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One leaves The Golden Spur the book as one would the bar, slightly tipsy, somewhat delighted and rather infatuated with Dawn Powell's ribald portrayal of her crowd of the late 1950's. Some might leave this book unsated, generally disappointed and unsympathetic noting a flat, dated, unserious, superficial and merely amusing view of an already overexposed small group of minor characters living in Manhattan at that time. Those who feel that way must be unaware that this is a satire. Satire is witty and lighthearted. Its objects are naïfs, hypocrites and fools. It mocks through humor, human weaknesses and foibles. It wittily dramatizes inconsistencies in man and his sometimes beloved institutions. Not necessarily introspective or moralistic, the satirist is often amused and then entertains us by an enlarged and humorously exaggerated and clever presentation. In The Golden Spur, Dawn Powell is amused and we are entertained.

Novel reading is a form of recreation providing sensations ranging from titillation and mystery, to intense and lasting spiritual and emotional involvement. The best novels include the most well crafted, intricately designed, subtle works ever produced. To judge novels well require a basic set of standards. One looks for such payoffs as emotional or intellectual involvement and provocation, concern with subjects of substance, and of course artistic grace and style. In short, the work must be worth the time expended on it. These are the usual demands a reader requires from a novel. From kitsch to the ethereal, evaluation depends on the reader and his or her expectations. Each work is seen through the filter of one's own measures, requirements and standards. When seen through the filter of satire, The Golden Spur succeeds admirably.

Seen through any other filter, perhaps except the biographical, this book will fail. It is not particularly deep in the emotional sense. Involvement and identification with the characters are not intense. At first reading, I was unhappy by the light style, the lack of deep examination and my inability to sympathize with any of the characters. Perhaps the Novel Club's recent mania for finding the very best, the "ultimate novel," focused my concern on Literature of the highest content. The Golden Spur seemed glib, jumpy, and superficial. I didn't see the need for this exercise. It did not satisfy my curiosity, social concerns or my spiritual or emotional well-being. Thus it was not my choice as an important novel of the highest merit. It was not the high art with a subtle and fascinating plot, subplot and extraordinary statement that I hope for from a novel. 

But when one looks at Dawn Powell's work from another point of view, its superlative value becomes clear. The Golden Spur is a fine example of a specific genre, that of satire. There is also a remarkable underlying structure to this book. The careful intertwining plot and linked episodes demand our respect. The honesty and style display subtle humor, entertaining suspense, and witty commentary. It makes one very appreciative of Dawn Powell and her work.

If we examine the various ideas and episodes in this book, I think its merit and value will be clear. Although the book is not dense and the style is light, Powell's subject matter is not lightweight. Powell treats art and success, art and phoniness, the art crowd, commercialism, promiscuity, lechery, bastardy, marriage, the manifold foibles of youth, homosexuality (then in the so-called "closet"), psychiatry, provincialism, sibling rivalry and the rapidly changing New York City environment. These subjects are examined through various episodes all linked within Jonathan Jaimison’s quest for his biological father. The title Golden Spur is the "Golden Youth" spurred on his quest. This enthralling quest, woven through these episodes, provides various paternal possibilities. Each putative father's character and persona is displayed. The humorous portrayal of each "father's" desire to be Jonathan's father is a satirical way of exposing their own characters. These portrayals of fatuousness and self-serving are truthful and revealing as each of them is "tested" by Jonathan. One paternal possibility is Alvine Harshawe, the oft married ego oriented author, considered by some to be much like Ernest Hemmingway. Another is Hugow, the love 'em and leave 'em artist, who is surely based on an amalgam of au courant 1950's popular painters. Another possibility for Jonathan's paternity are George Torrence a successful lawyer. Another is the roué professor and bar fly, Walter Kellsey. Each has his own needs: Torrence for reasons of sexual identification, Harshawe to have a tangible "trophy" of his past and a new plot idea. Kellsey, the besotted professor with a long-term unfruitful relationship with his girl friend and wife, seeks to show them he could father a child.

The episodes are Powell's general scheme. They are all related and yet stand by themselves as superb vignettes. Each episode resolves within itself and ultimately the book ends, arguably a little lamely, by means of a Deus Ex Machina: the late discrete and mysterious Major Wedbush, the real father and secret benefactor of Jonathan and his mother. It is from the heavens that this benefaction comes to Jonathan, whose name means "a gift of God".

Claire Van Orphen, a has-been writer, thought by some to be a representation of Powell herself (note the similar word, "orphan"), is involved and benefited through her kindness to Jonathan. Her relationship with her twin sister Bea humorously reflects the often foolish actions by siblings seeking identity and distinction. Claire's fortuitous co-authorship with Earl Turner, until then also an unsuccessful writer, is created through their meeting Jonathan. The characters are brought together through Jonathan and his quest. Description of each character, their various life styles, exposes fatuity, venality, hypocrisy and callowness. The two identities of the Torrences’ daughter – amicable Amy at home and more colorful Iris in the City – are not unthinkable for the child of such ambiguously conventional parents; this episode also exposes the lives of settled suburbanites. The Torrences were earlier a part of the New York "crowd," and once a part of the bohemian and gay world – and gay, in its more recent sense. George Torrence's hemophilia was in the 1950's a serious source of embarrassment and even extortion. 

A prominent and impressive feature of Powell's subject matter is that it covers areas not often discussed in 1962. The way she deals with the "fast" young girls with whom Jonathan rooms is factual, glib, honest and thus deft in its wit. Jonathan's relationship with these two "harpies," as Powell calls them, is clearly written from a worldly woman's very realistic point of view. She purposely makes our hero Jonathan somewhat vapid. He is typically dopey especially during his rather ill chosen and adolescent attachment to the faithless, duplicitous Iris. We have here a satire on the naïve innocent, the male love interest character of sentimental fiction and much of 1950's television. He is, in short, a male ingénue. Powell knows the type and amuses us with this character. Like Tom Jones, Roderick Random, Candide, Gulliver and many others, he might develop and learn through his quest. But they rarely do. It isn't what he learns that is important but what we learn about the world by following his experiences.

As in Powell's earlier books, Cassie Bender, the surrogate for the socialite art promoter Peggy Guggenheim, is mercilessly skewered. Powell's treatment of the relationship between Harshaw and Turner outlines the advantages and disadvantages of artistic success and failure. Harshaw's disaffected musings about his sundry wives should give to some of us less frequently married folk a bit of comfort. Harshawe's observation that one loses more and more friends with each marriage is funny and true. Powell’s lightly and wittily constructed scene between these two writers can be compared favorably to some of Horace's best satirical pieces. Her work is in the tradition of satirists like Erasmus, Voltaire, Moldier, Swift, Thackeray, France, Twain, and Wilde. She is not as caustic or sardonic as some. She does not insert strong invective. Rather she portrays in a bemused way, the fatuousness of various characters in Greenwich Village during the 1950's. She doesn't moralize or preach, yet she is a classic satirist, using humor, irony, and plausible exaggeration. It is not surprising that Powell's favorite book is reported to be Petronius' Satyricon.
Powell inserts within the book's various episodes, many wry comments and “one-liners". For example, Bea Van Orphen tells her sister how lucky she was not to have had a smart businessman husband like hers to lose 1/2 her capital by "shrewd" investments. Powell had a character say: Good people force you to use them, betray them, and hate yourself. She says Jaimison senior never drank apart from business, just as he never laughed except for business. I like particularly the description of the art gallery opening night crowd: Museum directors, critics, dilettantes were pushed into paintings they admired. Old timers accustomed to snubbing each other found themselves glued together, buttocks to buttocks, lipstick to hairy ear, beard to bra. Over and over Powell outlines for our pleasure such phenomena as the herd-like art groupies moving from bar to bar and party to party, bachelor life in a residential hotel and in bars, sycophants like Percy Wright and the forthright licentiousness of the Messalina-like Cassie Bender. The episode between Bender and her maid Beulah, another between Kellsey and his girlfriend Anita and the one between Bea Van Orphen and her émigré Russian hairdresser are superb. There is an exquisite portrayal of the Jaimisons, an up-scale conservative provincial couple, probably from Cleveland, ensconced at a Plaza-like Hotel, doing and saying what we might expect. Powell surely knew her milieu and constructed a superlative work, fitting a lifetime from 1918 to 1962 in frivolous, creative, assertive, and selfish New York City.  In a recent review of a new book entitled Greenwich Village 1963, by Sally Banes, Robert Brustein said: "It must be conceded that as described in this book, much of the artistic activity of this era looks pretty silly and (is) a subject better treated by satirists than publicists." Luckily we have the right medium in Dawn Powell.

Little serious attention was paid Powell in her lifetime. Very little mention of her and her work was made until the late 1980's when Gore Vidal almost single-handedly resuscitated her. Finally after her death, her friend Edmond Wilson favorably compared her to Evelyn Waugh, Muriel Spark and Anthony Powell. 

In 1948 Diana Trilling wrote that Dawn Powell exhibits too great a discrepancy between the power of mind and the insignificance of her characters. Trilling simply didn't look at this book as satire. The questions one applies to other types of novels are not relevant here. For example, are the characters flat and shallow? Don't they seem to be stock actors doing predictable things? Is there any tension or enthrallment? Is the hero without inner conflict? Is his quest worthy? Are the concerns of the novel treated in a cutesy, dated, clichéd and inferential way? These questions do not presuppose a satire. Satires often have flat shallow characters, without major internal conflicts. Plots are farfetched and contrived. Note Candide, Gulliver's Travels, and Erewhon. Even the names that satirists use connote their use as vehicles, as merely representations, for example Fielding's Mr. Allgood, Johnson’s Sir Epicure Mammon, Thackeray’s Lord Dozely and more recently Joseph Heller's nymphomaniac character named Dori Duz.

The reviewer for the New York Times, Frederick Morton, in 1954 faulted her in The Wicked Pavilion for lacking the outrage necessary to serve as the engine for the satirist. The Wicked Pavilion is stronger in its characterizations, philosophy and style and I strongly advise anyone who enjoyed The Golden Spur to read it. Nevertheless, Morton's criticism would be no less applicable for The Golden Spur. It seems to me that Morton labors under a questionable theory that invective and strong reaction by the satirist are required for greatness. Many satirists such as Mencken, Shaw, Pope, and Bierce express a large amount of outrage in their work. Yet more humorous, softer and more subtle satirists like Anatole France, Oscar Wilde, Molière and even Rabelais, Twain and Joseph Heller were far less vitriolic, making fun at their targets to gain a very valid effect.

It is difficult to assess whether this book will be read 50 or 100 years from now. Humor is a fragile thing. Often it does not last. Even some of Twain, much of Bierce, and most of Artemus Ward have lost their sharpness over the years. I suspect that the motivations, behavior, and concerns of these denizens of New York in the mid 1950's will still be the same long into the future. It is the style and ability to entertain that makes a difference. I think that Powell's power to engage, enthrall and amuse by jesting at her contemporaries will endure. Her use of whimsy, honesty and subtle exaggeration are excellent. Her story is in the grand tradition of Voltaire's Candide, Fielding's Tom Jones, the Restoration playwrights Sheridan, Wycherly and Goldsmith, Swift's Gulliver's Travels, and Pope's Rape of the Lock.
This novel shows a carefully crafted piece of work. There is truth and strength in the whole conception and the many foibles outlined show no diminution today. I greatly enjoyed the wit and lighthearted attack by Powell on her vulnerable contemporaries, who after all are not so different from us.
Questions for Discussion

1.  Does satire make a strong difference in the reader?  Does it change the people who read it?  Can it change the course of events?  Does the satirist reflect that which may be thought but is not any better said?  Is the regime the satirist lampoons already ancient?

2.  Is an informed reading better than a reading with no particular frame of reference?  What more can be seen in this book when viewed through a biographical or any other screen?

3.  Why were Powell's books out of print about 25 years after her death?  Will her renaissance be brief?  What makes satires endure?

4.  Is there a subtext --- a moral, political or cultural hidden agenda?  Can we abstract a message from Powell's work?




