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585ing a Joycean simultaneity of the quotidian and colloquial with the Homeric—test the limits of 
Morris’s model of autobiography. His rhetoric promises separation of author from poetic voice: 
“the self as it appears in the poem” is “a construct, something made, not given” (28). His practice 
tends to conflate the two: beginning with a “psychobiographical” chapter (14) titled “Poems are 
autobiography”; viewing literary productions as “personal expressions” (36); describing how a 
volume’s “main speaker” (7)—a confusing term that seems to refer to Glück as a character in 
her own work—“dress[es] herself up as Penelope” (232) or as a series of talking flowers. Morris 
states that through the poet’s varying stances toward texts (“literature, scripture and myth”), she 
“at once expresses herself and deflects her autobiographical impulse” (3); language for Glück 
is “a medium that pivots between candor and disguise” (2). But candor and disguise do not tell 
the full story; we cannot account for poetic voice by assuming it emanates from self, nor from 
a version of self called the speaker. Seeing a poem’s speaker as a disguise misses the complexity 
of voice as a fiction. As some of Glück’s best critics have shown, the simultaneous conjuring and 
dissolving of this fiction—what James Longenbach calls “the beautiful illusion of speech”—is at 
the heart of The Wild Iris’s power.3 While the mismatch between Morris’s theory of authorial self 
and poetic voice as distinct and his practice of blurring the two frustrates, this frustration reveals 
that Morris’s terms stimulate, raising questions essential not only to our reading of Glück, but to 
the way we think about lyric poetry: persistent questions about its complex, seductive, and elusive 
modes of severing “voice” from “sincerity,” autobiography, and “the imprisoning self.”4
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Beyond Grief and Nothing: A Reading of Don DeLillo. Joseph Dewey. Co-
lumbia: University of South Carolina Press, 2006. Pp. vii + 172. $34.95 
(cloth).

Reviewed by Joseph Conte, University at Buffalo

Joseph Dewey takes the title of his comprehensive study of the fiction of Don DeLillo not 
from the writing of his subject author but from a lesser work by William Faulkner, The Wild 
Palms (1939). In it the protagonist faces a lengthy prison sentence for performing a botched 
abortion, and, contemplating suicide, he must choose “between grief and nothing.” Abjuring 
self-annihilation he accepts a secular form of expiation for his sins, the heroic endurance of his 
own grief. A bleak choice, to be sure. Dewey suggests that DeLillo, in the fullness of a career 
that has given us such masterworks as The Names (1982), White Noise (1985), Libra (1988) and 
Underworld (1997), the latter ranked second (behind Toni Morrison’s Beloved) in The New York 
Times survey of the “best work of American fiction in the last 25 years,” has become the worthiest 
successor to Faulkner in postwar American literature.1 DeLillo more than other contemporary 
writers has succeeded in negotiating the chasm between grief and nothingness, vaulting beyond 
the merely dignified endurance of loss or a retreat into existential cynicism.
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586 Dewey revisits this theme throughout his readings of DeLillo’s novels, from his freshman 
effort, Americana (1971), which satirizes American televisual media and the corporate advertis-
ing industry, through Cosmopolis (2003), which excoriates the self-satisfied cultural and fiscal 
excesses of the end of the millennium. DeLillo’s most recent publication, Falling Man (2007), 
which presents the repercussions of the World Trade Center’s collapse on 9/11 on the life of a 
survivor, arrives too late for discussion in Dewey’s book, but surely that event places even further 
emphasis on a strategy for moving beyond the alternatives of grief and nihilism. However apt 
Dewey’s pursuit of this theme in DeLillo may be, I’m concerned that it does little to alleviate 
the criticism of DeLillo’s fiction as “inaccessible” to the general reader (1) or peopled with 
forbidding protagonists who “do not so much talk as think aloud” in his novels of ideas (3). To 
the extent that DeLillo’s novels “resist inviting intimacy” (2), they are not in accord with the 
criteria for adoption by Oprah’s Book Club, whose main selections stress personal empower-
ment, spiritual (if non-denominational) transformation, and an empathetic narrative voice. 
Yet whatever mass appeal DeLillo lacks, he has won the 1985 National Book Award for White 
Noise, the 1991 PEN Faulkner Award for Mao II, and the 1999 Jerusalem Prize, awarded to a 
writer of international stature whose work celebrates the freedom and dignity of the individual. 
Such crises in the human condition as have been endured in the forty years of DeLillo’s literary 
career demand far more difficult and intellectually complex responses than assuaging the gentle 
reader’s frayed psyche.

For his part, Dewey eschews the theoretical apparatus that informs earlier single-author 
studies of DeLillo by Tom LeClair, Frank Lentricchia, David Cowart and Mark Osteen on the 
grounds that such academic criticism is even more forbidding to the reader who wishes to un-
derstand more about a prominent writer than his or her own reading of the novels has provided. 
If we consider readers not affiliated with universities or compelled to read print fiction by their 
professors, then one must ask how many “serious readers of fiction” (5) there are who actively 
seek interpretive guidance and yet remain averse to academic discourse. Yet it’s these educated 
but non-academic readers to whom Dewey’s study is addressed. Neither a literary celebrity 
such as the late Norman Mailer nor a Nobel Prize winner such as Morrison, DeLillo indeed 
lays claim to a readership of serious literary fiction, but it must be one of the most imperiled 
markets in publishing.

Beyond Grief and Nothing adopts several strategies for encouraging serious readership of an 
author, chiefly that of the chronological treatment of the author’s oeuvre without omission or the 
favoring of major over minor works. In order not to let the sequence of the bibliography direct 
the discussion, Dewey imposes a developmental trajectory for DeLillo’s career in three phases, 
evolving positively from themes of retreat and failed engagement to recovery, redemption, and 
finally resurrection. In the first phase, the Bronx native embraces the visceral poetics of the 
street so that the gritty and sensual urban dynamic is carefully recorded in the equally sinewy 
prose of such novels as Americana, Great Jones Street (1973), and Running Dog (1978). That a 
deeply intellectual and difficult novel such as Ratner’s Star (1976), with its abstruse mathemati-
cal theories and claustrophobic setting in an advanced institute think-tank doesn’t neatly fit the 
thematic trajectory proves the limitations of characterizing “career development” for any notable 
author. In the second phase of his career, DeLillo more substantively appreciates language itself 
and its deployment in modern culture as his true subject, embracing his production from The 
Names and White Noise to Mao II and Underworld. Though Dewey refrains from saying so, it’s 
this phase that establishes DeLillo as a canonical artist of the postwar era. By describing Libra 
(1988) as a novel written by four scribe/plotters, Dewey underscores his theme of the “word” 
but provides insufficient attention to the counterbalancing of historical contingency and con-
spiracy in the novel, and indeed the inchoateness of “the seven seconds that broke the back of 
the American century” in Dealey Plaza.2 The third phase, incorporating the relatively brief and 
critically less-renowned The Body Artist (2001) and Cosmopolis, turns to the implications for 
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587the soul as DeLillo, a non-observant Catholic, ponders what remains of spiritual enlightenment 
in an age thoroughly diffused in its sensibilities by electronic media.

Dewey’s Beyond Grief and Nothing provides richly informing and astute readings of each of 
DeLillo’s novels. No doubt, as DeLillo continues to publish, there will be a revised edition that 
will characterize and extend the trajectory of his career. Dewey’s book promises to be an aid to 
the “serious reader” wishing to appreciate DeLillo’s fiction. Depending as it must on a degree 
of paraphrase of each of the novels, incorporating only very brief direct quotations from the 
fiction and less from the extant criticism, Dewey’s book seems to be of greatest value perhaps 
as a student primer or for the reader who has read two or three of the novels and wants to know 
more of DeLillo without having to tackle the entire corpus of his work. That said, for those who 
do regard DeLillo as one of the defining writers of the postwar era and who have made a serious 
appreciation of his novels their task, Dewey’s Beyond Grief and Nothing is a valuable study of 
the essential themes in DeLillo’s canon.

Notes
1. “What Is the Best Work of American Fiction of the Last 25 Years?” in the New York Times Book 
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Beyond the Soundtrack: Representing Music in Cinema. Daniel Goldmark, 
Lawrence Kramer, and Richard Leppert, eds. Berkeley and Los Angeles: 
University of California Press, 2007. Pp. viii + 324. $60.00 (cloth); $24.95 
(paper).

Reviewed by James Wierzbicki, University of Michigan

Anatole France once noted: “The good critic is he who narrates the adventures of his soul 
among masterpieces.” Apparently based on personal experience, the observation was made in 
the preface to France’s La Vie Littéraire, a four-volume collection of book reviews published 
between 1888 and 1892. Back then, the motion picture was not much more than a twinkle in the 
eye of its inventor; it was just a play of light and shadow—a twinkle, indeed—whose illusion of 
movement resulted from ocular bedazzlement as a viewer stared privately through a peephole at 
a series of illuminated still images displayed in rapid succession. Forty years would pass before 
cinema began to take on something resembling its current form, that is, as a publicly exhibited 
entertainment with prerecorded aural material that included not just spoken dialogue and sound 
effects but also music. And it would be another half-century before cinematic music would start 
to attract the attention of critics from all sorts of humanistic fields.

Musicologists nowadays, not surprisingly, focus primarily on film’s original music, that is, on 
music that was composed specifically for a particular film and whose resonance by and large is 
contained within the limits of the film soundtrack. But it seems that scholars from such disciplines 
as philosophy, art history, and comparative literature gravitate almost unanimously to film music 
that in one way or another had—and often continues to have—a lively career outside the cinema. 
Often this preexisting music is intrinsic to the onscreen narratives, by implication heard as much 
by the film’s fictional characters as in reality it is heard by the film’s audience; sometimes it is 
obviously superimposed on the narrative, intended exclusively for the ears of the audience and in 
numerous ways serving—in the manner of the typical original-music film score—as accompani-


