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ABSTRACT 

I n his early works The Beetle Leg and Th e Owl, Hawkes 

depicts societies and individuals who have entombed 

themselves by adhering to a spiritually bankrupt religion 

and its mythology out of a fear of the power of the 

unconscious . Thus alienated from the unconscious, the 

societies Hawkes portrays are creatively, emotionally and 

spiritually sterile. In these two works, Hawkes 

demonstrates how closing off the unconscious robs men and 

women of their potential for living creative, enlightened, 

compassionate lives. Hampered by religious dogma, out-dated 

traditions and a mythology which no longer enlightens, the 

societies portrayed in The Beetle Leg and The Owl wither 

emotionally and creatively within a coffin of delusion. The 

world Hawkes portrays is, therefore, a sterile wasteland 

where beauty and love are doomed to decay before they are 

even conceived. 

Because Hawkes creates desolate landscapes of human 

waste, his early works are often criticized as unnecessarily 

bleak. Critics claim they portray humankind as unable to 

free itself from the grips of paralyzing conformity and fear 

of the unconscious and death. However, in his early works, 

the hope Hawkes offers the reader of escaping this self

entombment lies not in the reader's ability to fathom 

another traditional novel which relies on fully developed, 

believable characters who, if allowed by the author, 



V 

discover life's eternal verities, but rather in the reader's 

own creat i ve respons e to the poetic activity of t he author's 

distinc tive style , which encourages the reader t o examine 

his own psychic enclosures . Hawkes's very me ans o f t e ll ing 

his s tory denies that men must re ain entombed in a s t eri l e 

world , for in refus ing to adhere to he traditional 

s ymbolic, structural a y ho og ca for as of the novel, 

Hawkes implies tha we ca e crea i e y y ex loring and 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

"I want to find the flu i d, germinal, pestilential 

'stuff' of life it self as it ex i s ts in the unconscious. The 

writing of each ficti on is a taking of a psychic journey ; 

the fictions, in themse l ves, are a form of a psychic 

journey." Thus says Joh Hawkes i a 983 i er iew 

(Hawkes, Life and Ar 125 ) , ad ese ors are es ec ' a lly 

true of Hawkes's early o es, The ee e e, 

1951, and The Owl, 
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well as artistic forms can lose their power to awaken the 

reader to a recognit ion of the unconscio s. Thus both The 

Beetle Leg and The Owl reflect Hawkes 's wa rine ss of 

traditional myths and traditio al e hos of story telling, 

and in these ear ly works Hawkes's "'a ·- rea ·st i p l se' 

is the most eviden " (O'Do e 4 2 ) . s ea horica y 

concise lang age and g y co r o e s r c re he 

2 
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3 
worl d . In giving t he unconsciou s a voice t hat speaks to u s 

in the t we ntiet h century Hawke s c r eat ht c 1 , e s w a a r Jung 

c a lled l iv i ng myths and which Joseph Campbell calls cre a tive 

myths. 

In Myth s t o Live By, Joseph Campbell describes three 

ways in which myths have most often been interpreted in this 

cent u ry. The first is the interpretation given by Sir James 

G. Frazier's The Golden Bough, which sees "magic and 

re lig ion as addressed finally and essentially to the control 

o f ext ernal nature; magic mechanically, by imitative acts, 

a nd religion by prayer and sacrifice addressed to the 

p e rsonified powers supposed to control natural forces" 

(My ths to Live By 12). Frazier believed, according to 

Campbell, that customs or beliefs shown to be unreasonable 

wou l d e v entually disappear. But as Campbell points out, 

Frazier's psychology was based on rational concepts and did 

not take into account the deeply rooted irrational impulses 

o f human nature. Campbell also points out that Frazier's 

genera l theory was wrong: although science and archeology 

ha v e disproved or removed the metaphysical presence from 

most o f the myths of religion, religion and myths continue. 

Be cause Campbell finds in world myth positive and 

· · · f h ankind' s dreams and altrui s t ic expressions o um 

aspirations, he contends that the second, manifestly 

of myth formation is Freudian appro ach to the process 

inade quate . d . psychology which does take into I n Fre u ian ' 
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a ccount the irrational impulses of human nature, myths are 

seen as public dreams and dreams as private myths, both of 

which are, as Campbell points out, viewed by Freud as 

'' symptomatic of repressions of inf anti le incest wishes" 

(Myths to Live By 11). Thus according t o Freudian analysis, 

myths along with art, p h ilosophy, a nd even civilization are 

all manifestat i ons of man's sexua l neuros e s. Be c ause Freud 

"interpreted the phenomenology of the s pir i t 11 (Myths t o Live 

By 11 2) i n terms of man's s exual neuroses, his method is 

un a ble t o f u lly interpret humandkind's mythological s ymbol s. 

The twentieth century's third main e ndeavor to 

i n t erpret myt hs has been through Jungian ana l ysis, which 

p osits tha t humans have a psych·c syst e m wh i ch is common to 

all , while each human being has a p e rsona l u conscious. The 

former, collective unco ns c i o s i s of a "u · ve rsa l and 

impersonal nature wh ich is identica i a 1 i d ivi d a l s" 

(Jung 43 ) . According t o Jung the co lee ive u cons c ious 

does not rely on indiv i du a l e xperie ce or it s .orp hol ogy 

and is shared by a l l men, as oppo s ed to the perso a l 

unconscious which is shaped by repressed i eas a nd 

which once c o scio s a t s o e leve to the 
experiences were 

· b erged in the unco scious. While 
individual before being su 

d t hs were essentia y i terpreted a s 
f o r Frazier a nd Freu, my 

· f the individ al h an psyche' s 
collective manifestations o 

will to power, Jungian analysis sees the 
as a po tentially 
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positive force, a door to our "wiser, inward Self" (Myths To 

Live By 13 ) . 

According to Jung, we strive t o consolidate 

consciousness against the wa ters of the unconscious, which 

we fear wi ll swa llow us up, and as a result we too often 

bu ild psychic dams in the for of dogma and rites based 

largely on truth revealed by y hs of t e pas However, 

when myths and the dogma and r es w C ey a e fos ered 

no longer reflec the r ea i y 0 e rese e e he 
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This destructive potential of the unconscious is what 

Jung sees as the shadowed side of the Self. For Jung the 

unconscious is a force which must be recognized rather than 

cut off and ignored if we are to integrate it into the Self. 

For example, the Biblical story of Job for Jung is a myth 

calling for recognition of both the conscious and 

unconscious and for the i r ful l integration with the Self. 

In the story of Job , the power of the s hadowed s ide is 

clearly de fined. In the book of Job , God, which Jung 

interprets a s the psychically i egrated Self, shows Job 

Leviathan , who represents the shadowe side of the 

unc onscious . God explains to Jo 

part of God , or the Self, a d ha 

things good and evil. Af er se e 

Job realizes tha Go I o r he Se 

may never unders ad. J o eco c 

integrates the shadowe si e o 

conscious. Jobs eaks o Go 

I know tha tho ca s 

purpose of th . e ca e 

that hides co se wi 

have uttered wha I d ' d 

wonderful for e, whic 

I will speak; I wi q 

to me . I had heard of 

a Le iathan is also a 

w t i 

a 

co a 

es h ' 

he co 
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d ' d 

God reside all 
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hee by t e earing of t he 

now my eye sees thee; therefore I despise 
but ear, 



myself, and repent in dust and ashes. (Job 42: 

2-6) 
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In acknowledging incomprehensible, and even sinister, 

aspects of his God's, or the Se l f's, nature, Job becomes a 

wiser man. According to J ungian t heory, like J ob, peopl e 

who face the unconsciou s reali z e that much exi s t s whi c h they 

canno t control and must face the unp leasant rea l ity of the i r 

own d e f ic iency. But Jung a l s o po i nts out that knowi ng the 

t r u th is better than h iding be i d wa s o f c t ral taboos , 

religious d og ma , a nd repressi e l as a can ot hold ba ck 

the waters o f the unco s cious o r e er . As g o ints o t , 

" it is probabl y better d e s · e or ear o k o here the 

danger l ies . To ask he rig es 0 s is a rea y half the 

s ol u tion of a pro b l e II (J 2 3 ) . e s a e o rse es 

a ware of all par S 0 e s C e so a e r io ica l ly 

reintegra he Se a II a 0 II 

we can e 

Without this syc h ic i 0 , e ere e e a he r 

than live full and c e at i e es, as a Ha 

agree . 
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imagination a nd creati a C er C s 0 
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Hawkes is driven to create and t o ente r into a dialogue with 

the uncons c ious resulting in works which are unsettling t o 

t he audience, unlike the works of the traditional a r tist 
I 

whi c h reinforce the status quo and reassure the audience. 

As vi sionary wo r ks, Hawkes ' s early nove l s lay bare that 

which is painful to r e cogni ze in oneself or t he world, yet 

they can he lp heal "the one - sidedne ss of cul t ure like the 

dream heal s t he imba l ance o f t he ego in t he indiv idua l 

pers ona li t y " (Marti n 17 4) . 

Hence when read as Jung would have us exami ne myths , 

Th e Bee tle Leg and Th e Owl are far more than c r yptic 

r e fl ect i ons of our neurot i c world . These works , if e xami ned 

as creative my t hs, be come more than post-modern 

metafi c tions, parad igmatic manifestations of Freudi a n 

neurosis, o r complex pa rodies of religious and cultural 

myths . By revealing what we most fear, these works can help 

heal the imba l a nce of the fractured Self . 

In traditi onal mythology accord ing to Campbell, s ymbols 

are de l i vered through s ocially sanctioned rite s which r evea l 

"certain insights, s entiments, and commitments the 

i ndiv idual must experience or pretend to experience" (The 

Masks o f God 4 ) . However , in creative or living mythology , 

the indiv idua l shares a truly pers onal experience or 

1 . · h ' h he attempt s t o com unic a te thr ough signs rea izat ion w ic 

or s ymbol s . If t he indiv idual' s "reali za t i on has been of a 

l· mport, h i s communicat ion will have t he certain depth a nd 



value and force of living myth- -for those, that is to say, 

who receive and respond to it of themselves, with 

recognition, uncoerced" (The Masks of God 4 ) 
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As Campbel l 's post-Jungianis explains, yths have four 

major functions . The firs t is reco ci i g waking 

consciousness t o t he fasci atio a re e o s ystery of 

the uni verse II as it is 11 
( The asks o Go ) . 
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centering and unfolding of the individual in integrity . 

in accord with that awesome ultima te mys t e ry which is both 

beyond and within himse l f and a ll things " (Th e Masks of God 

6 ) . Hawkes's The Beetle Leg and The Owl , thema tica lly as 

well as structurally, grow from Hawkes ' s ow experience of 

value ra t her t han f rom a d ic tat i ng c ra or i terary 

au t hority. Hawkes's ear l y wor k sees to correc , as doe s a 

creative myth , 

the authority 0 g 0 e s e s 0 o r s 

prod ced an e e es 0 ce 

Renewi e a c 0 se es o r e s 

to e x is e ce e e e , a 0 ce 

sha te i a e e xe a rea 

k i C C e 0 e 
o w I 

I.. ~s 0 I.. a e 
eco l 
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.... s 0 ca e 
draws 0 o l o r s s e e , 

0 0 0 s · s 0 e 
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s 0 e s e 0 0 
ca fa c e a a cce e 

e - a s: hooK, 
Ca 0 
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He loosed the hook, forcing his hand to touch the 

half-made face . His hook cracked through the 

membrane of the palate In both hands he 

picked it up, circling the softened chest inside 

of which lay the formless lungs, and stooped again 

to the water He held the body closer to 

the surface, water touched t he back of his 

knuckles, and letting go , he gently pushed it off 

as if it would turn ove r and qui ckly swim away t o 

the center of t he bankles s s t r eam . (132) 

In The Beetle Leg and The Owl , Hawkes the writer, like Luke , 

fishes out and shows us t he s hadowed side of our being jus t 

as God shows J ob Lev iathan. For Hawkes , the Book of Job, 

howeve r , has los t much of its power to communicate as it ha s 

become entrenched i n religious dogma, and in his early works 

Hawke s attempts t o retrieve the archetypa l power of the 

stor y o f J ob, as wel l as other archetypal images, by freeing 

them f rom re l igious dogma. 

Hawkes sees his works a s potential ly healing force s 

which forward the process o f the reintegration of the 

cons c i ous with the unconscious, the proce s s of Jungian 

· Hawkes expl a 1· ns hi s view of the crea tive individuation. 

l
· t helps reint egrate the di spa r a te parts of process and how 

the psyche when he discusse s the s cene from Th e Bee t le Leg 

quo ted above: 
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it is a real paradigm of what the artistic 

process should be. Th , e writer should undertake t o 

do what he finds most difficult and most threaten

ing, and then deal with these materials in such a 

way as to reintegrate them within human conscious

ness. When the protagonist of the novel seizes 

what he has caught, this aborted, fish-like form 

of dead human life, then puts it back into the 

initial floodwaters of Noah 1 s time--that, to me, 

is a parable of the creative process. (Hawkes, 

Life and Art 123 ) 

Hawkes attempts to reveal the workings of the psyche 

and man's need to integrate all aspects of the psyche. The 

Owl and The Beetle Leg present such shocking and vivid 

personal visions that they can help the reader face 

Leviathan , or the shadowed side, allowing the reintegration 

of the conscious with the unconscious. Thus The Beetle Leg 

and The Owl , like our myths and dreams, serve as a lifeline 

to our shared as well as our personal unconscious . 

While analyzing the way in which Hawkes uses mythic 

allusions and parodies traditional literary forms or how 

Hawkes reveals the neurotic, sexually fixated individual is 

instructive, these methods do not reveal fully the riches 

his works contain and which may be revealed through Jungian 

analysis. An awareness of Jungian formulation is useful in 

the analysis of literature. 
For instance, Bruno 
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Bettleheim 1 s work on autism and on th e positive nature of 

our most gruesome fairy tales, The Uses of Enchantment 
I 

relies not only on the Jungian concept of unifying the 

divided psyche but also on Claude Levi-Strauss 1 s concept of 

mythemes and is, in part, an attempt to demonstrate the need 

of the psyche for establishing shared conscious structures 

which transmit cultural values subconsciously (Levi-Strauss 

809 ) . Although Jungian theory of myth formation 

occasionally has been used in analyzing the novels and 

novellas of John Hawkes, most of the best criticism of John 

Hawkes 1 s work has either analyzed Hawkes 1 s parody of myths 

and his use of mythological allus ions or has relied heavily 

on Freudian psychology. While analyzing Hawkes 1 s use of 

mythic allusions and parodies of traditional literary forms 

or how Hawkes reveals the neurotic, sexually fixated 

individual, is enlightening such analyses do not reveal 

fully the psychological insights that his works contain. 

While some critics object to Jung 1 s concept of the 

11 collective unconscious, 11 his theory of myths and mythic 

archetypes remains a powerful tool for the analysis of 

dreams and myths which reveal, or at one time revealed, the 

psychic truths behind cultural laws and religions. 
However, 

the Co llective unconscious to describe 
Jung uses the term 

Whl.ch recur throughout time and across 
from whence myths, 

varying cultures, come. 
This recurrence of myths has not 

ted as heritage or 
satisfactorily been demonstra 
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acculturation, and thus the persistence of myth itself has 

become mythic. Perhaps we are in part driven by a psychic 

force, the collective unconscious, which we can learn to 

know even though we cannot fully control it. Nevertheless, 

whether or not we are moved by collective and deeply rooted 

impulses of a shared and universal nature, as Jung pointed 

out, we are better off knowing the truth of our inability to 

completely know or control our own nature. Desires and 

fears not necessarily sexual in na t ure certa i n l y are p a r t o f 

an extended shadowed side wh i c h we a re better off admit ting 

than ignoring. 

Although Hawkes o ft e n s peaks in Freudian terms about 

h i s wo rk, he clearly belie ves that his own works do, in a 

Jungian sense, refl ect psychic desires and fears common to 

all me n. As Hawke s himself states: 

t he wr ite r who exploits his own psychic life 

reveals the inner lives of us all, the inner 

chao s , the n e gative aspects of the personality in 

general. 
I' m a ppalled at violence, opposed to 

pain, t erri f ied of actual destructiveness . 

It isn' t tha t I'm a dvocating that we live by acts 

of vio l ence; I, myself, don't want to live the 

that our deepest inner lives 
It' s just nightmar e . 

a round s uch impulse s , which 
a r e largely organi zed 

d t d a nd u s ed . Even 
need t o b e e xpo s ed and un ers oo 

k 
Craft of conflict 165 ) 

a ppreciated . (Haw es , 
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Both Jung and Hawkes realize the paradox of the 

unconscious: that within it lies our power of creativity as 

well as our destruction 
I and in light of this, Hawkes's The 

Beetle Leg and The Owl warn against complacence and 

stagnation brought about by alienation of the conscious from 

the unconscious and the resultant fear of our own 

unrecognized psychic energy. Thus, victims of alienation 

and their fear of the unconscious, the inhabitants of The 

Beetle Leg and The Owl sever the lifeline with their 

unconscious, the creative life force, rather than delve into 

its secrets which could revital i ze their lives and allow 

them to constantly recreate themselves a nd their world . 

Instead, the inhabitants of Hawkes's ea rly works endure 

rather than create. They s ubmit to delusional systems which 

they allow themselves to believe are the result of external 

rather than internal forces. They read their myths as 

representative of externa l reality rather than psychic 

reality, or they unquestioningly adhere to laws and observe 

rituals which may once have encouraged creativity and life 

but which now entomb them. As Hawkes draws the world of the 

psychically self- entombed, he g ives us in The Beetle Leg and 

h . h can help us unders t and the dark 
The Owl living myths w ic 

· so tha t we may redeem ourselves 
desires of the unconscious 

through integration of t he 
from stagnation and impotence 

Self, both the dark and the light sides of our na ture. 



CHAPTER II 

DRAWING OUT LEVIATHAN 

Various cri t ics have pointed out that in The Beetle Leg 

Hawkes p a rodie s myths s uch as that of Isis and Osiris, the 

cowboy a nd manifest destiny, the Ga r den of Eden and Christ's 

resurrection , but they do not cons i der the wor k as what Jung 

called a living myth . Mos t critics commonly agree tha t i n 

The Beetle Leg Hawke s expresses his early belief that 

mankind is all but hopele s s in the search for meaning and 

crea t i ve poss ibility in life . Howeve r, i f v i ewed as a 

liv i ng myth, i n The Beetle Leg, Hawke s offers the reader a 

l ifeline to t he unconscious . 

As a visionary artist, Hawkes 1 The Beetle Leg c r ea t es 

an almost dream-like wo r l d w ic aro ies 0 r o worl i 

an effort to expose the t r uth e i d o r C re's 

f ossilizing , often coe r ci e The ee le Leg C io 

much like dream in whi ch our co SC 0 s desires are 
a 

allowed to surface s o tha hey a e exa e a re-

h h S lf The o e i se integrated wit t e e • 

objective correlative f o r the or 1 gs 0 

as it attempts and final l y fa i s t o s 

side of our being . 

ac s as a 

e a S C e 

ess hes a owe 

s 

In The Beetle Leg as he a te 

of the unconscious, Hawkes urges 

s ore ea 

he r eade r o as 

e wor ki gs 

e r i ght 

explore the psyche , t he s a o e 
questions, to 

the conscious s ide. He also rges exa i a io 

as we as 

of t e 
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effect s o f our dominant cultural myths on our cultural, as 

well as personal, psyche. 

In comparing Hawkes's earl k . . Y wor s with his later novel 

The Passion Artist, Carol A Mace d · ur Y argues that , 

In the ear ly fiction t he conflic t is cha r acter i zed 

by entrop i c landscapes wrecked by wa r and in t he 

later ficti on by l andscape s more and more 

disordered by the de s tructivene s s of the 

narrator's own psyche. With The Passion Artist, 

however , Hawkes brings together these two 

doma ins --by presenting both a civilization in 

coll apse and an interior excavatio into the 

p s yche. (33 0-331 ) 

She argue s t hat the entropy and stasis evident in the early 

works are the result of war, the First Word War in the case 

of The Cannibal and a war with h mankind against nature in 

the case of The Beetle Leg . However, while Hawkes's early 

works do indeed create entropic landscapes, the steri ity 

apparent in The Beetle Leg is created no o Y by a 

external war, as MacCurdy asserts , but also by a war within 

the human p syche as the citizens of Clare and 

di sastrous ly try to repress their s hadowed, unconsc ious 

istletoe 

Conscious side , fearing their 
side . The town speople's 

unconscious will swallow them up, atte pts to wal l 
th

e 

. . t ho llow ti e-wor yths. 
unconscious off by clinging O 

' 
t uide the people to an 

Unfortuna tely , t he s e myths canno g 
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understanding of themselves or their rapidly changing world. 

That hostility and eventually death prevail in the novel is 

the result of the shadowed side of the unconscious breaking 

through the cultural controls created to keep it buried. 

Unlike Hawkes's later works, the narration of The Beetle Leg 

is not related through any one c ha r a cter or f iltered through 

one dominant character's psyche, a s i s the case o f The 

Passion Artist. Howe v e r, t he hostile battle led by the 

She riff against Cap Leech and fina lly diverted to the Red 

Devil s in The Beetle Leg represents an internal, psychic 

ba ttle none t heless . Consequent y, he desolate world the 

novel p ortrays is the product of a psych ' c s ruggle rather 

than a physical battle . 

In The Beetle Leg, the mos co licated of Hawkes's 

early fiction, the people of Clare and 

to ask the right ques tions, or for ha 

at all. They fear they are upset i g w a 

s e oe are afraid 

a er a y q estions 

e sec rity 

f ' st y creating t e da they have been able to construe , 1r 

d h b hl. g behi d the · r 
t o hold back Old Lifeline an en Y 

. of Mulge a nd the Sheriff's mystification 

order . In s o doing, they a l s o de y these 

o io of 

es the 

1 d free y beca se 
possibility of living creative Ya 

aw ad 

a s Hawkes and Jung both u 
paradoxica lly, 

ersta d, "the 

1 offers freedo ad a 
uncons cious s imultaneous Y 

(MacCurdy 3 2 6 ) . 

ihi ation " 
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The dam which the people f 

o Clare and Mistletoe have 

built creates a sterile wasteland 
rather than a fertile 

valley as it slowly inches toward 
destruction, and the dam 

becomes 

. a vision of life contai'ned within deathly 
confines. Man-made, it suppresses, by analogy, 

the primitive flow and force of existence. 

in their instinctual, evolutionary nature, 

suggested by the image of the beetle's leg, 

These, 

cause 

the dam to move, threatening eventual explosion 

and annihilation after centuries of being dammed 

up. (O'Donnell 63) 

While literal annihilation by flooding if the dam 

breaks threatens the people of Clare and Mistletoe, 

O'Donnell points out that external nature is not the 

greatest threat. The greatest threat to the townspeople is 

their self-imposed repression of the unconscious as 

evidenced when Luke is confronted by a child's awe of the 

Red Devils. Luke's response, typical of the town's attitude 

toward their unconscious, is ''We don't want to hear about 

it" (63). Fearing their unconscious will swall ow them up, 

the people of Clare and Mistletoe obsess about Mulge-

disloyal husband and errant son assumed to have died in a 

mud slide--as though he were endowed with a mystical power 

that could save them. They also submit to a dictatorial 

sheriff who creeps about the desert in search of "them 
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people too easy found doing things a man can't talk about, 

things that happened or not dependi' ng on h h wet er you arrived 

five minutes early or five minutes late" ( ) 8 . Ferreting out 

fornicators before they are able to copulate is the 

Sheriff's primary task as the laws which he enforces call 

for the acquiescence of the townspeople to a culturally 

imposed castration of their psyche, leaving them emotionally 

and creatively impotent. For the inhabitants of Clare and 

Mistletoe, like the characters of Shirley Jackson's "The 

Lottery, 11 submission to laws whose purpose they have 

forgotten is easier than exert ing themselve s toward freedom 

through scrutiny and then constructive assimilation of t he 

unconscious with the conscious, the dark with the light . 

Nonetheless, the psychic force they fear is ever present 

regardless of the measures taken to hide it and to keep it 

at bay. 

In The Beetl e Leg, the inhabitants of Clare and 

Mistletoe seek salvation in the de ification of an 

L They obsess about him, unfortunate dead man, Mulge ampson. 

and the town barber ma intains a s hrine of relics attesting 

t o Mulge's sainthood : 

His razor was 
spread open before the s having mug 

f Christmas paper, marked on a square o 

card tied to it with ye llow s tring . A 

by a little 

nick had 

l
· n the bone handle and there was 

been cracked 
the blade like that etched upon a 

scrollwork on -



naval sword . 

could be touched 
I 
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and for fifty cents the relics 

a hooked shadow here, a 

bristling object on its back, gilt flowers on 

porcelain. ( 72) 

While the barber doesn't sell the relics, as Chaucer's 

Pardoner does, 
11 
there's postcards of them at Estrellita, s 11 

(72) which may be bought, and Ma grudgingly makes do with 

these pictorial copies of Mulge's belongings. 

Like the two Marys of the New Testament, Mary the 

mother of Christ and Mary Magdalene seeking the body of 

Christ, Ma searches for the entombed Mul ge , moving over his 

earthen grave, divining stick in hand. But unl i ke t he 

Biblical myth of the two Marys, in Hawkes ' s myth Ma i s 

unable to find the savior or s pea k with him upon hi s 

resurrection because, like a ll the citi zens of Cl a re and 

Mistletoe, she misses the significa nce of their 

mystification of Mulge as s he wa lks the dam crying out , 

"'Oh, Mulge. Where are you Mulge?'" (118 ) . The narrator of 

The Beetle Leg describes Ma ' s sea rch for Mulge: 

t he f la t of her apron , fa ce But eyes staring a t 

'ff fi' ngers, s he coul d not hea r the buried in sti 

1 the c l ose delibe ra te opening of quiet footfal , 

h Parting of t he weeds. the earth, t e 

not see behind her. ( 12 O) 

She cou ld 

quiet f ootfa l l or the opening of 
Ma is unable to hear the 

b s he is unable . f the weeds ecause 
the earth and the parting 0 



22 
to recognize the need for 

psychic regeneration, and the 

cons t an t reintegration of the conscious with the 

unconscious. She seeks a h · 1 P ysica rather than psychic 

presence; she has cut herself off from her inner voice, the 

unconscious. 

Like Ma, the inhabitants of Clare and Mistletoe are no 

longer able to hear their inner voice. Inhabiting a self

made psychic as well as a physical wasteland, the people in 

The Beetle Leg are condemned to sterility because they have 

placed their salvation in the hands of a powerless savior, 

Mulge, rather than saving themselves. Thus they wait for a 

literal resurrection which will never come, although a 

psychic resurrection or rebirth might occur within 

themselves and their society if they heed the unconscious 

rather than attempt to isolate and bury its power. 

In The Beetle Leg, the inhabitants of Clare and 

Mistletoe retreat from life to become the living dead. 

Living in the shadow of the dam that may collapse at any 

· of Clare and Mistletoe are brought moment, the inhabitants 

together only by their mystification of Mulge as they 

Of What has become a coercive retreat behind the product 

rather than a living myth. They wait for Mulge's 

. and it alone, will restore resurrection as though it, 

As they watch the seismographic 
meaning to their lives. 

the dam has shifted a "beetle's 
needle which indicates that 

leg every several anniversaries" 
(6B), the people of Clare 



23 
and Mi s tl etoe pay homage to a myth 

which robs them of their 
spi r ituality. Their mythology has become 

life threatening 
rather than life sustaining. Th 

ey choose to ease the pain 
of their existence by anesthetizing 

themselves with an 
impotent religion rather than part · • . 

icipating in life's 

creation. About religion in regard t h' 
0 is work, Hawkes 

explains: 

I think that religion does indeed depend on 

repression, on the lawful arranging of one's life, 

and also offers consolations that let us off the 

hook. I do not believe in any kind of god or any 

kind of afterlife, obviously. It seems to me 

necessary to live by creating our own contexts 

within the constant knowledge of the imminence of 

annihilation. (Hawkes, Craft of Conflict 160-161 ) 

Creating their own contexts within the constant knowledge of 

their imminent annihilation is exactly what the people of 

Clare and Mistletoe cannot do, and unlike Hawkes's later 

first person narrators, the people of Clare and Mistletoe 

are unable to examine their personal history or to actively 

shape their own world. 

In The Beetle Leg, the townspeople's attempt to build 

the dam in a sense castrates nature, and this attempt to 

tame nature, and by analogy the unconscious, fails. The 

a fertile delta, has on the 
dam, originally built to produce 

the trickle of a choked-off 
low side left a desert with only 
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river running through it and on the high side a drowned 

garden of Eden. The townspeople know that eventually, in 

spite of what they tell tourists, the dam will give way, and 

as O'Donnell explains: 

The body buried in the dam s uggests a comi c 

reversal of the myth of progress, as the flawed 

structure moves annua lly toward its inevitable 

destruction. man is impr i soned by his own 

technological dream and myth , s ubject to habitua l 

and instinctual outbu rs ts of violence or to inane 

rituals which are tot a lly i co gr e wi his 

failed quest t o contro l a d co q er he 

intractable l and . (O ' Do e 65-66 ) 

The townspeop le a re unable o c r ea e i e f r o t e 

wat e r o f Old Life l i ne , the rive r he y a e co e of . B 

of heir mo r e importantly, t hey have a soc oke 

unconscious whi c h, a na logous t o te r i er , is eir c r ea i e 

l if e line . Like the ternporari y co ta e 

Lifeline , the shadowed s ide wi i e a 

break through its f eeb l e darn . 

The darn which holds Mulge's bo is 

While the da 
as a sarcophagus of mud . 

it is t he towns eo 
grave, metaphorically 

s 

o er o O 

ad io e y 

e s c r e 

i era y 

y Ha es 

lge's 

e ' s gra e. T s 

the · r ear ier 
f t he t ownspeop ea 

t he creative power o 
. 1 · zed and emerged" ( 6 7 ) . 

plans "had stopped, fossi l 
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As John Kuehl points out i'n Th c f f . 

e ra t o Conflict, "In 
The Beetle Leg, Mulge's personal fault f · 

o marrying an 

elderly mother-surrogate becomes analogous to Mistletoe's 

communal fault of damming up the river, since both block 

natural forces. Jehovah punishes Adam and Eve for their 

carnality, but Hawkes, who inverts original sin, punishes 

Mulge and Mistletoe for their sterility" (36). The 

Sheriff's attempts to control sexual activity and the 

townspeople's submission to his authority is far more than 

the repression of human sexuality. For Hawkes sexuali ty, 

like evil, is a powerful metaphor: 

It's true that all of my fiction does depend on 

the conflict between sexual or life possibility 

and drives toward destruction and death. A kind 

of death-ridden fiction, I s uppose, but much of 

the negative sexual material--what Albe rt Guerard 

called the landscape of sexual apathy--is a 

metaphor of the destruc tiveness of the force s 

Us and therefore of our inability working against 

to love. Words, I don't think that I'm In other 

. 1 'ti'ng about castration, say. simp y wri 
When we 

. psychic life, certainly I'm talk about the inner 

with childhood fears, fears of 
trying to deal 

being devoured, 

suppose, desires 

(Hawkes, 

helmed punished, and also, I overw ' 

Oneself toward freedom to exert 

Craft of Conflict 16 6 ) 
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townspeople is the will to 
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di s obey the Sheriff and his perverse s ense of 
law and order 

whi ch focuses on stamping out carnal desires. 
Only the 

rekindling of their sexuality, whi' ch · 
is a symbol of creative 

Poss i bility and the wi'll t 1· 
o ive, can save the townspeople. 

In the Beetle Leg, Hawkes impli e s that only t he s exual 

act wit h the brassy, crass, middle -c l as s Lou can save the 

t own; and in so doing, Hawkes cha llenges the core of our own 

pur i t anism by choosing Lou t o repre s ent the potential f or 

s alva tion . Therefore, an unders t and i ng of Lou , l arge l y 

i gnored by criti c s, is vita l to a f ull apprecia tion of 

Hawkes' s accompli s hment in The Bee tle Leg and of Hawke s 's 

condemna tion o f c as trating myt hs as opposed to creative, 

l i v ing myt hs. 

A deci de dly unChris t - li ke f igure, Lou, wearer of the 

crucifix, the premier s ymbol of Christia sacrifice and 

rebirth , face s the uncons cious and recognizes its power, and 

thus she represent s the poss ibility for salvation from 

living death . Wi. t h no saving grace except her Lou Camper, 

and des ire for life, is so procreative powe r , energy, 

has been bitten by a ratt esnake, ca l l ous that a fter her s on 

. t he car radio. This s ha llow her main conce rn i s with t uning 

fr why Lou's function as a callousness part i all y accounts 0 

. f i· n the nove l has regenerative orce 
been l a r gely ignor ed by 

critics. However , 
characters i s a t ypica l none of Hawkes ' s 

h . n likeable. ero or ne c e ssarily eve 
Hawke s himse lf has 



27 
pointed out that as a writer h f' 

e 1nds the foremost values in 
the most demeaned lives as he k 

sees to move us toward 
greater compassion. 

The only true outsider, her husband and Cap Leech both 

hav ing been in Mistletoe before L 
, ou is also the only 

character with a lust for life . He r creative power as 

evidenced by her imagination, sens ua lity, and f ertil i ty 

offers the inhabitants thei r only chance for rebirth . 

Although Lou is a tacky , callous woman, she a lone bears the 

cr oss, a detail mentioned s everal times. She wears green 

s i lk slacks, a de t a i l which Hawkes repea t s several time s, 

emphasiz ing he r sen s ua l i ty and ferti lity. 

Lou looks f orwa rd t o danc ing a nd enters the women's 

poker game r ather tha n passively wa tching the others play . 

In t he game, s he takes chance s and is a "reckless player" 

the l ikes of which Thegna, the cook, had never sat with 

"before now" ( 7 5 ) . Her imaginat ion a live , Lou envisions the 

ca rd game tak i ng place on a river boat complete with 

chandelie rs, a nd s he "heard the r inging on the river, 

smelled tobacco a nd gl as s tumblers of brandY" (?S ) · 

· n-like voice the voice of Her vision i s d i s turbed by a sire ' 

the uncons c i ous , calling out, 

now?" ( 75 ) 

"Oh, Lou, Lou, where's he at 

· n estions, Lou a tt empts to 
Ta k i ng c hances a nd aski g qu 

and that of Clare and 
underst a nd her husband' s pa St 

Mistletoe . 
l · t of t he present as well . t he rea 1 Y She questi ons 
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as the past. Thus she holds the key 

to discovering not only 
why the town has become stagnant but 

how she is endangered 
by it. Her desire to seek answers t h . 

o er own questions 

about the world prepares her for self d' 
- iscovery and allows 

her the possibility of escaping the mistakes made by the 

rest of the people of Clare and Mistletoe, although Hawkes 

leaves us to wonder about her fate as the writer must wonder 

about the reader's. 

In The Beetle Leg, when Lou i s lef t in town by her 

husband, she speaks with male wor kers who s eem sexually 

attracted to her, but only one goe s s o far as t o lightly rub 

his finger over her slacks. None of the men can muster 

enough courage to engage her. Intimidated by her sexuality 

the men attempt to ignore her, and Bohn, Cap Leech's adopted 

son, when he senses her s ens uality, fertility and power, 

looks at her once and then "never looked at her again" (55 ) . 

Instead of being drawn t o her and her sexua potency, the 

men of the town fear and avoid her: 

He shied, big and ha lting as he was, at the web 

flyl ess s l acks and at the emerald texture of the 

tha t lived and breathed, but further at apparatus 
• the middle of her chest, the metal relic bur ied in 

the s ilk , in its mode s t wedge . 
visible through 

At 

1 cross in Mistletoe, Lou 
that time it was the on y 

seve ra l who gather in the 
the only woman despite 

cook's room for cards. (56) 
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In order to avoid her stare, the men talk of Mulge and 

answer her questions about her husband as though she 

referred to Mulge rather than her husband, Camper. Whenever 

threatened, the men turn to the mythic image of Mulge for 

security. By having the men respond to her as though she 

were asking about Mulge, Hawkes juxtaposes Lou's vitality 

against the townspeople's sterile deification of Mulge, 

making clearer how the people of the town are trapped by 

their hollow myth. Thus trapped, the people of Clare and 

Mistletoe are closed to the regenera tive power which Lou 

offers. 

During the scene between Lou and several men of the 

town, in one of his few editoria l comments, the omniscient 

narrator states: 

In this 

the men 

There was no flood but of light, and in the light 

no clash of cocks or bodies, only the lime glass 

h whispering relations with garden and woman w ose 

the S itt ing men could have sacked as any one of 

has the accident which, little and exposed as muc 

d had rocked the little with a clap of lan' 

purgatory. (102) 

h narrator implies passage, t e that had even one of 

with Lou the town might committed the sexual act 

than it had from its have benefitted spiritually more 

mystification of Mulge. 
. . the sexual act with By engaging in 

. thus escaping their 
1 • · ng aga in, Lou, they might have begun ivi 
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salvation comes from life and crea ·
0 

. 
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