
CRITICAL
INSIGHTS
The Catcher in the Rye

by J. D. Salinger

Editor
Joseph Dewey

University of Pittsburgh

Salem Press

Pasadena, California Hackensack, New Jersey



Cover photo: ©Terry Alexander/Dreamstime.com

Copyright © 2012 by Salem Press,
a Division of EBSCO Publishing, Inc.

Editor’s text © 2012 by Joseph Dewey
“The Paris Review Perspective” © 2012 by David Matthews for The Paris Review

All rights in this book are reserved. No part of this work may be used or re-
produced in any manner whatsoever or transmitted in any form or by any
means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording, or any in-
formation storage and retrieval system, without written permission from the
copyright owner except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical ar-
ticles and reviews or in the copying of images deemed to be freely licensed or
in the public domain. For information address the publisher, Salem Press, at
csr@salempress.com.

! The paper used in these volumes conforms to the American National
Standard for Permanence of Paper for Printed Library Materials, Z39.48-
1992 (R1997).

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
The catcher in the rye, by J.D. Salinger / editor, Joseph Dewey.

p. cm. —  (Critical insights)
Includes bibliographical references and index.
ISBN 978-1-58765-837-2 (alk. paper) — ISBN 978-1-58765-821-1 (set

for Critical insights : alk. paper)
1. Salinger, J. D. (Jerome David), 1919-2010. Catcher in the rye. 2. Caul-

field, Holden (Fictitious character) 3. Runaway teenagers in literature. 4.
Teenage boys in literature.  I. Dewey, Joseph, 1957-

PS3537.A426C3224 2012
813'.54—dc23

2011019114

printed in canada



Contents
About This Volume, Joseph Dewey vii

The Book and Author

On The Catcher in the Rye: An American Koan, Joseph Dewey 3
Salinger and Holden, Disappearing in Plain Sight: Biography of

J. D. Salinger, David Klingenberger 18
The Paris Review Perspective, David Matthews for The Paris Review 27

Critical Contexts

Catching Holden Through a Cultural Studies Lens, Robert Miltner 33
Holden at Sixty: Reading Catcher After the Age of Irony,

Jeff Pruchnic 49
The Catcher in the Rye: “Paul’s Case” in Anticipation of

Holden Caulfield, Matthew Evertson 64
Critical Mass: Holden Among the Critics, Jill Rollins 81

Critical Readings

Memories of Holden Caulfield—and of Miss Greenwood,
Carl Freedman 97

J. D. Salinger, Novelist of Modern Anomie, Dead at 91,
Tom Teicholz 118

J. D. Salinger, Adam Gopnik 122
“Holden Caulfield in Doc Martens”: The Catcher in the Rye

and My So-Called Life, Barbara Bell 126
Holden Caulfield’s Legacy, David Castronovo 141
The Catcher in the Rye and All: Is the Age of Formative Books

Over?, Sanford Pinsker 152
Cherished and Cursed: Toward a Social History of The Catcher

in the Rye, Stephen J. Whitfield 170
Reviewers, Critics, and The Catcher in the Rye, Carol and

Richard Ohmann 205
Catcher In and Out of History, James E. Miller, Jr. 235

Contents v



On First Looking into Chapman’s Holden: Speculations on
a Murder, Daniel M. Stashower 241

The Language of The Catcher in the Rye, Donald P. Costello 251
The Saint as a Young Man: A Reappraisal of The Catcher

in the Rye, Jonathan Baumbach 265
In Memoriam: Allie Caulfield in The Catcher in the Rye,

Edwin Haviland Miller 279
Symbolic Resolution in The Catcher in the Rye: The Cap,

the Carrousel, and the American West, Kermit Vanderbilt 297
The Burning Carousel and the Carnivalesque: Subversion and

Transcendence at the Close of The Catcher in the Rye,
Yasuhiro Takeuchi 306

Resources

Chronology of J. D. Salinger’s Life 331
Works by J. D. Salinger 333
Bibliography 334

About the Editor 339
About The Paris Review 339
Contributors 341
Acknowledgments 345
Index 349

vi Critical Insights



CRITICAL
CONTEXTS



The Catcher in the Rye:
“Paul’s Case” in Anticipation
of Holden Caulfield

Matthew Evertson

The death of J. D. Salinger in January of 2010 prompted a nation-
wide discussion of the very subject of loss that The Catcher in the Rye
had explored so powerfully nearly sixty years earlier. As parents have
handed the book off to their children and teachers have passed it on to
their students, Catcher has become a common subject of literary com-
parison as young readers seek out new voices to speak similarly for
that generation’s alienated youth.1 Although further comparative stud-
ies could be made with many contemporary novels that seem to reflect
Salinger’s influence, I would like to explore, instead, how these same
themes and issues can be found in works that predate Salinger and that
maybe even influenced his own take on coming-of-age. Mark Twain’s
Adventures of Huckleberry Finn is perhaps the most common anteced-
ent cited, but I would like to focus on an author rarely thought of in
conjunction with Salinger: Willa Cather.

At first glance, this turn-of-the-century Nebraska writer—a woman
who grew up in a small prairie town, became a devoted Episcopalian,
and wrote that “the world broke in two for her around 1922 or there-
abouts” when she felt like modernity had left her behind—would hardly
seem to have much in common with a World War II combat veteran who
was raised in an upper-middle-class Manhattan Jewish family and who
has been celebrated as one of the key figures in the emerging modernism
of American fiction.2 I believe, however, that a productive exploration
can be made between Salinger and Cather because Cather in many ways
anticipates the themes explored in Catcher and because her books are
often taught in high school and college classrooms. Analyzing her
works side by side with Catcher, young readers will be able to contrast
the narrative techniques and approaches that these two authors use in ex-
ploring the initiation of youth into adulthood.3
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Youthful protagonists are at the heart of many of Cather’s most fa-
mous works, and they often confront the same issues that operate so
poignantly in Salinger. O Pioneers! (1913), for example, follows the
fates of a young brother and sister, Alexandra and Emil Bergson, who
are forced to grow up quickly, taking over their father’s isolated Ne-
braska homestead after his untimely death. Emil’s story, in particular,
touches on themes similar to those in Holden’s story: the pains of being
forced to grow up too soon without the guidance of trusted adults, col-
lege and career conflicts, and a desperate and mostly platonic love af-
fair that ends in violence. Cather’s novels One of Ours (1922), A Lost
Lady (1923), and The Professor’s House (1925), especially the section
titled “Tom Outland’s Story,” all contain substantial plot elements that
revolve around the experiences of young men or women coming of age
in the turmoil of trying to find a meaningful place in society. Several of
Cather’s short stories similarly focus on young protagonists who feel
out of place in their communities and struggle to find satisfying direc-
tions in their lives, focusing particular attention on that threshold be-
tween high school and college or career choices and the adult voices
that guide, inhibit, or sometimes corrupt those decisions.

Despite being set primarily in the sparse settlements of isolated rural
Nebraska at the turn of the twentieth century, My Ántonia (1918),
Cather’s most famous and most critically acclaimed novel, touches on
many of the themes that Holden confronts fifty years later on the
streets of Manhattan. The story is told in a first-person, confessional
style by the protagonist, Jim Burden, who, Cather claims in the intro-
duction to the novel, has written it all out in a manuscript she is sharing
“substantially as he brought it to me” (xiii). Both My Ántonia and The
Catcher in theRye feature young protagonists who are exposed early in
their lives to images of death and suicide, and both show those teenag-
ers feeling trapped in their respective communities. As Holden imag-
ines fleeing “someplace way the hell off” (170), maybe a ranch in Col-
orado, Jim Burden dreams of escaping the constraints and conflicts of
small-town Nebraska—first to the state university, then to Harvard
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Law, eventually becoming legal counsel to a large railroad and work-
ing out of offices in New York City. Jim’s desire as a young man to
head East for greater opportunity casts him as a “reverse Holden” who
dreams of heading in the opposite direction, but Cather’s preface to the
novel lets us know immediately that Jim, like Holden, has become dis-
enchanted by the big city and high-society promises that seem quite
phony indeed: he suffers an unhappy, childless marriage to a wealthy
New York socialite and makes frequent trips back West, going “off into
the wilds hunting for lost parks or exploring new canyons” and is “still
able to lose himself in those big Western dreams” (xi). In the Bohemian
“hired girl” that he came to know as a child and revisits at the end of the
novel, Jim finds an authentic answer for a meaningful existence, as
Ántonia has remained on the prairie all her life, has worked hard, and
has cultivated a farm and family so fertile that Holden would have a
major challenge catching all of her rambunctious children running
through the rye.

Although a close attachment to nature and to the innocence of child-
hood pervades both novels, My Ántonia often surprises readers with its
rather frank depiction of youthful passions, the sexual awakenings of
major characters as well as their initiations into the perversities that oc-
cur in adult society (Mr. Antolini’s supposed “flitty pass” at Holden
seems tame compared to the young Jim Burden’s own violent encoun-
ter with the lecherous Wick Cutter, for example). The most compelling
trait that these two novels share, however, is an exploration of time, fo-
cusing on how adolescents ache to join the world of adults only to real-
ize later how much is lost as they cast their childlike innocence away
and lose their primary connection to what William Wordsworth fa-
mously calls in his “Ode: Intimations of Immortality from Recollec-
tions of Early Childhood” the “visionary gleam” of youth. The title
page of My Ántonia includes an epigraph taken from book 3 of Vergil’s
Georgics, a work that also extols rural living: “Optima dies . . . prima
fugit,” which translates, “The best days are the first to flee from
wretched mortals.” Similarly, The Catcher in the Rye is filled with
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Holden’s obsessions with preserving time and innocence, such as his
aching nostalgia toward the Museum of Natural History, where the dis-
plays never change—the Eskimo and the Indian, the bird and the
deer—always frozen in the same comforting poses. When he would go
to visit “nobody’d be different,” Holden recalls. “The only thing that
would be different would be you” (158).

The most obvious Cather work to offer up for comparison to
Catcher, however, is “Paul’s Case,” which was published in her first
collection of short stories, The Troll Garden, in 1905, first appearing
that May in McClure’s Magazine, a prominent and prestigious venue
for short-story writers.4 Readers familiar with both Cather and
Salinger have noted for years fascinating similarities between the two
works (although no scholar, to my knowledge, has ever demonstrated
that Salinger had read or was influenced by Cather’s story as he com-
posed Catcher). In a 2007 issue of Notes on Contemporary Literature,
Hal Blythe and Charlie Sweet published a short exploration that out-
lines the key plot parallels: both stories focus on disaffected high
school male protagonists who get kicked out of their schools in Penn-
sylvania, are fond of exaggerating and lying, construct elaborate fanta-
sies about how they would like to live their lives, flee their parents and
escape to New York City over the winter holiday in pursuit of their
own wild adventures, and, finding such experiences far short of their
romanticized ideals, descend into mental breakdowns: Holden
eventually winds up in a hospital in California; Paul commits suicide.

Although these two works—written nearly fifty years apart—share
similar plots, the stories offer contrasting analyses and explorations of
the teenage psyche. Unlike Catcher, “Paul’s Case” is not told in the
first person, so the narrative voice is not nearly as confessional as
Holden’s. However, it mirrors the psychological realism much in
vogue in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries among writ-
ers such as Henry James and Edith Wharton. “Paul’s Case” was origi-
nally published with the subheading “A Study in Temperament,”
which is precisely how Cather wants us to explore the narrative. What
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is wrong with Paul? What might explain his behavior? What is his
case? Unlike Holden, Paul does not tell us about his troubles directly,
forcing the reader to stand outside of the protagonist’s confidence, try-
ing to solve the puzzle; whereas we live in Holden’s mind and share his
experiences, “Paul’s Case” compels readers to study the protagonist’s
actions from a clinical distance.

A good example of this objective viewpoint occurs at the beginning
of the story, where we learn that Paul has been called into a meeting
with his school’s principal and several of his teachers who cannot quite
pinpoint their frustrations with his behavior: “Each of his instructors
felt that it was scarcely possible to put into words the real cause of the
trouble, which lay in a sort of hysterically defiant manner of the boy’s;
in the contempt which they all knew he felt for them, and which he
seemingly made not the least effort to conceal” (60). As they attempt to
correct Paul’s behavior, they become enraged by his shrugging attitude
and even his dandified way of dressing, punctuated by a “flippantly red
carnation flower” that he wears in his lapel; they fall “upon him with-
out mercy, his English teacher leading the pack,” as Paul simply sits
there smiling. When Paul is given an example of an “impertinent re-
mark” he had made to one of his teachers, the principal demands to
know if Paul felt it proper to say such things. Paul replies, “I don’t
know. . . . I didn’t mean to be polite or impolite, either. I guess it’s sort
of a way I have of saying things regardless” (61).

This passage calls to mind Holden Caulfield’s own struggles to ar-
ticulate his motives at the beginning of his narrative and his reticence
to share such language at the end. When his psychologist asks whether
Holden will “apply himself” when he gets back to school, Holden
thinks it is a “stupid” question. “I mean how do you know what you’re
going to do till you do it? . . . The answer is, you don’t.” When his older
brother, D. B., asks him at the end of the novel what he “thought about
all this stuff I just finished telling you about,” Holden responds, “I
didn’t know what the hell to say. If you want to know the truth, I don’t
know what I think about it” (276-77). Both Holden and Paul reveal in
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such scenes the eternal anxiety of youth, the desire, on one hand, for
choice and control over their circumstances and the inability, on the
other, to explain their actions and desires.

Like Paul, Holden faces many awkward confrontations with people
in authority. Early in the novel, when he visits his convalescing history
teacher, Mr. Spencer, we witness a similar examination of motive.
“What’s the matter with you, boy?” he asks, as Holden can “feel a ter-
rific lecture coming on” (14). He demands to know why Holden never
applies himself as a student, pulling out Holden’s most recent exam for
evidence, handling the paper “like it was a turd or something” (15). In
what Holden calls a “very dirty trick,” Mr. Spencer forces him to sit
there as he reads aloud his nonsense answers, including a personal note
from Holden at the end of the essay telling his teacher that “it is all
right with me if you flunk me though as I am flunking everything else
except English anyway” (17). The ailing Spencer presses Holden:
“How do you feel about all this, boy? I’d be very interested to know.
Very interested.” Holden cannot really explain why he didn’t try harder
to pass history or his other subjects or why he keeps flunking out. “I
didn’t feel like going into the whole thing with him. . . . He wouldn’t
have understood it anyway” (18). The biggest problem, Holden re-
veals, is that wherever he has gone he has been “surrounded by pho-
nies” (19). Then he proceeds to give examples of ways in which, he
believes, adults around him have behaved hypocritically.

Though we are not privy in the same way to Paul’s thoughts, it ap-
pears that the “case” that Paul shares with Holden is an inability to ar-
ticulate what he wants out of life in the face of demanding grown-ups
who claim to have his best interests at heart but whom he deeply dis-
trusts. Both characters have little interest in conforming to the conven-
tional roles their peers so eagerly adopt as part of their ambitions to-
ward becoming adults. Instead, Paul prefers the world of his
imagination and, especially, the world of the theater. If he slacks off at
school, Paul makes up for it in his job as an usher at Carnegie Hall in
downtown Pittsburgh. He is good at this work—enthusiastic about
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showing patrons to their seats and managing his section of the audito-
rium, maintaining the romantic escape that he so loves.5 The reprieve
is short for Paul. After spending time among the dazzling lights of the
theater, he dreads the return to what he perceives to be the dull confor-
mity of his home, where he lives with his stern widower father:

It was a highly respectable street, where all the houses were exactly alike,

and where business men of moderate means begot and reared large fami-

lies of children, all of whom went to Sabbath-school and learned the

shorter catechism, and were interested in arithmetic; all of whom were as

exactly alike as their homes, and of a piece with the monotony in which

they lived. Paul never went up Cordelia Street without a shudder of

loathing. (66)

As when Holden sneaks into his upper East Side apartment to see
his little sister, Paul feels completely estranged from his own house-
hold. To avoid a confrontation with his father one night after coming
home from the theater, Paul breaks into his basement and spends the
night sleeping near the furnace—and, like Holden, imagines his father
mistaking him for a burglar and shooting him. Moreover, Cather’s nar-
rative anticipates Holden’s own sense that everyone around him is
buying into a conforming, unsatisfying pathway into the corrupted val-
ues of adult society. The description of a Sunday-afternoon gathering
of all the “burghers of Cordelia Street” drips with the same antipathy
toward all the “big shots” gathered around as does Holden’s expression
of his distaste for prep school snobs and their parents and the hypocriti-
cal administrators and smarmy teachers he has encountered over the
years. Surrounded by the businessmen of his father’s social set, Paul
paints a vapid, materialistic portrait and mocks their conventional ob-
sessions with profits and business, marriage, family, and church. As
they tell stories of their expanding industries and their chief executives
opening up new markets in faraway lands, Paul has “an awful appre-
hension that they might spoil it all before he got there” (69).
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Eventually, Paul is kicked out of school, and his father sets him to
work as an office boy at the company he manages, completely cutting
him off from Carnegie Hall. This has a devastating effect on Paul, for,
we are told, “it was at the theatre and Carnegie Hall that Paul really
lived; the rest was but a sleep and a forgetting” (71).6 If the allusion to
Wordsworth does not make clear to the reader how much Paul lives in
his mind and emotions, the narrator tells us that “it would be difficult to
put it strongly enough how convincingly the stage entrance of that
theatre was for Paul the actual portal of Romance,” offering Paul a “se-
cret temple, his wishing carpet, his bit of blue-and-white Mediterra-
nean shore bathed in perpetual sunshine” (71-72). When this last bas-
tion of control over his life is taken away, Paul snaps, stealing a small
fortune in bank deposits from his father’s firm and, just as Holden will
do fifty years later, fleeing Pennsylvania by train to New York City. All
his life Paul has been “tormented by fear, a sort of apprehensive dread
that, of late years, as the meshes of lies he had told closed about him,
had been pulling his muscles tighter and tighter” (76). But now, in the
city—much like Holden in his escape from Pencey Prep—Paul feels
relief and reprieve in finally taking some control over his life. For the
first time in a long while, he is able to sleep peacefully.

When he awoke, it was three o’clock in the afternoon. He bounded up with

a start; half of one of his precious days gone already! He spent more than

an hour in dressing, watching every stage of his toilet carefully in the mir-

ror. Everything was quite perfect. He was exactly the kind of boy he always

wanted to be. (77)

Paul’s adventures in the city are remarkably similar to Holden’s. He
passes as an independent young man of means, not as an impertinent
kid drawing unwelcome attention to himself. He dines in the finest res-
taurants, drinks wine as if he had been doing it all his life, attends the
best concerts, and luxuriates in his expensive room at the Waldorf. “He
felt now that his surroundings explained him. . . . He had only to glance
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down at his attire to reassure himself that here it would be impossible
for any one to humiliate him” (79). But, as with Holden, we know that
Paul’s charade cannot last; on his eighth day in the city, Paul discovers
that the Pittsburgh newspapers are filled with stories of his disappear-
ance. He will soon have to return to the world he so despises:

It was to be worse than jail, even; the tepid waters of Cordelia Street were

to close over him finally and forever. The grey monotony stretched before

him in hopeless, unrelieved years; Sabbath-school, Young People’s Meet-

ing, the yellow-papered room, the damp dish-towels; it all rushed back

upon him with a sickening vividness. (81)

This brings us to the final and most compelling theme shared in the
two novels: an emphasis on falling. Such imagery occurs throughout
Catcher but finds its most potent exploration in the last part of the novel
as Holden’s mental health deteriorates. Grappling for direction, Holden
visits a favorite former teacher, Mr. Antolini, who warns Holden that he
is “riding for some kind of terrible, terrible fall” (242) and that “it’s a
special kind of fall, a horrible kind. The man falling isn’t permitted to
feel or hear himself hit bottom. He just keeps falling and falling” (244).
For the first time in the narrative, Holden seems to take heart, but when
he later wakes up in Mr. Antolini’s apartment and finds his former
teacher touching his head, what he later describes as a “flitty pass,” he
flees and feels even more distraught.7 He tries to get a bite to eat but can-
not keep the food down. He sees all the Christmas displays up and down
Fifth Avenue and grows more and more depressed. His fall accelerates.
“Every time I came to the end of a block and stepped off the goddam
curb, I had this feeling that I’d never get to the other side of the street. I
thought I’d just go down, down, down, and nobody’d ever see me again”
(256). He becomes physically ill and begins calling out to his dead
brother: “Allie, don’t let me disappear. Allie, don’t let me disappear.
Allie, don’t let me disappear. Please, Allie” (257). Only his little sister
Phoebe, in the end, is able to stop his descent. Having confided in her his
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desire to be a catcher in the rye, to prevent kids from falling off that cliff
into adulthood, she in essence catches him. Arriving at their planned
goodbye, she has a suitcase packed and insists on heading West with
Holden. Instead, he relents and takes her to the carousel in Central Park.
He is at first fearful that she might fall off the horse but then recognizes
that she has to be allowed to reach for the gold ring. He promises to go
home with her and then get help, which he does.

Holden’s final acceptance of the fact that he cannot stop time or pre-
serve innocence and that he needs the help of others to get well con-
trasts with Paul’s concluding that he simply cannot return to his former
life and that he is completely alone in the universe. Rather than getting
on the train back to Pittsburgh, he follows the tracks out into the coun-
tryside and finds a ravine where the train will pass beneath him. There
he pulls out a bunch of red carnations—the flower associated with his
flippancy at the beginning of the story—and looks at them “drooping
with the cold, he noticed, their red glory all over” (83-84). He buries
them in the snow. From the moment that Paul enters New York City
with such hope and anticipation, both flowers and snow surround him
as a ripe symbol of his own repressed growth. When he first checks
into the Waldorf, he has flowers brought up to his room. With snow
falling steadily outside, he luxuriates in their beauty and their soft fra-
grance. If the metaphor is lost on the reader—here is a young man who
in his own mind has not been allowed to flower in his cloudy and op-
pressive dome of a world—Cather makes the connection overt as Paul
hits the streets of the city. “Here and there on the corners were stands,
with whole flower gardens blooming under glass cases, against the
sides of which the snow flakes stuck and melted; violets, roses, carna-
tions, lilies of the valley—somehow vastly more lovely and alluring
that they blossomed thus unnaturally in the snow” (77). Now, as he
awaits his final train “home,” Paul sees nothing but drifted snow in the
open fields, with only here and there “dead grass or dried weed stalks”
that project, “singularly black, above it” (83). Burying the flowers
where he is about to jump before the train,
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he thinks that all the flowers he had seen in the glass cases that first night

must have gone the same way, long before this. It was only one splendid

breath they had, in spite of their brave mockery at the winter outside the

glass; and it was a losing game in the end, it seemed, this revolt against the

homilies by which the world is run. (84)

What Cather does here at the end of the story, then, is quite similar to
what Salinger has Holden confront. The adolescent troubles the two
protagonists face center on feeling out of place in their respective
worlds, unable to blossom in environments that they find inhibiting.
They are also at heart romantics trying to shield the young, the natural,
against the encroaching concerns, corruptions, and materialism of the
adult world. “Certain things they should stay the way they are,”
Holden argues. “You ought to be able to stick them in one of those big
glass cases and just leave them alone” (158). He shares with Paul, then,
a desire to preserve a kind of timeless innocence. As I have argued
elsewhere, the very title of the novel references this idea of Holden the
protector of youth, the “only big kid around” trying to keep the chil-
dren from falling off the cliff, willing to sacrifice himself to protect
others from the experiences and growing pains that he has suf-
fered—and reaffirming the underlying source of his angst, that he
knows that he can’t be the catcher in the rye because those days of care-
less youth are numbered and that the reality of inevitable initiation,
growth, and the loss of childhood is a universal condition.

Unlike Paul, however, who compares himself to the winter flowers
that “mock” the cold environment outside the glass case and “revolt
against the homilies of the world,” Holden, shaken by the death of his
little brother, ultimately realizes the futility of such rebellion and rec-
ognizes that none of us can live as if preserved in some museum di-
orama. Whereas Paul seems to be preparing his own sacrifice, burying
the flowers in the snow as a kind of romantic ritual, Holden recognizes
that flowers and the beauty of nature are for the living. “I hope to hell
when I do die somebody has sense enough to just dump me in the river
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or something,” he declares. “Anything except sticking me in the
goddam cemetery. People coming and putting a bunch of flowers on
your stomach on Sunday, and all that crap. Who wants flowers when
you’re dead? Nobody” (201). This lesson comes to Paul much too late,
literally as he is falling in front of the train and for a split second
realizes he has made a terrible mistake:

As he fell, the folly of his haste occurred to him with merciless clearness,

the vastness of what he had left undone. There flashed through his brain,

clearer than ever before, the blue of Adriatic water, the yellow of Algerian

sands. (84)

The train smashes into Paul and, “because the picture making mech-
anism was crushed, the disturbing visions flashed into black, and Paul
dropped back into the immense design of things” (84). Paul, like those
children Holden imagines falling off the cliff, realizes in a flash that he
has held an unrealistic view of the world, sold to him by grown-ups,
that his only options are to conform or to be destroyed. As long as his
own mind is intact, however, he can at least fight to keep alive his flow-
ering vision of the world. This final point is surely the lesson that Mr.
Antolini tries to impart to Holden as he faces his fall. “The whole ar-
rangement’s designed for men who, at some time or other in their lives,
were looking for something their own environment couldn’t supply
them with,” Mr. Antolini argues. “Or they thought their own environ-
ment couldn’t supply them with. So they gave up looking. They gave it
up before they ever really even got started” (244-45). Paul’s tragic mis-
take, in the end, is giving up because he cannot stand his surroundings
instead of thinking of ways—beyond theft, materialism, and unrealis-
tic daydreams—that he might effectively change his environment. In-
stead of trying to bloom unnaturally in a winter world, like the flowers
he has buried in the snow, he should seek his own proper season to
grow.8

At the end of his narrative Paul exits into oblivion; Holden, at the
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end of his, tells us, “Don’t ever tell anybody anything. If you do, you
start missing everybody” (277). Both Cather and Salinger conclude
their stories with erasure. Perhaps that is the “case” that we all face and
that Holden has to learn to confront and deal with as an adult and that
Paul is unable to survive. Cather, like Salinger, crafts young characters
who need to produce authentic responses to the realization that life is,
ultimately, about loss. When Holden describes visiting his brother’s
grave, with the cold rain percolating through the soil to Allie’s lonely
body, he sets in stark terms what ultimately awaits us all. “It was awful.
It rained on his lousy tombstone, and it rained on the grass on his stom-
ach.” Death indeed cures Holden of all sentiment, uncomforted by the
hope that “it is only his body and all that’s in the cemetery, and his
soul’s in Heaven and all that crap” (202). All the theology in the world
cannot overcome Holden’s justified fear of disappearing. Nor does it
temper his sense that the world we live in is a corrupt place, that in the
end we cannot even control the final words that conclude our exis-
tence. “I think, even, if I ever die, and they stick me in a cemetery, and I
have a tombstone and all, it’ll say ‘Holden Caulfield’ on it and then
what year I was born and what year I died, and then right under that it’ll
say ‘Fuck You.’ I’m positive in fact” (204).

Perhaps Cather, and the way out West that Holden dreams of, can
offer an antidote for such pessimism. At heart, Holden—and The
Catcher in the Rye—shares a sense of romanticism with Cather. Al-
though Paul’s overactive and unrealistic imagination dooms him, in
her later works Cather offers characters who return to their youthful
places and find deeper meaning in life, closer to the earth—away
from the cliff face of lost innocence or oblivion—places where their
younger selves can teach them what matters most. Perhaps she was
not so far away from Salinger after all. Cather may have begun her
life on the prairie, and few of her works after “Paul’s Case” would be
set in cities, but she spent the vast majority of her professional career
in close proximity to the world that Salinger himself inhabited. A pri-
vate funeral was held for Cather in New York City when she died in
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1947, but she was then buried in the rural and rolling hills of Jaffrey,
New Hampshire, roughly 75 miles north of where Salinger himself
passed away. The words on her gravestone are taken from a passage
in My Ántonia, from a scene early in the novel where Jim Burden, as a
boy slowly learning to appreciate his new prairie home, is lying
against the ground amid the bounty of his grandmother’s garden.
“The Earth was warm under me, and warm as I crumbled it through
my fingers,” he explains:

I kept as still as I could. Nothing happened. I did not expect anything to

happen. I was something that lay under the sun and felt it, like the pump-

kins, and I did not want to be anything more. I was entirely happy. Perhaps

we feel like that when we die and become part of something entire, whether

it is sun and air, or goodness and knowledge. (18)

This seems to be the cure that Holden seeks, that Paul never seeks, and
that Cather’s young protagonists struggle to discover themselves. The
last lines from the passage mark her epitaph: “That is happiness; to be
dissolved into something complete and great.” What a comforting con-
trast to Holden’s dread of disappearing and what he fears might be the
final conclusion marked on his own gravestone.

Notes
1. Writing after Salinger’s death in The New Yorker, where Salinger had published

the majority of his short stories, Adam Gopnik called Catcher the “handbook of the
adolescent heart,” asserting that Salinger’s writing continues to resonate due to its “es-
sential gift of joy” in a “message” that “was always the same: that, amid the malice and
falseness of social life, redemption rises from clear speech and childlike enchantment,
from all the forms of unselfconscious innocence that still surrounds us” (20). This
sense that Salinger captured in his writing something essential about the perspective of
our younger selves and the loss associated with our passage into the adult world has re-
sulted in a curious transaction between adults and young readers ever since, in the very
passing of the book itself from generation to generation.

2. Cather’s famous remark appears in the preface to her 1936 essay collection Not
Under Forty, where she argues that her book will “have little interest for people un-
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der forty years of age. The world broke in two in 1922 or thereabouts, and the per-
sons and prejudices recalled in these sketches slid back into yesterday’s seven thou-
sand years. . . . It is for the backward, and by one of their number, that these sketches
were written” (v). Part of my argument in this exploration is that Cather’s take on
adolescence and coming-of-age—regardless of her seeming old-fashionedness—
touches on the same key issues that find success in the best works in this genre.
Cather was exploring teenage angst before Salinger was even born.

3. In my comparative reading of Catcher and Cormac McCarthy’s All the Pretty
Horses, for example, I identify three major areas that I feel the two works share and
that operate at the heart of most successful coming-of-age narratives. First is a focus
on the choice and control that young adults yearn for in their lives, the opportunities to
make their own unique paths into an adult world they feel is corrupt or has failed them.
Second are compelling explorations of innocence and youth and the ability or inability
to control the processes of time and maturation. Finally, the controlling themes of love
and death elevate these works into the American canon (103-4).

4. A slightly revised version of “Paul’s Case” appeared in Cather’s 1920 collection
of short stories, Youth and the Bright Medusa. For my exploration, I am using the origi-
nal text of the story as it appeared in 1905.

5. This is one area where Holden differs greatly with Paul: Holden hates the theater.
When he secures tickets for a Broadway show to impress his girlfriend, he confesses:
“I didn’t much want to see it, but I knew old Sally, the queen of the phonies, would start
drooling all over the place when I told her I had tickets for that, because the Lunts were
in it and all. She liked shows that are supposed to be very sophisticated and dry and all,
with the Lunts and all. I don’t. I don’t like any shows very much, if you want to know
the truth” (152).

6. See verse 5, lines 58-66, of William Wordsworth’s “Ode: Intimations of Immor-
tality from Recollections of Early Childhood.” The specific lines are worth reviewing
for this study: “Our birth is but a sleep and a forgetting:/ The Soul that rises with us, our
life’s star,/ Hath had elsewhere its setting,/ And cometh from afar:/ Not in entire forget-
fulness,/ And not in utter nakedness,/ But trailing clouds of glory do we come/ From
God, who is our home:/ Heaven lies about us in our infancy!” It makes sense that
Cather would have Wordsworth in mind here, both for exposing Paul’s romantic ob-
sessions and for keying the reader into the theme of lost youth and the potential corrup-
tion of adulthood. This same theme is at the heart of Catcher as Holden laments the
loss of innocence and the childlike view of the world as we grow up.

7. Beyond the scope of this study but pertinent to the question of coming-of-age is
the fact that many of Cather’s narratives contain underlying elements of interest to
contemporary literary critics involved in lesbian, gay, bisexual, and transgendered
studies (also known as queer theory). In this way, Cather’s allusions to homosexuality
and shifting gender roles in her narratives address an element of youthful angst that
Salinger mostly avoids in Catcher. Cather herself lived for most of her life with female
companions and never married or had children. Critics over the years have noted that
many of Cather’s characters are shown to be “strange” or “artistic” and struggle with
being out of synch with their surrounding society. In “The Sculptor’s Funeral,” for ex-
ample, an effeminate, overly sensitive artist is ostracized by his small rural community
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for not fulfilling the role of a conventional male. The narrative structure of My Ántonia
offers tantalizing room for speculation—Cather chose to inhabit the voice of a male
protagonist, Jim Burden, who in many areas of the narrative reflects strong desires to-
ward the female characters, particularly the hypersexualized “Hired Girls” section.
The Professor’s House contains many elements that literary scholars have interpreted
as homoerotic, particularly the relationship between the protagonist, Godfry St. Peter,
and his young student, Tom Outland (as well as a strikingly intimate relationship that
Tom shares with his best friend, Roddy). Many critics have asserted that “Paul’s Case”
is one of the first American short stories to deal with a possibly gay central character.
These critics frequently cite this passage as validation:

[Paul] fell in with a wild San Francisco boy, a freshman at Yale, who said he had
run down for a “little flyer” over Sunday. The young man offered to show Paul
the night side of the town, and the two boys went out together after dinner, not
returning to the hotel until seven o’clock the next morning. They had started out
in the confiding warmth of a champagne friendship, but their parting on the ele-
vator was singularly cool. (80)

Such examples as this are suggestive rather than overt, but Paul’s love of the theater
and his close relationship with a young actor, Charley Edwards, in whose dressing
room Paul spends much time until Edwards “remorsefully promised the boy’s father
not to see him again” (73), lend further evidence that Cather was likely exploring is-
sues of sexual orientation nearly a century before that term became common and well
before the issue was openly explored in American literature.

8. Holden shares with Paul similar suicidal tendencies. After he is assaulted by the
pimp, Maurice, at his hotel, Holden confesses that he “felt like jumping out the win-
dow. I probably would’ve done it, too, if I’d been sure somebody’d cover me up as
soon as I landed. I didn’t want a bunch of stupid rubbernecks looking at me when I was
all gory” (136). This brings to mind the story of James Castle, a former classmate of
Holden’s, “a skinny weak-looking guy, with wrists about as big as pencils,” who fell
victim to bullies and jumped out a window at their school. The reality of suicide as
Holden has witnessed it and the fantasy he carries of wanting to “catch” youngsters
from such falls contrast darkly with Paul’s final descent into the “immense design of
things.” Such broken bodies reinforce the notion that youth is fragile, impermanent,
and violent to anyone who becomes marked as strange or unconventional.
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