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The automobile was already deemed sacred when Charles E. and Frank Dumyer introduced their gasoline-powered horseless carriage in 1893.  They gave the world a motorized chariot which could individually transport humans endless distances with no burden to them, a feat usually only relegated to angels and other characters of fantasy.   When Henry Ford conceived and introduced the Model T in 1908, the automobile’s sacristy enlarged as the American lower and especially middle-class population now had affordable access to this vehicle which made manifest man’s technological prowess.  No longer tethered to the few miles radius allowed by wheeled wagon and hoofed horse, Americans spread throughout the geographical expanse of North America—land being a primary key to the car’s success in the United States.  

Still today, roadways flash in an endless flow of motorized metal; parking lots and street curbs shimmer with the automobile’s glossy-waxed sheen; and American homes continually enlarge their garages and driveways to accommodate this mufflerized deity, the car.  The automobile stands as an icon of American genius and ingenuity, an image of freedom and individuality, and an object evidencing man’s Promethean conquer of fire and metal.  It is myth made tangible, an image manifestly sacred.  Perhaps no other invention of the 20th century has had a greater social, economic, and cultural effect on Americans than that of the automobile.  Its impact upon America and the American remains certain; and by proxy, its indelible mark upon American literature seems equally unquestionable.  The automobile became the new instrument in the nimble hands of the American fiction writer, and just as it granted freedom and possibility to the individual, it did so to writers as they began appropriating this object to their fiction’s end.  Thus I propose observing the automobile in selected twentieth-century American fiction as it passes from a corporeal object with the roar of powered metal to one of intangible and silent discourse.

While copious articles, essays, historical narratives, and socio-economic studies acknowledge the automobile’s quintessential importance to the twentieth century, few of these speak to the ways in which the automobile entered into the American novel and fewer yet choose thematic approaches to explain the automobile in these texts.  A large body of material on the so-named “road narrative” exists and works like John Steinbeck’s Grapes of Wrath and Jack Kerouac’s On the Road gain fair mention, but these studies restrict this subject’s pursuit to a particular style of novel and fail to encourage other approaches to the automobile in literature.  In this regard, Roger N. Casey comes closer to a more inclusive observation in his relatively recent 1997 work Textual Vehicles: The Automobile in American Literature.  His material-culture study on the treatment of “America’s number one privileged machine” (xi) begins the work that I hope to continue, though in a different manner.  His work illustrates the “diverse and changing perceptions and uses of the automobile in American culture” (xii), and concerning himself with the work of John Steinbeck, F. Scott Fitzgerald, William Faulkner, and John Updike among others, he proposes ways in which the auto has affected the American text.  While informative and interesting, Casey’s work more significantly acknowledges the extant number of automobile texts deserving further comment.

Cynthia Golomb Dettelbach’s In the Driver’s Seat: The Automobile in American Literature and Culture remains the only other full-length inclusive critical book on the subject, and its preceding Casey’s Textual Vehicles by almost two decades certainly recognizes a gap in this area of cultural studies.  Her argument isolates itself to an analysis of architecture and cultural artifacts associated with the automobile, so that in examining how roadside diners, billboards, and magazine advertisements play an intertextual role in literature, she offers “various insights into the role of the car in American life and thought” (4).  

My own study is less concerned with the extra-curricular objects associated with the automobile as is Dettelback’s and focuses instead upon the narrative space the automobile occupies within fiction.  In “Spatial Form in Modern Narrative,” Joseph Frank initiated spatial examination of narrative, and I propose to widen Frank’s theory and argue the car as a spatial paradigm operating within (and without) the text.  Further, I combine spatial-form theory with semiotics and argue for the automobile as a sacred space whose deeper mythic structure permeates twentieth-century American fiction.  As such, my study is a cultural one whose object-centered focus relies upon spatial and semiotic theories. 

In my analysis of the use of automobiles in fiction, I have identified five trends:  the car wreck (autos causing fatalities and/or injury); the car trip (autos where an individual, couple, or group embarks upon a journey); the car affair (autos involving sexual encounters); the car church (autos imbued with religious significance); and the car consumer (autos where consumption remains a central theme).  For my study, however, I group these five trends into three conceptual categories which respond to similar spatial appropriations of the car.  These are the car as a space of violence, of religious signification, and of consumption.  As I argue, these repeated spatial patterns highlight the more nuanced applications of the automobile within narrative and lend deeper insight into character while they simultaneously complicate the automobile’s meaning within the text. 

My opening chapter answers the question of why the car is so important to a study of American narrative.  It argues that no other object so transformed the geography of the novel, and the car did so by (re)organizing space within the novel.  Obvious representations of this are found in works like Sinclair Lewis’s Free Air and Jack Kerouac’s On the Road where the automobile collapses the real geography of the novel in ways that even the steam-engine locomotive could not.  Additionally, the car precipitates our understanding of a spatially organized world, one divided between urban and rural, nature and machine, inside and outside, and moving and still.  But moreover, the car assumes a complex sign system which incorporates elements of psychology (ego), gender (masculinity), sociology (class) and dystopian themes (the American dream) in its meaning-giving system.  

I argue that the car’s meaning varies according to the space it inhabits within the novel, but that it ultimately is a signifier of the mythic and sacred.  In his work the Course in General Linguistics, Ferdinand de Saussure postulated the “arbitrary” nature of the sign, a position that ignited critical responses from a host of linguistic-based theorists such as Roman Jakobson and Jacques Derrida, and it is these ideas which fuel my argument for the car as an object in a complex sign system. Furthermore, I argue that the American author’s treatment of the car as a sacred space predominates twentieth century narrative. I support this with Leo Marx’s The Machine in the Garden: Technology and the Pastoral Ideal in America.  Marx relates an image of America as a mythic New Eden, an unmolested garden of bountiful provision, and he then postulates the later sacred integration the machine achieved in the American mind, writing that man quickly believed his motor-car another “spontaneous fruit of an Edenic tree” (7). It is the combination of the automobile’s dominance in twentieth century narrative and its signification as mythic and sacred that underlie my tri-part spatial taxonomy designating the car as a space of violence, religious signification, and consumption.   

In the second chapter, I discuss the spatial paradigm of the violent automobile whose repeated motif is, more often than not, the car wreck.  Published within twenty-five years of the car’s integration into American culture, these novels mark the early writing of the automobile myth.  Using Claude Levi-Strauss’s study of structural anthropology, I argue for violence as a code that becomes woven into the automobile’s multi-layered sign system.  Although such violence seems anathema to the idea of sacredness, by writing an automobile that desecrates its sacred image, it necessarily recognizes exactly that—its sacredness.  

I open the discussion with James Agee’s A Death in the Family where sacredness manifests itself in terms of the humanity of the motor car, for the family’s grief is only assuaged by the idea that Jay Follet did not suffer, but that, interestingly, he was “graciously” killed instantly by his defective automobile.  In the way the modernists recycled images to formal effect, Agee utilizes the automobile to similar ends with the car gaining meaning through several redactions of the car wreck narrative.  In The Great Gatsby, F. Scott Fitzgerald signifies Jay Gatsby’s wealth and character via his automobile, yet the novel maintains a fidelity to the car’s sacred image by disallowing Gatsby’s false appropriation of the car image; in fact, the car initiates the violent dissolution of Gatsby and his imposter persona.  In Booth Tarkington’s  The Magnificent Ambersons, the car acts as a symbol of American progress and achievement and functions as an antagonist to the young George Amberson whose ideals are rooted to a non-industrialized, pastoral America.  The car and its representation of the new America incites hostility and anger, and just as the car overruns George at the book’s conclusion, so Tarkington suggests the automobile’s violent collision with those who resist it. 

In the third chapter, I examine cars employed as a religious paradigm, highlighting works that place the car in spiritually-charged narratives.  In the way religion can be said to “save” one, so these narratives suggest the car as its own possible savior.  Within this chapter my analysis is aided by Northrop Frye’s theory of archetypes and Roland Barthes’ examination of the language of myth where he specifically suggests the automobile as no longer  a “bestiary of power” but something more spiritual (89).

I begin with Erskine Caldwell’s Tobacco Road which trespasses upon the sanctity of marriage by highlighting the central importance of the purchase of a new car to the wedding of Dude and Sister Bessie.  Caldwell’s work exposes a flaw in America’s love of the car by questioning Dude’s motivations for marrying Sister Bessie and highlighting his suggestively unhealthy relationship with the car.  Flannery O’Connor’s Wise Blood writes a car that becomes a moveable pulpit from which Hazel Motes attempts to jumpstart his opposition religion, the Church Without Christ.  In this work as well as in her story “A Good Man is Hard to Find,” O’Connor employs the automobile as an icon of religious power; both texts postulate the possibility of the car’s ability to deliver salvation. Finally, I conclude this section with Joyce Carol Oates’ somber Black Water.  Within, the car becomes a site of reflection, revelation, and discovery; it is a psychological trauma that, occurring as it does in a submerged Toyota, presents the car as an enclosed sacred space which is doubly cut off from the world by the symbolically charged black river water.  Similar to O’Connor’s Wise Blood and “A Good Man is Hard to Find,” Black Water pens a car whose physical space offers possible salvation.

Lastly, I argue for the transmogrification of the sacred in texts where the car becomes a space of conspicuous consumption.  These largely post-modern texts subvert and/or flaunt the car as a sacred image, and they do so by highlighting America as a secular, consumer culture whose iconography is not religious, but material.  These narratives of displaced values and moral decay echo Jean Baudrillard’s take on the “hyperreal” as they offer an image of the car which suggests itself as a substitution, a “simulacra,” for consumer need and desire.

I open by arguing for the consumer themes in Vladimir Nabakov’s Lolita where the car functions as space of desire and consumption.  Nabakov perverts the sacred car by writing it as an enabler for Humbert Humbert’s illicit and sacrilegious affair, and in addition to fulfilling Humbert’s consumption of the young Lolita, the narrative of the car journey also teases at American consumerism by rewriting the American car vacation in terms of a pedophile and his concubine.  In Harry Crews’ Car, the automobile becomes a space of religious symbolism as Herman Mack consumes a 1971 Ford Maverick before a live televised audience, a spectacle which parodies TV evangelism and mirrors the religious practice of the Eucharist.  In a novel that observes human behavior and posits the human need for congregation, Car questions American consumerism and positions the car as a replacement of American worship.  Finally I look at Don DeLillo’s Cosmopolis whose primary setting is within a stretched limousine.  Here, the limousine assumes a space codified in consumer images of wealth, power, and international commerce, and it highlights the detachment and malady of a technologically advanced, but personally bereft global community.

Ultimately, the car is an important working spatial metaphor in twentieth-century American narrative, and it remains relatively unrecognized.  The three spatial paradigms of violence, religious signification, and consumerism dominate representations of the automobile in literature.  Further, while the paradigms provide a diachronic understanding of the automobile in literature, each responds to the synchronic meaning of the automobile’s sacredness.  By my work’s conclusion, the car is seen as a organizing space within fiction whose structure system continually signifies it as a sacred space and a mythic American icon.
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