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ABSTRACT

THE CONCEPT OF EVIL IN THE NOVELS OF
ROBERT PENN WARREN
By
Rodney Meryl Vliet

The present study is an analysis of the concept of evil
presented in the nine novels of Robert Penn Warren, After a chapter
considering evil as a recurring theme in his novels, the three types
of evil commonly used in philosophical and religious discourse are
studied in a chapter each. The first is metaphysical evil; that is,
the evil we are: the limitation found at the core of being. The
second is moral evil; that is, the evil we do: the pain and suffering
caused by the free actions of intelligent beings. The third is non-
moral evil; that is, the evil we suffer: the psychological and physical
pain and suffering endured in life regardless of its source. The last
chapter considers the problem of evil and self-knowledge.

The data for the study was drawn primarily, but not exclu-
sively, from twenty-six selected religious characters in four
catagories: ministers, minister's children, devout laypersons, and
lapsarians. Such characters as Willie Proudfit, MacCarland Sumpter,

Jason Sweetwater, Jack Burden, Cass Mastern, Lettice Poindexter
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Tolliver, Willie Stark, and Isaac Sumpter were found to be representa-
tive vehicles for the concepts consistently presented in the novels.
The characters were emphasized because thematic concerns are presented
principally through their development, Also, evil is essentially a
personal problem because by it someone is hurt, harmed, frustrated, or
in some way left unfulfilled or threatened with destruction, punish-
ment, or failure. Therefore, the human beings of the works were the
primary sources of information about Warren's concept of evil.

The chapter on metaphysical evil treats the relationship of
idea and factuality, the nature of God, and the roles of history,
necessity, and original sin in Warren's concept of evil., Discussions
of the nature of the self and reality in general as related to evil
conclude the chapter. In the chapter on moral evil, the prides of
power, knowledge, virtue, and spirit are investigated. Further, sen-
suality as self-love in the forms of sexual license, love and greed
is considered as an aspect of evil. The chapter ends with a treat-
ment of moral evil and Warren's emphasis on responsibility. The
development of nonmoral evil concentrates upon death, disease and
deformity, failure and fear, and madness as vehicles for suffering in
the novels. The chapter ends with consideration of the interpenetra-
tion of things shown in the inevitable and far-reaching consequences
suffered because of evil. The final chapter is a discussion of the
concept of the osmosis of being, its implications for self-knowledge,
and its relationship to evil. It shows that Warren's principal con-

cern for the necessity of adequate self-knowledge and the inevitable
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consequences of both the achieving of and the failing to achieve self-
knowledge are related to Warren's concept of evil.

This study demonstrates that Warren presents a concept of
evil which, firstly, includes the continual threat of metaphysical evil
because reality is essentially and necessarily finite, limited, and
unperfectable. Secondly, moral evil is essentially an expression of
self-ambition in the forms of pride and sensuality. Because of the
tendency to self-love, love itself is one of the central concepts used
in the novels to express the falibility of man. Because man loves him-
self too much and others too 1ittle, he must acknowledge responsibility
for the evil he does. A person cannot use finitude as an excuse for
his inhumanity to others. Thirdly, man is a sensitive, feeling being.
As such, he is subject to the elements of his total environment. Pain
and suffering are a necessary aspect of experience because the world
is the way it is and man is the way he is. It is hopeless for anyone
to want to extricate himself or anyone else from this world of sin and
pain because his efforts are predoomed to failure. Similarly, he can-
not remove evil from the world because evil is an essential aspect of
the nature of things. Ironically, even attempts to escape evil or the
responsibility for evil become sources for pain and suffering. The
inevitability of the abuse of freedom and the inability to avoid im-
balanced and excessive modes of behavior make man's moral and physical

abuse of himself and others certain.
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INTRODUCTION

Even though it is not remarkable that a twentieth-century
American novelist of stature should write about evil, a student may
be surprised to find that Robert Penn Warren has concentrated upon
the nature of evil as much as he has in the nine novels published to
date. When a student first confronts these novels, he will discover
that each one of them is centrally concerned with the nature of evil
in human experience. In each of the novels, evil is presented as an
essential aspect of all human experience, and one must learn how to
Tive with it by acknowledging its reality within and around him and
by accepting his personal responsibility for contributing to its
total force in 1ife, if he is to find a meaningful self-definition.

This study was undertaken because of the lack of a lengthy
study of the nature of evil in the novels of Robert Penn Warren
despite the general attention given to it by his critics over the
years. The basic design is to consider evil as a recurring theme in
the novels and then on the basis of selected, representative characters
from the novels, to investigate each of the three types of evil in
order to discover the nature of their development and treatment in
the novels. Finally, there is a goncluding statement about the nature
of evil in relation to Warren's fundamental concern: self-knowledge.
In developing this topic, the three types of evil commonly used in

philosophical and religious discourse are used: first, metaphysical






evil, that is, the evil we are, or the evil that is at the base of
being itself; secondly, moral evil, that is, the evil we do, or the
nature of the pain and suffering caused by the free actions of intelli-
gent beings; thirdly, nonmoral evil, that is, the psychological pain
and suffering humans must endure in this life regardless of the source.

The next principle which governed this study was the selection
of characters who are in some way associated with the religious con-
cerns expressed in the novels. The reason for this is the conviction
that evil is substantially a religious or religeo-philosophical problem.
Even though this study is not intended to construct a theodicy as such,
one is implied in the novels because it has been discovered that, in
general, the responsibility for evil rests upon the people and their
human inability to accept that responsibility for the presence of evil
in their lives. There are in each novel certain types of significant
characters who were considered important as religious characters. Most
often, they are not the major characters in the novels; however, they
are occasionally among the most important. Significantly, the views
of the nonreligious or purely secular characters with respect to the
nature of evil are given in contexts in which the religious characters
also appear. Therefore, even though the dominant views expressed in
the novels may not be those of the religious characters, the religious
characters provide a practical means of access of the concept of evil
presented in the narratives.

The religious characters were classified according to four
categories: first, the preachers or ministers of the Gospel; second,

the children of the ministers or preachers; third, the devout laymen;



and fourth, the formerly devout or lapsarians. In some cases it was
possible to place a given character in more than one of the groups.

In such cases, the group which reflects his principal role in the story
was selected. Beyond the first chapter, however, these categories were
not frequently used, even though the evidence for the study was selected
primarily from among that provided through them. The decision to use
them was based upon the need to 1imit the body of material for this
study, and not as an organizational principle for the study. It was
decided that these four classes of characters were generally an ade-
quate selection to study the concept of evil in the novels because they
do, in fact, represent the range of opinion expressed in the novels as
a whole, and they are a widely differing group of characters. In other
words, this group of twenty-six selected characters from the nine
novels is fairly representative of the various world-views presented by
all of the characters in the ﬁovels.

However, when necessary, there was no hesitancy to make
reference to characters who were not considered religious characters.
Therefore, while this study is based primarily upon the religious
characters, it is not restricted to them. For example, there is

1ittle reason to consider Murray Guilfort of Meet Me in the Green Glen

or Bradwell Tolliver in Flood as religious characters; however, because
they make observations about the nature of evil independent of their
relationships to religious characters, it was deemed necessary to
include their views in this study in order to make this treatment of

Warren's concept of evil as complete as possible.



The study has emphasized the role of the characters in the
presentation of the concept of evil because the thematic concerns of
a piece of fiction are revealed primarily through the characters.
Further, evil in particular is a personal problem. In the revelation
of evil, someone has to be hurt, harmed, frustrated, or in some other
way left unfulfilled or without meaning and threatened with destruc-
tion, punishment, or failure. Because evil is a human problem, the
humans of the works are the primary source of information.

Fundamentally, this study has demonstrated that Warren does
present a concept of evil which includes the continual threat of meta-
physical evil at the very core of being itself, because man is essen-
tially and necessarily finite, limited, and unperfectable. Secondly,
moral evil is essentially an expression of self-ambition in the forms
of pride and sensuality. Because of the tendency of man to self-love,
love itself is one of the central concepts used by Warren to express
the falibility of man. In his natural tendency to love himself too
much and others too little, man is responsible for the evil he does.
A person, therefore, cannot justifiably use his condition of finitude
as an excuse for his inhumanity to others. Thirdly, man is a sensitive
and feeling being; as such, he is very subject to the influence of the
elements of his total environment upon him, Pain and suffering are
very much a part of his experience because the world is as it is, and
he is as he is. It is a hopeless dream for man to want to extricate
himself from this world of sin and pain because he cannot. Ironically,
even efforts to escape evil or the responsibility for evil become

sources of pain and suffering because of man's abuse of his freedom



and his inability to avoid imbalanced and excessive behavior. The
nature of man and the nature of the world are such that abuse is cer-

tain.






CHAPTER 1
EVIL AS THE THEME OF THE NOVELS

The nine novels of Robert Penn Warren constitute a remarkably
unified body of work with respect to their thematic consistency and con-
centration upon evil. Consequently, critical attention directed toward
the novels frequently has indicated that the problem of evil was one of
Warren's principal concerns, For example, in 1948 after only three of
the novels were published, John L. Stewart observed that the pattern of
Warren's concentration upon a single story--"the story of man's efforts
to flee from the problem of evil and his ultimate return to the prob-
lem"--had grown out of his even longer concern for evil as reflected

in his early poetry.] Certainly, within the scope of Night Rider

(1939), At Heaven's Gate (1943), and A1l the King's Men (1946) the

general problem was defined and repeated attempts were made to deal
with the human tendency to escape personal responsibility for the pain
and suffering one creates and endures. Clearly, the notions of flight
and the falibility of man were established among Warren's basic con-
cerns. How important these three works are in the body of Warren's
novels is seen in the emphasis upon them in the study which follows.
Over the years, similar acknowledgments of the centrality of
the concept of evil in the thematic concerns of Warren's novels have
been recorded. For example, Father James S. Magmer stressed Warren's

recurring emphasis upon evil in 1959; and C. Hugh Holman cited Warren's
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awareness of human guilt and the inescapability of evil in 1958,
Warren's personal friend and co-worker, Cleanth Brooks cited the prob-
lem of evil as one of Warren's "characteristic themes" in 1963.3 In
addition, the book-length criticism of Robert Penn Warren by Charles
Bohner in 1964 mentioned the unity of Warren's concern for the problem
of evil despite his variety of forms.4 In the Spring of 1970, Allen
Shepherd based one of his articles on the concurring opinion that

"Warren seems to have come to many of his principal themes by the time

he was 35, . . . the year in which he published his first novel,

Night Rider."

Even in the most recent critical works, Warren's "insatiable

need to renew the journey of exploration for the final truth of man's

existence" is cited. "He struggles for the truth again in Meet Me in

the Green Glen," Robert Cayton concluded, "and leaves us with the same

questions which were examined 32 years ago in Night Rider. As Murray
Guilfort learned, illusion is the only truth and that's all there 1's."6
I believe Cayton has misread the novel by making Murray Guilfort's
point of view the climactic one for the novel. As indicated below,
Leroy Lancaster and Cy Grinder are actually the concluding focal points

for Meet Me in the Green Glen. Nevertheless, Cayton does perceive a

unity in Warren's works, and he associated that thematic unity with
notions that are a part of Warren's concept of evil.

Warren's continual involvement with the problem of evil has
caused him to deal with difficult religious and philosophical questions.
Furthermore, he is "a philosophical novelist in the tradition of Conrad,"

as John Bradbury correctly observed in 1963, who "seeks out meaningful






patterns in the data of experience and finds symbolic patterns in the

nl The narrative patterns in the novels are reasonably

flow of images.
consistent in that the experiences they record almost always have the
cultural clashes of the South as a common denominator. larren is con-
cerned with tensions in the poverty ridden agrarian society confronted
by elements from the more aggressive and progressive urban society and
the various forces which represent it. In addition, his treatment of
the problem of evil almost always has one or more of the central charac-
ters who has been absent from the home, agrarian environment long
enough--usually during college and career activities--to become con-
scious of the faults which are a part of his own past. In these con-
frontations, evil is found in every aspect of 1ife and human nature,

and it is presented in stories described in dark images of illusion

and corruption. There is a blending and flowing of experience which
make clear-cut perception and decisive decision-making nearly impossible.
Whether it is Percy Munn reflecting upon the killing of Trevelyn in
Night Rider, Angelo Passetto walking along a muddy, rut filled road

during a Fall rain in Meet Me in the Green Glen, or any of the princi-

pals in between, the pattern of philosophical concern is borne out.
Further, the characters are involved in attempts to solve
rather ordinary, yet difficult problems by applying their own initia-
tives, skills, and perspectives. In circumstances which present quests
for justice, and defense of ideals, the search for freedom, the
reestablishment of human relationships, or the exploitation of others
for one's own selfish benefit, the desired solutions are hindered and

people are usually destroyed by the ineffective way the problems are






attacked. Within the movement of the complexities of life, we see
carried out, time after time, the observation of Captain Todd in
Night Rider that we cannot expect to settle everything because 1ife
is too complex. The characters struggle to find the way to live
within the world of indifferent factuality, but they usually fail and
cannot reconcile themselves to the misery they suffer,

The characters are caught in the struggle for self-definition
in their confrontations within themselves and with the socio-economic
forces around them. The involvement with the problems of evil comes
when this inner struggle is frustrated, and the character becomes
aware of the loneliness caused by his self-love or the alienation
caused by the external force which binds him, For example, he might
be bound by such things as the past or his concept of parental expecta-
tions, but he is bound nonetheless. A1l of the novels contain some

characters who are 1ike Leroy Lancaster in Meet Me in the Green Glen.

He had to overcome the idea that he was merely an extention of his
father's conscience upon the community of Parkerton, Tennessee. He
had to come to the realization of his own identity in separateness
which would allow him to assume his individual, self-defined role as
a member of the community of mankind, both because of and in spite of
the evil which is necessarily a part of his experience.

In addition, evil goes beyond the characters in the novels:
the land itself is defiled. The flux of time has captured the land
in change and decay. For example, the last two novels in particular
concentrate upon the pastness of a great or near-great potential of

river valleys in Tennessee. Both are subject to flooding out by the
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backwaters of dams built to sustain the progress of the regions beyond
the valleys themselves. The flooding of the valley around Fiddlers-
burg--allegorically a place where nothing serious can happen--
dramatizes the tragic dislocation of human lives. Also, the flooding
of Spottwood Valley--allegorically, the rotting of wood and the
depleting of the land--is a graphic symbol of human attempts to

create good by covering up the spoiled nature left after years of
decaying exploitation.

A survey of the novels reflects the thematic unity of the
novels with respect to their treatment of evil. Warren's first novel
was Night Rider (1939). In it, Percy Munn becomes the victim of his
own participation in i1legal vigilante activities to force farmers to
join an association of tobacco growers. Amidst the betrayal of him-
self, his family, his friends, and ultimately his good intentions,
Percy Munn is destroyed as he was unable to bring himself to kill the
father image Senator Tolliver who lay defenseless upon a sick bed. In
a parody of the teaching of Jesus to give water to the thirsty and to
care for the needy, the savior Munn, who fought the economic exploita-
tion of the large tobacco interests, dies, unable to fire a shot in
self-defense, because his evil is without defense.

At Heaven's Gate (1943) is a complex story of lust and

greed, emphasizing those who are like the people in Dante's purgatory
that stand just "at heaven's gate" because they are guilty of inordi-
nate love shown in their lust, greed, and gluttony. The novel actually
tells two stories which ultimately are interpenetrating. The first is

of the collapse of the financial empire of Bogan Murdock, a prince of
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demons among the exploiters of men who diabolically sought to destroy
others for his own gain. To the end he denies his own responsibility
for any of the misfortune he causes anyone, even his own daughter. Sue
Murdock has been destroyed by the Tust and gluttonous alcoholism which
is also destroying her mother. Her friends all use her for their own
purposes. On the other hand, the alternate story is the confession of
Ashby Wyndham. He tells his tale of misery from the jail cell in which
he attempts to purge his soul and renew contact with God. He is guilty
of the sin of pride; therefore, he has run before the Lord in the

power of his own might. Others have suffered, and he is lost and
alone. The tie between the two stories comes when Private Milt Porsum,
a World War hero, is moved to acknowledge his part in the Murdock
scandal because of the simple honesty of Ashby. Porsum is Wyndham's
cousin, and when a reporter tries to bribe Porsum in order to keep
Ashby's tale from becoming public knowledge, Porsum is moved to his

own honest confession of guilt.

The most famous of Warren's novels is a very complex story of
many souls' attempts at self-definition. The central character is Jack
Burden, the "dirty works" man for the corrupt and corrupting governor
of a Southern state, Willie Stark. The story line of All the King's
Men (1946) is so well known that it is unnecessary to repeat it here,
but the important thing is that through the influence of Willie Stark,
Adam Stanton, Anne Stanton, Judge Irwin (his biological father), Ellis
Burden (his legal father), and Cass Mastern (an ancestor whose story

is embedded in the novel as a parallel to Burden's own development),
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Jack Burden comes to accept mankind for what it is and to accept his
own responsibility for the evil which is done.
Jeremiah Beaumont's attempt to find justice through the

gravest sort of injustice is the central story of World Enough and

Time (1950). However, Jerry finds that he has neither world enough
nor time to bring about his ideal through the corrupt methods he

chose for his own self-gratification. The principal thing he learns
is that he has made the mistake of separating the ideal and the real
world to such a degree that he thought the ideal could exist separately
from the painfulness of the real. The evil in this story is disclosed
step by step throughout the novel by the intertwining of lies and
deceit, death and corruption. Jerry not only murders his own father-
image in the person of Casius Fort, but he also causes the emotional
death and suicide of his lovely wife, Rachel Jordan. However, even
Rachel is not innocent, because none is innocent, as Munn Short, the
religious character in the novel, has said. Ironically, Rachel is
Jeremiah's greatest personal prize, and therefore, she is both the
greatest source of his potential joy and the greatest source of his
destructive pride and victim of his love.

The fifth novel is Band of Angels (1955). It is the quest

for identity of Amantha Starr who has found it hard to forgive her
father for the grave injustice he has done her in begetting her by a
slave and not setting her free. In a terrible tale of misery, slavery,
and the dark corruption of the Civil War, Warren demonstrates that
Manty can have freedom only when she frees herself of the evil her

father has done. He was no better or no worse than any of the fathers
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of all time; therefore, she must forgive and keep going. Finally,
Tobias Sears, her husband, and she find the anticipation of the ful-
filling potentials of love as they accept each other in their misery
and failure.

In a story of illusion, reality and pain, the sixth novel,
The Cave (1959), tells of many people who are struggling to find the
nature of themselves in the world of illusion. Jasper Harrick is lost
in a cave he is exploring for Isaac Sumpter. Isaac is not brave enough
nor self-confident enough to explore it for himself, but Jasper will do
it for him. While on an expedition into the earth, Jasper is lost.
The story is the impact that this tragedy has upon the people of
Johntown in general and John and Celia Harrick, MacCarland and Isaac
Sumpter, Monty Harrick, Jo-Lea Bingham, Jo-Lea's parents, Dorothy
Cutlick, and the Greek Restaurant man, Nicholas Pappadoupalous in
particular. Each struggles to clear himself of the illusions that
surround him in the inner shadows of the cave of human life, while
they reflect upon their significance during Jasper's suffering in
the cave.

A Jew is the hero of the seventh novel. Adam Rosenzweig
comes to America to fight in the war to free the Negroes. He has a
club foot which he has tried to hide by a specially designed boot,
but he fails--who can hide his inherited flaw? He is disillusioned
by the corruption, the greed and moral decay demonstrated to him as
he becomes a sutler for the armies in the Virginian wilderness. In

Wilderness (1961), however, he finds the truth that is within himself;
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and in apparent disgrace and defeat, he comes from the wilderness
with a new heart.

Flood is the eighth novel (1964), An entire community has
to come to terms with its dislocation and destruction because of human
progress. In the shadow of the symbol of their bondage, the prison
which is the focal point of the town, the Tollivers, Fiddlers,
Cottshills, and others have to find what significance they can within
themselves because their past is being washed away in the rising waters
of the river. Even the Oscar-winning script writer, Brad Tolliver,
cannot artistically function under the threat of dislocation, until
he looks into the heart.

The last novel, Meet Me in the Green Glen (1971), continues

Warren's emphasis upon the problem of the mixture of the real and the
illusory in human experience. What is the reality of what happened?
Who murdered Sunderland Spottwood? However, in this story that ends
with Leroy Lancaster and Cy Grinder successfully finding the way they
can live with the appearances around them, it is possible to find
truth in love and in self-knowledge. But Murray Guilfort, the latest
of the many exploiters in the novels, must commit suicide in order to
find the threat of nothingness and nonbeing which is within himself.
Cassie Spottwood, who did murder Sunderland, is mad in the illusion
of her love and the reality of her guilt. However, she is not able to
know the reality of her guilt because of the illusion of her love for
Angelo.

The theme of a novel is the concept it all adds up to: the

total impact of the people, places, images, comments, symbols, dialog
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and action. Overall, this summary of the novels highlights the possi-
bility of evil as the central controlling idea behind them all. The
nature of reality, the threat of illusion, and the possibility of
nothingness are all aspects commonly recognized in philosophy and
religion as aspects of evil. They are present in every one of the
novels. Therefore, I conclude with Allen Shephard, who has described
the scope of Flood, in what I believe is a valid statement of the range
of concerns for all the novels. "[Warren] attempted an anatomy of the
old and new South," he concluded, "with the conflict of traditional

and progressive values embittered by class and racial antagonism, a
dramatization of the process of self-definition and of man's place in
nature, analysis of love, marriage, sexual relationships, and the
creative process, socio-economic-historical-literary reflections, the
presentation of the case for the intellectual, meditations upon the
meaning of justice, and extensive experiments in narrative chronology."8
While Shepherd was not concerned directly with the concept of evil as
such in the novels, he has presented in his concise summary, many of
the elements of experience which larren typically uses to present his
concept of evil. The conflicts and tensions dramatized in the attempts
at self-definition consistently reflect the failure, finitude, frustra-
tion and destruction which dominate the atmosphere of the novels,
Throughout his novels, Warren presents people who hurt, harm, and
destroy others and themselves unless they know or learn to know about

1ife.
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Selected Religious Characters

In the analysis of evil which follows, the evidence is
drawn primarily from the statements, actions, and implications asso-
ciated with certain of the "religious™ characters. The reasons for
the selection of religious characters for the study are easily stated:
first, there are representative religious characters in each of the
novels; second, because the problem of evil is essentially a religious
problem, it was thought that it would be useful to concentrate on how
Warren would use religious characters to present such a concept;
third, there is a wide range of different types of religious characters
represented in the novels from which to select representatives. Among
the preachers, preacher's children, devout laypersons, and lapsarians
selected there are a variety of subcultures, races, faiths, and genders.

From the nine novels, seven preachers have been selected.
The earliest, and one of the most extensively drawn upon, is Ashby

Wyndham from At Heaven's Gate. He is a fundamentalist, a traveling

evangelist, who has it laid upon his heart to tell the story of his
conversion to any and all who will listen. He is not formally edu-
cated, and he has a tendency to "sinful pride in the Lord." As an
employee of the Massey Mountain company of the Murdock conglomerate,
he lost his job because he was erroneously thought to be a supporter
of Jason Sweetwater, a self-styled Marxist labor leader, who happens
to be an Episcopalian minister's son. Wyndham is trying to purge his
soul, as indicated earlier, by confessing his prideful ways. His

story is replete with his consciousness of sin, lust, corruption and
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depravity. He is one of the characters primarily responsible, I
believe, for Warren's reputation as a “Calvinist."

The second preacher selected is E11is Burden from All the
King's Men. Several of the statements which the old man makes are
incorporated in this study; he is well-educated, having been a success-
ful attorney from aristocratic Burden's Landing before leaving his
wife and son for the gospel mission work on skid-row. He has been
the victim (cause?) of a friend's betrayal with his wife, and one of
the discoveries of Jack Burden is that the Scholarly Attorney is not
his real father. Speaking freely of the foulness and wicked corruption
of politics, the old servant of God will not tell Jack about any
possible corruption in the background of one of his old friends, Judge
Montegue Irwin. Ironically, Jack discovers that Irwin is his real
father, and infidelity of his mother with Irwin was the cause of Ellis
Burden's leaving the mansion to her and his (?) son. It is his insights
for some tracts which he is trying to write in his old aged feebleness
that give Jack Burden some final food for thought as the events of the
novel come to an end with Jack's realization of his responsibility for
the things which have happened,

Next, Seth Parton from Band of Ange]s was selected. He could

perhaps be classified otherwise, because his post-preaching days are
ambiguous in their relationship to the faith. However, because he is
presented as the stern, preacher-type, Pharisee, "Puritan® in the mind
of Manty Starr, I have placed him in this group. He is from an Oberlin,
Ohio sect which believed the world was fallen and corrupt, but yet by

hard work they believed a utopia for the faithful would be established.
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Because of the hard work they were successful, and in his post-way days,
the success followed Seth to whatever he did. However, Seth and some
of the others of his Oberlin group are very useful in developing an
awareness of the concept of evil in the novels as a whole.

A Baptist minister is the fourth one in this group. MacCarland
Sumpter in The Cave is one of the several central characters in the
novel, Of the ministers, his role in The Cave is more important to
the overall story than any of the others, in terms of his total contri-
bution to the story. In addition to this, however, his own growing
doubts about himself and his relationship to God and to his son, Isaac
Sumpter, are influential upon his understanding of suffering and pain.
He is very conscious of sin, and he is subject to severe self-criticism.
He wants the best for his son, but his pride of virtue and spirit are
great. The sermons he preaches are very influential upon two of the
devout laypersons--Mr, and Mrs, Jack Harrick, his prize convert and
long-time friend, sexual rival and confidant. He is a man who earns
sympathy and contempt at once. He lies to protect his son, and his
plaintive cry is, "Is it wrong for a man to love his son?"

The fifth, sixth and seventh ministers selected are minor
characters; however, their statements and narrative functions are signi-
ficant toward developing an understanding of Warren's concept of evil.

Corinthian McClardy from World Enough and Time was a frontier revivalist,

whose meetings became more famous for their fornication than for their
preaching. The impact of these experiences upon Jeremiah Beaumont is
clear. Jeremiah turned from the faith, despite or because of his con-

version experience and his sexual initiation with a hag following one



o oepa




19

of the meetings. The sixth and seventh are from Flood. The White,
Brother Potts, and the Black, Leon Pinckney, are significant because
of the issues they raise as the destruction of Fiddlersburg is imminent.
In their own way they are concerned and compassionate, but Potts'
influence on Brad Tolliver in the end is greater than that of Pinckney,
even though at one time Brad wished he were the Black preachers. This
is an interesting way to say that Brad's self-concept had gotten very
low. How much lower could he have gotten than a Black preacher (even
though a Harvard graduate) in Tennessee?

For the second group, the minister's children, I have

selected four: Jason Sweetwater (At Heaven's Gate), Jack Burden (A1l

the King's Men), Isaac Sumpter (The Cave), and Corinne Lancaster (Meet

Me in the Green Glen). Two of these are children of Episcopal rectors,

Sweetwater and Lancaster. One is the son of a Baptist, Isaac (Ikey)
Sumpter. The remaining one, Jack Burden, really is not the son of a
minister, but since he was six years old, he grew up with the idea
that he was the son of that embarrassing old man on skid-row who spoke
of Jesus, handed out tracts and did good to the unfortunate bums.
Hence I have included him here.

In the order of their appearance in the novels, Jason Sweet-
water is the first son of a minister. He, too, is an ambiguous character.
In his youth, he glories in his impiety in the church. He appears to
be so spiritual, but he fooled the people, He had been prepared by
his father for college, but he left for the rough road of travel and
hard knocks that eventually brought him to Massey Mountain and the

labor organization which cost Ashby Wyndham his job. He, along with
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Milt Porsum mentioned earlier in the summaries, is a contact between
the two stories which comprise the novel. He is a man of idea and
ideals who will fight for his right with all his might. As his father
had taught him, it was necessary for him to believe in something before
he could believe in himself. His quest for justice brought much pain
and suffering to others and to himself. He would not marry Sue Murdock
on principle, because he believed marriage a form of prostitution of
the grossest kind. After the death of Sue Murdock and the establish-
ment of his alibi, he fades from the novel,

So much has been written about Jack Burden and he is such a
rich character, he just about defies summary. The spoiled, neurotic,
rich kid became an historian; but he could not finish his Ph.D. thesis
because of the threat the necessary understanding of Cass Mastern's
story held for him. Jack was both a man to whom everything and nothing
happened. He was Willie Stark's "dirty works" man, As an historian
he was dedicated to truth, and he is a significant study of the role
of objective, scientific efforts to understand human suffering. He
could not understand evil until he confronted himself in the events of
his personal tragedy. Afterward, he could go to Judge Irwin's house to
live after finally getting to marry Anne Stanton and take the 01d Man
Burden into the house. Through Jack Burden, some of the clearest
presentations of the nature of evil in the novels are presented.

Along with Jason Sweetwater, Isaac Sumpter could have been
discussed as one of the lapsarians or left out as a nonreligious
character. However, because his heritage as a Baptist minister's son

was so influential upon his progressive isolation and alienation during
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his abortive college career, I have included him in this group. During
the central events of the novel, lkey has returned to Johntown to bury
himself from the failures at Nashville while at the University. After
having been expelled for gross immoral behavior, he is alone and is
the epitome of alienation. However, his alienation is caused by his
own refusal to accept others and to acknowledge his own responsibility
for his evil. He has had a torrid affair with a beautiful Jewish
artist. Rachel "Goldie" Goldstein has refused to take him back after
he betrayed her love by a thoughtless round of sexual intercourse in
her car with one of her friends as he was taking the friend home in
the rain after a party at Goldie's. He does not feel any responsibility
for the evil he does. He even resents his father's efforts to save him.
Because he has come to believe love is a form of betrayal, all acts of
love are understood as acts of betrayal. He is a diabolical charac-
te}, as close to totally depraved as any in the novels.

The last of the minister's children used in the study is
also the most recently developed. Also the child of an Episcopalian,
Corinne Lancaster is a pretty, although not strikingly beautiful, very
buxom, and highly sensually appearing young woman. She was courted and
won by a not very handsome and only moderately successful lawyer, Leroy
Lancaster. She is not able to accept herself as a body as well as a
soul. Even her actions of charity and kindness are an emasculating
threat to Leroy. He comes to view her as a plague causing his failure.
He knows she is alone and lonely, but he will not, he cannot return to
her. The frustration of their relationship is symbolized in their

fruitless union: they have no children. However, after Leroy is able
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to come to terms with himself, she apparently is able to come to terms
with herself and to accept herself as she is as well, because they have
a child, a son, and Leroy is filled with anticipation as he can go home
to be with her. I believe it is significant that Corinne is the only
one of the minister's children who is both a faithful Christian and
able to find self-realization. Perhaps Warren's implication is that

in the self-acceptance and the acceptance of others she demonstrated,
we can find the key for dealing with evil.

There are ten individuals and two groups of devout laypersons
who were used in the development of this study. The groups may each be
counted as one person, because they represent coherent views of evil.
The first is the group of devout who followed Ashby Wyndham down the
river, to the trouble which caused them to be placed in jail because
of their having traded one Bible sin for another. They are an excel-

lent example of Cass Mastern's observation in All the Kingts Men that

"man is never safe, damnation is ever at hand." The second group is
the Oberlin group of devout separatists who were a part of Amantha

Starr's youthful education in Band of Angels. Their usefulness rests

in their hypocritical stand on sanctification.

O0f the individuals, some of these laypersons are the most
important ones used in the study. Willie Proudfit in Night Rider, Cass
Mastern in A1l the King's Men, Munn Short in World Enough and Time,

Jack and Celia Harrick in The Cave, Adam and Uncle Rosenzweig in
Wilderness, Lettice Poindexter Tolliver in Flood, and to a lesser

degree, Lucy Stark in A1l the King's Men and Leroy Lancaster in Meet

Me in the Green Glen furnish an impressive collection of examples of
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devotion, struggle, suffering, sin and conversion. Also, these devout
people are among the few who find some degree of successful self-
definition. Their overall importance in the novels is certainly
significant.

Again viewing them in the order of their appearance, Willie
Proudfit in many ways set the pattern from which Warren never varied.
He was a man who at one time was found in the world of "a-gettin and
a-begettin." He was familiar with the lust and greed of wild frontier
life, to which he had gone when his sap started rising. He was, how-
ever, led to leave that wildness and sin, and he found the peace of
secluded mountain life. After five years of peaceful withdrawal from
others, his isolation came to an end because he nearly died during a
fever. He then, because of a dream, went back to Kentucky to find the
love of his dreams and to face whatever the Lord had in mind for him,
regardless of the suffering it would entail. He had seen the brutality
of the frontier and the blessedness of the Lord's face, and the Lord
led him from the mountain to the draught ridden valley to be the friend
and protector of Percy Munn. His narrative function is to serve as a
counterpoint to Munn.

Certainly one of the most significant of all Warren's charac-
ters is Cass Mastern. An introverted man with highly sensitive
spiritual possibilities, he was led into sin in Lexington while going
to Translyvania College studying for the ministry. However, he never
was able to preach to others because of his own self-concept. In a way
he is a combination of the later characters: Seth Parton and Ilkey

Sumpter. Not as self-righteous as Seth and not as corrupt as Ilkey,
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Cass came through the valley of the shadow of spiritual death to find
the bullet in the battle field, so he could atone for the suicide of
his friend and the betrayal his adultery had caused. His acute aware-
ness of the evil in man and the community of common guilt all men share
are among the most significant observations given in all of the novels.

Also in A1l the King's Men, Lucy Stark, the wife of Willie

Stark, is used only slightly, but significantly, to discuss resignation
to God's will in the presence of the suffering for evil. She takes

the sin of her son upon herself in honor of the father who had died in
his own sin. She is a powerful, but meek woman to be admired for her
ability to suffer, with glory and resignation.

In World Enough and Time the spiritual crisis of Jeremiah

Beaumont is caused by the story told by Munn Short. The old man, who
had known about the pain of body-dying and the even more painful experi-
ences of spiritual death, had been saved by Jesus to go and tell his
tale., He was the jailer who told all who would 1isten about how Jesus
had washed away the mark of the curse of Mr. Perk. He had committed
adultery with Lottie Perk which on one occasion led to her being killed
during an Indian raid and Perk's saving Munn Short from the death at
the hand of an Indian. He was a man like other men who know the
pleasure of sin and the pain of sorrow.

Among the few encouraging stories in the novels is the one
associated with Jack and Celia Harrick. In The Cave, they alone are
fully presented as coming out to the 1ight of self-understanding. He
is dying of cancer, and she is very much in love with him and suffers

greatly for it. However, it is the death of their son in the cave
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which is the center of the novel. Jack's ambiguous realization that
he is both 1ike and unlike all other men is the key to his self-
understanding. Because of the frequent use of this couple in the
study below, further summary is not included here.

Christians are not the only devout followers of God presented
in the novels. The Rosenzweigs in Wilderness are Jews. The o0ld uncle
who stayed in Bavaria is the more devout; he is avidly orthodox. Adam,
on the other hand, is more off-hand about his devotion to God, and more
excited about the possibility of man in freedom, but his transformation,
as the central character in the book, is one of the most important in
this study. He overcomes his inherited weakness by acceptance of it,
and he comes out of the wilderness with a new heart, His inner nature
is sympathetic and his development powerful.

Without Lettice Poindexter Tolliver from Flood, Warren's
presentation of sensuality would be much weaker than it is. She is a
beautiful sex machine. Very much like some of the flat characters
from the other novels, such as Lois, Jack Burden's first wife in A1l

the King's Men, Lettice represents the rejection of lust and what she

called "wicked foolishness with Brad." While it may be that she over-
reacted by becoming a Catholic, the only one in this study, and working
in an old folks home, she totally lets her beautiful, well-cared for
body go from lack of care. However, because of this neglect she is able
finally to deal with the psychological rivalry she experienced with her
mother. Lettice is able to accept her mother as she is, and she is

able to speak kindly of Brad. He rejected her change at first, but he

came to realize that for the first time, he has seen her as a person.
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The final example of the devout used in this study is Leroy
Lancaster. It is not clear that he became as devout as this classifi-
cation might indicate, but he did turn to and confess his self-blasphemy
to God, and he did turn to his wife in her love and acceptance. His
transformation is complete, and he does it "in God's eye" to quote
Cass Mastern.

One of the smaller categories is the lapsarians. Willie
Stark, Jeremiah Beaumont, and to a lesser degree, Milt Porsum and
Monmorency Pugh were selected for this group. Like all of the major

characters in A1l the King's Men, Willie is very much discussed. It

is his view of human nature that sent Jack Burden on his second and
successful journey into history which ended in the death of Jack's
father, Anne Stanton's becoming Willie's mistress, and ultimately the
murder of Willie by Adam Stanton. Willie had attended Presbyterian
Sunday school and a Baptist college. He had little respect for either,
but he used what he could from both, just as he used what he could
from anyone. The pragmatic politician, his ambition for purity in a
hospital to commemorate his own pride brought about his own death.

In World Enough and Time, after the traumatic conversion of

his youth, Jeremiah Beaumont became a philosophical idealist dedicated
to purity of the ideals of justice and beauty. He betrayed his conver-
sion, and his spiritual ideal of the nobility of man he had learned
from Dr. Burnham; but he is used here as an example of one who falls
from his high philosophical-religious ideals to demonstrate the sinful
nature of man he had once rejected after his horrid sexual initiation

in McCardy's meadow.
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Private Milt Porsum had been devout in his youth in the
mountains, but his betrayal of his folk included the leaving of his
religion. He is apparently coming back at the end of At Heaven's
Gate, but his return is not yet complete. Another minor character used
fairly frequently in the study is Monmorency Pugh in Wilderness, who
ironically killed to keep from killing, because of his desire to obey
Jesus. The irony of the act and the death of his two-year-~old son
caused him to reject Jesus and become a naturalist in ethic, so that
he would "scratch where it itched."

These four types of characters, the ministers, the ministers'
children, the devout laypersons, and the lapsarians are not the only

characters referred to below, but they are the ones primarily used.
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CHAPTER I1I
METAPHYSICAL EVIL

In philosophical and theological terminology, metaphysical

evil designates those ontological conditions, principles, or forces
inherent in the nature of things which either furnish the circum-
stances under which evil necessarily exists, or cause the particular
conditions, deeds, or practices considered harmful, painful, undesir-
able, or frustrating to well-being or happiness. Because the acknow-
ledgment of the possibility of such a quality as metaphysical evil
depends upon an individual's total world-view, many philosophers and
theologians deny that there is, in fact, such a condition, principle
or force present in reality, However, the purpose of this present
inquiry is not to discuss all the possible choices available concerning
the nature or possibility of metaphysical evil; rather, our problem is
to determine whether or not Robert Penn Warren presents a concept of
metaphysical evil in his novels and its nature, if it is present,

In order to establish the presence and nature of metaphysical
evil as an aspect of Warren's concept of evil, four basic questions

have been adopted from Radslav A. Tsanoff's The Nature of Evil, While

these questions are not discussed separately, they were used as the
basis for the examination of the aspects of metaphysical evil pre-

sented in the novels, According to Tsanoff, if any of the following

29
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questions are answered in the affirmative, metaphysical evil may be
said to be present in the system under study:

1. Is Evil dualistically a principle of being itself in
opposition to the Good or Perfection?

2. Are Good and Evil somehow mixed in a world that is
futile or void of ultimate rhyme or reason?

3. Is Evil somehow involved with the very stuff of reality?

4, 1Is Evil a permanent characteristic of finite existence,
a limitation of being proper to the creatures themse]ves?]

The term metaphysical suggests an abstraction or a trans-
cendental concept. In this case, it must be remembered that the
novels of Robert Penn Warren are not technically philosophical or
theological treatises which speak directly in normal theological or
philosophical language about the abstract power or force(s) which
give rise to or are the basis for the evil(s) in common human experi-
ence. However, as it has been suggested by Albion King, metaphysical
evil is graphically and impressively presented in the concrete and
personal images of works of art and literature such as the Divine

Comedy and Paradise Lost. In these concrete personifications, evil

has a particularly hopeless quality because of its consistent appear-
ance in imaginative works as it confronts the Good.2 While there is
no concensus among the philosophers as to whether metaphysical evil
most of necessity be pessimistic, there certainly is a tendency to
treat it as such. Of the apparent defeat of man by evil forces does
have a pessimistic quality; and certainly, many of Warren's characters

do suffer permanent loss because of their losing the battle with evil.
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The overall impact of several of the novels is that man's efforts to
conquer evil are futile because evil is always present and must always
be dealt with regardless of the amount of effort previously expended
to attempt to eradicate it.

Since publishing Night Rider with Percy Munn's ultimate
destruction after his failure to deal with the forces of evil around
and within him, Warren persistently has presented forces of good and
evil in a never-ending confrontation. As long as there is life, there
is misery; and this suffering is a part of life itself, Because of
this pervading presence of evil, it is safe to conclude that the evil
in Warren's novels definitely does have a metaphysical quality about
it. It is seen time and time again, in some of the novels more than
in others; but it is virtually always there. It is certainly true
that some of the characters do come to terms with evil; but the evil is
always there as a permanent characteristic of finite existence. We
might see it as the struggle for life Willie Proudfit had in contrast
to the defeat of Percy Munn or as the wickedness at the core of human
nature as presented by Proudfit, Wyndham, Stark, Sumpter, or others of
Warren's many characters who present and confront the ever present
threat of evil in human 1ife., The belief that the confrontation with

evil is never over is expressed by Jack Burden in All the King's Men

when he affirmed the following: "But if anything is certain it is
that no story is ever over, for the story which we think is over is
only a chapter in a story which will not be over, and it isn't the
game that is over, it is just an inning, and that game has a lot more

than nine innings. When the game stops it will be called on account of
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darkness." These stories which do not end, but are "called on account
of darkness," have led many critics to conclude as John L, Stewart
did, that Warren is a persistent dualist in ontology with respect to
the conflict between good and ev1'1.3

The first question Tsanoff poses has to do with the presenta-
tion of good and evil as dualistic forces. Dualism technically requires
that good and evil exist as mutually exclusive, irreducible elements in
conflict. Commonly in dualistic systems, evil is presented by symbols
of darkness, filth, death and other comparable entities and forces
which produce those things destructive to wel]-being.4 Further, meta-
physical evil may be presented as any real physical force bent on
destruction which controls people and impedes their path to fulfillment
and happiness.5 In addition, the force of metaphysical evil may be
made visible in any external dehumanizing compulsions which degrade
man; however, there is some irony in that it is the awareness of evil

as a dehumanizing force that marks the humanity of man.6

Evil then may
be seen as both the destructive dehumanizing element in experience and
also as the force which makes man's awareness of his humanness possible.
However, these hostile metaphysical forces need not be out-
side of the self. It is possible for them to be those spiritual or
nonmaterial forces within the individual which keep him from his full
development and self-definition. In figures of darkness, filth, cor-
ruption, deformity, pain and suffering, and death, evil forces may
come from within an individual to keep him from fulfilling his potential.

Further, metaphysical evil may be presented as an illusion or a decep-

tive appearance in reality. One example of such presentations of evil



33

in the novels occurs as Murray Guilfort in Meet Me in the Green Glen

is dying from an overdose of pills, The threat of the evil in his
life is presented in flickering hallucinations of reaching hands and
varying lights, shadows, and darkness as his consciousness sinks into
a final darkness in which he is unable to tell the real from the unreal
around him. To him, "the dream is a lie, but the dreaming is truth."
Throughout the novels the characters are frequently unable to tell if
what they perceive is true, real and substantial in external reality
or merely false, unreal, illusory figments of their corrupted imagina-
tions. This final novel begins with Cassie Spottwood's inner conflict
being expressed by her inability to separate the inner reality and
illusion from the external reality and illusion. In such cases, there
is no clear agreement among philosophers whether evil is a genuinely
true entity in itself or not; however, the consequences of such imagined
forces are just as devastating to the fulfillment of being as a "real"
one. Guilfort's pain is real and destructive to him regardless of the
"reality" of the evil he fears. The threat seen everywhere around him
in the totality of his experience forced him to self-destruction
whether it is real or illusory. However, his ironic efforts to deny
the reality of both evil and love around him eventually cause him to
succumb to that evil.

It is a characteristic of evil that to treat an evil force
"as if it were real" is just as destructive as one that is a simple
reality. That is, the imagined threat to being can kill just as well
as the disease, flood, bullet or knife, "Man is subject to fictitious

evil as well as to real," Paul Siwek has observed, in support of this
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concept. "The difference between the two is merely exterior; it only
depends on the object. . . ; fictitious evil is still a true evil.
It is sometimes even more painful than what is called 'rea].‘"7 Evil
may be an illusion or a "Great Mirage," as Warren called it in his
essay on Conrad's Nostromo; evil is a powerfully destructive force
anyway. "In the end," Warren said, "the land, its people, and its

history had to be dreamed up, evoked out of the primal fecund darkness

that always l1ies below our imagination.“8 The following discussion
demonstrates that this same darkness lies at the base of Warren's
imagination. Within this darkness the force of evil is found which is
ever and always present and can never be irradicated. According to the
standards indicated by Tsanoff, this makes this aspect of evil in
Warren's novels a genuinely metaphysical principle.

In the discussion which follows, the relationship of ideas
to factual existence, the relationship of God to evil, the metaphysical
force of history, and the relationship of necessity and evil are con-
sidered as ways in which metaphysical evil is presented in Warren's
novels. Also, Warren's continual preoccupation with the weight of
original sin as a special aspect of an individual's past is discussed.
Following the consideration of original sin, attention is given to
alienation, emptiness, despair, and nothingness as parts of the dark
shadow of the self which is omnipresent in Warren's characters, The
Osmosis of Being in relation to the notions of I1lusion and Truth are
considered in the closing portions of the chapter as a part of the
interrelatedness of life in that spider web metaphor of existence

portrayed in the novels.
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Relationship of Idea to Fact

An abstraction, such as metaphysical evil, is presented in
literature in concrete images and dramatic actions, The nature of a
writer's concern necessarily is expressed within the framework of his
works of art. In Warren's novels, there is a continual presentation
of the problem of evil in the 1ives of the characters. As he stated
in his speech, "The Knowledge and Image of Man," each of the stories
is the story of a soul's attempt at self-definition, for good or evﬂ.9
The form which these stories take in his novels is the expression of
the ideals and the desires of the characters in actions which are,
more often than not, morally questionable or morally ambiguous actions
of evil and the pain and suffering which are the results of those
ambiguous actions. Most of the overt actions are actually analyzable
under considerations of moral and nonmoral evils; viz, the evil that
people do and the evil they suffer, However, the basis for these
actions is found in the nature of things, because evil is considered
as a part of the real stuff of the world portrayed. While considering
an abstraction, such as metaphysical evil, it is very interesting to
note that virtually all of the stories in the novels are comprised of
the efforts of the characters to give shape to the ideas they hold or
the desires they wish to fulfill. Such a motiff places Warren squarely

in the tradition which Tsanoff treats in his Nature of Evil: "Evil

and the problem of evil seem to arise from an experienced clash and
disaccord of the actuality with the ideal, whatever this may be."]0
The ideas which Warren's characters hold must be expressed

in their actions. The conflict between these ideas and the factuality
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of experience mixed with human loyalty was first expressed by Percy
Munn in Night Rider (1939). Within the first chapter of Warren's
first novel, the first central character speaks to the potential mem-
bers of the tobacco growers' association as they are challenged to
band together in an attempt to fight the evil of the big money inter-
ests in the tobacco ind<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>