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Part One

I closed my reading on page 803, some 25 or so pages before the actual ending of the novel, wondering what I had experienced, what I was to make of the text, and what the author had intended. Nonetheless, I felt the scene on this page closed one of the central themes of the novel, the underworld of nuclear testing and the arms race that permeated so much of the last half of the 20th century. You’ll perhaps remember the scene at a radiation clinic in Kazakhstan on the outskirts of its cities, formerly downwind of the testing site. In the writer’s words, “I watched the boy in his bundled squat, arms folded above his knees. All the banned words, the secrets kept in white-washed vaults, the half-forgotten plots—they’re all out here now, seeping invisibly into the land and air, into the marrowed folds of the bone.” Of course this was no normal child, but one marked by tumors from the unchecked radiation of nuclear testing by the Soviet government. Even so, the author finds resolution in the moment in his description of the great sky, “split diagonally, a flat blue, a soft slatey blue, like the head of a crested jay, and a yellow that wasn’t even yellow, an enormous heartbreak yellow sweeping to the east.”
The novel seems to end on peaceful terms with itself, its complications of class, race, personal circumstance, scurrilous behavior, knavery, private ambition, aberrant behavior, and clandestine conduct somehow cleansed by the epilogue.  I found that ending comforting, a sharp contrast to what I was asked to experience elsewhere in the novel. It as if Lenny Bruce, the comic, had suddenly become a warm, forgiving, understanding human being, equally comfortable with himself and the world around him. And although I could argue that the shift in tone for me was abrupt and seemingly uncharacteristic of the book as a whole, I had at least the satisfaction of resolution. In retrospect a number of situations beginning in turmoil seemed to resolve themselves over time, solely as a result of time. Consider the opening of the novel and the wholly engaging scene of the Dodgers vs. the Giants, a backdrop for the “shot heard round the world” which over time is the fought over object, the lost object, the purloined object, the retrieved object, the venerated object, the satisfying icon of Americana.

DeLillo’s exposure of the underbelly of events and characters is the primary and consistent topic or theme of the novel explored in a wide variety of settings: in family and neighborhood, in professional life, in interpersonal struggles, in cultural differences, in international rivalry. There are loads of “fat, juicy clues as to the significance of the novel’s title,” writes Ben Downing of The New Leader. “One character watches a lost Eisenstein film called Unterwelt; another sees a mythical underworld of unending misery in Brueghel’s ‘Triumph of Death.’ We are treated to catch phrases like ‘waste is the under history of life’ and edgy patter about the ‘supernatural underside of the arms race’.”  DeLillo’s aim, according to Downing, is “to lay bare the complex interaction of capital ‘H’ history with the multiplicity of separate lives that make it up—a subterranean reality, not surreal but under-real in the book’s phrase.”  This is a plausible construct for the novelist. 

In an interview with Rolling Stone magazine, DeLillo commented that “fiction rescues history from its confusions. It can do this in the somewhat superficial way of filling in blank spaces. But it can also operate in a deeper way: it can capture the movements or feelings in the air and the culture around us.” One could add that the author of Underworld is capturing the reverberations of history from below. Daniel Aaron, professor of English at Harvard University, finds DeLillo’s mind fixing on the “shadowy connections professional historians usually fail to see or dismiss as baseless supposition.” In my experience as a reader of fiction and a lover of history, I have found it helpful to make a clear distinction between historical truth and fictional truth. One shouldn’t read fiction as if it were history. So, I find it troubling to read that this work of fiction in particular can capture the culture around us. That is to say, capture it in a comprehensive, balanced, factually accurate way. The novel as a genre type is fictive; it is supposed to be individualistic and impressionistic, and even when it attempts realism, it does so through the filter of the writer’s experience. A case in point: Lenny Bruce’s paranoia and sense of tragedy in the Summer of 1974. It is highly amusing to hear Lenny satirize the Cuban missile crisis of 1962. One of his monologues goes like this: “So happens the Office of Civil Defense is stockpiling rubber vomit in fallout shelters all over the country. They’re in frenzy right now, man. Get those shelters built and stocked. Sanitation kits, medical kits. Phenobarbital, to sedate you. When the radiation makes you too sick to vomit, they hand out rubber vomit, for morale.” Certainly, this dark humor, attempting in part to suggest a governmental plot to gloss over the reality and absurdity of major world powers on the verge of nuclear annihilation. It is a truthful depiction in its exaggeration and comedic effect, but not a reliable historical perspective. So why is it the focus of the 1974 section? When did Lenny Bruce become the spokesman for America, my spokesman and yours? In fiction this can take place, but to suggest that his voice was the historical perspective of the times is faulty and shortsighted. I can imagine, however, a humanities seminar using this text as a core reading from which to test observations with broader resources in an attempt to understand the last five decades of the American experience.
How we react to the laying out, the playing out, the development of the micro and macro universes DeLillo portrays, however, makes or breaks the novel as a reading experience. For me the scope of his endeavor was overly ambitious, overly labored, overly detailed, overly worded, and overly complicated. I did, for the first two parts of the novel, enjoy the game of piecing time and place and characters together, although it did take a self-made character list to achieve that state of knowing. Reading the novel as I did in regimented sessions of 100 pages for eight consecutive days was a continuous struggle.  Without my personal list of characters and their placement in the life of the novel, I would have been lost. At first it was a challenging exercise, but as the characters and situations multiplied, my patience dwindled in proportion. It became a struggle of perseverance and responsibility to read the novel, perhaps not an altogether satisfying experience for a reader of fiction. Now, if I had the sense of having arrived somewhere by the end of the novel, that would be another matter, even though intellectually I think I understand what he was trying to do: portray the post WW II century. Setting aside the fact that it wasn’t my experience of the same period of time, I found that the work in its entirety often wasn’t worth the effort. I wished the DeLillo had written several novels instead of one. For example, Part Six, “Arrangement in Gray and Black,” took place in the fall of 1951 and the summer of 1952 in the New York borough of Bronx. In that section I found authenticity, drama, directed plot energized by a panorama of characters and a wholly informed narrative structure. I felt that the author was more at home in this setting. We know Nick really well for the first time as a street tough youth. We picture Bronzini’s joy in neighborhood walks and conversations. We like the exclusive male world of the poolroom and its hard realities. We are amused by the boys’ attempt at having wheels in stealing the Chevy, using it for high spirited rides and worldly adventure. Even the steamier side of life, the relationship with Klara and Nick, for example, rewards our interest in exploring the needs of one woman and one man. In short I wanted less from this writer when he wanted to give me more. I do wonder, though, were he to have given us less, would he have ultimately given us more—the texture of one time, one place as they were.

Part Two

Perhaps it is time in this critique to be reminded of the larger plot of the narrative. Paul Elie, reviewer for Commonweal, writes that “the novel’s action flows from its remarkable prologue, set during the 1951 playoff game between the Brooklyn Dodgers and the New York Giants. All through the game, J.Edgar Hoover, Jackie Gleason, Toots Shor, and Frank Sinatra banter back and forth; after the Giants win the pennant on Bobby Thomson’s hit, a white businessman and black teenager grapple for the home-run ball. What follows is a kind of ‘deep inward tunneling’ into the seemingly random associations of American culture in search of the American soul. For about 750 pages thereafter, the reader follows the ball, imbued with the power of the past, as it shows up in the hands of various characters. The narrative then jumps to the 1990’s and rewinds to the preceding decades. At the same time, in a series of long, ambitious set pieces, the novel dramatizes different aspects of the cold-war era underworld: arms stockpiling in the Southwest, avant-garde art and film in SoHo, subway graffiti in the South Bronx.” 

Through it all we meet a reoccurring cast of characters at various times of their development and experience. “Yet none of the characters in these episodes is all that interesting or memorable. We learn a great deal about them as the writer takes us inside the human works, down to dreams and routine rambling thoughts” (Commonweal). For me the characters rarely come live on the page. DeLillo’s prose and organizational pyrotechnics are so strong that the characters seem like themes with bodies and surnames. Who mattered for me? I know it was supposed to be Nick Shay, but I found his character only absorbing as an adolescent. His transition to responsibility, fatherhood, and decency (if you permit that term) is hard to fathom, the upstate correction institute and the Jesuits notwithstanding. Favoring Nick’s characterization is Leonard Wilcox who writes for the journal Contemporary Literature. He argues that “the locus of reality for Nick is the empty place of the father, and made even more traumatic by the shooting of George Manza, which redoubles the trauma of abandonment by Nick’s father.” I can buy this. What I had trouble with was the truncated development of his recovery, if we want to call it that. To repeat myself, there is an entire novel in this one man’s story!

Two characters did matter to me: Sister Edgar and Manx Martin. Both were drawn with the clarity, precision, and economy one finds in the best of short stories. I’ll remember Sister Edgar fondly. At her approach, “she smelled laundered and starched, steam-ironed, and her nails were buffed to a glassy lava finish, and the rosary beads that hung from her belt like a zoot-suiter’s key chain were blinky bright, and when she rustled low and near she smelled more intimately of tooth powder and cleansing agents and the penance of scoured skin.” Similarly, when Manx resolves to sell the baseball at the Giants and Yankees playoff, you can hear the writer’s shrewd grasp of the black man’s dilemma: “Black man’s not gonna believe anything I say. Think I’m some fool running a penny hustle. Black man’s gonna look him down with that saucy eye he’s got for outrageous plots against his person. No. Got to go to white. Only way to go. Besides, the numbers mostly white, so it’s percentage play. Got to appeal to the man’s rank as a father, his soft spot, his willingness to show off a little, impress the boy….”

What mainly kept the novel going for me was its inventiveness and use of language. Consider one pivotal moment of the 60’s—President Kennedy’s assassination. How does a writer handle this event without making the familiar trite? Well, he has us view a 20-second piece of home footage, Zupruder’s, in the apartment of a video artist. “The TV wall was a kind of game board of diagonals and verticals, interlocking tarots of elemental fate or synchronous footage running in an X pattern, and whatever the mathematics of the wall there were a hundred images running at once, here comes the car, here comes the shot….” In the best of literary craft, I was taken into the action and relived it. (No doubt, we were to be reminded of the conspiracy theory and the government’s cover-up by the very choice of reminder. Whether this choice reveals DeLillo’s politics or is theme of the underworld, I’ll let others decide.)

Another equally inventive moment in the narrative was the impact of the Soviet satellite Sputnik over the American sky. Do you remember DeLillo’s satiric depiction of the middle class, mid-west American family? “The Demings were home this afternoon, busy at various tasks in their split-level house, a long low two-tone colonial with a picture window, a breezeway and bright siding.” After he carves the wife into little pieces for Jell-O making, he more even handedly reaches the point of the set piece. “It wasn’t until this moment that Erica Deming understood why her day had felt shadowed and ominous from the time she opened her eyes and stared at the mikado yellow walls with patina green fleecing. Yes, that satellite they put into orbit a few days ago. It was theirs, nor ours!” 

What I could also count on to keep me at post as reader, vigilant and alert to underlying themes was his incisive, informative use of language. It was my one consistent and reliable source of pleasure. Recall, if you will, Brian Glassic’s foreboding impressions of family. “… he harbored a sense that these were his enemies, forces loose in his own house prepared to drain him of self-worth, a step-daughter, a daughter and a son, all in high school, and a wife, he said, who was a couple of bubbles off center.” Or, consider another brief window into the character, Acey the hip, black New York artist: “She was young, smart, ambitious and so on, and interestingly sweet-mean, playing with juxtapositions as a form of ironic dialogue with herself—a device to help her confront the prospect of being famous.” My book is marked with dozens of these on-target revelations and descriptions. 

Throughout the novel, DeLillo shows us his power with words. Who can forget Simeon Biggs’s love affair with refuse? Sims sardonically admonishes us to bring garbage into the open. “Let people see it and respect it. Make architecture of waste. Design gorgeous buildings to recycle waste and invite people to collect their own garbage and bring it with them to press rams and conveyors. Get to know your garbage. And the hot stuff, the chemical waste, the nuclear waste, this becomes a remote landscape of nostalgia. Bus tours and postcards, I guarantee it.” And, for sheer power of image, I would offer the taught description of a flight of B-52 Strato Fortress bombers: “He heard a faint boom somewhere over the desert…. The sound woke him some mornings when the planes flew right over and sometimes he stood outside his quarters and watched the matched contrails of half a dozen aircraft in tight formation, the planes themselves long gone, but it was the drag and some shock, this is what awed and moved him, and then the after clap rolling off the mountains, like they were blowing out a seam in the world.” And, of course they could, and by DeLillo’s account, they almost did.

As you may recall, it is DeLillo’s own love of the language and its authority on page and in the mind. In the epilogue to Underworld he reminds us eloquently of his romantic homage to words. He writes, “…you try to imagine the word on the screen becoming a thing in the world, taking all its meanings, its sense of serenities and contentments out into the streets somehow, its whisper of reconciliation, a word extending itself ever outward, the tone of agreement or treaty, the tone of repose, the sense of mollifying silence, the tone of hail and farewell, a word that carries the sunlit ardor of an object deep in trenching noon, the argument of binding touch….”  

So closes the novel, so closes this paper.                                                  
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