the day of the locust

The Day of the Locust is a novel written by Nathanael West, published in
1939. This literary work is often regarded as a significant commentary on the
American Dream and the disillusionment surrounding it during the Great
Depression. Set against the backdrop of Hollywood, West's narrative delves
deep into the lives of various characters who are drawn to the glitz and
glamour of the film industry, only to be confronted with harsh realities.
This article explores the themes, characters, and lasting impact of West's
work, as well as its relevance in contemporary society.

Overview of the Novel

The Day of the Locust is primarily set in Los Angeles during the late 1930s,
a time when the film industry was booming yet concealing a darker underbelly.
The story revolves around a diverse group of characters, each embodying
different facets of ambition, desperation, and moral decay. The novel paints
a vivid picture of Hollywood as a place of both dreams and nightmares, where
aspirations can quickly turn into heartbreak.

Plot Summary

The narrative begins with the introduction of Tod Hackett, a young artist who
has recently moved to Los Angeles to work in the film industry. Tod is both
fascinated and repulsed by the people he encounters. Among them are:

- Faye Greener: An aspiring actress whose beauty and ambition captivate Tod,
but whose lack of integrity ultimately leads to her downfall.

- Homer Simpson: A middle-aged, lonely man who becomes infatuated with Faye,
seeking solace and companionship in a world that continuously rejects him.

- Earle: A failed screenwriter who exhibits both desperation and violence,
embodying the darker aspects of ambition in Hollywood.

As the story unfolds, Tod's obsession with Faye grows, and he becomes
increasingly disillusioned with the superficiality of Hollywood. The climax
of the novel culminates in a violent riot during a film premiere, symbolizing
the chaos and despair of the characters' lives.

Key Themes

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



1. The American Dream and Disillusionment

At its core, the novel explores the concept of the American Dream and the
disillusionment that often accompanies it. Characters like Tod and Faye are
drawn to Hollywood with dreams of success and fame, yet they quickly realize
that the reality is starkly different from their expectations. The novel
critiques the notion that hard work and determination guarantee success,
exposing the harsh truths behind the pursuit of happiness.

2. The Nature of Violence

Violence plays a significant role in the novel, both as a reflection of the
characters' internal struggles and as a commentary on society at large. The
climactic riot serves as a metaphor for the pent-up frustration and anger
experienced by those who have been marginalized. West suggests that violence
is an inevitable outcome of a society that values superficiality and
materialism over genuine human connection.

3. Identity and Alienation

Many characters in the novel grapple with their identities, feeling alienated
in a world that prioritizes appearance over authenticity. Tod's artistic
ambitions clash with the demands of Hollywood, leading him to question his
own purpose. Similarly, Faye's desire for fame overshadows her sense of self,
ultimately leading to her emotional and moral decline.

4. The Illusion of Hollywood

West vividly depicts Hollywood as a place of illusion, where dreams are
manufactured but rarely realized. The film industry serves as a backdrop for
the characters’ aspirations, yet it becomes clear that the glitz and glamour
mask a more sinister reality. The contrast between the facade of Hollywood
and the truth beneath it is a recurring motif throughout the novel.

Character Analysis

The characters in The Day of the Locust are intricately crafted and serve to
embody the novel's themes. Below is a closer look at some of the central
figures:



1. Tod Hackett

Tod is the protagonist and serves as the eyes through which the reader
experiences Hollywood. His artistic ambitions conflict with the superficial
nature of the film industry. Throughout the novel, Tod's transformation from
an idealistic young man to a disillusioned observer encapsulates the broader
themes of disillusionment and identity.

2. Faye Greener

Faye represents the archetype of the aspiring actress, embodying beauty and
ambition while lacking depth and authenticity. Her character illustrates the
emptiness that often accompanies the pursuit of fame, as she becomes
increasingly consumed by her desire for recognition and validation.

3. Homer Simpson

Homer serves as a poignant representation of loneliness and desperation. His
unrequited love for Faye highlights the themes of alienation and the quest
for human connection. Despite his wealth, he finds himself isolated in a
world that remains indifferent to his needs.

4. Earle

Earle embodies the darker side of ambition, showcasing how desperation can
lead to destructive behavior. His character serves as a cautionary tale about
the dangers of unchecked ambition and the potential for violence that lies
beneath the surface of societal aspirations.

Literary Style and Techniques

Nathanael West employs various literary techniques to convey the novel's
themes effectively:

1. Symbolism

The titular "locust" symbolizes destruction and chaos. Just as locusts can
devastate crops, the characters in the novel experience a similar destruction
of their dreams and aspirations. This symbolism reinforces the idea that the
pursuit of the American Dream can lead to despair.



2. Surrealism

West's use of surreal imagery captures the bizarre nature of Hollywood and
the distorted reality experienced by the characters. This style heightens the
sense of alienation and disillusionment, immersing the reader in the chaotic
world of the film industry.

3. Dark Humor

West employs dark humor to highlight the absurdity of the characters’
situations and the futility of their pursuits. This technique serves to
underscore the tragic elements of the story while also providing moments of
levity amidst the despair.

Legacy and Impact

The Day of the Locust has left a lasting impact on American literature and
culture. Its exploration of the darker side of the American Dream has
resonated with readers for decades. The novel has been adapted into various
forms, including a 1975 film directed by John Schlesinger, which further
popularized West's work.

Additionally, the themes of disillusionment and the critique of celebrity
culture remain relevant in today's society, as contemporary audiences grapple
with similar issues in an age dominated by social media and the pursuit of
fame. West's portrayal of Hollywood as a double-edged sword continues to
serve as a cautionary tale for those seeking success in a world that often
prioritizes appearance over substance.

Conclusion

In conclusion, The Day of the Locust is a profound exploration of ambition,
identity, and the American Dream, intricately woven into the fabric of
Hollywood's glamorous yet deceptive landscape. Nathanael West's masterful
storytelling, rich character development, and incisive commentary reveal the
complexities of human desires and the often harsh realities of life. As
readers continue to engage with this classic work, its themes remain as
relevant today as they were at the time of its publication, inviting
reflection on the nature of success, the allure of fame, and the cost of
dreams.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of 'The Day of the
Locust'?

The central theme of 'The Day of the Locust' revolves around the
disillusionment and despair of individuals pursuing the American Dream in
Hollywood, highlighting the destructive nature of ambition and the
superficiality of fame.

Who is the author of 'The Day of the Locust' and
when was it published?

The author of 'The Day of the Locust' is Nathanael West, and it was published
in 1939.

How does 'The Day of the Locust' portray Hollywood
in the 1930s?

In 'The Day of the Locust', Hollywood in the 1930s is portrayed as a place of
illusion and decay, where dreams are shattered and the reality of life is
starkly contrasted with the glamorous facade of the film industry.

What role do the characters play in illustrating the
book's critique of society?

The characters in 'The Day of the Locust' serve as representations of various
facets of society, showcasing the desperation, greed, and moral decay that
often accompanies the pursuit of fame and success, ultimately critiquing the
emptiness of such aspirations.

What significance does the title 'The Day of the
Locust' hold?

The title 'The Day of the Locust' signifies a day of reckoning and
destruction, symbolizing the chaotic and destructive consequences of
unchecked desires and the inevitable collapse of the illusory world that
Hollywood represents.

How has 'The Day of the Locust' influenced modern
literature and culture?

'The Day of the Locust' has influenced modern literature and culture by
inspiring numerous works that explore themes of disillusionment, the dark
side of celebrity, and the critique of the American Dream, resonating with
contemporary discussions about fame and success.
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