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Introduction


Publishing any book is an act of ego, a conviction that one's thoughts are not only worth broadcasting to the world, but that people should pay to read them. Assuming that previously published material deserves to be collected and preserved for the ages, however, ratchets up egotism to delusions of grandeur. But no such delusions inspired this collection, simply a wish to gather and preserve scattered pieces in a convenient place, for what it's worth. In fact I thought about calling this book For What It's Worth before settling on a different song title from the ’60s. I chose My Back Pages because many of the book reviews literally appeared in the back pages of various periodicals, but also because I’ve always liked the sentiment expressed in Bob Dylan’s song (even though I heretically prefer the Byrds’ resplendent version over Dylan’s ragged original). I want to preserve these writings not so much for my sake as for the authors’: many of them aren't well known, so this collection will give me a second chance to proselytize on their behalf. It's the books I write about, many of them forgotten by now, more than the pieces themselves, that deserve to be remembered. Some of the cultural references in the book reviews in particular are dated—I don’t even remember what The Edge TV program was—but the books I write about aren’t. And finally, since most of these writings deal with 20th-century fiction, this volume also partly fills the void of the abandoned third volume of my The Novel, An Alternative History. I had planned to crib from this material anyway, and almost every novelist covered here was intended to be included in that third volume.



​I began reviewing books in my twenties almost as a lark. I was running a small bookstore in a Denver suburb and writing my first book when I noticed that the local arts magazine, called Spree, featured all the arts but literature. I volunteered to write a monthly column on new fiction, and made my debut in Spree’s October 1978 issue. (The introductory byline claims I had previously written some “library reference reviews,” but I have no recollection whatsoever of those.) I abandoned this after about a year, frustrated at the number of typos and glitches that usually appeared in the reviews, and concentrated on finishing my book, which was published in 1982 as A Reader’s Guide to William Gaddis’s “The Recognitions.” On the basis of that, fellow Gaddis scholar Steven Weisenburger, an associate editor of American Notes & Queries, started sending me the occasional academic monograph to review. By then I had returned to grad school to pursue a PhD, and somehow found the time to write and place a few reviews elsewhere, such as the San Francisco Review of Books, Brad Morrow’s Conjunctions (back when it still reviewed books), and two Beat-oriented magazines, Joy Walsh’s Moody Street Irregulars and Dave (No Relation) Moore’s Kerouac Connection. In 1986, after I volunteered to guest-edit a special issue of the Review of Contemporary Fiction on novelist Chandler Brossard, its editor likewise started sending me a few academic studies to review. I soon was reviewing some fiction as well for RCF (while still in grad school), and then upon joining its staff in 1988, that trickle turned into a flood as I started reviewing regularly, even manically, racking up over one hundred reviews in RCF before I left in 1996. I pretty much reviewed whatever I wanted to; there are lots of reviews of the Beats from those years, partly because they had not yet attained critical respectability, partly because I really like Kerouac and Burroughs in particular, and partly because many of the other authors I've written about were tangentially related to them: Alan Ansen, Richard Brautigan, the aforementioned Brossard and Gaddis, David Markson, Sheri Martinelli, even Thomas Pynchon.



​On the basis of some early reviews in RCF, Michael Dirda of the Washington Post invited me to review a short-story collection by Mary Caponegro in 1990, which led to a long association with the Post, some 75 reviews to date. And on the basis of those reviews, I was occasionally invited to review for other places, such as the Chicago Tribune and the Nation. A wonderful woman named Carolyn Kuebler worked with me briefly in 1994–95 at Dalkey Archive (the book publishing arm of RCF), and after she founded Rain Taxi in 1995 with Randall Heath and Eric Lorberer I began reviewing for them as well. In 1998 novelist Rikki Ducornet (whom I had published while at Dalkey) invited me to review a book for a special issue of the American Book Review she was guest-editing, which led to further reviews for that committed journal over the years.



​Almost all these reviews are reprinted here; I even toss in a few Amazon posts. I’ve omitted a few trifles and roundup reviews, and others that I later incorporated into my essays and books. (To keep the focus on modern literature, I’ve also omitted reviews on works like Gilgamesh and The Tale of Genji, which I deal with at greater length in my alt-novel history.) In some cases I restore material that was cut or fiddled with by my editors, and I’ve made a few slight changes here and there, but have resisted the temptation to polish or improve them, most of which were written quickly under a deadline. They are what they are. I wince now at the book-reviewerese in some of them, and smile at the optimism: I conclude my review of an academic book about a French novelist by saying, "It is to be hoped that Frontiers will revive interest in Butor's work and inspire further translations," as though this obscure book by Summa Publications of Birmingham, Alabama, would actually have that effect. I often sound like I'm eagerly trying to set someone up for a blind date. Other times I warn readers away from certain books, with locutions like “If you don’t know ______, this book isn’t for you,” not out of snobbery but because I didn’t want readers to waste time and money on something that they might not like. Not every book is for everybody, no matter how good I might think it is.



​I've always regarded book reviews as consumer advisory reports more than nuanced evaluations, hence the carnival-barking tone of some of them. In effect I was saying: Buy these books NOW before they are pulled from stores and remaindered! Decide later whether they are as good as I say they are. (The worst reviews are “balanced” ones that find as many faults as virtues in a book; who would want to buy that?) I also took advantage of my forums, especially the Washington Post, to tout other authors I liked; in my first 1990 review for the Post, for example, I gave a shout-out to a budding writer named David Foster Wallace, and in a later review for the Post of a short-story collection by Richard Ford, I named a few obscure short-story writers who are more deserving of the attention he gets. That review, by the way, is one of the very few negative ones I’ve written; since for most of my career I’ve either chosen what I wanted to review or was sent books by editors who knew my tastes, I’ve rarely had to review what I consider a bad work, and unlike some reviewers, I take no malicious joy in skewering writers. Even when stuck with a book I didn’t like, I always tried to find something to praise.



​There are a few different ways these reviews could have been organized—chronologically, thematically, linguistically, generically—but I settled on a straightforward alphabetical order by author, erasing the boundaries between time and nationalities. I mostly reviewed new fiction, but I also reviewed a large number of literary biographies and critical studies—but primarily applied criticism, practical criticism on specific authors, not rarefied literary theory, for which I’ve never had much use, and which I often deride in this volume. Reviews of books on individual writers are included under the subject’s name, not the critic’s, except for a handful that are placed at the end in a section of miscellaneous nonfiction, arranged by date of publication. By a happy coincidence, the book ends with a recent review of a book on rock music in the ’60s, which is where my interest in literature began, as I’ve explained elsewhere.[1] Throughout, the style lurches from casual to formal depending on who I was writing for; I’m grateful that more often than not I was able to dress casual.



Reviews


Héctor Abad


The Joy of Being Awake. Translated by Nathan Budoff. Brookline/Lumen, 1996.


Literary translations are the poor relations of the publishing world, often showing up unwanted at the doors of book review editors and bookstore buyers, sniffed at by the book-buying public, and displaying foreign habits of little interest to most Americans. We are not nearly as interested in the rest of the world as they are in us. And one never knows about the quality of the translation: Few translators are as talented as the writers they translate, so one always feels cheated somewhat, like settling for a cover version of a song rather than the original. It's no accident that "lost in translation" remains a common idiom. Still, it's no virtue to be provincial, so hats off to those publishers—mostly smaller, independent presses—who continue to bring us literary translations against all odds.


​The Joy of Being Awake by the Colombian writer Héctor Abad deliberately models itself on two key 18th-century works: Laurence Sterne's Tristram Shandy and Voltaire's Candide. Like Sterne's eccentric novel, The Joy of Being Awake is a bittersweet account of the life and opinions of a man at odds with himself, narrated in nonchronological fashion with plenty of entertaining digressions and the occasional formal game. One chapter, subtitled in fine 18th-century style "Wherein a Eulogy of Silence is Proclaimed & What is Not Disclosed in Passing Over Several Years of Life is Declared," consists of two blank pages.



​The narrator, a rich, erudite man, shares Voltaire's rationalism and skepticism, and his eventual wife, the delectably named Cunegunda Bonaventura, even shares the name of Candide's wife, Cunegonde. Writing at the end of his life, the narrator often gives two versions of a memory: first, what he wishes had happened, and then what really happened. It's appropriate that he's the author of a collection of essays "on the double scatology of Quevedo, the metaphysical and the defecatory." (That "double" should be "twofold"—one of many instances where the translator chooses the wrong word.) Torn between the metaphysical and the defecatory, as it were, the narrator retreats into an ascetic life, candidly admitting he is "a man who doesn't feel." Like both Sterne's and Voltaire's books (though not in the same league as either), Abad's novel has a surface geniality that barely conceals undercurrents of discontent and despair.


Washington Post, 22 December 1996—the first in a "Fiction in Translation" roundup of six novels.



Avant-Pop Fiction


Avant-Pop: Fiction for a Daydream Nation. Edited by Larry McCaffery. Black Ice, 1993. Love Is Strange: Stories of Postmodern Romance. Edited by Joel Rose and Catherine Texier. Norton, 1993.



These two anthologies will interest readers of this particular issue of the Review,[2] not simply because Vollmann is in both and Wallace in Love Is Strange, but because they also include many of the authors named in the interviews: Eurudice, Mark Leyner, and Kathy Acker are in McCaffery's band, and Rose and Texier's includes Lynne Tillman, Acker again, and A. M. Homes's Barbie story, in addition to much more. Both anthologies come less from the world of creative writing programs than from rock music, television, and the weirder manifestations of pop culture. The titles of the books derive from rock—Daydream Nation is the title of a Sonic Youth album, and "Love Is Strange" an old song from Mickey & Silvia (though neither is actually explained: if you don't already know the references, you aren't in the intended audience)—and the sensibilities displayed in the stories have less to do with traditional fiction than with TV shows like Saturday Night Live and The Edge. That is to say, these stories have all the appeal of the best kinds of pop—off-the-wall humor, brash innovation, breezy iconoclasm, unstudied charm, reckless energy—along with some of pop's disadvantages: insubstantiality, shallowness, and plain recklessness. That said, both anthologies are way more enjoyable than most collections of short fiction published these days. Avant-Pop is more daring and eclectic than Love Is Strange, and both are mostly made up of previously published material, but both are highly recommended.



Review of Contemporary Fiction, Summer 1993





After Yesterday's Crash: The Avant-Pop Anthology. Edited by Larry McCaffery. Penguin, 1995. Mark Leyner. Tooth Imprints on a Corn Dog. Harmony, 1995.



I read some of After Yesterday's Crash while half-listening to a CD of Balinese gamelan music—gorgeous stuff, what angels on drugs must listen to—and realized I was exemplifying part of what McCaffery was after in this anthology: we live in a world of bizarre conjunctions (in this case, ancient music played on a high-tech CD while reading a book of avant-garde fiction), but too few writers attempt to capture the disorienting mélange of media overkill, global awareness, hyperconsumerism, and sensory overload that makes up postmodern life. Add those other elements that make life in the ’90s so interesting—drive-by shootings, phone sex, serial killings, terrorism, AIDS, date rape, conspiracy theories, infomercials, friendly fire—and you've got the world McCaffery's writers have downloaded onto their PCs. Add techniques borrowed from rock music, pop art, television (especially MTV), low-budget films, pornography, cartoons, and other examples of "low" culture, and you've got this lively anthology, one of the best collections of innovative fiction in years.



​"Avant-Pop" is a term McCaffery has appropriated from composer Lester Bowie to describe art that mixes pop or low culture with serious, high-culture concerns. In literature, it could probably be traced back to Joyce's Ulysses, where advertising jingles, street noise, and the day's "pop" songs commingle with weightier matters in a stream of consciousness meant to simulate sensory reception; or better yet, to Eliot's Waste Land, with its "samples" from culture high and low mixed into a multilayered word collage (with its footnotes functioning as a low-tech prototype of hypertext). Burroughs and Pynchon further explored these techniques in the late ’50s and early ’60s, as did the older writers included in the present anthology (Coover, Federman, Katz, Sukenick). Many of the writers in McCaffery's indie forerunner, Avant-Pop: Fiction for a Daydream Nation (Black Ice, 1993), reappear here with new offerings—Stephen Wright, Derek Pell, Eurudice, Mark Leyner, Harold Jaffe, Ricardo Cortez Cruz, William T. Vollmann, Gerald Vizenor—along with a few better-known writers (Don DeLillo, Steve Erickson, Tom Robbins, Paul Auster, Bret Easton Ellis) and a gang of cyberpunks (William Gibson, Mark Laidlaw, Bruce Sterling). It's mostly a guy thing; of the 32 contributors, only five are women.



​The hit single from this compilation is David Foster Wallace's "Tri-Stan: I Sold Sissee Nar to Ecko," a flawlessly executed neo-Barthian remix of Greek mythology. Also outstanding are Lauren Fairbanks's "Victims of Mass Imagination" and Guillermo Gómez-Peña's "Border Brujo," the few pieces linguistically dense and disorienting enough to simulate the sensory overload and hyperactive stimuli all the contributors address in one form or another. (The other contributors not already mentioned are Rikki Ducornet, Susan Daitch, Craig Baldwin, Craig Padawer, Ben Marcus, Curtis White, Mark Amerika, Lynne Tillman, and David Blair.)



​Since Mark Leyner could be Avant-Pop's poster boy—McCaffery calls him "the most intense, and in a certain sense, the most significant young prose writer in America"—it's worth noting he has a new book out. The word Imprints in the title says it all: any other writer would have used Marks; the more precise Imprints, with its police-lab smell of forensic medicine, signals Leyner's greatest virtue: a way with le mot juste even when discussing things as banal as corn dogs. His vocabulary, like Burroughs’s before him, often comes from medical technology, and (again like WSB) has a cut-up quality of disparate discourses. (Burroughs, rather than the Mad-Libs ludicrously suggested by the New York Times reviewer of this book, is the likelier source and/or parallel.) There is much in Leyner that reminds me of the late Chandler Brossard  (an unsung godfather of Avant-Pop), which is to say he can be extremely funny and is always surprising. Even though Tooth Imprints is basically a random collection of magazine pieces (one of which, "Oh, Brother," also appears in After Yesterday's Crash), it is more creative, more engaging, and better written than three-fourths of the so-called serious fiction published these days.



Review of Contemporary Fiction, Fall 1995




Félix de Azua


Diary of a Humiliated Man. Translated by Julie Jones. Brookline/Lumen, 1996.



The narrator of Diary of a Humiliated Man is like [Héctor Abad's narrator] a man at odds with himself, but Spanish author Félix de Azua takes as his models not 18th-century writers but later ones like Dostoevsky and Camus. At a crucial point in his life, the narrator decides to go underground, to live like a stranger in his native city of Barcelona. As the title indicates, the novel takes the form of a diary, eight months in the life of a 47-year-old intellectual who fears he has become a "pious hypocrite." Deliberately seeking a banal, even humiliating life, he begins living a simple existence, only to descend into petty crime, temporary insanity, and homelessness. But he never loses his intellectual acuity—the novel is very erudite and richly allusive—nor his sardonic humor.



​Like Ulrich in Robert Musil's Man without Qualities, the narrator is a sardonic commentator on his times: "Humiliated people are recognizable at first sight. We have the blasé, Ciceronian gaze of someone who has seen the universe sink beneath him without a single shot being fired. The ancient Earth has become a phone book. It says nothing at all, but it opens the way to cosmic charlatanism. And it's pricey. Very pricey." The novel is intellectually lively, but many of the cultural observations are not dramatically motivated by the material (as they are in Musil, Dostoevsky, and Camus) but rather superimposed by a brilliant, widely read author with opinions on everything. Nevertheless, it is an original treatment of age-old questions on the nature of sin, good vs. evil, human vs. animal, and so on, and is especially informative about Barcelona and Catalonia in general. Julie Jones's translation is exceptionally smooth and confident.



Washington Post, 22 December 1996




Nicholson Baker


The Mezzanine. Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1988.



This wonderful novel begins at the bottom of the escalator a young man rides to the mezzanine level where he works, and ends at the top of the escalator a minute or so later. His circumstances at the time of that ride—returning from lunch with a bag containing new shoelaces, carrying a Penguin paperback of Marcus Aurelius's Meditations ("Manifestly, no condition of life could be so well adapted for the practice of philosophy as this in which chance finds you today!")—provide the contents of the novel: what he had for lunch, why he needed new shoelaces, why he likes Penguin paperbacks, etc., all conveyed in reminiscences, digressions, footnotes (some as long as three pages), lists, and charts.



​A mundane, even tedious subject for a novel? Not in this case, for Baker's delightful attempt to document "the often undocumented daily texture of our lives" also encompasses mini-histories of technical advances and human ingenuity in our time, from the workings of the escalator he rides to a celebration of perforation. At the end of a long footnote on “another fairly important development in the history of the straw,” the narrator writes: "An unpretentious technical invention—the straw, the sugar packet, the pencil, the windshield wiper—has been ornamented by a mute folklore of behavioral inventions, unregistered, unpatented, adopted and fine-tuned without comment or thought." Giving voice to this mute folklore, the narrator—a Proust of the commonplace, a yuppie Tristram Shandy—links his own emotional history with recent technical advances by way of hundreds of analogies, metaphors, and fanciful comparisons that are so apt, so insightful, and often so amusing that I felt I was seeing the world I live in for the first time—as trite as that may sound. Often I've opened the package of a dry-cleaned shirt, but never have I noticed that "their arms [are] impossibly bent behind them as if each were concealing a present." As this particular image suggests, the narrator regards technical advances not as threats but as gifts, ones that we have taken for granted for so long that Baker has had to rewrap and present them anew in the form of an irresistible novel.



Review of Contemporary Fiction, Summer 1989




Nicola Barker


Darkmans. Ecco, 2007.



’Tis the season of huge literary novels. Those of us for whom size matters welcome with holiday cheer Denis Johnson’s Tree of Smoke, James McCourt’s Now Voyagers, two new translations of Tolstoy’s War and Peace, Paul Verhaeghen’s Omega Minor, Alexander Theroux’s Laura Warholic, and the 900-page Adventures of Amir Hamza, an old Urdu novel (by way of Arabia and Persia) newly translated for the Modern Library. Crashing this boys’ club from England comes Nicola Barker’s 838-page Darkmans, her seventh and longest novel, and a finalist for this year’s prestigious Man Booker Prize (which went to a much much shorter novel).



​Darkmans records with manic energy a week in the chaotic lives of a dozen characters living in contemporary Ashford, near the entrance to the Chunnel. The cast includes a prescription-drug dealer named Kane, his no-nonsense father Beede, a foul-mouthed, miniskirted teenager named Kelly (my fave), a displaced Kurd, a troubled married couple with a precocious son (he has built a replica of the Cathedral of Sainte-Cecile from matchsticks), an antiques restorer/forger, and the shadowy title character, who seems to be responsible for the occasional supernatural irruptions in the novel. For something strange is happening to some of these characters: mental blackouts, hallucinations, hauntings, confrontations with malevolent birds, and various signs and tokens of the late Middle Ages. Many of the latter concern John Scogin, court jester to Edward IV (ruled 1461–83), and the famous book about him, Scogin’s Jests, which supplies some of the plot elements in Darkmans. Britain no longer employs court jesters; novelists now fill that function, a job open to members of either sex.



​Despite these supernatural elements, Darkmans isn’t really an occult novel but a social comedy suggesting the modern world has reverted to the premodern culture of the 15th century, an era of spectacle and over-indulgence, of superstition and conspicuous consumption. Beede owns a copy of Johan Huizinga’s classic Waning of the Middle Ages and has underlined the sentence, “So violent and motley was life that it bore the mixed smell of blood and roses.”



​Life in Barker’s England is likewise “violent and motley,” bedeviled by many of the same problems we have here in “Yank-land” (as one character calls it): drug abuse, overdevelopment, declining standards, racism, and cultural illiteracy. And with a jester’s license to speak truth to power, Barker conveys this in a motley style of great wit and daring. She relies heavily on idiomatic dialogue, deploys unconventional spacing and paragraphing, and exults in startling imagery and extended metaphors (with parenthetical asides), like this riff from Kane on his father’s uncharacteristic refusal to meet his gaze:


Unheard of! Beede was the original architect of the unflinching stare. Beede’s stare was so steady he could make an owl crave Optrex. Beede could happily unrapt a raptor. And he’d done some pretty nifty groundwork over the years in the Guilt Trip arena (trip? How about a gruelling two-month sabbatical in the parched, ancient Persian city of Firuzabad? And he’d do your packing. And he’d book your hotel. And it’d be miles from the airport. And there’d be no fucking air conditioning). Beede was the hair shirt in human form.


Barker has also invented an effective typographic device to indicate what a foreigner means to say while speaking broken English, but she doesn’t coddle the reader with traditional transitions. You’re often as much in the dark as the characters as to what exactly is happening, and you’re propelled to read on to see not what happens next but what Barker will do next with language. The novel’s 838 pages fly by, and it’s a bloody larf, mate, due to the profane slang used by all classes of society. (On laundry challenges, the hostess of a dinner party observes, “Bright whites can be such bastards to maintain, can’t they?”) Surprisingly for such a raucous novel, there’s no sex in it.



​Barker’s extensive use of dialogue and her balancing act of serious theme/comic style remind me of the late William Gaddis, who likewise used The Waning of the Middle Ages in his first novel The Recognitions to show that in many quarters today it’s as if the Enlightenment never happened. The ingenuity with which Barker weaves historical material into the fabric of modern life rivals that of Gaddis and Thomas Pynchon, though Darkmans is somewhat easier to read than their novels. Indeed, Barker has more in common with male writers like these—add the late Stanley Elkin, Robert Coover, David Foster Wallace, and the aforementioned Alexander Theroux—than with her writing sisters. Barker once acknowledged this: “A girl writer is something I never wanted to be. Girl writers don’t get taken seriously. I am a boyish writer.”



Hilarious and erudite, spooky and unconventional, Darkmans is a dazzling achievement. I haven’t read the winner of the Man Booker Prize, but I suspect Nicola Barker was robbed.



Washington Post, 20 December 2007




Djuna Barnes


New York. Edited by Alyce Barry. Sun & Moon, 1989. The Book of Repulsive Women. Sun & Moon, 1989.



Djuna Barnes had such a distinctive voice, such a magnificent style, that even her ephemeral writings are of interest. New York is the third in Sun & Moon's admirable plan to gather all of Barnes's minor writings: Smoke and Other Early Stories (recently reissued in a corrected edition) contains her earliest fiction; Interviews is probably the most extraordinary collection in that form; and now New York gathers all of her journalism relating to New York City and environs.



​All the pieces date from 1913–19 and are features (as opposed to hard news), some banal, some sensational. Barnes was an early practitioner of participatory journalism, allowing herself to be rescued three times at a fireman's training school, to be hugged by a gorilla at the zoo, and, in the most striking piece here, to be force-fed in the manner of British suffragettes. Several articles concentrate on the Bohemian life in Greenwich Village, of which Barnes was both a participant and an ironically detached observer. She approaches most of her subjects from unusual, oblique angles, and shows early signs of her love for Jacobean metaphors and startling imagery, for aphorisms and epigrams. As in her interviews book, Barnes gives some of her subjects improbably sonorous lines: asked if crime and punishment will ever be done away with, Police Commissioner Ellen O'Grady answers, "Never, not so long as humanity is inhuman. The gallows tree has not shut the mouth of all the angers, nor has the rope strangled the universal cry of despair." Gems like that stud this varied collection, which should please Barnes fans as well as those interested in a unique look at life in New York during the Great War.



​Sun & Moon has also begun a chapbook series called "20 Pages," and leading it off is Barnes's first published work, The Book of Repulsive Women. Originally published in 1915, the pamphlet consists of eight "rhythms" (poems) and five drawings, all done in a decadent style that looks back to Swinburne (especially in its use of rhyme) and parallels the Laforguean poetry Eliot was writing at the same time. The "repulsive" women are sisters to those she would later write about—lesbians, cabaret dancers, the damned (by society and self)—and constitute the earliest illustration of Barnes's love-hate relationship with her own sex. A minor but essential work in the Barnes canon.



Review of Contemporary Fiction, Spring 1990





Hank O'Neal. "Life is painful, nasty and short . . . in my case it has been only painful and nasty": Djuna Barnes, 1978–1981. Paragon House, 1990. Mary Lynn Broe, ed. Silence and Power: A Reevaluation of Djuna Barnes. Southern Illinois University Press, 1991.


Djuna Barnes spent the first half of her life building a reputation as a daring, flamboyant character and as the author of several daring, flamboyant books. She spent the second half of her life in self-imposed exile in a tiny apartment on Patchin Place in Greenwich Village. Little has been known of this latter period, which makes Hank O'Neal's memoir of her last days valuable. A brilliant conversationalist, she regaled O'Neal with endless stories of her past and allowed him to witness her chaotic working methods as a writer. Numerous previously unpublished photographs enhance the book, and every Barnes fan or scholar will want to add this book to his or her shelf. The book has its faults—several anecdotes are needlessly duplicated and the book lacks an index (which is the second time this year a Paragon House book has been faulted in this journal for lacking an index: I hope they're listening)—but O'Neal's memoir is a welcome addition to the growing corpus of Barnes criticism and sheds considerable new light on this fascinating writer.


​A warmer welcome can be extended to Mary Lynn Broe's Silence and Power, a magnificently produced collection of essays on every aspect of Barnes's life and work. Eighteen essays track Barnes's career from the early journalism and plays through the stylistic experiments of Ryder and Ladies Almanack, into Nightwood and the hermetic Antiphon. Between the essays are entr'actes of brief quotations from various people on Barnes, and following the essays are 30 pages of new reminiscences. Two selections of plates reproduce many rare photographs and drawings, and completing the volume are an afterword by Catharine Stimpson, an extensive bibliography, and yes, an index. This is the most important book to appear on this important writer, and is highly recommended to all scholars, fans, and libraries.



Review of Contemporary Fiction, Summer 1991





At the Roots of the Stars: The Short Plays. Edited and with an introduction by Douglas Messerli. Sun & Moon, 1995.



An important gap in Barnes's published work is now filled with this splendid collection of her early plays. These 16 one-acts were written between 1916 and 1923, when Barnes was in her late twenties and active with the Provincetown Players of New York (a group that included Eugene O'Neill and Edna St. Vincent Millay). All but one were published in newspapers or magazines, a few were staged, but only two were ever published in book form (To the Dogs and The Dove, both in A Book [1923]). All of them display the distinctive style that would come to fruition in her novels: Augustan cadences, rueful epigrams, bizarre imagery, "with an undertone that hints biting sarcasm and bitter wit," as one character's laugh is described. Many of the plays are Irish in setting and diction: as Douglas Messerli points out in his useful introduction, Barnes was obviously under the influence of J. M. Synge (on whom she had written an article) as well as Oscar Wilde: Salomé for the ornate imagery, and his comedies for some of the lighter plays included here (Little Drops of Rain, Two Ladies Take Tea). There's even a Firbankian bouquet to a few of them (Water-Ice, The Beauty), but Barnes's own unique style dominates.



​I don't know how they would play on stage—there's very little dramatic activity in any of them—but they read beautifully, and in many ways are more original and accomplished than the short stories she was writing at the same time. Of the various collections of Barnes's early writings that Sun & Moon has published, this may be the best, and whets the appetite for its forthcoming editions of Barnes's three longer plays.



Review of Contemporary Fiction, Spring 1996





Poe's Mother: Selected Drawings. Edited with an introduction by Douglas Messerli. Sun & Moon, 1995. Carolyn Allen. Following Djuna: Women Lovers and the Erotics of Loss. Indiana University Press, 1996.



Sun & Moon continues its invaluable restoration work on Barnes's oeuvre with an extensive collection of her drawings. Although she illustrated many of her works, this is the first time they have been gathered for separate publication. The earliest date from Barnes's newspaper days, where her witty, Beardsleyesque sketches accompanied her even wittier profiles, interviews, and stories. (Many of these newspapers are disintegrating, and many of the drawings here come from microfilmed versions; given the situation, most look remarkably crisp.) The visual element is strong in all of Barnes's work, even in the non-illustrated Nightwood, so these drawings are an essential part of her artistic vision and it is useful to have them reproduced in such a handsome volume, accompanied, like most of Sun & Moon's Barnes book, with an informative introduction by Douglas Messerli.



​Barnes scholars will also want to pick up Carolyn Allen's new book, for it not only offers perceptive readings of Nightwood and the "Little Girl" stories ("Cassation," "The Grande Malade," and the little-known "Dusie"), but traces the example of Barnes's exploration of lesbian power and loss in the fiction of Jeanette Winterson, Rebecca Brown, and the underrated Bertha Harris.



Review of Contemporary Fiction, Summer 1996




John Barth


The Last Voyage of Somebody the Sailor. Little, Brown, 1991.



Barth and his critics have noted his tendency to write books in pairs: his first two novels, standard in size and fairly realistic, were followed by two huge, flamboyant epics, which were followed by two collections of short fiction of Daedalian cunning. Then came LETTERS, his masterpiece, and Sabbatical, a sequel of sorts. And now, The Last Voyage of Somebody the Sailor extends certain themes and techniques of 1987's Tidewater Tales. These last two novels have solid, mathematical structures, a more relaxed pace of storytelling, and a kind of mature geniality. On the one hand, they are more lax and accessible than his earlier works, but on the other, they are more daring in that they flaunt verisimilitude by employing time travel. In The Tidewater Tales, Odysseus, Don Quixote, and Scheherazade were transported to the 20th century; in The Last Voyage, a 20th-century journalist is transported back to Sindbad's era (pre-Scheherazade, that is) and tells tales incomprehensible to his Baghdad audience in an effort to discover how to return to his own age. (Reading this novel, largely set in the "City of Peace," during the Gulf War was a similar time-dislocating experience.)



​The Last Voyage has all the pleasures of old-fashioned narratives (not 19th-century novels but older ones: Tom Jones, Don Quixote, and of course Burton's translation of The Book of the Thousand Nights and a Night) while at the same time being as postmodern as anything. (His use of mathematical structures recalls the recent novels of Oulipian Jacques Roubaud.) Despite the wordplay, exuberant sex, and cheerful disregard for realism—his medieval characters on occasion speak French and quote Hamlet—there is a more somber tone than is usual with Barth: loss, incest, rape, madness, mutilation, and death stalk these pages. But it would be wrong to call The Last Voyage valetudinarian; Barth is as robust as ever, as fancy and outrageous as any writer alive, and gives proof once again that he is one of the most important novelists of our time.



Review of Contemporary Fiction, Summer 1991





Once upon a Time: A Floating Opera. Little, Brown, 1994.



One of the many imaginary movies Thomas Pynchon programs into his fourth novel, Vineland, is The Robert Musil Story, starring Pee-wee Herman. But this account of the great Austrian novelist doesn't hold its audience's attention: "It was mostly Pee-wee talking in a foreign accent, or sitting around in front of some pieces of paper with some weird-looking marker pen." That is the problem facing any novelist's biographer, for it's difficult to find much drama in sitting around in front of some pieces of paper day in, day out, which is pretty much what the writing life amounts to. If you are a novelist writing your own biography, you can perhaps liven things up with a firsthand account of what you did between those periods of sitting around in front of those pieces of paper. If you are John Barth, you make a postmodern novel out of it.



​Barth calls Once upon a Time "a memoir bottled in a novel" but cautions that it "is not the story of my life, but it is most certainly a story thereof." It might be better to shift those italics from a to story, for with few exceptions, a life is not inherently interesting or dramatic; as T. S. Eliot wryly put it, life is basically "birth, and copulation, and death." Not much of a plot. It is the stories we make of our lives, not the lives themselves, that compel interest, and here Barth sets out to make his rather humdrum life as interesting a story as he can.



​A fan and practitioner of the ancient storytelling device of the frame tale, Barth returns to the same frame he has used for his last few novels: a prosperous couple set sail from their Maryland home on Columbus Day 1992 to see what happens. In this book, Barth likewise embarks on a tale to see where it will take him, writing in 1990 of that 1992 voyage (and gradually overcoming it in time). For this frame tale, he also invents a lifelong friend, a "counterself" named Jay Scribner, who plays the role of the helper in the standard hero myth that Barth has exploited so ingeniously in previous novels. After the obligatory shipwreck (harrowingly told), our hero finds himself disoriented and separated from his wife, and by way of a time-travel device begins making a story of his life.



​It's a story that will be familiar to long-time Barth fans, especially those who have read his book of essays called The Friday Book. The younger half of a set of twins cutely called Jack and Jill, he had a fairly happy and prosperous childhood in Dorchester County, Maryland, learned the drums and half-planned on a career as a jazz drummer and arranger until a semester at Juilliard exposed his shortcomings, then went off to Johns Hopkins where he discovered his vocation as a writer. He married young and was the father of three by his mid-twenties; he piled up the usual stack of rejection slips until his agent found someone to take on his first novel, The Floating Opera, an astonishingly inventive debut (as I discovered re-reading it a month ago). His vocation fulfilled, it's been one book after another, a grand body of work that is one of the glories of postwar American fiction. The story breaks off around 1972, the year his National Book Award-winning Chimera was published.



​The vocation is the hero of this novel. Barth is somewhat reticent about his first wife, about their children and their divorce, and doesn't reveal much more about his second wife than how they met (re-met, actually: She is a former student of his) and how happy they've been ever after. Instead, the focus is on the books; he tells us little about them that he hasn't told us before (in prefaces to new editions), but it is useful to have them integrated into a larger story of his life. It's Jay Scribner who complicates things. He's introduced as a fictitious creature, a plot device, and yet he plays a crucial role at several turning points in Barth's life: He teaches the young Jack Barth to play drums (a wonderful episode), critiques his early writings, warns him that his first marriage will fail, often provides him with the thread leading out of the labyrinths Barth writes himself into, steers him toward key books, and so on. As a character in this novel, he's an absorbing and necessary member of the cast; but if he is fictitious, who if anyone did help Barth at those turning points?



​That's a question for his critics and biographers. For the general reader, there is this strange yet enjoyable hybrid of a book: part autobiography, part experimental novel, and part voyage of Sindbad.



Washington Post Book World, 8 May 1994





Coming Soon!!! Houghton Mifflin, 2001.



John Barth's previous book, On with the Story, is a formally elegant but relatively low-key short-story cycle. But in Coming Soon!!! Barth is back in full metafictional finery, sporting all the bells and whistles of postmodernism like boutonnieres, the three exclamation points in the title announcing that he intends to go out with a bang. For he implies this might be his last novel, and while that is grievous news to those of us who consider him one of the greatest novelists of our time, it is bracing to have this final display of his matchless powers.



​For his latest (if not last) novel, Barth circles back to his first, The Floating Opera (1956), based on the showboats that used to work the Chesapeake Bay. Inspired by a replica called the Original Floating Opera II, the retiring professor-author decides to write a sequel. (Like much of Barth's later fiction, this novel is unabashedly autobiographical.) He is egged on by a college-age writer who admires Barth but feels that print narrative is dead and that cyberspace is the place to be. The two writers make a gentlemanly wager: Beginning in 1995 and with an eye on the approaching end of the millennium, the older author begins a print novel and the kid a hypertext narrative, racing to see who can finish first. Coming Soon!!!, subtitled "a narrative" rather than "a novel," combines the two into something resembling a printout from an enormous Website, complete with menu, Read-Me documents, clickable icons and underlined hypertext links. All it lacks, mercifully, are those annoying pop-up banners.



​Both writers share an interest in showboats, specifically Edna Ferber's 1926 novel Show Boat and the various musical and film adaptations made thereafter. A good deal of Coming Soon!!!, perhaps too much, relates Ferber's experiences on a showboat and the efforts by a character named Charlie Hunter to turn those experiences into a new musical, an unfinished project taken up reluctantly by Barth himself. More interesting is the proliferation of themes both writers pursue: Y2K fears and a threatening storm conjure up everything from the apocalypse of Saint John to Shakespeare's Tempest to the myth of Noah and the ark.



​Storytelling has always been Barth's grand theme, and watching all these characters construct stories, link them with earlier tales, borrow from other writers, and argue over the appropriate form provides a primer in narratology. For most of his adult life a professor of creative writing, Barth teaches the interested reader more about narrative in this novel than you'll find in a shelf of textbooks.



​The young writer, Johns Hopkins ("Hop") Johnson—named after the university where Barth taught for many years—exemplifies the current generation of young authors who admire Barth but feel his brand of postmodernism has run its course. The most brilliant and successful of them, David Foster Wallace, has paid homage to Barth in a novella entitled "Westward the Course of Empire Takes Its Way" (in his Girl with Curious Hair) but has denounced postmodernism's self-conscious irony, terminal flippancy, and heartless preoccupation with form over substance. These traits are more characteristic of other experimental writers than of Barth, who has always respected the old-fashioned pleasures of reading no matter what newfangled devices he may be deploying. In fact, he mocks postmodernism in this novel even as he provides a state-of-the-art example. Almost alone among his postmodern brethren, Barth exhibits an admirable geniality and level-headedness, a wise realization of how wonderful life can be despite everything that conspires against it.



​But does the novel offer anything to readers uninterested in eschatology or narrative theory? Yes, after you get past the first eight pages (a deliberately ditsy prologue). Barth's graceful, witty prose is endlessly inventive, the characters are colorful and appealing, and he delightfully conveys the inspiring if manic show-must-go-on mentality of theater folk. Perhaps a quarter of Coming Soon!!! drags its anchor, but as Graham Greene described the 1936 film version of Show Boat, "for three quarters of its length good entertainment: sentimental, literary, but oddly appealing."



​And if this does prove to be Barth's final novel, that's all the more reason to savor it. It is a fitting capstone to a Library of America-worthy body of work that overtowers that of most other writers of his generation. (I consider only Gaddis and Pynchon his peers.) Y2K fears proved to be unfounded, and hypertext fiction more hype than not, but Barth's vast funhouse of fiction should endure.



Washington Post Book World, 25 November 2001




Donald Barthelme


Great Days. Farrar, Straus & Giroux, 1979.



This collection consists of 16 stories, all but two of which originally appeared in the New Yorker earlier this decade, and all of which are delightful to read. The most intriguing are seven stories written entirely in dialogue; one thinks of the odd dialogues from the plays of Pinter and Beckett, or the odder conversation novels of Ronald Firbank and Ivy Compton-Burnett. The stories themselves are difficult to describe, so I won’t; little will be conveyed if I tell you one concerns a group of zombies out on a wife-buying expedition, or that another consists of epiphanic highlights in the relationship between Cortés and Montezuma. Many of the stories are amusing, and this fact places Barthelme not in the gloomy company of avant-gardists wallowing in the dark night of the soul haunting the borderline between dream and reality, but rather in the more cheerful (though not frivolous) company of Stanley Elkin and John Barth.



Spree, August 1979





Tracy Daugherty, Hiding Man: A Biography of Donald Barthelme. St. Martin's Press, 2009.


Donald Barthelme, perhaps the most beloved of the postmodernist writers who upset the apple cart of conventional fiction in the 1960s and ’70s, has been treated extremely well since his death in 1989. His two major story collections and four novels are all in print, and over the last 15 years editor Kim Herzinger has rounded up all his previously uncollected stories, essays, and miscellaneous writings into three handsome volumes. And now comes the first biography, and not just a modest memoir but a full-length, meticulously documented study. All dead authors should be so lucky.


​Although he wrote novels and plays, Barthelme is best known for his quirky, unconventional stories, though "fictive constructions" may be a better term for these witty, innovative, cunningly written pieces. He had no interest in following the trail of the conventional short story, preferring to spur that old workhorse in new directions with techniques and devices adapted from other art forms. His father was a prominent architect in Houston, and as a youth Barthelme took an interest in the modernist aesthetics of Gropius, Le Corbusier, Mies van der Rohe, and Frank Lloyd Wright. His father gave him a copy of Marcel Raymond's book From Baudelaire to Surrealism, which led to a lifelong interest in avant-garde art. (The young Barthelme was an art museum curator before he became a published writer.) He learned to play drums as a teenager and developed a keen interest in bebop jazz. All of these arts were exploding with experimentation and innovation while the American short story, as Barthelme couldn't help but notice, was still stuck in the Chekhov mode of the 19th century. When Barthelme began writing fiction in the late ’50s, he harnessed all of these new approaches in the arts to catch fiction up with the modernist program, then added his own innovations to inaugurate postmodernism.



​Daugherty does a fine job explicating all this in the first third of his biography, spending as much time on these formative influences as on the standard family life and teenage experiences. Daugherty doesn't neglect Barthelme's profound interest in philosophy from an early age, nor the mulligan stew of early literary influences—Kafka, Hemingway, Perelman, Beckett, Sartre, even Raphael Sabatini (of Captain Blood fame)—nor the sickening diet of B-movies he ingested as a newspaper reporter in his twenties. With all this under one's wings, the reader can better appreciate the absurdist, sometimes baffling stories that brought him fame in the 1960s.



​Convinced New York was where it's at, Barthelme moved to Manhattan in 1962, where he lived for the next 20 years before dividing his time, near the end of his life, between there and Houston. He was fortunate enough to be adopted by the New Yorker, which published him regularly from 1963 onwards, and by a few sympathetic book publishers. (For all their critical acclaim, his books never made much money; even in the 1980s, with a dozen books to his name, his royalties never amounted to more than $1000 a year.) Like a knowledgeable curator, Daugherty walks us through his publications book by book, pausing for brilliant explications of the more challenging stories. He interleaves this with accounts of his marriages, affairs, teaching stints, and other extracurricular activities in a respectful but not hagiographic manner. (He reveals Barthelme had drinking problems from age 16 on, was fiscally irresponsible, and smoked so much it killed him at the premature age of 58.)



​I especially enjoyed Daugherty's fierce defense of Barthelme's fictions as socially responsible art, not as the aesthetic playthings postmodernism's critics accuse them of being. As life became more complicated in the 20th century, as change and disruptions occurred more rapidly, and as the media and corporations insidiously tried to define reality for its consumers, Barthelme and other postmodernists felt new tactics in art were necessary both to render and to criticize this future-shocked world. Daugherty quotes from Barthelme's essay "Not-Knowing" on the writer's "need to refresh language continually, to keep it free of 'political and social contamination,' safe from co-optation by commercial interests." While the traditional short story kept its blinkered head down, Barthelme's alert fictions grappled with the absurdities and upheavals of his time, functioning as verbal guerrilla attacks against the rebarbative propaganda spouted by Madison Avenue and the White House. "The disorientation in my stories is not mine," Barthelme once said. "It is what is to be perceived around us." In this sense, Barthelme's  mindbending fictions are more "realistic" than those of his  mainstream contemporaries, and still feel fresh and relevant, while theirs sound quaint.



​Daugherty was Barthelme's student in the ’80s; the last time Daugherty saw him, six months before he died, his former teacher gave him a new assignment: "Write a story about a genius." He did, and I'd give it an A.



Washington Post Book World, 8 February 2009




Jonathan Baumbach


You, or The Invention of Memory. Rager Media, 2007.



You want to write a novel about the failed marriage of two cultured, middle-aged New Yorkers, but you don't want to write a conventional story about such latte-sipping, museum-going, New York Review of Books-reading stereotypes. What do you do? You make the stories they tell themselves about their marriage the real story, showing the discrepancy between the facts and what they remember, or what they tell their friends, or what one of them later puts in a novel.



​You is the eleventh novel by Jonathan Baumbach, who over the last quarter-century has become something of a legend in the world of independent literary publishing. In 1973 he co-founded (with Peter Spielberg) Fiction Collective, which published innovative fiction of limited commercial appeal (and still does as the revamped FC2). His latest novel and latest publisher adhere to those noble principles, and the results are beguiling.



​The novel is divided into three unequal parts. The first is narrated in the rarely used second-person singular: the reader is addressed as "you," and while you naturally assume it is indeed you the novelist is confiding in—an informal update on the "dear reader" convention of older fiction—it soon becomes apparent he is addressing an unnamed woman. He then launches into a disjointed account of how they met and the various crises in their relationship—though "crises" is too strong a word for their   mundane misunderstandings—all the while confessing, "I have a history of confusing the real world with the more compelling narrative of my fantasies."



​In part 2, we get the woman's version of things, narrated mostly in the third-person and equally unreliable: "I forget (I forget a lot of things)," she admits after telling her version of how they met and of the bland marriage that ensued. The brief part 3 is narrated in the first-person by the husband and takes places several years later after their divorce, when he runs into a woman who may or may not be his former wife.



​You finish the novel not sure who to believe, and with no way of knowing which of the versions of their relationship is correct, if any. The wife is especially complex: one of Baumbach's earlier novels is about a man's seven wives; the wife here seems like seven women, or like a woman in a cubist painting seen from seven angles simultaneously. You realize you're not the author's confidant, as the opening pages led you to believe, but only an eavesdropper, picking up pieces of the story and supplying your own coherence. Baumbach's characters remind you how much fiction-making takes place in daily life: When the wife tells the husband she has some news, he quickly imagines three possibilities (and then Baumbach spins out three alternating stories based on those possibilities). Disappearing one night during their married life, the husband next day is "dying to market the version he had worked up of where he had been and what he had done." Composing a personals ad for the New York Review of Books, the wife "barely recognized herself in the description she was issuing." We all work for the fiction collective, inventing and marketing stories as often as any novelist.



​Baumbach drops many hints that You is autobiographical, but that would only add another layer of fiction to the fictions his characters tell. "Writing a novel . . . is a gesture of love between writer and reader" he tells us early on, so whether the "you" he addresses was inspired by an actual woman doesn't matter; the finished book is indeed for you the reader. "For as long as I've known you, you've been an admirer of the bold and unexpected." (Yes, you think, he's got my number.) "The book I am writing with you in mind will be nothing if not unexpected." He keeps his promise: there is the unexpected alternation between second-, third-, and first-person points of view. There is the totally unexpected revelation that the wife's name is Lois Lane, former "lifestyle" editor of the Daily Metropolis. There is "The Terror, a recently opened Middle Eastern restaurant with a provocative menu." It is also unexpected that postmodern tactics and gags like these can mesh so well with an old-fashioned story of midlife married malaise.



​Writing a novel like this is indeed a gesture of love; neither the author nor publisher is in it for the money, and You won't make it onto any best-seller lists. You may even have trouble finding it in a bookstore. But if you are "an admirer of the bold and unexpected," You, like any gesture of love, deserves your regard.



Los Angeles Times, 21 December 2007




The Beats and Their Critics


Sandra Loy, The Writer’s Voice. Holt, Rinehart, and Winston, 1985.



At first glance, this new freshman composition textbook doesn't appear much different than the dozens of similar ones on the market. It is basically a reader, organized along the familiar lines of Bain's modes of discourse (description, narration, argumentation, and so forth), and includes many standard essays familiar from other readers. But what makes The Writers's Voice appealingly unique is the inclusion of Jack Kerouac among its model prose writers—the first time, to my knowledge, that spontaneous bop prosody has been offered as a legitimate subject for study by freshman writers in search of a voice. I can hear the students now: "You mean it's okay to write like that?"



​Kerouac makes not one but four contributions to the textbook, each followed by vocabulary studies, annotations, and comprehensive discussion questions. His "The Origins of the Beat Generation" ends the "definition" subsection of the Exposition chapter, and in chapter eight Kerouac is included for closer examination in "A Study of Four Writers" (the others are Orwell, McPhee, and Didion). Loy's three selections are especially apt for this section; she has chosen the bullfight description from "Mexico Fellaheen," "The Flop Hotel" (Loy's title) from "The Railroad Earth," and Kerouac's exhilarating account of the "warm, mad night" at the Folsom Street jazz joint from part three of On the Road. All the selections are preceded by biographical headnotes.



​Of the four writers dealt with, Kerouac is definitely treated as the odd man out. The first study question following the bullfight episode, for example, asks, "What evidence is there of Kerouac's unconventional attitude toward the English sentence?" After "The Flop Hotel," the editor opens the discussion with, "Okay. This is it. You asked for words and you've got them. Better read out loud and careful not to trip your tongue." And Loy's suggested writing assignments occasionally smack of condescension: "You may wish to try Kerouac's 'sketching' technique yourself—with or without music. Remember, you must write fast, without editing, in an undisturbed flow. Try it, it's fun—and good practice, too, even though its use in a class where the polished essay is the objective may be limited."



​Fortunately, any potential misapprehension on the student's part that Kerouac's writing is simply what Capote dismissed as "typing" is avoided through Loy's emphasis on the artistic qualities of Kerouac's language: its diction, syntax, and especially its sound. The lesson is driven home by way of comparison to other pieces in the textbook. Loy asks the student, for example, to compare Kerouac's bullfight episode with Hemingway's "Killing a Bull," which appears earlier in the textbook. Despite Hemingway's claim that "Bullfighting is not a sport. It is a tragedy, and it symbolizes the struggle between man and the beasts," his piece ignores the tragic dimension for a nuts-and-bolts account. Kerouac, on the other hand, without announcing any portentous themes, manages to be just as informative as Hemingway while capturing the tragedy of bullfighting (for man and beast) in achingly sensitive language and in a form that dramatizes the pacing of the fight. The difference is between Hemingway's journalism and Kerouac's art, and it is to be hoped that the student will apprehend the superiority of Kerouac's approach.



​Another instructive discussion question draws the student's attention to the poetical qualities of Kerouac's prose and asks him or her how they compare with Dylan Thomas's "Notes on the Art of Poetry," which appears elsewhere in the textbook. A more fitting juxtaposition could not be wished for, and reading the Thomas piece after Kerouac's two nonfiction pieces emphasizes the startling similarity between the work of these two prose-poets. Has anyone called Kerouac an American Dylan Thomas? Loy certainly provides the materials for such a claim.



​There are two main approaches to teaching composition these days: one asks students to develop an "academic discourse, the ways in which people talk and write about intellectual concerns within a university tradition" (from the writing handbook used at Rutgers University). The second, the more belletristic approach favored by Loy, places more emphasis on helping students find their own voice, one that best expresses their own outlook, concerns, and personality. To that end, Loy has provided a colorful array of models for encouragement. (Her other selections range from Sir Francis Bacon to Woody Allen, from Black Elk to Kawabata.) The Kerouac excerpts will not help the student learn how to write a polished essay suitable for academic discourse, but they may provide the liberating key that will unlock some tongue-tied students' latent writing abilities. "Anything that gets you to write, and with enthusiasm," Loy rightly observes, "should never be entirely dismissed." She is to be praised for having the vision and courage to include Kerouac among the best prose stylists of our time, and teachers and students alike should prove grateful.



Moody Street Irregulars, Summer 1986





Jennie Skerl, William S. Burroughs. Twayne, 1985.



It is difficult to believe that Skerl's book is only the second in English on such an historically important novelist as Burroughs. (Compare the dozen or more on Bellow, Mailer, and Pynchon, or the half-dozen or so on Updike, Vonnegut, Styron, and Percy.) Skerl provides a more basic introduction than Eric Mottram's earlier, more sophisticated William Burroughs: The Algebra of Need to the fiction of this near-legendary writer. Separating the man from the legend is, in fact, the purpose of Skerl's first chapter, a biographical essay that will do nicely until Ted Morgan finishes his book-length biography [see below]. Chapter 2 takes the reader from Junky through Naked Lunch (omitting the recently published Queer) and shows how the earlier books plant the seeds that bloom so exotically in the later one. (Skerl also wrote the introduction to the 25th Anniversary Edition of Naked Lunch published in 1984.) She is especially good at tracing Burroughs’s development of addiction as the subject of Junky to an extended metaphor in Naked Lunch, and his parallel movement away from fiction to mythology.



​The trilogy that followed Naked Lunch is the subject of the next chapter, and Skerl provides a cogent introduction to the cut-up techniques and bizarre subject matter of The Soft Machine, The Ticket That Exploded, and Nova Express. She draws special attention to the importance of literary allusion in Burroughs’s work (a point easily forgotten) and his structuralist theory of language. Not content merely to analyze language, "Burroughs, through his art, attempts to act upon the linguistic system and change it, thereby acting upon and changing the reader's consciousness." Skerl never lets us forget that Burroughs is not creating belles lettres but guerilla fiction of the most subversive kind.



​With the publication in 1971 of The Wild Boys, Burroughs exchanged the rather nihilistic Nova myth of his earlier work for a new, more optimistic myth where sexuality replaces addiction as the central metaphor and greater emphasis is placed on what Skerl calls "man's positive potential for autonomy, regeneration, and creation." Skerl's fourth chapter deals with the "utopian dreams" of The Wild Boys, Exterminator!, Port of Saints, and Cities of the Red Night. Again, useful overviews are given to these works, though by the time Skerl reaches Cities of the Red Night she flags in enthusiasm: like many readers, she seems to find the later works less satisfactory than the earlier ones. (The Place of Dead Roads apparently appeared too late for inclusion.) A brief final chapter underscores the importance of "Burroughs’s creation of a new novel form—the pop-art novel" and reminds us that any evaluation of his achievement must be made by his avant-garde standards rather than by more traditional standards.



​A reader desiring a skeleton key to Burroughs’s alien fictions could not do better than Skerl's concise volume. Too brief to be definitive, it will serve until a more ambitious study comes along.
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Warren French, Jack Kerouac. Twayne, 1986.



Most volumes in the Twayne United States Authors Series are straightforward surveys of an author's work, but Warren French's volume on Kerouac offers nothing less than a revisionary re-reading of the Kerouac canon. Everyone familiar with Kerouac's work is familiar with the Duluoz Legend, sketched out in the preface to Big Sur, but few have taken Kerouac's plan for a multi-novel cycle seriously enough to examine his corpus in this light. French quickly disposes of those novels he feels don't belong in the cycle (The Town and the City, On the Road, The Subterraneans, The Dharma Bums, and Pic) and instead concentrates on the Legend as though it were one vast novel. The rewards of this approach are numerous: the Legend is seen moving through a shifting array of styles and narrative strategies (much like Joyce's Ulysses) to chart the opposing urges of Kerouac's Peter and Francis Martin selves (his alter egos in The Town and the City), an odyssey of self-destruction in an American tradition French traces all the way back to Charles Brockden Brown's Wieland (1798). Read in this way, Kerouac's cycle of novels takes on much greater interest, complexity, and coherence; if only one of Kerouac's publishers could issue the Legend in its chronological order in two or three omnibus volumes, one of the great fictional projects of our time would stand revealed.[3]



​Not everyone will agree with French's omissions, of course. He agrees with Tim Hunt (as I think we all must) that Visions of Cody was meant to replace On the Road (and Pic) in the Legend, and the materials of The Town and the City are covered elsewhere (mostly in The Vanity of Duluoz); but I would argue that The Subterraneans and The Dharma Bums are integral to the Legend. Would it be too ingenious to regard these two as metafictional novels within the Legend, as Duluoz's novels about himself? (Malcolm Lowry contemplated a similar fictional cycle, in which Under the Volcano turns out to be a novel written by the cycle's protagonist.) French agrees that Book of Dreams belongs to the Legend, but makes no mention of the sketches in Lonesome Traveler: not only do they constitute some of Kerouac's best writing—Gilbert Sorrentino regards "October in the Railroad Earth" as the best thing Kerouac ever wrote—but they provide crucial links in the Legend.



​French sees much defeatism, entropy, and disillusionment in Kerouac's novels, especially in On the Road, and consequently wonders why they have such great appeal. The answer is found in the one element French most often ignores in his otherwise fine study: Kerouac's extraordinary language. Opposing the entropic themes and preoccupations in the novels is the negentropic, energetic language that makes reading Kerouac so exciting: it's that language that sent thousands of kids on the road, not the depressing reality that language describes. (And those who discovered that the reality didn't measure up to the language that described it learned a hard lesson in literary appreciation and, one hopes, never again confused art with life.) One wishes French had paused in his thematic readings long enough to say something about Kerouac's lyricism, tactile diction, neologisms, untraditional syntax—that amazing ability with language that makes his novels often read like prose poems.



​Despite these and one or two other reservations (the reliance on Clark over Nicosia for biographical details, for example), French's Jack Kerouac is probably the best introduction we now have on Kerouac's work, and represents a welcome shift in attention from the man to those glorious novels into which the man poured his soul—and that's exactly where our attention belongs.
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Allen Ginsberg, Howl: Original Draft Facsimile. Edited by Barry Miles. Harper & Row, 1986.



It is appropriate that the poem which is the closest modern equivalent to Eliot's The Waste Land is now available in an annotated, facsimile edition modeled on Valerie Eliot's annotated, facsimile edition of her husband's poem published in 1971. The style and format of both books are identical, and though aimed more at the scholar than the layman, Ginsberg's book provides a wealth of material for anyone interested in the Beats. Several drafts of the poem are photographically reproduced with facing transcriptions that allow the reader to trace the painstaking process by which Ginsberg attained the artful disorder of the final draft. The editorial apparatus that follows is of a plenitude usually found only in critical editions of classic authors: copious annotations by the author himself; reprints of material by and about the poem's dedicatee, Carl Solomon; contemporary letters to and from Ginsberg on the poem; several accounts of the first reading at the Six Gallery in 1955; a section on censorship battles; an anthology of poems that inspired Howl; and a bibliography of all English and foreign editions. The book is profusely illustrated, well indexed, beautifully printed, a wonder to behold.



​Ginsberg has been chided by some for his self-promotional tendencies, and it is almost inconceivable that any other major poet would produce such a book in his or her lifetime. Even Ezra Pound, knowing that a burgeoning critical industry awaited each addition to The Cantos with file cards at the ready, never assisted with the various critical guides written during his lifetime. But the advantages of having a poet annotate his own work, rather than leaving that to some editor in the future, are inestimable. No false modesty inhibits Ginsberg from acknowledging his place in contemporary literary history, and his willingness to document his materials so thoroughly—both here and in his recent Collected Poems—not only ensures greater precision in future scholarship but gives testimony, if any is still needed, that the Beat movement was more literary than social, and had as its principal goal the creation of enduring literary works, not an ephemeral, destructive lifestyle to be aped by dropouts and criticized by old maids of both sexes. This new edition of Howl is a must for all students of Beat literature, of modern poetry, perhaps even for all students of modern culture.
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Gregory Stephenson, Friendly and Flowing Savage: The Literary Legend of Neal Cassady. Textile Bridge Press, 1987.



He was a remarkable man, by all accounts, and in this pamphlet Gregory Stephenson charts the range of literary characters Neal Cassady inspired in a half-dozen writers. As Hart Kennedy in John Clellon Holmes's Go, he appears as a manipulative hustler, but also as an atavistic noble savage intent on transcending the limits of time and space—two extremes that Holmes does not try to reconcile but that engaged the writers following him, writers more willing to search for mythic and religious prototypes of Cassady's contradictory character. Stephenson deals at length with Kerouac's portrayal of Cassady in On the Road—associating him with figures as various as the "shadow" of Jungian psychology, the American Adam, the archetypal Western cowboy, W. H. Auden's "American child-hero," and the philosophical psychopath of Norman Mailer and Alan Harrington—but unfortunately gives short shrift to other works in the Duluoz Legend. The magnificent Visions of Cody may fail "to contribute substantially to the characterization of Cassady already achieved in On the Road," as Stephenson alleges, but the novel adds enough refinements and psychological subtleties to warrant further comment. Similarly, the Cody Pomeray of Big Sur deserves more than the half paragraph Stephenson gives him; the tragedy of Jack Duluoz's breakdown is foreshadowed and intensified by Cody's own: in their awkward final meeting, the once energetic and loquacious Cody is reduced to an inert house-husband who can only mumble "Ah, yah, hm," his last words in the Legend and an anticipation of the final line in the novel.



​Ginsburg's Cassady is a romantic fantasy figure, an Adonis whose sexuality and heightened consciousness is celebrated in a number of poems. The less admirable traits that bothered Holmes and Kerouac are largely absent in Ginsberg's poetry; for him, Stephenson writes, "Neal Cassady represented a man in whom spiritual and sexual energies were harmonious and complementary." It is this idealized figure who was taken over by second-generation Beats such as Ken Kesey and his friend Robert Stone. Stephenson first analyzes Cassady's appearance in Tom Wolfe's Electric Kool-Aid Acid Test—again emphasizing Cassady's quest for satori as his driving force—then follows this trend toward greater idealization in the works of Stone and Kesey. By the time Kesey writes "The Day after Superman Died" in 1979, Cassady has attained the status of a saint, as foretold by his prophet Kerouac.



​Cassady would not have inspired so much literary response had there not been a need for such a figure in the American literary tradition and in the specific atmosphere of post-World War II America, and Stephenson provides just enough historical context to show how a charismatic young car thief from Denver could so quickly be canonized as a saint in populist mythology. Stephenson's concise essay is tantalizingly brief—and makes no mention of Cassady's own literary characterization in The First Third and his other writings—but it is a welcome supplement to the Plummer biography and adds to Stephenson's growing reputation as one of the best Beat critics writing today.
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Regina Weinreich. The Spontaneous Poetics of Jack Kerouac: A Study of the Fiction. Southern Illinois University Press, 1987. James Morton. The Distance Instead Is the Feeling. Dream of Jazz Press, 1986. V. J. Eaton, ed. Catching Up with Kerouac. The Literary Denim, 1984. Arthur and Kit Knight, eds. The Beat Vision. Paragon House, 1987.



The Beat goes on with four new books on Kerouac and company. Weinreich regards everything Kerouac wrote as part of the Duluoz Legend, but posits four core novels—The Town and the Country, On the Road, Visions of Cody, and Desolation Angels—as a series of artistic challenges, each one solving rhetorical and thematic problems generated by the preceding one, with the rest of the novels functioning as variations on the themes of these four major novels. Concerned only with the cycle's poetic unity, she traces the evolution of Kerouac's style with close attention to the implications (literary, musical, psychological) of his "spontaneous bop prosody" and makes a strong case for Kerouac's possession of much greater stylistic sophistication than he's usually given credit for. Weinreich offers a useful corrective to French's neglect of Kerouac's language, and her close readings of several passages are brilliant testimony to Kerouac's artistry.



​A close reading of The Subterraneans is the subject of Morton's essay The Distance Instead Is the Feeling, the most detailed study yet of the bluesy novel. Only 47 pages long, the monograph nonetheless is exhaustive in its analysis of everything from individual words to large speculations on Kerouac's attitudes toward male sexuality and the redemptive power of the imagination.



​Catching Up with Kerouac is a collection of essays: a half dozen on Kerouac, and the others on Burroughs, Corso, McClure, and Huncke. Particularly outstanding are Ronna Johnson's "An Introduction to Kerouac's Art"—a suitable preface to the Duluoz Legend if ever published outside Heaven—and Gregory Stephenson's essay on Howl. The collection also features miscellaneous poems, drawings, and photographs reminiscent of the Knights' Beat journal the unspeakable visions of the individual, the best of which has now been collected into a handsomely printed volume entitled The Beat Vision. This reprints letters, interviews, and memoirs from nearly all the Beats, and joins Catching Up with Kerouac as an invaluable sourcebook for scholars of that heady era.
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Arthur and Kit Knight, eds. Kerouac and the Beats: A Second Sourcebook. Paragon House, 1988. Jay Landesman. Rebel Without Applause. Permanent Press, 1987.



The Knights have followed last year's The Beat Vision with another collection of pieces from their journal the unspeakable visions of the individual: interviews with Burroughs, Whalen, Jan Kerouac, Holmes, McClure, and Ginsberg; essays by Carolyn Cassady, Herbert Huncke, and Frankie Edith Kerouac Parker; and letters by Jack Kerouac and Holmes (along with excerpts from the latter's journal). The result is another invaluable sourcebook, all primary material exciting to read and essential to anyone working in this field. Especially good are the four letters by Kerouac, each as long as a short story, and all establishing Kerouac as one of the great letter writers of our age. In his foreword, John Tytell speaks of the resistance the academic community still puts up against Beat writers, but well-edited, well-presented collections like Kerouac and the Beats demonstrate that a countercultural academic community is not only possible but vital.



​Rebel Without Applause looks and often reads like one of those shallow show-biz memoirs, but don't be deceived: there is valuable material on the early days of the Beat movement here that has appeared nowhere else. Jay Landesman was the founder and editor of Neurotica, that seminal St. Louis magazine that set the agenda for much of the writing that followed in the ’50s and ’60s. During his recruiting trips to New York City (and his later residence there), Landesman met and worked with such people as Kerouac, Holmes, Brossard, Ginsberg, and Carl Solomon, all of whom are featured here in revealing vignettes. Kerouac especially brings a boozy vitality to these otherwise genteel memoirs: enlivening Landesman's parties with the best scat singing he'd ever heard, impressing him with a gentleness and vulnerability belied by his drunken antics, and even modeling as the "original beatnik" in Landesman's novel, The Nervous Set. Although the novel was never published,[4] it was converted into a musical that premiered on Broadway on 11 May 1959, in which the Kerouac role was played by none other than Dallas's Larry Hagman! Kerouac attended the premiere, but slept through most of it, awaking only when his name was used in such songs as "Fun Life": "Let's just have fun / Let's not be serious / Shakespeare was a hack / So we read Kerouac."



​Among others portrayed in The Nervous Set were Holmes, essayist Anatole Broyard, and the legendary sexologist Gershon Legman, who co-edited Neurotica for a few issues. Legman looms over these memoirs like an avenging angel, burning with an iconoclastic moral energy that kept Landesman "honest" for a while (as he admits) before he gave it all up to return to St. Louis to open a cabaret. But the material on the Beats is terrific and consequently Rebel Without Applause belongs on every Beat scholar's shelf.
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Ted Morgan, Literary Outlaw: The Life and Times of William S. Burroughs. Henry Holt, 1988.



While reading Ted Morgan's long-awaited biography, I was reminded of the practice of some English instructors who assign split grades for compositions: one grade for content, another for style. The content of Literary Outlaw easily merits an A: this highly readable book was thoroughly researched, organizing and verifying all the various tales of Burroughs’s life that have been circulating for the last 40 years. In addition to all the details of Burroughs’s life, Morgan also gives background information on all those with whom he came in contact: not only major figures like Kerouac and Ginsberg, but also most minor figures. Even his son Billy's doctor merits a brief biography. Occasionally this excess of material is overwhelming, especially in the detailed, operation-by-operation account of Billy Burroughs’s last few years, the most depressing chapter in the book. Since this is not a critical biography, more attention is given to the circumstances under which Burroughs wrote his books than to the books themselves, though most of them receive a brief analysis that is insightful without being oppressively academic.



​Morgan's account of Burroughs’s life is fairly objective, even when the reckless and downright stupid antics of some of Burroughs’s friends cry out for condemnation. Only occasionally does Morgan vent a little spleen, and then usually directs it toward others (Andy Warhol, Dennis Hopper, Terry Southern). Morgan is mildly disapproving of the way Burroughs raised his son and holds him partially responsible for Billy's death, but he finds enough mitigating circumstances to forgive him. Only during the last 30 or so pages does "the biographer" (as he calls himself) make his presence felt, offering quick analyses of some of Burroughs’s personality traits. Here (as elsewhere) Morgan indulges in stream-of-consciousness reveries of what Burroughs may have been thinking at various times—too contrived to be successful—and even offers what looks like a brief cut-up in the Burroughs manner.



​These contrived reveries are only one aspect of the larger objection I have concerning Morgan's style. Literary Outlaw reads as though it were written not for serious literary readers but for a more general audience that would include Burroughs’s punk rock fans. Some may find this attractive, but I found it rather embarrassing. (I'm sure Morgan didn't use this style for his previous biographies of Maugham, Churchill, and Roosevelt.) Describing the Beats, for example, Morgan writes: "They constituted one of the few American literary movements, for American writers are more often loners, competing with each other like Hertz and Avis to be Number One." This is not only inaccurate—yes, some American writers are loners, but only a few like Hemingway and Mailer are that competitive—and the comparison to rental car agencies is degrading. Burroughs’s unhappiness at Harvard is described in this way: "He was terribly unhappy because he was frustrated sexually. He was in a sexual desert in the years when the sap was rising. Just when you want it most you can't get it." The first sentence is the only one needed; the second offers a gratuitous metaphor, and as if that weren't enough, Morgan adds a bit of locker-room philosophy for the third sentence. Too much of this kind of writing—especially when Morgan is aping his characters' hip vernacular—almost spoiled the book for me, though others may prefer this as a refreshing change from academic writing.



​Despite the slumming style, Literary Outlaw will be required reading for everyone interested in the Beats. There are some minor errors here and there—Alan Ansen has written to me of several concerning him,[5] so there are probably others—but Morgan's organization of thousands of facts into a compelling narrative is an admirable achievement. Burroughs once put off a fan by saying, "Mostly my life has been solitary and uneventful except in an inner direction," but quite the opposite is true: he has led an eventful, exotic life and has made major contributions to culture that continue to be felt to this day (rap music's sampling is little more than Burroughsian cut-ups) and Morgan's Literary Outlaw joins Nicosia's Memory Babe as a major Beat biography.
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Gregory Stephenson, The Daybreak Boys: Essays on the Beat Generation. Southern Illinois University Press, 1990.



The majority of material written on the Beats has been biographical, not critical. This is unfortunate because it has perpetuated the notion that the Beats were wild and crazy guys who just happened to do a little writing on the side, writing as undisciplined as their lifestyle. Gregory Stephenson offers in The Daybreak Boys the first comprehensive study of the Beats as a literary movement first and foremost, and one of the most important literary movements in American literature. A crisply written introduction recounts the origins (literary and sociological) of the movement, its major themes and concerns: "The themes of a journey through night to break of day, of personal and human liberation, of renewal arising out of exhaustion, and of beginning proceeding from ending are motifs that serve to link the essays.” Separate chapters are devoted to Kerouac, Ginsberg, Burroughs, Corso, Holmes, McClure, Fariña, Ferlinghetti, and Cassady. (A second-generation Beat, Fariña is a bit out of place here, but it's good to have an essay on the neglected Been Down So Long It Looks Like Up to Me.) A concluding chapter explores the Beats' "primitivism" (again, both a literary and sociological concern) as a retreat from the materialism of the ’50s, the safe, pseudosophisticated fiction of the time, and from the decline of spirituality.
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