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Introduction

When you think of 1930s American literature, names like F. Scott Fitzgerald and Ernest Hemingway often come to 

mind. Yet, tucked away in the literary canon is a darker, more unsettling work that captures the grit and 

disillusionment of Hollywood’s golden age: The Day of the Locustby Nathanael West. Published in 1939, this

novel remains a chilling exploration of ambition, identity, and the corrosive nature of fame. In this article, we’ll dive

deep into the book’s background, plot, themes, characters, and lasting influence, offering a comprehensive guide

for both new readers and seasoned scholars.

Who Was Nathanael West?

Nathanael West (1903 �1940) was an American novelist and short �story writer known for his satirical take on the 

American Dream. Though his life was tragically brief, West’s work—particularly The Day of the Locust—has earned

him a place among the most influential writers of the 20th century. His writing style combines dark humor, bleak

realism, and a keen eye for the absurdities of modern society.

Early Life and Influences

•  Born in Chicago, West grew up during the Great Depression, a period that shaped his cynical worldview.

•  He studied at the University of Chicago, where he was influenced by literary modernists like T.S. Eliot and the 

surrealist movement.

•  West’s early career included work as a journalist for the Chicago Tribune, giving him firsthand experience with 

the media’s role in shaping public perception.

Literary Career Highlights

1.  Miss Lonelyhearts (1933) – A novel that critiques the commercialization of empathy and the desperation of 

the American psyche.

2.  The Day of the Locust (1939) – West’s most celebrated work, a scathing satire of Hollywood.

3.  Short stories and essays published in New Yorker and Harper''s Magazine.

Publication Context of The Day of the Locust

Released in 1939, The Day of the Locustarrived at a time when Hollywood was in its heyday, yet the underbelly of

the film industry was often ignored by the public. West’s novel offered a counter-narrative, exposing the exploitation

and emptiness that lurked beneath the glittering façade.

Initial Reception

Critics were divided. Some praised West’s incisive social commentary, while others found the novel’s bleakness and

unflinching portrayal of violence unsettling. Over time, however, the book has gained critical acclaim for its literary

merit and prophetic vision.

Legacy and Reissues

Since its first publication, The Day of the Locusthas been reprinted numerous times, often accompanied by

scholarly introductions that highlight its relevance to contemporary discussions about fame, mental health, and



media manipulation.

Plot Summary: A Brief Overview

The novel centers on Benjamin “Bud” Drummond, a disillusioned writer who finds himself in Los Angeles, chasing

the elusive dream of becoming a Hollywood screenwriter. Bud’s journey takes him through the chaotic world of film

production, where he encounters a cast of eccentric, desperate characters.

Key Plot Points

•  Bud’s arrival in Los Angeles and initial disorientation.

•  His involvement in a film production that goes awry.

•  Encounters with the “locusts” – a group of misfits who live on the fringes of society.

•  The climactic destruction of the film set, symbolizing the collapse of Hollywood’s illusion.

•  Bud’s eventual decision to leave Hollywood, reflecting his personal disillusionment.

Major Themes Explored in the Novel

Disillusionment and the American Dream

West challenges the notion that success and happiness are guaranteed by hard work. Instead, he portrays the

American Dream as a mirage that often leads to exploitation and disillusionment.

Alienation and Identity

Bud’s sense of isolation mirrors the alienation felt by many artists and dreamers. The novel examines how identity

is shaped by external expectations and internal desires.

Violence and Destruction

Violence is a recurring motif, culminating in the film set’s destruction. West uses this event to underscore the

fragility of the illusion of control in Hollywood.

Character Analysis: The People Who Make the Story

Benjamin “Bud” Drummond

Bud is the novel’s protagonist and a symbol of the everyman’s struggle against an oppressive system. His internal

monologue offers insight into the psychological toll of chasing fame.

Elaine

Elaine, a struggling actress, embodies the desperation that fuels many Hollywood dreamers. Her relationship with

Bud highlights the complexities of love and ambition.

Richard “Dickie” Greenbaum

Greenbaum is a cynical, world-weary director who represents the corrupting influence of power. He serves as a foil

to Bud’s idealism.

The Locusts

These characters—comprising a circus troupe, a madman, and a group of misfits—provide a microcosm of

society’s marginalized individuals. Their presence underscores the novel’s critique of social alienation.

Symbolism: The Layers Behind the Story



The Locust

The locust symbolizes the destructive force of mass hysteria and the collective desire for spectacle. Its imagery is

used throughout the novel to foreshadow the catastrophic climax.

Hollywood as a Circus

West frequently compares Hollywood to a circus, a place where performers are exploited, and the audience is

enthralled by spectacle rather than substance.

The Film Set

The film set becomes a microcosm of society—a space where roles are assigned, and reality is manufactured. Its

eventual destruction signifies the collapse of false narratives.

Literary Style and Techniques

Narrative Voice

West employs a first �person perspective that allows readers to delve into Bud’s internal conflicts. The narrative’s

candid tone creates an intimate connection with the audience.

Satire and Black Humor

Through sharp satire, West exposes the absurdities of Hollywood, while his use of black humor softens the novel’s

grim themes, making them more accessible.

Imagery and Language

West’s descriptive prose paints vivid pictures of Los Angeles, from the neon-lit streets to the chaotic film set. His

language oscillates between lyrical and grotesque, mirroring the novel’s emotional range.

Critical Reception Over Time

Contemporary Reviews (1939 �1940)

Initial reviews were mixed. Some praised West’s bold critique of Hollywood, while others found the novel’s

bleakness off �center for mainstream readers.

Modern Reappraisal (1990s �Present)

In recent decades, scholars have lauded the novel’s prescient commentary on celebrity culture, mental health, and

media manipulation. It is now considered a classic of American literature.

Influence on Literature and Popular Culture

Film Adaptations

The 1975 film adaptation directed by Paul Mazursky brought the novel’s themes to a wider audience. While the film

took liberties, it preserved the core critique of Hollywood’s emptiness.

Influence on Other Authors

Authors such as Thomas Pynchon and David Foster Wallace have cited West’s work as an influence, particularly in

their exploration of modern alienation and media saturation.

Impact on Contemporary Discourse

Today’s discussions around #MeToo, cancel culture, and the commodification of personal stories echo West’s



warnings about the exploitation of ambition and identity.

Why Read The Day of the Locust?

•  It offers a timeless critique of fame and the cost of ambition.

•  Its characters provide a mirror to modern social anxieties.

•  West’s narrative style is both engaging and thought �provoking.

•  The novel’s themes remain relevant in the age of social media and influencer culture.

Frequently Asked Questions

Q1: Is The Day of the Locust difficult to read?

A1: While the novel’s language can be dense at times, the story’s vivid imagery and strong characters make it

accessible to most readers.

Q2: How does the novel compare to other Hollywood satires?

A2: West’s work is more harrowing and philosophical than lighter satires like La La Land, offering a deeper critique

of the industry’s moral decay.

Q3: Can I watch the 1975 film adaptation as a substitute?

A3: The film is a good companion piece, but it simplifies some of the novel’s complex themes. Reading the book

provides a richer experience.

Conclusion

The Day of the Locuststands as a stark, unsettling portrait of Hollywood’s hidden costs, penned by a writer who

dared to look beneath the glittering surface. Its exploration of ambition, alienation, and the destructive nature of

fame remains profoundly relevant, especially in today’s media �saturated landscape. Whether you’re a literature

enthusiast or simply curious about the darker side of the American Dream, Nathanael West’s masterpiece offers a

compelling, thought �provoking journey that will linger long after you finish reading.
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