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Editor’s Note

This volume reprints what the editor considers to be a representa-
tive selection of the best criticism devoted to Nathanael West’s fiction. It
opens with the editor’s “Introduction,” which reads Miss Lonelyhearts in
particular, and West’s other novels by extension, as involuntary instances
of what Gershom Scholem termed Jewish Gnosticism. The chronological
sequence of the book begins by reprinting Stanley Edgar Hyman’s pam-
phlet on West, which remains the best critical overview of West’s
achievement.

W. H. Auden’s darkly witty analysis of the spiritual malaise he
called “West’s Disease,” is followed by Alvin B. Kernan’s brilliant reading
of The Day of the Locust in the full context of the satiric tradition, upon
which Kernan is the recognized authority. Daniel Aaron’s wise meditation
upon West sets him accurately in the context of his literary contemporaries
and is followed by a spirited brief analysis of the apocalyptic tendency in
West by R. W. B. Lewis. With the study by Max F. Schulz of West's
oxymoronic “desperate detachment,” another perspective enters, one which
compels us to see West as the very involuntary ancestor of the Jewish-
American novelists who have arrived in his wake.

Jay Martin, West's biographer, follows with a definitive account of
the origins of West’s fiction in the composition of The Dream Life of Balso
Snell. This is supplemented by T. R. Steiner’s reading of A Cool Million,
West's other “minor” novel. A first fuller consideration of West's master-
piece, Miss Lonelyhearts, is provided by Miles D. Orvell, whose very
different view of “messianic sexuality” in the book contrasts usefully with
that given by the editor in his introductory assessment.

Max Apple, a superb comic novelist who is one of West's legiti-
mate heirs, strikingly juxtaposes West with the Soviet Jewish writer [saac
Babel. With James F. Light's essay, we return to the genre of satire, and to
its varieties as manifested in West’s work. Jeffrey L. Duncan’s investigation
of Miss Lonelyhearts as a vision of the disorder of language is comple-
mented by Deborah Wyrick’s account of a conscious Dadaist disordering in
the collage structure of Balso Snell. In the volume’s final essay, John Keyes
studies The Day of the Locust as a commentary upon the American popular
culture of its time. In a sense, that commentary returns us to the problem-
atics of my “Introduction,” which reads Miss Lonelyhearts as a late,

unknowing heir of what might be called the heretical Jewish popular
culture of earlier centuries.
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Introduction

|

Nathanael West, who died in an automobile accident in 1940 at the age
of thirty-seven, wrote one remorseless masterpiece, Miss Lonelyhearts (1933).
Despite some astonishing sequences, The Day of the Locust (1939) is an
overpraised work, a waste of West’s genius. Of the two lesser fictions, The
Dream Life of Balso Snell (1931) is squalid and dreadful, with occasional
passages of a rancid power, while A Cool Million (1934), though an
outrageous parody of American picaresque, is a permanent work of Ameri-
can satire and seems to me underpraised. To call West uneven is therefore
a litotes; he is a wild medley of magnificent writing and inadequate
writing, except in Miss Lonelyhearts which excels The Sun Also Rises, The
Great Gatsby and even Sanctuary as the perfected instance of a negative
vision in modern American fiction. The greatest Faulkner, of The Sound
and the Fury, As I Lay Dying, Absalom, Absalom! and Light in August, is the
only American writer of prose fiction in this century who can be said to
have surpassed Miss Lonelyhearts. West's spirit lives again in The Crying of
Lot 49 and some sequences in Gravity’s Rainbow, but the negative
sublimity of Miss Lonelyhearts proves to be beyond Pynchon’s reach, or
perhaps his ambition.

West, born Nathan Weinstein, is a significant episode in the long
and tormented history of Jewish Gnosticism. The late Gershom Scholem’s
superb essay, “Redemption Through Sin,” in his The Messianic Idea in
Judaism, is the best commentary I know upon Miss Lonelyhearts. 1 once
attempted to convey this to Scholem, who shrugged West off, quite
properly from Scholem’s viewpoint, when I remarked to him that West
was manifestly a Jewish anti-Semite, and admitted that there were no
allusions to Jewish esotericism or Kabbalah in his works. Nevertheless, for
the stance of literary criticism, Jewish Gnosticism, as defined by Scholem,
is the most illuminating context in which to study West’s novels. It is a
melancholy paradox that West, who did not wish to be Jewish in any way
at all, remains the most indisputably Jewish writer yet to appear in
America, a judgment at once aesthetic and moral. Nothing by Bellow,
Malamud, Philip Roth, Mailer, or Ozick can compare to Miss Lonelyhearts
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as an achievement. West's Jewish heir, if he has one, may be Harold
Brodkey, whose recent Women and Angels, excerpted from his immense
novel-in-progress, can be regarded as another powerful instance of Jewish
Gnosis, free of West’s hatred of his own Jewishness.

Stanley Edgar Hyman, in his pamphlet on West (1962), concluded
that, “His strength lay in his vulgarity and bad taste, his pessimism, his
nastiness.” Hyman remains West’s most useful critic, but I would amend
this by observing that these qualities in West’s writing emanate from a
negative theology, spiritually authentic, and given aesthetic dignity by the
force of West’s eloquent negations. West, like his grandest creation, Shrike,
is a rhetorician of the abyss, in the tradition of Sabbatian nihilism that
Scholem has expounded so masterfully. One thinks of ideas such as “the
violation of the Torah has become its fulfillment, just as a grain of wheat
must rot in the earth” or such as Jacob Frank’s; “We are all now under the
obligation to enter the abyss.” The messianic intensity of the Sabbatians
and Frankists results in a desperately hysterical and savage tonality which
prophesies West’s authentically religious book, Miss Lonelyhearts, a work
profoundly Jewish but only in its negations, particularly the negation of
the normative Judaic assumption of total sense in everything, life and text
alike. Miss Lonelyhearts takes place in the world of Freud, where the
fundamental assumption is that everything already has happened, and that
nothing can be made new because total sense has been achieved, but then
repressed or negated. Negatively Jewish, the book is also negatively Amer-
ican. Miss Lonelyhearts is a failed Walt Whitman (hence the naming of
the cripple as Peter Doyle, Whitman’s pathetic friend) and a fallen Ameri-
can Adam to Shrike'’s very American Satan. Despite the opinions of later
critics, I continue to find Hyman’s argument persuasive, and agree with
*him that the book’s psychosexuality is marked by a repressed homosexual
relation between Shrike and Miss Lonelyhearts. Hyman’s Freudian obser-
vation that all the suffering in the book is essentially female seems valid,
reminding us that Freud’s “feminine masochism” is mostly encountered among
men, according to Freud himself. Shrike, the butcherbird impaling his
victim, Miss Lonelyhearts, upon the thomns of Christ, is himself as much
an instance of “feminine masochism” as his victim. If Miss Lonelyhearts is
close to pathological frenzy, Shrike is also consumed by religious hysteria,
by a terrible nostalgia for God.

The book’s bitter stylistic negation results in a spectacular verbal
economy, in which literally every sentence is made to count, in more
than one sense of “count.” Freud's “negation” involves a cognitive return
of the repressed, here through West's self-projection as Shrike, spit out but
not disavowed. The same Freudian process depends upon an affective
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continuance of repression, here by West’s self-introjection as Miss
Lonelyhearts, at once West’s inability to believe and his disavowed failure
to love. Poor Miss Lonelyhearts, who receives no other name throughout
the book, has been destroyed by Shrike’s power of Satanic rhetoric before
the book even opens. But then Shrike has destroyed himself first, for no
one could withstand the sustained horror of Shrike’s impaling rhetoric,
which truly can be called West's horror:

“I am a great saint,” Shrike cried, “I can walk on my own water.
Haven't you ever heard of Shrike's Passion in the Luncheonette, or the
Agony in the Soda Fountain? Then I compared the wounds in Christ's
body to the mouths of a miraculous purse in which we deposit the small
change of our sins. It is indeed an excellent conceit. But now let us
consider the holes in our own bodies and into what these congenital
wounds open. Under the skin of man is a wondrous jungle where veins
like lush tropical growths hang along over-ripe organs and weed-like
entrails writhe in squirming tangles of red and yellow. In this jungle,
flitting from rock-gray lungs to golden intestines, from liver to lights and
back to liver again, lives a bird called the soul. The Catholic hunts this
bird with bread and wine, the Hebrew with a golden ruler, the Protestant
on leaden feet with leaden words, the Buddhist with gestures, the Negro
with blood. I spit on them all. Phooh! And I call upon you to spit.
Phooh! Do you stuff birds? No, my dears, taxidermy is not religion. No!
A thousand times no. Better, I say unto you, better a live bird in the
jungle of the body than two stuffed birds on the library table.”

I have always associated this great passage with what is central to
West: the messianic longing for redemption, through sin if necessary.
West’s humor is almost always apocalyptic, in a mode quite original with
him, though so influential since his death that we have difficulty seeing
how strong the originality was. Originality, even in comic writing, be-
comes a difficulty. How are we to read the most cutrageous of the letters

sent to Miss Lonelyhearts, the one written by the sixteen-year-old girl
without a nose?

I sit and look at myself all day and cry. I have a big hole in the middle of my
face that scares people even myself so I cant blame the boys for not wanting to
take me out. My mother loves me, but she crys terrible when she looks at me.
What did I do to deserve such a terrible bad fate? Even if I did do some
bad things I didnt do any before I was a year old and I was bom this way. I
asked Papa and he says he doesnt know, but that maybe I did something in the
other world before I was born or that maybe I was being punished for his sins. 1
dont believe that because he is a very nice man. Ought I commit suicide?
Sincerely yours,

Desperate
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Defensive laughter is a complex reaction to grotesque suffering. In
his 1928 essay on humor, Freud concluded that the above-the-I, the
superego, speaks kindly words of comfort to the intimidated ego, and this
speaking is humor, which Freud calls “the triumph of narcissism, the
ego’s victorious assertion of its own invulnerability.” Clearly, Freud's
“humor” does not include the Westian mode. Reading Desperate’s “What
did I do to deserve such a terrible bad fate?,” our ego knows that it is
defeated all the time, or at least is vulnerable to undeserved horror. West’s
humor has no liberating element whatsoever, but is the humor of a

vertigo ill-balanced on the edge of what ancient Gnosticism called the
kenoma, the cosmological emptiness.

11

Shrike, West’s superb Satanic tempter, achieves his apotheosis at the
novel’s midpoint, the eighth of its fifteen tableaux, accurately titled “Miss
Lonelyhearts in the Dismal Swamp.” As Miss Lonelyhearts, sick with
despair, lies in bed, the drunken Shrike bursts in, shouting his greatest
rhetorical setpiece, certainly the finest tirade in modem American fiction.
Cataloging the methods that Miss Lonelyhearts might employ to escape
out of the Dismal Swamp, Shrike begins with a grand parody of the later
D. H. Lawrence, in which the vitalism of The Plumed Serpent and The Man

Who Died is carried into a gorgeous absurdity, a heavy sexuality that masks
Shrike’s Satanic fears of impotence:

You are fed up with the city and its teeming millions. The ways and
means of men, as getting and lending and spending, you lay waste your
inner world, are too much with you. The bus takes too long, while the
subway is always crowded. So what do you do? So you buy a farm and
walk behind your horse’s moist behind, no collar or tie, plowing your
broad swift acres. As you turn up the rich black soil, the wind carries the
smell of pine and dung across the fields and the rhythm of an old, old
work enters your soul. To this thythm, you sow and weep and chivy your
kine, not kin or kind, between the pregnant rows of tomn and taters.
Your step becomes the heavy sexual step of a dance-drunk Indian and

you tread the seed down into the female earth. You plant, not dragon’s
teeth, but beans and greens. .

Confronting only silence, Shrike proceeds to parody the Melville
of Typee and Omoo, and also Somerset Maugham’s version of Gauguin in
The Moon and Sixpence:

You live in a thatch hut with the daughter of a king, a slim young
maiden in whose eyes is an ancient wisdom. Her breasts are golden
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speckled pears, her belly a melon, and her odor is like nothing so much as
a jungle fem. In the evening, on the blue lagoon, under the silvery
moon, to yout love you croon in the soft sylabelew and vocabelew of her
langorour tongorour. Your body is golden brown like hers, and tourists
have need of the indignant finger of the missionary to point you out.
They envy you your breech clout and carefree laugh and little brown
bride and fingers instead of forks. But you don’t return their envy, and
when a beautiful society gitl comes to your hut in the night, seeking to
learn the secret of your happiness, you send her back to her yacht that
hangs on the horizon like a nervous racehorse. And so you dream away
the days, fishing, hunting, dancing, kissing, and picking flowers to twine
in your hair. . . .

As Shrike says, this is a played-out mode, but his savage gusto in

rendering it betrays his hatred of the religion of art, of the vision that sought
a salvation in imaginative literature. What ‘Shrike goes on to chant is an
even mote effective parody of the literary stances West rejected. Though
Shrike calls it “Hedonism,” the curious amalgam here of Hemingway and
Ronald Firbank, with touches of Fitzgerald and the earlier Aldous Huxley,

might better be named an aesthetic stoicism:

“You dedicate your life to the pursuit of pleasure. No overindulgence,
mind you, but knowing that your body is a pleasure machine, you treat it
carefully in order to get the most out of it. Golf as well as booze,
Philadelphia Jack O'Brien and his chestweights as well as Spanish danc-
ers. Nor do you neglect the pleasures of the mind. You fornicate under
pictures by Matisse and Picasso, you drink from Renaissance glassware,
and often you spend an evening beside the fireplace with Proust and an
apple. Alas, after much good fun, the day comes when you realize that
soon you must die. You keep a stiff upper lip and decide to give a last
party. You invite all your old mistresses, trainers, artists and boon
companions. The guests are dressed in black, the waiters are coons, the
table is a coffin carved for you by Eric Gill. You serve caviar and
blackberries and licorice candy and coffee without cream. After the
dancing girls have finished, you get to your feet and call for silence in
order to explain your philosophy of life. ‘Life,’ you say, ‘is a club where
they won't stand for squawks, where they deal you only one hand and
you must sit in. So even if the cards are cold and marked by the hand
of fate, play up, play up like a gentleman and a sport. Get tanked,
grab what’s on the buffet, use the girls upstairs, but remember, when
you throw box cars, take the curtain like a dead game sport, don't
squawk.’ ", . .

Even this is only preparatory to Shrike’s bitterest phase in his

tirade, an extraordinary send-up of High Aestheticism proper, of Pater,

George Moore, Wilde and the earlier W. B. Yeats:
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Art! Be an artist or a writer. When you are cold, warm yourself before
the flaming tints of Titian, when you are hungry, nourish yourself with
great spiritual foods by listening to the noble periods of Bach, the
harmonies of Brahms and the thunder of Beethoven. Do you think there
is anything in the fact that their names all begin with a B? But don’t take
a chance, smoke a 3 B pipe, and remember these immortal lines: When to
the suddenness of melody the echo parting falls the failing day. What a
thythm! Tell them to keep their society whotes and pressed duck with
oranges. For you l'art vivant, the living art, as you call it. Tell them that
you know that your shoes are broken and that there are pimples on
your face, yes, and that you have buck teeth and a club foot, but that
you don't care, for to-morrow they are playing Beethoven'’s last quartets

in Camegie Hall and at home you have Shakespeare’s plays in one
volume.

That last sentence, truly and deliciously Satanic, is one of West’s
greatest triumphs, but he surpasses it in the ultimate Shrikean rhapsody,
after Shrike’s candid avowal: “God alone is our escape.” With marvelous
appropriateness, West makes this at once the ultimate Miss Lonelyhearts
letter, and also Shrike’s most Satanic self-identification, in the form of a
letter to Christ dictated for Miss Lonelyhearts by Shrike, who speaks
absolutely for both of them:

Dear Miss Lonelyhearts of Miss Lonelyhearts—

I am twenty-six years old and in the newspaper game. Life for me is a
desert empty of comfort. I cannot find pleasure in food, drink, or women—nor
do the arts give me joy any longer. The Leopard of Discontent walks the streets
of my city; the Lion of Discouragement crouches outside the walls of my
citadel. All is desolation and a vexation of spirit. I feel like hell. How can I
believe, how can I have faith in this day and age? Is it true that the greatest
scientists believe again in you?

I read your column and like it very much. There you once wrote:
‘When the salt has lost its savowr, who shall savour it again?’ Is the answer:
‘None but the Saviour?’

Thanking you very much for a quick reply, I remain yours truly,
A Regular Subscriber

“] feel like hell,” the Miltonic “Myself am Hell;” is Shrike’s credo,
and West's.

I

What is the relation of Shrike to West’s rejected Jewishness? The question
may seem illegitimate to many admirers of West, but it acquires consider-
able force in the context of the novel’s sophisticated yet unhistorical
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Gnosticism. The way of nihilism means, according to Scholem, “to free
oneself of all laws, conventions, and religions, to adopt every conceivable
attitude and to reject it, and to follow one’s leader step for step into the
abyss.” Scholem is paraphrasing the demonic Jacob Frank, an eighteenth
century Jewish Shrike who brought the Sabbatian messianic movement to
its final degradation. Frank would have recognized something of his own

negations and nihilistic fervor in the closing passages that form a pattern
in West’s four novels:-

His body screamed and shouted as it marched and uncoiled; then, with
one heaving shout of triumph, it fell back quiet.

The army that a moment before had been thundering in his body
retreated slowly—victorious, relieved.

(The Dream Life of Balso Snell)

While they were struggling, Betty came in through the street door.
She called to them to stop and started up the stairs. The cripple
saw her cutting off his escape and tried to get rid of the package. He
pulled his hand out. The gun ingide the package exploded and Miss
Lonelyhearts fell, dragging the cripple with him. They both rolled part of
the way down the staits.

(Miss Lonelyhearts)

“Alas, Lemuel Pitkin himself did not have this chance, but instead was
dismantled by the enemy. His teeth were pulled out. His eye was gouged
from his head. His thumb was removed. His scalp was torn away. His
leg was cut off. And, finally, he was shot through the heart.

“But he did not live or die in vain. Through his martyrdom the
National Revolutionary Party triumphed, and by that triumph this country
was delivered from sophistication, Marxism and International Capital-
ism. Through the National Revolution its people were purged of
alien diseases and America became again American.”

“Hail the martyrdom in the Bijou Theater!” roar Shagpoke’s
youthful hearers when he is finished.

“Hail, Lemuel Pitkin!”

“All hail, the American Boy!”

(A Cool Million)

He was carried through the exit to the back street and lifted into a police
car. The siren began to scream and at first he thought he was making the
noise himself. He felt his lips with his hands. They were clamped tight.
He knew then it was the siren. For some reason this made him laugh and
he began to imitate the siren as loud as he could.

(The Day of the Locust)
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All four passages mutilate the human image, the image of God that
normative Jewish tradition associates with our origins. “Our forefathers
were always talking, only what good did it do them and what did they
accomplish? But we are under the burden of silence,” Jacob Frank said.
What Frank’s and West’s forefathers always talked about was the ultimate
forefather, Adam, who would have enjoyed the era of the Messiah, had he
not sinned. West retains of tradition only the emptiness of the fallen
image, the scattered spark of creation. The screaming and falling body,
torn apart and maddened into a siren-like laughter, belongs at once to the
American Surrealist poet, Balso Snell; the American Horst Wessel, poor
Lemuel Pitkin; to Miss Lonelyhearts, the Whitmanian American Christ;
and to Tod Hackett, painter of the American apocalypse. All are nihilis-
tic versions of the mutilated image of God, or of what the Jewish Gnostic
visionary, Nathan of Gaza, called the “thought-less” or nihilizing light.

I\Y

West was a prophet of American violence, which he saw as augmenting
progressively throughout our history. His satirical genius, for all its au-
thentic and desperate range, has been defeated by American reality.
Shagpoke Whipple, the Calvin Coolidge-like ex-President who becomes
the American Hitler in A Cool Million, talks in terms that West intended
a§ extravagant, but that now can be read all but daily in our newspapers.

Here is Shagpoke at his best, urging us to hear what the dead Lemuel
Pitkin has to tell us:

Of what is it that he speaks! Of the right of every American boy to go
into the world and there receive fair play and a chance to make his
fortune by industry and probity without being laughed at or conspired
against by sophisticated aliens.

I tumn to today’s New York Times (March 29, 1985) and find there
the text of a speech given by our President: )
But may I just pause here for a second and tell you about a couple of
fellows who came to see me the other day, young men. In 1981, just four
years ago, they started a business with only a thousand dollars between
them and everyone told them they were crazy. Last year their business
did a million and a half dollars and they expect to do two and a half
million this yeay. And part of it was because they had the wit to use their

names productively. Their business is using their names, the Cain and
Abell electric business.
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Reality may have triumphed over poor West, but only because he,
doubtless as a ghost, inspired or wrote these Presidential remarks. The
Times reports, sounding as dead-pan as Shrike, on the same page (B4),
that the young entrepreneurs brought a present to Mr. Reagan. “ ‘We gave
him a company jacket with Cain and Abell, Inc. on it,” Mr. Cain said.”
Perhaps West's ghost now writes not only Shagpokian speeches, but the
very text of reality in our America.
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Nathanael West

Nathanael West was born Nathan
Weinstein in New York City on October 17, 1903, the child of Jewish
immigrants from Russia. His mother, Anna Wallenstein Weinstein, came
of a cultivated family, and had been a beautiful girl, courted in Europe by
the painter Maurice Stern. As a housewife she turned stout and bossy.
West’s father, Max Weinstein, a building contractor, was slight, kind, and
shy. Of West’s two sisters, the elder, Hinda, somewhat resembled the
mother, and the younger, Lorraine (called Laura), was more like the
father. West was particularly devoted to his father, and so close to his
younger sister that in later life he repeatedly said he could never marry less
fine a woman than his sister Laura.

The boy West attended P.S. 81 and P.S. 10, both in Manhattan,
where he showed no academic distinction. He was a thin, awkward, and
ungainly child. Summers he went to Camp Paradox in the Adirondacks,
and a former counselor remembers him as “a quiet chap and not much of a
mixer.” Baseball was his passion, although he tended to daydream in the
outfield. When a fly ball hit him on the head and bounced off for a home
‘run, he got the nickname, “Pep,” that stayed with him all his life.

Otherwise West seems to have spent most of his time reading. If his
sisters’ recollection can be trusted, he read Tolstoi at ten, and by thirteen
he was familiar with Dostoevski and other Russian literature, Flaubert,
and Henry James. He trained his bull terrier to bite anyone who came into
his room when he was reading. After his graduation from P.S. 10, West
enrolled at De Witt Clinton High School, where he soon distinguished

From Nathanael West: University of Minnesota Pamphlets on American Writers 21. Copyright
© 1962 by University of Minnesota.



