“The thing needed”:
Understanding the Character of George Willard in Winesburg, Ohio
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“The thing needed:” Understanding the Character of George Willard in Winesburg, Ohio

In the small town of Sherwood Anderson’s Winesburg, Ohio, a town representative of the average rural American community circa the brink of the roaring 20’s, everyone has their own share of dreams, desires, and demons.  Oddly enough, in the effort to comprehend these elements of their daily lives and to express their thoughts and emotions towards these elements, the majority of the Winesburg community turns to the character of George Willard.  Willard’s standard function in his hometown revolves around the operation of the Winesburg Eagle newspaper, yet his position as an up-and-coming journalist alone does not warrant the intensity of the attention he receives from those in his community that fill the range of social hierarchy from doctor to commoner.  In order to understand fully why the people of Winesburg, Ohio choose to confide in young George Willard, an examination of his character is required.

On the surface, George Willard appears to be nothing but a common journalist, but the office that he has chosen to occupy in his society speaks volumes about his character and helps to explain part of the reason why many of his contemporaries decide to place a peculiar abundance of trust in him alone.  Ideally, a faithful journalist is said to pursue the truth of the world about him or herself, and upon obtaining that truth, it is his or her duty to make that truth available for the public to witness, scrutinize, and understand.  When striving to deliver that truth, a journalist is meant to do so through impartial means, always refraining from projecting one’s own personal bias onto any particular reports of truth as much as possible.  Since George Willard has committed himself to a career of journalism at the Winesburg Eagle, he therefore inherently commits himself to these idealistic credos of journalism.  In other words, George Willard has come to represent one who searches for truth and one who will serve as the emissary of that truth by virtue of his career choice in his rural community.  Notice that the quality of Willard’s performance as this emissary of truth is, overall, inconsequential to the minds of those who open up their hearts to him, for the values that he represents are what attract them to his company

A prime example of one who seeks to confide in young George Willard based on his representation of an emissary of truth in Winesburg, Ohio is a lonely old man known to the Winesburg community as Wing Biddlebaum, but a man formerly known as a Pennsylvanian schoolmaster Adolph Myers, featured in the vignette Hands.  Possessed by the desire to educate youth, the schoolmaster had utilized the faculties of his voice like the average teacher, but also the caress of his hands to “carry a dream into the young minds” (Anderson 14) before him.  Unfortunately, the unadulterated intentions behind the usage of his hands in such a manner became misinterpreted by the members of his Pennsylvanian community as acts of pedophilia, and the parental reaction rattled the young schoolmaster with harsh physical and emotional punishment.  Traumatized by this experience, Myers fled to Winesburg to start anew as Biddlebaum, and he chooses to make acquaintances only with Willard.  The plagued schoolmaster perceives Willard as an emissary of truth that he must utilize as another instrument of his burning desire to educate: to communicate the truths of the world he has come to know through experience, but also to encourage the youth before him to dream.  He therefore struggles to teach Willard to serve as a journalist in a proper, unbiased manner, as well as one that remains open to the wonder of the world about him, declaring:  

You must try to forget all that you have learned...you must begin to dream.  From this time on you must shut your ears to the roaring of voices.








(Anderson 13)
The passionate schoolmaster then reaches his hands to Willard’s face to complete his method of transacting education, but he recoils at the last moment, perhaps fearing the repercussions of these actions that haunt his Pennsylvanian past.  Since the intended complete transaction of education did not occur, it is unclear whether Willard understood fully the messages of truth relating to the the importance of staying true to oneself and importance of dreaming that the schoolmaster desired to convey.  The lack of any mention of a newspaper article being written by Willard on anything relating to the schoolmaster’s words in the remainder of Winesburg, Ohio – or, in fact, any newspaper article at all –suggest evidence of the schoolmaster’s tragic failure to make Willard understand those messages of truth.


If George Willard cannot attain that status as a sincerely pure emissary of truth that the Pennsylvanian schoolmaster had hoped Willard might achieve in his career as a journalist, Willard still retains the ability to play an alternative role within that same profession that another educator in the Winesburg community fights to get Willard to recognize and thrive upon.  Kate Swift of the vignette The Teacher had discovered something Willard “had written as a school boy [that] she thought she had recognized the spark of genius and wanted to blow on that spark” (Anderson 160).  After observing that spark, Swift urges Willard to ponder over how he will choose to express himself through his aspirations to pursue writing:
You will have to know life.  [...]  If you are to become a writer, you’ll have to stop fooling with words...it would be better to give up the notion of writing until you are better prepared.  Now it’s time to be living.  [...]  You must not become a mere peddler of words.  The thing to learn is to know what people are thinking about, not what they say.



(Anderson 160-161)

Such words of advice prove crucial to any development Willard may have throughout his career as an artist within the journalist.  Swift battles to get Willard to comprehend the fact that, if he desires to be journalist, he must not merely collect the tales of those who entrust in his confidence in a dispassionate matter and scrawl them onto a piece of paper to peddle away for a living.  Rather, Willard must transform himself into an artist that will augment the stories that people tell him into a work of art that will not only function as a release for those who convey those stories, but as a release for himself as well.  Additionally, producing his stories as works of art that maintain an ability to be interpreted and reflected upon in different ways can somewhat compensate for the inevitable failure Willard faces in attempting to satisfy the pure credos of journalism.  Consider the crux behind the narrative of The Book of Grotesque that opens Winesburg, Ohio:

[That] In the beginning when the world was young there were a great many thoughts but no such thing as a truth.  Man made the truths himself and each truth was a composite of a great many vague thoughts.  [...]  It was the truths that made the people grotesques.  [...]  [When a person] took one of the truths to himself, called it his truth, and tried to live by it, he became a grotesque and the truth he embraced became a falsehood.


(Anderson 6)
If truth does not exist under natural circumstances, but rather was created by man, according to the old author of The Book of the Grotesques, then any truth that Willard may desire to convey through writing newspapers is innately a falsehood.  Any truth that Willard may observe from another human being – or, in the old author’s terminology, a grotesque – is by definition not a truth at all, but rather a subjective position on a given topic.  It is therefore impossible for Willard to uphold fully the credos of journalism that demand objective perspectives rather than subjective ones.  Instead, as Swift implies to Willard in his schoolboy days, Willard must become an artist, free of the idealistic obligation of journalism to become an absolute emissary of truth, yet bound to the responsibility to serve as a release for his peers through his manipulations of stories into expressions of art.

Ultimately, George Willard is charged with the task of becoming an artist when handling the precious words given to him by the various storytellers of his community rather than reaching for the unattainable perfection of the emissary of truth that is the ideal journalist.  Frequently in Anderson’s text, the narrator specifically cries out for the need of the artist of literature to be present to express certain ideas fully, proclaiming for the first time in Winesburg, Ohio within Hands, “It is a job for a poet” (11).  Regrettably, Willard appears to fail at this task as well, for his own reactions to the tales he hears from the Winesburg community are seldom shared with the reader, either through his printed works in the Winesburg Eagle or through oral dialogue, by the conclusion of each vignette.  Towards the end of Winesburg, Ohio, Willard seems to falter at expressing even his own ideas of the world around him fully, as suggested by the absence of any reply by Willard to the query “Hey, you George.  How does it feel to be going away?” (Anderson 250) in the vignette Departure, in which Willard boards a train in search of a new beginning in a place outside of his hometown.  One can infer from Willard’s inability to express even his own feelings that he is therefore unqualified, to a certain extent, to rearticulate the expressions of others through his art.  Whether Willard is to be perceived as completely inept in making art out of the stories people tell him, however, is entirely subjective and therefore dependant on the perspectives of those who behold his works of art; hence, one cannot unconditionally accuse Willard of being a complete failure as an artist.  It is this intrinsic quality of Willard’s works of journalistic art that possess the glimmer of the hope of truth, submerged in a world said to be without truth, which beckons the community of Winesburg, Ohio to his patient, listening ear.
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