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William Saroyan

1943

Introduction

William Saroyan is best remembered for his 1943 war novel, The Human Comedy, a coming-of-age story featuring Homer Macauley, a boy who delivers telegrams to help support his family during World War II while his older brother is overseas serving in the military. The mythical setting of Ithaca, California, is modeled after Saroyan's hometown of Fresno, where he grew up in an Armenian community. The story has been criticized as overly sentimental but has remained popular because it affirms life and the American spirit. Such affirmations were appreciated during the Great Depression and World War II, when he was most popular.

Saroyan wrote novels, short stories, plays, screenplays, and plays for television in a lyrical and allegorical style. The Human Comedy has been made into a Hollywood film and a Broad-way musical. His well-known play The Time of Your Life won a Pulitzer Prize in 1940. Interest in his work declined after World War II, although he continued to write prolifically until his death in 1981.




Author Biography

Saroyan was born on August 31, 1908, in Fresno, California, to Armenak and Takoohi Saroyan, Armenian immigrants from Bitlis. Armenak, an ordained minister, was forced to become a California chicken farmer to support the family and died prematurely when William was three. Takoohi had to put her four children into an orphanage in Oakland. William's five years in an orphanage forever stamped his character. The family was reunited in Fresno in the Armenian community, with Takoohi working in a cannery and little William selling newspapers and later delivering telegrams. He was a voracious reader but left high school before graduation. After his mother showed him his father's writings, William decided to become a writer and published his first stories, based on his experience among the Armenian American fruit growers of the San Joaquin Valley, in the Armenian journal Hairenik in 1933.

The short story collection My Name is Aram (1940), about Armenian immigrants in the United States, became a best seller. Saroyan's first big success, however, was the publication of “The Daring Young Man on the Flying Trapeze” (1934), a short story about a starving artist during the Great Depression. At first, Saroyan was regarded as a budding genius, but he was soon criticized for turning out too much material too quickly without enough editing. In addition, his drinking, gambling, and difficult personality detracted from his success with publishers and Hollywood studios. Besides publishing collections of short stories and doctoring screenplays, he wrote plays for Broadway. Two of his most popular plays were produced in 1939, My Heart's in the Highland and The Time of Your Life, with the latter winning the New York Drama Critics Circle Award and the Pulitzer Prize in 1940. Saroyan turned down the Pulitzer, saying that art should not be supported by commerce, but his mark was made.

In 1941, he wrote the screenplay, The Human Comedy, for MGM Studios, wanting to direct it himself. While he was an army private during World War II, he married Carol Marcus and published The Human Comedy as a book in 1943. MGM made the story into a movie that won an Academy Award for writing but refused to let Saroyan direct it. His son Aram, who also became a writer, was born in 1943, and his daughter, Lucy, an actress, was born in 1946. He divorced his wife Carol in 1949 and then remarried her in 1951.

Saroyan traveled all over the world turning his trips into stories and essays, and became a writer-in-residence at Purdue University in 1961, during which time his plays were produced for television. Although he never stopped writing and published over sixty books of stories, plays, and novels, he lost popularity after World War II because his optimistic themes seemed more suited for the Depression or the patriotic war effort. He died in Fresno on May 18, 1981, of prostate cancer.




Plot Summary

Chapters 1–3

During World War II, Ulysses Macauley, a four-year-old boy from Santa Clara Avenue in Ithaca, California, enjoys a day of ordinary miracles, watching birds and gophers in his backyard and then the marvel of a freight train going by. He waves to several people on the train, but no one waves back except an African American man singing a song about “the old Kentucky home far away.” He shouts to Ulysses that he is going home. The boy is so pleased at this contact that he smiles and skips home. He finds his mother feeding the chickens, and he helps her look for eggs.
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Media Adaptations


	The feature film The Human Comedy was released in 1943 by Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer. It was directed by Clarence Brown and adapted by Howard Estabrook based on a screenplay by William Saroyan, who also published it as a novel the same year. The film starred Mickey Rooney as Homer, Frank Morgan as Mr. Grogan, Van Johnson as Marcus, and Donna Reed as Bess.

	The soundtrack of the Broadway musical The Human Comedy, composed by Galt Mac-Dermot in the 1980s, was released in 1997 by Original Cast Records as a two-CD set.





Ulysses's older brother, Homer, is meanwhile bicycling down a dirt road delivering a telegraph message in the California evening. As he enjoys the beauty of the countryside, he sings, thinking of his mother's harp and his sister Bess's piano. He remembers his brother Marcus away in the war. He watches a line of army trucks full of soldiers and salutes them. They return his salute.

Homer returns to the telegraph office, where Mr. Spangler, the manager, is composing a telegram for a customer. A young man is wiring his mother for money to come home to Pennsylvania, and Spangler offers to loan him the money until the mother's money comes. He gratefully accepts. Spangler tells Mr. William Grogan, the night telegraph operator, to send the telegram paid and that he will pay for it himself. Spangler asks Homer how he likes being a messenger and wonders if he has time to play sports. He ran the two-twenty low hurdles himself when he was in school. Homer lied about his age to get the job. He is actually only fourteen, but he needs the fifteen dollars a week to help support his mother. Spangler explains to Grogan that Homer is a good boy from a poor, fatherless family with the eldest son in the war. The sister goes to college. Grogan is an old man with many memories. He gets drunk often and tells Homer h must wake him if he sleeps on the job. Homer takes a message from the War Department to Mrs. Sandoval saying that her son has been killed.

Chapters 4–6

Bess and Mrs. Macauley play music in their house, and the neighbor girl, Mary Arena, comes to join in the singing. Mary is Marcus's girlfriend. Ulysses asks his mother where his brother Marcus is, and she replies he is in the army. He will not come back until the war is over. Ulysses wants to know where his father is, and his mother says he will not come home at all because the father is dead. She tries to explain death to her son as a natural part of life. She says that Homer is working to help buy food and to share with others who have a greater need than theirs. She tells the boy he must always give. After Ulysses goes to bed, Mrs. Macauley sees the spirit of her dead husband, Matthew, who apologizes for leaving her.

Homer delivers the death telegram to Mrs. Sandoval, a Mexican woman, and is anguished to give her news of her son's death. She insists he come in, and she gives him candy, as though he is her own boy. She cries, and Homer feels sick with compassion for her. He imagines her as a young mother with her baby son.

At the telegraph office, Homer wakes up Mr. Grogan as a message comes in over the telegraph. Grogan admits he is afraid of losing his job, because heisold and outdated. They havemachines that can replace him, but he would die without his work. Homer sings a song for Mr. Grogan.

Chapters 7–9

When Homer gets home late, his mother is waiting up for him, and he is glad because he is troubled about the death telegram he had to deliver. He tells his mother that, for the first time in his life, he feels lonely. She tells him he is no longer a child; he feels the despair of the world. If she should get a telegram about Marcus, however, she will not believe he is really dead. She tells Homer to love everyone he meets, because the world is full of frightened children.

In the morning, Homer brings out his bodybuilding course, and Ulysses watches him exercise. Homer is training to run the two-twenty low hurdles, the big race of Ithaca. At breakfast, Homer discusses the value of prayer with his sister Bess. Mary comes into the kitchen from next door to ask if there are any letters from Marcus. Bess and Mary wish they could get jobs to help out during wartime. On his way to school, Homer jumps over a fence to practice for the two-twenty low hurdles.

Chapters 10–12

Coach Byfield is on the athletic track of Ithaca High School coaching four boys for the race that afternoon. The coach tells Hubert Ackley III that he will win the race. The other boys wish they could beat Ackley, who always comes in first. Miss Hicks, the history teacher, waits for class to start in her classroom. Homer stares at Helen Eliot, whom he adores, but she is a snob and speaks only to Hubert Ackley III when he enters. Joe Terranova, Homer's friend, is the class comedian, one of the boys from the slums. Joe makes some wise cracks, and Homer tells him to be quiet so the class can start. Miss Hicks says that ancient history seems dull, but it is important to know about other times. She asks Helen to read aloud about the Assyrians, who conquered Babylon.

Homer interrupts the reading by getting into a fight with Hubert, the upper class boy, who calls Homer a lower-class hoodlum, and Miss Hicks says the two boys will have to stay after class. They ask, what about the track meet? Coach Byfield goes to the principal to ask him to get his best athlete, Hubert, out of detention in Miss Hicks's class. The principal refuses to interfere, but the coach goes to Miss Hicks's room and says he has permission to take Hubert for the track meet. Miss Hicks is irritated at Byfield's lie and his favoring the rich boy. Hubert leaves, and Miss Hicks gives Homer a talk on the meaning of democracy and equality. She wants her students to be good human beings. She lets Homer go to the meet. He competes against Hubert and is winning when Mr. Byfield tackles Homer to keep him out of the race.

Hubert stops running and waits for Homer to get up. Hubert and Homer tie for first place. Byfield tells Homer he may not compete in sports for the rest of the semester, but Miss Hicks stands up for him. The coach is so angry he calls Joe Terranova a wop, and Homer tackles him. When the principal comes out, Miss Hicks says Byfield owes Terranova an apology for an ethnic slur. The coach apologizes, but Homer limps away with a leg injury.

Chapters 13–15

Big Chris the hunter walks into Covington's Sporting Goods Store to buy a bear trap. He is shown a new trap that lifts the animal and holds it in place. Ulysses Macauley is fascinated and gets caught in the trap. The store owner does not know how to release him. A crowd gathers, and Auggie the newsboy runs for Homer to tell him his brother is caught in trouble. Homer tells Auggie to go to the telegraph office and explain why he will be late. He goes to the store, and Ulysses asks first for his father and then Marcus, but it is Big Chris who breaks the trap and frees the boy and then pays for the trap. Homer takes Ulysses to the telegraph office, and Mr. Spangler watches him while Homer delivers telegrams.

Spangler talks to Auggie and promises to hire the nine-year-old when he is older. A rich young woman named Diana Steed comes in a chauffeured car to the telegraph office to see Spangler. Auggie sells her a newspaper. Diana claims she loves Spangler and wants him to come to dinner to meet her parents. He agrees and then hears a call come in from Sunripe Raisin. Because Homer is not there, Spangler takes the call himself, running. He sees a shy and pretty girl on the street waiting for a bus after work. He notices her loneliness and kisses her on the cheek. Spangler gets to Sunripe Raisin before the Western Union boy and gets the telegrams for Postal Telegraph. He leaves happy and remembers the beauty of the girl he saw, and then goes to Corbetts Bar for a drink. The bartender, a former boxer, tells Spangler he lets the soldiers in his bar have free drinks.

Chapters 16–18

Homer is folding telegrams with Ulysses watching when Spangler returns to the office. Spangler tells Homer to take Ulysses home. Homer puts Ulysses on the handlebars of his bicycle, and they ride down the street singing about the old Kentucky home far away. At home, they hear the harp and piano of their mother and sister and the singing of Mary Arena. Homer goes back to work.

As Spangler has dinner with the Steed family, it begins to rain, and Bess Macauley and Mary Arena walk down the street to deliver Homer's lunch box to the telegraph office. Three soldiers named Fat, Texas, and Horse flirt with the girls and ask them to go to the movies on their last day before being shipped out. Bess thinks they are lonely, and the girls agree, but first they must deliver Homer's dinner. At the telegraph office, the soldiers send telegrams to their mothers and sweethearts. At the movie, they see Churchill and Roosevelt giving speeches, and they feel patriotic.

Meanwhile, in North Carolina, Marcus Macauley is with his friend Tobey George and other soldiers in a bar, waiting to be shipped overseas. Marcus plays the piano and sings. He tells Tobey all about his family in Ithaca. Spangler walks into the Ithaca movie theater with Diana Steed, but not liking the film, takes Diana to Corbett's Bar for a drink. She keeps insisting that she knows he really loves her, and he begins to think he does.

Chapters 19–21

Homer is wet as he returns to the telegraph office. He gets his lunch box and offers to share his supper with Mr. Grogan. A telegram comes in, and Homer tells Grogan he wishes he did not have to deliver death messages. Homer asks if these soldiers are dying for nothing. Grogan gets out his bottle and begins to drink and give a little sermon on how their deaths have meaning. He affirms the unity of all humanity. He suddenly asks Homer to go to the drug store for him. He clutches at his heart and asks for water. Homer takes the death telegram and leaves. Homer rides to a house where a party is going on. He feels sick. He has to deliver a message to a mother on her birthday that her son is dead. Homer delivers it and runs off.

After the movie, the soldiers kiss the girls good night and then horse around in the street ecstatically. Homer returns to the office, and Grogan asks him what is wrong with his leg. Homer tells him about the race, about school, and about Helen Eliot. He wants to be a champion for Miss Hicks, the teacher he admires. Grogan tells Homer he has changed and that he is growing up. Homer says he just wants to know things and be the best person he can be. He wants to help make a better world.

Chapters 22–24

Spangler comes into the office and talks to Grogan, reassuring him he does not need to worry about losing his job because he is old. Grogan admits he had a little heart attack and sent Homer for medicine. Spangler sends Grogan to the bar for a drink. The down and out young man who had earlier wired his mother for money comes into the office with a gun to rob Spangler. Spangler gets out the money but says he would give it to the man anyway because he is desperate but no criminal. He tells him to take a train to his home in Pennsylvania. He will not report the theft. The young man threatens to shoot himself. Spangler talks him out of it. The young man feels lost in the violent world and sick about the corruption of the human race. He feels satisfied that he has found a decent person in Spangler and thanks him. After he leaves, Spangler wires the mother that the son is coming home.

At home, Homer has a nightmare in which he is on a bicycle racing with the messenger of Death to keep him away from Ithaca, but he cannot catch him. As Mrs. Macauley comforts him, she sees the spirit of her dead husband in the room.

Ulysses is up early on Saturday morning and watches a cow being milked. Then he plays with his friend, Lionel Cabot, who is mentally challenged but sweet and loyal. Auggie is the leader of the neighborhood gang of kids, and he organizes a raid on Old Man Henderson's apricot tree, though everyone knows apricots are not ripe. Auggie will not let Ulysses and Lionel join them. Henderson always scares and chases the boys off but is delighted when they come every spring. Ulysses and Lionel tag along to watch. The boys discuss whether it is a sin to steal apricots and decide it is not. Henderson comes out of his house and scares the boys, and they scatter after their great adventure.

Chapters 25–27

Auggie's Secret Society regroups at Ara's Armenian market. Auggie retains his prestige by having scored one green apricot. Mr. Ara's small son John asks for things from his father, and his father, always trying to please him, gives him an apple, an orange, and candy, but whatever he gives, the boy is not happy. A customer comes in to ask for cookies with raisins, which Mr. Ara does not have. Mr. Ara is unhappy because he cannot satisfy anyone. He speaks in Armenian about how the world has gone mad. He is not happy, but he wants his son to be.

Mrs. Macauley waits for Homer to come to breakfast. She knows he is troubled because of the nightmare. He confesses to his mother that he cried after delivering another death telegram. He rode his bicycle all over Ithaca and prayed nothing would happen to the people. He fears that as a grown-up he will only find out bad things about life. His mother tells him each person has to find a way to deal with life, both its beauty and its pain. Each of us has to remake the world as best we can. The evil as well as the good must be forgiven because we are all one human race.

Ulysses and Lionel come into the kitchen. Lionel explains that the other boys do not like him because he is stupid and send him away every time he makes a mistake. Mrs. Macauley tells him he is the nicest boy in the neighborhood, but he should not be angry because the other boys are good too. Mrs. Macauley tells Homer he must not be afraid of life, even its mistakes. He should trust his heart. When Homer leaves, Mrs. Macauley sees the spirit of her dead husband, Matthew, who tells her that their son Marcus is going to join him. She says she knows.

Chapters 28–30

Lionel and Ulysses pass a funeral procession and then go to the public library and stare at the books in respect, although neither can read. They feel as though they have learned something there just by being around the books.

Homer delivers a telegram to a speaker at the Ithaca Parlor Lecture Club. The women await the lecture of the woman who has traveled all over the world having adventures in wars and foreign lands. Homer delivers the telegram she has sent to herself to look important. He thinks she is an old fake, and when she tips him a dime, he gives it to the legless veteran on the street. Next he has to deliver a telegram to the madam of the local brothel. A young girl his sister's age signs for the telegram. The house has a sickening odor. The young woman secretly gives a letter to Homer to mail to her sister with money in it. The madam returns and asks Homer to distribute her cards wherever he leaves telegrams since the soldiers will be needing a room for the night.

Chapters 31–33

At sundown, Lionel and Ulysses are watching Mr. Mechano in a store window. He is a man, acting like a machine, holding up advertising signs. Lionel goes home, but Ulysses is mesmerized and stays to watch Mr. Mechano. The man looks at him, and Ulysses is terrified, suddenly and wordlessly understanding Death. Until then, the world had been good, but now he finds something horrible. He runs into Auggie selling newspapers and Auggie takes him to Homer in the telegraph office. Spangler buys all of Auggie's newspapers, since the boy cannot go home until he gets rid of all of them. The three boys go home on Homer's bicycle. Homer goes into his house, and Mary is happy because she got a letter from Marcus, and he sent one to Homer also. Mary and Bess are looking for jobs, but Homer says the girls should not have to work, because he will support the family.

A train full of American soldiers is on the way to war. Marcus Macauley speaks to his friend Tobey about his family and Ithaca, and Tobey, who is an orphan with no family to go back to, decides to adopt Ithaca as his hometown. They admit they do not want to die, but they are fighting for small American towns, like Ithaca. Marcus tells Tobey to go to Ithaca after the war and marry his sister Bess. The soldiers on the train ask Tobey and Marcus to sing a church hymn, “Leaning on the Everlasting Arms.”

At work, Mr. Grogan is drunk, and Homer listens to his wisdom about life. Grogan recognizes Homer as a great man; he should be proud of his goodness. Then Homer reads aloud the letter from his brother Marcus. Marcus gives everything at home to Homer in case he dies and calls him the man of the family now, and though it will not be easy for him, he believes his brother will find a way to keep the family together. Marcus does not believe in war, but he is proud to serve his country. If he dies, Homer should not believe he is gone. Homer is the best of the Macauleys, and he is what Marcus fights for in the war. If his friend Tobey comes to Ithaca, the family should welcome him. Homer tells Mr. Grogan that, if his brother is killed in the war, he will spit on the world, and he will not be good anymore.

Chapters 34–36

Time goes by in Ithaca as the war continues in Europe. Meanwhile, Thomas Spangler and Diana Steed are out for a Sunday drive. They are in love. They see picnics by the river with many different national groups—Italians, Greeks, Armenians, and Russians. They are from many countries but all Americans.

Chapters 37–39

A train stops in Ithaca and soldiers get off. They are welcomed home by the families near Mr. Ara's market. The Macauley family is out for a Sunday walk, and Homer sees Mr. Grogan is at work. A telegraph is coming in, but Grogan is slumped down, and Homer cannot wake him. He tells his family to go home. He runs to Corbett's for coffee. Mr. Grogan wakes enough to get the telegram from the War Department for Mrs. Macauley informing her that Marcus has been killed. Grogan has a heart attack as he reads it and dies. When Homer returns with the coffee, he realizes the old man is dead. He sees the incomplete telegram but knows what it means. Spangler drives up, calls the doctor, and gets the rest of the telegram. Homer puts the telegram in his pocket and goes for a walk with Spangler. Homer says he does not know whom to hate. Who is the enemy? Spangler says it is not people. The people of the world are like one man. Marcus will survive in his family's memory.

One of the soldiers off the train makes his way to the Macauley home, which he calls his home. When Homer returns at dark, he sees the soldier waiting on the porch. Mrs. Macauley tells Bess to let him in. Tobey George makes himself at home with his new family as Homer brings the telegram.




Characters

Hubert Ackley III

Hubert is a rich boy in Homer's high school and the one favored by the coach to win the track race. The coach springs Hubert from detention and leaves Homer, whom he considers unimportant. When the coach tackles Homer to prevent him from winning, Hubert does not take advantage and instead waits for Homer to get up before continuing to race.

John Ara

John is a demanding boy who is never satisfied, even though his father tries to make him happy.

Mr. Ara

Mr. Ara is the Armenian grocer who tries to make people, including his little son, happy but is disappointed that no one ever seems satisfied with his efforts.

Mary Arena

Mary Arena is Bess Macauley's best friend, a neighbor who comes over to sing when the Macauleys play music. She goes to college and is engaged to Marcus Macauley, away in the war.

Coach Byfield

Coach Byfield is the bigoted high-school track coach who favors the rich students and calls Joe Terranova a “wop.” He tackles Homer as he is about to win the two-twenty low hurdles because he wants Hubert Ackley to win the race.

Lionel Cabot

Lionel Cabot is called the neighborhood half-wit but is a great and sweet-natured soul, a nine-year-old boy who is Ulysses's best friend. The other children will not let Lionel play their games because he makes mistakes.

Big Chris

Big Chris is a hunter from the hills who tries to buy a bear trap at Covington's store and ends up rescuing Ulysses from the trap. Ulysses worships Big Chris as a sort of protective father figure, since his own father is dead.

Helen Eliot

Helen Eliot is the smart and pretty student in Homer's history class that he adores, but she ignores him because he is from the lower class.

Fat

Fat is one of the three soldiers ready to ship out who take Bess and Mary to the movies.

Tobey George

Tobey George, an orphan, is the best friend and army buddy of Marcus Macauley. Marcus invites him to settle in Ithaca after the war as part of his own family. Marcus tries to set up Tobey to marry his sister, Bess.

Auggie Gottlieb

An imaginative and curious boy, Auggie is the nine-year-old neighborhood leader of the gang of kids. He tries to make up adventures like stealing apricots from Old Man Henderson's tree, even when they are not ripe. Auggie sells newspapers to help support his family, and although he is innocent, he is street-wise. He keeps an eye on Ulysses and the other children so they do not get into trouble.

Willie Grogan

Willie Grogan is the kind and wise sixty-seven-year-old man who is the night telegraph operator where Homer works. He is an old-time telegrapher with lots of memories. He is an alcoholic, and Homer must awaken him when he falls asleep on the job. Grogan is afraid of losing his job to the automated teletype machines. He dies of a heart attack when he has to type out the message of Marcus Macauley's death.

Mr. Henderson

Mr. Henderson pretends to be the nasty guard of the apricot tree in his yard but actually gets a kick out of watching the children steal his apricots each year.

Miss Hicks

Miss Hicks is Homer's compassionate high-school history teacher who tries to teach him that it is better to be a good person of high moral value than rich or of high social standing. She has been the teacher of all the Macauley children and stands up for Homer against Coach Byfield.

Horse

Horse is the second of the three soldiers who take Bess and Mary to the movies.

Bess Macauley

Bess Macauley is Homer's seventeen-year-old sister. She plays the piano and goes to college. At the end of the book, it is implied that she will eventually marry Marcus's best friend, Tobey George.

Homer Macauley

Homer is fourteen and the main character of the story. He takes a job as a telegram delivery boy to help support his fatherless family. He goes through a crisis when he has to deliver telegrams from the War Department reporting the deaths of soldiers to their families. He questions evil, war, and death, trying to keep his optimism about life in the face of the terrible loss and sacrifice everyone must make during the war. He is a boy of great sensitivity and integrity who questions the limitations people would impose on him, such as the coach not wanting him to compete in sports. He has great sympathy and kindness for the families he must tell about the death of their loved ones and is well thought of by adults and teachers. Even his rival, Hubert Ackley III, respects him and stops running in the track meet when Homer falls down, waiting for him to get up again. Homer is forced to become the head of the family prematurely by his brother Marcus's death.

Mrs. Katey Macauley

Mrs. Macauley is a widow who tries to keep her family together under difficult circumstances. She is very wise and understanding, teaching her children to be good human beings above all else. Apparently something of a mystic, she converses with the spirit of her dead husband, Matthew.

Marcus Macauley

Marcus Macauley is the oldest Macauley son and a soldier in the war. He is wise and gentle like the rest of the family, not believing in war but wanting to do his duty. He says no man is his enemy. He writes a final letter to Homer encouraging him to be a great man and says he is fighting in the war for HOmer's chance to have a better life. He sends his friend Tobey to Ithaca after the war to be part of the Macauley family, thus anticipating his own death and replacing their lost son.

Matthew Macauley

The deceased husband of Katey Macauley, Matthew nevertheless is a presence in the story as a spirit who speaks to his wife about their children, warning her that their son Marcus will soon join him in death.

Ulysses Macauley

Ulysses is the youngest Macauley child, four years old, wide-eyed and innocent, who enjoys life and is curious about everything. He misses his dead father and absent soldier brother, becoming attached to Homer as a father substitute. Ulysses is accepting of everyone and pleased with his everyday adventures in the neighborhood.

Mr. Mechano

Mr. Mechano is a man in a store window who pretends to be a machine, flipping advertising signs. Ulysses becomes terrified of him as his first glimpse of evil when the man stares at him in a threatening way.

Rosa Sandoval

Rosa Sandoval is the Mexican mother to whom Homer delivers his first death telegram. She treats Homer as if he is her lost son.

Tom Spangler

Tom Spangler is the generous manager of the telegraph office where Homer works. He helps people in need, such as the young man who comes in to rob him, talking him out of it and giving him the money to get home. He believes in Homer and gives him a job though he is underage. Tom is in love with Diana Steed, and though he is of lower class than her family, he wants to marry her. He is Homer's mentor, and Homer decides to run the two-twenty low hurdles because Mr. Spangler did.

Diana Steed

Diana Steed is the rich young woman who comes in a chauffeured car to see her boyfriend, Tom Spangler, whom she loves and wants to marry.

Joe Terranova

Joe Terranova is a student from the slums who is class clown in Homer's history class. He is a friend of Homer's, and he is defended by Miss Hicks, who tells the principal that Coach Byfield addressed Joe with an ethnic slur on Italians.

Texas

Texas is the third of the three soldiers who take Bess and Mary to the movies.




Themes

Love

The Macauley family love is a central metaphor for human society and the need for human love. The Macauleys are poor and without social standing. The father is dead, the oldest son away in the army. The mother has to hold the other three children together by the sheer force of her wise love. This situation reflects the home front during World War II, when every family had a loved one in the war and the ones left behind had to stick together. Saroyan suggests the whole of America is an extended family in the crisis. Marcus tells Homer in his last letter that he loves and believes in his little brother so much that he is willing to fight in the war to preserve a free way of life for him and the future.

The family members sacrifice for one another and even share their core love with others, as Bess and Mary go to the movies with the soldiers who are about to be sent overseas, and Marcus sends his orphan friend Tobey to Ithaca to be part of his family after the war. Tom Spangler adopts every child or stranger who comes into the telegraph office, giving money, time, and parental advice. Mr. Grogan, although he's an alcoholic, acts like a grandfather to Homer, helping him to believe in himself. Even little Ulysses is transformed by his friendly contact with the hobo he waves to on the train. Mrs. Macauley tells Homer he must love everyone he meets because the world is full of frightened children.

Coming of Age

Homer is fourteen and working his first job as a telegraph boy to help support the family during the war. With Marcus gone, Homer is the man of the family and feels responsible. He chides Bess and Mary for wanting to get jobs. He should be the one to support them. However, Homer confides to his mother, after his first day, that he did not like delivering the death telegrams to families from the War Department. He feels a sudden change, a loneliness and confusion about the world. He wonders what is happening to him.
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Topics for Further Study


	With a group of classmates, create a presentation the focuses on the role of the U.S. military in World War II. Why was U.S. involvement decisive in the outcome? Include the contributions of the U.S. military in both the European and Pacific theaters. Use both print and electronic media research sources that you accumulate on a wiki space to share with the class. Present your findings as a multimedia presentation or a Web site devoted to the topic.

	The incident with Coach Byfield in The Human Comedy is indicative of ethnic prejudice against Italians. Write an essay in which you compare the treatment of European immigrants from enemy nations (Germans and Italians) with the treatment of those of Japanese descent during World War II.

	How does Saroyan depict women's roles in The Human Comedy? Using a collaborative research annotation tool like Google Notebook, collect relevant Web sites to show how women's roles changed during World War II. Does Saroyan's view of women corroborate the historical data you found? Create a wiki with your conclusions.

	Compare and contrast the experiences of growing up in California in the 1940s in The Human Comedy with those depicted in the young-adult novel The Circuit, by Francisco Jimenez, about the hardships of a migrant worker family. In your essay, be sure to provide evidence from both novels as support for your main points.





She tells him that he is lonely because he is no longer a protected child; he is growing up. He has to grow up quickly because of the war. He mentions that a job seems more real than school now. Mrs. Macauley says that schools keep children off the street, implying that school postpones maturity, because young people do not have to face life yet. Eventually they must go on to the streets and learn for themselves the good and the bad of living. She tries to guide her son in this delicate transition, because he has no role model of father or older brother.

For Homer, it is the realization of death that propels him into loneliness. His wrestling with death and what it means is his initiation into life. He must learn how to deal with loss, especially since the story ends with the death of his brother, Marcus. Homer's coming of age is also reflected in his experience at school, as he falls in love with Helen Eliot, an upper class girl out of his reach. He is taunted in his bid for heroism when he runs the two-twenty low hurdles and prevented from winning by the hostility of the coach, who prefers that the rich Hubert Ackley III win. He attempts to understand the unfairness of class prejudice with the help of Miss Hicks, his encouraging history teacher, who tells him to ignore the mockers of the world.

Human Condition

The title, The Human Comedy, is a play on Dante's The Divine Comedy and implies that Saroyan is showing the range of life from a human perspective. His idealism is manifest in his acceptance of both the good and bad in human experience as part of a providential benevolence ruling the universe. Four-year-old Ulysses symbolizes the innocence of life, the exuberant and ecstatic discovery of ordinary miracles, like birds, gophers, trains, bear traps, and books in the library.

Homer's adolescent discovery that the world also contains sadness, loneliness, death, and evil is the other end of the spectrum. He does not understand what has happened to make the world go mad. His mother is the main purveyor of wisdom to the boy, confirming that, though his father is dead and there is war and hunger, nothing good ever can be defeated. Goodness is eternal. He must learn to share with all others, for though people may look and act differently, they are all human and deserve respect.

This optimism even embraces the evil person who must not be judged, for everyone will be forgiven in the end. Evil is just a temporary disease that must be cured, as the war will be in time. Tom Spangler talks the young man out of robbing him, telling him he is not really a criminal. The young man tells him he believes the human race is corrupt, but Spangler's generosity restores his faith. Saroyan preaches the unity of all humanity in the book, an affirmation in the face of the terrible national conflicts all over the world.

Finally, the human condition is illustrated in the attempt of the Armenian grocer, Mr. Ara, to satisfy his son with candy and fruit. No matter what the boy asks for and the father gives, the boy is dissatisfied, ever seeking something more, illustrating the insatiable drive of the human spirit.

Faith

Homer is taught by his elders—his mother, Miss Hicks, Mr. Grogan, and Marcus—that he must believe in himself and in life, no matter how terrible things might seem at the moment. He is comforted because none of them gloss over the difficulties he faces, yet they speak a wisdom that can help him through dark times. Miss Hicks tries to explain the ethnic and class prejudice he sees in school while, at the same time, affirming the ideal of American democracy and equality. His mother explains death to him as part of life. His father continues to exist in a spiritual sense, she says, and this is made clear to the reader when she is able to see and speak to the father's spirit.

Mrs. Macauley, Bess, and Homer discuss prayer, and the mother tells them that it is faith that makes life meaningful, not things in themselves. Homer feels that every time he blesses his food, he is asking for Paradise for everyone.

Homer asks Mr. Grogan about the soldiers dying in the war, whether they die for nothing. Grogan affirms the unity of life and the meaningfulness of everything that happens. The war just reflects the dual struggle of good and evil that goes on in each person, and everyone is trying to reach grace, trying as best they can. Grogan tells Homer he is already a great human being, even at fourteen, an accomplishment he should protect. Marcus's letter explains that he is fighting out of duty, but he does not see any man as his enemy. He praises Homer as the best of the Macauleys and urges him to continue being the best.




Style

Screenplay

The Human Comedy was first written as a treatment and screenplay for MGM film studios, and thus, it has short atmospheric scenes that suggest a connected story rather than developing it fully. Many characters are briefly introduced to give the impression of a small American town. The Macauley family gives the story a focus, with Homer the main character, but the plot is loose and episodic rather than tightly unified around a single event. After MGM refused to let Saroyan direct the film, he quickly wrote it as a novel and published it before the film was released. There are some differences between the film and novel because MGM made the story even more sentimental than Saroyan's novel version. The novel has more characters and scenes and develops thematic material more fully, such as Saroyan's philosophy of war and the human condition. Saroyan's screenplay won an Academy Award for its moving story.

Hollywood aided the war effort with many patriotic films about American soldiers in World War II battles or about the home front, such as Happy Land (1943), Tender Comrade (1943), and Since You Went Away (1944). The Human Comedy was a popular film about the United States home front to inspire Americans with the values they were fighting for abroad, as Marcus expresses in his letter to Homer. The film showed the average American family as loving, generous, decent, and desirous to share good fortune with others. The people of Ithaca are good neighbors rather than trying to use power for wrong purposes as the Hitlers of the world do. Other famous war films of the era include Casablanca, Charlie Chaplin's The Great Dictator, Thirty Seconds Over Tokyo, and Mrs. Miniver, a moving story about a family on the English home front.

American Novel

The Human Comedy tries to portray the American way of life and American values to contrast it to the totalitarian regimes trying to dominate the world at that time (Germany, Italy, and Japan). Miss Hicks's history class offers a discussion of civilizations of the past and suggests that American democracy, with its emphasis on equality and fairness, is superior to other forms of government. Spangler's encounter with the Sunday picnics shows many different kinds of people living harmoniously together, a contrast to the persecution of sects and groups in other countries. The American dream is emphasized in the Armenian grocer, Mr. Ara, running a business and being able to give things to his family that he did not have in the old country.

Candidates for the Great American novel that typifies the American way of life include Herman Melville's Moby-Dick, Mark Twain's The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, and Harper Lee's To Kill a Mockingbird. The Human Comedy tries to sell the American dream as something worth fighting for during the dark days of World War II. The American novel typically features a hero who is an ordinary person or even a marginal person having a chance at success. Homer Macauley is poor and disadvantaged but is shown to have extraordinary potential and faith in life, the sort of ideal citizen the country needs for the future. He represents the generation that will lead the country after the war.


Compare & Contrast


	1940s: Women enter the work force by taking over jobs vacated by servicemen during the war but lose them when the men come home again.
Today: Women have their own careers, and jobs are not generally categorized by gender, although women still have not achieved equal pay and have some difficulty reaching the highest positions of management.

	1940s: During World War II, patriotism for the war effort is nearly universal, and men volunteer for the military. Efforts to support the war on the home front are highly visible through the promotion of conservation of energy and products, volunteer defense efforts, films, music, patriotic decorations, and attire.
Today: American involvement in foreign wars is not popular. The military devotes intensive resources to recruiting its fighting forces without resorting to a draft.

	1940s: Saroyan makes a special plea for ethnic groups, including Armenians and Italians, to be rightly included in the goals of the American dream.

	Today: The American mainstream is influenced by a multicultural heritage, with art, cuisine, entertainers, and public figures from all races and ethnic groups.





Coming-of-Age Novel

The coming-of-age novel is a narrative form in which the main character matures during the action. The character's development from childhood to adulthood provides an opportunity to examine the social influences on individuality, such as the influence of Victorian England on the boy David Copperfield in Charles Dickens's novel or that of Irish culture on Stephen Dedalus in James Joyce's A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man. The character typically encounters challenges that must be overcome for him or her to find a place in society.

Homer Macauley is coming of age in America during World War II and has a number of handicaps, such as no male role models and no financial support. He must learn wisdom from the adults around him, such as the drunken telegraph operator, Mr. Grogan, and has to negotiate class prejudice in school when Coach Byfield will not let him participate in the race. The coming-of-age novel discusses the various painful transitions of adolescence, such as sexual awakening, class consciousness, and awareness of evil. Even if the hero successfully grows into adulthood, there is a sense of the loss of the innocence of childhood. The secure world of four-year-old Ulysses is thus contrasted to Homer's uncertainty in having to face his brother's death and then become the man in the family prematurely.




Historical Context

Armenian American Immigration

Saroyan's Armenian heritage figures prominently in his writing. Armenians occupied the highlands of Mount Ararat in Turkey for four thousand years. Haik was the legendary founder who led his people to victory over Babylon. At its height, the kingdom extended from the Caucasus to central Turkey, Lebanon, and Iran. The main religion in the area was Iranian Zoroastrianism until it was conquered by the Roman Empire, when Christianity was adopted. The Turks repeatedly invaded Armenia, and Armenian Christians were always a minority culture with Muslim neighbors or conquerors.

The ethnic cleansing of Armenians under the Ottoman Empire in 1894–1896 resulted in the genocide of over a million people and continued with the Armenian genocide by Turks during World War I in 1915 and 1916, using the excuse that the Armenians were allies of Russia. In 1922, Armenia became part of the Soviet Union. In 1991, it became an independent republic. Saroyan's father was part of the great Armenian emigration, or diaspora of Armenians to other countries, during the ethnic cleansing at the end of the nineteenth century. There was a large Armenian community in Fresno, California (depicted as Ithaca in The Human Comedy), in the San Joaquin Valley, and at his mother's urging to be among their own people, Armenak Saroyan moved his family there, only to find himself in poverty, forced to become a chicken farmer.

Great Depression

Saroyan became a popular writer during the Great Depression of the 1930s because his themes dealt with the integrity and the hope of the poor, like that exhibited by his own family, struggling to stay together in adverse conditions. The Great Depression was a worldwide economic depression, the longest and most severe depression of the twentieth century. It originated in the United States with the fall of the stock market, especially after Black Tuesday, October 29, 1929. It affected every country in the world, causing individual income and business profits to fall dramatically, resulting in a near stoppage of world trade because of protective tariffs. Unemployment in the United States reached at least 25 percent.

The Depression was complicated by a deflationary monetary spiral and was also fed by droughts and weather conditions, including the Dust Bowl in the plains and floods that destroyed crops and farmland. Laborers had no jobs because construction was halted, farmers could not sell crops for a profit, and mining and logging suffered. There was widespread poverty, hunger, and despair. People fled to places like California to become migrant workers in the fields. Saroyan worked from boyhood selling newspapers to help the family survive. President Franklin D. Roosevelt's New Deal policies to stimulate the economy, as well as the industrial effort needed to supply World War II, are credited with bringing the country back to normal by the early 1940s.

World War II

World War II (1939–1945) was a global war, the most widespread and deadly war in history, involving most countries of the world, and resulting in more than seventy million deaths. The nations were aligned either with the Allied (United States, Britain, France, and Russia) or the Axis (Germany, Italy, and Japan) powers. The deaths that came as a result of the Holocaust of Jewish people and in the atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki were unparalleled in world history. The war began on September 1, 1939, with the invasion of Poland by Hitler's Nazi Germany. Campaigns were fought in Europe, the Soviet Union, Africa, Asia, and the Pacific. In 1944, the Allies invaded occupied France to liberate that country from the Nazis.

Germany surrendered on May 8, 1945, and the war in Asia ended when Japan surrendered on August 15, 1945, after atomic weapons destroyed two cities. The war dramatically altered world political boundaries and alignments. The United Nations was established to monitor conflicts to avoid another such disastrous upheaval. The war was so terrible, with so much at stake, that anti-war sentiment was not tolerated. Saroyan's The Human Comedy, which can seem overly patriotic or simplistic to a modern reader, reflected the urgent plea for all Americans to do their part to defeat the evil wave engulfing the world. Saroyan himself did not believe in war but showed characters like Marcus Macauley doing his patriotic duty.




Critical Overview

In her comprehensive review of Saroyan criticism, Alice K. Barter, in “Introduction: Saroyan and His Critics,” traces the rise and fall of Saroyan's critical reputation from the 1930s to the 1990s. Barter notes that the high point of Saroyan's career came between 1934 and 1945 because the “buoyancy of spirit in both the man and his work gave hope and confidence to Americans worn down by the hardships of the Great Depression and the uncertainties of the Second World War.” He was the people's voice, a proletarian writer of less than high school education who stood for the American spirit. After the war, however, Saroyan became something of “an anachronism” and was considered a failure by the end of his career.

Saroyan's two most remembered works stem from his early period. His play The Time of Your Life (1939) won a Pulitzer Prize, and his screenplay that he turned into a novel, The Human Comedy, won an Academy Award for its film story. Barter notes that Edwin B. Burgum, in Virginia Quarterly Review, reports that The Human Comedy, though a popular book and film, disappointed critics as an escapist view of the war. Barter also points out that Philip Rahv, in American Mercury, criticizes The Human Comedy as Saroyan's “corniest public role: that of the supremely devoted lover of mankind.” In the 1930s and 1940s, Saroyan was forgiven by the public and some enthusiastic critics who saw his freshness and promise but condemned by others who felt he was maudlin.

Barter reports that, by the 1950s, critics, including William Fisher in “Whatever Became of Saroyan,” pronounced Saroyan irrelevant. Fisher noted that “[he was] a man baffled at the failure of the Dream but unwilling to give it up.” It was felt that, as an artist, he had stopped developing. With the interest in ethnic studies increasing in the 1960s and 1970s, however, Saroyan was reevaluated from another perspective as an Armenian American author. My Name is Aram, his book about the Armenian immigrants in Fresno, for instance, is a record of where his spiritual vitality came from, having nothing to do with academic ideas of writing. The Human Comedy specifically addresses the Armenian immigrant in the tragicomic Mr. Ara. Barter quotes Patrick McGilligan's more favorable 1978 review of The Human Comedy in “Mr. Saroyan's Thoroughly American Movie,” asserting that Saroyan “excels with mood and theme, and soars buoyantly with character sketches.”

Saroyan's enduring legacy centers around his ethnic portrayal of Armenian Americans and in his Whitmanesque optimism. A contributor to the January 1989 edition of the English Journal recommends The Human Comedy as a young-adult novel that teaches readers to “accept life's trials with the fortitude of the Macauley people.” In 2010, R. L. Friedman, in “Saroyan at a Hundred and One,” concludes that Saroyan understood the hearts of children and the formative moments in life. He notes that, despite criticism, The Human Comedy is still in print.
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What Do I Read Next?


	Dandelion Wine (1957) is Ray Bradbury's story of Douglas Spaulding's twelfth summer in Green Town, Illinois. It is written with the same nostalgic flavor as Saroyan's The Human Comedy.

	Code Talker by Joseph Bruchac (2005) is a young-adult novel that tells the story of a Navajo boy who joins the Marines in World War II and becomes a code interpreter, inventing a code using Navajo language that the Nazis could not crack.

	Lebanese American artist and poet Kahlil Gibran's The Prophet (1923) offers a similar tone of wisdom about the Middle East that compares to The Human Comedy. The book was popular with those involved in the 1960s counterculture movement.

	William Saroyan's My Name is Aram (1940) is his most famous collection of short stories. The stories offer a picture of Armenian American heritage from the point of view of a boy growing up in Fresno, California.

	Walt Whitman's Leaves of Grass (1855) was used as a model by Saroyan, supplying him with his own exuberant pose as the common man who could celebrate and unify America.

	Anzia Yezierska's The Breadgivers (1925) tells the story of Jewish Polish immigrants in the slums of the lower east side of Manhattan. Yezierska offers a look at the ethnic heritage of immigrants and their desire for a better life. The character Sara Smolinsky risks everything, including her family's love, to get an education in this story.

	Forgotten Bread (2007), edited and with an introduction by David Kherdian, is a collection of the writings of seventeen first-generation Armenian American authors who are all introduced by a second-generation relative. Saroyan is included with six selections.
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Further Reading

Bedrosian, Margaret, “William Saroyan and The Family Matter,” in MELUS, Vol. 9, No. 4, 1982, pp. 13–24.

Bedrosian speaks of the darker view of family life in Armenian American culture shown in Saroyan's work, that awareness of belonging to a dying race. She calls his philosophy a street-wise existentialism.

Goodwin, Doris Kearns, No Ordinary Time: Franklin and Eleanor Roosevelt: The Home Front in World War II, Simon & Schuster, 1995.

This biography of the extraordinary Roosevelt couple covers their circle of White House family and staff. It provides extensive background information on the times during which Saroyan wrote.

Hovannisian, Garin K., Family of Shadows: A Century of Murder, Memory, and the Armenian American Dream, Harper, 2010.

This is a memoir of three generations of Armenian Americans. The great-grandfather witnessed the Armenian Genocide in 1915. The American grandfather became a professor of Armenian history at UCLA. The father immigrated to the independent Armenian republic in 1990 and became a politician.

Kouymjian, Dickran, “Saroyan Shoots a Film,” in William Saroyan: The Man and the Writer Remembered, edited by Leo Hamalian, pp. 77–83.

Kouymjian provides an account of Saroyan's attempt to get MGM to let him direct the film version of The Human Comedy.

Winkler, Allan, Home Front U.S.A.: America During World War II, Harlan Davidson, 2000.

This illustrated history has material on the atomic bomb, women, African Americans, American Jews, Japanese Americans, and other topics related to efforts to support the war on the home front.
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