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The Aesthetics of Vulgarity and the Modern American Novel 

Vulgarity has been the preoccupation of the American twentieth century, and 

of the twentieth century novel. Over the last century vulgarity has slipped 

through ever multiplying social, aesthetic, cultural and political meanings. 

Throughout this time it has perpetually wielded its dual capacity to disrupt and 

to shore up. 

Central to this duality is what might be called the disjunction between 

the aesthetic "idea" of vulgarity, and the social, organic reality of vulgarity 

itself. However uneasily, these two contradictory senses almost always seem 

to coexist in any given use of the term vulgarity. If the social reality of 

vulgarity has broken into the realm of the elite and torn at the structures of 

culture, then as a concept vulgarity has simultaneously acted as a categorizing 

force organizing the chaotic into the realm of the discernible. And if the idea 

of vulgarity has helped to define social and aesthetic difference, then the 

organic un contain ability of the vulgar has simultaneously encroached upon 

that difference. Vulgarity has been both declared cause and functional cure. 

This thesis considers the crucial role of vulgarity in modem American 

literature, and examines the response of various writers to the percei ved 

"threat" of vulgarity. It considers the way in which vulgarity has exerted its 

pervasive hold on the thematic preoccupations of the American novel in the 

twentieth century, and the way the concept of vulgarity has been implicit to 

the formal development of the American novel, from Henry James to Bret 
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Easton Ellis. Above all, it will look at the way the energy of the \'ulgar, in its 

cultural, linguistic, and sexual manifestations, has been instrumental in the 

development of an aesthetic for the American novel over the course of a 

century. 

The thesis identifies three critical moments in the history of the 

twentieth century: the formative years of the late nineteenth century, the post

war boom of the nineteen fifties, and the millennial years of the late twentieth 

century. These particular historical points were selected primarily because of 

the way they captured the intersection between moments of crisis in the novel 

and moments of cultural crisis more broadly - these crises being the eruptions 

of newspaper and print culture at the fin de siecle, cinema culture in the 

nineteen-fifties, and brand culture at the end of the millennium. The thesis 

will focus on three central texts emerging from those critical moments: Henry 

James's The Bostonians, Vladimir Nabokov's Lolita, and Bret Easton Ellis's 

American Psvclw. 

Other texts and authors discussed include William Dean Howells's 

The Rise of Silas Lapham, Theodore Drieser's Sister Carrie, Edith Wharton's 

The Age of Innocence. F. Scott Fitzgerald's The Great Gatsby, Nathanael 

West's The Day of the Locust, Norman Mailer's The Deer Park, Don 

DeLillo's White Noise and Jonathan Franzen's The Corrections. 
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Introduction 

"He hated vulgarity, " he added. "But he also 
said that to call something vulgar was to fail to 
give a proper account of it. ,,1 

-Alan Hollinghurst, The Line of Beauty 

Vulgarity has been the preoccupation of the twentieth century, and of 

twentieth century fiction. The struggle against vulgarity has characterized the 

ideology of the cultural elite, and in this way has defined the cast of twentieth 

century cultural production. 

Over the last century vulgarity has slipped through ever multiplying 

social, aesthetic, cultural and political meanings. Throughout this time it has 

perpetually wielded its dual capacity to disrupt and to shore up. If it has 

broken into the realm of the elite and tom at the structures of culture, then it 

has simultaneously acted as a categorizing force organizing the chaotic into 

the realm of the discemable. Throughout it has helped to define social and 

aesthetic difference, even as it has simultaneously encroached upon that 

difference. It has been both declared cause and functional cure. 

The precise meaning of the vulgar has remained constantly in flux, and 

alongside its vitality, its capacity to both enervate and energize various 

cultural movements is amongst its chief characteristics. Nonetheless, it can be 

said that vulgarity has very much tended to function as a construct, and one 

1 Alan Hollinghurst, The Line of Beauty (London: Picador, 2004) 140. 
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describing a perceived threat. That threat has stretched to include social, 

aesthetic, and sexual menaces. In all these disparate cases, vulgarity has been 

called upon to name the unnamable, and to give a discernable face to often 

unknown anxieties. 

And in this sense, despite the fact that the vulgar describes a series of 

genuinely encroaching concerns, as a term it is seemingly controlled, wielded, 

and defined by those threatened - in this particular context, namely the social 

and cultural elite. However, the enduring power of the vulgar resides in its 

capacity to unseat that seeming controL to escape the constraints of that 

definition, and it is in the slippage between the appearance of control and loss 

of control that the aesthetic preoccupation with vulgarity has emerged. 

* 

Any definition of vulgarity must refer back to this elite, and encompass the 

nature of the threats posed to this elite. Though there are numerous 

connotations to the word vulgarity, they can be organized into two primary 

senses of the word - one that is first and foremost aesthetic, and another that is 

more specifically class-inscribed. These two separate meanings, each with its 

own distinct set of associations, are repeatedly conflated, so that very often 

when the term vulgar is used, it draws from these two combined meanings. 

These two meanings of the vulgar work hand in hand, but are very often at 

odds with each other. 
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Many of the defming characteristics that have been attributed to the 

vulgar can be garnered from the aesthetic sense of the word. If vulgarity is in 

many ways a formal construct aimed at reducing the chaotic and the 

uncontained into the known and - if only by dint of the knowing - contained, 

then it is in many ways fundamentally an aesthetic construct. Put another 

way, it is the endeavor of the aesthete and the aesthetic to create a trope of 

vulgarity's formlessness, to contain and reduce it to an aesthetic term of 

comprehension. 

To understand the historical anxiety behind the aesthetic construct of 

vulgarity, and the many meanings it has been made to carry, it is in a sense 

necessary to tum back to the root meaning of the word, "vulgarity." In its root 

sense, vulgarity is of the people, and more specifically, of the masses. And 

though the connotations of vulgarity quickly extend beyond that primary 

meaning, remnants of that original definition still cling to the word - in many 

ways, vulgarity is differentiated from the mass only in its precise sense of the 

individual case. Whereas the mass is undifferentiated and without a face, the 

vulgar is almost always condensed into a sharply defined individual character: 

Henry James's late century world may be overrun with vulgarity, but it is first 

and foremost overrun with vulgar individuals. Nonetheless, this vulgarity 

retains much of the same characteristics of the mass. 

Aesthetically speaking, the key characteristics of the mass -

formlessness, limited consciousness, sexuality, and feminization - transfer to 

the vulgar. Virginia Woolf famously describes the mass as "a vast, 
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featureless, almost shapeless jelly of human stuff [ ... ] occasionally 

wobbling this way or that as some instinct of hate, revenge, or admiration 

bubbles beneath it.,,2 Almost immediately evident is the way in which the 

mass is characterized by formlessness - by uncontainment, perhaps even in 

the Deleuzian sense of the word. It is "featureless" and "shapeless"; it runs 

counter to the aesthetic preoccupation with form; it is impossible to control, 

precisely because it is impossible to contain. 

Equally important is the emphasis Woolf places on the lack of 

developed consciousness in the mass. The mass is capable only of following 

"some instinct" of emotion that is neither filtered through nor controlled by 

the consciousness. This preoccupation with consciousness is particularly 

important in its oppositional relation to the fictional enterprise of American 

writer Henry James; James's own preoccupation with vulgarity was often 

paired with his aesthetic and formal preoccupation with the representation of 

narrative consciousness in the novel. It is vulgarity's lack of consciousness 

that, within the context of James's fiction and literary criticism, threatens the 

progression of the form of the novel. 

But perhaps most immediately salient are the characterization of the 

mass as physical, ("jelly of human stuff' "wobbling this way or that"), and 

instinctual ("some instinct [ ... ] bubbles beneath it"). The mass is linked to 

the idea of uncontrolled sexuality, to sexual impulses run without censor -

hence Virginia Woolf's description of the mass as run simply by instinct. 

2 Quoted in John Carey, The Intellectuals and the Masses: Pride and Prejudice Among the 
Literary Intelligentsia, 1800-1939 (London: Faber and Faber, 1992) 25. 
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Vulgarity too is first and foremost concerned with physicality, and by 

extension, with sexuality. The previously mentioned notion of the mass's 

formlessness and lack of developed consciousness are most threatening, and 

most vividly depicted, when linked back to this primary notion of sexuality. 

This sexuality was, in relation to the mass, quite specifically described 

as female sexuality. Gustave Le Bon's 1897 The Crowd declares, "crowds are 

everywhere distinguished by feminine characteristics.,,3 Female sexuality is 

likewise one of the central characteristics of the vulgar in fiction, and 

functions in direct counterpoint to the aestheticized, occasionally 

homosexualized desire of the aesthete as epitomized by figures such as Oscar 

Wilde or loris-Karl Huysmans. From Daisy Miller to Lolita to Odette de 

Crecy, some of the most enduring objects of fictional adoration have been 

vulgar women. The gendering of this sexuality is crucial in defining the nature 

of the aesthete's relationship to the vulgar. It is that gesture of gendering that 

allows for the simultaneity of the Freudian fear and fascination with female 

sexuality, a tension that repeatedly defines the aesthete's relationship to the 

energy of the vulgar. 

The most enduring characteristic associated with the vulgar is, almost 

certainly, its feminized, sexual energy, which is precisely the "wound" that 

escapes aesthetic comprehension, and which threatens repeatedly to rupture 

aesthetic control and order. In a sense, therefore, there is a fundamental 

opposition between the formless, half-consciousness of sexuality, and the 

J Gustave Le Bon, The Crowd: A Study of the Popular Mind (Greenville, South Carolina: 
Traders Press, 1994) 34. Abridged version. Full text first published in French in 1897. 
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developed consciousness of the aesthetic (and, more precisely in this context, 

the aesthetic of the novel); between the uncontained and uncontrollable 

ruptures of the sexual and the taut, formal preoccupation with aesthetic 

control. This is, then, the polarity that must be sustained by the aesthetic 

notion of vulgarity, and the task of the novel as a form; this is perhaps made 

most literally evident in Vladimir Nabokov' s novel Lolita. The novel's highly 

aesthetic narrative makes repeated, if often aborted, attempts towards the 

sexual. Those attempts are siphoned through the trope of the vulgar, as 

manifested in the vulgarity of its eponymous character; crucially, the moments 

in the novel that escape narrator Humbert Humbert's excruciating linguistic 

control are the moments that are most invested with vulgarity's sexuality. 

On the aesthetic level, then, the vulgar is marked by sexuality, 

formlessness, partial consciousness, and feminization. But vulgarity also has 

a very specific class inscribed meaning that makes reference not so much to 

the masses of the street, but to the aspirational middle classes, and which 

makes specific reference to the turbulent social conditions of the late 

nineteenth century. Since the mid-nineteenth century, vulgarity as a word and 

as a concept has been superimposed upon multiple problems of cultural 

transgression; the word "vulgarian" was first used in reference to marriage, 

and to the social mobility and the social confusion permitted by marriage. 

Identifying vulgarity became a trope required to make sense of multiple social 

changes, most saliently the emergence of an aspirational, newly moneyed 

class, the individual "vulgarians" who married into a higher class; again, it is a 
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threat that is underwritten by the threatening power of sexuality, but this time 

heavily cloaked within the mechanics of class, ritual, and system. 

The social vulgarity of this aspirational class is declared in its capacity 

to mimic and appropriate the appearance of class and exclusivity - in 

vulgarity's amorphous capacity for change, its refusal to conform to the fixed 

parameters of a given definition. The social menace of the vulgar is precisely 

its partial, developing consciousness, its capacity to ape and appropriate, and 

its ambitions toward self-improvement - its capacity, in short, for change. A 

multitude of individual figures - from William Dean Howells's Silas Lapham 

and Henry James's Daisy Miller to Marcel Proust's Odette - are constantly 

engaging in social mimicry of varying degrees of success, and in this way 

attempting to crawl across the divide of social boundary. 

William Dean Howells's The Rise of Silas Lapham relates one of the 

most painful and sympathetic examples of this kind of vUlgarity: 

The night before the dinner came, and the question of his 
gloves was still unsettled, and in a fair way to remain so. He 
had bought a pair, so as to be on the safe side, perspiring in the 
company of the young lady who sold them, and who helped 
him try them on at the shop; his nails were still full of the 
powder she had plentifully peppered into them in order to 
overcome the resistance of his blunt fingers. But he was 
uncertain whether he should wear them. They had found a 
book at last that said that the ladies removed their gloves on 
sitting down at the table, but it said nothing about gentlemen's 
gloves [ ... ] It made Lapham sick, and he despised himself 
and all his brood for the trouble they were taking.4 

-l William Dean Howells, The Rise of Silas Lapham, Novels 1875-1886; A Foregone 
Conclusion, A Modern Instance, Indian Summer, The Rise of Silas Lapham, Notes, 
Chronology and Selection of Texts by Edwin H. Cady (New York: The Library of America. 
1982) 1032-3. The Rise of Silas Lapham first published 1885. 

11 



Howells's American novel, like many European novels of this time, is careful 

to emphasize the painful impossibility of reproducing social class, and the 

space that invariably opens between the genuine and its copy. The 

impossibility of disguising the bluntness of Lapham's physiology is a chief 

element of the passage above; vulgarity is not simply a question of manners, 

but is here presented as a kind of biological issue. Though the boundaries of 

class are disintegrating, here, in the context of the novel, they still purport to 

wield some authority. 5 

In many ways, then, the anxiety towards vulgarity is written into the 

preoccupation with status - social and pecuniary. Many of the most enduring 

fictions of the twentieth century would, therefore, be preoccupied with the 

context of class, whether it is the late nineteenth-century works of Henry 

James (as well as William Dean Howells, Theodore Dreiser, and Edith 

Wharton, particularly The Age of Innocence), or the later fiction of novelists 

ranging from F. Scott Fitzgerald to Vladimir Nabokov. It is in the class 

struggle that the relationship between the aesthete and the vulgar, the aesthetic 

and vulgarity, is most clearly illuminated. 

But the crux of the vulgar lies in the struggle between its aesthetic and 

social identities, which might be repositioned as an opposition between the 

5 But what is in a sense most touching about the passage above is Lapham's extraordinary 
self-consciousness, his conflicting sense of pride and shame - "'it made Lapham sick, and he 
despised himself and all his brood for the trouble they were taking." Howells, unlike for 
example, Woolf (and this distinction is also that of between the American and the European, 
and is crucial to the difference between the American sense of the vulgar and the European 
fear of the vulgar mass) is able to sense the pathos of the story of the vulgar. The task of 
breaking down class teaches the vulgar shame, and also pride. and in a sense that self
awareness is the defining characteristic of Lapham's identity as an American. Howells. 
unlike his European counterparts, is able to sense the great drama of and in the \ulgar. 
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natural and the artificial - between vulgarity's more aesthetically abstracted 

identity as uncontained and sexual, and its more socially grounded identity as 

mimetic, and aspirational. As Winterboume notes of Daisy Miller, 

'''Common' she might be, as Mrs. Costello had pronounced her; yet what 

provision was made by that epithet for her queer little native grace?"O And 

this, in a sense, is the paradox of the vulgar, the disjunction between the 

aesthetic depiction of the vulgar and its social reality. Within the space of the 

term vulgarity, then, is already a vibrant sense of contradiction and paradox, 

and novelists would repeatedly struggle to articulate the nature of that 

disagreement. Whether writing about, or against VUlgarity, writers would be 

obliged to consider these conflicting accounts of VUlgarity. 

* 

"What I must knoH' is whether VOIl are indeed 
one of those creatures in the lowest grade of 
mentality and even of chan II, one of those 
contemptible creatures 1,i'l1O are incapable of 
forgoing a pleasure. And if you are such, how 
could 1ll1)'One love yOll, for you are not even a 
person, a clear/:v defined entity, imperfect but at 
least perfectible. You are afonnless water that 
will trickle down any slope that offers itself, a 
fish devoid of memory, incapable of thought. ,,7 

-Marcel Proust, In Search of Lost Time, 
Volume 1: Swann's Way 

6 Henry lames, "Daisy Miller", Daisy Miller and Other Stories ed. 1. Gooder (1985: Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1998) 27. Text from revised edition of 1909. 
7 Marcel Proust, The Remembrance of Things Past: Swann's Way and Within a Budding 
Grove, trans. c.K. Moncrieff and Terence Kilmartin (New York: Vintage. 1982) 316. 
Translation of A la Recherche du Temps Perdu: Du CcJte de chez Swann and A la Recherche 
du Temps Perdu: A l'Ombre des leunes Filles en Fleur. Du Cote de chez Swann first 
published 1913. A l'Ombre des leunes Filles en Fleur first published 1919. 
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Sometimes [. . . J it is a certain insolence of the 
apparition which will open the H'olll1d: I can fall 
in love with a slightly vlllgar attitude [. . . J there 
are subtle, evanescent trivialities which swiftly 
pass over the other's body: a brief(but 
excessive) way ofparting the fingers, of 
spreading the legs, of moving the fleshy pm1 of 
the lips i 11 eating [. .. J of making on e 's body 
utterly idiotic for an instant, to keep oneself in 
countenance (what is fascinating about the 
other's "triviality" is jllst this, perhaps: that for 
a very brief interval I surprise in the other, 
detachedfrom the rest of his persoll, something 
like a gesture of prost it uti 011.) 8 

-Roland Barthes, A Lover's Discourse 

The vulgar is above all an aesthetic construct in response to the threat of 

sexuality, to the longing for and fear and fascination of the sexual. The 

perceived "problem" of vulgarity is, in this sense, a problem of association 

and a problem of displacement. The paradoxes of the vulgar are the 

paradoxes of this conflicted sense of sexuality, a conflict turned inside out and 

projected outward. 

Sexuality and sexual desire are perhaps fundamentally irreconcilable 

with the aesthetic, and with the aesthete. The problem of sexuality is its 

uncoded nature, and its consequent resistance to the aesthetic. Sexuality 

refuses the solipsism of aesthetic experience, and refuses to yield to the 

control of the aesthetic. Roland Barthes is a prototypical aesthete in that he 

attempts (and comes closer than most to succeeding) to capture the sexual 

body with language. Similarly, Nabokov's Lolita is filled with endless 

~ Roland Barthes, A Lover's Discourse, Fragments, trans, Richard Howard (~ew York: Hill 
and Wang, 1978) 191. 
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inventories, perpetual litanies, of Lolita's body. The novel attempts to 

dissipate this sexuality into language, into a fonn of uncontainment that 

functions on the level of language. But these are perhaps always failed 

attempts; the texts produced are at most erotic texts, but never sexual texts. It 

is precisely thus that sexuality is so difficult to diffuse into language: sexuality 

cannot be written into codes. Sexuality eludes text at the same time, there is 

a constant compulsion towards representing and containing sexuality, within 

text. 

This conflicted relationship to sexuality is at the foundation of the 

aesthetic relationship to vulgarity, in all of its ambiguity. Vulgarity is central 

to the aesthetic approach to sexuality, because of the way in which it seems to 

offer a semblance of control, however displaced, and however misleading: the 

layered nature of the vulgar seems to dissipate the insunnountable problem of 

the sexual into manageable notions of social and cultural difference. As a 

concept. the vulgar works to contextualize the sexual within the backdrop of 

tenns of comprehension such as class, taste, or manner. 

In a sense this is why there is such an extraordinary preoccupation 

with the vulgar in its multiple incarnations, and this is why vulgarity must. as 

a concept. sustain various definitions; even when the preoccupation is 

primarily sexual (for example, Humbert Humbert's sexual obsession with "the 

vulgar child" Lolita), a fair amount of that preoccupation is displaced into a 

more general - and also less dangerous - set of cultural complaints (hence 

Humbert's incessant complaints of Lolita's vulgar tastes and cultural 
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ignorance, complaints that are lost somewhere between a displaced ecstasy 

and a genuine scorn). 

That constant dissipation of sexual desire leads to a kind of hazy, 

unfocused desire that often lends the relationship between the vulgar and the 

aesthetic its particular energy. Even when pinioned within a specific social 

and cultural context, the sexuality inherent to the vulgar releases a kind of 

neuroticism of self-loathing in the aesthete, and the more extraordinary 

aesthetic responses to vulgarity are enlivened by the crazed energy of the 

neurotic - even as they struggle to reinvest that sexuality with the distractions 

of social and aesthetic context. As much as vulgarity might seem to offer a 

fantasy of control, it itself remains volatile, and in need of further controlling, 

until, in a sense, the solution to the problem becomes itself problematic. 

Around these multiplicities of vulgarity, therefore, these texts struggle 

to erect narratives of love. Romance, love, courtship - these are concepts that 

are able, with some success, to declare themselves within the context of the 

aesthetic. In contrast to sexuality, love is composed purely of codes. The 

love narrative is built up of ancient code and ritual, follows predetermined 

fluxes of emotionality. The love story creates a series of codes that function 

in polar opposition to the uncoded nature of sexuality. Love takes place 

within and is written into language; it turns around a series of legible codes 

that are shared by a given society. If sexuality is formless, then love is 

entirely formal. Repeatedly, then, the love narrative is called upon to make 

sense of the vulgar, and, indirectly, the sexual. The strictures of the love 
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narrative purge - or perhaps simply conceal- the aesthetic of the sexual, of 

the formless and the uncodeable. 

Novels in the twentieth century have turned toward the love narrative 

to build an aesthetic and a narrative around the problem of the vulgar and the 

sexual. Whether it is Proust's Swann's Way, Nabokov's Lolita, Howells's The 

Rise of Silas Lapham or Dreiser's Sister Carrie and An American Tragedy, 

writers have repeatedly approached the vulgar through the filter of the love 

story. These are perhaps the great love stories of the past century. Within this 

context, the vulgar is presented as the object of desire onto which the sexual 

longing and the sexual identity of the aesthete can be displaced (and this, in a 

sense, is important - the grosser the aesthete's sexuality, the more vulgar the 

love object is depicted). Vulgarity is the container that partially allows for the 

unknown allure of the sexual, while simultaneously remaining (at least in part) 

a term of aesthetic control inscribed within the narrative of a love story. These 

narratives tend therefore to follow the conquering and reformation of the 

vulgar; through the narrative taming of the vulgar, the problem of the sexual 

is, if only temporarily, dispersed. Even in this sense only, the vulgar is a 

crucial aesthetic construct. These are not narratives of love so much as they 

are narratives of control. 

But finally the myth of the love story as a tool of control emphasizes a 

kind of vulgarity to love itself, which is where the construct of control begins 

to falter. Surely one of the more extraordinary moments in Edith Wharton's 
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The Age of Innocence takes place when Archer arranges his rendezvous with 

Madame Olenska: 

"Tomorrow I must see you - somewhere where we can 
be alone," he said, in a voice that sounded almost angry to his 
own ears. 

She wavered, and moved toward the carriage [ ... ] 
"There's the Art Museum - in the Park," he explained, 

as she looked puzzled. "At half-past two. I shall be at the door 
" 

She turned away without answering and got quickly 
into the carriage. As it drove off she leaned forward and he 
thought she waved her hand in the obscurity. He stared after in 
a turmoil of contradictory feelings. It seemed to him that he 
had been speaking not to the woman he loved but to another, a 
woman he was indebted to for pleasures already wearied of: it 
was hateful to find himself the prisoner of this hackneyed 
vocabulary. 

"She'll come!" he said to himself, almost 
contemptuously.9 

For all its aching romance, The Age of Innocence ultimately reveals love to be 

little more than formal construct, a "hackneyed vocabulary," built like a 

fac;:ade upon the gross sexuality ("pleasures already wearied of') that cannot 

be purged from the aesthetic identity. And indeed, all these stories, for all 

their vaunted status as love stories, reveal the final failures and fundamental 

fraud of love. Love becomes a series of moral exercises, a series of rituals 

called upon to lend the gloss of meaning and signification to the unreadable 

nature of the sexual. Love must endow sexuality with legible meaning: love 

must make the always already failed attempt to reform sexuality and render it 

an experience palatable to the aesthetic identity. 

9 Edith Wharton, The Age of Innocence, Novels: The House of Mirth, The Reef, The Custom 
of the Country, The Age ofInnocence, Notes and Selection of Texts by R.W.B. Lewis (New 
York: The Library of America, 1985) 1261. The Age of Innocence first published in 1920. 
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Love reveals its own hollowness, its deception and what might be 

termed a kind of lack of honesty. And this, again, is where the organic quality 

of the vulgar is central; vulgarity purports to redeem the love narrative. 

Therefore, even as it exposes the fraudulent nature of the love narrati ve, 

vulgarity here simultaneously offers itself up to the aesthete as the eroticism 

of the cliche, as the restored eroticism - eroticism, and not sexuality - of love. 

There is perhaps here a distinction to be made between the erotic and the 

sexual; the erotic is the sexual rendered in terms of control, aesthetic shape 

and ritual, while the sexual retains the quality of an outbreak, unknown and 

unforeseen. There is thus perhaps a direct relationship between the function 

of the vulgar and the erotic as concepts, in that they are both measures 

attempting to control, and define, the sexual- however, vulgarity is of 

greatest interest precisely when the erotic spills over into the sexual. 

The relationship between the aesthete and the vulgar might therefore 

be posited in this process of eroticizing the cliche, the ritualistic, the trite, and 

the common. If there is a perpetual attachment between the vulgar and the 

aesthetic, then perhaps it lies in the way vulgarity can redeem cliche, restore 

the energy of the sexual; part of the reason the rendezvous between Archer 

and Madame Olenska fails (for Archer) to sustain the cliche is because both 

participants are irredeemably aesthetic. The enduring appeal of the vulgar is in 

fact located in the space where the empty cliche is successfully eroticized: 

Swann's absurd, cliched attachment to Odette succeeds precisely where 

Archer's fails, because of Odette's incurable vulgarity, because of rather than 
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despite her status as "not even a person, a clearly defmed entity, imperfect but 

at least perfectible," and as instead "a formless water that will trickle down 

any slope that offers itself, a fish devoid of memory, incapable of thought." It 

is Odette's vulgarity that keeps Swann in a state of constant tension that is, if 

not exactly sexual, then entirely erotic. The lasting appeal of the vulgar is this 

capacity to eroticize, and thus vivify, the aesthetically prescribed narratives of 

familiarity - even as its lasting danger is the threat that this eroticism will burn 

into an unrestrained sexuality. 

But even as there is a determined attempt to purge sexuality from the 

romantic construct, there is simultaneously a compulsion towards this 

selfsame sexuality. And finally the enduring purpose of vulgarity is to 

facilitate that purging while, paradoxically, maintaining the promise of 

sustaining that sexuality. Vulgarity allows the aesthete to eroticize the rituals 

of the very love that is meant to dissipate the threat of sexuality. But perhaps 

it is not so much the gesture of eroticisation, but its associated threat of 

sexualization, that is really of greatest allure. With its energy and its 

uncontainment, vulgarity dimly promises to allay the threat of empty ritual, 

and instead would seem to pledge the significance of sexual energy through its 

vibrancy and its apparent uncontainability. 

This is where the potency of vulgarity lies; it is that tension, the 

aesthetic longing for that energy, that keeps vulgarity from being entirely 

reduced to an aesthetic term. And in a sense, the aesthetic and the aesthete 

constantly explore the edge between vulgarity as aesthetic construct and form, 
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and vulgarity as organic force - between vulgarity as control and vulgarity as 

threat. These novels and these love stories are animated by this contradictory 

but vital sense of the vulgar, and retain their narrative tension through the 

interplay between control and the loss of control. 

This troubled concept of the vulgar in part explains the portrait of the 

vulgar that emerges in these texts. The women in these texts are 

fundamentally split: on the one hand they are defined by the promise of 

consciousness, submissive and malleable; on the other they are marked by 

their overpowering and ineradicable sexuality. They are half reformed, half 

incorrigible. Conceptually, the aesthetic sense of the vulgar is sexuality, 

coupled and contained by the promise of consciousness, however partial. This 

partial consciousness is the battleground for the argument between the 

aesthetic and the vulgar - hence the embattled concern with the 

consciousness, with the education, of an Odette, or a Lolita. It is that partial 

consciousness that can be fallen in love with and controlled, and form the 

starting point for a narrative of romance which can be pasted like a fac;ade 

upon a narrative of unexplored sexuality. 

There are, in a sense, too many contradictions in this portrait of the 

vulgar, too many half completed statements and miniature paradoxes. The 

vulgar as conceived here must be made to support multiple contradictions; it 

must allow the naturalness of sexuality to be contained within the artificiality 

of love's rituals. And perhaps because the notion of the vulgar is in this way 

compromised, it is impossible for the aesthetic narrative to produce a genuine, 
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intimate portrait of the vulgar. Too often the vulgar object of adoration is 

only dimly known, partially obscured. 

But vulgarity has remained a vibrant construct throughout the 

twentieth century because of this very resistance to the aesthetic - and even as 

the vulgar is a kind of diluted fonn of sexuality propagated by the aesthete, its 

affiliation with the sexual at times overcomes that aesthetic origin. Vulgarity 

is interesting not when it functions as mere aesthetic construct, but when its 

energy and its link to the sexual overcomes the aesthetic, and acts as threat, 

rather than prop, to the aesthetic. This is when the aesthetic and the aesthete 

are overcome by the sexual, moments of annihilation that work on both an 

aesthetic and fonnallevel. Most remarkable are the novels that explore that 

boundary, and teeter along that edge of sexual outbreak, the texts that risk 

their fonnal preoccupation for that exploration. 

That gesture of aesthetic disavowal (something, perhaps, much like 

surrender), finds its counterpart in the narrative of these novels, which are 

everywhere concerned with decontextualization; and in a sense, the strain of 

maintaining the violent instability of vulgarity, with the many paradoxes it 

must support, demands this decontextualization. The aesthetic passion for the 

vulgar, the love ache to possess and define, is nowhere more evident than in 

the aesthetic longing for the decontextualizaton of the vulgar, and it is this 

gesture of decontextualization that best expresses the degree to which these 

narratives exist along the margins, and at the edge of social context - for 
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contained within that temptation to decontextualize is precisely the threat of 

undoing all that the formal construct of vulgarity's context promises. 

The vulgar love object is repeatedly orphaned or abandoned. Mrs. 

Dangerfield in James's short story "Pandora" declares, "Do you think 

everybody in the world has a social position? [ ... ] Pandora hasn't got one; 

where, if you please, should she have got it?"l0 Lolita is of course very 

literally orphaned (a happy manifestation of Humbert's prescient longing for 

"some terrific disaster. Earthquake. Spectacular explosion. Her mother is 

messily but instantly and permanently eliminated, along with everyone else 

for miles around. Lolita whimpers in my arms"ll). Verena Tarrant in James's 

The Bostonians is lifted out of her squalid family environment by the 

predatory social reformer Olive Chancellor. 

This sort of social decontextualization is a concession to the demands 

of the love narrative. Perhaps it is also a wish to decontextualize the nature 

of love itself, to clear the road of the blockages that invariably spring forward. 

But ultimately not only the vulgar, but also the love for the vulgar, is rooted 

within the gesture of contextualization; vulgarity, even in its most aesthetic 

sense, is always a relative term dependent upon the conventions of sociality, 

and fails to exist beyond the parameters of this realm. These stories are about 

the failures of decontextualization, and ultimately, about the failures of love. 

10 Henry James, "Pandora", Daisy Miller and Other Stories, ed. 1. Gooder (1985: Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1998) 105. 
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* 

This thesis will consider the story of the American novel, and the way in 

which the tension between the aesthete and the vulgar was carried out in the 

course of twentieth-century American fiction. It considers the relationship 

between the American novel and VUlgarity, and conceives of that relationship 

as a love affair. 

Vulgarity is of peculiar salience to the American novel, not least of all 

because both America and the novel as form were historically branded as 

"vulgar." American expatriate Henry James's description of the novel eerily 

echoes Woolf's description of the mass; James famously described the novel 

as typified by writers ranging from Dickens to Tolstoy as having "no air of 

having a theory, a conviction, a consciousness of itself behind it. ,,12 And if 

the novel had a history of vulgarity, then the American novel was guilty of a 

double vulgarity, America itself long being represented as vulgar by European 

intellectuals; George Gissing, for example, describes the '''extending and 

deepening Vulgarity' of the great mass of people [ ... as being] partly due to 

h A . . fl ,,13 t e mencan III uence. 

llVladimir Nabokov, Lolita, Novels 1955-1962: Lolita, Pnin, Pale Fire, Lolita: A Screenplay. 
Notes and Textual Advice by Brain Boyd (New York: The Library of America, 1996) 49. 
Lolita first published in 1955. 
12 Henry James, "The Art of Fiction", The House of Fiction, ed. Leon Edel (1884; Westport, 
Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 1973) 23-4. 
13 Carey writes: "Writing to his friend Eduard Bertz in 1892. George Gissing giws a 
devastating summary of the cultural evils he sees around him. It is impossible to take up a 
newspaper without noting the 'extending and deepening Vulgarity' of the great mass of 
people. This is partly due to the American influence, he fears." ~ Carey, 93). 
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This thesis will consider the American novels that evince a particularly 

conflicted relationship to the vulgar, one of constant identification, desire, and 

repulsion. They are also novels that choose to tend towards the narrative of 

love. In that constant identification with the vulgar there is the guilty 

solipsism of love; in that irreducible affection for the vulgar, so impossible to 

renounce because of its centrality to the American identity, there is the 

foundation for the tragic persistence of love. Love becomes the trope through 

which the narrative of the American novel negotiates its conflicted 

relationship with vulgarity, love the narrative through which the novel 

explores the vast unknowns of the vulgar. 

The vulgar is a territory and a terrain as unknown as America itself, 

and the romantic search to possess the vulgar is in a sense akin to the search 

for a mythic America. What unites these writers is their evident sense of the 

vulgar as a territory to be explored and defined, and then, perhaps, colonized. 

They do not take the vulgar as a given set of parameters, nor do they suppose 

the vulgar to be an entirely facile source of rewriting and recreating - as Carey 

claims the British intellectuals do of the mass. Instead the discovery of the 

vulgar is written into the text itself. Hence the James heroine named Pandora; 

hence the American cross-country road trip in Lolita, a trip made in the name 

of "sort[ing] out the portion of hell and the portion of heaven in that strange, 

awful, maddening world - nymphet love."l.+ Hence also the acute awareness 

of the failure of the text: "Have written more than a hundred pages and not got 

14Nabokov, Lolita 126. 
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anywhere yet.,,15 Vulgarity is a territory that parallels the terrain of America, 

and that of the novel's fonn itself. 

The conflict between the vulgar and the aesthetic is, in a sense, so 

omnipresent that it fmds itself running as a kind of leitmotif through cultural 

and novelistic narratives. At the tum of the century, for example, it can be 

located in the conflict between the popular and high novel, and then again in 

the more global struggle between the beleaguered aesthetics of the elite and 

the rise of what would become America's twentieth century mass culture. If 

the fictional (that is to say, novelistic) story of the relationship between the 

aesthetic and the vulgar is so enduring, and so powerful, it is because it 

resonates on so many levels. The best of these novels evoke, at the very least, 

the multiple and comprehensive nature of this conflict. They are made 

compelling by the way in which the fictional narrative of the novel is 

infonned by its more global context. 

The thesis is therefore most interested in interrogating the overlap 

between points of crisis in culture and points of crisis in the novel; in a sense, 

it makes the presupposition that some of the more interesting novels of the 

American twentieth century emerged from this convergence. It identifies 

three critical moments in the history of the twentieth century: the formative 

years of the late nineteenth century, the post-war boom of the nineteen fifties, 

and the millennial years of the late twentieth century. These particular 

historical points were selected primarily because of the way in which they 

15Nabokov, Lolita 102. 
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captured the intersection between moments of crisis in the novel and moments 

of cultural crisis more broadly. 

More particularly, they align a moment of cultural crisis with the 

introduction of a new kind of cultural form, one that undermines - or at the 

very least, in some way redefines - the nature of hitherto traditional forms of 

narrative and aesthetics. At the end of the nineteenth century this form is that 

of mass print and distribution; in the fifties it is the narrative of cinema, and at 

the tum of the millennium it is the culture of branding. The thesis will attempt 

to unpick how it is that these disruptions to forms of narrative subsequently 

act as catalysts of social and cultural vulgarity. 

Each section of this dissertation begins with a general exploration of 

the historical period and the workings of the new cultural form. It will 

consider the way in which both the novel and the defining parameters of 

vulgarity - neither of which remain constant in the twentieth century -

changed under the influence of this new form. A series of representative 

novels and works of criticism are also briefly discussed in order to give a 

general sense of the literary response to this cultural crisis. They flesh out the 

definition of the aesthete in this particular cultural context, the aesthete's 

relationship to vulgarity, and the positing of the relationship between the 

vulgar and the aesthetic as one of a love narrative. A specific novel is then 

closely examined as a case study, exploring the way in which the love 

narrative is used to make sense of the relationship between the vulgar and the 

27 



aesthetic, and the ways in which the fonnal aspects of the novel and of 

language are called upon to counter the impending influence of the vulgar. 

The first section examines the historical context of the nineteenth 

century fin de siecle, and the rise of print technology and distribution. The 

cultural vulgarity of print was to present a profound crisis to the novel's 

aesthetic identity, and addressed questions of language, class, gender and 

uncontainment through the development of a suddenly increased readership 

that proliferated across the country. The general effect of that crisis is 

explored in the literary criticism of Henry James, which reveals an essential 

shift from a contemplation of the aesthetic to the development of an aesthetic 

identity. Theodore Dreiser's Sister Carrie traces the literal rise of the vulgar 

through the spaces of newsprint; William Dean Howells's The Rise of Silas 

Lapham emphasizes the relationship between print, love, and vulgarity, while 

James's short story "Daisy Miller" fonnulates the tragedy of the relationship 

between the vulgar and the aesthete. The central work explored in this 

section, however, is James's "American" noveL The Bostonians. This novel 

is preoccupied throughout with the relationship between vulgarity, print and 

the novel as fonn, but chooses to explore the complex nexus of these 

entangled connections through the love triangle between the vulgar Verena 

Tarrant and the aesthetes Olive Chancellor and Basil Ransom. 

The second section focuses on the postwar boom of the 1950s, and the 

challenges presented by the establishment of cinema narrative and culture. 

Cinema's narrative proximity to the novel is countered by the way in which its 
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narrative is directed first and foremost by consumption and desire, and the 

way in which these forces disrupt linear or temporal narrative. Multiple 

novels of this period focus on the dissolution of Hollywood, such as Norman 

Mailer's The Deer Park, which depicts the aesthete's fateful tie to the vulgar. 

Continuing in a tradition established by writers like Ernest Hemingway, 

Mailer's fiction more generally also considers the "death" of the aesthete; in 

novels like Tough Guys Don't Dance or The Naked and the Dead, Mailer 

reduces the figure of the aesthete to one of ridicule and, eventually, 

impossibility. Meanwhile, Nathanael West's The Day of the Loclist is perhaps 

above all a novel about the vulgarity of love, and the subsequent hopelessness 

of that love. But again, the novel that commands greatest attention is only 

part American in its origins, Vladimir Nabokov's Lolita. Lolita is entirely 

concerned with the working and reworking of the love trope, but does so 

through a broad consideration of the cultural climate of postwar America. In 

doing so it repeatedly runs up against cinema culture and the narrative of film. 

The third and final section focuses on the pre-millennial climate of the 

late twentieth century, and the rise of brand culture and narrative. Brand 

culture, while remaining within the now familiar culture of consumption, 

nonetheless profoundly destabilizes normalized relationships to questions 

such as gender and sexuality, and introduces the paradox of sterile 

consumption. The language of brand culture also indicates, far more 

forcefully than print or cinema culture, the possibility of annihilating the 

traditional narrative flow as represented by the novel. Texts ranging from 
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Naomi Klein's No Logo to Morris Bennan's The Twilight of Americall 

Culture are touched throughout with a dire sense of helplessness. In fiction. 

Don DeLillo's White Noise, Jonathan Franzen's The Corrections, and Rick 

Moody's short story "The Double Zero" trace the way in which narrative of 

love has given way to a narrative of trauma and hysteria, and the central role 

of brands in this new narrative. That culture is epitomized in Bret Easton 

Ellis's American Psycho, a novel that takes brand culture as both its topical 

matter and its fonnal constraint, and as such typifies the arguments of the 

section as a whole. Ellis's novel considers the collapse of the love narrative. 

and the collapse of the novelistic narrative, in the face of the relentless 

repetition of the brand narrative. 

The central novels to the thesis are, therefore, Henry James's The 

Bostonians, Vladimir Nabokov' s Lolita, and Bret Easton Ellis's American 

Psycho. The three novels are in many senses radically different, but they all 

epitomize a certain aesthetic position in relation to vulgarity. Above all the 

thesis is concerned with the transitions that take place and the trajectory that 

arcs through all three examples: ultimately it is concerned with the way in 

which, over the course of the twentieth century, the novel yields its place as 

the central American narrative, and the way in which vulgarity and aesthetics 

come to lose their validity as American tenns of engagement. The thesis 

considers the birth and death of vulgarity in the American novel. 
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Part I 

Chapter 1 
Popular Print and the Novel: the American Fin de Siecle 

I James, "The Art of Fiction" 28. 
2 Wharton 1082. 

It must be admitted that good novels are mllch 
compromised by bad ones, and that the field at 
large suffers discredit from overcrowding [ ... J 
It has been vulgarized, like aI/ other kinds of 
literature, like everything else today, and it has 
proved more than some kinds accessible to 
vulgarization. 1 

-Henry James, "The Art of 
Fiction" 

"We can't behave like people in novels, 
though, can we?" 

"Why not - why not - why not'!" 
She looked a little bored by his 

insistence. She knew vel\' well that they 
couldn't, but it was troublesome to have to 
produce a reason. "I'm not clever enough to 
argue with you. But that kind of thing is rather 
- vulgar, isn't it?" she suggested, relieved to 
have hit on a word that would assuredly 
extinguish the whole subject. 

"Are you so much afraid, then, of being 
vulgar?" 

She was evidently staggered by this. "Of 
course I should hate it - so would YOll, " she 
rejoined, a trifle irritably. 2 

. 

-Edith Wharton, The Age of Innocence 
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(Social and Cultural Context: Nineteenth Century America and the 
Culture of Print) 

The American nineteenth century was, in ways unmistakable, shaped by the 

culture of print. The rise of mass literacy, a series of technological 

advancements, and the rise of a culture of consumerism unleashed a flood of 

printed material in an astonishing variety of formats. The mutant proliferation 

of newspapers, tabloids, magazines, and dime novels was unprecedented; 

religious tracts and political pamphlets also abounded. The printed word 

moved between the associated spaces of culture, ethics, social concern, and 

political exchange with an easy immediacy. Widespread photographic 

representation did not emerge until the late nineteenth century; celluloid (and 

then televisual) representation belonged to the twentieth century. At this time, 

therefore, the nation was largely dependent upon the medium of print for 

indications of the rapidly shifting social climate. Print literally informed the 

American population, and as such acted as a marker of national identity - and, 

by extension, a symbol of American democracy. 

This unrestrained flow of words is a predominant anxiety behind much 

of the literary productions of this period, as in the novels of William Dean 

Howells, Theodore Dreiser, and Edith Wharton. But nowhere are these 

various anxieties more clear than in the writing of Henry James. Not only his 

"American" fiction (most obviously his major American novel, The 

Bostonians ), but also the most impassioned of his extensive literary criticism, 

indicate the influence popular forms of print held over his writing. 
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In James's writing, the rise of print culture (and the consequent 

dissemination of language) is central to any discussion of the novel as a fonn. 

Further, James clearly identifies the threat of mass print as the threat of 

vulgarization. The threat of vulgarity informs the central duality of the 

literary novel: that of subject and form, social import and aesthetic distinction. 

In this sense, James both writes about (as subject) and writes against (through 

formal conduits) the vulgarization of literature. 

James's own conflicted attitude towards print vulgarity infused his 

consideration of the vulgar with the passion of the personal. If on the one 

hand the vulgarity of popular novels and newspapers posed a distinct threat to 

the literary novel as James was attempting to develop it, then on the other this 

selfsame vulgarity also offered the novel a social relevance, a broader 

audience and a cultural immediacy. Writers such as James were caught up 

between the conflicting sensations of enticement and revilement, desire and 

fear, as engendered by this new vulgarity. It is, in a sense, this tension that 

lends their writing such urgency. In the more interesting of instances, the 

novelist's relationship to vulgarity is never a matter of simple disdain, nor is it 

treated with simple remove; instead, it is caught up in conflicted and 

ambiguous argument. 

In the 1830s, with the advance of various printing processes, it became 

possible to produce literature and newsprint for the masses. For the first time, 

cheap dailies became widely available, and a new mass culture of print 

emerged. In 1833, the New York Sun was first published, quickly followed by 
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the New York Herald (1835) and the Philadelphia Public Ledger (1836). 

amongst others; these East Coast metropolitan daily newspapers were soon 

followed by the emergence of Mid-West dailies. In tone and style these 

dailies drew upon the appeal of spectacle and sensationalism, combined with a 

canny sense of pecuniary strategy. In the fIrst issue of the New York Sun, 

founder Benjamin Day stated: "The object of this paper is to lay before the 

public, at a price within the means of everyone, ALL THE NEWS OF THE 

DA Y, and at the same time afford an advantageous medium for advertising."-' 

The unmitigated energy, the frantic capital lettering and the tendencies toward 

the excesses of hyperbole, are indicative of the degree to which the newspaper 

would be the harbinger of nineteenth century vulgarity. It was precisely this 

sort of cultural excess that elicited a terrifIed response in writers such as 

James; it was against this kind of brusque, professional simplicity, this frank 

admission of pecuniary motivation, that writers like James would shield 

themselves. ~ 

The frantic culture of these newspapers was seen as peculiarly 

American. In Charles Dickens's 1843-1844 novel Martin Chu;.-:1ewit, with its 

satirical portrait of America, it is the cacophonous culture of the newspapers 

that welcomes and introduces the eponymous character to America: 

These good-humored little outbursts of popular fancy were not 
in themselves suffIciently remarkable to create any great stir. 
after the lapse of a whole night; but they found fresh life and 

3 Benjamin Day, "Editorial," New York Sun 3 September, 1833: 1. 
4 This is not to say that James was not himself concerned with the problem of profit; if James 
is often marked by contradiction and conflict, then he is no less so regarding the matter of 
pecuniary advancement and commercial success. 
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notoriety in the breath of the news-boys, who not only 
proclaimed them with shrill yells in all the highways and bye
ways of the town, upon the wharves and among the shipping, 
but on the deck and down in the cabins of the steam-boat· , 
which, before she touched the shore, was boarded and over-run 
by a legion of those young citizens. 

"Here's the morning's New York Sewer!" cried one. 
"Here's this morning's New York Stabber! Here's the New 
York Family Spy! Here's the New York Private Listener! 
Here's the New York Peeper! Here's the New York Plunderer! 
Here's the New York Keyhole Reporter! Here's the New York 
Rowdy Journaly! Here's all the New York papers! Here's full 
particulars of the patriotic locofoco movement yesterday, in 
which the whigs was so chawed up; and the last Alabama 
gouging case; and the interestin Arkansas dooel with bowie 
knives; and all the Political, Commercial, and Fashionable 
News. Here they are! Here they are! Here's the papers!" 

[ ... ] "It is in such enlightened means," said a voice, 
almost in Martin's ear, "that the bubbling passions of my 
country find a vent.,,5 

Dickens's portrait of young America was mildly controversial, a depiction 

that he would in later years pointedly modify. But the emphasis on the culture 

of the newspapers was astute. Dickens portrays the way in which the culture 

of the newspaper disseminated across the country, even extending, via the 

"news-boys" to the steam-boat "before she touched the shore." So too is the 

description of the scandal-mongering nature of the patriotic press significant; 

mixed in comfortably amongst the "Alabama gouging case" and the 

"Arkansas dooel with bowie knives" is the "patriotic locofoco movement" -

politics and scandal mixing together seamlessly in the making of a nation. 

Dickens clearly depicts how vulgarity also made newspapers and 

newsprint carriers of the "bubbling passions of' American democracy and 

5 Charles Dickens, Martin Chuzzlewit ed. Margaret Cardwell (1844; Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1982) 220. 
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"the patriotic locofoco movement" (an association of which he is, in Martin 

Chuulewit at least, skeptical), and alongside that troubling aesthetic crudity 

there was, in the culture of print, something too of the enduring energy of 

democratic America. Benjamin Day's declaration on the founding of the New 

York Sun is ultimately of interest not because of its raucous vulgarity, or even 

its grasping financial ambition, but because of the way it intuitively embodies 

the ideals of simple American democracy. His early conception of the reading 

public is explicitly broad, a general public including and open to "everyone." 

Of central importance to the newfound status of the paper was its latent 

democracy, its emphatic inclusivity. 

From its inception then, the newspaper has always held a privileged 

position in relation to the abstracted concepts of America and American 

democracy. If this democratic distribution of news, this constant flow of 

words in the form of print, was celebrated as being particularly American, 

then it served to differentiate the American relationship to knowledge and to 

news from that of older European nations.6 As Samuel Miller observed in 

1803, newspapers engendered "the spectacle, not of the learned and the 

wealthy only, but of the great body of people [ ... ] having free and constant 

access to the public prints, receiving regular information of every occurrence. 

6 It is probably significant that in Martin Chll::'::/eH'it. prior to the disembarkation in America. 
Dickens places special and contrapuntal emphasis on the English preoccupation with the 
culture of the book: "But what were even gold and silver, precious tones and clockwork. to 
the bookshops, whence a pleasant smell of paper freshly pressed cam issuing forth [ ... ] that 
whiff of russia leather, too, and all those rows on rows of volumes, neatly ranged within
what happiness did they suggest! And in the windows were the spick-and-span new works 
from London, with the title-pages, and sometimes even the first page of the first chapter [ ... 
] what a heart-breaking shop it was!" (Dickens, Martin Chuzzlewit 6-1.) 
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attending to the course of political affairs.,,7 Newspapers allowed for the 

radical reorganization of social order, allowed "the great body of people" to 

attend to "the course of political affairs." Newspapers empowered a mass of 

people as few mediums before had, and as it developed it was further attuned 

to the increasingly powerful cries and demands of that mass. 

That democratic tendency was further built upon in the post-Civil War 

years of the nineteenth century, with the development of sophisticated forms 

of distribution. There was suddenly an even more tremendous flow of text all 

across the nation; words were disseminated through America, bringing 

information and a corresponding empowerment to the citizens of the country. 

Words gushed out and across the nation. This distribution was largely 

facilitated by the spectacular growth of the United States Post Office; between 

1860 and 1900, the number of operating post offices increased roughly 

threefold from 28, 498 to 76,668.8 As Charles Johanningsmeier writes in 

Fiction and the American Literary Marketplace. "Improved railroads and 

roads, along with societal imperatives for the free, democratic diffusion of 

print information amongst the American citizenry led to lower postage rates 

for magazines and newspapers during this period [ ... ] other actions taken by 

the postal service from 1860 to 1900 also served to extend print across to 

more readers throughout the country.,,9 The question of print was not a 

7 Samuel Miller, Brief Retrospect of the Eighteenth Century, Containing a Sketch of the 
Revolutions and Improvements in Science, Arts and Literature During that Period (New York, 
1803) 47. 
8 Charles Johanningsmeier, Fiction and the American Literary Marketplace: the Role of the 
Newspaper Syndicates, 1860 - 1900 (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni versity Press, 1997) 21. 
9 Johanningsmeier 21. 
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question of words, it was an issue of "societal imperatives" and "American 

citizenry." It was not just the distribution of magazines and newspapers, but 

"the free democratic diffusion of print information." 

The newspaper was central to the notion of national community that 

explicitly flourished at the late American nineteenth century, and was crucial 

to rebuilding the notion of a unified nation following the ravages of the Civil 

War: "The commerce of news helped to form an idea of citizenship and 

Americans' sense of their national community [ ... of] the making of a 

democratic marketplace."l0 The sense of national identity was invested in the 

printed space; the new America was developed within columns of newsprint. 

Words flowed across the boundaries of state and difference, to create a unified 

culture, a singular vision of democratic America. The popularity (vulgar in 

the original sense of the word) of mass print was at the center of the America 

to come - the twentieth century America of mass literacy and mass culture. 

Few could afford to ignore the new vulgarity; nor could they disregard its 

significance for the argument of America itself. 

In part, of course, that popular appeal was possible because of the 

newly literate mass. In nineteenth century America, there was a huge mass 

hungry for literature in all its forms, a mass addicted to the "reading habit." 

Daniel Boorstin writes: 

Will Irwin, writing in Collier's, described the new era's 
growing public demand for news as "a crying primal want of 
the mind, like a hunger of the body." The mania for news was 
a symptom of expectations enlarged far beyond the capacity of 

10 Thomas C. Leonard, News For All: America's Corning of Age with the Press (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 1995) xiii. 
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the natural world to satisfy. It required a synthetic product. It 
stirred an irrational and undiscriminating hunger for fancier, 
more varied items. 11 

The reading habit was discussed in terms of unrefined, brute and animal desire 

- in almost explicitly sexual terms, as "a hunger of the body." 

Crucially, the much discussed "reading habit" perhaps originated with 

the hunger for news, but quickly spread to an appetite for fiction, until it 

seemed primarily to relate to the public craving for fiction; the rage for fiction 

that characterized the latter half of the nineteenth century drew its strength 

from the public hunger for news. It was through the association with the 

newspaper, and with the aesthetic assimilation of the journalistic style, that the 

novel would claim social and cultural ascendancy as a fictional form. To a 

certain degree, fiction was developed precisely in order to satisfy that 

"undiscriminating hunger for fancier, more varied items." The much-

discussed "reading habit" grew to encompass the reading of nonfiction as well 

as news, but applied most saliently to the reading of fiction. 

There was thus an extended relationship - commercial as well as 

aesthetic and formal- between fiction and news. And in fact, popular fiction 

and popular novels were often serialized within the papers, running alongside 

and sharing the space of news items, humor columns and caricature cartoons. 

This amorphous flow of words was made clear in the way popular fiction was 

read alongside and undifferentiated from other items of news. As 

II Daniel Boorstin, The Image, or What Happened to the American Dream (London: 
Weidenfeld and Nicolson, 1961) 38-9. 
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Johanningsmeier argues, the physical practice of reading fiction in the 

newspaper allied fictional reading with "news" reading: 

The lack of differentiation between fiction and non-fiction 
stories in newspapers, I believe, is quite significant. Only in 
the 1890s did major metropolitan newspapers begin to be 
divided into separate sections or departments, which 
"encouraged selective reading, a habit that appealed to people 
whose experience of modernity taught them to live life in 
segments and not as a totality." Before this, the juxtaposition of 
fiction and non-fiction texts on the page and the general 
expectations of what was the most important component of 
newspapers might have led readers to believe fiction provided 
important information for living life, just as the other articles 
and advertisements did [ ... J Instead of viewing the fiction text 
as a set of verbal signs whose true meaning could be 
ascertained only through careful analysis, newspaper readers 
possibly read fiction texts the same way they did news stories 
and features: hurriedly and for information. 12 

Popular fiction was read as news, fiction became news, and the literary 

production of fiction was inevitably affected by this confused 

consumption. The tone, aesthetic, and form of the novels and short 

stories of this period were invariably influenced by the overarching 

ethos of the newspaper. 

Sometimes that influence was literal; often fiction achieved 

national distribution through the vehicle of the newspaper, rather than 

that of the magazine or book. Other times that influence was less 

direct, but was nonetheless acutely felt; though many authors -

including Henry James - published short stories and novels in 

upmarket quarterly magazines such as Scribner's and The Century, or 

12 Johanningsmeier 196. 
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in monthly magazines such as MacMillan's Magazine, they were 

nonetheless deeply affected by the popular consumption of literature, 

and the ramifications that consumption had on the form of the novel. 13 

And in fact, a great deal of what is now considered literary - even 

experimental - fiction was created out of the formal results of that affIliation 

with print journalism. Stephen Crane's fIrst novel, Maggie: A Girl of the 

Streets created a scandal upon publication for its frank depiction of sexual and 

moral decline, as well as for its experimental use of language. Perhaps more 

than anything, Crane's novel was infused with the desire to create a fIction 

linked to the ethos of journalistic reportage, from social realism to the 

cacophonous sound of America's spoken language. Crane's sensational use 

of dialect twinned Mark Twain's use of language in The Adventures of 

Huckleberry Finll. From Dreiser's Sister Carrie to Crane's The Red Badge of 

Courage, the influence of journalism stamped itself upon the surface of the 

most salient fiction of the period - Twain, Crane and Dreiser all famously 

being journalists prior to becoming novelists. Some of the most enduring 

novels of the period would draw their salience out of the crossover between 

fIction and journalism - and a number of what are now considered "classic" 

13 James's journals and letters in particular are concerned with this popular consumption of 
literature, a point that will be discussed in further detail. It is also worth noting how the 
quarterly publication diverged from the English weekly serials which perhaps had more of the 
same spirit as newspaper dailies, the most salient being, perhaps, Dickens' own All The Year 
Round, in which various novels, including Dickens' Great Expectations and A Tale Ot1H'O 
Cities and Wilkie Collins' The Woman in White, were first published, At its peak, All The 
Year Round had approximately 100,000 weekly readers. As John Sutherland notes, "In 
numbers, the novel could sell independently of the bookshops like the newspaper, at a time 
when newspapers were becoming a national medium" (John Sutherland, Victorian Fiction: 
Wri ters, Publishers, Readers (London: Macmillan, 1995) 90). In contrast, James's The 
Portrait of a Lady was published in the monthly Macmillan's Magazine. and of course, it was 
precisely Dickens's use of serial form that James would attempt to counter in his own novels. 
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novels, literary in their bent and experimental in their ambitions, were first 

published in the newspapers. 

But perhaps more significantly, the enduring reputation of these 

authors, their capacity to embody a certain version of America, has to do with 

their success in locating a popular audience. Via the national syndication of 

stories and novels, higher end literary products achieved popular status~ 

Stephen Crane's The Red Badge of Courage was distributed through 

syndication in 1894, and it was following this distribution that "Crane found 

himself nationally famous."l.l American authors were born in the pages of the 

newspaper rather than those of the book. Mark Twain's twelve part serial 

novel, The American Claimant (1892) was syndicated in various newspapers, 

including the Philadelphia Time, as well as metropolitan papers in Detroit, 

Atlanta and Richmond. IS According to Johanningsmeier, other syndicated 

writers included William Dean Howells, Robert Louis Stevenson, Stephen 

Crane, and Jack London. 16 Even Henry James's short stories Pandora and 

Georgina's Reasons were syndicated in June and July of 1884 in "a select few 

newspapers across the country,,17 by Charles A. Dana, editor of the New York 

Sun. While the quarterly magazine publications like The CentUlJ or the 

monthly Atlantic still implied a certain rarefied world, the predominance of 

syndicated newspaper publication was salient in its intensely democratic 

breadth and scope. The way in which we have come to think of the term 

1-1 Johanningsmeier 123. 
15 Johanningsmeier 88. 
16 Johanningsmeier 4. 
17 Johanningsmeier 61. 



"American classic" has been shaped by the breadth of that popular appeaL and 

the canonical position these novels hold has to do with that historical position 

within the grasp of popular taste. 

Despite the centrality of the newspaper in the rise of classic American 

fiction, neither the "reading habit" nor the culture of fiction was universally 

embraced. On the one hand, the democratic rise of the reading habit was 

applauded, leading one writer of the time to declare: "Of all the habits that can 

be cultivated, none is more productive of pleasure and improvement than that 

of reading, providing the books be well chosen. Reading is a recreation - the 

rest and refreshment that make one feel like a new being - but it is much 

more. It is not only the wine of mental life, it is its daily bread.,,18 But the 

rise of popular fiction and the mania for novel reading also became the source 

of new alarm. Anxieties abounded regarding the rise of popular prose fiction, 

prompting one writer to indignantly declare: "The preponderance of fiction in 

the literature of the closing decades of this century is the most salient feature 

in the literary history of our times which will strike the future historian. 

Fiction has been invading other provinces of literature to an extent which we 

should be glad to ascribe to an extraordinary abundance of creative genius, if 

there were not a more probable explanation which is not quite so flattering. ,,19 

The ascendant popularity of fiction, the spectacular rise of "low" fiction, 

engendered an argument regarding the apparent omnipresence and allegedly 

inflammatory nature of fiction. 

18 Harper's Bazaar, "The Reading Habit," Critic 21 (July 30. 1892). 60 
19 George Clarke. "'The Novel-Reading Habit," Arena 19 (May 1898) 671. 
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That anxiety was not aided by the increasingly schizophrenic nature of 

the novel, the rapidly growing gap of disproportion between the high and the 

low. Notwithstanding the popular appeal of literary writers such as Twain and 

Crane, toward the end of the century there emerged a growing disparity 

between the popular fiction and the nascent American literary novel. Under 

the pioneering efforts of writers such as Henry James and William Dean 

Howells, the genre of the American literary novel was rapidly developing. 

With many of the novels writers like James countered being serials - from 

Dickens through to popular American novels2o - the American literary novel 

was to be characterized above all by its sense of consistent, premeditated 

consciousness. Of the serial novel as typified by English writers like Dickens 

and Thackeray, James writes: "It had no air of having a theory, a conviction, a 

consciousness of itself behind it - of being the expression of an artistic faith, 

the result of choice and comparison." 21 The novel under James was to be 

characterized above all by that remarkable sense of a "consciousness of 

itself," that sense of deliberation, of "choice and comparison." 

Motivated primarily by aesthetic and formal incentives, the literary 

novel bore a structure more sparse, more considered and more consciously 

paced. In a sense the literary novel defined itself in polar opposition to the 

popular serial novel. Rather than the improvisatory nature of the serial novel, 

it was marked by a taut structural quality tied together by a sense of 

20 These serials were mostly published in newspapers, weeklies and sometimes in monthly 
magazines; their vogue ended in the early 1880s, fairly well into James's writing career. The 
American publication of short fiction in newspapers, however. continued. 
21 James, "The Art of Fiction," 23-4. 



· I I d . 22 Wh h conSCIOUS y p oUe narratIve. ere t e serial was by and large marked by 

a seemingly endless proliferation of characters, the aesthetic novel bore a 

smaller but more considered cast of characters. And where the popular serial 

was often action and plot based, the aesthetic of the literary novel was such 

that it navigated its way through the landscape of strategically selected 

consciousnesses.
23 

Its careful exploration of individual consciousness and 

consequence (best typified in the fiction of James), as opposed to crowded 

narrative action, were in many ways unprecedented in American fiction. It 

was, in this sense, an entirely different way of imagining the human condition. 

To a degree, the extraordinary development of the late nineteenth 

century literary American novel meant that the inadequacies of popular fiction 

were more clearly defined. The anxieties around the formal divide between 

these two versions of the American novel were exacerbated by the differences 

in form demanded by the novel as book (as self-contained form), versus the 

novel as serialized fiction (as self-perpetuating, sprawling, and formless), and 

the complications of their mutual publication in the newspapers. These 

anxieties were perhaps above all rooted in the way the "low" form of the serial 

22 There were of course exceptions. Wilkie Collins' The Woman in White is an obvious 
example. Of that novel, Trollope wrote: "When I sit down to write a novel I do not at all 
know, and I do not very much care, how it is to end. Wilkie Collins seems so to construct his 
that he not only, before writing, plans everything on, down to the minutest detail, from the 
beginning to the end; but then plots it all back again, to see that there is no piece of necessary 
dove-tailing which does not dove-tail with absolute accuracy. The construction is most 
minute and most wonderful. But I can never lose the taste of the construction." (Quoted in 
John Sutherland's Victorian Fiction: Writers, Publishers, Readers, 42-.3.) Elsewhere, 
Sutherland's book gives a detailed account of the ways in which the pressures of serial 
publishing affected the form of English novels by authors induding Thackeray, Dickens, and 
Collins. 
23 There are, again, notable exceptions to this opposition between the serial and the aesthetic 
novel, such as Dickens' Bleak HOl/se. Nonetheless, the rule certainly captures something of 
James's own appraisal of both aesthetic and serial fiction. 
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was produced specifically for the form of the newspaper, and thus sensitively 

suited to the demands of its reading audience. In Consuming Pleasures: 

Active Audiences and Serial Fictions from Dickens to Soap Opera, Jennifer 

Hayward describes one of the characteristic attributes of the serials as 

"dependence on profit and acknowledgement of audience response. ,,24 

Indeed, crucial to the very nature of the serial is its formlessness, its ability to 

respond to questions of "profit" or "audience response," and ultimately that 

looseness of form has to do with an acquired social immediacy. The more 

formal and aesthetic questions around the popular novel are lent urgency 

because of the way in which they transfer to social and class based concerns. 

Hayward writes: 

Among the first textual representations of the living and 
working classes, novels helped displaced populations orient 
themsel ves by representing and thereby rendering visible their 
lives. Serialized novels served all these functions particularly 
well since they appeared over months or years and thus could 
parallel the seasons, political changes, and passage of time that 
affected readers' own lives. What is more, part were often 

. hi' 25 wrItten at t east mmute. 

Serialized fiction literally embodied the supposed democratic ethos of the 

newspaper, and the combined threat of marginalized voices approaching the 

mainstream was perhaps more than could be safely entertained by the upper 

class. 

2.1 Jennifer Hayward. Consuming Pleasures: Active Audiences and Serial Fictions from 
Dickens to Soap Opera (Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 1997) 3. It has also been 
noted that the characteristics detailed by Hayward in regard to the serial also describe late 
Medieval romance (see Eugene Vinaver). 
25 Hayward 30. 
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What is of interest here is the wayan aesthetic question of fonn 

inevitably crosses territory with a social and political issue: fiction, and in 

particular popular fiction, had much to do with the representation of a broad, 

liberal demographic - one accommodated by the loose nature of popular 

fiction - so that despite its nature as "diversion" or "entertainment," popular 

serial fiction remained difficult for the social and aesthetic elite to dismiss. 

The swift spillage from the fonnal into the political and sociological, from the 

aesthetic to the sociological, was to repeatedly characterize the way in which 

the cultured class's apprehensions of aesthetic vulgarity were transfonned into 

greater, more inclusive anxieties. The popular novel posed a dual assault upon 

the "aesthetic" novel of culture. Certainly Henry James's concerns would 

center around the formal impact of the popular noveL but to what degree were 

those concerns underwritten by a more general anxiety around the social 

effect of the popular novel - the very effect that underscored the novel's 

emergent democracy? 

(Critical and Literary Context: Henry James and the American Novel) 

James's aesthetic anxiety towards vulgarity was particularly acute because the 

American literary novel as such was in many ways untried. In his early 

writing, that speculative quality is tied to extraordinary ambition, even 

bravado. The champion of aesthetic form in the novel, James evinces a strong 

sense of the past from which he wishes to break (he openly attempts to shape 

the form of the novel in radical opposition to its historical, serial form under, 
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for example, Dickens) and the future which he wishes to create (he envisages 

"The Future of the Novel," the title of his famous 1899 essay, as a more 

highly aestheticized and closely controlled form). But he perhaps has no 

decided sense of the present that will deliver the novel into that illustrious 

future, and his literary production, in all its various forms, is marked by this 

uncertainty. 

When James speaks of the rise of an aesthetic novel, he is at least 

partially referencing the development of a new model of American novel, one 

influenced but apart from the legacy of the English novel of Dickens and 

Thackeray. As early as 1867 he writes in a letter to Thomas Sergeant Perry: 

We young Americans are (without cant) men of the future [ ... 
] We are Americans born - it jallt en prendre SOil parti. I look 
upon it as a great blessing [ ... ] To have no national stamp has 
hitherto been a defect and a drawback; but I think it not 
unlikely that American writers may yet indicate that a vast 
intellectual fusion and synthesis of the various National 
tendencies of the world is the condition of more important 
achievements than any we have seen. We must of course have 
something of our own - something distinctive and 
homogeneous - and I take it that we shall find it in our "moral 
consciousness," our unprecedented spiritual lightness and 

. 26 
VIgOUr. 

James is attempting no less than a declaration of an American aesthetic, one 

founded upon what would become the trademark of his fiction, the exploration 

of "moral consciousness." His prose is here infused with an extraordinary 

bravado, a sense of aesthetic swagger - "more important achievements than 

any we have seen," "vast intellectual fusion and synthesis," "a great blessing." 

26 Henry James. A Life in Letters ed. Philip Horne (London: Penguin, 1999) 16-17. 
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But the emergence of the American literary novel is, notwithstanding 

this bravado, tenuous. It is marked by "abstract speculation" on an abstract 

future; in his letter to Perry he goes so far as to write: "I expect nothing great 

during your lifetime or mine perhaps; but my instincts quite agree with yours 

in looking to see something original and beautiful disengage itself from our 

ceaseless fermentation and toil [ ... ] But enough of 'abstract speculation. ",~7 

J ames unconsciously explicates his anxieties regarding the tenability of the 

aesthetic form of the novel, and his overwhelming sense of the immense 

vulnerabilities inherent in any young form. The concept of the American 

novel as an aesthetic form is here supported by the grandeur of speculation 

and the force of hopefulness, rather than historical background or current 

evidence. The power of James's extensive literary criticism and self-directed 

aesthetic commentary rises out of the untried state of the literary novel. On 

the one hand the writing is illuminated by these hopes; on the other, it is 

infinitely fragile, and vulnerable, a duality that in many ways serves to lend 

that writing its particularly luminescent quality. 

Only some decades onward, at the fin de siecle, James's anxieties 

have, in a sense, become self-fulfilling prophecies. His critical writing 

describes the nascent form of the aesthetic novel as already falling under dire 

threat, its extraordinary potential only partially realized; in their sense of 

hopeless and helpless despair, these essays are astonishing. There are perhaps 

two reasons for this unrelieved sense of hopelessness. In part, this 

disenchantment seems to arise out of James's own popular failure: his fiction, 

27 James. A Life in Letters 17. 
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apart from the notable success of the 1878 short story "Daisy Miller, " had 

failed to achieve either the pecuniary or popular acclaim he had hoped for. 

Robert Weimann writes, "James himself, as Edith Wharton recorded, 

genuinely suffered from a life-long disappointment at his lack of personal 

recognition.,,28 For example, James had specifically hoped that The 

Bostonians (1884, the same year "The Art of the Novel" was written) might 

achieve popular success; instead, it was a notable flop. But that personal 

anxiety was compounded by an awareness of the more global fin de siecle 

anxiety around the rise of the popular, the presumed loss of "taste" and the 

crumbling of class distinction. By the tum of the century, the anxieties that 

preoccupied the nineteenth century had gained impressive momentum, and 

were amplified by the usual late century uncertainties. It was the nature of 

James's unresolved attitude towards the popular that allowed him to deplore 

popular taste even as he longed for its successes. 

Nonetheless, James's writing at this time visibly spins round to focus 

more precisely on the infiltration of the popular. These are no longer self-

contained, self-referential bravura lectures on the art on the novel; instead, 

these are impassioned and fearful rants on the premature decline of a form 

barely breathed into full existence. By 1899, James openly - and not without 

some tinges of bitter hopelessness - admits the remarkable success with which 

28 Robert Weimann, "Realism, Ideology and the Novel in America (1886-1896): Changing 
Perspectives in the Work of Mark Twain, W. D. Howells, and Henry James" Zeitschrift fur 
Anglistik und Amerikanistik: A Quarterly of Language, Literature and Culture, 30. no. 3 
(1982),209. 

50 



popular fiction has lodged itself in the public consciousness and in the scope 

of popular taste: 

public libraries, especially those that are private and money
making enterprises, put into circulation more volumes of 
"stories" than of all other things together of which volumes can 
be made. The published statistics are extraordinary, and of a 
sort to engender many kinds of uneasiness. The sort of taste 
that used to be called "good" has nothing to do with the matter: 
we are so demonstrably in presence of millions for whom taste 
is but an obscure, confused, immediate instinct. In the flare of 
railway bookshops, in the shop-fronts of most booksellers, 
especially the provinciaL in the advertisements of the weekly 
newspapers, and in fifty places besides, this testimony to the 
general preference triumphs. 29 

Gone is the easy, confident swagger of optimism, and in its place is come a 

fearful demonization of the mass. With the notion of the vulgar mass comes 

the attendant loss of taste, and the rise instead of "general preference" and "an 

obscure, confused, immediate instinct" (a description strongly echoing 

Woolfs mass, "occasionally wobbling this way or that as some instinct of 

hate, revenge, or admiration bubbles beneath it"). There is an acute depiction 

of the link between cultural vulgarity, social vulgarity, and the fears of 

aesthetic failure. 

James's anxiety is characterized above all by loss, and the impotent 

desire of nostalgia. It focuses on the rise of the book as commodity and the 

loss of the form of the novel. It is a lament at the enormous space between his 

preoccupation with the novel as aesthetic form, and the general, vulgar 

fetishization of the novel as commodity. What is most striking about this 

29Henry J ames, "The Future of the Novel," The House of Fiction, ed. Leon Edel. (l8S-L 
Westport, Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 1973) '+9. 
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nostalgia, and about this injured sense of loss is precisely the fact that it 

circles round an absence; despite his book on Hawthorne,30 and his 

acknowledgement of the achievements of American letters,31 it is clear in his 

letters to Thomas Sergeant Perry that James perceives his own literary 

production as taking place at the start of a literary tradition.32 And from this 

30 As Tony Tanner notes in his introduction to the 1967 edition of James's Hawthorne. James 
is "a novelist who, as this little book beautifully if unconsciously reveals, owed his greatest 
debt not to Balzac but to Nathaniel Hawthorne [ ... ] For, seen from whatever angle. the life 
and works of Nathaniel Hawthorne held one supreme and enduringly valuable moral for 
Henry James - 'the moral was that an American could be an artist''' (Tony Tanner, 
Introduction, Hawthorne by Henry James (1879; London: Macmillan, 1967) 15-21). 
31 In particular he acknowledges Emerson, alongside Hawthorne, but also - "Longfellow, 
Lowell Motley [ ... ] have written originally" (Henry James, Hawthorne (1879; London: 
Macmillan, 1967) 97). 
32 James early work in particularly owes a debt to Hawthorne; "A Passionate Pilgrim" is 
closely modeled on Hawthorne's "Consular Experiences." an essay in Hawthorne's book on 
England, Our Old Home. Similarly, Roderick Hudson owes something of a debt to 
Hawthorne's later Marble Falin. 

Nonetheless, in his book on Hawthorne James notes, "He was not a man with a 
literary theory; he was guiltless of a system" (James, Hawthorne 24). In particular, he 
criticizes Hawthorne's use of allegory (as in James's discussion of The Scarlet Letter) and 
describes his characterization in The House of Seven Gables as follows: "Hephzibah 
Pyncheon, is a masterly picture. I repeat that she is a picture, as her companions are pictures; 
she is a charming piece of descriptive writing, rather than a dramatic exhibition" (James, 
Hawthorne 121). Later, he notes, "I should be included to go still further, and say that his 
mind proper [ ... ] had not development that it is of especial importance to look into. What 
had a development was his imagination [ ... ] it seems to me then that it was possibly a 
blessing for Hawthorne that he was not expansive and inquisitive, that he lived much to 
himself and asked but little of his milieu" (James, Hawthorne ..t.3-4-1-)' 

On the subject of America more generally, he writes: "Poor Hawthorne [ ... ] was 
one of, at most, some dozen Americans who had taken up literature as a profession. The 
profession in the United States is still very young, and of diminuti ve statue; but in the year 
1830 its head could hardly have been seen above ground" (James, Hawthorne 46). He also 
writes: "American intellectual standards are vague, and Hawthorne's countrymen are apt to 
hold the scales with a rather uncertain hand and a somewhat agitated conscience" (James, 
Hawthorne 61) and "this moral is that the flower of art blooms only where the soil is deep, 
that it takes a great deal of history to produce a little literature, that it needs a complex social 
machinery to set a writer in motion. American civilization has hitherto had other things to do 
than to produce flowers, and before giving birth to writers it has wisely occupied itself with 
providing something for them to write about"' (James, Hawthorne n l. 

In a letter to Howells James writes: "I shall feel refuted only when we have produced 
[ ... ] a gentleman who strikes me as a novelist - as belonging to the company of Bal~ac and 
Thackeray" (letter to Howells. dated January 31, 1880 and cited in Tanner 6). Interestlllgly. 
Howells responded in his review of Hawthorne as follows: "After leaving out all those 
novelistic 'properties' as sovereigns, courts, aristocracy, gentry, castles, cottages. cathedrals. 
abbeys, uni versities, museums, political class, Epsoms, and Ascots, by the abse.nce llj Whl.ch 
Mr. James suggest our poverty to the English conception, we have the whole ot human lIte 
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perspective, there is therefore no real history of the American literary novd . , 

and no real loss of an established aesthetic. If anything, what James focuses 

on here is the loss of future possibilities, and it is perhaps the subtleties 

peculiar to this kind of loss that give the prose here its particular coloring. 

But beyond this obvious shift in tone, there is the subtler slippage 

between an objective discussion of the aesthetic of the novel, and a more 

intensely personal complaint. James, like many others concerned with the 

notion of the aesthetic, was succumbing to extraordinary pressures 

comprehended on a personal rather than abstract level. Nor was he in any 

sense alone; not coincidentally, it was during this late-century moment that the 

notion of the aesthete first came into prominence. Captured in European 

figures ranging from Oscar Wilde (James's occasional London contemporary) 

to J.K. Huysmans, the fin de siecle aesthete emerged as a trope of high artifice 

specifically designed to counter the ravages of the vulgar. The cult of the 

aesthete sought a self-contained universe subject only to the rules of the 

aesthetic, a world without reference to the real and thoroughly sanitized of the 

vulgar - a concept most memorably captured in Huysmans's seminal Against 

Nature. Tum of the century aesthetes sought refuge from vulgarity, and the 

very identity of the aesthete has perhaps always been itself an indication of 

this search for asylum. 

The notion of the aesthetic was, by the end of the century, thoroughly 

embattled. And if James himself was not entirely an aesthete in the order of 

remaining. and a social structure presenting the only fresh and no\"e~ opportunities \eft to 

fiction, opportunities manifold and inexhaustible" (cited in Tanner ). 



Wilde or Huysmans, he was nonetheless touched by the exaggerated hysteria 

that marked the aesthete. In James's literary criticism as much as in Wilde's 

epigrams, there is an aggressive declaration of the aesthetic identity, and in 

this sense James is clearly influenced by his European counterparts. 

Throughout "The Future of the Novel" James intimates the distinction not 

simply between high aesthetic sensibilities and the more general taste of the 

masses, but also the distinction between the solitariness of his own personal 

identity as an aesthete, and the enormity of the mass, of the "immense public . 

. . inarticulate but abysmally absorbent.,,33 Bereft of his optimism in relation 

to the literary novel, he finds recourse in declaring the identity of the aesthete. 

As the threats of the vulgar increase, so too does the particularity of the nature 

of the aesthete; in a sense, the shape of the aesthete is imagined into being in 

response to the rise in vulgarity. 

The aesthete is also marked by the perversity of his relationship to 

sexuality, by either the repression of the sexual, or the indulgence in the 

perverse. Within the context of James's critical writing alone, there is 

something of this conflicted relationship to the sexual. James's writing is 

infused with desire, and in a sense there is an excess of impotent desiring. an 

unspent frenzy, behind his writing. In "The Future of the Novel," James 

writes: 

The germ of the comprehensive epic was more recogniza?le in 
the first barbaric chant than that of the novel as we know It 
today in the first anecdote retailed to amuse [ ... J the flood at 
present swells and swells, threatening the whole field of letters. 

33 James, "The Future of the Novel" 48. 
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as would often seem, with submersion. It plays, in what may 
be cal.led the passive consciousness of many persons, a part 
that drrectly marches with the rapid increase of the multitude 
able to possess itself in one way or another of the book. The 
book, in the Anglo-Saxon world, is almost everywhere, and it 
is in the form of the voluminous prose fable that we see it 
penetrate easiest and farthest. Penetration appears really to be 
directly aided by mere mass and bulk. There is an immense 
public, if public be the name, inarticulate, but abysmally 
absorbent, for which, at its hours of ease, the printed volume 
has no other association.34 

James's employs a remarkable language here, one vibrant with sexual 

repression. His words are laced through with phrases such as "submersion," 

"voluminous prose," "penetration," "immense," and "abysmally absorbent." 

James relationship to the literate mass is extraordinarily sexual, even intuitive, 

and what initially seems to be an aesthetic matter of form transforms itself 

into an expansive, near hysterical, fear. And in a sense, the muddled desire 

that is behind his writing on the novel channels itself into this hysteria. 

More specifically, this is a fear that is heavily gendered; James's 

language of the mass is clearly gendered female. In part this is because of the 

social salience of women at this time; this is the period of chattering girls and 

scribbling women, a period where language - both spoken and written - is 

marked by the incongruity of its association with women. But James's 

language clearly reveals the degree to which this issue of gendering spreads 

beyond the socially specific to the psychologically intuited. Not entirely 

surprisingly, there is within the identity of the late century aesthete, a 

particular rejection of female sexuality. James's prose here reads as a (almost 

34James, "The Future of the Novel"' -1-8. 
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too) typically Freudian fear of the castrating female. This is perhaps the 

classic example of the male depiction of female consumption and sexuality as 

castrating, sexually threatening, aesthetically despicable. Women become 

part of the grounds well that threatens to swallow the aesthetic novel: "the 

flood at present swells and swells, threatening the whole field of letters. as 

would often seem, with submersion. ,,35 

The hyperbolic depictions of this readership perhaps to some degree 

indicated the way in which this newly feminine relationship to literature was 

deeply threatening (castrating) to the traditionally male audience, and to the 

male aesthete. This description of female gendered print as vulgar can be 

regarded as a more general aesthetic anxiety in response to the volatility and 

unknowability of sexuality at the tum of the century. The vulgarity embedded 

in the figure of the female reader is a narrative of sexual uncontainment of 

precisely the sort the aesthete struggles to deny. The circulation of print was in 

many ways a model for the more universal, libidinal circulation of female 

desire and sexuality. Of course, it is precisely this sort of latent sexuality that 

threatens to rupture the untouched impeccability of aesthetic form, and in his 

fiction, James utilizes the sexual nature of print and consumption as a 

metaphor for the more complex problems of the sexual. 

The relationship between the aesthete. the aesthetic, and the vulgarity 

of print is thus heavily sexualized and gendered, and the desperate pitch of 

that relationship has much to do with the simultaneously repellent and 

attractive quality vulgarity - and sexuality - had to an aesthetic identity such 

':iJames. "The Future of the N(wel" 48. 
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as James's own. James relation to desire is for the most part suppressed into 

aestheticized forms: the vague longing of nostalgia, romantic narratives 

without conclusion or realization. The sexuality of vulgarity ruptures this 

kind of aestheticized relation to desire, and if there is an urgent volatility in 

the relationship between the aesthete and the vulgarity of new cultural forms, 

then it is derived from that rupture of sexuality. Sexuality heightens the 

emotional and psychological pitch of what would otherwise simply be another 

discussion on form and aesthetics. It is the fear of sexuality - or the inability 

to process sexuality - that diverts these narratives towards the hysterical. 

(The Love Story: William Dean Howells, Theodore Dreiser, Henry 
James) 

This sort of slippage between the more abstract debate on aesthetic form and 

the very personal crisis of emotionality in the aesthete is crucial to the 

development of the tum of the century novel. The form of the novels 

produced here has much to do with the impulse to make sense of that 

contradictory relationship with vulgarity, to contain it within a traditionally 

literary narrative. The aesthetic is called in to rescue the aesthete from the 

shores of a dominating vulgarity; the aesthetic is in a sense required to give 

shape and form to the swelling sexual mass that threatens the aesthete. Novels 

of the late nineteenth century would repeatedly struggle to integrate the notion 

of vulgarity into an aesthetic framework. The aesthetic form is made to 

counter the threat of the uncontained and the unknowable. 
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The fonn to be discussed here is that of the love narrative. If the 

relationship between the vulgar and the novelist / aesthete is of a dominantly 

pseudo-sexual nature, if the relationship is one of repellence and attraction, 

fear and desire, then those tensions and contradictions are most often 

addressed through the fonnal installation of the love narrative in the novel. 

Any number of novels produced during this period tell the story of an aesthete 

irrevocably in love with a vulgar object of desire, and all of these play upon 

instantly recognizable elements of the love narrative - its emphasis on ritual, 

courtship, its cliches of love triangles and lovers torn asunder. The love 

narrative is the literary and novelistic fonn called upon to contain the vulgar, 

to reduce the sexual proclivities of the vulgar to aesthetic tenns. Desire is 

perhaps always the un quantifiable factor in any discussion of aesthetics, and 

the trope of love is the more quantifiable element called upon to regulate the 

unrestrained qualities of sexuality. The formal devices of the novel regulate 

the flow of vulgarity in multiple fonns - aesthetic, sexual, and topical. 

Fiction at tum of the century America, such as Theodore Dreiser's 

(1900) Sister Carrie, William Dean Howells's 1885 The Rise of Silas 

Lapham, and of course Henry James's short story "Daisy Miller" and his 

novel The Bostonians (although The Bostonians was written in the same year 

as the more optimistic "The Art of Fiction", it in many ways foreshadows the 

crisis that would be openly declared in "The Future of the Novel") all bear the 

general fonn of a love story. But they also associate that narrative of love and 

desire with the vulgarity of print or language. Within the quite specific 
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parameters of the love narrative (in a sense the point of this narrative is that it 

bears instantly recognizable codes and tropes: hence, for example, almost all 

of these novels evoke the trope of a love triangle) these novels reflect the 

basic elements of the cultural and aesthetic crisis simultaneously taking place 

in relationship to the novel's form. They capture the dual tensions between 

the form of the novel and VUlgarity, the aesthete and the vulgar, while reining 

both in under the rubric of a classical, familiar literary narrative. 

If William Dean Howells's The Rise of Silas Lapham is about the role 

of books in the acquisition of culture - the vulgar Laphams are "acquiring" a 

library - and the threats of vulgarity therein invoked, then the novel also takes 

care to position books and print in the rituals of courtship. Within the broader 

context of the novel and the social conflict it depicts, books are a point of 

obvious instability; they are at the heart of the vulgar appropriation of culture 

as personified by the Lapham family. But by enfolding them into the tradition 

of the love narrative, Howells's novel on one hand appears to reduce the 

volatility of print. On one leveL books seem to become mere tokens in the 

larger, more significant story of love. 

But in reality, the volatility of print carries over into the love narrative, 

disrupting it in fairly pointed ways. Howells demonstrates both the attempt to 

dissipate the vulgarity of print through the device of the love narrative, and the 

eventual failure of this attempt. The novel is structured by the dual courtship 

of Irene and Penelope Lapham, the one false and the other sincere: it is the 

unraveling of this duality that leads to the emotional crisis of the no\eL the 
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cataclysmic confrontation between Irene and Penelope over upper class Tom 

Corey. Everything else in the novel- the moral and emotional inadequacie~ 

of Silas and Persis Lapham, and the novel's fundamental focus on the 

ambitions and fall of a single family - is caught up in the trajectory of that 

emotion. Books are at the heart of that dual courtship, and as tokens in the 

complex narratives of love, are crucially misunderstood. But it is because of 

the volatility of mass print, and of books in particular - their nature as an as of 

yet unintegrated cultural form - that this kind of misunderstanding is possible 

in the first place. 

The scene in which upper-class, cultured Tom Corey advises the 

nouveau riche Irene Lapham on her library becomes the fulcrum in a painfully 

misunderstood, misrepresented courtship: 

"You'll want Greene, of course, and Motley, and 
Parkman [ ... ] you want Longfellow and Bryant and Whittier 
and Holmes and Emerson and Lowell [ ... ] I'll put down the 
names we've been talking about." [ ... ] 

"Oh, thank you very much," she said, and put the card 
back into her card-case with great apparent relief. Then she 
turned her lovely face towards the young man, beaming with 
the triumph a woman feels in any bit of successful 

. 36 
maneuvenng. 

Tom Corey, aware of the problems inherent in the vulgar appropriation of 

books (the education of the Laphams is the subject of embattled conversations 

between Tom and his father), intuitively attempts to contain that volatility by 

playfully enlisting the container and form of courtship ritual. 

That confusion between the book as courtship ritual and the book as 

vulgar aspiration has devastating effects. Irene Lapham misunderstands Tom 

36 Howells 963-5. 
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Corey's literary advice as a serious gesture of courtship; that 

misunderstanding ultimately breaks the girl: "'Oh, Silas! What are we going 

to do about it? I'm afraid it'll kill Irene.',,~7 What emerges from that 

crossover is a pastiche of courtship, a love narrative perverted and gone 

desperately awry. The explosive, unreadable, nature of print corrupts the 

container of the love narrative; if anything, the tragedy of The Rise of Silas 

Lapham focuses on the inability of the love story to contain vulgarity. And 

strikingly, all three characters in this love triangle - but in particular the 

vulgar sisters, Penelope and Irene - are punished for their failure to 

comprehend the position of books in the narrative of love. The love narrative 

is here brilliantly manipulated in order to control the Lapham sisters' vulgar 

aspirations. And so while on the one hand the novel seems to posit the failure 

of the love narrative, it also simultaneously uses the love narrative as a 

punitive force controlling and suppressing the upwards mobility of the vulgar: 

Irene and Penelope are punished for the audacity of their loving. 

In Dreiser's Sister Carrie, the role of print in the love narrati ve is less 

literal, and instead tied back to the libidinal circulation of the text. But again, 

the lure of print culture disrupts beyond all measure the narrative of romance. 

Carrie's social rise is accompanied by her increasing presence in the 

newspapers - just as her relationship with Hurstwood reaches its breaking 

point, and the disparate love narratives that have dawdled through the novel's 

plot are finally abandoned. The desire to be in the press absorbs her. replaces 

the romantic longing that previously influenced her emotion toward 

37 Howells 1080. 
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Hurstwood: "Gradually the desire for notice took hold of her. She longed to 

be renowned like others and read with avidity the complimentary or critical 

comments made concerning others in her profession [ ... ] When would a 

scene from her opera appeal? When would some paper think her photo worth 

while?,,38 The narrative of American success as presented by the popular 

press literally disrupts the narrative of love and romance as represented by 

Hurstwood. As Carrie becomes increasingly successful, her appearances in 

the press and beyond become more frequent, until she becomes a public 

property owned and manipulated by the vulgar presses. Carrie's love affair 

with Hurstwood is supplanted by her relationship with the press, one of public 

possession and consumption; the libidinal energies of the novel are redirected 

to flow through the conduits of the press. 

James's short story "Daisy Miller" is probably the most strikingly 

adept example of a literary narrative that openly struggles to control vulgarity 

with the love narrative, and witnessing the failure of that attempt, proceeds to 

punish and expel the vulgar?9 And though it is not directly "about" the 

relationship between print and the love narrative in the way that Sister Carrie 

and The Rise of Silas Lapham are, it is perhaps nonetheless worth considering; 

if it is not about print, it is nonetheless clearly about the associated problem of 

38 Theodore Dreiser, Sister Carrie, Novels: Sister Carrie, Jennie Gerhardt, Twelve Men. !\otes 
and Selection of Texts by Richard Lehan (New York: The Library of America, 1987) 398. 

Sister Carrie first published in 1900. . ' 
39 As the earliest of these three examples, "Daisy Miller" perhaps subscnbes most heaVIly to 

the popular depiction of female transgression and ensuing "punishment." Daisy Miller (1878) 
is made to pay for her transgressions and her vulgarity with her deat~; Ir~ne La~ham IS not 
killed off but is made to fall dangerously ill (1885). In contrast, Drel ser S Carn e ( 1 900) 
enjoys a long and healthy career ~d material success; it is ~erhaps on~ of Drei~ds '. 
innovations to create a heroine who transgresses across SOCIal boundanes. and IS not pumshed 

for her "sins." 
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uncontained language. Daisy Miller is a "chattering girl," and the 

uncontrolled flow of her voice predates the flows of language that Verena 

Tarrant emits in The Bostonians. 

"Daisy Miller" offers one of the more consummate depictions of the 

appeal of the VUlgar, and the formal process of characterization through which 

vulgarity is enfolded into the narrative of love. In the story, the fascination 

exerted by the vulgar serves as the central subject matter of the narrati ve. 

"Daisy Miller" is especially interesting in this context because it captures the 

way in which the VUlgar is metamorphosed into an aesthetic object of desire. 

It approaches the vulgar through a consummate portrait of mindless feminine 

seductiveness. What James accomplishes in these scant pages is a controlled 

and controlling taxonomy of the vulgar.-+o The meandering contradictions. the 

seeming passivity and docility, the unknowability and the uncontrollable 

sexuality - these tropes are evoked in order to explain the appeal of the vulgar 

to the aesthete. 

But Daisy's vulgarity poses as many threats as it does points of allure. 

Winterboume almost immediately notes that she has "no idea whatever of 

,)0 Throughout the text of James's short story, Daisy (appropriately) retains the flatness of a 
two-dimensional character. Daisy is incurably and essentially vulgar (of her family, \lrs. 
Costello notes, "They're hopelessly vulgar" (James, "Daisy Miller" 40). Text from revised 
edition of 1909), despite her charm, her sociability and her docility. It is the apparent paradox 
of her vulgarity, the contradictions it engenders, that capture Winterbourne' s imagination and 
aesthetic interest. He remarks upon her combination of native grace and common crudity: 
"She struck him afresh, in all this, as an extraordinary mixture of innocence and crudity:' 
(James, "Daisy Miller" 37) and "It was impossible to regard her as a wholly unspotted flower 
- she lacked a certain indispensable fineness [ ... ] Daisy at any rate continued on this 
occasion to present herself as an inscrutable combination of audacity and innocence"' (James. 
"Daisy Miller" 51). As Winterbourne notes: '''Common' she might be, as \.lrs. Cos.tello had 
pronounced her; yet what provision was made by that epithet for her queer lIttle natl \e 
graceT(James, "Daisy Miller" 27) In Daisy, and in the female \ulgar, \\interbourne 
perceives the attraction of the natural, of the "nati,e:' that all notions tlf the aesthetic or the 
intellectual are unable to decipher. 
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'form".41 - a word clearly significant for James: "she was composed _ he had 

seen that before too - of charming little parts that didn't match and that made 

no ensemble. ,,42 Appropriately, Daisy lacks control over her language: "It 

might have been said of this wandering maiden who had come and sat down 

beside him upon a bench that she chattered [ ... ] her lips and her eyes were 

constantly moving."4~ In contrast to Winterboume, Daisy releases flows of 

uncensored language - tones of seduction that act as the libidinal traces of the 

story. The deployment of the love narrative is a formal attempt to rationalize 

and comprehend both the sexual appeal of the vulgar and the linguistic 

uncontainability of the vulgar. 

Almost inevitably the case with "Daisy Miller," as with The Rise (~l 

Silas Lapham and Sister Carrie. is the palpable failure of the love narrative; 

Winterboume struggles to play suitor to Daisy, but she repeatedly resists his 

attempts at control, refuses to enter into the cramping formalities of the love 

narrative. He aches to reform and contain her, but she defies those attempts. 

Almost as though in direct consequence, Daisy dies; it is Daisy's rebuff of 

Winterboume's love and her preference for Giovanelli's vulgar flamboyance 

that leads to her illness. Daisy dies because she rejects the safe enclosure of 

the love narrative. 

As with the other heroines of these novels, Daisy suffers for her 

vulgarity. She dies something of an elegiac death; nonetheless it is a vulgar 

death, a punishment for her indiscretion. She is literally punished for her 

-H James, "Daisy Miller" 10. 
-I~ James, "Daisy Miller" 9. 
·n James, "Daisy Miller" 13. 
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uncontainability, for her insistence on occupying the public spaces forbidden 

to women: "'It's going round at night that way, you bet - that's what's made 

her so sick. She's always going round at night. I shouldn't think she'd want 

to - it's so plaguey dark over here.' "..J...J. She dies because she has been 

'''lounging away such hours'" in public spaces that happen to be the '''nest of 

malaria. ",45 It is a perhaps strangely vindictive end to the young Daisy Miller, 

with her "extraordinary mixture of innocence and crudity." There is a rather 

remarkable aggression in James's decision to literally kill off the source of 

vulgar distraction and distress; Daisy becomes elegiac, and aesthetic, only in 

death (something like Lily Bart in The HOllse of Mirth), and the story appears 

to lapse into a traditional narrative of love and loss. 

The strength of "Daisy Miller" lies in the fact that James is able to 

meld both the notion of the love narrative and the idea of moral consciousness 

together in extraordinary ways; when the container of the love narrative fails, 

the form of moral consciousness remains to sustain the aesthetic of the piece. 

Moreover, James is able simultaneously to sustain both the love narrative and 

the idea of a moral consciousness; the love narrative in "Daisy Miller" is 

tempered by an exquisite sense of irony, and also a generous, if somewhat 

tragic, understanding of humanity. What in part renders the story so 

remarkable is the wry note on which it ends, the graceful ease with which the 

love narrative is dismantled: "Nevertheless he [Winterboume] soon went back 

to live at Geneva, whence there continue to come the most contradictory 

..w James. "Daisy Miller" 78. 
45 James. "Daisy Miller" 75. 
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accounts of his motives of sojourn: a report that he's 'studying' hard _ an 

intimation that he's much interested in a very clever foreign lady. ""h 

James's irony unfolds to become still more profound in its insights: 

ultimately it is not simply Daisy, but love itself, that is incurably vUlgar. 

Daisy, for all her innocence, understands the vulgarity of love itself, its 

transient obsession and its essential nature as decoy and cover-up; hence her 

refusal, indeed her inability, to take Winterbourne - or any love - seriously. 

But that knowledge of love's vulgarity fades as the haunting specter of Daisy 

Miller is laid definitively to rest even as it is proven in the heartier example of 

Winterbourne's survival, who forgets her after a brief season. Love (and its 

recovery) becomes the enduring myth that permits survival, the narrative that 

sustains loss and explains obsession. Daisy dies because she refuses to 

believe in the justifications of love. 

James's fiction is above all remarkable, and successful, because of the 

way in which it creates sophisticated critiques of the very mechanisms of 

aesthetic control it employs. James is concerned with much more than mere 

social or moral critique; he is concerned with the narratives the novel develops 

in response to a crisis in aesthetics, and also with picking out how that model 

unravels into something that looks unexpectedly like aesthetic nihilism. For 

all the quiet moral optimism that infuses works such as The Ambassadors. his 

works are on occasion filled with an empty pessimism that is concomitant 

with the frantic despair of his literary criticism. James posited the aesthetic 

notion of the love narrative as a response to the problems of \'ulgarity, but at 

46 James, "Daisy Miller" 81. 

66 



his most insightful moments, peeled back the surface of that self-same 

response. His notion of consciousness is central to sustaining the 

ramifications of that observation. What lies beneath is a sort of immense void 

that could only be communicated by the emptiness of Daisy's meaningless life 

and death, the facetiousness of Winterboume' s emotional make-up; a 

barrenness sustained by the brilliance of James's own idea of "moral 

. " conSCIOusness. 
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Chapter 2 
Henry James's The Bostonians 

He believed all Boston was going to hear her, or 
at least everyone was whom he saw in the 
streets . .. the vision of wresting heri/'om the 
mighty multitude set him off again, to stride 
through the population that would fight for her. J 

-Henry James, The Bostonians 

Of the many social alterations that were emerging during this period, the 

changing position of women was subject to especially great amounts of 

controversy, discussion, and criticism. James himself writes, in explication of 

his subject matter in The Bostonians: "I asked myself what was the most 

salient and peculiar point in our social life. The answer was the situation of 

women, the decline of the sentiment of sex, the agitation on their behalf."~ It 

is through the filter of the feminist movement that James explores the di verse 

social alterations in late century culture; as Sara Blair observes. "Here, as 

throughout James's writings of the 1880s, 'the great modem question' is not 

female suffrage per se, but complex changes in the Anglo-American public 

sphere - particularly in middle-class habits of taste, consumption, and culture-

1 Henry James, The Bostonians, Novels 1881-1886: Washington Square, The Portrait of J 

Lady, The Bostonians. Notes by William T. Stafford ~New York: The Library of America. 
1985) 1198. The Bostonians first published in 1884. 
2 Henry James, The Notebooks of Henry James, eds. F.O. \1atthiessen and Kenneth B. 
Murdock (New York: Oxford University Press, 1947) 47. In this novel. considered a 
deliberate attempt by James to write a "naturalistic" novel, James records the social situation 
he discovers in America; the novel itself was conceived and written during James' s long \ isits 
to America in 1881 to 1883. 
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making - wrought partly by the increased activity of women as readers, 

writers, and targeted consumers of new forms of culture and entertainment.'" 

This fin de siecle feminism did not merely alter the thematic 

orientation of the literary novel. It yielded influence on the novel as form 

itself because of the way in which it gave voice to a whole set of previously 

silenced identities; as a form, the novel would suddenly need to accommodate 

a whole new set of vulgar identities, languages, and influences. These forces 

would quite literally invade the space of the literary noveL the most explicit 

example of this being The Bostonialls, but also in novels such as The Rise (~l 

Silas Lapham or even Edith Wharton's The House of Mirth. The Bostonians 

is in a sense a study of the reaction of the novel's form in the face of this 

burgeoning social vulgarity. 

The late century feminist movement was remarkable for many reasons. 

but within this particular context what is probably most notable is the way in 

which this political and ideological movement harnessed the momentum of 

the cultural vulgarity of print. The feminist movement performed the 

seemingly impossible: it provided a code of meaning to (what were then 

perceived as) markers of vulgarity - the presence of women in the street. the 

proliferation of print, the intermingling of social classes - while 

simultaneously maintaining the vulgar's organic energy and appeal. The 

feminist movement gave meaning and political consciousness to what would 

3 Sara Blair, "Realism, Culture. and the Place of the Literary: Henry J~es and The . 
Bostonians" The Cambridge Companion to Henry James Ed. Jonathan Freedman (Cambndge. 
England: Cambridge UniYersity Press, 1998) pp. 151- 68.1:"2. 
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otherwise have been only another manifestation of meaningless vulgaritv. In 

doing so, it simultaneously endowed vulgarity with a greater salien(e and 

force. It was impossible to ignore that relationship to vulgarity. precisely 

because it performed what the novel struggles again and again to do: contain 

the force of the vulgar. 

In a remarkable passage from the "The Future of the Novel," James. 

perhaps unwittingly, associates the regeneration of the novel with these very 

female keepers of vulgarity. Though the association is made lightly and in 

jest, there is something to the notion that the future of the novel can only lie in 

the hands of those who wield control over vulgarity: 

It bears on this that as nothing is more salient in English life 
today, to fresh eyes. than the revolution taking place in the 
position and outlook of women - and taking place much more 
deeply in the quiet than even the noise on the surface 
demonstrates - so we may very well yet see the female elbow 
itself kept in increasing activity by the play of the pen, smash 
wi th final resonance the window all this time most 
superstitiously closed [ ... J it is the opinion of some observers 
that when women do obtain a free hand they will not repay 
their long debt to the precautionary attitude of men by 
unlimited consideration for the natural delicacy of the latter.

4 

James uneasily mocks the idea that female writers might produce novelistic 

material of aesthetic integrity (though of course it is women who hold the 

potential to control the very vulgarity he fears). But the passage is most 

interesting because of the way it heightens the aesthetic crisis of the novel by 

aligning it with the political developments of the period. James seamJe~sly 

conflates the political feminist movement ("the revolution taking place in the 
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position and outlook of women - and taking place much more deeply in the 

quiet than even the noise on the surface demonstrates") with the social 

emergence of female readers and female writers ("the female elbow itself kept 

in increasing activity by the play of the pen"). He likens the act of readinu c 

and writing to the energy of the political, envisions it as the underside of the 

more vivid, public, political acts of agitation. Strikingly, he amalgamates the 

emergence of female writers with the energy of protest and the shattering of 

the divisions between the domestic and the public: "smash with final 

resonance the window all this time most superstitiously closed." James drapes 

the import of the novel in the borrowed finery of the political. And in so 

doing, he adds both drama and relevance to the argument of the novel. 

The association is in fact remarkably acute. Between the 1860s and 

the 1880s, there arose for the first time such a thing as a "feminist press."~ a 

phenomenon marked by what aesthetes like James perceived to be the double 

vulgarity of mass print and the female. 6 The importance of this development 

was no less than the importance of communication and circulation; the printed 

word was the most effective manner of distributing information about the 

suffrage movement, more effective even than public speech. In "The Role of 

the Suffrage Press in the Woman's Movement," Martha M. Solomon writes: 

4 James. "The Future of the Novel" 57-8. 
5 In 1868. the first major feminist paper. The Revolution. was founded, under the directorship 
of Elizabeth Cady Stanton and Susan B. Anthony. This landmark publication was followed 
by numerous publications in various forms. including The Woman's journal (1879-1890). 
Woman's Tribune (1883-1909) and The Woman's Column (1888-1904). . 
6 The association between women and mass print. as well as public presence. was earlier 
present in the Abolitionist movement, in wh~ch many .femini~ts (in~luding Ja~.es· s ~Icti~~al 
Miss Birdseye) were involved. However. WIth that tnple artIllery tocused on the kma 
problem," the perceived cause for alarm was perhaps as fierce as ever. 
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The rhetoric involved in the struggle took many fonns A I 'd . . mpe 
eVI ence eXIsts, for example, that oratory was one important 
element [ ... J Press reports of these speeches, although often 
not available, reached many who could not attend. Editorials 
even negative ones, also spread the message. But workers ' 
themselves recognized the vital importance of another 
rhetoric~l medium: the periodical edited and published by 
sympathIzers. Through this channel, the movement could 
reach, educate, and inspire scores of women who could not be 
tapped by other means.7 

The rise of the feminist press provided another fonn of melding the public 

with the private; for those women who were reluctant to physically enter the 

public sphere, the feminist press offered a more discreet, less literal portal of 

entry.8 

Women exploited the uncontrolled nature of the print explosion in 

order to give voice to their particular predicament; it was because print was so 

clearly only half-restrained that the suffrage movement, for example, was able 

to enlist the medium and the fonn to its cause. However, what was most 

remarkable about the feminist movement's appropriation of the medium of 

print was the way in which the organic qualities of the vulgar were sustained. 

7 Martha M. Solomon, "The Role of Suffrage Press" A Voice of their Own: The Woman 
Suffrage Press, 1840 - 1910 ed. Martha M. Solomon (Tuscaloosa and London: University of 
Alabama Press, 1991) 3. 
8 Despite the fact that the domestic nowL which also flourished at the time, and feminist press 
might seem to serve contrary purposes (the former being associated with the stagnant 
domesticity of the home that the feminist movement attempted to dislodge). both drew similar 
effects and benefits from the powers of print distribution. Print distribution, in \\ hatewr 
form, invariably penetrated the domestic household, asserted the needs and desires of a 
specifically female audience, and created what was to some degree seen as a wider women' s 
community. Women's fiction, though often falling into the genre of "domestic" or 
"sentimental fiction," constituted a significant part of the overarching feminist movement of 
the time: "a mere 10 percent of American women were interested in the 1848 Seneca Falls 
Convention for women's rights [ ... ] readers of domestic novds constituted a more popular 
but less obvious rebellion against the status quo." (Katherine Fishburn. Women in Popular 
Culture: A Reference Guide (Westport. Connecticut and London: Greewood Press. )982) 89). 
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Nothing in that appropriation diminished the nature of the vulgar _ its ~ense of 

uncontainment, its vitality and organic sense of growth. In fact. certain 

aspects of that vulgarity came to characterize the feminist movement itself. 

The very social radicalism of the cause could at times heighten its potential 

for vulgarity. For example, the socially outre nature of the suffrage spectacks 

was irreducible from the more general political urgency of the cause. This in 

part is due to the need to capture the popular imagination and attention. Of the 

suffrage movement's inclination to spectacle, Lisa Tickner writes: 

With elegant sleight of hand, women responded to the 
accusation that they were "making a spectacle of themselves" 
by doing precisely that, in full self-consciousness and with 
great skill and ingenuity. They were indeed part of the 
spectacle, but they also produced and controlled it; as active 
agents they need not passively endure the gaze of onlookers 
who were perhaps indifferent. They could invite it, respond to 
it, work with it and then move on. Their bodies were organized 
collectively and invested politically and therefore resistant to 
any simply voyeuristic appropriation.9 

Similarly, the fact that the suffrage movement purported (if not necessarily in 

practice, then at least in ideology) to place women of all social classes upon 

an equal footing meant that voices guilty of a double vulgarity - being not 

only of a specious social class, but also being vocally female - were given 

9 Lisa Tickner, The Spectacle of Women: Imagery of the Suffrage Campaign, 1907 - .1914 
(London: Chatto and Windus, 1987) 81. Though this sort of analysis is certainly ap~licable to 
James's Olive Chancellor (The Bostonians) , Verena Tarrant is in many ways swept Into the 
spectacle without retaining the sort of "full self-consciousness" that Ti~.kner references. . 
Verena is of course to a certain degree aware of "the gaze of onlookers (f~r ex~mple .. there ,IS 

her calm acknowledgement of the potential power in the otherwise demeamng CirculatIOn ot 
her photograph in the local shops), but for the most part it is the "ma~~uline" O~! \e - who 
certainly watches Verena in a distinctly "voyeuristic" man?e~ - who pro?uces and 
"controls" the spectacle. Verena is too fully entrenched WithIn spectacle Itself to alk1w the 
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space to declare themselves. This is vulgarity at its most dangerous and 

powerful, when it resolves itself from the abstraction of the vague to the 

specificity of the politically and aesthetically relevant. 

(Print and Henry James's The Bostonians) 

This is the political and cultural background into which James fits his The 

Bostonians. The texture into which print, feminism, spectacle and vulgarity 

combined themselves was held up against the aesthetic form of the novel; 

James uses these topical matters in order to open up an aggressively aesthetic 

discussion of the novel as a form. As Blair notes, "James actively pits 

literature as a form of experience and an institution against competing 

(especially mass) cultural forms. Within the pages of James's novel, vastly 

different and emerging forms of narrative jostle one another, vying for cultural 

power."l0 

The Bostonians is unique within James's canon, and is one of the few 

strictly American novels he produced. The novel is ideally situated to 

comment on the relationship between language, print, vulgarity, and America; 

it is not so much about Americans (or even Bostonians for that matter) as it i~ 

about America and the novel at the fin de siecle. In The Bostonians James 

expresses a marked anxiety in relation to the aesthetic of the literary, and the 

control of language in print. The novel is very much about the vulgarity of 

sort of appropriation Tickner implies. Verena is spectacle, witho.ut the sort of external 
distance upper class appropriators of spectacle are able to lay claIm to. 

IO Blair 154. 
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print, and the pressing problem of preserving the aesthetic of the literary novel 

in the face of this vUlgarity. 

The novel metaphorically takes place within the space of the popular 

press, and from the start, James was determined to link the press with 

vulgarity, and with the energy of the tumbling down of social di\isions. 

whether between public and private, high and low. In his Notebooks, he 

writes: "There must, indispensably, be a type of newspaper man - the man 

whose ideal is the energetic reporter. I should like to bafollcr the vulgarity 

and hideousness of this - the impudent invasion of privacy - the extinction of 

all conception of privacy, etc."ll Here, James echoes his concerns with the 

"tonal resonance" of the smashed window, the disintegration of the boundary 

between the domestic and the private with regard to the position of women. 

This concern with the collapse of private and public distinctions bears a 

synecdochal relationship to a more global concern with uncontainment and the 

disintegration of delineated boundaries, with the flow of language across 

previously declared divisions. That collapse of boundaries is of course a 

trademark of vulgarity, its capacity to disrupt and override form, its messy and 

undirected energy. These various forms of collapse are at the heart of the 

novel's concerns. 

If in a sense The Bostonians is about the appeal of vulgarity. then it i~ 

necessarily concerned with capturing the energy arising out of the collapse of 

those boundaries. It is caught up in portraying the raucous appeal of the 

vulgar, its messy energy, and its unquenchable sensuality. Basil Ransom 
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passionately declares, "it's a feminine, a nervous, hysterical, chattering, 

canting age, an age of hollow phrases and false delicacy and exa££erated 
. ~~ 

solicitudes and coddled sensibilities. ,,12 Basil describes a culture without 

direction, and one where the distinctions between the true and the false. the 

crude and the delicate, no longer stand fast. The vulgarity of those collapses 

is directly associated with the energy and the threats posed by popular press 

and print; this is made resoundingly clear by Selah Tarrant's (one of the more 

sensual characters in the novel, and the keeper who unleashes Verena 

Tarrant's fatally attractive libidinal flows) instinctual equation of newspapers 

as the "national nerve-centers"U of the day, crucially echoing Basil's 

identification of the age as "a nervous" one. The newspapers are the center of 

the nervous system of the country, linked to its capacity for sensation and 

reaction. It is the sensationalism of the flows engendered by the press, the 

heady intimacy and sensuality of its tone and manner, that captures the 

imagination of the public as represented by a character such as Selah Tarrant. 

11 James. The Notebooks of Henry James 47. 
12 James, The Bostonians 1111. Crucially, Anthony Scott notes: '"Basil's panic at the 
encroaching feminization of the age is James's panic too, one which he is unable to sublimate 
in the cool ironies of his narrator's voice" (Anthony Scott, "BasiL Olive. and Verena: The 
Bostonians and the Problem of Politics" Arizona Quarterly: A Journal of American Literature. 
Culture, and Theory, 49, no. 1 (1993 Spring) )3). 

13 "But the places that knew him best were the offices of the newspapers ~d the. 
vestibules of the hotels - the big marble-paved chambers of informal reuruon \\hlch 
offer to the streets, through high glass plates, the sight of the American citizen 
suspended by his heels [ ... ] he only had a general sense that such places \\ ere 
national nerve-centres. and that the more one looked, the more one was 'on the ~rl)t 
The penetralia of the daily press were, however. still ~or~ fa~cinating. and the tact 
that they were less accessible, that here he found bamers In hIS path. only added to 
the zest of forcing an entrance. He abounded in pretexts: he even ~ro~g~ll 
contributions [ ... ]He was always trying to find out what was 'golllg III : he would . 
have liked to go in himself. bodily. and failing in this. he hoped to get advertisements 
inserted gratis." (James, The Bostonians 897), 
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The vulgarization of print in no way devalues the currency of print: in 

fact, it often serves to elevate the sense of desire (sensuality) associated with 

print. The popular press becomes a territory desperately coveted by both the 

aesthete and those of a more vulgar disposition, a secret or open object of 

desire. The ambiguity of that perception of print reflects James's own 

conflicted relationship with the form. For example, despite the fact that Basil 

Ransom and Selah Tarrant occupy opposing social and aesthetic spaces, they 

are united in their desire to occupy print space; it is the manner of their 

longing, and not the fact of it, that is set at variance. Shared desire meets 

within the space of print, and in the various longings of its characters, The 

Bostonians depicts the sexuality of print that is so acute a source of anxiety to 

James. With Tarrant in particular, it is a veritable obsession: 

In reality he had one all-absorbing solicitude - the desire to get 
paragraphs put into the newspapers, paragraphs of which he 
had hitherto been the subject, but of which he was now to 
divide the glory with his daughter. The newspapers were his 
world, the richest expression, in his eyes, of human life: and, 
for him, if a diviner day was to come upon earth, it would be 
brought about by copious advertisement in the daily print. He 
looked with longing for the moment when Verena should be 
advertised among the "personals," and to his mind the 
supremely happy people were those (and there were a good 
many of them) of whom there was some journalistic mention 
every day in the year. Nothing less than this would really have 
satisfied Selah Tarrant: his ideal of bliss was to be as regularly 
and indispensably a component part of the newspaper as the 
title and date, or the list of fires, or the column of Western 
jokes [ ... J human existence to him, indeed, was a h.uge 
publicity [ ... J success was not success so long as hIS 
daughter's ph.ysique, the rumor of her engage~ent \vere.not 
included in "Jottings," with the certainty of bemg extensl\,ely 

. d 14 cople . 

14 James, The Bostonians 894-5. 
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The sensuality in Tarrant's interest is underscored through language of 

"richest expression," such as "desire," "copious," "longing," "bliss," and most 

particularly, "his daughter's physique . .. extensively copied." Verena's 

sensual self comes into being in the pages of the newspaper, and expands to 

its full breadth through the circulation of print. Here, the modem self comes 

into being via the libidinal flow of the press and its subsequent circulation. 

Bliss, happiness, success, existence itself has to do with distribution, with 

flow and circulation; this is the messy flipside of the democracy of the 

newspaper. In the newspaper's buoyancy and happy sensuality there is also 

glimpsed the disintegration of a sympathetic human consciousness, and 

certainly Tarrant is the least sympathetic character in the novel. 

Despite this overt sensuality, this conflux of almost senseless desire, 

there is simultaneously a contradictory flurry of activity and directionality 

around the newspaper, and it is indeed the newspapers that shape the lives and 

destinies of the characters in the novel. The "newspaper man" to whom James 

makes reference is clearly the deus ex machina character of Mr. Pardon, 

described as having "an air of juvenility much at variance with his grizzled 

locks, and the free familiar reference in which he was apt to indulge to his 

career as a journalist [ ... J he was largely what they called a live man: his 

appearance was perfectly reconcilable with a large degree of literary 

enterprise.,,15 Mr. Pardon's attraction to Verena is indistinguishable from his 

15 James, The Bostonians 915. 
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attraction to a good "story"; it is Mr. Pardon who orchestrates Verena' s 

introduction into the suffragists' "set": 

"Well, after that, you must let me introduce Miss Tarrant; she's 
perfectly dying to know you, Mrs. Farrinder." These words 
emanated from one of the gentlemen, the young man with 
white hair, who had been mentioned to Ransom by Doctor 
Prance as a celebrated magazinist ... He stood there with 
folded arms, looking down at his work, the conjunction of the 
two ladies, with a smile, and Basil Ransom, remembering what 
Miss Prance had told him, and enlightened by his observation 
in New York of some of the sources from which newspapers 
are fed, was immediately touched by the conviction that he 
perceived in it the material of a paragraph. 16 

Pardon orchestrates the news he writes, turns real lives into print circulation. 

He is in many ways alarmingly "energetic," particularly alongside Verena's 

weakness, Olive's stiffness, and Ransom's laconic "Southernism." Though 

never a particularly central character, Pardon nonetheless appears and 

reappears at the critical moments in the novel's emotional and narrative 

development; for example, Pardon plays a key role in Verena's first 

performance as well as in her final "non-performance." His character 

disappears for pages at a time, but nonetheless reappears with a regularity and 

a certainty that communicate the inevitability of his perseverance, his 

influence, and his success. Pardon, however sympathetically or 

unsympathetically he is represented, in many ways represents a distinct and 

certain social future. But more importantly, Pardon directs the narrati ve of the 

novel itself, and dictates the turnings of its plot; it is significant that the 

16 James, The Bostonians 8.+7-8. 
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character of a newspaper man, rather than the character of a prornisin£ voun£ 
~ - ~ 

writer or novelist, propels the development of the novelistic narrative. 

In the character of Pardon, James also creates an ideological platfonn 

from which to declaim his condemnatory ideas on the association between 

press and women. Pardon associates the vulgarity of the press with the 

female, and in doing so heightens the sexualized, aesthetically problematic 

salience of the press. He expresses an anxiety at a further "vulgarization" of 

an already vulgar form, and here female print is distinctly depicted as 

engendering a double VUlgarity. Most importantly. the infiltration of the 

female is at once political threat and sensual incarnation: 

He remarked, however, that a correspondent suffered a good 
deal today from the competition of the "lady-writers"; the sort 
of article they produced was sometimes more acceptable to the 
papers. He supposed she would be glad to hear that - he knew 
she was so interested in woman's having a free field. They 
certainly made lovely correspondents; they picked up 
something bright before you could tum round; there wasn't 
much you could keep away from them; you had to be lively if 
you wanted to get there first. Of course, they were naturally 
more chatty; and that was the style of literature that seemed to 
take most today; only they didn't write much but what ladies 
would want to read. Of course, he knew there were millions of 
lady-readers, but he intimated that he didn't address himself 
exclusively to the gynecaeum; he tried to put in something that 
would interest all parties. If you read a lady's letter you knew 
pretty well in advance what you would find.l7 

Women spill into print, not only as subject-matter but also as writers: Verena 

herself writes and publishes more than Basil does in the course of the novel. 

Words flow from the female pen, and linked to this flow is the influx of 

17 James, The Bostonians 917. 
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ill uence and power. In a sense, Pardon's fears are only legible with an 

understanding of James's own paranoid fears regarding the association 

between the female and popular print, and the degree to which that anxiety is 

sexualized. But even in Pardon's words alone, there is a sense of the degree 

to which women abound as consumers C'only they didn't write much but what 

ladies would want to read. Of course he knew there were millions of lad\-

readers") and the threats of that rapacious consumption. Here, in the form of a 

mild caricature of Pardon, the views James would come to express nearly 

fifteen years later in "The Future of the Novel," are explicitly - and this time 

without the distance of irony - expressed. 

The epitome of the vulgar is the feminine. and it is through the 

political assembly with the female that vulgarity acquires its most explicit 

power. This association is crucial to the logic of the novel; James associates 

print vulgarity with the female cause, then subsequently promotes Verena as 

the figurehead of this political cause and agitation; she is "lifted up, to all the 

vulgar multitude, as the queen of the occasion. ,,19 That association also 

heightens the sexualization of print culture. Verena's mindless sexuality thus 

comes to act as a metaphor for the sensuality of print and the consumption it 

18 On one of the few occasions where female press and language is curbed, it is not because 
the female voice has been silenced, but rather because the domineering Mrs. Farrinder has 
chosen to "stay her pen": "There had been considerable question of [~1rs. FarrinderJ writing a 
letter to the New York Tribune, the effect of which should be to launch \liss Tarrant into 
renown; but this beneficent epistle never appeared, and now Olive saw that there was no fa\(lr 
to come from the prophetess of Roxbury. There had been primnesses, pruderies. s~all 
reserves, which ended by staying her pen." (James, The Bostonians 952) \1rs. Fam~der: who 
remains strikingly reticent (for example, the narrative leaves \1iss Bi~dseye's ~athenngJu~t as 
Mrs. Farrinder is to give her speech) throughout the text, mIght be SaId to act III cnunterpOlnt 

to Verena' s unstoppable linguistic flows. 
19 James, The Bostonian.\ 1020. 
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encourages; out of that vital association, the narrative of the novel takes on a 

more allegorical and self-referential significance. The consequent emergence 

of Basil Ransom as the male (and Olive Chancellor as the masculine) aesthete 

representative of the aesthetic of the novel thus permits the novel's lme 

narrative to signify a greater set of social and cultural issues, even as it 

maintains the intimacy of the individual case. 

(The Trope of Love - the Jamesian Love Triangle) 

If James is at pains to depict the minutiae of the vulgar world of print, then it 

is at least partially to communicate the function of its appeal as much as its 

repulsion. Into his depiction of print and the flow of language, James injects 

his sense of the sexual underscoring of this vulgarity. It is there in Selah 

Tarrant's gratuitous sensuality, in the feminine nature of the print world herein 

depicted, and most of all in Verena Tarrant's own soft sensuality. 

The narrative threatens to become overwhelmed by that sensuality, and 

in a sense the trope of love that formally organizes the text is a response to the 

messy, sexual flows of print culture. In response to Verena's sensuality (and 

the sexuality of print it represents) the text falls back upon the familiar tropes 

of the love narrative, pulling the bent of the story back into well charted 

formal and literary territories. The love trope becomes an aesthetic defense 

against vulgarity, and a form of controlling it. Basil Ransom comes to control 

Verena's vulgarity by using the formalities and rituals of the narratin? of love. 

On one level, The Bostonians is the simple story of lm'e conquering vulgarity. 
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and the corresponding ascendancy of the aesthetic; aesthete Basil Ransom 

woos, wins and refonns vulgar Verena Tarrant. The trope of the lm"e story 

controls the more uncontrolled impulses of the text (Basil ultimately silences 

Verena completely, and forces her to retreat and return to the space of the 

domestic), and simultaneously posits the narrative triumph of the aesthetic. 

It would be, except that James is too subtle and inquisitive a writer to 

slip into the inanities of trope, and the fonn of James's fiction is far too 

sophisticated to allow the straightforward implementation of the love 

narrative. James is more interested in observing the failures of the love 

narrative to control the sexual inclination of the vulgar; more specifically. he 

is interested in observing those spaces the traditional love narrative is not able 

to shelter. If the obvious love story of The Bostonians is the resolution of the 

initially antagonistic relationship between Basil and Verena, then the real love 

story of The Bostonians is the covert, homosexual one taking place between 

feminist Olive Chancellor and Verena. James sets up the love story between 

Basil and Verena, only to reveal that the enduring attraction is between the 

two women. By coupling these two parallel love stories, James makes several 

statements: the crude simplicity of the traditional love story, itself ultimately 

lapsing into a kind of vulgarity, and the failures of the love narrati ve to 

contain the homosexual attraction between Verena and Olive. In both case,>, 

there is a sensible failure of the love narrative to neutralize the nature of the 

vulgar, and, even more acutely, the nature of the sexual. 
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This is the real basis of the novel's form: the interplay between these 

two romances, and their joint failure. The novel's form is based on the 

pathologies of comparison, on the ricochet between the covert attachment of 

Olive and Verena (at one point Verena is described as Olive's "precious 

inmate,,20) and the open, traditional courtship between Basil and Verena. It is 

the comparison between the simplicity of the traditional and the complexities 

of the repressed and the diseased. A ppropriatel y, the nove I' s love narrati ve 

oscillates between the two relationships, tracing the fall of one and the rise of 

the other. 

The codependent interplay of these dual love stories, the one licit and 

the other illicit, is central to structuring the novel. Basil and Olive each 

provide the necessary blockages to each others' romance, in this way 

sustaining and propelling the plot forward, in this way organizing the structure 

of the novel. In a sense too, the simplest and most familiar of tropes emerges: 

that of the love triangle between Basil, Olive and Verena. James's brilliance 

as a formalist lies in his capacity to sustain trope, even as he undermines it -

in his ability to create texts that can contain mUltiplicity. Ultimately, 

regardless of their various commonalities and differences, both these love 

stories are about the aesthetic response to vulgarity, and it is that commonality 

that binds them, and the novel's form, together. 

Strikingly, both Basil and Olive fall in love with Verena at the same 

instant; however, it is Olive who more immediately establishes a relationship 

with the girL in part because of the freedom of intimacy permitted between 

20 James, The Bostonians 965. 
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two women. Basil then is ostensibly removed from the novel's settin2:. onl\" 
~ -

(through a variety of plot contrivances) to return at various points to woo 

Verena. Basil's reappearances upset the more established relationship 

between Verena and Olive, and in their very traditional nature (Basil imites 

Verena for walks in the park, visits her family home, etc) upset the more 

idiosyncratic nature of Olive's obsession with Verena. Ultimately, of course. 

Basil persists to the point of winning Verena into the firmament of traditional 

matrimony. In this regard, the coupling of Verena and Basil is the enduring 

story of the novel, the normative resolution to the perversity of the 

homosexual love triangle. 

In reality, the relationship between Olive and Verena dominates the 

novel completely, and develops an ideological and emotional complexity 

entirely lacking in Basil's relationship to Verena. If the courtship between 

Basil and Verena represents a kind of classical form of literary narrative. then 

the relationship between Olive and Verena, in its compulsive. diseased form, 

represents the formal instabilities of the sexualized relationship between the 

vulgar and the aesthete. And in its volatility, it captures and reflects lames's 

own troubled relationship to vulgarity, and his awareness of the ways in which 

vulgarity disrupts narrative form. 

The real crisis between the aesthete and the vulgar takes place in the 

interstices of the conflict and the attraction between Olive and Verena. Olive 

is gripped by a pathological attraction to Verena; she declares, "Of course I 
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like you too much! When I like, I like too much."21 Oli\e pulls Verena into 

an increasingly claustrophobic friendship, one that is rocked by the frustrated 

reproduction of the romantic narrative, and the longing for the intimacy of 

sexual union: "Olive wished more and more to extract some definite pledge 

from her; she could hardly say what it had best be as yet; she only felt that it 

must be something that would have an absolute sanctity for Verena and would 

bind them together for life. ,,22 Later she declares, "together, in short, they 

would be complete, they would have everything.,,23 Olive's love for Verena 

functions on (at least) three separate levels, each peeling back to reveal a 

further illicit desire. On one level she is wracked and preoccupied with the 

formal constraints of her friendship with Verena. But below that seeming 

friendship, Olive constantly attempts to reproduce the rituals and fonnalities 

of romantic courtship (Olive is constantly demanding pledges of loyalty and 

constancy from Verena). And finally, even that tragic pastiche of romance is 

only a cover for the sexual desire she attempts to dispel. 

It is in fact Olive Chancellor rather than Basil Ransom who is the 

central, masculine aesthete in the novel. Olive is more male than female. In 

reference to Olive's sex, Basil Ransom wonders, "what sex was it, great 

heaven?,,2-1 Of all the male and masculine characters in the noveL including 

Basil, Selah Tarrant, Mr. Burrage, and Mr. Pardon, Olive comes closest to the 

ideal of the male aesthete in terms of her acute aesthetic sensitivity, her 

21 James, The Bostonians 874. 
22 James, The Bostonians 904. 
23 James, The Bostonians 947. 
24 James, The Bostonians 1108. 
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passion, her fierce individualism and the strength of her will. As Anthony 

Scott notes, "Olive, through her possession of Verena and her rivalry with 

Ransom, must be, in some sense, a man. ,,25 When she takes to the podium at 

the end of the novel, there is the sense that her ardent attempts to control 

language justifies her speech: "quick, complete, tremendous silence [ ... J had 

greeted Olive Chancellor's rush to the front. Every sound instantly dropped. 

the hush was respectful, the great public waited. ,,26 As The Bostonians draws 

to a close, the acutely feminine Verena Tarrant is silenced, while the 

masculinized aesthete Olive in a sense regains the territory of the aesthetic 

haphazardly and prematurely ceded to Verena. Olive's first public speech is 

met with a respect that is indeed "complete, tremendous," in contrast to the 

derision and disbelief that Verena faces for much of her career. Where 

Verena whips the crowd to a frenzy, Olive silences the vulgar crowd, 

transforming it into "the great public." And by this great public Olive 

Chancellor is met, in fact, more like a man than a woman. 

Olive Chancellor is animated by a paranoid dislike of the vulgar: 

"Olive Chancellor despised vulgarity. and had a scent for it [ ... J there were 

times, indeed, when everyone seemed to have iC27
: she is the prototypically 

solitary aesthete, surrounded by a multitude of (apparent) vulgarians. Olive is 

what James imagines a female aesthete would be: sensitive to a fault, Olive 

Chancellor is an openly neurotic, near hysteric of a woman characterized by a 

not particularly latent lesbianism. It is this relatively heavy-handed depiction 

25 Scott 60. 
26 James, The Bostonians L~18. 
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of the feminist character (at the time, the highly satiric novel was much 

criticized as being little more than caricature, particularly by the feminist press 

of the late nineteenth century) that makes The Bostonians a probably complex 

love story. Within the context of the social realist novel, the jealously 

guarded closeness between Olive and Verena is socially permissible because 

they are both female "agitators"; on the level of the novel's aesthetic 

ambitions, the plot device of homosexuality allows James to trace more 

intimately - while remaining very much within the genre regulations of a 

novel of manners - the various pathologies of the love and courtship bet\\'een 

an aesthete and a vulgar subject. 

If Olive is the aesthete, then Verena is clearly the vulgar object of 

adoration. Olive's guilt and sexual repression are crucial to the agonizingly 

detailed portrait of Verena's forbidden appeal, to the sensuality that attributes 

itself to her every gesture, and to the narrative's acute understanding of the 

sexuality of vUlgarity's appeal. The novel offers a particularly strong portrait 

of vulgarity precisely because the vulgar is here an object of a doubly illicit 

desire - a desire that is not only sexual, but also homosexual. The word 

"vulgar" is repeatedly employed by James in order to characterize Verena: 

"With her bright, vulgar clothes, her salient appearance. she might have been 

a rope-dancer or a fortune-teller." 28 Verena's being clearly flits across the 

surface of things, literally and metaphorically. She is in constant movement 

and resides within a flurry of activity; this trait is used to introduce her 

27 James. The Bostonians 904. 
c~ James. The Bostonians 873. 
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character: "She was talking with some ladies at the other end of the room; and 

she had a large red fan, which she kept constantly in movement. She was not 

a quiet girl; she fidgeted, was restless, while she talked, and had the air of a 

person who, whatever she might be doing, would wish to be doing something 

else. ,,29 Verena's nature is incapable of retaining the imprint of social 

manner; it is incapable of learning the patient rituals of social code. She is 

throughout infused with the restless uncontainability of the natural. 

Verena is incorrigibly superficial, and her vulgarity is in fact a 

combination of her indiscriminating coarseness mixed in with her good-

natured compliance and her gentle simplicity; the incurable vulgarity of her 

taste is tied back to her simple nature. 30 Verena lacks the developed self-

consciousness that is necessary to the production of will, and she is 

appealingly malleable precisely out of her essential vulgarity: "She was too 

rancourless, too detached from conventional standards, too free from private 

self-reference. It was not too much to say of her that she forgave injuries. 

since she was not conscious of them.,,31 But not coincidentally, that lack of 

consciousness and directed will makes Verena quite literally embody James's 

perception of the formless novel; his description of the "naIve" novel almost 

reads as a description of Verena herself: "It had no air of having [ ... ] a 

conviction, a consciousness of itself behind it - of being the expression of an 

29 James, The Bostonians 841. . 
30 Of Verena, James succinctly declares: "Her ideas of enjoyment were \ery SImple: she 
enjoyed putting on her new hat, with its redundancy of a feather, and twenty cents appeared to 

her a very large sum." (J ames. The Bostonians 871). 
31 James, The Bostonians 961. 
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artistic faith, the result of choice and comparison." From the start, then. the 

battle for Verena is akin to the battle for the novel. 

What animates the relationship between Verena and Olive is the 

degree to which Olive is characterized by repression and neurosis, that 

heightened sensitivity giving insight into James's perception of the 

relationship between the aesthetic and the vulgar forces against which it is 

matched. Olive is an exceptionally vivid character out of the extraordinary 

neuroses of her guilt. Olive finds her love for Verena the source of a 

pathological guilt, a form of sensuous indulgence and pleasure that counters 

the Spartan ideologies she imposes upon herself. It is the source of an 

attraction that is subsequently perverted into various pathologies of behavior, 

endless alternations between self-denial and self-indulgence. The muted love 

story between Olive and Verena is a perverted product of Olive's sexual 

repression, her inability to manifest or declare her sexual desire. The first 

words used to describe Olive are: "She was habited in a plain dark dress, 

without any ornaments, and her smooth, colorless hair was confined as 

carefully as that of her sister was encouraged to stray.")~ The confinement of 

her hair (an almost too obvious signifier of sexuality) is significant. as is the 

primacy James places on this trait. Of course, Verena is marked by the 

magnificence of her brightly colored hair ("her tresses seemed to glow with 

the brightness of her nature,,33). 

_'1 James, The Bostonians 809. 
33 James, The Bostonians 854. 
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Olive is, like James, above all concerned with control, and James's 

preoccupation with aesthetic form finds its expression in Olive's own fi xation 

with aesthetic, moral, social, emotional, and above all sexual control. The 

notion of control differentiates the vulgar from the aesthetic, and finds its 

declared extreme in Olive. Olive is the polar opposite of Verena's 

unrestrained sensuality; where Verena seems quite literally to spill over, Olive 

is tightly contained. Unlike Verena, who is able to release instant flows of 

language, Olive is mute: "'I can't talk to those people, 1 can't!' said Olive 

Chancellor, with a face which seemed to plead for a remission of 

responsibility [ ... ] 'Oh dear, no, 1 can't speak; I have none of that sort of 

talent.' ,,3.+ But Olive is not simply mute, and her unwillingness to speak is 

directly affiliated to her repressed sexuality, just as Verena's ease with speech 

is a metaphor for her loose sensuality. 

If James sets for himself the task of reforming the novel, then Olivc 

correspondingly endeavors to reform Verena, and in so doing reform her own 

sexual attraction to the girl. The whole of the action of the novel is directed 

by Olive's attempt to purge Verena of her vulgar, sensual appeal. Verena's 

vulgarity, the way in which her person is sensually uncontained, is both the 

quality that compels Olive toward her, and the characteristic - the fatal stain -

Olive struggles to expunge. The relationship between Olive and Verena is 

excruciatingly claustrophobic, and is marked by Olive's fatal attraction to that 

which she struggles to erase. 

34 James, The Bostonians 833. 
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On the surface, of course, Olive is interested in vulgarity in multiple 

forms, and more particularly in its sociopolitical manifestation. In this WJ\. 

James brilliantly evokes the multifaceted nature of the vulgar, its multiple 

meanings and incarnations, and the constant play that occurs between these 

various meanings, even as he emphasizes the final and essentially sexual 

nature of the vulgar. Thus Olive represses her sexual interest in the vulgar hy 

diffusing it into a more general interest in the social life of the vulgar, in 

vulgarity as a matter of social class. But in either case she seeks to purge and 

aestheticize the vulgar. 

Olive attempts an experimental gentrification of sorts on Verena. and 

struggles to purge Verena of all traces of the vulgarity that is her birthright -

and also the source of her sensual appeal. Of Verena's home. Oli ve observes: 

"But everything was benighted and vulgar~ the place seemed thick with the 

very atmosphere out of which she wished to lift Verena [ ... ] Verena was so 

simple she couldn't see herself.,,35 Olive. when she is not attempting to 

gentrify Verena, attempts to aestheticize her vulgarity on an ideological and 

intellectual level. Her social vulgarity "had the immense merit, for Olive. that 

it appeared to make her belong to the 'people,' threw her into the social dusk 

of that mysterious democracy [ ... ] Miss Tarrant might wear gilt buttons from 

head to foot, her soul could not be vulgar.,,36 Olive attempts to dispel (or 

perhaps simply conceal) her infatuation with the girl into an interest in the 

"social dusk of that mysterious democracy," and rather sentimental I y 

35 James, The Bostonians 922. 
36James, The Bostonians 873-..1-. 
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d ·b th . I "fl 37 escn es e grr as a ower of the Democracy." It is the complexities and 

the hypocrisies of this response that propel Olive through the narrative of the 

novel. Her relentless exertions to purge or aestheticize Verena's social 

vulgarity is in many ways a continual attempt to deny her se:nw/ desire for the 

girl. It is both a struggle for dominion over the girl - an act infused with 

sexuality and sexual possession - and an attempt at desexualizing the vulgar. 

Verena's incurable vulgarity offers a remarkable commentary on 

natural character as opposed to aesthetic character, a distinction that carries 

considerable ramifications with regards to the feminist cause of social and 

class equality. In terms of plot, the whole of the novel witnesses Olive's 

attempts to cultivate Verena towards the feminist cause, only to culminate in 

Verena's final capitulation to her "natural" femininity and domesticity. It also 

traces Verena's eager response to Olive's "unnatural" affections, and her final 

return to the "naturalness" of a heterosexual marriage, a series of tentative 

narrative swerves that at times clearly associates homosexuality with 

aestheticism and heterosexuality with animal brutality and sexuality. In thi s 

sense, the novel seems to trace the inevitable triumph of vulgarity. But in so 

far as Verena is a creature of Olive's making and Olive's desire, it is also a 

commentary on Olive's failure to destroy or quench her sexual desire. As the 

novel hastens towards its end, Olive's increasing sexuality manifests itself in 

her heightened hysteria, and the vulgar perverts the aesthetic into the 

simplicities and crudities of pathology. 

37 James, The Bostonians 903. 
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(Desire and the Rules of Public Consumption) 

Olive attempts to justify her sexual and romantic interest in Verena as one that 

is ideological and sociological. And part of that masquerade involves pushing 

Verena into the sphere of public consumption; Olive grooms Verena for 

public life, and in doing so celebrates the public life of the vulgar, and the role 

of suffragists in the collapse of the boundaries between public and private. 

But she simultaneously renounces the intimacy of her private desire and 

relationship with Verena. The conflicted gesture of pushing Verena into the 

public sphere typifies the neuroses of Olive's desire; it is at once the longing 

to renounce the vulgar object of desire and an attempt to justify that interest in 

the fIrst place. 

The nature of Verena's vulgarity means that she is a remarkably public 

character, and uses language to occupy public spaces in a promiscuous, but 

socially condoned, manner. She represents the uncontained spillages from the 

private into the public, and captures the more general argument over the 

collapse of the private and public spheres. In her public life, then, Verena is 

characterized by the aggressive openness of her person; the perpetual spillage 

of her words is here exaggerated and augmented. Verena is meant for 

publicity, and her person is remarkably responsive to the demands of this 

public; her nature possesses the sunny simplicity that makes her consumable, 

and the loose sensuality of her nature, in the form of her words and physical 

presence, quickly disseminates toward an anonymous, consuming audience. 
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Olive's sister Mrs. Luna observes, "'she is a lady. poor Oliv~. You 

can see that tonight. She is dressed like a book-agent, but she is mor~ 

distinguished than anyone here. Verena, beside her, looks like a walking 

advertisement. ",38 The phrase "walking advertisement" is certainly 

significant. Olive (the "book-agent") creates of Verena Tarrant a public figure 

that is at once a commodity and a figurehead for sensuality. But more 

particularly, Verena's habitual sexuality is, via the channels of consumption, 

sanctioned. The nature of consumption allows Verena's sexuality to divert 

itself into a publicly permissible form. "Walking advertisement" is therdore 

significant not only for the way in which it references consumption and sale, 

but also because of its reference to the channels of consumption. 

Verena emerges as the ultimate commodity - in a moment of 

weakness, Olive herself treats Verena an object of consumption, and literally 

purchases her from the Tarrants - and as such acts as a nodal point for 

numerous libidinal desires. As her public persona grows, she opens her 

person to consumption of all forms. Crucially, though it is Olive who pushes 

her onto the stage of consumption (as opposed to Basil, who longs to retire 

Verena from the public sphere) it is Basil who ultimately consumes her as a 

product. In this way, consumption traces the way in which Olive's illicit 

obsession becomes a wholly acceptable heterosexual passion. Lit~rally, 

Verena's public appearances are the conduit through which Basil woos her. 

and as Verena's public stature increases, Oli \'~ begins to fade into the 

38 James, The Bostonians 1040-1. 
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background. Basil, in contrast, emerges as Verena's chief consumer, and 

vividly imagines her in terms of audience and consumption: 

Her description of the convention put the scene before him 
vividly; he seemed to see the crowded, overheated hall, which 
he was sure was filled with carpet-baggers. to hear flushed 
women with loosened bonnet-strings, forcing thin voices into 
ineffectual shrillness. It made him angry [ ... ] to think of the 
charming creature at his side being mixed up with such 
elements, pushed and elbowed by them, conjoined with them in 
~mulation, i~ unsightly strainings and clappings and shoutings. 
III wordy, wmdy iteration of inanities. Worst of all was the 
idea that she should have expressed such a congregation to 
itself so acceptably, have been acclaimed and by hoarse 
throats, have been lifted up, to all the vulgar multitude, as the 
queen of the occasion.39 

Basil clearly understands the degree to which Verena is thrust into the jaws of 

consumption ("acclaimed by hoarse throats. [and] lifted up to all the vulgar 

multitude") as well as the way in which she is made to signify the ideologies 

and agitations of that movement ("as the queen of the occasion· 04
0). But 

39 James, The Bostonians 1020. 
40 The concern with spectacle is indivisible from the concern with the vulgar occupation of 
public space; not only the public space of lecture halls or "platforms," but also, by 
implication, the space of the street, where women launched their many spectacular "marches" 
and demonstrations. The suffrage movement made possible, within the specific container of 
"the woman's cause," a certain amount of mobility, not only socially but also on the literal 
level of physicality. James is careful to associate social mobility and inversion with physical 
mobility and the female occupation of the street: "If she been alone she would have proceeded 
to her destination by the aid of the street-car; not from economy (for she had the good furtune 
not to be obliged to consult it to that degree), and not from any love of wandering about 
Boston at night (a kind of experience she greatly disliked), but by reason of a theory she 
devotedly nursed, a theory which bade her put off invidious difference and mingle in the 
common life" (James, The Bostonians 821) 

The suffrage movement - which was very much a movement initiated and carried b~ 
middle and upper class women - not only gave way to theories "which bade [ ... ] put off 
invidious difference and mingle in the common life," but also gave way to the social 
phenomenon of women in the streets. With the notable exception of the Abolitionist 
movement, it was perhaps the first time in social history when women - and upper class 
women at that - were placed firmly within the public space of the street. James emphasizes 
both the public and the mobile quality of this occupation ("wandering about Bostlm at night." 
"gone on foot to Boylston Street," and "taken the public conveyance [ ... ] to the Sl)uth End" 
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strikingly, his imagination rapidly sensualizes the nature of this consumption. 

until he imagines Verena at the center of a whirling \'ortex of unrestrained. 

sensual consumption ("flushed women with loosened bonnet-strings", 

"unsightly strainings"). She is offered up to an insatiable public, "the stupid. 

gregarious, gullible public, the enlightened democracy of his native land 

[who] could swallow unlimited draughts, .. -ll and who crucially echo James's 

own description of the reading public as described earlier. Within this alL 

Basil is constantly, compulsively consuming Verena's limpid voice, It is at 

the command of her voice that he envisions the scene. and the \'ision of 

consumption clearly incites Basil' s own desire to possess the girl. Romantic 

courtship takes the form of consumption, and the two together sanction the 

attractions of sexual desire. 

With the continued rise of her public profile. Verena becomes a 

commodity of the street, her sexuality expanding to occupy that public space. 

Verena's image circulates throughout the space of the city; it is literally placed 

in the shop-fronts, in the space of consumerist display: "her portrait in half the 

shop-fronts. her advertisement on all the fences, ,,-\2 This only senes to 

heighten her desirability in the eyes of Basil, and also offers approximate 

metaphors of possession through which Basil is able to express his desire for 

Verena. Here James evinces a concern with the rdation between consumption 

(J ames. The Bostonians 821)). In this manner, the social revolution pr~mised by the \\ om~' s 
cause effected an immediate physical and visual impact upon the consClousne,ss of the public 
furthermore, this impact was of the sort that insinuated itself throughout the Cltysca~e as a 
mobile growth, the sort that took "the public conwyancc" and passed through the CIty "on 
foot." 
-11 James, The Bostonians 1097, 
-12 James. The Bostonians 1189. 
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and the public circulation (within the space of the street and the window 

display) of the vulgar.-l~ 

The distribution of Verena's image sounds strikingly like James's 

detailing of the circulation of the book as commodity, and in many ways acts 

as a metaphor for the both the popular book and the common tastes it gratifies: 

crucially, as Anthony Scott notes, "as a commodity, she (Verena) can have no 

consciousness, ,,-l-l a lack that might seem to apply both to Verena and the 

popular novel. Like the book, her image is not merely the stuff of 

advertisement and display, but is itse(f a commodity, vastly circulated and 

widely available for sale, The photograph represents, of course, the sale and 

possession of Verena herself, and as such acts as a point of particular interest 

to Basil: 

She answered that a photographer had been after her as soon as 
she got back from Europe, and that she had sat for him, and 
that there were certain shops in Boston where her portrait could 
be obtained. She gave him this information very simply, 
without pretence of vagueness of knowledge, spoke of the 
matter rather respectfully, indeed, as if it might be of some 
importance and when he said that he should go and buy one of 
the little pictures as soon as he returned to town, contented 
herself with replying, "Well be sure you pick out a good one~" 
He had not been altogether without a hope that she would offer 

43 James vilifies the influence of vulgarity and commercialism without hesitation, and 
struggles to declare the space of the vulgar distinctly separate from the space of the aesthetic 
of the novel. However, the ethic of consumerism and the aesthetic of advertisement space 
here begins to infiltrate the aesthetic of modernism in the visual arts; in The Painting of 
Modern Life, T.J. Clark writes: "On various occasions, for instance. flatness was imagined tt) 
be some kind of analogue of the 'Popular' [ ... ] it was therefore made as plain, \\wkmanlike. 
and emphatic as the painter could imagine [ ... ] or flatness could signify modernit)'. with the 
surface meant to conjure up the mere two dimensions of posters, labels, fashion prints. and 
photographs." (T.J. Clark, The Painting of Modem Life: Paris in the Art of Manet and HIS 

Followers, Revised edition (1984; London: Thames and Hudson, 1999) 23). i\lodemlty and 
the popular here traverse the same territory, and it is this sort of conflation that fuels James 
anxiety about public commercialized spaces . 
.j.j Scott 62. 
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to give him one, with her name written beneath; but this, 
evidently, had not occurred to her...J.5 

Basil Ransom's response to that conflux of consumption captures the 

aesthete's hesitations around the vulgarity of consumption, but also the 

sexuality embedded in that notion of consumption. On the one hand, Basil is 

preoccupied with severing the cycle of display and consumerism. In this 

particular example, he hopes to acquire a personal image, free - he attempts to 

break the rules of consumption by obtaining a product for nothing. In a later 

passage however, Basil typifies a conflicted relationship with the culture of 

display, a simultaneous desire to rupture that culture and an enjoyment of the 

tantalizing, seductive manner in which the ethics of display whets an appetite 

for consumption: 

He kept talking about the box; he seemed as if he wouldn't let 
go that simile. He said that he had come to look at her through 
the glass sides, and if he wasn't afraid of hurting her he would 
smash them in. He was determined to find the key that would 
open it, if he had to look for it allover the world; it was 
tantalizing only to be able to talk to her through the keyhole . ..J.6 

The association between Verena and commodification becomes a coded, but 

accepted, declaration of sexual tension and desire. Basil clearly appropriates 

the image of the window-display in order to commodify Verena; again there i~ 

the desire to nullify the window-display aesthetic ("he would smash them in .. 

. He was determined to find the key that would open it") and the open 

enjoyment of the desire engendered by the consumerist arrangement Cit was 

tantalizing only to be able to talk to her through the keyhole"). Consumption 

45 James, The Bostonians 1020-1. 
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becomes the acceptable face of desire that can neither be declared nor named. 

and is used in the novel to dispel the tension of unacceptable and unaccepted 

sexuality. Basil woos and wins Verena by riding the channels of 

consumption. of 
7 

(Vulgarity and Linguistic Uncontainment) 

The preoccupation with the image notwithstanding, the anxieties around 

vulgarity and its corresponding sensuality, around the threat that vulgarity 

poses to the aesthete and the aesthetic novel. naturally reach a head in the 

domain of language. That linguistic vulgarity collects around the figure of 

Verena, and forms the basis of her erotic appeal. Verena's voice. with its 

remarkable releases of language, is the primary form of this uncontainment. 

and of course is the characteristic that draws Basil and Olive to her, and 

launches her into the public eye in the first place. As such, it signifies the 

general uncontainment of both her personal character and the buoyant 

vulgarity of the time. 

Verena's voice is unmistakably the aesthetic problem at the center of 

the novel's narrative. It is her voice that releases sexual frenzy amongst the 

characters of the novel: Verena's voice is undifferentiated from the problem 

of sexuality itself. The development of the plot almost entirely hinges on the 

effect of Verena's voice, and the attempts of those around her to control and 

46 James, The Bostonians 1096. 
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temper it. It also signifies a greater set of aesthetic problems. and the 

representation of that sexual vulgarity through language and within the 

boundaries of the literary text is central to James's formal ambitions in this 

particular novel. 

Verena's voice is central to the novel's sexualization of the vulgar, to 

the sensual overflow and expression of desire: 

"Yes, that's the great thing," Selah said; "it's more 
important than attracting a crowd. That's all we shall ask of 
you; let her act out of her nature. Don't all the trouble of 
humanity come from our being pressed back? Don't shut down 
the cover, Miss Chancellor, just let her overflow!" And again 
Tarrant illuminated his inquiry, his metaFhor, by the strange 
and silent lateral movement of his jaws.4 

Initially, it is Selah Tarrant himself, with all his rude sensuality, who holds the 

capacity to "release" these flows: "Doctor Tarrant looked at no one as he 

stroked and soothed his daughter; his eyes wandered round the cornice of the 

room, and he grinned upward, as if at an imaginary gallery. 'Quietly-

quietly,' he murmured from time to time. 'It will come, my good child, it will 

come. Just let it work - just let it gather. ,,,~9 The sexuality of this interaction 

is repeatedly emphasized, and likened to the trespass of rape: 'Tarrants' s 

grotesque manipulations [ ... ] seemed a dishonor to the passi\'e maiden. ",\0 

It is the remarkable power behind these flows that guarantees Verena's 

success. These flows of language also represent a direct assault on the notion 

47 Scott writes "Once Verena enters the market (and, given her father's predilections, she 
seems to have 'been born into it), she must remain in it. Her final removal from circulation 
does not count as an escape, since it has been enabled by the market's law" (Scott 6·h 
48 James, The Bostonians 954-5. 
49 James, The Bostonians 855. 
50 James, The Bostonians 855. 
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of form, restraint, and the novel: Verena's use of language is the stuff of raw 

and uncontained spectacle, unhampered flows of language unrestrained by the 

formal constraints of print. Verena's voice comes out in irrepressible flows: 

she is described as a "young lady from whose lips eloquence flowed in 

streams,,,Sl and she "let[s] it come out just as it would - she didn't pretend to 

have any control. ,,52 In another instance, James writes: "She had fallen into it, 

naturally and gracefully, in the course of talk, and poured out a stream of 

eloquence even more touching. ,,5.'1 The uncontrolled nature of this linguistic 

release is clearly the source of Verena's power as a speaker; it is this 

discharge that makes her performance both so emotionally touching and 

troubling. But it is also the source of innumerable aesthetic disturbances. 

Verena is wholly unaware of the manner in which her words are formed; the 

uncontrolled nature of her voice is in direct opposition to the aesthetic of 

control that Olive and Basil- and James. for that matter - espouse: "The 

voice that spoke from her lips seemed to want to take that form. It didn't 

seem as if it could take any other. She let it come out just as it would - she 

didn't pretend to have any control. ,,)~ Verena literally lacks consciousness in 

her relationship to language; she is placed in a trance, releases the grasp of 

consciousness and spills over with unedited, uncontrolled language. 

51 James, The Bostonians 868. 
52 J ames, The Bostonians 851. 
53 James, The Bostonians 952. 
54 James, The Bostonians 851. 
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In Verena's speeches there is a frank disjunction between matter or 

form, and execution and delivery. The style, content and form themsehe~ are 

identified as being poor: 

It was not what she said; he didn't care for that, he scarcelY 
understood it: he could only see that it was all about the -
gentleness and goodness of women, and how, during the long 
ages of history, they had been trampled under the iron heel of 
man [ ... ] It was full of school-girl phrases, of patches of 
remembered eloquence, of childish lapses of logic, of flights of 
fancy which might indeed have had success at Topeka: but 
Ransom thought that if it had been much worse it would ha\'e 
been quite as good, for the argument the doctrine, has 
absolutely nothing to do with it. 55 

It is in fact not only "the argument, the doctrine" that "has absolutely nothing 

to do with" the effect of Verena's piece. The style and form is immature, 

undeveloped, and illogical: in fact that style is distinctly "feminine" as the 

word might have been defined at the time. It is rather "the grain" of Verena's 

voice, the sexuality of her person, and the persuasive power of the flow of 

words she unleashes, which make her performance effecti\'e. 

(Containing the Vulgar: the Novel and Form) 

Verena's cadences of language are throughout a central motif in the no\'el' s 

love narrative. Both Olive and Basil are obsessed by her \'oice, and fix in 

upon it as a manner in which to control her more o\'t~rarching \ulgarity - her 

social, intellectual, and physical vulgarity. The novel's narrati \'e itself also 

bends around the release and control of Verena's language. If Oli\e and Basil 

55 James, The Bostonians 856. 
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hope to control Verena through her language, then the aesthetic of the novel 

visibly exerts control over the overflow of language through the perverse fate 

of Verena herself. 

J ames calls upon the form of the novel in order to counter the vulgarity 

of Verena's voice and language. This is fundamental to the nature of the 

novel. James's novel itself in essence modulates the effect of Verena's vocal 

flows. The tightly controlled structure, even the degree to which the narrative 

is by and large contained by psychological situations and domestic spaces (of 

Olive's drawing-room, Basil declares "he had never seen an interior that was 

so much an interior,,56) - The Bostonians is neither rambling nor sprawling in 

its narrative and its form, and is careful to guard the distinctions between the 

public and the private that Verena's voice pointedly overrides. 

But the novel also makes more explicit attempts to frame and edit 

Verena's words; for example, the single extended sample of Verena's words is 

followed by the editorial comment: "The historian who has gathered together 

these documents does not deem it necessary to give a larger specimen of 

Verena's eloquence.,,57 Not only does the narrator ironically condone 

"Verena's eloquence," the terse. technical prose counters the broad strokes of 

Verena's own language. Furthermore, the narrati ve draws clear attention to 

the fact that the novel as f01m wields the formidable capacity to edit to cut 

and paste, to choose and to pare down where deemed "necessary." 

56 James. The Bostonians 814. 
57 James. The Bostonians 1048. 
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The text is throughout tempered by this carefully ironic, narrative 

consciousness. And in a sense, the bent of this third person omniscient 

narrative in many ways serves to control the presence of the vulgar within the 

novel's form. While that narrative delves repeatedly into the consciousness of 

the aesthetes Basil and Olive, it virtually disregards that of Verena, saying 

only: "Her ideas of enjoyment were very simple: she enjoyed putting on her 

new hat, with its redundancy of feather, and twenty cents appeared to her a 

very large sum."'iS It is not simply that the vulgar consciousness is ignored. it 

is that it is firmly dismissed. That narrative consciousness filters and edits all 

that is presented in the novel: we see the setting and the action of The 

Bostonians through this consciousness, and through the strategic filtering it 

performs. More, that consciousness flawlessly orchestrates the weaving of the 

various narratives together into a singular form. 

The form of the love narrative is the other device used to control the 

uncontained nature of the vulgar. This is most clear in the relationship 

between Verena and Basil. What is in a sense more interesting is the 

inclusion of the literary, and the concern with controlling language, within this 

narrative of love. It perhaps is thus perfectly logical that Basil, who conflates 

the controlling of Verena and her language with the rituals of courtship, 

should choose the literary as his newfound career direction: "He took copious 

notes and memoranda, and these things sometimes shaped themsel yes in a 

way that might possibly commend them to the editors of periodical. Readers 

perhaps would come, if clients didn't: so he produced. with a great deal of 

58 James. The BOSTOnians 871. 
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labor, half a dozen articles. ,,)'1 Basil himself is depicted as fully capable of 

controlling both his verbal and written language: 'Though he thought the age 

too talkative, as I have hinted, he liked to talk as well as any one' but he could . , 

hold his tongue, if that were more expressive. "f,O Basil of course releases hi s 

words into publishing mechanisms that are the opposite of the popular press 

Verena courts; "the Rational Review was a quarterly." That Basil publishes in 

a quarterly is hardly surprising, and the emphasis on "Rational" hardly seems 

haphazard. 

It is Basil's foray into the literary that seems to attract Verena to him. 

Basil woos Verena with the display of his literary talent and linguistic control, 

and in doing so redirects their relationship into the familiar territory of the 

love narrative; the love narrative overlaps with the aesthetic narrative of 

control, until the two are indistinguishable: 

"They have accepted one of my articles; I think it's the 
best." These were the first words that passed Basil Ransom's 
lips after the pair had withdrawn as far as it was possible to 
withdraw [ ... ] from the house. 

"Oh, is it printed - when does it appear?" Verena asked 
that question instantly; it sprang from her lips in a manner that 
completely belied the air of keeping herself at a distance from 
him which she had worn a few moments before.

61 

Verena is clearly attracted to the control of language, and her attraction to 

Olive is perhaps derived from the same sources as her attraction to Basil. Just 

as Basil is in many ways drawn to Verena because of the challenge her 

59 James, The Bostonians 97'+. 
60 James, The Bostonians 976. 
61 James, The Bostonians 11'+0. 
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uncontainability poses, Verena's attraction to Basil seems to rise out of his 

own skill with language. 

However, if Verena seems unnaturally interested in promoting Basil's 

literary career, Basil in tum seems extraordinarily concerned with silencing 

Verena: "If he should become her husband he should know a way to strike her 

dumb. ,,62 The violence of the sentiment is unmistakable. He later says to her. 

in a remarkable metaphor: 

"You won't sing in the Music Hall, but you will sing to me; 
you will sing to everyone who knows you and approaches you 
[ ... J Your gift is the gift of expression, and there is nothing I 
can do for you that will make you less expressive. It won't 
gush out at a fixed hour and on a fixed day, but it will irrigate, 
it will fertilize, it will brilliantly adorn your conversation. ,,63 

Basil compares Verena's voice to water,64 and describes the cultivation of this 

voice as the transformation from a spectacular natural phenomenon (the 

geyser) to a cultivated, controlled and contained utility. But more 

importantly, he associates that "cultivation" with the formal display of 

matrimonial love and devotion, and as feminine adornment; again, the control 

of language is directed into the language of romantic control. 

This desire to cultivate Verena's voice is of course precisely what 

Olive attempts to accomplish in her endless sessions and tutorials with the 

young girl. Olive is equally concerned with controlling Verena, and as 

previously mentioned, Olive imposes strict form upon Verena's performances 

("in consequence of Olive's influence she had read and studied so much that it 

62 James, The Bostonians 1098. 
63 James, The Bostonians 1161-2. 
64 The reference to water echoes the previously cited quote from Proust" s Swann ',\ War. 
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seemed now as if everything must take form beforehand ... she had made her 

go over every word of her lecture twenty times"A"). Olive also gives meaning 

to Verena's words: "'Well, she makes mine - or the best part of them. She 

tells me what to say - the real things. the strong things. If s Miss Chancellor 

as much as me!' said the singular girl.,,66 

But unlike Basil, who is able to siphon his obsession with controlling 

Verena into the narrative of love and courtship, Olive is left adrift without a 

formal narrative with which to enact that desire for control. Instead, that 

obsession manifests itself in increasingly violent and pathological fonns of 

expression. When Olive imagines Verena's death. there is a certain 

sensational attention to detail that emerges from Olive's hysterical 

neuroticism: "She saw the boat overturned and drifting out to sea, and (after a 

week of nameless horror) the body of an unknown young woman, defaced 

beyond recognition, but with long auburn hair and in a white dress, washed up 

in some far-away cove. An hour before, her mind had rested with a sort of 

relief on the idea that Verena should sink forever beneath the horizon.,,67 This 

violence is very much the violence of possession and jealousy: in other words. 

it is the violence of frustrated control and containment. 

What perhaps finally remains from the novel is the violence that 

underlies the unsuccessful- and even the successful- attempt to rdonn the 

vulgar. The friendship between Olive and Verena is described as diseased: 

"Verena had submitted, she had responded [ ... ] but it had been a kind of 

65 James, The Bostonians 1163--1-. Italics added. 
66 James. The Bostonians 1008. 
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hothouse loyalty, the mere contagion of example, and a sentiment springing 

up from within had easily breathed a chill upon it.,,6x Olive's passion for 

Verena is itself clearly self-destructive: "she gave a cry [ ... ] which 

expressed only a wild personal passion, a desire to take her friend in her arms 

again on any terms, even the most cruel to herself. ,,6<) But if their friendship 

is the stuff of "contagion," then Basil's love for Verena is likened to a "chill." 

The novel ends on a remarkably foreboding note: "he presently discovered 

that, beneath her hood, she was in tears. It is to be feared that with the union, 

so far from brilliant, into which she was about to enter, these were not the last 

she was destined to shed.,,7o 

But of course what James finally describes is the diseased nature of the 

aesthete's love - whether heterosexual or homosexual, sanctioned or illicit _ 

for the vulgar. The Bostonialls is the story of an always already doomed love 

triangle. The pathologies perhaps already inherent to love are, with the 

superadded presence of the vulgar, here lifted to extreme heights. The novel 

spins around the hysterias of jealousy and possession, and the impossibility of 

containing the sexual nature of the vulgar. Verena, out of her good-natured 

vulgarity and impressionability, is unable to keep from loving anyone who 

loves her; she is unable to place a container around her love. In the course of 

the novel she "loves" a remarkable number of people, and in return acts as the 

highly sexualized focus of all the characters of the text. 

67 James, The Bostonians 1182. 
68 James, The Bostonians 1180-I. 
69 James. The Bostonians 1182. 
70 James. The Bostonians 1218-9. 
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Verena's inability to contain her love is precisely the characteri stic in 

Daisy Miller that both repels and fascinates Winterboume C- 'I'm a fearful 

frightful flirt~ Did you ever hear of a nice girl that wasn't'? But I suppose 

you'll tell me now I'm not a nice girl.' He remained grave indeed under the 

shock of her cynical profession. 'You're a very nice girl, but I wish you'd 

flirt with me, and me only,,,71). In both these cases, the desire to contain this 

love - which in many ways implies and signifies sexual promiscuity - leads to 

a remarkable release of violence. In "Daisy Miller. " this violence is by and 

large a violence of manners, though the language used to express that violence 

is notable: "Why it was Mr. Winterbourne! He saw me and cuts me dead!"n 

In The Bostonians, the violence is more literal; Ransom forcibly tears Verena 

away: "Ransom had already, by muscular force, wrenched her away and was 

hurrying her out ... Ransom, as he went, thrust the hood of Verena' s long 

cloak over her head, to conceal her face and her identity." 73 Verena's identi ty 

is thus in many ways obliterated; Daisy of course perishes completely. 

James's fiction in many ways predates the various violences and hysterias that 

would mark American novels in the twentieth century, from the fiction of 

Nabokov through to that of Bret Easton Ellis. 

In James's subtle but troubled depiction of the pathologies encouraged 

by the problem of the vulgar, he captures tendencies that would preoccupy 

fiction for years to come. The containment of the vulgar subject seems to 

predicate its destruction, and the exhaustion of those \vho enter into the battle. 

71 James, "Daisy Miller" 61. 
72 James, "Daisy Miller" 75. 
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But the struggle itself seems as compulsi\'t~. and as ine\'itable. as the love that 

runs through these fictions. Though the remarkable form of James's fiction 

does succeed in containing the vulgar, there are nonetheless intimations of the 

rubble any love for - indeed, any close contact with - the vulgar leaves strewn 

in its wake. If in 1884 James's optimism at the perseverance of the nove I as 

form in the face of vulgar infiltrations seems forced ('"I think, however, that 

this injury is only superficial, and that the superabundance of written fiction 

proves nothing against the principle itself',n), The Bostonians captures some 

of the latent anxieties with regards to the novel and the vulgar, that would 

later openly express themselves in James's later turn of the century literary 

criticism. Those anxieties in turn would influence a whole century of 

novelistic production; in this sense, the anxious, beleaguered shadow of James 

towers over modern American fiction. 

73 James, The Bostonians 1218, 
7-1 Henry James, "The Art of Fiction" 28. 
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Partn 

Chapter 3 
Cinema Culture and the Novel: the American 1950s 

After the invention of moveable type and the 
introduction of vemacular literatures, the 
movies were the most decisive new influence on 
popular attitudes towards literature. 1 

-Daniel Boorstin, The Image 

As long past as 1930, I had a hunch that the 
talkies would make even the best seiling novelist 
as archaic as silent pictures [ ... ] There was a 
rankling indignity, that to me had become 
almost an obsession, in seeing the power (~f the 
written word subordinated to another power, a 
more glittering, {[ grosser pmt'er ... 2 

-F. Scott Fitzgerald 

A tinge of poshlost is often gi\'en by the cinema 
to the novel it distorts and coarsens in its 
crooked glass. 3 

-Vladimir Nabokov, Strong Opinions 

(Social and Cultural Context: America and the Movies) 

Gone With the Wind,4 the 1939 film adaptation of Margaret Mitchell's novel, 

was received with a rapturous reception. The already best selling noyd 

seemed to fulfill its narrative potential when it hit the big screen, and its 

I Boorstin 144. 
2 Quoted in Edward Murray, The Cinematic Imagination (~eW York: Frederick Ungar 
Publishing Co., 1972) 180. 
3 Vladimi; Nabokov, Strong Opinions (1974: New York: Vintage International, 1990) 105. 
4 Gone With The Wind Dir. Victor Fleming. Starring Clark Gable, Viyien Leigh. :YIG\1. 
1939. 
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overture indicates the breadth of America's mid-century preoccupation with 

the movies. 

The new national obsession was both social and cultural concern: 

"Governor E.D. Rivers proclaimed Friday, the day of the premier (of COile 

With the Wind), a public holiday throughout the state; all state buildings were 

closed and the Confederate banner flew from the Capitol masthead beside the 

flag of the United States. Atlanta went the governor two better; Mayor 

Hartsfield declared a three-day festival."') Suddenly, it became clear that the 

movies were much more than mere entertainment. The social and cultural 

role of the movie industry became at once greatly augmented and also more 

defined. Within that celluloid space proclamations of nationalism and social 

government were made, and national dreams of past and future glory were 

declared; the movies were simultaneously a space for nostalgia and a 

container for fantasies of the future. 

With a box-office record that stood for more than twenty years, the 

Cone With the Wind phenomenon epitomized Hollywood's social and 

economic influence. Throughout the thirties the influence of the film industry 

had been exponentially growing: "Movie-going had become ingrained during 

the thirties [ ... ] 85 million people went to the movies every week in 

seventeen thousand theaters located in more than nine thousand cities. towns, 

and villages.,,6 Approximately one third of the total United States population 

5 "Three Years of Hullabaloo," Newsweek 25 December 19.39: 26. Quoted in Grand Dcsi~n 
Hollywood as a Modem Business Enterprise. volume 5 in the History of the American 
Cinema series, ed., Tino Balio (New York: Scribner. 1993) 210 -11. 
6 Balio, 2. 
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of 130 million was attending the movies at least twice a week. Meanwhile. 

movie theaters were crawling over the American urban, suburban, and rural 

landscape; there was one movie theater per 8,000 people, over 17,500 in the 

country as a whole.
7 

The habit and the landscape of everyday American life 

had been changed irrevocably by the advent of the movies. 

The American psyche was preoccupied with "the pictures," and it 

became increasingly difficult for other narrative forms - such as the novel - to 

penetrate that psyche. The movies indicated a paradigmatic shift towards a 

new, aggressively visual culture and imagination that continues to dominate 

American society today. As Jim Cullen writes in Popular Cllltllre in 

Americall HistOl}" "But the real watershed event in the creation of a new 

visual culture was the advent of a new mass medium: film [ ... J became the 

basis for a series of converging technological, commercial, and artistic trends 

that not only remade the map of popular culture but became central to 

American identity as a whole."g The influence of American cinema was 

certainly economic and sociological, but it was perhaps most profound in its 

centrality to American culture and to "the American identity as a whole." 

The movies were the harbinger of a new version of the American identity, and 

implicitly reframed the notion of American democracy. American 

7 Thomas Schatz, Boom and Bust: American Cinema in the 1940s, vol 6 in the History of the 
American Cinema series (1997; Los Angeles: University of Los Angeles Press. 1999) 16. 
Picture-going also thoroughly dominated the leisure economy of the nation. Gone With the 
Wind was averaging $1 million per week; prior to the mass success of the Civil War epic, 
only one film, Snow White and tht' Seven DH'arvt'S. had ever surpassed a total $5 ~llion box 
office. By 1940, the U.S. movie industry was a $2 billion enterprise (Schatz 16) wIth 
developed markets abroad, particularly in the UK and Europe. 
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democracy no longer had to do with the equal distribution of print or tht:' 

diversity of the serial; instead it had to do with the celluloid dreams of 

Hollywood. 

Movies displaced the culture of the book. F. Scott Fitzgerald observed 

what he called the "subordination" of the novel: 

I saw that the novel, which at my maturity was the strongest 
and supplest medium for conveying thought and emotion from 
one human being to another, was becoming subordinate to a 
mechanical and commercial art that, whether in the hands of 
Hollywood merchants or Russian idealists was capable of 
reflecting only the tritest thought, the most obvious emotion. It 
was an art in which words were subordinate to images, where 
personality was worn down to the inevitable low gear of 
collaboration.9 

The movies abruptly ruptured the arc of a culture of reading and leisure that 

had been steadily developing over the previous century in America. This 

dissolution was observable well before the 1930s boom in the film industry; 

James Hart writes, "by 1920 the motion picture had passed from a curiosity 

and a cheap form of entertainment at makeshift theaters to a leading national 

industry [ ... ] the idea of an evening of reading, aloud or singly, began to 

disappear."l0 The nation's time was spent in the movie theaters rather than in 

the company of the book. As a result, the newly minted medium of film 

posed a threat not simply to the literary novel, but to all novels and to fiction 

8 Jim Cullen, Introduction, "American Motion Pictures and the New Popular Culture, 1893-
1918" by Daniel 1. Czitrom in Popular Culture in American History. (Malden, \ 1assachusetts 
and Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 2001)130. 
9 Quoted in Murray 180. . 
10 James Hart, The Popular Book: A History of America's Literary Taste (New York: Oxtord 
University Press, 1950) 228. 
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more generally. If fiction had once held a privileged position in the taste of 

the popular mass, then the advent of cinema radically altered that status. 

Novels had lost their privileged relationship to the popular, and were 

identified as being somehow culturally and socially irrelevant. In his 171e 

Denatured Novel (1956), Albert van Nostrand describes an alarmist anxiety 

around the status and future of the novel in the early part of the century: 

There is a certain significance in the repeated doom-calling by 
which these commentators announce their subject: "Will the 
Novel Disappear?" (North American Re"view, September 1902): 
"Is the Novel Being Superseded?" (Current Literature, 
September 1906); "Does the Present-Day Fiction Make for 
Immorality?" (Current Literature, April 1907); "Is Present
Day Fiction Quite Ephemeral?" (Lippincott's Magazine, March 
1909); "The Passing of the Novel," (Independent. December 
22, 1910); "Are the American Novelists Deteriorating?" 
(Ladies' Home Journal, September 1911). 

It was no passing problem, for apparently the plight 
persists: "The Break -up of the Novel," (Yale Revi c.,r. January 
1923); "The Fate of the Novel," (Living Age. December 12, 
1925); "Are Novels Worth Reading?" (Nation, February 13, 
1935); and "Is the Novel Done ForT' (Harper's, December 
1942). 11 

If Henry James had been anxious about the aesthetic status of the novel, then 

the anxieties of the new century were about the very survival of the novel 

itself, regardless of its popular or literary status. If at the turn of the century 

the greatest threat to the notion of the literary was the ebullience of popular 

fiction, then by the mid century years, it was the movies that were posing 

enormous challenges to the idea of the literary, and to the very culture of 

reading itself. Daniel Boorstin writes: 
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Before very long Americans would come to think of the movie 
version of any novel as the "original." The literary form would 
appeal then only as a second-hand printed account. The 
superior vividness of the motion picture - in sound and 
Technicolor and on the wide screen - made this inevitable. 
One could buy a paper-back version of the original movie of 
Gone with the Wind or War and Peace with cover illustrations 
showing the "real" characters (Clark Gable as Rhett Butler, 
Vivien Leigh as Scarlett O'Hara).12 

As Edward Murray writes in The Cinematic Imagination, "The history of the 

novel after 1922 - the year Ulysses appeared - is to a large extent that of the 

development of a cinematic imagination in novelists and their frequently 

ambivalent attempt to come to grips with the 'liveliest art' of the twentieth 

century." 13 

All novelists were subject to the threats of "the superior vividness of 

the motion picture." Not only that, the nature of the movies meant that all 

fiction, whether aesthetically conscious or not emerged as literary. The 

literary no longer defined itself through aesthetic terms of determination, but 

rather through stark comparison to the extraordinary popularity of the movies. 

Social perception of the dramatic polarization of the relationship between the 

high and low novel diminished. The notion of refining the literary form James 

struggled to establish became strangely irrelevant, when the very notion of the 

literary itself was under threat; Daniel Boorstin writes: "This more vivid, more 

universal medium into which literary form could be translated did much to 

II Albert Van Nostrand, The Denatured Novel (1956; Indianapolis and l'\ew York: Bobbs
Merrill Company, 1960) 27-28. 
12 Boorstin 145. 
13 Murray 5. 
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dissolve the very concept of literary form."l-l. Furthennore, the more 

complicated narrative fonns of the novel (even the popular novel, to say 

nothing of the literary novel) were increasingly out of synch with the tastes of 

the "popular consciousness"; Boorstin writes: "This inevitable tendency to 

view the motion picture as the more authentic inevitably simplified all the 

dramatic forms which now dominated popular consciousness. For, despite its 

more elaborate technical apparatus, the movie tends to be dramatically simpler 

than the novel. ,,15 

Ironically, the new medium of film was successful precisely because it 

mimicked the earlier success of print culture in its integration of American 

ideology in all its contingent parts. Everything about the abstract notion of 

America and the shape of the American dream was integrated, even clarified, 

in the simplistic fables of Hollywood. Hollywood churned out celluloid 

versions of the American dream, and in part the peculiarly American success 

of the movies as a medium had to do with the crossover between Hollywood's 

glitz ridden version of the American dream, and the tenets of democracy itself. 

From the rags to riches bent of its plots, to the dream like metamorphosis of 

the shop girl turned glamorous starlet, the movies emphasized the scope of the 

American dream and the possibilities of a nation whose aristocracy were 

elected by public popularity rather than born. Hollywood bred a strange 

culture where celebrity was synonymous with democracy, and with the 

inventive possibilities of the American dream of self-made success. 

14 Boorstin 1.+). 
15 Boorstin 1'+6. 
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Whereas the nineteenth century American dream of democratic 

opportunity was once linked to notions of hard work and discipline, and to the 

acquisition of information (as typified by the democratic culture of the 

newspapers), Hollywood gave American democracy a makeover, recreated it 

as a narrative of glamour, chance, and the thrills of success and beauty; as 

Claude-Edmonde Magny writes in The Age of the American Novel: The Film 

Aesthetic of Fiction Between the Two Wars: 

Famous actors have arrived (the legend tells us) not because of 
exceptional qualities but thanks to a combination of luck and 
courage possible to anyone. Thus the cinema magnifies -
"glorifies," as they say - the actor or actress and tries to make 
of him an ideal being, an archetype whose life appears enviable 
to every spectator; but at the same time it concretizes this ideal 
and tries to bring it down to the level of the average humanity 
insofar as this is compatible with the star's prestige. 16 

Hollywood became the contemporary carrier of American democracy and the 

modem American identity; it was to Hollywood that new generations would 

tum in order to understand of what parts the American psyche, and the 

American dream, was composed. 

But alongside that more metaphorical democracy, film was also 

remarkably effective in literally giving voice to the ordinary and to the 

socially vulgar. Like the newspaper, but more particularly the serial novel 

before it, cinema touched upon a wider demographic, drawing its audience 

(and in some cases, its inspiration) from immigrants, children, and the 

16 Claude-Edmonde Magny, The Age of the American Novel: The Film Aesthetic o~ Fi~tion 
Between the Two Wars, trans. Eleanor Hochman (New York: Frederick Ungar PublIshmg Co. 
1972) 13. Trans from L 'Age du Roman Americain, (Paris:Editions du Seuil, 1948). 
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working class. With all the complications implied, the moyies became linked 

to the democratic notion of the American masses; in their 1930 book 

Censored: the Private Life of the Movies, Morris Ernst and Pare Lorentz 

declare, "The masses made the movie. It is a nationalism; a sectionalism of 

thought, desire, frustration, written large.,,17 

Alongside the vague notion of the nationalistic. the masses also 

represented a vast audience to be edified and amused. The vast majority of 

film audiences in the early stages of cinema were working class: ""the 1911 

Russell Sage study of New York theaters estimated movie audiences in that 

city to be 72 percent working class. A 1914 study of how one thousand 

working men spent their leisure time concluded that the popularity of moving 

pictures was the one outstanding fact of the survey.,,18 In addition to the 

inclusion of the working class, the movie theatre was also a melting pot for 

various ethnic groups, recent immigrants, children, women, and other socially 

marginalized groups. Richard Maltby writes of "the extent to which the sites 

of entertainment provide opportunities for the heterogeneous mixing of 

classes. ,,19 

Not simply through its status as a communal source of entertainment 

and preoccupation, but also through the very physicality of the movie theatre 

itself, the movies, even more than mass distributed literature, provided a 

common ground for the diverse classes. The theatre became a physical 

17 Cited in Van Nostrand 116. 
18 Daniel J. Czitrom, "American Motion Pictures and the l\i ew Popular Culture. 1893-1918." 
Popular Culture in American History ed. Jim Cullen (Malden. \lassachusetts and Oxford: 
Blackwell Publishers, 2(01) 1-+2. 
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melting pot, with all the volatility implied therein. The critical arguments 

around cinema quickly moved from aesthetic and moral issues, to those 

distinctly having to do with issues of class and race. And for a moment in the 

early parts of the twentieth century, at least, the democracy of this new 

visuality seemed to parallel the late nineteenth century democracy of prose. 

In the case of print and film, these twinned democratic forms, the 

establishment of national methods of distribution was of central importance. 

The national distribution of film solidified the power of Hollywood, its 

perceived relevance, and its open availability, to those inhabiting all reaches 

and stretches of American life. National dissemination made the glamour of 

Hollywood available to all, and made the good life a dream all could 

reference, if not necessarily attain. Like print distribution in the late nineteenth 

century, films soon established an organized method of national distribution. 

By the 1930s and the 1940s, national theater chains were firmly in place.2o 

Production and distribution were seamlessly linked, and seemed to reach 

every comer of America - often without consideration for the distinctions of 

local custom, paralleling the phenomenon occurring in the wake of the 

nationally syndicated newspaper. If in the case of the syndicated newspaper 

all of America was fed the same information, in the case of the movies all of 

America would be fed on the same stories and the same dreams. 

19 Balio -1-1. 

20 "The 1930s and 1940s represent an age of movie-going in America dominated by chains 
organized and controlled by five Hollywood companies" (Douglas Gom~ry., Shared PI~asures: 
A History of Movie Presentation in the United States (London: BFI Publishmg. 1992) ~ 7), 
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The culture of movies also proliferated and employed, amongst others. 

the chains of dissemination established by the very print culture it was 

displacing. But movie culture developed in a manner beyond any organized 

control and extended far beyond the mere conduit of print. If the 

dissemination of print seemed at the tum of the nineteenth century to be the 

most salient form of uncontainment, then in the mid-century American years. 

it was cinema culture that seemed to be proliferating in all directions. cinema 

that acted as the object of anxiety with regard to uncontainment. The 

disseminating force of cinema culture went beyond the national distribution of 

films, and in fact extended far beyond the films themselves. 

Cinema culture came to dominate our culture not only via the already 

powerful medium of the film text itself (which in this comparison could be 

said to function in parallel to the space of the novelistic text), but also as the 

content and the drive behind a whole other set of texts - newspapers. radio, 

magazines and advertisement. (In addition to these texts, cinema culture also 

spawned business in related industries such as fashion or beauty. in 

innovations such as affordable clothing lines reproducing garments worn in 

films, etc.) Like the novel, which occupied the space of newspapers, 

magazines, advertisement, and the book, movies came to imply and indicate a 

whole set of associative narrative spaces. But here the breadth of those 

narratives spaces seemed to proliferate endlessly, and developed apace with 

the rise of the industry: 

122 



a series of glamour pictures sent to all print media, a rumored 
romance with another star already well known to the public [ .. 
. ] publicity finds a primary outlet in syndicated Hollywood 
gossip columns and movie fan magazines. When the actor or 
actress is actually cast in a film, the studio assigns a "unit man" 
to "plant items" about the personality in these places as well as 
national magazines and Sunday newspaper supplements [ ... ] 
also the development of national advertising and the creation of 
stunts and merchandise tie-ins to exploit the picture.21 

This whirl of planted infonnation was even the generator of hard news: "As a 

central social institution, Hollywood ranked as the third-largest source of 

news in the country, surpassed only by Washington and New York."]] These 

secondary texts used a number of media in order to communicate and 

publicize the import of a film~ ultimately, a movie was composed of multiple 

texts, only starting with and stemming from the film itself. This multi-textual 

cinematic narrative was in some sense an entirely new form of connected 

narrative, one that drew from the increasingly exaggerated nature of American 

celebrity and the remarkable persuasion of film as a culture. 

Despite their sprawling, uncontained nature, these multi-textual 

cinematic narratives efficiently pandered to the American longing for dreams 

and fantasy. And as such, they captured the imagination of the American 

people and became their preferred fonn of fiction. What is most persuasive 

about these secondary texts, beyond their rapacious occupation of any and all 

available medium, is their carefully emphasized link to reality - the real life of 

21 Harris, Thomas B., "The Building of Popular Images: Grace Kelly and Marilyn Monroe". 
Studies in Public Communications 1 (1957): 45. Quoted in Richard Dyer. Stars. ~e\\ edition 
with a supplementary chapter and bibliography by Paul McDonald (London: BFI Publishing. 
1998) 12. 
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the star, the movie director, the studio set, the real life affordable dresses 

imitating film costumes worn by film stars. Just as fiction was initially 

printed alongside and undifferentiated from non-fictional items in the columns 

of the newspaper, the culture of the movies blurred the lines between reality 

and fantasy. Strikingly, the literary distinction between fiction and non-fiction 

was declared just as the movies were establishing themselves as the new form 

of fantasy: "In this era people began to speak of non-fiction. The earliest 

recorded usage is about 1910.,,23 As the movies proliferated in ever 

increasing, ever flexible terms, written culture was falling into hard and fast 

categories of definition and distinction. 

This interlinked narrative is all the more striking because there was no 

distinct declaration of authorship. Despite the fact that these various 

narratives were carefully orchestrated, their authorship could only be laid at 

the foot of vague entities known as the studio, or as the public relations 

bureau. Lacking authorship, this narrative also lacked precise narrative order 

and aesthetic deliberation, and seemed only to respond to the blunted logic of 

supply and demand. In fact, this tiered narrative exaggerated all the 

characteristics of the nineteenth century newspaper serial in its "refusal of 

closure, intertwined subplots" and "dependence on profit and 

acknow ledgement of audience response. ,,2,,( 

This kind of narrative insouciantly declared the growing irrele\'ance of 

the author as figure, an absence reflected in the production of the films 

22 Balio 2. 
23 Boorstin 1 +-1-. 

12-1-



themselves. Of this lack of authorship, H.L. Mencken writes: "every movie, 

before it gets to the screen, must be filtered through a dozen intelligences _ 

and many of them are not intelligences at all, but simply vacuums [ ... ] no 

art, however sturdy, could conceivably survive such murderous sabotage.,,2s 

The threat of the movies was not simply a threat to form or aesthetics. but a 

threat that extended to the domain of identity and the aesthetic self: that threat 

was exacerbated by the beleaguering experience that met many of the writers 

that defected to Hollywood to produce film scripts. Movie culture of this 

particular ilk became the multi-headed Hydra against which novelists would 

repeatedly square themselves. 

For these reasons and many more, the aesthetic novel was obliged to 

make some response to this new, mutant and mass proliferation of narrative. 

Hollywood, like popular print before it, held all the allure of democratic 

appeal and social relevance. It was also the space of national identity and 

fantasy, a direct conduit into the national imagination. The movies posed both 

question and threat to the novel. Countless novelists attempted to integrate the 

feel and look of Hollywood into their novels, attempting to fix the haunting 

nature of film. Some of these attempts declared a kind of resignation; 

consider the ideological shift between the vast triumph of Fitzgerald's early 

novel, The Great Gatsby, and the exhausted, depleted ideologies of Tender is 

the Night, a novel written in the style of a Hollywood film treatment. 

24 Hayward 3. 
25 Quoted in Geoffrey Wagner, The Novel and the Cinema (Cranbury. :-\ew Jersey: 
Associated University Presses, 1975) 46. 
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Elsewhere, numerous novels and novelists would tackle the subject of 

Hollywood itself, from Nathanael West and Norman Mailer to 1.D. Salinger. 

(Critical and Literary Context: "A Tinge of Poshlost") 

Assertions of ownership over this new cinematic democracy became 

increasingly salient. As the power of the movies (particularly in relation to 

the so-called "masses") became increasingly evident, the movies became a 

potential source of political and cultural suasion. It was in this way. perhaps, 

that the purported democratic strain of the movies was perverted. The movies 

were thought critical to the socio-political reality of America; in the face of 

the flood of immigration in the 1920s, the movies were posed to act as a 

powerful force of Americanization, as an eradicator of social difference rather 

than a democratic celebration of social diversity and inclusion. 

This quality was often pointed up in defense of the movies as a 

medium and social institution: "The presence of large numbers of 

'undeveloped minds' in the nickelodeons - immigrant and children - evoked 

endless assertions about movies as a potential agent of Americanization and 

moral suasion [ ... ] the image of ignorant immigrants and incorrigible youths 

uplifted by movies was a potent and reassuring one for social workers and 

leaders sympathetic to films. ,,26 The movies were emerging as forms of 

control and censorship, and the movies were increasingly considered in light 

of how they might control and contain, rather than entertain, the masses to 
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which they appealed - whether this was on the level of product placement 

directed consumption, political propaganda or moral conservatism. From the 

films produced during the two world wars to the increased ratio of product 

placement, the movies were becoming an increasingly manipulative form of 

communication. Even the standards of dress and comportment demanded by 

the management of movie palaces effected a kind of disciplining of the 

body.27 

Movies, and the palaces and theatres in which they were played, were 

increasingly contested spaces within the cultural landscape of America, 

functioning much like James's tum of the century notion of the newspaper 

bureaus as "national nerve centers." As public spaces the movie theaters were 

the uncontestable space of the masses; yet their content (as well as the codes 

of behavior enforced therein) was dictated by a financial, moral and artistic 

elite. Indeed, it was during this period that the movies were subject to 

increased control, by bodies such as the Motion Picture Research Council, and 

most particularly the Motion Picture Code; Tino Balio writes: "American film 

became the most controlled entertainment in the country. ,,28 Movies became 

the quiet eye of an increasingly stormy debate on control, and one that, in all 

26 Czitrom 1 +4. 
27 The movie theatres were, in this sense, very rapidly institutionalized. Codes of 
comportment were enforced on the clientele; in this sense. the decorum of the institution 
helped to contain the threat of movie culture. 
28 Balio 4. "During the thirties, motion pictures were subjected to controls from three sources. 
The first was state and municipal censorship boards [ ... ] the second source of control was 
pressure groups. Women's organizations and religious groups, such as the Daughters of the 
American Revolution, the Association of University Women, the National Congress of 
Parents and Teachers, the National Council of Jewish Women, and the Catholic Legion of 
Decency [ ... ] the third form of control, self-regulation, was administered by the Production 
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its implications, became increasingly menacing. With only a small step 

between the "Americanization and moral suasion" cited above to Buro-ess's 
Co 

nightmare of A ClockYvork Orange, it became increasingly obvious that the 

movies' link to immigrant and working class life could easily slide into an 

enforced homogeneity and conservatism - much in the way that syndicated 

newspapers and national distribution led to increasingly homogenized 

newsprint. 

But that increased concern with content control was perhaps only the 

most acute symptom of a more general anxiety around the power of cinema. 

In the nineteenth century, the source of moral and class concerns was the 

novel: "The novel, it was widely said, softens the mind, unfitting it for more 

solid reading and, what was worse, 'pollutes the imaginations.' Does it not, 

one critic asked, give young people 'false ideas of life?' To which another 

could only answer, 'it renders the ordinary affairs of life insipid. ",2') In the 

early part of the twentieth century, that social and cultural anxiety was 

transferred to the movies. Of the movies an educator was moved to declare: 

'There are better ways of stocking the mind than by flashing before the eye a 

kaleidoscopic jumble of unrelated information. There is danger in any form 

of amusement or instruction which merely gluts the mind. ,,)0 From moral 

campaigners and literary intellectuals to educators and politicians, everyone 

seemed preoccupied with the variegated effect of the movies. Moral, social, 

Code Administration, an arm of the industry's trade organization called the Motion Picture 
Producers and Distributors of America (MPPDA)" (Balio 4). 
29 Hart 53. 
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and aesthetic issues crossed paths forcefully within the sphere of this new 

cultural technology. 

A central part of the larger debate on the "problem" of leisure that 

dominated the American 1930s, the movies were often mixed up in larger 

arguments of control and ideology; as Susan Currell notes in 'Slavish 

Pleasures and Mechanical Leisures ': The Problem of Leisure in America 

During the 1930s: 

To many culture critics and intellectuals of the era, mass 
culture and commercial amusements reflected the cultural 
immaturity of the masses, making society prone to either 
fascism or communism. Fears of fascism and mass uprisings 
were also behind anxieties over the proper use of leisure; the 
realm of leisure was seen as the place where mobs could be 
incited to revolt (perhaps by a movie or a radio speech) or 
w here the masses could become dulled into acceptance of 

I· . . 11 tota ltananlsm.-

The anxiety around the movies dovetailed neatly into a larger set of concerns 

regarding the manner of mechanical leisure for the masses, the health and 

moral decay perceived in that leisure, and the delineation of class difference. 

Claims against the movies were intensified by that debate, and 

complaints against the movies more specifically were lodged by pressure 

groups ranging from the National Council of Jewish Women to the Catholic 

Legion of Decency. Tino Balio writes: "At one time or another, church 

leaders charged that the movies were immoral, reactionaries charged that the 

30 Alfred M. Hitchcock, "The Relation of the Picture Play to Literature," The English Journal 
IV (May 1915): 292-298. Cited in Murray 4. The Cinematic Imagination 
31 Susan Currell, "'Slavish Pleasures and Mechanical Leisures': the Problem l)f Leisure in 
America During the 1930s," diss. University of Sussex, 2000, 16. 
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movies advocated Communist causes, diplomats charged that the movies 

portrayed foreigners as villains and courtesans. ,,32 The movies were coming 

under fire from all sides. 

Many of these complaints strongly echoed the social concern around 

the novel in the nineteenth century. In 1933 Henry James Forman published 

Our Movie-Made Children, which Margaret Thorp in America at the Movies 

summarizes as follows: 

The investigators came to such conclusions as that motion 
pictures are a cause of delinquency and crime; that the pictures 
contain too much crime, love, and sex to make a wholesome 
diet for children; that the exhibition of gangster pictures in the 
slum neighborhoods "amounts to the diffusion of poison"; [ ... 
] that movie-going produces "profound mental and 
psychological effects of an emotional disorder. ,,33 

The claims made by Forman echo and exaggerate late nineteenth century 

descriptions of the effects of novel reading on the minds, in particular, of the 

youth population (for example, the earlier cited claims that the novel "pollutes 

the imaginations" and "softens the mind") and the female readership ("Still 

others thought that it (the novel) corrupted wholesome republican virtues. It 

was that to which the serious twenty-year-old John Quincy Adams objected 

when he confided to his diary, 'Nancy is about seventeen ... she has read too 

many novels; her expressions are romantic. ",3-+) 

Most striking though is Forman's unabashed characterization of film 

as disease ("mental and psychological effects of an emotional disorder") and 

32 Balio 4. 
33 Balio 3. 
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contagion ("the diffusion of poison"). Drawing from the 1930s 

preoccupation with health and eugenics,35 Forman's concern is one towards 

illness and contamination, and in its public characterization. is a kind of 

visible extension and exaggeration of the nineteenth century perception of the 

popular novel as corrupting and polluting. In both cases, these similes were 

closely linked to an overriding fear of the sexual, of the unrestrained desire, 

illicit pleasure, and dangerous appetite that movies and the popular novel 

seemed to incite. The uncontrollable and contaminating nature of the appetite 

incited by the movies led one journalist to observe, 'There are many persons 

who have moving picturitis and who visit the theatres day after day. ",(1 A 

1930 report noted the "medical" effects of the movies as follows: "nervous 

disturbances, extending from palpitations of the heart and a hardly perceptible 

state of nervousness to muscle spasms, tremblings and convulsions; alteration 

of character and conduct, excessive emotionalism [ ... ] premature awakening 

of sexual instinct. ,,37 The movies, like the popular novel, were stigmatized as 

disease primarily for the erotic decadence and satisfaction they represented by 

proxy. Most worrying was the effect on young women, who received a 

"premature, un sanctioned and dangerous education in sex, luxury, unrestraint 

and carousel. ,,38 

34 Hart 53. 
35 Currell writes: "In the opinion of many social workers leisure could be deadly if it led to 
depression (economic or psychic), mental illness and anti-social behavior. \1any claimed that 
mental impairment was increasingly undermining the fabric of society because, as one ,repon 
explained, the mechanical leisure of the masses failed to function as a 'nervous release 
leaving one in ten in society eligible for psychopathic institutions." (Currelll..J.). 
36 Moving Picture World, (26 July 1908): 61-2. Cited in Gomery 21. 
37 Currell 132. 
38 James Forman, Our Movie Made Children (New York: Macmillan Company, 1933) 215. 
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The primary site of this supposed decay was the movie theater itself, 

and numerous moral crusaders were fixated on this eroticized public space, 39 

which is perhaps why the notions of controlling the body and behavior of the 

moviegoer became so conscious an issue. Movies would take the physical 

space attributed to theater and mix it with the broad, nation-wide 

dissemination of narrative formerly associated with the novel. And with this 

literal physicality, the threat of this dissemination was both heightened and 

concentrated into notions of acute anxiety. Social anxieties were conflated 

with the space of the sexual as movie theaters became highly contested 

spaces. The physicality of movie-going, the insistent intimacy and contact 

with other people that took place in the space of the movie theater, heightened 

the notions of moral and sexual volatility formerly attributed to the novel: 

Jane Addams observed that "the very darkness of the theater is 
an added attraction to many young people. for whom the space 
is filled with the glamour of love-making." Darkness in the 
nickelodeon reinforced old fears of theaters as havens for 
prostitutes and places where innocent girls could be taken 
advantage of. John Collier asked: "Must moving picture shows 
be given in a dark auditorium, with all the lack of social spirit 
and the tendency to careless conduct which a dark auditorium 
leads to?,,40 

39 The space of the movie theater is also central to the distinction between the movie .going 
and novel reading habits, and adds a marked volatility to the transfer from nowl to cmema. 
The central difference between the desire associated with novel reading and the desires of 
"moving picturitis" declared itself in the varying physicalities of these two acts. Whereas 
reading is - despite the amusingly literal public promiscuity of lending libr~es - ~n 
essentially private act, cinema culture of this time demanded a shared pubhc phySIcal s~ace. 
Movies rendered these narratives of obsession and pleasure explicitly public. in a way tar 
more extreme (and literal) than the way in which the press of the turn of the century conflated 
s?heres of the public and the pri vate. 
4 Czitrom 139. 
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Hysterical as the responses seem, they were a telling observation on the 

sexuality of fIlm as a medium, and of cinema as a social institution. Social 

crusaders lobbied against the social dangers of this sexuality. (The literary 

ranks would similarly shun the powers of that burgeoning sensuality, but in 

more intimate ways. Their response would shadow James's personal rejection 

of the vulgar sexuality of print culture). 

The movies became a source of anxiety for American conservatism in 

all its forms, ranging from social exclusion to xenophobia, precisely because 

of the ease with which the industry threatened to destabilize these declared 

social distinctions. What is perhaps most striking and here most pertinent. is 

the degree to which these various conservative parties appropriated an 

intellectual and aesthetic sense of propriety to justify and motivate their moral 

crusading and conservatism. In 1929 Senator Carl Milliken declared that 

"The folks who represent intelligentsia in the country towns and small cities 

are not yet prepared to view with approval a long series of scenes including 

close-ups which show the heroine clad only in breechclout and brassiere.,,4! 

Similarly, in 1934 New York Times critic Andre Sennwald declared "The 

Legion of Decency has performed a service to filmgoers e\'erywhere [ ... ] 

There has been an obvious improvement in themes and a noticeable 

diminution in the kind of appalling cheapness and unintelligence which 

fIlmgoers deplore without regard to private allegiance of faith or creed. "4~ 

The Legion of Decency is here posited as a sort of moral crusader for a 

41 Carl Milliken, Washington Star. (1 April 1929): n. pag. Cited in Balio -1-5. 
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happily heterogeneous group "without regard to private allegiance of faith or 

creed," and one, furthermore, that combats not simply the morally dubious but 

also the intellectually, even aesthetically Cobvious improvement in themes 

and a noticeable diminution in the kind of appalling cheapness and 

unintelligence") suspicious. 

Moral conservatism clothed itself in the borrowed garb of a purported 

intellectual elite, decrying "unintelligence" as much as it did sensationalism or 

sexuality. Perhaps most striking was the way this gesture both mythologized 

and rendered meaningless the notion of the intellectual; in phrases such as 

"the folks who represent intelligentsia in the country towns and small cities" 

the categorical reality of the term "intellectual" dissolved. In the rush to 

combat the purported vulgarity of the cinematic, various constructs were 

carelessly appropriated, and various real constructs crumbled. But in a sense 

Milliken's comments represent a social reality of the time; anyone who 

opposed the movies was rendered intellectual. If at one time the vulgar 

seemed to take its cues from the elite, here the idea of the "elite" was reduced 

to little more than the negative space of the vulgar's presence. 

Even more particularly, the quest for higher moralism appropriated the 

notion of the literary. Literary quality, like the notion of an intelligentsia was 

swept up into the battles of the Legion of Decency and its sibling institutions: 

An increasing demand for better pictures, crystallized in the 
Legion of Decency movement in 193-L led to the voluntary 
adoption by the industry of higher standards of production and 

-l~ Murray Schumach. The Face on the Cutting Room Floor: The Story of \llwic and 
Television Censorship. (New York: Morrows, 1964.) 88. 
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the resultant successes of a group of literary masterpieces. so
called, made into pictures has been so great that today a larger 
number of the "million dollar" production than ever before are 
built around notable literary successes, either old or new.43 

As in the case with the notion of the intellectual, the defmition of the literarY 

was dramatically blunted. The key to achieving high moral standards became 

the literary, and not only the "literary masterpieces, so-called" but at times 

even the popularly literary, the "notable literary successes" - that is to say, 

precisely that which had at the tum of the century roused such outrage to 

conservative notions of decorum and decency. 

If this filmic appropriation of literature cheered moral campaigners, it 

posed an irreducible threat to the very identity of the literary elite, and the 

social position of the literary. Perhaps the film industry seemed at first to 

appropriate the literary canon, but even during the early decades of the 

twentieth century, the very production of fiction, popular or literary, became 

increasingly tied up with the economic mechanism of the film industry. From 

1930-34, literary adaptations formed "nearly 50 percent of the studio's 

output. ".+.+ Daniel Boorstin writes: "The movies were of course the first of the 

new alternative visual forms for narrative literature which were to come with 

the Graphic Revolution. Motion pictures became commercially important only 

around 1910. By 1917 Publisher's Weekly was writing about "cinema 

novels." In the 1920s studios were paying hundreds of thousands of dollars 

43 "Producers Aim Classics," Motion Picture Herald (15 August 1936): U. Quoted in Balio, 

189. 
44 Balio 99. An additional 14 percent was composed of "unpublished, unproduced. untested 
short stories novels and plays created by Warner's writers." (Balio 99) 
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for film rights to novels."~'i Increasingly, the primary market for the novel 

was not the reader, but the film industry: as Budd Schulberg famously and 

plaintively demanded in his Saturday Review article, "Why Write it When 

You Can't Sell It to the Pictures?,,46 

The producers of consciously literary novels (from Fitzgerald to 

Hemingway, Wilson to Nabokov) were engaged in the same crisis as more 

"popular" writers like Schul berg or Chandler. As the economy of cinema 

grew more and more dominant, writers became mere hired hands; the early 

twentieth-century decision to write for the movies was in some ways akin to 

the nineteenth-century pecuniary decision to write for the newspapers or 

magazines: "During the 1920s the writer became the highest -paid worker in 

the movie industry. Whereas he once earned $5 to $15 for a story idea in 

1906, he could now earn $1,000 to $2,500 a week in salary or $10,000 to 

$25,000, for piecework. Meanwhile the studio profited by his name. But 

most of the contracts worked only in theory. Hiring well-known writers 

continued through the thirties, but authors and producers alike began to 

discover diminishing returns. ,,~7 William Faulkner summarized the material 

seduction of Hollywood as follows: "There's some people who are writers 

who believed they had talent, they believed in the dream of perfection, they 

get offers to go to Hollywood where they can make a lot of money, they begin 

to acquire junk swimming pools and imported cars and they can't quit their 

45 Boorstin 149. 
46 Budd Schulberg, "Why Write it When You Can't Sell it to the Pictures?" Saturday Review. 
(September 3, 1955): 32. 
47 Van Nostrand 108. 
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jobs because they have got to continue to own that swimming pool and the 

imported cars. ,,~x 

These writers were being asked to perform tasks that radically 

diverged from the ambitions of a novel writer: 

Scores of writers have fled from Hollywood and lived 
to tell about it in sour novels or in angry statements which the 
magazines are more than happy to publish. Writers have 
always complained - even Sam Goldwyn's Eminent Authors
that they were hired not to write but to practice some fancied 
verbal speciality, such as plots or gags or dialogues, and to 
collaborate with other writers who were also paid not to write [ 
... ] the bitterest complaint was over the ruining of literary 
property. After the studio improved what he had written the 
author could scarcely recognize the mess.49 

Chief amongst these concerns of authorship was the issue of collaboration. 

Of that compromise, Faulkner writes: "A moving picture is by its nature a 

collaboration, and any collaboration is compromise because that is w hat the 

words means - to give and to take."so Not surprisingly, Nabokov concurs 

with a typically Nabokovian piece of nostalgia-drenched wit: "The verbal part 

of cinema is such a hodgepodge of contributions, beginning with the script 

that it really has no style of its own. On the other hand, the viewer of a silent 

film has the opportunity of adding a good deal of his own inner verbal treasure 

to the silence of the picture."Sl 

48 Murray 165-6. 
49 V an N ostrand 109. 
50 William Faulkner, "The Writer and Motion Pictures," Authors on Film, ed. Harry Geduld 
(Bloomington and London: Indiana University Press, 1972) 198. It is of interest that more 
successful writers of the ilk of Faulkner and Nabokov were more moderate in their critiques 
of film and Hollywood - and also that they were far less likely to take Hollywood as their 

literary subject. . 
Sl Nabokov, Strong Opinions 165. Nabokov in fact would repeatedly declare hiS preference 
for silent films: "I think what I love about the silent film is what comes through the mask of 
the talkies and, "ice versa, talkies are mute in my memory.",Nabokov. Strong Opinions 164). 
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Vladimir Nabokov was amongst the more concise in naming the natur~ 

of the relationship between book and film: "A tinge of posh lost is often given 

by the cinema to the novel it distorts and coarsens in its crooked glass."~2 

Posh lost, the Russian term for a kind of cultural and aesthetic vulgarity and a 

favored word of N abokov' s, summarizes (at least for a novelist such as 

Nabokov) the kind of vulgarization that associates itself with the att~mpted 

transfer from novel to film.53 Nabokov, like many writers, identifies the very 

medium of film itself, apart from its culture, as vulgar. He is interested, in a 

notably detached manner, in the ways in which film as a medium vulgarizes 

the whole of its materiaL literary or not. 

His short story "The Assistant Producer," written in 1943, is 

something of a satire on cinema. Strikingly, it is his first English language 

short story, and perhaps indicates the degree to which he would associate the 

rhythms of the English language with the irrepressible vulgarity of the 

cinematic. The story, entirely non-fictional, is above all concerned with th~ 

way in which movies, and Hollywood, diminish the brightness of reality. But 

more interestingly within this context Hollywood is here presented as the 

direct heir to the legacy of popular press, its narratives specifically likened to 

52 Nabokov, Strong Opinions 105. 
53 But more specifically, if the metaphor of the glass clearly refers to Stendhal's famed 
metaphor for the novel, then the added distinction of its crookedness indicates not simply. the 
inferiority of the film as medium, but also the inevitability of the passage from nov~l to fl~m. 
However crooked or vulgar, it is now film rather than the novel that parades that nurror ot 
reflection before the world. And if Nabokov is surprisingly calm in the face llf this 
paradigmatic shift, then it is surely at least partially due to the unimpeac~ab\e calm of hi~ 
identity as the "haughty mandarin" of high literature, his lack of interest III the culture ot the 
popular and the low. 
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the narrative of "an impossibly trite romantic fiction." Brian Boyd describes 

the story as follows: 

For once he tells a story that really happened, but by presenting 
everything as if on a movie screen he makes the facts appear an 
impossibly trite romantic fiction [ ... ] Nabokov tells the story 
with astonishing speed, color, and precision, rushing from set 
to set - a Ci viI War battlefield, Chaliapin' s dressing room, 
soirees at La Slavska's - even as he piles theme upon theme: 
the singer, the dashing general, the emigre background, the 
Hollywood studio where a movie might be made from the 
story, the cinema where one might watch the movie. The story 
brilliantly inverts life and art: events appear to be purloined 
from movieland, but in fact come straight from life - which 
itself seems to have imitated bad art. Having defined posh lost 
in Nikolai Gogol, Nabokov now shows it in action in "The 
Assistant Producer": the vulgarity of soul of Hollywood art.)4 

"The Assistant Producer" is perhaps unique within Nabokov's body of work. 

While novels such as Laughter in the Dark and Lolita explore the vulgarity of 

the soul lusting for Hollywood, "The Assistant Producer" is a short exercise in 

exposing the vulgarity of the film medium itself. And as such it is 

extraordinarily persuasive. But it also indicates the degree to which cinema's 

manipulation of time distorts and robs reality of all subtlety and humanity. 

Nabokov is constantly concerned with the manipulation of time, but more 

with the recollection and the stretching out of time, rather than the relentless 

hurrying of time. 

In 1937, Edmund Wilson, a longtime friend of Nabokov's, similarly 

expressed his aesthetic complaints against the formal aspects of the film 

medium, writing in the Nett! Republic. But where Nabokov is humorous and 
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detached, Wilson is openly beleaguered and despairing, and the tenor of his 

words indicates the degree to which the medium of cinema provoked both 

outrage and impotent panic in the literary elite: 

In what sense does the United States lead the world in moving 
pictures? We make more of them and are proficient 
mechanically, but [ ... ] with the retrenchments imposed by 
the depression, the whole movie business seemed to harden 
into something immovably banal. The big producers nailed 
down their favorite formulas in all their obviousness, falsity 
and vulgarity, and almost entirely abandoned the attempt to 
make the old stock situations seem lifelike or to point them up 
with scenic distinction. 55 

Like Nabokov, Wilson's criticisms focus on the seemingly cold, mechanical 

(even industrial) nature of film, as opposed to the (purportedly) more 

humanist form of the novel, and seem almost explicitly to make contemporary 

reference to the Frankfurt School's theory, and more particularly Walter 

Benajmin's theory of mechanical reproduction. 

Benjamin identifies film as the most powerful form of mechanical 

reproduction, writing: "Their most powerful agency is film. The social 

significance of film, even - and especially - in its most positive form, is 

inconceivable without its destructive, cathartic side: the liquidation of the 

value of tradition in the cultural heritage. ,,56 Of that "liquidation" he famously 

refers to the deterioration of authenticity, and the attendant concept of "aura": 

54 Brian Boyd, Vladimir Nabokov: The American Years (1991: London: Chatto and Windus, 
1992) 59. 
55 Edmund Wilson, "Its Terrible! It's Ghastly! It Stinks!" New Republic ~21 July 1937): 311. 
56 Walter Benjamin, "The Work of Art in the Age of Its Reproducibility." Selected \\'ritin,,-~. 
Volume 3, 1935-1938, ed. Michael W. Jennings, trans. Edmund Jephcott, Howard Eiland and 
Others (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The Belknap Press of Harvard University. 2002) 10-1.. 
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"The whole sphere of authenticity eludes technological reproduction [ ... 

technological reproduction] touches on a highly sensitive core, more 

vulnerable than that of any natural object. That core is its authenticity [ ... ] 

what withers in the age of the technological reproducibility of the work of art 

is the latter's aura. ,,57 

That theory of diminished aura is also a complaint at the loss of 

subtlety and humanity which applies to Wilson's concern with the film 

industry ("entirely abandoned the attempt to make old stock situations seem 

lifelike) and the rise of "obviousness, falsity and vulgarity." Benjamin writes: 

"it substitutes a mass existence for a unique existence,,,58 observing that "the 

stripping of the veil from the object, the destruction of the aura, is the 

signature of a perception whose 'sense for sameness in the world' has so 

increased that by means of reproduction, it extracts sameness even from what 

• • ,,~t) IS umque .. 

Wilson's critique too has much to do with the loss of individuality. 

But Wilson's critique is here primarily one that functions on the level of a 

formal criticism of narrative, of "favorite formulas" and "old stock situations." 

It is in fact a sort of literary criticism that is appropriated to form a filmic 

critique, a general diatribe on the SUllying of narrative form. It is also a 

tellingly gloomy worldview of increased and inevitable disintegration, 

peopled with phrases such as "retrenchments," "immovably banal," and 

"abandoned. " 

57 Benjamin 103--1-
58 Benjamin 104. 
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What Wilson's words reveaL in a way Nabokov's do not, is the degree 

to which the literary aesthete was undergoing a crisis at the hands of 

Hollywood. J.T. Farrell employs a language that borders on hysteria: "in 

Hollywood the writer who plays the role of the artist, who is ostensibly the 

creator, sells as a commodity his very ability to create [ ... ] so many 

Hollywood writers, once they become inured to their work, reveal a 

retrogression in consciousness. When they write they cannot draw fully on 

their needs and emotions. Most of their writing is reduced to the level of 

literary carpentering. They are fettered. And the fettered consciousness must 

retrogress. This is the real situation. ,,60 Farrell is explicitly describing not only 

the decline of the novel as socially relevant form, but the slow starvation of 

the writer as intellectual and creator, on the level of humanity and intellect: 

"the fettered consciousness must retrogress" and "they cannot draw fully on 

their needs and emotions." For Farrell the influence of cinema reduces the 

humanity of the novelist, the wakefulness and sensitivity of that consciousness 

so systematically emphasized by James. The association with Hollywood 

reduces the writer from artist to mere practitioner of craft ("literary 

carpentering"), an interesting and impassioned distinction that resonates on 

the level of class as much as anything else. Farrell, like his colleagues. 

inhabits a world where the divisions of class and taste are irrevocably 

crumbled. 

59 Benjamin 105. 
60 Geduld 237. 
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With writers engaged in producing work both for the pictures and in 

the fonn of the novel, the influence of cinema inevitably affected the form of 

the novel itself; as van Nostrand despairingly declares, "The American motion 

picture industry, which began in 1896, during the past flfty years has become 

the trade publishers' largest customer. Within this brief period the movies 

have eroded the novel fonn more than anything else in the novel's history.',AI 

The influence of the movies could be felt not only in the demoralization and 

the identity crisis of the writer, but in the output produced by that depression; 

Ernest Hemingway for example repeatedly assured F. Scott Fitzgerald that the 

topic of war was "done" by the movies: "Ernest tried to tell him that he could 

see more war than any front-line soldier by going to the cinema.',A2 

The displacement of the writer's talent, and the crisis of identity this 

provokes, is bitterly captured in J.D. Salinger's 1945 The Catcher ill the Rye. 

Salinger's consciously aesthetic hero repeatedly declares his passionate 

distaste for Hollywood, and associates with it his sensations of helplessness 

and abandonment: 

[D.B.]' s in Hollywood [ ... J He just got a Jaguar [ ... J He's got 
a lot of dough, now. He didn't use to. He used to be just a 
regular writer, when he was home. He wrote this terrific book 
of short stories, The Secret Goldfish, in case you never heard of 
him. The best one in it was "The Secret Goldfish." It was 
about this little kid that wouldn't let anybody look at his 
goldfish because he'd bought it with his own money. It killed 
me. Now he's out in Hollywood, D.B., being a prostitute. If 
there's one thing I hate, it's the movies. Don't even mention 
them to me.63 

61 Van Nostrand 105. 
62 Michael Reynolds, Hemingway: The American Homecoming (Oxford: Blackwell. 1992) 

68. 
63 J.D. Salinger. The Catcher in the Rye (19-1-5: London: Hamish Hamilton. 1951) 5-6. 
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In a similar evocation, the central character of Tennessee Williams's play of 

the same year, The Glass Menagerie, announces: "People go to the movies 

instead of moving! Hollywood characters are supposed to have all the 

adventures for everybody in America, while everybody in America sits in a 

dark room and watches them have them! I'm tired of the movies and I am 

about to move!,,64 The literary figure of this time is as beleaguered, as 

besieged, as James writing at his most pessimistic and dramatic moments. 

It is perhaps worth briefly considering the awkward transition of the 

aesthete from the Wildean dandies of the late Nineteenth century to the 

awkward misfits of Salinger'S fiction. In the interceding half century, the 

aesthete was pulled from crisis to crisis, and finally proclaimed, if not exactly 

dead, then irrelevant. The major events in this crisis in the aesthete are the 

two world wars. Towards the end of his life, prototypical American aesthete 

Henry James capitulated, declaring, in a letter dated 26 October, 1914: 

It's difficult to work in face of the war-monster - that is the 
trouble; he is so much bigger a reality than anything we can pit 
against him. If he ever comes to shrink again: - one can so but 
wonder when - we shall doubtless leap astride of our own 
animals and set our lances in rest, performing in fact feast of 
gallantry beyond any in our record; but he looms too large for 
the moment for most of, or for me, to do more than pretend just 
to keep in the saddle, sitting as tight as ever I can.

65 

More generally, James was falling under criticism for the very aestheticism he 

had struggled to promote; his aesthete was giving way to almost 

stereotypically manly men. Close friend and colleague H.G. Wells 

64 Tennessee Williams, The Glass Menagerie (1945; New York: New Directions, 1970) 76 
Original production 1945. 
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passionately criticized the aesthetic identity and work James represented in 

"Boon, The Mind of the Race, The Wild Asses of the Devil, and The Last 

Trump: Being a First Selection from the Literary Remains of George Boon, 

Appropriate to the Times" (1915), writing: "He has, I am convinced, one of 

the strongest, most abundant minds alive in the whole world, and he has the 

smallest penetration. Indeed, he has no penetration. He is the culmination of 

the Superficial type." And "These people cleared for artistic treatment never 

make lusty love, never go to angry war, never shout at an election or perspire 

at poker; never in any way date [ ... ] And upon the petty residuum of human 

interest left to them they focus minds of a Jamesian caliber. "f,f, In a single 

angry article, Wells dismissed a lifetime's work and philosophy. Wells was 

not only attacking James's fiction, but also his identity as an aesthete, as "the 

culmination of the Superficial type." And in doing so, he was asserting his 

identity as perspiring, lusty shouter. 

The crisis of the aesthete continued on in the next generation of post-

war writers. Following the first world war, F. Scott Fitzgerald famously 

declared "all Gods dead, all wars fought, all faiths in man shaken. "f,7 

Appropriately, it was Fitzgerald who became the temporary torchbearer for 

the cult of aestheticism; James Hart writes "The new generation came into its 

own in 1920 with twenty-four-year old F. Scott Fitzgerald's This Side (~r 

Paradise [ ... ] With an almost desperate eagerness youthful readers wanted 

to be at one with the beautiful and the damned, with all the sad young men of 

65 Henry James, A Life in Letters ed. Philip Horne (London: Penguin, 1999) :'I+-L 
66 James, A Life in Letters 551-2. 
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F. Scott Fitzgerald.,,68 But following close on the heels of Fitzgerald was the 

younger, perhaps more ambitious Ernest Hemingway. With their no\'els The 

Great Gatsby and The Sun Also Rises, Fitzgerald and Hemingway. who "both 

wrote better than they knew, [were] creating the classics of their age. ,.(-,'1 The 

contrast between the two men was to become the defining conflict of that 

literary age. 

The postwar years of American literature were marked by the contrast 

between the two men, both in terms of the prose style and in terms of the 

image and lifestyle they each powerfully embodied. Where Papa Hemingway 

set a new standard of masculinity, Fitzgerald led a famously decadent life. It 

was there even in their contrasting physical appearances. Biographer Michael 

Reynolds describes Hemingway as "six feet tall, broad-shouldered, 

mustached, and handsome, setting his own style ... he was a man on his way 

somewhere else, always. ,,70 Hemingway himself famously described 

Fitzgerald in his memoir A Moveable Feast: "Scott was a man then who 

looked like a boy with a face between handsome and pretty. He had very fair 

wavy hair, a high forehead, excited and friendly eyes and a delicate long 

lipped Irish mouth that, on a girl, would have been the mouth of a beauty. His 

chin was well built and he had good ears and a handsome, almost beautiful, 

67 Hart 227. 
68 Hart 231-2. Even prior to the publication of This Side of Paradise, the cult of the aesthete 
was persisting: "When in 1918 a popular series of reprints was established with the 
appropriate name 'the Modem Library' its first selection was The Picture of Dorian Gray, 
'quite naturally' Malcolm Cowley thought. While plainer Americans were enjoying the 
simple, clean ways of Zane Grey, those who were soon to call themselves 'sophisticated' 
were hankering toward Dorian Gray's aesthetic life" (Hart 230) 
69 Reynolds 17. 
70 Reynolds 2. 
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unmarked nose. This should not have added up to a pretty face. but that came 

from the coloring, the very fair hair and the mouth. The mouth worried you 

until you knew him and then it worried you more." 71 Hemingway describes 

Fitzgerald almost as a parody of the aesthete, from the femininity and non-

utilitarian fairness to the allusion to a decidedly Irish (and Wildean) influence. 

Formally, Hemingway's aggressively masculine prose contrasted the 

consciously aesthetic image and prose of Fitzgerald. More significantly. it 

also consciously departed from the prose style of James; in the early drafts of 

his first major novel, The Sun Also Rises, there were numerous barbs directed 

at James, 

including the part about "special moments" which pointed 
directly at Henry James, who specialized in such exquisite 
moments. Gertrude [Stein], Ezra Pound, and Hadley 
[Hemingway's first wife] kept after him about James, that 
grand master of the American novel. Although he tried, Ernest 
was never converted. James had a few good moments. but he 
was dead and so were his notions about writing. Who could 
sound I ike James after they'd been to the front lines of the 

')72 war. 

Hemingway's complaints strongly echoed those of H.G. Wells, but for some 

time longer the unavoidable shadow of James continued to loom strongly over 

the American writer (his short story "Wine of Wyoming" and "The Right 

Honorable The Strawberries" "were indebted to Henry James:.73 meanwhile, 

over Christmas 1927, his second wife Pauline Pfieffer was reading "aloud 

from Henry James's The Aw/rn:ard Age,,74 while Hemingway struggled with a 

71 Ernest Hemingway, A Moveable Feast (1964; New York: Simon and Schuster, 1996) 131. 

72 Reynolds 17. 
73 Reynolds 197. 
74 Reynolds 160 
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novel he would eventually put aside to write A Farewell to Al1ns). 

Nonetheless, Hemingway was keen to disavow all influences and forge a 

consciously independent style, leading one critic to declare, "A writer named 

Hemingway has arisen, who writes as though he had never read anybody's 

writing, as if he had fashioned the art of writing himself.,,75 

Where Hemingway reduced his prose to an ever-extended minimum, 

Fitzgerald's prose seemed to specialize in Jamesian "exquisite moments," as 

though it were Fitzgerald as well as Gatsby that were "decking it out with 

every bright feather that drifted his way.,,76 Significantly, T.S. Eliot, in a 

letter to Fitzgerald, declared the novel "the first step forward American fiction 

had taken since Henry James.,,77 The delicate aestheticism of Fitzgerald 

crashed against the brute prose of his fellow expatriate and (for a time) close 

friend, Ernest Hemingway, though each held the work of the other in high 

regard. Crucially, Fitzgerald was deeply envious of Hemingway's war 

experience: "He [Hemingway] and Fitzgerald talked frequently about the war. 

Scott, who admired Hemingway's scars and damaged knee, felt he had missed 

the primal experience for his generation. ,,78 Ironically, Fitzgerald was to 

repeatedly encourage the initially reluctant Hemingway to tackle the subject 

of his wartime experience, as he did in his second great novel, A Farev.'ell to 

75 Reynolds 116. 
76 F. Scott Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsby, Three Novels of F. Scott Fitzgerald: The Great 
Gatsby, Tender is the Night, The Last Tycoon (New York: Scribner,1953) 73. 
77 In a letter to Maxwell Perkins, dated 20 February 1926. Fitzgerald writes: "Now 
confidential: T.S. Eliot, for whom you know my profound admiration - I think he's the 
greatest living poet in any language - wrote me he'd read Gatsby three times and thought it 
was the first step forward American fiction had taken since Henry James." (The Letters of F. 
Scott Fitzgerald, ed. Andrew Turnbull (1968; Middlesex and New York: Penguin. 1982. First 
published in the US 1963)). 
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Arms; while Hemingway would go on to produce increasingly skillful novels 

in this vein, including For Whom The Bell Tolls, Fitzgerald would produce 

only a handful of critical failures in the wake of The Great Gatsby all 
. ' 

depicting with less success the glamorous life of dissipation and decadence. 

What is most emotionally cogent about Hemingway's retrospectl\e 

account of his friendship with Fitzgerald is his awareness of the failure 

Fitzgerald made not only of his life, but also of his literary potentiaL Apart 

from its patient humor, Hemingway's account of Fitzgerald is touched with 

the tragic spectacle of wasted talent: 

When I had finished the book I knew that no matter what Scott 
did, nor how he behaved, I must know it was like a sickness 
and be of any help I could to him and try to be a good friend [ . 
. . ] If he could write a book as fine as The Great Gat.liby I was 
sure he could write an even better one. I did not know Zelda 
yet, and so I did not know the terrible odds that were against 
him. But we were to find them out soon enough.79 

Ultimately of course, it is Hemingway rather than Fitzgerald that succeeds in 

forging a model for the modem American aesthetic and Hemingway that 

towers over twentieth century American fiction. Where Fitzgerald produced 

only a handful of masterpieces and one genuinely canonical novel, 

Hemingway's output is littered with now canonical American novels. But 

Hemingway was always to declare that Fitzgerald might have been "the best 

. , h d ,,80 wnter we ve ever a . 

78 Reynolds 68. 
79 Hemingway. A Moveable Feast 152-3. . 
80 Letter to EH-Max Perkins. Oct 11, 1928. Carol Baker, ed. Ernest HemIngway Selected 
Letters (New York: Scribner's. 1981) 289-90. 
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Perhaps not surprisingly, considering the way in which it upset all 

previously acknowledged ideas of aesthetic fonn and style, Hemingway's 

fiction was initially characterized as vulgar. Joseph Wood Krutch, writing in 

The Nation, declared Men Without Women "sordid little catastrophes in the 

lives of very vulgar people,,81 while The Saturday Review ran "a headline 

reading 'Simple Annals of the Callous. ",82 By way of response. Hemingway 

produced the vitriolic "Valentine": 

Sing a song of critics 
pockets full of lye 
four and twenty critics 
hope that you will die [ ... ] 
(All very much alike, weariness too 
great 
sordid small catastrophes, stack the cards on 
fate 
very vulgar people, annals of the callous, 
dope fiends, soldiers, prostitutes 
men without a gallus) 
If you do not like them lads 
one thing you can do 
stick up your asses lads 
My Valentine to yoU.83 

Hemingway was to make a name and a career out of this selfsame vulgarity, 

and more significantly, a school of aesthetic thought. It was perhaps no 

coincidence that Hemingway's "up your asses" to the critics took the 

historically aesthetic fonn of the poem. He aimed to do no less than rewrite 

81 Joseph Wood Krutch, "The End of Art," The Nation 125 (Ncw. 16,1927) )-+8. 

82 Reynolds 152. . 
83 Ernest Hemingway, 88 Poems, ed Nicholas Gerogiannis (New York: HarcourtlBruccoh 

Clark. 1979) 93. 
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and redefine the aesthetic fonns as we recognized them, from the poem and 

the short story through to the novel. 

Fitzgerald perhaps attenuated the tenure of the aesthete of letters. but it 

was [mally Hemingway who irrevocably altered the notion of the aesthete , 

and also the idea of vulgarity in American letters and society. There were 

aspects of both the vulgar and the aesthete in each author. but it was the more 

obviously vulgar aesthetic of Hemingway that was finally to dominate, and 

that finally associated itself with notions of purity as much as vulgarity. 

Hemingway forever muddied the distinction and the separation between 

I · d h' 84 vu ganty an aest etlcs, and much of American fiction, from Bret Easton 

84 The ascendancy of Hemingway over Fitzgerald was ratified by the fiction produced 
following the second world war. In particular, Norman Mailer's The Naked and the Dead 
marked the spirit of a fictional era. Like Hemingway's For Whom The Bell Tolls, "the only 
war novel to stay on the best-seller list for two years" (Hart 270), Mailer's novel was a 
bestseller, and one that declared a newly lucrative literary genre; Van Nostrand, writing in 
1956, declares "For nearly ten years, beginning with the publication of Mailer's noveL the 
new market steadily increased [ ... ] for the past ten or twelve years the normal war novel has 
been the most familiar species of contemporary American fiction." (Van Nostrand 179-182) 

If Hemingway's war novels rewrote the notion of the literary through calculated 
aesthetic contemplation, then Mailer's novel represented a further departure from the classic 
idea of the literary as epitomized by the sentences of James and Fitzgerald. In describing his 
first novel, Mailer declares: "I think it might be interesting to talk about it as a best-seller that 
was the work of an amateur [ ... ] he was passionate about writing, he knew very little about 
the subtler demands of good style, he did not have a great deal of restraint, and he burned with 
excitement as he wrote." (Norman Mailer, Introduction, The Naked and the Dead by Norman 
Mailer. 50th Anniversary Edition (New York: Picador, 2000) n. pag.) In contrast to the 
premeditated style of James, Fitzgerald and Hemingway, Mailer's novel was propelled by 
"vigor" and enthusiasm, by a kind of messy vulgarity of what Mailer calls "best-seller 
writing": "The book was sloppily written in many parts (the words came out too quickly and 
too easily) and there was hardly a noun in any sentence that was not holding hands with the 
nearest and most commonly available adjective - scalding coffee and tremulous fear are the 
sorts of thing you will find throughout. Over-certified adjecti yes are the mark of most best
seller writing. The book also had vigor. That is the felicity of good books by amateurs." 
(Mailer, Introduction to The Naked and the Dead) . Mailer's book is marked by the 
formlessness of the vulgar, but crucially this notion of vigor and vitality is associated with the 
masculine (and this is certainly due to the influence of Hemingway as much as anything else) 
rather than the feminine. If Fitzgerald persisted in depicting vulgarity as in some way 
feminine (vulgarity in The Great Gatsby is epitomized by Myrtle Wilson, who - much like 
"Daisy Miller" - is brutally killed off), writers like Hemingway and Mailer would deliberately 
internalize vulgarity within the masculine identity. 
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Ellis to Philip Roth, would pull the basis of their art from that original 

confusion as rendered by Hemingway. And if Hemingway was to become the 

champion of twentieth century fiction, then it is because his fiction seemed to 

know nothing of doubt or irresolution, and because he seemed to forge a 

fiction confident enough to weather the influences of changing cultural form. 

(The Dissolution of the Love Story: Nathanael West and Norman Mailer) 

It seems crucial that Hemingway's hyper-masculine fiction gained ascendancy 

just as the feminized sexuality of cinema was becoming cultural dominant. 

As early as 1915, Alfred M. Hitchcock - critic rather than the filmmaker-

memorably described the movies by asking, "who is she - the doubly pied 

piper of the new century, this siren with a sore throat.,,85 And indeed, 

amongst this riot of complaint and uncertainty, what few writers seem willing 

to formally acknowledge is the allure of Hollywood, that collected set of 

reasons for which novelists ranging from Nabokov to Hemingway, Faulkner, 

and Fitzgerald, agreed to enter into its employment. Because, even as it 

became increasingly obvious that the creative conditions of Hollywood were 

far from ideal, writers continued to flock towards Hollywood. And what they 

were consuming was more than mere pecuniary income; they, as much as any 

other citizen of America, were consuming the myth of Hollywood. Writers 

Between them, Hemingway and Mailer declared the death of the aesthete, as well as 
the declaration of a new literary aesthetic. 
85 Alfred M. Hitchcock, "The Relation of the Picture Play to Literature," The English Journal 
IV (May 1915): 293. 
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flocked to Hollywood, only to fall into depression, dissolution, and lost 

ambition. Or so, at least, the literary myth ran. 

That confluence of dissolution and depression was crucial to the 

aesthetic of the novels produced during this period. American fiction of this 

period was strongly influenced by the film noir aesthetic of Hollywood films 

(indeed, notable authors such as Faulkner (who worked on the film adaptation 

of Raymond Chandler's novel The Big Sleep) and Raymond Chandler (who 

wrote the script for The Blue Dahlia) were behind the key films of this 

movement). Paul Schrader writes: "as the years went by, Hollywood lighting 

grew darker, characters more corrupt, themes more fatalistic, and the tone 

more helpless. ,,86 The sexual violence, the declaration of murderous 

pathology, the "problem" of female sexuality, the aesthetic use of shadow and 

darkness, all these key characteristics dominated some of the most remarkable 

novels of this period, including Nathanael West's The Day of the Locllst and 

of course, Nabokov's Lolita. 

The idea of film noir was crucial to the sexualized gendering of cinema 

in these novels; if the gendering of cinema was due to very specific social 

realities, then the stylistic manner in which that gendering was treated in these 

novels almost explicitly draws its substance from the aesthetic of film lloi r. In 

this sense, Hollywood became the femme fatale of the mid century American 

literary world, its allure impossible to ignore, its fatality impossible to ward 

off. The novels of this period are explicitly marked by the castrating sexuality 
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of the cinematic Hollywood female. In these novels, a male aesthetic figure 

(either a writer, or a stand-in for a writer) moves to Hollywood only to be 

ruined by a femme fatale Hollywood styled starlet. The female becomes 

symbolic of the supposed decadence and corruption of Hollywood and the 

movies, the sexual temptation and the aesthetic ruin that decadence 

represented. The uber-sexuality of Hollywood - from the burgeoning 

sexuality of its female starlets to the bartering and the trade and the stench of 

money - is what paralyzes and fascinates the main protagonist of the novel. 

It is perhaps no coincidence that the seeming crisis in the aesthete passes hand 

in hand with the rise of cinema culture, and the rise of this hyper sexual 

female consumption. 

But this literary gendering was also indicative of a social reality. and 

more generally Hollywood was already in mUltiple ways gendered female: if 

at the turn of the century women were invested with a political volatility, in 

mid-century cinema, women are clearly invested with a sexual instability and 

explosiveness. The association between Hollywood and female sexuality was 

no mere novelistic liberty; film and cinema were repeatedly linked to both the 

sexual and the female. The sexuality of Hollywood was achieved via the 

status of the (female) star and starlet and via the consumption of the core 

audience of (again female) consumers. At the tum of the century, women 

were volatile out of their volubility, out of their desire to be heard and their 

desire to speak; in the 1950s, women achieve this volatility through their 

86 Paul Schrader, "Notes on Film Noir." Movies and Mass Culture. ed John Belton (London: 
Athlone. 1996) 153. Originally published 1971 as a pamphlet to accompany a short season 
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status as images, and as consumers of images. Thus tum of the century 

women, as is clearly illustrated in James's fiction, are rendered dangerous 

through the promiscuity of the tongue and of language, while women of the 

mid-century are characterized as possessing and being possessed by the loose. 

proffilscuoUS gaze. 

Cinema is linked to the threat of the uncontainable female image 

(again, the influence of film nair can be felt in this characterization), just as 

popular print was associated with the threat of uncontainable language. The 

anxiety that riddles the novels produced during this period is linked to this 

notion of the uncontainable female image, and with the loss of erotic control 

therein implied. However, if this uncontained female sexuality forms the 

subject material for these novels, the selfsame problem of the uncontained 

image simultaneously dislodges the very narratives these novels attempt to 

assert against that uncontained sexuality. The uncontained image escapes 

from the logic and control of literary narrative: the literary is here impotent 

and irrelevant, and the aesthetic narrative falls away as little more than a 

useless contrivance. 

Film creates instant objects of meaningless desire and formless 

narrative, and in doing so recasts the centrality of traditional narrative. Style 

and form are forsaken for the logic of consumption, and narrative is organized 

in order to frame the object of desire. Of the woman's film, popular in the 

1940s, and arguably typifying this consumerist tendency (targeted as they 

were for the female consumer) Mary Ann Doane writes: 

programmed by Schrader for Los Angeles Film Festival. 
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The woman's film as a genre, together with the massive 
extracinematic discursive apparatus, ensure that what the 
woman is sold is a certain image of femininity. There is a 
sense in which the woman's film is not much to look at - the 
non style or zero degree style of the films of the genre has 
frequently been noted. It is as though there were a 
condensation of the eroticism of the image onto the figure of 
the woman - the female star proffered to the female spectator 
for her imitation [ ... ] the process underlines the tautological 
nature of the woman's role as consumer: she is the subject of a 
transaction in which her own commodification is ultimately the 
object.87 

The eroticisation of the star (in essence a libidinal marketing ploy), and the 

desire that concentrates on the cinematic image creates a "nonstyle of zero 

degree of style." Similarly, the relationship between the consumer and the 

star, and the manner in which the female is constant both consumer and object 

of commodification, short-circuits the flow of narrative in the film. 

The looseness of the cinematic image therefore posited a double threat 

to the novel; not only was the medium entirely different - how exactly does a 

novel contain a uncontainable image? - not only did the openly libidinal and 

economic legibility of this image surpass even the underlying sexual and 

monetary nature of the tum of the century popular novel,88 but also the 

narrative veered radically from that of the novel. The narrative was here 

87 Mary Ann Doane, "The Economy of Desire: The Commodity Form in/of the Cinema," 
Movies and Mass Culture ed. John Belton (London: Athlone, 1996) 128. 
88 Certainly the novel itself was always a commercial venture; as Geoffrey Wagner points out: 
"Both the novel and the motion picture grew up as modes of entertainment ... the novel was 
from the start dependent upon receipts and sales" (Geoffrey Wagner, The Novel and the 
Cinema (Cranbury, New Jersey: Associated University Presses, 1975) 25). But mO\ies were 
even more aggressi vely commercial than popular novels: in his 1945 The League of 
Frightened Philistines. James T Farrell writes: "In America a tremendous commercial culture 
has developed as a kind of substitute for a genuinely popular. a genuinely democratic culture . 
. . this culture has become a big business." (Geduld 225.) The modes were an industry was 
the popular nove I never was, as, in fact, narrati ve never before was. 
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organized by "a fixating, obsessive gaze that wanders in and out of the 

narrative and has a more intimate relation with space - the space of rooms and 

of bodies - than with the temporal dimension. "XC} It is the object of desire, 

rather than the storyline itself, that becomes of central importance in these 

films, leading to an inevitable fracturing of narrative. Desire itself interrupts 

rather than propels the narrative, and rarely serves to organize it in any 

traditional sense. Spatial narratives become of central importance, dislodging 

the temporal; rational consistencies in narrative fall away in order to isolate 

those "details that may be entirely peripheral in relation to the narrative .. ,90 

The difficulty of this conflict between the aesthetic novel and the 

cinematic narrative, and the literary and cinematic culture more broadly, can 

be seen in the way the fictional relationship between the aesthete and the 

vulgar underwent a decided shift. While in turn of the century novels such as 

The Rise of Silas Lapham or The Bostonians, the aesthete is a force that. with 

difficulty, overcomes and controls the vulgar love object, in mid century 

novels such as Lolita or Norman Mailer's The Deer Park, the vulgar love 

object is explicitly a force that unknowingly and effortlessly corrupts the 

aesthete, eventually leading the aesthete towards ruin and dissipation. 

The aesthetes in these novels are infinitely beleaguered, and also 

strangely irrelevant. They function at the perimeters of the social life of the 

novels as ghostly figures, removed from relevance and activity - a fate to 

some degree foreshadowed in Basil Ransom's professional failure and social 

89 Doane 130. 
90 Doane 130. 
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remove, and repeated in Humbert's growing social irrelevance. In F. Scott 

Fitzgerald's Hollywood novel, The Last T:vcoon, the (aesthete) narrator 

declares, "At the worst I accepted Hollywood with the resignation of a ghost 

assigned to a haunted house."')] The resignation with which Hollyvv'ood 

predominance is accepted, the motifs of death, and the overt melancholia are 

all characteristics marking the mid-century aesthete. The aesthete becomes 

the marker of a previous generation, a mere generational "ghost" of 

resignation. 

For writers still preoccupied with the idea of the aesthete and a more 

obviously literary prose style - Vladimir Nabokov, but also J.D. Salinger and 

Nathanael West - the aesthete can only ever be Fitzgerald's "ghost assigned to 

a haunted house." Within the context of the love narrative discussed here, 

then, the aesthete is reduced to the status of non-participant - in contrast to the 

macho love stories of Hemingway, with the notable exception perhaps of his 

first novel, The SUlI Also Rises. In a novel such as Lolita or Nathanael West's 

The Day of the Locllst, this is due to the aesthete's inability to engage the 

vulgar subject; ironically but logically, these novels are even more poignantly 

about love and loss than their predecessors. 

Nathanael West's The Day of the LoCllst is explicitly a love story 

taking place between an aesthete and a vulgar subject. The Day (if the Locust 

persists in following certain libidinal and romantic traces: in its sense of 

violence and deliberate tawdriness, it owes a debt to the aesthetic of/11m Iloil". 

91 F. Scott Fitzgerald, The Last Tycoon, Three Novels of F. Scott Fitzgerald: The Great 
Gatsby, Tender is the Night, The Last Tycoon (New York: Scribner,195) 3. 
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But West the novelist is hard at work revealing the rips and tatters, the gaps in 

the love narrative. The novel is many ways still a novel about love. but it is 

also a story about the vulgarity, the guilelessness. of the love narrati ve, 

The Day of the Locust begins by articulating the human need for 

romance, for the trappings and rituals of formalized emotion. It begins by 

positing the artificiality of the love narrative, and the weakness of the human 

dependency on "beauty and romance": "It is hard to laugh at the need for 

beauty and romance, no matter how tasteless, even horrible. the results of that 

need are. But it is easy to sigh. Few things are sadder than the truly 

monstrous.,,92 This statement in a sense encapsulates the whole of the novel. 

as it traces the absurdity of Tod's love for Faye Greener, his futile attempt to 

generate a narrative of romance to patch over what is clearly simply a 

narrative of sexual lust. What emerges is a pastiche of love. a mere 

mechanical response to what is early on articulated as a weakness, "the need 

for beauty and romance." The resultant narrative is, in its sentimentality and 

fractured nature, pure cinema. 

Faye draws Tod into an endless series of narratives of cinematic 

cliche, her vulgarity influencing and corrupting his pursuit of aesthetic 

narratives. The summary of their relationship is absolute cliche, untainted by 

any hint of self-awareness: 

92 Nathanael West, The Day of the Locust, Novels and Other Writings: The Dream "~ife of 
Balso Snell, Miss Lonelyhearts, A Cool Million, The Day of the Locust, Other Wntm~s, 
Letters, Notes and Text Selection by San"an Bercovitch (New York: Library of Amenca. 
1997) 243" The Day of the Locust first published 1939" 
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It was a picture of Faye Greener, a still from a two-reel farce in 
which she had worked as an extra. She had given him the 
photograph willingly enough [ ... ] but she refused his 
friendship, or rather, insisted on keeping it impersonal. She 
had told him why. He had nothing to offer her, neither money 
nor looks, and she could only love a handsome man and would 
only let a wealthy man love her. Tod was a "good-hearted 
man," and she liked "good hearted men," but only as friends. 
She wasn't hard-boiled. It was just that she put love on a 
special plane, where a man without money or looks couldn't 
move.93 

Faye's perception of life and romance is pure naivete, a schoolgirl sense of 

economic propriety. But it is notable that Tod explicitly exists at the 

periphery of Faye's world, apart or below that "special plane" of love, much 

in the way that Humbert does to Lolita; Tod is unable to maintain a tenable 

existence in that world of cinematic cliche and pop cultural reference. 

Whereas the aesthete once functioned above the ever increasing circles of the 

vulgar, the aesthete now lacks relevance or even reference to that vulgarity. 

Faye effortlessly turns out love narratives that reproduce a dazzling 

array of cliches and vulgarities: 

'"You're educated," she said. "Well, I've got some swell 
ideas for pictures. All you got to do is write them up and them 
we'll sell them to the studios [ ... ] A young girl is cruising on 
her father's yacht in the South Seas. She is engaged to marry a 
Russian count, who is tall, thin and old, but with beautiful 
manners. He is on the yacht too, and keeps begging her to 
name the day. But she is spoiled and won't do if' 

[ ... ] He had often seen her like this, but had never 
before understood it. All these little stories, these little 
daydreams of hers, were what gave such extraordinary color 

94 
and mystery to her movements. 

93 West 250. The circulation of picture portraits, both in the courtship of Verena and Basil, 
and Faye and Tod, seems significant. 
9-1 West 293-5. 
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West is primarily producing a narrative about narrative, and one of the great 

perceptions of the novel is the sense that Faye's sexual vulgarity is somehow 

derived, or at the very least associated, with her capacity to generate the 

narrative of cliche (specifically movie cliche). If ever vulgarity and the trope 

of the love narrative were associated, they are in Faye's character. Her 

volubility, her uncontainability, and also her desirability, has to do with the 

way she occupies multiply banal narratives. Her sexuality is in many ways 

siphoned off into ever proliferating narratives, and in this way The Day (d the 

Locust forms a quiet commentary on the nature of narrative as repository for 

the excesses of sexual energy. 

Whereas West's novel turns around the idea itself of the love narrative, 

Mailer's characteristically tough novel, The Deer Park (1957) fails even to 

seriously posit a narrative of love. The novel turns around the fatal 

relationship between film director Charley Eitel and the vulgar object of his 

desire. It is a typically doomed engagement between the aesthete and the 

vulgar; what is most striking about Mailer's story, however. is Eitel's failure 

to engage either in the debauched pleasure of the vulgar or the refined 

attenuation of the aesthete. A remarkably bitter novel, the crux of the story 

lies in Eitel's somnambulistic relationship to his own life: "His life seemed 

stripped of interest. ,,95 Eitel lives at the perimeter of his own life, and is 

characterized by his inability to fully inhabit his own life - whether it is his 

sexual, moral, or professional life. 
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What is perhaps particular to Mailer's novel is the coldness and the 

detachment of the cynicism that accompanies what would otherwise be a 

sensual succumbing to cultural vulgarity. Cinema vulgarity features heayily 

in this coldness, and to this half unenjoyed pleasure: 

He came to remember the unadmitted pleasure of making 
commercial pictures. With them he had done well, for a while 
at least, despite all pretences that he had been disgusted and 
looking back upon such emotions, concealed for so long from 
himself, Eitel felt with dull pain that he should have realized 
that he would never be the artist he had always expected, for if 
there was one quality beyond all others in an artist. it was the 
sense of shame, of sickness, of loathing for any work that was 
not his best.96 

If Eitel is a failed aesthete, then he is also frigid and a cynical one. Of his 

return to commercial pictures, he declares "a little syrup, a little acid, and lots 

of heart. These were the cupcakes which won Hercules awards, and it was 

fine to be working again with cynical speed. ,,97 

The cynicism with which he consumes (and produces) this cultural 

vulgarity infiltrates his ability to enjoy sexual and personal vulgarity: "No 

matter how he might dislike her these days for her sullenness, her vulgarity, 

her love itself, he was always aware that it was his fault .. [but] he had 

wrapped his work about him and it gave the distance he needed, the coldness. 

the lack of shame. ,,98 The novel is not simply about the fall into yulgarity, but 

about the coldness and the lack of pleasure that here characterizes this falL the 

95 Norman Mailer. The Deer Park (1957: London: Andre Deutsch. 1969) 19l. 
96 Mailer, The Deer Park 159. 
97 Mailer. The Deer Park 189. 
98 Mailer, The Deer Park 189-90. 
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absence of engagement or awareness. It is also, of course, about the failure of 

the love narrative; not simply the failure of the narrative to reform the vulgar, 

or to redeem the aesthete, but its failure to even divert the aesthete. The love 

narrative is sheer impossibility here, not simply because of the failure of love, 

but because of the disintegration of the potency not simply of the aesthetic and 

the aesthete, but also - and perhaps much more portentously - of the vulgar. 

Eitel is incapable of being aroused, even by increasingly spectacular and 

titillating displays of vulgarity. 

Novels such as these of West and Mailer are hard at work exposing the 

banality of the love story, its tropes and its inconsistencies. They uncover the 

underlying sexual desire that these love narratives (as penned by James or 

Howells, for example) formerly attempted to dissipate. But these novels also 

lay bare the menace that associates itself with the dependency and recollection 

of these tropes. The Day of the Locust is about the delusive passion of the 

love narrative, while the whole of Lolita turns upon the almost criminal 

malice of this conjuring of love: "You may jeer at me, and threaten to clear 

the court, but until I am gagged and half-throttled, I will shout my poor truth. 

I insist the world know how much I loved my Lolita, this Lolita, pale and 

polluted, and big with another's child, but still gray-ey'ed, still sooty-lashed, 

still auburn and almond, still Carrnencita, still mine. ,,99 

With this exposition there emerges a more overt malaise and 

psychological uncertainty aspect to these narrati ves; this psychological aspect. 

which in tum of the century fiction is marginalized into characters such as 
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James's Olive Chancellor, is here placed at the fore. Psychological instability 

is in fact near impossible to avoid in these narratives. and (as with Olive 

Chancellor) is often invested with an impossible or illicit sexuality. Lolita 

most brilliantly captures this instability, but it is also reflected in the morally 

bankrupt narratives of The Deer Park and The Day of the Locust. That 

instability is visibly siphoned into the obsessive love narrative. 

Unsurprisingly, these are stories of frustrated love. The aesthete has little 

relevance in this world, and as a result, the vulgar object of desire is here 

infinitely more unobtainable than in the tum of the century narrative 

Out of that confluence, the darkness of psychological doubt and 

obsession leads to increasingly violent narratives. Lolita is, after alL a story of 

rape, abuse and murder, in addition to being a monumental pastiche of the 

love story. What makes this nexus of novels of interest is the way they use a 

film noir inspired darkness to make explicit the pathologies that underlie the 

love narrative between the aesthete and the vulgar, the violences and 

violations that rest just underneath the surface of novels like The Bostonians. 

The psychosexual tension that explicates the relationship between the aesthete 

and the vulgar is here made self-evident. as is the thinness of the love 

narrative deployed to conceal that tension. The whole of The Day of the 

Locust is caught up in illustrating the link between vulgarity and violence; if 

The Day of the Locllst is "about" fantasy and desire, then fantasy and desire 

are both incited by the vulgar and the violent. Tod's numerous fantasies are 

constructed around the idea of rape and destruction: "He shouted to her. a 

99 Nabokov. Lolita 261. 
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deep, agonized bellow, like that a hound makes when it strikes a fresh line 

after hours of cold trailing. Already he could feel how it would be when he 

pulled her to the ground. "lOO 

These narratives are extraordinary because of the aesthete's increasing 

irrelevance. Their desperation colors the bent of the narrative. and heightens 

the tragic dimension of the story. Happy endings are rare enough in James's 

fiction, but the sense of foreboding and disaster that lurks at the perimeter of 

James's canon is here openly declared. Moral bankruptcy and a sense of 

growing irrelevance lead to growingly violent increasingly extravagant 

gestures, literary and aesthetic or otherwise. 

100 West 308. 
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Chapter 4 
Vladimir Nabokov's Lolita 

1 Nabokov, Lolita 14. 
2 Nabokov. Lolita 40-1. 

And vulgarity, or at least what a given 
community terms so, does not necessarily 
impair certain mysterious characteristics. the 
fey grace, the elusive, shifty, soul-shattering, 
insidiolls charm that separates the nymphet 
from [ . " her] coevals.} -

-Vladimir Nabokov, Lolita, 

And neither is she the ji'agile child of the 
feminine novel. What drit'es me insane is the 
twofold nature afthis nymphet - of every 
nymphet, perhaps; this mixture in my Lolita (~l 
tender dreamy childishness and a kind of eerie 
nt/garity, stemming from the snub-nosed 
cllteness of ads and maga::.ine pictllres. from the 
blurry pinkness of adolescent maidsen'wlfs in 
the Old Country (smelling of crushed daisies 
and sweat); and from very young harlots 
disguised as children in provincial brothels; and 
then again, all this gets mixed up H'ith the 
exquisite stainless tenderness seeping through 
the musk and the mud, through the dirt and the 
death, oh God, oh God. 2 

-Vladimir N abokov. Lolita 

Nothing is more exhilarating than philistine 
I . 3 

t'U garlty. 
-Vladimir Nabokov. "On a Book 
Entitled Lolita .. 

3 Vladimir Nabokov, "On a Book Entitled Lolita," Novels 1955-1962: Lolita, Pnin, Pale Fire, 
Lolita: A Screenplay. Notes and Textual Advice by Brain Boyd (New York: The Library of 
America, 1996) 296. Afterword dated 1956. 
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Lolita is in all respects a remarkable novel of America. From the totality of 

its depiction of the post war American climate to its uncanny sympathy with 

the rhythms of American culture, Lolita is perhaps the great American novel 

of its decade and period. It is born out of Vladimir Nabokov's extended lm'e 

affair with America; where Henry James was afflicted with the American 

expatriate's Anglophilia, Nabokov was overcome by the Russian expatriate's 

affection for America: "In America I'm happier than in any other country. It 

is in America that I found my best readers, minds that are closest to mine. I 

feel intellectually at home in America.,,4 

Nabokov's relationship to American vulgarity is complex, and 

throughout touched with his tenderness for this "second home in the true sense 

of the word."s He famously declared in the afterword to Lolita, "nothing is 

more exhilarating than philistine vulgarity,,,6 and amongst other things, Lolita 

is an excruciatingly jealous catalogue of America's exuberant vulgarity. It is 

a study of the appeal of the vulgar, and as such is colored with a sense of 

wonder and irreducible attraction, and a parallel sense of estrangement too. 

But apart from that aesthetic bedazzlement, it is also an extended meditation 

on the formal and moral ramifications of vulgarity's fatal attraction. 

Certainly Lolita is an aesthetic novel beyond compare. and in its way 

falls in line with (and renders contemporaneous) the ambitions established by 

a writer such as Henry James. Like James, Nabokov evinced a particular 

relationship with America, characterized both by long familiarity and 

4 Vladimir Nabokov, Strong Opinions (1979; New York: Vintage International, 1990) 10. 
5 Nabokov, Strong Opinions 10 
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unalterable alienation. Like James, Nabokov would repeatedly take as his 

theme the discord between old and new world values. And most obviousl\', 

both James and Nabokov were preoccupied with the (often fatal) attractions of 

the vulgar, with the terminal unrest the vulgar stirs in the aesthete. Lolita, like 

The Bostonians or "Daisy Miller," is a love story tracing the obsessive 

preoccupation with VUlgarity. But Lolita more loudly colors this trajectory as 

one of decline, and where James's novels only hint at decline and decay, 

Lolita erupts into violence and insanity. 

Equally vibrant is the distinction between James's notion of the 

aesthetic novel, and Nabokov' s. By the time Nabokov was writing Lolita, the 

sense of embattlement over the aesthetic of the novel had, in a sense, quite 

died away. That distinction, or evolution, leads to measurable differences in 

the fonnal qualities of each author's work. as well as the evoked emotional 

tenor. If Henry James's fiction is preoccupied with asserting the aesthetic 

possibilities of the novel, then Lolita in some sense understands that aesthetic 

position as a historical given. Nabokov's novel attempts no forceful positing 

of the "great aesthetic narrative"; rather, Lolita is expressly a lewdly 

humorous parody of the aesthetic narrative possible only because the 

existence of the aesthetic novel is already keenly presupposed. The highly 

developed self-consciousness, that sense of play, parody and doubling that 

characterizes the fonn of Nabokov' s fiction is perhaps somewhat lacking in 

James's more controlled irony and exploration of consciousness. But 

6 Vladimir Nabokov, "On a Book Entitled Lolita" 296. 
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crucially, N abokov' s more obvious flexibility of form relies and builds upon 

the Jamesian establishment of the novel as conscious form. 

Nabokov's fiction is the fiction of risk, and the play of risk; if there 

were inevitable limitations inherent to James's preoccupation with 

safeguarding his role as gatekeeper of the high aesthetic, then Nabokov is able 

to risk observing the patterns through which cultural vulgarities infiltrate the 

aesthetic narrative. Despite the fact that its narrative is excruciatingly 

controlled, and exposes itself to the reader filtered through the most exacting 

of aesthetic consciousness, Lolita remains an infinitely porous novel. And if 

this is the case, then it is because the story itself is interested in tracing the 

way in which the vulgarity of popular culture both infiltrates and resuscitates 

the formal aspects of the aesthetic. The notion of the popular - for example, 

in the form of popular print - revitalizing the form of the novel is impossible 

in the society depicted by J ames, but is central to N abokov' s notion of the link 

between culture, society, and fiction. 

The comparatively free promiscuity of Nabokov's fiction is obvious 

even in the nature of the cultural strata it chooses to depict. The Bostonians 

quite deliberately sets out to depict the peculiarities of a particular social 

moment and context, whereas a short story such as "Daisy Miller" explores 

the clash of the old and the new through the specificity of a singular incident. 

But where James refracts larger observations through the minutiae of a 

specific milieu, Nabokov is much more interested in evoking a broad, 

tragicomic sketch of the clash between the old and new world, the contrast 
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between the vagaries of popular culture and the peculiarities of the aesthetic 

sensibility, and the conflict between the aesthetic sensibility and the sensual 

drive. Despite its keenly observed rendering of American culture, Lolita is 

much less grounded in the sociopolitical context of the American 1950s. and 

instead occupies the claustrophobic headspace of neurotic dreamer Humbert 

Humbert. While The Bostonians makes constant effort to make reference to 

the world in which it takes place. the narrative logic of Lolita predicates that 

its references remain pinioned within the closed world of Humbert's 

obsession. 

Lolita follows close upon the foundations of "Daisy Miller." It is that 

background of the old world versus the new that forms the logic for the 

underlying narrative of Lolita. But where Daisy Miller represents a vague 

notion of a vulgarity embedded in disintegrating notions of manner, taste and 

class, Lolita acts as a metaphor for an already rampant popular culture. From 

out of the temporal gap between the late nineteenth-century milieu of James's 

expatriate fiction and the mid-century emigre fiction of Nabokov, there 

emerges the phenomenon of American popular culture. Vulgarity now refers 

to the vast and developed fabric of American mass culture, and Lolita's vulgar 

appeal can no longer be restricted to vagaries of social manner or aesthetic 

taste.7 Instead it is linked to questions of cultural dominance, and also, in 

Humbert's fading aestheticism, cultural extinction. 

7 Nabokov (perhaps because of the famously pop cultural lexicon of Lolita) was sometimes 
perceived as a great lover of popular culture, leading interviewer Nicholas Garnham to ask, 
"You seem to delight in the atmosphere of [ ... ] popular culture?" To which ~aboko\ 
replies: "No, I loathe popular pulp, I loathe go-go gangs, I loathe jungle music. lloathe 
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That broad cultural vulgarity is central to the novel, and is reflected in 

Lolita's sexual and moral vulgarity. Lolita is a famously raucous nO\"el, and 

much of that energy is derived from the constant popular culture references. 

the humor of the clash of misunderstandings that arises out of the discord 

between old world Humbert ("fragile,Jrileux, diminutive, old-world, youngish 

but sickly [ ... ] in velvet coat and beige vest, maybe a viscounCs) and pop 

culture bred Lolita ("a disgustingly conventional little girl,,9). Crucially, 

Lolita and Humbert act as parodies of Daisy and Winterboume, and to a 

certain degree the conscious conventionalities of that parody cede to the more 

acute observations of the phenomenon of cultural vulgarity. The various pop 

cultural technologies of radio, television, magazines and films take center 

stage to the novel's composition, and the narrative's awkward obsession with 

pop culture acts as metaphor for the vast differences between Humbert and 

Lolita. 

The novel's narrative of pop culture captures the contradiction 

between the sordidly manipulative tactics of Humbert's relationship with 

Lolita, and his tragic, simultaneous aesthetic preoccupation with the girl. 

Humbert might quote and misquote pop culture in an attempt to woo, win and 

control his Lolita, but he also cites that culture within the context of the 

attempt to fix and capture the essential appeal of the popular and the vulgar. 

Humbert's narrative relationship to pop culture is therein both romantic and 

science fiction with its gals and goons, suspense and suspensories. I especially loathe vulgar 
movies" (Nabokov, Strong Opinions 117). 
8 Nabokov, Lolita 257. 
9 Nabokoy, Lolita 137. 
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aesthetic, and in a sense through the narrative of this aestheticized, old-world 

love for the hopelessly vulgar Lolita, Humbert indirectly attempts to reconcile 

the irreconcilable, the gaping space between these two cultures. UltimatelY it 

becomes impossible to identify which is the more urgent impulse, the 

aestheticization of the popular through the tropes of love, or the romantic 

pursuit of the object of desire via the channels of popular culture. 

If James's and Nabokov's fiction are both characterized by a clinging 

to the ways of the old and an uneasy fear of the new which is best expressed 

as a kind of gloomy nostalgia, then it is because there is hardly any real 

contest between the old and new worlds. Both "Daisy Miller" and, more 

obviously "Pandora, " herald the ascendancy of the "new type," the inexorable 

triumph of the new and the death tolling of the old. Lolita mercilessly traces 

out the chaotic aftermath of this collision; as the plot moves towards its messy 

end, the old world of the aesthetic falls away, and the new world of "popular 

pulp, go-go gangs, jungle music [ ... and] vulgar movies" emerges 

triumphant. 

The failure of the old is perhaps depicted in more schematic a manner 

in Nabokov's noveL literary, Old World Humbert ultimately loses control 

over pop culture, New World Lolita. The degree to which these two cultures 

are finally irreconcilable is made explicit by the end failure of Humbert's love 

affair with Lolita. Humbert, who represents the novel of the sweeping 

aesthetic of Proust and Flaubert (two favorite literary references), loses Lolita 

to the dominant pop cultural narrative, that of cinema. 
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Cinema is the narrative of persuasion in the novel. As Susan Amper 

notes, "Movies stand as the leading image of pop culture in Lolita, as well as 

the central focus of the novel." 10 Lolita would be a different novel altogether 

without the cultural influence of cinema, from its aesthetic bent through to the 

plot devices it employs. 11 To consider it on a literal level: Lolita escapes the 

suffocating grasp of the bookish aesthete Humbert, and turns to the sordid _ 

and ultimately deceptive - glamour of cinema as represented by Quilty: 

"Well. The idea was he would take her in September to Hollywood and 

arrange a tryout for her, a bit part in the tennis-match scene of a movie picture 

based on a play of his - Golden Guts - and perhaps even have her double one 

of its sensational starlets on the Klieg-struck tennis court. Alas it never came 

to that.,,12 As Alfred Appel notes, "that she would prefer Clare Quilty to 

Humbert Humbert is the result of her 'veritable passion' for Hollywood. ,,13 

Quilty speaks Lolita's language in a way that Humbert never can, and in their 

parallel wooings it is the language of film rather than the language of the 

10 Susan Amper, "Lolita and Her Movies: the Unmaking of Humbert Humbert" West Virginia 
University Philological Papers, 41 (1995), pp 82-88, 82. 
11 Rachel Bowlby writes, "the overall plot of Lolita is copied as much from the world of 
movies as from the more venerable European literary traditions from which it seems at first to 
take its direction" (Rachel Bowlby, "Lolita and the Poetry of Advertising" Vladimir 
Nabokov's Lolita: A Casebook Ed. Ellen Pifer (Oxford, England: Oxford University Press, 
2003) pp. 155-179. First published Shopping with Freud. London: Routledge, 1993. pp.46-
71. 171. 

Indeed, the whole of the Old World - New World polarity in the novel can be 
reduced to a tension between the literary and the cinematic; Alfred Appel writes. "Introduced 
on the novel's third page [ ... ] and concluded only by Clare Quilty's death almost three 
hundred pages lager, the movie motif functions as an elaborate, extended metaphor, a 
negative image, or what used to be termed an ironic correlati ve. held in opposition to a 
veritable avalanche of allusions to the love poets of ancient and modem Europe" (Alfred 
Appel, "Tristram in Movieland: Lolita at the Movies" Russian Literature Triguarterly, 7 
(1973), pp 343-88, 344). 
12 Nabokov, Lolita 259-60. 
1.1 Appel 345. 
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literary that speaks to the girl. Quilty manages, via the language of cinema. to 

penetrate Lolita's common (indeed vulgar) space of dream and fantasy. 

Quilty emerges to supplant Humbert, and his presence in the no\'el 

steadily increases as the narrative accelerates towards its conclusion. Beside 

Quilty'S punning, teasing, films and theatricals, Humbert's poor know ledge of 

the classics, his self-proclaimed genie for poetry, fade away: "Goodness what 

a tease the poor fellow was! He challenged my scholarship [ ... ] I daresay I 

missed some elements in that cryptogrammic paper chase." 14 Quilty's 

expansive textual presence increases until finally, Humbert is obliged to 

literally destroy him, in order to assert his domination over the text. 

That desire to destroy Quilty is also clearly a desire to destroy the near 

bestial sexuality that Quilty, and cinema, represent. Quilty is again and again 

described in terms of a brutish sexuality: 

There he stood, in the camouflage of sun and shade, disfigured 
by them and masked by his own nakedness [ ... ] the wool on 
his chest spread like a symmetrical trophy, his navel pulsating, 
his hirsute thighs dripping with bright droplets, his tight wet 
black bathing trunks bloated and bursting with vigor where his 
great fat bullybag was pulled up and back like a padded shield 
over his reversed beasthood. 15 

Ultimately his link to film is reduced to one strictly sexual (and, in fact. a 

stand-in for his proclaimed impotence): "Oh, weird, filthy, fancy things. I 

mean, he had two girls and two boys and three or four men, and the idea was 

for all of us to tangle in the nude while an old woman took movie pictures." 16 

In destroying Quilty and the perverse sexuality of the cinematic, Humbert 

14 Nabokov, Lolita 235. 
15 Nabokov, Lolita 223. 
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attempts to destroy his own brute and uncontrolled sexuality, and the 

perversity of his narrative's relationship to the cinematic. But in doing so he 

only succeeds in destroying himself. Indeed, once Quilty is killed. Humbert 

loses his raison d' etre, and within the text it is difficult to identify which is the 

greater loss, that of Lolita, or that of Quilty. 

Finally, the text is marked by that dual loss, and is written from that 

perspective. If Lolita is a famously dazzling aesthetic tOllr de force, then that 

aesthetic brilliance stems from the imprint left by the double loss imposed by 

the vulgar. Humbert is writing from a position of loss, and it is those losses -

the loss of Lolita, but also the loss of the high aesthetic - that, paradoxically, 

lend his text such lyricism. That deeply aesthetic sensibility is colored over 

with the idealist visions of nostalgia, and it is precisely the tinted losses of 

nostalgia that engender the extraordinary bravado and sensitivity that makes 

the text so expansive. But if Humbert is writing out of a sort of unconscious 

nostalgia for the high aesthetic novel, then it also means that the text marks 

itself as the last vestiges and final gasps of a certain epoque in the history of 

the novel. That nostalgia is after all only possible if indeed that notion of the 

aesthetic is a thing of the past. In the very nostalgic extravagance of 

Humbert's text, the end of the aesthetic novel and the triumph of the popular -

as hysterically imagined by James - is perhaps implied. 

That nonchalant evocation of the end of the aesthetic novel is possible 

because Nabokov. unlike James, finnly locates the idea of the aesthetic in 

nostalgia itself; the basis of the Nabokovian aesthetic, from Lolita to Speak. 

16 Nabokov. Lolita 260. 
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Memory to Ada, presupposes the sensitivity of loss and the hazy idealism of 

nostalgia. N abokov' s singular embrace of the popular, and in this instance the 

cinematic, has much to do with the way in which that evocation births the 

aesthetic losses so necessary to nostalgia. The literary aesthetic of Humbert's 

narrative is pushed to a fever pitch here, out of the acute sense of nostalgia

formal and otherwise - that dominates the novel. 

More interesting is the possibility that cinema emerges here not simply 

as mere competitor to the novel, but as a complementary form - for Quilty's 

nastiness is Humbert's nastiness, and Quilty's genius is likewise Humbert's 

own. The fascination Quilty exerts not only over Lolita, but over Humbert 

himself, is perhaps only another example of Humbert's extraordinary 

narcissism. The threat of the cinematic is symbiotically indivisible from the 

propagation of the literary aesthetic of nostalgia - hence the exhilarating 

punning that ricochets between Humbert and Quilty - and the nature of the 

relationship is captured in the manic obsession and doubling between the two 

men. 

Because cinematic maestro Quilty is not simply Humbert's foiL but 

also his twinned self. Quilty is hardly a simple vulgarian, but is instead a 

vulgar aesthete of sorts. While James's Pardon is a clever but one 

dimensional vulgarian and Verena a mindless specimen of vulgarity, where 

Lolita is simply a vulgar child, Quilty is equal parts vulgar and aesthete. 

Vulgar Quilty may be: he nonetheless exudes a vulgar intelligence and a 

maddening artistic penetration - and in his quickness he effortlessly outpaces 
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Humbert, both intellectually and sexually: "In one thing he succeeded: he 

succeeded in thoroughly enmeshing me and my thrashing anguish in his 

demoniacal game [ ... ] He mined and mocked me. His allusions were 

definitely highbrow. He was well-read. ,,17 The figure of Quilty is central to 

the history of the vulgar and the aesthete in American literature, representing 

as it does the point at which these two hitherto separate entities overlap. 

Quilty's carnal vulgarity is imbued with a triumphant, living consciousness-

the consciousness, in fact, of the Jamesian novel. 

Quilty, in his vulgar aestheticism and in his shadowy overlap with 

Humbert, represents the interiority of the perverse struggle between vulgar 

and aesthetic. An argument previously externalized (it can be argued, for 

example, that the complicated love affairs of James's fiction are to some 

degree external projections of a more internal conflict) is here deliberately 

portrayed as an internal crisis. Ultimately, and very obviously, Quilty 

represents the inner nature of Humbert's own struggle between aestheticism 

and bestial sexuality. Quilty is perhaps even more self-conscious and self-

aware than Humbert, or rather, Quilty bears a self-awareness as richly full as 

only Humbert's own consciousness might be. He is as much an artist as 

Humbert; he is, of course, impotent ("You see, I had no fun with your Dolly. 

I am practically impotent, to tell the melancholy truth,,18), and is in this sense 

the aesthete Humbert longs to be, stripped of an active sexuality. 

17 Nabokov, Lolita 234. 
18 Nabokov, Lolita 280. 
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If film tallies the same aesthetic potential as the novel, then film's 

position as a nascent aesthetic form (akin to the position of the no\'el at the 

turn of the century) lends the form a sort of energy and relevance. Cinema is 

at this time the space of American dreams, and in its youth parallels the 

relative adolescence of the nation's mass popular culture. With that popular 

appeal, that youth and that energy, comes a certain cultural vulgarity, and 

vulgarity in mid-century America clearly aligns itself with the energy of film 

and cinema culture. If Lolita is a more complicated book than The 

Bostonians, then it is because it pauses to consider rather than simply intuit 

the volatile energy of vulgarity, and posits the possibility that vulgarity and 

the aesthetic need not necessarily be mutually exclusive. And if there is that 

openness to the novel, then surely it is at least partially because it is more 

extravagantly a love story than The Bostonians. Vulgarity is present not 

simply as an object of love and desire, but as a point for all that love implies -

the obsession, the instability, and, eventually, the madness. 

(Lolita as Love Story) 

That Lolita is, despite its status as a story of rape and abuse, persistently 

described as a love story, even as the love story of the twentieth century, is 

testament to its complex, cloying relationship to the love narrative. Lolita is, 

as a novel, any number of things, but it is above all a parody and pastiche of 

the love story. It is through the form of the pastiche and the ironic self

consciousness dominant in that kind of form that Nabokov deli\'ers his most 
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incisive comments on the nature of the novelistic fonn. The style, but also the 

fonn of Lolita is organized by a kind of endless self-referentiality, a stuttering 

and crippling self-consciousness. Everything contained in the novel is 

filtered through and pinioned to Humbert's consciousness. This is the basis of 

the moral, emotional and aesthetic core of the novel. 

Out of the very perversity of its parody, Lolita has become the 

definitive love story between a vulgar subject and an old-world aesthete. 

Humbert is an exaggerated parody of the "fragile,JriZeux, diminutive, old-

world, youngish but sickly" 19 aesthete, Lolita the vulgar subject unfurled to 

its full extent and in all imaginable directions. Lolita exudes the exuberance 

and raucous appeal of the vulgar, and in Humbert's doting, obsessive 

catalogue of her ways, there emerges a consummate, definitive portrait of the 

vulgar object of desire. She is composed of a series of single-minded 

exaggerations, of native innocence and perpetual mimicry and quotation 

("eerie vulgarity, stemming from the snub-nosed cuteness of ads and 

magazine pictures,,2o). She is excessively sexual ("young harlots disguised as 

children,,2\ she is endlessly innocent ("tender dreamy childishness,,22). She 

is that blurred collage of "dreamy childishness" and "'eerie vulgarity," she 

exists and occupies that space of contradiction, that gap between '"the 

exquisite stainless tenderness" and "the musk and the mud. ,,23 Quilty, the 

19 Nabokov, Lolita 257. 
20 Nabokov, Lolita 40. 
21 Naboko\', Lolita 40. 
22 Nabokov, Lolita 40. 
23 Nabokov, Lolita 40 
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interloping third party, twins both Lolita and Humbert and ultimately emeraes 
, "' e 

as a shadowy melange of the vulgar and the aesthete. 

Lolita is a brilliant novel not just because of its status as a flaw less 

parody, not simply because of the corresponding exposition of a stunning 

narrative consciousness, but because it examines both the control of literary 

form through pastiche, and the unraveling of that control. Lolita uses the filter 

of the parody to create a critique of the love narrative. As is the case in The 

Bostonians, its basic premise and form is that of the classic love triangle, but 

the center of Lolita lies in the corruption of the expected narratives of love. 

The paralyzing consciousness of the narrative counters the lavish bent of the 

love narrative, providing calculating commentary upon its insensibilities and 

its absurdities. 

Lolita is about the impossibility of understanding Humbert's love as 

love, and this impossibility in many ways forms the emotional crux of the 

story - the play between the linguistically emotive and the morally 

indefensible. Nabokov's story is the teasing, condemnatory story of 

Humbert's exploitation of the literary love narrative in justification of his 

irrepressible, illicit sexuality. The text is at its height when the prose contains 

within it the contradiction between the sexuality of the story and the 

aestheticism of the language; as Humbert pathetically declaims towards the 

end of the novel: "You may jeer at me, and threaten to clear the court, but 

until I am gagged and half-throttled, I will shout my poor truth. I insist the 

180 



world know how much I loved my Lolita, this Lolita, pale and polluted, and 

big with another's child. ,,2-l 

But more specifically, the manipulative nature of Humbert's narrative 

indicates the degree to which the love narrative and the trope of the vulgar 

object of desire is used as mere diversion to the central core impulse of the 

text: the sexual. The novel is broadly about impossible sexual desire, and the 

way in which the aesthete diverts this desire into an acutely poetic love 

narrative of aesthetics and vulgarity. This exposition is, in a way, the 

organizing principle of the novel. Nabokov captures the love narrative as its 

threads unravel and its sides split apart to reveal its underpinning logic of 

sexual lust. The narrative struggles to hold the pieces of that fa<;ade together, 

and it is the necessary bravado required by that struggle that perhaps renders 

the love narrative so extraordinarily convincing. Nonetheless, the core of the 

novel hones in on what occurs when the fa<;ade of the love narrative tumbles 

down. 

Quilty's sexuality is based within Humbert himself, and on a textual 

level, Lolita is about the ways language and narrative are called upon to 

justify and expiate an internal brute sexuality. The novel is essentially about 

the attempted assertion of the literary and aesthetic voice (Humbert's) over the 

cinematic and sexual voice (Quilty's); the interplay is not only between 

Humbert and Quilty, but between the familiarly literary and the unknown 

cinematic voices of the novel. If James projects sexuality onto the 

uncontained vulgarity of mass print. then Nabokov chooses to associate that 

24 Nabokov, Lolita 261. 
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sexuality with a medium conventionally apart from the domain of language 

and literature - cinema. And in that very association the dissolution of the 

form of the novel is already glimpsed. 

The sexuality that constantly threatens to overturn the literary form of 

the novel is here captured by the narratives of film. Throughout. the narrati ve 

teeters between the refined, self-conscious sensibilities of the literary romantic 

trope and the more brute sensuality of cinematic desire, and on one level 

Humbert catches upon the trope of love and the formalities of the love 

narrative in order to detract from the sexuality that can (in this narrative at 

least) only be captured within the circuit of the filmic. It is the interplay 

between the filmic and the novelistic, the sexual and the romantic, that 

organizes the novel. As the novel progresses, the presence of the cinematic 

becomes overwhelming, until finally a confrontation between the cinematic 

and the literary takes place in the form of the shoot-out between Quilty and 

Humbert. However, it is precisely at the moment of this confrontation that the 

two are finally and totally melded together: as Amper notes, "Quilty [ ... ] is 

a producer of pornographic films, and his rollover with Humbert unites the 

themes of cultural degeneracy, movies, and illicit sex. ,,25 

Sexual desire repeatedly punctures this aesthetic narrative. and 

interrupts the otherwise seamlessly aestheticized narrative of the novel; 

sexuality surges up within, even seems at times to overcome. the text. 

Humbert is noticeably incapable of demarcating the boundaries of his 

sexuality with language. However, he joyously delineates the nature of the 
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vulgar linguistically. Indeed, one of the salient points of the novel's 

successful composition is quotation of the vulgar, and its corresponding 

unsuccessful approach of the sexual. Humbert is constantly quoting Lolita, 

both as a gesture of recollection and incarnation, and as a gesture of 

possession. In an approximate metaphor for sexual possession, Humbert 

consumes and ingests Lolita's vulgar language: "The word 'forever' referred 

only to my own passion, to the eternal Lolita as reflected in my blood [ ... ] 

the Lolita of the strident voice and the rich brown hair - of the bangs and the 

swirls at the sides and the curls at the back, and the sticky hot neck, and the 

vulgar vocabulary - 'revolting,' 'super,' 'luscious,' 'goon,' 'drip' - that 

Lolita, my Lolita. ,,26 That act of quotation is not simply an attempt to resurrect 

the memory of the girl, but also an attempt to formalize and fix the el usi ve 

appeal of linguistic VUlgarity. Through quotation (and ironic misquotation) of 

this vocabulary, through the act of citation and quotation, Humbert attempts 

an approximate possession of the very vulgarity that eludes him.27 

It is sexuality alone that escapes the repeated mantra of 

aestheticization and quotation and intellectualization and moralizing: 

I recall certain moments [ ... ] I would gather her in my arms 
with, at last, a mute moan of human tenderness [ ... ] and the 
tenderness would deepen to shame and despair, and I would 
lull and rock my lone light Lolita in my marble eyes, and moan 

25 Amper 87. 
26 Nabokov, Lolita 60-l. 
27 '''Wow! Looks swank,' remarked my vulgar darling" (Nabokov, Lolita 110). Ironically it is 
the very 'eerieness' of quotation that renders the vulgar so troubling, and so elusive: "a kind 
of eerie vulgarity, stemming from the snub-nosed cuteness of ads and magazine pictures." 
(Nabokov. Lolita 40) It is the patchiness of quotation, the irreducible space between the origin 
and the citation, that lends the \"ulgar its power, and also what contributes so strongly to 
Humbert's haunting portrayal of Lolita's \"ulgarity and its endless appeal. 
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in her warm hair, and caress her at random and mutely ask her 
blessing, and at the peak of this human agonized selfless 
tenderness (with my soul actually hanging around her naked 
body and ready to repent), all at once, ironically, horribly, lust 
would swell again - and "oh, no," Lolita would say with a sigh 
to heaven, and the next moment the tenderness and the azure _ 
all would be shattered. 28 

Because of the monstrous nature of Humbert's lust for Lolita, sex overcomes 

the "higher" emotions of "shame and despair," of "selfless tenderness," 

repentance and linguistic rapture. Sex is, instead, a painfully solitary and 

blissful experience that does not yield itself to the linguistic economies that 

elsewhere run through the text. Despite their vast cultural and emotional 

differences, the disjunction between Humbert and Lolita is greatest at these 

sexually invested moments, precisely because that sexuality cannot be 

recuperated by language, or smoothed over by narratives of love and 

affection. Elsewhere language glosses over the divide between Humbert and 

Lolita, makes light play of those irreconcilables of age and culture. 

If the linguistic and the literary are unable to make sense of the sexual, 

then the narratives of film are those enlisted to capture the logic of this 

repressed desire. Central to the novel's structure of narrative and sexual 

desire, and to the depiction of that structure's relationship to vulgarity, is film. 

Humbert is marvelously adept at coding his obsession with language, and 

attempts to use language to dissipate his desire. But Lolita is clearly a novel 

about the sustaining of desire, and the obsessive aftermath that follows in the 

wake of unsatisfied desire. On the most basic level, Humbert's early sexual 

tussle with Lolita acts as a metaphor for the whole of the novel: "I crushed out 

28 Naboko\', Lolita 268. 
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against her left buttock the last throb of the longest ecstasy man or monster 

had ever known. ,,29 

The real psychological pleasures of the novel- Humbert's pleasures

have to do with sustaining desire, and the novel's very form, from the 

direction of its plottings to its retrospective narrative of agony, turns around 

the frustration of fulfillment. Humbert's standard use of language all too 

clearly is about gratuitous fulfillment, about an excess of satisfaction. Within 

Humbert's remarkable narrative then, only the structures that either elude 

language or to some degree function outside of it can sustain desire and 

represent sexuality. These structures succeed in pushing Humbert beyond his 

demarcated zones of linguistic comfort, ruthlessly shunting him into the 

nether territory of the unknown. Small wonder, then, that it is the unknown 

and unknowable challenges of Quilty that therefore represent the filmic and 

cinematic narrative in the text. The novel's reading of perversity and of the 

frustrations of displaced satisfaction is articulated only through its coupling 

with cinema culture and technology. This relation to desire, or at least this 

depiction of desire, would only be possible with the influence of the 

cinematic. It is only through articulating these structures of desire that the 

centrality of film is made legible. 

Lolita is a frustrated love story about impenetrability, and Lolita's 

impenetrable flatness is that of the screen image - physical and literal as much 

as it is ideological or psychological. Lolita's impenetrability is, ironically and 

brilliantly, increasingly physical rather than linguistic, and even more so 

29 Naboko\', Lolita 56. 
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following an infidelity with QUilty: "I pushed her softness back into the room 

and went in after her. I ripped her shirt off. I unzipped the rest of her. I tore 

off her sandals. Wildly, I pursued the shadow of her infidelity; but the scent I 

traveled upon was so slight as to be practically undistinguishable from a 

madman's fancy.,,3o While Humbert mimics and appropriates Lolita's 

language with proficient ease, the physicality of her body and image 

increasingly escape him, and it is the contrast between these two forms of 

possession that keep the novel's tension in play. Lolita's impenetrability is 

the same impenetrability of the cinematic image, one that offers a fantasy of 

surface, and one that cannot withstand too close a proximity without 

dissolving into unreadability. As Rachel Bowlby observes, "the cinematic 

parallel accentuates both the inaccessibility and the continuing intactness of 

Lolita. ,,:n Lolita is the cipher that Humbert never succeeds in solving, and in 

the novel her personage is in fact composed of nothing more than a series of 

surface plays into which she eventually disappears, Dolores Disparue. 

What is perhaps most striking about this cinematic depiction of 

sexuality and desire is the degree to which it provides a moral justification for 

Humbert's crimes of consumption: "the child knew nothing. I had done 

nothing to her. And nothing prevented me from repeating a performance that 

affected her as little as if she were a photographic image rippling upon a 

screen and I a humble hunchback abusing myself in the dark. ,,32 Humbert 

grows dependent upon the metaphor of film because the hallucinatory nature 

30 Naboko\', Lolita 201-2. 
31 Bowlby 169. 
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of his lust can only find its parallels in the world of cinem~ with its irrational 

desires, its rampant sexualization, and its perverse mechanism of assuaging 

desire with a proxy form of consumption. 

It is this inclusion of the cinematic unknown that lends the text its 

sense of danger and verve, its visible precariousness. Humbert's desire for 

Lolita takes that of the moviegoer's cinematic desire: 33 

At the cinema, the consumer glance hovers over the surface of 
the image [ ... J it is a fixating, obsessive gaze that wanders in 
and out of the narrative and has a more intimate relation with 
space - the space of rooms and of bodies - than with the 
temporal dimension. It is as though there were another text. 
laid over the first [ ... J in this other text, the desire to possess 
displaces comprehension as the dominant of reading. 34 

But in associating his desire thus, Humbert relinquishes the linguistic and 

aesthetic control he elsewhere yields with absolute dominion. The flatness of 

the movie image takes desire out of the space of narrative - and perhaps of 

language - and displaces it into spatiality, physicality, and the unyielding 

desire to possess. Clearly the desire for Lolita "displaces" comprehension -

but it also strands Humbert in a medium he fails to comprehend, in a medium 

where his desire floats freely without censure, beyond linguistic and narrative 

control. 

32 Nabokov, Lolita 57-8. 
33 Indeed, as Mark Conroy notes, "the commonality between them (Lolita and Humbert) is 
seduction by surface" (Mark Conroy, "Quilty the Guilty: Scapegoating Mass Culture in 
Nabokov's Lolita" Southern Humanities Review 38, no. 2 (2004 Spring) pp. 105-32. 108); in 
this sense both Lolita and Humbert are consumers of the movies. 
34 Mary Ann Doane, "The Economy of Desire: The Commodity Form in/of the Cinema" 
Movies and Mass Culture ed. John Belton (London: Athlone, 1996) 130. 
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Humbert is unable to control his desire precisely because it inhabits a 

space other than his own. More specifically, then, the novel is about the 

persistence of desire illegible to language and to the novelistic form. Lolita is 

definitively associated with image and surface, where, in comparison, 

Humbert's so-called "original" love Annabel is associated with language: 

"There are two kinds of visual memory [ ... J I see Annabel in such general 

terms as: 'honey-colored skin,' 'thin arms,' 'brown bobbed hair,' 'long 

lashes,' 'big bright mouth' [ ... J and the other when you instantly evoke, with 

shut eyes, on the dark innerside of your eyelids, the objective, absolutely 

optical replica of a beloved face, a little ghost in natural colors (and this is 

how I see Lolita).,,3') While Annabel is pure linguistic construct, Lolita exists 

beyond the perimeters of Humbert's control, within the space of the filmic. 

Equally of importance is the fact that where Annabel evokes an aesthetic love 

in Humbert (never consummated), Lolita elicits a purely sexual lust. 

Aesthetic and linguistic love is held up against sexual desire, and ultimately 

Lolita traces the triumph of sexual desire over aesthetic love: "the vacuum of 

my soul managed to suck in every detail of her bright beauty, and these I 

checked against the features of my dead bride. A little later, of course, she, 

this nouvelle, this Lolita, Illy Lolita, was to eclipse completely her 

prototype. ,,36 Aesthetic love struggles against the immediacy of sexual desire 

and of physical presence, and tied up in that struggle is the conflict between 

the literary and the filmic. 

35 Nabokov, Lolita 9. 
36 Nabokov, Lolita 36. 
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If Lolita traces the triumph of erotic love over l 'amour de tete, then it 

also asserts the centrality of film in this network of desire and love. Film. in a 

way that perhaps aesthetic language does not, allows a paradoxical possession 

of vulgarity that manages both to preserve the impenetrable innocence of the 

vulgar ("the child knew nothing"), and to maintain the essential structure of 

desire and absence. Film allows a certain possession of vulgarity, but it allows 

a possession that depends upon the surface, and the essential absence that 

surface contains. Within the context of Lolita, this facile, surface possession 

maintains the innocence of the vulgar, and acts as a moral alibi of sorts; upon 

masturbating against (rather than, notably, penetrating) Lolita's body, 

Humbert claims "the child knew nothing. I had done nothing to her". This 

particular consumption of the vulgar depends upon maintaining the vulgar 

object as a static object composed only of surfaces ("a photographic image 

rippling upon a screen"). And by maintaining the vulgar as entirely composed 

of surface, and the contrapuntal innocence of the vulgar is maintained. 

(American Consumption: Economies of Desire) 

Despite the fact that film is so clearly central to the logic of Lolita, it bears a 

relatively slight presence in the novel, in part precisely because its language 

extends beyond (or apart from) that of the literary, and also because the 

expression of cinema is so closely linked to the necessarily shadowy presence 

of Quilty. If Quilty's sexuality is expressed through the cinema, then 

Humbert's parallel desire is sublimated into a more general preoccupation 
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with consumption that nonetheless follows upon the rules of desire established 

in film. The economy of consumption introduced by film disperses into a 

more general consumption, and one that lends itself more readily to the 

influence of written language. Humbert attempts to declare control over his 

desire through consumption, much in the way that James's Basil Ransom 

attempts to hone his desire for Verena by focusing on the consumption 

inherent to the culture of print. 

If film acts as a metaphor for possession, then popular consumption 

and the ethos of consumerism acts as a symbol for obsession. During the 

course of the novel, Humbert becomes increasingly ensnared within the 

economy of consumerism and pleasure, and ultimately Humbert's infatuation 

with Lolita is inseparable from this obsession with consumer culture, whether 

it is the culture of movies or of soda bars. The guilty pleasures of this 

infatuation, and its helplessly compulsive nature, all suggest the degree to 

which it is a surrogate for sexual infatuation; that is to say, it is a sexual 

obsession made linguistically transparent and controlled. If film forms the 

chosen metaphor for the darkened nature of sexual desire, then consumer 

culture forms the white noise of the text, the background chatter and the 

content for the constant steadying streams of language. The obsessi ve pull of 

consumer culture becomes a side conduit for channeling desire into language, 

and thus into the grasp of linguistic control. 
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Humbert understands and depicts Lolita through the language of 

consumption. In doing so, he fills the space of his pages with prolonged lists 

of commodities: 

In the gay town of Lepingville I bought her four books of 
comics, a box of candy. a box of sanitary pads, two cokes, a 
manicure set, a travel clock with a luminous dial, a ring with a 
real topaz, a tennis racket, roller skates with white high shoes, 
field glasses, a portable radio set, chewing gum, a transparent 
raincoat, sunglasses, some more garments. swooners, shorts. all 
kinds of summer frocks. At the hotel we had separate rooms, 
but in the middle of the night she came sobbing into mine, and 
we made it up very gently. You see, she had absolutely 
nowhere else to gO.37 

Despite the fact that this litany effectively inserts itself into the tropes of love 

and courtship - "a ring with a real topaz" - the underlying preoccupation with 

sexual desire expresses itself throughout. Through the purchase of these 

various commodities, Humbert performs an inventory of the body he comes to 

possess; implicit to the purchase of the four books of comics is the body that 

will read those comics, the body that will ingest the box of candy and call 

upon the box of sanitary pads. Consumption is directly linked to sexual 

possession. The product Humbert ultimately "consumes" is of course Lolita; 

nowhere is the sense of this made more clear or more literal than when 

Humbert declares "my only grudge against nature was that I could not turn my 

Lolita inside out and apply voracious lips to her young matrix, her unknown 

heart, her nacreous liver, the sea-grapes of her lungs, her comely twin 

37 Nabokov, Lolita 133. 
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kidneys. ,,38 Consumption is linked to ingestion, which in tum is posited as the 

ultimate fonn of sexual possession, and is described as a kind of penetration, a 

deconstruction, of the flat (cinematic) image. 

Lolita's identity is most clearly demarcated by what she consumes. In 

this association between consumption and vulgarity, Nabokov's novd neatly 

refers to James's preoccupation with consumer culture in its earlier. 

nineteenth century incarnation. But where that culture was inherently 

concerned with the culture of display and the public life of the street, the 

culture of consumption depicted in Nabokov's novel is appropriately 

solipsistic, and pointedly lacks the vibrancy of interaction. In this sense 

Nabokov's novel forcefully looks forward to late twentieth century American 

fiction such as Bret Easton Ellis' American Psycho and Rick Moody's 

collection of short stories, Demon%RY. Nabokov's novel is indicative of the 

coming culture of America's literature, the preoccupation with 

dysfunctionality, listing, consumption, and the accumulation of the inanimate. 

Within the course of Humbert's narrative, however, those lists and 

itemizations are (at least initially) deeply invested with meaning, aesthetic and 

otherwise. The itemized lists fit smoothly into Humbert's aesthetic and 

romantic narrative: those lists of consumed items eventually become the relics 

and the traces of Lolita's lost person: "Up to the end of 1949, I cherished and 

adored, and stained with my kisses and mennan tears, a pair of old sneakers, a 

boy's shirt she had worn, some ancient blue jeans I found in the trunk 

38 Naboko\'. Lolita IS-+' 
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compartment, a crumpled school cap, suchlike wanton treasures. ,,") Within 

the context of this extraordinarily controlled narrative, then, to love Lolita is 

to love a collective set of cultural paraphernalia. 

Most important, though, is the fact that this sexualized listing, this 

hungry itemization of the physical object of desire, is metamorphosed into an 

easily recognized literary trope and device. The listing of the body resolves 

itself into a kind of perverse bZa;,ol1, -lO aestheticizes and renders linguistic 

Humbert's sexual preoccupation with the body of the girl. The ethos of 

consumer culture rises to the surface in the narrative not simply because it 

allows Humbert to exert a manipulation over Lolita, but because it allows 

Humbert to locate a literary framework for his sexual desire: it allows him to 

redirect that desire into the language of the literary bZaam. Typically the 

language at these moments is encyclopedic. the performance of a playful 

virtuoso - full of reference and counter reference. 

Eventually, though, this act of usurpation leads to a flux within 

Humbert himself, and the motif of consumerist sexuality can no longer be 

sustained through the aping of the literary.-ll The pathologies of the bond 

between consumption and sexual desire increasingly dominate his 

psychological state: 

39 Nabokov, Lolita 239. 
40 Often used in medieval romance, the blazon itemizes the female body. 
41 Bowlby writes, "Over and over again, the language of consumption, which on the surface is 
spurned as obviously inferior to the traditions of great literature, seems to take owr the poetic 
force of the TIlwei. as though against the grain of the narrator's own intentions" (Bowlby 
172). 
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Only very listlessly did she earn her three pennies - or three 
nickels - per day: and she proved to be a cruel negotiator 
whenever it was in her power to deny me certain life-wrecking. 
strange, slow paradisal philters [ ... J knowing the magic and 
might of her own soft mouth, she managed - during one school 
year! - to raise the bonus price of a fancy embrace to three. and 
even four bucks. 0 Reader! Laugh not, as you imagine me, on 
the very rack of joy noisily emitting dimes and quarters, and 
great big silver dollars like some sonorous jingly and wholly 
demented machine vomiting riches: and in the margin of that 
leaping epilepsy she would firmly clutch a handful of coins in 
her little fist ... 42 

Humbert becomes a strangely Deleuzian creature of deterritorialization, a slot 

machine "vomiting" (and ejaculating) a whole series of monetary transactions, 

"noisily emitting dimes and quarters, and great big silver dollars." He comes 

undone here, becomes a parodic consumption machine, driven by desire to 

consume in a manner that is entirely and openly senseless, that erupts the 

normative economies of consumption. Consumption is here so overtly and 

explicitly linked to sexuality that it is as cataclysmic as lust itself, 

uncontrolled by the mechanics of economy, but instead, precisely, subject to 

the reasons of "that leaping epilepsy." What Nabokov so dazzlingly 

communicates here is the way in which sexual desire and consumerism 

become indistinguishable, the one from the other, overriding all narratives, 

and all constructs of identity. 

Desire forces language from the domain of the literary and into the 

space where its very breakdown is perceived. That dissolution is perceived in 

the nature of a this time senseless listing, the fetishization of words beyond 

meaning and the rhythms of senseless jangles; in the aesthetic and moral 

-Ie Naboko\', Lolita 172. 
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obliteration performed here, Nabokov distinctly prefigures the ambitions of 

Bret Easton Ellis and his contemporaries. As the novel proceeds and 

consumption becomes more explicitly linked to sexuality, the psyche of 

consumption infiltrates and eventually threatens to dominate Humbert's 

perception. 

Ironically, the vulgar, manipulative language of advertising emerges as 

the only linguistic form capable of containing the rampant desire of 

consumerism, and quickly replaces the formerly literary reading of 

consumption. As the narrative progresses the language of advertising becomes 

increasingly integrated into Humbert's narrative stream. Advertising is in fact 

from the start associated with Humbert's capacity to manipulate language: "In 

New York I eagerly accepted the soft job fate offered me: it consisted mainly 

of thinking up and editing perfume ads. I welcomed its desultory character 

and pseudoliterary aspects. ".f3 Advertisement emerges as the sole way in 

which the sexual can express itself in language, simply because rules of 

consumption intercede to frame the unframeable, that is, Humbert's desire. 

The language of advertising slips into Humbert's prose precisely in order to 

control his sexual desire for Lolita. Ironically, Humbert employs the very 

vocabulary of a desire-inducing industry in order to contain his own desire. 

And in this sense, his relationship to language becomes more obviously 

masturbatory; by the end of the novel he is no longer composing perfume ads 

for a waiting public, but composing short vignettes for his own consumption. 

And it is in these moments that the language of advertising slips into 
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sentimental pathos and Humbert, though knowingly, falls prey to his own 

tactics of manipulation. 

Increasingly, Humbert attaches an emotional integrity to the language 

of advertising, and uses that language to communicate his psychological 

agony and disintegration. When he visits the Schillers, he sketches out the 

episode with: "The exquisite courtesy of simple folks. Was made to stay. A 

beer ad. In point of fact, I preferred it that way, and so did the Schillers."'u 

And of course, as he continues on in his quest to find Quilty, he pauses in his 

narrative: 

Let me dally a little, he is as good as destroyed. Some way 
further across the street, neon lights flickered twice slower than 
my heart: the outline of a restaurant sign, a large coffee-pot, 
kept bursting, every full second or so, into emerald life, and 
every time it went out, pink letters saying Fine Foods relayed 
it, but the pot could still be made out as a latent shadow teasing 
the eye before its next emerald resurrection. We made 
shadowgraphs. This furtive burg was not far from The 
Enchanted Hunters. I was weeping again, drunk on the 
. 'bl -l5 ImpOSSl e past. . 

Signs and advertising thus becomes linked to memory, and to authentic 

emotion, though certainly the pathos of Humbert's sentimentality is here 

working at rather a high pitch. In many ways a remarkable passage, it is 

perhaps all the more so because of the direct association between the 

persistence of memory and the power of advertising. Within the world of 

Nabokovian prose, memory is intimately tied in with aestheticism, narrative 

·B Nabokov. Lolita 29. 
-w Nabokov, Lolita 257. 
45 Nabokov, Lolita 265. 
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and with the novel as form. Memory, and the nostalgia that comes hand in 

hand with memory. are central to Nabokov's formulation of what it means to 

be human: "the first creatures on earth to become aware of time were also the 

first creatures to smile.,,46 Indeed, much of Nabokov' s body of work seems 

willfully "drunk on the impossible past." marked by a kind of nostalgia and 

preoccupation with childhood that expresses itself in a novel such as Ada as 

much as Lolita, but also in his freehand memoir. Speak, MemOlY. 

Memory is the space of that immortality and that art Humbert refers to 

at the end of his text: "I am thinking of aurochs and angels. the secret of 

durable pigments, prophetic sonnets, the refuge of art. And this is the only 

immortality you and I may share. my Lolita. ,.on To brand memory with 

advertising (implicitly with the sexual) and to produce as a result a prime 

example of Humbert's shimmering prose ("I was weeping again, drunk on the 

impossible past") is an extraordinary gesture, and if there is any salvation of 

the vulgar, any successful aestheticization of vulgarity. then it is - in a stroke 

of brilliant irony - here, within the language of the advert.48 As Bowlby 

observes, "the infiltration of high and low languages goes in both directions, 

so that advertising interferes with the purity of poetry, but at the same time 

46 Vladimir Nabokov, Speak, Memory: An Autobiography Revisited (1967: New York: 
Vintage International, 1989) 19. Memories of the past provide a sanctity for Nabokov: "I see 
again my schoolroom in Vyra . .. its reflection fills the oval mirror ... A sense of securit;, of 
well-being, of summer warmth pervades my memory. That robust reality makes a ghost of 
the present. The mirror brims with brightness; a bumblebee has entered the room and bumps 
against the ceiling. Ewrything is as it should be, nothing will ewr change, nobody will ever 
die." (Nabokov, Speak, Memory: An Autobiography Revisited 62) 
47 Nabokov, Lolita 291. 
48 Again, Nabokov powerfully prefigures the preoccupation of millennial American fiction 
with the culture of branding and advertising, the phenomenon that, with the fiction of Ellis 
and Moody amongst others, is the topic of the third chapter. 
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poetry acquires its modem form in the everyday aestheticization of a culture 

of images. ,,4,} 

(Vulgarity, Language, Loss) 

Humbert's dependency upon the language of advertising is an effort to access 

linguistic control over the notion of rapture, and indeed yields greater control 

than, for example, the more impenetrable language of film or the more 

ineffectual language of the literary. But in fact, Humbert's Achilles heel of 

sexuality cannot be contained by any language; if the language of advertising 

is able to aestheticize Humbert's more general love and obsession with Lolita, 

and is able to indicate and act as proxy to Humbert's sexual desire, it is unable 

to curb the purely sexual lust that possesses Humbert. And tellingly, there is a 

distinct slip in Humbert's capacity to control language occurs whenever Lolita 

is physically proximate: "'Lick it outT 'Yeth. Shly tryT 'Sure,' she said. 

Gently I pressed my quivering sting along her rolling salty eyeball."so Or: 

"'What's the katter with missesT I muttered (word-control gone) into her 

hair."Sl Lolita - the girl rather than the concept - disrupts Humbert's capacity 

to control and manipulate language. And while Humbert uses Lolita as theme, 

muse, inspiration, there are moments in the text where Lolita not only evades 

linguistic control, but specifically disrupts it. 

49 Bowlby 174. 
50 Nabok~v. Lolita 39-40. 
51 Nabokov, Lolita 113. 
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This word-control is central to the eventual loss of Lolita - both on the 

level of plot, and on the more general level of the failure to capture Lolita 

within the spectrum of language and of the novel. This loss of word control is 

explicitly linked to the sinister final disappearance of Lolita: 

Suddenly 1 was aware that in the darkness next to me 
there was somebody sitting in a chair on the pillared porch. 1 
could not really see him but what gave him away was the rasp 
of a screwing off, then a discreet gurgle, then the final note of a 
placid screwing on. 1 was about to move away when his voice 
addressed me: 

"Where the devil did you get herT 
"1 beg your pardon?" 
"I said: the weather is getting better." 
"Seems so." 
"Who's the lassie?" 
"My daughter." 
"You lie - she's not." 
"1 beg your pardon?" 
"1 said: July was hot. Where's her mother?" 
"Dead." 
"1 see. Sorry. By the way, why don't you two lunch 

with me tomorrow. That dreadful crowd will be gone by then." 
"We'11 be gone too. Good night. ,,5~ 

Humbert is here clearly and irrevocably upstaged by Quilty; Quilty's dazzling 

play with words leaves Humbert helpless and floundering. (Crucially Quilty is 

impotent where Humbert is - according to his own testimony - exceptionally 

potent; Quilty's facility with language comes at the cost of his sexual 

potency). Quilty's comfort with the language of illicit sexual desire (for what 

desire is more illicit than an impotent one?) is such that he is able to create 

52 Naboko\', Lolita 119. The word play in this passage is directly referenced in Bret Easton 

Ellis's American Psycho. 
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several layers of language to discuss this desire; Humbert is, beside Quilty. a 

relative innocent - even within the territory of language. 

But what is perhaps most telling is the fact that word play and the loss 

of word control are so closely linked; Humbert slides from one to the other 

with alarming rapidity, and it is the unresolved nature of this conflict that 

sustains the linguistic tension of the narrative. Humbert is in this sense 

constantly made vulnerable in the territory that ultimately is of greatest 

importance to him. And Lolita - whom Humbert endlessly lectures on 

language - retaliates with slams as exquisitely composed as Quilty's own: 

"Such things as 'G. Trapp, Geneva, NY' was the sign of treachery on Lolita's 

part."S3 The girl child Lolita disappears into the text leaving merely the 

faintest of linguistic traces, and only reemerges as pregnant and myopic Dolly 

Schiller. 

But despite the fact that language is the space of both contamination 

and vulnerability, menace and loss, there are also moments - and these are 

perhaps some of the most gratifying moments in the novel- where the 

recuperative powers of language are asserted, and to gorgeous effect. These 

are the moments that characterize the text, that are most memorable and 

pleasurable; they are the moments for which the novel is celebrated. They are 

also what have marked the narrative as a love narrative, overriding the cynic 

brutalities that elsewhere dominate - and in this sense, they are also the most 

manipulative moments of the novel. 

53 Naboko\', Lolita 236. 

200 



At the conclusion of the novel, Dolly Schiller's body precariously 

slides from the vulgar to the grotesque, a slip indicative of the degree to which 

Humbert would seem to lose Lolita, and to lose the vUlgar. Dolly Schiller's 

body continues to consume ("Avidly munching, Dolly plied me with 

marshmallows and potato chips"5~) but does so in a manner that is stripped of 

sexuality. 

Instead, Lolita's pregnant body is bulging with both life and death: 

Couple of inches taller. Pink-rimmed glasses. New, heaped-up 
hairdo, new ears. How simple! The moment the death 1 had 
kept conjuring up for three years was as simple as a bit of dry 
wood. She was frankly and hugely pregnant [ ... J her pale
freckled cheeks were hollowed, and her bare shins and arms 
had lost all their tan, so that the little hairs showed. She wore a 
brown, sleeveless cotton dress and sloppy felt slippers. 

"We-e-ell!" she exhaled after a pause with all the 
emphasis of wonder and welcome [ ... J "Come in," she said 
with a vehement cheerful note. Against the splintery 
deadwood of the door, Dolly Schiller flattened herself as best 
as she could (even rising up on tiptoe a little) to let me pass, 
and was crucified for a moment, looking down [ ... J I passed 
without touching her bulging babe [ ... J She closed the door 
and followed me and her belly into the dollhouse parlor. 55 

Lolita's body is grotesque, repulsive, burgeoning with an excess of fertility 

that disgusts the aesthete in Humbert ("I passed without touching her bulging 

babe"). Dolly Schiller is the Bakhtinian grotesque body par excellence; she 

combines both death and life, and this combination culminates in her death in 

labor. Bakhtin writes: "one of the fundamental tendencies of the grotesque 

image of the body is to show two bodies in one: the one giving birth and 

54 Nabokov, Lolita 257. 
55 Nabokov, Lolita 253-... 1-. 
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dying, the other conceived, generated and born [ ... J the age of the body is 

most frequently represented in immediate proximity to birth or death, to 

infancy of old age, to the womb or the grave [ ... J but at their extreme limits 

the two bodies unite to form one.,,56 Lolita's body is full of both fertility and 

fecundity, and the mortality both those terms implies; no longer the immortal 

nymphet of Humbert's lust, she is here already ensconced in death. It is as 

simple, and as literal as Humbert's own words: "How simple! The moment, 

the death I had kept conjuring up for three years was as simple as a bit of dry 

wood." 

And yet, some of the most fluid prose in the novel gushes out in 

response to the horrific sight of the vulgar Lolita buried within the grave of 

this grotesque Dolly Schiller. In order to reclaim the vulgar from the 

grotesque, Humbert releases this dazzling prose; it is only by reaffirming his 

aesthetic identity that he is able to posit the persistence of both Lolita's 

vulgarity and the love it garners - or rather, it is only by affirming his love, 

and the cliches of the love narrative, that the promise of the girl's vulgarity is 

kept: 

You may jeer at me, and threaten to clear the court, but until I 
am gagged and half-throttled, I will shout my poor truth. I 
insist the world know how much I loved my Lolita, this Lolita, 
pale and polluted, and big with another's child, but still gray
eyed, still sooty-lashed, still auburn and almond, still 
Carrnencita, still mine [ ... J No matter, even if those eyes of 
her would fade to myopic fish, and her nipples swell and crack. 
and her lovely young velvety delicate delta be tainted and tom 
- even then I would go mad with tenderness at the mere sight 

56 Mikhail Bakhtin. Rabelais and His World. trans. Helene Iswolsky (Bloomington. Indiana: 
Indiana University Press. 1988) ~8. 
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of your dear wan face, and at the mere sound of your raucous 
young voice, my Lolita.57 

In the face of the most impossible and painful of falls, from the vulgar to the 

grotesque, Humbert grandly performs the one act that can reclaim his vulgar 

nymphet, and proclaims not his love for Lolita, not even his love for the 

vulgar, but his love for the aesthetic pleasures of language, and of memory. 

For even as he claims his love for the aged Dolly Schiller, the language slips 

into the rhapsodies of memory ("her lovely young velvety delicate delta") and 

the delicate pleasures of loss. 

(Postscript) 

N abokov, like James before him, wields enormous influence over the output 

of fiction that follows in the wake of his own fiction; the prefiguring of the 

millennial culture of consumption and the concern with advertisement have 

already been mentioned. Nabokov also foreshadows the nihilistic tendencies 

of late century American fiction, and nowhere does he do this more clearly 

than in Lolita. In the moral and linguistic experiment of the novel, Nabokov 

lays the ground for the later, more frontal and less subtle annihilation 

performed in fiction such as Bret Easton Ellis's American Psycho or 

Glamorama. 

Certainly the linguistic experiment of a novel like American Psycho 

follows upon the nature of Humbert's relationship to language. At several 

points in the text, Humbert's relationship with language extends along a 

57 Nabokov. Lolita 26l. 
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certain marked edge, so that it delves the text not into pleasure or delight but 

rather into Barthesian bliss and rapture. Language, though only at a very few 

moments in the text, extends beyond Humbert; he is overcome by language. 

Language will at times appear on the page in a manner that seems at once 

uncensored and uncontrolled; it is the language of these moments that pulls 

the text spiraling towards madness: 

This daily headache in the opaque air of this tombal jail is 
disturbing, but I must persevere. Have written more than a 
hundred pages and not got anywhere yet. My calendar is 
getting confused. That must have been around August 15, 
1947. Don't think I can go on. Heart, head - everything. 
Lolita, Lolita, Lolita, Lolita, Lolita, Lolita, Lolita, Lolita, 
Lolita. Repeat till the page is full, printer. 58 

This is the language of Barthesian bliss, of language that escapes meaning or 

signification, and precisely the kind of language Ellis attempts to erect in a 

novel like American Psycho: "repetition itself creates bliss [ ... J to repeat 

excessively is to enter into loss, into the zero of the signified.,,59 This is. much 

more than the language of advertising, the melding of the sexual and the 

linguistic, and a reconciliation between the sexual and the aesthetic. But it is 

achieved at the margins of language, where language no longer signifies 

meaning but ritual experience. 

The language of Lolita alternates between the languages of bliss and 

pleasure, while a text like Ellis's aims to be purely the text of bliss: Barthes 

distinguishes the two as follows: 

58 Nabokov, Lolita 102. 
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Text of pleasure: the text that contents, fills. grants euphoria; 
the text that comes from culture and does not break with it is 
linked to a comfortable practice of reading. Text of bliss: the 
text that imposes a state of loss, the text that discomforts 
(perhaps to the point of a certain boredom). unsettles the 
reader's historical, cultural, psychological assumption, the 
consistency of his tastes, values, memories, brings to a crisis 
his relation with language. 

Now the subject who keeps the two texts in his field 
and in his hands the reins of pleasure and bliss is an anachronic 
subject, for he simultaneously and contradictorily participates 
in the profound hedonism of all culture (which permeates him 
quietly under cover of an art de vivre shared by the old books) 
and in the destruction of that culture: he enjoys the consistency 
of his selfhood (that is his pleasure) and seeks its loss (that is 
his bliss). He is a subject split twice over, doubly perverse.60 

What of course distinguishes the fiction of Nabokov from that of Ellis is the 

skill with which Nabokov alternates and balances the languages of pleasure 

and of bliss, keeping "the two texts in his field and in his hands"; the great 

achievement, it would seem, of Lolita is that it manages to contain the 

uncontainable, capture the language of bliss within the text of pleasure. If 

language can become the point of Barthesian "jouissance," the point where the 

split nature of Humbert as a subject is in some sense ratified, it can also act as 

a point of recuperation, of a controlled sensuality that deflects the crisis of 

selfhood away from Humbert. and rests within the territory of pleasure. 

Lolita is above all a text of pleasure, a text of control and play, though 

it is underpinned by the double loss of identity and language. As much as 

Humbert is characterized by his perversity and his pursuit of boundaries and 

59 Roland Barthes, The Pleasure of the Text trans Richard Miller (Oxford: Basil Blackwell 
Ltd., 1990) 41. Translation of Le Plaisir du Texte. 
60 Barthes. The Pleasure of the Text 1-1-. 
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spaces just beyond, he is also marked by his cowardice, and ultimately he is 

for the most part chary of maintaining language within the conventions of 

pleasure. The famous opening and closing passages of Lolita reinforce the 

pleasure of the text: "She was Lo, plain Lo, in the morning, standing four feet 

ten in one sock. She was Lola in slacks. She was Dolly at school. She was 

Dolores on the dotted line. But in my arms she was always Lolita. ,,61 The 

potential loss of names and of naming is dispelled by the strength of the 

closing phrase, "But in my arms she was always Lolita." Similarly, the 

closing passage of Lolita is nothing if not a text of pleasure, just as it is 

assuredly not a text of bliss: "I am thinking of aurochs and angels, the secret 

of durable pigments, prophetic sonnets, the refuge of art. And this is the only 

immortality you and I may share, my Lolita. "f,~ Pleasure, and particularly this 

sort of linguistic pleasure, is of course only controlled desire, and in the end, 

through a remarkable tour de force of punning, cloying, exhilarating language, 

Humbert recuperates language from the obliteration of bliss and shuttles it 

into the territory of pleasure. It is his greatest triumph, and that upon which 

the text entire rests. 

61 Naboko\', Lolita 7. 
62 Nabokov, Lolita 291. 
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Part III 

Chapter 5 
Brand Culture and the Novel: Millennial America (Brands and Hysteria) 

American civili::ation is ill its twilight phase, 
rapidly approaching a point of social and 
cultural bankruptcy. 1 

-Morris Bennan, The T'wilight of 
American Culture 

She uttered 11'1-"0 clear!:v audible words, familiar 
and elusive at the same time, words that seemed 
to have a ritual meaning, part of a verbal spell 
or ecstatic chant. 

Toyota Celico. 
A long moment passed before I reali::ed this was 
the name of an automobile. The trllth only 
amazed me more. The llfterance was beautiful 
and mysterious, gold-shot 'with looming wonder 
[. . . J But how could this be? A simple brand 

d · 2 name, an 01"< mary car. 
-Don DeLillo, White Noise 

(Social and Cultural Context: The Age of the Superb rand) 

Late twentieth century America ushered in the golden age of consumption. 

The consumer desire latent to print culture and cinema culture exploded in the 

late century atmosphere of American consumerism. 

American culture in this period is so dominated by consumerism that 

the various fonns of narrative vying for cultural dominance - television, but 

more particularly the digital culture of the internet - are effectively overcome 

by the non-narrative, or sub-narrative, of the American culture of 

II Morris Berman, The Twilight of American Culture (New York: W.\\', Norton. 2000) 159. 
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consumption. The predicted clash of narratives predicted brought about by 

the arrival of digital culture was effectively displaced, and dissolved into the 

lack of narrative inherent to the cultivation of unquestioning, and also 

unending, consumption. 

This consumer culture questioned the centrality of traditional forms of 

narrative in contemporary culture. If cinema culture and print culture before it 

questioned the centrality of the novel's aesthetic and the salience of its 

narrative form, then brand culture retreated one step further to question the 

necessity of what we have traditionally thought of as narrative. Brand culture 

did not threaten merely to displace the novel: it threatened to obliterate it 

altogether. And in questioning the very necessity of form and narrative, the 

culture of consumption made the organizing principles of aesthetics and 

vulgarity irrelevant. 

Consumption, and its historically corresponding linguistic form, 

advertisement, have both long been central aspects of American culture. 

Consumption has always been part of the American identity, part and parcel 

of the American dream. Americans have become Americans through 

consumption. But from the start of the twentieth century, consumption has 

been explicitly linked to the American perception of self, as most 

demonstrably described in Veblen's early century theory of conspicuous 

consumption. In twentieth century fiction too, the social body and the social 

identity have increasingly been determined by the nature of what it consumes. 

from Fitzgerald's Gatsby to Wharton's Lily Bart. As a nation, then, America 

2 Don DeLillo, White Noise (1984; London: Picador, 2002) 155. 

208 



has long been dependent on the culture of consumption for a sense of self, and 

also in order to organize its various social strata. 

Bolstering, explaining and containing this historically American 

preoccupation with consumption, is the traditional narrative of consumption in 

the form of the language of advertisement.3 Advertisement has long been 

important to American culture, from the linguistic aerobics of P.T. Barnum to 

the preponderance of nineteenth century newspaper adverts. With the rise of 

mass consumption and mass culture, late nineteenth and early twentieth 

century advertisement increasingly fell into the role of creating, and also 

maintaining, a narrative to organize the uncontained nature of consumer 

desire. We have used advertisement to create narratives explaining (and thus 

excusing) our desire for inanimate consumer products - whether these are the 

narratives of efficiency, pecuniary wisdom, or fashionability. Advertisement 

has traditionally named the nameless nature of consumer desire. It has used 

narrative to literally name desire. 

Perhaps due to the narrative demands of advertisement. these 

narratives once complied with familiar - and often fictional- tropes of 

narrative. Early advertisement explicitly tells stories, because this form of 

advertisement drew from the culture of print and reading that was so 

dominant; in this epoque of advertising, narratives that are followed rather 

than intuited were thought crucial to the selling power of the advertisement. 

Newspaper advertisement would run alongside fictional items, and would 

209 



poach their readership from the fiction readership: the power of advertisement 

was the associated power of fiction. 

The language of advertisement, though motivated by notions of 

consumer desire, followed certain formalized streams of narrative, whether it 

was those of consumer convenience or domestic life. One of the astonishing 

things about early forms of advertisement, particularly in the early twentieth 

century, is the degree to which they are led by text, and the visual density of 

text within the composition of the advertisement. Text and narrative, but more 

particularly fictional narrative, were thought necessary to sell a product. Short 

stories were often penned in order to support a product: selling products 

depended on creating narratives that clearly dictated either the necessity or the 

desirability of the product. 

But increasingly, over the course of the twentieth century, the nature 

of the advertisement narrative shifted from written narratives to looser, less 

contained (and to a certain degree, more subtle and less directional) forms of 

narrative. The development of cinema culture was crucial to that alteration in 

advertising narrative. Whereas the earlier textual narratives of advertising 

were more explicit and literal in their relationship to desire, they were quickly 

influenced by the nonlinear desire of cinema, and the roaming desire of the 

cinematic gaze. Increasingly, the mere presence itself of the product was 

enough to guarantee a kind of advertisement: products floated within the 

narrative of film without occupying a narrative of specificity. Unexplained 

3 The relationship between the control and inflammation of consumer desire via the language 
of advertising is partially discussed in the previous chapter of Lolita. in relation to Humbert 

2lO 



(sometimes even ambiguous) product placement replaced short narratives 

declaiming the merits of a product or service. Film developed a language and 

a loose, meandering form of narrative that ran counter to the tautness of the 

Jamesian aesthetic novel, and the effect of that new narrative stretched beyond 

the primary impact of cinema on the novel and into the future impact of brand 

culture on the novel. 

The late twentieth century rise of brand culture was the natural, even 

the inevitable, outcome of this trajectory of depleted, or reduced, narrative. In 

the late twentieth century, consumption is marked by the ubiquitous and 

indubitable presence of the brand. The narrative language of advertisement 

has dissolved into the more powerful, more succinct language of the brand. 

Brands announced the arrival of a culture of consumption that eschewed 

traditional narrative altogether for the narrative (or non narrative) of single 

words. What we have witnessed over the course of the twentieth century is a 

gradual attenuation in the narrative of advertisement, from the length of the 

short story to the brevity of the single word. 

Brands have altered our relationship to the consumption of language, 

and in a sense represent a collapse between signifier and signified, word and 

thing. The consumption of language itself - the name, and the word -

displaces the consumption of the good it is meant to represent. In our culture. 

the brand name is itself the good to be consumed. And if brands encroach 

upon the territory of the supposed product then it is precisely because they are 

fast emerging as the principle product itself. This impingement is already 

Humbert. 

211 



beginning to declare itself on an obvious and appropriately literal level. In 

clothes, for example, the brand name has escaped the confines of the label to 

declare itself on the pattern of the cloth itself; thus belts with interlocking Cs 

and Gs, coats and bags where the graphic pattern resolves into DKNY. We 

consume not the product but the logo that it bears; the ghetto fabulous 

preoccupation with poached car logo medallions is only one of many 

examples where the strength of the logo and the brand renders irrelevant the 

product to which it is attached. 

Brand culture has explicitly become the bete noire of the contemporary 

political and aesthetic consciousness; if the uproar around print and 

particularly cinema tended to gather around a more conservative outlook, then 

the furor around brand culture is explicitly liberal and left wing. This position 

is most explicitly galvanized by Naomi Klein's No Logo (2000). Ultimately 

what is of greatest interest in these responses is not so much their political 

morality, but the degree to which they struggle to create narratives around the 

non-narrative of brands. A book such as No Logo equates narrative with 

consciousness. The fight against brand culture takes the shape of a return to 

familiar and traditional forms of narrative, whether it is the narrative of social 

injustice or that of capitalist nightmare. What is most salient about No Logo is 

not the political import of Klein's argument, but rather her persuasiveness as a 

storyteller, her effectiveness in unifying the abstract arguments of anti

globalization with the specificity of a personal narrative. No Logo undertakes 

the shape and form of the expose; in order to expose the criminal nature of 
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brand culture, Klein draws from various narratives, for the most part from a 

human-interest angle. 

From unemployed workers to sweat shop laborers, No Logo struggles 

to create a cluster of familiar narratives (narratives familiar in the novel from 

the time of Dickens) around a cultural phenomenon that explicitly subverts, or 

at least circumvents, the constraints of narrative. Klein attempts to diffuse the 

mythic power of brands by erecting logical narratives around them. And if No 

Logo is not entirely successful as an attack on brands, at the very least it 

indicates and identifies the power of the brand - its capacity to incite the 

dissolution of narrative. 

Brands are the source of acute anxiety in our society because of the 

way in which they subvert traditional ideas of narrative. And without 

narrative, a book like No Logo seems to suggest, there is no political 

conscience or consciousness. And so increasingly, our culture has struggled 

to attach the veneer of narrative to brands. Brands have become inseparable 

from the malignancies of corporate culture, globalization, multinationals and 

conglomerate monopolies. Brands are read in terms of manipulation and 

coercion, in terms of ruthless target marketing, and in terms of global 

inequities. Brands squelch individualism and replace it with the mentality of 

the pack; brands remove agency from the individual and brainwash the mind 

with corporate mantras. Brands are invidious, dangerous, and above all, 

unknown in their properties. We have created a narrative of paranoid 

conspiracy around the culture of brands. 
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All of these anxieties are at least in part attempts to create narratives 

around brands, to reduce the irreducible. Perhaps whenever a phenomenon or 

new cultural technology is most threatening, a cluster of narratives springs up 

in order to describe its malignancy. But there has been, in fact, very little 

consideration of why it is that brands have succeeded in colonizing our 

culture, nor has there been any real articulation of the appeal of brands -

despite the fact that brands obviously and undeniably hold massive appeal to 

the contemporary American public. And finally, there has been very little 

sense of why it is that the culture of brands is, despite its global domination, 

peculiarly American. It might be said that something in the American psyche 

is drawn to brands, in the same way that it is perhaps drawn to film, for 

example, and America's continued bid not only for economic and political 

domination on a global scale, but also ideological and cultural command, has 

to do with its culture of brands and branding. 

Print and cinema culture spoke to the vague notion of the American 

people, embodied certain desires and ideas of America itself. Ultimately, 

print and cinema culture posed an enormous affront to the aesthetic narrative 

because of the ways in which they embodied and rendered contemporaneous 

the narrative of the American dream and the notion of American democracy. 

Whether it was in the dissemination of social information or the rags to riches 

ethos of Hollywood, print culture and cinema culture revamped the narrative 

most crucial to the idea of America itself. The raucous spirit of American 

democracy and the American dream were captured in the narratives of print 
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and cinema, and within the battleground of narrative the argument between 

aesthetics and vulgarity was fought. 

Where film and print culture captured the argument of vulgarity versus 

aesthetics within the scope of narrative, brands dissolve that argument into 

irrelevance. Brands do not, in that traditional sense at least, produce 

narrative.
4 

Nonetheless, despite this lack of formal narrative, brands, like film 

and print culture, capture the idea of America. They too communicate 

something of the energy and ambition of American mass culture, the desires 

and the dreams of America. Brands have become relevant to the ideologies of 

American culture because of the way they have stripped down the idea of the 

American dream to an idea of American desire - much in the way that the 

language of cinema recreated and reduced the idea of American democracy to 

a fanciful dream of personal reinvention. Brands condense the idea of 

American success - which, even now, remains affiliated with the idea of the 

possibilities afforded by the American notion of democracy and equality - to 

one of desire. 

Brands create a culture where success is indistinguishable from the 

capacity to satisfy one's desire, where the parameters of the American dream 

are delineated by a list of meaningless brand names. Democracy and desire 

are here openly placed alongside one another, and the capacity to fulfill and 

declare one's desire is tantamount to achieving the contemporary notion of the 

4 Brands produce instead associations, often best experienced on the level of intuition; on th~t 
level, they produce a kind of narrative of association. But the vcry purpose of brand culture IS 

to produce desire that functions apart from the level of narrati w; the successful brand instills 
not a sense of lifestyle or privilegc. but rather an instinctive desire for possession and 
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American Dream. If cinema culture made the notion of American sucCess one 

organized by the vagaries of luck rather than the ethics of hard work, then 

brand culture has made of that notion of success an impulse of consumption 

and the instinctual satisfaction of desire. 

Again, this reduction of the American Dream into a simple, almost 

blunted desire, seems almost inevitable. The novel itself has, for the course of 

the twentieth century, represented the American Dream through the 

representation of desire. Gatsby, when fIrst introduced into the Fitzgerald's 

narrative, is nothing more or less than a desiring body: "he stretched out his 

arms toward the dark water in a curious way, and, far as I was from him, I 

could have sworn he was trembling."s From the beginning, then, we 

understand this greatest of American democratic heroes in terms of his desire, 

and also in terms of his capacity to purchase and consume, as is captured in 

the following comment on consumption: "Every Friday fIve crates of oranges 

and lemons arrived from a fmiter in New York - every Monday these same 

oranges and lemons left his back door in a pyramid of pulpless halves.,,6 

Gatsby is a creature built of materiality, of "shirts with stripes and scrolls and 

plaids in coral and apple green and lavender and faint orange with monograms 

of Indian blue"; hence Daisy's declaration, "They're such beautiful shirts [ ... 

] It makes me sad because I've never seen such - such beautiful shirts 

before.,,7 Brand culture has displaced the old love narrative that justifies this 

consumption that functions outside the parameters of narrative. 
5 Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsb\' 18. 
6 Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsbv 31. 
7 Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsb:" 98. 
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desire, and justifies this consumption - as seen in novels from The Great 

Gatsby and Lolita. Nineteen twenties Gatsby is redeemed from his vulgarity 

through his love, and it is likewise the mythic proportions of his love that 

serves to redeem the bright vulgarity of the society in which he exists; 

Humbert Humbert explains his preoccupation with vulgar American mass 

culture through his love for Lolita. But in the culture of brands, the narrative 

of love is not called upon to justify the nature of desire, cultural, consumerist, 

or otherwise. 

Brands have other links to the idea of democracy though, and as with 

print and cinema, much of this purported link to democracy has to do with the 

rampant dissemination of the brand, its ready availability without distinction. 

Print and cinema culture captured the idea of American democracy by 

producing, with extreme rapidity, a vast proliferation of narrative that reached 

across the country. The traditional ideas of America were displaced into a 

multitude of narratives that effortlessly dominated the American cultural and 

psychical landscape. Brands operate in much the same way. 

Brands, even more than cinema and print, thrive in the common 

sphere; brands cannot exist unless they have a presence in that mythical 

common awareness. The target audience of the brand is always global, and it 

is almost always (intentionally and functionally) vague. In this sense, 

successful brands do not really distinguish between audiences, and nor do 

brands maintain their capacity as functioning goods. As an example, Truman 

Capote's novel (as well as the film) Breakfast at Tiffany's, demonstrates the 
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global vagueness of the brand. The story is specifically about the relationship 

to a brand beyond one's purchasing power. It is about the way in which desire 

loses its grounding in specificity, and has instead to do with the loosest of 

associations. Similarly, through the nonsensical title of Breakfast at Tiffany's 

(after all, neither breakfast nor dinner can be eaten at Tiffany's) the 

functionality of Tiffany's as a shop and as a jeweler's disintegrates and leaves 

function behind. 

Brands are meant, within this context, to act not only on the agents that 

can afford to purchase the actual products, but also upon a more general 

audience. Brands feed off image and desire, and to collect that influx of 

desire, brands need necessarily to be globally omnipresent. More particularly, 

via their omnipresence (brands, in a sense, are omnipresent rather than 

massively distributed, though this perhaps is as much an indication of our 

global state, as the nature of the brand itself) and their marked accessibility, 

brands represent an escape from the tyranny of taste as an indication of class 

or exclusivity, from the representation of taste as privilege. 8 

Whereas the peculiarities of this particular kind of exclusive, class-

inscribed taste were once legible to a minor fraction of the population,9 brands 

render this kind of taste legible to all, and also consumable to all- precisely 

because it is the brand name rather than the brand product that is being 

consumed. Brands explicitly create a narrative of privilege that is widely 

8 N.B. In this particular context, "taste" is used in reference to the codes of behavior and 
consumption that delineate the upper classes, rather than in a more general usage; it is. in a 
sense, what might be termed "Taste" with a capital "T." 
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legible to all. Here mere awareness of the brand is already itself an indication 

of the knowledge that sanctions privileged taste, and mere usage of the brand 

name is already itself a form of consumption. Therefore, brand consumers are 

not just those that purchase the products designated by the brand, but also 

those who are simply aware of the brand, and who consume the associated 

myth of the brand word. The great strength of the brand is the fact that its 

consumption is not limited to pure product consumption. 

Brands seem to democratize the exclusivity of class-inscribed taste, 

but in that very process of democratization they seem also to eliminate the 

exclusivity of taste altogether as a construct, rendering high taste and low taste 

much the same. And it is worth considering if the democratic and the notion 

of class-inscribed taste are perhaps in and of themselves conflicting. The 

sterile promiscuity of brands undermines the complicated structures of high 

and low. Brands speak a language of commonality that, in its very legibility, 

runs counter to the impenetrable - the illegible - codes of high taste and high 

class. Exclusivity is not exclusivity, and Taste is not Taste, when they are 

legible to all. The threat of brands is that it makes the markers of taste - the 

kind of taste that declares class difference - irrelevant. 

And to an extent, that erosion of that privileged taste also represents 

the erosion of traditional ideas of class; if class clearly persists in American 

culture, this collapse indicates the erosion of the legible boundaries between 

classes, the rarified language demarcating class. The collapse of ideas of high 

9 The relationship between taste and class - and the upper class need to preserve the 
illegibility of taste - is explored in Veblen· s theory of the leisure class. 
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and low taste and the codes of class demands the attendant collapse of the 

very idea of the vulgar, for both class-inscribed and aesthetic reasons. Firstly, 

without taste or class, it becomes impossible to identify the vulgar: without 

either taste or class, the difference that is predicated by the very term 

"vulgarity" dissolves. Secondly, brand culture openly declares the desire that 

is implicit to vulgarity, but concealed within its very grounds, and in this 

sense renders the aesthetic purpose of vulgarity as a term irrelevant. 

Brands are able to disregard these ideas of taste, class, vulgarity, 

because above all brands are concerned with instilling the will to consume, 

with fanning desire. Brands create a narrative fac;ade, chimerical and false 

references to ideas of taste. 10 But underneath the sheen of their meaningless 

veneer, brands represent nothing apart from the will to consume. Neither 

Chanel nor BMW denote taste, class, or even financial stability; these brands 

denote nothing apart from desire and consumption. They are deflated 

signifiers, or rather, they signify nothing apart from the pleasure and the 

consolation of consumption. They occupy a minute temporal space, the space 

of instant gratification rather than the extended narrative demanded by the 

very idea of taste, or even the routine narratives of vulgar mimetic aspiration. 

Culturally, brands are treated as though they represent organized narrati ve of 

some kind, whether it is the narrative of privilege and pecuniary affluence, the 

narrative of social aspiration or the narrative of social injustice and 

globalization - but in fact brands represent most acutely the breakdown of 
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narrative and the explosion of desiring. 

What emerges out of the collapse of the VUlgar, then, is a culture that is 

led by desiring. With the rise of brand culture. the intensity of our desiring 

has only risen. But if our culture was previously concerned with the 

seemingly endless energy of the VUlgar, then it is worth considering what has. 

culturally and aesthetically, replaced vulgarity as a point of concern. And it 

seems possible to posit, however tentatively, that the acute frenzy of this 

desire has led, progressively, to something that extends beyond desire and into 

something that looks, possibly, much like hysteria. It is in the grasp of 

hysteria that brands disintegrate into something that looks - in the nature of its 

effect at least - somewhat like vulgarity. The cult of contemporary hysteria is 

closest in its energy and its deterritorialized values to the former phenomenon 

of vulgarity; that too in its function as the declared cause of instability, and 

also simultaneously container and explanation of that instability. This 

displacement of energy from vulgarity to hysteria will be discussed later, with 

particular reference to contemporary American novels such as Don DeLillo's 

White Noise and Jonathan Franzen's The Corrections. 

To say that high taste in a sense represents the bulwark of narrative, 

narratives developed and honed over generations, is also to make the 

association between the aesthetic narrative and the idea of taste. What brand 

culture threatens, then, is not simply the idea of taste. but also the systems of 

the aesthetic. The old structuring dichotomy of vulgarity versus the aesthetic 

10 Brands signify a multitude of empty associations and empty paradoxes - false ideas of 
lifestyle and privilege, vulgar notions of taste - that eventually resolve (or dissolve) into 
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no longer holds fast. And in the case of Bret Easton Ellis's American Psycho, 

the culture of the brand similarly destabilizes the fonn of the novel, though it 

perhaps also appears to offer a new school of novelistic, even aesthetic, 

sensibility. 

(Critical and Literary Context: Brands, Hysteria and the American 
Novel) 

Despite their obvious sterility, brands are the base around which the much 

vaunted American vitality seems to have gathered - brands are the end to 

which the energy of Gatsby's ambition, Lolita's raucous voice, Pardon's 

entrepreneurial scheming, have arrived. In contemporary American culture, 

the famed American energy has in a sense deserted the dream of America, and 

instead has spilled itself into the culture of consumption. Indeed, the frenetic 

energy of this world seems to have redefined the very way in which we 

describe American energy. It is no longer the dispensation of energy in the 

pursuit of a lifelong goal or much cherished dream - even the vulgar dream of 

the starlet is characterized by this sort of energy - but is instead a less 

concisely directed, more free-floating sort of energy. 

It is precisely the enonnous energy of brand culture that instigates 

cultural alarmists. In his openly apocalyptic book, The Tl-vilight of American 

Culture, Morris Bennan writes: "Check out any TV ad for Nike or Pepsi and 

you'll see that McWorld has tremendous vitality. The problem is that since all 

this vitality celebrates nothing substantive beyond buying and owning things, 

statements meaning \cry little at all beyond the instigation of desire. 
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it itself is the cultural decline I am talking about. "II The TH'ilight of American 

Culture is apocalyptic to the point of being parody, a book essentially rooted 

in denial, and acutely petrified of contemporary culture: "American 

civilization is in its twilight phase, rapidly approaching a point of social and 

cultural bankruptcy." 12 

Berman is especially threatened by the new culture of brands and 

desire, and describes in scathing terms "the 'democratization of desire,' the 

notion that all had equal rights to the world of comfort and luxury."l3 Berman 

is not afraid, at least, to criticize the contemporary status of American 

democracy, and the troubled nature of democracy as a concept. But it is 

interesting to note that it is the proliferation of desire that truly alarms 

Berman, the capacity of brands to incite and fulfill desire on a global scale. 

When desire is global, Berman quite accurately seems to suggest, the systems 

of hierarchy tumble. 

Morris Berman manages to maintain a consistently melancholy 

perspective on the current status of American culture, but the book as a whole 

is most acutely distressed by the troubled status of the aesthete. (The term 

aesthete is, in this contemporary context, a term of historicity and nostalgia. 

In part, the extinction of the aesthete has to do with the global nature of our 

contemporary culture, that contemporary climate wherein the concept of 

social separation, or asociality, has become more difficult. Today' s 

intellectuals are politically and socially engaged; the notion of the aesthete a la 

11 Berman 3. 
12 Berman 159. 

223 



Huysmans's Against Nature is well nigh impossible in our contemporary 

climate.) Even the idea of the elite itself is now a difficult one, in comparison 

to a mere century earlier, and in Berman's overwhelming concern with the 

aesthete, certainly it seems clear that he associates the preservation of the 

aesthete with the reinstitution of an order of elites. Berman essentially 

hungers for a world where social order, high taste, vulgarity and aesthetes are 

still viable options, and in the resuscitation of the aesthete he seems to 

perceive the key to that global order. What is fascinating here is the way 

Berman effects an easy slippage between two separate meanings of the vulgar 

- the aesthetic one, which is the proclaimed moral basis for his complaints 

against contemporary American culture, and the class-inscribed one, from 

which he seems to draw his master plan for aesthetic survival. 

Berman seems to suggest, with something of a free hand, that the 

intellectuaL aesthetic identity can be preserved only through what he tags, 

without any visible sense of irony, "the monastic option" - through the very 

eschewing of the culture he is attempting to rectify and alter. It is the laying 

out of this monastic option that is, in fact, the central motivation behind the 

book: 

One of my intentions in writing The Twilight of American 
Culture was to create a kind of guidebook for disaffected 
American who felt increasingly unable to fit into this society [ . 
. . ] in other words, to offer something by way of a road map to 
anyone who is interested in orienting him or herself in the 
events of the new century and in finding meaning in a 
disintegrating culture. 14 

I3 Berman 116. 
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It is somehow rather mystifying that Berman suggests that the "new monks" 

orient themselves "in the events of the new century" by eschewing precisely 

the very culture they are attempting to navigate: "Although the public face of 

American civilization in the twenty-first century will be vital kitsch, a tiny 

fraction of the population will be interested in doing something very different 

with their lives, going 'underground' as it were, so that their contributions 

cannot be co-opted as slogans and drained of content.,,15 Berman clearly 

identifies the danger of narratives "co-opted by slogans," reduced to the 

linguistic constructions of brands. He openly identifies the duty of this 

monastic class as one of preservation ("monastic preservation and 

transmission,,16); that an impulse of preservation is necessarily the obvious 

step towards learning to navigate "the events of a new century" is perhaps not 

entirely evident. 

Perhaps above all what is so remarkable about Berman's writing is his 

inability to perceive the way in which the American perception of self has 

historically been intricately linked to this culture of consumption. The Great 

Gatsby, like The House of Mirth, is on one level explicitly about the power of 

consumption as metaphor for humanity. To eschew that energy, and to deny 

the centrality consumption has to our understanding of self, is to 

fundamentally misunderstand the legacy of American culture in the twentieth 

century. 

Jonathan Franzen, who is perhaps as troubled by consumer culture as 

l-t Berman 132-3. 
15 Berman LB. 
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Berman, is similarly preoccupied with the idea of isolation; hence the title of 

his collection of non-fiction essays, How To Be Alone. But where Berman 

relentlessly advocates the isolationist agenda, Franzen more sensitively 

explores the paradoxes that confront the would-be aesthete within our culture: 

The invitation to leave your depression behind, whether 
through medication or therapy or effort of wilL seems like an 
invitation to tum your back on all your dark insights into the 
corruption and infantilism and self-delusion of the brave new 
Mc World. And these insights are the sole legacy of the social 
novelist who desires to represent the world not simply in its 
detail but in its essence, to shine light on the morally blind eye 
of the virtual whirlwind, and who believes that human beings 
deserve better than the future of attractively priced electronic 
panderings that is even now being conspired for them. Instead 
of saying I am depressed, you want to say I am right! 17 

Whether inspired by loathing or love, the novelist cannot ignore the energy of 

consumer culture, because it is within the precincts of this culture that the 

relevance of the novel presides. The imperative to bear witness is. as Franzen 

says, "the sole legacy of the [ ... ] novelist who desires to represent the world 

[ ... ] in its essence." 

Berman's declaration, "our much vaunted American energy is also 

shadow rather than substance. Check out any TV ad for Nike or Pepsi and 

you'll see that McWorld has tremendous vitality,,,18 recollects Michael 

Wood's anecdote: "Philip Roth once told me, in relation to the tilt towards 

what feels like vulgarity in his writing. that he could do the delicate stuff but 

16 Berman 173. 
17 Jonathan Franzen. How To Be Alone: Essays (2002; New York: Picador. 2003) 7'2. 
18 Berman 3. 
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had to go where the energy was.,,19 The contemporary writers that loom 

largest in the contemporary literary imagination are those who, rather than 

disavowing the energy of contemporary culture, in all its messiness and 

seeming vulgarity, consider it head to head. These are the writers willina to 
:=-

risk the myth of the aesthete in search of something that seems, in 

contemporary American fiction, to have garnered more immediate relevance. 

For this reason, if for none other, the contemporary American novel is 

obsessed with brands. Brands are central to understanding the current shape 

of the American novel, the alteration in narrative and the bent of its ambition. 

The culture of the brand, for some writers at least represents a rerouting 

within the story - the history - of the novel. The American novel's 

relationship to brands is far more than the expression of a more general 

interest in documenting the interstices of contemporary culture; it is more than 

Franzen's '"desire to represent the world in its essence." Rather, brands are 

crucial to the logic of the anxieties that surface repeatedly in contemporary 

American novels; they are, in this sense, as much a part of Franzen's self-

declared depression and anxiety as his novelistic conscience. 

The anxiety of the contemporary consciousness is the anxiety of things 

- an anxiety that both stems from and turns toward the culture of branding. 

The contemporary American novel is characterized by ever increasing 

examples of a cataloguing that ruptures the form of narrative. The novel is 

characterized by lists, by accumulations of the inanimate. As Don DeLillo 

19 Michael Wood, The Magician's Doubts: Nabokov and the Risks of Fiction (Princeton, :'\it'\\ 

Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1994) 129. 
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writes in Great Jones Street, as early as 1973, "'What do you want to read 

about? People, places or things?' 'Things,' I said. ,,20 

Probably one of the more salient recent examples occurs in the 

introductory chapter of Franzen's own The Corrections (2001): "and so the 

random Nordstrom shopping bag that was camped behind a dust ruffle with 

one of its plastic handles semi-detached would contain the whole shuffled 

pathos of a refugee existence - non-consecutive issues of Good 

Housekeeping, black-and-white snapshots of Enid in the 1940s, brown recipes 

on high-acid paper that called for wilted lettuce, the current month's telephone 

and gas bills, the detailed First Notice from the medical lab instructing co-

payers to ignore subsequent billings for less than fifty cents, a complimentary 

cruise ship photo of Enid and Alfred wearing leis and sipping beverages from 

hollow coconuts, and the only extant copies of two of their children's birth 

certificates, for example.,,21 The family, and more generally the animate, is 

buried in the ever-accumulating rubble of human experience, the animate 

losing ground to the growing strengths of the inanimate. The human is thus 

rendered refugee, or refuse, reduced to "the only extant copies of two of their 

children's birth certificates." 

This pseudo-archeological itemization, which follows from DeLillo's 

1984 White Noise, has a kind of historical presence in the modem American 

novel, whether in its previously discussed presence in Lolita, or, in perhaps a 

less insistent form, its presence in early century novels such as Wharton's The 

20 Don DeLillo, Great Jones Street (1973; London: Andre Deutsch, 1992) 61. 
2l Jonathan Franzen, The Corrections (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2001) 8. 
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Age of Innocence. That previous itemization, however, never encroaches 

upon the novel's narrative and is closely commented upon within the context 

and narrative of the novel itself. Wharton writes: 

Presently he rose and approached the case before which she 
stood. Its glass shelves were crowded with small broken 
objects - hardly recognizable domestic utensils, ornaments and 
personal trifles - made of glass, of clay, of discolored bronze 
and other time-blurred substances. "It seems cruel," she said, 
"that after a while nothing matters [ ... ] any more than these 
little things, that used to be necessary and important to 
forgotten people, and now have to be guessed at under a 
magnifying glass and labeled: "'Use unknown ... ,22 

While Wharton skillfully depicts the poignant helplessness of such objects -

and in so doing defusing their troubling status - the contemporary novels that 

inherited and expanded upon this tradition of itemization have allowed these 

objects to accumulate without the comforts of commentary. 

The import of Wharton's "use unknown," perhaps declares itself most 

articulately in Don DeLillo's White Noise (1984), where the inanimate 

literally represents death: 

I went home and started throwing things away. I threw away 
old fishing lures, dead tennis balls, tom luggage. I ransacked 
the attic for old furniture, discarded lampshades, warped 
screens, bent curtain rods. I threw away picture frames, shoe 
trees, umbrella stands, wall brackets, highchairs and cribs, 
collapsible TV trays, beanbag chairs, broken turntables. I 
threw away shelf paper, faded stationery, manuscripts of 
articles I'd written, galley proofs of the same articles, the 
journals in which the articles were printed. The more I threw 
away, the more I found. The house was a sepia maze of old 
and tired things. There was an immensity of ~hin,~s, an 
overburdening weight, a connection, a mortahty.--

22 Wharton 1262. 
23 DeLillo, White Noise 262. 

229 



White Noise, a novel acutely and actively "about" death, is buried in the 

rubble of the inanimate, "the dark underside of consumer consciousness." As 

much as the white noise that features in the title, the novel is about the 

immobilizing terror of this inanimate rubble. It is perhaps only natural, then, 

that the dynamics of traditional narrative give way in the contemporary novel 

to lists and listing, to the immobility and paralysis of this anxiety. 

Contemporary novels are preoccupied with describing the inanimate 

stuff of human life, its dense and unforgiving fabric. They are caught up in 

the struggle to account for and enumerate the increasing mass of the 

inanimate; these narratives are often overcome with an urgent taxonomy of 

things. And that struggle at times overcomes the narrative. From a very 

different perspective, it also might be said to create an aesthetic that is 

particular to the time and period. It is certainly a categorizing thread running 

through the fiction of Jonathan Franzen and Don DeLillo, Rick Moody 

(particularly in the short story collection Demonology), and most obviously 

that of Bret Easton Ellis. His novels Americ(/n Psvcho and Glamorama in a 

sense represent the extremities of this preoccupation, or condition. They also 

struggle to assert it as a structuring form to the novel, and a novelistic 

aesthetic as well. These writers together form a kind of new American 

aesthetic, but Ellis, perhaps more than the others, pushes and stretches the 

logic of that aesthetic to its breaking point. The fact that these two Ellis 

novels in particular are also met with some critical ambivalence is perhaps 

indicative of the degree to which this motif is perceived more as a rupture to 
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the aesthetic of the narrative than a successful aesthetic alternative. 

Out of that taxonomy there emerges also an acute anxiety around 

identity, a crisis of which that hysteria is mere symptom. These novels 

portray the predicament of asserting the individuality and the identity of the 

self within this amassing of the inanimate. These novels are concerned with 

the dissolving of the self into the meaningless (hence in Franzen's litany, the 

"only extant copies of two of their children's birth certificates" are lost within 

the rubble of "the whole shuffled pathos of a refugee existence"). It is there in 

the self-imposed isolation and image-breaking of celebrity Bucky Wunderlick 

in DeLillo's Great Jones Street, in Alfred's Parkinson's induced delirium in 

The Corrections, and in Patrick Bateman's homicidal schizophrenia in 

American Psycho. 24 As Jack Gladney (J.A.K. Gladney) observes in White 

Noise, "I am the false character that follows the name around. ,,25 

Brands, of course, are not merely words, but also names. And in this 

context then, it is not the process of consumption that is most important to the 

culture of brands, but rather the act of naming itself. A product without a 

name is well nigh valueless - the generic foods briefly referenced in White 

Noise have long disappeared from the shelves of our supermarkets. Our 

24 Further, as Jon Buscall notes of American Psycho, "There are a myriad of mistaken 
identities throughout the novel" (Jon Buscall, "Whose Text Is It Anyway? Authorial 
Discourse in Bret Easton Ellis's American Psycho" English Studies: Methods and 
Approaches Eds. Matti Peikola and Sanna-Kaisa Tanskanen (Turku, Finland: University of 
Turku, 1998) pp. 195-212,207). Nancy and Joe Applegate similarly observe, "As well as 
being misunderstood and ignored, he (Bateman) is often misnamed, as though the existence 
and identity of him and his Wall Street friends are interchangeable" (Nancy Applegate and 
Joe Applegate, "Prophet or Pornographer: An Evaluation of Black Humor in American 
Psycho" Notes on Contemporary Literature, 25, no. 1 (1995 January), pp. 82-88, 11). 
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culture places a premium on names. The brand names that litter our 

contemporary landscape are at once abstracted and deeply familiar. And the 

deep familiarity of these names, sidled alongside the vast emptiness of these 

names as words of signification, is what gives brands their insidious duality: 

they are at once a form of comfort and a threatening, impinging void. 

And in a sense, the preoccupation with branding evinced by all these 

novelists is at least partially linked to the anxiety regarding the accrual of the 

inanimate, and the vagaries of an increasingly schizophrenic society. 

Branding assuages these multiple anxieties by naming the inanimate. 

Branding populates the mass of the inanimate with names, fixes the 

schizophrenia propelled by these objects with the finitude of a name. Naming 

gives way to certainty, and in an uncertain world, branding perfunctorily and 

gratuitously performs the enormous task of giving names. In Great Jones 

Street, the characters are even named after brands, from Hanes to Dr. Pepper: 

"Lycra Spandex lived with her mother and sister in Lefrak City. I didn't 

know where Vegemoto lived [ ... ] Tia Maria used to live in a city bus under 

the West Side Highway.,,26 And "she goes by the name of Mazola June ('They 

named me after the com oil,' she said in a IiI ole draw I of a voice.) "n Ellis's 

Glamorama is essentially a list of names, celebrity names that function as 

brands as well as names: "Carol Alt, Pedro Almodovar, Dana Ashbrook 

25 DeLillo, White Noise 17. 
26 DeLillo, Great Jones Street 76. It is interesting that the older generation in DeLillo's Great 
Jones Street derive their names from other sources, beyond brands: "Miss Mott lived on ~lott 
Street. as in the past. called Miss Rivington. she'd lived on Riyington street, and on Canal 
Street as Miss Canal. She was in her late sixties" (DeLillo. Great Jones Street 72). 
27 Delillo. Great Jones Street 116. 
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[ ... ]"28 

Brands are clearly central to the "big" questions of these contemporary 

novels, the questions of identity and mortality. But if brands are of interest in 

these novels, then it is because of their clearly declared duality. Brands are a 

part of the culture these novelists write about and against, a form of taxonomy 

and a rupture to the aesthetic - but they are nonetheless simultaneously a 

source of comfort against the vicissitudes of contemporary life. The act of 

naming represented by brands becomes a bank against which the pressures of 

the contemporaneous are drawn. The naming power of brands is enormously 

and explicitly important within the systems of faith these novels struggle to 

depict. Brands are turned to in search of comfort and reassurance, and quickly 

become drawn into the context of faith - it is surely no coincidence that 

DeLillo often lists them in triplets, in a kind of consumerist holy trilogy. 

Brands are linked to the emergency systems of faith and healing drawn upon 

in times of catastrophe, as is made explicit in White Noise: 

Moments later she spoke again. Distinct syllables this 
time, not some dreamy murmur - but a language not quite of 
this world. I struggled to understand. I was convinced she was 
saying something, fitting units of stable meaning. I watched 
her face. waited. Ten minutes passed. She uttered two clearly 
audible words. familiar and elusive at the same time, words 
that seemed to have a ritual meaning, part of a verbal spell or 
ecstatic chant. 

Toyota Celica. 
A long moment passed before I realized this was the 

name of an automobile. The truth only amazed me more. The 
utterance was beautiful and mysterious. gold-shot with looming 
wonder. It was like the name of an ancient power in the sky. 

2X Bret Easton Ellis, Glamorama (1998; London: Picador, 2(00) 9. 



tablet -carved in cuneifonn. It made me feel that somethim~ 
hovered. But how could this be? A simple brand name, ~ 
ordinary car. How could these near-nonsense words, munnured 
in a child's restless sleep, make me sense a meaning, a 
presence? She was only repeating some TV voice. Toyota 
Corolla, Toyota Celica, Toyota Cressida. Supranational 
names, computer-generated, more or less universally 
pronounceable. Part of every child's brain noise, the substatic 
regions too deep to probe. Whatever its source, the utterance 
struck me with the impact of a moment of splendid 
transcendence.29 

DeLillo evokes the awesome power of the brand as word and name ("it was 

like the name of an ancient power in the sky, tablet-carved in cuneifonn"). 

But he also indicates the way this power, perhaps like all ritualistic powers, is 

linked to the idea of the brand as sound and human utterance, apart from 

meaning and apart from social identity. And despite the enormity of its 

significance, and despite its apparent lack of relevant meaning, the "utterance" 

is linked to the idea of comfort and stability: "units of stable meaning," 

"clearly audible," "familiar and elusive at the same time." 

DeLillo pointedly invokes the ritualistic and shamanistic: "words that 

seemed to have a ritual meaning, part of a verbal spell of ecstatic chant," 

"beautiful and mysterious, gold-shot with looming wonder," "the name of an 

ancient power in the sky, tablet -carved in cuneifonn." The evocation is so 

complete, and in a sense so charged, that it seems on one level that DeLillo is 

clearly parodying the system of faith that is built around the idea of the brand 

- a faith that functions apart from logic or reason, and instead operates 

according to the traditional notion of faith itself. But within that skillful 

29 Delillo, White Noise 155. 
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parody there is also (and this is in a sense what makes White Noise a powerful 

piece of fiction) an exploration of the acutely human need for the assurances 

of the spiritual. In a sense, DeLillo is only exposing the incongruity of that 

spiritual need attaching itself to the culture of branding. 

But DeLillo is also exploring the way in which brands can push 

language, and hence narrative, to the limits of its present incarnation. In a 

sense, it is this aspect of brands that is of greatest interest to the formalist in 

DeLillo. Much like the instances in Lolita discussed in the conclusion of the 

previous chapter, DeLillo invokes the endgame of language. Language is here 

virtually without meaning ("these near-nonsense words, murmured in a child's 

restless sleep") and yet is simultaneously at its most powerful ("make me 

sense a meaning, a presence," "the utterance struck me with the impact of a 

moment of splendid transcendence"). This is, again, Barthes's language of 

bliss, or, to be more precise, it is the recovered language of bliss: 

Obsessive rhythms, incantatory music, litanies, rites, and 
Buddhist nembutsu, etc.: to repeat excessively is to enter into 
loss, into the zero of the signified. But: in order for repetition to 
be erotic, it must be formal, literal, and in our culture this 
flaunted (excessive) repetition reverts to eccentricity, thrust 
toward various marginal regions [ ... ] The bastard form of 
mass culture is humiliated repetition, content, ideological 
schema, the blurring of contradictions - these are repeated, but 
the superficial forms are varied: always new books, new 
programs, new films, new items, but always the same 

. 30 meanmg. 

Barthes's description of mass culture neatly applies to the contemporary status 

of culture (and indeed, The Pleasure o/the Text is only written some ten years 
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prior to De Lillo's 1984 White Noise). What is of interest here is the degree to 
b 

which DeLillo explicitly struggles to reinvest "the bastard fonn of mass 

culture" with its endless array of "new items" and its "huntiliated repetition" 

with the power of the language of bliss. In the process, DeLillo invokes the 

ritualistic and the ecstatic. 

DeLillo, and perhaps Bret Easton Ellis and Rick Moody, attempt to 

create from brand language a language of bliss, and one that simultaneously 

(and this is perhaps the paradox upon which their attempt falters, because the 

language of bliss is always out of context) adheres to the surface of 

contemporary life. In a sense, they seek to invoke a contemporary language 

of bliss that, as opposed to the Nabokovian (for example) language of bliss, 

functions in tandem with the contextual. Where Nabokov' s language of bliss 

explicitly is decontextualized, these contemporary writers attempt to use the 

language of bliss to speak in a politicized, critical manner. This is a radically 

different approach to the language and the fonn of the novel, and as a w hole is 

one that unifies many of the diverse manifestations of the contemporary 

American novel. 

Perhaps the most salient result, though, of that simultaneous 

production of blissful language and that preoccupation with context. is a kind 

of almost schizoid hysteria. The preoccupation with the language of taxonomy 

in Moody, Franzen, DeLillo, Ellis, and also Thomas Pynchon, is united with a 

kind of conscious hysteria - indeed, that manic preoccupation with listing, 

itentization, cataloguing, is itself a kind of symptom of that hysteria. These 

Barthes, The Pleasure of the Text -1-1-42. 
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novels - in particular Franzen's The Corrections, DeLillo's White Noise. and 

practically the whole of Pynchon and Ellis's fiction - are astonishingly and 

persuasively hysterical. Toxic disasters, unidentifiable medications (in both 

The Corrections and in White Noise), homicidal maniacs and global 

conspiracies abound. Hysteria lends energy to the otherwise meaningless 

listing that dominates these novels; hysteria, ironically, gives an emotional 

intelligence and context to the aesthetic of these novels. In the way that 

vulgarity organized The Bostonians or Lolita, hysteria is a favored topic 

amongst these writers; it is as much a source of poetic ruminations as 

vulgarity, or any other topic. 

And indeed, returning to the previously cited Philip Roth quotation, 

the nature of that energy, which above Wood associates with the vulgar, is 

also decidedly the energy of the hysterical. As previously intimated, hysteria, 

VUlgarity, and the expression of literary energy are linked here; Roth's fiction 

derives its remarkable life force from a kind of hysterical vulgarity. As 

Martin Amis wrote in his review of Philip Roth's Sabbath's Theatre, "What 

Sabbath '.'I Theatre involves you in is a 450 page spasm of hysteria. It is a 

hysterical novel about the hysteria of a hysterical man, and it leaves you 

.c l' h . 1 ,,31 lee mg - ystenca. 

Not only Roth's fiction, but also that of DeLillo and others, reflects the 

degree to which hysteria is again a contemporary phenomenon. But if Roth's 

fiction captures the overlap between vulgarity and hysteria, DeLillo and Ellis 

31 Martin Amis, The War Against Cliche: Essays and Reviews 1971-2000 (2001; London 
Vintage, 2002) 29'+. 
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(for example) illustrate the degree to which hysteria has, in a sense, replaced 

vulgarity as a container for anxieties about uncontained and undirected 

energy, sexuality, and also gender. And in a sense, this is the reason why 

vulgarity becomes increasingly irrelevant; hysteria applies not only to the 

energy of the uncontained, but also to the anxieties of the aesthete: the 

aesthetic and the vulgar together dissolve into the hysterical. The questions of 

identity, the formal aspects of the symptomatic and the traumatized, are all 

aspects that verge upon both vulgarity and aesthetics. 

During the course of the twentieth century, the Freudian (and 

decidedly female) condition of hysteria was reputedly on the wane, leading 

psychiatrists to question where, precisely, the hysteria had "gone." Various 

theories were put forward, perhaps most persuasively the idea that with the 

rise of feminism and the repositioning of female sexuality, the female disorder 

was dispelled. But, as Elaine Showalter argues in Hysfories: Hysterical 

Epidemics and Modem Culture, hysteria has merely shifted shape and fonn, 

and now manifests itself in phenomena ranging from UFO sightings, to 

Chronic Fatigue Syndrome or Gulf War Syndrome. 

We now locate hysteria in cultural obsessions that cut across gender. 

whether it is the culture of witch hunts or talk show confessional culture. 

Hysteria in our contemporary culture clearly is no longer a female disorder. 

but rather is a symptom afflicting both genders, and in certain instances is a 

more acutely male syndrome than female (as in the case of Gulf War 

Syndrome, or perhaps as seen in the fiction of Roth, Bret Easton Ellis, and 
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others). Here, the ramifications of transgender, global hysteria is that the 

sexuality formerly attributed to individual deviant cases is instead applied to a 

social whole. There is no longer a female "object" of hysterical study (much 

in the way that Verena Tarrant, for example, is an object of vulgarity). If 

vulgarity has slipped into and been eclipsed by hysteria, it has also lost its 

previously acute sense of gendering. Instead, culture as a whole is hystericaL 

culture as a whole is caught up in these arguments of widespread sexuality 

and uncontainment. 

One of the most obvious forms of hysteria in our current culture is of 

course the compulsion of the culture of consumption, and more particularly 

the obsessive preoccupation with brands. If (in the Freudian definition) 

hysteria once represented the expression of impermissible desire and 

sexuality, then brands have created a culture where those selfsame 

impermissibles of desire and compulsion are broadly, and more generally 

expressed. Brands create a culture where compulsive behavior is not only 

allowed, but encouraged. 

If hysteria once represented the release of repressed (or suppressed) 

sexuality, then the cultural preoccupation with brands represents the open 

expression of what is clearly a surrogate for sexuality. The consumption of 

brands is one of the most obviously sexual aspects of our increasingly sterile 

culture, hence the obsession with "sexy" brands. In this sense. brands 

function in the way hysteria does in the early twentieth century - as a 

surrogate expression of sexuality. 
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But if on one level brands act as a surrogate for sexuality, on another 

they replace it altogether. Brands, even as they represent sexuality and 

consumption, are overwhelmingly sterile. Nowhere is this more evident than 

in Bret Easton Ellis's American Psycho, which, for all its frantic consumption, 

is overwhelming unsexual. Indeed, consumption, or defunct forms of 

consumption, was always an important part of clinical hysteria: Breuer and 

Frued, in their classic Studies on Hysteria, declare "chronic vomiting and 

anorexia, carried to the pitch of rejection of all nourishmenC32 to be a classic 

symptom of hysteria, while Freud's famed case study of Emmy von N. dwells 

on the perversity of her anorexia. Historically, aberrant consumption is one of 

the defining aspects of hysteria, and the phenomenon of anorexia and bulimia 

has only increased over the interceding century between the time of Freud and 

our own. Showalter likewise identifies the rampant rise of anorexia and 

bulimia, as media and medical phenomenon, as another example of the 

persistence of contemporary hysteria. 

Branding is, when taken in its more abstract sense, a kind of aberrant 

form of consumption. It is consumption that functions outside of the logic of 

need, and instead acts as symptom of psychological condition. It is a kind of 

consumption that gorges itself rather than satisfying itself, that is led by 

psychological compulsion and obsession. It is a kind of obverse to anorexia 

and bulimia; rather than serving the logic of denial, it keys into the logic of 

surfeit. And indeed, anorexia and bulimia are themselves washed over with 

32 Joseph Breuer and Sigmund Freud, Studies on Hysteria, trans. James Strachey,. .. 
introduction by Irvin D. Yalom (New York: Basic Books, 2000) 4. Trans. of Studlen Uber 
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the logic of excess, of psychological rather than literal excess. Eating 

disorders are to a degree concerned with an excess of wilL and the 

corresponding dissolving of control into compulsion. In a sense, the literary 

association between consumption and bulimia was made clear in Nabokov' s 

depiction of Humbert's (again aberrant) sexuality: "Imagine me, on the very 

rack of joy noisily emitting dimes and quarters, and great big silver dollars 

like some sonorous jingly and wholly demented machine vomiting riches. ,,~~ 

More recently, in the fiction of writers like DeLillo and Moody, 

literature "noisily emits" brand names in the way that Humbert emits "dimes 

and quarters," "vomits" up endless streams of brand language. Brands 

become the expression of sexual ecstasy, "the very rack of joy." And in a 

sense, novels such as American Psycho, White Noise and Pynchon's Vineland 

are explicitly about the link between hysteria and consumption. But they are 

also about the association with pathology, and are to a certain degree 

concerned with the way in which the non active symptoms of hysteria are 

redirected into pathological activity. Perhaps more than anything, these 

writers evoke the brand in order to communicate hysteria and pathology, and 

appropriately so; if the brand is nothing more than word, then these novels are 

about linguistic hysteria. 

("All Plots Move Deathward": Don DeLillo and Rick Moody) 

Hysterie. 
33 Nabokov, Lolita 172. 
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If on(v I could have nourished myself upon the 
depths of his vulgarity. instead of that too 
becoming a source of shame. Shame and shame 
and shame and shame - el'ery place I turn 
something else to be ashamed of 

Philip Roth, Portnoy's Complaint'4 

Philip Roth's masterful Patrimony is, amongst other things, an elegy to the 

death of the vulgar in the form of an account of Roth's father's death. As 

much as Portnoy's Complaint is "about" sex, Patrimony is "about" death. 

And in a sense, with this dual obsession with sex and death, Roth 

demonstrates the degree to which the love narrative has fallen away as the 

organizing principle of the American novel. 

Roth is famous for the sex that abounds in his novels, and the 

unabashed ease with which he depicts the sexual. More acutely, Roth portrays 

the sexual without the expected self-conscious aestheticization. Fiction like 

his effectively makes irrelevant the trope of the love narrative; if the aesthetic 

of the love narrative is an elaborate literary device to contain sexuality, then 

the open declaration of the sexual makes both the trope of love and the 

structuring control of the aesthetic irrelevant. 

Don DeLillo also declares the end of the love story in White Noise 

:'''Do you believe love is stronger than death'?' 'Not in a million years.' "Good 

[ ... ] Nothing is stronger than death. ",35 The accumulation of the inanimate. 

particularly as seen in DeLillo's fiction, is part of that death narrative. If 

hysteria has replaced vulgarity, then it is, perhaps, the preoccupation with 

J.j Philip Roth. Portnoy's Complaint (1969; New York: Vintage. 1994) 50. 
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death that has replaced the preoccupation with sex. (The narrati yes of sex and 

love, previously so split, here in a sense collide - if love and vulaaritv were b _ 

narratives to contain sexual desire, then hysteria expresses all that is 

repressed, and in this sense the love narrative is removed from the equation 

altogether, and is rendered extraneous). Death is the romantic preoccupation 

of numerous contemporary novels and books, from Patrimony and White 

Noise through to American Psycho. Thomas Pynchon famously wrote in the 

introduction to his collection of short stories, Slow Leamer, "When we speak 

of 'seriousness' in fiction ultimately we are talking about an attitude toward 

death.,,36 

The narrative of death replaces that of sex as the underlying, 

explanatory logic of the novel; it dictates the form of the novel, and also the 

dissolution of the novel's form. As White Noise's Jack Gladney rants, '''All 

plots move deathward. This is the nature of all plots. Political plots, terrorist 

plots, lover's plots, narrative plots, plots that are part of children's games. We 

edge nearer to death very time we plot. It is like a contract that all must sign, 

the plotters as well as those who are the targets of the plot.' Is this true? Why 

did I say it? What does it mean?,,37 Novels like White Noise and American 

Psycho are, perhaps above all, concerned with depicting a sense of death. 

Death is the object of fascination here, rather than vulgarity, or love, or even 

sex: "This is the nature of modem death [ ... ] it has a life independent of us. 

It is growing in prestige and dimension. It has a sweep it never had before. 

35 DeLillo, White Noise 284. 
36 Thomas Pynchon, Slow Learner (New York: Vintage, 1984) 5. 
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We study it objectively. We can predict its appearance, trace its path in the 

body. We can take cross-section pictures of it, tape its tremors and wa\t~s. 

We've never been so close to it, so familiar with its habits and attitudes. We 

know it intimately. ,,38 

Part of the reason why brands are so crucial an aspect of these noyds 

is because they represent not simply the unknowability central to the 

breakdown of language, but also the emptiness of death; as Murray observes 

in White Noise, "Here we don't die, we shop. But the difference is less 

marked than you think. ,,39 Fiction at this particular moment in time takes 

great pains to associate the understanding of death with brands, and with the 

breakdown of language. But in most cases, brands seem to simultaneously 

represent this death and comfort against this death. And almost always, the 

deconstruction of language is somewhere observed within the confines of this 

territory. 

Rick Moody's short story "The Double Zero," features a boy narrating 

the traumatic, though imagined, fall of his father, the disintegration of his 

father from a figure of bravado into one of shame. It is the story of the fall 

from narrative to silence ("Dad would never talk about any of it. Especially 

not anal leakage"-+o) , from bravado to shame. But above all it is a story that 

turns around the tragic, and trauma inducing, mortality of the father. With 

tragi-comic panache, Moody relates the father's corporate induced 

37 DeLillo, White Noise 26. 
38 DeLillo, White Noise 150. 
39 DeLillo, White Noise 3S. 
40 Rick Moody, Demonology (2000; New York: Little, Brown and Co. 2001) SO. 



incontinence: 

My father screamed, also, because he was experiencing a 
shameful gastrointestinal problem. That's right. It's not really, 
you know, a major part of the story, but there was a certain 
large food company marketing some cheese snacks with a non
nutritive fat substitute in them and that large company was test
marketing its cheese snacks guess where? Buckeye State, of 
course [ ... ] Only problem was since your intestine couldn't 
absorb the non-nutritive simulated fatty acid, it was deposited 
right out of you, in amounts up to two or three tablespoons [ .. 
. ] If you ate a whole bag, it could be bad. So, truth is, on top 
of having egg on his face, my dad, right then, was having a 
rough day, and he wasn't tolerating it too well.~1 

The son is made to witness (in his imagination, at least) the shamefulness of 

mortality as represented in the father's incontinence and his ensuing muteness 

- a theme that memorably repeats itself in Franzen's The Corrections, and 

Philip Roth's Patrimon.v. 

In Patrimony in particular, the idea of incontinence, shame and silence 

are linked: 

At the sight of me he came close to bursting into tears. In a 
voice as forlorn as any I had ever heard, from him or anyone, 
he told me what hadn't been difficult to surmise. 

"I beshat myself," he said [ ... ] "Don't tell the 
children," he said, looking up at me from the bed with one 
sighted eye. 

"I won't tell anyone," I said. ''I'll say you're taking a 
rest." 

"Don't tell Claire." 
"Nobody," I said [ ... ] There was my patrimony: not 

h h·~) the money, not the tefillin, not the shaving mug, but t e s It. -

Moody and Roth are both essentially describing the trauma of mortality, and 

41 Moody 80 . 
.j~ Philip Roth, Patrimony (London: Jonathan Cape, 1991) 172-6. 
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the trauma of the passage of generations. In Moody's short story, however, 

the psychical and linguistic response of the narrative is a tum into the refuge 

of brands, the final note upon which the story concludes: 

A dream of a boy in the shape of a bird in the shape of a story, 
a boy who has a boy who has a boy: each generation's dream 
cheaper than the last, like for example all these dreams now 
feature on Chuck E. Cheese (a special birthday show 
performed by Chuck E. Cheese and his musical friends!) or 
Cracker Barrel or Wendy's or Arby's or Red Lobster or the 
Outback Steakhouse or Boston Market or Taco Bell or Burger 
King or TCBY or Pizza Hut or Baskin Robbins or Friendly's or 
Hard Rock Cafe or KFC or IHOP or Frisch's Big Boy. Take a 
right down by Sam's Discount Warehouse, Midas Muffler, 
Target, Barnes and Noble, Home Depot, Wal-Mart, Super 
Kmart, Ninety-Nine Cent Store.-+3 

On the one hand Moody is certainly referencing and parodying "each 

generation's dream," "cheaper than the last," but on the other hand the 

monotony of consumer brands is simultaneously posited as a kind of numbing 

refuge, a linguistic response that is somehow concomitant with a world 

without metaphor, as observed in the literalness of the father with "egg on his 

face." 

If Moody's short story is concerned with the origin of trauma, and 

posits in its final paragraphs the chaotic stream of brands that follows in the 

wake of this trauma, White Noise is clearly about the hysteria that follows in 

the wake of trauma; White Noise is first and foremost a novel about death, but 

it is also a novel about the hysterical culture of contemporary America: 

"Everything we need that is not food or love is here in the tabloid racks. The 

-13 Moody 81. 
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tales of the supernatural and the extraterrestrial. The miracle vitamins, the 

cures for cancer, the remedies for obesity. The cults of the famous and the 

dead. ,,44 In the novel, the origin of the trauma is never explored, and instead 

trauma is explored as permanent, perpetual condition without source or 

solution. But it quickly becomes obvious enough that the real traumatic e\'ent 

is the fact of death itself. The hysteria that overruns the novel is no less than 

the response to the awareness of death. 

Brand names are dropped throughout the text like nervy mantras. 

simultaneously sources of comfort and anxiety; in particular they are invoked 

in the wake of emotional or psychological uncertainty. in part to dispel and in 

part to communicate that anxiety: "Then gloom moved in around the gray-

sheeted bed, a circle slowly closing. Panasonic. ,,4) Or, "the emptiness. the 

sense of cosmic darkness. Mastercard, Visa, American Express." As much as 

brands are part of the unnerved sensibility of the text, they are also clearly 

posited as a kind of comfort. the linguistic equivalent to fantasy medication 

Dylar. Brands place names and fix boundaries to "gloom" and "emptiness," 

even as they themselves describe that self-same emptiness. Indeed, brands 

become the defining characteristic of our post-mortem selves: "'He drove an 

orange Mazda.' You know a couple of useless things about a person that 

become major facts of identification and cosmic placement when he dies 

dd I ,,46 
su en y. 

The hysteria of brand culture in fact is markedly close not only to 

44 DeLillo, White Noise 326. 
45 DeLillo, White Noise 2.+1. 
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death, but also to the fear of death as associated with and represented by the 

drug Dylar. Tellingly, the linguistic effect of brands (which loosely echoes 

the collapse of metaphor as related in Moody's short story) is almost identical 

to the side effects of the mystery drug Dylar. If brands represent the collapse 

of the relationship between the word and the object to which it refers (and in 

DeLillo's usage in partiCUlar, the brand is no longer social or objectin? 

construct, but purely linguistic) then a similar collapse is described as a side 

effect of Dylar: "I could not distinguish words from things, so that if someone 

said 'speeding bullet,' I would fall to the floor and take cover. Mr. Gray 

wanted me to know the risks. ".+7 

Brands and hysteria have become central to the American novel in the 

way that vulgarity (as expressed in cinema and print) and love (as expressed 

in the notion of aesthetic narrative) once shaped its course. But whereas the 

energy of the American novel was once derived from the simultaneous 

depiction of the vulgar and the anxiety stricken defense against the vulgar, the 

energy of the contemporary American novel is entirely contained in the 

parasitic relationship between the brand and hysteria. which, increasingly, are 

something like indifferentiable. 

46 DeLillo. White Noise 38-9. 
47 DeLillo. White Noise 193. 



Chapter 6 
Bret Easton Ellis's American Psycho 

I connect car crashes to holidays like 
Thanksgiving and the Fourth. -We don't mOlll7l 

the dead or rejoice in miracles_ These are days 
of secular optimism, of self-celebration. We H-'ill 
improve, prosper, peifect ourselves_ Watch any 
car crash in lIl(r American I1Im'ie. It is a high
spirited moment like old-fashioned stunt flying 
[. . .] Look past the \'iolence, Jack. There is a 
wondeiful spirit of innocence andjun.1 

-Don DeLillo, White Noise 

(Introduction: James, Nabokov - and Ellis?) 

American Psycho is almost explicitly a millennial novel. It is a novel about 

society at the point of breakdown, and as such resonates on a moral, political 

and social level. It also seems at first to break radically with the lineage of 

novels such as Lolita or The Bostonians; it is a novel that seems, at least at 

first glance, to disregard the tradition of the novel that writers such as James 

and Nabokov are so explicitly concerned with. 

Lolita and The Bostonians are both novels about psychological crises 

of one kind or another, whether it is the latent hysteria of The Bostonians or 

the pathology of Lolita. The great pleasures of these novels lie in the \\ ay the 

traces of that psychological ruin integrate themselves into the aesthetic 

narrative, lending both aesthetic complexity and emotional urgency. 

I DeLillo. White Noise 219. 
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American Psycho is also about psychological crisis. but it quite deliberately 

fails to sift that crisis through any aesthetic filter. In this way the noyel 

frontally exposes us to the language of hysteria. American Psycho is about the 

production of language without the container of a critically conscious. 

aesthetically shaped narrative in the style of James and Naboko\'. 

As a novel, it provides a record of the overwhelming production of 

linguistic noise in response to the pressures of moral, philosophical or 

emotional breakdown: 

Someone asks, simply, not in relation to anything, "Why?" and 
though I'm very proud that I have cold blood and that I can 
keep my nerve and do what r m supposed to do, I catch 
something, then realize it: Why? And automatically answering. 
out of the blue, for no reasons, just opening my mouth, words 
coming out, summarizing for the idiots: "WelL though I know I 
should have done that instead of not doing it, I'm twenty-seven 
for Christ sakes and this is, uh, how life presents itself in a bar 
or in a club in New York, or maybe anYH'he re, at the end of the 
century and how people, you know, me, behave, and this is 
what being Patrick means to me, I guess. so, well, yup, uh ... " 
and this is followed by a sigh, then a slight shrug and another 
sigh, and above one of the doors covered by red velvet drapes 
in Harry's is a sign and on the sign in letters that match the 

~ 

drapes' color are the words THIS IS NOT AN EXIT.-

Ellis finishes his novel on this helplessly frenzied note, which communicates 

the compulsion to speak, to fill, to generate a response to the question "Why?" 

American Psycho is about the American reluctance to generate questions 

without ready-made answers, about the American fear of silence (which is 

perhaps why the Sartre reference concluding the novel indicates the 

psychological claustrophobia of a society where abstract debate resohes itself 

2 Bret Easton Ellis, American Psycho (New York: Vintage. 1991) 399. 
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into the printed letters of a bar sign). Like DeLillo's White Noise. Ellis's 

novel portrays a culture that cannot stop generating noise, whether it is the 

noise of consumer culture or the inane production of senseless language. 

Perhaps in part due to this particular relationship to language and 

culture, American Psycho was too often described as an apocalyptic noveL 

and caused a notable furor upon publication. Jon Buscall recounts, "When 

TIME Magazine published extracts of Bret Easton Ellis's now infamous no\'el 

American Psycho in October 1990, R.Z. Sheppard condemned them 'the most 

appalling acts of torture, murder and dismemberment ever inscribed in a book' 

(Time, October 29,1990).,,3 The "problems" of the book were described as 

moral and psychological ones;..f what was perceived as most immediately 

troubling about the novel was not its fairly radical, if formal, relationship to 

language, but its apparent lack of moral center, which lead to virulent protests 

from multiple parties, inspiring one feminist critic to declare, "Ellis is a 

pornographer; and this trashy, dime-store novel is not worth the paper it's 

printed on - not worth the trees that gave their lives.,,5 

But what perhaps has made Bret Easton Ellis's novel radical in the 

more interesting sense of the word is the way in which it reflected this moral 

or psychological decline in the novel's form itself. The novel is at least 

J Buscall 196. 
4 Nancy and Joe Applegate obst'r\'t'. "Most critics are more implicitly concerned with the 
novel's supposed political and moral agenda" (Nancy and Joe Applegate,.lOl. . 
5 Tara Baxter and Nikki Craft, "There Are Better Ways of Taking Care of Bret Easton Ellis 
Than Just Censoring Him" Making Violence Sexy: F~min~st Views on pornog~ar:.h; _ ~d; 
Diana E. H. Russell (Buckingham, England: Open Urn\'t'rslty Press. 1993) pp. _4)-_).'. -47. 
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partially a study of the relationship between morality and aesthetic fonn. And 

as such, it explores the aesthetic outcome of moral failure and absence.6 

American Psycho is a novel that takes as its central experiment the 

depiction of a moral void, and that chooses to refract that absence onto the 

chaotic form of the novel itself. The endless babble of the novel is the noise 

of moral absence rather than the babbling stream of confession (as it is, 

perhaps, in Lolita) or the display of moral consciousness (as in The 

Bostonians). The compulsion to tell, which identifies itself in American 

Psycho as much as in Lolita. is derived from the desire to shore language up 

against the absence of moral order, rather than from the need to restore and 

register a universally recognized system of morality. In Ellis's novel, 

language fills a moral void, but remains symptomatic rather than restorative 

(and in this sense, varies radically from Lolita). 

American Psycho is also, to a certain degree, a novel without a 

developed central consciousness.? Patrick Bateman's consciousness is 

6 In the fiction of Henry James, morality has much to do with form and aesthetic sensibility 
(thus the brilliance of a novel such as The Ambassadors); furthermore the narrative sensibility 
throughout tempers and comments upon the aesthetic and moral direction of the characters 
and plot. Despite Nabokov's disclaimer ("I am neither a reader nor a writer of didactic 
fiction), and despite the assertion, "Lolita has no moral in tow. For me a work of fiction exists 
only insofar as it affords what 1 shall bluntly call aesthetic bliss" (Vladimir NabokO\. "On a 
Book Entitled Lolita" 296), Lolita turns around the awareness of morality, from John Ray's 
introduction ("still more important to us [ ... ] is the ethical impact the book should have on 
the serious reader; for in this poignant personal study there lurks a general lesson" (Nabokov, 
Lolita 5) to Humbert's final declaration, "Had I come before myself, I would have gi\en 
Humbert at least thirty-five years for rape" (Nabokov, Lolita 290). And then there is the fact 
that Humbert's narrative form models itself upon the repentance of the confessional, shapes 
itself around the moral duress to confess and above all to explicate. Without moral codes. the 
brilliance of Lolita goes unrecognized, its sense of daring and radical play. Without the codes 
of morality, the transgressions that animate Lolita become senseless. 
7 Sonia Baelo Allue, drawing from Elizabeth Young, notes that "Ellis belongs to a generation 
of writers that Elizabeth Young and Graham Caveney have called the 'blank generation.' a 
generation that included Jay McInerney, Joel Rose, Tama Janowitz. Dennis Cooper or 
Susanna Moore, authors who became especially prominent in the l'SA during the 80s and 
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illegible and inane to the point of being essentially nonexistent. Bateman's 

consciousness is indistinguishable from the more general cultural white noise 

of the novel. Nowhere is there the sophisticated nuance of Lolita's first 

person confessional, the filtered gradation of James's gracefully free indirect 

style. The underlying implication here is that without morality of one form or 

another, the notion of human consciousness - the basis upon which the 

narrative and form of the novel is traditionally laid, for example, in the style 

of James - is rendered impossible. 

It is this absence of both consciousness and moral awareness that 

causes the sprawl of the novel's shape, and dictates the particular tenor of the 

narrative. Ellis's novel is in a sense a great experiment in reduction. Central 

to this interrogation of morality, consciousness, and form, is the unraveling of 

the (now familiar) trope of the conflict between vulgarity and aesthetics. If 

the notion of the conflict between vulgarity and aesthetics was, in a sense, the 

organizing principle for the twentieth century American novel's relationship 

to the codes of morality gathered around class, guilt, aesthetics and sexuality, 

then Ellis's novel necessarily examines the obliteration of the vulgar and the 

aesthetic as cultural options. In order to extinguish the underlying cultural 

symptoms of morality, the idea of vulgarity, and the idea of aesthetics. need to 

be dismantled. Aesthetics and vulgarity organize principles of morality and 

90s. The subject matter of their novels is usually violence, indulgence. sexual excess. 
decadence, drugs, consumerism and commerce which they deal with through dense plots an~, 
elaborate styles but in a flat, affectless, atonal prose. Characters are usual~y. underd~veloped 
(Sonia Baelo Allut. "Serial Murder. Serial Consumerism: Bret Easton Ellis s Amt'rlcan ") 
Psrcho" Miscelanea: A Journal of English and American Studies. 26 (2002), pp.71-90. 71-_). 
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control; American Psycho examines what happens when these two tenns are 

deconstructed. 

American Psycho studies the way in which the stripping away of 

aesthetics and vulgarity leads to the peeling away of various conceits of the 

novel - from the fIltering of consciousness and the development of voice. to 

the demands of linear (or non-linear) plot. In performing that deconstruction, 

the novel undermines the traditional conception of form in the noveL even to 

the formal device of narrative. If the shape and narrative of the twentieth 

century American novel has been marked by the struggle between vulgarity 

on one hand and the aesthetic on the other - the fIction of James or Nabokov 

clearly falls within this brief, but so does that of Wharton, Dos Passos, 

Fitzgerald, Bellow, Roth, and countless others - then the nullification Ellis 

performs severs the trajectory followed by the preceding literature of his 

century. 

But Ellis's fiction in other ways fulfIlls tendencies covertly expressed 

in James's and Nabokov's fiction, elements that can fully emerge only once 

the trope of vulgarity versus aesthetics is removed: psychological instability. 

the loss of self and the growing sense of schizophrenia, sexual ferocity and a 

mounting homicidal rage. Ellis's fiction is thus placed in a contrapuntal 

relationship to the novels previously discussed here; on the one hand it is 

radically divergent, on the other entirely contingent. American Psycho 

demands the context of those preceding novels to be made wholly legible. 
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If the construct of vulgarity and the aesthetic acted as a container 

organizing and suppressing the impennissible rages listed above. if the 

conflict between vulgarity and the aesthetic formed a narrative that both made 

sense of and stifled those impulses, then vulgarity and the aesthetic 

necessarily become irrelevant here. The notions of vulgarity and aesthetics 

become denuded of significance, because suppression (or repression) is a 

moot point here. Instead, in American Psycho the rages that are previously 

suppressed in Lolita or The Bostonians bleed to the surface. 

The novel is, in this sense, extraordinarily flat, and in this way 

indicates the degree to which the construct of vulgarity and the aesthetic 

structured and lent form to the shape of the novel8
. Everything that previously 

remained below the surface is here paraded upon the surface of the novel; 

sexual desire, murderous compulsion, moral obliteration, these and more form 

the quotidian content of the novel. And in a sense, because what previously 

formed the internal motivation of the novel is here gutted out and placed upon 

the exterior of the noveL the sensibility and feel of the novel is at once 

severely different from and entirely cognizant of the chronological heritage of 

the American novel. 

The collapse of the vulgar and the aesthetic as organizing principles 

for the novel is evident in the degree to which they are no longer oppositionaL 

but instead coexist without conflict. The tensions that once animated that 

8 Allue notes that the stylistic flatness of "blank generation" prose is linked to the ~nal 
infiltration of mass cultural influence: "The influence of mass culture can be Seen \0 blank 
fiction's interest and USe of surfaces" (Allue 73). In this sense. it is precisely at the moment 
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relationship are gone, deflated. In Ellis's novel, the former conflict between 

vulgarity and aesthetics is reduced into the unthinking acceptance of paradox 

and contradiction, rather than one of an articulated struggle for resolution. It 

is within the numb passivity of Bateman's consciousness that the terms 

vulgarity and aesthetics are deconstructed. 

That conflict of terms is solidified into the immobile territory of 

Bateman's individual characteristics rather than into the active space of his 

consciousness; the paradox between vulgarity and aestheticism declares itself 

not within the interiority of the characters or in the psychology of the novel 

(as it does, to some extent, in Lolita), but rather establishes its claim, again, 

upon the surface. Patrick's facile material fastidiousness is at once a sign of 

his vulgarity, (in the aesthetic sense, in that it represents a vulgar obsession 

with material possessions, with brands) and a sign of his proof against his 

vulgarity (in a class-inscribed sense, in that it signifies his acute sense of 

distinction in matters of quality, high taste, and purchasing power). There is 

no underlying ideology, there is no self-commentary or self-reflection to 

resolve this duality. Instead, it simply is. Vulgarity and aestheticism coexist 

with no conflict, precisely because that which declares his vulgarity and his 

taste are one and the same: a hysterical identification with brands. The 

differences between vulgarity and aesthetics, the notion of maintaining and 

registering these distinctions, do not situate themselves within the space of 

Ellis's fiction. 

where the polarity between the aesthetic of the novel and mass culture dissolves that the novel 
lapses into flatness and surface. 
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What makes Bateman so determinedly a contemporary figure, and also 

what lends American Psycho much of its prophetic power, is this unconscious 

melding of cultural vulgarity with the fastidiousness of the aesthete - followed 

by the tracking of the way in which that composite leads to the homicidal and 

the schizophrenic. The unproblematized cohabitation of vulgarity and 

aesthetic sensibility is in fact finally the most effective way of rendering these 

cultural and historical categories obsolete; as soon as they fail to actively 

engage in an antagonistic relationship with one another, they lose meaning. 

They become denuded of potency, as words and as theories, and fail to 

function properly: 

The suit I wear today is from Alan Flusser. It's an eighties 
drape suit, which is an updated version of the thirties style. 
The favored version has extended natural shoulders, a full chest 
and bladed back. The soft-rolled lapels should be about four 
inches wide with the peak finishing three quarters of the way 
across the shoulders. Properly used on double-breasted suits. 
peaked lapels are considered more elegant than notched ones. 
Low-slung pockets have a flapped double-besom design -
above the flap there's a slit trimmed on either side with a flat 
narrow strip of cloth. Four buttons form a low-slung square; 
above it, about where the lapels cross, there are two more 
buttons. The trousers are deeply pleated and cut full in order to 
continue the flow of the wide jacket. An extended waist is cut 
slightly higher in the front. Tabs make the suspenders fit well 
at the center back. The tie is a dotted silk design by Valentino 
Couture. The shoes are crocodile loafers by A. Testoni. While 
I'm dressing the TV is kept on to The Patry Winters Sholt'. 
Today's guests are women with multiple personalities. A 
nondescript overweight, older woman is on the screen and 
Patty's voice is heard asking, "Well, is it schizophrenia or 
what's the deal? Tell US.,,9 

9E1lis , American Psycho 29. 
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What is crucial about the passage is the way in which the fastidious detailino e 

of the suit itself is irreducible from the vulgar, preening obsession with brand 

names, which in turn is inseparable from the broader cultural vulgarity of The 

Patty Winters Show, a constant leitmotif throughout the novel. The text 

succumbs to the vulgarity of detail, the vulgarity of the specific. Even more 

remarkable is the way in which the language flits and skids over the surface of 

meaning without effecting penetration in any form, the way in which the 

obsessive detailing fails to communicate even the surface of what is being 

described. 

Equally central is the faultless slip into the reference to "multiple 

personalities" and "schizophrenia." Here, the potentially violent neuroses of 

the aesthete openly declare themselves. The obsessive compulsive 

schizophrenic psychopathic character of Bateman draws its composite pieces 

from the essential character of the aesthete, making sense of the sudden switch 

to The Patty Winters Show and women with multiple personalities. Bateman 

is in some ways the caricature of the aesthete; the desire for controL the 

obsessive fascination with the underside of humanity - in Bateman these 

characteristics expand into a psychopathic space marked not by the pathology 

of love and sex, but rather by that of death and violence. 

(American Psycho and the Treatment of Brands) 

Much of that link between violence and sexual love is delineated in the 

novel's obsessi ve concern with consumption; the violent CUITents of 
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consumption run palm in palm with the violence of sex. until both are 

depicted as fonns of mindless destruction The narrat'l\'~ of A .' P I 
. \,.. mellcall SYC 10 

is above all a narrative of consumption. What narratiye is present is a 

narrative about the physical body of the characters - about what they eat and 

what they wear. What makes that constant litany of consumption interesting 

is that the details of consumption lack significance. fail to signify the 

personality, the state, or even the body of the characters. Consumption 

represents nothing more than consumption. Even the bodies delineated by the 

fact of consumption are explicitly sterile. 10 

Where a litany of the body is in Lolita infused with meaning, carnality, 

and desire, in Americall Psycho that very physicality becomes inane, 

meaningless. The litany of the body becomes meaningless and pointedly 

unsexual, and is associated instead with the artificial cultivation (and 

obliteration) of that body: 

On the leg machines I do five sets of ten repetitions. For the 
back I also do five sets of ten repetitions. On the stomach 
crunch machine I've gotten so I can do six sets of fifteen and 
on the biceps curl machine I do seven sets of ten [ ... ] over at 
the free weights I do three sets of fifteen repetitions of 
extensions, leg curls and leg presses. then three sets and twenty 
repetitions of barbell curls, then three sets and twenty 

to David Price, in "Bakhtinian Prosaics, Grotesque Realism, and the Question of the 
Carni valesque in Bret Easton Ellis's America Psycho" links this culture of destruction to the 
energy of the carnivalesque: "It is my contention that in American Psycho Ellis attempts to 
destroy the culture he represents, and this is why I see affinities between Ellis's novel and 
Rabelais's Gargantua and Pantagruel as described by Bakhtin" (David Price. "Bakhtini~n 
Prosaics, Grotesque Realism, and the Question of the Carnivalesque in Bret Easton Ellis s 
American Psvcho" Southern Humanities Review, 32. no. -+ (1998 Fall). pp 321--+fl. ~29-30). 
would argue "that the destructi ve repetition and the inane listing of American ~~ycho. ".hile 
bearing marked similarities to certain elements of the Bakhtinian aesth~tic, dIffer o~ thIS 
crucial point: they lack the regenerative energy of Rabelaisian destructIOn, and are Instead 
deliberately, purposefully sterile. 
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repetitions of latissimus pulldowns, pulley rows, dead lifts and 
bent-over barbell rows. For the chest I do three sets and tWenty 
reps of incline-bench presses. For the front deltoids I also do -
three sets of lateral raises and seated dumbbell presses. Finallv 
for the triceps I do three sets and twenty reps of cable -
pushdowns and close-grip bench presses. ll 

The carnal reality of the body, its desires and wants, are lost in the relentless 

cultivation of the body; the linguistic sense of the body is lost in the technical 

detail of "latissimus pulldowns," "lateral raises" and "front deltoids." 

Compare, for example, the passage above with Humbert's litany of Lolita's 

body: "My only grudge against nature was that I could not tum my Lolita 

inside out and apply voracious lips to her young matrix, her unknown heart, 

her nacreous liver, the sea-grapes of her lungs, her comely twin kidneys. ,,12 

Similarly, the consumption of food is anything but Rabelaisian, and 

instead descends into the inanity of senseless detail and inedible juxtaposition: 

"For dinner I order the shad-roe ravioli with apple compote as an appetizer 

and the meat loaf with chevre and quail-stock sauce for an entree. She orders 

the red snapper with violets and pine nuts and for an appetizer a peanut butter 

soup with smoked duck and mashed squash which sounds strange but is 

actually quite goOd.,,13 If a Rabelaisian narrative of food would seem to 

affirm the vitalily of life, then Ellis's narrative of food performs precisely the 

opposite effect; it declares the sterility and the moribund nature of the figures 

that populate the text. What is in fact being consumed here is not food, but 

words. 

11 Ellis, American Psycho 69. 
12 Nabokov. Lolita 15"+. 
I.1 Ellis, American Psycho 77. 
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What both these passages make explicit is Ellis's concern with 

reducing language to the status of the nonsensical. Despite the fact that 

American Psycho is on one level a satire on our consumer culture, and 

lampoons the absurd function of brands as a marker of class and status. it also 

seems that Ellis is also interested in the purely linguistic function of brand 

names. 14 On one level, then, brands take precedence within the novel not 

because of the cultural and ideological observations they can be made to 

carry, but because of their near meaninglessness as words, because of their 

suspect status as words without fixed definition. 

Ellis effectively reduces language and narrative to the level of 

nonsense through the persistent use of brand names. Though multiple forms 

of language are used to emphasize this collapse of meaning, it is through the 

culturally deficient language of brands that Ellis drives this point furthest. 

Because brands do not have a fixed meaning, but instead function on the !eve I 

of association, Ellis is able to loosen their status as signifers of meaning. In 

Ellis's narrative, brand names are the linguistic and cultural form that 

neutralizes language of fixed meaning, and consequently shuttles the novel 

beyond the territory of narrative or sentiment. (GlamoramQ, his 1998 follow-

up to American Psycho, uses celebrity names as a form of brand names, 

compiling them in endless lists until they cease to signify properly: "Carol 

l~ Allue writes: "Commercial names replace adjectives, qualifying phrases. and points of 
reference. What is being suggested is that they are used for description because they are 
charged with a series of additional meanings [ ... ] Bateman is eag~r t~ use them (deslgn~r 
goods) because of the message they provide, what they say about hIS likstyle and about his 
identity" (Allue 83). On one, fairly literal, level. this is certainly true: ho,,:e\"~r. through 
constant repetition (and occasional deliberate misuse) of brand names. EllIs sImultaneousl::-
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Alt, Pedro Almodovar, Dana Ashbrook, Kevin Aucoin. Rosanna, David and 

Alexis Arquette and Andre Agassi, but no Giorgio Arrnani or Pamela 

Anderson ... Beatrice DaIle's shooting that Ridley Scott _ "):"). 

Ellis emphasizes the way in which brand names initially signify very 

specific, codified meanings, but eventually disintegrate into something much 

like non-meaning, thereby rupturing the expected systems of signification. 

Initiall y the citation of brands seems to be linked to the measure of financial 

and social success: 

I get dressed to pick up groceries at D' Agostino's: blue jeans 
by Armani, a white Polo shirt, an Arrnani Sports coat, no tie, 
hair slicked back with Thompson mousse; since it's drizzling, a 
pair of black waterproof lace-ups by Manolo Blahnik; three 
knives and two guns carried in a black Epi leather attache case 
($3,200) by Louis Vuitton; because it's cold and I don't want 
to fuck up my manicure, a pair of Arrnani deerskin gloves. 
Finally a belted trench coat in black leather by Gianfranco 
Ferre. 16 

Brands are here explicitly linked to a meaning that is read against social 

status~ the significance of the passage clearly lies not in Bateman's social 

status, but rather in his pathology, as signified by the only non-brand items in 

the litany: "three knives and two guns." What the passage actually 

emphasizes is the way in which brands can function to rupture our 

comprehension of the systems of equation and meaning: the phrase "three 

knives and two guns" is slipped into the narrative with such ease precisely 

because the inanity of brand and consumer language cripples linguistic 

manipulates brand language in order to communicate its final lack. of meaning. rather its 
power to evoke "a series of additional meanings." 
15 Ellis. Glamorama 9. 
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interpretation. Brand culture reduces and dehabilitates the nature of reading 

as a process, and in so doing hits upon the changing nature of words as codes 

of signification. 

Ellis associates this gutted language with the blankness of 

contemporary personality and identity; the persistent reliance upon brands is 

part of the hysterical response to the absence of identity. The aesthetic 

identity is similarly made insensible through its osmotic association with 

brands, and this in turn is made most sensible through the relationship 

between brand and language: 

Courtney, in an Armani mink, has just admi tted, 
giggling, that she uses Evian for ice cubes, which sparks a 
conversation about the differences in bottled water, and at 
Courtney's request we each try to list as many brands as we 
can. 

Courtney starts, counting each name off on one of her 
fingers. "Well, there's Sparcal, Perrier, San Pellegrino, Poland 
Spring, Calistoga ... " She stops, stuck, and looks over at 
McDermott for help. 

He sighs, then lists, "Canadian Spring, Canadian Calm, 
Montclair, which is also from Canada, Vittel from France. 
Crodo which is Italian ... " He stops [ ... ] 

"Oh," she says, then turns to me. "It's your tum, 
Patrick." 

Staring out the window of the cab, lost in thought, the 
silence I'm causing filling me with a nameless dread, numbly, 
by rote, I list the following. "You forgot Alpenwasser, Down 
Under, Schat, which is from Lebanon, Qubol and Cold Springs 

,,17 

Brand culture is the substance that fills "the silence." that appeases the 

"nameless dread" and the contemporary crisis in identity politics - even as it 

16 Ellis, American Psycho 161. 
17 Ellis, American Psycho 247-8. 

263 



is the precisely the culture that causes this very silence. It is both cause and 

effect, and it is the interiority of that logic that leads to the unyielding 

claustrophobia of the novel. 

That closeness has to do with a decided sense of paralysis, which in 

tum reflects the novel's peculiar relationship to energy - linguistic, plot

related, or otherwise. The dissolving of vulgarity into the aesthetic 

consciousness assuredly does not result in a heightened sexuality, and part of 

the novel's claustrophobia has to do with the frustrated release of energy. The 

energy of the vulgar seems to dissipate into nothingness, into sterility and 

boredom. This, in a sense, is crucial to the logic of brands in Ellis's novel. 

Despite the masses of consumption that takes place in the novel - the 

description of clothes, the endless litanies of food consumed - the sexual body 

behind that consumption never emerges into focus. Despite the constant 

eating, buying, and sex, American Psycho is utterly devoid of desire. 

Brands are at once sterile and libidinally invested - and this is the 

nature of the contemporary brand hysteria that expresses itself in the wake of 

female sexual liberation. If on the one hand hysteria remains very much 

rooted in its classical sense and represents the expression of sexuality, then on 

the other hand this sexuality becomes meaningless in the contemporary 

omnipresence of the sexual via the consumer culture and brands. Brands 

neuter the sexuality of hysteria. American Psycho is not. despite its hysteria 

and despite the deliberately gratuitous descriptions of sex, a sexual novel. 

Instead of the release of sexuality through hysterical fits, instead even of the 

26-+ 



desire to express sexuality (which might be said to characterize vul2:aritv). 
~ . 

what emerges is a sterile hysterical energy, marked by a traumatized 

relationship to sexuality, and its aberrant consumption. 

American Psycho is a remarkably hysterical novel, and if the novels of 

Nabokov and James derive their energy from the undercurrent of sexual 

vulgarity that runs through the text, then American Psycho attains its 

millennial energy through the exertions of this newly sterile hysteria. Its 

energy is precisely the frustrations of its sterility, its lack of resolution. 

Hysteria is written upon the surface of Ellis's novel; there is only surface in 

Ellis's novel, because the hysteria of the narrative is no longer about the 

expression of a repressed sexuality. And in a sense, this is also why the novel 

devolves into non-narrative; according to Freud, the hysterical centers round 

the inability to create a narrative around the traumatic origin. If a functioning 

narrative were created in the novel, then its hysterical energy would dissipate. 

Here, there can be no cure for hysteria that does not temper the energy of the 

novel. American Psycho teeters along the edge between the compulsion 

towards narrative and the search for the textual energy of the hystericaL 

(American Psycho and the End of the Love Narrative) 

If this novel is at least partially about the loss of personal identity. then it is 

also about the failure of certain terms of typology. American Psycho 

articulates what becomes increasingly clear towards the end of the American 

twentieth century: terms such as vulgarity. aesthetics. or love. no longer hold 
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any clear or particular resonance, and with the obliteration of these terms there 

also arises a corresponding glitch in the flow of narratives. The love narrative 

that has hitherto characterized these novels, in whatever form. here becomes 

an impossibility, precisely because the figures that populate this narrative (the 

aesthete and the vulgar) and the emotion that propels this story (love. desire, 

lust) have been rendered invalid, obsolete. 

American Psycho is not a love story. In fact, it is difficult to conjure 

forth contemporary examples of the great American love story in the strain of. 

for example, The Great Gatsby or Lolita - stories explicitly "about" love, 

stories where love forms the core of the novel's narrati ve and form. If the 

love narrative was put in place in order to conceal, or control, the narrative of 

sexuality (as in James and Nabokov) then in the context of Ellis's novels. the 

love story is strictly irrelevant. On one level this is because the sexuality that 

was covert in The Bostonians and, though to a lesser degree. in Lolita, is 

always openly declared in Americall Psycho. The novel abounds in graphic 

(to the point of invoking boredom) descriptions of sex. Whereas cinema 

culture and print culture once acted as open releasers and surrogates for sexual 

energy, brands, in this context, function as a declaration of sexuality so open 

as to be very nearly sterile; brands are so libidinally present in the noveL and 

their contrapuntal sterility so overwhelming, that they actively replace (rather 

than simply acting as surrogates for) sexuality. 

I It' it The energy of the novel clearly does not find itself in the sexua . 

is the active suppression of the sexual that activates the narrative of The 
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Bostonians and Lolita, then the vigor of Ellis's novel derives its source from 

another place entirely. If hysteria was once "about" the ex.pression of 

repressed sexuality, then it seems quite logical to demand what contemporary, 

sterile hysteria is similarly "about." And in a sense, it is immediately clear that 

the fear and consciousness of death replaces the sexual as the energizing force 

of the novel. We are hysterical not out of our repressed sexuality, but out of 

our fear of death. It is the paralyzing awareness of death, rather than the 

sexual, becomes the organizing principle of the text. And in many ways, the 

hysterical energy that runs through Ellis's novel has to do with the fear of 

death; certainly in a novel such as White Noise, that hysteria is explicitly the 

fear of death. Manic energy, the contemporary successor to sexual energy, 

has to do with our complicated and complicating relationship to death. 

If Lolita was about sex and love, then American Psycho is about death 

and homicidal rage. If the trope of love was the container erected around the 

"problem" of sex, then hysterical, murderous intent is the story built around 

the fear of death. Violence emerges as a quasi narrative of love; that is to say, 

homicidal violence acts as a replacement to the love narrative. Violence 

becomes the narrative trope allowing the form of the novel to deal with the 

central textual problem, which is here not sexuality but death. In White Noise. 

the character of Murray struggles to reduce all narrati\'t~s to one of violence 

versus death: 

"I believe, Jack, there are two kinds of people in the 
world. Killers and diers. Most of us are diers. We don't have 
the disposition, the rage, or whatever it takes to be a killer. \Ve 
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make death happen. We lie down and die. But think what it's 
like to be a killer. Think how exciting it is, in theory, to kill a 
person in direct confrontation. If he dies, you cann~t. To kill 
him is to gain life-credit. The more people you kilL the more 
credit you store up. It explains any number of massacres, wars, 
executions. " 

"Are you saying that men have tried throughout history 
to cure themselves of death by killing others?" 

"It's obvious.,,18 

Homicidal violence, like the trope of love, becomes a story that appears to 

exercise control over the uncontrollable. Violence breaks the unknown down 

into quantifiable bits, into units of "life-credit" to be "store[d] up." Violence. 

and more specifically killing, propagates the illusion of human control. 

The narrative of violence, like the narrative of love it replaces, reduces 

the unknown to the knowable. But where the narrative of love adhered itself to 

the moral divisions of aesthetics and vulgarity, the narrative of violence 

explicitly ruptures the organizing system of aesthetics versus vulgarity. 

Violence has little to do, certainly, with vulgarity; if anything, it has to do 

with aesthetics, and Ellis's novel, like many other phenomena today, actively 

cultivates an aesthetic of violence. And indeed, much of the amorality of the 

novel (and for some, the weakness) is reflected in the fact that the narrative is 

unable to generate a convincing alliance between a moral code of any kind, 

and aesthetics. Instead what emerges (if anything) is a seeming aesthetic of 

violence that operates without any recognizable code of morality. The 

supplanting of the love narrative with the death narrative therefore creates 

18 DeLillo, White Noise 290. 
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moral chaos and uncertainty, and ruptures the alliance between aesthetics and 

moral order. 

The failure to love is therefore directly linked to moral chaos and the 

rise of violence. Bateman is incapable of love. The nO\el is about the final 

failure of love; if Lolita is about the vulgarity of Im"e. then Americl/n Psycho 

is about the impossibility of love, and the formal repercussions of that 

impossibility. The sterility of the text removes all signification from the 

rituals of love, disengages all intimacy from sex. There is no love narrative in 

American Ps.vcho; instead there are seemingly endless descriptions of sex, 

described with a technical precision aimed more toward numbing than 

arousal: 

with her own fingers she spreads it open and starts lapping at it 
like a dog while massaging the elit and then she moves up to 
Christie's asshole which she laps at in the same way. 
Christie's moans are urgent and uncontrolled and she starts 
pushing her ass harder into Sabrina's face, onto Sabrina's 
tongue, which Sabrina pushes slowly in and out of Christie's 
asshole. While she does this I watch, transfixed. and start 
rubbing Christie's elit quickly until she' s humping onto 
Sabrina's face and shouts "I'm coming" and while pulling on 
her own nipples has a long. sustained orgasm. 19 

These passages are almost explicitly about sterility; they are about the one

sided arousal of the pornographic film: "Sex happens - a hard-core montage [ . 

. . J again I make the two of them eat each other out but it starts failing to tum 

me on. ,,~o It is not just that love has been displaced, but also that sexual de~ire 

19 Ellis. American Psycho 174. 
20 Ellis. American Psycho 303. 
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is now read only within the tenns of the pornographic, and only understood at 

a remove. 

Ellis does not simply register the displacement of the love narrative 

and the exposure of sexual sterility. The novel also quite specifically plays 

upon the tropes of the love cliche, or of romantic ritual, emphasizing their 

empty significance: "I decide on the pilot fish with tUlips and cinnamon. 

evading the question by sighing, 'I just want to have a meaningful relationship 

with someone special,' and before she's allowed to respond 1 ask her what 

h " d ,,21 0 h . h h . s e s gomg to or er. n t e rare occaSIOns were t ese narratlves are 

invoked they are done so in the spirit of parody and imitation: 

1 woke her with flowers. 1 put notes in her Louis Vuitton carry 
bag before she left for her weekly facials in Manhattan. I 
bought her a puppy, a small black chow, which she named 
NutraSweet and fed dietetic chocolate truffles to. I read long 
passages aloud from Doctor Zhivago and A Farewell to Arms 
(my favorite Hemingway). [ ... J But soon [ ... J I would find 
myself roaming the beaches, digging up baby crabs and eating 
handfuls of sand [ ... J 1 even dragged a beached jellyfish back 
to the house and microwaved it early one morning. predawn, 
while Evelyn slept.22 

The novel therefore also illustrates how these rituals and taglines to romance 

in this context explicitly give way to pathology, dysfunctionality, and menace: 

Bethany looks absolutely stunning, just like (/ model. 
Everything's murky. I'm on edge. Feverish, romantic notions 
... "Listen, did you have any trouble getting resen"ationsT .1 
ask. and I am fucking shaking. 1 put my hands on the table lIke 
a fool, hoping that under her watchful gaze they wi~l st?P 
trembling [ ... J "Oh, I almost forget." I say. reachmg mto my 

21 Ellis, American Psycho 263. 
22 Ellis, American Psycho 280-1. 
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pocket. "1 wrote you a poem." I hand her the slip of paper. 
"Here." 1 feel sick and broken, tortured, really on the brink. 
"Oh Patrick." She smiles. "How sweet." "Well, you know."' I 
say, looking down shyly.23 

Ellis plays upon the formal ritual structures of romance ("I'm on edge. 

Feverish, romantic notions," "I wrote you a poem" or "looking down shyly"). 

But these symptoms of romance are linked not to an authentic structure of 

love, but instead to Bateman's unyielding pathology. 

From here, of course, the (already parodic) love narrative plummets 

downward into dysfunctionality and violence. What is perhaps most revealing 

is the fact that the "poem" Bateman writes (and here it seems inevitable that 

one thinks of Humbert's similarly deranged, if more proficient, compositions) 

and places within the ritualistic structure of the love narrati ve provides one of 

the few moments where a disjunction is openly proposed between Bateman's 

reality and some suggested external reality that is elsewhere contained within 

the novel. Bethany reads the poem: 

"It's like haiku, you know?" I say. "Read it. Go on." 
She clears her throat and hesitantly begins reading, 

slowly, stopping often. "'The poor nigger on the wall. Look at 
him. ,,, She pauses and squints again at the paper. then 
hesitantly resumes. "'Look at the poor nigger. Look at the 
poor nigger ... on ... the ... wall. ,,, She stops again, 
faltering, looks at me, confused, then back at th.e pap,~r.. ." 

"Go on," I say, looking around for a WaIter. FImsh It. 
She clears her throat and staring steadily at the paper 

tries to read the rest of it in a voice below a whisper. '''Fuck 
him ... Fuck the nigger on the wall ... '" She falters again, 
then reads the last sentence, sighing. . .. Black man 0 0 0 is 0 • 0 de 

d bOlo), ,,2-1-... e 1. 

2.' Ellis, American Psycho 231-233. 
2-1 Ellis. American Psycho 2330 
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Bethany's response to the poem is one of the rare occasions where We are 

confronted with what seems like a reasonable and logical assessment of 

Bateman's pathology; it is the first time Bateman's claustrophobic narrati\'e is 

checked against any external viewpoint. 

Romance disintegrates not simply into sex (as it would seem to do in 

the fiction of Roth or Bellow) but into psychopathic violence. Bateman 

massacres Bethany with a stomach-churning violence. detailed with 

excruciating thoroughness. In fact, Bateman's murders are most yiolent when 

they follow either sex or seduction. American Psycho does not simply reveal 

the barren trivialities of the love narrative; it also emphasizes the essential link 

between not only sex and violence ("She starts squealing, trying to pull away, 

and finally she screams as my teeth rip into her flesh. Torri thinks Tiffany is 

coming and grinds her own cunt harder onto Tiffany's mouth, smothering her 

screams, but when I look up at Torri, blood covering my face, meat and pubic 

hair hanging from my mouth, blood pumping from Tiffany's tom cunt onto 

the comforter I can feel her sudden rush of horror,,25) but also between Ion: 

and violence. It associates the strains of reproducing what must appear to be 

love, the pressures of reproducing the cliches of the love narrative, with 

psychopathic repression and instability. 

On one level the novel thus completes a trajectory formed by both 

James's The Bostonians and Nabokov's Lolita. All these noyds carry within 

them some sense of the violence of love - whether it is the \iolence of desire 
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and longing, of denial, or of jealousy. If the violence of James' s fiction i~ for 

the most part implied (for example, the remarkably significant yiolence of the 

fire in The Spoils ofPoynton, or the psychological and emotional violence 

between Basil and Verena), it is more explicit in a novel such as Lolita, a 

novel, taken literally, filled with rape, murder, and child abuse (one of the 

darkest moments of the narrative takes place when Humbert wonders '"if I 

should mention, with a casual chuckle, that my fifteen-year-old daughter had 

had a minor accident while climbing an awkward fence with her boy 

friend,,26). If Lolita conceals the violence of its plot under the brilliance of its 

narrative language, then American Psycho is almost shockingly explicit in its 

description of violence - both the violence of sex and the violence of love are 

communicated by the way that Bateman tortures, mutilates, and murders not 

only the prostitutes he hires, but also Bethany, the one figure in the noye I that 

evokes in Bateman pseudo romantic sentiments. 

Particularly in the wake of the brilliant derisions of Bellow and Roth, 

it seems that classical notions of love are impossible in contemporary 

American fiction. But in the case of a novel such as American Psycho. the 

tenor of love is revealed to be a source of extreme emotional (and when 

externalized, physical) violence. Love is throughout twentieth century fiction. 

amongst the most visceral of novelistic sentiments; it is repeatedly plundered 

to generate an extremity of emotional excitement. Bret Easton Ellis 

emphasizes the extreme instability of this viscerality, and the ease with which 

25 Ellis, American Psycho 303. 
26 Nabokov, Lolita 226. 
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it transports itself into the space of senseless emotional and psychological 

excitation. 

(Ellis, Repetition and the Form of the Novel) 

Bateman's world is a psychological wasteland. The language and fonn of the 

novel is wrought by the unthinking emotion of the hysterical, by the 

repetitious nullity that follows in the path of trauma. In American Psycho, 

language is condemned to repetition, repetition that is not what Barthes 

considers "obsessive rhythms, incantatory music, litanies, rites," but rather 

the stuttering paralysis of the traumatized. Instead of evoking the reI igious or 

the spiritual (as in White Noise, for example), the language of AII/erican 

Psycho invokes the traumatic, and the trapped repetition that follows in the 

wake of trauma. The paralysis of Americllll Psycho is the paralysis of 

psychological entrapment, rather than mere inertia. The characters of 

American Psycho are caught within a cycle they are unable either to perceive 

or rupture. The hysterical energy of the novel functions in tandem with the 

idea of trauma, and in line with the logic of trauma, goes nowhere, expends its 

energy in vain. The whole of the novel turns upon the juxtaposition between 

energy and paralysis, upon the frustrations and contradictions of that pairing. 

The novel's relationship to language is in fact very much like certain 

parts of Lolita27 - not the Lolita of lush, purple prose and endless punning, but 

27 Despite its relative sobriety, the novel is not entirely without a se~se of pIa) in regard to 
language: the following passage. for example, directly parallels the mterchange bet\', een 
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rather the stark, bare Lolita of endless listings and repetitions, the Lolita that 

fonns the Barthesian text of bliss. American Psycho takes after the 

pathological Humbert, the obsessive compulsive, listing Humbert, in many 

ways the essential Humbert. Patrick Bateman is something like a Humbert 

Humbert without the complexities of psychological self-reflection _ a 

Humbert Humbert with Humbert at his most vulnerable. where he fails to 

create an aesthetic or romantic narrative of defense. 

If for the most part Humbert is able to create a wonderfully complex 

narrative that displaces the essential nihilism of his relationship to language, 

then Bateman is Humbert without narrative and without the capacity to 

control and manipulate language; Bateman is Humbert where language 

overcomes him. In some ways his narrative mimics Humbert's narrative 

when it is most free, when it is most nonsensical, non-narrative, !101/ sequitur. 

The essential difference, of course, is that Bateman entirely lacks Humbert's 

sense of wonder in the face of language. And that wonder is, in a sense, 

crucial to Humbert's humanity, and finally to the fonnal aspects of Naboko\"s 

novelistic experiment as a whole. And if American Psycho succeeds as a 

study of the inhuman, then it is because there is no wonder in it, either in 

relation to love. sex, aesthetics or language. 

Quilty and Humbert on the porch of The Enchanted Hunters, both in terms of its sense of 
play, and in its awareness of the menace in play: 

''I'm into, oh, murders and executions mostly. It depends." I shrug. 
"Do you like it?" she asks, unfazed. 
"Urn ... It depends. Why?" I take a bite of sorbet. . . . . .. .. 
"Well, most guys I know who work in mergers and acqulSItlOns don t really hke It. 

she says. . _.. J&B "Oh f t 
'That's not what I said," I say, adding a forced Sll11ie. hrushing my . . orge 

it" (Ellis, American Psycho 206). 
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Without this wonder, there is no external reference (within Lolita, the 

moments of reflection within the narrative ha\'e to do with wonder). Ellis's 

narrative in some regards might be described as self-consuming, and inwardly 

collapsing. Its self-destruction lies within its very nature; just as Patrick 

Bateman does very much threaten to self-destruct. to collapse under the strain 

of his own rage, the novel seems at times as though it will auto-destruct under 

the weight of the annihilation it performs. Under the impact of the 

deterritorializing flows of Ellis's language, of the violence and schizophrenia 

that underwrites American Psycho, the formal reserves of narrative and fonn 

fall away. After all, American Psycho is ultimately about the inability to 

create a story. 

LoZita epitomized the novel as form created and shaped in relation to 

the aesthetic preoccupation with the vulgar. The end of that particular period 

of the novel is in many ways symbolized by American P"}'cho. The contlict 

that so decisively dictates the development of the twentieth-century American 

novel dissipates into nothingness. What this resolution indicates is perhaps 

not so much the much prophesied end of the novel as such, but rather the end 

of America as it was in the twentieth century. What Bret Easton Ellis's novels 

reveal is the tarnish that has collected on the surface of the American Dream, 

and the increasing unreliability of the myth of American innocence. The fresh 

vulgarity of America's adolescence is gone, and what remains in its wake is 

firmly touched by the knowledge born by experience; it is the language of the 
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traumatized, and in this sense is deeply embedded in a historical 

consciousness. 

(American Brands and the Text of Bliss: Bret Easton Ellis and Daniel 
Defoe) 

Perhaps the greatest strength (and also the great optimism) of American 

Psycho is that it very nearly succeeds in the tangled endeavor of creating an 

aesthetic out of the failure of the aesthetic. Ellis attempts to exploit and 

augment the inanity of brands in order to structure the language and narrative 

of the novel; if brand culture replaces the conceits of vulgarity and aesthetics. 

then brand culture also very nearly functions to provide a kind of replacement 

form for the novel. Bateman constantly lists brands "by rote," and it is this 

constant, neurotic listing that propels the novel forward. Despite the 

senselessness, despite the numbness and the inanity of this listing, the 

enormous pull of its rhythms is itself the generating force behind this 

particular contemporary form of narrati ve. 

Ellis's work could, almost be read as a four hundred odd page text of 

Barthesian bliss. Ellis's novel is about violence; it indicates the violence that 

underwrites the crisis of vulgarity and the aesthetic, and the tumbling down of 

cultural, aesthetic and social division. It even reflects the violence that rests 

at the very core of the concept of "culture" and at the center of all linguistic 

structures. American Psycho is placed at the seam of culture and its 

destruction that Barthes describes as follows: 
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Two edges are crea~ed: an obedient, conformist, plagiarizing 
edge (the language IS to be copied in its canonical state. as it 
has been established by schooling, good usage, literature, 
culture) and another edge. mobile, blank (ready to assume any 
contours), which is never anything but the site of its effect: th~ 
place where the death of language is glimpsed.28 

Here, as in American Psycho, it is not vulgarity that ultimately opposes 

culture, but culture's own destruction; vulgarity is in fact little more than a 

construct to displace the threat of that destruction. 

What propels American Psycho forward is not the standard aesthetic of 

generation. but rather an aesthetic that is more closely linked to destruction. 

There is a generative element to the novel, but the codes of generation written 

into the novel only follow upon those of destruction. Appropriately, 

American Psycho contains within it evocations of both the terminus and the 

origins of the novel. Ellis's work on the one hand seems to schematize the 

famed "death of the novel" by being a novel largely lacking in clearly 

developed plot, narrative consciousness. or moral core. From a certain 

perspective, American Psycho might seem to present the novel as a form in 

acute crisis, the novel as mass advertisement or brand litany rather than 

narrative or aesthetic form. 

But, on the other hand, Ellis's novel simultaneously evokes the birth. 

rather than the death, of the novel. And in this sense, American Psych() is 

about the very basic form of the novel and its relationship to language. It 

examines the bare structure of the noveL the most essential elements of telling 

28 Barthes, The Pleasure of the Text 6. 

278 



a story, and systematically approaches the edge where both the destruction 

and the creation of the form can be perceived, to appropriate a Barthesian tum 

of phrase. American Psycho formulates the novel as a container of language. 

and a repository for the traumatized; this conception of the novel is present in 

the earliest through to the most contemporary of novels. and is a marker at 

once of the original form of the novel through to those novels, like Ellis' s. that 

supposedly declare the end of the novel. 

There are, pleasingly, marked similarities in the language and formal 

structure of what is widely considered the first English language noveL Daniel 

Defoe's 1719 Robinson Crusoe, and the millennial American Psycho. Above 

all it is the formal litanies that populate both texts that are so significant; both 

novels are preoccupied with tabulating the material stuff of humanity, and 

more specifically, civilization. Both these novels examine the destruction of 

culture (quite literally in Robinson Crusoe) and the stuttering, dazed response 

to this destruction: 

[ ... ] paisley ties and crystal water pitchers. tumbler sets and 
office clocks that measure temperature and humidity and 
barometric pressure, electric calling card address books and 
margarita glasses, valet stands and sets of dessert plates, 
correspondence cards and mirrors and shower clocks and 
aprons and sweaters and gym bags and bottles of champagne 
and porcelain cachepots and monogrammed bath sheets and 
foreign-currency exchange minicalculators and silver-plated 
address books and paperweights with fish and boxes of fine 
stationery and bottle openers and compact disc~ and 
customized tennis balls and coffee mugs [ ... r9 

(Arne ri can Psycho, 1991) 

29 Ellis, American Psycho 178. 
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Bread, Rice, three Dutch Cheeses, five Pieces of df\'d Goat's 
Flesh, which we liv'd much upon, and a little Rem£rinder of 
European Corn which had been laid by for some Fowls which 
we brought to Sea with us, but the Fowls were kill' d; there had 
been some Barly and Wheat together, but, to my great 
Disappointment, I found afterwards that the Rats had eaten or 
spoil'd it all; as for Liquors, I found several Cases of Bottles 
belonging to our Skipper, in which were some Cordial Waters, 
and in all about five or six Gallons of Rack [ ... ] My next 
Care was for some Ammunition and Arms; there were two very 
good Fowling-pieces in the great Cabbin, and two Pistols, thes~ 
I secur'd first, with some Powder-horns and a small Bag of 
Shot, and two old rusty Swords.30 

(Robinson Crusoe, 1719) 

This comparison is central to engaging American Psycho within the context of 

the novel in the broadest historical sense. Robinson Crusoe, like American 

Psycho, takes as its subject matter the collapse of civilization. Both novels 

are essentially catastrophic; they are both novels that to varying degree essay 

to comment upon the human condition, to interrogate in the words of Patrick 

Bateman, "what being Patrick means to me, I guess, so, well, yup, uh ... " 

Just as the utopia of Robison Crusoe's island is ultimately revealed to be an 

impossible one - as perhaps all utopias must be - the island of American 

Psycho's Manhattan closes off into the claustrophobia of this impossibility. 

Both these novels are about taking stock, literally. Both these novels 

track the human response to the cataclysmic end of social culture, the 

paralyzed recourse to systems of listing. It is the relati\'t~ formality of this 

linguistic and structural device that communicates the emotional and 

psychological awareness of catastrophe. But perhaps more importantly this 

30 Daniel Defoe, Robinson Crusoe, Ed. Michael Shinagel (1975: London: W,\\', \:orton & 
Co., 1994) 38. Robinson Crusoe first published 1719. 
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linguistic device is directly linked to expressing and displacing trauma. Thi" 

linguistic listing is significant for many reasons, not least of which is because 

of the way it relates to trauma. If material litany is one of the trademark 

responses to trauma - and it seems fairly clear that both Patrick Bateman and 

Robinson Crusoe are deeply and essentially traumatized - then what both 

these novels perform is an exploration of the relationship between language 

and trauma, and also between story-telling and trauma. 

Robinson Crusoe and American Psycho (both caught up within the 

claustrophobic unreliability of frrst person narrative) are about how narrative 

and language are used to tell a story when there is no story to tell, when there 

is nothing but the emotional blankness of trauma and the empty space of 

failed sociality. They are, in a sense, about the struggle to create a story out 

of the rubble of trauma, and about the persistence of the storytelling impulse 

in our culture. They are also (though more in Robinson Crusoe than in 

American Psycho) about the way in which the generation of stories, of 

narrative, can be a form of recovery - a theory actively played out in Freud's 

theories of psychoanalysis, "the goal" of which "has of course remained the 

same throughout [ ... ] to fill the gaps in the patient's memory.,,31 As Cathy 

Caruth notes, the traumatized "carry an impossible history within them [ ... ] 

31 Sigmund Freud, "Remembering, Repeating, and Working Throug~" Beyond the Pleasure 
Principle and Other Writings Trans. John Reddick with an IntroductIOn by Mark Edmunds.o~ 
(London: Penguin Books, 2003) 34. Further, Freud notes that repetition (a noted charactenstlc 
of Ellis's fiction) can lead to recovery: "The repetition reactions [ ... ] then lead to t~e 
reawakening of memories. which surface without any apparent difficulty once the patient's 
resistances have been overcome" (Freud .. H). 
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they become themselves the symptom of a history they cannot entirely 

possess.,,32 It is, perhaps, in the capturing of that history that recovery lies. 

American Psycho pivots round to establish itself along the same 

footing as a novel written nearly three centuries earlier and delineating the 

birth of the English language novel; if anything, Americal! Psycho considers 

the rebirth of the novel - if anything the novel considers two of the most 

central aspects of the early novel: the compulsive need to recount one's story. 

and the ramifications of personal and social trauma. We are, in a sense. 

marked by our trauma. American Psycho strips novelistic and linguistic form 

to its barest skeletal structure; it is a novel that very strikingly references the 

relativity of aesthetic terms of comprehension, of the structuring of surface 

narratives, of cliche and trope. Bret Easton Ellis's novel is the sort of novel 

that regenerates the contemporary status of the novel not by attacking the 

concept of the novel, but rather by reverting to and referencing its essential 

starting point. 

American Psycho is a novel about the compulsive need to tell, even 

when we lack the means to do so. And in this way. it is about the malleable 

persistence of narrative. Towards the end of Americal! Psycho, Bateman 

relates the compelling need to tell: "I decide to make public what has been, 

until now, my private dementia [ ... ] I leave a message, admitting 

everything, leaving nothing out [ ... ] sobbing though I don't know why. ,:q 

32 Cathy Caruth, ed., Trauma: Explorations in Memory (Baltimore and London: John Hopkins 

University Press, 1995) 5. 
JJ Ellis, American Psycho 350. 
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When conventional fonns of narrative fail, when language falters, \\ hen form 

metamorphoses, there remains above all this, the need to tell. American 

Psycho, like the best of stories, is about the need to bear witness. and the 

weight of bearing witness. 
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Conclusion 

Perhaps vulgarity has always been the great American love story, and 

the great subject of American letters. Ralph Waldo Emerson was 

preoccupied with "the worth of the vulgar," declaring, "I embrace the 

common, 1 explore and sit at the feet of the familiar, the low,,1; Walt 

Whitman declared himself one of "the mass kneeling. ,,2 And if the 

story of the modem American novel can, in a sense, be cast through 

the lens of the vulgar, then it is perhaps worth considering whether 

there is something intrinsically vulgar in the story of America itself. 

Perhaps America is, from the beginning, always already identified as 

vulgar. As John Carey notes, George Gissing in part explains the 

rising vulgarity in Europe and England as due to an increase of 

"American" influence. 3 And for James's Europeans, the freshness of 

Americans abroad was indistinguishable from their VUlgarity. 

But the original meaning of the word "vulgarity" perhaps 

indicates how inevitable that association between America and 

vulgarity once was. If vulgarity is rooted in the mass, then it is central 

to realize that America and the mass have, even long before Whitman 

1 Tony Tanner, Introduction to A Hazard of New Fortunes by w.o. Howells (1890; 
London: Oxford Uni versity Press, 1965) Viii-ix. 
2 Walt Whitman, Leaves of Grass, ed. Jerome Loving (1990; London: Oxford Press. 
1998) 70. "The Death-Bed Edition." 
3 Carey 93. 
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declared his devotion "to the mass kneeling," been central to the 

American idea of democracy. Indeed, as George Moore accurately 

observed, the mass lies alongside the American preoccupation with 

democracy, and by extension with the American fixation on freedom 

and happiness. American freedom was irretrievably linked to the 

heritage of the mass. And it is out of that association that the 

persuasiveness with which American fiction formulates a position in 

regard to vulgarity comes forth. 

John Carey points out that for the British intellectual at the tum 

of the century, the mass remained a threat until precisely that moment 

when its representation fell into the space of linguistic control. 

Whether it is in the expatriates Eliot and Pound, or Woolf s description 

of the mass, the telescopic view of culture that, according to Trilling, 

characterizes modem literature, is almost immediately remarkable: 

Any historian of the literature of the modem age will 
take virtually for granted the adversary intention, the 
actually subversive intention, that characterizes modem 
writing - he will perceive its clear purpose of detaching 
the reader from the habits of thought and feeling that 
the larger culture imposes, of giving him a ground and a 
vantage point from which to judge and condemn,and 
perhaps revise, the culture that has produced him.4 

But from a certain perspective, at least, it seems that late century 

American novels, and probably twentieth century American novels as 

4 Lionel Trilling, Beyond Culture (New York: Viking, 1965) xii-xiii. 
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well, flip this telescopic view to zoom in upon the seething sense of 

the vulgar. 

Repeatedly moral and aesthetic condemnation become 

problematized by this very proximity; American novelists specialized 

in what might be called an over-proximity of sorts, and one that 

predicated the dissolution of that "ground and vantage point from 

which to judge and condemn." Where writers elsewhere might seem 

to be preoccupied by the gloss of the vulgar mass, with the 

impersonality of the vulgar, American writers were concerned with the 

inside of the vulgar; their texts are carried by the exploration of the 

language and the consciousness of the vulgar. 

From Walt Whitman's poetics to the linguistic experiments of 

Mark Twain and Stephen Crane, an intimate know ledge of vulgarity -

cultural, linguistic and aesthetic - was central to the American 

discovery of literary form, whether it is the form of poetics or the form 

of the novel. A close, seething sense of vulgarity was written into the 

American search for form. And in part, the tremendous energy of 

American literature has come from the fact of that search, and the 

nature of that search; as Nabokov writes, "Nothing is more 

exhilarating than philistine vulgarity. ,,5 

It is out of this impulse that we have the remarkable passages 

in Nabokov's Lolita, searching to fix the wonder of American 

vulgarity, or the equally luminescent passages in James's The 

5 Nabokov. "On a Book Entitled Lolita" 296. 

286 



Bostonians, rooting and sifting through the base, naive desires of Selah 

Tarrant: "He could not have told you, at any particular moment, what 

he was doing [ ... ] he was always trying to find out what was 'going 

in'; he would have liked to go in himself. bodily.,,6 Close upon this 

follows the terrible sympathy with which Theodore Dreiser in Sister 

Carrie intuits the closed, limited interior of Carrie's consciousness: 

She felt as if she would like to be agreeable to this 
young man and also there came with it, or perhaps 
preceded it, the slightest shade of a feeling that he was 
better educated than she was - that his mind was better. 
He seemed to look it, and the saving grace in Carrie 
was that she could understand that people could be 
wiser [ ... ] This strong young man beside her, with his 
clear, natural look, seemed to get hold of things which 
she did not quite understand, but approved of. It was 
fine to be so, as a man, she thought [ ... ] Carrie turned 
her eyes towards him as to an oracle.? 

Here Dreiser captures essential tragedy and comedy of the vulgar: the 

longing to be better, and the understanding "that people could be 

wiser," higher, finer. 

And as many times as the mal a droit maneuvers of vulgar 

personages form the comedy of American literature, from Howells and 

J ames to N abokov and West, they are touched throughout with the 

sympathetic pity for the tragedies of partial consciousnesses, and the 

limitations they impose. And finally, it is this pity that is important. 

What is primary about this pity is the identification it implies. It is no 

6 James, The Bostonians 897. 
7 Dreiser, 294. 
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pity of abstraction; rather it is remarkably, almost uncomfortably 

intimate, with the kind of intimacy that almost always betrays a kind 

of identification. 

It is this sympathetic sense of the vulgar that permits all these 

novels to be novels "about" the American dream, and also about 

America itself. It is only through their understanding of the vulgar that 

these stories are able to function more broadly as metaphors for the 

story of America itself. It is only because these novels risk that 

"vantage point" that they are so triumphantly stories of America. 

These novels are finally emotionally cogent because of the way in 

which they comprehend the vulgar, and ultimately succeed in 

identifying with and locating a certain care for it. It is perhaps the task 

of American literature to locate something like dignity in vulgarity; 

perhaps very simply it is the task of American literature to redeem 

vulgarity. American novels can be beautifully adept at representing 

this sympathy with the vulgar subject and with vulgarity as a whole. 

Perhaps what is described in that birth and death of American 

vulgarity, perhaps what is actually captured in the course tracked here, 

is the aging of America. In the American loss of vulgarity, there is 

also a loss of innocence, a slow but perceptible progression of time. In 

the many American birthdays passing between Walt Whitman and 

Bret Easton Ellis, the story of American literature has perhaps changed 

in countless ways, but everywhere there is visible the residue of that 
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agmg. The mythic freshness in American literature has perhaps 

mellowed into maturity, and its concomitant \ulgarity a fragmented 

memory we struggle simply to recreate. recast, and remember. 
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