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Paul West: a self-portrait (see p. 300)

Paul West: An Introduction

David W. Madden

EARLY IN HIS COLLECTION of essays For a New Novel, which Paul West
has admired for years, Alain Robbe-Grillet writes, “For the function of art
is never to illustrate a truth—or even an interrogation—--known in advance,
but to bring into the world certain interrogations (and also, perhaps, in time,
certain answers) not yet known as such to themselves.”* Throughout his
writing career West has dedicated himself to the proposition that literature
is not only important but, in its most accomplished forms, a mode of percep-
tion that must remain free and completely unfettered. Each of his novels can
be seen as an artistic exploration, an attempt to push against the boundaries
of narrative convention and expand the possibilities of fiction making.

It was this desire for expanded artistic opportunities which led in part to
his relocation to Canada in 1937 (and later to America in 1962) from his
native England, and which he once described in this way: ““I feel more com-
fortable in America where, trite as it may sound, the increasingly far-out
things 'm now writing win a readier, less hidebound response.”” Even as a
young poet in the early 1950s, he felt poems “ought to electrify and change
us” (Wakeman, 1531).

More important than simple geographical relocation is the distinct,
highly individual sensibility West brings to his fiction. His first memoir,
1, Said the Sparrow, is both a loving portrait of a home and family he left
and a harrowing glimpse into a childhood bounded by images of death. His
mother’s people were the butchers in the small Derbyshire village of
Eckington, and at a young age West saw slaughtering firsthand. The village
was also important for a parade of eccentrics who strolled through his life,
and at least one novel, Alley Jaggers, is drawn loosely tfrom the events ina
local plasterer’s life.

Also at an early age Westintuited that there was a good deal more to life
than lay within the boundaries of Eckington:

I have always suffered from a severe case of the sense of wonder, [ am amazed to be
here, to be alive, able to think about my thinking. Isness, that’s what staggersme. . ..
AT have to do is look out at the back yard and [ know that evidence is backed up:
we are in a universe, a galaxy, a solar system, absolutely pumped cramful of
marvels, and to be alive in such a context is a blessed membership.’

This feeling of cosmic inclusion, of being part of some infinite pageantry,
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intellect. As such Beckett makes extreme demands on an audience, and this
demanding feature West applauds and incorporates into his own practice as
u novelist. Neither writes fiction for the passive or timid.

More importanily though, Beckett provides the heartening example (as
West says in our interview) that “fiction can evolve, can mutate, can become
different things at different times. It’s not fixed for all time ever, by anvone.”
West furthermore responds to Beckett’s wordplay, his intoxication with
language both for itself and for what it can suggest and communicate. West
also sees Beckett as a writer distinctly within a tradition of wit and humor,
one who can write comically yet seriously about subjects which may initially
appear unendurable but which in his hands are transformed into brilliant,
new modes of perception.

W est has also devoted much attention in both his fiction and nonfiction to
the role and function of the imagination in experience. As West asserts, the
imagination’s primary obligation is to serve itself, not ideclogy, dogma, or
convention of any kind. The imagination, when fully deployed, becomes a
faculty of extreme, sensitive awareness which thrives on originality and
inexhaustibility.

Following De Quincey, West has long argued that the imagination and
its producis are not divorced from or any less “real” than the world itself.
The commeonplace distinction between the actual and the imagined is erro-

neous in West’s view, for as he says:

Imagination . . . is an alembic in limbo: it invents, and what it invents has to be added
to the sum of Creation—even though nothing imagination invents is wholly its own.
... [ think that only plasticity of a free-ranging imagination can do justice to late-
twentieth-century man who, as incomplete as man ever was, keeps on arming
himself with increasing amounts of data which, as ever, mean nothing at all.

{Wakeman, 1532)

As a product of the imagination, the novel assumes many of these same
properties, and in the broadest sense it is the mind on show; for West a
fundamental measure of a ficiion’s quality is how interesting the mind it
reveals is. It is, in fact, this quality of extravagant imagining that West finds
so attractive about Latin American fiction: “Perhaps the answer lies in
something peculiar to the Latin American imagination itself, unobliged to
European and North American models, to logic, to what’s verifiable, and
perhaps the only continental imagination capable of inventing the weird
things it finds on hand.”

Noting the vagueness of the novel’s definitions, West insists on its infinite
malleability and “disponsibility,” André Gide’s term for the novel being at
its own disposal. As West sees it, it is less important for the novel to repre-
sent the world than to re-present it in new, often startling ways in order to
assert its “ancient privilege: to ‘transport’ the reader . ... from this place to
one completely other” (Sheer Fiction, 79). As one would expect, West has
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In 1963 he published I, Said the Sparrow, the first of three autobio-
graphical memoirs, this one not only reminiscing about his native village of
Eckington but also meditating on the vagaries of memory and what he
describes as ““time-sliding,” the shifting perspectives that ali experiences
hotd for the attentive observer. Words fora Deaf Daughter (1969}, a Book-
of-the-Month Club selection and his second memoir, recounts poignantly
and affectionately the discovery of his daughter Amanda’s deafness and
brain damage. The product of considerable scientific research, Words fora
Deaf Daughter stands as a paean to the beauty of a much-Joved child and to
the wonder of all things living. g

Out of My Depths: A Swimmer in the Universe (1983) is a wry account
of the author’s learning to swim in middle age. However, more than a simple
recitation of false starts and eventual triumph (West is now an extraor-
dinarily avid swimmer), the book is another free-floating meditation on the
Titanic, his youth, Barnard’s Star, and the etymology of favorite words, but
most importantly the book offers eloguent witness to the splendor of
creation. ' :

West’s fiction has developed steadily through thirteen novels and two
collections of short pieces, spanning the quasi-realism of 4 Quality of
Merey and the Alley Jaggers trilogy, the bold experimentation of his novels
in the 1970s, to the historical and later fictions of the 1980s and ’90s. While
all of his novels offer challenges and delights, the latter group is particularly
distinguished, representing the full flowering of West’s prodigious talents.
Each is a verbal tour de force that pushes language and perception to
profoundly imaginative lengths. - .

His first novel, 4 Quality of Mercy (1961), which he has frequently
repudiated, offers, in spite of its various defects, curious glimpses of
techniques and concerns that would occupy his later fictions. In examining
the stunted lives of the Smeaton family—Merula, her brother Camden, and
her daughter Brenda—West centers the tale on the characters’ isolation
from one another and their inability to enter successfully a larger world
outside them. Perhaps the novel’s most striking feature is its style, an
alternating pastiche of Hemingway’s terseness and Faulkner’s verbal
extravagance.

Tenement of Clay (1965), however, appears to. be the product of an.
entirely different talent. The prose here is confident, assured, and daring,
while the theme of individual isolation reappears. Inspired by an incident
reported in the New York papers, West chose as his protagonist Papa Nick,
a once-successful businessman who has transformed his brownstone into a
private flophouse for a comical assortment of social failures. Nick adopts a
mute giant named Lacland, a twentieth-century Kaspar Hauser, who

_appears to have come from nowhere, trailing no history or family, and who
ultimately challenges some of Nick’s most treasured preconceptions.

- Stylistically the novel is far less derivative than its predecessor and, in
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pure gratuitousness of subject and incident. While the novel is one long
mental foray of the protagonist—scriptwriter and novelist manqué—West
does provide some structural underpinning.

As Cal flies from California to Japan, he crosses the international date
line, and the novel charts the disappearance of time as he makes his journey.
The story also moves through the color spectrum, with various sections
given over to primary colors such as blue, yellow, and red, which form
intricate image patterns throughout. Set against such careful narrative
structuring are Cal’s wildly surreal, private fictions that revolve around
conditions of entrapment and repression. As he willinnearly all his fictions,
West demands readers to abandon logic and rationality to see the world in
new, often alarming ways.

The notion of altered modes of perception is a constant in West’s fiction,
and in all his writings he returns to this idea persistently. In our interview,
for instance, he shared a favorite anecdote about Vladimir Nabokov (which
also appears in Portable People). Nabokov would hide behind trees on the
Comell University campus and pop out, asking surprised students if they
knew what kind of tree it was, if they knew anything about the intricate
world that surrounded them. As West has explained, his view of the artist is
“as a cosmic gangster who usurps the divine role and creates possibilities
unrecognized in real creation” (Sheer Fiction, 82). .

West turned in his next novel, Colone! Mint (1972), to a rather straight-
forward, though nonetheless disturbing, tale of an astronaut who sees an
angel and refuses to recant what he has witnessed. The dominant theme of
the novel is the freedom of the individual pitted against the demands of
conformity, here a conformity to political and military dogma. In many
ways Mint is an overgrown naif, somewhat like Alley Jaggers, who fails to.
realize the consequences of insisting on his view of things.

The sections devoted to the military’s deprogramming efforts continue in
the surreal vein established in Caliban’s Filibuster and drew sharp
criticism from some reviewers, in particular Patricia Meyer Spacks, who
objected to the “detectable relish with which sadism is elaborated in the
novel.””® On the other hand, Diane Johnson comes closer to the mark when
she concludes: “The most affirmative thing about this book, as about
West’s other books, is his faith in the novel as an art form, as a dignified
production of the human mind, capable of rendering, in its infinite variety,
social comment, philosophic statement, comedy, pain, all of which West
can do—impressively.” '

In Bela Lugosi’s White Christmas (1972), West returns, to the incar-
cerated Alley Jaggers, who has been reading voraciously for two years and
whose mind is a riot of disparate influences which he draws together in his
own inimitable way. To the existential theme of the isolated individual
seeking a genuine sense of self, West adds some of R. D. Laing’s specula-
tions about the relative sanity of the insane in relation to a crazed version
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" feeling was, hey, I'm the fiction writer. Leave me alone. Leave me some-
g y

thing to do.” :
The novel explores in new ways the characteristic theme of an individual,

out of a conviction of personal responsibility, standing up against enormous
forces -of rigidity and conformity. As in earlier fictions, West blends
personal dream with temporal dislocations and curious shifts in point of
view. The Very Rich Hours of Count von Stauffenberg stands as the
product of a fully developed talent and is a major work in contemporary
fiction. ' :

Continuing to trace the effects of World War II, next on the life of an
otherwise forgotten survivor, West published Rat Man of Paris in 1986, his
most commercially successful novel to date. Where Stauffenberg is a
broad, sweeping tale, moving between centuries, continents, and even life
and death (Stauffenberg actually narrates the tale from the grave)}, Rat Man
of Paris is a compressed, tightly constructed book.

The focus rests on a psychological mutilé de guerre, Etienne Poulsifer,
survivor of a French village destroyed by the Nazis, who has dedicated his
life to “tweaking the race” by ‘“flashing” rats from beneath his coat to
passersby on the Paris streets. After he has launched a private campaign to
punish a captured Klaus Barbie, and is shot for his efforts, Rat Man is
forced to retreat within himself to find some marginal solace for the pain of
his existence. Like all West’s heroes who oppose the status quo, Rat Man
must pay heavily with coin of the spirit, though he manages a rather muted
victory that other heroes are often denied. :

Central to this and many of West’s other fictions are the ways in which
the creative imagination confronts and makes sense of the world about it. In
Rat Man’s ruminations and eccentric assaults on the world, West reveals a
mind struggling to cope with the randomness and chaos of the world. More
than anyone else, Poulsifer keeps his mind engaged and active and remains
“a connoisseur of life’s neglected corners.”"! .

The Universe, and Other Fictions (1988} is the first collection of West’s
short fiction, and in the condensed form of the short story, he often explores
the possibilities and limits of metafiction. As he has explained elsewhere:

It seems to me that what novelists, fiction people, haven’t done is inspected man in
his complete environment. It has been a mostly social, societal investigation. It will
be all to the good when the novel bieeds over inio a whole range of fields—cyber-
netics, anthropology, possibly psychiatry. (Caliban’s Filibuster, 232)

Consequently, in this collection West imagines what passes through Atlas’s
mind as he supports a world oblivious to his efforts; retells Moby-Dick asa
minimatiist fiction from the poirit of view of an amiable leviathan; conjures
up an erotically charged sun that wants to leave its solar system to chase an
amorous star; and invades one of Shakespeare’s brain cells during the last

moments of the Bard’s life. '
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fictional extrapolation. Polidori emerges as 2 vain, immature figlre, a young
man overwhelmed by the distinguished company he keeps who struggles to
assert his own individuality. In an attempt to outdo the poet, Polidori takes
up an unsuccessful literary career and later has an affair with Claire
Claremont, Byron’s mistress and mother of his child, Allegra. In creating
his version of each of the novel’s characters—Polidori, Byron, Shelley,
Mary Shelley, Claire Claremont—West was driven by the desire to
recapture what their lives and personalities, quite apart from their historical
personae, might have been. As he explained in our interview:

A human being leaves, really, a very paltry record behind, no matter how much he/
she has written when you compare that with all the thinking that went on nonstop
every day of that person’s life. Nathalie Sarraute calls it sub-conversation . . . the
sub-conversation isn’t available; therefore, the fiction writer has to do it.

Particularly striking is the portrait of Claremont, whom most scholars
have regarded as an emotionally unstable annoyance in the poet’s turbulent
life; however, here she is transformed into a sensitive, intelligent creature
who has as much insight as the poet himself. In a curious way Dot in I'm
Expecting to Live Quite Soon can be seen as a rehearsal for Claremont, as
she in turn anticipates the slaughtered prostitutes in The Women of White-
chapel, West’s newest novel. For each of these women West sought a
distinctive, identifiable voice that would allow her to emerge from the
shadows that enveloped each of their lives or reputations.

West returned to short fiction, what he has described as “‘short shorts,” in
Portable People (1990), a collection of portraits drawn from all walks of
{ife. Here West seizes on an incident, an anecdote, in some cases even a
photograph, and in an abbreviated space suggests something revealing
about a whole personality. Alternating between first- and third-person
narrators, the collection even features characters developed in other
fictions. Thus, Polidori, Jack the Ripper, and Stauffenberg reappear, as
well as Ober-Gruppenfithrer Rolf Stundt, a private practical joke West
played on readers in Stauffenberg, who is revealed here to have “hidin a big
reference library in Louvain, where those who found me incorporated me
into the collection . . . slowly sealing me up in books.”

As West has pointed out in interviews, he has long been fascinated with
visual arts, and many of his books have begun from paintings or collages—
Caliban’s Filibuster from the color spectrum, Gala from drawings and
watercolors of the solar system, Stauffenberg from illustrations in medieval
books of hours and from his own elliptical paintings, and Rat Man of Paris
from an intricate series of collages he crafted. 1n Portable People he gives
play to this side of his imagination by including sketches by Joseph Servello
of his subjects on facing pages to the portraits, each of which illustrates or

provokes the literary vignette.

Composers, musicians, astronomers, writers, politicians, aviators—it
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seems no one escapes West's scrutiny, and in each case his emphasis is
upon finding a voice that will tellingly reveal that personality. Thus his
Churchill talks about what a “Narzi”’ would do, Okiahoma composer Roy
Harris notes, “Well, iffen I was a cornball, T got to Cornell anyway,” or the
Nixon of the Watergate tapes, here visiting China, likes “to think a country
keeps its rear end tight, all apucker.” This is literature as verbal ventrilo-
quism and the product of an incurably curious mind.

West’s most recent novel, The Women of Whitechapel (1991), repre-
sents another return—to England in the last decades of the nineteenth

century and to historical fiction, in this case, to hypothesize on the Jack the
Rippermurders. In scope it is similar to 7%e Place in F, lowers Where Pollen
Rests, and its subject examines West’s characteristic concern with individ-
uality overwhelmed by the demands of official or popular conformity.

The primary, though not exclusive, focus of attention rests on Walter
Sickert, the Impressionist painter who had been chosen by Princess
Alexandra to introduce her backward son, Prince Eddy, into the ways of the
world. In choosing an artist as his protagonist, West once again examines
the phenomenon of the creative consciousness, what and how it makes what
it does. Eddy becomes unlikely raw material from which Sickert can craft
his own version of society, introducing him to a shopgirl whom he secretly
marries in a Roman Catholic ceremony (!) and with whom he sires a
daughter. '

Like any creator, however, Sickert must live with the consequences of his
creations, and in this world that amounts to a repulsive alliance with
William Withey Gull, the royal physician chosen to remove any blemish
from the royal visage. Together they and a malignaut coachman travel the
streets of Whitechapel, luring carefully chosen prostitutes into their
carriage for disembowelment.

Once again West’s practice of copious research reveals not only a
detailed knowledge of the Intricacies of the case but a scrupnlous, if not
withering, view of Victorian society. The five prostitutes who had the
temerity to attempt a royal blackmail become heroines, as much as victims,

in this Ripper story. West commented on his depiction of them in our jnter-
view by saying;

It says a great deal about the status or nonstatus of women at that time. There
weren’t five hundred men being killed [in 1887-88 in Londenj. Women were of a
lower order. Nobody cared what happened to them. . .. ] thought it was interesting to
look at them as the loweast of the low, sort of fighting back against the massive
establishment and getting nowhere and being wiped out.

Also, as in his other novels, highly distinet voices command the reader’s
attention—Gull’s perverse rumblings, Sickert’s by turns dilettantish
meanderings and later angst-ridden ruminations, and the prostitutes’
Cockney, mixed in some cases with various ethnic dialects, Particularly
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i ive is Mary Kelly, the Irish instiga.tor of the blackmail ?ﬁc?n:;;::t,l\:filgg
lm_pl'eSSI ly outrage at her impoverishment but characteris .
oo & 01? ! dealings with the aristocracy. These women, whf) .T. en
O oneed o leras criminal statistics, are given identities and sens1b1h {t;es
e, v ridoxically their own bleak splendor. That West can ac 1::1::
::11?; g?t;%ugiecourse to n’lelodrama is one of the book’s m;?l};] 222?:;;1; aui
i i - lications, one gui .
Loqkmg Onfl'y(::;iizzﬁfr;elr;%tt:rgu;ost prolific writers. IjIe.is at pqme in

Most any o cew— etry, literary criticism, drama, memo.lr—but itis asda
aln:ltc;toafngc%ieorg thaf;is ta’lents are most vividly e;ii:tnt. R(;(:E:;‘tctl3 EOA“;‘?;.I-&
i+ i s an

i iti merican Academy and Ins‘lutute 0 !

i:rilt\:trilctrli1 ignﬂ;%QS, summarizes West’s achievements best:

i juti his many novels,
i i the barriers of genre, but in _ ;
’s speculative prose besicges : : ynovess.
PaUIa‘g:j;l;Sisonant, it is evident he has attaived to a r?.rfl uza::crllge by
;icc):t‘iron itself as a made thing, joyously revealing the maker’s han ,

often fearful solitudes.
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