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ABSTRACT

Stoner (1965) by John Williams has come into prominence in recent years, celebrated as a gorgeous, quiet
work. In the novel, many of its buildings carry symbolic meaning. The most revealing is the converted
house containing Katherine Driscoll's apartment.

INTRODUCTION

John Williams' novel Stoner (1965) was praised by Tim Kreider in the New Yorker for a construction that
is "invisibly flawless, like the kind of house they don't know how to build anymore" (Kreider). This essay
argues that the converted house in which Katherine Driscoll lives, with its ornate upper floors and plain
basement apartment, is a metaphor for the divided life of the protagonist, William Stoner. In the novel, the
places a character occupies tell us who he is, and Williams uses shifts in setting and architecture to mirror
Stoner's inner state. Katherine's residence shows this most clearly. Above ground the house is public,
filled with students, faculty, and townspeople; below it the basement is hidden, and the two levels answer
to the two halves of Stoner's existence. The "bewildering variety of entrances and exits, with turrets and
bay windows and balconies projecting outward and upward on all sides" (186) parallels his public
academic life of duty and performance, while the low, unadorned basement in which he has his affair is
the private foundation of passion and integrity that has sustained him since his farming days.

The novel's recent revival has concerned itself largely with Stoner's temperament and the value the book
places on endurance and vocation. For Dickstein and Kreider alike, the book records a life that devotion
redeems where success never does, and McGahern's introduction to the New York Review Books edition
frames it as a novel of quiet integrity. Dickstein comes nearest to the concern of this essay when he
observes that the affair with Katherine "combines love and learning as forms of passionate knowing —
the true North Star of Williams's fiction" (Dickstein). What has been said less often is where that knowing
becomes possible, and what the novel has to build in order to permit it. The most useful frame here comes
from outside Stoner criticism altogether. In The Poetics of Space, Gaston Bachelard describes houses as
vertical beings, with their garrets belonging to clear and rational thought while their cellars are "the dark
entity of the house, the one that partakes of subterranean forces" (Bachelard 18). Bachelard's house is a
static one, a structure that is inhabited but never crossed. Katherine Driscoll's house adds direction.
Williams does more than divide Stoner's life into an upper and a lower story; he makes him walk down,
and to one side, to reach that part of himself that the world above will not permit.
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This analysis will first closely examine the symbolism of Katherine Driscoll's house, reading the central
passage to draw out its deeper meaning. From that central architectural metaphor, the scope will broaden
to explore how Williams uses buildings throughout the novel to illuminate different facets of Stoner's
identity. By tracing Stoner's journey through these spaces, we see how architecture becomes a medium of
character revelation and thematic meaning.

KATHERINE DRISCOLL'S HOUSE

When William Stoner first visits Katherine Driscoll's lodgings, the narration states:

About three blocks from the campus, toward town, a cluster of large old houses had,
some years before, been converted into apartments; these were filled by older students,
younger faculty, staff members of the University, and a scattering of townspeople. The
house in which Katherine Driscoll lived stood in the midst of these. It was a huge
three-storied building of gray stone, with a bewildering variety of entrances and exits,
with turrets and bay windows and balconies projecting outward and upward on all sides.
Stoner finally found Katherine Driscoll's name on a mailbox at the side of the building,
where a short flight of cement steps led down to a basement door. He hesitated for a
moment, then knocked. (186)

The almost fantastical description immediately establishes the house as something out of the ordinary.
The building's upper stories are adorned with architectural flourishes that reach up and out and catch the
eye. Katherine's apartment announces itself nowhere: Stoner finds her name only on a mailbox at the side
of the building, at the foot of a short flight of steps leading down. While these ornamental details project
"outward and upward on all sides" (186), her apartment lies to one side and takes Stoner downward, a
movement inward and out of sight that marks how intimate and how secret the visit is.

Above ground, the house presents a public fagade, while the basement below is private. Stoner's life at
this point in the novel has also been cleaved into a similar dichotomy. In his public life, he maintains the
expected appearances as a dutiful professor, a collegial colleague, and a responsible husband and father.
In his private life, he has with Katherine a secret haven of intimacy and intellectual freedom, kept out of
sight of the world above. The architecture of Katherine's converted apartment building, a once-grand
single-family home partitioned into flats, encapsulates the situation. The unity of the house had been
broken into separate units with a "bewildering variety of entrances and exits" (186). The result is
fragmentation and multiplicity. So too has Stoner's unity of self been fragmented into the many roles he is
made to play. Yet beneath these roles lies the basement, which had been there all along and which holds
the values he brought from the farm.

The interior of Katherine's basement apartment reinforces this contrast. Coming through the basement
door, Stoner follows Katherine "through a very short, narrow hall into a tiny room, low-ceilinged and
dim" (187). The apartment is modestly furnished, with a small sofa-bed, a single chair, and a desk and
bookcase overflowing with books and papers. In stark contrast to the almost fantastical gray stone
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structure above, this basement space is cramped, simple, inward-focused, and very real. Yet here, in this
unadorned room, surrounded by books and dim light, Stoner comes alive in a way the novel has not
shown before. As Katherine and Stoner sit together, awkwardness gives way to long conversations about
literature and ideas, a meeting of minds and hearts entirely hidden from public view. The privacy of the
basement grants them that freedom. Williams positions these meetings both literally and figuratively
underground, below the radar of society. Katherine says, as Stoner follows her into the apartment, "It's
very small ... but I don't need much room" (187), a phrase that encapsulates Stoner's mindset.

One passage in the novel links the architecture of Katherine's apartment directly with Stoner's life. During
the height of his affair, the narrator observes that "the two parts of his life were as separate as the two
parts of a life can be" (200), just as the two parts of the house-turned-apartment, basement and upper
story, are as far apart as can be. Stoner experiences this split almost as two distinct identities, and
Williams invites us to see the spatial divide as representative of the personal divide. Indeed, the secrecy of
the basement heightens Stoner's sense that his affair with Katherine is cordoned off from the rest of his
life. Before it is revealed that Edith knows about his affair, the narrator notes that Stoner "could not make
himself believe that he was doing harm to anyone for whom he felt responsibility” (200). In fact, "it did
not seem possible to him that anyone on the outside might be aware of his affair, or even interested in it"
(200). But even though the two parts of the house are as separate as can be, they remain part of the same
house; and even though the basement door is on only one side, the turrets, bay windows, and balconies
project on every side. This foreshadows the eventual breaking up of their beatific meetings. What finally
ends them is the world above: departmental hostility and the threat of scandal make the affair dangerous,
above all to Katherine, and the two must part. Edith's casual acknowledgment that she knows belongs to
the same closing-in. He and Katherine fall away from each other, and Stoner loses much of the joy in his
life.

The metaphorical significance of Katherine's converted home is further enriched by the fact that it used to
be a single-family home that has, over time, been subdivided into smaller apartments. The novel does not
detail its history, but the physical cues, the variety of entrances along its fagade and the jumble of
architectural features, suggest a structure refashioned to accommodate many lives instead of one.
Symbolically, this resonates with Stoner's own life history. In his youth, before the university, Stoner was
a relatively unified being, with all his desires, duties, and identity confined to the simple world of his
parents' farm. As he moves into academia and later marriage, his life is divided into multiple
compartments. Yet the foundation of the house remains. The basement is still the original underpinning of
the structure, the part on which the rest depends. In the same way, Stoner's clandestine life with Katherine
is the foundational core of who he truly is, the ground on which his public persona is balanced. It is telling
that when Stoner first descends the steps to Katherine's basement, he hesitates at the door (186), as if
sensing that to cross the threshold is to enter a deeper level of himself, a space with a single entrance and
exit, where he will discover a capacity for genuine love and an integrity of intellect and emotion that the
world above neither sees nor expects of William Stoner.

Sep 2026
Vol 11. No 1.
Oxford Journal of Student Scholarship
www.oxfordjss.org

122



Architecture and the Divided Life of Stoner

THE FARMHOUSE AND SCHOOL

To fully appreciate the metaphor of Katherine's basement, we must turn to Stoner's beginnings. William
Stoner's first home, the Missouri farmhouse of his childhood, is the original foundation of his character,
both literally and figuratively, and the source of the earliest values that remain visible throughout the
novel. Williams describes the Stoner family and farmhouse unromantically. What he dwells on is its wear,
its earth and wood, and above all its dust. Over the years it had taken on "the colors of the dry land — gray
and brown, streaked with white" (5). Inside, it was sparsely furnished: a long parlor with a few chairs and
tables, a small kitchen, two plain bedrooms. The floors were of "unpainted plank, unevenly spaced and
cracking with age, up through which dust steadily seeped and was swept back each day by Stoner's
mother" (5). This symbolizes the farming life: the house and its inhabitants are literally grounded in the
soil, and the boundary between outside and inside is porous. It also evokes mortality, since in the Western
tradition dust marks both the origin and the end of the body. The labor and hardship of the fields penetrate
everything, and Stoner grows up in an atmosphere of silence, stoicism, and physical endurance. The
farmhouse's bare rooms and drab colors belong to a life of essentials, work and food and rest, with little
room for other pursuits.

Yet Williams never describes the farmhouse as grim or dark or miserable. The house is instead almost a
part of the land itself, with its "colors of the dry land" (5) and its dust pushing into the structure. This
groundedness shapes Stoner's basic character. He inherits from his parents a capacity for hard work and
endurance, as well as humility, traits visible throughout the novel and especially in his first year of
college, where he "did his work at the University as he did his work on the farm" (9). The house's
openness to the outside world is also consistent with the worldview of Genesis 3:19, "dust you are and to
dust you will return," a sense of mortality that works its way into Stoner himself. The farmhouse joins for
him the life of the mind and the life of the senses. Though one is physical work and the other mental,
Stoner treats them the same way: "thoroughly, conscientiously, with neither pleasure nor distress" (9).

Williams contrasts the farmhouse with Stoner's first sight of the University of Missouri campus. When
Stoner first arrives, he beholds "a complex of buildings" (7) unlike anything he has seen. The red brick
buildings rise from a "broad field of green" (7) crisscrossed by stone walkways and dotted with gardens.
Stoner suddenly feels a "sense of security and serenity he had never felt before" (7). The solid, orderly
architecture conveys a permanence he had never felt on the dust-filled farm of his youth. The contrast is
one of immortality against mortality. These religious overtones deepen in the description of the Columns
of the University of Missouri as "bare and pure ... represent[ing] the way of life he had embraced, as a
temple represents a god" (15). The register continues as Stoner smells the books, "inhaling the musty odor
of leather, cloth, and drying page as if it were an exotic incense" (15). Williams makes the comparison
explicit in an early conversation, where Stoner's cynical friend David Masters likens the university to the
medieval Church: "like the church in the Middle Ages, which didn't give a damn about the laity or even
about God, we have our pretenses in order to survive. And we shall survive—because we have to" (32).
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Yet this religious promise comes at a cost. Within this quasi-religious order, Stoner learns that intellectual
life must be segregated from bodily and emotional experience. The narrator states it plainly: he and
Katherine "had been brought up in a tradition that told them ... that the life of the mind and the life of the
senses were separate and, indeed, inimical" (199). The phrasing matters. A tradition tells them, and they
believe it "without ever having really thought about it" (199). The doctrine comes to them from outside,
already made, and the university's part is to sanctify it and enforce it. The mind is isolated, and desire,
intimacy, and physical life are relegated to spaces beyond the official order. It is therefore fitting that
Stoner hesitates before entering, "walking for many minutes about the edges of the campus, only looking,
as if he had no right to enter" (7). The pause marks a threshold of both place and identity, from the world
of farming, subsistence, and mortality to an almost religious intellectual order. The hesitation anticipates
the later moment when he pauses before descending into Katherine Driscoll's basement apartment, where
the division the university enforces will likewise be undone. In both cases, something shifts in how Stoner
understands the world.

In Katherine Driscoll's basement apartment, the institutional separation between sense and mind, lust and
learning, dissolves. Stoner discovers that desire and thought intensify one another: "they would make
love, and lie quietly for a while, and return to their studies, as if their love and learning were one process"
(199). This fusion recalls the farmhouse of Stoner's childhood, where labor of the body and attentiveness
of the mind went on together in the rhythms of daily life. The basement's architecture, underground and
nearer to the earth, holds that same continuity.

CONCLUSION

Read together, the farmhouse, the university, and Katherine Driscoll's basement apartment form a
coherent architectural grammar through which the novel articulates the conditions of a divided life. Each
space embodies a distinct way of organizing human experience. The farmhouse, grounded in dust and
labor, is an integrated mode of being in which physical endurance and attentiveness are not yet separated
into distinct domains. The university presents itself as an immortal institution and offers permanence and
serenity through order, ritual, and abstraction. The cost is a separation between the life of the mind and
the life of the senses. Its temple-like architecture and cloistered rituals sanctify intellectual life by
isolating it from bodily and emotional experience.

Katherine Driscoll's apartment, and specifically its basement, stands against this institutional division.
Architecturally hidden and closer to the earth, it provides a space in which the separation imposed by the
university is temporarily undone. There, love and learning operate as one process. The basement thus
recalls the integrated mode of life of the farmhouse while existing within, and beneath, the structures of
academic modernity. It is neither permanent nor public, but it is real in a way the university's abstractions
are not.

Two qualifications are worth stating here. The first is that the basement does not simply restore the
wholeness of the farmhouse. The farmhouse's groundedness was involuntary: dust came up through the
floorboards whether or not anyone wished it, and the land imposed the labor that shaped Stoner's
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character. The basement is a room Stoner chooses, and keeps choosing, and that choice carries costs the
novel does not let him see clearly. Notably, the narrator tells us only that Stoner "could not make himself
believe that he was doing harm to anyone for whom he felt responsibility" (200), which reports what
Stoner believes and says nothing at all about whether harm was done. To read the basement as a recovered
wholeness is therefore to take Stoner at his own word about his own situation. The second qualification
concerns what this reading leaves out. Katherine's house is not the only architecture in the novel carrying
this kind of weight; Stoner's own home offers a rival figure, and a darker one, in the study he builds for
himself and which Edith in time converts to her own use, displacing him from it. That study is a domestic
space where the division between public duty and private life hardens rather than dissolves, and where
Stoner ends up with no room of his own at all. A fuller account of the novel's architecture would read the
two houses against each other. The claim made here is a narrower one: that in Katherine's house Williams
builds the division into the structure itself, and then makes Stoner walk it.

The converted house as a whole, ornate above ground and plain below, functions as an architectural figure
for Stoner himself. Above ground he inhabits a fragmented public existence shaped by institutional duty,
performance, and restraint, while below ground lies the core of his character, formed in labor and
sustained by intimacy. The quiet tragedy of the novel lies in the fact that this foundation has to stay
hidden, and that it cannot last. Williams offers no suggestion that wholeness might triumph over
permanence, or that institutions could be reformed to accommodate the full range of a human life.
Kreider's claim that the novel "sees life whole and as it is, without delusion yet without despair" (Kreider)
is borne out most exactly in its buildings, where wholeness is visible only from below, and only for a
while.
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