nathanael west the day of the locust

nathanael west the day of the locust stands as a seminal work in American literature, offering a
dark and satirical portrayal of Hollywood and its illusory dreams. Published in 1939, this novel by
Nathanael West delves into the disillusionment and despair of those drawn to the allure of the
entertainment industry during the Great Depression. The narrative exposes the stark contrast
between the glamorous facade and the grim reality faced by many seeking fame and fortune. This
article explores the novel’s background, themes, characters, and its enduring impact on American
culture and literature. Additionally, it examines West’s unique style and the socio-historical context
that shaped this powerful critique. Below is a detailed table of contents outlining the key sections
covered in this comprehensive analysis.
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Background and Publication History

Nathanael West, born Nathan Weinstein, was an American writer known for his bleak and satirical
portrayal of American society. nathanael west the day of the locust was published in 1939,
marking a critical point in his literary career. The novel was written during a time when Hollywood
symbolized the promise of success yet concealed a deeper malaise affecting many Americans. West
drew upon his own experiences living near Hollywood and his observations of the film industry’s
impact on individuals. The book initially received mixed reviews but has since been recognized as a
classic of American literature, notable for its sharp social commentary.

Development and Inspiration

The novel’s inspiration stemmed from West’s firsthand exposure to Hollywood’s culture, combined
with his fascination with the American Dream’s failures. His earlier works, including Miss
Lonelyhearts and A Cool Million, similarly critiqued social and economic issues. nathanael west the
day of the locust intensified these themes, focusing specifically on the entertainment industry’s
role in perpetuating illusions.



Publication Details

Originally published by Random House, the novel spans just over 200 pages and is structured to
build a sense of rising tension culminating in a climactic riot. Despite modest initial sales, it
garnered attention for its unflinching portrayal of American society’s darker aspects.

Plot Overview

The narrative of nathanael west the day of the locust centers on a group of disillusioned
individuals living in Hollywood, each pursuing elusive dreams of fame or escape from their bleak
realities. The story is set during the 1930s in Los Angeles, highlighting the disparity between the
promise of the film industry and the harshness of everyday life.

Main Storyline

The protagonist, Tod Hackett, is a young artist who moves to Hollywood with ambitions of success.
He becomes entangled with other characters, including Faye Greener, an aspiring actress, and
Homer Simpson, a deeply troubled man desperate to find a place in the world. As their stories
intertwine, the novel exposes themes of alienation, desperation, and the corruption of the American
Dream.

Climactic Events

The novel builds toward a violent climax during a Hollywood premiere, where pent-up frustrations
erupt into chaos. This riot symbolizes the destructive consequences of unfulfilled dreams and
societal neglect, serving as a powerful metaphor within West’s critique of contemporary culture.

Themes and Symbolism

nathanael west the day of the locust is rich with themes that critique the illusion of Hollywood
and the broader American Dream. West employs symbolism and allegory to deepen the novel’s
impact and communicate the pervasive sense of despair.

Illusion vs. Reality

The central theme contrasts the glamorous illusion presented by Hollywood with the harsh realities
faced by its inhabitants. Characters chase fantasies of stardom and happiness, only to confront
disappointment and decay. This duality reflects broader societal contradictions during the era.

Desperation and Alienation

Many characters embody loneliness and social isolation, illustrating the emotional toll of
unattainable aspirations. The novel portrays a community fractured by economic hardship and



personal failure, highlighting the human cost of cultural myths.

Symbolism of the Locust

The title itself is symbolic; locusts are destructive creatures that consume everything in their path.
This imagery parallels the destructive nature of Hollywood’s false promises and the societal
upheaval represented by the novel’s climactic riot.

Key Themes List

e The corruption of the American Dream

e The destructive power of illusion

¢ Social alienation and existential despair

e The impact of economic depression on individuals

 Violence as a response to societal breakdown

Main Characters

The characters in nathanael west the day of the locust are carefully crafted to embody the
novel’s themes and represent various facets of Hollywood’s society.

Tod Hackett

Tod is a young, idealistic artist who becomes increasingly disillusioned by the superficiality and
cruelty of Hollywood. His perspective provides a critical lens through which the reader views the
unfolding tragedy.

Faye Greener

Faye is an aspiring actress whose ambition masks a deep vulnerability. She symbolizes the
destructive allure of fame and the compromises individuals make to achieve it.

Homer Simpson

Not to be confused with the later animated character, Homer Simpson in West’s novel is a deeply
troubled man whose tragic arc underscores themes of mental instability and societal rejection.



Supporting Characters

Other characters, including various Hollywood hopefuls and industry workers, contribute to the
tapestry of desperation and illusion. Their interactions enrich the novel’s social critique.

Nathanael West’s Writing Style

West’s prose in nathanael west the day of the locust is marked by its stark, precise language and
its blend of dark humor and tragic insight. His style enhances the novel’s unsettling atmosphere.

Use of Satire and Irony

West employs satire to expose the absurdities of Hollywood culture, often juxtaposing grotesque
imagery with ironic commentary. This technique deepens the novel’s critical edge.

Descriptive Imagery

The novel features vivid descriptions that capture both the physical environment of Hollywood and
the psychological states of the characters. These images create a haunting and immersive reading
experience.

Structural Elements

West structures the narrative to build tension progressively, culminating in a chaotic and symbolic
climax. The pacing and narrative shifts contribute to the work’s enduring power.

Socio-Historical Context

nathanael west the day of the locust cannot be fully understood without considering the socio-
historical background of 1930s America. The Great Depression and the rise of Hollywood as a
cultural phenomenon heavily influenced the novel’s themes and characters.

The Great Depression

The economic hardships of the era are central to the novel’s depiction of desperation. Many
characters’ struggles reflect widespread poverty, unemployment, and social instability.

Hollywood’s Golden Age

During the 1930s, Hollywood emerged as a powerful symbol of glamour and success. West’s novel
critiques this image by revealing the exploitative and dehumanizing aspects behind the scenes.



American Dream Critique

The novel interrogates the myth of the American Dream, exposing its failures and the illusions it
perpetuates, especially for marginalized and vulnerable populations.

Reception and Legacy

Upon its release, nathanael west the day of the locust received a range of critical responses but
gradually gained recognition as a significant work of American literature. Its themes remain
relevant, and it continues to be studied for its incisive social commentary.

Critical Reception

Early reviews often focused on the novel’s bleakness and unconventional style. Over time, critics
have praised West’s incisive critique of Hollywood and his innovative narrative techniques.

Influence on Literature and Culture

The novel has influenced numerous writers and filmmakers, contributing to the cultural discourse on
fame, disillusionment, and the dark side of American society. It remains a touchstone for
understanding 20th-century literary realism and satire.

Adaptations

The story was adapted into a film in 1975, which further cemented its place in American cultural
history. The adaptation reflects ongoing interest in West’s themes and the novel’s portrayal of
Hollywood’s complexities.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who is Nathanael West, the author of "'The Day of the Locust'?

Nathanael West was an American writer known for his novels and screenplays. He is best known for
his darkly satirical works, including ‘The Day of the Locust,' which explores themes of
disillusionment and the dark side of Hollywood.

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

‘'The Day of the Locust' primarily explores the theme of the American Dream's corruption and the
dark underbelly of Hollywood, highlighting the disillusionment and desperation of those seeking
fame and success.



When was 'The Day of the Locust' published?

‘The Day of the Locust' was published in 1939.

What is the setting of 'The Day of the Locust'?

The novel is set in 1930s Hollywood, California, capturing the lives of aspiring actors, artists, and
other individuals drawn to the film industry.

Who is the protagonist of 'The Day of the Locust'?

The protagonist is Tod Hackett, a young aspiring artist who moves to Hollywood to work as a set
designer and becomes increasingly disillusioned with the superficiality of the film industry.

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

West portrays Hollywood as a place filled with broken dreams, superficiality, and moral decay,
emphasizing the contrast between the glamorous facade and the harsh realities faced by those
trying to succeed.

What literary style is 'The Day of the Locust' known for?

The novel is known for its dark satire, surreal imagery, and a tone that blends realism with
grotesque and nightmarish elements.

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

The title symbolizes a destructive swarm that consumes everything in its path, representing the
chaos, violence, and moral decay that engulf the characters and Hollywood society in the novel.

Has 'The Day of the Locust' been adapted into other media?

Yes, 'The Day of the Locust' was adapted into a film in 1975, directed by John Schlesinger, starring
Donald Sutherland and William Atherton.

Why is 'The Day of the Locust' considered an important work
of American literature?

The novel is important for its critical and unflinching portrayal of Hollywood and American culture
during the Great Depression, its innovative style, and its exploration of themes like alienation,
failure, and the dark side of the American Dream.

Additional Resources

1. Gentlemen Prefer Blondes by Anita Loos
This satirical novel explores the adventures of Lorelei Lee, a gold-digging flapper navigating the



superficial world of the Roaring Twenties. Like *The Day of the Locust*, it offers a sharp critique of
Hollywood and American celebrity culture. Loos uses humor and wit to expose the emptiness behind
glamorous facades, making it a compelling companion read.

2. Bright Lights, Big City by Jay Mclnerney

Set in 1980s New York City, this novel follows a young man’s descent into the nightlife and drug
culture of the era. Its portrayal of alienation and the dark side of the American Dream resonates
with West’s themes of disillusionment and social decay. The fast-paced, second-person narrative
style adds a modern twist to the exploration of urban despair.

3. The Grapes of Wrath by John Steinbeck

This classic novel depicts the struggles of the Joad family during the Great Depression as they
migrate to California in search of a better life. Steinbeck’s vivid portrayal of poverty, desperation,
and shattered dreams parallels West’s grim depiction of Hollywood’s underbelly. Both works offer
profound social commentary on American economic hardship and human resilience.

4. American Psycho by Bret Easton Ellis

A dark satire of 1980s yuppie culture, this novel delves into the mind of Patrick Bateman, a wealthy
New York investment banker who leads a double life as a serial killer. Ellis’s critique of superficiality
and moral decay echoes West’s exploration of the grotesque aspects of American society. The novel’s
unsettling tone and graphic content challenge readers to confront the emptiness beneath surface
glamour.

5. The Sun Also Rises by Ernest Hemingway

This novel captures the disillusionment of the Lost Generation in post-World War I Europe through
the lives of expatriate Americans. Hemingway’s sparse prose and themes of aimlessness and
existential despair complement West’s bleak view of dreams gone awry. Both authors depict
characters struggling to find meaning in a fractured world.

6. Less Than Zero by Bret Easton Ellis

Focusing on the disaffected youth of Los Angeles in the 1980s, this novel reveals the emptiness and
moral decay behind the city’s glamorous veneer. Its exploration of alienation and the dark side of the
American Dream aligns closely with the themes in *The Day of the Locust*. The novel’s detached
narrative style underscores the pervasive sense of nihilism.

7. Hollywood by Charles Bukowski

This semi-autobiographical novel chronicles Bukowski’s experiences in the film industry, exposing
the often sordid and absurd nature of Hollywood. Like West’s work, it offers a raw and unfiltered

look at the myth versus the reality of the entertainment world. Bukowski’s gritty, straightforward
prose provides a counterpoint to the more stylized narrative of *The Day of the Locust*.

8. The Bonfire of the Vanities by Tom Wolfe

A satirical take on 1980s New York City, this novel explores themes of greed, ambition, and social
class through the downfall of a wealthy investment banker. Wolfe’s sharp social critique and vivid
characterizations mirror West’s examination of American society’s darker facets. Both novels use
humor and irony to dissect the illusions of success.

9. Last Exit to Brooklyn by Hubert Selby Jr.

This gritty novel portrays the harsh realities of life in a working-class Brooklyn neighborhood,
focusing on marginalized and desperate characters. Its unflinching depiction of violence, poverty,
and alienation resonates with the bleak tone of *The Day of the Locust*. Selby’s experimental



narrative style intensifies the emotional impact of the story.
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