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A university is a place where students are taught to build upon the basic academic skills acquired in their previous schooling, and to learn to create original ideas.  This ability to create original ideas gives students the chance to rise above any preconceived notions of the masses, instead of conforming to them.  For example, in the subject of literature, students can find individuality in being able to, critically, analyze a literary work in contrast to most people who can only retell it as a story. Through such critical analysis, students can discover many original ideas that may help bring literature to life.  In his prize-winning novel, The Magnificent Ambersons, Booth Tarkington presents a masterpiece of literary work, full of features which can be used in a university setting to teach students literary criticism such as characterization, irony, and theme. 


First, the characterizations in The Magnificent Ambersons show Tarkington’s mastery in describing human characters.  According to Robert DiYanni  in Literature:  Reading Fiction, Poetry, and Drama, characterization is a “narrative description with explicit judgment”(55).  For example, Tarkington’s story begins with Major Amberson.  Major Amberson is the head of the family who has built a fortune around the time period of 1873 (3).   The story of the Ambersons starts out based on this fortune that Major Amberson has made.  Tarkington points out the fact that Major Amberson is the head of the family by naming him, Major. Where the term, major, holds a position of seniority and authority in the military, Major Amberson holds the same in his family. The use of this descriptive name allows the reader to make an explicit judgment on the status and the role of Major Amberson.  To further enhance the characterization of the Amberson family, Tarkington uses the technique of a story within a story, that of a dog.

To show how affluent the Ambersons are, Tarkington gives a descriptive tale of how the daughter of Major Amberson, Isabel, has bought a dog as a pet.  The dog is called St. Bernard and it has cost the Ambersons “fifty to a hundred  dollars” (21). As normal as it is to have a dog as a pet in those days, it is not normal to pay that much money for a dog.  This shows that Tarkington is using the character’s actions instead of narrative description to characterize the Ambersons.  DiYanni states that through a character’s actions, he or she can reveal his or her true nature, so Tarkington is successful in establishing the affluent nature of the Ambersons (56). In contrast to the wealth of the Ambersons, Tarkington provides Old Alec Minafer as a foil.


When his daughter, Fanny, asks Old Alec Minafer if she can have a dog like Isabel’s, Alec is shown to be contemplating the matter.  However, in reaction to hearing how much the dog will cost Old Alec Minafer reacts with a retort, saying how he would rather choke “himself to death” than pay a work hand “a dime, or even a quarter, to drown the dog (21).   This is a stark contrast to the carefree spending of the Ambersons.  In this case, Tarkington uses what the character says to describe how frugal the Minafers are.  The unification of the overflowing affluence of the Ambersons and the frugality of the Minafers gives birth to Georgie Amberson Minafer, the grandson of both the Major and Old Alec.


Georgie Amberson Minafer, the main character of The Magnificent Ambersons, is the only son of Wilbur Minafer and Isabel Amberson and consequently the only grandson of Major Amberson.  Georgie, being the only heir of the Amberson fortune, is given all the liberties to do whatever he desires without any discipline.  This results in Georgie growing up to be a “princely terror” who believes the whole town of Midland is his to rule (27).  In following the societal norms, Georgie would be considered in name and position, a Minafer.  However, Tarkington uses this descriptive characterization to convince the reader that Georgie is an Amberson by having Georgie talk about himself constantly as an Amberson.  The naming of Georgie after George Amberson, his grandfather, and his uncle, is another technique Tarkington uses to connect Georgie to the Ambersons.


The “Honorable George Amberson”(63) is a man that works in the government and Tarkington alludes to that in his characterization of Georgie.  For example, when Georgie is seen demanding “like a judge on the bench”(362), it brings the reader to make a quick connection with the “Honorable George Amberson” before realizing that the author is talking about Georgie Minafer.  Tarkington also has characters in the story, giving credibility to the Georgie-George connection when Eugene Morgan, a best friend of George Amberson, admits that “like uncle, like nephew” Georgie had ruled his college campus (215). With such techniques, Tarkington depicts Georgie, believing he is an Amberson instead of a Minafer.  This can be an example of another feature of Booth Tarkington’s The Magnificent Ambersons, irony.


Irony is depicted in Georgie’s belief in his identity as an Amberson when he is not an Amberson.  When Georgie learns that some of the towns people are gossiping about his mother and her possible suitor, Eugene Morgan, he is angry and decides to confront the people. Georgie goes to her house and demands of Mrs. Johnson the names of the other gossipers (316).  When Georgie’s mother finds out what has transpired, Isabel wants to know why Georgie is so passionate about this topic.  Georgie replies that there is “never an Amberson that would let the Amberson name go trailing in the dust like that”(361).  This habit of calling himself an Amberson is ironic, because Georgie is a Minafer and not an Amberson.  This can be an example of a verbal irony in which “we understand the opposite of what” Georgie says (DiYanni 93).  This misconception of his identity goes further than the misuse of the Amberson’s name when Georgie tells his friend, Lucy Morgan, that his future occupation is to be a person without an occupation,

just a gentleman.


Lucy Morgan is the girl that Georgie wants to marry, and when he proposes to her, he is met with hesitation.  Lucy wants to know what Georgie would be doing as a profession in the future, and Georgie answers that instead of having a profession he wants to go sailing.  When Lucy shows her dismay, Georgie explains to her that he believes that a man in his position should not have to work if his family is “such that he didn’t have to”(252).   He further describes himself as part of the three generations of Ambersons that would put him in the category of such a man.  This is another example of Tarkington using irony, because Georgie is actually a part of the frugal generations of Minafers instead of the three generations of Ambersons.  Georgie’s relationship with Lucy Morgan is ironic, because of the relationship of Georgie’s mother and Lucy’s father in the past. It also foreshadows the reversal of fortunes between the Ambersons and the Morgans.


Before Georgie and Lucy were born, their parents had a relationship of their own.   At that time Wilbur Minafer and Eugene Morgan had courted Isabel Amberson, Georgie’s mother, who had decided to choose Wilbur instead of Eugene because of Eugene’s lack of stability at that time (26).   Tarkington switches the roles of the younger generation by having the younger Morgan, Lucy, reject Georgie in his courtship, because of his lack of stability.  This reversal of roles is ironic, because it is the complete opposite of what is expected (DiYanni 93).  Another interesting development of irony is shown in The Magnificent Ambersons, a movie based on the book.

In the movie, The Magnificent Ambersons, Georgie is brooding after Lucy rejects him.  When Isabel sees Georgie, she asks what is wrong with him. Isabel is shown caressing him in a loving way.  At first it seems like motherly affection, but soon the actions and words of these two characters create an atmosphere in which the mother-son relationship seems dangerously close to being breached.  While Isabel tries to console him by confessing her love for him, Georgie stares at his mother with love and adoration. This reminiscent of Oedipus complex in which Oedipus kills his father and marries his mother unknowingly, and this curse affects all his family members (DiYanni 1181).  This is ironic, because Georgie’s father dies and Isabel is kept from marrying her true love by her son.  Georgie’s passionate effort in keeping Eugene Morgan from his mother almost seems to hint at Georgie’s unhealthy desire to be his mother’s Oedipus, which leads to her death, her father’s death and the fall of the Ambersons, just like the Oedipal curse.


One of Georgie’s passionate Oedipal effort manifests itself in Georgie’s hatred of Eugene’s profession, car making.  This new invention comes in a time when the horse-drawn carriages are the norm.  With his hatred for Eugene, Georgie refuses to acknowledge the advent of this new machine.  While most people are switching over to the automobiles, Georgie expresses the opinion that the cars are nuisance, only “fads” and refuses to ride in them (279).   However, it is “Fate’s ironic choice” that Georgie almost meets his death when a car hits him (489), another extension of the theme, the dangers of science.  This brings out the third feature in The Magnificent Ambersons.

When Georgie is lying in the hospital after his car accident, Tarkington reveals his final feature: the theme.  The theme, a universal truth, can be derived from this song.


 Oh, love for a year, a week, a day,

             But alas for the love that lasts always. (591)

All the themes in The Magnificent Ambersons are related to love.  Eugene Morgan’s love for Isabel forgives the faults of Georgie when he visits him in the hospital.  Although Georgie has acted hatefully towards Eugene, Eugene offers his hand to Georgie.  This symbolizes Eugene’s forgiveness of Georgie’s past (516).  Tarkington wants readers to believe that love forgives everything.  While Eugene’s love for Isabel has brought forgiveness, Isabel’s love for Georgie brings about a different effect, spoiling him.


While Georgie is seen as a “princely terror”(27), Isabel only sees the angel in him.  Tarkington states that even if Georgie cuts “someone’s throat” Isabel would only see that “it’s possible for a misguided angel to act like a devil”(96).  This is seen in an incident when Georgie uses abusive language toward Reverend Malloch Smith.  Reverend Malloch Smith writes a letter to Georgie’s mother urging her to correct Georgie’s impetuosity, but Isabel refuses to punish Georgie and instead sends him off with a mere warning.  Tarkington wants readers to believe that Isabel’s love for Georgie has made her blind to Georgie’s fault.  Instead of seeing the “devil,” she consistently lobbies for the innocence of her “angel”(31). Tarkington repeats this theme on Eugene Morgan by showing Morgan to demonstrate the same love-is-blind ailment on Isabel.


Tarkington’s use of this theme is shown in how Eugene Morgan forgives Isabel for not seeing the horrid acts of Georgie.  While discussing Georgie, Eugene remains blind to the fact that Isabel is spoiling Georgie with her lack of discipline.  Eugene’s love for Isabel is keeping him from realizing that Isabel’s actions are directly responsible for Georgie’s conduct; instead he puts all the blame on the “princely terror”(96).  However, Eugene’s love for Isabel is transferred onto Georgie in a symbolic offer of his hand in the hospital room to Georgie. Then Georgie completes the transference of this love by taking the hand of Eugene enabling them to finally be blind to the “devil” in each other (516), and providing both shelter and protection for Georgie, who will probably marry his daughter, Lucy.  The reversal of fortunes in Tarkington’s theme, finally, puts the Morgans as the magnificent to replace the Ambersons.  Eugene, also, sees it as the fulfillment of his love to Isabel, his only true love, in the union of Lucy and Georgie.


In conclusion, Tarkington’s use of characterization, irony, and themes in The Magnificent Ambersons has brought this story to life.  His techniques in making the characters come alive by using vivid characterization, his unexpected reversal of roles, and his universal themes have enlightened me in such a challenging manner that  l am convinced they are worthy of serious study in a university setting. 
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