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A Study of W. P. Kinsella

—Dream and Reality in Shoeless Joe—
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Summary

“ Baseball novels” occupy not a little important place in the world of modern
American literature. And W. P. Kinsella, a Canadian novelist, is one of the most well-
known writers of that genre. His most famous masterpiece is Shoeless Joe which is
the story of Joseph Jefferson Jackson, a very legendary but tragic baseball player of
Chicago White Sox.

In this novel Kinsella tries to describe his very nostalgic dream through the small
baseball stadium which Ray Kinsellall the author’s alter egol] has built in his corn field
where the phantoms of Shoeless Joe, his colleagues and Moonlight Graham and Ray’s
father, etc., play baseball games. This paper is to make it clear that W. P. Kinsella
has looked for the classical heroism and idealism, recollection of the brilliant and
sentimental past, mutual understanding and friendship among people through the
analysis of the plot of Shoeless Joe and the examination of the theme of it.
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We ask to see the historian and are ushered up a long curving flight of stairs.
Clifford Kachline appears and greets us warmly. He is a slight, soft man, pale as
newspaper, but there is an aura of warmth about him and he puts us instantly at
ease.

Shoeless Joe,
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“ | loved the game,” Shoeless Joe went on.“ I'd have played for food money. I'd
have played free and worked for food. It was the game, the parks, the smells, the
sounds. Have you ever held a bat or a baseball to your face? The varnish, the
leather. And it was the crowd, the excitement of them rising as one when the ball
was hit deep. The sound was like a chorus. Then there was the chug-a-lug of the
tin lizzies in the parking lots, and the hotels with their brass spittoons in the
lobbies and brass beds in the rooms. It makes me tingle all over like a kid on his
way to his first double-header, just to talk about it.”

The year after Annie and | were married, the year we first rented this farm, |
dug Annie's garden for her; dug it by hand, stepping a spade into the soft black
soil, ruining my salesman’s hands. After | finished, it rained, an lowa spring rain as
soft as spray from a warm hose. The clods of earth | had dug seemed to melt until
the garden leveled out, looking like a patch of black ocean. It was near noon on a
gentle Sunday when | walked out to that garden. The soil was soft and my shoes
disappeared as | plodded until | was near the center. There | knelt, the soil cool on
my knees. | looked up at the low gray sky; the rain had stopped and the only
sound was the surrounding trees dripping fragrantly. Suddenly | thrust my hands
wrist-deep into the snuffy-black earth. The air was pure. All around me the clean
smell of earth and water. Keeping my hands buried | stirred the earth with my
fingers and knew | loved lowa as much as a man could love a piece of earth.
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“ What happened to the sun?” Shoeless Joe says to me, waving his hand toward
the banks of floodlights that surround the park.

“ Only stadium in the big leagues that doesn’'t have them is Wrigley Field,” 1
say.” The owners found that more people could attend night games. They even play



the World Series at night now.”

Joe purses his lips, considering.

“ It's harder to see the ball, especially at the plate.”

“ When there are breaks, they usually go against the ballplayers, right? But I
notice you're three-for-three so far,” | add, looking down at his uniform, the only
identifying marks a large S with an O in the top crook, an X in the bottom, and an
American flag with forty-eight stars on his left sleeve near the elbow.

Joe grins. “ I'd play for the Devil's own team just for the touch of a baseball. Hell,
I'd play in the dark if I had to.”

I want to ask about that day in December 1951. If he’d lived another few years
things might have been different. There was a move afoot to have his record
cleared, but it died with him. | wanted to ask, but my instinct told me not to.
There are things it is better not to know.

Shoeless Joel1T]
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“ As you begin to speak the word of baseball, as you speak it to men and
women, you are going to find that these men and women are going to be changed
by that life-flow, by the loving word of baseball.

“ Whenever the word of baseball is brought upon the scene, something happens.
You can't go out under your own power, under your own light, your own strength,
and expect to accomplish what baseball can accomplish.

“ We have to have the word within us. | say you must get the word of baseball
within you, and let it dwell within you richly. So that when you walk out in the
world and meet a man or woman, you can speak the word of baseball, not because
you've heard someone else speak it but because it is alive within you.

ggd

When you go out there and speak the word of baseball— the word of baseball is

spirit and it is life.
aono

“ Praise the name of baseball. The word will set captives free. The word will
open the eyes of the blind. The word will raise the dead. Have you the word of
baseball living inside you? Has the word of baseball become part of you? Do you
live it, play it, digest it, forever? Let an old man tell you to make the word of
baseball your life. Walk into the world and speak of baseball. Let the word flow
through you like water, so that it may quicken the thirst of your fellow man.”

Shoeless Joe, [T
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* | don't have to tell you that the one constant through all the years has been
baseball. America has been erased like a blackboard, only to be rebuilt and then
erased again. But baseball has marked time while America has rolled by like a
procession of steamrollers. It is the same game that Moonlight Graham played in
1905. It is a living part of history, like calico dresses, stone crockery, and threshing
crews eating at outdoor tables. It continually reminds us of what once was, like an
Indian-head penny in a handful of new coins.”
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