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west

The Day of the Locust is a seminal work of American literature that captures
the disillusionment of the American Dream during the Great Depression.
Written by Nathanael West and published in 1939, this novel explores the
lives of aspiring actors, artists, and dreamers in Hollywood, California.
Through a blend of dark humor and surreal imagery, West paints a vivid
picture of despair, ambition, and the inherent emptiness of fame. This
article delves into the themes, characters, and significance of "The Day of
the Locust," highlighting why it remains a crucial text in American
literature.

Overview of the Novel

Nathanael West's "The Day of the Locust" is set against the backdrop of Los
Angeles in the late 1930s. The story revolves around a group of individuals
who are drawn to Hollywood, lured by the promise of fame and fortune.
However, as the narrative unfolds, it becomes evident that the reality of
Hollywood is far from glamorous. West's portrayal of the film industry serves
as a microcosm for the broader disillusionment that many Americans
experienced during this tumultuous period.

Plot Summary

The narrative follows several central characters, each representing different
facets of Hollywood's underbelly:

1. Tod Hackett: An aspiring painter and the protagonist of the story, Tod
arrives in Hollywood with dreams of success. He works as a set designer and
is increasingly disillusioned by the superficiality of the film industry.

2. Faye Greener: A beautiful but misguided actress who embodies the allure
and emptiness of Hollywood. Faye is the object of Tod's obsession, but she is
ultimately self-serving and manipulative.

3. Homer Simpson: A middle-aged and socially awkward man who becomes
infatuated with Faye. His character represents the desperate and deluded
individuals drawn to Hollywood in search of love and acceptance.

4. Earle Shoop: A cowboy actor who is emblematic of the rugged masculinity
that Hollywood promotes. Earle's character adds to the complex dynamic of
desire and jealousy within the story.



As these characters navigate their aspirations and failures, West weaves a
narrative that culminates in a violent and chaotic climax, symbolizing the
collapse of the American Dream.

Key Themes

"The Day of the Locust" is rich with themes that resonate deeply with
readers. Below are some of the most significant themes explored in the novel:

The I1lusion of the American Dream

West critiques the notion of the American Dream, revealing it as an
unattainable illusion for many. The characters’ relentless pursuit of fame
and success often leads to disappointment and despair. This theme is
particularly relevant in the context of the Great Depression, where economic
hardship made the dream seem even more elusive.

Desperation and Alienation

The characters in "The Day of the Locust" experience profound feelings of
desperation and alienation. Many are drawn to Hollywood in search of
belonging and validation, yet they find themselves isolated and disconnected
from one another. This sense of alienation is exacerbated by the superficial
nature of the entertainment industry, which prioritizes image over substance.

The Dark Side of Fame

West's portrayal of fame is deeply ambivalent. While characters like Faye
Greener embody the allure of celebrity, they also illustrate the emptiness
that often accompanies it. The novel suggests that fame can lead to moral
decay, as individuals become consumed by their desire for recognition and
approval.

Character Analysis

Understanding the characters in "The Day of the Locust" is essential to
grasping the novel's themes and messages. Here’'s a closer look at the main
characters:



Tod Hackett

Tod represents the artist's struggle in a world that values commercial
success over genuine creativity. His obsession with Faye and his artistic
ambitions reflect the internal conflict between desire and disillusionment.
As he witnesses the degradation of his dreams, Tod becomes increasingly aware
of the destructive nature of Hollywood.

Faye Greener

Faye is a complex character who embodies both beauty and emptiness. Her
relentless pursuit of fame drives her actions, often at the expense of those
around her. Faye's character serves as a critique of the superficial values
that Hollywood promotes, as well as the lengths individuals will go to in
order to attain success.

Homer Simpson

Homer's character is a poignant representation of vulnerability and longing.
His infatuation with Faye highlights the desperation of those who seek love
and validation in a harsh world. Through Homer, West explores themes of

isolation and the human need for connection, even in the face of rejection.

Earle Shoop

Earle embodies the rugged masculinity that Hollywood often glorifies. His
character contrasts with Tod's more sensitive nature, creating a tension
between different ideals of masculinity. Earle's interactions with Faye and
Tod illustrate the competitive nature of desire in the film industry.

Literary Style and Techniques

West employs a variety of literary techniques in "The Day of the Locust" that
enhance its themes and impact:

- Surrealism: The novel features surreal imagery and dream-like sequences
that reflect the characters' psychological states. This technique underscores
the absurdity of their pursuits and the chaotic nature of Hollywood.

- Dark Humor: West's use of dark humor serves to highlight the absurdity of
the characters' situations. By juxtaposing tragic elements with comedic
moments, he creates a sense of irony that resonates throughout the narrative.



- Symbolism: The locusts in the title symbolize destruction and chaos,
foreshadowing the violent climax of the story. This imagery encapsulates the
novel's themes of decay and the collapse of dreams.

Significance in American Literature

"The Day of the Locust" holds a prominent place in American literature for
several reasons:

- Critique of Hollywood: The novel provides a critical examination of the
film industry, exposing the dark undercurrents of ambition and despair that
often accompany the pursuit of fame.

- Cultural Reflection: West's depiction of the characters reflects the
broader social issues of the time, including economic hardship, alienation,
and the complexities of identity in a rapidly changing world.

- Enduring Relevance: The themes explored in "The Day of the Locust" continue
to resonate with contemporary audiences, particularly in an era dominated by
social media and the pursuit of fame.

Conclusion

In conclusion, Nathanael West's "The Day of the Locust" is a profound
exploration of the disillusionment that accompanies the pursuit of the
American Dream. Through a compelling narrative and richly developed
characters, West critiques the superficiality of Hollywood and the
complexities of human desire. The novel's enduring relevance speaks to the
universal themes of ambition, alienation, and the search for meaning in a
chaotic world. As readers continue to engage with this classic work, its
insights into the nature of fame and the human condition remain as powerful
as ever.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in 'The Day of the
Locust'?

The main themes include the disillusionment of the American Dream, the
destructive nature of Hollywood, and the moral decay of society during the
Great Depression.



How does Nathanael West depict Hollywood in 'The Day
of the Locust'?

West depicts Hollywood as a superficial and corrupt environment that exploits
people's dreams and desires, leading to despair and violence.

Who are the key characters in 'The Day of the
Locust' and what do they represent?

Key characters include Tod Hackett, who represents the artist struggling with
his ideals; Faye Greener, who symbolizes the destructive allure of fame; and
Homer Simpson, who embodies the tragic consequences of unfulfilled dreams.

What is the significance of the title 'The Day of
the Locust'?

The title refers to a biblical plague, symbolizing destruction and chaos,
reflecting the characters' lives as they are consumed by their ambitions and
the harsh realities of their existence.

How does West's writing style in 'The Day of the
Locust' contribute to its themes?

West's writing style is characterized by sharp, vivid imagery and dark humor,
which enhances the sense of despair and absurdity within the narrative,
effectively illustrating the characters' struggles.

What impact did 'The Day of the Locust' have on
later literature and film?

The novel has influenced various works in literature and film by highlighting
themes of disillusionment and critique of the entertainment industry, and has
been adapted into films that reflect its ongoing relevance in examining fame
and societal values.
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