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Bradbury played a leading role in winning a large
readershipfor science fiction in the 1950’s by producing works
with welldevelopedcharacters, provocative themes, and an
attractive literary style.
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BIOGRAPHY

Ray Bradbury was born in Waukegan, Illinois, on
August 22, 1920, the son of Leonard Bradbury
and Esther Moberg Bradbury. One of his older
twin brothers died before his birth, and a young-
er sister, Elizabeth, died in infancy when he was
seven.

Despite economic problems that took his fam-
ily twice to Arizona in search of work, and despite
the deaths of two siblings, Bradbury’s memory of
his early years is positive. In DandelionWine (1957)
and other works, his boyhood home in Waukegan
becomes Green Town, an idyllic if somewhat frag-
ile midwestern town, where children enjoy the
pleasures of playmates their age balanced with
the opportunity for solitary explorations of a sur-
rounding countryside.

In 1934, the family moved permanently to Los
Angeles, where Bradbury soon adapted to his sec-
ond beloved home. Los Angeles attracted him,
in part, because it was a center of the entertain-
ment industry which Bradbury had loved since
at least the age of three, when he saw the 1923
film The Hunchback of Notre Dame. Throughout
his life, Bradbury devoured the fiction of won-
der and adventure: radio, motion pictures, comic
books, pulp and slick magazines, and the novels
of such authors as Edgar Rice Burroughs and Ju-
les Verne. At the age of twelve, he and a friend
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found themselves unable to await the next sequel
in Burroughs’s Mars series and, therefore, wrote
their own.

Bradbury had begun writing stories and poems
as soon as he learned how to write. He made his
first sale as a teenager, contributing a sketch to
the George Burns and Gracie Allen radio com-
edy show. In high school, he also developed an
interest in theater that continued throughout his
writing career.

After finishing high school, Bradbury plunged
into writing, trying to make himself quickly into
a professional. He joined a science-fiction organ-
ization, studied with science-fiction writer Robert
Heinlein, and worked with several other successful
pulp fiction and screenwriters. He set himself the
task of writing a story a week, while living at home
and earning money selling newspapers. His first
published story was “Hollerbochen’s Dilemma,”
which appeared in Imagination!in 1938. He wrote
his first paid science-fiction story, “Pendulum,” in
collaboration with Henry Hasse, and it appeared
in Super Science Stories in 1941. Soon Bradbury was
publishing regularly in pulp magazines such as
Weird ‘Tales.

When he married Marguerite McClure in 1947,
he was a well-established writer, publishing more
than a dozen stories each year. “The Big Black and
White Game” appeared in Best American Short Sto-
ries in 1945, and “Homecoming” was selected for
the O. Henry Awards Prize Stories of 1947. In the
year of his marriage, Arkham House published
his first story collection, Dark Carnival (1947);
many of these stories were reprinted in the high-
ly regarded collection The October Country (1955).



From then on, his fiction was regularly recognized
with awards and selected for anthologies. In 1949,
the year the first of his four daughters was born,
the National Fantasy Fan Federation selected him
best author of the year.

Bradbury’s career continued to advance and
then to diversify after 1949. The Martian Chroni-
cles (1950) became one of the first science-fic-
tion works to receive serious attention from the
mainstream literary establishment when review-
er Christopher Isherwood praised it highly. (In
1977-1978, the play version would receive five Los
Angeles Drama Critics Circle Awards.) Then fol-
lowed a pattern of publishing collections of stories
interspersed with new novels and other activities
that included screenplays, musical theater, drama,
and poetry. His best-known fiction appeared be-
fore 1963: The Martian Chronicles, Fahrenheit 451
(1953), Dandelion Wine, Something Wicked This Way
Comes (1962), and five collections of short sto-
ries. Each of the novels either grew from earlier
published stories or was constructed of earlier
stories worked together into a longer work. Dur-
ing this period, he also traveled to Ireland, where
he worked on the screenplay for director John
Huston’s 1956 film version of Herman Melville’s
classic novel, Moby Dick (1851).

After 1963, Bradbury continued to publish
short-story collections, but he devoted more of his
energy to other areas, especially drama. His first
collection of short plays, The Anthem Sprinters and
Other Antics (1963), grew out of his six months in
Ireland. He produced two shows based on his own
works: The World of Ray Bradbury (1964) and The
Wonderful Ice Cream Suit (1965). His other works
in the 1960’s included a cantata and a film history
of America for the 1964 New York World’s Fair.
Though his interests in fiction and drama contin-
ued into the 1970’s, he also turned his attention
more decisively toward poetry, publishing three
volumes and then collecting them into a single
volume, The Complete Poems of Ray Bradbury (1982).
During this period, he wrote much nonfiction
prose for magazines ranging from Life to Playboy.

Film productions of Bradbury’s works include
Fahrenheit 451 (1966), The Illustrated Man (1969),
The Martian Chronicles (1980), and Something Wick-
ed This Way Comes (1984). Of these adaptations,
only French filmmaker Francois Truffaut’s Fahr-
enheit 451 was widely praised by film critics. Many
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of Bradbury’s short stories have been adapted for
television, some with great success. His own ani-
mated short film, Icarus Monigolfier Wright, was
nominated for an Academy Award in 1962.

After 1980, Bradbury collected some of his early
detective stories in A Memory of Murder (1984) and
then published a detective novel, Death Is a Lonely
Business (1985), and a gothic thriller set in Holly-
wood, A Graveyard for Lunatics (1990). In 1985, he
began a series of adaptations of his own stories for
a cable television series, The Ray Bradbury Televi-
sion Theater. His awards include a life achievement
award from theWorld Fantasy Convention (1977),
a Gandalf “Grand Master” award at the Hugo
Award Ceremonies of 1980, the Jules Verne Award
(1984), the PEN Body of Work Award (1985), a
Star on the Hollywood Walk of Fame (2002), and
the National Medal of the Arts (2004). His wife of
fifty-six years, Marguerite, died in 2003, survived
by Bradbury and their four daughters.

Bradbury’s achievements are mainly in fanta-
sy and science fiction. His drama and film scripts
have been well received, but his poetry has not.
Continuing attention from literary scholars and
cultural historians suggests that he will surely be
remembered for the powerful and thoughtful sto-
rytelling that brought him to prominence in the
1950’s. Bradbury’s achievement opened a gener-
ation’s hearts and minds to the worlds of imagi-
nation and wonder in fantasy and science fiction,
beginning an era of wide popularity for and of
scholarly interest in genres that had been on the
fringe of modern culture.

ANALYSIS
Literary critic David Mogen has characterized well
the central motif of Ray Bradbury’s fiction: joyous
absorption in the experience of living. In each of
his major works, this joy in living plays a crucial
role. Mogen sees this attitude in Bradbury’s own
life—in his prolific career with its many directions
and in his nonfiction accounts of his life and ca-
reer. One could guess this about Bradbury merely
by looking at his book titles, not only those that
recommend enthusiastic exploration or offer
medicines for melancholy but also those that are
drawn from visionary poets such as Walt Whitman
and William Butler Yeats.

The dominant thematic note in Bradbury’s fic-
tion is a kind of hopefulness for humanity. Mo-
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gen and another critic, Gary K. Wolfe, have noted
that Bradbury’s optimism has roots in two major
Western myths that have been important to many
American writers: the frontier and the Garden of
Eden. For Bradbury, the stars are the new frontier,
humanity’s next field of exploration and expan-
sion. The stars also become a new Eden, an exten-
sion of the hope for new beginnings that idealistic
explorers saw in America and that F. Scott Fitzger-
ald so eloquently captured in his description of
the “fresh, green breast of the new world” at the
end of a novel Bradbury admired, The Great Gatsby
(1925).

Mogen sums up Bradbury’s hopefulness by
describing him as a visionary “who believes the
human race will conquer death through spiritual
rebirth in unearthly new frontiers.” Bradbury’s
readers are aware of the dark elements in his
fiction, however: the tales of terror collected in
The October Country, the threatening ravine that
cuts through Green Town, and the technologi-
cal dystopias (of which Fahrenheit 451 is the main
example). Bradbury is acutely aware that human
beings are capable of evil and contain darkness.
He seems to see humanity as destined ultimately
for transcendence of the kind described by nine-
teenth century American Romantic authors such
as Whitman and Ralph Waldo Emerson, in which
humanity approaches becoming godlike. Yet Brad-
bury also sees humanity in the present as blind
to its best interests, selfish, turning technology to
destructive rather than creative and imaginative
ends, in continuous danger of self-destruction.

In a discussion of The Halloween Tree (1972), a
lesser-known fable for young readers, Mogen illus-
trates what Bradbury sees as one of the greatest
dangers facing modern humanity, the paralysis of
imagination before the fear of death. This is also
one of the main themes of Fahrenheit 451, and it ap-
pears in many of Bradbury’s works. The purpose
of the tale of terror, for Bradbury, is to help the in-
dividual human imagination symbolically confront
its mortality. If people fail to face and deal with
their deaths, they become the victims of terror,
and the results of this victimization often include
a drive for meaningless power and the impulse to
impose a single order upon human experience.

In several of his works, this imposition of or-
der appears as attempts to turn off the imagina-
tion, which is a source of multiple ideas of order.
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Fahrenheit 451 offers a vivid picture of a society so
afraid of death that it attempts to be a happiness
machine, filling people’s lives with empty, suppos-
edly painless electronic stimuli and censoring all
the great ideas and great books in the history of
civilization. While such a society believes that it is
escaping death somehow, it is in fact running di-
rectly toward death in the form of a military hol-
ocaust. The two major Green Town novels, Dan-
delion Wine and Something Wicked This Way Comes,
show individuals facing death and the temptation
to grasp evil power to evade death.

Bradbury’s works show his optimistic faith in a
fulfilling human destiny in some future time and
place, and they also show his understanding of the
barriers that humanity must overcome on its jour-
ney to this destiny and of the human limitations
people are likely to carry with them into any future.

THE MARTIAN CHRONICLES

First published: 1950
Type of work: Short stories

Americans  explore  and  colonize  Mars,
thenabandon the colony. When atomic war
breaks outon Earth, a few refugees return to Mars
afterEarth civilization is destroyed.

In the 1940’s, Bradbury had established him-
self as a highly popular short-story writer. When a
Doubleday editor encouraged him to try connect-
ing some of his stories into a unified, novelistic
collection, Bradbury quickly responded with 7The
Martian Chronicles, a group of stories about people
from Earth colonizing Mars.

The idea of the colonization of Mars had long
fascinated Bradbury. When he produced The Mar-
tian Chronicles, he had published more than ten
Martian stories, and he continued to produce
more after the book was published. This book be-
came the first of several Bradbury works that are
called novels not because they have the traditional
plot characteristics of the novel but because they
are somewhat unified collections of related sto-
ries, rather like Sherwood Anderson’s Winesburg,
Ohio (1919). Bradbury repeated this form with
varying success in The Illustrated Man (1951) and
Dandelion Wine.



The Martian Chronicles is an apt title. Bradbury
structured the book as a loose chronicle, begin-
ning in 1999 with the first expedition to Mars and
ending in 2026, with what is probably the last. The
chronological ordering establishes a strong for-
ward movement in the first one-third of the book,
which deals with four exploratory expeditions
from 1999 to 2001. Roughly the middle onethird
contains stories and episodes which, though
placed from2001 to 2005, are not very sequential.
They seem more like a gathering of incidents il-
lustrating aspects of a colonial period. The final
third of the book, though it spans 2005 to 2026,
really concentrates on the beginning and the end
of this period. In 2005, atomic war begins to de-
stroy Earth civilization, draws most of the Martian
colonists back to their home planet, and effective-
ly brings an end to space travel. In 2026, Earth is
devastated, but a remnant of idealists from Earth
escapes to Mars, hoping to start over.

While the overarching structure of a chroni-
cle binds the book together at the beginning and
end, there are other important unifying elements.
One major element is the metaphor of the fron-
tier. Bradbury repeatedly returns to the idea of
Mars as a new frontier. The planet is a new world
(like America), populated at first by predominant-
ly peaceful, intelligent beings much like humans,
though they have telepathic powers and a slight-
ly different technology. The Martians find them-
selves playing the role of Americans Indians in the
frontier metaphor, resisting invasion somewhat
haphazardly until almost completely wiped out by
a plague of chicken pox accidentally brought from
Earth. There are no “Indian wars,” but the aban-
doned cities and artifacts of Martian civilization
become objects of interest, wonder, exploitation,
and wanton destruction by the later colonists. The
Martians, after their demise, produce converts,
people who believe that the Martian civilization
was better than their own and set out in various
ways to imitate what they believe it was. This mo-
tif of conversion into Martians remains important
throughout the book and becomes its final note.

The colonial phase begins with a Johnny Ap-
pleseed character who dreams of the desert world
becoming a green world and sets out on foot to
plant trees over large areas. Bradbury’s episodes
and sketches present positive and negative aspects
of the United States’ colonial history.On the neg-
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ative side are exploiters and materialist dreamers
who ignore the spiritual significance of this new
beginning and seize upon the dross—the chanc-
es for wealth and power available on a compara-
tively free frontier. On the positive side are those
who come to Mars in search of spiritual freedoms
denied on Earth. Among them is a large group
of southern blacks who see in Mars the chance
to gain what the United States has denied them.
Their story, told in “Way in the Middle of the Air,”
may seem rather naively conceived when read by
twenty-first ~ century

readers, but sketches

such as this one gave

Bradbury a reputation

for radicalism in 1950.

Among the spiritual

questers is William

Stendahl, who in

“Usher II” prefigures

themes in Fahrenheit

451, using Mars to es-

cape from anti-imag-

ination book censors

on Earth and to take a

poetically just revenge

upon some of them.

In the last third of the book, Bradbury compli-
cates the frontier metaphor by foregrounding the
Eden myth that stands behind it and mixing in the
new terror that existed during the period follow-
ing World War II when he produced this book—
the threat of atomic holocaust. In long years of
war, Earth finally reduces itself to rubble, and at
the last a small group of people flees to Mars,
determined to start over and do things right this
time. The image of a remnant of the spiritually
pure leaving behind a hopelessly corrupt civiliza-
tion to start anew is, of course, at the center of the
American myth of the frontier.

“Pioneers” bringing their purity to an innocent
and empty place evokes the idea of Eden regained,
where a truly new start is possible. Added to these
elements, however, is a feature that points to the
profundity of the optimism behind this book that
so vividly portrays humanity’s failures and weak-
nesses. Remaining on Mars are the remnants of
an ancient and wise Martian civilization and per-
haps even some actual Martians. For humans to
be converted into Martians, to become products
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of the place and its native spiritual presences, may
lead to a true advance for humanity beyond the
blind and selfish passions that have once again
produced holocaust.

The idea of a saving remnant of the spiritually
chosen pervades the Bible and the Judeo-Chris-
tian tradition. It also is important to Bradbury
and appears regularly in his stories. This mythic
pattern is one of the more important indications
of optimism in Bradbury’s fiction. He often tells
stories such as this one, in which civilization dies
because of its failures of wisdom, compassion, and
imagination. Nearly always, however, the pattern
includes a small new beginning by those whose
vision is cleansed by suffering and who vow to pre-
serve the best of the past and leave the worst be-
hind, and this pattern converts Armageddon into
a step toward salvation.

As the first work of American science fiction
to gain a truly broad reading public, this book is
of considerable historical importance in modern
American literature. Although literary critics disa-
gree about the book’s artistic merits, The Martian
Chronicles promises to remain in print as a popular
favorite.

FAHRENHEIT

First published: 1953
Type of work: Novel

In a future United States, a man dedicated to
burning all of humanity’s great writings discovers
he has been mistaken.

Fahrenheit 45]—named for the temperature at
which paper ignites and burns—is Bradbury’s best-
known novel and is probably also his best. Based
on an earlier story, “The Fireman” (1950), and
developing the censorship theme that appears in
several other Bradbury works, this novel presents
the dystopia that Bradbury may fear most.

In a future United States, the lowest common
denominator of culture has imposed its ideas of
happiness upon the whole culture. The universal
idea of happiness has become an extrapolation of
sitting in front of a television with a six-pack of
beer, free of hard work, of complex human rela-
tionships, and of the disturbing stimulation of the
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ideas and images of the great artists and thinkers.
In the future, television screens can be all four
walls of a room. There, the viewer participates in
the families and adventures that appear on “the
walls” by subscribing to and then acting out a
viewer script. When the walls fail to interest, one
places receivers in the ears and blankets the mind
with pleasant sound that blocks out awareness of
self and world.

Montag, the protagonist, is a “fireman.” His
team’s job is to burn books and arrest their pos-
sessors. Not all books are outlawed—only those
that stimulate the imagination with their complex
ideas or vivid images of human possibility, those
books that encourage people to aspire toward
thought and experience beyond the ordinary.

Though this story is often compared with
George Orwell’s dystopia Nineteen Eighty-Four
(1949), the two books differ significantly. An es-
pecially important difference is the role of gov-
ernment. The tyranny of an oligarchy in 1984 is
matched by the tyranny of the anti-intellectual ma-
jority in Fahrenheit 451. Bradbury’s novel partakes
of the atmosphere of anticommunism following
World War II. The government seems distant, un-
concerned with life in Montag’s city, involved in-
stead in the threat of atomic war that hangs over
the nation. Beatty, Montag’s boss, in a series of lec-
tures on the history and theory of the firefighters’
work, makes clear that the firemen act on behalf
of ordinary people who know what happiness is,
who want to be sure that everyone is happy, and
who want to extirpate any who fail to conform to
this idea of happiness. Book collectors are discov-
ered and exposed by their neighbors, acting from
a sense of civic duty; no secret police are required.

Montag’s story develops rapidly and inexora-
bly in three stages. Part 1, “The Hearth and the
Salamander,” presents a series of discoveries that
lead Montag to steal and read from the books he
is supposed to burn. He meets an imaginative
young girl, Clarisse, who opens him to ways of see-
ing that he finds attractive. He discovers that his
wife, Mildred, is not happy, despite her self-delud-
ing assertions to the contrary, and that he is not
happy either. Their lives are empty and teeter on
the edge of selfdestruction, held back only by the
constant vacuous stimulation of electronic media
and drugs. Montag is the salamander, the dragon
of dangerous fire, but he discovers that his hearth



is cold, that his home lacks spirit and love; it has
no central animating principle. When he sees a
woman who prefers to be burned with her books
rather than to give them up, he realizes that they
must contain something of great importance. He
begins to read the books that he has almost un-
consciously been hiding away in his home.

In part 2, “The Sieve and the Sand,” Montag
tries to understand the wisdom he believes is in
his books, which include the Bible and poems
such as Matthew Arnold’s “Dover Beach” (1867).
He finds that, in several ways, his mind is like a
sieve; he does not know how to make sense of
what he reads without any intellectual training or
context. Frustrated at the futility of his efforts, he
takes dangerous risks. He contacts Faber, an un-
employed professor in whom he once confided,
and becomes aware of the possibility of rebellion.
He finds himself bursting to talk about what he
has read and tries communicating with his wife.
These activities bring him increasingly to the at-
tention of Beatty, who has long suspected that
Montag does not fit the fireman mold. Part 2 ends
when Montag’s team answers an alarm that brings
them to his own house.

Part 3, “Burning Bright,” tells of Montag’s es-
cape from his job and the imprisoning city. He be-
comes a fugitive when he kills Beatty rather than
betray Faber. Montag concludes that Beatty wanted
to be killed, that he manipulated the crisis before
Montag’s burning home in order to bring about his
own death. This observation highlights one of the
more puzzling aspects of the novel, which is how
to read Beatty’s character. Beatty is the spokesman
for the majority point of view, yet the arguments he
offers for keeping literature out of people’s hands
and destroying those who insist upon reading are
filled with references to and quotations from the
very works he opposes. Montag’s final realization
seems to suggest that Beatty, like Mildred, deludes
himself into believing he is happy. Beatty, however,
unlike Mildred, may come to understand his du-
plicity, leading him actively to seek death.

Montag’s harrowing flight brings him finally to
a hearth, where vagrants gathered around a fire
warm themselves and form a community. He soon
learns that they have met there to receive him into
their fragile underground—a group of rebels who
survive relatively unmolested in the countryside
and whose rebellion consists essentially of memo-
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rizing great books in preparation for the day when
they can be written down again. These people can
help him understand the books they remember,
and he himself can become a “book” by sharing
what he has managed to remember from Ecclesi-
astes and the Book of Revelation. As he joins this
community, atomic war comes to the nation, and
the city he has left behind is consumed in flames.
They believe that all the other cities are also be-
ing destroyed and therefore that their rebel group
represents the phoenix, the new civilization to
arise from the ruins of the old.

Bleak as this novel may appear, emphasizing as
it does some of the worst things people can do, it
nevertheless ends with an expression of hope that
goes beyond the idea of the biblical saving rem-
nant suggested by the phoenix image. One of the
rebels speaks for them all, and probably for Brad-
bury, when he says, “We know all the damn silly
things we’ve done for a thousand years and as long
as we know that and always have it around where
we can see it, some day we’ll stop making the god-
dam funeral pyres and jumping in the middle of
them.” In order to know what those silly things are
and where they lead, one must have the books that
tell about them. One of the reasons the society
of Fahrenheit 451 fails is that it made a happiness
machine that erased the past and prevented peo-
ple fromimagining the future. With their minds
locked in the present, they could do nothing to
stop the fiery holocaust from falling upon them.

DANDELION WINE

First published: 1957
Type of work: Novel

Twelve-year-old ~ Douglas  Spaulding  and
hisfriends in Green Town, Illinois, in the summer
of1928 have adventures that teach them about
thejoys and the pains of living.

Dandelion Wine, like The Martian Chronicles, was
constructed from previously published stories.
Bradbury made a significantly greater effort to
turn these stories into a unified book, however, by
revising the stories with care and by writing con-
necting material. He also provided a greater im-
pression of unity than in The Martian Chronicles by
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dropping the stories’ original titles and using no
table of contents. Dandelion Wine is perhaps the
most autobiographical of his novels. Elements of
Bradbury can be seen in both Douglas Spaulding
and his younger brother, Tom. Green Town, on
Lake Michigan, is similar to Bradbury’s childhood
home, Waukegan, Illinois, and the Spaulding fam-
ily is like the Bradbury family.

Readers have noticed the similarities between
Dandelion Wine and Sherwood Anderson’s Wines-
burg, Ohio. Bradbury’s book differs in that the pre-
dominant point of view is preadolescent, so that
the spiritual anguish and the problems of sexu-
ality that are important in Anderson’s book are
virtually absent in Bradbury’s. The childish exu-
berance in the feeling of being alive that is a cen-
tral theme both exceeds the energy and falls short
of the profundity one sees in George Willard, An-
derson’s youthful protagonist. Bradbury presents
avivid picture of a boy’s life in a small midwestern
town early in the twentieth century.

In the summer of 1928, Doug awakens to the
momentous sense that being physically and spirit-
ually alive is a great gift, and he begins to keep a
written record of his life. This consists of two lists:
One contains events that happen every summer
like rituals—“Ceremonies”; the other contains
new and unprecedented events—“Revelations.”

Once Bradbury has established Doug as a boy
awakening to a sense of the wonder of life and want-
ing to understand it in his imagination, the struc-
ture of the book falls into a collection of sketches
and stories, roughly chronological. Each story is
well-connected to the overarching structure, often
in several ways. The story may contain a ceremony,
a revelation, or a combination of the two, and it
may contribute as well to one of several thematic
patterns that structure Doug’s awakening.

One of the main patterns is that of loss. Doug, his
brother, and their friends interact with a number of
very old people during this summer. One ancient
man becomes their time machine, transporting
them to the wonderful places he has been by telling
stories. A Civil War veteran who cannot remember
which side he was on, Colonel Freeleigh can never-
theless still picture and describe vividly the day he
saw a giant herd of bison on the prairie or a battle
in the war. Before the summer is over, he dies. So
does Doug’s greatgrandmother, who loved to re-
pair the shingle roof each summer. His best friend
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moves away. A pair of elderly ladies permanently
park their electric car after hitting a pedestrian. The
trolley makes its last run and is replaced by a bus.
Doug is almost present at two killings. The arcade’s
ancient mechanical prophetess, the Tarot Witch, fi-
nally breaks down. Great and small, parts of Doug’s
world slip away, and with the realization that he is
richly alive comes the realization that he must die.

At the end of the summer, Doug becomes
mysteriously ill. His brother, Tom, realizes that
Doug wants to die because he has lost so much
during the summer. This will-to-death also arises
from a deeper source, Doug’s fear of facing and
accepting his own mortality, an experience that
Bradbury says he had when he was thirteen: “I dis-
covered I could die, and that scared the hell out
of me. And I thought, ‘How do you escape that
knowledge? Well, I'll kill myself.””

Doug is cured by a kind of magic, when his
friend the local junk man gives him two bottles
of fragrant air to breathe in. Like the bottles of
dandelion wine that the boys and their grandfa-
ther produce throughout the summer, these bot-
tles contain reminders of the richness of life to
be enjoyed in those moments when it might be
forgotten. Doug realizes this; he also comes to feel
an obligation to live in order to pass on to others
the wonderful, if temporary, gift of life that he has
received. His first success at passing on this gift
comes when he restores his grandmother’s magi-
cal power to produce delicious meals out of a cha-
otic kitchen after the too-orderly Aunt Rose ruins
her cooking by organizing her. Dandelion Wineis a
particularly rewarding novel for younger readers,
but its fanciful humor and vivid portrait of small-
town life can be enjoyed by older readers as well.

SOMETHING WICKED THIS
WAY COMES

First published: 1962
Type of work: Novel

Jim Nightshade, Will Holloway, and hisfather,
Charles Holloway, must face their deepestfears
and desires when a dark carnival temptsthem to
surrender their souls in exchange formeaningless
power.



“By the pricking of my thumbs,! something
wicked this way comes.” In William Shakespeare’s
Macbeth (c. 1605), the witches speak these lines
as Macbeth approaches for his second meeting
with them. He has come because he has found his
ill-.gotten power empty and insecure. The witches
speak out of sympathy for the evil they have cul-
tivated in him. When Charles Holloway quotes
these lines in Something Wicked This Way Comes, he
is also speaking of the sympathy of the evil that
lurks always in the hearts of the good for the great-
er evil in the hearts of those who have given in—
who have agreed to trade something for nothing,
thus converting themselves into grotesques who
feed on the pain and fear of others.

Quasi-allegorical in form, this novel, like Dan-
delion Wine, is set in Green Town and seems aimed
at young readers. Two boys deal with the tempta-
tions of evil presented by Cooger and Dark’s Pan-
demonium Shadow Show. Will Holloway and Jim
Nightshade are best friends and neighbors. Will,
son of Charles, was born just before midnight,
Jim, just after midnight on Halloween Day. Will
seems the natural child of reason and goodness,
but fatherless Jim finds in himself an attraction
to danger, to power, and to evil. Their friendship
binds them together in mutual dependence and
defense.

The novel is divided into three parts. In the
first, “Arrivals,” the Cooger and Dark carnival
comes to Green Town at 3 a.m. on a Friday, the
week before Halloween. No sooner does it arrive
than impossible things begin to occur. Miss Foley,
a teacher, is terrified upon seeing her treasured
little-girl identity eaten away by age in the maze of
mirrors. The boys meet a boy who is revealed to
be Cooger, having somehow returned to the age
of 12, and through their accidental interference
with the magical carousel that changes people’s
ages, they age him to 120.

The mirror maze and the carousel are the
main instruments that the carnival uses to capture
those lonely people who dream of gaining pow-
er by transforming themselves. The mirror maze
shows them what they want to be and makes them
fear old age and death. The carousel, by carrying
them backward or forward, makes them the age
they believe they wish to be. However, Dark, the
show’s proprietor, a version of the illustrated man
from Bradbury’s second story collection, always
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cheats, never giving people exactly what they be-
lieve they want but rather some extreme version
of it. As a result, they tend to become his slaves,
wanting another ride on his machine, and so they
become part of his traveling freak show.

In Jim, Dark sees a potential partner, one who
might help him carry on the show. Jim’s desire
is to become instantly older and more powerful.
Bradbury does not explore this desire; rather, Jim
seems to be a projec-
tion of the otherwise
invisible dark side of
Will. By the end of the
first part, Will and Jim
have gained enough
knowledge of Dark’s
work to realize that he
will catch and destroy
them to use them if
he can. In the second
part, “Pursuits,” the
boys hide from him
and try to discover a
way to deal with him.

By themselves, they

find they cannot, though they are resourceful in
their opposition. They enlist the help of Charles,
Will’s father.

Charles Holloway combines elements of both
Jim andWill in his own past. He married late, af-
ter trying to make himself into his own ideal for
thirtynine years. He found eventually that life is
not simple and fine, that one never becomes the
ideal one dreams. Instead, as he tells Will, a per-
son makes choices from one moment to the next,
living into the future in a constant struggle against
the temptations of nonbeing. There is no final ar-
rival, only pursuit.Will’s struggle to stay with Jim
and protect him is parallel to Charles’s struggle
to come to terms with himself. Charles’s main re-
gret is that he took so long to begin his life, so he
is susceptible to the carousel’s temptation to roll
back the years.

Charles is janitor at the Green Town library.
There the most intense phase of the struggle be-
gins. The second part ends when Dark makes his
way into the library early Sunday evening, disables
Charles, and captures Will and Jim. Charles almost
gives in to death in this scene, to the power of the
Dust Witch, one of Dark’s accomplices, to stop
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one’s heart. In the face of death, Charles realizes
that human life is a bleak and meaningless joke.
This nihilism leads him not to despair, however,
but to laughter, for in the face of mortality, desire
and temptation appear ridiculous. His laughter re-
pels the witch and becomes the weapon by which
he defeats Dark in the last part, “Departures.”

Charles rescues Will and, together, they finally
recover Jim from Dark’s power, using the forces of
laughter, kindness, and joy. With Dark’s death, the
freaks become free of their magic prison, repre-
sented by the tattoos that cover Dark’s body. The
carnival dissipates. Charles points out, however,
that humanity is not free of temptation, for the
desire for empty impossibilities is in them all, and
there will be many other attempts to exploit this
desire in their long lives.

Critical reaction to Bradbury’s second tra-
ditional novel was mixed. Those who disliked it
found it overwritten. There are many passages
in the novel that remind one of Whitman’s Song
of Myself (1855), with sentences of many clauses
celebrating and elaborating a scene or realiza-
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tion. As a result, the novel is not efficient in its
development and, to some readers, seems inflated
with unnecessary poetic prose. Others, however,
respond positively to the fast pace of the action
and to the marshaling of fantasy elements that
produce an entertaining adventure/allegory.

SUMMARY
Throughout his career, Bradbury has exhibited
both an enthusiasm for experience and an aware-
ness of the weaknesses that repeatedly bring
humanity to the brink of self-extinction; those
elements are the hallmarks of his fiction. In his
science fiction and in the fantasies based on his
childhood, Bradbury has produced a memora-
ble and influential body of writing, notably in
The Martian Chronicles and Fahrenheit 451.With
moving and imaginative stories told in a lively,
poetic style, he brought American science fiction
and fantasy to the attention of a mass audience,
helping to make possible a renaissance in these
genres.
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