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For Anna



And when I looked, behold the four wheels by the
cherubim, one wheel by one cherub, and another
wheel by another cherub: ... And as for their
appearances, they four had one likeness, as if a
wheel had been in the midst of a wheel.

(Holy Bible: Ezekiel 12, v. 9-10)

Everything in life is somewhere else, and you get
there in a car.

(E. B. White)



Narratives of Conquest and Destruction:
The Automobile in the Major Fiction of
E. M. Forster and F. Scott Fitzgerald 1910 - 1925

arratives of Conquest and Destruction argues that the

automobile is the mechanistic oxymoron of the modern era.

The motor-car uniquely encapsulates the ambivalence

which lies at the heart of modern consciousness in that it is
at once object and abstraction, icon of romance and of brutality, and symbol
of social collocation and cultural dislocation. As the two parts of
Narratives of Conquest and Destruction argue, in the works of Fitzgerald
and Forster the motor-car is applauded and condemned as: emblem of
‘home’ and token of quintessential rootlessness, as mechanism for
systematised capitalist compliance and for uncheckable transgression, as
sign of Weberian instrumental rationality but sign also of romantic
consciousness, principal means of self-actualisation (whereby one might be
set free) and of annihilation. The motor-car is, furthermore, seen as an
index of privilege and powerlessness, art and commodity, symbol of
imagination and bland homogeneity, fashion accessory and utilitarian
necessity, exponent of virility and icon of impotency, emblem of raw power
and of lost aboriginal strength. In short, the motor-car is represented in the
literature of Forster and Fitzgerald as both idol and iconoclast: enslaver of
all who it liberates; destroyer of all that it conquers.

Whilst such oppositions merit close examination, an even more
fundamental tension emerges: that the automobile is at once a principal sign
of and modus operandi for modernist sensibility. The automobile, then, is
not merely epi-phenomenal; not simply the object of more or less
abstracted semiological significance but rather erupts through the fictions
of Fitzgerald and Forster as a powerful narrative engine: a causative,
generative, and transformational necessity thereby becoming not merely a
sign but something of a textual agent provocateur. To this extent, and to
the extent that the motor-car is not unequivocally condemned by the two
authors, the structuralism that underpins Part One and Part Two of the
thesis is occasionally abandoned in favour of a surface reading that
considers narrative texture, thus foregrounding a more complex view of the
automobile.
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