SRR e
SSSRassBEss

Twentieth-Century
Literary Criticism

RS

i
i

R

1Ot
i




Volume 208

Twentieth-Century
Literary Criticism

Criticism of the

Works of Novelists, Poets, Playwrights,

Short Story Writers, and Other Creative Writers
Who Lived between 1900 and 1999,

from the First Published Critical

Appraisals to Current Evaluations

%% CENGAGE Learning

Detroit « New York « San Francisco » New Haven, Conn « Waterville, Maine « London




GALE
CENGAGE Learning"

Twentieth-Century Literary Criticism, Vol.
208

Project Editors: Thomas J. Schoenberg and
Lawrence J. Trudeau

Editorial: Dana Ramel Barnes, Tom Burns,
Elizabeth A. Cranston, Kathy D. Darrow,
Kristen A. Dorsch, Jaclyn R.
Hermesmeyer, Jeffrey W. Hunter, Jelena
0. Krstovi¢, Michelle Lee, Russel
Whitaker

Data Capture: Frances Monroe, Gwen
Tucker

Indexing Services: Laurie Andriot

Rights and Acquisitions: Katherine
Alverson, Scott Bragg, Kelly Quin

Composition and Electronic Capture: Amy
Darga

Manufacturing: Cynde Bishop
Associate Product Manager: Marc Cormier

Printed in the United States of America
1234567 1211100908

© 2009 Gale, Cengage Learning

ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. No part of this work covered by the copyright herein
may be reproduced, transmitted, stored, or used in any form or by any
means graphic, electronic, or mechanical, including but not limited to
photocopying, recording, scanning, digitizing, taping, Web distribution,
information networks, or information storage and retrieval systems, except
as permitted under Section 107 or 108 of the 1976 United States Copyright
Act, without the prior written permission of the publisher.

This publication is a creative work fully protected by all applicable copyright
laws, as well as by misappropriation, trade secret, unfair competition, and
other applicable laws. The authors and editors of this work have added
value to the underlying factual material herein through one or more of the
following: unique and original selection, coordination, expression,
arrangement, and classification of the information.

For product information and technology assistance, contact us at
Gale Customer Support, 1-800-877-4253.

For permission to use material from this text or product,
submit all requests online at www.cengage.com/permissions.
Further permissions questions can be emailed to
permissionrequest@cengage.com

While every effort has been made to ensure the reliability of the
information presented in this publication, Gale, a part of Cengage Learning,
does not guarantee the accuracy of the data contained herein. Gale accepts
no payment for listing; and inclusion in the publication of any organization,
agency, institution, publication, service, or individual does not imply
endorsement of the editors or publisher. Errors brought to the attention of
the publisher and verified to the satisfaction of the publisher will be
corrected in future editions.

Gale

27500 Drake Rd.

Farmington Hills, MI, 48331-3535

LIBRARY OF CONGRESS CATALOG CARD NUMBER 76-46132

ISBN-13 978-0-7876-9983-3
{SEN-10 0-7876-9983-7

ISSN 0276-8178



Preface

public, and college or university libraries. TCLC has covered more than 1000 authors, representing over 60 nationali-

ties and nearly 50,000 titles. No other reference source has surveyed the critical response to twentieth-century authors
and literature as thoroughly as TCLC. In the words of one reviewer, “there is nothing comparable available.” TCLC “is a
gold mine of information—dates, pseudonyms, biographical information, and criticism from books and periodicals—which
many librarians would have difficulty assembling on their own.”

S ince its inception Twentieth-Century Literary Criticism (TCLC) has been purchased and used by some 10,000 school,

Scope of the Series

TCLC is designed to serve as an introduction to authors who died between 1900 and 1999 and to the most significant inter-
pretations of these author’s works. Volumes published from 1978 through 1999 included authors who died between 1900
and 1960. The great poets, novelists, short story writers, playwrights, and philosophers of the period are frequently studied
in high school and college literature courses. In organizing and reprinting the vast amount of critical material written on
these authors, TCLC helps students develop valuable insight into literary history, promotes a better understanding of the
texts, and sparks ideas for papers and assignments. Each entry in TCLC presents a comprehensive survey on an author’s
career or an individual work of literature and provides the user with a multiplicity of interpretations and assessments. Such
variety allows students to pursue their own interests; furthermore, it fosters an awareness that literature is dynamic and re-
sponsive to many different opinions.

Every fourth volume of TCLC is devoted to literary topics. These topics widen the focus of the series from the individual
authors to such broader subjects as literary movements, prominent themes in twentieth~century literature, literary reaction
to political and historical events, significant eras in literary history, prominent literary anniversaries, and the literatures of
cultures that are often overlooked by English-speaking readers.

TCLC is designed as a companion series to Gale’s Contemporary Literary Criticism, (CLC) which reprints commentary on
authors who died after 1999. Because of the different time periods under consideration, there is no duplication of material
between CLC and TCLC.

Organization of the Book

A TCLC entry consists of the following elements:

8 The Author Heading cites the name under which the author most commonly wrote, followed by birth and death
dates. Also located here are any name variations under which an author wrote, including transliterated forms for
authors whose native languages use nonroman alphabets. If the author wrote consistently under a pseudonym, the
pseudonym is listed in the author heading and the author’s actual name is given in parenthesis on the first line of
the biographical and critical information. 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 name of its author.

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

B 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 date of each work is given. In the case of foreign authors whose

vii



works have been translated into English, the English-language version of the title follows in brackets. Unless oth-
erwise indicated, dramas are dated by first performance, not first publication. Lists of Representative Works by
different authors appear with topic entries.

B 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 origi-
nally 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 ex-
cerpted 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.

8 A complete Bibliographical Citation of the original essay or book precedes each piece of criticism. Source cita-
tions in the Literary Criticism Series follow University of Chicago Press style, as outlined in The Chicago Manual
of Style, 15th ed. (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2003).

B Critical essays are prefaced by brief Annotations explicating each piece.

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 further reading list provides references to other biographical and critical sources
on the author in series published by Gale.

Indexes

A Cumulative Author Index lists all of the authors that appear in a wide variety of reference sources published by Gale,
including TCLC. 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 TCLC as well as other Literature Criticism series.

A Cumulative Nationality Index lists all authors featured in TCLC by nationality, followed by the numbers of the TCLC
volumes in which their entries appear.

An alphabetical Title Index accompanies each volume of TCLC. 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 foreign titles and variations of titles are cross-referenced to the title under which a work was originally published. Titles
of novels, dramas, nonfiction books, and poetry, short story, or essay collections are printed in italics, while individual po-
ems, 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 TCLC cumulative title
index. This annual cumulation, which alphabetically lists all titles reviewed in the series, is available to all customers. Ad-
ditional 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.

Citing Twentieth-Century 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 University of Chicago Press style or Modern Language Asso-
ciation (MLA) style. Both the MLA and the University of Chicago formats are acceptable and recognized as being the cur-

rent 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.
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The examples below follow recommendations for preparing a bibliography set forth in The Chicago Manual of Style, 15th
ed. (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, (2003); the first example pertains to material drawn from periodicals, the-
second to material reprinted from books:

Cardone, Resha. “Reappearing Acts: Effigies and the Resurrection of Chilean Collective Memory in Marco Antonio de la
Parra’s La tierra insomne o La puta madre.” Hispania 88, no. 2 (May 2005): 284-93. Reprinted in Twentieth-Century Lit-
erary Criticism. Vol. 206, edited by Thomas J. Schoenberg and Lawrence J. Trudeau, 356-65. Detroit: Gale, 2008.

Kuester, Martin. “Myth and Postmodernist Turn in Canadian Short Fiction: Sheila Watson, ‘Antigone’ (1959).” In The Ca-
nadian Short Story: Interpretations, edited by Reginald M. Nischik, pp. 163-74. Rochester, N.Y.: Camden House, 2007.
Reprinted in Twentieth-Century Literary Criticism. Vol. 206, edited by Thomas J. Schoenberg and Lawrence J. Trudeau,
227-32, Detroit: Gale, 2008.

The examples below follow recommendations for preparing a works cited list set forth in the MLA Handbook for Writers of
Research Papers, 5th ed. (New York: The Modern Language Association of America, 1999); the first example pertains to
material drawn from periodicals, the second to material reprinted from books:

Cardone, Resha. “Reappearing Acts: Effigies and the Resurrection of Chilean Collective Memory in Marco Antonio de la
Parra’s La tierra insomne o La puta madre.” Hispania 88.2 (May 2005): 284-93. Reprinted in Twentieth-Century Literary
Criticism. Ed. Thomas J. Schoenberg and Lawrence J. Trudeau. Vol. 206. Detroit: Gale, 2008. 356-65.

Kuester, Martin. “Myth and Postmodernist Turn in Canadian Short Fiction: Sheila Watson, ‘Antigone’ (1959).” The Cana-
dian Short Story: Interpretations. Ed. Reginald M. Nischik. Rochester, N.Y.: Camden House, 2007. 163-74. Reprinted in
Twentieth-Century Literary Criticism. Ed. Thomas J. Schoenberg and Lawrence J. Trudeau. Vol. 206, Detroit: Gale, 2008.
227-32

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 Associate Product Manager:

Associate Product Manager, Literary Criticism Series
Gale
27500 Drake Road
Farmington Hills, MI 48331-3535
1-800-347-4253 (GALE)
Fax: 248-699-8054
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Edward Dahlberg
1900-1977

American novelist, autobiographer, essayist, philoso-
pher, critic, and poet.

The following entry provides an overview of Dahl-
berg’s life and works. For additional information on his
career, see CLC, Volumes 1, 7, and 14.

INTRODUCTION

Edward Dahlberg is considered one of the most contro-
versial and enigmatic figures of twentieth-century
American literature. Often noted for his originality and
versatility—he wrote in numerous genres and different
literary styles—he is primarily remembered for his early
naturalistic novels, his allusive philosophical essays,
and, especially, his autobiography, Because I Was Flesh
(1964). Dahlberg initially garnered critical attention in
the early 1930s, after the publication of his first book,
Bortom Dogs (1929), a starkly realistic novel that ex-
amines the life of society’s underclass. With this publi-
cation, as well as his next novel, From Flushing to Cal-
vary (1932), he became known as a proletarian novelist
and a pioneer of social realism. Despite his success
Dahlberg later repudiated his early novels and adopted
a more humanistic writing style, often described as
“prophetic” or “visionary,” which many critics found
difficult to classify. Much of Dahlberg’s work is auto-
biographical, exploring themes of isolation and hope-
lessness derived from his own traumatic childhood,
with Because I Was Flesh generally considered his most
successful rendering of his past experiences. Even his
most important works, however, have failed to reach a
wide audience, and his standing in American literature
remains uncertain at best. ]hab Hassan has argued that
Dahlberg “remains a name honored only by a few beat-
niks or cognoscenti, a genius unknown to the world at
large. His vatic wisdom, his erudition which spans the
ages, his resonant prose, rolling with the ancient names
of Greece and Israel, his scouring self-apprehension—
all these are lost to those who remain ignorant of him.
Also lost to them is a rare and gnostic view of art.”
Hassan concludes that “Dahlberg invites no extended
critical commentaries of his work. We know him best
when we quote and ponder his maxims which come
from the depths.”

BIOGRAPHICAL INFORMATION

Dahlberg was born on July 22, 1900, at a charity hospi-
tal in Boston. He was the illegitimate son of Elizabeth

(Lizzie) Dahlberg, a married mother of three other chil-
dren, and a Jewish barber named Saul Gottdank. Soon
after he was born he and his mother and father moved
to Dallas. In Texas Gottdank taught Lizzie to be a bar-
ber but then stole her money and left town, a pattern he
repeated after the couple was reunited in Memphis and,
later, in New Orleans. Dahlberg and his mother moved
several times before settling in Kansas City, Missouri,
where Lizzie became the proprietor of the Star Lady
Barbershop. In 1907 Dahlberg was enrolled in a Catho-
lic school in Kansas City. Lizzie’s business was suc-
cessful, but she lost considerable money in a series of
failed romantic relationships with opportunistic men.
One of these men, Henry Smith, a retired ship’s cap-
tain, convinced Lizzie that her son would fare better in
an orphanage, away from the corruption of the city
streets. Dahlberg was first sent to a Catholic orphanage
in Kansas City and then, in 1912, to the Jewish Orphan
Asylum of Cleveland, Ohio. Dahlberg later described
both the boredom and brutality he experienced at the
Jewish orphanage, where the windows were barred and
children were assigned numbers to replace their names.

In 1917, on reaching legal age, Dahlberg left the or-
phanage. He worked briefly as messenger for Western
Union in Cleveland before returning to Kansas City,
where he reunited with his mother. In Kansas City Dahl-
berg worked as a drover in the stockyards and then
served in the U.S. Army for a short period of time.
Soon after, however, he left Kansas City and traveled
west as a hobo, occasionally working odd jobs. In 1919
Dahlberg settled at the YMCA in Los Angeles, where
he met Max Lewis, a self-educated man, who became
his mentor. Lewis introduced him to the writings of
Friedrich Nietzsche, Samuel Butler, and Ralph Waldo
Emerson, and eventually encouraged him to pursue a
higher education. In 1921 Dahlberg enrolled at the Uni-
versity of California at Berkeley, where he majored in
philosophy and anthropology. Over the next two years
he published two philosophical stories in the Occident,
Berkeley’s literary magazine. In 1923 he transferred to
Columbia University in New York, where he completed
his degree. After graduating in 1925 Dahlberg taught at
James Madison and Thomas Jefferson high schools in
New York and began writing a novel.

In 1926 Lizzie Dahlberg moved to Astoria, New York,
to live with her son. Soon after she arrived, however,
Dahlberg married his first wife, Fanya Fass, the daugh-
ter of a Cleveland industrialist, and moved to Europe.
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They were soon divorced, but Dahlberg remained over-
seas, living as an expatriate in Paris, where he became
friends with the writers Hart Crane, Robert McAlmon,
and Richard Aldington, before moving to Monte Carlo
and, finally, Brussels. In Brussels Dahlberg completed
Bottom Dogs, which was published in England in 1929
and in the United States the following year. Both edi-
tions included an influential introduction by D. H.
Lawrence, who described the author, to Dahlberg’s dis-
may, as a preeminent adherent of naturalism. Like Bot-
tom Dogs, Dahlberg’s next novel, From Flushing to
Calvary, was a fictionalized treatment of the author’s
early years, written in a naturalistic style. Both novels
received generally favorable critical reviews, though
some commentators derided Dahlberg’s sordid subject
matter and quickly labeled his work “proletarian writ-
ing.” In fact, Bottom Dogs became a model for many
novels of poverty and despair published during the
1930s in America.

Dahlberg published a political novel, Those Who Per-
ish, in 1934. The novel was written in response to an
incident that took place at a bar in Berlin, in which
Dahlberg was beaten by uniformed Nazis. Dahlberg,
who felt that literature should address current moral is-
sues, helped to organize the first American Writers’
Congress in 1935 at New York’s New School of Social
Research, where he delivered a paper on fascism. Dur-
ing the latter half of the 1930s he traveled across the
United States and compiled a collection of criticism,
Do These Bones Live, published in 1941. During the
1940s Dahlberg wrote no new fiction but instead dedi-
cated himself to an intense study of literature, focusing
on the works of William Shakespeare, Miguel de Cer-
vantes, the Bible, Herman Melville, Henry David Tho-
reau, Edgar Allan Poe, and Emily Dickinson. As a re-
sult of his studies and self-seclusion, he developed a
deeper, more prophetic vision of life, one based on
classical and mythological ideals beyond history. He re-
married in 1942, and he and his second wife, Winifred
Sheehan Moore, would have two sons, Geoffrey and
Joel. In 1946 Dahlberg’s mother died, an event that
deeply affected his life. His close attachment to Lizzie
led him to depict her troubled history and lonely death
in a number of subsequent works, perhaps most notably
in Because I Was Flesh.

During the 1950s Dahiberg divorced and remarried once
again, traveled extensively, and published The Flea of
Sodom (1950), a collection of esoteric, mythic essays
written in poetic prose, and The Sorrows of Priapus
(1957), a work of philosophy that deals with humani-
ty’s fundamental carnal nature. Both volumes reflected
Dahlberg’s new writing style, characterized by an allu-
sive poetic prose that, for many critics, defied categori-
zation and explication. Dahlberg’s most prolific literary
period occurred during the 1960s. He published poetry,
essays, criticism, and letters, as well as a collection of

aphorisms. Most notably, he completed The Carnal Myth
(1968), the sequel to his philosophical allegory begun
with The Sorrows of Priapus, and he published what
many critics regard as his greatest work, Because I Was
Flesh, in 1964. The 1960s also witnessed a kind of
Dahlberg renaissance, as the author found a new body
of readers in the counterculture movement in America.
Dahlberg continued to write well into the 1970s, pub-
lishing essays, a novel, and a sequel to his autobiogra-
phy. None of these works, however, were as well re-
ceived as the author’s earlier accomplishments.
Dahlberg died on February 27, 1977, in Santa Barbara,
California.

MAJOR WORKS

Bottom Dogs, one of Dahlberg’s best-known works, de-
picts the bleak prospects of society’s lower classes in
early twentieth-century America. The novel is set in the
Midwest at the turn of the century, and the plot closely
follows events from the author’s own childhood. The
protagonist, Lorry Lewis, is the illegitimate son of Liz-
zie Lewis, a naive but hardworking woman, and a gam-
bler named Saul, who eventually abandons both Lizzie
and her infant son. Lizzie and Lorry establish a life in
Kansas City, until one of Lizzie’s boyfriends convinces
her to send her son to an orphanage. Lorry is sent to an
institution in Cleveland, where he spends his adoles-
cence. When he comes of age, Lorry eventually travels
west, settling at a YMCA in Los Angeles. Dahlberg fo-
cuses on the desolation and hopelessness of the impov-
erished farmers, workers, and wanderers relegated to
the lowest tiers of society, who, despite their ability to
survive, lose something of their humanity in their
struggle. In addition to the novel’s bleak tone and un-
flinching perspective on poverty, Dahlberg incorporates
coarse language and graphic depictions of the streets.
Amo Karlen has commented that “Bottom Dogs is still
a shocking book, will always be shocking—much more
so than the confessions of Dahlberg’s heirs, which sur-
prise one not because of what is done in them, which
we knew about anyway, but only because they are in
print in this embarrassed land. Bortom Dogs shocks be-
cause there is barely a moment of joy in it, a moment
of love or unguardedness or letting go. One critic called
it reptilian. Its prose, like its spirit, is flat, leached out,
accurate, yet raw.”

Dahlberg’s autobiography, Because | Was Flesh, is gen-
erally considered the author’s most important work.
Critic Ihab Hassan, comparing Dahlberg to the Old Tes-
tament prophets, has emphasized the note of “sorrow
and lamentation” in the book, stating, “The lament of
this prophet and pariah among men . . . finds major ar-
tistic expression in Because I Was Flesh, surely one of
the most poetic, most harrowing autobiographies of
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modern literature. The cruelty of America and the rich-
ness of eternity are both in it, and so is the tortured ef-
fort of a man seeking knowledge.” Dahlberg used the
same background material for Because I Was Flesh.that
he used previously in Bottom Dogs. The book begins
with the author’s birth in a charity hospital, where his
mother, Lizzie, gives him her father’s last name to hide
his illegitimacy. Dahlberg examines life with his mother
in Kansas City and exposes the details of his regimented
upbringing in the Cleveland orphanage. He also reveals
the general longing, for both physical and emotional
nourishment, experienced by all of the children at the
orphanage.

Isolation is a major theme in the book, as Dahlberg de-
scribes wandering across the country after leaving
Cleveland. He delves into his personal experiences,
openly addressing his illegitimate birth and his desire to
learn more about his father, while tracing his develop-
ment as a writer. Dahlberg also studies the inner life of
his mother, who emerges as a central figure in Because
I Was Flesh. For him, Lizzie represents the three Mary
figures in the New Testament: Mary the Virgin Mother,
Mary Magdalene, and Mary, the sister of Lazarus. Us-
ing myth as a backdrop, Dahlberg creates a multidimen-
sional portrait of his mother, illuminating her fears and
desires, as well as her relationship with her son. Some
critics have described Because I Was Flesh as a fusion
of myth and reality, in which Dahlberg synthesizes epi-
grams, philosophical commentary, and realistic detail.
Josephine Herbst has called the book “a masterpiece,”
maintaining that in its “culmination of a long, arduous,
dedicated, creative venture during which the contraries,
the irascible, the didactic were finally reconciled with
the Amor Fati of acceptance, it is also a triumph.”

Although Dahlberg had rejected the limitations of pro-
letarian literature, he nevertheless incorporated the the-
matic concerns of the genre in his autobiography. Carol
Shloss has observed that “without standing in the tradi-
tion of proletarian naturalism, Because 1 Was Flesh be-
longs to the literature of revolt against the illusions of
American civilization. It is a book that makes a claim
for the legitimacy of misfortune as a subject for autobi-
ography and one in which the hermeneutics of land-
scape and selfhood show the wilderness within and
around to be still untamed.”

CRITICAL RECEPTION

During the 1930s, when he first emerged on the Ameri-
can literary scene, Dahlberg was primarily known as a
proletarian writer. D. H. Lawrence, who wrote the in-
troduction to the author’s debut novel, emphasized the
book’s gritty writing style and placed its author within
the literary tradition of naturalism. Lawrence praised

the novel’s “sheer bottom-dog style” and argued that
Dahlberg’s “directness, that unsentimental and non-
dramatized thoroughness of setting down the under-dog
mind, surpasses anything I know.” Other prominent lit-
erary critics of the 1930s also praised Dahlberg’s early
achievements. In his review of the 1930 American edi-
tion of Bottom Dogs, Edmund Wilson asserted that the
novel “is a work of literature that has the stamp of a
real and original gift.” Fred T. Marsh, writing in 1932,
emphasized the realism of Dahlberg’s writing, remark-
ing that his “gift lies in his ability to re-create actual-
ity.” Marsh concluded that “in Dahlberg we have a pe-
culiar talent which has discovered its own unmistakable
field of expression.”

In the 1940s, despite the critical acclaim of his early
achievements, Dahlberg abandoned naturalist fiction
and developed an enigmatic, obscure writing style, one
that incorporated elements of myth, allusion, classical
beauty, and personal lyricism. This transition con-
founded critics and readers. Commenting on his change
in style in a 1965 interview with Fred Moramarco,
Dahlberg noted, “I discovered that employing the ver-
nacular was not very effective; that uncouth words were
not a path toward the inward nature of man. So after
writing three novels which gave me great unhappiness,
I resolved to become a man of letters.” Many scholars,
however, considered Dahlberg’s critical and philosophi-
cal writings of the 1940s and 1950s as not only unclas-
sifiable but, in some cases, unintelligible. Remarking on
this reaction, Allen Tate asserted that “Mr. Dahlberg,
like Thoreau whom he admires more than any other
nineteenth-century American, eludes his contemporar-
ies; he may have to wait for understanding until the his-
torians of ideas of the next generation can place him
historically. For we have at present neither literary nor
historical standards which can guide us into Mr. Dahl-
berg’s books written since Bottom Dogs.”

Of those critics who continue to assess his work, many
have highlighted the mythical allusions and scriptural
cadences of Dahlberg’s later writing style, placing him
outside the trajectory of contemporary American litera-
ture. Other scholars, however, have suggested that in
his willingness to experiment with form and expression,
Dahiberg is clearly situated within the modernist tradi-
tion. According to Arno Karlen, “Dahlberg, with his un-
fashionable grand style of archaicisms and contempo-
rary speech, is more truly modern than most of the
slingers of coolness, hipness and sexual confession who
now live in the world he left when he outgrew Bottom
Dogs. The modern is not a subject, a posture, a narcotic
revery, a clique vocabulary: it is an attitude toward
craft. Dahlberg, with his irony and eclectic inventive-
ness, embodies it.” Highlighting the “passionate excel-
lence” and “painstaking craft” of his work, Karlen avers
that “Dahlberg’s writing has taken a course exactly
contrary to that of his time. He is out of fashion during
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this revival of the naturalism he left behind decades
ago,” concluding that while his detractors “call him
sour and mannered,” he is, in Karlen’s words, “astrin-
gent, stubborn, complex.”

In addition to repudiating his own early novels, Dahl-
berg largely rejected the traditions and conventions of
contemporary American literature, attacking, in the pro-
cess, many of his peers. As a result he earned a reputa-
tion as an exile and misanthropic figure. In his intro-
duction to the 1967 The Edward Dahlberg Reader, Paul
Carroll conceded that “Dahlberg has become one of the
scandals of American Letters, although a distinguished
one. He is one of our own. Yet his stance appears so
absolute and odd that anyone with a conventionally
solid knowledge of American literary traditions can be
disarmed or exasperated when first exposed to it.” Nev-
ertheless, Carroll concluded, “there is no prose like
Dahlberg’s prose in all of American literature. At its
best, the Dahlberg style is monumental and astonishing.
Decades were spent in its evolution.”

Despite its brief popularity with the intellectual counter-
culture of the 1960s, Dahlberg’s work has failed to at-
tract a wide audience, and he has generally remained a
marginalized American writer. As Roger J. Porter has
observed, “Edward Dahlberg has been one of the great
exiles and isolator of modern American letters. He has
written fiction and criticism since the late twenties, but
his work has been met with contempt or indifference,
driving its author variously into silence, diatribe, or lit-
erary polemics against imagined enemies.”

Yet, despite the sometimes harsh criticism leveled at
much of Dahlberg’s writings, his autobiography, Be-
cause I Was Flesh, stands out for its near-universal
praise. Jonathan Lethem has contended that “in his other
work, Dahlberg was only a bizarre, sometimes hypnotic
stylist, and a writer who forgot to love anything better
than his own failure. His literary and cultural criticism,
Can These Bones Live, Leafless American, and others,
is worse than useless; it’s corrupt—poisoned by his
reeling distress.” For Lethem, however, Because I Was
Flesh is “a great book. Great in the saddest and sim-
plest way, for Dahlberg has arrayed an armor of rheto-
ric to fend off his pain, and everywhere the armor
proves inadequate. Because I Was Flesh is a catalogue
of defenseless defenses, of feeble snarling assaults on
implacable, if erratic, love. It shows Dahlberg’s ba-
roque scalpel turned inward, for once.” Or, in the words
of Carol Schloss, “Despite Dahlberg’s rich, queer erudi-
tion and his baroque elocutions, his autobiography re-
confirms and honors a naive school of writing: writing
whose purpose is to remember the past, to reanimate it,
and through the transformation of misfortune, to miti-
gate pain.”

PRINCIPAL WORKS

Bottom Dogs (novel) 1929

From Flushing to Calvary (novel) 1932

*Kentucky Blue Grass Henry Smith (prose poem) 1932
Those Who Perish (novel) 1934

Do These Bones Live (criticism) 1941; revised as Sing

O Barren, 1947, revised text republished as Can
These Bones Live, 1960

The Flea of Sodom (essays) 1950
The Sorrows of Priapus (philosophy) 1957

Truth Is More Sacred [with Herbert Read] (criticism)
1961

Alms for Oblivion (essays) 1964

Because I Was Flesh (autobiography) 1964

Reasons of the Heart (aphorisms) 1965

Cipango’s Hinder Door (poetry) 1966

The Edward Dahlberg Reader (criticism, essays, autobi-
ography, and poetry) 1967

Epitaphs of Our Times: The Letters of Edward Dahl-
berg (letters) 1967

The Leafless American (essays and poetry) 1967

The Carnal Myth: A Search into Classical Sensuality
(philosophy) 1968

The Confessions of Edward Dahlberg (autobiography)
1971

Olive of Minerva; or, The Comedy of a Cuckold (novel)
1976

Samuel Beckett’s Wake and Other Uncollected Prose
(essays) 1989

In Love, in Sorrow: The Complete Correspondence of
Charles Olson and Edward Dahlberg [with Charles
Olson] (letters) 1990

*This work is an expanded version of Part 6 of From Flushing to Cal-
vary.

CRITICISM

D. H. Lawrence (essay date 1929)

SOURCE: Lawrence, D. H. Introduction to Bottom
Dogs, by Edward Dahlberg, pp. vii-xvii. New York: Si-
mon and Schuster, 1930.

[In the following essay, originally published as the in-
troduction to the 1929 British edition of Bottom Dogs,
Lawrence identifies the central theme of the novel as
“consciousness in a state of repulsion”; though he finds
it an “objectionable” book at times, Lawrence still
praises its style, saying, “It is sheer bottom-dog style,
the bottom-dog mind expressing itself direct, almost as
if it barked.”]



TWENTIETH-CENTURY LITERARY CRITICISM, Vol. 208

DAHLBERG

When we think of America, and of her huge success,
we never realize how many failures have gone, and still
g0 to build up that success. It is not till you live in
America, and go a little under the surface, that you be-
gin to see how terrible and brutal is the mass of failure
that nourishes the roots of the gigantic tree of dollars.
And this is especially so in the country, and in the newer
parts of the land, particularly out west. There you see
how many small ranches have gone broke in despair,
before the big ranches scoop them up and profit by all
the back-breaking, profitless, grim labour of the pio-
neer. In the west you can still see the pioneer work of
tough, hard first-comer, individuals, and it is astounding
to see how often these individuals, pioneer first-comers
who fought like devils against their difficulties, have
been defeated, broken, their efforts and their amazing
hard work lost, as it were, on the face of the wilder-
ness. But it is these hard-necked failures who really
broke the resistance of the stubborn, obstinate country,
and made it easier for the second wave of exploiters to
come in with money and reap the harvest. The real pio-
neer in America fought like hell and suffered till the
soul was ground out of him: and then, nine times out of
ten, failed, was beaten. That is why pioneer literature,
which, even from the glimpses one has of it, contains
the amazing Odyssey of the brute fight with savage
conditions of the western continent, hardly exists, and
1s absolutely unpopular. Americans will not stand for
the pioneer stuff, except in small, sentimentalized doses.
They know too well the grimness of it, the savage fight
and the savage failure which broke the back of the coun-
try but also broke something in the human soul. The
spirit and the will survived: but something in the soul
perished: the softness, the floweriness, the natural ten-
derness. How could it survive the sheer brutality of the
fight with that American wilderness, which is so big,
vast, and obdurate!

The savage America was conquered and subdued at the
expense of the instinctive and intuitive sympathy of the
human soul. The fight was too brutal. It is a great pity
some publisher does not undertake a series of pioneer
records and novels, the genuine unsweetened stuff. The
books exist. But they are shoved down into oblivion by
the common will-to-forget. They show the strange bru-
tality of the struggle, what would have been called in
the old language the breaking of the heart. America was
not colonized and “civilized” until the heart was broken
in the American pioneers. It was a price that was paid.
The heart was broken. But the will, the determination to
conquer the land and make it submit to productivity,
this was not broken. The will-to-success and the will-
to-produce became clean and indomitable once the sym-
pathetic heart was broken.

By the sympathetic heart, we mean that instinctive be-
lief which lies at the core of the human heart, that
people and the universe itself is ultimately kind. This

belief is fundamental, and in the old language is em-
bodied in the doctrine: God is good. Now given an op-
position too ruthless, a fight too brutal, a betrayal too
bitter, this belief breaks in the heart, and is no more.
Then you have either despair, bitterness, and cynicism:
or you have the much braver reaction which says: God
is not good, but the human will is indomitable, it can-
not be broken, it will succeed against all odds. It is not
God’s business to be good and kind, that is man’s busi-
ness. God’s business is to be indomitable. And man’s
business is essentially the same.

This is, roughly, the American position today, as it was
the position of the Red Indian when the white man
came, and of the Aztec and of the Peruvian. So far as
we can make out, neither Redskin nor Aztec nor Inca
had any conception of a “good” god. They conceived of
implacable, indomitable Powers, which is very differ-
ent. And that seems to me the essential American posi-
tion to-day. Of course the white American believes that
man should behave in a kind and benevolent manner.
But this is a social belief and a social gesture, rather
than an individual flow. The flow from the heart, the
warmth of fellow-feeling which has animated Europe
and been the best of her humanity, individual, spontane-
ous, flowing in thousands of little passionate currents
often conflicting, this seems unable to persist on the
American soil. Instead you get the social creed of be-
nevolence and uniformity, a mass will, and an inward
individual retraction, an isolation, an amorphous sepa-
rateness like grains of sand, each grain isolated upon its
own will, its own indomitableness, its own implacabil-
ity, its own unyielding, yet heaped together with all the
other grains. This makes the American mass the easiest
mass in the world to rouse, to move. And probably, un-
der a long stress, it would make it the most difficult
mass in the world to hold together.

The deep psychic change which we call the breaking of
the heart, the collapse of the flow of spontaneous
warmth between a man and his fellows, happens of
course now all over the world. It seems to have hap-
pened to Russia in one great blow. It brings a people
into a much more complete social unison, for good or
evil. But it throws them apart in their private individual
emotions. Before, they were like cells in a complex tis-
sue, alive and functioning diversely in a vast organism
composed of family, clan, village, nation. Now, they are
like grains of sand, friable, heaped together in a vast in-
organic democracy.

While the old sympathetic glow continues, there are
violent hostilities between people, but they are not se-
cretly repugnant to one another. Once the heart is bro-
ken, people become repulsive to one another secretly,
and they develop social benevolence. They smell in
each other’s nostrils. It has been said often enough of
more primitive or old-world peoples, who live together
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in a state of blind mistrust but also of close physical
connection with one another, that they have no noses.
They are so close, the flow from body to body is so
powerful, that they hardly smell one another, and hardly
are aware at all of offensive human odours that madden
the new civilizations. As it says in this novel: The
American senses other people by their sweat and their
kitchens. By which he means, their repulsive effluvia.
And this is basically true. Once the blood-sympathy
breaks, and only the nerve-sympathy is left, human be-
ings become secretly intensely repulsive to one another,
physically, and sympathetic only mentally and spiritu-
ally. The secret physical repulsion between people is re-
sponsible for the perfection of American “plumbing,”
American sanitation, and American kitchens, utterly
white-enamelled and antiseptic. It is revealed in the aw-
ful advertisements such as those about “halitosis,” or
bad breath. It is responsible for the American nausea at
coughing, spitting, or any of those things. The Ameri-
can townships don’t mind hideous litter of tin cans and
paper and broken rubbish. But they go crazy at the
sight of human excrement.

And it is this repulsion from the physical neighbour
that is now coming up in the consciousness of the great
democracies, in England, America, Germany. The oid
flow broken, men could enlarge themselves for a while
in transcendentalism, Whitmanish “adhesiveness” of the
social creature, noble supermen, lifted above the baser
functions. For the last hundred years man has been el-
evating himself above his “baser functions” and posing
around as a transcendentalist, a superman, a perfect so-
cial being, a spiritual entity. And now, since the war,
the collapse has come.

Man has no ultimate control of his own consciousness.
If his nose doesn’t notice stinks, it just doesn’t, and
there’s the end of it. If his nose is so sensitive that a
stink overpowers him, then again he’s helpless. He can’t
prevent his senses from transmitting and his mind from
registering what it does register.

And now, man has begun to be overwhelmingly con-
scious of the repulsiveness of his neighbour, particu-
larly of the physical repulsiveness. There it is, in James
Joyce, in Aldous Huxley, in André Gide, in modern
Italian novels like Parigi—in all the very modern nov-
els, the dominant note is the repulsiveness, intimate
physical repulsiveness of human flesh. It is the expres-
sion of absolutely genuine experience. What the young
feel intensely, and no longer so secretly, is the extreme

repulsiveness of other people.

It is, perhaps, the inevitable result of the transcendental
bodiless brotherliness and social “adhesiveness” of the
last hundred years. People rose superior to their bodies,
and soared along, till they had exhausted their energy in
this performance. The energy once exhausted, they fell

with a struggling plunge, not down into their bodies
again, but into the cess-pools of the body.

The modern novel, the very modern novel, has passed
quite away from tragedy. An American novel like Man-
hattan Transfer has in it still the last notes of tragedy,
the sheer spirit of suicide. An English novel like Point
Counter Point has gone beyond tragedy into exacerba-
tion and continuous nervous repulsion. Man is so ner-
vously repulsive to man, so screamingly, nerve-
rackingly repulsive! This novel goes one further. Man
just smells, offensively and unbearably, not to be borne.
The human stink.

The inward revulsion of man away from man, which
follows on the collapse of the physical sympathetic
flow, has a slowly increasing momentum, a wider and
wider swing. For a long time the social belief and be-
nevolence of man towards man keeps pace with the se-
cret physical repulsion of man away from man. But ul-
timately, inevitably, the one outstrips the other. The
benevolence exhausts itself, the repulsion only deepens.
The benevolence is external and extra-individual. But
the revulsion is inward and personal. The one gains
over the other. Then you get a gruesome condition,
such as is displayed in this book.

The only motive power left is the sense of revulsion
away from people, the sense of the repulsiveness of the
neighbour. It is a condition we are rapidly coming to—a
condition displayed by the intellectuals much more than
by the common people. Wyndham Lewis gives a dis-
play of the utterly repulsive effect people have on him,
but he retreats into the intellect to make his display. It
is a question of manner and manners. The effect is the
same. It is the same exclamation: They stink! My God,
they stink!

And in this process of recoil and revulsion, the affective
consciousness withers with amazing rapidity. Nothing I
have ever read has astonished me more than the “Or-
phanage” chapters of this book. There I realized with
amazement how rapidly the human psyche can strip it-
self of its awareness and its emotional contacts, and re-
duce itself to a sub-brutal condition of simple gross per-
sistence. It is not animality—far from it. Those boys are
much less than animals. They are cold wills functioning
with a minimum of consciousness., The amount that
they are not aware of is perhaps the most amazing as-
pect of their character. They are brutally and deliber-
ately unaware. They have no hopes, no desires even.
They have even no will-to-exist, for existence even is
too high a term. They have a strange, stony will-to-
persist, that is all. And they persist by reaction, because
they still feel the repulsiveness of each other, of every-
thing, even of themselves.

Of course the author exaggerates. The boy Lorry “Al-
ways had his nose in a book”™—and he must have got
things out of the books. If he had taken the intellectual
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line, like Mr. Huxley or Mr. Wyndham Lewis, he would
have harped on the intellectual themes, the essential
feeling being the same. But he takes the non-intellectual
line, 1s in revulsion against the intellect too, so we have
the stark reduction to a persistent minimmum of the hu-
man consciousness. It is a minimum lower than the sav-
age, lower than the African Bushman. Because it is a
willed minimum, sustained from inside by resistance,
brute resistance against any flow of consciousness ex-
cept that of the barest, most brutal egoistic self-interest.
It is a phenomenon, and pre-eminently an American
phenomenon. But the flow of repulsion, inward physi-
cal revulsion of man away from man, is passing over
all the world. It is only perhaps in America, and in a
book such as this, that we see it most starkly revealed.

After the orphanage, the essential theme is repeated
over a wider field. The state of revulsion continues. The
young Lorry is indomitable. You can’t destroy him.
And at the same time, you can’t catch him. He will re-
coil from everything, and nothing on earth will make
him have a positive feeling, of affection or sympathy, or
connection.

The tragedian, like Theodore Dreiser and Sherwood
Anderson, still dramatizes his defeat and is in love with
himself in his defeated rle. But the Lorry Lewis is in
too deep a state of revuision to dramatize himself. He
almost deliberately finds himself repulsive too. And he
goes on, just to see if he can hit the world without de-
stroying himself. Hit the world not to destroy it, but to
experience in himself how repulsive it is.

Kansas City, Beatrice, Nebraska, Omaha, Salt Lake
City, Portland, Oregon, Los Angeles, he finds them all
alike, nothing, if not repulsive. He covers the great
tracts of prairie, mountain, forest, coast-range, without
seeing anything but a certain desert scaliness. His con-
sciousness is resistant, shuts things out, and reduces it-
self to a minimum.

In the YM.C.A. it is the same. He has his gang. But the
last word about them is that they stink, their effluvia is
offensive. He goes with women, but the thought of
women is inseparable from the thought of sexual dis-
ease and infection. He thrills to the repulsiveness of it,
in a terrified, perverted way. His associates—which
means himself also—read Zarathustra and Spinoza, Dar-
win and Hegel. But it is with a strange, external super-
ficial mind that has no connection with the affective and
effective self. One last desire he has—to write, to put
down his condition in words. His will-to-persist is intel-
lectual also. Beyond this, nothing.

It is a genuine book, as far as it goes, even if it is an
objectionable one. It is, in psychic disintegration, a
good many stages ahead of Point Counter Point. It re-
veals a condition that not many of us have reached, but

towards which the trend of consciousness is taking us,
all of us, especially the young. It is, let us hope, a ne
plus ultra. The next step is legal insanity, or just crime.
The book is perfectly sane: yet two more strides and it
is criminal insanity. The style seems to me excellent,
fitting the matter. It is sheer bottom-dog style, the
bottom-dog mind expressing itself direct, almost as if it
barked. That directness, that unsentimental and non-
dramatized thoroughness of setting down the under-dog
mind surpasses anything I know. I don’t want to read
any more books like this. But I am glad to have read
this one, just to know what is the last word in repulsive
consciousness, consciousness in a state of repulsion. It
helps one to understand the world, and saves one the
necessity of having to follow out the phenomenon of
physical repulsion any further, for the time being.

Edmund Wilson (review date 26 March 1930)

SOURCE: Wilson, Edmund. “Dahlberg, Dos Passos and
Wilder.” In The Shores of Light: A Literary Chronicle
of the Twenties and Thirties, pp. 442-50. New York:
Farrar, Straus and Young, Inc., 1952.

[In the following excerpt, drawn from his review of
Thornton Wilder’s The Woman of Andros, Dahlberg’s
Bottom Dogs, and John Dos Passos’s The 42nd Paral-
lel and originally published 26 March 1930, in the New
Republic, Wilson disagrees with D. H. Lawrence’s claim
that the prevailing feeling in Bottom Dogs is repulsion,
saying instead that the novel’s “temperament” is
“gentle” and “unembittered.”]

Edward Dahiberg, the author of Bottom Dogs, is, on
the other hand, very close to us—he is closer to us, in-
deed, than we quite care to have literature be. Bottom
Dogs is the back-streets of all our American cities and
towns. Mr. Dahlberg, as a writer, has nothing in com-
mon with the consummate sophistication of Thornton
Wilder, and his narrative is sometimes dull; but what he
has brought in from the obscurer sections of Los Ange-
les, Cleveland, Kansas City is something more than an
interesting document—it is a work of literature that has
the stamp of a real and original gift. The prose of Bot-
tom Dogs is partly derived from the language of the
streets itself, but to say this may give a misleading im-
pression: Dahlberg’s prose is primarily a literary me-
dium, hard, vivid, exact and racy, and with an odd kind
of street-lighted glamor. I do not agree with D. H.
Lawrence, who has written for this sordid story a curi-
ous and suggestive introduction, that the dominating
feeling of the book is repulsion. It would be easy for a
writer of another kind to make Dahlberg’s kind of ex-
perience repulsive, but I do not feel that Dahlberg has
done so: the temperament through which he has strained
his orphan homes, his barber shops and bakeries, his



