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Series Editor’s Preface

In literary criticism the last twenty-five years have been particu-
larly fruitful. Since the rise of the New Criticism in the 1950s,
which focused attention of critics and readers upon the text itself —
apart from history, biography, and society ~ there has emerged a
wide variety of critical methods which have brought to literary
works a rich diversity of perspectives: social, historical, political,
psychological, economic, ideological, and philosophical. While at-
tention to the text itself, as taught by the New Critics, remains at
the core of contemporary interpretation, the widely shared as-
sumption that works of art generate many different kinds of in-
terpretation has opened up possibilities for new readings and new
meanings.

Before this critical revolution, many American novels had come
to be taken for granted by earlier generations of readers as having
an established set of recognized interpretations. There was a sense
among many students that the canon was established and that the
larger thematic and interpretative issues had been decided. The
task of the new reader was to examine the ways in which elements
such as structure, style, and imagery contributed to each novel’s
acknowledged purpose. But recent criticism has brought these old
assumptions into question and has thereby generated a wide vari-
ety of original, and often quite surprising, interpretations of the
classics, as well as of rediscovered novels such as Kate Chopin’s
The Awakening, which has only recently entered the canon of
works that scholars and critics study and that teachers assign their
students.

The aim of The American Novel Series is to provide students of

American literature and culture with introductory critical guides to
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American novels now widely read and studied. Each volume is
devoted to a single novel and begins with an introduction by the
volume editor, a distinguished authority on the text. The introduc-
tion presents details of the novel’s composition, publication histo-
ry, and contemporary reception, as well as a survey of the major
critical trends and readings from first publication to the present.
This overview is followed by four or five original essays, specifical-
ly commissioned from senior scholars of established reputation
and from outstanding younger critics. Each essay presents a dis-
tinct point of view, and together they constitute a forum of in-
terpretative methods and of the best contemporary ideas on each
text.

It is our hope that these volumes will convey the vitality of
current critical work in American literature, generate new insights
and excitement for students of the American novel, and inspire

new respect for and new perspectives upon these major literary
texts. '

Emory Elliott
University of California, Riverside
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Introduction
FRANK LENTRICCHIA

OR OBVIOUS reasons Don DelLillo’s publishers are pleased to

advertise their man as a “highly acclaimed” novelist, but until
the publication of White Noise in 1985 DeLillo was a pretty obscure
object of acclaim, both in and out of the academy. His readings are
rare. He attends no conferences, teaches no summer workshops in
fiction writing, never shows up on late-night television and
doesn’t cultivate second-person narrative in the present tense. So
he has done little to promote himself in the approved ways. And
the books are hard: All of them expressions of someone who has
ideas (I don’t mean opinions), who reads things other than novels
and newspapers (though he clearly reads those, too, and to advan-
tage), and who experiments with literary convention.

What is characteristic about DeLillo’s books, aside from their
contemporary subjects, is their irredeemably heterogeneous tex-
ture; they are montages of tones, styles, and voices that have the
effect of yoking together terror and wild humor as the essential
tone of contemporary America. Terrific comedy is DeLillo’s mode:
even, at the most unexpected moments, in Libra, his imagination
of the life of President John F. Kennedy’s assassin, Lee Harvey
Oswald. It is the sort of mode that marks writers who conceive
their vocation as an act of cultural criticism; who invent in order to
intervene; whose work is a kind of anatomy, an effort to represent
their culture in its totality; and who desire to move readers to the
view that the shape and fate of their culture dictates the shape and
fate of the self.

In other words, writers like DeLillo are not the sort who are
impressed by the representative directive of the literary vocation of
our time, the counsel to “write what you know,” taken to heart by
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producers of the new regionalism who in the South, for example,
claim parentage in Faulkner and Flannery O’Connor, two writers
who would have been floored to hear that “what you know”
means the chastely bound snapshot of your neighborhood and
your biography. (An embarrassing sign of the aesthetic times: One
critic, writing for the Partisan Review, reported his happy astonish-
ment that DeLillo could invent such believable kids in White Noise,
because, after all, DeLillo has no kids.) Writers in DeLillo’s tradition
have too much ambition to stay home. To leave home (I don’t
mean “transcend” it), to leave your region, your ethnicity, the
idiom you grew up with, is made to seem pretentious in the setting
of the new regionalism, and the South is not unique: It makes no
difference if the province is generic North Carolina or generic New
York City, or if the provincialist is Reynolds Price or Jay Mclnerney.
In the cultural setting in which Bobbie Ann Mason incarnates the
idea of the writer and Frederick Barthelme succeeds his brother in
the pages of the New Yorker, to write novels that might be titled An
American Tragedy or USA — Delillo’s first book was called
Americana (1971) — no doubt is pretentious. In this kind of setting,
a writer who tries what DelLillo tries is simply immodest, shame-
lessly so. Apparently only the Latin Americans have earned the
right to their immodesty. S0 American novelists and critics first
look sentimentally to the other Americas, where (so it goes) the
good luck of fearsome situations of social crisis encourages a major
literature; then look ruefully to home, where (so it goes) the com-
forts of our stability require a minor, apolitical, domestic fiction of
the triumphs and agonies of autonomous private individuals oper-
ating in “the private sector” of Raymond Carver and Anne Tyler,
the modesty of small, good things: fiction all but labeled “No
expense of intellect required. To be applied in eternal crises of the
heart only.” Unlike these new regionalists of and for the Reagan
eighties, DelLillo (or Joan Didion, or Toni Morrison, or Cynthia
Ozick, or Norman Mailer) offers us no myth of political virginity
preserved, no “individuals” who are not expressions of — and
responses to — specific historical processes.

But things are changing now for DeLillo: In 1984 he was given
an award by the American Academy and Institute of Arts and
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Letters that honored his work to date; then White Noise won the
American Book Award for 1985; then Libra was made a main
selection of the Book-of-the-Month Club in the spring of 1988, hit
the best-seller list for several weeks in the summer of that year,
and got its author invited to do interviews on National Public
Radio and NBC'’s Today show. Uncharacteristically, Libra’s author
assented. And best sign of all of cultural relevance in our day: The
media political right has begun to take an active interest in DeLillo.
The “highly acclaimed” author is now, in his newfound visibility,
drawing his harshest notices. '

In the midst of a presidential campaign in which he usually
devoted his nationally syndicated column to the vagaries of
George Bush and Michael Dukakis, George Will took time out to
write an article on Libra in which he called DelLillo a literary vandal
for writing about real people, a bad citizen for suggesting that
Kennedy’s murder was not the act of a “lone gunman” but the
production of a conspiracy, and a bad influence because a lot of
people were now apparently reading DeLillo. Will’s charge of liter-
ary vandalism and bad citizenship (What is this, anyway, China?)
is the latest frightened judgment — with a long American history -
delivered upon writers critically engaged with particular American
cultural and political matters, writers with terminal bad manners
who refuse to limit themselves to celebratory platitudes about the
truths of the heart, and who don’t respect the definitive shibboleth
of literary culture since the eighteenth century — the sharp and
deadly distinction between fiction and nonfiction: as if everyone
didn’t know who Dreiser was writing about when An American
Tragedy came out; as if Dos Passos hadn’t named and butchered
some famous names in USA; as if Doctorow’s Ragtime, Coover’s
Public Burning, and Mailer’s Executioner’s Song hadn’t worked that
same territory. :

Will is no lone gunman either: A few weeks before, a Pulitzer
prize—winning columnist for the Washington Post, who writes un-
der the name of Jonathan Yardley, had similarly described DeLillo’s
efforts to imagine the lives of real people as “beneath contempt.”
Yardley is angry because he thinks DeLillo has somehow cheated,
that thanks to a conspiracy of literary radicals he has “quite inex-
plicably acquired a substantial literary reputation”; Yardley is con-
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vinced that Libra “will be lavishly praised in those quarters where
DeLillo’s ostentatiously gloomy view of American life and culture
is embraced”; and he is worried because Oswald, like James Dean
and Marilyn Monroe, continues to fascinate us, Yardley included.
Brandishing the literary theory of Eudora Welty, Cumaean sibyl of
the new regionalism, who declares that fiction must have a “pri-
vate address,” Yardley accuses DeLillo of committing an “ideologi-
cal fiction.” By ideology he means (on this he’s as “liberal” as he is
“conservative”) any point of view which traces any problematic
action to an institutional, structural, or collective cause, rather
than a personal one: any theory of society which refuses the lone
gunman explanation of anything, but particularly of social crisis.
Or, as Will puts it: DeLillo’s is “yet another exercise in blaming
America for Oswald’s act of derangement.” But political fiction is
not fiction that forsakes the personal in order to blame the public
sector, which it surely does critically assess; it is fiction that refuses
the opposition of the personal and public altogether. Since DeLillo
does not produce happy evaluations of the effects of large public
pressures on individuals — has any interesting writer in America
ever done so? — it follows for the media political right, which
believes that America is good and that only individuals go astray
(the homeless bring it on themselves, as Reagan used to say), that
DelLillo is something of a traitor to his country.

In the words of a New Criterion soldier who preceded both Will
and Yardley in this vein, DeLillo thinks “contemporary American
society is the worst enemy that the cause of human individuality
and self-realization has ever had.” The reality is otherwise, at least
as it is seen in the New Criterion. Here in America we lead “richly
varied” lives: If we do not, if there is any fault to be found, if
anyone “is guilty of turning modern Americans into xerox copies,
it is Don DeLillo.” Two cheers for the media right: Their censorious
reflections on DelLillo’s work — what consequences, anyway, ought
to be visited upon the writer whose acts of invention are texmed
bad citizenship and bad influence? — are the best backhanded
testimony I've seen in a long time on behalf of the social power of
literature, for good or for ill, and an unintended but superb com-
pliment to DeLillo’s success in making his writing count beyond
the elite circle of connoisseurs of postmodernist criticism and fic-
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tion. Not wanting to say so, the media right has nevertheless said
in so many words, against its Will, that fiction does not have a
private address and that DeLillo does to Oswald what we, for good
or for ill, do every day to our friends, lovers, and enemies: He
interprets him, he creates a character.

The telling assumption of DeLillo’s media-right reviewers is that he
is coming from the left — as if the criticism of American culture is
necessarily a Marxist plot and we’ve never heard of the activists on
the political right and their agendas for social change; as if some of
our most honored writers — I mean precisely those whom conser-
vative intellectuals charge universities with forsaking, as we go
whoring after the strange gods of minority cultures — as if Emer-
son, Thoreau, and Twain had not written savage critiques of Amer-
ica, not peripherally but centrally, as their life’s work. It is true that
DeLillo’s heroes are usually in repulsed flight from American life.
But what did Emerson say? He said: “Society” — he meant ours ~
“is a joint stock company in conspiracy against the manhood of
every one of its members.”

Should conservative intellectuals refresh their memories of
American literature, they’d find that the canonical American writ-
ers — those who conservatives say best embody American values —
are adversarial critics of our culture. The American literary way
has from the start been fiercely antinomian, suspicious, even
“paranoid,” and how interesting that key word of contemporary
jargon becomes when it characterizes the main take on our culture
from Anne Hutchinson and Emerson to Pynchon and DelLillo. The
main literary line is political, but not in the trivial didactic sense of
offering programs of renovation, or of encouraging us to go out
and “do something.” Writing in the main line in effect stands in
harsh judgment against American fiction of the last couple of de-
cades, that soft humanist underbelly of American literature: a real-
ismn of domestic setting whose characters play out their little dra-
mas of ordinary event and feeling in an America miraculously free
from the environment and disasters of contemporary technology,
untouched by racial and gender tensions, and blissfully unaware
of political power; a fiction, to be sure, cleverly veneered with
place (Tyler’s Baltimore), brand names, and other signs of ad-
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vanced consumer culture (Carver’s cube steak, his Jim Beam). In
the fashioning of such surfaces lies the entire claim of these writers
to realism. But the deep action of this kind of fiction is culturally
and historically rootless, an expression of the possibilities of
“human nature,” here, now, forever, as ever. This is realism maybe
in the old philosophical sense of the word, when they affirmed that
only the universals are real. The Jim Beam, the dope, the TV set,
the cube steak, which all make apparently authoritative ap-
pearances in Carver’s world, are not of the essence; they are mere-
ly props. In the context of recent American fiction, the reading of
DeLillo’s writing is an experience of overwhelming cultural density
— these are novels that could not have been written before the
mid-1960s. In this, their historical rigor, I suspect, lies their politi-
cal outrage: the unprecedented degree to which they prevent their
readers from gliding off into the comfortable sentiment that the
real problems of the human race have always been about what
they are today.

In the lingo of the publishing trade, White Noise was DeLillo’s
“breakthrough” book, a term I first heard applied to the novel by a
salesman from Viking who made the claim shortly after the book
was published. (In other words, when it was too early to make the
claim.) He was saying that the novel would achieve more than the
critical esteem which would “butter no parsnips,” as Robert Frost
once put it, and he turned out to be right. The novel sold much
better than DelLillo’s previous seven and in a sto:t time found
acceptance in the very place held up to satiric scrutiny in White
Noise, the place in America where serious fiction is read, discussed,
and written about. With White Noise, DeLillo has cracked the uni-
versity curriculum in American literature, more and more taking
over the slot hitherto occupied by a novelist beloved by students
and professors in the sixties and seventies, Thomas Pynchon. The
book orders of university teachers do what critical esteem cannot
do: butter the parsnips while making, sustaining, and unmaking
reputations — even of the canonical sort.

The question as to why a particular novel “breaks through” to a
mass audience is subject to very little evidence of the hard kind
and therefore to much speculation, as in the following: (1) Ours is
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a country committed to mass education, even at the higher levels,
and White Noise is a campus novel (of sorts). (2) DeLillo has pretty
assiduously stayed away from the domestic novel and the compla-
cent realism regularly featured in the New Yorker and the Atlantic,
fiction “around-the-house-and-in-the-backyard,” as he once put
it. In an age of domestic realism, writers who do not comply must
expect to pay the price. But in White Noise, DeLillo finally writes his
domestic novel (of sorts). (3) White Noise is DeLillo’s eighth novel.
To that point he was well known to reviewers and a cadre of
readers as a gifted writer who had published seven novels in the
space of a decade. By the time of White Noise, DeLillo’s career has
gathered some momentum, is poised at the edge of breakthrough,
if only he will write the right sort of novel. (4) The central event of
White Noise is an ecological disaster. Thus: an ecological novel at
the dawn of ecological consciousness. (5) The inevitable anecdotal
reports, two of which I can’t resist passing on: In a course on
contemporary fiction, one of my colleagues tells me that a student
said to him, “This is the first book in the course about me.” An-
other undergraduate tells me that he did not “read” White Noise;
he “inhaled” it.

The speculation I favor is the one about the domestic novel, a
sentimental form plied to huge profit by women novelists in Amer-
ica in the nineteenth century (Updike, Carver, and company have
learned the mode well), Anne Tyler's work being only its latest
commercial avatar. In White Noise, DelLillo deploys that popular
literary form of the private life, but only in order to have his way
with it, showing what large and nearly invisible things invade our
kitchens, the various coercive environments within which the so-
called private life is led. And yet though he insists in White Noise, as
everywhere else in his work, upon a comprehensive cultural can-
vas, and though his critical impulses here, as everywhere else in
his work, give no quarter, there remains in his fiction a space for
‘the poetry of mystery, awe, and commitment; in White Noise, a
commitment to the possibility, however laid to waste by contem-
porary forces, of domesticity as the life support we cannot do
without. The formal handles that White Noise gives its readers are
easy to grab on to; its texture is inviting, often hilariously so. But
this novel, like all of his books, is an original, and like all originals



