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Introduc·tion: "This ath JOj' I-[eavy Us .All"-­

A Rare Legacy 

,Jame s .A.gee lived, produce d h works, and d:l.ed relative 

obscuri tjr on t.he America:::: Ii terary scene. He dreamed of writing 

1iterary "syrnphonies"; that is, his chR.racters w0'l1.1d he int.ro­

duced qu tly, to recur ~n ~ew ligh~s with new ver~al orc~e-

str2,tions 1 WI) d counterpo t to create a monstrous 

1
grinding beaut~:j. -­ At h death in 19.55 ~ .ftgee Ie ft one sue 'l sym~ 

Family. The book was publ ed thumously 

year later received the litzer Prize for literature. T 

t -",.gee's J.~. rary career to its 01 

ter Ohlin comments: 

For althougll the book recr;5,ved the Pul er Prize 
and i prose was isad in glowing rms, many 
crit s found it impossible to judge adequately 
a ',vor1\: whi wc,s r.ever '/"i,nished b:: 8,utl1or and' 
fvxthermore, ,wondered whether: was really 8. novel' at 

•• :theliterary opinion fou~d it di icult to 
accept Whitman as a mo~el and dem~nded literary 
orde unity of themes? imagery, charac r~ action 
and structure. It WRS hardly conducive to the ap­
,reciati'Ie rece:)tion of a wo:~~r '''hieh is in i tsel +' 

a fragme and w)")ch shrinks strl.}C in favor of 
-te ~'~e '!) 

The no~el conce~ns ~ elf with _ ~ ~ 

the On three consecutive days a~e relat~d Jay 

Folletis Jast eV81,'ling at home~ his depa!"ture to "d.. sit the bed­

Ja:,r's death c:m automobile accident returnirlg 
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nome. A shor~ but te~minate length of t separates the 

final d~y of the ~ovel which concerns the incidents surroun~ing 

Jay's burial. 

last to.n qrS, there s been a V8.1. of s 

,tJ..gee 's worJ'[s. wi th man~r cri t:i.cs cons ide them as outstandi.nG 

e X21:JTlP Ie s in Twe Century A.merican tters. t James A3ee~ 

appeal exte beyond his gifted 1 

expresses concerning h growth the expe e of knowinc God 

offers a. valu2.b eX:::3.mple of a mC'.n living through a traumatic 

the question of whe 

God really enters into a person's life. This question is one 

possible existence 

of 8. Goel, MUS t s ~gee was search for someone 

to fill spiritual AmDtiness h8 sometimes J.+; is evide 1n 

his personal let 1"8 9 in his sh prose poetry, (prO i 7i­

d the basis of this ~~~s ) in his novel! A in the 

FamiJ.y~ 

It th? main p~~pose of ShOVl t one way 

e 

8j(}!re SS8 S God 

through ./1.. "--__ _1""_,,. __t_h_e p2.rtic:ulaxly through the seven 

mai~ characters of this ~ovel and how they lIed or' opposed 

his elings of i th. The characters c' re ticnships vii th God 

from near ath~ism to extreme p tYI approaches an~ perspe~ 

tives which are similar to Agee's v of God Id at 

times during hi,s 
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T+ 
.'~ J 8.1so 8.0 imp'Jr't.8~~1 t !'ie of this sis to demol1­

s-1:::rate t what an author wrl s ca!! h.2. 'TI 8 links his personal 

life n Ho\vever, it is cd.so true thB.t this premise cannot. explain 

all of .9.:1 Ruthor wri ~ ,::> t th2.t i t would be reus to 

as s"!"une so. Ja.mes Agee h If ~~o be d~R,l:i Et of the 

world of hi~ cha~acte~2i 

.. G 

....,+Fr. F'l;{? and the crl tical ,!rl~i tir.gs 0: J... l' Phelps and 

Robe F:i. rald~ Thes8 three men were close iends of /\.{5.ee t s 

the r 8.S spiritual or and t~e latter two as companions 

in j m a~d sometimes critics. They, who cherish ~is 

m9mory, have provided critical ins 

James Agee was a brood r tender-minded craftsman of 

1'::0 s. experienced frustrations and s . of.. the 

most of his works to fully recog­

for their greatness a r b.is death. was a mg.:! 0:1 a 

t unive~sal search a God; and r.;ea!'ch was o:Pten 


diversely considered i~ his writin~s. It 
 d that by COll. ­

ce ing on his novel~ A Death ir:. the Rore light can 

shed on Agee t '"' search and~then the b and the maYl t~., 

James Agee,can be bet r a,preciated. 

1 



II. }\.narchis·t 

isti2~n m2~~ 
i 

Catholic, i.e., a High l1:::.~ch E~., i8C iart, v/hie!: shape ~~O 

the rooteof his fai and h metaphysical b~~~ground. How-

r:;Y9r t t~e 1 "EpiscopaJ.ia~'1" .'iis not adequate descri"hing 

ets religiosity. for he dropJe~ th formal reI oni for all 

five ~rear8 old.practice.l P'l~ S8S~ by the t 

A"e:gl~ sensp o~ TelTo attempt to describe 38.me s .:>. .." ~.- - - lor:. 8. com­"-0 -I~' 

i "t. ~ .. +.pJicRted affair, for he ·v/a.s a sens 1 .1.ve, ar .,1S vlC person, lack in' 

::: 1f.'h h vloulrli~ self-confiderce t open 10.11 those 

shake his Itc.bsol~J.te" vahles acquired in his rast re ligious for-

ffi<'ltion; shal{e thAm so pr'Jfonndly tha.t in em­

brace formal religion, and neV0~ clearly define for himself or 

others his O'I"1n faith exper nee 0: Dvright M8.cdonald t a contem--­

porary critic of e commented: 

Although he was dee~ly religious, he his 
own kird of' f"",1 ion. on"'! that included ir ­
revere~cp., blasphemYf obscenity~ and even Com­
munism (of h o~n kind). By t~e 40's a 
reI -conservatiY8 re""riva 1. was underV!2.y, but 
Agee felt as out of place 2.S ever: "if my shape­
less commenTS can 08 of any interest 0:::- use," 
char8.ct'3ristical1y began his contribl:tlor: to 
a ParTisan Review symposium on Religion a~d the 
Inte IJ.ect:~al "it 1HiLl. be neca',tse the anl8.teur 
and amph iar sho~ld be represented in such 
a d cussion. By amphibian, I mean that I have 
a religious background and ~~ 'pro-r~l ous', 

.ough :r;ot on the whole 11gh d ~y th 80­
called revival.· It is douttful that I will 

~etu:;:~n to reI ion!'l 


To ~8tand ho~ A e arri~ed at the positior jescribed 

wouln best to 3:'!t a perspectivs of hip 
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expe S i':1 living. 

the autumn of 1919. James Agee e':1tered St. Andrew's 

Board School for boy's, near Sewanee, Tennessee 9 thus coming 

under influence of the copalian Monastic r of th.e 

Holy Cross. Of particular importance is the fr ndsh he began 

with Fr. s Fl~rep ,"ho lived taught at t~e school. It 

seemed ikely th~t these two differ~nt men could ever reach as 

deep a 1 of friendship as they did. Father rlye was 2 

"quiet man of deep, committed, fai th." Agee vvas a 

":;J8.ssi 1 exalted g intemperate and self-destructive young 

man••• full.ye sed to his generation's temptations~ question­

ings and losses p a~d su~~erGed in ~es 

1. ideological. moral. aes t 

man s~ared E!. ling instinct reverejnce. Robert 

in ~is introduction to the Letters o Jarn8s 
J 

Agee to Father 

Flye t gives is 

It "ms an th~r hearty revero'1''.ce ~ unsolemn, 
joyous ••• a reverence for everyth ,for the 
whole created world, and for all ir differerices, 
tha t is. whe:t the~ s02.red. . In both of them reverence 
waG an lnborn t ll".vJ.olate H'.St -:le1 tr~r-;r a 
troubled convicti:::m nor an act of ~ but simply 
'3.D abound ima.ry belief as olute as Blalte!s 
"e~3ryth t iS t is holyo" (P. 19) 

BecEl.use of th uncommon witness, 0.0 men had a profound effec~ 

on eHch other's 1 beliefs. Bu+: it was esp""c!iall,Y Fr~ 

1;'1 '.'e .• s' patient and loving advice which S Agee relied upon,~ --J ' 

providing him with s hgf:h, and serving as onr-; of the unifying 

influences throughout h troubled life ~ 

-5­
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In. the ~f 1928 7 Ag~e entered Harvar~ versi t~r' s 

Sc1"_oo] of ...To'lrnal graduated with his rt~ the 

spring of 1932 and im~edia+ely took a position at Fortune maga­

zine. However stimulat Harvarc might e:1 for his 

agnostic bonp. , II and in one ed 1. wrote fo:'::' the 

he even proposed Episcopal 

undergrRduates.~ 

A'Gee s his years at Harvard pe his sole lO"lre 

of creat as 1929~ Agee 

himself was C0:18cj:,)U8 of :::)_ religiol)R a-trophy settl~_ng oYer him-

as ,. tter to F!'. Flye,sc:ribes thi.S Dortion of a 

mber 199 1929: 

~ore and more a gro~th of me 
and appreciation. and it hi 

se about as puberty did. I 
nee the 82.'TJe alm'Jst sen?ous jo.)r in. 

a t It It m Ge-ttir~!G s x'e F If ) ~1e 
exactly t~e same time~ I'm consci0u8 

spiri tl~8.1 and 8th 1 phy ••• 
wholly-lost ••• yet at the s~me time 1 it's 
to feel ~8 helpless It as ~ do. 

Two years after he hagan in New York, Agee p~b-

l5. .ed a !"'81 ions boor of. -:!op.ms f Me 'fc,vap:.e, on whic.r 

Fitzge~ald commented: 

reviewers ~gnored it. It 1;'!8.S as if t il':-t:.e re s ts 8.':ld the t s 

made ].t imluc:i.1,J.e ... 5 The "t1mps" re rrec1 to by F~.tzger8.1d was 

ssi01!.t"the econor:1Y of aC8 '1 " Amer ica~:.S' ' VIe re 
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experiencine; new life styles. sl:ado~lred by the spec·r,res of 2...YJXiety·, 

frustration and want; and, in 1932 t~is evil was just the begin-

y:d. l1e of '.flOrSe evils to plague /\.IT!erica for the next 15 years. 

Of all this Agee wrote: 

The epidemic of desp2.ir and weariness you \~r. 
Fly~ speak of if 8. terribJ.e thing. The i,~rhole 
suiritual t6ne bf this time seems the darkeet 
a~d the saddest in centuries. I hardly know 
which it seems worse in--me~ or women. Very 
pitable--~nd--very difficult in both. (August 
18, 19J2)'~ 

Though he dropper his :no.l1-t:lc of formal re ligion in. the 

1930's, his worl<:: too}): on neVT dimensions, becoming his religion. 

This was especially true of one particular aspect of his work. 

His friends rema mbe r tho" t in the years 1936-1942 Agee was 

d.L'lVen· " oy 8. fierce desire to seek the truths about events, 

~ c a;~r:- in? 5. ;.-:J.o';:'" ?;:, c· ~;. -~. ~ -...: s -t tV?:' t ~15. ~-!; ::-; " " c S/J + t :.;,--.;[; 
0.S ~1e,~I~, t:~:c .~~~~1.t -!-:-1-: =I,l-1c1 ~,\.. ~~,O}_C -:}~~~'L t·ll. (J.8 is 111..1mar:I.Jl 
pOPsitl~, ~hich me~~s several sor~~ o~ t~uth 
~ay~y~ b~t on the whole mean~ spititual life§ 
~n+egri+" ~nrl c ...... ,~···+h· "'nd C'p-'-+!.'~cr t'1·l·~ {n"e"'vo)..Ll .... ~-' J ..... _ vJ :........ \.... .. 6..1- v'··' '... .1 .. r c,.;••• \.~'-" ' .... v-..... .ll.b J.t ~"") '.. 4r~_L
I,.,. , 

+~~1'.L.h'o..-L ,.l.. c"t'_'., t ......:..1.:...c ""'le"''''''°8-'-'-, _.~ ~ c·. L. ~1_"'nd_ .~ __~'..... ~ _ ~ ~_ n(18~~b]e~!, ~~ ~l.. _-~l,;'.l.J.. J .;.~ CL . .!- r.l"'8nest ..r...L.!,; ... 

terms. (February 17~ 19j6)1 

By"truth" ~ Agee meant the real correspondence jetween tl:at Ylhid 

is said and What is the case at the utmost peak of conscious­

7r. + th t:. t' 1 • f th··~ . +hness. nlS .ru. \',Tas no lD ~ne ma,'>:lng 0" ,. ll.gS, l.e. p ".,e0 

"artistic truth." With himself; as artist, he often wrestled 

w5.th this type of truU1. i;,ltryiYlg to define his own <3.ctions 

and thoughts. He wanted to ~each the essence of all that 

to"clched himself. This fn.l.stratil1g drive was the challepge that 

It if coursp affected his ever-forming ethical 

~?-
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every transition, 

and spiritual-vSlues., Agee was ab to reflect back into his 

past and discover how dee~ly the' tru in awareness of the 

living God had known as a chi a yOUl'lg man had a cted, 

him. The sion for truth had levance to everyth. 

II"churer and "chI'" t;ianityi' . i and I in fol­

lowing pas e reflects on "churrh'" and "christ It 

and their ility to handle "bare " . .~ 
s much less far se~ood; at 

more misu erstanding comes 
; gradually becomes handleable hy those 


too corrupted by falsehood handle bare 

t ru ..... Rd· J.n,.. o 1 PJ
'..l..+h 1 8..1um ~ead n 

Agee bel ved that formal reI were not the keepers of the 

truth about God. He saw his ], faith as the and 

wisdom peace of his childhood." This religion was not· for 

James e~ the adult, because h life was the cenitBr of a 

storm and the religion offered him no shelter: 29 describes 

'it: 

re is suc~ athi .as l~arnihg_enoug~ when 
9you're half drowned to ,came in out of the 

, James Agee neve!:" really ca~e i:r.. out of t:!1e rain. 

one of his most profound reflections an formal Christi ­

an p written in 1938, e s s his position: 

I am an anarchist~ with the belief that 

opera.t5_ons of human need and acquisi t:i.v8ness 


concentration on ly material n8cess s 
and h8.1f-nec8ssj_t the structures of law 
through which th~se rations are canalized. 
restrained and governed. that all of this is 
tragi~. mistake~ eccentric from the root 
up p B.nd can not ~ome to good; a~d that 
effort to manipulate the goorl within such a 
f~amework, no r how sincerely. can 
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resu \~ com~romis~ ••• !n oth~r ~ordSl compro­
m S cOHld be rrni2sab .orJ,,! if what ',oras 
compro~ise~ were reme red ~s 
Dor~a~t to b~ striven towards than 
~hich ~ad only in bee~ ieved; and 
over c"''?r one s led completely to l'refer 
the oJutist, .e person w!;o regards o::ly 
the literal, nearest approach to the to • 
Par i~sta~cg. Prancis sisi seems to me v~olently 
to have restoren ineas of JesHs; of comp 
disregard for the s ctures of the world or 
living as it wae; t this was mortified by 
his disciples ever during his lifet so t 
it 801110 8-..;ist 5.~:: the world a.rno 'Jpl.a w! th l'?ss 
sp t:18.1 8nerg~r. I V1('1'I1.d s::>.~· n th2.t 
full. lite-al Christian idea has no regard 
existence in the ~orld ~s it r hut only for 
its own existence,and that is of a sort 
'fJr..ich wO'JJ.d destro~r the strl'cture of t world 
as it is p in prorortion to how gene ly and 
!-lOVI lU1C0r:1promisi J~r it is fo1c}'!J'''l?d. '!'ha.f:; it 

~ar ~ore 

rly ~Rstructive to any contentment w5th the 
ings of this I,"'arld theJ s ~ ~.'lr'l 02_'1 find 

or approach cont~ntme~t orily within:the purity 
of- its O~,'fY'l terms; p,~,,:,""jrl -t.h8.t C:.1~~,r o-rgar1iz8.tj~on 

whether material or of bel f which seeks to 
subs iate t~e "world as j.t is" 2.:1d there 
make ~t a~iab or acceptable ca~ only resu 
in betrayal of its eS8en08. Hence I feel bound 
to be an anarchist religion as well as 
"pblitics" and fRel that the effort towards 
good in both is p~tical, and that a man who 
wants and inte s g60d cannot affor~ to have 
the slightest respect for that which i? willing 
~o accept If as it is? or pleased with 
a R~ccessful comprom • (June 28, 1938) 10 . 

e lt formal religion Ivas somehow less STl itu::3.1. ss ef­

.c .' it shou1.d a.nd cou be. It was th~ re t.1eC~l"'!e of a 

isE''' 0..0 being in world. 

world. as Agee WqS concerned~ formal religion was not 

trv.e to ra~ical demands of Jesus, a" 

essence." As a man arive~ to find the truth all th 

...... 
1. "s 



zation."James Agee could not acee the frame of an "0 

ritage, which he considered to b8 less 

ir:. i essence. anSVle r.I:O cuIti his own" el 

God." 

During tte :1.ext decade. the 1940' s ~ e struggled to make 

for God. Agee's world Movedclear for himself these fs':! 

from the de iring years of the war s through the postwar.:_' yeaxs 

. of re ive peace. In 19ltJ. the American race issue exploded 1n 

De it, with ,a viblence would be a', sign of 'propl1ee~r for 

years to come. James Agee responded, searching h SOUl, 

e~hic2!b2.s j. h58 pos ion on 

All I most eSscDt 1 wayc 
--, ·:~~~c"'. f l 7 II) ~ 1---~.'~:::'.c~·!9 ;?:.~I-:'(r: i'1: 

C : ;~~ed of at~&nd 
mixtu~es'of elements more or 
poss ible go t and evil, all h',nal.1 be lngC'. 

esse 1 in their mortal hee they 
8.11 , God s c;mo inequa3. degrees. 
the same eQual the ntiali i:y of each, or 

self-defe itR tration from the outside, •• 
'../- .J.. 

I",2". seems 3. l· basis of Christian understand QQ' 

a~ ba.. sis of lity w~~ch none of the milliori 
ineQual s of temperament or endowment., of 11 
whieh should be recognized, can touch. (May 21, 1945) 

During that same y8'-=l.r, James Ji..gee·s ad friend, Robert 

Fitzge , returned to the Roman Catholic faith. Th was a 

mendous jo to Agee t he was very close Pitzge 

They had to Haryard together, and while there and later 

per:lods a f Ii fe h8.d served each other as cr ic, COtlrlSe lor and 



s of ife, until Fitz­co~rade. They had even shared philos 

nce. As FitzgeraldraId had the radical conversion e 

deseribc;; s: 

We were never estranged, but neve!.:' so close 

agein either r 28 ~e had been be 

,JimTegarded my cOI'.versation with 


re 

had 

reserve. He saw an old friend 

ported by the hour into prec 


same syr~t8m of coordinates he 

vii in the 1930's. Fort in my I
Q 

hac,rRservations now about the quaIl of his 

old v ion. It strncl<.: me that it ml,Jst 

been a matter of imagination and empathy 9 a 


found and sacramental sense of the 

world~ but only a notion of:the uncomme 


beingoverhead, the ch8nge of light and 

a man no fulcrum by which to d 

l~ from his new place •.. at any rate, I 

aves 

now d to lead a kind of life Jim had 

rejec d, and in his own and general opi 

01,1 tgrown" 12 


19hout the remainder of 19L~5 ~ },.gee we a 

dee n reI ious crisis. In a number ot letters • Flye f 

WOl..~d t he felt it unlikely that ever comA 

a ch communiccmt again. However r he vias grateful 

he did have~ In the follow nces 

sUrrlrr:ed it.h of "doubt". 

so much that at the same 
t: thoughts and realizations 

to doubt 
must 

to me to 

yersonal and histori~ memories 
so fill me with ~earsl aDd with 

ain ,that it Sgems i~cre~ible 
he a Christian and a Catholic in the 

simp st and the strictest sense of the words. 
But ! am once grateful for the emotions and 
d01..tbt 1 of them. (1945)13 

Some remarl~ab exchanges in 1948 bet~gen himself and 

helped Agee to hold of his shapeless religiosity. one 

rel 
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letter. e p who professed he didn't e,ren know most of the 

time w'l--,ether he believed in G ,asl-:8c J?r. FI'ye some advice 

'I--, •on J.!.lfi 1 f. Fr.Fl~e's respons8 9 with pat nce and gentle 

insights, seribed the. " tiEl.n" Agee: 

You d if I feel perhaps somewhat 
ongrous to have you use such an expressi.ri 


as "God bless YOD... " I ce inly do not. You 

are naturally reI 
 Some people have a 
fundamental sense cf revere~~e and of rness, 

ic quali~ies of religion and of such are you. 
re is a quotation which I can't iden+i 

something like~ 
"INa needs mlJ.st ce.re for the highest 
v.'hen we see 

I cert8b'lJ_y dOl".' that 2.8 R ne it~r. 
are those Who are bore~ by what is clean, 

s~eet, beautiful, er and reverent. 
tVJeen the high the 10,/.', tl:.ey \Ni choose 

low. There are those who disapproved of 
Christ and those laughed and jeered a~ him 
as he l-:u:1g on the cross" I know that you !':'l.rR 

one of those who, the highest whe~ see 
; "omnia natural Christ1ana," as 


expre ss ion was 4 :As tVleen Chrip.t those 

inst him, the no doubt to wh h side 

you are drawn. The way to make this legience 1h 
open will become carer to yeu. (April 4, 1948)-­

e rmf'd Fr. Flye' s scrip+:ion of h religiousness~ and 

next few years be to develop t<;:)stamerlt of 

to see VIi th morereI ions con.sciou8nP-ss~ was beg 

c i ty nov! that h ~. th would never lJe a sacra!"1sntal faith 

of any churc0. He ,,"vas too weak in tl:.e . hellef of any 

11.[,88 now had a burning faith in God, 

a p ty that was deep true p having en steeled by doubt 

havirlg "rea+.hered dry seaso~s of his soul. However~ 

8.8 Fr. Flye had d covererl, Agee's reJ. lous co?:sciou.sness was 

as broad as the wo~ld he lived in, encompassing a God of 

-12~ 
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emotion~ 2nd sense 

t bee~ approac~ed through the eyes of an Ep copal 

·~t0 was too b~oad and too ~rue to be found under this label; 

)r:e Wh.0 "'las 8.t times close and timeR far dis 

)11e 'Nho at tim8s seer.1ed to disappear a1 ther, leav a 881188 

Jf e::r:1:tr-;rr.e 58 1f-d ot:bt $ 'N1'1 leh turn st;rel1gthened Agee's long 

God _ 

In the ars preceed Agee'~ death in 1954, he acknow­

d the q r cl • navy h0 \l18.S 

')eg:i.~;.rd.ng to 'd.ew himse If as a re ligiollS person f who while not 

oJ.utely sure about his religion's ing power, 

nt to .liY8 with t ltDOwlec.ge of himsr:::lf. 

one of h fina.l letters to , 0.2. d Se mber 

0, e considered ~is cy~l0s: 

T Go~n. ~~ I imagi~9 2~~y 
,= ~_ (; t- ,:.1=,}_ c~ 

+~·.-c_ , 

,.re }:'~{ DV.·~;;' d '1 ,~~g~l I t ill "itO -t. ' St:'l~e 
"reli2io"lsJ_~rtt rlgl1t V'I:::; :L t; 
an~rhOT'~'f a s 0::: be 0PE::n. ;::rW8.re, 
concR~C'ned, 1.""1. ".:8.::/s vihic!!. e.re rood 
usu8.1l:i L1 re lit, n Gr th.e more ser7_o'.J8 :{lnds 
of poetry or music or just in a SRDSR of exis­

nce~-i<e. r' 8. rel~tti'vel;y full and emotioDa:"!_ly 
rich sense of , as carnpared with the oppos 
~ of eye I'm au ntly s~ing into 
i+ ~gain now. At times or moments I feel V1r~ 
tuously sure that Dothing sha of aomi~e k to 
a fr::rr.18.J religion (prob8.bly the one I \A'8.2 brought 

in) ~ill nearly enou~h for me: at others, 
T feel sure my own s !ess, personal 
re ligioi}.s sense, vrh8.tever m8.~r he t J.B 

de ning; f).:1c1 hlcreas 8"8n the svtings away 
ss aVtf8..Y from t: lcee:p some ](i1'1d~ of 

relations with it.1S 



J9.m€! sAge e d d be fore cou.ld apply the flnishing 

touches to his novel~ Fa.m11y, a book that has 

Jeen ca:U_ed 	tw his contempore.ry critics. one of the most impres­

of the 1950's. n07el W3.8 ~once d, wi tl-~ a 

con.t!'ol grace 

H~ WQrlre d on this bool<. for the last f~een years of his 

between assignme for T::tme a:nd Life magazines and 

?layscripts for HolljTwocd producers. He cons id'3red the book 

3.8 his most ished wrote it with the intens~ty 

Jf poetry and pJ.3.rrative strength of legendry 9 reminiscent of 

James Joyce. 

Most tics consider A in the .FamiJ.;,{ to be auto­

biographical in nature~ there is some ev rwe to support 

this view. On the surface, re ~re obvious parallels w the 

e's middle name was Rufus. the main 

chara.cter's name in the Dovel; a Ot whe::; ewa.s six years 

old his father died in an automObile accide~tp essentially 

analogous to the c Iltng ident in the novel ft However, 

more i!:tpre s s than these are a nt:mber of quotations from 

Agee's tters and writings which implicitly explic 

state that Death in the; F'8.rnil:i was 8J..ltobiographica.lly 

conce i1[eo. 

first quotation comm0nts on Agee's prose style, that 

t what would ultimately 15.ke his style to be. It is taken 

novels 

ann 

http:contempore.ry


~e 

t~o sti 

I I'd better not 

"een or 
years. 

• I read 

In the letter. A 

the Family WB.8 still a dre8.'il to be realized" However, lC8.­

ticY1S are f;hat of se 

The style and th~ ~~ 

rlann~d piece of se rnel"~tioned in th5s q'LlOta tio:nv.,rere 

P~~OSA lrls y(n.l down from .':;~'" ]C'ss5.hj.lity of 
symphonies: P;!t ~.·pto r00ti.c dramp.~ j.t 
could ce bn stillborn or wor8e~ 
much of to ge~ can't well 
in d to 1;8 a narra 
the s knn'!! has never benn 
the sort J've re t the mertium i~ 

exactJy a finely shaded 
bti~f3 to get the e eaR 

t 

a short story or ~ovel. I've 

~f a ~ort of q8ph~bious style .•• 

tl:at r.oilld run in~t~o po"etr,Y' '}.rr.len th9 octt;as 

poetic e ssion. That mayhe the solution, 

to 

as 

I 
don't exactly lite the idea. What I want 

a tic ~ictio~ t~at w~.ll cover 
iJf 8'.rents perf8r:tly 2.nr'! ~.S e~ren'.~i 

covers e~ o~ga~1 vital as well as i 19 af the 
And this stylA can't~-of course-­

~c ma t""tcr \Vh8.t It m 'f'~'l:,i ~ • ,F0r 
I'm quit0 deter~inert to in~ comedy 
a sor~ t~at would dAm~nd real~sti~ slangy 

d98C::,7.ptior:.. (N('~rr'r:;~er :t9, 1930)1 

,~E en ars 19.te~, in 2.mtJher Ie .. Flye J A.gee 

tel of his :!l",W ject 7 nl tim2.te I;;,' to come in the< 

talk much 
A novel, short but 

~l1cl'ght "l)ef'!t for 
e~~ing the 

you t~e little I 
feel ho~eful about 

day of 
had on it. 

it, 

piece 
T 

I ') 
to feel hopeful. (March 2, 1. 9'-t·8 ) ,/~ 



after Agee'sre was a fragment of prose. 

death9 which apparantly appears to be a ginning to auto­

biogr~phical novel. short work is undated: 

Now as 8.V!8ren':?ss of ~10W much 0.;:' life is 
and how 1 Ie is 18 • becomes even more 
I feel also, and ~ver. more ly the 
to restore, to make a little S8 impermanent, 
such of my lost li~e as with the 
beginn and coming as .•. 1 had 
hoped I might make poetry 0f some of this 
material, fiction of more of it. and the 

t two years I have written a od deal as 
tioD. and a little of it as poe But now I 

bel ve that se two effort~ were mistakes. Th 
boo}c chie fly a remembrance of my childhood, and 
8. me 1 to my ther: and I nd that. I value 
my childhood and my father as were, as well as 

St9 

ping. 

exactly as I eRn reme rand rp 
beyon.d any 1~3 'Nhicl1 
I have made, or t ever , i 
fictio:::. ....cc,w )~;,:"" :: i).m m8.kin.g 
~ang~rous to an 2rtist, in ~a ing 
I know too that by a good use of fiction or poe~ry 
one 0an re-enter life Ii more eply, and represent 
it more viyidly: int ly. a:r.d fully, by 

such means of bold ra:'ration as I propose... • •• 
11.,.use such variet s of a~tfulness as seem 

8.pprop:.~ te , J 

was di cult--to duee a work of art p 

ct the value of li lS own 11 ~-in 

fi.ctioT!.~ illfully accomplishe1 is two task b;:l the 

level of cont::'ol held over his artis Agee Ltsed his 

fiction to truth:ullY.pcrtray celebrate 

li that he d. 

this 
life art; 

6­



_he 

,Joel. 

IV. The Cycles Umvind 

I "t,reer "betv{een be 1 "f ill God, :':'lQI2.-be f g 

a~nd ct }~ir1d of 1'--,-ell-t';~ctlit~{4 111 alJ. ttlree forms 
! ke what I believe meant 

+1.- .; ""'C< n ~ ~ r"10~/"'-Cr"" :Lv!le ...LO ...AL: ,.... onQc_·~)v~c...~ll-;OC)., 

, taken from a religious sympos 

Hsra publis d in the Partisan Review of 1950, The s 

3.180· provides framev,.'ork. a.round v!.hich the !lB j or charac rs 

:; f A ['eath ir, the Family re fleet e's reI iOllS consciousn~ss. 

i~clusiveness of his religious values embrace his characters, 

• ..L dpious; in the ~s~son of Mary, the PlC :..8 

In each of these person~' liv8s 9 religion~ part larl;y 

ssed in a pe~sonal God? ei r an important or an Ufl­

character a diffprent re ionsh '171 th 

represent-ihg. diff8rc; lave of be of 

be 1 fare s h;;.rp ly llenged by the controll 

of Jay llet, Mary's husband. His apparently 

se11se less and the 8. rmath of 

4-'st felt re lig cony \.,lons -:heir struggle 

to u:~derstand.-

It cor~ee i vable one could ga :::' frem the ve 

real differerlc'23 between M2.ry and Jay -that irs was a marriage 

head~d for dis gra-c Differences in op cn loomed la:::ge 

were 0 n hotly co~ sted over fuat such as religious 

bel f. attitude towards dr and their family backgro~~ds. 

Rnd Jay were drawn tt.8r in compliment8.r~r love? 

of 

-~- 7­



CQmpl""0mis ing 'fJl~en. neces • which AgP8 co~sidered to be "the 

fundamental groun.d of human society_"2 

Jay re sented the reverent man l who found not only 

deligl1t, "hut o hiR God-experience in ',A)'orld ~ the 

of nature. He S2.W no~ .neec1 to be verbal about his 

God experience. In t ~ he and N!al~Y exchanged C',s few 'Nords on 

this matter as possible; and because of this. Mary It deepl~r 

disturbed by what she cons ered to be ,Ja~T's withdrawal from 

something meant 80 much to her: 

For she had never before so clearly into 
words, i~to visible recognition, the religious 
differences. or the importance of the difference 
to her ••• it really was only both of them 
sa so very little, as if heth took care to say 
-,.'8 15:t~~le,. ~~r~8:t '..VB~S ~~js-t: 1~·tli' Th8.t ct"-':b.i:-!b 
V}:li~:-, .,~leS.11t 8':: i01",~ -tc -' ~'" -,T' f;'101""''2 p .?'l 

~ .~~ p~~u ~c a t~~ + Y could ~ot 8~aref 
or 8~uld not be OPQ~ 2boat".Pho Delt ~~~~ s~s 

1t j~:r;,:T .(:t <A.ndJ:--e~~'l' c: ?~'lgc<r· E..~ CC11t~~ l' a.r~d 
~L0118 0f :rLe~"'" -:~:.eT·f2 <If 'bL~-f; it Vlas "Ie cle:::t~~t 
by ~!s spec quietness~ when instances 0 
came he was ve f~r from it a~d 
her. he d ~ot 1 it. H distance, and some 
kind of dignity, which she ~?spected in him, 
much as~ hurt her by this.si nee and with­

1..... J 


loved h God in his own way, wi quie t dig!1i ty. 


In a D'lmber of tC4nces fl 
 tioD, religious 

. . 1 -, 1speak ~ was Slml.ar to e 's. Jav s re..L ion was an unso­... , 

isticated one: basic valt"tes of respect for each man, 

f lity rpreted as love) to his wi B.nd ilYJ and a 

will ss to :J8.crifice were all important compen.e ~ CAn 

institutional church was not.) doubtful whether Jay 

~1.8 



ip with a "Christ." His relig:i.on 

was not a "Christian" rel~gio~. but more a re ion of natu­

ralism--it was na t good ing to do· in this world. If 

eire!' ,Jay ce.me c to e.n;: higher ing it was ::i.n nature. 

would ever admit a relat 

fact could 

some longed 'Bense r;f welJ. be ing th8.t he founr'! fulfilled 

nature. Nat~rc was an experience o~ the holy: 

He knew that a very important of 
we II came of s.ta~; a few minutes 
away from homerverv qu tly in dark, 
11stp.ni to the aves:i.f trey moved~ and 
J.ookL:1g 8. the s , •• these realizatioYls 
mo~ed clear through the senses t the memory, 
the elings, the mere clings of the place 
they paus?d at .•. and above them, the tr8mbling 
1(3.terns of the '.:mivp.rse t se.emi::l.g so :near ~ so intimate ~ 
What \"~1en air st d the aves a:nd their ir. 

seemed be the breathing. the 'wh:'i~ering 
of tha stars. (DF. D. 21)

'_11..1..- ...-. 

The perfect express of Jay's ty,e of religio~ was a curious 

ned at his fune , here narrated hy Andrew toevent th8.t 

h 'lepheltv' (and e S son) s Ru ftt s : 

If anyth1ng ever makes me bel in God, 
or 1~f8 after death •.• it'll be what happened· 
this a rnoon.- re was a. lot of clouds •.. 
but they we~e blowing fast, so there was alot 
of st~!1shirle ~t.OD" Right \\111en thR~r to 
lower ~T01).r father ir~.to the ground 1 into his 
grave p a cloud came over and re was a. shadow 
just 1 ironp a perfectly magnificent butterfly 
settl~d' on the --coffin, just rested there, 

'over the ast ••• he stayed there all ihe way 
down •.. he never stj:rred» except j1.1 R+ to 
move his w that way, until it gra d aga~nst 
the bottom 1 a --rowboat. And j'v1St: whe:;. it 
did, e Run came out just dazzl 1 ng bright and 
he flew straight up out of that-~hole in grol).:l.d t 

straight into the sky, RO high I coul~n't even 
see hJm anymore ..• DQr: 't you think t R vl·')nderfl.' l? 

-:L9­
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fus?, •• If there at-e such a thi ap; 
l~s ... then th?_t's surely miraculous. (DF, p. 251 ) 

a?pe~red not only as a symbol of the Resurrecti6n, 

t\l~t as +;h8. t of DRture that was ly for Jay. Here, a 

~·".r8.8s i rrrp Ie tarfly was miraculous. aD 1.111.S 1,oi 

of Jay's reI ion as a simple reverence for 1 

i~_S WeS e s lished earlier, Mary was quite different from 

her in her religious lief and worship~ S had an 

orthodox l' • wh i8h on oocas ions b.order8d on ce:d'1g a re fined 

• 1)­
de nS8 mechanlsm. 

Mary felt close to God, who race cl her fe 

Shp. was termined not to let 's 1'1.pparant 8.pathy d lsrupt her 

duty of rais the children as ChI' tian Catholics; 

~ .. because quiet and ntle as s could 

certain~y try to be 
 itr they were 

go to be ~rought up a,s she knew 

must ing them up, as Ghristian. Catholic 

children. (DF, p. 46) 


God Cl.t t s baffled Mary. Yet~ she placed her ent 

p0rson in his power. Her view of God was ~ore soph ticatAd 

Jay's, t at- the sam~ tine s~mplist God 'N'as a lev 

father who "dosl'm' t want us to do tllings, but t.o knO'!1 good 

from and be ad of our own fr8e choice." (DF~ p. 49) 

controlled all th , and men oulc'l love him. could be 

harsh; and in a prophet sense, express~d t~ese words 

about u 1. t5.mate faith in his ds·mands: 

God-~dosen' t-- lieve ---in---the ---ee.sy---vvay p --­

not us, not for anyth or anybody, not 
even for Himself. God wants ~s to come to Him 1 

-20­



to find Him, the b8st we can. (DF P J~.q)
'_"':" -e " 

Mary's p ty was .a quality she cherished. However, it 

a 0 W8.S a q1..1R.l which conce~ned he~ relat s ~ For illS 

Aur.t \N3S fearful that ~n3ry cou fall an unearned 

t~iumph of too easy reI 8 i ty, s 2m8 th tm'rard s wh 

a D8.tural te ncy.~ 
t::; 

Joel~ fnaI."'Y's father~ on the nigh+: of 

Ja.y's tl; ~ counse c1 her aga:i..Dst us ing reJ. 5.on as a cover-

up: 

Watch her eyes ~ he3:' c.:~d 
said,"1 i~ag you're ing about yQ~r religion." 

"I am," said? vri th a certain cool pride. 
"We ).1, more power to you ~" he sa.id, " ! ItDOW 

you've go+: the kind of help I co~ld never • 
Qnl.y one thing: -t;,?ke the great;est kind of CarE) 
you don't just---cravJl i1,1to it like a hole :?nd 
hide in it." (DF, p. 1.20) 

Mary did not entirely withdraw into her religion find C01180­

la-tion. However ~ she did nse it as a de ive crutcr. in t"i.at 

she admitted enduring thl? de cal1se of r 

pre.yers God. o~ rising above the si on on the 

st;rength of prayer z M8.ry used pra~rer to intensify emotional 

She d not Ip.2.rn accept a new world. In final 

scene, after rec a long serii9sof rather id prayers, 

i\!I8.ry· s vo ice cholced. .1\.m1t Hannah ~ v!i th gre8.t 
CjlJietness ~ what she had. been spe in2: from 
the 'l)eginn 8.nr1 continued 1t and brrYlIght to 
2. eloEle. Then e"lrp.Y1 more qu tly ~ she sa5.d, 
"Mar~Tf my dear~ t's stop." 

Aft~ra moment erine cou here her mother's 
"'roiee ~ n 8.nd almost aqueak ,"No ~ TI0; No p no; 
I asked you tQ~ Aunt Ha!Inah: 1-1 ••. " 

And aga p il..unt Ham18.h r S ~li) ice: "Le tis jus t 
stop it.1t 
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And. her mother'Sl "Wi+,hout is, I don't think 
2ho',I CO' bear l.t at all.. II (DF~ p. , . ./" 


M8.ry I S o·thodoxy was a type reI 
 ity that James e 

, )ersona.lly re jec d. Unl Mary, had ~6 G0d,as such to 

~;.-aw into and cover 11 is head $ His God was uSll.aJ.ly flee from 

iim~ not: at h beck rall~ The faith move~ents Agee expe­

~ie:nced were enough to keep ~iR visions and elings of God 

ive ~ .but surely not in an~r rna.nner similar -to Mary's pj"o'J.sly 

~el ious attitude. Nrvertheless r Agee could acce the 

,n his own life that" God dosen't 15.eve the easy INay." 

; 'P. 49 ) Living wa.s truly trying to fi 1'ld God In the st way 

:me eQuId .. 

Of the characters in the nove 1 •.il,.unt Hannah appeared to 

person with the most balanced vieW of life in the face of 

most significant rson 

at 's death. Throug}-1·Har.nah·s s~cmpathe l.:nner­

d on her own expe a simi 

ideal of love for one a~othe~ 

Nas manifestedR Man's goodness was ce~ebrRted in She 

to the extreme that el."'lVe loped M8.r~r" She 

:fe close to her God, who was a defini and powerful source of 

strength to be rel5.ed upon~ Yet~ for Hannah, God's lO'vewas not 

lited. God CQuld and did love man cause man '",as 1") creaticr.:: 

~ natural and good consequence of such a beiief was that 1 men 

were able to recsive God's love. regardless of whether they were 

members of anyone; partieu fai th. As Ha.nnah prayec 

-2 
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l t Jay's th: 

May the sou of eve who ever had 
live and die, in Faith or outside 

it prest :i.n ps:ace ••• tha t f S hO\'lr I fee 1 ~ and 
t's all th~ 5.s to ~ (DF, p. :1.58) 

fa7 

ti Ol'lS vd Gnr'1 Se8Q closest 

\~!ould e's 

essence of her insons on 

L e • ~ that God \'las abov89.ny labels of ithr and t rnan's 

~oodrless \VclS 11.0t d~ependent 01:1 3.ny label of faith, '!,vas cisely 

·s own si i6n. 

1 and Andrew were 0.1 in many waysp 1)8S s the fact 

tha t they were father 8,nd son. S ilarities extended even into 

the area of a jointly he non~bel f in God. th men vl1ere 

ag~ost Sf border on .9.t!18 , 'd.th Joel the more extremest 

of the two~ Despite th d isbel f God~ they both d good~ 

ctable lives, using, as Joel s d, "commaI" sense" 2..S 

the reI ion~ 

LToel ha.d vratched his daughter Mary a good man, 

produce two althy chil~ren and live a stable, happy life with 

her family 1 He ',.'las comp18te ly unprepared for the dy tha-;; 

cal hurnR:li8"~ ''"haT 

h0 reacted to this situeticn 1 the 

~le was. A~~ordi:r!.gly, ,Joel viewed ,Ta.y's 
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th()s~ sts 0-? 

a man had tn use h:is w to sax 

~0 ing of' his c ann pride, to s')rvi~re happi In tt~ 

the f~.tes: 

That 9 8 when you're going to need e".'el~y ounce 
of 00i'"ir:'0'.1 sens·":' .~70U 'ye got. ~. 've g0t 
reme!l1ber th:tngs as 8.S this 8.'Yld ::0, 

of a lo+; w:)rse have'happened to millions of 
people before and that th~y've come 
it and yo~ will too., you'll bear 
~ecause ~8 Isn't ~ny chOlce--~xcept to 
go to pieces ••. AIl I want to warn you 
that ~ lot: worse is yet to camp than you 
can imag5.ne yet, S0 for God's sake brace 
youself for it and try hold ycu~seJ.f 
toget};er. Itts a k7.'lcl of st p i11RrYt its 
the only ~ that amounts to anythipg. 
When Be-me :1.ng 7.'0tten 1; tl:is !1appens 4 

Then you yout' ~11':) --YO'l start to r'?8.lly 
be alive, or you start to die. That's 
In . :J1G)\~.F~ ::I. "'; 

J0e1 was resignee ·t:o· the t that he could not and never 

woUlfl be liev~ a God '..'Those e 

Mary.and Hannah's God coY!oe V'B.S ~"110gioal 

:problems. For Joel, why he ctjd Dot have gift of 

puzzle. Nevertheless, was a hard and cold 

person. whomf~.ct tP8. t he to face 1i 

~new existed, namely h If: 

I know you' '.re got a k of help fat th. I 

eQuId l"'leVer have. < • D'-lt if I car· I t my 

own oamm~n se~se--! k~ow its n6thing much •. ~ • 

bu+; ~ 1 I'~e got. If I c2n't th8.t, 

what 11 car I t! 


G ~ou'n Hannah-d say. J'm ooncerned, 
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God dos9n t t s~en: ~c pmb2.Tl"as~ ~rOi}i:'" ~.flec. 
of .:omn:o:r se:ise ~ or. P0 J1 t S 2.1:.d for 

I'm mak5 no re jo~s~ You've 

of Gump+; ion. hov! you car. reCODe i 

two, I can't see .•• 


Faith.'s one :takes a mess 

far's I'm concerned. Bounces u~ 


the-box. So s ~very~hing. 


cf 

WeJl it dosen't sol're an~rt!::i.ng m~ ~ fo:':' 
I h8ye~11 t g H-::1Y. 

Would~tt hurt it 5.f I Don'+; Ji.eve in 

Not me. 

For , S 0r:te one +,h:=t t can 
 all 

right. Mo~e power tn you. Might 1 could 
myself. I can't. 

I'm ~ct exactly an athi~st, you 
don't se I am. Seems as 
say It a God as to re You 
can't it either way. '8 it~ I've 
got tc proof. A:"',d on C8.~, t +; 1;9 pr0\,Te-d 1 

~'8 d8. wo'lli.P.C. i~ 1t'_J_ f~'}i:P ~i. :\.11 I C2.1!, sa.J/ ~_s~ 
I hope you're wrong about but I just do~'t 
}:-now. ( . p. tL!'7-1L~8) 

Joe:J. seemed to ma~age his disbel f 

..,. could not submit ('II' fW8.3 .. IS t 

t]-:.e questions.the answers. could not E'.V0;'1 

and tactless rSOTI, 

"but in~ra}:-'i2_hly i d.who wa d a1wa~Ts to dc"+;he r 

His c led to his relation with G 

Andrew wanted to believe. but had no tangible e r nees with 

God on which to base any belief. He simply didn'~ know if a 

God e~r ted or 1,Ot; :::)1Ft he hael not yet hardened hardshell 

sticism. His reactions to tragedy demonstrated Andrew's 

c d reve o~ the merc~ ss God, if 

such a God existed. Yet, ortly. in another 

God,co'l1fort his sis r and family. 

a.st ! 
~nfnunded 

It 
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God to help him in a specific instance. However p he could not 

rationalize hlS beliefs to sustain them: 

I don't know if a God exists •.• but I hope 

it's so •.• 1 don'~ mea~ the whole business._ 

1 don'~ know a~ything about t~at. I just 

mean ~,o:'1ight. (DF~ p. 11+8) 


Human experience had not given Ardrew enough evidence of God to 

warrant belief. This _fact remained essentially true until the 

end of the novel, when two conflicting incidents forced Andrew 

into an unresolved tt1r''l1oil of f2.it11 and doubt. 

The first incident, 2 butterfly's landing on Jay's coffin~ 

was termed a miracle by Andrew. Here was concrete evidence 

that God was at work in the world. The butterfly's actions 

were unusual. There could very well be a God over 211thi~gs 

arid A~drew wantid to b~lieve in him. Rufu~ was stunned by his 

UDc12 A~drew's word~: 

~·:is ~l~~sJ_P r;-."'en ~,p'Jlc~ of t<31i2·,ril1g ~.. J": CerG 0:.... 
8.rljr~'!;-:..~,*~ i~c ,~_iJy-~~['~~ ~~ c2":1c: r.-:;'T~r0~ ~L8,1~~ 1"1} ...· 1::e~_:L'~~re 
~,1~, Sod., 01'-:.d ;10 D,s-"d 11r;-:!~~=,~ ::~·r:-:=~-:~~-.:' >ear(~ ::i,~~-, tlr~c7_.e 

:~~':<::8J~ o~ Gee e=~c8I)-:~. ~_f I",.e disJi}:2G. }-lir.l, '~lr 
~~11jrVl2'-Jt, C. .i s }, j_}:-.r~; ~,~"" lJ 1) Ie 1.vl~ rJ c! S ~ .i e "l/8 ,~l 5. ~-l l~l i m4 

(DP t ~ ~ ~ 5? ) I 

However, [;his openness whicl--:. _\ndrew expressed aJm),t a 

G04. tecause ~f t~e butterfly, was stattp~pd by t~~ i~tensitY of 
I 

the ha~red he felt for Fr. Jackson. Fr. ~8rk~on h~~ ~o~u~cd ---~-.~ -,C~'J "l~J. ~~ 

to read the complete burial service Jay, as Jay W8_S unha.p­

tised. This infuriated Andrew, who condemned Jackson as the 

representative of Chrjstianity~ the Church, and most i~portantl~ 

Goel. 
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said to 

~ttem" 

'til;+' 
'Tp 

her. 

0tl[,ht- .. 
h8,rj snov'r:"-. 

I;::).+:e 

He Jaclcson said he was deeply sorry. but 
it was s 1y 8. rtlle of the Ch1lrch ••• Some 
Church J they all call t mse s Christia.ns. 
Bury who's 8. hundred times the man 

1]1,1e t . . O::ll-, ever e ~ :In h' +. 1b' 18 s .~111l::\.ngv• 

svdsh black pett:i.coates, 8. hundred 
t~mes as 0d 8. man too. "No, thp.re C.re 
certa r8quests an~ re~omme ions I 
cannot Almigh~y God the repose of 
h soul, ~or he ~ever s his head uneer 
a holy wa tr:; tap." Genu ~T.i!1g ~ and 

and bow5ne a~d se ing. and 
themselves with s of the cross, 


ann tha i; d isgus+. ing 0:).8 -pocus? a.no 

you come to one simple, act of 

Chr t charity and t happens? The 

ru s of the Churc': ~t. He's r~.ot 


a member of our lit (Dr, :? 253) 


eo wi +.h ·the con ion of his une 's turnabout. 

The "butterfly" God VIas a creation and e.xpr0.ss 

it '-V8.S driven al'JaY b,Y ha a Ruf\n couldn't 

this '.,'las 80" 

S lE1C J8 '~alked t God~ and Christ p 

faith • with as much hatred 2S he sI?8med 
a minute before, to w:i.th reverence or even 
w-l.th loy~. (DF, p. 25L,.) 

}\.ndrew was lef+' torn be+:',"een his dou'tlt ",1.::10. h wlllingness to 

1 yeo He had not solved his problem 6f i • ~-1;ut l".e he.d 

expe sneed deeply the of the tensior;: 

But it '.'12.S vvorse that. It was when he 
\Endre~ vras talk about everybody bow and scraping 
and hoclJ.s-pocus thi"1gs .lj.ke tha+. 9 that Ruf1.1R 

gcu.l to x'ealize he was lk4 not just Rbo~t 
Fr. Jacksor out all !J f ~'1e!'1 t:hB.t he 

d all of them. hates 
himself. Ee rea honestly 
A12.r;,..L H~.rr'tR.h t too.. J1fl~~es 

::im at 2.11. ·loYe him; 
But he dosen't te them u reaI 
He could re r ~ow many ways 
~ow fond ~p was of bot~ of them. }. )·:i'·lds 
of IV':J.~rs: aDO f"1ost of 8.11 b:{ r.ow er:u3~r lit? V·7as 

duc~ 

http:e.xpr0.ss
http:Christia.ns


e'.'8'1J]_ t}l t:!1e;n '''' YlC ing 1Nas wrong and 
'V!8J=:; ~;::rlri~g a ad time, and ·by how 
wi th t':em 7.. n :ts ti-rne too. He dosen t t, 
hi": th J, L .... ~I: __ '-'" ~l

+. 1 """0('0 -'-r"'m ;'1",": '='S mu"h\ . .'V~0 !j' 1..lU:L",:,. _. 

1.oV·8 him, he ~ates them too •. 
the~ as if ld lik~ to spit in their 
When he's·wi m h~'~ ~~ce to them. 
I11ms em: lOVAS t1'>cm. When he'~ 8Y'a" 
them ?n(l ·t~. abo;.lt them S8./1 ng the '" pre></er8 
andj • he hates t~lem< Wher:. hp.'s "','jth thorne 
lie j11st acts as if he likes them. hut is ts 

els, all the time. to ~e aho~t 
hp. wouldn't; t011 m because he 

I don't hate them, them. 
me a secret he 1 

t~em as if I hated them too. ( • p. 

~0W re8.1 
ann 

and told 

In sw 

d near to the style of 

2.1'1 J r;e 1 ar.o. ~owever. since he orred atheism 2nd 

P. di... red fro;:: !Lis tv.ro c 

st:--uggled to eD 8.li~re the .con'lAct 

ter:.uou.s connection might become. e knew through his own 

ffi7se!:'y could not face life :;t 

common senS0. He remarked in 1950: 

I ntly move •• < j.~ a 
'be t;1'\le~n e 1 ing re 18~t~.ye ly 
re ]. ly and very much invo CI ••. 

8.. S 
 S2Y1Se of he ~_ng open, aware 1 concer:r:.eCl. 

way~~ 1",11 ~ch arp. usual ,r rooted in re '.igion .•• 
tgt all times r ! feel sure my ow:1. Ghapeless 
rson::l.l r'?ligio','tR se·nse... njng and 
re~sinz ... evp.TI the sw are less far 

p,.way it: l~eep some k gf rC'lations 
with it. (September 23. 1950) 

kson W8.S 8. fr id ~ 

m try of COl'lsoJ.ati()'f) by c to the anxious ch:t 

drp.r, and Cather:i.ne I 

http:Cather:i.ne
http:18~t~.ye


d Andrew 1,.:/ re rUB irg to read 

Fr.the c0mplete hurial service 

of strength a.nd support; nevertl:.e SSgemerged as 8. f 

ico 

sacramentf':. i8~ he ha~ a ~ysterious and ominous air 

about h ~ha~ even ~~e ~ostile chiId~0n noticed: 

They rr-:alh',ed that: re 'Nas S'):1}8 .ing to whi~h 
their mothert~~ great-aunt were de70 d, 
someth ~hic~ gave th~ir vo es peculiar v lit;; 
and c~arm, which W~8 b ~nd outside of any love 

was l~ for them; they It this 
0ven more to their mother great 

aunt t.b.an y did, r:r t]18.;1 anyo~:'8 else ::i.n the ','.!·'Jr 
did. They re ized, fairly clearly, that 
object of this dey.ot}on V,ras 'Lot tl".is m2.n whorn they 
mistru8t8d~ but they he W2.S alt0get~er too 

epl;; 5nvolved i.t. (DP, :? 221.1-) 

J,i le of the S2.vior' f.' warmth V.18.S displayed by 

priest. He was the ime symbol of the titutional Ch~rch, 

?fproach cau8~ Fr. 

pec:;? 

? soe:lv?d to re 

ie'll petS whi the c~itic R~off oi 

takp~ from Ag~e's response to P~rtisan Review forum on 

lism ~ , e f 

Prophets, institnti0nal ts and the neutral 



does 

ssed 

mass are as mutually- j.ndispens 8.8 they arc 
~nevitable. C~ristian va ea, so~i~l ~~d 
ot:1er'Nise f hav-e er~durert ( of?}:' 8.8 they l:ave). 
thanks to t.he inte'.:':=tct.ion on them ~ 9"nd upon 82_C h 
other, of the thr0e. (Partisa~ ReviRw, 1950) 

not. meaD that Agee ~'!ould cor:.dono . J2.ckson i::; lmk.:i.T1d­

or boor~sh ma~ner. seemed apparent from e IS 1 i. 

'liouId l:.::-:.ve viewed WI".. tTaclrson as b~lGic8. unchr5.stian 

the:: bearer of Ghrist. . Jackson represe d and 

• .C>the t;ompromJ..8e OJ a e 00'-11d 

not .g.ccept 111 fai t,h tl ~~!.e "t.N:::j.~! to comple truth COt~ld be 

found h~s institutional Church. 

Thn plot Qf A Death in .family began and 9:nded '!Ii th 

, 
~.s ch.5.1o. ,s e l"iencc 'Ru '.' c hended the world 1 a" 

'1 t:.!six year old "b0~r " Because of t;h:i.ld-l "":,riel,N JH .:.1 

m~Tste~iol)S the 'lnk::1.o'.'rn VIer"? ~ghtening fer him. 'Por ex­

fus We.S afrB. jrl of da:~l':, of and 1i'18 

who lived therp., lms0en, graspi1.1g: 

swiftly turned his head Rnd 8~ared through 
the ~t the head of the crib. could not 
see what stood there. He swiftly turned in •. 
Whatever it might be dodged, ~Tt:;t more svd.ftly·: 
stood ODce more, 8till~ forever p beyond r and 
behind ::'i::::: hnpe of seeing. 

sa1" the bas in and th?t it was C':nly i tse If: 
but i-:s eye 'NRS wicl~ed ice. 

n the sDgar ins wer~ 1, a sen.selessly 
..... . rlfumbling mouth; and the le~ves waver f S l,l ... 

ir treelike j.nfestation. 
Ne~r win~owr a S in on the wa raper, 

pa brown, a se nt shape. 
adJ.y, the Oppo8~te w:i.nd~~ ~eturned his 

s·tarine .. 
The cr5.c}{et c]".erisl1ed o1raricious secret; 

-]0­
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iently sculptured what effigy of dread? 
The voices buzzed, please~ and nblivious as 

locust. They careq nothing for hini.' , 
He screamed for his father. (DF, po 70) 

, ­
God too was mysterious and unknown. He was someone Rufus prayed 

to ~ not ]{nowing exactly who he VIas or what he was. Mother 

always spoke df Gnd with love 0 as some force which she respected 

and filled her life, which made Rufus feel certain that praying 

to God must be 8. good thing. Aunt Hannah felt the same wayan 

mother4 However, Uncle Joel and Uncle Andrew did n9t really 

be lieve in God; and f if Fr. JacJmon was really close' to God, 

, then ff'J.fus could not pass ibly lilte God s fer he h8,ted Fr. Jacl<.:son. 

Rufus was bewildered b;:,r his father's death as' the significance 

and'meaning of death was virtually incomprehensible. This 

assertion could likewise apply to the meaning and significance 

of this "abstract" God in heaven to 'whom Rufu.s's mother prayed Q ' 

However. his confusion was somewhat resolved, again in the 


butterfly incident", Through this experience r Rufus felt some, 


stirrings of God that were truly his own. 'l'tre butterfly be- , 


came a symbol of God!s spirit. and his fathert~ death was made 


"all right" because of it: 

, 

It,was not all right abou:t his father because 
hIs father could never come back again. but it 
was be'tter than it had been,. an;/way, and it was 
all right about his nat being there p because 
now it, was almost as if he had been there and 
seen it with his ~wn eye~, ~nd seen the butterflYn 
which showed that even for his father it was all 
right. (DF, p~ 253) 

Consequently, the sudden death of .Jay, a good man who 

'formally worshipped no God i and whose own God' 1Nas~found near, 
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and glorious in h!s beloved nature. c011apsert all sem~l~~ce of 

1 '1-oj , 

Reem5.ng1y as a f5.naJ s of love, led his son to follow 

hini ~ to p an awarRness of his God~ embG6ied in 

fJ,~;-~ nature's "R ing Christ"p her 1 ing symbr:,l of :>:'8surrectioD 
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,! • Cone IllS i011 ~ In S~re and Certaj~ 

to die. Over thisIt tool~ ·J8me s e 1[·6 

s, he deY010ppd a fuJJ.nes8--8.s an art is: 

an~ as ~ person more irteDse in touch with himself. His 

j01.lrnal 

ing wTi tor, brought 1".is artist~.(; writ ills +'0 mc. +;1l"::'8.­

t10n quickly. could p up the n and the 1 S '.A/auld 

. immer. However, h process o~ be~6mi mere intensely aware 

of himself~ eRFeci~lly relation to his God. was jolt 

of 

tlH;~ 
... !. ~_~.3 ase WR~ to c~ar+'. or:ierit [: If ~ 

1::y re rense to compass neadle itse ~ ~is OW'::J. i:'1depe 

1 ,,:1power of OVvD sou ..• 

his writ ~ ctr:.cl e spe c 

In the maturing' of his soul. His relatior!ship wi GGd was 

e's rel ions feel conld 

at times be nsible and frus ; and at other times be 

as :i::escent 0.8 any scene he r:1:i.g1;i; d88c):,ibe his ...novelG--~ 

r:::e times determ d by the "re ligious f"··ming::" o '-' H 

d i;o. 

in -the cia.. l rnef!"l1!The v!rit of Ie 

m 

(\ n di 

,-1 to 

P himself in this work. He over "15 

his life the p-roductL':m. 

The se~an main charRcters of A Death 

d"'lmo,nstrate­ diverse and examv 8 of su~cess and i ire 



raraJleled per5.ojs of 

of his tnlerance emb~ac~4 ~h~ ~elief that God waG for all ~8~ 

.l-t...r,+
1_tiO~1?1 l2.bel; :..J.1 J (_.~ Goc. was love § 2':10 truth, and these 

with 8.Jl men; that God CQuld be fou~din beauty ind in nature, 

and that there He was real and pu~e and calm; thB.t God was 

often d ist8:crt ,'3.nd even occas ionally seemed to di S8.p:~S2X ~ whose 

drawing away opened a g~p left unfilled--and this gap was kept 

open as being good. 

Agee :Pelt his perc8::?ti0n of GOel was i~creasing in int,,:!,­

It could only be a cuess as to how clear a 

,riew Agee had Rt his tragic, but not totally unexpected de~th 

in lVf2Y nf 1955. 

an idea he had been work~ng on for a mQv~e-plot. Tn the scene 

d~sc~ibedr Go~ speaks: 

I do not regard myself ~s om~5.potent, T gave 
that u~ whe~ I g2ve m~~ the Will to love mn or to 
hate mer or merply to disregarrt me. So I ~~n 
p~0mise you nothing. What little I can tell 
':;"ou :i.s neither encQuJ:'.2.gi.ng nor rj.i.sco~.:tr.8.ging. o. 

I ast only this: be ,Y01.lrsel'!es, aJ.w:::,.ys f::>-itr_fl'tllYt 
always in the knowledge of my love and regard. 
(nla"! 11 1055~\ 1i l·u .., / , 

Truly f Agee!;3 God pr::)Cnised ~lothing. ['.TId seemingly gave hi!:', 

http:aJ.w:::,.ys
http:encQuJ:'.2.gi.ng


neither en?ouragement nor discouragement; moreover~ their 

relationship was often stormy <':tnd distant. Yet, even if..Agee 

found God to be elusive.and frustrating, he continued ithfully 

the search to fill what he knew wa~ missing from his Ii 

Perhaps God had fina.l1y spolmri with clarity to James Agee 

through the q1..l.Oted passage above. Perhaps God spoke . nderly 

to James Agee on that day ~.1ay wj-~ich cone luded forty-s ix years. 

rhaps the confu~ion of 1abing God in life was made easier in 

dy o Perhaps. and hopefully~ James Agee died exactly as he 

lived"':-"In Sure and Certain Hope .. " 
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