meredith and by Bergson. The audience witnes­

sing a comedy (Smith speaks only of drama, but what he says 

may be applied also to comic narrative) may be judicial in 

the sense that it is detached and, so to spea^, sees all 

around the actors, but because it is encouraged to think of 

itself and the actors as at play, it is not inclined to 

exercise moral or ethical judgment. Consequently, comedy 
OCX

fails as a direct social corrective. Yet, according to 

Smith, comedy, which normally presents the spectacle of ”a 

man becoming the dupe of his nonconformity to the conven­

tional aspects of the moral law,” results in an unconscious 

fortification of the spectator's "adherence to social de­

corum. ”21 Moreover, comedy with its attitude of play and 

its common sense social point of view "acts as a catharsis 

upon our over-absorption in self" and thereby readjusts us 
pp 

to the scale of society, harmonizes us with our fellows. 

Unlike Lane Cooper, however, Smith conceives of the catharsis 

of comic laughter as less exclusively the purging away of 

disturbing emotions,

Physiologically what accompanies the emotional 
release of energy is a preparation of the organism 
for vigorous action. The released energy is not

o 0
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wasted but redirected. . . by cerebral activity. 
Laughter so considered*  is no longer a safety­valve, a mere blowing-off of potentially dangerous 
nervous energy, but a means of introducing harmony into 
the individual character of map. Comedy.of any kind thus becomes a means of harmonization.* 24 25

p?
°Smlth, O£. clt., p. 169.

24Ibld.

^Albert Cook, The Dark Voyage and the Golden Mean 
(Cambridge : Harvard University Press, 1949), p. 39.

The experience of comedy, then, having purged the spectator 

of his self-consciousness (over absorption in self) and 

having wrought a harmonization of his character, leaves 

him unconsciously disposed to "tackle the first moral ’

problem that confronts him, in a manner less personal and 
24 more objective." 

Closely allied with the cathartic theory of comedy 

yet Independent and unique in emphasis is Albert Cook’s 

concept of comedy as "ritual expulsion." According to Cook’s 

definition, the perspective of comedy is that of the probable 

that is, comedy accepts the norms of probable social 

experience and ridicules any individualistic deviation from 

these norms.

The individualist may be equally a drunkard, 
a satyr, an aristocrat, a saint, or an artist; 
in any case, non-soclal abnormality is expelled 
from society by laughter. In this sense laughter 
is superiority, though always the superiority 
of the group which follows the mean over the ab­
normal individual whose excess it constrains.2$ 

The fact that this "expulsion" is conceived of as "ritual 

expulsion" underscores the idea that the comic experience
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does not lead to action but is merely the confirmation of 

pre-existing attitudes. The normal pattern of comedy is, , 

as Cook describes it, "the abnormality of the pariah, his 

expulsion by normal society, joy of society."26 In the 

instances in which the abnormality of the pariah expresses 

, the spectator’s or reader’s own secret desires and foibles, 

the ritual expulsion of comedy provides- a purgation of guilt 

which, paradoxically, may readily result in a renewed will 

to sin.27 All in all, in the light of Cook’s theory, comedy 

emerges as conservative or even reactionary in function 

rather than progressive,

2$Cook, o£. cit., p. 175.

27Ibid., p. 45.

Both Feibleman and Cook, though they are divergent in 

practically every other respect, recognize the existence of 

more than one kind of comedy, and both single out for 

special treatment a particular form of comedy which is in 

fact an extreme modification of the basic comic pattern as 

they conceive it. Feibleman talks of "divine comedy;

Cook talks of "serene comedy." "Divine comedy" is, according 

to Feibleman, like other comedy, critical of actuality, but 

its criticism is more "diffuse." For "divine comedy" takes 

as its subject the totality of the "finite predicament" and 

discovers a logic in actual events which implies that the 

actual serves or is groping toward the ideal. Moreover, 

"divine comedy" "enters into the private perspective and 
e 
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discovers that public failure is often private success and 

vice'versa. The obvious example qf this sort of comedy is 

Dante’s Divine Comedy.28 MSerene comedy" differs from .

normal comedy in that it treats of the "wonderful" (in 

Cook’s theory the appropriate subject matter of tragedy) and 

reverses the normal c'omic pattern. Instead • of building up 

to the expulsion of the pariah, it begins with "the expulsion 

of"the self-searcher," continues with his adventures in the 

wonderful and ends with "his rehabilitation with new know­

ledge into the control of society."^9 The main examples of 

this sort of comedy are The Odyssey and The Tempest.

Both "divine comedy" and "serene comedy," as presented 

by their respective analysts, encroach upon the domain of 

tragedy--"divine comedy" by abandoning the social perspec­

tive for a perspective that is simultaneously personal and 

cosmic; "serene comedy" by subsuming the realm of the 

"wonderful"--and both make a near approach to the function 

of tragedy.

. This rather lengthy preamble in the form of a survey 

of the various theories of comedy is not designed to provide 

a pigeonhole or pigeonholes into which Cabel-I’s idea of 

comedy can be fitted, nor is there any intention of trying 

to reconcile contradictory views or to decide relative 

merits. Rather .the purpose of the survey is to provide a

2®Feibleman, op. cit., pp. 112-116. 
pQ •
^Cook, op. cit., pp. 174-175.
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* background against which Cabell ’ s idea may be more clearly 

and efficiently defined. '

From what has been said about Cabell’.s world-view, 

it should be fairly obvious that, whatever his idêa of . 

comedy may be,.he is not likely to look to comedy as a 

corrective in either Bergson’s sense or Meredith’s.

For Cabell flux is merely the necessary and inevitable con­

dition of the comedy of existence ; it is not, as for Bergson, 

a positive good. From Cabell’s point of view comedy may be 

said to capitalize upon flux but hardly to function in its 

interest.30 For Cabell finds no assured promise of progres­

sive evolution in*  the flux of nature, no assurance that the 

stream of time flows toward the new Jerusalem, and flux in 

relation to th% individual human life is morally ambiguous, 

being simultaneously good and evil according to the point 

of view assumed.

As for the fear of becoming the object of comic 

laughter, a fear upon which Meredith bases his belief in the 

corrective effect of comedy—Cabell’s point of view affords 

it little weight. Only in the narrow social perspective of 

Meredith’s theory, fvhich accepts the norms and values of 

"common sense civilization” as good if not absolute, can such 

be seen as salutary. In the more or less cosmic perspective 

of Cabellian comedy, the alternative to folly is less

Chapter II, pp. 27-28.
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attractive. Man may play the fool, or he may ac.ept his 

limitations, sacrificing to common sense and routine,all of . 

his dreams and aspirations, .and living in consequence a . 

stunted, narrow life,.31 Moreover, even if he chooses to 

make this sacrifice, he cannot hope to escape the cats-paw 

of the ironist, for he merely exchanges one set of illusions 

for another. In the end Queen Ltultia of Phillstia and her 

adherents are as much the objects of irony and of comic ,

laughter as Jurgen and Manuel ever are*  Furthermore, the 

self-consciousness which Meredith counted upon to restrain 

men within the bounds of common sense suggests to Cabell, 

quite other possibilities. As he views the matter, self­

consciousness opens the possibility of self-appreciation and 

applause and so may encourage rather than dissuade man from 

his ancient comic routine.3e-

Whereas for Meredith the comic arises when man, 

measured by the common sense norms, grows disproportionate, 

for Cabell, as we have seen, the comic is irryrdnent in all 

existence; it is a dye that stains the web of existence 

through and through. The perception of this comic aspect of 

all actuality is a matter of finding the proper perspective. 

Such a view quite naturally leads to a liberalization of 

Meredith’s theory of the proper mode and subject matter of

James Branch Cabell, Beyond Life (The Biography of 
Manuel, Storlsen.de ed., 18 volumes; New York: Robert M.
M’cBride and Company, 1927-1930) , p. 18. ' ■

•32James Branch Cabell, ’’The Lineage of Lichfield,"
Preface to the Past (New York: Robert M. McBride and Company, 
1936)FP. 36V

Storlsen.de
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comedy. The comic artist has all times and all human •

experiences and concepts to play with. He is nb.longer 

confined to the "enclosed square of his own society," nor 

is the means by which he arouses comic laughter anÿ longer 

restricted by conceptions of cultivation and decorum. As 

a matter»of practice Cabell does not shun any of the many 

techniques for arousin’ comic laughter. To shun any partic­

ular comic mode or form is after all to miss part of the 

comedy of existence.

yar from enlisting comedy exclusively in the service 

of common sense, Cabell conceives of one of the possible, 

legitimate functions of literature in general as the vicarious 

evasion or breaking of taboos.'" In discussing the signif­

icance of the rogue character in literature, Cabell states : 

Everywhere, in fine, this or that pleasant 
action is forbidden or in one way or another 
restricted ; and man, upon the verge of actual, sharp, 
zestful enjoyment, is brought up short by a taboo 
of his own invention.34

The appeal of the rogue—for example, of Tyl Ulensplegel—is 
that he, according to Cabell, offers the reader an opportun­

ity to escape momentarily from his inhibitions and repressions 

Cabell’s extensive use of phallicism and double-entendre 

as well as his use of the rogue character may be seen as a 

response to this concept, though, as we shall see, in the

"Z "Z ’
James Eranch Cabell, btraws and prayer-books (The 

Works - of James branch Cabell, dtorisende ed., 18 vols. ; New 
York: Robert McEride and Company, 1927-1930), pp. 75-93. 

' 34jbi-d. , p. 82.
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context of his fully realized theory thgse devices come to 

have additional and more fundamental significance. '

At this point Cabell’s thought seems to parallel 
e e
Freud’s, but Cabell’s concept of comedy is not ultimately 

Freudian. Comedy, .for,him, is never merely the toppling 

of taboos. This is not to say that Freud’s concept is

: merely this either. Actually Freud does not present a . 

complete theory of comedy: In exploring the psychological 

bases of the major forms of comic laughter, he depends 

largely upon jokes and upon what Feibleman calls ’’informal 

comedy, accidental humor, accidentally appreciated.” . The 

point is, however, that Cabell recognizes some of the same 

bases and, because of his broader view of the nature of the 

comic situation, is able to exploit them, to find employment 

for the comic spirit outside of the rather arbitrary limita­

' tions laid down by Meredith and others.

Yet, there is a sense in which Cabell may claim ser­

vice along with Meredith and Moliere under the aegis of 

Aesred, goddess of common sense, compromise and the wisdom 

of the middle way. When we probe Cabell’s thought deeply 

enough we fall upon paradoxes which can be resolved only in 

the light of a synthesis of his thought which he does not 

make for us. Here we have one such paradox. Cabell claims 

that the creative writer (the comic writer is,' of course, 

included) "plays with piety:” he evades and violates the

$$Cabell, straws and Prayer-Books, op. c11. , pp. 73­
109.

o
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taboos of society, all of which are sacred to Aesred, and 

"leads one more desperate sortie from the routine of 

existence.” In other words, the writer raises a revolt 

against Aesred, the weight and power of whose reign is ' 

largely felt in the weight of daily routine and custom. The 

direction which Cabell’s,own sorties take is into the realm 

of fantasy", symbol and myth. Still, Cabell is not being 

wholly facetious or ironic when he claims that :

Throughout the last some and twenty years, in the 
while that my more temerarious fellows have with 
untiring typewriters assailed and derided her 
notions, I have written on sedately in praise of 
monogamy in Jurgen, and of keeping up appearances 
in Figures of Earth, and of chastity in Something 
about Eve, and of womanhood in Domnei, and of 
nellgion“in The Silver Stallion^ and indeed 
throughout the building of the Biography I have at 
every instant upheld, in my own unpresuming way, 
all that Aesred endorses as the more comfortable 
fetishes for a man to believe in.36

Insofar as this is ironic, it is ironic because it elabor­

ates a half-truth which implies the other half, but the half­

truth stands. The typical Cabell hero--Jurgen, Gerald Mus­

grave , Florian de Puysange--ultimately does come to' terms 

with actuality and does submit to Aesred. .

A similar and closely related paradox is that probed 

by Granville Hicks’ somewhat peevish question--If Cabell 

believes that men need their illusions, why does he spend all 

of his time destroying those illusions?^7 William Parker is

36James Branch Cabell, These Restless Heads : A Tril­
ogy of Romantics (New York: The Literary Guild, 19327, p. 160.

3?Granville Hicks, The Great Tradition (New York: The 
Macmillan "Company, 1933), p. 221.
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involved with the same paradox when he fiyds-it bewildering 

"that while he [_CabellJ is praising the efficacy of a dream­

denial of reality, he is constantly giving the reader a 

sense of that reality.”38 Everywhere in his works Cabell 

insists that man’s sanity and survival depend upon certain 

dynamic illusions which help him to avoid becoming aware of 

his true situation in the universe. Moreover, Cabell states 

in more than one place that the function of the creative 

artist is to second the work of the demiurge by creating 

yet other attractive illusions, to present things as they 

"ought to be" and thereby to make available to the reader an 

ideal world. Yet, in practice Cabell does not ever allow the 

reader to escape for long into a world of illusions; every 

illusion which enters into Cabell’s comedies--whether it be 

ideal beauty or justice or holiness—is subjected to the 

searching light of irony, in which light it is shown to be 

substanceless or an all but transparent veil masking an 

unexpected but quite probable actuality. Thus, the romantic 

pursuit of ideal beauty, symbolized by the beautiful woman, 

ends in the embrace of flesh, the begetting of children and 

perhaps in marriage.

38William R. Parker, ”A Key to Cabell," The English 
Journal, XXI (June, 1932), p. 437. '

There is a strong temptation to seize upon one term 

of these paradoxes and to ignore the*  other. Having noted 

the fact that Cabell is an ironist, it is tempting to con- • 

aider his works as simply satires upon the vanity of human 
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wishes and to concur with Maurice Le Preton’s conclusion: 

Effleurant tout, sans jamais Insister, il 
dégonflé-au passage les vanités' ramène les folies 
au bon sens, dépouillé prestement. . . l’egoïsme 
humain des voiles de l’hypocrisie, et mettant 
l’homme à nu pour le punir de son orgueil, il se 
donne le malin ‘plaisir,.pour l’humilier, de le 

. donner en spectacle, l’espace ^’un moment, aux 
dieux ironiques de l’Univers. "

Seen from this point o view, the pattern of Cabellian 

comedy, despite Cabell’s often repeated pronouncements in 

favor of the dream-denial of reality, would seem to fit 

Willard Smith’s definition of comedy as the spectacle of "a 

man becoming the dupe of his own non-conformity.” There is 

a limited truth in this; Jurgen, Florian de Puysange and 

Jerald Musgrave are in a certain sense duped by, or at 

least in spite of, their nonconformity. Put nonetheless the 

definition is too narrow. For a reasonably close reader

cannot he In becoming aware of what Michaud has pointed out :

Les reveurs qu'i1 met en scene finissent, il est 
vrai, en désappointas. Mais il n'ont pas l'air de 
regretter leur voyage et, a la ferveur avec laquelle 
ils se le rappellent, on sent toujours en eux des 
songeurs impénitents.40

The simple formula of the duped and exposed nonconformist 

will not cover the facts. The Cabellian hero is impenitent, 

and even more significant, though he may be the dupe of his 

nonconformity, he is also rewarded by it. If the comedies 

end with ”all is vanity,” they also end with ”much have I

^^Maurice Le Preton, "James Branch Cabell, Romancier,” 
Revue Anglo-Amer.icaine‘(February, 1934), pp. 230-231.

4°Regis Michaud, Panorama de l_a littérature ameri- ' 
calne contemporaine (Paris : EditTons Kra, 1926), ppi T79-1R0 
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travelled in the realms of gold? and ”the mind is its own 

place.”

Moreover, Cabell’s most overt and mordant satire is 

reserved fqr those who conform too closely,•who narrowly 
• • 

restrict the scope of human living in the interest of prudish 

taboos and trfe fetish of practicality*  In the story of 

Prospero in These Restless Heads, Ariel is"presented as 

something of a fusion of the spirit of romance with the comic 

spirit out of Meredith. It. is not, however, the pariah 

whom this spirit derides but rather the dull citizens of , 

Milan who are dead to the ’’winds blowing out of the isles of 

wonder” and Prospero himself, the apostate artist who has 

turned practical statesman.41

Actually, for all the difficulty which they create, these 

paradoxes are to a large extent resolvable ; the confusion 

which they occasion arises from a too narrow definition of 

irony and a too thoroughly conventional notion of disillusion­

ment. For example, when Hicks complains that Cabell destroys 

the very illusions that in theory he believes desirable, Hicks 

is apparently assuming that irony destroys its object or 

that irony, by attaching value to the opposite of what is 

apparent or asserted, thereby empties that which is asserted 

or apparent of all-value and significance.^ This may be

41James Branch Cabell, These Restless Heads : A Trilogy 
of Romantics (New York; The Literary Gul 133 T$32), pp. 3-18«

42some such concept of irony seems also to underlie the 
corrective theories of Bergson and Felbleman; for both theor­
ists the perception of an incongruity leads to the complete 
devaluation of one of the incongruous elements.

o
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true of sarcastic comments and of the familiar inverted , 

comments on the weather, but that it is not necessarily true 

of more complex and sophisticated irony is readily demon­

strated by reference to so well known a work as Swift’s 

"Modest Proposal." The irony in the "Modest Proposal" 

arises initially from the obvious discrepancy between tone 

and subject matter, and the"reader quickly concludes that 

the speaker"must mean the opposite of what he says. Yet, 

at a deeper--though still ironic—level it is apparent that 

the proposal is no more cruel than existing practices, and, 

therefore, what the speaker says about the modesty and the 

mercifulness of his proposal acquires a certain validity. 

At least, if the reader is willing to tolerate existing prac­

tices , he has no rational grounds for rejecting the speaker’s 

suggestions as inhuman. The speaker’s assertions are 

simultaneously true and not true depending upon which system 

of values they are referred to.

In The First American Gentleman Cabell himself takes 

an opportunity to complain of this common misconception 

about the nature of irony:

"So why, my dear.Luis, do you need to keep on 
saying the opposite of what you mean, at this hour 
of the night when we both ought to have been in bed 
long ago?" . " .

"You mistake me, my dove," returned Don Luis, as 
he took.off his jerkin, and began to unfasten his 
codpiece resignedly, ."If but because no true-born 
American «has ever ventured to distinguish between 
the ironist and the idiot."43*  • .

43James Branch Cabell, The First American Gentleman 
(London : John Lane The Bodley HeaTJ T943), p. 48.

o
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Moreover, in the introduction to Quiet Please Cabell puts 

into the mouth of Professor Plug a commentary on irony 

which, despite Plug’s pompous and pedantic style,is largely 

valid and which at any rate suggests Cabell’s understanding 

of irony.44 Among other things, Professor Plug states:

. 44It ls probably fairly safe to consider Plug as 
another one of Cabell’s numerous masks. Cabell professes 
a distrust of theories dealing abstractly with technical 
aesthetic questions ; therefore, he rarely touc hes upon these, 
any more than upon metaphysical questions, witnout assuming
a mask.

45James Branch Cabell, Quiet Please (Gainesville, 
Florida : University of Florida Pressé 1952 ) , p. xx. (The
italics are mine.)

"Irony, as your art well reveals, Mr. Cabell, 
BiBSWar 

place."45 "

Cabell makes no reply to Plug’s self-conscious monologue.

Appropriately and symbolically Cabell represents himself as 

wholly absorbed in conservation with a bust of his own head 

the artist has no need of the abstract .theory which is

likely to be in-some degree a falsification and which in any 

event cannot be substituted for the thing itself. Yet, 

in the light of Cabell’s earlier hit at the popular mis­

apprehension of irony, it is-not difficult to see Plug as 

a convenient means of getting said something which Cabell

feels needs saying, in his own defense if for no other reason.

Irony, Plug says, "conjures a bipartient vision of 

reality;" the ironist presents "reality’s double value." * 45
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Irony, then, is not a.’matter of saying the opposite of what 

is meant ; it is a means of saying more than one thing at a 

timee It exposes the double value of reality—the dream 

interpretation and- the actual. From this point of view (and 

the point is that this is apparently Cabell’s intention) the 

irony to which Cabell subjects human illusions does not 

destroy those illusions or drain them of their value ; it 

merely detaches them from the actual. For example, the 

"beautiful woman" may be said to be a momentary fusion of 

the ideal and the actual, and for a time the pursuit of her 

may bec'ome identical with the pursuit of ideal beauty, but 

ultimately it becomes apparent that the fusion is extremely 

unstable and that the pursuit masks the sex drive of the 

primitive psyche which finds its satisfaction in physical 

union. The perception of this is ironic ; however, it does 

not invalidate the concept of ideal beauty or the longing 

which men experience for It. It merely demonstrates that 

man participates in more than one realm of being, an ideal- 

illusory realm and an actual-physical realm, and that only 

temporary and imaginary conjunctions can exist between these 

realms. In their own realm these ideals or illusions retain 

all of their attractiveness and potency—a discovery which, 

for example, Jurgen shares with Plato and Santayana.

The misunderstanding of the function of irony in 

Cabellian comedy lies at the root of another misunderstanding 

which is revealed*  in the generally inappropriate designation 
e 

of Cabell’s comedies as comedies of disillusionment. To
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.call Cabelllan-comedy a comedy of# disillusionment may be 

useful, provided the term, disillusionment, is carefully 

defined so that it does not carry the purely conventional 

connotations. Ordinarily disillusionment is vaguely con­

ceived of as a negative psychological state in which all 

value is denied, a state leading to cynicism and associated 

with embitterment. No doubt as a description of disillusion­

ment as a purely emotional experience in the absence of 

philosophy, this definition may be accurate enough, but how 

such a state can be fruitfully associated with Cabelllan 

comedy is not clear. Certainly the reader is not left with 

the sense of either having participated in or having witnes­

sed an embittering experience. Excluding brief moments of 

pathos, he has been amused by the whole spectacle. As for 

the comic protagonist--while it is true that he is "dis­

appointed," he is not embittered, he does not regret his 

voyage into the wonderful. At the end both Jurgen and Gerald

Musgrave realize that they have been tricked, and they are 

momentarily saddened by the knowledge. They are not, however, 

overwhelmed by it. Very quickly they adapt themselves to 

their new situation: Jurgen by turning his romantic imagin­

ation upon his actual domestic arrangements and Gerald by 

substituting different and generally more acceptable illusions 

for those which are no longer "accessible to him.

Used in a different sense, however, the word 
e 

disillusionment may be meaningfully applied to Cabelllan 

comedy. Disillusionment may be associated with freedom from 

o
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delusion, delusion being the search for*  the*ideal  embodied * 

in the actual. Such freedom is both the source and the gift 

of the ironic double-vision which perceives simultaneously » 

the limited actual world and the world of ideals (illusions)

' which man- futilely attempts to realize in.the actual. It 

denies neither world; it merely declares them separate and 

incompatible. In the sense of freedom from delusion, dis­

illusionment may be said to be a state of mind roughly 

approximating the "disintoxication" which Santayana sees as 

the fundamental requisite of the "spiritual life" and the 

primary attribute of the "spiritual mind." Understood in 

this way, disillusionment does not embitter and lead toward 

cynicism; on the contrary, it leads toward self-knowledge 

and self-transcendence.

The relationship between irony, disillusionment, and 

the spiritual point of view may be stated in this way. 

Disillusionment, understood not as a painfully negative 

psychological state but as a state of disintoxication, is 

the product of the ironic double-vision which is in turn the 

gift of the spiritual point of view. As has several times 

been noted, Cabell conceives of the creative writer in the 

moment of creation as approaching something very much like ‘ 

Santayana’s viewpoint of spirit. We may go further and say 

that the creative writer insofar as he follows the natural 

bent of spirit and looks only to the world of ideal essences

o
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(illusions) is a romanticist.46 Insofar as he consents to 

look down from his lofty height of spirituality upon actual 

existence, he is the comic writer. Now the conlic writer, • 

like any other writer, insofar as he is successful, creates 

a work of art which makes it possible for the reader to 

"experience" the writer's point of view and, consequently, 

to share his attitudes. Having granted this, it is then 

possible to deduce what Cabell's concept of the function of 

comedy is : to make accessible to the render something very 

like Santayana's spiritual point of view and the attitudes 

attendant upon that point of view.

4®Cabell, Beyond Life, op. cit. , pp. 263-264; and 
George Santayana, Soliloquies Tn England and Later Solil­
oquies (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1Ô2Ô ), p. 2.

Once we have clarified the nature of irony and of 

disillusionment as these terms are applicable to Cabellian 

comedy and have grasped the function of Cabellian comedy, 

we can easily resolve the paradoxes upon which we stumbled 

earlier. It becomes clear why comedy which ultimately is 

said to support Aesred should initially raise a revolt 

against her, should.play so lightly with her taboos. For 

if one submits at the outset and without question to the 

rule of Aesred, then he is debarred from the spiritual point 

of view and, consequently, becomes the prey of hundreds of 

smug, complacent little defusions which end by desiccating 

the soul. Absorbed in routine, wearing the blinders of 

custom and living wholly according to what is expected, one 
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suffers the thwarting and repression of both his#spiritual 

and his animal nature and vaguely feels himself to be -the , 

butt of some cruel practical joke, the point of which he 

does not quite see. "There is laughter overhead, but it 

is very far away." Life is experienced, then, as pain 

and frustration or as the dead weight of ennui. Therefore, 

some initial revolt against Aesred is necessary if man is to 

achieve that total and detached vision of himself and of the 

universe which alone can be the basis of a more or less 

painless, if not joyful, acceptance.

For Cabell comedy is apparently both the means of 

vicarious revolt and the means of ultimate acceptance. On 

the one hand, Cabellian comedy plays with taboos, both 

violating and evading them, and the comic protagonist him­

self is a rebel who carries the reader with him beyond the 

limits of "the acceptable and often, especially in the later 

comedies, into the realm beyond common sense. On the other 

hand, ironically enough, this revolt in the end actually 

serves Aesred's purposes, a fact which, if the evidence of 

Jurgen is to be trusted, she knows full well. The flight of 

the comic protagonist into the wonderful, which is actually 

a search for the "real" object to which his ideal refers, 

teaches him that ideals are illusions and that any seeming 

embodiment of them merely masks the probable reality from 

which he .has fled. Continued flight, then, is fruitless. 

Moreover, the comic protagonist, in comedy after comedy, 

"discovers that there is, whether he likes it or not, a large 
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part of his own nature to which the ministrations.of Aesred 

are priceless.. ,

As for the- reader--sharing with the author the 

spiritual point of view, he sees the whole action in the 

light of irony with its "hipartient vision of reality” 

which holds the ideal and the actual in a comic juxtaposition. 

He is, so to speak, raised to the gallery of the gods ; 

sharing their detachment, he joins in their laughter over th’e 

comic delusions of man. At the same time, in so far as the 

reader feels any identity of interest with the comic protag­

onist—that is, in so far as he views with sympathy as well 

as with lrony--he is placed in the position of the man who, 

though he has been the butt of a practical joke, sees the 

point and joins in the laughter of the perpetrators. In 

the case of Gabellian comedy, the joke is a cosmic and 

inexorably repeated joke ; but just as the victim of the 

practical joke, laughing at himself, may be said to be 

harmonized and reconciled with his conditions and with his 

fellows, so man, the victim of the cosmic joke, when he 

laughs at his own predicament may be said to be reconciled 

and harmonized with his own nature and with the structure of 

the universe. ' '

For both the comic protagonist and the reader the 

result may be said to be "disillusionment."47 jn this state

^This refers merely to the reader’s state of mind 
during the time that he surrenders to the" comedy; there is 
no intention, of course, of attributing to the comedy any .
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of mind it becomes possible to acknowledge the power and to 

submit to the reign of Aesred without the sense of unwonted 

compromise and frustration. For., being free from delusibn, 

one perceives the ultimate.futility,of rebellion and of all 
action; he understands that man perforce lives in two 

eternally disjunct realms of being. Moreover, in his detach­

ment he is able to accept the duality of his own nature, 

recognizing that while the human spirit finds its fulfill­

ment in the contemplation of the ideal, it is all the same 

dependent upon an animal life whose objectives are quite 

different and that the compromises of Aesred are the best 

bargain man can make. Coming to terms with Aesred is also 

rendered easier because the recognition of the limitations 

and radical imperfection of all existing things leads, to 

borrow the words of Milton K. Munitz, "to a willingness to 

conform to whatever social conditions happen to prevail, 

since some allegiance, even when it is a matter of mere 

custom or habit, is necessary for one who would be a member 

of a given social group."48 At the same time, the reader 

as well as the comic protagonist perceives that dreams and 

ideals are to be valued in themselves and that they can be

permanent or fundamental change in the psychology of the 
reader. It seems more likely that some degree of disill­
usionment in the conventional sense may be requisite -to a 
full appreciation of Cabellian comedy. .

' iton K. Munitz, "The Spiritual Life," The Phil­
osophy of George Santayana (New York: Columbia University 
Press, T53Ô), p. 102Î
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preserved in their purity only in the realm of the imagin- 

ation.4$ There they are r.lwa ys accessible to the imagin­

ation over which Aesrod cannot of her own will extend her 

control; there eyen a featherless, wingless biped can soar 

with a ^ood ^race. From the elevated vantage point ol spirit, 

the possibility of enjoying the best of both worlds, which 

appears to be opened up, is reassuring ; tne probability 

that man will continue to make a jumble of the two is a 

promise of unend in- comedy.

Clearly the concept of the perspective and function 

of comedy that has thus far been outlined does not fit (we 

can now say with greater weight and conviction than befor-) 

... ■ ; " ■ ( corrective f he or ie s of c orne d y » e omedy def i neo 

arcordin.; to tills concept may, t ’ Vo sure, claim Co add 

somethin * t o ccrr/enial i I y and decorum. ?:iis, however, is 

merely coincidental; such comedy is not primarily concerned 

with "man’s shapeliness in the present" lut rather with his 

attitude toward his predicament in the universe. For does 

it aim to promote the advance toward a more "logical" (that 

is, humanly desirable) order. for rhourL Cabell's insistence 

that the proper concern of literal ure is wi th "tumps as they 

ought to be" and that the proper function of the author ‘ 

is to object tc the inadequacy of things as tney are, 

strongly recalls fell lemon, yet nowhere--e i then in his

— .... ------- - - b —----------- - - ■ - —

e4?James yrap ch Cabell, "Suctorial Introduction," The 
Certain Hour (The Works of James Branch Cabell, ftorisende ed., 
TTTVÈTs.yTëw York:. Fobert Tic-ride and Company, 1927­
1930), p. 1. " . . 
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comedies or in his expository wrltings--does Cabell suggest 

that.what ought to be can exist outside of the realm of the 

imagination or of art. Moreover, though Cabell would presum­

ably agree with Feibleman’s description of the basic comic 

situation as involving an unmasking of the deficiencies anâ 

limitations of the actual,50 * his conception of the basic 

pattern of the comedy of human life, as we shall see later, 

explicitly rules out the possibility of allying comedy with 

the forces of progress. And again--Cabell would also 

presumably agree that at lea L of the functions of 

comedy is "to lay bare the fictions...of every day llfe;”^ 

not, however, ’’with a view to founding that life more firmly”52 

but rather with the view to understanding the role of fictions 

and perceiving the inherently comic nature of existence. At 

most Cabell’s exposure of the fictions of daily life is 
in. the interest of a wider field of fictions.

The basic comic situation in Cabe111an comedy might 
be defined more specifically as a penetration of appearances, 
revealing wholly elemental and probable things masquerading 
aS ideal or wonderful things. . •

. James Feibleman, In Praise of.Comedy (London:
Georgb A'llen and Unwin LimTEâd, 1939T7 p. 92. Cf. Cabell’s 
introduction to Quiet Please (Gainesville, Florida; Univer­
sity of Florida press, 1952). '

52Felbleman, on. cit., p. 92. • .

The fundamental reason for this divergence is that the 

perspective of Cabe111an comedy is not, as Feibleman assumes 

it must be, basically that of the ideal. It is, in fact, 

naturalistic. Theoretically the spiritual point of view is 
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defined by detachment or "disintoxication” which*  makes 

possible a more or less objective and total view of the 

probable structure of the universe and of the human condition. 

The structure revealed might fit any of a number of possibil­

ities, but it is clear from our earlier discussion of Cabell's 

world-view that for him as for Santayana the naturalistic 

interpretation is the most acceptable one. Now, the natural­

istic interpretation leads to an acceptance of the structure 

of things as more or less irremediable. It results in the 

breaking up of the world as man experiences it into irrecon­

cilable realms of myth and of material force; and it posits 

no future,.heavenly or earthly, in which the ideal may be 

realized except possibly in part and by accident beyond 

human control. The naturalistic perspective makes it possible 

to discover the defectiveness and inadequacy of existing 

things by presenting them in relationship to something more 

desirable, closer to the ideal; but it obviously leaves 

little room for the idea of progress, unless one is willing 

to define progress purely in terms of the growth of social 

justice and of ephemeral social institutions, go far as 

Cabell is concerned, however, such progress is more apparent 

than real. For Cabell human life remains pretty much the 

same under all conditions. It may be more or less, rich in 

imagination and emotion, but its basic pattern does not vary 

in essentials. . •

It is perhaps worth digressing briefly at this point 

by .way of anticipating and disposing of a possible misunder- * 
e . ° '

standing. If one examines CabeJlian comedy in the light
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of Felbleman’s theory, he is almost certain to be tempted 

to classify it as "romantic comedy." According to feible- 

man,

The romantic consists in a partial identifi­
cation of interests with lost or perishable 
unique actuals. Since these must soon belong to 
the past, romanticism implies that perfection lies 
or should lie in the past rather than in the 
future. . . . Romantic comedy points out that 
though passing actuals should have been better 
than they were, they were better than what has 
taken their place. . . ♦ 3

Both Cabell’s repeated praise of the "romantic" and the 

importance of the magical region of Antan (yesteryear) in 

The Biography of Manuel may seem to justify such a classif­

ication. However, Cabell is very careful to make his 

reader aware that the tendency of man to identify the ideal 

with an indefinite segment of the past is the result of 

man’s myth-making imagination which deals ruthlessly with 

past actualities, reshaping them in conformity with man’s 

ideals and dreams. In other words, the glow of ideality 

which surrounds persons and events of the past 15 the out­

right gift of the imagination and never was theirs in fact. 

This Cabell makes clear in the first two books of The 

Biography of Manuel—Figures of Earth and The Silver Stal­

lion. These two books taken together gradually build up the 

ironic discrepancies not only between Don Manuel’s life as 

he intended it and as he actually lived it but also between 

Don Manuel’s career as his associates witnessed it and as

S^Feibleman, op. cit., p. 183.
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the adherents to the cult of Manuel came to interpret it. 

Similarly, The High Place and "The Wedding Jest" cast an 

ironic light baqk over the romantic Domnei, revealing an 

impassable gulf between actuality and legend. The quest of 

the artist who undertakes to liberate Antan from the tyranny 

of Master Phllologos is a somewhat different matter, but 

the important thing here is that this is not a quest for the 

recovery of an actual segment of the historical past but 

rather for the liberation and revitalization of the myths 

and legends, the ideals and dreams of mankind. Antan, like 

the wholly fabulous poictesme to which Felix Kennaston 

manages "to return," is purely a realm of the imagination, 

out of time and out of space.

If Cabell's idea of comedy is to be classified under 

either of the two traditional headings, it clearly belongs 

with the cathartic theories, providing catharsis is under­

stood as Willard Smith uses the term--the purging away of 

selfishness, "effecting an elevation of man’s consciousness 

from the personal to the impersonal plane.For Cabell, 

however, this is not simply an emergence "from the personal 

into the social plane" but rather an emergence from the 

personal into what we have called the "spiritual" plane. The 

reader of Cabellian comedy is not merely watching a man 

become "the dupe of his own non-conformity" but is. watching

54 * * ' °• .Willard Smith, The Nature of Comedy (Boston; The 
Gorham Press, 1930), pp. 170-172. . *
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man become the dupe of his delusions, playing amusingly 
------ . 55 
enough his role of comedian end fool of the universe. ' 

Moreover, the reader comes not so much to understand the 

rational structure of society (though tnis m^y an 

dental by-product) as to understand the complexity of his own 

nature,- its contradictory needs and conflicting elements, 

and to see with clarity and detachment the possibilities 

which life affords for the satisfaction of these desires as 

well as the limits that are set to their fulfillment.

Though he sees that for the romantic idealist life must always 

be unsatisfactory and must end in failure, no in hi. moment

of self-transcenderce understands that

The mishaps, the expedlore 
of comedy, in which everybody 
beaten and deceived, yet ts -r

es, the merry solutions 
acknowledges himself

the unexpect 
very texture

ed nosture of a ffa

mi she ana

solutions, it 
less plastic 
flux. . . .

volatile than

irs, belongs to the 
. . . . And if people 
eV e1 against these 
their souls are 

, the general

hus, for the moment the reader triumphs over all th

an exclusive, selfish point of view would be painful.

is prepared to be amused by life, accepting his total 

complex nature but not expecting actuality to assume any 

form.that will be wholly satisfying.

55james Branch Cabell, "The Lineage of Lichfield," 
preface to the Past (Nbw York: Robert M. McPnae and Com­
pany, Ï936), 0. 33.

' 56Georc.e mntayana, Soliloquies in England and Later 
Soliloquies (New York: Charles Scribner’s Ions., 1^2), 
pl 141. ■
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Comedy which seeks to provide for such moments of 

self-trans centfence obviously exceeds the limits laid down. . 

by Willard frith of well as ly Lane Cooper in the develop­

ment of their cathartic theories of comedy. It aims not so 

much at the harmonist ion of man with his fellows ns at the 

harmonization of man with the universe and of the conflicting 

elements within man's own nature, and, thereby, it trespasses 

upon the purlieus of troredy and noproaches an identity.

yhis of the untl iirt'ne'.lon between the

cf conode -nd f e lunetier, of tra -edy door not, 

of course, inyly the nlsence of a] » distinction. It is sig­

nificant that Jnlell is not "I ven to iisc.usHn- the function 

of literature under the categorical headings comedy 

and tragedy. All literature has for him a common function; 

yet, at the same time he does implicitly recognize at least 

nr. ^-c\'(n^l when he states bunt man, the inveter­

ate comedian, does now and again touch tr.e hem of tragedy's

gown. ?his suggests metaphorically both the rapproche­

ment of the tragic and the comic an! the notion tnat the 

tragic sense arises partially out of a close i'ientlficntlor 

re interests with the individual comedian. Phis in turn 

suggests -.st, while comedy -nl trn;edy m-.y share a common 

.... i-:-r rust the-.' loth lr:r.. s.l ut self-transcendence 

57james Branch fateli; "The Lineage of Lichfield, 
Preface to the Past (New York; Robert ”. McBride ana 
Company ,^[936 ) , p. 32. , o
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with its attendant harmonization and repose, their means*  

are in no way similar. For while comedy, as Cabell apparently 

understands 11, provides for self-transcendence through dis - 

intoxication, a more detached, and broader vision of reality ; 

tragedy provides for seif-transcendence through the intense 

identification of our interests with those of someone in 

some way greater than ourselves who lives and suffers greatly 

and by rendering the suffering of this person significant. 

However, the life of man, built as it is in the Gabellian 

view upon the substanceless stuff of dreams, affords only 

"a thin sustenance for the tragic muse,"^ for man fallen 

from the height of his illusions or overwhelmed by accident 

or by physiological decay is not man fallen from real 

eminence before fate or the blows of the gods. Moreover, 

the death of the individual, which according to Cabell is 

the one possible occasion for a tragic response to life, 

seen in relation to the life force of which the individual 

is only a momentary embodiment is unreal. Whatever may be 

the fate of its individual embodiments, the life force, 

though redundant, is resilient and endlessly fruitful and 

successful in the evasion of the snares and obstacles which 

beset it.. fy implication the tragic vision is, then, the 

more restricted and the less true. In Cabell’s view the

James Branch Cabell, "The Lineage of Lichfield." 
Preface•to the Past (New York: Robert M. McBride and Com­
p any, 1935), p. 34. '

’ 59Ibid., pp. 32-34. .
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traditional ranking of comedy and tragedy is inverted; 

however compelling the illusion of tragedy, it is in comedy 

that we "see life steady and see it whole."

Among the commentators presented at^ the beginning of 

this chapter, only Feibleman and Cook recognize and define a 

form of comedy which lies outside the scope of "normal" 

comedy and which in some ways encroaches upon tragedy. 

For Feibleman this is "divine comedy ;" for Cook it is 

"serene comedy." Though ultimately Cabell’s concept of 

comedy is distinct from the theories of both Feibleman 

and Cook, yet it has numerous points of contact with 

them and it is fruitful to explore these points of contact as 

a means of further clarifying Cabell's idea.

According co Feibleman,

Divine comedy criticizes almost with love, and 
at a very high level. Forgotten or rendered un­
important are its personal and contemporary 
references, and with them its lit terne s s has 
largely departed. ... It has judgment w'thout 
criticism/ laughter but above the battle ; and an 
affirmation which is almost direct. It takes all 
actuality as its province and contrasts it with the • 
whole of the logical order. "Ahat remains is 
closer to tragedy £ than to "normal" cornedJJ.

It is closer to tragedy because it is "directed at nothing 

less than the whole field of the finite predicament" and 

because it discovers that at least here and there "the 

malice of actual events may be symbolically logical;" 

that is, it discovers that the ideal, logical order is 

working itself out through, or is expressed in actual events,

GOpeibleman, oo. cit. , p. 205.
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and thereby, 'it fosters "the uncritical acceptance" of 

things as they are.61 '

61See Feibleman’s brief treatment of tragedy, ibid., 
p. 199. .

62significantly, John Charteris in Beyond Life (p. 202) 
argues that the contemporary is accessible to art«only in so 
far as it can be made to express.symbolically the fundamental 
and timeless experiences of humanity. •

The similarities between Cabell’s concept of comedy " 

and .Feibleman’s 'concept of "divine comedy" are not at all 

recondite. Cabo111an comedy does aim at "nothing less than 

the whole field of the finite predicament"62 and the laughter 

which it evokes is indeed "above the battle," providing 

this is not understood to exclude rigorously all incidental 

satire aimed at contemporary targets. However, Feibleman’s 

definition of "divine" as of "normal" comedy is finally too 

narrow to accomodate Cabe 111an comedy. Felbleman, thoroughly 

committed to the theory of comedy as "an adjunct of the 

revolutionary principle," cannot admit or does not see the 

possibility of a comic perspective which does not either 

"promote progress" or nullify the need for progress in the 

vision of a better world to come. Feibleman’s example of 

"divine comedy" is the obvious and convenient one, Dante’s 

Divine Comedy; and Dante, a Christian viewing "the finite 

predicament" from the assumed vantage point of an ideally 

ordered next world, does achieve an "affirmation which is 

almost direct” because he perceives that the inequities and 

defects of actual earthly life are remedied in £hat ideally 

ordered next world and that, in a sense, they fore shadow

o
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and prepare for that next world•

The basically naturalistic perspective of Cabellian 

comedy, however, clearly provides no such basis for affirma- 
e •

tion. The essential pattern of Cabellian comedy—a pattern 

which is, of course, determined by the perspective—is 

unvarying, and man, the eternal comedian, is bound to it, as 

to the wheel of Karma, without hope of release. For, as 

Cabell perceives it, the comedy of man is cyclical and re­

dundant , being repeated with greater or lesser clarity in 

the life of every individual of every generation:

I do not find the comedy ever to be much 
altered in its essentials. ... I incline to accept, 
in brief, that same summary of each human life which 
Horvendile delivered to Florian de Puysange beside 
the asherah stone. The first act is the imagining 
of a place where contentment exists and may be come 
to; and the second act reveals the striving toward ; 
and the third act the falling short of, that shining 
goal, or else (the difference here being negligible) 
the attaining of it—to discover that happiness after 
all, abides a thought farther down the bogged, rocky, 
clogged, befogged heart-breaking road, if anywhere. 
That is the comedy which, to my finding, the life of 
Manuel has enacted over and yet over again upon 
every stage between Poictesme and Lichfield.

Not only does this envision succession without progress but 

it fails completely to envision anything beyond the final 

act of any individual production of this endlessly revived 

comedy of human life.

Yet, despite the tone of pathos and futility which 

invests Cabell’s own description of the unfleshed skeleton

63James Branch Cabell, "The Lineage of Lichfield," 
The Preface to the Past (New York : Robert M. McBride and 
Company, TSoCT, pp. 33-34.
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of his comedies, it is true that Cabellian comedy in generale 

does achieve an ’’affirmation which is almost direct,” an 

acquiesence which is not the atquiesence of despair. A 

matter which Feibleman treats as a subordinate point in his 

discussion of "divine comedy"*  is highly pertinent here : . 

according to Feibleman, "divine comedy," unlike other comedy, 

may enter into the personal perspective of the protagonist 

as well as into the social perspective and in so doing 

discovers that public failure is often private success or, 

at least, that the protagonist "does not lose, cannot lose, 

in a game in which there is no such thing as winning.”64 

This entering into more than one perspective with its con­

sequent discovery or realization, which comes to the reader 

if not to the protagonist, is the basis of the happy resol­

ution in Cabellian comedy. For the reader of Cabellian 

comedy, finding refuge in the "plane of spirituality" rather 

than in Feibleman'a ideal logical order, views the action 

from several different viewpoints simultaneously--from the 

viewpoint of spirit, which is overall and detached, from the 

viewpoint of the self-conscious but imperfectly self- 

realized protagonist, and from the viewpoint of the protag­

onist's total, complex and contradictory nature.

Consequently, while the reader realizes that from 

one point of view "the malice of events" stamps the con­

clusion of every man's life not. only with fini but with

64Feibleman, op. cit., pp. 205-206. .
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failure, he also discovers that the malice of events is-- 
not "symbolically logical" but--ironically benevolent.65

This complexity of viewpoint is not, of course, at 

all suggested by Cabell’s summary description of his comedies, 

and, in fact, this summary description is a gross over­

simplification, for it considers the action of theecomedies . 

from one point of view only, that of the comic protagonist 

in his role as romantic searcher. It is only when one 

considers the fully developed comedies that the complexity 

of viewpoint becomes apparent, and then one discovers that 

the pattern of vision, striving and failure is presented in 

such a way as to be susceptible to more than one interpre­

tation and that another pattern is combined with or super­

imposed upon what Cabell describes as the basic pattern. 

This second pattern is in many ways reminiscent of the 

pattern which Albert Cook finds in "serene comedy."

According to Cook:

In serene comedy of wonderful-as-probable 
(or vice versa), the pattern becomes : expulsion 
of the searcher (the culmination of the tragic play 
like Lear, Hamlet, or Richard II), his experiences 
in the wonderful, his self-rehabilitation with new 
knowledge into control of society.66

With some modification this formula can be accommodated 
e 

fairly well to Cabellian comedy. First of all, it would not

.$$This is most clearly and easily understood through 
the analysis of individual comedies. See chapter IV, pp. 
200-209 below.

6$Albert Cook, The Dark Voyage and the Golden Mean 
(Cambridge ; Harvard University Press, 1949), pl 175.

oo
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be accurate to speak of Cabell’s comic protagonists as 

expelled from normal society. It is because they are search­

ers, longing for the "wortderful” and chafing under the 

restraints and dissatisfactions of the actual, tnat they • 

seize of their own voli.tlon some opportunity to escape into 

the "wonderful.” Secondly, (this is perhaps not so much a 

modification as an elaboration) their experiences In the 

"wonderful” lead them to discover the probable-in-the- 

wonderful. And, thirdly, they do not return ’’into control 

of society” because their "rehabilitation” is by way of 

compromise and because the magical powers which assist them 

in the realm of the "wonderful” are not transferable to the 

realm of the actual. Still, despite these qualifications, 

the journey into the "wonderful” followed by a return to 

and reconciliation with the probable norms of society does 

define the movement of Cabellian comedy.

It is probably no accident, then, that the same two 

works--The Odyssey and The Tempest—which Cook uses as the 

basis for his definition of ”serene comedy” receive prominent 

mention in Cabell's works. Indeed, one of the major motifs 

of Jurgen--what we might call the homing motif--is borrowed 

from The Odyssey, and the whole of Jurgen may be read as a 

blending of The Odyssey and the Faust legend. It would, of 

course, be impossible to say to what extent Cabell's idea 

of comedy was shaped by his interest in these two works, 

but it is safe to say that Cabellian comedy in its fully 

matured form is of their type if not of their claSs. It 



91

shares with them a similar movement and a similar function, 

although the means by which that function is fulfilled 

differ. • .
Cook is not as clear as he might be about the function 

e
of what he defines as "serene comedy." Presumably, however, 

its function must be in line or at least compatible with 

his general theory of comedy as "ritual expulsion," which 

assumes that*  comedy witnesses to the sanctity of the norms 

of society by providing an occasion for the expulsion, by 

means of laughter, of the abnormal pariah. According to this 

theory, comedy is essentially conservative ; it identifies 

health with the social norms and rejoices over the preservation 

and triumph of these norms. Following this line of thought, 

it is possible to assign a similar function to "serene comedy." 

The "wonderful," which in Cook’s theory plays a large part 
in "serene comedy," normally lies within the province of 

en 
tragedy, and the very existence of that which may be 

classified as "wonderful"—for example, death, mystery, 

romantic love, transcendent moral law—challenges the norms 

of society. Moreover, the searcher of "serene comedy" is the 

would be pariah. Ordinary comedy denies the first and expels 

the second, but "serene comedy" subsumes them both and 

renders them innocuous by purging them of their tragic 

implications. It accomplishes this either by showing that 

practical wisdom and diplomacy can prevail against the . 
•

67Albert Cook, op. cit., p. 35.

o
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"wonderful” (The Odyssey) or by representing the. experience 

of the wonderful as the basis of practical social wisdom and 

as ultimately leading to thd rehabilitation of the pariah to 

the social norms (The Tempest). "Serene comedy’though 

its vision is more inclusive, is also -conservative in function, 

serving to affirm the social norms and -to put men at easç 

in the presence of the "wonderful."

As we have seen, the function of Cabellian comedy may 

be described in somewhat similar terms ; it, too, is ultimately 

conservative and aims to put men at ease in the presence of 

mystery. It might even be argued .that Cabellian comedy in 

part fulfills its function by subordinating the "wonderful” 

to the probable which is the basis of the social norms, 

for everywhere the active pursuit of the "wonderful" is 

shown to end in wholly probable experience, and in the end 

the wonderful illusions of the poet and the idealist make 

room for the illusions of stability and security, to be 

gained through compliance with the social norms. This, 

however, is not quite what we have in The Odyssey or in The 

Tempest. Again it is perspective and focus which make 

the difference.

In both The Odyssey and The Tempest the realm of the 

"wonderful" is accepted as having independent existential 

status ; it can, therefore, be brought into some sort of 

harmony with the probable world of social experience and can 

be made to yield powers and wisdom which are applicable for 

the good of society. Moreover, though "serene comedy" 

allows for far greater concern with the individual than does 
• e
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ordinary comedy> Its focus——in so far as this is defined by 

The Odyssey and The Tempest* —is nonetheless social. For 

both Prospero and Odysseus are rulers, that is, socially 

significant people. What they do or fail to do has serious 

social implications which the reader is never allowed to 
e 

forget. Prospero, the pariah-magician, could use his ab­

normal powers destructively, but» his equally abnormal wisdom 

constrains him to use them only in the interest of the 

health of the social norms—honest administration, love and 

marriage. The return of Odysseus to Ithaca means the 

preservation of the integrity of the ruling family; there­

fore , his triumph over the "wonderful" forces which oppose 

him not only is an endorsement of the social values of 

diplomacy and expediency, which he in some degree represents, 

but is directly related to the continuity and stability of 

society.

By contrast, Cabellian comedy with its basically 

naturalistic perspective does not accept the "wonderful" in 

the simple, unquestioning manner of The Odyssey and The 

Tempest ; it holds the "wonderful" experiences of the comic 

protagonist in the dual focus of irony ; the consequences of 

this are several. First of all it means that the reader is 

aware at all times that the realm of the "wonderful" is man’s 

own creation, called forth by man’s dissatisfaction with 

things as they are, and that, while the actual (probable) 

can cloak itself in the appearances of the "wonderful," the 

two realms can never be fused oer harmonized. This in turn 

means that such harmonization as is achieved muet take 
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place within the individual; it must be the harmonization 

of man's "double-soul.”* 68 These consequences of the differ­

ence in perspective are closely related to a difference in 

focus. .Paradoxically, though in Cabellian comedy the reader 

feels less closely identified with the protagonist than he 

does with, say Prospero and Ulysses, yet the focus is 

individual rather than social. The relatively greater 

detachment in Cabellian comedy is due to the fact that the 

comic protagonists, unlike Prospero and Ulysses, are rep­

resentative human beings; they embody typical attitudes and 

experience a fate which is typical however individual in 

appearance and in particulars. Given Cabell's world-view 

and his general comic vision, it could hardly be otherwise. 

Moreover, the ironic light in which the actions and experi­

ences of the comic protagonists are presented reenforces the 

detachment which one generally feels in the presence of the 

typical. .

-  ■ - ... —w — - . - - ■- - -
68James Branch Cabell, "Ballad of the Double-Soul," 

The Certain Hour (second*edition; New York: Robert M.
^Bride and Company, 1923), pp. 9-10. . '

At the same time, the Cabellian comic protagonist, 

unlike Prospero and Odysseus, is not, at least Initially, 

a significant social figure. He acts in a personal rather 

than a social context. His self-willed journey into the 

"wonderful” is undertaken for personal reasons ; he returns 

to society for personal reasons. At no time are the social 

implications of his actions stressed ; neither by being outside
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, 0.0
of society nor by returning to it does he seriously affect 

the social norms. Of course, if we consider the Cabellian 

comic protagonist as the symbol of the human spirit in its 

total and eternal manifestation, the comedy takes on 

implications which transcend both the individual and the 

social ; for then, his revolt against the probable norms of 

human experience and his quest for the ’’wonderful’ threaten 

the whole structure of conventions and fictions upon which 

the human spirit really depends for its survival.69 This 

consideration, however, is a part of the general background 

of the total Biography of Manuel and does not enter into 

the immediate response to the individual comedies, though 

it is no doubt a necessary condition of that ultimate 

repose and acqulesence at which Cabellian comedy in general 

aims.

69James Eranch Cabell, "Toupan’s Bright Bees,” The 
Silver Stallion (The Works of James* Branch Cabell, Storf- 
sende edition; New York:. Robert M. McBride and Company, 
1927-1930), pp. 53-81.

An important result of the lack of social emphasis is 

that the feeling of success which is essential to Cabellian 

comedy, as to all comedy, cannot be so easily rendered in 

social terms as it can be even in what Cook defines as 

serene comedy. Society qua society may, of course, take 

some satisfaction in the return of the searcher. His return 

means one more conformist, one less bad example. Moreover, 

from the practical pragmatic viewpoint of society the journey 

of the searcher into the "wonderful” ends in predestined 
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failure, and. this may be taken as an indirect affirmation 

of the wisdom and health of the social’norms. But, while 

these negative occasions for the rejoicing‘of society are 

present, they are decidedly not stressed.

In order to understand the terms of success in Gabel­

Han comedy, we must recall once again ’Cabell’s comic 

protagonist is a complex, a divided and contradictory and, 

unlike Prospero and Odysseus, a highly protean being. 

Moreover, though from an absolute point of view as well as 

from the practical social point of view he fails, the 

reader has known all along that the protagonist played at a 

game in which "there is no such thing as winning" and in 

which, consequently, all success must be counted relative.

Given these conditions, the protagonist, though he 

cannot succeed in the sense of attaining all that he desires, 

can fail in at least two possible ways. He can fail by losing 

the sustaining sense of his own dignity and importance or 

by the hypertrophy of one aspect of his nature at the expense 

of the other aspects, resulting in either the cutting away 

of his roots in nature which means madness and premature 

destruction^^ or a loss of contact with the realm of the 

ideal through the withering away of the imagination. *

-   ■ -   - - , 
James Branch Cabell, "Concerning Corinna," The 

Certain Hour (second edition; New York; Robert M. McBride 
and Company, 1923), pp. 113-135; and Cabell, "The Thin 
Queen of Elfhame," Straws and Prayer-Books (Storisende ed., 
18 volumes ; New YoÆî Robert M. McBride and Company, 
1927-1930), pp. 113-125.



97

Success negatively considered means avoiding t^ese possibil- • 

ities ; positively, it is the retention of his invaluable 

sense of dignity ceupled with the healthy satisfaction, 

within the unavoidable limits of both animal and spiritual 

needs. In these terms, the Cabellian comic protagonist, 

aided by his vanity, his dullness, and his divided and 

mutable nature, is successful. As we have already seen— 

oven though the protagonist's animal nature fipds gratifi­

cation where his spiritual nature had thought to find it, yet 

for the satisfaction of his spiritual nature there has been 

the vision of the ideal and "the certain hour” in which for 

a moment the ideal seemed to be realized. And though the 

course of his wanderings in the "wonderful" may bring him, 

as it does Jurgen and Florian de Puysange and Gerald Mus­

grave, to the brink of spiritual bankruptcy, the relative 

repleteness of vision" and of appetite and the natural abating 

of animal and spiritual vigor (the malice of time) breed a 

qualified contentment, a mood of compromise and acceptance.71 

That this concluding mood" is the result of a some­

what precarious equilibrium, two of Cabell’s fables, 

"Prologue of Duke Prospero at- Milan"72 and "Epilogue of True 

Thomas by Mponlight,"73 testify; yet, it is the thriftiest

71
Again, for a complete .elucidation of these comments 

it is necessary to refer ahead to the discussion in chapter ' " 
IV, pp. 200-209. .

72 -r •James Branch Cabell, These Restless Heads: A . 
Trilogy of Romantics (dew York": Tüe'Tlterary "Build, T932), 
pp. 3-21. •

73* '
°Ibid., pp. 233-249. • .
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bargain man can come by, and in the context it is as 

satiefying as Prospero’s

... We arê such,stuff 
As dreams are built on, and our little life 
is rounded with a sleep.

which, coming at the end of The Tempest1s strange blend of 

political intrigue, supernatural powers and idylle love, 

seems to put at rest all of the anxieties and tensions of 

human existence and to dispose quietly of the problems 

of good and evil and of destiny.

Summary

Comedy, as Cabell conceives it, differs from comedy 

as generally defined in scope, in perspective and in function. 

Like all comedy Gabellian comedy might be defined as an 

overtly artificial experience designed to arouse comic 

laughter through the contemplation of the disproportionate, 

the incongruous, the ridiculous; but Cabell does not limit 

his subject matter to man in society or to man as a social 

being. His subject matter is individual man pursuing his 

own isolated though typical destiny. Moreover, while Cabell 

thinks in terms of typical categories and attitudes, the 

perspective of his comedy is not that of society or'of the 

group. Nor does he accept ”the ideal logical order” as 

providing the .only proper perspective for comedy. Though ' 

his method is in part to reveal the inadequacies .of actual­

ity in relation to what is ideal or desirable, his perspec­

tive remains at bottom naturalistic—a situation which lesids 

to the simultaneous endorsement of the ideal, on the one
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hand, and the acceptance of the actual as inevitable and 

irremediable, on the other. Generally speaking, his. comedy 

aims at "the whole of the finite predicament;" its source is 

the essential pattern of human living seen against the back­

ground of a naturalistically conceived cosmos.

The function of Cabellian comedy is implicit in its 

perspective and scope. If it is to be associated with 

either of the traditional theories of function, it must be 

with the cathartic theories, for Cabellian comedy clearly 

aims to lift the reader from the plane of egoistic self­

absorption to the plane of "spirituality," thus making 

available to him the comic vision of reality. It lifts him 

temporarily out of the stream of life, the flux of things; 

it relieves him for the time being of the necessity of 

participation; and, seating him, so to speak, in the gallery 

of the gods, it allows him to witness more or less objectively 

the humorous antics of man pursuing in his clumsy and comic 

and at times pathetic way his particular delusions and pre­

suming upon the thin stuff of his rationality for support. 

Through the irony and total understanding which are the . 

concomitants of the vision, the reader's sense of proportion 

is corrected; he perceives clearly the inadequacies and- . 

defectiveness of actual existence, but joining in the 

laughter of the gods, he .triumphs over th« "finite predic­

ament," over all that for the feeling subject and from an 

exclusive, selfish point of view would be painful.

Thus, in its function Cabellian comedy approaches 
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tragedy, for like tragedy it seeks to adjust man tq the 

conditions of the universe and to harmonize the conflicting 
• •
elements within man's own nature. Whereas, however, tragedy 

achieves its purpose through an intense personal identifi­

cation of interests with those of the protagonist and through 

the sense that out of waste and suffering some value emerges 

that would not otherwise exist. Cabellian comedy, like all 

comedy, achieves its ends through detachment and through the 

sense that such limited success as is possible to man is 

purchased not at the price of a waste of spirit but of 

quite ordinary qualities of mind—a kind of hand to mouth 

shrewdness and adaptability coupled with ultimate obtuse­

ness and vanity and an inherent propensity to dream. Tragedy 

triumphs over the "finite predicament" by accepting all that 

is painful in that predicament as the necessary condition 

for the emergence of the god-like in man ; Cabellian comedy 

triumphs over the "finite predicament" by giving at least the 

impression of understanding the exact terms of that predic­

ament and by suggesting that in the very malice of time and 

events and death there may lie hidden an unsought and ironic 

benevolence. Moreover, whereas tragic irony stresses the 

awesome possibilities of existence, the irony in Cabellian 

comedy reveals all experience outside of the realm of the 

imagination to be"platitudinous; everywhere and always 

actipn leads to purely"probable experience. However dis­

appointing this may be teo the "romantic" and the "poqt" who 

make a part of every man, it is laughable to the



101

ndlsintoxicated1’ mind and comforting to the everyday 

citizen.

The end at which Cabellian comedy finally alms is 

the clear yet serene awareness of .the conditions of human 
• e

existence. It is the quiet disillusionment of Prospero’s 

”We are such stuff as dreams are built on” or, perhaps more 

precisely, of Santayana’s ”I am quite happy in this human 

ignorance mitigated by pictures, for it yields practical . 

security and poetic beauty: whpt more can a sane man want?”

The specific techniques by which Cabell seeks to 

achieve this end as well as the growth of his comic vision 

are the subject matter of the next chapter.



. v. THE COMEDIES

General '

Meredith’s dictum that comedy has nothing to do with 

man’s essential nature or with his destiny is no doubt too 

restrictive ; yet, most commentators and theorists agree that 

comedy is at any rate a preeminently mundane affair, that 

treats of ordinary men (perhaps depressed below the norm) 

in the more or less commonplace circumstances of everyday 

life. Observation, of course, bears out this contention. 

Aristophanes may deal playfully with the Greek gods and upon 

occasion may repair to Hades or to Cloudcuckootown and 

Molière may imply through a Tartuffe or through an Alcestls 

a great deal about man’s nature, but with rare exception the 

focus of the comedy remains social, its subject matter the 

behavior of man in society.

That this should be so is not difficult to understand. 

Only the bigot or the chauvinist could hold the social 

behavior of man in any given time to be wholly rational, 

consistent or heroic, and therefore, the generality of men 

are capable of viewing the problems and experiences of 

everyday social life from a comic viewpoint. However, the 

farther the comic writer diverges from this comic norm, the 

more difficult it is for him to sustain the comic attitude and 

to elicit ,a comic response. For the farther he penetrates , 

into man’s fundamental nature and into the human predicament, 

’ .J02 . - 
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the greater the number of affective values that are dis­

turbed and which the comic spirit must somehow lay to rest 

if the comic attitude is not to be destroyed.

If, then, the subject gf the comedy is, as it is 

ultimately for Cabell, the structure of the universe and of 

the human psyche," the writer’s problem is a complex one. The 

difficulty of making a small segment of man’s social experi­

ence reflect a broad comic philosophy of the nature of 

things is clear enough ; social comedy turned to such purposes 

generally must make room for ’’philosophical” discourse or 

a ’’philosophical” commentator, neither of which is partic­

ularly compatible with that mood of playfulness which comedy 

requires. At best they can be assimilated to the comic 

mood by means of verbal wit and paradox, whimsey and 

flippancy.1 Then again, if the comic writer chooses to be 

more "lusive in his treatment of contemporary life, he is 

handicapped both by the restricting demands of verisimilitude 

and by the ever present risk of stirring up a hornet’s nest 

of special interests and preoccupations in which are invested 

those strong emotions most hostile to the comic spirit. The 

first of these handicaps is particularly hampering to a 

writer, like Cabell, to whom neither the universe at large 
nor the ”real” experience of any man conforms to the

iThe chapter entitled ’’Kennas ton Speaks the Parabasis” 
in The Eagle ’ s Shadow (The Works of James Branch Cabell', 
StorTsende ed‘., 18 vois,; New YorF? Robert M. McBride’ and 
Company, 1927-1930) is an example of this method. Of course 
Beyond Life (ibid.) is something of a tour de force in the 
same vein. •. ' ' 
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conventional notions of verisimilitude and to whom the 

important thing is to express not so much the comic irony of 

any given human life at any given moment but the comic irony 

of all human living. The second of these handicaps, of 

course, involves the problem of distance or detachment. 

Detachment is the sine qua non of the comic mood. If tfye 

reader’s ego is bruised or if he is made to feel that the 

emotions and attitudes which he believes to be deep and 

serious have been betrayed, his capacity for comedy is 

instantly diminished. So-called sentimental comedy is the 

obvious solution here and, therefore, the obvious pitfall, 

for sentimental comedy pays obeisance to the familiar emotions, 

stirs them gently and superficially in passing, mixes tears 

with laughter and comes to rest finally in the warm glow of 

a conventional happy ending. Such a facile solution is a 

very inadequate vehicle for attitudes as complex as those 

of Cabell.

Cabell did not find an immediate answer to all or 

any of these problems, though it may well be—evidence is 

necessarily lacking here--that the problems themselves only 

gradually emerged as his point of view matured and that his 

technical ability merely kept pace with the increasingly 

severe demands of his art. At any rate, ultimately, after 

exploring the .possibilities of the comedy of manners and of ' 

romantic comedy, he discovered an adequate technique which is 

more or less uniquely his own. What Cabell came in time to 

write are fantasies or more accurately, comic allegories,
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compounded of myth and folklore refurbished for new allegor­

ical and symbolic purposes. As Cabell himself explained 

it, he created Polctesme--the sometimes mythical, sometimes 

pseudo—historical realm in which his fantasies take place—— 

" because he needed in his art to be omnipotent; he needed a 

world unencumbered by any laws other than those of-his own 

making.2 As the completed Biography of Manuel now stands 

it is the story of man’s relations, both personal and 

indirect, with that mythical realm.

What Cabell gained by means of his technique of comic 

allegory and fantasy is manifold. By carrying the. reader to 

& land beyond common sense, Cabell achieves that atmosphere 

of holiday detachment which John Charteris in Beyond Life 

recommends, without having to resort to the rather stale and 

sterile setting of the drawing room or somebody’s house 

party. By plunging the reader into a milieu which superfic­

ially has little or nothing to do with his familiar world, 

Cabell succeeds in putting to rest all the numerous predis­

positions and affections which ordinarily determine the way 

in which man views his own most serious doings as well ag 

those of his fellows. More -important than this, however, 

by borrowing widely from myth, legend and folklore, Cabell 

. is able to give concrete, dramatic expression bo his otherwise 

abstract concepts.. Out of the fragments of many mythologies

2James Branch Cabell, ”A Note upon Poictesme," Preface 
to the Past (New York: Robert M. McBride and Company, 1936), 
pp. 544-245. . • 
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and folklores, augmented by his own Invention,,Cabell 

created a pantheon of deities who, besides being susceptible 

to comic treatment, bring with them a nimbus of far reaching 

associations. Their presence gives an immediate depth of 

meaning without discourse. Moreover," they combine in 

themselves two aspects which are fundamental to the expres­

sion of Cabell's world-view; they simultaneously represent 

the dead dreams by means of which man has in the past 

explained his world and himself and the living forces that 

continue to shape man’s life both from within and from without. 

Somewhat similarly the pseudo-legendary figures whom Cabell 

uses as his comic protagonists extend the meaning without 

sacrificing either action or comedy. For without losing 

their own individuality they subsume the characters of other 

significant legendary figures. Thus, Jurgen is not Faust 

or Ulysses or the Wandering Jew but partakes of all of them 

and yet remains Jurgen. The consequence is that Jurgen's 

deeds and experiences are broadly representative, or at least 

suggestive, of general human experience in a way in which, 

say, Colonel Musgrave’s or George Bulmer's can never be.

The service of these useful allegorical and symbolic 

figures is not the only advantage that Cabell drew from his 

"interest in myth and folklore. Equally important is the fact 

that in the conventions of myths and folk tales her has found 

the basis for the laws of Poictesme. These conventions are 

particularly well suited to the expression of Cabell's vision 

of man as journeying through an irrational universe in which 
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he blunders from mystery to mystery feeling himself assaulted 

and moved by strange forces but sustained by faith in his 

own sanity and cleverness; a universe in which nothing is 

what it appears and in which ends are*  predictable but seldom 

implicit in beginnings. Moreover, while the conventions 

of myths and folk tales do not conform to what science . 

describes as the natural laws of the universe, they do 

express fundamental dreams and experiences of the human 

psyche, and these dreams and experiences are, of course, 

for Cabell the really important stuff of every human life 

and, thus, of the comedy of human existence. It may be too, 

that the general association of fantasy and fairy tales with 

childhood helps to foster the playfulness which, initially at 

least, is essential to the experience of comedy.

All in all, the technique of fantasy and comic 

allegory which Cabell ultimately developed makes it possible 

for him to deal with the broad general patterns of human 

living without sacrificing either concreteness or the play­

fulness and the comic irony which are fundamental to his 

point of view. '

The Beginnings ,

Neither the concept of "comedy elaborated in the 

•preceding chapter nor"the .techniques discussed immediately 

above are apparent in Cabell; s -ear-fy works. Though.Cabell 

managed by one means and another to assimilate even his 

earliest published materials into•the finished structure of
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The Bfography of Manuel,his world-view, his concept of 

comedy and his ultimate techniques were apparently all 

gradually evolved over a period of roughly nineteen yearse 

According to Cabell’s own account, the evolution of The *

^The essay entitled "The Comedies of William Congreve," 
which appeared originally in International (April, 1901), 
now forms a part of Beyond LiTe~~(The Works of James Branch 
Cabell, Storisende ed., 18 vols.; Üew York: Robert M. McBride 
and Company, 1927-1930).

4James Branch Cabell, "The Lineage of Lichfield," 
Preface to the Past (New York: Robert M. McBride and Com­
pany, !9^),' p. 27.

Biography began "as far back as 1901, when I wrote, in 

’The Love-Letters of Faistaff,’ the first of the stories 

afterward bound up together as The Line of Love, "* 4 but even 

a small amount of casual browsing through the early unrevised 

editions of the pre-Cream of the Jest books and especially 

through the magazine versions of the short stories that have 

since been incorporated into The Biography is sufficient to 

reveal that the themes and attitudes which were later to 

dominate The Biography were in the beginning present, if 

at all, only in fragmentary and embryonic form. Even if one 

merely rearranges the books of The Biography in the order of 

publication, he will quickly perceive a pattern of growth, a 

line of development, which the final arrangement of the 

Storisende edition more or less successfully conceals.

The Line of Love (1905) may, as Cabell suggests, have 

contained the germ of The Biography, but only in so far as it, 
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like The Biography, is ostensibly a family chronicle, a 
series of episodes bound together by their mutual relation­

ship to a"single family tree, .and in so far as the individual 

stories making up the volume explore tentatively the three e 
fundamental attitudes later developed in The Biography—the 

chivalrous, the gallant, and the poetic—as these attitudes 

are reflected in the love affairs of men and women and mod­

ified by time. Yet, neither in spirit nor in scope does The 

Line of Love as it appeared in 1905 adequately foreshadow 

The Biography. When Cabell came to rewrite The Line of Love 

for the Kalki edition in 1921, he added "The Wedding Jest" 

and "Porcelain Teacups" in order to round out the treatment 

of the three attitudes and to bring the perspective and tone 

into line with that of the rest of The Biography. Still 

later Cabell felt it necessary to write, in the later comic 

allegorical style, The Music from behind the Moon (1926), 

The White Robe (1928) and The Way of Ecben (1929) in order to 

present "in epitome, the three strivings in which the descend­

ants of Manuel are ... involved.

A chronological list of'Cabell’s short stories and 

comedies published between 1902 and 1915 does, however, 

reflect a fairly systematic explorâtion of the three basic 

attitudes later epitomized in The Witch Woman trilogy. Thus,• 

the-attitude of gallantry predominates in the period roughly

• § James branch Cabell, "The Line of Love," Prefa'ce .
to the Past (New York; Robert M. McBride and Company, 1936), 
p.«105. ' • 
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from 1902 to 1907, the chivalrous attitude in the period 

from 1907 to 1911, and the poetic attitude in the period 

from *1911  to 1915. Moreover, there is present from the 

beginning the sense of man’s general inadequacy for his self­

imposed role and of the shadow that falls between the inten­

tion and the performance, the promise and the deed. 

There is accordingly a faint, scarcely enforced touch of 

irony in much of the early work, but for the most part in 

the early stories—for instance, those bound up in The Line 

of Love and Gallantry—Cabell seems to have been chiefly 

concerned with gesture, romantic or gallant. He was a long 

way from finding the means whereby to render (if he saw it) 

the general significance of the gesture or to make it yield 

comedy without wholly giving up its impressiveness or beauty. 

Thus, these gestures of an Arnaye, a Villon, an Ormskirk 

remain personal, romantic and, in themselves, trivial. 

Their creator has an eye for landscapes and an ear for 

repartee and highflown speeches, but he lacks perspective and 

detachment and consequently seems to invest in his creatures 

far more faith and emotion than is warranted.

. Moreover, the early exploration of the three basic

attitudes was done in terms of representative figures, 

historical and pseudo-historical, which are dominated by the 

conventions of historical romance and by the popular stereo­

types of the day. Villon is the conventional po^te maudit, 

. dear to the writers of the late nineteenth century decadence 

and "to the general mood of the fin de siecle; Adhelmar is 
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anyone’s vision of the chivalrous knight in the days when 

knighthood was in flower; Oremskirk is almost wholly a creation 

of the popular theater. Though it is probably not completely 

true that the young Cabell aspired merely*to  write "some 

wholesome and nice entertaining books, that would sell like 

The Cardinal's Snuff-Box and The Prisoner of Zenda,”6 yet it 

is true that these early stories in their unrevised form 

bear the distinct impress of the popular taste in magazine 

fiction of the day—the high color and florid rhetoric of 

graustark romance ; the frothy drawing room wit and paradox 

hunting that filled the pages of the old Smart Set ; and the 

idyllic mood of the retreat to Arden.

6James Branch Cabell, Straws and Prayer-Books (The 
Works of James Branch Cabell, Storisende ed., 18' vols.; New 
York: Robert M. McBride and Company, 1927-1930), p. 270.

A comparison of the 1905 edition of The Line of Love, 

which Cabell ranks as his first published book, with the 

1928 Storisende edition of the same book reveals something 

of the gulf which separates the attitudes and the point of 

view of the beginning writer from those of the mature author. 

In all cases of revision of the pre-Cream of the Jest books 

much of Cabell's care has, of course, gone into the inter­

polation of information and allusions--often nothing more 

than name dropping—which serve to bind the diverse volumes 

of The Biography into a single structure ; but beyond this, 

Cabell's revision has been largely a matter of toning down, 

the diction and of reenforcing the comic irony. In rewriting 
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The Line of Love, Cabell has accomplished the toning down 

by the simple expedient of deleting the more flagrant? 

theatrical and romantic cliches, by numerous substitutions 

of less highly emotive words, and by the introduction of a 

note of greater frankness yhich constantly calls attention 

to the substratum of biological- necessity that underlies the 

high-flown gestures. Thus, ”He (Adhelmar) swore in his soul 

that Hagues must die that this woman might be his wife" 

becomes ". . . so that this woman yight be Adhelmar’s bed- 

fellow;”7 and "Then, at last, I sickened in Amsterdam three 

years ago” becomes "Then, at last, I got a clap in Amsterdam, 

three years ago."®

7Cf. James Branch Cabell, The Line of Love (New York: 
Harper and Brothers, 1905), p. 26 with The~~Line of Love (The 
Works of James Branch Cabell, Storise*nde ed~ 18 vols. ; New 
York; Robert NG McBride and Company, 1927-1930), p. 52.

8Ibid., c£ p. 263 with p. 228.

The means by which Cabell reenforced the comic irony 

are more complex. First of all, in the Storisende"edition 

he has done this by means of additions to "The Epistle 

Dedicatory" and to the "Envoi" and by highlighting, in the 

head links, the incongruity between the moment of noble 

sentiment recorded in the stories and the general tenor and 

outcome of the lives these lovers actually lived thereafter. 

In the dedication and the envoi of the 1905 edition, Cabell 

cast himself in the role of the self-conscious apologist for 

the love story, pitting himself against the sturdy comrrfon 

o
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sense of Mrs. Grundy and the theorizing of Schopenhauer, 

insisting that, from whatever point of view, love is • 

important. All in all the dedication and envoi merely echo 

the familiar formulations of the 1890s; they do not even hint 

at an inclination to view these love affairs, for all their 

nobility of gesture and fineness of phrase, as after all, but 

the fragments of a general comedy of existence.e 

In the Storisende edition, a lengthy passage inter­

polated in "The Epistle Dedicatory" shifts the emphasis from 

the significance of love as the agent which brings us to 

our "finest hour" to the comic repetitiousness of all love 

affairs :

She ^nature] aims, it would appear, but to 
repeat unblushingly in every human life the same 
lectual comedy, to the same end. And when you 
reflect that since Sumeria was, there has developed no 
real change in the comedy, and no varying in the 
illusions which induce it. . . then it seems quite _ 
apparent that the condition of Nature is pathological. 

Another fairly lengthy interpolation in the "Envoi" serves 

to bring the brief love stories of The Line of Love within 

the larger perspective of The Biography of Manuel:

And if that hour did not ever have its sequel 
in precisely the life-long rapture, nor always in • 
a wedding with the person preferred, yet since, at 
any rate, it resulted in a marriage that turned 
out well enough, in a world wherein people have to 
consider expediency, one may rationally assert that 
each of these romances ended happily. Besides, 
there had been the hour. . . .10

Flames Branch Cabell, "The Epistle Dedicatory," The 
Line of Love (The Works of James Branch Cabell, Storisende ed 
18 voTs. ; New York": Robert' M. McBride» and Company, 1927­
1930), 3 pp. unnumbered. • ' •

l^Cabell, "Envoi," ibid., 2 pp. unnumbered.
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Besides these modifications made in the framework of - 

the book (modifications.which add up to a considerable 

alleviation of*  the self-conscious romanticism and callowness 

of the original), Cabell"added two stories already mentioned, 

”The Wedding Jest” and "Porcelain Teacups,” and made consid- 

’ enable alterations in the point of view of several of the 

other stories.11 "The Wedding Jest” expresses allegorically 

what Cabell by 1921 had apparently come to see as the comic 

theme of the book--the deathless susceptibility of men to 

the trite illusions of love in the face of all possible 

knowledge and all possible disillusionment. As for "Porce­

lain Teacups" Cabell found in the hero, Kit Marlowe, a 
convenient means of expressing explicitly the fundamental 

source of the comedy of human existence which is reflected 

briefly and inadequately in The Line of Love.

"It is not your fault," says Marlowe to a woman 
who has betrayed his trust, "that every now ana 
then is born a man who serves an ideal which is 
to him the most important thing in the world. It 
is not your fault that this man perforce inhabits 
a body to which the most important thing in the 
world is a woman. Certainly it is not your fault 
that the compost makes yet another jumble of the 
two desires, and persuades himself that the two •
Are somehow allied."12

The changes in point of view Cabell made in some of 

the other stories which were originally included in the 1905

. 11"The Wedding Jest" and "Porcelain Teacups" were 
added to the Kalki edition in 1921.

12James Branch Cabell, "Porcelain Teacups," The Line 
of Love .(«The Works of James Branch Cabell, Storisende ed,, 18 
^I^^-^ew^or^î RÈEert M. McBride and Company, 1927-1930), 
p. 266. . °
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edition serve uniformly to undercut the rampant romanticism 

of the chivalric pieces and to temper the pathos and 

romantic irony of others. Thus, in the Storisende edition 

' the chivalrous posturing of Fulke d'Arnaye is seen through

the now sophisticated eyes of Adelais who.is both impatient 

with his "top-lofty nonsense" and flattered by it. Signifi­

cantly, her inner voice is already that of the practical, 

commonplace wife.13 Thus, too, the romantic irony of "In 

Necessity's Mortar" is modulated by a new ending which 

suddenly forces upon the reader distance and detachment from 

the subject: .

IScabell, "Sweet Adelais," ibid., p. 116.

14Cabello, "In Necessity's Mortar," ibid., p. 156.

And straight way he perceived that triple .
invocation could be, rather neatly, worked out 
in ballade form. . . . Yes, with a separate • 
prayer to each verse. So, dismissing for the 
while his misery, he fell to considering, with 
undried cheeks, the rhymes he needed.14

Emotions so lightly turned aside afe not to be taken too 

seriously.

When the first of Cabell's books, then, is compared 

with its own final version as it stands in the Storisende 

edition of The Biography of Manuel, it becomes apparent that, 

at the least, Cabell's earliest work lacked restraint and, 

more important than that, lacked the detacnment and the 

genuine sophistication needed to perceive the larger pattern 

of the comedy of human living, reflected even in the moments 

of noble sentiment and high passion which The Line of Love * 14 
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ostensibly records. As has been said, Cabell's Interest was 

apparently almost wholly absorbed in the gesture, in rendering 

the appropriate posture and emotion of tne moment. Hfs 

penchant for humor and irony was evident but gave little 

promise of his future mastery. The irony found in The Line 

of Love—for example, in "The Castle of Content” and in "In 

Necessity’s Mortar"--is a somewhat sentimental romantic 

irony which reenforces rather than qualifies the characters’ 

estimation of themselves and of their situation. It emanates 

directly from the characters, is part of their emotional 

experience, and in no way enlarges or complicates the reader’s 

perspective. As for humor-only the two pseudo-Shakespearian 

pieces, "Love Letters of Falstaff” and "In Ursula’s Garden," 

are intentionally humorous. The first of these borrows a 

set of characters from the history plays, the second its 

atmosphere and situation from the romantic comedies; both of 

them owe such comic buoyancy as they have to a decidedly 

second-hand Shakespearian wit.

However, though these very early stories scarcely fore­

shadow Cabell’s later development as a comic writer, the 

fact that the influence of Shakespeare lies like a visible 

shadow upon at least two of them is, in retrospect, significant. 

Similarly palpable outcroppings of Shakespeare’s influence 

were to appear at scattered intervals throughout the works 

published between 1901 and 19%?. None of these are important 

in themselves ; none of them indicate either remarkable 

penetration or thorough assimilation, but they do suggest
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that Shakespeare, perhaps even more than François Villon and 

Christopher Marlowe, exerted a strong magnetic attraction 

upon the imagination of the young Cabell. . Just what the 

center of this magnetic attraction was or came to be is 

perhaps suggested by the "fact that when Cabell came to use 

Shakespeare as a character in The Certain Hour, he chose to 

write about Shakespeare, the author of The Tempest.1$ When 

at last Cabell had developed a manner of his own, had 

discovered his own means of achieving something like the 

scope and ultimate serene equilibrium of The Tempest, the 

ghost of Shakespeare ceased, so to speak, to haunt his books 

in broad daylight. In the beginning, however, Cabell could 

only feebly imitate Shakespeare’s verbal wit, hi s mannerisms 

and his typical situations.

Cabell’s first attempts at writing full-scale comedies 

were The Eagle’s Shadow, first published in 1904, and Gallan- 
16 •try, first published in 1907. Both are in some sense 

comedies of manners, though one of them, Gallantry, is an 

historical .setpiece and the other, The Eagle’s Shadow, is an

15 James Branch Cabell,. ’’Judith's Creed, " The Certain 
Hour (Kalki edition? New York ; Robert M. McBride and Company, 
T553), pp. 89-111. .

16 • ' *. is not designated by Cabell as one of the
comedies in The Biography, and it was not the product of a 
single, sustained effort. It was first written and published 
piecemeal as a series of independent short stories. Yet, 

. Gallantry, as it stands in book form, is, at least in the 
popular sense, a comedy or comic novel. Moreover, the in- . 
spiration which produced Gallantry was clearly drawn from the 
seventeenth century comedy of manners and the eighteenth 
century comic narrative.
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attempt to render contemporary manners. Both are, in Cabell’s 
• •

term, mundicidious—light, worldly comedies which play 

superficially with human foibles. Both depend upon stock 

characters and stock situations, but Gallantry, because it 

is constrained and shaped by the spirit of the eighteenth 

century as that spirit had been defined in literary conven­

tion dating back at least to Henry Esmond and because it 

pretends to be nothing very serious, is the more successfully 

comic. Neither, however, out of the context of The Biography 

has thematic complexity, and though many light ironies play 

over their surface, there is no fundamental underlying irony 

such as the later comedies are built upon.

The Eagle’s Shadow (1904) is an old bag of tricks 

not very adroitly played. According to Cabell, he origin­

ally aimed at "that atmosphere of holiday detachment from 

the ordinary duties and obligations of existence" and at 

picturing "people solely in a temporary and irresponsible 

withdrawal from the everyday business of life."^ His 

objective was obviously the playfulness of light comedy. 

Unfortunately, the house party setting is not in itself 

sufficient to insure such playfulness, especially when—and 

this is true of The Eagle's Shadow--there is a trite but 

ostensibly serious theme, in this case the corrupting 

influence of money, which suggests that the characters and

Bjarnes Branch Cabell, Preface to the Past (New York: 
Robert M. McBride and Company, 1936), pp. 2Ô1-2ÙS.



. 1-19 •

their experiences are after all to be taken .with some serious­

ness. Such a suggestion is inevitably fatal when, as in The 

Eagle’s Shadow, the characters are the almost wholly un- . 
e 

refurbished stock characters out of the frothiest sort of ' 

stage comedy--the gruff but tender-hearted father, the 

quarrelsome but meant-for-each-other young lovers, the 

foppish but gifted artist, the self-seeking philanthropists 

who, it turns out, havb hearts of gold.

Yet, despite the cast of inanimate stereotypes, 

despite what Carl Van Doren has called the "sillabub dialogue" 

and despite the melodramatic climax which provides an ending 

without resolving the problem posed by the theme--despite 

all of these deficiencies, there are in The Eagle1s Shadow 

a few things that faintly foreshadow later developments. 

First of all, it appears that even at this early date (The 

Eagle 1s Shadow was written in 1903) Cabell was already groping 

toward some such concept of a romantic, extemporizing demi­

urge as later embodied in Horvendile. For it is Orven Deal 

who sends Cock-eye Flint, that abortive Dickensian intrusion 

into the garden at Selwood and thus precipitates the end of 

the comedy,and who is later vaguely associated with "The 

Author of all our comedies."18 19 Besides this unexplained in­

trusion of Deal and his pawn, which as the comedy stands

18James Branch Cabell, The Eagle « s Shadow (Storisende 
ed., The«Works of James Branch Cabell, 18 vols.; New York; 
Robert k. McBride and Company, 1927-1930), pp. 195-194.

19Ibid., p. 225.

o
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appears to be no more than the ° most*  clumsily handled sort of 

deus ex machina, the comedy contains in Kennaston ’ s’*Defense  

of Ignorance” the scarcely perceptible seed of the doqtrlne 

of ’’dynamic illusions” later elaborated by John Charteris 
PO •in Beyond Life. The ’’Defense of Ignorance,” however, is 

pure imitation Wilde. Cabell failed to endow Kennaston with 

either the sophistication or the range of reference or the 

range of wit with which in the future he was to endow John 

Charteris. Moreover, the ’’Defense of Ignorance” has no 

vital relationship to the comedy as a whole ; at most it 

serves merely the irrelevant purpose of burlesquing the 

strained wit, the willful cynicism and the self-conscious 

immorality of the so-called late nineteenth century decadents, 

Turning from The Eagle's Shadow to Gallantry, which 

was written and published piecemeal between 1902 and 1907 

and first published in book form in 1907, one is struck by 

the considerable, though possibly only apparent, gain in 

technical mastery. Whereas The Eagle « s Shadow seems in all 

respects abortive, Gallentry, even before ”the more romantic 
' pi

passages in the best style of 1907” had been cut, achieved 

a limited success. Gallantry pretends to no serious theme 

and to no profound irony. The book explores an attitude as 

it was supposedly manifested in the eighteenth century, an

20James Branch Cabell, The Eagle’s Shadow (The Works 
of James Branch Cabell, StorisënHe“ëT., îô' vols. ; Hëw Tories 
"Robert M. McBride"and Company, 1927-1930), pp. 122-128. "

James Branch Cabell, Preface to the Past (New York* ° 
Robert M. McBride and Comapny, ’1936), p? TR.-------

o o o 
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attitude which b, intention is resolutely superficial and 

of which the broad outlines at least are given by conven- . 

tien: consequently, the writing of it involved few problems 

of distance or of verisimilitude. Moreover, not only does 

the book seek merely to incarnate the conventionally defined 

spirit of an earlier period. it depends largely for its 

comic effect upon the. borrowed literary devices of that 

period. All the tricks of eighteenth century melodrama and 

farce are exploited—the unpredictable shifts in plot and 

character relationships arising out of concealed motivation, 

the farcical mix-ups (Captain Audain suddenly finds he has 

become his sweetheart's grandfather^) and the highflown 

language and sentiments that fall so readily into burlesque. 

Moreover, the characters themselves, though like the char­

acters in The Eagle's Shadow they are all stereotypes, are 

drawn from a more vigorous variety of comedy, and they bring 

with them a certain talent for witticism add repartee. They 

make no demand upon the reader to be taken seriously; they 

resolutely refuse to take themselves seriously. They ask 

only that the reader appreciate their wit, in which after all 

the comedy is largely invested.

This is to say, of course, that the comedy of Gallantry 

is in the main a somewhat frothy verbal comedy and that there 

is in the book little real penetration of the psychology of

22James Branch Cabell, "The Casual Honeymoon," 
^b^.^d^Com^ny,^^ ' '

1930), pp. 61-87. • -

o
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gallantry. In Ormskirk, however, and to a lesser extent in 

Gaston de Puysange the roots of gallantry are obliquely 

glanced at. In a moment of depression Ormskirk sees "the 

world as an ugly mechanical drawing, fashioned for utility, 

meticulously outlined everywhere with a draftsman's measur­

ing rule,"23 and both Ormskirk and Puysange see the farce 

of life somewhat to their pain. At bottom they are disillus­

ioned romantics,and their flippant habit of mind and 

their determination to play out wittily whatever role 

presents itself is their means of mastering despair.

23james Branch Cabell, "The Second April," Gallantry 
(The Works of James Branch Cabell, Storisende ed., 18 vols.; 
New-York: Robert M. McBride and^Company, 1927-1930), p. 181.

24Thls comes out strongly in "April's Message" 
Gallantry (ibid.), pp. 137-167; and in "Heart of Gold" 
Gallantry (Ibid.), pp. 245-272.

25james Branch Cabell, Preface to the Past (New York; 
Robert M. McBride and Company, 1936), pp. SÙ2-203. .

The psychology of Ormskirk and of Puysange, however 

callowly conceived, prefigures the far more complex psychol­

ogy of Jurgen, and their point of view, purged of its smell 

of the theater and of its tinge of sentimentality and self­

indulgence, was to gain ascendency over all the other 

points of view with which The Biography of Manuel is osten­

sibly concerned. As Cabell himself pointed out, even in 

those books which supposedly deal with the chivalric attitude 

he unconsciously "shifted the main part of his interest from 

a chivalrous character to the nearest male character whose 

attitude was distinctly not chivalrous."2^ Cabell claimed * 24 
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to attach no particular importance to this fact,ebut an 

explanation surely is not far to seek.

Gallantry is rooted in disillusionment, is the by­

product of it, and combines a playful habit of mind with the 

ironic double-vision. The gallant person insists, within 

the limits defined by Jurgen's experience, upon being honest 

with himself alfout himself and his world. At his best he 

knows both the price and the value of everything ; in Cabell's 

terms he can "admire the well-turned leg of a thief" without 
pc 

forgetting that he is looking at a thief ;60 and, consequently, 

he is always somewhat detached, watching his own actions 

and those of his fellow men as though he were a spectator 

at a play, watching from a slightly elevated position with 

amusement but not without sympathy. Something very like 

this point of view—what was*  described in the preceding 

chapter as the perspective of Cabellian comedy—and the con­

sequent tone are characteristic of Cabell's mature comedies ; 

it is a point of view readily adapted to the purpose of 

rendering the comedy of the "finite predicament" without 

either sentimentality or cynicism. Gallantry, however, is 

a long way from Jurgen. In Gallantry the gallant attitude 

and the gallant point of view are displayed only upon a 

narrow, conventionalized stage, and the gallant characters, 

clear sighted and worldly wise though they are intended to * 18

26James Branch Cabell, "The Epistle Dedicatory," 
Gallantry (The Works of James Branch Cabell, Storisende ed.,
18 vols. ; New York; Robert M. McËride and Company, 1927­
1930), p. xxvl.
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be, very rarely look beyond their immediate surroundings and 

their own localized doings. . .

When Cabell came to revise Gallantry for the dtori- 

sendo edition, he insisted that the book is by design 

"frankly mundicidious,” but he was aware too that it is*  a 

book of beginnings:

Poictesme began with Gallantry. ... With 
Ormskirk began the first sketching of that after­
ward omnipresent person whom Air. Thomas Peer has 
described as "the talkative lover, the broken 
idealist of women." And Horvendile also began 
with Gallantry--wherein. . . he wears the name of 
Fr an cis Vanringham.2 7

Cabell is perhaps inaccurate about the genesis of Horven­

dile, for the Orven Deal of The Eagle's shadow would seem 

to have been a still earlier creation. Yet, once we have 

been given the clue, it is clear that Vanringham was designed 

for some such role as that played by Horvendile in the 

later comedies, though in type he is closer to Anasuerus of 

Domnei than he is to that subtle, whimsical•and, in some 

indefinable way, sinister demiurge. As for Poictesme--though 

it is to that realm that Ormskirk goes in search of his lost 

youth, it is as yet scarcely more than a name. It has no 

distinctive history and, what is more, no mythology. All 

in all, it is very far from being

A land wherein human nature kept its first 
dignity and strength, and wherein human passions 
were never in a poor way to find expression with

27James Eran'ch 
Robert M. McEride and

Cabell, Preface to the Past (New York: 
Company, 19„36 ) , pp. 125-126.

0
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adequate speech and action. •

Intermediate •
The Cords of Vanity (1909), The Soul of Melicent 

(1913) (in the Kalki and Storisende editions entitled Domnei: 

A Comedy of Woman Worship) and The Rivet in Grandfather's 

Neck (1915) were all written within a period of five .years, 

1907 to 1912. The first and last of these explore two of 

the basic human attitudes toward life—gallantry and chivalry 

respectively--as these are manifested in a more or less 

contemporary (1900 to 1910) Southern milieu. They are 

comedies, or perhaps more accurately satires, of contemporary 

manners. Domnei, on the other hand, is ostensibly a romance 

in the mediaeval manner, but conceived ironically and en­

livened with the somewhat gaudy colors of Pierre Louys. 

Compared with the post-Cream of the Jest comedies, 

these comedies of what might be called the middle period 

lack "gusto,” a quality which Cabell posits as a necessary 

ingredient of literature that endures.29 They lack also the 

thematic scope of the later comedies ; they are in fact 

decidedly "mundicidious”—not precisely in the sense that 

Gallantry is so, but "mundicidious" in that they are bound

28James Branch Cabell, The Cream of the Jest (New 
York: Robert M. McBride and Company, 1917), p. 13.

2®James Branch Cabell, Beyond Life (The Works of ' 
James Branch Cabell, Storisende ed., 15 vols.; New Yorïc: 
Robert M. McBride and Company, 1927-1930), pp. 250-251. 
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to a particular earthly time and place which shapes theme 

and style as well as characters. This remains true despite 

the*  fact that all three make use of a variety of techniques 

designed to suggest the possibility of finding a broader 

and more general significance in the action. For outside the 

context of The Biography of Manuel these techniques are not 

sufficient for the purpose.

All three comedies, however, do show marked gains in 

maturity of interest and technique : in each there is, 

besides the multiplicity of superficial ironies, a fundamental 

underlying irony which, so to speak, envelopes the whole action ; 

and in each Cabell is less concerned with gesture and atti­

tude in themselves and is more deeply concerned with the 

psychology that lies behind the gesture. Moreover, when the 

three are considered together, they reveal a significant 

though as yet slight drift toward the use of folklore materials 

and motifs.

The earliest written of the three comedies is The 

Cords of Vanity (1909 ) , the subject matter of which is the 

callow philanderings of Robert Etheridge Townsend. It is 

again a story of gallantry but of gallantry in its personal, 

hedonistic aspect (at one time Cabell considered subtitling 

it "A Picaresque Romance of Hedonism”). It is, to be accurate, 

the story of a young man’s attempt to play for his own half­

guessed at reasons the gallant in an ungallant world. 

Consequently, The Cords of Vanity, while it lacks the scope 
e 

of action of Gallantry, escapes the conventional formalisations 
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upon which Cabell had depended in presenting gallantry in 

its eighteenth century setting, and at the same time it 

does probe far more deeply into the psychology of at least 

one gallant character. Moreover, The Cords of Vanity ijs the 

first of Cabell’s comedies which is fundamentally ironic in 

theme and point of view and not merely in style.

In The Cords of Vanity, Cabell again used a technique 

which he had adopted to little purpose in The Eagle’s Shadow-- 

that of telling the story from the point of view of a charac­

ter who looks back with eyes of relatively greater maturity 

upon earlier events in which he was involved. Robert Town­

send tells his own story; maturity looks upon and appraises 

the self-important and self-conscious antics of youth. The 

result is a sort of romantic irony but romantic irony largely 

free from bitterness or mockery. For the Townsend who nar­

rates the story of his own youth has remained the supreme 

egoist, a fact of which he is apparently only slightly aware. 

He mentions casually that he writes from the same itch for 

self-exposure which presumably motivated Samuel Pepys and 
30 Jean-Jacques Rousseau, but he does not seem to realize 

that such an itch argues a profound egotism, assuming as it 

does that the personal emotions and attitudes of the writer 

are important and interesting. Thus, though time has brought 

Townsend a relatively more sophisticated point of view from

James Branch Cabell, The Cords of Vanity (The Works 
of James Branch Cabell, Storisende ed., TB vols.; .New*York;  
Robert M. McBride and Company, 1927-1930), p. 110.
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’which to evaluate his own youth, his primary response is 

merely sympathetic amusement, and he leaves the fundamental 

irony of the story inexplicit.

As he appears in The Cords of Vanity, the young Townsend 

is not only an egotist but the first of the nympholept 

characters of which Jurgen is the apotheosis. The nympholept 

theme, however, as it is developed in this novel has none 

of the metaphysical and psychological implications which it 
was later to acquire. The basis of Townsend’s nympholepsy• 
is substantially different from the basis of Jurgen’s. 

Townsend’s series of abortive love affairs represents not so 

much a search as a flight, a flight from, after all, quite 

ordinary women whose personalities he does not even come close 

to understanding. Moreover, despite the presence of the 

Helen of Troy motif in The Cords of Vanity,Townsend is not 

conceived of as motivated by a vision of unattainable purity 

and beauty ; the psychological basis of Townsend's nympholepsy r 
is fear, specifically fear of the disillusionment and pain 

which are the liability of a firm commitment to anyone or any­

thing . "Never," says Townsend,"in my life have I been able 

to endure the contact of unhappiness."^ ,

The. Helen of Troy motif, as a matter of f-act, appears 

in a context which, degrades it to a mere adjunct of •Townsend's

31 '• James Branch Cabell, "He Postures among Chimney Pots,” 
The Cords of Vanity (The Works»of James Branch Cabell,‘ Stori- 
sende ed.,~TB vols.; New York; Robert Ml McBride and Company, 
1927-1930), pp. 116-130. ,

52Ibld., p. 348. e •
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self-conscious pose es a romantic searcher after beauty. It 

comes into the story as a convenient entree for another affair,, 

and the ironic comment with which it is dismissed suggests 

that it is after all only the by-product of a somewhat adoles­

cent cleverness:

"Through countless ages I, like every man alive, •
have followed her [Helen], and fought for her,.and 
won her, and have lost her in the end, but always 
loving her as every man must do. And I prefer to 
think that some day—" But my voice here died into a 
whisper, which was in part due to emotion and partly 
to an inability to finish the sentence satisfactorily. 
The logic of my verses when thus paraphrased from 
memory, seemed rather vague.33

Consequently, the fundamental irony in The Cords of 
Vanity does not lie, as it does in Jurgen, in the fact that 

the search for ideal beauty and purity has no object in the 

real world and only leads roundabout to the fulfillment of 

man’s probable biological and social roles. It lies rather 

in the fact that Townsend’s hedonistic determination to avoid 

unhappiness dooms him to being always haunted by the suspicion 

that he has somehow missed the means of achieving happiness. 

Townsend feels, at least vaguely, that he is being made the 

butt of some supernal joke : "Heine was right; there is an 

Aristophanes in heaven" runs as a motif through the novel. 

But Townsend does not grasp the nature of his own vulner­

ability, and it isn’t until after Charteris has been shot to 

death as the result of a simple case of mistaken identity 

(Charteris being mistaken for Townsend) that Townsend p'ar- 

tially comprehends the meaning of Elena’s enigmatic reply to 
--  -1 " 1 --------- --  -------------- - -— ■ - " ■ ■ —■ —i 

33Ibid., p. 127. •
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his peace offering. On the back»of a photograph sne had '

written :
His has been the summer air, and the sunshine, • 

. and the flowers ; and gentle ears have listened to 
him, and gentle eyes have been upon him. Let others 
eat his honey that please, so that he has had his , 
morsel and his song.34 '

The knowledge that "honey" may be bitter deters him from 

tasting, and not having tasted he must forever wonder if it 

might not have been sweet after all.

This main theme--the dilemma of a hedonism based on 

fear__is compounded with another equally ironic and, so far 

as the development of ^abellian comedy is concerned, far more 

significant theme. Despite Townsend's trifling and his 

philandering, he is all the while drifting toward the sensible 

motherly Fettle Hamlyn. Townsend's pose of boyishness cannot 

protect him from her; rather it makes him more vulnerable to 

her maternal tolerance and affection. In retrospect it is 

not difficult to see that Fettle belongs in the company of 

Dame Niafer and even of Maya of the Fair Breasts wnom Gerald 

musgrave was to encounter upon Mispec Moor; she is clearly 

one of the lesser servitors of the many-aspect Aesred, and 

her role in The Cords of Vanity marks the emergence—at least 

into the twilight world of the partially articulated—of what 

might be called the Penelope theme. Like Homer’s Penelope, 

Bettie sits"patiently at home spinning her web which, as 

Townsend partly guesses, has for him an "arachnean aspect." 

More over--again in retrospect—Bettie’s violent antipathy to 

34ibid., ?p. 253-259.
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John Charteris (in this comedy a Mephistophelean character) 

vaguely prefigures the forever inconclusive contest between 

Aesred and the incorrigible spirit of romance with which all 

men are more or less infected, a contest that "is sometimes in 

the foreground and always in the background of the later 

allegorical comedies, 

All in all, however, The Cords of Vanity—despite the 

foreshadowings and loomings which, using the later comedies 

as touchstones, may be discovered in it--remains within the 

restricted field of the comedy of manners. The important 

motifs and themes which it may be said to introduce are all 

thoroughly assimilated to the character and experience of 

Townsend and are not, therefore, clearly referable to the . 

"finite predicament" in which all men are involved. For Town­

send is presented as particular rather than representative ; 

the device of presenting the story as an intimate confession 

impresses upon the reader the sense of particularity at the 

very outset. At the same time Townsend seems scarcely 

detachable from the carefully dated literary and social 

milieu of which he is a product.

Moreover, not only,is Townsend's particularity stressed 

but his callowness and superficiality as well ; the result is 

that whatever is assimilated to his character and experience 

takes from them the taint of triviality. Ostensibly Town­

send 's attitude is in some sense a gallant attitude, but 

Townsend’s gallantry is a jejune and timid sort, even as 

compared to the theatrical gallantry of Ormskirk and certainly. 
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as compared to that of Jurgen who will taste any drink onqe 

and who, if"he leaves the scene as puzzled as when he arrived, 

does nonetheless adventure in all the realms of romance. Its 

natural expression is not scepticism but a carefully culti­

vated boyishness which excuses one from the responsibilities 

of mature thought and action. It is the gallantry of a man 

who takes nothing seriously because he is not capable of taking 

anything seriously except as it serves as an adjunct of his 

own ego.

For example, as the reader learns toward the end of

The Cords of Vanity, Townsend, like Jurgen, has encountered 

Pan; he has not to be sure come face to face with "the Brown 

Man," but he has heard his voice «speaking through Schopenhauer.

What if ^Townsend speculates J that obsolete notion 
of Schopenhauer's were true after all--that love is a 
blind instinct that looks no whit toward the welfare 
of the man and woman it dominates, but only to the 
equipment a child born of them would inherit? What , 
if, after all, without variation, love tends to yoke 
the most incompatible in order that the average type 
of humanity may be preserved? Then the one passion 
which all my finest magazine stories teach us to 
esteem as sacred would be simply the deranged condition 
of any other beast in rutting-time. Then we, with pigs 
and sparrows, would be just so many pieces on the chess­
board , and our evolutions would be just a friendly 
trial of skill between what we call life and death..

But Townsend does not share Jurgen's passionate need for denial, 
e

For ultimately Townsend does not take Schopenhauer any more, 

seriously than he does anything else. It may be that 

Schopenhauer's view is the acid that has eaten away the

35James Branch Cabell, The Cords of Vanity (The Works 
of James Branch Cabell, Storlsende ed., Te vols. ; New York: 
ëôber't M. McBride and Company, 1927-1930) , p. 307.
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substantial foundation of his life, but in so far as it enters 

into his conscious thought, it merely serves to feed a con­

venient cynicism, to stand as an axiom upon which he may 

build his justification for jilting Avis Beechinor.

in matters of theme and motif, the next of Cabell’s 

comedies, The Rivet in Grandfather’s Neck, written during the 

years 1910 to 1912 and first published in 1915, is far less 

richly prophetic than The Cords of Vanity. It does, however, 

extend the use of at least two techniques which were first 

exploited in The Cords of Vanity and which are of interest as 

indications of the growing complexity of Cabell’s ironic view­

point and of his gradual discovery of the usefulness of fairy 

tale and folk tale techniques and materials. The first and 

least important of these is the technique of creating an 

ironic perspective upon the action by using brief summary 

allusions to current fads, to the big news stories and the 

topics of national and international speculation of the time. 

These were the august concerns of the day, and they form a 

background of events against which the action of the comedy 

takes place but with which it has no vital relationship. In 

The Cords of Vanity Cabell used the device as a means of 

underscoring Townsend’s egotistical self-absorption; in The 

Rivet in Grandfather’s Neck it proved a useful means of satir 

. lalng the provincialism and willful isolation of the South.

" At a very remote period, when. . » according to the
fashion notes, "the godet shirts and huge sleeves of 
the present modes". were already doomed t cf extinction ; 
when the baseball season had jusb begun, and some of 
om? people were discussing it. « .and yet others 
were predicting"the possible significance of General

' •

• • • •
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Fitzhugh Lee’s recent appointment as consul­
general to Habana; at this remote period, in the 
April of 1896, Lichfield talked of nothing except the Pendomer divorce case.36

So begins The Rivet in Grandfather's Neck, but here, as in . 

The Cords of Vanity, the irony is at least double-edged. 

Though these references to current topics and events indicate 

that the world is larger than the characters of the comedy 

assume, yet the way in which Cabell jumbles together fads, 

gossip and history serves to point up the ultimate lack of 

distinctive importance even in these once supposedly vital 

subjects. Some of these topics once demanded and got pre­

eminent notice, but though they may have appeared for the 

moment main strands in the web of destiny, in the end they 

scarcely colored let alone altered in any essential way the 

comedy of human existence in which the Pendomers and Musgraves 

and Townsends participate as fully as the McKinleys and the 

General Fitzhugh Lees. What is finally suggested is that the 

"evil" effect of Southern provincialism lies not in the fact 

that it isolates the Southerner from the important doings of 

the greet world but in the fact that it encourages him to 

take himself altogether too seriously.

Far more important, however, than this simple device 

for establishing an ironic perspective is Cabell's use in both 

The Cords of Vanity and The Rivet in Grandfather's Neck—the 

most ^realistic" of his comedles--of the allegorical fairy

36James Branch Cabell, The Rivet in Grandfather's Neck 
(The Works of James Branch Cabell, Storisende ed., 18 vols.; 
New"York: Robert M. McBride' and' Company, 1927-1930), p. 3.
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tale as a means of focusing t^e theme. The fairy tale used 

in The Cords of Vanity, entitled "The Foolish Prince," is 

an original clearly done in imitation of Hans Christian Ander­

sen, but touched by the gaudy coloring and somewhat effete 
• 37

aestheticism of the late nineteenth century decadents.

That used in The Rivet in Grandfather's Reck is the we.ll 

known Andersen fairy tale, "The Shepherdess and the Sweep." 

"The Foolish Prince" as it appears in The Cords of

Vanity (1909) is, so far as the record shows, Cabell's earliest 

attempt at allegorical fantasy. Compared to the allegorical 

fantasy of Jurgen and of Something about Eve, "The Foolish 

Prince" is thin, self-conscious, and over-inteliectuall zed. 

It is a cleverly contrived puzzle which openly calls for 

interpretation. Moreover, like everything else in Th^ 

of Vanity, "The Foolish Prince" and its meaning are subordin­

ated to the personality and experiences of Townsend ; yet, 

despite this subordination "The Foolish Prince" does function, 

not only as a means of forecasting the unwritten conclusion 

of the comedy—the final entry into the Disenchanted Garden, 

but as a means of qualifying the irony of the main theme by 

suggesting that there is not one but several points of view 

from which Townsend's humorous philanderings can and must be 

evaluated. In the fable the Foolish Prince, who like,Townsend 

refuses to make any firm commitment, choosing instead to spend 

his day afield chasing prettily colored butterflies, is set

37James Branch Cabell, The Cords of Vanity (The Works 
of James Branch Cabell, Storisën^e ed.", TS vols.; NEvTYork; 
Robert McBride and Company, 1927-1930), pp. 6-11.
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off against "the rationalist," a drab epitome of common 

sense whose dreary calculations lose for him the beauty and 

joy of the fie I'd without gaining anything better or more 

substantial than what comes to the Foolish*Prince  when finally 

‘ he skips into the Disenchanted Garden. Thus, the irony which 

p%ays about Towns and * s restless dissatisfaction and final 

return to Bettie Hamlyn is modified by the suggestion that 

perhaps after all Townsend’s way was at least no less fruitful 

than other more acceptable and common sense ways.

- ■ ■ ■ ■ ■■ "’ ■ ■ •
36James Branch Cabell, The Rivet in Grandfather’s Neck 

(The Works of James Branch Cabell, Storisende ed., 18 vols.; 
New""York: Robert M. McBride and Company, 1927-1930), p. 37.

"The Shepherdess and the Sweep" is used to similar 

purpose in The Rivet in Grandfather’s Neck (1915)—pointing 

up the theme and multiplying the ironic implications of the 

comedy; however, the Andersen fairy tale is a far more complex 

affair than "The Foolish Prince." In it there is no simple 

allegorical equation between action and meaning. It is sus­

ceptible to more than one interpretation, and it brings into 

the story dark ambiguities—for instance, that suggested by 

the presence of "the goat-legged person"—whose sources are 

deep in ancient myth and folklore and whose full significance

• evades Colonel"Musgrave’s interpretation and whose presence 

suggests the inadequacy, too, of Patricia’s ironic perception 

that,"the rivet" to which all the little china people must 

' give thanks for the ordered security of their tiny world does 

nonetheless "keep us stiff-necked against all sorts of calls."* 36

o
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”The Foolish Prince” is neatly tailored to fit the action of 1 

• the comedy, "The Shepherdess and the Sweep" stands, so to 

speak, independent of and above the comedy and includes it. 

The characters of the comedy are, to an extent they do not 

guess, "little china people" who are protected from a know­

ledge of their own insignificance by a false tradition, by 

the lies which they half-believingly tell one another and by • ' 

the words which govern their emotions and their actions. 

The theme suggested by "The Shepherdess and the Sweep" 

is a familiar one in Cabellian comedy: man, whatever his 

aspirations, cannot endure the rarefied atmosphere of his own 

ideals nor can he endure the truth, and so, though for the 

moment he may approximate his ideal image of himself and of 

what his life should be, ultimately he can survive only among 

the familiar illusions of his conventional world. This in 

part is also the theme of The Rivet in Grandfather’s Neck. 

Rudolph Musgrave is raised to the height of poetry and vitality 

by his love for Patricia just as he is raised to the height 

of magnanimous gesture and self-sacrifice by his pseudo- 

chivalrous devotion to Ann Charteris, but in the long run 

Musgrave can exist only by loyalty to his inherited illusions 

about himself and his world, and despite appearances there is 

considerable doubt that he ever even for a moment really escapes 

from them. The «reduplicated love letters that are made to 

serve many.loves, the torrent of frothy rhetoric about the old 

and the new South that Musgrave delivers upon the slightest 

pretext, the magnanimous gestures which cannot 4)e denied"

0 o
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because they are picturesque-—all these things suggest that 
e •

Rudolph Musgrave does not escape, and they point to the cen­

tral irony of the comedy. Rudolph Musgrave, who thinks of. 

himself and is thought of as a'master of words, is in fact 

one of those men who in Queen Freydis’s phrase are "used by 

words." His own words and actions are not shaped by his 

emotions and attitudes, but rather his emotions and attitudes 

are shaped by words and by what a largely verbal tradition 

tells him is expected of him. Consequently, he is a man of 

gestures and poses ; the mainspring of every one of his fine 

acts of self-denial is the simple thought-what a gesture!39 

And while Musgrave likes to think of himself as stiff-necked 

against circumstances, in reality he is no more than the per­

fect expression of the circumstances amidst which he has 

lived his life.

James Branch Cabell, The Rivet in Grandfather » s Neck 
(The Works of James Branch Cabell, Storisende ed., 18 vols.; 
New York: Robert M. McBride and Company, 1927-1930), pp. 79 
and 293. . .

For the most part both the humor and the irony in The 

Rivet in Grandfather's Neck center in the character of Rudolph 

Musgrave, particularly in his blindness, his failure to dis­

criminate and to grasp the significance of things. In Rudolph 

Musgrave’s mind many things--his genealogies, his marriage, 

his chivalrous devotion to Ann Charteris--lie together like 

items on the front page of a newspaper, without a clearly 

assigned order of importance; and he, like the reader of a 

newspaper, assigns importance to these things simply on the 

basis'of what his inherited illusions allow or dictate.° The 
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consequence is that he fails to see what his life and the 

life of his community really come to, though the reader, of 

course, sees very clearly.

This situation is essentially of a piece with the basic 

situation in most of Cabell’s comedies, and Rudolph Musgrave 

is no more deliberately a mountebank than the majority qf .

Cabell’s comic protagonists ; yet, the irony of The Rivet in 

Grandfather’s Neck is far more caustic than that of any of 

the comedies which preceded or followed it. Unlike the other 

comedies it leaves with the reader a distinct residue of 

acid and gall. The explanation of this difference lies 

largely in the fact that in The Rivet in Grandfather's Neck 

Cabell works more closely and immediately than in any other 

comedy with his particular contemporary milieu ; he evokes 

realistically a world and a series of experiences in which 

the reader is sentimentally involved. Consequently the 

characters of the comedy impose upon the reader their personal 

sense of waste and suffering, and the fact that Rudolph Musgrave 

is protected by his illusions from any real awareness of this 

waste and suffering, for which he is partially responsible, 

merely serves to sharpen the edge of the irony by suggesting 

that there is much that is vicious in these, to Musgrave, 

kindly illusions.

Whereas the protagonists of the later comedies are, 

for the most part, alone in a world of masks and symbols, 

Musgrave exists in a world of ordinary human beings who have 

a mortal stake in his perception or lack ’of it and whose 

happiness or unhappiness is partially dependent upon what he
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18 and does ; moreover, whereas the protagonists of the later 

comedies are necessarily blind, and often fortunately so, in 

the midst of their highly ambiguous experiences, Rudolph 

Musgrave's blindness*  except from a purely selfish point of 

view, seems unnecessary and in some instances reprehensible. 

It seems particularly reprehensible, for example, that he 

fails to see, let alone understand, the dark shadows which 

Patricia and Virginia cast in his life.

Patricia, despite her petulance and vapidity, draws 

the reader's sympathy, and consequently her claim upon life 

to yield her some sort of happiness seems important and not 

unreasonable. Yet, for her there is no compensation. Such 

sacrifices as she makes are fruitless, and her alternatives— 

Musgrave or Charteris—are equally unlikely to yield the 

love which she needs. Caught in an apparently unresolvable 

dilemma, she is sacrificed without her consent to Rudolph 

Musgrave's moribund chivalry. That at the end of his life 

Rudolph Musgrave should then feed and soothe his ego with dis­

torted memories of her impresses the reader, not as a kindly 

dispensation of illusion, but as a final affront to Patricia's 

real personality, however shallow that may have been.

As for Virginia, the deeply wronged negro servant " 

whose "pleasant yellow face" is "as expressionless as an idol" 

--the effect of her presence in the comedy is not so immed­

iately felt as the effect of Patricia's fate, but ultimately 

it contributes even more to those undercurrents of feeling, 

which give the comedy its peculiar bitterness*.  Virginia's
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presence in the comedy unmistakably indicates that there is 

a vicious, sinister aspect to the illusions which hedge the 

lives of Musgrave and his fellow Lichfieldians. It suggests 

that these illusions do not so much shield them from the dumb 

malevolence of the universe as they do blind them to specific 

evils in their midst, evils which their attitudes have created 

and fostered. Rudolph Musgrave’s failure—his community’s 

failure to recognize this and their generalized and conde­

scending benevolence toward Virginia constitute both a tacit 

denial that she has any claim upon their consciences and a 

refusal or inability to recognize that they themselves are 

threatened by the living malice and resentment that her-mask- 

like face conceals.

The Rivet in Grandfather’s Neck is Cabell’s closest 

approach to what has sometimes been called bitter or dark 

comedy, and it marks Cabell’s farthest advance along the road 

that leads to the realistic novel of contemporary manners. 

Other works were apparently projected along this same road. 

In "Townsend of Lichfield" Cabell speaks of a novel entitled 

The Strength of the Hills in the background of which was "a 

most regrettable story of embezzlement and incest." The novel 

was written but then destroyed in 1914. He speaks too of the 

projected story of Wilhelmina Musgrave, which, he speculates, 

would have provoked numerous indignant editorials against 

"this foul slandering of the 'South’s aristocracy," and of 

Townsend of Lichfield which "was to have dealt with Mr. Town­

send’s personal observations as to American letters since 1903 
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and as to life in Lichfield during the same period. . ..and 

was to handle both themes candidly."40 All these book?, 

however, either failed to be written or were destroyed, and 
e

whiV Cabell was still working on The Rivet in Grandfather *s 

Neck, he started another book which marked put more clearly 

and accurately the road which he was actually to follow. That 

book was "pomnei.

Domnel: A Comcdy of Woman-worship was written in 1910 

to 1912 and published in book form in 1913. Ostensibly Pomnei 

is an imitation of mediaeval romance, and it is indeed Cabell’s 

nearest approach to pure romance in the traditional sense. 

The story as it appeared in Harper’s in 1911 was practically 

innocent of both comedy and irony.4l in the magazine version 

the action is largely restricted to Demetrios’s court and the 

emphasis falls upon the tropical sensuousness of the scene 

and upon the testing of Meli s aun t (Meli cent). Such irony as 

the story contains consists in Demetrios’s ironic evaluation 

of his own emotions and in the "disillusioning" moment at the 

end when the dream suddenly becomes the reality and perlon de 

la Force must let slip his grasp of the symbol and embrace 

the flesh, submitting to all the subtle and painful adjust­

ments necessitated by his having suddenly left the rarefied 

atmosphere of his chivalrous ideals and come to earth. For

40James Branch Cabell, "Townsend of Lichfield," Pref­
ace to» the Past (New York: Robert M. McBride and Company, . 
TS36T7 pp. 285-236. . •

41 James Branch Cabell, "The Soul of Melisaunt," 
Harper’s Magazine (April, 1911) , pp. 563-676? •
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that moment, before a purely human love can come to fill the 

ga-p, Perlon feels the sting of .the irony which time in con­

spiracy with his illusions has prepared for him; but except 

during that moment the chivalrous attitude, which is the 

mainspring of the action of"the comedy : is presented pretty 

much without qualification, • ,
To the book length version of Domnei published in 191o 

much matter was added and with it more of the light of both 

wit and irony, but even in this revision the chivalrous actions 

are presented with relatively little ironic qualification, 

and the emotions evoked by the chivalric attitude are allowed 

their full weight, even as the sophisticated, anti-romantic 

point of view of Demetrios is allowed its full development. 

At times irony plays about Perlon and about the doings of the 

mediaeval church, but it does not touch kelicent. moreover, 

however foolish and perhaps unrewarding the attitudes of 

Melicent and Perlon may appear in the sight of a cynical 

and "realistic" Demetrios, the reader perceives, as Demetrios 

himself is painfully constrained to admit, that theirs is a 

divine sort of foolishness which does make them in some 

sense ideal and admirable people. And Demetrios must ultl- . 

mately lose, baffled and bewildered by and somewhat envious 

of that,sublime foolishness.

Yet, as Demetrios believes and as Cabell less crudely 

believes, everything in life has a price ae well as a value, 

and*  idealism is least likely to be excepted from, this rule. 

Part of the price which Perlon pays is, af course, that moment 

of "disillusionment" that he suffers at the end; this, however, 
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is as it generally is in Cabell’s comedies, only a momentary 

rending of the veil. The real price one of which neither 
e

Perlon nor Me11cent can ever be fully aware, It is the • 

price which Ahasuerus,announces to Me 11cent when he tells her 

that though Perlon may win her, it is only cynical, dis­

illusioned and sin-stained men such as himself and Dpmetrics 

who can*fully  appreciate the value and the exquisite rarity . 

of her spirit.42 And this is also the deep, quiet irony 

which underlies Domnel without disturbing the romantic surface.

42James Branch Cabell, Domnel (The Works of James 
Branch Cabell, Storisende ed., 1Ü vols. ; New YorF? Robert M. 
McBride and Company, 1927-1930), pp. 196-19?. • ,

It is not, however, merely in the very different 

quality of the irony nor in the fact that it is Cabell’s 

most unqualified attempt to delineate the chivalrous attitude, 

that Domnel marks a line of development in some ways diamet­

rically opposed to that suggested by The Rivet in Grandfather’s 

Neck. It is rather in the fact that Domnel points the way and 

is at least a small step toward the technique of allegorical 

fantasy. Poictesme had, of course, been discovered during the 

writing of Gallantry, but in Gallantry Poictesme is merely 

another French province, distinguished from other French 
e .

provinces only by being fictional and the scene of Ormskirk's 

temporary rejuvenation.' In Domnel'the symbolic significance 

of Poictesme is enlarged though the historical frame and, . 

point of view are retained: that is, the story is still 

treated so as to give the reader the sense of havlpg been 

carried back to an historical way of life and to a more or
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less historical place; it remains earthbound by-the pretense 

of being "true" to daily human life as someone once lived it.

. But, nonetheless, in.this comedy the boundaries of Poictesme 

are, so to speak, blurred. Poictesme is less a territory" • 

which can be reached by crossing the English cnannel and • 

riding to the south as Ormskirk did and more one in which . •

romantic and legendary things have taken place; it is now 

the scene of the Melusine romances and the place where 

domnei exists as something more than a lovely poetic fiction, 

as a vital determining force in the lives of men. In short, 

as it develops in Domnei Poictesme is much closer to being a 

place where human living can be adequately rendered in words, . 

actions and symbols.

Moreover, two of the characters in this comedy of 

woman-worship, because their very names are charged with 

symbolic implications, cannot be accounted for simply by the 

rather mechanical functions which they perform in the narrative. 

These are the enigmatic Melusine and Ahasuerus. Neither * 

Perlon nor Me11cent grasps the meaning of those characters 

or their relationship to what they themselves do and suffer, 

nor•can the reader grasp these things without the supporting 

context provided by the rest of The Biography of Manuel. With 

this supporting context, however, it is clear that Melusine 

and Ahasuerus pla*y  a symbolic role in the story of Perlon and 

Melicent, that they pot only represent in this comedy Cabell’s 

first excursion into the realm of folklore and the super­

natural but his first attempt to use the materials he found. 
• o •

there for symbolic purposes. The technique used is a familiar 
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one to the readers of the later comedies.

Melusine and Ahasuerus are used to personify those 

drive-s and those psychological states and‘experiences which 

underlie human behavior and which may or may not have their 

source in*  tAie external universe but which man often experiences 

as if they were something exterior to himself, as if they 

were forces which acted upon him from without.

Melusine is, in fact, a localized personification of 

"the witch-woman,” who is in turn but a projection of man’s 

dream of a perfection of beauty in the female. In a sense, 

she is the shadow that man takes for the whole being in that 

moment when shadow and substance fuse and he gives his love 

to a woman, or she may be said to stand for the ambiguous 

relation between beauty and procreation, a possibility sug­

gested by her periodic assumption of fish or serpentine form.43 

On the other hand, Ahasueras, drawn from the widespread 
44 

legend of the wandering Jew, symbolizes the eternally 

wandering, lonely and dissatisfied human soul. This might 

be called his general symbolic value; he has also a more 

, specific or limited symbolic value. dels cursed with the 

knowledge that what men believe in and value, what he must 

envy them for being able to believe in and value, are illusions 

e in this respect he symbolizes the fate of the human soul

Barring-Gould, "Melusine,” Curious Myths of the 
Middle Ages (New York: John B. Alden, 1885), pp. 5Ü4-Tf.

‘ 44g. Barring-Gould, "The Wandering Jew," Curious Myths
of the MiddlS Ages (New York : John P. Alden, 1885), p7 12.
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stripped of its*  sustaining illusions and of its power to . 

believe and stands in direct contrast to Perlon and Mellcent. . 

It may be, too, that in this comedy Ahasuerus subsumes the ‘ 

not yet clearly defined character of Horvendlle, the erratic 

spirit of romance.

At any rate, though they never meet, Melusine and . 

Ahasuerus work, each according to his own nature, to bring 

about the consummation of the love between Perlon and Mellcent; 

they cooperate to create between them the apotheosis of 

chivalrous belief and action, an apotheosis in which they 

neither share nor find any satisfaction. For they symbolize 

generally the buried, never more than half guessed at, 

biological and psychological forces at work behind appearances 

shaping the comedy in which, ironically, they seem to play 

but enigmatic and incidental roles. Their presence in Domnei 

serves to generalize the meaning of the comedy by generalizing 

the experiences of Perlon and Veilcent.

Transition

The year 1916 serves conveniently, if somewhat arbi­

trarily , as the terminus for what might be called the middle 

period in the development of Cabellian comedy. In that year 

with the publication of The Certain Hour, Cabell's initial 

exploration of what he had conceived of as the three basic 

attitudes toward life was brought to completion, and though 

the important transitional comedy, The Cream of the Jest, 

had already b^en written, it was not to be published until 

J.917. . '
• o
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Looking back from the vantage point provided by 

familiarity with the post 1916 comedies, it appears that, in 

addition to the achievement that would have been apparent 

in 1916, Cabell had in exploring his three attitudes touched 

upon many of the themes and motifs which were to be developed 

and made explicit in the later comedies. Even the familiar 

comic pattern of the later comedies is present—however 

incompletely and inadequately realized--in The Cords of Vanity 

and, to a lesser extent, in The Rivet in Grandfather’s Neck» 

As yet, however, Cabell either had not seen the full impli­

cations of the themes and characters with which he worked 

or had not yet found the necessary means to express his whole 

meaning ; for as yet he had been content to express himself

in terms of localized types and of particular historical 

periods and these in turn encumbered and limited his ooint of 

view.

It may be, of course, that in the comedies up to and 

perhaps including The Cream of the Jest Cabell was, as Allen 

Tate once maintained, primarily absorbed in an almost wholly 

Southern preoccupation with the psychology of defeat.4.5 

Certainly Robert Townsend's assiduous though not quite 

deliberate evasion of commitment and Rudolph Musgrave’s

instinctive clinging to fine words that substitute for actions 

and that both protect and blind--certainly these are aspects 

of such .a psychology. And it may be that it is because

45Allen Tate, "Mr. Cabell's Farewell," New Republic, 
LX I (January 8, 1930), up. 201-202.
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Cabell was ”a Southern writer,” reacting with as well as 

against the South, that he was first,dtawn to the-problem of 

defeat and of its appropriate psychology. Growing up in the 

South in the last two decades of the nineteenth century, he 

could not very well have escaped ell involvement in the 

experience of defeat, and possibly his concept and explor­

ation of the three basic attitudes toward life reflect his 

involvement in that experience and in the concomitant myth 

of a poetic, gallant and chivalrous civilization which had 

existed in the Couth before the civil far. It might even be 

argued that Cabell * s steadily prowInr concept of the vital 

role of illusion in human life is a by-product of his contem­

plation of the unconcealable discrepancy between what the 

Couth wanted to believe about itself and what it actually 

was and had been.

Yet, without rejecting these possibilities, it is 

important to remember that Cabell was not concerned with the 

problem of defeat solely as a local matter of Southern 

conditions. For one thing, the stories and the one comedy 

written before The Jords of Vanity (1909) look to literature 

rather than to the conditions of contemporary Southern life 

for their models and inspiration, and it may as readily be 

true that Cabell's literary interests led him to probe the 

Couth's particular psychology as that the conditions in the 

Couth serve ■ a; Lie center from which his literary interests 

radiated. For another thing, there is considerable evidence 

that Cabell, like -fo«many late nineteenth and early twentieth 
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century writers, had been touched by the so-called "cosmic 

chill" which had nothing essentially to do with the South’s 

predicament but was rather a result of the conflict between 

traditional humanistic and romantic values and the implications 

of nineteenth century scientific thought• Then, too, there . 

is the steadily emerging figure of John Charteris, who even 

in his first appearance is an exotic in the Southern milieu, 

a stereotyped embodiment of fin de siecle moods and attitudes. 

Charteris's calculated Immorality is, to he sure, another 

aspect of the psychology of defeat, but it is only secondarily 

the result of conditions in his immediate surroundings. 

Actually it is of a piece with the behavior of a punished 

child who petulantly compounds his wickedness because he is 

bewildered by his inability to be as good as he believes he 

should be ; it is the psychological consequence of Charteris’s 

frustrated and hopeless desire for unqualified spirituality. 

The nature of Charteris’s experience of defeat and the nature 

of his reaction to it are liabilities of the human spirit in 

all times and places.

In any event, to assert, as /lien Tate has asserted, 

that Cabell in deserting Virginia Tor Poictesme cut his roots 

and thus deprived his later works of vital sap47 is to take

4$ fee, for example, Cabell, The Eagle's Shadow (The Works 
of James Branch Cabell, Storisend ed., 18 vols.; New York: 
Robert M. McBride and Company, 1927-1930), p. 173 ; Gallantry 
(ibid.), p. 181 ; and The Cords of Vanity (ibid.), p. 307.

•
4?Allen Tate, "Mr. Cabell’s Farewell," New Republic, 

LX I (January 8, 1930), p. 202.
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too restrictedly a Southern view of the matter. Whatever 

Cabell’s preoccupation was in the beginning^® somewhere along 

the line he became absorbed in a broader, more inclusive- and 

complexly ramifying problem--the inevitable defeat of the 

human spirit in a naturalistic universe. His removal to 

Poictesme was far less a flight from Virginia and its partic­

ular experience than it was the result of a search for adequate 

symbols to convey what had come to be his peculiar and non- 

parochial vision. The bitter irony of The Rivet in Grand­

father's Neck belied that vision which was after all comic, 

and though Cabell had created characters who were "real" 

enough, he had not succeded in finding any "large" enough to 

convey his whole meaning. "I needed," Cabell has said, "a 

world in which I alone was omnipotent," a world, that is, 

disentangled from the historical perspective, unencumbered 

by historical accident, and teyond the realm of special 

interests and preoccupations, a special kind of world in 

which a highly generalized view of human existence could be 

■given the concrete, «dramatic embodiment of art.

As was pointed out in the discussion of The Cbrds of 

Vanity (1909) and The Rivet in Grandfather’s Keck, (1915), 

Cabell had in writing those comedies discovered the value of 

the fairy tale as a means of focusing his themes ; and his use

4®Cabell’s own statement should be set off against , 
the views presented above. fee "The Author of The Eagle’s 
Shadow," Straws and Prayer-Books (The Works of James Branch, 
Cabell., Storisende ed. ,18 vols . ; Këw York.: Robert M. McBride 
and Company, 1927-1930), ppi 262-277.

o
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of "The Shepherdess and the Sweep" indicates that he had 

discovered that the fairy tale, for all it’s apparently naive 

fantasy, may penetrate with an unexpected boldness to the 

core of human experience and human psychology^ in writing 

Domnel (1913), or .indeed sometime before, he discovered that 

legend and folklore could yield for symbolic purposes such . 

richly connotative figures as Melusine and Ahas"uerus. What 

in essence Cabell was apparently coming to realize is that 

legends, folklore and myth in general, far from being merely 

fantastic products of a childish mentality, do in fact often 

express with a peculiar dramatic force what Jung has called 

"the phenomenology of the spirit."49 The importance of this 

discovery becomes clear when we recall that Cabellian comedy 

depends upon the possibility of viewing the phenomenology 

of the human spirit from a "disintoxicated" point of view.

In his characteristically whimsical way, Cabell has 

indicated his own sense of discovery and of its consequences :

It was only then Qwhen The Cream of the Jest was 
being written that,*1  under the guidance" 3T“Richard 
Harrowby, I took upr in a more or less serious way, 
the study of what is loosely called "magic," and that 
I learned something of those realities which are 
behind what we, just as loosely, call "ordinary 
experienceIt was only then, in fine, that I

. C. C-. Jung, "The Phenomenology of the Spirit in • 
Fairy .Tales," Psyche %nd .Symbol (New York; Doubleday Anchor 
Pooks, 1958)., pp. ST f f. ( Cf course, considering the date,
there is no question of Cabell’s being committed to a . 
Jungian -interpretation; at the same time, it is more than

. likely that Cabell’s own discovery was directly related to 
the fruitful interaction between psychology and anthropology 
during the first two decades of the twentieth century.)

o
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. . 50
turned definitely sway from the merely mundicidious.

In another place he has recorded his feeling of having come 

into his own witlj the writing of The Cream of the Jests

. In preparing the Ptorisendo edition of the

by person^ho are To me, nowadays, comparative 
strangers. I edited the entire Biography as best I
Temporal^successors TW with
my own work.'-1

As has already been suggested, The Cream of the Jest

(1917) is in many ways a transitional comedy. It is a bridge 

between this world of "ordinary experience" and that other 

world which is amiiguourly of the mind and imagination and 

yet a place in itself, a world in which everything is pregnant 

with meaning and through which man either picks his way 

gingerly or, with sublime unconcern, stumbles on from un­

guessed mystery to unguessed mystery. In this book vabell 

seems to have seen his kingdom clearly but has not yet

entered in and taken possession ol it.

The Cream of the Jest breaks more completely than any 

of the preceding comedies, excepting pomnei, with tae conven­

tional pattern of the comedy of manners. It was originally 

planned to present a series of Richard Harrowby’s adventun- .

ings in the occult:

But Saturn very plainly stood in the ascendancy 
at*the  scheme's birth; for as these stories came into • 
being, no. one of them, save only "Concerning David

S®Jame s Branch Cabell, Preface to the Past (New York : 
Robert M. McBride, 1936), pp. 126-1^7. .

51Ibid.o, p. 205.

o
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Jogram,11 met with the then present need of en y .
discoverable magazine. The dizain was therefore 
abandoned ; and of the eight stories finished, some 
were destroyed*,  while others were utilized variously. . • 
Two of these "tales, as they had been written in the . 
sprin- of 1911, were combined and*  rewritten in 1913, 
with addition of considerable new matter, so that 
before 1914 had well begun to make the world saf.e for 
hypocrisy, these stories had blended into one contin­
uous and fairly long Comedy of Evasions, called then 
In the Flesh, but a little later re christened The 
"Cream of the Jest. . . .

Cabell had already, in 1910, ventured into the occult with 

"Concerning Corinna"—a Poesque tale about the seventeenth 

century poet Herrick who, in the tale, is represented as 

having penetrated the veil of karma and come face to face 

with those deep subterranean forces of life at the price of 

madness and suicide.Whatever intervened during the 

following years to put Cabell's mind on a somewhat different 

tack is not clear, but The Cream of the Jest, as it was 

finally published in 1917, is a very different book from what 

was apparently at first intended. It is, rather than a book 

of occult adventurings, a book of nd.venturings in trie kingdom 

of the mind, Felix Kennas ten's mind, with only subdued 

overtones of the occult.

The reader of The Cream of zhe Jest finds himself 

suspended between two worlds, neither of which can in any 

ultimate sense be called the real world except by courtesy 

of convention. One of these is the world of "ordinary

. Bjarnes -ranch Cabell, Preface to the Past (New York: 
Robert M. McFride and Company, 1936), pp. 117-135.

Bjarnes Eranch Cabell, "Concerning Corinna," The ° 
Certain Hour (Kalki e'd. ; New York: Robert M. HcFrlde and 
Company, 1923), pp. 113-135.
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experience." The other is an idealized dream world penetrated 

by Felix Kennaston with the aid of the spurious rigil of 

fcoteia. Foth worlds as Kennaston early comes lo realize » 

are worlds of impenetrable illusion, differing, only in that 

the world of "ordinary experience" is defined by habit and 

convention while the other world is fashioned by the inborn 

yearning of'man for a place "wherein human nature has kept 

its first dignity and strength; and wherein human passions 

are never in a poor way to find expression with adequate 

speech and action."^^

The imme:i"t e source of humor and irony in this comedy 

of evasions is the contrastin'. inturnlny of these two worlds. 

The commonplace world in which Kennaston lives with his 

friends a nd neighbors is presented in a series oi small 

domestic comedies, and naturally and appropriately enough the 

comedy of this world is the comedy of inadequacy; preetness 

is made to go in the tattered rams of worn out cliches;" 
talent rises on the wings provided : ” prurience and fad,* 56 

and all conversation, however intimate the situation, runs 

in the barren gulches of the conventional and expected. The 

general inadequacy which is exposed by these comic techniques

Bjarnes nrfnc-:! label}, The Cream of the Jest (The 
Tonks of James frar.cn Cabell, ."tori sende cd. , 18 vois. ; New 
YorYT “Robert"Y. heir ide and Company, 1927-1930), p. 13.

‘ 55Ibid,, pp. 71-31. ’ *

56 Ibid.,* PP • 55-63 .

frar.cn
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is boldly underscored by constant juxtaposition with that 

other world in which speech and action are always commensur­

ate ri th the occasion, whether of good er evil, joy or sorrow. 

The actual embodiment which Cabell gives that other world in 

The Cream of the Jest consists o! many brightly colored frag­

ments of historical romance.

Clearly this is not yet Cabell's mature manner--the 

manner of Jurgen (1919), Figures of Earth (1921) and Some­

thing About Eve (1927)—in which the reader is forced to 

enter a world that is frankly fantastic and alien yet symbol­

ically is the real home of the human psyche and in which 

anything is likely to happen but in which, at the same time, 

everything that does happen probes allegorically and symbolic­

ally essential and ondurinc human experience. The method of 

The Cream of the Jest is only in part dramatic and only in 

small part symbolic, by and large, it is discursive. The 

reader shares Kennaston's experiences, but the running of 

those experiences i s to a large extent given in Kennas ton1s 

discursively elaborated meditations and in the digressive 

commentaries of t-he narrator, diehard Karrowby.

Nonetheless, The Cream of the Jest does decidedly 

coins the way to the allegorical and symbolic comedies that 

were to follow. For one thing, though in the earlier comedies 

the reader is made awabe that the characters are beset by 

illusions and that in consequence they misinterpret themselves 

and their world, he at the same time is made to feel, because 

of the relatively realistic treatment and because his.vision
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is wider than that of any character, that his own perceptions 
• e

are firmly and properly rooted in the "real" world of "ordin­

ary experiences;" this is not quite so distinctly"true of 

The Cream of the Jest. To be sure, the constant suggestion 

that the world"in which Kennas ton finds Ettarre is merely a 

private dream world allows the reader to retain a more or 

less normal orientation ; yet, the comedy in statement, if 

not in form, challenges all of the common workaday assumptions 

about the nature of reality. For another thin-, it Is in 

The Cream of the Jest that the com!c pattern characteristic 

of the later comedies is first clearly articulated, though 

not in its final terms.

Felix Kennas ton inn not, himself, know now to classify 

the world which is opened to him by the mysterious power of 

the Sigil of 2 coteia--whe ther as a private dream world or 

as a world of occult realities. It may be mere dream stuff, 

the flimsiest fantasies of an overheated imagination. Yet, 

if reality is to be judged by vividness of impression and by 

the quantity and quality of felt life, then this "dream" 

world"is the more real ; it is at any rate, Kennaston comes 

to feel, more aesthetically satisfying. For thou -h such 

experiences as Kennaston has in it are fragmentary, they are, 

so far as they go, fully realized : that is, they are rendered 

with ah adequacy of speech, action an I emotion, emotion which 

Kennaston may savor without being overwhelmed." In this 

"dream" world Kennaston always has the deeply satisfying 

feeling that he is larger than the situations in which he
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figures, that he somehow includes them rather than is included 

by them. . ,

With Kennaston aesthetic considerations come first as 

the basis of value and ultimately even of religion and moral­

ity, and consequently the much greater aesthetic satisfac­

tion to be had in the "dream" world as well as the presence 

in that world of atterre, the epitome o" féminin# loveliness 

and desirability, leads hennas ton more an d more to abandon 

himself to it. His true interest is poured into it, and he 

accepts sardonically or with half-amused resentment the fact 

that this dreaming being must be concealed in an unprepossess­

ing body and subjected to a "life made up of unimportant 

tasks and tedious useless little habits."58 Moreover, his 

adventurings in the "dream" world provide him with a per­

spective upon the world of commonplace experience which at 

first intensifies his sense of alienation from that world. 

Moving at random through historical time and observing men 

at their work and play, Kennaston is driven to"the conclusion 

that "everywhere men had labored blindly, at flat odds with 

rationality, and had achieved everything of note by accident,"59 

and that "life was not a part of the universe at all perhaps, 

but, rather, an intruder into the cosmic machinery."60

57'-"James Branch Cabell, The Cr.eam of the Jest (The Works 
of James Branch Cabell, Storisende ed., TB v3Ts, ; New^Ÿorkî 
"Robert M. McBride and Company, 1927-1930), pp. 117-188.

. 57 58Ibid.,"pp. 48-49.and 116; 59 60Ibid., p. 137.

60Ibid., p. 139. *

in time, like Jurgen, Kennaston comes uncomfortably to 

feel that man, in the flesh, is the butt of some complex

o
o
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and multiform cosmic jest. Man is a creature of dreams, 

yet, he is doomed to parody his real self and to travesty 

his dreams in his ‘corporeal actions.61 Man is obsessed with 

the ideals of coura -e and beauty and purity symbolized in • 

the vision of Ettarre; yet, nowhere may he find*  these things 

tangibly realized^ never may he touch uttarre. Man feels • 

sharply his own "loneliness and longs lor companionsnip, 

yet, it is impossible for him to achieve vital and intimate 
62 communication with any othe ■ human being. ban longs, or 

believes he longs, for truth, for a knowledge of reality ; 

yet, his only means of getting any information whatever 
about reality is through his five exceedingly fallible senses.°3 

These are the multiple forms of the jest, and tnese 

are the somewhat "dusty truisms" with which not only Felix 

Kennas ton but also Jurgen and Manuel and Jerald Musgrave 

must come to terms. All of these truisms, when grasped 

emotionally in their full implication, point the way to 

naturalistic despair. However, what is said of Ettarre might 

equally well be said of man, as Cabell understands him--the 

ways of his elusion are many.

61James Branch Cabell, The Cream of the Jest (The Works 
of James Branch Cabell, Storisende ed.% IF volsT; Hew York; 
Robert M. McBride and Company, 1927-1950), p. 86.

The most obvious mans of eluding the.consequences 

of his "knowledge" open to Kennas ton is that of clinging 

tenaciously to his dream world and, so far as possible, 

letting the other go. But though his thought verges at times

62Ibid., pp. 107-110; 63Ibld. , pp. 116-117. .
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upon solipsism, he is basically dissatisfied with the "

curiously divided life which he finds himself living, and 

this dissatisfaction drives him toward the elaboration of a 

personal and eccentric philosophy by means of which he transcends 

his axiom-based skepticism and reattaches himself to "real 

life” as his fellow beings understand the term. • Pondering the 

fragments of human history that he has been privileged to 

witness, Kennas ton can discover no rational plan, no discern­

ible plot ; yet, everywhere, he finds,*  there is a persistent 

striving. .hat all life seems to to str Ivin- toward and 

what all men seem to yearn for, Kennaston decides, i? that 

"life might become symmetrical, well-plotted, coherent, and 

as rational as living is in books.”64 By this dubious by­

way, Kennaston arrives at the concept of life as artist, 

of life as comparable to a romancer spinning an endless 

romance and striving ceaselessly for the perfection of art. 

Perceiving that even apparent symmetry exists nowhere in 

nature except in the figure of man, Kennaston reclaims on 

purely aesthetic grounds man's ancient sense of himself as

' the crown of creation.65 From this way station Kennast-n 

moves on to the concept of God as artist and of the crucifixion 

.as God's masterpiece, from the contemplation of which he draws 

his deepest satisfaction. .'.lien translated into aesthetic

6.4James branch Cabell, The Cream of the Je.st (The A'orks. 
of James branch Cabell, btori sende ed., T8 volsT; NAv -ork; 
Robert h. McBride and Company, 1927-1930)., p. 152.

G5Ibid., pp. 151-152.

0
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terms, the mysteries of the Christian‘church become acceptable 

to Kennaston, and through a back'door, plainly marked unortho­

dox, he enters unsuspected into the hurch and makes "the 
e

image of Christ his-own."66 .

In time Kennaston also comes to suspect that there is

a vital though hidden link between his dream world and the 

world of ordinary experience. Kot only does he surprise the 

look of Ettarre in the eyes of Euriel Allardyce, but he is

told by Ettarre, herself,

All women resemble me. ... Whatever flesh 
they may wear, and however time-frayed or dull- 
hued or stained by horrible misuse that garment 
may seem to be, the wearer ot .that garment is no g?
less fair than I, could any man see her quite clearly.

When Kennaston later discovers wnat he supposes to be the 

missing half of the figil of fcoteia on his wife’s bathroom 

press, he is convinced despite the absence of any sign of 

recognition on her part, that she is in some mysterious way 

identified wl^h Ettarre--ht tarre become flesh and possessed,

though unrecognized, by him. The effect of this supposed 

revelation is to cast a nimbus of mystical suggestion about 

all human, fleshly ties, to endow them with unguessed depths

of meaning and beauty.

I was happier Isseys Kennas tonjthan I had ever 
been in any dream. . , I saw that the ties of our 
ordinary life here in the flesh have their own 
mystic strength and sanctity. I comprehended why 
in our highest sacrament we prefigure with holy awe, 
not things of the mind and spirit, but,flesh and 
blood. ... A man and his wife, barring stark 
severance, grow with time to be one.person, you

66Ibid., pp. 153-158 ; 6?Ibid., p. 190.
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see ; and it is not so much the sort o£ person as .
• the indivisibility that matters, with them.68 

e 
Uhls mystical glow obviously cannot endure full daylight, 

but it brings to Kennaston—at a price--a depth of serenity 

and contentment that can never be wholly dissipated. The 

price*  is that Kennas ton, an author, writes no more books, 

for having dispensed with the need for his dream world, he 

has dispensed, too, with the need to write books.

At the end of the comedy, the exact nature of Kennas ton's 

experiences and their value, except in terms of his personal 

satisfaction and contentment are left apparently ambiguous. 

The _ igil of fcoteia turns out to be only a portion of a 

discarded ton c f a cold cream jar, an ; th-"' whole of Kennaston ' s 

seemingly occult pri v ileges and adventurings , it develops, 

can be explained a s r. case of self-hypnosis induced by the 

bright glare of the small object. This ’’natural explanation” 

is at odd s with Kennaston's feeli ng--a feeling which the 

reader to som- xtent shares with him--that these experiences 

open out upon ’’those realities which are behind what we call 

ordinary experience.” The ambiguity here, however, is not 

quite so irresolvable as it may appear to be. The possibility 

of hypnosis, taken with one or two other hints in the text, 

suggests that though Kennaston has not open d any forbidden 

windows on the real world, he ha^ with the aid of the spurious

68jame s branch Cabell, The Cream of the Jest (The forks 
of James branch Catell, ftorlsende ed., Th 'vols.; lie w'York: 
Robert h. %cbr»de and Company, 1927-1930), ,p. 216.

o
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Sigil and of hic own active imagination penetrated into the 

depths of his own psyche and there stumbled upon some gen- ° 

eral truths
The possibility of such an interpretation would see*

t c r e ted by Richard Harrow comment upon the occult

touches what he "occult," delusion
after delusion has been dissip 
much jubilant pother made over

has 
This 
are 
are

e. But the last of hi 
yet to relinquish, is

too must be surrender 
beg inn in' to learn the 
illegitimate children

the t. 
ed w

a ted, of course, and 
the advance of know- 

lusiens, which man ' 
he invented them.

ith time; an i already w 
ny of the se will errors 
rave ti-u ths. Science

now looks resnect to folk-lore

If Kenna ston’s are neither visions of hidden

nor in s en se of hit own, then

must arise out of the depths of his unconscious life. The 

"grave truths" referred to arc, of course, truths of t ne 

human psyche, and the respect which science grants to folk­

lore is by way of recognizin' in them the indirect expression 

of the "phenomenol O'-y of the spirit," the projection and

dramatization of the adventures of psyche.

The suggestion,* then, is strong that Kennaston’s 

"occult" adventures are to t e viewed in some such light as 

this. In penetrating to the depths of his own psyche Kennastpn 

discovers his identity with Horvcndlle, the romantic demiurge 

who is after all only the personification of the spirit-of 

.creativity in which Kennas ton, as an author, participates 

more fully than most men but from whibh no man is wholly

69James Branch Cabell, The Cream of the Jest (The ^onks 
of James Branch Cabelb, ftorisende ed., TS vols.; New YorF;

o Robert M. McBride and Company, 1927-1530), p. 206. 
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excluded. He unearths, too, the doep-turiod ima^e of the 

wholly beautiful and desirable woman, Ettarre. Etterre, as. 
Kennaston in part comes to reco^rj^e, is a highly ambiguous 

figure. She is e bound in an eternally unconsummated yet 

mysteriously fruitful union with Horvendile--a union symbol­

izing the ever unfulfilled yearning for the perfection of 

art and for the ideal generally. The moments of history in 

which Kennas ton participates--mo me n t s evoked with a perfection 

of emotion and gesture yet left i nc oriole t e — f u r t he r symbolize 

the results of this union. At the same time, Ettarre is 

linked both, with every woman and with the many-aspect goddess 

of love, fertility and earth. Phe former link is pointed 

out by Ettarre herself ; the latter is clearly indicated in 

the chapter entitled ” economic .. ons idera cions of Piety” in 

which Kennas ton sees the Iigil of . cote i a upon the forehead 

of the Egyptian goddess, Isis. Ettarre, then, serves both 

life (sex and fertility) and art; at this level of the psyche 

all of these disparate urges and images, because of their 

complex interrelationships, tlur :n to one. Kennas ton is at 

play, though he does not know it, with the fundamental forces 

of his own psychic life and thus of life itself.

The underlying irony in The Cream of the Jest lies in 

this--that Kennaston, for all his anxious theorizing, fails 

to grasp the true nature»of his experiences and of his dream 

‘ world playfellows and that the philosophy which he develops 

in order to account for and, in a sense, to transcend these 

experiences is purely personal and eccentric : that is, like
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the philosophies of all men, it is shaped from within by 

Kennaston ’ s predilections and most deeply cherished values 

and in no way reveals the structure of the universe. The 

render is privileged to perceive the fallacy though Kennaston 

does not ; the reader is, in fact, driven to the perception 

by the 'opposed point of view of the narrator, Richard Harrowby, 

who remains skeptical of and even hostile toward Kennaston's*  

notions. . till, the reader is forced to sec that, far from 

beinr harmful, Kennaston's fallacies are positively service­

able to him. For his curious metaphysics does make possible 

his acceptance, with relative ease and contentment, of the 

"finite predicament." It makes possible hi s acceptance of 
70 man's role as fool in the cosmic drama, and it reenforces 

the "ordinary ties of the flesh" by suggesting to Kennas ton 

that these are everywhere tinged with the mysterious and the 
71 miraculous. Put in another way, it ensiles Kennaston to 

evade the consequences of hi s "knowledge"--those dusty truisms 

which point the way to despair.

For the reader who comes to The dream of the Jest, 

after reading the rest of The Riography, the statement 

Harrowby makes, near the end--"It occurred to me that his 

history was, in essentials, the history of our race, so far"— 

carries a significance beyond that immediately developed by

70James•branch Cabell, The Cream of the Jest (The Works 
of James Branch Cabell, :torisende ed., 18 vols.; New YorF; 
Robert F. McBride and Company, 1927-1930), pp. 159-162. ”

7^lbid., pp. 215-217.
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72Harrowby himself. Such a reader understands without 

prompting that•there is nothing either ultimate or uniqug 
in Felix Kennaston’s thoughts and experiences. Through his 

meditations, echo the queries and laments of Manuel, his remote 
thirteenth century ancestor, and as Kennas ton himself is 

forced reluctantly to admit, he, Kennaston, is but the fleshly 

garment which Horvendile for the moment wears, and Horvendiic 

in turn is but one aspect of the life force which, if not 

eternal, is at least diuternal. At the same time, such a 
reader sees in Kennaston’s thought and experience another 

tribute to that ingenuity, that vanity, that inveterate habit 

of substituting Illusion for fact and lo-le, l y means of 

which the human spirit contrives to endure. '

The comic pattern which emerges clearly for the first 

time in The Cream of the Jest was to remain the essential 

comic pattern of the later comedies. This pattern as the 

comic protagonist experiences it consists basically of three 

steps or movements: first, the felt awareness in various 

terms of the iinIte predicament,” that is, of the humanly 

irremediable condition oi incompleteness and imperfection; 

second, the struggle against the limitations implied in "the 

finite predicament;" and"third, the acceptance of the human 

condition as, for all its limitations, upon the whole satis- 

factor’y.. The third step ls= fairly/compile ated, involving 

acquiescence in the mystery of belnr as well as the.reasonably 

------------------------------ - ---------------------- 
^Ibid., p. 235.-------------------------------------------------------- . 
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complacent perception that however radically defective in 

some respects, the conditions of human living do nonetheless 

provide for both practical security and poetic beauty. From 

the reader’s point of view the pattern is one of almost 

instinctive evasions by means of which the comic protagonist 

protects his ego against the corrosive, disillusioning truths 

which his struggle forces upon him and by means of which, 
• 73"

also, he provides for his own more or less happy ending.

However, as has been pointed out, though the essential 

pattern remains the same, the comic technique and point of 

view used in the later comedies is considerably different from 

that used in The Cream of the Jest. The method of The Cream 

of the Jest (1917) seems decidedly timid and tentative as 

compared with that of the major comedies to follow—Jurgen 

(1919), Figure s of ^arth (1921), and something About Eve 

(1927)--in which Cabell boldly adopted the perspective and 

conventions oh folklore and myth. ..horeas the world in which 

Rennas ton enjoys hi s "occult" adventures is not the familiar 

world yet is recognizably and immediately derived from it, 

the world of Jurgen and the succeeding comedies is almost 

wholly fabulous and mythical, a world controlled by sorcery 

and largely emancipated from the normal conditions of time 

and causality. Moreover, whereas in The Cream of the Jest

- - : •-—--------- 
. This comic pattern, of course, may be described from
•a variety of points of view and, therefore, in a variety
of terms. (See pp. 90-93 above.) The intention in this 
paragraph is to describe it in the most general and inclusive 
-terms possible. . ' .
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Kennas ton's "dream” world, which reflects symbolically the 

hidden fgrces of his own psyche, is juxtaposed to a public, 

conventionally accepted world, in the comedies that"followed ’ 

these two world become so blended as to be indistinguishable, • 

It becomes next to impossible to designate those things which 

belong to the mind of the protagonist and those things which 

are exterior to that mind. -or while the protagonist con­

ceives of himself as moving through an objectively present 

world in which he encounters ambiguous he inns distinct from 

himself who baffle, threaten and invite him, in actual fact 

many of these beings personify forces — drives and des 1res-- 

which properly speaking are at work within him though they 

are not merely personal to him. At the same time, the 

inevitable wives of the protagonists lose their individuality, 

merging into a single archetype that includes not only all 

wives but potentially all women. Thus, in the succeeding 

comedies ^elix Kennaston's awareness that no man can--at 

least as a flesh and blood belng--get beyond the boundaries 

of hi s own mind is rendered dramatic, and not merely a portion 

but the whole of the comic protagonist's experiences become 

allegorical and symbolic. ' .

That Cabell, having perceived, that the apparent errors 

of folk-lore are "the illegitimate offspring of gravest truths,” 

should be attracted to the methods and materials of folk-lore • 

and .myth is not surprising ; his own world-view, while built . 

upon certain ontological assumptions about the nature of the 

universe, is primarily concerned with the p hen omen ology of 

O
O
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the human spirit. * For this is the only reality with which • 

man has" any assured contact. Of course ,‘however much Cabell 

may look to the methods of folk-lore and myth, hir comic 

fantasies remain sharply distinguished from that source by 

his sophisticated. intention. That is, whereas "folk tales 

and myths (if we follow the interpretation of Carl Jung) are 

spontaneous,archetypal expressions of the unconscious life 

of the psyche, Cabell's comedies make use of methods and 

materials drawn from these sources for the purpose of expres­

sing Cabell's self-cons clou s interpretation of the adventures 

of the human psyche as viewed from a preconceived metaphysics 1 

point of view, in other words, to render what has already 

been analyzed. Thus, while folk-lore and myths are character­

ized by spontaneous and ultimately irreducible symbols 

(archetypes), Cabell's comedies tend to allegory--thus, also, 

the detachment, the irony, the laughter which are largely 

foreign to these sources.

The Major Phase

Jurgen, published in 1919, was the first of Cabell's 

comedies written in what we may call his mature style and 

fr-m his mature point of view; after Jurgen no further sig­

nificant development takes place. It would, of course, be 

possible to talk about a "late style"--the» style, that is, 

of The Music from behind the Moon (1926), The White Robe 

(1928) and The Way of Ecben (1929). These stories are domin­

ated by theme and are presented with a severe economy of 
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detail and of connotation and in a highly intellectunlized, 

relentlessly allegorical style. They were however, conceived 

to bridge a felt gap in The, Fiography of Manuel, 74 and it is e 

at"least conjecturally possible that their self-conscious, 

formalised allegory*reflec  ts not so much growth as the pressure 

and strain of necessity. At any rate, in his later writings — 

for example in the trilogy, The Nightmare Has Triplets (1934- 

1937)—Cabell returned to a technique and a style which in 

all essentials are like those of Jurgen ane of the other

Thames Branch Cabell, "The Witch-Woman," Preface to 
the Past (New York : Robert McBride and Cormany, 1936 )~ 
pFT 35^8.

major comedies in The ■■ iorraphy of Manuel.

The major comedies--Jurgen (1919), Figure s of garth 

(1921), The High Place (1923), The :ilver Ftailion (1926) and 

Something About ^ve (1927)--are all of a type. This is not 

to say, as numerous reviewers and critics have said, that 

those comedies are repetitious. The charge of repetitiousness 

le trays either a superficial reading which is impressed only 

with such common techniques as displacement and double­

entendre or a reading which orasns only the broad pattern and 

none of the nuances or variations. The fact that all of the 

major comedies are written from the same point of vlew should 

forestall any surprise over the fact that the essential 

pattern remains the same. Moreover, it should be remembered 

that for he comic writer in general and for Cabell in partic­

ular all human experience is at ^bottom probable and, therefore, 

undifferentiated.= The unity of human experience, however,

o
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• •
does not preclude the possibility of variety, for though, 

human experience is broadly uniform and normative, it has .

many facets. Lach of Cabell's Jor comedies takes up a 

different facet, elaborates a closely related but different 

theme ; each refers to and contributes .to the same core meaning 

but it does not exhaust that core meaning. In other words, 

while Jurgen and Gerald Musgrave confront a similar world 

and endure a similar fate, their comedies do no: repeat one 

another ; their comedies taken together make a larger more 

complex statement than does either taken separately.

'.'.'hat first and mo: t forcefully impresses ! tsol f upon 

the reader who comes to the major comedies after bavin.- read 

the earlier comedies is the marked gain in gusto, due primarily 

to the broad comic treatment of sexuality,75 and the ever 

increasin• saturation with often recondite folk-lore materials. 

As outstand In : as these things are, however, they are only 

secondary characteristics; the primary characteristics, those 

which are essential to the definition of Cabellian comedy as 

somethin-.- distinct, are the peculiar qualities of the fantasy 

world in which the comedies take place, discussed in the 

preceding chapter, and the unorthodox character--or perhaps 

more accurately, situation—of the comic protagonist.

7 5 Sex, of course, had always been in Cabell's comedies 
as in most comedy, an important subject. Put whereas in the 
earlier comedies sex is approached through innuendo" and as 
something which happens off stage, in the later comedies it 

•is approached through the extensive and extended use of 
unmistakable double-entendre which makes it possible to brine 
on stage the physiological as well as the psychological 
aspects of sexuality. °

o
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In several respects the comic protagonist’s situation 

is similar to that of the typical hero of folk-tale or.fairy 
e 

tale : he is a quester, a searcher in the wonderful ; his 

goal often takes the objective form of the unattainable 

princess ; and he finds himself thrown into relationship with 

superhuman ^fimures who ambiguously help and/or hinder him in 

his quest. low generally speaking, the typical folk-tale or 

fair y tale hero, despite his often unqualified success, is 

far removed fro- th 1 typical hero of comedy. 11 is true, of 

course, that many folk and fairy tales mi -ht conceivably be 

treated a a primitive comedies inasmuch as in the end the 

hero triumphs over all obstacles and attains to a normally 

desirable goal--marriage to the beautiful princess and 

happiness ever after. This traditional happy ending, however, 

is no doubt due to the presence of a large measure of wish 

fulfillment, or—and this comes to much the same thing—if 

Jung is correct in his analysis, i r is a prophecy of an 

impossible psychic state of wholeness ar. : c-mpla te s^lf- 

possession. Take away the elements of wish fulfillment or 

prophecy and the situation becomes potentially tragic, the 

hero potentially a tragic hero. Tor, then, the hero’s quest 

becomes the pursuit of an impossible perfection; undertaking 

the quest, he exposes himself not only ’to frustration and 

harm at the hands of an unyielding reality but also to the 

painful discovery of his own Inadequacies and deficiencies. 

So to speak, he runs the risk of'incurring punishment at the 

hands of the probable, imperfect -reality against which he 

transgresses in his search for perfection, a punishment which
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takes the fqrm of the agonized contemplation of the dark 

side of his own nature. For striving after perfection, if 

sustained, inevitably leads to an ever more acute awareness 
e

of all those aspects ofthe human psyche and those -conditions 

of fate which render perfection an impossibility. Thus, 

-seeking perfection the hero approaches self-realization;

self-realization may be taken as that aspect of the tragic ' 

experience which is felt as positive gain, but self-realization 

cannot be had except at the price of great pain. The tragic 

symbol of the fully realized self is—again to borrow from 
• 7 AJung--the crucified Christ.

The situation at the opening of each of the major 

comedies corresponds very closely to the potentially tragic 

situation described in the preceding paragraph. Jurgen, 

Manuel and Gerald Musgrave are, initially, all committed to 

the hopeless pursuit of impossible perfection. They are 

animated by a dissatisfaction which leads them to reject the 

probable norms of human experience and sends them journeying 

into the "wonderful" in search of ideal fulfillment and • 

satisfaction. Thus, Jurgen sets out in search of "justice," 

that is, in search of that which will satisfy his deep yearn­

ings for love, beauty and holiness. "Justice" in this sense 

refers simply to the seemingly rational demand that there 

should be no desire without a corresponding object or that 

the universe should provide that which is commensurate with

?6carl G.- Jung, "Christ, a Symbol of the 
and Symbol, ed. Violet S. de Laszlo (New York :
Book’s^ 1958 ) •, pp. 58-60. °

Self," Psyche
Viking Anchor
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man’s dreams and in which, con-e

satisfaction in Jurgen’s case

quently, he may find total 
the complex objects of

yearping are gathered up
and projected inAhc symbolic figure

of Helen of Troy, a variation upon
the traditional "unattain-

able princess" of folk-lore Similarly Manuel, too,

aroused by Horvendile the spirit of romance, and sent forth

in search of another version ot
the "unattainable princess.

And Gerald Musgrave sets forth to
the mythical kingdom

of Anton and, more significant j 

cod in his appropriate mythology

to reinstate himself as a

On first consideration

Gerald Musgrave as comic protagonist may appear distinct

from Jurgen and Manuel in that Gerald is not in

pursuit at any time of the "unattainable princess;” but it

is significant in this connection that Antan, as Maya under­

stood, is inseparable from
77

Preydls , and

that seen from Mispec Moor the distant mils of 
78 

the appearance of a recumbant female figure.

tan assume

The

"unattainable princes or the dream woman, in general

symbolizes all that the protagonist yearns for-ideal beauty, 

truth, purity, sanctity, a'full-blooded emotional life. She

is closely related to the heroine of folk-lore even

susceptible to Jungian interpretation 

of the hero, the. symbol of his soul, 

is a necessary condition of complete

the projected "anima"

the possession of which

self-realisation.

78Ibid., p, 276.

*
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As rebels against Imperfect,*  probable human experience, 

then, and as searchers into the "wonderful," Jurgen, Manuel 
r

and Jerald Musgrave would seem at the outset to be cast-in 

the traditional role of the tragic hero. There is, of course, 

no confusion of tone. The appropriate comic tone — the tone 

of playful detachment—is established at the very beginning 

of each of the comedies and predominates throughout. Jurgen 

opens with the logical but comic :e cause morally inapprop­

riate defense of the devil ; Figures of Earth opens with the 

ironic but humorous miscomprehension of the expression "to 

make a figure in the world ;" homething About Eve opens with 

a mildly satirical treatment of the . ou them code of chivalry. 

This is only tc say, however, that the comic intention is 

declared at the outset. The fact remains that in subject 

matter, in the situation of the comic protagonist, these 

comedies trespass upon the domain of tragedy and raise the 

theoretical prol le-' n' he - this j ma in is to be subjugated 

to the comic spirit.

2he practical solution of talc theoretical problem 

lies in the fact that in vatelllan comedy the comic pretagoni 

character is conceived of not as static but as involved in 

the general flux ; it is both contradictory and mutable. 

Jurgen, Manuel and Jerald Musgrave belong neither wholly to 

the class of the ordinary comic protagonist who is distinct 

from find opposed to the pariah nor wholly to the class of 

the tragic hero who is in many respects identical with the 

pariah. The^ carry within themselves both the pariah an5 his 

opposite; they are neither Faust nor Odysseus but b#oth at 
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once and in sequence. The Faustian component in their make­

up is manifested in their quest for the unattainable, in 

their uneasy intuition that they are the-dispossessed 

children of God, and in their general susceptibility to ill- 

defined desires. It worships Helen and Ettarre and is e 

associated with youth and with youth's romantic dreams and 

strivings. The Odyssean component is manifested in the 

healthy sexuality of the protagonists and particularly in the 

strength of their irrational human ties, their profound 

susceptibility to the illusions of wife and home. It is 

associated with domestic sentiment generally and is the 

natural subject of Maya, goddess of the fertile earth and of 

worldly wisdom. The Odyssean component is present but for 

the most part unacknowledged in youth; in middle age it 

emerges triumphant.

Essentially the influence of the Faustian component

upon the character of the comic protagonist is centrifugal, 

driving him away from the animal center of his being: that 

is, it forces him into an egotistical revolt against the 

natural sources and powers from which he lives and so exposes 

him to the dangers of painful disillusionment and self­

knowledge. The Odyssean component clings to the animal 

center, the animal base, and forms an obscure alliance with 

the enigmatic Maya (Aesred/Sereda)" and the Brown Man (Pan) 

who from the Faustian point of view represent evil but from 

the OdysseAn represent the"healthy wisdom of the probable 

world of ordinary experience.
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In the development, of Cabell’:? rm j or comedies, the 

Faustian component, like the pariah ol Albert Cook’s theory 

of normal comedy, is expelled ; it is expelled by time, 

time being normally the enemy of the tragic protagonist and 

the friend of the comic protagonist. Of course, the Faustian 

component and its concomitant mood do not disappear altogether 

they linger on as a vague restlessness and as a propensity 

to play with ideas, but the real power of the Faustian com­

ponent passes with the passing of youth. The consequent 

triumph of the Odyssean component is the typical comic 

triumph of world over spirit, of wisdom, the rule of life, 

over truth. In the ninth book of The Odyssey Odysseus tells 

Alcinous,

I myself feel that there is nothing more delightful 
than when the festive mood reigns in a whole 
people’s hearts and the banqueters listen to a 
minstrel from their seats in the hall, while the 
tables before them are laden with bread and meats, 
and a steward carries round the wine he has drawn 
from the bowl and fills their cups. This, to my way 
of thinking, is something very like perfection.'9

For Odysseus, in his situation, these things are the promised 

rewards of expediency and diplomacy, and the statement 

indicates equally the characteristic mood and the general 

tendency of the Odyssean component.

To return to terminology previously used--we might say 

that it is the Faustian component in the comic protagonist 

which suffers a felt awareness of the "finite predicament” 

and revolts against the limitations implicit in it ; the

79The Odyssey, trans. F. V. Rieu, Ek. IX («baltimore, 
. Maryland : Penguin Books, 1946 ) , p. 139.
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Odyasean.component makes possible the reconciliation to 

these limitations. All this would seem to suggest a degree . 

of inner tension and conflict incompatible with the free 

play of the comic spirit. Actually, however, fhis is not the*  

case, for the comic protagonist is generally unaware of hiS 

own duality. «Only the reader perceives clearly the ironic 

incongruities and contradictions to which this duality gives 

rise. The Faustian and Odyssean components within the comic 

protagonist never really confront one another. Where a con­

frontation of sorts does take place, it always comes after 

the decaying Faustian component has lost its power and has 

come to be felt ns somethin; external to and distinct from 

the personality of the protagonist. Gerald Fusgrave does 

not even recognize the shade of his Faustian youth as it 

rides past him on its way down to Antan,80 and thouga Jurgen 

is grieved by hi s sense of alienation from the image of his 

boyhood which he encounters upon tnc lattlements o! heaven, 

he is not aware of any dramatic moment o’ severance or of any 
history of struggle.81 On the other hand, while the Faustian 

mood endures, the camic protagonist does not acknowledge his 

^Ojames Franco Cabell, Comething At out ive (The .. orks 
of James Franch Cabell, Ctorisende ed., TB vols.; Lew York : 
Robert 'M. McBride and Company, 1927-1930), pp. 232-233.

Bijames Branch Cabell, Jurgen (The Works of James 
branch Cabell, Ctorisende ed., 16 vols. ; New York: Robert Y. 
McBride and Company, 1927-1930), pp. 291-296. (The- image 
of boyhood represents a period and a state of simple iaith 
and innocence in which, if it were permitted,. the Faustian 
component could rest satisfied.)
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own Odyssean aspect. He does not admit i5iat there is a part - 

of himself which is preparing to deliver him into the hands 

of the "enemy;” instead, he feels himself to be threatened . 

only by powerful and enigmatic beings distinct from himself 

who would for their own reasons divert him from» his goal.

It should be made clear that the ultimate triumph of 

the Cdysrcan component over th^ Faustian does not imply a 

comparative value judgment. It is tn^ result o- a process 

which ha mens inevitably in time, and Cabell has shunned all 

attempt to weigh one component against tne other, _ e do 

so would be to attempt to make life add up, and life is not— 

as Felix Townsend pointed out in tho introduetion to The 

Cords of Vanit y^ and as Cabell has elsewhere ins is ted--a 

matter of arithmetic, if one attempts to make it a matter 

of arithmetic, he exposes himself to "the cosmic chill,” for 

the power c r arithmetic is a purely destructive magic which 
P 

exorcises all romantic Illusions'. u‘

Actually lot the Faustian and Odyssean components are 

equally nourished by Ulus ion--a fact which Manuel discovers 

when he ooens the window of Aegeu s8 and which herald Musgrave

Bjarnes branch Cabell, The Cords of Vanity (The forks 
of James branch Cabell, f tori sonde ed., 18 vols.j New York: 
Robert ". Mcbridc and Company, 192"'-1930), p. 11.

^^jarnes branch Cabell, Something About Eve (ibid. ) , 
p. 97. (Arithmetic stands both for those habits of mind 
collectively known as common sense and for the methods and , 
results of science.)

84James Branch Cabell, Figures of Earth (The Works of 
James Branch Cabell, Storisende ed. , levels.; New York: 
Robert M. McBride and Company, 1927-1950), pp. 252-259.
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comes to understand after his "son” has marched off toward 
• 05

Antan and Maye has removed his rose colored spectacles.

Moreover, both the Faustian gnd the Odysseah components have.• 

theJr different but complementary values. The Faustian fills 

human living wi th ardent, soul-satisfying illusions and 

legends which answer to the ageless dreams of sanctity and 

damnation, purity and justice ; and thou gh the Faustian mo cd 

is a form of active hybris, to forego it would be to abdicate 

one’s humanity and to accept a life devoid of poetic beauty. 

If Gerald Musgrave had succumbed to the princess of the first 

water-gap by the ri ver Doonham (manhood), he would have lost 

both the ineffable comfort and contentment of Maya's cottage 

upon Mlspec Moor and the rather beautiful ideas with which 

he delighted to play,The Odyssean component, on the other 

hand, binds the comic protagonist to the animal center of 

his being and quietly prepares a final refuge against the 

destructive implications of the Faustian.

Of course, from the point of view of the primitive 

psyche ' whose needs and interests are, in the major comedies, 

projected in and served by Maya and the Frown Man and their 

avatars, the inclination of the Faustian component to cut

5James Branch Cabell, something About Eve (The Works 
of Jame's Branch Cabell, Storisende ed., 18 vols. ; New York:

• Robert M. McBride and Company, 1927-1930), pp.

. 8°Gee also in this connection the story of Gaivric the
Sage in The Silver Stallion (The Works of James Branch Cabell 
St or isen’de e<J., IF vols.; New York: .Robert M. McBride ancl 
Company, 1927-1930), pp. 147-176.

8?See chapter I .
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its roots' is a distinct threat.^ In many ways the Faustian, 

component is radically at odds with the primitive psythe and 

with all of its manifestations, for it cannot endure ambiguity e 

or compromise and so would prefer to embrace purg illusion or, 

suffer annihilation rather than see its dreams and aspir­

ations*  invaded and in a sense appropriated by the animal 

nature which it wishes to deny.

"From the Faustian point of view there is no middle 

ground; there is only heaven hell, ideal realization or 

surrender to the dreadful knowledge ol the "two truths, 

and in its "refusal to compromise w'th things ns they are the 

Faustian component prepares for tre comic protagonist a 

crushing burden of disillusionment. 1 or the illusions which

nourish the Faustian component are evoked by its demands out 

of the heart of nature and serve, as surely as do tne illusions 

that nourish the Odyssean component, the common needs of the 

primitive psyche. It is significant in this connection that 

all of the Faustian illusions are allegorically represented 

by female figures--Guinevere, Anaitis, Belen, Ettarre. The 
• "

®®iee the discussion between Jahicot and Maya, ”Eco- , 
nomics of Common sense,11 Something About Eye ( The Works .of 
James Branch Cabell, Ctorisende ed., 18 vols.; New York: 
Robert M. McBride and Company, 1927-1930), pp. 281-283.

89See the two allegorical tales; "The Thin Queen of . 
Elfhame,” Straw» and Prayer-books (ibid. ), pp. 113-125; and ■ 
The Vvav of Ecben (New York; Robert M. McBride .and Company, 
T* e *.

9° Jame s Branch Cabell, Something Ab ou t Eve ( T he, Works 
of James Branch cab ell, Storisende cd.', 18 vols. ; New York: ' 
Robert M. McBhide and Company, 1927-1930), pp. 113-119.

o » • 
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clear implication of this fact is that the Faustian quest „ 

cannot‘be wholly dissociated from the sex drive, though the 
■ e

supposed objects"of the quest in their highly elaborated 

conscious forms may seem to deny their origin. Furthermore, 

so far as the Faustian component is concerned all of the ,

lovely personifications of its ideal goals have an orachnean 

aspect. [hey are traps set by nature, baits cast before the 

Faustian rebel with the design of Turin/ him back within the 

circle of nature. Consequently, whenever the comic protag­

onist in his Faustian role seems to have won to the woman 

who offers a substantial fulfillment of his dreams, uhc 

woman is almost instantly demoted to the human level, upon 

which level she imperceptibly blends with tne figure of 

the all wife.

Varieties of this metamorphosis are en countered 

throughout Jurgen (1919), Figures of Earth (1921), and Some­

thing About Eve (1927), and everywhere it carries the same 

implication. These comic non sequiturs announce both the 

uniform ground and the uniform intention of all illusions. 

This unity of intention and ground is further underscored by 

the contradictory aspects and ambiguous relationships of the 

personified powers which confront tne comic protagonist., 

Aesred, in her tereda avatar, seems flatly opposed to all of 

the romantic possibilities which may be gathered up into the, 

Faustian component;91 yet, her full-length portrait.dominates

, 91James Branch Cabell, "Postures before a.Shadow,"
Jurgen (The Works of James Branch Cabell, ftorisende ed., 18 
vols,7 New-York” Robert" M. McBride and Company, 1927-1930), 
pp. 316-329. ° .
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the library of. Cocaigne,92 and as Cybel she is herself the 
immaculate goddess of an enthusiastic cult, and through 
Cybel she is related by extension to Isis and even to Astarte. . 
As Maya of the Fair Breasts—the form she assumes in Some­
thing About Eve—she is. the personification of nature itself, • 
goddess of the fertile and productive earth. In .this avatar, 
too, she appears diametrically opposed to the romantic 
illusions of the Faustian’ component ; yet, as "The Mother of 
Every Princess" she stands sponsor to some of these illusions. 
So far as her complex nature may be reduced to a simple 
equation, Aesred in her many avatars represents the power of 
nature to adapt to the demands of the ego on the plane of 
illusion while persisting in its own more primitive aims.

95Ibid., pp. 206-207.

Consequently, the comic protagonist even in his 
Faustian role cannot escape from the circle of Aesred’s 
influence: that is, he cannot, whatever his pretensions, 
avoid subserving the needs and interests of the primitive 
psyche. All his actions are accordingly touched with duplicity 
_a fact reflected in. the extensive reliance upon double­
entendre as a comic technique; and everywhere he suffers a 

’ sense of betrayal. From the Faustian point of view life 
soon becomes treacherous, tragic, impossible.

Fortunately, the Faust i’an component is never unaccompanied

92James Branch Cabell, Jurgen (The Works of James Branch Cabell, Storlsende ed., 18’ vols.; New York: Robert M. McBride 
and Company, 1927-1930), pp. 172-173. , 95
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by the Odyssean component. The Odyssean component clings . 

to the* * comic protagonist even in his Faustian role» just as ’ 

Jurgen's peculiar shadow clings -to him throughout his supra- 

mundane travels. Jurgen's shadow is, in fact, the .shadow » 

of Aesred, that is, of worldly wisdom and experience for 

which she stands and to which Jurren is subject in his char­

acter as a successful middle-aged bourgeois. Supposedly 

Jurgen sloughs off this character and reassumes his Faustian 

youth, but the power of Aesred, who grants him the gift of 

youth, is limited. fhe can grant only the aopearar.ee of 

youth,$4 and so her shadow, which is also the shadow of his 

former character, clings to him, qualifying all of his 

experiences and directing him always toward the respectable 

Odyssean goals of home "nd wife. Significantly, in the eyes 

of Merlin, a thoroughly Faustian character, Jurgen's shadow 
05 

appears a manifestation of the power of evll:^ from the 

Faustian point of view everything which is associated with 

the Odyssean component is seen as belonging to man's lower 

or darker side and, therefore, as having affinities with the 

power of evil. Ironically, however, thcurh the Faustian 

suffers at the -hands of what it conceives ‘to be the power of 

evil, the cautious wisdom of expediency which Jurgen's shadow 

in part represents prevents him from arousing the sleeping 

Helen9®*  and from looking too curiously into the arrangements 
97

. 94Ibid., p. 518; ' 95Ibid., pp. 125-127.

' 96Ibid., pp. 223-225; 97Ibld., o. 296. *

• " . • 
o O

of Heaven and thereby provides for the qualified survival 

aopearar.ee
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of two of the illusions by which the Faustian component is 

nourished. The Faustian component, then, even at the very 

end is not utterly deposed by r.he Odyssean but is,. so to 

speak, put upon a strict allowance. .

The case of Jurgen, 'of course, is exceptional, but 

the power of the lament Odyssean component to work through 

the Faust! an is also .variously expressed in Figures of garth* 

and . omet hing About live. Manuel, pursuing his restless, 

imperious though ill-defined desires, rejects in turn 

political power and worldly preeminence, represented by 

Aliénera, and the power of creativity, represented by Freydis, 

and undergoes thirty years of servitude in the house of The 

Misery of the garth in order to redeem Niafer whom he had 

originally sacrificed to his Faustian ambitions. That Manuel’s 

sacrifice of thirty years and his subsequent union with 

Niafer were predestined from the beginning by something 

fundamental in the character of Manuel is made clear by the 

fact that upon Vraidex Manuel had preferred Miafer to the 

Lady hisele, the unattainable princess, had in fact confused 

these two symbol is figures. what Niafer actually represents 

is made equally clear through the means by which she must be 

redeemed ; she stands for common sense--shrewd, worldly 

wisdom--”the shadow of outlived misery ;” thus, she is a 

servitor of Aesred, she is the protypical wife and stands in 

the same relation to Manuel as Jurgen's shadow stands to. 

Jurgen. It is noto surprising, then, that almost immediately 

after her redemption, she convinces Manuel to set about the
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conquest of his kingdom—n typically Odyssean undertaking. . ,

Similarly, Gerald Musgrave lingers upon Mispec Moor ' 

not so much because of the operation of powers extraneous to 

himself as : clause eV .grow in ; strength of the Odyssean 

component within his own nature.98 Maya makes no overt môve 

to obstruct his journeying toward Antan; to all.appearances 

she is willing enourh to see him off. However, the domestic 

illusions which she builds up about him are deeply satis- • 

fying to his. Odyssean aspect which under "their stimulation 

emerges in full strength. (Even the thoroughly Faustian 

Tannhauser cannot resist the small magic ol Maya’s rose 

colored spectacles.99 ) As with Jurgen so with berald--the 

Faustian component is put upon an allowance. It is not 

denied outright, but its claims are deferred from day to day, 

and gradually it loses its active force and lingers on as a 
100 

mental habit of playing with beautiful ideas.

93James branch Cabell, "Something About Eve," Preface 
to the Past (New York: Robert M. McBride and, Company, 1936J, 
pp. T58-13$. .

99James Branch Cabell, Something About Eve (The 'forks 
of. James Branch Cabell, ftorisende ed., 18 vols.; New York: 
Robert M. McBride and Company, 192^-1930), pp. 238-239.

• '• 100Ibid., p. 244. .

What makes this Faustian/Cdyssear sequence comic is 

not merely that it results in the usual comic triumph of 

the orobable norm of human experience but that it makes 

possible the survival of ..he human spirit upon terms of 

reasonable comfort and contentment by forestalling payment 

of the Promethean ^ett accumulated by the wayward and 
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rebellious Faustian component. This debt should logically to 

discharged through suffering, through the assumption of a 

crushing burden of disillusionment. However, before the comic 

protagonist in his Faustian role has arrived at this crux, 

the odyssean component emerges to dominate ms character, 

and henceforth the Faustian component must live through 

and in subjection to it. Unlike the Faustian component, the 

Odyssean always counts she cost ; Lt ls too shrewd to risk 

disillusionment or self-exposure, except for a singular 

accident, Manuel would have spent his last years contentedly 

enough in the doom of Ageus (Usage), and deraid Musgrave 

would have spent his upon the yoren of ;..nya ' s cottage evo 1 - 

vine fine theories about too still distantly visible Antan. 

The comic protagonist in his Odyssean role lives in the spirit 

oi" compromise oni common sense; he is not wnolly immune uo 

the ideals and dreams of his Faustian aspect, but he is 

content to let them shine in the unmeasured distance. He is 

cautious and essentially passive, cllm-inr fast to present 

satisfactions. Furthermore, the illusions which most deeply 

satisfy him are more serviceable to the primitive psyche 

because they reflect more immediately its needs and inter­

ests—sustenance, the warmth of nest or den, propagatIon-- 

and therefore are more stable.

The Odyssean component, then, counterbalances the 

destructive tendencies and nullifies the tragic implication 

. of the Faustian component. At the same time,.it must be 

remembered that these two components are not purely antagonistic 

Both are aspects of the çssential human spirit. (Terald
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Musgrave who has shed his natural body and travels toward 

Antan in his spiritual body is nonetheless vulnerable to the . 

Odys sean illusions of family, wife and home.) And, more 

important, both serve to evoke a world in which the human

spirit can endure. Nature does not particularly care 

whether man falls victim to the Lady of the‘ first .'Vater-gap 

or comes to reside upon f'ispec Moor, so Ion” as he fulfills 

his function as a transmitter of the life force: Maya and 
101 

the Mother of Every Princess are one and the same.

However, the preposterous demands and pretensions (prenos -

tarous in the naturalistic world to which the comic 

protagonist actually I clon es) of the- comic proba-on^st, and 

lu him the human spirit, force un^n natural conditions and

processes spiritual qualities mic’. ^'"c ;; : / ‘ r pcs jss.

tire v , of ” wrm - , nature y.r s h^ r we p with him, but, all 

the same, like a willful an : wayward child ho, both in his 

Faustian and in r'r Cdyssenn roles draws from her large 

concessions. the wishes to claim him as her, own and to bend 

him to her purposes ; she understands, however, that he can be 

destroyed but not coerced, and so she produces out of the 

depth of her own l ei ne those appearances whicu serve to hold 

him within the circle of her power by afford"ng him temporary 

.satisfaction. To be sure, containing within herself nothing 

which corresponds to the high flown desires of man, she can

101James Eranch Cabell, "The Mother of Every Princess," 
Pome thing About Eve (The forks o£ James pranch Cabell, .tori- 
sende ëdt, 18 vols,; New York: Robert M. Mcpride and Company, 
19*27-1930)  , op. 57-62. Cf. Maya's comments, ibid. , pp. 282­

’ 283. . '

o
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respond to his demendf only with spurious, illusory gi£ts 

yet, as le^ald ?.'usgrave learns, the value of these gifts is 

incalculable. , •

As lerald ".his grave sits talking with Abdel Haroth, 

who wears the likeness of hi s son, Theodor i ck Quentin 

Vusgrave, ierald realises with awed gratitude "from what 

r- more abyss his wife ho d drawn the being wrick seemed hi s 
1 no .

child. ..." " Abdel Hare th :n his own right, like Jung's

cri;Id archetype, represents .

Vital forces quite outside the limited range of 
our onesided conscious mi nd ; e. ways and possibil­
ities of which ou r one-sided conscious mind knows 
nothing, a wholeness which embraces the very depths 
of nature. It represents the strongest, the most 
ineluctable urge in every Vein.-, namely, the urge 
to realize itself. It is, as it were, an incar­
nation of the inability to do otherwise, equipped 
with all the powers of instinct and nature. . . .103

And Maya, Herald realizes, h^s coerced this powerful, 

primordial spirit, which, in so far -s she stands for living 

nature, is part th her own being, forcing it to assume the 

likeness of a c:dld"s innocence and helplessness; one - 11 this 

she has done i ùcuso f raid's own imperious spirit could ndt 

be restraint.- ! at a Zmr] 1er price. •

funs , no tn trie gaus tian j tue ùdy s seen c omnonent s 

serve, as It were, to levy, a tax'uron nstdre, forcin' her to 

• • • •

^G~Jamos branch Cabell, fometi^ng About Eve (The Works 
of Jemeg iraneb Cabell’, ctorisende ed., 18 volsTf"NewTork: 
Robert II. Mcgride and Company,. 1987-1930), p. 266. '

lOSCarl G. Jung, "The Special Phenomenology of the Child 
Archetype," Psydhe and bymtol, ed.- Violet h. de Laszlo (New 
York: Doubleday Anchor Pooks, 195"), ^o. 135-136.
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clothe herself in. those appearances which satisfy their . 

need for "poetic beauty and practical security and warmth. 

The- comic protagonist, of course, can'never be fully aware - 

of the game that he plays. He knows simply that he plays 

for mortal stakes, and only when the game is more or less 

played out does he glimpse t-he fhcts that it was played with­

out rules and that the prizes offered were not at all what 

they seemed to be.1?4 From the Faustian point of view this 

state of affairs is tragic ; it appears that the comic 

protagonist is duped out of hi s divine heritage, a repetition 

of the ancient story of Esau and the mess of potage. The 

comic protagonist in his Odys scan role, however, feels that 

whatever the conditions of the game, he has won a great deal. 

If illusions and his own blindness have combined to victimize 

him, they have, he knows, also ministered to his needs ; if 
he is disappointed, he is also grateful.105 He shrewdly 

declines the attempt to add up his life10 and looks about 

for another pi^ce of refuge.

1^-James Eranch Cabell, Jurgen (The orks of J a mes 
Branch Cabell, htorisende ed. , 18 vols."; New York: Robert M. 
McBride and Company, 1927-1930 ) , pp. 320-321.

105Jame s Branch Cabell, Some thing About Eve ( The Works 
of James Branch Cabell, Ctorisende ed. , 18 vols. ; Kew-York: 
Robert M..McBride and Company, 1927-1930), p. 285. .

lo$”Your true tragedy,” Kennaston -said, ”is "played 
upon the stage of man’s soul, wi th"man’s reason as lone aud­
itor.” (The Cream of the Jest F The Works of James Branch. 
Cabell, Storisende ed., 18 vols.] New York : Robert M. McBride 
and Company, 1927-1930 J, p. 223.) The history of the human ' 
spirit is tragic in the eyes of reason because reason knows 
only the measures of logic and arithmetic and by.these 
measures human livine must be judged"a futile and inconse­
quential thing.

0 0
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Jurgen, with some regret and much gratitude, bids 

farewell to the beautiful dream women with whom he has sported 

and to the dreams which they personify, and retunns to his 

wife, Lisa, about whom he is already busily spinning a lower 
1Q7 • •

pitched domestic poetry. Throughout his journeyings in 

the realms of romance, Jurgen has worn without any inconven­

ience the shirt of Le s sus, symbolizing, the malevolent aspect • . 

of mother fereda’s gift, the poisonous, spirit-blasting 

impl i c a t i on.s of Jurgen's experienced. Jurgen lies worn the 

shirt wi thou: -inconvenience because its poison could not 

penetrate t•e ha rd core of his egotistical self-assurance ; and 

at the end, far from renouncing all ideals and dreams as 

fraudulent because illusory, Jurgen's skeptical and cautious 

mind, while clin-':.- to the practical comfort and security 

of a bourgeois horn-. , re tains a capacity for genuine rever- 
108 once for the very real power of man's baseless illusions..

Gerald Musgrave, too, in the end, .finds that it is to 

the illusions whi ch have given him his desire that he owes 

thanks. prom .the paus tian point of view Gerald's life upon 

Mi spec Moor was a treacherous deception, but Gerald £n his 
e

Odyssean role understands that upon Mi spec Moor under the aegis 

of compromise life had blossomed into one of its loveliest ‘

1 07 James Branch Cabell, Jurgen (The Works of James 
Branch Cabell, ftorisende ed., 18 vols.’; Üew YorkT- Robert M. 
McBride, and Company, 1927-1930), pp. .361-363. •

TOP** • * •
James Branch Cabell, Phe fliver Ctallibn (Thg Works 

of- J ame s Branch Cabell, f torisende ed., 16” Vols'.';' NewYork: a 
Robert M’. M c F r ' d e and Company, 1927-1930 ) , pp. 308-312 ; and * 
Come thing About Lve (lb id.J, pp. 86-87.
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e 
possibilities. Upon "ispec Moor 3eraid had^Inadvertently 

and Ythout ever gues r in/, the wliole truth lived in accordance

* with 'antay^ha's example : . .
I put my hand into hers ^Nature’s^. • • • he 

tells me wonderful tales, but I must never let 
go her hand lest I become lost in the maze of her 
invention#

. When Jerald with equal inadvertence"starts a regres­

sion to the primitive and elemental, beginning with the .

baptism of the Christianized Jehovah with the virility 

restorin' drops from th- .'hum I ng of th- Ocean and ending 

with the release of ..'.bdal-unreth from "the power of the 

woman," that is, the power of illusion, he lrings about the 

destruction not only of the dome s ti c il lu si on: n i c n ^:aya
109 

has built up about him but the destruction of Anter as well.

Yet, Jerald does not repudiate—instinctively knows that he 

cannot afford to repudiate—his experiences as fraudulent 

simply because t hey were "unreal ; " he knows that he has 

•enjoyed all that a rational man can ask for. Moreover, 

though for the moment Jerald walks "the gray quiet way of 

ruins," and .the world seems so much blown smoke and dust, he 

soon finds with tin aid of horvendile one last shift by which . 

life may be redeemed. Through the power of the mirror and 

oiceons—that sacrifice of the birds of Venus, by means of

l^Likë" so many of the episodes in these later comedies, 
this one having to do with the release of Abdel-Hareth has 
a double allegorical reference. On the one hand, it refers 
to the common human experience of the son's revolt againgt 
the father ; on the other, it refers to the metaphysical 
concept of the value and necessity of illusions.

o
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which all the power of love is concentrated upon th% sm8Ü, 

exclusive image of the self reflected in a tiny mirror, 

thereby preparing the way for worldly eminence — through this 

power Gerald repossesses «his natural tody and finds,himself 
e

a world renowned scholar of anthropological -sex-3 ore. Thus,, 

instead of submitting to the humiliating simplicity of the 

"two truths," he forces them to serve as the basis of his 

personal amusement and worldly

Even "anuel, for all his dissatisfaction and bewilder­

ment , elects when an alternative is offered to stand by those 

illusions by which he has lived surrounded in his old age, 

though to do so means hi s death. Manuel differs from Gerald 

Musgrave and Jurgen in that his conscious mental processes 

are relatively unimportant ; he lives through obligations, 

irrationally assumed, and finds his partial fulfillment only 

in action.m In other words, Manuel is closer than Jurgen 

or Gerald to the Inarticulate, impelied and unconscious 

averare of human life. At the same time, Manuel1s rise from 

the position of swineherd to that of the ruler of Pcictesme

l100f course, there is satire in this. Cabell is 
clearly suggesting that the modern scientific interest in sex 
is the last desperate shift of the spiritually bankrupt. 
Incidental satire is common in the later comedi.es. hometimes 
it is thoroughly assimilated to the main development of the 
comedy as it is here ; sometimes it is obtrusive as is the 
satire upon democracy in "As to Applauded Precedents," Jurgen 
(The Jorks of James Branch Cabe11, r terlsende ed. , IS vols.; 
New York: Robert M. McBride and Company, 1927-1930), pp. 274­
282.. ’ e

m&ee Cabell's .discussion of Manuel's character, ^The 
Lineage of Lichfield," Preface, to the Past (New York ; Robert 
M. McBride and Company, 1936), p. 29.

comedi.es
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recapitulates allegorically.man's development beyond uneon- 

SC10U. identity with the elemental forces of life. As swine­

herd Manuel is symbolically associated with Proserpina,.who 

• ‘stands for the dark hidden forces of life and to whom swine 

8re sacred. 'ibis association is reenforced by the fact that 
■ 112

Manuel's putative father Js the blind.swimmer, Orlander, 

and that at the beginning of his codedy Manuel is under the 

soell of a fairy mistress, ruskind, who apparent? stands for 
‘ ‘ , 113

the deep lonninr of the blood which is at bottom sexual.

Though Manuel as he "tends his pi^ is- already restive 

under an incomprehensible obligation laid upon him by his 

mother,114 it is only with the invasion of his life by the 

spirit of romance, Horvendile, and the power of dreams, 

Miramon Lluasor, that he repudiates both /uskinc and his 

symbolic position as swineherd. Having thus quietly ana 

unknowingly rebelled against the state of identity with prim­

itive nature, Manuel sets out on thr typically haustian quest 

for the "unattainable princess"115 and ends in a typically 

Odyssean position—ruler of a kingdom, husband of a shrewd 

and prudent wife and father ol a noble family.

112James Branch Cabell, Figures of Earth (;he Morks of 
James Branch Cabell, ‘torisende ed., 18 vols.; New York: 
Robert M. McBride and Company, 1927-1930), p. 17.

USpor buskind's nature see "Farewell to buskind, ’ 
Figures- of Earth ( ibid. ) , pp• 275-278.

. 114james Branch Cabell, Figures of Earth (The Corks 
of James Branch Cabell, 2torisende edT,^T8 vols. ; New York: • 
RÔbërT“M. MgErlde and Company, 1927-1930), pp. '

H^Ibld. , pp. 6-9 .
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. Not only" does the pattern of'ManueJ’s life conform to 

the general pattern of Cabellian comedy but he is'by evA?y • 

measure the world Imows successful. Because, boweyer, Manuel 

has never truly known hi s, o^n desire and because no single • .

strand of his life has led to an anticipated consequence» he 

remains baffled and vaguely dissatisfied.. Even so, in typically 

Odysrean fashion"he might have lived out his life in reasonable 

comfort in the familiar room of hgeu s (V s r-e) if it were not • 

for the fact that, from the he Hunt nr ho has "orpe a special 

curse, that of knowing the exact value cd whatever he ,

achieved. 11 is this curse that is fulfilled when ü.anucl ‘

ooens the magic casement o f t! : 'i window oi .■•.'.eus,

T r 2 s never clear just who t >.anue l knewr or , cels, tut 

as he locked through the window of Ageus into one grey, sweetly 

scented nothingness beyond, he rust at least have realized 

that a 11 he had come to possess was. pure illusion, and he 

may also have guessed that all the restless desire from which 

he had drawn his immense energies we : at bottom only the 

mistranslated animal longing for : u s k in d . At an^ rac. e,

' having locked tnrouoh the window, Manuel is coni rented I y a 

choice ; he may return t c ? uskind, t na t is, may return to 

unconscious identity with the elemental forces of life, or he 

may deliberately embrace the illusions of his human condition.

" Like Jurgen and herald Musgrave, he embraces illusion.

Manuel had begun his career by trading upon the Luciferian 

knowledge that "the world wishes to to deceived.;" he ends by

o 0
^Ibid. , pp. 279-286.
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affirming "this through his own action as profound truth. 

Manuel's final act, that or killing,fuskind in order to 

protect his family, is n thoroughly Odyssean one, but beyond 

this,, it is in the killing of fuskind and of Oriander befbre 

her and in the sealing up o.f the window of A g eus that Manuel 

actually functions as a redeemer. _ for by these actions ho 

makes imposs Hie any falling away' Prem .the humap condition 

into the condition" of primitive unconrc'l.nnd thus , as 

it w e r h?, i ns urea t '-.e mmpetiml ronu Li t i ^n f rcfi generation to 

general ion c f t he comedy of his c li ft-. ,

In n f, r-1 . uskind ema v l c. ro.-nr led a r tue y'r ope r ma te of 

th- primi live psyche, ' just as ..Hare is. the ideal mate.of th­

■ 1U: ion 111 Ing . uskind Manuel destroys t- ie dynamics

of hl s own p s y c nd the rob y deputves h Imsclf of Line energy

h. y w; i ich ’.- had 11 V,r;d. neath, how eye r, 1 s' we I cor 'to him ;

after S U C '1 — '•- 1 a 0 I on: , 11fe on ouf çI 1 tc is i.s no Ion -er

p o S S ihie.11' Iku-uo ver, d^a th" 1 tse If. i ; as. 1 mi bated to the

comic point of vie w Yy pur g 1rs: ’i t of its. asoucta of f i n a 1 i t y

. " 117 James grant ii tab ell, figures c ? ^arth ( The .orks of
James pranch Labcll, . torisende el., Th vols.; hew York: 
R ob e rt M. IZchrfde "and company, 1027-1930 ) , pn. 286-299.

118Ibid. Cf. p. 4 with pp. 292-293. .

an d deprivation. In death, a s _ai ull has noted, .man the • 

eternal comedian touches ..the he m . o f tragedy's gown. fut 

though Manuel may perish, the life of Manuel does not. It 

h^s already passed on into t;.c Lodies of Manuel's children in 

which it will participate in other combdies not essentially
• • « 1 1 A

different fro?n that in which Manuel himself performed.

o



197

Moreover, the reader who reads beyond Figures of Ear£h in The 

Biography of Manuel knows that Manuel’s life was as complete 

as any map’s may be, that duration could bring no essential 

addition to ft, that though his life were extended through 

all the generations of his descendants., it could be nothing 

but endlessly redundant. . .

" From this discussion of the structure of the major 

comedies consideration o f The High ?1 a c-e (1990) and of The . 

hi Iver f tailion / 1996 ) has t con lorn l y omi t t'-d he cause , 

despite their reryedive sut titles--"..'. Comejy of Disenchant­

ment” and ":t or." ip of Jud : p t ion " — t - æy ? re atypical. They, 

are a typical not Iecause t h u y ! elong to a separate category, 

but l e cause as compared to Jurgen, Figures of Earth and nome- 

thing About uve they give us only fragments of what we have 

come to recognize a s the essential pattern of Gabelli an comedy 

in scope of theme and action they are far more severely 

circumscribed and far more specialized than’the other major 

comedies. Food an, in a sense, demoted co makin’ explicit 
e 

specific ideas which underlie or are implic! t :n the. working 

out of the total combo pattern. . Consequently, considered in 

themselves they a re decidedly lessor affairs ; considered as . 

parts ? ’* r * n.'l . iv s to. c . .re -, y ■ p ' oyrrphy, they 

serve a subordinate funcoion. They provide a perspective 

upon the other major comedies, focusing for the reader the 

‘significance of the action or, at least, parts of the action 
e 

of th^se comedies. , . .
e "• •

Thus, despite its a mus in- central situation, ];he High 

oo
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place is in fact little more than an addendum to Jurgen, 

devoted to making explicit the implications of Jorgen's ' 

unwonted act of self-abrogation in the presence of the sleeping 

Helen of his dreams: Florian de Puysnnge, the protagonist . 

of The High Ïlacc, plays out the role that Jurgen shrewdly 

declined; that is, he accepts the seemingly extraordinary
. . • . : •

favor of a .fate, arcus of not only his sleeping beauty, heli or, 

tut his natron saint, Hoprig, .as well, and. tous, with pre-, 

dietably disastrous results, Irin-r into his daily life the 

fleshly embodiments of his ideals of beauty and holiness. In 

this ill-advised.act the Faustian component would seem to have 

achieved its destructive fulfillment.» However, though para­

doxically Florien's good fortune drives "him deeper and deeper" 

into crime and into a kind of spiritual debauchery—supposedly 

with him as with fb.arterls^ a reflex of a frustrated desire 

for sanctity——his e go t ' s 11 c a l sell — ab,s o r p t ; on is ^uc:. th a t ne 

is capable of register:n^ onVin'in-ly only the annoyance and 

irritability of 'a discomfited he deni s t. moreover, Cat ell 

or.wide; in this comedy for a "anppy" endin- by adopting the 

ancient dream-vision technique; as it purns out.Florian has 

only dreamed of hi: fiasco w : th. :e 11 or and Hoprig. The .reader 

is at the end srsunod that'Florian wont' on to live his life 

no less dissolutely.but somewhat .more shrewdly in the shadow 

of his youthful vision. Clearly,. as The High Place presents 

only ,a brief segment of the protagonist's life and that only 

as lived in anticipation.in youthful vision and as the 

protagonist himself is a rather flat character, there-is no
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room for the workin -, out of the totnl, characteristic pattern 

of Gabellian comedy ; but the somewhat slight t?hcme of the book— 
‘ e

the inevitable failure-in-success attendant upon any supposed 
e 

fulfillment of the Faustian quest--is in a quite obvious way

" related to that pattern. .

As for The Silver Stallion— it is not, strictly*  

speaking £ comedy nt all. It is a collection of comically 

presented allegorical tales, each of which is designed to set 

forth some particular aspect ■ the world-view which forms 

the background -and the foundation of T11e io-raphy of Manuel, 

These talcs are boun : together first ly - the fact that they 

; a 11 re late experience:*  ".fl ch I efell various of the followers 

of Ms nuel ‘ after his -death and secondly, and more importantly, 

. ‘cy their somewhat indirect relationship to what emerges in 

the final section, "At Manuel’s Tomb," as the major theme of 

the book. . Imp'ly stated this theme is that ’the human•imagin­

ation directed iy the imperious need of the human spirit f gr 

some vision of. n letter life a.nd .for some promise of salvation 

is'capable of creatin’- out of the shoddy stuff of reality 

a beautiful imam of sanctity and redemption. The;final irony 

of the book lies in the fact that in the end-all of Manuel's 

followers, whose mot-ley "and maculate experiences rva.ve paraded, 

before the reader of The Silver Stallion, are willy-nilly 

absorbed into the legend*  of Manuel' the Redeemer and sanctified 

by this same ruthless imagination which cares little or nothing 

for fact or logic or particular personalities. To stress 

this ipony, however,» is not to say that The Silver*  Stallion 

is an iconoclastic satire. Its spirit is genuinely comic, e

0
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but whereas" t^e other major comedies may Ine said to celebrate 

the persistence of, the human spirit in an irrational and 

hostile universe. The liver . tailion celebrates the persis­

tence of human dreams, celebrates the power of the dream .to 

retain much of its potency and beauty despite denial and 

hypocrisy, corruption and perversion. ‘
. ‘ . l

’ The Reader1s.Point of View . .

• From the Faustian point of view the flux of the comic 

protagonist's character and the final allegiance to illusion, 

which are characteristic of Taboilian comedy, reenact the 

old tragic story of th-» fall fro"; -race once localized Ih 

cl en. The re o' it r, however, is' made to fool . that this "fall,” 

inasmuch as it is in the interest of life, is fortunate. For

the point of view from which the reader witnesses the action 

of the comedy is neither ’Faustian nor Odyssean : rather it is 

detached and ironic. Consequently, the reader never approaches 

more than a partial identity of interest with the comic pro'- 

tayon l s t in either of hi : roles. (The fact that the' comic 

protagonist never seems quite to know what he is about and 

the fantastic terms in which his objectives and desires abe 

expressed insure this detachment.) Fein- free from commitment*,  

the reader is also free to enjoy the manifold double.meanings , 

' and displacements, the radical his juncture between cause and '

effect and the disproportion between means and ends w\ich 

= result from the baffling way in which various strands of life 
e

compete with one another, flow into one another and cancel
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one another"out: in’ other .words, for the reader tHb "finite 

predicament" —so painful to the Faustian nature—becomes 

comic in tiffe*  sense of bein- laughter provoking. *

More important than this, however, the- reader perceives 

from the beginning that the comic protagonist is playing a 

reme' of blindman’s buff and that'his total-Interests «are,not 
' . ' . .'119

expressed in his Faustian role. He perceives that.'Frey di-s . ' 

ar>d -Ettarre^^ have their dark malevolent aspects as surely 

.as does Maya and that .generally-U; hind the appearances-with 

which the comic protagonist has to do. unknowable and probably 

blind forces are at work. (The very names of the .beings'/ . .

encountered by the comic protagonist often convey to the % - 

reader s,wealth of connotations which is apparently wanted • . 

upon the protagonist himself. )" At the same "time, the reader 

sees both that on the plane of appearances Ipfe is. capable - 

of blossoming into some rather lovely possibilities, whi ch 'tfre, 

available to the comic protagonist so long as he .de c sn \t - ,-

challenge their validity and the t the demon of the. absolute, 

which is the inseparable companion of the- Faustian comppnent,' 

threatens the stability of all appearances.. Therefore} from 

• the reader’s point of view,-though life would be impoverished 

if the Faustian component had no. part. in it, its be tray al'.and

, il$For the explicit development of this point see The
High Place (The forks of James branch Cabell, htorlsende ed., 
18 vols. New York; Robert 1!. Mcbrfde and Company, 1927­
1930), ppî 155-165. ' * '

120James branch Cabell, The Way of Ecben (New York; 
Robert M. McBride and Company, 1029), ppt 141-143.
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loss of power are fortunate so far as the total well-being of 

the comic protagonist is concerned, and the reader may rejoice
O •

m it, . . . .

In general what the reader* Is made to fee is that •

.success in the.game which the comic protagonist plays consists 

not in winning through to any substantial gpal but in gathering 
• • •

to himself as much n: possible of the beauty, the pleasure . 

and the comfort of appearances without"suffering the malice • 

of either Freydis or Kaya, that is., without either assuming 
* e

the cross .bf disillusionment or sinking to the unconscious .

animal level.121 This-Jurgen and Gerald Musgrave and, within, 

limits, Manuel succeed in doing. Moreover, the, reader is 

made to see that the very conditions of whj.cd the comic • '

profagonist "coupla ins--the enigmatic.nature of himself and .

•of his world,.his irremediable loneliness and his isolation 

from reality and truth — are , ironically , f -• ' nece. . ar;, on — .

di tiens :f hi; • .hccesc. ?husr the a.-cdlc ""finite predic-.

’ ament” not" only becomes a source of c^mic laughter, tut is 

itself assimilated as an essential part o; toe comgc pattern. 

In the G»beIlian, comic vision the knowledge that "we"have . 

heard the .key turn. in the lock cr.ce and once only”,ceases to

. ‘ 121in Something About Eve Maya assumes a shape that ‘
. is apparently less threatening than, her i ereda (Aesred) avatar 

which"she assumes in Jurgen, but the reader is constantly ’ 
reminded of her malevolent aspect by the variety of domestic 
animals, once kings and emperors, that graze her”pastures. 
Gerald escapes this metamorphosis 'because while the Faustian 
ceases to be dominant in him, it is present as a make-weight. 
Its residual presence"is expressed in Gerald's unrelinquished 
belief in his"own divinity and in his persistent though ,
increasingly academic interest in Ant an and in its inhabitants *.

o Q •
Q 0

o
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the grounds for the salvation of the human spirit.

When one reads through The Biography of Manuel as-Cabell 

.finally arranged it, he finds the comic vision reenforced in 

several ways. The underlying irony of The Biography is that 

each individual .life,.'for all its felt.uniqueness, is merely 

one"more essentially undifferentiated beat in.the.monotonous 

rhythm of 1’1 fe flowing down from Manuel. Negatively considered 

this is a satire if non all concepts of progress-and amelior­

ation, but -positively considered i t mhans that.the human 

spirit endures and with it the dreams and illusions and trie 

comic pattern of life. • To be sure .arj one. follow’s, the life*  

of Manuel" from Poictesmo to Lichfield «the action ’seems to fall, 

away into the in cor. sequent i^X? there seems tc l e t consider­

able- loss in scope and meaning. .If, however," the- modern- 

Lichfieldinns pin y out their comedies"on a much smaller stage, 

it li nos because anything essential h^s Lye.cn subtracted from 

them but because the free play of the imagination, which is 

needed,to project their comedies upon the plane of symbol 

and myth, has been circumscribed by "realism1.1 and scientism. 

And ‘jUst as the second book in The Biography, The silver 

ftallion, gives assurance that human dreams are indomitable

: " 1^2p^renn1 a 1 complaints against the "finite predica­
ment" echo through The Biography of Manuel from generation to 
to generation. In so far as tne reader feels with the 
individual protagonist, the pathos of these complaints is 
real enough, but nonetheless th*  reader from his superior 
angle ol’ vision cannot help perceiving that there is- something 
patently comical in complaining a-a Inst tha£ which is not only 
irremediable but beneficent.
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and that in their imperiousness and ruthlessness they can 

thrive.upon the most unlikely matériels, so the least book, . 

The Cream of the Jest, gives rssurance that the power of the 

imagination does not diminish; for those who pan avail them- . 

selves of it, it c-n still trnnsflrure human living.

■luminary • .

j-r / 'it It to "r v s’ i r” out in, ' 'xn c t " ' ' c r r u e f n .

development such’ nr :n r Iem traced . i tn gnnr1er., Lt is 

i il le f c say when Jnl elj .arrived at the. Tina I elaboration ... 

of his point of view or ty whet nteps he arrived nt; his ' ; . .

mature.’style or to w'net ex^nt, If at all-, the elaboration of . 

point of view outran the necessary. technical development. It." 

is, however, pos ible to indicate a pattern of growth and;

‘ change -in the published works. " . ' "

•ïn t. : e c^rlicfi works —Tur 1 tr.i' of Lo^e , .ne Eagle's ■ 

, ha-dow end dclKantryc-lnbelVs interest .seems in have lu n , .

largely historical" nnd sod si:. -hat is, his-t;len^s sec- to . - 

-doninnted on the on- ^an ; I \ c-'".:; e ' trnn^f ' -

/ cther’lv h i's’lc hi c al rormnec. pcu'S i sten t anu

I ice? : f I a t •. earliest works • is th- love-marriege 

the • b c t r a s 1 or t.e callow idealise s'n nr cl or oi . 

love as it declines-into the somewhat stodgy domestic- 

of" marri age and mi it: lc a. "v . ; h i s t oer.c , ci course, ■
’ . ■ . - • 

is omnipresent in all of lai e11's works, but at tais early ■ 

stage its implications ere not drawn out mifbh beyond the old 

axiom that love is blind «find leads, to ironic and comical results.

kfivc irg: 

and on th 

dominant

sequence, 

you tï .fu l
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Another tjienc whl ch I r nt 1 c a*r  t Lmpl 1 oi. t in these 

earliest works taken r.s a Whole is that humnn oxpei’lonce is 

%t bottom consistently the same. 7rom the berlnnlr.g Cabell's 

imagination -was strongly drawn %o t::<"*  personality and fate of . ' 

the artist and to the. culture of two"historical periods, the . 

Kiddle Ages and th*  eighteenth century,' and,out of the con-, 

temol a t ion ' of these*  he apparently develop'd > 1: concept ol • 

the three basic attitudes toward 1 ife .ns w'( 11 fs the convie- . .

tion that under whatever" c ircurr.r tances human livinp does not. . 

very in. essentials , ■ However-, because . tn : t i«a 11 y Cabell's 

. method was it part twat of historical romance.which strives 

to re ore du c o ttie very style an i gesture and material c : rcum— • 

stance of the period with which it deals, the.emphasis in ,

these early wdrks seems to. fall upon historical differences . 

rather.than upon fundamental similarities. " .

" "in the comedies of what we mi.-ht call the -middle- . " .

veri od—The Cord s of Vanity, Cornel and The .Rivet in hrand- 

fathor's Heck--Caboil continued to work within the yiyon . ; 

- framework of the comedy" of.manners or -f -historical romance. - 

However, in these comedies Cabell snowed.bar ympter power ' 

as an ironist and humorist than in' rhe priced h-p works. V.hereas 

the•humor in.the preceding works depended largely upon repartee 

and wit, in these middle comedies it arises out" of the inter­

play of character.and situation ; whereas in the-preceding 

works the irony is generally -romantic, the reflex of the 

protagonist's sardonic evaluation of his own condition, in - 

these*  middle comod W- there is an underlying irony which • 
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envelops the whole action and which eventuates not in pity

« or mockery but in a greater complexity of view. Moreover, .

• especially in The Jo rd s of Vanity and in The Rivet in drand-

f» ther1s NeckCabell displays a surer grasp of complex.hunan 

psychology or, at any rate, is far more successful in rendering 

# human personality convincingly and, subtly. _ The categorical" , 

approach to hum ah personality which Cabell had earlier adopted

• , is nominally applied but-.has already "ceased to dominate- the

portrayal of character’. • To be/sure, Rudolph Vu sr rave may be 

classified as chivalrous ' and f'cwhsend ns ’allant, l it. to do

. so Involves, mod-i f i cntf one and adjustments which serve to make •

. , these ente.^ori u s va -der fleas art 1 t'rhry.

. ••• • ^onsi i- red "by themselves' The' Cords of V^Y.itv and The

' Rivet it? grandfather * s _ Heek.^oul .i . s-u -rest- t’na t t:x d rd ft of ■

' Cat e H « s talent wps toward- the reaj ' s f l c sc t ire of contemporary

. manrters,. tut In ,tiv perspective provided bt .the later ccme.die's ,

: ‘ it" is clear that even her.è. Uatel T. was elaborating the comic­

' ' ’ pattern a n e t;ie taste psychology.- o.: e he - pos t-f rc-am of t pe Jest,

comediesThe "psychology of Rudolph Mus^rêv^ has g Cron g " ■ : 

affinities w i t i i that' of Manuel and the psychology-of -ziownsen.d

. with that of Jurgen, and' in the story o: young Townsend's'

• philanderings .is 'dimly foreshadowed’ trie. whole essential oattern 

' of Some thing About? E-ve. .."hat is lading is th" al IcgOric-al

. and myth-led dimensions gfc:: in tué 1 a ter comedies serve to 

. bring out the universal implications of these particular cases,

• dissociating them from particular times and mores and .making '
• O . - '

them carry a large burden of metaphysical and psychological 

meaning.
■ •. . • • . . • ■ ■
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It Is also apparent that by the time Cabell «rote the 

comedies of the middle period, he- had begun to discover tne , 

allegorical and symbolic possibilities of CMr$ tale r.rd folk 

lore materials and 'tactiques.. - In all three of these comedies 

he makes tentatllo. and limited use of such techniques and . '

maternels for tilt, burro: e'nf Focusing .the theme and of- exposing 

trie hi dden springs' of-'Llm notion. •• “ • ■ .'

' • The-' trans i-tionnL .conedyCrean of the- Jest, is • •

'found to the priced in-- *crkr  by iCs reliance' upon:historical 

materials /nd u:\on the historical ncrspoüflvc; lut Lt breaks . 

wlth"'them in the uA of far^s:,-. In ?hc cream of the Jest 

a'.world of.fantasy if held"in ironic juxtaposition with the 

commonplace .world of ordinary experience. The'Cream of the . 

jest, however,-is a cry from toe comic allegorical fan­

tasies which were to- follow it. .for despite the fantastic, 

structure' of Felix Kennaston's private world and the presence 

in that world or numerous allegorical elements--for- instance, 

the character.of uttahre ana her ambiguous relationship to '

• the goddess Isis-—the method "of the comedy - in largely diseur- > 

"sive. Moreover, tn- admitted separation between n private- end. 

a pub lie world-allows.the 'reader to maintain.a more or less 

normal orientation. At' the same time, it is in The Cream of . 

the Jest that, the essential pattern of Cabellian comedy—the - 

awareness of' the-"finite predicament," the struggle to escape 

the limitations implicit in"that predicament and the final • 

acquiescence ”.pon terms of relative conte ntrient--e merges 

clearly for the fi^st time. It also becomes clear for the 

first time that,the naturalistic interpretation ol man's 
$

o o © O o
O 

c o
o
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situation in the universe,is the "real" backprouni against

e which C'abellian comedy is clayed. Tn the preceding: works 

naturalistic assumptions and sentiments had often been voiced, 

but because they*were  generally assimilated tt> the mood • of» 

the .speaker, their cx\ct s ipnif icance was "not clear." • '

In the comedies which followed ' Che Cream of the Jçst .

- Cabell broke, almost, en-tirely with the .technique's of "the comedy 

of » manners and of historical .romance.- in general, whereas

• In the preceding comedies the themes "'are. reflected, upon "the 

■ - -plane'.of recogniza.ble-,. if.ne.t.ordinary, human 'expërlericè, in.

.. tb^-se post-Cream of -the Je#t, "comedies 'ord in dry human- experiences 

; "are reflected- upon the" .plane .of my.-th a nd a l lend-ry. whe.rb they . .

' " -be c ome .mean.lhg-fp.lly' related te l-'ro&d' ns y c ho lo / ± cal "and met» - .

... . ; physical qon-c.^.pts..." structurally ■ these" comedies -are-1 pure : . •

. "- ... f.ahtris ipis- bui l.t-. ouf - of the "boldly adapted 'maberi-'als. of . folk

' To r.e--.and/my th. . I \ -'-a . compl ic.s't.ed .bl end In.---, of the ??aust legend

'.. fin'd "the "OpysmcuS -lepen'd.'-ar.'d I y .the.- use of multi-aspect, •• .

• sup ernatimril- "be inis . dr arwn. from and created out-of "the odds '.

.. -f ri'C. onl s tf : y; t stand folk Hore , Cabell manages to expo so t he

•- • exact conqi-tions., ' motaplysi cal ana m vcholo'i cn 1, of the "finite 

"■ ■ .pre'd-i cement"' as die understands it. Moreover/ hold in t^e dual

: focus of irony, thi s so-called "finite predicament,? so rich 

. - . .in. incongruities and double meanings, is not only made the • 

" " ' source of comic laughter but is itself assimilated as a .

necessary condition- of the comic pa-ttern. .Specifically, the. 

reader is ‘placed in a pesi tion' which enables, him to .join in 

•that remo.te laughter to which everything moves and a position

o
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from which he is able to perceive that, ir-oni cnlly, man’s 

surceptifiility to Illusion-, hJ s oni-matic and contradictory 

nature, and the anfblgui ty .of hi a situation are precisely '

• the conditions which permit the human spirit to endure in .

a world largely hos t-i l e - to it. ' • •



VI. CONCLUSION •

» . in the late nineteenth- and early'twentieth centuries

the influence of p.hi" lose phi c ael naturalism dpon literary 

theory and practice came to be omnipresent, and in general,- 

both V y th ofc who accepted and b»/ those who. reec-ted against . 

•it,, its voice war heard as -, the ne.wly raised voice of Pan "

cryinr folly and -delusion to all "romantic" nno humanistic 

values. -The naive". faith of r.milo “ol? . in a "scient lfie novel" 

au-icklv co11 a n sed Lefbr- b1 s - p : r ay d litter d ron v of '

sur?' a wr ! tor as ' yhuo lore jrei ro r^ "Û r w: My "t no i 1 of 

lient crt .. oencer managed- to draw some.meaning from the con-

• c.a tcna t ion of expeflen'ce/but who ccu lo no ‘ contemplate thè 

resulting vis i-on of.life wltriout great "pa'i n. Ideals , struggles, 

deprivations, sorrows, 'joys ?--Droi ser ftp ! that there could

: only be L r or ' : • i yr ." chemi c .compulsions." "Life, Human 'life

’ included? —a s tr^gle for survival and -supremacy or, s.c ten tif- 

ically*  apprehended , a momentary e qu i l i t’reium between t he force's 

of growth and the forces of de.cn y. .Once*  thi s vision had been 

granted,'Dreiser could only support it .and substantiate.it, 

vacillating .between h " surrender £o life0" through the worship
• « • 

of force and the «impie pronoupebnent that this is not rood 

but it is true. ° ° °
. 6 -

° As Cal ell has "o' nted o^t in "The i.o?ophon" to The
° O •

ehnv of : cb en, to say that all is n,o t well i : permitted, is * 

even expected, but therea ftor co proffer no panacea is not
. 6
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Dre^see
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seem doe s all human
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while e Theodore

o^ ii*  s chi llinp and

v j f i or.

’n fact, the

in the.twentieth century would

or reinter-

. pre ted to fit a changed context of thourjt" ahd; .c ircums tince

Cat ell was one ha os ■

a c ou r n t c l V the for some trans cendoh t att itude

or point of view He to de.nv li cw :

11cism held dd s tan.ee the•noturallstic vis i on

life over ■d ponderously

ou t ti i

o r

w a s n o t

a t n

atell's

subject matter and his earli est s ounce of Inspira ni on were . 

ne i t^er the . thou of- nor ti e circumstances of his con temporary 

world. ^hey wore la rye l y four, i in the literature c f the past 

and in the admi tte 11" Cransf : yured record v: iph that literature 

seem f to him t: provide of men’s than hits and attitudes. '

Through this . artifi clr T cor ri dor Cabell " approached the c on temp­

orary , and while the perspective rich he thus .ya j ned may have 

-been an. artificial c,nv, it- provided for a larreness. and " 

detachment of view denied. to such men ess Dreiser. ‘ •for one 

th Ina Cabell. saw tJm t the naturalistic vision of life in its • - ° . 
essentials is neither startlingly new nor in itself a w}iole 

Bjarnes 1 ranch
Potent 7. ice pride and

o e

a t ell, The lay of icier, (how York : 
"ompany" l92§ ) , p. «190 . o 
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truth; s Ince- ^cc^s î nstes, at least, it has had intermittent 

currency. "And he saw that men had always denied or trans- . 

cended this vision, that the human spirit had’contr^ved to 

enduis, tfhrouch the substitution of certain "dynamic illusions" 

for its •discomfiting IgtulUions of•"reality." He saw, tor, 

eucarently that these illusions received their only really ' 

adeohate-fulfilment in literature, and,' consequently, he 

came to the convint ton tha g literature is I the if in its .

ess er t i .a l f un c t i on a me an s ot r a n s c t nu e n c e . .

for .nt ell, then, the naturalistic' vision needed

K. _ r, Hitinn ôf th" theory o " ^dynaXi r illusion^"

us

men'nre,. Cabell "cam- to r^rceiv-, roocri: of : :.u human.spirit's 

umb t,<uuus r- la t iy-ns w 'th iofi those realms. To speak the 

truth al out hum^n liv.'n,- one must speak rot only of instincts 

and ’b beryl e compulsions " lut of th? ,<oal ~ and ideals which the 

h^mar spirit,has first spun cut of itself and tren hypos tattled 

and of the Incongruous', disjunctive and yet, in its outcome, 

ironically bene f'cent interplay of instinct and illusion and 

time. In other wor is, he must prhf "■ and somehow express the

' essential nature of mon rhU.t.e êssentisl pattern of his life.

0
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1 rom con vIc lîon In beyond Life John Charteris is made
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in life because they find it«rood nor w*th the minor "romantics” 
o ° •

who veil life and present it drenched*  in transfiguring moon-

l i 'ht l e cause they find it unb eai’aMy ugly. ° , he has not

" re ire a hod from "reality” to an idealized world ; he hePs retreated

to a transcendent world" in which the essential pattern of 

human experience and, as it happens, two comedy ol numan 

living can find expression. .

’ ' .A philosopher,•fantâyaha has asserted, who was.born

a materialist and not plunged into materialism as hhe a, 

cold bath would be a laugl.ing philosopher. . He would be a 

laughing, ph^losepher because he would have no difficulty in 

putting life a : a distance from hly; he would apprehend life

as a spectacle, rejoicing in the colorful procession*cf  

essences (illusions), accept in" without re-ret thei r, from 

his point of view, 1 transient and. insubstantial nature, and 

lauohin-.over the multiple hhcongruftics, contradictions and 

reversais to which the‘-eneral flux gives rise. for the rest — 

that Ij fe should yield him poetic beauty an 1 practical 

security would be enough. by Implication, then, both natural­

istic despair and it's usual antidote, a limite’, s gpl al 

consciousness, are the by-products, of the cold bath. 11 s’eems. 

unlikely that Cabell .escaped this cold bath altogether, though 

there is no available record of.crimes except, perhaps, the 

gradual transition in hi s works from a more or less bitter 

or mocking romantic irony to-, a complex, impersonal irony.

Me bride
Bjarnes branch Cabell, Come of Us (Hew York 
and Company, 1930 ) , pol "

Robert M

o
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-The fact, however, remains that far from succumb in- to d^pair*, 
o o

Cabell declared the essential pattern of hum^n living comic, 

hr "locked int? the al yrs and lau-hod," not bitterly but nlth 

"pleasure'anl with pity and tenderness too; and in thbt laughter 

he‘ transcended'the naturalistic dilemma. Cabell/ of course, 

is not'Santayana's hypothetical materialist, but—putting ■

aside the impossible question of temperament—It seems likely . 

that the fact of Cabelj's h-wlnr'approached'"life" through 

hi s'orv nni literatire made 1" /ossil le -for him tp apprehend

• qiVe as s e cta e1“ , t■ ■ e wor111 as tn^ato r, and, thus, tr I -nJ 

in ‘he rnectac1e an 1 maginntIve pleasure relativelj unqua1ii 

fled* b y anxiety. . . ■ '

It is. not, however, merely dctsehment or aloofness 

-Pich accounts for _ aboil's transcendence of the naturalistic 

"dilemma but wholeness of vision ns well. son Theodore Dreiser

"a mechanism, undevised and uncreated, and a badly

and carelessly driven one at that, ’ ror Cat ell, a1 - 0 y t.. i s 

ma'; le true, lut it i - bquèlly . and mo re certainly true that 

man is a gullible, dreaming consciousness and that the '

physical processes in wh i c u he. participates an d of whi.cn ne is 

an exprès:ion are, for him, perpetually'fruitful in moral 

princip-les. . . .

fo has’ man's vanity made a harem of his instincts 
and walled off a sererlio wherein to b'eget the .virtues 
and refinements and all enno^lins factors in man's • 
long progress from gorMlaship.

. * 4janes branch. Cabell,"beyond Life (The Porks of James 
brandi Cabell, ftorisende cd., 10 vels.f how fork» borort 
McEride and Company, 1J27-1£)JC ) , p. o5.

o O O
. 6 . •

. 0 • .° O » ' °
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’ ’ ’ • 1 • • ”•
e Man is" cajoled, hoodwinked and betrayed ; yet--behold the 

g Q ° »
o mlratlM—he Is in some Serose the’better for it.*  Man wanders

blindly through a universe whicfi largely hostile to him 
o .

and in which he is subject to the treachery of his o^n 
• o 

instincts and to the • mere! less attrition of. time ; yet — 

behold the mi racle I--the, human spirit endures and bndures 

precisely because of theee apparently unamiable conditions. 

However, to get o t what is really integral to humhn existence, 

to get a't the essential pattern of human living obviously 

involves a high degree of abstraction. /or hue philosopher 

it is permissif le and necessary to end in abs traction, but 

for the literary artist it is nt> t r omissible. The literacy 

artist must find some me ans of ' i v l n- dramatic expression 

to his .vision ; ho must embody. it in specific objects and actions 

so as to make ’it available to his reader on somethin r like 

the level of experience. Cabell soLved this problem by 

turning his'back upon verisimilitude, by turning to those «

vaguely yet complexly symbolic figures out of legend and folk 

l«ore and myth which have always attracted the ’’romantic,” 

and by adopting a technique of allegorical and «symbolic 

fantasy. The fantasy assures detachment and provides for that 

frustration of the reader's normal Orientation which is
t o' ,

necessary if the reader is to transcend both the particularity
e *•

of human experience and his own prepared responses. ïhe

symbolic and allegorical figures wi tn wnicn Cabell worked orO ° ' ' " . %
from which he r.odVfed, his*  own characters t r ing w" th them an

6 . 6 '
immediate depth*  of meaning. They express or. suggest segments\

O o o
- -° . °
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of the essential pattern without” elici tiny an immediately

personal and possibly irrelevant,response Moreover, because

symbolic value is inexhaust ible, they a^e susceptible

to endless re handlin «And , "by constantly, exploiting

'incongruity. between suns S nb 0 ar a

c
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O ° '
o* ’ comedy which VnreadF t*;e  1 inr 5 e Lw e on corne ci y md, trayedy 

• • °
wlL-muL beiny tva,: 1-comedy. ..hcreas tra-i-comedy is a hybrid, 

doyen din/ for it^ef /ett upon n last mlnuÉo reversal by means 

of which the action is.deflected from impending di sat ter •
• •

toward an at least unexpectedly happy ending, CabeIlian .

. comedy is in its overall el'fee t, comic, de spite frequent .

modulations in tone and moodi Like all seriously intended

co ;y, Cabell inn come iy may re sail to rejoice over the 

endlvs: fertility of li fe, rus unlike moat conedy, it expresses 

fi cml c vision wh i c in has t eer. vr'v ' ; at not by exclusion ■

indu s! on. d appronche s trt nth in its attempt to 

nd ; he nd ? d• ‘ he " °’ rr to prediearner t" ( for Cnbdl,

natural is tl c ; : 1 o-i'ir ) an :, t i ore by , re re cone i le

to hi s role ir. i h- : c' .r me of

«O
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