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Throughout this book, the present author has used the Library of
America edition of Nathanael West: Novels and Other Writings edited
by Sacvan Bercovitch and published in 1997. References to West’s four
short novels in this edition are given in parentheses in the text and are

abbreviated as follows:

The Dream Life of Balso Snell DLBS
Miss Lonelyhearts ML

A Cool Million: The Dismantling of Lemuel Pitkin CM

The Day of the Locust DL

References to West’s other writings collected in Nathanael West: Novels
and Other Writings are also given in parentheses in the text and are
abbreviated as NWNOW.
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Introduction 1

Introduction

[Nathanael West] was like a large, amiable lion wandering around with a
thorn in his paw. Most of the time it didn’t hurt... But when he sat down
to write, the paw that picked up the pen was the one with the thorn in it.

—Wells Root, “Notes on Nathanael West”

Nathanael West (1903-1940) has come to be ranked among the
canonical writers in modern American literary history. Like Vladimir
Nabokov, William Faulkner, Henry Miller and Henry Roth, West is one
of the second-generation modernists who arrived on the scene in the late
1920s or early 1930s, shortly after many canonical modernist writers, such
as T. S. Eliot, James Joyce, Franz Kafka and Marcel Proust, had written
their major works. Yet unlike the others, West has more often than not
been labeled with such specific designations as “unusual,” “extraordinary,”

9% &6,

“unique,” “special,” “strange,” “eccentric,” etc.’
Indeed, West is quite individualistic in his personality, his choice of

topics, and his writing style. His uniqueness shows up in particular against

1 Annette T. Rubinstein described West as “one of the most unusual writers of [the 1930s]”
with “extraordinary talent” (271), Chang Yaoxin was impressed by West’s “unique”
novels (283), and Richard B. Gehman regarded it as “just” to recognize West’s “special,
remarkable talent” (xiii) (italics mine).There are so many critics taking note of the ex-
traordinariness in West’s personality and writing that it is impossible and unnecessary to
offer here an exhaustive account of them all.




