Setting and Theme
in Wright Morris's
Ceremony in Lone Tree
by Jack H<Jfer
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Orthol"g, gco,p 01 00,,1, whi,h
th,i, p,im", "niog
the Great Plain~ of America, Wright Morris's Ceremony in Lone Tree
is surely one of the most imporl~nl. It begin~ with the simple, physical
facls of life on the Plains: emptiness, dryness, J1alm:ss. and windiness.
These simple facts are presented in haunting fashion and lire
symbolically eXlended to produce a picture of the world which Morris
insists we inhabil.
C"m~

lO Ihe ",indo..... , The ont 3( the rear of the tone Tree H,J(el The view is
:\!though Ihere is no one
clut"de to look in. Ihe ."ellow blind i,drawn low ollhe window, and l'.!]ween it
and the pane a 11.\ is lrapped He hJ' -topped b"lling. Onl)' Ihe ,r"wling
sh~dn.... ,-~n be seen,
to the we51. The,,, is nO ObSLrl.LLlLOn but (he ,h

Following these opening lines is the familiar comparison of Plains and
sea, the eternal sea of grass.
""'a"es ofplaio ,eem lO roll up. lh~o brenk Iile" ,urr. Is Il a 11"... ;0 lhe eye. or
in lhe ...·indow, lhal lransfllrm, ~ dry pla~e lnJO ~ wei one~ Aho,'e illowers a
,lL lile the .ly al 'ea. a WInd hlcl"'" lile the ...lIld J( 'e~. ~nd !ile the sea il
ha, 0<1 ~hade' lhere i' on place to hide. One lhin~ i1 " (hal Ihe sea is nOI: ill~
dry.nOl ... el(p 3)

This is Wright Morris's tield of vision, the na\el of the world. the
sacred center of the univer5e This is the central symbulic back.ground
of !he Plains novel. and it i~ In Ceremon\, In Lone Tree lhat mOSl urlhe
themes 'of the Plains novel come Logether to produce what Leslie
Fiedler has called Morris's "nali\'e norror-slOn'-
There is, first, the theme of pioneering. The ceremony of the tille
is a celebration of Tom Scanlon\ ninetieth birthday_ and it is this
which brings the assorted characler" I0gelher. Scanlon, though no
pioneer himself. is the son of a pioneer, Timothy S<:anlon, who filled
his son's head with storie~ about the lTek west, and it is at least
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Parli;ll!y. though perhaps un..::onseiously, Lo honor Scanlon's dreams
and memories of the West that the characters gather. Tom S.:anlon
lives in the past remembering things that took place before he was
born. He was born in a prairie schooner which sits at the rear of the
stable, and which is used by the characters for the long ride inw lOwn
after the death of Scanlon aL the close of the novel. The things Scanlon
remembers and sees are from the pioneer past, but they are also "the
scenic props of his own mind" (p. 4).
This relic of the late nineteenth century who. when the century
turned. refused 10 turn with i(, sees much where there is little Lo see.
The pioneering venture. which was to turn the Plains inw the Promised
Land, alllOo often len only the dream and not the reality_ Lone Tree, a
bustling community at lhe time when William Jennings Bry~n was
there pleading for free silver, is now only a shell sitting '·on the plain as
if delivered on a flatcar--as though it were a movie se! thrown up
during the night" (p. 6). For the most part, even the dr~am was
shattered, but Scanlon liv~s on in the pioneer pa5t seeing through his
porthole to th~ west buffalo, wolves, and geese wh~r~ "other men
squinted and saw nothing but the waves of heat" (p. 5).
The theme of pioneering has another exemplar in the novel.
however. Nineteen year-old Calvin McKee, who hobbles around in
cowmen's boots with spurs ~nd looks like Gary Cooper, is ill at ease in
the city Llnd has a bad stuller. I,\'omen, especially, mak~ him nervous,
and his sexy )'oung cousin Etoile makes him so nervous that he half
rapes h~r. The psychic pr~ssure that results from Calvin's muddled
feelings ~boul Etoile and himself is rel~ased in a dassic American way.
He heads west. In Utah he meets another throwback ILl Ihe old West,
th~ German prospector Fischer, who allows him to tag along and
shows him how to pan for gold. This idyll ends ~bruptly when the old
timer and the neophyte gold seeker spot whLlt app~ars to be a Martian
festooned with gadgets. The sight of this modern day prospector for
uranium saddens Fischer ~nd Cah-in as well: "Calvin felt the mean was
cheating. Where were hi.s bUrros. his tin pans and his pick? What sort
of mining was it 10 go around wilh this mal:hine in your hand" (p_ 99)':'
Disillusioned, Calvin heads ~ast with two ounces of gold dust in a Bull
Durham sack to talk to old Scanlon who is the one man. Calvin thinks,
who might be able to understand what he is looking for. But Sc~nlon, if
he understands anything at alL does so in a half-senile. hLl]f-mystic31
sense. and Calvin leaves for home only tll be picked up by the police as
~ murder suspect.
Pillneering the West is linked closely to ~nLllher important theme
of lh~ no~'el. The normally placid. middle-American lifeway of people
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like the McKee~ i~ interrupted by shocking intrusions of violence. Raw
violence grows out of the landscape and hovers over it like a summer
storm, breaking loose and then subsiding only to be followed by larger
and darker thunderheads. The violence in the novel ranges from a
small boY with a cap pistol shouting Bang! Bang! to the threat of
nuclear annihilation. Between these extremes lies an example of what
larry McMurtry has called, in slightly different context, the symbolic
frontiersman. This is the man who once would have killed his own
meat and forked his own broncs but who has been forced into an urban
wilderness which he does nOt comprehend and which exacerbates his
feelings of frustration and isolation. The result is the soaring homicide
rate of a city like Houston, where, if we are to believe McMurtry, a
significant percentage of the male population still packs guns.'
Morris, rather typically, presents a number of these modern day
frontiersmen in Ceremony. Least dangerous to other humans is Bud
Momeyer, a son-in-law of Scanlon. Bud is a mailman in Lincoln, an
easygoing, bland, humorously eccentric person who has developed a
grotesque fondness for shooting cats with bow and arrow. Bud is a
kind man, the sa\iior of hundreds of killens in his lifetime, but a man
who also has the instincts of a hunter and who knows that kittens and
cats are two very different propositions. His first cat tumbles easily to
the ground. "Not a sound. Not a whimper. Nor was it in any way
messy. Bud did nOI feci bad. He did ntil fee! much of anything" (p.
115). And consider an earlier comment on Bud: "One of the big days of
the year for Bud was the Labor Day week end, when he waited to see if
there were more dead on the highways than the year before" (p. 71).
Although Bud would not think of it in these terms, if, indeed, he thinks
about it al al1, we can see that he, like the other Plainsmen in the novel,
is a hollow man. He must somehow assert his own existence by denying
existence to cals. I n this way he is much like the two "big" killers in the
book, Lee Roy Momeyer and Charlie Munger.
Lee Roy. who has come from Calloway to stay with the
Momeyers in Lincoln, is short of stature and not too bright. His talent
lies in fiddling with cars, and he himself drives a strange looking but
powerful hot rod. Two things are at work on Lee Roy: the proximity of
his sexually tantalizing COusin, Etoile, who usually ignores him, and his
general feellng of inferiority caused by his shortness. His frustrations
make him an easy prey for the stupid taunts of three local high school
boys who embarrass him (and his car) in fronl of most of Ihe student
body, including Etoile. Lee Roy cuts them down, k.illing two. with the
only weapon he has-his hot rod. '''Lost control of it, eh?' one of them
police said, but Lee Roy shook. his head, No, he hadn't lost control. He
had been in control for once in his life. ·F·~k the bastards,' he had said,
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and that was just what he had done" (p. 127). The sexual nature of his
crime is obvious, and though we cannOl approve, lee Roy's action is
understandable.
More horrifying because the motivalion is more obscure, is
Charlie Munger's rampage lhrough the Nebraska landscape during
which he murders ten people. Why did he do it? Because, as McKee
recalls il, he wanted to be somebody. The problem is one of being. The
Plainsman mUSl, in the midst of an empty landscape and a feeling of
personal emptiness, convince himself that he is there and that he
somehow coums for something. For the simple and the disturbed,
violence is the easy answer. Not only is it easy, there is plenty of
precedent for it in the "Wild West" of both fact and myth. In the
lonely places, often the encounter with strangers was apt to be hostile
or had the potential for erupting into violence.
The preseOl-day Plains in this novel are nol only a field on which
violent activities are carried out, but a generator of violence as well.
Though Ceremony in Lone Tree is in a way a hilarious book, it is hard
LO think of another important American novel with quite so much
violem action in it. Bud Momeyer, the cat-killer, is shot at by one of
the people on his mail route who mistakes him for Charlie Munger, [he
mad-dog killer. McKee reads in the paper of tWO girls who had hitched
a ride with a farmer from Humbolt "then put a gun to his head and
told him to hil for Texas" (p. 53). Calvin McKee carries a loaded rme
about with him in the front seat of his car. but surprisingly shoots no
one, though he is arresled as a suspect in the Munger killings. Liule
Gordon, grandson of McKee and Lois, is contantly flTing his cap
pistol. shouting in choric fashion, "Bang! Bang! You're dead." This,
along with many Olher reasons, leads the normally icy Lois McKee to
fire old Scanlon's revolver, thus releasing some of the tensions that
have built up atlhe ceremony. Hearing the shot, Scanlon dies, bringing
the number of human deaths in the novella fourteen. And, as Jonathan
Baumbach has pointed OUI, in The Land5cape of Nightmare, Ihe
atmosphere of the entire novel is one of incomprehensible waiting for
the big nuclear storm to hiL' "I swear to God it's the bomb or
something, ever)'body's crazy!" (p. \ 16) Malline says after the radio
announcement lhat Charlie Munger has been captured "out in the
sandhills."
The bomb, though, is an effect rather than a cause. It is simply a
more efficient mechanical device for committing violence, and
although the threat of nuclear annihilalion does live over Morris's
Nebraska, "lhe force behind the reason, the reason for the reason" can
be found, if at all, in the brooding strangeness of the landscape. The
ultimale myslery of being and the violent snuffing OUl of being can be

13

illustraled by an event whi~'h finrl~ 'II~ W:-l} ina lhree of Morris's novels.
More than any '.'Lher. I think. thb deslription pf the dealh of Emil
Bickel PULS us inlo lhe cktnt.:h world of lhe ureal PLlins. Fnst. from
The World in the Allie:
Tom Slcl~IL>1l W4' thc 0111\ man I~ I"",n who I-.n~" lh'lI the rb~e ll\ look for
Emil 8lCI..el
Ihllln OillahJ, '" KJn'.I_ ell '" hul O".~f Ihe lder~""e "'lr~\.

w",

Tner~

'Ie

'WUII~

like"

_~c:k (ll' gr.lIll.

Ill'

arm- ..bnglin~ Ill-.~ ,h~

;Care"T<lW. and n'N, Lhl hlillcl~ ~"Ile rn'ITl

hi:.

"esl p()rr~G,

"Ieeve, or 1

ITl) fJlhn
\,1id. h' the r"'L~ of II \ g"n,l IIlJl1, w,lll 'w h"nnl w,k lhr(~ 'Iurd" kid"
There W'd' d fr~i~hl pal~(d 'HI the ,id,ng. .,"d S0mc men <lid lbr Emil Bickel.
~ man wuh e"cf\lhmg 10 liVe r",. h"d 'Icpp~d ,'ul rr"'''' hdllnJ 11. dicJ Ihal
"'J\,
Em,] H1,'l-.d Iud l..:~n dro>~d (or ,nuf~IL ,\1](1 Ih~ "'<Itch In h',
PO~kcl, (h~ ~r:".,L1 unhr"l-.e~. Il~c

nip.hl m:1il. rollin"d""n

Ih~ gr~de

''''PIH::lI .1I nalll,
had

h~~n

'(l

dLlcn'<"ycnICCn

The

mlILI\ scLL'"d; hi':'

Seven years laler, in The Fiefd of Vl,lion, \1orri\ relurns lo this event,
seen now from lhe point l,f 'Jl:\A ur Lv;." T"m S.:"nlon'~ daughter. She
is lhinking of her f,llher'~ roo!l1 in the Lone Tree Hl)lel, "the one 0n lhe
west. loobng down Ihe >lretrh of IrJd 10WMd O,?alluia and the
crossing where (he downgrade Ireig.hLs hil S(J man\' buggies and teams,
In s\lch w empl\ counlry. how was it r()s~lblc') Where Ihere had bt:t:1I
so few leJm" so f.:w lr,lin~, why did the.1 meel ~() often clllhdt crossing,
in plain day lip.ht. wfjere nothing bltKked :he \'iev..') I: made her doubt
her own life DIlUbl Ihal ~he knew wh;l{ ~hc kne .... '.
\-Vhill she kno\l-~ i~ Ih;1l full g.l'own mt:n some(ime~ did walk right
down the lrack jl1~lead .,1' llil I',e c'lnder, offlo !be Side. L()i~"s mother
had (Jnt:e s,lid lh;ll ~he would have \o'-alked down the lr;lt:b her'elf. if
sht: hod ,t"'ed.' Lmli Bit:kel. with <:\enthlng ll' 11,'e I"l\r. chD~e 10 qay,
and die.

There k"l lo~eLl l,mil B"~~I,,, h~'ird~d '""" "lIh.1 [,,,ell ",ie :l"rl nC'rclhlllg

lO Il"e r,,,. SWi"~lng I"", ~ ,,~r~cr,,'" 11"'111 Iii: Ideph"n~ "'Je,. Ihe bUII,,'"
f",m h" '0:'1 I"'I'I'O:U. lin 1.1[I,er I,-,J ,_",i. 1)1 ,I,~ l'"r,'~ ,,( 1(, H~ Ilad
hee~ dr~,,~d I'll' dur-II, JII ,I hi' hill, \\ere "."d. ~.", Ih~ ~',ld "~Ich ,n n"
r'n"ht. the L"-l.il ""h'"kt'I' h.e1 ,1"1'1'",1 .11 ",,'dl" ,'I,,'er _c"·cnleen fhe
I'J'( <:;"til"und ''','II lr,'"1 r"II",~ eI,1W!! rhe ~r;,J~ h"J b,,~n I"n InlnUlC, b:~

!!,'~t·

Ip 5~71

There i~, in bOlh lhe~e de,<:rirli\ln~, ;1 yu~lil\ ~1'llilar lO lh,ll in E.
Robin,on\ ""RI,'hard Cl)f\" In v.hKh [he 1l1;Jn "'/'o ha~
"e~'erYlhing"' Innplic;abh ~"e~ hume ('l1e night und put, a bullet
through hIS head A~ in thul poem, lhe nelll here is ~iewed frdm (he
oUI~ide, Jlnl lhruup.h SC;1I1(Jn, th':ll through Loi~, Loi~ and her
mother. more sen~ili~e to the Vi.l~[ e'nr(Jnc~~ ~Jrrllunding them,
A.
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This obses~i~e im;Jg:e "r:1 b"d\ d;lIlglrng' from the WIres, smashed into
oblivion by a railr~);Jd l(ll:\'m"lile. me:l[lingle~sl~. i~ more terrible by
far than the ~'ag:ue thle;1I "f .1 mu.,hr<l0rn ..:.It)uU on lhe horilon. Yet,
charaCleri~li(;all\. it I, ,I;\led i');\ wn mCIIlner thai can provoke, ifnot
a belly laugh. at leJ~1 ,I t',l,lI~hm!! ell lhe C'Hnas of lhe mouth. Events
on the lonely PIJlm J.,.,ume moro: lhan normal imporlance and are
milked for any possible me,ming or emlllion. Violent events, whether
assertions of ~ellllO<l(L 'h in the c,lse of lee Ro\. or mysterious
workings of Llle, ;I~ mJ\ he thc (;a."c with Emil Bickel, rrovide a form
of (;ontlnuil\ hetween pre~e!ll and 1"<1'[; more impon~lnl]~, lhey are the
ver~ te\ture <Jf lire on lhe Phin.;, in modern a~ well as in pHllleer times.
Finaill. it i~ pO'i~ible 10 liev. ('/'remoll,- in rune Tree a~;J religious
w<1Tk Lel us look at Morrl~'~ ~ati('lul Book Award"'ddre~~ where
M<Jrrh mentIOn<; wh,lt he call, "'hal> province~." "HuL'k Fmn OUl on
hl~ raft. es..::aping rrom Aunt Salh, Hcmingv.a~ in hi~ Irout·haunted
Big Twu-He<lrted Rl\er, FJulkner in hi~ mChs-'!rewn baroque
wilderne,,;. and in the dark, dark lIelds or lhe repllbhc the immortal
rem;Jin~ of .\;t\ Gal~b~ The~c are holy province'i. anc! wlthm them lies
y,h;Jl we come Ie) recognize as the <tuthor'~ Ileld ofviwm,"
Fragmenl~ of <:;uch a province. he <;a:~. are h1lmd in hi~ hook The
Field of Vi-I·in,'). H~ then 'peab of hi' nn! work as being "a
homeeomlTlg, ,I retur') 10 Ih'll cerner. th~l\ n:l,d of e-,perience from
which lhe author ha" n-:\~>r depdrted. ;llld l!c1',l, uses as a magnet to
order lhe iron jlling~ "r hi, "~I',lr<lle Ille\ In lhe province orhi,'i works
lhat great good ,Inc! elllpl\ 1)1;r(~ ",til fJe ~rl~)',l,r, :I~ Lune Tree {pp, 74
75)," It is obviolh. fin "hdtll I' ""nIh. thJI fur Morris the area of his
hirth, Central Cil\ (rormerl~ L.me Tree!. has mdeec! been central for
him and hJS J,~umed ill \ \hiL irnpurldnCe In hl~ ',l,<lrk,
Ceremonl' ill rUIJ!' Trpe I'. J' the \Ille <,,,\,_ abolll a ceremony,
The various member~ or lhc S':,tnIOIl cbn r1u, ."lme extra, gather at
the g:hoq town ,)f I L)nt Tr<;:o: lO -:clehr:lle Tom SL',ln]on';, ninetieth
birthday, Though it I ' a di.,ordercd ilnd rdther prul'une ceremony. still
the participants.lre ,I\\c1fe lh,ll trihute i, due to <I lllan L'( Sl<lilloil'~
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years, a man who listened to Bryan and watched the century turn.
Ironically, however, Scanlon dies, thus lurning the birthday
celebration into a funeral procession consisting only of the covered
wagon in which Scanlon was born.
The occasion is a ceremony"in another sense, lOO, for it provides
the culmination of the courtship of Calvin and Etoile who leave at the
novel's close to be married. For Gordon Boyd, who has returned from
Mexico, it is a homecoming. Not far from Lone Tree is the sandpit
where as a boy he tried to walk on water while McKee watched,
disbelieving. For the man called Jennings, son of Will Brady
(protagonist of The Works of Love) it is a return to the home place as
well. For most of the characters, in fact, the reunion in the Lone Tree
Hotel has a significance Over and above anything they feel for the
fossilized Scanlon.
In addition to the ceremonial quality of the novel brought about by
the gradual convergence of the characters on Lone Tree and their
resulting movements, there are other more specific respects in which
Ceremonr in Lone Tree is a religious chronicle. The town itself, now
dead, was founded because of the lone cottonwood tree, now dead also.
In the vast open spaces of the Plains, trees were a rare and welcome
sight. a reminder of the land the settlers had left, and also a sign of
water. The tree around which a community might spring up can be
regarded as a sign, on the level of actuality as a sign of water, perhaps.
As people seule and grow attached to the land, this sign assumes
mythic or religious significance. The belief of various cultures in all
parts of the world that they are at the center of the world, "the navel of
the earth:' is often paralleled by a belief in an axiJ mundi around
which the .....'orld lies. This idea of the "cosmic pillar" is ell pressed
through different images such as a ladder. moumain. vine, or tree.' A
sign, such as a tree in treeless land. assumed powerful imporlance for
both ph)'sical and spiritual reasons. Morris's lone tree, growing along
the Platte Rj~'er and marking a watering and resting place, had the
added significance of I)'ing almost exactly on the ninety-eighth
meridian of longitude, an abstraction which serves to delineate two
different climatic and physiographic regions. And, for Morris, who has
obvious I, read \\alter Prescott Webb's The Greal Plains, this line
!>erves a; a convenient boundary mark.ing off East from West.
But we must remember that in the nm'el the tree is dead. If the
characters in Morrj.~·s Plains novels inhabit the navel of the world,
then there is something wrong with thaI world, An analogous case,
mentioned b)' Mircea Ehade, concerns the Australian tribe, the
Achilpa. who. in their tribal movements, carry their axis mundi with
them. It is a sacred wooden pole which. when erected. transforms the
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Ie "cosmic pillar" is expressed
der. mountain, vine, or tree.' A
sumed powerful importance for
lorris's lone tree, growing along
ring and resting place, had the
ellacUy on the ninety-eighth
I which serves to delineate two
gions. And, for Morris, who has
b's The Great Plains, Ihis line
:lg off East from West.
Je novel the tree is dead. If the
inhabit the navel of the world,
hat world. An analogous case,
:rns the Australian tribe, the
lU, carry lheir axis mundi wilh
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surrounding area into a sacred space, "their world," BUl if the pole
should be broken, chaO!. results. It is like the end of the world. 1 And
what we see quite clearly in Ceremony is the end of a world. With
Scanlon's passing, a way of life is over. The Old West, even if it existed
olnly in Scanlon's second-hand memories is I1j:w gone, The man who
knew Buffalo Bill is dead.

He has been dead for a long lime, though. like his town. His death
in the novel is only the cessation of his bodlly funclions, for his mind
has dwelt in the nineteenth cenlury all of his life. The town of Lone

Tree and especially the Lone Tree Hotel are symbols of the death of a
dream. The founding of a lown, bringing civilization to a wilderness,
order aLit of chaos. makes a difference in space. The settled land
becomes a holy place because man has begun anew there. A new life
comes into existence at what then becomes necessarily the center of the
world. But for the sons and grandsons of the pioneers the world's
center has shifted, and the peculiar feeling of reverence that Scanlon
has for the empty town that lies like a movie set in the midst of an
empty plain is lost. The action is elsewhere-Lincoln, Omaha,
Chicago, and all \he smart young men and women leave the farms and
small towns for the cities. There is nothing wrong with this; it is simply
that as this major demographic change has occurred, people have their
roots in different places now, namely the cities. Pan of the melancholy
that accompanies the passing of Scanlon is due to the fact that his
roots were deep in the plain. Now that he is gone. what is len of the
mythic significance of Lone Tree is gone too. The Town is now truly
dead.
Some of the characters recognize the passing of something more
than an old man living in a ghatt town. Calvin, especially, as I have
mentioned, is Ihe spiritual heir of Scanlon and can lament the changing
of the old ways. Of the other characters (with one exception) Jennings,
the "son" of Will Brady comes closest to understanding the
characteri!nics of Scanlon and his town.
Jennings has the West in his blood, as one of his critics said. and
he earns a living by writing western adventure slOries. He too is a loner,
s solitary, wh() needs time to try to understand "that he was the son of
a man who thought he was Sanla Claus" (p. 130). As a writer, Jennings
shares the writer's girt and his predicament according to Morris: that
is, he is both in and out of this world.' It is as a man who is out of this
world that he falls into the tradition of the holy man in the Plains
novel. He is one of lhose characters, of whom Nally Bumppo is the
prototype, who understands his relationship with the land or else at
least realizes that he does have a relevant connection with it and is
trying to understand the connection.
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other characters, only Boyd and Scanlon can be considered

holy men. Scanloll, who peers QUL over the sea of grass year after year

and who sees many things where other men see nothing, is obviously a
visionary, a man who IS OUI Oflhis world. "He is more like a piece of
nalure than a man." (p. 69) thinks Lois. BUl Scanlon in this novel is
tOO far oUl of this world. He can no longer communicate anything to

anyone. If he WllS once a person who was both seer and sayer, Lhal is,
one who could make his visiolls at least partially intelligible to others,
in Ceremony thi~ latter funclion is impossible for him. Still, il is
Scanlon, who has spent his life looking westward from his window in
the Lone Tree Hotel, who understands the scene more than anyone
else.
Gordon Boyd, friend of McKee, writer, and walker on water. is
the most perceplive character in the novel. A man who has lefl lhe
home place bUl who has nOl gollell over it. he relurns lO Lone Tree for
the reunion wilhoul quite knowing why.
Lone Tree? \Vhen Buyd read the name he laughed out loud ....'a' there a more
desolale. more inhuman Olllpost in Ihe world? Treeles;; and bleak. home of the
Dust Bowl and thai e~~enlri~ old fo,,1 S~anlon, hoarded up in his delapidatoo
hotel. II made him grateful Acapulcu W:l, 'u far 'Iway And lhen a week Or sO
Inler he searched half the da\' for the leiter to see irhe ,till might get lo Lone
Tree in lime (p. 2H).

Boyd is a man who can bolh see and commullicate, bUI no one is
inleresled in whal he ha~ 10 say. His early aitempllo walk on waler at
Ihe sandpil easl of Polk proved abortive. Even ifil had been successful,
Waller McKee was the only wilness and a singularly inappropriate
one, for lack of understanding is Mc Kee's major characteristic. Boyd
ha, f~iled as a dramalisl and failed as a hum, bUl he succeeds in being
what David Madden calls an audacious amaleur. III He stands oUl from
his background because he has 10, jusl as people had 10 build false
from~ lo slores and lowering grain elevalors-"lo convince themselves,
in the midst of emptiness, thalthey are there. II is a queslion of being.
Like Scanlon and Will Brady, Boyd is incomplete as a holy man.
If he is a prophet, he IS a Jeremiah deriding bitLerly Ihe land and people
of Nebraska, yet carrying the navel of Ihe world around with him
under his bell buckle. He is a local boy, but unlike McKee or Bud, he
has spenl his life trying to understand what il means to he a local boy
Jennings, musing on the mystery orhis father, wonders:
What leu a bOlo born and raised in Ihis ~odd~. 10 [olllluwn Ihe plain like a
pebble 10 ",here men were paId to he Santa (."Jau," And anolher. a fe""' years
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communicllle, bUI no one is
"Iy auempt ltl wall.: dn water at
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tnd a singularl~ itlJppropriate
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bum, but he succeeds in being
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Hors-to convince themselves.
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dis incompleLe as a holy man.
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Ilher, wonders:
roll dawn Ihe plain li~e d
Clau,'l A~d an<Jlher. a rew )eJr;

dd~. 10

laler, 10 leave al horne his well-thumbed Bible [Lee Roy Momever]; and
anolher 10 lale up hi, gun lile Bill] the kid [Charlie Mungcl!' In some "'''i
l<:ft [0 Jenning~ to discover. (he,e live, seemed to be relaled. nOl merely to
uch olher bullO the man on the platform of the caboo;e [Will Brady 1- Local
bo'" Local bop who made·· or unmade good (p. IJ7),

The landscape operates on all of them, and in its unreality or
ambiguity, il~ barrenness, and in the isolalion and violence it seems to
engender in man. Ihe Plains landscape is indeed a symbolic one, Henry
Nash Smith, speaking of the changes in the American western novel,
has said:
The 'cene has ,hihed [r,'m Ihe deep fertile rore,(, eJ>I oflhe Mis,i'''ppi to lhe
barren plam,. The IJnd~e"pe within whieh lhc Weslern hero operale, has
become, in Averill"" wMd" ~ "dleM~ "'a'le."lIl~l!OW' Ihe hero hac).; in "p<Jn
him,elf and accenwales his lerrible and ,ublimc lSolalion He i; In alldrchic
and ,elf·cintained atom
atone in a ho~lile, or at r.c-sl. ne~tral univene.'

Local boys, walkers on water or mass murderer~. all ha\'e the Oal,
dry. Wlnd\ Plains behind them. As Morris is fond of saying. "The
emptiness of the plain generates illusions that requJre Ilttle moisture,
and grow better, like tall stories, where the mind is dr~ The hl.ll corn
may Oower or hurn in the wind. but the plain is a metaphysical
land~cllpe
., ir 5). It is the anempt to understand Ihe metaphysics
of this landscape that differentiates characters. McKee does nothing,
Chllrlte Munger I.:llls. and Boyd and Scanlon, in different ways, try to
"see," in II place where there is lillle to ~ee, what their world is all
about.
Finally. however, the view pre~ented through these characters and
their actions seems to be that "holiness" l~ tln the wane, that man is
losing his connection with the home place, the land. Clyde and Edna
live in a modern. air-conditioned home but spend most of the time
roaming the country in a trailer Daughter, a young divorcee, whom
Boyd picb up in Las Vegas. muliers "Sweet Jesus" at everything, not
as a curse, nO! as a prayer. bUI as a gap-filler. a next·to-meaningless
speech gesture. As the height or !Tony. she wears conlact lenses so she
can see better; yel she wtluld be lost if confronted with a .statemenl like
this one by Henry David Thoreau: "Tall.: of mysteries! Think or our
life in nature.-daily to be shown matter. to come in contact with
it,-rocks. lrees, wind on our checks! the solid earth! the actual world!
the common sense' Con/ad.' Con/ac/! Who are we? Where are we?'
The;;.e ;.lre the 4UC~lIun~ Ceremony in Lone Tree asb and answers
\\/e are \:ontemporary Amen-:an~ and we are losl on a barren, ....'Indy
plain which In 1\-1orri~'~ tictiun is our world. Once. perhaps, we knew
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where we were going. But no longer. Among the m~ny death~ in the
novel, three are most important: the dealh oflht: lone collonwood tree.
the death of the town founded around the tree dnd named after il, and
the dealh of Scanlon. Man'~ drive to begin a new :md btller placl:. a
New World, has died here. Of the first bloodh:tting at Wounded Knee,
John Neih::lfcll in Bla(-k Elk Speaks, transcribes this lament which
Scanlon, coold he speak, might echo: "A people's dream dIed there. It
was a bealuiful dream. And I, to whom so great a vision was gillen in
my youLh,--you see me now a pitiful old man who has dom:: nothing,
for the nation's hoop is broken and scattered. There is no cenler <Iny
longer, and the sacred tree is dead.""
Richmond, Virginia
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