TWENTIETH-CENTURY AMERICAN LITERATURE
Unit 2


Arthur Miller (1915-2005)
Born in Harlem, NYC
1929: Wall Street Crash, father’s business foundered
1934-38: University of Michigan (journalism then English)
1938: joins Federal Theater Project in NYC (writes many radio plays)
1949: Death of a Salesman
1950: a screenplay fails to be produced because of House of Representative Un-American Activities Committee (HUAC)
1953: The Crucible
1955: A View From the Bridge
1956: Marries Marilyn Monroe
1957: Convicted of contempt of Congress (he does not give them information about Communist friends and associates).
1958: Conviction overturned
1961: Divorces Monroe (next year she dies)
1964: After the Fall
during the 1970s helps dissident playwrights in Communist regimes (among them Václav Havel)

1. Drama & the Left
1930s, in the US to be an intellectual was to be a Leftist. Clifford Odets (1906-1963), Waiting for Lefty: ends in the call for a strike. New York as hotbed. Miller grew up there and learned profound lessons, but modifies this with a love of American individualism.

2. The End of the American Dream
Here is the dream:
WILLY-- Without a penny to his name, three great universities are begging for him, and from there the sky’s the limit, because it’s not what you do, Ben. It’s who you know and the smile on your face! It’s contacts, Ben, contacts! The whole wealth of Alaska passes over the lunch table at the Commodore Hotel, and that’s the wonder, the wonder of this country, that a man can end with diamonds here on the basis of being liked! He turns to Biff. And that’s why when you get out on that field today it’s important. Because thousands of people will be rooting for you and loving you. To Ben, who has again begun to leave: And Ben! When he walks into a business office his name will sound out like a bell and all the doors will open to him! I’ve seen it, Ben, I’ve seen it a thousand times! You can’t feel it with your hand like timber, but it’s there!
BEN-- Good-by, William.

And here is the reality:

WILLY-- If I had forty dollars a week--that’s all I’d need. Forty dollars, Howard.
HOWARD-- Kid, I can’t take blood from a stone, I--
WILLY-- Desperation is on him now: Howard, the year Al Smith was nominated, your father came to me and--
HOWARD-- Starting to go off: I’ve got to see some people, kid.
WILLY-- Stopping him: I’m talking about your father! There were promises made across this desk! You mustn’t tell me you’ve got people to see--I put thirty-four years into this firm, Howard, and now I can’t pay my insurance! You can’t eat the orange and throw the peel away--a man is not a piece of fruit! After a pause: Now pay attention. Your father--in 1928 I had a big year. I averaged a hundred and seventy dollars a week in commissions.
HOWARD-- Impatiently: Now, Willy, you never averaged--
WILLY-- Banging his hand on the desk: I averaged a hundred and seventy dollars a week in the year of 1928! And your father came to me--or rather, I was in the office here--it was right over this desk--and he put his hand on my shoulder--
HOWARD-- Getting up: You’ll have to excuse me, Willy, I gotta see some people. Pull yourself together.

Willy’s wife “He’s not the finest character that ever lived, but he’s a human being, and a terrible thing is happening to him, so attention must be paid. He’s not to be allowed to fall into his grave like an old dog.”

3. Tragedy & the Individual
In this age few tragedies are written. It has often been held that the lack is due to a paucity of heroes among us, or else that modern man has had the blood drawn out of his organs of belief by the skepticism of science, and the heroic attack on life cannot feed on an attitude of reserve and circumspection […]. The inevitable conclusion is, of course, that the tragic mode is archaic, fit only for the very highly placed, the kings or the kingly […]. I believe that the common man is as apt a subject for tragedy in its highest sense as kings were […]. As a general rule, to which there may be exceptions unknown to me, I think the tragic feeling is evoked in us when we are in the presence of a character who is ready to lay down his life, if need be, to secure one thing--his sense of personal dignity […]. Now, if it is true that tragedy is the consequence of a man’s total compulsion to evaluate himself justly, his destruction in the attempt posits a wrong or an evil in his environment. And this is precisely the morality of the tragedy and its lesson. The discovery of the moral law, which is what the enlightenment of tragedy consists of, is not the discovery of some abstract or metaphysical law. 
--’Tragedy and the Common Man’


PROCTOR-- I like not to spoil their names… I speak my own sins; I cannot judge another. I have no tongue for it.
This is the moral splendor of Proctor in The Crucible, which is exactly the same as Miller’s in 1957. This is M’s redemptive belief in the individual, the kernel of the American Dream that he holds dear, and which restrains him from full immersion in Socialism or Communism.

The longer I worked [on The Crucible] the more certain I felt that improbable as it might seem, there were moments when an individual conscience was all that could keep the world from falling apart. MILLER


Tennessee williams (1911-1983)
born in Mississippi
1929: University of Missouri
1931: works for shoe company
1937: first play produced
1938: graduates from University of Iowa
1944: The Glass Menagerie
1947: A Streetcar Named Desire
1955: Cat on a Hot Tin Roof


1. Southern Literature
The old plantation
Faded gentility
Inability to confront reality
Race

2. More Delusions!
The victims of delusion, fantasy. How they come crashing down into reality--but still his hankering love of those delusions, as though they are still better than actually living in the world as Stanley does; this blends into insanity in Blanche’s case.
BLANCHE-- Out there I suppose is the ghoul-haunted woodland of Weir! [She laughs.]
STELLA-- No, honey, those are the L & N tracks.

About Mitch and light bulb:
BLANCHE-- I don’t want realism. I want magic! [MITCH laughs] Yes, yes, magic! I try to give that to people. I misrepresent things to them. I don’t tell the truth, I tell what ought to be the truth. And if that is sinful, then let me be damned for it!--Don’t turn the light on!


3. Heterosexual Power

It struck me that what is at stake there is the father’s great power. He’s the owner, literally, of an empire of land and farms. And he wants to immortalize that power, he wants to hand it on, because he’s dying. The son has a much finer appreciation of justice and human relations than the father. The father is rougher, more Philistine; he’s cruder; and when we speak of the fineness of emotions, we would probably say the son has them and the father lacks them. When I saw the play I thought, This is going to be simply marvelous because the person with the sensitivity will be presented with power and what is he going to do about it? But it never gets to that. It gets deflected onto a question of personal neurosis. It comes to a dead end. If we’re talking about tragedy, the Greeks would have done something marvelous with that idea. They would have stuck the son with the power, and faced him with the racking conflicts of the sensitive man having to rule. And then you would throw light on hat the tragedy of power is.
--MILLER in interview for Paris Review (1966)



RALPH ELLISION (1913-1994)
born in Oklahoma City, Oklahoma
1933: studies music at Tuskegee Institute, Alabama
1936: moves to NYC
1937: meets Richard Wright
1952: Invisible Man
1970-80: works at New York University


1. Black Invisibility
I am an invisible man. No, I am not a spook like those who haunted Edgar Allan Poe; nor am I one of your Hollywood-movie ectoplasms. I am a man of substance, of flesh and bone, fiber and liquids--and I might even be said to possess a mind. I am invisible, understand, simply because people refuse to see me. --Invisible Man

2. Invisible Man step by step
Bull Ring. College. New York & Harlem. Communist Party. Riots. Monopolated Light & Power.

College (True Blood and Bledsoe; Mr Norton)
[Bledsoe:] ‘Damn what he wants,’ he said, climbing in the front seat beside me. ‘Haven’t you the sense God gave a dog? We take these white folks where we want them to go, we show them what we want them to see. Don’t you know that? I thought you had some sense.’
“[…] But I’ve made my place in it and I’ll have every Negro in the country hanging on tree limbs by morning if it means staying where I am.” (143)


JOHN UPDIKE (1932-2009)
born in Shillington, PA
1954: graduates from Harvard University
1957: moves to Ipswich, MA
1960: Rabbit, Run
1968: Couples
1971: Rabbit Redux
1981: Rabbit is Rich
1988: S.
1990: Rabbit at Rest
1996: In the Beauty of the Lilies
1998: Bech at Bay (includes ‘Bech in Czech’)
2000: Licks of Love (includes ‘Rabbit Remembered’)
regular contributor to New Yorker magazine

1. To Give the Mundane Its Beautiful Due
New York, in my twenty months of residence, had felt full of other writers and of cultural hassle, and the word game overrun with agents and wisenheimers. The real America seemed to be ‘out there’, too homogenous and electrified by now to pose much threat of the provinciality that people used to come to New York to escape. Out there was where I belonged, immersed in the ordinary, which careful explication would reveal to be extraordinary. These notions propelled the crucial flight of my life, the flight from the Manhattan… that I had always hoped to live in. There also were practical attractions: free parking for my car, public education for my children, a beach to tan my skin on, a church to attend without seeming too strange.
--’Foreword’ The Early Stories 1953-1975 (2003)

2. Rabbit
Running out of gas, Rabbit Angstrom thinks as he stands behind the summer-dusty windows of Springer Motors display room watching the traffic go by on Route 111, traffic somehow thin and scared compared to what it used to be. The fucking world is running out of gas. But they won’t catch him, not yet, because there isn’t a piece of junk on the road that gets better mileage than his Toyotas, with lower service costs. Read Consumer Choice, April issue. That’s all he has to tell the people when they come in. And come in they do, the people out there are getting frantic, they know the great American ride is ending. Gas lines at ninety-nine point nine cents a gallon and ninety per cent of the stations to be closed for the weekend. The governor of the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania calling for five-dollar minimum sales to stop the panicky topping-up. And truckers who can’t get diesel shooting at their own trucks, there was an incident right in Diamond County, along the Pottsville Pike. People are going wild, their dollars are going rotten, they shell out like there’s no tomorrow. He tells them, when they buy a Toyota, they’re turning their dollars into yen. And they believe him. A hundred twelve units new and used moved in the first five months of 1979, with eight Corollas, five Coronas including a Luxury Edition Wagon, and that Celica that Charlie said looked like a Pimp-mobile unloaded in these first three weeks of June already, at an average gross mark-up of eight hundred dollars per sale. Rabbit is rich.  --Rabbit Is Rich

Dochází nám šťáva, říká si Králík Angstrom, když stojí za letně uprašenými okny výlohy v prodejně Springer Motors a sleduje provoz na dálnici [spíš silnici], provoz jaksi řídký a zakřiknutý ve srovnání s tím, co to bývalo. Tomu zmršenému světu dochází benzín. Ale jeho nedostanou, jeho ještě ne, protože žádná kára na světě není úspornější než jeho toyoty s nízkou spotřebou. Přečtěte si dubnové číslo Zpravodaje spotřebitelů. Nic víc než tohle zákazníkům říkat nemusí. A taky se k němu jen hrnou, lidi jsou teď jako posedlí, je jim jasné, že velká americká jízda končí. Všude, kde je galon benzínu za 99,9 centu, stojí fronty a o víkendech bude mít devadesát procent pump zavřeno. Guvenér státu Pensylvánie vyzývá pumpaře, ať neobsluhují nikoho, kdo nenatankuje minimálně za pět dolarů, aby se zabranilo panickému doplňování nádrží. A řidiči náklaďáků, kteří nemohou sehnat naftu, střílejí do svých vozů, onehdy byla nehoda přímo v diamondském okresu, na dálnici u Pottsvillu. Lidi začínají šílet, dolary pro ně ztrácejí cenu, utrácejí, jako by zítra měl být konec světa. Říká jim, kdo si koupí toyotu, ten promění dolary v jeny. A oni mu věří. Za prvních pět měsíců roku 1979 udal sto dvanáct vozů, nových i ojetých, a jen za první tři týdny v červnu osm coroll, pět coron včetně jednoho deluxu a tu celicu, o které, Charlie říkal, že vypadá jako vymóděná štětka [spíš doslovně bourák pasáka], a průměrný hrubý zisk dělá osm set dolarů za kus. Králík je bohatý. (trans. Antonín Přidal)

Boys are playing basketball around a telephone pole with a backboard bolted to it. Legs, shouts. The scrape and snap of Keds [cvičky] on loose alley pebbles seems to catapult their voices high into the moist March air blue above the wires. Rabbit Angstrom, coming up the alley in a business suit, stops and watches, though he’s twenty-six and six three. So tall, he seems an unlikely rabbit, but the breadth of white face, the pallor of his blue irises, and a nervous flutter under his brief nose as he stabs a cigarette into his mouth partially explain the nickname, which was given to him when he too was a boy. He stands there thinking. The kids keep coming, they keep crowding you up.
	His standing there makes the real boys feel strange. Eyeballs slide. They’re doing this for themselves, not as a show for some adult walking around town in a double-breasted cocoa suit. It seems funny to them, an adult walking up the alley at all. Where’s his car? The cigarette makes it more sinister still. Is this one of those going to offer them cigarettes or money to go out back of the ice plant with him? They’ve heard of such things but are not too frightened; there are six of them and one of him.
	The ball, rocketing off the crotch of the rim, leaps over the heads of the six and lands at the feet of the one. He catches it on the short bounce with a quickness that startles them. As they stare hushed he sights squinting through blue clouds of weed smoke, a suddenly dark silhouette like a smoke-stack against the afternoon spring sky, setting his feet with care, wiggling the ball with nervousness in front of his chest, one widespread white hand on top of the ball and the other underneath, jiggling it patiently to get some adjustment in air itself. The cuticle moons on his fingernails are big. Then the ball seems to ride up the right lapel [klopa] of his coat and comes off his shoulder as his knees dip down, and it appears the ball will miss because though he shot from an angle the ball is not going toward the backboard. It was not aimed there. It drops into the circle of the rim, whipping the net with a ladylike whisper. ‘Hey!’ he shouts in pride.
	‘Luck,’ one of the kids says.
	‘Skill,’ he answers, and asks, ‘Hey. O.K. if I play?’
	There is no response, just puzzled silly looks swapped. Rabbit takes off his coat, folds it nicely, and rests it on a clean ashcan lid. Behind him the dungarees begin to scuffle again. He goes into the scrimmaging [scrimmage, potyčka] thick of them for the ball, flips it from two weak grubby-knuckled child’s hands, has it in his own. That old stretched-leather feeling makes his whole body go taut, gives his arms wings. It feels like he’s reaching down through years to touch this tautness [napjatost]. His arms lift of their own and the rubber ball floats toward the basket from the top of his head. It feels so right he blinks when the ball drops short, and for a second wonders if it went through the hoop without riffling the net. He asks, ‘Hey whose side am I on?’  --Rabbit, Run

PHILIP ROTH (1933- )
born in Newark, NJ
1959: Goodbye Columbus
1969: Portnoy’s Complaint
1985: The Prague Orgy
1997: American Pastoral

1. Jewish-America
Lenny Bruce, Assimilation, Monolog to psychoanalyst, American Jews, Israel

	Half the length of the tunnel it takes me to unzip my zipper silently--and there it is again, up it pops again, as always swollen, bursting with demands, like some idiot macrocephalic making his parents’ life a misery with his simpleton’s insatiable needs.
	‘Jerk me off,’ I am told by the silky monster. ‘Here? Now?’ ‘Of course here and now. When would you expect an opportunity like this to present itself a second time? Don’t you know what the girl who is asleep beside you? Just look at that nose.’ ‘What nose?’ ‘That’s the point--it’s hardly even there. Look at that hair, like off a spinning wheel. Remember “flax” that you studied in school? That’s human flax! Schmuck, this is the real McCoy. A shikse! And asleep! Or maybe she’s just faking it is a strong possibility too. Faking it, but saying under her breath, “C’mon, Big Boy, do all the different dirty things to me you ever wanted to do.”‘ ‘Could that be so?’ ‘Darling,’ croons my cock, ‘let me just begin to list the many different dirty things she would like you to start off with: she wants you to take her hard little shikse titties in your hands, for one.’ ‘She does?’ ‘She wants you to finger-fuck her shikse cunt till she faints.’ ‘Oh God. Till she faints!’ ‘This is an opportunity such as may never occur again. So long as you live.’ … But who wins an argument with a hard-on? Ven der putz shteht, ligt der sechel in drerd. Know that famous proverb? When the prick stands up, the brains get buried in the ground!
--Portnoy’s Complaint 
TONI MORRISON (1931- )
original name: Chloe Anthony Wofford
born in Lorain, Ohio
1955: receives MFA from Cornell University
1970: The Bluest Eye
1987: Beloved
1989: chair at Princeton University, New Jersey
1992: Jazz
1993: Nobel Prize in Literature

1. The Power of Stereotypes
set in Lorain, Ohio; Pecola; Dick and Jane reading book; mother Pauline a servant


2. Remembrance
When warm weather came, Baby Suggs, holy, followed by every black man, woman and child who could make it through, took her great heart to the Clearing – a wide-open place cut deep in the woods nobody knew for what at the end of a path known only to deer and whoever cleared the land in the first place. In the heat of every Saturday afternoon, she sat in the clearing while the people waited among the trees.
	After situating herself on a huge flat-sided rock, Baby Suggs bowed her head and prayed silently. The company watched her from the trees. They know she was ready when she put her stick down. They she shouted, ‘Let the children come!’ and they ran from the trees toward her.
	‘Let your mothers hear you laugh’, she told them, and the woods rang. The adults looked on and could not help smiling.
	Then ‘Let the grown men come’, she shouted. They stepped out one by one from among the ringing trees.
	‘Let your wives and your children see you dance’, she told them, and groundlife shuddered under their feet.
	Finally she called the women to her. ‘Cry’, she told them. ‘For the living and the dead. Just cry’. And without covering their eyes the women let loose. (106–7)

