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A b s t r a c t  

The e v o l u t i o n  of  t h e  g r o t e s q u e  i n  f o u r  n o v e l s  of Nelson 

Algren  i s  t h e  s u b j e c t  of  t h i s  work.  A l g r e n ' s  w r i t i n g  ove r  h i s  

f i f t y - y e a r  c a r e e r  i s  r i f e  w i t h  g r o t e s q u e  images ,  s i t u a t i o n s  and 

c h a r a c t e r s ,  b u t  t h e r e  a r e  impor t an t  d i f f e r e n c e s  from n o v e l  t o  

n o v e l  i n  h i s  s t r a t e g i c  deployment of  t h e  g r o t e s q u e .  H i s  o v e r a l l  

m o t i v e ,  though ,  from Somebody i n  Boots  (1935) t h rough  The D e v i l ' s  

S t o c k i n g  (pos thumously  p u b l i s h e d  i n  1 9 8 3 ) ,  i s  c u l t u r a l  c r i t i c i s m .  

Algren  m a i n t a i n e d  t h roughou t  h i s  w r i t i n g  l i f e  t h a t  " l e g a l "  au- 

t h o r i t y  was i l l e g i t i m a t e ,  and t h a t  t h e  "ha rd  n e c e s s i t y  of  b r i n g -  

i n g  t h e  judge on t h e  bench down i n t o  t h e  dock" was t h e  r e s p o n s i -  

b i l i t y  o f  any h o n o r a b l e  w r i t e r  o f  f i c t i o n .  To do s o ,  Algren  made 

i n c r e a s i n g  u s e ,  i n  h i s  f i r s t  f o u r  n o v e l s ,  o f  t h e  g r o t e s q u e  mode. 

The approach  c o n s i d e r s  t h e  t h e o r i e s  o f  t h e  g r o t e s q u e  advanced by 

Wolfgang Kayser ,  Lee Byron J e n n i n g s  and Thomas Mann, and  p o i n t s  

up t h e  i n s u f f i c i e n c i e s  o f  t h e s e  t h e o r i e s  f o r  v iewing  Algrenfbs  

work.  The t h e o r i e s  o f  t h e  g r o t e s q u e  advanced by Donald Fanger 

and Mikha i l  B a k h t i n ,  and t h e  i m p l i c a t i o n s  and  s u g g e s t i o n s  o f  

t h e o r i e s  i n  t h e  works of  Wa l t e r  Benjamin,  T.W. Adorno and Guy 

Debord p r o v i d e  a  more a d e q u a t e  b a s i s  f o r  d i s c u s s i o n  of Somebody 

i n  Boo t s ,  Never Come Morning,  The Man w i t h  t h e  Golden A r m  and 

A Walk on t h e  Wild S i d e .  F u r t h e r ,  t h e  t r a d i t i o n  o f  t h e  pa r a -  

c l e t e ,  s o  e a r n e s t l y  i n t r o d u c e d  i n t o  American l e t t e r s  by Walt 

Whitman, s e r v e d  b o t h  a s  t h e  e t h i c a l  ground o f  A l g r e n ' s  work, and 
. . . 
11 1 



as the catalyst for the artistic strategy that Bakhtin calls 

11 I I grotesque realism. Whitman's writing constantly informs the 

discussion of the nature of Algren's cultural criticism. 

The significance of this concept of the grotesque, which 

defines the relationship of Algren to Whitman, is that it con- 

siders that most heinous disfigurement of America: the exclusion 

I I and denial of those found guilty of owning nothing, nothing at 

all, in the one land where ownership and virtue are one. " The 

evolution of Algren's use of the grotesque is further illuminated 

I I by Bakhtin's emphasis on laughter and "degradation. An intui- 

tion perceptible in Algren's early novels, that laughter can 

topple the image of the accuser and re-member those amputated 

from the social body, gained imaginative play as Algren moved 

more surely between horror and amusement. What sprang out of the 

oscillation was an offering to lay the ghost of the question 

Algren heard an accused woman cry out to a courtroom: "Ain't 

anybody on 9 side?" 



T h i s  work i s  f o r  Norman M i t c h e l l  



For my part, in this foreign country, 
I have n o  objection to policemen or 
any other minister of authority; though 
I remember in America, I ha'd a n  innate 
antipathy to constables, and always 
sided with the mob against the law. 

- Nathanael Hawthorne 
Passages from the French and 
Italian Notebooks 
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I n t r o d u c t i o n :  "Every day i s  D-day under  t h e  E l "  

I would p l a c e  t h e  span  o f  t h e  g r o t e s q u e  i n  Nelson A l g r e n ' s  

w r i t i n g  between two f o o t i n g s .  The f i r s t  i s  t h e  c o n c l u s i o n  of a  

s t o r y  c a l l e d  "Pero  Venceremos" (Span i sh  f o r  "bu t  we s h a l l  w in" ) ,  

which appea red  i n  t h e  1947 c o l l e c t i o n  The Neon Wi lde rne s s .  The 

n a r r a t o r ,  a  barroom c i p h e r  w i t h  enough change t o  d r i n k  and p l a y  

t h e  juke  box,  h a l f - l i s t e n s  t o  t h e  hund red th  r e c i t a t i o n  by one 

Denny O'Connor o f  t h e  l a t t e r ' s  war-wounds s t o r y .  O'Connor ha s  

r e p e a t e d  t h e  s t o r y  o b s e s s i v e l y  s i n c e  r e t u r n i n g  from S p a i n ,  w i t h  

no v a r i a t i o n s  s a v e  t h o s e  which f a i l u r e  o f  memory make. Conse- 

I I q u e n t l y ,  no  one pays  0 '  Connor a t t e n t i o n  anymore. O'Connor i s  

O'Connor and we 've  h e a r d  i t  a l l  b e f o r e .  T h e r e ' s  bock b e e r  and a  

b ingo  game t h a t  you a lmos t  b e a t  and a  juke  box t h a t  s t i l l  p l a y s  

' L i l i  Mar lene '  and we a l l  have  o u r  own t r o u b l e s  anyhow. I '  1 

O'Connor i n s i s t s  on show-and- te l l :  one wound, t h e  bayonet  th rough  

t h e  s h o u l d e r ,  h e a l e d  l ong  a g o ,  and t h e  n a r r a t o r  h a s  t o  remind 
L 

O'Connor t h a t  i t  was t h e  r i g h t  s h o u l d e r  and n o t  t h e  l e f t .  The 

l e g  wound, from s h r a p n e l  " ' n o  b i g g e r ' n  h a l f  d o l l a r , " '  i s  open and 

f e s t e r i n g  a f t e r  t e n  y e a r s .  O'Connor h o l d s  f o r t h :  " ' S e e  t h a t ?  

T h a t ' s  r o t .  I used  t o  t h i n k  i t ' d  s t o p  b u t  I d o n ' t  t h i n k  s o  no 

more.  Some one o f  t h e s e  days  t h e y ' l l  be  t a k i n '  ' e r  o f f  me. "' He 

b u l l s h i t s  f o r  a  w h i l e  l o n g e r ,  abou t  t h e  Span i sh  War, t h e  " b a l l -  

room brawls"  h e ' s  been i n ,  h i s  unimpeachable  s t a t u s  a s  a  "good 

un ion  man" ( n o t  s o  s i n c e  P e a r l  Ha rbo r ,  t h e  n a r r a t o r  t e l l s  u s ) ,  

t h e  e f f e c t i v e n e s s  of  a  b roken  b e e r  g l a s s  a s  a n  e q u a l i z e r  i n  a  

ba l l room b r a w l ,  t h e  Span i sh  War, t h e  Span i sh  War-- 



"Maybe you 'd  b e t t e r  f o r g e t  Fuente  de  Ebro,  1 1  

I a d v i s e d  him d i r e c t l y .  " A f t e r  a l l ,  t h a t ' s  a  
hundred y e a r s  ago .  I I 

He looked a t  me a  long  moment, a s  though 
t r y i n g  t o  unde r s t and  what I ' d  s a i d .  He was t r y i n g  
s o  h a r d  he  was b i t i n g  h i s  l i p .  Then h e  seemed t o  
unde r s t and  a t  l a s t  . 

"Why, n o , "  he  t o l d  me, a  l i t t l e  d r eami ly ,  
" i t  a i n ' t  t h a t  long  ago a t  a l l .  I t ' s  j u s t  l i k e  
y e s t e r d a y .  I I 

He r o s e  s l o w l y ,  h i s  l a s t  n i c k e l  i n  h i s  palm, 
and l eaned  a s  though r e s t i n g  a g a i n s t  t h e  juke 
w h i l e  i t  began,  f o r  t h e  l a s t  t i m e ,  " A s  Long As You 
Live  Y o u ' l l  Be Dead I f  You Die . "  When i t  was f i n -  
i shed  he  r e t u r n e d  s lowly  and asked  me, "Did I s a y  
e s t e r d a y ? "  And shook h i s  head l i k e  a  man 

I I ? e c a l l i n g  a n  e n d l e s s  dream. I t  w a s n ' t  even yes-  
t e r d a y ,  t h e  way i t  f e e l s .  I I 

"How does  i t  f e e l ,  Denny?" 
I I It f e e l s  more--l ike tomorrow." (NW - 221) 

The second f o o t i n g  i s  what I t a k e  t o  be t h e  c e n t r a l  p o i n t  of 

t h e  p r e f a c e  Algren wro te  i n  1965 f o r  t h e  r e p u b l i c a t i o n  of h i s  

1935 nove l  Somebody i n  Boots .  He speaks  of  t h e  g e n e s i s  of t h e  

n o v e l ,  which he  o r i g i n a l l y  c a l l e d  Na t ive  son, '  i n  a  hope " t o  show 

a  F i n a l  Descendant:  a  you th  a l i e n a t e d  from fami ly  and f a i t h ;  

i l l i t e r a t e  and u t t e r l y  d i s p l a c e d .  . . a  man r e p r e s e n t i n g  tHe 

d e s o l a t i o n  of t h e  h i n t e r l a n d s  a s  w e l l  a s  t h e  d i s o r d e r  of t h e  

g r e a t  c i t y ,  e x i l e d  from h imse l f  and e x p a t r i a t e d  w i t h i n  h i s  own 

f r o n t i e r s .  A man who f e l t  no r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  even toward him- 

s e l f .  "3 A l g r e n w a s  i n  t h e  mid-1960s w r i t i n g  a f t e r  t h e  termina-  

t i o n  of y e t  a n o t h e r  f r o n t i e r ,  t h i s  one o f f i c i a l l y  c a l l e d  t h e  New 

one ,  and he  saw i n  i t s  v i o l e n t  c o n c l u s i o n  some p e r t i n e n c e  t o  h i s  

f i r s t  n o v e l ' s  p r o t a g o n i s t :  " ~ e a d i n g  , t h i r t y  y e a r s  a f t e r ,  t h i s  

a t t emp t  t o  d e p i c t  a  man of  no  s k i l l s  i n  a  s o c i e t y  unaware of  h i s  

e x i s t e n c e ,  t h e  c u r i o u s l y  opaque f a c e  of  Lee Harvey Oswald, a l i v e  



one day and dead t h e  n e x t ,  comes t h rough  l i k e  t h e  f a c e  of new 

m u l t i t u d e s "  (SB - 9 ) .  

Belonging n e i t h e r  t o  t h e  b o u r g e o i s i e  n o r  t h e  
working c l a s s ,  s e e k i n g  r o o t s  i n  r e v o l u t i o n  one 
week and i n  r e a c t i o n  t h e  n e x t ,  n o t  knowing what 
t o  c l i n g  t o  n o r  what t o  abandon,  compuls ive ,  un- 
r e a c h a b l e ,  dreaming o f  some s a c r i f i c i a l  he ro i sm ,  
h e  murders  a  man h e  does  n o t  even h a t e ,  s imp ly ,  
by t h a t  a c t ,  t o  j o i n  t h e  company of  men a t  l a s t .  

My f l a s h  n o t i o n  o f  a  F i n a l  Descendant  now 
a p p e a r s  t o  be  t h a t  o f  a  p r o g e n i t o r .  (z 9 )  

I n  b o t h  c a s e s  we a r e  i n v o l v e d  i n  h i s t o r y  a s  a  n igh tmare ,  b u t  

t h e  q u e s t i o n  o f  p e r s o n a l l y  awakening "from" i t  i s  n u l l i f i e d .  The 

I I American w r i t e r  He rbe r t  Gold h a s  u sed  t h e  p h r a s e  war eve ry  

morning" a s  metonymy f o r  h i s  e x i s t e n c e ,  and Nelson A l g r e n ,  who 

g r e a t l y  i n f l u e n c e d  G o l d ' s  w r i t i n g ,  s e e s  t h e  d a i l y  war a s  a  s o c i a l  

wor ld  of  g r o t e s q u e  b e i n g s  and  s i t u a t i o n s  and  s e n s e s  of  t ime  and 

h i s t o r y  which a r e  labor ing--and t h a t  i n c l u d e s  g i v i n g  b i r t h - -  

w i t h i n  a n  unended war and p e r s i s t i n g  s o c i a l  p a t h o l o g y .  Louis-  

Ferd inand  C g l i n e ,  a n o t h e r  " b u l l s h i t t e r "  whose war wound n e v e r  

h e a l e d ,  wro t e  i n  1932:  ."I canno t  h e l p  b e i n g  d o u b t f u l  whethPr 

t h e r e  a r e  any o t h e r  m a n i f e s t a t i o n s  of  t h e  i n n e r  working of  ou r  

s o u l s  b e s i d e s  war and d i s e a s e ,  t h o s e  two n igh tmare s  of  i n f i n i t e  

d u r a t i o n .  " 4  A l g r e n ' s  work t e l l s  u s  i s  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  no  such 

11 t h i n g  a s  a  pos twar"  p e r i o d ,  because  t h e  war e x p e r i e n c e  h a s  s o  

t ho rough ly  i n f e c t e d  d a i l y  l i f e  t h a t  a  " r e t u r n  t o  normalcy" i s  

o n l y  p a r t  o f  t h e  n e c e s s a r y  l i e .  I I S u rv ivo r s "  a r e  s o  e g r e g i o u s l y  

damaged, p h y s i c a l l y  and s p i r i t u a l l y ,  t h a t  t h e y  a r e  s e e n  by Algren  

a s  u g l i n e s s ,  an imated  c o r p s e s ,  zombies .  S i m i l a r l y ,  t o  speak  of 

I I r e cove ry"  from t h e  G r e a t  Dep re s s ion  i s  what A lg ren  c a l l s ,  i n  



I I a n o t h e r  c o n t e x t ,  conven t iona l  f a t u i t y . "  The p a t i e n t s  were t o o  

I I s i c k  t o  r e c o v e r ;  t h e  " c u r e ,  a  wa r ,  k i l l e d  m i l l i o n s  of them; t h e  

marks of t h e  d i s e a s e  a r e  permanent.  The i s s u e s  j o i n e d  by 

A l g r e n ' s  work a r e  s t a t e d ,  i n  a  d i f f e r e n t  c o n t e x t ,  and w i t h  one 

c r u c i a l  d i f f e r e n c e ,  by T .W.  Adorno: 

One of t h e  b a s i c  human r i g h t s  pos se s sed  by t h o s e  
who p i c k  up t h e  t a b  f o r  t h e  p r o g r e s s  of  c i v i l i z a -  
t i o n  i s  t h e  r i g h t  t o  be remembered. Cont ra ry  t o  
t h e  a f f i r m a t i v e  t o t a l i t y  of  i d e o l o g i e s  of  emanci- 
p a t i o n ,  t h i s  r i g h t  demands t h a t  t h e  marks o f  hu- 
m i l i a t i o n  be committed t o  remembrance i n  t h e  
form of imagines .  A r t  must t a k e  up t h e  cause  
of  t h a t  which i s  branded u g l y .  I n  s o  do ing ,  a r t  
should  n o t  t r y  t o  i n t e g r a t e  o r  m i t i g a t e  u g l i n e s s ,  
o r  seek  t o  r e c o n c i l e  i t  w i t h  i t s  e x i s t e n c e  by 
employing humor, which i s  g o r e  r e p u l s i v e  t h a n  
a l l  t h e  u g l i n e s s  t h e r e  i s .  

Three images r e v e a l i n g  t h e  extreme h u r t  and u g l i n e s s  in-  

f l i c t e d  by t h e  p r o g r e s s  of c i v i l i z a t i o n .  s t a y  w i t h  me. The f i r s t  

i s  a  f i l m  c l i p  of  t h e  announcement o f  V-E Day t o  t h e .  s e g r e g a t e d  

regiment  of Japanese-American s o l d i e r s  who fought  f o r  t h e  Uni ted  

S t a t e s  i n  World War 11. Not a  s i n g l e  man c h e e r s ,  n o r  s m i l e s ,  nor  
L 

s a l u t e s  t h e  f l a g .  ~ h e ' s e  N i s e i  s o l d i e r s  were t h e  most h i g h l y  

d e c o r a t e d  u n i t  i n  t h e  h i s t o r y  of  t h e  American m i l i t a r y .  The i r  

c a s u a l t y  r a t e  i n  some b a t t l e s  approached 300%. Almost a l l  of 

t h e i r  f a m i l i e s  were i n t e r n e d  i n  c o n c e n t r a t i o n  camps i n  t h e  Uni ted 

S t a t e s  d u r i n g  t h e  p e r i o d  i n  which t h e s e  men s o  d i s t i n g u i s h e d  

themse lves .  When t h e s e  "heroes"  r e t u r n e d  t o  t h e  Uni ted S t a t e s ,  

t h e  f i r s t  t a s k  of  most of  them was t o  a s s i s t  i n  moving t h e i r  

f a m i l i e s  o u t  of t h e  camps i n  which t hey  had s p e n t  t h e  war .  Some 

of t h e  v e t e r a n s  d i d  s o  wear ing  t h e i r  un i fo rms .  6 

Alf red  ~ U b l i n ' s  nove l  B e r l i n  A lexande rp l a t z ,  which Algren 



knew and es teemed,  s t a r t s  w i t h  t h i s  pa s sage :  

He s t o o d  i n  f r o n t  of  t h e  Tegel  P r i s o n  g a t e  and was 
f r e e  now. Yes te rday  i n  c o n v i c t ' s  g a r b  he  had been 
r a k i n g  p o t a t o e s  w i t h  t h e  o t h e r s  i n  t h e  f i e l d s  back 
of t h e  b u i l d i n g ,  now he  was walk ing  i n  a  t a n  sum- 
mer t o p c o a t ;  t h e y  were s t i l l  back t h e r e ,  he  was f r e e  
He l e t  one s t r e e t - c a r  a f t e r  a n o t h e r  go  by ,  p r e s s e d  
h i s  back a g a i n s t  t h e  r e d  w a l l ,  and d i d  n o t  move. 
The gateman walked p a s t  him s e v e r a l  t i m e s ,  showed 
him h i s  c a r - l i n e ;  he  d i d  n o t  move. The t e r r i b l e  
moment had come ( t e r r i b l e ,  F r a n z e ,  why t e r r i b l e ? ) ,  
t h e  f o u r  y e a r s  were o v e r .  The b l a c k  i r o n  g a t e s ,  
which h e  had been watch ing  w i t h  growing d i s g u s t  
f o r  a  y e a r  ( d i s g u s t ,  why d i s g u s t ? ) ,  were s h u t  be- 
h ind  him. They had l e t  him o u t  a g a i n .  I n s i d e ,  
t h e  o t h e r s  s a t  a t  t h e i r  c a r p e n t r y ,  v a r n i s h i n g ,  
s o r t i n g ,  g l u i n g ,  had s t i l l  two y e a r s ,  f i v e  y e a r s  
t o  d o .  He was s t a n d i n g  a t  vhe c a r s t o p .  

The punishment b e g i n s .  

Herman M e l v i l l e ' s  p rofoundly  p r e d i c t i v e  s t o r y  "Beni to  

Cereno" d e a l s  w i t h  a  s l a v e  r e b e l l i o n  aboa rd  a  Po r tugese  s l a v e  

I I s h i p .  The American c a p t a i n  who r e s c u e s " . t h e  Po r tugese  Don grows 

"more and more a s t o n i s h e d  and pained"  a t  h i s  b e n e f i c i a r y ' s  gloom, 

11 1 and c r i e s  You a r e  s a v e d ,  . . you a r e  saved :  what h a s  c a s t  

such a  shadow upon you? ' l '  Don Ben i to  r e p l i e s ,  " 'The n e g r o .  1 1 '  c 

None of t h e s e  s c e n e s  p r e s e n t s  u g l i n e s s  a s  d e f o r m i t y ,  damage 

o r  g r o s s n e s s .  They c a r r y  and convey a n  u g l i n e s s  t h a t  m a n i f e s t s  

I I i t s e l f  a s  f rozennes s "  o r  i n a n i t i o n  i n f i l t r a t i n g  t h e  s u b j e c t s '  

l i v e s .  The s u b j e c t s  a r e  a s  i f  bound by t h e i r  h i s t o r i c a l  circum- 

s t a n c e s ,  and any n e x t  move--a n e x t  move h a s  t o  be made--will 

c a r r y  a l l  t h e  marks and d i s t o r t i o n s  of  t h a t  b i n d i n g .  These 

images s a y ,  and A l g r e n ' s  work does a s  w e l l ,  t h a t  a l l  s o c i e t a l  

a p p a r a t u s e s  o r  r i t u a l s  f o r  p u r g a t i o n ,  p e n i t e n c e ,  renewal ,  o r  

s a l v a t i o n  (war ,  p r i s o n ,  work,  i n t o x i c a t i o n ,  "The Je f  f e r s o n s , "  t h e  



a r r i v a l  of  t h e  U . S .  Cava l ry )  f a i l  because  t h e y  a r e  i n t r i n s i c a l l y  

a n t i - s o c i a l ,  t h a t  i s  t o  s a y ,  t h e y  h u r t  t h e  r e a l m  i n  which l i f e  

r ep roduces  l i f e .  The c o n v e n t i o n a l  f a t u i t y  t h a t  approves  o f ,  and 

1 1  I I even demands t h e s e  s o l u t i o n s ,  o r  t h e  a e s t h e t i c  e x p r e s s i o n s  con- 

sonan t  w i t h  them i s  e x p e d i e n t  p a r t i a l  v i s i o n - - a p o t h e o s i z e d .  I t  

a l l o w s  on ly  a  m o n o l i t h i c  v i s i o n ,  and e n f o r c e s  t h e  terms of  a  

m o n o l i t h i c  d i s c o u r s e .  I t s  p i e t i e s  a r e  " I f  you d o n ' t  have  any- 

I I t h i n g  n i c e  t o  s a y ,  d o n ' t  s a y  a n y t h i n g  a t  a l l ,  o r  "Look on t h e  

b r i g h t  s i d e  o f  t h i n g s , "  o r  "Smi le ,  d a r n  you ,  s m i l e .  I I " F o r g e t .  11 

"Turn your  f a c e  away. I f  I 1  S t a y  i n  l i n e . "  I n  t h e  g r e a t e r  p a r t  of 

h i s  work,  Nelson A lg ren  w r o t e  c o r r e c t i v e l y ,  t h a t  i s ,  h e  w r o t e  

a g a i n s t  t h e  e x t i n c t i o n  of  a  r e a l  image o f  s u f f e r i n g ,  and i n  some 

of  h i s  work h e  w r o t e  t o  p r o v i d e  a  b e t t e r  v i s i o n  of  humanity t h a n  

t h e  o f f i c i a l  c u l t u r e  found i t  t o  i t s  advan t age  t o  p r e s e n t .  I n  

"Things of  t h e  E a r t h :  A Groundhog View," which seems i n  r e t r o -  

s p e c t  a  summarizing c r e d o ,  and what was a t  t h e  t ime  of  i t s  p u b l i -  

c a t i o n  i n  1952  a n  a s t o n i s h i n g l y  b i t t e r  a t t a c k  on t h e  pos twar  

American boom, Algren s a i d :  

[W]e a r e  t oday  l i v i n g  i n  a  l a b o r a t o r y  of  human 
s u f f e r i n g  a s  v a s t  and t e r r i b l e  a s  t h a t  i n  which 
Dickens and Dostoevsky w r o t e .  The c h i e f  d i f f e r -  
ence  b e i n g  t h a t  we can  a f f o r d ,  a s  t h e  England of 
Dickens and  t h e  R u s s i a  o f  Dostoevsky c o u l d  n o t  
a f  f o r d ,  a  g l i t t e r i n g  p s y c h o l o g i c a l  f a c a d e ,  a  
coa s  t - t o - coas t  t o t e - b o a r d  upon which h o u r l y  
b u l l e t i n s  p r o c l a i m  o u r  n a t i o n a l  con t en tmen t .  

An assumpt ion  o f  h a p p i n e s s  t h rough  mechani- 
c a l  i n g e n u i t y  none t h e  l e s s  t r a g i c  f o r  b e i n g  
n a i v e .  

For  t h e  b u l l e t i n s  a r e  a s  f a l s e  a s  McCarthy 
h i m s e l f .  As f a l s e ,  l e t  u s  s a y ,  a s  M r .  Wh i t t ake r  

I I Chambers, hand o v e r  h e a r t ,  c o n f e s s i n g ,  I n e v e r  
in fo rm on anyone b u t  I f e e l  something d i e  i n s i d e  
meM--and i n  t h e  same b r e a t h  murmuring t hank  you 



f o r  $75,000 i n  magazine s e r i a l  r i g h t s .  
T h i s  i s  how a  c r e a t u r e  o f  t h e  deep  s e e s  l i f e  

s t e a d i l y  and s e e s  i t  whole .  [Algren  had e a r l i e r  
I I r e f e r r e d  t o  Chambers a s  a  subaquaeous  g rowth . " ]  

I n  1952 t h e  c o u r s e  o f  c o r r e c t i o n  was c l e a r  t o  Algren :  

To my own l i g h t s  Matthew A r n o l d ' s  p h r a s e  today  
means,  r a t h e r ,  t h e  c a p a c i t y  t o  s e e  t h a t  o u r  myths 
a r e  s o  many, o u r  v i s i o n  s o  dim, o u r  s e l f - d e c e p t i o n  
s o  deep  and  o u r  smugness s o  g r o s s  t h a t  s c a r c e l y  
any way now remains  of  r e p o r t i n g  t h e  American 
Cen tury  e x c e p t  from beh ind  t h e  t o t e - b o a r d .  . . . 
I n  t h e  a c r e s  and  a c r e s  o f  f u r n i s h e d  rooms a s  w e l l  
a s  i n  t h e  smal l town s lums;  a l o n g  t h e  d i m - l i t  
s t r e e t s  beh ind  t h e  b r i g h t - l i t  bou l eva rds  a s  on 
t h e  r u t t e d  r o a d s  beh ind  Main S t r e e t ;  i n  t h e  
ch icken-wi re  f l o p s  a s  i n  t h e  a l l - s t e e l  c e l l s  w i t h  
t h e  s o l i d  d o o r s ;  i n  t h e  backroom b r o t h e l s  a s  i n  
t h e  C e n t r a l  P o l i c e  l i n e u p s ;  i n  t h e  wards  and t h e  
c o u r t s  and t h e  h o s p i t a l s ,  t h e  dens  and t h e  d i v e s ,  
we s e e  and t ouch  t h e  b o ~ e  and  f l e s h  o f  which o u r  
t ime i s  f o r g e d  a t  l a s t .  

That  f l e s h  and b lood  t ended  toward t h e  shop-worn. O r  

h i s to ry -worn .  I n  t h e  s e c t i o n  o f  Chicago:  C i t y  on t h e  Make (1951) 

c a l l e d   right Faces  of Tomorrow," Algren  s p e n t  some words on t h e  

c a s u a l t i e s - - a n d  n o t  t h o s e  i n  t h e  "Enemy ~ e a d "  column--of t h e  

American Cen tury :  L 

You c a n ' t  push n i n e t e e n - y e a r - o l d s  who want t o  be  
good d o c t o r s  and  good e n g i n e e r s  i n t o  a  war f o r  
t h e  s a l v a t i o n  o f  i m p o r t e r s 1  i nves tmen t s  and  ex- 
p e c t  them t o  come o u t  b e l i e v i n g  i n  a n y t h i n g  much 
beyond t h e  u s e s  o f  t h e  super-bazooka a g a i n s t  
"gooks ."  You can  s e e  t h e  boys who s t opped  c a r i n g  
i n  1917 under  t h e  c i t y  arc- lamps y e t .  

Under t h e  arc- lamps y e t .  As even ing  comes 
t a x i i n g  i n  and t h e  j u n g l e  h i d e r s  come s o f t l y  
f o r t h :  geeks  and  g a r g o y l e s ,  o l d  blown winoes ,  
s o u r  s  tewbums and  g r i n n i n g  g i n s o a k s ,  young 
d i n g b a t s  who went a s h o r e  on D P l u s  One o r  D P l u s  
Two and have been t r y i n g  t o  f i n d  some a r c - l i t  
s h o r e  e v e r  s i n c e .  S t r o l l i n g  w i t h  a n c i e n t  boxcar  
p e r v e r t s  who f o u g h t  a l l  t h e i r  wars  on t h e  S a n t a  
Fe . 

D e s e r t e r s '  f a c e s ,  wea r ing  t h e  v e r y  l a t e s t  
G . I .  i s s u e :  t h e  p l a s t i c  masks o f  a n  i cy - co ld  de- 



s p a i r .  Where t h e  s i c k  of  h e a r t  and t h e  l o s t  o f  
s p i r i t  s t r a y .  From t h e  f o r g o t t e n  b a t t l e g r o u n d s  
on t h e  o t h e r  s i d e  of t h e  b i l l b o a r d s ,  on t h e  o t h e r  
s i d e  of  t h e  TV commercia ls ,  t h e  o t h e r  s i d e  of 
t h e  h e a d l i n e s .  F r e s h  from t h e  g a t h e r i n g  of 
s n i p e s  behind t h e  n e a r e s t  KEEP OFF warnings  
come t h e  forward p a t r o d s  o f  tomorrow. Every day 
i s  D-day under t h e  E l .  

With what I ' d  c a l l  " e v o l u t i o n a r y  p e r s i s t e n c e u - - h i s  methods 

changed b u t  h i s  l o y a l t i e s  d i d n ' t - -  Algren r e p o r t e d  t h e  v o i c e s ,  

f a c e s ,  b o d i e s ,  s i t u a t i o n s  and memories of  t h e  l a b o r a t o r y  behind 

t h e  t o t e -boa rd .  That  m a t e r i a l  was ,  a s  t h e  H a r t f o r d  Courant 

warned a l l  America on bo th  t h e  s p i n e  and t h e  cover  of t h e  Avon 

"Red-Gold" e d i t i o n  of The Neon Wi lde rnes s ,  "Not f o r  t h e  squeam- 

i s h . "  Some t ime a f t e r  t h e  p u b l i c a t i o n  i n  1949 of The Man wi th  

t h e  Golden A r m ,  which was A l g r e n ' s  t h i r d  n o v e l ,  he  ceased  t o  be  

t aken  aback by c r i t i c s  r o u t i n e l y  l a s h i n g  him f o r  w r i t i n g  a lmos t  

e x c l u s i v e l y  about  s o c i e t y ' s  d r e g s :  whores ,  cons ,  s a d i s t s ,  junk- 

i e s ,  g r i f t e r s ,  pimps,  j u i c e r s ,  bums and "sec-f  i ends  ." The i n c i -  

dence of "lonesome monsters"  i s  indeed  h i g h  i n  h i s  work. I n  . 
f a c t ,  Algren was ted  h a r d l y  any n o v e l i s t i c  i n k  on d u l l  conform- 

' I 1 '  i s t s ,  b r i g h t  boys ,  d o c i l e  consumers,  s u c c e s s e s ,  o r  t h e  v o t i n g  

c o n s t i t u e n c y  of any s e n a t o r  i n  t h e  Uni ted  S t a t e s .  The r ea sons  

a r e  f a i r l y  b r i e f l y  s t a t e d :  why w r i t e  about  t h e  Man i n  t h e  Grey 

F l anne l  S u i t  and M a r j o r i e  Morningstar--Algren s a i d  he  wou ldn ' t  

even be a b l e  t o  work up t h e  i n t e r e s t  n e c e s s a r y  t o  show up a t  

t h e i r  wedding--when " t h e  ones  whose v i c t o r i e s  f a l l  c l o s e  enough 

t o  t h e  h e a r t  t o  a f f o r d  r e a l  hope;  whose d e f e a t s  c o s t  e v e r y t h i n g  

of r e a l  v a l u e ;  . ,and whose g r i e f  l e a v e s  s c a r  t i s s u e  enough t o  

s a t i s f y  I l s a  ~ o c h " l O  a r e n ' t  found i n  supe rmarke t s ,  o f f i c e  b u i l d -  



ings, universities, magazines, televisions, movies and other such 

ghost-pens. That one-dimensional existence is of no transforma- 

tive help whatsoever. What can help are images and stories of 

the lives of those who are too maimed to participate in the 

I I single nation where ownership and virtue are one. '111 

How they can help, and by what specific means they can do 

so, are the issues this thesis addresses. 

Throughout Algren' s works, both the fearful and the exuber- 

ant grotesque show themselves. This thesis contends that the 

grotesque, as image, character and situation, is the primary 

expressive mode of Algren's novels, and that the character of 

Algren' s fiction was changed by the steady proliferation through 

it of what the Russian theorist and critic Mikhail Bakhtin has 

1'  spoken of as grotesque realism." Although Somebody in Boots and 

Never Come Morning (1942) were deeply infused with the suffering 

of Algren' s contemporaries and with Algren' s sorrow over their 
L 

torments, a crazy, subversive humor intermittently flashed out of 

these early books. That strain, which drew on what Bakhtin has 

called the "carnivalesque" traditions of folk humor, grew more 

vital to and in the later novels The Man with the Golden Arm and 

A Walk on the Wild Side (19.56). The latter novel, which grew 

from a revision of Somebody in Boots into a full-blown parodic 

re-vision of it, is the height of carnivalization in Algren's 

work. Bakhtin's theory of the grotesque, as well as that of 

Donald Fanger, will be discussed in the first chapter. I have 

also discussed the insufficiencies, for reading Algren's books, 



of t h r e e  o t h e r  concep t s  of  t h e  g r o t e s q u e :  t h e  Romantic, t h e  

p s y c h o l o g i c a l ,  and t h e  " a r i s t o c r a t i c . "  The work of Walt Whitman, 

which was s o  v i t a l  i n  shap ing  A l g r e n ' s  s o c i a l  and p o l i t i c a l  

e t h i c s ,  w i l l  f r e q u e n t l y  e n t e r  t h e  d i s c u s s i o n  of Algren '  s  n o v e l s .  

Whitman evolved  a  p r a c t i c e ,  i f  n o t  a  t h e o r y  of  t h e  g r o t e s q u e ,  

w h i c h h a s  been l i t t l e  a t t e n d e d  t o .  Throughout m y w o r k h e r e ,  t h e  

emphasis w i l l  be on t h e  g r o t e s q u e  a s  a  mode of c u l t u r a l  c r i t i -  

I I c i sm,  " t h e  t r u t h  of  which ,"  a s  Adorno h e l d ,  c o n s i s t s  of  b r i n g i n g  

u n t r u t h  t o  consc iousnes s  of  i t s e l f .  It12 

Algren had t h e  b r a s s  t o  answer i n  a  s i n g l e  s e n t e n c e  Jean- 

11 Paul  S a r t r e ' s  q u e s t i o n ,  what i s  l i t e r a t u r e ? "  He s a i d ,  "I submit  

t h a t  l i t e r a t u r e  i s  made upon any o c c a s i o n  t h a t  a  c h a l l e n g e  i s  pu t  

t o  t h e  l e g a l  a p p a r a t u s  by consc i ence  i n  touch  w i t h  humanity.  I I 

H is  n e x t  s e n t e n c e ,  because  h e  was fond of mocking t h e  - ex c a t h e d r a  

t o n e ,  was "Now we a l l  know" (CCM 8 1 ) .  T h i s  wise-guy moment, 

though,  was backed by a  body of w r i t i n g  which neve r  d i shonored  
L 

h i s  d e f i n i t i o n .  We can  l e a r n  about  cons tancy  from Alg ren ,  about  

c r i t i c a l  l o y a l t y  and abou t  endurance .  Whatever s p e c i e s  of  t h e  

g ro t e sque  he  pu t  b e f o r e  u s  was a  c h a l l e n g e  t o  t h e  mani fo ld  un- 

I I t r u t h s  of  t h e  law,  unders tood  a s  t h o s e  arrangements  more con- 

v e n i e n t  t o  owners of  p r o p e r t y  t h a n  t o  t h e  p r o p e r t y l e s s "  (CCM 8 1 ) .  

To unde r s t and  t h e  magnitude of t h i s  p r o j e c t ,  t o  unde r s t and  t h a t  

Algren w a s n ' t  s imply w r i t i n g  tough-guy b e s t s e l l e r s ,  t o  unde r s t and  

t h e  gap be tween mid-century American c u l t u r a l  r e a l i t y  and 

A l g r e n ' s  c o n v i c t i o n s  about  what i t  cou ld  and shou ld  b e ,  we shou ld  

look a t  h i s  p r e f a c e  t o  t h e  1,963 e d i t i o n  of Never Come Morning. 



I n  i t ,  A lg ren  g i v e s  a  funny ,  mordant  and  d e e p l y  compass iona te  

answer t o  t h e  P o l i s h  Americans who, i n  t h e  Chicago d a i l y  Zgoda, 

had s n e e r e d  t h a t  " t h e  a u t h o r  l e a v e s  a  c l u e  t o  h i s  q u a l i f i c a t i o n s "  

by s e t t i n g  a t  t h e  head o f  h i s  n o v e l  t h e s e  l i n e s  from Whitman: 

I f e e l  I am of them-- 
I be long  t o  t h o s e  c o n v i c t s  and p r o s t i t u t e s  m y s e l f ,  

And h e n c e f o r t h  I w i l l  n o t  deny them-- 
For  how c a n  I deny myse l f ?  

The r ev i ew  c o n t i n u e d ,  c a l l i n g  Algren  

t h e  p roduc t  o f  a  d i s t o r t e d  m e n t a l i t y ,  f o r  i n  h i s  
t r e a t m e n t  o f  houses  o f  i l l  r e p u t e  h e  i s  i n  a n  e l e -  
ment a l l  h i s  own and  no doub t  was on a  n a r c o t i c s  
j a g  when h e  concoc t ed  t h i s  s t o r y .  I t  i s  d o u b t f u l  
whe ther  Goebbe l s1  p e r s o n a l  a d j u t a n t  c o u l d  have  
o r d e r e d  a  j u i c i e r  P o l e - b a i t i n g  t a l e  t h a n  t h i s  Swede 
h a s  d a r e d .  When f r e e  c o p i e s  b e g i n  t o  f i n d  t h e i r  
way i n t o  t h e  hands  o f  u n s u s p e c t i n g  v i c t i m s  i t ' s  a  
s i g n a l  t h a t  t h i s  a n t i - P o l i s h  propaganda i s  d e f i n i t e l y  
d i r e c t e d  by Nazi  money. A t  3 2 ,  Alg ren ,  a  Scand inav i an ,  
canno t  p o s f j b l y  be  w i t h o u t  m a l i c e  i n  h i s  h e a r t  a g a i n s t  
. t h e  P o l e s .  

A lg ren ,  who a s  h e  remarks  was n e i t h e r  t h i r t y - t w o ,  a  Scandi-  

n a v i a n  n o r  a n  a d d i c t ,  and who was a t  t h e  t ime  t h e  r ev i ew  appeared  
L 

" n o u r i s h i n g  s o  much m a l i c e  i n  [ h i s ]  h e a r t  a g a i n s t  d r i l l - s e r g e a n t s  

I I t h a t  h e  had n o t  a . smidgeon  t o  s p a r e  4-F c i v i l i a n s ,  saw i n  t h i s  

p i e c e  and t h e  o t h e r s  o f  i t s  i l k  " t h e  f u r i o u s  l o g i c  o f  i l l i t e r a c y "  

(NCM - x i ) .  H i s  p h r a s e  was n o t  d i r e c t e d  a t  P o l i s h  American unin-  

t e n t i o n a l  d i a l e c t  humor; Algren  g o t  h i s  l aughs  o u t  o f  t h a t  and 

l e f t  i t .  The " i l l i t e r a c y "  was t h e  i n a b i l i t y  t o  s e e  t h a t ,  

t h e  n o v e l  a t t e m p t e d  t o  s a y ,  a b o u t  t h e  American 
o u t c a s t ,  what James Baldwin h a s  obse rved  more 
r e c e n t l y  o f  t h e  American Negro: i f  you d o n ' t  know 
my name you d o n ' t  know you r  own. I f e l t  t h a t  i f  
we d i d  n o t  u n d e r s t a n d  what was happening t o  men 
and women who s h a r e d  a l l  t h e  h o r r o r s  b u t  none o f  
t h e  p r i v i l e g e s  o f  o u r  c i v i l i z a t i o n ,  t h e n  we d i d  



n o t  know what was happening t o  o u r s e l v e s .  . . . 
The f a i l u r e  of  t h e  people  a t  Zgoda was a  f a i l u r e  
of  f e e l i n g .  A f a i l u r e  t o  f e e l  

. . . I am of them-- 
I belong t o  t h o s e  c o n v i c t s  and p r o s t i t u t e s  m y s e l f ,  
And h e n c e f o r t h  I s h a l l  n o t  deny them-- 
f o r  how can  I deny myse l f ?  

I I Algren f i n i s h e d  by s ay ing :  And Zgoda runs  from c o a s t  t o  

coas t "  ( N C M  x i v ) .  I n  t h e  symnecro t ic  r e l a t i o n s h i p  of  t h e  Ameri- 

can  middle  c l a s s  t o  t h e  images i t  devour s ,  whatever  t h e  ambiva- 

l e n c e s  o r  a n x i e t i e s  t h a t  c o n d i t i o n  t h e  t o t a l  e x p e r i e n c e  of  con- 

sumption,  t h e  s o l e  d e s i r a b l e  p u b l i c  f a c e  which emerges from t h e  

s p e c t a c u l a r  expe r i ence  i s  a  s m i l i n g  one .  O r  a f a c e  s o  expres -  

s i o n l e s s ,  s o  v a c a n t ,  s o  smooth, t h a t  i t  b e t r a y s  no ev idence  of 

remembering s e e i n g  a n y t h i n g  a t  a l l .  A s o l i d  c i t i z e n  mus t ,  a f t e r  

a l l ,  have a  c e r t a i n  deg ree  of a  c e r t a i n  k i n d  of "he lp"  s imply t o  

f a c e  war e v e r y  morning,  s imply  t o  c u r t a i n  o f f  o r  media te  whatever  

images of  r u p t u r e ,  breakdown, o r  h o s t i l i t y  might  lunge  o u t  of  a  

bad ly -d i sea sed ,  b u t  a c t u a l  and l i v i n g  and sometimes u p r o a r i o u s l y  

funny s o c i a l  wor ld .  From t h e  s t a r t  of  h i s  c a r e e r ,  Algren wro te  

a g a i n s t  t h e  s t a k i n g  down f o r e v e r  of a  t a r p a u l i n  which would 

m u f f l e  speech  and c u t  o f f  v i s i o n .  I n  t h e  c i r c u s  o r  army t e n t  he 

most f e a r e d  America would become, t h e  on ly  speech  h e a r d  would be 

t h e  g o s p e l  o f  t h e  h u n t e r s  and t h e  h u s t l e r s ,  which i n  t h e  s e r v i c e  

of t h e  numb " i s "  expunges memory and c o n s c i e n c e .  Algren s p e n t  

h i s  l i f e  throwing i n c e n d i a r y  w r i t i n g  a t  t h e  b i g  t o p .  A t  t h e  end ,  

he  thought  most of  i t  bounced o f f .  But i f  we shou ld  want t o  

s t r e t c h ,  t a k e  a  l e a k  and a  look  a t  t h e  s t a r s ,  we might y e t  t r i p  

over  some, s t i l l  l i t ,  t h a t  would h e l p  u s  i f  we c a r r i e d  i t  i n s i d e .  
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Chapte r  1 :  Out of  t h e  Trophonian Cave: The Gro t e sque  S t a t e  
o f  T h e o r i e s  o f  t h e  Gro tesque  

The Problem of Rot :  

We shou ld  go  back t o  Denny O'Connor t  s  s h r a p n e l  wound. The 

n a r r a t o r  t e l l s  u s  t h a t  h e  had f i r s t  s e e n  t h e  l e g  and f o o t  a f t e r  

S i e r r a  La V a l l s :  

I t  was marked f o u r  t i m e s  from s h r a p n e l  between 
t h e  a n k l e  and  t h e  knee ;  t h e  h e e l  wore a  c r u s t e d  
wound, l i k e  a  s e a  s h e l l ' s  c r u s t e d  mouth ,  and  was 
c r o s s e d  t w i c e  by t h i n  w h i t e  s c a r s ,  a s  a h o t  
c r o s s  bun i s  c r o s s e d  w i t h  s u g a r .  A f t e r  t e n  y e a r s  
i t  was s t i l l  open and  t h e  edges  were  a s  h a r d  a s  
cement.  W i t h i n ,  l i k e  OtConnor ,  i t  was decay ing .  

(NW, - 218) 

OtConnor compares t h e  s i z e  o f  s h r a p n e l  t o  h a l f - d o l l a r s  and 

d imes ,  and s a y s  of  t h e  dime " ' t h i s l l l  s l i c e  o f f  a  hand l i k e  

s l i c i n '  t h rough  c h e e s e .  1 I '  Of t h e  p a r t i c u l a r  p i e c e  of s h r a p n e l  

t 1 t h a t  a ccoun t ed  f o r  t h e  h e e l  wound, O'Connor touched f i n g e r t i p  t o  

thumb t o  i n d i c a t e  a  p e l l e t  t h e  s i z e  of  a  g r a p e  s e e d .  I I 

Even i f  i t  d o e s n ' t  o ccu r  i n  f u l l  a n a l y s e d  c o n s c i o u s n e s s  t o  a  

r e a d e r ,  i t ' s  l i k e l y  t h a t  g u t  i f  n o t  b r a i n  w i l l  r e spond  t o  t h e  

a r r a y  o f  images ba sed  on t h e  c l o s e  q u a r t e r s  o f  food  and p u t r e f a c -  

t i o n .  We migh t  n o t e  t h a t  t h e  r o t  i s  s p i r i t u a l  a s  w e l l  a s  phys i -  

c a l ;  t h a t  t h e  g r a p e  s e e d  may b e  symbol a s  w e l l  a s  measurement.  

But t h e  b a s i s  o f  t h i s  c l u s t e r  i s  t h e  commingling i n  c o n s c i o u s n e s s  

of two t h i n g s  t h a t  we n e v e r  want t o  s e e  t o g e t h e r  on - ou r  d i n n e r  

p l a t e .  

S e t t i n g  a s i d e  f o r  a  moment t h e  i n s u f f i c i e n c y  of  t a l k i n g  

ab ou t  t h e  g r o t e s q u e  s imply  by r e a d i n g  images and  hav ing  done,  I ' d  



l i k e  t o  p u t  fo rward  two o t h e r  l i t e r a r y  examples which c o n f r o n t  

t h e  r e a d e r  w i t h  b i o l o g i c a l  and o t h e r  k i n d s  o f  decay .  The f i r s t  

i s  from The F a i r ,  t h e  o n l y  n o v e l  o f  t h e  Mexican w r i t e r  Juan  J o s 6  

A r r e o l a .  

Today w h i l e  I was wa lk ing  a l o n g  t h e  fu r rows  s o  
h a p p i l y ,  f e e l i n g  t h e  f a t  e a r s  o f  c o r n ,  I was 
astonished t o  f i n d  one  t h a t  was a  g e n u i n e  m o n s t e r .  
I t  had grown s o  b i g  t h a t  i t  had b u r s t  t h e  husk .  
The k e r n e l s  were  n o t  w h i t e ,  b u t  b l a c k ,  l i k e  
enormous,  r o t t e n  t e e t h .  

I was shaken ,  b u t  Florentine, t h e  foreman,  
a s s u r e d  me t h a t  t h i s  phenomenon o c c u r s  e v e r y  
y e a r ,  and t h a t  n o  c o r n f i e l d  i s  f r e e  from t h e s e  
t e c o l o t e s ,  a s  t h e y  c a l l  them h e r e .  But f o r  
me i t  was a  s i g n  o f  bad l u c k  t o  f i n d ,  i n  t h e  
m i d s t  o f  a l l  t h i s  g r e e n n e s s ,  t h a t  v e g e t a b l e  c a r -  
i c a t u r e ,  t h a t  e v i l  g r imace  t h a t  shows up everywhere .  1 

The second i s  from t h e  Russ i an  w r i t e r  Y u r i i  O l e s h a ' s  1927 

n o v e l l a  Envv . 

"We a r e  d y i n g ,  Kava l e rov .  I wanted t o  c a r r y  Woman 
above my head  l i k e  a  t o r c h .  I t hough t  t h a t  Woman 
would b e  e x t i n g u i s h e d  w i t h  o u r  e r a .  Thousands o f  
y e a r s  a r e  p i l e d  i n  a  dump-hole i n  which a r e  s c a t t e r -  
ed  mach ines ,  lumps o f  i r o n ,  o l d  c a n s ,  odd b o l t s ,  
r u s t y  s p r i n g s .  . . . I t ' s  a  d a r k ,  b l e a k  p i t .  And . 
t h e  o n l y  l i g h t  t h e r e  comes from t h e  r o t  
o f  phospho re scen t  f u n g i ,  f rom mold.  And t h o s e  a r e  
o u r  f e e l i n g s !  T h a t ' s  a l l  t h a t ' s  l e f t  of  o u r  f e e l i n g s ,  
o f  t h e  f l o w e r i n g  o f  o u r  s o u l s .  Then t h e  new man comes 
down t o  t h e  p i t ,  g r o p e s  a r o u n d ,  c l imbs  down i n t o  i t ,  
p i c k s  o u t  what h e  needs--maybe a  machine p a r t ,  may- 
be a  wrench--and h e  t r a m p l e s  upon t h e  s h i n i n g  r o t ,  
e x t i n g u i s h e s  i t .  I dreamed of  f i n d i n g  a  woman who 
would b lossom i n  t h a t  p i t  w i t h  unp receden t ed  f e e l i n g ,  
t h e  m i r a c u l o u s  f l o w e r i n g  o f  a  f e r n .  So t h a t  t h e  new 
man coming t o  s t e a l  o u r  i r o n  would be  f r i g h t e n e d ,  
would wi thdraw h i s  hand ,  c l o s e  h i s  e y e s ,  k$inded by 
t h e  l i g h t  o f  what h e  had t hough t  was r o t .  

These p a s s a g e s  g i v e  u s  more t o  work w i t h  i n  c o n s i d e r i n g  t h e  

problem of  r o t .  Food i s  c o n j o i n e d  t o  r o t  h e r e ,  b u t  beyond food 

a s  such  t h e r e  i s  nou r i shmen t ,  t h e r e  i s  l i f e - c a r r i e d - o n .  Beyond 



biological nourishment, in the passage from Olesha, is the human 

opportunity, however threatened, to live by, or at least with, 

"feelings. I 1 Denny OIConnor is presented to us in grotesque 

combinatory images which make it hard to discriminate living 

matter from dead, the nourishing from the putrefying. The super- 

abundance of the tecolotes, at the same time too alive and 

frighteningly like rotten, shakes the formerly happy narrator. 

Olesha's rot is the mold of human feelings, glowing in a junkyard 

of history, and the "woman who would blossom in that pit with 

unprecedented feeling," feeding and feeding off the mold, is the 

greeny flower that would frighten the new man, who rummages in 

history only for the instrumental. 

These passages exemplify the ambivalence of the grotesque. 

As I 've mentioned, approaching the grotesque solely by reading 

and decoding images in isolation is of little real worth. If we 

want to understand these startling occurrences, we have to see 

them as proceeding from both character and world, and in turn 

helping to define character and world. We also have to consider 

that no one response is appropriate to these images. In contra- 

distinction from modes such as tragedy, elegy and the epic, and 

in contradiction of them, the grotesque rejects the desirability 

of ritualized--or if we prefer, educated--responses. It is a way 

of producing and responding that can shake up what Adorno called 

"the high priests of art religion. "3 Geoffrey Harpham has said 

that the grotesque, 

because it calls forth contradictory interpretations, 



and interpretations to which it refuses to yield, . . . 
disrupts the relationship between art and the meaning 
of art. We should expect it, therefore, to cause 
consternation in many camps--among those concerned 
to relate art and reality, those concerned to establish 

1 1  the basis of pure art," those who deny that art has 
any non-artistic meaning, and those who believe that 
the moral status of art is grounded in reliable and 
true interpretations. No matter what kind of case 
one wants to make on these basic aesthetic issues, 
one runs up against the problem of the grotesque art 
as the final obstacle to a unive sal and internally 
consistent theory of aesthetics. 4 

In the scene from Arreola' s novel, it is essential to con- 

sider that the narrator, an intellectual, is shaken by what he 

sees as a "vegetable caricature," while the foreman, more inti- 

mate with the fields, sees no cause for alarm. We are not, 

1 1  however, given an explanation" of the tecolotes, and neither is 

the narrator. The phenomenon is regular, not to worry, but still 

I 1  that evil grimace shows up everywhere." A world, , populated by 

various reactions, and by no indisputable final word, is being 

built here. We have little chance of responding intelligently to 

the images from Olesha without some knowledge of the speakin'g 

character, the bearer of a powerfully ambivalent and noticeably 

corrupt romanticism, and his interlocutor, the self -acknowledged, 

self-appointed "jester" of a Soviet New Man. Further, there is 

little likelihood that our sounding of the scene or of the char- 

acters will be very deep if we don't consider the complex parody 

and counter-parody in the work on the theme of nourishment (the 

antagonists are pseudo-traditional "feelings" and new Soviet 

types of sausages). We also need to attain a literary-historical 

sense of the past use and contexts of such images and characters, 



and n o t  s imply t h e  a r t i s t i c  u s e  b u t  a l s o  t h e i r  c u l t u r a l  r o o t s .  

F i n a l l y ,  we need t o  i n q u i r e  about  t h e  s o c i e t y  which r e c e i v e d  t h i s  

work, and t h e  c h a r a c t e r  of  i t s  r e c e p t i o n .  ( I t  happens t h a t  t h a t  

i n q u i r y  h e r e  p rov ides  a s  p o i n t e d  a n  example a s  one cou ld  wish  of 

t h e  d i f f e r i n g  i n t e r p r e t i v e  c l i m a t e s  o f  p a r t y - l i n e  j o u r n a l s  and 

t h e  p u b l i c  s q u a r e .  B r i e f l y :  o f f i c i a l  p r a i s e ,  based on t h e  w o r k ' s  

appa ren t  i d e o l o g i c a l  r e c t i t u d e ,  gave way t o  o f f i c i a l  condemnation 

a s  t h e  p u b l i c  l augh te r - - a t  t h e  New S o v i e t  Engineer of  New Sov ie t  

Sausages ,  n o t  a t  t h e  c o u n t e r - r e v o l u t i o n a r y  scum r e p r e s e n t e d  by 

h i s  b r o t h e r  and h i s  "jesterH--somehow p e n e t r a t e d  t h e  e a r s  above 

t h e  c a t e r p i l l a r  mus tache . )  

A g r o t e s q u e  image, i n  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  V i t r u v i a n  s e n s e ,  i s  a  

" b a s t a r d  form" i n  which l i f e  forms n e v e r  b e f o r e  j o i n e d  a r e  p i c -  

t o r i a l l y  p r e s e n t e d  a s  s i n g l e  organisms . 5  Thus human o r  animal  

heads  crown t e n d r i l s ;  dwar fs  somehow form majuscu le  l e t t e r s ;  

pediments s u p p o r t  human t o r s o s ,  which i n  t u r n  f low i n t o  dep ic -  

t i o n s  of  f o u n t a i n s ,  t h e  w a t e r  of which becomes l e a f y  v e g e t a t i d n  

e n c i r c l i n g  and f i n a l l y  melding w i t h  t h e  e x t r e m i t i e s  o f  a  crouched 

b e a s t  which i s  human below t h e  s h o u l d e r s  and c a n i n e  above.  This  

s o r t  of d e c o r a t i v e  a r t  was b rought  t o  t h e  European eye  a g a i n  i n  

t h e  l a t e  f i f t e e n t h  c e n t u r y  a s  a  consequence of  t h e  e x c a v a t i o n s  of 

t h e  Domus Aurea ,  t h e  emperor Nero'  s  "one-bu i ld ing  c i t y .  " The 

f r e s c o e s  which s u r v i v e d  t h e i r  i n t e rmen t  ( a  consequence of t h e  

c o n s t r u c t i o n  of T r a j a n '  s  b a t h s )  were v i s i t e d  by numerous q u a t t r o -  

c e n t o  a r t i s t s ,  who f e l l  t o  naming t h e  s t y l e  of  what t hey  saw 

a f t e r  t h e  s i t e :  g r o t t e s c h e ,  w i t h  i t s  p e r t i n e n t  ove r tones  of 



g r o t t o ,  c a v e ,  c r y p t ,  v a u l t  a n d ,  a s  Geof f r ey  Harpham h a s  i n d i c a t e d  

through etymology,  "of t h e  underground,  of  b u r i a l ,  and of 

s e c r e c y .  11 6 

The Roman images s h a r e  w i t h  v i r t u a l l y  a l l  l a t e r  g r o t e s q u e s  a  

p r eoccupa t ion  w i t h  t h e  j o i n i n g  and m i x t u r e  of  " u s u a l l y "  d i s c r e t e  

s t a t e s  of  b e i n g .  Much of  what can  most c o n v e n t i o n a l l y  be spoken 

I I of a s  g ro t e sque"  imagery commingles t h e  human and t h e  a n i m a l ,  

human and v e g e t a l ,  human and mechanical  o r  a r c h i t e c t u r a l ,  t h e  

l i v i n g  and t h e  dead ,  t h e  being-born and t h e  d y i n g ,  t h e  young and 

o l d ,  male and f ema le ,  dreaming and waking,  t h e  d e a d - i n - l i f e  and 

t h e  animated dead .  I n  s o  d o i n g ,  i t  i s  undeniab ly  g r o s s  i n  sev- 

e r a l  s e n s e s  of  t h e  term ( t h e  d e l i c a c y  Harpham speaks  of i n  

R a p h a e l ' s  Va t ican  l o g g i a  d e s i g n s  i s  more o r  l e s s  abandoned by 

l a t e r  a r t i s t s  i n  f a v o r  of a  more u r g e n t  o r  f e v e r i s h  crowding of 

images) .  Both image and language a r e  o f t e n  m a n i f e s t e d  g i g a n t i s m ,  

cance rousnes s ,  e x c e s s ,  superabundance,  hyperbo le  and exaggera-  

t i o n .  The b u r s t i n g  of  t h e  c u l t u r a l  c o n d u i t s ,  which normal ly  

c a r r y  s e p a r a t e l y  t h e  pure  and t h e  t a b o o ,  t h e  s a c r e d  and t h e  

p r o f a n e ,  t h e  h i g h  and t h e  low, mixes t h e  ban ished  and t h e  s t r i c -  

t u r e d  w i t h  t h e  e x a l t e d  and t h e  approved .  Diseased  o r  r o t t i n g  

m a t t e r ,  excrement ,  u r i n e ,  b lood and vomit  a r e  m a t e r i a l s  t h e  

g r o t e s q u e  u s e s  t o  s ea son  i t s  f e a s t s .  The monstrous  a s p e c t  of t h e  

g r o t e s q u e ,  s een  a s  a  combinat ion of cance rous  superabundance and 

p u t r e f a c t i o n ,  e x p r e s s e s  i t s e l f  th rough  t h e  d e p i c t i o n  o f  b o d i l y  

exc re sences  and de fo rma t ions .  A t  t h i s  p o i n t  o f  what i s  o f t e n  

c a l l e d  " f r e a k i s h n e s s , "  i t  m a t t e r s  l i t t l e  i f  t h e  s u b j e c t  o f  a  



p o r t r a i t  i s  a  g i a n t  o r  a  dwar f ,  a  pe r son  w i t h  t h r e e  l e g s  o r  none ,  

a  r o t t i n g  l e p e r  o r  a  p r ize -winning ly  super-abundant "body- 

b u i l d e r  ." On t h e  o t h e r  s i d e  o f  de fo rmi ty  t h e r e  a r e  means of  

I I r e p a i r "  o r  of  compensation f o r  l o s t  l imbs  and l o s t  oppor tun i -  

t i e s ,  th rough  which human b e i n g s  can  become new organisms t o  

p e r c e p t i o n ,  s o  c l o s e l y  bound t o  f a l s e  l e g s  o r  c r u t c h e s  o r  wheeled 

p l a t f o r m s ,  o r  f a l s e  d o c t r i n e s  o r  mechanized o r  a n t i c  behavior  

11 t h a t  t h e  u s u a l l y  d i s c r e t e  i s  f u s e d ,  and we have a  g r o t e s q u e .  I I 

These m a t t e r s  a r e  o f t e n  t h e  o c c a s i o n  o f  g r o t e s q u e  images i n  

w r i t i n g ,  b u t  t a k e n  o u t  of  c o n t e x t  t h e y  s c a r c e l y  do more t h a n  

i n d i c a t e  t h e  t r u e  p rob lema t i c  of  t h e  g r o t e s q u e .  How does  a  

w r i t e r  i n t e n d  such  images ,  i f  h e  o r  s h e  u s e s  them? How a r e  we t o  

l1takel1 them, o r  more t o  t h e  p o i n t ,  how do we, and have we, t aken  

them? What wor ld  i s  e x p r e s s e d  by t h e  g r o t e s q u e  p r e d i l e c t i o n  f o r  

mingl ing?  

The ming l ing  of  t h e  l i v i n g  and t h e  dead o r  d y i n g ,  a s  i n  t h e  

c a s e  of Denny OIConnor l s  wound, and Denny O'Connorl s  b e i n g ,  s e t s  

b e f o r e  u s  a n  e s s e n t i a l  quandary of  t h e  g r o t e s q u e .  I f  degenera-  

t i o n ,  b i o l o g i c a l  o r  o t h e r w i s e ,  i s  e x p r e s s e d ,  what l i k e l i h o o d  of 

r e g e n e r a t i o n  does  t h e  image,  c h a r a c t e r  o r  wor ld  c a r r y  i n  i t ?  I s  

t h e  g r o t e s q u e  p r e g n a n t ,  o r  n i h i l i s t i c ?  The two extremes o f  t h e  

p o s i t i o n  a r e  i d e n t i f i e d  i n  a  passage  which Wal te r  Benjamin quoted  

i n  h i s  1937 e s s a y  on Eduard Fuchs,  a  German a r t  c o l l e c t o r  and 

a e s t h e t i c i a n :  

The g r o t e s q u e  i s  t h e  h i g h e s t  e s c a l a t i o n  of what i s  
s e n s u a l l y  imaginab le .  I n  t h i s  s e n s e ,  g r o t e s q u e  
p roduc t s  become a n  e x p r e s s i o n  of t h e  teeming h e a l t h  
of a  t i m e .  . . . Yet one cannot  d i s p u t e  t h e  f a c t  



t h a t  t h e  m o t i v a t i n g  f o r c e s  of  t h e  g r o t e s q u e  have 
a  c r a s s  c o u n t e r p o i n t .  Decadent t imes  and s i c k  b r a i n s  
a l s o  i n c l i n e  toward g r o t e s q u e  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s .  I n  
such c a s e s ,  t h e  g r o t e s q u e  becomes t h e  shocking r e -  
f l e c t i o n  of  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  f o r  t h e  t imes  and i n d i -  
v i d u a l s  i n  q u e s t i o n ,  t h e  problems of e x i s t e n c e  have 
t aken  on a n  appearance  of u n s o l v a b l e  complex i ty .  
Which of t h e  two t e n d e n c i e s ,  however, i s  t h e  c r e a t i v e  
m o t i v a t i n g  f o r c e  beh ind  a  gyotesque  f a n t a s y  can  be 
recognized  a t  f i r s t  g l a n c e .  

While Benjamin was c o o l  t o  what h e  i d e n t i f i e d  a s  Fuchs ' s  

tendency t o  immediate v a l u a t i o n  o f  a r t i s t i c  p r o d u c t i o n s ,  and t o  

h i s  cho ice  of r e l a t i v e l y  unprob lemat ic  p e r i o d s  such a s  t h e  

Rena issance  i n  which t o  e x e r c i s e  h i s  judgements ,  t h e  v a l u e  which 

h e  a s c r i b e d  t o  Fuchs'  s  work,  which Benjamin h imse l f  was t o  ex t end  

i n  h i s  w r i t i n g s  on B a u d e l a i r e  and Leskov,  was man i fo ld .  The 

1 I democra t ic  p a t h o s  of  1830," which Benjamin s e e s  i n  F u c h s ' s  

unde r s t and ing  of h i s t o r y ,  moved t h e  l a t t e r  t o  a t t e n d  t o  produc- 

1 1  I t t i o n s  l e s s  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  of  t h e  mas t e r "  o r  t h e  gen ius"  t h a n  of 

" t h e  way t h e  t o t a l i t y  t h e n  looked upon t h e  wor ld  and t h i n g s "  

(Fuchs) . Thi s  r e j e c t i o n  of " t h e  f e t i s h  o f  t h e  m a s t e r ' s  s i gna -  . 
1 1  t u r e ,  a  f e t i s h  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  of  t h e  bou rgeo i s  a r t  marke t ,  

d i c t a t e d  t h e  s t u d y  of "border  d i s c i p l i n e s "  such a s  c a r i c a t u r e  and 

e r o t i c  a r t .  Benjamin f e l t  t h a t  " t h e  f a c t  t h a t  he  c o n s i d e r s  

scorned  and apocrypha l  m a t t e r s  i n d i c a t e s  h i s  r e a l  s t r e n g t h ,  1 1  

because  such  s t u d i e s  "sooner  o r  l a t e r  meant t h e  r u i n  of a  s e r i e s  

of c l i c h g s  i n  t r a d i t i o n a l  a r t  h i s t o r y .  "' The c e n t r a l  c l i c h &  was 

t h a t  c l a s s i c i s m  and masterworks r e p r e s e n t e d  t h e  h i g h e s t  and most 

a d m i r a b l e  s t a t e  of  human e x i s t e n c e ,  and t h a t  t h e  m a t e r i a l  prob- 

lems such  a r t  i gno red  were n o t  worthy of c o n s i d e r a t i o n  by a r t -  

i s t s ,  c r i t i c s  o r  a  p u b l i c  t o  be t r a i n e d  i n  consumption.  Mass a r t ,  



such  a s  Daumier '  s  1 i t h o g r a p h s ,  produced c a r i c a t u r a l  and g r o t e s q u e  

images i n  which " t h e  p r o d u c t i v e  f o r c e s  and t h e  masses  come to -  

g e t h e r  i n  images o f  h i s t o r i c a l  man. "9 Benjamint  s  most v a l u a b l e  

c o n t r i b u t i o n  t o  a  concep t  o f  t h e  g r o t e s q u e  was t o  demons t r a t e  i n  

a  h i s t o r i c a l  and m a t e r i a l i s t  way, p a r t i c u l a r l y  i n  h i s  work on 

B a u d e l a i r e ,  t h a t  such  images ,  g r a p h i c  o r  l i t e r a r y ,  a r e  by no 

t I I I means s u s c e p t i b l e  t o  immediate v a l u a t i o n s .  Benjamin saw t h i s  

a s p e c t  o f  F u c h s ' s  work a s  t h e  c a u s e  o f  i t s  p o p u l a r i t y ,  and  chose  

t o  s a c r i f i c e  wide  and  q u i c k  r e c e p t i o n  o f  h i s  own work t o  a  more 

t e n t a t i v e  s t y l e ,  which s t r e s s e d  t h e  i n t e r p e n e t r a t i o n  o f  c u l t u r a l  

a c t i v i t i e s  and v a l u e s .  I n  s o  d o i n g ,  h e  produced a  b r i l l i a n t  and  

u n s e t t l i n g  way o f  l o o k i n g  f o r  t h e  g r o t e s q u e ,  a  method which owed 

' I  much t o  B a u d e l a i r e a n  cor respondances"  and t o  s u r r e a l i s m .  

Tha t  s a i d ,  we s h o u l d  r e a l i z e  t h a t  t h e  p o l a r  p o s i t i o n s  Fuchs 

i d e n t i f i e d  c o n t i n u e  t o  i n fo rm ,  w i t h  v a r i o u s  d e g r e e s  o f  u s e f u l -  

n e s s ,  d i s c u s s i o n s  o f  t h e  g r o t e s q u e  a s  a n  a e s t h e t i c  problem.  The 

c u r r e n t  s t a t e  of  s t u d i e s  o f  t h e  g r o t e s q u e  i s  i t s e l f  now i r r e -  

t r i e v a b l y  mixed a n d ,  f o r  a  t e r m i n o l o g i c a l  p u r i s t  such  a s  Wolfgang 

Kayse r ,  d e g e n e r a t e .  K a y s e r ' s  s emina l  work Das Gro t e ske :  s e i n e  

G e s t a l t u n g  i n  M a l e r e i  und Dichtung appea red  i n  1957 ,  and i n  

E n g l i s h  t r a n s l a t i o n  i n  1963 a s  The Gro tesque  i n  A r t  and 

L i t e r a t u r e .  T h i s  volume l a r g e l y  r e p r e s e n t s  t h e  g r o t e s q u e  a s  a n  

a l i e n a t e d  world-view e x p r e s s i n g  "decaden t  t i m e s  and s i c k  b r a i n s .  I I 

U n t i l  t h e  appea rance  o f  M i k h a i l  Bakh t i n '  s  R a b e l a i s  and H i s  World 

( E n g l i s h  t r a n s l a t i o n  l 9 6 8 ) ,  K a y s e r ' s  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  was r e g n a n t .  

B a k h t i n ' s  book on ~ a b e l a i s ,  a s  w e l l  a s  h i s  Problems of 



Dostoevsky's Poetics and the essays collected in The Dialogic 

Imagination, constitute, for reasons which I will discuss, an 

absolutely necessary challenge to the assumed universality of 

Kayser' s definition of the grotesque. Bakhtin's is the strongest 

voice speaking of the grotesque at its highest (Rabelaisian) 

' 1  development as an expression of the teeming health of the 

times. " Each theory has its particular character, but like 

grotesque images, and pace Fuchs, more than one glance is needed 

to determine the character of these theories. 



. . 
11 

"The c o n s t a n t l y  renewed i n v o c a t i o n  o f  f e a r " :  

Of Goya l s  work: " d i s t i n c t l y  ominous,  n o c t u r n a l ,  and abys -  

mal .  I I " Of L e n z l s :  images o f  a  wor ld  i n  t h e  p r o c e s s  o f  d i s s o l u -  

I I t i o n  and e s t r angemen t  ." Of Hoffman 's :  madness i s  t h e  c l i m a c t i c  

I I phase  o f  e s t r angemen t  from t h e  wor ld . "  Of ~ u c h n e r ' s :  ou r  s m i l e  

i s  t i n g e d  by t h e  f e a r  o f  a  wor ld  i n  which men a r e  no l o n g e r  

t hemse lve s . "  What do S c h l e g e l ' s  t h o u g h t s  on  t h e  g r o t e s q u e  i n  h i s  

Gesprsch Uber d i e  P o e s i e  (Co nve r sa t i on  About P o e t r y )  omit?  Only 

" t h e  abysmal q u a l i t y ,  t h e  i n s e c u r i t y ,  t h e  t e r r o r  i n s p i r e d  by t h e  

d i s i n t e g r a t i o n  of  t h e  w o r l d . "  And F r i e d r i c h  Theodor V i s c h e r '  s  

yok ing  o f  t h e  g r o t e s q u e  and  t h e  humorous? The "inhuman and 

11 ominous q u a l i t y . "  I t  i s  J e a n  P a u l ' s  c o n s t a n t l y  renewed invoca-  

t i o n  o f  f e a r  i n  t h e  p r e s e n c e  o f  a  w o r l d  abou t  t o  be  a l i e n a t e d "  

which a l l o w s  Kayser  t o  e m p h a t i c a l l y  s u b s c r i b e  t o  a  v iew of him a s  

a  w r i t e r  o f  t h e g r o t e s q u e .  K e l l e r l s w o r k ,  d e s p i t e  r e a l i s t i c  

11 e l e m e n t s ,  i s  g r o t e s q u e  because  t h e  ominous,  unfa thomable ,  abd 

somber powers form p a r t  o f  h i s  w o r l d ,  and t h e  n a r r a t o r ,  no  m a t t e r  

how deep ly  h i s  keen  g l a n c e  p e n e t r a t e s  and  how much h e  l i k e s  t o  

s m i l e  and  t o  make o t h e r s  s m i l e ,  i s  by no  means u n f a m i l i a r  w i t h  

t h e  h o r r o r s  o f  t h e  a b y s s .  , I  10  

The n a t u r e  of  t h e  K a y s e r i a n  g r o t e s q u e  s h o u l d  be a p p a r e n t  

t h rough  t h e  assemblage  above ,  a s  shou ld  be  h i s  r e l i a n c e  f o r  

t e x t u a l  m a t e r i a l  on t h e  p r i m a r i l y  German Romantic and p o s t -  

Romantic w r i t e r s  n o t e d .  T h i s  s e n s i b i l i t y ,  which we c o u l d  c a l l  

t h e  Romantic and  post-Romantic  Germanic S a t a n i c  Demonic I n v e r t e d -  



C h r i s t i a n  Masochis t  proto-pseudo-Nietzschean N i h i l i s t  Gro t e sque ,  

b u t  won' t , h a s  a  good d e a l  i n  common w i t h  t h e  exp re s s  i o n s  of 

Cha r l e s  B a u d e l a i r e ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  i n  h i s  e s s a y  "On t h e  Essence of 

Laughter  . " His h e r o  Edgar A l l en  Poe was o f t e n  t h e  American 

c a r r i e r  of t h e  s t r a i n .  It i s  c h a r a c t e r i z e d  by f e a r  of  e t e r n a l  

damnation o r  " t h e  vo id"  ( t h i s  term becomes o b s e s s i v e  i n  

Bonaventura)  ; by t h e  a s s e r t i o n  of t h e  S a t a n i c  o r i g i n  of l a u g h t e r  

( J e a n  Pau l  and Bonaventura a s  w e l l  a s  Baude l a i r e  speak of t h i s ) ;  

by a n  u n w i l l i n g  i n c l u s i o n  of  t h e  e a r t h l y ,  t h e  common and t h e  

m a t e r i a l  i n  i t s  imagery; and by a  view of  h i s t o r y  a s  n e i t h e r  

c y c l i c a l  no r  p r o g r e s s i v e ,  b u t  r a t h e r  a s  d y s t r o p h i c  o r  apocalyp-  

t i c .  F u r t h e r ,  t h e  images of  t h i s  w r i t i n g  o f t e n  s h i f t  a t t e n t i o n  

toward t h e  appur t enances  o f  t h e  s o u l  ( t h e  e y e s ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y )  and 

away from what Bakht in  c a l l s  " t h e  lower  b o d i l y  s t r a t u m .  I I Topo- 

g r a p h i c a l l y ,  t h e  "heroes"  of t h i s  s c h o o l  y e a r n  f o r  a s c e n t  t o  

heaven,  t o  a  beyond, o r ,  g e n e r a l l y ,  t o  a  h i g h e r  l i f e .  They a r e ,  

a t  t h e  same t i m e ,  tempted by t h e  t e r r o r  of  d e s c e n t  t o  t h e  lowPr 

r e g i o n s  of  t h e i r  own o r  o t h e r  b o d i e s ,  of  t h e i r  c i t i e s ,  and of 

human thought  and e x p e r i e n c e .  A number of  p r o t a g o n i s t s  of  t h e  

Romantic g r o t e s q u e  a r e  of  t h e  seedy-dandy t y p e ,  and t h e y  yea rn  

f o r  remove from t h e  grubby congre s s  of d a i l y  l i f e  t o  any e l e v a -  

t i o n  o u t  of  t h e  masses and i n t o  a  h e r m e t i c  s t a t e  of  l uxu ry  a l t o -  

g e t h e r  beyond b o t h  economic s t r u g g l e  and  economic c l a s s .  The 

marked contempt f o r  democra t i c  r e a l i t y  which s o  o f t e n  s u r f a c e s  i n  

11 Poe and B a u d e l a i r e  e x p r e s s e s  t h e  unnecessary  man" f i g h t i n g  t o  

m a i n t a i n  n o t  on ly  h i s  imagined un iqueness  (which even i n  parox- 



ysms of s e l f - r i d i c u l e  c a u s e s  him t e r r i b l e  p a i n ) ,  bu t  a l s o  . h i s  

s e p a r a t i o n  from t h e  masses and t h e i r  m a s t e r s  t h e  owning c l a s s .  

T h i s  consc iousnes s  i s  f i r e d  by t h e  complex of i n t e l l e c t u a l  p r i d e ,  

agony over  wor ld ly  and b o d i l y  n e c e s s i t i e s  and d r i v e s  ( d r i v e s  

which a r e  r a r e l y  expe r i enced  a s  p l e a s u r e s ) ,  a n x i e t y  over  t h e  

maintenance of a  s u p r a - c l a s s  p o s i t i o n ,  d e s p e r a t e  self-mockery and 

n i h i l i s t i c  s e l f - a p p r a i s a l ,  masochism i n  i t s  s e l f - d e b a s i n g  i d e n t i -  

f i c a t i o n  w i t h  t h e  w e a l t h y ,  sadism i n  i t s  h a t r e d  of  t h e  poor and 

t h e  o t h e r w i s e  s t i g m a t i z e d ,  and f i n a l l y ,  b u f f o o n i s h  a p o c a l y p t i -  

c i sm.  The most p e r f e c t  e x p r e s s i o n  of  t h e  p l e x u s  i n  a l l  i t s  

c o n t r a d i c t o r i n e s s  i s  B a u d e l a i r e '  s  t o r t u r e d  p r o s e  poem " ~ e t  ' s  Beat 

Up t h e  Poor . "  A l l  o f  t h e s e  a s p e c t s  o f  Romantic consc iousnes s  can  

conduce t o  t h e  c r e a t i o n  of  t h e  images and s t o r i e s ,  and f i n a l l y  

w o r l d ,  t h a t  Kayser c e r t i f i e s  a s  g r o t e s q u e .  

. Most s i g n i f i c a n t  f o r  Kayser ,  though ,  i s  t h a t  t h i s  g r o t e s q u e ,  

bo th  engendered by and e x p r e s s i n g  a l i e n a t i o n ,  i s  above a l l  e l s e  

m e t a p h y s i c a l .  With what h e  t a k e s  a s  t h e  advent  o f  t h e  r e a l i s t  

I I s t r a i n  of g r o t e s q u e  a r t ,  Kayser s e e s  a  d iminu t ion :  I n  i t s  a t -  

tempts  t o  d e f i n e  t h e  n a t u r e  of  t h e  g r o t e s q u e ,  modern e s t h e t i c s  

ha s  n o t  y e t  reached  t h e  l e v e l  a t t a i n e d  between 1770 and 1830,  f o r  

i t  s t i l l  a s s i g n s  i t  a  p l a c e  i n  t h e  lowlands  of t h e  c o a r s e l y  

humorous. " I1  Speaking of  post-1850 w r i t i n g  on t h e  g r o t e s q u e ,  

Kayser m a i n t a i n s  t h a t  " t h e  me taphys i ca l  c o n t e n t  of t h e  g r o t e s q u e ,  

which was s t i l l  e s s e n t i a l  t o  Hege l ,  now ceased  t o  be recognized  

and was s imply i g n o r e d ;  i n s t e a d  of V i sche r '  s  f a i r l y  comprehensive 

d e f i n i t i o n  of humor, t h e  measurab le  p s y c h i c  e f f e c t  of l a u g h t e r  



became t h e  l e g a l  [ ! I  b a s i s  of  f u t u r e  d e f i n i t i o n s .  I112 

Th i s  i s  a  daun t ing  f ragment .  Even i f  Kayser c o u l d  e x p l a i n  

why he  used t h e  word " l e g a l "  i n  t h i s  c o n t e x t ,  and even i f  he  

cou ld  t e l l  u s  how t o  measure t h e  p s y c h i c  e f f e c t  ( n o t e  t h e  s ingu-  

l a r )  of  l a u g h t e r ,  we s t i l l  might  be t r o u b l e d  by h i s  put-outedness  

a t  t h e  appearance  of l a u g h t e r ,  and t h e  d i s appea rance  of metaphy- 

s i c s ,  a s  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  of  t h e  g r o t e s q u e .  Kayser e x p l i c i t l y  

a s s i g n s  t h e  h i g h e s t  v a l u e  t o  me taphys i ca l  concerns  and i n t e r p e t a -  

t i o n s  of  t h e  g r o t e s q u e ,  and i n  f a c t  t o  a  p a r t i c u l a r  metaphys ics  

of t h e  a b s u r d .  I t  i s  meaning which v i t i a t e s  t h e  g r o t e s q u e ,  i n  

11 Kayser '  s  v iew,  and t h e  c r e a t o r  of  g r o t e s q u e s  . . . must n o t  and 

cannot  s u g g e s t  a  meaning. Nor must h e  d i s t r a c t  our  a t t e n t i o n  

from t h e  a b s u r d .  "13 I q u o t e  Max Horkheimer ' s  Dammerung t o  sug- 

I I g e s t  one meaning of  such meaning less"  c r e a t i o n :  

I do n o t  know how f a r  me taphys i c i ans  a r e  c o r r e c t ;  
pe rhaps  somewhere t h e r e  i s  a  p a r t i c u l a r l y  com- 
p e l l i n g  metaphys. ica1 sys tem o r  f ragment .  But I 
do know t h a t  me taphys i c i ans  a r e  u s u a l l y  impres sp t  
on ly  t o  t h e  s m a l l e s t  deg ree  by what men s u f f e r .  

Would i t  i n  any s e n s e  be  w i se  o r  j u s t  t o  app ly  such a  t h e o r y  

of t h e  g r o t e s q u e  t o  t h e  w r i t i n g  of Nelson A l g r e n ,  a  man impressed 

t o  a  v e r y  l a r g e  deg ree  by what men and  women s u f f e r ,  and who 

warned o f f  me taphys i c i ans  by s a y i n g  "I  wouldn' t know a n  E t e r n a l  

V e r i t y  i f  I met a  Conse rva t ive  l e a d i n g  one on a  l e a s h  a t  f o u r  

a.m. under  t h e  Logan Square  E l " ?  15  

Kayser i s ,  however, c o r r e c t  i n  s t a t i n g  t h a t  w i t h  t h e  appear -  

ance  of  t h e  r e a l i s t  g ro tesque-  stemming from c r i m i n a l  l o w l i f e  and 

c o a r s e  humor, a  t u r n i n g - p o i n t  i n  t h e  h i s t o r y  of  t h e  t e rm had been 



11  r e a c h e d .  C o r r e c t ,  t h a t  i s ,  i f  we add " r e -  t o  "appearance1 '  and 

I I t u r n i n g "  i n  t h e  p r e v i o u s  s e n t e n c e .  Before  moving t o  t h e  s cho l -  

a r s h i p  t h a t  c l a r i f i e s  t h e  impor tance  o f  such  s o u r c e s  t o  t h e  

g r o t e s q u e ,  and s e e s  i n  t h e  Kayse r i an  Romantic g r o t e s q u e  a  b ranch  

r a t h e r  t h a n  t h e  t r u n k ,  we s h o u l d  c o n s i d e r  two t h e o r i e s  of t h e  

g r o t e s q u e  which o f f e r  u s e f u l  i d e a s  b u t  which a r e  u l t i m a t e l y  

i n s u f f i c i e n t  i n  d e a l i n g  w i t h  g r o t e s q u e  r e a l i s m .  

I I The u n s y s t e m a t i c  f o r m u l a t i o n  by Thomas Mann of  a n  exp re s -  

s i o n i s t ' '  g r o t e s q u e  i s  found i n  h i s  Be t r ach tungen  e i n e s  

U n p o l i t i s c h e n  ( R e f l e c t i o n s  of a  N o n p o l i t i c a l  Man), p u b l i s h e d  o r i -  

g i n a l l y  i n  1918.  Mann's t h o u g h t s  on  t h e  s u b j e c t  c a n ' t  be s a i d  t o  

c o n s t i t u t e  a n  e l a b o r a t e  t h e o r y ,  b u t  t h e y  a r e  i m p o r t a n t  t o  cons  i- 

d e r  i n  t h e i r  f r a g m e n t a r i n e s s ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  because  o f  t h e  inaccu-  

r a t e  v a l u a t i o n  t h e y  have  been  acco rded  i n  Engl i sh - language  c r i t i -  

c i sm .  The t r a n s l a t e d  t e x t  was n o t  p u b l i s h e d  i n  f u l l  u n t i l  1983,  

and t h e  p r a c t i c e  o f  q u o t i n g  v i a  t h e  " found i n "  method made i t  

d i f f i c u l t  f o r  t h o s e  w i t h o u t  German t o  weigh K a y s e r ' s  s u g g e s t i b n  

t h a t  Mann' s  work i s  more u n l i k e  t h a n  l i k e  t h e  Romantic g r o t e s q u e .  

Given t h e  f o l l o w i n g  pa s sage  (and  t h i s  i s  t h e  one u s u a l l y  quo ted  

i n  Engl i sh - language  t e x t s ) ,  i t  migh t  be  p o s s i b l e  t o  s e e  more 

d i f f e r e n c e  t h a n  s i m i l a r i t y :  

The g r o t e s q u e  i s  t h e  s u p r a t r u e  and  t h e  e x c e e d i n g l y  
r e a l ,  n o t  t h e  a r b i t r a r y ,  f a l s e ,  a n t i r e a l ,  and  a b s u r d .  
And a n  a r t i s t  who would deny a l l  o b l i g a t i o n  t o  l i f e ,  
who would c a r r y  d i s g u s t  f o r  t h e  impre s s ion  [ T o l s t o y l s  
c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  s o u r c e ]  s o  f a r  t h a t  h e  p r a c t i c a l l y  
d i v e s t s  h i m s e l f  o f  a l l  o b l i g a t i o n  t o  r e a l  forms of 
l i f e ,  and  who o n l y  a l l o w s  t h e  d i c t a t o r i a l  emana t ions  
o f  some k i n d  o f  a b s o l u t e  a r t  demon t o  h o l d  sway: 
such  a n  a r t i s t  m a y l t e l l  b e  c a l l e d  t h e  g r e a t e s t  o f  
a l l  r a d i c a l  f o o l s .  



Mann's t h e o r y  would seem t o  p a r t  company a t  l e a s t  w i t h  t h e  

most ext reme f a n t a s i s t s  of  t h e  g r o t e s q u e ,  and perhaps  w i t h  t h e  

S a t a n i c  Baude l a i r e  and t h e  demonic Poe.  But Mann e q u a t e s  t h e  

g r o t e s q u e  w i t h  exp re s s ion i sm,  any untempered use  of which he  

un re se rved ly  damns. The i n e v i t a b l e  t endency  of  t h e  e x p r e s s i o n i s t  

g r o t e s q u e  i s  t o  p u l l  away from a l l  t h e  r e a l i t y  of  t h e  r e a l l y  r e a l  

t h a t  Mann defends  th roughout  t h e  book, t h a t  i s ,  t h e  

unpo l i t i c i zed - - and  n a t u r a l l y ,  t h e  undemocra t ic .  When Mann b l a s t s  

I I s o c i a l - c r i t i c a l  express ion ism"  f o r  i t s  " i n a b i l i t y  t o  l ove  t h e  

c l o s e  and t h e  r e a l "  he  i s  speak ing  a g a i n s t  a  k i n d  of c r e a t i o n  he  

d e s p i s e s :  t h e  f a n t a s i e s  of democrats  masquerading a s  a r t i s t s  

( e  .g  . Emile Zola)  . I n  Mann' s  t e r m s ,  t h e  c l o s e  and t h e  r e a l  

become t h e  a r rangements  en joyed  by t h e  b e n e f i c i a r i e s  o f  a n  un- 

mixed and u n t h r e a t e n e d  Burger  c u l t u r e .  These " r e a l i t i e s "  a r e  s e t  

a g a i n s t  what Mann c a l l s  t h e  e x p r e s s i o n i s t  f a n t a s i e s  of  w r i t e r s  

l i k e  Zola .  Only when c o n d i t i o n e d  by what h e  saw a s  a  To l s toyan  . 
v a l u a t i o n  of r e a l i t y  can  t h e  g r o t e s q u e  be  u s e f u l  t o  t h e  a f f i r m a -  

t i o n  and p r e s e r v a t i o n  of t h e  c u l t u r e  Mann speaks  f o r .  I n  i t s  

' I  ' i n s i s t e n c e  on a  v e r y  p a r t i c u l a r  k i n d  of Impressionism" a s  a  

b rake  on t h e  r o o t  impulses  of  t h e  g r o t e s q u e ,  Mann's t h e o r y  i s  a  

v a r i a n t  on t h a t  of  t h e  Romantic. I n  b o t h  c a s e s  t h e  word i s  used 

t o  c h a r a c t e r i z e  a  s p e c i e s  of  a l i e n a t i o n ,  however d i s s i m i l a r  t h e  

m o t i v a t i n g  f o r c e s  o f  t h a t  a l i e n a t i o n .  Confronted w i t h  Z o l a ' s  

work, Mann seems t o  have f e l t  much t h e  same shock--and perhaps  

f e a r - - t h a t  Kayser e q u a t e s  w i t h  a  genuine  response  t o  t h e  g ro-  

t e s q u e ,  Both have ,  i n  any c a s e ,  used t h e  word t o  i n d i c a t e  a 



f e a r f u l  d e p a r t u r e  from t h e  c l o s e  and  f a m i l i a r :  Kayser t o  t h e  

a b y s s ,  and Mann t o  democracy. I n  t h i s  s e n s e ,  Mann' s  " c u l t u r a l  

d e s p a i r "  echoes  ~ a u d e l a i r e ' s  most e l e g a n t ,  contemptuous,  f e a r -  

r i d d e n  and i s o l a t e d  pronouncements.  1 7  

C r i t i c s  who have adopted  t h e  vocabu la ry  and world-view of 

ego psychology e x p l a i n  l a u g h t e r  i n  t h e  p re sence  of t h e  g r o t e s q u e  

I I a s  t h e  o p e r a t i o n  of a  mechanism" which defends  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  

a g a i n s t  t h e  embodied t e r r o r s  of  t h e  s i t u a t i o n .  Michael  S t e i g  h a s  

p o i n t e d  o u t  t h a t  " t h e  g r o t e s q u e  i n v o l v e s  t h e  managing of t h e  

uncanny by t h e  cornic."18 As S t e i g  s e e s  i t ,  t h i s  manager ia l  

f u n c t i o n  of l a u g h t e r  i s  c a r r i e d  out--when i t  performs a s  i t  

I I shouldu--when l a u g h t e r  c a s t s  down t h e  uncanny,  t h e  a l i e n a t i n g ,  

and t h e  t e r r o r i z i n g  i n t o  a  p s y c h o l o g i c a l  basement.  Comedy, o r  

t h e  comic r e a c t i o n ,  b u i l d s  a  shaky f l o o r  ove r  t h e s e  t h r e a t s ;  we 

spend our  l i v e s  i n  what Lee Byron Jenn ings  c a l l s ,  and S t e i g  

q u o t e s  h im,  " p l a y f u l n e s s  . . c o n s t a n t l y  on t h e  v e r g e  of  c o l -  

l a p s i n g  and g i v i n g  way t o  t h e  concea l ed  h o r r o r .  "19 While t h i s  

n o t i o n  of l a u g h t e r  moves u s  c l o s e r  t o  t h e  powerful  Bakht in ian  

concep t  of  " reduced l a u g h t e r , "  t h e r e  a r e  problems w i t h  t h e  f u r -  

t h e r  e x p r e s s i o n  of t h i s  t h e o r y  t h a t  we shou ld  n o t i c e .  

Again ,  n o t e  t h e  t opograph ic  c h a r a c t e r  of t h i s  t h e o r y :  a t  t h e  

bottom i s  chaos ,  h o r r o r ,  e x t i n c t i o n  of  t h e  ego .  Descent  i s  

always a  s e r i o u s  t h r e a t  t o  con t inued  i n d i v i d u a l  p sych ic  s u r v i v a l .  

The t e r r o r i z i n g  and e s t r a n g i n g  g r o t e s q u e  i s  managed--barely--by 

banishment t o  t h e  c e l l a r .  The " j o b , "  i f  one wants  t o  remain 

i n t e g r a l ,  i s  t o  s t a y  above a l l  t h a t .  J enn ings  i s  q u i t e  melodra- 



m a t i c a l l y  t a k e n  w i t h  t h e  t o p o g r a p h i c  metaphor :  " t h e  t h r e a t  o f  

chaos  b r i n g s  w i t h  i t  a  t e r r i f y i n g  v e r t i g o  and  l o s s  of  f o o t i n g ,  

bu t  t h e  f o o t i n g  i s  r e g a i n e d  a s  we a t t a i n  t h e  s u p e r i o r  v a n t a g e  

p o i n t  o f  t h e  o b s e r v e r .  "'O We ( f o r  J e n n i n g s  and  S t e i g  t h i s  i s  n o t  

a  p r o b l e m a t i c  t e rm)  m a i n t a i n  s u p e r i o r i t y  t h rough  t h e  e x p r e s s i o n  

of a n  " a t t i t u d e  o f  amused de t achmen t . "  S h a r i n g  t h e  p s y c h o l o g i c a l  

1 I h i g h  ground w i t h  us , I 1  i n d e e d  d e f i n i n g  i t ,  a r e  " t h e  b a s i c  norms 

of e x i s t e n c e  ( e . g .  p e r s o n a l  i d e n t i t y ,  t h e  s t a b i l i t y  o f  o u r  un- 

chang ing  env i ronment ,  t h e  i n v i o l a t e  n a t u r e  o f  t h e  human body,  and 

t h e  s e p a r a t i o n  o f  human and  non-human r e a l m s ) .  I121 

The problem h e r e  i s  t h a t  i n  c o n s i d e r i n g  t h e  s o u r c e s  of 

11 g r o t e s q u e  images ( J e n n i n g s  c a l l s  i t  a  p r i m o r d i a l  w e l l s p r i n g " ) ,  

t h e  p s y c h o l o g i c a l ,  t h e  p h i l o s o p h i c a l ,  and t h e  t h e o l o g i c a l  a r e  

n o t e d ,  and t h e  s o c i a l  i s  e n t i r e l y  i g n o r e d .  The wor ld  beyond t h e  

I I i n d i v i d u a l  psyche and  between t h a t  psyche  and t h e  wor ld  o f  na- 

t u r e "  and me taphys i c s  s imp ly  doesn '  t e x i s t  f o r  t h i s  t h e o r y .  Thus 
L 

t h e  r e a l m  i n  which each  day we c o u l d  e n c o u n t e r  grotesques--say  

some o f  t h e  v e r y  poor--whose p e r s o n a l  i d e n t i t y ,  s t a b i l i t y  of  

env i ronment ,  b o d i l y  i n t e g r i t y ,  and  d i s t i n c t i o n  from t h e  i nan ima te  

i s  under  u n r e m i t t i n g  a t t a c k  by s o c i a l  a r r angemen t s  and  s o c i a l l y -  

c o n d i t i o n e d  p e r c e p t i o n ,  i s  v i r t u a l l y  p a s s e d  ove r  i n  s i l e n c e .  I n  

t h i s  k i t s c h - r o m a n t i c  p r e o c c u p a t i o n  w i t h  t h e  s u f f e r i n g  s e l f  and 

t h e  chaos  and g r a n d e u r  o f  n a t u r e ,  we have  y e t  a n o t h e r  t h e o r y  o f  

t h e  g r o t e s q u e  t h a t  o n l y  l e a v e s  t h e  s e l f  t o  g o  t o  Heaven o r  H e l l  

o r  Na tu r e  o r  A b s t r a c t i o n .  The p r e o c c u p a t i o n  i s  w i t h  t h e  i n n e r  

and t h e  beyond,  t o  t h e  e x c l u s i o n  o f  t h e  between.  J e n n i n g s  i n  



p a r t i c u l a r  h a s  anchored  h i s  t h e o r y  i n  " b a s i c  norms o f  e x i s t e n c e "  

w i t h o u t  paus ing  t o  c o n s i d e r  t h a t  such  norms a r e  n o t  t h e  e x c l u s i v e  

p r o p e r t i e s  o f  psycho logy ,  and  t h a t  i n d e e d  t h e y  may be  t h e  p rope r -  

t y  o f  t h e  c l a s s  t h a t  c an  pay f o r  them. A t  s t a k e  i s  a  h i e r a r c h y ,  

and l a u g h t e r  h e r e  i s  d i r e c t e d  down a t  t h a t  which t h r e a t e n s  t h e  

h i e r a r c h y .  

The t endency  o f  a l l  t h e s e  t h e o r i e s  o f  t h e  g r o t e s q u e  i s  t o  

c e n t e r  e x p e r i e n c e  e i t h e r  i n  t h e  i s o l a t e d  i n d i v i d u a l  p syche ,  o r  t o  

p l a c e  i t  i n  a  y e a r n i n g  f o r  a  who l ly  u n e a r t h l y  e x i s t e n c e .  Only i n  

Mann' s  t h e o r y  i s  t h e  s o c i a l  wor ld  a  m a t t e r  o f  c o n s i d e r a t i o n ,  and 

t h e n  o n l y  i n  t h e  most p e s s i m i s t i c  t e r m s .  While a r t i s t s  have  

u n q u e s t i o n a b l y  w r i t t e n  o u t  o f  such  a  d e s p a i r i n g  c o n s c i o u s n e s s ,  o f  

what u s e  i s  t h e  c r i t i c  who i n  h i s  o r  h e r  a n a l y s e s  r ep roduces  t h e  

i d e o l o g y  w i t h o u t  i l l u m i n a t i n g  i t ?  The problem i s  p u t  b r i e f l y  by 

Mikha i l  Bakh t i n  i n  The Formal Method of L i t e r a r y  S c h o l a r s h i p :  

We a r e  most i n c l i n e d  t o  imagine  i d e o l o g i c a l  c r e a t i o n  
a s  some i n n e r  p r o c e s s  o f  u n d e r s t a n d i n g ,  comprehensiorf,  
and  p e r c e p t i o n ,  and do n o t  n o t i c e  t h a t  i t  i n  f a c t  un- 
f o l d s  e x t e r n a l l y ,  f o r  t h e  e y e ,  t h f 2 e a r ,  t h e  hand .  I t  
i s  n o t  w i t h i n  u s ,  b u t  between u s .  

I n  t h e  s p i r i t  o f  B a k h t i n ' s  w i l l i n g n e s s  t o  sha rpen  h i s  own 

work by g r i n d i n g  i t  on t h e  f l awed  s t o n e  p r o v i d e d  by h i s  adver -  

s a r i e s ,  I w i l l  s a y  t h a t  much u s e  can  b e  made o f  t h e  t h e o r i e s  s o  

f a r  d i s c u s s e d .  I t  i s  e s s e n t i a l  t o  r e a l i z e ,  though ,  t h a t  t h e i r  

a p p l i c a t i o n  canno t  be  u n i v e r s a l ;  t h a t  t h e  t h e o r i e s ,  l i k e  t h e  

works o f  a r t  t h e y  d i s c u s s ,  a r e  d e e p l y  i m p l i c a t e d  i n  h i s t o r i c a l  

and  c u l t u r a l  c i r c u m s t a n c e s ;  and  t h a t  b l i n d i n g  r a t h e r  t h a n  i l l u -  

m i n a t i n g  c r i t i c i s m  r e s u l t s  from t h e  dogmat ic  u s e  o f  a n  inappro-  



p r i a t e  t h e o r y  ( e . g .  Kayser  on  R a b e l a i s ) .  I have  no  q u a r r e l  w i t h  

a  c r i t i c a l  a p p l i c a t i o n  o f  a  Romantic ,  a l i e n a t e d  concep t  o f  t h e  

I I g r o t e s q u e  t o  P o e t s  "The Masque o f  t h e  Red Dea th ,  a s  h a s  been 

done f r e q u e n t l y .  Does t h e  same t h e o r y  g e t  u s  v e r y  f a r  w i t h  "The 

I I I I Man o f  t h e  Crowd," w i t h  Poe t  s e s s a y  Man and Superman, o r  even  

w i t h  "The T e l l - T a l e  Hear t "?  B a u d e l a i r e 1  s  demonism i s  demonstra-  

b l e ,  a s  i s  t h e  t endency  o f  some o f  h i s  work toward a n  ex t reme  

symbol ic  inwardness .  His  e s s a y s  on l a u g h t e r  and on  t h e  c a r i c a -  

t u r e  a r e  c o n t r o l l e d  by t h a t  an imus .  Can t h i s  s p i r i t  p r e v a i l  i n  

t h e  emo t iona l  and i n t e l l e c t u a l  c l i m a t e  B a u d e l a i r e  c r e a t e d  i n  

works l i k e  "Le Crepuscu l e  du s o i r "  ( " T w i l i g h t :  Even ing") ,  o r  i s  

i t  f i n a l l y  l e s s  compel l ing  t o  t h e  s p e a k e r  t h a n  what i s  "between 

us"?  Tha t  poem c o n c l u d e s ,  a f t e r  a n  impoten t  i n v o c a t i o n  o f  demons 

I I t o  make h y s t e r i c a l  and e r a s e "  t h e  d a i l y  u r b a n  agony:  

T h i s  i s  t h e  hou r  t o  compose y o u r s e l f ,  my s o u l ,  
i g n o r e  t h e  mus ic  t h e y  make; a v e r t  you r  e y e s .  
Now comes t h e  t i m e  when i n v a l i d s  grow worse  
and d a r k n e s s  t a k e s  them by t h e  t h r o a t ;  t h e y  end L 

t h e i r  f a t e  i n  t h e  u s u a l  way, and a l l  t h e i r  s i g h s  
t u r n  h o s p i t a l s  i n t o  a  c ave  o f  t h e  winds .  
More t h a n  one  w i l l  n o t  come back f o r  b r o t h  
warmed a t  t h e  f i r e s i d e  by devo t ed  hands .  

Most o f  them, i n  f a c t ,  have  n e v e r  known 
2 j  a  h e a r t h  t o  come t o ,  and have  n e v e r  l i v e d .  

Kayser  would pe rhaps  deny t h a t  t h e  poem i s  a u t h e n t i c a l l y  

g r o t e s q u e ,  24 s i n c e  t h e  a l i e n a t e d  w o r l d  o f  demons and h y s t e r i a  

f a l l s  o f f  i n  t h e  p r e s e n c e  o f  a l m o s t  n a t u r a l i s t i c  images ,  images 

c a r r y i n g  p a t h o s  and  sympathy.  But t h e  poem i s  g r o t e s q u e ,  pe rhaps  

doub ly  s o ,  i n  t h a t  i t  u n d e r c u t s  any  v a l i d a t i o n  o f  t h e  Romantic 

posed r e a c t i o n .  Tha t  p a t h o s ,  a s  a  s ing le -minded ,  u n s e l f - c r i t i c a l  



s e r i o u s n e s s ,  i s  s e e n  by B a u d e l a i r e  a s  tawdry oppor tun i sm and a n  

e a s y  way o u t  o f  a  f a r  more d i s t u r b i n g  wor ld :  t h e  v e r y  b l e a k  wor ld  

of t h o s e  dy ing  who have  n e v e r  l i v e d .  

B a u d e l a i r e ' s  e s s a y i s t i c  Sa tan i sm f a i l s  him and h i s  d r i v e  f o r  

i s o l a t i o n  i s  checked ;  Mann's e l i t i s t  c u l t u r a l  pess imism c o u l d n ' t  

s u r v i v e  t h e  h i d e o u s n e s s  o f  N a t i o n a l  S o c i a l i s m  and s c r u t i n y  by h i s  

own f e e l i n g  i n t e l l i g e n c e ;  K a y s e r ' s  v a l o r i z a t i o n  o f  t h e  metaphys i -  

c a l  l i m i t s  and sometimes makes h i s  n o t i o n s  i r r e l e v a n t ;  and 

J e n n i n g ' s  melodrama i n  t h e  s k u l l  b e g i n s  t o  seem l i k e  coded ,  

e v a s i v e  f a n t a s y  a b o u t  a n  unbea rab ly  r e a l  s o c i a l  wor ld  ( " t h e  

immediate t h r e a t  o f  a t t a c k  t o  o u r  p e r s o n  . . d i s a p p e a r s  a s  we 

g a i n  t h e  s u p e r i o r  v a n t a g e  p o i n t  o f  t h e  d i s i n t e r e s t e d  s p e c t a t o r ;  

t h e  n igh tmare  c r e a t u r e  h a s  been d i s a rmed" ) .  2 5  

Are t h e r e ,  t hough ,  t h e o r i e s  o f  t h e  g r o t e s q u e  t h a t  grow o u t  

of t h e  s o c i a l ,  and by t h e i r  a t t e n t i o n  t o  t h e  v o i c e s  of  " t h e  

I '  between,  a lways  p u t  i s o l a t i n g  and  i n s u l a t i n g  p a t h o s  t o  t h e  t e s t ?  . 
E m p h a t i c a l l y ,  y e s .  



i i i  

The g r o t e s q u e  a s  h a b i t u s  and h a b i t a t i o n :  

There  was one man who was a l l o w e d ,  a s  a n  i n d u l -  
g e n c e ,  t o  keep  r a b b i t s .  H i s  room hav ing  r a t h e r  
a  c l o s e  s m e l l  i n  consequence ,  t h e y  c a l l e d  t o  him 
a t  t h e  door  t o  come o u t  i n t o  t h e  p a s s a g e .  He 
compl ied  o f  c o u r s e ,  and  s t o o d  s h a d i n g  h i s  haggard  
f a c e  i n  t h e  unwonted s u n l i g h t  o f  t h e  g r e a t  window, 
l ook ing  a s  wan and  u n e a r t h l y  a s  i f  h e  had been 
summoned from t h e  g r a v e .  He had  a  w h i t e  r a b b i t  
i n  h i s  b r e a s t ;  and  when t h e  l i t t l e  c r e a t u r e ,  g e t -  
t i n g  down upon t h e  g round ,  s t o l e  back i n t o  t h e  
c e l l ,  and h e ,  b e i n g  d i s m i s s e d ,  c r e p t  t i m i d l y  
a f t e r  i t ,  I though t  i t  would have  been v e r y  h a r d  
t o  s a y  i n  what r e s p e c t  t h e  man was t h e  n o b l e r  
an ima l  o f  t h e  two. 

- C h a r l e s  D ickens ,  American Notes 

I n  one o f  h i s  few men t ions  o f  s o c i a l  r e a l i t y ,  Kayser  remarks  

t h a t  " t h e  d i s i n t e g r a t i o n  o f  o r d e r  i n  a  s p a t i a l l y  u n i f i e d  s o c i a l  

g r o u p ,  t h e  e s t r angemen t  i n f l i c t e d  upon a n  e n t i r e  c i t y "  i s  a  m o t i f  

t h a t  f r e q u e n t l y  o c c u r s  i n  p o s t - s e v e n t e e n t h  c e n t u r y  g r o t e s q u e  

w r i t i n g . 2 6  I n  h i s  b r i e f  r emarks  on t h e  m o t i f ,  i t  i s  c l e a r  t h a t  

11 Kayser w i l l  c o n t i n u e  h i s  m e t a p h y s i c a l  c o n s t r u a l  of e s t r a n g e -  

ment . " I f ,  however,  t h i s  t e rm i s  h e a r d  i n  i t s  c u l t u r a l  and 

p o l i t i c a l - e c o n o m i c  s e n s e ,  we have  l o c a t e d  t h e  b a s i s  o f  one of  two 

t h e o r i e s  which a c h i e v e  a  s o c i a l l y - d e f i n e d  t h e o r y  o f  t h e  g ro-  

t e s q u e .  Donald F a n g e r ,  i n  Dostoevsky and Romantic Real ism and 

The C r e a t i o n  of N i k o l a i  Gogol ,  s e t s  f o r t h  o b s e r v a t i o n s  on t h e  

g r o t e s q u e  p r o d u c t i o n s  o f  Ba l zac ,  Dickens ,  Gogol and Dostoevsky,  

a t t e n t i v e  a lways  t o  t h e  c r u c i a l  d i s t i n c t  i o n s  between t h e i r  works .  

I I F a n g e r ' s  a t t i t u d e  toward t h e  v a r y i n g  u s e s  o f  t h e  t e rm g r o t e s q u e "  

i s  s a n e  and good-natured ( a  r a r i t y  i n  t h e  f i e l d ) :  " t h e  word may 

f a i r l y  b e  used  t o  mean a  v a r i e t y  o f  t h i n g s ,  s o  l ong  a s  i t s  



meaning on any g i v e n  o c c a s i o n  i s  i n d i c a t e d  w i t h  s u f f i c i e n t  p r e c i -  

s i o n  t o  d i s t i n g u i s h  i t  from o t h e r  p o s s i b l e  (and e q u a l l y  l e g i t i -  

mate) meanings .  I I "27  He d e f i n e s  t h e  g r o t e s q u e  a s :  any d e v i a t i o n  

from a  conven t iona l  ( ' n a t u r a l ' )  norm s o  s h a r p  a s  t o  seem mon- 

s t r o u s ,  b u t  n o t  s o  s h a r p  a s  t o  obscure  t h e  norm i t s e l f "  (F 231 ) ;  

and s a y s ,  i n  h i s  more r e c e n t  book, t h a t  " ' t h e  g r o t e s q u e '  . . 

s i g n a l s  a n  i n t e r f e r e n c e  of  s e r i e s :  a n  u n r e s o l v a b l e  dua l i sm of 

n a r r a t i v e  a t t i t u d e  toward what i s  be ing  p r e s e n t e d ,  a n  a r b i t r a r i l y  

s h i f t i n g  s c a l e  of magnitude ( p h y s i c a l  and s e m a n t i c ) ,  and s o  a  

p rovoca t ion  t o  t h e  r e a d e r .  1128 

The b a s i s  o f  F a n g e r ' s  commentary i s  "a c l u s t e r  of  a r t i s t i c  

v a l u e s  newly connec t ed , "  a t  t h e  c e n t e r  o f  which i s  " t h e  romant ic  

r e d i s c o v e r y  of t h e  n o t i o n  of  t h e  g r o t e s q u e . "  (F 20) Fanger u s e s  

1 1 t h e  q u a l i f i e r  romant ic"  t o  i n d i c a t e  a p a r t i c u l a r  shade  of r e a l -  

ism which became t h e  a r t i s t i c  v i s i o n  " f i r s t  t o  f u l l y  r e a l i z e  t h e  

p o t e n t i a l i t i e s  of  t h e  m e t r o p o l i s  a s  a  s u b j e c t  o f  f i c t i o n "  (F  2 0 ) .  . 
Romantic r e a l i s m  c a r r i e d  on t h e  romant ic  t ypos  of t h e  r e b e l ,  

o u t c a s t ,  and c r i m i n a l ,  b u t  i t s  i n s i s t e n c e  on immersion i n  t h e  

phan tasmagor ica l  c i t i e s  of  t h e  n i n e t e e n t h  c e n t u r y  a l lowed  i t  t o  

"renew i t s  [ t h e  ou t l aw  h e r o ' s ]  a p p e a l  and deepen i t s  r e l e v a n c e  t o  

contemporary l i f e  by d i s c o v e r i n g  a  m i l i e u  t h a t  would g i v e  i t  

suppor t  and s u b s t a n t i a t i o n "  (F 2 1 ) .  The new topos  i s  t h e  u rban  

h a l l u c i n a t i o n ,  r e a l  and h y p e r - r e a l  and n o t - r e a l  , t h e  " l a b o r a t o r y  

of human s u f f e r i n g "  Algren  spoke o f ,  t y p i f i e d  by B a l z a c ' s  P a r i s ,  

D i c k e n s ' s  London, and t h e  S t .  P e t e r s b u r g  of  Gogol and Dostoevsky.  

The romant ic  yea rn ing  f o r  e s c a p e  and  e l e v a t i o n  i s  b roken ,  and t h e  

3  7  



p r e c i p i t o u s  d e s c e n t  i n t o  a  d r eaml ike  s o c i a l  r e a l i t y  f e t c h e s  up i n  

a n  underworld of  g r o t e s q u e  shadows, o f  r e a l  w a l l s  and s t r e e t s  and 

s q u a l i d  i n t e r i o r s ,  of  B a l z a c ' s  " t h i e v e s ,  p r o s t i t u t e s ,  and con- 

v i c t s .  " These t y p e s  a r e  i n d i s p e n s a b l e  t o  Balzac  p r e c i s e l y  be- 

cause  t h e  p r e s s u r e  of  bou rgeo i s  homogenizat ion h a s  f l a t t e n e d  

s o c i a l  c o n t r a s t s ,  t h e  p r e s e n t a t i o n  of which i s  v i t a l  t o  a  n o v e l .  

It i s  n o t  j u s t  t h a t  t h e  comfor t ab l e  l a c k  s a v o r ,  b u t  t h a t  t hey  

have no  i n t e r r u p t i o n s  o f  t h e i r  e n d l e s s  s e r i a l .  Balzac s a y s  t h a t  

" t h e  o n l y  s t r o n g l y  marked mores and t h e  o n l y  p o s s i b l e  comedy a r e  

t o  be found among t h i e v e s ,  p r o s t i t u t e s ,  and c o n v i c t s ;  t h e  on ly  

energy i s  t o  be  found i n  t h e s e  b e i n g s  s e p a r a t e d  from s o c i e t y .  "29  

Char l e s  Dickens ,  i n  h i s  p r e f a c e  t o  t h e  t h i r d  (1841) e d i t i o n  of 

O l i v e r  Twis t ,  i n s i s t e d  on t h e  n e c e s s i t y  o f  r e n d e r i n g  w i t h  uncom- 

promising f i d e l i t y  ( e x c e p t i n g  language which c o u l d  o f f e n d )  " the  

m i s e r a b l e  r e a l i t y "  of t h e  e a r l y  e i g h t e e n t h  c e n t u r y  London wor ld  

of  t h i e v e s ,  f e n c e s ,  p i ckpocke t s  and whores .  With t h e  e x c e p t i o n  

of a  somewhat s a n i t i z e d  c r i m i n a l s '  a r g o t ,  Dickens saw t h e  e n t i r e  

v a l u e  of  h i s  l e s s o n  ( " t h e  p r i n c i p l e  of  Good s u r v i v i n g  through 

eve ry  a d v e r s e  c i r c u m s t a n c e ,  and t r iumphing  a t  l a s t " )  i n  t h e  

r e a l i s t i c  r e p r e s e n t a t  i o n  of  t h e  u t t e r  s q u a l o r  th rough  which t h e  

e s s e n t i a l l y  pure  and good O l i v e r  i s  d ragged ,  and y e t  p r e v a i l s .  

The l o c i  and appoin tments  o f  t h e  a c t u a l  c r i m i n a l  wor ld  a r e  n o t  i n  

t h e  l e a s t  p i q u a n c i e s  o r  s e d u c t i o n s ,  b u t  r a t h e r  a r e  " t h e  c o l d ,  

we t ,  s h e l t e r l e s s  midnigh t  s t r e e t s  o f  London; t h e  f o u l  and frowsy 

d e n s ,  where v i c e  i s  c l o s e l y  packed and l a c k s  t h e  room t o  t u r n ;  

t h e  h a u n t s  o f  hunger and d i s e a s e ,  t h e  shabby r a g s  t h a t  s c a r c e l y  



h o l d  t o g e t h e r . "  A t  t h e  same t ime  t h a t  Dickens a r g u e s  f o r  a  

moni to ry  p i c t u r e  o f  v i c e ,  h e  a r g u e s  a g a i n s t  t h e  p r e v a l e n t  dep ic -  

t i o n  of  t h e  c r i m i n a l  a s  a  f i g u r e  o f  romance, and w r i t e s  o f f  t h e  

consumers of  such r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s .  The g a l l a n t ,  t h e  highwayman, 

t h e  Macheath o r  even V a u t r i n  t ype - - a l l  c a t e r e d ,  a s  Dickens s e e s  

t h e  s i t u a t i o n ,  t o  a  g e n t e e l  r e a d e r s h i p  which had a  marked t a s t e  

f o r  c r ime  s t o r i e s ,  b u t  o n l y  when t h e  c h a r a c t e r s  were s c e n t e d ,  

a c c e n t e d  and bedecked i n  a  c o n g e n i a l ,  non-off e n s i v e  , n e a r - a r i s t o -  

c r a t i c  b u t  n e v e r t h e l e s s  most wicked manner.  Dickens b l u n t l y  d i s -  

11 m i s s e s  t h i s  aud ience :  I have no  r e s p e c t  f o r  t h e i r  o p i n i o n ,  good 

o r  bad;  do n o t  c o v e t  t h e i r  a p p r o v a l ;  and do n o t  w r i t e  f o r  t h e i r  

amusement. " C i t i n g  H o g a r t h ' s  work a s  t h e  s o l e  uncompromising 

r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  of c r i m i n a l  r e a l i t y  which h e  had encoun te red ,  t h e  

c r e a t o r  of  Fag in ,  B i l l  Sykes and t h e  p r o s t i t u t e  Nancy s a i d :  

I t  appeared  t o  me t h a t  t o  draw a  kno t  o f  such  
a s s o c i a t e s  i n  c r ime  a s  r e a l l y  do e x i s t ;  t o  p a i n t  
them i n  a l l  t h e i r  d e f o r m i t y ,  i n  a l l  t h e i r  wretched-  
n e s s ,  i n  a l l  t h e  s q u a l i d  p o v e r t y  of  t h e i r  l i v e s ;  t o  
show them a s  t h e y  r e a l l y  a r e ,  f o r  e v e r  s k u l k i n g  un- 
e a s i l y  th rough  t h e  d i r t i e s t  p a t h s  of  l i f e ,  w i t h  t h e  
g r e a t ,  b l a c k ,  g h a s t l y  ga l l ows  c l o s i n g  up t h e i r  p ros -  
p e c t ,  t u r n  them where t h e y  may; i t  appeared  t o  me 
t h a t  t o  do t h i s ,  would be  t o  a t t e m p t  a  something 
which was g r e a t l ~ ~ n e e d e d ,  and which would be a  s e r -  
v i c e  t o  s o c i e t y .  

I t  i s  w i t h  t h e s e  key po l emica l  a s s e r t i o n s ,  and w i t h  F a n g e r ' s  

d i l a t i o n  on t h e i r  l a t e r  e x t e n s i o n s  and m o d i f i c a t i o n s  i n  p r a c t i c e ,  

t h a t  we d i s c o v e r  a  p r imary  s t r a t u m  o f  Nelson A l g r e n ' s  wor ld .  Of 

Dostoevsky 's  S t .  P e t e r s b u r g  i n  Crime.and Punishment,  Fanger s a y s :  

" i t  i s  a  c i t y  of  u n r e l i e v e d p o v e r t y .  The w e a l t h y a r e  depraved 

and f u t i l e ,  l i k e  S v i d r i g a i l o v ,  o r  s i l l y  and obnoxious ,  l i k e  



Luzhin.  Magnif icence h a s  no p l a c e  i n  i t ,  because  magni f icence  i s  

e x t e r n a l ,  f o r m a l ,  a b s t r a c t ,  co ld"  ( F  198 ) .  I t  i s  i n  t h e  lower 

dep ths  o f  such  a  c i t y ,  though ,  t h a t  what i s  l e f t  of  a u t h e n t i c  

I '  l i f e - - a u t h e n t i c  , n o t  conven t iona l  o r  n a t u r a l w - - l a b o r s  on .  "The 

r e a l  c i t y  i s  h e r e ,  where f o r  a l l  i t s  d i s t o r t i o n s  t h e r e  i s  l i f e - -  

which means peop le  and s u f f e r i n g "  ( F  1 9 9 ) .  

I n  Rober t  S t o n e ' s  r e c e n t  n o v e l  Dog S o l d i e r s ,  a  c h a r a c t e r  

f r i g h t e n e d  by h e r  involvement i n  a  h e r o i n  d e a l  w i shes  t h a t  she  

cou ld  g i v e  t h e  junk back ,  " ' t o  wherever t h e  h e l l  i t  emanates 

from. I 1' She i s  answered by t h e  c a r r i e r ,  a  "dea th ' s -head  h a r l e -  

quin"  : " ' I t  d o e s n ' t  emanate.  People  make i t .  '"31 I t  i s  t h i s  

s e n s e  of  t h e  p r o d u c t i o n  and r e p r o d u c t i o n  of t h e  g r o t e s q u e ,  t h e n ,  

t h a t  i s  t h e  v i t a l  new element  e x p r e s s e d  by romant ic  r e a l i s m ,  and 

by i t s  h e i r s .  T h i s  i s  a  profound s h i f t ,  i n  t h a t  t h e  pr imary 

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  t h e  Romantic g r o t e s q u e ,  t h e  a l i e n a t i o n  of  t h e  

f a m i l i a r  w o r l d ,  h e r e  o c c u r s  n o t  i n  moments of  metaphys ica l  . 
t e r r o r ,  b u t  eve ry  day a l l  t h e  t i m e .  The Romantic r e a l i s t  g ro-  

t e s q u e  d e p i c t s  humanity l e a r n i n g  t o  l i v e  i n  a  d a i l y  n igh tmare ,  

w i thou t  even be ing  a b l e  t o  imagine demons a s  t h e  a g e n t s  r e s p o n s i -  

b l e .  I n  t h e  t w e l f t h  c h a p t e r  o f  Bleak House, speak ing  of t h e  

p a r a s i t e s  and f o p s  t h a t  f l o a t e d  on t h e  s u r f a c e  of  t h i s  new wor ld ,  

Dickens made t h i s  o b s e r v a t i o n :  "even w i t h  t h e  s t i l l e s t  and p o l i -  

t e s t  c i r c l e s ,  a s  w i t h  t h e  c i r c l e  t h e  necromancer draws around 

him--very s t r a n g e  appea rances  may be  s een  i n  a c t i v e  mot ion ou t -  

s i d e .  With t h i s  d i f f e r e n c e ,  t h a t  be ing  r e a l i t i e s  and n o t  phan- 

toms,  t h e r e  i s  t h e  g r e a t e r  danger  of  t h e i r  b r e a k i n g  i n .  " The 



imagery f avo red  by Balzac  and h i s  de scendan t s  i s ,  a s  S t a n l e y  

Edgar Hyman h a s  p o i n t e d  o u t  i n  h i s  w r i t i n g  on Marx's  l i t e r a r y  

t echn iques  , 3 2  g r o t e s q u e  i n  t h e  Romantic s e n s e :  s u c c u b i ,  demons, 

h a g s ,  d e v i l s .  These f i g u r e s  of  speech  e n t e r  t h i s  w r i t i n g ,  

though ,  on ly  t o  have t h e i r  masks t o r n  o f f  and t h e i r  human f a c e s  

r e v e a l e d ,  t h u s  s t a n d i n g  a  prominent  Romantic g r o t e s q u e  t r o p e  on 

i t s  head .  The s o u r c e  of  t h e  g r o t e s q u e  can  no  l o n g e r  be s een  a s  

gap ing  H e l l  o r  t h e  f e v e r ' d  b r a i n .  The s o u r c e s  of  t h e  demonic a r e  

t h e  p r i s o n ,  t h e  f a c t o r y ,  t h e  t a v e r n ,  t h e  cour t room,  t h e  b r o t h e l ,  

t h e  s c h o o l ,  t h e  o rphanage ,  t h e  s p i t a l ,  t h e  morgue, t h e  t eneb rous  

s t r e e t s  and s t i n k i n g  a l l e y s .  These a r e  t h i n g s  peop le  make, t h e  

w r i t e r  of  g r o t e s q u e s  r e a l i z e s ,  and t h e y  make people--or something 

l i k e  them. 33 

The s e n s e  of  t h e  word "gro tesque"  h a s  s h i f t e d  h e r e ,  h a s n ' t  

1 I i t ,  from i t s  denominat ion of u n n a t u r a l "  forms found i n  a n  em- 

p e r o r ' s  "one-bui ld ing c i t y " ?  O r  h a s  i t ?  b 



J u s t  a s ,  a c c o r d i n g  t o  t h e  l e g e n d ,  Parmeniscus  i n  
t h e  Trophonian cave  l o s t  h i s  a b i l i t y  t o  l a u g h ,  bu t  
r e cove red  i t  a g a i n  on t h e  i s l a n d  o f  De los  a t  t h e  
s i g h t  o f  a  s h a p e l e s s  b l o c k  which was e x h i b i t e d  a s  
image o f  t h e  goddess  L e t o :  l i k e w i s e  d i d  i t  happen 
t o  me. When I was v e r y  young I f o r g o t  i n  t h e  
Trophonian cave  how t o  l augh ;  b u t  when I grew 
o l d e r  and opened my e y e s  and  con t emp la t ed  t h e  r e a l  
w o r l d ,  I had t o  l a u g h ,  and  have  n o t  c e a s e d  l a u g h i n g ,  
e v e r  s i n c e .  

- Sdren  K i e r k e g a a r d ,  D i ap sa lma ta  

I t  may be  n o t e d  by t h e  way t h a t  t h e r e  i s  no b e t t e r  
s t a r t  f o r  t h i n k i n g  t h a n  l a u g h t e r .  

- Wal t e r  Benjamin,  "The Author 
a s  Producer"  

Ba lzac  d i d  s a y  " t h e  o n l y  p o s s i b l e  comedy," d i d  h e  n o t ?  A t  

t h e  c l o s e  o f  a n  e s s a y  c a l l e d  "Domination:  Metaphor and  P o l i t i c a l  

I I R e a l i t y , "  A l k i s  Kontos s p e a k s  o f  becoming i r r e v e r e n t  enough t o  

commit t h e  u . l t ima t e  s a c r i l e g e  o f  expos ing  t h e  emperor a s  t h e  

t h i e f  o f  humani ty .  " 3 4  I f  one  a c c e p t s  t h a t  a s  a  n e c e s s i t y ,  one 

would pe rhaps  p roceed  w i t h  t h e  s e r i o u s  and  p r i n c i p l e d  i r r e v e r e n c e  . 
of A l g r e n ' s  contemporary  C .  Wright  M i l l s ,  who w r o t e  on t h e  a s -  

sumpt ion t h a t  " a l l  i n t e l l e c t u a l  work i s ,  i n  f a c t ,  r e l e v a n t  i n  s o  

f a r  a s  i t  i s  f ocused  upon t h e  symbols t h a t  j u s t i f y ,  debunk,  o r  

d i v e r t  a t t e n t i o n  from a u t h o r i t y  and  i t s  e x e r c i s e .  "35 The mind h a s  

t o  c o n c e n t r a t e  i t s  powers on t h e  p r o c e s s e s  of  t h e  t h e f t ,  and on 

t h e  r i d i c u l o u s ,  p a t h e t i c ,  d e f e n s e l e s s ,  d e f e n s i v e ,  a g g r e s s i v e  

c r e a t u r e s  t h e  p r o c e s s e s  make. But t h e  danger  o f  t h i s  n e c e s s a r y  

work i s  t h e  f o r g e t t i n g  o f  what was s t o l e n ,  and t h e  e x t i n c t i o n  o f  

a n  image o f  humani ty  i n  p l a c e ,  v i t a l ,  u n d i s t o r t e d .  To a c h i e v e  

t h i s  whole image,  t h e  Romantic r e a l i s t s  a d o p t e d ,  i n  t h e i r  own 



complex ways ,  t h e  d e v i l - a n g e l  d ichotomy,  and c r e a t e d  c h a r a c t e r s  

i n  t h o s e  images .  T h i s  w o r l d  c o n t a i n s  v i s i b l e  f ragments  of  a  

who lenes s ,  b u t  v e r y  r a r e l y  i n  t h e s e  f i c t i o n s  does  a  s i n g l e  c h a r -  

a c t e r  p u l l  t o g e t h e r  i n  h imse l f  o r  h e r s e l f  t h e  t e rms  o f  t h e  an- 

t agon ism,  and t h e n  o n l y  momenta r i ly .  B a l z a c '  s  comedy would a l -  

ways r i s k  becoming a n  a l i e n a t e d  e x p r e s s i o n  o f  contempt f o r  t h e  

b e a r e r s  up from unde rnea th  o f  t h e  ene rgy  h i s  work c o u l d  n o t  do 

w i t h o u t .  

Kontos h a s  g i v e n  u s  two i m p o r t a n t  words which i l l u m i n a t e  t h e  

l i m i t s  o f  t h e  Romantic r e a l i s t  g r o t e s q u e :  i r r e v e r e n c e  and s a c r i -  

l e g e .  A t h e o r y  o f  t h e  g r o t e s q u e  i n  which t h e s e  t e rms  a r e  c ru -  

I I c i a l ,  and which i s  n o t  concerned  o n l y  w i t h  F a n g e r ' s  i n t e r r u p -  

t i o n s  o f  s e r i e s , "  b u t  a l s o  w i t h  what  c o n t i n u i t i e s  c a n  be  r e v e a l e d  

i n  t h e  p r o c e s s  o f  i n t e r r u p t i o n ,  h a s  been s e t  o u t  by Mikha i l  

B a k h t i n .  T h i s  t h e o r y  b r i n g s  u s  t o  a  second  s t r a t u m  of  Nelson 

A l g r e n ' s  work,  one i n  which h e  t u r n e d  s u f f e r i n g  o v e r ,  and wro t e  

t h e  word " l a u g h t e r "  on i t s  bo t tom.  

The m a t e r i a l i z a t i o n  of t h e  D e v i l  ( i n  f i g u r e s  such  a s  

V a u t r i n ,  Fag in  and I v a n  Karamazov) by t h e  Romantic r e a l i s t  g ro -  

t e s q u e  paved t h e  way f o r  a  r e t u r n  t o  what Bakh t i n  was l a t e r  t o  

t a k e  a s  t h e  c e n t e r  o f  h i s  p r o j e c t ,  t h e  c u l t u r e  o f  f o l k  humor. I n  

s o  d o i n g ,  t h e   oma antic r e a l i s t s  jumped t h e  i d e o l o g i c a l  r a i l s  o f  

Romanticism, and  made f o r  a n  o l d e r  complex o f  images and fo rms .  

The dominants  o f  t h e  Romantic g r o t e s q u e  a r e  i s o l a t i o n  and  f e a r ,  

and Bakht in  p o i n t s  o u t  t h a t  " i f  a  r e c o n c i l i a t i o n  w i t h  t h e  wor ld  

o c c u r s ,  i t  t a k e s  p l a c e  i n  a  s u b j e c t i v e ,  l y r i c ,  o r  e v e n m y s t i c a l  



s p h e r e .  "36 The r e l a t i o n s h i p  t o  m a t e r i a l i t y  i s  e x p l i c i t l y  s t a t e d  

1 1  by Kayser:  t h e  g r o t e s q u e  i s  p r i m a r i l y  t h e  e x p r e s s i o n  of our  

f a i l u r e  t o  o r i e n t  o u r s e l v e s  i n  t h e  p h y s i c a l  u n i v e r s e .  " 3 7  one 

a s p e c t  of  t h a t  f a i l u r e ,  and i t s  a t t e n d a n t  t e r r o r ,  i s  t h e  f e l t  

a s s u r a n c e  t h a t  t h e  d e a t h  of  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  i s  f i n a l ,  and r e p r e -  

s e n t s  t h e  end of any l i f e  i n  which t h e  body cou ld  p a r t i c i p a t e .  

I I I I Bakh t in ,  speak ing  of t h e  s c h o o l  o f  n igh tmares  and h o r r o r s ,  s a y s  

t h a t  h e r e  " d e a t h ,  a s  i s  a lways  t h e  c a s e  w i t h  t h e  Romantics and 

t h e  S y m b o l i s t s ,  c e a s e s  t o  be a n  a s p e c t  o f  l i f e  i t s e l f  and becomes 

a g a i n  a  phenomenon on t h e  b o r d e r  between my l i f e  here-and-now and 

a  p o t e n t i a l  o t h e r  k i n d  of l i f e .  The whole p rob lema t i c  i s  concen- 

t r a t e d  w i t h i n  t h e  l i m i t s  of  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  and sea l ed -o f f  - pro- 

g r e s s i o n  of a  s i n g l e  l i f e .  " 3 8  I n  t h i s  consc iousnes s  o l d  a g e ,  

d e a t h ,  p u t r e s c e n c e ,  s p i l l e d  b lood ,  d i s e a s e  and deformat ion  always 

and everywhere a r e  messages from t h e  g r a v e  o n l y ,  and have no 

p e r c e i v a b l e  r e a l i t y  i n  t h e  c o n t i n u a t i o n  of  t h e  l i f e  of  humanity.  
L 

For t h e  Romantic ( o r  t h e  m o d e r n i s t - e x i s t e n t i a l i s t  d e s c e n d a n t ) ,  

e i t h e r  t h e  Dev i l  o r  t h e  v o i d  i s  a l l  t h a t  i s  beyond t h e  g rave ;  

e i t h e r  r e p r e s e n t s  u t t e r  e a r t h l y  a n n i h i l a t i o n .  The o n l y  l a u g h t e r  

h e a r d  h e r e  e x p r e s s e s  mockery, a n x i e t y ,  i s o l a t i o n  and d e s p a i r .  

The Romantic r e a l i s t  g ro t ' e sque ,  because  i t  emerges from a  v i s i o n  

of s u f f e r i n g  a t  t h e  d e p t h s ,  can  c a r r y  a n g r y ,  compassionate  laugh- 

t e r  meant a t  l e a s t  t o  n o t i f y  a n  o p p r e s s i v e  s u p e r s t r u c t u r e  t h a t  

h o r r o r  does  e x i s t  i n  s o c i e t y .  The r i s k  i s ,  though ,  t h a t  because  

t h e  p r o j e c t  i s  e s s e n t i a l l y  a n  e x p r e s s i o n  of l o y a l  o p p o s i t i o n ,  a s  

Fanger h a s  p o i n t e d  o u t  (F  7 O ) ,  t e r r o r  of  r e v o l u t i o n  w i l l  c r y s t a l -  



l i z e  i n t o  mockery of t h e  masses .  39 

Bakht in  opposes t o  t h i s  c u l t u r e  o f  f e a r  t h e  c u l t u r e  o f  f o l k  

humor, and i t s  l i t e r a r y  b r a n c h i n g s .  The p a r t i c u l a r  l a u g h t e r  

which Bakht in  hea rd  i n  European f o l k  c u l t u r e  sounded o u t  of 

1 1  c a r n i v a l  ( i n  t h e  s e n s e  of  t h e  sum t o t a l  o f  a l l  d i v e r s e  f e s t i v i -  

t i e s ,  r i t u a l s  and forms of a  c a r n i v a l  t y p e .  " 4 0  While Bakht in  

base s  h i s  c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n  of c a r n i v a l  on we l l - r e sea rched  c u l -  

t u r a l  p a t t e r n s ,  t h e  consc iousnes s  and a c t i o n s  h e  speaks  of  a s  

I I p a r t i c u l a r  t o ,  o r  d e r i v e d  from t h i s  s y n c r e t i c  pagean t ry"  (PDP 

122)  amount t o  n o t  t h e  " idea"  r e s e a r c h e r s  have had of  them, bu t  

t o  a  r e l a t i o n s h i p  t o  m a t e r i a l i t y  and a b s t r a c t i o n ,  t o  f o o l e r y  and 

s e r i o u s n e s s ,  t o  freedom and a u t h o r i t y ,  t o  l i f e  and d e a t h .  A l l  of 

Bakht in '  s works--and t h e y  a r e  a d d r e s s e d  t o  w r i t i n g  a s  a p p a r e n t l y  

d i v e r s e  a s  R a b e l a i s  ' s  and Dos toevsky  ' s--have a t  t h e i r  c e n t e r  a  

concep t ion  of c a r n i v a l  which bo th  acknowledges t h e  c u l t i c  o r i g i n s  

t h e r e o f ,  and makes c l e a r  i t s  d e p a r t u r e  from t h e i r  i d e o l o g i e s .  . 
The S a t u r n a l i a ,  t h e  F e s t i v a l  o f  F o o l s ,  Mardi G r a s ,  F a s t n a c h t ,  t h e  

r e c u r r i n g  f e a s t s  of  t h e  a g r i c u l t u r a l  c y c 1 . e ~  and t h e  l a t e r  r e l i -  

g i o u s  c a l e n d a r - - a l l  t ook  shape  under  t h e  i n f l u e n c e  of  l a u g h t e r .  

Bakht in  p o i n t s  o u t  t h a t  " t h e  b a s i s  of  l a u g h t e r  which g i v e s  form 

t o  c a r n i v a l  r i t u a l s  f r e e s  them comple t e ly  from a l l  r e l i g i o u s  and 

e c c l e s i a s t i c a l  dogmatism, from a l l  mys t ic i sm and p i e t y .  They a r e  

a l s o  comple te ly  dep r ived  of t h e  c h a r a c t e r  of  magic and p r a y e r ;  

they  do n o t  command o r  a s k  f o r  any th ing"  (E 7 ) .  C a r n i v a l  i s  n o t  

a  p r o p i t i a t i o n  on t h e  knees  of  t h e  h i g h e r  by t h e  l ower ,  i t  i s  t h e  

e r a s u r e  o r  o v e r t u r n i n g  of such  u l t i m a t e l y  f a l s e  d i s t i n c t i o n s ,  i n  



the name of human community and continuity. As opposed to the 

official feast, which Bakhtin calls "a consecration of inequali- 

ty" (RW - lo), carnival expresses the anti-authoritarian and the 

anti-hierarchical, the realization of the temporality of posi- 

11  tion. This bias gave birth to special forms of marketplace 

speech and gesture, frank and free, permitting no distance be- 

tween those who came into contact with each other and liberating 

from norms of etiquette and decency imposed at other times" (E 
10). 

I I The carnival laughter which permeates the extremely rich 

idiom" of carnival forms and symbols is festive laughter, and as 

such "is not an individual reaction to some isolated 'comic' 

event . . . . it is universal in scope; it is directed at all and 

everyone, including the carnival's participants. The entire 

world is seen in its droll aspect, in its gay relativity" (E 
11). A final characteristic of carnival laughter is its ambiva- 

lence. Simultaneously, it destroys and regenerates. Whatever is 

isolated, severe, gloomy, withholding, lofty and "completed" is 

laughed out of existence, and laughed into a new life as respon- 

sive, developing, communal, a part of humanity with no false 

distinctions to enforce. Just as Baudelaire's Satanic laughter 

expresses a world-view (isolation and fear), so does carnival 

laughter. Bakhtin quotes a passage from Goethe's prose poem 

"Nature," which is deeply imbued with a carnival view of life, 

and then states: "Goethe understood that seriousness and fear 

reflect a part that is aware of its separation from the whole. 



As t o  t h e  whole i t s e l f  i n  i t s  ' e t e r n a l l y  u n f i n i s h e d '  c o n d i t i o n ,  

i t  h a s  a  'humorous '  c h a r a c t e r ;  t h a t  i s ,  i t  can  be unde r s tood  i n  a  

comic a s p e c t "  (RW - 2 5 4 ) .  These l i n e s  e x p r e s s  t h e  cosmic a s p e c t  of  

c a r n i v a l  l a u g h t e r ,  a n  e s s e n t i a l  c o u n t e r p a r t  t o  t h e  s e c u l a r  a s -  

p e c t .  Bakh t i n  d i s t i n g u i s h e s  between t h e  c u l t i c  and t h e  p o p u l a r  

v iew of  t h e  cosmos when h e  s a y s :  

Cosmic t e r r o r  i s  t h e  h e r i t a g e  o f  man 's  a n c i e n t  
impotence i n  t h e  p r e s e n c e  o f  n a t u r e .  Fo lk  c u l t u r e  
d i d  n o t  know t h i s  f e a r  and  overcame i t  t h rough  
l a u g h t e r ,  t h rough  l e n d i n g  a  b o d i l y  s u b s t a n c e  t o  
n a t u r e  and  t h e  cosmos; f o r  t h i s  f o l k  c u l t u r e  was 
a lways  ba sed  on t h e  i n d e s t r u c t i b l e  c o n f i d e n c e  i n  
t h e  migh t  and  f i n a l  v i c t o r y  of  man. O f f i c i a l  
c u l t u r e ,  on t h e  c o n t r a r y ,  o f t e n  u sed  and  even 
c u l t i v a t e d  t h i s  f e a r  i n  o r d e r  t o  h u m i l i a t e  and  
o p p r e s s  man. (RW - 336) 

B a k h t i n ' s  g r e a t e s t  d i s t i n c t i o n  a s .  a  c r i t i c  and  w r i t e r  i s  t o  

have  e l u c i d a t e d  a  h i s t o r y  o f  imagery ,  s o c i a l  f o rms ,  and l i t e r a r y  

works and g e n r e s - - o u t s t a n d i n g l y  t h e  novel--which have  a t  t h e i r  

h e a r t  " t h e  awareness  o f  t h e  p e o p l e ' s  i m m o r t a l i t y  . . combined 

w i t h  a  r e a l i z a t i o n  t h a t  e s t a b l i s h e d  a u t h o r i t y  and t r u t h  a r e  

r e l a t i v e "  (RW - 256 ) .  The " u n o f f i c i a l  t r u t h "  i s  a lways  c a r r i e d  by 

amb iva l en t  c a r n i v a l  l a u g h t e r ,  and  i n  f a c t  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  of  a n  

u n o f f i c i a l  t r u t h  e x i s t i n g  depends on i t .  The d e f i n i t i o n  of  

" u n o f f i c i a l "  i s  n o t  vague:  "by ' u n o f f i c i a l '  i s  meant a  p e c u l i a r  

c o n c e p t i o n  f r e e  from s e l f i s h  i n t e r e s t s ,  norms,  and  a p p r e c i a t i o n s  

of  ' t h i s  w o r l d '  ( t h a t  i s ,  t h e  e s t a b l i s h e d  w o r l d ,  which i t  i s  

a lways  p r o f i t a b l e  t o  s e r v e ) "  (RW - 2 6 2 ) .  -- Rem acu  t e t i g i s t e .  T h i s  

l a u g h t e r  and i t s  c u l t u r a l  forms p roceed  from n e i t h e r  i s o l a t i o n  

n o r  a f e a r f u l  i n n e r  d e f e n s e  mechanism n o r  contempt f o r  t h e  



masses .  I n  t h e  a tmosphere  o f  c a r n i v a l ,  c l a s s e s  a r e  mixed f a m i l -  

i a r l y  and i n d i s c r i m i n a t e l y ,  power i s  r e l a t i v i z e d  and "degraded ,"  

and t h e  peop l e  r e a l i z e  t hemse lve s  g a i l y  a s  s u c h ,  r a t h e r  t h a n  i n  

agony a s  " i s o l a t e d  p e l l e t s  of  humanity" ( A l g r e n ) .  The l a u g h t e r  

i s  pu rpos ive :  " f o r  t housands  o f  y e a r s  t h e  p e o p l e  have  u sed  t h e s e  

f e s t i v e  comic images t o  e x p r e s s  t h e i r  c r i t i c i s m ,  t h e i r  deep 

d i s t r u s t  o f  o f f i c i a l  t r u t h s ,  and t h e i r  h i g h e s t  hopes  and  a s p i r a -  

t i o n s .  Freedom was n o t  s o  much a n  e x t e r i o r  r i g h t  a s  i t  was t h e  

i n n e r  c o n t e n t  of  t h e s e  images .  I t  was t h e  thousand-year-old  

l anguage  o f  f e a r l e s s n e s s ,  a  l anguage  w i t h  no  r e s e r v a t i o n s  and 

o m i s s i o n s ,  abou t  t h e  w o r l d  and a b o u t  power" (RW - 2 6 9 ) .  A t  t h e  

h e a r t  o f  B a k h t i n ' s  w r i t i n g  i s  t h e  c o n v i c t i o n  t h a t  c a r n i v a l  laugh-  

t e r ,  and t h e  forms t h a t  s p r o u t  from i t ,  a r e  h u m a n i t y ' s  most 

p o t e n t  way o f  oppos ing  a u t h o r i t y ,  and o f  e x p r e s s i n g  i t s  f reedom.  

C a r n i v a l  i s  t h e  t i m e  o f  t h e  r e v e l a t i o n  o f  t h e  t h i e f  ( a l l  emper- 

o r s ,  a l l  a u t h o r i t i e s  compounded) and o f  t h e  common humanity 

t h r e a t e n e d  by dogma, a u t h o r i t a r i a n i s m ,  and  narrow-minded se r ious ' -  

ness - - in  s h o r t ,  t h e  o f f i c i a l  means o f  t h e f t .  I n  a  pa s sage  from 

Alexander  Herzen '  s  On A r t  which Bakht i n  c a l l s  "p rofound ,  " t h e  

v a l u e s  o f  l a u g h t e r  a r e  d e c l a r e d ,  and i t s  enemies  i d e n t i f i e d :  

Laughte r  i s  n o  m a t t e r  f o r  j o k i n g ,  and  we s h a l l  n o t  
g i v e  up o u r  r i g h t  t o  i t .  I n  t h e  a n t i q u e  w o r l d ,  t h e  
p u b l i c  r o a r e d  w i t h  l a u g h t e r  on  Olympus and  upon 
e a r t h  w h i l e  l i s t e n i n g  t o  A r i s t o p h a n e s  and h i s  com- 
e d i e s ,  and r o a r e d  w i t h  l a u g h t e r  up  t o  Luc i an .  
Humanity c e a s e d  t o  l a u g h  from t h e  f o u r t h  c e n t u r y  on;  
i t  d i d  n o t h i n g  b u t  weep, and  heavy c h a i n s  f e l l  on  
t h e  mind a m i d s t  moans and pangs  o f  remorse  [Bakh t i n  
n o t e s  H e r z e n ' s  omi s s ion  o f  " t h e  l a u g h i n g  Middle  
Ages"]. As soon  a s  t h e  f e v e r  o f  f a n a t i c i s m  sub- 
sided, men began t o  l augh  once  more.  I t  would b e  
ex t r eme ly  i n t e r e s t i n g  t o  w r i t e  t h e  h i s t o r y  of  



l a u g h t e r .  I n  c h u r c h ,  i n  t h e  p a l a c e ,  on  p a r a d e ,  
f a c i n g  t h e  depar tment  h e a d ,  t h e  p o l i c e  o f f i c e r ,  
t h e  German a d m i n i s t r a t o r ,  nobody l a u g h s .  The 
s e r f s  a r e  d e p r i v e d  o f  t h e  r i g h t  t o  s m i l e  i n  t h e  
p r e s e n c e  o f  t h e  l andowners .  Only e q u a l s  may 
l augh .  I f  i n f e r i o r s  a r e  permitted t o  l augh  i n  
f r o n t  o f  t h e i r  s u p e r i o r s ,  and i f  t h e y  canno t  s u p p r e s s  
t h e i r  h i l a r i t y ,  t h i s  would mean f a r e w e l l  t o  

(E 9 2 )  

The l a u g h t e r  w e ' r e  s p e a k i n g  o f  i s  n o t  amusement 

r e s p e c t .  

o n l y ,  no r  

d i s t r a c t i o n ,  n o r  b a n a l  s i l l i n e s s ,  n o r  b a r e  n e g a t i o n .  I t  i s  a n  

a s s e r t i o n  o f  r i g h t s ,  and a  weapon a g a i n s t  t h e  t e r r o r  o f  t h e  b i g  

l i e  of o f f i c i a l  s e r i o u s n e s s .  I t  r e c o v e r s  f o r  a l l  humanity t h e  

image o f  a  human r e a l i t y .  Because i t  opposes  t h e  m o n o l i t h i c ,  t h e  

a l w a y s - e q u a l - t o - i t s e l f ,  and a t  t h e  same t i m e  c r e a t e s  anew a  

dynamic human image,  i t s  h e r i t a g e  o f  images and  forms i s  a lways  

a n  e x p r e s s i o n  o f  amb iva l ence .  The a g e l a s t s  ( a  R a b e l a i s i a n  t e r m  

t h a t  Bakh t in  u s e s  meaning " t h o s e  w i t h o u t  l a u g h t e r " )  have  t h e i r  

own s u i t a b l e  e s t h e t i c  canon which f o r e v e r  c h u r n s  o u t  r e p r e s s i v e  

r e p r o d u c t i o n s  i n  t h e  image o f  i t s  v a l u e s .  The canon i s  i d e a l i s -  

t i c  i n  c o n c e p t i o n  and e x e c u t i o n ;  i t  p r e s e n t s  t h e  human body a s  

c l o s e d ,  a  f i n i s h e d  s u r f a c e ,  s e l f - s u f f i c i e n t .  I t  a lways  t e n d s  

toward t h e  a b s t r a c t ,  a lways  d i s t a n c e s  and  s u b o r d i n a t e s  t h e  obse r -  

v e r ,  a lways  e f f e c t u a l l y  makes u s  ashamed of  o u r  b o d i e s ,  of  o u r  

g r o s s ,  u n t i d y ,  e a r t h b o u n d ,  h a n k e r i n g ,  d i s e a s e d ,  humorous, v u l -  

n e r a b l e ,  e a t i n g ,  d r i n k i n g ,  e x c r e t i n g ,  c o p u l a t i n g ,  g e s t a t i n g ,  

11 dy ing  b o d i e s .  Emerson s a i d  t h a t  he ro i sm ,  l i k e  P l o t i n u s ,  i s  

a lmos t  ashamed o f  i t s  body."  He d i d  n o t ,  though ,  g o  on t o  t a l k  

abou t  t h e  c o n t a g i o u s  n a t u r e  of  t h a t  shame. I t  j u s t  k i l l s  us--or 

i s  supposed to--as we g a z e  upward i n  r e v e r e n c e  a t  t h e  h e r o ,  t h e  



l e a d e r ,  t h e  god ,  t h e  goddes s ,  t h e  p r i e s t  o r  pope o r  t e a c h e r  o r  

champion o r  w a r r i o r  o r  boss  o r  policeman o r  depar tment  head o r  

movie i d o l ,  t h a t  we w i l l  n e v e r ,  a s  long  a s  our  b u t t s  need 

s c r a t c h i n g  - e t  c e t e r a ,  be e q u a l  t o  o u r s e l v e s  a s  a r e  t h e  i c o n s ,  

t h a t  i s ,  i n  a  s t a t e  i n  which o u r  s o c i a l  r o l e ,  s e l f - a p p r a i s a l ,  and 

popula r  e s t i m a t i o n  a r e  congruen t .  41 There  i s  a  c o e r c i v e  a s p e c t  

t o  t h i s  a e s t h e t i c .  While i n t e r n a l l y  pun i sh ing  o u r s e l v e s  f o r  our  

a b s o l u t e  o r  r e l a t i v e  i n a b i l i t y  t o  "be l i k e "  t h e  c l a s s i c a l  f i g u r e  

( o r  t h e  s o c i a l i s t  r e a l i s t  o r  t h e  American Hero f i g u r e ) ,  we con- 

t i n u a l l y  t r y  t o  shape  o u r  s u r f a c e  of  appearance  and conduct  s o  

I I 1 I t h a t  i t  appea r s  t o  be  t emp la t e - t rue  t o  t h e  o r i g i n a l .  I n  pro- 

' ' p o r t i o n  t o  o n e ' s  achievement o f  conformi ty  t o  a  conven t iona l  

11 ( ' n a t u r a l ' )  norm, one i s  t o l e r a t e d ,  even a c c e p t e d  a s  normal ,  and 

p r o f i t s  from s e r v i c e  t o  t h e  n o r m a t i v e w o r l d .  But t o  t h e  deg ree  

I t  one f a i l s  t o  do s o ,  i f  t h e  d e v i a t i o n  i s  s o  s h a r p  a s  t o  seem 

I I mons t rous ,  bu t  n o t  s o  s h a r p  a s  t o  obscu re  t h e  norm i t s e l f ,  oqe 

'I i s  accounted  g ro t e sque"  i n  F a n g e r ' s  s e n s e  o f  t h e  t e rm.  I f  i t  

w a s n ' t  f o r  two thousand y e a r s  of  t h e  c l a s s i c a l  p r e s e n c e  i n  c u l -  

t u r e ,  i t  would h a r d l y  need s a y i n g  t h a t  t h i s  g r a n t i n g  of a u t h o r i t y  

t o  a n  i d e a l i z a t i o n ,  a n  a b s t r a c t i o n  from a lways-presen t  b o d i l y  

r e a l i t y ,  and t h e  submiss ion t o  a t t e m p t s  t o  make o n e s e l f  i n  t h a t  

image, w i l l  a lways u l t i m a t e l y  f a i l .  The u g l i e s t  t h i n g  about  

c l a s s i c i s m  and i t s  v a r i a n t s  i s  t h a t  some of i t s  p r a c t i t i o n e r s ,  

and a l l  o f  i t s  vendor s ,  p e r f e c t l y  w e l l  know t h a t ,  and s e i z e  on 

t h a t  f a c t  t o  ex t end  i t s  hegemony by i n c u l c a t i n g  g u i l t  and f e a r  

over  t h e  f a i l u r e  i n  t h e  i nadequa t e  human b e i n g ,  i n s t e a d  of s e i z -  



i ng  t h e  o p p o r t u n i t y  t o  c e l e b r a t e  t h e  u n p r e s c r i b a b i l i t y  of  human 

bod ie s  and t h o u g h t s .  The g r o t e s q u e  s u f f e r e r s  which t h e  Romantic 

r e a l i s t  t r a d i t i o n  e x c e l s  i n  p o r t r a y i n g  a r e  apprehended a t  t h e  

p o i n t  of  t h e i r  g r e a t e s t  torment  over  t h e s e  m a t t e r s .  The extreme 

pa thos  of  t h e i r  p o r t r a y a l s  i n c o r p o r a t e s  t h e  r e a l i z a t i o n  t h a t  t h e y  

w i l l  soon b e ,  i f  t h e y  a r e  n o t  a l r e a d y ,  b e r e f t  of  r e s o u r c e s  t o  

oppose t h e i r  a n n i h i l a t i o n  a s  human b e i n g s .  

I t  remains  f o r  what Bakht in  c a l l s  "g ro t e sque  r ea l i sm"  t o  

a t t a c k  t h e  c a n o n i c a l  and c e l e b r a t e  t h e  unshapeab le .  It i s  t o  

works b u i l t  on t h e  v a l u e s  and i n s i g h t s  of  g r o t e s q u e  r e a l i s m  t h a t  

we must t u r n  t o  f i n d  a  h i s t o r y  of  p o t e n t  o p p o s i t i o n a l  images.  

T h i s  s t r e a m  o f  Western c u l t u r e  s p r i n g s  from c a r n i v a l  l a u g h t e r ,  a s  

I ' v e  i n d i c a t e d ,  and c o n t i n u e s  a s  t h e  major  shap ing  and a x i o l o g i -  

c a l  f o r c e  i n  g e n r e s  Bakht in  i d e n t i f i e s  a s  Menippean s a t i r e  and 

t h e  po lyphonic  n o v e l .  Before  d i s c u s s i n g  t h e  l i t e r a r y  g e n r e  a s -  

p e c t  of  t h e  c a r n i v a l  l e g a c y ,  though ,  we shou ld  pause  over  t h e  . 
c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  mo t ives  and  c o n t e n t  of  c a r n i v a l e s q u e  imagery.  

11 I n  bo th  t h e  c u r r e n t  and t h e  e tymolog ica l  s e n s e s ,  exuber-  

ance" i s  equa t ed  by Bakht in  w i t h  t h e  g r o t e s q u e .  Grea t  joy and 

v igo rous  f e r t i l i t y :  q u i t e  t h e  o p p o s i t e  of  o b s e s s i v e  f e a r f u l n e s s  

and i s o l a t e d  s t e r i l i t y .  I n  keep ing  w i t h  c a r n i v a l  l a u g h t e r ,  

though,  t h e  g r o t e s q u e  image i s  a lways  ambiva len t :  

The g r o t e s q u e  image r e f l e c t s  a  phenomenon i n  t r a n s -  
f o r m a t i o n ,  a n  a s  y e t  u n f i n i s h e d  metamorphosis ,  of  
d e a t h  and b i r t h ,  growing and  becoming. The r e l a -  
t i o n s h i p  t o  t ime  i s  one de t e rmin ing  t r a i t  o f  t h e  
g r o t e s q u e  image. The o t h e r  i n d i s p e n s a b l e  t r a i t  i s  
ambivalence.  For i n  t h i s  image we f i n d  b o t h  p o l e s  
of t r a n s f o r m a t i o n ,  t h e  o l d  and t h e  new, t h e  dy ing  



and t h e  p r o c r e a t i n g ,  t h e  beg inn ing  and t h e  end of 
t h e  metamorphosis .  (RW - 24) 

I I The c l a s s i c  p r e s e n t a t i o n  of t h e  body a lways  s t r e s s e s  f i n -  

i s h e d ,  completed man, c l e a n s e d ,  a s  i t  were ,  o f  a l l  t h e  s c o r i a e  o f  

b i r t h  and development" (RW - 2 5 ) .  Gro tesque  r e a l i s m  c o u n t e r s  t h i s  

image and i t s  ideo logy  by showing t h e  m a t e r i a l  b o d i l y  p r i n c i p l e ,  

1 1  which combines cosmic ,  s o c i a l ,  and b o d i l y  e l emen t s  i n  a n  i n d i v i -  

s i b l e  whole . . gay and g r a c i o u s "  (RW - 1 9 ) .  Embodied i s  eve ry  

energy  of growth,  r e p r o d u c t i o n  and nour i shment .  Death i s  s e e n  a s  

i n s e p a r a b l y  a  p a r t  o f  l i f e ,  n o t  i s o l a t e d ,  p r i v a t e  bourgeo is  

economic s u r v i v a l ,  b u t  t h e  c o l l e c t i v e  l i f e  of humani ty .  Every 

tendency toward g i g a n t i s m ,  h y p e r b o l e ,  and b o d i l y  e x a g g e r a t i o n  i s  

h e r e  b r i m - f u l l  and s p i l l i n g  o v e r ,  and ambiva len t  combinat ions  

r e s u l t  when images o f  p a r t u r i t i o n  a r e  combined w i t h  images of  

decay ( r i p e n e s s  becoming r o t t e n n e s s )  . The whole ,  though,  a s  i n  

t h e  s t a t u e s  of  t h e  l a u g h i n g ,  s e n i l e ,  p r egnan t  hags  which Bakht in  

men t ions ,  e x p r e s s e s  a  b a l a n c e  of  j oy .  Bakht in  s a y s  " l a u g h t e r  
L 

degrades  and m a t e r i a l i z e s "  (RW - 20),  and t h i s  i s  t h e  pr imary pro-  

I 1  c e s s  which d r i v e s  f o l k  humor. The c e n t r a l  term deg rada t ion"  i s  

h e r e  used  i n  a  p a r t i c u l a r  s e n s e :  

Degradat ion h e r e  means coming down t o  e a r t h ,  t h e  
c o n t a c t  w i t h  e a r t h  a s  a n  e lement  t h a t  swallows up 
and g i v e s  b i r t h  a t  t h e  same t i m e .  To degrade  i s  t o  
bu ry ,  t o  sow, and t o  k i l l  s i m u l t a n e o u s l y ,  i n  o r d e r  
t o  b r i n g  f o r t h  something more and b e t t e r .  To de- 
g r a d e  a l s o  means t o  concern  o n e s e l f  w i t h  t h e  
lower s t r a t u m  of  t h e  body,  t h e  l i f e  of  t h e  b e l l y  
and t h e  r e p r o d u c t i v e  o r g a n s ;  i t  t h e r e f o r e  r e l a t e s  
t o  a c t s  of  d e f e c a t i o n  and c o p u l a t i o n ,  c o n c e p t i o n ,  
pregnancy,  and b i r t h .  Degrada t ion  d i g s  a  b o d i l y  
g rave  f o r  a  new b i r t h ;  i t  h a s  n o t  o n l y  a  d e s t r u c -  
t i v e  , n e g a t i v e  a s p e c t ,  b u t  a l s o  a  r e g e n e r a t i n g  
one.  To degrade  a n  o b j e c t  does  n o t  imply mere ly  



h u r l i n g  i t  i n t o  t h e  v o i d  o f  n o n e x i s t e n c e ,  i n t o  
a b s o l u t e  d e s t r u c t i o n ,  b u t  t o  h u r l  i t  down t o  t h e  
r e p r o d u c t i v e  lower  s t r a t u m ,  t h e  zone i n  which 
c o n c e p t i o n  and a  new b i r t h  t a k e  p l a c e .  Gro tesque  
r e a l i s m  knows no o t h e r  l e v e l ;  i t  i s  t h e  f r u i t f u l  
e a r t h  and t h e  womb. I t  i s  a lways  c o n c e i v i n g .  (RW - 21) 

The topography of  t h i s  wor ld  i s  n o t ,  a s  i n  Romanticism and 

psychologism,  l a r g e l y  a b s t r a c t  o r  m e t a p h o r i c a l .  The downward 

t h r u s t  i s ,  i n  i t s  cosmic a s p e c t ,  toward what t h e  American p o e t  

C h a r l e s  Olson c a l l e d  " an  a c t u a l  e a r t h  o f  v a l u e ,  "42 and i n  t h e  

b o d i l y  a s p e c t ,  "which i s  n o t  c l e a r l y  d i s t i n c t  from t h e  cosmic" 

(RW - 2 1 ) ,  away from t h e  f a c e ,  e y e s  and  head  and  towards  t h e  b e l l y ,  

b u t t o c k s  and  t h e  g e n i t a l  o r g a n s .  T h i s  . a p p r e h e n s i o n  o f  up-down i s  

f u r t h e r  e x p r e s s e d  i n  t h e  g e s t u r a l  s p h e r e  by images o f  t h e  topsy-  

t u r v y  and  t h e  wor ld  t u r n e d  u p s i d e  down. Based on t h e  c a r n i v a l  

tumbl ing  t o p o i ,  t h i s  becomes, i n  l a t e r  c a r n i v a l i s t i c  f o rms ,  one  

o f  t h e  most p o t e n t  and  s i g n i f i c a n t  t r o p e s :  t h e  h i g h  b rought  low. 

1 1  T h i s  p r o c e s s  Bakh t i n  v a r i o u s l y  c a l l s  " d e g r a d a t i o n "  o r  discrown- 

I I ing" o r  uncrowning"; and i t s  p e r t i n e n c e  t o  imperium i s  d e l i b e r -  

a t e l y  and  t e n d e n t i o u s l y  d e m o c r a t i c .  

Two s i g n i f i c a n t  v e r b a l  fo rms  supplement  t h e  r i t u a l  s p e c t a -  

c l e s  o f  c a r n i v a l  : t h e  i n d i r e c t  d e g r a d a t i o n  and renewal  a ch i eved  

by parody and comic r e c e n s i o n ;  and t h e  f r o n t a l  a t t a c k  e x p r e s s e d  

i n  " v a r i o u s  g e n r e s  o f  b i l l i n g s g a t e  . . c u r s e s ,  o a t h s ,  p o p u l a r  

b lazons"  (RW - 5 ) .  These  l a t t e r  t y p e s  o f  m a r k e t p l a c e  speech  can  

c a r r y  a  good d e a l  o f  v i o l e n c e .  Indeed  Bakht in  c a l l s  them t h e  

v e r b a l  e q u i v a l e n t  o f  b e a t i n g s  and  b lows ,  which a l s o  a r e  prominent  

c a r n i v a l  m o t i f s .  They a r e ,  however,  n o  l e s s  amb iva l en t  t h a n  

l a u g h t e r  o r  parody;  t h e y  a im a t  b o t h  t h e  a n n i h i l a t i o n  o f  t h e  



r e p r e s s i v e  and t h e  i s o l a t e d ,  and t h e  r e g e n e r a t i o n  o f  t h e  i n d i -  

v i d u a l  by h i s  i n c o r p o r a t i o n  i n t o  t h e  g r o t e s q u e  body.  Whatever 

damage--including dea th - - t ha t  r e s u l t s  from c a r n i v a l  b e a t i n g s  i s  

n o t  t o  be  unde r s tood  a s  i n d i v i d u a l .  What i s  b e a t e n  i s  a b s t r a c -  

t i o n ;  what i s  r e s t o r e d  i s  t h e  body,  u n d e r s t o o d  communally. "The 

body i s  t h e  l a s t  and b e s t  word o f  t h e  cosmos,  i t s  l e a d i n g  f o r c e .  

T h e r e f o r e  i t  h a s  n o t h i n g  t o  f e a r .  Death  h o l d s  no  t e r r o r  f o r  i t .  

The d e a t h  o f  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  i s  o n l y  one moment i n  t h e  t r i umphan t  

l i f e  o f  t h e  p e o p l e  and  o f  mankind,  a  moment i n d i s p e n s a b l e  f o r  

t h e i r  r enewal  and  improvement" (RW - 3 4 1 ) .  

F a i l u r e  t o  comprehend t h i s  h a s ,  i n  B a k h t i n ' s  v iew,  l e d  

c r i t i c s  t o  s e e  R a b e l a i s  a s  a n  e x c e e d i n g l y  c r u e l  w r i t e r ,  whose 

images o f  dismemberment and  s l a u g h t e r ,  a t t e n d e d  by t h e i r  l augh ing  

p e r p e t r a t o r s ,  bespeak a n  i n c r e d i b l e  b a r b a r i s m .  (The s t o r y  of  t h e  

Widow of  Ephesus ,  from The S a t y r i c o n ,  h a s  been s i m i l a r l y  s e e n  a s  

a  p r e s e n t a t i o n  o f  b r u t a l i z e d  e m o t i o n s . )  These i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  

m i s c o n s t r u e ,  o r  more l i k e l y ,  a r e  i g n o r a n t  o f  t h e  c a r n i v a l  t r a d i -  

t i o n ,  which a c t s  o u t  o r  p r e s e n t s  images o f  v i o l e n c e  on ly  t o  

r e v e a l  t h e  deep  connec t ednes s  o f  human t o  human, and  t h e  n i h i l i s m  

i n h e r e n t  i n  i s o l a t i o n .  V io l ence  and o t h e r  images of  d i s r u p t i o n ,  

commingling o r  h i l a r i t y  i n  t h e  p r e s e n c e  o f  d e a t h ,  a l l  o f  which 

a r e  t e r r i b l e  t o  t h e  Romantic ,  a r e  h e r e  t a k e n  a s  e x p r e s s i o n s  of  

g r o t e s q u e  r e a l i s m ,  i n  which:  

The u n f i n i s h e d  and  open body ( d y i n g ,  b r i n g i n g  
f o r t h  and  b e i n g  bo rn )  i s  n o t  s e p a r a t e d  from t h e  
wor ld  by c l e a r l y  d e f i n e d  b o u n d a r i e s ;  i t  i s  
b lended  w i t h  t h e  w o r l d ,  w i t h  a n i m a l s ,  w i t h  ob- 
j e c t s .  I t  i s  co smic ,  i t  r e p r e s e n t s  t h e  e n t i r e  



m a t e r i a l  b o d i l y  wor ld  i n  a l l  i t s  e l e m e n t s .  I t  
i s  a n  i n c a r n a t i o n  of  t h i s  wor ld  a t  t h e  a b s o l u t e  
lower s t r a t u m ,  a s  t h e  swal lowing up and g e n e r a t i n g  
p r i n c i p l e ,  a s  t h e  b o d i l y  g r a v e  and bosom, a s  a  
f i e l d  which h a s  been sown and i n  which new s h o o t s  
a r e  p r e p a r i n g  t o  s p r o u t .  (RW - 2 7 )  

A l l  of t h i s  i s  t h e  b a s i s  o f  a  conv inc ing  r e a d i n g  of  

R a b e l a i s ,  b u t  i t  i s  f a s c i n a t i n g  t o  f o l l o w  Bakh t i n  a s  he  f i n d s  

b r a n c h i n g s  o f  t h e  c a r n i v a l i s t i c  i n  l i t e r a t u r e  b o t h  p r e c e d i n g  and 

f o l l o w i n g  Gargantua  and P a n t a g r u e l .  The g e n r e - c r e a t i n g  power of  

c a r n i v a l ,  w i t h  i t s  accumula t i on  o f  images ,  forms and v a l u e s ,  

m a n i f e s t e d  i t s e l f  i n i t i a l l y  i n  b o t h  t h e  S o c r a t i c  d i a l o g  and t h e  

Menippean s a t i r e ,  and l a t e r  i n  a  w i d e r  r a n g e  of European and 

American n o v e l s  t h a n m i g h t  f i r s t  b e  s u s p e c t e d .  Bakh t i n  makes 

c l e a r  h i s  b e l i e f  t h a t  c a r n i v a l  f o rms ,  a s  t h e y  were a c c u l t u r a t e d  

by t h e  n o v e l ,  and a s  t h e  a g r i c u l t u r a l  and  marke t -p lace  s o c i e t i e s  

i n  which t h e y  f l o u r i s h e d  were  l a r g e l y  o b l i t e r a t e d  by i n d u s t r i a l -  

i sm,  f r e q u e n t l y  became p e t t y ,  i n d i v i d u a l  and  n e g a t i v e .  R a b e l a i s  

was t h e  w r i t e r  who embodied t h e  peak o f  c a r n i v a l  image and  s i g n i -  . 
f i c a n c e ;  l a t e r  w r i t e r s  have  worked w i t h  v a r i o u s l y  d e g e n e r a t e  

l e g a c i e s  of  Ant ique  , Medieva 1- and Rena i s s ance  c a r n i v a l e s q u e  . 

N e v e r t h e l e s s ,  t h e r e  i s  a n  u n k i l l a b l e  s t r e n g t h  t o  t h e  s t r a i n ,  and 

t h e  most s i g n i f i c a n t  modern w r i t e r s ,  i n  Bakh t i n '  s  v i ew ,  a r e  b e s t  

spoken o f  i n  t e rms  o f  t h e i r  m a n i f e s t i n g  t h e  t r a d i t i o n  anew. The 

r e s u l t s  of B a k h t i n ' s  h a v i n g  done s o  a r e  v e r y  o f t e n  r e v e l a t o r y  

a n d ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  i n  t h e  S o v i e t  Union,  c o n t r o v e r s i a l .  Bakh t i n  

h i m s e l f  p r o v i d e d  t h e  keyno t e  f o r  t h e  a p p l i c a t i o n  o f  h i s  t h e o r i e s  

t o  American l i t e r a t u r e  when h e  w r o t e  i n  Problems of Dos toevsky ' s  

P o e t i c s  : 



I t  cannot  be d e n i e d ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  t h a t  a  c e r t a i n  
deg ree  of  s p e c i a l  f a s c i n a t i o n  i s  i n h e r e n t  i n  a l l  
contemporary forms of c a r n i v a l i s t i c  l i f e .  I t  i s  
enough t o  name , whose work,  on t h e  
whole deep ly  was s t r o n g l y  i n f l u -  
enced by contemporary forms and f e s t i v a l s  o f  a  
c a r n i v a l  t y p e  ( e s p e c i a l l y  t h e  b u l l f i g h t ) .  He had 
a  v e r y  keen e a r  f o r  e v e r y t h i n g  c a r n i v a l i s t i c  i n  
contemporary 1 i f  e  . (PDP - 179) 

The Dostoevsky book and  t h e  e s s a y s  composing The Dia log i c  

Imagina t ion  bo th  work towards  a  t h e o r y  of t h e  nove l  which,  be- 

c a u s e  of  i t s  f ounda t ions  i n  t h e  s t u d y  of t h e  a n t i - c a n o n i c  d i a -  

logues  and menippea,  conduces t o  a  dynamic a p p r e c i a t i o n  of  t h e  

nove l  a s  f o r c e s  and t e n d e n c i e s  r a t h e r  t h a n  a  s t a t i c  enumerat ion 

11 of fo rmal  i n g r e d i e n t s . "  The t h e o r y  i s  huge i n  bo th  i t s  presen-  

t a t i o n  and i t s  i m p l i c a t i o n s ;  I can  do l i t t l e  more h e r e  t h a n  

ment ion some of  t h e  many a s p e c t s  o f  i t  p e r t i n e n t  t o  a  r e a d i n g  of 

Algren '  s  work. 

The eponymous body of w r i t i n g  which d e r i v e d  i t s  name from 

Menippus of  Gadara ,  a  s l a v e  o f  t h e  t h i r d  c e n t u r y  B . C .  who s e t t l e d  . 
I I i n  Thebes a f t e r  buying h i s  f reedom,  became one of t h e  main 

c a r r i e r s  and channe l s  f o r  t h e  c a r n i v a l  s e n s e  of t h e  world  i n  

l i t e r a t u r e ,  and remains  s o  t o  t h e  p r e s e n t  day" (PDP - 1 1 3 ) .  The 

"school"  t a k e s  t o  i t s e l f  t h e  f r e e  r i g h t  t o  parody a l l  s e r i o u s  

p r o d u c t i o n s ,  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y  do ing  s o  i n  ways which e n a c t  t h e  

mix tu re  of  t h e  h i g h  and t h e  low, t h e  s e r i o u s  and t h e  comic,  t h e  

l o f t y  and t h e  debased .  Genres p r e v i o u s l y  thought  "completed" 

( e . g .  t h e  e p i c )  a r e  mixed w i t h  t h e  deve lop ing  and t o p i c a l  l e t -  

t e r s ,  speeches ,  j o u r n a l i s t i c  forms such  a s  t h e  f  e u i l l e t o n .  The 

s i n g l e  most a p p a r e n t  t a r g e t  of t h e  menippea i s  e p i c  l i t e r a t u r e ,  



I I which p r e s e n t s  p r e c i s e l y  t h e  same d i s t a n c e d ,  v a l o r i z e d ,  i n v i o l a -  

b l e "  c l a s s i c  image a g a i n s t  which c a r n i v a l  l a u g h t e r  i s  d i r e c t e d .  

The e p i c  g e n r e  e x i s t s  t o  " f i x "  p r i v i l e g e  and t o  v a l i d a t e  power; 

11 i t  p r e s e n t s  a  p a s t  i n a c c e s s i b l e  t o  p e r s o n a l  expe r i ence"  (DI - 1 6 ) ,  

a  p a s t  "wal led  o f f  from a l l  subsequent  t imes  by a n  impene t rab le  

boundary . . . p r e s e r v e d  and r e v e a l e d  on ly  i n  t h e  form of n a t i o n -  

a l  t r a d i t i o n "  (DI - 1 6 ) .  Again and a g a i n  Bakht in  s t r e s s e s  t h a t  t h e  

e p i c ' s  s i g n i f i c a n c e  l i e s  n o t  i n  t h e  h i s t o r i c a l  e v e n t s  p r e s e n t e d ,  

I I b u t  i n  t h e  r e l i a n c e  on impersonal  and  s a c r o s a n c t  t r a d i t i o n ,  on a  

commonly h e l d  e v a l u a t i o n  and p o i n t  of  view--which exc ludes  t h e  

p o s s i b i l i t y  of  a n o t h e r  approach--and which t h e r e f o r e  d i s p l a y s  a  

profound p i e t y  toward t h e  s u b j e c t  d e s c r i b e d  and toward t h e  l an -  

guage used  t o  d e s c r i b e  i t ,  t h e  language of  t r a d i t i o n "  (DI - 16-17).  

Over a g a i n s t  t h i s  a b s o l u t e  removal from f a m i l i a r  and contemporary 

c o n t a c t ,  dismemberment, and r enewa l ,  i s  t h e  c a r n i v a l i s  t i c  u r g e .  

The r e p r e s s i v e  u n i t y  o f  s u b j e c t  m a t t e r  and h i e r a r c h i c a l  eva lua-  b 

t i o n  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  of  t h e  e p i c  ( and  t o  a  deg ree  a l l  s e r i o u s  

g e n r e s  such a s  t r agedy  and t h e  l y r i c ) ,  on ly  beg ins  t o  be over-  

come, i n  B a k h t i n l s  v iew,  w i t h  t h e  i n c l u s i o n  of t h e  f e r t i l e  and 

a n a r c h i c  everyday e lements  o f  low l i f e  and t h e  marke tp l ace .  

Because t h e  menippea 's  f i r s t  f u n c t i o n  i s  t h e  t e s t i n g  o f  " t h e  

t r u t h , "  t h e  l o f t y  and r e p r e s s i v e  dogma i s  k i c k e d  o u t  of  i t s  

s a n c t u a r y  and f o r c e d  t o  h i t  t h e  r o a d ,  where i t  i s  t e s t e d  " i n  

nakedness  ," and w i t h o u t  d e f e r e n c e  t o  any a u t h o r i t y .  Thus t h e  

e n t i r e  ban ished  wor ld  of  " t h e  low" i s  e s s e n t i a l  t o  t h e  menippea ' s  

11 p l o t s ,  because  a  v e r y  p a r t i c u l a r  s e n s e  of  e v a l u a t i o n "  i s  p r e s e n t  



h e r e :  " t h e  a d v e n t u r e s  of t r u t h  on e a r t h  t a k e  p l a c e  on t h e  h igh-  

r o a d ,  i n  b r o t h e l s ,  i n  t h e  dens  of  t h i e v e s ,  i n  t a v e r n s ,  market-  

p l a c e s ,  p r i s o n s ,  i n  t h e  e r o t i c  o r g i e s  o f  s e c r e t  c u l t s "  (PDP 1 1 5 ) .  

11 T h i s  e lement  of c rude  slum n a t u r a l i s m "  i s  v i t a l  t o  t h e  Menippean 

s a t i r e ,  and t o  i t s  de scendan t s  (Bakh t in  s e e s  Dostoevsky a s  t h e  

most impor t an t  of  them).  

The i n c l u s i o n  of t h e  v o i c e s  of c r i m i n a l s ,  vagabonds,  c h a r l a -  

t a n s ,  p r o s t i t u t e s ,  of  a l l  of  t h e  d e s p i s e d  and t h e  d i s p o s s e s s e d ,  

i s  n o t  p e r i p h e r a l ,  e i t h e r  t o  t h i s  g e n r e  o r  t o  B a k h t i n ' s  t h e o r y  of  

t h e  n o v e l .  I t  c o n s t i t u t e s  a  p a r t  of a  r e v o l t  a g a i n s t  r e i f  i c a -  

t i o n ,  and t h e  nove l  h a s  no  more s i g n i f i c a n t  r o l e  t o  p l a y  i n  

c u l t u r e :  

What i s  i nvo lved  h e r e  i s  a  v e r y  i m p o r t a n t ,  i n  
f a c t  a  r a d i c a l  r e v o l u t i o n  i n  t h e  d e s t i n i e s  of 
human d i s c o u r s e :  t h e  fundamental  1 i b e r a t i o n  of 

. c u l t u r a l - s e m a n t i c  and emot iona l  i n t e n t i o n s  from 
t h e  hegemony of a  s i n g l e  u n i t a r y  and language ,  
and consequen t ly  t h e  s imul taneous  l o s s  o f  a  
f e e l i n g  f o r  language a s  myth,  t h a t  i s ,  a s  a n  
a b s o l u t e  form of  t h o u g h t .  (DI 367)  L 

- 

The immense importance o f  Bakht in '  s  work i s  t h a t  i t  per-  

c e i v e s  t h e  l i t e r a r y - h i s t o r i c a l  s i g n i f i c a n c e  o f  t h e  v o i c e s  of  t h e  

s t r e e t  b r eak ing  th rough  t h e  c a r v e d  doo r s  of  t h e  t emple .  While 

l o w - l i f e  can  be used  s imply  f o r  e x o t i c i s m  and t i t i l l a t i o n  of 

c l a s s  modes t i e s  ( t h e  b l u s h i n g  f a c e  of  r e p r e s s i o n ) ,  c e r t a i n  au- 

t ho r s - -V i l l on ,  R a b e l a i s ,  Boccaccio ,  C e r v a n t e s ,  B a l z a c ,  Dickens ,  

Gogol, Dostoevsky,  Zola ,  Alexandre Kuprin and ,  I w i l l  a r g u e ,  

Nelson Algren--have i n t e n d e d  and accomplished f a r  more i n  t h e i r  

journeys  t o  t h e  l owes t  d e p t h s .  



I have  i n d i c a t e d  t h e m a t i c a l l y  and g e n e r i c a l l y  some o f  

B a k h t i n ' s  impor tance  t o  t h i s  t h e s i s .  The k e l s o n  o f  B a k h t i n ' s  

t h e m a t i c s  i s  t h e  overcoming o f  d i s t a n c e  and  i s o l a t i o n .  P o l i t i -  

c a l l y ,  t h a t  means t h e  over th row of t y r a n n y .  G e n e r i c a l l y ,  i t  

c a l l s  f o r  l anguage  o r g a n i z e d  by l a u g h t e r  and  parody ( D I  - 50-51).  

I I L i n g u i s t i c a l l y ,  i t  r e j o i c e s  i n  t h e  i n t e r a n i m a t i o n "  of  d i v e r s e  

speech  t y p e s ,  a  p r o l i f e r a t i o n  w i t h  n o  f r e e z i n g ,  f i n a l  word.  One 

c o u l d  a t t e m p t  a  t e r m i n o l o g i c a l  summary of  Bakht in  a s  w e l l .  His  

vocabu l a ry  i s  s u i  g e n e r i s ,  a f t e r  a l l ,  and  v i t a l  t o  h i s  app roach .  

But I would p r e f e r  t o  d e f i n e  and  u s e  t h e  t e rms  po lyphon i c ,  h e t -  

e r o g l o s s i a ,  ch rono tope  and  d i a l o g u e  a s  t h e  need  a r i s e s ,  and i n  

t h e  c o n t e x t  o f  A l g r e n ' s  w r i t i n g s .  

What Bakh t i n  d e v e l o p s  a s  a  s c h o l a r l y  method i s  one outcome-- 

a n  a d m i r a b l e  one--of t h e  v i t a l  s h i f t  o f  a t t e n t i o n  by t h e  Romantic 

r e a l i s t s  toward t h o s e  who a r e ,  Adorno would s a y ,  s t i l l  p i c k i n g  up 

t h e  t a b  f o r  t h e  p r o g r e s s  o f  c ' i v i l i z a t i o n .  The a b i l i t y  t o  c a r r y  

on o n e ' s  work,  a f t e r  t h a t  s h i f t  h a s  been accompl i shed ,  was t h e  

v e r y  t h i n g  toward which Edgar A l l a n  Poe was g r o p i n g ,  w i t h  a  good 

d e a l  o f  a n x i e t y ,  i n  h i s  e s s a y  "Man and Superman": 

. . . n o t h i n g  c a n  be  c l e a r e r  t h a n  t h a t  a  ve ry  
generous  s p i t - - t r u l y  f e e l i n g  what  a l l  
me re ly  profess--must  I n e v i t a b l y  f i n d  i t s e l f  
misconce ived  i n  e v e r y  d i r e c t i o n - - i t s  m o t i v e s  
m i s i n t e r p r e t e d .  J u s t  a s  ex t r emenes s  o f  i n t e l l -  
i g e n c e  would be  t hough t  f a t u i t y ,  s o  e x c e s s  o f  
c h i v a l r y  c o u l d  n o t  f a i l  o f  b e i n g  looked  upon a s  
meanness i n  i t s  l a s t  degree:--and s o  on w i t h  
t h e  o t h e r  v i r t u e s .  T h i s  s u b j e c t  i s  a  p a i n f u l  
one i n d e e d .  Tha t  i n d i v i d u a l s  have  s o  s o a r e d  - 
above t h e  p l a n e  o f  t h e i r .  r a c e ,  1 s  s c a r c e l y  t o  be 
q u e s t i o n e d ;  b u t  i n  l o o k i n g  back t h rough  h i s t o r y  
f o r  t r a c e s  o f  t h e i r  e x i s t e n c e ,  we s h o u l d  p a s s  
over  a l l  b i o g r a p h i e s  of  " t h e  good and  t h e  g r e a t ,  I I 



w h i l e  we s e a r c h  c a r e f u l l y  t h e  s l i g h t  r e c o r d s  of  
wre t ches  whopJied i n  p r i s o n ,  i n  Bedlam, o r  upon 
t h e  g a l l o w s .  

These l i n e s  exempli fy  t h e  c e n t r a l  problems p r e s e n t e d  by 

A l g r e n ' s  work and by t h e  t h e o r i e s  o f  t h e  g r o t e s q u e  s o  f a r  d i s c u s -  

s ed :  i s o l a t i o n  ( " t h e i r  r a c e " ? ) ,  p a t h o s ,  t h e  w r i t e r ' s  r e l a t i o n s h i p  

t o  t h e  lower d e p t h s ,  t h e  p r e s e r v a t i o n  of memory, and t h e  

q u e s t  i on - - r eca l l  Adorno--of whether  humor o r  t h e  l a c k  of humor i s  

I I more r e p u l s i v e  t h a n  a l l  t h e  u g l i n e s s  t h e r e  i s . "  The f o u r  nove l s  

by Algren  t h a t  I w i l l  d i s c u s s  i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  t h e s e  q u e s t i o n s  a r e  

Somebody i n  Boots ,  Never Come Morning, The Man w i t h  t h e  Golden 

A r m  and A Walk on t h e  Wild S i d e .  I n  t h e i r  abounding g ro t e sque -  -, 
r i e ,  t h e y  show themse lves  a s  t h e  r i g h t  q u a r t e r  i n  which t o  a sk  

t h o s e  q u e s t i o n s .  
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quo t ed  t h e s e  l i n e s  of P o e ' s  and t h e n  added:  "During t h e  l a s t  
y e a r s  I have n e v e r  r e a d  any s e n t e n c e s  which were  c l o s e r  t o  o u r  
own t h o u g h t s  t h a n  t h e s e . "  Quoted i n  M a r t i n  J a y ,  The D i a l e c t i c a l  
Ima i n a t i o n ,  pp .  290-91. See a l s o  Max Horkheimer ,  E c l i p s e  of 
Reason New York: The Seabury  P r e s s ,  1 9 7 4 ) ,  p .  160 .  -77 L 



Chapter  2 :  The Gro tesque  a s  Lumpenpro le ta r ia t  

The q u e s t i o n s  c o n f r o n t i n g  our  p o l i t i c a l l y  engaged 
l i t e r a t u r e  have had t h e  e f f e c t  o f  making one par -  
t i c u l a r  problem v e r y  a c t u a l - - t h e  jump from one 
k ind  of s t y l e  t o  a n o t h e r  w i t h i n  t h e  same work of 
a r t .  T h i s  happened i n  a  v e r y  p r a c t i c a l  way. Po- 
l i t i c a l  and p h i l o s o p h i c a l  c o n s i d e r a t i o n s  f a i l e d  t o  
shape t h e  whole s t r u c t u r e ,  t h e  message was mechani- 
c a l l y  f i t t e d  i n t o  t h e  p l o t .  The " e d i t o r i a l "  was 
u s u a l l y  " i n a r t i s t i c a l l y "  conceived--so p a t e n t l y  
t h a t  t h e  i n a r t i s t i c  n a t u r e  o f  t h e  p l o t  i n  which i t  
was embedded, was over looked .  ( P l o t s  were i n  any 
c a s e  r ega rded  a s  more a r t i s t i c  t h a n  e d i t o r i a l s . )  
There was a  complete  r i f t .  I n  p r a c t i c e  t h e r e  were 
two p o s s i b l e  s o l u t i o n s .  The e d i t o r i a l  c o u l d  be 
d i s s o l v e d  i n  t h e  p l o t  o r  t h e  p l o t  i n  t h e  e d i t o r i a l ,  
l end ing  t h e  l a t t e r  a r t i s t i c  form. But t h e  p l o t  
cou ld  be shaped a r t i s t i c a l l y  and t h e  e d i t o r i a l  t oo  
( i t  t h e n  n a t u r a l l y  l o s t  i t s  e d i t o r i a l  q u a l i t y ) ,  
w h i l e  keep ing  t h e  jump from one idiom t o  ano the r  
and g i v i n g  i t  a n  a r t i s t i c  form.  

I I - B e r t o l t  B r e c h t ,  Agains t  
George Lukscs" 

Keep a l l  t h a t  i n  mind,  and a s  t h e  p r o c e s s  of  l i t e r a r y  
movements i s  a n  o r g a n i c  p r o c e s s ,  examine t h e  g i v e n  
moment a  l i t t l e  l o n g e r ,  and l e t  u s  s e e  i f  i t  does n o t  
a l r e a d y  c o n t a i n  i n  i t s e l f  t h e  beg inn ings  of a  b lue-  
p r i n t  of decompos i t ion .  . 

- Apollon Gr igo ryev ,  My L i t e r a r y  
and Moral Wanderings 

It  i s  a  t a l e  t o l d  a g a i n  and a g a i n .  A young man l e a v e s  h i s  

f ami ly  home i n  t h e  p rov inces  and f o l l o w s  t h e  road  t o  t h e  c i t y ,  

where he  g e t s  on w e l l  o r  p o o r l y ,  p r o s p e r s  o r  f a l t e r s ,  r e c o v e r s  o r  

p e r i s h e s .  He does o r  does  n o t  r e t u r n ,  f u l l  o r  empty of wisdom 

and e x p e r i e n c e ,  t o h i s  r u r a l  p l a c e o f  o r i g i n .  I n  t h e  t e l l i n g ,  

though,  and i n  t h e  h e a r i n g ,  t h e  s t o r y  becomes--or does n o t  

become--a myth, " t h a t  i s  . . . a n  a b s o l u t e  form of thought"  (4 



367) .  To t h e  e x t e n t  t h a t  t h e  s t o r y t e l l e r  s e t s  about  making a  

myth, each  c h a r a c t e r ,  i n c i d e n t ,  s e t t i n g  and d e t a i l  c a r r i e s  a  

memory of t h e  b l u e p r i n t  which a s s i g n s  i t  a  p l a c e  i n  a n  i n t e n t i o n -  

a l  s t r u c t u r e .  When t h e  s t r u c t u r e  i s  b u i l t ,  i t  very  o f t e n  looks  

l i k e  a  p u l p i t ,  a  t h r o n e ,  a  j u d i c i a l  bench o r  a n  assemblage of 

p a r t y  l i n e s .  But i f  t h e  s t o r y t e l l e r  can  "only"  make a  " b l u e p r i n t  

of decompos i t ion ,"  t h e n  of c o u r s e  t h e  immediate o r  e v e n t u a l  

l i k e l i h o o d  of t h e  a b s o l u t i z i n g  of thought  i s  unmade. 

I n  1933,  s h o r t l y  a f t e r  h i s  r e l e a s e  from t h e  E l  Paso County 

J a i l  (vagrancy c o n v i c t i o n ,  f i v e  d o l l a r  f i n e ) ,  and a f t e r  a  s h o r t  

s t i n t  a s  a  c a r n i v a l  s h i l l ,  Nelson Alg ren ,  a  r e c e n t  g r a d u a t e  of  

t h e  U n i v e r s i t y  of I l l i n o i s  Jou rna l i sm  School ,  found h imse l f  i n  

A lp ine ,  Texas ,  t h e  s i t e  of  t h e  Alp ine  Teachers  C o l l e g e .  I n  t h e  

a lmos t  d e s e r t e d  c lass rooms of t h i s  brand-new i n s t i t u t i o n ,  Algren 

would, w i thou t  d i s t u r b i n g  t h e  a d m i n i s t r a t i o n  f o r  p e r m i s s i o n ,  u se  

t h e  t y p e w r i t e r s .  He formed a  p a r t i c u l a r  a t t achment  t o  a n  o l d  

u p r i g h t  Royal ,  s o  p a r t i c u l a r  i n  f a c t  t h a t  when t h e  u r g e  h i t  t 6  

head back t o  Chicago,  Algren a )  bought a  wooden box from t h e  

l o c a l  hardware s t o r e ,  b)  c r a t e d  up t h e  Royal and add re s sed  i t  t o  

h imse l f  i n  Chicago,  c )  p u t  t h e  p a r c e l  i n  t h e  hands of t h e  Alpine  

f r e i g h t  a g e n t ,  and d )  hopped a n  eas tbound  f r e i g h t .  Smoking B u l l  

Durham and s t r e t c h i n g  a t  a  s t o p o v e r  n e a r  San Anton io ,  cong ra tu l a -  

t i n g  h imse l f  on h i s  shrewdness ,  he  n o t i c e d  a  s h e r i f f  b e a r i n g  down 

on him. The lawman asked  Algren who he  was,  Algren t o l d  him, and 

Algren was on h i s  way back t o  A l p i n e .  People  had n o t i c e d  t h e  

on ly  s t r a n g e r  i n  Alpine  c a r r y i n g  a  t y p e w r i t e r  through town, and 



buying a  s i z a b l e  wooden box. The f r e i g h t  a g e n t ,  r a t h e r  t han  

sending  t h e  Royal on i t s  way, had c a l l e d  t h e  law.  A f t e r  f i v e  

months i n  t h e  l o c a l  j a i l ,  Algren r e c e i v e d  a n  a l l - d a y  j u r y  t r i a l .  

I  I  1 1  The v e r d i c t  was " g u i l t y ,  t h e  s e n t e n c e  two y e a r s  a t  H u n t s v i l l e .  

It was a  pea farm,  a  chain-gang d e a l .  1 1  1 

Algren neve r  s e r v e d  t h e  two y e a r s ;  t h e  s t a t e  of Texas had no 

room i n  i t s  pena l  sys tem i n  1931,  and a n o t h e r  hoe i n  a n o t h e r  p a i r  

of hands meant a n o t h e r  body t o  f e e d  and cage .  The t y p e w r i t e r  

t h i e f  from Chicago was t o l d  he  cou ld  s e r v e  h i s  s e n t e n c e ,  a t  

l a r g e ,  anywhere excep t  i n  Texas .  He was t o  r e p o r t  back a f t e r  two 

y e a r s ,  and i f  t hey  had been t r o u b l e - f r e e ,  t h e  d e b t  t o  s o c i e t y  

would be cons ide red  r e p a i d .  Algren neve r  r e t u r n e d ,  having suc- 

cumbed i n  t h e  two y e a r s  f o l l o w i n g  h i s  t r i a l  t o  what Sherwood 

Anderson i n  Poor White c a l l e d  " t h e  d i s e a s e  of  t h i n k i n g .  " Algren 

s p e n t  t h o s e  two years - - in  f a c t ,  a lmos t  t h e  n e x t  f i f t y  years--  

w r i t i n g .  I n  1935 h i s  f i r s t  n o v e l ,  Somebody i n  Boots ,  was pub- 

l i s h e d  by The Vanguard P r e s s  i n  a n  e d i t i o n  of 700.  ' 

The book i s  t h e  s t o r y  of Cass McKay, born i n  a  border  town 

on t h e  West Texas p r a i r i e ,  and born i n t o  t h e  American Century 2 

and a  world  on t h e  b r i n k  of ca t ac ly sm.  The marg ina l  e x i s t e n c e  of 

t h e  McKay f ami ly  i nexo rab ly  worsens ,  and Cass h i t s  t h e  r o a d .  The 

book c h r o n i c l e s  h i s  i n c e s s a n t  c e n t r i f u g a l  motion through Depres- 

s i o n  America, broken on ly  once by a  doomed love  a f f a i r  i n  

Chicago,  and ends  w i t h  t h e  r e a l i z a t i o n  t h a t ,  once a g a i n ,  " i t  was 

t ime t o  be g e t t i n g  on . "  There  i s  no  s e n s e  t h a t  Cass w i l l  r e t u r n  

home, f o r  t h e  e x p e r i e n c e s  of t h e  wor s t  y e a r s  of t h e  Depress ion 



have destroyed what meager po.ssibility there ever was for stabil- 

ity, constancy and rootedness in Cass's life. 

This barest retelling of the novel's plot suggests affini- 

ties with the tradition of the Bildungsroman. The details of 

character, place and language in Somebody in Boots, however, make 

up a kind of book for which we have no ready term. The German 

word connotes making, construction, perhaps even acquisition. 

The story of Cass McKay is a story of loss, of distortion, and of 

the destruction of the human subject. It might be more useful to 

speak of the book as an "education novel" (Erziehungsroman) , for 

it certainly is that, but only if we abandon the etymological 

I I 11 sense of education" as a "leading out. The experiences of Cass 

McKay crush him within himself. Somebody in Boots is very much a 

novel about learning and teaching, but the subjects are brutali- 

ty, deprivation, isolation and, above all, fear. The pupil is 

for the greater part of the story illiterate, and there is little 

hope that his eventual learning to read will, in the context of 'a 

life so comprehensively denied nourishment, autonomy and authen- 

ticity, make any difference at all. The teachers--use corporal 

punishment; let's leave it at that for now. 

In four closely related, yet distinguishable, senses, the 

I I paradoxical phrase blueprint for decomposition" given to us by 

Apollon Grigoryev, a Russian critic and theorist who drank kero- 

sene when the vodka ran out, best characterizes Somebody in 

~ o o t s . ~  First, and most obviously, the book is a portrait of the 

United States in decay. Algren uses the "final descendant" Cass 



McKay to personify the decomposition of Whitman's vision of 

national, democratic possibility, as well as the reduction of the 

American mythological/inspirational figures of the pioneer woods- 

man and the Jeffersonian smallholder. Nourishment is diminished 

to the point of starvation, prosperity is for an unknowable world 

above Cass, equality of the citizenry and justice before the law 

are bad jokes or campaign rhetoric. The stink of decomposing 

national myth is heavy about this book. Second, (and this is 

vital to the release of a series of grotesque characters which 

will appear transformed slightly or greatly in all of Algren's 

subsequent novels) Algren portrays a class named and defined by 

Marx: the lumpenproletariat. The determining metaphor of Marx's 

animadversions to this class is rot. The novel illustrates the 

progressive corrupt ion of one particular and several subsidiary 

members of a class defined in terms of the taboo and the socially 

putrescent. The third sense of decomposition is primarily formal 

and technical: it is the problem of plot and editorial posed by 

Brecht in the passage quoted above. Algren's first novel is 

specifiably tendentious, and the compositional problems Brecht 

speaks of show themselves in a reasonably clumsy manner. 

' 1  Algren's way of dealing with the two elements had to decompose" 

before he could write better novels, that is, his first book 

provided him with a blueprint of how not to write politically 

engaged literature. Finally, the compositional problem became 

part of the larger axiological struggle between Marxist and 

Whitmanic attitudes toward the lumpen. The two .couldn' t co-exist 



i n  e q u a l  measure  and f o r c e  i n  a n  a r t i s t i c  work; one o r  t h e  o t h e r  

had t o  decay i f  Algren  was t o  r e p r e s e n t  a n y t h i n g  b u t  h i s  own 

c o n f u s i o n  ove r  o t h e r  men ' s  v a l u e s .  F u r t h e r  c o m p l i c a t i n g  t h e  

m a t t e r  was t h e  i n c i p i e n c e  o f  A l g r e n ' s  own a t t i t u d e  toward t h e  

lumpen wor ld :  i t  c o u l d  be v e r y  f u n n y .  (At t h i s  p o i n t  i n  t h e  

e v o l u t i o n  of A l g r e n ' s  w r i t i n g ,  B a k h t i n ' s  " s o l u t i o n , "  t h e  poly-  

phonic  nove l  which a l l o w s  numerous opposed p o s i t i o n s  t o  "sound" 

w i t h o u t  t h e  s u p e r i m p o s i t i o n  of  a  f i n a l  word,  a u t h o r i a l  o r  o t h e r -  

w i s e ,  would have been beyond A l g r e n ' s  r a n g e . )  I w i l l  t a k e  up 

each  of  t h e s e  f o u r  p o i n t s  i n  t u r n .  

The f i r s t  pages  o f  t h e  n o v e l  speak  a b o u t  C a s s ' s  f a m i l y  and 

t h e i r  d w e l l i n g - p l a c e .  H i s  f a t h e r ,  S t u b  McKay, i s  consumed w i t h  

t h e  b i t t e r n e s s  and p a i n  o f  "a  dim f e e l i n g  a s  o f  d a i l y  l o s s  and 

d a i l y  d e f e a t ;  o f  h a v i n g ,  somehow, been t r i c k e d .  A f e e l i n g  of 

hav ing  been cheated--of  h a v i n g  been chea t ed - - t ha t  was i t .  He 

f e l t  t h a t  h e  had been c h e a t e d  w i t h  e v e r y  b r e a t h  h e  had e v e r  

drawn; b u t  he  d i d  n o t  know why, o r  by whom" (SB - 1 2 ) .  The reade'r  

w i l l  soon d i v i n e  t h a t  f o r  a  h u r t  and h u m i l i a t e d  bund le  o f  "whi te  

t r a s h "  l i k e  C a s s ' s  f a t h e r ,  f i n d i n g  a  v i c t i m  t o  answer t h e  ques-  

t i o n  "who?" i s  much t h e  e a s i e r  t h i n g  t o  do t h a n  a t t e m p t i n g  t o  

answer t h e  "why?" o f  h i s  d e p r i v a t i o n .  T h i s  p a s s a g e  opens  t h e  

book,  and  foreshadows n o t  o n l y  S t u b ' s  doom ( h e  w i l l ,  under  t h e  

accumulated  p r e s s u r e  of  envy and r e s e n t m e n t ,  murder t h e  man who 

r e p l a c e s  him a f t e r  h e  i s  f i r e d  from h i s  j o b ) ,  b u t  t h e  decay of 

t h e  e n t i r e  f a m i l y .  Bryan McKay, C a s s ' s  o l d e r  b r o t h e r ,  was g a s s e d  

a t  S t .  M i h i e l ,  and d r i n k s ,  l a z e s ,  pimps and t i t t e r s  h i s  way t o  



t h e  s cene  of h i s  l i t e r a l  c a s t r a t i o n  by h i s  enraged  f a t h e r ' s  

k i c k s .  Nancy, t h e  o l d e r  s i s t e r ,  a t  f i r s t  s t r o n g  and happy and 

e a g e r  f o r  l i f e ,  g r a d u a l l y  succumbs t o  hunge r ,  shame and d e s p a i r ,  

becoming a  d o l l a r - a - t r i c k  p r o s t i t u t e  i n  t h e  o t h e r w i s e  d e s e r t e d  

f ami ly  home. The shack  i n  Mexican-town i n  which t h i s  f ami ly  

l i v e s  a t  t h e  s t o r y ' s  beg inn ing  " f aced  a  b road  d u s t - r o a d  t h a t  l e d  

e a s t  t o  t h e  roundhouse  and wes t  t o  t h e  p r a i r i e :  a  r oad  w i t h  g a s  

lamps l e a n i n g  askew above l e a n  c u r s  a s l e e p  i n  t h e  s u n ,  where 

brown ha l f -naked  c h i l d r e n  p l a y e d  i n  t h e  r u t s  t h a t  many whee l s  had 

I I made" (SB - 1 3 ) .  I n  i t ,  p o v e r t y ,  b l e a k a n d b l i n d ,  s a t  s t a r i n g a t  

f o u r  b a r r e n  w a l l s . "  T h i s  shack  and i t s  i n h a b i t a n t s  a r e  j o i n e d  by 

Algren  i n  a  pa s sage  which announces t h e  s u b j e c t  of  t h i s  n o v e l ,  

and what was t o  become a  c o n s t a n t  s u b j e c t  of  A l g r e n ' s  l a t e r  

w r i t i n g :  

T h e i r  home s t o o d  l i k e  a  c a s u a l  box on t h e  b o r d e r ;  
i t  was wooden and  h a l f - a c c i d e n t a l .  I t  had no r o o t s  
i n  t h e  s o i l ,  i t  s t o o d  w i t h o u t  permanence. Although 
i t  was o l d  and  u n p a i n t e d  and r o t t i n g ,  y e t  i t  appeared  
somehow t o  have  been i n  i t s  p l a c e  f o r  b u t  t h e  p a s t  b 

few d a y s .  So t h e  p e o p l e  within--Texan-American de- 
s c e n d a n t s  o f  p i o n e e r  woodsmen--they t o o  had no  
r o o t s .  They t o o  were  become h a l f - a c c i d e n t a l .  Un- 
c la imed  now t h e y  l i v e d ,  t h e  y e a r s  of  conques t  long  
p a s t ,  no  l o n g e r  a c c e s s o r y  t o  h i l l  and p l a i n ,  no 
l o n g e r  p o s s e s s i n g  p l a c e  i n  t h e  w o r l d .  

They t o o  were  r o t t i n g .  (SB - 16)  

H a b i t a t i o n  and h a b i t u s :  b o t h  embody what Algren  was l a t e r  t o  

c a l l  " t h e  o n l y  r e a l l y  ug ly  t h i n g  on e a r t h , "  t h a t  i s ,  " t h e  d e a t h  

t h a t  comes b e f o r e  t r u e  d e a t h  a r r i v e s .  " 4  As David Boxer ha s  

p o i n t e d  o u t ,  t h e  p e r f u s i o n  of  Somebody i n  Boots w i t h  t h e  s p i r i t  

of Walt Whitman's g r e a t  e l e g y  "When L i l a c s  L a s t  i n  t h e  Dooryard 

Bloom'd" makes o f  C a s s ' s  boxcar  wander ings  a  s o r r o w f u l  f u l f i l l -  



ment of t h e  morbid i n d i c a t i o n s  of  t h e  r a i l  j ou rney  o f  L i n c o l n ' s  

~ o f f i n . ~  Cass h imse l f  becomes, i f  n o t  a  corpse--and i n  many ways 

he  i s  one--then a  l a t e r ,  h o p e l e s s  i n c a r n a t i o n  of  Whitman's pe r -  

sona ,  c r o s s i n g  America "w i th  t h e  knowledge of  d e a t h  a s  wa lk ing  

one s i d e  of  me, / And t h e  t hough t  of d e a t h  c lose -walk ing  t h e  

o t h e r  s i d e  of  me." Death i n  t h e  n o v e l  i s  b r u t a l  and  f i n a l ;  t h e r e  

i s  no  Whitmanic s e n s e  t h a t  a n  American d e a t h  can  be  mourned and 

t h a t  a  b e t t e r  l i f e  f o r  t h e  n a t i o n  c a n  t h e n  grow o u t  o f  t h e  g r a v e .  

A s  ug ly  a s  t h e  many v i o l e n t  and p o i n t l e s s  d e a t h s ,  though ,  a r e  t h e  

de fo rma t ion  and d i s e a s e  which a r e  omnipresen t  i n  A l g r e n ' s  r e p o r t  

on America. S t a r v a t i o n  pushes  Nancy t o  t h e  b r i n k  o f  madness,  and 

a l l  t h e  way i n t o  p r o s t i t u t i o n ;  O l i n  J o n e s ,  a n  army v e t e r a n  who 

i n i t i a t e s  t h e  gang r a p e  of  a  b l a c k  woman unlucky enough t o  be 

1'  I I t r a v e l l i n g  w i t h  l o u s e r s ,  compuls ive ly  t r i e s  t o  c o n c e a l  h i s  

h a r e - l i p  by suck ing  i t  down b e n e a t h  h i s  lower l i p :  "The h a b i t  

gave  him t h e  impre s s ion  of  hav ing  two mouths; a  b i g  and  oblong . 
c r o s s - c u t  o n e ,  and a  l i t t l e  t r i a n g u l a r  h a i r y  one r i g h t  on t o p  and 

growing o u t  of  t h e  o t h e r "  (SB - 9 2 ) .  Norah Egan,  C a s s ' s  Chicago 

l o v e r ,  c o n t r a c t s  v e n e r e a l  d i s e a s e  when s h e  i s  f o r c e d  back i n t o  

h u s t l i n g  a f t e r  C a s s ' s  a r r e s t ;  Cass  i s  t o l d  by a  j a i l  inmate  whose 

" s k i n  was drawn s o  t i g h t l y  o v e r  h i s  cheek  bones t h a t  t h e  f l e s h  

appea red  t o  have  been drawn down and  t h e n  t i e d  t i g h t l y  under  t h e  

c h i n  l i k e  a  woman's b o n n e t - s t r i n g s "  t h a t  he  n e v e r  d i d  a n y t h i n g  

r e a l l y  wrong e x c e p t  be ing  " ' b o r n  i n  Texas w i t h  a  hungry gut" '  (s 
6 1 ) .  T h i s  n a t u r a l i s t i c  s e n s e  o f  t h e  i n e x o r a b l e  d e s t r u c t i v e  power 

of t h e  s o c i a l  environment  i s  j o i n e d  t o  g r o t e s q u e  imagery ,  and t o  



t h e  a p p r e h e n s i o n  of  t h e  c i t y  and  t h e  c i v i l i z a t i o n  i t  r e p r e s e n t s  

a s  a  s i n g l e  o rgan i sm which i s  i n t e n t  on  e x p e l l i n g  o r  d e s t r o y i n g  

t h e  l i k e s  of  Cass :  

C u r l e d  up  on t h e  e d i t o r i a l  page  of  t h e  
Evening American one a f t e r n o o n ,  w i t h i n  t h e  
l e n g t h e n i n g  shadow of  some b u t c h e r - o n - h o r s e b a c k ' s  
s t a t u e ;  when h e  b r u s h e d  a s i d e  p a p e r  h i s  e y e s  met 
t h e  s u n s e t ,  a  t h i n  r e d  l i n e  between two d a r k e n i n g  
t o w e r s .  

Lying h e r e  among o t h e r  men now, s t a r v i n g  and  
t h i r s t i n g  d a i l y  w i t h  o t h e r  men, b e i n g  now p a r t  of 
t h i s  l i f e  l e d  by s o  many o t h e r  men, Cass  t h o u g h t ,  
i n  h i s  moment of  wak ing ,  t h a t  " C i v i l i z a t i o n "  must 
mean a  t h i n g  much l i k e  t h e  mob t h a t  had  t h r e a t e n e d  
h i s  f a t h e r .  For t h i s  t o o  was a  t h i n g  w i t h  a  s i n g l e  
mouth,  t h i s  t o o  mocked w i t h  p o i n t i n g  f i n g e r s .  And 
a s  i t  had  t h r e a t e n e d  h i s  f a t h e r ,  s o  now i t  t h r e a t -  
ened him. Through h u n g e r ,  c o l d  a n d  shame i t  had 
p u r s u e d .  "We have  n o  work f o r  you" ( h e  h e a r d  fami-  
l i a r  v o i c e s )  ; "We have  n o  p l a c e  f o r  you .  T h i s  i s  
o u r  w o r l d ,  l o u s e r .  We do n o t  c l a i m  you ,  you have  
no r i g h t  h e r e .  We a r e  The Owners. We own a l l .  
Get  o u t ,  g e t  a l o n g ,  g o  somewhere e l se - -keep  moving 
t i l l  you d i e .  I I 

Along t h e  b r o a d  b o u l e v a r d  a  thousand  men r a c e d  
i n  a u t o m o b i l e s  toward  f o o d ,  warm f i r e s ,  homes, and 
w i v e s .  T h i s  was t h e  f e c u n d  and  d a r k e n i n g  c i t y ,  i t s  
t o w e r s ,  i t s  t e r r o r ,  i t s  t h r e a t .  (SB - 83)  

T h i s  " o r g a n i c  p o r t r a y a l "  o f  t h e  c i t y  i s  a l t o g e t h e r  consonan t  

w i t h  t h e  Romantic r e a l i s t  t r a d i t i o n ,  a s  Fanger  h a s  d e f i n e d  i t  

( F  263-64).  It i s  a  c u r i o u s l y  f i n a l  n a i l  i n  t h e  American demo- 

c r a t i c  c o f f i n  t h a t  t h i s  s h o u l d  be  s o ,  g i v e n  t h a t  t h e  o r g a n i c  

p o r t r a y a l  of  t h e  c i t y  was a  c r i t i c a l  r e a c t i o n  t o  t h e  ascendacy  of 

t h e  new and d e f o r m a t i v e  h i e r a r c h i c a l  a r r a n g e m e n t s  of European 

c i t i e s  and  t h e i r  economies .  Whitman, p a r t i c u l a r l y  i n  Democra t ic  

V i s t a s ,  a r g u e d  a g a i n s t  t h e  u s e  o f  Old  World t e c h n i q u e s ,  conv inced  

t h a t  t h e  American s i t u a t i o n  was s o  d i f f e r e n t  from t h e  European 

t h a t  n a t i v e  a r t i s t s  s h o u l d  d e v e l o p  new t e c h n i q u e s  a d e q u a t e  t o  



t h a t  new chance .  But when Algren p r e s e n t s  t h e  i n e v i t a b l e  con- 

comi tan t  of t h i s  u n i t a r y  "world above" Cass ,  t h e  Whitmanic v i s i o n  

of h e a l t h ,  c o n t r i b u t o r y  l a b o r ,  comradeship and t o l e r a n c e ,  i n  

s h o r t ,  a  wor ld  whol ly  d i f f e r e n t  t h a n  t h e  European, i s  g iven  

d e s p a i r i n g  b u r i a l :  

I t  might be t h a t  f o r  o t h e r s  t h e r e  was something 
d i f f e r e n t ;  b u t  f o r  him l o n e l y  p a i n  and l o n e l y  
e v i l  were a l l  t h a t  t h e r e  was i n  t h e  whole wide 
wor ld .  The wor ld  was a  c r u e l  p l a c e ,  a l l  men went 
a l o n e  i n  i t .  Each man went a l o n e ,  no  two went 
t o g e t h e r .  . . . He moved, moved, e v e r y t h i n g  moved; 
men e i t h e r  k e p t  moving o r  went t o  j a i l .  Faces ,  
l i k e  f ence -pos t s  s e e n  from t r a i n s ,  passed  s w i f t l y  
o r  s lowly  and were no  more. They r a c e d  f o r  one 
moment by ,  t h e y  f a d e d ,  t hey  changed; t hey  became 
dim, darkened ,  o r  r a n  b l a c k l y  i n  sun .  From day t o  
day f a c e s  appeared  and p a s s e d ,  from hour  t o  hour  
dimmed and d i e d .  F i n a l l y  t h e y  seemed t o  Cass l i k e  
f a c e s  s e e n  i n  dream. They were no  l onge r  r e a l  
t h e n ,  t h e y  were no  l onge r  l i v i n g .  They were t h i n g s  
t h e n  formed of d e a t h - f l e s h ,  a s  d a r k  and a s  dead a s  
t h e  f e n c e  p o s t s  f l y i n g .  (SB - 5 5 ,  80) 

A s e n s e  of  t h e  g r o t e s q u e  t h a t  i s  a l e r t  t o  t h e  h i s t o r i c a l  

moment c o l o r s  each  one of A l g r e n ' s  n o v e l s ,  each  i n  a  somewhat 

d i f f e r e n t  shade .  A p a r t i c u l a r l y  charged  c o l o r a n t ,  r e d ,  made a  

g r e a t  d e a l  of d i f f e r e n c e  t o  t h e  s e n s e  of decomposi t ion i n  

A l g r e n ' s  f i r s t  n o v e l . 6  T h i s  i s  n o t ,  though,  i n  two of Wal ter  

R i d e o u t ' s  s e n s e s  of t h e  t e r m , 7  a  p r o l e t a r i a n  n o v e l ;  i t  d e a l s  n o t  

a t  a l l  w i t h  s t r i k i n g  worke r s ,  and d e p i c t s  a  f a i l u r e  t o  c o n v e r t ,  

r a t h e r  t h a n  a n  i n t i m a t e d  o r  accomplished conve r s ion  t o  revo lu-  

t i o n a r y  c l a s s - c o n s c i o u s n e s s .  I n t o  R i d e o u t ' s  t h i r d  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  

of what h a s  t o o  l o o s e l y  been c a l l e d  " p r o l e t a r i a n  l i t e r a t u r e "  f a l l  

t h e  works r e p r e s e n t i n g  what Edward Dahlberg c a l l e d  "bottom dogs .  
I I 

These a r e  t h e  c h r o n i c l e s  of t h e  h a l f - l i v e s  of t h e  American lum- 



p e n p r o l e t a r i a t .  The d i s t i n c t i o n  between i n d u s t r i a l  wage-earners 

and d e c l a s s e d ,  unemployable c y n i c s  from which t h e  c r i m i n a l  e l e -  

ment i s  r e c r u i t e d  i s  of a b s o l u t e  importance i n  d e s c r i b i n g  t h e  

g r o t e s q u e  i n  A l g r e n ' s  work. T h i s  i s  because  A l g r e n ' s  a t t e n t i o n  

I I i s  i n v a r i a b l y  d i r e c t e d  t o  t h e  l a t t e r  w o r l d ,  and because  a n  un- 

r e s o l v a b l e  dua l i sm of n a r r a t i v e  a t t i t u d e  toward what i s  be ing  

p r e s e n t e d , "  which Fanger i d e n t i f i e s  a s  a  s i g n a l  of t h e  g r o t e s q u e ,  

o r i g i n a t e s  w i t h  t h e  neve r  f u l l y  r e s o l v e d  s t r u g g l e  w i t h i n  A l g r e n ' s  

work between t h e  c o n f l i c t i n g  a t t i t u d e s  toward t h e  lumpen of h i s  

two g i a n t  t u t e i a r y  f i g u r e s  , Marx and Whitman. Of t h e  i n • ’  l uence  

of Whitman on Algren something can  be i n f e r r e d  from t h e  ep ig raph  

t o  Never Come Morning: "I f e e l  I am of them--I belong t o  t h o s e  

c o n v i c t s  and p r o s t i t u t e s  m y s e l f ,  / And h e n c e f o r t h  I w i l l  n o t  deny 

them--for how can  I deny myse l f?"  There  remains  a  good d e a l  t o  

be d i s c u s s e d  i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  t h a t  work and  The Man w i t h  t h e  Golden 

A r m .  Marx d i r e c t l y  e n t e r s  Somebody i n  Boots i n  t h e  e p i g r a p h s  t o  

t h e  t h i r d  and f o u r t h  p a r t s  of t h e  n o v e l .  The former ,  which 

precedes  t h e  Chicago e p i s o d e  i n  which Cass  and Norah Egan l i v e  

b r i e f l y  on l o v e  and s t i c k - u p s  b e f o r e  Cass t a k e s  a f a l l  and does 

t e n  months i n  t h e  Cook County J a i l ,  speaks  of t h e  c h a r a c t e r  of 

t h e  c l a s s  w i t h  which Algren was t o  spend v i r t u a l l y  ( o r  maybe n o t )  

h i s  e n t i r e  w r i t i n g  l i f e :  

The "dangerous c l a s s , "  t h e  s o c i a l  scum, t h a t  
p a s s i v e l y  r o t t i n g  mass thrown o f f  by t h e  lowest  
l a y e r s  of t h e  o l d ' s o c i e t y ,  may, h e r e  and t h e r e ,  
be swept i n t o  t h e  movement by a  p r o l e t a r i a n  
r e v o l u t i o n ;  i t s  c o n d i t i o n s  of l i f e ,  however, 
p r e p a r e  i t  f a r  more f o r  t h e  p g r t  of a  b r i b e d  
t o o l  of r e a c t i o n a r y  i n t r i g u e .  



The first English translation of Marx's The Eighteenth 

Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte was published in 1934, when Algren 

was at work on Somebody in Boots. I do not know whether Algren 

read the work then or ever, but as a dilation on the passage from 

the Communist Manifesto quoted above it would have interested 

him. In this short volume, Marx provides a specific characteri- 

zation of the composition and political malleability of the 

lumpenproletariat of the Paris of 1849. Louis Bonaparte, under 

1 1  I I the guise of creating a benevolent society, organized a com- 

bined cheering section and "party fighting force" made up of: 

decayed roues with dubious means of subsistence 
and of dubious origin, alongside ruined and adven- 
turous offshoots of the bourgeoisie . . . vagabonds, 

. discharged soldiers, discharged jailbirds, escaped 
galley slaves, swindlers, mountebanks, lazzaroni 
[goldbricks], pickpockets, tricksters, gamblers, 
maquereaus [pimps], brothel keepers, porters, liter- 
ati organ-grinders, ragpickers, knife grinders, -' 
tlnkers , beggars--in short, the whole indefinite, 
disintegrated mass, thrown hither and thither, 
which the French term - la boheme . . . . 

L 

Marx and his successors anathematized the lumpen as the 

rotting underside of a rotting class, the bourgeoisie, which 

invariably found the lumpen the perfect mercenary arm of its need 

for thugs. It would have been wise to call a halt to the rot 

metaphor after Marx's use of it. Unfortunately, and probably 

under the influence of Lenin's "Letter to American Workingmen, 1 I 

decay became the image of choice for most doctrinaire American 

proletarian writers of the 1930s. Daniel Aaron has pointed out 

several ingredients of the fetid stew these writers made of their 

reaction to dying--they were sure--American capitalism.10 Mike 



Gold,  Jo seph  K a l a r ,  Howard F a s t  and many o t h e r s  used  and over -  

used  t h e s e  f o r m u l a s ,  and i n  r e t r o s p e c t  t h e y  a r e  b o t h  r e v o l t i n g  

and r i d i c u l o u s ,  w h i l e  t h e i r  o r i g i n a l  i n t e n t  was t o  be r e v o l t i n g  

and c o n v i n c i n g .  Thus ,  

Jo seph  K a l a r ,  f o r  example,  c o u l d  n o t  s a y  s imply  
t h a t  b o u r g e o i s  w r i t e r s  were  c o r r u p t .  He had t o  
c o n t r a s t  t h e  p r o l e t a r i a n  w r i t e r  of  t h e  f u t u r e  
w i t h  " t h e  l i t e r a r y  vermin t h a t  swarm o v e r  and 
gnaw Amer i ca ' s  l i t e r a r y  c o r p s e ,  who p l a y  t h e  
s c e n t e d  whore ,  and  f o r  t h i r t y  p i e c e s  o f  s i l v e r ,  
w i l l  do t h e  h o o t c h i - k o o t c h i  dance ,  o r  w r i g g l e  
t h e i r  abdompps i n  i m i t a t i o n  o f  l e g e n d a r y  o r i e n -  
t a l  l a d i e s .  

Thus Nelson A l g r e n ,  f o r  a n o t h e r  example,  b u r s t s  f o r t h  i n  

r e s p o n s e  t o  t h e  second  (1934)  s p r i n g  of  t h e  Chicago Wor ld ' s  F a i r :  

Even t h e  mayor h a s  t o  pimp a  l i t t l e  t o  make ends  
mee t :  f o r  t h e  C h r y s l e r  o u t f i t ,  o r  S t anda rd  O i l ,  o r  
any o t h e r  b i g  b u s i n e s s  s c u r v e  who h a s  t h e  money t o  
pay .  You u n d e r s t a n d .  T h a t ' s  what t h e  mayor was 
do lng  o v e r  on t h a t  p l a t f o r m  t h r e e  b l o c k s  e a s t .  
T h a t ' s  what h e  was do ing  t h e r e  a l l  t h e  t ime  h e  was 
t a l k i n g .  Pimping f o r  t h e  o l d  whore c a l l e d  Chicago 
B u s i n e s s ,  p a i n t i n g  h e r  up  f o r  h e r  l a s t  b i g  Sa tu rday  
n i g h t .  (SB - 237) ' 

The c i t y  i t s e l f  becomes a  " g r e a t  Century-of-Progress  s l u t  

s t r e t c h e d  o u t  on a  s i x - m i l e  bed a l o n g  t h e  l a k e  w i t h  Buicks f o r  

b r e a s t s  and  a  mayor s t a n d i n g  up t o  h i s  neck i n  h e r  n a v e l  making a  

s q u i b - l i k e  n o i s e "  (SB - 2 3 8 ) .  T h i s  e d i t o r i a l  imagery ,  common i n  

t h e  t h i r t i e s ,  r e f l e c t s  a s  much t h e  t o r t u r e  o f  t h e  American male 

over  t h e  i n a c c e s s i b i l i t y  o f  women i n  t h e  Dep re s s ion ,12  and t h e  

renowned and h o t l y - d e n i e d  p u r i t a n i s m  of  t h e  CP, a s  i t  does  a  

h a t r e d  of  t h e  e f f e c t s  of  c a p i t a l i s m .  Immedia te ly  f o l l o w i n g  t h i s  

g r o t e s q u e  t i r a d e  comes t h e  sermon a d d r e s s e d  t o  t h e  r o t t e n  bour- 

geo i s i e - - and ,  presumably ,  t h e i r  s c e n t e d  whores a s  w e l l :  



Be pu re  i n  your  h e a r t s ,  be proud y e t  a  l i t t l e  w h i l e ,  
wave your  f l a g s ,  s i n g  your  hymns, c l o s e  your  e y e s ,  
s ave  your  s o u l s ,  g o  on g r a b b i n g .  Get a l l  you can  
w h i l e  y e t  you may. For t h e  r e d  day w i l l  come f o r  
you and your  k i n d ,  be a s s u r e d .  (SB - 238) 

As o r t hodox  Marxism conduced,  i n  i t s  American v e r s i o n  of  t h e  

t h i r t i e s ,  t o  t h e  p r o d u c t i o n  of  t h i s  s t o c k  imagery and  p r e s c r i p -  

t i v e  t h i n k i n g  abou t  t h e  b o u r g e o i s i e ,  s o  would i t  have been ex- 

p e c t e d  t o  c r ank  o u t  p a s t e b o a r d  lumpen who embodied e v e r y  v i l e  

t endency  of  t h e  "scum, o f f a l ,  r e f u s e  of  a l l  c l a s s e s .  " Marx 

s c o r n f u l l y  s a y s  t h a t  Lou i s  Bonapar te  " c o n s t i t u t e s  h imse l f  c h i e f  

1 I of  t h e  l u m p e n p r o l e t a r i a t , "  r e c o g n i z i n g  i n  them i n  mass form t h e  

i n t e r e s t s  which h e  p e r s o n a l l y  p u r s u e s , "  t h a t  i s ,  t h e  b e n e f i t t i n g  

o f  h imse l f  a t  t h e  expense  o f  t h e  l a b o r i n g  n a t i o n .  The lumpen a r e  

deg raded ,  because  a s  a  c l a s s  t h e y  a i d  i n  t h e  o p p r e s s i o n  o f  t h e  

p r o l e t a r i a t .  The lumpen t h u s  a r e  p r e s e n t e d  a s  p a r a s i t i c ,  v i c i o u s -  

l y  u n p r e d i c t a b l e  e x c e p t  when bought  by a n  a n t i - d e m o c r a t i c  move- 

ment ,  a n d ,  p a r a d o x i c a l l y ,  a s  r e l a t i v e l y  i n s i g n i f i c a n t ,  t h a t  i s ,  

a s  hav ing  no c l a i m  a s  human b e i n g s  on t h e  s e n s i b i l i t i e s  of a  

r e v o l u t i o n a r y .  The d u t y  o f  t h e  Marx i s t  w r i t e r ,  when h e  o r  she  

pays  any a t t e n t i o n  a t  a l l  t o  t h e  lumpen, i s  t o  d e p i c t  them p r i -  

m a r i l y  i n  a  s t a t e  of  decay .  l3 T h i s  myth o f  t h e  lumpenprole-  

t a r i a t ,  t h a t  i s  t o  s a y ,  t h i s  a b s o l u t e  form of  t h i n k i n g  abou t  

them, and o f  "metaphor iz ing"  t h e i r  e x p e r i e n c e ,  p l a y e d  a  s  i g n i f  i- 

c a n t  p a r t  i n  Somebody i n  Boo t s ,  b u t  i t  does  n o t  f i n a l l y  c o n t r o l  

t h e  book.  Cass i s  t h e  p r ima ry  b e a r e r  o f  o r t hodox  t h i n k i n g  and 

images.  I t  i s  Cass  who, a f t e r  be ing  b e a t e n  up by a  whorehouse 

r o u s t e r  because  h e  c a n ' t  pay f o r  t h e  s e x  h e ' s  had w i t h  one of t h e  



women, wakes up t o  a  g r a y  New Or l eans  morning:  

He was l y i n g  i n  a n  open l o t  t h a t  appea red  t o  be 
c h i e f l y  a  dumping g round .  I t  sme l l ed  of  dead 
f l e s h .  The f i r s t  t h i n g  h e  saw was t h e  head of 
a  dog whose body was gone .  Tha t  head s m i l e d  
amiab ly ,  t h e r e  were  a n t s  i n  b o t h  e y e s .  (SB - 50) 

Cass l a t e r  e n c o u n t e r s  a  man i n  a  soup l i n e  who from t h e  r e a r  

i s  " s u l l e n  s h o u l d e r s  . . a  f l a t - b a c k e d  head on a  h a i r y  neck ,  1 I 

and when h e  t u r n s ,  Cass s e e s  t h a t  " d i s a s t e r  o r  d i s e a s e  had t o r n  

o r  e a t e n  t h e  nose  away u n t i l  o n l y  t h e  n o s t r i l s  now remained.  

Cass had s e e n  f a c e s  b e a t e n  e x p r e s s i o n l e s s  by d e f e a t ,  f a c e s  hungry 

and h o p e l e s s  and s i c k  w i t h  long  shame--but t h i s  was t h e  mask o f  

d e a t h  i t s e l f "  (SB - 1 0 5 ) .  Immedia te ly  a f t e r  t h i s ,  Cass  i s  g i v e n  a  

p l a t e  i n  a  Jesus-Feeds-Al l  m i s s i o n  on which i s  a  t h i n g  "formed 

l i k e  a  meat b a l l ,  and i t  might  w e l l  have  been a l l  of  t h a t ;  b u t  i t  

wambled abou t  i n  a  t h i n  y e l l o w  s w i l l ,  a  k i n d  of  d i a r r h e a l  brown 

g r a v y .  Cass t hough t  o f  cow-dung dropped t h i n l y  and l o n g .  . . . 

t h e  meat  was a s  r ank  a s  something a  h a l f - s t a r v e d  s t r e e t - c u r  would 
L 

have t o  r e g u r g i t a t e  t w i c e  b e f o r e  downing" (SB - 1 0 6 ) .  Unable t o  

g e t  i t  down a t  a l l  h i m s e l f ,  even  though he  i s  s t a r v i n g ,  Cass 

l e a v e s  t h e  m i s s i o n .  He wanders  t h e  San Anton io  s t r e e t s ,  t r u l y  

f r i g h t e n e d  a t  t h e  c e r t a i n t y  o f  b e i n g  a r r e s t e d  i f  h e  t r i e s  mooch- 

i n g .  A f t e r  f a l l i n g  i n t o  c o n v e r s a t i o n  w i t h  a  L i t h u a n i a n  immigrant  

a s  b a d l y  h u r t  by t h e  Dep re s s ion  a s  h i m s e l f ,  and a f t e r  shak ing  him 

o f f  because  " ' i f  i t  w e r e n ' t  • ’ 0 '  f u r r i n e r s  t i m e s ' d  be b e t t e r '  " 
I I ( c l a s s i c  lumpen- th ink) ,  Cass  d i g s  i n  a  grab-can" f o r  something 

t o  e a t .  He p u l l s  h i s  hand o u t  covered  w i t h  human excrement .  

Cass d i d  n o t  f e e l  d i s g u s t  t h i s  t i m e .  He saw h i s  



hand w i t h  e y e s  which w e r e - d r y  and  b u r n i n g ,  and no  
l o n g e r  c a p a b l e  of  d i s g u s t .  He s m e l l e d  w i t h  a  nose  
which n o t h i n g  c o u l d  now o f f e n d .  He s c r a p e d  h i s  
f i n g e r s  h a l f - h e a r t e d l y  a g a i n s t  t h e  a s h e s  and f e n c e .  
And B e l l y  wh i spe r ed ,  "Look! Look beh ind  t h e  a s h e s ! "  
But t h e r e  was n o t h i n g  beh ind  t h e  a s h e s  t o  e a t ,  
t h e r e  was n o t h i n g  s a v e  a  few d r i f t e d  l e a v e s .  So 
Cass s a t  down on t h e  l e a v e s ,  between t h e  h i g h - p i l e d  
a s h e s  and t h e  f e n c e ,  and  h e  p u l l e d  h i s  c a p  down 
low o v e r  h i s  e y e s ,  and h e  s l e p t .  (SB - 109) 

On t h e  bum a g a i n ,  Cass d i v e s  i n t o  a  r e e f e r  c a r  t o  dodge t h e  

rounds  d e p u t i e s  a r e  f i r i n g  a t  t h e  s c u t t l i n g  " l o u s e r s , "  and 

smashes down on t h e  b e l l y  o f  a  p r e g n a n t  woman. She d e l i v e r s  a  

dead c h i l d ,  t h e  f l o o r  o f  t h e  c a r  "becomes a  cess-pen runn ing  w i t h  

b l o o d ,  s t i n k i n g  of  u r i n e  and  s t r e w n  w i t h  r a g s  , I '  and  i n  t h e  n i g h t ,  

t h e  c h i l d ,  dead  a s  d e c a y ,  moved w i t h  t h e  l ong  
c a r ' s  swaying.  Sometimes i t  seemed t o  r a i s e  
i t s e l f ,  sometimes i t  r o l l e d  toward t h e  w a l l .  
Once, when t h e  c a r  buck l ed  [ s i c ]  v i o l e n t l y ,  i t  
worked whole i n c h e s  toward him j u s t  a s  though 
i t  l i v e d .  Cass  t hough t  t h e n  t h a t ,  i t  b e i n g  s o  
s t r a n g e l y  d e a d ,  i t  knew whom t o  blame f o r  i t s  
d e a t h .  He f e l t  t h a t  i t  would c r a w l  l i k e  t h a t  
soon a g a i n ,  t h a t  i n  h a t e  i t  would b i t e  him 
w i t h  s m a l l  t e e t h  l i k e  a  r a t ' s  t e e t h .  He l a cked  
t h e  cou rage  t o  rewrap  i t  i n  t h e  p a p e r .  He j u s t  
s h u t  h i s  e y e s ,  and  l e t  i t  bounce,  and  l i s t e n e d  . 
t o  i t s  m o t h e r ' s  m u t t e r i n g .  (SB - 115)  

These h o r r o r s  i n  t h e  p l o t  a r e  t h e  f i t t i n g  c u r r i c u l u m  of t h e  

l u m p e n p r o l e t a r i a t ,  b u t  t h e y  a r e  t h e  " l e c t u r e s . "  The "seminars"  

a r e ,  i n  t h i s  n o v e l ,  conduc ted  i n  t h e  E l  Paso County J a i l ,  where 

Cass i s  l ocked  up i n  t a n k  t e n  w i t h  a  g roup  of  g r o t e s q u e s  under  

t h e  a b s o l u t e  sway of A l g r e n ' s  f i r s t  f u l l  m a t e r i a l i z a t i o n  of t h e  

D e v i l ,  h i s  f i r s t  F a g i n  and  B i l l  Sykes combined, t h e  r e p u l s i v e  

t r o g l o d y t e  Nubby O ' N e i l l .  I t  i s  w i t h  t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  lumpen, 

though ,  t h a t  a  dogmat ic  v iew of  t h e  l u m p e n p r o l e t a r i a t ,  which may 

have  been s u i t a b l e  f o r  a  m a n i f e s t o ,  comes t o  b e ,  i n  t h e  c o n t e x t  



of a  n o v e l ,  l e s s  t h a n  e q u a l  t o  r e a l i t y .  

T h i s  kangaroo-cour t  j u d g e ,  t h i s  homosexual t e r r o r i s t ,  t h i s  

one-armed " f a k e  cowboy" from South  Chicago ,  whose stump arm, 

which b e a r s  t h e  t a t t o o e d  l egend  "Texas Kid: His  Best  A r m , "  t a k e s  

t h e  p l a c e  of  t h e  c l u b  any cop  would c a r r y ,  most t ho rough ly  makes 

C a s s ' s  l i f e  g r o t e s q u e ,  i n  t h a t  h e  i s  t h e  f i n a l  and most t e r r i -  

f y i n g  of  a  s e r i e s  o f  emana t ions  o f  C a s s l s  f a t h e r  r e l e a s e d  by t h e  

decomposing wor ld  of  t h e  lumpen. Cass f i n a l l y  speaks  b r u t a l l y  t o  

h i s  s i s t e r  Nancy when, i n  a  n i g h t m a r i s h  s c e n e  of  e l i d e d  i d e n t i -  

t i e s ,  s h e  t a k e s  on a l l  t h e  h a r d n e s s  and h a t e f u l n e s s  of S tu b  

I I McKay. H i s  l a s t  words t o  h e r  a r e  t o  t r y  f o r  work i n  a  s p i k  

I I whorehouse.  Again and a g a i n ,  t h e  r a i l r o a d  b u l l s  and small-town 

cops  wear b o o t s ,  and  Cass  i s  f o r e v e r  d r i v e n  on t h e  p o i n t  of  them. 

When h e  i s  l i t e r a l l y  k i c k e d  o u t  of  a  g a s  s t a t i o n  by t h e  a t -  

t e n d a n t ,  "he  f e l t  t h e  boo t  b i t e  i n  d e e p ,  deep  a t  t h e  ba se  of  t h e  

s p i n e  where h i s  f a t h e r ' s  boo t  would have  b i t t e n "  ( g  52) . Nu bl' 

O ' N e i l l ,  w i t h  h i s  own v i c i o u s  b o o t s ,  i s  a  r e c a p i t u l a t i o n  of a l l  

t h a t  i s  most d e t e s t a b l e  and  f r i g h t e n i n g  i n  S t u b  McKay: t h e  v io -  

l e n t  r a c i s m ,  t h e  t r e a c h e r y ,  envy and r e s e n t m e n t ,  t h e  v a n i t y ,  t h e  

a b s o l u t e  domina t ion  o f  a l l  a round  him. 

The A u t h o r i t a r i a n  P e r s o n a l i t y ,  a n  e m p i r i c a l  s t u d y  which T.W. 

Adorno o r g a n i z e d  and  c o n t r i b u t e d  t o ,  and h i s  e s s a y  "Freud ian  

Theory and t h e  P a t t e r n  o f  F a s c i s t  Propaganda ," con t end  t h a t  

w i t h i n  t h e  p e r s o n a l i t y  most s u s c e p t i b l e  t o  t h e  p u l l  o f  f a s c i s m ,  a  

c o n t i n u a l  o s c i l l a t i o n  t a k e s  p l a c e  between h a t r e d  o f  and  subse r -  

v i e n c e  t o  m a n i f e s t a t i o n s  o f  a  power fu l  f a t h e r  image.  l4  Both 



h a t r e d  and s u b s e r v i e n c e  a r e  e s s e n t i a l l y  r o o t e d  i n  t h e  pe rce ived  

p o s s e s s i o n  by t h e  l e a d e r - f a t h e r  f i g u r e  of  a u t h o r i t y  and s e l f -  

d e f i n i t i o n ,  which a r e  based i n  t u r n  on power. The f o l l o w e r - c h i l d  

h a t e s  and f e a r s  t h e  e x c l u s i v e  power of  t h e  l e a d e r - f a t h e r ,  t o  

which a c c e s s  i s  p o s s i b l e  o n l y  by t h e  m a s o c h i s t i c  r e n u n c i a t i o n  of 

( i n a d e q u a t e )  i n d i v i d u a l  s t r e n g t h  and p e r s o n a l  d e s i r e ,  and through 

d i s s o l u t i o n  i n  t h e  mass i d e n t i t y  and power ga ined  by abas ing  

o n e s e l f  b e f o r e  t h e  l e a d e r  image. Such a  p sycho- soc io log i ca l  move 

n e c e s s i t a t e s ,  f o r  i t s  v a l i d a t i o n ,  t h e  r i t u a l i z e d  p e r s e c u t i o n  of 

t h e  o u t s i d e r .  To t h e  e x t e n t  t h a t  t h i s  d e s c r i p t i o n  c h a r a c t e r i z e s  

Cass McKayls e x p e r i e n c e s ,  t h e n  Cass l e a r n s ,  i n  t h e  most i r r a -  

t i o n a l  way imag inab le ,  t h a t  t h e  f a s c i s t  i s  r i g h t ,  t h a t  t h e  animus 

of t h e  " f a t h e r "  can  d i s t o r t  and t h e n  d e s t r o y  any be ing  o r  thought  

o r  emotion which does n o t  worsh ip  i t s  power. (What Cass does  n o t  

11 f u l l y  r e a l i z e ,  however, i s  t h e  c o m p l i c i t y  of l e g i t i m a t e "  au tho r -  

i t y ,  i n c l u d i n g  economic a r rangements  and c u l t u r a l  c u r r i c u l a ,  i n  L 

e n s u r i n g  t h e  s u c c e s s  of  a n  e s s e n t i a l l y  f a s c i s t  p r o j e c t :  h i s  own 

d e s t r u c t i o n . )  Algren d e p i c t s  t h e  lumpen s t a t e  a s  thoroughly 

g r o t e s q u e ,  i n  t h a t  t h e  r e p r e s s e d  m a t e r i a l  which s u r f a c e s  i n  a  

n ightmare  becomes m a t e r i a l  r e a l i t y .  C a s s ' s  f a t h e r  does  c a s t r a t e  

h i s  son Bryan; Nancy, who i n  t h e  absence  of a  mother t a k e s  on t h e  

m a t e r n a l ,  domest ic  r o l e  i n  t h e  house ,  does  accuse  Cass of s e x u a l  

d e s i r e  f o r  h e r ,  and does  become a  whore who, n o t  r e c o g n i z i n g  Cass 

i n  t h e  evening gloom of h i s  l a s t  r e t u r n ,  p r o p o s i t i o n s  him. Cass 

does  meet a  man who f u l f i l l s  i n  waking l i f e  a l l  t h e  r e q u i s i t e s  of 

a  n igh tmare  f a t h e r :  he  i s  thoroughly  v i o l e n t  and obscene ,  and 



demands t h a t  behav io r  from t h o s e  h e  p r o t e c t s ;  he  f o r c e s  t h e  

p a s s i v e  homosexual r o l e  on t o  any who c h a l l e n g e  h i s  a u t h o r i t y ;  he 

i s  i n e s c a p a b l e  and i r r e s i s t i b l e .  One c a n  a c c e p t  o r  d i s m i s s  a  

"Freud ian"  v iew of  t h e s e  e l emen t s  i n  t h e  p l o t ;  i n  any c a s e  such  a  

view c o u l d  o n l y  i n t e n s i f y  what i s  a l r e a d y  a  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  o f  a  

k i n d  of f i n a l  h o r r o r .  Algren  c o n s c i o u s l y  framed h i s  p l o t  i n  

M a r x i s t  e d i t o r i a l s ,  b u t  he  c o u l d  have  s a i d  o f  F r eud ,  a s  Wi l l i am  

Fau lkner  d i d  s a y :  "Everybody t a l k e d  a b o u t  Freud when I l i v e d  i n  

New O r l e a n s ,  b u t  I have  n e v e r  r e a d  him. N e i t h e r  d i d  Shakespea re .  

I doubt  i f  M e l v i l l e  d i d  e i t h e r ,  and I ' m  s u r e  Moby Dick d i d n ' t .  ,115 

We can  o n l y  wonder a t  A l g r e n ' s  p r o d u c t i o n ,  i n  h i s  mid- twent ies  

and o n l y  a  few y e a r s  i n t o  t h e  Nazi  h e l l ,  of  a n  a lmos t  diagram- 

m a t i c  p o r t r a y a l  of  what Adorno and o t h e r s  i n  t h e  F r a n k f u r t  School  

came t o  s e e  a s  t h e  r o o t  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  between t h e  sado-masochis- 

t i c  r e s o l u t i o n  o f  t h e  Oedipus complex and t h e  tendency t o  submit  

t o  f a s c i s m .  b 

' I  Adorno m a i n t a i n e d  t h a t  f a s c i s t  propaganda was psychoanaly-  

s i s  i n  r e v e r s e ,  " I 6  and Bakh t i n  n o t e d  t h e  a b s o l u t e  dependence o f  

p s y c h o a n a l y s i s  on "human v e r b a l  u t t e r a n c e s .  " I 7  The n e a r - c a t a t o n i a  

of  Cass McKay, h i s  p r a c t i c a l l y  comple te  i n a b i l i t y  t o  v e r b a l i z e  

any s e n s e  o f  h imse l f  beyond " 'Ah'm Texas McKay, c a s e  you a i n '  t 

hee r ed"  and t h e  t i c - l i k e  w i sh  t o  g e t  a  t a t t o o ,  a r e  t h e  c h i l l i n g  

r e s u l t s  of  h i s  lumpen c u r r i c u l u m ,  and r e p r e s e n t  a n  i r r e v e r s i b l e  

f a l l  away from even t h e  rud imen t s  of  " t h e  t a l k i n g  c u r e . "  C a s s ' s  

a b i l i t y  t o  speak  i s  a l t o g e t h e r  a t r o p h i e d ,  and t h i s  c o n d i t i o n  of  

h i s  l i f e  p r e p a r e s  him, and  v i r t u a l l y  makes i t  n e c e s s a r y  f o r  him, 



t o  a t t a c h  h imse l f  t o  a  s p e a k i n g  power.  T h i s  he  d o e s ,  and i n  

d e p i c t i n g  t h e  g r o t e s q u e  symb ios i s  of  Cass and Nubby O ' N e i l l ,  

Algren  r e p r e s e n t s  t h e  u l t i m a t e  d e s t r u c t i o n  of  any chance  f o r  Cass  

t o  a c h i e v e  who lenes s ,  s e l f h o o d  and  autonomy. When Cass i s  j a i l e d  

a f t e r  be ing  a r r e s t e d  i n  t h e  company of  t h e  young b l a c k  man 

Matches ,  Nubby's f i r s t  speech  t o  him i s  f u l l  of  t h e  e l emen t s  

which w i l l  become, i n  a  v i t i a t e d  fo rm,  C a s s ' s  l anguage :  

"Goddamned i f  I d o n ' t  t h i n k  you de se rved  n i n e t y  
d a y s ,  hook in '  up w i t h  some young shoke t h a t  way. 
Me, I h a t e s  them sons  o f  b i t c h e s .  You w o u l d n ' t  
c a t c h  me r i d i n '  a  r e e f e r ,  o r  w a l k i n '  down a  s t r e e t ,  
I o r  d o l n  n o t h i n '  w i t h  no  n i g g e r ,  Nor th  o r  Sou th .  

Say ,  k i d ,  I wouldn'  t let a  j i g  s m e l l  t h e h o l e  where 
I c rapped  i n  a  y e a r  ago  e a s t e r - t i d e .  I h a t e s  them 
b l a c k  sons  o f  b i t c h e s  s o  bad a s  soon a s  I s m e l l  
' emmy l e f t  n u t  g e t s  t i g h t .  And s a y ,  k i d ,  d o n ' t  
you even know what  comes of  n i g g e r - l o v i n '  ? "  (SB - 125) 

t I What c o u l d  come of  n igge r - l ov in" '  i s  i n  t h i s  c a s e  a  b e a t i n g  

w i t h  b e l t s  by t h e  o t h e r  p r i s o n e r s .  T h i s  i s  a  r e a l  p o s s i b i l i t y ,  

and i t  t ho rough ly  t e r r o r i z e s  Cas s ,  b u t  A l g r e n ' s  p r e s e n t a t i o n  of 

Nubby O ' N e i l l  moves d i r e c t l y  t o  t h e  s u b s t a n c e  o f  one of t h e  moSt 

d i s t u r b i n g  o b s e r v a t i o n s  e v e r  made r e g a r d i n g  t h e  f a s c i s t  a g i t a t o r .  

F i r s t ,  Judge  O ' N e i l l :  

I I 1'  Gennelmen, he  pronounced so l emn ly ,  " I ' v e  j u s t  
l e a r n e d  some th in '  downright  d i s - g r a c e f u l .  The 
p r i s o n e r  h a s  j u s t  c o n f e s s e d  i t  t o  me what h e  i s .  
[Cass  h a s  d e n i e d  a l l . ]  T h i s  h e r e  i s  a  n i g g e r -  
l o v e r  s t a n d i n '  'mong o u r  m i d s t .  He i s  v e r y  s t r o n g  
on a n y t h i n '  b l a c k ,  j u s t  s o  long  a s  i t ' s  p l e n t y  
s t i n k y .  He f i n d s  'em i n  box-cars  m o s t l y ,  h e  s a y s ,  
down i n  r e e f e r  bot toms i s  where h e  h a s  most h i s  
l u c k .  When I a s k e d  him j u s t  now h e  s a i d  h e  i s  
e s - spe sh -u l l y  g r e a t  i n  n i g g e r  whores w i t h  s o f t  
shanke r s  on t h e i r  beh in ' s - - "  t h e  judge paused 
f o r  t h e  s h e e r  e f f e c t  of  t h e  p a u s e ,  ' 1  p o i n t e d  one 
h a i r y  f i n g e r  a t  Cass  and b a r k e d ,  - You. You k i s s  
n i g g e r s '  a r s e s .  I s e e n  him d o i n '  ~ t ,  gennelmen.  



I was t h e r e .  So now we g o t  t o  g i v e  him t e n  thou- 
s e rnd  k i s s e s  on h i s  t a i l .  With t h e  b e l t s ,  genne l -  
men." (SB - 126-7)- 

Leo Lowenthal and Norber t  Guterman, i n  P rophe t s  of D e c e i t :  

A Study of t h e  Techniques of t h e  American A g i t a t o r  ( l 9 4 9 ) ,  ana to -  

mize t h e  f a s c i s t i c  c h a r a c t e r  of t h e  pronouncements of demagogues 

such a s  F a t h e r  Cha r l e s  E .  Coughl in ,  G e r a l d  B .  Winrod, and Wil l iam 

Dudley P e l l e y ,  a l l  of whom were a c t i v e  d u r i n g  t h e  Depres s ion .  18 

The a u t h o r s  h o l d  t h a t  t h e  a g i t a t o r  m a n i f e s t s  h i s  d o c t r i n e  of 

11 drawing t h e  u l t i m a t e  consequences of  a  t o t a l l y  amoral  oppor- 

tunism" i n  s e v e r a l  ways, t h e  f i r s t  of which i s  "unse r iousnes s " :  

"The a g i t a t o r ' s  ambiguous approach t o  v a l u e s  i s  o f t e n  r e v e a l e d  i n  

t h e  u n d e r c u r r e n t  of u n s e r i o u s n e s s  i n  h i s  s t a t e m e n t s ,  t h e  e f f e c t  

of which i s  t o  d i s m i s s  i d e a l s  a s  mere bunk, hogwash, l i e s .  ,119 

Not j u s t  i d e a l s ,  b u t  i d e a s ,  a r t i c u l a t e  speech ,  h e a r t f e l t  emot ion,  

indeed a n y t h i n g  b e s i d e s  p h y s i c a l  v i o l e n c e ,  o r  t h e  l e g i t i m a t i o n  of 

a u t h o r i t y  based on i t ,  a r e  i m p l i c i t l y  r i d i c u l e d  by t h e  a g i t a t o r ' s  

u n s e r i o u s n e s s .  A f t e r  c i t i n g  a  speech i n  which a n  a g i t a t o r  sug- 

I I g e s t s  t h a t  Jews be r e q u i r e d  t o  compensate n o n - i n t e r v e n t i o n i s t s  

and p o l i t i c a l  I i s o l a t i o n i s t s " '  f o r  l o s s e s  i n c u r r e d  i n  a  war " t h a t  

t h e  Jews themselves  promoted,"  Lowenthal and Guterman a n a l y z e  t h e  

t echn ique  i n  a  passage  c l e a r l y  p e r t i n e n t  t o  Judge O ' N e i l l l s  modus 

operandi  : 

What i s  s e r i o u s  i n  t h e s e  s t a t e m e n t s  i s  t h e i r  v e r y  
l a c k  of s e r i o u s n e s s .  Going beyond t h e  r e v e l a t i o n  
t h a t  law can  be a  c l o a k  f o r  b r u t e  f o r c e ,  t h e  a g i -  
t a t o r  shows h e r e  t h a t  b r u t e  f o r c e  need h a r d l y  be 
c l o t h e d  a t  a l l ,  f o r  i n s t e a d  of be ing  d i s c a r d e d  a-s 
a  sham, l e g a l i t y  i s  now e x p l o i t e d  a s  a  b l a t a n t  
g e s t u r e  of d e f i a n c e .  Behind such  s t a t e m e n t s  i s  t h e  
ou t look  which l e d  t h e  Nazi regime t o  " f i n e 1 '  t h e  



German Jews $400,000,000 when a  P o l i s h  Jew k i l l e d  
a  German embassy c l e r k  i n  P a r i s .  Tha t  a  l e g a l  j u s t i -  
f i c a t i o n  was g iven  t o  such a  s t e p  was n o t  p r i m a r i l y ,  
a s  i t  might seem, a  conces s ion  t o  hypoc r i sy  o r  pred- 
j u d i c e ;  on t h e  c o n t r a r y ,  i t  was s imply a  means of  
emphasiz in  t h e  complete  a r b i t r a r i n e s s  of  t h e  
o p e r a t i o n .  60 

One of t h e  s t r e n g t h s  of Somebody i n  Boots ,  though,  and one 

I I r e a s o n  i t  w a r r a n t s  ou r  a t t e n t i o n ,  i s  n o t  t h a t  i t  i s  a  p o r t r a i t  

11 of a  n a t i v e  f a s c i s t ,  i n  a  j o u r n a l i s t i c  o r  s e r i o u s  socio-psycho- 

l o g i c a l  s e n s e ,  b u t  t h a t  i t  c r e a t e s  a  c h a r a c t e r  i n  Nubby O ' N e i l l  

who e l i c i t s  r e a c t i o n s  no  l e s s  complex t h a n  t h o s e  g e n e r a t e d  by 

D i c k e n s ' s  Fag in ,  o r  Huck F i n n ' s  h o r r i b l e  Pap. As i t  does s o ,  t h e  

incomparable range  and d e p t h  of  t h e  g r o t e s q u e  a s  a  mode of c u l -  

t u r a l  c r i t i c i s m  beg ins  t o  become a p p a r e n t .  C e r t a i n l y  Nubby 

O ' N e i l l  i s  loa thsome,  c e r t a i n l y  h e  i s  f a s c i s t  i n  behav io r  and 

o u t l o o k ,  c e r t a i n l y  h e  d e s t r o y s  Cass by j o i n i n g  t h e  two of them i n  

a  p rofoundly  sado-masochis t i c  a l l i a n c e  a g a i n s t  t h e  r e s t  of human- 

i t y .  But,  no  l e s s  t h a n  when t h e  "k ind ly  o l d  gentleman" i m i t a t e s  

a  v i c t i m  " i n  such a  v e r y  funny and n a t u r a l  manner l t 2 '  f o r  tHe 

p r a c t i c a l  f u r t h e r a n c e  of  h i s  c o v e y ' s  t h i e v i n g  a b i l i t y ,  and O l i v e r  

l aughs  t i l l  t h e  t e a r s  r u n  down h i s  f a c e ,  t h e r e  a r e  moments when 

Nubby O ' N e i l l  i s  p a r t l y  k i n d ,  o r  d i s g u s t i n g l y  amusing,  o r  s o  

v i v i d l y  p r e s e n t e d  t h a t  t h e  energy  he  represen ts - -even  i f  i t  i s  

d e a t h l y  o r  Sa t an i c - - i s  c l e a r l y  o f  g r e a t e r  i n t e r e s t  t o  t h e  a u t h o r  

t h a n  t h a t  packaged i n  D i l l  Doak, t h e  p o l i t i c i z e d  Negro t h a t  w i l l  

a f f o r d  t h e  second and f i n a l  o c c a s i o n  f o r  Cass t o  " f a l l "  from t h e  

pure-white s t a t e  Nubby demands o f  h i s  " f r i e n d s . "  Nubby's bewil-  

d e r i n g  c o n v e r s a t i o n a l  jumps a r e  p a r t l y  i n d i c a t i v e  of  h i s  g r e a t e r  



mora l  i n c o h e r e n c e ,  b u t  t h e y  a r e  a l s o  a  t a c t i c  o f  e n t e r t a i n m e n t  

and en t r apmen t .  ( I n  t h e  c o n t e x t  o f  j a i l ,  one  d e f i n i t i o n  o f  which 

might  be " t h a t  p l a c e  where a  c o n s t a n t ,  c r u d e  exper iment  i s  under-  

way t o  de t e rmine  t h e  l i n e  between boredom and i n s a n i t y , "  e n t e r -  

t a inment  can  be  a s  i m p o r t a n t  t o  l i f e  a s  f o o d . )  E a r l y  on i n  t h e  

s e r v i n g  o f  h i s  t i m e ,  Cass i s  l e d  by Nubby t o  e n q u i r e  abou t  t h e  

J u d g e ' s  e s c a p e  p l a n s :  

Judge 0  ' N e i l 1  winked b r o a d l y .  
" T h a t ' d  be t e l l i n ' .  I t ' s  f e r  me t o  know a n '  f e r  

you t o  f i n d  o u t .  Say, Red, you want t o  h e a r  a  song I 
made up once?  The name I c a l l  i t  i s  'The  cen typeed  
a n '  t h e  scorpyun  h a v i n '  a  i n t e r c o u r s e . '  Want t o  
h e a r ? "  

Cass e x p r e s s e d  g e n u i n e  e a g e r n e s s .  Nubby w e t t e d  
h i s  l i p s  and s ang .  H i s  v o i c e  was who l ly  e x e c r a b l e .  
"Oh, t h e  cen typeed  clumb on t h e  s c o r p y u n ' s  back 
An' h i s  e y e s  bugged o u t  w i t h  g l e e .  
He s a i d ,  ' I ' m  gonna make you ,  you p o i s i n  s o n o f a b i t c h ,  
Pe rv ided  you don '  t make me. ' I  

s l i d ? n g  e a s i l y  t h e n  i n t o  p r o s e ,  Nubby spoke low 
and  c o n f i d e n t i a l l v  . 

I I Say ,  Red, a;k one  o f  t h e  boys what happened t h e  
l a s t  t lme  J o e  Spokes p u t  a  n i g g e r  i n  t h i s  t a n k  ' s t e a d  
of u p s t a i r s  i n  t a n k  t h r e e  where t h e y  b e l o n g s .  Go o n ,  
Red, j u s t  a s k  one  of  'em once . "  (SB - 130) . 

One of Algren '  s  most i m p o r t a n t  t a s k s  a s  a  w r i t e r  was n o t  

on ly  t o  r e a l i z e  t h e  d e s t r u c t i v e  ene rgy  t h i s  r e p r e s e n t s - - h e  does  

t h a t  i n  Somebody i n  Boots--but a l s o  t o  f i n d  a  way n o t  t o  be 

t e r r o r i z e d ,  and t o  p r e s e n t  c h a r a c t e r s  who a r e  n o t  t e r r o r i z e d ,  by 

t h e  n e a r l y  demonic g r o t e s q u e r i e  o f  a  Nubby O ' N e i l l .  The f o c u s  of  

Somebody i n  Boots  s h i f t s  from t h e  v i c t i m ,  who w i t h i n  t h e  con- 

s t r a i n t s  of p r o l e t a r i a n  l i t e r a t u r e  a lways  t ended  t o  be mythi-  

c i z e d ,  t o  a n  o p p r e s s o r  t h a t  d e f i e s  any s i n g l e  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .  

The ex t r eme ly  d i s t u r b i n g  g l o s s  on f a s c i s t  b e h a v i o r  p rov ided  by 

Lowenthal and Guterman i d e n t i f i e s  a  way o f  u s i n g  l a c k  o f  s e r i o u s -  



n e s s  t o  impose domina t i on .  I n  t h e  c r e a t i o n  o f  Nubby O I N e i l l ,  

though ,  Algren g roped  toward a n  image of  a u t h o r i t y  t h a t  would be 

v u l n e r a b l e  t o  a t t a c k  by a n  a u d i e n c e  which had somehow found a  way 

o f  t u r n i n g  l a u g h t e r  t o  i t s  own e n d s .  The weapons p rov ided  by 

i n c r e a s i n g l y  r i g i d  p o l i t i c a l  o r t h o d o x i e s  were  u s e l e s s ,  t e n d i n g  a s  

t h e y  d i d  t o  t h e  r e p r o d u c t i o n  o f  h e r o i z e d  and v i l l a i n i z e d  c l a s s  

images.  The weapons p rov ided  by ,  o r  a t  l e a s t  d imly a p p a r e n t  i n ,  

Nubby 0 '  N e i l l l  s  parody o f  a u t h o r i t y ,  h i s  embodiment of  t h e  nega- 

t i v e  tendency o f  B a k h t i n i a n  d e g r a d a t i o n ,  were s h o r t l y  t o  p rove  

more v a l u a b l e  t o  A lg ren .  

A c h a r a c t e r o l o g i c a l  b a s i s  f o r  deve lop ing  a  s t r a t e g y  which 

made u s e  o f ,  b u t  t r a n s f o r m e d ,  t h e  degraded  and  deg rad ing  energy  

of Nubby O I N e i l l  i s  p e r c e p t i b l e  i n  Somebody i n  Boots .  Nubby i s  

t h e  p a r o d i c  doub l e  of  b o t h  t h e  s avage  f a t h e r ,  and of  h i s  i n s t i t u -  

t i o n a l  r e p l i c a t i o n s ,  f a s c i s t  b r u t a l i z a t i o n  and  a  t ho rough ly  c o r -  

r u p t  mora l  and j u d i c i a r y  sy s t em.  (Algren  c a l l s  t h e  kangaroo L 

c o u r t  s e s s i o n s  " t h e  p l a y - p r e t e n d  o f  t h e  underdogs  a p i n g  t h e  

wo lves ,  t h e  man-child game a t  once  s o  t e r r i b l e  and s o  l u d i -  

c r o u s . " )  While r u l i n g  t h rough  b r u t a l i t y ,  Nubby d o e s ,  though ,  

I I a l s o  have  a  charming" s i d e :  t h e  i n v e r s i o n  of  t h e  d u l y  c o n s t i -  

t u t e d  l e g a l  c u l t u r e ' s  h y p n o t i c  m o r a l i z i n g  and m y t h i c i z i n g  abou t  

i t s e l f .  Nubby s i n g s  f o r  Cass  e v e r y  d a y ,  and i n  t h e  g r e y  l i g h t  of 

I I t h e  j a i l  Cass  pa s sed  whole  h o u r s  l i s t e n i n g  t o  t h e  t i n n y  d i n  of  

Nubby's n a s a l  t e n o r "  (SB - 1 4 3 ) .  What Nubby s i n g s  i s  a  t r a v e s t y  o f  

t h e  a u t h o r i t a t i v e  images ,  and  h i s  p r e s e n t a t i o n  a lways  c o n t a i n s  a  

l a b i l e  e lement  o f  se l f -mockery :  



"On a cozy little chain gang, on a dusty southern road 
My late lamentud pappy had his perm-unent abode. 
Now some was there f er stealin' , but my daddy's only 

fault 
Was an overwhelmin' weakness fer crim-inal assault. 
His phil-osophy was simple, it was free from moral 

tape-- 
See-ducshun is fer sissies, but a he-man wants his 

rape. 
The list of daddy's victims was em-barrasin' ly rich, 
And though one of 'em was mammy he couldn't tell me 

which. 
Now I never went to college, but I got me a degree-- 
I reckon I'm a model of a perfect s -0.b." (SB - 143) 

As Cass listened to Nubby's execrable voice, Algren seems to 

have been searching through this creature' s tangle of inversions 

for a sense of lumpen reality greater than that given to him by 

Marx. That sense would be realistic, because it would use laugh- 

ter and the memory of life at the bottom in a combination other 

than self-annihilating. 

This, then, the demonically buffoonish father-teacher- 

Fuhrer, is the first of Algren's doubling characters. Cass is 

the first of Algren' s suffering heroes, the straight men who are 

the putative protagonists of all of his novels--except A Walk on 

the Wild Side. To the degree that Cass is the pathetic mythi- 

cization of the lumpen imago, Nubby, himself a lumpen par-excel- 

lence, also represents a degraded double of that one-dimensional 

seriousness. 

The grimness of the tragic protagonists is increasingly 

split off from and contrasted with a fool-figure which, perhaps 

not in contradiction to the genesis of all foolery, appears first 

in a thoroughly victimized and pathetic guise. Creepy Edelbaum, 



of whom Nubby, h i s  s e x u a l  t o r m e n t o r ,  s a y s ,  " 'He g o t  o n l y  one n u t  

a n '  t h e  b r a i n  of  a  c h i l d .  H e ' s  a  h a l f - s p i k ,  h a l f  Jew, a n '  t h r e e -  

q u a r t e r s  Creek Indyun .  H e ' s  feeble-minded a  l i t t l e  b i t  t o o  I 

guess"  (SB - 1 3 2 ) ,  i s  t h e  second  v e r s i o n  o f  t h i s  f i g u r e .  The f i r s t  

i s  t h e  "Jew h igh-schoo l  k i d , "  David ,  i n  A l g r e n ' s  second p u b l i s h e d  

s t o r y ,  "So Help  Me" (1933 ) .  David ,  u t t e r l y  a d r i f t  i n  t h e  e a r l y  

D e p r e s s i o n ,  f a l l s  i n  w i t h  a  p a i r  o f  S t e r n o - d r i n k i n g  mons t e r s  who 

pawn h i s  p i t i f u l  wa tch  and s u i t c a s e ,  spend t h e  money on a l c o h o l  

and a  handgun r a t h e r  t h a n  f o o d ,  f o r c e  him t o  h e l p  them h o i s t  a  

s t o r e ,  and l a t e r  s h o o t  him. (The s t o r y  i s  s t r i k i n g l y  s i m i l a r  t o  

Kafka '  s  Amerika, which appea red  i n  E n g l i s h  t r a n s l a t i o n  i n  1946.  ) 

The q u e s t i o n  o f  f a s c i s m  i n  a c t i o n  was n o t  mere ly  a  d o c t r i n a l  

q u e s t i o n  f o r  Algren  i n  t h e  t h i r t i e s .  I d o n ' t  b e l i e v e  i t  h a s  been 

p o i n t e d  o u t  i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  t h e s e  e a r l y  v e r s i o n s  o f  t h e  J ewi sh  o r  

h a l f - J e w i s h  s a c r i f i c i a l  lamb t h a t  A lg ren  was h imse l f  h a l f - J e w i s h ,  

and t h a t  h i s  l e g a l  name u n t i l  1945 was Nelson A lg ren  Abraham. 
22 

On t h e  r o a d  i n  t h e  e a r l y  d e p r e s s i o n ,  h e  may have  l e a r n e d  q u i c k l y  

t h a t  lumpen America w a s n ' t  w a i t i n g  w i t h  a  warm h e a r t  f o r  a  young 

pa r t - J ewi sh  c o l l e g e  g r a d u a t e ,  and  t h a t  t h e  Swedish name gave  a  

measure o f  p r o t e c t i o n  which h e  c o u l d  n o t  do  w i t h o u t .  The v i c t i m  

may have  l e a r n e d  i n  a  ha r rowing ly  p e r s o n a l  way t h e  n e c e s s a r y  

power o f  t r i c k s t e r  changes ,  which a r e  dep loyed  more and more 

f r e q u e n t l y  i n  t h e  e n s u i n g  works .  

F i n a l l y ,  a  heavy s e n s e  of  g u i l t  ove r  v i o l e n c e  a g a i n s t  women 

i s  a  c o n s t a n t  i n  Algren '  s  s u f f e r i n g  h e r o e s .  Nancy McKay and h e r  

l a t e r - - b u t  n o t  pa rod ic - -doub le ,  Norah Egan,  a r e  j o i n t l y  t h e  f o c u s  



of C a s s ' s  g u i l t .  As t h e  a u t h o r i t a r i a n  f a t h e r  i n t i m i d a t e s  w i t h  

v i o l e n c e ,  s o  can  a  woman, r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  of  a  c r i p p l i n g  and 

unamel io rab le  sor row,  shadow each  move f o r  1 i b e r a t i o n  o r  happi-  

n e s s  t h a t  t h e  h e r o  makes. Algren mixes w i t h  t h i s  i n  i n c r e a s i n g  

measure t h e  s e n s e  t h a t  t h e  s t r e n g t h  which he  cou ld  admire ,  and 

t h e  good t h a t  l i f e  cou ld  o f f e r ,  were t o  be found i n ,  and w i t h ,  

women. The l a t e r  i n c a r n a t i o n s  of  Nancy and Norah c a r r y  t h e s e  

t e n s i o n s  t o  a  s e n s e  of r e c o n c i l i a t i o n  t h a t  i n c o r p o r a t e s  them, 

t h a t  i s ,  does n o t  f o r g e t  them, andmoves  beyond t h e i r  s t a t i c  

o p p o s i t i o n .  

I n  h i s  f i r s t  n o v e l ,  t h e n ,  Algren  made a  s e t  of  c h a r a c t e r s  

which,  l i k e  h i s  compos i t i ona l  t e c h n i q u e s  and h i s  a x i o l o g i c a l  

d e t e r m i n a n t s ,  seems, i n  l i g h t  of  h i s  l a t e r  work, d e s t i n e d  f o r  

decompos i t ion .  Unl ike  t h e  w r i t e r s  of t h e  t h i r t i e s  most s i m i l a r  

t o  A lg ren ,  Tom Kromer (Wai t ing f o r  Nothing) and Edward Anderson 

(Hungry Men), and u n l i k e  John  Dos P a s s o s ,  Algren n e x t  moved n o t  

i n t o  a  cranky r e a c t i o n a r y  mode o r  i n t o  s i l e n c e ,  b u t  i n t o  th'e 

lowest  dep ths  o f  t h e  l a t e  Depress ion  lumpen, whom he cou ld  no 

l onge r  speak of s o l e l y  a s  s u c h ,  a s  c l o s e  a s  h i s  i n c r e a s i n g l y  

unmythic h e a r t  was t o  t h e i r s .  
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s i o n - e r a  mass c u l t u r e  v iew of Cough l in ,  Winrod and P e l l e y .  An 
a b r i d g e d  v e r s i o n  o f  t h i s  a r t i c l e  appea;s i n  The s t r e n u o u s  
Decade: A S o c i a l  and I n t e l l e c t u a l  Record of t h e  1930s ,  e d .  D a n i e l  
Aaron and Rober t  Bendiner  (Garden C i t y :  Anchor Books, 1970) , pp .  - - . -  
339-54. See a l s o  t h e  accompanying m a t e r i a l  on  ~ m e r i c a n  f a s c i s m  
i n  Aaron and Bendiner .  

l9  Leo Lowenthal and  N o r b e r t  Guterman,  P r o p h e t s  of D e c e i t :  A 
Study of t h e  Techniques  of t h e  American A g i t a t o r  ( P a l o  A l t o ,  
C a l .  : P a c i f i c  Books, l97O) ,  p .  3 1 .  



20  Lowenthal and Guterman,  p .  3 1 .  

21 D ickens ,  O l i v e r  T w i s t ,  p .  54 .  

22  A l g r e n ' s  r e l a t i o n s h i p  t o  Juda i sm had i t s  r i d i c u l o u s  
a s p e c t s :  

My f a t h e r ' s  f a t h e r  was one Ne l s  Ah lg ren ,  born  t o  a  
shopkeeper  of Stockholm. When h i s  ( A h l g r e n ' s )  f a t h e r  
d i e d ,  t h e  son  found a  much-marked Old  Tes tament .  He 'd  
n e v e r  r e a d  i t .  When h e  d i d ,  i t  d rove  him bonke r s .  He 
memorized The Book word f o r  word,  changed h i s  name t o  
I s a a c  Ben Abraham and adop t ed  Orthodox Judaism a s  h i s  
f a i t h .  T h a t ' s  how i t  happened t h a t  my own f a t h e r  was 
born  i n  San F r a n c i s c o .  . . San F r a n c i s c o  was my 
f a t h e r ' s  b i r t h p l a c e  because  I s a a c  Ben Abraham (now 
r eady  f o r  a  funny fa rm f o r  p s e u d o - i n t e l l e c t u a l s )  was 
w a i t i n g  f o r  a  s h i p  t o  t a k e  him t o  The Holy Land. He, 
h i s  w i f e  and son  c a u g h t  t h e  s h i p  and h e  p reached  
Zionism t o  Z i o n i s t s ,  i n  J e r u s a l e m ,  u n t i l  h i s  w i f e  l o s t  
h e r  j o b .  She had t o  g o  t o  t h e  American Embassy t o  g e t  
pa s sage  back t o  America.  

I s a a c  Ben Abraham came a l o n g .  The f a m i l y  was s o  
b r o k e ,  coming back ,  t h a t  t h e  p a s s e n g e r s  t ook  up a  c o l -  
l e c t i o n  f o r  them. The m i s t a k e  t h e  p a s s e n g e r s  made was 
i n  g i v i n g  t h e  alms t o  t h e  husband i n s t e a d  o f  t o  t h e  
w i f e .  He brooded o v e r  t h e  American b i l l s  f o r  a  w h i l e  
-- then t h r ew  t h e  money ove rboa rd  because  i t  had George 
Wash ing ton ' s  p i c t u r e  on t h e  b i l l s .  

George Washington was a  man, was I s a a c ' s  t h i n k i n g ;  
man i s  made i n  t h e  image o f  God; and t h e  Holy Book 
commands: Thou S h a l t  Make No Graven Image. 

Yet who am I t o  p u t  t h a t  o l d  man down? Haven' t 
I done t h e  same t h i n g  w i t h  American b i l l s ,  throwing 
them i n t o  mutuel  windows i n s t e a d  of  i n t o  t h e  sea--and 
w i t h o u t  s o  i d e a l i s t i c  a  j u s t i f i c a t i o n ?  
("Poor G i r l s  o f  Kowloon" i n  The Las t  C a r o u s e l ,  p .  162) 

A f t e r  t h i s  f a m i l i a l  bou t  w i t h  Y H W  on h i s  f a t h e r ' s  s i d e ,  i t  
comes a s  q u i t e  undramat ic  t h a t  A l g r e n ' s  mother  was a  ~ e r m a n  
Jewess  named Go ld i e  K a l i s h e r .  



Chapter  Three:  P roduc t ion  and Punishment 

Everyday l i f e  i s  t h e  n e t h e r  w o r l d ,  t h e  g r a v e ,  
where t h e  sun  does n o t  s h i n e ,  where t h e r e  i s  
no s t a r r y  f irmament.  For t h i s  r e a s o n ,  everyday 
l i f e  i s  p r e s e n t e d  t o  u s  a s  t h e  u n d e r s i d e  of r e a l  
l i f e .  A t  i t s  c e n t e r  i s  o b s c e n i t y ,  t h a t  i s ,  t h e  
seamier  s i d e  of s e x u a l  l o v e .  l o v e  a l i e n a t e d  from 
r e p r o d u c t i o n ,  from a  p r o g r e s s i o n  of g e n e r a t i o n s ,  
from t h e  s t r u c t u r e s  of t h e  f ami ly  and t h e  c l a n .  
Here everyday l i f e  i s  p r i a p i c ,  i t s  l o g i c  i s  t h e  
l o g i c  of o b s c e n i t y .  

- Mikhai l  Bakh t in ,  "Forms of Time 
and of t h e  Chronotope i n  t h e  
Nove 1" 

people  were be ing  k e p t  a p a r t  and we were keeping 
o u r s e l v e s  a p a r t  and we were a l l  h u r t i n g  l i k e  a  
mother fucker  b u t  w a s n ' t  no one t e l l i n g  

- Tommy T r a n t i n o ,  Lock t h e  Lock 

Who w i l l  exchange h i s  own h e a r t ' s  b lood 
For t h e  d rops  of a  h a r l o t ' s  eye?  

- Will iam Blake ,  Poems from t h e  
Note-Book (1793) 

By t h e  l a t e  1930s ,  A l g r e n ' s  c l o s e  f e l l o w - t r a v e l l i n g  w i t h  t h e  

Communist P a r t y  had f e t c h e d  him up a g a i n s t  a  s e t  of  h i s  convic-  

t i o n s  t h a t  made him l a r g e l y  u n s u i t a b l e  even a s  a  sympathe t ic  

p u b l i c  a d h e r e n t  of t h e  movement. While he  r e t a i n e d  and p r o f e s s e d  

s t r o n g  r e s p e c t  f o r  t h o s e  American a n t i - f a s c i s t s  who went t o  

S p a i n ,  he  d i d n ' t  v o l u n t e e r  f o r  t h e  I n t e r n a t i o n a l  Br igades  f o r  t h e  

most c r aven  and unanswerable  r e a s o n :  "I t  was assumed t h a t  I would 

go.  My d e f e n s e  when a sked  why a r e n ' t  you t h e r e  was t h a t  I d o n ' t  

want t o  g e t  k i l l e d "  (CNA - 7 3 ) .  S t a y i n g  i n  Chicago,  working most 

of t h e  t ime a s  a n  e d i t o r  on t h e  WPA Fede ra l  W r i t e r s  P r o j e c t ,  



Algren  d i l i g e n t l y  c a r r i e d  o u t  l e g  work f o r  a  number of  CP-in•’ l u -  

enced  g r o u p s  b e c a u s e  h e  b e l i e v e d  i n  t h e  r i g h t n e s s  o f  t h e  p o s i -  

I I t i o n s  t h e  o r g a n i z a t i o n s  t o o k .  The c a n k e r  f o r  A l g r e n  was a  

c e r t a i n  k i n d  o f  r i g i d i t y ,  and  a  k i n d  of  a u t h o r i t a r i a n  a t t i t u d e "  

(CNA 8 7 ) .  These  unsavory  q u a l i t i e s  e x p r e s s e d  t h e m s e l v e s  i n  two 

ways Algren  l a t e r  d i s c u s s e d :  a  p e r s o n ,  presumably i n  t h e  move- 

ment ,  r e p o r t e d  t h e  drunken a n d  d i s o r d e r l y  s t a t e  of  Algren  and  

a n o t h e r  member of  t h e  League of  American W r i t e r s  t o  t h e  New York 

c h a p t e r ;  and  t h e  S e c r e t a r y  o f  t h a t  c h a p t e r  s e n t  A l g r e n  a  l e t t e r  

1 t admonishing him t o  be  a  l i t t l e  b i t  more a u s t e r e "  i n  h i s  c o n d u c t .  

A l g r e n ,  i r r i t a t e d  by t h e  r e f u s a l  o f  h i s  c e n s u r e r  t o  name t h e  

s o u r c e  o f  t h e  i n f o r m a t i o n ,  r e p l i e d  t o  t h e  l e t t e r  i n  a  d e l i b e r a t e -  

l y  o f f e n s i v e  manner ,  t o  t h e  e f f e c t  t h a t  A l g r e n ' s  d runkenness  and  

d i s o r d e r l i n e s s  were  none of  h i s  c o r r e s p o n d e n t ' s  b u s i n e s s ,  and 

t h a t  h e  w a s n ' t  g o i n g  t o  l e t  p o l i t i c a l  a c t i v i t i e s  i n t e r f e r e  w i t h  

h i s  c o n t i n u a t i o n  of e i t h e r  o r  b o t h .  The f a c t  o f  i n f o r m i n g  bo- 

t h e r e d  h im,  a s  d i d  t h e  a t t e m p t  t o  e n f o r c e  a  s i n g l e  mode of  t h i n k -  

i n g  and  b e h a v i o r .  Both s t r u c k  Algren  a s  c o n t r a r y  t o  t h e  r e a s o n s  

f o r  which  t h e  S p a n i s h  war was b e i n g  f o u g h t .  He l a t e r  s a i d ,  "My 

d i s e n c h a n t m e n t  was n o t  a n  i d e o l o g i c a l  o n e .  . . . my d i s e n c h a n t -  

ment was based  on t h e  p u r e l y  p e r s o n a l  t h i n g  t h a t  t h e r e  was some- 

t h i n g  m o r a l l y  wrong t o  me a b o u t  b e i n g  a t  a n y b o d y ' s  b e h e s t .  They 

were s imply  l i t t l e  b u r e a u c r a t i c  f u n c t i o n a r i e s  s o  I s imply  moved 

away from them a n d  g o t  s t a r t e d  t h i n k i n g  more a b o u t  w r i t i n g "  (E 
86 & 8 8 ) .  D i s e n c h a n t e d  n o t  o n l y  w i t h  everyday  b u r e a u c r a t i c  

t e n d e n c i e s  t h a t  s t i f l e d  d i v e r s i t y  a n d  e x t r a c t e d  c o n f o r m i t y  t o  



hierarchical etiquette, but also with the prescriptive, narrow 

attitude of Marxism toward the lumpenproletariat, the machinist's 

son from Detroit spent more and more of his time with the very 

class Marx had called "dangerous. I I 

In the early forties, out of the ongoing crime called 

Chicago, he drew up a damage report called Never Come Morning. 

The novel concentrates on late Depression ward life in a Polish 

American "village" in Chicago's Northwest area. The inhabitants 

of the neighborhood carry the narrative action, but they also 

11  1 1  carry, in the sense of an infection, the effects of existing in 

a larger world, which translated itself to West Division Street 

through the logic of obscenity. Algren carefully intimates be- 

hind each instance of human reduction, damage, distortion and 

defeat a world which punishes as a matter o f  course, that is, in 

the course of "business as usual . "  The world in which Steff i and 

Bruno, Benkowski and the Barber, Mama Tomek and Snipes, Catfoot 
L 

Nowogrodski and Fireball Kodadek, Tiger Pultoric and One-Eye 

Tenczara are locked is a novelistic representation of the home 

I I truth told by Georg Rusche and Otto Kirchheimer: punishment must 

be understood as a social phenomenon freed from both its juristic 

concept and its social ends. . . Every system of production 

tends to discover punishments which correspond to its productive 

relationships. The Marxian positing of the irreconcilable 

interests of those who own the means of production and those who 

sell their labor power continued to inform Algren's work to the 

degree that he saw it as a complete and accurate description of 



h i s  s o c i e t y .  I n  t h e  s p e c i f i c  c a s e  of  t h e  l u m p e n p r o l e t a r i a t ,  

however, Marxian v a l u a t i o n s  began t o  f a l l  away i n  t h e  f a c e  of t h e  

g r e a t e r  l i v e d  and wi tnes sed  e x p e r i e n c e  of  t h e  lower d e p t h s .  The 

e x p e r i e n c e s ,  which a f t e r  t h e  l a t e  1930s he  was c o n s i s t e n t l y  

r e l u c t a n t  t o  c o n s i d e r  i n  terms of i d e a s ,  moved Algren  t o  a  non- 

i n t e l l e c t u a l  p o s i t i o n  which he  n e v e r  abandoned.  The vocabula ry  

of t h i s  a f  f e c t i v e  p o s i t i o n  was Whitmanic, n o t  Marxian.  Yet even 

from w i t h i n  t h a t  d e c l a r e d  adhe rence ,  t h e  v e r y  t h i n g  t h a t  d i s t i n -  

gu i shed  Algren '  s  w r i t i n g  from t h a t  which Murray Kempton has  

c a l l e d  "so  many v a s t  b u r l e s q u e s  of Walt Whitman p r e s e n t e d  s o  

s e r i o u s l y ,  "2 and from t h e  r e a l  Whitman, f o r  t h a t  m a t t e r ,  made 

11 i t s e l f  h e a r d .  Algren found humor i n  Adorno 's  open a i r  p r i s o n ,  113 

and saw how h i s  s u b j e c t s  used i t ,  and how he a s  a  n o v e l i s t  might  

use  i t .  These a r e  t h e  i s s u e s ,  t h e n ,  on which t h i s  d i s c u s s i o n  of 

Never Come Morning w i l l  t u r n .  

Out of t h e  " p u r e s t "  u rban  form t a k e n  by e a r l y  i n d u s t r i a l  

11 c a p i t a l i s m  i n  America came t h e  Chicago m e t r o p o l i t a n  area--  pure" 

because  t h e  c i t y  had few of t h e  mixed mo t ives  and c u l t u r a l  d i s -  

t r a c t i o n s  of New York o r  Washington,  New Or leans  o r  San 

F r a n c i s c o .  I t s  geographic  c e n t r a l i t y  d i c t a t e d  i t s  economic 

s t r a t e g i e s .  Wi th in  t h e  American c a p i t a l i s t  framework, Chicago 

1 I became a  p o i n t  of  t r a n s l a t i o n , "  o f  t h e  p r o c e s s i n g  of l i v e s t o c k ,  

g r a i n  and o r e  from t h e  West and Nor th ,  and o f  t h e  d i s t r i b u t i o n  of 

commodities manufactured i n  t h e  E a s t  t o  consumers i n  t h e  West. 

The r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  o r g a n i z a t i o n s  of  t h e  f i r s t  h a l f  o f  t h e  twen- 

t i e t h  c e n t u r y  a r e  meat-packing (Swi f t  and Armour), s tee l -making 



(Un i t ed  S t a t e s  S t e e l  and  I n l a n d  S t e e l  Company) and merchand is ing  

(Mar sha l l  F i e l d ' s  and S e a r s ,  Roebuck).  These i n d u s t r i e s ,  opera -  

t i n g  on a  s c a l e  n e i t h e r  r e a l i z e d  n o r  n e c e s s a r y  b e f o r e ,  depended 

on and p rov ided  f o r  t h e  c o l o s s i  o f  t h e  r a i l r o a d s  and t h e  p u b l i c  

u t i l i t i e s .  The u t i l i t i e s ,  i n  t h e  p e r s o n  of  Samuel I n s u l l ,  con- 

n i v e d  f o r  themse lves  a n  open f i e l d  f o r  t h e  m a n i p u l a t i o n  of domes- 

t i c  and i n d u s t r i a l  r a t e s .  As w e l l  a s  a n i m a l s ,  g r a i n ,  o r e  and 

manufac tu red  goods ,  t h e  r a i l r o a d s  i n c e s s a n t l y  moved p e o p l e .  

Four b road  c a t e g o r i e s  of  p e o p l e  were  c a r r i e d  t o  Chicago on 

r a i l s .  I n  r a p i d l y  i n c r e a s i n g  numbers t h roughou t  t h e  e a r l y  p o s t -  

World War I y e a r s ,  t h e  I l l i n o i s  C e n t r a l  b rought  m i g r a t i n g  b l a c k s  

from t h e  r u r a l  ~ o u t h . ~  Chicago welcomed them w i t h  s l ums ,  k i l l i n g  

l a b o r  o r  e q u a l l y  d e s t r u c t i v e  unemployment, a n d ,  i n  1919,  t h e  most 

v i o l e n t  and d e s t r u c t i v e  r a c e  r i o t  America had s e e n .  C a r l  

Sandburg wro t e  a  volume of  p r o s e  on t h e  blow-up; R i cha rd  W r i g h t ' s  

Na t i ve  Son and 12 M i l l i o n  Black Voices d i d  e v e r y t h i n g  books c o u l d  

do t o  r e c o r d  t h e  a f t e r - s h o c k s .  I f  we c a n  speak  of  a  convergence  

p o i n t  f o r  t h e  hobo and t ramp army whose h i s t o r y  p a r a l l e l e d  t h o s e  

of Amer i ca ' s  wars  and  r a i l r o a d s ,  t h a t  p o i n t  was C h i ~ a g o . ~  By t h e  

e a r l y  t w e n t i e t h  c e n t u r y ,  t h e  appo in tments  of  C h i c a g o ' s  "hobo- 

hemia" were t h e  n a t i o n ' s  most e x t e n s i v e .  The West Madison S t r e e t  

11 1 1 s l a v e  m a r k e t s ,  t h e  m i s s i o n s ,  t h e  f l o p h o u s e s ,  t a t t o o  p a r l o r s ,  

g r e a s y  spoons ,  penny a r c a d e s ,  h a s h  houses  and whorehouses ,  s t r i p  

j o i n t s  and b e e r  j o i n t s  a n d ,  f o r  t h o s e  who had t h e  i n c l i n a t i o n - - o r  

hab i t - - shoo t i ng  g a l l e r i e s ,  a l l  were  i n t e g r a l  w i t h  t h e  c u l t u r e  

f o r c e d  on America by J a y  Gould,  James F i s k  and t h e  p l e t h o r a  of 



i n s t i t u t i o n a l  s u p p o r t e r s  of  t h e  r o b b e r  b a r o n s .  Somebody i n  

Boots ,  i n  i t s  Chicago c h a p t e r s ,  c a t c h e s  t h e  p a t h o l o g i c a l  ene rgy  

of  t h i s  underwor ld ,  t h i s  u n d e r s i d e  of  t h e  dream of  p r o g r e s s .  The 

r a i l r o a d s  a l s o  b rought  S i s t e r  C a r r i e  t o  Chicago ,  t o  be thrown s o  

h a r d  by s o  many a g a i n s t  a  w a l l  o f  m e r e t r i c i o u s n e s s  and s e l f -  

d e l u s i o n  t h a t  s h e ,  and h e r  s i s t e r s  from t h e  p r o v i n c i a l  towns of  

America,  became t h e  k i n d  of  b o n e l e s s  d o l l s  t h a t  worked and s t i n t -  

ed  on t h e i r  own nour i shment  s o  t h a t  t h e y  c o u l d  buy j u s t  t h e  r i g h t  

h a t ,  o r  t h e  newest  s h o e s ,  o r  g l o v e s  o r  d r e s s ,  and  f o r e v e r  missed  

l o v e .  

Along w i t h  t h e  hobos and  t r amps ,  t h e  Sou the rn  b l a c k s  and t h e  

small- town sweat-shop f o d d e r ,  t h e  r a i l r o a d s  h a u l e d  l a b o r  from t h e  

E a s t ,  which had i n  most c a s e s  o n l y  r e c e n t l y  pa s sed  t h rough  E l l i s  

I s l a n d  on i t s  journey  from Sou the rn  and E a s t e r n  Europe.  S t e e l -  

making and meat-packing abso rbed  hundreds  of  thousands  of  i m m i -  

g r a n t s ;  a t  what c o s t  t o  t h e i r  humani ty  might  i n  p a r t  be  d e t e r -  . 
mined by r e a d i n g  Upton S i n c l a i r ' s  The J u n g l e .  S i n c l a i r  w r o t e  

abou t  f i r s t - g e n e r a t i o n  immigrants  from t h e  B a l t i c ,  from Poland ,  

Czechos lovak ia  and Hungary,  from S e r b i a  and Romania, from t h e  

a r e a  t h a t  l a t e r  became Yugos l av i a ,  from S i c i l y  and Sou thern  I t a l y  

and Greece  and R u s s i a .  Added t o  t h e  I r i s h ,  t h e s e  became 

C h i c a g o ' s  i n d u s t r i a l  p r o l e t a r i a t ,  b u t  many of  t h e i r  c h i l d r e n ,  

born  i n  America,  f a c e d  t h e  Dep re s s ion  w i t h  n o t h i n g  t o  o f f e r  o t h e r  

t h a n  l a b o r  power which was ,  j u s t  t h e n ,  u s e l e s s  t o  i n d u s t r i e s  i n  

t r o u b l e .  The chance  t o  work and "make good" was t h e  e x c e p t i o n  

r a t h e r  t h a n  t h e  e x p e c t a t i o n  f o r  Bruno B i c e k ' s  c o n t e m p o r a r i e s .  



The Po le s  Algren w r i t e s  about  had n o t h i n g  t o  s o f t e n  t h e  blows of 

t h e  h a r d  y e a r s  of  t h e  t h i r t i e s  i n  a  l a n d  where t hey  and t h e i r  

p a r e n t s  were s t i l l  s t r a n g e r s .  L ike  a  c a r e l e s s  b e a t i n g  i n  a  

s t a t i o n  house ,  t h e  Depress ion  and t h e  economic sys tem of which i t  

was a  consequence l e f t  marks a l l  over  Bruno ' s  w o r l d .  7 

One consequence was o f t e n  a  s t y l i z a t i o n  of t h e  behavior  f e l t  

neces sa ry  t o  t h e  p r e s e r v a t i o n  of bo th  p h y s i c a l  l i f e  and s e l f -  

r e s p e c t .  I n  t h e  l a t e  1 8 9 0 1 s ,  Stephen Crane h a d ,  i n  Maggie: A 

G i r l  of t h e  S t r e e t s ,  s e t  down t h e  f i r s t  p o r t r a i t  of  t h e  American 

tough guy: 

Down t h e  avenue came b o a s t f u l l y  s a u n t e r i n g  a  l a d  
of s i x t e e n  y e a r s ,  a l t h o u g h  t h e  c h r o n i c  s n e e r  of 
an  i d e a l  manhood a l r e a d y  s a t  upon h i s  l i p s .  H i s  
h a t  was t i p p e d  ove r  h i s  eye  w i t h  a n  a i r  of cha l -  
l e n g e .  Between h i s  t e e t h  a  c igar-s tump was t i l t -  
ed  a t  t h e  a n g l e  of d e f i a n c e .  He walked w i t h  a  
c e r t a i g  swing of t h e  s h o u l d e r s  which a p p a l l e d  t h e  
t i m i d .  

James T .  F a r r e l l ,  a  Chicagoan who thoroughly  unders tood  n o t  

on ly  t h e  forms of t h i s  b e h a v i o r ,  b u t  t h e i r  g e n e s i s ,  s a i d  i n  h i s  

e s s a y  " S o c i a l  Themes i n  American Realism" : 

The c l a s s ,  g roup  and r a c i a l  t e n s i o n s  i n  American 
s o c i e t y  produce f r u s t r a t i o n s  and v i o l e n c e  when 
t h e r e  i s  a  wor ld  o r  s o c i e t y  o f  i s o l a t e d  and more- 
o r - l e s s  e s t r a n g e d  i n d i v i d u a l s  who e x p r e s s  t h e i r  
n a t u r e s  i n  a  savage  p e r s o n a l  s t r u g g l e  of  v a n i t i e s .  
When you do n o t  e x p r e s s  your  v a n i t y  th rough  money 
o r  s o c i a l  p o s i t i o n ,  you do i t  by your  f i s t s ,  by 
your s e x u a l  c o n q u e s t s ,  and by your language of 
i n s u l t  and a g g r e s s i o n .  9  

The s t o r y  of  Bruno Bicek ,  a l i a s  L e f t y  B iceps ,  a l i a s  t h e  

P o l i s h  White Hope, a l i a s  The Modern K e t c h e l ,  a l i a s  Powerhouse, 

r e p r e s e n t s  n o t  j u s t  t h e  f a c t s  of t h e  e x i s t e n c e  F a r r e l l  d e f i n e s ,  



but the ultimate logic of that existence. In Algren's most 

naturalistic novel, the only "connection" between people is put 

nicely, in Polish, by Bonifacy Konstantine, the "greenhorn" bar- 

ber and neighborhood crime czar, this novel's Father Fagin. His 

homily? "Grzmoty zabili diabla, - a diabla zabili rzyda." The 

village wisdom translates well into American, so well that it 

could stand beneath Whitman's lines as a second epigraph: "When 

1 1  the thunder kills a devil, then a devil kills a Jew. Only power 

connects people in Never Come Morning, and the logic of power in 

this novel is that it always derives from above, is always de- 

structive, and while destroying its possessor, can simultaneously 

be used to destroy a weaker inhabitant further down in hell: a 

I I Chicago great" chain of "being." This is a hopeless book, 

because either the appropriation of, or the failure to gain, the 

only available kind of power means the destruction of the sub- 

ject. And one has to play. There is no "other" or "new" world 

to escape to. . 
So soon, then, after their coming to America as wretched 

refuse of their teeming shores, tired, poor, huddled - et cetera, 

and, as the national mythologists would have it, full of hope at 

the sight of the lamp lifted at the golden door, the immigrants 

in Chicago's Polishtown realize the new world endorses the brutal 

proverbs of the old, not rhetorically, but effectively. The 

barber has a parrot for a pet, and his "boys" come anxiously to 

the shop's back room for assignments, to negotiate percentages, 

and for confirmation of the conviction that "ever'thin's 



crooked ."  A f t e r  g e t t i n g  b e a t  s i l l y  i n  t h e  c o u r s e  of  throwing h i s  

l a s t  f i g h t ,  "Casimir  Benkowski from Cor tez  S t r e e t ,  c a l l e d  Casey 

by t h e  boys and Kasimierz  by t h e  g i r l s "  (NCM 5 )  a r r i v e s  a t  t h e  

B a r b e r ' s  back room: 

The f e a t h e r w e i g h t  paused i n  t h e  doorway g r i n n i n g  
i n  t o o t h l e s s  embarrassment.  He had seen  t h i s  room 
a  thousand days  of h i s  l i f e  and wished he  had seen  
i t  n o t  once .  I n  i t  he  had become a  b i c y c l e  t h i e f  
when he  was t e n ,  a  pimp when he  was f o u r t e e n ,  and 
a  p r e l i m i n a r y  boy a t  s i x t e e n .  Now, a t  twenty-nine,  
he had come, w i t h  t h e  a l l e y  l i g h t  behind him, t o  
l e a r n  what t h e  room wished him n e x t  t o  become. 

(E 4 )  

The o ld-count ry  m o t h e r s ,  Bruno ' s  and S t e f f i ' s ,  d i e  s lowly  i n  back 

rooms, o r  s e l l  " P o l i s h  pop" t o  t h e  young men whose E n g l i s h  was 

g o t t e n  i n  pool  h a l l s ,  j a i l s ,  and i n  t h e  cave rns  under t h e  E l ;  t h e  

young men who have seldom o r  neve r  worked become d e v i o u s ,  g l i b ,  

v i o l e n t  c r i m i n a l s ;  t h e  young women s e l l  themselves  cheap t o  

e i t h e r  t h e  packinghouse owners o r  t o  whorehouse cus tomers .  

It wou ldn ' t  have he lped  a t  a l l ,  I ' m  s u r e ,  t o  have had 

Democratic V i s t a s  t r a n s l a t e d  and g i v e n  t o  immigrants a s  a  warnL 

i n g .  Whitman, though,  had o f t e n  been a s  p e n e t r a t i n g  i n  h i s  

look ing  a t  t h e  f a c t s  of h i s  p r e s e n t  a s  he  wished t o  be p r e s c i e n t  

and hope fu l  about  t h e  c o u n t r y ' s  f u t u r e .  Democratic V i s t a s  i s  

e i t h e r  approved of o r  d i s p a r a g e d ,  by t h o s e  who haven'  t c a r e f u l l y  

r e a d  i t ,  a s  a  k i n d  of ex tended  homage t o  America, p a s t ,  p r e s e n t ,  

and f u t u r e .  I f  i t  i s  p a t r i o t i s m ,  i t  i s  n o t  s imp le  p a t r i o t i s m .  

It  e x p r e s s e s  hope f o r  what cou ld  be i n  America, and r e v u l s i o n  a t  

what was.  P re se rved  th rough  imagines ,  Algren '  s  memory o f  t h o s e  

paying f o r  t h e  p r o g r e s s  of  c i v i l i z a t i o n  had a s  i t s  p r edeces so r  



not only Stephen Crane's Maggie, or Upton Sinclair's work, or 

Jack London's or Theodore Dreiser's, but also a good part of Walt 

Whitman's. Moments came to Whitman when he saw clearly enough, 

and demanded that others see, the human products of the energies 

he sometimes lauded: 

Confess that to severe eyes, using the moral micro- 
scope upon humanity, a sort of dry and flat Sahara 
appears, these cities, crowded with petty grotesques, 
malformations, phantoms, playing meaningless an- 
tics. Confess that everywhere, in shop, street, 
church, theatre, bar-room, official chair, are per- 
vading flippancy and vulgarity, low cunning, in•’ i- 
delity--everywhere the youth puny, impudent, 
foppish, prematurely ripe--everywhere an abnormal 
libidinousness , unhealthy forms, male, female, 
painted, padded, dyed, chignon' d, muddy complexions, 
bad blood, the capacity for good motherhood deceas- 
ing or deceas'd, shallow notions of beauty, with a 
range of manners, or rather lack of manners, (con- 
sidering the advantages enjoy' d, ioprobably the 
meanest to be seen in the world. 

The condition whitman identifies, which had only worsened 

seventy years later when Algren was writing, is precisely "the 

disintegration of order in a spatially unified social group, the 

estrangement inflicted upon an entire city. "I1 As I have noted, 

this is a primary sense of the city experienced as grotesque. 

The disintegration is plural in Never Come Morning, the estrange- 

ment is fatal, and the city of Chicago is wholly grotesque. A 

productive system in collapse thoroughly marginalized significant 

proportions of every city population in the 1930s, and the ways 

in which the marginalized would negotiate their continued exist- 

ence within a disintegrating society made of them stunted, suffo- 

cated, punished, and degraded deviants from what Fanger calls, 

with appropriately punctuated irony, "a conventional ( 'natural' ) 



norm" ( F  231) .  To be u n w i l l i n g l y  exc luded  from a n  a l i e n a t i n g  

sys tem o f  l a b o r  i s  t o  be doubly e s t r a n g e d ,  t o  be f u r t h e r  d i s t o r t -  

ed  r a t h e r  t h a n  r e s t o r e d  t o  wholeness .  I n  a  s e r i e s  of what 

Bakht in  c a l l e d  "ch rono topes , "  Algren d i s p l a y s  t h e  e x t e n t  t o  which 

t h e  monstrous  and t h e  obscene h o l d  sway i n  t h e  l i v e s  i n  t h e  

shadows of p r o g r e s s .  

The g e n e t i c  l o c u s  of Bruno ' s  u rban  a n i m a l i t y ,  i n  i t s e l f  a  

g r o t e s q u e  ming l ing  of t h e  human and non-human, i s  t h e  cave  under 

t h e  p l a t f o r m  of t h e  D i v i s i o n  S t r e e t  E l  s t a t i o n .  Bruno ' s  a t t a c h -  

ment t o  t h i s  s p o t  beg ins  e a r l y  enough, and t h e  l e s s o n s  l ea rned  

t h e r e  e s s e n t i a l l y  de te rmine  t h e  c o u r s e  of  h i s  (presumably)  s h o r t  

l i f e .  The e a r l i e s t  memories most humans a r e  c a p a b l e  of r e c a l l i n g  

come back t o  Bruno l i k e  t h i s :  " th rough  t h e  s i c k n e s s  and h e a t  of 

h i s  t h i r d  summer he  had s l e p t  q u i e t l y  on ly  under  t h e  shadow of 

t h e D i v i s i o n S t r e e t  s t a t i o n .  I n  t h e h e a r t  of t h e  c i t y ,  i n  t h e  

h e a t  of  midsummer, t h e  p l a t f o r m  had s h e l t e r e d  him. Now he  remern- 

bered t h e  sun  a s  a  h o s t i l e  t h i n g  coming between E l  t i e s ;  remem- 

bered  s u n l i g h t  a s  o t h e r s  r e c a l l  i t  s e e n  f i r s t  th rough  t r e e s  o r  

c l imbing  v i n e s "  ( 2 9 ) .  Algren  p r e s e n t s  Bruno ' s  ch i ldhood  i n  

v i g n e t t e s  a s  h o r r i f y i n g  a s  t h o s e  of D i c k e n s ' s  J o  of  Tom-All- 

A l o n e ' s  i n  Bleak House. The "unde r f ed ,  s h o e l e s s  s  ix-year-old  of  

t h e  cageworked c i t y ' s  c u r b s  and walks" (NCM 30) f i n d s  i n  t h e  l a i r  

under  t h e  E l  p l a t f o r m  a  k i n d  of r eve r se - sac red  p l a c e ,  i n  t h a t  t h e  

I I l i t t e r e d  p l a c e s  under  t h e  s t e e p  D i v i s i o n  s t r e e t  s t e p s "  (g  29) 

a r e  owned by no  one .  I n  t h e  i n f a n c y  o f  h i s  c o n s c i o u s n e s s ,  Bruno 

a c t s  on t h e  p o s t u l a t e  t h a t  t h e  c o r o l l a r y  of owning n o t h i n g ,  and 



I I of f o r e v e r  b e i n g  i n  t h e  way,"  i s  s e e k i n g  t h e  p l a c e  i n  t h e  c i t y  

t h a t  no  one owns, and which i s  w h o l l y  o u t  o f  t h e  way of  t h e  

n o r m a t i v e  t r a f f i c  o f  " p e o p l e  who l i v e d  i n  h o u s e s  and  n o t  b e h i n d  

s t o r e s  o r  above poolrooms" (NCM 2 9 ) .  I n  t h i s  u n d e r w o r l d ,  Bruno 

and t h e  o t h e r  ne ighborhood  k i d s  s h o o t  r a t s  w i t h  s t o l e n  BB g u n s ,  

s l e e p  and  e a t  i n  p r e f e r e n c e  t o  g o i n g  back t o  t h e  s t o v e - h e a t e d  

I I rooms i n  which t h e y  a r e  a lways  " i n  t h e  way, a n d ,  w i t h  d i c e  o r  

worn c a r d s ,  h a v i n g  n o  money, gamble " f o r  c h a n c e s  t o  mock e a c h  

o t h e r ' '  : 

[ T l h e  l o s e r  had t o  dance  f o o l i s h l y  a b o u t  f o r  a  
m i n u t e  w i t h  one  thumb on t h e  p o i n t  of  h i s  c a p  
and t h e  o t h e r  on  h i s  b u t t o c k s ,  making h i m s e l f  
a s  o b s c e n e ,  b e f o r e  t h e  o t h e r s ,  a s  t h e  l i g h t  
from above  p e r m i t t e d .  (NCM 3 0 )  

I t  i s  h e r e  t h a t  t h e  a d o l e s c e n t s  c o m p r i s i n g  t h e  "Baldhead 

True-American S  . A . C .  " - - l a t e  t h e  "Twenny-six Ward W a r r i o r s  S o c i a l  

I I a n '  A t h l e t i c  C lubw-- lea rned  t o  s h o o t  d i c e  and  d r i n k  and raunch  

b r o a d s  ." I t  i s  h e r e  t h e y  s h a r e  t h e i r  knowledge of t h e  ward ,  and . 
o f  t h e  g r e a t e r  w o r l d :  

" 0 1 '  F i r e b a l l  g e t s  t h i s  crow t '  come up ' n  l o o k  
a t  h i s  books you-- l ike  a  N o r t ' w e s t e r n  co-ed s h e  
l o o k e d .  h e r  h a i r  done U D  i n  t h e  back ' n  e v e r '  t h i n '  
- -In d i y  g e t  i n  da  f  house  ' n  dey a i n ' t  a  
book i n  da  f  p l a c e  ' n  s h e  s a y s  w h e r e ' s  d '  
books vou? 0 1 '  F i r e b a l l  h e  i u s t  s a v s  0  dem-- 
d e r e  o b t  g e t t i n '  r e b i n d e d .  i[ou." 4 0 )  

"How'd you l i k e  t o  g o  t o  t h a t  Chink whorehouse?" 
he  a s k e d .  "The Chinks  s e n d  h a l f  t h e i r  money back  
t o  t h e  e m D ' r ' r  f o r  w a r s  ' n  s t u f f  l i k e  t h a t - -  
t h e y ' r e  g;eat on  t h a t ,  L e f t '  . Say- -Lef t t - -  
You wanna t a l k  i n  Chink? I t ' s  e a s y ,  L e f t ' ,  I ' l l  
l e a r n  y a ,  i t ' s  j u s t  E n g l i s h  b a c k e r d s  i s  a l l  . . . . ' I  

( E M  4 8 )  

I t  i s  h e r e ,  i n  t h e  w a s t e - p l a c e  u n d e r  t h e  E l ,  t h a t  y o u t h  



I I forms t h e  l i n e a m e n t s  of  a  g r a t i f y i n g w o r l d :  g e t t i n g  j o b s  and 

g e t t i n g  m a r r i e d ,  g e t t i n g  t o  be b ig - t ime  book i e s  and p o l i t i c i a n s ,  

g e t t i n g  t h e  women and  g e t t i n g  t h e  money, g e t t i n g  a u t o g r a p h  m i t t s  

and f r e e  b e e r  a t  p i c n i c s ,  g o i n g  t o  wedding and dances  and pa r -  

t i e s ,  g e t t i n g  what t h e y  wanted and  g o i n g  where t h e y  p l ea sed"  (NCM - 

4 1 ) .  I n  t h e  meantime,  b e f o r e  t h e y  g r a d u a t e  t o  j a c k - r o l l i n g  and 

pimping,  boo t - l egg ing  and s t r o n g a r m i n g ,  i t ' s  penny c r a p s  f o r  

Bruno and F i r e b a l l ,  F inge r  Idzikowsky,  Knothole  Chmura, John from 

t h e  S c h l i t z  J o i n t ,  Corner-Pockets  and  Punch-drunk Czwartek ,  penny 

c r a p s  and hunge r ,  hunger  f o r  f o o d ,  f o r  t o b a c c o ,  hunger  f o r  

Things  you cou ldn '  t 1 i v e  a n o t h e r  hou r  w i t h o u t ,  
t h i n g s  t h a t  were y o u r s  and y e t  n o t  y o u r s :  a  
s t e a d y  j o b ,  a  s t e a d y  g i r l ,  a  c l e a n  p l a c e  t o  
s l e e p  where you c o u l d  be  w i t h  t h e  g i r l  wi th -  
o u t  h e r  whole f a m i l y  and you r  whole f a m i l y  and 
eve ry  s p r o u t  i n  t h e  b l o c k  knowing e x a c t l y  where 
t h e  two of  you were and maybe l i s t e n i n g  a t  t h e  
p a r t i t i o n  t o o .  And j e e r i n g  t h e  g i r l  on  t h e  
s t r e e t  a b o u t  i t  a n  hour  a f t e r .  (NCM 32)  

I t  i s  t h e s e  t h i n g s ,  i n  B runo ' s  w o r l d ,  " t h a t  made you a  man . 
i f  you pos se s sed  them, o r  a  wolf - - i f  you were  born  where such  

t h i n g s  were  o n l y  t o  t h e  h u n t e r "  (NCM - 3 2 ) .  The c r u x  o f  t h i s  book 

i s  i t s  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  of  a  w o r l d ,  i n  which s p a c e  and t ime  a r e  

e q u a l l y  c o n s t i t u t i v e ,  o n l y  a  few ne ighborhoods  away from y o u r s  o r  

mine ,  where t h e  c o n d i t i o n s  of l i f e  a r e  such  t h a t  b e i n g  a  hun te r - -  

o r  b e i n g  prey-- is  i n e s c a p a b l e ,  and b e i n g  a  man--or a  woman-- 

i m p o s s i b l e .  The g e n e r a t i o n s  o l d e r  t h a n  Bruno ' s  have  made a  wor ld  

i n  t h e  m i d s t  of  Chicago t h a t  A lg ren  r e n d e r s  a l m o s t  a s  a  v i l l a g e  

s c e n e ,  l o u d ,  s imp le  and  v i t a l :  

I n  t h e  ha l f -da rkened  D i v i s i o n  S t r e e t  pospodas  



b e e r  was a  n i c k e l  a  g l a s s  and t h e  b i g  b a s s  j u k e s  
p l a y e d  o n l y  P o l i s h  s o n g s .  Three  o v e r s i z e  P o l i s h  
p iano-accord ions  p l a y e d  "I Want Some Sea-Food, Mama ," 
a t  t h e  same t ime  t h a t  t h e  j uke  p l a y e d  t h e  " P O  

Zawabie P o l k a , "  and each  t r y i n g  t o  drown t h e  o t h e r  
o u t  s o  t h a t  you c o u l d n ' t  h e a r  what t h e  drunk be- 
s i d e  you ,  w i t h  h i s  head on t h e  b a r ,  was t r y i n g  t o  
s i n g  a t  a l l .  But you c o u l d  t e l l  what t h e  g i r l s  
were s i n g i n g ,  and  i f  you d i d n ' t  s m i l e  back t h e y  
stamped t h e i r  f e e t  a n g r i l y  a t  you.  (NCM 3 2 )  

T h i s  g e n r e  p a i n t i n g  o f  P o l i s h  Chicago i s  a  wor ld  o f  h i s t o r i -  

c a l  e x p e r i e n c e  away from Bruno ' s  shadow-barred h a l f - w o r l d .  Even 

t h i s  s t e e l - w o r k e r ' s  n i g h t  o u t ,  even  t h i s  ne ighborhood g i r l ' s  

s o n g f u l ,  b r a s s y  t ime  b e f o r e  m a r r i a g e ,  even t h i s  o l d  man ' s  warm, 

boozy numbness be long  t o  t h e  o l d  w o r l d ,  t o  t h e  g e n e r a t i o n s  t h a t  

co u ld  and would work.  B runo ' s  wor ld  grows up under  t h e  E l ,  and 

i t s  e f f l o r e s c e n c e  i s  c r i m i n a l ,  o b s c e n e ,  and  c u t  o f f  from " repro-  

d u c t i o n ,  from a  p r o g r e s s i o n  o f  g e n e r a t i o n s ,  from t h e  s t r u c t u r e s  

of t h e  f a m i l y  and t h e  c l a n "  ( D I  1 2 8 ) .  For  i t  i s  under  t h e  E l  - 

t h a t  Bruno imbibes  The Code, t h e  d i s e a s e d  p r e s c r i p t i o n  o f  bro-  

the rhood  t h a t  compels  h im,  once h e  h a s  " scored"  w i t h  S t e f f i ,  and 
6 

a g a i n s t  a  p e r s i s t i n g  d e s i r e  f o r  decency ,  t o  p a s s  h e r  a round  t o  

h i s  "mob." The gang-sp lash  under  t h e  E l  t r a c k s  i s  h o r r o r  a f t e r  

h o r r o r ,  b u t  i n  a  q u i t e  d i f f e r e n t  way t h a n  Cass McKay, a  f r o z e n ,  

ba re ly -an imated  s l e e p w a l k e r ,  r e a c t e d  t o  t h e  r a p e  o f  t h e  b l a c k  

woman, Bruno responds  t o  S t e f f i ' s  b r u t a l i z a t i o n  and h i s  own 

h u m i l i a t i o n  w i t h  agony ,  c l own i sh  agony and excuse-making and 

b o a s t f u l n e s s .  When a l l  o f  t h a t ,  and t h e  booze he  downs s l u g  

a f t e r  s l u g ,  f a i l s  t o  d u l l  B runo ' s  s e n s e s  t o  t h e  a b y s s  t h a t  h a s  

opened ,  h e  provokes  a  f i g h t ,  s a y i n g  t o  a  Greek i n  t h e  l i n e  on t h e  

s t r e e t  above t h e  s h e d ,  " ' B e a t  i t ,  Sheeny,  t h i s  i s  a  w h i t e  man ' s  



par ty" '  (NCM - 7 3 ) .  Bruno ' s  boo t  c a t c h e s  t h e  G r e e k ' s  jaw when h e ' s  

down, t h e  neck b r e a k s ,  and " t hey  s t o o d ,  l o o k i n g  b l i n d l y  down, a  

dozen bald-headed P o l e s  w i t h  a  warehouse shadow a c r o s s  t h e i r  

s k u l l s "  (NCM 7 4 ) .  S t e f f i  h a s  c r i e d  o u t  " ' N e x t !  "' a l l  t h rough  

t h i s  s c e n e ,  d runk ,  " l augh ing  a  l a u g h  l i k e  a  s i n g l e  drawn-out s o b ,  

h a r d  a s  a  man i n  h a n d c u f f s  l aughs"  (NCM - 7 4 ) .  When F i r e b a l l  and 

C a t f o o t  d r a g  h e r  t o  t h e  B a r b e r ' s ,  f o r  t h e  Barber  knows how t o  

make o v e r  damaged goods i n t o  p ro f  i t -making mach inery ,  he  l o o k s  

down a t  " t h e  f r a i l  o l i v e  t h i n g  on t h e  couch" and t e l l s  h e r  

" 'Grzmoty z a b i l i  d i a b l a , '  . . a s  though t a l k i n g  t o  h i s  mad 

p a r r o t ,  'The  t hunde r  k i l l e d  t h e  d e v i l .  "' And y e a r s  b e f o r e ,  t h e  

good,  g r a y  p o e t  w r o t e :  

You s a i d  i n  your  s o u l ,  I w i l l  be  empi re  o f  e m p i r e s ,  
overshadowing a l l  e l s e ,  p a s t  and  p r e s e n t ,  p u t t i n g  
t h e  h i s t o r y  o f  Old-world d y n a s t i e s ,  c o n q u e s t s  be- 
h i n d  me, a s  o f  no  account--making a  new h i s t o r y ,  
a  h i s t o r y  o f  democracy,  making o l d  h i s t o r y  a  dwarf 
--I a l o n e  i n a u g u r a t i n g  l a r g e n e s s ,  c u l m i n a t i n g  t ime .  
I f  t h e s e ,  0 l a n d s  o f  America ,  a r e  i ndeed  t h e  p r i z e s ,  
t h e  d e t e r m i n a t i o n s  of  your  s o u l ,  be i t  s o .  But be- ' 

h o l d  t h e  c o s t ,  and a l r e a d y  specimens  o f  t h e  c o s t .  
(W 990)  

I n  t h e  b a l a n c e  of  Never Come Morning, t h e  punishment ,  

B runo ' s  and o t h e r ' s ,  i s  r e a l i z e d  i n  two c h r o n o t o p e s ,  t h e  l i n e - u p  

and t h e  whorehouse p a r l o r ,  which a r e  new t o  t h i s  n o v e l ,  and a  

t h i r d ,  t h e  g roup  of  j a i l  c e l l s  known a s  a  " t a n k , "  which was 

c e n t r a l  t o  A l g r e n ' s  f i r s t  n o v e l .  These i n s t i t u t i o n s  o f  modern 

s o c i e t y  p r o v i d e  Algren n o t  o n l y  w i t h  t h e  peop l e  whom he  canno t  

deny ,  i f  he  wishes  t o  be  human h i m s e l f ,  b u t  a l s o  w i t h  i n d i c a t i o n s  

t h a t  a  whol ly  t r a g i c ,  o r  even  whol ly  s e r i o u s  r e a c t i o n  t o  t h e i r  



pred icaments  i s  c e r t a i n l y  n o t  e q u a l  t o  r e a l i t y ,  and probably  n o t  

h e l p f u l  i n  p r e s e r v i n g  t h e  c a p a c i t y  t o  r e a c t  t o  i t  a s  a  human. 

The l i ne -ups  and whorehouse p a r l o r s ,  i n  t h i s  and i n  subse-  

I I quen t  n o v e l s  by Algren ,  a r e  ch rono top ic  i n  t h a t  t h e i r  s p a c i a l  

and temporal  i n d i c a t o r s  a r e  f u s e d  i n t o  one c a r e f u l l y  thought -ou t ,  

c o n c r e t e  whole.  Time, a s  i t  were ,  t h i c k e n s ,  t a k e s  on f l e s h ,  

becomes a r t i s t i c a l l y  v i s i b l e ;  l i k e w i s e ,  s p a c e  becomes charged  and 

r e spons ive  t o  t h e  movements of  t i m e ,  p l o t  and h i s t o r y "  (DI - 8 4 ) .  

Bakht in  i n s i s t s  on such a  f u s i o n  bo th  because  t h e  r e s u l t i n g  

chronotopes  a r e  i d e n t i f i a b l e  and u s a b l e  a s  g e n e r i c  memory, and 

because  t h e i r  "bodied" t ime and h i s t o r i c i z e d  space  combat t h e  

e f f o r t s  of a u t h o r i t a r i a n  c o n v e n t i o n a l i t y  t o  a b s o l u t i z e  i t s  own 

a b s t r a c t  p r e c e p t s ,  and t o  r e n d e r  m a t e r i a l  humanity i p s o  f a c t o  

c r i m i n a l  and obscene .  The t r u t h s  of c o n v e n t i o n a l  m o r a l i t y  a r e  

t e s t e d  i n  t h e s e  ch rono topes ,  and found t o  be n o t  s o  much l a c k i n g  

a s  l y i n g .  The l o g i c  of o b s c e n i t y  g e n e r a t e s ' ,  i n  t h e  a l e r t  a r t i s t ,  

a  co r r e spond ing  r e a l i z a t i o n  of t h e  mendaci ty  t o  be opposed: . 
The v u l g a r  c o n v e n t i o n a l i t y  t h a t  pervades  human l i f e  
m a n i f e s t s  i t s e l f  f i r s t  and foremos t  a s  a  f e u d a l  
s t r u c t u r e ,  w i t h  something l i k e  a  f e u d a l  ideo logy  
downplaying t h e  r e l e v a n c e  of s p a t i a l  and tempora l  
c a t e g o r i e s .  Hypocrisy and f a l s e h o o d  s a t u r a t e  a l l  
human r e l a t i o n s h i p s .  The h e a l t h y  " n a t u r a l "  func- 
t i o n s  of  human n a t u r e  a r e  f u l f i l l e d ,  s o  t o  speak ,  
only  i n  ways t h a t  a r e  con t raband  and savage ,  be- 
cause  t h e  r e i g n i n g  ideo logy  w i l l  n o t  s a n c t i o n  
them. T h i s  i n t r o d u c e s  f a l s ehood  and d u p l i c i t y  
i n t o  a l l  human l i f e .  A l l  i d e o l o g i c a l  fo rms ,  t h a t  
i s ,  i n s t i t u t i o n s ,  become h y p o c r i t i c a l  and f a l s e ,  
w h i l e  r e a l  l i f e ,  den i ed  any i d e o l o g i c a l  d i r e c t i v e s ,  
becomes c rude  and b e s t i a l .  (DI - 162) 

The neighborhood t r a n s l a t i o n  of t h i s  comes when Bruno t e l l s  

t h e  Widow Rostenkowski " ' ~ v e r '  t h i n ' s  c rooked ,  Widow, "' and when 



S t e f f i ,  be ing  l e d  down t h e  E l  s t a t i o n  s t e p s ,  r e p l i e s  t o  Bruno ' s  

1 1  I Don' t  you t r u s t  m e ? " ' w i t h ,  " ' I  got t o  t r u s t  you now. But i t ' s  

l i k e  an ima l s .  I t  makes me c r y  you.  1 I '  When Algren c o n s t r u c t s  t h e  

l ine -up  ch rono tope ,  o r  t h e  t h i r d - d e g r e e  s c e n e s ,  t h e  r e a d e r  must 

unders tand  t h a t ,  l i k e  C 6 l i n e ,  Algren  was convinced t h a t  "a lmos t  

every  d e s i r e  a  poor man h a s  i s  a  p u n i s h a b l e  o f f e n c e .  " I 2  These 

I I d e s i r e s ,  l i k e  Bruno 's  hungers  t h a t  c o u l d  waken and keep a  man i n  

t r o u b l e  f o r  t h e  r e s t  of  h i s  l i f e "  (E 3 2 ) ,  a r e  t h e  a s s e r t i o n  of 

t h e  b o d i l y  and t h e  m a t e r i a l  i n  t h e  f a c e  o f  t h e  a b s t r a c t  and t h e  

i n s t r u m e n t a l .  The 1 ine-up,  which Algren  a l o n e  among t w e n t i e t h -  

c e n t u r y  w r i t e r s  bo th  knew about  and r e a l i z e d  t h e  s i g n i f i c a n c e  o f ,  

i s  t h e  t ime and p l a c e  o f  t h e  agon between t h e  inhumanly a u t h o r i -  

t a r i a n  and t h e  d e s p e r a t e l y  human g r o t e s q u e :  

The v e t  s t e p p e d  forward  once more. 
"You went home j u s t  l i k e  he  t o l d  you?" 
I I Yes s i r .  I I 

"And p i cked  up a  Lueger ' n  came back t o  u se  i t  
on him--is t h a t  r i g h t ? "  

1' Yes s i r .  I I . 
I I You're  lucky  a n  o f f i c e r  came a l o n g  t o  t a k e  t h a t  

t h i n g  o f f  you.  You'd be s t a n d i n g  up t h e r e  f o r  
murder i f  he  hadn ' t - -you r e a l i z e  t h a t ? "  

' 1  Yes s i r .  I I 

"You're p r e t t y  c o o l  about  i t .  11 

I I 11 I ' m  a  v e t e r a n .  
"What t h e  h e l l  h a s  t h a t  g o t  t o  do w i t h  i t ? "  

c a p t a i n  a s k e d ,  e x a s p e r a t e d  a t  l a s t ,  "I saw a s  much 
over  t h e r e  a s  you d i d .  I I 

The l i t t l e  man seemed t o  f i n d  Tenczara  w i t h  h i s  
eyes  a t  l a s t .  And snapped l i k e  a  mongrel h e l d  
where i t  cannot  move. 

"It wasn' t you who g o t  shoved."  ( N C M  - 138-39) 

The l a s t  l i n e  p r o v i d e s  t h e  p i v o t  s o  e s s e n t i a l  t o  A l g r e n ' s  

d r ama t i c  u se  of t h e s e  s c e n e s .  On h e a r i n g  i t ,  t h e  i n t e r r o g a t i n g  

c a p t a i n  "lowered h i s  g l a n c e  t o  h i s  desk  a s  though he  were t h e  



11 g u i l t y  man. The l i n e - u p  i s  u s e d  by t h e  p o l i c e  t o  i n t e r r o g a t e  

s u s p e c t s  a n d  d e t e r m i n e  g u i l t ;  A l g r e n  u s e s  i t  t o  i n t e r r o g a t e  t h e  

s y s t e m  t h a t  p r o d u c e s  t h e  c r i m i n a l ,  and  t o  make c l e a r  t h e  compl i -  

c i t y  o f  a c c u s o r s ,  i n t e r r o g a t o r s  a n d  s p e c t a t o r s  i n  t h a t  produc-  

t i o n .  The c r i m e s  o f  wh ich  A l g r e n ' s  s u b j e c t s  a r e  a c c u s e d  a r e  

i n v a r i a b l y  l e s s  m o n s t r o u s ,  a n d  i n  f a c t  f l o w  f rom,  t h e  g r e a t e r  

c r i m e  o f  a  s o c i e t y  o r g a n i z e d  t o  p r o d u c e  a n d  p r o t e c t  p r o p e r t y .  I t  

i s  a  g r e a t e r  c r i m e  b e c a u s e  t h e  h y p o s t a t i z a t i o n  o f  t h a t  p r o d u c t i v e  

p r o c e s s  e n t a i l s  what  Guy Debord h a s  c a l l e d  " t h e  p e r f e c t i o n  o f  

s e p a r a t i o n .  " I 3  By t h i s  i s  meant  t h e  wreckage  o f  e v e n  t h e  memory 

o f ,  and  t h e  c a p a c i t y  t o  i m a g i n e ,  a  human community b a s e d  on 

h u m a n i t y ' s  n e e d s  r a t h e r  t h a n  t h e  w a n t s  o f  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l s  who 

p r o f i t  f rom e s t r a n g e d  l a b o r .  The l i n e - u p  i s  t h e  s t a g e  f o r  t h e  

11 c u l l i n g  o f  t h e  i m p e r f e c t l y  s e p a r a t e d ,  t h a t  i s ,  t h o s e  whose come- 

backs"  t o  t h e  i n t e r r o g a t o r  p e r s i s t e n t l y  r e v e a l  t h e  s e p a r a t i v e  

h o r r o r  of  The American C e n t u r y .  The l i n e - u p  t h u s  becomes a  . 
p u n i s h i n g  a p p a r a t u s  c o n n e c t e d  t o  t h e  p r o d u c t i v e  a p p a r a t u s ;  i t  

s o r t s  t h e  c i t i z e n r y  by g r a d a t i o n s  o f  d e f e a t e d n e s s .  A l g r e n  a s -  

s i g n e d  h i m s e l f  t o  t h i s  segment  o f  t h e  B ig  L i n e  n e i t h e r  a s  a  

f u n c t i o n a r y  n o r  a  v i c t i m ,  b u t  a s  a  m e m o r i a l i s t .  H i s  e x p l i c i t  

I 1  11 c r i t i q u e  o f  m i d d l e  c l a s s  p e r c e p t i o n ,  o r  d y s - p e r c e p t i o n ,  was t o  

f o l l o w  t h e  w r i t i n g  o f  The Man w i t h  t h e  Golden A r m ,  b u t  a l r e a d y  i n  

Never Come Morning h e  h a s  d i s c o v e r e d  a  way o f  p r e s e r v i n g  t h e  

I I memory of  t h o s e  mangled by t h e  m a c h i n e r y  o f  a  p r o g r e s s i n g "  

c i v i l i z a t i o n .  I n  d o i n g  s o ,  h e  c o n s c i o u s l y  o v e r t u r n s  what  Thomas 

P a i n e ,  a t  t h e  o u t s e t  o f  t h e  American n a t i o n ' s  e x p e r i e n c e ,  c a l l e d  



' 'good f o r  tune" : 

It  i s  t h e  good f o r t u n e  of many t o  l i v e  d i s t a n t  
from t h e  s cene  of sor row;  t h e  e v i l  i s  n o t  s u f f i -  
c i e n t l y  brought  t o  t h e i r  doo r s  t o  make them f e e l  
t h e  p r e c a r i o u f g e s s  w i t h  which American p r o p e r t y  
i s  p o s s e s s e d .  

To make p r o p e r t i e d  Americans f e e l  t h a t  p r e c a r i o u s n e s s  was t o  

11 u s e  t h e  chronotope t o  w r i t e  dangerous" h i s t o r y ,  i n  Wal ter  

Benjamin' s  s e n s e :  

To a r t i c u l a t e  t h e  p a s t  h i s t o r i c a l l y  does  n o t  mean 
11 t o  r e c o g n i z e  i t  t h e  way i t  r e a l l y  was" (Ranke) .  

I t  means t o  s e i z e  h o l d  of  a  memory a s  i t  f l a s h e s  
up a t  a  moment of  dange r .  H i s t o r i c a l  m a t e r i a l i s m  
wishes  t o  r e t a i n  t h a t  image of  t h e  p a s t  which un- 
e x p e c t e d l y  appea r s  t o  man s i n g l e d  o u t  by h i s t o r y  
a t  a  moment of  dange r .  The danger  a f f e c t s  b o t h  
t h e  c o n t e n t  of  t h e  t r a d i t i o n  and i t s  r e c e i v e r s .  
The same t h r e a t  hangs o v e r  bo th :  t h a t  of  becoming 
a  t o o l  of t h e  r u l i n g  c l a s s e s .  I n  eve ry  e r a  t h e  
a t t emp t  must be made anew t o  w r e s t  t r a d i t i o n  away5 
from a  conformism t h a t  i s  about  t o  overpower i t .  

The conc lus ion  .of Benjamin 's  s t a t e m e n t  shou ld  make c l e a r  t h e  

d i f f e r e n c e  between A l g r e n ' s  works and t h e  e s s e n t i a l l y  d e f e a t e d  

I I and accomodat ion is t  tough guy" n o v e l ,  whether  produced by k 

Mickey S p i l l a n e  o r  a  Norman M a i l e r .  While t h e i r  works may be 

soaked w i t h  c r i m i n a l i t y ,  t h e y  a r e  n i h i l i s t i c ,  i m p l i c i t l y  a u t h o r i -  

t a r i a n ,  and v i r t u a l l y  empty of c u l t u r a l  c r i t i c i s m ,  t h a t  i s  t o  

s a y ,  t h e r e  a r e  no  moments of  dange r .  I n  t h e s e  n o v e l s  t h e  weak go 

t o  t h e  w a l l ;  women a r e  d o l l s  o r  vampi res ,  b u t  a lways  v i c t i m s  i n  

t h e  end ;  chaos  i s  h e l d  a t  bay by a  n e o - c l a s s i c i s t  h e r o - s t o i c .  

The e x t e r m i n a t i o n  of t h e  "geek" i s  l e g i t i m a t e d  i n  t h i s  t r a d i t i o n  

by t h e  c u l t u r a l l y - s a n c t i o n e d  scapegoa t ing  of t h e  l o s e r .  The 

d i f f e r e n c e  between t h i s  t r a d i t i o n  and A l g r e n ' s  work l i e s  i n  t h e  



l a t t e r ' s  deep accep tance  of Walt Whitman's "profound l e s s o n  of 

r e c e p t i o n ,  n o r  p r e f e r e n c e  no r  d e n i a l "  (W 298) .  Th i s  d i s t i n c t i o n  

i s  a l s o  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  of  t h e  e x c e p t i o n s  Algren  took t o  a lmos t  

every  "h igh  c u l t u r a l "  tendency and p roduc t  of  t h e  Uni ted S t a t e s ,  

and a  good p a r t  of mass c u l t u r e  a s  w e l l .  A t  v i r t u a l l y  no p o i n t  

i n  t h e  consc iousnes s  i n d u s t r y  cou ld  Algren s e e  t h e  endorsement by 

a c t i o n  of t h e  Whitmanic v a l u e s  of  r e c e p t i v e n e s s  and t o l e r a t i o n ,  

what Whitman c a l l e d  " s o l i d a r i t y " :  

The g r e a t  word S o l i d a r i t y  h a s  a r i s e n .  Of a l l  dangers  
t o  a  n a t i o n ,  a s  t h i n g s  e x i s t  i n  our  day ,  t h e r e  can  be 
no g r e a t e r  one t h a n  hav ing  c e r t a i n  p o r t i o n s  of t h e  
people  s e t  o f f  from t h e  r e s t  by a  l i n e  drawn--they 
n o t  p r i v i l e g e d  a s  o t h e r s ,  b u t  degraded ,  h u m i l i a t e d ,  
made of no a c c o u n t .  (W 949) 

The s u s p i c i o n  t h a t  s e p a r a t i o n  and es t rangement  were e f f e c -  

t i v e l y  e n f o r c e d  by American c i v i l i z a t i o n  was,  f o r  Whitman, t h e  

shadowed s i d e  of h i s  y e a r n i n g s  f o r  t h e  n a t i o n  t o  be  t r u e  t o  i t s  

p o s s i b i l i t i e s :  " t h e  f e a r  of  c o n f l i c t i n g  and i r r e c o n c i l a b l e  i n t e r -  

i o r s ,  and t h e  l a c k  of  a  common s k e l e t o n ,  k n i t t i n g  a l l  c l o s e ,  
' 

c o n t i n u a l l y  haun t s  me" (W 9 3 5 ) .  Even a s  he  saw t h e  c i t i e s  

"crowded w i t h  p e t t y  g r o t e s q u e s , "  he ex tended  h imse l f  t o  them i n  a  

democra t ic  f e a s t ,  and d i d  s o  i n  language t h a t ,  a s  we s h a l l  s e e ,  

s h a r e s  much w i t h  B a k h t i n ' s  concep t ion  of g r o t e s q u e  r e a l i s m :  

T h i s  i s  t h e  meal e q u a l l y  s e t ,  t h i s  t h e  meat f o r  n a t u r a l  
hunger ,  

It i s  f o r  t h e  wicked j u s t  t h e  same a s  t h e  r i g h t e o u s ,  I 
make appoin tments  w i t h  a l l ,  

I w i l l  n o t  have a  s i n g l e  pe r son  s l i g h t e d  o r  l e f t  away, 
The kept-woman, sponge r ,  t h i e f ,  a r e  hereby  i n v i t e d ,  
The heavy- l i pp ' d  s l a v e  i s  i n v i t e d ,  t h e  v e n e r e a l e e  i s  

i n v i t e d ;  
There s h a l l  be no  d i f f e r e n c e  between them and t h e  r e s t .  

( W  205) 



Everywhere in his writing, Whitman strove to produce an 

image counter to the fearful differentiation and "denial" he saw 

descending on America. Against the lessons of isolation taught 

I I in his time, he wanted "adhesiveness, recognition: 

Here is the profound lesson of reception, nor preference 
nor denial, 

The black with his wooly head, the felon, the diseas'd, 
the illiterate person are not denied; 

The birth, the hasting after the physician, the beggar's 
tramp, the drunkard's stagger, the laughing party of 
mechanics, 

The escaped youth, the rich person's carriage, the fop, the 
eloping couple, 

The early market-man, the hearse, the moving of furniture 
into the town, the return from the town, 

They pass, I also pass, any thing passes, none can be 
interdicted, 

None but are accepted, none but shall be dear to me. 
(W 298) 

As this does not, certain of Whitman's prose pieces .(e.g. 

"The Eighteenth Presidency!") make clear his understanding of at 

least some of the specific forces deforming American society. 

The general low quality of political party hacks and minor bu- 

reaucrats--the back-room boys--made the realization of the demo- 

cratic promise of health quite impossible. As long as the grip 

these "exclusives" had on national and local politics held, as 

long as they served the interests that could pay them, without 

the encumbrance of a conscience, and with the culturally-incul- 

cated inability to recognize the living connection of human to 

human, American cities, in particular, would continue to spew up 

'I malformations, phantoms, playing meaningless antics" (W 939). 

Whitman's briefest statement of the gulf between an individual, 

democratic ethic, and the institutionalized cynicism actually 



e x i s t i n g  i n  America, i s  a  poem, one of many t i t l e d  "Thoughtu : 

Of obed ience ,  f a i t h ,  a d h e s i v e n e s s ;  
As I s t a n d  a l o o f  and look  t h e r e  i s  t o  me something 

profoundly  a f f e c t i n g  i n  l a r g e  masses of  men 
fo l l owing  t h e  l e a d  of t h o s e  who do n o t  b e l i s v e  i n  men. 

(W 413) 

These masses ,  t h e  most h u m i l i a t e d  and exc luded  p a r t  of  them, 

c a l l e d  f o r t h  a n  answer from Alg ren .  I n  Never Come Morning he 

d e c l a r e d  more t h a n  h i s  a l l e g i a n c e  t o  t h i s  c l a s s ,  h e  d e c l a r e d  h i s  

i d e n t i t y  w i t h  them. C e r t a i n l y  he  sorrowed f o r  t h e  deformat ions  

he  saw, f o r  t h e  c r i m i n a l i t y  t h a t  b l i g h t e d  t h e  l i f e  of  p e r p e t r a t o r  

and v i c t i m  a l i k e .  Deeper t h a n  h i s  r e a c t i o n ,  though,  was h i s  

c o n v i c t i o n  t h a t  t o  deny c o n v i c t s  and p r o s t i t u t e s  was t o  reduce 

h i s  own humanity.  I n  t h e  e a r l y  1940s t h i s  was ,  f o r  A lg ren ,  a n  

e a r n e s t  e t h i c a l  p o s i t i o n  which demanded t h a t  he  develop a r t i s t i c  

s t r a t e g i e s  e q u a l  t o  e x p r e s s i n g  i t .  But i n  something of  t h e  same 

way t h a t  Marxian thought  had proved narrow and h e a r t l e s s  i n  i t s  

a p p r a i s a l  of  t h e  lumpen, Whitman's "profound l e s s o n  of recep-  

t i o n , "  which Algren n e v e r  r e p u d i a t e d ,  c a t a l y z e d  a n  e x p r e s s i v e  

mode which d i f f e r e d  profoundly  from t h e  b a r d i c  and n a t i o n a l - e p i c  

c h a r a c t e r  of Whitman's.  Algren began t o  i n c l u d e  c h a r a c t e r s  and 

v i g n e t t e s  which a r e  meant ,  I t h i n k ,  t o  e l i c i t  something of t h e  

same ambiva len t  l a u g h t e r  from t h e  r e a d e r  t h a t  Algren h imse l f  

cou ld  n o t  deny a s  a n  e lement  of h i s  r e l a t i o n  t o  t h e  exc luded .  A t  

moments i n  Whitman's work--"To a  Common P r o s t i t u t e "  and "You 

Fe lons  on T r i a l  i n  Cour t s"  ( t h e  s o u r c e  of  t h e  e p i g r a p h  of Never 

Come Morning) have such moments--he i s  uncomfor tably  c l o s e  t o  

c o n g r a t u l a t i n g  h imse l f  f o r  h i s  g e s t u r e .  I am n o t  speak ing  of t h e  



f r e q u e n t l y - d e c r i e d  Whitmanic egoism,  bu t  o f  a  c u l t u r a l  tendency 

t h a t  s l i g h t l y  t a i n t s  h i s  w r i t i n g  on t h e  lower c l a s s e s .  E l i a s  

C a n e t t i  ha s  c a l l e d  t h i s ,  i n  a n o t h e r  c o n t e x t ,  " t h e  moral  k i t s c h  of 

t h e  P u r i t a n :  i n  h i s  d e e p e s t  and most c o n t r i t e  s e l f - a c c u s a l ,  he 

s t i l l  p r e s e n t s  h imse l f  a  hundred t i m e s  b e t t e r  t h a n  he  i s . 1 1 1 7  The 

a n t i d o t e  f o r  t h i s  k i n d  of high-mindedness i s  t o  l augh  with--or 

at--sometimes i t ' s  h a r d  t o  t e l l - - t h e  o b j e c t s  o f  o n e ' s  t o l e r a n c e  

and g e n e r o s i t y ,  and ,  i n  s o  d o i n g ,  l augh  a t  o n e s e l f .  Whitman 

wro te  b e f o r e  t h e  age  of  t h e  s o c i a l  worker ,  b e f o r e  t h e  t ime t h a t  

t h e  b o u r g e o i s i e  found i t  advantageous  t o  pay a  p r o f e s s i o n  t o  

e x p r e s s  sympathy t o  a  c l a s s .  To t h e  e x t e n t  t h a t  t o l e r a n c e  and 

compassion had become r a t i o n a l i z e d  by-products of  a n  a b s o l u t e l y  

d i v i d e d  s o c i e t y ,  Algren saw t h a t  t h e  humanizing,  t h e  t r u l y  com- 

p a s s i o n a t e  r e a c t i o n ,  had t o  i n c l u d e  l a u g h t e r .  

The s l y e s t  a s p e c t  of  t h i s  n o v e l  i s  t h a t  Algren  smuggled a  

parody of Whitman's "accep tance"  i n t o  t h e  pages  headed w i t h  t h e  

p o e t ' s  words .  Bruno ' s  c e l l m a t e ,  a f t e r  C h a r l i e  t h e D e a l e r ,  i s  'la 

I I rangy v a g r a n t  w i t h  a  ptomaine e y e .  Th i s  specimen i s  a l t o g e t h e r  

enwrapped i n  h i s  own t r o u b l e s ,  u n w i l l i n g  t o  make v e r b a l  c o n t a c t  

w i t h  Bruno u n t i l  he  a b r u p t l y  i n t e r r u p t s  h i s  pac ing :  

"Have you g o t  a  b e l t ? "  he  a s k e d .  " I ' m  go ing  t o  
hang myse l f .  I I 

Bruno p o i n t e d  l a z i l y  t o  h i s  t r o u s e r s  a c r o s s  t h e  
c e l l ,  depending from a  p r o j e c t i o n  i n  t h e  w a l l .  

"I neve r  s e e n  a  guy hang h i s s e l f  ," Bruno encour-  
11 aged him. I s e e n  a  guy once by Oak S t r e e t ,  he  was 

drowned. H i s  b e l l y  was s w o l l .  Go a h e a d - - I ' l l  pu t  
t h e  b e l t  back a w r i g h t . "  

The f e l l o w  looked down a t  him w i t h  a  l o n g ,  melan- 
c h o l y ,  horse - faced  r e p r o a c h ,  a s  though w a i t i n g  f o r  
Bruno t o  c a l l  a  guard  t o  a d v i s e  him t o  t h i n k  t h i n g s  
o v e r .  Bruno eyed him w i t h o u t  concern .  



"Go i t ,  guy.  You ' re  a  done man anyhow." (NCM 159) 

Desp i t e  t h i s  t e n d e r  conce rn ,  t h e  f e l l o w  e l e c t s  t o  r e v e a l  

h imse l f  r a t h e r  t h a n  was te  h i m s e l f .  He p i t i e s  Bruno, a l m o s t ,  t h a t  

he  d o e s n ' t  know h e ' s  i n  t h e  company of " ' t h e  man who's  l e t t i n "  

e v e r y t h i n '  go .  1 ' I  

"Oh. I d i d n '  t know. My name's  B iceps .  Bruno 
L e f t y  Biceps . "  He h e l d  o u t  h i s  hand,  b u t  t h e  sad  
one d i d  n o t  t a k e  i t .  A s  though h e  had n o t  hea rd  
t h e  name of Bruno L e f t y  a t  a l l .  

' I  " ~ e t  them a i r p l a n e s  f l y ,  he  warned Bruno, h i s  
eyes  r a p t  w i t h  some i n n e r  knowledge. "Le t  them 
r a c e  h o r s e s  r a c e .  Le t  them bugs c r a w l .  I h  l e t t i n '  
'em a l l  go ."  (NCM 160) 

Th i s  c h a r a c t e r ' s  t u n e  i s  v a r i e d ,  bu t  t h e  theme i s  n o t .  He 

t r e a t s  Bruno t o  f u r t h e r  a d v i c e  about  t h e  kosmos: " ' L e t  them 

r a d i o s  h o l l e r .  L e t  them d i c e  s h a k e r s  s h a k e .  L e t  them boozers  

booze.  I ' m  l e t t i n '  e v e r y t h i n '  go .  I 'I I s  t h i s  a  l i t t l e  b i t  remi- 

n i s c e n t  o f  t h e  Whitmanic c a t a l o g ?  I s  any c a s e ,  t h e  i n t r o d u c t i o n  

of t h i s  one-tune o b s e s s i v e  does  much t o  l i g h t e n  t h i s  n o v e l ,  and 

does s o  by p l a y i n g  o f f  t h e  p a t h o s  o f  Bruno ' s  doom, a s  w e l l  a s  by 
L 

parodying  Whitmanic a c c e p t a n c e .  The "rangy v a g r a n t  w i t h  t h e  

ptomaine eye" warmly shakes  Bruno ' s  hand when t h e  l a t t e r  i s  

r e l e a s e d ,  and h o l d s  i t  u n t i l  h i s  a d v i c e  i s  f i n i s h e d :  " ' L e t  them 

monkeys jump,"' h e  c a u t i o n e d ,  ' 1  1 l e t  them l i o n s  r o a r .  L e t  them 

t e l e p h o n e s  r i n g .  Le t  them camels r u n .  J u s t  l e t  e v e r '  t h i n '  go"' 

(NCM 1 6 0 ) .  

Not funny books about  human m i s e r y ,  b u t  books which r e p r e -  

s e n t  t h e  s u r v i v a l  of  t h e  human by l e t t i n g  human l a u g h t e r  o u t .  

The problem can  be s t a t e d  t h a t  way, o r  by s imply a s k i n g :  what 

would o n e ' s  mot ives  be i f ,  i n  w r i t i n g  about  people  who had had 



a lmos t  e v e r y t h i n g  of v a l u e  t a k e n  from them, one den ied  them 

l a u g h t e r ?  Algren wro t e  Never Come Morning w i t h  enough compassion 

and enough unde r s t and ing  of t h e  harrowing c o n d i t i o n s  of h i s  

c h a r a c t e r s '  l i v e s  t o  n o t  p i o u s l y  cove r  h i s  e a r s  when he  hea rd  

t h e i r  l a u g h t e r ,  n o r  s t o p  h i s  own l a u g h t e r  when he  f e l t  i t  coming 

on .  I n  Bruno ' s  s cene  w i t h  t h e  Bug Doc, i n  t h e  back-and-forth 

j abb ing  and f e i n t i n g  of t h e  l i ne -up  s c e n e s ,  i n  t h e  goofy misun- 

d e r s t a n d i n g s  of Mama Tomek' s women, which might  be j u s t  c a l cu -  

l a t e d  ways t o  p a s s  t h e  l e a d e n  t i m e ,  i n  t h e  t a n k  w i t h  The Man Who 

Was L e t t i n g  Every th ing  Go, t h e r e  i s  r e l i e f  from t h e  machinery of  

dec ima t ion .  The machinery g e t s  l o u d e r  i n  t h e  n e x t  of A l g r e n ' s  

books,  b u t  s o  does  t h e  l a u g h t e r .  



Notes t o  Chapte r  Three  

Georg Rusche and O t t o  Kirchheimer  , Punishment and S o c i a l  
S t r u c t u r e  (New York: R u s s e l l  & R u s s e l l ,  l 9 6 8 ) ,  p .  5 .  

Murray Kempton, P a r t  of Our Time: Some Ruins and Monu- 
ments o f  t h e  T h i r t i e s  (New York: Simon and S c h u s t e r ,  1 9 > 5 ) ,  p .  
144.  

' Adorno, P r i sms ,  p .  34 .  

See Rober t  B .  G r a n t ,  The Black Man Comes t o  t h e  C i t y :  A 
Documentary Account from t h e  Grea t  Mig ra t i on  t o  t h e  Grea t  
Depress ion :  1915 t o  1930 (Chicago: Nelson-Hal l ,  1972) ,  f o r  a  
remarkably  f u l l  documentary,  s t a t i s t i c a l  and i m a g i n a t i v e  r e c o r d  
of t h e  huge p o p u l a t i o n  s h i f t  of  American b l a c k s  i n  t h e  e a r l y  
y e a r s  of t h e  c e n t u r y .  

For f u r t h e r  i n f o r m a t i o n  on t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  of  t h e  r a i l -  
r o a d s  t o  t h e  Chicago hobo,  t ramp and bum s c e n e ,  s e e  Nels 
Anderson,  The Hobo: The Sociology of t h e  Homeless Man (Chicago: 
U n i v e r s i t y  of  Chicago P r e s s ,  1975) ,  pa s s im .  T h i s  work was o r i -  
g i n a l l y  p u b l i s h e d  i n  1923,  and was p a r t  of t h e  impor t an t  r e s e a r c h  
i n t o  v a g r a n t  America unde r t aken  by t h e  Chicago School  of s  oc i o l o -  
g i s t s ,  under  t h e  i n fo rma l  d i r e c t i o n  of Robert  Pa rk .  L a t e r  works 
of t h i s  g roup ,  which were a n  e s s e n t i a l  p a r t  of  t h e  background 
r e a d i n e  f o r  t h i s  t h e s i s .  focused  on c r i m i n a l i t y  i n  lower c l a s s  
chicag;  ( C l i f f o r d  Shaw,  h he J ack -Ro l l e r ,  and F'kederic T h r a s h e r ,  
The Gang were f o r  me t h e  two most i n f o r m a t i v e  works ) .  For a  
popu la r  account  of Chicago hobohernia, impor t an t  because  i t  
s t r e s s e s  t h e  connec t ion  w i t h  t h e  r a i l  sys tem,  s e e  Roger A.BrunsYb 
Knights  of t h e  Road: A Hobo H i s t o r y  (New York: Methuen, 1 9 8 0 ) ,  
chap.  7 .  D i s a f f i l i a t e d  Man: Essays  and Bib l iography  on Skid  Row, 
Vagrancy, and O u t s i d e r s ,  e d .  Howard M .  Bahr (Toronto :  U n i v e r s i t y  
of  Toronto  P r e s s ,  1970) i s  a  v e r y  v a l u a b l e  r e f e r e n c e  work which,  
d e s p i t e  i t s  i n c l u s i o n  of a  l e n g t h y  s e c t i o n  on j o u r n a l i s t i c  and 
l i t e r a r y  a c c o u n t s ,  s t r a n g e l y  makes no ment ion of A l g r e n ' s  work. 

6  The q u a l i t y  of  t h i s  r e l a t i o n s h i p ,  and of t h e  p a r t i c i p a n t s  
i n  i t ,  i s  made c l e a r  by t h e  fo l l owing  e x c e r p t  from a  l e t t e r  from 
Richard  Olney,  t h e  Uni ted  S t a t e s  A t to rney  G e n e r a l ,  t o  t h e  P r e s i -  
d e n t  of  t h e  Chicago,  B u r l i n g t o n ,  & Quincy R a i l r o a d .  S i x  y e a r s  
a f t e r  t h e  passage  of l e g i s l a t i o n  e s t a b l i s h i n g  t h e  I n t e r s t a t e  
Commerce Commission, Olney t r i e d  t o  d i s s u a d e  t h e  r a i l r o a d  execu- 
t i v e  from p r e s s i n g  f o r  i t s  r e p e a l :  

The Commission, a s  i t s  f u n c t i o n s  have now been 
l i m i t e d  by t h e  c o u r t s ,  i s ,  o r  can  be made, of 
g r e a t  u se  t o  t h e  r a i l r o a d s .  I t  s a t i s f i e s  t h e  
popula r  c lamor  f o r  government s u p e r v i s i o n  of  
t h e  r a i l r o a d s  a t  t h e  same t ime  t h a t  t h e  super-  



v i s i o n  i s  a lmos t  e n t i r e l y  nomina l .  F u r t h e r ,  
t h e  o l d e r  such a  commission g e t s  t o  b e ,  t h e 7  
more i n c l i n e d  i t  w i l l  be found t o  t a k e  t h e  
b u s i n e s s  and r a i l r o a d  view of  t h i n g s .  I t  t h u s  
becomes a  s o r t  o f  b a r r i e r  between t h e  r a i l r o a d s  
and t h e  peop le  and a  s o r t  of p r o t e c t i o n  a g a i n s t  
h a s t y  and c rude  l e g i s l a t i o n  h o s t i l e  t o  r a i l r o a d  
i n t e r e s t s .  
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and t h e  Men Who Made I t  (New York: Vin tage  Books, l 9 7 4 ) ,  p .  230. 
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York: Harcour t , Brace and Company, 1946) . 
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1 L The q u o t a t i o n  i s  from C g l i n e ' s  Journey  t o  t h e  End of t h e  

N igh t ,  b u t  I have n o t  been a b l e  t o  r e l o c a t e  i t  beyond t h a t .  
Algren made c l e a r  C g l i n e '  s  i n f l u e n c e  on him: s e e  C N A ,  p .  95 .  

'' Guy Debord, S o c i e t y  of t h e  S p e c t a c l e  ( D e t r o i t :  Black b 
Red, l 9 7 7 ) ,  pass im.  Debord' s  book h a s  a  c o n s i d e r a b l y  more com- 
p l e x  t h e s i s  t h a n  a  r e f e r e n c e  t o  a  p h r a s e  can  i n d i c a t e .  

l 4  Thomas P a i n e ,  Common Sense ,  quo ted  i n  Wilson Carey 
McWilliams, The I d e a  of F r a t e r n i t y  i n  America (Berke ley :  Univer-  
s i t y  of  C a l i f o r n i a  P r e s s ,  1973) ,  p .  180 .  

l 5  Wal te r  Benjamin, "Theses on t h e  Ph i losophy  of ~ i s t o r y "  i n  
h i s  I l l u m i n a t i o n s ,  e d .  Hannah Arendt ,  t r a n s .  Har ry  Zohn (New 
York: Schocken Books, l 9 7 8 ) ,  p .  255. 

l 6  Gustav Landauer ,  one of  Whitman's German t r a n s l a t o r s  and 
a n  impor t an t  f i g u r e  o f  he te rodox  Marxism, makes a  s i m i l a r  remark 



abou t  t h e  l e a d e r s h i p  o f  German s o c i a l i s t  movements i n  t h e  e a r l y  
p a r t  o f  t h i s  c e n t u r y :  

Ashen-faced,  drowsy men, c y n i c a l  and  u n c u l t u r e d ,  
a r e  l e a d i n g  o u r  p e o p l e ;  where a r e  t h e  Columbus 
n a t u r e s ,  who p r e f e r  t o  s a i l  t h e  h i g h  s e a s  i n  a  
f r a g i l e  s h i p  i n t o  t h e  unknown r a t h e r  t h a n  w a i t  
f o r  developments?  Where a r e  t h e  young,  joyous  
v i c t o r i o u s  Reds who w i l l  l a u g h  a t  t h e s e  g r a y  
f a c e s ?  The M a r x i s t s  don '  t l i k e  t o  h e a r  such  
words ,  such  a t t a c k s ,  which  t h e y  c a l l  r e l a p s e s ,  
such  e n t h u s i a s t i c  u n s c i e n t i f i c  c h a l l e n g e s .  I 
know, and  t h a t  i s  e x a c t l y  why I f e e l  s o  good a t  
hav ing  t o l d  them t h i s .  The arguments  I u s e  
a g a i n s t  them a r e  sound and  t h e y  h o l d  w a t e r ,  
b u t  i f  i n s t e a d  o f  r e f u t i n g  them w i t h  a rguments  
I annoyed them t o  d e a t h  w i t h  mockery and  laugh- 
t e r ,  t h a t  would a l s o  s u i t  me f i n e .  

See Gus tav  ~ a n d a u e r ,  For  S o c i a l i s m ,  t r a n s .  David J .  P a r e n t  ( S t .  
Lou i s :  T e l o s  P r e s s ,  1 9 7 8 ) ,  p .  6 3 .  Some v e r y  s u g g e s t i v e  
compar isons  c o u l d  be  made  between Landauer '  s woik and  Bakht i n '  s  , 
p a r t i c u l a r l y  i n  t h e  a r e a s  o f  f o l k  t r a d i t i o n  and  l a u g h t e r .  The 
f o l l o w i n g  r emarks ,  from R u s s e l l  Berman and  T i m  Luke' s i n t r o d u c -  

'1 t i o n  t o  t h e  Landauer book,  migh t  s e r v e  a s  a  beg inn ing :  He saw 
t h e  f o l k  c o n s c i o u s n e s s  a s  t h e  g e n e r i c  memory and  h i s t o r i c a l  
e s s e n c e  o f  a l l  a  p e o p l e ' s  p a s t  a n c e s t o r s  embedded d e e p l y  i n  t h e  
common language  a s  w e l l  a s  i n  t h e  p s y c h i c  make-up o f  eve ry  i n d i -  
v i d u a l  formed i n  t h e  c u l t u r a l  i n t e r a c t i o n  o f  t h e  g roup  w i t h  i t s  
m i l i e u .  Thus ,  s p i r i t  i s  t h e  c o r n e r s t o n e  o f  L a n d a u e r ' s  ana r ch i sm ,  
b o t h  a s  h i s  n o t i o n  o f  s u b j e c t i v i t y  and a s  h i s  a l t e r n a t i v e  t o  

11 b u r e a u c r a t i c  a d m i n i s t r a t i o n .  See Landauer ,  p .  8 .  

l7  E l i a s  C a n e t t i ,  The Human P r o v i n c e ,  t r a n s .  Joachim 
Neugroschel  (New York: The Seabury  P r e s s ,  l 9 7 8 ) ,  p  . 106.  



Chapte r  Four:  Peacet,ime 

I f  a l l  t h e  t e c h n i c a l  f o r c e s  of c a p i t a l i s m  must be 
unders tood  a s  t o o l s  f o r  t h e  making of s e p a r a t i o n s ,  
i n  t h e  c a s e  of urbanism we a r e  d e a l i n g  w i t h  t h e  
equipment a t  t h e  b a s i s  of t h e s e  t e c h n i c a l  f o r c e s ,  
w i t h  t h e  t r e a t m e n t  of t h e  ground t h a t  s u i t s  t h e i r  
deployment,  w i t h  t h e  v e r y  t echn ique  of s e p a r a t i o n .  

- Guy Debord, S o c i e t y  of t h e  
S ~ e c t a c l e  

During World War I1 Chicago a g a i n  gave gene rous ly  
t o  t h e  war e f f o r t .  Four s e r v i c e  c e n t r e s  e n t e r t a i n e d  
17,500JOO0 s e r v i c e  p e r s o n n e l .  I n  seven  war bond 
d r i v e s  Cook county  r e s i d e n t s  bought bonds va lued  a t  
$6 ,667 ,867 ,447 ,  and t h e y  p a r t i c i p a t e d  a c t i v e l y  i n  
t h e  t h r i f t  d r i v e s  f o r  s t e e l ,  f a t  and p a p e r .  The 
people  of Chicago c o n t r i b u t e d  642,392 p i n t s  of b lood .  

- Bess i e  Louise  
"Chicago,  I I 

B r i t a n n i c a  

P i e r c e ,  
Encyc l oped ia  
1963 

" 'Cause  t h e  way i t  s t a r t s  i s  l i k e  t h i s ,  s t u d e n t s :  
you l e t  t h e  h a b i t  f e e d  you f i r s t  ' n  one mornin '  you 
wake up ' n  y o u ' r e  f e e d i n '  t h e  h a b i t .  11 

- N i f t y  Louie Fomorowski 

For t h i s  mortuary  he  has  t o  pay. 

- K a r l  Marx, "The Meaning of 
Human ~ e q u i r e m e n t  s t '  

A t  t h e  same h i s t o r i c a l  moment t h a t  t h e  t e n d e n c i e s  of United 

S t a t e s  c u l t u r e  t o  amnesia and auto-af  f i r m a t i o n  cu lmina ted  i n  t h e  

i l l u s i o n  of a n  ended war ,  Nelson Algren wro te  a  nove l  which 

remembered t h e  decades  b e f o r e  World War 11, and saw l i t t l e  t o  be 



c o n t e n t  w i t h  i n  t h e  p r o g r e s s  of  American c i v i l i z a t i o n .  The Man 

I I w i t h  t h e  Golden A r m  i s  a  book h a u n t e d  by t h e  y e a r s  when t h e  

wor ld  had on ly  gone half-wrong" ( E A  3O6), and to rmented  by t h e  

app rehens ion  t h a t  t h e  f o r c e s  f o r  d e n i a l  and s e p a r a t i o n ,  t h e  v e r y  

f o r c e s  of p r o d u c t i o n  which e n a b l e d  t h e  A l l i e s  t o  win t h e  wa r ,  1 

h e l d  v i r t u a l l y  uncha l l enged  sway i n  American l i f e .  I n  h i s  con- 

v e r s a t i o n s  w i t h  H . E . F .  Donohue, A lg ren  spoke o f  h i s  t ime  i n  t h e  

Army and t h e  y e a r s  immedia te ly  f o l l o w i n g  t h e  end of  t h e  d e c l a r e d  

war: 

Q :  Did you do any w r i t i n g  i n  t h e  Army? Did you 
want t o ?  
Algren :  No. Nothing b u t  l e t t e r  w r i t i n g .  
Q :  Did you t h i n k  t h a t  t h e  whole of  s o c i e t y  was 
f a l l i n g  a p a r t ?  
Algren :  No. Not s o  l ong  a s  I was h o l d i n g  t o g e t h e r ,  
i t  c o u l d n ' t .  
Q :  You knew i t  would be  o v e r  and i t  would be  a l l  
; i g h t ?  
Algren :  Overseas  I knew i t  would be  o v e r ,  b u t  when 
I was i n  t h e  S t a t e s  I remember one a f t e r n o o n  I r e -  
s i g n e d  mysel f  t o  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  t h i s  t h i n g  was neve r  
go ing  t o  e n d ,  t h a t  i t  was j u s t  go ing  t o  g o  on .  

(CNA 86)  

A l g r e n ' s  i n t r o d u c t i o n  t o  t h e  1960 r e p u b l i c a t i o n  o f  The Neon 

Wi lderness  spoke of  h i s  l a s t  days  i n  M a r s e i l l e s ,  b e f o r e  he  headed 

home i n  a  t r o o p  s h i p :  "Behind t h e  l a s t  b i v o u a c ,  t h e  l a s t  s e a - b e l l  

and t h e  l a s t  b a r ,  t h e  o r d i n a r y  Milwaukee Avenue moon of  home 

shone l i k e  a  memory f o r  me o f  peop l e  whose peace  had a lways  been 

one more war t o  go" (NW - 1 0 ) .  Back i n  Chicago ,  under  neon s i g n s  

I I a d v e r t i s i n g  new b rands  o f  b e e r ,  Algren  saw t h a t  some of  t h e  

d r i n k e r s  had been t o  t h e  war and some had s a t  i t  o u t ;  y e t  a l l  

seemed e q u a l l y  s u r v i v o r s "  (NW - 1 0 ) .  Back amongst "men and women 

who s h a r e d  a l l  t h e  h o r r o r s  b u t  none of  t h e  p r i v i l e g e s  of  o u r  



c i v i l i z a t i o n "  (NCM x i i i )  , Algren wro t e  a  war nove l  about  post-war 

Chicago.  2 

I n  doing s o ,  he c a p t u r e d  n o t  on ly  t h e  t r u t h  t h a t  a t  t h e  

bottom of t h e  R e p u b l i c ' s  h i e r a r c h y ,  a  war of a t t r i t i o n  had been 

going on f o r  a  long t i m e ,  bu t  a l s o  a  s e n s e  of t h e  t o t a l i t y  of 

c e r t a i n  changes i n  t h e  terms of l i f e ,  and of t h e  r a p i d i t y  w i t h  

which t hey  seemed t o  have o c c u r r e d .  On t h e  one hand,  p a r a l y s i s ;  

on t h e  o t h e r ,  bewi lde r ing  speed and n o v e l t y :  a t  no p o i n t  were 

c o n t i n u i t y ,  e v o l u t i o n  o r  p r o g r e s s  p e r c e p t i b l e .  Th i s  r e l a t i o n  t o  

t i m e ,  t h a t  i t  i s  e i t h e r  p e r c e i v e d  a s  f r o z e n  and impr i son ing ,  o r  

a s  moving t o o  f a s t  t o  be u s a b l e  by a n  i n d i v i d u a l ,  imbues t h e  

1 1  nove l  w i t h  a  r e a s o n l e s s , "  dream-like atmosphere i n  which t ime 

has  d i f f e r e n t  meanings and d i f f e r e n t  r a t e s  of  passage  i n  d i f -  

f e r e n t  s e t t i n g s ,  o r ,  more a c c u r a t e l y ,  ch rono topes .  Wi th in  t h e s e  

ch rono topes ,  g r o t e s q u e  c h a r a c t e r s  r e f l e c t ,  and sometimes t r y  t o  

r e f l e c t  o n ,  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  of  t h e i r  f ragmented ,  t r o u b l e d  pre-  
L 

s e n t  t o  what t h e i r  s e n t i m e n t s  t e l l  them was a n  o r g a n i c  p a s t .  

There i s  a  deeper  r e a l i z a t i o n  i n  t h i s  nove l  t h a n  i n  Never Come 

Morning of t h e  i n s t i t u t i o n a l  a t t a c k  on t h e  v e r y  c a p a c i t i e s  t h a t  

would e n a b l e  one t o  d e f i n e  and make s e n s e  of t h a t  r e l a t i o n s h i p ,  

and t o  make f o r  o n e s e l f  and o t h e r s ,  perhaps  even c h i l d r e n ,  a  

l i v a b l e  wor ld .  Broken o f f  from t h e i r  p a s t s ,  t h e  c h a r a c t e r s  i n  

t h i s  nove l  awaken t o  a  s t a t e  i n  which eve ry  connec t ion  of human 

t o  human h a s  become p a r a s i t i c ,  d e s p e r a t e  and compuls ive .  Those 

t h a t  seem n o t  t o  be--Frankie and M o l l y ' s ,  f o r  example--are i n  

f a c t  t o o  weak t o  r e s i s t  t h e  s o c i a l  f o r c e s  of c l e a v a g e ,  and use  



t h e  tough-sen t imenta l  language of Guys and D o l l s  t o  mask t h e i r  

impotence.  Algren r e a l i z e d  by t h e  t ime  he  wro t e  The Man wi th  t h e  

Golden A r m  t h a t  t h e  t h i n g  s o c i e t y  d i d  b e s t  t o  t h e  people  he c a r e d  

about  was t o  pu t  t o  them "cho ice s  t o o  h a r d  t o  bear"  (NW 1 4 ) .  - 
Always, t h e s e  c h o i c e s  ( e  . g .  between in forming  on o t h e r s  o r  going 

up o n e s e l f )  brought  about  s e p a r a t i o n ,  and were p u t  t o  t h e  accused  

by a l e g a l  sys tem which amounted t o  a n  i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d  d e n i a l  

of t h e  c l a i m s  of common humani ty .  Algren  f e l t  t h a t ,  t h i s  be ing  

s o ,  t h e  w r i t e r  had on ly  one honorab l e  p l a c e  t o  s t a n d :  w i t h  t h e  

accused ,  g u i l t y  o r  n o t  g u i l t y .  To do s o  c h a l l e n g e d  n o t  on ly  t h e  

s e l f - c o n f i r m i n g  o p e r a t i o n s  of t h e  j u d i c i a r y ,  b u t  a l s o  t h o s e  pos t -  

war l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c s  whom Algren  d i s p a r a g e d  a s  " t h e  new owners. 11 

Those c r i t i c s  whose c h o i c e s  were f o r  c a r e e r ,  power and p r o p e r t y  

I I a l i g n e d  themse lves  w i t h  a n  e x c l u s i v e "  ( i n  Whitman' s  s e n s e )  1 it- 

e r a r y  f a s h i o n  t h a t  d e r i d e d  t h e  compassion of D r e i s e r ,  o r  Richard 

Wrigh t ,  o r  even t h e  b e s t  moments of Hemingway. They endorsed  a n  

inwardness  congen ia l  t o  middle  c l a s s  compe t i t i venes s  and i s o l a -  

t i o n ,  and mocked o r  d i smi s sed  a s  n a i v e  t h e  t r a d i t i o n  of compas- 

s i o n  i n  American l e t t e r s ,  which Algren saw a s  i t s  s o l e  j u s t i f i -  

c a t i o n .  These c r i t i c s  den i ed  t h a t  t h e  w r i t e r  g a i n e d  d i g n i t y  from 

s t a n d i n g  w i t h  t h e  accused ,  and den i ed  t h a t  t h e  accused  were 

worthy of t h e  w r i t e r ' s  conce rn .  The Man wi th  t h e  Golden A r m  

a t t a c k s  t h a t  s o c i a l  a u t i s m  w i t h  bo th  Whitmanic g r a v i t y  and a  

w i l d ,  g r o t e s q u e  humor t h a t  makes t h i s  t h e  f u n n i e s t  book e v e r  

w r i t t e n  about  a  s o c i e t y  f a l l e n  under  t h e  s p e l l  of  p roduc t ion .  

Algren d e l i b e r a t e l y  i n d i c a t e s  t h e  o c c a s i o n  of F r a n k i e  



Machine ' s  two most d i r e c t  c a u s e s  of  s u f f e r i n g :  h i s  own a d d i c t i o n  

t o m o r p h i n e ,  and h i s  w i f e  Zosh ' s  psychosomat ic  p a r a l y s i s .  Both 

a r e ,  of  c o u r s e ,  bound t i g h t l y  i n t o  F r a n k i e  and  Z o s h ' s  p e r s o n a l i -  

t i e s ,  b u t  wa r ,  t h e  e f f e c t i v e  remedy f o r  t h e  D e p r e s s i o n ,  was 

d e c i s i v e  i n  shap ing  t h o s e  p e r s o n a l i t i e s .  I n  a  d i s c u s s i o n  of two 

a d d i c t s  of  h i s  a c q u a i n t a n c e ,  Algren  d i s t i n g u i s h e d  be tween t h e  

1 1  f i r s t ,  who was on i t ,  b u t  h e  was f o r  i t ,  t o o ;  I mean, he  r e a l l y  

wanted i t  t o  be t h a t  way," and t h e  o t h e r ,  f o r  whom Algren  f e l t  

f a r  more sympathy,  and w i t h  whom h e  a s s o c i a t e d  t h e  c h a r a c t e r  

1 1  F r a n k i e  Machine, was on i t ,  b u t  h e  d i d n ' t  want  t o  be .  He was 

a g a i n s t  i t .  " 4  F r a n k i e  Machine,  morphine a d d i c t ,  i s  t h e  u n w i l l i n g  

t r a n s m u t a t i o n ,  by way o f  t h e  U.S. Army and " s h r a p n e l  b u r i e d  i n  

h i s  l i v e r  f o r  keeps"  (MGA 9 ) ,  of F r a n c i s  Ma jc inek ,  P o l i s h  Ameri- 

c an  beer-and-whiskey neighborhood r o i s t e r e r  and c a r d - d e a l e r .  

F r a n k i e ' s  t o r t u r e d  dream abou t  P r i v a t e  McGantic ,  " t h e  man w i t h  

t h e  t h i r t y - f i v e  pound monkey on h i s  back" (MGA 1 5 ) ,  i s  s e t  i n  a  
' 

f i e l d  h o s p i t a l  t e n t  i n  which F r a n k i e  l i e s  on a n  army c o t .  Th i s  

anx ious  and  s o r r o w f u l  dream, which comes t o  F r a n k i e  a s  h e  l i e s  i n  

t h e  "whitewashed t i e r "  b e n e a t h  t h e  a l l - n i g h t  b u l b s  o f  t h e  Saloon 

S t r e e t  s t a t i o n - h o u s e ,  h a s  c a r e f u l l y  p l a c e d  i n  i t  t h e  a r t i f a c t s  o f  

Army provenance  which w i l l  c o n t i n u a l l y  and damningly r e a p p e a r  i n  

t h i s  n o v e l :  

No o t h e r  s o l d i e r  l a y  a l o n g  t h a t  doub l e  row o f  
n e a t l y  made-up c o t s ,  b u t  F r a n k i e  c o u l d  t e l l  t h a t  
t h e  p r i v a t e  s q u i n t i n g  i n t o  t h e  t e n t  had been s e n t  
by t h e  d i s p e n s a r y .  The w i n t e r ' s  sun  on h i s  f a c e  r e -  
v e a l e d  a  h o s p i t a l  p a l l o r ;  t h e  e y e s  looked  s o  b l e a k  
below t h e  dim and  huddled  mass on t h e  s h o u l d e r s .  

I I I c a n ' t  g e t  him o f f , "  he  complained t o  no  



one i n  p a r t i c u l a r ,  w i t h  a  c e r t a i n  innocence  where 
one e x p e c t e d  shame: a  v o i c e  l i k e  t h a t  of a  c h i l d  
c o n f e s s i n g  a n  u n c l e a n  d i s e a s e  w i t h o u t  s e n s i n g  any 
u n c l e a n l i n e s s .  "Something h a s  happened t o  him, 1 1  

F r a n k i e  f e l t .  The p r i v a t e  was p o i n t i n g  t o  where ,  
on t h e  ward s t e r i l i z e r ,  a  G I  s y r e t t e ,  o u t  o f  some 
m e d i c ' s  f  i r s t - a i d  k i t ,  l a y  w i t h  t h e  G I  q u a r t e r -  
g r a i n  r a t i o n  o f  morphine  b e s i d e  i t ,  m e l t i n g  w h i t e l y  
even a s  h e  wa tched .  (MGA 1 6 )  

P r i v a t e  McGantic i s  F r a n k i e ' s  p a r a s i t i c  companion th roughout  

t h i s  n o v e l ,  and when F r a n k i e ' s  h a b i t  i s  r unn ing  heavy he  speaks  

11 o f  t h e  monkey-man g r o t e s q u e  a s  S e r g e a n t  McGantic." Wearing Army 

s u n t a n s ,  b e a r i n g  h i s  Army d u f f l e  bag w i t h  a  s t o l e n  Army hypo 

h idden  i n  i t ,  F r a n c i s  Majc inek comes back t o  West D i v i s i o n  S t r e e t  

w i t h  a  h a b i t  p i c k e d  up i n  t h e  s e r v i c e .  The obed i ence  e x a c t e d  

I I from him by d r i l l  s e r g e a n t s  and g r een -a s s  c o r p o r a l s "  i n  h i s  

t h i r t y - f o u r  months of  d u t y  remains  m o b i l i z e d  by t h e  e x i g e n c i e s  o f  

a d d i c t i o n .  

But F r a n k i e ,  i n  h i s  a r r i v a l  s t a t e s i d e  a s  i n  s o  many o t h e r  

s i t u a t i o n s ,  p l a y s  no rma l ,  and  s c r e e n s  from h imse l f  and o t h e r s  t h e  

e x t e n t  of  change and  damage worked by t h e  war n o t  j u s t  t o  h?s 

l i v e r ,  b u t  t o  h i s  l i f e .  He goes  t h rough  t h e  mot ions  o f  c e l e b r a -  

t i o n  of  t h e  end o f  t h e  war j u s t  a s  any John  Q .  P u b l i c  would. 

With t h e  p h o t o s t a t e d  d i s c h a r g e  i n  h i s  pocke t  on ly  two months o l d ,  

11  i n  a  week when e v e r y  t a v e r n  r a d i o  was b l a r i n g  t r i u m p h a n t l y  of  

what a  s i n g l e  bomb had done on t h e  o t h e r  s i d e  of  t h e  wor ld"  (MGA 

6 7 ) ,  F r a n k i e  and Zosh and  t h e  b a r f l i e s  of  Antek W i t w i c k i ' s  Tug & 

Maul Tavern  d r i n k  up Owner's "A-~omb S p e c i a l s  ," made s imply  by 

pou r ing  a  t r i p l e  s h o t  i n s t e a d  o f  a  d o u b l e .  The l a s t  juke-box 

song of  t h e  e v e n i n g ,  " t h e  f i n a l  song o f  a  wor ld  t h a t  had known 



n e i t h e r  A-Bombs n o r  A-Bomb S p e c i a l s "  (MGA 6 7 ) ,  t h e  anthem t h a t  

p r e c e d e s  t h e  smash-up of  F r a n k i e  and  Zosh and  t h e  pre-war w o r l d ,  

i s :  

" T h e r e ' s  n o t h i n g  l e f t  f o r  me 
Of d a y s  t h a t  used  t o  be  . . . 1 1 

The M a j c i n e k s ,  man and  w i f e  i n  a  s e n s e ,  a r e  f i n a l l y  wed t h a t  

e v e n i n g .  F r a n k i e ' s  i n n o c e n t  a n d  d o o m e d w i s h  t o  s e e  " ' w h a t  t h e  

p e o p l e  ' r  d o i n '  on ~ i l w a u k e e " '  l e a d s  t o  a  d runken  t o u r  of  Ashland 

I I Avenue, F r a n k i e  a l l  t h e  way mumbling some drunken  s i n g s o n g  a b o u t  

I '  t War' s o v e r ,  w a r ' s  o v e r ,  w a r ' s  o v e r  f o r  F r a n k i e - - d r i v e s  l i k e  h e  

d e a l s ,  d e a l s  l i k e  h e  l i v e s  ' n  h e  l i v e s  a l l  t h e  time--war'  s o v e r ,  

w a r ' s  over--  "' (MGA 6 8 ) .  L i k e  t h a t  o f  any  West D i v i s i o n  S t r e e t  

d r i n k e r ,  t h o u g h ,  and i n  n o t  q u i t e  t h e  same f a s h i o n  a s  John Q .  

P u b l i c ' s ,  F r a n k i e ' s  peace  w i l l  a lways  b e  "one more war t o  g o .  I I 

F i g h t i n g  a n  army s u r p l u s  h a b i t ,  F r a n k i e  Machine h a s  b r o u g h t  home 

h i s  P u r p l e  H e a r t  t o  a n  u r b a n  f o x h o l e ,  which he  u n a c c o u n t a b l y  

s h a r e s  w i t h  t h e  enemy. Zosh'  s dreams o f  r e f o r m i n g  him, and of 
b 

I I t h e i r  h a v i n g  a  normal" l i f e ,  a r e  e a r n e s t ,  a f t e r  a  p a r t i c u l a r  

f a s h i o n :  

" I ' l l  make a  man o f  him y e t , "  s h e ' d  b o a s t e d  t o  
V i o l e t  s h o r t l y  b e f o r e  t h e  a c c i d e n t ,  " j u s t  l i k e  
t h a t  J a n e  Wyman done t h a t  t i m e  w i t h  some goof 
b a t t l i n '  t h e  b o t t l e  w o r s e ' n  F r a n k i e .  When I ' m  
t h r o u g h  w i t '  him h e  w o n ' t  want  t o  l o o k  a t  another 
deck ' r  t h e  i n s i d e  o f  a  whisky b a r . "  (MGA 66) 

T h i s  c e l l u l o i d - i n s p i r e d  p l a n  f a i l s ,  b u t  t h e  a c c i d e n t ,  t h e  

" b l e s s e d ,  c u r s e d ,  w o n d e r f u l  t e r r i b l e  God's-own-accident"  (MGA 

7 l ) ,  t r u l y  m a r r i e s  them a t  l a s t :   or where h e r  l o v e  and  t h e  

C h u r c h ' s  r i t u a l  had f a i l e d  t o  b i n d ,  g u i l t  had now drawn t h e  



i r r e v o c a b l e  knot  s o  f i e r c e l y  t h a t  s h e  f e l t  he  cou ld  neve r  be f r e e  

of h e r  aga in"  (MGA - 6 6 ) .  I n  t h e  week a f t e r  t h e  A-Bomb and t h e  A- 

Bomb S p e c i a l s ,  a l t h o u g h  s h e  i s  up and a round ,  Zosh i s  d i sconso-  

l a t e  and a n x i o u s ,  and s a y s ,  " ' I  j u s t  d o n ' t  f e e l  l i k e  i t ' s  over  
- 9  

Frankie" '  (MGA 7 1 ) .  The r e f e r e n t  of  "it" i s  m u l t i p l e ,  a l t hough  

Zosh speaks  on ly  of h e r  own t r o u b l e s .  The war i s  n o t  j u s t  back- 

ground f o r  t h i s  n o v e l .  I t  i s  s o  t i g h t l y  t w i s t e d  i n t o  t h e  l i v e s  

of t h e  c h a r a c t e r s  t h a t  t h e  language Zosh u s e s  t o  d e s c r i b e  h e r  

'I pre-motion" of b o d i l y  c a t a s t r o p h e  i s  i d e n t i c a l  t o  t h a t  w i t h  

I I which F rank ie  s o  f o o l i s h l y  c e l e b r a t e s  h i s  r e l e a s e .  " A t  t h e  

p r e c i s e  moment t h a t  t h e  n a t i o n a l  n igh tmare  o f  war i s  ended,  t h e  

p e r s o n a l  w a r f a r e  of two a l r e a d y  damaged s u r v i v o r s  moves on t o  a  

b a t t l e g r o u n d  a s  s t r a n g e  and d e s o l a t e  a s  t h e  age  of n u c l e a r  weap- 

o n s .  On t h e  n i g h t  of  V-J Day, t h e  f i n a l  v i c t o r y  i n  t h e  l a s t  

t h e a t e r ,  Zosh shakes  F r a n k i e  awake, and w i t h  a n  s t r a n g e ,  embar- 

r a s s e d ,  a p o l o g e t i c  s m i l e ,  "no t  l i k e  h e r  s m i l e  a t  a l l , "  t e l l s  him 

she  c a n ' t  g e t  up .  The t r e a t m e n t s  f a i l ,  a l l  t r e a t m e n t s  f a i l ,  anbd 

a t  t h e  opening of t h i s  n o v e l ,  when F rank ie  a s k s  Zosh what she  

l i k e s ,  s h e  answers :  

"What I l i k e  i s  when I mix t h a t  d a r k  b e e r  w i t '  
t h e  l i g h t  s t u f f  ! "  She had p inned  him t o  t h e  
s i n k  w i t h  t h e  whee ls  o f  t h e  c h a i r  t ouch ing  h i s  
shoes .  " I t ' s  t h a t  k i n d  I l i k e .  what I r e a l l y  
go f o r .  Oh, godamnit ,  d o n ' t  you even know ' 

what I l i k e  yet?" 
When h e r  v o i c e  r o s e  i n  t h a t  r a t t l i n g  whine 

he  remembered t h e  d i s t a n t  b e a t  of a r t i l l ; r y  and 
t h e  sudden a p p l a u s e  of  M . G .  f i r e .  (MGA 38) 

Both F rank ie  and Zosh l o s e  t h e i r  bod ie s  i n  t h e  war y e a r s ,  

and whether  t h e  body i s  t a k e n  over  by a d d i c t i o n  o r  p a r a l y s i s ,  i t  



i s  e q u a l l y  demanding, e q u a l l y  dependent  on a n  e x t e r n a l  machine ( a  

hypo o r  a  w h e e l c h a i r ) ,  and e q u a l l y  h a l f - d e a d .  They a r e  bo th  

g r o t e s q u e  i n  t h a t  s o  much o f  t h e  mechan i ca l ,  t h e  a n i m a l ,  t h e  

b a b y - l i k e ,  and t h e  morbid a r e  combined,  i n  images of  t h e i r  ap- 

pea r ance  and i n  t h e i r  b e h a v i o r ,  w i t h  wha tever  i s  s t i l l  r e c o g n i z -  

a b l y  human i n  them. T h e i r  g r o t e s q u e r i e  a s  spouse-combatants  i s  

c a r e f u l l y  r e i n f o r c e d  by t h e  army s u r p l u s  appo in tmen t s  of  t h e i r  

I I s i n g l e  room: F r a n k i e ' s  "heavy army b r o g a n s ,  shav ing  k i t ,  hypo 

and c l o t h i n g ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  h i s  combat j a c k e t  w i t h  t h e  f r a y e d  

s l e e v e  ("on t h e  s l e e v e "  was a  s l a n g  t e rm f o r  hav ing  a n a r c o t i c s  

h a b i t )  ; Z o s h ' s  army b l a n k e t  wrapped a round  h e r  lower  body; " t h e  

heaped army b l a n k e t s  on t h e  bed--blankets  s t o l e n  from army camps 

a l l  t h e  way from F o r t  Bragg t o  Camp Maxey" (MGA 168) . F r a n k i e ,  

when he  bad ly  needs  a  f i x ,  and Zosh, when h e r  l o n e l i n e s s  

f r i g h t e n s  h e r ,  complain  a b o u t  t h e  c o l d ,  and s h i v e r ,  and f e e l  

t h e y ' l l  n e v e r  be  warm a g a i n .  J a i l e r  Schwaba t sk i ,  t h e i r  l a n d l o r d ,  

ha s  a  s i m p l e  d i a g n o s i s  o f  t h e  Ma jc ineks '  problem: " 'They want t b  

l ove  each  o the r - -bu t  t h e y  don '  t know how"' (MGA 3 2 ) .  I t ' s  h a r d  

t o  g a i n s a y  t h e  o l d  man, b u t  Algren  i s  a s  much concerned  w i t h  what 

t a k e s  t h e  p l a c e  l o v e  s h o u l d  f i l l  a s  h e  i s  w i t h  t h e  p o r t r a y a l  o f  a  

11 wre tched  m a r r i a g e .  T h e i r  " s o l u t i o n s ,  p a r a l y s i s  and a d d i c t i o n ,  

bo th  make u s e  o f  army s u r p l u s ;  t h e  m a r r i a g e  b e d ,  c o m f o r t l e s s  and 

c o l d ,  i s  heaped w i t h  t h e  s o u v e n i r s  o f  m o b i l i z e d  everyday  l i f e .  

The i n f i l t r a t i o n  of c i v i l i a n  l i f e  by m i l i t a r y  o b j e c t s  i s  

comprehensive  i n  t h i s  n o v e l .  P i g ,  t h e  " o l d ,  b l i n d  n o s e l e s s  

bummy" (MGA - 45)  who works f o r  N i f t y  Louie  Fomorowski, and l a t e r  



t a k e s  ove r  h i s  t r a f f i c  i n  l i t t l e  brown d r u g s t o r e  b o t t l e s ,  wears  a  

p a r t i c u l a r l y  a t t r a c t i v e  o u t f i t :  

A l l  t h e  f i l t h  of West D i v i s i o n  S t r e e t  c lung  t o  
t h o s e  f i n g e r s  and t o  t h e  f r a y e d  ends  of t h e  army 
s u r p l u s  underwear c u r l i n g  benea th  t h e  c u f f s .  He 
wore heavy underwear ,  a n  army ove rcoa t  and t h e  
m a r i n e r ' s  r o l l e d  cap  whether  i t  were r o i s t e r i n g  
August o r  mid-December. (MGA 47) 

When N i f t y  Louie ,  a . k . a .  F i x e r ,  s h o o t s  F rank ie  up i n  t h e  

room above t h e  S a f a r i  Club ,  F rank ie  l i e s  swea t ing  and s h i v e r i n g  

and w r i t h i n g  i n  shame and need on L o u i e ' s  army c o t .  Zero 

Schwiefka,  F r a n k i e '  s employer ,  keeps  t ime  i n  h i s  gambling room 

w i t h  h i s  PX w r i s t  watch.  When F rank ie  i s  on t h e  run  from Bednar 

a f t e r  murder ing Lou ie ,  he  s l e e p s ,  and  t a p e r s  o f f  w i t h  c o d e i n e ,  on 

a n  army c o t  i n  Molly Novotny 's  cold-water  f l a t  on Maypole S t r e e t .  

While t h e  p o l i c e  a r e  t e a r i n g  up one j u n k i e  s cene  a f t e r  a n o t h e r  i n  

s e a r c h  of Frankie--an unso lved  murder l ooks  bad i n  a n  e l e c t i o n  

year-- they come a c r o s s  a  P o l e ,  F r a n k i e ' s  h e i g h t ,  i n  a  Lake S t r e e t  

a l l e y .  He i s  "wrapped i n  a n  army o v e r c o a t ,  w i t h  t h e  marks of t h e  . 
n e e d l e  l i k e  two k n o t t e d  n i p p l e s  t a t o o e d  i n t o  t h e  b r e a s t s  of  a  

nude o n h i s  arm" (MGA314). A t  t h e  same t i m e ,  Zosh, f i n a l l y  

a l t o g e t h e r  mad, i s  t a k e n  t o  a  locked  room w i t h  a  numbered d o o r ,  

behind which a  c o t  w i t h  "a  f a m i l i a r - l o o k i n g  k h a k i  b l a n k e t  a c r o s s  

i t s  f o o t "  a w a i t s  h e r .  

Not on ly  t h e s e  s o u v e n i r s  of  a  war economy, bu t  m i l i t a r i z e d  

language and behav io r  a r e  r i f e  i n  The Man w i t h  t h e  Golden A r m .  

Of t h e  many i n s t a n c e s  of " invaded" l i f e ,  t h e  most compact and 

I I r e v e a l i n g  i s ,  when viewed s u p e r f i c i a l l y ,  t h e  n o v e l ' s  most hope- 

f u l "  moment. When F rank ie  does  n i n e  months i n  j a i l  a f t e r  t h e  



11 I I eye-ron" s t e a l i n g  f i a s c o ,  h e  goes  from monkey t o  z e r o t 1  w i t h  t h e  

h e l p  o f  t h e  j a i l  d o c t o r ,  a n  ex-off  i c e r  c a l l e d  " t h e  major"  by t h e  

i nma te s ,  who h imse l f  i n v a r i a b l y  c a l l s  F r a n k i e  " s o l d i e r . "  The 

q u a s i - m i l i t a r y  o r g a n i z a t i o n  of  t h e  c e l l - b l o c k  i s  conveyed by 

A l g r e n ' s  d e s c r i p t i o n  of  t h e  p r i s o n e r s  i n  F r a n k i e ' s  t i e r  a s  "good 

boys . . t h e  l aund ry  and bakery  w o r k e r s ,  t h e  p r i n t s h o p  type-  

s e t t e r s  and t h e  boys who s a t  i n  c l a s s rooms  and  a c c e p t e d  t h e i r  

s e n t e n c e s  w i t h  t h e  d r y ,  h a r d - b i t t e n  humor o f  o l d  c o n t e n t e d  s o l -  

d i e r s "  (MGA 2 0 3 ) .  These a r e  t h e  good s o l d i e r s ,  and  amongst them, 

F r a n k i e  s l i p p e d  i n t o  a  l i f e  l i k e  t h e  l i f e  o f  t h e  
b a r r a c k s  h e  had known f o r  t h r e e  y e a r s .  Orde r s  were 
g i v e n  m a t t e r - o f - f a c t l y  w i t h o u t  t h r e a t s ;  and were 
obeyed complacen t l y .  Most o f  them k e p t  t hemse lve s  
a s  c l e a n  a s  i f  p r e p a r i n g  f o r  r e t r e a t  e a c h  even ing  
and mos t ,  o u t  of  s h e e r  boredom, a t t e n d e d  s e r v i c e s  
i n  t h e  pink-and-white c h a p e l  on Sunday morning.  And 
each  good s o l d i e r  coun t ed  h i s  two days  o f f  a  month,  
f o r  good b e h a v i o r ,  l i k e  money i n  t h e  bank and w e l l  
e a r n e d .  (MGA 2 0 4 )  

The " v i r t u e s "  a c t e d  o u t  by t h e  i n h a b i t a n t s  o f  t h i s  t i e r  a r e  

a n  amalgam of t h o s e  a p p r o p r i a t e  t o  t h e  Boy S c o u t ,  t h e  a l t a r  boyb, 

t h e  s choo lboy ,  t h e  Army " l i f e r , "  and t h e  unambi t ious  and  uncom- 

p l a i n i n g  i n d u s t r i a l  worke r .  Miming them i s  r e h a b i l i t a t i o n ,  o r  s o  

t h e  midd le  c l a s s  migh t  d e l u d e  i t s e l f .  The a c t u a l  d i f f i c u l t y ,  

11 t hough ,  i s  t h a t  w h i l e  F r a n k i e  may be g e t t i n g  s t r a i g h t "  i n  k i ck -  

i n g  h i s  a d d i c t i o n ,  t h e  post-war wor ld  which a w a i t s  a  submis s ive  

and d rug - f r ee  c i t i z e n  h a s  i t s e l f  c r e a t e d ,  t h rough  t h e  ongoing 

p r o c e s s  o f  wa r - s t imu la t ed  p r o d u c t i o n ,  a  h a b i t  which ,  a f t e r  f e ed -  

i n g  t h e  war machine ,  now demands t o  be f e d  t h e  s u r v i v o r s .  The 

1 I m a r r i a g e  of  war p r o d u c t i o n  t o  what Haro ld  Las swe l l  c a l l e d  pe r -  



p e t u a l  c r i s i s  and t h e  g a r r i s o n - p r i s o n  s t a t e f16  makes n o t  j u s t  t h e  

l i v e s  o f  one o r  a  dozen o r  s e v e r a l  thousand  " f r a y e d  unk jays"  a  

I I n i g h t m a r e ,  bu t  a n  e n t i r e  n a t i o n ' s .  A f t e r  d i s c u s s i n g  t h e  c u l -  

t u r a l  m o b i l i z a t i o n "  of  t h e  Uni ted  S t a t e s  i n  t h e  1 9 3 0 ' s  and 4 0 1 s ,  

d u r i n g  which t h e  p o p u l a r  media c o n s t a n t l y  reminded c i t i z e n s  t h a t  

f a i t h  i n  a  consumer s o c i e t y  would n o t  b e  u l t i m a t e l y  d i s a p p o i n t e d ,  

S t u a r t  Ewen s p e a k s  o f  a  k i n d  o f  c r i m i n a l  consumerism d i f f e r e n t  

from d rug  a d d i c t i o n :  

With t h e  expanded p r o d u c t i o n  c a l l e d  f o r  by World 
War 11, t h e  p o l i c y  of  government spend ing  moved 
from one o f  b e i n g  a  s t o p g a p  measure  t o  b e i n g  a  
p o l i c y  t h a t  would " s t r i k e  o i l "  f o r  American bus- 
i n e s s .  A wide  s e c t o r  o f  economic a c t i v i t y  opened 
up--never t o  be  demob i l i z ed  f o l l o w i n g  World War 
11--in t h e  form of  war ( " d e f e n s e " )  i n d u s t r i e s .  
The i d e a l  o f  permanent  i n d u s t r i a l  p r o d u c t i v i t y  
seemed t o  f i n d  i t s  r e a l i z a t i o n  i n  t h e s e  i n d u s t r i e s  
of  wa r .  War, programmed o b s o l e s c e n c e ,  s t o c k p i l i n g  
and t h e  governmenta l  p o l i c y  o f  u n b e l i e v a b l e  expen- 
d i t u r e  f o r  "defense"  a l l  c o n t r i b u t e d  t o  t h e  n o t i o n  
t h a t  h e r e  was a  s e c t o r  o f  i n d u s t r y  which c o u l d  
f l o u r i s h  i n  s p i t e  o f  p e o p j e l s  a b i l i t i e s  o r  p r o c l i v -  
i t y  t o  be  mass consumers .  

The compass i n  which a  "good s o l d i e r "  c o u l d  move would be 

narrow: a f t e r  c e l e b r a t i n g  t h e  end  o f  one war and t h e  adven t  o f  a  

new k i n d  o f  war by d r i n k i n g  A n t e k ' s  A-Bomb S p e c i a l s  a l l  n i g h t  

l o n g ,  F r a n k i e  "slammed s ide -w i se  i n t o  a  b i l l b o a r d  o f f e r i n g  eve-  

ryone i n  Chicago a  spanty-new pas t -and-paper  Nash" (MGA 6 8 ) .  A 

"bad s o l d i e r "  had no  c h o i c e  b u t  t o  r e t u r n ,  a s  F r a n k i e  does  a t  t h e  

end o f  h i s  t ime  i n  j a i l ,  t o  l i f e  beh ind  t h e  b i l l b o a r d s .  I t  i s  

I I h e r e ,  i n  " t h e  c i t y ' s  l i t t e r e d  b i v o u a c ,  among t h e  t enements  of 

home, t h a t  . F r a n k i e  f e e l s  " l i k e  a n  awol p r i v a t e  r e t u r n i n g  t o  

b a r r a c k s  from which h i s  o l d  o u t f i t  had long  ago  convoyed and 



s c a t t e r e d  f o r  keeps" (MGA 2 2 6 ) .  Caught between t h e  "bad" be- 

h a v i o r  of a d d i c t i o n  and poke r -dea l ing ,  and t h e  "good" behav io r  of 

wage l a b o r ,  consumption,  tax-paying and submiss ion  t o  t h e  d i c -  

t a t e s  of  t h e  g a r r i s o n - p r i s o n  s t a t e ,  n o t h i n g  l i k e  genuine  d i f f e r -  

ences  a p p e a r ,  because  t h e  human remains  a  combatant  i n  e i t h e r  

s i t u a t i o n .  Running i n t o  t h e  b i l l b o a r d ,  h i s  d i s c h a r g e  h a r d l y  d ry  

y e t ,  F rank ie  on ly  r e f l e c t s ,  bu t  cannot  r e a l i z e ,  what Debord 

a r t i c u l a t e s :  

The economic sys tem founded on i s o l a t i o n  i s  a  
c i r c u l a r  p roduc t  i on  of i s o l a t i o n .  The t ech -  .- 
nology i s  based on isolation. and t h e  t e c h n i c a l  

i s o l a t e s  i n  t u r n .   om t h e  au tomobi le  
t o  t e l e v i s i o n ,  a l l  t h e  goods s e l e c t e d  by t h e  
s p e c t a c u l a r  sys tem a r e  a l s o  i t s  weapons f o r  a  
c o n s t a n t  r e in fo rcemen t  of ghe c o n d i t i o n s  of  i s o -  

I I l a t i o n  of l o n e l y  crowds.  I I 

Zosh ' s  whining i n s i s t e n c e  t h a t  V i  wheel  h e r  eve ry  day t o  t h e  

L i t t l e  P u l a s k i  o r  t h e  "Riawlto"  s o  t h a t  s h e  might e n t e r  t h e  

s u b s t i t u t e  l i f e  s o l d  by t h e  consc iousnes s  i n d u s t r y  i s  on ly  one of 

t h e  many i n d i c a t i o n s  i n  t h i s  nove l  t h a t  everyday l i f e  c o n s t i t u t e s  
b 

what Debord has  c a l l e d  " t h e  s o c i e t y  of  t h e  s p e c t a c l e .  " The 

a u t h o r i t y  t o  which A l g r e n ' s  c h a r a c t e r s  r e g u l a r l y  submit  t h e i r  

d i s p u t e s ,  a n x i e t i e s ,  hopes ,  i g n o r a n c e ,  and need f o r  companionship 

i s  t h e  t h i r d - p e r s o n  wor ld  of  t h e  s p e c t a c l e ,  which d e v a s t a t e s  t h e  

i n d i v i d u a l .  The American n o v e l i s t  Nathanael  West p o i n t e d  t o  t h e  

s h i f t  i n  consc iousness  which a t t e n d e d  t h e  development of  modern 

mass communications f o l l o w i n g  World War I when he  s a i d :  "Men have 

always fought  t h e i r  m i se ry  w i t h  dreams.  Although dreams were 

once power fu l ,  t hey  have been made p u e r i l e  by t h e  movies ,  r a d i o ,  

and newspapers .  Among many b e t r a y a l s ,  t h i s  one i s  t h e  w o r s t .  I19 



Algren d e p i c t s  t h e  b e t r a y a l  of  humanity by a  s o c i e t y  o rgan ized  

around war p r o d u c t i o n ,  and t h e  i n s t r u m e n t a l i z a t i o n  of t h e  con- 

s c i o u s n e s s  n e c e s s a r y  t o  such p r o d u c t i o n ,  a s  a  s p e c i e s  of b o d i l y  

p a r a l y s i s  a l t e r n a t i n g  w i t h  p a n i c  s t a t e s .  These l a t t e r  p rope l  

bo th  F r a n k i e  and Zosh i n t o  spasms of mot ion marked by p a i n  and 

f u t i l i t y .  I n  t h e  mids t  of  t h i s  p a t h o s ,  o r  pa tho logy ,  t h e i r  

memories of t h e  pre-war wor ld  become more p r e c i o u s ,  l e s s  acces -  

s i b l e ,  i n c r e a s i n g l y  f r a g i l e ,  and  thoroughly  burdened w i t h  g u i l t  

and r e g r e t .  Memory becomes, f o r  Zosh, n o t h i n g  more o r  l e s s  t h a n  

t h e  raw m a t e r i a l  of  p s y c h o s i s .  For F r a n k i e ,  memory i s  narrowed 

t o  t h e  i n s t r u m e n t a l  and t h e  m i l i t a r y ,  and when t h a t  f a i l s  him, 

becomes on ly  t h e  r e l i q u a r y  of s e l f - a c c u s a l  and shame. As he 

I '  f l e e s  from t h e  m i l i t a r y  clumping" of t h e  Lake S t r e e t  a c e s ,  he  

11 goes  low, a s s a u l t - c o u r s e  f a s h i o n ,  z igzagg ing  w i t h  t h e  g i r d e r s  

s h e l t e r i n g  h i s  back ,  t h i n k i n g  ' I  done t h i s  t h r e e  t imes  awready-- 

i t ' s  a l l  i n  t h e  S e r v i c e  Record"' (MGA 328) .  When he  i s  wounded, 

f e v e r i s h ,  and junk-s ick i n  a  l a s t  anonymous chicken-wire f l o p ,  

F r a n k i e ' s  l a s t  thought  b e f o r e  he  hangs h imse l f  i s  t h e  s e l f -  

l a c e r a t i n g  memory-formula: I' I Have a  good dream y o u ' r e  d a n c i n '  , 

Zosh"' (MGA 3 3 7 ) .  

It would be i nadequa t e  t o  s e e  i n  F r a n k i e  Machine 's  so r rowfu l  

t a l e  a s imple  warning n o t  t o  shoo t  up n a r c o t i c s  and d e a l  c a r d s  

f o r  a  l i v i n g ,  t h a t  i s ,  a n  admoni t ion  t o  l i v e  l i k e  a  normal pe r -  

s o n .  The f u t i l i t y  of F r a n k i e ' s  l i f e  i s  t h e  one t h i n g ,  though he 

i s  a n  a d d i c t  and a  c a r d - d e a l e r ,  t h a t  h e  s h a r e s  w i t h  t h e  mass o f  

i n d u s t r i a l  worke r s .  As I ' v e  ment ioned ,  s o  much of t h e  pa thos  of  



I I F r a n k i e ' s  s i t u a t i o n  d e r i v e s  from h i s  e s s e n t i a l l y  square"  n a t u r e  

and a s p i r a t i o n s :  h e  i s  a  p a r t  o f ,  more t h a n  he  i s  a p a r t  from, t h e  

m o n o l i t h i c  h a l l u c i n a t i o n  of n o r m a l i t y .  Although he  gambles f o r  a  

l i v i n g ,  h i s  money comes n o t  from winn ings ,  b u t  from h i s  em- 

p l o y e e ' s  p o r t i o n  of t h e  h o u s e ' s  p rof  i t s .  He v a l u e s  h i s  w r i s t s  a s  

p r e c i s i o n  t o o l s ,  whether  he  i s  d e a l i n g  o r  drumming. His  wish f o r  

a  mus i ca l  c a r e e r  i s  based a s  much on a  c r a v i n g  f o r  s t a r - s t a t u s  

and r e g u l a r  s a l a r y ,  accorded  b i g  band members such a s  Gene Krupa, 

a s  on a  f e l t  need t o  produce mus ic .  Even h i s  a d d i c t i o n ,  a s  

abnormal a s  i t  may have appeared  t o  bou rgeo i s  r e a d e r s ,  imposes on 

h i s  l i f e  t h e  seeming c o n t r a d i c t i o n s  of  s y n t h e t i c  shock and au to -  

m a t i c  r e g u l a r i t y  which Wal te r  Benjamin saw a s  pr imary d e t e r -  

minan ts  of modern i ty .  Benjamin 's  e s s a y  "Some M o t i f s  i n  

Baude la i re"  d i l a t e s  on t h e  e s s e n t i a l  s i m ' i l a r i t i e s  be tween t h e  

gambler ,  t h e  u n s k i l l e d  i n d u s t r i a l  worker ,  and P o e ' s  "man of t h e  

1 1  crowd, t h a t  i s ,  homo spec tacu lum.  The fo l l owing  passage  from . 
t h e  e s s a y  i s  v a l u a b l e  because  i t  p r e c i s e l y  d e f i n e s  t h e  g ro t e sque  

I I embodiment i n  F rank ie  Machine,  who N i f t y  Louie c a l l s  Automatic 

I' Majcinek,  of a  p e r n i c i o u s  r i g i d i f  i c a t i o n ,  and a l s o  i n d i c a t e s  t h e  

s i t e  a t  which a  t o p p l i n g  wedge might  be s e t  and d r i v e n :  

The l a t t e r  [ u n s k i l l e d  f a c t o r y  work] ,  t o  be s u r e ,  
l a c k s  any touch  of  a d v e n t u r e ,  of t h e  mirage t h a t  
l u r e s  t h e  gambler .  But i t  c e r t a i n l y  does  n o t  l a c k  
t h e  f u t i l i t y ,  t h e  e m p t i n e s s ,  t h e  i n a b i l i t y  t o  com- 
p l e t e  something which i s  i n h e r e n t  i n  t h e  a c t i v i t y  
of a  wage s l a v e  i n  a  f a c t o r y .  Gambling even con- 
t a i n s  t h e  workmen's g e s t u r e  t h a t  i s  produced by t h e  
au toma t i c  o p e r a t i o n ,  f o r  t h e r e  can  be no  game wi th-  
o u t  t h e  q u i c k  movement of t h e  hand by which t h e  s t a k e  
i s  p u t  down o r  a  c a r d  i s  p i cked  up .  The j o l t  i n  t h e  
movement of  a  machine i s  l i k e  t h e  s o - c a l l e d  coup i n  



a  game of chance.  The man ipu la t i on  of t h e  worker a t  
t h e  machine has  no  connec t ion  w i t h  t h e  p reced ing  
o p e r a t i o n  f o r  t h e  v e r y  r ea son  t h a t  i t  i s  i t s  e x a c t  
r e p e t i t i o n .  S ince  each  o p e r a t i o n  a t  t h e  machine i s  
j u s t  a s  s c r eened  o f f  from t h e  p reced ing  o p e r a t i o n  a s  
a coup i n  a  game of chance i s  from t h e  one t h a t  p r e -  
ceded i t ,  t h e  drudgery of t h e  l a b o u r e r  i s ,  i n  i t s  
own way, a  c o u n t e r p a r t  t o  t h e  d rudgery  of t h e  gam- 
b l e r .  

There i s  a  l i t h o g r a p h  by S e n e f e l d e r  which r e -  
p r e s e n t s  a  gambling c l u b .  Not one of t h o s e  d e p i c t e d  
i s  pu r su ing  t h e  game i n  t h e  customary f a s h i o n .  Each 
man i s  dominated by a n  emotion:  one shows u n r e s t r a i n -  
ed joy ;  a n o t h e r ,  d i s t r u s t  of  h i s  p a r t n e r ;  a  t h i r d ,  
d u l l  d e s p a i r ;  a  f o u r t h  e v i n c e s  b e l l i g e r e n c e ;  a n o t h e r  
i s  g e t t i n g  ready  t o  d e p a r t  from t h e  wor ld .  A l l  t h e s e  
modes of  conduct  s h a r e  a  concea led  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c :  
t h e  f i g u r e s  p r e s e n t e d  show u s  how t h e  mechanism t o  
which t h e  p a r t i c i p a n t s  i n  a  game of chance e n t r u s t  
themselves  s e i z e s  them body and s o u l ,  s o  t h a t  even 
i n  t h e i r  p r i v a t e  s p h e r e ,  and no  m a t t e r  how a g i t a t e d  
they  may b e ,  t h e y  a r e  c a p a b l e  of  on ly  a  r e f l e x  ac -  
t i o n .  They behave l i k e  t h e  p e d e s t r i a n s  i n  P o e ' s  
s t o r y .  They l i v e  t h e i r  l i v e s  a s  automatons and r e -  
semble Bergson ' s  f i c t i t i o u s  c h a r a c t 6 r s  who have com- 
p l e t e l y  1 i q u i d a t e d  t h e i r  memories. 

I n  Zosh ' s  l i f e ,  a s  i n  F r a n k i e ' s ,  t h e  e lements  a r e  t h e  same. 

She t o o  i s  a  gambler ,  and hav ing  e n t r u s t e d  h e r s e l f  body and s o u l  

t o  t h e  mechanism of h e r  p a r t i c u l a r  game of chance ,  becomes gro- 

t e sque  i n  h e r  reduced humanity:  

For i f  s h e ' d  made a  s e c r e t  b a r g a i n  w i t h  h e r s e l f ,  
i n  t h a t  darkened c o r n e r  o f  t h e  mind where a l l  such 
b a r g a i n s  a r e  made, s h e  would s t a n d  by t h e  d e a l .  
She was bound now by i t  a s  i r r e v o c a b l y  a s  F rank ie  
was bound t o  h e r  and s h e  was bound t o  t h e  c h a i r :  
she  would n o t  now r e t u r n  t o  t h a t  c o r n e r  e x c e p t  i n  
dreams.  Not t o  t h a t  c u r t a i n e d  h ide -ou t ,  n o t  t o  
t h a t  s e c r e t  p l a c e .  She had gone t o  t h a t  bookie  
i n  t h e  b r a i n  where h u s t l e r ' s  h e a r t s  pay o f f  t o  
win ,  p l a c e  o r  show. She had b e t  h e r  h e a l t h  on a  
long one and w a i t e d  each  n i g h t  t o  be  p a i d  o f f  i n  
h e r  t u r n .  (MGA 122) 

The b i z a r r e  q u a l i t y  of  M r .  and Mrs. Ma jc inek ' s  e x i s t e n c e  i s  

I I an i n s t a n c e  of what Debord c a l l s  t h e  pseudo-use of l i f e .  '111 



Under t h e  g e n e r a l  s p e l l  of  t h e  p roduc t ion  o f  s e p a r a t i o n ,  t hey  can  

on ly  make c h o i c e s  which m a i n t a i n  t h e i r  es t rangement  from t h e i r  

t r u e s t  ( i . e .  h i s t o r i c a l  and bod i ly )  s e l v e s ,  and from each  o t h e r .  

A l g r e n ' s  ep ig raph  t o  t h e  n o v e l ' s  f i r s t  s e c t i o n  i s  from Alexander 

Kupr in ' s  -9 Yama a  nove l  damning t h e  system--not t h e  act--of  p ros -  

t i t u t i o n .  The words speak of t h e  a t r o p h y  of t h e  human c a p a c i t y  

t o  r e a c t  t o  t h e  d i s t o r t i o n  of l i f e :  " 'Do you u n d e r s t a n d ,  g e n t l e -  

men, t h a t  a l l  t h e  h o r r o r  i s  i n  j u s t  t h i s ,  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  no 

h o r r o r !  "' T h i s  pas sage  c o n t i n u e s :  'I 1 Bourgeois work days--and 

t h a t  i s  a l l .  " 'I2 It  i s n ' t  n i c e  work f o r  F r a n k i e  and Zosh e i t h e r ,  

b u t  t h e y ' v e  g o t  i t .  



Did I not say before that that face was something 
separate, and apart; a face by itself? Now, any 
thing which is thus a thing by itself never re- 
sponds to any other thing. If to affirm, be to 
expand one's isolated self; and if to deny, be to 
contract one's isolated self; then to respond is 
a suspension of all isolation. 

- Herman Melville, Pierre 
Or, The Ambiguities 

If Algren's novel did nothing more than parade this doleful 

couple before us, it would offer little more than a repetition of 

images of pathos. Such images, and in this I concur with 

Bakhtin, are false, always false, if they are presented "monolo- 

gically . I I If no contrasting and contesting voice appears in a 

work of verbal art, or, since the nature of language makes that 

impossible, if the author tries to strangle such voices when they 

threaten to sound, the spectacle, which Debord characterizes as 

I I the opposite of dialogue, " I 3  maintains its hold, and separation 
b 

is enforced. The artistic labor becomes yet another instance of 

"the concrete manufacture of alienation, "I4 and a tribute offer- 

ing to "the perfected denial of man. "I5 But in a different 

chronotope than Frankie and Zoshls rented mortuary, Algren de- 

picts a spectacular functionary whose nerves begin to tremble in 

strange ways. A danger sign, for the captain, but a vital sign 

for the reader. 

Captain Bednar is this novel's "legitimate1' half of the 

pairs of authoritarian nemeses which dog all of Algrenls protag- 

onists. The absolute power embodied in Stub McKay and Nubby 



O'Neill in Somebody in Boots, and One-Eye Tenczara and Bonifacy 

Konstantine in Never Come Morning is in The Man with the Golden 

Arm held--but neither securely nor permanently--by Record Head 

Bednar and Nifty Louie Fomorowski. In his earlier books, 

Algren's suffering heroes, with the help of a caring, suffering 

woman, made a bid for a life that, while neither conventional nor 

pure, had its own dimensions of decency. In Cass' s and Bruno's 

stories, each takes long, long falls at the end. Neither of 

those characters can lay hold of or tap any power which would let 

them shake the stranglehold of their tormentors. Neither can 

consistently go on the offensive, and the repressive forces 

represented by the authoritarian-father pairs pulverize their 

chances for autonomy. Captain Bednar, however, is effectively 

disturbed by the combined power of Frankie' s pathetic heroism, 

and a newly powerful ingredient--the screwball cunning of Solly 

Saltskin, a.k.a. Sparrow. 

Bednar's troubles open this novel, and as surely as Frankie 

is destroyed in the course of its action, so is Bednar. Because 

even though the captain never drank, "toward nightfall in that 

smoke-colored season between Indian summer and December's first 

true snow, he would sometimes feel half-drunken" (MGA - 3 ) ,  and lay 

his tired head on the query room desk: 

Yet it wasn't work that wearied him so and his sleep 
was harassed by more than a smoke-colored rain. The 
city had filled him with the guilt of others; he was 
numbed by the charge-sheet's accusations. For twenty 
years, upon the same scarred desk, he had been re- 
cording larceny and arson, sodomy and simony, boos t- 
ing, hijacking and shootings in sudden af fray: black- 



m a i l  and  t e r r o r i s m ,  i n c e s t  a n d  p a u p e r i s m ,  embezzle-  
ment a n d  h o r s e  t h e f t ,  t a m p e r i n g  a n d  p r o c u r i n g ,  ab-  
d u c t i o n  and  q u a c k e r y ,  a d u l t e r y  a n d  mackery .  T i l l  
t h e  f i n g e r  o f  g u i l t ,  p o i n t i n g  s o  s t e r n l y  f o r  s o  l o n g  
a c r o s s  t h e  query-room b l o t t e r ,  h a d  grown b o r e d  w i t h  
i t  a l l  a t  l a s t  a n d  had  t u r n e d ,  c a p r i c i o u s l y ,  t o  
t o u c h  t h e  f i b e r s  o f  t h e  d a r k  g r a y  m u s c l e  b e h i n d  t h e  
c a p t a i n ' s  l i g h t  g r a y  e y e s .  So t h a t  t hough  by day- 
l i g h t  h e  r ema ined  t h e  p u r s u e r  t h e r e  had  come n i g h t s ,  
t h i s  w i n d l e s s  f i r s t  week of  December, when h e  h a d  
dreamed h e  was b e i n g  p u r s u e d .  (MGA - 3)  

I m m e d i a t e l y ,  t h e n ,  t h i s  n o v e l  sounds  a  muted c a r n i v a l  f a n -  

f a r e .  B e d n a r ' s  v e r y  d e f i n i t i o n  o f  h i m s e l f  a s  a  s e r v a n t  and  

embodiment of  l e g i t i m a t e  a u t h o r i t y  i s  b e g i n n i n g  t o  c r u m b l e ,  and  

a s  h e  l o s e s  h i s  a b i l i t y  t o  d i r e c t  g u i l t  o u t w a r d s  a n d  downwards, 

t h e  c i t y ,  i n  t h e  g r o t e s q u e  mass of  t h e  a c c u s e d ,  p u s h e s  i n  t h r o u g h  

I I t h e  f i s s u r e s .  The power t h a t  Bednar  s e r v e s  i s  a n  economic 

sys t em founded  on i s o l a t i o n ,  " I 6  t h e  most  e s s e n t i a l  and  s e l f -  

c o n f i r m i n g  p r o d u c t  o f  which  i s  r e p r o d u c e d  i s o l a t i o n .  But some- 

t h i n g  f o r e i g n  h a s  e n t e r e d  t h e  c i r c u i t  i n  B e d n a r ' s  c a s e ,  someth ing  

c a p r i c i o u s ,  someth ing  a n t a g o n i s t i c .  The l i g h t s  come up t h a t  

n i g h t  on F r a n k i e  and  S p a r r o w ,  a n d  t h e  l a n g u a g e  i s  moving f a s t :  

I I Ever  b e e n  i n  a n  i n s t i t u t i o n ? "  t h e  c a p t a i n  want-  
e d  t o  know, r e t u r n i n g  t o  t h e  4-F. 

I I S u r e  t ' i n g .  The t i m e  my g i r l f r i e n d  V i o l e t  h i t  
Antek t h e  Owner w i t '  t h e  p o t a t o - c h i p  bowl I was i n  
a  i n s t i t u t i o n :  t h e  R a c i n e  S t r e e t  S t a t i o n  House I n -  
s t i t u t i o n ,  i t  l o o k s  a  l i t t l e  l i k e  t h i s  o n e .  Only 
t h e y  wouldn '  t l e t  me s t a y .  I a i n '  t s m a r t  enough t o  
be r u n n i n '  a r o u n d  l o o s e  b u t  I a i n ' t  goofy  enough t o  

1 1  l o c k  up n e i t h e r .  The p u n k ' s  e n t h u s i a s m  was g rowing  
I I by t h e  moment. Any t i m e  you want  me, C a p t a i n ,  j u s t  

phone by Antek ,  h e ' l l  come a n d  t e l l  me I g o t  t o  come 
down ' n  g e t  a r r e s t e d .  I l i k e  g e t t i n '  l o c k e d  up  now 
' n  t h e n ,  i t ' s  how a  guy s t a y s  o u t  o f  t r o u b l e .  I ' l l  
g r a b  a  c a b  i f  y o u ' r e  i n  a  r e a l  b i g  h u r r y  t o  p i n c h  me 
sometime--I d o n ' t  l i k e  b e i n '  l a t e  when I g o t  a  
c h a n c e  of  d o i n '  t h i r t y  d a y s  f o r  s o m e t h i n '  I n e v e r  
done .  I I 

The c a p t a i n  e y e d  him s t e a d i l y .  (MGA 4-5) 



By the time Bednar is through putting a choice too hard to 

bear to this alley-stray ganef whose "brains are screwed on 

1 1  sideways, he won't be able to eye anyone steadily, least of all 

himself in a mirror. The captain, like his employer the owning 

class, has had a vision problem for some time, though. The line- 

up spotlight hits the accused with "a glare that made any man 

look like a plastic job with a prefabricated expression grafted 

on, according to some criminologist's graph or other, to fit the 

crime of which the captain's charge sheet had him accused" (MGA 

192). But, Lombroso and all the bad science of criminology 

notwithstanding, "the man behind the murderer' s mask was under 

the lights for stealing a bushel of mustard greens and the con- 

eroo's leer had been picked up for oversleeping in a Halsted 

Street hallway" (MGA 192). Something is wrong here, but the 

machine is producing, and the captain can't find the switch to 

turn it off: 
L 

So the men came on again: the ragged, crouching, 
slouching, buoyant, blinking, belligerent, nameless, 
useless supermen from nowhere. "For climbin' a tele- 
phone pole at t'ree A.M. wit' a peanuts machine on 
my back." "For makin' anon'mous phone calls to call 
my wife dirty names. ' I  ' I  Twice as big a crowd as here 
'n a woman picked on me." "went upsfyirs with a girl 
'n came down with a cop." (MGA - 190) 

How can an honest copper keep his reactions in order? It is 

vital that Algren's ambivalent descriptions of his characters, 

here and elsewhere in this novel, do little to help the reader to 

' 1  a simple view. Fanger's characterization of the grotesque as an 

unresolvable dualism of narrative attitude toward what is being 



presented" is here clearly pertinent. It is easier for the 

complainants and the merely curious, the spectators who sit and 

titter in the darkness. Their distance, physical and emotional, 

as well as their derision, is absolute and absolutely negative. 

But the captain, on the edge of the glare that puts a mask on all 

the accused, continually hears voices which undermine his isola- 

tion: 

"What do you do when you're drinking light?" 
"Mind my own business. ' I  

I I You haven't got any business. For a quarter 
you'd steal the straw out of your mother's kennel." 

The razorback tossed his tawny shock and his 
face in that light looked tawny too. "What I'd do 
for a quarter you'd do for a dime." (MGA 190-91) 

This street poetry of retort begins to penetrate the cap- 

tain, and brings back to him his dream of being pursued. In 

Bakhtinian terms, it starts Bednar' s "discrowning ," for at the 

same time that a direct insult comes at Bednar from the line-up, 

he is also told that he is no better than any other man, that is, 

that the pathos of his separation is ultimately false. His 

dreams and the line-up scenes are pervaded with precisely the 

relativizing and "degrading" qualities that Bakhtin saw in the 

thrice-recurring dream of the Pretender in Pushkin's Boris 

Godunov. The knowledge that all authority is pretension, and the 

topographical character of its maintenance, are instanced by the 

passage: 

I dreamed I climbed a crooked stair that led 
Up to a tower, and there upon that height 
I stood, where Moscow like an ant hill lay 
Under my feet, and in the marketplace 
The people stared and pointed at me laughing; 
I felt ashamed, a trembling overcame me, 



I f e l l  h e a d f i r s t ,  and  i n  t h a t  f a l l  I woke. 18 

A t  t h e  t h r e s h h o l d  be tween r i g i d  s e l f - c o n f i r m a t i o n  a n d  t h e  

p e c u l i a r l y  d e s i r a b l e  i n e v i t a b i l i t y  o f  h i s  own l o n g  f a l l ,  Bednar 

i s  most  a f f r o n t e d  by t h e  l a u g h t e r  o f  t h e  condemned, t h e  ambi- 

v a l e n t  s n i c k e r s  t h a t  h e  l o n g s  t o  h e a r  sound o u t  l o u d .  F e e l i n g  

" i m p a l e d , "  t h e  c a p t a i n  h e a r s  " a  l i g h t  r i p p l e ,  h a l f  p r o t e s t  and  

h a l f  mockery" move down t h e  o t h e r  s i d e  o f  t h e  que ry - room' s  w a l l ,  

and  f e e l s  "somehow a p p a l l e d  t h a t  c a g e d  men s h o u l d  l a u g h  a t  any-  

t h i n g "  (MGA 2 9 5 ) .  Yet i n  t h e  s c e n e  o f  F r a n k i e  and  S p a r r o w ' s  

e a r l y  morning  i n  t h e  j a i l  amongst  " t h e  R e p u b l i c ' s  c rummies t  

l u s h e s "  (MGA - 1 6 ) ,  A l g r e n  s e t  down t h e  s e c r e t  l e a r n i n g  of  t h e s e  

men f rom which  t h e  c a p t a i n  w a n t s  t o  s e p a r a t e  h i m s e l f .  The de- 

s c r i p t i o n s  o f  t h e  p r i s o n e r s  s h o u l d  s a t i s f y  A d o r n o ' s  i n s i s t e n c e  o n  

t h e  remember ing ,  t h r o u g h  i m a g i n e s ,  o f  t h e  u g l y :  

Any one  o f  t h e s e  l o o k e d  a s  though  a l l  t h e  o t h e r s  
had  b e a t e n  him a l l  n i g h t  w i t h  b a r r e l  s t a v e s .  
Faces  b loody  a s  raw p o r k  g r o u n d  s l o w l y  i n  t h e  
c i t y ' s  g r e a t  g r i n d e r ;  f a c e s  b u r s t  l i k e  w h i t e  b a g s ,  
one  w i t h  e y e s  l i k e  some d y i n g  h e n ' s  and  one  a s  . 
b o l d  a s  a  c o r n e r e d  b u l l d o g ' s ;  e y e s  w i t h  a  s m a l l  
b r i g h t  g l eam o f  h y s t e r i a  a n d  e y e s  c u r t a i n e d  by 
t h e  d u l l  h a l f  g l a z e  o f  g r i e f .  (MGA 1 6 )  

These  a r e  men " s e a r e d  by t h a t  same t o r c h  whose f l a m e  had 

a l r e a d y  touched"  F r a n k i e ,  a n d  t h e  t o r c h  b u r n s  away e v e r y t h i n g  b u t  

t h e  " g r e a t ,  s e c r e t  and  s p e c i a l  American g u i l t  o f  owning n o t h i n g ,  

n o t h i n g  a t  a l l ,  i n  t h e  one  l a n d  where  o w n e r s h i p  a n d  v i r t u e  a r e  

one" (MGA 1 7 ) .  These  h a v e  " f a i l e d  t h e  b i l l b o a r d s  a l l  down t h e  

l i n e .  . . . h a d  n o t  e v e n  b e e n  a  s u c c e s s  i n  t h e  t a v e r n "  (MGA 1 7 ) ,  

a n d  h a v e  t h e  s t a l e  l i v e s  and  " c e r t a i n  j a i l h o u s e  odor"  t h a t  

t r a i l e d  down t h e  s t r e e t s  o f  S k i d  Row b e h i n d  them 

145  



t i l l  t h e  c i t y  i t s e l f  seemed some s o r t  of open- 
r o o f e d  j a i l  w i t h  w a l l s  f o r  a l l  men and l a u g h t e r  
f o r  v e r y  few. . . . And y e t  t h e y  spoke and y e t  
l aughed ;  and  even t h e  most maimed wreck of  them 
a l l  h e l d ,  l i k e  a  pennant  i n  t h a t  d r i f t i n g  l i g h t ,  
some f r a y e d  remnant o f  l a u g h t e r  from un f r ayed  
y e a r s .  L ike  a  s o i l e d  r a g  waved by a  drunken ped- 
d l e r  i n  a  cheap b a z a a r  who knows none w i l l  buy,  
y e t  waves h i s  s i n g l e  s o i l e d  ware i n  se l f -mockery  
- - these  t o o  l aughed .  And knew n o t  one  would buy. 

(MGA 16)  

I t  i s  a t  t h i s  l e v e l  t h a t  t h e  j oke  of  t h e  sys tem of produc- 

t i o n  i s  r e v e a l e d .  Those who c a n ' t  " a f f o r d  t h e  l i q u o r  t h a t  l e n d s  

d i s t i n c t i o n  n o r  t h e  b e e r  t h a t  g i v e s  t h a t  s p e c i a l  glow of h e a l t h ,  

l e a d i n g ,  o f t e n  q u i t e  s u d d e n l y ,  t o  s t a r t l i n g  s o c i a l  s u c c e s s "  (MGA - 

I T ) ,  have  s p e n t  a l l  t h e y  e v e r  had - - t he i r  l i v e s - - t o  f i n d  o u t  a  

s e c r e t  t h a t  i s  beg inn ing  t o  worry  t h e  cap ta in - -and  t h a t  i s  t h a t  

t h e  e a r t h  t a k e s  u s ,  f i n a l l y ,  no  l o n g e r  e i t h e r  cop o r  r o b b e r .  

Whitman knew t h a t ,  b u t  t o  l e a r n  i t  h e  had t o  be s t a r t l e d  where h e  

t hough t  h e  was s a f e s t ,  i n  h i s  s e p a r a t e  s e l f .  I n  "This  Compost, 11 

Whitman i n t e r r o g a t e d  t h e  e a r t h :  "Where have  you d i s p o s e d  of  t h e i r  

c a r c a s s e s ?  / Those d r u n k a r d s  and  g l u t t o n s  o f  s o  many g e n e r a t i o n s ?  

/ Where have you drawn o f f  a l l  t h e  f o u l  l i q u i d  and meat?"  

(W 4 9 6 ) .  His  answer i s  t h a t  t h e  wor ld  c a r r i e s  on w i t h  i t s  own 

swee ten ing  c h e m i s t r y ,  and  t h a t  shakes  him: 

Now I am t e r r i f i e d  a t  t h e  E a r t h ,  i t  i s  t h a t  calm 
and p a t i e n t ,  

It grows such  sweet  t h i n g s  o u t  of such  c o r r u p t i o n s ,  
I t  t u r n s  h a r m l e s s  and s t a i n l e s s  on i t s  a x i s ,  w i t h  

such  e n d l e s s  s u c c e s s i o n s  of  d i s e a s ' d  c o r p s e s ,  
I t  d i s t i l l s  such  e x q u i s i t e  winds  o u t  o f  such  i n f u s e d  

f e t o r ,  
I t  renews w i t h  such  u n w i t t i n g  l ooks  i t s  p r o d i g a l ,  

a n n u a l ,  sumptuous c r o p s ,  
It g i v e s  s u c h  d i v i n e  m a t e r i a l s  t o  men, and a c c e p t s  

such  l e a v i n g s  from them a t  l a s t .  (W 496-97) 



T h i s  i s  t h e  t r u t h  of  " d e g r a d a t i o n , "  t h e n ,  t h i s  i s  t h e  g r o u n d  

of  g r o t e s q u e  r e a l i s m .  I t  s u f f u s e s  and  makes a m b i v a l e n t  t h e  

l a u g h t e r  of  A l g r e n ' s  p e o p l e ,  " t h e  l u c k l e s s  l i v i n g  soon  t o  be t h e  

l u c k l e s s  dead" (MGA 1 8 ) .  The d i s p o s s e s s e d  wakening  i n  j a i l  know 

f u l l  w e l l  t h e  d e t a i l s  o f  t h e  p a u p e r ' s  b u r i a l  t h a t  a w a i t s  them, 

b u t  t h e i r  m a t e r i a l  r e a l i z a t i o n s  a r e ,  i n  a  s t r a n g e  way, more 

c o m f o r t i n g  t h a n  t h e  a b s t r a c t  t r i c k  t h e i r  a c c u s e r s  p l a y  on them- 

s e l v e s :  

T h i s  was a l l  a  p a r t  o f  t h e i r  s e c r e t  knowledge a s  
t h e y  t o u c h e d  t h e  j a i l h o u s e  w a t e r  t o  t h e i r  f o r e h e a d s ,  
t h i s  was why t h e y  l a u g h e d  s o  l i g h t l y  f rom t i m e  t o  
t i m e .  For  t h e y  h a d  h a d  t h e  u l t i m a t e  j o k e  p l a y e d  
upon them p r e m a t u r e l y :  more a m b i t i o u s  men would h a v e  
t o  w a i t  a  b i t  t o  f i n d  o u t .  I t  was why t h e y  g r i n n e d  
s o  knowingly  a t  t h e  most  c a s u a l  j a i l h o u s e  companions ;  
t h e y ' d  a l l  be  t a k i n g  t h e  same r o a d ,  down t h e  same 
l i t t e r e d  s t r e e t ,  t o  t h e  same s i n g l e  t r e n c h  t o g e t h e r .  
I t  was why t h e y  nudged e a c h  o t h e r  f a m i l i a r l y  and  
l e e r e d  a  l i t t l e :  "Take my a d v i c e ,  buddy.  D o n ' t  
d i e  b r o k e . "  (MGA 18-19) 

Under t h e  l i g h t s  t h a t  mask humani ty  i n  p l a s t i c ,  t h e  c a p t a i n  

c a n ' t  a n y  l o n g e r  s e e  j u s t  t h e  c r i m i n a l s  t h a t  a r e  supposed  t o  be 
b 

t h e r e .  I n  t h e  l i n e - u p  men change  " t o  l o o k  l e s s  l i k e  p l a s t i c  men 

a n d  more l i k e  some p l a s t i c  zoo:  a n i m a l s  s t u f f e d  f o r  some S t a t e  

S t r e e t  Toy land  b e f o r e  C h r i s t m a s "  (MGA 1 9 3 ) .  A l g r e n ' s  l a n g u a g e  

h a s  a  c a r n i v a l - b a r k e r ' s  r i n g  t o  i t  a s  h e  p a r a d e s  b e f o r e  t h e  cap-  

t a i n  t h e  men "manacled by s t e e l  o r  c i r c u m s t a n c e "  (MGA 1 9 6 ) ,  and  

t h e  l i n e - u p  i t s e l f  t h r e a t e n s  t o  e n g u l f  t h e  c a p t a i n ,  t o  p e n e t r a t e  

h im,  t o  b r e a k  him down, t o  commingle w i t h  him: 

Yet t h e y  come on  a n d  come o n ,  and  where  t h e y  come 
from n o  c a p t a i n  knows a n d  where  t h e y  g o  n o  c a p t a i n  
g o e s :  mush w o r k e r s  a n d  l u s h  w o r k e r s ,  c a t a m i t e s  and  
s o d o m i t e s ,  b u c k e t  w o r k e r s  a n d  b a i l  j u m p e r s ,  t i l l  
t a p p e r s  and  a s s i s t a n t  p i c k p o c k e t s ,  s q u a r e  j o h n s  and  



c o p p e r  j o h n s ;  l a m i s t e r s  a n d  h a l l r o o m  b o y s ,  a n c i e n t  
p i o u s  p e r v e r t s  and  o l d  blown p a r o l e e s ,  r a p o e s  and  
record-men; t h e  damned a n d  t h e  u n d a u n t e d ,  t h e  
j a u n t y  a n d  t h e  condemned. (MGA 196-97) 

Out o f  t h i s  e n d l e s s  c a r n i v a l  of  "un lucky  b r o t h e r s  w i t h  

h u s t l e r ' s  h e a r t s "  (MGA 197)  s t e p s  a  " g a u n t  wreck  i n  a  smudged 

c l e r i c a l  c o l l a r "  (MGA 1 9 8 ) .  T h i s  b r o t h e r ,  i n  t h e  l i g h t s  f o r  a  

m i n u t e  and  t h e n  swept  away, s a y s  what  t h e  c a p t a i n  c a n  n e v e r  admi t  

and  r e m a i n  a  c a p t a i n :  

"Are you a  p r e a c h e r ? "  The c a p t a i n  sounded p u z z l e d .  
" I ' v e  b e e n  d e f r o c k e d .  " 
"You s t i l l  p r e a c h  p r e t t y  good when i t  comes t o  

c a s h i n g  phony c h e c k s .  What were  you d e f r o c k e d  f o r ? "  
I I Because I b e l i e v e  we a r e  a l l  members o f  one  

a n o t h e r .  I I 

Tha t  one  s t o p p e d  t h e  c a p t a i n  c o l d .  He s t u d i e d  t h e  
wreck  a s  i f  s u d d e n l y  s o  u n c e r t a i n  of  h i m s e l f  t h a t  h e  
was a f r a i d  t o  a s k  him what  h e  meant  by t h a t .  "I 
d o n ' t  g e t  i t , "  h e  acknowledged a t  l a s t ,  a n d  p a s s e d  
o n ,  w i t h  g r e a t e r  c o n f i d e n c e ,  t o  a  l i t t l e  h e r o i n - h e a d  
b a t t i n g  h i s  e y e s  a n d  cough ing  t h e  l i t t l e  d r y  a d d i c t ' s  
cough p o l i t e l y  i n t o  h i s  pa lm.  (MGA - 198)  

I I Yet t h e  c a p t a i n  e v e n t u a l l y  d o e s  " g e t  i t ,  e v e n  i f  t h i s  

g r o t e s q u e  wisdom h a s  t o  be  v o i c e d  t o  him by o t h e r s  b e f o r e  i t  

f i n a l l y  p u l l s  him down. The d e f r o c k e d  p a p e r - h a n g e r ,  t r u e  t o  t h e  

c a r n i v a l  r e - p r o c e s s i n g  of  t h e  s a c r e d ,  i s  a l m o s t  q u o t i n g  E p h e s i a n s  

i v . 2 5 :  "Wherefore  p u t t i n g  away l y i n g ,  s p e a k  e v e r y  man t r u t h  w i t h  

h i s  n e i g h b o u r :  f o r  we a r e  a l l  members one  of  a n o t h e r .  " The 

P a u l i n e  t e x t ,  which  i s  g i v e n  a t  g r e a t e r  l e n g t h  i n  1 C o r i n t h i a n s  

x i i . 1 4 - 2 6 ,  h e r e  h a s  n o t h i n g  s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d  t o  d o  w i t h  C h r i s t i a n  

dogma. P u l l e d  o u t  o f  t h e  B i b l e ,  p u t  i n t o  t h e  mouth o f  a  r e n e g a d e  

p r i e s t ,  i t  i s  a n  image o f  g r o t e s q u e  a r t i c u l a t i o n ,  of  Whitman's  

"p ro found  l e s s o n  o f  r e c e p t i o n , "  and  o f  B a k h t i n ' s  " i n d i v i s i b l e  

whole  . . . gay a n d  g r a c i o u s "  (RW - 1 9 ) .  Given  A l g r e n ' s  e s t i m a t i o n  



of  o r g a n i z e d  r e l i g i o n - - " I ' d  s a y  t h e  c h u r c h  d o e s  g e n t l y  what t h e  

p o l i c e  do  r o ~ ~ h l ~ " ~ ~ - - h i s  d i a l o g i c  u s e  of  C h r i s t i a n  t e x t s  d o e s  

n o t  b e t r a y  t h e  c r y p t o - e c c l e s i a s t i c a 1  u r g e  s o  b e l o v e d  of  h i s  

l i t e r a r y  c o n t e m p o r a r i e s .  A g a i n s t  t h e  s u f f e r i n g  and  i s o l a t i n g  

p a t h o s  o f  o f f i c i a l d o m ,  t h o u g h ,  e v e n  S t .  P a u l  c a n  b e  u s e d  by a n  

1 1  i r r e v e r e n t  c o n s c i e n c e  i n  t o u c h  w i t h  humani ty"  (CCM 8 1 ) .  The 

l o n g e r  p a s s a g e  from C o r i n t h i a n s  i n c l u d e s  t h e  f o l l o w i n g :  

And t h o s e  members o f  t h e  body,  which  we t h i n k  t o  b e  
l e s s  h o n o u r a b l e ,  upon t h o s e  we bes tow more abundan t  
honour ;  and  o u r  uncomely p a r t s  have  more abundan t  
c o m e l i n e s s .  For  o u r  comely p a r t s  have  no  n e e d :  b u t  
God h a t h  t empered  t h e  body t o g e t h e r ,  h a v i n g  g i v e n  
more abundan t  honour  t o  t h a t  p a r t  which  l a c k e d :  
That  t h e r e  s h o u l d  b e  n o  s c h i s m  i n  t h e  body; b u t  
t h a t  t h e  members s h o u l d  h a v e  t h e  same c a r e  one  f o r  
a n o t h e r .  And w h e t h e r  o n e  member s u f f e r ,  a l l  t h e  
members s u f f e r  w i t h  i t ;  o r  one  member b e  h o n o u r e d ,  
a l l  t h e  members r e j o i c e  w i t h  i t .  

I n  t h e  c a p t a i n ' s  l o n e l i e s t  h o u r ,  a s  h e  works  l a t e  a t  h i s  

h o n e s t  c o p p e r ' s  d u t y ,  t h e  " c a r n i v a l  o f  r o g u e s  h e  h a d  l o n g  f o r g o t -  

t e n "  (MGA 296) comes back  a s  f a c e s  a n d  v o i c e s  r a t h e r  t h a n  a s  

names on a  c h a r g e  s h e e t .  I t  i s  S p a r r o w ' s  f a c e ,  " t h a t  s t e e r e r ' s  

s m a l l  w h i t e  f a c e ,  e x h a u s t e d  l i k e  a  c h i l d ' s  f rom c r y i n g  i n  h i s  

c e l l "  a f t e r  Bednar f o r c e s  him t o  b e t r a y  F r a n k i e ,  t h a t  most  d i s -  

t u r b s  t h e  c a p t a i n .  These  phantoms p e o p l e  h i m ,  and  h e  s t r u g g l e s  

I I a g a i n s t  t h e i r  s e c r e t :  f o r  i f  e v e r y o n e  were  members of  one  an- 

o the r - -he  p u t  t h e  n o t i o n  down. T h a t  would mean t h o s e  on t h e  

o t h e r  s i d e  o f  t h e  w a l l  were  h i s  own k i n d "  (MGA 2 9 6 ) .  The c u l -  

m i n a t i o n  o f  t h i s  o f f i c i a l ' s  t r o u b l e  i s  s t r i k i n g l y  s i m i l a r  t o  t h e  

P r e t e n d e r ' s  dream i n  B o r i s  Godunov. Bednar ,  s o  s h a k e n  by " t h e  

murmurs beyond t h e  w a l l s  . . . l i k e  t h e  v o i c e s  o f  f r i e n d s  h e  had  



d e n i e d  e v e r  h a v i n g  known. . . l i s t e n e d  i n  f e v e r e d  hope  o f  

h e a r i n g  them c a l l  o u t  t o  a l l  t h e  w o r l d  t h a t  h e  was t h e  v e r y  w o r s t  

of them" (MGA 2 9 7 ) .  The a n s w e r i n g  s i l e n c e  f o r g i v e s  him e v e r y -  

t h i n g ,  t h o u g h ,  

So t h a t  s u d d e n l y  t h e  c a p t a i n  w i s h e d  t o  do  someth ing  
s o  c o n s p i c u o u s l y  n o b l e ,  s o m e t h i n g  a t  o n c e  s o  f o o l i s h  
and s o  k i n d ,  s o  f u l l  o f  a  p e r f e c t l y  u s e l e s s  m e r c i f u l -  
n e s s  toward  t h e  most  u n d e s e r v i n g  o f  a l l ,  t h a t  p r i s o n -  
e r s  and  p o l i c e  a l i k e  would l a u g h  o p e n l y  a t  h im.  
Would l a u g h  w i t h o u t  p i t y  a s  a t  a n  o l d  enemy gone 
balmy a t  l a s t .  (MGA 297-98) 

A l g r e n  l e a v e s  t h e  c a p t a i n  weeping  " c r o c o d i l e  t e a r s , "  f o r  h i s  

r e d e m p t i o n  depends  on  h i s  h e a r i n g  w i t h  h i s  h e a r t  " t h e  wisdom o f  

some a n c e s t r a l  d ream,  news o f  s a l v a t i o n  t o  p o l i c e m e n  and  p r i s -  

o n e r s ,  d e a l e r s  a n d  s t e e r e r s  a n d  c a p t a i n s ,  b l i n d  men a n d  h u s t l i n g  

I I g i r l s ,  c r i p p l e s  a n d  p r i e s t l i k e  c o n e r o o s  a l i k e ,  a n d  a s  y e t ,  "he 

b e l o n g e d  t o  n o  man a t  a l l "  (MGA 2 9 9 ) .  The o n l y  r e d e m p t i o n  i s  

" t h r o u g h  t e a r s  o r  l a u g h t e r "  (MGA 2 9 9 ) ,  and  i t  c a n  o n l y  come t o  

t h e  c a p t a i n  i n  a  c a r n i v a l  h e l l ,  when h e  r e a l i z e s  w i t h  a  l a u g h  

1 1  j u s t  what  t h a t  a n c e s t r a l  dream" i s  s a y i n g .  

But who. h a d  t h e  power t o  c a s t  down t h e  c a p t a i n ?  



i i i  

A fo rmer  s u b u r b a n  Ste-Foy p o l i c e  o f f i c e r  s e r v i n g  
a  l i f e  s e n t e n c e  f o r  t h e  s h o o t i n g  d e a t h s  o f  two o t h e r  
o f f i c e r s  t e s t i f i e d  y e s t e r d a y  t h a t  t h e  t h r i l l  o f  pu t -  
t i n g  t h i e v e s  b e h i n d  b a r s  d r o v e  him t o  s t e a l .  

S e r g e  L e f e b v r e ,  who had  e a r l i e r  a d m i t t e d  t o  be- 
tween 300 and  400 t h e f t s  d u r i n g  h i s  16 -yea r  p o l i c e  
c a r e e r ,  t o l d  a  Quebec P o l i c e  Commission i n q u i r y  i n t o  
t h e  o p e r a t i o n s  of  t h e  f o r c e  t h a t  a n  a r r e s t  " e x c i t e d "  
him a n d  g a v e  him t h e  u r g e  t o  s t e a l .  

"I d o n ' t  u n d e r s t a n d  why,"  h e  t e s t i f i e d .  " I t  p u t  
me i n  a  t r a n c e  t o  s e e  t h e i r  f a c e s ,  t o  s e e  t h e  r e a c t i o n  
o f  t h o s e  g u y s .  The guys  b e i n g  a r r e s t e d  w e r e  l a u g h i n g  
a t  u s .  I t  

- T o r o n t o  Globe  and M a i l ,  
J u l y  1 0 ,  1986 

Through t h e  l o g i c  o f  d o u b l i n g  a n d  p a r o d y ,  s o  much a  p a r t  of  

t h e  c a r n i v a l  t r a d i t i o n ,  A l g r e n  g e n e r a t e d  g r o t e s q u e  c o u n t e r p a r t s  

f o r  e v e r y  i m p o r t a n t  c h a r a c t e r  i n  The Man w i t h  t h e  Golden A r m .  2 0  

Spa r row,  a .  k . a .  S o l l y  S a l t s k i n ,  "ha l f -Hebe  ' n  h a l f  c r a z y , "  p l a y s  

Sancho Panza  t o  F r a n k i e ' s  Don Q u i x o t e .  I n  t h e  c o u r s e  o f  h i s  

carom t h r o u g h  t h i s  n o v e l ,  Spar row t e s t s  e v e r y  s o r t  of  p a t h o s ,  and  

shows t h e  way o u t  o f  t h e  v a l o r i z a t i o n  o f  s u f f e r i n g  by which  

A l g r e n  was o c c a s i o n a l l y  t a k e n  i n .  He p u l l s  i n t o  t h i s  n o v e l ,  l i k e  

one o f  h i s  r e l u c t a n t  s t o l e n  d o g s ,  t h e  p o w e r f u l  f o l k  humor t r a d i -  

t i o n s  o f  t h e  r o g u e ,  t h e  c lown a n d  t h e  f o o l ,  t o  b i t e  a u t h o r i t i e s .  

B a k h t i n  c a l l s  t h e  i m p o r t a n c e  o f  t h e s e  r o l e s  t o  f o l k  c o n s c i o u s n e s s  

I I enormous ( i n  f a c t ,  i n c o m p a r a b l e ) "  (DI - 1 6 5 ) ,  b u t  s t r e s s e s  t h a t  a  

s p e c i f  i c y  l o c a l  a n d  h i s t o r i c a l  v i ew o f  t h e i r  v a r i o u s  images i s  

e s s e n t i a l .  Thus S p a r r o w ,  w i t h  F r a n k i e  a s  h i s  s t r a i g h t  man i n  

t h e  book'  s o p e n i n g  l i n e - u p  s c e n e ,  works from v a u d e v i l l e  and  bur -  

l e s q u e  t r a d i t i o n s ,  Mut t  and  J e f f  f o o l i s h n e s s ,  L a u r e l  a n d  Hardy 



anarchism, and one-hundred-percent-Chicago wise-guy-ism rather 

than from Aristophanic or Lucianic models of Menippean satire. 

Algren is creating not a scholar of the carnival tradition, but 

an heir and user of it. 

The profound use to which Algren puts the fool figure is-- 

recall Benjamin's comments on the engraving of the gamblers--to 

depict the breaking of the spell of mechanized behavior and 

spectacular automatonizat ion. To do so implies the destruction 

("degradation") of all authoritarian and isolating pathos through 

the revelation of material, actual humankind. Bakhtin says, "It 

is characteristic [of carnivalized novels] that internal man-- 

I I pure natural" subjectivity--could be laid bare only with the 

help of the clown and the fool, since an adequate, direct (that 

is, from the point of view of practical life, not allegorical) 

means for expressing his life was not available" (DI - 164). 

Sparrow accomplishes this, from beneath his baseball cap and from 
' 

between his flaring ears, by polemicizing with the historical 

values of post-war spectacular America. Frankie is a stricken 

hero, that is to say, an allegory, and his life is made up of 

humiliating capitulations to the conventional images of husband, 

employee, husband-cheating-on-wife, and tragic junkie. From 

behind the mask of the fool--and we are given to understand that 

it is a mask--Sparrow uses an antique tradition to subvert con- 

temporary rigidities. Bakhtin might well be speaking of the 

"off-balanced" one when he writes: 

In the struggle against conventions, and against 



t h e  inadequacy  of  a l l  a v a i l a b l e  l i f e - s l o t s  t o  f i t  
a n  a u t h e n t i c  human b e i n g ,  t h e s e  masks [ c l o w n ,  f o o l ,  
r o g u e ]  t a k e  on  a n  e x t r a o r d i n a r y  s i g n i f i c a n c e .  They 
g r a n t  t h e  r i g h t  n o t  t o  u n d e r s t a n d ,  t h e  r i g h t  t o  
c o n f u s e ,  t o  t e a s q t o  h y p e r b o l i z e  l i f e ;  t h e  r i g h t  
t o  pa rody  o t h e r s  w h i l e  t a l k i n g ,  t h e  r i g h t  n o t  t o  be  
t a k e n  l i t e r a l l y ,  n o t  " t o  be  o n e s e l f " ;  t h e  r i g h t  t o  
l i v e  a  l i f e  i n  t h e  c h r o n o t o p e  o f  t h e  e n t r ' a c t e ,  t h e  
c h r o n o t o p e  of  t h e a t r i c a l  s p a c e ,  t h e  r i g h t  t o  a c t  
l i f e  a s  a  comedy and  t o  t r e a t  o t h e r s  a s  a c t o r s ,  t h e  
r i g h t  t o  r i p  o f f  masks ,  t h e  r i g h t  t o  r a g e  a t  o t h e r s  
w i t h  a  p r i m e v a l  ( a l m o s t  c u l t i c )  rage--and f i n a l l y ,  
t h e  r i g h t  t o  b e t r a y  t o  t h e  p u b l i c  a  p e r s o n a l  l i f e ,  
down t o  i t s  most  p r i v a t e  a n d  p r u r i e n t  l i t t l e  
s e c r e t s .  (DI  - 163)  

B a k h t i n  i s  t h o r o u g h l y  a t t e n t i v e  t o  t h e  a g e  o f  t h e  r o l e s  o f  

r o g u e ,  c lown and f o o l :  " I f  one  were  t o  d r o p  a  h i s t o r i c a l  

s o u n d i n g - l e a d  i n t o  t h e s e  a r t i s t i c  i m a g e s ,  i t  would n o t  t o u c h  

bot tom i n  any  o f  them--they a r e  t h a t  deep" (DI - 158-59) ,  and  

c o n t r a s t s  t o  i t  t h e  r e c e n t ,  denominab le  l i t e r a r y  h i s t o r y  o f  t h e  

e s s e n t i a l l y  b o u r g e o i s  a n d  p r i v a t e  c h a r a c t e r .  F r a n k i e  Machine i s  

b u i l t  on  t h e  s t r e s s e s  o f  t h e  l a t t e r  t r a d i t i o n ,  a s  i s  h i s  a p p a r e n t  

1 '  o p p o s i t e , "  C a p t a i n  B e d n a r .  I n  c o n t r a s t ,  t h e  f o l k  c o l l e c t i v e ,  

I I o r g a n i c  humani ty  i n  o r g a n i c  s o c i e t y ,  was u t t e r l y  e x t e r i o r i z e d ' :  

(DI - 1 3 5 ) ,  a n d ,  i n  B a k h t i n ' s  v i e w ,  t h e  a r t i s t i c  p e r f o r m a n c e s  o f  

s u c h  p r e - i n d u s t r i a l  w o r l d s  knew n o t h i n g  o f  t h e  d i s p a r i t y  between 

' 1  t h e  p u b l i c -  a n d  t h e  p r i v a t e  ( t h e r e  was n o  s i g n i f i c a n t  p r i v a t e "  a s  

we h a v e  come t o  know i t ) .  Wi th  t h e  a s c e n d a c y  o f  m e r c a n t i l e  

Europe i n  t h e  Midd le  Ages ,  however ,  

man ' s  image was d i s t o r t e d  by h i s  i n c r e a s i n g  p a r t i c i -  
p a t i o n  i n  t h e  mute  a n d  t h e  i n v i s i b l e  s p h e r e s  o f  ex-  
i s t e n c e .  He was l i t e r a l l y  d r e n c h e d  i n  m u t e n e s s  a n d  
i n v i s i b i l i t y .  And w i t h  them e n t e r e d  l o n e l i n e s s .  
The p e r s o n a l  a n d  d e t a c h e d  human being--" t h e  man 
who e x i s t s  f o r  h imse l fH- -10s  t t h e  u n i t y  and  whole- 
n e s s  t h a t  h a d  been  a  p r o d u c t  o f  h i s  p u b l i c  o r i g i n .  
Once h a v i n g  l o s t  t h e  p o p u l a r  c h r o n o t o p e  o f  t h e  pub- 



1 i c  s q u a r e ,  h i s  s e l f - c o n s c i o u s n e s s  c o u l d  n o t  f i n d  
a n  e q u a l l y  r e a l ,  u n i f i e d  and  who le  c h r o n o t o p e ;  i t  
t h e r e f o r e  b r o k e  down and  l o s t  i t s  i n t e g r i t y ,  i t  
became a b s t r a c t  a n d  i d e a l i s t i c .  ( D I  135-36) - 

The overwhelming number o f  American n o v e l i s t s  who r e c e i v e d  

w i d e s p r e a d  c r i t i c a l  a n d  p u b l i c  a t t e n t i o n  i n  t h e  e a r l y  1 9 5 0 ' s  were  

t h o r o u g h l y  e n r a p t u r e d  by t h e  h i s t o r i c a l l y  more r e c e n t  image of 

homo s o l i t a r i u s ,  and  t h e i r  books c o u l d  h a v e  been  waved l i k e  

s u r r e n d e r  f l a g s  b e f o r e  t h e  power o f  s p e c t a c u l a r  r e a l i t y . "  The 

p r o s e  w r i t e r s  who s i g n i f i c a n t l y  c o n t e s t e d  t h e  hegemony o f  t h e  

b o u r g e o i s  image o f  humani ty  by d rawing  on  t h e  h e r i t a g e  of  t h e  

r o g u e ,  t h e  clown and  t h e  f o o l  were  two: Ne l son  A l g r e n  a n d  Ralph  

E l l i s o n .  I t  was a  good d e a l  f o r  A l g r e n ' s  Spa r row t o  t a k e  o n ,  b u t  

h e  h a d  h e l p  f rom h i s  g i r l f r i e n d  V i o l e t ,  a n d ,  i n  a  funny  s o r t  of  

way, f rom h e r  husband  S t a s h  Koskozka .  These  t h r e e  p u l l  t h e i r  

masks a n d  s c r i p t s ,  a n d  t h e i r  c o n t e m p o r i z e d  c o s t u m e s ,  f rom t h e  

t r u n k  l a b e l l e d  cornmedia d e l l ' a r t e .  A s  t h e s e  t h r e e  Ch icago  o r -  

phans  p l a y  a  v a r i a n t  on A r l e c c h i n o ,  Colombina a n d  P a n t a l o n e ,  we 
' 

s e e  a g a i n  t h a t  t h e  u s e  o f  t h e  forms a n d  t r a d i t i o n s  o f  t h e  c a r n i -  

v a l  g r o t e s q u e ,  w h e t h e r  i n  t h e  work of  M o l i e r e ,  S w i f t ,  D i d e r o t ,  

M e l v i l l e ,  Djuna B a r n e s ,  N a t h a n a e l  West o r  N e l s o n  A l g r e n ,  h a s  a  

c o n s i s t e n t  p u r p o s e :  

t o  c o n s e c r a t e  i n v e n t i v e  f r eedom,  t o  p e r m i t  t h e  com- 
b i n a t i o n  of  a  v a r i e t y  o f  d i f f e r e n t  e l e m e n t s  [ s a y ,  
m u s t a r d  a n d  bed s h e e t s ]  a n d  t h e i r  r a p p r o c h e m e n t ,  
t o  l i b e r a t e  f rom t h e  p r e v a i l i n g  p o i n t  o f  v i ew of 
t h e  w o r l d ,  f rom c o n v e n t i o n s  and  e s t a b l i s h e d  t r u t h s ,  
from c l i c h i i s ,  f rom a l l  t h a t  i s  humdrum a n d  u n i v e r -  
s a l l y  a c c e p t e d .  T h i s  c a r n i v a l  s p i r i t  o f f e r s  t h e  
chance  t o  h a v e  a  new o u t l o o k  on t h e  w o r l d ,  t o  r e a l -  
i z e  t h e  r e l a t i v e  n a t u r e  o f  a l l  t h a t  e x i s t s ,  and  t o  
e n t e r  a  c o m p l e t e l y  new o r d e r  o f  t h i n g s .  (RW - 34) 



The G r e a t  Sandwich B a t t l e  i m m e d i a t e l y  f o l l o w s  t h e  s c e n e  i n  

which  Zosh,  l e f t  a l o n e  a l l  n i g h t  by F r a n k i e  w h i l e  h e  s l e e p s  

d o w n s t a i r s  w i t h  Mol ly  Novotny ,  i n t e r r o g a t e s  h e r s e l f  a n d  h e r  c i r -  

c u m s t a n c e s .  She h a s  p r e v a i l e d ,  s h e  t h i n k s  " w i t h  a  c e r t a i n  s e l f -  

I '  d e r i s i o n ,  and  s e c u r e d  a  " v i c t o r y  . . s w e e t e r  t h a n  a l l  t h e  

d a n c e s  s h e  h a d  m i s s e d  t h r o u g h  t h a t  p e r v e r t e d  v i c t o r y "  (MGA 1 2 2 ) .  

Y e t ,  i n  h e r  w o r l d ,  " ' I t ' s  j u s t  t h e  way t h i n g s  would b e  i f  t h a t  

N i f t y  Lou ie  was God ' n  B l i n d  P i g  w a s  J e s u s  C h r i s t ,  . . i t ' s  

j u s t  a b o u t  t h e  way them t w o ' d  r u n  t h i n g s " '  (MGA 1 2 3 ) .  These  a r e  

p a i n f u l  a n d  d e s o l a t e  r e f l e c t i o n s ,  b u t  t h e y  r e p e a t  t h e  " i n v e r t e d  

wor ld"  m o t i f  o f  c a r n i v a l i z e d  l i t e r a t u r e ,  and  sweep t h e  s t a g e  f o r  

t h e  comedic t r i a d  of  Spa r row,  V i  and  Old Husband. S t a s h  

Koskozka,  s a d d l e d  w i t h  t h e  c o n • ’  l i c t i n g  m i s f o r t u n e s  o f  a  t a s t e  f o r  

day-o ld  b a r g a i n s ,  a  h a r d  j o b  i n  a n  i c e h o u s e ,  a  r a n d y  young w i f e  

and  h e r  l a t e s t  r o m a n t i c  a c q u i s i t i o n ,  b e g i n s ,  l i k e  C a p t a i n  B e d n a r ,  

t o  f i n d  l i f e  on  t h e  s t r a i g h t  s i d e  i n s u p p o r t a b l e .  The G r e a t  

Sandwich B a t t l e ,  i n  wh ich  R a b e l a i s ,  p r o v i d e d  w i t h  a  t r a n s l a t i o n  

o f  t h e  C h i c a g o e s e ,  would h a v e  d e l i g h t e d ,  i s  a  k i n d  of  mock-heroic  

agon waged w i t h  m u s t a r d  a n d  P o l i s h  s a u s a g e ,  p a n t i n g  s e x u a l  d e s i r e  

and  amaz ing ly  funny l o c a l  d i a l e c t s .  What i s  b e i n g  t e s t e d ,  

t h o u g h ,  i n  t h i s  t h o r o u g h l y  d i s a r r a n g e d  c h r o n o t o p e ,  i s  t h e  conven-  

t i o n a l  wisdom t h a t  N o r t h  American humankind s h o u l d  l i v e  and 

b r e a t h e  t o  work ,  t h a t  i s ,  r e p r o d u c e  i s o l a t i o n .  A f t e r  a n o t h e r  o f  

h i s  h a r d  d a y s  a t  t h e  i c e h o u s e ,  a f t e r  s c o f f i n g  up  t h e  "moldy 

s t u f f "  t h e  d u t i f u l  V i o l e t  p r e p a r e s  f o r  h i s  d i n n e r ,  "Old Creep  

S t a s h "  l i e s  a b e d ,  r e c u p e r a t i n g  f o r  y e t  a n o t h e r  h a r d  d a y ,  s n o r i n g  



" w i t h  a  low w a r n i n g  rumble  a s  i f  t h e  G a r f i e l d  P a r k  E x p r e s s  were  

r u n n i n g  s t r a i g h t  t h r o u g h  t h e  house"  (MGA 1 3 0 ) .  The u n a p p r e c i a t e d  

V i  h a s  l i t t l e  c h o i c e  b u t  t o  p u l l  on  h e r  w i n t e r  c o a t  o v e r  a  s h e e r  

n i g h t d r e s s  and  t h e  " l a c y  b l a c k  S u s p a n t s  t h e  punk h a d  s t o l e n  f o r  

h e r  f rom ~ i e b o l d t ' s "  (MGA 1 2 6 ) ,  and  h e a d  d o w n s t a i r s  t o  t h e  Tug & 

Maul ( A n t e k ,  h i s  f a m i l y ,  h i s  t a v e r n ,  V i  a n d  S t a s h ,  Mol ly  Novotny,  

F r a n k i e  and  Zosh ,  B l i n d  P i g  a n d  Rumdum t h e  b e e r - d r i n k i n g  m u t t  

a l l  l i v e  a t  1860 West D i v i s i o n  S t r e e t ) .  A f t e r  c o n s o r t i n g  and  

'I c a v o r t i n g  w i t h  what  A l g r e n  c a l l s  a l l  o u r  most  i g n o r a n t  p e o p l e "  

(MGA 127)  u n t i l  e a r l y  m o r n i n g ,  V i  a n d  Spar row s t u m b l e  up t h e  

s t a i r s ,  p a s t  M o l l y ' s  where  F r a n k i e  s l e e p s  g u i l t i l y ,  p a s t  Zosh i n  

h e r  d e s e r t i o n ,  p a s t  Poor  P e t e r  S c h w a b a t s k i ,  ~ a i l e r ' s  " h o r s e - f a c e d  

d imwit"  s o n  who " p a s s e d  t h e  c r e a k i n g  m i d n i g h t  h o u r s  by p l a n t i n g  

p a p e r  d a i s i e s .  Two of  t h e s e  grew o u t  o f  a  l o n g  c r a c k  i n  t h e  d e s k  

t o  e m b r o i d e r  t h e  d u s t y . o l d  l e g e n d ,  Q u i e t  ----- o r  Out You Go Too" (MGA 

1 2 9 ) .  When i n  t h e  c o u r s e  o f  t h e i r  a s c e n t  i t  comes t o  V i  t h a t  

Poor  Old  S t a s h ' s  p rob lem i s  t h a t  h e  works  t o o  h a r d ,  s h e  and  t h e  

punk a r e  s o  c o n v u l s e d  w i t h  h i l a r i t y  t h a t  t h e y  n e a r l y  f a l l  back  

down t h e  s t a i r s .  V i ' s  d e s i r e  i s  t h a t  Spa r row a n d  Old  Husband 

s h o u l d  meet  " ' f o r m ' l l y . " '  T h i s  s e t s  o f f  a  p e c u l i a r  r e a c t i o n  i n  

Sparrow t h a t  m i g h t  h a v e  s o m e t h i n g  t o  d o  w i t h  someth ing  c a l l e d  a  

I I s o c i a l  c o n s c i e n c e " :  

I '  

11 
How come I ' m  s ' p p o s e d  t o - - f o r m l l l y ? "  
How come you a i n ' t  s ' p p o s e  t o ,  what  I want  t o  

know," s h e  i n s i s t e d ,  f e e l i n g  t h e  whisky-move. When 
s h e  p u t  i t  t h a t  way Sparrow r e a l i z e d  h e  was supposed  
t o  meet  Old Husband a l l  a l o n g .  I t  seemed t h e n  t h a t  
Old Husband h a d  been  w a i t i n g  p o l i t e l y  t o  meet  S o l l y  
S a l t s k i n  a  l o n g  t i m e  a n d  now was h i s  b i g  c h a n c e  t o  
g i v e  t h e  o l d  man t h e  b r e a k  h e  d e s e r v e d .  Old Man 



worked t o o  h a r d ,  h e  d e s e r v e d  soemth ing  t o  happen t o  
him i n  h i s  d e c l i n i n g  y e a r s .  A l l  t h e  p e o p l e  worked 
t o o  h a r d ,  a l l  t h e  p e o p l e  d e s e r v e d  someth ing  n i c e  i n  
t h e i r  d e c l i n i n g  y e a r s .  He o u g h t  t o  d o  more f o r  t h e  
p e o p l e ,  t h e y  had  s u c h  a  h a r d  way t o  g o .  (MGA 129)  

Made c o n s i d e r a b l y  h a r d e r ,  we s e e ,  by t h e  a r r i v a l  o f  t h e  

merry  two w i t h  s u c h  a n  a m b i v a l e n t  f e e l i n g  a b o u t  work .  " ' D r  onk 

t ' i n g s , '  O ld  Creep  d i s a p p r o v e d .  . . . ' I s  b a d ,  n o t  d r a s s e d , '  h e  

a d d e d ,  r e d d e n i n g  a t  t h e  s p e c t a c l e  o f  h i s  own w i f e  c a v o r t i n g  a b o u t  

b e f o r e  a  s t r a n g e r  i n  n o t h i n g  b u t  a  s h e e r  n igh tgown.  What k i n d  o f  

b i g  b a r g a i n  was t h a t ?  "' (MGA 1 3 0 ) .  Blows a r e  exchanged  be • ’  o r e  

t o o  l o n g ,  V i  v e n t i n g  h e r  a n g e r  o v e r  h e r  "unconsummated honeymoon" 

by smacking  Old  Husband w i t h  h e r  c a r p e t  s l i p p e r ,  Old  Husband 

t h r o w i n g  a  p e r f e c t l y  good P o l i s h  s a u s a g e  sandwich  ( p r e p a r e d  f o r  a 

p e c k i s h  Sparrow)  " s t r a i g h t  i n t o  V i o l e t ' s  f a c e  a n d  down t h e  h o l l o w  

of h e r  gown" (MGA - 1 3 2 ) .  B e f o r e  Sparrow c a n  r e t r i e v e  t h e  "sand-  

r i c h , "  V i  a t t a c k s  a g a i n ,  a n d  r e d u c e s  Old Husband t o  t e a r s .  H i s  

p l a i n t :  

"Work a l l  d a y ,  s e v e n  d a y s ,  no  d a y s  o f f ,  buy n i z e  
t ' i n g s b y  howz," h e  sobbed b r o k e n l y ,  "pay  g r o c e r n i a ,  
pay b u c z e r n i a ,  pay  mens I don '  t e v e n  know w h a t ' s  
f o r ,  comes t i m e  t o  s l e e p  e v e r y t ' i n g  a l l  p a i d  ' n  n i z e  
c l e a n  howz s o  e v e r '  body sleep--who comes by howz 
from whisky  t a v e r n ? "  A d r o p  o f  b l o o d  mixed w i t h  sweat  
and  t e a r s  d r o p p e d  down t h e  p o i n t  o f  h i s  t i n y  c h i n .  
"Mrs. No-good w i t '  d r o n k  p o c k e t - p i c k e r !  Shou ld  b e  i n  
bed by h o o s b a n d ,  h i t s  by hoosband i n s t e a d  o n  
head  ' n  makes f u n n y :  ' I s  ~ h r i s t m a s ,  now we f i g h t  a l l  
n i g h t ! '  I s  s o m e t h i n '  g o t  t o  happen ,  i s  a l l .  ' I  

(E 132) 
A good d e a l  h a p p e n s ,  none  of  i t  t o  S t a s h ' s  l i k i n g .  A f t e r  he  

c l u b s  V i  w i t h  t h e  b u t t  o f  h i s  . 3 8 ,  a f t e r  h e  i s  i n  t u r n  r o u t e d  

from t h e  a p a r t m e n t  t o  t h e  f r e e z i n g  f i r e  e s c a p e  ( t h e  whole  s c e n e  

works i t s  way o u t  of  t h e  b o u r g e o i s  c h r o n o t o p e  o f  t h e  room) ,  a f t e r  



t h e  Ch icago  p o l i c e  a r r i v e ,  Old C r e e p ' s  w o r l d  i s  s o  t h o r o u g h l y  

t o p s y - t u r v y  t h a t  h e  i s  t a k e n  by t h e  a c e  a s  t h e  a b u s i v e  f a t h e r  of 

t h e  two b e n i g h t e d  c h i l d r e n  who s o  p i o u s l y  r e g i s t e r  t h e i r  inno-  

c e n c e .  C h i c a g o ' s  s t r a n g e  dawn s e e s  Old Husband c a r t e d  away i n  a  

s q u a d r o l ,  a n d ,  arms a round  e a c h  o t h e r ' s  w a i s t s ,  t h e  C h r i s t m a s  

bonus check  S t a s h  h a d  hoped t o  s t a s h  s e c u r e l y  i n  t h e i r  p o s s e s -  

s i o n ,  V i  and  Sparrow s e e  ' ' t h e  l i t t l e  r e d  t a i l l i g h t  wink up  a t  

them o n c e .  To warn them t o  b e  good c h i l d r e n  s o  t h e y ' d  n e v e r  h a v e  

t o  g o  t o  j a i l "  (MGA 1 3 8 ) .  

Now A l g r e n  i n c l u d e d  t h i s  s c e n e  o f  l a u g h a b l e  l a c e r a t i o n s  a s  

1 I more t h a n  "comic r e l i e f .  I t  s t r i k i n g l y  p a r o d i e s  e v e r y  s o u r c e  of 

t o r m e n t  t h a t  makes F r a n k i e ' s  l i f e  h e l l ,  and  c o n t e s t s  t h e  mono- 

l o g i c  p a t h o s  o f  h i s  s t o r y .  F r a n k i e ' s  a d d i c t i o n  t o  d r u g s  becomes,  

i n  t h e  f i g u r e  o f  Spa r row,  a n  i n s a t i a b l e  a p p e t i t e  f o r  P o l i s h  

s a u s a g e  ( B a k h t i n  d w e l l s  on t h e  R a b e l a i s i a n  s i g n i f i c a n c e  of sau-  

s a g e ) ;  and  F r a n k i e ' s  t o r n  s l e e v e ,  a s  a  badge  o f  t h a t  a d d i c t i o n ,  

i s  m i r r o r e d  by t h e  s a u s a g e  s t r i n g  t h a t  d a n g l e s  from S p a r r o w ' s  

mouth t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  b a t t l e .  F r a n k i e '  s a n g u i s h  o v e r  h i s  i n • ’  i- 

d e l i t y  t o  Zosh i s  comparable  o n l y  i n  q u a n t i t y ,  n o t  q u a l i t y ,  t o  

V i ' s  unconce rn  o v e r  h e r  c u c k o l d i n g  S t a s h .  Zosh--the rhyme s h o u l d  

t e l l  u s  someth ing- - i s  r e p e a t e d l y  p i c t u r e d  a s  p r e m a t u r e l y  a g e d ,  

c o l d ,  s e x l e s s ,  a  w i t h e r e d  c h i l d  i n  h e r  whee l  c h a i r .  I n  S t a s h ,  

t h e  g r o t e s q u e  c o m b i n a t i o n  o f  o l d  a g e  a n d  c h i l d i s h n e s s  r e f l e c t s  

and makes r i d i c u l o u s  Z o s h ' s  s t a t e ,  and  p r e c i s e l y  t h a t  i n  him i s  

t h e  s o u r c e  o f  some o f  t h e  s c e n e ' s  f u n n i e s t  moments: " S t a s h  t u r n e d  

i n  t h e  d i m - l i t  h a l l  i n  a l l  t h e  c h a s t e  w h i t e  p r i d e  o f  h i s  l o n g  



drawers  and t o l d  h e r ,  l i k e  a  saucy c h i l d ,  'Who wants?  I ' m  n o t  

t e l l  Mrs. No-good where a t  i s  c h i p p e s t  r e s t a u r a n t - b a k e r e e  - on 

D i v i s i o n .  Ha! - Ha!"' (MGA 134) .  The a l e r t  r e a d e r  w i l l  a l s o  have 

n o t i c e d  t h e  p a r o d i c  symmetry of t h e  ways i n  which Frankie  and V i  

t a k e  l e a v e  of t h e i r  snoozing spouses .  As V i  s t e p s  o u t  on h e r  way 

11 t o  A n t e k ' s ,  she  g e n t l y "  t e l l s  Old Man: "'Go t o  s l e e p ,  S t a s h ,  

have a  good dream y o u ' r e  winnin '  a  t u r k e y  r a f f l e " '  (MGA 1 2 7 ) .  

Two echoes  occur  i n  t h e  book, bo th  from F r a n k i e ' s  mouth, and t h e  

r e a d e r  who r e c a l l s  V i ' s  g e n t l e  words t o  S t a s h  b e f o r e  she  t a k e s  

h e r s e l f  o f f  t o  Sparrow a t  t h e  "whisky t a v e r n "  w i l l  be f a c e d  w i t h  

a  d e l i b e r a t e  a u t h o r i a l  c a r n i v a l i z a t i o n  of F r a n k i e '  s  a b j e c t  s e l f  - 
t o rmen t .  When he  r e t u r n s  t o  h i s  que ru lous  mate a f t e r  n i n e  months 

i n  j a i l ,  and immediately f a l l s  i n t o  t h e  t r a c e s  of c o n t r i t i o n ,  he  

comfor t s  Zosh, i n  h e r  " b r i e f  h a l f  s l e e p  of i n v a l i d i s m , "  " s o f t l y "  

t e l l i n g  h e r :  " '  Have a  good dream, Zoschka. Have a  good dream 

y o u ' r e  danc in '  again" '  (MGA - 231) .  Much l a t e r ,  F r a n k i e ' s  f i n a l  

words ,  "whi r led  l i k e  l e a v e s  i n  a  dead-cold wind" i n  t h e  moments 

b e f o r e  he  hangs h i m s e l f ,  a r e :  " ' ~ a v e  a  good dream y o u ' r e  danc in '  , 

Zosh"' (MGA 337) .  

Sparrow s o  n e a t l y  evades  any q u e s t i o n  of i n t e r i o r  p a i n  t h a t  

F r a n k i e ' s  agon ie s  a r e  r e f r a c t e d  a s  melodramat ic  s e l f - abso rp -  

t i o n .  23 The punk mourns on ly  t h e  l o s s  o f  a  good sandwich t o  such 

messy domest ic  s t r i f e ,  a n d ,  a f t e r  wip ing  t h e  unwanted mustard  o f f  

I I a  reassembled sandwich and o n t o  V i  and S t a s h ' s  s h e e t s  and a  

handy c o r n e r  of t h e  d r e s s e r  s c a r f , "  h i s  f e e l i n g s  f o r  Old Husband, 

who i s  h o l d i n g  h i s  head and whimpering by now, ex tend  p r e c i s e l y  



a s  f a r  and  d e e p  a s  B a k h t i n '  s  zone  o f  d e g r a d a t i o n - - t h e  lower  

b o d i l y  s t r a t u m :  "Must b e  c r y i n g  b e c a u s e  h e  was s o  h u n g r y ,  Sparrow 

r e a s o n e d .  'You want  a  b i t e ,  Old  an?' h e  a s k e d  c o n s o l i n g l y "  (E 
1 3 3 ) .  Sparrow i s  s h a m e l e s s l y  p u z z l e d  a b o u t  " ' w h a t  makes t h a t  o l d  

man s o  mean i n  t h e  f i r s t  p l ace" '  (MGA l 3 9 ) ,  p r e c i s e l y  t o  t h e  

d e g r e e  t h a t  h e  h a s  g u i l t l e s s l y  p l u n d e r e d  t h e  f r u i t s  of  Old 

C r e e p ' s  l a b o r :  a  h e a l t h y  young w i f e  and  s t r i n g  a f t e r  s t r i n g  o f  

good P o l i s h  s a u s a g e .  Sparrow a c c o m p l i s h e s  w i t h  g r a c e  a n d  t a s t e  

t h e  immediate  p r o j e c t i o n  o f  blame o n t o  o t h e r s ,  s o  n e c e s s a r y  f o r  

s u r v i v a l  i n  T o d a y ' s  Modern World .  A f t e r  s p r e a d i n g  m u s t a r d  o v e r  a  

good p a r t  o f  V i  and  S t a s h ' s  n e s t ,  t h e  punk t a k e s  a  f a s t i d i o u s  

I I l o o k  a r o u n d :  Sparrow f e l t  a  tw inge  o f  d i s g u s t  a t  t h e  way eve ry -  

t h i n g  i n  t h e  j o i n t ,  b e d c l o t h e s ,  u n d e r w e a r ,  c u r t a i n s  and  w a l l s ,  

was daubed w i t h  f r e s h  m u s t a r d .  O n e ' h e l l  o f  a  way t o  r u n  a  h o u s e .  

' B e i n '  u n s a n i t ' r y  i s  w o r s e ' n  b e i n '  g o o f y ,  ' h e  p h i l o s o p h i z e d  s o f t -  

l y  w h i l e  r e c o v e r i n g  t h e  r e m a i n s "  (MGA - 1 3 3 ) .  Spa r row p h i l o s o p h e  . 
i s  a s  f a r  away f r o m F r a n k i e - - " ' I ' m n o g o o d .  Here .  H i t  me"'-- 

Maj.cinek a s  a  s a u s a g e  i s  f rom a  hypodermic  n e e d l e .  Even t h e  

f i g u r e  o f  t h e  c o p ,  when h e  e n t e r s ,  h a s  t h e  same q u e s t i o n s  f o r  

S t a s h  a s  Bednar  had  f o r  Spa r row:  

I I You e v e r  c o n f i n e d  t o  a n  i n s t i t u t i o n ? "  t h e  o f f i c e r  
t u r n e d  on S t a s h  p r o f e s s i o n a l l y .  

"He means where  you w o r k ,  O ld  Man," V i o l e t  t r a n s -  
l a t e d  l o o s e l y .  (MGA - 136)  

With t h e  a r r i v a l  o f  t h e  n a m e l e s s  a c e ,  A l g r e n  o f f e r s  B e d n a r ' s  

d o u b l e .  What a r e  we t o  make o f  t h i s  d e r a n g e d  c o p  on t h e  l o o k o u t  

f o r  a n y  f i v e r  h e  m i g h t  b e  o f f e r e d  t o  f o r g e t  t h e  u p r o a r ?  



" I ' l l  have  t o  book t h i s  o l d  s o t  f o r  d r u n k  ' n  d i s -  
o r d e r l y  [ A l g r e n ' s  two o l d  f r i e n d s ] ,  c r e a t i n '  a  n u i -  
s a n c e  o f  h i s s e l f ,  m a l i c i o u s  m i s c h i e f  ' n  a t t e m p '  t o  
d o  g r e a t  b o d i l y  harm. B e s i d e s ,  w h o ' s  g o i n g  t o  pay 
f o r  t h a t  a r c  lamp,  cowboy?" He f l a s h e d  t h e  l i g h t  
b r i e f l y  t o  s u r p r i s e  anyone r e a c h i n g  f o r  a  f i v e - s p o t .  

But c a u g h t  n o  o n e  r e a c h i n g  f o r  a  t h i n g .  
I I The c o u r t s  a r e  v e r y  s e v e r e  on  t h e s e  c a s e s  o f  l a t e , "  

t h e  a c e  went  on r e g r e t f u l l y ,  " i t  m i g h t  b e  a s s a u l t  w i t '  
a t t e m p '  t o  t a p  a  g a s  main f o r  immoral p u r p o s e s  f o r  a l l  
I know. Seems t o  me you answer  t h e  d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  
F i r e b o x  P h i l ?  t h e  f i e n d  w h o ' s  p u l l i n '  boxes  f o r  t h e  
p u r p o s e  o f  p l c k i n '  t h e  f i r e  c h i e f ' s  p o c k e t  when h e  
hangs  h i s  c o a t  on  t h e  hook-In- ladder  . "  (MGA 137)  

A f t e r  s u c h  a  d e p i c t i o n  o f  a u t h o r i t y  i n  a c t i o n ,  i s  i t  con- 

c e i v a b l e  t h a t  we c o u l d  t a k e  Bednar ,  who a s  h e  e n t e r s  t h i s  n o v e l  

I I h a n g [ s ]  h i s  c o a t  n e a t l y  o v e r  t h e  back  o f  t h e  c h a i r  i n  t h e  l e a d e n  

s t a t i o n - h o u s e  t w i l i g h t "  (MGA 3 ) ,  e n t i r e l y  on  h i s  own f e a r f u l  

t e r m s ?  Can we c o n t i n u e  t o  b e l i e v e  t h a t  h i s  power o f  i s o l a t i o n  

and d e c i m a t i o n  o f  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  i s  a b s o l u t e ,  and  t h a t  h i s  image 

w a r r a n t s  o u r  t e r r o r ,  a s  h i s  v i c t i m s  d e s e r v e  n o t h i n g  b u t  o u r  

h o t t e s t  t e a r s ?  

A l g r e n  d i d n '  t - - F r a n k i e  h a n g s  h i m s e l f  on  A p r i l  1 .  



Notes t o  Chapter  Four 

Ra ther  t h a n  p u t  q u o t a t i o n  marks around such p h r a s e s ,  I 
w i l l  a s k  t h a t  t h e  r e a d e r  keep t h e  fo l l owing  passage  i n  mind: 

What does i t  mean t o  win o r  l o s e  a  war? How s t r i k i n g  
t h e  double  meaning i s  i n  both  t h e  words! The f i r s t ,  
man i f e s t  meaning, c e r t a i n l y  r e f e r s  t o  t h e  outcome of  
t h e  war ,  b u t  t h e  second meaning--which c r e a t e s  t h a t  
p e c u l i a r  hol low s p a c e ,  t h e  sounding board i n  t h e s e  
words-- refers  t o  t h e  t o t a l i t y  of t h e  war and s u g g e s t s  
how t h e  w a r ' s  outcome a l s o  a l t e r s  t h e  endur ing  s i g n i f -  
i c ance  i t  h o l d s  f o r  u s .  Th is  meaning s a y s ,  s o  t o  
speak ,  t h e  winner keeps  t h e  war i n  hand,  i t  l e a v e s  
t h e  hands of  t h e  l o s e r ;  i t  s a y s  t h e  winner  conquers 
t h e  war f o r  h i m s e l f ,  makes i t  h i s  own p r o p e r t y ,  t h e  
l o s e r  no  l onge r  p o s s e s s e s  i t  and must l i v e  w i thou t  i t .  
And he  must l i v e  n o t  only  w i thou t  t h e  war p e r  s e  b u t  
w i thou t  every  one of i t s  s l i g h t e s t  ups and downs, 
every  s u b t l e s t  one of  i t s  ches s  moves, eve ry  one of 
i t s  r emo te s t  a c t  i o n s .  To win o r  l o s e  a  war r eaches  
s o  d e e p l y ,  i f  we f o l l o w  t h e  l anguage ,  i n t o  t h e  
f a b r i c  o f .  our  e x i s t e n c e  t h a t  our  whole l i v e s  become 
t h a t  much r i c h e r  o r  poo re r  i n  symbols,  images ,  and 
s o u r c e s .  

1 1 Walter  Benjamin, "Theo r i e s  of German Fascism,  t r a n s .  
J e r o l f  Wikoff ,  New German C r i t i q u e ,  1 7  ( 1979) ,  p .  123 .  

T h i s  s e n s e  of  domest ic  r e a l i t y  was sha red  by Richard  
Wright ,  who i n  12 M i l l i o n  Black Voices wro te :  

While we a r e  l e a v i n g  [ t h e  South ,  f o r  work i n  t h e  
Nor th ] ,  ou r  b l a c k  boys come back from F l a n d e r s ,  t e l l i n g  
u s  of how t h e i r  wh i t e  o f f i c e r s  of  t h e  Uni ted S t a t e s  A r m y  
had t r e a t e d  them, how they  had k e p t  them i n  l a b o r  ba t -  
t a l i o n s ,  how they  had jim-crowed them i n  t h e  t r e n c h e s  
even when they  were f i g h t i n g  and d y i n g ,  how t h e  w h i t e  
o f f i c e r s  had i n s t r u c t e d  t h e  French people  t o  s e g r e g a t e  
them. Our boys come back t o  D ix i e  i n  uniform and walk 
t h e  s t r e e t s  w i t h  q u i c k  s t e p s  and proud s h o u l d e r s .  They 
cannot h e l p  i t ;  t hey  have been i n  b a t t l e ,  have s e e n  men 
of a l l  n a t i o n s  and r a c e s  d i e .  They have s een  what men 
a r e  made o f ,  and now they  a c t  d i f f e r e n t l y .  But t h e  
Lords of  t h e  Land cannot  unde r s t and  them w h i l e  t hey  
a r e  s t i l l  wear ing t h e  un i form o f  t h e  Uni ted  S t a t e s  
Army. 

Our b l a c k  boys do n o t  d i e  f o r  l i b e r t y  i n  F l a n d e r s .  
They d i e  i n  Texas and Georg ia .  A t l a n t a  i s  our  Marne. 
Brownsvi l l e ,  Texas ,  i s  our  Chzteau-Thierry . 

See Richard  Wrigh t ,  12 M i l l i o n  Black Voices ,  i n  The Richard 
Wright Reader ,  e d .  E l l e n  Wright  and Michel  Fabre  (New York: 
Harper & Row, l 9 7 8 ) ,  p .  201.  



Algren's polemics against the Commentary and Partisan 
Review critics, as well as a host of others such as Dwight 
Macdonald, Leon Edel and Edmund Fuller, are found in the intro- 
duction to The Neon Wilderness, and most tellingly, in the ama- 
zing Notes From a Sea Diary: Hemingway All the Way. In the for- 
mer, Algren refers to "Leslie Fleacure," "Elv~s Zlrcon," "Lionel 
Thrillingly," and "Justin Poodlespitz." We know them as Leslie 
Fiedler, Alfred Kazin, Lionel Trilling and Norman Podhoretz, but 
might wish we didn't know them at all. Notes From a Sea Diary is 
dedicated to Maxwell Geismar. 

r Terry Southern and Alston Anderson, interview with Nelson 
Algren, in Writers at Work: The Paris Review Interviews, ed. 
Malcolm Cowley (New York: Viking Press, 1968), p. 238. 

' In his description of the nature of mass culture, Leo 
Lowenthal incidentally provides an accurate characterization of 
the forces bearing on Zosh: "What on first sight seems to be the 
rather harmless atmosphere of entertainment and consumption is, 
on closer examination, revealed as a reign of psychic terror, 
where the masses have to realize the pettiness and insignificance 
of their everyday life." See Leo Lowenthal, "The Triumph of Mass 
Idols" in his-literature, Popular Culture, and Society (~nglewood 
Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1961), p. 131. 

Harold D. Lasswell, "The Universal Peril: Perpetual Crisis 
and the Garrison Prison State" in The 1940s: Profile of a Nation 
in Crisis, ed. Chester E. Eisinger (Garden City, N.Y.: Anchor 
Books, l969), pp. 145-51. 

' Stuart Ewen, Captains of Consciousness: Advertising and 
the Social Roots of the Consumer Culture (New York: McGraw-Hill, 
1976), p. 205. See also John Morton Blum, V was for Victory: b 

Politics and Culture During World War I1 (New York: Harcourt 
Brace Jovanovich, 1976), chapters 3 and 4; George Lipsitz, Class 
and Culture in Cold War America: "A Rainbow at Midnight" (South 
Hadlev. Mass. : J . F. Bergin Publishers, l982), introduction and . . 
chap. 6; and William ~ ~ p l e m a n  ~ i l l i a m k  The Tragedy of American 
Diplomacy (Cleveland: World Publishing, 1959), chaps. 5 and 6. 

Debord, Society of the Spectacle, par. 28. 

Nathanae 1 West , Miss Lonelyheart s (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 
1961), p. 50. West's and Debord's analyses are of ensemble 
social relations, though, not simply mass communications. 

lo Walter Benjamin, "Some Motifs in Baudelaire" in his 
Charles Baudelaire: A Lyric Poet in the Era of High Capitalism, 
trans. Harry Zohn (London: NLB, l973), pp. 134-35. Benjamin 
probably assumed his readers' awareness that the French coup can 

I I I I mean stroke of a hammer or machine. 



l1 Debord, Soc i e ty  of t h e  S p e c t a c l e ,  p a r .  49.  

Alexandre Kupr in ,  -3 Yama t r a n s .  Bernard G u i l b e r t  Guerney 
Modern L i b r a r y ,  1932) ,  p .  100.  (New York: The 

l3 Debord, 

l4  Debord, 

l5  Debord, 

l 6  Debord, 
1 7  

Soc ie ty  of t h e  S p e c t a c l e ,  p a r .  18 .  

Soc i e ty  of t h e  S p e c t a c l e ,  p a r .  32 .  

S o c i e t y  of t h e  S p e c t a c l e ,  p a r .  43 .  

Soc i e ty  of t h e  S p e c t a c l e ,  p a r .  28.  

I I The r e a d e r  who t h i n k s  t h a t  t h e s e  a r e  a e s t h e t i c i z e d  lumpen- 
p r o l e t a r i a t  might c o n s i d e r  t h e  f o l l o w i n g :  

Of a l l  t h e  w r i t e r s  I know, [Algren]  i s  t h e  Grand 
Odd-Ball. Once he took me t o  a  l ine -up  i n  Chicago,  
and I cou ld  have sworn t h e  p o l i c e  and t h e  t a l e n t  
on t h e  l i n e  had r e a d  The Man w i t h  t h e  Golden A r m  
f o r  t hey  caught  t h e  book p e r f e c t l y ,  t h o s e  cops  and 
t h o s e  c r o o k s ,  t hey  were i m i t a t i n g  Algren .  Yet a l l  
t h e  wh i l e  Nelson laughed l i k e  a  mad t o u r i s t  from 
S q u a r e s v i l l e  who was h e a r i n g  t h e s e  t h i n g s  f o r  t h e  
f i r s t  t ime .  

I I See Norman M a i l e r ,  Some Quick and Expensive Comments on 
t h e  T a l e n t  i n  t h e  Room" i n  h i s  Adver t isements  f o r  Myself (New 
York: New American L i b r a r y ,  1960) ,  p .  418. 

The r e a d e r  who doesn'  t t r u s t  Norman Ma i l e r  might  look a t  
what t h e  dean of American d i a l e c t  and s l a n g  s t u d y ,  David Maurer, 
had t o  say  about  t h e  accuracy  of A l g r e n ' s  e a r .  Maurer was speak- 
ing  a s  a  l i n g u i s t ,  n o t  a n  a r t i s t  o r  c r i t i c .  See David W .  Maurer,  
Language of t h e  Underworld, e d .  A l l a n  W .  F u t r e l l  and Cha r l e s  B. 
Wordell  (Lex ing ton ,  Ky.: The U n i v e r s i t y  P r e s s  of Kentucky, 1981)b, 
p .  389.  

T rans .  Paul  Schmidt ,  quo ted  i n  Bakh t in ,  Problems of 
Dostoevsky 's  P o e t i c s ,  p .  169.  See a l s o  Bakh t in ,  R a b e l a i s  and H i s  
World, p .  474. 

l9  Robert  Per longo ,  i n t e r v i e w  w i t h  Nelson Alg ren ,  Chicago 
Review, 11 (1957) ,  p .  96 .  

20 "Does t h i s  mean t h a t  [Algren]  proceeded d i r e c t 1  + and consc ious lv  from t h e  a n c i e n t  menippea? 0  cou r se  . 
n o t .  I n  no s e n s e  was he  a  s t y l i z e r  of a n c i e n t  g e n r e s .  
[Algren]  l i n k e d  up w i t h  t h e  c h a i n  of a  g i v e n  g e n e r i c  
t r a d i t i o n  a t  t h a t  p o i n t  where i t  passed  th rough  h i s  
own t i m e ,  a l t h o u g h  t h e  p a s t  . l i n k s  i n  t h i s  c h a l n ,  in-  
c l u d i n g  t h e  a n c i e n t  l i n k ,  were t o  a  g r e a t e r  o r  l e s s -  
e r  degree  f a m i l i a r  and c l o s e  t o  him . . . . Speaking 
somewhat p a r a d o x i c a l l y ,  one cou ld  s ay  t h a t  i t  was n o t  
[ A l g r e n ' s ]  s u b j e c t i v e  memory, bu t  t h e  o b j e c t i v e  mem- 



ory of the very genre in which he worked, that pre- 
served the peculiar features of the ancient menippea." 

(PDP 121) 
I have substituted Algren's name for ~ostoevsky's. 

21 In his essay "Change the Joke and Slip the Yoke," Ralph 
Ellison takes issue with some of the questionable application of 
a non-specific, color-and-culture-blind, "archetypal" trickster 
notion to any and every available text. The primary determinant 
of a fictional character's identity, says Ellison, is: 

the implicit realism of the form, not . . . their 
relation to tradition; they are what they do or 
do not do. Archetypes are timeless, novels are 
time-haunted. Novels achieve timelessness through 
time. If the symbols [or character types] appear- 
ing in a novel link up with those of universal 
myth they do so by virtue of their emergence from 
the specific texture of a specific form of social 
reality. 

See Ralph Ellison, Shadow and Act (New York: Signet, 
l966), p. 71. For an analysis of the mythological and archetypal 
approach typified by Northrop Frye's work, see John Fekete, 
"Northrop Frye: Parameters of Mythological Structuralism," Telos, 
27 (l976), pp. 40-60. 

22 See John W. ' ~ l d r i d ~ e ,  After the Lost Generation: A 
Critical Study of the Writers of Two Wars (New York: McGraw-Hill, 
1951), pp: 239-40 and passim. Aldridge, in this work, does not 
even mentlon Algren's wrltlng as an alternative to the emptiness 
he decries, though he spoke highly of all of Algren' s novels in a 
review of The Devil's Stocking. See John W. Aldridge, "Two 
Realists from Chicago," New York Times Book Review, October 9 ,  
1983, pp. 9 & 32. . 

23 Other characters in the novel, Nifty Louie and Applejack 
Katz, for example, see that Frankie's addiction to remorse is 
stronger than to morphine. When Frankie is kicking in jail Katz 
admonishes him: "'You're toughin' it through the hardest sort of 
way, Dealer. . . . Quit stonin' yourself. You ain't .- that sick 
(MGA 224). This is not simply a book about drug addlctlon, in 
accordance with its fading popular reputation. Rather it puts to 
us a problem: Find, if you can, the effective difference between 
the chemical action of morphine and the culturally-encouraged 
capitulation to self-accusal. 



C h a p t e r  F i v e :  Ashes of S o l d i e r s  

A U.S.  Supreme C o u r t  r u l i n g  arms t e a c h e r s  and  admin- 
i s t r a t o r s  w i t h  new d i s c i p l i n a r y  powers  t o  promote 
what t h e  c o u r t  c a l l s  t h e  " v a l u e s  of a  c i v i l i z e d  so-  
c i a l  o r d e r . "  The h i g h  c o u r t  s a i d  on Monday t h a t  
p u b l i c  s c h o o l  s t u d e n t s  i n  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  may be  
suspended  f o r  u s i n g  v u l g a r  l a n g u a g e .  The c o u r t ,  
v o t i n g  7 - 2 ,  u p h e l d  t h e  1983 s u s p e n s i o n  of  Matthew 
F r a s e r ,  a  Spanaway, Wash . ,  h i g h  s c h o o l  s e n i o r  who 
g a v e  a  s p e e c h  t h a t  c o n t a i n e d  s e x u a l  i n n u e n d o .  

- T o r o n t o  Globe and M a i l ,  
J u l y  9 ,  1986 

Lover s  engaged i n  f o r n i c a t i o n  somet imes  e x p e r i -  
e n c e  a  m i s s - f i r e  r e a c t i o n .  T h i s  c a n  come a b o u t  t h r o u g h  
f a i l i n g  t o  t a k e  t h e  a z i m u t h  c o r r e c t l y .  F a i l i n g  t o  t a k e  
t h e  a z i m u t h  c o r r e c t l y  a f f e c t s  t h e  morning  e r e c t i o n  o r  
Asamara,  a s  t h e  J a p a n e s e  p r e f e r  t o  c a l l  i t .  A s  a  
consequence  t h e  spe rma tozoa  a r e  a p t  t o  g o  a s t r a y  i n  t h e  
s t r a t o s p h e r e .  Such o c c u r r e n c e s  n e e d  c a u s e  no  a l a r m  i f  
t h e  p a r t i c i p a n t s  a r e  p e n i t e n t  a n d  endeavor  t o  r ema in  i n  
a  s t a t e  o f  o r g i a s t i c  f u r y .  

N a t u r e  t a k e s  n o  n o t i c e  of  human m i s c a l c u l a t i o n s .  
The w o r l d  of  m o n s t e r s  and  m i s f i t s  f a 1 l . s  u n d e r  t h e  
sway of  cosmic  law j u s t  a s  d o e s  t h e  w o r l d  o f  s a i n t s ,  
e u n u c h s ,  a n d  bedbugs .  

What t h e  a r t i s t  s t r u g g l e s  t o  d e p i c t  i s  a  s t a t e  of  
mind.  He knows t h a t  l o v e r s  a r e  n e v e r  l o s e r s .  A t  t h e  
w o r s t  t h e r e  i s  r e g r e s s i o n  t o  t h e  au tonomic  l e v e l  w h e r e  
z e r o  i s  e q u a t e d  w i t h  i n f i n i t y  and  no  q u e s t i o n s  a s k e d .  

- Henry M i l l e r ,  "Asamara" 

I t  would b.e c r i m i n a l  t o  t a k e  t h e  e n e r g i e s  o f  p o p u l a r  
p i e t y  and  m i s d i r e c t  them toward  a  p u r e l y  e a r t h l y  
p l a n  of  l i b e r a t i o n .  

- C o n g r e g a t i o n  f o r  t h e  D o c t r i n e  
of t h e  F a i t h ,  I n s t r u c t i o n  on 
C h r i s t i a n  Freedom and L i b e r a t i o n  
q u o t e d  i n  The Vancouver Sun,  
A p r i l  5 ,  1986 

The new p o s s e s s i o n  o f  h i s t o r i c a l  l i f e ,  t h e  R e n a i s s a n c e ,  
which f i n d s  i t s  p a s t  and  i t s  l e g i t i m a c y  i n  A n t i q u i t y ,  
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c a r r i e s  w i t h  i t  a  joyous  r u p t u r e  w i t h  e t e r n i t y .  I t s  
i r r e v e r s i b l e  t i m e  i s  t h a t  of t h e  i n f i n i t e  a c c u m u l a t i o n  
of knowledge ,  and  t h e  h i s t o r i c a l  c o n s c i o u s n e s s  which  
grows o u t  of t h e  e x p e r i e n c e  o f  d e m o c r a t i c  communi t ies  
and  of  t h e  f o r c e s  which  r u i n  them w i l l  t a k e  u p ,  w i t h  
M a c h i a v e l l i ,  t h e  a n a l y s i s  of  d e s a n c t  i f  i e d  power ,  s a y i n g  
t h e  u n s p e a k a b l e  a b o u t  t h e  S t a t e .  I n  t h e  e x u b e r a n t  l i f e  
of  t h e  I t a l i a n  c i t i e s ,  i n  t h e  a r t  o f  t h e  f e s t i v a l ,  l i f e  
i s  e x p e r i e n c e d  a s  en joyment  of  t h e  p a s s a g e  o f  t i m e .  
But t h i s  en joyment  of  p a s s a g e  i s  i t s e l f  a  p a s s i n g  en- 
joyment .  The song of  Lorenzo d i  M e d i c i  c o n s i d e r e d  by 
Burckhard t  t o  be  t h e  e x p r e s s i o n  o f  " t h e  v e r y  s p i r i t  o f  
t h e  ~ e n a i s s a n c e "  i s  t h e  e u l o g y  which  t h i s  f r a g i l e  f e a s t  
of  h i s t o r y  p ronounces  on i t s e l f :  "How b e a u t i f u l  t h e  
s p r i n g  of  l i f e - - w h i c h  v a n i s h e s  s o  q u i c k l y .  I I 

- Guy Debord ,  S o c i e t y  of t h e  
S p e c t a c l e  

i 

I n  what s e n s e  i s  W a l t e r  B e n j a m i n ' s  s t a t e m e n t  t h a t  " t h e r e  i s  

no  b e t t e r  s t a r t  f o r  t h i n k i n g  t h a n  l a u g h t e r "  t r u e ?  It  s h a r e s  

w i t h  M i k h a i l  B a k h t i n  t h e  c o n v i c t i o n  t h a t  t h i n k i n g  s u f f e r s  o r  

s t o p s  when i t  c a n n o t  f r e e  i t s e l f  f rom a n  a t m o s p h e r e  o f  r i g i d i t y ,  

p i e t y  and  f e a r .  O p p r e s s i o n  s e e k s  t h e  d e a t h  o f  mind;  o p p r e s s i o n  

m a i n t a i n s  i t s e l f  l a r g e l y  by p h y s i c a l  and  p s y c h i c  t e r r o r *  

Benjamin ,  B a k h t i n  and  Ne l son  A l g r e n  were  a l l  aware  o f  t h e  p a r -  

t i c u l a r  c o n d i t i o n s  of  t h e i r  r e s p e c t i v e  s o c i e t i e s  which  c o u l d  make 

l a u g h t e r  a n d  t h i n k i n g  i m p o s s i b l e ,  b u t  none of  t h e  t h r e e  d e v e l o p e d  

t h e  r a d i c a l  d i s t r u s t  o f  l a u g h t e r ,  a s  a n  e s s e n t i a l l y  c o m p l i c i t  

r e a c t i o n  t o  t e r r o r ,  which  s tamped t h e  work of  T.W. Adorno.  I t  

would be  s t u p i d  t o  s a y  t h a t  b e c a u s e  Adorno became a n  a g e l a s t ,  h e  

i s  l e s s  u s e f u l  t o  humani ty  t h a n  t h o s e  who c o u l d  s t i l l  l a u g h .  

Tha t  problem a s k s  f o r  a  f u l l  a n d  s p e c i f i c  t r e a t m e n t  i n  a n o t h e r  

work t h a n  t h i s .  I wou ld ,  t h o u g h ,  by way of  r e t u r n i n g  t o  A l g r e n ' s  



work, ask the reader to consider the following: while Bakhtin 

speaks of "grotesque realism," and while I have taken the gro- 

tesque as the primary analytical and descriptive term to this 

I I point, realism" should now emerge as having anything but a 

casual relation to the grotesque. The sense of doing this work, 

of reading Algren, Benjamin, Bakhtin and the others, is that the 

world, against every lie and coercion and terrorization, be real 

to us. Can it be so, in an artistic, critical, historic or 

scientific work, if laughter is expunged? Bakhtin was charac- 

teristically direct when he addressed the question: 

Laughter demolishes fear and piety before an object, 
before a world, making of it an object of familiar 
contact and thus clearing the ground for an abso- 
lutely free investigation of it. Laughter is a vital 
factor in laying down that prerequisite for fearless- 
ness without which it would be impossible to approach 
the world realistically. (DI - 2 3 )  

A useful sense of "realism" was articulated by Bertolt 

Brecht in an essay countering some of Georg LukScs's formula- 

tions. In defining the realism at issue, Brecht spoke--in t k  

style of the Party "we"-- of what resources could serve to create 

such work: 

Realistic means: discovering the causal com- 
plexes of society / unmasking the prevailing view 
of things as the view of those who are in power / 
writing from the standpoint of the class which 
offers the broadest solutions for the pressing diff- 
iculties in which human society is caught up / em- 
phasizing the element of development / making possi- 
ble the concrete, and making possible abstractions 
from it. 

These are vast precepts and they can be exten- 
ded. Moreover we shall allow the artist to employ 
his fantasy, his originaliiy, his humour, his in- 
vention in following them. 



I n s o f a r  a s  i t  c a n  be  a s s i g n e d  a  p l a c e  i n  a n  o r d e r  o f  o p e r a -  

t i o n s ,  B r e c h t ' s  r e a l i s m  comes a f t e r ,  and  depends  upon,  t h e  f e a r -  

l e s s n e s s  which  B a k h t i n  e m p h a s i z e s .  The way t o  t h i s  f e a r l e s s n e s s ,  

what  we m i g h t  s p e a k  of  a s  a n  a p p r o a c h  t o  r e a l i s m ,  o r  a s  t h e  b e s t  

b e g i n n i n g  of  t h i n k i n g ,  w i l l  be  a  c e n t r a l  c o n c e r n  o f  t h i s  d i s c u s -  

s i o n  of  A Walk on t h e  Wild S i d e .  To a  g r e a t e r * e x t e n t  t h a n  t h e  

p r e v i o u s  c h a p t e r s ,  t h i s  c h a p t e r  w i l l  f o c u s  on  t h e  t e x t ,  demon- 

s t r a t i n g  A l g r e n ' s  u s e  and  t r a n s m i s s i o n  o f  t h e  c a r n i v a l  l e g a c y .  I 

would have  t h e  r e a d e r  remember t h e  w o r l d  o u t s i d e  t h e  t e x t ,  

t h o u g h .  

A Walk on t h e  Wild S i d e  i s  t h e  r e s u l t  of a  man l o o k i n g  a t  

h i s  w r i t i n g  p a s t ,  a n d  making i t  o v e r  i n t o  work t h a t  spoke  t o  h i s  

and  h i s  n a t i o n ' s  p r e s e n t  s i t u a t i o n .  On t h e  s t r e n g t h  of  t h e  

r e p u t a t i o n  A l g r e n  g a i n e d  t h r o u g h  The Man w i t h  t h e  Golden A r m ,  t h e  

Doubleday p u b l i s h i n g  f i r m  g a v e  h.im a n  advance  t o  p r e p a r e  Somebody 

i n  Boots  f o r  r e p u b l i c a t i o n .  A s  h e  worked h i s  way t h r o u g h  h i s  

f i r s t  n o v e l ,  A lg ren  saw i t s  f a u l t s  a n d  p r e t e n s i o n s :  . 
I t  was d e a d l y .  I t  was s u c h  schoo lboy  p o e t r y ,  you 
know, v e r y  c o n s c i o u s l y  p o e t i c ,  and  i n v e r t e d  s e n t e n c e s ,  
and  I t h o u g h t ,  "Oh, boy!" So I c o r r e c t e d  t h e  f i r s t  
page--you know, I c r o s s e d  o u t  t h i s  a n d  t h e n  I c r o s s e d  
o u t  t h a t ,  and  t h e n  I s t a r t e d  p a s t i n g  i n .  I d i d n ' t  
e v e n  know I was w r i t i n g  a  new book.  And t h e n  i t  began 
t o  s t r i k e  me a s  v e r y  f u n n y ;  i n  e v e r y  c h a p t e r  some 
c h i l d  had  h e r  h e a d  c u t  o f f ,  and  you.know I was r e a l l y  
l a y i n g  i t  o n ,  a n d  t w e n t y  y e a r s  l a t e r  i t  was s i l l y ,  
a n d  so--pompous. So I k e p t  making i t  f u n n y .  And t h i s  
guy t h a t  was s o  g r i m  i n  t h e r e  a t  t h e  9 e g i n n i n g  j u s t  
became a  b i g  s t u d ,  a  b i g ,  s i l l y  s t u d .  

A l g r e n  r e c o g n i z e d  t h a t  A Walk on t h e  Wild S i d e ,  t h e  r e s u l t  

o f  h i s  i r r e v e r e n t  metamorphic  a c t i v i t y ,  was " someth ing  e n t i r e l y  

d i f f e r e n t .  . . a  k i n d  of  n o v e l  t h a t ,  s o  f a r  a s  I know, h a s  



never been written before. " 4  What he accomplished, though, know- 

ing neither a literary precedent nor a name for his method, was 

the carnivalization of Somebody in Boots. This came about not 

through the direct depiction of carnival scenes, but through the 

absorption of the world-view of carnival, which is materialist, 

impious and is shot through with ambivalent laughter directed at 

all and sundry, including its perpetrator. While indications of 

Algren's sympathy with this view and its methods were sporadical- 

ly apparent in his earlier novels, A Walk on the Wild Side is a 

remarkably full realization of the carnival outlook. Everywhere 

we turn in this work we encounter echoes and extensions of the 

anarchic horde of, forms, images, characters and values upon which 

Bakhtin has constructed a theory of the novel. 

We would do well, however, before discussing the particu- 

larities of this book, to reiterate Bakhtin's distinction between 

what a writer as an individual consciously knows of generic . 
tradition (that is, what a writer uses), and "the objective 

memory of the very genre" (PDP 121), which we could speak of as 

"that which uses a writer." Of course, critics should note 

direct and demonstrable influences, but it is equally vital to 

take into account the humours of a given author which would 

predispose him or her not just to grudgingly tolerate, but to 

revel in ''heteroglossia" as a condition of composition. 

defining these relationships, Bakhtin says: 

Cultural and literary traditions (including the most 
ancient) are preserved and continue to live not in 
the individual subjective memory of a single indivi- 
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dual and not in some kind of collective "psyche, I I 
but rather in the objective forms that the culture 
itself assumes (including the forms of language and 
spoken speech), and in this sense they are inter- 
subjective and inter-individual (and consequently 
social); from there they enter literary works? 
sometimes almost completely bypassing the subjective 
individual memory of their creators. (DI - 249) 

This is of primary importance, not because it permits me to 

mention the resemblance between commedia dell'arte and the Great 

Sandwich Battle without demonstrating that Algren had even heard 

of the former, but rather because it stresses the central sig- 

nificance to cultural memory of the genre-creating power of 

carnival. Precisely because the carnival view is fearless, it is 

omnivorous and all-inclusive. As the literary genre most thor- 

I I oughly carnivalized, the novel remembers more" because it is not 

in the thrall of fearful, dogmatic, exclusive and authoritarian 

cultural elements. It wants all, it wants to "degrade" all, it 

is as thirsty as Pantagruel and as hungry as Panurge. Using it 

and being used by it, Nelson Algren found an authentic way of 
' 

remembering his own writing, and the plenitude of historical and 

contemporary voices that sounded within and around it. At a time 

in United States history when denial or recantation were the 

approved methods of dealing with one's past, Algren's novel was 

truer to his experience, without being enslaved by a reified 

image of it. 

In A Walk on the Wild Side, the transformation of the char- 

acter typology (discussed in Chapter One above) is immediately 

apparent. The quite horrifying authoritarian father becomes 

1 I poor crazy pappy,"6 a deranged buffoon of a lay preacher of whom 



"the more understanding" citizens of Arroyo, Texas, say: "'He's 

just a pore lonesome wife-left feller . . losin' his old lady 

is what crazied him"' (WWS 3). Although Algren takes great care - 
to trace Fitz Linkhorn's descent, which he ambivalently holds out 

as a justification for his character's eccentricity, the book's 

first sentence is a simple, penetrating statement of the effect 

of the loss of a woman's loving Fitz, who is the 

transmutation of Stub McKay, has in his past the solid, profane, 

sexual love of the woman who becomes Dove's mother. Instead of 

the eerie absence of maternity that characterizes Cass McKay's 

upbringing, Algren supplies the half-forgotten phantom of Dove's 

imaginings with a raucous, real and passionate past. Fitz the 

"wild boy" and a dance-hall girl generate this novel's hero-fool 

in the bluesy atmosphere of the Davy Crockett Hotel, and love is 

a kelson of that creation. It is mutual, this love, shared: 

. . . he sat one night on the redhead's bed putting 
the last of the bottle to her lips. Eyes shuttered 
against all light she drank as long as whiskey would 
pour without once lifting her red-gold head. It had 
burned her throat inside and out--then his mouth had 
been sweeter even than that. Till the whole room 
rocked in the looking light and had locked them heart 
to heart. (WWS - 20) 

All the imagery of this extended scene (which is imagina- 

tively, not chronologically, Dove's conception), coalesces in 

plenishment, satisfaction, sweetness and exhaustion. It moves 

across time to the time when lovers' bodies, "brandy, silver comb 

and wine" become dust, saying: " ~ l l  was well. They had breathed 

each other's breath. All was well: they had drunk of each 



o t h e r ' s  l i p s .  A l l  was w e l l ,  f o r  what  was d u s t  had  when living 

been loved"  (WWS - 21) . 

T h i s  s o r t  of  rhapsody  i s  elbowed o u t  o f  t h e  way by t h e  i s s u e  

o f  t h e  u n i o n  i t  c e l e b r a t e s .  Dove L i n k h o r n ,  t h e  f i g u r e  of Cass  

McKay degraded  and  r e b o r n ,  and  h i s  b r o t h e r  Byron,  Bryan McKay' s 

p a r o d i c  d o u b l e ,  d i s r u p t  t h e  s t r e a m  of  romance w i t h  t h e i r  v e r s i o n s  

of f o o l e r y  ( F i t z  L i n k h o r n ,  t h e  f a t h e r  a n d  e x - l o v e r ,  h a s  n o  s m a l l  

p a r t  i n  t h i s  a s  w e l l ) .  B y r o n ' s  l u n g  t r o u b l e  d e r i v e s  n o t  f rom 

p o i s o n  g a s  b u t  f rom t u b e r c u l o s i s  a g g r a v a t e d  by t h e  smoke of  t h e  

I I po taguaya  b u s h , "  and  t h e  smoke d o e s n ' t  do  wonders  f o r  h i s  m e n t a l  

s t a b i l i t y  e i t h e r .  The c o n t e m p t ,  h a t r e d  a n d  v i o l e n c e  t h a t  c h a r a c -  

t e r i z e d  S t u b  and  B r y a n ' s  r e l a t i o n s h i p  i s  a l t o g e t h e r  t r a n s f o r m e d ,  

becoming a  pa rody  of  l e a r n e d  d o c t o r s  a r g u i n g  o v e r  q u e s t i o n s  of  

t i m e ,  s p a c e  and  r e l i g i o n .  By t h e  o p e n i n g  o f  t h i s  s t o r y ,  F i t z  

L inkhorn  s e r m o n i z e s  on t h e  p u b l i c  s q u a r e  t o  s a v e  h i s  s o u l ,  b u t  

I I pumps o u t  c e s s p o o l s  t o  pay h i s  e a r t h l y  e x p e n s e s ,  and  s e n s e s  no  

mockery i n  b e i n g  g r e e t e d ,  h i p - b o o t s  s t r e a m i n g ,  w i t h  a ' H i y a ,  

P r e a c h e r !  "' (WWS - 6 ) .  O u t r a g e o u s  p a r o d i e s  o f  p r o t e s t a n t  evan-  

g e l i s m  r e p l a c e  t h e  c r u e l t y  a n d  p a r a n o i a  which d e f i n e d  S t u b  McKay, 

and "d runk  a s  a  dog o r  b r o k e  a s  a  b e g g a r ,  F i t z  c o u l d  s p o u t  

r e l i g i o n  l i k e  a  hog i n  a  b u c k e t  o f  s l o p s "  (WWS - 6 ) .  A l g r e n  con-  

t i n u a l l y  a t t a c k s  a n y  p r e t e n s e  t o  h igh-mindedness  i n  F i t z ,  o f t e n  

by way o f  B y r o n ' s  d e r i s i v e  o b s c e n i t i e s .  F i t z  i s  a s  much clown a s  

p r e a c h e r ,  t hough ,  and  a s  h e  c l i m a x e s  one  of  h i s  sermons  i n  t h e  

m i d s t  o f  t h e  u s u a l  i r o n i c  commentary of  t h e  p u b l i c  s q u a r e  c rowd,  

s e v e r a l  c a r n i v a l  m o t i f s  a r e  e v i d e n t :  



For  how F i t z  l e a p e d  t h e n - - l i t e r a l l y  leaped--  
c l a p p i n g  h i s  hands  above  h i s  h e a d  and  b a r k l n g  t r i u m -  
phan t l y - -  

" J u s t  a s  I am though t o s s e d  a b o u t  
With  many a  c o n f l i c t  many a  doub t  
F i g h t i n g s  and  f e a r s  w i t h i n ,  w i t h o u t  
0 lamb o f  God, I come! I come! 
J u s t  a s  I am! J u s t  a s  I am!-- 

- - in  t h e  name o f  J e s u s ,  now come a s  you a r e !  "--and 
would s k i p  down t h e  s t e p s ,  h i s  sermon d o n e ,  t o  t a k e  
a n y o n e ' s  b o t t l e  and  e v e r y o n e ' s  p r a i s e ,  mocking o r  
s i n c e r e .  

I '  Keep y o u r  b o o t s  o n ,  P r e a c h e r !  Come j u s t  a s  
you a r e ! "  (w 9 )  

F i t z  l e a p s  and  s k i p s  l i k e  a  c h i l d  o r  a  j e s t e r ,  h e  b a r k s  l i k e  

a n  a n i m a l ,  a n d  d e s c e n d s  i n t o  t h e  a m b i v a l e n t  p r a i s e  a n d  mockery o f  

t h e  p u b l i c  s q u a r e  c rowd,  h a v i n g  "degraded"  a  hymn d e a l i n g  w i t h  

a s c e n s i o n  t o  heaven  by w i t l e s s l y  r e v e a l i n g  i t s  m a t e r i a l ,  e a r t h l y  

s e x u a l  o v e r t o n e s .  He i s  r ewarded  f o r  t h i s  e x e r c i s e  i n  g r o t e s q u e  

r e a l i s m ,  b o t h  by t h e  g r a t i t u d e  o f  h i s  a u d i e n c e - - f o r  s a l v a t i o n  o r  

' I  1 t h e  show--and by t h e  m e n t i o n  o f  one  of  h i s  c o n g r e g a t i o n  t h a t  a  

b i t  o f  a  job"' w a i t s  f o r  him o u t  t h e i r  way: 

T h a t  was a l l  r i g h t  w i t h  F i t z .  I f  P r o t e s t a n t  p r i v i e s  
l i n e d  b o t h  s i d e s  o f  t h e  r o a d  t o  t h e  C i t y  of Pure  
Gold ,  by God h e ' d  s h o v e l  h i s  way t o  S a l v a t i o n .  But 
b e f o r e  h e ' d  t a k e  money from p a p i s t s  r a p i s t s  h e ' d  go 
t h e  o t h e r  r o u t e .  He was p l a y i n g  t h e  whore t o  no  man. 

(WWS 1 0 )  

B a k h t i n ' s  a n a l y s i s  i n  t h e  second  c h a p t e r  of  t h e  R a b e l a i s  

book o f  " m a r k e t p l a c e  l anguage"  emphas izes  t h e  b i - p o l a r  a s p e c t  o f  

p u b l i c  s q u a r e ,  c a r n i v a l i z e d  imagery .  A s  i n  a l l  g r o t e s q u e  r e -  

a l i s m ,  t h e  a b s t r a c t  a n d  l o f t y  i s  c a s t  down t o  e a r t h ,  t o  t h e  lower  

b o d i l y  s t r a t u m ,  a n d  i s  t h e r e b y  r e g e n e r a t e d  i n  a  new and  b e t t e r  

s t a t e .  He d i s c u s s e s  t h e  R a b e l a i s i a n  o c c u r r e n c e s  o f  d r e n c h i n g  i n  

u r i n e  o r  e x c r e m e n t ,  t h e  p r e v a l e n c e  i n  A n t i q u e  l i t e r a t u r e  of  s u c h  



scenes, and the apparent universality of such formulae as "I shit 

on you," with their somewhat less offensive variants "I spit on 

I I you" or I sneeze on you." Even the ever-popular "Fuck you" or 

"Shove it up your ass" could partake of the imagistic logic of 

this language, did we not live in times which have lost the 

awareness of these phrases' original, ambivalent nature, times 

which so rabidly and compulsively express the wholly negative and 

annihilating in their verbal abuse, But Algren's use of urinary 

and excremental images in A Walk on the Wild Side is not, in this 

sense, contemporary at all. He is quite aware of the regenera- 

tive power pervading scatological formulae, and it is in this 

sense that we must understand the world he seeks to create 

through the use of this ancient tactic. Thus Byron's immediate 

undercutting of a wish for salvation (an insincere one at that) 

with his own view of what is important for the crowd to hear is 

not meant simply to destroy his father, but to save him from all 

the abstractions of his religious obsessions, and to reveal their 

essentially false nature: 

"Tell the rest of us how to be saved, 
1 I Preacher, one hypocrite pleaded. 

1 '  Orrthe time' you feli in the cesspool, t I 

Byron stayed in there. (E 8) 

Clearly, this is a different kind of struggle than that 

carried on between Stub and Bryan McKay. There was nothing 

regenerative in Stub's tearing off ~ryan's genitals with his 

boot-tips; there is a strong regenerative aspect to the abuse the 

Linkhorn father and son heap on each other. Byron's very proxi- 

mity to the grave is the occasion of Fitz's hymning in a tho- 



roughly  ambivalent  and c a r n i v a l e s q u e  s p i r i t :  

0 l o v e l y  appearance of d e a t h  
No s i g h t  on e a r t h  i s  s o  f a i r ;  
Not a l l  t h e  gay pagean t s  t h a t  b r e a t h e  
Can w i t h  a  dead body compare (% 9 )  

I n  an  atmosphere of e a r t h i n e s s  and imp ie ty ,  Algren can 

e s t a b l i s h  t h e  f a l s i t y  of y e t  a n o t h e r  o b j e c t  of h i s  s co rn :  t h e  
r 

Fa the r  Coughl in -s ty le  mix tu re  o f  r e l i g i o n  and f a s c i s m  t h a t  was a  

p a r t  of t h e  ominous atmosphere o f  bo th  t h e  t h i r t i e s  and t h e  

f i f t i e s .  F i t z  i s  wholly s e t  a g a i n s t  Ca tho l i c i sm,  bu t  t h a t  i s  i n  

f a c t  a  d e t a i l  which h a r d l y  b e a r s  ment ioning i n  t h e  mids t  of h i s  

r i d i c u l o u s  a p o c a l y p t i c  r a v i n g s .  Algren makes them r i d i c u l o u s  n o t  

only  by degrad ing  them s c a t o l o g y ,  bu t  a l s o  by s o  thoroughly  

s u r r o u n d i n g - a n d  p e n e t r a t i n g  F i t z ' s  a l r e a d y  hype rbo l i zed  f i t s  w i t h  

con tend ing ,  mocking, u n d e r c u t t i n g  v o i c e s  t h a t  thoroughly  " d i a l o -  

g i z e "  t h e  p o p u l i s t  Je remiads :  

"Mothers t o  e a t  t h e  f l e s h  of t h e i r  new-born! A 
t ime of t r o u b l e  such a s  neve r  was s i n c e  t h e r e  was a  
n a t i o n  even un to  t h e  -- same t ime!  b 

" H a i l s t o n e s  b i g  a s  b locks  of i c e !  Tawr 'n t s  of 
bloody f i r e !  ~ o u n t I n ~ s  ' n  r i v e r s  t u r n e n  t o  foaming 
blood! E l  Paso b u r i e d  under red-hot  l ava !  Now you 

11 poor s o r r y  buggers y o u ' r e  r e a l l y  go ing  t o  c a t c h  i t .  
"How about  New York?" Some people  neve r  wanted 

t o  go anywhere a l o n e .  
"Buried i n  a  r a i n  o f  t oads !  Toads a s  b i g  a s  c a t s  

t o  Wall S t r e e t ' s  topmost tower!" 
Wall S t r e e t  had a l l  t h e  l u c k .  (WWS 38) 

F i t z  h i t s  h i s  s t r i d e  i n  t h i s  e r u p t i o n  when he  f i n d s  h i s  r e a l  

m a t t e r :  t h e  A n t i c h r i s t ,  " ' t h e  Pope of Wall S t r e e t !  "I: 

"Already he  i s  s p r e a d i n '  t h e  Doc-treen of e v o l u t i o n ,  
t h e  u n i v e r s a l  f a the rhood  of God and t h e  u n i v e r s a l  
brotherhood of man. Already t h e  Wall S t r e e t  l a b o r  
un ions  a r e  a rmin '  t o  h e l p  him, p reparen  f o r  t h e  day 
when no man w i l l  be a b l e  t o  e a r n  h i s  b read  by t h e  



sweat  of h i s  f a c e  u n l e s s  h e  h a s  t h e  mark of  t h e  
beast--A-F-L--upon him. N e i t h e r  w i l l  h e  be a b l e  t o  
buy o r  s e l l .  C i t y  u n i o n s  t e a c h  you t h a t  Chinamens 
a r e  your  b r o t h e r s !  Qrabs !  Mexes! (WWS 39)  

The p r e a c h e r  f o r t h w i t h  b u r s t s  i n t o  a  p r e c i s e ,  n o n - d i a l e c t a l -  

l y  r e n d e r e d  t r a n s c r i p t i o n  o f  W i l l i a m  J e n n i n g s  B r y a n ' s  "Cross  of  

Gold" s p e e c h ,  which i s  u n d e n i a b l y  d r a m a t i c  d e s p i t e  i t s  i r r e l e -  

vance  t o  what h e  h a s  j u s t  been r a n t i n g  a b o u t  (wha tever  t h a t  i s ) .  

H i s  f r e n z y  upon r e p e a t i n g  t h e  c l o s i n g  l i n e s  of  t h a t  oddly-  

impor ted  v e r b a l  a r t i f a c t  impe l s  him t o  l e a p  s t r a i g h t  up and come 

down " b a r k i n g  l i k e  a  g ibbon"  (WWS - 3 9 ) .  A f t e r  a  s n a t c h  of a  hymn 

I '  I v e n e r a t i n g  " ' t h e  b l o o d s t a i n e d  c r o s s !  "' F i t z  screams - 0  Look 

yander!  Comen down t h e  s t r e e t s  of  g o l d !  I do s e e  a  g r e a t  b lood-  

washed t h r o n g  a l l  robed  i n  w h i t e !  "' (WWS 4 0 ) .  

A dozen heads  t u r n e d  q u i c k l y  t o  s e e  God o n l y  knows 
what ,  b u t  a l l  t h e y  saw was Dove L inkhorn  l o o k i n g  
f o r s a k e n .  A s  though w i s h i n g  h i s  poor  c r a z y  pappy 
would come down o f f  t h e  c o u r t h o u s e  s t e p s .  When 
t h e  c r o w d ' s  e y e s  moved toward  him h e  t u r n e d  away 
t o  f o l l o w  h i s  b r o t h e r  i n t o  t h e  d a r k .  (WWS 40) 

And t h u s  t h e  a l r e a d y  weakened s p e l l  of  t h e  r e l i g i o - • ’ a s c i s &  

clown i s  broken on t h e  s i m p l e  image of  Dove " f o l l o w i n g  h i s  bro-  

t h e r  i n t o  t h e  d a r k . "  Dove may be d i s c o m f i t e d  by h i s  f a t h e r ' s  

a n t i c s ,  and p i t y  h i s  d i s t a n c e  from t h e  good of  t h e  f l e s h ,  b u t  h e  

i s  i n  no  s e n s e  i n t i m i d a t e d  by t h e  o l d  man ' s  y e l l i n g .  I t ' s  c r a z i -  

n e s s ,  t h a t ' s  a l l .  Something t o  l a u g h  a t ,  and t h e n  g o  j o i n  your  

b r o t h e r .  

I t  i s  i n  Dove t h a t  t h e  p a r a l l e l  developments  o f  b o t h  t h e  

s u f f e r i n g  h e r o .  and  t h e  d i m w i t - t r i c k s t e r  c l i m a x ,  merge ,  and become 

something a l t o g e t h e r  r i c h  and  s t r a n g e .  Algren  r e a l i z e d  i n  t h e  



w r i t i n g  o f  The Man w i t h  t h e  Golden A r m  t h a t  t e r r i b l e  s u f f e r i n g  i s  

n o  l e s s  t e r r i b l e  b e c a u s e  i t  i n e v i t a b l y  h a s  someth ing  o f  t h e  

f o o l i s h  mixed w i t h  i t  ( t h i s  makes F r a n k i e  M a c h i n e ' s  s t o r y  t h e  

most  D o s t o e v s k i a n  of  A l g r e n ' s  n o v e l s ) .  Even S p a r r o w ' s  s u f f e r i n g ,  

which i s  a s  r e a l  and  a s  ha r rowing  a s  F r a n k i e ' s ,  e n d s  on a n  ambi- 

v a l e n t  n o t e :  h e  t e l l s  Owner h e ' l l  b e  back  on  t h e  s t r e e t  i n  a  y e a r  

and  a  day  " ' l i k e  a  l i t t l e  wooly lamb,  "' b u t  h e  l o o k s  " ' y o u ' l l  

n e v e r  know how s i c k " '  a s  h e  s a y s  i t .  To make o n e  a r t i s t i c  s t e p  

forward-- to  t h e  merge r  o f  t h e  h e r o  a n d  t h e  foo l - -Alg ren  moved 

back  t o  h i s  most  unhumorous,  t h o r o u g h l y  t o r m e n t e d  p r o t a g o n i s t ,  

I I Cass  McKay, and  t u r n e d  him i n t o  a  s t u d ,  a  b i g ,  s i l l y  s t u d .  "8 He 

d i d  t h i s  n o t  t o  wh i t ewash  t h e  g e n u i n e l y  t e r r i b l e  s u f f e r i n g s  of  

t h e  t h i r t i e s ;  t h a t  i s ,  h e  was n o t  a b a s i n g  h i m s e l f  b e f o r e  a  r e -  

v i s i o n i s t  i d o l  t h a t  demanded h e  r e n d e r  what  was g r i m  i n  t h e  

1 9 3 0 s ,  funny i n  t h e  1 9 5 0 s .  The q u e s t i o n  was w h e t h e r  t h e  h i s t o r i -  

c a l  p a t h o s  of  t h e  D e p r e s s i o n  was t r u e  i n  e x a c t l y  t h e  same way 

twen ty  y e a r s  l a t e r ,  and  c o u l d  be  e x p r e s s e d  by u s i n g  t h e  same 

a r t i s t i c  s t r a t e g i e s .  A l g r e n  t o o k  t h e  o p p o r t u n i t y  a f f o r d e d  him by 

t h e  p u b l i s h e r ' s  advance  t o  r e g i s t e r  and  e n j o y  t h e  p a s s a g e  o f  

i r r e v e r s i b l e  t i m e ,  and  n o t  t o  s i m p l y  r e p l i c a t e  t h e  s t a t i c  v a l o r -  

i z a t i o n  o f  h i s  a n d  h i s  n a t i o n ' s  p a s t .  He c r e a t e d  what  h e  c a l l e d  

1 1  a n  American f a n t a s y ,  a  poem w r i t t e n  t o  a n  American b e a t  a s  t r u e  

a s  H u c k l e b e r r y  F i n n ,  "9 and  i n  d o i n g  s o  made t h e  i m a g i n a t i v e  

h a b i t a t i o n  o f  t h e  E p i c  D e p r e s s i o n  a s  u n t e n a b l e  a s  h e  c o u l d .  H i s  

whole  i n t e n t ,  f rom t h e  d i s a r m i n g  o f  t h e  a u t h o r i t a r i a n  f a t h e r ,  t o  

t h e  amalgamat ion  o f  t h e  h e r o  a n d  t h e  f o o l ,  t o  t h e  u n u t t e r a b l y  



strange and lovely ending of this book, was to overcome epic 

distance, and, through laughter, to bring his material--all of 

it--into what Bakhtin calls "the zone of familiar contact." This 

method is a profoundly effective way of remaining true to 

I  I Whitman's "profound lesson of reception, because it abjures all 

distancing and all exclusion by its refusal to "buy into" the lie 

that truth and pathos are eternal, and that the forms of their 

expression are fixed. Against that repressive piety, the artist 

1 1  has only" a lie to counter a lie, in the sense that Bakhtin 

qualifies the word. In discussing the valuable developments of 

the minor low genres, the itinerant stage, public squares on 

market day, street songs and jokes (DI - 40 f f . ) ,  Bakhtin maintains 

that all objectifications of discourse are there called into 

question, because all are seen as self-interested, conditional 

pronouncements of specific social roles (obviously the royal 

court, the scholars' meeting room or the cathedral are chrono- 

topes in which only one voice can be heard, and thus remains 

uncontested). In the market square, on the small stage, and in 

carnival consciousness the high and mighty personage is just 

another schmuck with his own line of goods to push (Bakhtin's 

phrasing differs slightly). The implications? 

We see the ground being prepared here for a radical 
skepticism toward any unmediated discourse and any 
straightforward seriousness, a skepticism bordering 
on rejection of the very possibility of having a 
straightforward discourse at all that would not be 
false. This finds its profoundest expression in 
works by (among others) Villon, Rabelais, Sore1 and 
Scarron. Here too the ground is being prepared for 
that new dialogical category, verbal and effectual 
response to the lie of pathos, that has played such 



an extremely important role in the history of the 
European novel (and not only the novel)--the cate- 
gory of gay deception. Opposed to the -- lie of 
pathos accumulated in the language of all recog- 
nlzed and structured professions, social groups and 
classes, there is not straightforward truth (pathos 
of the same kind) but rather a gay and intelligent 
deception, a lie justified because it is directed 
precisely to E r s .  Opposed to the language of 
priests and monks, kings and seigneurs, knights and 
wealthy urban types, scholars and jurists--to the 
languages of all those who hold power and who are 
well set up in life--there is the language of the 
merry rogue, wherever necessary parodically re-pro- 
cessing any pathos but always in such a way as to 
rob it of its power to harm . . . . (DI - 401-02) 

This "verbal and effectual response to the lie of pathos, I I 

then, steals humanity back from the emperor. It is part of the 

I I work of the rogue, one of Bakhtin's three dialogical categories" 

which have been of immense importance to the development of the 

novel. The other two masks are the clown and the fool, and Dove 

Linkhorn wears them all. Earl Shorris has indicated the always- 

renewed challenge of this merry and bile-powered tradition of 

refusal, and in so doing has made the most historically conscious . 
and critically acute remark on Algren's contribution that I have 

encountered: 

There is no place in this society or any other so- 
ciety for a man made of W.C. Fields and Francois 
Villon; there would seem to have been no choice for 
Algren but to become a novelist, the inventor of a 
world that is, if not reasonable, at least possible, 
[not] to say beautiful. By the same unhappy logic, 
it follows that Algren would become a most misun- 
derstood novelist, a hero to hack reporters and 
jejune sociologists, an inventor who is seldom 
credited for his inventions, a dreamer of words who 
is presumed never to close his eyes. So his time 
is thought to have passed, when in reality thelO 
time of a true fictionist is always beginning. 

A Walk on the Wild Side shows these categories incompr 



hension not merely as images or influences, but in their "radi- 

cal" character as "the basic style-shaping forces of the novel" 

(DI - 402). The sort of stupidity, clownishness and roguery evi- 

11 denced by Dove is an instance of what Bakhtin calls a polemical 

failure to understand someone else's discourse, someone else's 

pathos-charged lie that has appropriated the world" (E 403). In 

a recollection of the hipster comic Lord Richard Buckley, Algren 

mentions one small-stage instance--which might recall a line-up-- 

of this "degraded" refusal to respond on cue: 

He . . . had a kid he called Junior who re- 
sembled Jackie Vernon. Junior would stand, with 
a spotlight on him, looking through a toilet seat 
at the audience with the blankest grin conceivable. 

I I Buckley would say, Register despair, Junior. I I 
I 1  Junior's grin would freeze right there. Now I I reg- 

ister happiness, Junior. Now register hate. 
Buckley would go through the gamut of human emo- 
tions from love to terror. The emptier of all 
emotion Junior appeared, the funnier the act be- 
came. 

Well, I thought it was funny anyhow. 11 - 

A Walk on the Wild Side is, we should remember, an author 

struggling with his own "lie" of 1935 as well as the legion 

11  untruths that each seek to monologize" (a Bakhtinian term con- 

noting the self-interested nature of straightforward discourses) 

the novel. The convergence--or collison--of the rogue-clown-fool 

with the pathos of victimhood, which latter Algren was never 

comfortable with, but could never altogether dismiss, leads Dove 

to New Orleans in the worst years of the Depression, and all 

along the way he cheats truly simple people ("The People"), eats 

1 1  all he can, even if his companions do without, schemes to rise" 



i n  t h e  w o r l d ,  and  q u i t e  b l i t h e l y  c o a s t s  by a n y  a n d  e v e r y  g r o -  

t e s q u e  e v i d e n c e  o f  t h e  a g e '  s damage: 

[ E l a s i l y  a n d  u n s e e i n g ,  p a s t  b r o k e n  men a n d  b r e a k i n g  
o n e s ;  w i n g i e s ,  d i n g i e s ,  z a n i e s  a n d  l o p - s i d e d  k u k e s ;  
c o k i e s  and  q u e e r s  a n d  t h r e a d b a r e  w h o r e s .  U l c e r o u s  
p a n h a n d l e r s  lame a n d  c a n c e r o u s ,  t u b e r c u l a r  p e n c i l  
p e d d l e r s ,  s t a g g e r i n g  l u s h e s .  Old  s i c k  c a t s  f rom 
eve rywhere  yowl ing  a s  t h e y  w e n t .  

A l l  was r i g h t  w i t h  t h e  w o r l d .  (E 97)  ,- 

I n  i t s  m u s i c a l  d i s g u i s e ,  t h o u g h ,  t h i s  i s  t h e  a r t i s t i c  work 

o f  " t h e  h i s t o r i c a l  c o n s c i o u s n e s s  which  grows o u t  of  t h e  e x p e r i -  

e n c e  of  d e m o c r a t i c  communi t ies  a n d  o f  t h e  f o r c e s  which  r u i n  

them. " I 2  Dove ' s  f o o l i s h n e s s  a n d  b l i n d n e s s ,  h i s  incomprehens ion  

o f  t h e  p a t h e t i c  human s i t u a t i o n s  b e f o r e  him,  i s  immunity t o  t h e  

d o c t r i n a i r e  p r o l e t a r i a n  d i s c o u r s e  o f  t h e  t h i r t i e s ,  b u t  i s  a l s o  

A l g r e n ' s  n o v e l i s t i c  means o f  c a r r y i n g  on " t h e  a n a l y s i s  of  de -  

s a n c t i f i e d  power ,  s a y i n g  t h e  u n s p e a k a b l e  a b o u t  t h e  s t a t e .  3  A 

p a s s a g e  r i d i c u l i n g  " ~ i t t l e  Round Hoover ,  w.iping c h i c k e n  g r a v y  o f f  

h i s  l i t t l e  round  c h i n "  (WWS 97)  i m m e d i a t e l y  f o l l o w s  t h e  " A l l  was 

r i g h t  w i t h  t h e  wor ld"  p a s s a g e  q u o t e d  a b o v e .  Even t h e  f o o l : s  

p o s i t i o n  i s  b e i n g  t e s t e d  h e r e ,  and  t h a t  i s  o f  g r e a t  s i g n i f i c a n c e  

t o  t h e  p a r t i c u l a r  n a t u r e  o f  t h i s  n o v e l .  The t e s t i n g  d o e s  n o t  

i n v a r i a b l y  c o n c l u d e  t h a t  " j o k e s  a b o u t  s e r i o u s  t h i n g s "  ( a  funda-  

m e n t a l  o r g a n i z i n g  p r i n c i p l e ,  i n  B a k h t i n '  s v i e w ) ,  a r e  i n  them- 

s e l v e s  a  f i n a l  word ,  c a r r y i n g  a s  t h e y  must  a  c e r t a i n  " i n a p p r o p r o -  

p r i a t e "  r e l a t i v i z i n g  c h a r a c t e r .  Dove i s  on  t h e  r o a d  i n  t h e  

U n i t e d  S t a t e s  i n  t h e  e a r l y  1 9 3 0 s ,  t r u e .  He i s  a l s o ,  however ,  

p a r t  of a  t r a d i t i o n a l  p l o t  scheme,  a t  l e a s t  a s  o l d  a s  - The 

Odyssey ,  and  l a t e r  p a r o d i c a l l y  r e - p r o c e s s e d  i n  The S a t y r i c o n  and  



The Golden Ass,  i n  which an  i n i t i a l  o f f e n s e  a g a i n s t  a  god o r  

goddess ,  o r  a  p r i n c i p l e  such a s  e r o s ,  sends  t h e  "hero" on a  

journey which a t  t h e  same t ime  f o l l o w s  a  f a m i l i a r i z e d ,  h i s t o r i c a l  

road ( i n  t h e  n o n - e p i c - v e r s i o n s ) ,  and a n  e x p i a t o r y  p a t h  th rough  a  

c a r n i v a l i z e d  underworld.  Dove's  o f f e n s e ,  which i n  t h i s  parody of 

The Odyssey i s  t h e  motor i n c i d e n t  o f  t h e  p l o t ,  i s  h i s  r ape  of 

Te re s ina  V i d a v a r r i ,  t h e  Mexican American woman who s t e p s  i n t o  t h e  

p l a c e  of Nancy McKay (and  S t e f f i  Rostenkowski and Sophie 

Majcinek,  t o  a  c e r t a i n  e x t e n t ,  a s  w e l l ) .  Aga ins t  eve ry  conven- 

t i o n a l  moral  s t r i c t u r e ,  and i n  t h e  f a c e  of  h e r  own p a s t  n ightmare  

I 1  e xpe r i ence  of mar r ied  l o v e , "  T e r e s i n a  t u r n s  h e r  back on J e s u s  

and g i v e s  h e r  l o v e ,  body and s o u l ,  t o  " t h e  b rowles s ,  raggedy boy 

w i t h  t h e  s t r e a k y  r e d  h a i r . "  Overcome by g u i l t  and shame a s  

i n t e n s e  a s  was h e r  s exua l  p l e a s u r e  w i t h  Dove, she  u s e s  t h e  excuse  

of Dove's  one -do l l a r  t h e f t  t o  b a r  him from h e r  s i g h t ,  h e r  body, 

h e r  l ove  and h e r  premises  ( T e r e s i n a ' s  c h i l i  p a r l o r  on t h e  edge 0.f 

Arroyo,  - La - Fe - En -9 Dios i s  t h e  former Davy C r o c k e t t  h o t e l ) .  The 

whole c r u s h  of f a c t o r s - - l o s s  of l o v e ,  p l e a s u r e ,  companionship, 

and t h e  chance t o  r e a d  (Dove i s  i l l i t e r a t e  and T e r e s i n a  beg ins  t o  

t e a c h  him " 'how l e t t e r s  make words"' u s i n g  t h e  Sunday f u n n i e s  and 

Andersen ' s  f a i r y  t a l e s ) ;  t h e  d i f f e r e n c e s  of  a g e ,  r a c e  and c u l -  

t u r e ;  Dove's  i n a b i l i t y  t o  comprehend t h e  t e r r o r  of s e x  t h a t  would 

d r i v e  a  b e a u t i f u l  and mischievous  woman i n t o  J e s u s ' s  a b s t r a c t  

arms;  h i s  h u r t  p r i d e - - a l l  of  t h e s e  b e a r i n g  down on him compel 

Dove t o  t h e  s t u p i d e s t ,  most d e s p e r a t e  and h u r t f u l  a c t  he  can 

manage. He r a p e s  T e r e s i n a ,  and hops on a n  eas tbound f r e i g h t .  



His offense is triple: he injures the only person in his life who 

has to that point sought his affection; he brutalizes sexuality, 

his own and Teresina's, by raping rather than making love; and he 

replicates the arrogance and violence which had consistently 

defined the character of the relations of white male Americans to 

any non-white, particularly women of color (as Dove heads toward 

the Southern Pacific tracks, "the freight whooped like a Sioux 

who has seen too many westerns" [WWS 6 4 1 ) .  14 - 
On the road, in jail, in whorehouses and bars, Dove tests 

and is tested by a multitude of discourses of pathos. The novel 

becomes a retort, in both the experimental and dialogical senses, 

which through Dove's incomprehension evaluates the genuineness of 

the voices which speak to him, and in the last analysis is both a 

word against false pathos, and the establishment of a ground for 

a new, valid, historical pathos. Algren's orchestration of these 

voices is a major achievement of the novel. 

Thus when Dove slides by the human wrecks on Canal Street 

with nary a twinge of conscience (i. e. conventional response), he 

both replicates (i.e. tests) the response of those in power who 

should see and act on the devastation, but do not; and reveals 

the basis for a just condemnation of his violation of Teresina. 

When his lower stratum drives him to a railroad station's men's 

room, the door of which is barred by an elderly black porter, the 

mask of the fool is used to test not only the convention of 

racial segregation, but also Dove's own dismissal of his share of 

bigotry (he thinks of Teresina as a "wetback" and a "Pachuco" 



when s h e  r e j e c t s  h i m ) .  The exchange  a l s o  r e c a l l s  T e r e s i n a ' s  

e a r l y  dream i n  which  s h e  i s  impor tuned  f o r  a  d r i n k  of  w a t e r ,  and  

r e p l i e s  " 'Only J e s u s  may d r i n k  h e r e ,  "' wakening  " w i t h  a  s e n s e  of  

d r y  l o s s  c l u t c h i n g  h e r  t h r o a t "  (WWS - 3 0 ) .  T h i s  d i a l o g u e ,  pene-  

t r a t e d  w i t h  e c h o e s  a n d  i n t e n t i o n s  which t u r n  i t  i n t o  someth ing  

beyond s i m p l e  f a r c e ,  makes c l e a r  t h e  c o n n e c t i o n s  be tween con- 

s c i e n c e l e s s n e s s ,  a s c e t i c i s m  and  r a c i s m  a s  d i f f e r e n t  forms of  

d e n i a l .  I n  i t ,  Dove a g a i n  becomes a  f i g u r e  o u t  o f  a  dream: 

I I 

1 '  
Excuse me, pappy , "  Dove t r i e d  t o  g e t  p a s t .  
Coun t ry  b o y ,  you g o t  c o l o r e d  b l o o d ? "  Pappy 

demanded. 
" N a t u r a l l y  i t  a i n ' t  w h i t e , "  Dove t o l d  h im.  
"No funny b u s i n e s s , "  t h e  o l d  Negro warned  him,  

" I ' m  r e s p o n s i b l e  h e r e . "  
Dove d i d n ' t  know what  was wrong.  He j u s t  f e l t  

wrong.  And l e f t  t h e  REST ROOM FOR COLORED i n  r e t r e a t .  
He was bend ing  above  t h e  w a t e r - f o u n t a i n  when h e  

saw t h e  p o r t e r  coming a t  him a g a i n .  The o l d  man had  
been  s e a r c h i n g  f o r  someone l i k e  t h i s  i n  dreams f o r  
y e a r s .  

"You g o t  c o l o r e d  b l o o d ,  you c a i n t  d r i n k  t h i s  
I I w a t e r .  

" A i n ' t  eve rybody  g o t  c o l o r e d  b l o o d ,  m i s t e r ? "  By 
t h i s  t i m e  Dove r e a l l y  wanted  t o  know. 

"You t h i n k  you make a  f o o l  o f  me w i t h  f o o l  ques -  
t i o n s , "  t h e  o l d  man a n s w e r e d ,  " b u t  a l l  you make a  f o o l  
of i s  y o u r s e l f .  Boy, i f  you w h i t e ,  s t a y  w h i t e .  I f  
you b l a c k ,  s t a y  b l a c k  and  d i e .  Now g e t  o u t  of  my s t a -  
t i o n  a n d  o u t  o f  my s i g h t . "  

I I It p u r e l y  wonders  me," Dove b rooded  t h o u g h t f u l -  
l y .  "Why, a  C h r i s t i a n  d o n ' t  s c a r c e l y  s t a n d  a  chance  
f o r  a d r l n k  of  w a t e r  i n  town no  more .  Looks l i k e  my 
c r a z y  l i t t l e  pappy was r i g h t  a f t e r  a l l . "  (WWS 103) 

T h e r e  a r e  b i g  a n d  l i t t l e  p a p p i e s  t h r o u g h o u t  t h i s  s t o r y ,  and 

t h e y ' r e  a l l  c r a z y .  Luke a n d  F o r t ,  Rhino  G r o s s ,  O l i v e r  F i n n e r t y ,  

and  e v e n  A c h i l l e s  Schmidt  s h a r e  a  p a t e r n a l  a s p e c t  which  i s ,  

h a p p i l y  enough,  t e s t e d  a n d  d i s c r e d i t e d  by Dove ' s  morosoph ic  r e -  

s p o n s e s .  A s  Dove w a i t s  i n  a  s o u p  l i n e  o u t s i d e  a c i t y  s h e l t e r ,  



and a  Mar ine  r e c r u i t e r  t r i e s  t o  p l a y  on  e v e r y  d e s i r e  a  d r i f t e r  

migh t  have  f o r  t h r e e  m e a l s  a  d a y ,  N ica raguan  b e a u t i e s ,  two p a i r s  

of s h o e s  and  a  c h a n c e  t o  d e f e n d  h i s  c o u n t r y ,  Dove s o  a d r o i t l y  

p r o d u c e s  t h e  wrong a n s w e r s  t o  t h e  j a r h e a d ' s  q u e s t i o n s  t h a t  h e  

q u i t e  u n w i t t i n g l y  r u i n s  h i s  c h a n c e s  t o  s e e  t h e  w o r l d .  It may b e ,  

t h o u g h ,  t h a t  h e  a l l  t o  c l e a r l y  s e e s  h i s  c h a n c e s  t o  r u i n  t h e  

w o r l d ,  which  i s ,  t r u e - t o - f o o l ' s - f o r m ,  h i m s e l f :  

"Pu t  i t  t h i s  way. Your o u t f i t  o f  one  hundred  
men i s  s u r r o u n d e d  by b l o o d t h i r s t y  N i c a r a g u a n  b a n d i t s  
b u t  you c a n  s a v e  them a l l  by s a c r i f i c i n g  your  own 
l i f e .  Which would come f i r s t  w i t h  you?  The l i v e s  
of  n i n e t y - n i n e  o t h e r s  o r  your  own?". 

Dove n e e d e d  n o  h e l p  on t h a t .  
"My own, n a t u r a l l y . "  He beamed. 
Dove was a  l i t t l e  s o r r y  t o  s e e  t h e  s e r g e a n t  

s h a k e  h i s  h e a d  a n d  move o f f .  
"Wasn ' t  t h a t  t h e  r i g h t  answer?"  Dove wanted  t o  

know. (WWS 68)  

The i n v e r s i o n  of  t h e  c o n v e n t i o n a l  i s ,  i n  A Walk on t h e  C 

S i d e  a s  i n  a l l  c a r n i v a l i z e d  l i t e r a t u r e ,  a  m a j o r  m o t i f ,  and  

J i l d  

i t  

p r o v i d e s  t h e  method o f  e n t r y  t o  t h e  g r o t e s q u e  underwor ld  i n  which 

t h e  g r e a t e r  p a r t  o f  t h e  b o o k ' s  a c t i o n  o c c u r s .  T h i s  w o r l d  is 

i n t r o d u c e d  b o t h  by D o v e ' s  c o n s t a n t  r e i t e r a t i o n  of  h i s  d e s i r e  t o  

I I r i s e , "  when what h e  d o e s  b e s t  i s  r i s e  and  r o u s e  s e x u a l l y ,  a n d  by 

t h e  s p e c i f i c  h i s t o r i c a l  c i r c u m s t a n c e s  which l o o k  s u s p i c i o u s l y  

l i k e  a  c o m p l e t e l y  t o p s y - t u r v y  c a p i t a l i s t  w o r l d :  

I n  t h e  c h e e r y  o l d  summer of  ' 3 1  New O r l e a n s  o f f e r e d  
a l m o s t  u n l i m i t e d  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  t o  a m b i t i o u s  young 
men of  n e a t  a p p e a r a n c e  w i l l i n g  t o  b e g i n  a t  t h e  
bot tom and  work t h e i r  way up  t h e  Ladder  o f  S u c c e s s  
r u n g  by r u n g .  Those w i t h  b e t t e r  s e n s e  began a t  
t h e  t o p  a n d  worked t h e i r  way down, t h a t  r o u t e  b e i n g  
f a s t e r .  . . . The Ladder  of Success  had  b e e n  i n v e r t e d ,  
t h e  t o p  was t h e  b o t t o m ,  and  t h e  bot tom was t h e  t o p .  
L e a d e r s  of  men s t i l l  s p o r t i n g  g o l d  w a t c h e s  were  l u g g i n g  
baby p h o t o g r a p h s  d o o r  t o  door  w i t h  t h e i r  s o l e s  f l a p -  



p i n g .  P h y s i c i a n s  were  o u t  s e l l i n g  s k i n  l i g h t e n e r s  a n d  
s h l p  c a p t a i n s  queued i n  hope  o f  a  c a b i n  b o y ' s  mop a n d  
p a i l .  (WWS 117-18) 

We a r e  h e r e  s o l i d l y  w i t h i n  t h e  p r e c i n c t s  o f  a  c a r n i v a l  h e l l .  

B a k h t i n  d i s c u s s e s  t h e  s i g n i f i c a n c e  o f  E p i s t e m o n ' s  v i s i o n s  o f  t h e  

underwor ld  ( f r o m  Gargan tua  and  P a n t a g r u e l ,  Book 2 ,  C h a p t e r  3 0 ) .  

I n  t h i s  a c c o u n t ,  t h e  e a r t h ' s  empero r s  a r e  b r o u g h t  low--"dis- 

crownedv--and one  e v i d e n c e  o f  t h i s  i s  t h e i r  l owly  o c c u p a t i o n s  i n  

Hades:  P h i l i p  o f  Macedonia mends r o t t e n  f o o t w e a r ,  T a r q u i n  i s  a  

p o r t e r ,  Xerxes  a  c r i e r  of  m u s t a r d .  The e l e v a t i o n  t o  l u x u r y  a n d  

eminence  of  t h e  p r e v i o u s l y  p o w e r l e s s  a n d  d e s p i s e d  ( p h i l o s p h e r s ,  

i n  R a b e l a i s ' s  i n s t a n c e ) ,  i s  t h e  l o g i c a l  c o n c o m i t a n t  i n  a  r e v e r s e d  

w o r l d .  A l g r e n ,  i n  much t h e  same s p i r i t ,  c a r r i e s  o u t  h i s  r e v e r -  

s a l s  by b r i n g i n g  down t h e  con tempora ry  e m p e r o r - B a b b i t s ,  and  e l e -  

v a t i n g  a  r a g g l e - t a g g l e  c l u t c h  of  p imps ,  p r o s t i t u t e s ,  c r i m i n a l s  

' I  and madames above  t h e  newly-descended s q u a r e s . "  A s  s t o c k  b ro -  

k e r s  "began jumping o f f  r o o f  t o p s  w i t h  n o  g r e a t e r  c o n s i d e r a t i o n  

f o r  t h o s e  p a s s i n g  below t h a n  t h e y ' d  had  when t h e i r  l u c k  was 

r u n n i n g "  (9 1 1 8 ) ,  pimps--the b u s i n e s s m a n ' s  double--become f a n -  

t a s t i c a l l y  s u c c e s s f u l  by p u t t i n g  out-of-work women t o  work ,  t h a t  

i s ,  by f i l l i n g  t h e  s o c i a l  r o l e  p r e v i o u s l y  o c c u p i e d  by t h e  Cap- 

t a i n s  of  I n d u s t r y .  The p e c u l i a r  c o n j u n c t i o n  o f  p r o h i b i t i o n  and  

p r o s t i t u t i o n  l e a d s  t o  a  f u r t h e r  r e v e r s a l ,  o r  r a t h e r  t o  t h e  r e v e -  

l a t i o n  of  t h e  r e v e r s a l :  

Negro b e l l b o y s  h a d  g a i n e d  a  v i r t u a l  monopoly o n  t h e  
d e l i v e r y  o f  i l l i c i t  a l c o h o l  a n d  h a d  found  t h a t  w h i t e  
male  g u e s t s  e i t h e r  wan ted  a  woman w i t h  t h e i r  b o t t l e  
o r  a  b o t t l e  w i t h  t h e  woman. T h i s  e r r a n d  b o y s '  work 
e v o l v e d  i n t o  s o l i c i t i n g .  . . . He saw now a t  f i r s t  
h a n d ,  t h a t  what  h i s  Mama had  t o l d  him w a s n ' t  t r u e  



a f t e r  a l l :  t h a t  t h e  "good" w h i t e  f o l k s  n e v e r  a c t e d  
l i k e  bad  b l a c k  o n e s .  For  h e  saw men a n d  women w i t h  
t h e  b e s t  names i n  town,  t h e  d o - r i g h t  names ,  howl ing  
l i k e  wolves  i n  t h e  S a t u r d a y  s t e w s ,  p a n t i e s  on t h e  
b e d p o s t  a n d  p a n t s  on  t h e  f l o o r ,  y e t  knew Do-Right 
Daddy would b e  back  w i t h  h i s  f a m i l y ,  come Sunday 
morn ing ,  i n  t h e  pew w i t h  t h e  b e s t  name i n  town.  

(WWS 119)  

( N o t i c e  t h a t  t h i s  p a s s a g e  i s  n o t  l i b e r a l  p ropaganda :  "bad" 

b l a c k  f o l k s ,  a n d  p r o b a b l y  "good" o n e s  a s  w e l l ,  howl w i t h  t h e  b e s t  

o f  u s .  A s  C a p t a i n  Bednar says- -and  i m m e d i a t e l y  s h a k e s  h imse l f - -  

" ' W e l l ,  . . we a l l  f e e l  b e t t e r  i f  we f o o l  a r o u n d  a  l i t t l e " '  

[MGA 1 9 1 1 . )  

A l g r e n  u s e s  t h e  c h r o n o t o p e  o f  t h e  b r o t h e l  i n  much t h e  same 

way t h a t  o t h e r  w r i t e r s  h a v e  u s e d  t h e  p u b l i c  s q u a r e ,  t h e  b a l l r o o m ,  

t h e  d e c k  o f  a  s h i p ,  o r  a  b a t h h o u s e :  a s  a  p l a c e  o f  p u b l i c  r e v e l a -  

t i o n  o f  t h e  p r i v a t e ,  and  o f t e n  i l l i c i t ,  c o r e  o f  a n  i n d i v i d u a l  o r  

o f  a  c l a s s .  The "muteness  a n d  i n v i s i b i l i t y "  (DI  - 135)  of bour-  

g e o i s  l i f e  a r e  c o n t e s t e d  t h r o u g h  c a r n i v a l i z e d  p l a c e  ( p u b l i c ,  

I I I I l ow,  u n p r o t e c t e d ) ,  c h a r a c t e r s  ( " low l i f e "  t y p e s ,  i n v e r s i o n s  o f  . 
t h e  c o n v e n t i o n a l ) ,  a n d  l a n g u a g e  ( c o a r s e ,  mocking ,  p a r o d i c ,  d i a -  

1 l l o g i z i n g )  . l 5  Dove i s  s o  s k i l l e d  ( a n d  d e p e n d a b l e )  a t  r i s i n g "  

t h a t  h e  becomes n o t  o n l y  a  p a r v e n u ,  a  young c a r e e r i s t  on t h e  

1 I make, b u t  i n  h i s  r o l e  i n  t h e  p e e p  show ( h e  i s  p a i d  t o  r a p e "  

I I v i r g i n s "  i n  f r o n t  o f  a  one-way window),  a  k i n d  o f  p r o s t i t u t e  a s  

w e l l .  B a k h t i n  s p e a k s  o f  t h e  a n a l o g o u s  f u n c t i o n s  o f  t h e s e  two 

r o l e s - - t h e  r e v e l a t i o n  o f  t h e  h o l l o w n e s s  of  convent ion--and t o  

them Dove a d d s  t h e  rogue-c lown-fool  masks ,  which  " p l a y  d e a f "  t o  

s t a n d a r d ,  h y p o c r i t i c a l  m o r a l  f o r m u l a e .  Whi le  t h i s  complex i s  

u s e d  t o  g r e a t  e f f e c t  t h r o u g h o u t  Dove ' s  j o u r n e y  t h r o u g h  t h e  New 



Orleans underworld, there is one particularly ridiculous and 

slanderous scene, parts of which were deleted before the publica- 

tion of the novel, that in its concentration of these motifs of 

degradation merits our close attention. 16 

Although one vital character and several details, either 

blasphemous oi indecent or both, were cut from the scene of the 

black mammy-freak's evening at Spider-Boy Court, Algren later 

published a reconstructed version of the scene as a short story 

called "The House of the Hundred Grassfires . "  This piece was 

included both in Nelson Algren's Own Book of Lonesome Monsters 

(1962) and The Last Carousel (1973). The original excision of 

the offending material may have been legally prudent; it was 

artistically stupid. The imagery of grotesque realism, and the 

heteroglossia toward which Algren had been moving throughout his 

career, climax in this scene much more forcefully if Bag-of-Sand 

stays put, and if Warren Gameliel can carry out his time-honored 
b 

outrage. This rendering of degradation deserved to remain whole, 

and in the following section I will treat .it as such. 



I n s t e a d  of  "Once upon a  t i m e , "  t h i s  P e r d i d o  S t r e e t  story 

s t a r t s :  

I t  was t h a t  s l a n d e r - c o l o r e d  e v e n i n g  h o u r  b e f o r e  t h e  
t r u e  t r a f f i c  b e g i n s ,  when o n c e  a g a i n  t h e  s h e e t s  have  
been  r a t i o n e d ;  and  once  a g a i n  f o r  b l o c k s  a b o u t ,  
p o u t i n g  o r  powder ing  o r  d u s t i n g  t h e i r  n a v e l s ,  e a c h  
g i r l  wonders  i d l y  what manner o f  man--mutt, mouse,  
o r  moose--the oncoming n i g h t  w i l l  b r i n g  h e r .  (E 216) 

The f i r s t  o f  t h i s  e v e n i n g ' s  " lonesome m o n s t e r s "  t o  b r e a k  

t h r o u g h  t h e  s t e a m i n g  h e a t  i n t o  t h e  p a r l o r  o f  The House o f  t h e  

I I Hundred G r a s s f i r e s  s m e l l s  of  v i o l e t  t a l c ,  a  s m a l l  man w e a r i n g  a  

c l e r i c a l  c o l l a r ,  u n d e r  a  f a c e  f a v o r i n g  a  r a c o o n ' s  . . b u i l t  

l i k e  a  bag o f  s a n d  a n d  somewhat f a v o r [ i n g ]  a  b a d g e r ,  t oo"  (LC 
1 9 3 ) .  H i s  pe rempto ry  c h a l l e n g e  t o  t h e  h o u s e ,  a f t e r  t e a r i n g  o f f  

I 1  I h i s  c o l l a r  and  f l i n g i n g  i t  a c r o s s  t h e  room, i s :  B r i n g  - on y o u r  

b e a s t s  --- o f  t h e  w i l d !  "'--which r e c a l l s ,  and  d e g r a d e s  e v e n  f u r t h e r ,  

t h e  f a v o r e d  hymn o f  t h e  c r a z y  F l o r a l e e ,  one o f  t h e  h o u s e ' s  i n -  

m a t e s :  

The b e a s t s  o f  t h e  w i l d  
W i l l  be  l e d  by a  c h i l d  
And I ' l l  b e  changed  f rom t h e  t h i n g  I am 

I n  t h e  uneasy  a i r  o f  Spider-Boy C o u r t ,  a l l  i s  due  f o r  a  

c h a n g e ,  and  a l t h o u g h  i t  w i l l  i n  a  s e n s e  be  l e d  by a  c h i l d ,  i t  

w i l l  b e  h a r d  t o  d e s c r i b e  i n  l i t u r g i c a l  l a n g u a g e .  No m a t t e r ,  f o r  

t h e  d e f r o c k e d  p r i e s t  h a s  more on  h i s  mind t h a n  hymns: 

" E x a c t l y  what  d o  you t h i n k  y o u ' r e  g e a r e d  t o ,  
m i s t e r  t h e  a p p r e n t i c e  pimp wanted  t o  know, s t e p p i n g  
c l o s e r .  

I I E x a c t l y  what  am I g e a r e d  t o ? "  Bag-of-Sand 
g l a n c e d  u p .  "My d e a r  young man, I ' m  e x a c t l y  g e a r e d  
t o  t h e  g i r l i e s ;  e x a c t l y .  O t h e r w i s e  why would I be  
h e r e  e x a c t l y ?  O r  1s t h i s  a  ha rdware  s t o r e ? "  And 



t u r n i n g  h i s  back on  t h e  s l o w - w i t t e d  macker  [who e l s e  
b u t  Dove?] ,  h e  began a n  e x p l a n a t i o n  o f  t h e  Immaculate  
Concep t ion  t h a t  n o t  e v e n  Mama, t h e  m u l a t t o  madam o f  
The Hundred G r a s s f  i r e s ,  h a d  e v e r  h e a r d  b e f o r e .  

I I P a r t h e n o g e n e s i s  i s  s c i e n t i f i c a l l y  p o s s i b l e , "  

h e  e x p l a i n e d  a s  though  t h e  q u e s t i o n  h a d  been  t r o u b -  
l i n g  him f o r  some t i m e ,  " b u t  i t  c a n  o n l y  o c c u r  i n  
t h e  h a p l o i d  chromosomes. A s  t h e s e  a r e  o n l y  h a l f  
t h e  s i z e  o f  t h e  s o m a t i c  chromosomes, t h e y  r e s u l t  i n  - ' I  dwar f i sm.  That  was what happened  t o  Mary.  

(LC 194)  

A s  t h i s  b a t t e r e d  u r b a n  g r o t e s q u e  r e c i t e s  h i s  o b s e s s i o n s ,  he  

n o t  o n l y  t r a v e s t i e s  C h r i s t i a n  myth a n d  t h e  v o c a b u l a r y  o f  s c i e n c e ,  

b u t  a l s o  m i g h t  r e c a l l  t h e  c r i m i n a l  V a u t r i n ,  a l i a s  Abbe C a r l o s  

H e r r e r a ,  B a l z a c ' s  f i e n d  who a t  t h e  e n d  o f  L o s t  I l l u s i o n s  s a y s :  

" ' T h e r e  a r e  two k i n d s  of  h i s t o r y :  o f f i c i a l  h i s t o r y ,  a l l  l i e s ,  t h e  

h i s t o r y  which  i s  t a u g h t  i n  s c h o o l s ,  h i s t o r y  -- a d  usum d e l p h i n i .  

Then t h e r e ' s  s e c r e t  h i s t o r y ,  which  e x p l a i n s  how t h i n g s  r e a l l y  

happened:  a  s c a n d a l o u s  h i s t o r y .  1 ' I  L i k e  V a u t r i n ,  t h i s  p r i e s t l y  

c a r i c a t u r e  i s  c a u g h t  up i n  t h e  r e s e n t m e n t s  o f  t h e  l a t t e r :  

Bag-of-Sand began  p a c i n g  up  a n d  down, i n  a  swea t  
f rom more t h a n  t h e  c l i m a t e ;  o n e  hand on  h i s  b e l l y  and 
one on  h i s  head--"and f u r t h e r m o r e  I ' l l  t e l l  you how ' 
t h e  Church c o v e r e d  up t h e  s c i e n t i f i c  t r u t h  t h a t  J e s u s  
C h r i s t  was a  d w a r f .  Every  t i m e  t h e  Church 
f a t h e r s  came t o  a  b i b l i c a l  r e f e r e n c e  t o  J e s u s  a s  

- 

' t i n y , '  ' l i t t l e , '  ' u n d e r s i z e d , '  I o r  I ' s m a l l , '  t h e y  
changed i t  t o  ' h u m b l e , '  'meek,  g e n t l e , '  ' m o d e s t , '  
o r  ' s w e e t . '  I ' v e  done r e s e a r c h  a l l  o v e r  t h e  w o r l d  
on t h i s  and  I c a n  t e l l  you:  t h e  Church h a s  p e r p e t u -  
a t e d  a  hoax!  (LC - 194)  

T h i s  "ghee" h a s n ' t  l i m i t e d  h i m s e l f  t o  r e s e a r c h  a l o n e .  A s  

D o v e ' s  p a t i e n c e  w e a r s  t h i n ,  h e  demands of  Bag-of-Sand " ' A r e  you 

f o r  a c t i o n  o r  a r e n ' t  y o u ,  buddy? "' and  s e t s  l o o s e  t h i s  r e p l y :  

"Wel l ,  i n  May, 1 9 2 9 ,  I w r o t e  C-U-N-T o n  a  
conven t  w a l l  i n  r e d  chalk--how's  t h a t  f o r  a c t i o n ? "  

Big S t i n g a r e e  c l a p p e d  h i s  hand t o  h i s  f o r e h e a d  
and s t a g g e r e d  backward t o  show t h a t  t h e  mind b o g g l e d  



a t  t h e  v e r y  t h o u g h t .  
"Not o n l y  thatn--Bag-of-Sand seemed a n x i o u s  t o  - p a i n t  a s  b l a c k  a  p l c t u r e  o f  h i m s e l f  a s  p o s s i b l e - - " I  - -  was 

wear ing  t h e  c l o t h  a t  t h e  t i m e ! "  (LC 194)  --- - 
Mama, a  p r o c u r e s s  w i t h  a  s t r o n g l y  s e n t i m e n t a l  C h r i s t i a n  

s t r e a k  i n  h e r ,  h a s  t o  know i f  t h i s  "young man" h a s  s q u a r e d  h i s  

s i n  w i t h  t h e  c h u r c h :  

"Not f o r m a l l y , "  Bag-of-Sand e x p l a i n e d ,  " b u t  l a t e r  
i n  t h e  same y e a r ,  w h i l e  p a s s i n g  t h e  same c o n v e n t ,  I 
w r o t e  J e s u s  Saves  where I ' d  w r i t t e n  t h a t  o t h e r . "  

"What were  you w e a r i n g , "  Mama wan ted  t o  know, 
"when ou w r o t e  j e s u s  s a v e s - w h e r e  y o u ' d  w r i t t e n  t h a t  
o t h e r ?  $: 

"A s p o r t s  j a c k e t  and  h u a r a c h o s  . I I 

I I I I "I s e e ,  Mama s a i d  s o r r o w f u l l y .  You w r i t e  some- 
t h i n g  l i k e  t h a t  w h i l e  w e a r i n g  t h e  c l o t h  a n d  t h e n  come 
back  s i x  months l a t e r  d r e s s e d  l i k e  Bing C r o s b y ,  s c r i b -  
b l e  J e s u s  S a v e s ,  a n d  t h i n k  y o u ' v e  m i s s e d  p u r g a t o r y .  
It i s n ' t  a s  e a s y  a s  a l l  t h a t ,  young man." (LC - 195)  

Bag-of-Sand w i l l  r ema in  i n  h e l l ,  t h o u g h ,  s i n c e  " [ t l w i t c h e t -  

s t r u c k  a n d  p u s s y - s i m p l e ,  snatch-mad a n d  s k i r t - s i c k "  (LC - 1 9 5 ) ,  h e  

w i l l  n e v e r  r e c o v e r  f rom h i s  i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z a t i o n  by h i s  f a m i l y .  

P r o c e e d i n g  on t h e  a s s u m p t i o n  t h a t  a "man who d i d n ' t  want t o  b e  a  

p r i e s t  was o b v i o u s l y  o u t  of  h i s  mind" (LC 1 9 5 ) ,  t h e y  h a d  had  him 

p u t  away,  a n d ,  

What had  t h e r e a f t e r  emerged,  o b s e s s e d  by m y t h s ,  
was n o  l o n g e r  o f  e i t h e r  c h u r c h  o r  t h e  w o r l d ,  b u t  t h e  
g h o s t  o f  a  g h o s t  who roamed a  c u r i o u s  t w i l i t  l a n d  
between t h e  w o r l d  and  t h e  c h u r c h .  

A l a n d  where  a  t h o u s a n d  images  o f  s e x  s t o o d  t r a n s -  
f i x e d  l i k e  s t o n e  r u i n s  i n  a  d e s e r t  p l a c e .  L o s t  i n  a  
w o r l d  where  s e x  had  gone  b l i n d ,  d e a f ,  m u t e ,  c o l d :  and  
a l o n e  a s  a  seaward  s t o n e .  (LC - 195)  

T h i s  g e n u i n e l y  t e r r i b l e  s t a t e  i s  s u b j e c t e d  t o  s u c h  g r o s s  

mockery i n  A l g r e n ' s  d e p i c t i o n  o f  i t  t h a t  i t s  g r o t e s q u e r i e  d e r i v e s  

a s  s u r e l y  f rom t h e  a m b i v a l e n t  p r e s e n t a t i o n  a s  f rom t h e  p a r o d i c -  

t r a v e s t y i n g  n a t u r e  o f  t h e  d i a l o g u e .  Dove must  r e m a i n  d e a f ,  o r  



1' have only inappropriate" reactions to this obsessive-compulsive 

pseudo-sexuality (and also to the incessantly-expressed misogyny 

of the male grotesques) during the whole course of his expiatory 

journey if he is ever to return to a human world. The impatience 

he displays with Bag-of-Sand's nonsense is analogous to the 

compassion he feels for ex-abortionist and present condom-czar 

Rhino Gross's prisoner-wife, Velma the Vulcanized Woman; to the 

guiltlessness alternating with misery that color his time in Luke 

and Fort's chivvying company; and to the disgust that grows in 

him as he struggles away from Oliver Finnerty' s cynical cashing- 

in on the hate-trade masquerading as the "love" trade. All of 

these recognizable human emotions, as well as guilt over 

Teresina, continue to percolate behind Dove's foolishness. This 

tension is well-maintained, and Algren needs it in order not to 

create a trivial and heartless book. Pathos is tested, yes, but 

it isn't mechanically junked--even Pantagruel squeezes out one 

real tear, after all. 

While Algren still uses this novel to fight the ascendancy 

of the military, the judiciary, the constabulary and the blind, 

deaf and dumb middle and upper classes, he sees more clearly than 

in his previous books the institutionalized links between denial, 

violence and the thoroughgoing perversions attendant on hate and 

fear of women. It is only through the carnivalized presentation 

of these pathologies, though, that he undercuts the editoriali- 

zing which marks his books, first to last. 

Bag-of-Sand doesn' t exhaust one evening' s worth of wrecks. 



From a  "cab  t h a t  a p p e a r e d  o u t  of nowhere, l i k e  a  c a b  i n  a misting 

dream" (m 2 l 7 ) ,  a  " n a v a l  l i e u t e n a n t  i n  f u l l  r e g a l i a ,  a  sea- 

g o i n g  e x e c u t i v e  i n  r i m l e s s  g l a s s e s ,  a h e r o  of  s e a  f i g h t s  y e t  

unfought"  (WWS 218) s t e p s  f o r t h i n t o  t h e g r e e n i s h l i g h t .  T h i s ,  

t h e n ,  i s  The Hero,  who b e a r s  " l i k e  a  ra inbow a c r o s s  h i s  sky-b lue  

b r e a s t  a l l  t h e  r i b b o n e d  h o n o r s  a  ~ e a c e t i m e  navy c o u l d  p i n "  (E 
2 1 8 ) .   his p a r a g o n ,  l a b o r i n g  i n  t h e  t o i l s  o f  American h i s t o r y ,  

s imply  canno t  make h i s  d e s i r e  known s i m p l y ;  i t  i s  n o t  a s i m p l e  

d e s i r e .  What h e  s e e k s  i s  orgasm by r i t u a l ,  and  t h e  r i t u a l  i s  a  

re-enactment  of h i s  f i r s t  e j a c u l a t i o n .  T h i s  h e  a t t a i n e d  u n d e r  

t h e  s t r o n g  p a d d l i n g  hand o f  h i s  "Black Mammy," t h a t  l o v i n g  o l d  

S o u t h e r n  f i x t u r e .  A commander o f  men, a  V i r g i n i a  g e n t l e m a n ,  a l l  

t h i s  c h a r a c t e r  w a n t s  i s  t o  b e  " 'made t o  behave"' a g a i n  a n d  a g a i n ,  

because  I' ' what happens  when a  man i s  h a v i n g  a  g i r l ,  t h a t ' s  what  

happened.  And I ' v e  n e v e r  been  a b l e  t o  make i t  happen any o t h e r  

way s i n c e " '  (WWS 2 2 6 ) .  . 
The Hundred G r a s s f i r e s  m o b i l i z e s  t o  accomodate t h e  s t a t e  o f  

emergency;  t h a t  i s ,  Algren  o r g a n i z e s  i t s  r e s o u r c e s  f o r  t h e  d e g r a -  

d a t i o n  o f  t h i s  p u r e  p r o d u c t  o f  America.  Navy immedia te ly  encoun- 

t e r s  t h e  " c a s t "  of  t h e  h o u s e ,  and  t h e i r  v o i c e s  which  compete f o r  

h i s  a t t e n t i o n  and  w a l l e t  a r e  a n  i l l o g i c a l  medley which  y e t  s o u n d s  

something l i k e  "America t h e  ~ e a u t i f u l .  " The Commander m e e t s  

( " f o r m ' l l y , "  a s  V i  would s a y )  Mama's g r a n d s o n ,  " t h e  s i x - y e a r - o l d  

b l a c k  boy w i t h  t h e  mind o f  a f o r t y - y e a r - o l d  pimp, t h e  one  h i s  

grandmother  c a l l e d  Warren Gamel ie1  b u t  whom t h e  women c a l l e d  t h e  

King of  t h e  I n d o o r  Th ieves"  (LC - 1 9 7 ) .  The young man i s  a t t i r e d  



i n  a  n a v e l - h i g h  s h i r t  and  a  grown m a n ' s  s h o e s ,  and  n o t h i n g  e l s e  

b u t  t h r e e  hundred  y e a r s  o f  r e s e n t m e n t :  

I I Meet my g r a n d s o n , "  Mama i n t r o d u c e d  him t o  t h e  
Commander. " A i n ' t  h e  j u s t  f i n e ? "  

T u r n i n g  h i s  h e a d  p r o u d l y  upon h i s  i r o n - c o l o r e d  
t h r o a t ,  t h e  King f l u t t e r e d  h i s  l a s h e s  m o d e s t l y  a t  t h e  
woman's f l a t t e r y .  . . . The b i g  o v e r d r e s s e d  man s a l u t e d  
t h e  s m a l l  naked  o n e .  

" P l e d g e  a l l e g i a n c e ,  Boy-Baby," Mama e n c o u r a g e d  t h e  
King t o  p e r f o r m  h i s  s i n g l e  accompl i shmen t .  But t h e  
King s i m p l y  p l a n t e d  h i s  b l a c k  t o e s  w i d e r ,  a s  though  
s a y i n g  h e ' d  have  t o  know more a b o u t  t h i s  g o l d - b r a i d e d  
w h e e l e r - d e a l e r  b e f o r e  h e ' d  p l e d g e  h i s  t e e t h i n g  r i n g .  

Then Reba honked w i t h  h o l l o w  g l e e :  u n d e r  t h e  
s h i r t  t h e  boy was r e a c t i n g  t o  t h e  s c e n t  o f  t h e  h a l f -  
naked woman l i k e  a  babv b u l l .  

"I d o  i t  -9 back " t h e  King  made h i s  i n t e n t i o n  
known. 

I I " A i n ' t  you shamed, Mama r e p r o v e d  him i n  a  v o i c e  
t h a t  s i m p l y  doneed w i t h  p r i d e ,  " g e t t i n '  a  u p p e r  r i g h t  
i n  f r o n t  o f  l a d l e s ? "  

" H e ' l l  b e  a  pimp l i k e  e v e r y o n e  e l s e , "  K i t t y  
p r o p h e s i e d .  (LC - 198)  

The s c e n e  g a t h e r s  a  d e r a n g e d  momentum a s  t h e  whores  compete 

f o r  t h e  Commander's c a s h ,  a s  Mama a l t e r n a t e l y  t h r e a t e n s  t o  s e n d  

t h e  King t o  " ' t h e  n i g g e r  s c h o o l " '  a n d  o r d e r s  him t o  p l e d g e  a l l e -  . 
g i a n c e ,  a s  t h e  King t h r e a t e n s  more t h a n  o n c e  a n d  more t h a n  t w i c e  

" ' I  do i t  b a c k ,  "' a s  t h e  j u k e  f l o a t s  i t s  w o r r i e d  commentary 

t h r o u g h  t h e  smoky a i r .  Mama i s  t r i c k e d  o u t  l i k e  Aunt Jemima f o r  

Navy ' s  p l e a s u r e ,  a n d  a s  s h e  t r i e s  t o  r e c i t e  h e r  upside-down l i f e ,  

m a r r i e d  t o  t h r e e  t h i e v e s  a n d  one  s q u a r e  ( " ' ~ ' d  n e v e r  mar ry  an- 

o t h e r  l e g i t '  man"'), he  b e g i n s  m i s b e h a v i n g ,  s w e a r i n g  h i s  inno-  

c e n c e  a l l  t h e  w h i l e  " i n  t h a t  same u n b e a r a b l e  smal l -boy whine  t h a t  

i n  i t s e l f  e n t i t l e d  him t o  a  t h r a s h i n g "  (WWS 2 2 9 ) .  He g e t s  j u s t  

t h a t ,  and  h i s  g o l d  b r a i d  r i p p e d  o f f ,  t h e  women c h e e r i n g  Mama on 

and l o o k i n g  f o r  a  c h a n c e  t o  g e t  i n  a  smack t h e m s e l v e s .  I n  t h e  



c e n s o r e d  v e r s i o n ,  t h e  commander d i v e s  u n d e r  a  t a b l e ,  a n d  when t h e  

I I women p u l l  him o u t  h e  l i e s  on  h i s  s t o m a c h ,  rump e l e v a t e d  t o  

i n v i t e  k i c k s ,  e y e s  c l o s e d  w i t h  r a p t u r e 1 '  (LC - 2 0 6 ) .  Drenched by  

F l o r a l e e  w i t h  p i t c h e r s  of  b e e r  a n d  Coke, h e  l i e s  " l i c k i n g  h i s  b i g  

ox-tongue l i k e  a  Coke-d r ipp ing  L a z a r u s  t o o  l a n g u i d  t o  r i s e "  (LC 
2O6),  even  a f t e r  a  l i g h t  k i c k  f rom t h e  a p p r e n t i c e  pimp. A l l  t h e  

w h i l e ,  d e f e a t e d  i n  h i s  s t r u g g l e  t o  f r e e  h i m s e l f  f rom t h e  Navy 

h e a d g e a r ,  Warren G .  s l u m b e r s :  

Benea th  t h e  r u i n  o f  t h e  commander1 s g o l d - b r a i d  h a t ,  
t h e  King o f  t h e  I n d o o r  T h i e v e s  h a d  c o l l a p s e d  a t  
l a s t ;  h i s  u n d e r s h i r t  t a n g l e d  a b o u t  h i s  t h r o a t  a s  
i f  someone h a d  t r i e d  t o  improve h i s  manners  by 
f i n i s h i n g  him o f f  a l t o g e t h e r .  He s n o r e d  t i l l  h i s  
t o e s  were  s p r e a d ;  h e  s t r e t c h e d  t i l l  h e  c r e a k e d  i n  
d reams .  Dreams o f  some f i n a l  a s s a u l t  f o r  a n  
e a r t h  a b o u t  t o  b e  h i s  f o r  k e e p s .  (LC - 203) 

B a t t e r e d ,  s o a k e d ,  mocked, r e v i l e d ,  and  s a t i s f i e d  i n  h i s  own 

way, " t h i s  h e r o  o f  s e a  f i g h t s  y e t  un fough t"  p o s e s  a  p rob lem t o  

t h e  house  i n  h i s  p o s t - e j a c u l a t o r y  l a s s i t u d e .  No one  q u i t e  knows 

what t h e  n e x t  move i s ,  what  t o  - do w i t h  t h i s  wrecked d i g n i t a r y .  

E x c e p t i n g  Warren G a m e l i e l ,  l a t e l y  r i s e n :  

"I d o  i t  -3 back " h e  r e p e a t e d .  And w i t h  n o  
f u r t h e r  a d o ,  s t r a d d l e d  t h e  f a l l e n  l e a d e r  a n d  began 
u r i n a t i n g  upon him w i t h  so lemn d e l i g h t .  " I ' m  a  
s o n o f a b i t c h , "  h e  e x p l a i n e d ,  "I do d o  i t  back!"  And 
f l u t t e r e d  h i s  l a s h e s  above  t h e  t o r r e n t .  

"Why!" Mama came s u d d e n l y  t o  h e r s e l f  i n  a  b u r s t  
of s u n r l s e n  p r i d e ,  "Why! L i s t e n  t o  t h a t !  A c h i l d  of  
s i x  u s i n g  t h e  l a n g u a g e  o f  a  c h i l d  o f  t e n !  Hear t h i s !  
S a l u t e  t h e  A t l a n t i c  f l e e t ! "  . . . . 

Mama came t o  a t t e n t i o n ,  e y e s  s t r a i g h t  f o r w a r d ,  
h e r  palm t o  h e r  f o r e h e a d  i n  t h e  h a n d - s a l u t e  a n d  be- 
g a n  t h e  P l e d g e  o f  A l l e g i a n c e .  The King b r o u g h t  h i s  
own hand up  t o  h i s  f o r e h e a d  and  s t o o d  a t  a t t e n t i o n  
a s  w e l l  a s  h e  c o u l d  w h i l e  c o n t i n u i n g  t o  u r i n a t e .  

The b i g  man o n  t h e  f l o o r  l o o k e d  u p .  He opened 
h i s  e y e s  s o  b l u e ,  s o  commanding. "Tha t  was t h e  



I I n i c e s t  p a r t y  I ' v e  had  i n  e l e v e n  y e a r s ,  h e  announced ,  
r i s i n g  a t  l a s t .  

Someone handed  him h i s  c r u s h e d  h a t  and  h i s  s o i l -  
ed  c o a t .  ( L C  206-07) - 

The p r e v a l e n c e  i n  t h e  s c e n e  o f  m o t i f s  o f  f e s t i v e  d e g r a d a t i o n  

i s  s t r i k i n g .  To a s  g r e a t  a  d e g r e e  a s  i n  a n y  s c e n e  i n  A l g r e n ' s  

work ,  we h e r e  s e e  t h e  c o n t i n u a n c e  o f  t h e  h e r i t a g e  o f  f o l k  hu- 

mor.  l 7  The s e n s e  o f  p e r f o r m a n c e  i s  s t r o n g  t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  i n c i -  

d e n t s  a t  The House o f  t h e  Hundred G r a s s f i r e s ,  b u t  s p e c i f i c a l l y  as  

1 I c a r n i v a l  s p e c t a c l e :  c a r n i v a l  d o e s  n o t  know f o o t l i g h t s ,  i n  t h e  

s e n s e  t h a t  i t  d o e s  n o t  acknowledge  any  d i s t i n c t i o n  between a c t o r s  

and  s p e c t a t o r s "  (RW - 7 ) .  The a t m o s p h e r e  i s ,  f o r  t h e  p u r p o s e  o f  

b r e a k i n g  down dogmatism, a u t h o r i t a r i a n i s m  a n d  f e a r ,  a r t i s t i c a l l y  

s u p e r i o r  t o  t h e  l i n e - u p ,  which  w h i l e  d e p i c t i n g  t h e  e r o s i o n  of  t h e  

p e d e s t a l  of  a u t h o r i t y ,  t e n d s  t o  h y p o s t a t i z e  t h e  m a t e r i a l  s e p a r a -  

t i o n  o f  t h e  p a r t i c i p a n t s ,  a n d  re.main on  t h e  v e r b a l  a n d  m e t a p h o r i c  

p l a n e .  The b r o t h e l  p a r l o r  c h r o n o t o p e  s t i m u l a t e s  t h e  " b o d i l y  and  

p o p u l a r  c o r r e c t i v e  t o  i n d i v i d u a l  a n d  i d e a l i s t i c  s p i r i t u a l  p rq -  

t e n s e "  (RW - 2 2 ) .  The a n t i - d o g m a t i c  a n d  p r o f a n i z i n g  a s p e c t  a r r i v e s  

w i t h  Bag-of-Sand, a n d  i s  p l a y e d  o f f  Mama's s c l e r o t i c  and  r i d i c u -  

l o u s  p i e t y  (much a s  h e r  r e s p e c t  f o r  t h e  u n i f o r m  o f  t h e  Navy 

i n h i b i t s  h e r  f rom t h r a s h i n g  t h e  commander).  The e x - p r i e s t ' s  

t i r a d e  i s  h e t e r o g l o s s i c  i n  n a t u r e ,  and  t h o r o u g h l y  "upside-down 

and  i n s i d e - o u t "  a t  t h a t .  I t  e s t a b l i s h e s  i m m e d i a t e l y  t h e  atmos-  

p h e r e  o f  l i c e n s e ,  t r a v e s t y ,  f a m i l i a r i z a t i o n  a n d  d i s c l o s u r e  t y p i -  

c a l  o f  c a r n i v a l  s c a n d a l  s c e n e s .  With  t h e  a r r i v a l  o f  t h e  com- 

mander ,  t h e  a t t a c k  s h i f t s  f rom t h e  d e g r a d a t i o n  o f  r e l i g i o s i t y - - a  

bad myth f o r  t h e  body--to t h e  d e g r a d a t i o n  o f  n a t i o n a l ,  s e c u l a r ,  



m i l i t a r y  s e r i o u s n e s s .  The r e v e r s a l s  a n d  t r a n s f o r m a t i o n s  o f  Navy 

and  t h e  i n m a t e s  o f  t h e  h o u s e  a r e  c o n s i s t e n t  w i t h  t h e  a c c u m u l a t e d  

I I f o rms  and  v a l u e s  o f  f o l k  humor: t h e y  r e n d e r  a  mons te r "  f u n n y ,  

and  t h u s  d i s a r m  h im.  The s e n s e  o f  t h e  commander 's  r e n e w a l  ( a l -  

t h o u g h ,  a s  I w i l l  s t r e s s ,  i t  i s  a  p a r t i a l  r e n e w a l )  i s  c a r r i e d  on  

i n  t h e  g r o t e s q u e  m g s a l l i a n c e  o f  t h e  " b i g  o v e r d r e s s e d  man" a n d  t h e  

" s m a l l  naked  o n e , "  t h e  Commander o f  Men a n d  t h e  King o f  t h e  

I n d o o r  T h i e v e s .  C o n s i s t e n t  w i t h  c a r n i v a l  h y p e r b o l i z a t i o n ,  t h e  

commander i s  d e c o r a t e d  t o  t h e  h i g h e s t  p o s s i b l e  d e g r e e ,  and  h i s  

d o u b l e ,  Warren G a m e l i e l  ( H a r d i n g ,  a  c o r r u p t  a n d  bumbl ing  U.S. 

P r e s i d e n t ) ,  i s :  

n o t  e x a c t l y  h i g h  y e l l o w ,  . . . a c t u a l l y  c l o s e r  t o  
b e i n g  high-brown.  He was e v e n  c l o s e r  t o  d a r k -  
brown. A s  a  m a t t e r  o f  f a c t  h e  was a s  b l a c k  a s  a  
k e t t l e  i n  h e l l .  He was s o  b l a c k  y o u ' d  have  t o  
p u t  a  mil'k b o t t l e  on  h i s  h e a d  t o  f i n d  him i n  t h e  
d a r k .  He l o o k e d  l i k e  a  c r o s s  be tween a  b l a c k  
angus  c a l f  a n d  s o m e t h i n g  f i s h e d  o u t  o f  t h e  
~ i s s i s s i p p i  on  a  moon less  n i g h t .  One t i n t  d a r k e r  
and h e  would h a v e  d i s a p p e a r e d  a l t o g e t h e r .  

(WWS 219-20) L 

I I A l l  o f  which  i s  t o  s a y :  t h e  King i s  a s  b l a c k  a s  t h e  s e a -  

g o i n g  e x e c u t i v e "  i s  w h i t e .  The p r e t e n s e  t o  s u p e r i o r i t y  (which  

t h e  commander a l t e r n a t e s  w i t h  h i s  w e i r d  d i a l e c t a  1 r e n d i t i o n s  o f  

Black  Mammy's a n g r y  s p e e c h e s )  i s  b r o u g h t  l o w - - t o p o g r a p h i c a l l y ,  

s o c i a l l y ,  b o d i l y ,  c h r o n o l o g i c a l l y  ( h e  w h i n e s  l i k e  a  c h i l d ) - - b y  

t h e  i n c a r n a t i o n  o f  h i s  o t h e r :  t h e  e x a c t  c o u n t e r - p e r f e c t i o n  t o  h i s  

w h i t e  l i e ,  a  s i x - y e a r - o l d  b l a c k  boy w i t h  t h e  mind o f  a  f o r t y -  

y e a r - o l d  pimp,  who i s  more s e x u a l l y  r e s p o n s i v e  t o  women i n  h i s  

c h i l d i s h  s t a t e  t h a n  Navy c a n  b e  i n  h i s  h e r o i c  manhood. l 8  These  



two "change places" in the course of the scene: the commander, 

thrashed and verbally abused, elevates his rump; the child final- 

ly does pledge allegiance, but only while carrying on with the 

carnival motif of drenching authority in urine. 

And yet, as powerfully ambivalent as the carnival heritage 

is, it is manifestly unable to regenerate th-e likes of Bag-of- 

Sand or the sea-going-executive. The tendency of lesser and more 

recent artists than Rabelais has been towards narrowing and 

formalization. Such artists--and inevitably Algren is one such-- 

emphasize the negative, annihilating pole of carnival energy, as 

if unab1.e to realize, in a material and sensible way, utopian and 

regenerative images when faced with their enemies. On the 

threshhold before the street, the commander smiles, but no one 

returns the smile--it was - his party after all. Both the ex- 

priest and the sick hero have some in•’ initesimal, infinite dis- 

tance to travel before their celebrations are fertile, inclusive 

and laughing. Bef ore these phantoms or icons--included are all 

the male monsters of this text--can again be human, there is a 

pathos that needs renewing, having been tested. In "Ashes of 

Soldiers," Whitman spoke of the agent: 

Perfume all--make all wholesome, 
Make these ashes to nourish and blossom, 
0 love, solve all, fructify all with the last 

chemistry. 

Give me exhaustless, make me a fountain, 
That I exhale love from me wherever I go like moist 

perennial dew, 
For the ashes of all dead soldiers South or North. 

(W 600) 



"0 l o v e 1 ' - - i t ' s  a  f o o l ' s  w i s h ,  i s n ' t  i t ?  Of t h e  f a i r y  t a l e s  

Dove r e a d s  w i t h  T e r e s i n a ' s ,  and l a t e r ,  H a l l i e ' s  h e l p ,  t h e  most 

I I t e r r i f y i n g  t o  him i s  "The S t e a d f a s t  T i n  S o l d i e r .  Remember: t h e  

s o l d i e r  f a l l s  i n  l ove  w i t h  t h e  d a n c e r ,  s h e  s t a n d i n g  w i t h  one l e g  

r a i s e d  a t  t h e  open door  of t h e  c a s t l e ,  and h e  suppos ing ,  because  

he  cannot  s e e  h e r  l e g s ,  t h a t  l i k e  him she  h a s  on ly  one .  The 

b l ack  g o b l i n  warns t h e  s o l d i e r  t o  keep h i s  eyes  t o  h i m s e l f ;  t h e  

n e x t  morning t h e  wind,  o r  t h e  g o b l i n ,  pushes  t h e  s o l d i e r  o f f  t h e  

window l e d g e ,  down i n t o  t h e  s t r e e t s .  S t i l l  c l i n g i n g  t o  h i s  gun ,  

s t i l l  a t  a t t e n t i o n ,  t h e  s o l d i e r ' s  journey i n  a  paper  boa t  some 

c h i l d r e n  make f o r  him t a k e s  him p a s t  a  savage  r a t  who demands t o  

s e e  h i s  p a p e r s ,  t o  t h e  edge of r a p i d s  i n  which h e  would s u r e l y  

drown, through t h e  b e l l y  of  a  f i s h  t h a t  swallows him and ,  by way 

of t h e  f i s h  marke t ,  back t o  t h e  v e r y  room where t h e  d a n c e r ,  who 

loves  him a s  he  l o v e s  h e r ,  s t i l l  s t a n d s  b e f o r e  t h e  c a s t l e .  She 

i s  unbending,  though ,  and t h e  s o l d i e r ,  who i s  s o  much moved t h a t  

he i s  ready t o  shed  t e a r s  of  t i n ,  cannot  g i v e  way, and s t a y s  abt 

a t t e n t i o n .  They look  a t  each  o t h e r  w i t h  y e a r n i n g ,  bu t  cannot  

speak .  Without rhyme o r  r e a s o n ,  one of t h e  l i t t l e  boys i n  t h e  

room t a k e s  up t h e  t i n  s o l d i e r  and throws him i n t o  t h e  f i r e .  

T e r e s i n a  and H a l l i e  h e l p  Dove w i t h  t h i s  l e s s o n .  T e r e s i n a  i s  

a  Mexican American woman whose s i n g l e  n i g h t  of mar r i age  t o  an  

I '  a n c i e n t  wet - l ipped  o r g i a s t  i n  a n  American Legion cap" l e a v e s  i n  

h e r  b lue-black bangs a  t r i a n g u l a r  p a t c h  " t h e  f r e s h n e s s  of wh i t e  

snow. " H a l l i e  i s  w h i t e  enough t o  pas s  a s  a  w h i t e  t e a c h e r  f o r  a  

wh i t e  s c h o o l ,  and a s  a  w h i t e  w i f e  f o r  a  wh i t e  husband.  A f t e r  



smal l - town g o s s i p  d r i v e s  h e r  o u t  of  t h e  s c h o o l ,  g e n e s  b e t r a y  h e r  

i n  m a r r i a g e ,  a n d  t h e  p u r e - w h i t e  husband  r e j e c t s  H a l l i e  and  t h e  

c h i l d .  She f i n d s  h e r  way t o  P e r d i d o  S t r e e t ,  where  some men pay  

more f o r  " d a r k  g i r l s , "  and  t o  D o v e ' s  l o n e l y  a r m s .  A f t e r  h i s  

j o u r n e y ,  a f t e r  s t u p i d l y  h u r t i n g  H a l l i e ,  a f t e r  h i s  b e a t i n g  and  

b l i n d i n g  by H a l l i e ' s  g o b l i n  l o v e r  A c h i l l e s  Schmid t ,  Dove r e t u r n s  

t o  ---- La Fe e n  Dios  t o  l e a r n  more from T e r e s i n a ,  a  f o o l ' s  wisdom o n  

h i s  l i p s :  " ' I f  God made a n y t h i n g  b e t t e r  t h a n  a  g i r l  I Dove 

t h o u g h t ,  'He s u r e  k e p t  i t  t o  H i m s e l f .  "' A l g r e n  c l o s e s  t h i s  s t o r y  

a b o u t  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s  s a y i n g :  "Tha t  was a l l  l o n g  a g o  i n  some 

b r i e f  l o s t  s p r i n g ,  i n  a  p l a c e  t h a t  i s  n o  more .  I n  t h a t  h o u r  t h a t  

f r o g s  b e g i n  a n d  t h e  s c e n t  o f f  t h e  m e s q u i t e  comes s t r o n g e s t .  1 I 

"And t h e y  l i v e d  h a p p i l y  e v e r  a f t e r  ," s a y s  t h e  f a i r y  
t a l e .  The f a i r y  t a l e ,  which  t o  t h i s  day  i s  t h e  
f i r s t  t u t o r  o f  c h i l d r e n  b e c a u s e  i t  was once  t h e  
f i r s t  t u t o r  o f  mank ind ,  s e c r e t l y  l i v e s  on  i n  t h e  
s t o r y .  The f i r s t  t r u e  s t o r y t e l l e r  i s ,  a n d  w i l l  con- 
t i n u e  t o  b e ,  t h e  t e l l e r  o f  f a i r y  t a l e s .  Whenever 
good c o u n s e l  was a t  a  premium, t h e  f a i r y  t a l e  h a d  
i t ,  and  where  t h e  n e e d  was g r e a t e s t ,  i t s  a i d  was 
n e a r e s t .  T h i s  n e e d  was c r e a t e d  by t h e  myth .  The . 
f a i r y  t a l e  t e l l s  u s  o f  t h e  e a r l i e s t  a r r a n g e m e n t s  
t h a t  mankind made t o  s h a k e  o f f  t h e  n i g h t m a r e  which  
t h e  myth h a d  p l a c e d  upon i t s  c h e s t .  I n  t h e  f i g u r e  
of  t h e  f o o l  i t  shows u s  how mankind " a c t s  dumb" 
toward  t h e  myth;  i n  t h e  f i g u r e  o f  t h e  y o u n g e s t  
b r o t h e r  i t  shows u s  how o n e ' s  c h a n c e s  i n c r e a s e  a s  
t h e  m y t h i c a l  p r i m i t i v e  t i m e s  a r e  l e f t  b e h i n d ;  i n  
t h e  f i g u r e  o f  t h e  man who s e t s  o u t  t o  l e a r n  what  
f e a r  i s  i t  shows u s  t h a t  t h e  t h i n g s  we a r e  a f r a i d  
of c a n  b e  s e e n  t h r o u g h ;  i n  t h e  f i g u r e  of  t h e  w i s e -  
a c r e  i t  shows u s  t h a t  t h e  q u e s t i o n s  posed  by t h e  
myth a r e  s imple-minded,  l i k e  t h e  r i d d l e  o f  t h e  
S p h i n x ;  i n  t h e  s h a p e  o f  t h e  a n i m a l s  which  come t o  
t h e  a i d  o f  t h e  c h i l d  i n  t h e  f a i r y  t a l e  i t  shows 
t h a t  n a t u r e  n o t  o n l y  i s  s u b s e r v i e n t  t o  t h e  myth ,  
b u t  much p r e f e r s  t o  be  a l i g n e d  w i t h  man. The 
w i s e s t  t h i n g - - s o  t h e  f a i r y  t a l e  t a u g h t  mankind i n  
o l d e n  t i m e s ,  a n d  t e a c h e s  c h i l d r e n  t o  t h i s  day- - i s  
t o  meet  t h e  f o r c e s  o f  t h e  m y t h i c a l  w o r l d  w i t h  



c u n n i n g  a n d  h i g h  s p i r i t s .  ( T h i s  i s  how t h e  f a i r y  
t a l e  p o l a r i z e s  Mut - 3  c o u r a g e ,  d i v i d i n g  i t  d i a -  
l e c t i c a l l y  i n t o  Unte rmut ,  t h a t  i s ,  c u n n i n g ,  
and Ubermut , h i g h  s p i r i t s . )  The 1 i b e r a t i n g  
manic  which  t h e  f a i r y  t a l e  h a s  a t  i t s  d i s p o s a l  
d o e s  n o t  b r i n g  n a t u r e  i n t o  p l a y  i n  a  m y t h i c a l  way, 
b u t  p o i n t s  t o  i t s  c o m p l i c i t y  w i t h  l i b e r a t e d  man. 
A m a t u r e  man f e e l s  t h i s  c o m p l i c i t y  o n l y  o c c a s i o n -  
a l l y ,  t h a t  i s  , when h e  i s  happy;  b u t  t h e  c h i l d  
f i r s t  T g e t s  i t  i n  f a i r y  t a l e s ,  a n d  i t  makes him 
happy.  
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l 5  The c h r o n o t o p e  o f  t h e  p a r l o r  i s ,  i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  p r o s t i t u -  
t i o n ,  more r e v e l a t o r y  t h a n  t h e  s t r e e t  i n  much m o d e r n i s t  w r i t i n g .  
I n  B a k h t i n ' s  t e r m s - - h e a v i l y  f o l k l o r i c  te rms-- the  s t r e e t  i s  n o t  a' 
t h o r o u g h l y  modern phenomenon. W a l t e r  B e n j a m i n ' s  o b s e r v a t i o n s  
below c l a r i f y  t h e  s p a t i a l - h i s t o r i c a l  s i g n i f i c a n c e  o f  a n  u r b a n ,  
p u b l i c ,  and  t h e r e f o r e  anonymous t h o r o u g h f a r e :  

I n  t h e  form which  p r o s t i t u t i o n  t o o k  i n  t h e  g r e a t  
c i t i e s  woman a p p e a r s  n o t  m e r e l y  a s  a  commodity b u t  
a s  a  mass-produced a r t i c l e .  T h i s  i s  i n d i c a t e d  i n  
a r t i f i c i a l  d i s g u i s e  o f  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  e x p r e s s i o n  
i n  f a v o u r  o f  a  p r o f e s s i o n a l  o n e ,  s u c h  a s  i s  b r o u g h t  
a b o u t  by t h e  a p p l i c a t i o n  o f  make-up. T h a t  i t  was 
t h i s  a s p e c t  o f  t h e  whore which  was s e x u a l l y  d e f  i n i -  
t i v e  f o r  B a u d e l a i r e  i s  b o r n e  o u t  n o t  l e a s t  by t h e  
f a c t  t h a t  i n  h i s  many e v o c a t i o n s  o f  t h e  whore t h e  
b r o t h e l  n e v e r  fo rms  t h e  background ,  a s  t h e  s t r e e t  
s o  o f t e n  d o e s .  

I I W a l t e r  Benjamin ,  " C e n t r a l  P a r k ,  t r a n s .  L loyd  S p e n c e r  a n d  
Mark H a r r i n g t o n ,  New German C r i t i q u e  3 4  ( l 9 8 5 ) ,  p p .  52-53.  

Obv ious ly  t h e  a s p e c t  o f  t h e  whore t h a t  was s e x u a l l y  o r  
o t h e r w i s e  d e f i n i t i v e  f o r  A l g r e n  was q u i t e  d i f f e r e n t :  i t  p r e f e r r e d  
f i r s t  names a n d  i n t i m a c y .  For  a  f e m i n i s t  v i ew o f  t h e  i s s u e s  



Benjamin r a i s e s ,  s e e  J a n e t  Wolf f  , "The I n v i s i b l e  F l s n e u s e :  Women 
and t h e  L i t e r a t u r e  of  Modern i ty , "  Theory,  C u l t u r e  & S o c i e t y ,  Vol.  
2 ,  No. 3 ( l 9 8 5 ) ,  pp .  37-46. 

l 6  From t h e  c o p y r i g h t  page o f  The Last  Ca rouse l :  " 'The  House 
of t h e  Hundred G r a s s f i r e s '  c o n s t i t u t e s  t h e  m a t e r i a l  d e l e t e d  be- 
f o r e  p u b l i c a t i o n  from A Walk on t h e  Wild S ide  . . . . "  (LC - x ) .  

l 7  Algren '  s  connec t ion  w i t h  f o l k l o r e  was exp re s sed  i n  p a r t  by 
t h e  e d i t o r i a l  and " r e - t e l l i n g "  work he  under took a s  a  WPA pro- 
j e c t .  There  i s  a  sample of  h i s  f o l k  t a l e  p r a c t i c e  i n  A Treasury 
of American F o l k l o r e ,  e d .  B .  A .  Bo tk in  (New York: Crown 
P u b l i s h e r s ,  1944) ? pp .  540-42. Algren was t h e  e d i t o r  of a  pro- 
j e c t  g a t h e r i n g  Chlcago i n d u s t r i a l  f o l k l o r e ,  and h i s  s t o r y  "How 
t h e  Dev i l  Came Down D i v i s i o n  S t r e e t , "  from The Neon Wi lde rnes s ,  
i s  a  wonderful  example of u rban  f o l k  forms i n  t h e  hands of a  s l y  
n a r r a t o r .  

l8 A remark Adorno made i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  s t e r e o t y p y  and p r e j u -  
d i c e  a g a i n s t  Jews may have some b e a r i n g  on t h e  way i n  which 
Algren u s e s  Mama, Black Mammy, and Warren G .  i n  t h i s  scene :  " t h e  
whole complex of t h e  Jew i s  a  k i n d  of r ecogn ized  r e d - l i g h t  d i s -  
t r i c t  of  l e g i t i m a t i z e d  p s y c h o t i c  d i s t o r t i o n s . "  See Adorno, 
The A u t h o r i t a r i a n  P e r s o n a l i t y ,  p .  617.  

Wal ter  Benjamin, "The S t o r y t e l l e r  ,It i n  h i s  I l l u m i n a t i o n s ,  
t r a n s .  Harry Zohn, e d .  Hannah Arendt (New York: Schocken Books, 
1978) ,  p .  102.  
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