PAGE  
9

THE LOVED ONE

Evelyn Waugh
*****

A critical paper by

John P. Conomy 
*****
May 6, 2008

The United States of America has endured, through the course of its brief but vigorous history, a number of disasters and ignominies, and emerged through them victorious but not unscathed or unchanged.  Some have been natural calamities, like the San Francisco Earthquake, the Galveston Storm, The Johnstown Flood, Hurricane Katrina and the volcanic rearrangement of Mount Hood.  Others rest upon man-made mayhem including a variety of more or less moral (and a couple of immoral) wars, the Great Chicago Fire and the continuing Darwinian eradication of sizeable segments of the population by means of cheap pistols, not to mention the bleeding of our youth in the cause of our nation’s unquenchable search for God and oil.  If the American Literary World were to have suffered commensurate, recordable and stunning assault, it would surely include the visit to Los Angeles by Evelyn Waugh in 1947 where this truly outstanding writer, cynic, humorist, sot, misanthrope, sexual Olympian in both the men’s and women’s division and later in life, a fellow communicant of the Roman Church, encountered a monumental man-made disaster, Forest Lawn Cemetery.  Waugh’s intellectual fangs salivated venom as he considered this tarted-out ossuary. His pen exuded caustic ink as he set about to write The Loved One, his paean not only to the City of Angels, but to the American Nation as a souvenir of his all too brief stay.  His journey to California was undertaken to write the screenplay for his 1945 novel “Brideshead Revisited.”  The world has not forgotten the book but the screenplay was never written because of Waugh’s stance against the Cotton Mathers of the day.  The world is not likely to forget The Loved One, the screenplay or the book.

The  Loved One has a small cast: about a half-dozen predictably bright, eccentric, socially dense, entertaining and more or less clever Hollywood-planted Englishmen, and about the same number of far less articulate, highly neurotic and largely stupid California-style Americans, not counting bartenders, hearse operators, charlatans and tough guys among divers Yankee bit players.  This small cast is more than counterbalanced by a large number of dead things: humans, goats, dogs, rabbits, monkeys, cats and at least one parrot, all of whom pass through the gates of eternity via the tender, mellifluous, dreamy and highly cosmetic ministrations of Disneyland’s for the Dead (Whispering Glades for homo sapiens, with one notable and titular exception, and The Happier Hunting Grounds, for other mammals and avians), thereafter all of them to depart this mortal coil with attitudes of stunning repose and with crafted smiles upon their lips or beaks, as the case may be.

“The Story of The Loved One " 

The story opens as Dennis Barlow (the reincarnation of Joseph Surface for you School for Scandal fans, perhaps a nouvelle Svengali for others), a sociopath, a poseur, a thief and an accomplished Lothario whose day job is retrieving and  incinerating dead pets at The Happier Hunting Grounds, joins Sir Francis Hinsley and Sir Ambrose Abercrombie for poolside drinks at Sir Francis’ residence.  The residence is a dilapidated apartment, and its communal swimming pool is a cornucopia of odious free-range vegetation.  The Englishmen, not phased by environmental cues and containing more gin than the pool has water, gather in smoking jackets and regimental ties to enact a scene right out of the Raj, or out of some lounge at one of Oxford’s colleges, his own not very loved Hertford perhaps, where Waugh set drinking records.   Sir Francis is a screenwriter who wears (in Abercrombie’s description) “the seven league boots of failure” and whose present artistic task is to get Hollywood movie scripts past the inquisitors at the Catholic League of Decency.  Barlow is admonished by his countrymen for becoming an embarrassment to the British Nation for taking a job beneath him, namely broiling dead animals and entombing their remains in alabaster jars for future veneration by past owners.  He is an embarrassment to the British community: a poor Englishman hanging around Hollywood.  Abercrombie tells them both “There are jobs that an Englishman just doesn’t take” and regarding their American hosts, “They may laugh at us a bit – the way we talk and the way we dress; our monocles – they may consider us cliquey and stand-offish, but by God, they respect us.”  Emboldened, Dennis Barlow affirms that he will pursue a career as a preacher and cleric, within the non-denominational realm of public, high-paid religious entertainment of course, his future pastoral success guaranteed by his morose nature, his fundamental dishonesty and his British accent.

Well, respect is not exactly what Sir Francis got.  By God, he is not respected by the Californian species of English speaking peoples. He is booted out of the Hollywood screenwriting job he held since May West was a girl, his office at Megalopolitan Pictures now surprisingly occupied by one Lorenzo Medici (pronounced “Medissy” by Lorenzo in true Europe-rejecting, American fashion) and Sir Francis’ forced resignation, unencumbered by any need to furnish him boat fare home, “sails right through.”  Fortified by this set of events, Francis returns to his apartment and hangs himself from the rafters.  Dennis Barlow finds him there – face blackened, eyes bulging and his aubergine tongue infinitely stuck out like boudin – and makes arrangements for Sir Frank’s trip to forever at Whispering Glades, Forest’s Lawn’s alter terra in this work.  
The story of  The Loved One takes formative shape as Dennis Barlow inaugurates the eventually successful process of Sir Francis’s garish dispatch.  He visits Whispering Glades, a “restricted park,” a place for Caucasians and a few upscale Jews, the Catholics having their own graveyards. Whispering Glades is a place very much unlike Eudora Welty’s Morgana, Mississippi.* 

*At the time Waugh penned The Loved One Forest Lawn Cemetery, well known to him and frequently visited by him, did not permit the remains of Blacks or Chinamen to be planted in its grounds.

Shunning the $50 grave at Pilgrim’s Rest (a plot of eternal repose adjacent to the crematory fuel dump) Barlow chooses one at the slightly more costly “Poet’s Corner” (have you been to St. Paul’s Cathederal,  Ludgate recently?). Sir Francis is given a send off at the Glades’ tartan-carpeted “Wee Kirk o’ Auld Lang Syne” preceded by a resplendent viewing in his here-to-eternity shroud (“the apotheosis of the dickey”).  Sir Francis is now stuffed, irrigated, perfused with scented formaldehyde and through the wax upon his face, vaguely smiling in a half-hatched coffin, and displayed like “the wax-work of Marat in his bath” hosts the visitation by friends and detractors intervening between extensive cosmetic treatment and thorough, gas-fed immolation.  

All of this penultimate funereal action has been arranged by the unfortunately but very accurately named Aimee Thanatogenos, a post-mortem theraputic cosmetologist and namesake of Aimee Semple MacPherson of Foursquare Gospel opprobrium, who prepared for this calling with an assortment of courses in Beautification, Mandarin Chinese and Psychology.  Barlow meets and dominates, but never seduces her on his trip through Whispering Glades (he has only wimpish inclinations in this direction, anyhow.  He is far more lustful about living off her salary).  He causes a stir (both in Aimee’s empty and “exquisite, dim head” and probably more commotion in her more crowded pelvis) by means of clever conversation and by showers of original poetry, containing such lines as “Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day?” and “half in love with easeful death,” inspirations received directly and transmitted in unchanged fashion (save for authorship) from the Oxford Book of English Verse.  Barlow’s poetic offerings are far more prosaic, less imaginative and utterly forgettable and exampled in his valedictory for Sir Francis:

“They told me Francis Hinsley, they told me your were hung

   With Red protruding eyeballs and black protruding tongue

   I wept as I remembered how often you and I

   Had laughed about Los Angeles, and now ‘tis here you’ll lie

   Here pickled in formaldyhyde and painted like a whore…”

Well. I think you get the idea.

Barlow is challenged for the heart, soul and what there is of a mind of sad Aimee Thanatogenos by Mr. Joyboy, the DaVinci of embalming cosmetologists.  Joyboy commands a stern and reverential presence as he brushes body wax, stuffs mouths, curls the lips and smooths the scars of recent strangulation upon the remains of the lately departed.  He is an Olympian role model, a Rock Star at embalmers meetings and within the academic hierarchy of his chosen form of taxidermy. Outside the post-mortem beauty parlor, Joyboy is a minceur, a spineless creep, and while far less articulate and far more given to distant leering than Barlow, he is just as narrow and just as amoral.   Furthermore, he is his mother’s eternal appendage.  She is a corpulent, mean-spirited hag who has the indecency to outlive Sambo, her ancient parrot, a beast whose last integral days are spent in beautiful, pillowed exhibition, thanks to the combined talents of Aimee, Mr. Barlow and Mr. Joyboy.   Mrs. Joyboy adds the specter and charm of Grendel’s mother to the citizenry of Hollywood in this book.

Three other California creations deserve special mention in this review because of their entertaining characterization rather than their essential relationship to “The Loved One’s” zany plot:  they are a movie starlet, an pseudopsychologial advice giver (Mr. Slump) and a couple of Sam Spade type guys.  These complete Waugh’s representation of our nation’s citizen inventory.

Movie starlet Juanita del Pablo (nee Baby Aronson), “luscious, languid and lustful,” is an invention of Sir Francis Tinsley and known largely for the photogenic use of the lower half of her body in scenes of cinematographic violence.  She becomes professionally mutated to an Irish Colleen by Francis Tinsley after she is foully treated by Franco’s Moors.  Never called upon to appear happy as a flamenco femme fatale, she now has all her teeth replaced to be the transmorgaphied, smiling Irish girl she has become.  As Bridget, she sings “The Wearing of the Green” at Francis Tinsley’s pseudo-Anglican-non-denominational funeral, the only Irish song she has learned.

Mr. Slump, either very drunk or very hungover in his literary appearances, is one half of Guru Brahmin, a public dispenser of advice over the broad range of life and its problems over radio, in magazines and via confidential letters.  Slump is the half who answers letters and phone calls privately, in contrast to his partner’s job, which is to clog the airwaves with advice to those heartsick with love, cramping over its absence or the otherwise lost and forlorn.  Amiee Thanatogenos, growing out of her increasingly dithering need to decide between Barlow and Joyboy as her life’s partner, and leaning one way and then the other in her choice, forms a pen-pal relationship with Slump.  Desperate to choose, she chases him down in a bar.  She speaks to him over the phone, his being laid down on the bar in front of him as she cackles out her need, her sadness and her agitation. All the while he continues to quaff.  At the end of her soliloquy, Slump having not attended to any of it (he is an American. He doesn’t listen,) he suggests to her that she take an elevator to the top of a building, find an open window and jump. 

A novel about Hollywood, a literary film noir, would not be complete without a cameo appearance by Sam Spade.  He appears in a couple of guises: a coxswain on the boat to the Lake Island of Innisfree, a lover’s lane at Whispering Glades where burial plots and lover’s nests are infested with beehive glades, and as a newsman at the local paper where Slump is employed. 

At the Lake Island of Innisfree:

Coxswain to Barlow:  “Expecting someone to meet you here, kid?”

Barlow:  “No”

Coxswain: “There’ve been no single dames all afternoon…Better get the dame before you get the ticket…”

And Aimee finding Slump:

Aimee to Newsman:  “And his real name is Slump?”

Newsman :  “That’s what he tells me, sister.”

Denoument

After Slump’s boozy and ultimately fatal advice, Aimee achieves a strange peace. She resigns herself to eternal and insoluble disappointment in matters of the heart, but does not jump from a roof or take pills.  Inspired by a communal reverie with her deceased Hellenic ancestors (we are told they were pimps and fences) and with thoughts of her departed parents (alcoholics and religious nuts) she spends an inspirational pre-dawn in the embrasure of Whispering Glades, water sprinkler mist sparkling magically in the moonlight.  Having experienced Nirvana, she walks off to Mr. Joyboy’s work room where she finishes her life’s work by taking a hypodermic needle and embalming herself.

But the whole Wagnerian drama is not yet acted out.  The Niebelungenlied, the trip to Valhalla is not yet complete.  She is The Loved One, loved by both Joyboy and Barlow, and they, as co-boatmen, complete her journey across the River Styx.

They take Aimee’s corpse not to The Poet’s Corner or The Lake Island of Innisfree,  or anywhere in Whispering Glades, but to The Happier Hunting Grounds where they both, lovingly, with great reverence and the certain knowledge that they will never be apprehended, apply their special skills to her remains.  Barlow attends her last moments, reading a novel as she cooks to carbon.

The tale of “The Loved One” ends with Dennis Barlow’s intended departure from California.  The call to the pulpit has grown weak and Sir Ambrose, harking to Scott’s admonition in “The Lay of the Last Minstrel” tells him, “Go home. Dear boy.  That is your proper place.” 

Critical Notes

What of the great literary themes in this interesting piece?  I believe they lie more in Waugh’s character and biography than in the text.  Surely he addresses the nexus between love and death centrally, ironically and persistently.  He does it most prominently in the characterization of innocent Aimee Thantogenos, “Love, the Death Giver.” Sexual elements are submerged and hinted only weakly in the homoerotic bond between Barlow and Joyboy.  Waugh’s lasting personal embrasure of religion, particularly Catholicism, is unapparent in The Loved One, although a variety of Protestants, Skeptics, Agnostics, Jews and Hindus receive some generally unpleasant treatment at his hand.  The national character of Americans (Californians being an extreme prototype) reaches sustained, cynical bashing but Europeans fare no better.  In fact, Waugh became a great admirer of Americans in subsequent years.  Character development is quick, cutting and truly funny.  The plot is plain crazy and if you are into humor beyond the gallows, entertaining and laughable.

What is left at the end of The Loved One for the reader?  Great entertainment, to be sure, but beyond that, there is (at least for me) a harkening to early poetry, to Piers Plowman: 


‘No matter in what state I be, timor moirtis conturbat me.’

Waugh is preoccupied with this theme, but I think he could have stated “timor amor conturbat me” just as well.   Waugh laughs at Dr. Kenworthy (the owner and prophetic inspiration of Whispering Glades, a Jonestown for the Dead) when he lauds death as a “success” and Waugh’s illustrations of love end in the incinerator.

Monumentally impressive is Waugh’s capacity for deep and great black humor.  There is no better writer in any language who can make oblivion memorably laughable.  He exceeds Moliere, Rabelais and Oscar Wilde in this art.  He can also deprecate himself, and I believe save himself and his immense craft by his ability to take himself on, and to paint his words in light, rather than dark black.  No Philip Roth or Norman Mailer he.  Waugh demonstrated this capacity when, following upon the early and dubious success of The Loved One he remarked to a Life Magazine reporter that “from now on, I will only write books about religion.”
With similar humor, a vignette not well referenced, says that during a cocktail party (Waugh’s favorite form of public exercise) a French intellectual asked him, since he was a Catholic, how could he be so mean?  Waugh is said to have replied “ My dear sir: without celestial intervention I would be even meaner.”  

Edmund Wilson proclaimed Waugh “the only first rate comic genius that has appeared in English since Bernard Shaw.  The late William F. Buckely proclaimed Waugh to be the greatest novelist of the twentieth century.  But then, I suspect Buckley and Waugh, both immensely bright, drole, satirical and never lost for several hundred biting words on any topic, would have energetically, and with something of a mysterious chuckle, hilariously approved of waterboarding and other species of judicial torture, too.

Some, perhaps many, will consider The Loved One a work of loutish irreverence and poor taste, if not actual cruelty and disgust.  Yet it is of a genre of writing that seems genetic among Waugh males (four generations of them produced 180 books and thousands of other writings, nearly all done in poison ink) and further The Loved One does not reach the depths of literary barbarism of which Evelyn Waugh was thoroughly capable.  The tastelessness of The Loved One (if that’s what it is) is monumentally exceeded by what Evelyn Waugh had to say about C.M.R.F. Cruttwell, his less than loved Dean at Hertford College, Oxford, whom Evelyn Waugh immortalized as a dog sodomist with an “ism” bearing Crutwell’s name, and the fetish of bicycle seat sniffing which Waugh so fragrantly characterized in Mr. Loveday’s Little Outing. Granted, both of these latter offerings were, however, written at a time of Evelyn’s Waugh’s young life during which he found himself constantly swimming “a la fond du tonneau.”

By the way, has everyone seen the movie?  They and the book are both tremendously entertaining.  They are not the stuff of psycho-literary-analytic-characterologic disputation. Do that and you miss the fun.  And you miss Evelyn Waugh’ hilarious dark talents.  If you are interested in the more cerebral approach to Waugh, try the bibliography below.
Discussion
I have not prepared or borrowed a list of “discussion points,” feeling that this book lends itself poorly to standard literary analysis.  I ask that we speak “sua sponte” about “The Loved One.”  JPC
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