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Don DeLillo has been referred to in The N.Y. Review of Books as the head honcho (actually they used the word shaman) of the paranoid school  of American fiction.  He has  been called stupid... “just plain stupid,” by Dale Peck in The New Republic, and compared with Annie Proulx, Cormac McCarthy and Paul Auster,  all of whom are accused of pretentiousness  by the critic R. B. Myers, in  A Reader’s Manifesto.  

Some find him a master of obfuscation leading directly (do not pass go, do not collect $200.00) to a disjointed, chaotic, non-linear and depressing view of America in and around the 21st century.  But  others, like Christopher Lehmann-Haupt,  think  his   language “soars & dips, and...imparts a great deal.”   The N.Y. Times Book Review  critic, Thomas R. Edwards thinks him “savagely funny” if a bit prolix, and a writer in The Village Voice describes his obsession with language as leading, in his first novel, Americana,  to  words spaced on the page to resemble the  western landscapes they describe.

Don DeLillo was born in New York City  in 1936 and grew up in the Fordham section of the Bronx, as a member of a large Italian family that included his grandmother, a dwarf and a child his grandmother “picked up in Naples along the way”.  His father came to the U.S. from Italy in 1916 at the age of nine, and DeLillo spent his childhood involved in sports and family.  He claimed that he “played every conceivable form of baseball and football,” and as nobody in his neighborhood owned an actual football, he and his friends crushed and wrapped a bunch of newspapers with tape, and created their own ball.
 
In an oral biography composed of materials culled from a number of interviews with him, the author has said that European film, jazz and  abstract impressionism were  major influences.  The books that had the greatest impact on him, starting with the only two he seems to have read as a teenager, Dracula and the Studs Lonnigan trilogy, were Faulkner’s Light In August and As I lay Dying, Joyce’s Ulysses and A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, and  Melville’s Moby Dick.
 DeLillo claims to have slept through four years at Cardinal Hayes High School in N.Y., after which he attended Fordham University, graduating in 1958.  From his Jesuit teachers he says, he learned how to be “ a failed ascetic”.  The year after he graduated he got a job as an advertising copywriter because, he says, “I couldn’t get one in publishing,” quitting  after 5 years to “begin his real life” because advertising was so uninteresting he can’t and won’t discuss it,


He says his reason for quitting the job was not to write fiction but because  he just “didn’t want to work anymore.” While jobless he wrote several short stories and then in 1966 began his first novel.  “But,” he says, “I had to keep interrupting it in order to make a living.”  About half way through the four years it took him to write Americana he suddenly realized that he  was a real writer.

DeLillo has written 12 novels and two plays.  His first novel, Americana (1971), was about a man’s search for a national identity.  It was followed by End Zone (1972), a  novel in which the author equates football with war. He next published Great Jones St. (1973) which was described  in The Atlantic  Monthly as “a cheerfully apocalyptic excursion into the modern scientific  mind”.  This book was followed by Players (1977), a tale of terrorists and murder.  

In 1978, DeLillo produced Running Dog, in which he began to alter the pace and thrust of his fiction, speeding it up.  In Running Dog, as in The Names, which followed in l982, he explored the inner lives of his characters  more fully than he had done in previous works.  In 1980, while in London, DeLillo took a busman’s holiday from being Don DeLillo and wrote  Amazons as Cleo Birdwell.

With White Noise (1985), which came next, DeLillo gained wider recognition than he had previously enjoyed.  Until its publication, his reputation as the author of important contemporary fiction was primarily restricted to the opinions of the critical establishment.  White Noise is about technology and the fear of death.  Its tug-of-war between the quotidian and the apocalyptic engages us in a far more disturbing world than the campus genre, into which category it initially seems to fall, customarily explores.

Libra (1988) is a novel about the Kennedy assassination in which the author mixes fact and fiction in the life and politics of Lee Harvey Oswald.   DeLillo spent three years delving into the political life of Kennedy’s convicted assassin, and in the process uncovered evidence which to him suggested the possibility of conspiracy. This book prompted author Anne Tyler, in her N.Y. Times Book Review critique, to ask: “at what point exactly does fact drift over into fiction?”, a question she answered by saying that Libra so convinces us of its  authenticity that even a close reading of the Warren Commission Report would not make the  line of demarcation easy to discern.

With the publication of Mao II, a novel dealing with a reclusive novelist & the cult of celebrity (and containing the simultaneous marriages in Yankee Stadium of 6000 cult member couples), DeLillo won  the 1992 PEN/Faulkner Award for fiction.  With this award, he joined the company of Thomas Pynchon and William Gaddis in the highest rank of modern American authors of fiction, although the anti-social sentiments that have fueled his exploration of  celebrity, consumerism, cult & conspiracy, his major themes, have undoubtedly frightened off many readers.  In 1975, he married Barbara Bennett, a former banker who is now a landscape designer, and the couple lives in Murray Hill.

DeLillo spent three years in Greece while writing The Names (1982), and he says of that time, “Whatever ideas about language may be in The Names, ... the most important thing is what I felt in hearing people and watching them gesture – in listening to the sound of Greek and Arabic and Hindi and Urdu. ... there were periods in Greece when I tasted and saw and heard with much more sharpness and clarity than I had ever done before.  And I wanted to discover... a way of writing sentences that would be the prose counterpart to that clarity.”

DeLillo’s most recent novel, The Body Artist, was written in 2001. It has been called a “micro novel,” containing as it does a mere 128 pages.  Although some critics compared it to Henry James’ The Turn of the Screw, The Body Artist was  a disappointment to a large segment of DeLillo’s public.  The author, who wrote several plays (notably Valparaiso in 1999),  has throughout his career been a frequent contributor to The New Yorker, Sports Illustrated , The Kenyon Review, and a wide variety of publications in which his stories & essays have often appeared.

On the occasion of the 50th anniversary of the famed Brooklyn Dodgers-N.Y. Giants 1951 pennant-deciding baseball game, DeLillo wrote Pafko at the Wall, which was published in Harpers Magazine and eventually became the prologue to Underworld (1997), the novel many consider DeLillo’s masterpiece, and the subject of tonight’s discussion.


According to critic Vincent Montague, of Central Booking (on the web), DeLillo “makes you think and makes you laugh”, and Montague  suggests that  “the best way to read DeLillo is riding on the bus ... the chaotic mesh of strangers and imminent catastrophe, seem(s) appropriate.”
