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The Details Are Kept a Secret

By Joseph Conte, University at Buffalo

UnderWords: Perspectives on Don DeLillo’s Underworld.
Joseph Dewey, Steven G. Kellman, and Irving Malin, eds.
Newark and London: University of Delaware Press,
2002. Pp. 219. $39.50 (cloth).

Don DeLillo: The Physics of Language. David Cowart. Ath-
ens and London: University of Georgia Press, 2002. Pp.
xi + 257. Revised edition, 2003. Pp. 288. $19.95 (paper).

The running dog has arrived. Don DeLillo’s career as a novelist has
already been the subject of book-length criticism, notably Tom LeClair’s
early appraisal of mastery and communications systems in In the Loop:
Don DeLillo and the Systems Novel (1987), and Frank Lentricchia’s
two edited collections, one on DeLillo as exemplary postmodernist and
the other devoted to White Noise as representative text of the
postindustrial consumer economy (1991). One hears the gears of criti-
cal industry turning with greater speed as Mark Osteen brings forth a
Viking Critical Library edition of White Noise in 1998 and his own evalu-
ation of DeLillo at the crossroads of postmodern culture in American
Magic and Dread: Don DeLillo’s Dialogue with Culture (2000). The
past year has seen the publication of two additional books, one,
UnderWords: Perspectives on Don DeLillo’s Underworld, which pro-
vides a casebook of arguments for DeLillo’s lengthiest and most com-
plexly structured novel as a “masterwork,” and the other, David Cowart’s
Don DeLillo: The Physics of Language, recently revised in paperback
to include a chapter on the latest published novel, Cosmopolis (2003),
which provides extended readings of each of DeLillo’s now thirteen
novels.

Although the Don DeLillo Society does not boast the membership—
or the recognition by the Modern Language Association—enjoyed by
the Toni Morrison Society, the obvious trend in the critical reception of
DeLillo’s fiction suggests that his oeuvre has now been granted full
membership in the canon of postmodern American literature. Thus we
find in UnderWords that a good deal of the discussion relates DeLillo’s
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348 Underworld (1997) and its characters to works by other canonical American authors, including
E. A. Poe (the “third Edgar” in the novel), Ernest Hemingway, F. Scott Fitzgerald, T. S. Eliot,
John Updike, and Thomas Pynchon. In addition, the casebook’s various essays track other im-
pressive cultural sources in Dante’s Divina Commedia, Stanley Kubrick’s Dr. Strangelove, and
the sad, tortured comedy of Lenny Bruce. All of which says something about DeLillo’s “dia-
logue with culture,” as Osteen puts it, namely that DeLillo’s cultural references are rather het-
erogeneous. The difficulty that I have with these canon-forming arguments is that DeLillo’s
“masterwork,” his appeal to “readers of contemporary serious fiction” (9), has much less to do
with literary allusion and the situating of his work within the lineage of masterly American
writers—that’s the unfortunate critic’s job—than in attuning his ear to the demotic American
voice. I miss Samuel Clemens in this list of precursors, and Stephen Crane in Maggie: A Girl of
the Streets, all of Steinbeck, John Dos Passos’s U.S.A. Trilogy, Nathaniel West’s The Day of the
Locust, Kerouac’s On the Road, and Hubert Selby’s Last Exit to Brooklyn; at least there’s Lenny
Bruce’s manic stylings.

Canon-forming arguments are frequently complicit with the persistence of the high style in
American literature. Our literary masterworks—like those of other English-speaking countries—
should sound, well, literary. If I could be permitted one example, Henry James, in his Preface to
the New York Edition of The Golden Bowl (1909), remarks, “It’s not that the muffled majesty of
authorship doesn’t here ostensibly reign; but I catch myself again shaking it off and disavowing
the pretence of it while I get down into the arena and do my best to live and breathe and rub
shoulders and converse with the persons engaged in the struggle that provides for the others in
the circling tiers the entertainment of the great game.” But James has no real intention of rub-
bing shoulders with anyone presented in The Golden Bowl, regardless of what bolgia of New
York society they might hail from. No matter the class or pretensions of the characters in Ameri-
can literary, or “serious,” fiction, the muffled majesty of authorship persists through a narrative
style that bespeaks the mellifluous formality that is art. Neither the stammer and shouts of
Hell’s Kitchen nor, for that matter, the immigrant’s accent of Fordham Road in the Bronx, where
DeLillo grew up, should apply to the authorial voice. Literary prose, with some modulation for
the contemporary American ear, continues to dominate the awards ceremonies—still no Pulitzer
Prize in fiction for DeLillo—and the panels of the MLA convention through present day Anglo-
phile writers such as Updike, Gore Vidal, and Tobias Wolff.

DeLillo’s major critical detractors have attacked him as a postmodern stammerer. In his
review of Underworld, James Wood objects that, as there is an “incompatibility of paranoid
history with great fiction,” DeLillo’s novel, being the former, could not be the latter. The prob-
lem, he adds, “can be seen in DeLillo’s language. It is often richly exact; but when DeLillo
writes about secrets, about hidden plots and political viruses, his language becomes a thick
scrabble. It sickens unto vagueness.”  Wood suggests that DeLillo’s creeping paranoia infects
the internal monologues of his characters; Sister Edgar is given to anti-Soviet rhetoric, but that
“is not how a nun would express herself, even a cranky nun. It is how DeLillo expresses him-
self.”1 Mr. Wood, I dare say, was not educated in New York’s Catholic school system, and he fails
to note the Vatican’s abrogation of the communist state and its disregard for religious belief.

David Cowart, however, proposes in Don DeLillo: The Physics of Language that DeLillo,
though filling his thirteen novels with encyclopedic references to science and mathematics,
history, theology, and of course, the favored genres of popular culture—TV, film, rock music,
sport, and serial murder—is ultimately fascinated with the use of language as a measure of
American culture. He praises DeLillo’s “uncanny ear for the mannered, elliptical, non sequitur-
ridden rhythms of vernacular conversation” and for his adept parodies of the “specialized dis-
courses” of a variety of professional occupations (2). DeLillo has, in interviews, expressed his
commitment to the sentence, to the peculiar sound-shape of words and their combination. He
begins Underworld by stating, “He speaks in your voice, American, and there’s a shine in his eye
that’s halfway hopeful.”2 The narrator refers to Cotter Martin, an African American turnstile
jumper who vaults into the Polo Grounds and a singular moment in American history on Octo-
ber 3, 1951. He displays that distinctive, if naïve, American optimism of the mid-century, de-
spite his race and class. The narrator, however, is addressing his middle-class, literate audience,
reminding us that Cotter’s voice, his speech, is ours. And coordinately, “he,” the narrator as well
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349as Cotter, will speak in that voice. DeLillo reproduces the syntactic inarticulateness, the impu-
rity of heteroglossic American English, found not only in his characters’ dialogue, but also in his,
the narrator’s own use of language. Unlike James, DeLillo does not take up or set down the
mantle of authorship; he takes the language as he finds it and uses it as a measure of our culture
in his fiction.

Ultimately, the problem with declaring DeLillo a great author in league with Dante, Rilke,
Eliot, or Hemingway is that these comparisons classicize a writer who is a postclassical
postmodernist. He does not write in the dulcet tones of the Horatian ode, but like Apuleius, in
The Golden Ass, in a Silver Age Latin shot through with the barbarisms and neologisms of the
North African coast. DeLillo, the son of southern Italian immigrants, is born to a Bronx house-
hold that is bilingual, or even trilingual: dialect Italian, American English, and the language of
the street.

As a collection of “perspectives” on DeLillo’s Underworld, UnderWords should have ben-
efited from the example of Mark Osteen’s Viking Critical edition of White Noise. Although the
editors include a comprehensive and usefully organized bibliography of reviews, interviews,
and scholarly articles related to the novel, I find the absence of source materials and a selection
of the critical reception of the novel disappointing. Though reproduced in part on the jacket
cover, the full text of The New York Times articles on the Giants and Dodgers’ playoff game and
the simultaneous revelation of the Soviet Union’s atomic tests, in the edition of October 4, 1951,
would have been helpful to readers of the novel. Several of the thirteen essays in the collection,
furthermore, are brief and fairly localized treatments of sections of the novel, individual charac-
ters, or, as already mentioned, limited comparisons to works by Pynchon, Updike, Fitzgerald,
and Eliot. These pieces have the air of promising conference papers—and they’re about that
length—but they fail to deliver a comprehensive treatment of the encyclopedic range of Under-
world, alone or together. That is a failing of the editors who have assembled the collection,
having staked a claim to Underworld as a “masterwork” that presumably provides the constitu-
tive treatment, in cultural and historical breadth, of postwar American consumerism. Perhaps
the collection, appearing only five years after the publication of the novel, is premature, and the
critical industry that would provide more definitive readings of the issues of waste, religion,
technology, politics and the retrograde historical structure of the novel have yet to be written.
Nevertheless, one can profitably turn to Cowart’s essay, reproduced in different form in his own
book, on the “spiritual travail” (50) of Nick Shay, Steven G. Kellman on the Dietrologia, or “the
history of what’s behind an event” (74), and Thomas Myers’s comparison of Underworld to
Stanley Kubrick’s film Dr. Strangelove.

As noted, the paperback revised edition of Cowart’s Don DeLillo: The Physics of Language
provides an additional chapter on Cosmopolis. Though welcome, one imagines the University of
Georgia Press having to republish the book with new chapters as DeLillo’s career, showing no
signs of deliquescence, continues. This fact foregrounds the limitation of a study that devotes a
chapter to each of the author’s novels, in that relatively equal treatment is given to admittedly
lesser works such as Great Jones Street (1973) as to paradigm forming works such as White
Noise, Libra, or Underworld. Despite this lack of justification in scale, Cowart’s readings of the
novels are uniformly superb. Cowart’s own prose is rich, with many clever turns of phrase, and
his lexicon extends to where only old Latinists dare to tread. Language itself appears as the
unifying theme in Cowart’s analysis of DeLillo’s career, devoted to the “exploration of language
as cultural index, as ‘deepest being,’ as numinosum” (2). DeLillo’s dilemma as a novelist, raised
most strikingly in Mao II (1991), is that he has been born to the graphical two-dimensionality of
an image culture, in which the lexically constrained writer must compete with the continuous
broadcast of mass media. Yet DeLillo retains his Catholic faith in the mystery of the Word.
Eschewing the infinite semiosis of post-structuralist theory, DeLillo “affirms something
numinous” (5) in the word, for it is language that “fosters subjectivity” (6) and ultimately makes
us human. Given Cowart’s thesis, his readings present a more literary novelist in DeLillo, one
less imbued with media culture than the writer one encounters in Osteen’s American Magic and
Dread, Philip Nel’s The Avant-Garde and American Postmodernity (2002), with its chapter on
the postmodern politics of Underworld, or Joseph Tabbi’s Postmodern Sublime (1995). But as
the ambivalence toward postmodern culture is implicit in DeLillo’s fiction, having Cowart’s
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350 articulate defense of “the physics of language,” its covert theological power, stands as necessary
counterbalance to the cultural critique of these other proponents of DeLillo’s place in American
letters.

Notes
1. James Wood, “Black Noise,” The New Republic (10 November 1997), 38–44, 39.
2. Don DeLillo, Underworld (New York: Scribner, 1997), 11.
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