DIGITAL ACCESS o0 HARVARD
SCHOLARSHIP sr HARVARD LIBRARY

DASH.HARVARD.EDU

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/NGY5NDE4ZjgzNTc5NDQzMGIzZWZhMGFIOWI2M2EwYTg

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.l Submit a story |



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

The Outline of Thomas Wolfe’s

Last Book
Patrick Miche

T HIS DEATH In 1938 Thomas Wolfe had completed and left
in the hands of his editor, Edward Aswell, an immense draft
for a novel concerning the life of a fictional character named
George Webber. Aswell, finding this work unfit for publi-

cation, subsequently altered and rearranged the posthumous manu-
script to such an extent that it emerged from his office as no more
than a jumble of discrete segments. The original novel as conceived
by Wolfe was lost, apparently irretricvably. Tsventy-five years Jater,
however, in the appendix to his critical study, The Window of Mesi-
ory: The Literary Carcer of Thomas Wolfe, Richard 5. Kennedy re-
printed what he termed “Thomas Wolfce’s rough outline of his last
book,”* 2 document best described as being a veritable table of con-
tents, Furthcrmore, Mr. Kennedy claimed that the outline “was Ieft
with Woelfc’s final manuscript in the hands of Harper cditor Iidward
Aswell. Each piece in the manuseript bundle was labeled according
to:ats:placess: & 2 '

The outline,® if Mr. Kennedy’s claims are authentic, at last provides
a ey to the structure and substance of the posthumous manuscript as
it was before Edward Aswell extensively revised, cut, and reordered
the work to form what are now three novels: The Web and the Rock,
You Can't Go Home Again, and The Hills Beyond, With this key
one could theoretically rebuild Thomas Wolfe’s manuscript from the
dcbris left by Edward Aswell’s editing. This significance, however,
hinges on Thomas Wolfe having indeed been the outline’s author, and
having indeed left it with a well-labeled draft — asserdions Mr. Ken-

*Richard 5. Xennedy, The Window of Mewiory: The Literary Career of Thowas
Wolfe (The University of North Carolina, 1962), p. 415. The outline jtself is re-
printed on pages 415437

*Ibid., p. 415,

®The outline in question js in the Floughton Library and has the call number
bMS Am 1883 (1336).
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nedy offers without substantiation. For the past ten years, Wolfe
scholars have been willing to take his claims at face value. I believe it
1s ume the pertinent manuscripts were cxamined.

Therc is, for example, Edward Aswell’s description of the circum-
stances in which he obtained the manuscript, a description which fails
to align with Mr. Kennedy’s statements that Wolfe gave Aswell a
carefully cutlined and titled draft:

On the evening he was to leave § went to his room in the old Chelsea Hotel on
23rd Strect to get the manuscript. The writing was done, and when [ arrived
Tom was sorting and arranging the pages. e sat at a table in his shirt-slecves
with a pile of manuscripts a foot high in front of him. He had already sorted
at Jeast twice as much before. Rapidly he went through the remaining sections
to make surc everything was n order. . . . Now and then he would decide
that a chapter or seciion didn't belong in the book and he would discard it,
throwing it on the floor, All around him the floor was littered with discards,

. « . Tom did not know at the time, and 1 do not know now, whether it is to
be published as one book or as several books. . . %

Thercafrer, whenever Aswell described the posthumous manuscript
he repeaccdly emphasized its chaos, never mentioning an outline or
labels.

As for the outline itself, the following clearly establishes its true
author:

(1) The outlinc never formed a part of the Willlam B. Wisdom
collection of Wolfe manuscripts but was given to Houghton Library
by Edward Aswell himself with this preface, “These are notes I made
to help bring order out of chaos while editing the posthumous MSs.
of Thomas Wolfe.” ®

(2) The outline’s typeface mirrors the typeface of manuscripts
that are definitely the product of Ildward Aswell’s typewriter.,

(3) The outline, as well as the labels to which Mr. Kennedy rcfers
in the posthumous manuscript, occasionally contains as part of the
typed title such parenthetical descriptions as “a variant” or “duplicate”
— terminology Edward Aswell as editor would casily use bue quite
untypical of any titling by Thomas Wolfe,

There is no doubt that the oudine reprinted in My, Kennedy’s
otherwise brilliant book 1s the work not of Thomas Waolfe bur of Ed-
ward Aswell, and that the enticing attributions made by Mz, Kennedy
arc at best no betrer than wishes,

‘ Houghton Library, bMS Am 1883 (1'337).
* Houghton I.ibrary, bMS Am 1883 (1336).
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