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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
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American literature and culture with introductory critical guides to
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
JACK SALZMAN

I

N 1959, eight years after the publication of The Catcher in the

Rye, Arthur Mizener began a Harper's magazine essay about J. D.
Salinger by noting that he was “probably the most avidly read
author of any serious pretensions of his generation.” There were
good reasons why this should be the case, Mizener commented.
Whatever limitations the work might have had — either of tech-
nique or of subject matter — within these limitations it was “the
most interesting fiction that has come along for some time.”! Al-
though, as we will see, there was little critical agreement about
what the limitations of The Catcher in the Rye may have been, there
was little disagreement with Mizener’s contention that Salinger
was the most avidly read “serious” writer of his generation. Soon
after Nine Stories appeared in April 1953, it made the New York
Times best-seller list. By 1961 sales of Catcher were reported to have
reached one and a half million copies in the United States alone.?

But Salinger’s popularity did not go unquestioned. Although
numerous scholarly articles appeared during the 1950s, and con-
tinued into the early 1960s, by 1959 at least one eminent critic,
George Steiner, had attacked what he referred to as “The Salinger
Industry”; and two years later Alfred Kazin joined in criticizing the
author he called “Everybody’s Favorite.”* At the same time, voices
very different from those of Steiner and Kazin continued to de-
nounce Salinger’s work, especially Catcher. In one of the earliest
reviews of Catcher, T. Morris Longstreth, writing in The Christian
Science Monitor for July 19, 1951, offered a view that continues to
haunt Salinger’s novel. It is a story, Longstreth began, “that is not
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fit for children to read.” For although Holden is alive and human,
he is also “preposterous, profane, and pathetic beyond belief.” It is
a matter to be feared and not taken lightly: given wide circulation,
a book like Catcher might multiply Holden’s kind — “as too easily
happens when immorality and perversion are recounted by writ-
ers of talent whose work is countenanced in the name of art or
good intentions.”4 It was not long before The Catcher in the Rye
began to be banned from high school reading lists. And more than
thirty-five years later, an editorial in the New York Times would call
attention to the force of Longstreth’s warning: parents in Boron,
California, had persuaded the school board to ban Catcher, a not
unusual occurrence. “That sort of stuff is forever happening to
‘Catcher’,” the editorial noted; according to an officer of the Amer-
ican Library Association, it is “‘a perennial No. 1 on the censorship
hit list.” ”> Yet, removed from reading lists, banned from libraries,
and increasingly ignored by critics who seem uneasy with both its
technique and its subject matter in a postmodern literary world —
critics who at times seem more interested in Salinger’s where-
abouts than in his writings® — the novel remains one of the most
popular, and more importantly one of the most read, of all works
of modern fiction.

11

For some, Salinger’s popularity may have to do with his elu-
siveness and silence. He has, after all, published no fiction since
1966, and he has steadfastly refused to talk or write about his life
(and, indeed, apparently has done all he can to keep others from
invading his privacy). But the autobiographical enterprise, the
need to find the writer in his or her work, to see fiction not as fact
or history but as autobiography, is always of dubious value. There
may well be, as one critic has written, “a public hungry to possess
the famously elusive J. D. Salinger.”” But surely the public that
continues to read The Catcher in the Rye, even that part of the public
which demands that the book not be read, is more concerned with
the fiction written than with the man in New Hampshire who may
or may not be writing more stories.

Just how much of Salinger one can find in his fiction — that is,
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how many scenes and characters have cognates in actual events
and people in Salinger’s own life — is at best unclear. (How much
of Salinger is in Holden — or in Seymour or Buddy Glass?) What is
clear is that well before the publication of Catcher on July 16, 1951,
Salinger was thinking about the type of character who would
become Holden. Just how far back the origins of Holden can be
traced is hard to determine. Although Salinger did some writing at
Valley Forge Military Academy and later at Ursinus College (where
he enrolled in 1938 but stayed only nine weeks), there is nothing
of any consequence in that work. Not long after he left Ursinus,
however, Salinger enrolled in Whit Burnett’s short-story writing
class at Columbia University. There, as a class assignment, he
wrote a short story called “The Young Folks.” There is nothing in
this work that anticipates Holden either (although at least one
critic sees in one of the characters a “thinly penciled prototype of
Sally Hayes in The Catcher in the Rye”);® but Burnett, who also was
the editor of the literary magazine Story, offered to publish it. Salin-
ger was paid twenty-five dollars, and “The Young Folks” appeared
in Story in the spring of 1940.

In November of the following year — after stories had appeared
in the University of Kansas City Review (“Go See Eddie”) and Collier’s
(“The Hang of It”) — Salinger sold what seems to have been his
first story about Holden Caulfield to The New Yorker. However, the
entry of the United States into World War II delayed publication of
the story until 1946, when it appeared as “Slight Rebellion off
Madison” in the December 21 issue. In the meantime Salinger had
been drafted into the army, where he was trained for counterin-
telligence, landed in Normandy on D-Day, took part in five cam-
paigns in Europe, and was discharged in 1945.

Several stories were published during those years, but none is of
much substance. Even “I'm Crazy,” which appeared in the De-
cember 22, 1945, issue of Collier’s, is really of consequence only
because it is the first published story to contain material that is
actually used in Catcher. Nor were the stories published immedi-
ately after Salinger’s discharge from the army significantly more
interesting. A ninety-page manuscript about Holden Caulfield was
accepted for publication by The New Yorker in 1946, but for reasons
that remain obscure it was subsequently withdrawn by Salinger.
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One of the two stories published in 1947, “The Inverted Forest” —
the other was “A Young Girl in 1941 with No Waist at All” — is of
interest now mostly because the story’s central figure, Ray Ford,
seems to foreshadow Seymour Glass in “A Perfect Day for Ba-
nanafish.”

But it was not until the publication of “Bananafish” itself, in The
New Yorker on January 31, 1948, that Salinger’s stories began to
show the consummate artistry that would make his fiction among
the most significant produced by a writer in the post—World War II
generation. In 1948, “A Perfect Day for Bananafish” was quickly
followed in the pages of The New Yorker by “Uncle Wiggily in
Connecticut” (March 20) and “Just Before the War with the
Eskimos” (June 5). The following year “The Laughing Man” ap-
peared in The New Yorker (March 19) and “Down at the Dinghy” in
the April issue of Harper’s. In 1950, perhaps the best known if not
the best story by Salinger was published, “For Esmé, With Love
and Squalor” (New Yorker, April 8); and earlier in the year, on
January 21, Samuel Goldwyn Studios released My Foolish Heart, its
disastrous version of “Uncle Wiggily.” A year and a half later, on
July 14, 1951, the New Yorker published Salinger’s intriguing story
of infidelity and self-deception, “Pretty Mouth and Green My
Eyes.” Two days later, on July 16, Little, Brown brought out The
Catcher in the Rye.

111

The earliest critical responses to Salinger’s first — and what in-
creasingly seems likely to be his only — published novel were, as
noted earlier, somewhat mixed. Some of the reviewers were clear-
ly impressed. S. N. Behrman wrote a lengthy and very favorable
review in The New Yorker, and Clifton Fadiman, on behalf of the
Book-of-the-Month Club, which had selected Catcher as its main
selection for July, wrote, “That rare miracle of fiction has again
come to pass: a human being has been created out of ink, paper,
and the imagination.” In a review that appeared in the New York
Times on the day of the novel’s publication, Nash K. Burger called
The Catcher in the Rye “an unusually brilliant first novel,” and Paul
Engle, in a review that appeared on the previous day in the Chicago
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Tribune, found it “engaging and believable,” a novel “full of right
observation and sharp insight.” Other critics were equally enthusi-
astic: Harvey Breit, in the August 1951 issue of the Atlantic,
commented that Salinger’s novel “has sufficient power and clever-
ness to make the reader chuckle and — rare indeed — even laugh
aloud”; Harold L. Roth, writing in Library Journal, noted that Sal-
inger’s novel “may be a shock to many parents who wonder about
a young man’s thoughts and actions, but its effect can be a salutary
one. An adult book (very frank) and highly recommended”; James
Yaffe, in the autumn issue of Yale Review, commented that “Salin-
ger has written a book, with life, feeling, and lightheartedness —
very rare qualities nowadays”; the critic for Time praised Salinger
for being able to “understand the adolescent mind without dis-
playing one”; Harrison Smith, in the pages of Saturday Review,
called the novel “remarkable and absorbing . . . a book to be read
thoughtfully and more than once”; and Dan Wickenden, in a re-
view titled “Clear-Sighted Boy” showed his own clear-sightedness
by calling Catcher a modern picaresque novel similar to Adventures
of Huckleberry Finn and suggesting that it too might become a
classic.?

Other reviewers were less enthusiastic. In The New Republic,
Anne L. Goodman called Catcher “a brilliant tour-de-force,” but
felt that in a writer of “Salinger’s undeniable talent one expects
something more.” Similarly, Ernest Jones, writing in The Nation,
found that although Catcher was always lively in its parts, the book
as a whole was “predictable and boring.” Virgilia Peterson, writing
in the New York Herald Tribune, expressed misgivings about Salin-
ger’s language: the novel “repeats and repeats, like an incantation,
the pseudo-natural cadences of a flat, colloquial prose which at
best, banked down and understated, has a truly moving impact
and at worst is casually obscene.” In England, where Catcher was
published in August by Hamish Hamilton, the critic for the Times
Literary Supplement also had a mixed response: Holden is “very
touching,” but “the endless stream of blasphemy and obscenity in
which he talks, credible as it is, palls after the first chapter.”!©

Even less enthusiastic were the notices that appeared in Catholic
World and Commentary. Riley Hughes, in Catholic World, adopting a
position not unlike that of T. Morris Longstreth in The Christian
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Science Monitor, condemned the novel’s “excessive use of amateur
swearing and coarse language,” which he argued made Holden’s
iconoclastic character “monotonous and phony.” Even more crit-
ical was a review by William Poster that appeared in the January
1952 issue of Commentary: “The ennui, heartburn, and weary re-
vulsions of The Catcher in the Rye,” Poster wrote, “are the inevitable
actions, not of an adolescent, however disenchanted, but of a well-
paid satirist with a highly developed technique, no point of view,
and no target to aim at but himself.”!!

v

The initial critical response to Catcher in the Rye, then, certainly was
not remarkable. The few critics who regarded the novel as “a
brilliant performance and in its own way just about flawless”!2
were more than offset by reviewers who had serious reservations
about the novel’s worth. But the book sold well, if not remarkably
so. Within two weeks of its publication, The Catcher in the Rye made
its way on to the New York Times best-seller list, where it remained
for almost thirty weeks. During this time, however, it never moved
higher than fourth place, and failed to attain the success of Her-
man Wouk’s The Caine Mutiny, James Jones's From Here to Eternity,
James Michener’s Return to Paradise, or Nicholas Monsarrat’s The
Cruel Sea. On March 2, 1952, Catcher made its last appearance on
the list, in twelfth place.!?

Even after The Catcher in the Rye lost its position on the best-seller
list, Salinger was not long out of the public eye (though he would
try to become so by moving from Westport, Connecticut, to the
more private surroundings of Cornish, New Hampshire). On April
6, 1953, a little more than a year after Catcher’s disappearance from
the best-seller list, Little, Brown brought out the first collection of
Salinger’s short fiction, Nine Stories (all previously published, and
all but two — “Down at the Dinghy” and “De Daumier-Smith’s Blue
Period” — having originally appeared in The New Yorker).'* Again,
the critical response was somewhat uneven. A few critics com-
plained that however great their insight, the stories were “little
more than specialized reporting” or thought Salinger guilty of “a
dodging of issues.” But, in an important review in the New York
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Times, Eudora Welty praised the collection, noting especially Salin-
ger’s ability to honor with a loving heart “what is unique and
precious in each person on earth.” Welty’s endorsement was
joined by such highly regarded literary critics as Gilbert Highet
(“There is not a failure in the book; I would rather read a collec-
tion like this than many a novel which is issued with more fan-
fare.”) and Arthur Mizener (unlike Catcher, Nine Stories has “a
controlling intention which is at once complex enough for Mr.
Salinger’s awareness and firm enough to give it purpose”), as well
as by critics for Kirkus and the Chicago Sun Tribune.'> It was not
long before Nine Stories was on the best-seller list, where it stayed
among the top twenty books for three months.

At the same time, The Catcher in the Rye was attracting new
audiences. By 1954 the novel was not only available in translation
in Denmark, Germany, France, Israel, Italy, Japan, Sweden,
Switzerland, and the Netherlands; even more significantly, it was
made available in paperback by the New American Library, there-
by beginning Catcher’s long involvement with high school and
college students.'é Yet despite his increasing popularity — or per-
haps because of it — Salinger continued to shy away from any
encounter with his widening audience. He not only insisted that
his picture be removed from the jacket of the Little, Brown edition
of Catcher; he also refused to comment on either his marriage to
Claire Douglas on February 17, 1955, or on the birth of their
daughter, Margaret Ann, in December of that year.

What Salinger did do was write more stories. “Franny” and
“Raise High the Roof Beam, Carpenters” both appeared in The New
Yorker in 1955 (on January 29 and November 19, respectively).
“Zooey” was published two years later (The New Yorker, May 4,
1957) and “Seymour: An Introduction” two years after that (The
New Yorker, June 6, 1959). In 1960, a son, Matthew, was born to
the Salingers. The following year, on September 14, Franny and
Zooey was published. Within two weeks, 125,000 copies had been
sold, and for six months the thin volume remained on the New
York Times best-seller list. Yet, despite his popularity, Salinger’s
world was becoming increasingly unsettled.

For some, Salinger’s obsession with Eastern philosophy was a
clear indication of his troubled state; for others, the end of his



