
The outline of Thomas Wolfe's last

book

Citation
Miehe, Patrick. 1973. The outline of Thomas Wolfe's last book. Harvard Library Bulletin XXI
(4), October 1973: 400-401.

Link
https://nrs.harvard.edu/URN-3:HUL.INSTREPOS:37364031

Terms of use
This article was downloaded from Harvard University’s DASH repository, and is made
available under the terms and conditions applicable to Other Posted Material (LAA), as set
forth at
https://harvardwiki.atlassian.net/wiki/external/NGY5NDE4ZjgzNTc5NDQzMGIzZWZhMGFlOWI2M2EwYTg

Accessibility
https://accessibility.huit.harvard.edu/digital-accessibility-policy

Share Your Story
The Harvard community has made this article openly available.
Please share how this access benefits you. Submit a story

https://dash.harvard.edu/submit-story?publicationId=fb4e6ff3-7e5e-4fe3-afdd-640f8bc0b6db


Harvard University - Houghton Library / Harvard University. Harvard Library bulletin. Cambridge, Mass., Harvard University Library. Volume XXI, Number 4
(October 1973)

The Outline of Thomas Wolfe's 
Last Book 
Patrick A1iebe 

T HIS DEATH in r 9 3 8 Thon1as ,,, olfc had con1plcted and 1cft 
in the hands of his editor, Ed\vard As,vell, an immense draft 
for a novel concerning the life of a fictional character named 
George '~'ehber. A.s\vcll, finding this \Vork unnt for publi-

cation., subsequently altered and rearranged the posthumous n1anu-
script to such 2n extent that it c1nerged fron1 his office as no n1ore 
thal) a jutnble of discrete scgincnts~ T]1c orjginal novel as conceived 
by ,,_, o If e , vas ·Jost., 2 p par en tl )r i r r cu-j cvab I y. T ,v en t}7 ~five years ] a ter, 
ho,vcver" in the appendix to his critjcal study·., Tbe TT,-iudo·w of AJeuz-
ory: Tbe Literary Career of Tho11urs TJ1 olf e, Richard S4 Kenned3r .re-
printed ,vhat he tcr111cd ''Tho111as '7\' olf c' .s rough outline of his last 
bool~,'' 1 -a docun1ent best desciibcd as being a veritable table of con-
tents. Furthermore, l\1r. l(cnncd\ 7 clain1ed that the outline t~l, 79S left ... 
, vitl 1 "\i\1 o If c' s final manuscript in th c hands of Harper editor lid ,vard 
As\vclL Each piece in the manu~cript bundle ,vas- labe]ed according 

• ] ,:,, 2 -to Its p ace. . . . 
The outlincJ8 if A1r4 Kennedy-ts clain1s arc authentic, at last provides 

a kc)7 to the structure and substance of the posthun1ous manuscript as 
it ,v:;:i_s before Ed,vard A.s,veJl extensive]y revised, cut, and reordered 
the ,vork to forn, ,-vhat a.re no,\~ three novels: Tbe lf7 eb and tbe l{ock, 
You Ca11,t Go flo111e Agnin, and 17:Je Hills Beyo11d. '''ith this kc)7 

one cool d the orcti ca 11 y rebuild Tho n1 as , \To If e's n13 n uscri pt f rorn the 
debris lcf t h) 7 Ed,vard Asv?ell's editing. This significance, ho\vever, 
hinges on Thomas '''olfe having indeed been the outJinc's author, and 
having indeed left it ,vith -a ,vcll-]abeled draft - asserdons 1\-1r. ICcn~ 

1 Richard S. Kcnncdv, Tbe HTiudo"tv-of A:f e1no1·y: The Liternry Ctrreer of Tbo'lJUts 
JVolfe (The UnivcrsitjT of North Carolina, 1962 )~ p. 4r 5. The oudjne itself is rc-
prjnted on pages 4l 5-43 7• 

:!: Ibid.! p, 415 . 
.a The outline in qnc-stion js in the I loughton Library and ha::; the c11.ll nun1Lcr 

bJ\-fS Am 1883 ( l 3 36). 
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ned y oif ers ,vi th out sn hsrantiation. For the past ten years, Wolfe 
scholars have been ,villing to take his clain1s at face value. I believe it 
is time th c pet tin en t n1 anuscri pts , ·vcrc cxa 111in ed .. 

There is~ for example, Ed ,vard As,vell' s descri pd on of the circum-
stances in ,,~hich he obtained the n1anuscript, a description ,vhich fails 
to align ,vith i\-ir. KennedyJs state1nents that "'\~'olfc ga,,.e As,vcll a 
carefully out1ined and titled draft! 
On the evening he ,vas to Jea\rc I ,vent to his room in the old Chelsea Hotel on 
:2: 3rd Street to get the 1nanuscript. The ,v-riting \\'a:S done, and ,vhen I ~rrived 
Ton1 ,vas sorting :lnd arrangjng the pages. llc sat a.t a. table in his shirt-sleeves 
,.vith a pi1e of manuscripts a foot high in front of him~ He had already sorted 
at 1 east t,vi cc as much he£ ore. Rapid]y he 1.vc.n t through the rcmaini n g sections 
to ma.kc sure everything ,vas ju order. + •• No,v and then he ,vould decide 
that a chapter or sec ti on did n ~t belong in the hook and he ,vou l d discard it .. 
thro,,ting it on the floor .. AH around hinl the floor ,li.ras littered ,vith discards .. 
. . . T 01n did not kno,v at th c ti 111e, and I do not kno, v no,v t , vhet her it is to 
be published as one book or as several boo I{s. . . . 4 

Thereafter~ ,vhcncvcr AS"\,tell described the posthun1ous· manuscript 
h c rep ca cc d 1 y· c1n ph asize d its ch aost 12 ever mentioning 1111 out line or 
labels. 

As for the outline itself, the follo\ving clearly establishes its true 
author: 

( 1) The outline never f orn1ed a part of the '''illia1n B. '"Tisdo1n 
collection of ""\~7olfc 1nanuscripts but ,vas given to Houghton Library 
b)T Ed \v2rd As,v ell hi n1 self , vi th this pref.ace1 ''These arc no tcs I 1n ad e 
to help bring order out of chaos ,vhile editing-the po~thun1ous l\fSs. 
of Thomas '''olfe.D t. 

(2) The outline's typeface mirrors the typeface of 1nanuscripts 
that are definitely th c product .of Ed, Yard AS\v ele s t):rp c,vr i tcr. 

( 3) The outline, as "\"l.7c1l as the lab cl s to , v hi ch ?\1 r. I(enn c d y-refers 
in th E p osth u 111 ous n1 a 11 us er i pt, o cc asi on ally contains as pa rt of the 
typed title such p arcnthetical d cs cri ptions as '' a variant' t or 'id up Ii ca te'' 

terminology Ed,vard As\vcll as editor ,vould easily use but quite 
Ullt) 7pical of any titling hy Thon1as '''olfe. 

There is no doubt that the outline reprinted in l\1r .. Kennedyts 
othcr"rjse brilliant book is the ,,rork not of Thomas \\ 1olfe but of Ed-
,vard As,v ell J and th at the enticing attributions made by· I\1r .. I(cnncdy 
arc at best no better than ,vishes .. 

Houghton Library .. bj\1S A1n 1883 ( 1337). 
&-Houghton Libr;:try, hMS Am I 883 ( 1336). 
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