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Preface

erence Quarterly, the Contemporary Literary Criticism (CLC) series provides readers with critical commentary and

general information on more than 3,000 authors from 91 countries now living or who died after December 31, 1999.
Before the publication of the first volume of CLC in 1973, there was no ongoing digest monitoring scholarly and popular
sources of critical opinion and explication of modern literature. CLC, therefore, has fulfilled an essential need, particularly
since the complexity and variety of contemporary literature makes the function of criticism especially necessary to today’s
reader.

Named “one of the twenty-five most distinguished reference titles published during the past twenty-five years” by Ref-

Scope of the Series

CLC is designed to serve as an introduction to authors of the twenty-first century. Volumes published from 1973 through
1999 covered authors who died after December 31, 1959. Since January 2000, the series has covered authors who are living
or who died after December 31, 1999; those who died between 1959 and 2000 are now included in Twentieth-Century Liter-
ary Criticism. There is minimal duplication of content between series.

Authors are selected for inclusion for a variety of reasons, among them the publication or production of a critically ac-
claimed new work, the reception of a major literary award, revival of interest in past writings, or the adaptation of a literary
work to film or television.

Attention is also given to several other groups of writers—authors of considerable public interest—about whose work criti-
cism is often difficult to locate. These include mystery and science-fiction writers, literary and social critics, world authors,
and authors who represent particular ethnic groups.

Each CLC volume contains individual essays and reviews selected from hundreds of review periodicals, general magazines,
scholarly journals, monographs, and books. Entries include critical evaluations spanning an author’s career from its inception
to current commentary. Interviews, feature articles, and other works that offer insight into the author’s works are also pre-
sented. Students, teachers, librarians, and researchers will find that the general critical and biographical material in CLC pro-
vides them with vital information required to write a term paper, analyze a poem, or lead a book discussion group. In addition,
complete bibliographical citations note the original source and all of the information necessary for a term paper footnote or
bibliography.

CLC is part of the survey of criticism and world literature that is contained in Gale’s Twentieth-Century Literary Criticism
(TCLC), Nineteenth-Century Literature Criticism (NCLC), Literature Criticism from 1400 to 1800 (LC), Shakespearean
Criticism (SC), and Classical and Medieval Literature Criticism (CMLC).

Organization of the Book

A CLC entry consists of the following elements:

®  The Author Heading cites the name under which the author most commonly wrote, followed by birth and death
dates. If the author wrote consistently under a pseudonym, the pseudonym will be listed in the author heading and
the author’s actual name given in parentheses on the first line of the biographical and critical information. Also lo-
cated here are any name variations under which an author wrote, including transliterated forms for authors whose
native languages use nonroman alphabets. Uncertain birth or death dates are indicated by question marks. Single-
work entries are preceded by a heading that consists of the most common form of the title in English translation (if
applicable) and the author’s name.

vii



®  The Introduction contains background information that introduces the reader to the author, work, or topic that is the
subject of the entry.

®m The list of Principal Works is ordered chronologically by date of first publication and lists the most important
works by the author. The genre and publication information of each work is given. In the case of works not pub-
lished in English, a translation of the title is provided as an aid to the reader; the translation is a published translated
title or a free translation provided by the compiler of the entry. As a further aid to the reader, a list of Principal
English Translations is provided for authors who did not publish in English; the list selects those translations most
commonly considered the best by critics. Unless otherwise indicated, plays are dated by first performance, not first
publication, and the location of the first performance is given, if known. Lists of Representative Works discussed
in the entry appear with topic entries.

m  Reprinted Criticism is arranged chronologically in each entry to provide a useful perspective on changes in critical
evaluation over time. The critic’s name and the date of composition or publication of the critical work are given at
the beginning of each piece of criticism. Unsigned criticism is preceded by the title of the source in which it
appeared. All titles by the author featured in the text are printed in boldface type. Footnotes are reprinted at the end
of each essay or excerpt. In the case of excerpted criticism, only those footnotes that pertain to the excerpted texts
are included. Criticism in topic entries is arranged chronologically under a variety of subheadings to facilitate the
study of different aspects of the topic.

m A complete Bibliographical Citation of the original essay or book precedes each piece of criticism. Citations con-
form to recommendations set forth in the Modern Language Association of America’s MLA Handbook for Writers of
Research Papers, Tth ed. (2009).

®  Critical essays are prefaced by brief Annotations describing each piece.
B Whenever possible, a recent Author Interview accompanies each entry.

B An annotated bibliography of Further Reading appears at the end of each entry and suggests resources for addi-
tional study. In some cases, significant essays for which the editors could not obtain reprint rights are included here.
Boxed material following the list provides references to other biographical and critical sources on the author in se-
ries published by Gale.

Indexes

A Cumulative Author Index lists all of the authors who have appeared in a wide variety of reference sources published by
Gale, including CLC. A complete list of these sources is found facing the first page of the Author Index. The index also
includes birth and death dates and cross references between pseudonyms and actual names.

A Cumulative Topic Index lists the literary themes and topics treated in the series as well as in Classical and Medieval Lit-
erature Criticism, Literature Criticism from 1400 to 1800, Nineteenth-Century Literature Criticism, Twentieth-Century Liter-
ary Criticism, Drama Criticism, Poetry Criticism, Short Story Criticism, and Children’s Literature Review.

A Cumulative Nationality Index lists all authors featured in CLC by nationality, followed by the number of the CLC volume in
which their entries appear.

An alphabetical Title Index accompanies each volume of CLC. Listings of titles by authors covered in the given volume are
followed by the author’s name and the corresponding page numbers where the titles are discussed. English translations of
titles published in other languages and variations of titles are cross-referenced to the title under which a work was originally
published. Titles of novels, plays, nonfiction books, and poetry, short-story, or essay collections are printed in italics, while
individual poems, short stories, and essays are printed in roman type within quotation marks.

In response to numerous suggestions from librarians, Gale also produces a paperbound edition of the CLC cumulative title
index. This annual cumulation, which alphabetically lists all titles reviewed in the series, is available to all customers. Addi-
tional copies of this index are available upon request. Librarians and patrons will welcome this separate index: it saves shelf
space, is easy to use, and is recyclable upon receipt of the next edition.
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Citing Contemporary Literary Criticism

When citing criticism reprinted in the Literary Criticism Series, students should provide complete bibliographic information so
that the cited essay can be located in the original print or electronic source. Students who quote directly from reprinted criticism
may use any accepted bibliographic format, such as Modern Language Association (MLA) style or University of Chicago Press
style. Both the MLA and the University of Chicago formats are acceptable and recognized as being the current standards for
citations. It is important, however, to choose one format for all citations; do not mix the two formats within a list of citations.

The examples below follow recommendations for preparing a works cited list set forth in the Modern Language Association
of America’s MLA Handbook for Writers of Research Papers, 7th ed. (New York: MLA, 2009. Print); the first example per-
tains to material drawn from periodicals, the second to material reprinted from books:

James, Harold. “Narrative Engagement with Aronement and The Blind Assassin.” Philosophy and Literature 29.1 (2005):
130-45. Rpt. in Contemporary Literary Criticism. Ed. Jeffrey W. Hunter. Vol. 246. Detroit: Gale, 2008. 188-95. Print.

Wesley, Marilyn C. “Anne Hebert: The Tragic Melodramas.” Canadian Women Writing Fiction. Ed. Mickey Pearlman. Jack-
son: UP of Mississippi, 1993. 41-52. Rpt. in Contemporary Literary Criticism. Ed. Jeffrey W. Hunter. Vol. 246. Detroit:
Gale, 2008. 276-82. Print.

The examples below follow recommendations for preparing a works cited list set forth in The Chicago Manual of Style, 16th
ed. (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2010); the first example pertains to material drawn from periodicals, the sec-
ond to material reprinted from books:

James, Harold. “Narrative Engagement with Atonement and The Blind Assassin.” Philosophy and Literature 29, no. 1 (April
2005): 130-45. Reprinted in Contemporary Literary Criticism. Vol. 246, edited by Jeffrey W. Hunter, 188-95. Detroit: Gale,
2008.

Wesley, Marilyn C. “Anne Hebert: The Tragic Melodramas.” In Canadian Women Writing Fiction, edited by Mickey Pearl-
man, 41-52. Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 1993. Reprinted in Contemporary Literary Criticism. Vol. 246, edited
by Jeffrey W. Hunter, 276-82. Detroit: Gale, 2008.

Suggestions Are Welcome

Readers who wish to suggest new features, topics, or authors to appear in future volumes, or who have other suggestions or
comments are cordially invited to call, write, or fax the Product Manager:

Product Manager, Literary Criticism Series
Gale
Cengage Learning
27500 Drake Road
Farmington Hills, MI 48331-3535
1-800-347-4253 (GALE)
Fax: 248-699-8884
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Ragtime
E. L. Doctorow

(Full name Edgar Laurence Doctorow) American novelist,
short-story writer, essayist, playwright, and screenwriter.

The following entry provides criticism of Doctorow’s novel
Ragtime (1975). For additional information about Doc-
torow, see CLC, Volumes 6, 11, 15, 18, 37, 113, 214, and
324 for additional information about the novel World'’s
Fair, see CLC, Volume 44; for additional information
about the novel Billy Bathgate, see CLC, Volume 65.

INTRODUCTION

Published in 1975, Ragtime is widely regarded as the novel
that established E. L. Doctorow (1931- ) as a critically
significant author. In the words of the literary scholar Fred-
ric Jameson (1984; see Further Reading), it offers “a pano-
rama of the first two decades of the century,” commenting
on such diverse developments as the Mexican Revolution
(1910-20), the popularization of the automobile, and the
rise of socialism in the United States. As in Doctorow’s
earlier works, fact and fiction are interwoven in Ragtime.
Doctorow tells the story using a small cast of fictional char-
acters whose lives intersect with those of recognizable his-
torical figures, who experience imagined encounters: Henry
Ford and J. P. Morgan meet for lunch and form a secret
Egyptology club; Sigmund Freud and Carl Jung visit the
Tunnel of Love at Coney Island; and Harry Houdini per-
forms aerial stunts for Archduke Franz Ferdinand and
Countess Sophie of Hohenberg. Doctorow’s treatment of
these famous personages polarized early reviewers of Rag-
time, some of whom dismissed the appearances of Ford,
Freud, and others as tasteless or cartoonish. Critical dis-
course subsequently shifted from assessing the novel’s mer-
its to understanding it in the broader context of American
and European historical fiction. Discussions of Ragtime
frequently focus on its borrowings from Heinrich von
Kleist’s 1810 short story “Michael Kohlhaas,” which furn-
ished the basic plot of injustice and revenge that dominates
the novel’s second half. Ragtime has also been described by
Doctorow, among others, as a Postmodern novel that aims
to correct or subvert the “official” history presented in text-
books and scholarly works.

PLOT AND MAJOR CHARACTERS

Ragtime follows the fortunes of three American families
from 1902 to the outbreak of World War I in 1914. The
first characters to appear are a wealthy fireworks manufac-
turer and his wife, known throughout as Father and Mother,

and their unnamed young son, all of whom reside in New
Rochelle, just outside of New York City. Subsequent chap-
ters introduce Tateh and his daughter, known as “the little
girl,” impoverished Latvian Jewish immigrants who live on
New York City’s Lower East Side, and Coalhouse Walker
Jr,, an African American concert pianist. Of the novel’s
various protagonists’ accounts, Tateh’s story bears the clos-
est resemblance to the American dream as traditionally
construed. Eager to provide a better life for his daughter,
he manages to parlay his talent as a maker of flipbooks into
a lucrative career. At the height of his success, he reinvents
himself as “Baron Ashkenazy” and begins a love affair with
Mother, who grows increasingly distant from Father follow-
ing his return from a polar expedition. Coalhouse’s path
through tum-of-the-century American society is, in con-
trast, a tragic one. His Model T automobile is vandalized
by a group of firemen, and his complaints to the police get
him arrested and ridiculed instead of leading to justice.

In the second part of the novel, Coalhouse demands restitu-
tion through increasingly violent means and is eventually
killed by police after he and his followers bomb a volunteer
fire station. Throughout the book, several unlikely events
bring the major characters of Ragtime into contact with one
another, despite their different life circumstances. Mother’s
Younger Brother, an idealistic but unstable young man,
joins Coalhouse’s band of protesters; an abandoned baby
found and adopted by Mother turns out to be Coalhouse’s
child; and, in a brief episode, Mother and Father’s little boy
meets Tateh’s little girl during a trip to Atlantic City. Doc-
torow’s fictionalized versions of real-life financiers, celeb-
rities, and activists also serve as intermediaries or mutual
acquaintances for his invented characters. The famous
model Evelyn Nesbit, a benefactor to Tateh and his daugh-
ter, is also romantically involved with Mother’s Younger
Brother following the murder of her husband. The final
chapters of the novel bring the three families even closer
together, if only symbolically: in 1915, Father dies on the
Lusitania when it is sunk by a German U-boat during World
War I, leaving Mother free to marry Tateh, while Mother’s
Younger Brother drives Coalhouse’s Model T to Mexico
and is killed in the revolution there.

MAJOR THEMES

Encompassing a wide cross section of society—from wash-
erwomen to tycoons—and a period of some fifteen years,
Ragtime is often read as a meditation on the cultural, po-
litical, and technological changes that swept the United
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States in the early twentieth century. From the opening of
the novel, it is clear that the relative isolation of America’s
different ethnic and social groups is coming to an end; the
narrator introduces 1902 as a remote, genteel era of the past
in which “[t]here were no Negroes. There were no immi-
grants.” As this ironic remark foreshadows, racism, nativ-
ism, and nationalism prove to be prevalent among the
characters of Ragtime, many of whom would prefer to con-
tinue believing in the homogeneity of their country and
culture. Father, who represents the American patriot par
excellence with his flags and fireworks, offers perhaps the
most consistent example of these attitudes. While not as
outwardly malicious as the firefighters who damage Coal-
house’s car, Father is condescending toward the Inuit he
encounters in the Arctic, despairs at the surge of immigrants
arriving in the United States, and treats Coalhouse with
disdain. The various aspects of change in American society
are embodied in famous historical personages, who are
employed as a kind of narrative shorthand. The political
dimension of this change is illustrated by the many notable
social reformers who populate the novel, including the pho-
tographer and journalist Jacob Riis, the anarchist Emma
Goldman, and the African American leader Booker T.
Washington. Similarly, transformations in industrial and
labor practices are provided with a spokesperson in Ford,
whose automobile company popularized the assembly line,
and developments in psychology and philosophy are ex-
plored through the characters of Freud and Jung.

CRITICAL RECEPTION

Ragtime was an instant popular success, selling hundreds of
thousands of copies in its first year of publication. Literary
critics, however, have been sharply divided as to the merits
of the work. In his summary of Ragtime’s early reception,
John Williams (1996) recounted that the most conspicuous
point of contention was the novel’s liberal blending of fic-
tion and historical fact. John Lukacs (1975-76), like many
critics after him, saw Doctorow as one of the inaugural
authors in an emerging literary genre he called “novelized
history,” in which the form of the novel is adapted to tell a
larger societal story rather than the tales of individual char-
acters.

As Williams noted, most early reviews of Ragtime were
not concerned with Doctorow’s style, focusing instead on
his use of history, which many reviewers found “irrespon-
sible, trivial, or political.” Doctorow addressed this partic-
ular line of criticism in a 1978 interview with Paul Levine
during which he claimed that his fictionalized version of
events illustrates uncomfortable truths about politics and
power in modern America: “I'm satisfied that everything I
made up about Morgan and Ford is true, whether it hap-
pened or not. Perhaps truer because it didn’t happen.” He
argued further that the “common wisdom” of readers was
sufficient to derive a valuable message from the work

without being distracted by its departures from verifiable
fact. Dianne Osland (1997) concluded that the most stri-
dent critics of Ragtime have missed the point by assuming
that “there are no motives” behind Doctorow’s outwardly
haphazard use of history.

The resemblance between Coalhouse and the protagonist of
“Michael Kohlhaas” has long been recognized. Lieselotte
E. Kurth-Voigt (1977), one of the first critics to comment
on these similarities, noted that both Coalhouse and Kohl-
haas are driven to violent acts when they are denied justice
under the law. Whereas Coalhouse is deprived of his Model
T, Kurth-Voigl recounted, two of the horse trader Kohl-
haas’s horses are confiscated in a selfish abuse of authority
resembling the actions of Ragtime’s Emerald Isle firemen;
and, like Coalhouse, Kohlhaas initially seeks satisfaction
through peaceful means but eventually declares “war” on
his oppressors and is killed in the resulting conflict. More-
over, Kurth-Voigt argued, the role of Martin Luther, who
intercedes for Kohlhaas, is substantially the same as that of
Booker T. Washington in Ragtime.

Beginning in the 1980s, critics have adopted a largely
favorable view of Doctorow’s blending of fact and fiction.
Jameson characterized Ragtime as a work that explores
“our ideas and stereotypes” about history rather than at-
tempting a faithful recreation of the past. There is now a
general consensus that Ragtime speaks both to a particular
period in American history and to the problematic nature
of historiography in general. Various critics have extracted
different and sometimes conflicting messages from Doc-
torow’s treatment of Ragtime’s historical era. John G.
Parks (1991; see Further Reading) considered the novel
a “comedy of history” that, while narrating some of the
low points in the modern quest for social justice, also pre-
sents the possibility of a “pluralistic American future”; in
contrast, Michelle M. Tokarczyk (2000) maintained that
Ragtime emphasizes above all the “darker side of the
American Dream.”

Michael J. Hartwell
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CRITICISM

John Lukacs (review date 1975-76)

SOURCE: Lukacs, John. “Doctorowurlitzer; or, History in
Ragtime.” Rev. of Ragtime, by E. L. Doctorow. Salmagun-
di 31-2 (1975-76): 285-95. Print.

[n the following review, Lukacs characterizes Ragtime as
a significant example of an emerging literary genre that he
terms the “‘novelized history.” Lukacs explains that in this
genre, the main characters are subservient to a larger
historical narrative, whereas in the earlier and more fa-
miliar historical novel, history serves as a backdrop for
character development.]

Lanny Budd, by Upton Sinclair
Stalingrad, by Theodor Plievier
Nineteen-Nineteen, by John Dos Passos
Nineteen-Fourteen, by Alexander Solzhenitsyn
In Cold Blood, by Truman Capote
The Horrors of Love, by Jean Dutourd
The Armies of the Night, by Norman Mailer
Ragtime, by E. L. Doctorow

What do these books—some very bad, one of them very
good (Dutourd)—have in common?

Their authors are obsessed with history. They are also
attempts to break through to a new genre. Of this some
of their authors are more aware than others.

The new genre is the converse of the historical novel. In
War and Peace or in Gone With The Wind history is the
background. In the abovementioned books (there are many
others) history is the foreground. In the classic historical
novel the great events of history are painted on a large
canvas in order to lend depth to the story, to give an
added dimension to the main characters. In the abovemen-
tioned books the reverse: the main characters serve for the
purpose of illuminating the history of certain events, of a
certain time. In the historical novel the author’s principal
interest is the novel. In these books the author’s principal
interest is history—perhaps a new kind of history, but
history nonetheless.

The historical novel (like scientific history) was essentially
a nineteenth-century genre. The novelized history is essen-
tially a twentieth-century genre. But—Ilike so many matters
in the twentieth century, which is a transitional century, at
the end of the Modern Age—this genre has not yet crystal-
lized. (Because the genre has not yet crystallized, “novel-
ized history” is not a particularly good term, but for the time
it will have to do.)

Still it represents a stage in the evolution of historical
consciousness. Historical consciousness—a much more
recent, and much more important development than we
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have been accustomed to think—led, among other things,
to the novel in the second half of the eighteenth century;
and a few decades later, to the historical novel. For the last
two hundred years in the Western world an appetite for
history has grown that has no precedents. As the young
Ortega y Gasset wrote in 1914, the novel and the epic are
poles apart.

The theme of the epic is the past as such: it speaks to us
about a world which was and which is no longer, of a
mythical age whose antiquity is not a past in the same
sense as any remote historical time .. . the sphere inhab-
ited by the Achilleses and the Agamemnons has no rela-
tionship with our existence, and we cannot reach it, step
by step, by retracing the path opened up by the march of
time. The epic past is not our past. Our past is thinkable as
having been the present once, but the epic past eludes
identification with any possible present ... No, it is not
a remembered past but an ideal past.

And as Ortega’s principal exegete, the brilliant Julian Mar-
ias put it more than a half-century later: We can no longer
grasp the meaning of what a man says unless we know
when he said it and when he lived.

Until quite recently, we could read a book or contemplate
a painting without knowing the exact period during which
it was brought into being. Many such works were held up
as ‘timeless’ models beyond all chronological servitude.
Today, however, all undated reality seems vague and in-
valid, having the insubstantial forms of a ghost ..."

By the twentieth century, as Huizinga wrote in 1934, “His-
torical thinking has entered our very blood.” History has
become a form of thought. Yet the vast majority of profes-
sional intellectuals, including historians, have remained
unaware of this—because they could not free their minds
from outdated categories of thought, and because of the
bureaucratic character of their intellectual ambitions.

At the same time all kinds of writers—some of them not
professional intellectuals—grappling with the elusive na-
ture of truth, have become more and more absorbed with
the historical dimension thereof. Most of them, too, have
been incapable of freeing their minds from outdated ideas
of politics, society, justice, reality. Few of them realized
that at the end of the Modern, or Bourgeois, Age the novel,
as a form of narrative, has been dissolving, tending in two
directions: one toward poetry, the other toward history.

I am concerned with the latter, rather than with the former
tendency, because of my conviction that here the future of
prose literature may lie—unless all literature, as we have
known it, is doomed to disappear: a possibility to which I
must return at the end of this article.

# ckok

In teaching history in the twentieth century some of us
require our students to read certain novels, in addition to

the histories and the biographies on our reading lists. We
do not do this in order to acquaint them with the principal
literary works of a certain period, or to give them a bit of
extra culture (though God knows they are in need of that),
hanging a literary tailpiece on the end of their historical
readings. It is obvious that certain novels tell us certain
things about a certain nation, a certain class of people, a
certain time: how people behaved and, more important,
what they thought and how they felt. Thus I, for one, do
not assign to my history students the principal novels
(and not even the principal historical novels) of a period
but, rather, those that are particularly rich in this kind of
sociography. Thus, for example, in a survey course deal-
ing with nineteenth-century France it is Balzac rather
than Stendhal, it is Sentimental Education rather than Ma-
dame Bovary that serves this purpose; dealing with mid-
Victorian England it is Trollope rather than George Eliot;
dealing with nineteenth-century Germany it is Budden-
brooks. In Russian history Gogol, some of Turgenev and
some of Chekhov will fulfill this purpose better than
Crime and Punishment or War and Peace. 1 should not
put the latter on a reading list dealing with Napoleon’s
wars.

This function of certain novels is even clearer in American
history, because of its peculiar and, until recently, unique
texture: a history of a people rather than the history of a
state. The most obvious example: In the 1920’s much of
the history of the North American state, including that
of its politics, was cramped and dull; but that was a decade
of substantial, perhaps even profound, mutations in the
behavior, in the manners, in the sensitivities of Americans.
Thus for the history of the Twenties a minor masterpiece
such as The Great Gatsby serves a purpose. It suggests
to American students more about those years than some
of the standard histories. More things: more things worth
knowing. This is obvious. What is less obvious, and more
significant, is that The Great Gatsby serves such a purpose
better than, say, Dos Passos’ /919, in spite of the mass of
journalistic, and contemporary, material in the latter. And,
were I to give a course on the first decade of the Ameri-
can twentieth century, I would put The House of Mirth
on the reading list but not Doctorow’s Ragtime, in spite
of the latter being not just a novel but novelized history, in
spite of the large panopticon of historical stuff displayed
in it.

$ ook ok

E. L. Doctorow is a writer of great talent. A Sunday after-
noon on the western New York side of Long Island Sound,
circa 1906:

... Gulls wheeled overhead, crying like oboes, and behind
him at the land end of the marsh, out of sight behind the
tall grasses, the distant bell of the North Avenue streetcar
tolled its warning.
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More streetcar scenery:

... The moon was out, the temperature had dropped, and
the trolley clipped along the broad reaches of this wide
boulevard with only occasional stops. They passed grassy
lots interspersed with blocks of row houses still under
construction. Finally the lights disappeared entirely and
the little girl realized they were traveling along the edges
of a great hillside cemetery. The stones and vaults stand-
ing against the cold night sky suggested to her the fate of
her mother.

Sentences such as these evoke in one’s mind the sensation
of instant, and far from superficial, recognition. Yes: that
was the way it was. Yes: that’s the way it must have been. |
wish I had written these—both in my capacity as a writer
and as an historian. Still I find Ragtime disappointing.

Doctorow performed the reverse trick, without sustaining
it. Yes: history is in the foreground, it is the main theme.
Yet Doctorow’s figures are paper figures, almost wholly
one-dimensional ones. He performs tricks with them,
paper-silhouette tricks (as does his protagonist “Tateh™).
Sometimes the figures are not much more than art nou-
veau caricatures resuscitated for contemporary interests:
like fake-Tiffany objects, like the Beatles™ Sergeant Pepper.
One set of his main figures are “Father,” “Mother,” “Youn-
ger Brother.” There is also a “Coalhouse Walker, Jr.” They
are not real. But this does not seem to bother Doctorow; we
shall soon see why.

I see something here that is not a deficiency in literary skill
but a deficiency in the author’s thinking. Doctorow under-
stands that Fact and Fiction are not entirely separate and
watertight categories: but he cannot free his mind from
thinking in terms of these categories—Ilike a twentieth-
century physicist or philosopher” who knows that objectiv-
ity has been shown to be impossible but who nonetheless
keeps on talking and thinking in Cartesian categories. In
Ragtime some of the figures are “fiction,” the others are
people who “really” lived: Houdini, Emma Goldman, J. P.
Morgan, Henry Ford, etc. etc. Like Houdini (who, Doc-
torow does not fail to remind us, was Jewish), he performs
neat tricks, making Goldman, Morgan, Ford, Freud do
things and say things they had not said “in fact”™ but
which will make them more “real.” But it doesn’t. Now, if
he had only written a parody ... But no—Doctorow wants
to make them real, as in the movies. Yes: a novelist may
invent a millionaire banker who is more interesting than J. P.
Morgan, an automobile manufacturer who is more interest-
ing than Henry Ford, a Jewish socialist mother-figure who
is more interesting than Emma Goldman. But he cannot
make Emma Goldman more interesting by making her do
things and say things she never said because this will be not
Emma Goldman, it will be someone else. What Henry Ford
or J. P. Morgan really said is more interesting, it will always
be more interesting (though perhaps less entertaining) than
something we might invent and attribute to them, just as
an authentic recording or newsreel of Churchill or Hitler
speaking will always be more interesting (though perhaps

less entertaining) than Churchill played by Charles Laugh-
ton or Hitler played by Alec Guinness. Fifty years before
Ragtime Thomas Beer, pleasantly intoxicated with literary
ambitions, and slightly contemptuous of the bloodlessness
of American academic historianship, attempted—with lim-
itations, of course—a new kind of voluble history. Has
Doctorow read The Mauve Decade?* With all of its fop-
pishness and its verbal artifice, The Mauve Decade remains
both interesting and entertaining, because of Beer’s empha-
sis on the characters who are real: Beer was more interested
in the persons than in the trivia of the historical procession,
even as he put the latter to good use, because he knew a
great deal of it.

The second limitation is ideological. In all probability it
derives from the background of this author. E. L. Doctorow
is a New York Jewish intellectual, grounded in a certain
Leftist world-view. “Grounded” is the mot juste. Ragtime
is a much better book than Doctorow’s The Book of Dan-
iel, the main theme of which is that the Rosenbergs were
innocent. But in Ragtime, too, Doctorow’s view of the
United States in the early twentieth century is hardly dis-
tinguishable from a New York Marxist (or neo-Marxist; or
neo-neo-Marxist) world-view current in the Twenties (or
in the Thirties, or Forties, or Fifties, or Sixties, it hardly
matters when). He knows a world which is very limited.
This, of course, leads to his weaknesses in characteri-
zation. In The Book of Daniel nearly all the characters
were Jewish. In Ragtime Tateh and Mameh are at times
near-real; “Father” and “Mother” and “Younger Brother”
practically never. Unlike her counterpart Evelyn Nesbit,
Emma Goldman is described with affection, she is senti-
mentalized; sometimes the reader can sense her real pres-
ence.

And there is more to this. Doctorow knows a certain Jewish
environment intimately and deeply. He also knows many,
many things about America. But what he does not know is
that his knowledge of Jews in America is a different kind of
knowledge from his knowledge of America. Doctorow may
know more about America than, say, Philip Roth, another
Jewish writer: but Doctorow does not know it better, all
of Roth’s coarseness and enormous lapses of taste notwith-
standing. For in a book such as Portnoy’s Complaint Roth’s
underlying theme is not Portnoy’s problem with sex but
Portnoy’s problem with his Jewishness, the recurrent prob-
lem of his identity,* mostly among non-Jewish Americans.
When Roth fails (he, too, knows Jews better than he knows
Gentile Americans), he, unlike Doctorow, at least knows
what he is trying to do. For Doctorow’s interest in America,
in the American past, is in things American—altogether on
a different level from his knowledge of Jewish-American
thoughts. And this brings us to the deeper limitation, to
Doctorow’s limited sense of history. Doctorow has a very
large bin of knowledge. He has a real feel and talent for the
accumulated contents of that bin—Ilike a knowledgeable
antiquarian, he knows the value of most bits of trivia. No,



