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‘THE INFLUENCE OF THE DEAD UPON THE LIVING 
IN THE WORKS OF J. D. SALINGER

Francis A. Neisius

OUTLINE

Thesis: The purpose of this paper is to show two things:
1. That the influence of the dead on the living in 

the works of J. D. Salinger has been developing 
and growing through the years;

2. that Salinger's use of the influence of the dead 
Is different from the use of the dead in other 
fiction.

Introduction

I. Salinger's short stories from the early ones through 
the Nine Stories, not pertaining to the Glass family 
exemplify his preoccupation with the dead.

A. His use of the influence of the dead can be seen
to develop through the stories In this section:

1. ."Soft-Boiled Sergeant"
2. "The Stranger"
j5. "The Varioni Brothers"
4. "For Esme--With Love and Squalor"
5. "Teddy."

a. In the early stories the dead person is a 
haunting memory or a fulcrum for the dia
logue of the story.

b. In a later story, "Teddy," this influence 
develops to the point that the main char
acter lives his current, reincarnated life 
in such a way that he does not make the 
same mistakes that he did in his former 
appearance.

B. Salinger's use of the influence of the dead,
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however, is different from the use of the dead 
in other fiction, such as:

1. Rebecca by Daphne du Maurier
2. The Oresteia by Aeschylus
3. Ghosts by Henrik Ibsen
4. Hamlet by William Shakespeare
5- The Turn of the Screw by Henry James.

a. In other fiction the influence of the 
dead is used to induce some living char
acter to kill himself or another person 
or in some way to produce further 
tragedy.

b. In Salinger's stories the influence of 
the dead is usually a great help to the 
living character in his quest for love.

II. Again in The Catcher in the Rye Salinger has a dead 
, character influencing a living character.

A. Salinger develops his influence of the dead in 
Catcher by using Holden Caulfield's dead brother, 
Allie, in two ways:

1. Allie is sometimes a haunting memory which 
gives Holden guilt feelings.

2. At other times Holden seems to think of 
Allie as a near-saviour.

B. In this novel the memory of the dead character 
helps the living character to find some answer
to his quest for love, rather than the dead char
acter producing some further tragedy.

III. In the Glass family stories there are two dead
brothers who are remembered and referred to by the 
living members of the family.

A. Salinger used the dead sibling motif more than 
ever before in these stories which include:

1. "Uncle Wiggily in Connecticut"
2. "Down at the Dingjhy"
3. "Zooey"
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4. "Seymour: An Introduction"
5. "Hapworth 16, 1924."

a. Although Eloise Wengler considers her 
life to be somewhat of a mess, she fond
ly remembers the sense of humor of the 
dead Walt Glass.

b. Salinger makes use of the dead Seymour 
Glass, Walt's older brother, in such a 
way that he seems to be a bodhisattva, 
which is like the saint in Christianity.

B. The influence of the dead in the Glass stories 
can be seen to save the living from despair and 
mental breakdowns in their search for love which 
is far different from the tragedy which results 
from the influence of Hamlet's dead father, for 
instance.



INTRODUCTION

The purpose of this paper is not to prove that Salin

ger's dead characters' influence over living characters is a 

pronounced factor in his works. Rather the idea herein is to 

point out that such an influence occurs more often than not 

in Salinger's works. It is the contention of this writer 

that many of the major and minor critics seem to miss the 

point many times about why most of the main characters in 

Salinger's stories go on living when death would be the easy, 

final way out. The thesis of this paper is that Salinger's 

living characters go on living because they have memories or 

mementos of a friend, brother, or some relative who often 

went through a similar trial or who at least led an exemplary 

life iMhich now impels, compels these living characters to 

find the solution to their own problems and to reconcile their 

ways of life to the rest of the world. The thesis continues 

by stating that this effect of the dead on the living in Sal

inger's works is much different from most occidental litera

ture since Salinger imparts an oriental flavor to his later 

works with his use of Zen Buddhism.

The paper is divided into three parts to accommodate the

1.
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miscellaneous stories, his one novel, and the stories center

ing in and around the Glass family. No story is included 

which does not demonstrate the effect of a dead character on 

a living member of society.



CHAPTER I

MISCELLANEOUS SHORT STORIES

This first chapter is devoted to those short stories of 

J. D. Salinger which are not concerned with the Glass family 

or with Holden Caulfield. This writer has tried to accumu

late all the stories which were published in magazines but 

which were not collected and put into book form. Some of the 

stories could not be obtained; especially those from the now 

defunct Story Magazine. Of those stories which were obtained, 

only those which contain allusions or direct references to 

dead people are included here.

In addition to this preoccupation with dead people which 

is to be shown in this paper, Salinger's early stories, as 

Donald Barr points out, suggest that "a growing sense of a 

man’s estrangement from his world and his kind, of his being

marooned on the island of himself, is attributed to the war."1 
Mr. Barr goes on to show the development of this type of char

acter:

^Donald Barr, "Saints, Pilgrims and Artists, " Common - 
weal, LXVII (October 25, 1957), 89.

5-
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In the second phase, the Veteran gives place to the 
Lover: . . . Some love a single object, and it is 
inaccessible through coldness or coarseness or cir
cumstances . Others love the whole world, and it is 
busy. A few are content in their lonely benevolence; 
but most suffer from the feeling that they have failed 
at loving.* 2

Father John P. McIntyre says that there Is something beyond 

even this manifestation of love or the lack of it in Salin

ger 1s work because his "primary concern regards the individu

al's spiritual life, that real relationship between the per

son and the active Presence of God."^

x The ideas cited above are the dominant themes of the 

works of J. D. Salinger. It is the contention of this writer 

that the means to these ends In his stories lie in Salinger's 

use of the dead and the subsequent influence of the dead 

on the living characters who admired and remember the de

parted. It will also be shown that this use of the dead 

sibling motif Is much different from the effect that the dead 

have on living characters in the fictional works of other 

authors. John Skow in his comprehensive biography of Salin

ger noted his "fictional preoccupation with dead brothers, and

2 Ibid., 90

2John P. McIntyre, S. J., "A Preface for 'Franny and 
Z o o e y , The Critic, XX (Feb.--Mar., 1962), 28.
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his bent for starting his legends by killing off his main 

character."^ This analysis of the stories and the characters 

in them will not be in chronological order, but rather in an 

order ranging from the stories which show the least influence 

of the dead to those which show the most influence.

The story showing the least influence of the dead on the 

living is a 1944 war story which contrasts the make-believe 

world of the movies with the world as it is. The narrator of 

"Soft-Boiled Sergeant" is Philly Burns who has decided to 

write down this story because of the effect it had on his 

wife Juanita.5 philly begins by giving a long description of 

Burke, the sergeant, which shows that Burke really was quite 

ugly and that he was quiet because he had a very peculiar 

voice.

Burke was very kind and understanding to Philly after 

his rough first day in the army. Burke got Philly a pass so 

they could go to the movies, but Burke did not stay for the 

whole movie because he disliked Charlie Chaplin's being chased 

by big guys and never getting a girl. About three weeks

Vohn Skow, "Sonny: An Introduction," Time, LXVIII (Sep
tember 15, 1961), 88-89

5This incident and all other incidents and quotations in 
this section are from the following work: J. D. Salinger, 
"Soft-Boiled Sergeant," The Saturday Evening Post, CCXVTI 
(April 15, 1944), 18, 82, 84-85.
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later Burke told Philly that he was getting him into the Air 

Corps. He lost track of Burke for some time. Later Philly 

iound out through a letter what had happened to Burke: he 

had been killed at Pearl Harbor while on his way to save three 

soldiers who had locked themselves in a refrigerator. He 

died by himself without giving any messages or having any 

bugles blown for him.

Juanita and the reader are left to see the meaning of 

this tale. Burke did not have anyone to leave a message for 

even if he had wanted to. On the night that he took Philly 

to the movies, Burke vaguely mentioned that he had been think

ing about a redheaded girl whom he had known first but who 

had just married someone else. Knowing the whole story of 

Burke, Juanita cries when she hears about Burke's death.

This whole story is about a kind, well-remembered sergeant who 

is remembered not really so much for his funny voice or his 

funny looks but for his kindness to others: his love of his 

fellow man. Burke is a character between the two types that 

Donald Barr describes. Burke never had time to become a 

"Veteran,,r but he was "marooned on the island of himself"; 

at the same time, Burke was a "Lover" who seemed to suffer 

from the feeling that he had failed at loving, at least where 

the redheaded girl was concerned. He was certainly benevo

lent toward the men under him, and for this reason the dead
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sergeant is remembered and talked about and written about with 

love.

In 19^5 "The Stranger," a story in which a dead person 

is again the fulcrum for the conversation in the story, was 

published. Babe Gladwaller is taking his sister Mattie out 

to dinner and a show, but on the way he decides to call on 

Vincent Caulfield’s old girl friend Helen Beebers (Mrs. Bob 

Polk).^ After introductions are made and after he and Mattie 

are seated, Babe tells Helen that from what Vincent had said 

he felt that she loved him and that she would therefore want 

to hear the details of Vincent's death overseas during the 

war. The telling of this incident makes Helen cry and affects 

Babe too. Helen's tears are an indication that she really 

did love Vincent and that he still has a very special place 

in her memory. Babe seems to get this same impression from 

Helen's tears and he remembers that Vincent loved this girl 

very much. He becomes curious about why they broke up and 

finally asks Helen for the reasons. Helen answers:

"It was his fault. Listen. I loved Vincent. I 
loved his house and I loved his brothers and I loved 
his mother and father. I loved everything. Listen, 
Babe. Vincent didn't believe anything. If it was 
summer he didn't believe it. He didn't believe

°This incident and all other incidents and quotations 
in this section are from the following work: J. D. Salinger, 
"The Stranger," Collier's, (December 1, 19^5), 18, 77*
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anything from the time little Kenneth Caulfield 
died. His brother."7

After hearing Helen’s reasons for the breakup, Babe gives 

Helen a poem which Vincent had written on the back of an 

envelope and prepares to leave. This whole episode of re

membering, thinking, and talking about Vincent has the effect 

of making Babe think more about Mattie as he takes particular 

notice of her jumping from curb to street and back again on 

their way to dinner.

There are really two dead people in this story: Kenneth 

Caulfield and Vincent Caulfield. The reader is told about 

only one effect of the death of Kenneth on his brother Vin

cent : Vincent did not believe anything. Helen says that 

Vincent's disbelief was the reason for their incompatibility. 

If there are any other effects of Kenneth’s death on Vincent, 

the reader is not told about them. On the other hand, the 

death of Vincent is the whole reason for this story of emo

tions about a dead soldier— sweetheart and friend. Helen ad

mits freely that she loved him. Babe, just by his spur-of- 

the-moment decision to see Helen and by his way of speaking 

about Vincent, shows that he too loved Vincent. His question 

about the breach between Vincent and Helen is an indication 

of his interest in what was wrong with Vincent. Helen’s

7Ibid., 77-
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answer and Mattie's jumping from the curb seem to answer this 

question for Babe. The last line of the story is a comment on 

Mattie's jumping and also a key to the meaning of all these 

reminiscences: "Why was it such a beautiful thing to see?"8
Dr. Bull A. Gutheil was of some help in answering Babe's 

question. In discussing falling (which could just as well 

be jumping) he says that it is a loss of equilibrium which 

.might be interpreted in several ways, such as: "'loss of tem

per,' 'loss of self-control,' 'yielding,' 'falling down from 

the accepted moral standard,' etc."9 Thus, In jumping back 

and forth from the curb to the street Mattie exhibits for 

her brother and for the reader that she will keep her equi

librium: the equilibrium of life. Prom the position of this 

incident and this question, however, the reader can see that 

Babe has discovered why Vincent was a disbeliever. Vincent's 

equilibrium had been shaken by his brother's death, and he had 

never been able to regain his equilibrium. Whereas Kenneth's 

death had a bad effect on Vincent, Babe has learned from his 

reminiscence and conversation about Vincent's life and death 

that It is "beautiful" to grow up and to accept the world as 

it is.

8Ibid.
9pmil a . Gutheil, M.D., The Handbook of Dream Analysis

(New York: Grove Press, Inc., 1961), p. 220.



10 .

Still another story that considers the influence of 

the dead on the living is "The Varioni Brothers;' which also 

features a character who discovers something beautiful in the 

world. Arthur Mizener says that this story is Salinger's 

first mature one and that it is the beginning of his second 

stage.10 Mr. Mizener gives his reasons for this statement 

about Salinger's mature period, which also includes the two 

stories already cited in this paper: ,rIn this period his 

powers of observation became much sharper and he began to

understand much better what he wanted to say. " 11 Perhaps
\

Paul Levine gives the best reason for seeing more maturity in 

this story about Joe and Sonny Varioni: "Unlike his prede

cessors, Joe is talented, kind, and sensitive; yet he stands 

apart from his society because he is docile as well as bril

liant." 12 But there is more than these attributes of char

acter, for this story exemplifies Salinger's first use of a 

direct influence of a dead character on a living one.

Through a long flashback the reader learns about the 

selfishness of Sonny, a musician who takes advantage of his

10Arthur Mizener, "The Love Song of J. D. Salinger," 
Harper' s Magazine, CCXVTII (February, 1959), 84.

11Ibid.
12Paul Levine, "J. D. Salinger: The Development of the 

Misfit Hero," Twentieth Century Literature, IV (October, 1958), 
92-93
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brother Joe as a lyricist.13 His rude, superior, overbearing 

brother can "use" Joe because of his desire to help others 

(an attribute of many later Salinger characters). What Joe 

would really like to do is finish his novel. Once success 

comes for Sonny, however, he will not let Joe stop writing 

lyrics because, as he says, "Joe’s lyrics are the best."l4 

Sonny confesses to another character that his insecure feeling 

arises because he doesn't consider his music great but that 

he wants to hear the music. He says, "I'm a man who has an 

awful lot of trouble hearing the music. I need every little 

help, I can get."15 Once the brothers achieve success Sonny 

apparently gets mixed up with a gang in Chicago because 

during a party a gunman walked in and shot the piano player 

who was Joe instead of the usual piano-playing Sonny.

For seventeen years after the murder Sonny was missing 

until he shows up at Waycross College where Joe had taught 

and where his friends still were. He confesses to Sarah Daley 

Smith, the narrator, that Joe had finished his novel but that 

he had kept Joe from putting it together. He says that he 

has gathered together the yellow sheets, envelopes, match- * 17

l^This incident and all other incidents and quotations 
in this section are from the following work: J. D. Salinger, 
"The Varioni Brothers," The Saturday Evening Post, CCXVI iJulv
17, 1943), 12-13, 76-77-

l^ibid., 77. 15lbid.
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covers, and what--have-you which Joe had scratched his novel

on and that he now wants a place where he can put Joe's novel

together, "Because I hear the music for the first time in my

life when I read his book."1^
Sonny had come to a realization about his own life from

the lifework of his dead brother. The shock of the shooting 

of Joe could have thrown Sonny so far out of line that he 

could have gone off and shot himself or tried to kill the gun

man and the rest of the gang in revenge. It took Joe's death, 

however, and the reading of Joe's novel In a "match folder"17 

to show Sonny what he had been doing wrong; he understood that 

he had been making the worst use of Joe--to make himself 

richer and happier at the expense of his brother--and, by this 

maneuver, had been wasting his brother's life because Joe was 

not happy writing lyrics for his songs. Sonny now realized 

that he himself was not happy, and he wanted to make amends to 

his brother's memory by finishing the novel. Perhaps this 

easing of his own conscience is not an altruistic motive, but 

for Sonny it is, at least, a beginning. Moreover, the reader 

hopes that Sonny will become a better person and will acquire 

some of Joe's good qualities through further thought about him 

and through his work on Joe's novel because it has produced

16Ibid. ! 7 i b i d .
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the music of life.

A better idea of what the "music” is that Sonny finally 

heard is given to the student of Salinger in the story that 

appeared in Nine Stories called "De Daumier-Smith's Blue 

Period." Although the dead person in this story does not af

fect the hero as directly as Joe's death and his novel affected 

Sonny, the story is related to this group of Salinger stories 

for two reasons: first, there is a remembered dead person; 

and second, the hero undergoes a trying period of life which, 

in a way, explains Sonny's "music."1^ The narrator of this 

story is several years removed from the actual happenings, 

and the only name he gives is a pseudonym--Jean de Daumier- 

Smith. At this late date, Jean opens with a brief paragraph 

of introduction because he wants to dedicate this story to 

the memory of his late stepfather, of whom (Jean now realizes) 

he has been jealous.

After this introduction, Jean gives the details of his 

parentage and past life: his mother and father were divorced, 

and his mother then remarried. Her second husband, Robert 

Agadganian, Jr., lost everything in the stock market crash.

A year later the three people moved to Paris, a city that 

Jean loved and missed when Bobby and he returned to New York

l^The "experience" or satorl will be used in stories to 
be included later.
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nine years later— after his mother's death.

The real story begins about a year after their return, 

however, when Jean applied for a job as an art instructor in 

a correspondence school in Montreal under the pseudonym be

cause, as Jean says, "we gradually discovered that we were 

both in love with the same deceased woman. "19 it appears 

from the story and the chronology of events that the discov

ery by the two men of their love for the same woman is the 

direct cause of Jean's taking a job in Montreal in order to

get away from his stepfather. Here, then, is a dead person
\

exerting the push, however slight, which puts a character in 

the right place for him to straighten out his own life--which 

might very well be muqic or, in this case, harmony.

Both Frederick L. Gwynn and Joseph L. Blotner claim 

that this story also introduces a new concept: an Oedipus 

complex, which claim they support with many references and 

symbols from the story. * 20 Moreover, in his analysis of this 

story Ihab Iiassan agrees with Gwynn and Blotner: " . . .  a 

sexual element enters into the story--witness the imagery--and

19ihis quotation and the other quotations and incidents 
in this section are from the following work: J. D. Salinger,
"De Daumier-Smith's Blue Period," Nine Stories, Signet Books 
(New York: The New American Library, 1961), p. 98.

20Frederick L. Gwynn and Joseph L. Blotner, The Fiction 
of J. D. Salinger (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 
1959), pp. 33-40.
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brings to a religious situation the Oedipal complications of 

a young art instructor in love with a nun whose drawings--and. 

only the drawings--he has seen."21 That both Gwynn and 

Blotner's peice and Ihab Hassan's chapter are included in 

Henry Grunwald's collection of criticism is strange because 

Mr. Grunwald criticizes the former article as being psycho- 

criticism (an attempt to psychoanalyze characters and a writer's 

purpose for using certain names and settings) and of scholarly 

leaps.22 Although Ihab Hassan In his article agrees with 

Gwynn and Blotner, Grunwald, instead of finding fault with 

Hasson's views., praises his chapter.

These Oedipus-complex claims are undoubtedly true, but 

Jean is certainly unaware that his problem has any such name. 

Jean does not even realize that his love for his mother is 

his real problem. Jean knows that he cannot live with his 

stepfather because he, too, loves Jean's mother. It is 

through his long-distance "romance" with Sister Irma and his 

subsequent "experience"--revelation or epiphany--that Jean * 2

21lhab Hassan, "The Rare Quixotic Gesture," Salinger, 
ed. Henry Anatole Grunwald, Harper Colophon Books (New York: 
Harper & Row, 1962), p. 154.

Henry Anatole Grunwald, Salinger, Harper Colophon 
Books (New York: Harper & Row, 1962), pp. 86-87.

25ibid., p. 137.



realized his problem and its relatively simple solution.

As Ihab Hassan has said above, Jean had fallen in love 

with a nun through her paintings, and he desperately wants to 

help her to improve her artistic abilities. He even wants to 

visit her at the convent and has a vision of their walking 

sinlessly with his arm around her waist through the convent 

grounds. This daydream about Sister Irma and himself Is a 

great escape from his first look into an orthopedic-appliance- 

shop window, which he describes as "something altogether hide

ous."2'11' The "something" is explained in the following quo

tation:

The thought was forced on me that no matter how 
coolly or sensibly or gracefully I might one day 
learn to live my life, I would always at best be 
a visitor in a garden of enamel urinals and bed- 
pans, with a sightless, wooden dummy-deity stand
ing by in a marked-down rupture truss.25

This hideous Insight is really a revelation for Jean of

the way that the world has appeared and does and probably will

always appear from his way of perceiving it: a place full of

sordidness and the worship of a mute God which is a religion

made simple for the masses— all of which is offensive to him.

Josephine Jacobsen explains the revelation this way: ". . .It

is the world made familiar to us by the best of the literature

oh.Salinger, "Period," Nine Stories, p. 116.

16.

25Ibid.



of despair, which in its turn, comprises most of our best 

contemporary writing."26 The emotion that Jean feels concerning 

his and his step-father's loving of the same woman is certainly 

expressed in his repulsion of what he considers sordid in the 

world.

On the next day, however, a letter stating that Sister 

Irma can no longer continue with her art studies arrives from 

the Mother Superior of the convent. This letter, of course, 

destroys Jean's illusionary world and throws him into a kind 

of depression much the same as the .mood in which he had left

the residence of his step-father. In this state, Jean cancels
\

all correspondence with his other art pupils. Much later he 

writes a letter to Sister Irma, trying to find out what he 

had done wrong and how he might be able to right any wrongs 

he might have committed. When he finishes this letter, Jean 

dresses to go out to dinner.

As he returns to the school with the letter still un- 

mailed, Jean has what he calls his "Experience," which is the 

second incident outside the window of the appliance shop.

This "Experience" is really Jean's own insight and understanding 

of the event he had just witnessed and been a party to.

26josephine Jacobsen, "Beatific Signals: The Felicity 
of J. D. Salinger," Commonweal, LKXI (February 26, i960), 589.

17-
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What he really understands is that there are people all around 

who need help but who cannot be helped because of the shield 

or walls which they have built around themselves or which 

others have built around them. His own problem of trying to 

understand how he and his step-father could both love the 

same dead woman is such a wall, for he did not and probably 

would not seek or accept help from someone else. Jean knows 

that the window is an invisible wall which keeps him from 

being of any help to the hefty, falling, blushing girl on the 

other side; he also knows then that all the sordidness and 

fals^ religions of the world are worthwhile because they are 

associated with people who use these aids in their quest for 

God. Josephine Jacobsen says, "The sordidness, in this mo

ment, is not compromised with; it is destroyed."27

Thus the slight influence, whether from guilt or from 

jealousy, of the love of two men for one woman is the initial 

force which allows Jean to adjust himself to a normal love of 

a boy for his mother and, at the same time, to accept the fact 

that Bobby loved her (and still loves her) in another way, 

which a man normally feels for his wife. He can now return 

and live with Bobby. Jean considered his mother's death and 

his love for her as being a part of the squalor of the world

2 7 i b i d .
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In which he finally learned, to live, and, as a consequence, 
could love.

Other of Salinger’s characters are often confronted

with this problem of living in a sordid, squalid world and

must learn to live in it if they can. About the characters

In Salinger's early stories Donald Barr states:

The personality is always at grips with a problem 
which is almost too strong for it. The problem is 
always love. (By always, I mean, of course, usu- 
ally. By love, I mean the willing exposure of the 
soul to pain, not the appetite. ) 20

If the character survives this Exposure," he is generally a

better person; this encounter is the spirituality mentioned

by Father McIntyre. As an example of this type of Salinger

character there is Sergeant X of "For Esme--With Love and

Squalor."

To Gwynn and Blotner "For Esme" is the "high point of 

Salinger's art."* 29 The narrator, known as Sergeant X (l've 

disguised myself so cunningly that even the cleverest reader 

will fail to recognize me.")50, has written this story about 

a man who finds himself trying to adjust to the dirty, gro-

2^Barr, p. 88.
2%wynn and Blotner, p. 4.

^°The incidents and quotations in this section are from 
the following work: J. D. Salinger, "For Esme--¥ith Love and 
Squalor," Nine Stories, Signet Books (New York: The New Amer
ican Library, 1961), p. 78.
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tesque, sordid, squalid (or whatever adjective might be ap

plied) world of war for a girl whom he met ¿Turing the war, more 

or less as a wedding present.

After some special training, Sergeant X wandered in the 

rain into a church where a choir was practicing and finally 

into a tearoom. While there, a young firl, Esme, and her broth

er, Charles, approach the Sergeant's table because she had 

noticed him in church. In the course of her conversation with 

Sergeant X, Esme reveals that both her mother and father are 

dead: she says little about her mother, since it was her

father whom she loved most and consequently misses more. Esme 

does not say she loved her father; It is the way she speaks 

about him and his possessions which lead the reader to such a 

conclusion. When she first speaks of her mother she says, 

"Mother was an extremely intelligent person."31 When she be

gins to speak of her father, she contradicts this last state

ment In order to make her father look even better in the eyes 

of Sergeant X and the reader.

"Father adored him." She bit reflectively at the 
cuticle of her thumb. "He looks very much like my 
mother--Charles, I mean. I look exactly like my 
father." She went on biting at her cuticle. "My 
mother was quite a passionate woman. She was an 
extrovert. Father was an introvert. They were 
quite well mated, though, in a superficial way. To 
be quite candid, Father really needed more of an

51ibid., p. 72.



2 1 .

Intellectual companion than Mother was. He was 
an extremely gifted genius."32

The whole first part of the story here in the tearoom is the 

soldier's conversation with Esme about her dead parents--prin

cipally her father, just as in "The Stranger" the topic of 

conversation is the dead.

At the end of the conversation about Esme's father, the 

sergeant notices her "enormous-faced, chronographic-looking 

wristwatch."33 This watch, he discovers, had belonged to her 

father, but he had given it to her before she and Charles had 

beenxevacuated. It is directly after this incident that Esme 

asks Sergeant X to write her a story about squalor because 

she knows he is a writer. When they part, Esme says, "I hope 

you return from the war with all your faculties intact."34 

At this point the squalor portion of the story begins, 

and the narrator gives away his disguise when he describes 

Sergeant X in the following way: "But he was a young man who 

had not come through the war with all his faculties in

tact. . . ."35 This ruse very well may be a test of Esme's 

sense of humor because she had told Sergeant X that her father 

had said that she was ill-equipped to meet life because she 

lacked a sense of humor. But it probably is the way the

52lbid., p. 73. 
3^Ibid., p. 77.

33ibid., p. 75. 
35ibid., p. 78.
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narrator has of showing his love for Esme. The use of the 

same phrase that Esme had used is the key in this descrip

tion of Sergeant X's identity. In the following exerpt this 

squalid section is explained by John Hermann, who defines 

squalor as "lack of compassion, of affection."56

It means a Corporal Clay who uses Sergeant X to 
write letters home to Impress his girl, Loretta.
It means a Loretta who uses the war experiences of 
men overseas as case histories in her psychology 
class. . . .  It means a psychology professor ex
plaining what war is about to soldiers who have 
suffered in it and have made other people suffer.
It means an older brother, stateside, who writes;
"Now that the g.d. war is over, how about sending 

\ the kids a couple of bayonets or swastikas." It 
means Goebbels1s book, Die Zeit Ohn Beispiel, and 
on the flyleaf the words of the thirty-eight year 
old, unmarried German daughter of the household 
where Sergeant X is staying and whom he has had to 
arrest:"Dear God, life is hell." It means fin
ally the last protest of Sergeant X, scribbled al
most Illegibly underneath: "Fathers and teachers,
I ponder 'What is hell? 1 I maintain it is the 
suffering of being unable to love. . . . "  And 
Sergeant X's faculties under these pressures begin
to disintegrate.57

Here again Is a Salinger character, like Jean de Daumier- 

Smith, who is surrounded by an Invisible wall through which 

It is impossible to reach except spiritually.

What Mr. Hermann quotes from the story is the section 

of the story most often quoted by the critics. In regard to

56j0hn Hermann, "J. D. Salinger: Hello Hello Hello," 
College English, XXII (January, 1969), 26

57Ibid., 264.
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this section, William Wiegand says, . .the God that the 

sergeant requires is clearly a God of redemption, not of 

justice."58 And Donald Barr gives a reason for the Sergeant's 

need for redemption in his discussion of Salinger's hell. He 

says, "Most of Salinger's work . . .  is about those who think 

they are in hell, a place where the soul suffers according to 

its qualities, and without escape."59 This hell he says, is 

"for the good, who can feel pain, who really love or hope to 

love,"^0 since "hope is not abandoned here--hope is the im
plement of torture, hope deferred."^!

In this squalid world--this hell with the torture of 

hope--Sergeant X finds a package among the litter on his desk. 

He opens the package and finds a note from Esme with a few 

attached words from Charles. After reading the note he holds 

it for some time before picking up the package which was un

derneath. He finds Esme's "s-l-a-i-n" father's wristwatch: 

a sordid gift in a sordid world, a memento of the dead 

reaching out as salvation to the emotionally dead. The final 

lines, of the story best describe its effect on him.

When he did finally lift it [the watch]out, he
saw that its crystal had been broken in transit.

58william Wiegand, "Seventy-eight Bananas,"' Salinger, 
ed. Henry Anatole Grunwald, Harper Colophon Books (New York: 
Harper & Row, 1962), p. 129-

39fìarr, p. 90. ^°Ibid. ^Ibid.



He "wondered if the watch was otherwise undamaged, 
but he hadn’t the courage to wind it and find out.
He just sat with it in his hand for another long 
period. Then, suddenly, almost ecstatically, he 
felt sleepy.

You take a really sleepy man, Esme, and he 
always stands a chance of again becoming a man 
with all his fac--f-a-c-u-l-t-i-e-s intact. ^2
Thus is Sergeant X saved spiritually by the love of 

two children and the presence of love in a young girl’s gift 

of her deceased father's watch. Arthur Heiserman and James 

E. Miller, Jr. explain this love and what it saves the sol

dier from.

v This Love must be spelled with a capital; for it 
is not the alienated, romantic love of the courtly 
romances and "Dover Beach"--a love which is tragic 
because it is founded upon Eros; but rather it is 
the expansive, yea-saying love of all Creation 
which we find in the saints and which is never 
tragic because it is founded upon Agape. This love 
is the dominant trait of all Salinger's heroes . . . . 
But when . . .  a person finds a way to love the 
world, then that person is saved from madness and 
suicide as is the soldier in "For Esme." Salinger 
thus diagnoses the neurosis and fatigue of the 
world in one simple way: if we cannot love, we 
cannot live.^5

Perhaps this preceding analysis provides a clue to both Jean 

de Daumier-Smith’s and Sonny Varioni’s solutions: for Jean 

is also saved by finding out how and what to love and Sonny 

finally hears the "music."

1lx^Arthur Hesierman and James E. Miller, Jr., "J. D. Sal 
inger: Some Crazy Cliff," Western Humanities Review, X (Spring 
1956), 132.

lj-2Salinger, "For Esme," Nine Stories, p. 85.
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The remembrance of someone dead as the force that dis

poses the main character to live his life in a certain way 

appears in still another short story, "Teddy,” which really 

is not so much a story as it is a series of pictures with 

dialogue: a picture of Teddy with his parents in their 

stateroom on a steamer, a picture of Teddy and a young girl 

who worked on the ship, a picture of Teddy with his sister 

Booper, and a picture of Teddy with Bob Nicholson having a 

conversation on deck which produces some necessary flashbacks.

In the first three parts of the story the reader discovers\
that Teddy is a genius, that his parents are more interested 

in themselves than in their children, and that Booper is atyp

ical of other girls in Salinger fiction, since she is mean, 

cruel, ornery, contrary, hateful, and hating instead of 

sweet, wholesome, helpful, and loving. In the scene with 

Booper the reader also discovers that Teddy is compassionate. 

Booper is playing with a small boy named Myron (whose father 

was killed in Korea, incidentally). She speaks to him as if 

he were less than dirt to her. After one of Booper's most 

hateful outbursts, Teddy defends and consoles Myron.

The last scene is the most important for the purposes 

of this paper since it is in this part that the reader realizes 

that there is an effect of a dead person on a living character. 

"Teddy" is one of Salinger's later stories, and he begins to
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use the Zen Buddhist philosophy of reincarnation in these 

later stories. In order to clarify the idea that there is 

an influence of a dead character on a living one, some expla

nation of the philosophy of reincarnation is necessary.

In the course of the last part of the story Bob Nichol

son tries to lead Teddy into a discussion about his belief in 

the theory of reincarnation, but when Teddy begins to explain 

that it is not a theory, Nicholson cuts him off. Buddhism, 

a book edited by Richard A. Gard, gives the best explanation

of reincarnation this writer ha3 been able to find.
\

As there is no permanent, unchanging sub
stance, nothing passes from one moment to the next.
So quite obviously, nothing permanent or unchanging 
can pass or transmigrate from one life to the next.
It is a series that continues unbroken, but changes 
every moment. The series is, really speaking, 
nothing but movement. It is like a flame that 
burns through the night: it is not the same flame 
nor is it another. A child grows up to be a man of 
sixty. Certainly the man of sixty is not the same as 
the child of sixty years ago, nor is he another 
person. Similarly, a person who dies here and is 
reborn elsewhere is neither the same person, nor 
another. . . .  It is the continuity of the same 
series. The difference between death and birth is 
only a thought-moment: the last thought-moment in the 
so-called next life, which in fact, is the continuity 
of the same series. During this life itself, too, 
one thought-moment conditions the next thought-moment, 
so from the Buddhist point of view, the question of 
life after death is not a great mystery, and a Buddhist 
is never worried about this problem.

As long as there is "thirst" to be and to become, 
the cycle of continuity . . . goes on. It can 
stop only when Its driving force this "thirst," 
is cut off through wisdom which sees.
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Reality, Truth, Nirvana.^

Perhaps in layman's terms it would be better to compare this 

continuing life to that of man's immortal soul. Christians 

believe that when a man dies his body, a changing substance, 

is buried, but his soul lives on and after judgement will be 

sent to heaven or to hell. The soul remembers all that hap

pened on earth, but the soul is no longer the same because 

it is not encumbered by the body. The life of the soul after 

death is different, for it will learn all that it has always 

wanted to learn. To the Buddhist mind this search for wis

dom is performed on earth through a series of incarnations 

which seem to the Western mind to be many lives. It is this 

concept that Teddy was probably about to explain when Nichol

son interrupted. This, too, is the point to which Salinger's 

use of the good influence of the dead on the living has led 

him. In this story the reader is to comprehend that Teddy 

has reached this final state In his practice of Zen.

The last scene begins with Teddy writing in his diary. 

The reader is allowed to see the entry made on the day before 

and the entry Teddy makes for this day. The most pertinent 

sentence is the one that relates to or, rather, prophesies

^^Hialpola Rahula, What the Buddha Taught, as quoted in 
Buddhism, ed. Richard A. Gard (New York: Washington Square 
Press, Inc., 1963)* pp. 102-103«
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his own death: "It will either happen today or February 14, 
1958, when I am sixteen."2̂  At this point Bob Nicholson, who 

has been watching Teddy, walks up to him and begins to talk 

to him. In this conversation the reader finds out that the 

McArdles had been to Britain so that Teddy could be examined 

and questioned by the staff of two universities. The reader 

also discovers that Teddy does not like emotions as noets use 

them and that Teddy thinks his parents and other people rely 

on their emotions too much. Nicholson asks Teddy If he does

n°u love God, and Teddy replies that he does, but not senti-
\

mentally. He also explains that he loves his parents, but 

his love for them is more of an "affinity."2̂  Donald Barr has 

some pertinent comments to make about these views of Teddy 

and what relation they have to the story and what Salinger is 

trying to do:

The ideas are mostly Zen. The direct, mystical 
glimpsing of God behind identities of this world 
is the way. An unsentimental and unpossessive 
love is the practical result. The God— one feels 
this--is not our God, only divinity in the ab
stract. The love--one could not prove it--is no- 
longer our love, only benignity.̂ 7

In this conversation the reader also discovers what it

^This quotation and other incidents and quotations 
used in this section are from the following work: J. D. Sal
inger, "Teddy," Nine Stories, Signet Books (New York: The 
New American Library, 1961), p. 133.

46 I b i d . ,  p.  137 47Barr, p. 90.
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is that Teddy thinks is God.

Nicholson was looking at him, studying 
him. "I believe you said on that last tape that 
you were six when you first had a mystical exper
ience. Is that right?1'

"I was six when I saw that everything was 
God, and my hair stood up, and all that," Teddy 
said. "It was on a Sunday, I remember. My sister 
was only a tiny child then, and she was drinking 
her milk, and all of a sudden I saw that she was 
God and the milk was God. I mean, all she was 
doing was pouring God into God, if you know what 
I mean."^8

Teddy discovers this fact about God in almost the same fashion 

that Jean de Daumier-Smith made his discovery in his Experi

ence about life and how to live it and how to accept it.

Donald Barr explains these experiences or epiphanies as "a 

moment of awareness when some incident brings the inner meaning 

of experiences into clarity."^9 These occurrences are an 

essential part of Zen Buddhism which Mr. Barr concisely de

fines as "enlightenment coming from sudden flashes of per

ception rather than from thought,"50 which is really satori, 
or the awakening stage in Zen Buddhism.51

Now it is necessary to show that Teddy does believe in 

Zen Buddhism and reincarnation so that one can perceive that

^9sarr, p. 89. 50ibid.

5lThis definition of satori is given in the following 
source: Alan W. Watts, The Way of Zen, Mentor Books (New 
York: The New American Library, 1961), p. 33,

^Salinger,  "Teddy," Nine Stories, p. 138.
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there is a definite influence of a dead character (at least, 

to the Western mind) on a living character. These beliefs are 

revealed in the following dialogue between Nicholson and 

Teddy.

"From what I gather, you’ve acquired certain infor
mation through meditation, that1s given you some 
conviction that in your last incarnation you were 
a holy man in India, but more or less fell from 
Grace— "

"I wasn’t a holy man," Teddy said. "I was 
just a person making very nice spiritual advance
ment . "

"All right— whatever it was," Nicholson 
said. "But the point is you feel that in your 
last incarnation you more or less fell from Grace 

\ before final illumination. Is that right, or am 
I— "

"That’s right," Teddy said. "I met a lady, 
and I sort of stopped meditating." . . .  "I would 
have to take another body and come back to earth 
again anyway— I mean I wasn’t so spiritually ad
vanced that I could have died, If I hadn’t met 
that lady, and then gone straight to Brahma and 
never again have to come back to earth. But I 
wouldn't have had to get incarnated in an American 
body if I hadn't met that lady. I mean it’s very 
hard to meditate and live a spiritual life in 
America. People think you’re a freak if you try 
to. My father thinks I'm a freak, in a way. And 
my mother— well, she doesn't think it’s good for 
me to think about God all the time. She thinks 
it's bad for my health."52

It Is explicit in the preceding dialogue that Teddy believes 

that he had lived before. Because he had lived before, he

52Salinger, "Teddy," Nine Stories, pp. 137-138.
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knows how to live his present life in a better way--even in 

America--in order to try to achieve Nirvana, the end of incar

nation. 53 To all physical appearances, the person whom Teddy 

believes himself to have been in India died, but it is Teddy's

memory of that person and of that person's actions which leads

Teddy to live his life as he now lives it.

What is it that Teddy has remembered from his previous 

life in India that enables him by the end of this story to 

reach Nirvana? Teddy has not accepted the way that everyone 

thinks things are and the way that everyone tells children, 

"This is the way things are." As an example Nicholson brings 

up the point of getting "out of the finite dimensions."5^

Teddy explains that everyone only thinks that blocks of wood 

have length, width, and breadth because that is the way every

one has always thought of them. "But," he says, "that mean 

they do."55 Teddy is trying again to explain that the limits 

human beings put on objects (and he may have reference to 

lives) are not necessarily the correct limits. Thus Salinger 

shows the reader that Teddy had reached satori and that he is

53This definition of Nirvana is given in the following 
source: Watts, p. 59-

S^Salinger, "Teddy," Nine Stories, p. 183-
55ibid.
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now ori uhe wa7 t0 hls Nirvana. A further explanation of what 
Teddy is driving at is given by Lin Yutang in his book From 
Pagan to Christian.

Nhat Buddha was trying to teach, by Shan or by any 
other method, was to knock out the a priori f s i c  I 
categories of thought themselves, to destroy all 
incriminations by hearing, sight, sound, and all 
tne other senses of perception. In other words

BuddBist effort ln achieving the satori 
oi Shan is to become a kind of gentle superman, if 
ins contradiction in terms can be understood. For 
a man^is a superman if he has annihilated his own 
perceiving mind and therefore annihilated the no
tions of space and time; he has risen to a posi- 
mon^of freedom from all mental bondage to this 
sentient existence, and to a view of the universe 
and of all human life from a supersentient mind- 
essence which is Buddhahood itself.56

Lin Yutang» s further e^osition of Shan (Zen) is the proof

that Teddy does practice Zen Buddhism and does it correctly.

Shan claims that its method is direct and simole and 
practical. All Shan training, Including meditation,
"S ?^ePnrati°n Bor direct experience. Shan issudden mystical experience closely associated with 
everyday life and everyday living. So Shan comes 

re3lj an bhe simple, everyday living regarding 
it as a blessed gift, and enjoying every moment of

Certainly Teddy's seeing God in the milk and in his sister 

was the "»sudden»mystical experience closely associated with 

everyday" life which Lin Yutang says is Shan coming to rest

5 6
Ljn futaa8, From Pagan to Christian. Avon Book Divi

sion (New York: The Hearst Corporation, 1959), pp. 148-149.
57Ibid., pp. 152-153.
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In everyday living. Teddy has--from his statement--found 

American life anything but firect, simple and practical.

Nevertheless Teddy has entered into the Zen way of 

thinking to the point where he has "annihilated the notions 

of space and time/' for he prophesies his own death and its 

circumstances near the end of the story. Hypothetically he 

presents to Nicholson after prophecy the swimming pool 

.might be empty when he gets there and his sister, who 

doesn't like him very much, might push him into the pool from

behind. This hypothetical death is exactly what does happen
\

even If Gwynn and Blotner think the last paragraph of the

story is ambiguous.58 As Arthur Mizener says:

Some even seem to have doubts about who pushed 
whom into the empty swimming pool at the end of 
"Teddy," where . . . Salinger depends on our 
understanding of Teddy's attitude to make us under
stand that it is Teddy who dies.59

Dan Wakefield agrees with M. Mizener in the following comments

about the story and about .mysticism:

He foresees his own death, which he regards not 
with Western logic as the end of his life but 
rather as the final fulfillment and reunion with 
life. The story ends with that fulfillment, pre
cisely the way that Teddy Foresaw it.

The fulfillment by death that comes to 
Teddy through his genuinely mystic vision of life 
is not a fulfillment that many mortals of the 
Western world--we avid apple-eaters of logic--

58Gwynn and Blotner, p. 4l. 59Arthur Mizener, pp. 86-87.
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are equipped to experience.60
If Mr. Wakefield is to be believed (and this writer can see 

no other interpretation of the facts of the story which would 

make sense), then Teddy has finally achieved Nirvana, a state 

which no other Salinger character has achieved in this sec

tion concerning Salinger's short stories.

There has been a gradual, yet a continuous, development 

of the use of dead characters in Salinger's stories. In "The 

Stranger" and "Soft-Boiled Sergeant" the dead character was

only fondly remembered and spoken about. In "The Varioni
\

Brothers" the main character so fondly remembers his dead 

brother that he improves his disposition and may finally be

come a decent human being. De Daumier-Smith learns to remem

ber his dead mother in a different, but better, way than he 

did at the beginning of his story even though this dead char

acter exerts no real push on her living son. Esme's gift of 

her dead father's watch helps to restore Sergeant X's facul

ties to him. Finally, Teddy achieves perfection, the reunion 

with life, by learning from his remembrances of hi3 former life 

in India.

This use of dead characters in Salinger's fiction contrasts

6°Dan Wakefield, "The Search for Love," Salinger, ed.
Henry Anatole Grunwald, Harper Colophon Books (New York:
Harper & Row, 1962), p. 185.
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sharply with the use of dead characters in the fiction of many 

western European authors. In other fiction which someone dies 

or is killed, the influence of that person or of that person's 

death is rarely, if ever, good. In Daphne du Maurier's 

Rebecca, for example, the death of Rebecca de Winter has three 

effects, none of which is good: first Maxim is haunted by her 

death because he feels guilty for Rebecca's death; second, the 

new Mrs. de Winter, who tells the story, is afraid of the 

memory of Rebecca, first because she thinks that Max loved

and still loves the memory of Rebecca and not herself and
\

second because Mrs. Danvers, affectionately known as "Danny," 

has kept the memory of Rebecca alive in Manderley by keeping 

all of Rebecca's personal affects just as she had left them 

on the day she died; and thirl, Danny, who had been Rebecca's 

personal maid and housekeeper, finally becomes unbalanced 

because she thinks that Maxim loves another woman. At one 

point Danny tries to get the new Mrs. de Winter to kill her

self by jumping headlong down to the patio. In the end Mrs. 

Danvers burns Manderley so that no one else can be happy in her 

late mistress' home, but in the process Danny burns up with the 

house.

William Shakespeare's Hamlet contains another dead char- 
actor who influences a living character. Hamlet's father was 
killed, and Hamlet and the audience know this fact because the

ghost of the king returns and asks Hamlet to avenge his death
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on his .murderer. This apparition is the direct influence of 

the dead on the living in the play; nothing could be more 

direct than for the soul of a dead person to return to ask-- 

nay, to command--a living person to seek revenge. Through 

procrastination, which is Hamlet's tragic flaw, Polonius, 

Rosencrants, Guildenstern, Ophelia, Gertrude, Laertes, Claud

ius, and Hamlet himself all die. Hamlet's father was supposed 

to have been a good man, while Rebecca de Winter was not what 

one would call a wholesome character. Nevertheless the prod

uct of the influence of both these characters is much the 
\

same. It can certainly be seen that Hamlet's father brings 

about nothing more than sorrow, hatred, insanity, and further 

death--all in the name of justice. Sonny Varioni certainly 

doesn't produce such a blood bath to avenge his brother's 

murder.

Esme, another of Salinger's characters, is not morbid 

about the death of her father; Instead she respects and loves 

the memories she has of him. This heritage of love she passes 

on to Sergeant X is much more desirable than the heritage 

left for Oswald Alving in Henrik Ibsen's play, Ghosts. In the 

course of the current action of the play Mrs. Alving tells 

Pastor Manders about the way her husband had even had an af

fair with the maid in her own house, and she reminds him that 

he was of no help to her when she asked him for aid. Instantly
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thereafter she and Manders hear Oswald and Regina Engstrand, 

the maid (who is really the illegitimate daughter of Oswald's 

father), carrying on in much the same way as Mr. Alving 

had done when he was young. To Mrs. Alving the incident 

is like a voice from the past--like having ghosts in the 

house. She sends Regina away and continues to watch Oswald 

very carefully, for she fears another ghost--Oswald may 

have inherited more than a promiscuous nature from his father. 

In her anxiety Mrs. Alving discusses his father's last days

with Oswald and is horrified to witness the brain détériora-
\

tion of her son as he becomes subject to the same inherited 

disease. The play closes with Mrs. Alving realizing that she 

will have to watch her son disintegrate as she had watched her 

husband. In this manner Ibsen shows how the sins of the 

fathers are visited on the sons, and this play is a prime 

example of modern fiction in which the influence of the dead 

on the living usually ends in some tragedy--moral degeneration, 

inherited disease, insanity, or further death.

It is not necessary, however, to look for the evil in

fluence of the dead on the living only in modern fiction; it 

was prevalent even in the time of the Greeks. A choice ex

ample of this type of influence of the dead on the living in 

the mythology of the Greeks which prompted much of their lit

erature is The Oresteia. In his famous trilogy Aeschylus
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tells the story of the house of Agamemnon after the Trojan War. 

Before he set out for Troy, Agamemnon had sacrificed his 

daughter Iphigenia to the gods to insure a safe journey. 

Clytemnestra had never forgiven her husband for killing one 

of their own children. She has been joined by Aegisthus, who 

also bears a grudge against his cousin because Atreus, 

Agamemnon's father, had served Thyestes, Aegisthus' father, 

his own children for dinner and because Agamemnon had driven 

Thyestes from his throne and kingdom. When Agamemnon comes

home with the captive Cassandra to what he thinks is a tri-
\

umphal feast, he finds only the bated sword of Aegisthus and 

the ax of Clytemnestra. But all this blood-letting is only 

the beginning, for Electra, another daughter of Agamemnon and 

Clytemnestra, cannot forgive her mother. She prompts her 

brother Orestes to plot the deaths of Aegisthus and their own 

mother in order to avenge their foul deed. After he has 

killed the murderers, Orestes is hounded by the Furies until 

he must seek refuge in the shrine of Apollo. Only through the 

intercession of Apollo and Pallas Athena are the Furies 

(Eumenides) changed into creatures of good and is Orestes al

lowed to live a life of peace.

These last two examples show the usual, evil legacy left 

to children in fiction. But what of the Influence of the dead 

who are only remembered. The tour de force of Henry James,



59-

The Turn of the Screw, shows the direct evil influence of 

two dead people on the living. The horrible Peter Quint and 

the ex-governess Miss Jessel haunt the two children Miles and 

Flora, who deny that they see the apparitions. Whatever hold 

these two had over the children in their life on earth, they 

have not relinquished it in death. Having seen the appari

tions herself, the new governess tries to intercede with the 

help of Mrs. Grose, the housekeeper, and to save the children 

from these monsters of the spirit world. One result of being

pulled between the evil of Quint and Jessel and the love
\

of the new governess is that little Flora goes insane. In 

her final combat against the ghosts, the governess tries to 

get Miles to admit that he sees these apparitions. Peter 

Quint looks in the window at the two, and when Miles turns and 

looks out the window, he recognized the presence and dies In 

the arms of the governess. Henry James presented here the 

ultimate evil influence of the dead on the living with no 

apparent salvation, not even through love.

In contrast to these other fictional works which have been 

briefly cited here, Salinger's fiction shows his living charac

ters having a fond remembrance of those who died. Hamlet did 

remember his father, but even that memory does not keep further 

evil from happening. Only one person remembered Rebecca with 

any fondness and that memory drives Danny to destroy Manderlay
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by mistake, herself. Mrs. Alving does not remember her hus

band with any fondness even though the rest of the characters 

do. Clytemnestra and Electra remember the dead too fondly, 

although in the former case there is additional motive for 

Agamemnon's murder. There is certainly no fondness for the 

dead Peter Quint and Miss Jessel. Salinger's characters im

prove, better themselves, or, in the case of Teddy, achieve 

perfection rather than degenerate as so many other fictional 

characters do. The stories, so far discussed, do not com

pletely demonstrate Salinger’s preoccupation with the dead nor 
\

to what extent he has put it to use. His novel The Catcher 

in the Rye also contains references to a dead person as do 

the Glass family stories. But these works will be discussed 

in the succeeding chapters.



CHAPTER II

The Catcher in the Rye

In July of 1951, Salinger exploded his literary "bomb," 

and the critical "fall-out" began almost immediately. This 

novel appeared a year after "For Esme--¥ith Love and Squalor" 

and two years before "De Daumier-Smith1 s Blue Period" and 
"Teddy." Salinger again demonstrates his preoccupation with 

death by bringing out the influence of a dead brother on a 

living one. A series of Caulfield stories preceding this 

novel included "The Stranger" in 1945, "The Last Day of the 

Last Furlough" in 1944, "This Sandwich Has Ho Mayonnaise" 

and "I'm Crazy" in 1945, and "Slight Rebellion off Madison" in 

1946. Only in "This Sandwich Has Ho Mayonnaise," "I'm Crazy," 

and "Slight Rebellion off Madison" Is the name Holden Caul

field used; the last two stories also relate incidents which 

are used in the book which the others do not do. Hone of 

these stories, however, contain any specific reference to a 

dead character or his influence on a living one. In "This 

Sandwich Has Ho Mayonnaise" Vincent Caulfield is notified that 

his brother, Holden, is missing in action; however, In this 

story Holden is not necessarily dead nor does the story
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revolve around an influence of Holden on Vincent. This chap

ter will show how Salinger has been inclined by these previous 

stories to demonstrate that Holden's dead brother, Allie, is 

the force behind Holden and the reason for some of his actions.

All,the critics seem to recognize the fact that Holden's 

brother, Allie, died of leukemia, except for Christopher 

Parker who mistakenly claims that Allie died of tuberculosis.1 

These same critics accept Holden's many references to Allie's 

death and to Allie as parts of the story without much com

ment; none of them seem to realize that Salinger has been 

leading up to Catcher with all his other stories. There is a 

definite influence of the dead Allie on the living Holden; 

at times Holden seems to be haunted by guilt feelings, and in 

the end he seems to pray to Allie as if he were a saint. Only 

a few writers realize what an integral part of the story Allie 

is; among these few is Dexter Martin, who says, ". . .what 

ails Holden is the death of his brother, Allie, . . . .  His 

breakdown begins with 'All’s' death. . . . "2 Another critic 

who recognizes the impact of Allie's death on Holden is Edwin 

T. Bowden, who adds a few pertinent comments to his insight:

^Christopher Parker, "Why the Hell Not Smash All the 
Windows?" Salinger, ed. Henry Anatole Grunwald, Harper Colophon 
Books (New York: Harper & Row, 1962), p. 256.

pDexter Martin, "Rebuttal: Holden in the Rye," College 
English, XXIII (May 1962), 507-508.



His younger brother, Allie, who died, a few years 
before the time of the novel, is a remembered ob
ject of affection (in part tinged for Holden with 
a familiar sense of guilt for his boyish neglect) 
but one that makes Holden's situation worse, since 
he can meet him now only in imagination divorced 
from the living.3

To understand this particular influence more fully, one needs 

some additional facts about J. D. Salinger's use of death.

In this novel the author surrounds his protagonist 

with death and symbols of death. At Ellcton Hills one of the 

boys, James Castle, jumped to his death out a window.^ At

Pency Prep Holden lives in the Ossenburger Memorial Wing of
\

the new dorms; this wing is named after a man in the under

talcing business.5 When Holden's roommate, Ward Stradlater, 

returns to this dormitory from a date with Jane Gallagher, an 

old girl friend of Holden's, he says, "Where the hell is every

body? It' s like a goddam morgue around here. When Holden 

tells about his discussion about the Bible with Arthur Childs, 

the reader is told about Judas, the Disciple who committed 

suicide.? When Holden discusses literature with the English-

-^Edwin T. Bowden, The Dungeon of the Heart (New York: 
The Macmillan Company, 1961), p. 62.

4All incidents and quotations in this chapter are taken 
from the following edition: J. D. Salinger, The Catcher in 
the Rye, Signet Books (New York: The New American Library of 
World Literature, Inc., 1961).

5Ibid., p. 18. 6Ibid., p. 39- 'Ibid., pp. 91-92.
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teaching nun, they discuss Romeo and Juliet, a play filled 

with death, and especially they dwell on Mercutio1s getting
O

killed. 0 The movie that Phoebe went to see on Sunday after

noon was about a doctor who performed a mercy killing.9 The 

little kids at the museum where Holden is waiting for Phoebe 

are the ones who want to know where the mummies are. The kid 

says, "You know the mummies--them dead guys. That get buried 

in the toons QsicJ and all. " * 10 Last of all the time of the 

story is the beginning of the winter season and also the be

ginning of the Christmas season. Symbolically, winter is the 
\

season associated with death. But because it is also the be

ginning of the Christmas season, there must be a beginning of 

life here in the story, too, and Holden's thoughts of Allie 

show both of these ideas: the end of life and the beginning 

of life.

Throughout the novel Holden Caulfield, the protagonist 

of Catcher, suffers under the delusion that he is going to 

disappear. The first occurrence of this malady is on Holden's 

way to see "old Spencer," his history teacher at Pency Prep. 11 
This hallucination about disappearing coupled with Holden's 

semi-death wish to jump out the window is the author's way

8Ibid., p. 101. 9Ibid., p. 1^7.

10Ibid., p. 182. 11Ibld., p. 9 -
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of symbolically telling the reader that Holden is afraid of

losing his identity, and Holden's identity is involved in his

great capacity to love. Holden's problem is finding someone

on whom to bestow his love. His parents apparently cannot be

the objects of his love since they keep rejecting him by placing

him in one boarding school after the other as soon as he flunks

out of one. It is due to this preoccupation with loss of

Identity that Holden was so interested in the methods of

mummification in ancient Egypt; it is also probably the reason

why he chose that topic for the history paper he wrote for

old Spencer. Carl F. Strauch makes note of Holden's care

that no harm should come to anyone in the following way:

Holden's obsession about faces indicates this fastidi
ous care; the Egyptians tried to conquer the final 
violence of death by mummification so that, as 
Holden says, the face "would not rot.” In Holden's 
encounter it is important that the spirit should 
not rot.I2

This care that no harm come to others and that there be no 

loss of Identity or personality is also the reason why Holden 

is so interested in what happens to the ducks from Central 

Park, which Holden first mentions during this same conversation 

with old Spencer.

12Carl F. Strauch, "Kings in the Back Row: Meaning 
Through Structure, A Reading of Salinger's The Catcher in the 
Rye,11 Wisconsin Studies In Contemporary Literature, II 
Twin ter 1961), 22.
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As previously mentioned, coupled with this fear of his 

loss of identity an apparent death wish is present. Persist

ently Holden speaks of wanting to jump out the window. This 

wish occurs when there is something about life that Holden 

does not understand. The talk of jumping out the window is 

probably Salinger's way of showing the reader what Dr.

Gutheil would cadi Holden's wish to join the world, since he 

says that "'looking through a window1 may represent the 1 world 

outlook.’ It is the same symbolic act as Mattie Glad-

waller's jumping from curb to street and street to curb.
\

Holden always says that he doesn't jump out the window be

cause he either does not feel like it, or he does not want 

anyone to see him.

Along with this idea of jumping out the window, Holden 

often plays a game about being plugged in the guts which 

could also be interpreted as another kind of death wish, but 

Diab Hassan explains Holden's "game" in this way: "But de

spair and depression are kept, throughout, in check . . .  by 

his capacity to invoke his adolescent imagination, to 'horse 

around,' when he is most likely to go to pot."1^ Mr. Hassan 

further says that Holden

resents the conditions which force upon him the
burden of rejection. In protest against these

^Gutheil, p. 14-9. 1 hassan, p. 149.
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conditions, he has devised a curious game of play
acting, of harmless and gratuitous lying, which 
is his way of coming to terms with a blistered 
sensibility, and of affirming his values of truth 
and imagination.15

In essence,then, what appear to be death wishes on the sur

face are actually mechanisms which Holden uses to escape the 

world he rejects.

Among the people whom Holden likes, two people pre

dominate: Allie, who is dead, and his little sister, Phoebe. 

It Is with Allie that this paper is concerned, primarily.

"When asked to write a descriptive essay for his "secret slob"
\

roommate, Ward Stradlater, Holden describes Allie's baseball 

mitt covered with poems that Allie had written there with 

green ink so that he would have something to read In the 

field when no one was up at bat . 16 jt ±q at this point that 

the reader discovers that Allie died on July 18, 1946, that 

he was the "most intelligent member of the family,"17 and that 

he was also the nicest member of the family. Mien Holden 

learned that Allie was dead, he went out and broke all the 

windows in the garage and tried to break all the windows in 

the station wagon, but because his hand was already broken he * 17

15ibid., pp. 149-150.

-^Salinger, The Catcher in the Rye, p. 37*

17Ibid.
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could not do lt.^u Christopher Parker says:

He's sent to the hospital for treatment and ob
servation. But what--what would be more human?
Some great force has swallowed up your brother, 
no reason, he's just gone--why the hell not 
smash all the windows? Is this a time to be 
reasonable? To me it's a completely natural 
reaction to something which is beyond compre
hension or reason.19

Moreover, in complete agreement Henry Grunwald states:

"When his little brother Allie dies, and Holden, 
brooding out in the garage, breaks "all the god
dam windows with my fist, just for the hell of 
it," one has the feeling that he is making an 
entirely just protest against a cruel universe.20

These reactions of the critics express the feelings of most

readers to Holden's action at this time, but most readers do

not understand Holden's feelings about Allie.

Hot until the beginning of chapter fourteen does the

reader find out that Holden has guilt feelings about Allie.

After Sunny, the prostitute, leaves Holden's room the first

time, Holden says, "What I did, I started talking, sort of

out loud, to Allie."21 He says he talks to him when he gets

depressed. Now when Holden gets depressed, he remembers that

he had told Allie that he could not go with Bobby Fallon and

him to Lake Sedebego, and he then keeps saying to Allie, "Okay.

2^Ibid., p. 38. 19parHer, p.
2°Henry Grunwald, "Who Loves Salinger? 

(August 1963), l80.
Salinger, Catcher, p. 90.21

256.

" Glamour, XLIX
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Go home and get your bike and meet me in front of Bobby's 

house. Hurry up . " 22 Holden says he keeps thinking about 

this event even though Allie didn't get sore. This idea is 

Holden's guilt feeling.

After seeing a war movie at Radio City, Holden remem

bers D. B. and Allie discussing war poetry. D. B. asked 

Allie who was a better war poet, Rupert Brooke or Emily Dick

inson, and Allie's answer is: "Emily Dickinson."23 Carl F. 

Strauch says that the idea here is "that imagination imparts

meaning to experience. . . ."2^ These reminiscences about
\

Allie not going to Lake Sedebego and about the poetry of Emily 

Dickinson are important for the following reason: later in 

the novel Holden's vivid imagination makes Allie seem to be 

alive, and through this imagining Holden's experiences have 

meaning for himself and for the reader.

After getting drunk on the evening after his date with 

Sally Hayes and after dunking his head in a wash basin, Holden 

feels depressed and lonely again. He finally imagines that he 

is getting pneumonia and that he will die. These thoughts 

again make him remember Allie. This time Holden remembers 

Allie's funeral. He also feels sorry as hell for his mother, 

because she had not gotten over his brother Allie yet.25 These

22Ibid., p. 91. 23Ibid., p. 127. 2^Strauch,p. 8 . 
25

Salinger, Catcher, p. 1^0



thoughts of the cemetery make Holden think about Allie being 

in there.

50.

When the weather's nice, my parents go 
out quite frequently and stick a bunch of flowers 
on old Allie's grave. I went with them a couple 
of times, but I cut it out. In the first place 
I certainly don't enjoy seeing him in that crazy 
cemetery. Surrounded by dead guys and tombstones 
and all. It wasn't too bad when the sun was out, 
but twice--twice--we were there when it started 
to rain. It was awful. It rained on his lousy 
tombstone, and it rained on the grass on his 
stomach. It rained all over the place. All the 
visitors started running like hell over to their 
cars. That's what nearly drove me crazy. All 
the visitors could get in their cars and turn on 
their radios and all and then go someplace nice 
for dinner--everybody except Allie. I couldn't 
stand it anyway. I just wish he wasn't there.
You didn't know him. If you'd known him you'd 
know what I mean. It's not too bad when the sun's 
out, but the sun only comes out when it feels 
like coming out. 26

It should be easy for any reader to 3ee that Holden speaks 
of Allie in this instance as if he were alive but immobile, 

as if he were tied down with ropes and unable to move.

In their long discussion at night, Phoebe asks Holden 

to name one thing that he likes.27 Holden's answer is that 

he likes Allie, and Phoebe replies that Allie Is dead. Holden 

replies:

"I know he's dead' Don't you think I know 
that? I can still like him, though, can't I?
Just because somebody's dead, you don't just stop 
liking the, for God's sake--especially if they

26Ibid., p. 140-141. 27ibid., p. 154.
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were about a thousand times nicer than the 
people you know that're alive and all."28

Besides Allie, Holden says he likes sitting and talking with 
Phoebe. It can easily be seen here that along with his guilt 
feelings about Allie, Holden also likes--perhaps loves Is a 
better word--Allie; but he likes him in a way that makes 
Allie seem alive. Through this belief of Holden's, it is pos
sible for Allie to have such a great Influence on him. Be
sides Allie, Holden says he likes sitting and talking with 
Phoebe, who, as It has already been mentioned, is the other 
predominant influence on him.

All these remembrances point to the fact that his 
brother died, and yet he thinks of Allie as being alive be
cause Allie doesn't change. The lack of change in the mum
mies fascinated Holden, for the same reason. Holden is reacting 
against his becoming an adult. He would like to retain the 
elements of childhood which are innocence, freedom, and 
honesty. These are the characteristics Allie represented and 
always will represent because he died with them, and he won't 
change, or as Robert Jacobs says, "The only ones who can re
main children forever are those, who, like Allie, are dead."29

28ibid., pp. 154-155.
^Robert G. Jacobs, "J. D. Salinger's The Catcher In 

the Rye: Holden Caulfield's 'Goddam Autobiography,'" Iowa 
English Yearbook, p. 1 5 .
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When Holden leaves Phoebe and his parent's apartment,

he goes to visit his favorite teacher, Mr. Antolini. Their

conversation is about Holden's heading for a terrible fall.

"This fall I think you're riding for— it's a spec
ial kind of fall, a horrible kind. The man falling 
isn't permitted to feel or hear himself hit bottom.
He just keeps falling and falling. The whole 
arrangement's designed for men who, at some time 
or other in their lives, were looking for some
thing their own environment couldn't supply them 
with. Or they thought their own environment 
couldn't supply them with. So they gave up look
ing. They gave it up before they ever really 
even got started. "50

What Holden has been looking for is an ideal world where he

associates with children; Holden states it in the following

manner in his conversation with Phoebe.

"Anyway, I keep picturing all these little kids 
playing some game in this big field of rye and 
all. Thousands of little kids, and nobody's 
around--nobody big, I mean--except me. And I'm 
standing on the edge of some crazy cliff. What 
I have to do, I have to catch everybody if they 
start to go over the cliff--I mean if they're run
ning and they don't look where they're going I 
have to come out from somewhere and catch them.
That's all I'd do all day. I'd just be the catcher 
in the rye and all. I know it's crazy, but that's 
the only thing I'd really like to be. I know it's 
crazy."51

The reader can see that what Holden wants to do is save 

little children from becoming adults. Brian Way expresses it * 51

2°Salinger, Catcher, p. 169-
51Ibid., p. 156.
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this way:

Palling over a cliff is a classic unconscious sexual 
symbol, and here represents without any doubt the 
dividing time of puberty, separating the happy 
innocence of childhood from the dangers and agonies 
of sexual capability. This perpetuates the conven
tional view of the innocence of children, and shows 
an atavistic belief in the existence of a Pall from 
grace.

Gerald P. McCauley and E. D. Hubbard concur with these added
comments:

What Holden probably wishes to catch the thousands 
of children from is the adult world looming on the 
other side of the cliff, and what he wishes as well, 
is to be admitted back to the world of children, but 

\ to earn his way as their guardian and to keep them 
secure in their innocence and safe from the snares 
that wait for them as they grow into adulthood.35

This fall over a cliff or a curb or whatever is the same

thing that Babe Gladwaller watched Mattie do in "The

Stranger," and Babe found it a very pleasant thing to see.

Holden's transition is neither as pleasant nor as easy as

Mattie's, for there is no one to watch, help, or guide him.

Holden must come to his curb and his fall if the story

is to be complete. It is at this time that Allie takes on

the semblance of being a saint. After Holden leaves Antolini's

32Brian Way, "'Franny and Zooey' and J. D. Salinger," 
New Left Review (May-June 1962), p. 8l.

33Gera,ld F. McCauley and E. D. Hubbard, ed., A Criti- 
cal Commentary: The Catcher in the Rye (New York: American 
R. D. M. Corporation, 1963), p. 27.
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and spends the night in Grand Central Station, he begins to

walk up Fifth Avenue. This is the way Holden tells it:

Then all of a sudden, something very spooky started 
happening. Every time I came to the end of a 
clock and stepped off the goddam curb, I had this 
feeling that I'd never get to the other side of the 
street. I thought I'd just go down, down, down, 
and nobody'd ever see me again. Boy, did it scare 
me. You can't imagine. I started sweating like a 
bastard--my whole shirt and underwear and every
thing. Then I started doing something else. Every 
time I'd get to the end of a block I'd make believe 
I was talking to my brother Allie. I'd say to him, 
"Allie, don't let me disappear. Allie, don't let 
me disappear. Please, Allie.” And then when I'd 
reach the other side of the street without disappearing, 
I'd thank him. Then it would start all over again 

\ as soon as I got to the next corner. But I kept 
going and all.-'’4

Here the reader can see Antolini's prophecy of a fall without

hitting the bottom in Holden's description of going ”down,

down, down.11 Robert G. Jacobs gives his detailed analysis of

this scene with his comments in the following excerpt.

Holden expresses the fear, early in the book, that 
he will disappear from off the street, but that 
doesn't particularly stick in the reader's mind, 
coming as it does, sandwiched between other highly 
colored incidents. It is only when the fear of 
vanishing is coupled with the sudden fear of crossing 
streets, a fear so strong that he will walk around 
a block rather than cross the street, that the 
reader begins to remember what this circular motion 
has been associated with before, and realizes that 
the street curb has suddenly become the physical 
equivalent of Holden's imaginary cliff of destruc
tion.

54Salinger, Catcher, p. 178.
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it Love fails him; he is beaten, snubbed,
''flitted," ignored, and insulted, and there comes 
a point where the reader begins to add it together.
Then it ceases to be humor. It does not even become 
irony. It becomes tragedy. The story is suddenly 
no longer the series of amusing incidents happening 
bo an incisive misfit--it becomes the tragedy of 
the fall off the cliff into adulthood.55

What Holden does to save himself from this horrible fall, this 

foretold fate of all children, is to pray. It must be a 

prayer: what else could It be?

The culmination of all the death symbolism and disap

pearing occurs when Holden waits for Phoebe outside the 

Museum of Art. The two little kids a3k Holden where the 
mummies are, and Holden guides them into the tomb. The kids 

become scared and leave Holden all alone. Holden has been 

sick and finally goes to the lavatory where he passes out. He 

declares that he could have killed himself when he fell, but 

he didn't: he did feel better, though, after he passed 

out.56 carl F. Strauch writes a great deal about this scene 

In his analysis of Catcher, and in the process ties up many 

of the symbolic death allusions throughout the story.

Since Holden's neurosis includes feelings 
of insecurity stemming from Allie's death and from 
Jane Gallagher's "lousy childhood" (like his own) 
and since both Allie and Jane have become inex
tricably bound together in his mind, Holden con
quers the two-fold hysteria at one and the same 
moment. There is sexual Imagery in "this very

^Jacobs, p. 11. ^Salinger, Catcher, p. 184.
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narrow sort of hall" and the room containing 
the mummies, especially since the obscene word 
is written "with a red crayon . . . right under 
tne glass part of the wall." Once again as in 
Phoebe's school he reacts with weariness over 
the corruption of this world and solemnly re
flects that if he ever dies and is buried, his 
tombstone will bear the ugly legend. Here, at 
last, the identity of the fear of violence to 
body or spirit and the ensuing mutilation. If 
In the Stradlater episode and throughout the 
rest of the novel Holden is an innocent, he is 
so, not so much in terms of our popular liter
ary tradition, but rather in a classical,
Christian, or psychoanalytical schema. His 
very fears yield proof that his innocence repre
sents a harmony of attributes and drives--in- 
tellectual, emotional, and physical, so that in 
the proper regulation of them harm will result 

x neither for the person nor for others.37

Strauch continues to explain the museum episode through the

suructure of the novel in the next exerpt.

Allie's death has been such a traumatic experi
ence that all Holden knows is death, for when 
"old" Spencer, who makes him "sound dead," con
fronts him with the unsatisfactory results of the 
history examination, it is clear that his histor
ical knowledge Is limited to the subject of mum
mification. It is to this knowledge, at the close 
of the books,that he returns with a sense of how 
"nice and peaceful" it all is. The psychological 
journey from the fear of death to a calm accept
ance of it is further highlighted at the beginning 
when we learn that Mr. Ossenburger, the mortician, 
has donated the dormitory wing named for him in 
which Holden has his room.

Holden’s victorious encounter with death 
reveals psychological maturity, spiritual mastery, 
and the animal faith and resiliency of youth.38

Holden’s encounter with death is his viewing of the mummies

37Strauch, pp. 21-22. ^8Ibid., p. 22.
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and then his passing out which is a symbolic death after which 
Holden feels much better.

inis victory over death is the outcome of his victory 

through Allie over his disappearing. Holden's prayer was an

swered, and he has overcome death. He demonstrates his suc

cess and recovery in the last scene of the book when he takes 

Phoebe to the carrousel as Allie, D. B. and he used to do. 

Holden likes the carrousel because it always plays the same 

song: it doesn't change--just as children don't change. But

now Holden, after his episode with the curb and his prayers
\

îo Allie and afuer his symbolic encounter with death, realizes 

that life must change and that children must grow up: chil

dren mus t take that fall whether it is easy or horrible. This 

knowledge of Holden’s is symbolized in Phoebe's ride on the 

carrousel. The song changes from the familiar "Oh, Marie" to 

a jazzy, funny verson of "Smoke Gets in Your Eyes." As the 

carrousel goes around the kids try to grab the gold ring, and 

Holden is rather afraid Phoebe might fall off as she tries to 

grao it. He says, "The thing with kids, is, if they want to 

grab for the gold ring, you have to let them do it, and not 

say anything. If they fall off, they fall off, but it's bad 

if you say anything to them."59 Holden has given up his idea 39

39̂Salinger, Catcher, p. 190.
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of being the catcher in the children's rye field. Frederic 

I. Carpenter expresses in his essay what Holden must realize: 

"The mature individual must experience and accept 'squalor' 

as well as 'love' and not try to 'catch' those innocents who 

rush confusedly towards the experience of what may seem 

evil."1*'0 Holden now has the chance to grow up and live a 

normal life in the adult world, accepting that world as it 

is instead of rebelling against it.

Holden's Odyssey has led him to a more mature view of 

his own life with the aid of the memories of his dead brother. 

Holden's first reaction to Allie's death was his heated 

beating out of the garage windows until his hand is broken. 

After that outburst Holden is bothered by his brother's death 

because he was so good— almost saintly, but he does not try 

to kill other people. Holden, however, throughout the book 

condemns the "phony" parts of society. He finally turns to 

Allie for aid and consolation, or salvation, and learns 

finally to accept these parts of society.

^Frederic I. Carpenter, "The Adolescent in American 
Fiction," The English Journal, XLVI (September 1957)> p. 316.



CHAPTER III

The Glass Family Stories

In the Glass family stories there are two dead broth

ers: Walt and Seymour. It will be easily seen that the liv

ing members of the Glass family have mixed emotions about 

Seymour. They all remember Walt with seeming good humor.

Some of the Family members, however, don’t quite know what to
\think about Seymour; he literally haunts one brother; another 

brother refers to him as a ghost; his mother, because one of 

the living brothers insisted, has left his room just as it 

always was. This portion of the paper will inspect the stor

ies In which there Is an influence of these dead brothers on 

a living person.

For the sake of coherence the one story directly deal

ing with the effect of the dead Walt on a living character 

will be discussed first; that story is "Uncle WIggily in Con

necticut." As the story evolves, the reader discovers that 

Eloise Wengler loved Walt before he was killed. In her con

versation with Mary Jane she reveals the personality traits 

that endeared Walt to her, especially his sense of humor.

59.
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Once, while waiting for a train she slipped and twisted her 

ankle, and Walt pointed to it and called it Uncle Wiggily. 

William Wiegand says that Eloise is tormented by memories of 

her lost lover. 1 But it is the sense of humor that she cher

ishes yet. She remembers him as the man she loved and would 

have liked to have married. She says that Walt was the only 

person who could make her laugh out loud.

The reader, however, is not aware of how much she real

ly thought of Walt until she leaves Mary Jane and puts Ramona, 

her daughter, to bed. As she is about to leave the room, she 

stops and goes back to the night stand by the bed and picks 

up her daughter’s glasses and begins to cry. Her tears on 

the glasses are accompanied with her words, "Poor Uncle Wig

gily, over and over again. There is no solution to any 

problem in this story: it is simply a slice of life, Ihab 

Hassan describes the story this way:

The plight of Eloise, who survived the tender and 
imaginative Walt to lead a conventional married 
life in Connecticut, is clear. The hysteria of 
Eloise focuses on her lonely and sensitive daugh
ter, Ramona, who could be the illegitimate child 
of Walt, and is certainly the living reminder of 
vision Eloise has compromised and the innocence

•''Wiegand, p . 127.
OThis quotation and all other incidents in this section 

are from the following work: J. D. Salinger, "Uncle Wiggily 
in Connecticut," Nine Stories, Signet Books (New York: The 
New American Library, 1961),p . pi.



she has lost.5

The point of this story is that Eloise remembers Walt 

just as Philly and Juanita remember Sergeant Burke so fondly 

in "Soft-Boiled Sergeant." "Uncle Wiggily" was written in 

1948 in the years when Salinger was apparently forming his 

ideas about the influence of the dead on the living. In the 

same year "A Perfect Day for Bananafish" appeared; this is 

the story in which Seymour Glass commits suicide. The rest of 

the Glass family stories are primarily about the memories of 

the living Glass children about Seymour and how these memor

ies aid them in their bouts with life.

Among the Nine Stories in which "Uncle Wiggily" ap

pears, there Is only one other Glass family story: "Down at 

the Dinghy." This story has only one allusion to the dead 

Seymour, and that reference comes in when Lionel throws a 

pair of underwater goggles into the water. Boo Boo's response 

to this action is to state that they once belonged to Lionel's 

Uncle Seymour. Lionel in his distraught state answers, "I 

don't care."^

Boo Boo Is trying to discover what has made Lionel "run 

^Hassan, pp. 145-146.

\his quotation and the incidents in this section are 
taken from the following source: J. D. Salinger, "Down at the 
Dinghy," Nine Stories, Signet Books (New York: The New Amer- 
ican Library, 1961), p. 64.

6l.
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away" and isolate himself in the dinghy. After Lionel threw 

the goggles into the water, she took a package out of her 

pocket which she tells Lionel is a key chain with lots more 

keys than his dad's key chain had. Lionel wants it, but Boo 

Boo says that she should throw the key chain into the lake. 

Lionel says, "It's mine."5 And Boo Boo's retort is a ditto 

of Lionel's earlier reply: "I don't care."6
Boo Boo see3 that Lionel perceives what she has done 

and the justice of what she has proposed. She throws him the 

package, and he— after a pause— throws the package into the 

lake unopened. Through these incidents Boo Boo has estab

lished a rapport by which she is able to have Lionel tell her 

what his problem is so that she is enabled to help him solve 

it or live with it.

This story uses an object which belonged to a dead per

son. Boo Boo points out that the goggles had been Seymour's 

and that they are valuable for sentimental reasons. These 

goggles are a much smaller item than Esme,'s father's watch, 

but the end result is much the same: Lionel reconciles him

self, at four, with prejudice in the world as well as he can 

understand it; Sergeant X regained the use of his faculties.

In the rest of the Glass family stories there is a

^Ibid. ^Toid., p. 65*
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common narrator: Buddy Glass. He always writes some sort of 

an Introduction. A part of the introduction to the story 

"Zooey" is a letter which Buddy had sent to Zooey. In this 

letter Buddy says that on his way to get Seymour's body he 

wept for five solid hours on the plane, but when he met the 

widow he was grinning.7 Near the end of that same letter Bud

dy tells Zooey that the reason he is writing the letter at 

all is that while he was in a supermarket at the meat counter 

he suddenly had a "perfectly communicable little vision of 

truth. . . ." 8 Because a child had told him that her boy 

friends1 names were Bobby and Dorothy, Buddy remembered what 
Seymour had once said to him in a crosstown bus: "that all 

legitimate religious study must lead to unlearning the differ

ences, the illusory differences, between boys and girls, ani

mals and stones, day and night, heat and cold."9 At the end 

of the letter, just before the postscript, Buddy speaks of 

Seymour as if he were alive.

If you do anything at all beautiful on a stage, 
anything nameless and joy-making, anything above 
and beyond the call of theatrical ingenuity, S. 
and I will both rent tuxedos and rhinestone hats 
and solemnly come around to the stage door with

7This incident and all other incidents and quotations 
in this section are from the following source: J. D. Salinger, 
Franny and Zooey (Boston: Little Brown and Company, 1961),
p. 62.

°Ibid., p. 67. 9ibid.
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bouquets of snapdragons. 10
Finally in his own defense in the postscript, Buddy 

reminds Zooey that all people have faults, and he uses his 

own to demonstrate what should be done about them. He rem

inisces about reading a story to Seymour and Boo Boo, and Boo 

Boo thought it was '"too clever.' S. shook his head, beaming 

away at me, and said cleverness was my permanent affliction, 

my wooden leg, and that it was in the worst possible taste to 

draw the group's attention to it. As one limping man to an

other, old Zooey, let's be courteous and kind to each other." 11
The whole letter and its postscript is intended to be 

a lesson for Zooey on ideas and incidents his oldest, and now 

departed, brother had said or done. Buddy is still trying to 

help Zooey learn how to live his life so that he can be hap

py, and Buddy does his teaching through Seymour.

The next character to have the effect of the dead Sey

mour show on her is Mrs. Glass. It was at Buddy's insistence 

that she kept Seymour's bedroom as it had always been--even 

to the point of keeping the private telephone connected. In 

her conversation with Zooey in the bathroom, she is described 

in the following manner.

It was a very touch-and-go business, in 1955, to 
get a wholly plausible reading from Mrs. Glass's

10 11Ibid., p. 68. Ibid., p. 69-
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face, and especially from her enormous blue 
eyes. Inhere once, a few years earlier, her 
eyes alone could break the news (either to peo
ple or to bathmats) that two of her sons were 
dead, one by suicide (her favorite, her most in
tricately calibrated, her kindest son), and one 
killed in World War II (her only truly light
hearted son)— where once Bessie Glass’s eyes a- 
lone could report these facts, with an eloquence 
and a seeming passion for detail that neither 
her husband nor any of her adult surviving chil
dren could bear to look at, let alone take in, 
now, in 1955> she was apt to use this same ter
rible Celtic equipment to break the news, usu
ally at the front door, that the new delivery 
boy hadn’t brought the leg of lamb in time for 
dinner or that some remote Hollywood starlet’s 
marriage was on the rocks.

The point of such a revealing description of a Mother's eyes 

must be to let the reader know that Bessie had been greatly 

grieved at the deaths of her two sons, but that now she has 

learned to live with and accept these tragedies as a part of 

life. These events no longer hold the horrible grief that 

was once there, but rather they are incidents that she is now 

sorry about as she might be sorry over the latest divorce of 

Janet Leigh. But neither does Bessie torture herself about 

her dead sons. In speaking of Seymour's room she says, ”1 

don't go in that room if I can help it, and you know it. . . . 

I don't look at Seymour's old— at his things.

Zooey, himself, has many ideas and feelings about his 

older brothers. One thing about his life that he doesn't like

12Ibid., pp. 89-90. 1^Ibid., p. 101.
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is that he hears so much, so often about the, and. he 

expresses this idea to his mother in a second bathroom con

versation.

"Buddy, Buddy, Buddy," he said. "Seymour, Seymour, 
Seymour. . . . I'm so sick of their names I could 
cut my throat." His face was pale but very nearly 
expressionless. "This whole goddam house stinks of 
ghosts. I don't mind so much being haunted by a 
dead ghost, but I resent like hell being haunted by 
a half-dead one. I wish to God Buddy'd make up his 
mind. He does everything else Seymour ever did--or 
tries to. Why the hell doesn't he kill himself and 
be done with it?"^

Zooey explains why he feels this way with an even stronger

"We're freaks, the two of us, Franny and I," he 
announced, standing up. "I'm a twenty-five-year-old 
freak and she's a twenty-year-old freak, and both those 
bastards are responsible." . . . "The symptoms are a 
little more delayed in Franny's case than mine, but 
she's a freak, too, and don't you forget it. I swear 
to you, I could murder them both without even batting 
an eyelash. The great teachers. The great emancipa
tors. My god. I can't even sit down to lunch with a 
man any more and hold up my end of a decent conversation. 
I either get so bored or so goddam preachy that if the 
son of a bitch had any sense, he'd break his chair 
over my head."15

Some critics believe that "Zooey" Is too long a story 

with too many unnecessary parts, but all this introduction 

is necessary to introduce both Zooey's and his sister's prob

lem: their problem is the same. Zooey has already explained

1^Tbid., pp. 102-103. 15lbid.

-^John Updike, "Franny and Zooey," Salinger, Henry 
Anatole Grunwald, ed., Harper Colophon Books (NewYork: 
Harper & Row, 1962), p. 55-
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that he has been living with the problem longer than Franny, 

but this story is a continuation— if not an extension— of 

"Franny." Franny, the youngest member of the Glass family, 

has collapsed after a football weekend and her bout with 

"The Jesus Prayer.1' Bessie, on her two visits to the bath

room while Zooey was there, was trying to get Zooey to talk 

to Franny in order to bring her out of her breakdown.

Bessie has told Zooey that she has asked Franny if she 

would like to talk to Buddy. When Zooey asks Franny the same 

question, Franny's answer is: "I want to talk to Seynour."1? 

Zooey's reason for asking if she would like to talk to Buddy 

is that he thinks he's "no damn good for this."1^ William 

Wiegand analyzes Zooey's motive for feeling this way when he 

says, "Essentially, Zooey is a man of action. Hl9 Zooey knox̂ s, 

intrinsically, that his and Franny's problem is one and the 

same. They both predicate a human being of his faults: he 

is not a human being with faults; to Franny and Zooey that 

human being is the epitome of his fault.

Holden Caulfield called these people "phonies." The 

Glass family suffers from the same social sickness as most of 

Salinger's characters: they are too perceptive about all that 

is artificial or affected in other people. They are too per- 17

17“'Salinger, Franny and Zooey, p. 150.
^°Ibid., p. 149. “^Wiegand, p. l^p.
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ceptive about the egotism of others. Franny is realistic 

enough to realize that she is as human as these other people 

and that she has been saying the "Jesus Prayer" for egotisti

cal and self-seeking reasons. 2'2 Zooey knows this fact too, 

and he knows it is true of himself. But Zooey has had enough 

training from Seymour and Buddy to make the following comment 

about seeing a small girl reunited with her dachshund.

"There are nice things in the world— and I mean 
nice things. We’re all such morons to get so side
tracked. Always, always, always referring every 
goddam thing that happens right back to our lousy 
little ego. "21

Zooey also remembers that his dead brother, Walt, had analyzed

the family problem in the following way: "He had a theory,

Walt, that the religious life, and all the agony that goes

with it, is just something God sicks on people who have the

gall to accuse Him of having created an ugly world. " 22 Ihab

Iiassan has an answer for the way Zooey expresses these ideas:

Zooey*s compulsive wit, it becomes clear, ques
tions the workaday wisdom of Bessie, the arro
gant idealism of Franny and even the saintliness 
of the dead Seymour.

After a long harangue Zooey finally puts into words what he 

doesn’t like, and he tries desperately to make Franny see his 

point by bringing up Seymour and Buddy at the same time, for

22Salinger, Franny and Zooey, p. 148.
Pi P2 23Ibid., p. 151. Ibid., p. 153. Hassan, p. 157-



as Ihab Hassan says:

Zooey's real purpose. . .is to mediate between 
Franny and the two elder brothers, Seymour and 
Buddy, who have acted as the spiritual con
science of the family, turning it, by their high 
and holy standards, as Zooey angrily feels, in
to freaks.24

Zooey emphatically states what he feels in this next speech.

"But what I don’t like— and what I don’t think 
either Seymour or Buddy would like, either, as 
a matter of fact— is the way you talk about all 
these people. I mean you don’t just despise 
what they represent--you despise them. It’s 
just too damn personal, Franny."25

lie also claims that she says the "Jesus Prayer" all wrong.\
"If you're going to say the Jesus Prayer, at 
least say it to Jesus, and not to St. Francis 
and Seymour and Heidi's grandfather all wrapped 
up in one. Keep him in mind if you say it, and 
him only, and him as he was and not as you'd 
like him to have been. You don't face any facts.
This same damned attitude of not facing facts is 
what got you into this messy state of mind in the 
first place, and it can't possibly get you out 
of it. "26

Zooey realizes that he is doing no good, and he gets up ap

parently to keep an appointment. Instead of leaving, however, 

Zooey goes down the hall and into Seymour and Buddy's room-- 

a room which he had only entered once in seven years. He 

reads some of the accumulated quotations attached to the door, * 2

24Ibid.

22salinger, Franny and Zooey, p. l6l.
2oIbid., p. l68-
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and he reads a kind of diary entry on a shirt cardboard which 

was kept in Seymour's desk. Then he moves to Buddy's desk in 

order to use the phone there that was still connected. Alfred 

Kazin perceptively sees the symbolism in Zooey's movements at 

this point.

And it is from Seymour's old room in the Glass 
apartment that Zooey calls up his sister, Franny, 
on a phone that is normally never used, that is 
still listed in the name of Seymour Glass, and 
that has been kept up by Buddy (who does not want 
a phone in his own country retreat) and by Zooey 
in order to perpetuate Seymour's name and to sym
bolize his continuing influence on them as a 
teacher and guide.27\

The last section of the story is the telephone conversation 

between Franny and Zooey,whom she at first thinks is Buddy.

When Franny discovers that it is Zooey, she asks him 

to stop. Zooey continues, however, and tries to calm Franny 

until he comes to a memory of something Seymour had told him 

in the past. It should be noted now that what Seymour told 

Zooey occured at a time when Zooey was substituting for his 

other brother, Walt. Both brothers mentioned here are dead 

at the time of the telephone conversation: Zooey returns to 

his ghosts for help.

Seymour told Zooey to shine his shoes as he was going

out the door with Walter, Walter's twin brother. Zooey did not 
—

^Alfred Kazin, "J. D. Salinger: 'Everybody's Favorite,'”
Atlantic, CCVIII (August, 1961), 29-^0.' — ' n ■' 'T

.
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want to shine his shoes because no one could see them anyway. 

Seymour told Zooey "to shine them for the Fat Lady."2^ Every 

critic has noticed this passage, but most critics pass over 

Franny's reply: "He told me, too, . . . .  He told me to be 

funny for the Fat Lady, once."29 At this point in their lives 

these youngest members of the family discover that the pic

ture they had of the "Fat Lady" was very much the same. It 

is at this moment that Zooey makes a discovery and puts it 

into the correct words to break up the breakdown for Franny. 

Arthur Mizener believes that this section of the story is 

well done

because the highest standard of performance a 
man’s own understanding can set for him must ul
timately be embodies— however mystically— in the 
ordinary, suffering members of the community of 
his fellows. Otherwise there can be no solu
tion to the dilemma the Glass children are caught 
in. 30

Mr. Mizener also thinks that It is possible that Zooey "saves 

himself at the same time"31 with the following speech.

"I don't care where an actor acts. It 
can be in summer stock, it can be over a radio, 
it can be over television, it can be in a goddam 
Broadway theatre, complete with the most fashion
able, most well-fed, most sunburned-looking audi
ence you can imagine. But I'll tell you a terrible 
secret--Are you listening to me? There isn't 
anyone out there who isn't Seymour's Fat

p Q
°Salinger, Franny and Zooey, p. 199- 

^ Ibld. -^Mizener, 90. ^~Ibid., 86.
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Lady. That includes your Professor Tupper, bud
dy. And all his goddam cousins by the dozens.
There isn’t anyone anywhere that isn't Seymour’s 
Fat Lady. Don’t you know that? Don’t you know 
that goddam secret yet: And don't you know—  
listen to me, now--don’t you know who that Fat 
Lady really is? . . . Ah, buddy. Ah buddy.
It’s Christ Himself. Christ Himself, buddy."^2

Mr. Mizener knows as well as the reader that Zooey is making

this speech as much to himself as he is making it to Franny,

for Mr. Mizener says:

¥hat Zooey knows he must learn to do in order 
to survive is to love even what he calls the "fishy" 
people--because they are all the Fat Lady for whom 
Seymour told him to shine his shoes before going 
on the air, even though the audience could not see 
his feet.5b

The fact that Zooey says all tills to Franny is proof 

that the effect of Seymour, though dead, is helpful, not hin

dering, to these living members of the same family. Or as 

John Skow states this idea: "But Zooey's lyric rant is not 

a seminarian’s thesis; it is a gift of love received from 

Seymour and transmitted to a distraught, prayer-drunk, 20- 

year-old girl."5^

The next piece to be discussed herein deals with the 

mental crack-up of another member of the Glass family. Like 

"Teddy" and several other of Salinger’s later short stories, 

"Seymour: An Introduction" is not really a short story because

Z2^ Salinger, Franny and Zooey, p. 200. 

■^Mizener, 90. ^Skow, 87.
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there simply is no plot— no visible series of events moving 

toward a climax. There is, as in all Salinger stories a 

solution to the main character’s problem, but it is not 

really a climax. The main character is not Seymour, but rath

er Buddy. Henry Grunwald agrees with the above when he says: 

"It is generally assumed that the title means what it says 

and that this is a story about Seymour, but it is as much, if 

not more, a story about the narrator, Buddy Glass."35 Grun

wald sees this as well as the reader because Buddy has the 

problem: the problem of writing about Seymour.

In "Zooey" the title character makes the following 

statement. "¥e’ve had enough goddam seers in this family.

That part bothers me. That part scares me a little bit."36 

In'Seymour: An Introduction" Buddy relates that Seymour was 

a seer just as a painter or a poet is a seer,37 and he goes on 

to say what else Seymour was.

He was a great many things to a great many peo
ple while he lived, and virtually all things to 
his brother and sisters in our somewhat outsized 
family. Surely he was all real things to us:

-^Grunwald, ed., Salinger, xxiii.
36Salinger, Franny and Zooey, p. 193.
~7r7
^ This incident and the other incidents and quotations 

in this section are from the following work: J. D. Salinger, 
Raise High the Roof Beam, Carpenters and Seymour: An Intro
duction (Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 1955, 1959Ì, p. 
122.



our blue-striped unicorn, our double-lensed burn
ing glass, our consultant genius, our portable 
conscience, our supercargo, and our one full poet, 
and inevitably, I think, since not only was reti
cence never his strongest suit but he spent nearly 
seven years of his childhood as star turn on a 
children's coasl-to-coast radio quiz program, so 
there wasn't much that didn't eventually get 
aired, one way or another— inevitably, I think, 
he was also our rather notorious "mystic" and 
"unbalanced type." . . .he was the only person 
I've ever habitually consorted with, banged 
around with, who more frequently than not tallied 
with the classical conception, as I saw it, of a 
mukta, a ringding enlightened man, a God-knower.38

By this point, however, Buddy's problem has become ap

parent; when he begins to speak to the readers (whom he con

stantly addresses In parentheses and envies because of their 

silence39) about his brother Seymour, he gets too close to 

the subject and this piece which was to be biographical be

comes autobiographical about Buddy's crack-up. Ihab Hassan 

concurs with this idea as Illustrated In the following quota

tion.

But what starts as an effort on the part of Buddy 
Glass to appease once again the impossible ghost 
of his brother In a labor of love and art turns 
out to be a monstrous amalgam of parenthetical re
marks, a sermon In the form of description, a 
polemic autobiographical tract.̂ 0

The following quotation is an example of Buddy's troubles:

I want to introduce, I want to describe, I want

^8Ibid., pp. 123-124. 59Ibid., p. 158. 110Hassan,p.158.
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to distribute, mementos, amulets, I want to break 
out my wallet and pass around snap-shots, I want 
to follow my nose. In this mood, I don't dare go 
anywhere near the short-story form. It eats up 
fat little undetached writers like me whole.

Besides remarks like the above, Buddy's style of

writing has changed from the other stories for which he has

served as narrator. His sentences are longer and far more

rambling. He digresses at length about many topics in his

search for facts about Seymour. Not only are the sentences

longer, but the paragraphs have also increased in length. He

speaks of his condition, but doesn't define it. In the fol-\
lowing excerpt John Skow attempts to define this "condition."

The account was ostensibly set down by Buddy as 
a memorial, and the neurotically involved style, 
the endless self-conscious asides to the reader, 
the masses of parentheses suggest brilliantly 
that the narrator is cracking under the strain 
of having to live with the ever-growing memory 
of a loved but envied dead man.̂

Buddy even brings up his other dead brother, Walt, and then

parenthetically adds "and of whom I plan to say as little as

possible in this series of sittings, if I'm to get through
them."^5

About halfway through the narration of incidents and 

problems, Buddy announces that he has just arisen from nine 

weeks in bed with acute hepatitis.^ He then informs the

j41Salinger, "Seynour, " p. 125. ^2Skow, 90. 

^Salinger, "Seynour, " p. 170. ^Ibid., p. 174.
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readers that he has been happy to be working on this intro

duction, but that during his sickness he had lost his where

withal to write about Seymour.^5 to remedy his predicament 

Buddy goes through some old memos which Seymour had written 

to him about his early stories. The last memo which Buddy 

quotes in its entirety is the one that enables him to go on 

writing even though his style becomes still stranger. The 

next quotation is the part of the note which has the greatest 

effect on Buddy.

If only you'd remember before ever you sit down 
to write that you've been a reader long before 
you were ever a writer. You simply fix that fact 
in your mind, then sit very still and ask your
self, as a reader, what piece of writing in all 
the world Buddy Glass would most want to read if 
he had his heart's choice. The next step is ter
rible, but so simple I can hardly believe it as I 
write it. You just sit down shamelessly and write 
the thing yourself. I won't even underline that.
It's too Important to be underlined. Oh, dare to 
do it, Buddy! Trust your heart. You're a de
serving craftsman. It would never betray you.
Good night. 10

Buddy's problem is not completely solved. He has re

turned to writing about Seymour and describing his face, but 

Buddy is intensely bothered. The influence of the dead on 

the living in this instance is not good, so far. A few pages 

further on Buddy states what Is troubling him.

. . .  I must tell you that I know as well as I know 
anything that if our positions were switched

45 46'ibid., p. 176 Ibid., p. 187.
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around and Seymour were in my seat, he would be 
so affected--so stricken, in fact— by his gross 
seniority as narrator and official shot-caller 
that he'd abandon this project.^9

And Buddy too would like to abandon this project except for

the fact that Seymour had told him to write. William Wiegand

gives the reason for Buddy thinking the same way that Seymour

would.

. . . Buddy becomes almost indistinguishable from 
Seymour. Buddy himself notices this. The object- 
observed has become the observer. All the air 
has been pumped out of the bell jar, time and 
space continuums are sacrificed, and Buddy and 
Seymour react so intuitively to each other that 

N there is no reverberation.50

It takes two more memories of Seymour to bring Buddy 

back to normal. The first of these memories is about Sey

mour telling Buddy not to aim while he is playing curb mar

bles.^1- it is now that this instruction at curb marbles 

makes sense to Buddy.

When he was coaching me, from the curbstone 
across the street, to quit aiming my marble at 
Ira Yankauer's— and he was ten, please remember-- 
I believe he was instinctively getting at some
thing very close in spirit to the sort of 
instructions a master archer in Japan will give 
when he forbids a willful new student to aim his 
arrows at the target; that is, when the archery 
master permits, as it were, aiming but not

^Ibid., p. 197.
^William Wiegand, "The Knighthood of J. D. Salinger," 

Salinger, ed. Henry Anatole Grunwald, Harper Colophon Books 
(New York: Harper and Row, 1962, pp. 120-121.

^Salinger, "Seymour," p. 296.
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aiming.52

Ihab Hassan gives the following interpretation to Seymour's 

instructions. "Straining for aim is an invitation to chance; 

our willful involvement with ends blinds us to the means."53 

Buddy now applies this thought about not aiming to 

his writing: he feels that he must not make his purpose too 

specific; he must write about Seymour. He says that Seymour 

is his Davega bicycle, a private metaphor which must be ex

plained. Buddy's brother, Waker, had received a bicycle from 

Davega's Sports Store as a birthday gift. A boy had walked 

up to ¥aker and asked him for his bicycle, not "a nice, long 

ride on the bicycle," but for the bicycle.5^ Waker gives the 

bicycle to the boy. In some way Seymour had smoothed over 

the argument between Waker and his parents and made Bessie and 

Les understand what Waker had done and that according to 

Waker's conscience he had acted correctly.

Now Buddy has applied the three most important things 

he has remembered about his brother: he had told him to write 

as if he were the one who were going to read; he had told him 

not to aim, yet aim— have not too specific a purpose; he had 

explained and reconciled the situation about the Davega

52lbid., pp. 241-242. 55Hassan, pp. 150-160. 

5^Salinger, "Seymour," pp. 238-240.



79.

bicycle to the satisfaction and reconciliation of his parents 

and his brother Waker. Now Buddy knows that he must give 

Seymour to the reader. He must give Seymour in any way that 

he remembers him, not purposefully, but piecemeal and yet 

wholly in whatever way comes to mind. Knowing these things 

Buddy is himself whole and happy again and is able to sleep, 

which is the end of so many Salinger stories--a sleep of 

peace.

This story is another example of the Salinger "hell,"

which Donald Barr writes about in his essay; in fact, this

story shows explicitly where Salinger has been leading his

readers according to Mr. Barr.

But to the Mahayana Buddhist, for example, hell 
is not eternal. He does not admit the three laws 
of thought, that whatever is, is; that no thing 
both is and is not; and that a thing is or is 
not. In his Nirvana, the soul both is and is 
not; it exists egolessly. It has given up living 
and dying. What the body is doing meanwhile, I 
am not sure. Nirvana may be an oblivious after
life, or a state of miraculous unconcern In the 
midst of this world. In any case, this— and not 
surprisingly, when we recall the stories In which 
sleep Is the end of suffering— Is the exit of hell 
which Salinger now sought.55

Buddy Glass returns to a style of shorter sentences and 

four short paragraphs to Introduce a letter written by Sey

mour while he and Buddy were at camp one summer. Whereas

55sarr, p. 174.
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all of the stories about Seymour when he was alive have been 

omitted from this paper, this "story" is being included 

because it illustrates that Seymour is a character conceived 

by Salinger to be much the same as Teddy who was discussed 

in the first chapter of this paper.

Time Magazine concisely states some of the attributes 

revealed by the "28,000 word" letter:56 "By the letter,

Childe Seymour seems to have been, practically from birth, a 

perfervid scholar, linguist, spiritual genius and altogether

verbose little man who finds everything in life 'heartrending,1\
or 1 damnable.1"57 At the age of seven, when he wrote 

this letter to his family, Seymour was bedridden because he 

had injured his leg in an accident while pushing a cart at 

camp. Although the letter is frightfully long and stretches 

the imagination to believe that any seven-year-old could have 

written it, Seymour reveals some interesting aspects about 

his own life and other family members' lives. Seymour refers 

to (more than once) "this appearance"5^ which he later elabor

ates on enough for the reader to know that he believes that 

he has had several incarnations. The most revealing reference

56 „People," Time, June 25, 1965, p. 52,
57'ibid.
58’J. D. Salinger, "Hapworth 16, 1924," The New Yorker,

XLI, (June 19, 1965), 55.
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to appearances also partially explains why Seymour committed

suicide at the age of thirty-one.

I for one do not look forward to being distracted 
by charming lusts of the body, quite day in and 
day out, for the few, blissful, remaining years 
allotted to me in this appearance. There is 
monumental work to be done in this appearance, 
of partially undisclosed nature, and I would 
cheerfully prefer to die an utter dog’s death 
rather than be distracted at crucial moments 
by a gorgeous, appealing plane of rolling con
tour of goodly flesh.59

As she was pictured in "A Perfect Day for Bananafish" 

and "Raise High the Roof Beams, Carpenters," Muriel, Seymour’s 

wifd, was an "appealing plane of rolling contour of goodly 

flesh." Seymour, according to all that has been revealed by 

Buddy, was glutted by pleasures--not pleasures as most people 

think of pleasure, but rather the pleasure of holding a yel

low skirt or patting a brother on the head. His marriage to 

Muriel inhibited him from further enjoyment of such delights 

as she, in her vanity, required a great deal too much of Sey

mour’s attentions. Rather than be inhibited by animal lust, 

Seymour shot himself.

If there has been any doubt about his abilities as a 

God-knower and seer as Buddy-has previously presented him, 

Seymour writes in his letter about his glimpses. These

59ibid., 36.
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glimpses are of both the past^O and the future^l and concern

himself and others, mainly Buddy as In the following quotation.

. . .the both of us, your small son Buddy and I, 
have been notorious, heavy readers from a tender 
age and in addition have certain abilities, prow
esses, knacks and facilities of very uncertain 
value and the gravest responsibility, the latter 
being warmly attached to us like cement from pre
vious appearances, particularly the last two,
tough ones . 6 2

This next revealing statement is further proof of Seymour's 

ability as a seer.

Also on the hearty, revitalizing side of the ledger, 
bear in mind, with good cheer and amusement, that 

x we were quite firmly obliged, as well as dubious
ly privileged, to bring our creative genius with 
us from our previous appearances.63
The next paragraphs describe one of the boy's accom

plishments and its resulting p.r obi era.. The accomplishment is 

one which Buddy— in order to gain a private place for reading, 

study, and meditation for both brothers— made a bet that in 

twenty to thirty minutes he could memorize the book one of 

the counselors had. The resulting problem is that another 

counselor heard about the feat and ridiculed Buddy a little 

later which infuriated Seymour to the point that he said he 

would kill the counselor or himself .64 This remark brings out 

another confession which helps to explain Seymourfe suicide.

6oIbid., p. 1 0 8 . ^llbid.,

6^ibid., p. 5 8 . ^ Ibid.,

p. 6l. ^Ibid., p. 40. 

pp. 42,44.
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I believe I could have curbed this criminal urge 
at the crucial moment, but one must painfully 
remember that a vein of instability runs through 
me quite like some turbulent river; this cannot 
be overlooked; I have left this troublesome in
stability uncorrected in my previous two appear
ances, to my folly and disgust; it will not be 
corrected by friendly, cheerful prayer. It can 
only be corrected by dogged effort on my part, 
thank God; I cannot honorably or intimately pray 
to some charming, divine weakling to step in and 
clean my mess up after me; the very prospect 
turns my stomach. However, the human tongue 
could all too easily be the cause of my utter 
deringolade In this appearance, unless I get a 
move on.85

The instability mentioned above coupled with his de

sire to take less notice of the flesh certainly could explain 

his suicide in "A Perfect Day for Bananafish" which was the 

first of the Glass family stories. These reasons are what 

the critics have been waiting for in order to believe that 

Salinger has created a saint who could commit suicide. In 

the theory of reincarnation, suicide would not really end 

the life as the Buddhist thinks of life. Besides, from all 

that is known about Seymour, it is apparent that he had 

reached his Nirvana and could die (meaning a mortal death 

here) at any time.

Seymour reveals that he has about thirty years to 

live.88 He isn't as accurate in his prediction as Teddy was, 

but he nevertheless is close enough in his prophecy that the

85xbid., p. 44. 86j^p h >? p. go. 8 Jxbid., p. 39.
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reader knows that Seymour is already close to Nirvana at age 

seven. Seymour is the only other character besides Teddy 

in the fiction of J. D. Salinger to achieve this perfect 

state of living and accepting life as it is.

From what he says in this letter, Seymour shows that 

his previous incarnations give him the reasons to live his 

life as he does and to assist his brothers and sisters as 

teacher and guide both while he was living and after he would 

die. After he is gone, Seymour says that Buddy will replace

him in these capacities as teacher and guide.67 in most of
\

the other stories in this section Buddy has fulfilled his ob

ligation to the rest of his family, mostly by letter.

Surely the Glass family again shows a better treatment 

of the influence of the dead on the living— that the living 

go on and experience new and better things, rather than the 

blood bath accomplished in such a work as Hamlet. Hamlet is 

so vindictive in his desire for revenge that he will not kill 

his uncle while he is at prayer for fear that his soul would 

go to heaven rather than to hell. Revenge here is carried to 

extremes: Hamlet would not only end Claudius' mortal life but 

also would try to kill him at such a time that his immortal 

soul would be damned. The ghost of his father did not order

67Ibid., p. 39.
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such vindictiveness; it only urged the vengeance of Claudius' 

murder.

How different is the effect of Seymour's death on the 

members of his family. Bessie, the mother, has learned to 

live with the fact to the point where it seems more like an 

everyday occurrence to her. Boo Boo thinks of him only as a 

dead brother with no apparent great regret. Franny and Zooey 

even though they often think of themselves as freaks, know by 

the end of a very trying three days that they have been 

taught correctly and that if they apply what they know they 

will be able to live more peacefully among the "phony,r or 

"fishy" people of the world. Last of all even Buddy discovers 

that he can learn to live with his haunting memories, much 

like Holden Caulfield's, if he returns to the memories, ana

lyzes them, and applies them to his own life. The reader 

can see by Seymour's own letter that he remembered his 

previous 'kppearances" and applied all that he had learned in 

his former lives to adjust his present life in order that he 

could achieve Nirvana.

Even the one story about Walt shows that Eloise, his 

girl friend, held no hate for him, but rather knew inside her

self that his good humor and imaginative way of looking at 

things was a good way to live. She may have an unhappy mar

riage, but she has pleasant memories of her dead lover. Nor



is there any great sorrow or vindictiveness felt by any of

the Glass family over the death of Walt; 

only that they realize that the family's 

member is gone.

their remarks show 

most light-hearted
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