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The Day Of The Locust Nathanael West

Introduction: A Dark Masterpiece
of Hollywood's Underbelly

Nathanael West's The Day of the Locust stands as one
of  the  most  unflinching  portraits  of  Hollywood  ever
committed  to  paper.  Published  in  1939,  just  months
before  West's  tragic  death,  this  novel  peels  back  the
glittering veneer of  the American Dream to reveal  the
desperation, alienation, and simmering violence beneath.
While Hollywood presented itself as a land of opportunity
and  glamour,  West  saw  a  dream  factory  that
manufactured  not  just  fantasies  on  screen,  but  also  a
profound sense of inadequacy and rage in its audience.
The novel remains a vital, unsettling read nearly a century
later,  a  prophetic  vision  of  a  society  on  the  brink  of
explosion. It is not a story of stars and premieres, but of a
Hollywood  novel  that  chronicles  the  broken  lives  of
those who live in the margins of the movie industry—the
extras,  the failed artists,  the lonely  dreamers,  and the
angry  mob  that  gathers  at  the  gates,  waiting  for
something,  anything,  to  happen.

The Author: Nathanael West and
His Grim Vision

To understand The Day of the Locust,  one must first
understand  its  author.  Nathan  Weinstein,  known
professionally  as  Nathanael  West,  was  a  novelist  who
never achieved commercial  success during his lifetime.
He worked as a screenwriter in Hollywood, a job he both
needed and despised. West saw the studio system as a
machine  that  crushed  creativity  and  individuality.  His
previous novels, including Miss Lonelyhearts and A Cool
Million, had established him as a writer of dark, satirical,
and often grotesque fiction. West died in a car accident on
December 22, 1940, at the age of 37, just a day after his
friend  F.  Scott  Fitzgerald  passed  away.  Ironically,
posthumous fame finally arrived for West, and The Day of
the Locust is now regarded as a classic of 20th-century
American  literature,  a  key  text  in  the  canon  of  dark
Hollywood  fiction  that  exposed  the  corruption  and
despair lurking behind the silver screen.



Plot Summary: A Story of
Desperate Dreamers

The novel centers on Tod Hackett, a young, Yale-educated
set designer and painter who has come to Hollywood to
work  for  the  National  Film  Corporation.  Tod  is  an
observer by nature, and he is working on a painting he
calls  "The  Burning  of  Los  Angeles",  a  apocalyptic
canvas that becomes a metaphor for the novel's climax.
Through Tod's  eyes,  we meet  a  cast  of  grotesque and
damaged characters who orbit the movie industry without
ever truly belonging to it.

Faye Greener: The Object of Desire

Central  to  the  story  is  Faye  Greener,  a  beautiful  but
shallow  aspiring  actress.  Faye  is  a  creature  of  pure
fantasy,  a  walking  daydream who has  internalized  the
Hollywood  facade  so  completely  that  she  has  no  real
personality of her own. She spends her days practicing
poses and gestures, imagining herself in scenarios lifted
from the films she adores. She is the unattainable object
of desire for every man in the novel, including Tod, the
dwarf Abe Kusich, the elderly Homer Simpson, and the
smooth-talking  Mexican  gigolo  Miguel.  Faye  is  less  a
character than a symbol of the seductive, hollow promise
of Hollywood itself—beautiful  to look at,  but ultimately
empty and destructive.

Homer Simpson: The Passive Victim

Perhaps  the  most  tragic  figure  in  the  novel  is  Homer
Simpson (a name that predates the cartoon character by
decades). Homer is a mild-mannered, awkward man who
has moved to California from Iowa for his health. He is
utterly passive, a man who responds to the world with a
kind of baffled silence. He becomes infatuated with Faye
and allows her to move into his home, where she proceeds
to use and humiliate him. Homer's slow, simmering rage
is  the  emotional  core  of  the  novel.  He represents  the
countless  ordinary  people  who  migrated  to  California
seeking a better life, only to find themselves lost, lonely,
and exploited. His eventual explosion of violence is the
novel's terrifying climax.

The Grotesques and the Misfits

West  populates  his  novel  with  a  gallery  of  supporting
characters who are all, in their own way, broken by the
Hollywood  dream.  There  is  Abe  Kusich,  a  bitter  and
aggressive dwarf who claims to be a "real estate man."
There are the desperate extras in the movie studio where
Tod works, people who will do anything for a moment on
screen.  There  is  the  aging  cowboy  actor,  the  lonely
widows,  and  the  religious  fanatics.  This  collection  of
misfits represents the displaced masses of Depression-
era  America,  people  who  bought  into  the  promise  of
California only to find themselves adrift in a landscape of
cheap stucco bungalows and false facades.
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Major Themes in The Day of the
Locust

The Day of the Locust is rich with thematic depth. It is a
novel about illusion and reality, about the violence of the
American Dream, and about the power of mass culture to
create desire and then crush it.

The Illusion of Hollywood

The central theme of the novel is the destructive power of
illusion. Hollywood is presented as a place where nothing
is real. The buildings are false fronts, the sets are made of
plaster and paint, and the people are playing roles. Faye
Greener is the embodiment of this illusion—she is nothing
but  a  collection  of  movie-inspired  mannerisms.  Tod
Hackett, as an artist, is the only character who can see
through the facade, but even he is seduced by Faye. The
novel  constantly  blurs  the  line  between  reality  and
performance,  suggesting  that  in  Hollywood,  the
distinction  has  become  meaningless.

Alienation and Loneliness

Almost every character in the novel is profoundly alone.
They  live  in  boarding  houses  and  cheap  apartments,
disconnected from family and community. Homer Simpson
is the most extreme example of this isolation—his inability
to connect with others is almost pathological. The novel
suggests that the alienation of modern life has reached

its  peak  in  Hollywood,  where  human  connection  is
replaced by transactions and fantasies.

The Violence of the Crowd

The title  itself—The Day of  the Locust—is  a  biblical
reference alluding to a plague of destruction. This theme
of apocalyptic violence builds throughout the novel and
explodes in the final scene, a Hollywood movie premiere
that turns into a riot. The crowd that gathers outside the
theater is not there to celebrate; they are there to destroy.
They are the anxious, marginalized masses who have
been promised everything and given nothing. Their rage is
blind, irrational, and terrifying. Tod, caught in the mob,
realizes that his painting "The Burning of Los Angeles" is
becoming  reality.  The  novel  suggests  that  American
society,  fueled  by  the  fantasies  of  mass  culture,  is  a
powder keg waiting for a match.

Art and the Artist

Tod Hackett functions as the novel's moral and artistic
center. He is a painter who tries to document the decay
he sees around him. His painting represents the role of
the artist in society: to see clearly, to interpret, and to
warn. Yet Tod is not a heroic figure. He is as complicit in
the world  he criticizes  as  anyone else,  drawn to  Faye
despite  knowing  she  is  toxic.  West  raises  difficult
questions  about  the  responsibility  of  the  artist  and
whether  art  can  truly  capture,  or  ever  transcend,  the
chaos of reality.



Literary Style and Technique

West's prose in The Day of the Locust is lean, precise,
and cinematic. He uses short, sharp sentences that create
a  sense  of  urgency  and  unease.  His  descriptions  are
vividly  visual,  reflecting  his  own  experience  as  a
screenwriter and his understanding of how images shape
perception.  The  novel  is  structured  almost  like  a  film
itself, with scenes that jump between different characters
and locations, building towards the chaotic finale. West
also  employs  a  strong  element  of  the  grotesque,
borrowing from the traditions of German Expressionism
and the paintings of Hieronymus Bosch. The characters
are often described in animalistic or mechanical terms,
stripped of their humanity. This style gives the novel a
nightmarish, almost surreal quality that perfectly matches
its dark themes.

Historical and Social Context

To appreciate The Day of the Locust  fully,  one must
place it in its historical context. The novel was published
at the tail end of the Great Depression, a time of massive
social  dislocation  and  political  unrest.  Millions  of
Americans had lost everything, and many had migrated to
California, particularly from the Dust Bowl, in search of
work.  They  arrived  to  find  a  state  that  was  already
struggling,  a  place  where  the  promise  of  economic
opportunity  often  clashed  with  harsh  reality.  The
Hollywood  studios,  meanwhile,  were  churning  out

fantasies of wealth, romance, and adventure, creating a
dangerous contrast between the lives people lived and the
lives they saw on screen. West brilliantly captures this
tension, showing how the movie industry both reflects and
exacerbates  the frustrations of  a  desperate population.
The novel can be read as a commentary on the rise of
fascism and mass movements in  the 1930s,  a  warning
about what happens when a society feeds its people on
empty dreams.

Legacy and Influence

For decades after its publication, The Day of the Locust
was a relatively obscure novel. It was rediscovered in the
1960s and 1970s, partly due to a growing interest in dark,
critical portrayals of American life. Today, it is considered
a foundational text for understanding Hollywood's gothic
and  dark  side.  It  has  influenced  countless  writers,
including Joan Didion, whose own work on California often
echoes  West's  themes  of  disillusionment  and  latent
violence. In 1975, the novel was adapted into a critically
acclaimed  film  directed  by  John  Schlesinger,  starring
Donald Sutherland as Homer Simpson and Karen Black as
Faye  Greener.  The  novel  also  continues  to  attract
scholarly attention for its sharp critique of mass culture,
its prophetic vision of social unrest, and its unique literary
style. For anyone interested in the dark undercurrents of
the American Dream, The Day of the Locust  remains
essential reading.
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Key Characters in Detail

Tod Hackett: The protagonist and observer. A set
designer and painter who is working on an
apocalyptic canvas. He represents the artist's
attempt to impose meaning on chaos.
Faye Greener: The beautiful, hollow aspiring
actress. She is the object of desire for all the male
characters and symbolises the seductive emptiness
of Hollywood.
Homer Simpson: A gentle, passive, and deeply
lonely man from Iowa. His repressed rage erupts
violently at the novel's climax.
Harry Greener: Faye's father, a washed-up and
desperate salesman of cleaning products. He
represents the failing, aging dreamer.
Abe Kusich: A bitter, aggressive dwarf who is a
former actor and current hanger-on. He is a classic
West grotesque.
Miguel: A handsome Mexican man who works as a
cockfighter and a gigolo. He represents raw,
unbridled masculinity.

Conclusion: Why The Day of the

Locust Still Matters

Nearly a century after its publication, The Day of the
Locust By Nathanael West continues to resonate with
unsettling  power.  In  an  age  of  social  media,  reality
television, and endless celebrity culture, West's critique of
a  society  addicted to  manufactured fantasy  feels  more
relevant  than ever.  We live in  a  world where the line
between  the  real  and  the  performed  has  become
increasingly  blurred,  where  millions  feel  the  same
desperation and anonymity that West captured in his
characters. The image of the angry crowd at the premiere,
filled  with  a  nameless,  directionless  rage,  is  a  potent
metaphor for our own polarized times. West's novel is a
cautionary tale, a work of profound pessimism, but also a
masterpiece of American literature that forces us to look
beneath the surface of our brightest dreams and confront
the darkness that can lurk there. It reminds us that the
stories we tell ourselves, and the fantasies we consume,
have real and sometimes terrible consequences. For that
reason,  The  Day  of  the  Locust  is  not  just  a  great
Hollywood novel;  it  is  a  great  American novel,  a  dark
mirror held up to the soul of a nation.


