Rites of Passage in Larry McMurtry’s
The Last Picture Show

by
D. Gene England

aving once surveyed the scholarship on Larry McMurtry,

I knew that thc maturation theme in his works had been

touched in a number of significant articles.’ Yet much

more could be said. As I was catching up on recent
McMurtrv scholarship, I found to my pleasure a sound critical
study, Charles Peavy's Larry McMurty for the Twayne U. S.
Authors Series.? The find was a mixed blessing, however, for 1
quickly discovered that Mr. Pcavy's coverage of the maturation
themc is most thorough, leaving tew of my observations abont the
book to be new, It theretore became my intention to comment on
several significant contributions made by Peavy and then to move to
several insights of my own.

Particularly signifieant as new contributions to McMurtry
studies are passages from interviews that McMurtry has granted and
draft versions of many of his novels, These new contributions are us-
ed by Peavy in two important sections of his work dealing with The
Last Picture Show. In his second chapter, “McMurtry’s Novels,” he
accurately characterizes the novel's action as centered on “the sexual
adventures and misadventures of Sonny Crawford as he struggles
toward maturity in the emotionally crippling environs of Thalia.™
Peavy clearly identifies the plot as “concerned with the rites of
passage of Sonny Crawford and his friend, Duane Jackson.™ In the
summary and analysis of the plot, Peavy identifies a significant eor-
respondence between the novel and traditional rites of passage: the
presence in Sam the Lion and Genevieve of surrogate parents, who
give in the ane case fatherly advice and strict admonitions and in the
other “motherly eoncern and affection.”® Such connections are fur-
ther explored in Chapter Three “"Major Themes in McMurtry’s Fic-
tion,” in which Peavy suggests:

The main action of the novel s concermed with the emergence into
manhood of a high school senior, Sonny Crawford His sophistication {or loss of
innocence), as well as that of his peer group. is accomplished through sex. It is
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through the medium of sex tha: the inhabitants of Thalia seek (aud find) their
identity,*
In this assertiou Peavy has put the major concern in his exploration
for rites of passage on the sexual. There is no denving the heavy em.-
phasis on sexval experiences of all kinds, involving many charaeters.,
as fundamental experience in the lives of the vonths of Thalia.
Nevertheless, if the novel has significance in its treatment of the rites
of passage, it should deal with more than sexual experience, It is the
coneentration on the sexual, I think, which leads Peavy to regard
The Last Picture Show as less suceessful than the earlier McMurtry
novels, Horseman, Pass By and Leaving Cheyenne, especially in
characterization,” Admitting that the eharaeterization of the older
women in Senny's life (Genevieve and Ruth) does have "subtle
nuanee,”® Peavy concludes his treatment of themes in the first three
novels by the following assessment of MeMurtry’s early work:
The themes of loneliness and lost love recur in MeMurtry's novels, but the most
important theme in the first three novels is the male protagonises achievement of
manhood {with its accompanving loss of innocencel. These males are aceom-
panied in their rites of passage by women who are older or, as in the case of Mol-
Iy lin Leaving Chewvenne], more sophisticated in their emotional maturity.?
Clearly, to bim Souny’s rite of passage is sexual in nature, especially
in his affair with Ruth Popper. Peavy insists at the same time that
MeMurtry is not guilty in the book of overemphasiziug the role of sex
in small town life, espeeially iu the lives of young people: “Some of
McMurtry’s sexual scenes are high symbolie, all are important
thematically, and none should be taken as sensational.”'°
Uufortunately, Peavy does not give any justifieation for that
assessment. Before turning to the non-sexual experiences in Sonny's
maturation, 1 want to eonsider this issue of sensationalism in the
novel. For while it is true that a novel of maturation should have
more than the sexual for a basis, the sexual should been seen as
believable, as an integral part of the character's experienee and not
as exploitation by the writer. 1 eoneur tosally with Peavy's judgment
that the sexnal experienees in the novel are accurate. Having passed
my own adolescence in a small ranching and oil town of Texas in the
1950°s, 1 was struck from my first reading of the book by the ac-
curacy of McMurtry’s capturing of the atmosphere of such towns
and the poignancy of Sonny's sexual encounters. Concurrent with
the first awakening of sex within me and many of my peers was the
acquiring of an almest mythical name, Bila. That name, spoken
secretly and with mysterionsly dirty significance, conjured up no-
tions of sex for youngsters having only the faintest notion of what
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sexual intercourse aetually was. Gradually as more and more of us
passed through puberty, the name took on a elearer significance.
Bila was the woman with whom some had, or claimed to have had,
their first sexual experienee. That Bila was a social outeast, a Mexi-
cian prostitute, made the experience all the more an adventure. The
presence of Bila in my home town experience makes the Jimmie Sue
episode (in which Duane and his [riends try, over Sonny’s objec-
tions, to introduce Billy to sex) an aecurate picture of first sex. In
Luling, Texas, my home, the next sexual episode for a young man
was usuallv in the back seat of a ear on Davis Hill—similar to
Sonny’s episodes with Charlene Duggs in the pickup truek. If not on
Davis Hill the young men of Luling sought sex in a most convenient
brothel some fifty miles distant in LaGrange. This is the “Chicken
Raneh” now made famous by Texan Larry King in an article for
Playboy and in the delightful musical “The Best Little Whorehouse
in Texas.” Sonny and Duane's experiences in the houses of Wichita
Falls are cold and impersonal; the LaGrange experiences seem less
s0, but that may have more to do with the general mythologizing
that has been done about the “Chicken Ranch.” For example, Miss
Edna, the madam of the house, called Miss Mona in King's mnsical,
frequently tnrned awav voung men who arrived too drunk to
behave according to her rules of conduct. She once turned away a
earload of Freshmen from the University of Texas, saying, “Now va’ll
go on back home, and come back anytime you're sober enough to en-
joy yourselves,” For a seamier if more exotic adventure than
LaGrange, voung men of Luling headed to the hoarder eities of
Mexica, just as Sonny and Duane do in their Jong trip to Matamaros.
The bars and prostitutes of Boys Town in numerous Mexican cities
gave Luling youth an introduction to pornography not so readily
available as in American cities today. Like the Thalia boys, Luling's
found the trip home from Mexico to be an almost unendurable com-
bination of hangover and fear of veneral disease.

One last personal reminiscence seems neeessary even if un-
savory in order to establish that the sexual scenes of The Last Picture
Show are not unrealistic. On an evening in the Spring in the late fif-
ties, some fifty feet from one of the busiest highways in the nation,
U.S. 90, more than twenty young men are reported to have stood in
line outside the men's room of a serviee station, passing frormn one to
another the condom used for sexual intercourse with a girl lying in-
side on sacks of feed, Little surprise then that nothing in McMurtry’s
novel seemns gratuitous sensationalism to me.

If these examples suffice, Peavy's assessment of the sexual scencs
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in the novel is valid. To be successful literature of rites of passage
must have such correspundence for ity readers, Beyvond such eor-
respondenees, successful partrayals of the rites of passage must do
more—must deal with features which go beyond the sexual awaken-
ing of the maturing individual, The mytholagical components of
rites of passage are certainly more complex. If Sonnyv js indeed
undergoing such rites, the reader should he able to see changes iu
him, new stages of his development, new insights which have come
to him from the older and presumably wiser individuals with whom
he comes in contact.

In his excellent article on the initjation themes in MeMurtry's
works, Kenneth W, Davis cites Mordecai Marcus and Thah Hassan
for definitions of initiation in fictiou.’ He is interested most par-
ticularly in Marcus's use of the eoncepts of teutative, uncompleted.
and deeisive initiations. These evaluations he applies to several tvpes
of initiations undergonc by McMuriny's young herves: sexual initia-
tion. physical-challenge initiation, and initiation through en-
counters with death. In judging Sonny’s experienees, Davis finds the
sexual initiation to be “eharacterized by ogver-lapping of the nn-
completed and the decisive brpes.”!? More clearly decisive is the in-
itiation undergane by Sonny in encountering death, twice, through
the loss of Sam and Billy:

sonny Crawiord. ab last, hus experieneed thoough a violent encounter with

death. a decisive initation w hich reveals to him a devastating vision of the im-

personab cruelty of 4 fate whieh can strike down an innocent victim such as

Billy,

This discussion by Davis puts proper emphasis on the non-sexual in-
itiation experiences in Sonny's life as being the more significant, or
at least the more indicative thal Sonuy has indeed made a passage
from the one stage of awareness to another. I thiuk it necessary to ex-
plore the non-sexual initiation one step more. Davis's work deals
with the initiation througl the death of Sam and Billy, but he does
not deal with the role of Sam as initiator. Peavy in his work lahels
Sam the Lion the father figure in Sonny’s life, the snrrogate father to
replace Sonny’s own weak and ineffectnal parent. To be seen as the
type of tignre described by anthorities of mythologieal structuriug,
Sam needs further definition.

To get at the role I see for Sam in Sonny’s initiation ar rite of
passage, I want to eonsider some insights provided by two promi-
nent spokesmen on myths and their symbolic importance iu the lite
and literature of man. Erieh Nenmann, the brilliant disciple of Karl
Jnng, details the role of rite in the education of yonng males by their
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elders in tribal situations.

In its original forms. as a svstem of alliances among members ol different
age groups, the male group was organized on a strictly hierarchical basis. The
rites that induct # man from one age group to another were aceordingls rites of
initiation. Fverywhere these men's woeicties are of the greatest importance. ol
only for the development of masculinily and of the man's consciousness of
hirnsclf, but for the development of culture as & whole,

This horizontal organization of age groups ebviates personal conllict in (he
sensc of a hoslile father-son relationship, because the terms “lather” and “son
connate group characteristics and not personal relanons. The older men are
“Iathers,” the young men “soms.” and this collective gronp-solidarity is para-
mount, Conllicts, so far as they exist at all, are between the age proups and have
a collective and archetypal. rather than a a personal and individual. character,
The initiatirns enable the young men to 1ise up in the scale and to perform
various functions within the group. The trials of endurance are tests of the virili-
ty and stability of Lhe egn: they are not to be taken personalistically as the
“vengeance of the old” upon the voung, any mere than gur matriculation is the
vengeance of old men upoen he rising generation. hut inerely a certificate of
maturity for entry into the collective In almost all vases. ayge hrings an increase
in power and importance based on Lhe increased know ledge gained throueh suc-
cessive initiations, so that the old men ha e little cause for resentment. '+

Neumann’s interest is centered on the tather-son relationship ex-
isting between tribal elders and the young males to be initiated, He
goes on to probe the elements of charaeter, which in addition to
physieal elements, initiation rites were meant to imprave:

Fire and other symbols of wakefulness and alertness play an important part
in the vites of imtiation, where the voung men have 1o “wateh and wake.” fe..
learn te o ercome the body and the inertia of the unconscious hy fighting against
tiredness. Kevping awake and the endurance ol fear. hunger. and pamn o
together as essential elements in lortifving the ega and schoohing the will. Al
instruction and iniliation into the traditional lore ate as much part of the rites as
the proofs of will power thal have to be given. The criterion of manliness 1z an
undaunied will, the ready ability 1o delend the ego and consciousness should
newd arise. and to master one’s nnconseiaus 1 pulses and childish fears, Eyven to-
day the initiation rites of puberty siill have the character of an initiation into the
seeret world of the masculine spirit. W hether this spirit lies hifden in the stock of
ancestral myths, 1n the laws and ordinances ol Lhe collective. or in the
sacrainents of roligion, is all one. They are all expressions, differing in rank and
degree, ol the sume mausculine spirit which is the specitic property of the male
group.'”?

The major function of triha! clders is identified by Neumann as in-
struction in the values of the tribc. Initiation becomes the method
for such instruction. Neumann writes:

“The [athers” are the representatives ol law and order, from the earliest taboos
to the mosl modern juridical svstems: Lhes hend down the highest values of
civilization whereas the mothers control the highest, i «., deepest, values of life
and nature. The world of the fathers is thus the world of collective values: it is
historical and relaled to the (luctuating level of conscious and cultural develop-
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ment within the group. The prevailing svstem of oaltaral values, 1e.. the canon
of values which gives a eulture its peculiar physiognoms and its stability, has its
rools in the father. the grown men who represent and reinforce the religions,
ethical, political, and sceial stractore of the collveting,

These fathers are the guardians of masculinity and the supervisors nf all
educativn Thal i to say, therr existence is net merely symholical; as pillars of
the instirutions that embody the enltural canan, they preside cver the upbringing
of each individua” and certify his coming of age. Il mukes no diflerence how this
culturnl canon 15 constituted. whether i laws and talaos be thisee of a tribe o
hesd-hunters er <f a Chnstian nation. Alwass the fathers see to it that the enr-
rent values are impressed upon the voung people, and thal orly those whe have
de tified sheuselves with those valnes are iucluded among tie adnlis. The ad-
vocacy of the canon ol valyes inherited from the fathers and enforced by ednca-
tHom manifests itsell in 1he pavchie stractore of the indis idual as “conwaenes,”"1®
iNeumann, p 172.3)

To explore more particular information about the manner in which
rites of passage serve man and his society, 1 wish to cite several
passages from one of the most famous of the critics of myth, Juseph
Campbell. According to him:

The tnbal ceremonies of birth, in'tiation, marrage, hurial, installation,
and so forth, semve to translate the individual's ile-crises and life-deeds into
classic. impersonal forms They diselose kim to Eimsell, not as this personality or
that. but as the warijor, the brice, the widow. the priest, the chieltain: at the
sane Tehearsing for \he vedt of the camnnnity the old lesson of the archetvpal
stagies. All participate in the ceremonial aceording to rank and Inudtion. The
whue sociely becumies vishle o itwlf as an imperishanle living unit Genera-
tions of individuals puss, like anonvinous ceils From a living bady: hut the sis-
taining, timeless for remams. By an enlargement of vision to einbrace this
super-individnal. sach discovers hinsell enbanced. esriched, supported . and
magnificd. His role. however nniinpressive, iz seen o be intrinsic to the heauthifut
festival-image of man—the image, poteastial vet necessarily inhihited. within
hunsell.”

Freqnently for the individual to discover his role a guide is
necessary. Campbell sees the function of that guide as comparable to
that in modern society of the psychoanalyst:
[lis rele s preeisely that of the Wise Old Man of the myths and fairy tales whose
words assist the hero throngh the tzials and terrors of the weird adventure, He is
the bne who appears and points Lo the magic shining sward that will kil the
dragon-terror. tells of the waiting hride and the cestle of many treasures, applies
healing balnmi to the ahnost fatal woinds. and finally Jismisses the eongueror,
hark into the world of normal life, following the wreat adventuee inen the en.
chamed night. '
From these discussions of certain inftiation figures 1 would like to
merge several into a composite that will serve for the pattern of Sam.
The older men of the tribe, the Elders described by Neumann as “the
fathers,” must pass on the important spiritual elements of their
society to the young men, The Wise Old Man described by Campbell
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gives magic wards or signs to the youngster being guided. Taken
together these two figures become the Wise Elder. This image is apt
for Sam the Lion.

The single most interesting scene jn the novel to be considcred
for its ritualistic patterning is the trip to the stock tank. The fishing
trip, like Hemingway's symbolic journcy for Nick in “Big Two-
Hearted River,” places the initiate in nature, near the source of
redeeming, purifying water, The brown water of a large stock tank
is hardly a pure, or purifying, source, until it is seen in contrast to
the deadness of the lanscape around Sonny:

The gray pastores and the distaut brow n ridges looked too empty. He himself lelt

ton empty. As empty as he felt aud as empty as a country looked it was toa risky

going nut into it— he might be blown around for days like a broomweed in the

wind. (p. 217)"*

Out in the open country the norther gusted strongly across the highway, making

the truck hard to hold, Once in a while a big ragweed would sheke loose from

the barbed-wire fences and skitter across the road, only to catch agein in the
barbed-wire fence on the other side. The dry grass in the pastures was gray-
hrown, and the leafless winter mesquite grav-black . . . . Ezeept lor a [ew sand-
scraped ranch houses there was nothing to see but a long snecession of low brown
ridges. with the wind singing over them . . . . Sonny sometimes got the funny
feeling that he was driving the old truck around and aronnd in a completely
empty place. (pp. 15-16}
The contrasting mood at the tank is immediately apparent.

Sonny was stretched out on his slomach in the Bermuda grass along the base of

the tank dam. The May sun on his back was o warm thal it made him drowsy,

and he was almost asleep . . .. (p. 121}

Very central to the ritual to be playved out in this natural haven for
Sonny is the presence of his Wise Elder. Jnst as Tke McCaslin in
Faulkner's “The Bear” has a spiritoal guide in Sam Fathers. so Son-
ny has in Sam the Lion. That Sam is his leader is established in a
most unusual aet with phallic symbolic import—an act of imitation.
Sam urinates from the edge of the stock tank, “watering the grass™
he calls it, Soon Sonny follows:

In a moment he himsell had the urge to water the grass in the way that Sam had,

and he walked to the edge of the dam to do it. He lelt warm and well and was

{aintly pleased by the spurt of his own water, even stretching himsell a little to

see if he cauld send a stream !l that vay to the foal of Lhe dam. (p. 122}

Realizing that Sam has seen him, Sonny is at first embarrassed and
then puzzled by Sam’s reaction. The older man is reduced to tears
from laughing and then he eurses his old age. Because Sonny con-
tinues to be puzzled by these aetions, Sam explains:

“T'1] tell you what it was, son,” he said, looking at Sonny a little ruefully. “Seeing
vou pissing off the dam reminded me of something . . . . Heason I always drag
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vou all out here prohably—I'm just as sentimental as anybody else when it comes
to old bmes. What vou reminded mie of happened twenty vears ago—1I hroughl a

veung ladv swaimming here . . . . We comie nut here swimmin® one day without
i bathin suits and alter we got out of the water I walked off up there ta piss, (p.
123

In doing so, Sam aceepted the ladv’s bet that he couldn’t reach the
water at the bottom of the dam, the target Sonny had tried to reach.
In trying to find out more, Sonny learns only that the incident was
felt by Sam to have been a craziness, as he calls it, to which he ad-
mits he might succnmb again if the lady were available, He wonders
if such craziness is being ridienlous. eoncluding finally:

"It ain't, really,”™ he said. “Being crazy about a woman like her’s alway: the right

thing to do. Being a decrepit old bag of bones is what's ridiculous.” (p 124
With the subject of such love before them, Sam turns their conversa-
tion to Sonny’s afair with Ruth Popper:

“T don't exactly know what to do about her.” Seany said hopefully.

Sam the Linn Jaughed almost as loudly ac he had on the tank daimn.

“Don't luok at mie for advice” he said. T never knows exactly whal to do
about anybedy, least of all women. You might stay with her and get some good
sut of her while you're growing up. Somebody oughl to get some gaod out of

Ruth.” {pp. 124-5)

In this very important passage Sam has served as a Wise Elder fos
Sonny, whether he has intended to or not. In this important isolated
spot, he has pointed out Sonny's imitation of his own actions. First
in the act of urination from the dam and then in having a seeret and
“crazy’ love. Betore the two leave the disenssion of such secrets, Sam
gives Sonny a piece of information that can be identilied as the kind
of information the Wisc Elder often passes to an initiate—an evalua-
tion of the value of life, cnigmatic as the statcment may be.

“Is growin’ up always miserable?” Sonny said. “Nohady seems to enjoy il

much.”

“Oh, it ain't nevesarily miserable.” Sam replied. “About eighty per cent of

the tme, 1 quess ™ (p. 124)

This scene rather dramatically reveals an initiation pattcrn, the
passing of important insight from the Wise Elder to the initiate.
Whether or not Sonny, as initiate, has learned from the information
is a question best answered in examining his response to Ruth in the
final scene of the novel.

Before dealing with that important passage, 1 should point out
that the Sawm-Sonny relationship later follows the pattern of a Wise
Elder and initiate when Sonny assumes the rale of Elder aftes the
death of Sam. It is Sonny who takes on Sam’s guardianship of the
mentally retarded Billy. When Billy is killed by a truck, it is Sonny
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who must perform a ritnal:

Sonny didn't want to yell at the men again, but he couidn’t stand to walk
away and leave Billy there by the truck, with the circle of men spittina and far-
ting and shullling all around him. Before any of them knew what he wus up to
he got Rills nnder the arms and starled off with him. drageing him and tryving to
run. .. 5oy . .. dragged him across the windy street to the curb i front of the
picture show. That was a< tar as he wenl. e laid Billy on the sidew alk where al
least he w onld be put of the street, and eovered hin with his Levi jacket. (p. 216;

The appropriateness of Sonny's carrving Billy to the picture show is
clearly seen if we consider how important, how almost religious, is
Billy’s fascination with that place:

QOf ull the people In Thalia, Billy missed the piciure show most, He couldu't

undentand that it was perinanently elesed. Every night he kept thinking it

wauld open again. ip. 213
One Fridav evening, when Billy was allowed into the deserted
theater, he was inadvertently loeked in.

It was not until late that night, when Sonny gol worried and begin asking

around that Miss Muosev thought af the balcony, When they got there, Billy wi

sitting quietly in the dark with him broowt, waiting. perfectly sure that Lthe show

would come on sametime. i} 214)

In the act of returning Billy to the picture show, Sanny has placed
him as it were on an altar. Sonny has performed an important ritnal
act, showing that he has. if only instinctively, taken over some of
Sam's functions.

To see if he has also assnmed some of the wisdom ot Sam such as
that conveved in the incident at the stock tank, it is necessary to con-
sider Sonnv's final retnrn to Rnth., During the early stages of their
affair. Sonny is snrprised—then satisficd—that this older woman
takes pgreat satisfaetion in having him as her lover. Bnt Sonny shows
little concern, little care for her as a person,

He does illustratc some inilt {eelings when he will not par-
ticipate with the vonng hovs who copulate with the little blind
heifer,

[t had something to do with Mz, Popper. thuaph he was not certain just w hat. It
didr’t seem right to kiss Mrs. Popper and still liddle around with heitees, blind or
aat . He suddenly felt like he had graduated. and i was an uncasy feeling. p.
Ab}

After Jaey shows an interest in Sonny. he is easily drawn away
from Ruth, but he has a gnawing sense of guilt, as he and Jacy drive
out to the lake,

It was exaclly what Sonny wanted to do. hut as he drove there his
uncasiness increased. The thunght of Buth papped 1nto his mind— They had seen
cach other that versy allernvon, and had had an ardent, swealy . good time . . ..
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Driving to the lake, it oceurred to hien that in a way he was hound to Ruth, bul
with Juey sitting close beside him, light-vaiced, her bair {fragrant, her arm cool,
it was hard to keep Ruth in mind. (p. 178
Onee Jacy has Sonny convinced of her love for him Ruth is excluded
from Sonnyv’s life but not his conscience;

After Lhe first date with Jacy e did not unce go back to Ruth's. He could
not have faced her. At times he missed her. and he often missed making love to
her, but he clid not go back. Somelimes in the middle of the night he would wake
ip and ferl nervous and ashumed. Late af night he could not help laeing the fact
that he has treated Ruth shamelnlly and probably hurt her veny much . | 1t
wasi't right and it made him feel terrible, bat at the same Loe he knew he
wasn’L going to quit going with Jacy. He was being unfair to Ruth, but what he
lelt for Jaer was beyond [airness. He had a chanee to have samething he had
always wanted, and he wasn'l going to pass the chance up . . . All the same, he
hated being the cause of Ripth's suffering. The only way he knew how 1o handle
it was just not to ¢o near her, or to say anything to her. ourto try to justify what
he had done. (p. 180

Subsequently, when Gene Farrow has broken up the marriage of
Sonny and Jacy, Lois points out to him that he has been foolish;
“You'd have been a lot better off to stay with Ruth Popper.” {p. 197)
Later as she aud Sonny have made love, Lois tells him to stop worry-
ing about how much he is worth to the woman, to stop having an in-
feriority complex about himself. Instead he should conceutrate on
how much worth he i« to himself. When he appears saddened by the
conversation, Lois asks:

“Why do vou leok »0 sad? You're fine, Sonny.”

"I was just thinking o] Mrs, Popprr.” he said. I guess [ treated her tescihle.”

[ guess vou did.™ Leis said. (p. 201}

After Billy’s death, Souny, with no apparent motivation,
returns to Ruth’s house, Her angry outburst, including hurling Son-
uy's cup of eoifec against the wall, shocks him especially when she
coucludes by accusing him of mistreating those closest to him:

I puess just because yvour [riend got killed vou want me to forget what vou did

and make it all tight. I'm pot setrs for you! You would have left Billy too. just

like ynuy lelt me. ¥ bet vou left him plenty of nights whenever Jacy whistled, |
wouldnt treat a dog that way but thar's the way you brealed me, and Billv tne.”

{p. 218

Sonny had not thought of himself as deserting Billy, and he doesn’t
trv to respond, defend, or excuse himself. Instead he experienees
rclief in having her so mad at him. He reaehes for her hand, as if to
resnme the relationship as though nothing had happened. Ruth
thinks to herself that after all that he had done to her had heen
because he was only a boy. Summoning strength from within her,
she resolves to go through the experiences again, even if they must
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eventually eome again to a eruel separation:

All at once tears sprang in her eves and wet her face, her whole body swelled.

She knew she was going to bave the nerve, after all, and she took Sonny's young

hand and pressed it to her throal, to her wet face. She was on the verge of speak-

ing to him. of saying something [ine. It seemed to her that oo the tip of her
tongue was something it had taken her forty vears to learn, something wise or
brave or beautiful thal she could finally say. 1t would be just what Sonny needed
to know aboul life, and she would have said it il her own reliel had not been so

sirong. (219-2()

The words don’t come to her. She can only say, in the moving words
that end the novel, “Never you mind, honey . . . never you mind,”
(p. 220

Is this a seene that establishes any sense of maturity in Sonny?
Certainly Ruth’s charaeterization of him as a boy undereuts any
estimation of his maturity. The sign of his maturity is seen in Ruth’s
response to him, She has exempted him from the necessity of an
apology; vet she knows that he is sorry for what he has done. He has
cared for her even if he has not been able to tell her so, He has learn-
ed from Sam that love, crazy as it is, is to be treasured, It may well
be the twenty per eent of good that comes to eaeh life—if Sam were
right in saying that only about 80 per eent of life was miserable. Lois
has told him that self worth is the most important thing in love. In
returning to Ruth, Sonny is doing what he knew he should so long
before. He no longer has a reason to feel ashamed of himself. He has,
in retnrning, expressed his shame to Ruth, suffered her anger, and in
taking her hand showed that he can be as Lois advised him, comfor-
table with himself. Ruth, with great insight, has been willing to take
Sonny back, sensing his inability to express in words what he has
gone throngh and what he has learned. In her own inablility to sav
the words that will help Sonny know about life, she has seen how
difficult sueh an effort is. Her final lines, then, exempt him from
saying anything. His presence says it all, and he need not "mind”
ahout the words.

From the elders around him, Sonny Crawford has learned
enough to underge many maturing events. He is at the end of the
novel, although only a boy, one who has concern for others and who
seems to have aehieved a sense of self worth that stems from doing
the right thing in a relationship with another person. The erueial act
for Sonny is to resume his relationship with Ruth, not because there
is no other relationship, but because Sam, Genevieve, and Lois have
all shown him that there is something in the relationship for both of
them-—that Ruth deserves some good in life, maybe even the 20 per
cent of good that a relationship with a silly boy will bring, At least
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he by grasping her hand shows that the relationship is still alive for
hirm. That is enough for Ruth. She has a sense of the change that has
taken place in Sonny— he has learned to see the little good in life and
to see the worth in accepting that little good from Ruth. He has
through his Wise Elder Sam experienced a signifieant rite of
passage.

Indiana State University
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