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Characters
Scores of characters—some famous, some fictional, and most real—populate Hannah's
short novel. Many are childhood friends, relatives, or Hollywood acquaintances. 
Narrating his novel in the first person, Hannah starkly presents his characters as good 
or bad—as a "great villain" or "a golden man"—but does virtually nothing to explain why 
they merit such labels.

Beside Hannah himself, the central character is Barton Benton Yelvertson, a sixty- two-
year-old man, whom Hannah had imagined from the time he was fifteen, but did not 
meet until some thirty years later. For Hannah, Yelvertson communicates the wisdom 
and truth of one generation to another.

Tall, handsome, rich, and manly, Yelvertson almost seems a projection of what Hannah 
would like to imagine himself in fifteen or twenty years.

When drug dealers kill Yelvertson's son and badly wound his daughter-in-law, 
Yelvertson's life is changed.

His ex-wife leaves her husband and rejoins him; together they seek out their son's 
murderers and see them jailed. Yelvertson and his wife then renew their marriage and 
have another son. Hannah visits the Yelvertsons in Memphis, meets their baby boy, and
discovers that the older son's murderers, now rehabilitated and forgiven, number among
Yelvertson's employees and friends. At the end of the novel, Yelvertson's wife dies, but 
he goes on to raise his son. Forgiving, virile, and tolerant, Yelvertson incarnates the 
completion and complexity Hannah sees as ideal. While Hannah keenly senses his own
failures and weaknesses, in Yelvertson he creates a hero who stands as a paragon of 
virtue.

Yelvertson manages to live in the world, but to maintain his convictions and vitality.
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Social Concerns/Themes
Boomerang Hannah most often foIncuses on a turning point, outrageous exploit, or 
bizarre escapade from his past. Scarcely prefaced with any exposition, most of these 
events are linked only by Hannah's memory. Hannah focuses on ends and actions 
rather than means or motives. His prose is lean, sparse, colloquial, and sometimes 
exasperatingly terse. Many of the episodes revolve around music, fishing, animals, or 
firearms. Most of them stand as parables of the confrontation of meanness and 
generosity, tolerance and intolerance, humanity and inhumanity.

One of Hannah's principal satirical targets is organized religion. His hatred of southern 
fundamentalism, Catholicism, and Moslem zealotry grows out of his conviction that 
organized religion thwarts and diminishes the individual. Although Hannah mentions that
he "prays," his God is a pantheistic or at least non-sectarian deity; he dreads and fears 
the "Christers" for their hypocrisy, priggishness, and sanctimony.

More than even his previous novels, Boomerang focuses on men of action.

Women appear almost exclusively as real or potential sexual partners. Not surprisingly, 
feminism is one of the modern phenomena Hannah distrusts most.

Hannah deals extensively with families in this novel. He speaks often of his three 
marriages, his own children, his wife's son, other families. With surprising frequency, 
these families suffer because of the random and violent death of a family member. A 
young father dies of a heart attack on a golf course; a four-year old is killed by a 
shotgun blast while sitting in the family car; a beloved son and husband is murdered by 
"drug pirates." The randomness of these deaths deeply troubles Hannah, but only 
intensifies his reverence for life itself. Other families are often divided by divorce or by 
rancorous discord. Yet the family provides some measure of stability in a world filled 
with capricious disasters.

In Boomerang Hannah's memories become parables intended to pass on whatever 
wisdom or virtue is embodied in the deeds of his characters. The title itself suggests the 
truisms: what goes around, comes around; or as you sow, so shall you reap.

Hannah's political and social views often appear self-contradictory; he emerges as a 
liberal reactionary: an animal rights activist who is also given to the occasional racial 
epithet; a man who despises Republicans but who teems with patriotic pride; a 
womanizer who dwells on the importance of families. But although he makes no 
apologies for his often outrageous opinions, he admits his own fallibility by remarking: "I 
am full of error myself," "I am a terrible man," or "I move through life without a 
conscience."
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Techniques
Boomerang is an autobiographical novel, loosely structured around what might be 
notebook or diary headings such as "Thinking," "Delta is Thirty Miles West," or "Dogs." 
Like journal entries, Hannah's chapters freely range through his childhood, youth, 
college days, and adult life. As a literary work, it is only marginally fictional. Many of its 
characters are identifiable personalities (such as the movie star, Jack Nicholson; the film
director, Robert Altman; or the rock singer, Jimmy Buffett) or Hannah's relatives and 
friends. Yelvertson, however, appears to be a fictional creation. Once when fishing on a 
hot July day, a seven-year-old boy reports a huge snake coiled on his fishing pole. 
Hannah picks up the .25 automatic pistol from his tackle box and blows away the 
snake's head.

When the boy asks if Hannah is with the army or the police, Hannah replies that he's 
"with the army of myself."

That episode is emblematic of Hannah's narrative stance in Boomerang:

when he recognizes a menace he takes aim and blasts away on the authority of his own
convictions. Often, as on that hot July day, Hannah gets off what he calls "a lucky shot." 
As he ranges through time and space, he creates the impression that in every age and 
place, life's truths are about the same. 

5



Literary Precedents
Boomerang is strongly autobiographical, with male narration in a disjointed, flashback 
narrative style. It features small town Southern settings and eccentric characters leading
lives of despair and hope. Hannah is a student of literature, well read as well as a good 
reader and critic. It is not surprising that there are strong presences of other writers in 
his craft. He learned flashback techniques from William Faulkner; ironic comedy from 
Flannery O'Connor; eccentricity from Eudora Welty; men without women from Ernest 
Hemingway; narration from Jack Kerouac. But Hannah's style and much of his subject 
matter are original, which justifies his critical reputation.
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Related Titles
As in Hannah's earlier works, the relationships between men and women more often 
resemble hate than love, or perhaps the love and hate are so inextricably linked 
(especially within marriage) that they are indistinguishable.

For instance, of his third wife, to whom the novel is dedicated, Hannah writes, "I hate my
wife, but she still keeps coming back." (His recollections of his first two marriages are far
less happy than those of his third.) And as in much of Hannah's fiction, friendship 
between men offers spiritual possibilities that love, marriage, or sex with women do not. 
Boomerang mixes humor and horror, the comic and the tragic, the grotesque and the 
beautiful as freely as life itself does. Age and the past in general weigh heavily upon 
Hannah who comments "the old guys are me now."
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