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nome. A short but indeterminate length o me aesparatses the

ay of the novel which concerns the incidents surrounding

szee's works, with many critics considering thern
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examples in Twentieth Century American Ietters. Vet James Ageeb

God really enters into a person's 1life, This question is ore
which everyman, who is 2% least aware of the possible existence

of a God, must ask, That James fgee was searching for someone

to £311 the spiritual emptiness he sometimes felt ig evident in
his personal letters, in hieg shert prose and poetry, and {(provie-
ding the basis of this thesieg) ir his novel, A Death in the

through A Death in the TPamily, perticularly through the seven

main characters of thig novel and how they paralled or opposed

his feelings of faith, The characterds reletionships with God

range from near athelism to extreme plety, approaches and rerspeo-
tives which are similar fto Agee's wiews of God held at wvarious
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life, However, it is also true that this premise cannot explain
of what an author writes, and that it would bhe dangerous %o
assume se. James Agee felt himself o be deeply a part of the
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the form as epiritual advisor and the latter two as companions

(‘)

r
in journalism and sometimes critics. They, who cherish his
mamory, have provided invaluable e;itical insights,
a

James Agee was a brooding, tender-minded crafisman of

L_.I.

words, He

(]
”
+3

rerienced the frustrations and gloriles of: the

h
v

j -
.
or

-~

erary world, and left most of his works to be fully rscog-~
nized for their greatness after his death. . e was a man on a

painful, universal search for a God:; and this search was often

centrating on hisz novel, A Death in the Fanily, more light can

be ghed on Agee's gearch } and,then the bhook and the man,

can be better anpreciated.




II. The Anarchist
James Ageo wags a Chrisﬁiaﬁ man. He was born an Anglo-
Catholice, i,e,, a High Chuxrch Eﬁiﬁcopa3ian, which gave shape *o
the roots.of his faith and hig metaphysical beckground How -
aver, the label "Episcopalian” ﬂw not adequate in descrihing
Ageets religiosity, for he dropged this formal religion, for all
practical purposes, by the +tims he was twenty-five years old.
To attempt to describe James Agee's sense of religion ig a com-
plicated affair, for he was a sensitive, artistic person, lackin
in self-confiderce, and open *to {gll those forces which would
shake his "absolute" walues acguired in his mast religious for-
mation; shake them so profoundly that he wou 1d newer again em-
brace formal religion, and never clearly define for himself or
others his own faith experience, Dwight Macdonald, a contem-—-
porary critic of Agee commented:
was deenly religious, he had his
18 f ra2ligion, one that 1nclud@d ir-
rovpr9n00, hlasphemy, obscenity, and even Com~
munism {of his own kind). By the late 40°'s 2
r@11g1n~corqmrvative revival was underway, but
tgee felt as out of place ag ever: "if my shape~
}@gs comments can be of any interest cor use," he
haw“cteristically began his contributior to
a Partisan Review symposium on Religion ard the
Intellectualm "1t will be hecauszs the amateur
and the amphibian should be represented in such
2 diseussion., By 2mphibian, T mean tha*t I have
a religious bhackground and =2m ‘pro-religious’®,
though rnot on the whole delighted by this so-
called revival, It ig doubtful that T will
»eturn to relizionyl
To uwnderstand how Ag2a arrived at the position described
by NMacdonald, it would be best to zot a2 perspective of his

ol
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¥periences in living.
T the autumn of 1912, James Agee entered St, Andrew's

Boardi School for hoy's, near Sewanee, Tennessee, thus coming

O"Q

under the influence of the Episcopalian Monastic Order of the
Holy Cross, OFf particular importance is the friendship he began
with Fr, James Fly=, who lived and taught at the school, It
gseemed unlikely that these two different men could ever reach as
deep a level of friends hip 2s they did, Father Flye was a
guiet man of deep, committed, vigorous faith." Agee was a
"

nassionate, exalted, intemmerate and self-destructive young

man...fully exposed to his generation's temptations, question=-

FPlye, gives this insighty

It was an altogether hearty reverence, unsolemn,
joyousa.na reverence for everything, for the

whole created world, and for all their differerices,
that is what they shared, In both of them reverence
was an inborn , inviclate instinct~~neither a
troubled conviction nor an act of faith ;but simply
an abhounding, »rimary belief as absolute as Blake's
"eVarything that is, is holy."™ (pn, 19}

Becausge of this uncommon witness, both men had a profound effect
on each other's spiritual beliefs, But it was espegially Pr,
Flye's patient and loving advice which James Agee relied upon,
providing him with strength, and serving as one of the unifying

influences throughout hiz troubled life,

~5-
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Tn the auvtumn ~f 1928, Agee entered Harvard University's

2

Schoel of Jonrnalism, He gradusted with his degrees in the

apring of 1932 and immediately took a peosition at Fortune maga-~

Agee spent his years at Harvard. p@rfoofyﬂg his sole love
of ereating through writing. Howewer, as early as 1229, Agee

himgelf was conseisus of a religious atrophy settling over him~

self, as he decoribes in this portion of a letter to Fr., Flye,
dated ZSeptembher 19, 1029:
T feel more and more 2 growith of mental
halance and appreciation, and it hits me,
I suppose about as puberty dAid. T
experience the same almnst senrcous Joy in
knowirg that "I'm getting somewhere," growing
up, At exsctly the same +time, I'm conscious
of a2 zradual spiritval and ethical atrovhy...
I'm not wholly lost...yet at the =same time, ig's
painful to feel ag helpless ahrut it 8s T do,

s s . 5 . .
macde %t inaudible."” The "times" referred to by Fitzngerald was
the Depression,"the econony of peace," jimerican$  were
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ning of worse evils to plague America for the next 15 years.

The epidemic of despair and weariness "ﬂuawr
Flye} speak of ig a terrible thing. The whole
spiritual téne OF this time seems the darkest
and the saddest in centuries. I hardly know
which it seems werse in--men or women., Very
pitable~~znd-~very difficult in both, (Au&ust
18, 1932)° .

1030's, his work took on new dimensions, becoming his religion,
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His friends remember tha

pos; ) me:s = et vy
may he whele Y 1ife,
int rowth: a hear)

+an 3
tru ne cleare pessible
terms v 17, 19

By"truth", the real correspondence hetween that whicl

is =aid and the case at the uitmost peak of conscious-
ness., His *truth was not in the making of things, i.e., the

istic truth," With himself

and thoughts. He wanted to reach the esgsence of all that
h

..h

1imself, This frustrating drive was the challenge that

consumed him, It if course affectad his ever-forming ethiecal
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and spiritual-values. Agee was able to reflect back into his
pas® and discover how deeply the truth in awarenes s of the
living God he had known z2s a2 child and a young man had affected.
nim, The passion for truth had its ”QWGVENhQ to everything,
rarticunlarly to “"church " and "echristianity! 'y and, in the fol-
lowing passage, Agee reflects on "church™ and "christianity"

and their ahility

7 to handle "bare truth's

Truth goes much less far than falsehood: at
every trarsition, more misunderstanding comes
aboard; gradually becomes handleable hy those
too corrupted by falsehood to handle bhare

truth, Radium inte lead.®
Agee bhelieved that formal religions were not the keepers of the
sruth about Cod. He saw his Cathelic faith as the "parent and

wisdom and peace of his childhood,” This religion was not for
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l1ife was the center of a

&gl

storm and the religion offered him no shelter: =g he describes

T%e“9 is such a thi
you're half drowned

2, as learning enough when . 9
to come in out of the rain,

However, James Agee never really came in out of the rain,
In orne of his most profound reflections on formal Christi-

anity, written in 1938, Azee states his position:

T am an anarchist, with the belief that the
operations of human need and acquisitiveness

in concentration on purely material necessities
and hzlf-necessities, and the structures of law
through which thrae onerations sre canalized,
restrail Pd and govarn@d that 211 of this ie
tragic, m jstaken and eccentric from the root

" up, and can not come to gocd; and that the

effort to manipulate the good within such a
framework, no matter how sincerely, can only

8
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As far as Agee was concerned, formal religion was not

the radical demands of Jesus, a"betraysl of its

esgence.” As a man driven to find the ftruth in all thin

nNES




James Agee could not accept the frame of an "organization,”
despite its heritage, which he considered %o be less than true

te egsence. His answer? To eultivate his cwn "feelings for

Nuring the next decade, the 1940°'g, Agee struggled to meke

rorld moved

0

clear for himgelf thése feelings for God., Agee’
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from the despalring years of the war, thro
|of relative peace. In 19443, the American race issue exploded in
Detroit, with a vidlence that would be a'sign of prophecy for

e

the years to come. James Agee responded, searching his soul,

basing

§
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Tossihle ~oodgAand evil; all hriman beings

I BEEe in theilr morital needs; they

211 bear , G im various and inequal degrees,
the same equality ‘n the “OnennlaEiiy of each, or

ite self-defeat, or its frustration from the outside,..
it seems at the basis of Christian understandingae..

a basis of equality which none of the million
inequalities of temperament or endowment, all of 11
which should be recognized, can touch, {(May 21, 194%5)

.

During that same year, James Agee's geod friend, Robert
FPitzgerald, returned to the Roman Catholic faith. This wae a

tremendous jolt %o Agee, for he was very c
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omrade, They had even shared philosophies of life, until Fitzn-

ereld had +the radical conversion experience, As Fitzgerald

eacribeg:

We were never estranged, but never so close
agein either, 25 we had been before the war,..
Jimrregarded my corversation with careful
reserve, He saw an old friend ravaged and
transported by the hour into pv,vﬁsplr the

same system of coordinates he had wrestled
with in the 1930's, For, in my turn, I

had .reservations now abeout the quality of his
old Vwﬁ3on¢' It struck me that it must have
been a matter of imagination and empathy, a
profound and sacramental sense of the rational
world, but only a rotion of .the uncommensurable
overhpad the change of lizht and being that
leaves a man no fulcrum by which fo dlglodge
himgels from his new placu,,_ at any rate, I
now wanted to lead a kind of life Jim had
rejected; and in his own and general opinion,
outzrown,12

Throughout the remainder of 1945, Azee went into a

eepening veligious crisis. In a number of letters to Fr,

gain., However, he was grateful for

C.)

I have %o doubt so much that at the same

time T must ftrust: thoughts and realizations
mixed with personal and historie memoriess =2nd
erojections go fill me with *eare, and with

faith and certainty, that it seems incredih]

to me not to he a Christian and a Catholic in the
simplest and the strictest sense of the words,
But I am 2t once qu*pfu1 ,for the emotions and
doubtful of them. (1945 ) 2

Flye,

ee hinted that he felt it unlikely that he would ever beconme

the

ngs he did have, In the follewing two =entences




letter, Agee, who professed that he didn't even know most of the

> . Ag
time whether he believed in God, asked TFr. Flye for some advice
on his belief, r., Plye's response, with patlence and gentle

insights, describhed the "Christian” Agee:

You asked if I feel it perhans somewhat
incongrous ﬁo have you use such an expressien
as "God bless you." I certainly do net, You
are naturally religious. Some people have a
fundamental gense of reverence and of tenderness,
bagic gualities of religion and of suech are you.
There is o quotation which T can't identify,
somnething like,

"We needs must care for the highest

when we see it,
I certainly don't relieve that as a
There are those who are bored by wha >
aweet, heautiful, tender and reverent. As
between the high and the low, they will cheo
the low. There are thogse who disapproved of

h

4+

Christ and those who lauvghed and Jeered =z
as he hung on the cross. I know that you =22
one of those whao love the highest wher they szee
it: "omnia naturaliter Chriq+7ura,' as the
expression was. ‘As hetween riet and thos
against him, there is mno doub+ to which ewd@

you are drawn., The way to make this allegience 11
open will become clearer to you. (April 4, 1048)~

S

fi

!

med Fr, Flye's description of his religinusness, and

-

Agee a
over the nex% few yvears began to develop his tsstament of
religious consciouaness. He was beginning fto see with nore
clarity now that his faith would never he a sacramental faith

of any church. He was too weak in the true helief of any ty

+
e
@]
o
i
@]
i
X
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o
=

of institu Agee now had a burning faith in Ged,

a niety that was deep and trus, having been steeled by doubt

3
o

[47]

2nd having weathered the dry seasons of his soul. Howewver,
as Fr, Flye had discoevererd, Agee's religious conscicusness was

a3 broad as the world he lived in, encompa

ssing a2 God of this

-12-
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rclical nature of his religiosity. By now he was

iaminﬁ to view himself as a religious person, who whilgnet

bsolutely sure about his religilon®s origin or sustaining power,
og at least content to.live with that knowlsedge of himeelfl,

rne of his final letters to Fr. Flye, deted September 23,
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do, 1n o rough, 2T lo,
betwaen fe2ling luctentl ys eligiocualy
and very muen involved, thoeugh I'm not. sure
"religiously™ is the rightword for 1t; but,
anyhow, =2 strong sense of being open, aware,
concernad, in the ways which are rooted
usually in religlilon or in the more ef"o"ﬁ kinds
of poetry or music or just in a sense of exis-
tence--i.e,, a relatively full and nnoitoﬂa?]y
rieh sense of it, 28 compared with the opposite
zide of the eycle. I'm evidently swinging into
i+ again now. A%t times or moments T feel vir-
tuously sure that nething short of soming baclk 4o

. “ . - 5"
a formal religion {probably the one T wasz brought
up in) will be nearly encuzh for me: at others,
I feel sure that my own sh”p°‘ 258, personal
religiong sense, whatever that may be, is
deepening and inereasing: even the EWings away
are less far away f;om it: keen some kind of
relations with i%,15
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TTT. A Bemembrance and a Memeorial
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thie -riew, 0On the surface, there =2re obvious parallels with the

novel and Agee's life, Agee's middle name was Rufus, the main
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character’s name in the novel; also, when Agee was six years

0ld his father died in an automobile acecident, essentially

The first guotation comments on Agee's prose style, that
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letter Agee wrote to Fr. Flys while ir Cambridge,

~hugettes, in Novembher of 1230. In the letter, A Desth in

the Family was still a dream to be realized. awesrer, indica-
tiong a2re that Agzee had a clear idea of vhat trne of D e he
wanted to dreste as 2n artist, The style and thr infent of the
nlznned plece of prose mentioned in thiz guotation were the ' -
béginnings of the rweali+y of A Death in the Family:

Praose helds you down from the pessibility of

symphonies, and put Into poetic drame, it

could cer +31n1y ha stillhorn or worse. Besides

much of what T want to ge® can't well he expressed

in dialogve, Tt'z got to he a nar rative poetry but

the sort sd Tar, I kneow has never beer tried. 1In

the sort T've read, the medium in too stiff to

allow you to got c"&cx]“ a finely shaded atimosphere.,.

for irnstance~-in brisf, to get Tho effeats that can

2 got in 2 short Stufy or novel, I've *thought

of inventing a sort of amphibhiocus style...prose

that could run into poetry when the ocragion demanded

noetic expression, That mavhe the solution, but I

don't exactly like the idea‘ What I want to do isg

devige - Doetis diction that will ecaover the while

range oFf avents perfectly and as ewenly as skin

covers avery organ, vital =20 well as frivizl, of the

human- body. And this style can't--of course-- he

incongroud no matier what I'm writing about, For

ingstance, I'm gquite determined %o 1pﬂ1td0 comedy

in it--0f a sort that wonld demend realistin 1angy

dialogue ard description.{Newembher 19, MOBO)l

Eighteen years later, in =2ntther letter to Fr, Flye, Age=
tells of his new project, ultimetely to become A Death in the
Family,

I think I'd better not talk much about the piece

of writing. A neovel, short hut longer than I

had foreseen or *thovght hest for 1t, about my

first siv years, ending the dey of my father's

burizl. I read you the 1little T had done on it,

On the whole I feel hopeful abhout i%t, and I "

certainly need to feal hopeful, {March 2, 1Q4R}Y~
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Finally, there was a fragment of prose, found after Agee's
death, which apparantly appears to be s beginning to the auto-

biographical novel., The short work is undated:

Now as awarensss of how much of life isg lost,

and how little is left, becomes even more plercing.
I feel a2lso, and éver the more urgs: tly the desire
to restore, and o make a little Te impermanent,

a
such of my lost 1ife as I can, badﬂrn1n? with the
heginning and coming as farward as need bhe...I had
hoped that I might make poetry nof some of this
material, and fiction of more of it, and during the
past two years I have written a good deal of it as
fietion, and a little of it as poetry. But now I
believe that these twno efforts were mistskeu, This
book iz chiefly a remembrance of my childhood, and
3. memorial to my father: and T find that I value

my childhcod and my father as they were, as well as
exactly as 1 can remenber and represent them far
beyond any branum:xﬂ+ion of thes2 matters which

I bave madsa ever maka, inte posotry ar
fiction. fe T am making this chelice mest
dangerous to an ”P+ﬂf+ in valuing life above art;

I know too that by a good use of flction or poetry
one can re-enter lli? life more deeply, and represent
it more vividly, intimately, ard truthfully, than by
any such means of bold raration as I propose...but, ..
I shall,..use such varisties »f ar

tfulness as scem
np?@p“la&v,B '

Age='g fask was difficult-~to produce a work of art, and

fiction, He skillfully arcomplished this two-fold fask by the

telents in fiction to truthfully portray snd celebrate this
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I veer hetween bhelief in God, ncn=belief,

and a kind of reutrality, In all three fornms
of mind, T keep what I helieve is meant by

the religicus ¢ cioueness,

tatemant was a sunnation of James Agee's

1

¥ s 4 . o .
ViYL LoUS Bymposlium, DAavyTs O1% which

na2re publl { the Partigsan Review of 1950, The statement

P K N

31lso provides the framework around wh

2f A Death ir the Pamily reflect

o

from the plous, in the nsrzon of Mary, to the agnostic, depilc

novel, the death of Jay Feollet, Mary's bhusband. His apparently
senseless death, and the aftermath of this tragsdy, reveal the

fanily's deepest felt religlious conviections in thelir estruggle

real differences hetween Mary and Jay that theirs was a marriag
headed for disintegration. Differences in opinicn lcomed large

belief, attitude towards drink, and their family hackgrounds,

Yet Wary and Jay were drawn together in complimentary love,

-1

[The irnclusiveness of his relizious values embrace his characters,
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reverent man, who found not only
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delight, but 2lso his Qod-experience in the world, in the
heautiful of nature, He saw no need to be verbal about his

God experience., In fact, he and Mary exchanged as few words on

comething that meant =so much to her:

For she had never bhefore so o
werﬁh, inte visible recogniti
differences, or the lmpﬂrfauc
tﬂ her..,.it re nly ti
'y
ol

bcth took care TO

Tt

o; «.Tho fally e ’
g0 g contvemytt, and
cha 0 but it was very clear,
ecial s, when instances of i+
ame up, that he was very fer from it 2nd from
her, That he did rot like iz Hig distance, and some
A

L [
kind nf dignity, whieh she 2
b

y she spected in him,
t her hy this.sil 2

and with-

Jay loved his God in his own way, with quiet dignity.

willingness t5 szcrifice were all imporfant components, {(An

institutional church was not.,) It is doubtful whether Ja

[l




would ever admit a relati wship with a "Christ," His religion

7as not a "Christian™ religion, but more a religion of natu-
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in nature. Nature was an experience of the holy;

¥

He knew that a very imporitant part of his

well being came of staying a few minutes

away from home, verv quietly in the dark,
listening +o the leaves if they moved, and
looking 2t the stars.,,thege realization

moved clearly +through the senses, the memory,
the feelings, the mere feelings of the p71cp
they paused at,..and 2beve them, the trembling

laterns of the universe, seeming so near, so intimate,
what when sir stirred the leaves and their hair,

it seemed to be the breathing, the Wwhispering

of the stars, (DF, p. 23)

ion was a curious

event that hanpened at hig funeral, here narrated hy Andrew to

3 ter death..,it'l1l be wha+t happened
Ef@rwonﬂ . Thore wag a lot of cleouds,..

ny bl inv ever makes me helleve in God,
f

i a

but theyv were bhlowing fast, so there was alot
et

of sunshine too, plﬂhf when they began to

lower yonr father inte the ground, into his

grave, a cloud came over and there was a shadow
Just like iron, a perfectly magnificent butterfly
ge}tled” on the -—-—coffin, j;sf reated there,

right over the breast,..he stayed there all the way
ﬁoww...he never stirred, except just *o

moeve his wings that way, until it grated against

the bobeﬁ 1ike & ~-rowboat, And “”q+ when 1
did, the =sun came out just dazz ?1wg krizht an
he Tlew st axght up out of that~~hole in the ground,
gtraight up inte the sky, so high I coulin't even

see F’manm re...non't you think that's wonderfurl,

O
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?wfuﬁa...TP there are such 2 thin
miracles.,...then that's sure’ i

¢ anpeared not only as a symbol of the Resurrection,
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hut asgs that part of nature that was heoly for Jay, Here, &

simple butterfly was miraculous. It was an unspoiled expression

her hushand in her religicus belief and worship, She had an

}«,J-

(a

7, which on cceagions bordered on Teing a refined

defens=e mechanism,
Mary felt close to Cod, who received her fervent pravers.

She was determined not o let Jay's apparant apathy disrupt her

-

duty of raiging the children as Christian Catholies:

. s DECRNAE qxie% and gentle as she could
Pevtaﬁﬂ“s try to be about it, they were
ﬂOlnf te he brought un as she knew she

must bring them up, as Christian, Catholic

childrena (DF, p. 46)
God at times baffled Mary. Yet, she placed her entire

ower, Her view of Cod was more sophisticated

han Jay's, yo2t at the same time gimplistic. God was a loving
father who "dosen't want us to do bad things, but to know good
from bad and be good of our own free cholice.™ (DF, ». 49) He

controlled all things, and men should love him, He could be

fy——

wmrsh; and in a prophetic sense, Mary expressed these words
about ultimate faith in hie demands:
God-~-dosen’'t=--=helieve——=in-—-~the~——eagy~=--way,—~—~

not for us, not for anything or anyhody, not
even for Himself. God wantg us to come to Him,

-20-



Mary®s plety was a quality she cherished. However, 1t
alaso was a quality which concerned her relatives. For instance,

Aurt Hannah was fearful that Mary could fall into an unearned
u‘mumnh of ton easy religiosity, something towards which Mary
had a natural tendency.

Jay's death, coun elioﬁ her against using religion as a cover-

Watching her eyes, he felt fear for her and
s2id,"T imagine yau‘r@ thinking sbhout your religion.
"T am," she said, with a ceriain cool pride.
"Well, more power to you,” he said, " T know

W

you've got the kind of help T ecnuld never have,

nly one thing: take the greatest kind of care

you don'%t uq+~~-ﬁwaw? into it like a hele and

hide in it." (DF, p. 120)
Mary did not entirely withdraw into her religion to find conso-
laticen., Howeve she did use it as 3 defensive cruteh in that

the gituation on the

1
o
9
<
D

th of prayer, Mary used prayer to intensify her emotional
travma, She did not learn +to acecept 2 new world, In the final

secene, after reciting a long series of rather morbid prayers,

x‘- “\
".3

thig ronversation coeurs hetween Hannah and Mar

s

MR
y's voice choked, Aunt Hannah, with great
A : spoke what she had been speaking from
the bhegin ﬂing and continued it and brought it to
2 cloge, Then even more quietly, she said,
"Mary, my dear, let's stop."

After a moment Catheiine could here her mother's
volece, shaken and almost aqueaking, "No,no; No,no;

I asked you to, Aunt Hamnahgy I-T1,.."
ind again, Aunt Hanmah's voice:"Iet's just

2 e

Mbop it,"

21
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And her mother®s: "Without this, T don't think
I could hear it at all." (DF, p. 249)
Mary's hodoxy was a type oFf religilosity that James Agee
ersonally rejected. Unlike Mary, he had na God.as such 1o

iraw into and cover his head, His God was usually fleeing from

rim, not at his beck 2nd ecall, The faith moverents Agee expe-

~eligious attitude. Nrverthelsss, Agee could accept the fact
in his own 1life that " God dosen't heliewve in the easy way,'

(DF, ». 49) Tiving was truly trying to find God in the bhest way

6]

0f the characters in the novel, sunt Hannah appeared to b
the Derson with the most balanced view of 1ife in the face of

Erormous pressure, Hannah was the most significant person o

kY]

affect Mary at Jay's death, Through Harnah's sympathetic under-
standing based on her own experiences in a similar tragedy thirt
ears earlie the very Christian ideal of love for one another
was manifested. Man's goodness was celebrated in Hannah. She

wags orthodex: but, not to the extreme that enveloped Mary. She

felt close fo her God, who was a definite and powerful source of
str ﬁgth to be relised upon. Yet, for Hannah, God's leve was not

reatioy

3

ited. Cod could and did love man because man was his

framed
Sndse

3 natural and gocd consequence of such & belief was that all men
were able teo receive God's leve, regardless of whether they wer

memhers of any one, particular believing faith., As Hannah prayed

PP
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May the souls of everyone who has ever had

to live and die, in the Faith or outsid

it, vest in pﬂavv..nthaf'a how I feel, and

that's all thare is to it, {(DF, D. 158}
\gain Hanneh's tolerance and undersianding became elearer in
Ehiz guete concerning faith: "Weo Just ennh beliers what wa'oe
R (*:}r\? D 1_)'0:‘\

roodness was not dependent on any label of faith, was precisely

that they were father and son., Simila rities extended even into

0
o
O
@]
o
=
2

Joel had watched his daughter Mary marry

cyniecal humanis™® that he was, Aecordingly, Joel viewed Jay's
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of hig courage and pride, to gurvive happily. In the

following intimete passage., Joel cnursels Mary about how to han-

ced every ocunce

£ Ay tve Q'Ou Lo
amember that *Hln”q ag bad as this @Wé 2 hall
f a lot wonrse have- haprened to millions of
(3\

t,

fe]
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rople before and that they’ve come through

it and that you will too,. You'll bear it
hecause there isn't any cheice~-swveept to

g0 To pi@ﬂos.ﬁ,ﬁll T want is to warn you

that a lot worsge 1s yet to come than you

can imagine yet, sn for God's sake brace
youself fer ?+ awd try te hold yourself
together, Tt's a kind of test, Mary, and its
tha only ind that amounts *e any+kipﬁ

When scmething rotten like this happens,

fa) [l
en you hawve your ~hoica-~you start to

Th really
be alive2 or you start to die, That's all,
n
i

G

Jnel was resigned to-the fart that he could not and never
would beliewe 9n a Cod whose existence could not be proven,

Mary and Hannah's Coed concept vas illogical and sclved none of

TO

his probleme. For Joel, why he did not have the gift of

o

wes 2 frustrating puzzle. Nevertheless, 1t was a hard and cold

fact that he had to face life relving only or *he person whom

he Mnew existed, namely
I know you'we got a kind o
could rever have,..,otut i

own common gense-~--~T know i

but Ite P11 I've got, IFf T aan't tfuai that,
wha+t in hell ecorn I +trust!
na

God, vou'n Hannah'd say. Far's T'm concerned,
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it's ont of the question,

Nod dogan't seem %o embarrase your ides
of commor sense, or Poll's 9“d for that matter
T'm making no reflestiors, Ycocu've got plenty
of gumption. But how you carn recaoncile the
two, T can’t see..,.

Faith's the one makes a mess cf everything
far's I'm ncerned, Bounces up like a jack-in-

T haven't cot any.

Wenldn't hurk 5t if T had. Don's believe in

For wyou, for scmeone that can manage if, all
right. More power fn you., Might be qud 1f T could
nys eW” But T ecan't.

T'm mot evactly an athiest, you know, least T
don't sunprse T am. Seems as unfounded to me to
say there isn't a God as to say *hore is. You
can't prove it either way. But Itve
got tec have proof, And on an
he damned 1f I'1) ‘uwmp either s
T hope vou're wrong about fal-
tnow., (DF. p, 147-148)

Toel seemed 2hle to manage his disbhelief in God well enough. Tt

was his frusting ir faith tn whish he could not submit or find
the answers, He could not even formulate the questions.

Andrew, Mary's brother, was =z clumsy and tactless nerson,
whe wanted always to do"the right thing,"” but invariebly failed.

on with God.

=

His clumsiness could also be applied to his relat

Andrew wanted to believe, but had no tangible experiences with

o

God on which to base any belief. He simply didn't know if a

God evisted or not; b»ut he had not vet hardenad into hardshell

agnosticism., His reactions to the tragedy demonstrated Andrew's
confusion, Andrew desired revenge on the merciless God, if
such a God existed. Yet, shortly, in another passage, re prayed

that CGod .comfort his sister and family.

P

-~
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Andrew actually fought belief, He could pos:

Cod tn help him in a specific instance, H_owever‘P he could not

I don't know if a God exists...but I hope
it's so,..T don't mean the whole business.
T don't know anything about that, I just
mean tonigh+t. (DF, p. 148)

Human myﬂer ence had not given Ardrew enough evidence of Zod *to

]
e
D

warrant belief. This fact remained essentially true until the

end of the novel, when twoe conflicting incidents forced Andrew

intQ an unresolved turmeil of faifﬁ and doubt.

The first incident, 2 butterfly’'s landing oh Jay's coffin,
was termed a miracle by Andrew., Here was concrete evidence
that God was at work in the world. The hutterfly's actions
wers unusual. There could very well be a God over 21l things

and Andrew wanted to Lelieve in him, Rufus was stunned by his
W

uncle Arxdrew's words:

However, this openness which Andrew expressed about a

to read the complete burial service over Jay, as Jay was unhap-
tiged, This infuriated Andrew, who condemned Jackgson as  the
redresentative of Christianity, the Church, and mosﬁlimportant‘
God, |




He Jackson said he was deeply sorry, but
it was gimply a rule of the Church.,.Some
Church, and *hey all eall themselves Christlans.
BH“j a man who's a hundred times the man

he! llijaCFQOﬁ;cvbr be, in his stinking,

qushwng black petticoates, and a hundred

times 2s gond A man too, and "No, there are
certain ?ﬂqueqfq and recommendatlions T
cannot make Almigh+*y God for the repose of
his soul, Ffor he rever stuck his head under

%

2 holy wateritap." Genuflecting, and
dgcvzqg and howing and scraping. and
asting themselves with signs of the croess,

and all tha+t disgusting hocus-pocus, and
Jyou come to one simple, single act of
Christian charity and what Hapnenﬂo The
rules of the Church forbid it., He's not

a member of our little club. (DF, n. 253)

Rufus struggled with the confusion of his uncle's furrnabout.
The "mtterfly" God was a creation and expressiorn of love-=yet,
it was driven away by hate and Rufuz couldn't understand why

thig was go.

iz unele talked about Ged, and Christians,
mmd faith , with as much hatred 2= he had seemed
a minuvte bhefore, te talk with reverence or even
with love, {(DF, p. 254) ‘

Andrew was left ftorn between his doubt and his willingness to
believe. He had not solved his problem of faith,--hut he had
experienoed deeply the pain of the tersion:

But it wes worgse than that. It wag when he

Lhd”mﬁfw talking a%ouL everybhody bowing and scraping
and hocus-pocug and things like that, that Rufus

began te realize that he was +talling not just ahout
Fr. Jacksor but 3b0“+ all of *hem and +that he

hated all of them. He hates mother, he gaid to
himself., He really honestly does hate her,

Aun*t Harnah, too, He hates them., They ﬁon hate
him et 211, they love him,; it he hates the

But he dogen't hate them, reallr, he *hnné%

He could remember how many ways he had Phown

how fond he wag of both of them, all kinds

of wars: and most of all by how easy He was

-2
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with +them when nothing was wrong and everybody

was having a good time, and by how he had been.
with them in this time ton. He dosen't hate them,
he thouzht; he loves them, Jjus*® a2s much as they
Tove him. PBut he hates them too. He talked about
ther as if he'd 1ike to spit in their faces.

When he's. with them he'ec nice to them. he even
likes them, lovea them, When he's awa; from

them and +hinks about them sa;inn fhelr Drayers
and thinzs, he ha‘tes them. Whern he's with +1 em,
he just acts as if he likes them, hut this is

how hea really eels, all the +time. He +t0ld me 9%0ﬂ+
the butterfly 211 them because he

them, I love them,
e wouldntt tell
o. (DFf. », 254)

in Tnel and&rdrew, However, since he abhorred 2theism and 2EN0~

strugegled to keevn allive the connection with Cod, no matter. how
tenuous the ronnection might become, Agee uUnew through his own

misery that he cou ld not face 1ife z2lone oy merely by using

common sense. He remarked in 1950:

T evidently move...in a rough...cycle
hetweenfeeling relatively unirvolved

relisiously and very much involved...

2 gtrong sense of heing oven, avare, concerred,

in the ways which are usually rooted in religion...
Put 2t all times, T feel sure +that my own shapeles:
pevq0“21 religious sense...is deepening and
THC”PQSWhUe..eVeh the swings awaz are less far
away from it: keep some kind 8€ relations

thh it, (September 23, 1950)

[

y leeturing o the anxious chil-

vig ministry of conselation ®
b

drer, Rufus and Catherine, 2

nut staring at one'’s eldersiand,
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28 wos regounted earlier, infuriated Andrew by refus

7’1
de
[He}
L

fd

+the complete hurial service at Jar's funeral, Pr, Jackson

emerged as =2 figure of strength and support; nevertheless,

aﬂramp‘u., Despite this, he had a mysterious and ominous

They realirzed that there was something to whioh
thelr mother and theélr great-annt were devoted,
something which zave their voices peculiar vitality
and charm, which was big 2nd outside of any love
that s felt ¥ m £ that this

ean great

unt n the world

O W

!‘_'
id, ey realized, falrly 1mﬂr1", +th T
hiect of this devotion was mot this man whom they
istrusted, but they felt he was altngether tao
eeply involved in it. (DF, ». 224)

. - ~ ) v H 2 17 L4 W * X 5 4
or.as Andrew ndlled it, the'private clubh." His ambigious

. 13 - - e -
ministerial 2npreoach caucel Fr, Jaoli=con hoth to bring God o
recnle like Moo and Mory.and o Tvive God e Trom thes

93 1.-,3 A ':-'1(;3?»»5»3\3.1 5 A

FR— .k ES v R -

. E e, H 3P o~ N T - 3 ont
Ty his ~wn Life, Agce ceomed o have resched o pelint
. . . . . .
toleration in his pexrscovsl religious views. This was demon

Jackson a8 necessary as any other aspect of relizion,

Prophets, instlitutionalists and the neutral
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indispensable as they arc

. values, sonial and

d {ingscfer as they have)
ion upon them, and upon ezc
Partisan Review, 1950)

hisg head and stared through
of the ¢rib, He could not
He swiftly turned again,
ad deodged, yet more 3wiftly:

; fnrpver, boyond and
ing.
nd that it was cnly itself,
ice.
taine wera evil, a sensele
e lerves wavering, stifled
+ion.,
stain on the wall paper,
shape.
te window returned his

rhed what ovaricilous secret;
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patiently sculptured what effigy of dread?
Tha. voices buzzed, pleased and ob11v1ous aq_lg
locust., They cared nothing for him. : '

He screamed fO? hls.father@ (DF, 90 70)
God toc was mysterious and unknown. He was someone Rufus prayed
to, not knowing exaotlv who he Wasvof what he was. Hother
always spoke of God with love, as some forre which she recpeoted
and fll]ed hpr llfe, whlch made Pufus feel certain that praying
to God must be a good thing. Aunt Hannah felt the same way -as
mother, However, Uncle Joel and Uncle Andrew did not really
believe in Cod; and, if Fr. Jacksan.was really close to ﬁod,
| then W‘fuq coqu not possibly like GodB forhe hated Fr, Jackson,
Rufus was pewildered by 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 Rufus's mother‘prayedn
However, his confusion was somewhat resolved, again in the
butterfly incident. Through this experience, Rufus felt some
stirrings of God that were truly his own. The butterfly. be~
came a symbol of God’'s spirit, and his father's death was made
"211 right" because of it:
It was not 2ll right about his father because
his father could never come back again, but it
was better than it had been,. anyway, and it was
all right about his not being there, because
now it was almost as if he had been there and
seen it with his own eyes, 3nd seen the butterfly,
which showed that even for his father it was all
right, (BE, p. 253)
Consequently, the sudden death of Jay, a gcod man who

“formally worshivnped no Ged, and whose own God wag found near .

-31-




and glorious in his beloved nature, collapsed

nrder 2nd uvnderctanding of the werld for Rufus

flv, nature's "Rising Christ", her living symbol of regurrection

and rebirth,
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. Conclusion: In Sure and Cerizin Hope

Tt took James Agee U6 vears to die, Over this short span
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in relation *o his God, was Jolting,

painful and «lew, “"His prrpose was to chart, to orierthimself,
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often distant, rarely clese. Agee's religious feelings could
at times be Insensible and frusitrating: and at other times be
as luminescznt 25 any scene he night describe in his .novels~—--

these times determined b

: 4+ A Y n £ & m
The writing of A Desth in the Pamily hrd spbecial meaning
£ - n g 3 - wer N4 ey - A N ) T
for Agee becauss it waz 2uthobiographical . in ature He wae
. . . . . . e
wore thon ovdinerily Imvcl-ag wihh the o movnl, 2= o o frisd 4o

conpletely immeree himself in this work., He spent over 15
years of his 1life in the productiom.

The geven main characters of A Death in the Pamily
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damonstrate diverse views and examplas of success and failure
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21 label; +that God was love, and truth, and shared theze
2ll men; tha® Cod could be found 'in beauty and in nature,

that there He was real and pure and calm; that God was

Agee had 2t his tragic, but not totally unexpected de=ath
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I do not regard myself 2 omnipotent, T gave

Tthat un wheh T gave marn the Will +o love me or to
hate me, or merely %o disregard me. So I can
promise you n0+%1nc What little I ecan tell

yvou is neither enooufaging nor dirfcouraging...

T ask only this: be yourselwres, always faithfully,

always in the knowledge of my Tovo and regard.
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neither enpouragemeﬁt norvdiscouragement; morsover, their
relationship was ?fﬁen stormy and distant, Yet;'even if Agee
found de to be eluéiveyand frustrating, hé continied faithfully
the seafch to £1il11 what he knew was missing frem his life, |
Perhaps God had finally spokeri with clarity to James Agee
through the quoted paséage éboVe. PerhapS'God spoke téndérly
to James Agee on that day in May Whichrconcluded forty-six years.
Perhaps the confusion of facing God in life ﬁas made easier in
dying., Perhaps, and hopefully, James &geé died exactly as he

lived~-"In Sure and Certain Hope,"

._.35-.




Footnotes
I. Introduction: "This Breathing Joy Heavy on Us All"--
: A Rare Legacy.
1James Agee, The Letters of James Agee to Fr, Flye,
New York: George Braziller, 1962, p. L6.

) 2Peter Ohlin, Agee, New York: Ivan Obolensky, Inc.
1966, p. 7. .

II. The Anarchist

1Dw1ght MacDonald."Death of a Poet,"” The New Yorker,
November 16, 1957, p. 239,

James Agee, The lLetters of James Agee to Fr. Flye,
New York: George Bra31ller. 1962, P. 8,

3Robert Fitzgerald (ed, ). The Collected Short Prose of
James Agee, Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1968, p. 23.

“agee. ‘op. cit., p. 42.
5Fitzgeraldg loc. cit.
6Agee. op. cit., p. 58,

Ipid.. p. 85.

8Fitzgerald, loc. cit., pp. 31-32,

9Agee, 239 0§£,, p. 123.

101p14,, p. 98-101.

1112i239 o 145?

12pitsgerald, loc. cit., p. 53.

13Agee, op. ¢it., p. 139.
1pid., p. 172.

151pi4., p. 183,

-36=




III. A Remembrance and A Memorial

1James Agee, The Letters of James Agee 1o Fr: Flye,
New York: George Braziller, 1962, p. 48,

2

Ibid., p. 170.

Robert Fitzgerald (ed.) The Collected Short Prose of
James Agee, .Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1968, pp.
125"1269 ’

IV, The Cycles Unwind

1James Agee, "Religion and Intellectuals", Partisan
Review, XVII, February 1950, pp. 106-113,

2Gene W. Ruoff, "A Death in the Family, Agee's ‘'Unfinished|

Novel", in The Fifties, (ed.) by Warren French Celand, Florida:|

Everett/Edwards, Inc,, 1970, p. 29.

3James Agee, A Death in the Family, New York: Avon Books
1966, p., 46. _
(NOTE: From this point on, all references to this novel
shall be footnoted by the following abbrev1at10n,
DF, and the page number.)

uPetef Ohlin, Agee, New York: Ivan Obolensky, 1966,
po 1950 .

SRuoff, op. cit., p. 128,

6James Agee, The Letters of James Agee to Fr. Flye,
New York: George Braziller, 1962, p, 183.

7Ruoff, op. cit., p. 131,

81vid., p. 130.
V. Conclusion: In Sure and Certain Hope
1

Robert Fltzgerald The Collected Short Prose of James
Agee, Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1968, p. 24T

2James Agee, The Letters of James Agee to Fr, Flye,
New York: George Bra21ller. 1962, p. 230

..37_



Bibliography
I. Primary Sources

Agee, James, The Collected Poems of James Agee. ed. by
Robert Fitzgerald, Ballantine Books, New York, 1970.

A Death in the Family. Avon Books, New York, 1966,

The Letters of James Agee to Fr. Flye. George Bragziller,
New York, 1962,

Let Us Now Praise Famous Men. Ballantine Books, New
York, 1970,

The Morning Watch, Houghton Mifflin Co., Boston, 1951.

I1I. Secondary Sources

Agee, James, "Religion and Intellectuals."” Partisan Review,
XVII, (February 1950), pp., 106-113,

"James Agee with Excerpts From A Death in the Family." Life,
Vol. 55, November, 1963, pp. 57-67.

Dempsy, David. "Praise of Him Was Posthumous," Saturday
Review, Vol, 45, August 11, 1962, pp. 24=25,

Dunlea, William. "Agee and the Writier's Vocation." Common-
weal, Vol, 76, September 7, 1962, pp. 499-500,

Fitzgerald, Robert (ed.). The Collected Short Prose of James
Agee. Houghton Mufflin Company, Boston, 1968,

Havinghurst, Walter., "What Dying Is." Saturday Review,
November 16, 1957, p. 49.

Haynes, R. " Rhetoric of Splendour.” Commonweal, Vol., 68,
September 12, 1958, pp. 591-592, :

Kauffmann, Stanley, "Life in Review.," New Republic, Vol 139,
. December 1958, pp. 18-19,

MacDonald, Dwight. "Death of a Poet."  The New Yorker,
November 16, 1957, pp. 224241,

Mathews, T.5. "James Agee: Strange and Wonderful." Saturday
ReVieW, VOl. 14’9. April 16, 1966' ppe 22""230

-38=



Chlin, Peter. Agee. Ivan Obolensky, Inc, New York., 1966,

Phelps, Robert.. "James Agee" in The Letters of James Agee to
Fr. Flye. George Braziller, New York, 1962.

"Rare Legaéy of a Poet." Life, Vol 50, January 27, 1961, p, 96.

Roe, Michael Morris. "A Point of Focus In James Agee's A
Death in the Famllg‘" Tw1ent1eth Century Literature, XII,
PP. 149-133,

Ruoff, W, "A Death in the Family, Agee‘’s‘Unfinished®' Novel."
In The Fifties, (ed.) by William French, Everett/Edwards,
Inc, Oeland, Florida, 1970. pp. 121-132,

Seib, - Kenneth Allen, Dissertation Abstracts, Vol. 27, Number
12, Part I, June 1957, :
“Promlse and Fullfillment: A Study of James Agee."

"Tender Realist.," Time., November 18, 1957, p. 118,

Updike, John, "No Use Talking." New Republic, Vol. 149,
| August 13, 19629 ppc 23""2”‘9. i

"Waiting Story." The New Yorker. Vol. 33, October 5, 1957,
pPpP. 41-50,

Wensberg, Erik, "Celebratibn, Adoration and Wonder." Nation,
CLXXII, November 26, 1960, pp. 417-418.

g39-



ARCHABBEY LIBRARY

j‘. AL

'3 0764 1008 0984 5






