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Introduction

When you think of American literature from the early twentieth century, the name Nathanael West might not 

immediately come to mind. Yet, his novel “The Day of the Locust” stands as one of the most incisive, unsettling, 

and enduring portrayals of Hollywood’s underbelly. Published in 1939, the book captures the dreams, the 

disillusionment, and the grotesque reality of the film industry during the Great Depression. This article explores 

every facet of the novel—from its historical context and narrative structure to its lasting impact on readers and 

filmmakers alike. Whether you are a literature student, a film enthusiast, or simply curious about this classic, you’ll 

find a comprehensive guide that illuminates why “the day of the locust nathanael west” remains relevant today.

Historical Context: Hollywood in the 1930s

To appreciate the depth of “The Day of the Locust”, one must first understand the world it depicts. The 1930s

were a paradoxical era for the United States: the Great Depression had left millions unemployed, yet the film

industry was booming, offering escapism and hope. Hollywood became a mythical land of glamour, but beneath the

silver screen lay a stark reality of exploitation, poverty, and desperation.

•  Economic Struggles: The Depression forced many aspiring actors to flock to Hollywood, hoping for a quick 

break, only to find themselves stuck in low-paying jobs.

•  Studio System: Major studios controlled every aspect of production, leaving little room for artistic freedom.

•  Social Displacement: The influx of people created a chaotic mix of hopeful dreamers and hardened cynics, 

setting the stage for West’s narrative.

Plot Overview: The Dark Dreamscape

At its core, “The Day of the Locust” follows the lives of a group of misfits and dreamers in Los Angeles, each 

grappling with their own version of the American dream. The novel’s central character, Jude Bellows, is a former

war veteran turned screenwriter who finds himself trapped in a world of “screws” and “screws”—the lowly,

uncredited workers who keep the industry moving.

1.  Arrival in Los Angeles: Jude and his friends arrive with high hopes, only to face the harsh reality of 

Hollywood’s underclass.

2.  The “Screws”: Jude’s attempts to secure a legitimate job lead him into a world of men who do the menial 

tasks for the film sets.

3.  The “Fellowship of the Mysterious,” an odd group of artists who provide a semblance of community.

4.  The “Locusts”: The novel’s title refers to the relentless, almost insect-like workforce that is essential yet 

invisible.

5.  Climax: A pivotal scene that forces Jude to confront his own disillusionment and the fragility of his dreams.

6.  Resolution: The novel ends on an ambiguous note, reflecting the uncertainty of the era.

Key Themes and Motifs

West’s novel is rich with recurring motifs that deepen its critique of Hollywood and the broader human condition.

Below are some of the most significant themes:



1. The Illusion of Glamour

Hollywood’s façade of luxury masks a harsh reality. West shows how the industry’s glitter is built upon the

exploitation of the vulnerable.

2. Disillusionment and Identity

Characters struggle to define themselves beyond the roles they are forced into. Jude’s identity crisis reflects the

broader search for purpose in a society that offers little.

3. The “Locust” Motif

The term “locust” evokes images of a swarm that devours everything in its path—an apt metaphor for the workforce

that consumes itself and the industry’s resources.

4. Isolation and Community

Despite living in a bustling city, the characters experience profound loneliness. The “Fellowship of the Mysterious”

illustrates how people cling to fragile communities for survival.

Character Analysis: The Faces of Hollywood’s Underworld

•  Jude Bellows: A disillusioned war veteran turned writer, Jude’s journey represents the loss of innocence and 

the crushing weight of unmet expectations.

•  Gertie: An aspiring actress who embodies the desperation and ambition of many who flocked to Hollywood, 

Gertie’s story underscores the fragility of the dream.

•  Floyd: The cynical “screw” who provides a grounded perspective on the industry’s mechanics.

•  Bob: The charismatic but ultimately tragic figure who shows how talent can be squandered in a system that 

rewards spectacle over substance.

Writing Style: West’s Dark, Satirical Voice

West’s prose is a blend of lyrical beauty and biting sarcasm. He uses vivid, sometimes grotesque imagery to paint

a bleak picture of Hollywood. His narrative voice is third-person limited, allowing readers to follow Jude’s internal

monologue while maintaining an objective distance.

•  Satire: The novel lampoons the film industry’s excesses and the moral compromises it demands.

•  Realism: West doesn’t shy away from describing the harsh living conditions and mental breakdowns of his 

characters.

•  Symbolism: The “locusts” serve as a powerful symbol of the relentless, dehumanizing forces at play.

Critical Reception: From Controversy to Classic

Upon its release, “The Day of the Locust”received mixed reviews. Some critics praised its daring honesty, while

others condemned its bleakness. Over time, however, the novel gained recognition as a cornerstone of American

literature.

1.  Initial Reviews: Critics were divided over West’s unflinching portrayal of Hollywood’s underbelly.

2.  Academic Analysis: Scholars later recognized the novel’s exploration of identity, capitalism, and the 

American Dream.

3.  Influence on Writers: Authors such as Philip Roth and William Styron cited West as an influence.

Legacy: Impact on Literature and Film



West’s work paved the way for later depictions of Hollywood in literature and cinema. The novel’s influence can be

seen in:

•  Literature: Books like “The Painted Bird” and “The Catcher in the Rye” echo West’s themes of alienation.

•  Film: The 1971 film adaptation directed by John Schlesinger remains a cult classic, capturing the novel’s 

bleak atmosphere.

•  Pop Culture: References to the novel appear in various movies, TV series, and music, indicating its enduring 

resonance.

Adaptations: From Page to Screen

The most famous adaptation of “The Day of the Locust”is the 1971 film starring Donald Sutherland and Jane

Fonda. The film’s visual style, combined with its faithful yet stylized adaptation of West’s text, brought the novel’s

themes to a broader audience. Although the film did not achieve major commercial success, it earned critical

acclaim for its atmospheric portrayal of Hollywood’s darkness.

Other Adaptations

While the 1971 film remains the flagship adaptation, several stage productions and television adaptations have

attempted to capture the novel’s essence. These projects often struggle to balance West’s literary depth with the

demands of visual storytelling.

Why Read “The Day of the Locust” Today?

Even decades after its publication, the novel remains relevant for several reasons:

1.  Universal Themes: The search for identity, the lure of fame, and the exploitation of the vulnerable are 

timeless.

2.  Critical Lens: West’s critique of the entertainment industry is even more pertinent in an era of social media 

and celebrity culture.

3.  Literary Merit: The novel’s complex characters, rich symbolism, and stylistic brilliance make it a rewarding 

read for literary scholars.

4.  Historical Insight: It provides a window into the Great Depression and the early Hollywood era.

Conclusion

In the landscape of American literature, “The Day of the Locust” by Nathanael West stands out as a stark, 

unvarnished look at Hollywood’s mythic façade and its grim reality. The novel’s exploration of ambition, identity, and 

exploitation continues to resonate, offering readers a mirror to their own dreams and disillusionments. Whether you 

approach it as a historical study, a literary masterpiece, or a cautionary tale about the perils of chasing fame, the 

novel’s impact is undeniable. Dive into West’s world, and you’ll discover a narrative that is as unsettling as it is 

compelling—a testament to why the day of the locust nathanael west remains a cornerstone of literary discourse.
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