
I n the perspective of literary history, 1941 seems a 
minor annus mirabilis for American literature, 
though clearly of less magnitude than, say, 1929. 

Bracketed on either side by Hemingway's For Whom the 
Bell Tolls and Faulkner's Go Down, Moses, 1941 is the year 
of Agee's Let Us Now Praise Famous Men and Wolfe's last 
posthumous work of fiction, The Hills Beyond. But what 
most strongly marks 1941 is the number of significant 
books published by younger American women that year 
(Cather's Saphira and the Slave Girl, 1940, and Glas- 
gow's In This Our Life, 1941, represent an older genera- 
tion): Eudora Welty's first book of stories, A Curtain of 
Green; Carson McCullers's second novel, Reflections in a 
Golden Eye; Janet Lewis's austerely classical short novel, 
The Wife of Martin Guerre; Caroline Gordon's novel of the 
Kentucky frontier, Green Centuries; and Maurine Whip- 
ple's Giant Joshua. 

Comparison of these books and the careers of their 
authors might make an illuminating project in women's 
studies and the recent fortunes of serious fiction in 
America. Of the five, most critics and common readers 

obscurity into literature full-blown in Giant Joshua, 
young, generously talented, with few credentials of ap- 
prenticeship. Unlike these, and unlike Lewis, Maurine 
Whipple seems to have had no wide or deep familiarity 
with literary tradition and little stimulus or support from 
other serious or older writers, as Janet Lewis had from 
Elizabeth Madox Roberts and Yvor Winters, and 
Caroline Gordon from Allen Tate, Andrew Lytle, and 
Ford Madox Ford. Unlike Gordon and McCullers, both 
to a degree expatriates from a regional culture, Maurine 
Whipple chose to keep her hometown as her home. But 
there, unlike Welty, she has been ostracized, not hon- 
ored; and like some other Mormon intellectuals and 
artists, she has lived and still Lives in exile at home. 

The reasons for this seem to lie mainly in the sensitive 
and problematic relation of Giant Joshua to the history 
and living memory of the place and people that inspired 
the book. The results have been Maurine Whipple's 
failure, so far, to write the second and third novels of 
her projected trilogy on "the evolution of the Mormon 
idea," and the relegation of what deserves to be a Mor- 

Retrospection 
GIANT JOSHUA 

By Bruce Jorgensen 

would likely agree that Welty has produced the most 
durable, valuable work; certainly she has sustained the 
most stable career and reputation, and notably without 
deracination from her native community and culture- 
she describes herself still as "underfoot locally" in 
Jackson, Mississippi. McCullers's work began on the 
urban-industrial edges of Southern culture, and her life 
moved precipitately into the bohemian counterculture 
of New York and Europe; despite early and continuing 
acclaim, her books have tended to become cult texts, 
eccentric and minor compated to Welty's. Lewis and 
Gordon have never reached as wide an audience, de- 
spite the seriousness and skill which have won the re- 
spect of a small following of critics and readers. 

Like Welty and Gordon, Maurine Whipple came from 
a predominantly traditional agrarian and small-town re- 
gional culture, though hers was both more rigidly dog- 
matic in its religion and less deeply rooted in its natural 
environment. As McCullers had a year earlier in The 
Heart Is a Lonely Hunter, Whipple seemed to spring from 
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mon classic to a twilight, underground existence for 
more than a generation. 

But Joshua's status has begun to change now, thanks 
to its reissue under Sam Weller's imprint, Western 
Epics, in 1976. Mountainwest magazine has reported it as 
a regional best-seller, and increasing numbers of Mor- 
mon college students and library patrons are discover- 
ing or rediscovering it. And well they should: Joshua re- 
counts, and is, part of their complex, costly heritage. 

The novel may in fact succeed better now than when 
it first appeared. A forgivable chauvinism may have 
somewhat exaggerated Joshua's success in 1941, if the 
back files of Publishers Weekly give any reliable measure. 
The Giant Joshua never attained best-seller rank in PW, 
though from mid-January to mid-March 1941 it held 
"candidate" position and rose fairly high on the lists of 
several booksellers consulted by PW. Houghton Mifflin 
had given the book a larger advance than any of its 
previous Literary Fellowship winners, and by 8 March 
1941, the publisher reported that Giant Joshua had out- 
sold any earlier Houghton Mifflin prize novel. It en- 
joyed "especially good sales in the West and Far West, 
where Joshua trees flourish," PW reported in February, 
but it never appeared on a PW national best-seller list 
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during the year of its publication. After its short-lived 
early ascent, it seems quickly to have slid into commer- 
cial eclipse behind the likes of Kenneth Roberts, James 
Hilton, Frances Parkinson Keyes, Taylor Caldwell, and 
A. J. Cronin. 

But bestsellerdom measures little more than the effect 
of commercial hype on a mass audience. None of the 
books of 1940-41 that now seem to have some durable 
literary merit made much showing in sales, except 
Hemingway's novel, and its popularity may have de- 
rived largely from its author's public notoriety, its large 
book club printing, and the unprecedented sum paid for 
its movie rights. With The Giant Joshua, finally, the ques- 
tion concerns not its popularity but its merit: how good 
a novel is it? where does it lie along a line from Taylor 
Caldwell to Willa Cather? closer to Margaret Mitchell's 
Gone with the Wind or to Gordon's Green Centuries and 
Tate's The Fathers? 

Somewhere in between. The Giant Joshua perhaps is, 
as Eugene England told me, "not the great Mormon 
novel, but the greatest." Certainly few other Mormon 

whom, and especially the last, share fates like Clory's). 
Maurine Whipple is, as Edward Geary once re- 

marked, emotionally tougher most of the time than Vir- 
ginia Sorensen, but Whipple is perhaps less tough than 
the most weathered of those "saints by adoption" she 
celebrates. Flawed by soft pockets of anachronistic sen- 
timent, Joshua poises unsteadily between the popular 
genre of history-as-fiction, the costume novel like Gone 
with the Wind, and the more honorable and serious 
genre of fiction-as-history, which includes novels by 
Hawthorne, Ford Madox Ford, Willa Cather, Andrew 
Lytle, Caroline Gordon, and Janet Lewis. A non- 
historian may judge these things at best tentatively, but 
both in structure and texture the bulk of the novel seems 
sound. The action moves, as in the central tradition of 
the historical novel founded by Scott, on two levels, 
communal and individual: the pioneer struggle to create 
St. George in a "crazy-quilt of a country" (p. 4) runs 
concordantly with Clory's struggle to gain "a tes- 
timony," the full conviction of spirit that would inte- 
grate her with her community. 

novels match its historical scope and solidity, but Joshua 
also shows flaws in conception and execution we might 
expect in a first novel by a writer coming of age in an 
inadequate literary tradition and in a publishing milieu 
fast losing the ability to distinguish serious work from 
slick sentimentality-flaws that keep it from greatness. 

The novel makes, for instance, a peripheral appeal 
toward popular sentiment in the frustrated romance 
between Clory and Freeborn-the still-girlish third 
polygamous wife of middle-aged Abijah McIntyre, and 
Abijah's rebellious son. The liaison joins the allure of 
illicit youthful passion with the near-sensational ele- 
ment of a sort of technical incest. Doubtless such rela- 
tionships could and sometimes did occur in Mormon 
polygamous families; yet this one drops almost entirely 
from sieht after Free's convenient death and thus comes 
to see; incompletely integrated with the central action 
of Clory's unsteady and often backtracking maturation. 
Further, the writer tends to sympathize too uncritically 
with her young heroine and thus undercuts Clory's 
chance at the fuller literary and human dignity we meet 
in Cather's Antonia in My Antonia, Elizabeth Madox 
Roberts's Ellen Chesser in The Time of Man, and Caroline 
Gordon's Cassandra Outlaw in Green Centuries (all of 

Most of the novel's characters convincingly avoid 
stereotypes and live in their own element. Abijah, for 
one, might have been that stock villain of last century's 
popular anti-Mormon novel, the lustful bearded Elder 
inveigling innocent girls into his harem; instead he is 
genuinely pious and guiltily sensual, exasperating and 
self-exasperated; hard to dismiss, despite his excessive 
male chauvinism and self-importance; hard to look at 
with just one attitude. His first wife, Bathsheba, is a 
Mormon termagant of heroic proportions, a walking 
compendium of frontier folk wisdom and superstitions, 
cruel to her children, narrow and mean to the point of 
shrewishness, yet, for all that, admirable; a woman 
who, as Clory observes, "seemed to fit this country" (p. 
4). Willie, the second wife, is a sort of sickly ewe, who 
yet has tremendous courage, steady faith, and endur- 
ance. These are complicated people, hard to have simple 
feelings about, who lend rich experiential validity to the 
novel. Miss Whipple's instinct was surely right in the 
belief that "we detract from [the pioneers'] achievement 
when we paint them with too white a brush, . . . that 
what they did becomes even greater when we face the 
fact that they were human beings by birth and only 
saints by adoption." 
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With perhaps one major exception, the book's "real" 
histoncal characters seem equally strong. Miss Whip- 
ple's Brigham Young, Eugene England has said after 
considerable research, is very close to the Brigham re- 
vealed in the private papers and sermons-not just a 
practical colonizer of immense acumen but a charismatic 
prophet as well. He epitomizes an early and continuing 
Mormon style of spirituality: "I would say to you al- 
ways, Brother Mac-and you may teach your boys-pay 
your debts, keep your bowels open, walk uprightly be- 
fore God and you will never have a care" (p. 261). But 
her Erastus Snow, the central figure in the book's com- 
munal action, is somewhat dubious. When he speaks of 
the vision behind his leadership-always the ldea with a 
capital I-his notions seem closer to the popular 
liberalism of the 1930s than to Mormonism of the mid- 
nineteenth century. Perhaps the historical Erastus Snow 
did carry the humanistic sentiments implied in the 
capitalized phrases thickly strewn among the thoughts 
and speeches of the fictional Erastus-"Good of the 
Whole," "Group Faith," "Common Good," "the 
Dream," "the Brotherhood of Man and the Fatherhood 
of God," "that Idea . . . older than the world,  "the 
Idea can't lose" (pp. 61, 132, 588, 620, 621). But when 
these sentiments seem so thoroughly endorsed by an 
author writing circa 1940, we may mistrust their histori- 
cal veracity; it looks as though a Mormon pioneer has 
been dressed up in some rather more modern and un- 
Mormon ideas. 

Such language as I have just cited suggests another 
serious flaw in the book: Miss Whipple's partial failure 
to comprehend Mormon spirituality, Mormon experi- 
ence of the sacred, in its own terms. Alongside such 
splendid episodes as the anointing of a sick ox (pp. 
46-47) or Brigham Young's comic mixture of hygienic 
and spiritual counsel, we encounter a religious climax, 
such as Clory feels at the birth of her first child, treated 
in a diction of vague romantic mysticism that, while not 
anachronistic, seems hardly native to pioneer Mormon 
culture: 

And then one of those rare, stupendous moments 
when the old world bent his hoary head. She held 
her breath and waited, and all her being flowed into 
a vast acceptance, and in the acceptance there was 
victory. The thing she had tried to put into words 
for Free, the certain, living thing for which there 
were no words. If you lay still, unmoving, hardly 
breathing, the rim of darkness might lift a little, a 
very little, and you might see the Smile, so easily 
startled, so soon gone. But you had glimpsed those 
aeons of triumphing laughter behind the closing 
rim, the warmth of the Smile was forever in your 
heart. 
You had looked deep inside yourself and found Me, 
and that would never die. (P. 229) 

The "Me" is surely Emerson's word and implies a 
thoroughly non-incarnational, anti-personalistic, non- 
Christian, and non-Mormon theology. The image of a 
suddenly open "Door," which occurs elsewhere (pp. 83, 
91), may come from a more recent romantic epigone, 
Thomas Wolfe. The "Great Smile," which finally as- 

sures Clory that "she . . . had a testimony!" (p. 633), 
may be Miss Whipple's own invention. 

This problem of diction, for me, gets near the heart of 
the difficulty-the writer's mixed and perhaps incom- 
patible tools of language and an unrecognized split in 
her literary intentions. Miss Whipple remarked in a pub- 
lished interview that she meant to study "the evolution 
of the Mormon idea." In a recent address given at BYU 
to mark the disposition of her manuscripts there, she 
said, "What I had to do was to put myself into the place 
of those old people who had done this incredible thing." 
In The Giant Joshua a relatively ill-equipped and undis- 

Insofar as Joshua succeeds, it does 
(as is true of Dreiser) in spite of its 
undisciplined narrative style 
and voice. 

criminating abstrationist mind undercuts the best work 
of a splendidly endowed folk imagination, and we can 
watch the struggle play itself out in passage after pas- 
sage in which homely imagery gives way to ballooning 
clichds typical of the slick popular idiom of the thirties 
and forties: from "crazy-quilt of a country" to "repel- 
lent, challenging, wildly beautiful" (p. 4). An intrusive 
narrator's voice cannot refrain from breaking into Eras- 
tus Snow's thoughts to tell us, gratuitously, that "his 
soul swelled with the creative ardor that is always the 
driving force of the true pioneer" (p. 61). Insofar as 
Joshua succeeds, it does so (as is true of Dreiser) in spite 
of its undisciplined narrative style and voice; that is its 
most obvious difference from the best work of Cather, 
Gordon, and Lewis. When Miss Whipple imagines 
"those old people" through the folk speech she inher- 
ited from them, they come grittily,alive and true; when 
her abstractions and popular cliches try to waft them up 
to the heroic "Idea," they lose dimension and sub- 
stance. 

In her talk at BYU, Miss Whipple often used the voice 
of an old St. George lady, "Sarah Jane": "A body's got 
to acquire capacity. You can't put a quart in a pint-sized 
soul. But don't let your faith rust out, either. . . . Well, 
it's a poor mud-dauber that can't find a bit of honey to 
suck." When Miss Whipple's own voice stayed rooted 
in that local idiom, it too was rick. "Finally, in my search 
for truth, I took up tapdancinp But since I didn't know 
much about it, I took it by co. iespondence. . . . Some- 
times the sand was so hot t h ~ t  we had to leap from bush 
to bush, and the lizards turned over on their backs." A 
writer might give his left hand to have that language 
bred in his bones. As Miss Whipple works to finish her 
trilogy, I wish she'd let Sarah Jane tell a good chunk of 
it. 

I've been hard on a novel and its maker, but the book 
matters enough to deserve honest and, if possible, un- 
chauvinistic criticism. If The Giant Joshua is not as good a 
novel as some of us would like it to be, who else among 
us has gone farther-or, for that matter, gone as far? 
The book deserves every careful, sympathetic, and criti- 
cal reader it can win in its new incarnation. May it last 
this time. 
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