
The Day Of The Locust Nathanael West

The Day of the Locust is a seminal novel written by Nathanael West, published in 1939. It stands as
a powerful critique of the American Dream and offers a profound exploration of the disillusionment
that many faced in the wake of the Great Depression. Through its vivid characters and a haunting
portrayal of Hollywood, West's work remains a significant commentary on the nature of ambition,
desperation, and the darker side of human longing.

Overview of the Novel

Nathanael West's "The Day of the Locust" is set against the backdrop of 1930s Hollywood, a place
that epitomized glamour and success but also masked the harsh realities of life for many. The novel
follows a cast of characters whose lives intersect in this vibrant but ultimately hollow world. The story



is narrated through the eyes of Tod Hackett, a young artist who moves to Los Angeles with dreams of
making it big in the film industry.

Plot Summary

The narrative unfolds as Tod becomes increasingly disillusioned with the superficiality and moral
decay surrounding him. He encounters a variety of colorful characters, each representing different
facets of the Hollywood experience:

1. Faye Greener: A young aspiring actress who embodies the allure and emptiness of Hollywood
stardom. She is both a dream and a nightmare for those who desire her.

2. Abe Kusich: A bitter and cynical dwarf who offers a unique perspective on the absurdity of the
entertainment industry.

3. Harry Greener: Faye's father, a failed actor who clings to his past dreams while living in a state of
despair.

4. Earle: A violent and unpredictable man who poses a threat to Tod and those around him.

As Tod navigates through this chaotic world, he becomes increasingly obsessed with Faye, viewing
her as the embodiment of his own aspirations. However, as the story progresses, the veneer of
Hollywood begins to crack, revealing the darkness beneath.

Thematically Rich Landscape

West's novel is rich with themes that resonate deeply with readers, many of which are still relevant
today:

- Disillusionment: The characters in "The Day of the Locust" are often faced with the harsh realities of
their dreams. The novel reflects the despair that follows the pursuit of unattainable goals, especially
in the context of an industry built on illusion.

- The American Dream: West critiques the notion of the American Dream as something that is both
alluring and destructive. The pursuit of success leads to a sense of emptiness and moral decay for
many of the characters.

- Violence and Chaos: The novel culminates in a violent climax that symbolizes the underlying chaos
of the characters’ lives. This serves as a metaphor for the societal breakdown that accompanies the
collapse of the American Dream.

Character Analysis

The characters in "The Day of the Locust" are intricately crafted and serve as representations of
broader societal issues. Each character's struggles reflect the disillusionment of the time, making



them relatable and poignant.

Tod Hackett

Tod Hackett, the protagonist, is an aspiring artist whose dreams of success in Hollywood lead him
down a dark path. His character exemplifies the conflict between ambition and reality. Initially, he is
filled with hope and creativity, but as he becomes embroiled in the lives of others, he finds himself
lost in a world that does not value his artistic aspirations.

Faye Greener

Faye Greener is a complex character who fluctuates between being a symbol of desire and a
representation of emptiness. Her beauty and allure are captivating, yet she is ultimately a product of
the very system that exploits her. Faye's character raises questions about the nature of success and
the cost of beauty in a world obsessed with appearance.

Abe Kusich

Abe Kusich, the dwarf, serves as a critical voice in the narrative. His cynicism and bitterness highlight
the absurdity of Hollywood’s obsession with fame and glamour. He represents those who are
marginalized and who see through the illusions that others become ensnared by.

Symbolism and Imagery

West employs rich symbolism and striking imagery throughout "The Day of the Locust" to deepen the
reader’s understanding of the themes at play.

The Locusts

The locusts in the title serve as a powerful symbol of destruction and chaos. Just as locusts swarm and
consume everything in their path, the characters in the novel are consumed by their desires and
ambitions. The imagery of the locusts reflects the inevitable downfall that accompanies the pursuit of
hollow dreams.

Hollywood as a Mirage

Hollywood is portrayed as a dazzling but deceptive mirage, drawing people in with promises of fame
and fortune. The stark contrast between the glitz of the film industry and the grim realities of the
characters' lives serves to critique the illusion of success. West uses this setting to illustrate how



dreams can lead to despair when they are built on fragile foundations.

Literary Style and Techniques

Nathanael West's writing style in "The Day of the Locust" is characterized by its sharp, satirical tone
and vivid descriptions. He employs a mix of realism and surrealism, creating a world that is both
familiar and unsettling. His use of dark humor adds depth to the narrative, allowing readers to grapple
with the absurdities of the characters' lives.

Stream of Consciousness

West often employs a stream of consciousness technique, allowing readers to delve into the minds of
his characters. This approach creates an intimate connection between the reader and the characters,
enabling a deeper understanding of their motivations and struggles.

Imagery and Metaphor

The novel is rich in imagery, with West using metaphorical language to convey the emotional
landscape of his characters. The descriptions of Hollywood, the locusts, and the characters
themselves are suffused with a sense of foreboding, enhancing the overall tone of despair and
disillusionment.

Conclusion

"The Day of the Locust" remains a timeless exploration of ambition, desire, and the haunting
emptiness that can accompany the pursuit of the American Dream. Nathanael West's masterful
storytelling, combined with his keen observations of human nature and society, ensures that this
novel continues to resonate with readers today. Through its vivid characters and powerful symbolism,
the work serves as a cautionary tale about the dangers of chasing dreams that may ultimately lead to
destruction. As Tod Hackett and the other characters navigate the treacherous waters of Hollywood,
their journeys remind us of the fragility of hope and the often-unforgiving nature of reality.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in Nathanael West's 'The
Day of the Locust'?
The main themes include the disillusionment of the American Dream, the brutality of Hollywood, and
the nature of illusion versus reality.



How does Nathanael West portray Hollywood in 'The Day of
the Locust'?
West portrays Hollywood as a corrupt and deceptive place where dreams are shattered, highlighting
its superficiality and the darker side of fame.

Who are the central characters in 'The Day of the Locust' and
what do they represent?
Central characters include Tod Hackett, an artist representing the disillusioned dreamer; Faye
Greener, symbolizing unattainable beauty and desire; and Homer Simpson, representing the ordinary
man caught in the chaos of Hollywood.

What is the significance of the title 'The Day of the Locust'?
The title suggests a destructive force, drawing parallels between the biblical locusts and the
destructive nature of Hollywood's dreams, leading to chaos and ruin.

How has 'The Day of the Locust' influenced modern literature
and film?
The novel's exploration of the dark side of ambition and fame has influenced contemporary narratives
in literature and film, often serving as a cautionary tale about the pitfalls of chasing dreams in a
superficial society.
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