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William Todd Schultz

An "Orpheus
Complex" in Two
Writers - of-Loss

For Rick Schultz

There is a painÂ—so utterÂ—
It swallows substance upÂ—
Then covers the Abyss with TranceÂ—
So Memory can step
AroundÂ—acrossÂ—upon itÂ—
As one within a SwoonÂ—

Goes safelyÂ—where an open eyeÂ—
Would drop HimÂ—Bone by Bone.
Â—Emily Dickinson

The equation between loss or abandonment and creativity has
attracted special attention at least since Freud wrote his personal
and problematic paper on Leonardo (see Elms). In the minds of
many, art and trauma of some kind have come to form an
unshakable union. For example, Rose holds that writers write to
restore the original oneness of self and other which was sacrificed
during separation. To Rose, "author and novel together are
mother and child, rejoined in bodily completeness, perfection,
and immortality" (123). Less broadly, in a study of the "literal
recreation" and tone of trauma in the works of Poe, Magritte,
Wharton, Hitchcock, and Bergman, Terr concludes that early
trauma functions "as a leitmotif in the grand opuses of the great"
(546). Haynal reports that numerous writersÂ—he cites Joyce and
ProustÂ—found themselves unable to produce anything of lasting
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value until after their fathers had died, and that loss broadly
defined constitutes a necessary condition for creative activity.
Finally, Kanzer offers a list of artists affected specifically by
parental lossÂ—through death or abandonmentÂ—that includes
such luminaries as Baudelaire, Dostoyevski, Rousseau, Tolstoy,
Keats, Wordsworth, Swift, Moliere, and Camus.

Of course, not every artist has experienced loss, and not every-

body who experiences loss becomes, ipso facto, an artist. Or to put
it a little differently, for every list of artists touched by early
trauma, a second list could be constructed of those not so affected

(whether the second list would be shorter, and what it might
mean if it were, I leave open for debate). Even so, it does seem to
hold demonstrably true that for a select set of artists, loss represents a mobilizing experience. They come to creativity by way of
loss, and then use their developing creative powers either to make
sense of or to replay that loss imaginatively.
This article is an effort to explore the effect of loss on personality structure and creativity as revealed through the lives of two
writers, James Agee and Jack Kerouac, each of whomÂ—given,
among other things, a fascination with an irrecoverable past, an
abiding and ultimately self-destructive grief, and a mournfulnessÂ—display what might justifiably be termed an "Orpheus

Complex."1 In reference to the famous actuarial classification by
Kluckhohn and MurrayÂ—"every man is in certain respects like
all other men, like some other men, and like no other man"Â—my
aim in hypothesizing an "Orpheus Complex" is to suggest how
the writer-of-loss may resemble some other writers: namely, writers who when young experienced a death in the family. I have
tried to think through the lived life to theory: in Alexander's
terms, to let the data reveal themselves and to ask the data a
question. Towards that end, Agee and Kerouac serve as exemplars, as shadows by which to perceive the multifaceted thing
itself. Their lives provide data for a profile that can serve as a
model for understanding a subset of creative thinkers.
The focus on writers is not intended to be limiting. Grounded
in facts of personality rather than artistic mode, the model should
be (with slight modification) applicable across media. At the same
time, because writers leave behind relatively thorough records of
thought and reaction, and in most cases use writing to explore
themes of emotional significance, a search for clues embedded in
their development seems a propitious place to begin.
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The Phenomenology of Loss in the Orpheus Paradigm

James Agee's father died in a one-car accident when Agee was six
years old; Jack Kerouac's brother Gerard died at age nine of rheumatic fever when Kerouac was four. In each of these cases, it is
easy to identify a later tendency towards the creative repetition of
documented life events. For instance (and most superficially),
both Kerouac and Agee wrote books of "fiction" about the real
death in the family. Why? To what end? Is there something about
the early experience of death that impels a creative reaction?
For Agee, Jay Agee's death became what Medard Boss calls an
"existential a priori" or life theme, looming mercilessly on the
horizon of much of what Agee said and did, particularly in his
creative work. The rending sound of the car as his father drove it
off in the middle of the night on his way to his own father's bedside, the crash and the hypothesized reasons for it (a loose cotter
pin? drunkenness? asleep at the wheel?), the miniscule blue bruise
on his dead father's chin, all these images appear again and again
in Agee's film scripts, poems, and novels, as if he were impulsively
trying to make them right, or as if by replaying them in his imagination they might somehow summon his father back, at least in
memory or spirit. It may be said that Agee's life and mind were
defined contingently, in relation to a tragedy that he never adequately made sense of or relieved himself of the blame for.
Agee himself is no less direct when it comes to speaking of his
feelings for his father, although he expressed these feelings infrequently, and usually in the preface to or notes for creative work.
The plans for Agee's last, unfinished book, A Death in the Family,
convey, in their necessarily limited way, clear sentiments:
"Theme: I worship him: I fail him: I need his approval: he is
killed: everything is changed" (qtd. in Doty 106). At another
point, Agee writes that "All his life, as he had begun during recent
years to realize, had been shaped above all else by his father and
his father's absence."This last remark is especially telling since, as
Doty relates, Agee was psychoanalyzed by Frances Wickes for a
"year or two" around 1948, the period during which he made
plans for A Death in the Family. Considering that fact, the insight
with regard to recent realizations may have been prompted by
insights gained during analytic sessions.
A Death in the Family was meant to be nothing but a factual
restoration of the event of Agee's father's death, as best as Agee
could represent it in fictional form. Before beginning he wrote,
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This book is chiefly a remembrance of my childhood, and a
memorial to my father; and I find that I value my childhood and
my father as they were, as well and as exactly as I can remember
and represent them, far beyond any transmutation of these matters
which I have made, or might make, into poetry or fiction. I know
that I am making the choice most dangerous to an artist, in valuing
life above art. . . . Within the limitations imposed by this plan ... I
shall. . . use such varieties of artfulness as seem appropriate.
(Short Prose 125-26)

In manuscript notes Agee underscores this intention: "He should
go back into those years. As far as he could remember; and everything he could remember; nothing he had learned or done since;
nothing except (so well as he could remember) what his father
had been as he had known himself [sic], and what he had seen
with his own eyes, and supposed with his own mind" (qtd. in
Doty 86-7).
This explicit insistence on veridicality, on the intensely faithful
reproduction of past experience exactly as it happened, lies at the
heart of almost all of Agee's writing. He repeatedly placed the
highest value on inventing nothing, on telling everything possible
as accurately as possible, in order to perceive simply "the cruel
radiance of what is" (Agee and Evans 11). Agee's commitment to
reproducing what had been goes far beyond the mere use of autobiographical elements in his fiction. He seemed to be a writer
possessed by a purely unimaginative, or what he himself occasionally called an "anti-artistic," vision of what writing was or
could be. Rather than inventing it anew, Agee desired passionately and consistently to describe what he had done or lived
throughÂ—nothing more.
Thus the memory of Jay Agee's death not only became the subject of an entire novelÂ—A Death in the FamilyÂ—but also figured
prominently in every single one of Agee's major creative works,
even when its appearance seemed incongruous. Examples of the
latter are the intrusions of personal memory that run through
large portions of Let Us Now Praise Famous Men, a nonfictional
work about Southern sharecroppers. No matter what the topic,
Agee returned to the one memory which provided the chief impetus for his creative need. In the terminology of dream language,
one might say that Agee's father was his constant latent content.
And just as in interpreting a dream, sometimes Agee understood
his motivationsÂ—the part played by his lost fatherÂ—and other
times he didn't.
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A final example may clarify the point. In The Morning Watch, a
novella concerning the "grave and holy" early morning hours of

Good Friday, Agee's child-self Rufus spends much of his time
trying "as hard as he could to realize what was happen-

ing . . . what a special night this was" (28). For Agee, the uncanniness of the day, the mixture of awe and dread, was something
like "the feeling of his birthday, and of Christmas, and of Easter,
and it was still more like the feeling he now seldom and faintly

recalled, during the morning just after he learned of his father's
death, and during the day he was buried" (130). Earlier in the

book, while trying to comprehend the significance of God's
death, Agee/Rufus again turns to the image of his father as a
means of making sense of the incomprehensible:
Still beyond all other stillnesses, he saw as freshly as six years
before his father's prostrate head and, through the efforts to hide
it, the mortal blue dent in the impatient chin. He remembered
within this instant how for the first time he had been convinced,
and how eternally convincing it had been, when he saw how
through that first full minute of looking his father had neither

stirred nor spoken, and how the powerful right hand had lain half
open against the exact center of his body; the cloth of his coat was
not moved by any breathing and it was as if the hand were only a
magically expert imitation of a hand, a hand of wax and, now looking again at the head, lips and face of wax, a dent of wax, a head of
wax immense upon this whole rich waxen hair. Dead, the word
came again, and shutting his eyes he prayed swiftly for his father
the prayer of all his childhood, God bless daddy and keep him
close to Thee and may light perpetual shine upon him, Amen; and
casually, obliviously, as a trout into shadow, the image and memory vanished. It is our Lord's day today, he said to himself, but at
this moment he could see neither face, that of his father, or that of
his Lord; only the words returned, "God: Death." (48-9)

These passages intrude upon a text that otherwise constitutes a
taut, carefully focused account of a few days in the life of a young
boy at a religious school. Such isolation of an element from surface content is, along with repetition, a strong indicator of the
importance of textual data (Alexander). Agee's father stands out.
Kerouac's case is similar. His brother Gerard was diagnosed
with rheumatic fever in 1924, and died ofthat illness two years
later, when Jack Kerouac was four years old. Household life
apparently "revolved around the invalid," who spent most of his
time in bed. By all available accounts Gerard was an extraordi-
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nary child. "Gentle and outgoing," he won many friends, produced precociously sensitive drawings, exhibited striking
compassion towards animals in particularÂ—nursing a trapped
mouse back to health, for instanceÂ—and in time achieved, both
in the eyes of his religiously devout mother and the nuns who
taught him, a kind of "martyred sainthood" (Nicosia 25).

It appears, then, that Gerard was perceived by many in strictly
idealized terms. Kerouac biographers stress his mother's continuous references to Gerard's superiority, and Kerouac himself
declares "Judas is me, Jesus is Gerard" {Letters 282). Jack
responded even before Gerard's death by beginning to experience

obliquely hallucinatory "visions."2 Around the same time, according to Clark, Kerouac "attempted to replace his lost brother by
making up little silent movies in the family parlor" (1 l).The movies apparently rarely ended, most of them being "continued next
week." The young Kerouac's unwillingness to seek denouement,

his clinging to the imaginary even as early as age four, anticipates
an intrapsychic function of his later fiction. In the real world, life

ends, including a life as holy as Gerard's; the world of symbols,
however, can be extended without limit.
" I am made of loss," Kerouac once confessed, "I have not been
the same since my brother Gerard died, when I was four" {Visions

of Cody 359). Identical sentiments are expressed repeatedly
throughout Kerouac's recently published letters. John Clellon
Holmes dubbed Kerouac "The Great Rememberer," and friends
in school gave him the moniker "Memory Babe" (Hipkiss; Charters). Given that Kerouac's fiction is marked, like Agee's, by a
tenacious commitment to recording reality, these descriptions

seem especially apt; in fact, in Visions of Cody Kerouac literally
transcribes lengthy sections of recorded speech in order to achieve
a sort of enhanced verisimilitude. Kerouac's chief aim as a writer

was to compose what he came to call the "Duluoz Legend," a
mythopoetic portrait of his life as he recalled it. Sounding strik-

ingly like Agee, he describes the project as "a lifetime of writing
about what I'd seen with my own eyes, told in my own words,
according to the style I decided on . . . and put all together as a
contemporary record for future times to see what really happened
and what people really thought" (Vanity of Duluoz 195). He
repeats roughly the same idea in various contexts, once declaring
that he intended to "collect all my work and re-insert my pantheon of uniform names, leave the long shelf full of books there,

and die happy" (Big Sur preface).

Schultz

AN "ORPHEUS COMPLEX"

377

This careful attention to the past as it happened, the need to
"accept lostness forever," as Kerouac would later put it, commenced with Gerard's death, for as Kerouac himself explains,
"the whole reason why I ever wrote at all and drew breath to bite
in vain with pen of ink, great gad with indefensible Usable pencil,
because of Gerard, the idealism, Gerard the religious heroÂ—
'Write in honor of his death' (Ecrivez pour l'amour de son mort)
(as one would say, for the love of God)" (Visions of Gerard 132).
Charles Jarvis, a childhood friend of Jack's and Gerard's, appears
to agree, writing (a bit hyperbolically, one would have to say) that
it was Gerard who "fashioned the great riffs that are Kerouac's
novels" (see French 65).
Agee sought out father-figures, such as Father Flye, a priest he
came to know as a child and corresponded with throughout his
life, and Charlie Chaplin, whom Agee idealized and became good
friends with. Kerouac seemed to seek out Â¿>ror/zer-figures, chief
among them Neal Cassady. Again this point is made emphatically
by Kerouac himself, who writes that "Cody," Neal's fictional
alter-ego throughout the Duluoz Legend, "is the brother I lost"
(Visions of Cody 318). Considering that the largest piece of the
"legend"Â—apart from Kerouac's life itself, which shines dully
somewhere off-centerÂ—is the imposing presence of Cassady, a
trickster saint who shows up in nearly every one of Kerouac's
books, it seems clear that in writing of Neal, Kerouac is also writing of Gerard in a certain elemental sense. French argues that a
good portion of the "legend" relates to Kerouac's efforts to
"replace his sanctifying identification with Gerard with some adequate substitute" (63). In fact, it is not too much to suggest that
for Kerouac, Neal's existence takes over where Gerard's ends.
Neal becomes the sequel of the image, Gerard's second act.
Not surprisingly, then, when Kerouac first heard of Cassady's
death in 1968, he refused to believe it, convinced himself it was
some kind of stunt. By this time the symbolic had dwarfed the
real. Kerouac began to write again, planning a book about the
last decade of his life. For Kerouac, as for Agee, remembering,
not life itself, was life. Remembering was the bulwark against
death, the denial of the body and its inevitable decay.
Repetition, Restitution, and the Nostalgia Fetish
Two questions in particular need to be answered before going
ahead with the Orpheus profile: What is the relationship between
what I have been calling, somewhat noncommitally, the impulse to
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recollect and Freud's idea of repetition compulsion? And, what function (or functions) does the impulse to recollect perform for the
person strenuously doing the recollecting? Since the first question
would seem to be more fundamental, mostly because it requires
taking a stand on the role of the ego in the recollection process, I
begin with it.
As described by Laplanche and Pontalis and with landmark
sensitivity by Bibring, Freud through his own doing created a
great deal of conceptual confusion with the repetition compulsion. He often used the term in antithetical senses and to sub-

sume manifestly different behaviors. In the words of Laplanche
and Pontalis, "the concept reflects all the hesitations, the dead
ends, and even the contradictions of Freud's speculative hypotheses" (78). A large part of the difficulty has to do with whether the
compulsion to repeat truly operates "beyond the pleasure principle," as Freud would have it, or whether it might somehow be
situated within the pleasure principle per seÂ—as a form, for
example, of masochism. Other problemsÂ—and these are the ones
most critical to my argumentÂ—revolve around the question of
ego involvement.
Bibring has made perhaps the most nuanced attempt to save
the repetition compulsion from conceptual implosion. In his view,
repetition phenomena are brought about under certain conditions
of the ego. While the compulsive element of the repetitionÂ—the
tendency to preserve traumatic situationsÂ—is still attributed to
fixation-prone instinctual drives, the restitutive elementÂ—that is,
the way in which traumatic impressions are undone through
repeated reproduction of the traumatic episode and simultaneous
gradual discharge of associated tensionsÂ—is, a la Bibring, egoengineered. It bears mentioning that both tendenciesÂ—the repetitive and the restitutiveÂ—played roughly equal parts in Freud's

original conception of the compulsion to repeat.3
What we have, then, is this. The ego guides the impulse to recollect trauma and to repeat that recollection in various forms and
various contexts in order to "work-off," in Bibring's terms, traumatic anxiety. The repeated revival of memory allows the ego to
disperse painful tensions, and at the same time to detach libido
from lost objectsÂ—in this case Jay Agee or Gerard Kerouac.
Therefore, when I say that Agee and Kerouac each had an impulse
to recollect, I am speaking of an impulse managed by the ego and
steered, however successfully, in the direction of restitution.
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Especially when repression is absent, as is true of the memories of
both Agee and Kerouac, reminiscence represents an ego-based
effort "to assimilate an experience by reliving it in the imagination," and is a "later, more spiritual form of the . . . earlier archaic
attempt to dispatch our experiences" (Bibring 510-11).
What function or functions does repeated recollection perform? I have already hinted at three possibilities, namely the slow,
bit-by-bit dispersal or discharge of painful tensions, the detachment of adhesive libido from the lost object, and the assimilation
of poorly understood experience into the total working personality. Other functions include what has been called an "adaptation
to danger." That is, under conditions of trauma, the ego sometimes reworks past experience "as a warning and as a consolation"
(501). Active recollection makes the confusing or dangerous
understood or benign. And in ideal instances, to use Bibring's
phrase, "the painful element [of the memory] is wrought into
pleasure in the manifestations of art," in the sense that "even if
the content of the repeated is unpleasant the repetition serves the
pleasurable tendency of the ego to achieve mastery" (509, 516).
These functions find incidental support from recent research
on the subject of "self-defining memory," which is characterized
as any affectively intense, vivid, repeated autobiographical memory linked to other memories and focused on "enduring concerns
or unresolved conflicts" (Singer and Salovey 12). Clearly, the
memories of Agee and Kerouac are of this self-defining type. But,
at least superficially, their memories are negative. How might
repetitive recall of a negative self-defining memory lead to pleasure? Essentially by way of a kind of fervid re-imagination. In the
words of Singer and Salovey, "whether consciously or unconsciously,
subjects return to [negative] topics in memory... to recast the
meaning of previous events or to re-imagine them in a way that is
more palatable to their self-image" (41; my emphasis). The unrevived troubling memory plagues the mind, producing unpleasure;
the revived troubling memory, when confronted and questioned,
or when merely re-imagined, allows for not only a gradual discharge of tension, but a certain sort of pleasurable mastery.
Apart from the demonstrable fact of imaginative repetition,
both Agee and Kerouac are distinguished by the professed, and
somewhat odd, need to remember as faithfully as possible. The
objective seems to be to record past realities, not to construct
alternative worlds. Both writers openly loathed the "phony,"
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struggled to free their technique from falsifying components, and
accorded "reality" the highest position in their respective aesthetics. Agee's model was the camera and the silent movie; Kerouac
invented "spontaneous prose," an anticraft that resembled, more
than anything else, Freud's free-association. In each case, the
truth of memory took precedence over the fictive. As Agee
declares in Let Us Now Praise Famous Men, "for in the immediate
world, everything is to be discerned, for him who can discern it,
and centrally and simply, without either dissection into science,
or digestion into art, but with the whole of consciousness, seeking
to perceive it as it stands . . . and all of consciousness is shifted
from the imagined, the revisive, to the effort to perceive simply
the cruel radiance of what is" (11).
According to some, capturing that "cruel radiance" requires an
apprehension of loss, or at least of loss's imminence. Nabokov,
for instance, writes that "Beauty plus pity, that is the closest we
can get to a definition of art. Where there is beauty there is pity
for the simple reason that beauty must die: beauty always dies,
the manner dies with the matter, the world dies with the individual" (251). OthersÂ—Keats, for oneÂ—render similar judgments,
and the field of aesthetics has pursued the relationship between
death and beauty for centuries at least. My intent is not to enter
that difficult debate. For now, suffice it to say that in the fictions
of Agee and Kerouac, truth rendered is death rendered.4
Finally, and paradoxically, while they devote themselves to the
truth of the past in all its nebulae, and put a premium on the
faithful reproduction of memory, these writers nonetheless operate from within a dominant nostalgiaÂ—what Agee called the
"nostalgic drift of memory and imagination" (Agee and Evans
225). On a par with Orpheus himself, the fury with which Agee
and Kerouac dedicate themselves to "lostness," as Kerouac felicitously put it, suggests a sort of nostalgia fetishÂ—what Milos Kundera is referring to when he writes "In the sunset of dissolution,
everything is illuminated by the aura of nostalgia." Taking Freud as
a starting point, Becker argues that artful fetishization constitutes
the quintessential means of rising above the physical constraints of
the body, of responding to the dreadful finitude of death and decay.
With "creative fetishism"Â—the establishment of a focal point from
which our lives can draw power and meaning, according to
BeckerÂ—we spiritualize the corporeal and construct an "aura of
fascination" that transforms threatening facts. The fetish is some-
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times employed dramatically or ritualistically, towards the end of
transcendence. In words that bring to mind the intensity of Agee
and Kerouac, Becker describes how a fetishist's pleasure "depends
on a minutely correct staging of the scene; any small detail or failure to conform to the precise formula spoils the whole thing. The
right words have to be pronounced at the right time" (238).
Cultivating an object of memory, vigorously recalling a stretch
of time, an episode, or the phenomenology of a life, has the effect
of taming reality at the same time that it captures it. Death is the
birth of the image, and the image promises a kind of life, however
evanescent. Moreover, to idealize the image is to steel it against
the impositions of biological truth. "The child has no anxiety
about losing things," writes Rilke. "Whatever has once been lit up
in love remains as an image, never more to be lost, and the image
is possession; that is why children are so rich." In the broadest
sense, nostalgia amounts to an unconsciously rooted longing for a
pretraumatic state, or for what Erikson called the "infantile paradise," that very early period of life when the symbiotic child participates in his parents' omnipotence (Childhood and Society 250).
The fictions of Agee and Kerouac, therefore, share an intellectual
insistence on the veridical, the apodictic, what is and nothing
more, and an emotional proneness towards nostalgia, towards a
reality characterized by the absence of trauma, populated by
omnipotent objects. With that realization in mind, the final elements of this hypothesized Orpheus Complex can be dealt with
relatively briefly. In addition to repetition/restitution, they are
truth-seeking, poignancy, hero-making, and frenzy.
Truth-Seeking

What I mean to capture here is a searching, philosophical attitude, a loss-rooted urge to enter into questions about the nature
of reality, and for this type of writer, what it means to represent
the world in wordsÂ—the motive force for which is only fleetingly
or unclearly understood, if at all. I have already described how
both Agee and Kerouac spent vast amounts of time on artistic
methodology. Agee, in particular, held strong opinions on this
subject, and included a lengthy examination of the aim of writing
in Let Us Now Praise Famous Men. In a fashion that paradoxically
undermines his own project, Agee concludes that words fail to do
what we ask them to do, and that music, photography, and silent
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moviesÂ—wordless mediumsÂ—stand a better chance of capturing
reality than imaginative or nonimaginative writing.
Agee and Kerouac both began insistently to question religion,
for instance, shortly after their experiences with early loss. Both
had difficulty reconciling the idea of a merciful God with the fact
that a loved one had been taken away senselessly. This is hardly
remarkable, although such questioning at the ages of six and four,
respectively, may point towards an acceleration of sorts. What is
remarkable is the way in which this challenging, probing attitude
continued to expand, until it became impulsive and nearly unappeasable. Research reveals that early loss forces the young child to
seek precociously answers to fundamental mysteries. Motivated to
explain and/or make sense, death for the child becomes a posed
question requiring concentrated inquiry. Loss results not only in
unconscious fixation, but in a conscious world-closedness, a kind
of one-track mind around which events in the world get organized. As Becker puts it, the key to the creative type is that there is
"something in his life experience that makes him take in the world
as a problem" (171). This something, in the present case, is loss.
As Agee took pains to point out, using language to resurrect
seems especially hopeless and discouraging, however. "Words are
the most inevitably inaccurate of all mediums of record and communication," he explains. "They come at many of the things
which they alone can do by such a Rube Goldberg articulation of
frauds, compromises, artful dodges and tenth-removes as would
fatten any other art into apoplexy if the art were not first shamed

out of existence" (Agee and Evans 236). All the writer can hope
for is the illusion of embodiment; by their very nature, cow words

cannot be horse words. And yet, although human beings may be
more and more aware of being awake, they are still incapable of
not dreaming, as Agee puts it (237)Â—that is, they try repeatedly
to undo the ancient cow-horse law, to make words stand for
objects whose nature eludes them. Agee sees this contradiction as
essential to the artistic process, concluding that, in bringing
words as near as possible to objects, the poet
accepts a falsehood but makes, of a sort in any case, better art. It
seems very possibly true that art's superiority over science and
over all other forms of human activity, resides in the identical fact
that art accepts the most dangerous and impossible of bargains

and makes the best of it, becoming, as a result, both nearer the
truth and farther from it than those things which . . . merely are
... the truth. (238)
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As before, Kerouac takes a similar, although less philosophically sophisticated, stance, declaring in a letter to Neal Cassady,
"I have renounced fiction and fear. There is nothing to do but

write the truth" (Letters 248). Later, in outlining his requirements
for prose and verse, Kerouac makes the following related assertion: "What a man most wishes to hide, revise, and un-say, is precisely what Literature is waiting and bleeding forÂ—Every doctor
knows, every Prophet knows the convulsion of truth.Â—Let the
writer open his mouth and yap it" (516). In the same way, per-

plexity in the face of death expresses itself as a tireless searching
out of meaning, as an effort to inch closer and closer to the truth
of memory. Here too, though, while the aim may be for pleasurable resurrection, the aim must fail, or must be only partially
achievable, because of the nature of words themselves.

One way to examine further this equation between early loss
and truth-seeking might be to scrutinize the lives of select philosophers, most of whom work to clarify ontological or epistemolog-

ical matters.5 To take just one example, Ludwig Wittgenstein lost
three brothers to suicide, the first when he was fourteen-yearsold. Like Agee and Kerouac, Wittgenstein was intensely concerned with showing the real real: a project amounting to a virtual elimination of philosophy as we know it. Metaphysics and
Socratic questions like What is Goodness? were revealed to be
nothing other than trivial by-products of confused language
usage. His frighteningly duty-bound desire to "tidy up the room"
that philosophy had made a mess of, resulted in a "room" with a

different function and meaning. Wittgenstein didn't write fiction,
though he once said that philosophy ought to be written as a
poetic compositionÂ—so it's difficult to demonstrate any tendency
in him to repeat in order to resurrect, to re-see or re-feel loss via
imagination. The reasons he gave for his planned autobiography,
however, certainly point towards that tendency. He felt he "would
like some time to spread out my life clearly, in order to have it

clearly in front of me, and for others too. Not so much to put it
on trial as to produce, in any case, clarity and truth" (Monk 282).
Poignancy

In Beyond the Pleasure Principle and elsewhere Freud postulates
the existence of a protective shield against stimuli, a special envelope or membrane standing between the surging impressions of
the outer world and the nascent perception-consciousness system.

The shield is a minion of the pleasure principle. It robs potentially
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hazardous and therefore painful external excitations of some of
their strength, so that the infant's budding ego can better modulate the flow of energy through the mental apparatus. TraumaÂ—
our main interest hereÂ—is defined as a breach of the protective
barrier, a surfeit of energy that cannot be mastered and "bound."
The potential for trauma increases when the stimulus-producing
incident is unexpected and the ego is thus unprepared to defend
itself through the mobilization of an anticipatory anxiety.
Traumatic experiences such as the sudden loss of a loved one
often produce damage or injury to the psyche, particularly in the
area of ego functioning. Keiser lists several possible deleterious
outcomes, either chronic or temporary, including the inability to
regulate and control the intensity of sense impressions. This function is rendered doubly difficult under circumstances where, in
combination with trauma, the infant possesses no more than what
Bergman and Escalona call a "thin protective barrier" against
stimulation. In the latter instance, constitutional permeability is
seen as a possible precursor to special gifts. For example, only the
individual unusually sensitive to noise would be likely to become

a good musician (348).6
Both Agee and Kerouac were traumatized by early loss, Agee
perhaps more so because of the unexpectedness of the event and
the consequent inability to prepare for it psychologically. As for
Kerouac, though he knew Gerard's illness was terminal, his young
age more than likely worked against the possibility of any kind of
complete mastery of the event. In trying to place these two exemplars in the context of the ideas presented immediately above, several hypotheses emerge.
First, and most speculatively, it is tempting to suppose that
Agee and Kerouac were born with thin barriers against stimulation, resulting in a hypersensitivity to a range of sensory or emotional events. In this dynamic, one that doubtlessly would serve
any writer so long as the influx of experience didn't become overwhelming, the outside world gets felt more immediately, more
directly, with a less efficacious filtering of impressions. Most simply, constitutionally thin barriers amount to a recipe for a sensitive individual. As Bergman and Escalona relate, we would expect
to find in such cases an apprehensiveness to colors, bright lights,
noises, unusual sounds, experiences of equilibrium, taste, smell,
or temperature. Young children with thin barriers are easily hurt
and easily stimulated to enjoyment. Sense variations that make
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little difference to the average child would resonate deeply within
this sort of individual. Finally, one would ordinarily detect a cer-

tain sort of general precocity, along with a solipsistic orientation
towards people and events. In trying to make prescriptive meaning of their observations, Bergman and Escalona conclude that
what they are seeing in this sample of small children is either the
budding of genius or, more likely, incipient psychosis. The outcome turns on the capacity of the child's ego to manage the extra
synthetic workload.

Making a case for the above dynamic requires a wealth of
childhood data which is largely missing here, unless one works
backwards from adult writings. Agee and Kerouac both spent a
great deal of time in their respective fictions describing minute
childhood experiences, but this in itself falls short of demonstrating thin barriers, especially since much of the material may have

been made up out of fantasized memory. In other words, it's hard
to separate what the writer claims to remember feeling from what
he actually felt. In any case, biographers describe the young Ker-

ouac as being "sympathetic to the slightest resonances [of threat]
looming everywhere in familiar things" (Clark 14), and Agee is

remembered as being very tenderhearted, compassionate, and
sympathetic, with a real sense of reverence. Later, he is "still hun-

gry for stimulation, [roaming] far and wide to absorb sights,
sounds, words, and deeds" (Spears 6).
It may be that thin protective barriers represent a foundation

for special gifts. These cases seem to speak for that possibility. At
the same time, asserting such a sweeping hypothesis is essentially
the same as saying that some people are born to be creative, which
to me adds little if anything to a true understanding of creativity.
On the other hand, I think it is useful and demonstrably true to
say that early loss results in a kind of mental organization that serendipitously enhances creativity. Trauma, conceived of as a penetration, wounding, or piercing, has the capacity to affect a variety
of ego functions, one of which is the ability to modulate the intensity of feeling. Freud metaphorically speaks of the organism having "feelers," whose function it is to reach out and acquire sense
data. In cases where a shock has occurred, it may be that these
feelers, under the dominion of the ego, acquire a special function:
to protect the organism from future assaults by becoming acutely
apprehensive. An imprint on character is made; the person, essentially post-traumatic, is not only hypervigilant but also immoder-
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ate, unprepared or unwilling to sample just small quantities of
excitation. In the case of Agee, we find friends and intimates saying things like "There was no moderation possible; he couldn't
limit himself; he seemed unable to reject any invasion of himself;
he was oceanic; he reacted excessively to everything." Or, directly
to the point, "he was completely without any self-protection. He
didn't have any of that carapace, that crablike armor that protects
us from the radiations of the outside world. He was open to everything" (see Spears 50; Madden 138). Chronic hypersensitivity as
defense and sequelae reaches the proportion of a lifestyle. The
writer is served because more gets sensed and it gets sensed especially keenly.
Hero-Making

I have already described Gerard Kerouac's unerring image in the
eyes of all who knew him. Accounts of his death without exception describe how the nuns from his school kept vigil by his bedside in order to scribble down last words as though they were
direct communications from God. Nicosia in particular appreciates the grave significance of this fact for Jack when he suggests
that "Gerard taught [him] saintliness almost like Jesus handing
over the keys of the kingdom to his chosen disciple.... If in life
Gerard was Jackie's best friend, in death he would become
Jackie's sternest critic, for his goodness would be remembered as
an inhuman obstacle" (26).
Jay Agee also possessed an element of inhuman goodness, at
least when perceived through the writings of his son. Throughout
A Death in the Family Jay moves in a sort of heavenly mist. He is
"lordly." Even as he lay in his open coffin, Agee/Rufus is struck
by his "perfected beauty," his "strength, silence, manhood," his

"power" and "grandeur." On the day after his father's passing,
Agee/Rufus feels a "strange, cold excitement" and exhilaration,
"as if this were the morning of his birthday" (249). He brags
about his father's death and feels acutely guilty because of it, yet
remains prideful, powerful, a "silent, invisible energy" enveloping
everything. But there is what Agee calls a "dark uneasiness" too, a
feeling that he has done something bad, something he is not quite
sure of. Agee/Rufus intuits that he is "the center of everything,"
yet "something [makes] him feel wrong," too (249).
These twin reactions of idealization and gloom in consequence
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of loss are well known to students of psychoanalysis. The fact that
mourning entails ambivalence is portrayed by Freud as axiomatic. Indeed, an ambivalent attitude towards reality is seen as "a
fundamental phenomenon of our emotional life," an acquisition
of the entire human race in connection with the father-complex
(Totem and Taboo 157). In the event that a prized object dies early
in a child's life, two psychic imperatives come into play, each part
and parcel of the loss itself: one, the object must be inflated to
protect its image against the contradictions of reality, and two,
any anger, guilt, resentment or fear must be projected out and
away from the unclear and shifting radius ofthat image.
We come upon a split in the ego which requires a definite measure of creativity to maintain. The memory must be controlled,
labored over, re-loved, nurtured. A cosmology of two arises in
which the author gets back from the image what he has put into
it. Becker describes this process clearly: the child takes natural
awe and terror and focuses them on individual beings. The transference object, the nostalgia fetish, being endowed with all the
transcendent powers of the universe, now has within itself the
power to control, order, and combat reality (145). Transference is
the positive use of the image for eternal self-perpetuation. This
partly explains the durability of the object even after its death. It
is as if the survivor were to declare, "I am immortal by continuing
to please this object who may now not be alive but who continues
to cast a shadow by virtue of what it has left behind" (212).
The crucial point in all of this, however, emerges out of the
decisive moment when the child takes the lost object as a model
for his ideal self, the person he most aspires to be like, developing
what Pollock has termed a "personal myth" which either compels
him to follow in the lost object's footsteps or else somehow to justify his very existence before the hallowed, timeless, and often
stern judge he has constructed. This fact is further complicated
because to equal the judge in the eyes of society is to surpass him,
to fail to respect his sovereignty, and so guilt and self-loathing
predictably follow. This latter feature will be detailed below. For
now, the point is that the cultivation of the image amounts to a
curse, an existential debt, as Erikson puts it in his analysis of
Gandhi. Such a debt can never be settled and therefore exerts its

influence all the rest of a lifetime. Agee writes to memorialize his
father; Kerouac toils beneath the godly gaze of Gerard.
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Frenzy

Agee and Kerouac both evinced tendencies towards guilt, selfloathing, and self-doubt, sometimes fueled by underlying anger.
Loss can stimulate anger, and when that anger becomes
entrenched, a need for neutralization arises, some way to expel or
redirect sadly bitter feelings. For the reasons just discussed, the
object itself must be spared, for it has become the giver of life.
Two options remain. The survivor can resent the world or resent
himself: that is, speaking psychoanalytically, the survivor can
project anger or else turn it against his own ego. Agee tried both
avenues of defense, while Kerouac appeared to have tried principally the latter. In Let Us Now Praise Famous Men, Agee vigorously attacks education, organized religion, dilettante art, his own
readers, and any variety of hypocritical phoniness that he happens
to come across. Many have called Agee an angry writer, and certainly his anger sometimes overwhelmed him in life and distorted
the clarity of his prose. Other times, however, it gave rise to nearfrantic bursts of productivity. Concurrently, Agee's anger often
led to thoughts of self-destruction. Suicidal ideation was a regular
feature of his life, beginning at adolescence. "I've felt like suicide
for weeks nowÂ—and not just fooling with the idea, but feeling
very seriously on the edge of it," the twenty-two-year-old Agee
informs Father Flye. "I don't have a thought that isn't pain or
despair of one sort or another" (Letters 56-7). In the pages of Let
Us Now Praise Famous Men, Agee fantasizes driving his car into a
good-sized oak, managing to orchestrate a death similar to his
father's. Another possibly apocryphal story told by various people
has Agee dangling from a window of the Time-Life building

threatening to jump (for instance, see Alma Neuman's description in Spears 118).
Kerouac, too, battled thoughts of his own self-destruction, and
in his letters writes at length about "something destructive" in
himÂ—he often wished he were deadÂ—and "subconsciously" punishing himself and failing at everything, all because Gerard once
slapped him in the face (Letters 87). As for suicide, he'd tried it a
couple of times in his teenage years, according to Charters, hiding under a bridge hoping to get up the courage to climb and
jump. He occasionally sped through red lights at fifty miles-perhour, wishing to get hit. He stole a .38 caliber pistol but couldn't
quite pull the trigger, and Carolyn Cassady, Neal's wife, took the
gun away from him (Charters 98). Fortified by vast amounts of
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alcohol and accompanying paranoia, he turned late in his life

against his closest friends, especially Allen Ginsberg, whom he
considered to be his "secret enemy" (Nicosia 514).
For such writers, death is the birth of the image. The lost object
is incorporated and made an aspect of the ego itself. A shift of
attention ensues whereby the external gets forsaken in favor of the
internal, and fantasy gains ascendency over reality. Guilt, self-

destructiveness, and self-loathing all result from the vigorous
activity of the coveted image which towers above and passes judgment on real achievement in real life. Duty to the ideal leaves little
room for failure. And when failure occurs, as it must in one way

or another, the characteristic self-revilings follow closely after.
On top of all this lies self-blame for the loss. Even though the
child may not fully understand the meaning of mortalityÂ—that
the departure is final and irrevocableÂ—he or she nevertheless
interprets the loss as self-engineered, the result of a half-conscious
wish granted by some higher omnipotence. Uncanny death is
made sensical by way of a magical culpability. The child is

shocked, even horrified to learn that what he/she once fleetingly
hopedÂ—that father, mother, brother would "disappear"Â—has
somehow come to pass. As Anthony rather chillingly explains, "an
angry thought or intention directed toward somebody [who later
dies] makes the child, in effect, a murderer" (399).
Theoretical Implications

As I've tried to convey throughout, it might be useful conceptually to place the loss-afflicted writer (as revealed by these two
exemplars) in a more "nomothetic" cast. That is, as Simonton
suggests with regard to Einstein and Hitler, the life histories of
Agee and Kerouac might "typify a generalization" (6). It has long
been known that loss accompanies eminence of various kinds

(Simonton 28-9), and this equation is particularly applicable to
writers. Apart from Agee and Kerouac, a list of only a few noted
writers who lost a family member early in life would include William Styron, Dorothy Parker, Somerset Maugham, Katherine
Anne Porter, Christopher Isherwood, Stephen Crane, John Berryman, Sylvia Plath, Kenneth Rexroth, the Brontes, Edgar Allan
Poe, William Wordsworth, Elizabeth Bishop, Carson McCullers,
Albert Camus, and Jean-Paul Sartre. How does the experience of
loss shape personality structure, and subsequently, the direction
of any resulting creativity?
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The foregoing begins to suggest an answer (an answer which
no doubt will profit from additional critical investigation, I should
add). Loss-affliction may represent the hub of a so-named
Orpheus Complex with several derivative trajectories: nostalgia,
truth-seeking, poignancy, hero-making, and frenzy. Briefly, to
review: Agee and Kerouac wrote to resurrect, and insisted on
inventing nothing and capturing instead only the "cruel radiance
of what is"; evinced hyper-reactivity, flamboyant empathy, and
proneness to stimuli; tended to idealize, or identify with, substitutes for the family member who had died; and responded to loss
with an ultimately depressive combination of anger, guilt, and
self-loathing. These trajectories do not describe a pathological
individual, but one who is gripped nonetheless by an ideal, a
duty, and a certain sort of dilemma. He must use words to reproduce the real, but in the context of a mystifying and ultimately
diluting nostalgia. When the nostalgist demands truth, he necessarily works at odds with himself; his project becomes insoluble.
Perhaps, as articulated by Brown and less emphatically by Freud,
all sublimation originates in the ego's incapacity to accept the
death implied by separation. Art, then, can only be a way out, a
negation, the creation of a fantasized reality in place of the reality
of living and dying (Brown 173). And as Agee recognized so
clearly, the best the poet can do is continually bring words as near
as possible to an illusion of embodiment.
My aim throughout this article has been to insert theory into
the gap left by empirical observation. The mere correlation
between loss and eminence does nothing but beg the question
why. I hope that, in the form of the Orpheus Complex, I have
constructed a model with some heuristic value when there comes

a need to understand a subset of creative people touched by an
early experience of death. Writers-of-loss form a sad comradeship
in the annals of literature. Their fictions are part lamentation,
part protestation. The battle, as I see it, is between the promise of
fantasy and the brutal fact that people die and never return.
Dickinson clarifies the predicament of imagination when she
writes that "All but Death / can be Adjusted / Death unto itself /
Exception is / exempt from ChangeÂ—."
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NOTES

Author's Note: I would like to thank Eva Schepeler for her helpful comments on an earlier draft of this article; and special thanks to Alan Elms,
whose constant guidance has been invaluable.
1. For those not familiar with the myth, Orpheus, gifted poet and musician,

devoted his life to the memory of his bride, Eurydice, who died from a
snake bite. He travelled heroically down to the Underworld to retrieve
her, and his plea was so full of woe that for the first time Sisyphus rested
on his rock to listen and the Furies shed actual tears of grief. Astonishingly, Eurydice ultimately was summoned, but by looking her in the face
as they ascended from the Underworld, Orpheus broke his agreement
with the gods, who then called her back.

2. Kerouac eventually incorporated these perceptual anomalies into his fictions.
In fact, after finishing Visions of Gerard, the book about the loss of his
brother, Kerouac "contemplated adding the word 'vision' to the titles of
most of his other novels" (Nicosia 502).
3. As defined here, the repetition compulsion can be identified according to
three criteria, each of which seems undoubtedly present in both Agee and
Kerouac: a) the repetition occurs relatively impulsively, b) the content of
the repeated material is of a painful sort, and c) the repetition, if serving a
restitutive aim, emerges mainly for internal reasons, independent of obvious external cues, and ideally results in a piecemeal decrease in the intensity of psychological distress.
4. Thus it comes as no surprise that some writers repeatedly fear that they will
die before completing a creative work. Beth Henley, for instance, in
describing her creative process, remarks that "I always think about death
when I'm working on a play, that's what helps drive me to finish
it. . . . On the Debutante Ball, I kept thinking, if I can at least get through
these notes for the play, then maybe someone could finish it if I die"
(Betsko and Koenig 215). If the apprehension of beauty requires an

apprehension of beauty's evanescence, then deadi fear in the context of
creativity seems inevitable.
5. Scharfstein has made an excellent start in this direction. Indeed, his list of
philosophers stricken by early loss reads like a "who's-who" of early modern and modern philosophy, including Descartes, Pascal, Spinoza, Leibniz, Voltaire, Hume, Nietzsche, Russell, Sartre, and Camus.
6. Thin barriers against stimuli are also implicated in the development of psychosis, although, as Bergman and Escalona state, unusual sensitivities in
young children should not be used as a prognostic indicator, especially
since children with special gifts would potentially present phenomenologically similar pictures.
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