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Hemingway is o en quot ed as saying t hat  all American lit erat ure comes
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from one book and t hat  t hat  book is Huckleberry Finn.  Whet her one
agrees about  "all American lit erat ure," it  is clear t hat  t hat  is where
Salinger's The Catcher in the Rye comes from. And one can say, in dubious
celebrat ion of  Salinger, t hat  The Catcher in the Rye is t he one book t hat
t he adolescent  novel comes from. It  is a di icult , decept ive herit age:
sat irical and ost ensibly designed t o o er a clearer mode of life and
t hought  t han t hat  which t he heroes wit ness. But  cert ainly in Salinger's
case, and very possibly in Twain's before him, t here really are no
alt ernat ives. One's only salvat ion is t o remain a child.

Even in his works about  t he Glass Family,  where he has t urned t o t he
adult  world, Salinger is st ill celebrat ing childhood. While t he Glass family
can get  quickly under one's skin, t he books ult imat ely do not  sat isfy
because t he charact ers never quit e get  past  what  Zooey himself
t ermed t heir "t ent hrat e nervous breakdowns," never accept ing or
confront ing t he ills of  t he adult  world t hat  so oppress t hem. The remain
Salinger's children, sanct if ied and damaged by t heir sensibilit ies.

In all of  Salinger's work, children alone o er solace t o his t orment ed
charact ers: t welve-year-old Esme is t he only one of  t he
narrat or/Sergeant  X's correspondent s who can help him; Seymour Glass,
t he oldest  of  t he Glass family children, now unhappily married, has a sad
t ryst  in t he ocean at  Miami Beach wit h a lit t le girl named Sybil before he
blows his brains out . The family reminisces about  Franny sit t ing in t he
kit chen as a child, having a small glass of  milk wit h Jesus. And of course
t here is Holden's younger sist er Phoebe, dressed in her pajamas wit h t he
elephant s on t he collar, urging Holden t o face his parent s—if  not  his
problems. These are t he ideal charact ers in Salinger's world, and adult s
are appealing insofar as t hey share t he qualit ies and voice of  childhood.
Franny and Zooey, for all [End Page 89] t heir sophist icat ion, are st ill
pained children. Zooey's small, beaut iful back—observed most ly by his
mot her who sit s t alking t o him as he t akes a bat h—suggest s a child's;
Franny recovers from her depression by list ening, open-mout hed, on t he
phone t o her brot her Zooey, who disguises his voice as t heir brot her
Buddy's and t ells her t he old adage of  t heir brot her Seymour t hat  she
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should live for t he fat  lady, because t he fat  lady is Christ . Seized and
calmed by t he t rut h of  t hat  simple not ion, Franny climbs int o her fat her's
empt y bed and goes beat if ically t o sleep. How comfort ably, innocent ly
incest uous t hey all are. "It 's a Wise Child," t he radio program on which
each of  t he Glass family in t urn spout ed t heir wisdom, might  be t he
name of any of  Salinger's works.

The casual reader might  be beguiled int o t he belief  t hat  Salinger's
nay-saying charact ers are simply confused and short -sight ed and t hat
t he aut hor is implying t hey can mat ure and change. Zooey's pep t alks
wit h his sist er—self-mocking, ironic, good humored—sound opt imist ic.
But  Salinger's humor comes more from desperat ion t han dist ance. The
unhappiness Holden feels because of  his int olerance for compromise and
his discomfort  wit h sexualit y cannot  easily be helped. There is no
successful model for him. One eit her compromises or goes under. And
none of t he Glass family is doing much bet t er. Their fat  lady—in t he
prophet ic Seymour's ext ended descript ion—has cancer and sit s on her
porch list ening t o t he radio. In t he face of  t his dismal vision, t he Glass
family must  simply bear up under t heir crown of t horns.

In t erms of what  he f inds accept able, Salinger is not , in fact , very far
from Lewis Carroll. He has much more sympat hy for t he compromises of
t he common man, but  no more hope. Yet , like Carroll, he is aut hent ic. He
may have descended from Twain, but  he is not  an imit at or.
Unfort unat ely, t he same cannot  be said of  his descendant s. The
idiosyncracies—not  t o...
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