
Thematic Statements (with explanation)


The struggle between good and evil is a constant cycle and must be completed with each individual. Society as a whole cannot choose between good and evil on its own; individuals must make their own decisions. “Thou mayest” or “thou mayest not” choose a path of goodness, but that is the choice of the individual. This cycle must continue for the rest of time. It is not a story for society, but a story for each of society’s members. Every person since Adam and Eve has struggled with this decision. Since then, nothing has changed because it is always a new person contemplating their life. 


“We have only one story. All novels, all poetry are built on the never-ending contest in ourselves of good and evil.” (413)


Every human being has the option to be good and overcome evil. The Hebrew word timshel, meaning “thou mayest,” gives human beings the ability to decide between good and evil. This option gives each individual the responsibility. They are not commanded or forced, they must choose from their heart. This allows for both evil and good to exist. Cathy believes that everyone is inherately evil, which Aron cannot stand anything not pure. Cal cannot decide between the two and is stuck trying to decide what path to take. This huge decision makes humans great, either fantastically or terribly. 


“…the word timshel – ‘Thou mayest’ – that gives a choice. It might be the most important word in the world. That says the way is open. That throws it right back on man. For if ‘Thou mayest,’ – it is also true that ‘Thou mayest not.’” (301)





Major Characters (with 1 sentence description)


Samuel Hamilton is an Irishman who came to America as a young man. He is enthusiastic, inventive, and caring. No matter how hard he worked, he never became rich. 


Adam Trask is a quiet and calm man. He is smart is his own way and very emotional; he loves easily and thinks the best of people.


Charles Trask is Adam’s brother. He is aggressive and cruel. He is jealous of Adam and tries to kill him once. 


Cathy Ames is a deceptive monster of a woman. She murders and manipulates for her own benefit and has no conscience. She is clever, but evil. 


Lee is Adam’s servant from China. He is loyal and clever and kind. He speaks unintelligently on purpose because people expect it of him. 


Cal Trask is Adam’s son and loves his father very much. He is much like Charles and can be cruel, although he hates himself for it. He is clever, but disturbed.


Aron Trask is Cal’s twin. He is sweet and kind and naïve. He is emotional and much like his father. He wants the world to be pure and perfect. 


Abra Bacon is Aron’s girlfriend. She is mature and smart for her age. She loved Aron but couldn’t live up to his expectations. 








Minor Characters (with 1 sentence description)


Liza Hamilton is Samuel’s wife. She is strictly religious and stern. She is strong willed and an expert with kids.


Cyrus Trask is Adam’s father. He is strict on his sons and forced Adam into the military. He lies to become a government official and leaves his sons a fortune.


Tom Hamilton is Samuel’s oldest son. He is destined to be great, in Samuel’s eyes, but he is deeply troubled and depressed. 


Mr. Edwards is a whoremaster who defies his own rules by falling in love with Cathy. He gives her everything she wants, but she manipulates him and steals from him. He gets so mad that he tries to kill her. 


Faye is a whoremaster who hires Cathy. Cathy eventually tricks Faye into loving her and makes Cathy her official daughter. 








Symbols (include reference, quotation, and explanation)


Salinas Valley:


The different regions of the Salinas Valley represent the constant struggle between good and evil. The valley represents a sort of “Eden” for some characters.


“…The Gabilan Mountains to the east of the valley were light gay mountains full of sun and loveliness…The Santa Lucias stood up against the sky in the west…they were dark and brooding.” (1)


Cathy’s body:


Cathy’s deformed body symbolizes her deformed soul. She is a monster born in a human body, but her dark soul shines through in a few strange body parts. 


“Before her puberty, the nipples turned inward.” (72)


“They [ears] were thin flaps sealed against her head.” (72)


Samuel:


Samuel represents God in this story. He gives, but never takes. He can be incredibly happy, but can feel sorrow for the world. He brings Adam back to life, just as God brought Adam to life in the Bible.


“He’s a dead man unless you can come and wake him up. “ (253)





3 important quotations from the text:


 “And just as there are physical monsters, can there not be mental…monsters born? …if a twisted gene or a malformed egg can produce physical monsters, may not the same process produce a malformed soul?” (71)


“Adam asked, ‘Cal, do you know where your brother is?’ ‘No I don’t,’ said Cal. ‘…Where is he?’ ‘How do I know?’ said Cal. ‘Am I supposed to look after him?’ (562)


“Adam looked up with sick weariness…His whispered word seemed to hang in the air: ‘Timshel!’ He eyes closed and he slept.” (601)








