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Jon Hassler's "Thanatopsis" as Seen by Miles Pruitt in 

Staggerford 
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Staggerford, the story of a thirty-five-year-old high school teacher, reveals the humor 
and tragedies in the lives of the people in a small Minnesota town in the late 1970's. 
Behind the simplicity of the plot and delineation of characters emerges superbly the 
theme of death. Dominating the story, this theme is introduced early with a direct 
reference to the words "Thanatopsis,' which brings to mind William Cullen Bryant's 
well-known poem and invites a comparison between his view of death and Hassler's 
view. 

Miles Pruitt teaches English in Staggerford High School and lodges at the house of 
Miss McGee, his ex-elementary school teacher and a devout Christian, who has taught 
in a Catholic grade school for forty-one years. Because Miles was born and has spent 
his life in Staggerford, he knows all the townspeople, the students and staff, and the 
Indians from the neighboring reservation. Staggerford, however, has little to offer for 
excitement to the young and old alike, and Miles, more than anyone else, must fight 
harder against the dullness of everyday life. As the years go by, his loneliness grows 
more acute and plunges him into a quiet despair that becomes part of him, a daily 
companion. 

One day, a modern Indian uprising occurs, during which the Indians occupy the 
Staggerford football field, seeking to avenge the beating of the chief's boy by a white 
student. The whole town is on alert, perhaps for the first time in its history. As the 
Indian affair reaches its climax, Miles, too, reaches his personal crisis, for he encounters 
his final death inflicted by the Bonewoman, the last in a series of women involved with 
him. The other five are, in order of sequence, Miss McGee, Carla Carpenter, Anna 
Thea Workman, Imogene Kite, and Beverly Bingham . 

In addition to the word "Thanatopsis" -the name Miles has intentionally given-to 
Anna Thea- the theme of death is reinforced by multiple references to death, espe
cially in the first chapter, and, most importantly, with the apparition of the Bonewo
man, "the scavenger" and "crow, picking over carrion" (42). The presence of the 
Bonewoman foreshadows Miles's death, whereas the wordplay with 'Thanatopsis" is 
cunningly used by the author, who encompasses all the women playing an important 
role in Miles's life in the persona of a female character. One by one these women 
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influence Miles and contribute to the different types of death he undergoes before he 
finally reaches physical death . Thus, through his relationship with women Miles 
experiences the death of his religion, of teenage and mature love, and the death of his 
sexuality. 

While continuously facing this "Thanatopsis" or view of death, however, Miles 
adopts and employs, as a means of self-defense, a stoic optimism and genuine desire for 
survival. While accepting the imminence of death, he believes in the goodness of life on 
earth and in the value of perpetuating the immortality of the human spirit. Thus, in the 
persona of Beverly Bingham-his spiritual replacement-he experiences "Thanatopsis" 
promising resurrection, and he leaves the world peacefully, convinced more than ever 
of the goodness of the human nature. Unlike William Cullen Bryant (1794-1878), whose 
poem "Thanatopsis" advocates a stoic pessimism and excludes the resurrection of the 
soul, in Staggerford Hassler, all the while criticizing the role of Catholicism and 
Christianity, emphasizes the need for spiritual survival. The author's statement, consid
ering the turbulence of the last decades of the twentieth century, is refreshing and 
welcomed. His is a statement devoid of dogmatism and emanating from the simple 
truths learned from day-to-day living. 

In this paper, I will present Miles Pruitt and his "Thanatopsis" as experienced through 
the relationship with women and his victory over death as he succeeds in perpetuating 
his spirit in Beverly Bingham. Also, using Bryant's "Thanatopsis" for comparison, I will 
discuss the importance of Hassler's message in Staggerford. 

Miles loses his religion at the age of twenty-five, and the woman associated with this 
loss, though not causing it , is Miss McGee, who along with the nuns, used to march 
Miles to church every morning. During his second year in Miss McGee's house and 
after a vigorous practice of fasting on Fridays, Miles experiences the death of his faith: 

Miles had been reared by Catholic parents and educated by sisters and monks, 
but ten years ago, at the age of twenty-five, he had lost his faith in the Father, the 
Son, the Holy Spirit, and Life Everlasting. He had lost the whole works. His faith 
had not been crushed by a disillusioning experience; it had not been argued away 
by a glib heretic; it had simply evaporated.(25) 

Miss McGee tries in vain to restore Miles' faith and persuade him to attend Sunday 
mass, but her outdated way of worshiping, instead of attracting Miles to church, keeps 
him away. Rejecting all the innovations in the Catholic Mass, Miss McGee refuses to 
say her prayers in English, and she still uses her old missal in which most of the Latin 
prayers are obsolete. But she would rather be wrong half the time than 

give up these 1272 double-column pages of litanies, vigils, introits and collects, 
with the Latin and English printed side by side - the frozen Latin looking as 
archaic and attractive on the page as it used to sound on the lips of the priest 

when he would turn his back on the congregation and raise hands and his voice 
and implore the bronze figure over the high altar to come down again from the 
cross . Priests did not do that anymore . Now they faced the congregation and 
celebrated on what Miss McGee called the high picnic table. (96) 
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Thus, with her peculiar remarks, Miss McGee further reinforces Miles determination 
not to attend Sunday mass. 

Miles' loss of religion was preceded by the loss of his adolescent love. At the age of 
eighteen, he had fallen in love with Carla Carpenter, a dark beauty who spent the 
beginning of her senior year in the convent, having earlier decided to become a nun. 
Miles and Carla shared the same dreams, and one day Miles asked her to marry him. 
Miles, in all his innocence, believed in Carla and considered himself a winner, in spite of 
his family's disapproving of the relationship . He soon, however, learned that "every
thing in life (is) subject to change-without notice" (129) , for he caught his sweetheart 
and his brother together in a hotel room in Minneapolis. That day Miles, his eyes 
burning with tears, buried his adolescent love along with his torn suit, a reminder of his 
broken heart. 

The torn suit, shredded by the bandsaw in Carla's garage, is associated with the event 
that foreshadowed the death of Miles' first love. One night Miles, intending to make 
love to Carla took his suit off and placed it on the bandsaw, in which the suit got 
tangled, and Carla's father could free it only by cutting it to pieces . Carla was, of 
course, responsible for turning the bandsaw on accidentally and for killing Miles' first 
love. 

Carla's further development into a grotesque individual, an exact replica of her mad 
mother, convinced Miles of the death of a dream in which he once had ardently 
believed . In Carla's face , young Miles had a view of death, a "Thanatopsis" that 
crystalized in his mind and became associated with the faces of all the women he would 
come close to. This "Thanatopsis," along with the pain, instilled in his heart a doubt 
that haunted him and shook his beliefs in the validity of life . 

His failure to propose marriage to Anna Thea Workman comes from the "Thanatop
sis" he experienced with Carla; only this time Miles voices his inner thoughts, insisting 
on calling Anna Thea "Thanatopsis" and attributing his choice of name to the existence 
of too many Th's in Anna Thea's name. In his conversation with Miss McGee, Miles 
hides the true meaning of "Thanatopsis" : 

"I've called her nothing but Thanatopsis since she moved to town. The first few 
times I met her, I kept forgetting what her real name was, and all I could remember 
was that it had a lot of vowels and Th's in it, and the word Thanatopsis always 
came to mind." 
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"Her name is Anna Thea:' 

"I know that now. But I like Thanatopsis better. It fits her:' 

"It does not fit her. Thanatopsis is Greek for 'view of death: 

"I know what it is Greek for:' (48) 

Miles falls in love with Anna Thea, a talented home economics teacher whose dark 
hair has "a tinge of sable in it; ' and who "would make somebody a nifty wife" (29) . But 
he waits too long, pondering perhaps over whether this Thanatopsis can inflict the 

same wounds the two others had: 

After dating her several times, Miles began to think about marriage; but Miles's 
thoughts were generally long thoughts, and before he came to a decision Thana
topsis Hayworth married Wayne Workman who came to town as the new high 
school principal. So now she was Anna Thea Workman, though Miles still called 
her Tbanatopsis; and to this da"y she taught home ec across the hall from Miles's 
classroom, and Miles was still in love with her. (29-30) 

For Miles, seeing Anna Thea at school means encountering death every day; this is 
the reason he insists on calling her Thanatopsis. Failing to marry Anna Thea has 
brought upon him the death of all the dreams he has as a mature man : a wife, a happy 
home, children. By losing her, he loses a "treasure" as he states in his discussion with 

dentist Oppegaard: 

"And what do you think of Thanatopsis Workman. I mean as a woman isn't she a 

treasure? 

"Miles, are you drunk?" 

"All I want to know is what you really think of Thanatopsis Workman:' 

"You mean Anna Thea?" 

"Yes, but Anna Thea is her nickname; her real name is Thanatopsis, and it makes 
her husband angry when everybody calls her Anna Thea:' 

"Her real name is Thanatopsis?" 

"Yes, isn't she a treasure?" (87) 

This dialogue takes place at Wayne Workman's house during the Halloween party at 
which Miles drinks heavily. But it is perhaps a unique occasion for Miles to reveal 
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thoughts that he would never reveal under any other circumstances. Thus, while still 
talking to dentist Oppegaard, he gives his most honest opinion about Imogene Kite, the 
thirty-year-old librarian and his frequent companion: 

"And what do you think of Imogene Kite? Doesn't she remind you of young 
Abraham Lincoln?" 

"Miles, you are drunk." 

"She is a rail splitter if I ever saw one," (74) 

As all the other women in Miles's life, Imogene represents a different type of 
"Thanatopsis" in whose presence he experiences the death of his sexual desire. As 
director of the Staggerford Public Library, Imogene has developed into a "walking 
encyclopedia" whose company is "only slightly more exciting than solitude" (74). Miles 
and Imogene sit together "at football games, lectures, cantatas, and funerals for years" 
(29) . She is, however, "too tall and bloodless to be attractive and Miles noticed that as 
she edged into her thirties, she was developing the features of a turkey, a tom" (29). 

Throughout the years, Miles has never touched Imogene except for one night when, 
deep in sorrow for having lost Anna Thea he grasps her by the shoulders and kisses her 
hard on the mouth . The kiss, like the seal of death upon Miles's mouth, becomes the 
reason for even Miss McGee to ridicule Miles, for she breaks into an "uncontrollable 
laugh" and exclaims, "How dreadful" (44) . 

Indeed, Miles's life is dreadful. Staggerford has little to offer to a single man of 
Miles's age. The irreparable losses he has experienced and the boredom he encounters in 
everyday life plunge him into a depressive mood, leading him to ask himself whether or 
not life is worth living. In addition to the view of death he has had by associating with 
his various women friends , Miles feels the presence of death in everything that sur
rounds him, like the dying leaves on the ground , the dying ferns in Miss McGee's yard, 
the dying man in the back of the Hub, the gigantic oil paintings of cancer of the mouth , 
the funeral that takes place on Friday, and the cemetery where he visits the graves of his 
mother and of Mr. Vandergar, the teacher who dies of cancer. 

Miles's choosing to wear Lyle Kite's green ranger uniform to Wayne Workman's 
Halloween party is not coincidental. Lyle Kite had died years ago, and Miles asks Mrs. 
Kite to lend him the uniform. By wearing the dead man's clothes, Miles expresses the 
true state of his mind, for he considers himself a dead man, at least spiritually. His 
choice also indicates his stoic attitude towards death and his acceptance of its im
minence . In contrast , superintendent Stevenson, who has spent most of his uneventful 
life fearing a heart attack, he flees the house, abandoning the party and the company, as 
soon as he sets his eyes upon the dead man's clothes. 
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By becoming familiar with "Thanatopsis" and by accepting it as part of gaining 
experience and reaching maturity, Miles succeeds in overcoming the pain, and in being 
able to look beyond death, into a sphere of existence where there is hope for spiritual 
renewal and resurrection of the spirit. The opportunity for renewal comes to Miles in 
the person of Beverly Bingham, the daughter of Clarence Bingham, the Chippewa 
Indian, and of Corrinne Kaiser or Bonewoman. 

Beverly Bingham, a senior in Staggerford High School and the second best student in 
her class, regards Miles as an anchor that will save her from her insane mother who 
walks around with a gun, ready to shoot not only the rats that eat her chickens but any 
individual who trespasses on her property. Her mother's insanty and the miserable 
living conditions at home drive Beverly towards Miles, who , in her eyes, is the teacher, 
the father, the friend, and the lover figure. 

Beverly, with her dark beauty, her scholarly achievement, her cigarettes, her un

kempt clothes, and her spontaneity resembles a wild flower bud sprung out of the 
Bonewoman's dirt yard, a flower that, given proper care, could blossom into full 
beauty and maturity. "I wish you and I could be in love with each other" (104), Beverly 
tells Miles, as she kisses him quickly on the cheek and asks, "Mr. Pruitt, is there any 
chance you'll fall in love with me ?" (105). 

Beverly's words bring about an awakening in Miles, an uplifting of the spirit that had 
remained dead for a long time and a warm feeling in the heart. So the day Miles read 
Beverly's composition paper, 

her handwriting conveyed, like a photograph, the blush of her cheeks, the blue of 
her eyes, and he felt his heart do the same trick Thanatopsis Workman always 
made it do. It leaped a little. He was dismayed and delighted-mostly dismayed . 
Don't tell me I'm falling in love with Beverly Bingham, he said to himself, don't 
tell me that. (110) 

In Beverly's presence Miles experiences a "Thanatopsis" with hope for resurrection 
and continuity of spiritual renewal. The possibility of renewal strikes Miles so suddenly 
that he has difficulty believing in it , and only as time goes by does Miles become 
convinced that whether it is for love, for pity, or for need of help, Beverly holds the key 
to the understanding of his new existence, the link to a more meaningful future, one 
with promise for new interests and a more definite purpose . The last words of Beverly's 
"What I Wish" paper lead Miles into a self-examination and a re-evaluation of the past, 
for her words help him not only draw parallels between Beverly and other women but 
also define the role he is going to play in her life: 

So there's a lot of things I wish. I wish my dad had had a normal life and I wish 

my mother was normal and I wish I knew where my sister was and I wish I lived 

in a house where the birds didn't fly around upstairs and I wish I knew what was 
going to happen to me in the future. Please help me Mr. Pruitt. (111) 
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Miles starts helping Beverly by advising her to apply for a scholarship and plan to 
enroll in a junior college. As Beverly's admiration and love for him grow deeper so does 
Mile's acceptance of her love. One day during class discussion, Beverly refers to Miles 
as the most accomplished person she knows in her life, thus making her love known to 
her classmates. Upon Beverly's saying his name, the students "turned to look at 
Beverly, who was gazing at her teacher with such bald admiration that Miles blushed. 
The class saw the blush. They looked back at Beverly and saw in her blue eyes that she 
loved him" (235). 

Miles's most positive influence upon Beverly shows in her firm faith in the future. 
While reviewing Gone With the Wind, Beverly emphasizes Scarlett's inspiring words, 
"Tomorrow is another day:' Beverly points out that Scarlett is right to believe in 

tomorrow "because it's the only thing a person can do when everything else goes 
wrong" (237) . 

Nothing can go more wrong for Beverly than Miles's death. He is killed by the 
Bonewoman, who during the Indian uprising defends her territory and has vowed to 
kill the first man who sets foot in it. Upon seeing Miles lying dead in the muddy yard, 
the sorrow-stricken Beverly makes "a noise she had never heard before, a faint, high 
warble from the bottom of her soul, from somewhere further back than her birth-the 
anthem of the crushed spirit, the keen of the widow" (276) . 

In his first encounters with the Bonewoman, in both Miss McGee's and the superin
tendent's house, Miles sees a "Thanatopsis" that freezes his heart. He senses 

that the Bonewoman had somehow brought to the neighborhood the shadows 
and frost of the end of October-that by walking through the garden she was 
somehow hastening its decay, its freezing, its cover of snow .... (T)he Bonewo
man called a sense of the end of things. Shadows and frost and the end of things. 
(42) 

Indeed she ends Miles's life at the moment he and Beverly enter into a new life cycle, 
one full of hope and promise. 

Among all the women Miles associates with, only Beverly feels deep sorrow after his 
death. But Miles's spirit joins that of Beverly, who, crushed by pain, sings the centuries
old lament that hundreds of generations repeat through eternity. Beverly takes Miles's 
place at Miss McGee's house and life in Staggerford, interrupted for a while by rather 

uncommon events, seems to take its usual course as noted in Miss McGee's words: 



8 

"You must dress now, Beverly, and come down and help me with supper." Beverly 
slowly nodded. "Today will be our only absence from school , Beverly. Tomorrow 
you and I go back on our regular schedules:' (289) 

Thus, Miles succeeds in perpetuating his spirit in Beverly, the woman in whom he 
saw a "Thanatopsis" promising resurrection. 

Almost two hundred years ago, William Cullen Bryant wrote his best known poem, 
"Thanatopsis:' Both authors share the belief that since death is imminent, one must 
approach life stoically, calmly awaiting and preparing for death to come. Bryant's 
stoicism, however, is too pessimistic, for it emphasizes the integration of the material 
human body with nature while it fails to point out the existence of the spirit and the 
importance of preserving its immortality: 

... Earth, that nourished thee, shall claim 
Thy growth, to be resolved to earth again, 
And, lost each human trace, surrendering up 
Thine individual being, shalt thou go 
To mix forever with the elements, 
To be a brother to the insensible rock 
And to the sluggish clod, which the rude swain 
Tums with his share, and treads upon. The oak 
Shall send his roots abroad, and pierce thy mold. (lines 23 - 30) 

Hassler's approach to death conforms more with the Christian belief according to 
which despair and constant fear of death can be overcome by a continuous commit
ment to productive living and by helping others. Thus, Miles remains cairn and 
unflinching under suffering. Also by instilling hope into Beverly, Miles scores a victory 
over death, for while his material body joins the natural elements, his spirit is perpetu
ated in Beverly. 

As we reach the end of the twentieth century, and because we live under the constant 
fear of a collapse of the economy, of fatal epidemics and, ultimately, of a nuclear 
holocaust, we welcome Hassler's depiction of his theme. Miles, the antihero , defies 
death in order to survive-with humor and dignity. 
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The Return of Agatha McGee: Self-Acceptance in John 

Hassler's 

A Green J oumey 

by 
George S. Larson 

"Things throw light on things" -this phrase from Theodore Roethke has an almost 
magical significance for Agatha McGee, the protagonist of Jon Hassler's A Green 
Journey. It suggests the possibility of epiphanies, moments of insight which allow 
individuals to see themselves and their existence in ways they have not before. Al
though Agatha would probably acknowledge that she has had her share of these 

moments, she very likely does not perceive the insight still to come to her. 

During the course of A Green Journey, Agatha reaches the end of her career as a sixth 
grade teacher at Staggerford's St. Isidore's School. Taking stock of her accomplishments 
as retirement approaches, Agatha is not at all sure that her priorities have been well 
placed. (Actually, they have, but Agatha does not herself fully realize this until later.) 

Except for her college years, Agatha McGee has lived her entire life in Staggerford, 
having taught at St. Isidore's for forty-six years . A concerned and demanding teacher, 
she tries to shape her students' lives so they will reflect the values she cherishes. As the 
novel opens, for instance, she befriends her former student Janet Raft, now pregnant 
and unmarried . In fact, her involvement with Janet during the time of the child's birth 
and the weeks immediately after cause Agatha to wonder if she has missed something in 
life. Such thoughts also make her think about the direction her life should take in the 
future . Could this future, she seems to ask herself, include James O'Hannon, a teacher 
in Ireland-or so he has identified himself-with whom she has corresponded for 
several years? To grasp the significance of the personal crisis Agatha faces, one must 
first examine her character, then assess the reasons for her seeming dissatisfaction with 
her life, note the romantic fantasies she nourishes and finally observe the insight she 
receives into herself, confirming that she has actually lived her life rightly, guided by 

what is consistent in her nature . 

Agatha's principal traits include her awareness of her slightly elevated social standing 
in the town of Staggerford, her commitment to conservative doctrines and practices 
within Catholicism, and her determination to shape events and people so that they 




