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Introduction 

Robert Myron Coates is an unfamiliar name to most contemporary students of 
American literature. During the 1920s, the 1930s and the 1940s, however, Coates 
was a familiar, if reputedly "difficult" novelist, as well as a well-known New 
Yorker short story writer. He received several O. Henry Awards, and several of his 
short stories were anthologized, sometimes on more than one occasion. In 
addition, he was widely known as the art critic of The New Yorker, a position that 
he held from 1937 to 1967. His election to the National Institute of Arts and 
Letters, in 1958, was a sure sign that his literary skills and his contributions to 
American culture were recognized. Still, although Coates's literary work was often 
favorably reviewed by the major book reviewers, it was almost wholly ignored by 
critics and literary historians alike.' With the exception of a historical work on the 
land pirates of the Natchez Trace, 77?̂  Outlaw Years, none of Coates's works are 
currently in print. 

Over the years I have spoken to several people who remembered Coates or 
knew his work, and many of those that did—Coates's colleagues on 77ze New 
Yorker John Updike, William Maxwell and Brendan Gill; literary scholars 
Malcolm Bradbury, Donald Pizer, Ben Yagoda, Scott Elledge, Thomas Kunkel, 
Richard Messer, Constance Pierce, and Joan Givner; other connections such as 
Robert Cowley (son of Malcolm Cowley), Michael Burke (son of Kenneth Burke) 
and Joel White (son of E.B. White); as well as librarians and curators of 
manuscript collections—expressed a keen interest in a book on Coates which 
many believed to be long overdue. Following Coates's death in 1973, a brief 
revival of interest in his work occurred, spawned especially by the republication, 
in 1975, of Yesterday's Burdens (1933) in the "Lost American Fiction Series" of 
Southern Illinois University Press, under the editorship of Matthew J. Bruccoli. 
The edition was accompanied by a 4,000-word essay by critic Malcolm Cowley. 
Indeed, Cowley, who was instrumental in bringing certain undervalued writers to 
the attention of the American public (most famously William Faulkner), was a 
life-long champion of Coates's works, and the first critic to argue in favor of 
greater critical recognition of his work. 

Exceptions of books that dealt with Coates's fiction in a more than cursory manner are Gertrude 
Stein's The Autobiography of Alice Β Tokios (1933), Malcolm Cowley's Exile's Return (1934, rev. 
ed. 1951) and Harry Warfel's American Novelists of Today (1951). During his life, Coates was also 
included in literary reference works such as the Who's Who sencs and James Vinson's 
Contemporary Novelists (1972). In addition, a fair number of autobiographies by or critical 
biographies of Coates's contemporaries mentioned Coates in passing, but hardly ever paid attention 
to him as a writer. In the years following Coates's death, critic Malcolm Cowley published several 
important essays on the writer. Hugh Ford devoted part of a chapter of Published in Paris (1975) to 
Coates's expatriate novel The Eater of Darkness and the Gale Research Group published three 
separate essays on Coates in their Dictionary of Literary Biography (volumes 4, 9 and 102). Since 
the late 1970s, a handful of isolated critical essays has appeared, for instance by Constance Pierce, 
Donald Phelps and Robert Caserio. 
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The rehabilitation of a forgotten or marginalized author has become a 
familiar if complicated scholarly enterprise since the revision of the American 
literary canon of the last few decades, a revision that took place mostly along 
multicultural, feminist, class-conscious and "queer" lines. Prompted by the need to 
reconsider traditional readings of America's national cultural identity and the 
history of its formation, to question the Eurocentric, male, middle-class and 
heterosexual biases inherent in America's literary canon, and to break down the 
boundaries between "marginal" and "mainstream," a vast number of scholars, 
theoreticians and critics helped bring about an enormous cultural landslide.2 In this 
deeply complex, complicating and enlivening process, many previously unheard 
or repressed writers have come to the fore, especially those whose earlier 
undeserved invisibility can be attributed to political or ideological concerns. In the 
case of Coates, a white, middle-class heterosexual male (and as such, strangely 
enough, presumably in accord with the ruling ideologies and standards of taste in 
his time), we face a different story. This thesis is devoted, among other things, to 
telling that story. 

An early indication of the neglect of Coates's contributions to American 
literature was his absence from the 1948 Literary History of the United States, 
edited by Robert E. Spiller and others, which was instrumental in establishing a 
"new field of academic study"3 and which would determine the "canon" of 
American writing through the 1960s. A product of the consensus mentality of the 
1940s, Spiller's History emphasized the unity of American democratic culture and 
celebrated, with pride, the new status of American literature as an internationally 
recognized cultural enterprise.4 Committed to telling "a single and unified story,"5 

it may not have had much interest in Coates's idiosyncratic literary productions. In 
the late 1980s, the story told in Spiller's history was extensively revised with the 
publication of the Columbia Literary History of the United States, edited by 
Emory Elliott and others, The Heath Anthology of American Literature, under the 
general editorship of Paul Lauter, and, in the 1990s, by Sacvan Bercovitch's 
revisionary multi-volume Cambridge History of American Literature. In line with 
the important alterations and reinterpretations of America's literary history and 
literary canon of the previous decades, the Columbia Literary History aimed to 
"contribute to the current effort to reconstruct the history of the literature of the 
United States in ways that do not exclude certain writers because of biases 

2 See, for instance, Paul Lauter, Canons and Contexts (New York: Oxford University Press, 1991); 
Lauter (ed.), The Heath Anthology of American Literature (First Edition 1989); Gregory Jay, 
American Literature and the Culture Wars (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1997). 
3 Sacvan Bercovitch (gen. ed.). The Cambridge History of American Literature. Volume I, 1590-
1820 (Cambridge, New York· Cambridge University Press, 1994), 1. 
4 Hans Bak, "For the Nation and the World: Malcolm Cowley, the Cold War and the Making of the 
Modem American Canon," in Tity de Vries (ed.). Dynamics of Modernization· European-American 
Comparisons and Perceptions European Contributions to Amencan Studies XLI (Amsterdam: VU 
University Press, 1998), 47-49. 
, Robert E. Spiller et al. (eds.), Literary History of the United States (New York: Macmillan, 1948), 
IX. 
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involving gender, race, or ethnic and cultural background."6 Indeed, during the last 
several decades, emphasis has lain on the rediscovery of repressed writers, and the 
reinterpretation of the works of established canonical writers along revisionary 
lines. In such a climate, the unknown "dead white male" writer was likely to be 
ignored or dismissed, and much less likely to be "recovered." 

Certainly, Coates did not face the dramatic discrimination on the grounds 
of race, class, gender or sexuality that faced, for instance, Kate Chopin or Zora 
Neale Hurston. Still, during his life-time, the kinds of experience that his books 
communicated—and the way in which they did so—were not considered 
important to America's cultural identity or history, and failed to meet accepted 
definitions of "quality." As a result, professional critics and literary historians, 
both then and now, paid little heed to Coates's contributions. Even the Cambridge 
History of American Literature, characterized by a wide, varied and 
multidisciplinary approach, includes no reference to Coates's multilayered work. 

An apt figure of comparison to Coates is the novelist Nathanael West, 
whose fiction was not just too starkly modem, but also too stylistically unusual to 
appeal to a large audience. Indeed, as one early scholar remarked, West's work 
displays an "odd relationship to all literary fashions, even those which have 
succeeded him."7 In a similar way, Coates, too, commands special interest for the 
ways in which his works resist easy categorization and reveal the writer's complex 
and often paradoxical negotiations with the boundaries between modernism and 
postmodernism, the confines of genre, the borders between the profound and the 
plebeian, the "highbrow" and the "lowbrow," the individual and the mass, the 
derivative and the radically new. Each time, but mostly so in his first three novels, 
we are face to face with an individual angle of vision, an idiosyncratic "view from 
here," to use the title of Coates's memoir of 1960. 

Coates's individual experimental method is a factor of importance in the 
writer's virtual disappearance from view. Starting with his little magazine 
publications of the early 1920s up until the mid-1940s, Coates's writing (with the 
exception of his New Yorker short stories) challenged the aesthetic status-quo and 
frequently baffled those who cared to review his complex fiction. In several ways, 
Coates's idiosyncratic novels anticipated future literary developments—especially 
the new journalism, early postmodernism and confessionalism—that were less 
appropriate to the aesthetic expectations and demands of their day. As the 1999 
Encyclopedia of American Literature wrote: "[Coates's] early experimentations in 
style and the intensely subjective mood presaged much work of the late twentieth 
century, yet his works themselves remain largely unrecognized."8 

6 Emory Elliott (gen ed ), Columbia Literary History of the United States (New York. Columbia 
University Press, 1988), xn 
7 Randall Reid, The Fiction of Nathanael Weil No Redeemer, No Promised Land (Chicago and 
London The University of Chicago Press, 1967), 4 
8 Greta Wagle, "Robert Myron Coates," in Steven R. Serafin (ed ), Encyclopedia of American 
Literature (New York. Continuum, 1999), 207. 
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The sheer difficulty of his experimental novels must have worked to the 
writer's disadvantage too. In their time, reviewers spoke of The Eater of Darkness 
(1926) as "extravagantly difficult to follow,"9 confessed, in the case of Yesterday's 
Burdens (1933), that "our understanding of [the novel] is, frankly, limited,"10 and 
referred to The Bitter Season (1946) as being "above a general audience."11 What 
is especially striking about Coates's experimental works, next to their complexity, 
is the extensive interjection of what are frequently viewed as "postmodernist" 
attributes into what are simultaneously "modernist" works: Coates introduces 
disjunctive and open forms, play, chance, anarchy, silence, process, participation, 
dispersal, irony and indeterminacy—terms, incidentally, all lifted from Ihab 
Hassan's well-known 30-odd item list of "postmodernist" attributes, which he 
contrasted with its "modernist" counterparts (in the above cases, conjunctive and 
closed forms, purpose, design, hierarchy, mastery, finished work, distance, 
centering, metaphysics, determinacy).12 While Hassan's binary list is 
problematical in several ways—it included elements that were already in use in 
many modernist texts (indeed, Coates himself forms an excellent example), 
contained several inconsistencies, and gave too monolithic a view of modernism— 
it does help to indicate that Coates's collage-like and highly self-conscious novels 
deviated considerably from what would become standard codifications of 
modernism propounded, since the mid-1960s, in such books as Richard Ellman 
and Charles Feidelson's The Modern Tradition: Backgrounds in Modern 
Literature (and which were used, with certain qualifications, by Ihab Hassan as 
well).13 Since the 1980s, however, the view of what constituted the so-called 
"quintessential" modernist traits has become much less narrow and less 
consensual. Also, following the emphasis on the issues of power and inequity in 
the critique of the modernist ideology and the aim to detect or expose 
modernism's links with authoritarian politics that came into prominence during 
the 1980s, extensive "feminist and minority remappings of the modernist field"14 

9 The Saturday Review of Literature 6 (November 23, 1929): 460. 
10 Harold Strauss, "Yesterday's Burdens," The New York Times Book Review, December 10 1933, 7. 
11 Kirkus Review 14 (October 1, 1946): 504. 

Ihab Hassan, The Dismemberment of Orpheus: Toward a Postmodern Literature. Second rev.ed. 
(Madison. The University of Wisconsin Press, 1982 [1971]), 267-68. 
13 See, for instance, Marjorie Perloff, "Modemist Studies," in Stephen Greenblatt and Giles Gunn 
(eds.). Redrawing the Boundaries. The Transformation of English and American Literary Studies 
(New York: The Modem Language Association of America 1992), 157-70. Peter Brooker (ed.), 
Modernism, Postmodernism (London- Longman, 1992), 11-13. 
14 Perloff, "Modernist Studies," 166. Examples of such works: Shari Benstock, Women of the Left 
Bank: Paris, 1900-1940 (1986); Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar's three-volume No Man's Land: 
The Place of the Woman Writer in the Twentieth Century (1988; 1989; 1994), Gary Nelson's 
Repression and Recovery Modern American Poetry and the Politics of Cultural Memory, 1910-1945 
(1989); Walter Kalaidjian, American Culture Between the Wars· Revisionary Modernism and 
Postmodern Critique (1993); Michael North, The Dialect of Modernism· Race. Language and 
Twentieth-century Literature (1994) Ann Douglas, Terrible Honesty: Mongrel Manhattan in the 
1920s (1995); George Hutchinson, The Harlem Renaissance in Black and White (1995); and Andrea 
Weiss, Pans Was A Woman. Portraits from the Left Bank (1995). 
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have taken place. Reviewing the developments within modernist studies since the 
1960s, Perloff concludes: "[Today,] it is the variety of modernisms that strikes us; 
indeed, the 'totalization' often attributed to modernism belongs much less to the 
literature of modernism than to its theorists."15 

Next to the idiosyncratic and experimental nature of Coates's particular 
brand of modernism, another factor of importance in explaining the writer's 
present condition of invisibility is his apparent lack of interest in either the world 
of letters or the literary market place. His attitude is illustrated by his not having 
kept his personal correspondence with such figures as Gertrude Stein, Ernest 
Hemingway, Malcolm Cowley, Matthew Josephson, Kenneth Burke or Nathanael 
West, and by the ease with which he vented his personal opinions on the literary 
market place in his book review column for The New Yorker, making such 
observations as "publishers are intelligent men, even if their intellects are always 
hobbled by a conviction that the reading public isn't as brainy as they are."16 His 
distrust of acquisitiveness, of selling-out, of making a profit, it would appear, 
stems from the same Emersonian root as his demand, so important a part of the 
modernist ethos, that the individual artist "experiment" and define himself through 
an "individually thought-out method,"17 regardless of the demands of the time or 
tradition.18 The emphasis on the originality of the individual visionary artist, and 
the resulting tendency to stand outside or even above society, is certainly not 
unique to Coates but shows up in the works of many modernist writers. Coates, 
however, was perhaps more inclined than others to consistently act on his 
principles. According to Malcolm Cowley, Coates "rejectfed] the notion of trying 
to become a famous writer" and "resisted success."19 While there is no evidence of 
Coates actively resisting attention in a way comparable to, for instance, the French 
Dadaist and Surrealist writer Louis Aragon—who, according to Coates, "went so 
far as to write the book editors of the Paris papers individually, promising to 
horsewhip them if they so much as mentioned his new book"20—he was, with the 
possible exception of the years between 1926 and 1933, not at all inclined to draw 
attention to himself or to engage in promotional activities that could further his 
career. As my research also reveals, he was unable to write with a view to getting 
published and unwilling to compromise his artistic vision to the demands of his 
time, the public, or the literary market place, preferring to adopt what he called a 

15 Perloff, "Modernist Studies," 170 
16 RMC, "Reading and Writing," The New Yorker 6 (January 24, 1931) 66-67 
17 RMC, "New Faces," The New Republic 89 (December 16, 1936) 223 A review of Alfred 
Kreymborg et al (eds.), The New American Caravan (New York W W Norton, 1936) 
18 For a discussion of the influence of Ralph Waldo Emerson on American modernism, see Quentin 
Anderson, "The Emergence of Modernism," in Emory Elliott (gen ed ), Columbia Literary History 
of the United States, 696-98 
19 Malcolm Cowley, —And I Worked at the Writer's Trade Chapters of Literary History 1918-
1978 (New York Viking Press, 1978), 85, 86 See also Cowley, "Afterword" to Yesterday's Burdens 
(Carbondale Southern Illinois University Press, Lost American Fiction Series, 1975 [1933]), 260-63 
20 RMC, "Introduction" to The Eater of Darkness (New York Putnam's Sons, 1959 [1926]), iv Also 
inVFH,211 
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"Sir Philip Sidney-ish, above-the-battle attitude."21 Saul Bellow, one of Coates's 
fellow members at the National Institute, seemed to put his finger on a similar 
kind of weariness to that of Coates when he wrote, "[Coates] was a very agreeable 
companion. If he wasn't well respected it was through no fault of his. Only the 
usual griping and sniping of people in the same trade—a wretched lot, if you ask 
me. 

A third factor which may help explain Coates's disappearance from 
America's literary history is the diversity of his oeuvre. Coates explored many 
genres and different styles of writing, including the host of unusual literary 
innovations of his little magazine publications and his three "experimental" 
novels. Next to these more radical texts, Coates produced two more traditional 
novels; over a hundred short stories23 (often conventional, sometimes delightfully 
original); journalistic articles; a historical work; a memoir; and two travel books. 
From our current perspective we can trace the interconnections between certain of 
his works, but at the time, the writer's recurrent changes of direction may have 
seemed haphazard and confusing. To put it differently: whom exactly do we mean 
when we speak of the writer Robert M. Coates? Is he the tongue-in-cheek but 
skillful avant-gardist writer of The Eater of Darkness and Yesterday's Burdens; 
the historical writer of The Outlaw Years; the confessional author of the deeply 
private The Bitter Season; the psychological writer of the popular thriller Wisteria 
Cottage or the heavy-handed The Farther Shore; the short story writer associated 
with The New Yorker; the travel writer? Obviously he was all of these and more, 
but this wide spectrum of literary identities did not easily congeal into a literary 
reputation. When looking at Coates's oeuvre as a whole, we find rather too little 
connective tissue between all nine individual works and it is hard to designate any 
of them as representative. As a result, Coates cannot be "shelved" in any 
straightforward way. 

Finally, those who did seek to pin the writer down to one particular 
literary identity, often as not seized on his life-long association with The New 
Yorker. Indeed, as one critic recently remarked, "Throughout most of his career, 
[Coates] was pegged as a New Yorker writer, sophisticated and urbane, but, 
ultimately, trivial."24 The magazine's influence on the making (or unmaking) of 
literary reputations and the shaping power of such distorting notions as "the New 
Yorker school of fiction," certainly played a role during Coates's literary career. As 
he told fiction editor Katherine White in 1938: "I've been writing more or less 
exclusively for the magazine for years, so that my name is always linked with 

21 RMC to Edward Dahlberg, June 12, 1966 (EDC). 
22 Saul Bellow to author, January 8, 1995 [1996]. 
23 Some sixty of Coates's stories were collected in three anthologies· All the Year Round (1943), The 
Hour After Westerly ( 1957) and The Man Just Ahead of You ( 1964). 
24 Wagle, "Robert Myron Coates," 208 
25 RMC to Katharine White, March 17, 1938 (TNYR). 
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From my research it becomes clear that Coates identified most with his 
experimental fiction, especially his first three novels—The Eater of Darkness 
(1926), Yesterday's Burdens (1933) and The Bitter Season (1946). Indeed, they 
are the most impressive of his oeuvre. AU three works reveal the writer's identity 
of an idiosyncratic "experimentalist" who touted literary innovation, placed great 
value on the novel as "art" but was simultaneously unwilling to deny the impact of 
contemporary society. In their day, however, these three works appeared rather too 
far apart in time—another external factor—to collectively build up a momentum 
that might have secured Coates a place within the American literary canon as "a 
major minor" writer, to use the phrase that biographer Richard Kennedy once 
agreed to apply to the poet E. E. Cummings.26 

A comparison between Coates and Cummings is apt in several ways, but 
of special interest here is both writers' strong individualism, both in method and as 
a theme in their works.27 Like the work of Cummings, who in the eyes of some 
"made a fetish of his own individuality and integrity,"28 much of Coates's prose, 
too, strongly emphasizes the uniqueness of the separate individual. In style, his 
work is highly innovative, sometimes to the point of obscurity, and is 
characterized by a strong commitment to personal and artistic integrity and a 
devotion to individual craftsmanship. Lost generation chronicler and personal 
friend Malcolm Cowley once likened Coates to his father, a successful mechanical 
engineer who derived great pleasure from working as a part-time inventor: "I think 
of [Robert Coates] as a craftsman, an inspired mechanic working with words as his 
father had worked with pieces of metal, choosing and calibrating, fitting together, 
then grinding and polishing in the hope of achieving some ultimate invention."29 

Yet, and more strongly than in the case of Cummings, the writer's dedication to 
the inventive power of words did not close off his interest in the world outside the 
fiction, "the banal and trivial particularities of American life and landscape"30 that 
also interested William Carlos Williams. Indeed, despite his definition of the artist 
as an "inspired ignoramus,"31 Coates did not operate at such a far aesthetic remove 
from society as the phrase might suggest. 

Richard S. Kennedy, "E.E. Cummings, A Major Minor Poet," Spring, New Series 1 (Fall 1992) 
37-45 See also Michael Webster, "Cummings, Kennedy and the Major/Minor Issue," Spring, New 
Series 4 (October 1995) 76-82. 
27 In an essay on "overlooked and underrated books," Bill Katz notes how "the 'importance of the 
individual' is a theme that runs through most of. the underrated books" and advances the emphasis 
on individuality as one of several explanations for the lack of critical recognition these books 
receive Bill Katz, "Overlooked and Underrated Books," Library Journal, October 15 1980, 2163-
67 
28 Norman Friedman, "Recent Developments in Cummings Criticism," Language and Literature 9, 
nos. 1-3(1984). 5 
29 Malcolm Cowley, "Reconsideration," The New Republic 171 (November 30, 1974) 40 See also 
Cowley, "Afterword" to Yesterday's Burdens, 157-73 and his essay "Figures in a Crowd," in -AndI 
worked at the Writer's Trade, 82-94 
10 J. Hillis Miller, "William Carlos Williams and Wallace Stevens" in Elliott (gen ed.), Columbia 
History of the United States, 981 
31 RMC, "Two Poets," The New Yorker 1 (December 5, 1931) 111-12. 
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Coates's many literary experiments were often inspired by an avant-
gardist desire to close the gap between art and life, to limit the distance between 
text and reader, between the private and the shared, the aesthetic and the social. 
Coates's brand of modernism, we might say, aspires to a "modernism of 
replenishment," rather than to a "modernism of exhaustion" (to adapt John Barth's 
famous responses to postmodernist fiction, in 1967 and 1980 respectively),32 

seeking to avoid the "fetishizing"33 of the aesthetic that the high modernist tradition 
has been said to have engaged in, and that likewise threatened the practitioners of 
anti-representational postmodernism. Coates's dedication to an individual aesthetics 
(or an aesthetics of individuality) does not collapse into self-enclosed formalism 
and solipsism, but reaches out for contact—a desire that, again, Coates shared with 
Williams. Despite strong misgivings about the epistemologica! securities of 
traditional realism, the writer seeks to uphold the referential force of his writing in 
order to establish an interaction with external social reality, while emphasizing 
perception and consciousness. In several subtle ways, Coates's first three works 
stage, progressively overtly, the old but ever-current battle that pits aesthetics 
against socio-political and cultural concerns, which is enacted today, with 
variations and nuances, in the opposition between cultural studies and the 
(allegedly "new critical") attention for aesthetics—the desire for 
comprehensiveness against the selective elitism of those who, in the eyes of some, 
relish the aesthetic or embrace it as a "dangerous ... tool of a reactionary 
politics."34 

The intriguing character of Coates's experimental novels is, however, only 
one aspect of this writer's highly diverse oeuvre. In order to understand, first, why 
Coates's work was ignored, and second, why it would be important and desirable 
to save his work from oblivion, a thorough exploration of his life and literary 
career and a critical analysis of the full range of his works—novels, short fiction, 
criticism, art reviews and nonfiction—against the background of their time is a 
necessary first step. A second step, of course, will be to ensure the availability of 
Coates's major works through other ways than through highly specialized research 
libraries and antiquarian bookstores35—a project that hopefully will be realized in 
the future. 

In its attempt to present Coates as fully as possible, this critical-
biographical account of Coates's literary career recognizes both the cultural and 
the aesthetic. First of all, it is my belief that the dimension of the aesthetic (and 
with that, the question of aesthetic value, however individual and problematical 

Both essays are included in John Barth, The Friday Book: Essays and Other Nonfiction (New 
York: Putnam's, 1984). 
33 Pierre Bourdieu, Distinction A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste, tr. Richard Nice 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1984). Quoted in Walter Kalaidjian, American Culture 
Between the Wars: Reviswnary Modernism and Postmodern Critique (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1993), 4. 
34 Murray Krieger, "The Current Rejection of the Aesthetic—and Its Survival." REAL-Yearhook of 
Research in English and American Literature 10 (1994): 21. 
35 A useful Internet site to acquire copies of Coates's work is www.biblio.com 

http://www.biblio.com
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such a concept is) cannot be simply left out of consideration when documenting 
the formation of a literary career As I suggested earlier, the aesthetic dimension 
of Coates's works (especially the complex or "difficult" nature of his works), is an 
important explanation of his current invisibility. For that reason, a fairly large part 
of my efforts is dedicated to inspiring understanding and appreciation of Coates's 
particular stylistic and formal techniques Second, not to dwell on aesthetics in a 
first book on Robert Coates, a writer so thoroughly dedicated to the creation of art, 
would grossly slight this unusual man's interests and achievements Finally, I 
wholeheartedly agree with the view of the German Americanist Heinz Ickstadt 
who, in speaking of the contemporaneous distrust of the aesthetic that has 
characterized American Studies for the last decades, has called to mind that "the 
aesthetic does not deny the political, ethical, or historical dimensions of literary 
texts but engages them and mediates between them "36 My discussion of how 
Coates's literary texts communicate in their particular social and cultural contexts 
hopes to show ways in which the aesthetic might be located "within [rather than] 
separate from or against American (Culture) Studies "37 The aesthetic dimension 
of texts, as Ickstadt reminds us in his discussion of Jacques Demda's observation 
that literary texts are "potentially more potent" than nonhterary texts, is, after all, 
what provides this particular potency3S Like chemists, combining different 
substances in an experiment, cultural scholars, too, should know the molecular 
structure of the individual substances they are combining 

In my analyses of Coates's concerns as dealt with in his literary texts, I 
have not worked from within one particular theoretical framework (feminist, 
Marxist, existentialist, poststructuralist or other) but have chosen instead to read 
these texts "closely " While this may seem suspiciously "new critical," my 
orientation transcends the textual in many ways My awareness of the validity and 
importance of a political or ideological approach shines through in the categories 
of critical analysis offered Coates's view of the cultural, social, sexual and 
political conditions of his day (as aesthetically revealed in his fiction) is 
contextuahzed and brought into view in an often multidisciplinary way, drawing 
from the fields of literature, popular culture, film, art history, women studies, 
cultural history and social history Ample attention is paid to the question to what 
extent Coates's works supported or challenged the status-quo In the light of 
Coates's obscurity, and the virtual absence of existing critical interpretations of 
Coates's work for me to discuss, refine or challenge, a broad and varied approach 
seems justified 

The discussions of Coates's life, his works and his literary career, then, 
are grounded in analyses of the writer's interactions with the issues of his day 
These provide a view of some important changes, developments and 
contradictions in America's cultural, social, political and intellectual climate As 

Heinz Ickstadl, "Towards a Pluralist Aesthetics," in Emory Elliott et al (eds ), Aesthetics in a 
Multicultural Age (New York Oxford University Press, 2002), 265 

Ibid Italics not mine 
38 Ibid, 264-65 
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such, Following Strangers shares the recent emphasis within literary history—see 
for instance Louis Menand's Pulitzer Prize-winning The Metaphysical Club: A 
Story of Ideas in America (2001)—on "the players," "the issues" and "the 
processes" when documenting the transitions within American cultural history. 
Coates, in many ways a paradoxical figure, is a suitable protagonist for such a 
historical project. In the words of critic Emory Elliott, Coates is "a great cusp 
figure,"39 wavering between the traditional and the radical, exploring new 
conventions, styles and genres, and sometimes falling between the tracks. The 
contradictions between and within his literary impulses reveal America's 
transition from the Victorian to the modem era and, at a later stage of his career, 
help to illuminate the development of American literary modernism into the 
postmodernism of the 1960s and 1970s, and the evolution of styles, conventions 
and genre within literary periods. At the same time, however, Following Strangers 
is emphatically not the recreation of "a figure in the crowd," but aims to portray 
Coates as an individual human being and artist. 

The title Following Strangers is an allusion to a recurring phrase 
("Tonight I will Follow Strangers") in Coates's aesthetically most satisfying 
novel, Yesterday's Burdens. I use it to refer to my search for Robert M. Coates, the 
unknown writer, the largely invisible literary figure, whose steps and 
developments I followed as closely as possible to create a persuasive history of his 
life and career. As my title indicates, this process was accompanied by a 
realization of the ultimate impossibility for the literary historian and biographer to 
claim absolute knowledge of one's subject or to present "the truth." If anything, as 
the editors of the Columbia Literary History put it, "the historian is not a 
truthteller but a storyteller."40 In view of this fact, I follow many contemporary 
literary historians and biographers in accepting the "pragmatic" and "enlivening" 
resolution to the theoretical relativism attending the meaning, interpretation and 
critical judgement of historical and literary texts: "we must admit our limitations 
but also recognize the human psychological need and continuing desire to 
understand human nature, experience, and works of the creative imagination. 
People will not stop reading and interpreting what they read simply because they 
cannot be sure of the true meaning of the past or a literary text."41 In other words, I 
will follow strangers. 

I use the title also as a motto that conjures up the writer's most 
characteristic thematic considerations; first, the defamiliarizations of both the 
"strange" and the "known" by revealing the hidden "madnesses" inside familiarly 
average characters; second, the insistence on the inability to communicate 
meaningfully and sensitively; third, the ultimate impossibility to know either 
oneself or the other—the conclusion, in short, that one is always following 
strangers—and four, the sometimes obsessive exploration of the results of this 

3 Emory Elliott, letter to author, March 25, 2004 
40 Elliott (gen ed ), Columbia Literary History of the United States, xvn 
41 Ibid 
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separation on social and sexual relationships. Despite such emphases, much of 
Coates's fiction retains the hope that "following strangers" might unexpectedly 
lead to meaningful and intimate contact. Although often dealt with thematically, 
this desire or hope is also implicit in the writer's particular formal innovations, 
especially in his early works. Time and again, Coates emphasizes the 
communicative function of literary texts, especially through self-referential 
commentary and a radically citational use of mass cultural elements (in The Eater 
of Darkness, Yesterday's Burdens and The Bitter Season) and through the 
intensely confessional stance of his narrators (in the latter two). 

Although Coates has grown hugely familiar to me over the years and I feel 
confident of the view I present of him here, he has indeed remained in many ways 
a stranger. This is not only due to an awareness of the inevitable amount of 
subjectivity and ideology in my experience and reading of Coates, but also, quite 
simply, because of the relative scarcity of biographical sources. The Robert M. 
Coates collection in Laramie, Wyoming, to begin with, comprises only six boxes 
of material. Acquired during the 1970s from Coates's widow, Astrid Peters, by the 
founding director of the American Heritage Center in Laramie, Gene M. Gressley, 
the collection contains only an improbably small number of personal letters: 
twenty, to be precise, all addressed to a high-school friend, Homer Fickett, 
between 1915 and 1917. Next to these, it contains several drawings, photographs, 
passports, publishing contracts and other personal documents, the writer's 
financial administration, periodical clippings of short stories published in a variety 
of magazines, as well as several drafts of short stories, personal notebooks 
containing notes and ideas, and manuscript material relating to unpublished work 
as well as one unpublished novel. Of the host of additional research libraries and 
archives that I wrote to, only a small percentage owned sufficient material relevant 
to Coates that proved helpful in recreating his career. In a similar way, of the 
many people that I contacted (creative writers, editors, biographers, art gallery 
owners, museum directors, personal acquaintances of Coates), asking for 
information about the writer, his career or his reputation, very few had any distinct 
memories at all. Although several archival sources proved extremely valuable, in 
many cases the amount of material available was disappointingly small and often 
incomplete, offering odds and ends that were difficult to interconnect and graft 
onto the broad contours of his life and career that were visible to me. How, for 
instance, was I to include a 1967 letter to Dwight Macdonald about "The 
Resistance," a protest movement against the Vietnam War, while knowing nothing 
about Coates's political direction during the 1960s, his set of acquaintances or 
about the nature and extent of his contact with the former editor of Partisan 
Review and founding editor of the little magazine Politics (1944-1949). What was 
I to infer from Macdonald's remark that Coates's name was "a solid one"42 or 
from Coates's admission that he would only protest against the 10% increase on 

42 Dwight Macdonald to RMC, September 18, 1967 (Sterling Memorial Library, Yale University, 
New Haven, Connecticut). 
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income tax when part of a mass protest because he did not "have the guts or the 
feeling of sacrifice, to do it alone"?43 Many such instances accumulated during my 
research, often leading to speculation only. Decisions on inclusion or exclusion of 
research material were guided especially by whether or not the information could 
consolidate or further illustrate those aspects of Coates's personality, frame of 
mind, fields of interest and literary life that were known to me. 

It is fair to assume, then, that Coates's life was far richer than I could 
convincingly portray. I do believe, however, that what I present is as close to a 
"comprehensive" biography as it is possible (in the face of the material available) 
to get. Throughout, I have made an effort to include as many of my findings as 
possible in this book, sometimes straining, it is true, to assign them their right 
position, but always in an effort to illuminate the writer, his work and his relation 
to his time as extensively as possible. At the risk of imbalance, 1 have described 
what episodes of Coates's life I could at length, while leaving other ones 
regretfully bare of treatment. It seemed a waste to sacrifice pertinent information 
to structural harmony and I can only apologize for the occasional lopsidedness that 
resulted. Perhaps more material will in time become available. As for now, 
however, my presentation of the writer in his context prepares the ground for other 
scholars interested in Coates's work to take off into a variety of directions. 

The present reconstruction of Coates's life and literary career discloses and brings 
together material from many previously unexplored sources. Next to Coates's 
almost entire literary oeuvre and much background reading, it is based on 
extensive archival research conducted at several institutions and research libraries 
in the United States. A final source of information has been personal interviews 
and correspondence with Robert Coates's stepdaughter Ingrid and her husband 
Rennard Waldron, Robert Cowley, William Maxwell, John Updike, Brendan Gill 
and several literary scholars. 

My study is divided into six parts, reflecting what I think of as six distinct 
periods in the writer's literary life. Parts two, three and four all close with a 
discussion of a novel, The Eater of Darkness, Yesterday's Burdens and The Bitter 
Season respectively. Each of these three novels aesthetically summons up certain 
aspects of America's cultural and social history that Coates had witnessed prior to 
or while writing his novel and are written from the perspective of an individual 
who is both unique and representative, who is both a keen reporter and a harried 
participant. Each novel, it would appear, brought an end to a literary and personal 
phase of the writer's life. In more detail, the thesis progresses as follows: 

Part One (1897-1921) traces Coates's childhood, adolescence and early 
manhood. It provides the details of his unusually peripatetic youth and 
reconstructs his years at Yale University (as well as his publications for the Yale 
Literary Magazine) against the background of America's transition from Victorian 

43 RMC to Dwight Macdonald, September 4, 1967 (Sterling Memorial Library, Yale University, 
New Haven, Connecticut). 
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to modem culture and the First World War. The discussion of the writer's attitude 
towards "culture," his negotiations with traditional values, as well as his struggles 
to define the merits of modernist poets Carl Sandburg and Amy Lowell, the 
playwright Bernard Shaw and a host of writers who, in Coates's words, "will not 
do any harm if we don't understand them," such as Robert Louis Stevenson, 
William Thackeray, Charles Dickens, O. Henry, William Dean Howells and 
William Shakespeare,44 cast an insightful and frequently amusing light on the 
dilemmas involved in coming to fruition in an age of transition. The young 
writer's participation in Yale's "literary renaissance," as well as his abhorrence of 
"Yale aesthete" Thornton Wilder—one of the major figures of this renaissance, 
along with Stephen Vincent Benêt—provide a first glimpse of Coates's 
determination to stay true to his personal artistic principles. Part one closes with a 
discussion of the writer's post-college years, documenting his career as a publicity 
writer in New York, and his stay at one of the art colonies in Woodstock, New 
York, where he devoted himself to testing his not inconsiderable skills as a 
modem poet, exploring themes, styles and techniques that would return in his later 
fictional output. 

Part Two (1921-1926) describes the writer's transformation into a 
radically modem writer. It follows Coates to Paris, where he, like so many writers 
of his generation, discovered the literary thrills of European modernism and the 
historical avant-garde and immersed himself into the bohemian expatriate scene. 
Incorporating Coates in the discussion of the American expatriates' response to 
the Parisian Dada movement, this part sheds light on the importance of Dada for 
the development of several American modernisms. At the same time, Coates's 
particular response to the techniques of the avant-garde illuminates, in interesting 
ways, the correspondences of the historical avant-garde to the postmodernism of 
the 1960s. In Paris, Coates's work was published in several of the American 
expatriate little magazines and strongly displays the influence of expressionism, 
Dadaism, surrealism and the evolving machine aesthetic. My treatment of Coates's 
often unusual contributions includes a detailed description of the first transatlantic 
little magazine Gargoyle, a magazine that, to my knowledge, has not earlier been 
documented at any length. Part two closes with a critical discussion of the 
creation, publication and reception of Coates's remarkable first novel, The Eater 
of Darkness, published in Paris by Robert McAlmon's famous Contact Editions. 
My analysis of the novel against the background of its time securely adds Coates 
to the list of the American "skyscraper primitives" as presented in Dickran 
Tashjian's groundbreaking work in that field.45 

Part Three (1926-1933) describes a crucial decade in Coates's literary 
career. It recounts the story of the writer's return to New York City, deals with his 
publications in Eugene Jolas's Paris-based little magazine transition as well as 

44 RMC to Homer Fickett, Thursday, the twenty-second [June 22, 1917?] (RMCP). 
Dickran Tashjian, Skyscraper Primitives: Dada and the American Avant-Garde, 1910-1925 

(Middletown: Wesleyan University Press, 1975). 
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those for The New York Times Magazine, and narrates the start of Coates's 
lifelong association with the recently founded magazine of urban sophistication, 
Harold Ross's The New Yorker. Next to reviewing Coates's many contributions to 
The New Yorker, part three outlines Coates's previously undocumented position at 
the magazine and his relationships with James Thurber, E.B. White, Harold Ross 
and others. My discussion of Coates's responsibilities as writer and editor of the 
New Yorker's book review section, for which he had sole responsibility from 1930 
to 1933, provides a view of his literary interests and aesthetic criteria. In the light 
of Coates's disappearance from public view, special attention is paid to the 
writer's highly individual approach and the humorous but almost contemptuous 
attitude towards the literary marketplace and literary criticism as displayed in his 
column. 

Part three further describes how Coates, like so many of his 
contemporaries during the 1930s, developed leftist political ideas and displayed 
considerable interest in the American Communist Party and the development of 
proletarian literature. His belief, however, that all battles fought by art should be 
fought with weapons drawn from inside art's own arsenal—a conviction that he 
shared with such friends as Nathanael West and James Thurber—prevented him 
from adopting an overtly political stance in his fiction. Coates sought to address 
contemporaneous social concerns in other ways. Indeed, throughout the 1930s, 
Coates continued to be committed to radical aesthetic renewal—a stance that had 
become a fait accompli with the re-publication of The Eater of Darkness in New 
York in 1929 as "the first Dada novel in English" and the publication, in 1930, of 
a heavily experimental three-part series about New York, "The Dada City," in, of 
all places, The New Yorker. In 1930, Coates gained widespread recognition with 
the publication of a now classic historical work on land piracy, The Outlaw Years, 
which became the Literary Guild Selection for August 1930. Still in print today, 
the text provides a captivating and unsentimental view of one of America's most 
lawless chapters of history. With the money of the Literary Guild, Coates built a 
house in the countryside of Connecticut and left New York. In the country, he 
wrote his second novel Yesterday's Burdens. My critical analysis places the novel 
in its literary and cultural context and discusses the novel's elaborate stylistic and 
formal innovations that arose from the writer's ongoing conversation with 
modernism, wavering between an embrace and a rejection of its tenets. 

Part Four (1933-1946) documents the many artistic struggles Coates went 
through after the publication of Yesterday's Burdens. It describes two unfinished 
novels that he worked on during this period. Of these, "Bright Day" (as one of 
these projects was called) is discussed at some length in relation to the writer's 
continued flirtations with certain strategies of early postmodernist fiction. In 1937, 
Coates attained a job as the New Yorker's art critic, a bread-winning position that 
he held until 1967. In my discussion of his art criticism I have focussed on the 
years that saw the rise of Abstract Expressionism—a movement that Coates, in a 
well-known review of 1946, provided with its name. During the second half of the 
1930s, Coates became increasingly interested in short fiction and published many 
short stories in The New Yorker. His first anthology, All the Year Round, was 
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published in 1943 and, for better or worse, created a reputation of Coates as a New 
Yorker short story writer. Part four, like the previous two parts, ends with a 
discussion and critical evaluation of a novel. The Bitter Season, a sensitive and 
deeply confessional fact-fiction novel, documents a civilian's troubled perception 
of the Second World War and America's response to it, as well as the narrator's 
personal struggles over his divorce from his wife—a fact that had a clear 
autobiographical basis. Of particular interest here is Coates's openhearted exposé 
on male-female relationships, and the role of sexuality therein, especially the 
tension between the male protagonist's desire for "ownership" on the one hand 
and the conflicting longing for intimacy and equality on the other. Like the two 
novels before it, Coates's third novel communicates through many innovative 
formal and stylistic techniques. 

Part Five (1946-1955) is focussed on a new writing phase in Coates's 
literary life. Abandoning almost all of his earlier stylistic preoccupations, the 
writer moved towards an intense psychological realism to document the 
murderous mind from within. Both Wisteria Cottage, a gripping thriller-like novel, 
and the much more melancholy The Farther Shore were accessible to a wide 
audience. Of the two, Wisteria Cottage became a commercial success. The two 
novels are analyzed here especially in terms of the novelist's treatment of male-
female relationships and the definitions of gender propounded (and critiqued) in 
these novels. Unfortunately, apart from material pertaining to the history of his 
two novels, little biographical information about Coates could be found for this 
period. As a result, this part of my thesis, as well as the following, narrates the 
writer's life almost exclusively in terms of his published works. 

Part Six (1955-1973) opens with a description of the status of Coates's 
literary reputation during and after the 1950s, and further documents the writer's 
own attitude towards his profession. It next outlines the final two decades of his 
literary career in which he turned to autobiographical writing and travel writing: 
his sunny and comfortable memoir, The View from Here, appeared in 1960 
followed by two pleasantly rambling travel books about his sojourns in Italy. Part 
six also discusses two more collections of his short stories, the excellent The Hour 
After Westerly and the variable The Man Just Ahead of You. 

An epilogue, finally, describes the brief revival of interest in Coates's 
work following his death, and returns to a discussion of the relative lack of success 
of his literary career and its possible causes. It closes with recommendations for 
the republication of certain of Coates's works. 





1897-1921 

"The New Boy" 
The Yale Years 

New York City and Woodstock 

Part 





Chapter 1 

"The New Boy" 

Robert Myron Coates was bom in New Haven, Connecticut, on April 6, 1897. He 
was the second but only living child of Harriet Davidson, a 24-year old New Havener 
from a middle-class background and Frederick Coates, a 27-year old machinist from 
Springfield, Massachusetts.' In his book of memoirs, The View from Here (1960), 
Coates remembers his mother as a beautiful woman of "considerable spirit" with red 
hair, hazel eyes, and a very white skin.2 The one surviving picture of her, taken 
around 1900, shows that Robert Coates, in addition to her red hair, inherited her 
slightly troubled brow and tightlipped, perky mouth. From Scotch-Irish descent, she 
was "easily as emotional as [her husband]," and was prone to worry, especially about 
her son.3 Having lost one child, her tendency to be somewhat overprotective is 
perhaps understandable. Coates described her as "a New Englander, and in many 
ways a true Victorian."4 Indeed, in his memoirs, he evokes her primarily as an 
embodiment of morality, virtue and domestic motherhood: we see her preparing the 
picnic-basket, polishing the brasswork of the family-car and witness her quiet 
desperation at the life in the disorderly Cripple Creek gold-mining area where the 
family lived for three years. At the same time, however, the author points out that 
Harriet was "somewhat of a feminist."5 Thus, his mother frequently drove the car—a 
"rarity"6 in those days—and was "an ardent club-woman."7 In fact, Coates goes on, 
her activities outside the home raised suspicion among other women since they 
"made her seem like a suffragette, which, in fact, she also was."8 Harriet's feminist 
leanings and suffragist sympathies are noteworthy against the background of the 
writer's ambivalent treatment of the issue of woman's "proper place" in his later 
fiction (see part V). 

Harriet Davidson's husband, Frederick Coates, used to jokingly refer to the 
Davidsons as "high-class people" and suggested that he (who in his youth had been 
"somewhat of a blade" and had engaged in boxing, a "thoroughly discredited sport of 
that time") had not been regarded as the ideal son-in-law, although Harriet denied 
this.9 Frederick Coates was "an old-line Yankee by birth," but his plumpness, good 
cheer and generousness made him in many ways the "antithesis" of the traditional 

1 Robert Coates's "Carte d'Identité" of 1925-1926 indicates that Frederick Coates was bom in 1870, 
and Harriet Davidson in 1873 (RMCP) 
2 VFH, 4, 9. 
3 VFH, 38. 
4 VFH, 20. 
5 VFH, 99. 
6 VFH, 99. 
7 VFH, 4. For a treatise of the clubwoman as feminist, see Karen J. Blair, The Clubwoman as 
Feminist: True Womanhood Redefined, 1868-1914 (New York: Holmes and Meier, 1980). 
8 VFH, 4. 
9 VFH, 8-9. 
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Yankee type 10 He was endowed with "a streak almost of recklessness" and had an 
"easygoing temperament," a quality easily imaginable in the man shown squatting 
beside his son in the photograph we have of him, as well as somewhat of "a 
sentimentalist "' ' He was "slow to anger," but when sufficiently aroused, he could 
have outbursts of violent wrath 12 The phenomenon interested Coates, and his fiction, 
from the early Yale penod onwards, frequently features powerful human instincts 
and violent emotional impulses Like his father and grandfather before him, Fredenck 
Coates was a designer of tools and machinery, and dearly wished for his son Robert 
to continue the family tradition The practicalist Yankee mechanic tried hard to 
instill some enthusiasm for machinery into his hoped-for "& Son," but was 
unsuccessful From an early age onward Coates was determined to become a wnter 
(with poetry as his first choice) and never doubted his vocation As he wrote in his 
memoirs "I find it hard to recall a time when I didn 't want to be a writer " l3 

During Coates's very early years in New Haven, Fredenck provided for the 
family by running a bicycle store, common in those pre-automobile days, 
alhteratively called the "West Side Cyclery," which he opened on Congress Avenue 
in 1898 '4 In an advertisement Coates promoted his store by promising "First-class 
repainng," and sought to distinguish himself from the many others by proclaiming, 
"Special attention paid to working up Inventions"15 Frederick was taken with the 
idea of working as an inventor and during his career he gradually developed from a 
toolmaker to a professional designer of special machinery In addition, whenever he 
had vouchsafed the family's income, he would satisfy his creative needs by devoting 
all of his time to "developing one of his never-quite-perfect inventions (which, of 
course, when completed, was going to make us millions) "'6 Interestingly, although 
he did not follow into his father's footsteps, Coates did duplicate his occupational 
pattern besides his formal occupations as short story wnter, reporter, bookreviewer 
and art critic, he always sought an outlet for his expenmental creativity in his novel-
wnting, which he preferred above anything else 

Due to Fredenck Coates's desire to work as a part-time inventor, the 
family's economic life was "subject to such wild ups and downs" that they often 
"scarcely knew where [they] were from one day to another "l7 The family's life was 
even more insecure and enatic geographically Coates's father, in addition to being 
inventive, was "a true man of impulse, and given to wandenng "'8 Between 1905 and 
1915, the family toured the United States and moved so often that cntic Malcolm 
Cowley, one of the wnter's closer friends, pointed out that the young Coates "grew 

10 VFH, 36, 92 
" VFH, 117 
12 VFH, 27, 79 
13 VFH, 42 
14 New Haven Directory of 1898, vol LIX, 137 (New Haven Historical Society, New Haven, 
Connecticut) 
15 Ibid 
16 VFH, 34 See also VFH, 3 
17 VFH, 34 
18 VFH, 34 
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up in more places than laid claim to Homer "19 Before he had turned eighteen, the 
boy had lived in vanous gold-mining camps in Colorado, in Seattle, Washington, in 
Portland, Oregon, in Cincinnati, Ohio, in Springfield, Massachussetts, in Buffalo, 
New York, in New York City, in Rochester, New York and in "other way stops, for 
stays ranging from a few months up to two or three years, depending on [his father's] 
mood and his commitments "20 

During this highly unpredictable tour through the United States, the small 
family grew into a tightly-knit little group with its own "private jokes and private 
references" and tended to regard themselves as somehow different from other people 
"We felt defiant We were the traveled ones, the will-o'-the-wisps, the gypsies, they 
were the stay-at-homes, and if we insisted on that difference—possibly, as I think of 
it now, a tnfle too much—that didn't matter greatly, either, it only emphasized our 
own compactness "2I A more deletenous result of his peripatetic existence was, as 
Coates recalls on the very first page of his memoirs, that "everywhere we went, I 
was, for a penod at least, the new boy, the outsider "22 In the long list of homes, 
Coates later wrote, there were "many places that I remember with sadness and 
loneliness"23 while the whole situation "left me a little outside the local currents, 
social, financial, and otherwise "24 Even so, in reports of his youth he always 
dismissed any harmful effects that the experience might have entailed for him, 
downplaying the psychological impact that the situation must have had on him "I 
didn't resent it particularly then and I still don't, though I've been told by more 
psychologically minded acquaintances that the expenence must have scarred me for 
keeps "25 Whatever the real psychological damage, no reader of Coates's fiction can 
fail to notice the thematic preoccupation in his work with loneliness, outsidemess, 
spectatorship, inconsequentiahty, and the desire for contact and communication 
Although such themes are by no means unique to this writer's oeuvre, and can indeed 
be found in the work of many of his fellow members of the "lost" generation 
(misnomer or not), the all-pervasiveness of them in Coates's writings is sinking, as is 
the emotional intensity which he frequently brought to bear on these subjects in his 
fiction 

The pattern of restless moving that marked Robert Coates's youth was 
established at the beginning of his life before he was seven years old, according to 
vanous volumes of The New Haven Directory, the family had moved five times 
already, all within the city of New Haven26 Then, in 1905, the family moved further 

19 Malcolm Cowley, "Figure in a Crowd" in —And I Worked at the Writer s Trade Chapters oj Literary 
History J918-1978 (New York Viking Press, 1978), 83 
20 VFH, 3 
21 VFH, 5 
22 VFH, 3-4 
23 RMC, "Intimations of Mortality," The New Yorker 34 (July 26, 1958) 40 
24 RMC, "Lavallière," The New Yorker M (December 27, 1958) 24 
25 VFH, 3-4 
26 At the time of Coates's birth, the family lived on 57 Shelton Avenue, in the northern part of New 
Haven In 1900 the Coates family moved one mile eastward, to 720 Whitney Avenue In 1902, they 
moved to 277 Dixwell Avenue, a continuation of Whitney Avenue In 1903, somewhat oddly, they were 
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afield and replaced the East Coast for Colorado. Having given up his bicycle store in 
1902, Frederick Coates decided to go West and try his luck at gold-mining, and 
leased one of the small mines that made up the big Vindicator Mine in the Cripple 
Creek district.27 

The Coateses arrived in Cripple Creek some twenty years after gold had first 
been discovered there. Although the district's golden age was over, its reputation of 
"one of the richest gold-producing areas in the world" continued to draw prospective 
gold-diggers from all over the world.28 To amateurs like Frederick Coates, the area 
was especially attractive for its anomalous geological structure—in his son's words, 
Cripple Creek was "a sort of cosmic joke on all the theorists"29—which made the 
area "a nightmare to the conventionally trained metallurgist [but] a paradise for the 
tyro."30 As a result, Frederick, although he did not make any big strikes, did not do 
badly at all.31 

The family stayed in the Cripple Creek district for three years but even 
during that short time they were far from stationary. In order to get closer to their 
mine, the family moved from the fairly large town of Victor to the tough and shabby 
Independence, then moved on to Goldfield, and finally settled down in the tiny 
settlement of Christmas Crossing, a "mere clump of log huts and tar-papered 
shanties"32 at an altitude of close to eleven thousand feet. 

Understandably, the Cripple Creek area with its mining camps and 
spectacular natural surroundings made quite an impression on the youngster from 
New Haven. Coates documents the area with great accuracy and precision in 77?e 
View from Here as well as in a long essay that he wrote for Holiday after a return 
visit to the area in 1948.33 In his portrayal of the district, Coates takes his customary 
great pains to define its unique social life and to correct existing stereotypical 
descriptions of the mining camps, complaining that "[p]eople who think of gold 
camps solely as assemblages of whorehouses, barrooms, and shanties are thinking in 
movie terms."34 Also, in his description, Coates stresses the district's bohemian 
atmosphere and indicates that the area had "a cosmopolitan flavor that is rarely 
mentioned in accounts of the old gold camps."35 Frequently, "[mjusicians, lecturers 
and famous actors and actresses on tour with their troupes" visited the area.36 On one 
occasion, his mother organized a tea for the Belgian violinist Eugène Ysaye (1858-

back on Whitney. In 1904 they again lived on Dixwell Avenue, from which they moved to Denver, Colo
rado in 1905. In the meantime, Frederick Coates's bicycle store moved two times as well: from Congress 
Avenue to Whalley Avenue in 1899, and to Howard Avenue in 1901. He gave up the shop in 1902. 
27 RMC, "You'll still find gold in Cnpple Creek," Holiday 10 (July 1951): 93. 
28 Coates, "You'll still find gold in Cripple Creek," 90. See also VFH, 21. 
29 Coates, "You'll still find gold in Cnpple Creek," 93 
30 VFH, 17. 
31 VFH, 35. 
32 Coates, "You'll still find gold in Cripple Creek," 93. 
33 Ibid. 90-93, 122, 124. 
34 VFH, 21. 
35 Ibid. 
36 VFH, 22. 



"The New Boy" 23 

1931) who rewarded the family by giving a recital in the Coateses' living-room. The 
cosmopolitan, congenial and bohemian atmosphere that characterized the mining-
district led Coates at various times to draw a parallel between Cripple Creek and 
Paris as he encountered it in the 1920s. 

Events such as Ysaye's recital made the Cripple Creek adventure just 
bearable to the sophisticated Harriet Coates, who was unenthusiastic about her 
husband's gold-mining spree, and felt ill at home in the area with its "ramshackle, 
built-for-a-quick-killing-and-then-the hell-with-it look," as Coates later described the 
area.37 In fact, his mother "regarded the whole life of the place, when it wasn't 
definitely menacing, as rough, untutored, and vulgar."38 The heavily patronized 
barrooms and whorehouses, though they may not have dominated the area, were "in 
plain sight" and were a source of great embarrassment to Harriet. Coates describes 
how one day, while walking through the red-light district on their way to the station, 
the young Coates asked his mother why "we didn't have a basket of flowers or a 
bouquet painted on the door, and our name surrounded by curlicues," but she "paid 
no heed and just hurried me on."39 

Harriet, as Coates remembered it, was especially fearful of the decivilizing 
influence that the West might have on her son: "She was determined that I, at least, 
should not be contaminated, and so, through the early part of our stay there, she did 
her best to make me a little island of Eastern propriety in that vast roily sea of 
Western freedom. I wore knee pants and long stockings, as a proper boy should, 
while the other boys wore overalls."40 Coates's "Eastern clothes" and his general air 
of being a "mama's boy" set him apart from the other children. He felt lonely and, 
like his mother, out of place.41 Eventually, when they lived at Christmas Crossing, 
Coates was allowed to dress like the other children, play games on the rocks and 
roam the hills, but it took some time for Harriet Coates to let go of her Victorian 
notions of virtue, and her worries about the real physical dangers that the area, 
scattered with abandoned mine shafts, presented: one day, the young Coates did fall 
into his father's mine, and was lucky to be rescued. 

The Cripple Creek adventure ended in 1908. Before the family's ultimate 
return to the East Coast, probably around 1912, the family moved further West. 
Coates's father embarked on his "violently variable career" as a designer-cum-
inventor, and the family continued to travel, going first to Seattle and Oregon, and 
then working its way slowly back to the East. Coates attended school after school, 
reaching a total of eight to ten different grammar and high schools altogether, where 
he continued to find himself in the role of the "new boy." Although he was a bright 
student, and usually "not only the best but the youngest scholar in [his] class," Coates 
did not like school.42 A shy boy to begin with, his bright red hair (which earned him 

37 RMC to Katharine White, April 24 [1948] (KSWP). 
38 RMC, "The Storms of Childhood," The New Yorker 31 (January 28, 1956): 24-26. Reprinted in HAW. 
39VFH,21. 
40 VFH, 20. 
41 VFH,23. 
42 VFH, 24. 
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his hated nickname "Redcoats ) and the stutter that he developed around that time 
were ill blessings indeed. The writer and cartoonist James Thurber described his 
friend's speech defect, which Coates never quite lost, as follows: "[Coates] is acutely 
shy in the face of questioning and occasionally stammers in a unique and charming 
manner—pushing easily past the difficult 'p' and 'b' and getting enormously 
involved with the long vowels."44 Another colleague at The New Yorker, Brendan 
Gill, agreed that Coates's stammer was "attractive rather than nerve-wrecking."45 For 
the young Coates, however, his stammer presented yet another aberration, and, as he 
later confessed to Ik Shuman, administrative editor of The New Yorker, "when my 
stuttering began to mark me as unusual, I hated [school]."46 

Throughout his youth, Coates read a lot, "puzzling [his] way through books 
that were actually far beyond [his] age," such as Edward Bulwer-Lytton's Last Days 
of Pompeii ( 1834).47 As a single and socially isolated child, Coates developed a lively 
imagination, and caused his parents considerable bewilderment when, during his 
teens, he adopted characteristics of such fictional characters as Jack London's Wolf 
Larsen, a "conscienceless scoundrel" whose recklessness Coates "simultaneously 
envied and deplored," or the fourteenth-century soldier Bertrand DuGuesclin, 
another symbol of masculine adventurousness, whom he came across in Conan 
Doyle's The White Company (1891). Doyle's novel became a kind of "talisman" for 
him, and may have roused his interest in the Middle Ages. Other types that the boy 
personified were such characters from contemporary popular Westerns as Frank 
Hamilton Spearman's Rocky Mountain railroad hero "Whispering Smith" (1906) and 
Bertha Muzzy Bower's Montana ranch hero "Chip of the Flying U" (1904),48 types 
of hero from which many boys of Coates's generation, as literary critic and editor of 
The Saturday Review Henry Seidel Canby noted, "drew an ethics of ideal conduct in 
emotional stress."49 Indeed, the future writer's appreciation of the cults of 
"vagabondia" and the "strenuous life"50 with their devotion to adventure, 
hardihood and manliness, can be seen to have influenced his career, most notably 
in his deprecatory attitude towards high culture and effeminacy. 

Coates's fondest memories are derived from the period when his family 
finally settled down into a life of middle-class stability in Rochester, New York. The 
episode in Rochester represented one of the most secure and stable episodes of his 
youth. His father had prospered, owned a machine designing shop where he 
employed a dozen men, and the family owned a car, which Coates loved to drive.51 

43 Ingrid and Rennard Waldron, interview by author, Westport Point, Massachusetts, July 12-13, 1997. 
44 James Thurber, "Are Coates Necessary?" Springfield, Mass. Union [August 6, 1930] (GSC). 
45 Brendan Gill, interview by author, New York City, New York, June 24, 1997 
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47 VFH, 23. 
48 See VFH, 44-46,48. 
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the Motion Picture Industry (New York: Oxford University Press, 1980), 5. 
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Literature, 1884-1919 (New York: The Free Press, 1965), 30-31. 
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The youth bathed in the optimism and security that had characterized what Canby 
called America's "Age of Confidence "52 In his memoirs, the invocations of the 
"semirusticity" of Rochester betray a regretful awareness of the loss of this innocent 
world when the twentieth century was, as Coates put it, still in its "teen-age years", 
thus, the streets of Rochester were "broad, shady, and uncrowded," the houses 
"comfortable and well-appointed, set in ample grounds," and life itself was "easy, 
confident, and unhumed "53 In short, it was "pretty close to Paradise "54 Clearly, 
Coates's recollections are fondly nostalgic and suggest that he felt reassured rather 
than oppressed or debilitated by the strictly defined and codified climate 

In Rochester, from 1913 to 1915, Coates attended "Rochester West High," 
a school that he remembered "with affection "55 A cheerful and co-educational 
place, it compared favorably with the "strictly disciplined" and "grimly male" 
Stuyvessant High School in New York which he had attended before coming to 
Rochester56 During this period, Coates discovered girls and explored sexuality (an 
experience that he would spell out in almost uncomfortable detail in his third 
novel, The Bitter Season) and formed friendships One of these was the friendship 
with the slightly younger Homer Fickett, whom Coates continued to correspond 
with during his studies at Yale University In fact, the following reconstruction of 
Coates's personal experiences at Yale is based to an important degree on these 
letters, which we are lucky to have they provide a unique glimpse of Coates as an 
adolescent, feeling out his personal and literary identity while struggling with the 
rise of modernity and the end of Victorian culture, and the nature and size of his 
own talents 
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Chapter 2 

The Yale Years 

Introduction 
Coates received his formal training during an era, the 1910s, in which the 
revolutionary changes in society, human thought and world-view that had started 
in the previous century speeded up and provoked reactions modem and radical 
enough to bring about—to use the title of Henry F. May's classic study of the 
era—the "end of American innocence."1 

The transition from Victorian to modem life saw the erosion and ultimate 
collapse of the certitudes of the past concerning morality, progress, culture, sex, 
race and class which together had formed the fabric of American social life. The 
enormous changes in life-style, environment and society brought about by 
America's visible transformation from a relatively stable, hierarchical, largely 
agricultural nation of self-supportive individuals to an industrialized, urbanized, 
ethnically diverse, complex nation of anonymous masses, were matched by great 
changes in the conception of human nature itself, especially those propounded by 
Darwinism, materialism, naturalism, and behaviorism. Decidedly disconcerting to 
the older Victorians of the American middle class, these developments delighted 
the rebellious young who set about to advance modernity and to demolish an 
outmoded culture.2 

An important casualty of the modem era was the Victorian belief in the 
inextricable union of progress and morality. Muckraking journalists and urban 
naturalist writers like Theodore Dreiser exposed the immorality and social 
injustice resulting from a commitment to material productivity, and revealed the 
dire conditions of human life in the rapidly expanding cities—themselves 
embodiments of the changing society and new order of life. In the visual arts, 
Robert Henri's "The Eight" and the group of reportorial realists also known as 
"The Ashcan School" or "The Apostels of Ugliness" explored the everyday life of 
ordinary people in large cities. During his career, Coates developed a strong 
affinity with this group (especially John Sloan) and admired their efforts to 
democratize American art through their focus on working class life, depicting 
street scenes, under-the-"L" scenes, tenement houses and prizefights. Until their 
work, especially their attachment to a realist style, was suddenly rendered passé by 
the international exhibition of modem art at the Armory Show in New York in 
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1913, the works of the Ashcan School, as Coates noted in one of his art reviews 
for The New Yorker, did much to "liberate painting from academic mannerisms"— 
a process that he strongly came to favor.3 

Many of the cracks in the walls of nineteenth-century culture and society did 
not become visible until the next two decades. At Yale, Coates could easily have 
continued to live under the protective layer of an older and safer world, with its strict 
notions of morality and its optimistic belief in (American) progress that had 
likewise warmly enveloped him in Rochester. Modem thoughts were stirring within 
him, however. Although a cautious rebel at first, Coates strongly attacked Yale's 
training in 1918 in the Yale Literary Magazine, denouncing the university's 
aristocratic pretensions and criticizing the genteel and, in Coates's eyes, emasculating 
culture that the university continued to promote and defend.4 Before he was ready to 
adopt this more radical point of view, however, the young writer first needed 
considerable time to get his bearings in a new social, cultural and intellectual 
environment. 

"'Hah-vahd' accents" and "glasses in great numbers": Getting Used to 
"Culture" 
Coates reported on his first experiences at Yale to Homer Fickett, then still a 
rebellious student at Rochester West High, and told him that he enjoyed college 
life "first rate" and was "having a splendid time generally."5 His satisfaction, as he 
hastened to inform his friend, did not imply an embrace of learned sophistication 
and cultivated affectation that the prestigious seat of learning and culture might be 
felt to stand for. Indeed, Coates rather resented the presence of what he perceived 
to be snobs and intellectuals, which he, in fact, associated with Yale University's 
rival, Harvard. As Coates wrote Fickett: "And thank—well,—Gracious, I have not 
yet acquired a 'Hah-vahd' accent. Many of our best people are wearing them [sic] 
this year, you know, also [glasses] in great numbers. Gives me a [pain] to tell the 
truth."6 

Although the young student's marked distaste for pretentiousness and 
high-brow intellectualism would prove typical of his future career, it should be 
observed that in 1915, Coates was almost wholly uninitiated in the type of 
"culture" that the Victorian middle-class American sought to acquire, namely, the 
acquisition of "a particular part of the heritage from the European past, including 
polite manners, respect for traditional learning, appreciation of the arts, and above 
all an informed and devoted love of standard [British] literature."7 
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Coates, the son of a mechanical engineer and an avid reader of Conan 
Doyle, popular Westerns and other tales of masculine adventure, clearly felt 
intimidated by the culture that Yale stood for and staunchly defended As a result, 
he tended to dismiss all "culture," including literature, as elitist, artificial, 
effeminate and snobbishly aloof from the common concerns of everyday life 
Once Coates's trepidation about cultural sophistication had been removed, 
however, he discovered much that was to his liking Indeed, it did not take long 
for the young student to grow enthusiastic about what Yale had to offer and at the 
end of his Freshman Year, he proclaimed Yale "undoubtedly the best all-round 
college in the world, bar none "8 In addition, Coates concluded that in his overall 
equation of culture with elitist affectation he had been throwing out the baby with 
the bath water, and he wrote to Homer Fickett "You said something when you 
said culture is worth acquiring It is down here that you really appreciate that And 
here is every opportunity for its acquirement "9 

The full extent of Coates's re-evaluation of the value of culture is 
expressed in a letter, published in the Yale Alumni Magazine, which he wrote on 
the occasion of John Berdan's retirement from Yale in 1941 Coates's remarks 
about his former teacher in English composition reveal how fearful and formidable 
his college education had in fact seemed to him "Johnny Berdan was about the 
first person I met in my school-going years who showed me that learning could be 
compatible with good fellowship and that culture wasn't something to be afraid of, 
but instead a means of enriching one's daily life The value of this lesson, to a 
fellow of nineteen or twenty years, can hardly be over-estimated "'0 

The Literary Renaissance at Yale 
Coates's relief that he had not as yet acquired a "Hah-vahd accent" was a covert 
allusion to the deeply ingrained sense of opposition and rivalry between the two 
traditional New England colleges The perceived contrasts between Yale and 
Harvard had, according to Pierson, inaugurated the birth of "twin legends" "Yale 
undergraduates were either Men or mucker athletes, Harvard students either 
Gentlemen or parlor aesthetes "" These images originated first from Yale's focus, 
during the nineteenth century, on science, theology and linguistics, and second, 
from the great prestige that sports, especially football, had come to acquire among 
Yale's students, thus giving rise to an image of Yale as "Sparta to Harvard's 
Athens "12 By contrast, Harvard, had, already in the nineteenth century, become 
the "home of letters," and was generally regarded as the center of polite culture 13 
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In fact, Harvard's stronger reputation in the field of letters caused Yale, although 
rightfully proud of its strengths in other fields, to feel a "certain uneasiness," and 
the university tried hard, and with considerable success, to remedy its sense of 
literary inferiority.14 

At the time of Coates's enrollment in 1915, considerable progress had 
been made along this line. In fact, the university was witnessing its own "literary 
renaissance." Although there was no cohesive Yale group that could match— 
either in brilliance or rebelliousness—the Harvard Aesthetes (a group of poets 
which included John Brooks Wheelwright, S. Foster Damon, E. E. Cummings, 
John Dos Passos and Malcolm Cowley),15 there was a marked flowering of artistic 
creativity: Sinclair Lewis, Waldo Frank, Leonard Bacon, William Rose Benêt, 
Paul Rosenfeld, Cole Porter, Phelps Putnam, Thomas Beer, Donald Ogden 
Stewart, and Archibald MacLeish were all Yale graduates.16 Just after the war, the 
list was extended with the names of Reginald Marsh (class of 1920), Steven 
Vincent Benêt (class of 1919), Thornton Wilder (class of 1920), Philip Barry 
(class of 1918) and, indeed, Robert Coates (class of 1919).'7 

Several developments combined to create Yale's own "literary 
renaissance," among them the start of the Yale University Press in 1908 and the 
reorganization of the Yale Review as a literary quarterly in 1911. In addition, as 
Van Wyck Brooks has written, with teachers in English literature such as 
"[Thomas] Lounsbury, [Henry] Beers, Chauncey Tinker and William Lyon 
Phelps, Yale had outgrown its earlier indifference to letters. ... The breeze that 
was blowing over literary Yale was to have its effect on the new generation of 
writers, brilliant groups of whom were at nurse there."18 William Phelps's 
achievement should be noted especially, for it was he who, in 1895, had 
introduced "the first college course anywhere in contemporary literature."19 

Reading the literary anecdotes and essays that make up Phelps's Autobiography 
(1939), it is easy to imagine how he must have pressed it home to the students that 
literature was not only an admirable thing from the past, but an exciting art which 
was still very much alive.20 Finally, for those who wanted to master the craft and 
technique of composition themselves, there was John Berdan, whose name should 
be added to Brooks's list of renowned and inspiring Yale teachers. Coates's 
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relationship with Berdan seems to have been rather more special and personal than 
that of other students in his class. When Berdan retired from Yale in 1941, Coates 
wrote a tribute to his former teacher's "true kindness, liberalism and humanity," 
and recalled how he "(as a gesture he would have extended to any one of a dozen 
others in my class: I just happened to be the lucky one) rescued me from hot sad 
summer week-ends in Boston during my ground school training days at M.I.T., in 
1918, and carried me away instead to delicious swims and fine comfort at his 
place in Chatham, on the Cape."21 

Given Harvard's reputation as a fertile breeding ground for writers, it may 
seem surprising that Coates, determined as he was to become a creative writer, 
preferably a poet,22 should have decided to enroll at Yale, rather than at Harvard— 
assuming, for the moment, that a conscious choice was actually involved. While 
Yale may simply have been the most logical destination for the son of a 
practicalist Yankee mechanic and a New Haven bom mother, Coates's covert 
identification of Harvard with cultural snobbery is significant. In addition, it 
should be pointed out that Coates's youthful determination to become a writer 
seems to have been a largely unmotivated desire, an unarticulated goal, which did 
not as yet involve, as it did in the case of, for instance, Malcolm Cowley or 
Kenneth Burke, a conscious critical inquiry into aesthetical issues, an examination 
of the varieties of literary form, or the possibilities of modem literature and its 
relation to American culture. 

Also, of the three older universities Harvard, Princeton and Yale, Harvard 
University was "the most important source of rebels" against nineteenth-century 
America's puritanism, provincialism and philistinism, producing such modernist 
poets as E.E. Cummings, Wallace Stevens, T.S. Eliot and Conrad Aiken.21 By 
contrast, during the period of America's transition from the Victorian to the 
modem era, Yale University—which May aptly and succinctly described as 
"narrower, more enthusiastic, and more robustly American" than Harvard—heard 
few of its students or graduates make demands for radical change.24 What the 
university did witness, however, was a challenge to its traditional value system in 
the sense that the pursuit of a literary career had now become "a new category of 
Yale's definition of success."25 As a result, according to Pierson, the young 
aspiring writers at Yale "found their publishing opportunities so excellent, their 
faculty reception so friendly, the general campus atmosphere itself so clement, that 
they were content to make their own place and not to destroy."26 Likewise, the 

21 RMC to Mr. Bronson, March 8, 1941 (John Berdan Papers, Books and Manuscripts, Sterling 
Memorial Library, Yale University, New Haven). 
22 In Coates's copy of The Oxford Book of English Verse (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1918), 
we find the following words by the aspiring poet: "Here are the things I think, but better thought/The 
words that come to me/Are here, but here more consummately wrought/In finer imagery." Copy 
owned by Mrs. Ingrid Waldron. 

May, The End of American Innocence, 56. 
24 Ibid., 61. 
25 Pierson, Yale College and University, 366. 
26 Ibid., 367. 
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young Coates was not yet sufficiently disaffected with American culture and 
society to want to rebel Also, despite certain sharp criticisms that the young writer 
would develop during his college years, there can be no doubt that he felt grateful 
for the enthusiasm and encouraging advice from his English teachers, especially 
Chauncey Tinker, and, as he fondly referred to them in his memoirs, "Johnny 
Berdan, and Billy Phelps "27 In all, Yale offered a stimulating climate, with room 
for both artistic and intellectual development and must have contributed to 
Coates's own "feeling of awakening"28 which he experienced in 1917 Most 
importantly, it strengthened his hopes that a literary career was a serious 
vocational option 

The Developing Writer 
In his freshman year, Coates took on five courses English, Advanced French (a 
course which involved translation, conversation and composition), Latin (readings 
in Livy, Horace and Terence), History and Mathematics (the only Mathematics 
course he took during his studies although the subject would always fascinate 
him, he was not very good at it) Typically, both the history and English classes 
were heavily oriented towards Europe, the former presenting a "general survey of 
European History from the 4th through the 19th century," while English involved 
reading five plays by Shakespeare, selections of Carlyle's The French Revolution 
(1837) and On Heroes, Hero-Worship and the Heroic in History (1841), selections 
of John Ruskin's Modern Painters (1876), and the lyric and narrative poems of 
Tennyson Of these topics, he did best m English, in fact, only in English and 
Latin were "A's" rewarded to him 

In the meantime, the young scholar showed the familiar signs of an 
aspiring writer In a juvenile manner, he decorated the wall of his study in 
Calhoun College with pictures of authors that he "like[d]," and asked his friend 
Fickett to send him more "I have them framed and hang them in the comer of my 
room where I have my desk and typewriter, thus lending inspiration to my work I 
like the idea I now have Noms, Kipling, de Maupassant, Browning, Tolstoy, and 
Dostoevsky "29 Also, he regularly wrote poems and sketches which he sent to his 
friend for evaluation and made several unsuccessful attempts to get published in 
the Yale Literary Magazine, an important vehicle for the Yale student with literary 
aspirations since 1836 In addition, Coates subscribed to the literary nationalist 
magazine The Seven Arts and possibly, judging from poems that he comments on 
to Fickett, read the leftist publication The Masses, Margaret Anderson's The Little 
Review and Hamet Monroe's Poetry 

Starting in his first year, he felt increasingly drawn towards New York 
City, which he well aware was rapidly displacing Boston as the new cultural 
center "New York's the place for young blood," he told Fickett He could not, 

27 VFH, 47 
28 RMC to Homer Fickett, Wednesday, the twenty-third, [October 23, 1917''] (RMCP) 
29 RMC to Homer Fickett, Monday, the fourth [December 1916'] (RMCP) 
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however, truly conceive of himself as being a part of it and added with typical 
self-mockery, "Wait 'till I graduate, we'll have a studio on Washington Square. 
You can write plays for the Players and act them, and I'll scribble masterful 
novels."30 Coates was curious about Greenwich Village, the site of notorious and 
important modernist cultural activity by "a legion of experimental, anti-genteel 
writers and artists," which included, all before 1918, John Reed, Marcel Duchamp, 
Alfred Stieglitz, Man Ray, Marsden Hartley, Theodore Dreiser, Kenneth Burke, 
Djuna Barnes, Wallace Stevens, Max Eastman, Floyd Dell, Francis Picabia, Alfred 
Kreymborg, and Eugene O'Neill.31 Coates, as yet largely uninitiated into the 
artistic climate of rebellion, "prowled around hopefully, looking for artists, 
bohemianism, and, possibly, wickedness."32 He frequently attended performances 
of the Washington Square Players—the less radical forerunner of The 
Provincetown Players—and delighted in their plays.33 Soon, the area around 
Washington Square became "pleasantly familiar territory."14 

Coates does not seem to have established contact with the literary and 
artistic community in Greenwich Village. Indeed, what he desired more than 
anything else, was to "really see the town."35 Already the observant and solitary 
streetwalker that he would remain all his life, he told Fickett: "I want to take a trip 
to New York when nobody will know I am there, and not go to see anybody or to 
go to any shows, but just wander around the picturesque parts of the town."36 

Also, despite his curiosity for the modem temperament, Coates did not belong in 
spirit to the artists, flappers and young men just out of college who flocked to 
Manhattan during the first two decades of the twentieth century, whose life-style 
was immortalized by Fitzgerald's novel of flaming youth, This Side of Paradise 
(1920). Conscious of his immaturity, the young Coates especially disliked the then 
fashionable cult of decadent aestheticism and its tendency to replace youthful 
naivete with a semblance of skeptical maturity.37 Coates defined the attitude 
sharply when he mockingly proposed to Fickett that they "dally" with "the 
beautiful girls who infest Bagdad-on-the-Subway,"38 who, "in low, wondering, 
aristocratic tones, as they puff their cigarettes and idly turn the pages of Boccaccio 

30 RMC to Homer Fickett, Thursday, the twenty-second [June 22, 1917?] (RMCP). 
31 Jack Selzer, Kenneth Burke in Greenwich Village· Conversing with the Moderns: 1915-1931 
(Madison, Wisconsin: University of Wisconsin Press, 1996), 9. 
32VFH, 149. 
33 RMC to Homer Fickett, Monday 4 [Dec 1916] (RMCP). For a description of the Washington 
Players, see for instance C.W.E. Bigsby, A Critical Introduction to Twentieth Century American 
Drama- Volume One: 1900-1940 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982) and Selzer, 
Kenneth Burke in Greenwich Village, 21-23. 
34 VFH, 149. 
35 RMC to Homer Fickett, March 15, 1917 (RMCP). 
36 Ibid. 
37 See, for instance, Malcolm Cowley, Exile's Return- A Literary Odyssey of the 1920s (New York: 
The Viking Press, 1951), 35; May, The End of American Innocence, 198-200 
38 The Amencan short story writer William Sidney Porter (O. Henry) used to refer to New York City 
as "Bagdad-on-the-Subway." 
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(unexpurgated)" will "always wonder why we always deal with them cynically, 
paternally and carelessly."39 

Indeed, Coates's signs of awakening modernity notwithstanding, his 
surviving letters to the somewhat younger and more rebellious Homer Fickett 
displayed a tone of "confidence" that reveal how deeply Coates had incorporated 
many of the notions and beliefs that had structured Victorian America. 
Throughout his correspondence, Coates assumed a paternal air, and gave Homer 
well-intended though rather heavy-handed and precocious advice on matters of 
love, friendship, and manners, such as "friends should afford mental, moral, 
physical and social stimulus" and "politeness is an art in which we are all woefully 
deficient."40 Also, for all his dislike of snobbery, Coates evidently ascribed great 
importance to proper social conduct—an attitude that was furthered by Yale's 
emphasis on social success. Thus, in one of his letters he urged Fickett to stop 
contenting himself with "silly, aping, kittenish Lizzies and Marys" and to befriend 
instead girls who have "all the advantages of a better family and standing, and 
training with better people. They make an ideal of social brilliance, as, I am 
coming to believe, everyone should, and their company is more pleasing 
consequently. I feel, and have felt, so strongly on this that I can't put down my 
arguments with half the force I desire."41 

In his correspondence, Coates comes across as an optimist and practical 
idealist with a strong commitment to conventional morality, who sought to 
counteract his friend's development towards the decadent, world-weary pose of 
cynical disenchantment which Coates abhorred. The contrast between the two 
adolescents yielded amusing and insightful letters. In one of these, Coates 
indicated his disapproval of his friend's tendency to switch girlfriends rather 
rapidly by sending him an adapted version of Edgar Allan Poe's "The Raven," 
which Coates entitled "Homer's Ravin'(g)s." The poem, clearly no serious literary 
exercise but written solely for sport, reads in part: 

Now as shades of evening fall, 

Glides my love for aye and all 

From pale Everetta's pall 

To Roberta, lithe and small 

Often in the shadow's gloaming, as we wandered, 

Homeward roaming. 

JV RMC to Homer Fickett, Thursday, the twenty-second [June 22, 1917η (RMCP). 
4 0 If Coates's correspondence shows a decided inclination to preach, he was certainly no self-
righteous and humorless student Upon returning to New Haven for the start of his sophomore year, 
for instance, he mocked his own tendency to lecture his friend by entitling his first letter, "Letters of 
a Madman to His Son, Vol Γ'-a reference, most likely, to Nikolaj Gogol, whose dead-pan savagery 
and deep self-consciousness are echoed in the style Coates would develop during the 1920s and 
1930s. The letter, full of sophomonc horseplay, ended with the following rhyme "1 once had sense 
but lost it/ 'Twas absinthe on the brain/ But with others what often caused it/ Was absence of a 
brain " RMC to Homer Fickett [November 3, 1916] (RMCP) 
4 1 RMC to Homer Fickett [October 30, 1916] (RMCP) 
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She, her arms about me clasping, slender arms forever clasping 
Sobbingly forever asking, tearfully with passion gasping, 
If I loved her truly, truly, 
If I loved her truly42 

Although Poe had been enthusiastically embraced by the European 
Symbolist poets following Baudelaire's discovery of the poet in 1857, Poe's 
literary (and personal) reputation in the United States was still far from secure at 
the time of Coates's spoof In his native land, the poet was long regarded as 
equally depraved, morbid and evil as his fictional characters, and was deplored for 
his unmoral aestheticism, his love for bizarre if not perverse subjects and his 
rejection of modem civilization 43 Exactly how many of these ideas Coates shared 
is unclear, but his parodie version of Poe's romantic "raving," and his flippant 
replacement, later on in his poem, of Poe's ominous "Nevermore" by a light-
hearted "Tu-whit," clearly reveals a sense of exasperation with Poe's melancholy 
mood Coates's early use of the poet becomes more noteworthy with the benefit of 
hindsight during his career, he would become increasingly intrigued by the dark 
forces of evil and what Harry Levin called the "power of blackness" that 
fascinated several of the Amencan romantics 

Coates ended his letter by inquiring into Homer's own literary output and 
offered another suggestion-cum-cnticism to his friend by declaring bluntly "the 
new verse libre ought to be in your line "44 More than an innocent suggestion, 
Coates's implicit association of vers libre with modem, and thus objectionable, 
standards of conduct, shows how much he was as yet inclined to judge the merits 
of literary works by their conventional moral values, falling in, as H L Mencken 
held in 1919, with the "deplorable American habit to judge writers not as artists, 
but as Christian men "45 Indeed, Coates had little patience with "modernist" 
writing, especially free verse, although he did admire Amy Lowell's free verse 
poem "Patterns" and indicated her influence in the lyrical poem "In the Chinese 
Manner" that he published in The New Republic in 1919 (see below)46 Generally, 
however, Coates ascribed to the opinion that the modernists were "too lazy to 
polish up into real verse form" and used free verse as a convenient cover-up for a 
lack of talent when he told Fickett that he was writing poems in the new verse 

42 RMC to Homer Fickett [May 23, 1916] (RMCP) 
43 For a detailed discussion of Poe's reputation in both Europe and America, see Jeffrey Meyers, 
Edgar Allan Poe His Life and Legacy (New York Charles Scnbner's Sons, 1992), 258-279 
44 RMC to Homer Fickett [May 23, 1916] (RMCP) 
45 Quoted in May, The End of Amencan Innocence, 1 See also Peter Nicholls's observation that "the 
cultural 'awakening' of the second decade associated moral constraints with outmoded artistic 
conventions Free verse and free love were reactions to the same enemy " Peter Nicholls, 
Modernisms A Literary Guide (Berkeley University of California Press, 1995), 211 
46 Amy Lowell's "Patterns" was first published in The Little Review in August 1915 Considered as 
one of Lowell's masterpieces, the well-known poem lived up, in both cadence and diction, to the 
poetess' ideal to produce "unaffected but impassioned human speech"—an ideal that Coates 
certainly shared Richard Benvenuto Amy Lowell (Boston Twayne Publishers, 1985), 73 
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himself, he did so "because I can't write the ordinary kind of verse, which is, I 
suppose, the reason why Sandburg and some others write in the new style."47 

Besides being lazy in style, the "modernists" were—and this was what bothered 
Coates most—lazy in thought, and violated literature's function as a didactic 
enterprise: 

And have you noticed how lazy these modernists are? Besides being too lazy to 
polish up into real verse form, they have a habit of setting themselves a deep 
problem, and working right up bravely to the point where, to continue, they must 
use their head a little, work out an answer, put into words the vague idea of the 
solution they have in their head—and then they shirk the responsibility, draw a 
suggestive picture and leave the rest to the overworked reader. Sandburg is full of 
it. And he's not alone.4" 

Another revealing debate centered on the merits of the playwright George 
Bernard Shaw. Shaw, who was generally regarded as "devastating in wit, 
irreverent about people, careless of feelings, impudent toward convention, 
iconoclastic toward institutions, hyperbolic for effect [and] cold-blooded about 
politics,"49 had shocked the Victorian world with such plays as Mrs. Warren's 
Profession (1892), which presented the gruesome realities of prostitution, and 
Widower's Houses (1894), a play that exposed the exploitation of the poor. 
Homer, who had ambitions to become a playwright himself, felt attracted to the 
revolutionary Shaw and his harsh criticism of established, bourgeois 
conventions.50 Predictably, Coates advised caution, and although Shaw was "all 
right if not taken too seriously," and "wonderful for the modem surprise plot and 
irony," Coates evidently felt that Shaw's attacks on the artificialities and 
hypocrisies of the Victorian world (and stage) went too far. In any event, Coates 
was certain that the only thing that the Irish playwright, critic and Fabian Socialist 
had produced in Fickett was a harmful "superficial spleen." That, Coates wrote, "I 
think you got from Shaw, and his cousin Hubbard."51 

By putting Shaw in the same family with Elbert Hubbard (1865-1915), the 
prototypical American dandy, and editor of, among other things, the outrageously 
decadent and iconoclastic little magazine The Philistine (1895-1915), Coates 
reveals that his grasp of Shaw's work was superficial.52 Like many at the time, 

RMC to Homer Fickett, March 15, 1917 (RMCP). For a rebuttal of this view, sec James 
Oppenheim, "'Lazy' Verse," The Seven Arts 1 (February 1917). 
48 RMC to Homer Fickett, Thursday, the twenty-second [February 22, 1917?] (RMCP). About 
Sandburg, Coates wrote in that same letter: "If you want to read some strange stuff, read Carl 
Sandburg's new book—'Chicago Poems' ... The man hasn't a thought." 
49 Stanley Weintraub, "George Bernard Shaw," in Stanley Weintraub (ed.). Dictionary of Literary 
Biography 10, Modern British Dramatists, 1910-1945 (Detroit, Michigan: Gale Research Group, 
1982), 135. 
50 As an adult. Homer Fickett worked as a director and producer of live radio theater broadcasts. 
Ingrid Waldron to author, February 18, 1998. 
51 RMC to Homer Fickett, Monday, the fourth [December 1916?] (RMCP). 
52 Hank Nuwer, "Elbert Hubbard," in Sam G. Riley (ed.), Dictionary of Literary Biography 91: 
American Magazine Journalists, 1900-1960 (Detroit, Michigan: Gale Research Group, 1990), 149-
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Coates missed the "humane vision" underlying Shaw's irreverence and wit, and 
may indeed have been too young to see that "the rant of Shaw,"54 as he referred to 
it, amounted to nothing less than a fierce protest against the inhumanity and 
corruption of church and state, society's mindless materialism, the ineptness of 
education, the corruption of the human mind, and the destruction of man's 
capacity for self-control and free will. Considering the complexity of Shaw's work 
in tone, contents and method, this is not surprising, and Coates himself readily 
admitted his lack of understanding. In fact, it was this that provided the most 
important reason for rejecting the playwright. As he wrote to Fickett with 
youthfully mature wisdom: "I don't think we have reached the proper age of 
discretion and discernment to plunge into him seriously, trying to pick out the 
helpful from the injurious."55 

In other words, Shaw was quite simply the "wrong man" for young people 
"to study."56 Instead of Shaw, Coates recommended that his friend read Stevenson, 
Shakespeare, O. Henry, Howells, Clemens, Dickens, and Thackeray on the 
grounds that, in their case at least, "it won't do any harm if we don't understand 
them." Coates rested his case against Shaw by solemnly proclaiming that, anyway, 
"No philosophy of life can be grounded on the premise that the world, or any part 
of it, is or can be wrong."57 This claim of staggering optimism and idealism 
reflects how much the young Coates was grounded in the beliefs and convictions 
of the Progressive Era, and reveals that he desired to sustain rather than question 
the Victorian belief in the basic Tightness of things. Not surprisingly, the wish to 
shield himself and others from the harsher realities of life affected Coates's 
literary aesthetics, especially his view of what was required of the realist writer. 

Starting in his sophomore year—when he took English, French, German, History 
and, no doubt as a result of his life in Cripple Creek, two courses in Geology, 
Dynamical and Historical Geology58—Coates demonstrates a clear bent towards 

156. Nuwer cites from The Philistine's inaugural issue: "In the name of all who have hated shams, in 
the name of all brave knights whose lances have shivered against the dead walls of human stupidity, 
ignorance, malice and convention; in the name of every pilloried hope and dead ambition killed in 
the long battle with the Mediocrities and the banalities, I greet thee, knight errant from Philistia and 
bid thee God speed." The idea for the magazine came from William Mcintosh and Eugene White, 
but Hubbard's name became synonymous with it, especially after January 1899 when Hubbard 
wrote: "I propose to write every article and paragraph in [The Philistine]. If it were possible to secure 
any one to write so well as myself I would do not it." 
53 Weintraub, "George Bernard Shaw," 135. 
M RMC to Homer Fickett, Thursday, the twenty-second [June 22, 1917?] (RMCP). 
55 RMC to Homer Fickett, Monday 4 [December 1916?]. See also RMC to Homer Fickett, Thursday, 
the twenty-second [June 22, 1917?] (RMCP). 
56 RMC to Homer Fickett, Thursday, the twenty-second [June 22, 1917?] (RMCP). 
57 Ibid. 
58 Sophomore English continued to be geared towards Great Britain and dealt with works by 
Chaucer, Spenser, Shakespeare, Bacon, Milton, Swift, Steele, and Pope. French involved a history of 
French literature; German offered translation and pronunciation practice; History gave a "general 
survey of the political history of the USA to the Present;" Dynamical Geology dealt with the 
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realism, the dominant literary mode in America since the 1880s and 1890s, and 
shows a marked interest in the American scene. Specifically, Coates began 
collecting the complete works of the once immensely popular short story writer 
William Sidney Porter (1862-1910), better known as O. Henry, who, Coates felt, 
"showed [him] the short story in a new light."60 In many ways, O. Henry might 
appear as Coates's kindred spirit. Among the many and various things the two 
writers had in common, the most important commonality was their great 
fascination for New York.61 Like Porter, Coates developed an intense journalistic 
interest in the city's sites and affairs that he would report on with a similar verbal 
precision in The New Yorker. 

At Yale, Coates admired and studied Porter's technique carefully, 
considering him "one of the best men I know to study for ease and freedom of 
style and surprise of plot."62 Beside his admiration for Porter's seemingly 
effortless technique, the young writer was impressed by the "clean and optimistic" 
nature of his work: "I marvel at how he portrays New York entire without once 
introducing uncleanness, mental, spiritual or sexual." Without realizing the 
delightfully paradoxical nature of his statement, Coates illustrated that his 
commitment to realism was still limited. 

Interestingly, Coates seems to have been well aware of the writer's 
shortcomings and was convinced that "of course, [O. Henry] is not lasting."63 For 
the time being, however, Coates did not seem to mind Porter's limitations. The 
young student appears to have objected to all writing that might shatter the illusion 
of Victorian confidence and security, and that would prematurely destroy his and 
others' innocent youth. As he wrote Fickett: "We are both at an age of dreams, 
illusions, fantasy, living in Arcadia, wandering in love, romance, guess, 
impracticality, unsophistication. Soon enough, I think, all this will be destroyed 
and we'll land on hard fact. We don't want to hurry the process."64 

"material composing the earth, and development of the earth's surface features" and Historical 
Geology focused on "the earth's internal forces, the history of the earth and of its animal and plant 
inhabitations." Coates put this knowledge to good use in his descriptions of the Cripple Creek district 
in his memoirs. 
59 Wamer Berthoff, The Ferment of Realism. American Literature, 1884-1919 (New York: The Free 
Press, 1965), 1. 
60 RMC to Homer Fickett, Monday, the thirtieth [October 30, 1916] (RMCP). 

1 Somewhat curiously, Coates and O.Henry shared a great number of other characteristics: both 
their fathers had ambitions to become inventors; both suffered from loneliness; both had red hair, 
clear blue eyes and a freckled skin. Products of the Rooseveltian era, they also shared a keen interest 
in the American West and an enthusiasm for dime novels. Finally, both developed a fascination for 
the dictionary. See Joseph Roucek, "O. Henry: American Short Story Writer." http://www.story-
house.com/op/henry Copyright by SamHar Press, 1996. 
62 RMC to Homer Fickett, Monday, the fourth [December 1916?] (RMCP). 
63 Ibid. 
64 RMC to Homer Fickett, Thursday, the twenty-second [June 22, 1917?] (RMCP). 
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Coates communicated his resistance to harsh truth very clearly in an angry 
reflection on what he referred to as "this modernist stuff'—a category of literature 
which he vaguely defined as "vers libre and drab studies in prose, etc."65: 

[L]ately, this damn morbid, immoral stuff gets my goat. I think ordinary literature 
(of course, a genius is by divine right permitted to write on anything he desires) 
should be as true to life as possible, but always, unless otherwise a moral truth 
will be presented, true to the sunnier side of life. This stuff, morbid and immoral 
for the sake of sensationalism and risqué to gloss over irregularities of style, I 
cannot lately bear at all.66 

Coates's commitment to the "sunnier side of life" cannot but recall 
William Dean Howells' famous dictum about the "smiling aspects of life." 
Although Howells had, as early as 1886, expressed a desire for a "democratic art," 
his concern with social and ethical problems and his interest in ordinary people, 
though essentially sound, rarely resulted in a genuine commitment to realism. As 
Berthoff wrote, Howells invariably "dodged off the potential dramatic life of his 
chronicle by refusing to allow his characters to respond adequately to its 
developed pressures."67 In his aim, in Howells's own words, to "front the 
everyday world and catch the charm of its workwom, careworn, brave, kindly 
face,"68 he was more of a romantic idealist than a realist, and in his work he failed 
to approach the actuality of life, and to satisfy his own demand to portray life "as 
it is."69 Predictably, though perhaps not always fairly, Howells—who came to be 
regarded as the embodiment of the Genteel Tradition and an icon of the old-
fashioned literary establishment—came under heavy attack by the twentieth-
century modems and their demand for "terrible honesty."70 Although Coates 
would later heed the same demand, for the young writer Howells was not the 
"dead cult" that the Dean himself, in 1915, wrote to Henry James that he had 
become.71 

In the light of the "middle-brow" aspects of some of Coates's work, it is 
relevant to point out that the young Coates also had a taste for material that lent 
itself for popularization and that could easily be tipped over into the quaintly 
sentimental. Thus, rather strikingly, many of the authors that Coates admired 
produced works that interested Walt Disney. In addition to Stevenson {Treasure 
Island),12 Coates thought highly of J.M. Barrie {Peter Pan), Rudyard Kipling {The 

65 RMC to Homer Fickett, Thursday, the twenty-second [June 22, 1917?] (RMCP). 
66 RMC to Homer Fickett, Monday, the fourth [December 1916?] (RMCP). Italics mine. 
67 Berthoff, The Ferment of Realism, 53. 
68 Quoted in Milton Brown, et al., American Art (New York: Harry N. Adams, Inc., 1986 [1979]).. 
69 See Berthoff, The Ferment of Realism, 50-61. 
70 Ann Douglas used Raymond Chandler's phrase to describe the white modems' ethos of accuracy 
and precision for the title of her excellent book about Manhattan in the 1920s. Douglas, Terrible 
Honesty. 
71 Wyck Brooks, Indian Summer, 501. 
72 Coates was buying the complete works of the Scottish writer Robert Louis Stevenson, whose 
adventure novel Treasure Island (1883) and his study about the ambiguity of evil and dual 
personality, The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr Hyde ( 1886), must have interested Coates. 
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Jungle Book), Jack London {The Call of the Wild), Charles Lamb {The Beauty and 
the Beast), and Charles Dickens {Oliver Twist, A Christmas Carol). 

An exception to this list was Joseph Conrad, one of several writers who 
made a lasting impression on Coates.73 In the light of his later preoccupation with 
loneliness and its effects on the individual's moral and emotional development, 
Coates's interest in Conrad is not surprising. The work that he spoke of in his 
letter to Fickett, however, was Conrad's "A Set of Six" (1908), a slim volume of 
stories that were, to quote Conrad himself, "dramatic in a measure but by no 
means of a gloomy sort."74 It is probable that, at this stage of his career, Coates 
was drawn to Conrad's tales more because of the author's careful composition of 
the stories, his reliance on the conventions of the adventure story and the exotic 
settings of his work—characteristics that may similarly have drawn Coates to 
Rudyard Kipling and Robert Louis Stevenson—than for the British author's 
treatment of man's isolation from society. He was certainly not much bothered by 
the melodramatic and sentimental aspects of Conrad's stories which caused some 
critics to regard the stories in "A Set of Six" as "frankly potboilers."75 

Near the end of his sophomore year, Robert Coates's efforts to publish in 
the Yale Literary Magazine were rewarded with the acceptance of the short story 
"Half-Man." The story had been rejected by the editorial board for 1917,76 but in 
the spring of 1917, the new board of the Yale Literary Magazine, consisting of 
William Douglas, Pierson Underwood, Wilmarth Lewis, the playwright Philip 
Barry, and the future publisher John Farrar, asked Coates to resubmit some of his 
material. They promptly published "Half-Man," and printed "The Yellow Carpet," 
a brief prose sketch, in the first issue of the next academic year. 

Junior Year was a crucial year in Coates's development and finally 
brought an end to his trepidation about "culture." He engaged in much literary and 
cultural activity, and became a member of the editorial board of the Yale Literary 
Magazine in the spring of 1918, joining forces with, among others, Stephen 
Vincent Benêt and Thornton Wilder. Coates took on as many as seven courses, 
four of which were in literature. The first of these, "The Age of Shakespeare," 
involved reading as many as "thirty representative plays" by the great playwright 
as well as "specimens of non-dramatic work of a dozen of Shakespeare's 
contemporaries." The second course, "English Poets of the Nineteenth Century," 
focused on the works of Wordsworth, Coleridge, Byron, Shelley, Keats, 

In an introduction for a re-issue of George Moore's The Confessions of a Young Man in 1959, 
Coates wonders how one could ever forget one's introduction to Conrad, Balzac, H.G. Wells and 
such works as Tom Jones (Henry Fielding), Madame Bovary (Gustave Flaubert), The Way of All 
Flesh (Samuel Butler). RMC, "Introduction" to George Moore, Confessions of a Young Man (New 
York: Capricorn Books, 1959), iii. 
74 Joseph Conrad to Algernon Methuen, 26 January, 1908. In: Frederick R. Karl and Laurence 
Davies (eds.), The Collected Letters of Joseph Conrad, Volume 4 1908-1911 (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1990), 29-30. 
" Thomas C. Moser, Joseph Conrad: Achievement and Decline (Hamden: Archon Books, 1966), 50. 
76 The Yale Literary Magazine editorial board for the class of 1917 consisted of Alfred R. Bellinger, 
Percival Gray Hart, Samuel Sloan Dunyee, Robert Paul Pfliegger and Charles Morton Stewart, III. 
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Tennyson, Browning, Rossetti, Morris, and Arnold. The remaining two literary 
courses were "French literature of the 18th century" in which Coates studied Le 
Sage, Voltaire, Diderot, Rousseau and Cheniér, and "French Literature of the 17th 
century" which dealt with the works of Descartes, Corneille, Racine, Molière, 
Pascal, La Bruyère, Bossuet and Mme. de Sévigné. Coates also took a course in 
psychology, which paid attention, among other things, to the criminal and the 
abnormal mind—a noteworthy course in the light of the writer's impressive 
rendition of psychological disorders in his later fiction.77 Finally, Coates took two 
courses in English composition, "Daily Themes"78 and the more formal "Essay 
Writing." Both courses were taught by John Berdan who, as we saw earlier, 
helped the young writer develop a personally acceptable definition of culture. 

Coates's confidence grew. In addition to this heartening success with "the 
Lit," he had finally joined a literary fraternity, "Chi Delta Theta," and found 
himself in the company of the poet Stephen Vincent Benêt, the playwrights 
Thornton Wilder and Philip Barry, the future founder and editor of Time, Henry 
Luce, and several other members of the new editorial board of the Yale Literary 
Magazine. Some months into his third year at college, he reported to Fickett: 

The big thing is the feeling of awakening that I have. I am developing a love of 
music that had hitherto only dreamed [sic] in an ability to learn lyrics off-hand; I 
am trying feverishly to get along with a pen and ink and make sketches on a piece 
of paper; I have designed houses, columns, facades, monuments all over my 
notebooks. I'm trying to learn a little about playwriting. ... I am taking a daily 
theme course, that is wonderful; it keeps my mind every day busy trying to think 
of literary things, to tum out my daily theme; and I am reading far more than I 
have before, and more than I am writing.79 

As a result of these developments, the young writer began to seriously believe in 
the feasibility of pursuing a literary career of his own for the first time: 

One secret I feel I must confide. I think I am just coming along to the vaguest 
beginning of a start. Freshman year, you must know, my lazy roommate and I 
neglected studies and college in a vain pursuit of the goddess Cinema, so in 
sophomore year I made no fartemity [sic], and did not get on very well with the 
Lit. But toward the end of the year I got "Half-Man" in print, and now the first 
number this year has a sketch of mine ["The Yellow Carpet"]. ... All exteriors so 

The course is defined in the college guide as "a general course, dealing, in an introductory way 
with the physiological conditions of mental life, the forms and laws of conscious experience, the 
nature of mental development, the criminal mind, the abnormal mind, and the applications of the 
principles derived from these studies to law, medicine, and typical problems of everyday life." 
78 Berdan's "Daily Themes" is described in the Yale College guide as follows: "A course in personal 
expression, aiming at fluency in focussing daily impressions; daily one-page themes, lectures on 
style, with class assignments and discussions, and general criticism of current themes; conferences 
for individual criticism." 
79 RMC to Homer Fickett, Wednesday, the twenty-third [October 23, 1917?] (RMCP). 
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far, because I can't hope to express how much more confident I am, and how 
much more readily I forego sport, and shows and so on to read or work, and how I 
have forgotten the old tendency to take economics and work for a desk and an 
office, and a place in business instead of trying, uselessly to be a writer. Of 
course, I haven't lost any of the awe, or the realization of how hard it is, and I 
appreciate about ten times as clearly how rotten and immature, and crude my 
work still is ... It's just that it all seems more owrth [sic] while, and more within 
reach.80 

Still, however, there were doubts. Despite his increased self-confidence 
and enthusiastic embrace of music, architecture, art and writing, Coates continued 
to fear that by becoming a writer he would automatically have to adopt the very 
attributes of culture that he continued to feel wary and scornful of. This dilemma 
came to the surface through his stepped-up association with "some fellows who 
are very literary," specifically Thornton Wilder, Steven Vincent Benêt, and the 
composer Arthur Hague, all of whom Coates accurately predicted would become 
"the men, undoubtedly, that will be spoken of in my generation."81 Coates felt 
attracted to their life-style, a life in which music and literature played a large role, 
but to his own confusion, he experienced not the slightest feeling of belonging: 
"Altogether, I have been thrown in with the people I want to live my life with. 
And the disillusionment!"82 

The main cause for this sobering anti-climax was Thornton Wilder, who 
had recently arrived at Yale from Oberlin College, where he had "cut a figure and 
[had] cultivatefd] the manner of the aesthete."83 As Coates wrote: "It was 
Thornton, and is Thornton, who disappoints, disillusions me, alternately cheers me 
up and depresses me."84 Although he felt that there was "much to be admired in 
him," Wilder struck him as "essentially a poseur," as well as a man with "a 
boundless conceit" who "absolutely believes in himself." Coates was puzzled: in 
spite of all these (for Coates) undesirable qualities, his rival was making "a 
tremendous hit," both among the students and the professors, "who ought to know 
talent when they see it." Disarmingly frank, Coates admitted that "that is what 
discourages me, because I have so little in common with him." Not at all the type 
to imitate a success-formula which ran counter to his own convictions, Coates was 
momentarily at a loss. And before he solved his dilemma by dismissing 
aestheticism as a literary option, it seemed to a confused and angry Coates that his 
determination to become a writer would run contrary to his innermost principles. 

81 RMC to Homer Fickett, Thursday the fourteenth [December 1917?] (RMCP). 
82 Ibid. (RMCP) At Yale, too, Coates seems to have put on a low profile: he is not listed in any of 
the Prom activities, and in the History of the Class of 1919 (Yale College, New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1919) full of anecdotes and events that made the class memorable to the students 
involved, Coates's name occurs only once, viz. in relation to the Yale Literary Magazine. 
n David Castronovo, Thornton Wilder (New York: Ungar Publishing Company, 1986), 7. 
84 RMC to Homer Fickett, Thursday, the fourteenth [December 1917?] (RMCP). 
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Heatedly, he struggled to assert to himself that neither insincere snobbishness nor 
cultivated affectation were the required ingredients for the true artist: 

And again, after I have about irrevocably decided that I am not an artist, that 
literati are all affected, quotation-mouthers, feathers in the wind of public opinion, 
wearers, hit-and-miss of the cloak of criticism poseurs, I am upraised by the 
assurance that after all, my friends are turgid, unreal, flamboyant, exotic, that 
perhaps Zola, de Maupassant, Shakespeare would not have felt quite at home, that 
many true artists do not affect the smock and sandal, and long hair and 
fingernails.85 

In addition to Coates's abhorrence of the aesthetes' surface manifestations 
of ostentation, conceit and effeminacy—expressed so vehemently above—the 
young writer also dismissed their literary ideas. Thus, he took issue with Wilder's 
belief, as he paraphrased it, that "words are words, to be used first for effect, 
secondly for truth," and felt that Wilder admired certain writers for the wrong 
reasons: "He is fond of Rupert Brooke, of James Joyce ... Walter Pater, and so on, 
all good men, especially the first and last, but he takes the wrong side. He raves 
over such things as 'the azure-lidded hours' [and] 'silent thunders.'" By contrast, 
Coates found "fault" with such phrases as Baudelaire's "the silent thunders played 
among the leaves." Although he admired the beauty and suggestiveness of his 
juxtaposition, Coates felt it was "weak ... in the incompatibility, the absolute and 
eternal fallacy of 'silent thunder.' This Thornton does not understand."86 

Evidently, Coates had been studying John Ruskin's essay "The Pathetic Fallacy" 
and sympathized with the famous critic's opinion that although there are points 
when "all feverish and wild fancy becomes just and true," the use of the pathetic 
fallacy "is always the sign of a morbid state of mind, and comparatively of a weak 
one."87 Wilder, then, in Coates's words, was "the epitome of Art, 'Art.'" His work, 
he felt, was "utterly vague, diffuse, without point [and] does not convey any 
definite message or moral, is just high playing with words." By contrast, Coates 
wrote, "I am coming more and more to embrace realism."88 

As has become clear, Coates was blessed with what Berthoff defined as 
the realist's "fundamental loyalty to democratic unaffectedness and plain-
speaking."89 For some time, however, Coates's notion of realism was in a 
transitional and somewhat confused stage, bordering on romantic sentimentalism. 

85 RMC to Homer Fickett, Thursday the fourteenth [December 1917?] (RMCP). Constance Pierce, 
one of the few scholars who have shown a considerable interest in Robert Coates's work, writes that 
Coates's Fickett letters "could have come from the pen of Oscar Wilde," a description that I would 
consider misguided. See Constance Pierce, "Gertrude Stein and Her Thoroughly Modem Protégé," 
Modern Fiction Studies 42.3 (Fall 1996): 618. 
86 RMC to Homer Fickett, Thursday, the fourteenth [December 1917?] (RMCP). 
87 John Ruskin, "The Pathetic Fallacy," in Modern Painters, Vol. Ill (London: George Allen, 1906), 
174, 176. First published in 1856. 
88 RMC to Homer Fickett, Thursday, the fourteenth [December 1917?] (RMCP). 
"' Berthoff, The Ferment of Realism, 31. 
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He had particular difficulty in integrating his growing interest in the harsher, and 
less elegant subject matter associated with naturalist writing into his idealistic 
belief that literature should offer lessons in moral cleanliness. Thus, Coates 
defined a "realist" as "an admirer of idealism, sentimentality, etc. only in its purest 
form."90 The struggle to satisfy the apparently incompatible demands for truth, 
beauty and sentiment, is clearly reflected in the young writer's admiration for O. 
Henry and W.D. Howells on the one hand, and for Zola, De Maupassant and 
Frank Norris on the other. As we shall see, his publications for the Yale Literary 
Magazine neatly contain the same dichotomy ("A Harmless Flirtation" and 
"Meddlers with Circumstance" versus "Half-Man" and "Flickers"). Both types of 
story, but especially the harsher ones, show that the writer's intuitions and 
interests increasingly ran in different directions than his initial commitment to "the 
sunnier side of life" might suggest. 

Coates's Publications in the Yale Literary Magazine 
Between April 1917 and December 1918, Coates published five short stories, two 
editorials and two poems in the Yale Literary Magazine. The first of his short 
stories was "Half-Man," a powerful and disturbing literary text.91 It is unknown 
exactly when he first wrote it, but in February 1917 he told Fickett that he was re
writing it, and, perhaps encouraged by his classmate Steven Benét's publication of 
"Rain after a Vaudeville Show" in The Seven Arts in January 1917, revealed that 
he intended to submit it to this magazine, which he had recently discovered: "I feel 
discouragingly sure they won't take it, but if they do—!! * ? * @ !! Anyway, I'm 
anxious to see how they reject it."92 The Seven Arts, one of the era's several 
exponents of literary nationalism, may well have liked Coates's story, both for its 
indigenous setting and the story's implicit social criticism, but no documentation 
of an exchange between the magazine and Coates has survived. The Yale Literary 
Magazine published it in April 1917. 

The story, in which the author shows himself quite capable of portraying 
the harsher realities of life, describes several confrontations with "Half-Man," a 
generic term for what the narrator views as degenerate specimens of humanity. 
The prose piece is utterly convincing (in fact, almost too convincing for comfort) 
in its rendition of the narrator's disgust and fierce contempt for the emotional and 
physical squalor associated with low life. Intended as a critique of Social 
Darwinism—the belief, popular in the late nineteenth century and beyond, that 
Darwin's theory of "natural selection" could be socially implied to prove that only 
"superior" people could gain wealth and power93—the story grimly exposes the 

0 RMC to Homer Fickett, Thursday, the fourteenth [December 1917?] (RMCP). 
91 RMC, "Half-Man," Yale Literary Magazine 82 (April 1917): 235-38. 
92 RMC to Homer Fickett, Thursday, the twenty-second [February 22, 1917?] (RMCP). 
93 The classic account of Social Darwinism is Richard Hofstadter, Social Darwinism in American 
Thought (Boston. Beacon Press, 1992 [1944]). See also Mike Hawkins, Social Darwinism in 
European and American Thought, I860-1945' Nature as Model and Nature as Threat (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1997). 
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contemptuous behavior of the hypocritical rich towards the common people, 
particularly the poor, and criticizes the convenient scientific justification for this 
attitude. In its concern for social responsibility, the story points ahead to the 
writer's extensive treatment of this issue in his later short stories. 

Coates's second publication, in the first issue of the next academic year, 
was "The Yellow Carpet," a brief prose sketch set at an idyllic country house by a 
riverbank. The house, which is surrounded by "a yellow carpet" of daffodils, is 
inhabited by an old woman, a cat and a little girl. A dark cloud glides over this 
Norman Rockwellian pastoral scene, as the old woman, sitting in her rocking 
chair, suddenly dies and the girl runs off, it is suggested, to drown herself. The 
tragedy goes unnoticed: "Isn't it beautiful," the passersby say, "and the daffodils 
are so pretty. But see, some one has trampled through them to the water's edge."94 

The ironic notion that tragedy and despair lie beyond the most peaceful and most 
reassuringly pastoral scene, would return in much of Coates's later work. 

Coates's third publication, one month later, was "Flickers," a short story 
that is set in an unsavory "poster-plastered moving picture house on Orange 
Street," in New Haven. The setting, like that of "Half-Man," clearly reveals how 
Coates's Norris-like exploration of the "romance of the commonplace" directed 
him towards the sights and sites of popular culture. Popular culture had great 
appeal to many American modem writers, notably The Seven Arts group, and the 
poets E.E Cummings, Hart Crane, and W.C. Williams, although many had 
reservations. Coates's treatment of the cinema displays similar ambiguities 
towards popular and mass culture to the ones felt by these writers. Although they 
celebrated popular culture for its aliveness, spontaneity, and its un-genteel and un-
puritan characteristics, the modem writers were very much alive to the dangers of 
mass life itself, especially uniformity of taste, superficiality, vulgarity and 
commercialism. The cinema was a case in point. Reactions to the rise of the new 
mass entertainment were diverse, ranging from worry about the decline of culture 
and morality, to excitement at how America's "first democratic art," as The Nation 
called the movies in 1908,95 broke down the barriers of sex and class, to 
misgivings about the rise of mass culture and its tastes. Randolph Bourne, a 
passionate democrat and literary nationalist associated with The Seven Arts, 
described his own ambiguous feelings in a revealing publication for The New 
Republic in 1915. Bourne had visited the cinema to explore the "heart of the 
people," and although he had felt a "certain unholy glee at this wholesale rejection 
of what our fathers reverenced as culture," he was seriously troubled by what it 
had been substituted for: "We seem to be witnessing a lowbrow snobbery. In a 
thousand ways it is as tyrannical and arrogant as the other culture of universities 
and millionaires and museums... It looks as if we should have to resist the stale 
culture of the masses as we resist the stale culture of the aristocrat."96 

RMC, "The Yellow Carpet," Yale Literary Magazine 83 (October 1917): 50. 
May, Screening out the Past, 36. 
Randolph Bourne, "The Heart of the People," The New Republic 3 (July 3, 1915): 233. 
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Coates's "Flickers" was published in the Yale Literary Magazine in 
November 1917, at the time of Coates's repentant confession that he, during his 
Freshman Year, had "neglected college and studies in the vain pursuit of the 
Goddess Cinema."97 "Flickers" may well be interpreted as an illustration of his 
realization, or perhaps disappointment, that his pursuit of the art of the people had 
been "vain." In the story, the democratic, non-elitist setting turns into a scene of 
immorality, and befouls the narrator's notion of love. In addition, rather than 
encountering a spontaneous, alive art-form, the narrator sees an unimaginative, 
formulaic instance of what Gilbert Seldes, astute critic and specialist of America's 
lively arts, called "mass-produced mediocrity."98 Coates conveys the predictability 
and unimaginative monotony of the movie, in both form and contents, as follows: 

[It was] called "A Husband Betrayed," or "Man and Wife,"99 or something of the 
sort, and it portrayed, in a series of surpassingly [sic] badly acted scenes, how the 
villain motors in the country, and the husband ploughs a field, and the wife makes 
bread in the kitchen, and the villain still motors, and then his chauffeur stops and 
looks under the hood, and the villain strolls to yon nearby farmhouse, and the 
wife takes the bucket to the well, and the villain asks for a drink and gets it, and 
smiles at her over the nm of the cup and the husband wipes his brow at the end of 
a furrow, and the villain will not let the wife carry the bucket back, but does it 
himself, and— 
I turned to look at my neighbors.100 

The narrator discovers that the intrigue on the screen has a far more interesting 
parallel in the audience, where a presumably cuckolded husband is scrutinizing a 
"fat woman and a man murmuring and laughing hoarsely." The "disgusting pair" 
violates the narrator's idea of romance: love, he feels, should have no business in 
"a cheap, dark theatre, with an atmosphere like fog, with stolid ladies and 
unoccupied men around, to look and disapprove or grin and nudge each other." 
The fat woman's deviation from traditional moral norms is portrayed as especially 
offensive—an early indication of the writer's interest in this topic. Of the 
adulterous pair, the man is referred to simply as "a man," whereas the woman is 
described, unflatteringly, at some length, and clearly bears the brunt of the 
narrator's contempt. The dire product of woman's fall from innocence, propriety 

97 RMC to Homer Fickett, [November 23, 1917] (RMCP) 
98 Gilbert Seldes, The 7 Lively Arts, 2nd edition (New York Sagamore Press, 1957 [1924]), 304 
Quoted in Michael Kammen, The Lively Arts Gilbert Seldes and the Transformation of Cultural 
Criticism m the United States (New York, Oxford Oxford University Press, 1996), 84 
99 Amencan movies of the 1910s, especially before the Armistice, mostly ended in marriage, or a 
restoration of a previously strife-ridden family situation Foreign films, on the other hand, did depict 
"pre-mantal sex and even adultery as human weaknesses or even as something to be enjoyed," but 
the Amencan producers who imported them, "geared them to the all-male crowd of the vice zones " 
May, Screening out the Past, 207, 37 This suggests that "Flickers," despite the presence of the 
woman, was set in one of the cheaper movie houses 
100 RMC, "Flickers," Yale Literary Magazine 83 (November 1917) 103 
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and decorum, the adulteress speaks with a voice that has "all the coarseness and 
roughness of a masculine brutality." It all leads to violence: as the movie ends and 
the actor crumples up his wife's farewell note, "staring at the camera ... with 
desperation, disgust, hesitation, anguish in his eyes," the cuckold in the audience 
gets up with the exact same look of "strange desperation, hesitation, anguish, 
disgust in his timid brown eye," and follows the pair he had been watching out of 
the door. Like the movie, the story ends on a promise of violence to come—an 
ending that is characteristic of many of the writer's later short stories for The New 
Yorker. 

Coates himself thought of his next publication, "A Harmless Flirtation,"'0' 
as "certainly the best thing I have done so far."102 The writer adopted a somewhat 
labored and consciously literary style of which the story's opening line, which sets 
the scene, provides a good example: "When Sherwin Chapman stepped off the 
train at Blanchester, he damned himself mentally with several choice expletives 
for choosing so unpromising a place for his vacation."103 As the first lines indicate, 
the story deals with the classic O. Henry situation in which a well-educated, 
cultured city-youth goes to a small country town to spend his holiday and fails 
miserably. Determined to make his little holiday a success, Sherwin (sure to win?) 
strikes up a relationship with Mary, an attractive, healthy country-girl. Mary, it 
turns out, lives in near-desperation with a violent and alcoholic father on a 
desolate farm, but she bravely puts up with her situation. By giving the girl a 
heroic stature, Coates does romanticize her plight, but manages to avoid any 
display of condescending pity towards her. Selfish Sherwin, who finds it hard to 
take life seriously and fears emotional commitment, engages in what he thinks of 
as "a harmless flirtation." Mary, however, sincerely falls in love with him, and in 
total oblivion of the fact that he is giving Mary much hope for an improved future, 
Sherwin fools her into thinking that he loves her too. When the girl's disapproving 
drunkard father chases Sherwin off with a gun, the cowardly boy runs straight to 
the station and boards the first train he sees. The melodramatic story again 
underlines the importance that Coates attached to morally sound behavior and 
sensitivity towards others: like "Half-Man," the story communicates the moral 
failure of those who believe themselves to be superior to others. 

Coates used the same theme again in "Meddlers with Circumstance,"104 

another country story in which he tried his skills at the surprise ending and the 
easy narrative style that he admired in O. Henry. The story is in the tradition of the 
"morally serious social comedy,"105 a popular form in early realism, and features a 
confrontation between an arrogantly self-confident megalomaniac, Range Whitely, 
and "good country people," to speak with Flannery O'Connor. Range believes that 
not Providence, but man himself has "the primal clutch upon the Infinite" (a 

RMC, "A Harmless Flirtation," Yale Literary Magazine 83 (December 1917): 129-39. 
RMC to Homer Fickett, Thursday, the fourteenth [December 1917?] (RMCP). 
Coates, "A Harmless Flirtation," 129. 
RMC, "Meddlers With Circumstance," Yale Literary Magazine 83 (January 1918): 212-17. 
Berthoff, The Ferment of Realism, 53. 
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marvelous phrase that certainly shows Coates had talent). He feels great pity for 
the "dullards who let fall the reins," but things being as they are, he sees no reason 
not to avail himself of the opportunities so provided: "They were lumps of clay, 
and he the sculptor."106 When Range heroically saves a man from being crushed 
by a wagon's wheels, and injures himself, he "allows" the man (Woode) to take 
him home, and nurse him back to health. He believes he can extract an even higher 
price by taking Woode's girlfriend away from him. His range of control, however, 
is not as wide as his name implies. Even though Woode is willing to let his 
"savior" get away with it, the girl refuses to be used in this manner. As in Flannery 
O'Connor's "Good Country People," the prejudiced and arrogant protagonist is 
outsmarted by an alleged "lump of clay": shrewdly, the girl leads Range up the 
garden-path, beats him at his own game, and leaves him no choice but to depart 
empty-handed. 

"Half-Man" and "Flickers" testify to the young writer's admiration for 
American and French naturalists Frank Norris and Guy de Maupassant. His 
interest in the naturalist world-view is also expressed in an unpublished poem of 
the Yale period, "Misanthrope," in which the persona, in the ironic manner of 
Stephen Crane, expresses a key naturalist thought which is opposed to the 
practical idealism that Coates himself had at first held on to: 

The sky was pale as the eye of a cod; 
The air had a hot-house flavor— 
The smell of wet stalks, and the smell of sod, 
And manure, with a visible savor. 
I thought of God, and I looked at a tree 
And 1 couldn't keep from laughter, 
Though the sorrow of life enveloped me 
And a vision of death came after. 
For my soul gazed out at this curious world 
And I looked through at the things it mars; 
And my soul, an ecstatic moment, was hurled 
Up to the deathless stars. 
Then I roared aloud, but not with joy, 
For whose is the joke's full measure, 
If not this God, whose world's a toy 
Built cock-eyed for his pleasure?107 

By contrast, Coates's second pair of short stories, "A Harmless Flirtation" and 
"Meddlers with Circumstance," shows his allegiance to O. Henry, W.D. Howells 
and other writers whose works, as the young Coates put it, "won't do any harm if 

Cf. Coates's fictional character Richard Baurie, the much more harmful homicidal protagonist of 
Wisteria Cottage (1948): "He was re-shaping, he was re-molding; he was making new characters out 
of the old ones." WC, 52. 
107 RMC, "Misanthrope," unpublished poem, undated (RMCP). 
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we don't understand them."108 Although the aspiring writer shows great command 
of his narrative in these latter two stories, both lack the grim intensity of "Half-
Man" and "Flickers," which is due first to Coates's use of a cheerfully detached, 
objective, and ironic omniscient narrator, and secondly, to the shift of interest 
from the urban masses to the quainter country people. What all four stories share, 
interestingly, is first, an element of violence, and second, a distinct preoccupation 
with people who perceive themselves to be superior, more civilized, or smarter 
than others, but are shown (perhaps with the exception of the narrator in 
"Flickers") to fail socially, emotionally and morally.109 

The remainder of Coates's Junior Year publications (excepting "My 
Toccata,""0 a romantic poem on how a musical audience is sure to miss how a 
toccata originated from a love affair) were concerned with the war in Europe and 
the American soldiers' involvement in it. Indeed, throughout his third year, Coatcs 
pursued his literary and cultural interests against the threatening background of 
World War I. 

Robert Coates and "The Great Purifier": World War I 
Despite Woodrow Wilson's efforts to keep his nation out of the war, the United 
States could no longer avoid participation after German submarines sunk the 
passenger ship "Lucitania" in the English Channel, killing 120 Americans. 
America's involvement in the Great War had far-reaching consequences for all 
Yale students. For almost all of them, their college years were interrupted, either 
because they had extensive training in the Yale R.O.T.C. (Reserve Officers 
Training Corps), or actually sailed to Europe—sometimes to fight, but usually as 
ambulance or camion drivers. In all of America—and often before the nation's 
official involvement—so many young men, and many aspiring writers among 
them, joined the military transport that Malcolm Cowley, a camion driver himself, 
referred to it as a "college-extension course for a generation of writers."1" The 
young Americans were eager to go, and only very few cared to analyze the war 
situation, as the historian William L. Langer explained: "We and many thousands 
of others volunteered [and] I can hardly remember a single instance of serious 
discussion of American policy or larger war issues. We men, most of us young, 
were simply fascinated by the prospect of adventure and heroism. Most of us, I 
think, had the feeling that life, if we survived, would run in the familiar, routine 
channel. Here was our one great chance for excitement and risk. We could not 

108 RMC to Homer Fickett, Thursday, the twenty-second [June 22, 1917?] (RMCP). 
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Robert Kiely has pointed out, was "irritated" by the "self-righteous moral supenonty of those who 
claimed to be above the fray." Robert Kiely, "Robert Louis Stevenson," in Ira B. Nadel (ed.). 
Dictionary of Literary Biography 18: Victorian Novelists after 1885 (Detroit, Michigan: Gale 
Research Group, 1983), 293. 
" 0 RMC, "My Toccata," Yale Literary Magazine 83 (March 1918): 309. 
' " Malcolm Cowley, Exile's Return' A Literary Odyssey of the I920's (New York: Viking Press, 
1951), 38. 
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afford to pass it up.""2 The massive interest at Yale in the "Great Adventure," as 
well as the heroism that was associated with it, is indicated in the words of 
Coates's classmate William Carr: "Sophomore Year will always be remembered 
as the year of the 'exodus,' a rapid leave-taking and a rapid transition from the 
delightful languor and calm of the campus to the noisy work of war ... Only the 
young and unable remained. The bulk of the class had answered the call for 
action."113 

Robert Coates had been tempted to join the "exodus" the moment America 
became involved, but in November 1917 felt glad he had resisted that impulse: 
"And I know one thing; if I had gone over in an ambulance as I came so damn 
near doing last Spring, I should ever have regretted it. Although of course the war 
is going to sweep us all up in its big paws soon enough and toss us about to suit 
itself. But it will be time then.""4 The resigned, even fatalistic attitude that Robert 
Coates expressed towards what he perceived as the inescapable, impersonal forces 
of war, is echoed in his "Episode in April," a prose sketch that appeared in the 
Yale Literary Magazine in February 1918.115 It described how a company of 
soldiers and civilians celebrate the retreat of the Germans, and then perish 
helplessly in a devastating surprise attack. The sketch, Hemingway-esque in its 
ironic detachment, de-emphasized the romance or glory of war and coolly reported 
on the devaluation of human life that the Great War enacted on such a large scale. 
No anti-war text, the sketch instead reflects the writer's intensely serious attitude 
towards the war to end all wars. In a way, "Episode in April" is a dismissal of the 
type of soldier that Coates so frequently encountered at Yale: the "poetic fellow, 
who sails like Rupert Brooke, with a sonnet on his lips, gallant, glad in sacrifice, a 
trifle the egotist, who charges, head high, carelessly into battle, who wages war as 
an adventure, a splendid gamble, a reckless sort of game," as he described him in 
an essay for the next issue of the Yale Literary Magazine.^6 Coates himself 
belonged to another category: the "undoubtedly ... more valuable" soldier who 
"sees less the romance and more of the horror of the thing, [and] trains himself, 
almost religiously, because he realizes the awful responsibility.""7 

Coates's training started when he became a private in the Yale R.O.T.C. 
in November 1917. He enlisted in New York in May 1918, when the "thrill" and 
novelty of war had begun to wear off."8 In June, after he had finished his eight-
months' training program, he joined the air service (naval aviation) and attended 
Ground School at the M.I.T. in Cambridge, Massachusetts, from June 5 to 
September 10, 1918. Coates described this preflight training in some detail in The 

112 Quoted in David M Kennedy, Over Here The First World War and American Society (Oxford· 
Oxford University Press, 1980), 184-85 
113 William Carr, "Sophomore Year," in The History of the Class of1919, 24, 34 
114 RMC to Homer Fickett, [November 23, 1917] (RMCP). 
115 RMC, "Episode in April," Yale Literary Magazine 83 (February 1918)· 266-67 
116 RMC, "College and War," Yale Literary Magazine 83 (May, 1918) 400. 
1,7 Ibid. 
118 RMC, "May," Yale Literary Magazine 83 (May, 1918). 399 
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View from Here, dwelling on how he took engines apart, disassembled and 
reassembled machine guns, was lectured on aerodynamics and the principles of 
navigation, and, "on the lunatic side," practiced wireless telegraphy and dropping 
bombs in little simulated cockpits hung up in a large hall and with a huge map of 
the English Channel covering the floor.119 After graduating from Ground School, 
Coates received his flight training at Bay Shore, Long Island, almost killing 
himself and his instructor ("What the hell'd you think you were driving, a 
Hupmobile?") during his first flight by getting the plane into a tailspin. In his 
memoirs he remembers that he and his friends had "a dedicated, one might even 
say martyr's feeling about our new vocation."120 At Bay Shore, Coates served as 
Chief Quartermaster in the U.S. Naval Reserve Flying Corps, but, without having 
received his coveted "wings," was put on inactive duty on December 1, 1918, the 
war having ended on November 11 ofthat year.121 

The R.O.T.C. did much to increase Coates's belief in the necessity of war. 
Several months before the war's end, he filled the editorial page of the Yale 
Literary Magazine with a lecture ("Current Coin") on the beneficial effects of 
engaging in the physical activity of warfare. Again pointing to the effeminacy and 
hypocrisy of the college community, he pinned his faith to the war as the one 
means to save the young Americans from ruin by taking off the men's veneer, "as 
turpentine would have removed the gilt from Praxiteles' gilded boy, who died, you 
will remember, of his super-finish." Specifically, Coates hoped that the students' 
engagement in the war would cure them of their addiction to "contemptuous 
trifles," and the "rituals of effeminacy," which included the "smudge of the lip
stick," the "polish on the nail," and "the broad 'a'" (of the "Hah-vahd accent" that 
Coates had already frowned on in 1915).I22 

Coates's sentiment concurred with (and might well have been influenced 
by) the widespread propaganda of war and its anguish as "a strenuous and virile 
antidote to the effete routine of modem life" and "a liberating release from the 
stultifying conventions of civilized society."123 The writer did, however, make it 
clear that he did not long for a temporary release, but instead hoped for a 
permanent and fundamental change in Yale's university training in particular, and 
American civilization in general. Indeed, although Coates emphasized the 
American students' apparent unfitness for combat in his article, "Current Coin" 
contained much of the modems' criticism at the universities' smug gentility, and 

' " Patrolling the English Channel was what naval aviators were principally assigned to do. See 
VFH, 145. 
120 VFH, 146. 
121 Entry on Robert Myron Coates in The History of the Class of 1919, 131. See also VFH, 133-54. 
122 Coates, "College and War," 401. 
123 Kennedy, Over Here, 180, 178. For the simplification of the war-issue by American 
propagandists, see 57-59, 63, 75. 
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the complacency and security of the nineteenth-century upper class.124 

Contemptuous of the training that Yale offered, Coates wrote: 

We lead so futile, so diffidently vacuous an existence. We see no enemy but winter, 
and rough weather, and we combat it with a battery of umbrellas and galoshes; 
indolence is our pastime; "Tickle Toes" our favorite march. We are so evidently 
schooling ourselves for a rubber-soled, electric-lighted, steam-heated sort of life. 
Doesn't it seem incredible that we should ever be hairy, hardened, fighting?' 

Warfare, however, would amend all of these wrongs, as Coates proclaimed: 

It is war's great mission to tear away all the violet-colored veils with which we 
screen ourselves, to strip away the silly trumpery we garnish our civilization with, 
even to hold it up to our own ridicule ... We shall emerge from battle like men from 
a mud-bath, who have sloughed away the mental and moral filth in the physical ... 
[W]ar is the great purifier.126 

In the following month, Coates expressed his resentment at the vacuity 
and artificiality of college-life even more clearly, and extended his criticism by 
referring to both college and American society at large as "essentially an 
aristocracy" which had become "too full of effeminate culture, of hypocrisy."127 In 
addition, he wrote, "we build up our lives out of superficialities," "make money 
our god" and "caste our aim."128 No mean criticism, Coates's ideas about the Yale 
community approximate the critical views of the relentless critic of Gilded Age 
American capitalism, Thomstein Veblen, who, although he was little known in the 
prewar era, became "the hero of ... the young radicals" in wartime and 
afterwards.129 In his famous Theory of the Leisure Class (1899), Veblen had 
revolted against the ugly traits that America treasured, such as his famously 
termed "conspicuous waste" (the conservation of the useless), "conspicuous 
consumption" (consumerism to increase one's social status) and "conspicuous 
exemption" (exclusion of the lower classes). Indeed, all three of these points find a 
clear echo in the Yaleman's anger at the importance of "superficialities," "money" 
and "caste" in the college community. 

Coates's view of the war as a primal and "purifying" force, however, 
originated from another important thinker; the psychologist and pragmatist 
philosopher William James. In one of his essays, Coates developed his pro-war 
argument by drawing from scientific developments then taking place in the field 

124 See May, The End of American Innocence, 53. One of the writers whose arguments Coates 
closely approximated was Malcolm Cowley. His Exile's Return, however, was written with the 
benefit of twenty years' hindsight and from a radicalized political perspective. 
125 RMC, "Current Coin," Yale Literary Magazine 83 (April 1918): 317. 
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of psychology, especially the movement "towards an increased emphasis on 
inherent, unlearned instincts," rather than on the brain and nervous system.130 One 
of the scholars who dealt at considerable length with human drives and instincts 
was James, who described a great many human impulses (rivalry, pugnacity, 
anger, resentment, the hunting-instinct, fear, jealousy, but also sympathy, 
curiosity, sociability, modesty, parental love, and the sexual instincts) in his The 
Principles of Psychology (1890). 

Although Coates never mentioned his name, James's voice can clearly be 
heard in Coates's editorial and in a second essay, "College and War," which 
appeared the following month. In the first, he summarized James's theory of the 
human self as a "hierarchy of the Me's,"131 and explained that "life" is composed 
of the "phenomenon of the double spirits, the primal and the developed." Thus, 
Coates promised: "Strip the finest dandy of his veneer, and you have as primitive a 
creature as the cave man. He has his red angers, when he'd like to break skulls, 
and he only bites his nails."132 However, Coates argued next, for the majority of 
people, a belief in mankind's primal side remained limited to scientific theory, and 
the truths discovered through scientific experiment do not find their equivalent in 
actual life—a state of affairs for which Coates blamed civilization: "The 
lamentable thing is that civilization has carried us so far into superficiality that, 
although we recognize the brute in us, in the laboratory, we try to conceal it in 
polite conversation ... and refuse to admit that we gloat over our elemental 
huskiness in private."133 Coates's later portraits of brutal violence and murderous 
rage which erupt unexpectedly (in Wisteria Cottage and TTre Farther Shore) 
indicate that the writer continued to hold this belief in man's hidden or suppressed 
brutality. 

In the light of Coates's belief in the beneficial aspects of warfare, James's 
famous lecture "The Moral Equivalent of War" (1906), is especially relevant. In it, 
James noted that "[s]o far, war has been the only force that can discipline a whole 
community," and argued in a favor of a "moral equivalent of war" which, in the 
absence of real war, could preserve "manliness of type"—associated with 
hardihood, order, discipline and pride—"toughness without callousness, authority 
with as little criminal cruelty as possible," strenuous honor, disinterestedness, 

130 Ibid., 157. 
131 According to James, each person has a long list of selves which might all seem "possible," but 
since these selves are often mutually incompatible, we settle on one self and make that one real. The 
other ones "must more or less be suppressed." The vanous selves which man may seek are arranged 
"in an hierarchical scale according to their worth." William James, Principles of Psychology 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1981), 295, 300. 
132 Coates's words explicate such statements by William James as the following: "We, the lineal 
representatives of the successful enactors of one scene of slaughter after another, must, whatever 
more pacific virtues we may also possess, still cany about us, ready at any moment to burst into 
flame, the smoldering and sinister traits of character by means of which they lived through so many 
massacres, harming others, but themselves unharmed." James, Principles of Psychology, 1028-29. 
133 Coates, "Current Coin," 318. 
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service and devotion, physical fitness and universal responsibility.134 Although, in 
the same essay, James put himself "firmly into the anti-military party" and 
pronounced himself a "pacificist," he ascribed a great many positive values to 
military life and army-discipline, which Coates, if he studied James thoroughly, 
may well have been influenced by. 

Exactly what Coates hoped would resurface after the "mental and moral 
filth" had been washed away in the purifying "mudbath" of war, becomes clear 
with his concluding promise that, "The war will make men of us all."135 More than 
an age-old recognition of war as the defining image of manhood, Coates here 
deftly alluded to Yale's traditional nickname, "Mother of Men," a name which 
underscored the reverence for that curious Victorian perception of the female as a 
protector of culture, and guardian of morality—a view that many Victorian 
women, for better or worse, agreed with and perpetuated.136 Coates's call to 
dethrone the mother, because she had failed to make men of her sons and 
produced hypocritical and superficial effeminates instead, is part of a larger 
pattern, referred to by Ann Douglas as "the revolt against the matriarch"—the 
tendency of many American modems to devote themselves to "the demolition of 
that block to modernity, or so she seemed, the powerful white middle-class 
matriarch of the recent Victorian past."137 It should be noted, however, that 
Coates's abhorrence of effeminacy and prudery was grounded as much in his 
allegiance to the masculine values associated with the era of Roosevelt's 
"strenuous life," with its emphasis on masculinity, naturalness, strength and 
adventure in the place of refinement, alleged weakness and artificiality. As we 
saw, Coates absorbed many tales of romantic adventure or suspense in his youth 
and read books that dealt with "life" in the raw that had fitted the era of 
imperialism and adventurism. Frank Norris, whose picture Coates hung on the 
wall of his study in Calhoun College, bears mention in this context too. The 
American naturalist's rallying cry for "life, not literature"138 finds its echo in 
Coates's revolt against refinement and effeminacy, the desire to embrace life, his 
interest in violence and in the life of the lower classes, and, finally, his belief in 
dormant primal instincts. 

134 William James, "The Moral Equivalent of War," in Essays on Faith and Morals (New York: 
Longman, Greens, 1943), 311-28. 
135 Ibid., 319. 
136 For an excellent discussion of the cultural power of women during nineteenth-century America, 
see Ann Douglas, The Feminization of American Culture (New York: Knopf, 1977). See also: Sara 
M. Evans, Born for Liberty A History of Women in America (New York, The Free Press, 1989) and 
Suzanne M. Marilley, Woman Suffrage and the Origins of Liberal Feminism in the United States, 
1820-1920 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1996). 
137 Douglas, Terrible Honesty, 6. According to Douglas, the matriarchs, who, in the mid- and late-
Victonan era had "seized the reins of national culture," and had made it their "goal and ideal" to 
create a female-dominated society, were scapegoated by the urban modems, and "punished within an 
inch of their lives" for gaming a 'little power.'" Douglas, Terrible Honesty, 6, 7 
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The war that Coates hoped would halt the undesirable emasculating forces 
inherent in an over-refined civilization, came to an abrupt end in November 1918. 
The armistice brought an end to a period of fourteen months of deeply serious and 
intensive involvement with the war. Coates resumed his pre-war student life. Now 
in his final year, he again attended college—taking two courses in English, "The 
Age of Pope" and William Lyon Phelps's course in contemporary American 
literature, as well as courses in Elementary Economics, French (readings in Balzac 
and Hugo's work), and anthropology—and performed his editorial duties for the 
Yale Literary Magazine. In his Senior Year he also joined two additional literary 
fraternities: the fairly large "Elizabethan Club," founded in 1911, and presided 
over by one of Coates's English teachers, Chauncey Tinker; and William Phelps' 
small and lively literary club, "The Pundits."139 

On the surface, life had pretty much fallen back into its pre-war routine, 
but Coates suffered deep feelings of disorientation. In his memoirs, he recalled his 
post-armistice feelings as follows: "from now on anything we did would be done 
to a different purpose from the one we'd started out with—for that matter, to no 
purpose at all, but in a kind of spiritual vacuum."140 It is not hard to imagine how 
perplexing the transformation from war to peace must have seemed to many of the 
young "veterans." As Kennedy has shown, the younger generation had been 
exposed to war propaganda to such an extraordinary degree, had been taught to 
equate the war with such lofty ideals, and with such high moral purposes,141 that 
the end of the war was almost synonymous with the end of one's ideals. Coates's 
phrase "spiritual vacuum," then, should not be interpreted as an expression of the 
disillusionment with the war's official meaning and its rhetoric of chivalry and 
heroism that such postwar novels as Cummings's The Enormous Room, 
Faulkner's Soldier's Pay, Hemingway's A Farewell to Arms or John Dos Passos's 
One Man's Initiation and U.S.A. are usually taken to represent. On the contrary, 
Coates's disorientation reveals how much purpose and spiritual meaning he had in 
fact attached to the war. The armistice was an abrupt anti-climax which caused 
him to have "a sort of truncated feeling about that phase of my life, a feeling of 
unfiilfillment."142 Also, Coates had clearly treasured his training: in a nostalgic 
1937 "Talk of the Town" article for The New Yorker, he described the air service 
which he had joined in 1917 as having represented "just about the peak of courage 
and knightly daring," and expressed his resentment that in modem warfare, war 

In 1918-19, "The Pundits" had only ten members. George Achelis, Stephen Benêt, Ray 
Bndgman, Edward Boume, Donald Campbell, Jr., Robert Coates, John Farrar, Allan Heely, 
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meetings Each week a member "had to 'set up an ideal as an idol,' which the other members were lo 
demolish, if possible." Pierson, Yale College and University, 352. Unfortunately, since no 
correspondence between Fickett and Coates has survived from beyond December 1917, little is 
known of Coates's post-armistice Yale expenences. 
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141 See Kennedy, Over Here. 
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did not seem as adventurous and romantic an undertaking as it had been made to 
appear to him.143 A parallel may be drawn to Ernest Hemingway in this respect. 
Although his protagonist Frederic Henry was so famously "embarrassed at the 
words sacred, glorious and sacrifice and the expression 'in vain'" in A Farewell to 
Arms, Hemingway himself, even more so than Coates, clearly loved the 
prototypically masculine, adventurous spectacle of war, and valued the existential 
encounters with life that the experience of war afforded. 

The End of a Starting Journey 
In December 1918 Coates had his tenth and final publication in the Yale Literary 
Magazine. The prose sketch, "The Musicale,"144 dwells on music and criticizes the 
superficial avidity for culture that marked the Victorian middle and upper-middle 
classes, whose male, and above all female members treasured the arts as 
"civilizing ornaments."145 Displaying the same derogatory attitude towards women 
that was commented on earlier, the female is presented as the very embodiment of 
the pathetic mock-gentility that he deplores. The piece opens with the entrance of 
a highly esteemed (male) pianist into a sophisticated apartment. The man rudely 
ignores his hostess, walks over to the piano, and delivers it a "smashing blow with 
both palms." After having thus demonstrated his defiance of the traditional 
Victorian conception of art, he gives his concert. During the performance the 
audience "had glued a smile on their faces, like a false moustache," and one lady, 
her eyes shut "ecstatically," nods her head out of time with the music. This lady's 
silly and insensitive announcement, "I'm going to take off my shoes," ends this 
obvious jab at the false and provincial tastes of the cultural salon. 

In June 1919, a poetic variation of the "Musicale" was published in The 
New Republic, entitled "The Musicale: To A.H."146 Like its prose-version, the 
poem describes the banal failure of a studied musical audience to appreciate the 
profound beauty and evocative powers of music, but Coates steers clear of gender-
based cultural comments. "[T]hrice-trite" remarks are uttered by all of the 
audience and pain the speaker, who is himself stirred by powerful emotions. This 
time, the music performed is personified as a woman—a move that, of course, 
automatically debarred the author from any attacks on the opposite sex: "When the 
sonata's over,/ I'm silent, like some heart-o'erburdened lover,/ Who, when his 
lady looks, and leans, and sighs,/ Is dumb, and sees the light die in her eyes,/ and 
wretchedly dissects a bit of clover." In his self-conscious realization of his own 
awkwardness and futility, the lover-poet bears a strong resemblance to T.S. Eliot's 
pitiable J. Alfred Prufrock. The "comedy of masculine embarrassment played out 
before the eyes of intimidating women," which Ann Douglas identified as the 
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underlying theme of Eliot's poem,147 is, however, subservient to Coates's plea for 
the dramatic emotional response: 

His fingers are like flames, and the great chords 
Stamp out titanic measures, 'till the room 
Sways, pulses, rocks, throbs, then a steely 
Melody a gray cliff, the ring of swords, 
The rain, and the sea's uninterrupted boom . 
And then some one remarks, "How charming, really'" 

The two "Musicales" mark the end of the writer's personal journey of 
discovery of the value of culture. Following his discovery that culture was "a 
means of enriching one's daily life,"148 Coates adopted an anti-Victorian attitude 
In true modem fashion, he mockingly dismissed Victorian society as over-refined 
and feminized and showed his strong belief in the value of artistic integrity, 
sensitivity and emotional authenticity—aspects that continued to be of great 
importance during his career. 

The Yale Years: Some Conclusions 
Brendan Gill, Coates's later colleague at The New Yorker, once remarked that "the 
only conventional aspects of [Coates's] upbringing were his going to Yale and his 
liking it there."149 While he was certainly right that Coates enjoyed his studies, the 
young writer's criticism of the standards and climate of academic life, the 
university's cultivation of a "uniform of culture"150 and his misgivings about the 
hypocrisy and effeminacy of American culture, reveal that he was no run-of-the-
mill student. Like several of his literary generation, he had entered university with 
a conviction that although "college would be all right and probably fun,.. as a prepa
ration for a career it would certainly be useless."151 Determined to become a poet, he 
had no intention, in Matthew Josephson's words, to follow the majority of students 
who "settled down to the prosaic business of preparing to be doctors, lawyers, 
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teachers,"152 or to take much heed of Yale's tradition, as President Hadley told the 
class of 1919 in his welcoming speech, of training men for "church and civil state."153 

In his first years, the young writer struggled to rid himself of a sharp distrust 
of culture which he tended to regard as elitist, artificial, effeminate and snobbishly 
aloof from the common concerns of everyday life, and to discover a personal 
value of culture instead. Coates's feeling of cultural awakening grew during his 
Junior Year and was in fact concomitant with the writer's increasing modernity: his 
interest in harsh subject matter, his desire for truthfulness, and his attraction to the 
bohemian atmosphere of Greenwich Village reveal a modem in the making. 
Nevertheless, Coates was still too cautious a rebel to join in the cultural revolution 
that was being staged in New York. At Yale, Coates still felt a fairly strong 
allegiance to the traditional Victorian morality and belief in progress, as well as to 
the genteel notion that art and literature were moral and didactic enterprises which 
should "reflect the world, civilize the masses, and promote Christian virtue and 
civic order"15'1—a view that can be seen to have influenced his early literary 
aesthetics. An optimist with an inclination to play it safe, he dismissed the 
cynicism of Shaw, spoke harshly of the sensationalism, immorality and artistic 
freedom that he encountered in the works of Carl Sandburg, and praised O. Henry 
for his "clean and optimistic" work. The combination of Coates's optimistic 
idealistic tendency with a deep commitment to "truth" in both art and life, is 
reminiscent of the aesthetic position of William Dean Howells. Simultaneously, 
however, his attraction to the harsh, violent subject matter of naturalism, 
especially that of Frank Norris, indicates an awareness that in order to reveal the 
"real," the layer of idealism had to be stripped away, in much the same way as 
"the violet-colored veils" that Coates spoke so harshly of in 1918, had to be 
removed to make "men" of the students. The masculine bias that underlay these 
two interrelated thoughts is typical of America's modernization process as the 
nation progressed from nineteenth-century to twentieth-century values.155 

Along similar lines, Coates's desire for honesty, integrity and authenticity 
as well as his commitment to the American democratic ideal caused him to 
explore the art of the people. But unlike, for instance, the young Cummings who 
graduated from Harvard in the same year that Coates enrolled at Yale, Coates was 
not yet, or only very dimly, aware of the aesthetic implications of his distaste for 
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the undemocratic aspects of "culture," and his interest in popular or mass culture. 
It was only when he encountered the historical avant-garde in Paris during the 
early 1920s that this state of mind would be given both free reign and aesthetic 
justification. Nevertheless, his early interest in some of the manifestations of 
popular culture prepared the ground for his use of popular and mass culture in his 
literary output of the next decades. 

Finally, at Yale, Coates had not yet begun to doubt the accessibility and 
status of reality and was still far removed from the questions of representation that 
would inform much of his later work. Neither was he prepared to move away from 
the physical reality towards an increased subjectivity that marked his distinctly 
modernist writings of the next decades, as his somewhat superficial rejection of 
aestheticism, which some critics regard "an essential part" of the "inward turn" of 
modernism, may be seen to indicate.156 
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Chapter 3 

New York City and Woodstock 

In contrast to Europe, America emerged from the war not with a sense of despair 
at the end of civilization, but strengthened in its belief in "basic" American values. 
Both culturally and politically, the nation withdrew from the international scene, 
and turned increasingly conservative. The era was marked by Red scares, anti-
immigration laws and the rise of the new Ku Klux Klan into a national 
organization of over 3 million members. Before he replaced the Democrat 
Woodrow Wilson in the Oval Office, the Republican Warren Harding famously 
summed up the country's drive for "normalcy" in a speech of May 1920. What 
America needed, he said, was "not heroism, but healing, not nostrums but 
normalcy, not revolution but restoration, not agitation but adjustment, not surgery 
but serenity, not the dramatic but the dispassionate, not experiment but equipoise, 
not submergence in intemationality but sustainment in triumphant nationality."' 
Turning in on itself, and concentrating on business, economic expansion, and the 
advancement of technology, America became, in the eyes of its many cultural 
critics, "an industrial giant," but a spiritual and "emotional dwarf."2 

Despite constant and sometimes massive labor disruptions in almost all 
trades, industrial activity boomed, followed by a renewed increase in 
consumerism, although much of the new prosperity was based on debt. The nation 
entered another gilded age of "conspicuous consumption" in which, as a 
presidential research committee on social trends noted, "the efforts of family 
members are focused ... on buying a living."3 In this era, marked by an explosion 
of scientific discoveries and inventions (421,000 patents were granted in the US 
during the 1920s,)4 and the widespread adoption of so many new commodities and 
gadgets (immortalized in Sinclair Lewis's Babbitt) by spendthrift individuals, the 
advertising industry, too, continued to grow at an unprecedented rate. Also, at the 
time of Coates's graduation, the industry had been undergoing some profound 
changes. Developments in the graphic arts, an increased understanding of the 
psychology of the consumer, and an ever-wider adoption of installment selling 
turned the advertising agent, who before 1915 had been "merely a broker," into a 
trained expert who, as the presidential research committee noted, "made use of all 
the arts of publicity to arouse unsatisfied longings."5 

1 Quoted in Jay Martin, Nathanael West- The Art of His Life (London: Seeker & Warburg, 1970), 39. 
Fredenck J. Hoffman, The Twenties' American Writing m the Postwar Decade. Rev. ed. (New 

York: The Free Press, 1962), 11. 
3 Bradbury, The Modern American Novel, 58; Mitchell, Wesley C, chairman, Recent Social Trends 
m the United States Report of the President's Research Committee on Social Trends (New York and 
London: McGraw-Hill Book Company, 1933), 857. 
4 Recent Social Trends indicates that in the 1880s, 208,000 patents were granted in the United States. 
In successive decades the numbers were 221,000; 314,000; 384,000; and 421,000 for the 1920s. 
Recent Social Trends, 125. 

Recent Social Trends, 977, xxxvii. 
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Coates, too, entered the world of business after graduation and moved to 
New York City. For his first job out of college, he wrote publicity "about a variety 
of enthralling topics"6 for a "smallish newspaper-feature agency," the Press 
Service Company, on West Forty-Third Street. A friend of the office manager's 
son, the young graduate could move into a spare bedroom of their apartment on 
Momingside Heights. Since he could not tum up there until after dinner-time, 
Coates, as always "intensely curious" about the city, mostly spent the early 
evenings walking through New York in a methodical manner, taking "all the 
routes I could think of from my mid-town office to the Momingside Heights."8 As 
a result, he came to know "the ins and outs of Manhattan about as well as any 
other but a few thousand truck- and taxi-drivers did."9 The intense knowledge that 
he gained of New York's geography would go into much of his writings. 

For his next job, Coates worked for the United States Rubber Company, 
"writing little theses on the still more stirring subject of how to make rubber 
overshoes," but his heart was not in it.10 Like several other members of his literary 
generation who worked as copy-writers such as Malcolm Cowley, Hart Crane and 
F. Scott Fitzgerald, Coates regarded his position as little more than a necessary 
evil to provide him with an income, and certainly not as a future career." 

Throughout the period that he worked in publicity, he continued to write 
poetry. His one publication from this period was "In the Chinese Manner," again 
for The New Republic.12 Like "The Musicale: To A.H.," the poem expresses a 
tragic desire to appreciate beauty, this time in nature. Concise, precise and focused 
on suggestive sensory images, it is strongly reminiscent of Amy Lowell who, in 
1919, was collaborating on a translation of Chinese lyrics (published two years 
later as Fir-Flower Tablets). 

After eighteen months of working in business, Coates concluded that he 
needed more time and mental rest to explore and use his literary talents. In the 
spring of 1921 he exchanged New York City for the rural surroundings of 
Woodstock, in upstate New York. There, he rented a "one-room shack" in one of 
the Utopian art colonies that were established in Woodstock and the surrounding 

6 Tenth Anniversary of the Class of 1919 (New Haven. Yale University Press, 1929) Coates attended 
none of his class reunions, but did send the editorial committee reports on his career which were 
published in the anniversary books. 
7 RMC, "Walking," unpublished manuscript, undated, n.p (RMCP). 
8 Ibid. 
9 Ibid. 
10 See Tenth Anniversary of the Class of 1919, VFH, 42. 

The promotion of consumerism was in painful contrast with the social unrest that likewise 
characterized the early 1920s The situation must have been bom in on Coates by labor unrest at the 
U S Rubber Company. The manufacturer of tires, bathing caps, raincoats, and above all, rubber 
footwear (e g the renowned "Keds"), fell on hard times in 1920 and lost its leading market position 
during this decade Glenn D. Babcock, History of the United States Rubber Company A Case Study 
m Corporation Management (Bloomington. Bureau of Business Research, Graduate School of 
Business, Indiana University, 1966), 102, 140, 147, 155 
12 RMC, "In the Chinese Manner," The New Republic 20 (August 3, 1919) 54 
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area during the early years of the twentieth century.13 To sustain himself, he 
bought a "hundred-pound sack" of lentils, believing he could survive on those 
until winter came when weather conditions would necessitate a return to the city. 

For many young writers who turned their backs on the city (for instance 
William Slater Brown, Kenneth Burke, Hart Crane, Matthew Josephson, Allen 
Tate), country-life offered "a momentary stay against confusion," to use Frost's 
famous phrase, as well as an escape from the economy-oriented, urban-industrial 
"Waste Land" into the simplicity of a rapidly vanishing natural world. Coates, too, 
subscribed to Malcolm Cowley's statement that many of the members of his li
terary generation "had the Emersonian dream of establishing ourselves in some 
untouched Concord."15 Simultaneously, however, Coates artistically thrived on the 
city, and consciously sought it out when he needed inspiration. As a result, the 
writer would move back and forth between the city and the countryside during his 
entire life. The profound undecidedness that underlay the shifts from a metro
politan to a rural existence and the persistent feeling of belonging to neither place, 
became the central focus of his second novel, Yesterday's Burdens. 

In Woodstock, solitary, and with more time on his hands, Coates took long 
walks, enjoyed the peacefiilness and freedom of country-life and wrote poetry.16 

Some thirty of these unpublished poems survive today, stowed away in a large 
leather folder bearing the seal of the United States Rubber Company—a wryly 
amusing comment on Coates's worries about the impossibility to be an artist in a 
world devoted to commercial gain. 

Coates's early apprenticeship poems contain a fair number of traditional 
sonnets, hymns and ballads about such conventional romantic themes as frustrated 
love, the desire for death, and the evanescence of beauty. Several other poems, 
however, display considerable originality and reveal some of the directions that 
Coates's work would take later on in his career. Among these, "The Fog" is 
noteworthy. In this sonnet, Coates creates a grotesque and nightmarish landscape. 
Devoid of any human presence, but filled with personifications of both lifeless and 
natural phenomena, it points ahead to his later experiments in expressionist and 
surrealist writing. Like in T.S. Eliot's "The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock," the fog 
appears as a menacing entity: 

The roofs, in stumbling, ragged, ruinous rout, 
Climb up the hill and scatter at the top 
Like weary beasts that sprawl themselves about 
And munch, and stretch. Some others do not stop. 
But wander past the dim horizon line.... 

13 VFH, 200. The first colony at Woodstock was "Byrdcliffe," "an experiment in Utopian living 
inspired by the arts and crafts movement" of John Ruskin and William Moms, founded in 1902 by 
Ralph Radcliffe Whitehead. Another was "Maverick Colony," founded by Hervey White in 1904. 
http://www.kingston-ny com/arts/artshell/hyrd/byrd him Copyright Robert Selkowitz, 1995. 
14 VFH, 199. 
15 Malcolm Cowley, "Two Winters with Hart Crane," Sewanee Review LXVII (Autumn 1959): 550. 
16 See RMC to Reginald Marsh, May 16, 1921 (Archives of American Art, Reginald Marsh Papers). 

http://www.kingston-ny


64 Following Strangers, Parti 1897-1921 

A bleak wind shoves its cold, inquiring snout 
Into all comers, with a dreary whine 
And damp, contagious breath Like some wrung clout. 
The dirty sky drips on the city 

Fine, 
And soft, and ominous, the white fog steals 
Along the ways, draws an obscuring line 
Across the houses, tremulously feels 
And gropes with ghostly fingers through the trees 
A formless monster of uncertainties 

At this early stage, Coates did not yet realize or appreciate his skill at creating start
ling images "The Fog" is the only early poem that prepares us for the hallucinatory 
urban prose pieces that he would wnte dunng his expatnate years under the influence 
of the histoncal avant-garde 

Next to this isolated exercise in suneahst-expressionist writing, other poems 
reveal a marked interest in seventeenth-century "metaphysical" poetry and its 
conventions, notably wit, inventiveness and often elaborate stylistic maneuvers 
such as the conceit17 Brought to the reading public anew by Sir Herbert 
Grierson's 1912 edition of the poetry of John Donne and his later Metaphysical 
Poems and Lyrics of the 17th Century in 1921, metaphysical poetry was famously 
brought back into favor by Τ S Eliot in an influential essay of October 1921 18 

Coates's playful and neatly constructed poems, written before Eliot's essay 
appeared, display a metaphysical blending of emotion and rational thought and 
successfully capture the vitality and directness of the speaking voice that we 
associate with Donne ' 9 Instilled, however, with a distinctly modem sensibility, 
they fall in the category of pastiche,20 a technique that Coates would bring to 
fruition in his first novel, The Eater of Darkness The following is called "The 
Noose" 

I hold my whole life like a noose. 
Following you everywhere 
I hold it light and very loose 
To make the better snare 

Still like the frightened butterfly 

Ian Ousby (ed ), The Cambridge Guide to Literature in English (Cambridge Cambodge 
University Press, 1998), 623 
18 TS Eliot, "The Metaphysical Poets," Times Literary Supplement, 20 October 1921, 669-70 
Reprinted in Τ S Eliot, Selected Essays, 3 r d ed (London Faber & Faber Ltd , 1951), 281-91 The 
essay was a review of Herbert Grierson's anthology of metaphysical poetry for the Times Literary 
Supplement in October 1921 See A J Smith (ed ), John Donne Essays m Celebration (London 
Methuen & Co, Ltd, 1972), 27 

See, for instance, R G Cox, "The Poems of John Donne," in Bons Ford (cd ), A Guide to English 
Literature Part 3 From Donne to Marvell (Harmondsworth Penguin, 1982), 98-115 

0 I would like to thank Prof dr O Dekkers for this observation 
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You would elude the net; 
And like a gentle hunter, I 
Shall fling it round you yet. 

And though you flee across the field 
And flutter in the heather. 
Know that when captive you shall yield 
We'll both be bound together. 

The poem "R.S.V.P.," reminiscent of metaphysical poetry in its elaborate use of 
astronomical imagery, likewise reads as a modem adaptation of the metaphorical 
complexity and cleverness of John Donne and the imagery of Andrew Marvell. 
With its rhythmical regularity and playful romanticism, it is quite delightful in its 
simplicity and its Le Petit Prince-Wks images. Reminiscent also of Emily 
Dickinson, the poem runs as follows: 

Come, let us play among the stars, 
You on Venus, I on Mars: 
Or, faster than the fastest mail, 
We'll ride astride a comet's tail. 

So you may better hear them sing 
I'll herd the spheres into a ring: 
I'll readjust their natural courses 
And train them as you[r] hobby horses 

I'll count ten billion while you hide 
And then from star to star I'll stride 
To search, wherever you may be. 
And find you in Eternity. 

A third tendency to be noted in Coates's Woodstock poetry, related to his 
playful tendency towards pastiche, is a pronounced inclination for parody. An 
example is the following amusing mockery of the willed pose of romantic despair 
and world-weariness that Coates had already objected to at Yale: 

An armistice to joy; a truce to laughter. 
Let us be sad a while. Come let us weep. 
We'll think of all the loves we've lost. And after 
We've wrung our wet eyes dry, the loves we keep 
—that one most sad of all—shall start us afresh 
We'll press our hearts, like beets, into a sieve 
Holding them dripping up. And through the mesh 
We'll keep a count of all the drops they give. 

But stay! Love cannot keep us sorry long. 
We shall be bright as chipmunks after rain 
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Ere two days pass. We must devise a prong 
To tweak each other's noses, for that pain 
Can keep is sad through sunny weather. 
Come form a fellowship, and weep together. 

Finally, in some of Coates's poems we find an unromantic bluntness or brutality 
which shows Coates's fascination for physical violence—an important characteristic 
in his later fiction—and the exposure thereof. The opening quatrains of the following 
sonnet, untitled, offer a typical example: 

Why! Let me die, and hang me up to rot, 
Ganched on an iron hook, that all may see 
And cry: "He died of love!" Or bury me; 
Come, dig! And while my body is hot 
with love of you, lay me in that cool place 
Where fever shall not fret me, nor the chill 
Strike in that lovers know. And trample still 
More tightly down, the loam upon my face. 

In all, Coates's modem sensibility, his various deviations from set images and 
conventional thoughts, and his embrace of parody and pastiche indicate that the 
young poet, despite his adherence to the conventions of rhyme and meter, did not 
intend to tread into the footsteps of the past. 

While Coates was trying to find a poetic voice of his own, he was seriously dis
tracted by his lentils. As he wrote in his memoir: "In a sense they [the lentils] take 
your life over." Requiring first to be sorted, then soaked and finally boiled, lentils 
were all over Coates's shack in the various stages of being prepared. But, as he 
continued to narrate in his memoirs, if it had not been for the lentils, the next step 
in his career—his departure for Europe—might not have occurred as soon as it 
did. One evening, round dinner-time, his father paid him an unexpected visit: "I 
can still see my father, sitting opposite me at my kitchen table, looking first at the 
dish of lentils I had set before him and then at me. ... Finding me in that little 
shack, with that kind of food before me, must have been to him, much as if he had 
found me living as a squatter in the desert or had arrived just in time to rescue me 
from a Bowery bread line."21 At the sight of Robert's sacrifices, Frederick Coates 
was finally convinced of his son's determination to become a writer. And, after 
having financed his education at Yale, he was now willing to pay for the journey 
to Europe which Coates, like so many young American writers before and with 
him, had been hoping for. 

21 VFH, 201. For a description of the recession of 1921, see RMC, "South Street and The Sea, Or the 
Hidden Port of New York," The New York Times Magazine, August 24 1924, 4. 
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Chapter 4 

Expatriation: Literary Paris in the 1920s 

Exile 
Coates sailed to France in the winter of 1921. At that time, American expatriation 
was becoming a "fast-developing artistic and generational trend"1 and as a result, 
as the writer complained in his memoirs, he "automatically became an 'exile' and 
a part of the 'Lost Generation.'"2 Coates was uneasy about the self-evident 
application of these terms to what he felt to be a personal decision. Indeed, their 
aptness has been greatly debated: many have felt that the phrase "Lost 
Generation"—originally used in Europe to refer to the age cohort who died in 
World War I;3 then applied to the American young and given wide popularity by 
Hemingway's The Sun Also Rises (1926)—was an unfortunate misnomer, while 
the word "exile" seemed to many to unjustly turn the American youngsters into 
martyrs.4 Considerations of terminology aside, Coates especially disliked to be 
treated as a mere "cipher in a procession"5 and was unwilling to grant that his 
personal motives could be fitted into the larger pattern that social historians 
described. Nettled, an older Coates voiced this objection on several occasions, for 
instance in one of his many articles for The New Yorker. "[A]s a young man I went 
to France—on what I always thought was my own initiative, until the social 
historians got to delving into the period and I learned that I'd actually been following, 
sheeplike, in the tracks of a mass manifestation called 'the literary exodus' of a group 

Malcolm Bradbury, Dangerous Pilgrimages Transatlantic Mythologies and the Novel (New York 
Viking, 1996), 309. 
2 VFH, 42. Italics mine For a very similar expression of uneasiness, see Matthew Joscphson, Lije 
Among the Surrealists A Memoir (New York. Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1962), 8-9. 
3 Marc Dolan, Modern Lives: A Cultural Re-Reading of "The Lost Generation" (West Lafayette, 
Indiana: Purdue University Press, 1996), 16. 
4 Matthew Josephson refers to the term "lost generation" as a "monumental misnomer" in Life 
Among the Surrealists, 9. Josephine Herbst calls it a "lamentable label" in "Nathanael West," Kenyan 
Review 23 (Autumn 1961). 617. See also Malcolm Cowley's Exile't Return: A Literary Odyssey oj 
the 1920s, rev.ed. (New York: Viking Press, 1951), 3-4. Various terms have been used (and debated) 
to describe the artists' departure from their native land. Harry Levin in "Literature and Exile" in The 
Listener (October 15, 1959): 613-17 uses the term "spiritual exile"; Terry Eagleton distinguishes 
between exiles and emigres in Exiles and Emigr s (London: Studies in Modem Literature, 1970); 
Mary McCarthy in a rather over-simplified article sees important differences between "exiles, 
expatriates and internal emigres" in an article by that name in The Listener (Nov 25, 1971): 705-08. 
More recently, Gerald Kennedy in his Imagining Paris' Exile, Writing and American Identity (New 
Haven, London: Yale University Press, 1993) chose to use the phrase "internal exile," while Donald 
Pizer, in his American Expatriate Writing and the Paris Moment Modernism and Place (Baton 
Rouge, London: Louisiana State University Press, 1996) uses the term "self-exile," which is well-
chosen, since it expresses both the sclf-dccidedness, and the real need to escape America's stifling 
atmosphere that many Americans felt. A recent revision of the concept of the "lost generation" is 
offered in Dolan, Modern Lives. 
5 BS, 71. 
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called 'the lost generation.' It is always unsettling to be told that one's motives are 
not what one thinks they are."6 

An arch-individualist with a strong dislike for theorizing to boot, Coates 
was also among those who objected to Malcolm Cowley's explanation for the 
exodus in his classic Exile's Return.7 In that "epic-making" book the lost 
generation chronicler explained the departure for Europe as the culmination of a 
long process of deracination or alienation during which his generation had been 
denied access to their own cultural heritage, and been unable to form a distinct 
American identity or a genuine national self-consciousness.8 Although the exact 
nature of Coates's objections to Cowley's generational paradigm is unknown, his 
skepticism at having been made part of an abstract theory which ignored the 
autonomous individual for the sake of the group is clear from such remarks to 
Kenneth Burke as, "After all, haven't we all a position to maintain, as symbols of 
something, in Malcolm's book?"9 

Allergic to embroidery (especially of the self-important variety), he 
preferred to take a commonsensical and straightforward view of his own actions, 
eliminating all elements that could be considered remotely braggart. His reasons 
for going to France had been "quite uncomplicated," he retrospectively said. "I 
went because so many of my friends were going and also because I wanted to 
write, and the climate was such that rightly or wrongly one felt one could write 
better abroad."10 For Coates, then, the cultural climate of Europe, with its 
traditional respect for writers and artists, seemed to simply hold a higher promise 
and a greater license for a literary life than America: "the desire to get away from 
the full-time job, relegating writing to a hole-in-the-comer operation; the desire to 

6 RMC, "Four Inches of Snow," The New Yorker 29 (February 13, 1954): 67. 
7 Next to Coates, Katharine Anne Porter and Kenneth Burke also registered objections to Cowley's 
paradigm. See Hans Bak, Malcolm Cowley: The Formative Years (Athens & London: The University of 
Georgia Press, 1993), 585. Likewise, in an interview with Malcolm Bradbury, Glenway Wescott said the 
following about American expatriation during the 1920s: "I especially deride the theory that we were 
dissatisfied with our native land, as a place morally repressive or culturally and or that we were 
maladjusted in the matrix culture or felt easier or more forceful, somewhere abroad" and then lists Emest 
Hemingway, Kathanne Anne Porter, John Dos Passos, and the composers Virgil Thompson, Roger 
Sessions, and Henry Cowell as people who could not be fitted into such theories of alienation. Transcript 
of BBC broadcast of "Paris, France: Amencan Literary Expatnates in Paris," 1960 (Malcolm 
Bradbury Papers, Lilly Library, Indiana University, Bloomington). See also Dolan, Modem Lives, 9-
47. 
8 Donald G. Parker, Warren Herendeen, "KB & MC: An Interview with Kenneth Burke," The Visionary 
Company A Magazine of the Twenties (Summer 1987): 93. According to Bak, the "pattern of generatio
nal experience outlined in Exile's Return is indeed fictional as much as historical." Bak, Malcolm 
Cowley, 471. As such. Exile's Return may fruitfully be compared to Hemingway's A Moveable Feast. 
Like Hemingway, Cowley defined the members of his generation in relation to a mythical pattern, 
excluding those whose actions or convictions did not conform to it. See Pizer, American Expatriate 
Writing and the Pans Moment, 20. 
9 RMC to Kenneth Burke, August 23, 1951 (KBP). 
10 Quoted in Bradbury, Dangerous Pilgrimages, 335 
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live as a writer, to really be one, was paramount."11 Coates was a stubborn man, 
too stubborn to see that his personal motives were by no means unique, but it is 
interesting to note that objections such as he raised would be met and discussed by 
future social and literary historians.12 

Inevitably, Coates's arch-individualistic bent of mind colored his 
recollections of his expatriate experience. In the aptly named The View from Here, 
he is surprisingly reticent about the literary aspects of his sojourn in Europe, and 
largely refrains from volunteering information about the "complex world of perso
nalities, salons, cafés, exhibitions, performances, magazines, presses, artistic mee
tings, drinking bouts and suicides"13 that tends to fill the many memoirs that were 
written about the period. Rather than focusing on the literary expatriate scene, 
Coates talks in great detail, and very entertainingly, about such unliterary personal 
events as a canoeing trip in Normandy with Coates's close friend, the artist and 
"amateur naturalist"14 Jim Butler; the climbing of a mountain in Italy with the 
caricaturist Wynn Holcomb; and his solitary walking spree from Paris to Lyon to 
visit Harold Loeb, the founder and co-editor of the avant-gardist little magazine 
Broom, in Rome. Coates's The View from Here differs from other Left Bank-
memoirs in that the narrator does not credit himself with any participation in the 
literary scene, or aligns himself with the literary crowd, which is only fleetingly 
mentioned. As a result, the picture that surfaces from his memoir is that of an 
idiosyncratic outsider and an observer; a presence, rather than a participant in the 
literary scene. 

In a late letter to fellow outsider and ex-expatriate writer Edward Dahl-
berg, Coates sketches a similar picture of non-participation. Displaying the 
modernist insistence on the originality and authenticity of the individual artist, 
Coates wrote: "I eschewed ... Montparnasse, but I also eschewed the French 
(writers, that is) looking down my nose at Malcolm Cowley, Matty Josephson, 
etc., who cultivated [the French surrealist writers] Aragon, Soupault, and so on. I 
was damned if I was going to be contaminated by anyone!"15 In fact, Coates 
claimed that in his early career, he "didn't even want to associate with any writers 
of whatever nationality ... preferring first musicians, among whom most of my 
friends were, and then, after getting to France, visual artists."16 These statements 

" VFH,43. 
1 For instance, in Dangerous Pilgrimages Bradbury takes care not to create a communal, mythical, or 
one-sided vision of the American expatriate experience of the Twenties and concludes that "no single 
explanation will ever sum up the issue" of why the mass migration occurred Bradbury, Dangerous 
Pilgrimages, 335. For an extensive treatment of this issue, illustrated, in fact, by Coates's resistance to the 
concept of generational identity, see Marc Dolan, Modern Lives, 43-47. 
13 Bradbury, Dangerous Pilgrimages, 330-31. 
"' RMC to Gustave Lobrano, July 12 [1941] (TNYR). 
15 RMC to Edward Dahlberg, February 24, 1968 (EDC). For similarities between Dahlberg and 
Coates's views of themselves as "outsiders," see Charles DeFanti, The Wages of Expectation A 
Biography of Edward Dahlberg (New York University Press, New York, 1978), 260. 
16 RMC to Edward Dahlberg, February 24, 1968 (EDC). 
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of literary independence—not untypical of any writer—are somewhat exaggerated. 
In Paris, although he was a "lonewolf," both in a personal and a literary sense, 
Coates was not quite the isolated, self-sufficient outsider that he remembered.17 

The writer's remarks do illuminate the highly idiosyncratic literary course that he 
chose to take during his career. What we should recognize in the older Coates's 
words, then, is less an obnoxious writer's claim to exclusivity than a reflection on 
a young writer's determination to take the fullest personal advantage of Paris and 
its artistic climate of daring and ostensibly limitless experimentation in order to 
"[win his] own discipline in secret and without aid," as T.S. Eliot recommended.18 

Paris: 1921-1923 
In the year of Coates's arrival in Paris the city also welcomed, among many others, 
Sherwood Anderson, Harold Steams, Malcolm Cowley, Gorham Munson, 
Matthew Josephson, Arthur Moss, Florence Gilliam, Alfred Kreymborg, Harold 
Loeb, Man Ray, Djuna Barnes, Ernest Hemingway and Robert McAlmon—some 
of whom would come to play an important role in Coates's expatriate years. Upon 
arrival, the young writer found lodgings at 9 La Rue de la Grande Chaumière, just 
off the Boulevard du Montparnasse. Living within a stone's throw of the expatriate 
cafés Le Dôme and La Rotonde, he found himself in the heart of the bohemian 
American Quarter, which had come to bear not a small resemblance to New 
York's Greenwich Village, ironically enough the very place that some of the 
American "exiles" had wanted to escape from.19 Perhaps because he had been only 
marginally acquainted with Greenwich Village before coming to Paris, Coates was 
much excited by the ostentatiously bohemian spectacle that was being staged in 
Montparnasse, as evidenced, for instance, in the annual "Bal des Quatres Arts." He 
outlined the coming festival—which he later decided not to attend—to Reginald 
Marsh, the future social realist painter whom he had befriended at Yale: 

About five thousand people are there, all painters, models, etc. They drink more 
than any other gathering could ever be supposed to drink. They dance in the 
tremendous pavilion at Magic City, they overflow all over the rest of the place. 
They make love, they tear each other's clothes off; they screw each other in comers, 
on the balcony, in the middle of the dance floor, they have a parade of the lady 
guests ..., they have a hospital to give first aid to the sick, so they can go back and 
get drunk again - it is the Feast of Astaroth, the Bachanalia and the Roman Carnival 
of Venus under Lucullus all rolled in one, with a tang of the esprit gaulois, and if 
you don't get here in time to go to it you might as well stay away till next Spring.20 

17 Arthur H Moss, "A Soft Note of Introduction," introduction to RMC, The Eater of Darkness 
(Pans: Contact Editions, 1926). 
18 John Hayward (ed.), TS Eliot, Selected Prose (London: Penguin Books, 1953), 178. 
19 See Bak, Malcolm Cowley, 179-80 and Ann Douglas, Terrible Honesty: Mongrel Manhattan in 
the 1920s (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1995), 109. 
20 RMC to Reginald Marsh, n.d. [early 1922] (Archives of American Art, Reginald Marsh Papers). 
Despite his flamboyant advertisement of the ball, however, Coates decided to spend the evening 
instead with Nina Hamnett, a British portrait painter who "adored" him. Robert McAlmon, Being 
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Coates thoroughly enjoyed the café-life of the American Quarter and was often 
seen at his "favorite" bar Café du Dôme which he treasured as "the home of the 
impr vu and the unpredictable."21 Coates loved to immerse himself in the life of 
the bohemian crowd. His alleged love of solitude notwithstanding, he considered 
Le Dôme "a grand place to meet people,"22 and visited it often enough for 
Matthew Josephson to sneer that "Coates had given up his career in advertising in 
New York to settle down in the Dôme."23 The writer's liking of the place was so 
great that "later on, back in New York, I tried many times to get some place which 
would be a similar meeting place, but it never seemed to work—Paris was the 
place for it."24 

Parisian café-life was valuable for the writer because he there encountered 
the memorable atmosphere of artistic equality that made Robert McAlmon feel 
(although he meant this cynically) that they were all "geniuses together."25 For 
Coates, the hospitable and egalitarian artistic climate in Paris was reminiscent of 
the Cripple Creek gold-mining district in Colorado where he had lived as a boy. In 
both regions, he wrote, "with everyone striving for new strikes or new discoveries, 
anyone might strike it rich, and meanwhile there was room for all."26 In contrast 
to, for instance, Hemingway, who felt that the state of mind in the American 
Quarter was "principally contempt,"27 Coates fondly remembered how, in the early 

Geniuses Together, 1920-1930, Revised with Additional Material hy Kay Boyle (Garden City, New 
York: Doubleday, 1968), 49, 248. In her book of memoirs, Nina Hamnett discusses her feelings for a 
nameless American whom we can easily identify as Robert Coates: "I met at the [cafe] Pâmasse an 
Amencan who had the brightest, reddest hair, I had ever seen He had small blue eyes, the colour of a 
turquoise, and a freckled face. He was very tall and looked as if his arms and legs might come 
unhooked at any moment. He spoke very slowly I had not been in love since the incident of the Pole 
and immediately on seeing this vision with such red hair, I began to 'sit up and take notice '" Nina 
Hamnett, Laughing Torso Reminiscences of Nina Hamnett (New York: R. Long & R.R. Smith, Ine, 
1932), 222. In her account of the ball, Hamnett desenbed how she spent the evening with the 
unidentified American above: "I dined with the red-haired American and we went to watch the 
people enter the ball at Luna Park ... [He] lived in a Hotel which is on the Quays at the comer of the 
Pont Neuf, and near the statue of Henry IV. We went to Les Halles and bought two bottles of white 
wine which we took back to the hotel. His conversation I thought completely 'gaga,' but the red hair 
made up for it and we drank the wine. I stayed at the hotel and at eight-thirty in the morning we 
decided to take one of the river boats and go down the river." Hamnett, Laughing Torso, 224. 
21 RMC, "Pilgrimage," unpublished manuscript, undated, 2 (RMCP). 
22 Transcript of BBC broadcast of "Paris, France: American Literary Expatriates in Pans," 1960 
(Malcolm Bradbury Papers, Indiana University, Lilly Library, Bloomington). 
23 Matthew Josephson, preface to Hugh Ford (ed.), The Left Bank Revisited. Selections from the 
Pans Tribune, 1917-1934 (University Park: Pennsylvania University Press, 1972). 
24 Bradbury (ed.), "Pans, France," 21. 
25 The title of Robert McAlmon's famous memoir, Being Geniuses Together: An Autobiography 
(London: Seeker and Warburg, 1938); republished as Being Geniuses Together, 1920-1930, Revised 
with Additional Material by Kay Boyle (Garden City, New York: Doubleday, 1968). 
26 VFH, 212-13. 

See a rejected passage from the final text of The Sun Also Rises, quoted in Humphrey Carpenter, 
Geniuses Together: American Writers in Paris in the 1920s (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 
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1920s, the atmosphere was congenial, and the major artists highly accessible. As a 
result, "[y]ou didn't have to make an appointment, and a pilgrimage, to meet 
Léger, Picasso, Satie, [Jules] Pascin, Juan Gris, Tristan Tzara or Brancusi, to 
mention a few names at random. You found them sitting at a table nearby on the 
terrasse of the Café du Dôme, the Select or the Rotonde, in the Montparnasse 
Quarter, or the Deux Magots in the Saint-Germain."28 As the "random" list above 
indicates, the young Coates had a particular interest in the plastic arts—an interest 
that later manifested itself in his position as art-critic for The New Yorker. Indeed, 
many of his earliest and closest acquaintances were visual artists, for instance, 
Reginald Marsh, Edmund Duffy, Jim Butler, Ivan Oppfer, Nina Hamnett, Wynn 
Holcomb, Juan Gris, Peggy Guggenheim (who referred to Coates as "one of our 
best friends in Paris"),29 Guggenheim's first husband and "King of Montparnasse" 
Laurence Vail (who was "devoted" to Bob, sharing his love of "plays on words, 
parables, non sequiturs,"30 and remained a lifelong friend), Mary Reynolds (the 
future surrealist bookbinder and former mistress of Vail), Julian Levi and Raphael 
Sabatini (all three of whom Coates provided with letters of introduction to 
Reginald Marsh, then active in New York).31 Whether fearful of "contamination" 
by other writers or not, Coates also struck up meaningful friendships with such 
literary figures as Arthur Moss, Florence Gilliam, Matthew Josephson, Malcolm 
Cowley, Harold Loeb, Ford Madox Ford, Robert McAlmon, Gertrude Stein, and 
Ernest Hemingway. He also spent many a night prowling around Parisian bars and 
was part of Cowley's group of friends on the well-documented Bastille night of 
1923, when the future spokesman of the lost generation was "seized with a 
passionate desire for significant action," socked the patron of La Rotonde on the 

1988), 109. Compare Malcolm Cowley: "[Hemingway] was not often seen at the Dôme after his 
arrival from Toronto; he had begun to speak of it contemptuously " Malcolm Cowley, A Second 
Flowering: Work and Days of the Lost Generation (New York: Viking Press, 1973), 59. 
28 RMC, "Introduction" to The Eater of Darkness (New York: Putnam Capricorn Books, 1959), x. 
29 Peggy Guggenheim, Out of This Century: Informal Memoirs of Peggy Guggenheim (New York: 
The Dial Press, 1946), 46. See also Peggy Guggenheim, Out of This Century: Confessions of an Art 
Addict (New York. Universe Books, 1979), 38. Other details of their relationship documented in 
these pages include Coates's sharing Guggenheim's stomach medicine ("When we started living in 
Paris I was quite sick because of my pregnancy, and I took some medicine every day. Bob Coates, 
having no idea what was wrong with me, and as he himself was suffering from some stomach 
disturbance, insisted on trying my medicine") and Coates as the cause of a major fight (one of many) 
between Vail and Guggenheim over money ("Bob Coates wanted to borrow $200 from Florenz 
[Laurence] in order to go back to America. For some reason I took this badly and would not let 
Florenz have the money. He had to refuse it to Bob"). 
30 Jacqueline B. Weld, Peggy, the Wayward Guggenheim (New York: Dutton, 1986), 56. Coates's 
stepdaughter and her husband remembered how Coates and Vail, when they saw each other, spoke 
French and would "behave like little boys together. They could be mean and nasty." Ingrid and 
Rennard Waldron, interview by author, Westport Point, MA, July 12, 1997. 
31 See correspondence between Coates and Reginald Marsh of the early 1920s. One of Coates's 
letters contains two Coates drawings; one of Levi—which Coates erroneously spelled "Levy"—and 
one of Sabatini (Archives of American Art, Reginald Marsh Papers). 
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jaw and became a "dadaist celebrity" overnight. Finally, he became intimately 
involved with some of the expatriate literary magazines (especially the little-
known Gargoyle), and frequently attended literary parties at the houses of Ezra 
Pound and Ford Madox Ford, both of whom he remembered as great party-
givers.33 

Because of Coates's modest account of his expatriate experience, and the 
shortage of relevant research material, neither the number nor the nature of 
Coates's connections in Paris can be adequately determined. Memoirs from the 
1920s suggest that the writer was a familiar presence in Montparnasse, or at the 
least, in the words of Malcolm Cowley, "a perambulatory landmark":34 

Very tall, square-shouldered, close to being gaunt in those days when money for 
meals was a problem, he had a big head (7 3/4) and a solemn oblong face surmoun
ted by a jungle of crinkly red hair through which he couldn't push a comb. His eyes 
were sky-blue, his cheeks were pink, and, as he slowly bicycled through the Paris 
streets, people stared at him from sidewalk tables. 'He looked like a flag,' Janet 
Planner said.35 

Coates's explorations of Paris were not limited to the cafés and con
finements of the American Quarter, especially not after the initial months. On the 
contrary, as the writer recalled: "[In France] I tried hard to fit in, I worked at it. It 
was somehow important to me not only to be in France and to speak French, but 
also as far as possible to be French."36 He was greatly interested in the geography 
of Paris and, just as in New York, he strove to create a "concept" of the city by 
endlessly walking its streets, concentrating on those "regions [of Paris] no one I 
knew visited but myself."37 Absorbing the city's sites and geography in this 
manner satisfied his curiosity, and simultaneously provided him with an income: 
Coates partly supported himself by writing local color articles about little-known 

32 Bak, Malcolm Cowley, 264-65. 
33 Coates speaks about Ford's parties in an interview with Malcolm Bradbury, 1960, "Paris France," 
21. In his memoirs, he expresses his gratitude to Ezra Pound for the atmosphere "of equality between 
the older and more-established artists and the young newcomers" at Pound's house, one street away 
from Coates's address. VFH, 212. 
34 Key memoirs of the 1920s that mention Coates include Harold A. Loeb, The Way it Was (New 
York: Criterion, 1959); Gorham B. Munson, The Awakening Twenties A Memoir—Literary History 
of the 1920s (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1985); Jimmy "the Barman" Charters, 
This Must Be the Place: Memoirs of Montparnasse, ed. by Merill Cody with an introd. by Emest 
Hemingway (London: Herbert Joseph, 1934); Gertrude Stein, The Autobiography of Alice B. Tokios 
(New York: Harcourt Brace, 1933); Robert McAlmon, Being Geniuses Together (1938; 1968); 
Malcolm Cowley, Exile's Return (1934; 1951); Matthew Josephson, Life Among the Surrealists. A 
Memoir (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1962); Nina Hamnett, Laughing Torso (1932); 
Peggy Guggenheim, Out of This Century (1946; 1979). 
35 Malcolm Cowley, "Afterword" to Yesterday's Burdens, Lost American Fiction Series, edited by 
Matthew J. Bmccoli (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 1975), 258. 
36 VFH, 214. 
37 VFH, 206. 
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areas in Paris ("the older and quainter the better,") which were published in the 
Sunday magazine sections of The New York Times and the New York Tribune?* 

During his many perambulations through Paris, Coates regularly bumped 
into Gertrude Stein, who likewise enjoyed the workaday parts of the city, and 
Alice B. Toklas who "wrote" in her autobiography: "It is extraordinary in wande
ring about Paris how very few people you know you meet, but we often met 
Coates hatless and red-headed in the most unexpected places."39 The writer had 
made the women's acquaintance in late 1921 or early 1922 at the Parisian suite of 
the Willie Dunbar Jewetts, an American couple that Stein and Alice Toklas had 
met during the war.40 He became a frequent visitor at their famous apartment on 
27 Rue de Fleuras, off the Luxembourg Gardens, where the two women "made the 
most wonderful atmosphere for a young writer that I can possibly imagine," as he 
remembered it.41 The affection was mutual and "Gertrude Stein became quite 
attached to Robert Coates. He had a pretty velvety voice and gentle ways."42 Soon, 
Coates became "a Rue de Fleurus favorite."43 

Stein and Coates struck up a life-long friendship during which each made 
several attempts to further the other's literary career by openly promoting the 
other's work: Stein recommended Coates's first novel to expatriate publisher 
Robert McAlmon, supported him twice in his applications for a John Simon 
Guggenheim Fellowship, in 1928 and in 1935, and reviewed his second novel, 
Yesterday's Burdens, for Scribner 's Magazine—a review that was never printed. 
Convinced of Coates's original creative potential, she praised him in her notorious 
Autobiography as one of the very few writers who "have an individual sense of 

RMC, "The Thursdays with Ross," unpublished ms. (James Thurber Collection, Beinecke Rare 
Book and Manuscript Library, Yale University, New Haven, Connecticut). 
39 Stein, The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas, 206. 
40 James R. Mellow, Charmed Circle: Gertrude Stem & Company (New York: Praeger Publishers, 
1974), 253, 254. A full account of the meeting of Stein and Coates appears in Stein's The 
Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas: "I remember the day very well. It was a cold, dark day, on an 
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because I had blown the claxton at a policeman trying to get him out of our way and she had received 
one by going the wrong way around a post. Alright, said a red-haired young man and immediately he 
was down and back. The light is on, he announced. How did you know which my car was, asked 
Gertrude Stein. Oh I knew, said Coates." Stein, The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas, 205-06. For 
Coates's description of Stein's appearance, see VFH, 213. 
41 Bradbury (ed.), "Paris France," 21. 
42 Alice B. Toklas, What Is Remembered (New York, Chicago, San Francisco: Holt, Rinehart and 
Winston, 1963), 110. 

W.G. Rogers, Gertrude Stein is Gertrude Stein is Gertrude Stein- Her Life and Works. Women of 
America Series (New York: Thomas Y. Crowell Company, 1973), 110. In one of his letters to 
Dorothy Olding, Coates's literary agent at Harold Ober Associates, Coates described how Rogers 
once came to see him about the letters that Stein had written him: "I had to tell him 1 didn't have any. 
I was very Dada in those days and besides I'd been moving a lot and I just hadn't saved them. Well, 
he was a nice guy, if a bit over-serious, and he looked off into space for a moment before replying. 
'That's funny,' he said finally. 'She saved yours.' My face still bums when I think of it." RMC to 
Dorothy Olding, March 13, 1972; see also Olding to RMC, March 17, 1972 (HOA). 
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words.' It followed that "Gertrude Stein took a very deep interest in Coates's 
work as soon as she showed it to her. She said he was the one young man who had 
an individual rhythm, his words made a sound to the eyes, most people's words 
don't."45 In his turn, Coates helped try and persuade the Macaulay Publishing 
Company in New York to publish an abridged version of The Making of 
Americans in 1930 (likewise in vain), and reviewed her work favorably in The 
New Yorker.46 

Whereas many people consider(ed) much of Stein's work obscurantist in 
the extreme,47 Coates praised the modernist for having introduced "an almost 
mathematical lucidity ... into the treatment of the English language."48 Indeed, the 
writer understood that Stein's "primary stylistic goal [was] accuracy of verbal 
precision" and admired her efforts to "reword the world."49 The writers 
recognized in each other a similar outlook on language. Stein's belief that Coates 
had "an individual sense of words" clearly indicates that she considered the young 
writer a kindred spirit, a fellow inventor who enjoyed "engineering with words," 
in Kenneth Burke's words, as much as she herself did.50 

Coates considered Stein one of the three major gold-diggers in the bustling 
literary mining camp that was Paris: "[i]n the field of literature we had three titans 
leading the way," he later wrote in his memoirs, "Gertrude Stein, James Joyce and 
Ezra Pound—who in their separate fashions were manipulating the English 
language in ways that had never been done before."51 Of these three modernists, 

4 4 Stein, The Autobiography of Alice B. Tokios, 245-46. 
4 5 Ibid., 206. 

4 6 Ibid., 253. 
4 7 In the early 1930s, The New York Public Library shelved Stein's Tender Buttons under "Eccentric 
Literature," a shelf of books by people who are "goofy." Lindley W. Hubbell to Gertrude Stein, 
November 2, 1932 (GSC). See also letter by the New York Public Library to a "Mr. A Β Toklag" of 
June 24, 1932 (GSC). 
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unintelligibihty in a 1934 interview with William Lundell on the occasion of her visit to the United 
States: "Look here, being intelligible is not what it seems, after all these things are a matter of habit. 
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... putting it in other words ... but I mean by understanding enjoyment. If you go to a football game 
you don't have to understand it in any way except the football way and all you have to do with Four 
Saints is to enjoy it in the Four Saints way which is the way I am, otherwise I would not have written 
it in that way." Gertrude Stein, interview by William Lundell, November 12, 1934 (GSC). 
4 9 Richard Bridgman, Gertrude Stein in Pieces (New York: Oxford University Press, 1970), xv; 
William H. Gass, "Gertrude Stein and the Geography of the Sentence" in The World Within the 
Word Essays by William H Gass (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1978), 80. Stein discussed her 
explorations of the random relationship between objects and words lucidly in her essay "Words and 
Repetition": "I began to wonder ... just what one saw when one looked at anything really looked at 
anything. Did ... it make itself by description by a word that meant it or did it make itself by a word 
in itself. I became more and more excited about how words which were the words that made 
whatever I looked at look like itself were not the words that had in them any quality of description." 
Quoted in Gass, World Within the Word, 81. 
5 0 Kenneth Burke, "Engineering with Words," The Dial 74 (April 1923): 408-12. 
51 RMC, "Introduction" to The Eater of Darkness (New York: Putnam Capricorn, 1959), iv. See also 
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Coates reverenced Stein above all, and mindful of the great rivalry that existed 
between Stein and Joyce (and their fans), declared himself "a Gertrude Stein 
man."52 The reasons are clear. For one thing, Stein's "single key" was vastly more 
attractive to Coates than Joyce's "cosmic scale."53 Throughout his career, Coates's 
literary scope remained small and his sparsely populated novels often concentrated 
on rendering the sensibility and psychology of the single individual. Also, 
although Coates admired Joyce as an innovator, he was suspicious of the writer's 
intentions, disturbed by the artificiality of his work and irritated by the 
impenetrable surface of his fiction.54 At Yale, where Coates may have read 
Dubliners, he had described him as "that Irishman who depends on smell entirely 
to get his effects."55 Indeed, the suspicion that Joyce and other modernists were 
merely straining after effect in an overly ponderous fashion stayed with him. In 
1934, Coates confessed to serious misgivings when Malcolm Cowley presented 
him with a set of Proust's work. Although he came to deeply admire Proust, he 
had at first "thought that [like Joyce and Gide] the thing would be so much in the 
trick alone, and the trick would have been by now so thoroughly exploited, and 
there'd be so much dead weight about it generally—well, to sum up, I thought that 
probably I'd never get through it and that really I wouldn't need to."56 Joyce's 
sheer complexity was equally overwhelming: as late as 1969, Coates admitted that 
he had "never been able to get all the way through Joyce (I always bog down in 
the Dublin part: I can't see why anyone has to read anything with a syllabus and 
guidebook alongside)."57 In Stein's work, by contrast, Coates detected no such 
artificial and intellectual "trickery" which robbed art of life. Stein's work, however 
abstract, embraced actual human experience. The true connection between art and 
life was tangible at the Rue de Fleurus, as Bernard Fay, another frequenter of 
Stein's salon and translator of The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas into English, 
testified: "When you enter the drawing room [of Stein and Toklas] ... you feel that 
modernity there is not a trick, but a way of living and a real life. It is not a craze; it 
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America 4, no. 5 (February 1936): 43, 66-67 
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56 RMC to Malcolm Cowley, December 28 [1934] (MCC) 
57 RMC to Malcolm Cowley, August 31, 1969 (MCC) 
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is a pleasure, and for years it has been so." Fay, who abhorred ostentation and 
fakery as much as Coates, felt that "Miss Stein is a great relief in a world where 
everybody is pompous, and particularly in literary circles."59 

In Paris, Coates also made the acquaintance of his fellow Stein-protégé 
Ernest Hemingway, who had recently (in December 1921 ) arrived from Toronto. 
The two young writers became, in Coates's words, "fairly good friends."60 

Inevitably, the pair of them boxed together. As Coates remembered: "Ernest was a 
very good boxer. I can't see him boxing with Gertrude Stein, except verbally, 
which he did, but he and I used to go to the cellar of the Old America Artist's Club 
on the Boulevard Raspail pretty regularly, and box there. He was much better than 
I, and I think he did a good deal to teach me, it was all good clean fun. Then we'd 
go to a bar and lose our carefully gained conditioning as best we could."61 In 
addition to boxing and drinking, they also "walked about a good deal, talked, 
visited back and forth (in Paris) and so on."62 Also, Coates introduced Hemingway 
to Gertrude Stein, or so the writer and cartoonist James Thurber, a close friend of 
Coates from the late 1920s onwards, wrote in a biographical sketch on the writer 
in 1930.63 If true, this information might clear up the curious fact that Hemingway 
himself speaks of meeting Stein in the Luxembourg Gardens,64 whereas 
Hemingway's biographers mention that the young writer met Stein in February 
1922 after having been invited to her apartment on the basis of Sherwood 
Anderson's letter of introduction.65 Coates, who frequently traversed the 
Luxembourg Gardens, may well have been strolling in the park with Hemingway, 
and could have performed the formalities that would almost certainly have been 
required for the very first meeting between the young aspiring writer and his 
formidable future mentor to take place. 

Next to modernism in its many guises, a particularly important cultural 
phenomenon that Coates was exposed to in Paris was the exuberant and 
provocative Dada movement, which had been founded in Zürich in 1916. 
Horrified by the absurd and deadly spectacle of the world war, convinced of the 
bankruptcy of Western civilization and human values, and disgusted at the dead 
sterility of traditional academic art which had enshrined the principles of a 
moribund culture, the radically innovative Dadaiste hauled their anger, dismay and 
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ridicule at a wide range of targets, including the bourgeoisie and art itself. After 
the Armistice, several European cities hosted Dada activities (for instance 
Amsterdam, Berlin, Cologne, Hanover), but it was in Paris that the movement 
"reached maximum volume."66 There, such individuals as the arch-Dadaist Tristan 
Tzara, whose arrival in Paris in January 1920 "opened Dadaism's final and most 
spectacular phase," Louis Aragon, as well as the future surrealists André Breton, 
Paul Élouard and Philippe Soupault, enthusiastically employed "every cultural 
megaphone that Paris could provide to proclaim the dominion of nonsense."67 As a 
result, it was well-nigh impossible for Americans to have been deaf to "the scandal 
and noise raised by the Dadaiste and an outraged public alike."68 

Coates was among those American expatriates who felt distinctly thrilled 
by the activities of Dada's Parisian division and came under the movement's 
influence. First of all, the movement seemed to provide important clues to some of 
his own artistic problems. As a student at Yale University, the young writer had 
already developed a sharp distrust of the genteel avidity for high culture that had 
characterized Victorian America, and had become interested in popular culture, 
especially silent movies. His work for the Yale Literary Magazine displayed a 
Frank Norris-like interest in violence, a marked distaste for cerebration and a 
strong desire to write fiction attuned to "life." With these aesthetic preferences, he 
was understandably thrilled by an art movement that offered suggestions of how to 
appropriate "life itself' in art, and that delivered "if not the first, then certainly the 
most crucial blow at those distinctions once possible between fine art and popular 
art."69 In addition—and this was of the greatest importance to Robert Coates and 
other Americans—the Dada movement seemed to offer what we might call an 
unconditional "license to create" (the movement's artistic flip-side, the "license to 
kill" that was inherent in Dada's destructive anti-art stance, was certainly less 
appealing). Although many of the techniques that the Dadaists used (collage, 
simultaneity, the use of artifacts from mass culture, technology and the machine) 
were not in fact "new," their conception of the artist and their militant, deliberately 
offensive and astonishingly absurd approach to the project at hand—the 
destruction of the existing order and, in some individual cases, the creation of a 
radically new art—was revolutionary, unique and extremely liberating.70 

Confronted with their outraging and astonishing anti-bourgeois pranks and anti-art 
performances, the writer came to think of the Dadas as the embodiments of the 
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freedom, incorruptibility, recklessness and gaiety that he felt characterized the 
atmosphere of the early 1920s Although some Americans dismissed the Dadaists 
as "cynical and hysterical"71 or as "perverse and destructive imp[s],"72 many 
American artists recognized the element of complete and joyous creativity that 
formed a substantial part of Dada's anarchic mood After all, "the ultimate theme 
of Dada esthetics was artistic freedom—that literally anything was possible in any 
art, including the forms of literature "73 The American artist Marsden Hartley 
explained the "importance of being 'Dada'" as follows "Dada-ism offers the first 
joyous dogma I have encountered which has been invented for the release and true 
freedom of art "74 Kenneth Burke, too, stated that the Dadaists have "carried our 
present-day neomania to its furthest conclusion" and, although he was wary of 
some of Dada's implications, recognized that Dada was "a complete affirmation of 
the creative," and concluded that "[t]he joy of creation is here unlimited, it is 
carried to the extent of anarchy "75 Finally, and perhaps most importantly, Dadaist 
techniques shed an illuminating light on a crucial American preoccupation the 
creation of a modem American indigenous art This issue will be discussed at 
some length below 

Despite their fascination for Pans Dada, very few Americans (the 
photographer Man Ray was a notable exception) became sufficiently immersed in 
the movement to fully fathom its background, significance or implications 
Perhaps, as Robert Gründen suggested, "Amencans could never be quite as cynical 
or nihilistic as Europeans "76 Coates, for one, declared at a later age that he "was 
Dada at the time, but only marginally"77 and considerably loosened the word's 
applications For example, he described his attitude during the 1920s as a mixture 
of François Villon, Sir Philip Sidney and "Dada, or devil-may-careness"78 and 
explained the fact that he had failed to keep Gertrude Stein's letters by saying that 
he "was very Dada at the time "79 But even such figures as Malcolm Cowley and 
Matthew Josephson, who participated in several Dada activities and documented 
their association with the Parisian Dadaists at considerable length in their 
memoirs, "remained on the fringes" of the revolutionary movement, and were 
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warned by their French friends "that they did not really understand the chaotic 
politics of the situation."80 A product of the Jazz Age, characterized by unconcern 
for politics and a "general decision to be amused,"81 Coates himself went so far as 
to characterize Dada as "the one artistic movement I know of whose main purpose 
was having fun,"82 a statement that shows the writer's failure to recognize the 
spirit of outrage, revulsion, and negation, as well as the absolute skepticism that 
had characterized Dada from the first.83 In a similar way, the American writer 
Matthew Josephson held that the Dadaists "played exuberantly at life only to 
amuse themselves and us,"84 while critic Malcolm Cowley believed that "[a] Dada 
has only one legitimate excuse for writing: because he wants to, because it amuses 
him."85 While this stance has led several biographers and literary scholars to 
sharply criticize the Americans' attitude as shallow and complacent,86 two things 
should be observed. Firstly, when assessing the Americans' response, it is 
important to bear in mind that Paris Dada, erupting one year after the Armistice, 
was "a phenomenon of peace and restoration—not war and civil strife as it had 
been in Zürich and Berlin."87 According to Josephine Herbst, the Parisian Dadaists 
"embraced their nihilistic concepts, not with ponderous solemnity but with 
contagious gaiety."88 Also, the movement was approaching its imminent death: 
when Dada activities started in Paris, shortly after the long-expected arrival of 
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Tristan Tzara, the French capital turned out to be so receptive to them that 
"outrage became increasingly a matter of expectation and routine "89 Soon, as 
Robert Short has noted, Pans "spoiled Dada to death "90 

Secondly, as was pointed out earlier, the Americans' interest in Dada was 
a part of a much more extensive search for the possibilities of a new and distinctly 
American art that would do away with European standards and conventions and 
would distance itself thoroughly from the genteel tradition of Victorian America 
Springing up during the new machine age, it would address the crucial problem of 
how to deal artistically with the modem urban-technological landscape which had 
evolved since the industrial revolution The desire for new cultural expressions 
had already been central to the New York avant-garde of the 1910s, a remarkable 
and impressively active group of European and American artists and visionaries, 
including Alfred Stieglitz and those involved with his art gallery "291," the 
magazines 291 and Camera Work (for instance Alfred Kreymborg, Walter 
Arensberg, William Carlos Williams, Hart Crane, E E Cummings, Man Ray, 
Marcel Duchamp, Francis Picabia, Charles Sheeler, Charles Demuth, Joseph 
Stella, Marsden Hartley, Georgia O'Keeffe and the Mexicans Benjamin De 
Casseres and Manus De Zayas), the Others group, the circle around the poet and 
patron of modem art Walter Arensberg and the Stettheimer Salon, whose 
memberships partly overlapped with those associated with Stieglitz 

Within these groups of the first American avant-garde, several European 
artists who had gone into exile at the outbreak of World War I played an important 
role As early as 1915, they were seen to "spur on an American art"—an effect that 
was ascribed especially to Marcel Duchamp, Albert Gleizes, the Pans-bom 
Spaniard Francis Picabia, the Swiss artists Jean and Yvonne Grotti and the 
composer Edgard Varese. Their fascination with Amencan technology encouraged 
Amencans to value New York as the capital of modernity, and contnbuted, 
paradoxically, to New York's sense of cultural autonomy from Europe91 With the 
benefit of hindsight, the activities of some of the members of these groups have 
been referred to as "Proto-" or "pre-Dada " Active in New York City well before 
the official arrival of Dada in New York in 1921 when Man Ray and Marcel 
Duchamp brought out the one and only issue of the journal New York Dada, and 
even before the foundation of the Dada movement in Zunch in 1916, "unofficial 
Dada" flourished in New York during the 1910s, for instance in Picabia's machine 
drawings in 291 in 1915, Duchamp's readymades, the photography of Man Ray 
and the radical personality experiments of Baroness Elsa von Freytag-
Lonnghoven Indeed, as John Enckson argues 
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Dadas existed long before the fact. It was left up to Zurich Dada to name and refine 
the impulse felt by countless young writers and painters in several far separated 
cities of the Western world around 1915 and 1916. ... Dada did not germinate 
spontaneously but evolved from the chance intermingling of a half-dozen 
remarkably diverse minds who drew on an incredibly rich and disparate European 
avant-garde tradition.92 

In the light of the American expatriates' joyful assessment of Paris Dada, the 
parallels between the older and the younger New York Dadas tighten further: 
proto-Dada activities such as they occurred in New York tended to emphasize 
joyousness rather than nihilism, and were enjoyed as such.93 The American painter 
Joseph Stella, for instance, described Dada as he had come to know it in New York 
as follows: "Dada means having a good time—the theatre, the dance, the dinner. But 
it is a movement that does away with everything that has always been taken 
seriously. To poke fiin at, to break down, to laugh at, that is Dadaism."94 Art 
historian William Innes Homer described the main difference in spirit as follows: 
"If European Dada had a destructive, even self-destructive character, New York 
Dada was almost playful. In political terms the difference was similar to that 
between the committed revolutionist and the adherent of 'radical chic.'"95 

Next to the groups around Stieglitz and Walter Arensberg, many others 
expressed their desires to reinvent and reinvigorate American culture, to focus on 
the American scene and create an indigenous American art in several "cultural 
nationalist" little magazines, including The Smart Set (founded in 1908 and edited 
by H.L. Mencken, who was joined by George Jean Nathan in 1914), the short
lived but highly influential The Seven Arts (founded in November 1916 by James 
Oppenheim and his associates Van Wyck Brooks, Waldo Frank, Paul Rosenfeld 
and Randolph Bourne), the radical The Soil (founded by Robert Coady in 
December 1916) and Contact (founded in December 1920 by William Carlos 
Williams and his friend Robert McAlmon). All promoted the significance of the 
artist's contact with his own cultural surroundings, and frequently dismissed 
European traditions in their efforts to create "peculiarly American versions of 
modernism."96 

In Paris, the two little magazines that debated the ingredients and method 
of a distinctly American art were Broom: An International Magazine of the Arts 
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and its lesser-known nval Secession Although their exact editorial positions 
clashed and fluctuated, the debates in both magazines centered around the then 
crucial question of the American artist's relation to the modem industrial 
environment and the manifestations of mass and popular culture which was 
increasingly coming to define America's cultural climate The techniques and 
outlook of Dada (whether seen as a strictly European tendency or as a more 
universal "state of mind," as Marcel Duchamp conceived of Dada,) were of 
understandably great interest 

Like the Futunsts before the war, the Dadaists embraced technology and 
the machine and, carrying the Cubist merger between high and low art to a further 
extreme, they employed all manner of mass cultural products (brochures, 
catalogues, illustrated magazines, advertising material and newspapers) in their 
art, and were much fascinated by popular culture, especially movies and pulp 
fiction98 The material generated by American mass culture, however, struck the 
Dadaists as especially rewarding Indeed, Pans in the early 1920s was "awash with 
Americans and a hotbed of enthusiasm for things American " 9 To Dadaists and 
non-Dadaists alike, the spontaneity, energy, modernity and aliveness of American 
(mass) culture formed an attractive alternative to war-devastated Europe Coates 
observed the situation from close quarters 

One of the minor ironies of the postwar-period is the fact that, while Amencans 
were going to Europe to seek culture and freedom, Europe was filled with young 
artists looking longingly westward and itching to come over here The cult of the 
machine, of speed and adventurousness, which dominated their work made them 
think of America as a land of promise l{,0 

As a consequence, and much to the Americans' surprise, the French Dadaists 
(going along with many avant-gardist groups, including Italian Futurism and 
Russian Constructivism) celebrated America as "a vanguard artifact in its own 
right "l01 "[T]hirsty, terribly thirsty, for life at its strangest and strongest," they 
rejoiced in such manifestations of American popular culture as Nick Carter novels, 
Krazy Kat cartoons, jazz, skyscrapers, advertising, silent movies, especially those 
featuring Charlie Chaplin and, as Philippe Soupault recalls, Westerns 
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Then one day we saw hanging on the walls great posters as long as serpents. At 
every streetcomer a man, his face covered with a red handkerchief, leveled a 
revolver at the peaceful passersby. We imagined that we heard galloping hoofs, the 
roar of motors, explosions, and cnes of death We rushed into the cinemas, and 
realized immediately that everything had changed At last we knew that the 
cinema was not merely a perfected mechanical toy, but a terrible and magnificent 
reflection of life.102 

The Dadaist use and réévaluation of the phenomena and artifacts of 
modernity had a significant liberating effect on many American writers and 
provided a strong sense of legitimization of the use of contemporary American 
materials in their art.103 As Dickran Tashjian pointed out: "While a few American 
artists seized upon the formal experimentation of Dada, the majority discovered 
the freedom of new subject matter, particularly the machine and its industrial-
urban environment, construed by Dadaist and American alike to be peculiarly 
American."104 

Clearly, then, Robert Coates and other American writers whose aesthetics 
likewise developed in part "out of their response to Dada"105 such as William 
Carlos Williams, Hart Crane, E.E. Cummings and also the early Kenneth Burke 
(for instance The White Oxen), had very different objectives from the Dadaists 
themselves and wrote "after and beyond Dada," to borrow the title of one of 
Josephson's cultural nationalist essays in the avant-garde little magazine Broom.106 

They certainly did not use the manifestations of American culture for the purpose 
of contrasting them with European values or to express a sense of revulsion at a 
moribund civilization. Nor did they regard America as a lively source for shocking 
anti-art material. Instead, they endeavored to create an alive, indigenous American 
art out of unmistakably American phenomena and, in their individual ways, to 
come to artistic terms with the cultural climate and heritage of their native country. 

As was mentioned earlier, two American expatriate little magazines 
(Broom and Secession) explored these issues against the exciting and often 
radically innovative cultural background of Paris in the 1920s.107 Broom was 
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launched in November 1921 by Harold Loeb, a former New York bookshop owner 
who was sufficiently determined to "seek out new talents" to spend his family 
inheritance on bringing out a new literary organ.108 During its first few months, 
Loeb co-edited his magazine with the cultural nationalist Alfred Kreymborg, 
former co-founder and editor of Others and habitué of the Arensberg circle, who 
"deplored the obeisance to Europe prevalent among Americans who aspired to 
culture."109 In 1921, Broom brought out work by authors closely associated with 
the American scene such as Sherwood Anderson, Amy Lowell, Conrad Aiken, 
Lola Ridge and James Oppenheim and avoided the Dada-inspired explorations of 
America's mass urban-technological climate. Nevertheless, Broom has gone down 
into literary history not just as an amazingly varied and influential vehicle of 
international modernism110 (the magazine printed work by Conrad Aiken, Wallace 
Stevens, E.E. Cummings, Gertrude Stein, Albert Gleizes, Paul Strand, Hart Crane, 
Jean Toomer, Marianne Moore, Wallace Stevens, William Carlos Williams, Luigo 
Pirandello, Virginia Woolf, Edith Sitwell, Philippe Soupault, Louis Aragon, 
Dostoevsky, as well as work by, among others, Man Ray, Hans Αφ, Max Weber, 
George Grosz, Paul Klee, Kandinsky and Modigliani), but also as a specifically 
Dada-oriented publication through which American artists were given the 
opportunity to discover their own identity through interaction with the aesthetics 
of the European avant-garde. 

The change came when Kreymborg withdrew his editorial aid in January 
1922 and Loeb entrusted the associate editorship of Broom to Malcolm Cowley 
and Matthew Josephson (the latter highly enthusiastic about the implications of 
Dada for an American literature, the former frequently ambivalent) in early 1922. 
From then on, the magazine became increasingly welcoming towards the machine 
and technology as a literary subject, and began to "focus on those Americans who 
embraced the possibilities of Dada."1" 

In the spring of 1922, Secession appeared on the literary scene."2 The 
little magazine had been founded by Gorham B. Munson, a friend of Hart Crane 
and Waldo Frank and familiar with the New York avant-garde, to sponsor what 
Malcolm Cowley had earlier identified as "this youngest generation" (Cowley 
mentioned Slater Brown, Kenneth Burke, E.E. Cummings, Foster Damon, and 
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John Dos Passos) in an article for The Literary Review, a weekly supplement to the 
New York Evening Post. Munson's interpretation of the essay, however, differed 
markedly from what Cowley had meant to convey and Secession became an 
important rival."3 

Adopting a militant editorial tone with an eye to cast his magazine "as a 
prototypical avant-garde publication," Munson launched what critics early 
recognized as "the journal of what attempts to be the extremest, leftest wing of 
modem literature.""4 Secession's radical position vis-à-vis American indigenous 
art was established in its very first issue not just by Munson's editorial 
introduction "A Bow to the Adventurous" (an essay in which Munson could not 
entirely hide some of the skepticism that he continued to feel toward Dada nor his 
allegiance to Waldo Frank's ideal of spiritual and socio-psychological content), 
but especially by future co-editor Matthew Josephson, then still associate editor of 
Broom, in a provocative essay "Apollinaire: Or Let Us Be Troubadours," which 
urged American artists to "react faithfully and imaginatively to the brilliant 
minutiae of [America's] daily existence in the big cities, in the great industrial 
regions, athwart her marvelous and young mechanical forces.""5 

In the meantime, Harold Loeb and Broom had begun to adopt a more 
radically aesthetic and machine-oriented position as well. Loeb had already lost 
his initial opposition to Dada, but was now ready to drop the visionary and 
idealistic views on an American art, associated with Waldo Frank, the foremost 
proponent of a mythic nationalism, with which he had founded his magazine. In 
fact, whereas Broom had earlier been in tune with Frank's belief that "the 
dehumanizing forces of American technology had to be offset by the cultivation of 
spiritual values," it was now moving to a position akin to that of Robert J. Coady, 
the founder of the early cultural nationalist magazine The Soil (December 1916-
July 1917) and one of the earliest defenders of the use of American mass material, 
popular culture and the machine as the best way to achieve authentic national 
expressions of American culture."6 The magazine's change in editorial direction 
can be charted through a series of important essays by Harold Loeb and associate 
editor Matthew Josephson—Loeb's "Foreign Exchange" (May 1922); Josephson's 
"Made in America" (June 1922) and "After and Beyond Dada" (July 1922); 
Loeb's "The Mysticism of Money" (September 1922) and, finally, Josephson's 
"The Great American Bill-Poster" (November 1922). Ironically, Secession made 
the same journey in reverse so that at the end, the two magazines "had exchanged 
positions during the course of their controversies.""7 
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Coates published in both these famous little magazines and was 
befriended with their associates. When asked about his experiences, however, the 
writer always made a special point of mentioning his association with Gargoyle, a 
little magazine that is too rarely mentioned in accounts of the 1920s." Not only 
did the majority of Coates's publications appear in its pages (seven out often), and 
were many of his friends associated with it, the magazine was also well-suited to 
his personality and bent of mind. Founded in June 1921 by Florence Gilliam and 
Arthur Moss, the founder and editor of the successful bohemian The Quill: A 
Magazine of Greenwich Village^9 Gargoyle was the first transatlantic magazine 
that catered to the artistic, intellectual and social needs of the American expatriates 
who flocked to Paris after the war and was sold in Paris, London, New York and 
other American cities.120 Although the first, it is frequently forgotten. After Alfred 
Parry had failed to include Gargoyle in Garrets and Pretenders, one of the earliest 
studies of American (bohemian) little magazines of the 1920s, Arthur Moss wrote 
the author in July 1933: "You left out the one that started the whole nonsense— 
Gargoyle, begun by me in Paris in June 1921 and continued until December 1922. 
Broom did not make its appearance till September 1921 [sic], after its publisher, 
Harold Loeb, had consulted with me about the prospects of such a paper."121 

A merger between The Quill and The Dial, Gargoyle featured ephemeral 
gossipy stuff as well as artistic matters of note, and served an anthological rather 
than a programmatic function. Like many other little magazines, it promoted both 
visual and literary artists, but envisaged a rather more intimate connection between 
the two than most. This resulted, among other things, in the noteworthy issue of 
August 1922 which contained portraits of each prose contributor, among which the 
future American architect W.E. Lescaze's portrait of Hart Crane, Pablo Picasso's 
portrait of the important Chile avant-garde poet Vincent Huidobro, and the British 
artist Nina Hamnett's portrait of Robert Coates.122 In its art sections, Gargoyle 
regularly featured publications of the work of minor visual artists such as Louis 
Bouché, Julian Levi (both lifelong friends of Coates), Raphael Sabatini, the 
caricaturist Wynn Holcomb, and Nina Hamnett, as well as the work of such better-
known artists like Sinclair Lewis, Thelma "Nightwood" Wood, Albert Gleizes, 
Picasso, Matisse, Modigliani, and Cézanne (the July 1922 issue was a special issue 
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Raphael Sabatini. Hamnett's drawing is now part of the Robert M. Coates Collection. 
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on Cézanne). In its literature sections, Gargoyle frequently published prose by 
Laurence Vail, Robert Coates, Cuthbert Wright and Beatrice Hastings, and saw 
poetry by Hart Crane, Vincent Huidobro, Malcolm Cowley, Matthew Josephson, 
and H.D., as well as essays by Wyndham Lewis, Matthew Josephson and Gorham 
Munson. 

Although the magazine published some distinctly avant-garde work, its 
editors did not have the radically avant-gardist ambitions that Matthew Josephson, 
for instance, had for the tendenz-magazine Secession. Gargoyle had a different 
purpose, which was aptly reflected in its name. To illustrate this, it is instructive to 
read a reflection on the phenomenon of the gargoyle by Anais Nin (otherwise 
unrelated to the magazine): 

Night and day the gargoyles of the Notre Dame look down upon Paris with a 
sinister expression, with derision, mockery, amusement, with hate, fear, disgust ... 
What do they see beneath these attractive surfaces? Why do they frown perpetually 
and mock eternally? What monstrous secrets made their eyes bulge out, twisted 
their mouths, filled their heads with wrinkles and grimaces?12 

In this fragment from Nin's diary, the gargoyles are seen to respond strongly to 
what takes place, but are in no position to offer any suggestions for change. 
Indeed, Arthur Moss and Florence Gilliam had no program for change, except to 
oppose tradition. They were essentially observers, and like the gargoyles in Nin's 
description, responded to what they saw with mockery, amusement, criticism and 
derision, especially in their editorial columns, "Entr'Acte" (Moss) and "Parade" 
(Gilliam). In these, Moss and Giliam offered reports on the bohemian American 
community, wrote playful, tendentious bookreviews or gave their devastating 
reactions to literary events, such as the fact, lamented a few months later in 
Secession, that the forty-five year old Sherwood Anderson had been chosen for the 
$2,000 Dial Award, a prize which was meant to encourage young writers.124 A 
review of Edith Wharton's Glimpses of the Moon (1922), written by Moss, makes 
a good example of the magazine's editorial tone: "It is indeed refreshing in these 
days of drab realism, freudian frightmares, cabellaisian subtleties, and general 
literary license, to find that one writer has the courage to give us a good, moral, 
clean, old-fashioned romance ... Dame Wharton's glimpses of the moon 
corroborate the ancient theory about green cheese."125 While Moss is mocking 
Wharton's old-fashioned world-view, his puns "freudian frightmare," and the neat 
"cabellaisian subtleties" indicate that the innovative literary scene did not escape 
the gargoyle's ironic gaze. Coates must have appreciated this tongue-in-cheek 

1 Joaquin Nin-Culmell (ed.), The Early Diaries of Ana s Nin (San Diego: Harcourt Brace 
Jovanovich, 1978), 253. Quoted in Gerald J. Kennedy, Imagining Paris (New Haven & London: 
Yale University Press, 1993), 18-19. 
124 See editorial announcement in Gargoyle 2, nos. 1&2 (January/February 1922): 3. For Secession's 
milder response, see Munson's "Exposé no. 1," Secession 1 (Spring 1922): 23. 
125 Arthur Moss, "Entr'acte," Gargoyle 3, no. 4 (October 1922): n.p. 



Expatriation: Literary Paris in the 1920s 91 

attitude towards the unconventional: already at Yale the young writer had 
described Greenwich Village with a very similar amalgam of razorsharp 
typification and unmistakable mockery.126 Although Gargoyle became 
increasingly less "Villagy" during the two years of its existence, Moss's and 
Gilliam's monthly columns—described by Matthew Josephson as "snappy chatty 
features provided for your divertissement by the former luminaries of Greenwich 
Village"—remained a characteristic feature of the magazine.127 

Coates much preferred the spontaneous, cheerful and unpretentious 
Gargoyle, which he described as "strictly a hand-to-mouth, spur-of-the-moment 
venture," to the "more elaborate and infinitely more well-heeled" competitor 
Broom: An International Magazine of the Arts, which Coates regarded as "a 'slick-
paper' version of the little magazines." In contrast to the small and cheaply 
produced Gargoyle, Broom was "[m]agnificently produced on oversized, beautiful 
paper with wide margins."128 Also, Broom paid its contributors far more than 
Gargoyle, but, says Coates, "the cheerfulness of the Mosses and the air of 
camaraderie they gave to the whole venture more than made up for the 
difference."129 As importantly, Coates was essentially an observer and a reporter 
(with a well-developed skill at irony) and felt much more at home with the 
reportorial, more distant and ironically inclined "gargoyles" than with the 
advocates of change, the more radical "sweepers" and "secessionists" of Broom 
and Secession, when they appeared. The American expatriates who would come to 
play an essential role in the publication of these more radical, more famous and 
more influential magazines (particularly Gorham Munson, Matthew Josephson and 
Malcolm Cowley) were drawn towards Gargoyle as, temporarily at least, the only 
available and potentially suitable organ for their literary ideas. All three men 
published in its pages, and Munson served as editor for some time.130 With the 
appearance of Broom in November 1921, followed by Secession in early 1922, 
their attention was directed away from Gargoyle to these two vehicles for 
America's "youngest generation." Coates, for reasons outlined above, remained 
loyal to the Gargoyle-cxov/à, although he occasionally published in the other two 
magazines as well. 

126 Compare Coates's characterization of the bohemian girls who speak in "low, wondering, 
aristocratic tones, as they puff their cigarettes and idly turn the pages of Boccaccio (unexpurgated)," 
and who "will love us distractedly, but will always wonder why we only dally with them cynically, 
paternally, or carelessly." RMC to Homer Fickett, Thursday, the twenty-second [June 22, 1917?] 
(RMCP). 
127 Matthew Josephson to Kenneth Burke, December 10 and December 15, 1921 (KBP). 
128 Selzer, Kenneth Burke in Greenwich Village, 52-53. Despite this, however. Broom sometimes 
gave out twice as many pages as Gargoyle for the same price. See: Arthur Moss to Julian Levi, April 
10, 1922 (Archives of American Art, Julian Levi Papers). 
129 VFH, 210. 
130 See Gorham Munson, The Awakening Twenties- A Memoir-History of a Literary Period (Baton 
Rouge and London: Louisiana State University Press, 1985), 235. 
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At the same time, however, the majority of Coates's contributions to 
Gargoyle stands out as noticeably more innovative and experimental than those of 
his fellow contributors. In fact, they betray radical ideas regarding the 
development of an indigenous American literature that would respond to the new 
machine environment and explicitly explore the art/anti-art possibilities created by 
the Dadaists that were being debated at length in Broom and Secession, but which 
the editors of Gargoyle took little serious heed of. 

The surprisingly large differences between Coates's fairly traditional pre-
exile publications, and the highly experimental writing that he began to produce 
from the spring of 1922 onward (discussed below) indicate that the stimulating 
cultural climate of Paris had a profound effect on the young writer. Indeed, the 
city, then the site of "nothing less than a vast, radical international flowering of 
every one of the modem arts,"131 struck a responsive chord in many of the 
American literary expatriates. Donald Pizer, in his study of modernism and place 
noted the recurrence of the "trope of creative potency" in the depiction of expa
triate Paris by American writers, and describes how in both expatriate fiction and 
autobiography Paris functions as "an obstetrical instrument."132 In the case of 
Coates, Paris cut the umbilical cord that had still linked him to the literary 
traditions of the previous century and helped give birth to an unusually innovative 
writer. If Paris served as midwife in the processes of literary creation, the non
commercial little magazines were the maternity wards, nursing both the writers 
and their offspring. Coates greatly appreciated the incorruptibility that 
characterized the magazines' efforts to further the creation of a new art and 
literature and considered them "solidly and sincerely in earnest."133 Because they 
did so much to encourage experimentation, Coates felt that these "curiously fragile 
and evanescent little creations," as the writer referred to the little magazines, had 
"a much more important [place in the literary scheme of things] than is generally 
allotted to them."134 Indeed, the international little magazines of the 1920s shed an 
illuminating light on the dynamics and diversity of modernism. Without them, "it 
would be hard to account for the experimental styles and international appeal of 
the best pre-World War II American writing."135 

In all, Paris in the 1920s gave Coates the freedom to experiment, the 
opportunity to meet people of interest, the confidence that he, too, might "strike it 
rich," and to top it all off, the chance to get published. As an aspiring writer, he 
valued these opportunities greatly, and certainly made avail of them. Like 
Hemingway, who considered himself "lucky to have lived in Paris as a young 
man" in his A Moveable Feast, Coates, with unmistakable nostalgia, pointed out 

131 Bradbury, Dangerous Pilgrimages, 339. 
Pizer, American Expatriate Writing and the Pans Moment, 12-16; 74-75. 

1 1 1 RMC, "The Little Magazines: Their Heyday and Their Meaning," The New York Times Book 
Review (June 30, 1946): 3. Review of Hoffman et al., The Little Magazine. 
1 3 4 Ibid. 
1 3 5 Daniel Aaron, "Literary Scenes and Literary Movements," in Emory Elliott (gen. ed). The 
Columbia History of the United States (New York. Columbia University Press, 1988), 744. 
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how the decade with its "mixture of optimism, enthusiasm and feverish activity" 
was "a fine time to be young in, especially in Paris, for Paris was the dream city 
for us all."136 

Coates's Little Magazine Publications: 1922-1923 
In 1928, Robert Coates looked back to his earliest expatriate work as "very 
youthful but... useful too, in developing a prose style."137 Clearly, the publication 
period under consideration here constituted a formative experience as well as a 
truly experimental phase which led to the formation of his innovative writing style 
of the mid-1920s and 1930s. For this reason, the little magazine publications and 
the writer's aesthetics which underlay them are dealt with at considerable length. 
The publications constitute particularly valuable material in the light of the virtual 
absence of secondary research material which might have illuminated the writer's 
aesthetic convictions and ideas. As it is, the writer's aesthetics must be unraveled 
on the basis of his writing alone. 

Before his work began to appear in the expatriate little magazines, Coates 
first lived a bohemian's life in the American Quarter, living on 800 francs a month 
(then approximately $64), frequenting bars, balls and expatriate parties. He also 
frequently visited art galleries and attended numerous piano recitals, ranging from 
performances of Schumann and Bach to Strawinsky and Satie.138 The expatriate 
writer earned money by tutoring two Jewish girls in various subjects (English, 
mathematics, geometry and Caesar) and by writing potboiling stories at a "lurid 
pitch"—what Coates referred to as "Snappy Stories stuff'139—for Colonel William 
D'Alton Mann's Snappy Stories: A Magazine of Entertaining Fiction. In the 
spring of 1922, however, he succumbed to "a sudden need to get the hell out of the 
Quarter,"140 left Montparnasse and moved into a room in the City-Hotel, on the île 
de la Cité, where he would stay until his departure to Givemy, in Normandy, in the 
summer of 1923. In the hotel, he found the time to write in greater earnest: 

I have the loveliest room in Pans. My window overlooks the Seine, St. Sulpice, the 
Tour Eiffel, Place du Pont Neuf, the Louvre, you can see trees, water, artists 
painting in red shirts, nurse maids promenading around the Henri IV statue, and so 
on. Living far enough away from the Dome and the Rotonde, I only go over there in 

'"ΎΡΗ,ΖΟδ. 
137 RMC, Application for Guggenheim Fellowship, 1928 (John Simon Guggenheim Memorial 
Foundation, New York City). 
n,< Coates saved several announcements for musical performances which he may have attended. 
They are part of the Robert M. Coates Collection. 
139 RMC to Reginald Marsh, n.d. [early 1922] (Archives of Amencan Art, Reginald Marsh Papers). 
For information on Snappy Stones (1912-1927), see Carl R. Dolmetsch, The Smart Set: A History 
and Anthology (New York: The Dial Press, 1966), 50, and Frank Luther Mott, A History oj American 
Magazines V: Sketches of 21 Magazines, J 905-1930 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1968), 
261-62. 
1 4 0 RMC to Edward Dahlberg, February 24, 1968 (EDC). 
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the evening, and enjoy the walk. So I've written another story ["Heat"], a damned 
good one, about a man taking a walk in the heat.141 

Having found his bearings outside Montparnasse, Coates now began to 
concentrate on his writing and made the necessary contacts to get his material 
published. His efforts received recognition from several sides. The editors of the 
expatriate little magazine Gargoyle, Arthur Moss and Florence Gilliam, accepted 
Coates's work, starting with the publication of "The Young Man" and the poem 
"Tit for Tat" in the March-April number. Secondly, the irreverent and sarcastic 
social commentator H.L. Mencken displayed an interest in the young writer's 
work after Coates's friend James Sibley Watson, the co-founder (with Scofield 
Thayer) of the influential modernist magazine The Dial, had shown the editor of 
The Smart Set some of Coates's poems and stories. The source and nature of the 
relationship between Coates and Watson is undocumented, but Coates's 
correspondence with Marsh shows that they wrote letters regularly. They were 
close enough for Coates to show him around in Paris in the summer of 1922,142 

and to introduce him to Gertrude Stein, whom he had been eager to meet.143 

Coates reported to Marsh: "I was so excited by a letter from Watson that I bought 
everybody at a table of eight a drink. He says he is coming over the first of June, 
and has been showing my stuff that I sent him to all sorts of people, and that 
Mencken is going to use a story. So it looks to me as if in a few months I ought to 
be on my feet and able to make a living writing."144 A third figure to express 
interest in Coates's work was Harold Loeb, the founding editor of Broom, who 
accepted "Heat" for publication, but mislaid the story during the little magazine's 
removal from Rome to Berlin (it was never published).145 

Coates's first expatriate publication appeared in April 1922, approximately 
six months after his arrival in Paris. The story, "The Young Man," introduces, in 
embryonic form, a surprisingly large number of themes that would dominate his 
later fiction, viz. the phenomenon of the crowd; the emphatic demarcation of the 
city as a separate social space; the importance of individuality; the unresolved 
conflict between the attraction of anonymity on the one hand and fear of loneliness 
on the other; the desirability and simultaneous unattainability of women for the 

1 RMC to Reginald Marsh, n.d., [Spring? 1922] (Archives of American Art, Reginald Marsh 
Papers). 

At the time of Watson's visit, editor and co-founder Scofield Thayer was trying to assemble 
material for an international Dial folio, Living Art, published in late 1923. From his visit, Watson 
"brought over several things for the burgeoning folio, including a drawing by Lachaise and one of 
Mann's water colors." Nicholas Joost, Scofield Thayer and The Dial. An Illustrated History 
(Carbondale and Edwardsville: Southern Illinois University Press, 1964), 219. For a full discussion 
of the Dial folio, see 214-33. 
N3 See RMC to Gertrude Stein, 26 July, 1922 (GSC). 

RMC to Reginald Marsh, n.d [Spring? 1922] (Archives of American Art, Reginald Marsh 
Papers). 
'''5 RMC to Harold Loeb, n.d. [late 1923] (Harold Loeb Papers, Princeton University Libraries). 
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male, the idea of the female as an antagonistic, even repulsive, force, and finally, 
repressed violence 

"The Young Man" is also Coates's first story to focus on subjective mental 
conditions rather than the narration of external events It centers around a nameless 
young man who leaves the quiet, starlit emptiness of the area of his boarding 
house to stumble upon the electrified, noisy, crowded, and excitement-oriented 
street of an unidentified American city For the first time, Coates shows his 
awareness that the characteristic elements of the modem technological cityscape1 6 

combine to create a distinct social space with particular psychological, 
sociological and existential effects 

The quiet back streets were as if they had never been The sound of feet, the sound 
of voices, the sound of music, newsboys, laughter, horns, wheels, motors mingled, 
blent, rose one above the other and combined again Even the sky was invisible, for 
the great electric signs were so bright that one could not see beyond them The 
street was an entity in itself The people, filling the spaces between the buildings, 
lost themselves in the new creation of the crowd 147 

Coates's detached reportonal narrative style purposely fails to communicate 
the sparkling excitement of the Jazz Age that Fitzgerald had conveyed so 
startlmgly in his This Side of Paradise, and underscores the young man's 
remoteness from city-life in the thralls of the roaring twenties Just as in Coates's 
stories for the Yale Literary Magazine ("Meddlers with Circumstance," "A Harm
less Flirtation"), the male protagonist of "The Young Man" feels aloofly superior 
to the spectacle of life He, too, comes to doubt the tenability of his disaffected 
stance, but not, however, on moral grounds In "The Young Man," Coates shows 
himself to have turned his back on art's traditional role as an "arbiter of moral 
truth" 1 4 8 the protagonist's doubts are grounded instead in emotional, 
psychological and sexual problems Specifically, the story focuses on the mental 
turmoil caused by clash between the protagonist's Puritan equation of sex with 
"evil" and his Victorian view of women as "pure " The conflicting forces breed 
hatred of "impure" women because, to the narrator, such women deliberately 
refuse to uphold their function as man's redeemer The story is an important 
anticipation of the writer's treatment of the relationship between Puritanism, 
Victorian womanhood, sex and violence in his later studies in psychopathology, 
Wisteria Cottage (1948) and The Farther Shore (1956) 

"The Young Man" may have originated from his New York or Woodstock 
days it is the only little magazine publication which employs a realist narrative 
style and deliberately omits all explicit expression of emotion In striking contrast 

For the technological transformation of the American cityscape, see David E Nye, Electrifying 
America Social Meaning of a New Technology 1880 1940 (Cambridge, MA MIT Press, 1990) 
1 4 7 RMC, "The Young Man," Gargoyle 2, nos 3 & 4 (March/April, 1922) η ρ 
148 Peter Nicholls, Moderntsms A Literary Guide (Berkeley, Los Angeles University of California 
Press, 1995), 8 
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to the unemotional realism of "The Young Man," Coates's subsequent 
publications in Broom and Gargoyle focus on sensonly acute perceptions and are 
marked by terribly intense, almost hysterical outbreaks of feeling, especially fear, 
doubt, loneliness and rage In addition, they are characterized by private 
associations, apocalyptic and morbid imagery, unorthodox states of mind, mystical 
and occult visions and finally, absurdity, irrationality and chaos As much as 
Dadaism, Expressionism appears an important and fruitful influence here Like the 
expressionists, Coates tended to build his pieces around "a sequence of emotional 
intensities rather than a clear narrative logic,"149 allowing personal moods, 
emotions, and visions to transform external reality so that feeling and imagination 
could be expressed instead 

Expressionism was all the more attractive to the writer for its utilization of 
symbols which were derived from the modem industrial world—the urban-
technological environment that formed the backdrop to all of Coates's expatriate 
work 150 As in much expressionist art, Coates's city becomes "a city transfigured 
by the visionary imagination and abounding in apocalyptic portents "l51 For 
example 

McDowell found the street and it was the same as always He could hold the houses 
near at hand—if his eyeballs smarted and cracked he could hold them But what 
good if a block away the street twisted like wax in flame and blurred itself into 
flaring curves, swelling yeasty whorls turning dizzily on bubbling outlines 
evaporating smokily—window panes that would splinter before your fist hazily 
made out distending like taffy not a block away 152 

Coates's hallucinatory and distinctly nightmarish visions of the city, however, are 
consistently more grotesque, more savage and more hallucinatory than those 
rendered by, for instance, the German expressionist poets George Heym or Jakob 
van Hoddis, whose poem "Weltende" (1911) became "a 'locus classicus' for 
Expressionist poetry" '53 

The bourgeois' hat flies off his pointed head, 
The air re-echoes with a screaming sound 
Tilers plunge from roofs and hit the ground. 
And seas are rising round the coasts (you read) 
The storm is here, crushed damns no longer hold, 
The savage seas come inland with a hop 
The greater part of people have a cold 

149 Nicholls, Modernisms, 149 
150 Bradbury and McFarlane (eds ), Modernism, 279 
151 Edward Timms and David Kelley (eds ), Unreal City Urban Experience in European Literature 
and Art (Manchester Manchester University Press, 1985), 111-12 
152 RMC, "The Sun Rises in Darkness," Broom 2, no 4 (July, 1922) 276 
153 Timms and Kelley (eds ), Unreal City, 119 
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Off bridges everywhere the railroads drop.154 

The hallucinatory aspect of Coates's work suggests that he also took his cue from 
several visual artists closely related to the expressionist aesthetics, especially the 
apocalyptic and explosive urban painter Joseph Meidner (e.g., "Berlin," "I and the 
City," "Apocalyptic Landscape"), and the important precursor to German 
expressionism, Edvard Munch (e.g., "Spring Evening on Karl Johann Street" and 
"The Cry"), and shared the surrealists' interest in the hidden recesses of the human 
mind. Coates's work differs from both the literary expressionists and the 
surrealists, however, in his use of syntactically irregular prose.155 

It is most likely that Coates, who never formulated a systematic aesthetics, 
turned to several of the incarnations of modernism at once to give voice and form 
to his newly found desire for radical and frequently mystical self-expression. In his 
pieces, elements from Symbolism, literary Impressionism, Expressionism, 
Futurism, Dadaism and Surrealism can be detected, all of which he assimilated 
and then combined in an unusual and inventive way. The result was a heavily 
experimental literary style. A crucial underlying aim, it would appear, was similar 
to that of the literary impressionists like Ford Madox Ford, Virginia Woolf and 
Joseph Conrad who aimed "to make language the act of perception rather than 
analysis of the act, to make language experiential activity rather than a description 
of activity."156 Perception and experience are the two crucial elements in Coates's 
reports on man's interaction with the universe (material or metaphysical). What 
makes Coates's work more outlandish and bizarre is the writer's focus on the 
experience, provided by the senses, of utter bewilderment and the consequent 
desire to escape into some metaphysical super-reality of the imagination: the 
writer refuses to take his stand on any solid factual foundation, no appeals to 
common sense are made and no trace remains of the empirically oriented 
techniques of documentary realism and naturalism which the young Coates 
favored. 

With this in mind, the writer's intense preoccupation with recording sensory 
impressions cannot be taken to imply that Coates shared the belief (held by many 
Symbolists and modernists) that an otherwise elusive reality could be made 
accessible in this manner. Indeed, the writer severely doubted if the senses were 
any match for the intense experiental onslaught generated by the industrialized, 
urbanized and technological landscape—a doubt already indicated in an early 
poem, "Tit for Tat," written before the writer's departure to France, which laments 

154 Jacob van Hoddis, "Weltende." Reproduced in English in Timms and Kelley (eds.), Unreal City, 
119 
155 With the exception of August Stramm, expressionist poetry did not usually engage in linguistic 
cxpenmentalism (See Nicholls, Modernisms, 144). Similarly, "the best-known examples of 
automatic writing are remarkable for their syntactical regularity. ... Surrealism strives as usual to be 
dialectical, the persistence of grammatical structure pointing up the way in which 'consciousness and 
reason collaborate with chance and the unconscious.'" Nichols, Modernisms, 283. 
1,6 Bradbury and McFarlane (eds.), Modernism, 222. 
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the incompetence of the human senses to help the poet "mold [his] thoughts into 
flame."157 

An intriguing character to arise from the author's epistemologica! anxiety 
was the increasingly senseless figure of McDowell, whom the writer allowed to 
traverse his fiction throughout the decade. Coates used McDowell in four 
published texts. McDowell makes his first appearance in "The Sun Rises in 
Darkness," Coates's first publication in Broom, in which he successfully loses his 
eyesight by looking directly into the sun, replacing the depressing strain of the 
overwhelming impressions of the urban-technological climate with enlightening 
darkness. Encouraged by Loeb's acceptance of this short story, and finding it 
"interesting to think about a man with his senses being cut off," the writer sent the 
editor "another McDowell story," which "it was inevitable for me to write. Having 
gone blind, he now loses his hearing."158 Loeb rejected the story (because he felt 
that its style had been pushed too far),159 but Coates managed to place a second 
McDowell story, the astonishingly grotesque "Bisected Circle," in Gargoyle.160 

McDowell also surfaces briefly in Coates's novel The Eater of Darkness (1926) 
where he is seen to retreat even further into a world of his own as he loses his 
capacity for speech. Blind, deaf and dumb, he stumbles through the narrative in a 
somewhat ominous manner, making himself heard by the tap-tapping-sound of his 
blindman's stick (possibly a reference to The Blindman, a Dada-style magazine 
which Marcel Duchamp and Man Ray edited in New York in 1917). The senseless 
figure (in two senses of the word) appeared for the last time in the short story 
"Letter-Carrier" for transition in 1928. 

By removing McDowell's senses one by one (smell and touch are not 
included), Coates dramatizes the assault of the objective world on the mind and 
senses. McDowell's predicament forms a curious parallel with modem literature's 
increasing uncertainty about the representation of reality; his loss of sight 
reflecting the modernists' uncertainties about how to represent the world; his loss 
of hearing symbolic of the ensuing early postmodernist loss of confidence in the 
capacity of language to reflect or reveal reality; his ultimate loss of speech and 
consequent complete recoil from the world foreshadowing the "Literature of 
Silence," to use Ihab Hassan's term, to which literary postmodernism would at 
some point aspire. In this way, McDowell is the incarnation of Coates's episte
mologica! doubt and functions as a reminder that the wish to interpret and 
represent the world may be futile. 

RMC, "Tit for Tat," Gargoyle 2, nos. 3 & 4 (March/April, 1922): n.p. An unpublished version of 
the poem, entitled "A Hymn to Eternity," is contained in the United States Rubber Company folder 
in which Coates kept his early poems (RMCP). 
158 RMC to Harold Loeb, July 10 [1922] (Harold Loeb Papers, Princeton University Libraries). 
1 5 9 Loeb's letter to Coates has been lost. Coates's reply has survived: "You were right about that 
second McDowell story, as I saw on rereading it. Though I don't think the style was pushed so far, 
but that I didn't compress the narrative enough." RMC to Harold Loeb, August 11, 1922 (Harold 
Loeb Papers, Princeton University Libraries). 
1 6 0 It is unknown if "Bisected Circle" is the same story that Loeb rejected. 
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Let us consider some of Coates's stories in more detail. "The Sun Rises in 
Darkness," the first McDowell story, was published in Broom in July 1922 and 
was the writer's first lengthy effort to describe the assault of the contemporary 
urban-technological cacophony on man's sensibility. Employing a radically 
experimental style (discussed below), the story portrayed the "sharpened vibrating 
senses [and] painfully subtle sensibility" that the French Symbolist poet Paul 
Verlaine believed that "modern man" had come to be blessed with. In the 
fragment below the writer's hyperbolic, near-hysterical style (rife with -ing 
participles and gerunds) effectively underscores the immediacy of the assault and 
the continuous pressure and strain that is brought to bear on McDowell's 
consciousness and his bewildered eyes as he wages battle with objective reality: 

Battered shuttlecocklike as ray impinging on mirror-surface darts back to mirror-
surface, the eyeballs must still be pushing—holding back the jostling houses— 
trying to prevent a man in a green overcoat from becoming a bubble of red-shot 
yellow as he reaches a comer—from merging into a tree that blooms indistinctly, 
elbowing its zig-zag into the declining angle of a wall when a great house of 
concrete, wood, stone, steel collapses as gently as a deflated balloon. The road that 
must be trodden heaving, huge purple masses poising over it, and he with his 
eyeballs straining and stinging, striving to hold a way open.162 

At some point, McDowell finds a skyscraper in his path. Unable to adapt to 
the revolutionary architectural environment, he is indignant at what he feels is an 
almost perverse act on the side of the architect's and angrily complains: 

And a man must make his way through. No need to mention the effect on a man's 
head, but was everything under puffing pressure? Sky-high and weighing tons, no 
architect would admit that masses of concrete and stone could stand at such an 
angle and he defenseless must get under and through.163 

To his great relief, McDowell loses his eyesight when he looks into the flaming 
light of the rising sun ("He felt it like golden wire surrounding him; he felt it like a 
rich liquid entering him"). At this mystical moment, a celebration of this natural, 
awe-inspiring phenomenon, McDowell goes "in one step from utter darkness to 
utter light." No longer able to apprehend the phenomenal world and in contact 
only with his own Being, he becomes, like the blind Tiresias in T.S. Eliot's "The 
Waste Land," a seer, a mystic. Enveloped by enlightening darkness, McDowell 
and his girlfriend (a prostitute) will become pariahs in contemporary urban society 
inhabited by spiritually dead non-seers: "We shall live from the blind, the dead 
shall feed us." Upon McDowell's announcement, one of his followers proceeds to 
dig an enormous grave, saying: "The towns and cities are awakening and soon the 

161 Quoted in Nicholls, Modernisms, 8. 
162 RMC, "The Sun Rises in Darkness," Broom 2, no. 4 (July 1922): 275. 
163 Ibid., 276. 
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dead will be trooping along the road They'll be coming soon I'll bury them 
here " The image of the walking dead bears a striking resemblance to the "crowd" 
of bodies that "flowed over London bridge" in "The Burial of the Dead" from 
"The Waste Land," which Coates's piece predated with a couple of months '6 4 

Despite this similarity, "The Sun Rises in Darkness" handles modernism's 
pessimistic mood fancifully and is too playful in tone to sustain a sense of cultural 
despair such as we find in the work of Τ S Eliot and Ezra Pound l 6 5 Like for 
instance William Carlos Williams, who later felt that the appearance of "The 
Waste Land" "wiped out our world as if an atom bomb had been dropped upon 
it,"166 Coates evidently deplored high modernism's denial of the possibilities for 
cultural or spiritual regeneration, and leaned towards parody to indicate this 

Nevertheless, Coates considered the machine age no cause for 
celebration—this in contrast to Matthew Josephson, the then editor of Broom In 
fact, McDowell's misgivings about the modem city and modem architecture 
appeared in Broom's pages one month after Matthew Josephson had urged 
American artists to fearlessly confront America's technological environment in his 
essay "Made in America " In it, Josephson responds to the view of noted 
American critic Edmund Wilson, Jr, who, in an article for Vanity Fair, had 
recently warned contemporary Americans to "not try to make pets out of 
machines The buildings are flattening us out, the machines are tearing us to 
pieces " 1 6 7 In reaction, Josephson exclaimed "The machine is not 'flattening us 
out' or 'crushing us ' The machine is our magnificent slave, our fraternal genius 
We are a new and hardier race, friend to the skyscraper and to the subterranean 
railroad as well " ' 6 S Coates's character McDowell, of course, is far from being a 
"friend to the skyscraper " Although the writer successfully incorporates the 
conditions and paraphernalia of the new urban environment into his fiction, he 
does not allow his characters to share Josephson's euphoria On the contrary 
While Josephson (in the same issue that printed "The Sun Rises in Darkness") 
recommended that writers concern themselves with "reaching for and gathering" 
the new impressions generated by the new American life and landscape, 
McDowell gladly rids himself of the onrush of impressions by losing his senses 
and chooses to escape into a spiritually rewarding life of unreality instead ' 6 9 

Although Coates's stance towards modernity deviated from Josephson's demands, 
he conveyed the urban-technological environment so well and in such a strikingly 
innovative way, that the editors could not afford to ignore this promising young 

Lines 60-64 of the section "The Burial of the Dead" of Eliot's "The Waste Land " This poem was 
first published in Eliot's own Criterion in October 1922, and then in The Dial in November 1922 
1 6 5 For a treatise of modernism and cultural despair, see Nicholls, Modernisms For an illuminating 
essay on Eliot and Pound's city-imagery, see Michael Long, "Eliot, Pound, Joyce unreal city9" in 
Timms and Kelley (eds ), Unreal City, 144-57 
1 6 6 William Carlos Williams, The Autobiography (New York New Directions, 1967), 174 
1 6 7 Edmund Wilson, "The Aesthetic Upheaval in France," Vanift Fair 17 (February 1922) 100 
1 6 8 Matthew Josephson, "Made in America," Broom 2, no 3 (June 1922) 269 
1 6 9 Matthew Josephson, "After and Beyond Dada," Broom 2, no 4 (July 1922) 346-47 
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voice. Surely, his skills to integrate the machine into his work were far superior to 
those of Josephson himself, whose poem "Pursuit" caused his biographer David 
Shi to incredulously remark that "[t]he clumsiness of his effort is striking."170 It is 
excerpted here: 

O wheels that do not tum. O wheels in the brain cease to tum. 
Why don't they hurry I shall simply shriek to sit so steadfastly before an inert 
landscape. ... 
O whizzing dynamo set spinning the vast wheelbelts of this world the long rods 
inflight down the cool oiled cylinders.171 

In the mean time, Coates had come to be on friendly terms with Harold 
Loeb and his friend, the singer Lily Lubow, and visited them in Rome shortly after 
the publication of "The Sun Rises in Darkness." A sportive type—Coates canoed, 
camped out, and climbed mountains in Europe—and an indefatigeable walker 
besides, the writer went on foot, carrying rucksack and blanket roll on his 
shoulders, covering some 300 miles in two weeks. In Lyon, suddenly fearful that 
he was "living the life of an outcast, a pariah,"172 he abandoned his hiking tour and 
took the train to Rome. Loeb recounts Coates's somewhat eccentric appearance in 
his memoir, The Way It Was, as follows: 

Another visitor was Robert Coates ... Bob arrived at the Roman office on a 
Saturday afternoon while I was at Frascati ... His shirt was frayed and a strand of 
wiry red hair pushed through a hole in his soft felt hat. Yet his voice was low and 
very gentle. Scimmi, my Italian secretary, who seldom missed a Western movie, 
was so startled by the combination, that he raised his hands above his head and 
cried, "Don't shoot, amico}"113 

In line with Loeb's description, Coates's voice was a "low and very gentle" one in 
the debate about America's literary response to the machine age as well and may 
have attracted less attention as a result. While others were busy developing 
theoretical positions and composing open letters and manifestoes, Coates was 
quietly and privately putting his thoughts into actual practice, translating his ideas 
into an original indigenous art. 

The city is a crucial element in Coates's art and takes various forms. In 
"Bisected Circle," Coates's second McDowell story which appeared in Gargoyle 
at the end of 1922, a truly horrifying picture of urban life is presented. There, the 
city becomes a lugubrious, almost other-wordly landscape of phantom-like, anony
mous individuals, moving buildings, and "pale streets coiling." The story opens 
with a disturbing nightmarish image of a crowd of men who "dribble past" a 

170 Shi, Bourgeois Bohemian, 59. 
171 Matthew Josephson, "Pursuit." Reprinted in Shi, Bourgeois Bohemian, 59. 
172 VFH, 191. 
173 Harold Loeb, The Way It Was (New York: Criterion Books, 1959), 119-20. 
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policeman like a huge centipede, bobbing up and down as it moves through the 
city: "men dribble past him a long trail irregularly broken their faces the bulging 
articulations of a worm alternately gathering extending men crawling listlessly 
moving after each other's backs winding all through the city intersected by women 
pinked and cut across with malicious delicacy by women." Interestingly, the 
women in the urban crowd are not part of the "worm" that the trail of men 
compose. On the contrary: passing through and across, they "maliciously" cut and 
divide the worm in parts. This striking image with its view on women as 
interfering and dividing forces, maliciously breaking the unity of men, ties in 
neatly with the hostility towards women and the antifeminism that pervades 
American literature of this decade.174 

The worm next transforms into a sinister assembly of "white faces"—an 
image that is highly reminiscent of Edvard Munch's conception of the urban 
crowd as a collection of death-masks in the famous "Spring Evening on Karl 
Johann Street" (1891). Like Munch, Coates portrays the crowd as a menacing 
entity in which the individual self has been enslaved by the force of the collective. 
The writer continues, however, with a more extreme image, presenting the deper
sonalized "white faces" as the secret operators of the mysterious mechanisms 
which Coates had become convinced control and shape modem urban life—a 
conviction that he struggled to convey throughout his career. Using the communal 
"we," the faces speak as follows: 

a policeman enveloped in certainty is walking but we do not admit it, we DO NOT 
ADMIT IT in the misty conflict of nocturnal incertainties [sic], he insists he is 
walking he tries a door, ... but we returning with silent insistence we deny he is 
walking WE move the streets about him, we pull behind us E. Johnson Stationery in 
gold letters an ornamental doorway this flagstone sounds hollow the tum to the 
right to Maddaway Street and Elite Fashions Women's Wear we bring Ellsworth 
Street, we in a long slow trail wound closely through the city we white faces 
following are the city moving ... we move great angular blocks of houses on a 
regular beat timed by street lamps. 

Coates's technique and perspective on (urban) reality might be characterized as a 
variety of "Super-naturalism,"176 a term that is here used by analogy to "Super-
Realism," the original English translation of surr alisme (in 1931). The term 
should convey, first, the intensified, exaggerated ("super") concern with which the 

See Wendy Steiner, "The Diversity of American Fiction." In· Emory Elliott (gen. ed.), Columbia 
Literary History of the United States (New York: Columbia University Press, 1988), 855. For an 
extensive treatment of this issue, see Leslie Fiedler, Love and Death in the American Novel, Revised 
Edition (New York: Stein and Day, 1975) and Douglas, Terrible Honesty. 
175 RMC, "Bisected Circle," Gargoyle 3 (November-December 1922)· n.p. Italics for emphasis mine. 
176 The term is also used to refer to romantic literature from Wordsworth to the modem period, or to 
religious beliefs and experiences of several kinds. See, for instance, Howard Abrams Meyer, Natural 
Supernaturalism- Tradition and Revolution in Romantic Literature (London: Oxford University 
Press, 1971) and Kurt Seligmann, Magic, Supernaturalism and Religion (London: Allen Lane, 1971). 
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writer communicates these issues, destroying all conventions of mimetic reality, 
and second, Coates's notion that supernatural, occultist powers, originating from 
within the super-imposed alternative reality that he depicts, play a deterministic 
role in individual lives.177 

The portrayal of the city as a living organism, although a more benevolent 
one, was also used in "The Sun Rises in Darkness" where it became what the 
Italian Futurist Marinetti referred to as a "tentacular city"178—not of human, but of 
animal origin: 

McDowell looked down on the city from a hill. Beyond the floating grayness of the 
valley it lay, indefinitely remote, a blurring glimmer of blooming surfaces, over 
which the remaining night lights circled and drifted lazily. One could not tell if it 
had depth or height and if it changed, so that one could only say that, in the heaving 
landscape, it was like some tentacled, scale-surfaced fish of unknown character, 
laxly billowing with the waves. '79 

Such are the landscapes that McDowell inhabits. Though different in mood 
and intensity, both stories present McDowell as a container of seemingly profound 
but highly questionable wisdom. This causes the otherwise lugubrious stories to 
become strangely humorous. Indeed, despite the author's convincing flirtations 
with the expressionists' "obsess[ion] with the infernal nature of the city,"180 his 
stories are characterized not by despair but by a strange sort of zaniness or 
playfulness, reminiscent of Gargoyle's ironic outlook on the modem artistic 
temperament. An example from "Bisected Circle" is the bizarre confrontation 
which takes place between McDowell and a policeman. In mild but unmistakable 
Dada-fashion, the by now blind and deaf man utterly confounds this symbol of the 
establishment with pieces of pseudo-wisdom ("all cure is the concentrated pain of 
the disease"), metaphysical nonsense ("I am at present constructing a machine for 
making time into sausages—eternity then will be ponderable and indigestible, 
analogy: clocks") and mathematical riddles, such as the following satirical dig at 
Neo-Plasticism: 

Premise: Only one point is a center, and that stationary. 
Now: Red, yellow and blue are the primary colors—three in number. 
Therefor:— " he paused again and tapped his stick twice on the pavement. 
"Cogitate that," he said and moved away.18 

177 For a discussion of "Super-Realism," see Jonathan Veitch, American Superrealism: Nathanael 
West and the Politics of Representation in the 1930s (Madison, Wisconsin: University of Wisconsin 
Press, 1997), 15. 
178 Tentacular Cities (1895) is the title of a volume of poetry by the now forgotten Belgian "social 
Symbolist" Emile Verhaeren whom the Italian Futurist Marinetti praised as a "glorifier of machines 
and tentacular cities." Nicholls, Modernisms, 75, 85. 
179 RMC, "The Sun Rises in Darkness," Broom 2, no. 4 (July 1922): 281. 
'80 Nicholls, Modernisms, 142. 
181 RMC, "Bisected Circle," Gargoyle 3 (November-December 1922): n.p. The desire to confound 
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McDowell's nonsensical remarks, which also include a statement to the effect that 
the circle should be abolished from the consideration of mathematicians because 
"[w]ithin a generation, the triangle, the rhomboid, the parallelogram, the polyglon, 
the rectangle will triumph," clearly refer to developments in the plastic arts 
initiated by Piet Mondrian, whose first Neo-plasticist painting, "Composition in 
Yellow, Red, Black, Blue and Grey" appeared in 1920, and "De Stijl." Already at 
this early stage, Coates seems to have had little patience with the complex 
theoretical and intellectual underpinnings of modem art—an attitude that also 
shines through in his frequently frivolous art reviews for The New Yorker. 

Coates's second publication for Broom appeared in March 1923. "Darkness 
Glitters: Six Stanzas,"182 is an exercise in stream-of-consciousness technique 
which progresses by memory and association, resembling the method of surrealist 
automatic writing. The prose-poem in six stanzas is so thoroughly centered outside 
the realm of conscious thought as to frequently render its meaning impenetrable. 
Highly poetic and momentous in tone, the intriguing piece yet contains striking 
imagery and effectively captures a dreamlike, timeless state of remembering: 

A tablespoonful of ink has fallen through the night and we see the glimmer 
condense a moment and perish, remembering afterward the four locked walls within 
which eight feet on the so far as we know substantial floor support four people two 
women and two men one has his watch in his hand and we strain to hear as his 
forefinger urges them what does he say? ... 

and the second woman and 1 know her the scene takes 
on intimacy for it was she who ran with streaming hair out of the room and down 
great avenues and up great branching trees she ran screaming through the skies over 
my head and her flying hair ensnaring constrained me to follow as the ink dries at 
last in curious splotches on a clean sheet of paper.183 

and upset the bourgeois establishment is present in other Coates stories, especially the witty "Noon-
Hour" (Gargoyle, June 1922) which relates how a Parisian businessman becomes distracted by the 
shape of his shadow, and gets run over by a car. The accident releases the shadow, which has long 
desired to assert itself as an independent being, and now looks forward to wreak chaos in a society 
where people are incapable of dealing with any disturbance of their routine life and bourgeois 
stability: "What a rush there will be then, of lunatics seeking to reestablish their universe, deserting 
their time-honored sun-dials to come pounding after me." Finally free, the shadow will avenge itself, 
in fairly sadistic fashion, on humanity which has suppressed and imprisoned it: "I shall lead them 
into the Seine and .. shall watch their greened faces and trailing bodies lolling gently through the 
water to the bottom." The shadow's desire to upset the common order proves vain when the 
businessman regains consciousness, and the shadow is forced to rejoin the body. 
182 RMC, "Darkness Glitters. Six Stanzas," Broom 4, no. 4 (March 1923): 261-62. 
183 Coates seems to describe the creative process of Francis Picabia's "La Saint-Vierge," a randomly 
created ink-blot which was printed in the Dadaist magazine 391 12 (1920). For a picture of Picabia's 
anti-aesthetic work about the Madonna, see Tashjian, Skyscraper Primitives, in photo-section 
following page 90. 
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Like "The Sun Rises in Darkness," "Darkness Glitters" communicates a deep-
seated insecurity about modernity Once more evoking the chaotic conditions of 
urban life, the writer comes close to positing the countryside as a more attractive 
alternative By avoiding the conservative polarization of city and country, 
however, Coates's story is not anti-modem, but expresses a desire for a synthesis 
of city and country within the urban space instead Thus, he draws his metaphors 
for city-life from the natural world ("On the pavement there he saw women garbed 
in yellow swaying like a field of wheat") and, as we saw above, envisages his 
characters speeding through both city and country ("she ran with streaming hair 
out of the room and down great avenues and up great branching trees") Within the 
narrator's own self a series of similarly unresolved oppositions resides ("Opposite 
is another me"), which are played out in a Whitmanesque catalogue of contrasts 
In stanza Five, the prose-poem enacts a battle of sorts, pitting nature against 
culture, rationality against imagination, strength against weakness, hard 
practicality against romantic emotionality '84 Perhaps inspired by the attempt of 
surrealism to "negate man's duality and recapture his profound unity,"185 the 
positions are never wholly polarized, and the conflict remains unresolved 

I saw marble, he saw bubbles 
I tested the strength of a barbed wire fence, the shining strand of a spider's web was 
a sword to bar him from the town 
I swam vainly searching the oceans of the world he drowned in a tear 

so I climbed a tall tree to its top and gazed on cities, my glance 
petrified them, and he died there as I had planned or so I suppose for I never 
afterward came to the cities I had seen 

he went up to the skies to search for stars and came 
down blind so I killed him for I must find my way groping along the streets and I 
killed him I killed him but his blood beckons me from the red wheels of a cart 
rolling across a bridge186 

Coates's little magazine publications reveal a neo-romantic interest in the 
unreal, the fantastic and the occult—elements, incidentally, that returned in his 
short fiction during the 1940s and 1950s Next to the frequently outlandish story
lines and incomprehensible states of mind, the writer recurrently includes 
primitivist, cosmic visions of unleashed (super)natural powers '87 In "Song 

Subtle hints at the prefcrabihty of the natural over the urban world are interspersed in several of 
Coates's early stories For instance in "The Crimson Emerald" ("the spot [was] a veritable paradise 
far remote from the hum of trade or the throbbing arteries of the larger cities") and "Noon-Hour" 
("Shadows passed like dark, gentle hands among the trees, but the sidewalk where he had to walk 
was an even bright temperature on the face ") 
185 Peter W Ncsselroth, "Form and Meaning in Le Paysan de Pans" Dada/Surrealism 5 (1975) 20 
See also Nicholls, Modernisms, 282 
186 RMC, "Darkness Glitters," Broom 4, no 4 (March 1923) 263 
187 See, for instance, Coates's "The Sun Rises in Darkness," "Bisected Circle," "Four Movements," 
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Remembered in Silence,"188 for instance, we find great, destructive roars of sound 
escaping from the protagonist's mouth when he listens to a saddening song. The 
lament is reminiscent of Edvard Munch's "The Scream," the famous rendition of 
what the later expressionists felt as a "need for a return to that which is primal in 
humanity, a shedding of cultural inhibition in the name of the naked 'cry.'"189 Its 
decidedly musical aspect, however, robs the lament of the despair that Munch's 
primal scream so painfully conveyed: 

[T]he song grew within him until soon it must surge past his mouth like a tide and it 
would sweep across the valley to the hills beyond and set them roaring and rocking 
with the melody, and back again rolling it would come, leaving the trees swaying 
and dancing in its wake ... the little houses below would tumble to ruins with a 
sound like a roar of laughter and still the fields and hills would be rocking 
thunderously, there would be great masses of rock dashed together like the beat of 
drums... and still the song would go galloping on.190 

Another example of Coates's interest in the occult is the earlier "The Sun Rises in 
Darkness," in which McDowell seeks to lose his eyesight by looking directly into 
the sun, and witnesses a "terrible chaos of light" ("light darting and rocketing, 
color on color changing and mingling in forms that shifted, blent, jagged and 
swept on eternal curves and still light was visible through more light and still it 
grew.")191 The scene seems to enact the occult belief, cultivated by Harry Crosby, 
a sun-worshipper and extravagant American expatriate and publisher in Paris: 
"The human soul belongs to the spiritual world and is ever seeking to be reunited 
to its source (the Sun). Such union is hindered by the bodily senses, but though not 
permanently attainable until death, it can be enjoyed at times in the state called 
ecstasy when the veil of sensual perception is rent asunder and the soul is merged 
in God (in the Sun)."192 Another of McDowell's experiments in practical occultism 
is his decision to climb into a hole in the ground: "It is undeniable that one 
projects one's self in the darkness unhindered by the influence of so-called 

"Darkness Glitters," "The Luxembourg Gardens Remembered," and "Song Remembered in Silence." 
188 RMC, "Song Remembered in Silence" Gargoyle 3, no. 1 (July 1922): n.p. One additional 
example of Coates's interest in cosmic forces will suffice: "The man poured a glass of wine across 
the bar to a drenched patron and in the wind I saw her rounded figure and the wind lifted a drift of 
her hair and in a great white flash that abolished all but the two of us the earth spun backward once 
more and dashed us unwillingly, laughingly, recklessly onward down long halls and vaulted 
corridors whose crystal walls reflected reflecting floors through a rain a roaring colors the rush of our 
laughter engulfed that slow procession and swept them in red not behind us." RMC, "Darkness 
Glitters," Broom 4, no. 4 (March 1923): 263. 
189 Nicholls, Modernisms, 145. 
190 RMC, "Song Remembered in Silence," Gargoyle 3, no. 1 (July 1922): n.p. 
191 RMC, "The Sun Rises in Darkness," 282 
192 Quoted in Malcolm Cowley, Exile's Return (1951), 258. Cowley discusses the life and suicide of 
Harry Crosby at considerable length in his memoir. See also Geoffrey Wolff, Black Sun The Brief 
Transit and Violent Eclipse of Harry Crosby (New York: Random House, 1976). 
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reality."193 Followers of the mystic Gurdjieff and his pupil Ouspensky, popular at 
the time with, among others, Hart Crane, Waldo Frank, Gorham Munson and Jean 
Toomer, engaged in alike experiments to find out what happens to the human 
mind when man is placed into an entirely dark space.194 Certainly, Coates's 
interest in the mystical and primitivist dimension to modem life indicates a 
preference for spiritual content which is associated with Alfred Stieglitz, Waldo 
Frank, Hart Crane and Gorham Munson, rather than with Josephson or Harold 
Loeb. Like for instance Hart Crane, Coates, at this moment in his career, sought to 
assert a transcendent, intuitive dimension in his art that would counterbalance the 
experience of modernity as a trigger of negative emotions, great psychological 
stress and cultural despair. Humor was an important element in this search. 
Avoiding the grandiosity of myth, his work offers no affirmative counterpart to the 
negative modernist myth of disintegration, but does provide both critical reflection 
and comic relief. 

In the spring of 1923, following "Darkness Glitters," the writer embarked on 
another phase. Slowly, he began to tum away from the radical self-expression, 
cosmic visions and surreal, hallucinatory sensory perceptions that had 
characterized his expatriate work so far, and committed himself to the physical 
realities of the contemporary material world. At about the same time, the writer 
retreated to Givemy, the picturesque and tranquil Norman artist village (famous as 
the home of the Impressionist artist Claude Monet until 1926) on the river Epte, 
some fifty miles from Paris. There, Coates took over the apartment previously 
inhabited by Malcolm Cowley, who had departed for the United States in August 
1923. Interestingly, Coates's change in literary method parallels the development 
of certain of the Dadaists, for instance Richard Huelsenbeck and Hans Arp. 
Although these artists had earlier embraced expressionist ideas, they developed a 
critique of Expressionism during and after World War I. An important point of 
divergence between the two radical groups centered around the expressionists' 
alleged lack of commitment to the present: "Where the expressionists frequently 
stood poised above the twentieth century, unsure of their commitment to it, 
simultaneously looking back to an ideal past and forward to a Utopian future, the 
Dadaists, although their commitment was always ironic, refused to abandon their 
involvement with the banalities of the twentieth century."195 From 1923 onwards, 
Coates paid less and less attention to Expressionism and increasingly came to 
acknowledge the "banalities" of modem man's cultural environment. These 
included advertising material, tabloids, newspapers and comic strips, burlesque 

1,3 RMC, "The Sun Rises in Darkness," 279. 
194 For a description of such experiments, see Colin Wilson, The Occult A History (New York: 
Random House, 1971), 533-34. For the attraction of the mysticism of Gurdjieff and Ouspensky to 
some of the American expatriates see for instance Bak, Malcolm Cowley, 286 and Selzer, Kenneth 
Burke in Greenwich Village, 58. 
195 Richard Sheppard, "German Expressionism," in Bradbury & MacFarlane (eds.), Modernism, 287. 
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theatres and vaudeville shows, but especially movies and pulp fiction—the raw 
material of his first novel, The Eater of Darkness. Coates's change in aesthetics 
may well have been what Malcolm Cowley had in mind when he told Kenneth 
Burke in a rather patronizing manner that "Coates has been improved by his year 
in France. He writes stories without punctuation, but he is beginning not to need 
this camouflage of modernism; he begins to have ideas."196 Two works evidence 
his change: "The Crimson Emerald," Coates's sole contribution to Gorham 
Munson's Secession (then co-edited in New York by Kenneth Burke) where it 
appeared in September 1923, and "Movie," an unpublished prose poem. 

Written after his surrealist-expressionist-dadaist works and before The Eater 
of Darkness, "The Crimson Emerald" is important as a transitional text in Coates's 
small but remarkable expatriate oeuvre: the story combines a surreal concept of 
reality with Eater of Darkness-Wks parodies of the coolly heroic jargon and 
sensational plot developments of the Nick Carter-type detective. Together with 
Coates's outstanding imaginative powers and syntactical anomalies, the result is a 
comical and thoroughly absurd instance of what Robin Walz termed "pulp 
surrealism."197 Coates proves highly adept in revealing the absurdities that lie 
hidden beneath the genre's formulaic composition. One example of Coates's 
satirical approach will suffice. Equipped with a capacity to store away "the 
impressions of a fleeting eyeflash," the detective (Fisif) makes such bizarre 
observations as: 

1. That there were a great number of rats running about—a great number 
even for Rome. 
2. A picture of... the X framed in chrysophase and scented with oleander on 
the north wall. 
3. A curious fungus-like growth apparently having its roots in the carpet 
itself. 

3a. From the sturdy lower roots this strange plant bran
ched in intertwining tracery the tendrils of which as it neared 
the vaulted ceiling growing steadily finer at the same time 
extending further from the parent stem.198 

Although there is no documentation to prove Coates's intention, "The Crimson 
Emerald" appears to be a response to Harold Loeb's "The Mysticism of Money," 
generally seen as Broom's new and Dada-inspired editorial statement.199 In this 
essay, the editor urged American artists to shed their sense of cultural inferiority to 

Malcolm Cowley to Kenneth Burke, January 6, 1923 (MCC). 
See Robin Walz, Pulp Surrealism: Insolent Popular Culture in Early Twentieth-Century Pans 

(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000). 
1 9 8 RMC, "The Crimson Emerald," Secession 6 (September 1923): 8. 
1 9 9 Malcolm Cowley to Harold Loeb, September 27, 1922. Quoted in Bak, Malcolm Cowley, 228. 
See also Tashjian, Skyscraper Primitives, 124ff.; Selzer, Kenneth Burke in Greenwich Village, 126-
27. 
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Europe, to foreswear all imitation of European art and achieve genuine artistic 
expression by recognizing the nation's "religion of money," which he saw 
reflected in contemporary American phenomena such as skyscrapers, bridges, 
airplanes, advertising copy and slogans, jazz music, comic strips, movies and pulp 
fiction. In view of such excellent material, the editor lamented the fact that "[n]o 
Shakespeare has emerged to bind together into a magnificent whole, the vigorous 
language, the speedy narrative form, and the conventionalized characters."200 

Coates, it would seem, rose to the challenge, but not without satirizing the exact 
same characteristics of the genres which Loeb had identified. This implies that 
although the phenomenon of popular culture both inspired and stimulated him, 
Coates's opinion as to the "artistic value" of its actual manifestations was low. 
Loeb never recognized the story as a parody, and nor did Gorham Munson, the 
editor of Secession where the story appeared. In fact, Munson later referred to 
Coates's story as a "the dullest Dada story" he knew.201 Not everyone overlooked 
Coates's satirical intentions. Malcolm Cowley appreciated it for it was and spoke 
admiringly of the story to Kenneth Burke: "Coates showed me a burlesque 
detective story he is going to send Secession. It was written after I told him the 
plot for mine, but it beats mine hollow on the side of imagination." He added: 
"Coates is a nice boy with more than a few ideas and may be a good man for 
Secession."202 

Far from dull, Coates's story presents many rapid and illogical shifts of 
scene, a fragmented and inconsecutive plot, a detailed presentation of the most 
improbable surroundings, and a consistent flouting of typographical and 
syntactical conventions. Carrying action, speed and technology to an extreme, the 
simple plot (hero seeks and defeats crook, rescues girl) features motorcycles, an 
express train, a tram, telegraph wires humming and an airplane carrying a bomb. It 
climaxes with the surprise introduction of some complicated machine, operated by 
Fisif who makes us privy to its technical details: ("One after the other in quick 
succession I induced the Rotators until the swivelmeters touched 30.000, a point at 
which I touched number 4.") The machine grabs ahold of the evil Picrolas, the 
mad scientist who would soon figure in The Eater of Darkness, and makes him 
spin round at an infernal speed until he surrenders. The beautiful Zobaïda has been 
saved, not by a classical deus-ex-machina, but, interestingly, by what we might 
call a "homo-ex-machina." What Coates portrays at the end is not a divine, but a 
human intervention: not God, but the machine has become modem man's hope for 
the deliverance from evil. 

Throughout the story, Coates reminds the reader of the artificiality of the 
artistic performance by interjecting such sentences like: "as I rose in my orchestra 
chair I peered from the brush in which I had lain hidden," "end of reel three," or 

Harold Loeb, "The Mysticism of Money," Broom 3, no. 2 (September 1922): 127. 
2C" Gorham B. Munson, The Awakening Twenties A Memoir—History of a Literary Period (Baton 
Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1985), 174. 
202 Malcolm Cowley to Kenneth Burke, May 16, 1923 (MCC). 
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"Fire leaped and licked the painted scenery backstage." The author had used 
similar techniques in his earlier little magazine publications, for instance in "The 
Luxembourg Gardens Remembered," published in Gargoyle in September 1922, 
which describes a man's (erotic) reactions to a tapestry, possibly on display in the 
Luxembourg Museum. When he is unsuccessful in persuading the woman in the 
tapestry to join him on a nocturnal walk through the gardens, he rolls up the cloth, 
"disclosing only polite regret as [her] face curls up among the disappearing 
foliage."20 Coates's techniques testify to an avant-gardist desire to bridge the gap 
between art and life, but also express, indirectly yet strongly, an escapist longing 
to step beyond the limits of reality as given into an unknown world of the 
imagination—a romantic desire that originated from the influential Symbolist poet 
Baudelaire and which had a tremendous impact on the development of modernists 
and avant-gardists alike. Although Coates was opposed to the doctrine of art-for-
art's sake, underlying his work is a sense of disappointment that art (whether 
musical, visual art, literary or popular) can only offer a temporary refuge from an 
inhospitable reality. It is clearly shown in the poem "Four Movements," printed in 
Gargoyle in August 1922. Once again ascribing great power to the evocative 
powers of music (as he had earlier done in the two versions of "The Musicale" in 
the 1910s), "Four Movements" describes how the narrator is transported into an 
ecstatic, alternative reality while the musical performance he attends lasts. This 
evaporates instantly when the music stops: 

Oh! That great, round, universal cry it has all been done 
In order, they resurrect applause and something suggests steam 
"Let us get out before the crowd."204 

The "great, round, universal cry," in which all of the audience had been caught up 
turns out to have been a well-executed but artificial performance ("it has all been 
done in order"). After the applause (the sound of which Coates beautifully 
suggested by the almost unpronounceable "something suggests steam"), the 
audience disperses. Art, and the harmony it created does not overflow into real 
life. The intimations of spiritual wisdom and the artistic enjoyment that the poet 
experienced do not linger beyond the performance. The poet leaves in solitude and 
once again faces the "Lonely, silent, shining streets/And down two blocks the 
illuminated awning of a café..." 

Whereas the short stories "The Sun Also Rises" and "Bisected Circle" can be 
considered precursors to Coates's treatment of the city in The Eater of Darkness, 
"The Crimson Emerald" has most in common with his novel's plot and 
organization. In both works, Coates reveals his interest in several popular literary 
genres such as the mystery novel, the detective and the melodrama, and shows 
great skill at parodying them. Also, both have an absurd, non-sequitur plot, with a 

RMC, "The Luxembourg Gardens Remembered," Gargoyle 3, no. 3 (September 1922): 28-30. 
RMC, "Four Movements," Gargoyle 3, no. 2 (August 1922): n.p. 
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preposterous happy ending, both feature the character of Picrolas and portray cha
racters who are at the mercy of curious and inexplicable machinery. Formally, 
both play on the nature of the creative processes and use stylistic devices of an 
experimental nature; notably the use of elaborate and irrelevant detail and lists, an 
unconventional use of parentheses, the employment of various styles within the 
same text, and the interjection of cinema-terminology. 

With regard to the latter, it has already been pointed out that American 
movies belonged to the cultural artifacts that caught the fancy of both the 
European public and the avant-garde. The surrealists were especially fascinated by 
the way in which movies captured actual images from real life and juxtaposed 
them in complex ways in a manner not unlike that of the dream. As such, the 
movie could reflect the surreal realm that they sought to attain and communicate, 
the "resolution of ... two states, dream and reality, which are seemingly so 
contradictory, into a kind of absolute reality, a surreality, if one may so speak."205 

Coates shared the surrealists' enthusiasm for the "primitive" era of silent movies 
and saw a similar analogy between dreams (taken as communicators of hidden 
desires) and films. Coates tried to communicate this analogy in "Movie," an 
important, near-pomographical poem that he composed in 1923. The unpublished 
poem once more illustrates his special interest in the movies—already evident at 
Yale—as well as his insight in cinematic techniques and the consequences of these 
for the art of writing. 

Syntactically, "Movie" successfully recreates the dynamic continuity that 
action movies achieve before they reach their frequently simple resolution, 
through the use of multiple adverbial clauses, all starting with "as," which together 
subordinate only a single main clause. All of these clauses, often interrupted by 
references to the experience/perception of those inside the movie theatre, describe 
stereotypical scenes from all types of action movies, including the much-loved 
Westerns. Here is a small fragment: 

Excuse me for there is not [sic] time to lose as working his way along that slippery 
hardly more than a thread as she must ride if she will save as above the yawning 
abyss and the girl he loved lay shrinking and showing her legs in an orchestra chair 
as I pressed the button which spinning cogs as the dam burst and with a final roar 
the laugh moustached as alkali as I jumped into an elevator as they broke into a run 
as the signal went red as the fuse burned as I pulled the trigger kiss me then.206 

At first the events seem highly unlikely and seem to occur in wholly illogical suc
cession; clearly, it is up to the reader/moviegoer to forge the connective and 
interpretative links between the discontinuous scenes—a task that used to be 
performed by a narrator or author, but which movies (and modem literature) 

André Breton, "Surrealist Manifesto," 1924. Quoted in Nicholls, Modernisms, 282. 
RMC, "Movie," unpublished manuscript (RMCP). Underlining not mine. 
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abandoned. Before long, however, he reader realizes they are reading a 
metaphorical rendering of a love-making scene which leads right up to an orgasm: 
the poem starts with gangsters in a hot desert—thumbs in belt, grinning teeth, 
crossed rifles—when suddenly they find a plane swooping low, a man moving 
along a slippery non-specified object, then the same man hanging above a yawning 
abyss, the " I " pressing a button, a dam bursting and—by which time it has become 
quite clear what is being described—the " I " jumping into an elevator (while 
people are running, the signal turns red and a fuse bums) where he finally pulls the 
trigger. 

What is especially interesting is that all of the scenes above are expressed in 
adverbial clauses: they merely provide the circumstances to what will be 
expressed in the long-delayed main clause. This main clause contains a singularly 
innocent act; "kiss me then." This resolution causes the focus to shift immediately 
from the sensational screen to the actual movie theatre. As in Coates's early 
"Flickers," the difference between reality and fiction is momentarily canceled out 
only to be reestablished at the end—the same effect that movies can have. 

Both "Movie" and "The Crimson Emerald" anticipate The Eater of 
Darkness in several ways. Indeed, a book revolving around citylife, silent movies 
and what Coates referred to as a "Blinding Flash," had been on Coates's agenda at 
least since 1923: at that time, he sent some of his writings to Gertrude Stein, 
telling her that "The Preface of the 'Blinding Flash' I did when some time ago I 
intended getting out a book, with the movie story and a couple of others about city 
life, but the book plan dropped through."208 Unfortunately, the manuscripts that 
Coates sent to Stein have not survived, but the phrase "Blinding Flash" is clearly 
related to The Eater of 'Darkness.209 Before this novel could be written, however, the 
author first had to replenish not just his finances, but also his store of impressions 
from the urban-technological climate of New York City. 

A Visit to New York City: Fall 1923 - Fall 1924 
Coates sailed home in the late Fall of 1923, having fallen victim to a "sudden, 
mysterious, causeless impulse to go back to America."210 He hoped to return to 
Givemy next Fall.2" Although allegedly beyond comprehension to the writer 
himself, Coates's decision to return to his homeland ties in neatly with his 
increased interest in the paraphernalia of modem American culture. Staying first in 
Cincinnati, Ohio, with his parents, Coates soon left for New York City, his mount 

Keith Cohen, Film and Fiction (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1979), 82. 
2 0 8 RMC to Stein, η d. [spring 1923?] (GSC). Coates also sent a printed copy of "Darkness Glitters" 
to Stein, which had appeared in Broom in March 1923. 
2 0 9 Compare: "Though in the flashing moment he had been as one blinded by too much light, it had yet 
served to bring before him plain that Other Face—that gray, distant, dreaming woman. Like the lightning 
flash [that the x-ray machine produced], its glare had been destructive." ED, 234. 
2 1 0 RMC to Gertrude Stein, January 11, 1924 (GSC). 
2 1 1 Ibid. Coates describes his return home in RMC to Harold [Loeb] and Kitty [Cannell], November 
25, [1923] (Harold Loeb Papers, Princeton University Libraries). 
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of inspiration, and moved into a rooming house on West 23rd Street.212 During this 
period, the young writer met Kenneth Burke (whom Cowley had told him to look 
up) and struck up a lifelong and formative friendship with the writer, editor, critic, 
philosopher and "maverick genius," whose ideas "remained eccentric from and 
independent of other recognizable intellectual schools."213 Certainly, the two 
men's ideas about literary form and its relation to artistic self-expression were 
frequently quite similar, although Burke was undeniably the more brilliant thinker 
of the two. 

In New York, Coates worked as a free-lance writer, and published feature 
articles on Paris and New York in The New York Times (which he would continue 
to do until 1929). As he reported to Gertrude Stein: "They're easy enough to do— 
newspaper stories about the quaint old streets of Paris, ruined towers, absinthe 
drinkers, etc., and snappy stories about adventures in Pullman cars, behind the 
scenes, movie extras, and shop girls at Greenwich Village balls." Contrary to 
what he suggested to Stein, Coates did not at all specialize in easy stereotypes of 
an ancient Europe or a roaring-twenties-America. His lengthy articles on the urban 
spectacle of New York reveal a vivid curiosity about the "strange exoticism" and 
the "startling anachronisms" of New York's multicultural life215 and a deep 
interest in the life of the urban poor, especially as lived on The Bowery, a street 
well-known for its poverty-stricken inhabitants. 

All of Coates's articles display the writer's detailed knowledge of the 
city's areas, streets and avenues, and his great sensitivity to atmosphere. Written 
with a keen reportorial eye, his articles offer memorable portraits of New York 
City in the 1920s, such as this series of personifications of Second Avenue as it 
descends into the East Side of New York: 

Deserted at Twenty-third Street by that raucous wayfarer, the elevated, Second 
Avenue wanders in quiet gloom through delicatessens and left-over saloons—to 
end, apparently as an old man might, in Stuyvesant Square. But here a new birth 
awaits it. Bursting the grilled divisions of the park like a chrysalis, it emerges 
blazing with gaiety, tremulous with light—runs, mothlike, its short course, and 
plunges at East Houston into the dark squalor of Chrystie Street. In those fifteen 

212 See RMC to Edward Dahlberg, February 24, 1968 (EDC). 
213 Selzer, Kenneth Burke in Greenwich Village, 15, 16. 
214 RMC to Gertrude Stein, January 11, 1924 (GSC). 
215 Multicultural life is a topic in the following articles in The New York Times by Coates: "Oyster 
Row, Manhattan: Where the Seafaring Life Holds a Slender Grip on the Rim of the Island," April 20, 
1924, IV, 7:1; "Don Juan of Second Avenue: Or the Glory that Still is the East Side of New York," 
May 25, 1924, IV, 5:1 and "South Street and The Sea: Or the Hidden Port of New York," August 24, 
1924, IV, 4:1. For Coates's treatment of the urban poor and The Bowery, see RMC, "The Street That 
Died Young: The Bowery, Where for Two Centuries Everything Happened, and now Nothing 
Happens," The New York Times, September 14, 1924, IV, 8. Coates deals with The National Winter 
Garden in "Don Juan of Second Avenue." 
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short blocks the avenue is like one possessed. Frowsy tenements rank it in, the lean-
handed poverty of First Avenue and the Bowery stalk it on either side.216 

Despite his love of the manifold manifestations of New York, his relationship to 
the city was not unequivocal. Thus, he told his friend Malcolm Cowley, "I am very 
happy in New York. I never look in people's faces."217 Indeed, for the moment, 
Coates was content to enjoy and record the great city's diversity and its energetic 
life and tried to avoid seeing the toll that the spectacle of urban mass life took on 
the human mind and sensibility. Malcolm Cowley later tried to describe his 
friend's position in New York, which he himself had come to regard as "the city of 
anger," in a poem entitled "The Eater of Darkness." The poem, excerpted below, 
encapsulates the contradictory and false mood of a world steeped in invigorating 
popular culture, of jazz and vaudeville, but filled with anxiety and fun-fatigue: 

The red-haired man burst into genuine tears, they did not change to pearls. He went 
to a dance in Harlem. Holding a toy pistol bang to his head, he crumpled 
boom to the floor, in time with Duke Ellington's umpah-umpah. 

It was what everybody expected. That year everybody was being baroque and 
outrageous, with a false hint of sadness underneath. The parties were 
wonderful and nobody believed in them anymore. 

But the bullets were real and the death was real, I couldn't get over it.218 

It was in this New York climate that Coates started working on his first 
novel, The Eater of Darkness (which he finished in Givemy in 1925).219 The book 
is not autobiographical in any sense, except for a few details: like the writer, the 
novel's American protagonist abruptly exchanges Paris for New York and settles 
down in a rooming house on West 23rd Street (Coates's address), where he stays 
for one year. Coates did the same: in the fall of 1924, he retraced his steps to 
embark on his second two-year period of expatriation.220 

216 RMC, "Don Juan of Second Avenue," 5. 
217 Malcolm Cowley quotes Coates's remark in a letter to Harold Loeb of March 14, 1924 (Harold 
Loeb Papers, Princeton University Libraries). Also quoted in Loeb, The Way It Was, 206. 
218 Malcolm Cowley, "The Eater of Darkness," in Blue Juniata: Collected Poems (New York: Viking 
Press, 1968), 75. 
219 See RMC, "Ini 
220 Coates's second passporLwas issued on October 20, 1924 (RMCP). 

219 See RMC, "Introduction" to The Eater of Darkness (1959) 



Chapter 5 

The Eater of Darkness 

The Making of The Eater of Darkness 
Having acquainted himself with the plethora of modem influences in Paris during 
his first expatriate period, Coates withdrew from the French capital in his second 
stay abroad. Back in France in the Fall of 1924, he returned straight to the tranquil 
village of Givemy, in Normandy and travelled to the capital ("as a rustic to 
market") only rarely.1 On these occasions, he stayed with the journalist and writer 
Kathleen Cannell, the "prototype" for Frances Clyne in Hemingway's The Sun 
Also Rises, on the rue de Monttessuy, near the Eiffel Tower in the seventh 
arrondisement. Faced with the demise of all three of his previous organs of 
publication, Gargoyle, Broom and Secession (which folded in December 1922, 
January 1924 and April 1924 respectively), Coates started a little magazine of his 
own, but nothing came of it.2 Most of his time and artistic effort went into the 
writing and rewriting of The Eater of Darkness, which he had started in New 
York. A few months before he completed his manuscript, he spoke of his 
lengthiest and most intricately experimental work so far in a letter to Gertrude 
Stein: "The book when finished ought to be full of surprises for the reader. It 
certainly has been for me."3 Indeed, when he completed the manuscipt in the Fall 
of 1925, Coates had written what is probably the most surprising and strangely 
self-subverting text produced by an American writer during this period. 

Aware of the book's unconventional aspect and low commercial potential, 
Coates had little hope of finding a publisher. Convinced that art should persist in a 
hostile environment, and mindful of Sir Philip Sidney, the sixteenth-century 
British poet who "never stooped to seek out a publisher for this writings,"4 he 
typed, illustrated and bound the manuscript himself. In a spirit which he later 
described as "a confused, variable and thoroughly jejune mixture of François 
Villon (the medieval influence and also general rascality, though a more law-
abiding rascal than I was in those days can hardly be imagined); Sir Philip Sidney 
(the great sixteenth-century poet, representing the aristocratic impulse) and Dada, 
or devil-may-careness,"5 Coates allowed the self-made copy to circulate among 
his friends, among whom Harold Loeb, Malcolm Cowley, Gertrude Stein and 
Kathleen Cannell. 

1 RMC to Gertrude Stein, October 12, 1925 (GSC). 
2 Coates told Stein in the spring of 1925 that "something inexplicable seems to have happened to my 
magazine." RMC to Gertrude Stein, Sunday the twenty-second [April, 1925] (GSC). In August, he 
informed Malcolm Cowley and Peggy [Baird] that, "My magazine, of course, seems definitely bust." 
RMC to Peggy and Malcolm, August 6, 1925 (MCC). 
3 RMC to Gertrude Stein, June 9, 1925 (GSC). 
4 RMC, "Introduction" to The Eater of Darkness ( 1959), iv. 
5 Ibid. 
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The writer's adoption of the Dadaists' ideological refusal to mingle art and 
commerce was not solely a matter of principle. He later admitted with 
characteristic self-deprecating honesty that part of his disdainful Dada stance was 
"basically simply hedging: I wasn't at all sure that anybody was going to want to 
publish the thing in the first place."6 Indeed, the Dadaists' radical and aggressive 
contemptuousness at the bourgeois "vulgus" is unlikely to have had much appeal 
to a writer who would later lament not having been bom into "one of those 
wonderful Golden Ages they talk about, when the buying public and the artists 
could go beautifully hand in hand."7 Also, the prospect of actually having his first 
book in print was thrilling and Coates made several attempts to make this happen. 
Thus, before he had completed the manuscript, Coates asked Gertrude Stein if she 
thought "[the expatriate publisher] Bob McAlmon might take it for his publishing 
company,"8 and sent Malcolm Cowley a letter reminding him of his offer to try 
and place the book with an American publisher.9 He also asked Harold Loeb to 
take his copy with him to America: "If you get time to shove the copy under some 
publisher's nose, I shall certainly be grateful. ... If anyone should want to print it, 
I'll venerate you forever."10 

Publication came within reach when two of his friends in Paris, Kathleen 
Cannell and Gertrude Stein, independently brought the book to the attention of 
Robert McAlmon, an "inspired entrepeneur of the arts"' ' and the owner of the now 
legendary expatriate publishing company Contact.12 Robert McAlmon was in the 
forefront of the struggle to fashion an idiomatic American literature free from the 
influence of the genteel English tradition. As early as 1922 he had started his own 
publishing company "Contact Publishing" to bring out his own books A Hasty 
Bunch, A Companion Volume and Post-Adolescence as well as Two Selves, a 
fictionalized autobiography by his wife Annie Winifred Ellerman (better known as 
Bryher). At the end of 1923, McAlmon's "marriage of convenience" to the affluent 
future partner of poet H.D. yielded a fortune and McAlmon (known from then on 
as McAlimony) devoted his publishing firm to the furthering of non-commercial 
literature in general. In the Transatlantic Review of January 1924, McAlmon made 
the oft-quoted announcement that Contact would "bring out books by various writers 
who seem not likely to be published by other publishers for commercial or legislative 

6 Ibid. 
7 RMC to Malcolm Cowley, August 21, 1951 (MCC) 
s RMC to Gertrude Stein, June 25, 1925 (GSC) 
9 See RMC to Malcolm Cowley, August 6, 1925 (MCC) 
10 RMC to Harold Loeb, September 24, 1925 (Harold Loeb Papers, Princeton University Libraries) 
" Josephine Herbst, "Nathanael West," Kenyan Review 23 (Autumn 1961) 619 
12 See Stein, The Autobiography of Alice Β Tokios, 206; Kathleen Cannell "gave a copy to Robert 
McAlmon, thinking he might publish it, which would indeed be an astonishing event." RMC to 
Malcolm Cowley and Peggy [Baird], August 6, 1925 (MCC). According to Coates, Stein 
"immediately set about getting [his book] published" after she had received a copy of his novel 
Coates, "Introduction" to The Eater of Darkness (1959), vn See also Sanford J Smoller, Adrift 
Among Geniuses Robert McAlmon Writer and Publisher of the 1920s (University Park The 
Pennsylvania State University Press, 1975), 180, 181. 
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reasons."13 After all, as he told Gertrude Stein, "There are too many publishers 
around who are naively happy to publish anything so long as they lose nothing 
whatever, and take no chances on not making anything. Luck to them, but we're not 
their game."14 Because of his financial situation, McAlmon could give a powerful 
impetus to the work that he started on three years earlier, in December 1920, when 
he and the American poet William Carlos Williams brought out the magazine 
Contact. Like that magazine, which was shortlived, Contact Publishing was 
devoted to promote writers' contact with their cultural environment and was true to 
McAlmon's passionate belief, shared by Williams, in the prime importance of the 
perception of immediate reality.15 

As a publisher, McAlmon looked for intelligence, integrity and skill in a 
writer's manner and abhorred cerebration, "intellectual sterilities"16 and literary 
mannerisms ("new tricks are too easy,"17 he once warned off Stein in the early 
phases of their relationship). When Cannell brought Coates's novel to his attention, 
the publisher was amazed at the writer's handiwork and considered the manuscript "a 
beautiful affair: a work of art in itself with the cover and inside pages designed by 
himself."18 Reading the novel, he recognized that The Eater of Darkness had 
personality, and that it was neither an exercise 'ml'exotic pour Γ exotic, nor a product 
of the sterile and bookish affectation and cerebration that he detected (and deplored) 
in the circle of friends that Coates himself frequently joined, which included Cowley, 
Josephson, Burke, Crane and others. McAlmon wished to publish The Eater of 
Darkness, but was still in the process of bringing out the vast, unabridged version of 
Stein's The Making of Americans and "couldn't afford to take on anything else."19 

In the fall of 1926, however, he felt safe to accept Coates's book and sent the 
manuscript to printer Maurice Darantière in Dijon. Thus, The Eater of Darkness was 
added to the Contact list, which, by 1926, already included works by Ernest 
Hemingway, Marsden Hartley, William Carlos Williams, Ford Madox Ford, Ezra 
Pound, Mary Butts, H.D., and Gertrude Stein—a list impressive enough for the 
Contact Publishing Company to have been described as "a kind of show-case for the 
talents of the expatriates."20 

13 Robert E. Knoll (ed.), McAlmon and the Lost Generation A Self-Portrait (Lincoln/London. 
University of Nebraska Press, 1962), 184-85. 
14 Robert McAlmon to Gertrude Stein, September 17, 1925 (GSC). 
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With The Eater of Darkness safely in the hands of Darantière, Coates 
traveled to the South of France, and composed feature articles on the "mingling of 
nations" at the port of Marseilles and the decline of the "carefree aristocracy" in 
the Provence.21 En route to Corsica, he stopped off in Toulon and spent 
considerable time with Juan Gris, "a wonderful fellow," and his wife Josette.22 

There he also met up with the French Cubist Louis Latapie (1891-1972) and the 
British writer Ford Madox Ford, whom Coates interviewed for an article on the 
importance of the place of composition for Ford's novel Last Post, then in 
progress.23 After Toulon, Coates moved on to Italy with his friend, the illustrator 
Wynn Holcomb. In Corsica, the pair of them climbed the Monte Rotondo: the 
eccentric and prankish Holcomb dressed extravagantly in "patent-leather dress 
oxfords, a double-breasted black suit with a voluminous jacket, and a wide-
brimmed black velours hat" and Coates dressed plainly in "rough clothes, flanel 
shirts and working men's boots."24 They also prepared articles on the Corsican 
countryside for the Sunday magazine sections for The New York Times, which 
Holcomb illustrated. Impressed with Italy's cultural resources and its way of life, 
Coates vowed to return there later (indeed, in the 1960s, he traveled the country 
extensively and documented his experiences in two travel books, Beyond the Alps 
and South of Rome.) Just before his first novel came out, the writer went back to 
France and moved to the Rivièra with his future wife, the sculptor Elsa Kirpal, 
whose first husband had died in the war.25 There they lived on the property of the 
art collector Peggy Guggenheim, in Pramousquier, where the couple occupied a 
house that Guggenheim and her husband Laurence Vail had had built expressly for 
them.26 Near the end of 1926, they returned to New York. 

21 RMC, "Sailors Do Penance With Little Ships," illustrated by Reginald Marsh. The New York 
Times, May 30, 1926, IV, 12:1 and "Only Sighs Where Troubadours Sang," The New York Times, 
JuneS, 1927,1V, 14. 
22 RMC to Gertrude Stein, October 11, 1927 (GSC). For a description of Juan Gris, his visitors in 
Toulon and his relationship to Stein, see Daniel-Henry Kahnweiler, Juan Gris: Leben und Werk 
(Stuttgart: Verlag Gerd Hatje), 1968. Originally published in French by Editions Gallimard, Pans, 
1947. 
23 RMC to Gertrude Stein, picture postcard from Toulon, February 1926 (GSC). See RMC, "Authors 
and Their Haunts," unpublished document, in which Coates quotes from the interview with Ford 
(Ford Madox Ford Collection, Carl A. Kroch Library, Cornell University, Ithaca, New York). 
24VFH, 156, 160. 
25 Elsa Peterson (née Kirpal) and Robert Coates were married in New York on February 3, 1927. 
26 As Coates told Stein: "some friends have built us a house here which we will occupy at a minute 
rental at least part of the year." RMC to Gertrude Stein, September 2 [1926] (GSC). See also Peggy 
Guggenheim's memoirs: "In the end we had four houses [in Pramousquier], for we had another one 
built on the extreme end of our property for Bob and Elsa Coates." Peggy Guggenheim, Out of This 
Century: Informal Memoirs, 78. Elsa returned to Pramousquier for a considerable number of months 
in 1927. After her departure, the house was occupied by Kathleen Cannell and Roger Vitrac. Peggy 
Guggenheim, Out of This Century Informal Memoirs, 93. 



The Eater of Darkness 119 

The Eater of Darkness: A Critical Analysis 
The Eater of Darkness is a truly remarkable text Since its appearance, it has been 
termed "one of the most unusual literary concoctions of the penod," a 
"melodramatic extravaganza of the most nonsensical sort," "one of the cleverest 
tours de force ever contrived by the pen of a wit," the "first purely Dada novel in 
English," "the first surrealist novel in English," "a hilariously misconstructed 
hurricane of happenstance, adventure and parody," and several other colorful 
things besides 2 7 Because of the occurrence of a futuristic and sinister x-ray 
machine in the novel's plot, Coates's novel is also widely recognized as a unique 
and important early science fiction novel in encyclopedias of the genre Clearly, 
The Eater of Darkness commands interest for several reasons and offers rare 
delights to the reader 

Let us first consider the novel's complex formal architecture, its "plot" 
and narrative styles in some detail At first sight, The Eater of Darkness appears to 
be a frame-tale The novel starts with a so-called "Apologue"29 and ends with an 
"Epilogue " These two texts, both set in Pans, together form the frame of the novel 
and are remarkably straightforward In the "Apologue" a woman leams that her lover 
Charles Dograr has unexpectedly left to Amenca. One year later, in the "Epilogue," 
she receives a letter from Charles, telling her he is coming back Within the frame we 
find the story of the young man's life in New York City The content and structure of 
Dograr's story, in contrast to the harmonious and continuous nature of the frame 
which flanks it on both sides, suggests, in true modernist fashion, the disorder, chaos, 
discontinuity and fragmentation of modem life itself 

Although of frame-tale appearance, Coates's first novel is not stnctly an 
embedding of one story into another The frame and the framed become increasingly 
intertwined, to the point where the female protagonist of the frame actually becomes 
the sometime creator of Charles's adventures, working alongside wnter Robert 
Coates, who is also in the text indicated as the author Interestingly, this woman is 
given several creative options to choose from Celebrating man's potential for 
creativity, the wnter pictures her as a reader who closes the book when Charles 
decides to return, as a wnter who remarks "I only wnte adventure stones I don't want 

In, respectively, Richard Messer, "Robert Myron Coates," in Bobby Ellen Kimbcl (ed ), Dictionary 
of Literary Biography 102 American Short story Writers 1910-1945 Second Senes (Detroit, 
Michigan Gale Research Group, 1991), 44, B D , "Notes on Novels," The New Republic 60 
(September 18, 1929) 133, Ε M Benson, New York Evening Post, July 27 1929, 6, Malcolm Cowley, 
on Macaulay dustjacket, 1929, Putnam's dust jacket of 1959, and finally, John R Clark, "Gaming in 
Modern Literature Some Causes and Effects," Modernist Studies—Literature and Culture 1920-
1940, vol 4 (1982) 146-59 
2 8 Peter Nicholls and John Clute (eds), Encyclopedia of Science Fiction An Illustrated A to Ζ 
(London, New York Granada, 1979), 126 Peter Nicholls and John Clute (eds), Encyclopedia of 
Science Fiction (New York St Martin's Press, 1993), 51 Everett Franklin Bleiler, The Guide to 
Supernatural Fiction Kent, Ohio Kent State University Press, 1983), 114 Everett Franklin Bleiler, 
Science-Fiction The Early Years Kent, Ohio Kent State University Press, 1990), 143 
2 9 The literary term Apologue, "moral fable," should be seen as a pun on "apology" Charles's 
sudden departure from France provides the excuse, as it were, for Coates to write the framed story 
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to live them" ; as a film-maker "adjusting" the focus and "producing" fifteen movie 
scenes connected to Charles's life, with film directions and captions; as a sculptor, 
kneading and modeling; as a weaver, creating a tapestry; and finally, simply as a 
daydreamer, remembering and wishing the fulfillment of her dreams. In order to 
reveal the true intricacy of the construction of Eater, it is important to stress that 
the woman is not to be taken simply as the creator of the whole of the framed 
story—with Coates merely reporting on her creative processes. Take, for instance, 
the character of Helene Montmorency, the French woman's rival. Coates suggests 
that the French woman creates this woman herself: "[Helene was] unconscious of 
that other who with deft fingers the creamy shoulders modeling, shaping the soft 
voluted throat across miles and her head dreaming" and "Sense ye not, Helene 
Montmorency, that silent watching figure—miles, miles away, 'tis true, in flesh, but 
near, so near in dream and thought? Feel ye not, those weaving fingers, softly 
threading thy marble-veined limbs with life, cushioning thy proud, ripe breasts within 
the silken shift and offering all, in the amorous night, to the distant lover?"3' When 
the reader encounters Helene Montmorency for the first time, however, the writer 
stops the narrative because he thinks it is "perhaps appropriate" to give a more 
detailed description of this woman "to the interested reader." We are informed that 
the lady is a prostitute, at which point the narrator says: 

In other words, the lady was a prostitute. In the flesh, the reader must have fled 
from her—or paid ten dollars to investigate her charms. We see no valid reason 
why the readers of this book should be otherwise dealt with. On receipt of ten 
dollars we will forward in plain wrapper a complete and catalogued (illustrated) 
description of Madame Helene Montmorency.32 

This introduction of Helene as a flesh-and-blood commodity is not 
reconcilable with the image of Helene as a creation of the Parisian woman. While this 
may lead the reader to conclude that the woman and "Mr. Coates" are the two co
authors of Charles's adventures, there is yet a third imaginative or creative source, 
which is Charles himself. When, at the end of the novel, a powerful flash of 
remembrance allows Charles to break free from the woman's creative visualizations 
which had almost physically imprisoned him, the flash is said to have "sufficed to 
cool ... his fevered imagining" and to have "drained the heat of plot and counterplot 
from out of his struggling soul."33 This, of course, suggests that Charles has in fact 
imagined everything himself. In this context it should be noted that Charles has his 
first intimation of his lost lover when he is walking "up" Fifth Avenue, and finds 
himself walking "down" Fifth Avenue at the end of the book. This implies, 
amusingly, that everything has taken place while he was walking up and down the 

30 ED, 235. 
31 ED, 191. 
32 ED, 111. 
33 ED, 234. 
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New York Avenue.34 On another level of the narrative, however, he has been away 
for a year. In a manner similar to Joyce's Ulysses where Odysseus's twenty years of 
travel are compressed into 16 hours of Leopold Bloom's life as he wandered around 
Dublin, time is contracted, and shown to be no absolute factor. 

Throughout, the reader is deliberately kept in a state of confusion. As one 
critic observed, "Who has told the tale, and, what, exactly happened? No one quite 
can tell. ... Ultimately, all of the fictional games are played for the reader's benefit— 
yet also at the reader's expense."35 Indeed, The Eater of Darkness is an early 
instance of the sporting and frequently prankish "utilization of gaming as a central 
theme, metaphor, and preoccupation" that became an increasingly strong 
fascination for the early postmodernist works of the 1960s such as Harry 
Mathews's The Conversions (1962), Thomas Pynchon's The Crying of Lot 49 
(1966) and John Barth's Lost in the Funhouse (1968).36 Thus, in anticipation of the 
postmodem narrative voice which "[moves] characters and the readers about as 
pawns in a literary game,"37 both the reader of Coates's novel and Charles Dograr 
himself become trapped inside and manipulated by manifold creative processes, 
including their own. Interestingly, the writer-narrator, too, becomes thoroughly 
confused at times at the processes he has initiated, and is occasionaly reprimanded in 
metafictional footnotes such as "This is astonishing! Obviously, someone has been 
working on the Trulge [murder] case without the concurrence, perhaps even without 
the knowledge of the author. The complete ignorance on the part of Mr. Coates of the 
most elementary principles of plot construction, apparent throughout the book, is here 
devastatingly revealed."38 To illustrate the book's tangled narrative structure, a fairly 
long quotation is given below which might simultaneously help the reader to get a 
better feel of some of the issues touched upon before: 

(Sometimes (I think it was I was sat there on the Palisades and lying beside 
me that wide-cheeked soft-lipped deep-eyed loose-bodied slut waiting smiling for my 
(or for his) caresses and) sometimes) Charles Dograr: thrillingly and afar he had for a 
moment heard the march of Life about him (or was it the tapping stick McDowell?) 
and with a sense of infinite foreboding he had (as you (or I) sitting here in our orchestra 
chairs (suppose you or I) were to rise and step forward to the scene taking the place of 

34 ED, 51. This is indeed partly how Charles himself has expenenced it; in a letter he sends to the woman 
in Paris he communicates his sense of having been enveloped in an overpowering dream: ". .have been 
thinking of..so much has...often wonder if after all 1...curious sensation the other day...I was wal
king...like a dream...overpowering..." ED, 237 (ellipses not mine). As this fragment suggests, Charles 
Dograr never fully comprehends what made him return to France. Coates may have reworked an 
experience of his own when he decided to return to the United States. As he wrote to Gertrude Stein 
from New York City: "[I] stayed [in Givemy] until that sudden, mysterious, causeless impulse to go 
back to America came over me and I found myself on the Rochambeau." RMC to Gertrude Stein, 
January 11, 1924 (GSC). 
35 Clark, "Gaming in Modem Literature," 151. 
36 See Clark, "Gaming in Modem Literature," 146-59. 
37 Tony Hilfer, American Fiction Since 1940 (London and New York: Longman, 1992), 11 
38 ED, p. 163. 
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the hero?) Charles in a mood of deep profundity: "I shall not live long," he had said: 
"in no one of my dreams can I see myself old 1 shall not live long not more than 250 
pages": he had said and (suddenly (dazzledly) as one rising from (is it the Seine this 
long blue laughing?) from the water's depth into shattering sunlight he (thrusting up 
through the perfume of some unknown woman's hair her body sweeter far than he) 
found himself) sitting there and:39 

For Dograr, the processes at work on his characterization create an 
alternative reality in which his individual self becomes thoroughly lost—until the 
game ends. He functions as a puppet on a string—a situation, incidentally, that he 
himself becomes increasingly aware of. While the game lasts, he finds himself 
enacting roles not of his own making and his character becomes wholly fabricated as 
well as inconsistent.40 Dograr's capitulation to the various formulaic and 
manipulative products of American popular culture is a playful treatment of the 
ultimately serious theme—the imminent disappearance of the autonomous 
individual—that would continue to concern Coates throughout his career. 

The various creative forces shaping Dograr's adventures cause him, one 
night, to leave his room on West 23rd Street (Coates's own address in 1923-1924) and 
to haphazardly walk into the quarters of a macabre old man (Picrolas) who calls 
himself "the Eater of Darkness." This stereotypical mad scientist-figure,41 whose 
back (like that of a white-skinned Queequeg, and in recognition of Dada's 
glorification of the primitive) is decorated with mysterious ritualistic symbols (in his 
case "a mass of tattooed inscriptions arranged in orderly rows and interspersed with 
formulae and geometric designs,") is the inventor of a machine which emits far-
travelling x-ray beams, so-called "x-ray bullets." Of all the advances in technology 
of the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, the phenomenon of the x-ray 
was, together with radioactivity, the most inspiring invention to many science 
fictionists, and also inspired many modernists.42 In fact, when Coates was making 
plans for his cinematic novel, the French avantgardist filmmaker René Clair, best 
known for his creative use of satire and for the surrealist qualities of his films, 

J9ED, 134-35. 
40 In this respect, although without the technological background, the elaborate games that Coates's 
novel plays on his characters also foreshadow such present-day movies as The Matrix (Andy and 
Larry Wachowski, 1999) where the human race becomes locked up in a computer-generated, virtual 
reality which it is unable to escape from and, especially, Existenz (David Cronenberg, 1999), a 
cultish movie in which humans enter an elaborate technological game in which they are forced to 
adopt characteristics alien to their own in order to "advance plot and establish the characters," as the 
alleged designer of the game "Existenz," Allegra Geller, explains it. Like the players of "Existenz," 
Charles lacks a stable fictional characterization and is incapable of deciding which roles he is 
expected to play (being caught in a variety of schemes). 
'" For an overview of the history of the mad scientist see Thomas D. Clareson, "The Scientist as 
Hero in American Science-Fiction: 1880-1920," Extrapolation: A Science-Fiction Newsletter 7, no. 1 
(December 1965): 18-28; Peter H. Goodnch, "The Lineage of Mad Scientists: Anti-Types of 
Merlin," Extrapolation 27, no. 2 (1986): 109-15. 
42 Peter Nicholls, Encyclopedia of Science Fiction An Illustrated A to Ζ (London, New York: 
Granada, 1979), 644. 
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produced the movie "Paris Qui Dort" (also known as "The Crazy Ray"). The 
movie, which appeared in Paris in 1923 where Coates may have seen it, revolves 
around a mad scientist who immobilizes Paris with a powerful invisible ray, and 
tells its story in a combination of techniques including slapstick, science fiction 
and Dada collage. Another example from this period is the silent science fiction 
thriller "Luch Smerti" ("The Death Ray"), which surfaced as an incongruous 
catalog of effects, styles and situations with a non-operable plot, by the Russian 
avant-garde film-maker Lev Kuleshov.44 It appeared in Russia in 1925.45 Because 
of the widespread fascination for the x-ray at that time, it is entirely possible that 
Coates, Clair and Kuleshov hit on the theme independently. Certainly, all 
approached the topic in their own ways, although all experimented with styles and 
genres. 

A clear difference with both Clair and Kuleshov in terms of plot is that 
Coates allows his x-ray machine to actually kill. Soon, inventor Picrolas grows 
"tired of practicing on flies" because it was "neither conclusive scientifically nor 
satisfactory personally," and electrocutes tens of people. Among these we find such 
frequently denounced literary figures and critics as Waldo Frank (co-editor of The 
Seven Arts and enemy of, for instance, Coates's friend Matthew Josephson), Henry 
Seidel Canby (critic of an older generation, and hence suspect) and George Jean 
Nathan (editor of The Smart Set and co-founder of The American Mercury, which 
printed an article, Emest Boyd's "Aesthete: Model 1924," which was offensive to the 
youngest generation). 

Although violent, criminal and dystopian (Ford Madox Ford, for one, 
wrote that "he shuddered over the book,"46) Coates's treatment of the x-ray 
machine is not at all grim; in Dadaist fashion, he treats death and violence lightly. 
The author parodies the human awe and fear at the possibilities of new techno
logical inventions as reflected in, for instance, Mary Shelley's early classic 
Frankenstein or Waldo Frank's solemn warning, of 1924, that "The machine ... is 
evil in the hands of a madman."47 Thus, Coates emphasizes the x-ray's potential in 
an enormously exaggerated manner. For instance, we find the x-ray bullet travels 
from New York City to penetrate a man's brain in New Jersey, across the Hudson 
River. As the x-ray travels, Coates lists, Dada-fashion, some forty items which the 
x-ray beam pierces, among them "the left nipple of the lady across the street," "an 
El station turnstile," "two kissing lips," "Kenneth Burke," "three shirts in a 
laundry bag," and—in a prepostmodem involvement of the implied reader in the 

See Kaleigh Smith, "Paris Qui Dort" (McGill School of Computer Science [cited 29 April 2003]). 
Available from www.cs.mcgill.ca/~kaleiglVfilm/film_essay_crazyray.htiTil; INTERNET. 
44 Kuleshov's film deals with a secret laser or x-ray machine which is stolen from (and later 
recovered by) the Soviets by a group of "prophetically conceived" Fascists. Roland Levaco (ed.), 
Kuleshov on Film (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1974), 12, 173. 
^ Very few of Kuleshov's films were shown in the West: it is unlikely that Coates saw this film 
46 Ford Madox Ford is quoted in an anonymous review of ED, "A Dada Novel," Time, August 5, 
1929. 
47 Waldo Frank, "For A Declaration of War," Secession 8 (1924)· 10. 
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narrative—"the hand of the reader." The uselessness of the application of the x-ray 
as it pierces the items on the long list, as well as the irreverent voyeurism implied 
in some cases, avoids all grimness and is certainly very different from the 
profound and grave intimations of mortality that accompany the use of the x-ray in 
many modemist texts, for instance Thomas Mann's The Magic Mountain (1924).4il 

After Charles Dograr has been initiated into the secrets of the x-ray 
machine, he becomes the scientist's accomplice in several assassinations and helps 
plan a million-dollar bank robbery. Simultaneously, however, he works as a 
private detective to "solve" one of the x-ray murders he himself committed. When 
Charles discovers that the inventor is in fact the infamous criminal "Picrolas," who 
has been tried for arson, manslaughter, attempted rape and such other crimes as, 
significantly, "conducting a game of chance," he no longer wishes to deal with 
him.49 Heart-broken, and true to "mad scientist" convention, Picrolas smashes his 
machine—but not before he has made several more victims and attempts to kill 
Charles, who flees. As the book approaches its resolution, the narrative is 
increasingly rendered through cinematic techniques, including the reproduction of 
dozens of captions. At the end of the book, Coates ties the narrative threads (which 
he had scattered around "with the gambolling industriousness of five thousands 
kittens let loose") together "as unscrupulously as any hack employed to manufacture 
Street & Smith paper-backed classics."50 Thus, in the climactic scene, Charles is 
pursued by a veritable crowd in which we find the passionate prostitute Helene, the 
prostitute's jealous lover, a circus-dancer who was made pregnant by Charles, a man 
whose identity Charles had briefly assumed, several policemen, and an airplane, 
ready to release a bomb. The story ends with Charles trapped at the top of a tower, 
where a sobbing Helene throws herself into his arms. At that point Charles suddenly 
becomes aware that "of this touching scene of which he was the protagonist the 
background (viz., the ivy-mantled tower the stone-buttressed walls the hoary trees the 
lawn velvety to the tread) could be all dismantled at a moment's notice."51 Charles's 
awareness of the artificiality of his surroundings—a self-referential element that 
occurs in several of Coates's early stories—is followed by the total disappearance of 
the scene, when Charles, in a powerful flash of remembrance, finally fiilly remem
bers the woman he has left behind in France and finds himself walking down Fifth 
Avenue: "Like the lightning flash, its glare had been destructive, breaking the thread 
of her (to him unremembered) dream, freeing him forever from the almost corporeal 
imaginings that surrounded him and even as she (far-distant, dreaming) turned the 
last sheet and closed the book he was walking down Fifth Avenue, smoking a 
cigar."52 The experience of remembrance (or as Coates here so cleverly suggests, the 

Stephen Kem, The Culture of Time and Space 1880-1918 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
1983), 185. 

The criminal Picrolas also featured in Coates's short story "The Crimson Emerald," Secession 6 
(September 1923): 7-19. 

Robert Sage, "Melodramamadness," transition 4 (July 1927): 155. 
51 ED, 231. 
52 ED, 234. 
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end of the woman's dream, the end of her book or the end of his own walking 
daydream) causes him to return to Paris, as we leam in the "Epilogue." 

The force of the woman's imagination as well as Charles's capacity for 
remembrance establishes a transatlantic contact which effectively links the frame 
(Paris) with the framed (New York). On occasion, this connection is established 
literally: certain sentences that are used in the frame to describe the woman's 
behavior inside that frame are shown to force themselves upon Charles's mind by 
association. For instance, the sentence "She fed herself into the vast conveyorbelt of 
plate-glass windows blue signs with gold letters is the Place de la Contrescarpe' 
which occurs in the "Apologue," reoccurs in the framed text when Dograr passes 
along "windows, glittering magnetically"—undoubtedly a hint at André Breton and 
Philippe Soupault's book of automatic writing, 77?e Magnetic Fields (1919), in which 
the French surrealists made ample use of free association, and used the mirror as a 
symbol of the impossibility to know oneself.54 The text then reasserts itself in 
fragmented fashion as follows: 

"Fed herself (himself likewise?)" said he) "into the vast conveyorbelt of plate-glass 
windows blue signs ...." (as if out of a bubble remembering) the air piping clear; 
the street a spoke of the sun: but (he could not remember (except an empty gray-
dusted room) and why? when? where? became the tall doorman in blue (blue signs? 
blue signs?) handing the fat lady to her motor) an armored truck went by.55 

To intertwine "frame" and "framed," Coates allows not just the mind to 
travel freely, but emphasizes the power of the human imaginative and literally 
creative forces to bring this about. In so doing, the writer aligns himself with the 
Dadaist celebration of the creative, and the surrealist belief in the power of the 
imagination to transform reality. The loss of all sense and certainty of what is "real" 
and what is imaginary indicates that Coates's interest in the surrealist objective to 
merge dream and reality into a so-called "surreality," even if he desired to parody it, 
was considerable. Charles connects frame and framed by memory, while the woman 
uses her various creative powers to break down boundaries of time, space and 
distance and shape Charles's life—an interesting reversal, incidentally, of the 
traditional situation where the woman is the inspiring muse, and the man the 
creator. Failing to be a frame-tale proper, The Eater of Darkness disallows the 
reader to regard the frame as the meaningful, harmonious haven where he can 
safely return after the troublesome search for order, meaning and harmony enacted 
in the fragmented, chaotic framed story; the search extends to the frame as well, 
leaving the disoriented reader only an illusion of continuity, meaning and 
harmony, and, to top it all off, a deliberately preposterous ending to flout any 

"ED, 11. 
54 For use of mirror-symbolism by the surrealists, see Stephan Nowotnick, Philhppe Soupault—Der 
Vergessene Surrealist. Studien zu Seinem Erz Mer (Berlin: Romantischer Verlag, 1988), 126-32 
"ED, 51. 



126 Following Strangers, Part II 1921-1926 

desire the reader might have for a rational and harmonious solution In the end, not 
the tale, but the reader has been framed 

Coates's creation of the curious transatlantic contact mockingly alludes to the 
modernists' efforts to deal artistically with the new conceptualizations of time, space 
and distance that resulted from the radically new developments in art, science, and 
technology like the telegraph, the telephone, the radio, and the introduction of 
Standard Time56 For instance, when Charles, at the beginning of the novel, shows 
himself not to have "the faintest perception or apperception" of the woman in France, 
he is declared guilty of gross insensitivity Nothing can be put forward in extenuation 
of what is clearly seen as a crime 

Not the distance that separated them (Pans from New York is approximately 4,337 
miles, plotted on the slum-line), not a disparity in time (for the two events, 
computed to meridian time, will be found to have taken place at the same moment), 
nor the difference, real or apparent, in location and situation between the two can be 
urged in explanation or mitigation of the fact57 

As Coates hints in the fragment above, the crucial awareness that arose from the new 
conceptualizations of time and space was the awareness of simultaneity, which 
writers, musicians and artists strove to capture in their work in various ways With his 
friend Gertrude Stein, Coates discussed Time with his characteristic love for illogical, 
preposterous but intelligent anti-intellectualism (a paradoxical stance that is 
responsible for much of the flippancy that characterizes Coates's early work) in a 
letter written during the scorching summer of 1925 

I don't know why you go south Though your letter reached me about a 
week ago, it has been so hot that I simply haven't answered it I think all the talk about 
Time is wrong It isn't a constant, it is a compound of variables Climate, topography, 
humidity, the set of the moon all enter in A clock week in this sort of weather equals 
really only a day and half in winter, as the fields and all our instincts attest 

So my letter isn't very late, nor the forwarding of the Trollopes—in fact, if 
my theory is correct, and if it admits the application of the system of relativity, and if 
your trip south has brought you into hotter and therefor slower time areas, you may get 
this reply even before having written to me58 

Gertrude Stein, inspired by the teachings of William James on the workings of the 
mind and "the psychological apprehension of time and the present moment" at 
Harvard in the 1890s, had become acutely interested in the nature of Time at an early 
age and worked on the possibilities to render linguistically what she would refer to 

For a very illuminating treatise on the numerous effects the changes in technology brought about 
in the arts, see Stephen Kem, The Culture of Time and Space 
57 ED, 71 
58 RMC to Gertrude Stein, June 9, 1925 (GSC) Stein had lent Coates her collection of books by Anthony 
Trollope, which he was then returning 
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first as a "prolonged" and later as a "continuous present." One of her best-known 
techniques was the use of the progressive form of the verb, which she later replaced 
by the gerund. Coates, too, used the progressive and the gerund, but rather than to 
convey a "prolonged present," as Stein did, Coates used these devices to convey 
the tempo, the constant speed of modem life. His continuously interrupted, 
unfocussed texts do not produce the "circular, infinitely slow movement"60 that 
characterizes Stein's style, but convey instead the highly agitated state of mind and 
overworked sensibility of modem man. 

In addition to his own use of-ing participles, Coates frequently collapsed 
syntactical structure in a variety of interesting ways.61 The young writer, perhaps 
through his contact with Stein, realized that the linear nature of conventional 
syntactic structuring that is imposed upon language disqualifies it from conveying 
either simultaneity or discontinuity of thought and perception, of feeling and 
memory, of subjective perception and objective reality. Like Gertrude Stein, for 
whom syntax was an "object of distrust" because "it forces a false and too rigid an 
order upon the mind,"62 Coates sacrificed syntactic clarity and logic to approach 
not just the order of our thought processes, but how we experience our environ
ment. As Stein had advised, Coates set out to "make experience real, to write in 
terms of and according to the nature of its immediacy,"63 but concentrated on "the 
thing felt" (to adapt Stein's terminology) as much as on "the thing seen at the 
moment it is seen."64 Indeed, the emotional undertone of Coates's labyrinthine 
writing causes it to differ considerably from the "play of sound and sense"65 that 
characterizes Stein's experimental work. What the two writers share, however, is 
the sense that the world and all processes in it (including the process of 
composition) are in a state of constant flux. As David Minter describes it: "Stein's 
world is full of clauses and phrases strung together one after another without 
coordinating or subordinating connectives for the same reason that it is full of 
gerunds: because it is a world where nothing—neither things perceived nor the 

59 See Janet Hobhouse, Everybody Who Was Anybody A Biography of Gertrude Stein (New York: 
G.P. Putnam's Sons, 1975), 13-15; Richard Bridgman, Gertrude Stein in Pieces (New York. Oxford 
University Press, 1970), 51-52, 168. 
60 Bridgman, Gertrude Stem m Pieces, 97. 
61 For example, Adeline and Charles "leaned over the rail watching the tasseled foam was hodding on the 
riverdnft swirled lazily across their bluffbows plunging." ED, 125. 
62 Frederick J. Hoffman, The Twenties· American Writing m the Postwar Decade (New York: The 
Free Press, 1949), 223 
63 Ibid., 221. Hoffman also quotes the following excerpt from Stein's Composition as Explanation: 
"The thing seen by every one living in the living they are doing, they are the composing of the 
composition that at the time they are living is the composition of the time in which they are living." 
64 David Minter, A Cultural History of the American Novel: Henry James to William Faulkner 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 122. 
65 Gerald J. Kennedy, Imagining Pans. Exile, Writing and American Identity (New Haven/London: 
Yale University Press, 1993), 15. 
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consciousness that apprehends them, neither the moment of apprehension nor the 
fluid words in which an apprehension is rendered—stands still."66 

Coates's syntactical and stylistic experiments are at their most interesting in 
the author's radically vivid evocations of New York's metropolitan scene. Indeed, the 
writer had not just emerged from Paris a skillful observer and expert in pastiche. 
More importantly, out of the manifold modem influences that he encountered he 
distilled a distinctive urban literary style, which he continued to use, perfect and 
modify in his work of the 1930s and 1940s. Coates's style combines stream-of-
consciousness writing with what we might call stream-of-perception reportage. 
Through his jolty, chaotic and citational style, Coates conveys the continuous 
process, so intensified by the conditions of modernity, of "apperception," the 
reception of an impression in the mind already preoccupied with memories, ideas, 
interests.67 As the images of the outer world accumulate, man's inner impressions 
and sensations surface, but fail to combine with the external stimuli to form a 
coherent picture. The most notable stylistic and syntactical device which Coates used 
to convey how different worlds and states of consciousness abut each other, is the use 
of double, even triple, parentheses.61* The device is a happy one: the parentheses have 
both an accumulative and a disruptive function and are remarkably well-suited to 
express the chaotic process of accumulation and disruption of auditory and optical 
input and to convey New York's continuously discontinuous onslaught on the human 
mind and sensibility. To illustrate, one example. Note how the electric advertising 
sign is superimposed as a powerful eye-catcher, and is perceived to wink 
"maliciously": 

Minier, A Cultural History, 122. After The Eater of Darkness came out, Coates immediately paid 
his "homage" to Stein by sending her one of the 300 Contact copies from Pramousquier. RMC to GS, 
September 2, 1926 (GSC). Stein was "delighted" with the novel (Stein, The Autobiography of Alice 
B. Tokios, 206). The autographed copy of The Eater of Darkness that Coates sent is the only novel by 
Coates that does not survive in the Beinecke Library of Yale University, which holds Stein's library. 
Stein lent the book to Virgil Thomson, the composer who collaborated with Stein (and Fiorine 
Stettheimer) on the production of Stein's opera "Four Saints in Three Acts," who lost it in New 
York. Thomson even placed an advertisement in the newspapers offering a reward to the finder, but 
the copy was never retrieved. See Alice B. Toklas, What is Remembered (New York: Holt, Rinchart, 
Winston, 1963), 111. 

See for instance, William James, Talks to Teachers on Psychology and to Students on Some of 
Life's Ideals (London: Longmans Green, 1899), Chapter 14: "Apperception." 
68 Cf. Raymond Roussel, French writer, poet and playwright, much admired by the French 
surrealists, whose play Locus Solus Coates may have seen in Pans in the early 1920s. Roussel used 
parentheses in an eccentric manner, especially in his Nouvelles Impressions d'Afrique. Rayner 
Heppenstall considers the portions of text between brackets (which may go up to five in a row) a 
proliferation of afterthoughts, and compares the composition to a system of Chinese boxes. See 
Rayner Heppenstall, Raymond Roussel. A Critical Study (London: Calder and Boyars Ltd., 1966), 
63-75. For Coates, however, the use of brackets is primarily an attempt to merge perception, thought 
and sensation. 
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At an immeasurable distance across 
Fifth Avenue where (a whirr (the chatter of 
traffic GOLDBAUM & BIRNER enmoil-
ing)ofred- SILKS yellow axles) 
winked maliciously into a building-window 
(through the poignant moment of disparition) 
as New York again had swooned smothenngly 
over him (her face drowning) irremediably 
(into the freckled sides of the Flatiron Building)69 

The writer's city-style is cubist in its endeavor to recreate simultaneity, 
expressionist in its attempts to capture the emotions which the city generates along 
with the chaotic optical and auditory sensations it provides, futurist in its emphasis 
on speed and movement, surrealist in its evocation of the literal "unreality" of the 
city, and Dadaist not only because of Coates's preference for the irrational, 
illogical, and the absurd and the incorporation of American popular culture, but 
also because Coates's style, like Dada, is "a collage itself of materials suggested or 
furnished by several avant-garde movements of the early century," which he, like 
the Dadaists "forged into a 'unified expression of experiences and emotions that 
were wholly of the present " ' 7 0 Although the style that Coates employed leaned 
heavily on the several neo-romantic avant-gardist and modernist techniques that he 
had become acquainted with in Europe, the jolty, chaotic amalgam of literary 
styles that he created is idiosyncratic and quite unique The combination of 
surreal and hallucinatory imagery, the citational use of mass cultural products, the 
parentheses, the interrupted, unfinished sentences, the use of the (semi)colon and 
the progressive form of the verb, as well the frequent absence of main clauses is 
likewise Coates's unique property 

In the writer's oeuvre as a whole, The Eater of Darkness is the first in a series of 
three novels in which Coates reports on and simultaneously recreates a sharply 
delineated moment in America's social and cultural history Yesterday s Burdens 
and The Bitter Season are devoted to New York in the early 1930s and mid-1940s 
respectively, while The Eater of Darkness encapsulates Pans and New York in the 
early 1920s Securely grounded in its own day and age and focused almost solely 
on the artistic and cultural dilemmas of the age it represents, The Eater of 
Darkness has considerable cultural value as a time document Coates expertly 
recreates the heady confusion that characterized the Parisian literary scene as he 

6 9 ED, 121 
7 0 John D Enckson, Dada Performance Poetry and Art (Boston Twayne Publishers, 1984), 115 
71 For more detailed analyses of Coates's urban style, see M H Roza, "Robert Myron Coates in the 
1920s and early 1930s The Impact of Dada and the Development of a Distinctive City Fiction,' 
Oaus, Working Paper No 41 (October 1999), 15-17 and "Lost in 'The Dada City' The New York 
City Fiction of Robert M Coates," H Krabbendam, M Roholl & Τ De Vnes (eds ), The American 
Metropolis Image and Inspiration (Amsterdam VU University Press, 2001 ), 123-34 
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himself had known it. In 1955, Coates described the spirit that he had tried to reflect 
in his book as follows: 

In the twenties, a cheerful combativeness was the rule, and the rows over matters of the 
minutest dogma reached fantastic proportions. There were schools within schools, and 
factions within factions ... all splitting up, warring briefly, and uniting again with such 
furious rapidity that it was advisable for the outsider (and the American, to a certain 
extent, was inevitably an outsider; we just didn't have the Frenchman's capacity for 
exuberant contentiousness) to keep a constant check on the disposition of forces, a sort 
of daily war map, if he wanted to make his way through the melee without 
embarrassment.72 

As this retrospective description suggests, Coates took a spectatorial distance from 
the various schools and movements that he encountered in Paris. This enabled 
him, gargoyle-fashion, to compose what he himself described as "a satiric 
symposium of the various modem influences" containing "burlesques of, variously, 
Dreiser, Sinclair Lewis, the Da-Das, Waldo Frank, modem advertising, the Imagists, 
etc."73 In addition, the novel employs many incongruous combinations of literary 
styles, tones of voice and dramatic incidents, which shed a comic light on 
contemporaneous literary developments.74 Examples are such discrepancies as the 
use of surreal images in an ostensibly reportorial piece of writing, the satirical 
imitation of Melville (whose work was enjoying a critical reassessment during the 
early 1920s as part of America's "usable past," in the words of Van Wyck Brooks) in 
a Scotland Yard Docket, the appropriation of high-flown religious rhetoric in a back-
to-the-soil prayer to the "all-succoring and all-powerful Potato," the insertion of 
advertising slogans (e.g. "Accept no substitute!") into ordinary dialogue and 
transformations of stereotypical characters and situations common in popular 
entertainment. Also, throughout the novel, Coates mocks the 'scientific' detective 
story and the mystery genre, and treats the reader to over-accurate but non-
interpretable details as well as several editorial footnotes with absurd bearings. As a 
result, the reader of The Eater of Darkness, much like Oedipa Maas in Pynchon's The 
Crying of Lot 49, is confronted with a host of supposedly significant but clearly 
nonsensical clues. He finds himself pondering the meaning of the password "Eggs are 
indeterminate but fowls are firm" or the significance of such passages as the 
following: "At 3:36, Mr. Randolph Flock, living at 842 East 75 St., coined the 
phrase: 'You may have a barrel of money, but you look like a hogshead to me,' 
which later won the $10,000 Slanguage Prize offered by the Daily News."75 

72 RMC, "Transition," The New Yorker 31 (November 12, 1955): 195. 
RMC, Application for a Guggenheim Scholarship, 1928 (John Simon Guggenheim Memorial 

Foundation, New York City). 
See also Constance Pierce, "Language Silence Laughter: The Silent Film and the 'Eccentric' 

Modernist Writer" Sub-Stance 52 (1987): 59-75; and Robert Sage, "Melodramadncss," transition 4 (July 
1927)· 155-59. 
75 ED, 85. 
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Through his burlesques and pastiches of the various developments in 
European and American modem writing, Coates created a highly ingenuous, 
sometimes brilliant, reflection of the literary Zeitgeist. Certainly, the writer did not 
intend any structured ad-hominem attacks, as did Hemingway in his parody of 
Sherwood Anderson in The Torrents of Spring. Although Elliot Paul, the future editor 
of transition, discovered stylistic parodies of James Joyce, Waldo Frank, E.E. 
Cummings, Sherwood Anderson, Jean Toomer, Max Bodenheim, Frank Harris and 
Ben Hecht in Coates's novel,76 the author himself did not conceive of The Eater of 
Darkness as a parody, "except in the loosest sense."77 Above all, Coates's stylistic 
spiritedness and vitality implies a cheerful celebration of the creative processes, as 
well as a tribute to the earnest human folly, in Coates's perception, which opened 
up the possibilities for literary experimentation and paved the way for the creation 
of a modem American literature. 

The essentially playful spirit of The Eater of Darkness disturbed and puzzled 
some early critics. This was especially true for the American critical response 
generated by the novel's belated publication in New York in 1929. While the novel 
met with high praise indeed from some quarters, several American critics resented 
the book's comical and vaudevillian characteristics (see below). To the writer, 
however, thisy'ew d'esprit was an essential part of the times and hence of his report on 
the decade. Although he later suffered from feelings of guilt over having 
contributed to the anti-social, anti-political frivolousness that the decade came to 
be associated with,78 he always felt that the innocence and integrity of the 1920s 
were the period's saving grace, and made up for whatever shortcomings the era 
might have had: 

It was a crazy time, and in many ways, too, an incredibly innocent one, but, for all 
that, productive. Perhaps the best thing to say is that it was truly a period of 
experimentation. There was indeed a ferment in all the arts ... and if the hcadiness 
of all this made us sometimes a little punch-drunk or just plain silly, it must, I think, 
be conceded that we were honestly so. 9 

Robert Sage, who reviewed the novel for Eugene Jolas's transition, believed 
that The Eater of Darkness was so apposite of its time that it would have an early 
death: "In ten years time, no reader will remember that such a book as The Eater of 
Darkness ever existed."80 Fortunately, the novel had more staying-power than Sage 
had granted it, and the book was reprinted twice in the United States (in 1929 by 

See Ford, Published in Paris, 75. The French surrealists seem to have been a target as well, 
especially Louis Aragon, in particular his novel Le Paysan de Paris (Paris: Gallimard, 1926), which 
was serialized in 1924 in Le Revue Europ enne . 
77 RMC to Edward Dahlbcrg, February 24, 1968 (EDP). 
78 See, for instance, Henry F. May, "Shifting Perspectives on the 1920s," Mississippi Valley 
Historical Review 43 (1956): 405-27. 
79VFH, 211. 
80 Sage, "Melodramadness," 155. 
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Macaulay's Publishing Company and in 1959 by Capricorn Press). In addition, 
interest was expressed in a radio- and a motion picture production of his work.81 Up 
to this moment, however, the complex book with its stylistic hurly-burly has been 
able to resist these types of commodification. Aware that his book did not sell, Coates 
once mockingly prophesied that his work would be "the sensation of the second-hand 
dealers.""2 In a sense, time proved him right. Today, the original Contact edition is 
for sale for prices up to $ 1500. 

The novel's playfully destructive mood is established right at the start with 
a motto and a lengthy dedication. The book's motto is taken from Petronius 
Arbiter's satirical work The Satyricon and reads "lunctis viribus molestum contemp-
simus," which might be translated as "joining forces we have despised that which is 
artificial, mannered, or affected."83 The Satyricon may have well have served as a 
model: like The Eater of Darkness, it has great textual diversity and presents a 
challenge to students of genre.84 Petronius's work was attractive to several artists of 
Coates's generation, among them F. Scott Fitzgerald, who proposed to call what 
became The Great Gatsby "Trimalchio in West Egg," or just "Trimalchio," after the 
ostentatious party-giver in Petronius' unique work,85 and T.S. Eliot, who started his 
The Waste Land with a quotation from The Satyricon. Whereas Eliot and Fitzgerald 
may have been stirred by the resemblance between the downfall of the Roman 
civilization and the collapse of the Western world, Coates seems to have had little 
concern for the collapse of old standards. On the contrary, the motto underlines 
Coates's revolt against the affected, mannered and artificial tradition of high art. His 
novel celebrates the avant-gardists' appropriation of life and tears magnificently at 
the traditional boundaries, the "Great Divide" in Andreas Huyssen's terms, between 
fine and popular art. 

8 1 Pacifica Radio, a listener-supported radio station in Berkeley, asked permission to read The Eater of 
Darkness serially, in its entirety, in August 1971. Coates felt flattered and gladly gave permission for the 
production. California showed enthusiasm for a second time when, a few months later, a producing firm 
called Scriptorium Productions expressed interest in purchasing the motion picture rights to Coates's first 
novel. Coates was game, but his agent, Harold Ober, could not agree on a price with Scriptorium. After a 
prolonged correspondence and to the regrets of all parties, the project was abandoned (HOA). 
s 2 RMC, letter written on the occasion of the tenth anniversary of the Yale class of 1919. Published 
in The History of the Class of 1919 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1929), 171. 

Translation mine. The Satyricon as we know it is a fragmentary work, and has not survived in its 
entirety. The phrase quoted by Coates is an isolated sentence in Petronius's work where it appears 
without a clear context. It is, therefore, difficult to be certain about its exact translation. 

In his illuminating study of Arbiter's work, Sullivan points out that the ancient text "has been 
described as the work of a moralist and a work of the most profound immorality; it has been regarded as a 
satire, as a picaresque novel, as a parody of a romance or an epic, and as a mixture of several such 
genres." J.P. Sullivan, The Satyricon of Petronius: A Literary Study (London: Faber & Faber Ltd., 1968), 
21. Commenting on the varieties of genre, Dinnage desenbes the work as "a mixture of prose, verse, 
parody, scandal, short story, [and] literary criticism." Paul Dinnage, The Satyricon of Petronius (London: 
Spearman & Calder, 1953), ix. 
S 5 F. Scott Fitzgerald to Maxwell Perkins, November 1924, in. Matthew Bruccoli (ed.), F. Scott 
Fitzgerald A Life in Letters (New York· Charles Scribner's Sons, 1994), 85. Sec also 90. 
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As a response to the European interest in the various phenomena of 
American culture—so prevalent at the time of composition—the novel's construction 
is of special interest. The French woman whom, as we saw, is allowed to explicitly 
dictate or create (parts of) the novel's plot is blessed with an imagination that has, 
in fact, run haywire over the popular representations of American culture that were 
being dispersed by the American mass media and culture industry at that time. As 
Coates outlined his tall tale of two cities to the Guggenheim Foundation in 1928: 
"[The novel's] plot is a fantasy developed along Nick Carter lines, [which] tells 
what a girl in France (who has read of New York only in the tabloids and the 
sensational fiction) imagines is happening to her lover, when he goes there. It is, 
naturally, a moviesque hodge-podge of murder, armored cars, x-ray bullets and 
bank hold-ups."S6 In this fashion, Coates deliberately avoided the trap in which the 
mythical nationalist Waldo Frank believed that such self-proclaimed American 
Dadas as Malcolm Cowley and Matthew Josephson had fallen; their celebratory 
appropriation of America's industrial mass culture, Frank argued, "[reflected] not 
even America's surface, but Europe's thirsty reflection of our surface."87 It was 
this European vision of America, whose distortions Coates was clearly aware of, 
that he deliberately made manifest in his novel. 

The importance of popular and mass culture to Coates's novel is made 
immediately clear by the novel's dedication. In addition to being "affectionately or 
gratefully dedicated" to as many as eighteen institutions and individuals (including 
the author's father and mother, his future wife Elsa Kirpal, publisher Robert 
McAlmon, his friends Kathleen Cannell, Harold Loeb, and Gertrude Stein, as well as 
the New York Herald Tribune and The New York Times who helped finance his stay 
abroad by publishing his work), The Eater of Darkness pays tribute to Gerald 
Chapman, a "bank robber and gunman very much in the news at the time,"sl< the 
American detective writer and persona Nick Carter, and, prominently closing the list, 
Fantômas, the French "Lord of Terror," or "Genius of Evil," who performs the most 
abominable crimes in the French detective thrillers by Pierre Souvestre and Marcel 
Allain yet always escapes the hand of justice. Fantômas, as Robin Walz outlined in 
Pulp Surrealism, was "championed by the Parisian avant-garde," starting with 
Apollinaire, who founded a Société des Amis de Fantômas in 1913, and later by 
the surrealist poets Blaise Cendrars, Max Jacob, Jean Cocteau, and Robert Desnos, 
and by painters like Juan Gris, Yves Tanguy, and René Margritte, who 

RMC, Application for a Guggenheim Fellowship, 1928 (John Simon Guggenheim Memorial 
Foundation, New York City). 
87 Waldo Frank. "Seriousness and Dada," 1924 vol. 3 (September 1924): 70-73. Reprinted in Frank's 
In the American Jungle (New York, 1937), 131. 
8B RMC, "Introduction" to The Eater of Darkness, 1959, ix. Gerald Chapman was an escaped 
convict, who shot and killed a policeman in an attempted robbery in Connecticut in October 1924. 
He was captured in January 1925, sentenced to death in April 1925, and hanged one year later, on 
April 6, 1926. The New York Times Index lists a massive number of entries, indicating the coverage it 
received. 
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"incorporated Fantômas motifs into their works." In his book, Walz concentrates 
on French writers and artists, believing, as he pointed out in an interview, that "To 
my knowledge, no North American writer has admitted to being directly inspired 
or indebted to Fantomâs."90 In this respect, Coates's interest in the Fantômas 
figure appears to be exceptional. 

Coates's treatment of popular culture (pulp fiction, silent movies, the 
advertising industry), it should be noted, is highly satirical in intent. Through 
large-scale transformations of the conventions that shape the manifestations of 
popular culture, he exposes the products of popular culture as so many formulaic 
cliché's that reduce human life to fixed role-patterns, stereotypical characters and 
predictable dramatic incidents. Thus, we find that the cold-blooded criminal 
Picrolas experiences passionate feelings of love for the protagonist (Charles), that 
the detective is attempting to solve the crime he himself committed and that the 
heroine of the story is a prostitute. Charles, too, seems unfit for the role of Hero. 
He is a murderer, who experiences psychopathic reactions of joy at the thought of 
impending destruction and falls victim to fits of unreasonable violence. He attacks 
his future associate and slams down another man with both fists because he bumps 
into him (an act that he explains to the amazed bystanders by announcing the man 
to be "a Bolshevist and a threat to American womanhood"). Nor is the expected 
love-making scene between Charles and the girl who fell in love with him (Adeli
ne) as romantic as convention demands, as Charles's clearly-spelled out longings 
attest: "he could bite now to the bone to find some stiffness meeting his: in its 
cleaving depths he could let his jaws clinch together (and releasing watch the 
sudden white and the following flowing red that would wave into the bluish 
hollowed teeth-marks under the film wet from his withdrawing mouth."91 Also, it 
is suggested that Charles actually rapes Adeline: 

"I told you to stop!" she had cned and, "I wouldn't have come here with you if I'd 
thought you were going to act like that!" 

Buf 

And: 

Then: 
•92 

See Robin Walz, "Serial Killings· Fantômas, Feuilladc, and the Mass-Culture Genealogy of 
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Morally unsound, subject to fits of unreasonable violence, a mass-murderer and a 
rapist, Charles nevertheless has to act according to the hero-formula. Although this 
might be seen as a reversal of the American Nick Carter stereotype, Charles's 
characterization is in line with the French character Fantômas, whose completely 
brutal behavior never did rob him of his heroic stature.93 The merger of criminal 
Fantômas with dime novel detective Nick Carter results in a highly fluid fictional 
character who upsets all traditional expectations of virtue and closure and is 
suggestive of the complex and dynamic cultural interchange between America and 
Europe at that historical moment. 

Although valuable as an intricate reflection of and comment on its time, 
The Eater of Darkness is more than a satirical reflection of the decade's aesthetic 
turmoil or a collage of timely literary snap-shots or, as The New York Times Book 
Review had it, "clever bits."94 Like his little magazine publications, Coates's novel 
is very much an exploration of the newly available artistic possibilities for the 
creation of an indigenous American art against the background of the new 
machine age. In his classic account Skyscraper Primitives Tashjian discusses the 
aesthetics of several American artists—dubbed "skyscraper primitives" by Gorham 
B. Munson in 1924—who responded to the European avant-garde's celebration of 
America's culture and technological landscape. Although the book is somewhat 
hampered by the author's determination to establish too direct or even causal a 
relationship95 between the historical Dada movement as it was founded in Zürich in 
1917 and the American avant-garde of the 1910s and 1920s (esp. Alfred Stieglitz, 
Francis Picabia, Man Ray, Robert Coady, W.C. Williams, Robert McAlmon, 
Malcolm Cowley, Matthew Josephson, Harold Loeb, Gorham Munson, Hart Crane, 
E.E. Cummings, Joseph Stella, Charles Demuth, Charles Scheeler, Morton 
Schamberg), his book served an important groundbreaking function. It is most 
unfortunate that Coates was not included in his account. After all, The Eater of 
Darkness is one of the most ambitious comments on the efforts to create literature 
out of the "terrifically alive"96 phenomena of American culture, and responds both 
to the Dadaists' suggestions about literary content and to their formal experiments. 
Textually, the novel is highly varied and marks Coates's first full-length fling at 
verbal collage. Set in New York City, his novel contains reproductions of advertising 

In this light it is interesting to briefly reconsider Coates's dediction of his novel to Gerald 
Chapman. A striking, though not unusual, aspect of Chapman's case is the man's popularity with the 
people, and the stature of the heroic villain that he quickly acquired. Thus, Chapman was reported to 
wnte verse ("Chapman A Prison Poet"), to review books, to have become friendly with the prison 
chaplain, and to have renewed his baptismal vows. One Reverend mentioned Chapman in his 
sermon, saying that "Chapman does vast damage in standing out as a hero before American boys. 
They mistake his cold-blooded bravado for real courage." The New York Times, April 6 1925, 22.2. 
The surrealists' reverence for the abominable crimes and random violence of Fantômas is similar. 
94 Anon., "A Dada Mystery," The New York Times Book Review, August 4 1929, 7. 
95 For similar criticism, see Milton A. Cohen, POETandPAINTER. The Aesthetics of 
E E.Cummings's Early Work (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1987). 
96 Edmund Wilson, "The Aesthetic Upheaval in France: The Influence of Jazz in Paris and 
Americanization of French Literature and Art," Vanity Fair 17 (February 1922): 49. 
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signs and slogans, newspaper articles and headlines, shopfronts, a page from a 
detective novel, an excerpt from a "Scotland Yard Docket," chunks of a filmscript 
(including directions like "Iris out" and numerous captions), a ten-page pseudo-
scientific argument on the workings of and philosophy behind a mysterious x-ray 
machine—mathematical equations and drawing of the machine included—and a long 
list of items and individuals that the x-ray is said to pierce.97 

The novel's racy plot is clearly responsive to the European avant-gardist 
"machine aesthetic" which drew many avant-gardists towards America's 
technological environment.98 The writer's particular use of the Machine, however, 
questions the Utopian notion, inherent in certain manifestations of the machine 
aesthetic, that society could be reformed and improved through technological 
development. Coates's machine, after all, is a fully operational instrument of mass 
destruction. Also, in his recreations of New York's cacophonous and kaleidoscopic 
urban-technological life, Coates focussed on the danger of mental collapse, urban 
loneliness, and the dehumanizing and standardizing effects of mass life. The writer 
was expert in communicating these concerns through stylistic innovations: 

[Charles] was walking up Fifth Avenue; the pistoning men, aptly moving, glozed with 
women as with oil. They were all taking themselves so seriously. The moment past, 
Charles made himself serious. He swung his arms like the rest. He masked a face of 
"It's 4:37 now and I've got to be at the offices of the Hydraulic Compression and 
Resurfacing Company 999 West 48 Street at 11:30" over his whimpering soul.99 

The men who share the New York sidewalk with the protagonist Charles are seen 
as parts of a larger machine (the same notion that we saw earlier): bobbing up and 
down, they are compared to pistons, lubricated with oil, working properly. The 
analogy of the pistons' movement in oil to women creates sexual overtones in a 
manner reminiscent of the "mechano-eroticism" we can find in Francis Picabia's 
machine drawings.100 It is clear, however, that Coates is not celebrating 
machinery, nor is he endowing machine parts with life. On the contrary, the writer 
laments technology's deadening mechanization and the consequent death of the 
individual "soul." A particularly successful passage which reveals the writer's 
negative attitude toward urban modernity is the following description of a car-
packed New York avenue: 

In the unpublished version of 1925, the list contains 34 items, and differs considerably from the 
40-item list of the 1926 edition published by Robert McAlmon. The 1929 list, which included 71 
items, was updated from the second version. In 1959, the list was again updated. 
98 For an overview of the various reactions to the machine by the historical avant-garde, see John I 
H. Baur, "The Machine and the Subconscious: Dada in America," Magazine of Art (October 1951): 
233-37. 
99 ED, 51-52. 
100 Tashjian, Skyscraper Primitives, 206. See also Kirk Vamedoe and Adam Gopnik, High & Low-
Modern Culture and Popular Art (New York: MOMA, 1990): 267. 
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It was a crooning of motor axles coiling springlike outward along the stiflf radial spoke 
to the oily suck and slurrr, the rubber-and-asphaltum chum that grinds no com and 
mills no grain but only the smooth cars flashing brass-and-glass-and-vamish-bright. 
Keen-snouted phalanxes routing the wind, their prey, down the Avenue; and Charles 
Dograr.101 

In this piece the cars, grouped closely together, are like a modem pack of hounds, 
eager to loudly hunt down their prey in a display of shining armor. The tumul-
tuousness, the noise and speed evoked in this description is Futurist in its 
engagement with the forces of modem life, but lacks the Futurists' enthusiasm of 
the new possibilities of technology in the developing machine age. Coates's 
casually thrown-in phrase about com and grain, reminding us of the technology of 
the windmill from a rural past, would be out of place in a Futurist text. The 
churning sound he hears causes the association with the sound of grinding 
millstones, but the days when the wind was the propelling force in the technology 
of the windmill are gone. In fact, the wind has become a prey, and is being chased 
down the avenue, along with Charles Dograr. Like McDowell from Coates's earlier 
pieces, Dograr has great difficulty coping with the cityscape of New York. He is 
scared by its anonymous masses, overpowered by its "skyscraper temples,"102 and 
overwhelmed by the Elevated. When he measures himself by this huge construction, 
he finds himself reduced to the length of a tiny worm. As Coates, employing the type 
of urban surrealism also found in Nathanel West: "He crawled down the blustering 
length of Third Avenue, passing, one by one, like an inchworm on a yardstick, the 
calipering legs of the El."103 

Despite the novel's hilarious surface, then, The Eater of Darkness strongly 
suggests that its author was not at all convinced of the oppositional value that the 
European avant-garde saw in America—the country, after all, that many American 
writers and intellectuals, notably Harold Steams and his thirty associates,104 had 
abandoned as culturally and spiritually arid. What the novel simultaneously reveals, 
however, is that its author was unwilling to deny the impact of the machine age 
and the rise of a new mass culture on both the European and the American scene. 
What he was not prepared to do, however, was to provide "anti-bodies"105 to the 
"ravages" of the machine age which Gorham Munson and Waldo Frank and Hart 
Crane believed were sorely needed, namely aesthetic order and the development of 
spiritual resources and affirmative myths. Even if American culture was chaotic, 

102 Έ.Ό, 203. 
1 0 1 ED, 52. Other interesting examples of Coates's surreal city-imagery: "Out of the darkness, like the 
face of a drowned man out of the sea, the house across the street was rising pale and expressionless" 
(ED, 39); "In the knife-etched early light the concrete sidewalk was like a skin stretched across the 
drumhead of Infinity" (ED, 40); "at Seventh Avenue the houses were red like shreds of meat on a 
bone ... At Ninth Avenue the floating El dangled its spiderlegs around him" (ED, 40). 
1 0 4 Harold Steams (ed.), Civilization in the United States (New York: Harcourt, Brace & Co., 1922). 
105 Gorham B. Munson uses the term "anti-bodies" in his review of Waldo Frank's Our Amenta. 
Quoted in Tashjian, Skyscraper Primitives, 131. 
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nonsensical, illogical, neurotic or spiritually poor, art, the writer believed, should 
offer a reflection, or rather an expression of life, and should not try to improve 
upon it. Although Charles Dograr, like McDowell before him, clearly feels as 
Waldo Frank did about New York City ("too high-pitched, its throb too shattering 
fast. Nerves and spiritual fiber tears in such a strain,"106) Coates would never have 
followed Frank's recommendation that American literature should be "ordered and 
serious and thorough," rather than chaotic like Dada.107 Indeed, and this was 
highly significant to the writer, the novel amply illustrates how the appropriation 
of the American metropolitan landscape could generate radical artistic change— 
this, to Coates, was a cause for rejoicing in its own right. 

When The Eater of Darkness was published, the extravagant novel caused 
"a momentary stir" in literary Paris.108 Looking back from 1959, Coates, striking a 
Dadaist pose, remembered that it "had a gratifying lack of success in the proper 
quarters, and a pleasantly comforting succes d'estime elsewhere."109 Indeed, the 
book elicited the wrath of Paris Tribune critic Alex Small, noted for his low regard 
of American Left Bank activity, who demanded to know how much longer 
"intelligent people in the Quarter [would] be bullied by the sort of stuff and 
nonsense that Mr. Coates has the infernal cheek to put into print?"110 In other 
quarters the novel received high praise, for instance from Elliot Paul, the future co-
editor of transition, who focused on Coates's skills as a satirist. Robert Sage, who 
reviewed The Eater of Darkness for transition in 1927, coined a new word to 
describe Coates's peculiar appropriation of the formulae of popular culture: 
"Melodramadness." He further praised the book as "one of the lonely handful of 
recent novels ... that an adult mentality can honestly recognize as being funny.""1 

Interestingly, no efforts were made to classify the book as Dadaist. On the 
contrary, the Contact edition was accompanied by a glowing foreword by the 
former editor of Gargoyle, Arthur Moss, who spoke of Coates as an original, a 
"new Mohamet, blazing his own new religion.""2 Robert Sage, co-editor of the 
recently founded transition, described the young writer as follows in his review: 
"Mr. Coates is not surrealistic or otherwise classifiable. He simply is an 

106 Waldo Frank, Our America (New York: Boni and Livenght, 1919), 172. 
107 Frank, "Seriousness and Dada." Indeed, Coates allows Waldo Frank to be murdered in The Eater 
of Darkness, along with eight other "prominent" critics. 
108 Ford, Published in Paris, 75. 
109 RMC, "Introduction" to The Eater of Darkness ( 1959), vi. 
110 Quoted in Ford, Published in Paris, 76. The following excerpt illustrates Small's opinion of the 
literary skills of the Amencan Quarterites: "Maybe as many as two books which are worth notice have 
come out of [Montparnasse] in the last six years .. ; all the experimentation looks pretty barren and 
amateunsh. Ergo, as 1 have often repeated, the real occupation of Montparnasse is to dnnk and be 
fantastic," Alex Small, "Left Bank Notes," f a rà Tribune, 8 March 1928. Quoted in Hugh Ford (ed.), The 
Left Bank Revisited- Selections from the Pans Tribune 1917-1934 (University Park: Pennsylvania State 
University Press, 1972), 110. 
" ' Sage, "Melodramadness," 159. 
112 Arthur Moss, "A Soft Note of Introduction" to The Eater of Darkness (Paris: Contact Edition), 
1926. 
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imaginative young man who, unlike most Americans, has noticed the obvious lack 
of a dictum requiring that literature be taken seriously.""3 Finally, the novel's 
publisher himself had a decidedly low opinion of both the Dadaists and the 
surrealists. McAlmon merely saw "opportunism and forced iconoclasm""4 in the 
Dadaist's artistic manifestations and, according to Kay Boyle, had "an almost 
pathological distrust of the subconscious.""5 With the passage of time, an 
increasingly embittered Robert McAlmon came to think rather poorly of Coates's 
complex novel and wrote that its author had "pondered too long a book which 
should have been written with gay and malicious joy."116 The result had been a "book 
for authors.""7 To be sure, The Eater of Darkness is sometimes "difficult and 
abstruse""8 and certainly does not have the immediacy and raciness of McAlmon's 
own work (which prompted James Joyce to refer to his stories as "a hasty bunch," a 
fact that pleased McAlmon so much that he chose the phrase as a title for his book). It 
is doubtful, however, if the novel's rich and intricate subtlety could have been 
achieved had the novel been less carefully composed. 

In contrast to the situation in Paris, the publication of The Eater of 
Darkness in New York (Macaulay, 1929) completely revolved around the term 
"Dada." Coates's personal friend Ford Madox Ford (who had pulled his weight to 
get the book published) pronounced the book to be "not the first but the best Dada 
novel," while critic Malcolm Cowley, another friend from his Paris days, hailed 
the novel as "the first purely Dada novel to be published in English.""9 Seizing on 
Ford's and Cowley's words, all reviewers repeated the tag in their reviews without 
reflection. The culturally knowledgable Saturday Review was a notable exception and 
suggested that "for 'Dada' we might just as well insert 'blah-blah' or even 
'flapdoodle.'"120 

Although The Saturday Review had a point, there can be no doubt that 
Coates's interest in the implications of the Dada movement for the creation of an 
indigenous American art made Dada a central (though not always serious) 
preoccupation and inspiration to the author. In terms of content, the novel's light 
treatment of violence and death, the use of unmotivated crime, and the treatment 
of the urban-technological environment and the machine all comply with the 
(French) Dada state of mind. Also, the deliberate abolition of logic and rationality in 

113 Sage, "Melodramadness," 159. 
' l 4 Ford, Published in Pans, 52. 
" 5 McAlmon, Being Geniuses Together, revised edition, 264-65. 
116 Knoll (ed.), McAlmon and the Lost Generation, 235. 
1,7 Ibid. 
118 Shari Benstock, Women on the Left Bant Paris, 1900-1940 (Austin: University of Texas Press, 
1986), 361. 
' " Ford Madox Ford is quoted in "Dada novel," Time (August 5, 1929). In full, Cowley wrote on the 
Macaulay cover wrap: "Some passages in The Eater of Darkness are vastly amusing, some have a 
curious appeal to the emotions, and the whole forms the first purely Dada novel to be published in 
English." 
120 Review of The Eater of Darkness, The Saturday Review of Literature 6 (November 23, 1929): 
460. 
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both contents and plot-construction, the consistent efforts to undermine 
interpretation, the author's heavy leanings on the devices and manifestations of 
popular culture as well as the use of untraditional and unaesthetic material show a 
distinctly avant-gardist disdain for the traditions of high Art and pose a great 
challenge to bourgeois values. The novel's dedication to Nick Carter and Fantômas is 
also noteworthy in this respect, although the latter was more a surrealist 
preoccupation. 

Also, by writing The Eater of Darkness, Coates carried on the banner for 
Dadaist prose—a genre neglected by the Dadaists themselves—by stepping into 
the footsteps of the French writer Alfred Jarry, "one of [the Dadaists'] heroes and 
acknowledged precursors."121 In both spirit and content, The Eater of Darkness 
bears a close resemblance to Jarry's Exploits and Opinions of Doctor Faustroll, 
Pataphysician, subtitled "A Neo-Scientific Novel." Published in Paris in 1911 
(although Jarry had finished it as early as 1898), Jarry's thoroughly absurd novel 
was revolutionary in its use of "all kinds of printable material" and in its 
introduction of the principle that "literally anything can occur in a fiction"122— 
principles that Coates certainly took on. In addition, Jarry's work features a 
detailed elaboration of the science of "pataphysics," including "geometrical 
hypotheses and algebraic equations."123 Jarry's theory cannot but recall Coates's 
mock-scientific exposé on the workings of the x-ray machine, outlined by the 
inventor, who believes he might be "the only homo physico-philosophicus in the 
history of man." Coates's theory, possibly in mockery also of the wideranging 
interests of such American Enlightenment thinkers as Benjamin Franklin, touches 
upon physics, metaphysics, philosophy, embryology, and atomic chemistry, and 
pretends to address the relation between Form and Energy and that between the 
human mind and the senses. In footnotes, the reader is referred to bogus background 
reading on the matter, such as "Benson & Hedges, Tobacconist's Guide (N.Y.)." 

To conclude, it is clear that Robert Coates was greatly stirred by the Dada 
state of mind and the Dadaists' anarchic, defiant approach to art, finding its mood 
and techniques useful indeed to artistically reflect the artistic turmoil of Paris in 
the 1920s. The Eater of Darkness has much of the character of a Dada hoax— 
unsettling, inconsistent, violent yet also hilarious—but the joke is also at the expense 
of Dada itself. Close to pastiche, the novel is yet too varied and contradictory to 
accept such a label. In short, to classify the novel is a self-defeating task. Donald 
Phelps, giving evidence of much casting about for an appropriate phrase, described 
the novel as "a mordant and skittish Dada frolic."124 Whatever the exact wording, 
each description of this unusual American novel should identify Dada as the 
central impetus for the novel's creation. What should be emphasized, however, is 

121 Richard Kostelanetz, "Dada and The Future of Fiction," Dada/Surrealism 1 (1971): 20. 
122 Kostelanetz, "Dada and The Future of Fiction," 20-21. 
123 Ibid. 
124 Donald Phelps, "Passionate Precision: The Fiction of Robert M. Coates," Pulpsmith 6, no. 4 
(Winter 1987): 160-63. 
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that Coates adopted and adapted Dada (as well as expressionism and surrealism) to 
steer his modernism into a direction that was far from standard at the time and 
introduced many elements that would return during the 1960s when early 
postmodernist American writers once more found inspiration in the methods of the 
historical avant-garde.125 

125 A theoretical effort to label Coates's works (modemist, avant-garde, postmodernist) can profit 
from views on the relation between the historical avant-garde to both modernism and postmodernism 
as discussed in, for instance, Renato Poggioli's Theory of the Avant-Garde (Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press, 1968), Peter Burger's Theory of the Avant-Garde (Minneapolis: University of 
Minnesota Press, 1984), Matei Calinescu's Five Faces of Modernity: Modernism, Avant-Garde, 
Decadence, Kitsch, Postmodernism (Durham: Duke University Press, 1987) and Richard Murphy, 
Theorizing the Avant-Garde Modernism, Expressionism, and the Problem of Postmodernity 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998). Since the central aim of this thesis is to provide a 
cultural biography of Coates, extensive theoretical considerations could not be integrated into the 
many stories it tells. The importance of the historical avant-garde to Coates's fiction is frequently 
touched upon in my analyses of his novels, but my discussion does not seek to address the task of 
locating Coates's work in or against existing theoretical frameworks. 





1926-1933 

Another Exile Returns 

At The NewVorker 

Dada Revisited 

The Out/aw Veors (1930) 

Vesterdoy's Burdens (1933) 

ΊΓ\ TT TT TT 

Part III 





Chapter 6 

Another Exile Returns 

Coates returned to New York near the end of 1926 and settled down in Greenwich 
Village. Finding it hard to shake off his expatriate experiences, he "spent all [his] 
time listening to the whistles of the midnight-sailing liners, and having people 
come in and get drunk and weep about Paris."1 After some months, on February 3 
of the next year, he married the sculptor Elsa Kirpal, who returned to 
Pramousquier in the summer. Coates, too, had intended to go back to France and at 
the end of 1927 tried to finance a much-hoped-for return trip by applying for a 
Guggenheim Fellowship. The work that he proposed to do was a non-historical 
novel about Paris in the Middle Ages (later, when he lived in Gaylordsville, the 
writer placed an "enormous map of Paris in the middle ages" on one of the walls 
of his countryhome).2 

The plan for a work set in this epoch had its basis, Coates said, in "a 
profounder sympathy with life, life-motives and life-viewpoints as understood in 
the Middle Ages, than with those of any other period."3 While a desire to return to 
medieval craftsmanship and the simplicity of a pre-industrial world may have 
underlain his sympathy for medieval life, Coates also considered the Middle Ages 
an ideal setting for the study of human consciousness. Indeed, the writer advanced 
"the study of the fantastic and uncoordinated impulses and ideas that flow through 
the mind" as the "chief purpose" of his novel.4 The writer described his view of 
the human mind as an "anti-psychological and rather more metaphysical one"—an 
angle of vision that was already revealed in his earlier preference for 
expressionism's "drive towards metaphysical presence"5 over the more analytical 
methods of psychological realism. Specifically, Coates believed his book would 
provide "a sounder view of the progress of humanity as a connected flow, and of 
the human mind as a current in that flow" and hoped that his novel might (Coates 
used the word "perhaps") give insight in "an artist's style as a more plastic 

' RMC to Gertrude Stein, October 11, 1927 (GSC). Coates had a special interest in New York City as 
a harbor. A special theme in his 1924 essays, it is again evident in his first publication in The New 
York Times after his return, viz., "In New York's Sailor Town: On Brooklyn's Shore The Sea Flavor 
is Strong," The New York Times Magazine, July 31 1927, IV, 17. Coates focused on New York port-
life again in "Where North Sea Meets North River: Quaint and Quiet as a Holland Village is This 
Street in Hoboken, " The New York Times Magazine, March 18 1928, V, 14 
2 Malcolm Cowley, "Journal of the Coates essay," 1974 (MCC). The manuscript is a draft for 
Cowley's "Afterword" to the reprinted edition of Yesterday's Burdens (Carbondale: Southern Illinois 
University Press, 1975). 
3 RMC, Application for a Guggenheim Fellowship, 1928 (John Simon Guggenheim Memorial 
Foundation, New York City). 
4 Ibid. 
5 Peter Nicholls, Modernisms: A Literary Guide (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California 
Press, 1995), 165. 
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medium, to follow, and not dam, this flow."6 Clearly, the writer intended to 
continue to convey the extended and continuous stream of "apperception" that had 
characterized much of his earlier work. He also continued to be interested in the 
painterly or photographic use of plastic elements (although still verbal) to more 
adequately render certain of these impressions. "In short," the writer concluded, "I 
should like to write a book about the Middle Ages just as I wrote The Eater of 
Darkness, a story of New York to-day."7 

An ambitious, although mindboggling plan, it received the 
recommendations of Thomas R. Smith, the editor-in-chief of the publishing 
company Boni & Liveright, transition co-editor Elliot Paul, who praised Coates's 
"rich imagination and amazing technical skill" and Gertrude Stein, who assured 
the Foundation that Coates had "a very personal and a very distinguished direction 
in his work" as well as "genuine creative ability."8 This and other praise 
notwithstanding, the writer did not receive the coveted award. Slowly, Coates 
resigned himself to the fact that this time, he had made his definite "exile's 
return." In October, he moved out of Greenwich Village—"from which 
forevermore deliver me"—and found lodgings "uptown, where they wear straw 
hats and Kuppenheimer clothes and read the Graphic."9 It would take nearly thirty 
years before he would visit France again.10 

New York in the 1920s, bursting with new talent and new opportunities, 
and drunk with a powerful sense of "being at the very center of things,"" 
continued to fascinate the writer and provided him with the properly modem 
content he desired. During the late 1920s, he gave voice to his relationship with 
the metropolis and metropolitan life in numerous essays, sketches and short stories 
for three very different organs of publication: the expatriate little magazine 
transition, the magazine section of The New York Times and the then fledgling The 
New Yorker. 

Coates's first post-expatriate publication was for the important Paris-based 
little magazine transition which had just been founded by the trilingual American 
Eugene Jolas and his wife Maria McDonald. Indeed, the writer's return to the 
United States had not signaled an end to his interest in European literary 
developments, and the "liberation of the imagination" that transition was soon to 
announce in its famous "Revolution of the Word Proclamation," as well as the 
magazine's emphasis on the importance of verbal experience—on "the word" 

6 RMC, Application for a Guggenheim Fellowship, 1928 (John Simon Guggenheim Memorial 
Foundation, New York City). 
7 Ibid. 
8 Ibid. 
9 RMC to Gertrude Stein, October 11, 1927 (GSC). 
10 Coates spent September through November 1955 in France, Great Britain and Italy to report on 
European art for The New Yorker. 
" Ben Yagoda, About Town. The New Yorker and the World it Made (New York: Scribner, 2000), 
29. For the influx to New York during this period and the capital's cultural moods, see Ann Douglas, 
Terrible Honesty. Mongrel Manhattan m the 1920s (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1995). 
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rather than "the image"12—continued to have strong appeal, transition was co-
edited by the American Elliot Paul, a man who was close to Robert Coates in his 
spirit of flippancy and mockery (it was Paul, for instance, who declared in an 
editorial that "transition had been founded solely for the editor's amusement"13) 
and had a similar admiration for Gertrude Stein. Later, Paul was replaced as 
associate editor by the "quiet [and] reliable"14 American Robert Sage, who 
combined his duties for transition with his work for the Paris edition of the 
Chicago Tribune. The magazine was published from 1927 until 1938. In these 
years, "Paris was the center of a wave of neo-romantic, irrationalist thought that 
created new interest in German expressionism and dadaism, and culminated in 
surrealism and its offshoots."15 All of these innovative movements, which Jolas 
sought to transmit to America, had been abundantly explored by Coates in his 
earlier little magazine publications, and continued to greatly interest him. 
Although he never sought to identify himself with the traditions of Europe as such, 
he explored the (American) urban-industrial condition in a literary voice that owed 
much to the European avant-gardist methods that transition championed 
especially, and in that way continued to play a role in advancing modernism in 
America. 

In its eleven years of existence, transition published the work of Dadaists 
and surrealists like Robert Desnos, Philippe Soupault, George Ribemont-
Dessaignes, and Kurt Schwitters, a diverse array of Anglo-American modernists 
such as James Joyce, Samuel Beckett, Gertrude Stein, Hart Crane, Archibald 
McLeish, and William Carlos Williams, as well as translations of works by 
leading European writers, for instance Franz Kafka. Although international in 
scope, both Eugene Jolas and Elliot Paul had a special interest in, as well as high 
hopes for, the development of modem American literature. In the first issue, the 
editors announced: "Lately, Americans have shown unmistakable signs of artistic 
awakening. ... More important still, a small group of intelligent readers has 
developed. As yet there is only a beginning but it gives a glorious promise."16 

Coates, too, seemed a promising literary figure. Earlier, The Eater of Darkness had 
been favorably reviewed by both Paul and Sage. Also, through Coates's 
connections with prominent members of American Bohemia like Peggy 
Guggenheim, Laurence Vail and Wynn Holcomb, his connections to the little 
magazines and their associates and, above all, through the publication of his novel 
by Robert McAlmon's Contact Press, the writer's reputation as an unusual and 
innovative American literary nationalist was probably considerable. 

12 See Eugene Jolas, "Preface" to Eugene Jolas & Robert Sage, transition Stones 23 Stones from 
transition (New York: Walter V. McKee, 1929), ix-xii. 
13 Dougald McMillan, transition, 1927-1938- The History of a Literary Era (London: Calder & 
Boyars, 1975), 18. 
14 McMillan, transition, 40. 
15 McMillan, transition, 1. 
16 transition 1 (May 1927): 136-37. See McMillan, transition, 27, 41. 
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The first of Coates's three contributions to transition was "Conversations 
No. 7." The short prose sketch appeared in the magazine's very first issue and was 
later included in the anthology, edited by Eugene Jolas and Robert Sage, transition 
Stories: 23 Stories from 'transition,^1 where he appeared alongside Kay Boyle, 
Robert Desnos, Kurt Schwitters, Gertrude Stein and others. An exploration of the 
irrational life of the mind, Coates's sketch gives expression to the mental 
experience of American metropolitan panic which is conveyed through familiar 
Coatesian experiments with syntax and vocabulary and the use of a wholly 
irrational and intensely neurotic language of the unconscious ("I can't ride in the 
Sixth Avenue Elevated all day long it is too much to ask of any man—he said—It 
is like a tightrope if perhaps it is not more like the trick handkerchief of a 
prestidigitator supposing him to have been bitten to death by one of his 
disappearing rabbits."18) Set in a subway in New York, the piece touches on a 
wide range of technological urban phenomena (modem transportation, the 
continuous, twenty-four hour movement, the overcrowding and commercialization 
of space) to communicate, with humor, the writer's main preoccupation: the loss 
of human contact and significant conversation in a mass society. 

In his second transition publication, a violent yet strangely moving prose 
piece entitled "In Memoriam,"19 Coates plays on the surrealists' elevation of the 
female to a surreal object that is characteristic of, for instance André Breton's 
Nadja (1928), and surrealist films of the 1920s by Louis Bunuel, Salvador Dali, 
Man Ray, Jean Cocteau and Fernand Léger.20 A combination of fleeting, 
surrealistic, disconnected images of urbanity (this time Parisian), expressionist 
apocalyptic imagery (for instance, "enviously the Metro shall rear its submarine 
head ... its row of shuttling windows shall be red as fire") and a thinly sustained 
narrative line, the narrator recounts his pursuit of an elusive, phantom-like woman 
with "great eyes staring" through the streets of Paris. Afraid that he will lose 
remembrance of her in the endless stream of stimuli that he receives, he wants to 
literally contain her in memory, enacting the surrealists' belief in "a complete 
surrender to one's innermost desires."21 To this end, he (god-like) breathes on her 
body, and, like a vengeful sculptor, wraps her body up in a "commemorative 
deposit." Thus, he erects a monument for her, or rather, out of her—a subtle but 
sharp illustration that the surrealists' fantasized objectivization of the woman was 
in fact a violent reduction, a form of rape, rather than an elevation of her22—which 
he deposits on the top step of the Panthéon. 

17 Eugene Jolas and Robert Sage, transition Stories 23 Stories from transition (New York. Walter V. 
McKee, 1929) 
18 RMC, "Conversations No. 7," transition 1 (April 1927)· 83-4. 
19 RMC, "In Memonam," transition 6 (September 1927). 47-51. 
20 William F. Van Wert, "Women in Surrealist Films," Dada/Surreahsm 6 (1967) 79-83 
21 Van Wert, "Women in Surrealist Films," 79. 
22 See Stephan Nowotnick, Philippe Soupault—Der Vergessene Surrealist Studien Zu Seinem 
Erz hier (Bonn. Romantischer Verlag, 1988), 347 and Van Wert, "Women in Surrealist Films." 
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Due to the emphasis on Paris as a setting, the search for an elusive woman, 
the obsessive atmosphere, and especially, the use of a monument as a significant 
site and container of a hidden reality, "In Memoriam" is highly reminiscent of 
certain French surrealist texts, especially Breton's Nadja and Philippe Soupault's 
Les Derni res Nuits de Paris (1928), two masterpieces of literary surrealism that 
appeared soon after Coates's text. Coates's unusual, continuously self-interrupting 
narrative mode and syntactical irregularities, however, do not at all resemble the 
surrealists' sober, weighty and syntactically regular style. Nevertheless, the sketch 
does put Coates's observation that he, as a young expatriate, "eschewed the French 
(writers, that is) looking down my nose at Malcolm Cowley, Matty Josephson, 
etc., who cultivated Aragon, Soupault, and so on,"23 in a somewhat ironic light. 
Like William Carlos Williams, Coates evidently preferred to believe in the 
authentic American quality of his literary innovations. 

Coates's third and final publication for transition was "Letter-Carrier."24 

Sketching a day in the life of a supremely lonely salesman (who is, again, in 
search of a woman in the mazes of a metropolis), the story presents a collage of 
the images, sounds, impressions and thoughts that color and shape this collapsing 
man's everyday-life. The reader finds reproductions of fragments of overheard 
dialogues, rude remarks addressed to the salesman, and a row of name-tags such as 
one might find on a block of apartments. This material, juxtaposed with poetic 
remarks ("The newsboys like pale pansies strew the street with evening") and 
expressionist sentiments ("With my fingernails I could scratch the eyes out of 
apartment houses,") continuously interrupts an ongoing interior monologue. This 
monologue in turn blends with the man's sales talk as he attempts to persuade his 
customers to buy KOKOKO CO-COA—a typically Coatesian comic touch that, 
though ever so light, very strongly affects the story's mood because of its hilarious 
and utter absurdity. Coates expressed his view of mass life in his by now 
customary surreal expressionist way: "Human beings are so, however, glutinous; 
they trickle from mass to mass as sluggishly as molasses around the comer of 
Twenty-Third Street and up Eighth Avenue like from my nose dripping around the 
comer of Thirty-Fourth Street." 

More than the previous two stories, "Letter-Carrier" reveals worry about 
the deleterious effects of America's capitalist consumer culture. Indeed, the story 
was part of a group manifestation, "New York: 1928," written by William Slater 
Brown, Kenneth Burke, Robert Coates, Malcolm Cowley and Matthew Josephson 
during an apparently "uproarious night" at the Hotel Chelsea in New York.25 The 
manifesto is known primarily for its humorous attacks on American expatriates in 
Europe at whom the writers (all except Burke ex-expatriates) lashed out "with the 
vehemence of reformed sinners."26 Examples are the famous poem "Fry Two!" 

23 RMC to Edward Dahlberg, February 24, 1968 (EDC). 
24 RMC, "Letter-Carrier," transition 13 (Summer 1928): 90-93. 
25 McAlmon, Geniuses Together, 337. 
26 McMillan, transition, 43. 
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("The vulgarity of these United States/Is something every Exile hates./In Paris, 
though, they turn the table/And act as vulgar as they are able") and William Slater 
Brown's intensely sophomoric jingle "Wanton Prejudice," which read "I'd rather 
live in Oregon and pack salmon/Then live in Nice and write like Robert 
McAlmon."27 The overriding purpose of the 20-page manifesto, however, was to 
pledge allegiance to an American subject matter and, what is more, to argue in 
favor of a literature with a social purpose, instead of aloof aesthetic commentary, 
that would confront the reality of America at home. In his lengthy "Open Letter to 
Mr. Ezra Pound and the Other 'Exiles,'" Matthew Josephson—soon to write a 
successful biography of Emile Zola—accused the American expatriates in 
J'Accuse! fashion of avoiding their social responsibilities, condemned Europe's 
anti-social aestheticism, and dismissed "the whole game of 'making words play 
with each other' as a genteel, bourgeois sport."28 Ironically, "New York: 1928" 
was the result of a request by Eugene Jolas to be kept up to date with current 
developments in the United States which he hoped would show a "turning away 
from realism and imagism to a neo-romantic literature" of the kind that transition 
had been advocating.29 Needless to say, Jolas, an expatriate who placed 
unconditional emphasis on pure creativity and the aestheticism of autonomous art, 
was disappointed with the report. 

In a sense, Coates's contribution—his final one for transition—was out of 
place in a manifesto thus conceived. Unlike Josephson, Coates certainly 
experienced no great change of heart regarding his former literary ideals and 
allegiances. In addition, some of Coates's earlier avant-gardist work for Broom, 
Secession, as well as certain portions of The Eater of Darkness had already 
contained a sense of outrage at the lack of an emotionally sustaining and 
psychologically healthy humanistic dimension in modem life—a lack which had 
only begun to dawn on some of his fellow ex-expatriates after their return to the 
United States. Malcolm Cowley and Matthew Josephson, for instance, had been 
greatly shocked to discover the reality behind the symbols of the machine age that 
they had been praising in France when they returned home, and felt forced to 
seriously change their views not just on the machine age, but on the position of the 
writer in society.30 As Cowley formulated it in Exile's Return, it was impossible to 
solve "the problem of reproducing in New York the conditions that had seemed so 
congenial to us abroad, and of continuing to appreciate and praise the American 
qualities of the Machine Age and the New Economic Era while living under its 

27 "New York: 1928," transition 13 (Summer 1928): 86-87. 
28 Matthew Josephson, "Open Letter to Mr. Ezra Pound and the Other 'Exiles,'" transition 13 
(Summer 1928): 100. 
29 McMillan, transition, 41. 
30 See Malcolm Cowley to Kenneth Burke, October 11, 1923 (MCC). For Cowley, see Hans Bak, 
Malcolm Cowley: The Formative Years (Athens, Georgia: Georgia University Press, 1993), 276-90. 
For Josephson, see David E. Shi, Matthew Josephson, Bourgeois Bohemian (New Haven: Yale Univ. 
Press, 1981), 76-77, 109-10. See also Matthew Josephson, Life Among the Surrealists. A Memoir 
(New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1962), chapter 16, "The End of Our Twenties." 
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shadow."31 By contrast, Coates, although he had enthusiastically embraced the 
artifacts of the machine-age for his subject matter and had clearly devoted himself 
to the modernist aesthetic of intensity and self-expression, had never been so 
unattached from American reality as to have been unaware that modem urban-
industrial life was psychologically and socially demanding and oppressive, even 
ominous. The communication of this awareness in his fiction reveals the writer's 
belief in art as a moral and civic force and disallows us to view his works solely as 
self-contained and autonomous objects. The direction taken in "Letter-Carrier" 
would intensify during the next decades. 

Next to transition. The New York Times continued to be interested in Coates's 
New York material. By March 1929, when his final article appeared, the writer 
had submitted (since 1924) what amounts to an informal series on New York City, 
comprising fifteen full-length articles. A keen and interested observer, he 
continued to explore the lesser-known areas of New York, hunting for the city's 
hidden secrets, and reported on his findings in such essays as "Forgotten Streets 
Linger in New York" and "Proud Avenues Die Out in Dingy Purlieus."12 In these 
essays, much space is given to descriptions of urban squalor and slums in off-the-
beaten-track areas of New York, and the contrast these areas form with the hurly-
burly of the other, more fashionable parts.33 Employing terms like "Picturesque 
Squalor," the essays do reveal the author to have taken a fairly romantic view of 
the living conditions of the urban poor—an outlook that can be compared both to 
that of Frank Norris and that of the social realist painters around Robert Henri 
(Coates had great admiration for John Sloan, as well as for the social realist 
sculptor Mahonri Young).34 

In other articles, Coates reported on his literally around-the-clock studies of 
urban life at certain key-sites in New York, among them the subway, Times 
Square, and New York's downtown bridges.35 On reading these excursions into 
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social science the reader is struck by Coates's boundless fascination for the urban 
phenomenon as well as by his obvious delight in the city's rich diversity and its 
energetic life. Celebrating the city as "a manifestation of man's vitality," his words 
occasionally assume an almost futurist quality. Particularly noteworthy is a long, 
authoritative essay on the crowd, entitled "The Crowd: A New Entity in City Life: 
As Now Welded and Directed, It Moves and Acts in Harmony with the Machines 
That Serve It."36 Both the title and the three expressionist drawings that illustrated 
Coates's text (one of which depicts a huge giant who, with extended arm and 
balled fist, makes his way between skyscrapers, carrying tiny human figures on his 
shoulders, head and arm) create a threatening picture of the crowd as an 
automaton-mob. Coates's tone, however, is celebratory. Noting that "man's 
nervous system has adapted itself to the crowd's demands," Coates congratulates 
mankind on having developed the "new capacity ... to move almost literally by 
millions" and enthusiastically praises the crowd's "tremendous possibilities for 
swift movement and the sure fulfillment of its purpose."37 

The fictional work that Coates was preparing at this time, likewise based on 
his observations on New York, offers a sharp contrast to the views espoused in 
these reportorial articles. The contrast reflects the dialogues on the "new 
individualism," conducted in the late 1920s and early 1930s by such intellectuals as 
John Dewey {Individualism Old and New, 1930), Everett Dean Martin {The Conflict 
of the Individual and the Mass in the Modern World, 1932) and George Soule {A 
Planned Society, 1932).3a The difference in approach between the creative writer 
and the journalist-reporter is clearly revealed when Coates, in his essay on the 
subway for The New York Times, wonders why no one had ever written a novel on 
this urban phenomenon. He then selects several authors whose styles might have 
fitted the different moods and moments that can be observed there: Dickens, 
Daudet or Trollope for the "pastoral hours" of the early morning; O. Henry for the 
glamor of the period between 8 o'clock and midnight, and De Maupassant or 
Balzac for the gloom that descends after midnight.39 Curiously, Coates felt that no 
writer was required to evoke the demanding chaotics that he himself invariably 
focused on. At the time of his articles, in fact, Coates was at work on "The Dada 
City" (1930), a three-part series of experimental urban sketches that revealed a 
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profound uneasiness about mass life and the depersonalizing social engineering 
required to regulate it (see below). Surprisingly, "The Dada City" was published in 
The New Yorker, the third organ interested in Coates's outlook on and treatment of 
New York during this period. Recently founded by Harold Ross, the famous 
magazine of urban sophistication would become a central presence in Coates's 
literary career. 





Chapter 7 

At The New Yorker 

Harold Ross, a newspaperman from Aspen, Colorado, came to New York in 1919, 
at age 26, when the conditions for starting a magazine were highly favorable: 
"Thanks to a booming economy, favorable postage rates, the consolidation of a 
national advertising market, and technological advances that allowed speedy photo 
reproduction, printing, and binding, periodicals boomed as they had never boomed 
before."' In addition, the period constituted "a rare moment in literary history 
when fiinny writers were respected,"2 suiting Ross's plans for a new periodical 
that was to be distinctly humorous in mood. As New Yorker humorist Corey Ford 
described it: "The early Twenties marked the peak of comic writing in this 
country, a flowering of satire and parody and sheer nonsense that has never been 
equaled before or since, a galaxy of our greatest funnymen gathered together at 
one transcendental moment like a configuration of planets which would not occur 
again in a lifetime."1 One of the important configurations of wit and drollery in 
New York at that time was the Algonquin Round Circle, a high-spirited group 
whose impact and influence on the New York cultural scene far outweighed their 
size. The group consisted of journalists, drama critics, writers, playwrights, 
dramatists and humorists among whom were Ross, Ross's first wife Jane Grant, 
Alexander Woolcott, George S. Kaufman and his collaborator Marc Conelly, 
Harpo Marx, Robert Benchley and Dorothy Parker. Ross was one of the 
"founders" of this prolific group but, due to his curious manners and appearance, 
was in fact its "unlikeliest member."4 Surrounded by people who transmitted their 
"verbal swordplay," their jokes, conceits, wisecracks and puns in essays and 
columns for newspapers and magazines like The New York Times, the New York 
Tribune, Vanity Fair, Harper's Bazaar and Life,5 Ross began to consolidate his 
plans to bring out a new magazine of his own. 

The New Yorker appeared on the newsstands on February 21, 1925, looking 
much like a "skinny imposter"6 of the other humor weeklies such as Life and 
Judge, and had a less than promising beginning. By April ofthat year, circulation 
had dropped from 12,000 to 8,000 copies and the magazine, financed by Ross, 
Grant and Raoul Fleischmann, heir to the General Baking Company who knew 
Ross from his weekly poker-playing sessions at the apartment of George 
Kaufman,7 was losing eight thousand dollars a week.8 In short, as James Thurber 
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put it, Ross's brainchild was "the outstanding flop of 1925."9 Nevertheless, the 
magazine would go on to be "one of the most phenomenally successful ventures in 
American publishing history." 

An important explanation for The New Yorker's triumphant success 
(although Ross sometimes felt that his magazine's good fortune was "primarily a 
matter of luck"") was that the magazine developed an idiosyncratic yet elusive 
character of urban sophistication that distinguished it from the many other 
humorous magazines then in circulation. Ross's decision to aim his magazine at a 
decidedly metropolitan audience, and not at a national one, as Life, Judge, or 
Vanity Fair did, contributed much to the magazine's distinctiveness. In a 
prospectus that announced the arrival of his new magazine (which was signed, 
ceremoniously, by Algonquin cronies like Ralph Barton, Marc Connelly, Rea 
Irvin, George S. Kaufman, Dorothy Parker and Alexander Woolcott), Ross clearly 
informed his hoped-for future audience of this intention: "The New Yorker is a 
magazine avowedly published for a metropolitan audience and thereby will escape 
an influence which hampers most national publications. It expects a considerable 
national circulation, but this will come from persons who have a metropolitan 
interest."12 With an eye to distinguishing himself in other ways, Ross had made a 
careful study of the field, strewing his apartment with copies of, among others, 
Punch, Simplicimus, Harper's Weekly, Life, Judge, The Smart Set and American 
Mercury, and began to develop a formula that would use the successful features of 
the earlier (smart) magazines while avoiding their weaknesses.13 For instance, The 
New Yorker would have the "bite and hardness" of The Smart Set, but without the 
"monolithic stamp of personality" evoked by Mencken and Nathan; it would be 
"slick" like Vanity Fair, but would not be steeped in music, fine art and literature, 
and would make the city of New York its central focus; it would be "on top of 
current events," but would not be a "news-magazine" like Time.14 In all, to quote 
from Ross's prospectus, which he sent out to potential subscribers and investors in 
the fall of 1924: 
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The New Yorker will be a reflection in word and picture of metropolitan life It will 
be human Its general tenor will be one of gaiety, wit and satire, but it will be more 
than a jester It will not be what is commonly called highbrow or radical It will be 
what is commonly called sophisticated, in that it will assume a reasonable degree of 
enlightenment on the part of its readers It will hate bunk '5 

Next to its unique tone and metropolitan orientation, The New Yorker 
further paved its way to success by making striking and important advances in 
matters of "art"—the magazine's term for cartoons, covers and illustrations—with 
artists like Rea Irvin (who drew the famous figure of the dandy-ish "Eustace 
Tilley" who continues to appear on the cover of each anniversary number), Ralph 
Barton, AI Frueh, Ilonka Karasz, and, somewhat later, Helen Hokinson and Peter 
Amo Starting in 1928, the magazine also began to open its pages to high-quality 
and innovative literary writing 16 This latter development was largely thanks to 
fiction editor Katharine Angeli, the future wife of New Yorker writer Ε Β White, 
whom Ross hired in the summer of 1925 He soon entrusted her with "chief 
advisory responsibility for 'fiction,' which included stories, poems, and everything 
else that Ross thought of as 'literary " ' 1 7 In 1928, a few years before the pull 
towards greater seriousness and artistic significance would begin to affect the 
magazine as a whole, The New Yorker published material from Morley Callaghan, 
Louise Bogan, Sally Benson and Kay Boyle that could certainly not be thought of 
as light-footed, and helped set the magazine off on a more complex course 
Indeed, Ross's editorial staff contributed hugely to the magazine's success Ross, 
despite his alleged and notorious literary and artistic limitations,18 early 
surrounded himself with a highly talented nucleus of editors, which, next to 
Katharine Angeli, included James Thurber, Ε Β White, Ralph Ingersoll (who left 
for Henry Luce's Fortune in 1930) and Wolcott Gibbs, on the staff since 1927 as 
the editorial assistant to Katharine White and himself a prolific contributor All 
helped crystallize Harold Ross's vision and contributed to The New Yorker's 
identity 

The formula that corresponded to Ross's ideals needed time to develop and 
remained "vague and tentative" until the early 1930s 19 By 1934, however, the 
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magazine had laid its solid foundation of "sophistication"—an editorial pose 
helpfully defined by Yagoda as "knowing, a trifle world-weary, prone to self-
consciousness and irony, scornful of conventional wisdom or morality, resistant to 
enthusiasm or wholehearted commitment of any kind, and incapable of being 
shocked"20—and, what is more, had found an equilibrium between the identity as 
defined above and the works of higher seriousness that increasingly came its way. 
As a result, "[in] its tenth year of publication, The New Yorker was a fixture on the 
American literary and cultural landscape, a periodical whose graphic and verbal 
humor, fiction, and journalism were not only universally deemed outstanding but 
were absolutely singular and undeniably all of a piece."21 

The early years of editorial indecision necessitated a constant 
reconfiguration of human resources: "Ross went through subeditors at a furious 
pace, being especially manic in his quest for a managing editor who could 
administer some order to the chaos he seemed to need to perceive," going through 
some twenty of these "geniuses" (later corrupted as "jesuses") in the first dozen 
years of the magazine's existence.22 Much marveled at by scholars, Ross's erratic 
behavior was succinctly analyzed by Coates in a little-known essay for The 
Saturday Review: "Somewhat puzzled himself by the extraordinary popularity of 
the magazine he had created, [Ross] was investigating the reasons for the 
phenomenon by a sort of trial-and-error method, and his system included hiring 
the most improbable people for the most unlikely jobs, apparently just to see [the] 
effect."23 As a side-effect, the magazine's offices were under perpetual 
reconstruction—this in interesting parallel to the city to which the magazine was 
devoted.24 To Robert Coates, as he wrote in an unpublished article on his 
involvement with the magazine, this was part of the magazine's evolutionary 
process: 

Those early days represented a period of experimentation and change, and for some 
time thereafter not only partitions but editors and just about everything else came 
and went or were shifted about almost as constantly. We used to joke about it at the 
time, as another evidence of Ross's restlessness, but as I see it now, something 
deeper was involved. Ross, I think, had begun with a certain ideal of his 
magazine—and a wholly new kind of magazine, at that—fairly clearly fixed in his 
mind. The image was clear, but it was distant, and meanwhile, and in between, there 
were all the thousands of technicalities involved in putting out a weekly illustrated 
magazine... on time.25 
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"In that sense," Coates concluded with an oft-quoted phrase, "Ross's sudden 
changes of plan and direction were like the chargings-about of man in a canebrake, 
trying blindly to get through to the clearer ground he is certain must lie beyond."26 

The whole process ultimately yielded a magazine with a distinctive, enormously 
appealing metropolitan tone of the "amused skeptic and the sophisticated 
connoisseur"27 rolled into one, a unique formula and a vast number of talented 
voices. 

Robert Coates had had his eye on The New Yorker since his return from 
France, and in the spring of 1927 submitted a short piece of reportage of the 
detailed descriptive kind that he was wont to submit to The New York Times or the 
New York Herald Tribune. Not on a par with The New Yorker's tone of voice or 
the magazine's point of view, the piece was rejected. Nevertheless, Coates was 
invited to the sophisticated magazine's offices on West Forty-Fifth Street which, 
to the writer's surprise, were "incredibly cramped, crowded and untidy."28 The 
"reception room was a dark, gloomy area whose sole decoration, apart from a 
scattering of worn chairs, was, improbably, a large, intricately engraved bronze 
tray, mounted precariously on an oaken tabouret."29 The man who came to collect 
him, lean, disheveled and with thick glasses, struck Coates as equally "out of 
keeping."30 If James Thurber's aspect was a source of wonder for Coates, the 
writer and cartoonist was equally startled at the new applicant's striking 
appearance. As Thurber wrote later: "[Coates's] great, baggy, flapping clothes, his 
barge-like figure, his gentle blue eyes and his red hair impinge unforgettably upon 
the most jaded retinas. The effect is something between that of the first April plum 
tree in bloom and a burst of shell fire at night."31 

James Thurber, himself on the New Yorker staff since March 1927,12 had 
recommended Coates to Ross as a contributor and rewrite man for "Talk of the 
Town," the editorial opening pages of the magazine. Concerned with the city's 
daily goings-on, the department was cast in a variety of forms including short 
essays, brief biographies, reports of visits to people or events and plain anecdotal 
material, and distinguished itself from the daily newspapers by being "less 'who-
what-when-where-why' conscious."33 Crucially, the column was conducted in an 
informal yet knowledgeable conversational tone—"gay and light without being 
frivolous and inconsequential"—which was so hard to master that only few editors 
proved capable of successfully writing "Talk" or rewriting the material that was 
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sent them. When Coates appeared at the New Yorker offices, Thurber had just 
been placed in charge of the "Talk of the Town" after an unwanted and 
unsuccessful stint as managing editor. (Following many an irritation, Ross finally 
relieved Thurber of his duties after the latter had extended a much-needed break to 
find a beloved lost dog, at which Ross, Thurber later recalled, summoned him to 
his office and snarled, "You overstayed your vacation to look for a dog. I consider 
that the act of a sis.")35 As Talk-editor, Thurber's true skills came to the fore and 
he kept his position until 1935. According to Coates, "'Talk' was just made for 
[Thurber], as he was made for it, and it is not more than simple fact to say he 
'made' the department too, into its present image."36 

In contrast to what several biographers have written, James Thurber did 
not yet know Coates.37 During their first conversation, Coates recalled, "We found 
... that we'd both known many of the same people in France, had similar interests, 
and—well, that was how an enduring friendship got started."38 Indeed, the men 
had much in common: both had a keen interest in language and word-games, a 
somewhat excessive sense of humor, an inclination to satire, and frequently 
displayed an almost manic-depressive vacillation between despair and joy at 
human life. Thurber's recommendation of Coates to Ross was probably based on 
Coates's journalistic publications on New York in The New York Times Magazine. 
Detailed, knowledgeable and written in a precise yet personal literary style, they 
suggested that their author possessed the essential requirements for "Talk of the 
Town" as well. First of all, as Thurber later wrote in a biographical sketch, 
"Coates's powers of observation are acute; his range of interests illimitable."39 His 
journalistic essays also evidenced a profound love of Manhattan-wandering, which 
made him a useful acquisition to the magazine in any which way. To quote Harold 
Ross, "Coates is the only guy that walks around the city. Everybody else takes 
taxis and they don't see anything."40 Thurber may also have been familiar with 
The Eater of Darkness—a text which evidenced, among many other things, a 
strong and intelligent sense of metropolitan humor. 

After his interview with Thurber, Coates was introduced to Harold Ross.41 

In a later essay on his association with The New Yorker, Coates more or less 
refused to describe his encounter with the editor for fear of further stereotyping the 
man whose personality was already shrouded in the anecdotal: "I feel I'm getting 
into the by now worn-out groove of 'first impressions of Ross.' The grating voice, 
the unkemptness, the long recital of all his troubles (and to a total stranger, too)— 
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James Thurber to Frank Gibney, October 31, 1956. Quoted in Burton Bernstein, Thurber: A 

Biography (New York: Dodd, Mead & Co., 1975), 162. 
1 6 RMC, "James Thurber," n.p. 
3 7 Elledge, Ε Β. While, 135. The error is repeated in Burton Bernstein's biography Thurber and in 
Harrison Kinney, James Thurber His Life and Times (New York: Henry Holt and Co., 1995). 
3 8 RMC, "The Thursdays with Ross," 3. 
3 9 Thurber, "Are Coates Necessary?" 
4 0 Ross's statement is quoted in Thurber, "Art Coates Necessary9" 
4 1 RMC, "James Thurber," Authors Guild Bulletin, December 1961, 1. 
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all were there, even down to the restless striding and jingling of coins in his 
pocket, and I don't intend to caricature them now "42 In addition, he could not help 
but feel that his reminiscences of Ross would be just as "rambling" as those of 
many others and he wondered, "Maybe it's because the relations most of us had 
with Ross were curiously intermittent and discursive, too, and thus invite the 
anecdotal Or is it because we've found suddenly that we didn't know him as well 
as we thought we did, and are now trying to re-create him, out of the bits and 
pieces of memory9"43 Coates, in his unassuming honesty and sincerity, certainly 
adopted a very different stance towards Ross than many New Yorker writers who, 
as one of Thurber's biographers noted, "took a kind of impish delight in creating a 
figure so enveloped in paradox and confusion that he was beyond definition and 
ordinary moral comprehension, thus making The New Yorker a much more arcane 
and esoteric enterprise than it actually was "44 

Following his conversation with Ross, Coates was hired on the spot (not 
an uncommon procedure, especially in the magazine's first years), even though the 
founding editor had some misgivings about Coates's history of involvement with 
the radically aesthetic little magazines on the one hand and the "highbrow" 
Sunday magazine sections on the other Coates remembered how Ross, with his 
habit of "'ticketing' people forthwith," would "always [be] a little afraid that 
[Coates would] either get arty on him or, the reverse of that, get corny "45 The 
editor need not have worried Coates had a profound dislike of ostentation, and 
was sufficiently anti-intellectual and opposed to l'art pour l'art to actually share 
some of Ross's fear of "being mistaken for a connoisseur, or an aesthete, or a 
scholar "46 Indeed, Ross soon realized this For instance, he once told Thurber 
"Coates has lived abroad a lot, but he does not use too many goddam French 
expressions or other foreign allusions I don't have to use a whole set of 
dictionaries to read him "47 It is striking testimony to Coates's stylistic control that 
he published material in transition that was the very epitome of the magazine's 
belief that each author has the right "to disregard existing grammatical and 
syntactical laws,"48 and could simultaneously please Harold Ross, an editor who 
was notoriously adamant about correct punctuation and grammar and who 
responded to the notion of poetic license with an angry "Damn any license to get 
things wrong'"49 

Starting in 1927, Coates worked as a part-time writer and rewrite man on 
the "Talk of the Town" section, spending his time on the New York streets, at the 

42 RMC, "The Thursdays with Ross," 3 
41 Ibid, 1 
44 Holmes, The Clocks of Columbus, 131-32 For the same point about the treatment of Ross, see 
Ford, The Time of Laughter, 130 
45 RMC, "The Thursdays with Ross," 5 
46 Thurber, The Years with Ross, 84 
47 RMC, "The Thursdays with Ross," 7 
48 Point 7 of the Proclamation of "The Revolution of the Word," published in transition, June 1929 
49 Interview with James Thurber by George Plimpton and Max Steele, "The Art of Fiction X," Pans 
Review 10 (Fall 1955) 42 
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office and at the weekly Talk rewrite meetings He proved well-suited to the job 
and had little difficulty in assuming the character of the knowledgeable solitary 
observer that informed the department's editorial voice Next to rewriting other 
people's ideas, he was also a regular contributor An indefatigable streetwalker 
and solitary observer, he was rarely at a loss to find "the overlooked, the 
significant piece of tnvia"50 that the department frequently concerned itself with 
As Coates wrote "the best, most beautiful thing" that the job offered was that it 
gave him "the whole wonderful city of New York to ramble about in, explore, 
study and write about " 5 I 

The "Talk of the Town" pieces that Coates wrote (and rewrote) deal with 
such topics as prohibition, liquor and speakeasies, subway trains and "L" trains, 
traffic conditions, writers and other New Yorkers, buildings, bridges, hotels and 
out-of-the-way locations in New York52 His contributions also reveal his 
involvement with the New York art world to have been intimate and extensive He 
frequently discussed artists, art galleries, museums, exhibitions, art sales and other 
matters touching on art (for instance the public's response to abstraction or other 
new phenomena in the history of art) Finally, Coates's "Talk" material frequently 
describes what Brendan Gill called the "desperate yet somehow joyous difficulties 
of ordinary daily New York life" that Thurber and White specialized in,51 detailing 
such city trivia as spelling mistakes on public signs, traffic conditions, or unusual 
pedestrian behavior 

Whatever the topic, Coates's pieces offer an expertly executed, made-to-
measure "Talk of the Town" style at its highest manifestation satirical and faintly 
absurd, easy yet precisely detailed and factually accurate, fondly amused but with 
a touch of the superior, bewildered and simultaneously aloof, and very 
conversational Strikingly, despite this adherence to formula, Coates's voice 
remains recognizably personal and human As an illustration, here is the writer's 
report on The New Yorker's visit, in 1934, to an exhibition of Machine Art at the 
Museum of Modem Art (with Amelia Earhart as part of the official jury) which 
left them "a little dazed" 

Their idea, you know, is to show the beauty to be found in objects of purely 
mechanical manufacture, such as saucepans, clock mainsprings, and electric-light 
switches, and that's what's upsetting It's disturbing, after all, to discover that 
you've been surrounded by beauty all your life and have never known it 

Most everyone we saw there seemed to feel that way People wandered about, 
looking at electric-light bulbs and bathtub fittings for—so to speak—the first time, 
and you could tell that most of them didn't know what to say about them When 

5υ Holmes, The Clocks of Columbus, 109 
51 RMC, "James Thurber," η ρ 
52 The Talk of the Town section in The New Yorker is anonymous The New Yorker kindly allowed 
me to peruse their large catalogue (ordered by topic, not author) which revealed Coates to have been 
a frequent contributor of so-called "Talk pieces" from 1927 to 1933, as well as a sporadic one until at 
least 1964 
53 See for instance Gill, Here at the New Yorker, 287-88 
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they did say anything, it sounded rather silly We observed the confrontation of one 
very soign e lady by a huge and rather gnm-looking porcelain insulator—the kind 
they use for attaching high-tension cables to poles She stared at it for some time, 
digesting its meaning, then turned with a sort of rapt look and said "Superb'" It 
sounded hollow, though 

[At the visitor's ballot], we cast our own vote for a handful of tiny screws 
sprinkled on a piece of blue velvet in one of the cases We didn't know what they're 
for, but they looked so forlorn, lying there It was the one touch of pathos in the 
whole bright, competent array, and we thought it deserved some recognition M 

Coates gave up his staff position as rewnte-man in 1932, when he was 
busy writing his second novel and was living in the Connecticut countryside, but 
continued to submit New York-oriented "Talk" material from his home, 
sometimes urged on by the magazine's editors 55 The New Yorker clearly inspired 
Coates and he loved to play along with the magazine's particular sense of humor 
On one occasion he submitted his material under the cover of the following letter, 
in mockery of those people eager to submit ideas for "Talk of the Town," but who 
lack the required sophistication 

Dear sir, here are a few little anecdotes which I have run across in my travels 
around town, the same being considerable and fairly constant for my profession 
being that of a postman which as you know keeps one pretty much "on the move" 
though you would hardly imagine how many strange characters and amusing 
incidents one runs across and one of them after listening for some time to a few of 
my "yams" remarked, "Those are just the thing for the New Yorker," and several 
others of my friends having said the same thing, and particularly since one of them, 
one Mr James G Thurber is a writing man, I am sending them in56 

Among his New Yorker colleagues, Coates acquired a reputation as a 
distinctive Talking voice Thurber thought of him as one of "the earliest and ablest 
Talk writers"57 and in 1936, for instance, St Clair McKelway, a journalist and 
writer who had just been appointed managing editor of "fact-pieces," including the 
"Profiles" and "Talk of the Town,"58 asked the writer if he could write an 
occasional Talk piece, "when one comes along that I think especially appeals to 
'Coates'9 We call them 'Coates Type' stories here How was that9"59 Mock-
boastful, Coates replied that he would do his best and "try to give them that 
elusive little je ne sais quoi touch that connoisseurs in the genre recognize 
instantly and refer to as the 'Coates touch "'60 Many publications about The New 

54 [RMC], "Machine Art," Talk of the Town, The New Yorker 10 (March 17, 1934), 18 
Bernard A Bergman, managing editor in 1932, wrote Coates "How are you faring in the country9 

And is it so swell up there that we can't get any visit pieces9 Would like to get some through from 
you if you get a chance to come down " Bernard A Bergman to RMC, May 2, 1932 (TNYR) 
56 RMC to Bernard A Bergman, February 3, 1932 (TNYR) 
57 Thurber, The Years with Ross, 95 
58 Yagoda, About Town, 137 
59 St Clair McKelway to RMC, October 15, 1936 (TNYR) 
60 RMC to St Clair McKelway, October 16, 1936 (TNYR) 
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Yorker fail to mention Coates as a generator of Talk material and as one of the 
earliest writers to fully master the distinctive "Talk" style and manner. Still, 
recognition may yet come. For instance, in a 1983 collection of Talk stories,61 

literary journalist Lillian Ross, herself on the New Yorker staff since 1945, 
excluded Coates, but in a more recent collection, The Fun of It (2001), Ross 
included several Coates pieces and placed him in the company of other noteworthy 
Talk writers such as George S. Kaufmann, Dorothy Parker, Alexander Woolcott, 
Ralph Ingersoll, Marc Conelly and Robert Benchley.62 Indeed, although Coates 
was less interested in giving institutional shape and voice to the magazine than 
either Thurber or White were, his work did serve to consolidate the magazine's 
particular style and identity. 

Next to writing "Talk of the Town," Coates contributed journalistic non-
fictional writing, the so-called "casuals,"63 which were likewise devoted to various 
aspects of New York city (mass) life. In them, Coates frequently offered 
suggestions for betterment. For example, in "ATC" he outlined a more efficient 
system of newspaper headlines, in "The Subway Circuit" he described a new 
advertising strategy, and in the brilliant "How Much A Word," a burlesque on the 
consequences of America's consumerist outlook for the development of art, he 
proposed a business arrangement for magazines in which authors would be paid by 
the word on the basis of a Stock Market list, a barometer for commercially viable 
literary styles by which to predict literary developments.64 Occasionally, Coates 
moved away from the area of New York, as in a short piece called "Mammmy!" in 
which he wrote about the disappearance of the Southern dialect and local color in 
the American South (making such questionable comments as, "All the way down 
the Mississippi I didn't see a single darky dancing on the levee,"65) an area that he 
visited while doing research on his soon-to-be-published history of land-piracy on 
the Natchez Trace, The Outlaw Years. 

Also, between 1927 and 1933, Coates published several short stories, 
among which the serial "The Dada City"; contributed his first of several Reporter-
at-Large essays (an extended report of an underground excursion through the 
tunnels of the New York's subway system, which was then under construction); 
and wrote several "Profiles." The "Profile" was a new form, original with The New 
Yorker,™ and consisted of fairly long, fact-laden biographical sketches based on 

bi Lillian Ross (ed ), Takes- Stories from Talk of the Town (New York: Congdon and Weed, 1983). 
62 Lillian Ross (ed.). The Fun Of It: Short Stories from The Talk of the Town (New York: The 
Modem Library, 2001), xvm. 
61 Bernstein, in a useful definition, points out that at first "casual" meant any piece of short fiction. 
As the short stories became "less informal and more serious," the term came to include pieces of 
humor and other casual forms such as "the first person reminiscence, ... the parody casual, the essay 
casual, and the nonsense casual." Bernstein, Thurber, 154. 
64 RMC, "How Much A Word?" The New Yorker 4 (November 17, 1928): 101-03; reprinted in The 
Bookman 72, no.3 (November 1930): 269-70. 
^ RMC, "Mammmy!" The New Yorker 4 (February 9, 1929): 58-59. Another result of his research 
trips was a long, photo-illustrated essay "Man Against the Mighty Mississippi," The New York Times 
Magazine, December 30 1928, V, 10-11. 
66 Holmes, The Clocks of Columbus, 103. 
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extensive research and personal interviews (Coates was "one of the best of 
interviewers" according to Thurber.)67 The people Coates wrote about between 
1927 and 1933 were a self-made businessman; the artist Georgia O'Keeffe (Alfred 
Stieglitz's wife, whom he knew personally); a city-developer; and Helen Keller, a 
then famous blind, deaf and dumb woman for whose achievements Coates had 
much admiration.68 Finally, from 1930 to 1933, Coates wrote and edited the 
magazine's weekly book review (see below). 

Throughout his long involvement with the magazine, Coates continued to 
contribute much to many different departments: "Talk of the Town," "Profiles," 
"Reporter-at-Large" pieces, short stories (over a hundred), essays, humoristic 
casuals of all kinds, book reviews and finally, the art column, which Coates wrote 
for thirty years (1937-1967). Associated with The New Yorker from 1927 until his 
death in 1973, he wrote "more words for the magazine than anyone else, with the 
possible exception of [E.B.] White and [Wolcott] Gibbs."69 The large number of 
Coates contributions, the quality of his work, as well as the respect and friendship 
that many of the New Yorker editors and associates felt for him (especially Harold 
Ross, James Thurber, E.B. White, Katharine White, Wolcott Gibbs, Gus Lobrano, 
St. Clair McKelway, Ann Honeycut, Morris Markey, Sid Perelman, William 
Maxwell, William Shawn, Joel Sayre, and Brendan Gill) make the virtual 
omission of Coates's association with The New Yorker in publications about the 
magazine a remarkable thing indeed.70 Perhaps Coates fitted in so well, both 
socially and professionally, that he blended into the background, becoming an 
indistinct "all-around friend to the magazine," as Ben Yagoda characterized him. 
The writer himself once regretfully reflected that his involvement with so many 
different departments within the magazine turned him into an "inner-outer,"71 with 
fleeting professional commitments and contacts as a result. 

At the time, however, during the late 1920s and early 1930s, the New 
Yorker crowd became Coates's prime circle of friends, whom he saw at cocktail 
parties, in New York hotels and speakeasies, during numerous games of ping-pong 
at the Whites' Greenwich Village apartment and tennis on Park Avenue, and on 
the "communal farm" near Amawalk Reservoir, in Westchester County, New 
York.72 He formed particularly close relationships with four of the editorial New 
Yorker nucleus of five, Katharine and Andy White, James Thurber and Wolcott 
Gibbs. Working closely together with Thurber and White, as we have seen, he 

Thurber, "Are Coates Necessary?" 
68 RMC, "Realtor," The New Yorker 5 (June 1, 1929): 22-25; "Abstraction—Flowers," The New 
Yorker 5 (July 6, 1929): 22-24; "King of the Bronx, " The New Yorker 5 (December 7, 1929): 33-35; 
"Blind...Deaf...Dumb," The New Yorker 5 (January 25, 1930): 24-26. 
69 Yagoda, About Town, 44. 
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in Here at The New Yorker. 
71 RMC, "Thursdays with Ross." 
72 Bernstein, Thurber, 173. See also 178-79. Sec also Kinney, James Thurber, 369. 
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made a perfect addition to these two masterminds73 of the magazine's anonymous 
backbone column "Talk of the Town." 

E.B. White, intelligent, quiet, modest, sensitive and with an eye for "the 
beauty in the commonplace"74 came to adore Coates. As White's biographer Scott 
Elledge once remarked, "[Coates] seemed to me more like White than any of the 
Whites' friends I met . . . I have the impression that [theirs] was an unusually warm 
friendship."75 White expressed his deep appreciation and love for his fellow writer 
clearly in a letter to Astrid Peters, Coates's second wife, written after having 
received the news of Coates's death in February 1973: 

I lay there in the hospital thinking about Bob by the hour, what he looked 
like, the sound of his inimitable voice, and all the days and times I had known with 
him from away back—the good days, the early times, the Village years, the 
Gaylordsville Saturday nights when all was young and gay, and Bob shining like a 
great red lantern over everybody and everything, with his mind darting about like a 
swallow in air. I had quite a few friends in those days, and they fell pretty much 
into two classes—the ones I treasured for one reason or another but didn't 
particularly want to be with (for one reason or another) and the ones I treasured and 
could never get enough of. Bob belonged to that second group, and I never 
remember seeing him approaching in corridor or street but what my heart leapt up 
at the sight. Bob looked the way Hemingway would like to have looked. One was 
real, the other ersatz. And 1 remember how proud and happy I felt the day Bob 
came to visit me in my cubicle to say that he had liked my piece "The Door" and 
how pleased he was with the word "ugliproof." I remember that. ... I guess if I had 
been bom a girl I would have fallen madly m love with him. I don't see how I could 
have escaped. For a man of his talents, he had the least side and the most natural 
modesty I've ever known in a writing man.76 

Thurber, too, was extremely fond of him and the fact that the three men, 
whose New York apartments were only a few blocks apart,77 were thrown together 
at the New Yorker offices makes a perfect example of "the social alchemy beyond 
easy description" that has been suggested as a possible factor in the magazine's 

78 

enormous success. 
Harold Ross, of course, was at a greater distance from Coates than any of 

the others but even then, Coates remembered, "there were flashes now and then of 

According to Brendan Gill, author of the controversial Here at the New Yorker, the men fueled the 
magazine to the point where Ross built his magazine around these men's ideas—which seems to 
grossly slight the founding editor's own vision. See Gill, Here at the New Yorker, 287-88. On the 
friendship between White and Thurber, see, for instance, Kunkel, Genius in Disguise, 146-51. 
74 Linda H. Davis, Onward and Upward A Biography of Kathanne S. White (New York: Harper & 
Row, Publishers, 1987), 77. 
75 Scott Elledge to author, April 23, 1996. 
76 E.B. White to "Boo" [Astnd Coates], February 27, 1973. Reprinted in Dorothy Lobrano Guth 
(ed.). Letters of E.B. White (New York: Harper & Row, Publishers, 1976), 641-42. 
77 Scott Elledge, E.B. White, 135. Of course, Coates lived in Gaylordsville/Sherman from 1930 
onwards, but tended to spend the winter as well as many additional days in New York. 
78 Douglas, The Smart Magazines, 133. 
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intimacy and understanding."79 As an example, Coates relates how he once left a 
souvenir spoon from his mother's collection (decorated with the figure of 
Buckskin Charley, a famous Ute Chief) on Ross's office desk as a gift.80 Moved 
with nostalgia for his younger days in Colorado, Ross was touched: "I got the 
spoon and I certainly was the man to give it to if you wanted to play a sensitive 
chord."81 Inspired by the gift, and always thinking of his magazine, Ross 
suggested that Coates write a story on the "rise and fall of the spoon industry,"82 

which appeared a few months later.83 Typically, the encounters between Coates 
and Ross were colored by the editor's awkwardness to directly express what was a 
genuine and heartfelt concern for his contributors. For instance, when Coates was 
in the middle of his painful divorce from Elsa Kirpal, in the early 1940s, the 
following situation arose: 

Ross tried to keep clear of such matters, to avoid seeming intrusive, but he 
had apparently heard of my involvement, as I guessed when I noticed his manner. 
He rode up all the way in the elevator with hardly a word, jingling his coins and 
staring at me almost balefully. ... When we got off, however, he stopped suddenly 
and turned to me. "You all right, Coates?" he demanded. 

I knew what he was talking about all right, but there was that barrier of 
shyness between us. "Oh, sure," I said. "I'm fine." He stood there a moment longer, 
still eying me. The trouble was that, with that enormous delicacy of his, he just 
didn't know how to get on further into the matter. 

"I mean, you all right for money?" he asked, and when I said yes, I was 
O.K. there, too, he grumbled, "Well, I just thought I'd ask," and walked, I'm sure 
gratefully, away. My own feeling was that we'd both escaped a trap of 

84 

sentimentality. 

In the face of the scarcity of biographical research material available, the 
close personal relationship that existed between Coates and Thurber during the 
1930s cannot be documented in full. The most detailed account is that by Harrison 
Kinney, who managed to dig up many (often small) facts.85 What Thurber's 
biographer failed to convey, however, were the men's feelings of mutual 
admiration and affection, and their delight in the other's witty aberrations from the 
norm which is evident from several sources. In a newspaper article of 1930, for 
instance—entitled "Are Coates Necessary?" and written, as Thurber pointed out, 
in elaboration of an interview with Coates by Harry Salpeter—Thurber engaged in 
a seemingly endless enumeration of his friends' qualities and peculiarities, writing, 
in part: 

79 RMC, "The Thursdays with Ross." 
80 RMC to Harold Ross, n.d. (TNYR). 
1,1 Harold Ross to RMC, June 12, 1936 (TNYR) 
82 Ibid. 
83 RMC, "History by the Spoonful," The New Yorker 12 (December 12, 1936): 34. 
84 RMC, "The Thursdays with Ross," 7-8. 
85 Kinney, James Thurber. 
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[Coates] is an authonty on modem French writers, has read Gerard de Nerval but 
not Willa Cather[,] loves calamai (octopus), stewed plums and straga, haunts five-
and-tens stores and factones, explores the basements of state-houses and the dim 
backstage regions of puppet shows, and spends whole afternoons throwing an ice
pick at a bull's eye on a bam door, hitting it regularly .. He usually wins at 
anagrams and always at dominoes, he likes to pull stalled cars out of muddy roads, 
swims enormously, is a menace in ping pong games and at deck tennis. He has 
solved every mechanical puzzle that was ever invented, and keeps hundreds of them 
in his old suits, under beds, and behind pictures. He gives his guests excellent 
lemonade, rubber cigarettes and fake matches It is difficult to arouse Coates to 
anger—or from sleep He can walk calmly on the edge of a skyscraper but cringes if 
you tickle him86 

Coates showed his appreciation for Thurber in a laudatory review of My 
Life and Hard Times for The New Republic*1 and in a lengthy article for The 
Saturday Review, "Thurber, Inc." (1939) in which he, among other things, 
analyzed Thurber's particular brand of humor, outlined his association with The 
New Yorker, his many efforts to work himself "down" on the organizational 
ladder, and the start of his career as a cartoonist. The essay also contains the first 
and only sound analysis of one of Thurber's most famous sketches, "The Seal in 
the Bedroom." "[H]ow else, other than in the figure ofthat calm, impossible seal," 
Coates argued, "could you so subtly convey the desire of a man to be right, just 
once, in a nocturnal marital dispute?"88 

Other mutual favors were Coates's dedication of Yesterday's Burdens to 
"Jim Thurber, who helped a lot," and Thurber's dedication of his collection of 
short stones and casuals The Middle Aged Man on the Flying Trapeze (1935) to 
Coates and Elsa Kirpal. Thurber decorated their copy with a drawing, "The 
Hunter," which shows Coates, accompanied by the inevitable Thurber dog, 
looking awkward and startled while aiming at a rabbit at extremely close range.89 

Throughout several decades, the two writers meant much to each other, with 
Coates coming to Thurber's aid on various occasions, comforting him during his 
divorce of his first wife, Althéa Adams, in 1934, preventing him from mayhem at 
cocktail parties, and staying at his side during his severest depressions. Sadly, the 

Thurber, "Are Coates Necessary9" The title of Thurber's essay, an adaptation of Is Sex Necessary, 
which Thurber published with Ε Β White in 1929, probably refers to Thurber's own troublesome 
and typically harassing experiences with an "ill-chosen" overcoat he had bought In a later article on 
Thurber, Coates deals with the overcoat at some length, and finds clear reasons why coats were 
indeed necessary to Thurber "In the face of the risks involved, he kept on wearing the coat, 
however It gave him ideas, not only about clothing, but also about the fragility of man, the 
malevolence of the inanimate, and so on " RMC, "Thurber, Ine ," The Saturday Review, December 2 
1939, 10 

8 7 RMC, "James G Thurber, The Man," The New Republic 77 (December 13, 1933), 137-38 
8 8 RMC, "Thurber, Ine," 30 Coates repeated the compliment, posthumously, in 1961, when he 
wrote a sympathetic biographical sketch on his former friend for the Authors Guild Bulletin "James 
Thurber," Authors Guild Bulletin, December 1961 
8 9 The copy is owned by Ingrid Waldron, together with The Owl in the Attic and Other Perplexities 
and My Life and Hard Times, which also contains a drawing of Coates by Thurber 
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two men fell out in the mid-1940s, during the period of Coates's divorce from his 
first wife. 

"Books, Books, Books." 
In October 1930, Coates became editor of the New Yorker's book-review section, 
after having submitted plans to improve the department in a memorandum to 
Harold Ross and Raymond Holden, poet, member of staff and managing editor for 
some time. Coates wrote: "The chief fault to be found with the present department 
is its air of apparent pointlessness, due to the habit of mentioning as many books 
as possible as fast as they come into the office, without much regard for their 
contents."90 Committed to improve matters, Coates insisted on having full editorial 
responsibilities, desiring "full conduct of the department—checking up on books 
due to appear and obtaining copies, choosing and assigning books for review when 
I don't do them myself, editing the copy to fit space."91 This was indeed how 
matters were arranged until May 20, 1933, when Coates's final review appeared. 

Although he was satisfied with the formal agreement, Coates soon found 
the job harder to realize and much more time-consuming than he had supposed. 
After six months he admitted to Stein that: "I started doing this book reviewing ... 
thinking it would be amusing and wouldn't take much time, but I find it becomes 
rather a grind, while whatever I had had of having a purpose about it has been 
completely overwhelmed by the frightful inrush of books. ... it takes every minute 
I have, and leaves no time at all to work on anything of my own."92 In short, 
Coates felt that he was "running up a down-bound escalator"91 and complained 
again in June that he had had "no idea how much time I would have to spend, and 
how unprofitably, in reading trash, nor how depressing, and curiously unsettling 
such an occupation is."94 Despite all of this, Coates, needing the money, kept 
filling the book pages as well as the long and annotated "Among the New Books" 
lists for another two years. 

In his reviews, usually led by personal taste and preference, Coates discussed 
all manner and types of books. He discussed fiction, poetry, memoirs, biographies, 
essays, translations, sociological tracts, travel-books, history, literary criticism, 
photographic surveys, special editions or reprints, cartoons and general interest 
books. In the latter category, Coates's own fields of interest clearly dominated his 
selections: books that he reviewed in his first year include such titles as A History 
of Piracy, When Ships Were Ships, A Century of Ocean Travel, Birdlife at the 
Pole, Under the North Pole, The Mysterious Universe, The Stars in Their Courses, 
Men Dislike Women, The Underworld of Paris, Forty Years of Scotland Yard, The 
Scientific Detective and the Expert Witness and The Story of Surnames. 

[RMC], "Memorandum about book department, to Mr. Ross and Mr. Holden," n.d. [Fall 1930?] 
(TNYR). 
91 Ibid. 
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Coates's reviews (always signed R.M.C.) are conversational, chatty even, and 
self-consciously unpretentious. Highly personal in mood, creating an impression 
that borders on the undisciplined and eccentric, they deliberately uphold the right 
to express an individual outlook. While The New Yorker encouraged such a stance, 
it was deemed undesirable by many at a time when the search for common values 
and the need for "collectivism" was very much in the air: the left-wing critics of 
the New Masses, for instance, proclaimed that "there is no place in [a critic's] 
work for irresponsible individualism."95 Coates often seemed to provide just that. 
At all times, he employed a direct and strongly opinionated speaking voice—he 
could be sharply ironical, harshly critical and bitingly sarcastic—but which is 
generally pleasant, entertaining and frequently humorous indeed. Seemingly 
geared towards the average reader who wants to keep up-to-date, his angle is 
nevertheless highly personal and frequently filled with extra-literary observations 
and, strikingly, expressions of serious misgivings about America's cultural, social 
and economic situation. These took the form either of brief confessional remarks 
("occasionally I'm struck by a feeling almost of horror at the large indifference 
which our society collectively betrays toward any consideration other than the 
pursuit of material interest")96 or longer critical commentaries such as this one, in 
a review of Theodore Dreiser's non-fictional Tragic America (1931): "[Dreiser's] 
new book is concerned with matters that must often rise to trouble the mind of any 
man of taste and humanitarian interests: the callousness of wealth, the essential 
vulgarity of American (but, perhaps you might say, of all) life, the decay of civic 
consciousness, and the corresponding abuse of power in all branches of 
government—speaking broadly, the really appalling degradation of present-day 
life, as compared with that conceived by the idealists who founded our 
democracy."97 

Many of Coates's literary reviews consist of concise and frequently 
slightly parodie synopses of plots, succinct descriptions of the major characters, 
biographical and bibliographical information about the author, social and historical 
context for the books' subject matter, and to-the-point commentary as to the 
effectiveness of the writer's treatment of his material. His six foremost criteria for 
judgment of authorial treatment were the modernist demands of sincerity, courage, 
originality, detachment, credibility, and control over form. Not surprisingly, he 
quickly dismissed authors who seemed to him to engage in tricks for effect, 
falseness, overemphasis, overt melodrama, imitation of others, or those who failed 
to depict "real life" (although Coates did continue to like the mild sentimentality 

Quoted in Richard Pells, Radical Visions and American Dreams: Culture and Social Thought in 
the Depression Years (New York: Harper & Row, Publishers, 1973), 171. 
96 RMC, "New York and Paris," The New Yorker 7 (June 13, 1931): 73-74. Following this 
confession, Coates proceeded as follows' "On the other hand, when not giving way to a feeling of 
repugnance at my fellow-citizens' selfishness, I pursue my own interest with some tenacity myself. 
I'm just average, after all, and so, I'm afraid, are you." 
97 RMC, "More Praise, Only Slightly Stinted," The New Yorker 7 (January 30, 1932): 53-54. Italics 
mine. 
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and wistfulness of works which deliberately forsook life to create fanciful little 
worlds of their own). 

A striking characteristic of Coates's reviews is his tendency (not always 
adhered to) to approach literary works as if they were written in a vacuum, outside 
of traditions or literary movements. Although there is the suspicion that Coates 
was not quite capable of detecting literature's larger developments and traditions, 
his decision to approach each literary work as an individual case was deliberate 
and testified to his respect for the authenticity and originality of the writer under 
review. In all, this was no easy task and in his book column of July 1931 he 
confessed to a fear that he was beginning to show "the first symptoms of that 
strange double-vision which sooner or later afflicts all book reviewers": 

You know the disease; it's a very sad one. They get so they can't see 
anything clearly, every book they read seems only an adumbration of some 
previous one they've read. Phrases like "much in the Hemingway manner," 
"Zolaesque treatment," "Dickensian in flavor," "fraught with the charm of the great 
Victorians," creep into their writings. Publishers, of course, are delighted and seize 
on these sayings and print them on the book jackets, to the confusion of any readers 
who happen to have looked into Zola, Dickens, Hemingway, or the charming great 
Victorians. Authors, on the other hand, fall to wondering whether they are really 
authors, or merely lending libraries of the classics. 

I don't want to get that way, Lord knows.98 

Striving to treat each novel as an individual work of art, Coates confessed to 
lacking a set of criteria by which to judge the new novels that came his way and 
complained in his column in June 1931: "One of the things that distresses so 
conscientious a reviewer as myself, after reading the average contemporary novel, 
is that it's often almost impossible to find a basis for deciding whether it's any 
good or not. ... One may, of course, discourse sweetly on such matters as style, 
observation, dialogue, and so on. But the standards of the art of the novel ... have 
grown so loose that you feel pretty shaky, even on questions so close to the ground 
as these."99 Unwilling to "discourse sweetly on style, observation, dialogue, and so 
on," he had but little patience with those critics who based their criteria for literary 
judgment solely on the text itself, which to Coates seemed to turn art into a 
scientific enterprise. Thus, in a review of Max Eastman's The Literary Mind: Its 
Place in an Age of Science ( 1931 ), a book in which Eastman, in the words of critic 
René Wellek, "relegate[d] poetry to a lowly place below science,"100 Coates 
protested that the poet and critic rested his theory on the wholly false hypothesis 
that both artists and scientists are concerned with empirical knowledge. Presenting 
his own classical conception of the artist as a secular priest or prophet, Coates 
countered: "The scientist's business, obviously, is to know; the artist's, equally 

98RMC, "Literary Twins," The New Yorker 7 (July 25, 1931): 59. 
99 RMC, "Now, About the Modem Novel," The New Yorker 7 (June 20, 1931 ): 59-61. 
100 René Wellek, A History of Modern Criticism, Vol 6: American Criticism, 1900-1950 (New Haven 
and London: Yale University Press, 1986), 164. See also 90. 
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definitely and positively, is not to know He is, in short, the inspired ignoramus, 
and his whole purpose is to pit his intuitive beliefs against logical conclusions—to 
try, by cajolery or eloquence, to make his audience accept the unprovable " 1 0 , Art 
should be treated equally unscientifically on the receiving end, Coates believed 
Thus, in his review of The Literary Mind, he takes the opportunity to launch the 
following attack on what he refers to, nonspecifically, as "the critics," referring, no 
doubt, to the emerging New Critics (a group that did face the allegation, made by 
Coates below, that they were turning criticism into a science102) and other critics 
who, following I A Richards, engaged in the study of literary works as self-
sufficient verbal artifacts "The critics love to discuss [the relationship of art to 
science], for one thing, since it favors the deductive approach as against the 
inductive, it helps justify the pleasant picture they've been forming of themselves 
as little scientists, too, working serenely away in the great laboratory of words " l 0 3 

To an important degree, Coates's strong adversity to the new developments in 
literary criticism stemmed from the conviction that creative writing was by 
definition more valuable than critical writing—a still current view on the critic as 
"a parasite or artist manqu " that had its heyday in the latter part of the nineteenth 
century,104 but that was firmly adhered to by Coates throughout his life The point 
came up repeatedly in conversations with Kenneth Burke, writer of several short 
stones {The White Oxen and Other Stories, 1924) and a novel {Towards a Better 
Life, 1932), but committed, after 1932, to what would become a brilliant career in 
criticism In 1931, Coates expressed his hopes that Burke would, like himself, 
stick to creative writing, explaining, "I'm still a disciple of Pure Art, to the extent 
at least of lamenting unreasonably when any friend turns to critical writing Who 
(as I've said a hundred—no, a thousand—times, but I need a blackboard and 
pointer for this lecture) is going to do the Creative Work if everyone takes up 
criticism17 I hope you're going ahead with the Declamations [a part of Burke's 
novel. Towards A Better Life], and not going to start lectunng at the New 
School " 1 0 5 

Coates's intellectual relation to Burke was a significant one and contained 
many shared ideas about the nature and function of art Thus, despite his 
misgivings about his friend's movement away from creative writing or "Pure Art," 
Coates thought very highly of Burke's critical method and approach of art in his 
first book of criticism, Counter-Statement (1931), a volume of essays on European 
literary figures such as Gustave Flaubert, Walter Pater, Remy de Gourmont, 
Thomas Mann and Andre Gide In it, Burke advanced a theory of literature, 
literary form and audience that was built on the premise that "literature is designed 
for the express purpose of arousing emotions " 1 0 6 Coates considered the book "a 

101 RMC, "Two Poets," The New Yorker 1 (December 5, 1931) 111-12 
1 0 2 See Wellek, A History of Modern Criticism, 151-52 
' 0 3 RMC, "Two Poets," 112 
1 0 4 Northrop Frye, Anatomy of Criticism Four Essays (Princeton Princeton University Press, 1957), 
3 
105 RMC to Kenneth Burke, η d [1931] (K.BP) 
1 0 6 Kenneth Burke, Counter-Statement, 2nd ed (Los Altos Hermes Publications, 1953), 123 
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defense of art"107 and described it in The New Yorker as "an effort to reinstate the 
artist in his traditional place as arbiter and seer." The writer emphatically sided 
with Burke's belief, as expressed in Counter-Statement, that art "may be of value 
purely through preventing a society from becoming too assertively, too hopelessly, 
itself,"108 and strongly insisted on the moral and social function of art in his 
review. He also took the opportunity to express his frustration at the impossibility 
of the American artist to become visible and play a meaningful role in 
contemporaneous American society—an anxiety that Coates was soon to cast in 
fictional form in Yesterday's Burdens: 

[T]he pseudosciences of the mind, psychoanalysis and so on, have reduced [the 
artist] to the status of an ineffectual dreamer; those kindred sergeant-majors, the 
Communists and the capitalists, have both branded him as non-productive and 
forced him, in self-justification, into commerce or politics: Mr. Burke, in rebuttal, 
recalls the forgotten fact that a work of 'abstract' art, if it has philosophic content, 
has always outweighed the tract or pamphlet as a moral weapon. The modem 
doctrines, all having some form of pragmatism as a basis, have weakened the power 
of the artist's motives and have, as a secondary result, done much to reduce society 
to the pointless imbroglio it's now in.109 

Clearly, Coates's devotion to "Pure Art," and his view of the artist as an "inspired 
ignoramus" did not at all imply that he was "uninterested in the human meaning, 
social function and effect of literature,""0 a stance associated with art for art's 
sake. On the contrary. It was the very belief in the significance and moral power of 
art that caused him to refute the notion that art should be put to socially 
recognized, commercial or political ends. 

A modernist critic, Coates also strongly adhered to the belief in originality and 
formal innovation—the need to make things "new" that led to the emergence of a 
plethora of new movements in art and literature during the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth century. Between 1930 and 1933, Coates wrote many a review of 
literary works by such modernists as Virginia Woolf {The Waves), William 
Faulkner {Sanctuary, As I Lay Dying, Light in August), E.E. Cummings {Eimi), 
Kenneth Burke {Towards a Better Life), Gertrude Stein {Lucy Church Amiably), 
D.H. Lawrence {The Man Who Died, the abridged American edition of Lady 
Chatterley 's Lover, Etruscan Places), Nathanael West {Miss Lonelihearts), John 
Dos Passos {1919), Ernest Hemingway (the republished In Our Time, Death in the 
Afternoon), Sherwood Anderson {Perhaps Women), Sinclair Lewis {Ann Vickers) 
and Conrad Aiken {Great Circle). In many such reviews, Coates could not quite 
hide his condescension for those critics who, in his opinion, were insufficiently 
attuned to modernist writing. His review of The Waves (1931), one of Woolf s 
most experimental novels, for instance, started off as follows: 

"" RMC to Kenneth Burke, n.d [1931] (KBP). 
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Most of the critics, I notice, had some difficulty discovering what it was all about 
and even took a kind of schoolboyish glee in avowing their own bewilderment. But 
then, as you've probably already observed, critics are very easily baffled, any 
departure from the commonplace causing them to worry excessively.1" 

Coates, it would appear, underestimated the difficulties that experimental 
writing such as Stein's and other modernists might pose for a general audience. 
Thus, in his review of Cummings' experimental and poetic Eimi (1933), a novel 
that was considered an extravagantly demanding text at the time,"2 Coates played 
down the alleged stylistic difficulties as follows: 

Your enjoyment of it will largely depend, of course, on how familiar you are with 
Mr. Cummings' previous writings, or with the work of various other modems of the 
more advanced school. But I think that even the inexperienced reader should have 
little difficulty with it, as far as the mere matter of reading goes, once he gets used 
to the occasional scattering of the syllables of a word for greater emphasis, or to the 
use of punctuation marks to indicate rhythm rather than syntax."3 

Although always in (possibly self-serving) defense of experimental styles, 
Coates was not undiscriminating in his praise for those who abandoned traditional 
paths. Thus, he considered Eimi "tedious" and "repetitious" in its faithful recital of 
daily events and warned that "there is danger in the too rigid application of what is 
primarily a poetic technique to a prose narrative (particularly of such very prosy 
happenings as a dairy must contain), the result being that the method loses value 
from too constant use, and the effect as a whole is considerably lessened""4—a 
problem that Coates himself strove to avoid in his own experimental prose works 
(the anthological Yesterday's Burdens and The Bitter Season) by alternating 
several literary modes and styles. 

William Faulkner, too, received rather severe criticism from the book 
reviewer. Coates criticized the Southern writer for the "rather lazy way he has of 
falling back on melodrama to resolve situations whose subtleties seem to be 
getting beyond him," which Coates noted in both As I Lay Dying (1930) and 
Sanctuary (1931), and also felt that Faulkner failed to meet the critical standard of 
credibility."5 In his review of Faulkner's Light in August (1932), for instance, 
Coates noted the "peculiarly polyglot and cosmopolitan coloration" of Faulkner's 
setting, and, like other reviewers at the time, complained that the creator of 
Yoknapatawpha County seemed more obsessed with the forces of his own dark 
imagination than with the American South. Thus, Faulkner "isn't writing about 

1 ' ' RMC, "Resumé," The New Yorker 1 (December 19, 1931 ): 80. 
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Southerners at all ... Or, if they are Southerners, then the feeling is that Mr. 
Faulkner's approach to them is subtly un-Southem, that he imposes on these 
natives a set of emotions and reactions that were made to fit some entirely 
different race; the Russians, perhaps, or the inhabitants of the misty mid-regions of 
Weir."116 The resulting "curious effect of unreality in Faulkner's work," Coates 
suggested, was evidence of the fact that Faulkner does not just "[like] to study the 
effect of the countryside on the gutter rat," but also, as Coates amusingly put it, 
"his [own] effect on the countryside.""7 

As to Ernest Hemingway, whom he had known fairly well during his 
expatriate days, Coates wrote a perceptive review of Death in the Afternoon 
(1932) in which he noted that Hemingway's sixth book was "likely to be enjoyed 
by only two very distinct types of people: those who have a consuming interest in 
the more technical details of bullfighting as a sport, and those who have an equally 
profound interest—apart from the mere amusement value of his separate books— 
in Mr. Hemingway himself as a writer, and in the point of view on which his work 
is based.""8 For people in the second category, Coates argued, Death in the 
Afternoon should be particularly attractive for containing "the clearest statement 
yet heard of Mr. Hemingway's artistic point of view"—his overwhelming concern 
with the certainty of death. Equally rewarding, in this respect, were the many 
"passages of bright, appealing honesty in which he reveals, almost involuntarily, 
the tremendous labor of simplification, the searching for the particularizing detail, 
that goes into his own work." Although a rich source for the author's aesthetics, 
Hemingway's book harbored a tone too bitter for Coates's taste. He especially 
disliked those passages where Hemingway's "bitterness descends to petulance (as 
in his gibes at William Faulkner, who has done him no harm except to come under 
his influence, and at T.S. Eliot, Aldous Huxley, Jean Cocteau, and others, living 
and dead.)" 

In all, he considered Death in the Afternoon "a strange book, childish, here 
and there, in its small-boy wickedness of vocabulary; bitter, and even morbid in its 
endless preoccupation with fatality," and was sure it would do Hemingway's 
popularity little good. In fact, Coates wrote, "it seems almost a suicidal book in its 
deliberate flouting of reader and critic alike, and I feel sure that because of it, Mr. 
Hemingway has let himself in for some hard panning from those who have been 
most hysterical in praise of him.""9 In a personal letter to Hemingway, Coates 
elaborated on his theory of "suicide" as follows: 

Maybe I got your book all wrong, but what I liked about it, and what I felt all 
through it [,] was that you were fed up with a lot of the critical goo you've been 
besprinkled with from time to time, and particularly with the tendency of critics and 
readers alike, for their own convenience, to tie a writer to one mood and one subject 

116 RMC, "A Faulkner, An O'Flaherty, A Feuchtwanger," The New Yorker 8 (October 15, 1932): 73-
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(you to hardboiledness, tough guys, love, etc.); and I thought that this revolt of 
yours from a label was a grand thing to do, and something that few writers in your 
place would do, for fear of losing royalties, kudos, etc.120 

Hemingway responded to Coates's review, which he described to John Dos 
Passos as a "condescendentious [sic] piece of phony intellectuality,"121 in a 
personal letter to the reviewer, writing, "I don't really think of you as a critic—no 
disparagement, I mean 1 think of you as a writer—or would not make any 
explanations." Sensitive especially about his relationship to his competitor 
William Faulkner,122 he took offense at Coates's casual accusation of "petulance" 
and angrily retorted: 

I am damned if I wrote any petulant jibes against Faulkner and the hell with you 
telling citizens that I did. ... I have plenty of respect for Faulkner and wish him all 
luck. That does not mean that I would not joke about him. There are no subjects that 
I would not jest about if the jest were funny enough (just as, liking wing shooting, I 
would shoot my own mother is she went into coveys and had a good strong 
flight).123 

The New Yorker printed the author's letter, though not, as Kenneth S. Lynn 
wrote,124 without Hemingway's consent. Not only did Hemingway suggest that his 
letter be published ("You may publish this, if you wish, but if you do please 
publish it as it is, without editing it,") Coates even tried to dissuade his colleague 
from publication in another letter, writing: "As to the Faulkner business, my 
interpretation is one thing and your intention is another, and I'm quite willing to 
let you have your say about it in my column. I'd print your letter right off, only I 
see that your suggestion or permission to do so was put on as an afterthought, and 
when I got it typed out I saw that some parts of it sounded a little cockeyed, or as 
if there'd been a bottle of Canadian rye somewhere around when you wrote it."125 

This exchange notwithstanding, the letter appeared, unchanged, in the issue of 
Novembers, 1932. 

Coates's dislike of bitterness as a literary mood also surfaced in his review of 
Nathanael West's Miss Lonelihearts (1933) and that of John Dos Passos's 1919 
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(1932), the second volume of U.S.A.. In the latter, Coates recognized bitterness as 
the shaping force behind both the author's narrative style and the novel's literary 
form: 

Mr. Dos Passos, to my mind, writes with a kind a desperate detachment; he is, so to 
speak, a realist in spite of himself. His episodes ... are related with a superficial 
remoteness that is itself of the highest effect artistically, and that here is 
strengthened in power by the sense one has of the author's bitterness beneath it, as 
if he forced himself, not from choice but from a kind of revolted compunction, to 
describe such matters. His form, too, might, I think, be traced to a similar cause. For 
there is, properly speaking, no form discernible here; he has turned on his own story 
with the desperation of a nihilist and smashed it into fragments.126 

Interestingly enough, for an author who, on the face of it, would engage in 
similar formal experiments in his own work, Coates gave little praise to John Dos 
Passos's innovations, even if he did understand the problems facing the writer: 

[Dos Passos's] characters do not "conflict" in any time-honored sense, they do not 
"develop;" they merely travel in straight lines toward their own unpredictable 
destinations, their paths intersecting only casually. They would seem, in fact, to 
move in a total emotional and social vacuum if the "Camera Eye" and the 
"Newsreel" did not fill some of the interstices between them with some substance 
of personal flavor and contemporary color. Even so, 1919, like The 42"J Parallel, 
must be seen as a sketch, still in outline, for a denser, more comprehensive novel of 
society today. But perhaps, Mr. Dos Passos feels, as an honest artist, that nothing 
more than a sketch is possible in these intricate and baffling times.127 

Coates's review of Nathanael West's Miss Lonelihearts in April 1933 was a 
significant event. Reviewing the novel with the greatest possible praise and 
enthusiasm, he established himself as "one of West's earliest appreciative 
critics"128 and laid the foundation for a close personal friendship besides. Coates 
wrote: 

It's a pleasure to let fly with a few superlatives once in a while, so I shall begin by 
saying that Miss Lonelihearts ... is the crispest and cleverest, the most impishly 
ironical and sharply epigrammatic book I've read in months and months. It has no 
particular "message" and it's all about practically nothing at all, but if its characters 
seem to cavort in something of an emotional and spiritual vacuum, one at least has 
the pleasure of seeing them at their antics through a prose that is like glass for 
transparency and that is lit by a most fantastic and colorful imagination.129 
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At the time of his review, Coates was not yet acquainted with West. They 
met shortly after (in the office of the writer Leane Zugsmith, who was then 
working at Liveright's)130 and immediately hit it off. As Coates recalled, 
"somehow [we] became, instantly, friends from the moment we met."131 The men 
soon found they had much in common. Both had an acute interest in popular 
culture, mass life and the media and, in their fiction, specialized in urban 
loneliness and violence, and both inclined towards the grotesque. They were both 
intolerant of pretense and ostentation, had a passion for things masculine, such as 
hunting, cars and vaudeville shows, and both had complex and paradoxical 
personalities. West, according to the people who knew him, was simultaneously 
sardonic and witty, restless and homely, brutal and vulnerable, compassionate (a 
characteristic that West's Hollywood friend John Bright described as West's "true 
empathy" for "bruised people"132) and unfeeling.133 In a very similar way, Coates 
came across as "a bundle of contradictions."134 Malcolm Cowley, one of the few 
people who managed a description of Coates that went beyond the exterior of the 
endearing, shy, bear-like man with red hair and a charming stutter, always 
remained "puzzled by [the] contradictions in his character and his writing": 

Item, to start a list of these, he was both solitary and gregarious. He loved 
boisterous parties and raffish companions, but I suspect that he was happiest when 
alone. Item, he was romantic by disposition, almost nympholeptic, dreaming for 
years of an impossibly beautiftil woman in gray for whom he would eagerly 
sacrifice his future; but he was also a realist who worked, paid his debts, and had a 
hard observing eye for objects. Item, he was a city man who fled to the country ... 
but from time to time he fled back to the city and roamed the streets from Harlem to 
the Battery.115 

Over the years, West and Coates became, in Coates's estimation, "close, 
very close friends."136 West frequently came to Coates's country-home in 
Gaylordsville, Connecticut, to hunt, bringing his dog Danny (who, after West's 
tragic death in 1940, came to live there).137 Coates, in turn, regularly stayed at the 
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Sutton Hotel in New York City of which West was the manager and upon which 
he (West) conferred "a special glamour and a place in the literary history of the 
thirties:" in addition to Coates, West's guests included Sid Perelman and his wife 
Laura (West's sister), John Sanford, Quentin Reynolds, Edmund Wilson, Lillian 
Hellman, Dashiell Hammett, James T. Farrell, and Erskine Caldwell.138 When 
West moved to Hollywood, a decision that Coates was strongly against,139 he 
visited him there. Some months before West's violent death in the car-crash140 on 
December 22, 1940 that also killed his wife, the writer Eileen McKenney, Coates 
and West were planning a trip through California and Mexico together—a trip that 
would involve an adventurous journey by rowboat down the Colorado river. 
West was greatly looking forward to it. As he wrote his friend: "I'm still feverishly 
planning that trip of ours—it fills my every day-dream."142 The trip, however, did 
not materialize on time, and Coates could not help feeling: "I wish! I wish! If I had 
gone out, and had been on that last trip, I might have been driving, or Eileen, with 
Pep [West] and me sitting in back talking, and, well ... there it is."143 The 
closeness of their friendship is suggested by Coates's feeling that Laura Perelman, 
West's sister, took to him as a kind of "surrogate" brother after West's death.144 

A final literary review worth drawing attention to at this moment was Coates's 
review of Gertrude Stein's Lucy Church Amiably (the second of Stein's Plain 
Editions, a private publishing venture whose foundation Coates had also 
announced in The New Yorker).™5 He highly recommended the book to his 

first-class,/ slow-trailing coon hound/ from Kentucky -a / real hound with a/ beautiful bell-like voice 
-/and you don't even/ reply. You ingrate/ Nathanael West/ June 18, 1934/ How about coming/ down 
here for the bass/ fishing?" Ken Lopez—Bookseller, cited March, 2004, available from 
http://www.lopezbooks.eom/l 12/112-13.html; INTERNET. 
138 Martin, Nathanael West, 159. 
139 See RMC to Jay Martin, August 4, 1966 (Jay Martin Papers, The Huntington Library, San 
Manno, California). 
140 For a detailed description of the accident see Jay Martin, Nathanael West, 3-13. Disturbingly, 
West's accident is mentioned as one of the series of famous fatal accidents recreated and staged by 
the "crash cult" in David Cronenberg's 1996 movie Crash—an adaptation of J.G. Ballard's 1972 
novel by that name. Cronenberg's cultish group consists of several death-defying individuals, who, 
without any protective devices, put their lives at risk to recreate these accidents in front of an 
audience. From this they derive intense (sexual) gratification. What Cronenberg presents in his 
audacious movie is a commodification not of West's works, but, shockingly, of his death. 
Cronenberg's group, with its ruthless taste for perverse thrills, bears a disconcertingly close 
resemblance to the people West descnbed in The Day of the Locust as follows: "Every day of their 
lives they read the newspapers and went to the movies. Both fed them on lynchings, murder, sex 
enmes, explosions, wrecks, love nests, fired, miracles, revolutions, and war. ... [Now] nothing can 
ever be violent enough to make taut their slack minds and bodies." 
m See Nathanael West to RMC, May 26, 1939 (Nathanael West Collection, Harry Ransom Research 
Center, University of Texas at Austin, Austin, Texas). 
142 Ibid. 
143 RMC to Jay Martin, July 22, 1966 (Jay Martin Papers, The Huntington Library, San Marino, 
California). Ellipsis not mine. 
144 RMC to Jay Martin, August 4, 1966 (Jay Martin Papers, The Huntington Library, San Marino, 
California). 
145 See RMC, "Each Copy Signed and Numbered," The New Yorker 7 (February 21, 1931): 70. 
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audience for "the intricate delicate embroidery of its style," "the peculiar evasive 
beauty of some of its passages," and "the author's way of probing the oddities of 
words."146 Coates's review was exceptionally positive and offered a welcome 
change for Stein. After all, as Hugh Ford outlined in Published in Paris, 

Reviews continued to be a troublesome matter. There were plenty of humorous 
references to Miss Stein's work, but disappointingly few serious evaluations ... 
Also, those writers who did admire her work, and said so in congratulatory letters to 
the author, seldom made an effort to shape their appreciation in a review. One 
exception was Robert Coates, who wrote a favorable commentary on Lucy for The 
New Yorker. 

Coates was genuinely concerned for Stein and her fiction. In his private 
correspondence to his former mentor, he complained of the impossibility to get 
hold of Stein's work, tried to convince the writer of the necessity to distribute her 
work in the United States, and offered his help in sending out publication 
announcements to other American book reviewers. In sharp contrast to the many 
people who complained of Stein's lust for gloire, Coates urged Stein to try harder 
to make her work available, writing "Of course, I know you have the only 
impeccable attitude, to write and not to bother about the publishing and selling. 
But ... I really think you almost owe it to us all to let your work be made more 
generally accessible."148 In his New Yorker review, Coates not only commented 
favorably on the novel, but also took the occasion to launch another attack on the 
audience's general attitude of contempt of and dismay at modernist writing in 
general, and Stein's in particular: "[Stein] has attained the curious position of 
being more talked about by more people who have never read a line of hers than 
any other author, and if all the witlings who have mauled her name about were 
some day to decide to buy one of her books and see what it was actually like, her 
sales would put her on the best-seller lists immediately."149 

Coates's highly individual approach to reviewing books, although it did much to 
improve and enliven the previously haphazard column, was not appreciated by 
everyone. Not only did he tend to speak his mind, frequently irreverently, on a 
variety of topics, he was also quite honest about his own lack of knowledge when 
he was confronted with it. A case in point was his review of Willa Gather's 
Shadows on the Rock (1931), which Coates began as follows: 

I often feel a little shamefaced to think how slight a background I have for 
reviewing contemporary fiction. Before I started this job, I was a pretty random 

RMC, "A Brief Consideration of Some Aspects of Modem Amencan Writing," The New Yorker 8 
(February 20, 1932): 69. 

Hugh Ford, Published in Paris: Amencan and British Writers, Printers, and Publishers in Pans, 
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reader, devoting my attention to books that interested me, without regard to their 
publication dates, and turning to the up-to-the-minute things only when I found one 
lying around—say on a guestroom bedside table The rub comes, of course, when 
I am faced with a book by a person of the prominence of Willa Gather and 
realize suddenly that I have never read a line of hers before 

Raymond Holden, managing editor and husband of Louise Bogan, who herself 
was the New Yorker's poetry editor from 1931 to 1969, complained to Harold 
Ross, arguing that Coates's editorial freedom caused the book department to be 
both "faulty" and "limited" "I think the trouble is that there are certam types of 
books in which Coates is just not interested Those that he is not interested in he 
just forgets about "15' Indeed, the book reviewer's approach was deliberately 
personal (he once, for instance, entitled his column "Some I Didn't Read, and 
Some I Did"152) and he habitually let his readers in on the details of his profession 
Thus, in a delightful review, he attacked the publishers' marketing machinery (a 
favorite target of Coates, who deeply deplored commercialism's interference with 
art) that stuffed his mailbox with biographical information about the authors 
involved, distracting him from the real work at hand, as follows 

The trouble with it is, of course, that you get to feeling too pally with them [the 
authors] When a publisher spends about eight dollars over a period of six months— 
sending me bulletins about a Roger Dilworthy that Mr Dilworthy is resting, that 
his new book, "Lethargy," will be about the mountain folk of Tennessee, that he is 
sailing for Naples, that he always keeps a bowl full of pears on his desk, to munch 
while he's working, that he's moved up to Villefranche, takes a dip every morning, 
and is working hard on the novel, that he's fond of whittling and just drives his wife 
to distraction, the way he strews shavings all over the floors, that the book is half-
done, that it's two-thirds done, that it's finished, printed, bound, ready at last for me 
to read—well, by that time, I've worked myself into a pretty sullen attitude toward 
Mr Dilworthy and his novel, and I'm all set (and even hoping) to find it lousy m 

Coates's un-businesslike attitude towards literature caused him to care little indeed 
for the many suggestions, queries and complaints that he received from publishing 
houses and literary agents Holden's irritation grew and on several occasions the 
managing editor suggested that someone else edit the book review This, however, 
was out of the question for Coates "I would pick out books that I wanted ordered, 
pick my books for review, write my own blurbs, and have the say about questions 
in proof That is still my idea about the job, and my relation to it It is, in fact, the 
only way I'll undertake to do the job at all "154 Coates's column was, of course, 
checked for accuracy by the New Yorker's almost legendary checking department 
Once, as Thurber recalled, "when Robert Coates, in a book review, said that 

150 RMC, "The Art of Willa Gather," The New Yorker 7 (August 15, 1931) 49-50 
151 Raymond Holden to Harold Ross, [August 21, 1931] (TNYR) 
152 RMC, "Some I Didn't Read, and Some I Did," The New Yorker 7 (February 28 1931) 74-77 
153 RMC, "Book-Chat," The New Yorker 7 (August 8, 1931) 54 
154 RMC to Raymond Holden, March 16, 1932 (TNYR) 
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Faulkner sometimes seemed to write about the woodland of Weir instead of the 
American South, checkers ransacked postal guides, maps, and other sources 
looking for the Weir that existed only in the imagination of Edgar Allan Poe."155 

On another occasion, however, even the fact-checking department failed to correct 
Coates when he proclaimed the famous living physicist Sir Oliver Lodge dead in a 
review of Lodge's autobiography—an "unfortunate inaccuracy," which Holden 
demanded Coates rectify as soon as possible.156 

In May 1933, Coates gave up the review and was superseded by Clifton 
Fadiman, the first New Yorker book reviewer to sign his name at the bottom. 
Fadiman had more seriously academic and literary aims as well as a more 
professional outlook on his own function within the publishing world. Sure 
enough, without the ironical flippancy, the irreverent honesty and uniquely 
personal, anti-theoretical approach that had characterized the book page under 
Coates's reign, Fadiman, in Thomas Kunkel's estimate, "gave the book 
department some sorely needed depth and its first real credibility within the 
publishing community."157 Indeed, both "depth" and "the publishing community" 
had deliberately been sidestepped, even ridiculed, in Coates's idiosyncratic 
reviews. 

Coates, Communism and Proletarian Literature I 
Reviewing books from 1930 to 1933, during the first years of the Great 
Depression, Coates encountered many texts that reflected the stepped-up interest 
in Russia and Communism prevalent in the United States at that time—an interest 
that Coates shared but which never led him to fully commit himself to the 
Communist Party. Thus, in his review of Borris Savinkov's Memoirs of A 
Terrorist (1931), an account of Nihilist terrorist activities in early nineteenth-
century Russia, which Coates enjoyed as a powerful commentary on the social 
conditions of the pre-revolution era, he justified his recommendation by adding: 
"but then, I've always had a weakness for the Anarchists. On the other hand, I've 
little for the Communists, at least as their theories are practiced in Russia."158 His 
interest in Communism, however, was genuine and extensive. Thus, he "heartily" 
recommended Max Eastman's translation of Leon Trotsky's "fascinating study" 
The History of the Russian Revolution (1932), referring to it as "certainly one of 
the most engrossing political documents of modem times,"159 and discussed many 
other Russia-oriented non-fictional works, including Isaac Don Levine's 
biography Stalin (1931), which "interested" him despite the author's "regrettable 
failing for sheer oratory;"160 Vladimir Zenzinov's biographical account of his exile 
to Siberia, The Road to Oblivion (1931); the Irish writer Liam O'Flaherty's / Went 
to Russia (1931), which he strongly disliked for the author's "smug and self-
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satisfied"161 approach; and Ella Winter's Red Virtue (1933), a study of human 
relationships in Russia comparable, in Coates's estimation, to the famous 
sociological study Middletown by Robert and Helen Lynd, and praiseworthy for 
giving a picture of Russia that was "not smudged beyond recognition by the 
author's personal bias."162 

The politically charged cultural climate of the 1930s, with its deep 
economic depression, the rise of fascism, and the threat of another world war, had 
a strong influence on the literary scene of the decade. The many debates over the 
interrelations between politics, aesthetics and radicalism conducted, for instance, 
in the New Masses (which embraced the aesthetic directives of the Communist 
Party) and Partisan Review (which was in favor of adapting the modernist 
innovations of the previous decades to progressive causes)163 caused writers and 
artists to reconsider their position and role within American society. Coates's 
beliefs in the social and political power of literature, however, remained fairly 
unchanged from that of the 1920s. During that decade, as Richard Pells outlines in 
his classic Radical Visions, the relationship between the political and the cultural, 
so strong during the Progressive Era, had been visibly deteriorating. Powerless to 
wield political or social change, writers and intellectuals sought to make "a 
genuine contribution" by focusing on cultural problems, hoping to bring about the 
"fundamental transformation in outlook and consciousness" that was necessary if 
the writer could ever hope to play an instrumental political or social role.164 The 
1930s, however, presented new possibilities, challenges and responsibilities and 
many writers and artists came to adopt a politically engaged, socially committed 
stance of the writer-in-society. The Communist-led cultural movement that 
developed in the context of the Great Depression led, in the field of literature, to 
the rise of a distinct genre of literary writing, "proletarian literature,"165 and in the 
visual arts to such phenomena as "social surrealism" (see below). While these 
developments had Coates's considerable interest, he was especially intrigued by 
the rise of new literary forms and techniques, and the use of new experimental 
novelistic modes such as "the testimonial fictional autobiography [and] the 
collective novel" in certain proletarian writing.166 The class struggle which much 
of this writing described was not Coates's focus. Indeed, the intense commitment 
to politics that was requested of writers and artists during the early 1930s—the 
demand that they "not only become socially engaged but more explicitly that he 

161 RMC, "Problems," The New Yorker 1 (October 3, 1931): 89. 
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must join the workers in their struggle against the bourgeoisie"167—was out of the 
question if the artist were to keep his integrity, Coates believed. As he explained it 
to Kenneth Burke, "for the artist, qua artist ... any choice of active political 
doctrine," must always be a "choice of [two or more] evils."168 

Coates gave a comic but clear outline of his belief on the relation between 
politics and art in 1932, while reviewing the Russian singer Feodor Chaliapin's 
autobiographical novel Man and Mask (a confessional description of Chaliapin's 
loss of sympathy with the revolutionary cause after the Russian revolution had 
taken place), to which he devoted his entire book page. Cleverly couching his 
argument in wit, Coates took no overt stand against propagandist or agitational art, 
but argued instead that any union between the Communist party and the artist was 
doomed to fail, not for aesthetic or political reasons, but because of the peculiar 
characteristics inherent in the artistic temperament. Using his typical long-winded 
single sentences and argumentational flippancy, Coates wrote: 

I've been told, on what you might call fair authority, that the leaders of the 
Communist party in this country have decided that no artists, however sympathetic 
to the cause, are to be admitted to the inner councils of the organization, their 
reasons being, not primarily that the artist is unproductive in the proletarian sense, 
but that: (1) he is unreliable, being emotional rather than logical, and hence may 
shift his allegiance at any moment; (2) he is an egoist, and therefore when the 
fighting starts you are likely to find him, even though perhaps no coward, hurrying 
home to finish that last chapter or to put the final touches on his picture before he 
faces death; (3) I forget and (4) I forget, but anyway (5) is that, beside all this, he is 
fundamentally the meekest kind of standpatter to be found.169 

Coates's distrust of political art led him to write favorably of Albert Halper's 
proletarian novel Union Square (1933). Interestingly, whereas many left-wing 
critics portrayed Halper as a fake revolutionary after the publication of his 
novel,170 Coates recommended it as follows: "Bitter as it is—and largely because, in 
spite of its bitterness, it's not in the least propagandist—it's the nearest thing to a 
proletarian novel we've yet seen in this country."171 

Although Coates was highly skeptical of the relationship between the 
creative writer and the Communist party, his political preferences were decidedly 
on the left. In 1932, for instance, he supported the pamphlet "Culture and the 
Crisis," issued by a group of American artists and intellectuals who wished to 
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encourage the people to revolt against both capitalism and fascism and to vote for 
the Communist Party of William Z. Foster and James W. Ford instead.172 His faith 
in the Communist party to offer a practicable solution to the crisis, however, was 
limited at best. While this in itself was not exceptional (indeed, as Daniel Aaron, 
in his discussion of the "Culture and the Crisis" pamphlet noted: "Probably a good 
many [of the signatories] voted Communist, not because they expected or even 
wanted the Communists to win, but out of protest,")173 the writer's response to his 
own act of voting reveals a particularly deep lack of trust in America's political 

174 

system: 

I feel a little gaga today. Having just found my way through a maze of tables with 
solemn fellow-citizens sitting at them polling booths, more tables, etc., and marked 
X's opposite the names of a number of people about whom I know nothing at all 
and care less. It's the first time I've ever voted, but I hope I did everything right. 
How, as far as that goes, could one do wrong in particular, when the whole thing is 
wrong? But it just occurs to me that I forgot to fold up my ballot in the proper way, 
so I'll have to hurry down and fold it properly, otherwise my vote won't count. 

Coates's misgivings about the American Communist party were closely related to 
the writer's lack of confidence in the "workers," the "masses," "the people" (as 
Kenneth Burke, in a controversial speech of the First American Writers' Congress, 
preferred because it was "richer as a symbol of allegiance.")176 Writing in response 
to Burke's speech, Coates clearly indicated that his allegiance with what he 
himself somewhat condescendingly referred to as "your peripheral multitudes" 
was far from strong. In his letter, Coates wondered if it was at all "desirable to 
convert a great mass of people to Communistic belief and necessary to do so if the 
revolution is to succeed."177 He himself did not think so, and continued to make 
what sounds like a plea for authoritarianism: 

If you think of a revolution as an uprising of general protest, on which the 
govemment-to-be is imposed, it really doesn't seem so necessary; in fact, it almost 
seems better to concentrate on the discipline of a small group ..., and instead of 
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wasting time persuading your peripheral multitudes—with the danger that you'll 
persuade them only part way, or into Fascism—just leave them bewildered and 
vaguely discontented until the uprising comes, and then let your small group do 
their thinking for them.178 

In the period leading up to The Bitter Season ( 1946) Coates revised this essentially 
elitist attitude towards the masses, but in the mid-1930s he stuck to the belief that, 
as he told Burke, "your 'people' will stand for anything, from Jimmy Walker on 
down."179 Consequently, he refused to adapt his standards to "the lowest common 
denominator," or to sell out to that "majority with whose ungainly emotions [the 
artist] has so little in common, but whose support, or the lack of it, directly 
determines whether or not he can find a dealer to handle his pictures, a producer 
for his plays, a publisher for his books."180 

In the final analysis, then, the entire political spectacle struck Coates as 
abstract and alien to him as an individual and, especially, as an artist. In the New 
Masses, he elaborated on his view of the writer-in-society in a way that reveals 
that Coates was skeptical even about his own hopes that the artist might exert any 
power on society: "I believe ... that the artist can function in many ways in 
revolutionary or other struggles, and active participation in politics or in warfare is 
only one of them," he wrote, but added with characteristically dismissive candor, 
"At least, we all say so, and it's usually very comforting."181 The writer, then, 
conceived of art as "a moral weapon" and not as a political weapon in the specifics 
of class war, subscribing to the belief that in "times of change... it is the artist's 
sole duty to record the changes, not to influence them," as Coates wrote in his 
notebooks under the heading "communism—art."182 

Still, as a dutiful "recorder" or reporter Coates did not avoid the "ordinary 
level of human reality" that many proletarian writers demanded should finally be 
recognized and reflected.183 Formal aesthetic concerns, however, were paramount. 
A significant short story to consider in this light is "The Ballad of the Bowery," 
which appeared in the fourth and final yearbook of The American Caravan (1931), a 
series devoted to publishing new and innovative American writers.184 The poetic 
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short story reappeared, although unfortunately in altered form, in his novel 
Yesterday's Burdens. In its earlier form, "The Ballad of the Bowery" is one of 
Coates's most poignant pieces of writing from this period and reveals the kind of 
synthesis between the socio-political (the Bowery) and the artistic (the Ballad) that 
Coates explored at the time. The attempt to treat the themes of poverty and 
homelessness in confrontation with human callousness in Depression-struck New 
York genuinely and aesthetically, carefully wedding substance and form, testifies to 
Coates's unwillingness to avoid "the cries and crises of common humanity"185—a 
superior and antisocial tendency which the high modernist tradition has frequently 
been accused of. 

The short story opens with a traditional corpse chant, setting a mood of grim and 
despairing emotion, and continues to describe the attempts of a first-person narrator 
to communicate an experience he once had on the Bowery. In typical Coates fashion, 
the account is narrated in a dreamy fashion and is interspersed with detailed 
recordings of the signs and sounds surrounding the protagonist. Although filmic in its 
scope and movement, Coates's technique is also reminiscent of the documentary 
methods of such reportorial realists as John Sloan. For instance: 

Shave 5c Haircut 10c. "Come along who wants a haircut."... "Come along": we 
were walking. Long lines waiting at the Bowery Mission; lines at Holy Name; lines 
at the Y.M.C. A. "There's no place for us there." Inside in a yellow sawdust room 
men were eating Pig's Knuckles Sauerkraut 25c Soup Spaghetti 5c large Steak Jack's 
Style 30c Coffee Crullers 5c: in the People's 5-10-15-20c Restaurant men inside 
were eating, and we outside walking. "Come along I know another place farther 
down." 

Also interspersed in the story are several repetitive four-line poems (all 
containing two time-references, a remark on destinations one could visit and the 
recurring refrain "I have no home,") which successfully establish a mood of empty 
randomness of the homeless, adrift in time and space. Reminiscent of T.S. Eliot's 
"Rhapsody on a Windy Night" in its delineation of time, but highly at odds with 
Eliot's distrust of the subjectively emotional, Coates moves towards attachment to 
rather than detachment from the personal and the ordinary, and creates an art of 
experience and personal emotional expression: 

—It is ten past six 
— "Thing is they don't feed y'enough" 
—// /s twelve o 'clock 
—/ have no home 
(...) 
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—// is one o 'clock 
—It is half past five 
— "I been in all them places " 
—I have no home 
(...) 
—It is two o 'clock 
—"It's time we were getting back uptown" 
—It is three o 'clock 
—I have no home. 

The situation described in the three-page short story is brief, mundane, and 
simple, but the experience has rich moral and spiritual significance to the narrator. In 
terms of situation, in fact, the story foreshadows the large number of short stories in 
which the slightest of incidents, usually involving a lack of emotional sustenance 
through failing human contact, are transformed into moving and profound moments 
in the protagonists' lives. More than his other short fiction, "The Ballad of the 
Bowery" suggests interesting ways in which the limitations of the impersonal, 
abstract aesthetics of high modernism might be transcended to make room for the 
personal, the social and the ethical inside human experiences. 



Chapter 8 

Dada Revisited 
Since his return from Europe, Coates had endeavored to find an American 
publisher for his first novel, The Eater of Darkness. In 1927, Thayer Hobson, the 
future president of William Morrow and Company, brought the book to the 
attention of The Saturday Review of Literature which devoted two paragraphs of 
their "Phoenix Nest," a column dedicated to literary news of all kinds, to the new 
novel.' The company itself, however, made no move. In the same year, Boni & 
Liveright, "one of the most progressive publishing houses of the 1920s" which had 
already published works by E.E. Cummings, Upton Sinclair, Ben Hecht, Djuna 
Barnes, Edgar Lee Masters, Maxwell Bodenheim, Theodore Dreiser, Sherwood 
Anderson, Ernest Hemingway, William Faulkner and Hart Crane, expressed 
interest in his work. Although Boni & Liveright repeatedly took chances with 
young, unknown or controversial writers, the firm considered publication of 
Coates's first and unusual book too dangerous an investment. As Thomas R. 
Smith, an experienced editor whom Horace Liveright had hired in 1921 and upon 
whom he depended the most,3 explained: "It is not customary for publishers to 
finance unknown or obscure authors unless they have had a first book of unusual 
distinction."4 Coates was asked to first submit another, presumably more 
accessible, book and he worked hard to meet their demand. Soon, however, he 
confessed his misgivings to Gertrude Stein: "I did six chapters in succession, but 
they were vague, after reading them, suggesting more, and I hated working that 
way, and nothing will come of it."5 A slow and ponderous writer, Coates found it 
impossible to work under such pressure. 

In 1929, finally, the British writer Ford Madox Ford, often active in the 
promotion of young writers' works,6 "helped [Coates] get [his] first book 

"The Phoenician," The Phoenix Nest, The Saturday Review ojLiterature, December 10, 1927 
2 Carmen R Russell, "Bom & Liveright (New York· 1917-1828)," in Peter Dzwonkoski (ed). 
Dictionary of Literary Biography, Vol 46 American Literary Publishing Houses, 1900-1980 
(Detroit. Gale Research Company, 1986), 57-62 
3 Russell, "Bom & Liveright," 61 
4 Thomas R Smith, recommendation for Coates's 1928 application for a Guggenheim Fellowship 
(John Simon Guggenheim Memorial Foundation, New York City) The editor of Bom and Liveright 
further wrote that "Mr. Coates' s work may be compared to Ernest Hemingway's." Possibly, Smith 
felt that Coates could make a similar development to Hemingway, who moved from the experimental 
sketches of in our time to the highly successful The Sun Also Rises 
5 RMC to Gertrude Stein, October 11, 1927 (GSC) 
6 In the spring and summer of that year, Ford Madox Ford was in New York on a business trip to 
arrange his own publication affairs and to renew acquaintances in Amencan literary circles He 
himself secured a contract for No Enemy with the Macaulay Company in August 1929 See Frank 
MacShane, The Life and Work of Ford Madox Ford (New York Honzon Press, 1965), 204 See also 
Arthur Mizener, The Saddest Story A Biography of Ford Madox Ford (London The Bodley Head, 
1970,393,395. 
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published"7 by the Macaulay Company in New York. The book appeared in July 
of that year. Coates was grateful and later told Edward Dahlberg that Ford did 
"more than anybody else did" to bring this event about.8 Ford also wrote several 
remarks for the novel's cover wrap, among which the classification of the novel as 
"not the first but the best Dada novel"9—a label that strongly influenced future 
readings of the novel. 

In the previous year, the Macaulay company had already published 
Coates's translation and adaptation of André de Hevesy's The Discoverer: A New 
Narrative of the Life and Hazardous Adventures of the Genoese, Christopher 
Columbus. Indeed, before its bankruptcy in 1941, Macaulay played an important 
role in Coates's literary career: in addition to the De Hevesy-book and The Eater 
of Darkness, the firm published his historical work The Outlaw Years (1930); the 
curious "symposium" Whither, Whither, or After Sex What (1930) to which Coates 
contributed; a series of yearbooks of mostly new American literature, entitled The 
American Caravan (whose 1931 edition contained material by Coates); and 
finally, his second novel Yesterday's Burdens (1933). 

In 1929, the Macaulay Company had just embarked on a radical change of 
course. Originally a publisher of "inexpensive popular literature,"10 the publishing 
firm now aimed to bring out progressive and avant-gardist literature, and built up a 
considerable record. In addition to Coates's novels, notable Macaulay publications 
were William Carlos Williams's Voyage to Pagany (1928), John Dos Passos's 
Airways, Inc. (1928), Hamilton Basso's Relics and Angels (1929), Ford Madox 
Ford's No Enemy (1929), Philippe Soupault's Last Nights of Paris (1929, 
translated by William Carlos Williams) and André Salmon's The Black Venus 
(1929, translated by William Slater Brown, and provided with an introduction by 
Robert Coates). Other writers who found their way into print during the 1930s 
through Macaulay were the American bohemian and leftist writer Maxwell 
Bodenheim, the proletarian writers Grace Lumpkin and Edward Newhouse (later a 
New Yorker regular) and the important Harlem Renaissance writer and novelist 
Wallace Thurman, who was also editor-in-chief at Macaulay's. 

With Macaulay exploring its new market and literary domain, The Eater of 
Darkness made a welcome acquisition and was promoted as a distinctly radical 
text. During the processes of acceptance and publication of The Eater of Darkness, 
speeded on by Ford Madox Ford, two of Coates's other ex-expatriate literary 
friends, Matthew Josephson and Malcolm Cowley, stood hard by, this time 
conspiring to bring an alleged Dada-product before the American public. Matthew 
Josephson, then employed at Macaulay's as editor and counsellor to help give 
shape to the firm's more radical new interest in avant-garde writing, is likely to 

7 Transcript of BBC broadcast of "Paris, France: American Literary Expatriates in Paris," 1960 
(Malcolm Bradbury Papers, Indiana University, Lilly Library, Bloomington, Indiana). 
8 RMC to Edward Dahlberg, October 4, 1965 (EDP). 
9 Ford Madox Ford is quoted in a review of The Eater oj Darkness, "Dada novel," in Time, August 5 
1929. 
10 Josephson, Life Among the Surrealists, 352. 



Dada Revisited 191 

have recommended the book to the publishers." Malcolm Cowley contributed a 
so-called "Critical Portrait" of the author for the book's coverwrap in which he, in 
line with Ford Madox Ford, promoted the novel as "the first purely Dada novel to 
be published in English."12 Cowley further presented his friend as a much sought-
after and particularly baffling expatriate celebrity—thus cementing Coates's 
reputation as an exotic writer. Cowley, already "critically loyal" to the works of 
the lost generation,13 and well aware that modernism and expatriate publications 
were rapidly becoming fashionable, wrote: 

No other American writer of his generation has passed so thoroughly into legend. 
You hear of him in Montparnasse, in Harlem, in Normandy, in Broadway 
nightclubs, and on the Riviera. You hear of him almost everywhere, except at 
literary teas. You form the picture of a tall young man, incredibly freckled, 
incredibly red-haired, solemn as Chief Justice—a young man who collects paper 
matches,4 mechanical puzzles, and jokes that are really incredible.15 

In step with Cowley's appraisal, the Macaulay Company promoted the book by 
claiming that "since Ernest Hemingway no writer has been as much spoken of by 
the literary cognoscenti as Robert Coates." In addition, they maintained that the 
publication of Coates's book had "literally been prayed for."16 Such blurbs, 
exaggerated and ironic as they may now sound, do indicate that Coates's literary 
activities during the twenties had earned him at least temporary renown. Indeed, 
writer and New Yorker editor Brendan Gill maintained that during the 1920s, 
"Coates made the impression that he was going to be as famous as Hemingway 
became."17 

When The Eater of Darkness was published by McAlmon in Paris in 1926, 
the book had been part of a venture intended to promote books which would be 
refused by larger publishing houses, and appeared on a list of books that was 
considered "suspect" by the American or British custom officers (for instance, 
Stein's The Making of Americans and Emanuel Camevali's A Hurried Man were 
refused passage).18 With the change in literary climate, and the book industry's 

For a rather self-important account of his activities at Macaulay's, see Josephson, Life Among the 
Surrealists, 352. 
12 In full, Cowley wrote: "Some passages in The Eater of Darkness are vastly amusing, some have a 
curious appeal to the emotions, and the whole forms the first purely Dada novel to be published in 
English." Malcolm Cowley, "A Critical Portrait," printed on The Eater of Darkness (New York: 
Macaulay, 1929). 
13 Bak, Malcolm Cowley, 585. 
M For the writer's interest in paper matches, see RMC, "The Paper Match Peril," The New Yorker 4 
(October 13, 1928): 38-40. 
15 Cowley, "A Critical Portrait." 
16 Blurb on dust jacket of The Eater of Darkness (New York: Macaulay, 1929). 
17 Brendan Gill, interview by author, New York City, June 24, 1997. Robert Cowley, Malcolm 
Cowley's son, likewise pointed out me that Coates was "important" during the 1920s and 1930s. 
Robert Cowley, interview by author. New York City, October 1995. 
18 McAlmon, Being Geniuses Together, 102. 
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growing "preoccupation with the new generation,"19 however, some of 
McAlmon's publications—Coates's book included—were soon republished in 
England and the United States, where they were "greeted with praise."20 Clearly, 
Coates had made the transition from a "non-publishable youth"21—to use a phrase 
of Ford Madox Ford—to a potential commercial success. 

Indeed, American reviews were generally very enthusiastic. The New York 
Herald Tribune, for instance, called Coates's novel an "extraordinarily diverting 
book, compact with astonishing devices, unusual tricks with syntax, satire, mirth, 
and madness,"22 while the New York Evening Post referred to the book as 
"unique," "invaluably funny" and "one of the cleverest tours de force ever 
contrived by the pen of a wit."23 The New Yorker, however, resented the fact that 
even the mystery novel should have become "sex-conscious" and pointed out that 
the book contained fragments that would "make President Hoover go scarlet."24 

Other reviewers found fault with the author's lack of seriousness. Thus, the 
exasperated critic of the traditional Saturday Review of Literature complained that 
Coates "continually jests at himself, giggles when he might to his advantage be 
straightfaced, and plays the slapstick clown with unpleasant monotony,"25 while 
the liberal The New Republic wondered with equal irritation "what this clever 
young man would achieve if he were to take his tongue out of his cheek."26 

The latter two arguments fitted in with the not uncommon American 
perception of Dada as a fundamentally idiotic movement, whose lack of 
seriousness was not befitting to the culture of the United States.27 Coates thought 
otherwise, or so it would seem. The writer's reaction to the critical response was 
decidedly flippant, exemplifying the ambivalence about Dada inherent in the novel 
itself. Enjoying the "tumult about 'Dada'" that his book had aroused, and eager to 
stir up more commotion, he wrote a letter in which he expressed his "annoyance at 
the unjust baiting of the critics."28 He asked the American poet Isidore Schneider, 
then employed at Macaulay as editor, to try and persuade the New York 

John Tebbel, A History of Book Publishing m the United States, Vol III (New York, London R R 
Bowker Company, 1978), 44 
2 0 McAlmon, Being Geniuses Together, 102 McAlmon mentions that among the Contact books that 
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Darkness, Mary Butts's A the of Rings and Hemingway's In Our Time 
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2 8 RMC to Isidor Schneider, n.d. Quoted in RMC to Malcolm Cowley, η d [1929] (MCC) 



Dada Revisited 193 

newspapers to print it. Putting on "a mask of flippancy and self-mockery" that 
had been so typical a feature of the European Dadaists but that also fitted in well 
with the mood of the New Yorker crowd of which he was now a part, Coates 
claimed that his book was nothing less than "a sincere and earnest study of the 
criminal possibilities inherent in the development of our modem civilisation."30 He 
went on to deny any affiliation with the revolutionary avant-garde and insisted that 
he was "quite unversed in those ephemeral and transitory literary cults" like 
Dada.31 Writing another letter to his friend Malcolm Cowley, he demanded in a 
similar vein that his friend publicly express his regret at having caused "this 
'Dada' hoax." He added, in true Dada fashion, that if Cowley should "wish to seek 
satisfaction by other means," he should "come to that party which we plan at 
Amawalk on Columbus Day ... and we can settle the matter then—with cap 
pistols—at twenty paces."12 

As Coates response indicates, Dada (or Coates's interpretation of it) 
continued to find a responsive sounding board. Coates had a natural inclination 
toward the absurd, a fascination for many manifestations of American mass and 
popular culture (vaudeville, blues, advertising, newspapers and magazines), a 
pronounced distaste for America's commercial life, and in New York, was 
positively surrounded by the manifestations of mass and popular culture.13 Also, 
the mixture of "high" and "low," and the use of non-literary material in fiction— 
both of which could be attributed to Dada influence—was almost intuitive for a 
man whose tastes and habits were described, in 1930, by James Thurber, as 
follows: "[Coates] likes 'the Saturday Evening Post,' Bach fugues, Negro blues, 
Jimmy Durante, the poetry of Hart Crane, Mahonri Young, enjoys reading 
dictionaries, histories of Ireland, Flaubert, trade journals, the printing on cans of 
preserved vegetables, the Graphic, old clippings about Gerald Chapman and 
interviews with [heavyweight boxer] Sam Langford."34 

Indeed, despite his mock chagrin at having been bombarded a Dadaist 
writer, Coates strengthened his association with the movement still further by 
submitting "The Dada City" to The New Yorker in the next year.35 Although the 
magazine's alleged reputation as a publisher of safe, standardized fiction did not 
become an issue until the early 1940s, the appearance of Robert Coates's heavily 
experimental texts may nevertheless be regarded as a somewhat unusual event in 

Richard Sheppard, "Dada and Politics," in Richard Sheppard (ed.), Dada. Studies of a Movement 
(Chalfont St Giles: Alpha Academic, 1974), 40. 
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11 Ibid. 
32 RMC to Malcolm Cowley, n.d. [1929] (MCC). 
33 See, for instance, Rita Barnard, The Great Depression and the Culture of Abundance: Kenneth 
Fearing, Nathanael West and Mass Culture in the 1930s (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1995), 5. 
34 James Thurber, "Are Coates Necessary?" 
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the magazine's publication history. While it is true that Ross's vision of the 
magazine was still indistinct in the early 1930s, it seems utterly unlikely that the 
editor, whose passion for clarity, good grammar and punctuation made him 
profoundly and notoriously uneasy about experimental fiction, was at all pleased 
with Coates's work. In all likelihood, Katharine Angeli, then powerfully in charge 
of the fiction department, played an important role and steered the magazine into 
alternative directions. Coates, for one, was quite pleased with the degree of 
innovation within the magazine's confines, as he told Gertrude Stein when he 
learnt that the magazine had rejected poems that she had submitted: 

The New Yorker is pretty darned conservative in its way, as I know all the better 
through working on it. On the other hand, it does surprise me once in a while, and 
certainly, as a general thing, it's far and away more original (at least in the sense of 
being willing to try new things—new to it and its readers, that is) than any other 
popular magazine I can think of.36 

Nevertheless, it seems likely that Coates, in getting his radically experimental 
material accepted, received special treatment. After all, he had been a member of 
the New Yorker staff for some years, was held in high esteem by the New Yorker 
crowd, and was extremely well-liked. Perhaps more significantly, Coates's 
reputation as a Dada-influenced writer, as well as his promise of future success, 
must have turned him into a special case. New Yorker colleague Brendan Gill, 
commenting on the experimental nature of some of Coates's publications, pointed 
out in an interview that it was a "Coatesian privilege to use double parentheses in 
The New Yorker."*1 Although he was joking when he said it, Gill's statement does 
indicate that Coates was allowed to deviate from the editorial norm. 

In "The Dada City," the metropolis of New York is recreated through 
several formal innovations. Indeed, it has frequently been observed38 that the city 
is the very locus of modernism, generating and demonstrating characteristics of 
that artistic movement, as for instance in such "paradigmatic" modernist texts as 
Andrey Biely's St. Petersburg (1913), Joyce's Ulysses (1922) and Virginia 
Woolf s Mrs. Dalloway (1925).39 For Coates, however, as his denomination of the 
city as a "Dada City" suggests, New York was primarily a Dadaist affair, both in 
spirit and form, which could best be conveyed by Dada's artistic suggestions. 
Coates's equation of New York with Dada was itself not unique. In 1921, Man Ray 
had left the United States because "Dada cannot live in New York. All New York is 
Dada and will not tolerate a rival—will not notice Dada."40 Three years later, Waldo 

36 RMC to Gertrude Stein, November 9, 1931 (GSC) 
17 Brendan Gill, interview by author, New York City, June 24, 1997. 
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Columbia University in the City of New York, 1983), 7-17 
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Frank dismissed Dada's usefulness on these same grounds: America was the very 
embodiment of Dada and was in dire need of order and seriousness instead.41 Unlike 
Frank, however, Coates was unwilling to provide an antidote to what many saw as 
the empty chaotics of American life, and chose to give expression to it. For this 
purpose, as was pointed out earlier, many of the Dadaist techniques and principles 
proved to be highly suitable.42 

It may be argued that a resurgence of the Dada spirit in New York in 1930 
seems oddly after the fact. After all, as Naumann observes in his first monographic 
treatment of New York Dada, "[b]y the end of 1923, most artists and critics in New 
York considered Dada a thing of the past."43 Nevertheless, Dada did survive into the 
1930s, perhaps in its most notable instances in the fiction of Nathanael West (and 
further into the decade in Djuna Barnes's Nightwood [1937] and Henry Miller's 
Tropic of Cancer [1934] and Tropic of Capricorn [1939]) and, in the visual arts, in 
the exhibition "Fantastic Art, Dada, Surrealism," organized by Alfred H. Barr of the 
Museum of Modem Art in 1936. West published his first and most clearly Dada-
inspired novel, The Dream-Life ofBalso Snell in 1931 in an attempt, similar to that of 
Coates and in step with the tradition of the American avant-garde, to explore the 
possibilities and the limitations of Dada as a mode of social criticism.44 Also, during 
the early 1930s, West was involved with Americana, a magazine which had been 
founded in February 1932 by Alexander King, a well-known book illustrator at the 
time, and of which West became associate editor in August 1933.45 Americana 
published work by, among others, George Grosz, Gilbert Seldes, John Sloan, E.E. 
Cummings, William Steig, James Thurber, Nathanael West and Sid Perelman. In 
their fourth number, editor Alexander King, together with associate editors George 
Grosz and Gilbert Seldes, declared in their opening editorial: "We are Americans 
who believe that our civilization exudes a miasmic stench and that we had better 
prepare to give it a decent but rapid burial. We are the laughing morticians of the 
present."46 Although scholars of American Dada usually deal with the period of 
1915 to 1925, Americana was intent on keeping the Dada-spirit of nihilist 
destructiveness alive well into the 1930s. It provides an interesting case of the 
appropriation of Dadaist disgust as a response to the Depression and the collapse 
of capitalism that the economic crisis seemed to signify. Violently satiric, the 
magazine contrasts sharply with Coates's particular variety of the Dada mood. 

41 Waldo Frank. "Seriousness and Dada," 1924, vol. 3 (September 1924). 
42 With regards to form, for instance, it can be observed that chance and collage are assigned important 
roles as creative principles in the construction of both New York City and Dadaist art. Describing New 
York, for example, David Nye speaks of the "accident of the city skyline" and of the "unintended 
sublimity" of New York's electric cityscape—a landscape that is the result of "uncoordinated individual 
decisions." David Nye, American Technological Sublime (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1994), 173. 
43 Naumann, New York Dada, 210. 
44 For an analysis of West's use of Dada and surrealism as modes of social criticism, see Jonathan 
Veitch, American Superrealism. 
45 Light, Nathanael West, 125-27; Martin, Nathanael West, 214-17. 
46 "Editorial," Americana (November 1932), front-page cover. Quoted in Light, Nathanael West, 
126. 
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Coates was concerned less with the acute tragedy of that historical moment than 
with the larger forces of modernity—a topic that, in contrast to that of the dire 
social conditions brought on by the Depression, was of considerable interest to The 
New Yorker 

In "The Dada City," which the writer later incorporated into his second 
novel, Coates endeavored to recreate New York's collage-like structure, its chance 
events, its random, disconnected sounds and juxtaposed signs, in an "artfully 
disordered"48 style which is marked by an extensive use of parentheses and colons, a 
preference for the progressive form, a virtually absent narrative line, and the inclusion 
of "unaesthetic" mass material such as traffic signs, comic strips and advertising 
material The latter technique is an intensification of the use of such material in, for 
instance, E E Cummings's ironic "Poem, or Beauty Hurts Mr Vinai" (1922), 
William Carlos Williams's Spring and All (1923), Hart Crane's subway-poem "The 
Tunnel" in The Bridge (1930), and John Dos Passos's "Newsreel" and "Camera Eye" 
sections of USA (1930-1936) The extent to which Coates managed to actually 
subsume this external actual material into his text, collapsing two ontological levels 
into one, is remarkable 

Here is an example, in which Coates, like the Cubists and Dadaists, explores 
the visual dimension of words,49 mixing the visual and the verbal, in order to depict 
the intensely chaotic experience of the subway 

All too soon the journey ended and (the young man his eyes clicking 
ratchet-like as with a surprising unanimity (everyone the girl with the pink hat the 
little man in the comer seat the gray the (smugly the fawn-colored top-coat, the) 
stout lady discontentedly the stout man You would have seen) everyone arising 
crowding to (the doors rubberly sliding, to) the platform and) the car swept 
suddenly bare only LUDEN'S Scott's Emulsion Cocomalt Kaffee Hag WHO 
smiling their bright imperative smiles The girl with the pink hat, her legs vanish 
dehciously up the EXIT TO MADISON AVE, all the others briskly ( ( ) 
marching) to East Side Subway QUEENS Thinly, through the clamor (reechoing) 
winking pinkly over everybody's head the long drawn syllables 

Follow the red line 
Who'll follow, follow? 

Who'll follow the long red line?50 

It is significant that the fourth pre-publication of Yesterday ç Burdens, a prose sketch very similar 
in style, but entitled "The Ballad of Bowery," was not printed in The New Yorker, but appeared 
instead in The American Caravan in 1931 "The Ballad" explicitly deals with New York 
homelessness and poverty 
48 Kostelanetz mentions "artfully disordered literature" as part of the cultural heritage of Dada that he 
sees reflected in the works of, for instance, John Barth, Joseph Heller, and Thomas Pynchon See 
Richard Kostelanetz, "Dada and the Future of Fiction," Dada/Surreahsm 1 (1971) 24 
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Although a celebration of the creative and innovative stylistic impulses that the 
city provides, Coates's vision of the New York subway portrayed above is bleak: 
human bodies have become fragmented, the nonsensical and pathetically 
alliterative jumbles of advertising slogans have replaced human communication, 
and the (male) desire for the fragmented female body becomes curiously 
threatening in the sterile sign-encoded and technology-regulated climate. 

In the tradition of the American avant-garde, then, Coates used the artifacts 
of contemporaneous American mass and popular culture as powerful surface 
indications of the larger wrongs inherent in American culture and society. Moving 
towards a strong indictment of America's social climate, Coates focused on 
loneliness, isolation, and the loss of humaneness, and laments the loss of 
individual human purpose and significance as man is swept along by and 
succumbs to the forces dictated by technology and the movement of human mass. 
Reviewing The New Yorker's achievements in 1942, Stanley Edgar Hyman, critic 
for The New Republic, signaled out Coates's "deeply moving" sketches as 
"perhaps the best expression today of certain aspects of frustration, bewilderment 
and loneliness in our civilization."51 As Hyman perceived, the tools provided by 
the European avant-garde could successfully be applied to create an artistic 
commentary on distinctly American experiences. 

51 Stanley Edgar Hyman, "The Urban New Yorker," The New Republic 103 (July 20, 1942): 92. 





Chapter 9 

The Outlaw Years 

From "Melodramadness" to "Wilderness Madness" 
Next to writing about New York City, Coates also completed a translation into 
English of Christophe Colomb, ou L'heureux génois (published in Pans in 1927), 
a romanticizing book about Christopher Columbus by the French writer André de 
Hevesy, biographer of, among others, Leonardo da Vinci, Rembrandt, Beethoven, 
Liszt, and Mozart. Coates's translation, The Discoverer: A New Narrative of the 
Life and Hazardous Adventures of the Genoese, Christopher Columbus, was 
published in New York by the Macaulay Company in 1928. Most of his time, 
however, went into the preparations for The Outlaw Years, a history of the land 
pirates who operated along the Natchez Trace (an overland trade route through 
Tennessee, Alabama and Mississippi) in the early part of the nineteenth century. It 
was Malcolm Cowley, who "early displayed a shrewd feeling for what books 
would do well in the literary market,"1 who suggested that his friend write a book 
about this topic, specifically John A. Murrell and the Mississippi slave insurrection 
of 1835.2 Liking the idea, Coates began researching Murrell, "highwayman and 
merciless killer, horse thief, counterfeiter and slave stealer,"3 as well as various 
other noteworthy and legendary land pirates. After three years of research, and 
utilizing a wide range of sources—one reviewer noted that "between the [book's] 
covers there is material for five such books"4—Coates wrote what would become 
"the best-selling book of all times relating to these unsavory characters."5 The 
Outlaw Years: The History of the Land Pirates of the Natchez Trace, 1800-1835 
was published by the Macaulay Company in 1930. An instant success, it became 
the Literary Guild Selection for August ofthat year.6 

1 Bak, Malcolm Cowley, 407 Malcolm Cowley was doing research on the slave trade at that time 
himself. 
2 The Outlaw Years is dedicated to "Malcolm Cowley, who had the idea " See also Malcolm Cowley 
to James Lai Penick, Jr, May 11, 1978 (MCC). An amusing anecdote that appears to be an offshoot 
of this dedication, is narrated in a letter to Raymond Holden, managing editor of The New Yorker at 
the time· "Did I ever tell you about the man who wrote me, asking if I'd write a book for a friend of 
his who had an idea? I wrote back that unfortunately I couldn't, but by a coincidence I too had a 
friend who'd written a book that had no particular idea behind it at all, and if we could get them 
together then the only thing to do would be to find a publisher He wrote back in a very friendly 
way." RMC to Raymond [Holden], January [1932] (TNYR) 
3 James Lai Penick, Jr , The Great Weitem Land Pirate John A Murrell in Legend and History 
(Columbia, Missouri: University of Missouri Press, 1981), 1 
4 Lyle Saxton, "Bad Men of the Natchez Trace," New York Herald Tribune, August 3, 1930 The 
Outlaw Years contains a lengthy, annotated bibliography which should be of considerable use and 
value to the student of the era 
5 John D W Guice, Foreword to The Outlaw Years (Lincoln & London University of Nebraska 
Press, 1986), xv 
6 The Literary Guild was founded in New York in 1926 For the foundation of this and other book
clubs, see Douglas, Terrible Honesty, 13-14 
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Almost without exception, reviews were laudatory, although several 
reviewers warned readers that the proliferation of downright shocking details of 
brutality and murder made for unpleasant reading.7 Otherwise, Coates was widely 
praised for his excellent and enthralling descriptions of the time and the area, for 
his convincing evocations of the "half-mystical wilderness madness"8 of the 
Natchez Trace and his colorful sketch of frontier life "in all [its] glare, glamour, 
gruesome vice and godless dissipation" against which the outlaw's actions are 
seen to take place.9 As to his narrative style, it was observed that "Mr. Coates 
handles all his explosive material with the utmost calmness and poise,"10 which, 
the Bookman agreed, lent a "forceful and sober quality" to his prose. In contrast to 
The Eater of Darkness, in which Coates had let himself go in melodramatic 
abandon, he now approached his sensational material with cool restraint, while 
simultaneously managing to write his narrative "with life and speed."" 

In his book, Coates concentrates on narrating the bloody actions of such 
legendary outlaws as the brutal Harpe Brothers, the dandified Joseph Thompson 
Hare, the psychopathic Samuel Mason and the talented John A. Murrell. 
Simultaneously, he sketches the spread of civilization in the West that brought an 
end to the "wanton banditry"12 of the earliest outlaws. It was recognized early on 
that Coates had made a "real contribution to Americana"13 and indeed, Coates's 
book "quickly assumed some of the characteristics of a standard work."14 The 
book was re-issued several times, and is still in print today (it was reprinted most 
recently in March 2002 by the Pelican Publishing Company in Canada.15) 
Historians agree that Coates's "frontier classic" had "a tremendous impact" on the 
historiography of Natchez and the region known as the old Southwest.16 His 

7 See for instance The Booklist 27, no. 3 (November 30, 1930): 98; The New Yorker 6 (August 16, 
1930): 62; The Bookman 71 (August, 1930): 567. 
8 James Rorty, "Wilderness Madness," The New Republic 64 (September 17, 1930): 132-33. 

T.C.R. "The Land Pirates of the Natchez Trace," Boston Evening Transcript, October 11 1930, 1. 
10 Fanny Butcher, "Outlaw Years Tells Story of Land Pirates," Chicago Daily Tribune, August 9 
1930, 10. 
1 ' J.H. Preston, New York Evening Post, August 2 1930, 5. 
12 OY, 220. 
13 Lyle Saxton, "Bad Men of the Natchez Trace," New York Herald Tribune, August 3 1930, 3. 

Penick, Jr., The Great Western Land Pirate, 171. See for instance Paul Wellman, who alternatively 
supports or refutes Coates's theories in his own account of the outlaws, with the resounding title: 
Spawn of Evil The Invincible Empire of Soulless Men Which For A Generation Held the Nation in A 
Spell of Terror (Garden City, New York: Doubleday & Co., 1964). In a discussion of Eudora 
Welly's work, Chester Eisinger uncritically refers to The Outlaw Years as a standard book when he 
suggests that "the historical accuracy of [Welly's] material can be checked by a reading of Robert M. 
Coates's The Outlaw Years." Chester Eisinger, Fiction of the Forties (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1963), 273. 

RMC, The Outlaw Years- The History of the Land Pirates oj the Natchez Trace (Gretna: Pelican 
Publishing Company, 2002) 

John D.W. Guice, Foreword to 1986 edition of The Outlaw Years (Lincoln and London: University 
of Nebraska Press, 1986), xin. See also Penick, The Great Western Land Pirate, 170-74. For an 
insightful essay on the historians' general neglect of the Old Southwest, see John D.W. Guice, 
"Turner's Forgotten Frontier: The Old Southwest," The Historian' A Journal of History 52, no. 4 
(1990): 602-12. 
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narration of Murrell's life and death in particular "strongly influenced all 
subsequent accounts" of the land pirate's biography and inaugurated "an 
expansionist phase" of the Murrell legend.17 

In addition to students of history, the book proved of interest to several 
creative writers. Eudora Welty, for instance, leaned heavily on The Outlaw Years 
in the composition of her Natchez stories and her novel The Robber Bridegroom 
(1942), and directly modeled the short story "A Still Moment" on a tableau 
depicted in Coates's book.18 Another author who was drawn towards Coates's 
book was William Faulkner. Working on Absalom! Absalom! during the Fall of 
1935, Faulkner became "fascinated by desperadoes such as Murrell and the 
Harpes" and bought The Outlaw Years in September ofthat year in New York.19 

During the late 1920s, there had been a sharp rise of interest in books about 
American history—the result of a "thorough, rich, and continuing inquiry into the 
whole American past" which was then being conducted.20 The trend spilled over 
into the 1930s and was looked upon by Coates as proof that his nation was 
suffering from "a big historical hangover."2' Whatever its exact motivation, the 
inquiry into American history was frequently accompanied by a detrimental 
tendency to idealize the American past. This Coates avoided, and reviewers were 
happy to see that Coates was no "new-school romancer."22 Coates was praised for 
having steered clear of the "God-fearing Pilgrim" and the "cultured gentleman 
planter," and to have turned instead to "scoundrelism" and the "anti-hero."23 Less 
happy with Coates's debunking approach, The Saturday Review of Literature 

17 Penick, The Great Western Land Pirate, 170, 171. For an amusing account of the snowballing 
effect of the account of Murrell in The Outlaw Years as Coates's successors felt compelled to add 
information of their own, see 172-74. 
18 See Victor H. Thompson, "The Natchez Trace in Eudora Welty's 'A Still Moment,' The Southern 
Literary Journal 6 (Fall 1973): 59-69 and, especially, P.W. Prenshaw, "Coates's The Outlaw Years 
and Welty's 'A Still Moment,'" Notes on Modern American Literature 2, no. 7 (1978). The passage 
of The Outlaw Years in question occurs on pages 94-95. Welty's story relates the same dramatic 
incident, and implicitly responds to Coates's own "still moment"—a moment where he literally halts 
the narrative to reflect on the impossibility to animate the past. 
19 Joseph Blotner, Faulkner: A Biography (New York: Random House, 1974), 903. Sec also Dianne 
C. Luce, "John A. Murrell and the Imaginations of Simms and Faulkner," in John Caldwell Guilds 
and Caroline Collins (eds.), William Gilmore Simms and the American Frontier (Athens: University 
of Georgia Press, 1997), 237-57. Luce investigates how Faulkner in The Unvanquished, Requiem for 
a Nun and A Fable drew on the notorious antebellum bandit's exploits on the Natchez Trace, and 
shows that Faulkner primarily derived his knowledge of Murrell from Coates's book. In addition to 
Welty and Faulkner, Eugene O'Neill may be mentioned in this context as well: the copy of the 
Outlaw Years that the Beinecke Library at Yale University owns is from the library of Eugene 
O'Neill, who was given the book by his third wife Charlotta Monterey, whom he had married in 
1929. 
20 Henry F. May, "Shifting Perspectives on the 1920s," Mississippi Valley Historical Review 43 
(1956): 420. 
21 RMC, "Looking Backward," The New Yorker 8 (December 3, 1932): 81. 
22 John Chamberlain, "When Pirates Infested the Old Natchez Trace," The New York Times Book 
Review, August 3 1930, 4. 
23 Holger Cahill, "Early Lawlessness," The Nation 131 (October 8, 1930): 380. 
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complained that the book did little in addition to "perpetuating] the 
sentimentalities of crime."24 Indeed, at a time when Frederick Jackson Turner's 
frontier thesis was strongly prevalent, Coates's decision to assign the outlaw a 
prominent place on the frontier shed a painful light on the supposed association of 
that frontier with the American character. 

More painful today, surely, is Coates's uninformed and condescending 
treatment of Native and African Americans. In his account of Murrell's plans for a 
large-scale slave insurrection, for instance, Coates was fully in step with the 
decade's tendency to oversimplify and romanticize the depiction of the Negro. 
Thus, Coates spoke of the "childlike nature of the Negroes" and described the 
death of Murrell's personal servant Tip as follows: "And so the clownish Tip, 
pattering along with his master on some lonely highway, saw the pistol muzzle 
swing down to bear on his forehead, halted unbelieving, shrieked perhaps, and 
died."25 The Native Americans in the book are depicted, simply, as cruel and 
bloodthirsty brutes. While the Indian tribes may have posed a real threat to the 
pioneers and outlaws alike, Coates's descriptions are unjustifiable. For example, 
while narrating that the Harpe brothers lived with a tribe of Cherokee Indians for 
two years, Coates points out that "it was among the Indians as well, in all 
probability, that their blood-madness was bom" and writes, later, that "the Harpes 
made as it were an ecstasy of murder. A victim swiftly dispatched represented to 
them a pleasure lost: they were like Indians; they preferred the slow torture, the 
bloody anguish."26 

Despite these obvious defects, Coates's depiction of the frontier population 
continues to draw admiration today. In the mid-1980s, historian John Guice 
praised Coates's cast as follows: "In addition to the sturdy, admirable types, 
Coates devotes a great deal of attention to those of the seamy side: the land 
speculators, river boatmen, barmaids, harlots, gamblers, shysters, and phony 
preachers."27 As such, Coates deserves praise for having produced "accurate" and 
"delightful" depictions of "the complete array of frontier types," as well as of the 
various aspects of frontier life, including that of the urban frontier (New Orleans, 
Natchez and Memphis).28 With the background thus truthfully painted, Guice 
considered it "ironic" that in his treatment of outlaws—his real topic—the author 
should have "led the student out of history and into the realm of legend." This was 
especially true for his account of John A. Murrell, to whom Coates devoted about 
forty percent of his book.29 Still, Coates did not purposely romanticize the villains 
of the American past. As Coates comments in the book's pages: "[The outlaws] 
were no better and no worse than ordinary men, but their feet were planted on the 

24 Ferdinand Reyher, "Pirates of the Natchez Trace," The Saturdav Review of Literature 1 (August 9, 
1930): 39. 
25 OY, 244, 226. 
26 OY, 26, 51 
27 Guice, Foreword to The Outlaw Years, xv. 
28 Ibid 

For a discussion of the accuracy of Coates's rendition of Murrell's life, see also Penick, The Great 
Western Pirate, 170-74. 
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dark soil of the West and their souls fed in its profuse lustiness. Making textbook 
heroes of them we change them utterly, as the tangled wildflower is changed into 
the perfect bud of the hothouse."30 Also, throughout the book Coates shows 
himself to be very much aware that any account of the past is by necessity a 
reconstruction: 

We of the well-protected present find it difficult to animate the figures that populate 
our picture of those early days- we see them in tableau, or rather as if frozen 
immobile in a single characteristic pose, like the statues grouped in a monument to 
the pioneers . But when, for a single moment in their lives, we can trace their 
deeds and set them moving they pass, in the instant, beyond our comprehension. ' 

The best Coates could do, then, was to record and patch together the myths 
such as he found them recorded in the various sources that he consulted. Coates 
quotes from many of these sources in the book,32 but makes no claim to being 
historically accurate. As he explained it: "When the authorities conflicted, I have 
chosen the version among them which seemed most probable and most in keeping 
with the spirit of the time."33 

Coates's own attraction to the romance of crime and violence and the 
daredevil spirit of exploration left an unmistakable imprint on his book. The 
Outlaw Years also provides strong evidence of Coates's intense interest in the 
psychology behind the criminal impulse and the phenomenon of the villain itself. 
As The New Freeman noted in a review: "Excitement alone might have justified 
this volume, but the author has also sought intensely after the inner and the outer 
causes in these long-obscured careers."34 Against the background of his later 
studies in criminal psychopathology, Wisteria Cottage (1948) and The Farther 
Shore (1956), this is a noteworthy aspect. What all three of Coates's texts on crime 
have in common is a naturalist view on environment as the shaping force behind 
the men's actions. This, together with his interest in primal passions and the 
detailed depiction of gruesome acts reveal the writer's naturalist tendencies that 
also drew him towards the work of Frank Norris. In The Outlaw Years, the 
wilderness is this environment, uttering "sinister suggestions" to those open to 
them: 

No man is quite immune to his surroundings in the early West the force of the 
environment was almost physical in its intensity In the wilderness, the slow 
monotonous days beat heavily against a man's will Always the sinister 

30OY, 119 
31 OY, 95 
32 Coates points out in his afterword that "throughout I have identified neither the sources for 
statements of fact nor even the authorship of quotations from those sources, when incorporated in the 
text " OY, 303 
33 OY, 303 
34 Jerome Mellquist, "Bold, Bad Men," New Freeman 2, no 10 (November 19, 1930) 238 
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suggestion, like the river at the bank, was sapping, prying: if it found the least flaw 
in a man's character it would enter and undermine all.35 

Elsewhere in the book, Coates notes there was always "the great forest ... leaning 
all about them, breathing menace."36 Like the forest in Hawthorne, the wilderness 
casts a spell of evil on what Coates calls "flawed" men, causing them to feel 
"strange impulses" and "wild new instincts."37 Coates even went so far as to 
maintain that when the outlaws' reign ended, "it was not because their own forces 
had lessened, but rather because the dark influence of the wilderness itself was at 
last being cleared away."38 The "flaw," however, is crucial in Coates's theory of 
violent misconduct. While at Yale University the writer had believed that even 
"the finest dandy" could be turned into "as primitive a creature as the cave man" 
and would "like to break skulls," he no longer considered this condition to be 
universal.39 In The Outlaw Years, violence is caused not by instinct, but by a 
"flaw," a hole in the protective layer against environment. Describing Samuel 
Mason, for instance, Coates wrote: "Yet even now the dark force of the wilderness 
is laboring at his passions. Solid and strict as the man might seem, somewhere 
within is the flaw, the weakness that sounds hollow against the striking of fate. 
And the crisis is coming."40 Significantly, in Coates's perception, not every man is 
burdened with such a weakness. Although none are immune, not all men respond 
alike to the wildemess's "sinister suggestions" and its "loneliness." As Coates 
explained: "[The outlaws] reflected, but in more savage fashion, the same ruthless 
audacity and fierce implacable energy which [the] loneliness [of the wilderness] 
inspired in their more honest fellows."41 Here, Coates shirks dangerously close to 
the Victorian black-and-white idea of morality, the division into good and bad; 
honest and dishonest; whole and flawed. In fact, Coates soon realized this. In his 
notebooks on the composition of Yesterday's Burdens, the writer attacked these 
same moral certainties of America's Victorian Age and deplored the long-lasting 
effect of these values on those who had been bom into them. 

In its treatment of land piracy, Coates's The Outlaw Years reveals several 
of the writer's fields of interest: crime, violence, brutality, psychopathology, the 
force of environment and the human instinct. Bringing these themes together in a 

35 OY, 114-15. 
36 OY, 5. Examples abound One more instance should suffice here: "Facing the wilderness—its dark 
loneliness, its strange menace; the bitter privations it imposed, and the sudden bountifulness it 
sometimes afforded—all men changed a little, as if their natures, like their mouths, were fed on the 
wild fruit it offered." OY, 12. 
37 OY, 26. 
38 OY, 17. 
39 RMC, "Current Coin," Yale Literary Magazine 83 (April 1918): 318. See also: "There is little 
doubt that, if the conventions of social order, the tolerance of our training, and our unwillingness to 
act except in mob did not hold us in leash, we would be flying at each other's throats daily. ... As it 
is, so many centuries of repression are piled on the impulse that I am not even conscious of the 
desire." RMC, "College and War," Yale Literary Magazine 83 (May 1918): 399, 400. 
40 OY, 117-18. 
41 OY, 17. 



The Outlaw Years 205 

captivating and unsentimental history of the American frontier, the book is a 
crucial text in Coates's oeuvre as well as a historical text that stands up well on its 
own and that provides a view of the American character—so important a topic of 
research during the 1930s—that continues to be of interest. 

Still More Madness: Whither, Whither, or After Sex, What? 
The Outlaw Years was Coates's third Macaulay publication. A fourth one 
appeared a few months later when the company published a curiously hilarious 
and excessive group symposium, Whither, Whither, or After Sex What?—A 
Symposium to End All Symposiums (1930).42 Coates was one of twelve 
contributors, all members of America's literary intelligentsia. The list of 
contributors is a remarkable one, and contained writers from Coates's expatriate 
days as well from the New Yorker crowd with which he was now so closely 
associated. With the exception of Edmund Wilson, John Wheelwright and E.E. 
Cummings, all of the writers were well-known to Coates: Isidore Schneider, 
Kenneth Burke, Malcolm Cowley, Matthew Josephson, Slater Brown, Corey Ford, 
James Thurber, and E.B. White. In the book, each contributor is introduced 
through a witty and ostensibly personal 400-word "brief biography," suggesting a 
strong intimacy between those involved in this group-publication. For Coates, the 
entry opens with: "Robert M. Coates, known to New York literary circles as 'The 
Kansas Cookie,' is by profession a railway-timetable-compiler, and by avocation a 
sand-sculptor at Coney Island."43 After providing much absurdist additional 
information (e.g. "He has large dark eyes, a lithe athletic figure and has a large 
collection of Chinese waffle-irons in his pent-house atop the United Cigar Store 
building"), the portrait sums him up brilliantly as follows: "Altogether a 
personality at once complicated and explicit, naive and age-old in wisdom, is this 
curious man, half engineer, half pure elf—Roland M. Crotes, Builder of Bridges— 
Ed:** 

A satirical response to the symposium-culture of the late 1920s, Whither, 
Whither, or After Sex What? targeted two phenomena: first, popularization of 
Freudian theories such as the 1929 anthology Sex in Civilization (edited by V.F. 
Calverton and S.D. Schmalhausen) and second, the Today and Tomorrow Series, a 
series of commissioned monographs about future developments in various fields, 
including sociology, philosophy, engineering, economy and chemistry, which 
published an amazing eighty-six titles between 1924 and 1931, ranging from "The 
Future of Swearing" to "The Future of Physics." Of the twelve essays in Whither, 
Whither, Or After Sex What?, Wilson's "Gorgonzola, or the Future of Literary 
Criticisms," received the highest praise all round and continues to be an impishly 
clever text today. Coates's contribution, "Leviathan or the Future of Ocean-

42 Walter S. Hankel (ed), Whither, Whither, or After Sex What>—A Symposium to End All 
Symposiums (New York. Macaulay, 1930). Walter S Hankel is a pen-name of Matthew Josephson 
4i Whither, Whither, 150 
'"Ibid., 152 
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Travel," bears the stamp of the same excessive sense of humor that marks the 
collection as a whole but also makes a typical example of the writer's peculiar 
sense of logic.45 In his essay, which deals with globalization, Coates works on the 
assumption that "people travel, not from a desire to visit new places, but to escape 
the old"46 to prove that people will no longer travel at all in the future. After all, 
the writer noted, in this age of communication and transportation, "a dull 
uniformity is over-spreading the earth" like "one mighty theme song."47 Because 
of this global standardization, travel will no longer offer an escape from one's 
present conditions. As a result, Coates wrote, "ocean travel will decline, the 
American flag will vanish from the seas, more and more people will stay at home, 
and be ten times as discontented about it."48 

45 The Leviathan was the ocean liner Coates sailed on when returning from France. 
46 Whither, Whither, 150. 
47 Ibid., 148. 
48 Ibid., 150. 



Chapter 10 

Yesterday's Burdens 

Introduction 
In the years that followed the publication of The Outlaw Years, Coates, to his great 
chagnn, made but little progress on his next book, a novel about life in New York 
City that he had been planning since 1928 ' Over the years Coates had developed 
"the most intricate plans"2 for his new work of fiction and outlined the book to 
Gertrude Stein as "a sort of mixture of dissertation, narrative, and autobiography " 3 

The book's elaborate composition—according to The New York Times, the book 
"is ostensibly a novel, but is in reality everything under the sun"4—required time 
as well as mental rest, little of which he had at his disposal5 

For one thing, with the money he had received from the Literary Guild for 
The Outlaw Years, Coates had bought a patch of land in the Connecticut 
countryside, hoping to create circumstances more congenial to writing than those 
in the city "New York is such a helter-skelter place—bells ringing, parties, people 
calling up, people dropping in—that it is almost impossible to get any consecutive 
work done, even hack work '^ Coates built his house in the picturesque 
surroundings of Gaylordsville, then a neighbouring village to Sherman, more 
famous as the home of Malcolm Cowley, Matthew Josephson and Peter Blume 
who all moved there in the early 1930s, among woods and fields Coates's friend 
Ε Β White described the writer's new place as follows 

We sped on to the Coateses' little wilderness home, through country that I hadn't 
imagined existed so near at hand—beautiful valleys and quite good sized hills, 
almost mountains, and very little sign of any human settlement Their house is on a 
steep hillside, looking down a valley, and with a brook at the foot of the slope The 
house has one large room, finished roughly, like a camp, also kitchen, bedroom, 
and attic A steak was broiled on a grate made out of an old horse manger, water 
was pumped up from the well by Bob, who ran down the slope to the well beside 
the brook, and gave a few lusty pulls at a long handle, and we dined well though 
late 7 

1 RMC to Gertrude Stein, January 24, 1930 [1931] (GSC) 
2 RMC to Gertrude Stein, June 16, 1931 (GSC) 
3 Ibid 
4 John Chamberlain, "Books of the Times," The New York Times, December 6 1933, 6 
5 In January 1932, Coates requested information from Malcolm Cowley about how to acquire an Otto 
Kahn Fellowship, a grant which had previously helped Hart Crane, for instance, to finish his long 
poem "The Bridge" See RMC to Malcolm Cowley, January 22 [1932] (MCC) Whether Coates 
actually applied is unknown to this researcher 
6 RMC to Gertrude Stein, January 24, 1930 [1931] (GSC) 
7 Ε Β White to Kathanne White, October 6, 1931 Reprinted in Dorothy Guth Lobrano (ed ), Letters 
of Ε Β Whue (New York Harper & Row, 1967), 107 
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The house was finished "as far as the main features go"8 in June 1931 but Coates 
continued to work on the house and its large garden for a long time after. In an 
unpublished part of Yesterday's Burdens—a book which, among other things, is 
concerned with the role of circumstance in human fate—Coates pointed out that if 
it had not been for The Outlaw Years prize, he would "probably have run up some 
sort of ramshackle cabin, for summer use only, and been content with that." 
Instead, Coates continued a little bitterly: 

I have a five-room house, solidly built of the finest materials and completely 
equipped for year-round occupancy, in the building of which I spent all the money I 
got from the Literary Guild and much more besides, and went still further broke 
because I got interested in carpentry myself and spent a year puttering with the 
finishing-off work on the house—and in which (because after all this I can't afford 
to go anywhere else) 1 can now wait in comfort and security until the roof begins to 
leak.9 

Coates's early remarks on the consequences of circumstance acquire an 
ironic ring in the light of Cowley's observation, in 1975, that "the building of this 
[house] had cost him the writing of at least two books for which a public was 
waiting" and may well have prevented a critical breakthrough.10 

In addition to the time spent on the house, financial needs required Coates to 
hold on to his duties for The New Yorker, which next to writing the "Talk of the 
Town" column, "Profiles" and other casuals, also included the time-absorbing 
book reviews, for which purposes he had to spend at least two days a week at the 
New Yorker offices." To make everyday life even more complex, Coates's father 
Frederick had fallen seriously ill and was spending his last days at his son's house, 
where he died in 1932 at the age of sixty-two.12 The writer felt increasingly 
discouraged about the lack of time he could spend on his novel. Although he did 
not lose his good humor (he told Burke, for instance, that "the book is coming 
along swimmingly, though using a strong powerful backstroke,")13 the writer's 
frustration ran deep, as can be gathered from notebooks that he kept at the time: 

8 RMC to Gertrude Stem, June 16, 1931 (GSC). 
9 RMC, unpublished manuscript-material, entitled "topic sentences iv," related to Yesterday's 
Burdens (RMCP). 
10 See Malcolm Cowley, "Afterword" to Yesterday's Burdens (Carbondale: Southern Illinois 
University Press, Lost American Fiction Series, 1975), 260. 
11 See RMC to Gertrude Stein, November 9, 1931 (GSC). 
12 See for instance RMC to Kenneth Burke, May 23, 1932 (KBP): "My father is fairly comfortable. 
We had our porch screened, and he practically lives out there." It appears that after Frederick's death, 
Coates's mother continued to live at Gaylordsville, possibly accompanied by Elsa Kirpal's mother. 
See also RMC to Kenneth Burke, July 16, 1932 and RMC to Kenneth Burke, August 24, 1933 
(KBP), and RMC to Malcolm Cowley, Tuesday [Winter 1935] (MCC). 
13 RMC to Kenneth Burke, 1933? [1932] (KBP). 
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There was a time, you know, when I believed that there was something automatic 
about the artistic impulse that the man who wanted to be a poet would be a poet, 
that the work of art, once conceived, was itself an active and imperative agency, 
and could not be denied 
I know now that this is false, or rather it is true, but in so limited a sense as to deny 
it all validity as human doctrine For one can no longer refuse to admit that the 
pursuit of art involves a constant struggle—a struggle, let us say (to define it 
briefly) to find time and means to produce something not immediately essential to a 
world demanding above all else the immediate satisfaction of its material 
requirements '4 

In 1933, Coates finally decided to pass up his weekly book page. As he told 
Gertrude Stein, "[the review] hampered me so much that I decided I'd have to give 
up the job, whether I went broke or not, if ever I was to finish the book."15 His last 
book review appeared in May 1933. With more time on his hands, Coates decided 
to withdraw to Coney Island for a month in the hope of finishing the novel there, 
but found that the book "was in such a scattered state, due to the intermittent way 
I'd had to work on it, that I finally had to do the whole thing over."16 The book, 
which he had promised to the Macaulay Company for the summer of 1931,1 was 
finally published in December 1933.18 Coates sent a copy to Stein, pointing out 
that the book's moral would be "how nearly impossible it is for the artist to find 
time to be an artist in this life."19 

The Composition of Yesterday's Burdens 
As was discussed earlier, Coates continued to attach great value to the novel as a 
work of art in the politicized climate of the 1930s. Indeed, Yesterday's Burdens 
clearly indicates that its author had come to artistic maturity during the innovative 
climate of the previous decade. To consequently dismiss the novel as "of the 
1920s" fails to do justice not just to the novel but to the literary 1930s as well. It 
is, in the words of Malcolm Bradbury, "too simple" to argue that "the return to 
realism and naturalism, and above all the move towards 'proletarian literature,' 
was the essential direction of Thirties American writing."20 Indeed, next to 
proletarian fiction, social realism and the writing influenced by the New Deal's 
Federal Writer's Project (1935-1942), the 1930s also saw literary 
accomplishments that "seem remote from Depression issues"21—for instance 

14 RMC, unpublished manuscript material, "topic sentences, iv," related to Yesterday's Burdens, 9 
(RMCP) 
15 RMC to Gertrude Stem, August 14 [1933] (GSC) 
16 Ib.d. 
17 RMC to Gertrude Stein, June 16, 1931 (GSC) 
18 See RMC to Julian Levi, December 6, 1933 (Archives of Amencan Art, Julian Levi Papers) 
" RMC to Gertrude Stein, December 9, 1933 (GSC) 
20 Malcolm Bradbury, The Modern Amencan Novel (Oxford Oxford University Press, 1983), 99 
21 Daniel Aaron, "Literary Scenes and Literary Movements," in Emory Elliott (gen ed ), Columbia 
Literary History of the United States (New York Columbia University Press, 1988), 754 
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Fitzgerald's Tender is the Night (1934), Robert Frost's A Further Range (1936), 
Djuna Barnes's Nightwood (1936), Wallace Stevens's The Man with the Blue 
Guitar (1937), William Faulkner's As I Lay Dying (1930), Light in August (1932) 
and Absalom! Absalom! (1936). Also, several writers sought to describe the 
contemporaneous social conditions by applying the modernist advances of the 
1910s and 1920s: Nathanael West, John Dos Passos, Henry Roth {Call It Sleep 
[1934]) and James Agee {Let Us Now Praise Famous Men, begun in 1937 and 
published in 1941).22 Like the writers in the latter category, Coates, in Yesterday's 
Burdens, combines social concerns with a reliance on the power of the aesthetic 
qualities of his art. His formalist devotion to art, his continued efforts to "make it 
new," did not cancel out life itself—as his reproductions of mass material, his 
reliance on the modes of popular culture and his particular brand of self-conscious, 
self-referential commentary indicate. Coates's art was shaped by his belief, as he 
once formulated it, that "the art-form is, inevitably, no more than the esthetic 
embodiment of the social form of the life it expresses."23 Like Sinclair Lewis and 
other writers of his age, then, Coates worked as an "amateur sociologist"24 and, in 
Yesterday's Burdens, he again strove to cast his insights into urban life and 
consequences in an aesthetic form that would match his findings. Finally, the content 
of Coates's novel is clearly related to the collapse of the "roaring twenties" and 
provides an interesting example of the "tension between allegiance and repulsion" 
towards the 1920s that has been noted in the works of many American modernists.25 

Like Coates's first novel, Yesterday's Burdens is a collage of different 
types of text, and is focused especially on the disruptive effects of modernity on 
both art and life.26 Similar in several respects, Yesterday's Burdens yet differs 

23 RMC, "Bright Day" [1934-1942], unpublished manuscript (RMCP) 
See David Minier, A Cultural History of the American Novel Henry James to William Faulkner 

(Cambndge Cambridge University Press, 1994), 159 Compare Malcolm Bradbury's discussion of 
Sinclair Lewis's technique as "neo-documentary or sociological," and his observation that 
"Sociology was indeed one of the instrumentalities of the Twenties, one of the ways of 
encompassing the deep sense of change that came in the decade " Bradbury, The Modern American 
Novel, 53 
25 Bradbury, The Modern American Novel, 99 See also Hans Bak, "Of Diastole and Systole Malcolm 
Cowley and American Fiction in the 1930s and 1940s" in Hans Bak and Vincent Piket (eds ), Looking 
Inward, Looking Outward American Fiction m the 1930s and 1940s (The Hague European University 
Press, 1990), 1-10 
26 If, as Coates indicated, there is a "dissertation" inside Yesterday's Burdens, then its topic of research 
would the relentless progress of modernity and its effects on society, social behavior, human identity 
and landscape, particularly as manifested in metropolitan New York City and the Connecticut 
countryside, and the consequences of modem life for the composition of art Coates's plans to include 
such a "dissertation" were more ambitious than his actual realization of them Although his treatment of 
the city is extensive, surviving unpublished parts of the book reveal that Coates also composed a 
considerable number of pages on the art of writing, dwelling on such topics as the function and 
importance of art, the purpose of writing, the duty of the artist, his relation to the audience, the role of 
criticism, the limited possibilities he has to practice his art, and the problem of experimental writing 
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from the earlier novel in crucial ways. First, the writer abandoned the all-out 
hilarity of The Eater of Darkness to move on to a tragicomic mode. Second, 
Coates's extremist artistic tendencies, in conception of both plot and literary style, 
had been somewhat tempered down. Responding to the greater stylistic balance 
that the writer had achieved in his virtually plotless novel, one reviewer noted that 
"[t]hat irritating composite of exquisite precision and incomprehensible 
incoherence which made the earlier novel something of a literary monstrosity has 
filtered through into Yesterday's Burdens to produce an original and poignant 
beauty."27 Third, although artistic considerations continue to be of paramount 
importance, they are brought to bear on the emotional, social and moral dilemmas 
that confronted the author and American society at large during the historical 
moment under consideration. Finally, in many of the novel's sections, the writer 
employs a confessional first-person narrator, an observer-participator who bears a 
close resemblance to Robert Coates. Indeed, the novel has a large autobiographical 
dimension, and features several rather odd and long-winded autobiographically 
inspired episodes from Coates's youth. This dimension, together with the novel's 
high degree of self-absorption and reflection, the narrator's confessional sincerity, 
the book's extensive use of "the double" as a literary strategy and the writer's 
ironic treatment of his alter-ego, allows us to regard the novel as an unusual 
modernist appropriation of the autobiographical confessional novel.28 

An additional factor of interest is the author's use of explicitly metafictional 
commentary. Early on in the novel, the narrator interrupts a long reflection on the 
passage of the seasons, saying "But let me tell you about this book I'm trying to 
write, in between bouts of book-reviewing."29 

... I have this young man, Henderson, and the process would seem to be to take him to 
the city and there lose him, as thoroughly as possible. Or at least reverse the usual 
method, and instead of seeking to individualize him and pin him down to a story, to 
generalize more and more about him—to let him become like the figures in a crowd, 
and the crowd dispersing."30 

The writer's remarks reveal some of the formal adaptations that the novel had 
to make if it were to reflect metropolitan mass life. For on thing, the disappearance 
of the separate individual on the one hand and the pluralization of the self on the 
other necessitated a new approach to characterization. The individual, in Coates's 
words, has become "like a crowd, and himself lost in the crowd," and "the crowd 

Much of this material was made implicit in Yesterday's Burdens, but equally much of it was left out 
altogether. 
27 Florence Haxton Bntten, "Everyman of the Modem Age," New York Herald Tribune, December 
17 1933,6. 
28 For one definition of the confessional novel, see Peter M. Axthelm, The Modern Confessional 
yVove/(New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1967), 8-12. 
29 YB, 42. 
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dispersing."31 Further, the transient and intractable life of the urbanité had 
effectively taken away the novelist's recourse of a tractable plot. Indeed, as the 
narrator points out to his invisible audience: "[t]he plot, of course, is the difficulty. 
You know my idea about plots—pick a good lively one and then forget about it. In 
this case, though, I don't think that formula would work."32 

The seeds for this approach to the novel had been sprouting in Coates's mind 
since his book reviewing days for The New Yorker when he wondered, in 1931, 
whether it was "true" that "the individual, as an individual, doesn't exist any more, 
while at the same time his relations with others have become so diffuse as to defy 
any orderly analysis—so that the whole idea of the novel, either modem or old-
fashioned, is an anomaly?"33 This, then, was one of the points that Yesterday's 
Burdens was to make: Coates described the novel as "basically an attempt to 
express the disintegrative aspects of modem city life, particularly as affecting the 
artist."34 In the novel, New York City appears to orchestrate the work of fiction, 
dictating and finally usurping plot, character and description, silencing the writer. 

The writer's ideas about plot seem to have originated specifically from a 
dialogue with Kenneth Burke about Towards A Better Life (1932), a novel that 
enacted, among other things, the approach to narrative that Burke had formulated 
as early as 1921: "[Narrative] must come to be taken simply as one of the elements 
which can be brought in when aesthetically justifiable."35 Talking about the use of 
plot "as a crutch" or "as a springboard" in one of his letters to Burke, Coates 
wrote: "My tendency has been to use the plot ironically: leaning extra-heavy on 
my crutch from time to time just to show that I didn't take it seriously. Your book 
[Towards A Better Life] made the more admirable gesture of diving right off the 
springboard."36 Between the time of this letter (early 1932) and the novel's 
completion in late 1933, possibly under the influence of Burke, the writer moved 
more closely to the theory of plot as "springboard" (moving closer still in the 
composition of "Bright Day," the unpublished novel that followed Yesterday's 
Burdens.) The writer in/of Yesterday's Burdens describes his book as follows: 
"It's a novel, or rather a novel about a novel, or perhaps one might better describe 
it as a long essay discussing a novel that I might possible write, with fragments of 
the narrative inserted here and there, by way of illustration or example."37 Indeed, 
in Yesterday's Burdens, narrative is sometimes inserted into the essayistic chapters 
themselves and sometimes constitutes entire separate chapters (for instance 

31 YB, 269, 43. 
32 YB, 42-43 
33 RMC, "More About the Modem Novel," The New Yorker 7 (June 27, 1931): 61. 
34 RMC, Application for Guggenheim Fellowship, 1935 (John Simon Guggenheim Memorial 
Foundation, New York City). 
35 Kenneth Burke to Scofield Thayer, March 15, 1921. Quoted in Jack Selzer, Kenneth Burke, 99. 
36 RMC to Kenneth Burke, February 23, 1932 (KBP). 
37 YB, 42. 
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"Voices at Union Square" and "Sunday Morning on Fifth Avenue") that Coates 
elsewhere referred to as "tentative novels."38 

Although the novel takes off into many directions, its point of departure yet 
remains the personal world of the self. Indeed, in Yesterday's Burdens, the narrator 
feels committed to limit himself to personal experiences only. As he outlines it: 
"[T]he attempt is to make it as nearly as possible a true example of the roman 
ν cu. Nothing in it that I myself have not seen, heard, felt—or seen or felt in some 
other so vividly as almost to make the experience my own."39 Modernist in its 
inward turn, Coates's detailed inquiry into directly personal experience yet reveals 
a great distance from the more absolute "impersonalism" of high modernism, 
especially that of T.S. Eliot and Ezra Pound. 

In the context of writing about the self, it should further be observed that 
Coates identifies with the perspectives of both the character Henderson and the 
narrator. Both have been endowed with autobiographical elements: the "real" writer 
Robert M. Coates, then, is doubling as both. The narrator is named "Coates,'40 visits 
"the Browns" (William Slater Brown and Sue Jenkins), "the Blumes" (Peter and 
Ebie Blume), "the Burkes," "the Josephsons" and "the Cowleys,"41 works as a 
book reviewer in New York but lives in the country. Henderson, in tum, is given 
several of Coates's childhood memories (among them the near-accident that 
Coates suffered as naval aviator in training during WWI), has New Yorker writers 
James Thurber and Joel Sayre for friends, shares Coates's date of birth as well as 
his red hair. Henderson, then, next to being the novel's would-be protagonist, is 
both the narrator's and the writer's double. Coates thought of him as follows: 
"Henderson is, of course, myself, or myself as at times 1 have feared or wished I 
might be, or myself as I have seen myself reflected in those about me."42 In this 
way, Henderson serves a purpose similar to that of "the double" in much modem 
confessional fiction, for instance in that of Dostoevsky, Gide, Sartre and Camus, in 
which "the hero seeks self-perception through his perception of others."43 

When looked at more closely, however, the set-up in Yesterday's Burdens 
is of a more tangled and mystifying nature. Similar, in fact, to the use of multiple 
and confused identities and the impenetrable breakdown between author(s) and 
character(s) in such postmodern works as Paul Auster's The New York Trilogy?* 
Coates's use of the double also serves to indicate the provisional and chance 
nature of reality and identity. The writer's use of Henderson once again reveals the 
"postmodernist" within the "modernist" writer: on one level (that of Henderson as 

3 8 RMC to Kenneth Burke, June 22, 1934 (KBP). 
3 9 YB, 42. 
4 0 YB, 28. 
•" YB,26. 
A2 RMC, unpublished part of Yesterday 'v Burdens (RMCP). 
4 3 Axthelm, The Modern Confessional Novel, 44. 
4 4 See Nicholas Dawson, "An Examination of Author and Character and Their Relationship within 
the Narrative Structure of Paul Auster's New York Trilogy," (cited December 2003), available from 
http://www.bluecncket.com/auster/dawson.html; INTERNET. 
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the narrator's alter ego), the narrator is shown to discover and heal himself as he 
renounces one part of his personal self; on another level (that of Henderson as 
fictional character), the loss of the main character disallows us to interpret this 
novel in terms of closure. Here, Coates shares the agenda of postmodern authors 
who "undercut conventional fictional epiphanies in which the central figure 
advances from incompleteness to wholeness, from ignorance to self-discovery and 
knowledge" and "expose the arbitrary nature of human conceptions of [the] self."45 

In addition to the doubling acts of the author, narrator and the character of 
Henderson, Yesterday's Burdens contains several anecdotes concerning 
"duplicating" or "double figures." These two stories are likewise "Austerian" in 
their lonely "hall of mirrors" mood. First, there is a story about a paranoid man 
who, continuously riding on the circular subway connection between Times 
Square and Grand Central Station, becomes convinced that he is being followed, 
and starts blackmailing himself until he feels forced to commit suicide.46 Second, 
the flamboyant Henderson himself delivers a "most extraordinary harangue"47 at 
one of many drunken cocktail parties that also touches on the theme of the double. 
Henderson first tells the story of "Will West, the Negro who looked alike," a 
mysterious story (apparently true) of two near-identical criminals, Will and 
William West, who ended up at the same jail, the U.S. Penitentiary at 
Leavenworth, Kansas, between 1903 and 1909.48 Henderson continues to describe 
how he was shocked to find out that there was another Henderson who looks just 
like him working on a different floor in the same office building. Although Coates 
here uses the double to point to the imminent collapse of individuality within a 
mass society, there is a distinct similarity in spirit between Coates and Auster 
which is enhanced through the setting of the novel in a labyrinthine New York, the 
detective-like search with its emphasis on chance and randomness, the 
indeterminacy of Henderson's life, and the emphasis on loneliness. 

It should be noted, however, that Coates, despite his awareness of the 
difficulties involved in the representation of reality, used metafictional 
commentary not so much to comment philosophically on the phenomenon of 
fiction as opposed to reality, as to outline the difficulties that he encountered while 
executing his craft. As a result, the impression that arises from Coates's fiction is 
one of "a besetting, often harassing mixture of feelings toward his art, of devotion 

45 Gordon E. Slethaug, The Play of the Double in Postmodern American Fiction (Carbondale and 
Edwardsville: Southern Illinois University Press, 1993), 32. 
46 A very similar idea appears in Coates's contribution to Whither, Whither, or After Sex What7 

(1930) when the writer speaks of a man who dials his own number in his own apartment, then feels 
forced to flee to Europe to escape having to answer the ringing phone. 
47 YB, 204. 
48 See, for instance, Robert D. Olsen, Sr. "A Fingerprint Fable: The Will and William West Case," 
Identification News 37: 11 (Nov 1987). Reprinted in 77/e Print 11, no. 1 (Jan/Feb 1995): 8-10. The 
article is also available from http://www.iinet.com/market/scafo/library/110105.html. None of the 
background reading, incidentally, mentions the West characters as having been black. 
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and dogging anxiety." While Phelps' observation is discerning indeed, the mixture 
must be said to be considerably lightened up by the author's casual conversational 
tone and his curious throwaway attitude of, almost, carelessness which effectively 
removes any irritating sense of self-absoiption. Clearly, Coates gives "no guided tour 
of his own genius" as some postmodern writers might be seen to perform.50 Instead, 
the direct, sympathetic and casual rapport that the writer establishes with his reader in 
both novels can be likened to the "personism" (when "the poem is at last between 
two persons instead of two pages") of Frank O'Hara's conversational diary poems, 
and certainly bears no resemblance to such outbursts as John Barth's famous "The 
reader! You dogged, uninsultable, print-oriented bastard, it's you I'm addressing, 
who else, from inside this monstrous fiction."51 

The self-reflexivity of Yesterday's Burdens as well as the authorial 
manipulation of character and plot in the novel as a whole (an element that we saw 
in The Eater of Darkness as well) may nevertheless be said to anticipate certain 
postmodern techniques. Indeed, when the novel was republished in 1975, it was 
hailed as an "interesting, very quiet forerunner to some contemporary Players with 
their players (like Barth, Fowles)."52 Malcolm Cowley, too, considered the 
author's "cards-on-the-table attitude towards the art of fiction," "prophetic."53 In 
this light, the narrator's remark, inside the pages of Yesterday's Burdens, that his 
novel was supposedly written after Henderson's death, around 1968, has a decidedly 
puzzling effect.54 

When an author's style appears to be out of time, the writer is not necessarily 
ahead of it. While he may, in effect, be anticipating certain literary techniques and 
developments (as Coates very much seems to be), the influence of the past should not 
be ignored as an explanation. To grasp the intention that underlies Coates's willful 
confusion of the realms of art and life, note should be taken of the author's 
enthusiasm for the works of Anthony Trollope (which Gertrude Stein, incidentally, 
sent him by the caseload). This nineteenth-century British author took the 
Victorian tendency to address one's audience a decided step further, and took, in 
the words of an offended Henry James, "a suicidal satisfaction in reminding the 
reader that the story he was telling was only, after all, make-believe. He habitually 
referred to the work in hand (in the course of that work) as a novel and to himself 
as a novelist, and was fond of letting the reader know that this novelist could direct 

Donald Phelps, "Passionate Precision: The Fiction of Robert Myron Coates," Pulpsmith 6, no. 4 
(Winter 1987): 162. 
50 Ibid. 

John Barth, Lost m the Funhouse: Fiction for Print, Tape, Live Voice (New York: Doubleday, 
1968), 127. 
52 Anon, review, Choice 12 (September 1975): 838. See also Phelps, "Passionate Precision," 162. 
53 Malcolm Cowley, —And 1 Worked at the Writer's Trade- Chapters of Literary History, 1918-1978 
(New York: Viking Press, 1978), 94. 
54 The narrator remarks: "At the time of which I wrote, he was thirty-five years old and a little over, 
and he had precisely thirty-two years, nine months and fourteen days to live." YB, 84. 
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that course of events according to his pleasure " It would appear that Coates, by 
addressing his readers directly, was less interested in exposing his fiction as fiction 
in order to question the knowabihty of reality or the usefulness of language as a 
descriptive tool, than in establishing a bond, Victorian-fashion, with his audience 
In the early 1950s, Coates explicitly expressed his longing for a harmonious 
relationship between the artist and his public in a letter to Malcolm Cowley 

It's quite true that in our time [1920s] we considered the reading (and buying) 
public—in fact, principally the buying public—to be insensitive and incompetent, 
and so had to develop a principle of success-by-failure to justify ourselves, and true 
too that no such problems ever bothered Trollope or Dickens But I know it did 
bother Courbet and Rembrandt, and the whole point is, I think, that we, like they, 
worse luck', just didn't happen to be living in one of those wonderful Golden Ages 
they talk about, when the buying public and the artists could go beautifully hand in 
hand 56 

Coates's notion of "success-by-failure" originates from the early 1930s in an 
unpublished notebook related to the composition of Yesterday's Burdens, the 
modernist author suggests that although he was passionately convinced of the 
necessity of artistic renewal, he was, in fact, a willy-nilly experimentalist His words, 
quoted below, echo Margaret Anderson's words of goodbye in The Little Review, a 
magazine devoted to "the most advanced" and experimental writing which Anderson 
had edited from May 1914 to 1929 "For years we have offered The Little Review as 
a tnal-track for racers [but] I do not believe that the conditions of our life can produce 
men who can give us masterpieces Masterpieces are not made from chaos If there is 
confusion in life there will be confusion in art "5 7 Displaying a similar uneasiness in 
the lack of concern for "the legitimate and permanent material of art"58 that Anderson 
lamented, Coates wrote 

This is no time for artists, anyway [Great] time for artists is in a fixed society, one that 
has reached or is just reaching its apex Then fixed esthetic form is possible (form in art 
a mirror of form in society) Now I truly believe that we are in a paradoxical state 
where to be truly good one must be in a certain way bad Galsworthys, Whartons, 
Glasgows, etc , writing in traditional forms are bad, but good Steins, Joyces, etc are 
good, but bad because experimental, foundering59 

Unlike Anderson, however, Coates saw cause to defend the new styles and 
forms. In August 1930, the writer explained the necessity to depart from the classical 

Henry James, The Future of the Novel Essays on the Art of Fiction, edited and with an 
introduction by Leon Edel (New York Vintage Books, 1956), 6 
5 6 RMC to Malcolm Cowley, August 21, 1951 (MCC) 
5 7 Quoted in Frederick Hoffman et al, The Little Magazine A History and A Bibliography 
(Princeton Princeton University Press, 1947), 65 
5 8 Ibid 
5 9 RMC, unpublished manuscript material, related to the composition Yesterday's Burdens (RMCP) 
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ideal in a column, "On Style," for the Tribune in which he worked from the 
assumption that "[a] writer's style ... is his attempt to bring himself, his subject and 
the reader into sympathy." The present modem condition clearly involved the writer 
in a new and unique situation which, Coates argued, necessarily required new ways 
to establish that "sympathy:" 

[N]ever before have reader and writer faced each other in a day when life moved so 
jerkily, forces clashed so sharply, as now. ... To establish a sympathy between himself 
and the reader, both of them darting here and there in the midst of all this [the speeded-
up technology-based life], the writer's style must be in some sense a distillation of the 
life today, as applied to his subject. If his subject be of today—Times Square, stock 
tickers, pent-house apartments—then the sky is, quite justly the limit. 

The emphasis that Coates placed on the need to establish a rapport between 
writer and audience is similar to Burke's view of art, as expressed in Counter-
Statement, as a means of communication rather than self-expression.61 Interestingly, 
Burke's idea of the nature and function of art led him (Burke) to reconceptualize 
form as "a far less static textual feature and far more a dynamic act of cooperation 
among writer, reader, and text that is more broadly rhetorical and social than purely 
aesthetic."62 In a similar way, Coates emphasized cooperation and interaction. 
Ironically, Coates's attempts to establish a rapport with his public and explain his 
deviations from the classical ideal of a fixed aesthetic form fell largely on deaf ears. 

Yesterday's Burdens as "Literary Vaudeville" 
Yesterday's Burdens was published by the Macaulay Publishing Company in New 
York—the same company that had brought The Eater of Darkness to the American 
public. By that time, however, the firm was losing money and its earlier interest in 
avant-garde writing was drawing to an end. The book was published with 
"misgivings" and Malcolm Cowley believed that "most of the first and only 
printing was sold cheaply as overstock."63 

Although hailed by some as "certainly one of the most original books of 
the year,"64 the book was accorded a mixed reception. In a letter to Gertrude Stein, 
Coates mused on the critics' response: "What people generally think about 
[Yesterday's Burdens] is hard to say. It has had quite a lot of reviews, some very 
favorable and some definitely unfavorable, and also a great many by people who 
were obviously puzzled and even outraged by it."65 The public's attitude is 
perhaps best illustrated by a curious literary anecdote about Coates and Gertrude 
Stein. Stein offered to write a review of Yesterday's Burdens. Coates was happy to 

60 RMC, "On Style," Tribune, August 8, 1930 (GSC). 
See Selzer, Kenneth Burke m Greenwich Village, 152. 

62 Ibid. 
63 Cowley, "Afterword" to Yesterday's Burdens, 268. 
64 Harold Strauss, "Yesterday's Burdens," The New York Times Book Review, December 10 1933, 7. 
65 RMC to Gertrude Stein, January 10 [1934] (GSC). 
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accept and thanked Stein for sending it in a letter of January 30, 1934. Curiously, 
on February 19, 1934, the New York Sun announced that the review would appear 
in the March issue of Scribner 's Magazine, and quoted a lengthy paragraph: "And 
so Robert Coates has written a book which is a modem book and which is his 
book. And I say very definitely he is the first young American who has done so. 
The very first. May there be many more. And what he has done is exciting not 
because it is modem but just because it is exciting, and it is so exciting because it 
is modem."66 In Scribner's, however, no review by Stein appeared. Instead, the 
following brief note appeared: "Not easy reading because it is done in the 
Dadaistic style but worthwhile as a kaleidoscopic picture of our kaleidoscopic life. 
Fine humor and written with distinction."67 Though positive in its estimation of 
Coates's work, the brevity of the review is striking: indeed, those critics who liked 
the book, praised it (often lavishly) and passed on. No one went on from there.68 

Quite probably, Coates's highly experimental and artful book suffered 
from being launched into a historical moment which had little concern for either 
avant-garde literature or aesthetic considerations. In addition, Lee Sherman, the 
head of Macaulay at that time, was much bothered by the book's downbeat title. 
Coming out in 1933, at the depth of the Depression and with the New Deal in its 
first phase, the novel seemed incompatible with the atmosphere of hopeful 
anticipation, however faint, of a less burdensome future. Sherman tried to 
persuade Coates into changing the title: "This year," he told Coates, "nobody 
wants to hear about yesterday's burdens or any other burdens. Can't you find 
something upbeat and catchy?"69 Robert Coates, who was shy but stubborn, 
refused to change his title to match Sherman's intuition about the public's need for 
relief. 

Interestingly, Sherman's request was not as far-fetched or public-oriented 
as it may sound: with Yesterday's Burdens, Sherman found himself confronted 
with a novel of several dimensions, one that ranged in content from the exalted to 
the ludicrous, and that moved in atmosphere from profound and somber to 
slapstick and vaudeville. Although Yesterday's Burdens is a more serious literary 
work than The Eater of Darkness, its author still refused to "take his tongue out of 
his cheek"70 altogether. Cheerfully anti-bourgeois, he could not resist posing as a 

The newspaper clipping survives in the Gertrude Stein Collection at Yale University. 
Scribner's Magazine, February 1934, 2 

68 Kenneth Burke, who admired Coates's work, intended to write an essay on Coates's work, but 
never did. Malcolm Cowley used Yesterday's Burdens as a striking illustration of the Zeitgeist in 
both his review for The New Republic and in Exile's Return, but sidestepped the novel as an artistic 
composition. He said as much in Coates's application for a Guggenheim Fellowship in 1935: "[My 
review] does not do justice to the book, because I was trying to prove a point that was in the book 
only by implication." RMC, Application for a Guggenheim Fellowship, 1935 (John Simon 
Guggenheim Memorial Foundation, New York City). 
69 Cowley, "Afterword" to Yesterday's Burdens, 282. 
70 In 1929, The New Republic book reviewer had wondered "what this clever young man would 
achieve if he were to take his tongue out of his cheek." B.D., The New Republic 60 (September 18, 
1929): 133. 
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literary trickster, teasing his readers with his mock-profundity, hyperbolic 
statements disguised as sober truths, and bursts of sheer nonsense As such, the 
book's title might well be said to raise false expectations, or to needlessly 
emphasize the book's darker side Ironically, the writer stuck to his title precisely 
because, to him, it uncovered the tragic dimension to the novel that he, while 
writing it, had not even been aware was there 

[A]ll the while I was writing that book I was convinced it was a cheerful, almost a 
funny book, and 1 was honestly surprised when, after I turned the [manuscript] in to 
Macauley [sic] Company, Izzie [Isidor] Schneider there said something to me about 
it's being very sad—said it, too, as if we both knew that had been my intention It 
hadn't, and yet the title expressed that, without my knowing it7' 

Coates's initial failure to see the sadness inside his book reminds us that 
he belonged to what Ann Douglas referred to as "the most theatrical generation in 
American annals " 7 2 a generation of sharp-witted and often hard-drinking writers 
and performers that included Dorothy Parker, S J Perelman, Robert Bcnchley, 
Ε Β White, James Thurber, F Scott Fitzgerald, Eugene O'Neill, Edmund Wilson, 
Thomas Wolfe, Edna St Vincent Millay, Ring Lardner, Hart Crane, Louise Bogan 
and many more, who pressed their cultural mark on Manhattan of the 1920s 73 

Although these individuals were strongly committed to lifting the genteel veil of 
Victorian make-believe and to tell the "temble" truth, they had a remarkably 
strong penchant for drama As Douglas pointed out "If the stated goal of 'terrible 
honesty' was the facts, its route there was pure theater " 7 4 This Pierrot-like stance 
is part and parcel of Coates's novel, and was so deeply ingrained in its author that 
it could fool even himself The curious mixture of a sympathetic but at times a 
hardened heart, was a personal characteristic, but also very much a result of the era 
in which honesty and theatricality, satire and sentiment, self-pity and self-
mockery, modem "masculine" and nineteenth-century "feminine" values 
grudgingly went hand and hand 

Aware of the theatrical inclinations of his peers, critic Edmund Wilson 
referred to his generational group as "The All Star Literary Vaudeville," and 
defined his fellow writers as "comic monologuists, sentimental songsters and 
performers of one-act melodramas " 7 5 Wilson assessed the literary situation 
bitterly "We have the illusion of a stronger vitality and a greater intellectual 

7 1 RMC to Kenneth Burke, March 16, 1946 (KBP) 
7 2 Ann Douglas, Terrible Honesty Mongrel Manhattan in the 1920s (New York Farrar, Straus & 
Giroux, 1995), 55 
7 3 A publication worth mentioning in this context is Whither Whither or After Sex What'1 (1930), the 
curious "symposium to end symposiums" that Coates contributed to 
7 4 Douglas, Terrible Honesty, 55 
7 5 Edmund Wilson, "The All-Star Literary Vaudeville " Reprinted in The Shores of Light A Literary 
Chronicle of the Twenties and Thirties (New York Vintage Books, 1962), 247 
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freedom, but we are polyglot, parvenu, hysterical and often only semi-literate." 
Although intended as an uncomplimentary tag, Wilson's phrase helps the reader to 
understand Yesterday's Burdens' paradoxical mood; the tag aptly conveys the 
contrast between the exhilarating, even manic, joyfiilness and the deep seriousness 
that exist side by side in Coates's fiction; the bathos and the pathos rolled into one 
flippant, essentially opaque, form. It also neatly encapsulates the problematical 
relationship in Coates's novel between, on the one hand, the writer's sophisticated 
aestheticism and modernist commitment to the "autonomy" of art, and, on the 
other, the insistent avant-gardist appropriation of elements of "mass" and 
"popular" culture in his work and the desire for contact with his audience. In all, 
"literary vaudeville" is not a bad phrase for Coates's incongruous mixture of the 
elitist and the plebeian and the sometimes excessive self-dramatization that can 
also be found (though usually in a more serious vein) in the works of, for instance, 
F. Scott Fitzgerald, Ernest Hemingway, Thomas Wolfe, Henry Miller, Anai's Nin 
and Djuna Barnes. 

Certainly, Coates himself loved vaudeville, and frequently visited Harlem 
nightclubs, burlesques, and performances of Jimmy Durante, often accompanied 
by his friend Nathanael West.77 Indeed, many modems considered popular 
entertainment, with its playful sensuality, emotional honesty and refreshing 
absence of Victorian prudery and snobbery, not only a democratic, but an 
authentic art-form—one that was greatly preferable to the "scented merde"78 and 
the rehearsed sterility and hermeticism of high art. Coates, in an article on the 
National Winter Garden (a small but renowned New York vaudeville theatre that 
was favorably discussed by the critic Edmund Wilson in the mid-1920s and 
featured in the work of Hart Crane and E.E. Cummings)79 also spoke admiringly 
of popular art's capacity to blur the boundaries between art and life, noting how 
the audience becomes "a vast and multiplex author, applauding its own 
masterpiece"80—a merging of art and life that inspired Hart Crane's hope that the 
art of burlesque could "lug us back lifeward—bone by infant bone."81 

76 Ibid., 246. 
77 Jay Martin, Nathanael West: The Art of His Life (London: Seeker & Warburg, 1970), 237-38. 
78 E.E. Cummings, "Poem, or Beauty Hurts Mr. Vinai" (1922), lines 15-20- 'i do however protest, 
anent the un/-spontaneous and other wise scented merde which/greets one(Evcrywhere Why) as 
divine poesy per/ that and this radically defunct periodical'. E.E. Cummings, "Poem, or Beauty Hurts 
Mr. Vinai" (1922) in Nina Baym (ed.), The Norton Anthology of American Literature, Shorter Fifth 
Edition (New York & London: W.W. Norton & Company, 1999), 2111. 
79 Edmund Wilson, "Burlesque Shows." Reprinted in The Shores of Light, 274-81; Hart Crane, 
"National Winter Garden," in "The Bridge," Part V, section 2. Reprinted in Marc Simon (ed ), The 
Poems of Hart Crane (New York: Livenght, 1986), 89; E.E Cummings, "National Winter Garden 
Burlesque," The Dial 68, no.l (January 1920). For Cummings's love of burlesque and other forms of 
popular culture, see Patrick B. Mullen, "E.E. Cummings and Popular Culture," Journal of Popular 
Culture 5, no. 3 (Winter 1971): 503-20. 
80 RMC, "Don Juan of Second Avenue, Or the Glory That Still Is the East Side of New York," The 
New York Times Magazine, May 25 1924, 5. 
81 Crane, "National Winter Garden," in Simon (ed ), The Poems of Hart Crane, 89. 
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In Yesterday's Burdens, popular culture is an important presence. Coates 
used several forms of popular culture—vaudeville, popular music, comic strips, 
cartoons and the advertising industry— as richly symbolic reflections of American 
society. If, in his earlier novel, he had spoofed popular culture's 
(mis)representations of human action and experience, the author increasingly came 
to realize that the manifestations of popular culture were, in fact, distorting mirrors 
of American society whose grotesqueries had a much greater bearing on reality 
than anyone might like to admit. Coates's point of view can profitably be 
compared to that of Nathanael West, who was in many ways a kindred spirit. 

Next to many aspects the writers shared, both were "alive to the pathos— 
more often, bathos—of Being as it is grotesquely contorted within the cartoonish 
dimensions of mass culture."82 Discussing West's oeuvre, Coates identified 
slapstick as an important source for the tragicomical scenes that fill his fiction: 
"Slapstick weighed upon him heavily. The goofy guy (versus the fast-talking 
gagster who punctuates his jokes by hitting the innocent over the head) was a 
symbolic figure for him."83 Comic strips and cartoons were likewise looked at as 
apt symbols and reflections of the modem cultural and social state of affairs. West 
famously referred to Miss Lonelihearts as "a novel in the form of a comic strip," 
while Coates entitled one chapter of Yesterday's Burdens "125lh Street Comic 
Strip." There, he exposes to view mass man's transgressions of the thin dividing 
line between pathos and bathos by explicitly linking human behavior to cartoon 
figures: Harry Hershfield's "Abie the Agent," Carl Ed's "Harold Teen," and Frank 
Willard's "Moon Mullins."84 In a similar way, in his outline of his protagonist's 
impossible romanticism, the author underscores his attitude by recycling various 
fragments from a famous popular song, James Lynam Molloy's "Love's Old 
Sweet Song," and variations thereof ("sad and long," "weary the heart," "sweet the 
song," "shadows softly come and go," in the "flick'ring shadows.")85 

Indeed, the writer's insights into mass man's habitual descent into the 
ludicrous were brought to bear especially on one of his main thematic 
preoccupations: modem man's isolation within mass society—a theme he shared 
with Nathanael West, who, as Jay Martin once posited, "was the discoverer and 
first explorer of the geography of mass solitude."86 For instance, the narrator is in 
such dire need of emotional human contact that he invests fully in the ideas 
proposed by the anonymous phenomena of mass culture that surround him. In the 
process, Coates "[exposes] the representational signs and linguistic norms fostered 

Jonathan Veitch, American Superrealism: Nathanael West and the Politics of Representation in 
the 1930s (Madison & London: University of Wisconsin Press, 1997), xix. 
81 RMC to Mr. Schneider, June 6, 1952. Quoted in Martin, Nathanael West, 263. 
84 For information on these comic strips, see for instance Coulton Waugh, The Comics (New York: 
MacMillan Company, 1947), 63-67 and 80-94. 
85 Constance Pierce in '"Divinest Sense' Narrative Technique in Robert Coates's Yesterday's 
Burdens" Critique 17 ( 1977): 47. 
86 Jay Martin (ed.), Nathanael West A Collection of Critical Essays (Englewood Cliffs. Prentice-
Hall, 1971), 6. 
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under consumer society as arbitrary, habitual, and simulacral rather than natural, 
expressive, or authentic"87 in much the same way as the textual parodies of media 
culture written by his little-known contemporary, the poet Kenneth Fearing. 
Coates's report is cast in a tragicomic mode that yields much ironic pathos: 

I was intensely interested in Miss Elizabeth Godwin of Roslyn, L.I., a young 
lady whom I had never seen, but whose name and specimen of whose 
handwriting—"Marlboro, America's finest cigarette"—confronted me from the 
seat-back before me whenever I rode on a Fifth Avenue bus. 

I was worried too, about Little Orphan Annie, who had gotten herself lost 
again, and this time so thoroughly that it seemed that Daddy Warbucks might never 
find her; and there was a young man on the Chesterfield ads whose tired eyes met 
mine with a look of such utter hopelessness, as he raised them from his littered desk 
and announced, "I'm working and smoking overtime. Hence a milder cigarette," 
that I felt an almost personal responsibility for his plight.88 

The cartoon-like aspects of the confessional narrator were not lost on 
Coates's close friend during the 1930s, the writer and cartoonist James Thurber, to 
whom, in fact, Yesterday's Burdens is dedicated (and whom Coates, in his 
dedication, pronounced to have "helped a lot"). Both men agreed that there was 
something both tragic and uproarious about mass life and the individual caught 
within it. Thurber made several unpublished drawings while reading the book,89 in 
which he caricatured the narrator as a befuddled little man—one of Thurber's 
favorite types—dwarfed and helplessly overwhelmed by the confusions of modem 
mass life. Indeed, the humor in Yesterday's Burdens as illustrated above bears a 
close resemblance to the peculiar type of laughter that, largely thanks to James 
Thurber, characterized The New Yorker. 

In an excellent essay on Harold Ross's brainchild, Dwight Macdonald 
defined it as "the humor of the inadequate,"90 and singled out Thurber as the 
originator of the genre. New Yorker editor Wolcott Gibbs was likewise aware of 
Thurber's influence on shaping the public perception of the magazine. Writing 
about the New Yorker's editorial position regarding the use of the words "'little,' 
'vague,' 'confused,' faintly,' 'all mixed up,' etc. etc.," Gibbs wrote: "The point is 
that the average New Yorker writer, unfortunately influenced by Mr. Thurber, has 
come to believe that the ideal New Yorker piece is about a vague, little man 
helplessly confused by a menacing and complicated civilization."91 This, as we 
saw, was exactly how Thurber drew the figure of Coates in his Yesterday's 

Walter Kalaidjian, "Transpersonal Poetics' Language Writing and the Historical Avant-Gardes in 
Postmodern Culture," American Literary History 3 (Summer 1991): 333. 
88 YB, 192-93. 
89 Thurber's drawings survive in the Malcolm Cowley Collection, Newberry Library, Chicago. 
90 Dwight Macdonald, "Laugh and Lie Down," Partisan Review 4 (December 1937): 44. 
91 Quoted from Wolcott Gibbs's unpublished essay "Theory and Practice of editing New Yorker 
articles." Printed in James Thurber, The Years with Ross (London: Hamish Hamilton, 1959), 113. 
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Burdens drawings. In terms of humor, then, Thurber is a more apt figure of 
comparison than the much more savage West. There was, indeed, a crucial 
difference between Coates and West which caused their fiction, though often 
similar in concern, to differ markedly. Coates, despite bouts of intense gloominess, 
was essentially an optimist. West, on the other hand, was "a fatalist, and a coolly 
pessimistic one at that," as Coates himself defined him.92 In fact, it was this 
dimension of West's fiction that Coates found objectionable: in his review of Mm 
Lonelihearts in 1933 Coates had been disconcerted by the fact that West's 
characters seemed to him to "cavort in an emotional and spiritual vacuum"93 and 
had considered the book's fault to be "a little too much insistence on the futility of 
things"—an insistence which he termed "unhealthy" in an introduction to the 
novel in 1949.94 Certainly, as we saw earlier, Coates's appraisal of the human 
situation was much less severe than West's. As a consequence, he was not aroused 
to such intense feelings of indignation, or such biting and violent satire, and often 
resorted to an attitude of hard-edged burlesque to cover up his real feelings of 
sadness and mental confusion. 

The perceptive Kenneth Burke was aware of the seriousness beneath the 
novel's frequently flippant surface and expressed his joy that his friend was "not 
just a playboy after all."95 The term "playboy" was in use at that time to refer to 
the liberal "Bohemian vagabonds" of the 1920s who retained their "cheerful, 
bourgeois-shocking inclinations" in an age that seemed to call for an infinitely 
more serious approach to society on the part of the writer.96 For one thing, 
Coates's highly conspicuous depiction of the outer world, and his radically 
citational use of mass material within a novel that is otherwise highly personal and 
intensely introspective, results in a tension between withdrawal and commitment, 
which disallows us to dismiss Coates's concerns as essentially private and anti
social. Also, in several chapters of Yesterday's Burdens (especially "The Ballad of 
the Bowery" and "Sunday Morning on Fifth Avenue") Coates addresses the 
"proletarian" themes of urban poverty, unemployment, depression and 
homelessness. His use of the New York vernacular in other parts of the novel 
("Elissen Mae wadja Ma say wen ya cmin lass niyut?"... "Less get a cross a street 
ssa guy follin us—"97) and his recognizable, though frequently somewhat 
caricatural vignettes of the sleazier aspects of ordinary New York life caused one 
critic to refer to Coates as Reginald Marsh's "graphic peer."98 

RMC, "The Four Novels of Nathanael West, That Fierce, Humane Moralist," New York Herald 
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Also, despite its jokes and flippancy, Yesterday's Burdens is especially 
critical of America's ruthless promotion of consumerism, even in the face of the 
nation's deep economic depression. In a particularly fascinating and brilliant 
example, a young depression-struck couple is hopelessly attempting to make plans 
for their future. Not sure of their love for each other and lacking the means to build a 
home of their own, they project their desire for comfort, love and protection onto the 
urban landscape that surrounds them: 

Let this be our chamber, then, this endless avenue: this pavement our couch 
and this stony firmament our sky, wide and starry with: 

I. FREEDMAN & Co. 

R 
E 
I 
S 
E 
R 

BROS. 

Jos. J. Siegel 

RAU 
FASTENER 
CO. 

HERO SHIRT 

STOUTS and SLIMS 

WIENER& 
ACME 
PANTS 

CO. 

MAX GAMSA, Inc. 
"GAYTOWN" CLOTHES 

ROTARY 
SHIRT 

"GROTTOMAID" NECKWEAR 
M E R O D E 

Let BAYUK. CIGARS be our flaming sun. 
Let LUNA HOSIERY shed its brooding light upon us. 
Let THE HOME OF PUSSYWILLOW CHOCOLATES be our home too. 
Let ANNIN & CO unfurl their banners above us as we go marching, bearing 
our bitterness proudly unrelentingly past the (grim-walled, the) METHODIST 
BOOK CONCERN." 

The form is magnificent. The human interaction with New York's electric cityscape 
that Coates portrays powerfully evokes the "slippage between signifier and 
signified" that critics like Jean Baudrillard spoke of in the 1970s, and which David 
Nye considered to be already in place in New York City in the mid-1920s: 

Here was a literal universe of signs. Each insistently proclaimed a particular man-
made product. Each was an overdetermined signifier for a product that was 

YB, 219-20. 
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obviously part of the capitalist system of production and distribution Yet no sign 
was ever seen alone, each was a part of an overwhelming impression produced by 
the constellation of citylights Just as so many individual skyscrapers became a 
great signifier, advertising signs collectively became a great signifier, an important 
cultural marker '00 

Strikingly, Nye's description reads exactly like an analysis of the passage from 
Yesterday's Burdens quoted above In the novel, the individual signs are likewise 
divorced from their referents, and have lost their intended meaning Taken 
together, however, the markers of capitalism are freely interpreted by the 
individuals in question as the symbols of their hoped-for dreams The poignant 
absurdity of their vision (again, Coates balances on the thin line between pathos 
and bathos, and wavers between sympathy and ridicule) allows the writer to have 
the "important cultural marker" signify the corruption and misinterpretation of the 
original American dream as a merely material pursuit and an embrace of 
consumerism Through his inquiry into the processes of signification in both 
society and fiction—an inquiry that would occupy such American postmodern 
authors as Thomas Pynchon, John Hawkes, John Barth and Richard Brautigan— 
the writer arrives at an artistic mode of cultural criticism that draws attention to the 
social tragedy that although, as Wirth observed, "there is virtually no human need 
which has remained unexploited by commercialism,"101 the most basic of human 
needs—a home—is left unheeded 

In social content, Coates's ironical juxtaposition of poverty and the 
promise of abundance can be usefully compared to such equally ironic images 
produced during the Depression by social photographers, especially Dorothea 
Lange's 1939 photograph of "two hoboes walking up a dusty road, next to a 
billboard that says, 'NEXT TIME TRY THE TRAIN—RELAX,'" and Margaret 
Bourke-White's 1937 image of black "folks in a breadline, patiently waiting 
beneath a billboard proclaiming 'THE WORLD'S HIGHEST STANDARD OF 
LIVING "',02 In technique, however, Coates's method is more sophisticated 
Rather than resorting to the mode of documentary realism, employing the 
technique of ironic juxtaposition, Coates uses ironic interaction instead The 
improbability of the interaction, as well as the accompanying inquiry into the 
processes of signification effectively "blurs the distinction between external reality 
and subjective perception"103 and avoids the particulanzation of Depression 
photography 
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What Coates's novel makes clear above all is that he considered the social 
and cultural order of the decade that he wished to express in his novel as an artistic 
challenge to resolve. The use of mass paraphernalia, mass man and the people 
themselves formed an essential ingredient of this challenge. The moral necessity to 
report on social conditions that many writers felt during the 1930s is likewise 
there, but was made subservient to the writer's main aim: to create innovative art 
to match an ever-changing society. This was the obligation that Coates had to 
himself, and which he once phrased as follows: "Every artist, starting on a project, 
should have among his main aims, to do the work in a new way, a way no one has 
done before. The main feeling the artist should have to sustain him is the 
knowledge that there is at least one thing he can do better than anyone else. 
Otherwise, why try?"104 

Yesterday's Burdens: A Critical Analysis 
Yesterday's Burdens progresses through fifteen sections, divided into four parts, 
entitled "Topic Sentences." Numbered one through four, each part bears a poetic 
title that expresses that part's main preoccupation or "topic." Coates's use of 
musical structure to provide narrative form—possible under the influence of Burke 
who had used this technique in the short stories collected in The White Oxen, and 
Other Stories (1924)—is here skillfully applied. Indeed, much of the beauty of 
Yesterday's Burdens arises from the novel's composition, which in "tempos, 
movement, [and] in its statement and restatement and variation of its theme ... is 
insistently musical."105 The novel can be looked at as a "free fantasia ... with 
occasional individual chapters built up like fugues, and 'bridge passages' of 
sentences from previous sections reproduced word for word and woven into a new 
development."106 Indeed, in musical terms, the word "burden" is used to refer to 
the refrain, chorus or the principal theme of a song. These "burdens," as well as the 
verbatim repetitions of and variations on those "burdens" serve to establish 
emotional and aesthetic coherence as well as narrative continuity in an otherwise 
essentially chaotic novel. 

The first part of topic sentences, "The Days Go By in Strict Procession," is 
mostly set in the countryside and establishes the narrator's split personality in 
intriguing ways. It also reveals the "motive" force behind the married Henderson's 
existence; a consuming longing for the love and "unattainable white beauty"107 of 
an unknown woman in gray. The second part, "Often It Seems I Have No 
Friends," is principally devoted to communicating the experience of New York 
city-life in six fascinating city-sketches, against the backdrop of which the 
narrator's search for human contact and communication takes place. Part three, 
"Perhaps It Was Henderson," focuses on the character of Henderson and describes 

RMC, "Notes for a Non-Existent Dictaphone: Dictaphone—Art," n.p., n.d. [1940s?] (RMCP). 
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the narrator's visits to a labyrinthine New York in search of his friend. The fourth 
and final part, "Tonight I Will Follow Strangers," completes the loss of 
Henderson. Together, these four parts communicate the novel's primary thematic 
thrust: the exorcism of Henderson—an act that has multiple and contradictary 
levels of signification. The excorcism signifies, first, a renunciation of New York 
city life; second, the shedding of "yesterday's burdens" (especially the ultimately 
isolating social life-style of the 1920s); third, the impossibility to know either the 
self or the other; and fourth, the effective silencing of the creative writer. 

Topic Sentences I: "The Days Go By in Strict Procession" 
Living in the country, the writer was much aware of the steady encroachment of 
industrialism on the rural landscape. In addition, Coates, like the sociologist Louis 
Wirth, was aware that "nowhere has mankind been farther removed from organic 
nature"108 than in the city, resulting in an ignorance about country life that city 
people migrating to the country—as so many members of Coates's generation 
were at the time—brought along with them. Coates commented on the urbanite's 
naively disrespectful attitude towards the soil in a letter to his friend E.B. White: 

One of the funniest things about city people's attempts to go rural, I've noticed, is 
the infallible accuracy they display in picking just the wrong kind of names for their 
places. ... [H]ave you noticed how many "Rocky Acres", "Windy Hills", etc. there 
are around? Down the road from us, there's a place called "Crooked Furrows"—a 
name, of course, that no self-respecting farmer would be seen dead with.109 

Thus, the narrator of Yesterday's Burdens wonders: "these lovely Connecticut 
towns, nestling so peacefully in a past that was so complete, so perfect in itself— 
what is to become of them?""0 The corruption of the countryside by human hands 
is made visible in the chapter "The Journey Down" through an extensive use of 
road-signs. Describing Henderson's usual trip to New York City from his country 
home in Connecticut, the narrator allows the reader to trace the exact route by 
inserting signs such as the following into the narrative, aesthetically recreating the 
new and particularly modem geography that was made possible by speed and the 
power of motion: ' ' ' 
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DOANSBURG 
Brewster 5 

BREWSTER 
Croton Falls 4 

CROTON FALLS 
Purdy's 3 

PURDY'S 
Gulden's bridge 4 

GULDEN'S BRIDGE 
Katonah 4 

As if immersed in a virtual reality-game, the reader is also informed, through a 
similar reproduction of signs, of the various obstacles that Henderson encounters 
on his trip: 

Sharp Curve 
SLOW 

DANGER 
Cattle Crossing 100 YDS. 

HILL"2 

The possibility of the reconciliation of nature and civilization is the main point of 
inquiry in the superior first section of Coates's novel. In it we are given a detailed 
description of the narrator's year-round observation of country life and the cyclical 
progression of nature, and the seasonal manoeuvres that he himself and the 
country community engage in. The part is of truly remarkable beauty. One 
reviewer considered Coates's treatment of the changing seasons and their effect on 
mankind "as impressive a calendar of nature for his time and place as James 
Thomson's 'Seasons' was for his.""3 Other commentators likened it to Henry 
David Thoreau's Walden.114 Indeed, it is worth pointing out that the novel 
explicitly voices a genuine concern for the need of an environmental ethics, the 
need to preserve and accommodate oneself to physical nature: 

Coates's recreation of the countryside bears a striking resemblance to Davis's painting Landscape 
(1922), in which he included the signs "Curve" and "Go Slow," and his Combination Concrete 
(1958), which is a variation on his earlier Landscape. See Lowery Stokes Sims, Stuart Davis: 
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"I sometimes feel a strange uneasiness: the trees look hostile, the very grass seems 
to regard me with a venomous air. 1 have bought these fields and doomed them to 
sterility. Can you tell me if there is anything in common law concerning the rights 
of the soil to expect careful husbandry on the part of its owner?""5 

Coates here touches on the issue of moral care for the landscape and the 
missing sense of responsibility for the natural world within modem society, which 
he develops in intriguing ways in the novel's first chapter. It communicates the 
same conviction that was such a major concern for Coates's contemporary 
William Carlos Williams, namely, that "American poetry and consciousness 
[need] to reflect a more intimate and harmonious relationship with the American 
landscape and its elusive spirit.""6 To explore the relation between man and 
nature, Coates employs two distinct narrative voices, different but reconciled 
through belonging to the same person. They reflect two conflicting states of mind, 
visibly distinguished from one another through the use of double quotation marks, 
and markedly different in mood and concerns. The two voices represent a set of 
dichotomies within the narrator—the one realistic, the other romantic; the one 
content to observe and record, the other analytical; the one accepting nature and 
country-life, the other challenging it."7 One voice appears calm and at peace with 
the natural world, without the desire to posit it as in any way "ideal" (its material 
reality just "is"); the other turns to nature for "revelation" but simultaneously feels 
imprisoned by the natural world which its owner has self-exiled himself into. 
Although the dichotomy is not as clear-cut as the above might suggest—the 
quotation marks may indeed "signal the splitting-off of one side of the many-
personed narrator," as one reviewer remarked"8—the contrast between a city and 
a country mentality is beautifully suggested in several oppositions. Thus, the 
countryman calmly observes that "[h]ere, there is no chronology. The hours are 
mere variants of light and shade, days lose their separateness, and weeks, months, 
years are embedded in the soft sure progress of the seasons.""9 This voice, with its 
awareness of organic nature's cyclical processes and concomitant resistance to 
rational conceptions of time, is contrasted with the cityman's exasperated 
question, "How can we hold in check these days that slip by so carelessly?"120 

The latter's incapacity to step outside orderly, man-structured concepts of 
linear time is mocked by the comical and scatological insertion of an advertisement 
for "TIME-TESTED LAXATIVES FOR THE WHOLE FAMILY," and a brief 
article on "How Fast Do You Travel When You Stand Still?" It is further illustrated 
by a calendar which becomes truly pathetic in its efforts to pin down the flux of 

115 YB, 20. See also Cowley, Exile's Return ( 1951 ), 210-14. 
116 Michael Castro, Interpreting the Indian Twentieth Century Poets and the Native American 
(Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1983), 59. 
117 See Pierce, "Divinest Sense," 44-52. 
"* Anonymous, Choice 12 (September 1975): 838. 
119 YB, 16. 
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time and instill it with human significance by superimposing such irrelevancies as a 
certain flower and birthstone to the month in question. In comparison to the 
countryman's more natural stance towards the progression of cyclical time, the 
calendar is a marker of man's appropriativeness: 

Flower-Holly December 1932 
12th Mo. 

Date 

18S 
19M 
20 Τ 
21 W 
22 Τ 
23 F 
24 S 
25 S 
26 M 
27 Τ 
28 W 
29 Τ 

Birthday of Famous People 

Edgar MacDowell, composer, 1861 
H.C. Frick, steel, 1849 
Harvey Firestone, tires, 1868 
Albert Payson Terhune, author, 1872 
E.A. Robinson, poet, 1869 
Joseph Smith, Mormon, 1805 
Kit Carson, scout and pioneer, 1809 
Sir Isaac Newton, scientist, 1642 
Admiral George Dewey, 1837 
Dr. Pasteur, Bio. Chemist 
Woodrow Wilson, Pres., 1856 
Andrew Johnson, Pres., 1808 

Birthstone—Turquoise 
31 Days 

Sun 
Rise 
7:18 
7:19 
7:20 
7:20 
7:21 
7:21 
7:22 
7:22 
7:22 
7:23 
7:23 
7:22 

Sun 
Set 
4:34 
4:35 
4:35 
4:36 
4:36 
4:37 
4:37 
4:38 
4:38 
4:39 
4:40 
4:41 

The particular mode of comedy used here makes a marvelous example of the 
Dadaist technique of beating the bourgeoisie at its own game by revealing the 
absurdity inherent in its own products.122 Specifically, Coates defamiliarizes the 
human habit for artificial ordering and critiques the effort "to hold in check these 
days that slip by so carelessly." His technique allows him to reveal, almost 
effortlessly, how "since the time of Dante, more and more energy has been 
devoted to parsing the world into small and manageable chunks suitable to the 
purposes of modem mentality."123 

Although inclined towards rational control, the quoted voice is yet a 
romantic. It desires to read divinity into nature and find "revelation" there—a need 
that the other voice entirely lacks. As the first voice puts it, in Whitmanesque 
terms: 

121 YB, 39. 
2 For an informative discussion and amply illustrated overview of how "catalogues, brochures, and 

illustrated magazines were godsends to the Dada-avant-garde" as well as to their predecessors, the 
British artists E.V. Lucas and George Morris, and followers, see Kirk and Vamedoe, High And Low, 
231-368, especially 254-304. 

Joseph W. Meeker, The Comedy of Survival: Studies m Literary Ecology (New York: Scribner, 
1974), 185. 
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"You lie down in the open fields. You poke your fingers in among the grass roots 
and study the soil with microscopic eye. You stare at the sky as if it had newly 
come there; it is then that you are struck by the magnificence of clouds. Beneath 
you, the hills and the valleys stream out like a banner in the wind. Everywhere is 
revelation."124 

The cityman's contemplation of the sublime is ironically contrasted, first, with the 
countryman's practical stance and next, by an account of how the same cityman, 
despite his romantic appreciation, fights the perceived threats of nature to ensure 
his own survival: 

Everywhere, one hears the heartening clack of hammers battling the woods, 
and the hypocrite whine of saws. One sees the carpenter, cheery and industrious, 
mitering his rafters, sheathing his walls. 

The new house rises, the smooth new lumber glabrous and glittering as a 
fresh-peeled egg. 

The days go by in strict procession. Wheat fields and oat fields show a scurf 
of green overlaying the rolled yellow earth: com strikes up its spikes like the 
dragon's teeth. "Between us, this morning, we shot eight woodchuck—one a good 
hundred yards away. 

"There was another, a female, which stayed stubbornly at the mouth of the 
hole, completely ignoring me as I walked up to her. ... I shot her, of course. They 
have a curious jerky gurgling cry they give, as the blood bubbles into their lungs 
and they die. This was the first I have ever shot so close. There was something 
piteous about the episode—but then, they are such grievous things in the garden."125 

In contrast to the appropriative voice, the interactive voice of the countryman 
intimately links nature's various phases with man's own practical and infinitely 
more pedestrian moves. This creates a noteworthy effect of interconnection, which 
reveals man's distance to the natural world even as he matches his life to nature's 
denouement. Here is the countryman's voice: 

Pegasus, gallant and gleaming, goes galloping over heads; the Dipper is filling 
again. Huckleberries, in graceful tribute to Maître Josph Gay-Lussac, bear their 
luscious fruit. Blackberries are thick in the brambles; elderberries hang in delicate 
strings along their branches. Grocery stores range ten-pound sacks of sugar along 
their counters; in every kitchen the preserving kettle boils on the stove. 

124 YB, 17. 
125 YB, 18-19. One of Coates's friends from Paris, the artist Jim Butler, was "a famous killer of 
woodchucks, who instead of shooting at them from a distance ... used to frighten them into their 
holes and wait until they came out again." Cowley, Exile's Return ( 1951 ), 229. See also Matthew 
Josephson, Life Among the Surrealists A Memoir (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1962), 
65. 
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Slowly the summer spends itself; evenings, there is a slice of coolness in the 
air, no thicker than a knife-edge now, but widening. Suddenly, the clatter of the 
harvester cuts across the fields.126 

Through the linkage between nature's progress and man's (re)actions, man's 
movements are lifted into the realm of the ritualistic and cyclical. Yesterday's 
Burdens thus registers a complaint against the modernist glorification of 
contemplation with regard to the natural world and stresses the actual processes 
and acts that together build the interrelationship between man and nature. Coates's 
view is contained in his reference to his first section as an "almanach of the 
seasons:"127 the aesthetics/ethics that Coates formulates is one of practical yet 
ritualistic adaptation, focused on man's actions which nature "requires" of him, 
rather than an aesthetics of distance and passivity. Coates's "almanach" ends as 
follows, again with full emphasis on the series of moves required by man (of 
himself, but also of nature) now that a year has passed: 

Grass starts, and buds make tiny crocketings along the tree branches. The first 
crocus peers above the loam. Cows go rambling out to pasture, and bams are swept 
clean, flushed and aired. And now the first furrow is turned, the first field harrowed, 
the first seeds sown. 
The last bit of clinker is cleaned from the furnace. According to ritual, the out
house box is dragged away, dumped at the foot of the orchard, and put back empty 
in its place again. Year-before-last's Sears Roebuck catalogue is burned on the trash 
heap. 
A year has passed.128 

Clearly, Coates's references to the "out-house box" are an ironical echo of the 
writer's earlier gag about the "Time-tested Laxatives" such it might have appeared 
in Sears Roebuck catalogues. The notes of irony that Coates rings throughout do 
not undermine his vision of intimacy between man and nature, but instead create 
an effect of amused acceptance that the wedding between man and nature can be 
arranged, but is fated to be a middling one at best. 

Of the two voices mentioned above, it is the analytical, city-bred, exiled voice that 
informs the reader of his plans, described above, to write a book about New York. 
He also introduces the reader to his "protagonist" Henderson. The first part of the 
novel ends with a second chapter, entitled "Motive," which establishes the 
"motive" force behind Henderson's existence: a great longing for the love and 
"unattainable white beauty"129 of an unknown woman in gray who plays the piano 
in some New York apartment. This is another autobiographical element: as we 

'"* YB, 26. 
127 RMC to Raymond Holden, n.d. [January 1932] (TNYP). 
128 YB, 46. 
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have seen, Malcolm Cowley defined Coates as "romantic by disposition, almost 
nympholeptic, dreaming for years of an impossibly beautiful woman in gray for 
whom he would eagerly sacrifice his future " 1 3 0 In the novel, the desirability of the 
woman is likewise wholly imaginary "Henderson never saw her face He never 
met her, but throughout his whole life he would be thinking of her" 1 3 1 The 
torment of longing, then, is self-inflicted In that respect, the protagonist's 
incurable romanticism is not unlike that of the narrator of Poe's "The Raven " 
Indeed, the protagonist's penchant for love is related, m Coates's own words, with 
"a slightly satirical romantic tinge " 1 3 2 

Topics Sentences II: "Often It Seems I Have No Friends" 
The second part of Yesterday's Burdens zooms in on New York metropolitan life 
After the author has taken Henderson from his Connecticut country home into 
New York (in the chapter "The Journey Down"), the author's concern is with New 
York City, whose sights, sounds and systems he recreated in unique and 
occasionally breathtaking ways Coates's city-pictures—frequently wholly exempt 
of any narrative sequence and replete with public materials—follow each other up 
as in a verbal, emotionally charged slide-show, and communicate the experience 
of metropolitan life admirably well Gertrude Stein credited Coates with a capacity 
to offer "the essence of life, not a description,"133 and wrote in the Autobiography 
of Alice Β Tokios, that Coates's "words made a sound to the eyes,"134 a quality 
that she, as an experimenter in "prose painting"135 herself, had good reason to 
admire In an unpublished review of the novel, Stein praised the writer for 
approximating how "we move within the movement [of life] itself," like a running 
engine within a moving car 136 

The car goes on but the motor goes on inside the car Yes And you have to know it 
Anyway when you read the whole of his book and when you read any part of his book 
and read how he lived and how he dies and how he did not live and how he did not die, 
you will understand movement137 

Coates's use of parentheses plays a large role in creating this effect In an unused 
part of the novel, the narrator, using his city-voice, explained 

Cowley, "Afterword" to Yesterday s Burdens, 277 
131 YB, 57 
132 RMC to Gertrude Stein, August 14 [1933] (GSC) 
133 Gertrude Stein, "Yesterday's Burdens by Robert Coates" (GSC) 
134 Gertrude Stem, The Autobiography of Alice Β Tokios (New York Harcourt, Brace and Co, 
1933), 206 
135 Bradbury uses the term "prose painting" in relation to Gertrude Stein in Dangerous Pilgrimages, 
263 
1 3 6 For a further analysis of the image of the running motorcar, Gertrude Stein and Robert Coates, see 
Constance Pierce, "Gertrude Stein and Her Thoroughly Modem Protege," Modern Fiction Studies 
42, no 3 (Fall 1996) 611-12 
137 Stem, "Yesterday's Burdens by Robert Coates" (GSC) 
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"As for the parentheses themselves, I like them, whether anybody else does or not 
For one thing, their main advantage is that they permit a more direct approach to the 
actual elements of an experience, and a more instantaneous expression of them No 
longer is the writer held down to a mere cataloguing of emotions or objects He can 
jumble them all together Fling them in fragments at the reader, exactly as they 
would in actuality strike the consciousness "'3 

The inclusion of mass materials in his text—advertising slogans, brand names, 
newspaper headlines, markers in subway stations, traffic signs as well as frag
ments of conversations and remarks—is likewise an essential ingredient to 
Coates's documentation Although the material used is actual and contemporary, 
its inclusion does not merely serve the purpose of mimetic representation 
Interaction is Coates's crucial contribution His technique, with its remarkable 
contact between inner and outer, serves to reveal "the human mind as a current 
within [the] flow [of humanity's progress]" and the writer's vision of "an artist's 
style as a more plastic medium, to follow, and not dam, that flow," as Coates had 
outlined it for the Guggenheim Foundation in 1928 139 Coates's citational 
techniques involve a constant play of juxtaposition and ironic interaction of the 
static and the moving, the transitory and the constant, the animated and the 
inanimate, the temporary and the eternal In addition to raising these more 
metaphysical concerns, the water's juxtapositions of the alive and the lifeless cause 
his city-scapes to be emotionally (or sentimentally) charged Expressionist rather 
than reportonal in nature, they can be compared to John Dos Passos's rendition of 
the city in Manhattan Transfer (1925) More heavily citational and fragmented 
than Dos Passos, however, Coates's technique can be more profitably compared to 
certain works of the American abstract artist Stuart Davis A comparison between 
Coates and Davis (whom Coates considered one of America's top artists) is apt 
The works of both show great mastery of European modernism which they 
Americanized in striking ways Both, also, had an early interest in the urban 
realists around Robert Henry whose sociological perspective both artists retained 
Finally, both included mass-produced imagery into their work, mixing the verbal 
and the visual Coates's focus on the industrial and mechanical aspects of the city 
further allows us to compare some of his city-sketches to the projects that European 
cinematographers like Walter Ruttman, Jons Ivens, Fernand Leger, Hans Richter, 
and Fntz Lang engaged in dunng the 1920s (an early and exceptional Amencan 
project was Manhatta, by Charles Sheeler and Paul Strand) 

Coates's use of the various artifacts of contemporaneous American mass and 
popular culture (which next to a plethora of verbal matenal also include the Elevated, 
the telephone, the subway, New York bndges and the car) has a cultural critical 
function They serve as powerful surface indications of certain problems inherent in 

RMC, unpublished manuscript material, "topic sentences iv," 20 (RMCP) 
139 RMC, Application for a Guggenheim Fellowship, 1928 (John Simon Guggenheim Memorial 
Foundation, New York City) 
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Amenca's urban-technological climate cultural sterility, cheap commercialism, 
ruthless capitalism, extreme individualism, loss of communication, and the 
dehumanizing and standardizing effects of its neurotic urban-industrial 
environment 

The writer especially lamented humanity's utter dependency on 
regulations, and delighted in the prospect of the collapse of regulating systems 
His desire for anarchy is the theme of two of Coates's best-known stones, the 
amusing and oft-anthologized "The Law"140 and "Will You Wait"141 In 
Yesterday's Burdens, however, man is powerless to resist the forces of urban 
social engineering, although the author does occasionally allow the 
supernumeraries in his novel to raise futile voices of protest The setting of one 
such scene is a platform along the circular subway connection between Times Square 
and Grand Central Station, which Coates represented as a pure abstraction (almost an 
icon, in fact) through a literal or plastic representation of the system's signs 

"Next train"— 
Arrow to the left 

"Next train"— 
Arrow to the right 

"Watch your step 
Getting on and off trains "142 

On the platform, the reader witnesses a young man shouting, "I am organizing a 
revolution'" to the startled passers-by Rather than calling out for the expected 
political revolution, the young man seeks to put a stop to what Thomas Pynchon 
would later refer to as "yo-yoing," the senseless, purposeless, absurd shuttling 
through the city, which Pynchon, like Coates, found epitomized in that same 
circular subway connection l 4 3 Whereas Pynchon's protagonists have come to 
accept "yo-yoing" as a way of life in its own right, Coates's young man, 
responding to the iconized circular subway system as a manifestation of rule rather 
than a democratic element, pleads for a "revolution " With one subtle stroke, 
Coates makes it abundantly clear that he, like Nathanael West, was "less interested 
in the masses than in the phenomenon of 'mass man "' ' 4 4 The young man 
continues his speech in the following vein 

,4U RMC, "The Law," The New Yorker 23 (November 29, 1947) 41-43 
141 RMC, "Will You Wait," The New Yorker 26 (June 17 1950) 24-26 
1 4 2 YB, 137 
143 Cf for instance "One morning Profane woke up early, couldn't get back to sleep and decided on 
a whim to spend the day like a yo-yo, shuttling on the subway back and forth underneath 42nd Street, 
from Times Square to Grand Central and vice versa " Thomas Pynchon, V (Philadelphia and New 
York J Β Lippincott Company, 1961), 37 
1 4 4 Veitch, American Superrealism, xm 
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"I am organizing a revolution" And then, continuing more didactically "As 
distinguished from merely revolving Don't you ever get tired of whirling round and 
round7 Don't you ever weary of going back and forth',"",5 

Needless to say, the young man is unsuccessful in drawing attention to his plight 
The crowd disembarks, leaving him stanng at the advertisements that remain 

Although Coates's overall assessment of the consequences of technology are 
bleak, two technological feats are used as positive symbols in the novel the car, 
which features as a ftitunst symbol of the thrills of modernity and the beauty of 
machinery in "The Journey Down," and the bridge Like Hart Crane, who 
counterbalanced his prime negative symbol (the subway) with a positive symbol 
(the bridge) in order to be able to "affirm an America transformed by technology" 
in "The Bridge,"146 Coates uses the bridge as a symbol of personal healing and 
hope for the future The chapter, "Macombs Dam Bridge Revisited," is an 
autobiographical one In it, Coates recreates one of the loneliest periods in his life 
(the year of 1912, in fact, when the Coates family, momentarily poor, settled down 
in a "dismal little flat" on Edgecombe Avenue, in a "dreary" and "run-down 
neighborhood" of New York on the heights above Momingside Park )1 4 7 Using a 
private experience as a starting-point for more generalised poetic reflections on urban 
solitude, Coates has a nameless speaker describe his lonely evening vigils by the 
window of a third-floor flat on Edgecombe Avenue, with a view on the electrified 
and dehumanized cityscape of New York City—a meaningless backdrop that only 
serves to intensify his loneliness 

"Those were the lonely years," he (thought, ( remembering ( "I would sit for 
hours by the window in the darkened parlor after dinner filled with what sadness no 
one—not even I myself—can now imagine I would sit stanng out at the lighted 
windows of Bradhurst Avenue down below and the tangled illumination thrown up by 
the cnss-crossing streets beyond but what I really saw no one—not even I myself—can 
now imagine," he said, remembering) far over all the rooftops the Ρ for Proctor's and 
the twinkling outline of the Dutchwoman on the animated Dutch Cleanser sign at One 
Hundred and Twenty-Fifth Street and the club in her hand endlessly rising and falling 
against the night M8 

In mood, this psychologically intense sketch bears a striking resemblance 
to an Edward Hopper painting Coates's image of the boy sitting on a windowsill, 
staring out over the rooftops of New York manifests the same skill of endowing an 
ordinary scene or object with an unexpected significance that lends such a striking 

1 4 5 YB, 137 
1 4 6 Tashjian, Skyscraper Primitives, 144 See also Helge Normann Nilsen, Hart Cranes Divided 
Vision An Analysis of "The Bridge" (Oslo Universitetsforlaget, distributed by Columbia University 
Press, 1980) 
1 4 7 VFH, 38, 39 



Yesterday's Burdens 237 

aspect to many of Hopper's fossilized city scenes A typical Coatesian touch of 
violence is added through the meaningless mobility of the Dutchwoman ("chasing 
dirt," as the old advertisement said), who might seem to be clubbing someone to 
death in monotonous slow motion Working as a confessionalist, a "skyscraper 
primitive," and a Symbolist at the same time, Coates identified the emotion of 
loneliness explicitly, but also translated his inner emotions into a symbol that was 
lifted from the contemporaneous, technological surroundings The bridge is the 
technological symbol that allows him to leave the "yesterday's burdens" of his 
lonely childhood behind and carries him across to the future 

Topic Sentences III: "Perhaps It Was Henderson" 
The descriptions of the labynnthian urban landscape that Henderson inhabits when 
in New York prepare the reader for the impossibility of the narrator's search for 
him Indeed, the search yields ever fewer results as this section of the novel 
continues We do learn something about him, however We are, for instance, 
informed in fairly great detail of Henderson's problematic affair with a married 
woman through a long confessional conversation between the narrator and 
Henderson's wife Helen Helen is aware of her husband's adultery, and so is the 
reader one of his adulterous acts is presented in almost embarassing detail in the 
chapter "A Moment of Ecstasy " Otherwise, however, the reader only gets 
glimpses of Coates's would-be protagonist In fact, the narrator's account is 
extremely tenuous and consists of a senes of seemingly random incidents, selected as 
if from a senes of events too vast to document in full Indeed, the story of the 
relationship with Henderson is presented as a long fragmented reminiscence, 
supposedly written after Henderson's death, and is highly speculative with regard to 
Henderson's exact whereabouts Thus, the text is focussed as much (or more) on the 
sites of New York City itself to express how, as the writer concludes at the end of the 
novel, "the city came between" him and his friend 

Or sitting one hot summer night on a roof-top on Fifteenth Street, 
overlooking Stuyvesant Square, and the night a vast intermingling of far stars and even 
more distant-seeming skyscraper windows and suddenly seeing a light flash on 
in a window in the dark block of houses facing us across the park Perhaps it was 
Henderson '50 

Underscoring Coates's thesis of the intractable urbanité and the unknowability of the 
other (a belief that is certainly at odds with the belief in the communicability of 

Another example is Coates's description of a filling-station Strongly reminiscent of Hopper's 
painting Gas (1940), it reads as follows "And the filling-station one passes on the highway, turning 
homeward—the filling station sitting superbly unreal in its own illumination, a car halted dustily beside 
the pump and an attendant bent in a Grecian attitude of woe as he drains the last drops into the tank 
from the hose—the filling station no different from any other filling station, but never to be forgotten9" 
YB,25 
150 YB, 178 
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experience), few of these episodes are narrated with any degree of authority—instead, 
the reader is presented with possible reconstructions The very outcome of his 
adultery, the crucial aspect of his character and development, is unknown To quote 
Malcolm Cowley 

Henderson is so thoroughly lost in the city that his story can be given three possible 
endings He will be 1) reconciled with his wife, who has come back from Pans 
unseduced and without a divorce, or 2) shot and killed by his lover's husband, or 3) 
left alone despondent and will jump to his death from a high window Coates 
inclines toward the third ending, but without quite making up his mind 

Despite the novel's indeterminacy and strong resistance to closure, it would 
be a distortion to compare Yesterday's Burdens to novels with multiple endings such 
as John Fowles's The French Lieutenant's Woman (1969) In Yesterday's Burdens 
there is really only one ending Coates, after all, needs to complete his exorcism of 
Henderson—the main thematic thrust of the novel—and needs Henderson "alive," so 
to speak, to be able to complete his vanous points that the exorcism signifies (see 
below) 

Topic Sentences IV: "Tonight I Will Follow Strangers" 
In the course of the novel, the narrator's efforts to obtain emotional nourishment 
through human contact become increasingly grotesque as his fated search for 
"Henderson" leads him deeper and deeper into the anonymous crowd Caught 
there, and overwhelmed by a desire to belong, he falls victim to an obsessive need 
to adapt or conform to mass values and norms The narrator had sensed the 
apparent necessity to conform earlier on in the novel Walking a thin line between 
tragedy and melodrama, Coates describes his fear of exclusion, his fear of the 
"scapegoat ritual"152 that he is certain the crowd will enact against him, as follows 

At regular intervals I go there [New York], traveling by train and arriving at the 
Grand Central Terminal, usually after dark I emerge on Forty-second Street, but 
instantly I am recognized as a stranger I must walk westward on Forty-second 
Street, neither too fast nor too slow, but at the pace others set for me, if I do not, 
passers will stare, taxicabs will scrutinize me, newsboys will jeer, crowds will 
gather, a policeman will be called Doubtless, I shall go to jail My whole 
appearance will be against me '53 

151 Malcolm Cowley, "Reconsideration," The New Republic 171 (November 10, 1974) 40 
152 Northrop Frye, Anatomy of Criticism Four Essays (Princeton Princeton University Press, 1957), 
45 
153 YB, 60 Cf the following fragment from The Eater of Darkness, where Coates heightened the 
automaton-conformity by the use of machine imagery "[Charles] was walking up Fifth Avenue the 
pistoning men, aptly moving, glozed with women as with oil They were all taking themselves so 
seriously The moment past, Charles Dograr made himself serious He swung his arms like the rest 
He masked a face of 'It's 4 37 now and I've got to be at the offices of the Hydraulic Compression 
and Resurfacing Company 999 West 48 Street at 11 30' over his whimpering soul " 
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The isolation of the individual from society, the narrator believes, can only be 
prevented through submission to what the psychoanalyst Erich Fromm would call 
"automaton-conformity" in his study of modem society, Escape From Freedom 
(1941). Conforming to the urban crowd, the narrator obtains a "counterfeit sense 
of community," in the words of the sociologist Richard Sennett, and is able to 
construct a feeling of common identity as "a usable falsehood."154 

The process towards this type of conformity and its results is the main gist of 
the book's final part. Initially, the narrator had looked forward to spending the 
night amid the urban crowd as he pictured himself strolling up and down 
Broadway: "not lonely but isolated—a being stripped of self, nameless and 
voiceless but with vigilant observant eye." His purpose may remind us of that 
other flâneur, Baudelaire, who wrote: "The poet enjoys the incomparable privilege 
of being, at will, both himself and other people. Like a wandering soul seeking a 
body, he can enter, whenever he wishes, into anybody's personality."155 Nothing 
remains of this potentially exhilarating experience, however, when the narrator 
fails to reassure himself that "the excursion would be a voluntary one, and not an 
exile:"156 none of the people that he does know in the city answer the phone when 
he rings them, self-consciously, one after the other. As an involuntary exile into 
the anonymous mass society, rather than a flâneur by choice, the aesthete's project 
to "follow strangers" is no longer a desirable one. Contact becomes an imperative 
need. 

At the end. Yesterday's Burdens comes to resemble a guidebook for survival 
in the city in which the narrator, embracing the idea of the city as an "urban 
jungle," advises the reader to act as an explorer would, and to approach the 
urbanités as he would wild animals: "Never frighten or outrage them. Be delicate; 
equal yourself to them; see that nothing you do shall pass beyond the limits of 
their comprehension."157 The goal that this adaptation to the urban mob is to 
accomplish, however, is no physical survival of the fittest, as visualized by the 
Darwinists, but emotional survival. This goal, however, is never accomplished. 
Loneliness increasingly overwhelms the initially harmless modernist flâneur, until 
he is finally transformed into a postmodern stalker. At the risk of appearing 
perverse, the narrator offers suggestions of how "true intimacy" may be wrenched 
from unsuspecting strangers—a state of affairs that would appear in much later 
fiction, for instance Bellow's "Seize The Day" (1956).'58 In those few moments 

l5'' For an intriguing discussion of "the counterfeit sense of community" in the city, the feeling of 
common identity as "a usable falsehood," and how people tend to respond to "otherness" in people 
with unease, see Richard Sennett, The Uses of Disorder: Personal Identity and City Life (London: 
The Penguin Press, 1970), 36-49. 
155 Quoted in Peter Nicholls, Modernisms: A Literary Guide (Berkeley, Los Angeles: University of 
California Press, 1995), 17. 
156 YB, 237. 
157 YB, 246. 
158 Saul Bellow once pointed out that "Seize The Day" is concerned with "the city-dweller's 
fulfillment of personal needs on strangers. The feelings that usually involve private commitment are 
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before they realize that they do not know you, the narrator says, "you will have 
enjoyed a moment of true intimacy with them—an intimacy the purer because it 
cannot last. This has its value, to the lonely wanderer."159 Convinced of the 
fundamental impossibility to truly get to know people in an urban context and to 
establish nurturing friendships, Coates disallows his narrator to succeed in his efforts 
to find emotional nourishment, and expels him into loneliness. 

According to Donald Phelps, a rare Coates commentator, the writer's earlier 
preoccupation with "the agony of stress ... wrought of our clinging to the rags of 
privacy while needing completion through pairings and partnerships ... ripened 
into a creative obsession"160 in Yesterday's Burdens. Indeed, the obsessive efforts 
that the narrator (despite his poor appraisal of the urban crowd) engages in to 
establish an emotional link between himself and his environment are sufficiently 
ludicrous to strike the reader as self-parody. Yet even this self-ironic tone only 
barely prevents his account from becoming sentimental. Forcing the reader to take 
the narrator at his own overtly articulated evaluation, Coates is again revealed to 
walk a thin line indeed between bathos and pathos, between melodrama and 
tragedy. 

The exorcism of Henderson is completed, then, in the final section of the novel, 
and the writer, we sense, accepts his exile from the city. Indeed, Yesterday's Burdens, 
written in the author's country home, is as much (or even more) a novel of exile than 
The Eater of Darkness, the novel that was written in France.161 The author is an exile 
from the city, but continues to be fascinated with the place he cannot live in, as is 
common in exile-novels: 

"Nights, between the coming of darkness and the moonrise ... I look southward down 
the length of my valley: cupped between the last hills and overflowing sluggishly into 
the sky I see a ruddy glow like a sullen aurora. That is New York. 

I stare, wondering on what animated faces, what fevered gestures, on what 
scenes of kindliness or cruelty, of passion, joy or wrath that light shines."162 

Also, the removal from the city causes the narrator to reflect at length on his identity, 
and the human self in general, as he attempts to construct a "provisional" identity, as 
Kennedy has noted is common in the exiled writer.163 The provisional nature of the 
narrator's new identity becomes very much apparent when his city voice intrudes to 

now casually exchanged in public." See K.M. Opdahl, The Novels of Saul Bellow. An Introduction 
(University Park: Penn State University Press, 1967), 108. 
159 YB, 247. 
160 Phelps, "Passionate Precision,"161. 
161 Malcolm Cowley, who reviewed Yesterday's Burdens for The New Republic, praised Coates 
particularly for his evocation of the lost generation's continued preoccupation with exile, as many of 
them moved to the countryside after returning from Europe. 
162 YB, 59. 
161 Gerald J. Kennedy, Imagining Pans: Exile, Writing, and American Identity (New Haven, London: 
Yale University Press, 1993), 27. 
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observe, "There is, of course, the great problem of whether or not I belong here." 
Finally, like other writing that emerges from the expenence of exile, Yesterday's 
Burdens reflects "both an intensified awareness of place and an instinctive 
preoccupation with the identity of the alienated self,"165 embodied in the novel as 
Henderson. Especially interesting in the interpretation of Henderson as the "alienated 
self' is William James's theory about the "social self," the self amidst other people, 
as he formulated it in The Principles of Psychology (1891). According to James— 
whose thoughts, as we saw, were shown to have influenced the young Coates at 
Yale—every individual has as many social selves as he belongs to social groups. 
When the difference between one social self and the other selves grows too large, the 
individual is forced to drop that particular self, which then becomes subconscious. If 
he doesn't, he will lose the unifying link that binds the various social selves 
together.166 The city-dwelling Henderson, then, is that social self that the country-
bound Coates has to nd himself of if he is to maintain a stable identity. Although 
admirable in certain ways (he is handsome, flamboyant and well-connected), 
Henderson primarily represents those facets of the narrator's personality and his 
existence that have become increasingly "burdensome." In this way, Yesterday's 
Burdens becomes less a novel debating the pros and cons of city or country life than a 
novel about identity, and "the identity of home" that became so important a theme in 
modem fiction,167 for instance in Thomas Wolfe's You Can't Go Home Again ( 1940). 

One way to read the ultimate loss of Henderson, then, is to interpret it as 
the completion of the narrator's process of self-discovery. The loss is formulated 
as follows: 

And then, at last, the city surrounded him, made itself a part of him as he of it 
and (blending together losing himself as if one by one, and (but even more subtly 
changing like a crowd that has not yet compacted itself, but splitting apart, dividing 
and subdividing He) as if dispersing, as if lost in very multiplicity, even as I 
approached. He like a crowd and himself lost in the crowd, and) vanishing, finally, 
before my eyes 

I never saw him again '68 

As was suggested earlier, however, the exorcism described above can also be seen, 
conversely, as a realization of man's inability to know either the self or the other. 
The loss of Henderson thus hints at the artificiality of such fictional devices as plot 
and characterization—a realization that leaves the writer silenced. 

'"YB, 19 
165 Kennedy, Imagining Pans, 26 
166 See J H van den Berg, Dieptepsychologie (Nijkerk Uitgeverij G F van Callenbach, 1972), 134, 
137 
167 See for instance Andrew Gurr, Writers in Exile The Identity of Home m Modern Literature 
(Sussex The Harvester Press, 1981) 
168 YB, 269 
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Next to these two functions, to complicate matters still further, Henderson 
serves yet another goal. When reading the novel as a period piece, the 
protagonist's disappearance also functions as a way for Coates to bid farewell to 
the urban life-style that had characterized the as the "roaring twenties" as it 
reached its decadent crescendo. Characterized by broken-up relationships, 
adultery, divorce, a new nervousness169 and innumerable but increasingly routine 
parties—which Coates himself described as catering to their "gin-mad, sex-crazed, 
thrill-starved, jazz-dazed, speed-fevered, dance-hungry appetites"170—social life 
had become distastefully hollow. Greenwich Village had become invaded by 
affluent Babbitts who "tried to escape from themselves by playing at 
Bohemianism with the help of modernistic furniture and drunken parties in 
kitchenette studios of the Village,"171 and a new class of commercialized writers, 
artists, designers, and public-relations counselors had arisen to suit an American 
society that was fast becoming "hyper-consumer-minded."172 It is with these two 
classes that Henderson associates: 

Afternoons, [Henderson] is to be seen in the apartments of the more 
recherché commercial artists; of writers who are either just going to, or just 
returning from Hollywood; of stockbrokers who collect, with a tempered 
enthusiasm, lalique glass and finance, every second year or so, an unsuccessful 
musical comedy. He is poised, alert, insouciant: he goes well with modemique 
furniture. I have not seen him for years.173 

Talking about the 1920s, Nathaniel Benchley, Robert Benchley's son, defined the 
decade as "a period of group activity, when people moved in groups, ate and drank 
in groups, loved more or less in groups, thought in groups,"174 etcetera. This 
behavioral pattern was certainly also true for those involved with The New 
Yorker—a closely-knit group which often spent their weekends together at a 
communal farm near the Amawalk Reservoir in Westchester County, New York, 

169 See, for instance, F. Scott Fitzgerald, "My Lost City": "The restlessness of New York in 1927 
approached hystena. The parties were bigger ... the shows were broader, the buildings were higher, 
the morals were looser and the liquor was cheaper; but all of these benefits did not really minister to 
much delight Groups were held together by a generic nervousness." In F. Scott Fitzgerald, The 
Crack-Up. Edited by Edmund Wilson (New York: New Directions, 1959). See also Josephson, Life 
Among the Surrealists, 366 and Cowley, —And I Worked at the Writer's Trade, 92. 
170 RMC to Kenneth Burke, Thursday [August 1930] (KBP). 

Albert Parry, Garrets and Pretenders: A History of Bohemianism in America (New York: Dover 
Publications, Inc., 1933, revised edition, 1960), 326. For a description of the cultural changes that 
occurred in Greenwich Village during this period—a sketch that is easily recognizable in Yesterday's 
Burdens—see 324-28. 
'"Douglas, Terrible Honesty, 192. 
173 YB, 15. 
'^ Quoted in Harrison Kinney, James Thurber- His Life and Times (New York: Henry Holt and Co., 
1995), 377. 
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and frequently gathered in New York bars, restaurants, and speakeasies 175 It is 
reasonable to assume that the New Yorker group may well have served as a model 
for the urban, group-oriented lifestyle of the 1920s that Coates described in his 
novel Indeed, Coates once remarked to Malcolm Cowley that Henderson vaguely 
resembled James Thurber '76 

Pondering Henderson's crowd (to which he used to belong), the narrator 
decides that "Tonight I will have none of them I know so well what they are 
doing," and proceeds to solemnly describe their formulaic routine 

There will be greetings and ringings of the telephone, cocktails will be poured and 
drunk, cigarettes held in nervous fingers Towards eight o'clock or later, women 
will be crowding before the mirror in the bathroom, men will be hunting out 
overcoats from the tangle of clothes on the bed in the alcove and shoving their arms 
into the sleeves people will be going trailing laughter down the stairs We shall all 
gather on the sidewalk in a little noisy cluster, deep down among the silent 
unfriendly houses We shall debate the ments of this restaurant or that '77 

At the end of the night, the group will disperse, each member of the ensemble 
becoming "another nocturnal figure slipping, furtive and anonymous, among the 
dark shops, the silent houses, and indistinguishable from any other that one might 
encounter on the empty street, hurrying no one knows whither "'78 With the party 
dispersing, the lone figure, now bereft of the group's protective function, and non
existent as an individual, has no choice but to retreat to "his cloister in a 
carnival"—as Fitzgerald expressed the essential loneliness of the metropolitan 
figure in the roaring jazz-age 179 Like Malcolm Cowley's Exile's Return (1934), 
Djuna Barnes's Nightwood (1937), F Scott Fitzgerald's Tender is the Night 
(1934) and, above all, his essays "My Lost City" and "Echoes of the Jazz-Age" 
that were later collected as The Crack-Up (1945), Yesterday's Burdens was 
likewise engaged in a renunciation of the 1920s as its author tried to come to 
terms, in the words of Fitzgerald, with the "undercurrent of cynicism and despair 

a pervasive sense of drift, and a widespread rootlessness" that typified the 
culture of modernism l80 So accurate was Coates's picture that Cowley could not 
escape the impression that it was "as if [Coates was] trying to summon up [those 
lost yesterdays], to gather together the throng of them in order to tell them 
goodbye "l81 When read as cultural document of the early 1930s, Coates's novel is 
a powerful portrait of transience, loneliness and spiritual despair that resulted both 

1 5 See Burton Bernstein, Thurber A Biography (New York Dodd, Mead & Co, 1975), 173-75, 
178-79 See also Kinney, James Thurber, 369 
176 See Malcolm Cowley, —AndI Worked at the Writer s Trade, 89 
177 YB, 61-62 
178 YB, 63-64 
179 F Scott Fitzgerald, The Crack-Up, 33 
180 For a discussion of Nightwood and Tender is the Night in this context, see Kennedy, Imagining 
Pans, 238 
181 Malcolm Cowley, "Figure in a Crowd," The New Republic 77 (February 7, 1934) 369 
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from the particular life-style of the period and the rise of metropolitan mass life in 
general 

Conclusion 
In Yesterday's Burdens Coates gives literary expression to the modem 
metropolitan experience in the New York of the 1930s, and the evolving new way 
of life in the Connecticut countryside Whereas his first novel had primarily been 
focussed on the aesthetic turmoil of the decade under consideration, his second 
study on the effects of modernity has a distinctly social and psychological 
orientation Still, the project led Coates to explore a variety of complex 
experiments in literary form and narrative style that resulted in an unusually 
amalgamated, collage-like, autobiographical confessional novel Next to the 
decisions that Coates made about plot and character, especially noteworthy are the 
writer's use of the paraphernalia of mass and popular culture, his blending of satire 
and sentiment, humor and despair, highbrow and lowbrow, his extensive use of 
metafictional commentary and explanation, and the highly parenthetical narrative 
style Coates compensated for the many elements of indeterminacy of his novel, in 
modernist fashion, through a musical structure and a high dedication to 
craftsmanship The indeterminacy, however, cannot be canceled out so easily 
Thus, the book is an ambitious and sometimes harried attempt to match form and 
content, inner and outer, art and society and deserves critical attention as a unique 
document of a cultural Zeitgeist and social order, a highly original inquiry into 
literary form and style and a book of much verbal beauty, dedicated, as Coates 
once wrote, "[t]o fill up the interstices that yawn between even the closest words, 
to make a texture tenacious and yet transparent, to imprison the objects therein, as 
in atmosphere "182 The novel's various techniques and moods—its "literary 
vaudeville," its New Yorker humor, its flirtations with Dada and with early 
postmodernism—broaden our insight into the literary activities of the American 
1930s, as well as our definitions of what constitutes "modernist" writing Although 
the exploration of the social and cultural transition from the 1920s to the 1930s is 
an essential part of the book's purpose, Yesterday's Burdens, as my analysis has 
shown, is much more than a period piece According to Malcolm Cowley, who did 
much to get the book republished in 1975, Yesterday's Burdens "is part of our 
heritage, not one of the major texts, but still a lasting book and, in its quiet way, 
essential "183 

RMC, unpublished manuscript material, related to Yesterday s Burdens (RMCP) 
Cowley, "Reconsideration," 42 
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Chapter 11 

The Struggle of Writing 
Unpublished Works: "They Died as They Walked" and "Bright Day" 
After the shedding of yesterday's burdens, a crisis in Coates's literary life ensued 
which was not resolved until he started working on The Bitter Season in the early 
1940s. Specifically, in line with the decade's dominant literary direction, the writer 
struggled to accommodate an increasingly strong naturalistic urge to document the 
actual and material contemporary world outside the self, rather than the subjective 
perception and experience of that environment. In 1934, he communicated his 
departure from the concerns of the private world clearly enough. Obviously tired with 
the intense introspection that he had chosen to engage in while writing his previous 
confessional work, Coates developed plans for a novel about a failed Arctic 
expedition. Outlining his plans to Gertrude Stein, he added: "1 had an idea it would be 
good for me, after writing so much about direct personal experiences, to try to do 
something that would be completely outside myself, for a change."1 

Coates had always been interested in books and journals about polar 
expeditions—he reviewed several of them for The New Republic2 and The New 
Yorker1—and now tried "to make a sort of small tragic sequence out of their common 
experience."4 The novel, tentatively called "They Died As They Walked," was to 
deal with three explorers who plan to fly from Seattle to Moscow, an uncommon 
route at the time, in order to scientifically explore the unknown territory beneath. In 
the manuscript, the expedition prematurely ends in disaster when the plane gets lost 
and crashes to the icy surface: "the sound of the catastrophe seemed to go yelling 
away across the ice,"5 as the portentous mood is set. The men endeavor to get to 
safety on foot, but fail to cover the 130 miles that separate them from human 
civilization. 

The writer was above all interested in the psychological reactions of the three 
men to their intensely isolated position (as Coates's stepdaughter once pointed out, 
his great fondness for skiing was related to his interest in the feeling of isolation 
brought on by snow).6 Contrary to what the manuscript's dramatic title might 
suggest, the writer's approach to his characters was unsentimental and detached. 

' RMC to Gertrude Stein, January 30 [1934] (GSC). 
2 See RMC, "The Course of Empire," The New Republic 80 (Oct 17, 1934): 280-81; "Antarctic 
Holiday," New Republic 81 (Dec 12, 1934): 144; "The Great Adventurers," The New Republic 82 
(April 10, 1935): 256, 258; "Exploration: Two Types," The New Republic 86 (April 22, 1936): 322-
23. 
3 See RMC, "The Andrée Tragedy—Confessional," The New Yorker 6 (January 3, 1931): 73; "About 
Murder, Criticism and the South Pole," The New Yorker 7 (March 7, 1931): 84-86; "Ladies of the 
Nineties," The New Yorker 1 (May 9, 1931): 85. 
4 RMC to Gertrude Stein, January 30 [1934] (GSC). 
5 RMC, "They Died as They Walked," unpublished manuscript (RMCP). 
6 Ingrid Waldron, interview by author, Westport Point, Massachusetts, July 12-13, 1997. 
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reminiscent of Ernest Hemingway, even as he leads them deeper and deeper into a 
hopeless situation. "They Died as They Walked" clearly reveals Coates's naturalist 
streak—his great interest in man as a "waif amid forces." In a manner much like 
Stephen Crane's, Coates reveals man's puniness in the face of overpowering natural 
forces. For instance: "[the explorer] felt a kind of tragic detachment, a remote 
understanding rising within him—as if, from his height, from his distance, he saw at 
last the whole might of the forces arrayed against him, and knew the finality of their 
working, and the uselessness of man's struggle to combat them."7 

Stylistically, "They Died as They Walked" combined "straight narration"—a 
mode of literary writing that he had not used since his short story "The Young 
Man" for Gargoyle in 1921—with an exercise in documentary nonfiction, 
comparable to The Outlaw Years. In his studies of the diaries of Arctic explorers, 
Coates had felt that such diarists, "in their stem way of limiting themselves to hard 
facts, provide about the best way I know of of studying 'straight narration' in its 
purest form."8 Manuscript material (some sixty consecutive pages of the planned 
novel survive in the Coates papers) shows that the writer, in anticipation of the 
techniques of the non-fiction novel of the 1960s and the literary journalism of Joseph 
Mitchell, Joe Liebling and Lillian Ross that appeared in The New Yorker from the 
1940s onwards, tried to develop a fact-driven narrative that would use such literary 
techniques as storytelling, description, dialogue and scene-setting but that would also 
use allegedly verifiable facts in the form of logbooks and diaries. Coates tried to 
reach his goal by employing two separate narrative points of view: first, the use of an 
omniscient narrator who provides detailed commentary on the Arctic conditions as 
well as in-depth psychological studies of the three men, and second, the use of a 
knowledgeable editor of and commentator on the several detailed logbooks and 
diaries that were supposedly found after the men's deaths. Though interesting as an 
experiment, the overall result was far from compelling. Two pages into the fifth 
chapter, the manuscript stops abruptly. 

The failure to write the Arctic book not only raised Coates's doubts if he was 
taking the correct approach to writing, but caused him to seriously question the very 
feasibility of his chosen profession. In the Fall of 1934, he spent a period of time at 
the writer's colony Yaddo, in upstate New York. He considered his stay there "a sort 
of test case."9 Having found it much more difficult to write at his country home than 
he had anticipated, Coates wanted to find out if being at "the fount of creative 
effort"10 would help. If not, Coates confided to Burke, "I think I'll give up trying to 
be a full-time writer, come to the city, and write, as I did before, out of sheer 
exasperation."" Around the same time, Coates re-applied for a Guggenheim 
Fellowship. On the application form he wrote, somewhat dramatically, "My ultimate 

7 RMC, "They Died as They Walked." 
8 RMC to James Putnam, February 2, 1958 (P.E.N files, Princeton University Libraries) 
9 RMC to Kenneth Burke, September I [1934] (KBP) 
10 Ibid. 
"Ibid. 
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purpose is to continue as a writer "l2 Possibly intended as a persuasive argument 
for the Guggenheim committee, the statement reveals that Coates had little 
confidence that his career as a creative writer would succeed if the necessity to wnte 
for a living continued to distract him Unfortunately, the Fellowship was refused 
him for a second time, despite the recommendations of several noteworthy figures 
Gertrude Stein, who was embittered, and openly declared that her recommendation 
would be of little use, George Soule, political editor at The New Republic and 
author of A Planned Society (1932), Malcolm Cowley, who apologized for not 
having praised Yesterday's Burdens enough in his review for The New Republic, 
James Thurber, who, if anything, praised Coates too much, and Conrad Aiken, 
whose commitment to art was reflected in his pronouncement of Yesterday's 
Burdens as a "delightful and original thing "13 Without funding, Coates faced the 
difficult situation in which the desire to produce highly ambitious and decidedly 
non-commercial literary projects had to be combined with the inevitably ever-
increasing financial necessity to write for a living 

This necessity had become all the greater with the birth of Coates's first 
and only child, Anthony Robertson Coates, on March 4, 1934 The boy, as Malcolm 
Cowley remembered, was "openly adored by his parents and showered with gifts by 
both of them "'4 Cowley, whose own son Robert was of the same age and became 
closely befriended with Anthony for a considerable time, described the young Tony, 
as he was always called, as follows 

He was indeed a most attractive child, with red-gold curls, blue eyes set wide apart, 
and a very high forehead He was bright, sensitive, imaginative, he built whole cities 
with blocks in the living room, he showed an early talent for drawing as well as 
language Everyone felt he would have a shining future l5 

Tragically, Anthony's future was much more dim than anyone had supposed In 
January 1974, some months after Robert Coates's death of cancer, Malcolm Cowley 
described Anthony as follows "And Tony Coates, practically washed up at 40, an 
alcoholic who won't even work with AA and is on the point of losing his job, with 
no hope of another—and he'll have to serve two months for drunken driving "'6 A 
few months later, Anthony committed suicide, leaving his second wife Dolores 
Coates as well as two children from his first marriage to Sally Coates 17 None of 
this, of course, was apparent in the early 1930s—a decade filled, for the writer, 
with artistic struggles 

12 RMC, Application for Guggenheim Fellowship, 1935 (John Simon Guggenheim Memorial 
Foundation, New York City) 
13 Ibid 
14 Malcolm Cowley, "Anthony Robertson Coates," The Sherman Sentinel 27, no 21 (April 10, 
1974) 5 
15 Ibid 
16 Malcolm Cowley to Kenneth Burke, January 19, 1874 [1974] (MCC) 
17 For a short biographical essay on Anthony Coates, see Cowley, "Anthony Robertson Coates," 5-7 
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Coates's failed attempt to write "They Died as They Walked" revealed, 
among other things, that the writer, in turning to the Arctic, had traveled too far afield 
in his efforts "to do something that would be completely outside [himself]."18 

Pondering his lack of success, Coates intimated as much and told Burke: "it may be 
that a certain bent toward what I call naturalism which I see in myself means that I 
have to work closer to experience."19 To Coates, "experience" meant urban 
experience and it should come as no surprise that the work that he proposed to the 
Guggenheim Foundation (and worked on until 1942), was, again, set in New York 
City. Although a source of great exasperation, the city remained Coates's true 
fount of inspiration. Certainly, the city provided an enormous amount of data to 
satisfy the writer's "bent toward ... naturalism." Elaborating on the attraction of 
naturalism for American authors, Donald Pizer has pointed out that "writers as 
different as Dreiser and Crane, or Parrei 1 and Faulkner, have responded to the 
exciting possibilities of [naturalism] ... and yet [all] have been able to shape these 
possibilities into works expressing most of all their own distinctive 
temperaments."20 The same holds true for Coates; the naturalist elements that he 
employs in his work of the 1930s and 1940s (which next to social environment 
empathically includes the forces of chance and randomness, mass culture, and the 
broad force of "Zeitgeist") are embedded and put to use within the highly 
idiosyncratic fabric of his work. 

The writer outlined his projected novel, "Bright Day," to the Guggenheim 
Foundation as "a novel, laid in contemporary New York, and designed to trace the 
relationship between man and woman, under contemporary conditions, through 
marriage, parenthood, middle age, and on to death."21 The book was to contain 
several sets of characters to suggest the diversity of human experience as well as 
"to indicate more fully the mass effect of city life on individual action."22 In terms 
of scope, the novel was to be limited to relating the events that take place on "a bright 
day" on and around one particular block on Sixth Avenue.23 The reader witnesses 
events on the Avenue itself, on the sidewalks, on the platforms of the Elevated Train 
above it, in apartments and shops that line the street, and in the Avenue's side-
streets. In its limited geographical orientation, "Bright Day" may be seen as an 
instance of what Blanche Gelfant defined as the "ecological" city novel of which 
Waldo Franks's City Block (1922), Albert Halper's Union Square (1933), the 
Chicago's South Side novels of James T. Farrell, for instance Studs Lonigan (1934), 

18 RMC to Gertrude Stein, January 30 [1934] (GSC) 
" RMC to Kenneth Burke, September 1 [1934] (KBP) 
20 Donald Pizer, The Theory and Practice of American Literary Naturalism Selected Essays and 
Reviews (Carbondale Southern Illinois University Press, 1993), 123. 
21 RMC, Application for Guggenheim Fellowship, 1935 (John Simon Guggenheim Memorial 
Foundation, New York City) 
22 Ibid 
23 Coates's research on the life and history of Sixth Avenue, prompted his suggestion to The New 
Yorker to write Profiles of vanous New York avenues. See RMC to St. Clair McKelway, July 5, 
1935 (TNYR) Despite enthusiasm at The New Yorker, the Profiles never appeared 
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and Ann Petry's The Street (1942) are prime examples. City novels of this type, in 
contrast to the "synoptic novel" which reveals the city in its totality, focus on one 
small spatial unit such as a neighborhood or city block.24 

Convinced of the need for authors to develop an "individually thought-out 
method"—something that Coates felt was altogether too rare an aspect of 
contemporaneous American literature25—the writer again researched several 
formal options and made some unconventional decisions to convey his vision of 
modem New York City life. Discussing his efforts with Kenneth Burke, always a 
useful sounding board, he wrote: "It seems to me that the writer nowadays is faced 
by a state of life that is unique in many ways, and that the only way he has of 
unraveling it is by a far bolder use of coincidence, unrelated characters, 
disconnected motivations, blind or unjustified denouements, resolutions of crises, 
etc., than the traditional plot-forms ever permitted."26 The writer had spotted 
certain elements of this approach in a variety of modem writing: he detected it in 
Joyce's Ulysses, but "particularly in [the] microcosmic arrangements"27 of such 
novels as Vicki Baum's Grand Hotel, a translation of the Austrian writer's popular 
Menschen im Hotel (1929) and the "proletarian writer" Albert Halper's Union 
Square?* While these novels did away with several traditional novelistic 
conventions, Coates felt that "nobody yet ... has deliberately let go of all the 
unities, grasped his nose with one hand, and dived off into society itself."29 

In his earlier fiction {The Eater of Darkness, Yesterday's Burdens), the 
writer had been interested in conveying the psychological and emotional 
experience of city life, portraying distraught modem sensibilities. Now he aimed at 
a detailed, essentially formalist portrayal of the material city itself and the physical 
movements of the common people it contains, in which the inner psychological 
element was to remain almost wholly absent. The remarkable interaction between 
the inner subject and the outer world of objects that had characterized the 
depiction of New York in Yesterday's Burdens is replaced by a much more distant, 
cinematic portrayal—infused, however, with surrealist imagery—of the sights, 
routines and mechanics of urban mass life. "Bright Day" contains some distinctly 
painterly portraits of Sixth Avenue (the main location of the book) as it might look 
on a "brisk bright day," when the light gives New York a special look and 
atmosphere. His style contains some familiarly Coatesian representational and 
syntactic techniques: 

24 Blanche Gelfant, The American City Novel (Norman: The University of Oklahoma Press, 1954), 
12-13. 
25 See for instance Coates's review of The New American Caravan, a volume devoted to presenting 
new tendencies in American literature, edited by Alfred Kreymborg, Lewis Mumford and Paul 
Rosenfeld, in which Coates registered complaints about the lack of innovation. RMC, "New Faces," 
The New Republic 89 (December 16, 1936). 223. 
26 RMC to Kenneth Burke, March 15 [1935] (KBP). 
27 Ibid. 
28 Coates reviewed Halper's novel in "Cities of the Plain," The New Yorker 9 (March 11, 1933): 63. 
29 RMC to Kenneth Burke, March 15 [1935] (KBP). 
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There was a scattering of pedestnans on the sidewalks and (hght-winkingly 
PAINTS Artist Materials A Hardware A Plumbing A SHOES and) in front of the 
Hardware an old man in a black felt hat was tugging a dog along by its leash, two 
seemingly identical men in blue suits were walking as if interminably uptown Or 
the lady in the black dress scuttling from El pillar to El pillar as (like jaws closing 
meeting) passing the yellow-green bus, pink and yellow the WARDS FINE 
CAKES, and then, safety in sight, plunging towards the curb where Simmons and 
Amberman, where a parked taxi, where a boy, in a smudged white apron was 
loading parcels into a hand delivery cart30 

The narrow segment of New York life that Coates portrays specifically 
serves to reveal the interconnectedness of all human actions that occur in the city as 
a whole "Bright Day" evinces the conviction, akin to that of Theodore Dreiser, but 
more mathematical in orientation, that each city-dweller is unwittingly propelled 
onward by unpredictable yet unavoidable chance—each action, including his own, 
the net result of countless, invisible and untraceable individual decisions and other 
chance events that had occurred elsewhere in the vast city beyond 

In the main, the life of the block was uneventful But behind and beyond this small 
segment of the city's huge facade the city's broader, more intricately patterned life 
extended itself Elevators went up and down in office buildings, traffic lights changed 
in the streets below and motor cars, obediently, resumed or halted their joumeyings, 
ferry boats moved out from their piers into the spray-soused stream of harbor travel 
El trains, passing distributed their pounding thunders among the rooms along the way 
On the sunlit roofs of tenements pigeon-fanciers, waving long bamboo poles, 
whipped out or drew in their flights To all this intricate, extensive activity the life 
of the block was, indirectly or directly, related, though none of the occupants thought 
of the city in such terms it was, potentially at least, the ever-present, unpredictable 
partner in their affairs 1I 

Human beings, at the mercy of "the play of human forces so complex that they had 
the impact of Fate,"32 are posited as both the victims and the catalysts of naturalist 
force In the city, man is trapped inside a man-generated matrix, an inextricable 
web of chance human movement, an irreversible chain reaction from which there 
can be no escape The belief in the impact of the city as immense and all-pervasive 
was, of course, not new it underlies a whole tradition of twentieth-century 
American city fiction, starting with Theodore Dreiser's Sister Carrie (1900) What 
makes Coates's effort unusual is his almost mathematical attempt to expose and 
portray the mechanics of coincidence, chance and the accidental "Could not," the 
writer wondered, "all these [human] trails be recorded, each line traced and 
diagrammed9"33 Again, Coates's fascination with the chance mechanics of life, 

3U RMC, "Bnght Day," unpublished novel, 10 (RMCP) 
31 Ibid, 34 
32 Ibid, 46 
33 RMC, "New York City Book Notes," unpublished manuscript material, 122 (RMCP) 
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and the almost obsessive desire to explore them, bear an interesting resemblance to 
the works of the contemporary American writer Paul Auster. 

To work out his study, Coates peopled his microcosm with an unusually 
wide cast of characters. In the course of "Bright Day," which runs to only 119 pages, 
as many as 80 (!) different characters are presented in variable degrees of detail. 
Narrating the activities and thoughts of so many characters, related mainly through 
being in the same place at the same time, puts a heavy strain on the narrative 
perspective and point of view. Coates solved this by employing what we might 
call "estafette narration": we jump from one scene to the next as characters pass 
each other by, wait at the same traffic light, or cross each other's paths in different 
ways. At such moments, the camera turns, Short Cuts fashion,34 and zooms in on 
other persons. In this way Coates sought to approximate "the concept of life ... as 
a series of instantaneous encounters, of the individual as a speck, seen glancingly, 
lost instantly in the crowd, and seen again, if at all, only by the accidents of the 
crowd's movements," a technique he had found reflected in the work of John Dos 
Passos and Leane Zugsmith.35 

Another problem that Coates had to face was how to maintain narrative 
unity in a recreation of the very fleetingness and fragmentation of everyday urban 
life. To achieve at least some sense of integration, Coates made the deafening 
noise of the Sixth Avenue El-train functional as a connecting, though terribly 
noisy, thread (Virginia Woolf used the sound of the Big Ben in a similar way in 
Mrs. Dalloway). For the reader, however, it is extremely difficult to keep track of 
the multiple events and characters. Again, this may have been Coates's idea 
(modem life does not permit understanding), but the reader is offered very few 
incentives for his troubles. Also, Coates's aesthetic rendition of the everyday 
mechanics of mass life went against the writer's insistence that his book reveal the 
"processes of desire, love and death,"36 for which purpose he needed to be able to 
rely on narrative progression.37 Ultimately, the very large cast disallowed the 
author to solve the conflict between fragmentation and plot continuity. 

As in his earlier two novels, Coates launched both fictional and actual 
people into his fictional environment. Thus, the reader encounters Wynn Holcomb, 
Coates's friend from his Paris years; the humorist Sid Perelman, whom Coates 
knew well through his contacts with Nathanael West and The New Yorker; Jim 
Thurber; Julian Levi, a Social Surrealist artist and a good friend; and "Jap" Gude, 
a CBS radio executive and a close friend to both Coates and Thurber.38 Coates, 

34 Movie by Robert Altman (1993), based on the short stories of Raymond Carver. 
" RMC, "Civil War Times and Modem Life," The New Yorker 8 (October 29, 1932): 63. 
16 RMC, "Bright Day," 37. 
37 For a discussion of the aesthetics of modernism and the technique of story-telling, see Astradur 
Eysteinsson, The Concept of Modernism (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 1990), 187 
See also Michael Roemer, Telling Stones' Postmodernism and the Invalidation of Traditional 
Narrative (Lanham: Rowman and Littlefield Publishers, 1997). 
38 Hamson Kinney, James Thurber: His Lije and Times (New York: Henry Holt and Company, 
1995), 369; Burton Bernstein, Thurber A Biography (New York: Dodd, Mead & Co., 1975), 172. 



254 Following Strangers, Part IV: 1933-1946 

too, appears in the book as Amberman (certainly a nice enough name for a man 
with orange-red hair), a writer who is described as "one of those relatively few 
people who are really sensitive to the city"39 and who speculates at considerable 
length on how to write—a recognizable Coatesian staple.40 Other members of 
Coates's large cast are fictional characters who had already appeared or would 
appear elsewhere in his oeuvre: Laura and Henderson from Yesterday's Burdens; 
several of the characters from the short stories "Gil, This is Lola"41 and "The 
Sound of Death";42 and Anton Cormoris, the protagonist of The Farther Shore 
(1957). His life is one of the many trails that can be traced through the city and 
that will unexpectedly turn out to be an exceptional one: 

Let the trails be traced, and more often than not they would lead to dullness and 
disappointment. But there are exceptions. Some trails lead to banality, some to 
violence and fierce passion, and it is in the fact that the first are indistinguishable 
from the others that the drama lies: not until the very moment of crisis do the 
differences appear. What does a man look like, and how does he differ from a 
dozen others, walking down Twenty-Seventh Street—if that man is doomed to die 
when he reaches the comer? Or see Anton Cormoris there, big, gray-faced, long-
armed, awkward-looking: not in this book, but perhaps in another is his tragedy to 
be unfolded.43 

Richard Baurie, the protagonist of Wisteria Cottage (1948), also appears in 
prototype in the character of the threatening and megalomaniac Fleming. 

Coates's technique of intermixing different ontological levels anticipates the 
metafictional strategy of what Brian McHale has called "framebreaking"44 which 
would become prominent in postmodern literature. Also, as in much early 
postmodernist writing, the limitations and possibilities of fiction are explicitly 
dwelled upon. The writer Amberman speaks of a desire to create a literature that 
would reflect actual life in all of its randomness instead of offering lessons in 
human ethics that, he felt, had been provided by writers as diverse as Tolstoy, 
Flaubert, Trollope and Thomas Mann: 

The truth was that the novel ... had begun as and had remained in essence a 
parable: not, therefor, not even in its most "realistic" modes, a "true portrayal" as 
life as in all its hazardous unpredictableness men knew it to be—but life, so to 
speak, synthesized to accord with the moral pattern; life "ennobled," made juster, 
more reasonable; life oracular. 

RMC, manuscript material related to "Bright Day" (RMCP). 
40 RMC, "Bright Day," 43-48. 
41 RMC, "Gil, This Is Lola," The New Yorker 12 (June 13, 1936): 15-16 
42 "The Sound of Death" is included in All the Year Round (\941). 
43 RMC, "New York Book Notes," manuscript material related to "Bright Day," 127 (RMCP). 
44 See Molly Hite, "Postmodern Fiction," in Emory Elliott (gen. ed.). The Columbia History of the 
American Novel (New York: Columbia University Press, 1991), 703. 
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It was life divorced from all so-called "accidental" forces; life presented as a 
field in which man's aspiration—to be good, and, being good, to prosper—might 
work untrammeled, it was the sermon preached.... Great novels—War and Peace, 
Madame Bovary, The Prime Minister, The Magic Mountain—so majestic in 
concept that the heart bowed down to them, had been written and would still be 
written inside that frame, it was only when the pattern was applied to events in the 
modem city that it seemed, to Amberman at least, to fail of full effect "There are 
things that slip through," he would say45 

The traditional novel, Amberman felt, had subscribed to the belief that "Not Fate, 
... but Providence must rule—an esthetic Providence, be it noted, which expressed 
the morale of each changing epoch."46 To portray real life, as Coates himself has 
insisted as well, a place had to be accorded to the illogical, the accidental, the 
unpredictable and the irrelevant.47 Accordingly, fiction had to rid itself of the 
"explicit relationships between cause and effect, motive and circumstance"48 that, 
according to Amberman, the novel continued to insist on. 

The renunciation of the connection between literature and morality, and 
the awareness of the clash between the actualities of human experience and the 
equally human need to impose values upon it, seems a belated echo of the views 
developed in, for instance, Theodore Dreiser's Sister Carrie and Stephen Crane's 
The Red Badge of Courage (1895). Also, the classification of such novels as War 
and Peace as "preached sermons" is certainly a simplification. Nevertheless, the 
author's plea for chance and randomness as well as his resentment at "life 
oracular" are noteworthy elements of his complaint. Of special interest is the 
strong resemblance that the writer's ideas bear to some of the technicalities of 
early postmodernist fiction and its criticism of modernism. On the surface, they 
appear remarkably close to the demands that the existentialist critic William 
Spanos made of postmodernist literature, especially his rejection, in the late 1960s, 
of those writers who think "beyond history"—those who "in one way or another, 
accept a certain metaphysics and ignore the concreteness of everyday life, with its 
unpredictable coincidences, and create explanatory, all-encompassing structures 
and frames."49 

Unlike in certain postmodernist fiction, however, the refutation in "Bright 
Day" of what Amberman called "life oracular" was not based on a belief in the 
impossibility to reveal deeper truths about life. In fact, the call to abolish logic and 
causality and to emphasize the accidental (the "historicity" of Spanos) was "the only 

45 RMC, "Bright Day," 47 
46 Ibid, 46 
47 Interestingly, in the 1950s, when reviewing new works by Jackson Pollock, Coates spoke of the use 
of randomness and chance, the "purely accidental" as "a line of expenmentation that never was of 
much value except as an idea-provoker for formal developments later " RMC, "From Ingres to Pollock, 
Direct," The New Yorker 28 (November 22, 1952) 176 
48 RMC, "Bright Day," 47 
49 Hans Bertens & Theo D'haen, Het Postmodernisme m de Literatuur (Amsterdam de 
Arbeiderspers, 1988), 25 Translation mine 
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way," as Coates wrote, of "unraveling" the modem "state of life." Without pinning 
the writer down to one word, his use of the verb "unravel" is a crucial one in this 
context. For support, a small essay on "the Modem Novel" that Coates wrote in 
1931 is worth mentioning here. The brief article deals with the complaint that "the 
average contemporary novel" frequently took the form of a mere "concatenation of 
coincidences, none of them half so exciting (because none of them is so near 
reality) as the happenings we read of day by day in the newspapers as we follow 
our favorite murder trial." To deal with the complaint, Coates staged an imaginary 
debate between himself and his reader, and has the latter point out, in protest, that 
life is exactly such a concatenation of events, "and never more so than nowadays, 
when all our separate existences are so inextricably tangled that every move we 
make is influenced by, and has its influences on, the lives of a million others"—a 
thesis clearly demonstrated in "Bright Day" itself. "Why then," the reader asks, 
"should the author try to improve on life?" Coates's response: "Why shouldn't he? 
... Or at least try to explain it? Otherwise, hadn't he better go back to writing for, 
and we to reading, a daily newspaper?"51 

Clearly, Coates's work partakes of the modernist unwillingness to 
surrender the hope that life might be "explained" or "unraveled." This desire for 
order, meaning and completeness, incidentally, was no new element of Coates's 
aesthetics but had haunted the writer during the composition of Yesterday's Burdens 
as well. In an unpublished part ofthat novel, the narrator, using his writer voice,52 

speaks of his tormented search for coherence as follows: 

"How many nights have I lain thus, thinking about Henderson, and about all young 
men in the city, trying to find a sequence in their inconsecutive adventures, to 
discover a design that would express the pattemlessness of their lives, a thread that 
would hold them all together, a form that would enclose the formlessness. ... It is 
surely, a sort of torment one inflicts on one's self. Yet how else link day and night 
together?"53 

The chaotic, disorderly and highly fragmented "Bright Day" harbors the same 
feeling: although dedicated to a "far bolder use of coincidence, unrelated 
characters, disconnected motivations, blind or unjustified denouements, 
resolutions of crises, etc.," the very title of the text refers to the hope that on a 
"bright day" one might be able to see the rhyme and reason to the course of human 
life, to detect the ultimate intention and design: 

It was one of those brisk bright days when the clarity of the sun's light, and the 
transparency of the air it pours down through, seem to bestow a kind of rectitude, an 

5U RMC to Kenneth Burke, March 15 [1935] (KBP). 
51 RMC, "Now, About the Modem Novel," The New Yorker 7 (June 20, 1931): 59-60. 
52 In the first part of Yesterday's Burdens, it will be remembered, the narrator uses two distinct 
voices, the one formally distinguished from the other by quotation marks. 
53 RMC, untitled manuscript material, related to Yesterday's Burdens (RMCP). 
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aspect of inevitability and order on everything seen. The random facades of the 
buildings no longer conceal the essential justice of their architecture; traffic moves to a 
reasonable rhythm; even so haphazard a spectacle as a city side street takes on a 
significance, unity, dignity, so that the most incongruous elements of the scene ... 
seem not only to be complete in themselves but to exist as the outward evidences of a 
larger, more complex intention, like the van-colored ends of thread at the edge of a 
fabric, which if traced back separated would appear each to have a deep-woven 
purpose in the general design.54 

On such a day, Coates further notes, the city-dweller feels "peace," as well as a 
"sense of contented participation." Most tellingly of all, "the passerby walks the 
block's length in the same mood of sunny security that he might have as he walked 
along a country-lane."55 Here we find the desire for security, for the ordered design 
of a (rural) past, and the tenacious hope (although no conviction) that life unfolds 
along describable patterns that are characteristic of modernism. The belief that the 
artist would be capable of creating an aesthetic order that would provide a 
meaningful organization to the perception of modem life, despite the forces of 
chance and coincidence, shows how Coates's allegiance to modernism continued to 
be in place, despite his desire to explore its shortcomings and stretch its aspects to 
fürther limits. 

The writer struggled with "Bright Day" from 1934 until 1942, when he 
finally wrapped the novel up and bound its 119 pages together with two pieces of 
string. An important reason for the project's failure was its overambitious plan. To 
sum up the things that Coates tried to make his text do: first, relate the history of a 
city block on Sixth Avenue; second, to introduce and trace the movements of 
eighty characters; third, to outline the "Fate"-like mechanics of New York City 
life; four, to describe the human processes of life, lust, love and death; five, to 
illustrate the intertwining of individual identity with communal identity; and six, 
to outline a theory about the changes needed in the traditional novel which "Bright 
Day" itself would reflect. The novel's complex agenda required skills of 
integration, condensation and ordering that Coates did not have. Although rich in 
ideas, the book's combination of early postmodernist techniques with a modernist 
agenda, and its fusion of narrative with the essayistic tract make for frustrating 
reading indeed. What it does reveal is that the writer's "dive into society itself'— 
the head-on confrontations with, and radical adaptation of literary form, narrative 
style, point of view and characterization to the city's unique characteristics—implied 
no rejection of the autonomy of art or an embrace of the life of the society he "dived" 
into. Nor did the writer's rejection of "life oracular" ultimately result in a 
denunciation of the enlightenment project of modernism. It is significant that "Bright 
Day" ends with a rather sentimental story about an old sculptor and his young 
female model. The sketch details the sculpting process and the man's struggles to 

54 RMC, "Bright Day," 49. 
55 Ibid., 50. 
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capture the female body in clay. "Modeler, c'est construire, ce n'est pas 
dfruire" the sculptor mumbles repeatedly. He has doubts about his artistic 
abilities, but the woman pulls him through. The closing sentence of the manuscript 
reads: " Ί think perhaps I may finish that statue as I want it, after all,' he said, as 
she slipped off her dressing gown." In the final analysis, then, Art or the artistic 
endeavor, is the essential tool to counterbalance the absence of meaning and 
cultural order and provides an elevated place of refuge—apparently inspired by the 
nude female model—from the chaotic, trivial, unspiritual, and blunt day-to-day 
life. 

Coates's "tribute" to the female body, and his suggestion that art is capable 
of lifting that body up to a higher, spiritual and aesthetic level is contrasted, in 
"Bright Day," with the frequently disrespectful comments and treatment of the 
female body in every-day Sixth Avenue life. For instance, as a woman crosses the 
avenue, a young man says: "Here's a nice piece of meat. Get a load of that." 
Coates then continues as follows: 

[Y]ou couldn't help watching the movement of her ass as, indolently, she moved on 
across the street: first one buttock lifting and then falling in a slow rolling 
movement as, lazily the other one rose and as each one fell there would be an 
instant's hitch and quiver of the flesh; through the tight skirt you could see it clearly 
and the regular swaying rise would begin again, languid, insolent, boldly 
enticing.... "Why don't meat like that ever come my way?" Joe Cerniti was saying. 
"Or when it does, it comes when I can't use it."57 

As a writer, Coates recognized the attraction of the female body. Nevertheless, he 
considered its display somehow shameful and dangerously tempting. These 
alternating feelings of attraction and repulsion became an important theme in 
Wisteria Cottage and The Farther Shore, Coates's final two novels, as well as in his 
oft-anthologized story, "The Fury."58 

Coates, Communism and Proletarian Literature II 
In "Bright Day," the unpublished text that Coates worked on throughout the 
1930s, the writer's main aim was to aesthetically convey the (random) patterns of 
contemporaneous life and society. As such, the unpublished novel pays only 
passing attention, literally, to the political situation of the day. Thus, we hear a 
character shout, "Get a load of the Reds!" as he drives by a party on strike, and we 
are made witness to a conversation about Communism, between the writer 
Amberman and the character Roswell Simmons as they walk on Sixth avenue. 
Simmons is heatedly outlining his opinions on the merits of Communism ("It's the 
comrades themselves I find fault with, really. They're not workers, you know, the 

Ibid., 110-19. Robert Coates's first wife. Elsa Kirpal, was a sculptor: the manuscript reveals his 
acquaintance with the craft. 
5 7 RMC, "Bright Day." 
5 8 RMC, "The Fury," The New Yorker 12 (August 15, 1936): 15-18. 
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crowd and the Worker and all that: they don't know the country at large, why 
they've never most of them been out of New York, they've no understanding of 
the real American temper, really") when suddenly, Amberman interrupts him with 
what was Edmund Wilson's remark in 1931: "Get the Communists out of 
Communism, is that the idea?"59 But the men's exchange is of little import, and 
becomes immersed in the city's flow as the men walk on and the reader is 
transported to a next scene. 

Despite his aversion to openly political fiction, Coates's political 
sympathies continued to be decidedly on the left during the second half of the 
decade. Thus, he attended two of the Communist Party-influenced American 
Writers' Congresses (in April 1935 and June 1937) and became involved with The 
League of American Writers, an association of writers dedicated to "the 
preservation and extension of a truly democratic culture" which had been 
established at the first American Writers' Congress.60 In 1936, he served on the 
editorial board of the LAW Bulletin,^ together with Kenneth Burke, Henry Hart, 
Rolfe Humphries, Bruce Minton (pseudonym of Richard Brausten) and Dorothy 
Brewster, and was "active in the election campaign" of 1936 "as member of the 
Independent Committee for Browder and Ford,"62 the two presidential candidates 
put forward by the American Communist Party. In addition, in 1938, Coates 
contributed to "Writers Take Sides,"63 thus giving his public support for the 
legitimately elected government of Spain, under siege from General Franco (who 
was aided by Hitler and Mussolini) and his followers since 1936. In the same year, 
Coates signed his name to a circular requesting writers to sign in "defense of 
democracy," and against the "fascist attempt to wreck the solid socialist 
achievement of the Soviet Union." 64 The pamphlet reveals how several 

Edmund Wilson, "An Appeal to Progressives," The New Republic 65 (January 14, 1931). 
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Americans, following the attempts of the American Communist Party to justify the 
infamous Moscow "show trials," naively hailed Stalin's attempts to purge what 
remained of political opposition as "democratic." Despite Coates's leftist leanings 
and occasional participation in leftist political activities, however, he continued to 
act on his belief, however, that "it's the author's task to record the world, not to 
change it."65 

Coates's conviction that all battles fought by art were to be conducted with 
weapons drawn from art's own arsenal was shared by his close friend James 
Thurber. Although Coates, as Cowley once observed, was "more closely 
connected to the literary communists" than his New Yorker friend was,66 both 
subscribed to the belief that "art does not rush to the barricades,"67 as Thurber 
summed up his position in a well-known review of Granville Hicks's anthology 
Proletarian Literature in the United States (1936). Sidestepping the basic topics of 
debate in the issue of proletarian fiction—whether proletarian fiction should be 
written by, for, about or from the perspective of the proletariat68—Thurber focused 
on the issue of skill instead (an aspect that, both then and now, is frequently absent 
in debates about politicized art) and complained that "[m]any of the [proletarian] 
stories are simply not convincing."69 In fact, Thurber held that such "proletarian 
writers" as Joseph North or Albert Halper might "profit by an examination into the 
way Robert Coates or St. Clair McKelway handles such pieces. I can tell you that 
their observation and writing is hard, painstaking and long. Nobody, however 
greatly aroused can successfully bat off anything."70 

Although Coates shared some of Thurber's ideas, he interpreted the 
proletarian writer's "slovenliness" differently and with more respect for its 
particular aesthetics, seeing it as "as essentially romantic tendency to glorify 
formlessness, lack of precision of style."71 This, according to Coates, was "in itself 
an expression of the disruptive aims of the literature."72 Certainly, Thurber's 
feelings ran higher than those of his friend and resulted in a much greater distrust 
of the proletarian writer's attitude. In a 1936 letter to Malcolm Cowley, for 
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example, Thurber, revealing an unpleasant contempt and a nationalist bias, lashed 
out at the "cheap and vulgar and meaningless bitterness" of much proletarian 
writing. According to a vexed Thurber, Coates felt the same way: 

I don't think the revolution is here or anywhere near here. I believe the 
only menace is the growing menace of fascism. I also firmly believe that it is the 
clumsy and whining and arrogant attitude of the proletarian writers which is making 
that menace bigger and bigger every day. They won't compromise, they won't 
debate, they won't listen, they just annoy and disturb people. ... Communism, and 
literary proletarianism, loses friends every day. Why, in God's name, can't they 
have one or two likeable, genial, humorous, natural human beings to espouse their 
cause? Why is it that people like Cantwell and you and Coates just cannot fully 
bring yourselves to going over completely? Well, I'll tell you: Bob, being a sober 
and sound thinker, is not more sure than I am that fascism in this country would be 
any worse, if as bad, as Communism. ... You know, whether you say so or not, that 
Cantwell and Coates even myself, none of us so much anything class or political as 
we are writer appreciator and human being, are not only better company but 
sounder Americans than the ranting writers for whom you write a poem to go on the 
back cover.73 

Coates's main objection to proletarian literature, however, was that it 
discouraged experiment and innovation and thus severed the writer's connection to 
the larger developments within American literature. As the writer wrote in The 
New Republic: 

By far the most powerful influence in our literature today is the proletarian, 
and it will be remembered that until very recently the attitude of those mainly 
responsible for the direction of young proletarian writers was one of impatience 
with technical experiment, of insistence on content to the exclusion of form (as if 
the two were divisible) ... [The] effect has been to divorce the majority of the 
younger writers from any sense of continuity with either the past or the future, and 
to leave them with—as the methods easiest to hand—only the styles of 
contemporary magazine fiction as their guides. It should never be forgotten that 
before the novel of revolution can be written, the novel itself must first be 
revolutionized.74 

Thurber's position and bourgeois air once brought him into open conflict 
with Michael Gold, the vigorous proletarian writer, communist and founding 
editor of the radical the New Masses. Gold "demanded an aesthetic that was 
'simple,' 'realistic,' precise and socially 'useful'"75 and, in addition, believed that 

73 Bernstein, Thurber, 235-36. 
74 RMC, "New Faces," 223. 

Richard Pells, Radical Visions and American Dreams: Culture and Social Thought in the 
Depression Years (New York: Harper & Row, 1973), 176. 
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"[tjechnique makes cowards us all." To Thurber, Gold's "rigorous standards for 
accuracy" and verisimilitude in the representation of work must have been in 
glaring contrast to the "unconvincing" work that he felt proletarian writers were 
putting out.78 At a cocktail party to which Thurber had been brought by Coates, a 
violent disagreement ensued between the two literary men, which Coates broke up 
with some difficulty. Coates had earlier had to prevent his friend from violence at 
a party at Washington Square when Thurber "flew into a passion" at the humorist 
Sid Perelman's remark that The New Yorker was "just another fifteen-cent 
magazine,"79 but this time Coates's patience wore thin. As Thurber reported to 
Malcolm Cowley at the time: 

Even Bob Coates, who took me there, was disgusted with me and as tolerant and 
generous as he has always been with me, in my cups and my moods, he told me out 
in the street afterwards, that I had made a horse's ass of myself and he disappeared 
into that New York night he loves so well, leaving me to get home as best as I could 
in a taxi, having only thirty or forty dollars on me. ... I should have been hit on the 
head and taken away (but of course Bob is too damn broad-minded and gentle and 
passive to do that: live and let die being his excellent plan).80 

Despite his belief in the priority of art over politics, Coates's gradual move away 
from the radically self-enclosed fiction of his expatriate days reveals a greater 
emphasis on social content. Next to a continued concern about the tactics and 
effects of consumer capitalism that likewise outraged American proletarian 
writers, the writer's short fiction of the 1930s (and early 1940s) displays an 
interest in the emphatically "weaker," more vulnerable, powerless or poorer 
members of society. Clearly, Coates sought to combine his devotion to aesthetics 
with the ethics of a socially concerned art, developing a type of artful fiction that, in 
James Thurber's words, "strike[s] perfectly a sensitive balance between the 
proletarian emphasis of Cantwell, Halper and the others, and the beautiful 
preciousness of a Fitzgerald who has stayed too long away from America and cares 
too little for its factories and its foundries."81 Indeed, the aesthetic and emotional 
sensitivity with which the writer portrays the time- and place-bound circumstances 
that shape his characters' pedestrian experiences is a strong characteristic of his first 
collection of stories, All the Year Round. 

Quoted in Foley, Radical Representations, 91. 
Foley, Radical Representations, 111. 
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Books for Time 
While Coates was struggling with "Bright Day," he was back reviewing books, 
this time for Time magazine.82 He got off to a flying start with a cover story on 
Ernest Hemingway. For this issue, Hemingway finally appeared on the magazine's 
cover (an action portrait by Waldo Pierce of Hemingway wearing a striped 
fisherman's jersey and a cap,83) having been preceded by Sinclair Lewis (in 1927), 
Willa Gather (in 1931), Gertrude Stein (in 1933), Upton Sinclair (in 1934), and, 
much to Hemingway's chagrin, John Dos Passos (in 1936), the first member of 
Hemingway's generation to appear there.84 In addition to reviewing To Have and 
Have Not, Coates wrote an excellent 3,000 word essay on the life and career of the 
author which was accompanied by a picture gallery, containing sixteen 
photographs of the author at various ages. In his biographical overview Coates 
admirably steered clear of such sensational bits of "Hemingwayana"85 as the 
author's fight with Max Eastman (the author of the infamous "Bull in the 
Afternoon" review) of August that year.86 Like many, Coates got Hemingway's 
year of birth wrong, and, perhaps inevitably, included several biographical errors. 
Coates's sketch appeared twelve years before Malcolm Cowley's much more 
widely known biographical essay, "A Portrait of Mister Papa" (admittedly a longer 
one, and written with the cooperation of Hemingway) for Life in 1949, which is 
generally treated as the first substantial biographical portrait.87 

As will be recalled, Coates had had a public altercation with Hemingway 
over his review of Death in the Afternoon for The New Yorker. This time, 
however, the author had no cause for complaints. Coates started off his review of 
To Have and Have Not by observing that although critics and readers alike 
believed that Hemingway had "turned from the deeper study of the human tragedy 
to revel in the mere shock and suddenness of wanton killing," they failed to realize 
that the intensely serious "notion of death as the ever-present alter-ego of life 
[remained] one of Hemingway's fundamental concepts."88 What followed was a 
mixed, mildly critical review. In contrast to, for instance, Edmund Wilson, whose 
dislike of the novel's protagonist was such that he referred to To Have and Have 

Coates is mentioned in the colophon of Time as a contributing editor from October 18 through 
December 13, 1937. Personal correspondence, however, suggests that Coates held the job for six 
weeks only, starting on October 18 and publishing his last column on November 22, 1937. See RMC 
to Kenneth Burke, October 29, 1937 (KSWP). 
83 Carlos Baker, Ernest Hemingway: A Life Story (London: Collins, 1969), 384. 
84 See Kenneth S. Lynn, Hemingway (London: Simon & Schuster, 1987), 454 
85 The word is used by Lynn, Hemingway, 545. 
86 Lynn, Hemingway, 402, 546-47. 
87 Hans Bak, Een Huis met Vele Vensters (Nijmegen, 1997), 79; Kenneth S. Lynn mentions 
Hemingway's appearance on the cover of Time, but does not discuss Coates's article or mention his 
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to the Time article at all. Carlos Baker refers to Time and briefly deals with the review of To Have or 
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264 Following Strangers, Part IV: 1933-1946 

Not as "Hemingway's 'Popeye-the-Sailor-Novel,'"89 Coates was enthusiastic 
about Harry Morgan and described him as "by far [Hemingway's] most 
thoroughly consistent, deeply understandable character." Coates's essay further 
provides a colorful description of the author's literary style (for instance, "Armed 
with the hardest-hitting prose of the century, he has used his skill and power to 
smash rose-colored spectacles right and left, to knock many a genteel pretence into 
a sprawling grotesque") and brief analyses of his merits and drawbacks, his main 
themes, his importance for American letters, and his "hitherto well-hidden" social 
consciousness as manifest in his engagement with the Spanish Civil War. 

Although he had made a promising start, Coates soon grew tired of his 
new job. After reviewing for six weeks, covering poetry (for instance Allen Tate, 
Robinson Jeffers, Edgar Lee Masters); history (for example, / Knew Hitler by Kurt 
G.W. Ludecke); fiction (for instance Morley Callaghan); and social documentary 
(You Have Seen Their Faces by Margaret Bourke- White and Erskine Caldwell), he 
quit. "My strength just didn't hold out,"90 he wrote Burke. For one thing, he felt 
"completely unfitted for the skimming reading and the hasty summarizing" that 
book reviewing required. Still more, the four years that intervened between his 
New Yorker reviews and those for Time had made him "so damned independent, 
and conscientious, and self-conscious" that he job gave him "gastric 
indigestion."91 Later that year, he told his friend, the writer and managing editor of 
The New Yorker from 1936 to 1939, St. Clair McKelway: "I'm coming around to 
believe that all my indigestion is nervous in origin, which is a stupid thing for any 
grown man to have to admit."92 Soon, he resigned. He was glad to have gotten out 
of that "hell-hole" where "the organization is too big for anyone, where everyone 
hates his job, and distrusts his boss, and vice versa, and so on. I'd been cooped up 
in my little ivory tower up here for so long that I'd forgotten what all that was 
like."93 

Coates was nevertheless badly in need of a regular paycheck and, in the 
fall of 1927, he applied to become the New Yorker's art critic—a field that had had 
his interest throughout his career. To his delight, he got the job, replacing Lewis 
Mumford, Paul Rosenfeld and theatrical press agent Murdoch Pemberton,94 who 
had all submitted art reviews for brief periods. Coates would hold the position, 
alone, until 1967. 

89 Elena Wilson (ed.), Edmund Wilson- Letters m Literature and Politics, 1912-1972 (New York: 
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93 Ibid. 
9,1 Harrison Kinney, James Thurber: His Life and Times (New York- Henry Holt and Co., 1995), 391. 



Chapter 12 

Coates as Art Critic 

Introduction 
Coates's job as The New Yorker's art critic provided him with sufficient financial 
security and simultaneously satisfied a long-standing urge: "I'd always wanted to 
shoot off my mouth about painting," he told Kenneth Burke.1 On November 6, 
1937, his first art column appeared. After a year, the contract was prolonged 
indefinitely, as McKelway reported to Coates: "I also talked to Ross about your 
doing Art Galleries next year and he says by all means to consider yourself 
appointed. He thinks your column has been a great success this year, as he has told 
you, and says he wants you to keep doing it as long as you feel like it." As it 
would turn out, Coates "felt like it" for thirty years: in 1962, looking back to 
twenty-five years of it, he told E.B. White, "It's funny; I got so I hated book 
reviewing. But... I've never had a moment when I didn't enjoy the art review."3 

Before discussing Coates as art reviewer and critic, a preliminary note on 
my approach should be made. No art historian myself, I will limit myself to a 
generalized discussion of his reviews, and mainly in such a way as to shed light on 
some of the most interesting years of his literary career. Because a full discussion 
of Coates's career in art is outside the scope of this thesis, I have limited my 
treatment to the years between 1937 and 1946. This period includes the formative 
period of Abstract Expressionism, a movement whose development Coates 
followed closely, and which he named in March 1946—his contribution to art 
history that he is perhaps best-known for. 

"Art Is a Shy Thing" 
To cover one art season, which ran from September/October through June/July, 
Coates wrote twenty to twenty-five so-called "The Art Galleries" which took up 
four columns in The New Yorker (approximately 1,500 words) and three columns 
from April 1940 onwards. Coates described shows put on by the major New York 
museums4 as well by a wide selection of art galleries.5 In addition, Coates visited 

1 RMC to Kenneth Burke, November 6 [1937] (KSWP). 
2 St. Clair McKelway to RMC, May 3, 1938 (TNYR). 
3 RMC to E.B. White, September 14, 1962 (EBWC). 
4 The Brooklyn Museum, the Jewish Museum, the Metropolitan, the Museum of the City of New 
York, the Museum of Non-Objective Painting (now the Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum), the 
Museum of Modem Art, the Riverside Museum, and the Whitney Museum of American Art. 
5 To mention the ones that Coates visited most frequently during the 1930s and 1940s, and to give an 
indication of the extent of his coverage: The American Associated Artists, A.C.A. Gallery, American 
Fine Arts Galleries, American Folk Art Gallery, An American Place, Art of This Century, Bignou 
Gallery, Brummer Gallery, The Buchholz Gallery, The Contemporary Arts, The Downtown Gallery, 
The Durand-Ruel Gallery, The Federal Art Gallery, The Ferargil Galleries, The French Art Gallery, 
Julien Levy Gallery, Knoedler Gallery, Kraushaar Gallery, Lehenfeld Gallery, Mane Hamman 
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such locations as The National Academy, The Art Students' League, The 
Architectural League, the Educational Alliance, the American British Art Center, 
and, during the war, such places as the Fighting French Relief and the 
Coordinating Council of French Relief Societies. 

Writing and editing the review was a time-consuming job. As Coates 
described it in 1938: "I go to the galleries usually, on Thursday and Friday; start 
fiddling with the piece Saturday or Sunday; go to late openings on Monday, and 
meantime am working on Monday and Tuesday; turn it in Wednesday, and get 
drunk Wednesday night. That's six days, as you figured."6 In addition to writing 
the review, Coates also compiled and updated the "Goings-On" section, which 
added yet another day to his art activities. The updates on art were a new addition: 
"I started doing this more or less on my own hook, and I still don't know whether 
or not it's regarded as particularly important in the office. It seemed to me it was. 
Three dealers (Stieglitz, Passedoit and Walker, if you want to know) in the past 
two weeks have spoken to me of the number of people they see using New Yorkers 
for a guide."7 

Usually, Coates reviewed one or two exhibitions at fairly great length, and 
briefly described two to four other shows. Coates made a special point of 
discussing the organization of shows in terms of atmosphere, lighting and the 
arrangement of the exhibits, but also discussed the place of the show in the 
museum's history, the aptness of the selection made or the rationale behind the 
exhibition. In his discussion of art works, Coates dwelled on technique (e.g. color 
application, palette, composition), the resulting statement, the emotional and 
intellectual content, and the artwork's mood or atmosphere, and frequently singled 
out a painting or paintings that he considered most successful. Above all, Coates 
concentrated on the aesthetic appeal of the autonomous artwork and the meaning 
generated by the experience between onlooker and artwork—a modernist approach 
that he shared with art critic Clement Greenberg, but which Coates did not explore 
as deeply. Frequently, and increasingly so during the years, Coates included 
outlines of the developments and merits of one particular art movement or wrote 
thorough, perceptive and interesting profiles on artists. In these, he gave brief 
overviews of the artists' stylistic developments and achievements, provided 
biographical information (frequently dwelling on the artists' psychology), gave an 
indication of their reputation at home and abroad, and, with considerable 
assuredness, placed the works on display in the artists' oeuvres and predicted 
future developments. If Coates's reviews were to be made more accessible through 
an index, they certainly might prove useful to a variety of art researchers. At times, 

Gallery, The Midtown Gallery, Morgan Gallery, Mortimer Brandt Gallery, Municipal Art Gallery, 
New Art Circle, Nierendorf Gallery, Passedoit Gallery, Paul Rosenberg Gallery, Pierre Matisse 
Gallery, Rehn Gallery, Samuel M Kootz Gallery, Schaeffer Gallery, 67 Gallery, The Valentine 
Gallery, Walker Gallery, Willard Gallery, and the Wildenstein Galleries. 
6 RMC to "Mac" [St. Clair McKelway], March 11 [1938] (TNYR). 
7 Ibid. 
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Coates came up with superb descriptions of artists, such as the following on 
Salvador Dali: "[Dali] can play with his own neuroses in public as 
unembarrassedly as a baby plays with its toes."8 Over the years, there were few 
changes in his approach, although his reviews, inevitably, became more 
knowledgeable and more consistent in their critical appraisal. 

In mood and style, Coates's art reviews are similar in spirit and method to 
his book reviews. Again, he allows himself much freedom: he jokes, he is 
personal, develops small speculative theories, and appears totally unafraid to pass 
judgement. Again, he was awarded full and sole editorial responsibility, and did 
not restrain himself: not only did he freely "shoot his mouth of' about shows, 
artists and museums, using such words as "lousy," "pretty terrible," or "trash," to 
describe art on display, but, rather flippantly, might refrain from further discussion 
because he was "not in the mood" for it. In a sense, these were mannerisms, tricks 
to uphold the amiable, breezy and casual, even blasé, style of The New Yorker at 
large, but they were certainly put on strongly. They may well remind one of the 
famous anecdote about Gertrude Stein, who, as a student of philosophy at 
Radcliffe, refused to do an exam because she did not "feel a bit like an 
examination."10 Certainly, as Malcolm Cowley observed, Coates shared Stein's 
"freedom of judgement."" 

Although he thought of his function as that of a direct mediator between art 
and a general public, the critic avoided didacticism. His dislike for educating the 
art lover is expressed in ways such as the following: 

Before we can arrive at a just estimation of contemporary painting, so the scholars 
tell us, there are trends to be weighed, historical processes to be studied, influences 
to be traced, and if once in a while a gallery or a museum sets out to do a little 
weighing, studying, and tracing for us, I suppose it is up to us to take notebooks in 
hand, wipe that sullen look off our faces, and listen to Teacher.12 

Partly, Coates's stance was the result of The New Yorker's insistence on 
"casualness," and the magazine's attempt to "keep out the smell of ... the public 
library."13 Most importantly, however, Coates felt hostile to an academic or 
theoretical approach to art which would distract the audience from the artwork's 
emotional effect, and hence, its quality. For example, discussing three disparate 
artists whom he felt were all influenced by surrealism (Walter Quirt, Darrel Austin 
and André Masson), Coates wrote somewhat sarcastically that "a fine chance for 
something really glittering in the way of theorizing is thus created," upon which, 
of course, he cast this opportunity resolutely aside.I4 

8 RMC, "Hardy Annuals," The New Yorker 21 (December 8, 1945): 63. 
9 See RMC to "Mac" [St. Clair McKelway], March 11 [1938] (TNYR). 
10 Gertrude Stein, The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas (New York: Harcourt, Brace, 1933), 74-75. 
' ' Malcolm Cowley, "Afterword" to Yesterday's Burdens, 264. 
12 RMC, "Study Course," The New Yorker 17 (February 7, 1942): 40. 
13 Dale Kramer, Ross and The New Yorker (Garden City, New York: Doubleday & Co., 1951), 118. 
14 RMC, "Three Dreamers," The New Yorker 18 (March 7, 1942): 57. 
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To Coates, art was "a shy thing,"15 as he put it. As a result, he considered 
the artistic endeavor as something that commanded above all respect: "Art, being 
humble itself," he wrote in a 1945 review, "should always be approached with a 
touch of humility."16 This point of view was consistent with that of Harold Ross. 
As the writer recalled: the founding editor believed in "the same scale of values 
that I hold to: that the creator, the artist, comes first, and that the others, who live 
off him, the editors, dealers, critics and so on, come second."17 Non-scholarly art 
criticism such as it appeared in American newspapers and general magazines such 
as The New Yorker may strike the art theoretician as "remarkably unenlightened 
thinking." 18 From others, however, it might draw admiration. For example, 
William Maxwell, fellow writer at The New Yorker, felt that Coates "really looked 
at paintings." 19 When asked to elaborate, the writer and former fiction editor at 
The New Yorker read out an announcement of a recent New York art show. It was 
full of terminology and theoretical jargon, and incomprehensible to the layman. 
"Coates did not write like that," he said. "Others have theories; Coates was very 
direct and sensible."20 

Also, as Piri Halasz has observed, criticism such as written by Coates has 
merits of its own: it "has considerable value in serving to document the basic 
direction of a decade"21 and provides "clues to the tastes and sensibilities of the era 
that produced the work."22 In Coates's reviews, special cultural-historical interest 
lies in his treatment of the New York museums and their institutional roles as 
mediators and representatives of art. Coates deeply resented shows which failed to 
give what he considered representative surveys of periods, genres and, especially, 
of individual artists. He felt, for instance, that "a big museum showing of works by 
a living artist can sometimes kill that man's reputation with a speed and 
thoroughness that are almost frightening," and mentioned the Museum of Modem 
Art as having "its share of kills of this sort to its credit."23 In line with the 
modernist belief in art's independence from social life, Coates deplored 
considerations other than "true" representation—political, ideological, 
commercial, or prestige—which he considered a violation of the museum's 
function: "what [museums] should be, quite simply, is the medium by which the 
artist can reach his public."24 Coates was not naive in this. He certainly did not 

15 RMC, "The Whitney Again," The New Yorker 16 (December 7, 1940): 82. 
16 RMC, "Unquiet Wedding," The New Yorker 21 (November 24, 1945): 83. 
' RMC, "The Thursdays with Ross," unpublished manuscript (James Thurber Collection, The 
Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Yale University, New Haven, Connecticut). 
18 Piri Halasz, "Art Criticism (And Art History) in New York: the 1940s vs. the 1980s. Part One: The 
Newspapers," Arts Magazine 57, no. 6 (February 1983): 91. 
19 William Maxwell, interview by author, New York City, November 1, 1995. 
20 Ibid. 
21 Pin Halasz, "Art Criticism (And Art History) in New York: the 1940s vs. the 1980s. Part Two. 
The Magazines," Arts Magazine 57, no. 6 (March 1983): 70. 
22 Piri Halasz, "Art Criticism (And Art History) in New York," Part One, 91. 
23 RMC, "Two Americans," The New Yorker 21 (October 27, 1945): 76. 
24 RMC, "Romantic Americans," The New Yorker 19 (November 27, 1943): 89. 
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consider art institutions patrons of the arts. As he once wrote: "Artists are one 
thing and museums another, and the twain never really meet."25 

If the critic was merely disappointed or surprised when museums 
"misrepresented" European movements or artists, he became touchy and irritated 
when the alleged mistake concerned American art, especially contemporary art. 
Not surprisingly, the Whitney Museum, which opened its doors to the public in 
November 1931 as the first museum devoted entirely to American art, was one of 
Coates's favorite targets. For instance, in his review of the Whitney's annual 
exhibition of contemporary American painting of 1937, Coates noted that the 
museum had not only failed to include what he thought of as "key figures in the 
American art world today" (the artists associated with Stieglitz's "An American 
Place" (Arthur G. Dove, Georgia O'Keeffe, John Marin, Charles Demuth, 
Marsden Hartley), as well as, on the other side of the scale, Grant Wood and 
Thomas Benton), but had failed to accord a proper place to "the rising American 
[social] surrealist school," which Coates inaccurately predicted, "is destined to be 
highly important in the development of future techniques," and to the "so-called 
proletarian painters, whose work has probably done more to vitalize American 
painting than any other single influence." Also, the "politeness of atmosphere" that 
he encountered at the Whitney struck Coates as "hardly typical of the best 
American painting today."26 

In 1938, when the Whitney had its annual exhibition of contemporary 
American sculpture, water colors, drawings and prints, Coates again expressed his 
concern: '"Contemporary American' is a simple enough phrase to use, but it has 
wide connotations and, particularly when linked with the name of the one 
metropolitan museum specifically devoted to living native art, it carries a heavy 
weight of responsibility."27 This responsibility, Coates felt, the museum did not 
take. In fact, he felt that the directors of the Whitney Museum were "shying away" 
from "whole fields of recent developments in the arts—specifically, the abstract, 
the 'proletarian,' the fantastic or surrealist, and all the combinations of these 
methods now being tentatively explored."28 

For the next eight years, Coates systematically criticized the museum on 
this point of misrepresentation of the contemporary and national American scene, 
complained that the door was wide open for conservative art, but only ajar for 
innovative work, and hammered home his point that "the problem must be solved 
if the Museum is to maintain its vital position as the prime exponent of 

25 RMC, "The Whitney—An American Group," The New Yorker 15 (October 7, 1939)· 54 
26 RMC, "One Hundred and Fifteen Amencans—And Others," The New Yorker 13 (November 27, 
1937)· 62. 
27 RMC, "A Whitney Annual—French Impressionists—Some Americans," The New Yorker 14 
(March 19, 1938) 37 In 1944, Coates leveled a similar complaint at the Museum of Modem Art 
which, in its huge exhibition "Art In Progress," had, according to Coates, given too little space to the 
abstractionists and the Cubists, and had failed to give an "adequate representation" of Expressionism, 
which Coates considered to be "surely one of the most powerful forces today." RMC, "Happy 
Birthday!" The New Yorker 20 (June 3, 1944) 75 
28 RMC, "A Whitney Annual—French Impressionists—Some Amencans," 37 
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contemporary American art." Still, the critic cared greatly for the Whitney's 
unique position. When, in 1943, there were plans to close the Whitney down and 
to transfer "its collection and function" to the Metropolitan Museum, Coates was 
much distressed and spoke of it as "about the deadliest blow to contemporary art 
that could be imagined."30 The Metropolitan, Coates feared, would be unable to 
show "the warmth and experimental enthusiasm the Whitney displayed towards 
living art" and American artists would be "denied ... even more encouragement, 
financial and otherwise."31 When, later in the year, the Whitney held its Annual 
after all, Coates returned to his duties and was pleasantly surprised at the "healthy 
catholicity" of the exhibition.32 In November 1944, Coates noted "a changed 
atmosphere and increased liveliness" and, heaving a sigh of relief, announced that 
"the younger and more advanced painters have at last been shown."33 In December 
1945, Coates was again pleased to find that the Whitney was becoming less and 
less cautious: "this year [the Whitney] has given over nearly the whole first floor 
to ... the Surrealists, Abstractionists, Expressionists, and so on." Accordingly, 
Coates wrote, "the experimental painters have at last been given their proper value 
in the general scene."34 In 1946, however, he found the annual "too modem to be 
truly representative" and, striking a note of warning that is frequently heard today, 
wrote; "if the Museum isn't careful, it is likely to end by giving just as misleading 
a picture of American sculpture and painting, now that it has switched to the 
radical in art, as it did in the old, conservative days."35 

If the Whitney seemed to Coates to "overshoot its mark,"36 many other 
institutions continued to favor conservative art, at the exclusion of innovative art. 
Not surprisingly, he had almost nothing but scorn for the conservative works 
produced by the members of the American Academy and other national societies 
committed to academic conservatism. Thus, in 1940, Coates told his readers to 
"give a clean miss" to an Exhibition of the National Sculpture Society, which, "if 
it weren't for its size and pretentiousness," he would not have mentioned at all. 
Annoyed, Coates described the works as "almost vulgarly inept" and "really 
appalling" and saw the show itself as an exhibition of the academic style "at its 

" RMC, "Whitney Annual—O'Keeffe—Kuniyoshi," The New Yorker 14 (February 4, 1939): 53. 
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30 RMC, "Artists, Visiting and American," The New Yorker 18 (January 30, 1943): 59. 
31 Ibid. 
32 RMC, "The Whitney Returns," The New Yorker 19 (December 11, 1943): 84-86. 
33 RMC, "The Whitney Annual, with Flashbacks in Newark," The New Yorker 20 (November 25, 
1944): 72-73. 
34 RMC, "Hardy Annuals," The New Yorker 21 (December 8, 1945): 63. 
35 RMC, "Contemporaries, Including the Whitney," The New Yorker 22 (February 16, 1946): 82. 
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dreariest and stuffiest." The critic especially delighted in criticizing the Academy 
(whose parent body, The National Institute of Arts and Letters, he, incidentally, 
joined in 1958). In 1938, for instance, he wrote: "There are slums of the mind, as 
there are in architecture ... In this sense, a visit to the Academy show presents 
itself as a slumming tour through the ideas and excitements that prevailed in the 
art world of say, thirty years ago."38 Noting a preponderance of "pleasant peasants 
and soapsudsy sea scenes," Coates, shaking his head, observed that even the 
subject matter had a "vintage air."39 Taking a similar stance, Coates described the 
Academy's show "Our Heritage," as suffused with "a mediocrity so endless and so 
unvarying that in the end it takes on something of the quality of the awe-inspiring, 
as some vast, dull plain might do in the eyes of a weary traveler"40 and pronounced 
the artistic value of Academy's Annual of 1945 "close to nil."41 In 1949, however, 
suffering from a pang of guilt, he pointed out that the organization itself was "not 
to be sneezed at."42 Although he still felt that the "heavy cautiousness of the 
Academy leads it almost invariably to espouse the safely mediocre instead of the 
adventurous," the critic also pointed out that the organization, "by virtue of its 
wealth, its age, and the sheer weight of its unyielding conservatism, occupies an 
important position in artistic affairs and it is perhaps wrong of me to treat it as 
lightly as I have so frequently done."43 

Coates's Aesthetic Criteria and Taste 
The criteria by which Coates judged works of art fall into three categories. 
Measuring the quality of art by its effect—a modernist approach that he shared 
with Clement Greenberg—Coates employed, first, a host of general, fairly 
uninformative criteria such as effectiveness, evocative, imaginative and emotional 
power, authority, maturity, strength, richness, depth, charm, fervor, delicacy, or 
sensuousness. Secondly, there is group of criteria which all revolve around 
honesty, either of intention, emotion or technique. Thus, Coates was disturbed by 
falseness, sentimentality, melodrama; deplored slickness, cleverness, mannerisms, 
tricks, dexterity; and admired integrity, conviction, honesty of observation, and 
justness of design. Thirdly, there was the question of artistic innovation, of 
searching and daring—a category for which he reserved his greatest enthusiasm. 
Coates's aesthetic criteria, in which honesty and vanguardism share star honors, 
reveal the 1920s to have been his most formative decade. 

37 RMC, "Artists in Various Attitudes," The New Yorker 16 (April 13, 1940): 71-72. For an example 
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2, 1938): 56. 
39 Ibid. 
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41 RMC, "Americans and Europeans," The New Yorker 21 (March 24, 1945): 88. For additional 
examples of Coates's scornful attitude towards the Academy, see March 22, 1941; January 17, 1942; 
April 18, 1942; March 18, 1944. 
42 RMC, "Research Among the Ruins," The New Yorker 25 (March 19, 1949): 64. 
43 Ibid. 
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In his reviews, Coates "saved virtually all of his unqualified enthusiasm 
for a relatively small number of artists" (see below) and approached the majority 
of artists with qualifications and ambivalence ^ Indeed, the critic sometimes 
appears lost in his occasionally laborious efforts to account for an artwork's 
success and its various effects on the spectator, balancing fault-finding and praise 
somewhat uncomfortably 

In contrast to the coverage of art in The New York Times and national 
magazines such as Newsweek, Time and Life, which did not usually deal with new 
developments until the early and middle 1940s except as "news," Coates had his 
eye on the international and more "left-wing" styles of expressionism, surrealism 
and abstraction from the start Although Coates lacked the analytical sophistication 
and critical intellectual vision of Clement Greenberg, the most important art critic 
of the day, the critics shared their focus on European and American modem and 
"experimental" art As art critic Halasz has noted "[Coates's] sympathies lay 
undeniably with rebels "45 

In the field of European art, the critic professed to a great respect for the 
early practitioners of European modernism, especially Braque, Léger and Picasso, 
whom he admired more than anyone else He considered the work of Henri 
Matisse, Chaim Soutine (whom he considered a crucial influence for the Abstract 
expressionists),46 Paul Klee, Piet Mondnan, Kandinsky and Joàn Mirò important, 
but there were similar "limits to his receptivity" that characterized other 
newspaper and magazine critics 47 In his typically honest fashion, he confessed 
that he could not relate to Mirò48 and admitted that "Kandinsky was a man whose 
work I fundamentally don't like, which is another way of saying, of course, that I 
don't understand him "49 Coates generally spoke favorably of the German 
expressionists ("honest and searching daring"), the French Impressionists 
(especially Manet, Degas and Renoir according to Coates, Monet was "far from 
being the greatest of the Impressionist painters"50), the post-Impressionists, Dutch 
seventeenth-century painting (e g Rembrandt), and Italian art (an interest that is 
amply illustrated in his two travel books of the 1960s, Beyond the Alps and South 
of Rome) 

In American art, Coates especially admired Amencan avant-gardists such 
as Max Weber, Alfred Maurer and, in Coates's words, the "cult" surrounding 
Alfred Stieglitz Marsden Hartley, Arthur Dove, Georgia O'Keeffe, John Mann 
and Charles Demuth Coates reviewed their shows at "An Amencan Place," 
Stieglitz's third gallery, with noticeable frequency, and was generally full of 

44 Pin Halasz, "Art Criticism (And Art History) in New York," Part Two, 70 
45 Ibid, 69 
46 See RMC, "Soutine and Mondnan," The New Yorker 29 (November 21,1953) 95 
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76-77 
49 RMC, "Two Pioneers," The New Yorker 21 (March 31,1945) 58-59 
50 RMC, "Impressionism and Other Problems," The New Yorker 22 (November 23, 1946) 77-79 
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praise For instance, he considered Arthur Dove "exciting" and thought of 
Marsden Hartley as belonging to the top ten of living Amencan artists,51 together 
with Stuart Davis52 and Abraham Rattner53 

The critic further spoke highly of the achievements of Robert Henri's "The 
Eight" and the group of socio-political reportonal artists of the so-called "Ashcan 
School " Of the artists associated with Henri's group, Coates admired the socialist 
John Sloan in particular and felt that he "belongs among the few really great 
American painters " 5 4 Halasz pointed out that Coates "seems to have chosen 
[Sloan] as the symbol of the grand old rebel,"55 and although this was a part of it, 
there was more Sloan's eye for human drama, as recorded in his sharply outlined 
vignettes of daily New York life, the mixture of satire and sentimental moralizing 
that characterizes his art, and the sociological direction of his work are aspects that 
strongly appealed to Coates 

Coates also admired the more contemporaneous social and proletarian 
realists, especially those who engaged in a search for new forms and styles to 
express their social commentary Thus, he appreciated the innovative works of 
William Cropper, Philip Evergood, Ben Shahn and Jack Levine As in the case of 
proletarian literature, however, the critic had misgivings about propagandist art 
Reviewing a show of the American Artists' Congress, an organization that existed 
in parallel to the American Writer's Congress, Coates noted but few artists whose 
art could "retain its impact and artistic validity long after its initial impulse has 
been forgotten," and argued "[BJefore propaganda can become art in the first 
place a still mysterious process of transmutation or of absorption must occur, so 
that the idea embodied in the finished work emerges not cartoonlike, as an isolated 
and sharply specialized statement, but as an integral expression of the artist's 
whole philosophy " 5 6 

Social realist and proletarian painting, which were spawned especially by 
the Federal Arts Project of the Works Progress Administration—a New Deal 
project which Coates once credited with creating "an astonishing nation-wide 
upsurge of creative effort"57—were but two manifestations of the vogue for 
realism and documentation that dominated the decade Other powerful 
representational currents were American scene painting of the romantic realists 
such as Edward Hopper and Charles Burchfield and the Regionalism of Thomas 
Hart Benton, John Stuart Curry and Grant Wood Coates thought fairly highly of 
the regionahsts, especially Thomas Hart Benton, but deeply resented the 
nationalism that, in his mind, had been imposed upon them according to Coates, 

51 RMC, "Davis, Hartley, and the River Seine," The New Yorker 18 (February 13, 1943) 58 
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the regionalist artists "happened to get caught up and lumped together in a kind of 
jingoistic hullabaloo."58 

An internationalist and resentful of America's climate of patriotism and 
suspicion of subversive activities, the art critic made strong objections to 
isolationism in art. In 1938, he argued in favor of America's broadening of artistic 
spirit as follows: "as our confidence in the future of American art grows and our 
concept of it broadens, we should be more willing to reach out still further to 
accept and absorb foreign influences and be less ashamed to admit their value to 
us."59 Accordingly, the critic kept a close watch on (the influence of) the 
international styles of Surrealism—which had had a considerable impact on the 
United States since the 1920s60 and witnessed a peak of popular appeal in 1936 
when Alfred H. Barr of the Museum of Modem Art organized its famous 
exhibition "Fantastic Art, Dada, Surrealism"61—and, in the 1940s, Expressionism. 

Coates was interested in the applications of these "international" styles 
especially with regard to the development of an American art. On these grounds, 
Coates advised gallery visitors to study expressionism, although he himself 
sometimes felt "staggered by its excessive emotionalism," and did not entirely 
understand the movement's appeal for Americans: "there is something florid, 
insistent, and over-obvious about the style that I can't quite reconcile with my own 
conception of our native temperament."62 Coates's reaction to surrealism was 
similar: he did not necessarily like it, but the movement's influence on younger 
American artists could not be overlooked. In fact, in 1942, he felt that, "as a 
school," Surrealism "has hardly advanced an inch since it started, and the devices 
perfected by its first great practitioner, de Chirico—the use of pictorial metaphor, 
incongruity, and the free association of symbols—still remain the most important 
contribution to modem art."63 Although Coates granted that there were still "men 
of inventive mind" connected to the movement (he mentioned Max Ernst, André 
Masson, Matta, and Mirò), Coates saw little true creativity and imaginativeness 
and felt that "the school" has "grown tired, tedious and a little repetitive."64 

Nevertheless, Coates was hopeful about the fertility of the application of surrealist 
techniques (especially the symbol) for the purposes of social commentary and had 
considerable interest in the proponents of American Social Surrealism, a style that 
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M Ibid. 



Coates as Art Critic 275 

created a synthesis between the strong moral convictions of the American social 
realists, and the fantasies and subconscious imagery of European surrealism. 
Examples of this movement are Peter Blume, Walter Quirt, O. Louis Guglielmi, 
Robert Gwathmey, John Atherton and James Guy.65 When Sidney Janis, in the 
important exhibition "Abstract and Surrealist Art in America" (Mortimer Brandt 
Gallery, December 1944), excluded the social surrealists, Coates took issue with 
Janis over this exclusion and wrote: "In omitting them, Mr. Janis has left out the 
living part of Surrealism and has concentrated on what may turn out to be its dead
end aspects."66 

What Coates was witnessing, however, were the first steps towards the 
obliteration of Social Surrealism, a movement that as "a child of the Depression ... 
no longer had relevance ... when the entire philosophy of a work of art as a social 
instrument was rejected by the Abstract Expressionists."67 As the social surrealist 
James Guy had predicted, the movement passed into "the ashcan of history."68 As 
the above discussion of Coates's tastes makes clear, the critic was not at all 
opposed to the representational impulse and the demand for social content that 
characterized American art during this period. This caused his work to differ 
greatly from Clement Greenberg, whose focus on modernist and experimental art 
he otherwise shared. Greenberg was fully committed to abstraction, while Coates's 
appreciation of figurative art69 caused ambivalence. 

During the 1930s, abstraction was, next to realism and regionalism, the 
third main artistic current and led to the foundation of the American Abstract 
Artists (AAA) in 1936. Coates enjoyed the "extraordinary vitality"70 of 
abstraction, but would not embrace it to the exclusion of figurative art. 
Recognizing an important value, however, he frequently came to abstractionism's 
defense. In 1943, he did so by parading several hostile public responses to 
abstraction painting: 

The peculiar thing about abstract painting is that it won't stay dead. At least once 
every season, and frequently ottener, someone pronounces a funeral oration over its 
remains, and the tone of the address is seldom kindly. It's a gag, it's a trick, it's a 
racket—that's the usual story—or a device cooked up by unscrupulous artists to 
conceal their ineptitude and employed by them to bamboozle the public. It's a fad. 
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French-inspired and therefore decadent; one, moreover, that really honest and 
sensible artists have seen through and abandoned long ago. And now (I'm still 
quoting) even the hardiest of its one-time supporters have turned thumbs down on 
it, and the only thing left for its practitioners to do is to devote their talents frankly 
to designing wallpapers or, better still, go back to art school and leam how to 
draw.71 

Although clearly in contempt of those who would dismiss abstraction on these 
grounds, abstraction did not rouse Coates's passion sufficiently to preach either for 
or against it: 

If you can't see the difference between a good abstraction, with all the striving for 
balanced and harmonious expression that went into it, and a section of even the 
very best wallpaper, then you're probably a person who looks at painting not for its 
patterns or its formal qualities but for something else, such as its story content or its 
color appeal, and the best thing to do is to forget about abstractionism entirely. If 
you can see the difference, well, then you can see the difference and no explanation 
is necessary.7 

In 1956, looking back, Coates wrote: "I've always been pretty much on the fence 
about abstraction: there should be room in the world for both styles, if honestly 
engaged in."73 Indeed, despite certain misgivings, the critic had much admiration 
for the vitality, evocativeness, beauty and power of the works of several American 
abstract artists, especially Stuart Davis, Irene Rice Pereira, and the sculptors David 
Smith and Alexander Calder, one of whose mobiles, "a rust rooster in pure 
abstraction hanging from the high rafters and barely turning with the motion of the 
breeze," inhabited Coates's living room in Gaylordsville.74 

Coates's broad-mindedness stopped him from dismissing abstraction. 
Other factors stopped him from fully welcoming it: 

I must confess .. .that I've never been able to consider even the best of [abstract art] 
quite as great as the greatest of conventional painting. It can't be, because, in a 
sense, its aims are lower. Abstract painting aims principally at qualities of design, 
such as symmetry, balance and conscious order, and in stressing these qualities it is 
forced to simplify or 'essentialize' subject matter more or less arbitrarily.75 

Coates's hesitancy about American abstraction was related to the inherent 
inability of purely abstract art to refer directly to the outside world. During the 
politically and socially turbulent 1930s, an important topic of debate was how to 
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"marry abstract form with meaningful content " Typically, Coates joined the 
debate without committing himself, although he strongly leaned in one direction 
Thus, he was willing to grant that abstract art might become an accepted 
phenomenon in American art, but also pointed out that it was "equally easy, and 
far more comfortable," to hold that "the usefulness of the method [was] at an end " 
After all, he continued, one might argue that "the movement's main purpose was 
the 'revolutionary' one of upsetting the neat little apple-cart of nineteenth-century 
academicism" and that "there are vivid social problems confronting the painter 
now which demand a more direct treatment than abstraction allows " 

This "problem" of abstraction, the danger of losing recognizable meaning, 
led to doubts about the way American abstract art was developing during the late 
1930s Coates joined the debate by pleading for a greater "content"—not in the 
narrow sense of subject matter, but in the sense of "meaning"—and professed to 
strong misgivings about "pure" abstraction In 1939, reviewing a show by the 
AAA, Coates expressed these doubts as follows 

It's the mood of the show, the tendencies it illustrates, that bothered me With few 
exceptions, the trend of the group is toward the purest of "pure" abstraction, in 
which all recognizable symbols are abandoned in favor of strict geometric form It 
seems to me to be a move in the wrong direction, indeed, it is precisely in the 
development of symbols, and the exploration of their capacity to express emotion, 
that the true field of abstract painting lies78 

Abstract art, as Coates had argued earlier, should compensate for the absence of 
representation through "a kind of philosophic commentary, of a sort that might be 
called 'symbolic representation "' 7 9 Only then could abstraction turn into 
meaningful art, and acquire "that 'glow,' that feeling of universality, which mark 
all truly good paining " 8 0 As Coates put it "Too much abstract art nowadays 
has dropped to the level of the merely decorative, and is therefore no different, 
fundamentally, from similar "pretty" efforts in the representational field " 8 ' 

Interestingly, in exploring abstraction's shortcomings, Coates identified a 
similar lack to the one felt by abstract expressionists like Jackson Pollock, Adolph 
Gottlieb, Mark Rothko and Bamett Newman, who likewise rejected the 
"symmetry, balance and conscious order"82 of abstraction that Coates had also 
argued against In a famous letter to art critic Edward Alden Jewell {The New York 
Times) of June 1943, for instance, Rothko and Gottlieb wrote "There is no such 
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thing as a good painting about nothing. We assert that the subject is crucial and 
only that subject matter is valid which is tragic and timeless."83 Indeed, as art 
historians Lane and Larsen have noted about the critic's 1939 review of the AAA: 
"[Coates's] perceptive commentary identified a cause of dissension within the 
organization, which would eventually lead to the departure of the more 
expressionist members."84 In view of Coates's relatively early demand that 
abstract artists "invest form with meanings," as Irving Sandler defined "content,"85 

it is no coincidence that Coates was keen to follow up on the movement towards 
Abstract Expressionism. 

Abstract Expressionism 
From the start, Abstract Expressionism, also known as the New York School, has 
been one of the most diverse and ambiguous movements in modem art. 
Membership of the school has always been, and continues to be, a point of issue: 
"Although Jackson Pollock, Willem de Kooning, Clyfford Still, Mark Rothko, 
Bamett Newman, Franz Kline, Philip Guston, Arshile Gorky, Robert Motherwell 
and Adolph Gottlieb are by consensus prime members of the Abstract 
Expressionist canon, it has not always been so and the exact repute of each 
continues to be debated."86 

Art histories describing the movement's emergence,87 often mention 
Coates as an early commentator, which indeed he was. Certainly, his 
dissatisfaction about "pure" abstraction, his international orientation and his strong 
belief in the need for experimentation and individual methods made him a likely 
candidate for an early discovery of the rise of a new American avant-garde, which 
emerged from a combination of abstraction and surrealism. 

Although Coates had sighted the new development well before March 
1946 when he first launched the term, he was, of course, not the first or only one 
to have detected and commented on the new tendency. The call for a new name, 
however, was Coates's initiative. The critic's first and often-quoted commentary 
along these lines was made several weeks after the opening of Sidney Janis's 
"Abstract and Surrealist Art in America"—a show that was organized to reveal 
that "[Although abstraction and surrealism are considered countermovements in 
twentieth-century painting, there is in certain painters a fusion of elements from 
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each." Coates devoted his entire review to Janis's show on the grounds that the 
relation between Abstract and Surrealist painting "has deserved more attention 
than it has been getting."89 Some weeks after the show, Coates reviewed the 
exhibition "40 American Modems" that took place at the recently founded 67 
Gallery that was owned by Howard Putzel, a poorly known proponent of 
surrealism and early abstract expressionism.90 In an oft-quoted paragraph, the 
critic wrote: 

There is a style of painting gaining ground in this country which is neither Abstract 
nor Surrealist, though it has suggestions of both, while the way the paint is 
applied—usually in a pretty free-swinging, spattery fashion, with only vague hints 
at subject matter—is suggestive of the methods of Expressionism. I feel some new 
name will have to be coined for it, but at the moment I can't think of any. Jackson 
Pollock, Lee Hersch, and William Baziotes are of this school.91 

Another individual who was intrigued by the new art was David Edwin 
Porter, a dealer in Washington, D.C., Porter arranged an exhibition in February 
1945, entitled "Personal Statement: Painting Prophecy, 1950," which showed 
works by Pollock, Motherwell, Baziotes, Gottlieb and Rothko. In his catalogue, 
Porter quoted Coates, and drew attention to the critic's statement about the 
necessity to create a new name for the movement. Porter hoped to engage Coates 
more tightly in the debate and informed him of his wish to "arrange a conference 
of art critics and museum people so that we could have a 'free for all' to discuss 
the synthesis which I believe is occurring in American painting."92 Before Porter 
got round to it, Howard Putzel, according to some "a figure of major importance 
for the development of contemporary art,"93 organized the exhibition "A Problem 
for Critics." Displaying works of Mark Rothko, Jackson Pollock, Arshile Gorky 
and Charles Seliger, the show was "specifically geared toward eliciting a term to 
characterize the new art," and had been partly occasioned by Coates's remarks.94 

At the time, no one came up with a term, partly because "reviewers were still 
hesitant about accepting the new movement." 5 Coates was an exception and while 
he agreed that the group's "main current [was] still muddy and its direction 
obscure," he felt convinced enough to assert: 
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As I've remarked before, a new school of painting is developing in this 
country It is small as yet, no bigger than a baby's fist, but it is noticeable if you get 
around to the galleries much It partakes a little of Surrealism and still more of 
Expressionism One can make out bits of Hans Arp and Joan Miro floating in it, 
together with large chunks of Picasso and occasional fragments of such more 
recondite influences as the ancient Byzanthine painters and mosaicists and the 
African Negro sculptors It is more emotional than logical in expression, and you 
may not like it (I don't either, entirely), but it can't escape attention % 

On several other occasions Coates referred to the movement's 
development and although he was "vague about membership of the school,"97 and 
not altogether pleased with all of its aspects, he was greatly intrigued both by its 
newness, its originality and its specifically Amencan character, as Coates 
observed, the new movement "seem[ed] to be better rooted in this country" than 
earlier abstract and non-objective painting 98 

On January 12, 1946, Coates launched a name for the new group 
Reviewing a show by Robert Motherwell, Coates wrote, "I've decided to call 
[them] Symbolic Expressionists "99 Perhaps critical response was unfavorable or 
else Coates thought better of it, but he did not use the term again Coates's first 
chosen term strongly suggests that, to him, the new group had resolved part of the 
dissatisfaction with American abstract art that he himself had voiced in the late 
1930s It would soon become apparent, however, that Coates's demand for 
"content" would not be satisfied by the Abstract Expressionists 

In March, Coates replaced "Symbolic Expressionism" with the more 
problematical but apparently more catchy "Abstract Expressionism " The critic 
launched the term in a review of a Hans Hoffman show at Peggy Guggenheim's 
"Art of This Century " Between October 1942 until May 1947, the famous gallery 
presented European and American abstract and surrealist art to the public, and, in 
displaying works by Jackson Pollock, Robert Motherwell, Mark Rothko and 
William Baziotes, boosted the careers of the future American abstract 
expressionists 100 In his review of Hoffman (whose membership of the Abstract 
Expressionist movement is now debated,101 but who was a highly influential 
teacher of, for instance, Lee Krasner), Coates wrote that he considered him "one of 
the most uncompromising representatives of what some people call the spatter-
and-daub school of painting and, I, more politely, have christened abstract 
Expressionism "'02 

96 RMC, "Water Colors and Oils," The New Yorker 21 (May 26, 1945) 68 
1,7 Halasz, "Art Criticism (And Art History) in New York," Part Two, 70 
9,1 See RMC, "George Braque and the American Abstract Artists," The New Yorker 25 (April 9, 
1949) 59-61 
99 RMC, "Past and Present," The New Yorker 21 (January 12, 1946) 50 
100 See Lader, "Howard Putzel," and Lader, "Peggy Guggenheim's 'Art of This Century,'" in Peggy 
Guggenheim ç Other Legacy, 9-17 
' See for instance, David Anfam, Abstract Expressionism, 15 
'02 RMC, "Abroad and at Home," The New Yorker 22 (March 30, 1946) 83 
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As the first critic to have applied this term to the new movement, Coates 
earned some name for himself as an art critic However, the development of the 
movement itself has caused the label to become "very inaccurate as a covering 
term " 1 0 3 This situation, incidentally, was recognized by Coates as well in 1953, 
for instance, he pointed out that it was "becoming increasingly clear that certain 
separate points of attack—certain 'styles,' almost—are now taking shape inside 
the nearly incomprehensible welter that was originally lumped under the title of 
abstract Expressionist"104 And in 1961, in response to the Guggenheim show 
"American Abstract Expressionists and Imagists," Coates noted the same broad 
diversity, although he felt disqualified to comment on the inaccuracy of the label 
"It would be ungraceful for me to complain too much about the title, for the 
'Abstract Expressionists' part of it is my responsibility, since—to my credit or 
discredit—it was I, in the early nineteen-forties, who applied the term to the school 
as it existed then " l 0 5 

Also, over the years, art historians, possibly out of contempt for the 
"lower" magazine critics, have come to slight his endeavor In 1970, for instance, 
Clifford Ross did not seem to do justice to Coates's sincere curiosity about the 
new art when he wrote that "Abstract Expressionism is a 'moniker,' a label created 
by Robert Coates in 1936 to grasp at the most obvious qualities of the work in 
question " l 0 6 In the same year, Irving Sandler, in his famous The Triumph of 
American Painting, did credit Coates with an awareness of the movement's 
emergence,107 but immediately dismissed Coates with an ease that is somewhat 
disturbing "It was to be expected that Putzel and Greenberg should have sensed 
any changes in vanguard trends, since both men followed them closely and with 
sympathy But when such popular critics as Jewell and Coates (who were not 
really attuned to contemporary developments) wrote about them seriously, it can 
be surmised that the art-conscious public began to express a curiosity about the 
new art " ' 0 8 Although Coates was no essential figure in the history of Abstract 
Expressionism, he frequently was a keen and perceptive commentator on the 
artistic climate from which the movement emerged His efforts to draw attention to 
the movement's emergence and to chart its developments in a widely read 
magazine now constitute a useful and interesting log of cultural change Also, 
Coates's reviews reveal the wide range of artistic activities in both America and 
Europe during three decades and help put Abstract Expressionism in a clearer 
perspective As art historian Serge Guilbaut observed in his book Reconstructing 
Modernism "Since the 'triumph' of American painting was decreed in the 1960s, 
it has been difficult to discuss anything in the art culture of the 1950s but Abstract 

Clifford Ross (ed ), Abstract Expressionism Creators and Critics (New York Harry Abrams, 
Publishers, 1970), 251 
1 0 4 RMC, "Whitney Annual," The New Yorker 29 (October 31, 1953) 78 
105 RMC, "What-You-Call-'Ems," The New Yorker 37 (November 4, 1961) 145 
1 0 6 Ross (ed ), Abstract Expressionism, η ρ (Introduction) 
1 0 7 Sandler, The Triumph of American Painting, 80-81 
1 0 8 Ibid , 92 
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Expressionism. In traditional writings, the New York art scene is generally 
simplified to the point of appearing monolithic."109 In this way, a study of all-
round observers of the art-scene such as Robert Coates may yet offer insightful 
contributions. 

In November 1946, Coates made an agreement with William Sloane Associates to 
do a book on American art, tentatively called "American Art Grows Up." Indeed, 
in his art reviews, Coates frequently spoke of an end of American provincialism, 
the emergence of a national indigenous art, and the development of both "true 
artistic maturity" and "a respectable past."110 The title of his book (which was 
never written) however, reveals how modest and careful Coates was in his 
optimism about the future of American art and its institutions. Indeed, the 
superiority of European art continued to haunt the critic. For instance, when the 
Whitney, for the first time in its fourteen years of existence, showed the work of 
European artists in its "European Artists in America," Coates found the show 
"discouraging" for the American artist. Irritated, he wrote that, "[t]here is 
something so damned urbane, so completely and coolly competent, about a 
European painter" and complained that there was "an awkwardness" in American 
art, "that sometimes makes us seem amateurish indeed.""1 Nevertheless, Coates 
sensed promise, which manifested itself in "a sense of vigor, of exploration" and a 
great "earnestness" and proclaimed American painting to be "more truly alive, 
more deeply promising than any other at the moment.""2 In an article for Holiday, 
he also sounded a note of triumph, but one that seems curiously lacking in 
conviction: "Impressed as we traditionally are, when faced with the immense 
prestige of European culture, there's a fact we must face: young, rough, relatively 
unsophisticated as it is, New York now seems to be on the way to becoming the 
artistic center of the world.""3 In this process, Abstract Expressionism played a 
crucial role and did much "to thrust [America] for the first time in history to the 
forefront of the visual arts.""4 Coates was witness to this development but was 
disinclined to favor that story above the many others commanding his attention at 
the time. 

Serge Guilbaut (ed), Reconstructing Modernism Art in New York, Pans and Montreal 1945-
1964 (Cambridge· The MIT Press, 1990) xm 
" 0 RMC, "Final Bursts," The New Yorker 18 (June 27, 1942) 51 
111 RMC, "Americans and Europeans," The New Yorker 21 (March 24, 1945) 88-90 
112 RMC, "Americans and Europeans," 88 
113 RMC, "Friend to the Arts," 135. 

14 Anfam, Abstract Expressionism, 7 



Chapter 13 

All the Year Round 

All the Year Round at The New Yorker 
Coates's sense of frustration at his failure to write either his book on the Arctic, 
"Bright Day," or his projected book on American art, may have been alleviated by 
the great number of publications that he managed to place at The New Yorker. 
Between 1933 and 1946, the magazine, next to publishing Coates's "Art 
Galleries," accepted forty-six short stories, four "Profiles," nine "Reporters-at-
Large," and thirteen other "casuals." In the last category, the writer disclosed a 
strong fascination for the English language, as well as a remarkable skill of 
composing semantically ingenuous, humorous pieces. Sending in one such piece 
to the New Yorker—a concatenation of Spoonerisms such as "I pet no geese" (I get 
no peace) "to strike a blushing crow" (strike a crushing blow) and "to shake a cold 
tower" (take a cold shower)—Coates wrote to his friend, editor Wolcott Gibbs, 
"God knows if anybody else goes in for this sort of word-twisting. I do it all the 
time. Maybe it is a sign of some obscure sort of madness."1 Although applied to 
create comic effects, Coates's interest in language was sincere. As he told Kenneth 
Burke: "But God, we do need more investigation into the motives of language, the 
carrying capacity of words, phrases, and so on. I think we all need to study 
semantics."2 Coates submitted several wonderful pieces, but payment was poor for 
these short sketches (8 cents a word in 1938, as opposed to Coates's established 
fiction rate of 16 cents—The New Yorker's "top rate" for fiction) and he felt 
forced to abandon them.3 In the second half of his career, he submitted only two 
such pieces: "End Quote"4 in 1949, about the misuse of quotation marks, and 
"Morning Exercises," about English spelling, in I960.5 Should non-fictional work 
by Coates be republished, such short language pieces as "On 'Up,'" "The 'How 
To' Books," "Effable, Scrutable English," "The Twist of Tongues," "For Want of 
A Better Word," "The Hammer on the Nail," "Morning Exercises," and his earlier 
"How Much A Word?" would be worth including. 

In other sharpwitted casuals, Coates pointed his arrows at American 
commercialism and the advertising industry and did not hesitate to critique the 
American government by satirizing the then widely debated Teachers' Loyalty 

1 RMC to Wolcott Gibbs, Monday [1937] (TNYR) 
2 RMC to Kenneth Burke, March 16, 1946 (KBP). 
3 See William Maxwell to RMC, December 22, 1938, and RMC to William Maxwell, December 29, 
1938 (TNYR). 
4 RMC, "End Quote," The New Yorker 25 (September 3, 1949). 28-29. 
5 In "Morning Exercises," Coates came up with a "self-defeating" list of codes that people might use 
when spelling words, for instance. "A" as in "Are," "E" as in "Eye," "S" as in "See," "C" as in 
"Cue," "Q" as in "Quay," and "W" as in "Wring " RMC, "Morning Exercises," The New Yorker 36 
(February 27, 1960): 108 
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Oaths.6 His approach was on a par with the magazine as a whole, which, in the 
words of E.B. White, "employed parody, irony, ridicule and satire to deflate or 
diminish persons and institutions it deemed fair game."7 At all times, as former 
New Yorker staff member Ralph Ingersoll described an important element of the 
magazine's critical mode in a famous 1934 article for Fortune, Coates's casuals were 
"carefully swathed in whimsey."" 

In his Profiles, Coates wrote on both people of note and common people, 
for instance, a milkman ("Route Salesman") and a captain of ferryboats for the 
municipality of New York ("Harbor Hopper"). In the other category, there is a 
profile on the modernist architect William Lescaze, whom Coates knew well,9 and 
an essay on Artie McGovem, the developer of a theory of physical exercise which 
had had phenomenal results on Babe Ruth. Coates tried hard to get permission to 
publish a profile on Henry Allen Moe, key member of the literary committee of 
the Guggenheim Foundation, but Ross, aware of Coates's failed attempts there, 
thought this unwise.10 

In yet another department, "A Reporter At Large," the writer's 
atmospheric journalistic articles evidence a similarly wide range of interest: the 
writer gives a guided tour of the 32-mile long Croton Aquaduct; takes us to 
Saratoga Springs for a visit to a dismantled hotel; accompanies us to a federal 
prison near Danbury; a Quaker meeting in Quaker Hill; a mushroom plant in a 
defunct bluestone mine; takes us out on a depressing evening in Times Square for 
a failed attempt to see New York City "at its boom-town boomingest;" and 
reviews the great number of unorthodox churches that then existed in New York. ' ' 

Coates's short stories, the first of which was published in July 1932,12 

began to appear in The New Yorker with greater frequency during the 1930s. In 

6 Coates's "Something in the Way of Pajeeps, Madam9" and "Where to Dine Without Going There" 
ridicule the commercial mind, "Do You Offend9" attacks the notion that commodities can teach good 
manners, and "The How-To Books" is a brilliant wordplay on commercialized mass culture's 
assumption that "everything is remediable " Rita Barnard, The Great Depression and the Culture of 
Abundance (Cambndgc Cambridge University Press, 1995), 121. In "The IPA Laws," Coates mocks 
the "I Pledge Alliance" vows. 
7 Ben Yagoda, About Town The New Yorker and the World it Made (New York Scribner, 2000), 
340. 
8 Ralph Ingersoll, "The New Yorker," Fortune, August 1934, 152 
9 See RMC to Ε Β White, Wednesday [July 1937] (EBWC) 
10 See RMC to St Clair McKelway, March 29, 1938 (TNYR) See also Edmund Wilson to RMC, 
August 20, 1938 in Elena Wilson (ed.), Edmund Wilson Letters on Literature and Politics, 1912-
1972 (New York Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1977) A Coates profile on Jacob Volk, a New York 
building wrecker, was prematurely abandoned when Volk suddenly died See James Thurber, The 
Years with Ross (London Hamish Hamilton, 1957) 84-85 

See, respectively, "A Walk on the Aquaduct", "The Empty Porch," "Tuesday Forum," "Pastoral 
with planes", "A Strange Place to be Growing Things," "Big Night," "Tintoretto in a Walkup," "A 
Blue Flame on the Forehead." 

Excepting "The Dada City" (1930), a series of sketches that was later included in his second novel 
Yesterday's Burdens 
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such stories as "Mr. Mowson Wakes," "Self-Portrait" and "Encounter" we 
encounter Coatesian hallmarks such as compassion for the pain suffered by the 
socially maladjusted individual; penetrating psychological insight; the threat of 
city-life; a sense of impending doom; sympathy for the underdog, including the 
poor; and a focus on the limited or superficial social contact between people. The 
writer's interest and confidence in the genre grew and, in January 1936, he wanted 
to bring out an anthology of his short fiction. In it, he intended to include material 
that had either been rejected by The New Yorker (with whom Coates had a "first-
reading contract," meaning that Coates, in exchange for a certain sum,14 was to 
show whatever short material he wished to publish to The New Yorker first), or 
that his literary representative, Maxim Lieber (who also represented Nathanael 
West and Albert Halper), had failed to sell elsewhere. Again, however, things 
refused to go as planned, and it was not until 1943 that All the Year Round, his 
first collection of short stories, was published by Harcourt, Brace—Coates's new 
publisher. In part, the delay was caused by difficulties at Coates's former 
publisher, Macaulay's. Coates hints at problems in a letter to Katharine White: 
"[T]here is a whole complicated procedure before the book does come out, the 
main part of which, of course, will be getting away from Macaulay Company, and 
I haven't even started on that."15 Since no archives of the Macaulay firm exist, the 
nature of the problem can only be guessed at. At the bankruptcy sale, in 1941, of 
which both Coates and his agent Maxim Lieber were apparently unaware, all 
material became scattered and the writer even lost the copyright of his first three 
books.16 

Possibly, the delay was for the best. Certainly, Coates's reputation as a 
short story writer grew considerably during this period. By 1943, when All the 
Year Round came out, several of his stories had appeared in prize anthologies: 
"The Fury" in the O. Henry Memorial Prize Stories of 1937, "Passing Through" in 
the Best Short Stories of 1939, "Let's Not Talk About it Now" in O. Henry 
Memorial Prize Stories of 1940 and "The Net" in Best Short Stories of 1941. In 
addition, three Coates stories had been reprinted in the first anthology of New 
Yorker fiction, Short Stories from the New Yorker, 1925-1940. The anthology 
(which contained 68 stories, including Coates's "The Fury," "The Net" and "A 
Different World") got rave reviews from the New York Herald Tribune, The New 
York Times and The Saturday Review^1 and led to the recognition of The New 

13 "Mr Mowson Wakes," The New Yorker 8 (July 16, 1932) 11-13, "Self-Portrait," The New Yorker 
8 (September 3, 1932) 15-17 and "Encounter," The New Yorker 9 (April 8, 1933)· 21-22 
14 No information of Coates's earlier years is available During the 1950s, Coates received amounts 
such as the following $300 in 1950, $500 in 1952, $900 in 1955, $1000 in 1956 and $1300 in 1959 
(RMCP). 
15 RMC to Katharine White, Monday [January 1936] (TNYR) 
16 See RMC to Ivan von Auw, August 10, 1958 (HOA) 
17 Interestingly, none of the major reviewers complained of a formulaic style. On the contrary, 
Robert Gelder observed in The New York Times Book Review that "The New Yorker has been blessed 
with intelligent editors of fiction, who have had no faith in formulas or in their own ability to read 
the minds of their readers, and have merely printed the best stones they could get." Robert van 
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Yorker as a major vehicle of high quality fiction, and an important influence 
besides.18 

At The New Yorker itself, however, the writer had had to engage in some 
reputation-building, if only to get the payment he felt he deserved. In a 1938 letter 
to Katharine White Coates discussed the matter in his typical tentative but 
tenacious manner. The letter is quoted from at some length since it provides a clear 
view of Coates's personality, his reputation, and his position at The New Yorker: 

I don't like to boost my stuff, but I've done a lot for The New Yorker in the past few 
years, and I do think that their average has consistently been at least as good as the 
output of anyone else The New Yorker prints in the same line. (Wheee!) 

1 don't know whether or not I have to prove that, but at least I hear 
people say so, and I get letters and so on. And certainly the attention my stories get 
has been increasing, particularly in the past year. Since getting to town I've met 
several people, all strangers (I can think of four right now) who told me they 
watched for my pieces, and remembered this one or that one, and generally showed 
a considerable interest in my work. Furthermore, though I'm no longer on the staff, 
I've been writing more or less exclusively for the magazine for years, so that my 
name is always linked with it—all of which is swell, of course, but it ought to have 
its reward. 

Against that, I have the fact that though I honestly think there is no one 
consistently doing better stories for the magazine, and that only O'Hara and 
Callaghan, and maybe Sally Benson and Kay Boyle, equal mine, I know I don't get 
as much as some others do.19 And I really can't see why—unless it is that I was 
content for a long time with what everyone finally agreed was far too low pay, and 
so am sort of handicapped from then on. Which, for so decently run a magazine as 
The New Yorker is, doesn't seem quite fair.21 

In both scope and style, Coates's short fiction was radically different from his 
novels. So much so, in fact, that one critic, aware of the "dadaist or expressionist 
nature" of Coates's earlier work, believed that the writer's "'real' personality" was 
not to be found in his stories.22 Certainly, the writer's unusual first novels, in 
which artistic expression takes precedence over narration, are based on a different, 
more complex and more ambitious aesthetics than his stories, which largely follow 
the conventional techniques of realism and naturalism. Also, though always 
composed with great care, thoughtfulness and artistic integrity, the writer's short 

Gelder, The New York Times Book Review, December 8 1940, 4. 
18 Yagoda, About Town, 151-52. 
19 On Coates's letter, a scribble by William Maxwell reads. "He gets same as Benson, less than OH 
[O'Hara]." 
20 For a discussion of The New Yorker's poor payment for contributors and staff members during its 
first fifteen to twenty years, see Thomas Kunkel, Genim in Disguise. Harold Ross of the New Yorker 
(New York: Random House, 1995), 317-23. See also Thurbcr, The Years with Ross, 193-210. 
21 RMC to Katharine White, March 17, 1938 (TNYR). 
22 Weldon Kees, "Coates's Short Stories," The New York Times Book Review, December 12 1943, 
30. 
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stories were frequently at least partly written with a view to his financial situation, 
and, up to a point, made certain concessions to The New Yorker's editorial 
demands about theme and style. Nevertheless, Coates's "personality"—his 
humanistic vision on humanity, his views on life, fate, contact, love and violence, 
the ethics within his aesthetics—is essentially the same in both his novels and his 
shorter fiction. 

Coates's first collection of short stories, All the Year Round, certainly was 
a New Yorker book of stories: of the twenty-eight stories that the volume contains, 
all but seven had originally appeared there ("Let's Not Talk About It Now," 
"Summer Night," "The Sound of Death," "The Old Lady," "Meet God With 
Pride," "The Cry," and "One Night At Coney" had previously been published in 
The Southern Review, Harper's Bazaar, Redbook Magazine, Esquire and 
American Mercury.)23 In addition, the volume was dedicated to New Yorker fiction 
editor Gus Lobrano, who had joined the magazine in 1938 to replace Katharine 
White as head of Fiction after her decision to edit material only part-time from her 
new home in Maine.24 Expectedly, critical response tended to focus on the 
controversial issue of the 'Wew Yorker type of fiction," a branch of criticism that, 
already in 1937, had led to Dwight Macdonald's famous critical essay, "Laugh and 
Lie Down,"25 and that was part of the larger attempt to classify The New Yorker as 
a whole.26 Thus, reviewer Weldon Kees, although he admitted that "there is more 
variety to be found in [Coates's collection] than in most of such one-man shows," 
pointed to the difficulty of separating the writer from the magazine: "Probably no 
other publication adheres to so carefully set a tone in its fiction. Its somewhat 
unadventurous rhetoric, its insularity, its limited geography of situation, its careful 
manipulation of pathos—all these to some extent, are shared by those who write 
its short stories."27 William Soskin, in the New York Herald Tribune, likewise tried 
to define the magazine before zooming in on Coates. Indeed, the particular nature 
of the popular urban magazine commanded great interest for critics. In a useful 
article on Ross's magazine, Stanley Edgar Hyman noted: "The New Yorker is 
unique of its kind, and it is this rather terrifying uniqueness that regularly 
fascinates critics and reviewers, so that no critical season is complete without at 
least one learned article attempting to define what makes The New Yorker tick."28 

In the acknowledgements, the American Mercury (which printed the excellent "One Night at 
Coney") was excluded. In its place, American Prefaces appears on the list. Coates could not 
remember having published in American Prefaces "at all." RMC to Dorothy Olding, July 5, 1966 
(HOA). 
24 Linda H. Davis, Onward and Upward- A Biography of Katharine S White (New York: Harper & 
Row, 1987), 123. 
25 Dwight Macdonald, "Laugh and Lie Down," Partisan Review 4 (December 1937): 44-53. 
26 Cf. critic Lionel Trilling who, in a general essay on The New Yorker, complained that the 
magazine's fiction writers were "all the same anonymous person, and you feel about them that ... 
almost any one of these writers might write another's story in the same cool, remote prose." Lionel 
Trilling, "New Yorker Fiction" Nation 154 (April 11, 1942): 425. 
27 Kees, "Coates's Short Stories," 30. 
28 Stanley Edgar Hyman, "The Urban New Yorker," The New Republic, July 20 1942, 90. 
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This was no easy task, especially not because the magazine, as New Yorker writer 
Brendan Gill put it, "has managed to contain within its covers a multitude of 
felicitous incongruities."29 As a result, as one scholar noted in the late 1980s, "New 
Yorker watching has been a favorite pastime" throughout its existence.30 

On the topic of the magazine's fiction, critical opinion ranged from 
"hymns of praise" to condemnations of the magazine as "the worst influence [on 
the short story] in America today."31 Often the argument revolved around the issue 
of "the New Yorker school of fiction," and whether or not such a school, with its 
connotations of formula and prescriptiveness, could be said to exist. Certainly, the 
early New Yorker worked hard to present a distinctive type of fiction; one that that 
made a point of avoiding the melodrama, sentimentality, and contrivance that 
characterized the heavily plotted popular fiction that appeared in The Saturday 
Evening Post, Collier's or Esquire; one that favored brevity, understatement, 
subtlety and detachment; deemphasized plot, and was written with journalistic 
precision and eye for detail. The magazine's fiction editors (especially Katharine 
White and her assistant Wolcott Gibbs) played an important role in the formation 
of this "new" type of story.32 Nevertheless, Katharine White, who occupied a 
central position in the fiction department through the 1920s and 1930s,33 took 
issue with the critical tendency to lump The New Yorker fiction together and treat 
it as a narrowly circumscribed type of fiction. In reaction to New Yorker writer and 
comic Corey Ford's treatment of the issue, she wrote: "I winced over the sentence 
in The New Yorker chapter about 'the self-analytic pastel-stories-without-plots' as 
a New Yorker 'standby,' which is the fashionable cliché to my mind, but is a 

Brendan Gill, Introduction to Wisteria Cottage (New York. Arbor House, 1985), ix. 
30 Gigi Mahon, The Last Days of The New Yorker (New York. McGraw-Hill, 1988), 4. Mahon's 
somewhat dramatic title refers to the end of The New Yorker's editorial department's independence 
from the magazine's financial department: an old battle, initially waged between editor Harold Ross 
and publisher Raoul Flcischmann, that was finally lost in the 1980s. 

William Peden, The American Short Story: Front Line in the National Defense of Literature 
(Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1964), 21. The contents of the debate over the magazine's 
identity and the "New Yorker school of fiction" can be glimpsed from such publications as Dwight 
Macdonald's sharp and severely critical "Laugh and Lie Down;" Lionel Trilling, "New Yorker 
Fiction;" Stanley Edgar Hyman's response to Trilling, "The Urban New Yorker," Weldon Kees, 
"John Cheever's Stones," The New Republic, April 19 1943, 518-19; William Peden, "The Esthetics 
of the Short Story," The Saturday Review of Literature, April II 1953, 43-44 and Peden's The 
American Short Story, 20-22; Hilton Kramer, "Harold Ross's 'New Yorker:' Life as a Drawing-
Room Comedy," Commentary 28, no. 2 (August 1959): 122-27; Arthur Mizener's reverential "The 
Voice is Quiet, The Eye is Sharp," The New York Times Book Review, December 18 1960, 1 ; Corey 
Ford, The Times of Laughter (Boston: Little, Brown, 1967), 110-32; and in (auto)biographies of 
members of the New Yorker staff. 
32 William Peden stresses that The New Yorker did not "produce a revolution in the contemporary 
short story," but "stimulated and helped influence the direction of a literary form which had already 
asserted its independence." As such, it played a "vital role in the renaissance of American short 
fiction." Peden, The American Short Story, 20. 
33 See Davis, Onward and Upward, 112-13; Scott Elledge, E.B. White: A Biography (New York: 
W.W. Norton & Co., 1984), 182fT; Kunkel, Genius in Disguise, 142-44. 
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matter of opinion, not fact. We did make the break from the then artificially 
plotted or overplotted S.E.P. [Saturday Evening Post] and Ladies Home Journal 
short story but if you will reread the three collections of New Yorker short stories, 
I think you will find mighty few that are pastel and only a few that are without 
plots."34 

Such protest notwithstanding, the fiction editors (and Ross) did urge their 
writers to bring a controlled journalistic quality to their fiction and to aim for 
clarity and stylistic perfection. While this did not necessarily result in a "school of 
writing," the pressure to conform to set editorial standards endangered writers' 
originality and true creativity. As James Thurber wrote, "while I agree, in the 
main, ... that there is no such thing [as a New Yorker style of writing], and that 
most of The New Yorker's outstanding contributors have styles of their own, I was 
increasingly disturbed by Ross's insistence on super-clarity, over-punctuation, and 
strict rules of grammar and syntax and parsing."35 One particular writer whose 
fiction Thurber was concerned would suffer was John McNulty, and, creating a 
new verb to warn against the power that the magazine might have over the young 
writer, he told him: "Don't let the magazine new-yorker you."36 E.B. White 
believed that if there was a "sameness" in style at The New Yorker, this could be 
traced not to the fiction editors but to the magazine's rewrite men: the "copydesk," 
in other words, which he described as "a marvelous fortress of grammatical 
exactitude and stylish convention."37 

As a result, there was something recognizably distinct to many of the New 
Yorker stories in terms of tone, pace and style. Its particular brand of realism, for 
instance, tended to be, in the words of Partisan Review critic Dwight Macdonald, 
"deodorized, deloused, reminiscent of William Dean Howells rather than of 
Dreiser."38 Generally polite in tone, profane language was to be avoided and so 
was any open display of emotion. In addition, several subjects were considered 
taboo, among them promiscuity, adultery, and sex. Coates did deal with such 
themes in his stories, but treated them in a covert manner—this in sharp contrast to 
his longer work (The Bitter Season, Wisteria Cottage, The Farther Shore). Even 
then, "The Cry," and "Summer Night," stories which hint at a young girl's 
initiation into the meaning of sex and womanhood and the problematics of female 
sexuality respectively, were rejected by The New Yorker. So was "One Night At 
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Coney," which rather openly describes the sexual attraction between two young 
men. On the other hand, "The Fury" (which deals with pedophilic love), "The 
Darkness of the Night" (in which an adulterous woman manipulates her lover to 
murder her husband), and the troubling "Gil, This is Lola" (in which a young 
virgin, Lola, is persuaded by her sexually experienced girl-friend to work as a call-
girl) were placed there during Ross's reign. In fact, the notion that The New Yorker 
tried to avoid "grim" topics, was, according to Katharine White, a misconception: 
"Ross would rail in public at grim and sordid stories but his public rantings seldom 
represented his literary feelings. Take Robert Coates—his best short stories were 
grim and violent indeed and Ross rejoiced in them, as he did in O'Hara's early 
grim stories and many others."39 In addition, and in contradiction of Dwight 
Macdonald's statement about the New Yorker's brand of realism, Coates's stories 
were generally "highly specific [and] starkly realistic."40 

Ben Yagoda, discussing the progression of the magazine's short fiction 
during its first decades, singled out Coates's "dark psychological studies such as 
'The Net,' the story of a murderer told from the point of view of the murderer, and 
'The Fury,' which, incredibly enough, was about a child molester who ends up 
throwing himself under a subway," as exceptional and noted: "It is safe to say that 
if these stories were written by an outsider, they would not have found a home in 
The New Yorker. But they did, and they opened the door for the work of Albert 
Maltz, a self-identified left-wing writer, who contributed strikingly grim urban 
tales in the late thirties and the forties."41 In this way, Coates's somewhat 
deviating publications had a not inconsiderable effect. 

While Yagoda is no doubt correct in assuming that the magazine's insiders 
helped to expand the category of the allowable, Coates's work was frequently 
rejected. For instance, the grimness of a class struggle story such as "Meet God 
With Pride," which describes a bankrupt young couple's resort to suicide as the 
only dignified solution, was deemed unacceptable. The story was rejected because 
it "seemed to us to depend on the bald awfulness of the facts and to boil down to 
being a pretty literal story of a suicide pact."42 Likewise, The New Yorker was 
unwilling to place "Not This Time," a story about poverty, because of Harold 
Ross's fear of the mediocrity that had come to envelope themes usually addressed 
by proletarian writers. As William Maxwell reported: "What bothers [Ross] 
especially is the poor-house theme which has been done, he says, far too many 
times by bad writers to stand up even when a good writer tackles it."43 In other 
words, although it was not unusual for The New Yorker to deal with the lives of 
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the "submerged classes' and to do so with sensitivity, a direct treatment of the 
harsher and grosser aspects of such lives was frequently deemed undesirable. In 
the same way, the grim "One Night at Coney" was rejected. Not surprisingly, the 
American Mercury, whose realism could be "raw, crude [and] uncompromisingly 
frank about sex,"45 and whose editorial stance allowed for more violence and 
shocks than the more polite The New Yorker, printed Coates's story in May 1934. 
A final example is "A Ride on the Roller Coaster," a particularly uncomfortable 
story about a man who is murdered for merely having smiled at a boy's fear during 
a ride on the Coney Island roller coaster. Missing the point of the story—Coates's 
rather prophetic conviction that murder can take place over such slight events, and 
by such ordinary people as to be almost incredible—The New Yorker rejected the 
story because "the killing does not seem to hold water, any way you look at it, and 
your gangster doesn't seem real to us."46 Interestingly, the situation seems to point 
ahead to Philip Roth's statement, in 1961, that "The American writer in the middle 
of the 20th century has his hands full in trying to understand, then describe, then 
make credible much of the American reality."47 The story was never published. 

All the Year Round 
The short stories in All the Year Round are written in a seemingly effortless, but 
terribly precise and painstaking literary style. Precision was a major goal, for, as 
Coates once exclaimed: "It's amazing how wildly inaccurate our perceptions are, 
and how often we confuse the facts still further by loading them with 
preconceptions."48 Critic Donald Phelps, commenting on Coates's remarkable 
"eye for the transitory and idiosyncratic in the Manhattan landscape," referred to 
the writer's style as one of "passionate precision."49 For a description of the 
writer's verbal exactitude, Phelps' term beats that of Raymond Chandler who 
referred to the precision of the urban modems as "Terrible honesty," suggesting as 
it does Coates's feeling and compassion, as well as his passionate concern to make 
his readers see, hear, and feel what he was trying to communicate, whether horrific 
or moving, common or extraordinary. 

Next to striking descriptions of people and their surroundings, the writer's 
short fiction is further characterized by an emphasis on atmosphere and 
characterization, a brief time-span and a limited geographical setting. Those 
stories set in the country are usually set on a farm, a field or a country road, while 
the city-stories take place in a bar, a movie theatre, a hotel, a tenement flat or on a 
street comer—locales, incidentally, that reveal a clear parallel with the urban 
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paintings of the romantic realist Edward Hopper and the artists associated with 
Robert Henri's "The Eight." Often, Coates used set opening phrases. For the bar 
stories, for instance, we have "It was a little bar near the comer of 46th Street" 
("Bodyguard"); "It was a little bar on lower Sixth Avenue" ("Listen Paul") and "It 
was a little bar on Third Avenue" ("The Damned Hotel"). This efficiency, an 
instance of what William Maxwell called the New Yorker's habitual "elimination 
of superfluities,"50 gives rise to a feeling of tedium, but this is soon alleviated by 
the scene that unfolds on the location thus identified. 

Thematically, Coates focused on the lives of common men and women of 
either lower or middle-class backgrounds, all the year round, either in New York 
City or in the Connecticut countryside. The plot is typically small and usually 
revolves around a tragic incident or despairing circumstance. Coates was a master 
in sketching the situation and those involved in it. As one reviewer described the 
stories: "Short, vivid, swift, like episodes glimpsed by flashes of lightning, which 
etch faces and figures with startling clarity and suggest more action than they 
reveal."51 

In their small scope and compactness, Coates's stories satisfy his own 
1937 definition of the short story as "the sharpshooter of the arts," which, in 
contrast to the novel, "can pick off its subjects one by one."52 Always, the writer 
strove to treat these small and precisely delineated moments of human life with the 
greatest accuracy and intensity. As he once wrote, "Indeed, because its target is 
small, it is from the accuracy of the short story's aim, the immediacy of its impact, 
that it gains its power."53 

Because of their limited plot, some of the stories, especially when 
summarized, tend to sound decidedly pat, sentimental, even trivial—a frequent 
point of criticism directed at The New Yorker in general and its fiction in 
particular.54 Occasionally, it must be said, his subject matter does not seem to 
warrant the sharpshooter's precision and careful intensity. Examples from All the 
Year Round would be "Wild Bird," in which a restless man discovers a desire to 
settle down, "Boyfriend," a story about a factory girl's attraction to a boy whom 
she claims to be scared of, and "The Damned Hotel," a picture of a man's struggle 
to accept his pending divorce. On the whole, however, Coates deserves credit for 
having managed to present his limited material convincingly, transcending the 
limitations of his characters, and with feeling, all the while avoiding the 
sentimentality in which a lesser writer might have fallen. Also, as Donald Phelps, 
a Coates-aficionado with excellent critical insight, defended his stories, "Even 
those stories which seem slight are charged with that sense of consequence, that 
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urging towards shape, which are the hallmarks of the best short story writers " 
Indeed, Coates's intensity and earnestness are remarkable and well suit his 
conviction to communicate the profundity that lay hidden in the ordinary, and his 
aim to find noteworthy meaning in the ostensibly unremarkable 

As was mentioned earlier, many of the above formal and stylistic elements 
also characterize the work of such regular contributors to The New Yorker as 
Louise Bogan, Sally Benson, Tess Slesinger, John O'Hara, John Cheever and John 
McNulty This is not surprising, and not necessarily an indication of Coates's lack 
of originality or authenticity After all, Coates had been closely involved with The 
New Yorker since 1927, and arguably helped shape and strengthen both the 
identity of the magazine and, during the 1930s, the short story that would become 
so closely allied with the magazine The New Yorker writer and editor Brendan 
Gill suggests as much in his discussion of John O'Hara "With Dorothy Parker, 
Robert M Coates, Sally Benson, and one or two other writers, [O'Hara] helped to 
invent what the world came to call the New Yorker short story, though nobody 
who has written a short story for The New Yorker would ever admit that there was 
such a thing "56 

Despite certain similarities, Coates's stories are distinguished from those 
of many of his colleagues by the consistent and strong emotional undercurrent of 
the telling—a Coatesian trademark that characterizes all of his fictional work All 
the Year Round offers deep and sincere soundings of the tragedies of human life 
and his narratives are intoned with human feeling, understanding and sympathy 
William Soskin generously complimented Coates on this achievement and wrote 
in his review of the short story collection, "Few writers are able to sustain 
psychological atmosphere and at the same time achieve the strength, the tragic 
statement and the compassion Robert Coates has "57 Indeed, Coates's authorial 
stance is not that of an unmoved reporter, who coolly stands by as his characters 
approach disaster Objective, but never aloof, Coates avoids the situation in which 
the author "merely [lays] traps of situation in which the doomed characters must 
inevitably fall,"58 which Lionel Trilling felt that most New Yorker writers were 
guilty of Of course, Coates was not the only New Yorker writer who managed to 
steer clear of both sentimentality and complacency a similarly powerful mixture 
of sincere compassion and detachment also characterizes the more tantalizing and 
frequently more complex work of Katherine Anne Porter, John Updike or the 
stories of Raymond Carver 

Although Coates's scope is small, the majority of his stones offer sensitive 
insights into human life, modestly communicated and revealing a subtle and deep 
understanding In the curiously moving "Bodyguard," for instance, the writer 
introduces us to a bodyguard (Arnold) whose job consists of protecting his rich 
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and alcoholic employer (Mr. Manning) not from others, but from himself. Apt to 
create mayhem, Manning is not to be lost sight of. In the story, Mr. Manning has 
managed to temporarily shake off his guard and has entered a New York bar alone. 
The narrative starts at the moment when Arnold discovers Mr. Manning 
entertaining several people at the bar. Manning's initial greeting reveals him to be 
in a boisterous but self-conscious mood of defiant rebellion: 

"Well, well, well, well, well," he said. "If it isn't Big Stoop himself. And with a 
taxicab champing at the curb outside, I'll wager, all ready to drive me home again. 
To a pleasant evening in the parlor, me in one chair and the Tragic Bitch in another, 
and be damned to the both of us. Is that it, eh, Arnold? And suppose I'm not having 
any?"59 

The situation quickly accelerates and the atmosphere progresses from fairly genial 
to disconcerting as Manning strives to make his bodyguard lose control through 
insults and aggressive behavior which he hopes will be beyond Arnold's skills to 
master. Manning makes several counterproductive and increasingly hostile 
attempts to rally support from the other drinkers at the bar to his cause of personal 
freedom and self-management. Talking to Arnold through the other visitors, for 
instance, Mr. Manning explains Arnold's presence as follows: 

"It's me he's supposed to take care of. He's my personal slave, my watch-dog, my 
bodyguard. He's supposed to watch over me, follow me around, see that I don't fall 
in evil hands. Are your hands evil? Let's see your hands." Neither man moved, and 
Mr. Manning's voice rose a little. "I said, let's see your hands." He was insisting 
now, and with a kind of angry grin the tall man thrust out his hand.60 

When Manning engages in actual violence against the other men—throwing beer, 
kicking shins, threatening—Arnold throws him out by force. Manning, however, is 
laughing. The liberties that Manning (maddening, as well as confidently male) can 
afford to take with his "inferior" are in wry contrast to Arnold's cool and 
professional control over his employer. Manning's condition is one of loneliness 
and helplessness combined, and the situation draws on the irony of reversal to 
create its particular and strong effect: the unstable Mr. Manning's complex, 
misguided and tragic attempts to establish an equal footing, emotionally, with a 
man who is employed as his bodyguard, who is paid to control him, cannot but 
fail. The confusion of superior and inferior, as Arnold refuses to give what his 
superior demands of him because the situation cannot accommodate it, is 
powerfully conveyed. Through Coates's compassionate treatment of Manning, 
however, the reader is above all left with a strong sense of the tragic humiliation of 
Manning's trap, and the futility of the violence that he resorts to in order to 
dissolve it. 
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At his best, Coates impresses the reader with his capacity to instill the 
ordinary with true momentousness or a heartfelt, moving profundity. Quite clearly, 
Coates searched for this dimension—something he shared with realist painters like 
John Sloan, Edward Hopper and Loren Maclver, all of whom he admired, as well 
with such fellow New Yorker writers as John O'Hara, Edward Newhouse. John 
Updike or John Cheever. In "Let's Not Talk About It Now," which was awarded 
an O. Henry Memorial prize in 1940, Coates trains his eye on a fairly common 
household situation which turns into a desperate one through a lack of 
communication, and because of the feeling, very common in Coates's oeuvre, of 
being trapped in circumstances from which there seems to be no escape. This time, 
a man and wife (Roy and Eve) face the situation in which Eve's father, who shares 
their house, is considered an unwelcome addition to the household by Roy. When 
the old man refuses to go along to visit some friends for fear of being taken away 
(something which Roy has hinted at to the old man alone), the situation is 
skillfully shown to explode. After a tussle with the old man who refuses to get up 
out of his chair, and with everyone talking at the same time, Roy can no longer 
observe his wife's request to "not talk about it now" and shouts: 

"I've taken enough. Him and you, and him sitting there. All I hear is about him, 
what he'll eat and what he won't eat. What he wants and what he don't want. And 
me working. By God, sometimes I wonder— " "Roy, please!" she said, but he 
didn't seem to hear her. "—And now when all I ask is to get his coat on. To go out 
with us," he went on. "I tell you there's a place for him. There's a place where he 
belongs and it ain't here!" 

"Roy, please!" Eve cried at him again, and she could feel her father's fingers 
twisting in hers. "I told you," the old man was saying. "Hear him, Effle? Hear him 
tell it?" But all she could see was Roy's shouting face and his eyes that were so 
hard with hate that it was like running head-on into a stone wall.61 

The story ends on a temporary reconciliation, but the damage, one feels, has been 
done.62 

Of special interest to Coates was the notion that the common and 
pedestrian could possess not just an unexpectedly moving or profound quality, but 
could yield truly dramatic and frighteningly sensational material, as the ordinary 
transgresses the apparently thin dividing line between normalcy and abnormality. 
In this. All the Year Round reveals an important debt to naturalism's discovery of 
passion and violence inside the humdrum individual, or, in Donald Pizer's words, 

61 AYR, 57 
62 Coates's mother, mentally unstable in her old age, lived with Elsa and Bob in their home in 
Gaylordsville. Certain difficulties arose, one of which Coates narrated to Cowley as follows: 
"Believing all arrangements made for depositing Ma with my aunt for the winter, we drove out to 
Cincinnati, to find that my aunt had, quite simply, changed her mind. What followed was almost 
insane: recriminations, upbraidings, all the louder because she knew she was doing us a dirty trick, 
and all ending with our turning right around and driving straight back to Gaylordsville again. Ma and 
all." RMC to Malcolm Cowley, Tuesday [1935] (MCC). 



296 Following Strangers, Part IV 1933-1946 

"the extraordinary or excessive in human nature " The volume, however, also 
reveals the writer to have been more interested in naturalist techniques than in the 
naturalist ethics—an aspect that links his work to that of Frank Noms whose 
interest in vivid scenes and character development frequently confused or blurred 
his naturalist intentions, or that of Theodore Dreiser whose determinism and belief 
in man's helplessness did not cause him to renounce his belief in the value of 
individual emotional expression M Coates's work reveals a similar tension between 
the conviction that man is shaped and guided by the forces of environment, 
instinct, or chance and the compensating desire to "find some meaning in 
expenence which reasserts the validity of the human enterprise "65 Indeed, Coates 
is not primarily concerned with outlining the inevitability of the events he depicts 
but focuses on the characters' psychological and emotional response to the 
perceived condition of entrapment 

The border between psychological "normalcy" and "abnormality"— 
explored often in the fiction of the 1940s and 1950s and central to the novels 
Wisteria Cottage and The Farther Shore—is powerfully dealt with in the short 
stories "The Net" and "The Fury " In "The Net," with its brief time-span, Coates 
convincingly outlines the gradual and insidious growth of such ostensibly 
"normal" feelings of resentment and anger into an "abnormal" desire to scare 
one's opponent, and ultimately into the capacity for murder In the story, a young 
man faces separation from his girlfriend and nastily confronts her with his rising 
feelings of betrayal and rage When the moment of killing is there, the writer 
identifies closely with the killer's emotional and psychological state of mind, but 
simultaneously maintains an observer's distance The strategy reveals the force of 
instinct, as well as the incapacity of the protagonist to realize the abnormality of 
his actions At the same time, it shows sufficient detail for the reader to become 
horrified at the man's delusion 

He had only intended to stop her screaming, but as soon as he touched her a strange 
kind of strength flowed into his hands, a strength that came from somewhere inside 
him and that once released there was no recalling, so that he couldn't have let go if 
he'd tried For a while she struggled, jerking her body this way and that and pulling 
at his arms with her hands It didn't bother him He had shoved her back against the 
wall, so hard that her head bumped against it and her hat tipped over sidewise He 
just stiffened his legs and stood there, his hands locked hard in the flesh of her 
throat, he was surprised at how strongly he stood there, meeting and conquering 
every move she made "Laugh now," he said once, not loud, but almost gently66 
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"The Fury," which addresses the problem of sex crimes, is a key story in 
Coates's oeuvre and was anthologized many times. In 1937, it was awarded an O. 
Henry Award. The story brings together Coates's unusual ability to identify with a 
psychologically aberrant and megalomaniacal mind, his capacity to conjure up 
compassion through detachment, the threat of violence, and the theme, central to 
both Wisteria Cottage and The Farther Shore, of lost innocence and defiled purity, 
this time through the protagonist's assumption that the little girl he is attracted to 
is sexually knowledgeable—an important element, incidentally, of Nabokov's 
Lolita (1955). The story is narrated in the third person and immediately zooms in 
on the scene. It opens in a movie house, where a Mr. Fient is bending his "bright, 
his compelling gaze" at a little girl's white face, which is "convulsed with terror." 
Fient feels a "bright white imperious vengeful majesty rise up within him," but 
loses the feeling when the girl starts to cry. He withdraws, leaves the movie house, 
and wanders down Fourteenth Street, reflecting disgustedly on his own 
assumptions about the little girl's sexual knowledgeability: "The little devil. She 
knows what it's all about, all right! ... And at that age, too!" 

At the sight of a plump woman in a tight dress, and aware of the "swelling 
naked body" beneath, he is overcome by disgusted hatred and loudly exclaims 
"Filth!" At the next moment, however, the man's emotions towards humanity veer 
towards the opposite extreme of a god-like benevolent love—an alternation that 
was observed in Fleming of "Bright Day," and that will reoccur in Wisteria 
Cottage. Indeed, the character of Richard Baurie, the protagonist of that novel, 
was conceived around the time of "The Fury." Like Baurie, Fient is convinced that 
he has been placed upon the earth to "punish" those who pose a threat to 
innocence—a concept of which he has a dangerously personal definition. When 
Fient discovers another victim, another little girl, we never do get to know the 
man's exact intentions, but through his characterization and especially through the 
registration of Flent's inner voice, Coates creates a threatening tension. As Richard 
Messer has observed, "the crucial element in this story is the voice within the man 
that goads him on and rises to a crescendo of self-righteous fury at the treachery of 
the child and the 'filth' of the world."67 Specifically, we realize, Flent's desire for 
"innocence" makes it impossible for him to channel his sexual longings. In this 
sense, "The Fury" makes a strong point about "the relationship between 
puritanism and sexual maladjustment"68 and foreshadows the problems that Baurie 
will face in Wisteria Cottage. 

When Flent's efforts to lure his victim away fail and the young girl's 
screams attract the angry attention of others, the man runs. Overtaken by "the 
fury," he runs to his death. To describe his death (or suicide), Coates combined the 
naked facts of his violent death with the perception of those who helplessly 
witness his collision with an El-train to create a powerful mixture of objectivity 
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and compassion. A man in a flapping raincoat is seen to blindly burst onto the 
platform, and to run towards the approaching train: 

Those on the platform saw him do it, but they never knew what he was doing until 
it was too late. They saw him run to the edge and run off it, and then—his legs and 
arms working frantically, his raincoat flattened against his scrawny back—they saw 
his body thump, in mid-air, against the front of the train. ... The brakes were on, 
and the whole train was shrieking and shuddering under the drag of them; but it had 
coasted halfway into the station before it came to a halt. Long before that, the body 
was under the wheels.69 

"The Fury," published in 1936, was a timely story. In the mid-1930s, sex 
crimes were becoming a growing menace in New York City. An inquiry, in 1937, 
into the causes of the phenomenon by a Joint Legislative Committee under the 
leadership of Senator John J. McNaboe, was given extensive coverage in the press. 
As Coates's essentially compassionate treatment of the issue reveals, the author 
hesitated to condemn the perpetrators and inclined towards an indictment of 
society at large. With that, he found himself on the side of the New Masses, which 
also covered the debate, as well as on a par with one Dr. Frederic Wertham, a then 
well-known psychiatrist, who was convinced that "It is not a medical problem and 
it is not a legal problem; it is a social problem; and the people involved should get 
together."70 Wertham, who was in contact with Coates in the late 1940s over 
Wisteria Cottage, was the owner of an extensive avant-gardist art collection71 and 
developed a great interest in the relation between art and psychological disorders. 
He published extensively on the topic.72 In 1947, for instance, he provided clinical 
and moralistic "analyses" of the stories appearing in the anthology The World 
Within: Fiction Illuminating Neuroses of Our Time ( 1947), a collection of work 
by, among others, Dostoevsky, Chekhov, Henry James, Franz Kafka, Conrad 
Aiken, E.B. White, Anna Kavan, Truman Capote, Eudora Welty, and William 
Faulkner. The anthology also contained Robert Coates's "The Fury." In his 
commentary on that story, Wertham bitterly repeated his argument, formulated in 
the New Masses in 1937, that society was shirking a fundamental responsibility 
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72 See, for instance, the essay "Blood and Oil: The Role of Art and Literature" in his A Sign For 
Cam An Exploration of Human Violence (New York: MacMillan Company, 1966) and "The 
Dreams that Heal" in Mary Louise Aswell (ed.). The World Within: Fiction Illuminating Neuroses of 
Our Time (New York: McGraw-Hill Book Company, Inc., 1947), in which Wertham points out that 
literature is in danger of "losing its original utilitarian function as work songs, songs to cure, and 
songs of ritual." Aswell (ed.). The World Within, xni. 
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towards such individuals as Coates's protagonist Mr. Fient: "These people are 
driven. They need help against themselves. But they are no more confused in their 
minds than is society which, instead of dealing with them scientifically and 
preventively, reacts with a mixture of sternness, laxity, greed, vengeance, and 
statistical computations which 'prove' that everything is getting better and 
better."73 

"The Fury" communicates, in extreme form, "Coates's sense not only of a 
terrifying lack of feeling in modem life, but also the derangement of normal 
feelings and relationships"74 that colors the entire collection. Underlying the 
emotional and psychological mishaps that the author so powerfully portrays, is a 
deep lack of emotional sustenance through human contact and the absence of 
interpersonal responsibility. Coates may or may not have wanted to restore an 
awareness of the importance of the traditional social values and social solidarity,75 

but he certainly revealed the diresome effects of their decline, especially violence. 
Indeed, violence and the threat of violence is all-pervasive: in "The Fury," 

a sexually and psychologically disturbed man threatens a young girl and gets run 
over by the El-train as he tries to shake off his pursuers; "The Net" describes how 
a young man strangles his estranged wife; "One Night at Coney" relates how a 
man gets badly beaten up because of his homosexuality; in "The Darkness of the 
Night," a man and a woman discuss their plans to murder the woman's husband, 
and in "Winter Fishing," two businessmen who are spending their weekend in 
their cabin by Paradise Lake manage to kill each other with ice-picks and guns. 

As the latter story-line indicates, not all violent stories are set in the city. 
Coates was not naively promoting the country as an idyllic retreat from the 
degenerative forces at work in the city. Thus, in "An Accident in the Fields," a 
blindly enraged countryman kills his city-dwelling brother when the latter refuses 
him the money he needs. "Some Salt on a Boulder," a more homely yam, 
intended, according to the narrator, to express his bafflement at the "peculiarities 
of country-humor,"76 narrates how an old farmer who poisoned another man's 
dogs is caught and then given the choice between letting his heifers lick a poison-
sprinkled boulder, or get beaten up. Women, too, are capable of violence, although 
in thought, not action: in "Summer Night," a woman wanders out on a moonlit 
night to be surprised by an approaching young man who decides to try and seduce 
her. Though not perceived as a threat before (in fact, the woman is somewhat 
amused at the young man's efforts), the man causes her to scream when he grabs 
her arm to prevent her from falling when she suddenly stumbles. He apologizes, 
but rage builds up inside her: "There was more force in her voice than was needed, 
she knew, but the fact that she no longer had to fear him made her despise him; her 
feeling now was that she wanted to drive him away, get him out of her sight, 

71 Aswell (ed.). The World Within, 331. 
74 Messer, "Robert M. Coates," 45. 
75 See Louis Wirth's classic and ground-breaking essay "Urbanism as a Way of Life," American 
Journal of Sociology 44, no. 1 (July 1938): 20-21. 
76 AYR, 177. 
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destroy him if need be, but have done with him." At the end of the story, 
however, the woman succumbs to crying, rather than to a violent act. In a similar 
way, the female character in "The Darkness of the Night" does not actively 
partake in the violence. 

It would be wrong to suggest, however, that Coates considered women to 
be innocently incapable of "evil" or to be lacking in power. To illustrate, "The 
Darkness of the Night" bears some further discussion. The story immediately 
establishes a form of superiority of the female over the male. When Fred enters the 
bar where the couple habitually meets, he has "that feeling that he often had when 
he was keeping a date with Flora, that she was already there somewhere and 
watching him."78 We also learn that "the steadiness of [Flora's] gaze makes him 
feel uncomfortable," and that Fred only allows himself to smile when she does. 
Fred hates the fact that Flora's husband "owns" her, but Flora maintains to hold a 
certain pride in her marriage vows, and speaks of sex in terms of a "wife's duty." 
"Till death do us part," she quotes, planting the thought of murder in Fred's mind. 
Although Fred protests that "taking life's a crime," he is slowly being coaxed into 
agreeing to kill the husband. What Coates emphasizes is how Flora uses the 
assumptions she knows exist about her sex (weakness, frailty, helplessness, 
docility, innocence, submissiveness) to awaken its opposites in the male (mental 
and physical strength, assurance, decisiveness, power, aggressiveness) so as to suit 
her dark needs. Ironically, the man unconsciously assumes "his" role, and feels 
"determination," "power and assurance." The story highlights woman's 
manipulative skills as well as man's gullibility and lack of vision, but Fred is 
revealed to be less the victim of one woman's evil planning than the victim of his 
own traditional conceptions of men and women, which Flora so cunningly 
manages to use to her own advantage. The combined themes of gender and 
sexuality, evil and innocence return in Wisteria Cottage and The Farther Shore. 

Contrary to what the above might suggest, Coates did not always resort to 
the sensational to illustrate his point that there was a "terrifying lack" of human 
feeling and sensitivity. He detected it much closer to home as well, both in the city 
and the country. In his more pedestrian stories, he approached the topic by 
exploring the limits of human care and responsibility, in emotional, psychological 
and physical terms. Thus, All The Year Round contains three stories that deal with 
the responsibility for the poor ("Spring's A Nice Time," "A Walk on Sunday" and 
"Meet God with Pride"); four focus on the issue of the responsibility towards the 
elderly ("The Old Lady," "The First Car Through," "Let's Not Talk About It 
Now," and "A Winter in the Country"); and two portray the plight of children 
("The Burgess Kids" and "Freddie, Go Play"). In the latter two stories, the writer 
portrays the gap that separates the adult world from a child's world, and the sad 
dependence of the child on the decisions made by its elders. The powerlessness 
and helplessness of the child, as its parents plan a divorce ("Freddy, Go Play") or 

AYR, 102-03. 
AYR, 212. 
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decide to move elsewhere ("The Burgess Kids"), are rendered unsentimentally and 
to considerable effect 

In addition to his attention to the poor, the elderly and the young, Coates 
also described the plight of such outcasts of society as pedophiles ("The Fury"), 
alcoholics ("Bodyguard"), and prostitutes ("Gil, This is Lola"), all of whom he 
approached with sensitivity and compassion, even if he did not necessarily 
condone their behavior Coates's stepdaughter, Ingrid Waldron, once pointed out 
that Coates, though not a religious man, "had a good sense of moral outrage "79 In 
the composition of his stories, Coates was often moved by this sense of outrage, 
but always remained careful not to be judgmental His aim was not to point out the 
guilty party, but, above all, to increase human understanding and awareness Thus, 
he tended to focus on the moral dilemma His management of the dilemma's 
outcome, his skill to suggest the psychological and emotional impact of that 
outcome are extraordinary, and provided him with a hidden and powerful pathway 
to the reader's own moral awareness (an exception is "One Night at Coney," 
which is the only openly didactic story in the collection) 

For example, in "Gil, This is Lola," a sexually inexperienced girl (Lola) is 
persuaded by her experienced friend Dons to work as a call-girl to make some 
money Contrary to what Dons had suggested or even promised to the panic-
stricken girl before entering, the host (Gil) is fiercely interested in her the moment 
she steps into the door The suddenly professional Dons abandons her and hands 
her over to the man- "Dons grabbed Lola's hand and pulled her a little closer to 
[Gil] 'Gil, this is Lola,' Dons said 'She's my girl friend I told you about Be nice 
to her, darling And don't make me jealous '" This is where the story stops, but the 
reader's mind travels much further to envisage the events (and its consequences) 
that will follow this tragic and troubling moment 

The collection also features two stories with homosexuality as their theme 
With regard to this issue, Coates's attitude is not at all clear-cut Unfortunately, no 
research material is available from which his attitude may be deduced Certainly, 
the two stones in All the Year Round that deal with homosexuality, "One Night at 
Coney," and "The Course of True Love," contain contradictory elements They are 
discussed at some length below 

In "The Course of True Love," the relationship between two young men 
(Joe and Stewart) who share an apartment (in which, we read, there is "a dark 
doorway, giving on the bedroom") is compromised when Joe impregnates a 
girlfriend and they decide upon marriage Stewart, who has "soft features," 
registers feelings of deep disappointment, anger and frustration at Joe's decision 
For a wnter who tended to avoid open displays of emotion in his male characters, 
Coates's emphasis on Stewart's emotional aspect is noticeable there is, for 
instance, a "squeaky harshness" in Stewart's voice, his cheeks are "twitching a 
little" when he talks, and "his mouth jerked up and down " Clearly, Stewart 
interprets his relationship with his friend differently from Joe himself Joe (who is 

Ingrid Waldron, interview by author, Westport Point, Massachusetts, July 12-13 1997 
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described, in contrast to Stewart, as having a "square, stubby-featured face") 
rejects him when the latter seeks contact: 

Abruptly, [Stewart] scrambled off the day bed and came over to Joe's chair. He sat 
down on the arm of it and put his hand on Joe's shoulder. Joe drew away a little. He 
didn't look up at him.80 

When Stewart realizes that Joe has made up his mind, he screams "Take your 
damned floozy and marry her, then!" and, overcome with emotion, withdraws into 
himself. Although probably meant to emphasize his homosexuality, Stewart's 
display of emotions effectively raises compassion. It also prompts the question if 
the title, "The Course of True Love," refers to the girl's unplanned pregnancy and 
the heterosexual partnership that evolves from this situation, or if it should be 
interpreted not as a mockery of Stewart's feeling of love, but instead as a sad 
commentary on the fact that the "true love" felt by Stewart cannot take its course. 

The other story about homosexuality, "One Night at Coney," is an 
indirectly confessional story and wraps the theme of homosexuality up in an 
unusually (for Coates) didactic cover. The story opens with an introductory 
passage in which the author, pretending to quote the man who is to narrate his 
story next, addresses the issue of civic responsibility in the face of violent 
behavior towards others, and dwells on the possibility of personal destiny made 
suddenly manifest by the circumstances: 

HE SAID: ... There are times, you know, when events around you take on a strange 
force and direction, as if they had been aimed at you, and at you alone. ... Even 
more, there seems to be a duty involve, an obligation laid on you. The actors [of the 
drama] are all strangers and all oblivious to you, yet you understand their problems 
and their emotions as intimately as might a participant, and the whole action 
revolves around you as if you were its center.81 

Containing an Emersonian reminder of the possibility of the individual to alter the 
progress of events ("as if some role had been left open for you; the role, perhaps, 
that would decide the issue, if you would but assume it,"82) the voice, though made 
indirect by the "He said" device, appeals directly to the reader. 

In the next part of the story, the narrator, employing the first-person, 
outlines the particular drama that unfolded before his very eyes. Moving through 
the crowd at Coney Island (which has a "happy-go-lucky companionableness"— 
Coates never tired of creating neologisms), he sees two boys "dancing for 
pennies." In a few sentences, the scene is set: the one boy, a mulatto, dances with a 
"kind of sinister condescension" and the younger boy, white, follows with "a girl's 
unhindering docility." The bold dominance of the one and the practiced 

NUAYR, 139. 
81 AYR, 246. 
82 Ibid. 
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subservience of the other troubles the narrator and he notes that "you begin 
thinking of the sexual margins that surround their actions," and "the terrible 
ruthlessness of vice, that fastens itself most securely on the young." After this 
explicit and negative commentary on homosexual attraction, the narrator describes 
a homosexual man watching the two boys dance. The portrait fuses descriptions of 
the man's outer and inner characteristics with the unquestioned prejudice and 
horrified fascination of the observer: 

I knew what he was, of course; there's a softness about the eyes and a certain 
sugariness about the mouth that gives them all away. Just now he was in a sort of 
quiet frenzy, all by himself, as he watched the dancing boys. Here in the rough-and-
tumble of Coney he had stumbled on a spectacle that suited his own peculiar 
passions, and there was something horrible about the relishing way he welcomed it. 
His delight was past concealment; it greased his face and glistened in his eyes; it set 
his lips twitching and his whole body rocking convulsively. He couldn't stand 
still.8f 

When the man, whose aspect has been noticed by other bystanders as well, 
is suddenly hit by a young Italian and runs off in panic, the narrator feels 
compassion: his "fright and flight ... almost sickeningly ... revealed the terrible 
aloneness of the man." Despite his compassion, however, the narrator fails to 
come to the man's rescue when, later on, the "fairy," as he is consistently referred 
to, is awaited by the Italian boy and two of his friends. The narrator explains why: 

There is a convention in such matters; his fault was such that they, and they alone, 
would have righteousness on their side. So they might come upon him anywhere, in 
the midst of the crowd or under a lonely street lamp: no one would bother them, no 
one would interfere.84 

The narrator, then, lacks the courage to break convention, and is besieged 
by feelings of resentment and uncertainty instead: "But why had I been the one 
selected? What was expected of me? What was I to do?" The moment of 
(in)decision contains Coates's message, and he made the events somewhat 
improbable to drive it home; in the subway, the narrator sees the man for the third 
time—an improbability that easily turns the story into a parable of the story of the 
disciple Judas, who betrayed Jesus three times, before realizing his betrayal. The 
"fairy" has been badly beaten up. Looking at the man, the narrator suddenly 
remembers that, when he was a freshman at college, in New Haven, he had helped 
a man who was pursued by a crowd of jeering boys climb into a running trolley 
car. That time, he had had no knowledge of the man's background, could not make 
his actions dependent on some moral judgement, and had saved the man on 

AYR, 248-49. 
AYR, 253. 
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impulse. In the story's closing line, the narrator even repeats his realization: "Now 
I remembered that I had given that other one my hand."85 

The tone of the story, the insistent repetition at the end, as well as the 
implied comparison with Judas, invites the reader to take the moral message of the 
story seriously: to help people in distress, regardless of the causes to that distress. 
Any reader who does so, however, cannot but take the narrator's generic and 
decidedly unflattering presentation of the "fairy" as an almost subhuman entity 
seriously too, originating as it does from the same consciousness (that of the 
narrator). The problem of interpretation is increased by the author's use of, first, 
the conspicuous device of "He said" at the beginning of the story, which distances 
the author from the narrator, and second, by the inclusion of an autobiographical 
fact in the narrator's life (the narrator used to be a Yale student), which, by 
contrast, implies an identification between narrator and author. Through such 
contradictions, both stories reveal an attitude towards homosexuality that is at the 
least ambivalent, wavering between horror and acceptance. In this light, it is all the 
more tragic that Coates's son Anthony did not dare disclose the secret of his own 
homosexuality to his father.86 

Finally, to round off the discussion of All the Year Round, the collection 
contains four stories which have their basis in the author's own life. These are the 
stories that deal with the Harrises, city people who have a farm in Connecticut, 
and who have been modeled on the Coateses themselves. "A Winter in the 
Country," the opening story of the collection, is the first of these four tales.87 In 
this story, the necessity to assume responsibility for a sick neighbor (an old 
farmer) runs parallel to the theme of initiation into country-life, and addresses the 
country-dwelling urbanite's "problem," as the narrator of Yesterday's Burdens 
expressed it, "of whether or not I belong here." The issue of initiation into the 
reality of country-life is also central to "Spring's A Nice Time," in which Mrs. 
Harris is uncomfortably left to ponder her refusal to hire a poverty-struck farmer's 
wife so as to be able to work in her garden at her ease and for mere pleasure. In "A 
Winter in the Country," the Harrises have decided to spend not just the summer, 
but also the maliciously cold winter in the Connecticut countryside. Despite the 
attraction of solitude and shelter inside their own home, the pair is persuaded to 
take responsibility for the elderly man. In the course of the story, the farmer's 
survival becomes a point of great and earnest concern. According to Matthew 
Josephson, "the race between the old man's ticker and the oncoming spring 
[makes] for real drama in the simplest and most classical form."88 As the winter 

" AYR, 235. 
86 Ingrid Waldron, interview by author, Westport Point, Massachusetts, July 12-13 1997. 
87 In 1952, the story was collected in Fifty-Five Short Stones from The New Yorker (London: Victor 
Gollancz Ltd., 1952), 46-59. 
88 Matthew Josephson to William Shawn, April 14, 1941 (Matthew Josephson Collection, Yale 
University, Beinccke Library, New Haven, Connecticut). 
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progresses, the Harrises gain a renewed, transcendental awareness of the 
progression of the seasons—in nature and in human lives. 

The third story about the Harrises in All the Year Round, "The Old Lady," 
also combines the theme of responsibility towards the elderly with an increased 
insight into the realities of rural life. This time, however, an unsettling discovery is 
made. The story reveals the tragedy of old age through Mr. Harris's unexpected 
encounter with an old, demented and shabby-looking lady who turns out to be kept 
hidden by her daughter, Mrs. Winston, who runs an impeccable and much 
respected dairy farm: 

Accustomed as he was to the Winstons' neatness, [the] condition [of her dress] 
surprised him; it was shiny with age and quite dirty; about the neck and the cuffs of 
the sleeves it was positively grimy. Beneath the frayed hem he could see that she 
wore an old pair of carpet slippers. From their size, they looked as if they might 
once have belonged to Mr. Winston. As he came up the porch steps she folded her 
arms in a curious way, so that her hands were tucked under her armpits, and stood 
looking at him so steadfastly that Mr. Harris was a little at a loss what to say.89 

The unexpected presence of unethical behavior, the dark stain on the immaculate 
farm, resonates with Coates's wider concern with the presence of "evil"—similar 
to, but on a much smaller scale than Hawthorne and Melville90—which disallows a 
belief in fundamental human goodness. A variation on the same theme of the 
destruction of innocence is represented in the final Harrises story, "Snake in the 
Pool," in which the discovery of a snake inside their natural swimming pool 
destroys Mrs. Harris's prelapsarian bliss in her country home: although her 
husband kills the snake, she will never swim trustingly or innocently again. More 
than a duplication of man's expulsion from Eden, the story mocks man's attempt 
to conquer nature. Mr. Harris is shown to attack and kill the snake (a small and 
harmless water snake) with great relish and pride: " Ί killed it,' he shouted in a 
louder voice than he had used in years."91 After his easy victory, he is capable of 
removing a large rock (which had always seemed to him to have resembled an 
alligator) but which he had previously deemed far too heavy to move ('"Come out 
of there!' he said, and seized it fiercely."92) Coates's ironic mockery of man's 
allegedly heroic attempts to conquer untamed nature and the perceived evil within 
it reveals the puniness of man as he confronts his own fears. 

In all, All the Year Round is a highly skillful collection, instilled with a 
distinctly humanist sense of responsibility to reveal individual man's social and 
emotional poverty and to expose man's failure to uphold even the simplest, 
everyday interpersonal responsibilities. Resonating with the realization of the 
tragedies inside human existence, depicting violence, powerlessness, despair, the 

8 9 AYR, 124. 
9 0 Brendan Gill, Introduction to Wisteria Cottage (New York: Arbor House, 1985), vin. 
9 1 AYR, 132. 
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absence of human compassion, and the derangement of feeling, the collection yet 
saves itself from becoming too overbearing by the force of suggestion, the 
authorial distance, the impressive verbal exactitude, and the expert avoidance of 
both sentimentality and complacency. 



Chapter 14 

The Bitter Season 

Introduction 
In 1946, thirteen years after the publication of Yesterday's Burdens, Harcourt 
Brace published The Bitter Season, a dense and varied work of art that Coates had 
worked on since 1943. A novel about World War II and the common American's 
experience of it, it zooms in on the five months that preceded the allied forces' 
invasion of Europe on June 6, 1944. The period is recreated from memory; the 
narrator points out that he writes from the perspective of two years later. Through 
five chapters (entitled "The Months: One," "The Months: Two," etc.),2 the novel 
builds up towards D-Day, "the one great event, incalculable, impenetrable, toward 
which all our hopes and fears and speculations had been directed throughout the 
whole past year."3 The main chapters are interspersed with seven so-called 
"Interludes," which Coates defined as "long, semi-narrative, semi-expository 
essays."4 These texts contain a host of symbolic vignettes of contemporary New 
York life, sometimes mere snatches of conversation or isolated comments, sometimes 
entire scenes. The majority of the themes that surface are of a social, sometimes 
political, and ultimately, moral nature. Together the two types of text provide a vivid 
and powerful sense of certain crucial aspects of the historical moment under 
review, in writing that evinces the same humane sensitivity that had marked his 
short stories. The novel, as The New York Times Book Review pointed out, 
communicates "a feeling for man, both as a statistic in the mass-movement of his 
time and as a private, personal, responsible being."5 

This chapter will discuss the book's place in the genre of the war novel, 
and will dwell at length on the novel's intricate composition, especially Coates's 
treatment of the conflict between fact and fiction, and the tension between the 
private and the public domain that the text so powerfully suggests and recreates. 
Coates's moral indictment of American society is a theme that flows directly from 
these considerations, and will also receive ample attention. The first section below 
illuminates the novel's autobiographical elements. 

1 BS, 167. 
2 With the exception of the first, introductory chapter, each of the five main chapters has its own 
major theme: chapter two deals with Laura and how they met during the 1920s; chapter three dwells 
on various manifestations of the "confusion, disorder and violence" of the nation at war; chapter four 
elaborates on love and sexuality, and the final chapter struggles with the notion of death. The first 
chapter ties these concerns together: "From then on, it seems to me, I thought about equally of love, 
Laura, death, and the war, all through that winter." BS, 13. 
3 BS, 9. 
4 RMC to Kenneth Burke, February 8 [1942] (KBP). 
5 Richard Sullivan, "Home-Front Neuroses," The New York Times Book Review, November 10 1946, 
14. 
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Robert Coates the Worrier 
Like Yesterday's Burdens, Coates's third novel has a strong autobiographical 
dimension and displays a high degree of self-absorption Without making the 
author's work subservient to his life, and thus devaluating his work as art, a brief 
sketch of what concerned the writer during the composition of his third novel 
sheds light on what he intended to convey in what he thought of as "in many ways 
a much more serious book than I've written before, and [one that] says a lot about 
a lot of things I've been worried about "6 

One major worry was World War II Little documentation of Coates's 
opinions on the international conflict is available, but the novel itself reveals that 
the writer was profoundly disturbed, not just by the unthinkable events of the war 
itself and its implications for the future of western civilization, but especially by 
the complete powerlessness of the individual to exert any influence on the 
unstoppable chain of events that was inevitably leading history towards 
catastrophe When, after the German invasion of Poland, Norway, the Netherlands, 
Belgium and Luxembourg, and the declaration of war on Germany by Great 
Britain and France, the Italian Fascists declared war on France and Britain in June 
1940, Coates wrote Katharine and Andy White, his friends from The New Yorker, 
and asked, "Can't we just withdraw, resign, pull ouf?" He immediately added, 
however "I have a feeling it is too late "7 The war in Europe, Coates knew, 
inevitably "implicated Americans in the mounting disorders of the modem 
world"—an awareness that informed The Bitter Season as well as much American 
fiction of the postwar period, for instance the work of Ralph Ellison, Saul Bellow, 
and Philip Roth 8 

Coates did not seem to have a firm opinion regarding the United States' 
position in the rapidly escalating conflict In his letter he described some of his 
friends' suggestions (Cowley, to "go to war straight away", Burke, to "lie low 
until the worst is over") but felt that Jim Thurber's idea—to "devote the next five 
years to reading, reading all the source books and books of basic information that 
we've been getting at second hand"—seemed "the best " While writing the letter, 
Coates became increasingly disconcerted by a radio broadcast he was listening to 
at the same time, the reader is given a powerful impression of the writer caught in 
a moment of history 

I'm writing this, by the way, during a re-broadcast of Mussolini's little talk about 
how a Fascist's word is his bond, and he only wants peace—and now that I've 
really been listening to it, the first time in civilised history that a nation has declared 
war for no reason at all, and to such cheers, and the accompaniment of such lies and 
blatancy—well, I've got started on a sentence and I don't know how to end it But I 

6 RMC to Malcolm Cowley, October 23, 1946 (MCC) 
7 RMC to Andy and Katharine [White], June 10 [1940] (EBWC) 
8 Malcolm Bradbury, The Modern American Novel (Oxford Oxford University Press, 1983), 126 
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hadn't really realized until I heard that broadcast what it sounds like to hear people 
cheering for a thing like that, and I've gotten a little thrown off.9 

Coates's letter to the Whites is significant in that it anticipates the novel he 
was to publish five years later. It displays the bewildering feeling of being trapped, 
helplessly, inside the terrible forces of history that is such a central emotion in The 
Bitter Season. As the author pointed out: "But the thing is, I seem to have started 
writing this letter in the midst of a moment in history, and it has got me rattled."'" 

A second worry that makes itself powerfully felt in the novel is the 
presence of what Coates, in a 1956 essay for Perspectives USA, would refer to as 
"a certain callousness in outlook" in modem American man, which "derived no 
doubt from the fact that our communal capacity for shock has progressed from 
horror at the intermittent U-boat and Zeppelin raids of 1914 to 1918, through 
complaisance at the all-out bombings of 1940-45, to—well, what's in the future 
anyway?"" In the novel there is no limit to human callousness, which extends 
much further than the lack of compassion and sentiment that forms the core of 
many of Coates's short stories. In fact, the novel's protagonist (Tom) is up against 
shocking instances of intolerance, anti-semitism, racism and the most maddening 
and unprincipled self-complaisance—manifestations, in fact, of the same "the Τ 
triumphant" which had dominated Mussolini's 1940 speech.12 The thoroughly 
bleak outlook on the development of mankind towards intolerance and fascism 
that surfaces from the novel is, in fact, the book's most memorable aspect. 

The disconcerted thoughts of the mature Coates are in sharp contrast to 
those developed in the writer's youthful publications for the Yale Literary 
Magazine. In The Bitter Season, the narrator has thoroughly lost his earlier belief 
in war as the "great purifier" which would "make men of us all":11 

I really hate war. I see no good in it, either as a solver of problems or as anything 
else; in fact, such problems as war can solve are such as should not have occupied 
the attention of civilized man in the first place. After all, I'm a product of the 
nineteen-twenties ...; to me ... the disillusionment that followed the last World War 
is a far realer thing than anything that came after it.'4 

For Coates's generation, as well as for the novel's protagonist Tom, the 
political failure of World War I (especially Wilson's failure to restore world 
peace), and the senseless horrors of the trench war itself, were deeply unsettling 
and resulted in a profound loss of trust in Western civilization. As a horrific 
spectacle staged to settle problems unworthy of civilized man, then, war is hateful 

9 RMC lo Andy and Katharine [White], June 10 [1940] (EBWC). 
10 Ib.d. 
' ' RMC, "Contemporary American Humorous Art," Perspectives USA 14 (1956): 111. 
12 RMC to Andy and Katharine [White], June 10 [1940] (EBWC). 
13 RMC, "Current Coin," Yale Literary Magazine 83 (April 1918): 319. 
"' BS, 63. 
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to the narrator. As a primal and existential human experience, however, Tom feels 
drawn towards it. As he puts it: "From another point of view, say the artist's, I 
confess that war fascinates me."15 Robert Coates, the emotional but manly male, 
was likewise divided between anti-war feelings and a fascination with the romance 
and thrill of war. The Bitter Season, though severely critical of modem warfare, is 
a product of this same fascination with war, and as such, comparable to Dos 
Passos's bitter fascination with World War I as expressed in One Man's Initiation: 
1917 (1920), Three Soldiers (1921), and 1919 (1932). Tom, having "missed" both 
wars, makes a constant effort "to get some idea of war's violence, its fierce 
pressures, its terror and exaltation, and the effect of these things on the men 
engaged in it."16 

In addition to the war and the consequences of that war for the future of 
western civilization, Coates grappled with his personal future, especially in 
relation to his desire to divorce Elsa Kirpal whom he had met in France during the 
early 1920s and had married in 1927. During the war years, the marriage collapsed 
and Coates fell in love with another woman, Astrid Peters (formerly Meighan), a New 
Yorker short story writer herself. His experience is paralleled in The Bitter Season 
in the story of Tom's separation from his wife Laura and the start of an affair with a 
Dutch refugee, Valerie. 

During the difficult break-up of the marriage, Coates's friends generally 
sided with Elsa, who "was a favorite with the New Yorker crowd."17 Robert 
Cowley remembered that "many people felt that Coates should have stuck it 
out."18 Sentiments were all the stronger because of the fact that Elsa "was beset by 
medical difficulties" when Coates divorced her to marry Astrid.19 Helen Wismer 
(Thurber's second wife), for instance, was appalled at "the cold, cruel way Bob 
dumped Elsa."20 Indeed, Elsa was not a strong woman. A month after Anthony's 
birth, for instance, Malcolm Cowley noted that although the baby "gave 
extraordinarily little trouble," his mother "seems more tired and weaker than she 
ought to be."21 A year later, Muriel Cowley described the Coateses' holiday trip to 
the Vineyard as "a much-needed get-away for Elsa. I hope she'll keep away from 
the homeplate as long as possible."22 The sculptress regularly suffered from 
"attacks of palpation of the heart,"23 was operated on for an "umbilical hernia" in 

15 BS, 64 
BS, 64-65 In The View from Here, Coates speaks at length about the sense of unfulfillment that 
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20 Ibid 
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Library, Yale University, New Haven, Connecticut) 
22 Muriel Cowley to Matthew Josephson, July 15, 1935 (Matthew Josephson Collection, Beinecke 
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1937 and developed cancer of the mouth in the early 1950s. Certainly, Elsa, who 
continued to live alone, drew much pity, especially in the late 1950s when she was 
wasting away with cancer. As Muriel Cowley wrote: "Poor little Elsa is down to 
skin and bones; so pitifully prematurely aged. We can hardly bear to see what is 
happening."25 

In The Bitter Season, Tom suffers from the responses to his divorce of his 
acquaintances and friends. He likens his position to that of a wounded sea-gull that 
he once observed on a beach in Étretat, France. The deviant bird is surrounded by 
a group of ostensibly curious seagulls who suddenly close in on its fellow, and 
violently attack it. Tom comments: "I've since thought that society, sometimes, 
can show the same ruthless curiosity, half-exasperated, half-murderous, toward 
one of its aberrant members."26 Whether the scene reflects Coates's actual feelings 
can only be guessed at, but it must have been painful to see his previously so 
closely-knit group of friends fall apart in this manner. Coates felt helpless. 
Although he surmised that "maybe I ought to argue my own side more,"27 he 
found this difficult to do. For one thing, he was reluctant to intrude on people and 
told Kenneth Burke that "divorce is a kind of drawing-in on one's self; you don't 
want to bother people, you want to let them find their way in the matter, etc."28 

But he did feel hurt and misunderstood and in a letter to his friend Jean Levi, the 
wife of Julian Levi, the painter, he insisted that his decision to leave Elsa was a 
difficult one and that he suffered from it, especially with regard to his son 
Anthony, then eleven years old: 

[W]hatever else you may think about me, don't think I don't know what I'm doing, 
or that I haven't thought about how wonderfully simple and pleasant everything 
would be if I didn't have to [leave Elsa]. I'm appalled at the simple fact that a thing 
like not loving one person and loving another can really force you into such terrible 
changes. I have a feeling that, at bottom, you never believed I really felt as strongly 
about all this as I do. But I do, and I have. A good deal of my seeming wishy-
washiness was the result of concern about Tony ... and from now on I've decided 
that the only thing to do is to come out in the open about everything, and get things 
settled as soon as possible.29 

Robert Cowley likewise remembered that Coates had considerable doubts 
about his divorce, and that he seriously considered terminating his affair with 
Astrid Peters. They even met in a bar with a purpose to say their goodbyes, but 
then Coates suddenly changed his mind, called the waiter and asked for a bottle of 

24 RMC to Katharine White, Tuesday [April 1937] (EBWC). 
25 Muriel Cowley to Libby Burke, August 16, 1957 (K.BP). 
26 BS, 29. 
27 RMC to Jean Levi, n.d. [1945?] (Archives of American Art, Julian Levi Collection). 
28 RMC to Kenneth Burke, December 31, 1945 (KBP). In his novel Coates likewise deals with the 
embarrassment caused by the changed social obligations and the "sense of shame that goes with a 
marital separation" at considerable length. See BS, 24-29. 
29 RMC to Jean Levi, n.d. [1945?] (Archives of American Art, Julian Levi Collection). 
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wine, and three glasses. With the waiter as witness, Coates "made a decision to be 
happy."30 They were married on June 14, 1945.3I 

Several of the writer's friendships suffered because of the divorce, 
especially the one with James Thurber, who continued to visit Elsa after Bob had 
left her.32 The situation was complicated by the fact that Thurber knew Astrid too. 
Ingrid Waldron, Coates's stepdaughter, pointed out that the Thurbers were in fact 
"old friends of my mother and my real father, James Meighan, long before my 
parents were divorced."33 Also, Waldron says, "Thurber encouraged my mother in 
her short story writing and I believe showed my mother's first short story, 'Shoe 
the Horse and Shoe the Mare,' to Harold Ross."34 Indeed, Astrid Peters's short 
story had initially been dismissed as "a tedious bit about an adolescent female" by 
John Mosher, the magazine's "rejection machine"35 and perpetrator of patriarchal 
values. Thurber, however, believed that the story should have been bought and 
sent it to Ross, who accepted it.36 It was later collected in Martha Foley's Best 
American Short Stones of 1944. 

Ironically, Coates had been a great source of comfort to Thurber during his 
own divorce of Althéa Adams in 1934. Prior to Thurber's divorce, the pair of them 
went on a car trip, "a larky, meandering bachelor fling, full of spontaneous detours 
and frivolous embellishments,"37 to Columbus, Ohio, to talk things over. Ingrid 
Waldron recalled that Coates loved to tell how, during that trip, Thurber failed to 
reduce speed when they reached Columbus. As they roared into town, Coates 
pleaded with him to slow down only to find that Thurber was unable to 
disentangle his long legs, which he had wrapped around each other in a tricky 
fashion that he had, and was struggling to release his foot from the gas pedal. 
When Thurber married Helen Wismer in June 1935, Coates was best man at the 
wedding ceremony which took place in a hung-over daze from the previous 
alcohol-ridden night at the Coateses.38 

Several years later, in 1941, Coates had done Thurber another favor when 
he and Elsa (together with other friends like Joel Sayre, an early contributor to The 
New Yorker, and Jap and Helen Gude39) surrounded him with care and affection 
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when he suffered a severe nervous breakdown. As Coates reported to Kenneth 
Burke: 

He had a real case of nerves, all right, and since it involved a general depression 
and feeling of failure—that he was no good, nobody liked him, he'd never done 
anything of any account, and so on—the doctors wanted him to have friends around 
with him constantly, to reassure him. ... I don't know if you've ever been up 
against a real case of nervous depression. I hadn't, and the amazing thing about it is 
the suddenness and the violence of the ups and downs they go through. One minute 
Jim would be fine, talking or telling some story, and then in the middle of it you 
would see a curious tension come over him; he would go quiet and tense and just sit 
there without saying a word, or just monosyllables, while we'd try to drag him back 
into a natural mood again.41 

Clearly, Coates's relationship with Thurber had been close since the two 
men met in 1927 and it is not known exactly why their mutually inspiring 
friendship stumbled to a halt. Rosemary, Thurber's daughter by his first wife Althéa, 
was "sure" that the "breakup of Coates' marriage" and the fact that Elsa had such "a 
difficult time with that" was "responsible for Bob and my father drifting apart in the 
1940s."42 Coates's stepdaughter, however, felt that "there were more complex 
reasons."43 Brendan Gill, author of the controversial Here at the New Yorker?* 
doubted if the blame should rest on Coates at all and assured me that "nobody could 
stay friends with Thurber."45 In fact, Gill suggested, it was a miracle that Coates had 
been willing to put up with him in the first place. Coates himself also attributed the 
decline of their friendship to factors that were external to his divorce. As he wrote 
to Malcolm Cowley in 1966, after Thurber's death: 

Jim, when I first knew him, and he was then my closest friend (and, as on The New 
Yorker, my helper and benefactor) was, without listing attributes, just about the all-
round nicest guy I've ever known. And then—what was it: blindness? drinking? 
something physical?—he got to the stage where Joel Sayre in a piece for Time 
could say ... he's the nicest guy in the world—'till around nine o'clock in the 
evening. 
And then, finally, well, outrage. And why?46 
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After the divorce, Coates moved away from Gaylordsville/Sherman and 
(temporarily) settled down in Branford, Connecticut, with Astrid (who was 
nicknamed Boo—a name that derived from her partly Scandinavian background), 
and her five-year-old daughter Ingrid. Ingrid described her stepfather's role to her as 
a child as that of a "patriarch" and pointed out that he was "not a cuddly father." She 
described how "in an odd way" Coates, with his tweeds and pipe, was "conservative" 
in a way that reflected his education at Yale university: he taught Ingrid propemess 
and "upper-class manners" such as how to behave at cocktail hours, how to be polite, 
and how not to eat too fast. But he also taught her to tell time, helped her with her 
mathematics, and, later, in Old Chatham, took her along on his hunting trips (she 
recalled how Coates had many different guns), like "a substitute son."47 

Coates's biological son, Anthony, stayed with his mother, who continued to 
live in Gaylordsville/Sherman until her death of cancer in the late 1950s. The country 
house that Coates had worked on with so much care was put up for sale, and was 
occupied by the poet Karl Shapiro and his wife from the fall of 1945 until the fall 
of 1946, who, according to Elsa, "left the place in an unholy mess."48 In his 
autobiography, Reports of My Death, Shapiro's description of the house reveals 
another tragedy in Elsa's life: "The house had been designed for a sculptor with 
big plans, it was all two-story living-room or studio for massive work but there 
were no statues, only miniatures standing on a sideboard, not models or 'sketches,' 
but miniatures, a diminution of power and ambition."49 

During and after the break-up with Elsa, Coates worked "like a dog"50 to 
finish his novel, to a schedule, and in time for the spring publication deadline.51 As 
Coates's termination of his relationship with Elsa Kirpal and the start of a love-affair 
with Astrid Peters matched his narrator's marital problems, the situation must have 
been vexing indeed. While Coates's attempt to create art out of his personal 
psychological turbulence is laudable, knowledge of the close parallel between his life 
and that of Tom makes reading the intensely personal book an unusually 
uncomfortable experience. It also poses a serious danger for the critic; it invites a 
reading of the novel as a direct result, a mere byproduct even, of the author's life. 
Coates armed himself against this, however, by incorporating the narrator's 
problematic love life into a larger treatment of America's experience of the war, and 
by instilling his confessional novel with great aesthetic value. 

Indeed, a final worry that is directly reflected in The Bitter Season is the 
writer's worry about the survival of the writer as artist and of the novel "as a means 
of artistic expression."52 Since Coates intended to deal with the very real social 
situation of the war in Europe, his demand for "art," or "poetic content" as he called 
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it, was not unproblematical. In fact, in a 1947 essay for the Yale Review Coates 
observed that "the titanic and unpredictable factual happenings which were part of 
the conflict so recently ended (if it really has) have been far too engrossing to leave 
either writers or readers much time for concern for imaginary events."53 As a result, 
in his war novel, Coates virtually abandoned imaginative fiction in favor of various 
documentary forms and techniques, creating a kind of documentary literature which 
reflects Coates's "old" interest in the use of unaesthetic material and simultaneously 
anticipates the nonfiction literature of the 1960s. The book contains a small fictive 
plot, but is primarily a documentation of several social issues and moral dilemmas 
that confronted the writer during the war-years, as well as a personal memoir. The 
open-hearted account of the writer's personal life that is enclosed in the book 
likewise contains large amounts of autobiographical material which is cast in the 
form of "meditations, diary stuff ... and a great deal of confession," as Coates 
described his book to Burke.54 

By de-emphasizing imaginative fiction, Coates was not in fact turning his 
back on the novel as an art-form. On the contrary, during the 1940s, Coates 
sufficiently resented the preponderance of nonfiction items on bestseller-lists, Book-
of-the-Month Club selections, and the book reviews sections to publish an article on 
"The State of the Novel" in the Yale Review in 1947.55 In this rare (for Coates) essay 
on his craft, the writer pointed out that the contemporaneous tendency to "prize facts 
above ideas" had a deleterious effect on the novel which, Coates noted, "has 
abandoned its true strength, which is poetry, and is being drawn into the anecdotal, 
which is its weakness."56 Coates here enlarged upon the position he had taken in the 
early 1930s when he had remarked that the novel was patterning itself after a form 
that was "properly that of the short story," and tended to build itself around "an 
episode," instead of an "emotion" or "motive."57 

What, according to Coates, the novel needed to sustain itself was poetic 
content, or, simply, poetry, which the writer defined as follows: "I mean here, of 
course, not 'poetry' in the sense of rhymed stanzas and measured cadences; I mean 
rather the tenseness and denseness and depth of poetic feeling as applied to prose."58 
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Coates's consequent analysis of what this required of the novelist reveals several 
important aesthetic criteria of his own works. What was needed, Coates pointed out, 
was "less attention to plot (the particularized incident) and more to the universal 
implications that may underlie it, less to verisimilitude and more to suggestion—or, 
in other words, and even at the expense of the conventional story structure, a constant 
seeking for the continuous emotional meaning, rather than the surface reactions and 
aspects of the persons and situations he is trying to describe."59 Judging from this, 
Coates might easily have opted for writing poems instead, but according to the writer 
the novel could expand the power of poetry even fiirther: it could give "broader 
dramatic value and finer particularization of detail and characterization to the 
emotional power of poetry."60 Coates's journalistic eye for detail led to an immense 
precision in his documentation, but verisimilitude was no aim in itself. Coates, as 
Donald Phelps so aptly put it, was "a scientist who has put on an artist's glasses."61 

This picture of the artist-cum-scientist was also recognized by the artist Julian E. Levi 
(known to Coates since their Gargoyle days in France and a life-long friend), who 
drew his friend in 1939 as part of a series that also included William Steig, Edith 
Halpert, Margaret Boni and other people whose human physiognomy Levi found 
"arresting."62 His oil portrait, entitled "The Writer at Home (Robert M. Coates)" 
depicts the writer, lost in melancholy thought, dreamily holding on to a ruler with 
both hands. The portrait appeared on the cover of The Magazine of Art^ and was 
again printed in Art News in 194264 after it had been exhibited at the Worcester Art 
Museum on March 1942.65 

Coates's remarks about plot, suggestiveness, story structure and emotional 
meaning in "The State of the Novel" provide an important clue to his intentions as a 
novelist: all was geared to bestow his work with "the tenseness and denseness and 
depth of poetic feeling," and, ultimately, to keep the genre of the novel alive. After 
all, without the "essential" and "enduring" qualities of poetry, Coates wrote in his 
essay, "the novel itself—as a means of artistic expression, at least, and not just a 
conveyance for anecdotes—must itself, in the long run, die."66 

Fears over the death of the novel had been voiced many times before, for 
instance during the 1920s by T.S. Eliot and Ortega y Gasset who had asserted that the 
literary genre had "exhausted its supply of subjects and its capacity for technical 

60 ibid! 
1 Donald Phelps, "Passionate Precision: The Fiction of Robert M. Coates," Pulpsmith 6, no. 4 

(Winter 1987)- 162 
62 Julian Levi, "Before Paris and After," Magazine of Art 33 (December 1940): 685. 
63 Magazine of An 33 (December 1940). 
64 See Art News 41 (March 1, 1942): 10. 
^ Coates's portrait was part of the exhibition "A Decade of American Painting," which showed 
"fifty representative American paintings" of the years 1930-1940. Magazine of Art 35 (March 1942): 
123-24. Coates himself did not review this show. 
66 RMC, "The State of the Novel," 608. Cf. RMC to Malcolm Cowley, March 27, 1947 in which 
Coates voices his fears that "the novel is on its way out" (MCC). 



The Bitter Season 317 

experimentation.' Although the issue engaged writers during the 1940s, the death 
of the novel was debated particularly loudly during the 1950s and 1960s, periods in 
which "daily events seemed to preempt the possibilities of the novelist's 
imagination."68 In his collection of essays Waiting for the End (1964), Leslie Fiedler 
identified two root causes for the novel's possible death that are relevant to discuss 
here. "First," Fiedler wrote, the novel might die "because the artistic faith that 
sustained its writers is dead, and second because the audience-need it was invented to 
satisfy is being better satisfied otherwise."69 Interestingly, both these points engaged 
Coates during the 1940s. In his essay on "The State of the Novel," Coates identified 
the motion picture as a powerful competitor of the novel: 

[The motion picture] too, tells a story, and the hard fact is that in this one field at 
least—the recital of plot and the development of dramatic incident—the motion picture 
is intrinsically as far superior to the novel as the still camera is to painting in the field 
of sheer representation. The difference is that, though placed in much the same 
predicament, the novel has shown neither the courage nor the resourcefulness of 
painting.™ 

Not only had the novelist failed to arm himself properly against this competition but 
he had even allowed the novel to become "so thoroughly subservient to the [motion 
picture] that the position is now one of virtual slavery."71 Coates had a strong opinion 
in this matter, and frequently discussed the problem with Nathanael West, who, like, 
for instance William Faulkner, wrote screenplays for Hollywood. 

Fiedler's other observation, the lack of "artistic faith," can be seen to have 
implicitly shaped both The Bitter Season and, incidentally, Yesterday's Burdens as 
well. The confessional nature of the novels, the narrator's unwillingness to claim 
knowledge about experience outside that of his own, the use of nonfictional 
material and the awkward stops and starts of his narratives—all are symptomatic 
of a deep-seated uncertainty about the power of fiction to communicate insights 
about the world. Perhaps the clearest indication of Coates's lack of "artistic faith" 
is the writer's strong tendency to "[let the reader] in on his speculations and self-
chidings at composition."72 

Indeed, The Bitter Season is even more responsive to its own development 
than Yesterday's Burdens and treats the reader to such frank and sighing confessions 
as "I had wanted to write a chapter about death, but I find it curiously difficult," an 
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almost timid "I had a plot planned too" and a defeated "I wanted to write truly " 
The writer's desire to reveal his position and to draw attention to the problems 
inherent in his craft is visible on several occasions A particularly unusual example is 
created through Coates's decision to include the onginal draft of a long excursion that 
the reader has just finished reading The draft, which offers a postmodernist re
reading and a re-writing, is part of an extended self-referential commentary 

What a long piece I've written about only one day in a three-day bicycle tnp eighteen 
years ago' There's no point, after this, in pretending that this book is a diary, in the 
actual, factual sense of the word I may as well admit that my own entry, as it 
appears here, took me about four working days to write, and is an expansion of a 
scribbled notation I made about January tenth, as follows 

Describe—strange feelings at J—'s and other parties—watching eyes, peeking, 
pecking glances, sense of vague, speculative, near-hostility among people around me, 
anyway not plain curiosity, something more Made me think of gull incident (beach at 
Etretat—suppose humans merely echoing same kind of cruel inquisiti veness9 

Then go on to reminiscences of tnp—Yvetôt, Cadebec, Laura9 To war memones9 

Get phono needles for Laurence 
Get ski info—Rutland—Manchester—Pica (Janet Meade's9) 
Get laundry 

I made such jottings on pieces of yellow scratch paper, which I earned with me in my 
pockets pretty constantly in those days, and their style is sometimes so elliptic in nature 
that the meaning is not always clear to me as I look over them now 75 

Coates's commentary is honest and endearing Certainly, as Donald Phelps 
observed, "there is no trace of dilletantish swank or patronage in Coates's work "76 

On the contrary, through the inclusion of such non-literary activities as "get laundry" 
in his draft, Coates reduces the craft of writing to just another everyday chore 
Combating "exhaustion," the writer engaged in a tireless exploration of the 
possibilities of his craft and found "replenishment" in establishing contact with both 
his reader and the social world outside Nevertheless, the devotion toward art is 
always there Although his limited faith in the power of imaginative or fictional 
material, his suspicion of pure formalism as well as his desire for contact led him to 
rely increasingly on the certainty of fact in his efforts to convey contemporaneous 
Amencan life, Coates remained devoted to accomplishing the difficult task of 
holding on to "poetry" notwithstanding, to uphold the novel's function as a vehicle 
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for "artistic expression," and to keep alive the writer "as artist" by invigorating his 
craft. 

The Bitter Season: Experiences and Meanings of World War II 
World War II provided subject matter for many American novels, for instance John 
Mersey's A Bell for Adano (1944), Gore Vidal's Williwaw (1946), John Home 
Bums's The Gallery (1947), James Gould Cozzens's Guard of Honor (1948), 
Norman Mailer's The Naked and the DeadX1948), and James Jones's From Here to 
Eternity (1951). In an essay on the American war novel, Malcolm Cowley observed 
that "almost all" of these novels were "based on the wartime experience of their 
authors."77 The Bitter Season constitutes an important exception to, or rather, an 
unusual variation on this fact; the novel dwells not on the exigencies of physical 
survival or the bestial and traumatic nature of war itself, but describes the 
experiences on the home-front instead, chronicling America's emotional, 
psychological, moral and political response to the war-situation from various 
perspectives, including that of the media.78 Rather than focusing on the problem of 
"witnessing" and the representation of trauma that has recently engendered much 
important research,79 Coates's novel focuses on the difficulty of "not-witnessing" 
instead. The central question is how to become truly informed of an involved in a 
tragedy that plays itself out, relentlessly and inevitably, on the other side of the 
ocean. How are the facts to be interpreted and assimilated? And how can the 
distant facts be reconciled with facts to be observed at home, particularly the 
instances of fascism, racism and anti-semitism that American citizens are shown to 
display? 

The New York Times Book Review observed that this topic, the experience 
of war from the perspective of those not actively involved in it, was frequently 
neglected and referred to the book's subject, as "vast, diffuse and deeply 
important."80 Indeed, the novel provides a rare evocation of civilian war-time life 
in America. The role that Coates assigned to himself, next to that of confessor of 
personal sins and shortcomings is that of a "moral witness to his times"81—a role 
that was likewise adopted by nonfiction writers of the 1960s such as Norman 
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Mailer. As Warner Berthoff observed about these writers, "A great many books 
have recently been claiming our attention in this way; and it is of special interest 
that literary men and women, as distinct from plain journalists, have been drawn 
into writing them, as if to revive some new, or revived, test of occupational 
seriousness."82 Interestingly, as will be shown below, writing the intensely serious 
and historically focussed The Bitter Season functioned rather like such a test for 
Robert Coates as well. 

Coates documents the external world through anecdotes, conversations, 
observations, and the inclusion of newspaper headlines and other mass material—a 
technique that is reminiscent of John Dos Passos's "Newsreels" in his trilogy U.S.A.. 
Unlike Dos Passos, however, Coates incorporated this public, non-literary material 
into the narrative itself where it is allowed to interrupt, intrude upon and illustrate the 
narrator's thoughts, moods and feelings. Coates uses the headlines not for 
contemporary flavor or ironic comment like Dos Passos. Nor do they serve, as the 
Saturday Review sarcastically suggested, as a way for the narrator "to establish his 
period in history."83 On the contrary, Coates indicates that, despite their aggressively 
intrusive presence, the headlines fail to communicate the real meaning, the essence, 
of war. The writer was convinced that conventional language cannot convey lived 
experience: indeed, he embarked on extensive stylistic experiments throughout the 
first half of his career to remedy this shortcoming. The lack seemed especially 
evident in journalistic articulation. In this respect, the textual collage techniques in 
The Bitter Season can be very usefully compared to a poem such "Jack Knuckles 
Falters," Kenneth Fearing's critique of capital punishment, in which the sensational 
headlines that reported Knuckles's electrocution are intermingled with a 
representation of the prisoner's last words and powerfully reveal the inadequacy of 
journalistic reportage.84 

Coates's aesthetic use of mass material negates the dichotomy between 
literature and mass culture in an effort to combine the aesthetic with the social, the 
internal with the external. The technique serves to reveal elements in the nation's 
approach to the war-situation that are decidedly troubling to the protagonist. 
Particularly noteworthy in this respect is the use of newspaper material attributed to 
the then widely known columnist and reporter James Westbrook Pegler ( 1894-1969). 
Coates's work approximates an ad-hominem attack on the conservative and anti-
communist reporter, at its most direct in the narrator's remark that "There were 
times when I felt that Westbrook Pegler represented a kind of death too."85 At 
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other moments Coates's attack on Pegler's views is there by implication, as in the 
following two series of news-items: 

("LIBERATORS BLAST INVASION TARGETS," said the headlines. "MAJOR 
RED DRIVE REPORTED. BRITISH FEAR U.S. WILL CONTROL POST-WAR 
AIR." Pegler said, "In dealing with the Roosevelt government, the people have 
'gone to Munich' many times, and on each trip have come home the poorer. ..." 
MORE OVERALLS, SENATORS DEMAND.")86 

And: 
("ALLIED FLEET RIPS SUMATRA, BOMBS BIG JAP BASE," said the 
headlines. "YANKS RENEW PRE-INVASIONS RAIDS." On page twenty-one, 
Westbrook Pegler was saying, "the Dies Committee of the House of 
Representatives has been operating since May 26, 1938, and performed a great 
public service. ..." "CHANNEL GUNFIRE HINTS NAVAL BATTLE")87 

Pegler's hostility to Roosevelt, his insensitive allusion to the tragic concessions to 
Hitler's demands by France and England in Munich in 1938, as well as his 
patriotic and anti-communist stance were certainly unacceptable to Coates. The 
journalist's intolerance, however, was especially worrying: as the above 
arrangements of sentences indicate, Coates saw an ominous relationship between 
intolerance at home and the war abroad. In addition, the belligerence, intolerance, 
callousness and narrow-minded self-complacency of Pegler and the media as a 
whole are shown to constitute an offensive barrier to true interpretation and 
understanding. 

In his essay "The State of the Novel," Coates had made a plea for the 
American writer to engage in "a constant seeking for the continuous emotional 
meaning, rather than the surface reactions and aspects of the persons and situations he 
is trying to describe." The Bitter Season, both the Months and Interludes, also 
functions in this manner. Many "surface" reactions and events (both political and 
social) are recorded, but always briefly and fragmentarily. At all times, the writer is 
determined to only lift a comer of the veil. The search for a "continuous emotional 
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meaning" (and with that, moral meaning) takes precedence over histoncal fidelity or 
overt analyses of political wrongs For instance, in his portrayal of a singing Negro 
soldier, Coates inserted "asides" such as the one below 

(It was the same thing with that business of the Negroes and the Army Pamphlet in 
Washington, another worry It seems the Army bought a lot of copies of some book 
that said, in plain print, that some Negroes were just as intelligent as some whites, 
and Representative Joseph C May of Kentucky said that he, for one, wouldn't stand 
for it "REP MAY PROTESTS RACE EQUALITY PAMPHLET," the headlines 
said I could just imagine what the man at the table at Longchamps would have said 
about that one "By God, sir'" he would say )S8 

Coates acknowledges the occurrence of such disconcerting events, but 
seemingly dismisses their importance by either quickly passing on to the next 
item, or by putting the material between parentheses In actual effect, however, the 
accumulation of these seemingly superfluous entries amounts not to a dismissal 
but, instead, to a powerful insistence Coates's use of parentheses in both the 
Interludes and the main chapters—according to one reviewer, the 180-page book 
contains as many as 228 remarks in parentheses89—contributes much to this effect 
Coates reverses the traditional function of parentheses and uses them to 
demonstrate the narrator's incapacity to dismiss apparent marginalia from his 
mind The writer's insistence raises questions in the reader about why certain 
material is habitually treated as marginal, and whether it should 

In addition to the media, two other elements of mass culture that Coates as a 
humanitarian reporter on the contemporary American scene and long-standing 
critic of the nation's capitalist consumer culture could not avoid, were the 
advertising industry and the cartoon industry both are shown to insensitively 
exploit the situation for commercial ends Coates had always loathed both the 
psychology and the morality of the advertising industry and continued to sound the 
alarm during the 1940s In 1941, he gave voice to his distaste in a rather extreme 
way, telling Burke that "sometimes," he felt "more worried about the 'smoother 
cigarette' than about Hitler" and hoped that someone would line out the 
"correlations between Hitler's technique and our own advertising and commercial-
propaganda techniques, and the similarities between their aims and the points of 
view toward the 'masses "' 9 0 In The Bitter Season, Coates makes his indictment of 
American commercialized mass culture in a subtle way by inserting a letter to the 
narrator from "Fred Κ " who writes, in part 

I've a list I've been making somewhere of the real trivialities of the war on the 
"home front," and I'll send it on to you some time But let me just mention here 
such things as the too-martial ads in the papers, the gluttonous, glutinous radio 
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"commercials," the car-cards like the car-card I saw the other day in a bus I was 
riding in, with its picture of a corn-fed beauty kissing her V-mail letter and the 
caption "He misses my kisses, and Drake's Cake"—somehow sickening, isn't it? 

Fred K. next describes how he went to visit the newsreel theater where the posters 
said, "AIR BLITZ OVER EUROPE: COMBAT PICTURES." Before he went in, 
however, he looked to make sure that "the comic cartoon also advertised was 
really a Disney, instead of one of those Porky Pig things that I hate." Although 
Coates does not mention it in his novel, the cartoon industry was mobilized soon 
after the bombing of Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941.92 By 1943, for instance, 
94% of the Disney films had something to do with the war. In addition to Donald 
Duck, other cartoon figures such as Bugs Bunny, Porky Pig and Popeye regularly 
appeared in propaganda films to boost American morale. The material, now 
considered politically incorrect, contained deliberate insults to the enemy-nations 
(the Japanese, for instance, invariably donned huge glasses and enormous 
buckteeth), and is not usually shown. To laugh at these cartoons provided relief for 
the people who worried, but Coates felt that they represented yet another instance 
of the culture industry's distasteful and unforgivable desire to cash in on the war: 

It happened that it was a Disney, and as a result I saw some remarkable action 
pictures of a strafing attack on a German transport in the English Channel, taken 
from one of the planes that participated. ... But will we ever forgive, do you 
suppose we will ever forgive, those traducers of public taste, these capitalizers on 
our emotions who make such confusions possible? Or the people who put out those 
"action comics" that you see grown men reading, absorbedly, on buses, on trains?91 

As the above already makes clear, Coates's novel further differs from 
much other war fiction in its preoccupation with technical experiment, and its 
search for new literary forms and narrative techniques. The most readily 
noticeable technique is textual collage: even more than Yesterday's Burdens, 
Coates's third novel progresses as "a harried chase for perspective."94 The main 
perspective is that of the narrator Tom, a participant-observer like the narrator of 
Yesterday's Burdens. His thoughts, memories and observations take up the largest 
part of the five main chapters, but his voice is frequently interrupted by other 
material, other voices, that appear from altogether different perspectives. The 
"Interludes" likewise contain a variety of (anonymous) narrative points-of-view. 
Coates's technique effectively illustrates the absence of a unifying perspective. 
Partly a modernist staple, the need for shifting points of view also arose naturally 
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out of the writer's focus on so large a topic as a nation's response to the war: the 
situations that he portrayed and reported on were too broad to be represented by 
the actions of the narrator alone. 

In addition to multiple perspectives, The Bitter Season employs a variety 
of narrative styles: monologue, memoir, the letter, straight narrative, and 
journalistic reportorial modes normally used for nonliterary purposes—all of 
which he used to create the appropriate and aesthetically satisfying narrative form 
that would express the human experiences and multiple individual meanings of 
World War II. In his novel, Coates, through his artistic independence and his 
penchant for innovative work, invented a mode of writing that carries the germs of 
several tendencies reflected in the "new joumalism" of Tom Wolfe, and the 
"nonfiction novel" or "the literature of fact" that came to prominence in the 1960s 
and 1970s in the work of such journalists as Tom Wolfe, Joan Didion {Slouching 
Towards Bethlehem, 1968) and Michael Heir {Dispatches, 1977), and fiction writers 
like Truman Capote or Norman Mailer. Like the works of these proponents of literary 
joumalism and the new fiction, Coates's novel is the work of "the imagination of 
fact," as critic Alfred Kazin referred to the trend in nonfiction writing of the 1960s,95 

and reflects the very same "tendency toward documentary form, personal confession, 
[and] the exploration of public issues" that characterizes this writing.96 There are, 
however, certain differences. For one thing, Coates's work is more laden with 
emotions than that of the new journalists and more deliberately recognizes the 
therapeutic value of the confession. It is also highly poetic, and more social and 
humanitarian than political in orientation. Finally, the novel is more fragmentary in 
its overall composition and much narrower in focus than, for instance, Mailer's The 
Armies of the Night (1968). Although Coates did not examine the way in which we 
"construct" realities, or explore the "fictionality of the real"97 with the same 
deliberation as Capote or Mailer did, the multiplicity of the interpretation of historical 
events is itself inherent in the variety of anecdotes, impressions and individual 
experiences recorded. 

As in his previous works, the writer used techniques that were to embody 
the particular social order he described—in this case, New York in 1944. The 
historical moment was characterized, Coates felt, by a widespread failure of 
understanding and lack of human contact (as Tom observes, "All men drew a little 
apart from their fellows" and it was "difficult to find easy grounds for 
communication."98) To indicate the general absence of communication, Coates chose, 
first, the form of monologue which takes up large portions of the text. In addition, 
when dialogue does occur, Tom's contributions are seldom recorded directly. Except 
when talking to Laura or Valerie, Tom is merely talked at. For instance, in an account 
of how he "had a long talk with Max K.," Max's speech takes up four-and-a-half 
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pages, printed in batches introduced by the phrase "Max again " without Tom 
giving any direct response Another example is the moving "Voices in the Dark The 
Search" in which several anonymous characters take turns in narrating a highly 
personal and emotion-laden anecdote The I-figure responds to each account in such a 
perfunctory manner as to render his remark wholly meaningless The only thing that 
the I-figure confesses to having managed are comments like "I SAID Well, they 
come and they go", "I SAID Well, you know what they say No use crying over spilt 
milk", "I SAID Yes, I have seen that happen too " 

Tom is the central consciousness in the novel and responsible for the 
mood of melancholy gloominess, powerlessness, loneliness, guilt and, above all, 
disconnection Like Joseph in Saul Bellow's war-novel Dangling Man (1944), 
Tom is a civilian Although he is not waiting to be drafted, he feels as much cut 
off, left dangling, and inclined towards introspection and existential self-reflection 
as Bellow's protagonist The rather heavy atmosphere is established through the 
recording of his thoughts and feelings, and, in a particularly skillful manner, 
through his detailed observations of the commonplace people and surroundings 
that he observes on his solitary walks through New York at night Critic Diana 
Trilling observed that "there are few current novelists who see the small business 
of life—how bartenders and bar customers, waiters, taxi drivers and bus 
conductors act and talk—with Mr Coates's accuracy and intelligence "'0Ü Coates 
applied his skill in a curiously powerful manner Although he ostensibly 
emphasizes the city's "appearance of normality,"'01 he manages to present New 
York as a distant, alien and decidedly unreal spectacle Tom's sense that he is 
"looking at a life whose motives and impulses were alien to mine" is powerfully 
conveyed For example 

Walking back along Fifth Avenue, later, I happened to pass the shop window at W 
& J Sloane's There was a little black-lettered placard in the window—"Aries 
people (March 21 - April 20),'02 says Myra Kingsley, Noted Astrologer, Are Fun-
Loving and Gay, Friendly, Versatile, VERY Independent"—and to illustrate this 
the window space behind the sign had been fitted out like a playroom, or rumpus 
room, as suburbanites sometimes call it There were wicker chairs and a darts 
board, a card table set up in one comer and at the other end a rustic bar, complete 
with cocktail shaker and glasses, whisky bottles, and so on Behind the bar was a 
girl, a wax mannikin of course, in a page-boy bob and a green frock, very Aries 
looking, very haughty, very independent, and in one of the chairs in front of the bar 
was seated another mannikin, this one a man and dressed in a naval aviator's 
uniform '03 
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When the narrator observes "a platoon of cleaning women" inside the store, 
"moving slowly and methodically along with their brooms among the depopulated 
sales counters, still stocked with their somehow now melancholy merchandise," 
the utter estrangement of the scene fills Tom with apocalyptic feelings and he 
walks away with "a feeling that I had seen the long comet curve of the world's end 
approaching " l 0 4 

Although Tom plays a large role in the novel and determines the book's 
mood, the narrator's brooding transcends the personal his mood is constantly 
intermingled with that of the war-time mood in New York City Not everyone 
recognized this In a particularly hostile review, Donald Hough of The Saturday 
Review—anticipating Alfred Kazin's remark, in 1956, that he was "tired of 
reading for compassion instead of interest"105—commented, "It was that tough, 
Mac " 1 0 6 By contrast, however, The New York Times correctly noted that out of the 
novel "there rises, tenuous and authentic, menacing and real, a feeling of the 
general emotion of the times " 1 0 7 

The Interludes 
In the "Interludes," Coates, with a reporter's empirical sense and a novelist's 
humanistic insight, provides a dramatic and richly detailed panorama of the 
Americans' powerlessness to deal with the war, and the emotional and moral 
deficiency that they display in the face of the international events As The New 
York Times noted, Coates presents "not only the pathetic doubt, the fierce concern, 
the mean suspicion but also the smug assurance of the wise guys who know all the 
answers, the irritating stupidity of the people who realize nothing and the awful, 
baffling, obscene intolerance of the ones who—valiant in patriotism—can't quite 
bring themselves to put up with the Jews and the Negroes " 1 0 8 Coates portrays all 
of these facets episodically, by providing numerous brief sketches, varying in 
length between three lines to several pages Although their function is similar to 
that of John Dos Passos' snapshot-like "Camera Eye" sections, Coates's vignettes 
are less impressionistic in style and are perhaps better compared, as The 
Commonweal suggested, to the fiction of Thomas Wolfe 109 A veritable parade, 
rich with "vivid [and] often startling detail,"110 presents itself to the reader we see 
a woman loudly talking to no one in particular, a man muttering to himself in a 
taxicab, men discussing the war ("Well, the Nazis, the Fascists," the man said "I 
know But I can't help thinking, maybe that's just the kind of treatment those 
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Europeans need");'" a bus-driver voicing his mean suspicions of the Jews; and a 
Negro soldier singing songs of ironic wisdom and encouraging others to join in 
("Castles tumblin' down all over the world, folks," he said. "Everywhere but here. 
Here we're singin'. Come on folks, now won't you? Get singing")."2 In sharp 
contrast to the narrator's frequently long-winded reflections and confessions, the 
collage-like Interludes, thick with documentary detail, are very concise. They appear 
distracting at first, but, as reviewer Richard Sullivan noted, "gradually seem to 
emphasize with an odd appropriateness the very story which they so constantly 
interrupt.""3 With their "precise suiting of substance and structure,""4 they add 
significantly to the portrayal of both the external world and the observer's 
emotional inner life. 

The impossibility of the inactive American citizen to deal with the war as 
suggested by the Interludes is matched by the equally helpless impossibility of those 
actually involved to communicate the profundity that the narrator, for one, seeks. 
Coates illustrates the failure of communication and true understanding by 
presenting various reports that were (conceivably) given at the time. For instance 
this one, in which the writer skillfully recreates a young soldier's speech: 

There was the boy named Egbert ... and he had been wounded on the beachhead at 
Anzio, and he had been so excited that at first he hadn't even known he was hit. 
"There was a big one landed right close," he told the reporter, "so we all hit the dirt, 
and when I got up I said to my buddy, beside me, 'My golly,' I said. 'They are sure 
getting close.' Well, he looked at me kind of funny, and he waited a second. Then 
he said, 'You're hit, fellow. Don't you know it? You're hit.'" 
"What did you feel like then?" asked the reporter. ... 
"Then I felt like I needed my mama.""5 

Accounts such as these proliferate, and are interspersed with comments and 
thoughts by those who read the news, watch the newsreels, or discuss the events in 
lunchrooms where "it is all so safe, so warm, so comfortable you could almost 
weep.""6 In this manner, The Bitter Season explores the unbearable lightness of 
being, to borrow Milan Kundera's phrase, in the face of the tragedies and horrors 
abroad. The "ardent but vicarious, intolerably safe identification""7 with those 
involved in combat fills the narrator with confusion and shame. 

The emotional tension increases with the reportorial recordings of 
numerous instances of failing sensitivity, poor emotional insight, generally 
deficient understanding and shameful instances of anti-Semitism. Like John Home 
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Bums' war-novel The Gallery (1947), The Bitter Season entails a strong 
indictment of the United States' "deficient moral and humane sense,""8 and 
presents his nation, in the words of Robert Caserio, as "the de facto fascist that 
goes undefeated.""9 Above all, however, Coates's book strikes one as a 
Melvillean lament for humanity in general. 

A third function of the Interludes is to reveal the all-pervasiveness of 
violence not just in war, but to an equally or possibly even more disturbing degree 
in ordinary life itself, giving rise to what Coates refers to as "the nightmare 
feeling."120 Indeed, the "single principal thread" that runs through all of these 
sketches is, as Diana Trilling pointed out in The Nation, "the thread, and threat of 
suppressed or only half-suppressed violence in our most ordinary human 
encounters."121 The violence inherent in common life is one of the most noticeable 
characteristics of Coates's fiction, and, in The Bitter Season, it is everywhere: it is 
subtly present in references to such displays as "a mechanically operated Uncle 
Sam [who] bops a wooden Hitler on the head with a mallet" over the slogan "HIT 
HITLER. BUY WAR BONDS,"122 or in the representation of the physical 
violence of fights or murder. In addition, the novel reports on much emotional and 
psychological violence—the hurt and damage wrought by insults, insensitive 
remarks or callous acts. In one memorable scene, the author reveals his desire for a 
transformed society by training his eye on male sexuality. The account describes a 
business-man's encounter with his regular prostitute who desired, for a change, to 
"make the affair a social one."123 The woman thrives on the opportunity for 
conversation and confesses to being lonesome. The man crushes her with his 
antifeminist response: '"Well, my dear,' I said, and I glanced at my watch to 
remind her that time was passing. 'This is all very nice. But don't you think we 
ought to be getting on to the main business at hand?'"124 

In 1943, when Coates had as yet no intention of publishing the Interludes as part 
of a book, he tried to get The New Yorker to publish two of them—a situation 
analogous to the prepublications of Yesterday's Burdens as "The Dada City" in 
1931. This time, however, the magazine refused. It was up to fiction editor Gus 
Lobrano, who had long been unable to appreciate Coates's more experimental 
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work, to break the news that both "Xmas at the Automat" and "The Red Signal 
Means the Raiders are Overhead" had failed to impress the editors. Lobrano wrote: 

I am both disappointed and unsure in returning this material to you. Disappointed 
because I wanted so much to like these pieces and couldn't, and unsure because 
your own feeling about the pieces and enthusiasm for them raises to a painfully 
shrill pitch that doubt with which I lived so uneasily for so many years. I haven't, 
however, relied entirely on my own judgement. Gibbs and Mrs. White concur. 
There's little point, I feel, in giving you an analytical opinion—since the pieces, 
obviously, either stand as a whole effect or don't stand at all.125 

During the war, The New Yorker engaged in an enormous amount of war 
reporting, which did much to establish the magazine's high reputation in this field. 
Like other news magazines, Ross's weekly flourished and expanded from a 
parochial (if metropolitan) publication into an international institution. In 1949, 
many of these reportorial essays were collected in The New Yorker Book of War 
Pieces which contained war-reporting by A.J. Liebling, Janet Planner, John 
Hersey, S.N. Behrman, Philip Hamburger and Joel Sayre.126 Clearly, Coates's 
material, skillfully created out of documentary detail, aesthetic considerations, 
socio-political issues and confessional elements, constituted a wholly different 
kind of reporting. 

The ominous "The Red Signal Means The Raiders Are Overhead" 
explores the casual anti-semitism of the common individual ("Yes, sir, Jews, and 
them studying Gaelic. Wouldn't you think that would be the one language the 
bastards would leave alone?"), and lists the narrator's confessions of his incapacity 
to muster an adequate response ("I took it as it was intended. ... It seemed a small 
thing to cause a disturbance over. I smiled and said nothing. I smiled."127) The 
other piece that Coates submitted, "Xmas at the Automat," harks back to Coates's 
very early "In Memoriam" as well as to Yesterday's Burdens, and outlines a search 
for a woman, or womanhood, by several male figures, or manhood in general. The 
eerie search takes place through the Avenues and streets of New York after dark. 
Unlike the New York Herald Tribune, which claimed that "Mr. Coates knows the 
streets of night better than any man since Thomas Wolfe" and pointed out that "the 
midnight city stamps an unforgettable impress on The Bitter Season"11* The New 
Yorker could not appreciate this view on the city that gave the magazine its name. 

Coates sent the two future "Interludes" again in February 1944, along with 
"another of those New-York-in-the-dim-out pieces," and wrote to Lobrano: 
"There's no sense in my trying to influence you; all I know is that I get a kick out 
of writing them, and feel confident in them myself, and I can't believe I can be so 
completely wrong about the whole thing as all that. In other words, I know 
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damned well they're O.K."129 He tried to get the editor to change his critical 
expectations: "I wish I could get you to think of them as poetry, or as a kind of 
essay with plot, which is how I think of them—and I must say," Coates stubbornly 
added, "I don't see why it isn't a perfectly valid form, either."130 Nevertheless, 
Coates did not again succeed in persuading the editors. 

Love and Sexuality in The Bitter Season: Tom, Laura and Valerie 
In "The Months," which have elements of the autobiography, the memoir and the 
essay, the narrator broods on his personal life as it unfolds against the background of 
the tense war climate. A central story told in the confessional "The Months" is that 
of the narrator's separation from his wife Laura, an American singer whom he had 
met in France during the 1920s, and the start of an engagement with Valerie, a 
Dutch sculptor and refugee. The story has an intensity and directness about such 
personal matters as love, sexuality, loneliness and divorce that foreshadows the mood 
of psychological turbulence of the confessional poetry of, for instance, Robert 
Lowell, William D. Snodgrass, Anne Sexton and Sylvia Plath, and points ahead to 
the confessional tactics of, for instance, Norman Mailer. 

Sexuality and the experience of sex play a large role in Tom's 
relationships with women and determine their ultimate success. The writer's 
candid descriptions of Tom's sexual experiences and desires, and the use of 
intimate and guilty personal details elicited troubled commentary from the 
reviewers. The New York Times Book Review, for instance, noted that "in certain 
painfully frank reminiscences of passion, there seems to be an unnecessary strain 
to reveal intimacies far beyond the needs of the story."111 These "lapses of taste," 
as a reviewer of the British Times called them,132 include earnest and intimate 
reflections on former girlfriends, detailed descriptions of the female body,133 

candid outlines of the mechanics of love-making and an openhearted analysis of 
the psychological experience of sex with Laura and Valerie. Tom treats these 
issues openly and, what is more, sincerely. His intimate disclosures make him 
appear timid, and certainly not lurid or deliberately defiant of convention. The 
effect of this direct engagement in personal matters is quite disturbing. As was 
observed earlier, Coates was intent on creating an intimacy between reader and 
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writer, but this time, the privacy of his confession puts rather a heavy strain on this 
relationship 

Tom's relationship with Laura started in the early 1920s and was a product 
of "the bright days of Pans, the easy life, the feeling of illimitable time, of an 
unquestioned future "l34 Their love-affair began in Tom's room at the City-Hotel 
on the Ile de la Cite, where, as we saw in a previous chapter, Robert Coates had 
found lodgings in 1921 Tom, frank as always, describes how he lured Laura to his 
room with what he "took to be diabolical cunning" 

I had hinted to Laura, vaguely, of a party, I had left the impression that there might 
be others there, she wouldn't be quite alone I had told her of my view, overlooking 
the Seine, the Pont-Neuf, the deep, high-banked quays and the willows on the 
opposite banks I intended, if possible, to rape her n5 

The word "rape" appears with a startling unexpectedness and with a 
frankness on the part of the narrator that is embarrassing, disarming and troubling 
at the same time The casualness and matter-of-fact quality of the confession as 
well as the phrase "if possible" downplays the ferociousness of Tom's intentions, 
but the presentation of the act of rape as the expected, common act on the part of 
the male character is disconcerting When Laura appears, however, "in a white-
flowered hat with a tiny veil, a blue jacket and skirt and a tremulously thin white 
silk blouse underneath, smiling, carefully made-up, eager, slightly frightened, 
excited," Tom realizes that she was "as fully prepared" as he was, "she had made 
the same plans "136 The prospect of "rape," combined with Laura's appearance, 
veiled but clothed in a "tremulously thin" blouse, "eager" yet "frightened," 
prepares us for the ambivalent attitude towards sex that ultimately undermines 
their relationship 

At first, sexuality works well for them Looking back, Tom realizes that 
what Laura gave him was "a sense of equality in love, that the desires of a woman 
can be as powerful as a man's and have as just a right to their expression "'37 

Clearly, Tom had not grown up in a climate that recognized or accepted women's 
sexuality This is amply demonstrated by his reflections on his adolescent entrance 
into the world of sexuality his youthful sexual encounters all involve secrecy, 
shame, frustration and humiliation, and take place in an atmosphere of naughtiness 
on the side of the male and primness on the side of the female (for instance, "the 
girls serene, aloof, impenetrable, cool as priestesses Just because they were 
girls "'38) Also, underlying all of his youthful experiences is the sense that man 
is woman's antagonist or her dominator, her rapist, in short For instance, while 
"necking" in the car for the first time, young Tom, holding his girlfriend's breasts, 
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reflects: "this was woman, I thought, this was dominance, maleness, possession; 
this was triumph, and it was easy."139) With Laura things had seemed different. 
Unfortunately, however, her desire for freedom of sexual expression turns out to 
be forced, external, and the result, perhaps, of an unassimilated revolt against 
Puritan notions of morality and sexual conduct that created the New Woman and 
new definitions of sexuality.140 Like Tom, whose plan "to rape" Laura must be 
seen as a left-over from an older period, Laura is unable to shake off her inherited 
"primness and decorum."141 As a result, the "intensity" of her emotional responses 
to sex were, as Tom analyzed them, 

a kind of inverted expression of that preoccupation with sex which so exacerbated 
the Puritans. Sex, to her, was always wickedness, and though this gave our love 
what was perhaps its most vivid characteristic—a feeling of complicity as well as 
compliance, a sense that when she gave herself to me she surrendered completely, 
lost beyond redemption—it had its limited side as well, for it left us with few 
resources beyond that.142 

Laura's attitude was not uncommon. During the 1920s, as David Minier writes, 
"[s]ome younger women advocated sexual freedom and even practiced it. But 
most older women opposed it, and some, especially those accustomed to thinking 
of women as purer than men—not so much repressed as blessed in being less 
passionately endowed—regarded the new sexuality, epitomized by the flapper, as 
a betrayal of a trust sanctioned by nature, culture, and God."143 

Valerie, a young woman from Europe, is unburdened with the heritage of 
American Puritanism and the equation of sex with sinfulness. Sex with Valerie is 
more simple and, most importantly, has no reverberations on their relationship as a 
whole. With Valerie, the relation between the mind and the body is different from 
Laura's, and more wholesome: contrasting her with Laura (who, "in a queer, partly 
Puritanical way, was body"), the narrator observes that "there are whole areas of 
[Valerie's] personality, in fact, which sex scarcely touches at all."144 

In a brief and somewhat willed analysis of The Bitter Season, Robert 
Caserio puts the relationship between Tom and Valerie down as an instance of 
"queer passion." In fact, he notes that the "brilliant, heterosexual Coates ... has an 
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allegiance with gay men and women," which, he feels, is demonstrated for the first 
time in the mad scientist's amorous advances towards Charles in The Eater of 
Darkness.,145 Indeed, if one wishes, the persistent quest for Henderson by the 
narrator in Yesterday's Burdens might also be interpreted along those lines. 
With regard to The Bitter Season, Caserio notes that the narrator's position of 
being outside the armed conflict, is "an emasculation, an entry into identification 
with women or with queer masculinity," and notes that Tom admires Valerie for 
having "seen more danger and faced more menace than most of the men in 
uniform [he knows]." Therefore, Caserio believes that it is "arguable" that Tom 
feels towards Laura, "not like a woman towards a woman-man; but rather more 
like woman towards woman."147 Certainly, as was observed earlier, their sexual 
relationship is more equal and uncontaminated by feelings of possession and 
shame. However, as we shall see below, the consolidation of their relationship 
involves a clearly re-masculinizing move on the side of Tom as he forcibly evicts 
another unwelcome suitor. 

In contrast to Valerie, Laura cannot be truly contacted. Since Tom thinks 
of her as "body," his incapacity to reach her in sex means that he cannot reach her 
at all. As Tom observes, "there was always a core of inviolableness [sic] in her 
nature."148 This "inviolableness," a compound, perhaps, of inviolability and 
inviolateness, makes it impossible for Tom to get Laura to take responsibility for 
or revise the principles which she allows to determine her experience of sex and 
sexuality and by which she lives her life. Tom's failure to truly reach or affect her 
causes him to feel "jealousy" which, in turn, breeds "hatred."149 

In an unidentified draft, entitled "Love Incident," Coates described some 
of the difficulties hinted at here. The sketch, which Coates may have excluded 
from The Bitter Season for its courseness and sexual explicitness, presents a 
chilling love-making scene in which the male character unwillingly turns into a 
rapist. The trouble starts when the man turns on the light against the woman's will. 
At first, their struggle over the light is enjoyably passionate, but then, to the man's 
surprise, the woman's voice suddenly turns "as hard and cold as steel": 

"Go ahead and have your fun," she said evenly, but there was such controlled 
bitterness in her tone, such unyieldingness in her [position] that (and remembering 
the low meanings, the soft appealing passion calls of no more than a moment ago: it 
was as if he had never reached, never penetrated her, and) his rage seemed to flare 
out in one furious outpouring. "By God, I will!" he ... shouted and "By Jesus!" and 
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letting his body drop down again and still clutching her arms and her arms 
outstretched as if crucified and "If you think you your damned your God damned 
silly your" and all the time her legs stiff, straight and rigid her body stiff as a board 
beneath him:150 

With Laura, the initially rewarding sense of openness, contact and equality 
likewise turns out to be an illusion and the emotions and desires that colored 
Tom's youthful experiences return: the humiliation, shame, and the impulse 
towards dominance. While this brings him no happiness, it does restore the past 
security of the fixed gender patterns which Tom now embraces with a vengeance. 
In this context it is significant to recall Coates's chagrin about the lasting grip of 
the Victorian heritage on his personality. In an unpublished manuscript Coates speaks 
of "Victorian moral hangovers" and points out that he "can get over aversion to 
adultery, but can't get over feeling that bath-salts are sinful luxury. Little things are 
hardest to get over. It frightens you, to think your character is built of such silly 
things."151 And in the same manuscript, a characters exclaims that he "counted up 
dozens" of largely unconscious and apparently unshakable values and behavioral 
patterns and remarks that "the awfiil thing is that they all have to do with the good old 
Victorian ideals."152 

As was discussed in the first chapter, Coates very much grew up on the 
notion of woman as the embodiment of purity, goodness and morality. This ideal, 
combined with a remnant of the Victorians' "rigid system of normative ethics,"153 

plays in the background of Tom and Laura's relationship and does much to destroy it. 
Both are caught in the trap. Laura cannot let go of the definition of the American 
woman as the mythical embodiment of innocence and purity, and cannot help 
associate sexual experience with evilness; Tom suffers from acute feelings of 
jealousy and suspicion, the roots of which are indicated to lie in America's 
obsession with virginity and innocence, the assignment of these qualities in 
women, and the view of man as the natural protector and rightful possessor of 
woman which inevitably flowed from that idea. Trying to understand his sexual 
needs, Tom thus wonders, "Do I want virginity?"154 and, "Do I want a virgin? Do I 
want complete possession? Is there something in me that drives me to demand 
more than a woman, any woman, Valerie or Laura, could possibly give me? I want 
to know. I don't want to get divorced twice."155 As we shall see in a subsequent 
chapter, the danger of fixed but false representations of men and women is revealed 
much more horrifically in Wisteria Cottage and The Farther Shore, where the 
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unreality of idealized representations of women unleashes powers of pure 
destructiveness in the novels' psychopathological protagonists. 

Although Tom suspects that his feelings of jealousy and suspicion are 
Puritan in origin, there is more to it than that.156 Tom also allows for the possibility 
that his feelings may stem from a deep-seated fear of being excluded or rejected 
which he traces back to his peripatetic youth: "[My fear] must come from 
somewhere, and I wonder about it. Is it because my family moved about so much 
in my earlier years, so that as a boy I was always an outsider, shy, uncertain, 
unsure of myself?"157 This complicates the reading of Tom's possessiveness, and 
weakens the story's point about sexuality and the Puritan heritage. More than 
anything, it reveals the writer's deep concern over the effects of his youth on his 
personality. 

Whatever their exact origin, Tom has to learn how to deal with his 
jealousy and suspicion. In the case of Laura, these feelings had been aroused in 
particular by her attempt to conceal a prior engagement. She had been open about 
several of them, but had kept silent about the relationship in which she had lost her 
virginity. The experience had been a source of embarrassment to her. The man, an 
Italian, had proposed marriage, Laura had accepted but had failed to obtain her 
family's agreement. Excited by this opposition, Laura had surrendered her 
virginity to the Italian in a cheap hotel. After that, however, the man had 
withdrawn and left Laura with a strong feeling of having been "taken for a 
ride."158 Although Tom managed to interpret the affair as "a kind of mildly ironic 
comedy of the Henry Jamesian order," he could not suppress "suspicions that there 
was something secret and undiscoverable—something vaguely degrading to me— 
in her ... adventure with the Italian captain."159 Later, Tom and Laura visited the 
hotel where Laura had slept with the Italian. The visit "spoiled forever that other 
moment, in my own perhaps equally mean hotel in Paris, when she had given 
herself to me."160 

Ironically for Tom, Valerie has a secret too. Obviously (a little too 
obviously, in fact), Tom has a lesson to leam, and the parallel between the two 
women seems rather forced—an impression that is exacerbated by the writer's 
uncalled-for explanation that "the name 'Valerie' is a partial anagram for 
'Laura.'"161 Valerie's secret revolves around an involvement she had in Mexico 
with "a minor official in the State Department, in the bureau of passports there,"162 

called Carlos Millerda. Valerie had allowed her passport to expire and had been 
offered help by this individual. Delays ensued, and the man demanded that Valerie 
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"be nice" to him. When she refused to meet all of his demands, he finally 
produced a passport, but, in an effort to keep his claims on her, told her it was 
false. A few days before the allied forces' invasion, Millerda turns up at Valerie's 
New York apartment (which she shares with another woman, Barbara). Tom goes 
there and gets rid of him in a more or less heroic fashion by boldly ignoring the 
gun that the Mexican points at him. The situation is the only one in the book in 
which the narrator functions at all adequately. Significantly, his protective, 
authoritative, and violent action flows from a clear restoration of masculine 
behavior—a re-masculinization, which the narrator, however, is at some pains not 
to glorify: 

I walked toward him—or Barbara tells me I did; I have no recollection of it, so 
there was no heroism about it. But the action was enough to disconcert him. Or 
perhaps he just wasn't a killer. He shrieked something, but he didn't pull the 
trigger. He waited, and the next instant I hit him solidly in the face.'63 

He then wrenches the weapon out of his hands and shows him to the door. 
Tom's invasion of Valerie's apartment is paralleled, rather daringly, with 

the allied forces' invasion of Europe: before he enters, he glances at the headlines 
which read "HUGE INVASION FLEET MASSES."164 Tom wages his private war 
to save and win his love through a kind of violent affirmative action: he 
overcomes the threat of death, and clears the way for a new individual future. It is 
not the novelist's intention, however, to make Tom's personal confrontation with 
Millerda as significant as that of the invasion which cost the lives of thousands of 
American and European soldiers, although he certainly does invite such an 
interpretation. Instead, Coates uses the invasion as a trope of transformation and 
renewal: both the personal and the historical invasion, as we will see below, are 
viewed as a powerful antidote to fatalistic thinking and serves as a catalyst of the 
processes of individual self-realization and decision-making. 

Tom's contact with Valerie shows him that the only way to embark on a 
new life for himself is to reject Laura. Laura, in addition to being a life-and-blood 
sexual being, also serves as an embodiment of a certain phase in the narrator's life, 
which he describes as "my contact with the period of the Americans-in-Europe, and 
my guilt at the ignorance and obtuseness we all displayed in that era."165 Indeed, an 
important "sin" to be confessed to in this novel is the sin of frivolousness, the 
political and social insensitivity that the writer had displayed as an expatriate. In 
the novel Tom realizes that World War II had been brewing right under his nose, 
as it were, back in the 1920s, without him noticing it at all. This, he feels, has 
implicated him in the developments that led to the war: 
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I may agree with Max Κ—, as I do, that the War of 1870, in all conscience, should 
have been the war to end wars. '66 But I can see too that it is only my own fault (and 
my father's fault, and his father's, and my cousins,' and their fathers' and their fathers' 
fathers' faults) that things didn't turn out that way.167 

His sense of fated guilt casts a blemish on the years that he treasured most. Thus, 
when Tom returns in memory to Paris and the Normandy villages, he mocks the 
expatriates' "desperate effort to be 'French'"168 and their forced renunciation of 
conscious and touristy sightseeing. He shamefacedly confesses to having enjoyed 
the squalor of the "picturesque" slums that he observed there, and to have been 
completely ignorant of the significance of the red and black placards advertising a 
"conférence Communiste'''' that he so frequently encountered: "I was an artist. I 
was above the battle. But seen simply as a matter of acumen and observation, of 
just knowing what goes on at the given moment, it seems fairly stupid."'69 

The assessment of the largely unpolitical 1920s as an irresponsible and anti
social decade was common enough during both the 1930s and the war, but the 
realization that the expatriates' particular stance was in fact one of the many links 
in the chain that led history towards war, is less common. Usually, guilt about the 
war was an emotion felt by those writers whose political involvement during the 
1930s had failed to produce results. As Cowley remarked: "The [new writers'] 
feelings of helplessness is mingled in some cases with a feeling of guilt that goes 
back to the prewar years. During the Roosevelt era some of them did exert a little 
influence, they tried to act on their ideas, and they failed—they didn't even 
succeed in saving the Spanish republic, let alone in averting a new world war."170 

Coates's personal commitment to the crucial moral issues of the first half of 
the 1940s as evidenced in The Bitter Season might be construed as a somewhat 
belated response to his youthful artistic stance: after all, the necessity for social 
content and the undesirability of "anti-social" literary preoccupations was recognized 
by many expatriates of Coates's generation upon return to the United States. During 
the 1930s, many came to adopt an engaged, socially committed stance of the writer-
in-society. As we saw, Coates was concerned with America's political situation and 
documented several of society's ills in his work. But although he recognized the 
social function of the aesthetic, he never believed that the artist could (or should) 
exert a direct influence on the world's events. During the 1930s, Coates had also 
lacked faith in the "people" and had entertained a fairly elitist view of the people's 
tastes and intellectual abilities. In The Bitter Season, however, Tom very much wants 
to have confidence in them. Although the narrator cannot be equated with Robert 
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Coates himself, the writer's method is sufficiently autobiographical to allow us to 
assume that Tom's thoughts have a bearing on those of his creator: 

Indeed, I'm coming more and more to agree with K's saying, that your gloom or your 
optimism depends entirely on the extent of your confidence in the people. If the people 
are smart enough, strong enough, determined and self-willed and tough enough, well, 
then maybe (maybe) we can avoid further wars and avoid revolutions too... And yet 
here am I, one of the people, and what am I doing, myself, to bring that end about?171 

The above realization of inconsequentiality and irresponsibility leads to a desire to 
justify creative writing. Tom justifies his profession in Emersonian terms as his 
route to individual self-realization—a trace of the heritage of transcendental 
individualism embodied in the works of Walt Whitman and, for instance, Henry 
David Thoreau, whose "great individualistic outcry" Coates considered of "undying 
quality."172 Reflecting on his own work, Tom writes: 

I knew it was a pretty good story; it was me, anyway; it was what I could do, and all 
through that time and that period I had been trying to preserve a sense of values about 
such matters—whether the whole world went cock-eyed or not, I kept telling myself, it 
was important for the individual, any individual, to keep on doing the things he could 
do, whether they seemed immediately useful or effective or not.173 

Tom next makes an important reservation that sheds light on the increasingly strong 
emphasis on the external world that marks the progression of Coates's oeuvre: 

One must do what one can do, I realized, but there must be a context, a connotation. 
Otherwise, there was the fearful danger of just being left out, of just simply not 
counting; there was a world within and a world without, true enough, but the two must 
be brought together, there must be contact somewhere, however fragile, or all the 
stories in the world, however excellently written, would count for nothing.174 

The conflict between the demands of aesthetic self-realization and the need to 
address public issues for Tom as artist and as human being is reflected in the 
novel's form and will be discussed in the section below. 

"A World Within and a World Without": Commitment or Withdrawal? 
The curious and idiosyncratic interplay between the two realms of "inner" and 
"outer" that shapes The Bitter Season—the insistent, literal allusion to a real external 
world, interspersed with and incorporated within the intensely private self-reflective 
monologues of a displaced individual—was a formal characteristic of Yesterday's 
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Burdens as well. In that earlier novel, however, Coates emphasized the aesthetic and 
psychological affront of that bewildering world on the estranged individual or 
outsider. The Bitter Season, by contrast, displays a higher degree of involvement, and 
is a much more serious exploration of the problem of American citizenship and 
humanity's inability to establish meaningful and respectful contact with its fellow 
human beings. Thus, when contemporary society is rejected at the end of the novel 
and Tom embraces the condition of postwar individualism, a sincere effort has been 
made to take stock of several social-political problems, and, above all, of their 
underlying moral evils. 

If the narrator condemns American society at large, he is as much concerned 
with his own failing moral responsibilities and his helplessness to rise to almost any 
situation with any degree of adequacy. As such, the novel reveals a prototypical 
tendency of 1940s fiction, inaugurated by Robert Perm Warren's Night Rider ( 1939) 
and Carson McCuller's The Heart is A Lonely Hunter (1940): "Although they [the 
novels of the 1940s] show an interest in social issues, they turn away from these 
issues to find their real center in moral-ethical problems, or in what concerns the 
inward, private being."175 At same time, the return to the individual and the 
rejection of society are what we have come to expect from Coates, in many ways 
the prototypical Outsider. Time and again, the author discusses the place, function, 
and significance of the individual in a larger context—whether this is urban mass life, 
a nation's cultural development, national and international conflicts or history itself— 
each time, the individual's contributions to those larger spheres is of dubious 
relevance at best. 

In this sense, The Bitter Season is Yesterday's Burdens1 s sequel. Both books 
address the crucial tension in Coates's work, that between the individual and the 
mass, between the private and the public domain, which is again recreated in the 
composition and style of the text itself. As in Yesterday's Burdens, the reader of The 
Bitter Season watches the first person narrator's private confrontation with the 
world outside with fascination as he (the narrator) wavers between the role of a 
distant reporter who offers vivid, even plastic, descriptions of the 
contemporaneous urban scene and the role of a highly sensitive and severely 
challenged participator in the society which he vainly endeavors to penetrate and 
understand. Both novels convey an excellent sense of being trapped, helplessly, in 
a geographically and historically defined situation and address the overwhelming 
task of resolving the tension between passive observation and active participation. 

The Bitter Season marks a new attempt to enter society: it is as if Coates, 
after thirteen years, sent another participant-observer to take stock of the situation and 
to report his findings. The findings are not good. American society has become 
invaded with human callousness and a deficient moral sense, and is beyond 
individual control. As a result, the meaningful unity that Coates sought between the 
individual and the outer world is as impossible to establish as in the earlier novel and 

Eisinger, Fiction of the Forties, 4. 
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feelings of disconnection and inconsequentiality are once again central emotions. 
There is, however, an important difference between the two novels. In Yesterday's 
Burdens, the narrator has rendered himself inconsequential by choice by withdrawing 
to the country—a disconnection that is brought home to him by the necessity to read 
not today's, but yesterday's newspapers: 

The newspaper seems to point the futility of my position. The watcher idly scans the 
sea with his telescope; suddenly he perceives—how fatally far from aid, yet seemingly 
so close at hand!—the struggling swimmer. ... On such days I watch the world from 
my remote post, powerless to intervene.176 

In The Bitter Season, by contrast, Tom considers his exile from society the 
only available option. After all, Tom concludes, humanity is intrinsically incapable to 
muster an adequate emotional and moral response to the sufferings of his fellow 
human beings—a state of affairs that leaves the narrator bereft of hope to wield any 
change for the better. Certainly, Tom has precious little hope that Americans will 
better their patterns of conduct and moral principles, and doubts that the nation will 
"win the peace" after it has won the war.177 After the war, Tom suspects, people will 
be put "back 'in [their] place' again." With the war over, 

Russia, once even to Churchill our gallant ally, must get back inside its border. The 
Communists, once the background of the European underground ... must get back 
really underground again. The Negroes... "Well, they had their day," said the man, 
"and from what I hear they damn well made the most of it. I hear England, for 
instance, is full of pickaninnies." ... And the Jews—well, the Jews ... '78 

Indeed, to Coates, the triumph over the Nazis did not at all imply that 
American democracy was superior over totalitarianism, an opinion that was set out 
in some American war novels, for instance in Vincent McHugh's The Victory 
(1947).179 In fact, The Bitter Season bitterly proposes the thesis that the very effort 
to extinguish fascism has in fact led to the triumph ofthat evil impulse: 

We won the war, and according to the experts, mainly with bombs. But war itself is 
a bomb, and this one, in exploding, has spattered fascism into comers of the world 
where it had never existed before. It has dulled us, deadened us, charmed us, lulled 
us: dulled us to pain, lulled us to suffering, deadened us to Maidanek, charmed us 
with Buchenwald: by its very massiveness it has made minor crimes—mere 
intolerance], simple subjugation—acceptable.180 

""YB, 10. 
177 BS, 179. 
178 BS, 179-80. 
179 Eisinger, Fiction of the Forties, 47-51. 
180 BS, 180. 
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Despite his pessimism, the narrator draws hope and strength from the invasion 
The event signals the climax of the frustrating inability to influence and, hence, to 
feel truly involved with the distant conflict m At the same time, however, the 
event marks a turning-point in which the necessity of exile, the withdrawal from 
history, is redeemed by a renewed trust in the individual Tom enacts this process 
Through his personal parallel invasion of Valerie's apartment and the eviction of 
Millerda, he rediscovers his personal initiative and restores a sense of individual 
value "beyond that of mere determinism or victimization "l82 For Coates, a sense of 
trust in the individual's dedication to life and emotional survival led to a greater sense 
of optimism about the course of Western civilization As he wrote the former German 
Dadaist George Grosz (in a response to his devastating anti-war paintings of the 
1940s) 

And the way we go on talking war, war, war all the time, in the face of our knowledge 
of what another war would be like, and with half Europe still not dug out of the ruins 
of the last one—well, I sometimes wonder how future historians are going to be able to 
explain it, except on the grounds of complete imbecility And although I'm not quite as 
pessimistic as you are—I think things may reach a point where people won't let 
themselves be led, or even pushed, any further, even by a general—I was tembly glad 
to see you devote so much time to developing a real "mythology of the future" for 
them to ponder over '8:' 

Unlike Yesterday's Burdens, a novel that deliberately peters out in a mood 
of helpless resignation, The Bitter Season ends on a more affirmative note The 
ending is ushered in by a vision, which is communicated in a tone of solemn 
profundity 

I remember thinking of the world as covered with people crowded here, scattered 
there, but with still nowhere ever a man or a woman, however isolated, who wouldn't 
some time at some place be in contact with another man or woman—and that other 
with still another and so on to others, in a pattern that spread eventually till it covered 
the earth, loosely, lightly, constantly changing, as unpredictable and yet foreordained 
as the tracery of foam one sees sometimes sliding this way and that on the surface of a 
wave—and the wave, perhaps, the bow wave of a boat rushing on to an unknown 
destination "i4 

The vision—a more hopeful and forward-moving variation, almost, of the 
ending of The Great Gatsby—communicates the insight that, whatever the state of 
the world, and however much man may be at the mercy of "the unpredictable and 
yet foreordained" forces, personal social contact will remain As Richard Sullivan 

'"' BS, 174-75 
182 Bradbury, The Modern American Novel, 132 
18:1 RMC to George Grosz, May 7 [1948] (George Grosz Collection, Houghton Library, Harvard 
University, Cambridge, Massachusetts) 
184 BS, 175-76 
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observed about the novel "in its feeling for man in its sense of the oneness of 
mankind, and—on a higher level—of the sharing by all men in the guilt of war, 
The Bitter Season comes close to a mystical conception of brotherhood "l85 Tom, 
then, is able to counter the life-negating values of war and modem civilization at 
large with a redemptive belief in the inevitable continuation of human contact and 
the individual's capacity for love Here, at the end of the novel, with the invasion at 
last underway and the tension broken, we find an impulse towards renewal and 
commitment 

Still, although the impulse is perhaps felt by many, it yet functions on a 
highly individual plane At the very end of the novel, then, we realize that the 
novelist's sincere exploration and depiction of the morally deplorable and otherwise 
sadly imperfect American scene serve "to confirm the wisdom of the retreat"186 that 
much fiction of the 1940s, in its rejection of society over man, advertised With the 
invasion, the burden of civic responsibility is once again cast aside as Tom, the 
individual, embarks on a new life with Valene (to whom he has already shown his 
sense of responsibility), hoping to find, in love, a way to reverse "the energies 
seeking to minimize the individual's basic human significance"187 generated by war 
and modem life itself In a sense, Tom, like Frederic Henry in Hemingway's A 
Farewell to Arms, makes a separate peace, joining forces with Valene, who, as the 
novel's atmosphere at this point causes the reader to trust, will not leave him 

I walked on, past "Milady—This Summer—Wears White," past a CHILDS Turkey 
Sandwich with Giblet Sauce 40 cents, past GARCIA GRANDE, a lunch room, a 
Drugs VENIDA Cigars I was walking through a world that was itself at a crisis in 
history, but the world doesn't stop and one crisis flows into another, and on 
Seventh, on Fifth, on Park and Lexington, the people were walking In the end, I 
walked on down to Valerie's ",8 

The Reception of The Bitter Season: More Bitterness 
Coates was disappointed about the reception of his complex book Few reviews 
appeared, and those that did, failed to understand the book's nature and the 
novelist's intentions This was perhaps not surprising Kirkus Review pointed out 
that although it contained "some effective writing," The Bitter Season was "above 
a general audience "189 Despite the fact that most reviews were "favorable 
enough," Coates complained to Malcolm Cowley, "they all stick in somewhere 
that it 'isn't a novel,' or 'the plot construction is weak,' etc And what I'd like is 
have someone realize that I wasn't writing a plot-novel in the first place "190 

Sullivan, "Home-Front Neuroses," 14 
Eisinger, Fiction of the Forties, 19 
Walsh, American War Literature, 137 
BS, 180 
Kirkus Review 14 (October 1, 1946) 504 
RMC to Malcolm Cowley, October 23 [1946] (MCC) 
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Coates probably hoped that his friend would draw public attention to his novel and 
would provide a much-needed analysis in a review: 

I feel myself in that peculiar position of, well, I knew it wasn't ever going to be a 
popular book, but I wish there was some way that people who might like it could 
know it was there, just the same. ... I did work hard on it, and it is in many ways a 
much more serious book than I've written before ... and embodies some stylistic 
devices that I worked out with care; and my main wish is that someone would 
review it, whether favorably or unfavorably, who had some idea of what I was 
getting at in the first place.191 

Cowley, unfortunately, did not write a review—although he did have the book 
placed on his Christmas suggestions in the New York Herald Tribune}92 Shortly 
after Coates's letter, however, more reviews appeared. Apparently, reviewers 
needed some time to digest the book or to realize that this particular war-novel 
was not cast in the traditional naturalistic mode usually reserved for the genre. As 
Cowley, with characteristic skepticism about the "new critics," wrote about the 
war novelists: "The authors as a group haven't shown much interest in discovering 
new forms. That explains why American critics, with their specialized interest in 
structure and texture, have paid little attention to the novels of World War II."193 

At the end of 1946, Diana Trilling of The Nation and Richard Sullivan of 
The New York Times Book Review commented on the novel in a way that revealed 
their understanding of the novel's composition. Both, however, considered the 
book flawed. They did, in contrast to, for instance, Donald Hough, admire Coates 
for having undertaken his project. Trilling observed that the book is "a large 
fictional undertaking ... and if Mr. Coates is not wholly successful in it he at least 
deserves the credit of his attempt."194 In a similar way, Sullivan noted: "It is a 
book imperfect surely—a little lean, a little inconclusive, but it is also work lofty 
in conception, expert in design and altogether worthy of profound respect."195 

Certainly, despite certain flaws, The Bitter Season is of considerable cultural and 
literary interest, and deserves a far more prominent place in studies of the 1940s in 
general and World War II in particular as a powerful and important literary 
document and an unusual artistic achievement. 

191 Ibid. 
192 See RMC to Malcolm Cowley, March 27, 1947 (MCC). See also RMC, "The State of the Novel," 
604. 
19 Cowley, The Literary Situation, 23. 
194 Tnlling, "Fiction in Review," 702. 
195 Sullivan, "Home-Front Neuroses," 14. 
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Chapter 15 

"All This Killing!" 

Introduction 
As had been the case after the completion of Yesterday's Burdens in 1933, Coates 
moved outside directly personal experience after the publication of The Bitter 
Season and turned his back on the avant-gardist innovative techniques that had 
been the hallmark of his longer fictional projects so far. ' This time, however, the 
move was definitive and ushered in a new phase of the writer's diverse and 
searching career, comprising his two crime novels, Wisteria Cottage: A Novel of 
Criminal Impulse ( 1948) and The Farther Shore (1955). Focused on single murder 
cases, Coates's final set of novels marks a clear departure from the individualized 
Zeitgeist documentation—culturally, sociologically and psychologically—that 
made his three preceding novels {The Eater of Darkness, Yesterday's Burdens and 
The Bitter Season) such rare and rewarding contributions to American letters. His 
crime novels, expertly written and quite engrossing, offer different rewards, and 
warrant fuller literary analyses than can be given here. 

Although no longer writing from personal experience, the writer stayed 
close to home: his postwar fiction addresses the by now familiar themes of urban 
life, man-woman relationships, crime, violence, the problem of the outsider, the 
perception of reality, the thin line between the normal and the abnormal, and the 
sense of entrapment caused by the shaping powers of natural, social and cultural 
forces. These themes now come together in Coates's portrayal of the deranged 
male individual, cloaked in normalcy, but incapable of facing up to reality and of 
forming healthy human relationships. They are wedded to the theme of violent 
crime—the inevitable resolution attending the protagonists' problematic world-
view. Wisteria Cottage, in brief, relates how Richard Baurie, a young would-be 
poet from Kansas and a former psychiatric patient, comes to murder two female 
members of a New York family (the Hacketts) at an isolated summer cottage on 
Long Island. The Farther Shore records the downfall of the ostensibly sane Anton 
Cormoris, a middle-aged Hungarian immigrant who falls in love with a young 
waitress whom he feels compelled to kill at the end. 

Both protagonists suffer from deep suspicion, a powerful emotion that ran 
through Cold War American society in the late 1940s and 1950s and which Coates 
reveals to be decidedly destructive. Both Baurie and Cormoris experience the 
delusion that "evil" (or rather, what they themselves perceive as evil) must be 
fought and destroyed. Both men are convinced that the ideals of goodness, purity 
and innocence (especially as embodied by women) will founder on the dangerous 

' The writer did circle back to autobiographical experience in the 1960s when he published a book of 
memoirs and two travel books about his trips to Italy, but none of this work contains formal or 
stylistic experiments. In the writer's final short stories, in the late 1960s, he again explored a more 
experimental writing style. 
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reefs that they alone can perceive, unless they themselves intervene. Ironically, 
their intervention, their effort to make the world safe for goodness, consists of the 
murder of innocent women. 

In their focus on one man's inner turmoil and the violent impulses inside 
the human psyche, Coates's works bear the stamp of the American postwar literary 
climate. Many writers, often in revolt against the naturalism and social realism of 
the previous decade and in response to the monstrous events of World War II, 
became once more acutely interested in man's inner world. Frequently, social 
issues were approached from a psychological or moral perspective and writers 
tended to fasten on single characters. American postwar fiction, especially that of 
such "Southern" gothic writers as Carson McCullers, Eudora Welty, Truman 
Capote and Flannery O'Connor, shows a preoccupation with man's evil impulses 
and grotesqueries on the one hand and human innocence and victimization on the 
other. During the postwar period, Herman Melville and Nathaniel Hawthorne, 
authors whose work "revealed the sharklike, ubiquitous evil that the writers of the 
new fiction found peculiarly appropriate of their time,"2 enjoyed new prestige. The 
psychologically penetrating works of Henry James, too, were widely read and 
studied. The presence of all three of these nineteenth- century writers can also be 
sensed in Coates's final two novels. 

It should be remembered, however, that Coates had always had a keen 
interest in the (darker recesses of the) human mind and the related themes of crime 
and violence. Also, a psychological slant had never been absent from his work. 
Writer and critic James Kelly of The New York Times Book Review, for instance, 
felt that with The Farther Shore, Coates had written the fifth novel in a row in 
which the reader was taken on a "psychiatric journey."3 Certainly, in all of his 
novels, the author indulged in scrupulous explorations of his characters' mental 
states. Prior to Wisteria Cottage, however, no psychiatric patient had been 
presented quite so clearly, and as such the books designate a new, and above all, 
less autobiographical, direction. 

In a letter to Kenneth Burke, the author revealed his sense of having 
embarked on a new literary course when writing Wisteria Cottage: "All my other 
books," Coates wrote slightly erroneously, "have been of the tuming-oneself-
inside-out sort, and it was fun, for once, to try straight narration, though it must 
say [sic] it left me feeling I still have a lot to leam about it."4 Indeed, although the 
writer had developed considerable skill at narration in his short stories, a book-
length traditional narrative was a new territory for the then fifty-year old writer. So 
was the prolonged use of a highly controlled third-person narrator which replaced 
the reflective and self-conscious narrative voice of the observant-participator that 
he had used so effectively in both Yesterday's Burdens and The Bitter Season. 

Chester E. Eisinger, Fiction of the Forties (Chicago and London: The University of Chicago Press, 
1963), 233. 
3 James Kelly, "As Pressures Grew," The New York Times Book Review, September 4 1955, 6. 
4 RMC to Kenneth Burke, July 29 [1949] (KBP). 



"All This Killing!·' 349 

In terms of style, Wisteria Cottage and The Farther Shore are 
distinguished from his previous publications by their wide accessibility, a fact that 
was underlined by their subsequent publication by the Popular Library, in 1964 
and 1956 respectively.5 Also, both more closely approximate the traditional 
"novel"—a label that had not fitted any of his previous works comfortably—and 
reveal the writer's skills in more conventional techniques. Judging from his final 
two novels, Coates's interest and belief in art as a radically uncompromising 
gesture would appear to have waned. Still, the writer continued to believe in the 
necessity to "make it new." Thus, Wisteria Cottage contains some typically 
Coatesian stylistic devices that are certainly unusual in a crime novel of this kind. 
Although devoted to telling a single story, Wisteria Cottage achieves its effects 
through the writer's application of his modernist skills, especially his emphasis on 
the inner mind, the organization of the novel by mood, and the novel's formal 
ingenuity. Even The Farther Shore, a conventional novel of psychological realism, 
contains some stirring surprises; the slow intensity of the narrative and the utter 
devotion to the protagonist's perspective are unusual aspects that make strong 
demands on the reader. 

Coates and Murder 
Coates's interest in violence, a preoccupation that he shared with such 
contemporaneous writers as James Thurber, John Dos Passos, Thomas Wolfe, 
Hemingway, Faulkner, Fitzgerald, John Steinbeck and Nathanael West, is evident 
throughout his literary career. Before Wisteria Cottage, Coates had paid ample 
attention to these phenomena—his scope ranging from beatings, rape and murder, 
to car accidents, embezzlement, and suicide. Of these and other manifestations of 
violence, the act of murder fascinated the author in the extreme. The subject props 
up in all of his earlier works, starting with the insane homicides of the infernal x-
ray machine in The Eater of Darkness, on to the wild and gruesome murders of the 
American outlaws of the early nineteenth century, to the speculative murder of 
Henderson in Yesterday's Burdens, and to the impersonal violence of war and the 
personal threat posed by Millerda in The Bitter Season. He had also treated murder 
in several of his short stories. 

In Wisteria Cottage and The Farther Shore, however, the topic of murder 
was approached from a new angle. In all of Coates's previous accounts of 
murderous activities (excepting the short story "The Net," which is very much a 
study for Wisteria Cottage), men had been the victims, not women.6 Also, again 
with the exception of "The Net," the writer had not yet shown a murderer's mind 
from within. 

The topic of murder on women as dealt with in the intensely psychological 
Wisteria Cottage and The Farther Shore proved more fascinating to the author 

In 1955, the New York publishing firm Lion Books reissued Wisteria Cottage as The Night Bejore 
Dying (Lion Library # 45). 
6 In "Accident at the Inn" (1954), a man plans to kill his wife, but she shrewdly kills him instead. 
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than even he himself had imagined. As a result, he had difficulty staying away 
from the subject. After having completed The Farther Shore he wrote Katharine 
White (who was abhorred by Coates's last novel) that, "I think I've done about all 
I want to do, or can do, on that score [murder], and certainly I don't want to get 
one-track about it."7 Nevertheless, he began a third book on murder in 1961, 
which remained unfinished. Again, the prospective victims were women. 
Outlining his plans to his agent at Harold Ober Associates, Ivan Von Auw, the 
writer explained that his third book would "[round] out a kind of small trilogy on 
murder, which I've always felt must be a weighty, demanding and exhausting act, 
even when done singly."8 Thematically, the three novels were to differ only 
marginally and would share a "basic idea," namely, "the matter of killing 
becoming carnage," which, Coates added, "has always fascinated me:" 

So the first one, Wisteria Cottage, was about a man who, having killed one 
person, was faced with the immediate necessity of killing a couple of others. In The 
Farther Shore, he had to wait overnight; and ...in this new one he finds he has to 
kill the mother of the girl he has married, and then, some six or eight months later, 
is forced gradually to the realization that he now must kill her, too. 

All this killing! Maybe after I round this one out I can get onto something 
cheerfuller.9 

Coates's definition of murder, quoted above, as "a weighty, demanding and 
exhausting act, even when done singly," rather than, for instance, a cruel and 
immoral deed, at once reveals that the writer reached, or sought to reach, a high 
degree of identification with the killer's state of mind. Indeed, the author's 
fascinated curiosity for how killers might experience their own acts was what 
prompted Wisteria Cottage in the first place. 

The idea for the novel had originated in the author's mind in the late 
1930s, probably in 1937.'° "What started it," Coates told Burke, "was something 
like this: I began wondering. If, I wondered, it's hard for a person to kill just one 
person, what must it be like, in the sense of physical and mental strain and long-
continued effort, to kill two or three?"" This unpleasant thought—Cowley once 
remarked that "there must have been the streak of morbidity"12 in his friend that 
revealed itself in his work—was to be worked out not in a novel, but in a short 
story that would focus exclusively on the actual acts of killing. Obviously, the 
story grew much larger, and resulted in a compelling outline of Baurie's descent 

7 RMC to Katharine White, September 28, 1955 (K.SWP). 
8 RMC to Ivan Von Auw, July 8, 1961 (HOA). 
9 Ibid. 
10 See RMC to Kenneth Burke, June 25 [1948] and RMC to Kenneth Burke, July 25 [1949] (KBP). 
The threatening character of Fleming in Coates's unpublished manuscript "Bright Day," it will be 
remembered, bears a considerable resemblance to Richard Baurie. 
" RMC to Kenneth Burke, July 25 [1949] (KBP). 
1 Malcolm Cowley, "Figure in the Crowd," in Cowley, —And I Worked at the Writer's Trade: 
Chapters of Literary History, 1918-1978 (New York: Viking Press, 1978), 86. 
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into madness and his motivations behind the killing. Still, his study of the 
experience of killing (narrated in the impressively gruesome chapter thirteen of his 
novel) was later described by the author as the book's "prime purpose," as well as 
the thing that had his "greatest interest."13 

Neither Wisteria Cottage nor The Farther Shore is explicitly concerned 
with the social or moral ramifications of murder, once committed. Although, as we 
will be shown below, the problem of "goodness" haunts Coates's killers, his books 
do not discuss the relation between crime and punishment, the possibility of 
salvation through confession and suffering, justice, retribution, or the restoration 
of good over evil. In fact, moral condemnation is entirely lacking from both novels 
and the writer's treatment of his psychologically deviant protagonists is clearly 
empathetic, almost, even, apologetic. 

Coates's murderers surface as victims of their own flawed psychological 
make-up and their incapacity to develop a moral system compatible to that of the 
world at large. Although both Baurie and Cormoris kill intentionally, they are not 
the amoral, conscienceless scoundrels of the kind the writer had described in The 
Outlaw Years. Nor are they indifferent madmen like Picrolas, from The Eater of 
Darkness, who killed a man because he was "tired of practicing on flies." Both 
Baurie and Cormoris, though obviously deluded, seek goodness and aim to destroy 
evil. In addition, they feel deeply and cannot but succumb to the mounting inner 
pressure of their pent-up emotions—emotions that release the primitive impulses 
that Coates, since his years at Yale, was convinced lay hidden beneath man's 
cultivated exterior. To quote one of several authorial intrusions from (the ending 
of) The Farther Shore: 

It is obvious that a man who murders his wife and tries to kill her two 
children is not sane. But in a sense, too, sanity is only our outermost covering—a 
veneer, thick or thin as the case may be, that covers our inmost impulses—and 
Cormoris was a man who had built up, not one layer of protection, but several; and 
the insane forces that boiled up from beneath had all the more distance to go and 
resistance to meet before reaching the surface.14 

Coates's novels, however, are more than generalized naturalistic treatises 
on the power of violent instincts that might cause anyone's sleeping volcano to 
erupt. They are compelling outlines of the growth of private obsessions which, 
however unnatural or abnormal they may seem in the end, are solidly grounded in 
the all-too-recognizable and "real" fear of corrupted or corrupting womanhood—a 
theme that runs through much American (and other) fiction, from "Daisy Miller" 
to The Great Gatsby to Lolita. Both Wisteria Cottage and The Farther Shore 
feature protagonists who become irreversibly caught up in major cultural 
stereotypes. Specifically, both novels describe the dire consequences of America's 

13 RMC to Kenneth Burke, July 25 [1949] (KBP). 
14 FS, 252. 
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double heritage of Puritan views of women as prone to evil on the one hand, and 
the Victorians' equation of women with purity on the other. The problem, also 
discussed in The Bitter Season, is dealt with in ways that strongly respond to the 
social and psychological problem of the separateness of the sexes and is focused 
on the damage wrought by rigid conceptualizations of male and female identities. 
These aspects will be elaborated on in the following chapter. 



Chapter 16 

Coates's Crime Fiction: Wisteria Cottage and 
The Farther Shore 

Wisteria Cottage: A Novel of Criminal Impulse 
Coates started writing Wisteria Cottage in the fall of 1946 when the family lived 
in Bayside, Queens, New York—their fourth home since Coates's departure from 
Gaylordsville two years earlier. After Bob's divorce, the Coateses had first moved 
to Branford, Connecticut. After several months, in the winter of 1945, they moved 
to Lakeville, Connecticut, and it was there that Coates had finished The Bitter 
Season. With that book out of the way, he enjoyed "a thoroughly lazy summer" at 
a holiday resort in Wading River, on Long Island, New York: "about all I've 
done," Coates told Katharine White, "is some desultory reading for a book on 
American art I'm supposed to be doing," a book, as we saw, that never 
materialized. They then moved to Bayside, Queens, into a sublet from Boo's sister 
and brother-in-law, Bob and Sally Wilder. Life in suburbia, though dull, had the 
advantage of bringing Coates closer to the New York art galleries and museums, 
which gave him more time for his creative writing. 

Eager to finish his novel during the summer of 1947, the writer avoided 
their previous summer resort at Wading River where, as he told Katharine White, 
there had been "too many cottages, too close; too many people you're supposed to 
know and be friendly with; too many goings-on generally."' Instead they spent the 
summer in an "isolated"2 cottage in Columbia, New Jersey, near the Delaware 
River. The surroundings must have lent considerable inspiration to the writing of 
his terrifying and idyll-destroying novel, which is set at an equally isolated cottage 
among the dunes along the Long Island shore. 

He worked "frantically," racing against the passage of summer time in an 
effort to avoid the hectic circumstances of being a home-bound novelist and a New 
York-bound art reviewer—the "leaping from week-end to week-end over the 
intervening art pieces to get at [the novel] ... like a mountain goat over rocks,"3 as 
he described it to Burke. His wife, in the mean time, experienced the passing of 
time rather differently: suffering from arthritis in her arm and depressed by the 
lack of time for her own writing, she could hardly wait for the Fall to arrive.4 In a 

1 RMC to Kathanne White, September 4 [1946] (KSWP) See also RMC to Kenneth Burke, May 18 
[1947] (KBP) "Where we were last summer we were in the midst of a colony, all nice people, but 
always around, and completely incapable of understanding that you might want to work sometimes " 
2 RMC to Kenneth Burke, May 18 [1947] (KBP) 
'Ibid 
4 Astrid Peters wanted to work on a story whose themes closely resembled those that occupied her 
husband "[The story] is a kind of profile of the average New York love affair between married 
people; it's birth, life and inevitable death, the meetings in strange places , the partings, summers 
intervening, etc , I mean it to be a kind of history, all kept very even in tone and like an endless 



354 Following Strangers, Part V: 1946-1955 

letter to Katharine White, she gave vent to frustrations which are likely to have 
been felt by many women writers at the time: 

I keep looking forward to the Fall as I think writing is the only thing that will 
change my state of mind and it's impossible for me to find time to write in the 
summer. What with the endless succession of meals and washing up and beds and a 
house that will never stay clean for even a moment even letter writing gets done in 
sections that are sometimes a day apart.5 

According to Ingrid Waldron, however, "Bob [wouldn't have] minded if the house 
wasn't spotless or a meal wasn't a huge production. He was happy with leftovers, 
and didn't seem to notice house cleaning efforts too much."6 For Astrid, however, 
housekeeping served as a constant distraction. 

Coates completed his novel in the Spring of 19487—certainly a record for 
the usually slow writer—and submitted the manuscript to publisher Harcourt 
Brace, who was "very excited over the book"8 and, as it would turn out, with 
reason. Hailed as "one of the greatest spine-chillers since the grimmer tales of Mr. 
E.A. Poe,"9 the book "almost became a best seller."10 In 1949, the author received 
$1449,00 in royalties, a sum that he had never received before for his fictional 
work or would again since." 

As was mentioned earlier, Wisteria Cottage aimed at a wide audience. 
Still, although the writer steered clear of the radical formal and stylistic 
experimentation of his earlier work, Wisteria Cottage contains some unusual 
elements for the genre of the thriller in which the novel was placed. Coates 
employs repetitional devices to structure his narrative; interrupts it with lay-
philosophical asides on various topics (notably the city and the seasons), and 
regularly resorts to the use of parentheses—his favorite device—to suggest and 
recreate his protagonist's disorderly and wildly associational state of mind. Also, 
mood (emphatically linked to the progression of the summer-season) is given an 
important organizational function and the story-line progresses by means of the 
sudden stops and starts that had also characterized Coates's fragmented literary 
collages. Throughout, the emphasis lies on the creation of mood and the rendition 
of Baurie's worsening mental state; plot development plays but a marginal role. As 

procession of familiar images in a mirror." Astnd Peters to Katharine White, August 29 [1948] 
(KSWP). 
5 Astrid Peters to Katharine White, August 29 [1948] (KSWP). 
6 Ingrid Waldron to author, January 1, 2005. 
7 See RMC to Kenneth Burke, June 25 [1948] (KBP). 
8 Astrid Peters to Katharine White [1948] (KSWP). The publication date was moved to September 
when Harper's Bazaar decided to print a "semi-serialization" of the novel in their August and 
September issues. 

Statement by Joseph Henry Jackson [San Francisco Chronicle, 1948] printed on back cover blurb 
of Wisteria Cottage (New York: Popular Library, 1964). 
10 Cowley -And 1 Worked at the Writer's Trade, 84. 
" Financial administration Robert M. Coates (RMCP). The novel was published by William Sloane 
in Great Britain: Coates received approximately $250,00 royalties from the British publisher in 1949. 
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in Yesterday's Burdens, Coates acted in accordance with his own "theory," which 
he, in 1949, outlined somewhat simplistically to Kenneth Burke as: "Tell the plot 
at the start; then you don't have to bother about it any more."12 As a result, the 
reader knows Baurie will kill almost from the beginning. 

Wisteria Cottage had a sensational story to tell, and told it extremely well. 
The New York Times Book Review referred to the novel as a "brilliant tour de 
force,"13 while the New York Herald Tribune praised Coates's "brilliant skill."14 

The Saturday Review, always slightly derogatory about the writer's work in the 
past, credited the author with touching "top peaks of terror" and proclaimed the 
novel a "Grade-A Psycho-thriller."15 Brendan Gill agreed that "as a thriller," 
Coates's novel was "everything it ought to be," but also noted that "it is too good 
to be called a thriller at all."16 Indeed, the novel displays masterly craftsmanship. 
John L. Stewart, critic for the Sewanee Review, praised the author as follows: 

Though frankly a thriller intended for a wide popular audience, the book achieves a 
remarkable definition and intensity of terror largely by means of Coates's exquisite 
control of verbal nuances and his ability to organize into tense, eloquent simplicity 
the paranoiac moods and hallucinations of the crazy world of a summer at the beach 
... The very structures of his sentences by their rhythms, syntax, and wild leaps of 
association brilliantly suggest the inexorable progress of his sullen young 
protagonist.17 

To those New Yorkers who followed the murder cases in the press, the 
story may have sounded familiar. Indeed, one reviewer (but only one) noted this 
and wrote, "To a considerable extent, Coates appears to be following the outline of 
an actual crime in New York City several years ago."18 Indeed, the novel's very 
title refers to a crime committed by one Albert Fish, a painter, who, in 1928, 
choked a girl to death in an isolated and deserted house in the woods known and 
referred to in the press as "Wisteria Cottage."19 The case received extensive 
journalistic coverage in 1934 when Fish started sending anonymous letters to the 
murdered girl's family, and is unlikely to have escaped Coates's attention. More 
significantly, in the early spring of 1937, at the time of the conception of Coates's 
fifth novel, one Robert Irwin, "a sculptor, former divinity student and voluntary 
inmate of a psychiatric hospital," strangled the landlady of the New York City 

12 RMC to Kenneth Burke, July 29 [1949] (KBP). 
13 Marc Brande!, "Summer in a Cottage by the Sea," The New York Times Book Review, September 
12 1948,4. 
14 Lorine Pruette, "A Reluctant Murderer," New York Herald Tribune Book Review, September 12 
1948, 12. 
15 "The Criminal Record," The Saturday Review ojLiterature 31 (September 18, 1948). 39. 
16 Brendan Gill, "Blood on Long Island," The New Yorker 24 (September 11, 1948): 92. 
17 John L. Stewart, "Five New Novels," Sewanee Review 50 (1949): 313. 
18 Pruette, "A Reluctant Murderer," 12. 
19 See The New York Times, December 14 1934, 1. For more details, see The New York Times Index, 
an indispensable source in this context. For a discussion of this crime, see also Frederic Wertham, 
The Show of Violence (Garden City: Doubleday & Company, 1949), 67. 
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boarding-house that had used to be his home, and one of her two daughters to 
death and murdered a male boarder with an ice-pick.20 The New York Times 
reported on the case almost daily throughout the year. The facts show too distinct a 
parallel to Baurie's tragic and horrid deeds to be dismissed as coincidental. In this 
context it is interesting to note that, in the writing of Wisteria Cottage, Coates 
received help from the American psychiatrist Fredric Wertham, who treated 
Robert Irwin and described his case at great length in The Show of Violence, a 
book that was published in 1949.21 Wertham, whose great interest in the relation 
between art and psychological disorders was commented on earlier, had been 
"continuously interested in the formulation of [ Wisteria Cottage] and a great help 
besides,"22 as Coates told his agent. 

Although the author, like Frank Norris before him,23 had been inspired by 
actual murder cases, he gave no indication of consciously duplicating factual 
reality. This causes Wisteria Cottage to differ markedly from Truman Capote's 
crime novel In Cold Blood ( 1966), which he announced with some fanfare as a 
"non-fiction novel." Wisteria Cottage does have the flavor of a factual case-study 
through the incorporation of several sections entitled "From the Psychiatrist's 
Report," but the novel is altogether too subjectively written and too much a work 
of the imagination to qualify as a non-fiction novel. As a result, as the New York 
Herald Tribune noted, "Coates produced not a case history, but a superb 
imaginative excursion into the mind of a reluctant murderer."24 

One of the most noteworthy aspects of Wisteria Cottage is the success with 
which Coates solved what he considered the "main trouble" of his book, namely 
"to make sense of a crazy man's mind."25 As the above critical responses 
indicated, no signs of any difficulties are visible in the text. On the contrary, 
Coates's novel displays the same "easy familiarity with madness" that 
characterized the work of Poe, and, for instance, the short stories of Truman 
Capote, 6 who clearly shared Coates's interest in insanity, psychiatry and crime, 
but who, more like Nathanael West, tended to verge towards the grotesque. Coates 
lived Baurie's situation intensely and with great earnestness. Indeed, the writer's 
rendition of Baurie's deteriorating grip on reality, never hysterical but always low-
keyed, is frighteningly genuine and constitutes the book's most memorable aspect. 
Impressed with the quiet confidence of the writer's approach, Commonweal was 
pleased to note that: "No tiled asylums, no mental bedlams are employed to wring 

2U The New York Times, June 28 1937, 1 3 
21 Wertham, The Show of Violence, 101-83. 
22 RMC to Ivan Von Auw, October 3, 1964 (HOA). Unfortunately, the Frederic Wertham Collection 
at the Library of Congress in Washington holds no letters to or by Robert Coates. 

Frank Norris probably felt inspired to write McTeague by a San Fransisco murder case: see Donald 
Pizer (ed.), McTeague A Norton Critical Edition (New York: W.W. Norton, 1977), 296. 
24 Pruettc, "A Reluctant Murderer," 12. 
" RMC to Kenneth Burke, January 7, 1956 (KBP). 
26 Eisinger, Fiction of the Forties, 240. 
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the reader's emotions. Wisteria Cottage is simplicity itself, as direct and 
frightening as the uncoiling of a serpent."27 

Richard Baurie is first introduced to the reader through several excerpts 
from the "Psychiatrist's Report," ostensibly written after his arrest and subsequent 
hospitalization. The report (reproduced, it is suggested, at various moments in the 
book) provides analyses of Baurie's personality, his family background, his 
relationship to his victims, and contains interviews with the patient about what 
occurred at "Wisteria Cottage." It also contains reflections, out of place in a 
psychiatrist's report but expected in a Coates novel, on New York City. For 
instance this one, a clear recapitulation of one of the theses of Yesterday's 
Burdens: 

[I]n New York, so to speak, all are strangers; and the city is so vast and its range of 
activities so scattered that the individual and his actions are always more or less lost 
in it. Even under normal circumstances a large part of any man's daily doings must 
remain a mystery, even to his closest friends.28 

The psychiatrist's reports serve an important function in counterbalancing a sane 
and sobering perspective, based on "facts," with that of the increasingly insane and 
imagined one of the protagonist whose mind confronts the reader's so effectively 
in the novel's pages. 

Baurie's mental progression during the fateful summer as well as his later 
reflections on his acts reveal that he suffers from megalomania (which sometimes 
takes the shape of religious mania), manic-depression, severe paranoia and 
suspicion. His delusions of grandeur convince him of his own capacity to 
influence, even control, people's lives and moods. Indeed, he has a perfect 
understanding of how to manipulate people and is highly aware of the damage he 
could cause to other people: the darkly threatening "I could make you remember" 
and "I could frighten you" are recurring thoughts. In his megalomaniac moods, he 
is convinced he can "cure" or "remake" those people who have fallen under the 
power of "evil," whose main manifestations, according to Baurie, are the 
loosening of traditional morals and sexual activity. 

In covert Freudian fashion, Richard Baurie's psychological problems are 
traced back to his childhood and his relationship with his mother, an immigrant 
from Glastonbury, England, who taught him that women lure men into the trap of 
marriage through their sexuality: "There's some girls that'll do anything to get a 
man ... You watch out, Dickie. That's the way they get you."29 When the boy was 
five, his father, a Scotch-Irish tailor, had "resumed his wandering habits and 
disappeared from the household, appearing thereafter only occasionally."30 Baurie 
sided with his mother and, Oedipus-fashion, developed sexually ambivalent 

Elizabeth Johnson, "Wisteria Cottage," Commonweal, October 8 1948, 625. 
WC, 45. 
WC, 158. 
WC,47 
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feelings which caused him to look upon his father's eventual return to a household 
as a betrayal. At sixteen, he left home and traveled to the East Coast and later to 
New York, where he encounters his future victims, the Hacketts. 

Baurie's main but unarticulated purpose is to construct a new family, a 
new "home."31 In New York City, where he lives in a rooming house on Third 
Avenue (as in "Bright Day," the El-train that used to ride the avenue frequently 
traverses the narrative), he thinks to have found his "home" with the Hacketts, a 
lower middle-class family that has virtually adopted the persistent and outwardly 
charming Richard. 

The Hackett family consists of Florence Hackett, a former Southern belle 
of about fifty, and her two daughters Elinor and Louisa. The composition of the 
family is important. As in Baurie's own family, the pater familias of the Hackett 
family has an itinerant job—one that is is very similar, incidentally, to the one 
Coates's father used to have.32 Unlike Fred Coates, however, Mr. Hackett is never 
at home, and fails to support his family financially. Baurie sees an opening in the 
all-female cast, and has managed to worm himself into the Hackett family with 
considerable success by filling in the roles of the missing male: frequently he feels 
like "son, father, and husband rolled into one."33 

Baurie fosters the notion of the traditional, Victorian, nuclear family—an 
element that is even stronger in Cormoris in The Farther Shore—and conceives of 
the man, the husband, as a figure of authority. His view of women is equally 
traditional. To him, the woman should be the embodiment of purity, innocence and 
meekness and he expects the Hackett women to be "docile, gentle, attentive."34 

Elinor, the younger sister, seems to Richard to closely approximate his ideal: he 
sees her as the incarnation of "docile, nineteenth-century femininity"35 and thinks 
of her as a pure, innocent, devoted maiden, devoid of any evil impulses. It cannot 
be a coincidence that Elinor's name was chosen to echo that of Lenore from Poe's 
"The Raven:" although Baurie fights to deny it, his ideal image of womanhood is 
to be "Nevermore." 

Despite his desire for a traditional home, Richard himself fails to meet the 
one essential traditional requirement of the male, and hence lacks the basis for a 
position of power and authority: unable to hold a job for any length of time, he 
does not bring in any money. Financially, Florence and Elinor depend for a large 
degree on the eldest daughter Louisa, who provides for the family by working as a 
radio actress. Attractive, frequently in the company of men, haughty, outspoken 
and financially independent, she flouts all of Richard's notions of what a woman 

31 WC, 50 
2 Mr Hackett is "a consulting engineer of some ability, who went from factory to factory on short-

term assignments, designing special machinery, or devising processes to expedite manufacture " WC, 
49 
33 WC, 20-21 
34 WC, 20 
15 WC, 57 
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should be As a result, he considers her "the main source of evil " Of the three 
women, Louisa alone has little patience with Richard's fairly continuous presence, 
and he fears her power as breadwinner Although she does not know it, she stands 
squarely in the way of Baune's dearest desire a "home " 

Baune next pins his hopes for a harmonious family life and a home of his 
own on the idyllic "Wisteria Cottage," hidden in the dunes, which is found by 
Richard after the Hacketts had announced to be looking for a place to spend the 
summer Richard loves the cottage instantly, and sees it as a "testing-place, a place 
where honest relationships could be forged "37 Also, he believes the cottage 
"would straighten them [the Hacketts] out, quell the evil forces that were working 
within them it would bring them nearer to God "38 He does his utmost to 
persuade the family to rent it for the summer and succeeds 

Despite a promising start (he is, for instance, allowed to move into the 
shed behind the cottage which he redecorates and turns into a studio), Baune does 
not lose his persistent but unfounded fear that the Hacketts are trying to shut him 
out His fundamental sense of insecurity combines with his problematic attitude 
towards sexuality to result, finally, in murderous rage at the women Sexuality is at 
the core of Richard's problems, and is related to his view of women Although his 
mental problems are extensive, part of his psychopathological outlook is caused by 
what Leslie Fiedler, in his classic Love and Death in the American Novel, 
discusses as the "Amencan adoration of pure American womanhood" which 
defines the American novel39 The theme is crucial in Coates's postwar fiction In 
The Bitter Season, the traditional identification of women with innocence and 
purity, and the problems that this identification presents for sexual matters, play a 
considerable role in the break-up between Tom and Laura In both Wisteria 
Cottage and The Farther Shore, the male protagonists are unable to combine 
sexuality with women Their sexual maladjustment is the result of the sentimental 
glorification of women and the concomitant disavowal of sex which these 
characters have inherited from the Victorian American past It is the same problem 
that, according to critic Joel Porte, confronts such nineteenth-century heroes as 
James Femmore Cooper's Natty Bumppo, who in his avoidance of women, avoids 
not "carnality per se, but rather the awful implications of mixing good and evil as 
they are represented by the confusing single image of woman "40 Cormons and 
Baune differ from Natty Bumppo or Huckleberry Finn in their belief that in order 
to establish virtue, and to hold on to moral simplicity, women must not be 
abandoned but killed instead 

36 WC, 18 
37 WC, 12 
38 WC, 17 
39 Leslie Fiedler, Love and Death in the American Novel Revised Edition (New York Stein and 
Day, 1966), 312 
w Quoted in Donald J Greiner, Women Enter the Wilderness Male Bonding and the American Novel 
of the 1980s (Columbia University of South Carolina Press, 1991), 18 
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At "Wisteria Cottage," Richard is bewildered and disgusted by what he 
considers a blatant lack of female decency the women, including the mother 
whose "aging flesh" Baune finds especially repulsive, wear bathing suits on the 
beach, and walk through the cottage with few clothes on He also feels that 
Florence shows a "lack of maternal concern"41 by not chaperoning Louisa, who is 
frequently accompanied by boyfriends He suspects sexual activity and wants to 
shelter Elinor from it, whom he assumes to be sexually innocent All the while, 
however, he himself has difficulty resisting his own sexual instincts Baune's 
problem is similar to that of Laura in The Bitter Season Laura is unable to let go 
of the traditional identification of women with innocence and purity and, as a 
result, "Sex, to her, was always wickedness " 4 2 Baune is equally incapable of 
combining sex with women (i e to mix good and evil) his idealization of Elinor 
as the incarnation of "docile, nineteenth-century femininity"43 is at complete odds 
with the force of sexual desire which he can feel throbbing inside him As a pre-
adolescent, his sexual ambivalence towards his mother played a large part in 
driving him from his own home, and now his problems with sexuality threaten his 
position at "Wisteria Cottage"—which has become "everything" to Baurie 
Indeed, they lead directly to his eviction from the cottage Florence finally sends 
him away when Baune, no longer able to contain his suspicious fabrications about 
Louisa's sex life, accuses her of "chasing this one and that one, f—ing, f—ing, f— 
ing, up the beach, down the beach " 4 4 

Some time before his eviction from the cottage, Baurie rapes Elinor The 
situation arises when Elinor, who does have a fondness for Richard, has found him 
lying in the dunes after sunset, lost in a series of unsettling and confused thoughts 
He is uncommunicative and when Elinor starts tickling his ears, Richard indicates 
that he does not like it Elinor persists, however, and a violent, atavistic outburst of 
passion is released in Baune 

And then the surge that he, without knowing it, had been waiting for came and picked 
him up and threw him on her 

It was the beat of his heart he heard most "No ΛΌ, Richard Not here," she 
said And "Don't Darling^" and "Don't'" There was a time when it was all struggle, 
arms wrestling and shoulders burrowing And his head somewhere, thrusting, under 
her chin And then the bare, cold breasts uncovered, the black shorts like a bandage 
unwrapped "No1" she cned, and he heard his own voice shouting, "Yes," it cned 
"Yes Yes Yes " He felt sand, and he felt her body Toward the end it was like 
lightning flashes, with the eyes the lightnings and his heart the thunder, he was the sky 
itself, pressing down upon her ("1 can cure you' I can make you whole'" he said, or did 
he say it9) He saw her only fragmentanly a grimace, and a glimpse of tight-shut eyes, 
and then darkness, and a curve of bare shoulder against the darkness, an arm lifting and 
darkness 

41 WC, 26 
4 2 BS, 137 
4 3 WC, 57 
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It was not love, it was not beauty, it was not even Elinor It was merely 
possession, and yet even in the midst of it he felt helpless, so that he could not tell who 
was possessed the more, he or she45 

Rape, for Baune, is inevitable In order to avoid mixing good and evil, Baune has to 
blot out the individual, actual woman in order to satisfy his desire to possess her 
body During the fairly lengthy description of the rape, the author is clearly at pains to 
suggest that Baune is under a compulsion, he is himself possessed, blinded by the 
force that compels him, and cannot help himself In such an approach, the man 
becomes as much a victim as the woman Coates's treatment of Baune borders on the 
apologetic In defense, we might remind ourselves that the author did intend to write 
from Baune's perspective Also, the author's subsequent treatment of Elinor reveals 
that he did not necessanly think lightly of Baune's act The girl, baffled, shocked and 
hurt, refuses to talk to her assailant, and assumes a childlike vulnerability and 
forlomness "She was reaching for her shorts, and when she picked them up she 
inspected them vaguely, like a child looking at a garment she hardly knew how to put 
on 'You tore my shorts,' she said at last " Later on, she cries 

She bounces back rapidly, however When they walk back to the cottage, 
Elinor "takes charge"46 of the situation she instructs Richard not to tell Florence, and 
then, somewhat amazingly, expects a kiss from her assailant Richard docs not want 
to kiss her and merely brushes her lips, but Elinor draws him back and, be it in a less 
dramatic sense, violates him in return 

"No Like this," she said, and then her mouth came against his, hard and full, and the 
lips loose and open so that he could feel, almost smothenngly, the soft fleshy wetness 
of them For a second her teeth ground against his, then she pulled her head back to 
look at him "You see, Richard9 I'll have to teach you how to kiss "'7 

It could be argued that Coates mistakenly assumes that a woman does not greatly 
mind assaults of this kind It should be remembered, however, that Elinor has a 
certain fondness for Richard, and is keenly attuned to his unbalanced states She 
frequently comes to his emotional rescue when Louisa's harsher stance threatens to 
overwhelm the oversensitive Richard with fear and humiliation When Elinor (whose 
motives must be guessed at the novel is, after all, narrated from Baune's perspective) 
decides to kiss him in the above manner, her gesture is perhaps unexpected and too 
forgiving, but it is also her way to triumph over Richard his act on the beach, she 
tells him, was the clumsy, incompetent act of a novice, hardly to be taken seriously 
Certainly, this is how Baune interprets it he has lost his "old feeling of calm 
ascendancy over her" and "she had him now, instead of him having her at a 
disadvantage "48 In fact, the kiss reveals to Baune the same "inviolability" of the 
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female (here almost literal) that Tom found so humiliating in The Bitter Season. Like 
Laura in that earlier novel, Elinor cannot be truly touched or, if put in negative terms, 
possessed by the male. Baurie's rape of Elinor and the kiss that follows it, then, serve 
as revealing metaphors for the fundamental separateness between the sexes. 
Specifically, the rape represents male sexual aggression frequently observed in 
"normal" but unequal sexual relationships, while Baurie's embarrassed response to 
Elinor's request for a kiss reveals an incapacity for emotional sustenance that woman 
is here indicated to desire. 

Baurie's rape and the kiss by Elinor that follows the rape are important 
triggers of Richard's descent into uncontrollable madness. The rape is a 
devastating blow to Baurie's earlier conviction that he was somehow different 
from other men ("Well, you did it,'''' [the voices in his head] said. 'TOM 're as bad as 
the rest ofthem^9) while the kiss does even more damage to his ego: it humiliated 
him and robbed him of the position of power that he needs to uphold his self-
esteem. In addition, to Richard the kiss proved that Elinor was not as sexually 
naive as he had assumed, and he suspects that the three women, incestuously, 
practiced on each other. Humiliated and confused, his moral simplicity challenged 
to its breaking-point, Baurie considers leaving, like he left another girl back in 
Kansas City under similar circumstances. This time, however, he cannot, because 
"this time it was Elinor, and he couldn't leave without—well, without leaving 
everything."50 

It is only a small step from here to Baurie's conviction that the women, 
"apparently harmless, apparently innocent," were in fact the "embodiment of 
everything that had gone wrong with him."51 This offers an ostensibly simple way to 
solve his problems: killing Florence and Louisa. Until the end, he remains undecided 
about Elinor's fate. During the night of the murder, however, she dies accidentally— 
or as Baurie puts it, she "deaded herself'52—when he breaks her neck as they fall. In 
a final attempt to vouchsafe her femininity, and to ward off the raven's "Nevermore," 
he fetches a ribbon to tie Elinor's hair and drapes a skirt over her shorts-clad, now 
lifeless, legs. 

Coates was aware that his novel required a close identification between 
reader and protagonist to be successful, and he worked hard to bring this about. He 
chose to narrate his novel by means of a third person narrative voice, but carefully 
manipulated the point of view. Coates's technique resembles Henry James's 
controlled point of view, but deviates from it in its unusually high degree of 
identification. Deliberately, gradually, and with great skill and subtlety, Coates 
takes the reader inside Baurie's mind, and manages to win the reader's empathy 
into the bargain. 

The first few chapters of the novel, in which Baurie's deviations from the 
norm are still quite subtle and yield a curious mixture of the unsettling and the 
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entertaining, are particularly noteworthy, containing such lasting images as 
Baune's perception of the calm sea as "a great glinting eye aslant, watching him 
baleflilly "53 The novel's first part also contains a particularly memorable rendition 
of one of Baune's several dreams (which cannot be done full justice to here since 
it needs to be read in full to appreciate its particular strength)54 The dream plays 
itself out before the reader's eyes like a surreal movie, and reveals Coates's 
continued interest in the subconscious that attracted the surrealists (who also had 
boundless interest in psychiatry)55, as well as in "the subtle relations between 
dream and waking, fantasy and reality, normality and abnormality, wish and 
repression" that Freudian thought triggered in so many American writers 56 

Whatever the source of Coates's interest—Freud, the surrealists, both—his 
description of Baune's thoughts, interpretations and later adaptations of the dream 
as he rehearses telling it to his friends, is extremely suggestive of Baune's 
psychology and character As a result of the writer's portrayal, the man whom the 
reader knows "has already passed beyond the boundaries of normal appelles and 
normal modes of conduct"57 before we learn of his actual behavior, continues to 
fascinate 

The narrative technique that Coates applies is to start off each new section 
in the book in a neutral manner Soon, this neutrality is compromised, and with 
each sentence, the narrative voice approaches Richard's state of mind more closely 
until finally he writes entirely from Richard's perspective Each time the 
transitions are there, but so subtly as to be hardly noticeable For instance 

[Richard] was getting more and more annoyed with the looseness and laxness he 
saw everywhere around him, he ran into it constantly—in the streets, in the 
subways, even in the lunchroom where he ate his breakfast—and though usually he 
merely smiled and passed on, invulnerable, there were times when more active 
measures were indicated If that forced him sometimes to be "difficult," even 
"troublesome," as the other people might put it, he knew that it was his right and his 
privilege, even his duty58 

The narrator starts off by saying that Baune "saw" looseness and laxness—which 
we can accept as an objective observation In the next sentence, however, the 
narrator tells us that he "ran into it constantly," which, of course, contains a silent 
confirmation of the correctness of Baune's vision Increasingly, Baune's 
perception is presented as an accepted fact, beyond questioning, and the narrator, 

53 WC, 2 
54 See WC, 31-40 
55 See for instance J H Matthews, Surrealism Insanity and Poetry (Syracuse Syracuse University 
Press, 1962) 
56 Ihab Hassan, Radical Innocence Studies in the Contemporary American Novel (New York 
Harper & Row, 1961), 49 
57 Brendan Gill, Introduction to Wisteria Cottage (New York Arbor House, 1985), xi 
58 WC, 126 
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although seemingly an observer, documents Baurie's suspicion and paranoia from 
within. 

Throughout the book, the narrator frequently steps aside to make room for 
Richard's thoughts. On occasion the workings of Richard's mind influence the 
authorial perspective to such a degree that the narrator's status as observer is 
severely complicated, as in the following example: 

[Richard] was sitting on the bed, in his room in the shed, in his moody old studio, in 
the darkness, and suddenly there came before his eyes a vision of a bottle, with the 
legend "Rectified Spirits" printed somewhere on it. It was like a vision, there was 
such precision; and he got up and, fumbling, stumbling, mumbling (did he go back 
into the cottage? to the kitchen? to the upstairs bathroom? And, stumbling (and not 
really mumbling; it was just that it rhymed) and) anyway, he couldn't find it .,.59 

The passage starts out as an objective account. The reader soon realizes, 
however, that the narrator has adopted Baurie's verbal mannerisms, especially the 
use of rhyming words. In fact, the confusion of Baurie's mind is so contagious that 
the narrator, surprisingly, contradicts the choice of a word (mumbling) that he had 
used earlier. 

In this way, Coates's technique allows the reader to witness the workings 
of Richard's mind, and to come so close to it as to become as much a victim of the 
young man's undeniably winning aspect as Miss Carmody (Baurie's overindulgent 
employer at the book shop) or the three women of the Hacketts family. The 
carefully established and engrossing identification between reader and protagonist 
makes it possible for the reader to bear the gruesome account of Baurie's 
psychological experience of murder that closes the book. 

Murder has been in the air since the opening of the book and its 
inevitability creates an almost intolerable tension, which Coates much preferred to 
the suspense that arises when the reader's knowledge of the ultimate outcome is 
postponed. As he told Burke: 

I have a natural hatred of suspense: you know, like in those Victorian novels, where 
the heroine was left locked in the burning castle (end of chapter), and then next 
chapter begins with the sun slowly rising over the downs and about two pages of 
nature description or some such, just to keep you on pins and needles. ... I just hate 
it.60 

For this reason, Coates himself was dissatisfied with the novel's final part in 
which, he felt, he had failed to eliminate suspense altogether. At the end of 
Wisteria Cottage, the account of Richard's actual acts (although we know that he 
will kill, we do not yet know who and how) is postponed for two chapters 
(chapters 12 and 13). In the first, the reader leaves Baurie to watch a worried 

WC, 103. Italics mine. 
RMC to Kenneth Burke, July 29 [1949] (KBP). 
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Louisa drive down from New York to the cottage with her friend Chub, through 
the dark dunes.61 Upon arriving, Chub enters the cottage alone and comes out with 
his face "white, ghastly, frozen."62 At that point, a new chapter begins and the 
chronology is set back to show Richard making plans for his killings. The effect is 
quite unusual. Despite the fact that the reader knows something gruesome has 
happened, he gets caught up in a nervewrecking situation where even the most 
civilized reader, in the words of Norman Mailer, "is reduced to a beast who can 
pant no faster than to ask, 'And then what? Then what happens?"'63 Since the 
reader's hunger is not for the resolution of the plot, the question is raised if many 
readers do not indeed share Coates's interest in carnage. In a letter to Burke Coates 
apologized for creating this effect and assured his friend that he had "tried and 
tried and tried to incorporate that ride down, somehow, into the final chapter," but 
that all possibilities "seemed too unwieldy or deliberately device-like, and in the 
end I had to leave it, regretfully, as it is."64 To Coates, all devices were a form of 
insincerity and he condemned his own solution as "the real 'trick' point in the 
book ... and so, questionable."65 

Coates's coverage of the madman's massacre, when it is finally there, is 
horrific yet intensely gripping in its overall, cumulative effect. The writer's 
method evidences his belief in detailed psychological verisimilitude that he had 
developed since the writing of The Bitter Season. In that novel, Coates had still 
weighed the merits of Hemingway's sparse style against those of Proust's detailed 
realism, and had doubted if either technique approached the "truth": 

But I realize that truth itself is relative. Proust, I think, writes more truly than 
Hemingway, because he tells more. But the very fullness of the confession has its 
disadvantages; there is the danger that in the process of particularization, truth itself— 
or the basic truth at least—will be so split up and scattered as to be unrecognizable.66 

By 1949, however, he explained to Kenneth Burke (who doubted the success of 
Coates's detailed outline of the murders) that: "I've been coming to believe that 
the less one backs away from the full details, telling all, going into everything ... 
the better it is for the writer. And I know in doing this one I had to push a little, dig 
a little deeper than [is] usual with me."67 

61 During the account of the murders in chapter 13, the approaching car's headlights, dipping and 
rising as the car traverses the dunes, are shown to disturb Richard as he goes about his dark business: 
"There were frittering, skittering, flittering things he did too, that he smiled about afterward, only 
afterward he couldn't remember them all, only glancingly, for the lights came and went, on, off, on, 
off, like a shutter opening and closing, or like those times on the stage, when they turn the lights on 
and off fast, and it makes people look like an old-fashioned movie." WC, 207. 
62 WC, 194. 
63 Norman Mailer, "Bust 80 Beyond the Law," in Tom Wolfe and E.W. Johnson (eds). The New 
Journalism. An Anthology (New York: Harper & Row, 1973), 191. 
64 RMC to Kenneth Burke, July 29 [1949] (K.BP). 
65 Ibid. 
66 BS, 177. 
67 RMC to KB, July 29 [1949] (KBP). 
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Indeed, his desire to reveal not the tip but the whole of the iceberg as a 
means to approximate truth necessitated the inclusion of many gruesome details. 
There is, however, no sensationalism in Coates's description, as there is, for 
instance, in Frank Norris's treatment of McTeague's murder of Tina, and the 
discovery of her body by a group of children. Coates, as Brendan Gill correctly 
noted, has "no interest in gratuitously shocking us."68 Avoiding all facile devices, 
he manages "to isolate in its pure form, and to an extent rarely matched by other 
writers in the genre [thriller], the quality of horror."69 He does so, moreover, 
"without ever, as it were, raising his voice."70 At all times, the author continues to 
be devoted to illuminating Baurie's perspective. Thus, the killing of the luckless 
young male who visits the Hackett family on the night of the murder reveals his 
killer's complete emotional detachment: "the ice pick went up and down, up and 
down, mechanically, as the boy's back turned slowly, hunching away from him; 
beneath the jersey, striped brown and white, he could see the flesh jerking and 
shuddering, and the tiny black rents in the cloth, and the legs slowly folding and 
after that it was easy."71 When, by contrast, it comes to killing Florence Hackett, 
the mother, the description becomes powerfully intermingled with Baurie's 
perception and emotional experience of the carnage. As result, the description 
becomes loaded with revulsion, horror and despair, as Baurie realizes that his act 
of killing fails to turn into the transcendent "removal of evil, a moving upward into 
good" that he had planned and envisaged. For example: 

[T]he damp, slippery flesh (how that woman had sweat!) and the eel-like 
thick feel of the old woman's neck that his fingers had seized and could not now let 
go of, and the body that kicked and clawed and contorted, but always with his grip 
at its pivot, and his grip, and the pivot, the one solid stationary thing in the whole 
turning room, the only thing that he had to hold onto. 

And he held. It was horrible at first. And then it was a test, and then it was a 
duty, and the one way he knew he could relax was that the body grew heavier in his 
hands ... he was on his knees and half-embracing the awful woman.72 

If the reader grows disgusted with Baurie during the killings, the writer effectively 
removes this disgust in the brief paragraph that closes the novel. Rather than 
reflecting on his acts, the author once more confronts the reader with Baurie's way 
of thinking as the police arrives to arrest him: 

They found him there, on the beach, ... and after the first surprise and the 
resentment of seeing so many men running toward him—state troopers and 

1 Gill, "Blood on Long Island," 93. 

70 Ibid. 
71 WC, 201. 
72 WC, 206. 
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policemen, too, six or seven of them, and all with guns—Richard met them quite 
calmly, quite peaceably.73 

In its powerful way, the closing passage of the book leaves the reader with 
a feeling of profound powerlessness, caused by the writer's continuing loyalty to 
the portrayal of Baurie's mind, and his refraining from moral commentary, 
condemnation, or social analysis. 

Looked at from a different perspective, Baurie's mental condition, so 
expertly conveyed, may be seen as a potential weakness of the novel. It might 
cause the reader to feel, as for instance in the case of Popeye of William 
Faulkner's Sanctuary, that "the tension, and that feeling of evil, are mechanically 
contrived."74 Critic John Stewart of the Sewanee Review, for instance, admired the 
writer's technical virtuosity in bringing Baurie's mind alive (and advised younger 
writers to study Coates's technique,) but paid him a qualified compliment by 
saying that he "hit a small fragment of truth precisely in the center."75 This 
"fragment of truth" was necessarily "small," Stewart felt, because of the 
limitations in the protagonist's character: 

By choosing a character less than human, Coates has deliberately and closely 
limited the range of his work. None of the subtle propositions and critiques that 
usually appear in the work of distinguished stylists are possible, for all the insights 
yield only one fact, Baurie is mad, too mad for moral choice or for humanly 
significant action. Though not wasted, the style is, as it were, shattered upon 
Baurie's automatism.76 

Although it is true that Coates risked limiting the range of his novel by 
focusing on a psychopathological mind, Stewart overlooked that although Baurie 
is "horribly and dangerously insane," Coates's method, as the New York Herald 
Tribune observed, "makes madness believable [and] the logic of [Baurie's] 
violence inescapable."77 As a result, as The New York Times agreed, Baurie 
becomes "terrifyingly understandable."78 Indeed, as the book approaches its 
inevitable conclusion, the reader "cannot escape that sense of identification with 
him which is the basis of most good novels: a recognition of some part of himself 
even in Richard's wildest delusions."79 Although this may not be true for all 
readers, Baurie's persuasiveness as well as the nature of the problems that drive 
him to madness, does raise the question if he is "less than human," or, indeed, 
"human, all too human" instead. 

73WC,210. 
74 W.M. Frohock, The Novel of Violence in America (Dallas: Southern Methodist University Press, 
1971), 159. 
75 Stewart, "Five New Novels," 314. 
76 Ibid. 
77 Pruette, "A Reluctant Murderer," 12. 
78 Brande!, "Summer in a Cottage by the Sea," 4. 
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Certainly, and this is especially true for The Farther Shore, Coates tried to 
go beyond psychiatry per se so as to get at the problems of love and violence, 
innocence and evil that interested him most. As such, his postwar fiction might 
profitably be placed among that of such writers as Carson McCullers, Eudora 
Welty, Truman Capote and Flannery O'Connor, whose inward-looking, gothic and 
frequently grotesque works, inhabited by victims and cripples, make profound 
statements about human nature, the problem of evil, the horror of life and the 
absence of love.80 

The Farther Shore 
Coates's postwar life continued to be characterized by moving about—a fact that 
may help to explain the scarcity of manuscript material and personal archives that 
remained in his possession. Coates, Astrid Peters and Ingrid, Astrid's daughter 
from her first marriage, lived at Bayside until 1950, but continued to spend their 
summers elsewhere: in 1948 they were back at Wading River, and in 1949, the 
Coateses moved to Tesuque, Santa Fe, in New Mexico, where Coates met up with 
the artist Georgia O'Keeffe, whose Profile he had written for The New Yorker 
twenty years earlier.81 In 1950, "thoroughly sick with suburban life,"82 they started 
looking for a house in the country where, as Coates wrote Ross, "at least one gets 
an idea or two occasionally, and isn't always surrounded by people clipping their 
hedges."83 Borrowing "a couple of thousand dollars"84 from The New Yorker, they 
managed to buy a large, rundown house in Old Chatham, New York, which they 
renovated and modernized, installing water, lighting, plumbing and heating.85 

Coates spent the remaining 23 years of his life in that location, though he 
frequently stayed the winters in New York.86 

Also in 1950, Coates began working on The Farther Shore*1 In contrast to 
the writing of Wisteria Cottage, the process was slow and hampered by a constant 
necessity for revision. In 1952, for instance, Coates wrote to Malcolm Cowley of 
having to get "re-started, or maybe re-re-started on my book."88 In a letter to 
Katharine White, Coates wrote that Cormoris's story "was a more difficult subject 
to do than the last one (which to me, now, seems slightly cut-and-dried) and I felt I 

Malcolm Bradbury, The Modern American Novel (Oxford Oxford University Press, 1983), 129, 
Eisinger, Fiction of the Forties, 236. 
81 RMC, "Abstraction—Flowers," The New Yorker 5 (July 6, 1929) 22-24 
82 RMC to Harold Ross, March 14, 1950 (TNYR) 
83 Ibid. 
84 See RMC to Harold Ross, March 14, 1950 (TNYR) 
85 See RMC to Gustave Lobrano, August 2, 1950 (TNYR) 

After 1954, the Coateses again spent their winters in New York, first on Downing Street, and from 
1956 until 1962, on 52nd Street After Coates's retirement in 1965, they lived in the country all the 
year round Ingrid Waldron, interview by author, Westport Point, Massachusetts, July 12-13, 1997 
87 See RMC to Kenneth Burke, April 15, 1950 (KBP) 
88 RMC to Malcolm Cowley, May 16, 1952 (MCC). 
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got deeper into it, too, which of course is always satisfying." Indeed, from 
hindsight, Wisteria Cottage struck the author as "sort of tinny"90 when compared 
to The Farther Shore, not in the least because Cormoris's thoughts and actions 
were more complex and, for many readers, would have a more fundamental 
significance than those of an established mental patient, however recognizably 
human. The novel was published by Harcourt, Brace in August 1955, and was 
hailed by The Saturday Review as "a genuinely unusual book."91 Set, once more, 
in New York City, the book once again showed, according to The New Yorker, that 
"no one is Mr. Coates's master at portraying this huge, dark, stony wilderness of a 
city."92 

Like Wisteria Cottage, Coates's second novel on murder is a 
psychologically acute and earnest portrait of an urban, alienated male individual. 
Devoid of the thriller-like tension of the previous novel, the subdued The Farther 
Shore is "a novel of character"93 and provides a portrait of the mind of a common, 
middle-aged Hungarian94 bachelor, Anton Cormoris. In his sketch of Cormoris' 
steadily worsening mental state, Coates employs what we might call psychological 
naturalism. The no-hope, no-win situation that he documents is McTeague-iike in 
its slow inevitability, as are the low-life settings, the lowbrow characters, and the 
novel's recognition of the force of human instincts. Unlike Norris, however, 
Coates places his emphasis on the psychological make-up of the characters 
involved. 

The scrupulous and relentless documentation of Cormoris's mental 
processes reveals that the writer shared some of Dostoevsky's gifts of 
psychological observation and analysis (as well as his reportorial eye for the urban 
environment). Henry James, too, springs to mind, especially in his portrayal of the 
subtleties of character, the laboratory-like study of human interaction and the 
controlled point of view, as does Marcel Proust, whom Coates considered 

89 RMC to Katharine White, September 28, 1955 (KSWP). Katharine's reaction to Coates's book, 
unfortunately, has not survived. 
90 RMC to Kenneth Burke, May 1956 (KBP). 
" Oliver La Farge, "Slow Catharsis," The Saturday Review of Literature 38 (September 10, 1955): 
33. 
92 Anonymous, "Briefly Noted: Fiction," The New Yorker 31 (October 29, 1955): 145. 
93 Frederic E. Faverty, "Toward Farther Shore of Love," Chicago Sunday Tribune Magazine of 
Books, September 18 1955, 4. 
94 Cormoris's social alienation and psychological detenoration is not explicitly linked to his ethnic 
identity in the book's pages, although certain small hints of the Hungarian's status in American 
society are given. Looking at himself in the mirror, for instance, Anton observes: "It was a real 
Hunkie's face, all right, he thought, grinning sheepishly at himself as he did so. But after all that had 
some good in it as well as bad: there were handsome and distinguished-looking Hungarians, too, 
plenty of them, and it was only in this country, and by the foolish-minded at that, that they were held 
up to ridicule." FS, 57. Also, Cormoris takes pride in having mastered the English language— 
perhaps as a sign of successful assimilation. The book's title, The Farther Shore, may be taken as a 
reference to America as the land of promise, in which case Cormoris's fall might be interpreted as a 
failing immigrant's American dream. If Coates had wanted to broach this theme, however, his 
treatment is quite thin. 
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"Jamesian in the way [he] winds around and around a situation and then explodes 
it quietly before your very eyes."95 The particular "emotional dynamism"96 that the 
novel achieves, however, is a Coatesian achievement. As The New York Times 
Book Review noted, "His format belongs to him, unchallenged by other serious 
claimants perhaps because restraint with implication is no easier to imitate than it 
is to invent."97 

The Farther Shore is a solidly structured and carefully written novel and has 
a "studiously unliterary"98 aspect. Its style, a scrupulously precise but syntactically 
and semantically unadventurous psychological realism, deliberately matches the 
workings of his sullen protagonist's mind. The book offers many repetitive and 
unimaginative phrases such as "he couldn't help thinking," or "a good deal" in the 
example below: 

The evening left Cormoris with a good deal to think about, later. What he 
remembered most of all about it was a combination of lights, cheerfulness, 
companionship, and also youthfulness, innocence—and yet in that combination 
itself there was a good deal that troubled him, afterward.99 

This slow, dull, almost deadening style, however, is used to convey an 
unusually intense state of mind. The harassing intensity of the protagonist's 
querying, conveyed in such, one would almost say, useless words, causes the 
book's atmosphere of sensitivity to become uncomfortably oppressive. The New 
York Herald Tribune congratulated the author on maintaining "the rhythm of 
ordinary speech and thought" and felt that the novel "achieve[d] a harmony 
between matter and medium which is unusual and extremely powerful in its total 
effect."100 Kenneth Burke, who had been engrossed in his friend's latest novel and 
sent him pages and pages of notes and queries, regarded Coates's "greatest 
triumph" to be "the poetizing of material that could be quite flat. Your treatment of 
parties, and the like, is subtly different from the standard fare over here. At every 
step you write with a tactfulness that makes one realise, after the episode is over, 
how justly you have handled it. Your book is essentially sensitive; though your 
'lummox' is 'awkward.'"101 In a similar way, Booklist wrote that "although the 
characters, setting, and plot are shabby the story of Anton's bondage to Edith has 
the inexorable march of a Greek tragedy."102 

The writer himself had felt restrained by the limitations that his characters 
imposed on him and wrote Burke of his struggle with that "most devilish of all 

95 RMC to Malcolm Cowley, December 28 [1934] (MCC). 
96 Florence Haxton Bullock, "Sensitive, Fine, This Tale Of a Solitary New Yorker," New York 
Herald Tribune Weekly Review, August 28 1955, 4. 
7 James Kelly, "As Pressures Grew," The New York Times Book Review, September 4 1955, 6. 
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100 Bullock, "Sensitive, Fine, This Tale Of a Solitary New Yorker," 4. 
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102 Anonymous, review of The Farther Shore, Booklist 52 (September 1, 1955): 13. 
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[problems], of having always to work through the eyes of a 'lummox,' as you 
quite rightly call him,103 and still make some sense of it."104 He had felt similarly 
challenged when writing Wisteria Cottage. Now, after publication of The Farther 
Shore, the author admitted to Katharine White that his focus on a man like 
Cormoris had been "a mistake:" 

I think it is mistake in the long run, to stick to too "simple" characters It's so 
darned constantly hampering, for one thing. There are so many things that you'd 
like to say yourself that you can't, because of your character's limitations, and 
though I can't agree that a decent book about unimportant people is any better or 
worse than a decent book about important ones (that's a point of view that cropped 
up in several of the reviews too, by the way, and it disconcerted me. is it a new 
trend or something—look up, not down, etc.?) it does sort of hold you in, all the 
way, and I'd like to get away from it.105 

Coates's desire to write about "brighter people" in the future,106 as he put 
it to Burke, was no doubt sincere, but it would appear that he was more or less 
offended into an awareness of the limiting implications of his choice by the 
reviewers. Although no reviewer directly or explicitly made this point, Coates felt 
that they implied that the "unimportant" nature of his fictional characters somehow 
devalued his work. The ordinary nature of the characters was mentioned in passing 
in what were generally very favorable reviews, but Coates felt that the "new way" 
in which the reviewers "mingled praise and blame ... was in itself 
disconcerting."107 Instances that Coates had in mind were The New York Times 
Book Review which spoke admiringly of Coates's achievement but referred to The 
Farther Shore as "a rancid slice of life,"108 or The Saturday Review which referred 
to the book as "unusual," "convincing" and "impressive" but also felt that Coates 
had not entirely solved the problem of "preventing the ordinariness of most of [his 
characters'] small sayings and doings from becoming dull."109 In a similar way, 
Kirkus Review admitted that the writer "records a shabby attachment with splendid 
precision," but doubted if the reader would feel "attracted to these people."110 

Despite all praise, Coates was unusually resentful and came back to the topic 
several times in his letters. Summing up the reviewers as having asked "Why not 
write about nicer people," he wondered if he was witnessing a "return to the 'look 
on the brighter side of life' attitudes of the turn of the century" or perhaps "one 

103 The word "lummox" is used by Coates himself in The Farther Shore, but this had slipped his 
mind Burke was amused to remind him in his next letter 
104 RMC to Kenneth Burke, January 7, 1956 (KBP) 
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more sign of escapism, transferred now from the movies and TV to all 
literature?"1" 

Coates's resentment of the critics' response invites the observation that the 
reviews may have been truly discouraging to a novelist whose work had been 
considered too precious or difficult in the past. It is certainly ironic that his novel, 
so obviously accessible to a large audience, should receive critical comments to 
the effect that it was too "ordinary" to be of much interest. Nevertheless, the 
writer's resentment ran deeper than a sense of personal frustration. Thus, he 
connected the tenor of the reviews to the nation's unhealthy fear of subversive 
activities (which he so had delightfully parodied in his 1948 short story "The 
Law"),"2 and asked Burke, "Does it go even deeper than that, or is it starting to— 
a kind of extension of the movie code that it's a little subversive to show bankers 
as anything but honest. Bosses as anything but kindly, etc., to the point that it's a 
bit wrong to dwell too much on seaminess, generally?""3 Some months later he 
was still struggling with the suggestions that his characters were "no-account 
people."114 Apparently, Coates reasoned, "there are people who are worth writing 
about and others who are not" and repeated that "it really made me wonder, and 
made me wonder, really, again: do we need a freer air? Should we get the hell 
out?""5 

Coates's disconcertedness is not surprising in the light of his long
standing loyalty to describing the common individual—his Whitmanesque 
democratic desire to depict the average individual and reveal this individual to be 
much less ordinary than the casual onlooker might assume. This belief in the 
interest and value of common life, likewise visible in the works of William Carlos 
Williams and E.E. Cummings, was also shared by many of his colleagues at The 
New Yorker, for instance John Cheever and John O'Hara. Indeed, several were 
accused of wasting excellent writing on unexceptional and essentially trivial 
matters. John Updike is a case in point."6 In his study of the author, Robert 
Luscher observed that "such criticisms begin with the premise that everyday 
experience is devoid of significant sorrows and joys—the very assumption which 
his fiction seeks to combat in choosing to place domestic life in the foreground.""7 

Coates challenges the same assumption by infusing his common characters with 

1 ' ' RMC to Kenneth Burke, January 7, 1956 (KBP). 
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1 '3 RMC to Kenneth Burke, January 7, 1956 (KBP). 
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1,5 Ibid. 
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of the "Oral History of the World," Joe Gould, makes a good example: see Norman Sims, "Joseph 
Mitchell and The New Yorker Nonfiction Writers," in Norman Sims (ed.). Literary Journalism m the 
Twentieth Century (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1990), 82-109. 
117 Robert M. Luscher, John Updike: A Study of his Short Fiction (New York: Twayne Publishers, 
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intense, sometimes profound, emotional content and, frequently, by allowing the 
everyday to spin off into fierce and uncommon directions. 

Certainly, Anton Cormoris starts out as a wholly unexceptional man. A 
Hungarian immigrant who came to the United States when he was twenty, he lives 
a solitary and humdrum life, operating within the set parameters of work at the 
factory, life in a rooming-house, and dinner in small New York restaurants. In a 
modest way, the Hungarian protagonist likes to broaden his horizons and 
habitually takes trips to such places as Niagara Falls, Gettysburg, or Lake Placid (a 
friend refers to him as "Marco Polo, the second.")"8 In addition, Cormoris likes to 
read and he has recently bought Walt Whitman's ode to the common but divine 
individual, Leaves of Grass—allegedly to improve his skills in English (which he 
takes great pride in) and enlarge his vocabulary. Immersed in "Out of the Cradle 
Endlessly Rocking" (unidentified by Coates as such), the Hungarian immigrant 
comes across an unfamiliar word. Reaching for his dictionary, he experiences an 
epiphany as he intuitively responds to Whitman's song of unification and division, 
solitude, sorrow and grief: 

"The colloquy there, the trio, each uttering" the line said, and he reached for 
the small dictionary he had on his desk, to look up the word "colloquy." But he 
stopped half-way of the gesture and sat back slowly in his chair. With a rush of 
comprehension, it had come over him: he was alone. Except for the radio, there was 
no sound anywhere now, and the noise that the radio made, light and rhythmic and 
a little repetitious, seemed somehow thin and insubstantial, like a glitter on some 
dark, spreading surface, the surface of silence. ... 

Darkness outside, as absolute as the dark wastes of the sea, and he alone in 
it, wrapped in it, rocked in it: he pinned there, alone, brightly lighted—and as his 
thoughts came this far a strange sense of urgency, urgency of the moment itself and 
of his place in it began to take shape inside him."9 

With its theme of loss, the imagery of sea, waves, water, breakers and the 
shore, the movement of rocking, and the sea's whispering "death, death, death, 
death, death," Whitman's poem results not just in a realization of solitude, but 
seems to plant thoughts of the comfort of death, the farther shore, into his brain. 
These are carried along in admonitory fashion not unlike that in Kate Chopin's 
The Awakening (1899), to the novel's tragic ending. At the end, just before Anton 
kills Edith, they get into a small rowing boat, "gently rocking, rocking, borne 
along, bom along by the tide beneath,"120 to return, Cormoris hopes, to the cradle 
of love on the farther shore. 

Cormoris's perhaps unexpected interest in Walt Whitman is evidence of a 
hidden side, however uncultivated, of the Hungarian man, which is also revealed 
by his profession: Cormoris is no blue-collar manual worker, but is instead 
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employed as a piano tuner at a New York piano factory.121 Although perhaps more 
sensitive, contemplative, and self-conscious than most of those around him, 
Cormoris does his best to blend into the ordinary background of the externals that 
give shape to his daily existence. Outwardly, then, Cormoris is cloaked in 
normalcy. In the course of the novel, however, the writer's emphasis lies 
increasingly less on recording the outward uneventfulness of a common man's life 
than on the more unusual psychological turmoil brewing within. 

The trouble starts when Cormoris falls in love with a young waitress, 
Edith, whose charms he first becomes aware of in a cheap New York restaurant 
called "The Ideal" (in case the reader should miss the point). From the first, he 
tries to define and judge Edith's nature in relation to himself, and fails to see her as 
a separate person. Thus he questions her moral integrity on the basis of her 
physical pose which seemed to him to "[waver] between the artless and the 
consciously artful, the innocent and the deliberately exciting,"122 but decides in the 
waitress's favor. Dismissing his suspicions, he judges her to be "the very picture of 
a woman as a woman should be: docile, eager, submissive, pure."121 In fact, 
Cormoris decides later, "the word 'waitress' just about summed up everything that 
was finest about a woman—waiting watchfully, unobtrusively, eager to read your 
needs, and then hurrying up cheerfully to serve you."124 Like Baurie, Cormoris has 
had no deep relationships with women, and his behavior towards them is a based on 
traditional views of womanhood and woman's "proper place" that seem to have been 
handed down to him piecemeal from the previous century. 

Over the many years of solitariness, he has closed his mind to the 
phenomenon of women but the confrontation with Edith reopens a whole area of 
experience. As the narrator reflects: "It was as if Edie had headed a vast vanguard 
of her sex, leading them into his consciousness."125 His new awareness of women 
causes feelings of guilt over his earlier dealings with them. Revising his past in the 
light of his present obsession with purity, he is shocked to "[find] himself 
confronted with a kind of jumbled parade of leering, smiling, beckoning women;" a 
parade of "the whores, the housewives looking for some extra money while the 
husbands were away, the women met in bars" that he had "foolishly" succumbed 
to.126 "Godr he exclaims in shock, and he feels forced to revise his previous belief 
that "he had led a fairly clean life." Among his forgotten memories there is also his 
mother's voice, telling him, as she once did, that "For every woman that falls there's 
a man that made her do it."127 Cormoris's mother (about whom the reader 
otherwise learns next to nothing, but whose photograph is Cormoris's "most 

Coates visited the New York Steinway factory in preparation for his novel, and described factory 
life, the factory workers and their routines painstakingly as well as significantly in his novel 
Extensive notes on the Steinway factory survive in the Robert M. Coates collection. 
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prized possession"128) evidently subscribed to the Victorian sentimental 
interpretation of man's eviction from Eden: she believes women to be incapable of 
causing their own fall, and views men as capable of leading women astray. 
Seeking personal redemption and convinced anew of woman's purity, the 
Hungarian sets out to find purity for him to protect. The mission turns into an ever 
darker obsession as Cormoris, during the tortured and obsessive relationship that 
develops between him and Edith, exchanges the sentimental view of women as pure 
angelic creatures, fit to "do Christ's work in the world," for the Puritan view of 
women as particularly susceptible to evil forces.129 

After he has fallen in love with Edith, Cormoris's obsession is first 
triggered by his discovery, as it were, of the unscrupulousness about sex that is 
displayed by the men and women around him. At the factory, he suddenly regards his 
colleague's pin-ups with dismay and fails to see how only "the most wanton of 
wantons"130 would allow herself to be photographed in the nude, for all men to lust 
on ("What are you? A baby or something?"131 his colleague asks). He deplores this 
attitude about sex in the men, but is deeply shocked by the absence of virtue in 
women. He finds comfort, however, in his belief that Edith is "different." As 
Cormoris reflects, "[the other members of her sex] formed a fringe of feminine 
aberrations around the core of her one true femininity, and so made her at once 
less a woman and more one."132 To Cormoris, Edith's special status (she is both an 
atypical and an archetypal female) needs to be protected by a man who is likewise 
"different" from the other lustful men that he observes. 

Cormoris is naive, but dangerously so. When he starts writing his 
anonymous love letters to Edith, he considers this to be "the most natural thing in 
the world" and certainly sees no harm in it—or, as Coates points out in the very 
first paragraph of the novel, "Certainly, he had no idea it was going to lead him to 
disaster."133 He receives hints that he has embarked on a potentially dangerous 
course, but fails to get their message. Thus, one night, when he is about to deliver 
one of his letters to the restaurant's door, he bumps into a policeman who is 
patrolling the area because "poison-pen letters" have been delivered to the 
restaurant's door. Cormoris can hardly believe that his act of love could be 
interpreted in that manner. The stolid policeman, taking Cormoris' bewilderment 
for ignorance, further explains (in what seems a very authentic rendition of his 
speech) that, 

"Things like that, it ain't the way they start, it's they way they finish. You 
know, those guys, they're all loony a little, and they get what they call obsessions, 
about some girl, most likely. And what it means is, they write letters, like, and then 

129 Leslie Fiedler, Love and Death, 79-80. 
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if somebody don't put them wise to themselves, first thing is, they start bothering 
the girl, and next thing you know, they do something nasty." 

"Nasty?" said Cormoris. 
"Well, you know, like them fellows that expose themselves."134 

To Cormoris, the policeman's final remark merely serves as "proof that not he, but 
the others, had gone astray"135 and he fails to draw his conclusions. When Edith is 
fired on account of the letters, he is outraged and decides to look for her in the 
New York area where he knows that she lives. Miraculously, he succeeds in 
finding her. Gallant, earnest, kind and virtuous, Cormoris is a pleasing companion 
to Edith, and they start a relationship. 

The circumstances of their affair, however, are detrimental: neither is 
allowed to receive visitors of the other sex in their rooming houses and the lovers 
are suspended, trapped in the city of New York—a theme that Coates worked out 
successfully in the short story "Meet God With Pride" as well. As they loiter in the 
streets and sit in bars, their fundamental incompatibility does not become truly visible 
against this distracting and dissatisfactory background of "where to go" and "what to 
do." On the other hand, these circumstances give their affair a provisional air, which 
both find attractive. Indeed, when they get "married" (unofficially) in order to be able 
to meet properly, both turn out to have severe doubts. Edith fears having committed 
herself to the wrong man, while Cormoris experiences the traditionally male fear of 
entrapment: for example, when he hears someone playing the flute in a basement, it 
sounds to him "like the cry of an imprisoned Pan, pleading for release."136 Cormoris' 
bout of fear prior to his commitment to Edith makes an illogical combination with his 
old-fashioned ideals. A masculine cliché, it should not be given much interpretative 
weight except as an indicator of the psychological entrapment, caused by his 
obsession rather than his marriage, that will soon face the protagonist.137 

Cormoris has an old-fashioned and sentimental view of marriage and is 
committed to "the breadwinner ethic" or the "family wage system" on which the 
American economy had been based since the beginning of the twentieth century,1 

and which was strongly reinforced after the Second World War when former U.S. 
soldiers needed to return to their jobs. Before its virtual collapse by the late 1970s, the 
principle that "a male worker should be paid enough to support a family" was both a 
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138 See Barbara Ehrenreich, The Hearts of Men: American Dream and the Flight from Commitment 
(Garden City, New York: Anchor Press, Doubleday, 1983), 1-11. 
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"social ideal" and "a goal for personal upward mobility (a man took pride in the fact 
that his wife didn't 'have' to work)."139 The ideology on which the breadwinner ethic 
was based was coming under attack during the 1950s from some quarters, but 
Cormoris is a staunch proponent: the moment they move into their apartment 
together, he tells Edith that "I will not have you working, Edie. I will not have it."140 

Edith herself is sufficiently charmed by the ideal of domesticity to comply, 
but she forcibly regrets it later on. Soon, the Cormoris household is the stage for 
domestic strife with Edith crying out in frustration: "Oh Jesus! Quit hammering at 
me! I'll cook your God-damned dinner. But Jesus! Jesus! I wish 1 had my job back 
again!" By that time Cormoris is wholly unable to see his "wife" as a separate 
individual with her own wishes and desires, and all he can think of at that moment is 
that "she knew, too, how much he hated to hear her swear."141 

Although Edith is a long shot from being a modem, liberated woman, she 
violates Cormoris' ideal in several ways: not only has she shown herself to be 
capable of supporting herself and does she use profane language, she also turns out to 
be married. In fact, Edith is a mother of two children (a girl of six and a boy of 
five).142 She has separated from her husband, however, and sees her children only 
during weekends. Cormoris, who fosters the traditional nuclear family, wants to 
restore the family situation as quickly as possible. Edith, who is not much of a 
housekeeper and prefers to work outside her home, is less eager—as her angry 
"frig the children" makes clear when Cormoris expresses concern about their 
welfare. Final blemishes on Cormoris's image of her are her habit of drinking too 
much and what Cormoris takes to be her lack of decorum: once, at a party, she is 
encouraged (by men) into lifting her skirts to contrast her legs with those of other 
girls. 

Cormoris is as yet unwilling to revise his image of woman as an incarnation 
of purity, innocence and docility and accepts nothing less than the traditional 
marriage situation in which the man is the authoritative head of the household. It is 
significant that, once awakened to the existence of women by his attraction to Edith, 
he felt "almost a proprietary interest in the whole sex."141 This hints at the problem 
that will soon confront him. Cormoris is unable to accept that Edith is a self-reliant 
woman, and he wants to tum her into the idealized wife, for him to protect and own. 

Indeed, once he has "married" Edith, his altruistic protectiveness quickly 
crosses over to egotistic possessiveness. Cormoris needs to be in control and wants 
Edith to stick by his rules. He racks his brain about the best way to "handle" her, 
wonders how to "change" or, later, "cure" her, and tends to make decisions for 
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her: thus, he makes a public announcement that they are getting married without 
having consulted her first, forbids her to work and promises the children to go to a 
summer resort, again without consulting Edith. He justifies this to himself by 
dismissing Edith as a capricious, illogical and headstrong child. As their 
relationship progresses, however, Cormoris grows increasingly suspicious of 
Edith's childlike innocence. 

Cormoris's suspicion of Edith's relation with evil is skillfully shown to 
grow very gradually and has a sense of fated inevitability to it. Indeed, hints of 
doom are scattered throughout the story, such as this one which catches Cormoris 
on a dark New York City street: 

A time was coming, and coming soon, when disturbances and problems such as he 
had never dreamed of before were to trouble and in the end overwhelm him. But he 
didn't know that now, and yet the thoughts that went through his mind were in a 
way a sort of dim foretaste of them, and he stood looking about him and shaking his 
head, bewildered. A man could shout here, he thought, a woman could scream, and 
never be heard...144 

Interestingly, at the climax of Cormoris' suspicions, two of Coates's main literary 
preoccupations, women and the city, are brought together. The climax occurs after 
a family picnic with the children—Cormoris' ideal image of family life—has 
failed to pass off satisfactorily. Like picnicking itself, the attempt at posing as a 
family is an exercise in make-believe, and Edith resents her partner's over-
deliberate efforts. They fight, and Edith disappears into the night. Hours later, 
Cormoris is horrified to find her in some bar, drunkenly talking to a strange man 
whom he immediately assumes is her husband, and he slaps her—something he 
had never thought he would do. When Edith stands crying in the street outside the 
bar later, Cormoris notices a man watching her in much the same way that he had 
used to watch women when he was still a bachelor. In those earlier days, he 
realizes, he had looked upon such scenes "mainly as strange, tawdry 
manifestations ofthat evil side he knew the city had,"145 but now he is suddenly in 
the midst of it. Ashamed and disgusted, he decides that "Purity was gone, if it ever 
had been there, and with it, all trust and confidence."146 

From the experience, Cormoris further concludes that the "evil side" of 
the city was inextricably wound up with the women who live in it. He realizes that 
whenever he had seen evil "flare out luridly" in the city, "often enough it was a 
woman—painted, raucous, drunken, wanton—that stood forth in its glare and so 
gave it substance and meaning."147 Now, however, his Edith has stood in the evil 
"glare," much like Hawthorne's Faith, in "Young Goodman Brown," stood before 
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the devil's altar, illuminated by "the blaze of the hell-kindled torches." Indeed, 
the incident turns Cormoris into a modem Young Goodman Brown, who, having 
looked on evil, believes he sees it everywhere: "more and more now, as he made his 
way along the streets, it was the world's evils that he noticed, or the evidences of 
them that were displayed there."149 Everywhere, too, he sees "signs of woman's 
frailty, of a capacity, as innate as her inborn innocence—and as such perhaps a part 
of it—to fall as easily a prey to evil as goodness."150 Indeed, as Cormoris continues, 
"this linkage of woman with evil, and the evils of the city, was something he had 
never thought through."151 Steadily, in his mind, the decay of the city becomes 
synonymous with the "true" but hidden nature of women: "It was as if the city, 
slowly, deliberately, shamelessly, like a woman deciding to cast respectability aside, 
were abandoning all semblance of order and decency and revealing herself as she 
truly was, hard, loud, dirty, contentious, and vulgar."152 The evil of the city, here 
explicitly feminine, does not only reside in women but is, in fact, itself a female 
force. 

Like Baurie, however, Cormoris retains some hope that the situation might 
still be saved, and he decides to take Edith away from the city. Exactly as in 
Wisteria Cottage, a summer cottage is found (this time on the beach of Jamaica Bay) 
and when Cormoris sees it, "he knew instantly that it was their hope if there was to 
be one. It would cure her if anything would; she was not all bad, he told himself."153 

Like "Wisteria Cottage," the cottage is idyllic, but the threat of evil lurks there as 
anywhere else. Crucially, it is embodied not in the female, but in the male. 
Although the situation is fairly pleasurable at first, Cormoris cannot contain his 
suspicions. He starts stalking Edith, spies on her and the children and finally, after 
many long deliberations, decides she must be killed. Taking Edith along on one his 
nightly rowing trips, Cormoris breaks Edith's neck and tosses her into the sea. 

In contrast to the horrific closing scenes of Wisteria Cottage, Coates gives 
no evidence of his fascination with the horror of killing in The Farther Shore. In 
the manner that Coates admired in Henry James and Proust, the author, to quote 
him once more, "winds around and around a situation and then explodes it quietly 
before the [reader's] very eyes."154 The murder calmly rounds offa novel that is 
entirely devoted to the months of turmoil and indecision that precede it. The act of 
murder itself is described in a few scant lines, so casually related as to leave the 
reader quite bewildered. Sitting in the boat, talking about their relationship, with 
Edith suggesting that they split up, Cormoris asks: "Would you like to go away 
yourself, maybe, Edie?" and the following scene unfolds: 

Nathaniel Hawthorne, "Young Goodman Brown," in James Mcintosh (ed.), Nathaniel 
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"Go away9 Me9 Tony, are you crazy9 Why should I9 And where9" 
"Far away," he said gently, "Edie " And then, heavens, how simple it was, 

and how easy, how tender, really It was the end and it was also almost the 
beginning, and the same time it was if it had been her idea too, she suggesting it 
she, there, leaning, and, leaning, too, both alone at last, fatally alone after all their 
struggles together, and the boat, the boat rocking gently, gently sustaining them, 
and beneath it the bay, and the tide, and the sea There was, actually, almost no 
struggle '55 

Kenneth Burke observed that the "gentler treatment of the kill" in The Farther 
Shore, as compared to the killings in the previous novel, "brings it more clearly 
into the category of a Liebestod "156 Indeed, to Cormons, woman can only be 
possessed, owned, in death it is the ultimate proof that woman is not "inviolable " 

The original title of The Farther Shore was "The Long Night "'57 Indeed, 
after the murder of Edith, the reader is made to witness a long, tortured and 
confused night in which Cormons reviews the past months of his life and his 
relationship to Edith in an effort to understand and justify his act of murder 
During this long night, Cormons also relives the murder scene Thinking of her 
death as a ritual of purification, he is disturbed, we leam, by Edith's dishonorable 
"awkwardness" as she flopped into the water Cormons's mental situation is 
recorded with the sharply realistic vividness that is one of Coates's hallmarks 

There were times when the cottage itself, shelled in light against the 
darkness outside, seemed to rock uneasily like the boat itself, tipping slightly as the 
body spilled sprawling over the side 

It was that, the final awkwardness of her going, and the ignominy of it, that 
troubled him most—not the look, half of terror and half almost of acceptance, that 
she had given him as he had leaned from the rowing seat and reached toward her, 
nor the tiny little crack his own bones had felt in his hands through her flesh and his 
own as Well, green water flowed over her now, or she floated, white in the 
moonlight, in the bay She was pure now, the bay would wash her l58 

Cormons's night-time reflections give rise to a plan to murder both 
Edith's children as well His attempts to drown them the next morning fail when a 
fisherman unexpectedly interferes Cormons panics and, refusing the bewildered 
fisherman's helping hand, drowns himself in the same body of water that, he 
hoped, had punfied his fallen woman Punfied himself, he can finally be at one 
with Edith 
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Coates's Male-Female Relationships. 
Throughout his career, Coates drew attention to the virtual impossibility of man to 
know or understand their fellow human beings and made the tragedy of isolation, 
misunderstanding and lack of feeling a recurrent theme in both his long and his 
short fiction If "ordinary" social contact was hard to establish, intimate or love 
relations (and in Coates's oeuvre these are predominantly heterosexual in nature), 
were even harder to create and maintain After all, as Coates observed in his 
personal notes, "Women are different " 1 5 9 

In almost all of Coates's fiction—Tom's relationship with Valerie in The 
Bitter Season is an important exception—male-female relationships fail In his 
early short stones of the 1920s—the tell-tale "The Young Man" (1921) and "In 
Memonam" (1928) especially—he had already lamented the unattainabihty and 
elusiveness of women In The Eater of Darkness, Charles Dograr rapes Adeline and 
abandons her next, while his ultimate return to his lover in France is a mockery of 
the endings of popular films and sentimental literature, in Yesterday '9 Burdens 
Henderson engages in meaningless sexual escapades, his marriage collapses—as 
do those of his friends—while the archetypal woman in gray of the solitary 
narrator's dreams is unattainabihty incarnate, in The Bitter Season, Tom deplores 
what he calls "the core of inviolableness in [Laura's] nature" and breaks off their 
relationship because of his inability to truly reach her What is perceived as 
woman's essential separateness from man breeds loneliness in Yesterday's 
Burdens, jealousy and divorce in The Bitter Season, rape and murder in Wisteria 
Cottage and murder and suicide in The Farther Shore Each time, the male's 
reaction becomes more severe, suffering increases and more damage is wrought 

What Coates's work reflects is the tragic separation of male and female that 
has characterized American culture since the colonization period, and which was 
"particularly acute" in the century in which he was bom l 6 Carolyn Heilbrun, an 
early feminist scholar, commented on this phenomenon as follows 

More and more as I study the post-Victorian period, it becomes clear to me how 
fatally disparate the sexes were allowed to become in the middle years of the 
nineteenth century No age has so violently wrenched apart the feminine and 
masculine impulses of humanity, nor so disastrously named them and confined 
them to gender '6' 

Coates was heir to this "fatal" separation, as his memories of his youth attest 
Remembering his life in Rochester, for instance, Coates writes how he, in his mid-
teens, was "at the age when a boy is beginning to realize, even if a little 
reluctantly, that girls have a place in the world, too, along with tennis, boxing, 
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baseball, and such other masculine employments." In another, unpublished, 
description of the "atmosphere of the times," he recalls how he and other boys 
"got a kind of semi-tribal, masculine satisfaction" out of ways of "outwitting the 
bland, couchant, inscrutable enemy, woman."163 

The writer's comments clearly demarcate woman as "the Other" and divide 
men and women into enemy camps. They are by no means rarities among the 
writers of his or other generations—see for instance the many war-of-the-sexes 
cartoons by Coates's close friend James Thurber and the fiction of such 
contemporaries as Hemingway, Fitzgerald, Faulkner and Nathanael West. His 
fiction, however, reveals that the division itself, as well as the sexual stereotypes 
and expectations that underlay it, bothered him greatly. 

Woman's separateness from man is explicitly mentioned in both Wisteria 
Cottage and The Farther Shore. Baurie feels that "all women" were "catlike a 
little, indirect, concealing"164 and when he comes to share the summer cottage with 
the three women, he feels he is being initiated into the secrets of womanhood.165 

Cormoris, before he becomes aware of Edith, had regarded women as "in a sense, 
a race apart, a queer kind of softer, talkier, bustlier folk" whom he sometimes "had 
brief dealings with, but whom otherwise he passed by."166 When his infatuation 
with Edith suddenly rekindles his interest in women, the separateness of women is 
clearly conveyed: 

Women, simply for the fact of their being women, were more on his mind now than 
heretofore; and where before, and for the last ten years particularly, they had hardly 
existed for him at all except as a remote generalization (a word: "women") now the 
very word itself held a mystery for him, and he found himself more and more 
conscious of their separateness from men, their distinct little ways, and their dress, and 
their manners—and of the fact, too, that these surface manifestations concealed as 
much as they revealed of the still greater mystery of what went on inside them, in the 
way of their motives or purposes.167 

Next to this fatal separation, another remnant of nineteenth-century culture 
that Coates explores in his later fiction is the unquestioned division between good and 
evil. In Coates's own words, the "particularly vicious Victorian notion [that] there 
was something intrinsic about morality. Both goodness and badness were built-in, so 
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to speak, and there was nothing to be done about it "168 The example that he gives is 
significantly related to girls 

Good girls were just good, that was all, and therefore to be cherished Bad girls, 
by the same token, were bad from the outset No need, either, to show them 
consideration—and this, of course, was the crowning evil of it Being bad, they 
deserved what they got, and the more you got away with, with them, the better 

The above description does not just reveal the Victorians' moral rigidity but also 
makes the significant division of the female sex into two distinct categories The 
problem haunts both Wisteria Cottage and The Farther Shore neither Baurie nor 
Cormons is able to decide whether women are innocent or evil—there is nothing in 
between—until suspicion finally gets the better of them and they kill in despair 

The male protagonists' abstracted view of woman as the provider of sexual 
release, the fulfillment of the male desire for dominance, or the harbinger of 
innocence, goodness and purity, disallowed Coates, who worked from his male 
characters' perspective, to create realistic female characters of flesh and blood, 
except in The Bitter Season In The Eater of Darkness, the women are distorted (as 
is everything else) through misapplications of the formulae of popular culture In 
Yesterday's Burdens, the woman, although she provides the book's "Motive,"170 is 
hardly there at all—she is little more than a romantic dream image, a phantom like 
the woman in Coates's 1928 short story "In Memoriam" In Wisteria Cottage, 
Baurie pursues not the real Elinor but searches instead for a concrete manifestation 
of abstract, nineteenth-century notions of purity and docility which he thinks to 
have found in her In The Farther Shore, which embroiders on an almost identical 
theme, not Edith is important but the ideal of purity and domesticity that Cormons 
connects with her 

Clearly, a distinction is made between the individual actual woman—who is 
more or less denied existence—and the rewards that being in contact with her 
might provide the man, her "function," in short This denial of the woman as a 
person is wholly in line with the desire of the male protagonists of The Bitter 
Season, Wisteria Cottage and The Farther Shore to possess women, either 
physically or psychologically possession is a way to command woman to 
"function," rather than to allow her to live autonomously Death, of course, is the 
most radical way of robbing a woman of her autonomous self This is inflicted on 
women in Coates's final two novels certainly a dramatic conclusion to the 
writer's research into male-female relationships Sadly, neither Baurie nor 
Cormons are able to leam what Tom learned in The Bitter Season, namely that the 
desire for ownership is a debilitating one, which should be replaced with a pursuit 
for equality 

RMC, "Mentioning the Unmentionable," 4 
Ibid Italics not mine 
The one chapter that provides a lengthy visualization of the woman is entitled "Motive " 
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Leslie Fiedler's classic study Love and Death in the American Novel (1966), 
though of early date, provides a useful context to Coates's thematic considerations. In 
his book, Fiedler discusses the detrimental influences of what he terms the 
"Sentimental Love Religion," the Americanized version of the English sentimental 
tradition of the eighteenth century,171 which "not only made it exceedingly difficult 
for our writers to portray sexual passion, but prevented them as well from drawing 
convincing portraits of women."172 The glorification of women and simultaneous 
disowning of sex that was promoted by the Sentimental Love Religion, led, 
according to Fiedler, to the origination of two distinct archetypal female 
characters. These are the sexless Fair Maiden (or White Lady, Pure Maiden, Snow 
Maiden), and the sexually active Dark Lady, which the critic traced in the fiction 
of, among others, Hawthorne, Melville, James, Hemingway, Fitzgerald, Faulkner, 
Thomas Wolfe, and Nathanael West. These two types, either used separately or as 
a pair, and with or without certain variations, are seen by Fiedler to reflect not just 
the adoration of woman, but also the great distance that was felt to exist between 
the sexes, the reductive vision of womanhood, the fear and contempt of women 
that was the underside of the adoration of woman's purity, as well as a great 
unease with (female) sexuality. The two types of women are seen as oppositional. 
Discussing Fitzgerald's Tender is the Night, however, Fiedler notes how the two 
roles combine in the character of Nicole Diver. To account for this otherwise 
inexplicable merging, the critic reminds us, Nicole's condition is diagnosed as 
schizophrenia. This schizophrenia, however, the critic protests, lodges not in 
Nicole's mind, nor in that of the artist, but in "the American mind itself."173 

Fiedler's comments, given below, shed considerable light on the problems 
addressed in Coates's postwar fiction: 

There are not, in fact, two orders of women, good and bad ... There are only two 
sets of expectations and a single imperfect kind of woman caught between them: 
only actual incomplete females, looking in vain for a satisfactory definition of their 
role in a land of artists who insist on treating them as goddesses or bitches. The 
dream role and the nightmare role alike deny the humanity of women, who, baffled, 
switch from playing out one to acting out the other.174 

This not only explains such elements as Edith's constant wavering between utter 
devotion of and hostile indifference towards Cormoris, it also clarifies the problem 
that Baurie and Cormoris face. Indeed, what is interesting here is that if from the 
novels of Hemingway, Fitzgerald or Faulkner, readers and critics can deduce that 
such a vast cultural problem existed, Coates made the problem itself the focus of 
attention. In his novels, Coates created no "Dark Lady" such as Hawthorne's Beatrice 

For what is still considered an excellent survey of the English sentimentalist tradition, see R.F. 
Brissenden, Virtue in Distress. Studies in the Novel of Sentiment from Richardson to Sade (London 
and Basingstrokc: Macmillan, 1974). 
172 Fiedler, Love and Death, 291. 
173 Ibid., 314. 



Coates 's Crime Fiction 385 

Rappaccini, Faulkner's Temple Drake, or "the woman" in Hemingway's "The Snows 
of Kilimanjaro," nor did he conjure up a "White Lady" such as Lucy from Melville's 
Pierre, or Hemingway's Catherine Barkley, nor even the "Fair Maiden as bitch," of 
which Fitzgerald's Daisy Buchanan was an important first representation. Instead, 
both through his choice of subject matter and through his use of the Jamesian 
controlled point of view, Coates's novels portray the very suffering felt and inflicted 
by men who are trapped into conceiving of women as either "goddesses or 
bitches,"175 "angels or monsters."176 Coates shows the pattern to be intimately related 
to the view of women as essentially separate from men, and especially to the male 
belief in woman's "inviolableness." His novels also reveal this pattern of thinking as 
decidedly unhealthy and destructive. 

Coates revealed his critical attitude towards reductive archetypes in several 
ways. In Wisteria Cottage, the simplistic categorization of women is shown to 
originate from a psychopathological mind. In The Farther Shore, however, Coates 
reveals the falseness of Cormoris' idealization in more subtle ways. In the first 
chapter, for instance, the reader sees Cormoris stuffing a flower into an envelope 
which contains a love letter for Edith: "it made a fairly bulky missive, so swelled out 
by the thickness of the flower that he had difficulty making the flap stick shut."177 

Then, when he tries to write her name on the envelope, "he had even more difficulty 
tracing the letters on the unevenly bulging paper."178 As the symbolism aptly reveals, 
his ideal of subservience, innocence and domesticity can only be fitted in with force. 
It is even more difficult to match it to a woman with a name, an identity, of her own. 

It is interesting to reflect that when The Farther Shore appeared, the traditional 
marriage situation that Cormoris clings to was just beginning to come under fire as an 
important cause for the nagging and dulling sense of "conformity," that "codeword of 
male discontent."179 Obviously, the last thing Cormoris would do is to rebel against 
conformity, and the book might at first strike the reader as a lament for the loss of 
traditional family values and pure womanhood. Although a sense of loss may have 
underlain the composition of both Wisteria Cottage and The Farther Shore—after all, 
Coates subscribed to rather conventional notions himself—both novels are more 
complex than that. In its own way, The Farther Shore criticized the gender-based 
ideology that underlay the breadwinner ethic, but takes a radically different form 
from that of the "Beat" generation, or that of Hugh Hefner's daring magazine 
Playboy (established in 1953), which aggressively promoted staying single and 
attacked the conventional male role. Playboy advertised the idea that women drew 
men into the "trap" of marriage, robbing men of both their freedom and their money 
(their manhood even: the image of conformity as a form of "emasculation" was 
widespread during the 1950s), while the Beats preferred to shy away from all forms 

Elaine Showaltzer, The New Feminist Criticism Essays on Women, Literature and Theory (New 
York Pantheon Books, 1985), 5 
177 FS, 17 
178 Ibid. 
179 Ehrenreich, The Hearts of Men, 30. 
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of commitment, including marriage.180 Coates reverses the situation altogether and 
shows a man drawing a woman into a trap of preconceived notions and rigid gender 
constructions. Indeed, as the writer told Kenneth Burke, his book was "About the 
fact that a good man can get a good woman down,"181 not the other way around. 
Although he reveals the detrimental results of a standardized social situation, he 
emphatically does not depict the woman as the perpetrator of the drama, luring the 
man into her home, but as its victim. 

Coates's fiction, then, does not fall into that category of writing that shows 
men "outwitting" the female by "abandoning the hearth for the wilderness" in 
pursuit of freedom that is so central to the paradigm of classic American fiction as 
defined by D.H. Lawrence, R.W.B. Lewis and Leslie Fiedler.182 The pattern that 
characterizes American classics like The Last of the Mohicans, The Adventures of 
Huckleberry Finn, Moby Dick, and much of the work of Hemingway, Thomas 
Wolfe and Faulkner, is almost wholly absent in Coates's oeuvre. Of his novels. 
The Eater of Darkness alone follows this paradigm, but in an adapted version: 
interestingly, Charles's adventures are concocted by the very woman he left 
behind and to whom he returns, while the instance of male bonding that Coates 
presents (an affiliation with a homosexual mad scientist) reeks even more of 
parodical intentions. In none of his other novels does the male tum his back on his 
home deliberately. On the contrary, all of these describe thwarted attempts and 
frustrated desires to create a home, and show a willingness to seriously explore the 
complexities inherent in the construction of a marital or love relationship rather than 
to dismiss it. 

Coates's views on male-female relationships, cast as they are in a narrative 
form dedicated to outlining one particular definition (that of Baurie in Wisteria 
Cottage and that of Cormoris in The Farther Shore), are hidden rather deeply in 
the text and become more difficult to read through the author's apologetic 
treatment of both men's behavior. Indeed, misunderstanding was right around the 
comer: when the Popular Library published The Farther Shore as a paperback, in 
1956, as The Night is So Dark, the cover depicted a haughty, whore-like woman and 
two factory men, standing, beer bottle in hand, eyeing her up appreciatively. 
Another man, way too young and blondly American to be representative of the 
middle-aged Hungarian immigrant, sits sulking angrily. On the back, the phrase 
"Dangerous Innocence," in red capitals, conjures up the image of woman as man's 
sly destroyer, and not that of Cormoris, who is the only figure in the book who 
presents "danger." 

If anything, however, Coates's novels wam against this very categorization 
of womanhood as "dangerous innocence" and expose it as an artificial fabrication, a 
sad mix-up of sentimental and puritan views of women, the schizophrenic end-
product of a psychopathological obsession. In interpreting this aspect of Coates's last 

Ehrenreich, The Hearts of Men. 
'8, RMC to Kenneth Burke, January 7, 1956 (KBP) 
18 Greiner, Women Enter the Wilderness, 1. 
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two novels, it is, finally, of crucial importance that the only promising heterosexual 
relationship in Coates's oeuvre is that between the emasculated Tom and the 
masculinized or defeminized Valerie in The Bitter Season. It is fair to say that their 
liaison embodies Coates's ideal: it is a Margaret Fuller-like relationship183 without 
paralyzing gender constructions, which can progress on the basis of understanding 
and equal opportunities for self-realization and in which sexuality can be 
experienced without the need for possession or feelings of shame and humiliation. 

See Margaret Fuller, "The Great Lawsuit: Man versus Men, Woman versus Women," The Dial IV 
(July 1843). 
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Chapter 17 

Coates's Literary Reputation 

The Farther Shore was Coates's last long fictional work. He continued to work on 
several longer projects, including the novel that he felt would "round out" his 
"trilogy" on murder,1 but none of these resulted in a completed manuscript. As if 
aware that no new novels would appear, Coates, in 1958, assessed his 
achievements in the field and declared that his five published novels had been "a 
sheer waste, financially."2 In terms of personal fulfillment, however, the work that 
had gone into the composition of them had not been wasted. In fact, as the author 
put it, writing the novels had been "a kind of oblation"3—a definition that at once 
suggests the personal, almost private meaning of the novels to the author and the 
near-religious sense of obligation that was involved in writing them. This 
description, from 1958, is consistent with the author's view, expressed in the 
1930s, of the novel as "an extremity, an extreme unction,"4 another description 
that reveals the modernist aura of sanctity that, for Coates, clung to his novels, as 
well as a sense of personal necessity to satisfy an inner need for creativity. 

Despite the lack of popular success of his longer fiction, Coates enjoyed a not 
inconsiderable reputation. During the 1950s, several signs of recognition came his 
way. In 1953, Coates received a movie option for Wisteria Cottage from United 
Artists and received $2,000 in advance royalities in 1954. Edge of Fury, as the 
black-and-white, low-budget movie was called, was shot in New York and on the 
North Carolina shore in 1954 by the recently deceased cinematographer Conrad L. 
Hall. For reasons unknown, it was not shown until 1958. The script of the movie 
was written by acting director Robert Gumey Jr., a young millionaire who had 
always wanted to make a movie, and was co-directed by Irving Lemer, the director 
of Man Crazy (1958), Murder by Contract (1959), as well as the better-known 
Studs Lonigan (1960), based on the trilogy by James T. Farrell.5 A successful film 
production could certainly have given Coates's novel even wider circulation and 
might have boosted his reputation, but Edge of Fury flopped and was given a 
disappointing reception. Variety dismissed the "quasi-clinical" movie as 
"incredibly bad, a waste of talent and spectators' time" and blamed Robert Gumey 

Among Coates's manuscript material there is a 50-page manuscript, undated and unfinished, 
entitled "Little Girl Lost," which deals with a middle-aged man's relationship with a nine-year old 
girl who disappears from the hotel where they first met Reminiscent of J D Salinger in mood and 
style, the pages offer a controlled, sophisticated and well-paced narrative Another unfinished 
manuscript, labeled "Working Book," involves murder within the context of a failing mamage 
2 RMC to Kenneth Burke, March 31, 1958 (KBP) 
3 Ibid. 
4 RMC, manuscript material related to Yesterday's Burdens (RMCP) 
5 See Wolf-Eckart Buhler, "Gespräche mit Irving Lemer," Filmkntik 25 (January 1981) 3-48 
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for the failure.6 Monthly Film Bulletin ascribed the poor quality of the movie to the 
filmmakers' failure to reconcile its apparent socio-political message with the gross 
violence of the closing scenes: 

For a time this film appears to be pleading the cause of mental patients who have no 
funds for private treatment after they have been discharged from hospital. But the 
savage climax is more likely to destroy any case built up for psychopaths. Yet if 
there was no propaganda purpose behind the making of the film, its sickening 
brutality seems utterly pointless. It is so doggedly serious as to be slightly absurd 
and is only saved from disaster by the realistic acting and some strikingly 
imaginative direction. 

Several years later, the British comedian and television celebrity Bob 
Monkhouse wrote Coates with an offer to write the screenplay of Wisteria 
Cottage, and proposed to play the lead role himself.8 Coates, then recuperating 
from an operation for cancer of the throat, liked the idea ("I could use some 
unexpected money about now, for morale, if not for anything else, as I guess you 
can imagine"9). Unfortunately, however, as Von Auw told Monkhouse, "the 
motion picture rights were sold many years ago to an independent producer."10 

In 1955 and 1956, two of Coates's short stories ("In A Foreign City" and 
"The Man Who Vanished") were dramatized for television and broadcast on the 
famous 1950s television show "Robert Montgomery Presents." The show, hosted 
by Hollywood actor-director-producer Robert Montgomery, was "one of the best 
remembered big-budget live dramatic series of TV's golden age" and featured 
many familiar Hollywood actors in the leading roles." 

An important sign of recognition was Coates's election to the National 
Institute of Arts and Letters in 1958. The New York Times, reporting on the new 
memberships of Coates, Kay Boyle, Babette Deutsch, Arthur Miller, Sid 
Perelman, Saul Bellow, the historian Albert Guerard, artists Abraham Rattner and 
Raphael Soyer and architect Edward Stone, commented on the absence of 
conservatism within the American Academy and pointed out that "a livelier group 
than this in their respective fields, or a more non-'academic,' could hardly be 

Variety 1 (May 1958): 6. The movie script of "Edge of Fury" has survived in the Libraries of 
UCLA (Irving Lemer collection). 
7 Monthly Film Bulletin 25, no. 295 (August 1958): 102. 
8 Bob Monkhouse to RMC, August 2, 1962 (HOA). 
9 RMC to Ivan von Auw, August 7, 1962 (HOA). 
10 Ivan von Auw to Robert Monkhouse, August 10, 1962 (HOA). 

Tim Brooks and Earle March, The Complete Directory to Prime Time Network TV Shows, 1946-
Present. Fifth Edition (New York: Ballantine Books, 1992), 757. "In A Foreign City" was performed 
on October 31, 1955, starring John Hudson and Joseph Campanella; "The Man Who Vanished" was 
played on February 13, 1956, featuring Gene Raybum. See Larry James Gianakos, Television Drama 
Series Programming A Comprehensive Chronicle, 1947-1959 (Methuen & London: The Scarecrow 
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found." Coates was nominated by Kenneth Burke, who was seconded by 
Malcolm Cowley and visual artist Peter Blume. Asked to write a small piece on 
Coates's achievement for the Academy's yearbook, Burke wrote (in what seems a 
very off-hand manner): 

Coates is particularly good at starting with a realistic situation and gradually 
transforming it into fantasy. His mood-laden stories have a way of dwelling with 
their subject until it begins to reveal level beneath level, as though he set out to 
define a term, and found the term opening into another term, then into a third, and 
so on, from stage to stage, peeling off successive layers, almost imperceptibly. To 
be sure, all good writing thus unfolds—and, to be sure, this is good writing. 
[Limited? Maybe. But] always working towards disclosure? Yes.' 

Kenneth Burke, intent on giving what he felt was an honest appraisal, but aware of 
the criticism inherent in his evaluation, added: "Maybe the three words in brackets 
should be omitted? If there's anyone who wants to vote on the suggestion, I'll go 
along with his vote."14 Burke's description, focused primarily on Coates's short 
stories, seems a curiously limited one, and clearly served the purpose of 
illuminating the writer's then current and most visible focus. 

As a member of the National Institute, Coates fulfilled several formal 
duties. Thus, he wrote testimonials on the deaths of fellow members, including the 
Russian sculptor Alexander Archipenko (1964), German Abstract Expressionist 
Hans Hoffman (1966), French avant-gardist Marcel Duchamp (1968) and the 
American painter Karl Knaths (1971). Also, from 1960 to 1963, he served on the 
Institute's Committee on Grants for Literature, becoming chairman in 1962. In 
1969, he served on the Committee for Award (Gold Medal), together with the 
Polish/American sculptor Theodore Roszak and American social realist painter 
George Biddle. Coates performed similar duties for the artist colony Yaddo, in 
Saratoga Springs, New York, which he had visited first in the early 1930s and 
continued to "stand up sturdily for."15 Throughout most of the 1960s, Coates was 
on Yaddo's Admissions Committee for Writers, maintaining especially close 
contact with literary critic, editor and poet Morton Dauwen Zabel and critic 
Granville Hicks, whom Coates sometimes replaced as chairman (for instance in 
1960 and 1967-1968). Like Hicks and Zabel, Coates was interested in the work of 
aspiring and talented young writers and considered his activities for Yaddo 
"continuously stimulating," and rewarding.16 

12 The New York Times, February 11 1958, 28. 
13 Kenneth Burke to Felicia Geffen, October 1, 1957 (American Academy and Institute of Arts of 
Letters, New York City). 
14 Ibid. The actual entry on Coates in the Institute's Yearbook was an adaptation of Burke's words. It 
left out the final sentences altogether and added a phrase about Coates's art criticism. 
15 RMC to Ivan von Auw, May 11, 1966 (HOA). 
16 RMC to Morton Dauwen Zabel, October 20, 1962 (Morton Dauwen Zabel Collection, Newberry 
Library, Chicago). For a description of Hicks's activities at Yaddo, see Leah Levenson and Jerry 
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Another happy event of the 1950s was the republication of Coates's first 
book, The Eater of Darkness, in 1959.17 The publication took place at the 
instigation of the author himself, who, speaking of the republication of both The 
Eater of Darkness and Yesterday's Burdens in 1958, pointed out that "with all this 
current interest in 'new' writing, my old stuff might be more a propos than 
formerly."18 The Eater of Darkness was reissued by Capricorn Press, "a high-
toned paperback subsidiary of Putnam's,"19 as Coates described it, which produced 
a photo-offset reprint edition. The reproduction technique did not allow for 
extensive revisions, which, to the writer, was a welcome thing. Indeed, Coates was 
hesitant about any alterations, and when the publisher's editor suggested more 
revisions of details, he wrote: "For my own part, I think—and thought we 
agreed—that we've got to keep the period references intact, changing only the 
ones that might be unintelligible nowadays."20 Coates agreed to certain small 
adaptations in the original text, for instance, "Julian Levi" for "Howard Young" 
and "he was sitting in a quick-lunch, eating prunes and a doughnut at the counter" 
for the original "he was sitting in Thompson's Lunch, eating prunes and a 
doughnut off a chair arm," but also such more meaningful alterations as "a copy of 
True Confessions" for "a copy of Ranch Romances" (which downplayed the 
influence of popular culture) and "The Atlantic" for the politically radical "The 
Liberator" of the early 1920s (a change that reflected the political climate of the 
1950s). The new texts, typed on small slips of paper, were pasted on top of the old 
ones. Since the new words used a slightly different color and font, the alterations 
can easily be spotted. This interesting draw-back was made up for by the 
marvellous cover, designed by the now famous American graphic designer and 
illustrator Milton Glaser. 

In the introduction, especially written for the edition, Coates dwelt on the 
climate that had inspired his first novel and announced that he "would be both a 
fool and a liar" if he pretended not to be delighted by the republication. Coates 
sent the copy to several of his (former) friends, among whom Alice B. Toklas ("I 
don't know if you'll remember this, which you did so much to encourage. But I 

Natterstad, Granville Hicki The Intellectual in Mass Society (Philadelpia Temple University Press, 
1993), 230-32 
17 In the same year, Coates was approached by Malcolm Bradbury to be interviewed for a BBC radio 
broadcast about Pans in the 1920s because, as Bradbury pointed out, "[Coates] appears rather 
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got " Malcolm Bradbury to author, [ 1997] A transcript of "Pans, France," as the program was 
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19 RMC to Kenneth Burke, June 18, 1959 (KBP) 
20 RMC to Edmund Epstein, June 26, 1959 (KBP) 
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just thought it might be a memento"21), and Kenneth Burke. Burke was delighted 
and rewarded his friend with a burst of his characteristically playful language: 

Holla' I just finished a gong-gong letter to your publisher, full of praise and 
fehcitaysh [sic] with regard to their good act in bringing Der Dunkelheitsfresser 
back into being Twas [sic] good to recapitulate the spintedness of those our now 
ghostly years Souvenir, revenir 

Since one act of praise is about all I can stand in one day (I mean, on the 
giving end), I shall not here continue in the same vein. Except to say that I am most 
happy to see those years being so felicitously represented, and that I am greedily 
content to have a copy of that book again22 

Now, 45 years later, another republication of this unique and enigmatic first novel is 
decidedly in order. 

The financial failure of Coates's longer fiction, however, necessitated a 
constant effort to secure an income in other ways. The writer's most important 
source of income continued to be The New Yorker which, in addition to publishing 
his art columns, remained "first reader" for both his fictional and journalistic 
work Coates considered his activities for the magazine a case of breadwinning: 
the art reviews, he told Burke, were "to make a living" while the short stories, 
"though ... fun," were "on the profit side, too."23 Many of Coates's stones, 
however, are far too good to be dismissed as mere potboiling fiction. Coates knew 
this too, and in 1957, Harcourt Brace published his second volume of his stories, 
The Hour After Westerly. 

21 The copy of The Eater of Darkness (1959) that Coates sent to Alice Β Toklas is available from the 
The Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Yale University, New Haven, Connecticut 
2 2 Kenneth Burke to RMC, November 12, 1959 (K.BP) 
2 3 RMC to Kenneth Burke, March 31, 1958 (KBP) 
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The Hour After Westerly 

The Hour After Westerly (1957), a varied and gratifying collection, comprised 
fifteen short stories, all of which had first appeared in The New Yorker between 
1946 and 1957 Like All the Year Round, Coates's second collection was dedicated 
to The New Yorker's Head of Fiction since 1938, Gus Lobrano ("In memory of 
Gus Lobrano who helped with so many of them"), who had recently died Not 
unnaturally, the collection displays several characteristics of the stories' original 
vessel, especially its professional, precise yet casual tone Nevertheless, and more 
so than the earlier collection, The Hour After Westerly offers a variety of approach, 
theme and style that raises it above the reductive classification of a New Yorker 
book of stories Although many of its stories deal with contemporary urban mores 
and manners, Coates's outlook and treatment are varied and original Indeed, as 
The New York Times Book Review noted "In this author's hands, the short story 
becomes a highly individual performance—never ebullient, seldom routine "' 

Reviews were generally good, some highly enthusiastic The collection 
contains at least six truly memorable stories, all of which warrant republication 
("In A Foreign City," "The Law," The Hour After Westerly," "The Man Who 
Vanished," "A Parable of Love" and "The Oracle") Of the remaining nine, six are 
good, compelling and well-executed ("The Reward," "The Storm of Childhood," 
"The Need," "The Decline and Fall of Perry Whitman," "Will You Wait?" and 
"Rendezvous") and three are of an admittedly lower quality ("A Friendly Game of 
Cards," "An Autumn Fable," and "Accident at the Inn ") 

If The Hour After Westerly largely deals with what William Peden called 
"Dilemmas of Average Men"2—a phrase that recalls the postwar emphasis of such 
New Yorker writers as O'Hara, Edward Newhouse, Hortense Cahsher, Mary 
McCarthy, Jean Stafford and J F Powers—many of these dilemmas take a less than 
average form, reflecting what one reviewer called "the dreams and vagrant 
supposings of [an author] who finds the interior view much more rewarding than 
the one to meet the eye "3 The stories are not as strictly realistic as those in the 
earlier collection, often focused on the internal, while many combine the 
conventions of the essay with those of the short story in a journalistic manner akin 
to that of such New Yorker fact-fiction writers as Joe Liebling and Joseph 
Mitchell, but of more deliberately rambling kind Four stones ("The Hour After 
Westerly," "An Autumn Fable," "The Man Who Vanished" and "A Parable of 
Love") contain magic-realist elements and assured Coates a small reputation as a 

' James Kelly, "Search for a Way Out," The New York Times Book Review, January 13 1957, 4 
2 William Peden, "Dilemmas of Average Men," The Saturday Review of Literature 40 (January 12, 
1957) 13 
3 Kelly, "Search for a Way Out," 4 
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"fantasy" writer.4 Many stories have an exploratory, semi-metaphysical undertone. 
As one critic enthusiastically proclaimed: "We can rely on [Coates] always to 
amuse or scare or move us with what he has to tell, and at the same time to present 
us with a new twist of speculation on human conduct."5 

In contrast to the frequently somber and serious stories of All the Year 
Round, The Hour After Westerly is infused with "a new spirit of play,'* a return to the 
surrealist exploration of alternative realities and Dadaist "gaiety." His playfulness, 
however, surfaces in "the most ironic way."7 Coates appears untroubled even when 
dealing with such emotions as anxiety, confusion, suspicion, guilt and failure, and 
treat these topics unsentimentally. Although he manages to suggest the poignancy of 
his characters' predicaments, he avoids rousing compassion—not so much through 
coldness or satire as through sheer flippancy of tone and documentation. The 
humanistic concern that had pervaded All the Year Round has taken a back seat. 
Characterization, in fact, is sacrificed so as to allow the frequently ingenuous 
thought-patterns of both the creative author and his characters to take their course. 
The New York Times Book Review admired the "offbeat ingenuity" of Coates's 
stories and commented: "Coates solves his stories as if they were mechanical 
puzzles. Since he never intended to develop characters (only the barriers between 
characters interest him), one can't criticize the omission."8 Indeed, although many 
of the characters are flat, their dilemmas and preoccupations (and the way they 
handle them) are sufficiently striking to make their personalities memorable. 

A noticeable characteristic of many stories is Coates's almost carelessly 
conversational stance, an easy and often flippant tone which allows the author to 
create believable dialogue and to effectively summon up the mood or atmosphere of 
what he is describing through the inclusion of ostensibly random but significant 
detail. It is also the source of humor and prevents the psychological acuteness of the 
tales from becoming heavy-handed. Often, the author appears pensive and playful at 
the same time—a curious and unexpected combination. Especially the endings of the 
stories tend to have a throw-away quality, a shoulder-shrugging aspect that was 
mentioned earlier in connection to Yesterday's Burdens, a novel likewise marked by 
Coatesian antics. Intrigued by Coates's reportorial technique, Commonweal noted: 

The odd thing is that terror is wom in these stories like an accustomed garment; 
alienation is familiar and, on the whole, friendly. For all their obsession with 
(always) the problem of identity and (at times) the dissolving mind, these stories 

4 See for instance Everett Franklin Bleiler, The Guide to Supernatural Fiction (Kent, Ohio: Kent 
State University Press, 1983). 

Winfield Townley Scott, "A Parcel of Coates stories," New York Herald Tribune Weekly Review, 
January 20 1957,4. 
6 Richard Messer, "Robert M. Coates," in Bobbie Ellen Kimbel (ed.), Dictionary of Literary 
Biography 102, American Short Story Writers, 1910-1945. Second Series (Detroit, Michigan: Gale 
Research Group, 1991), 46. 
7 Greta Wagle, "Robert Myron Coates," in Steven R. Serafin (ed.). Encyclopedia of American 
Literature (New York: Continuum, 1999), 208. 
8 Kelly, "Search for a Way Out," 4. 
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taken singly are not too taut to relax with. Perhaps therein lies the final twist of 
terror.9 

Indeed, the book offers wryly pleasant reading matter and the reader sometimes 
feels unable to digest the "macabre or bizarrely ironic note"10 that ends many of these 
smilingly brooding stories. It is the curious effect of a type of short fiction which 
seeks, besides other concerns, to provide both "art" and "entertainment," and engages 
in all manner of off-hand explorations of the borders and limits of the genre.' ' 

The overarching theme of The Hour After Westerly is a deep-seated sense 
of dissatisfaction with life as it is lived, with decisions made or not made, and with 
the identities that one has unthinkingly, possibly randomly, adopted. Coates insists on 
the possibility of an alternative world-view and speculates on the existence of 
alternative realities. In another manifestation, dissatisfaction takes the shape of a 
near-obsessive, but often amusing, scrutiny of the metaphysical machinery that 
perhaps determines human fate—an interest that was also visible in Coates's 
composition of the unpublished novel "Bright Day" and such uncollected short 
stories as "The Voice" and "Time in Its Flight."12 It reveals the same rattled 
fascination with the chance events that shape human lives that so unsettles Dashiell 
Hammett's character Flitcraft: when a heavy beam falls down from an office building 
under construction and crashes on the pavement right beside to him, he is shaken by 
his feeling that "somebody had taken the lid off life and let him look at the works."13 

In their "search for a way out,"14 whether away from fate or the 
parameters of life itself, characters encounter possibilities that are out of the 
ordinary. The characters' deviations from the norm are above all variations on one 
basic need: the need to rebel against the confinements of conforming to certain 
values and standards of conduct in order to rediscover one's identity and restore a 
sense of self-direction. If the theme is an old and common one, Coates's treatment 
is original and powerful. In their own quiet way, the stories strongly stress the 
value of the truly individual mind and are Emersonian in their attack on the power 
of fixed expectations, the distrust of the unexpected, man's resistance to change, 
and his need to control and categorize human behavior and, thus, to restrict it. In 
the context of the conformist 1950s, Coates's stories respond to the American 

9 Riley Hughes, "Human Roads of Relationship," Commonweal, February 15 1957, 519. 
10 Messer, "Robert M. Coates," 46. 
" For an outline of the developments of the postwar short story, William Peden's The American 
Short Story: Front Line in the National Defense of Literature (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 
1964) is still valuable. See also Gordon Weaver (ed.), The American Short Story, 1945-1980 A 
Critical History (Boston: Twayne Publishers, 1983). 
12 RMC, "The Voice," The New Yorker 11 (August 24, 1935): 20-22; "Time in its Flight," The New 
Yorker 13 (June 12, 1937): 27-28. 
13 Dashiell Hammett, The Maltese Falcon, in The Novels of Dashiell Hammett (New York: Alfred A. 
Knopf, 1979), 335. In the light of Coates's interest in the metaphysics of chance and coincidence and 
his similarity to Auster in this respect, it is interesting to mention that the Flitcraft episode in 
Hammett's The Maltese Falcon (1930) cited above was transformed into a key element of Auster's 
latest novel Oracle Night (2004). 
14 Kelly, "Search for a Way Out," 4. 
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postwar fear of subversion, and the perception of aberrant behavior (including 
Communism) as a threat to the stability of the nation, and, on a private level, of 
home and family. The experiments that Coates's protagonists engage in, however, 
are never radical and his stories certainly do not espouse a life of cultural rebellion 
and nonconformity in the way that such Beat writers as Allen Ginsberg and Jack 
Kerouac did during the same era. Coates's characters seek private solutions to 
private problems, and are all the more humanly meaningful because ofthat. 

It is striking that in the majority of Coates's stories the very need to break 
loose from fixed patterns, to escape from averageness into freedom, remains sadly 
unrecognized. Characters either try to dismiss or suppress the unexpected 
dimensions of human life or they are forced to return to normalcy by the society 
around them. Both society at large and its individual members confuse the 
protagonists' existential conviction that man shapes his own life by his own 
individual decisions with an undesirable form of escapism. Viewing reality 
narrowly, they likewise narrow the range of available choices that are open to 
human beings. The result is a profound sense of loss. 

One such story in which Coates insists on broadening reality is "The Hour 
After Westerly" (1947). In this title story, Davis Harwell, a very methodical district 
salesman, loses a lull hour when he travels home from a routine bi-weekly business 
visit in Providence. To his dismay, he has no remembrance of the hour. Unable to 
interpret the experience, he attempts to dismiss it from his mind. Yet the hour 
continues to haunt him, as does the mental image of a row of white houses and a 
steeple. One day, after a long period of searching, he finds the location and briefly 
comes face to face with a woman, working her garden, who seems to know him. 
Ignoring her, he asks directions home at the village bar where the barman reluctantly 
plays along with Davis's pretense of never having been there and, at his request, 
provides directions home. Davis sees no possibility but to face the emptiness, 
barrenness and loneliness of his old life, and rejects the sense of newness and promise 
that he tasted earlier. He returns to the area a second (or third?) time, but this time 
finds no Woman in the Garden. He feels tempted to return to the bar but decides 
against it. After all, Davis tells himself, "the [bar]man had given him good enough 
directions the last time. ... And besides, it was far too late."15 By this decision, by 
obeying the barman's directions (which he gave unwillingly), Harwell thus evicts 
himself from this Eden. 

In "An Autumn Fable" (1953), by far the least successful story in the 
collection, Coates again depicts a narrow-minded man who rejects the directions 
he receives. The story departs too far from the everyday for Coates's style to be 
effective. Abandoning the suppositional quality of his more successful fantasy 
stories, the more mythical "An Autumn Fable" bodily introduces the deities of the 
Greeks when a partridge, hunted down by protagonist Donald Acton, suddenly 
turns into the goddess Diana, and Donald meets Jupiter, Mars and Mercury. 
Unconvincingly enough, they desire him to join them (on what grounds we cannot 
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even guess) and, male chauvinists that they apparently are, even offer Diana as a 
reward. Donald, however, fails to explain the mystical experience in the woods and 
"in the end, rather foolishly, he decided that the thing hadn't happened at all."16 

A third story that contains magic-realist elements, "The Man Who Vanished" 
(1955), tells the tale of a man who tires of "keeping up appearances" and literally 
fades away. The story is an exception to the pattern outlined so far, in that the 
protagonist of this story does embrace the alternative dimension that offers itself to 
him. Propelling himself into invisibility, the man finds himself in a parallel universe 
and manages to avoid the sense of loss that will haunt the protagonists of "The Hour 
After Westerly" and "An Autumn Fable." 

Indeed, looking at the short stories in this collection taken together, Coates 
appears undecided: some stories emphasize the possibility to escape from the 
confines of standardized normalcy whereas others offer a pessimistic denial of free 
will and human freedom. In parallel, some stories reveal the costs of playing it safe 
while in other ones the costs of not playing it safe are shown: for those individuals 
who try, for once, to wander outside the gate, the dominant majority's rigid and 
unadventurous attitude towards life has grave results. Thus, a comic mock hold-up is 
interpreted as seriously real in "In A Foreign City"; the people's unexpectedly 
erratic behavior in "The Law" must be tamed down by deadening bureaucracy; 
and in "A Friendly Game of Cards" Charlie's desire to finally engage in something 
adventurous ironically leads to him being robbed by a con-man. The first two of 
these stories merit a more detailed discussion. 

In the oft-anthologized opening story "In A Foreign City" (1955), 
protagonist Chuck Cormoran is stirred by a desire to behave in a less than ordinary 
way and makes a series of unsettling discoveries as a result. Walking the streets of 
New York at night, he is suddenly moved by an irrepressible impulse to pose as a 
hold-up man. The desire is triggered by the sight of a "plump, little round-bellied 
fellow scurrying toward him, white-faced and worried-looking as a rabbit,"17 

whom Chuck wants to startle out of his self-contained little world. The man, 
whose reaction far exceeds Cormoran's expectations, rushes off, but comes back 
with a policeman. The officer treats the con-man roughly, points a gun at him and 
refuses to believe it was just make-believe. He is arrested. At the police station, the 
situation worsens. No one believes him, his wife cries when he calls her on the 
phone, and a befriended lawyer distrusts Cormoran's story and is uncertain if he 
can help him. No one is able to see or appreciate the joke and Chuck is treated like 
a criminal. 

The story appears to be an adaptation of an autobiographical experience. In 
1936, Coates had been involved in a mock-hold-up himself, as E.B. White 
reported to his wife at the time: 

16 HAW, 70. 
' HAW, 4. Note: the situation is very similar to a scene in The Eater of Darkness in which Charles 
Dograr creates a violent confrontation with a rabbit-like little businessman. 
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I forgot to tell you that Coates was held up at two o'clock the other morning on 
Waverly Place, just off Sixth. He was coming back from Sam Schwartz's [the 
restaurant] with Jap Gude's wife, and a man stepped out and asked them to step into 
the nearest doorway. The man held his right hand in his coat pocket, as though 
concealing a gun. Bob took a few steps toward Sixth Avenue, hoping to get nearer 
some traffic, but the man kept edging him in, and saying "Get into a doorway 
before I plug you full of lead." So Bob said: "Let me se-ee-ee the gun." Stuttering 
very hard. The man said he didn't need to see the gun. "But," said Bob, "I ree-ee-
really think we ought-ought to have a lo-oook at the gun."18 

It then turned out, of course, that the man did not have a gun at all. The hold-up 
man next made a speech about a sick wife and no job and the whole episode 
"ended by Bob and he walking arm and arm up Sixth Avenue, and Bob giving him 
two dollars from sheer gratitude at his not having a gun."19 Obviously, Coates, 
forgiving as always, had been able to appreciate the man's action at the time. 
Certainly Chuck Cormoran, acting on flippant impulse, should have been forgiven 
for having given in, however sophomorically, to the need for some comic relief. 
But the times have changed: suspicion has poisoned the air, imprisoning people 
into average normalcy. Like Charlie in "A Friendly Game of Cards," Chuck 
Cormoran would have been much better off if he had stayed within the safe 
parameters of his humdrum life. 

The (im)possibility to escape from averageness and the confines of normalcy 
is treated allegorically in one of Coates's greatest and best-known short stories, "The 
Law" (1946). Coates's most anarchic story, it describes how the law of averages and, 
later, the law of diminishing returns are repealed. The story was anthologized often 
and Robert Coates, himself "a long-time mathematics buff,"20 must have been 
pleased at the story's inclusion in such volumes as J.R. Newman's The World of 
Mathematics (1956), under the heading "Statistics as Literary Stimulus," and Clifton 
Fadiman's The Mathematical Magpie (1962). A discussion of "The Law" in an 
article on "Mathematical Themes in Science Fiction," places Coates's story in the 
wider context of the use of probability and statistics in texts like Jorge Luis Borges's 
"The Babylon Lottery" (1944), Stanislaw Lem's The Investigation (1974) and Isaac 
Asimov's "Franchise" (1957).21 

"The Law" is ingenuous and truly comic. When, in the story, it becomes 
apparent that the law of averages is no longer in operation, Congress appoints a 
committee which is quick to draw its conclusion: "though after considerable 
investigation the committee was forced reluctantly to conclude that there was no 
evidence of Communist instigation, the unconscious subversiveness of the people's 

18 E.B. White to Katharine White, October 6, 1931. Collected in Dorothy Lobrano Guth (ed.). The 
Letters of E.B. White (New York: Harper and Row, 1967), 107-08. 
19 Ibid. 
20 RMC, "Art and Nature, Science and Art," The New Yorker 41 (October 16, 1965): 205-11. 
21 Lila M. Harper, "Mathematical Themes in Science Fiction," Extrapolation 27, no. 3 (1986): 260-
61. 
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present conduct was obvious at a glance."22 The trouble was, however, that "you 
can't indict a whole nation, particularly on such vague grounds as these were." In 
addition, Congress discovers to its dismay that the law of averages had never been 
incorporated into federal jurisprudence. This is quickly corrected and—in a spirit 
later explored by Kurt Vonnegut in his excellent parody of 1950s conformity and 
averageness, "Harrison Bergeron" ( 1961 )—a new and highly elaborate Act is drawn 
up which demands that people act in an average and predictable way. A year later, 
just when people have managed to establish a new daily routine, evidence is revealed 
that the Law of Diminishing Returns has gone "haywire" too: suddenly the poor, 
unexpectedly enough, are getting richer. 

Clearly, Coates upset statistics in "The Law" with the purpose of satirizing 
the government's concern about the extent of Communist infiltration in their 
nation, the investigations of the House Un-American Activities Committee and the 
nation's general fear of subversive activity. Indeed, in the same year that "the 
Law" appeared, Coates again showed his disapproval of the government's fear of 
subversion in 1947, when he, together with E.B. White, James Thurber, Katharine 
White's son Roger Angeli and other writers, wrote to The New York Herald 
Tribune protesting against an editorial—in their opinion a violation of the 
constitution—stating that all employees should declare their political beliefs as a 
condition of employment.23 

Another aspect of "The Law"—the theory that the determining forces of 
one's life are indeed random—is likewise explored in "Will You Wait" (1950). 
The story was written at the instigation of Harold Ross who suggested that Coates 
"do a story on the telephone system getting completely tangled up as traffic got 
tangled up in that story of yours about the law of averages breaking down."24 

Much closer to reality, the story might bring the joy of recognition, but is less 
successful than "The Law," in which the reader finds that "beneath the author's 
urbanely humorous exposition there is a partially-glimpsed vision of something 
terribly wrong."25 What "Will You Wait" does offer is another amusing instance 
of Coates's theory that metropolitan man is always swept up in an essentially 
random chain of events which, though not preordained, have the impact of fate. 

In "The Oracle" (1953) Coates provides this theory not with a practical but a 
more metaphysical underpinning. The story is worth dealing with at some length 
since it contains several characteristic aspects, particularly the writer's reportorial yet 
personal style, his thematic interest in the factors and forces that determine modem 
man's fate, and finally, his particular sense of humor. The narrator of "The Oracle," a 
junior executive of some New York firm, has a daily need to establish what sort of 
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day, good or bad, lies ahead of him before he feels confident enough to start on it. 
When his own mood is too indeterminate to settle the question, he is in the habit of 
visiting an Irish shoeshine man (Gimpy) to feel out his mood. The narrator has a 
pleasantly chatty talking voice and is sufficiently talkative to allow the writer to 
briefly break the dividing line between literature and journalism, combining the 
intimacy of his fiction with the reporter's more distanced outlook. Thus, the narrator 
comments that Gimpy "runs one of those shoeshine shanties just off Third Avenue, 
of a sort that I've always thought ought to get more attention from social 
historians."26 Seizing the occasion, he dwells at considerable length on the inside 
decorations of several of the shoeshine shanties that he knows. 

When the narrator continues the story proper, we learn that this time, Gimpy 
had failed to enlighten him. Since the day was neither cool nor cold, Coates rambles 
on, the narrator finds himself constantly opening and closing the "middle button of 
[his] topcoat." The need to do and undo the coat next raises the narrator's interest in 
the processes of buttoning a button. What follows is a detailed elaboration on the 
motions that are required: eleven separate ones, the reader leams, or "if you wanted to 
be precise," fifteen. The intensely indeterminate fiddling with the buttons, itself an 
"in-between" act, directly results in other "in-between" events. The story becomes 
less theoretical when we learn what has been in the back of the narrator's mind all 
along. It is the traditional thing: he had a serious argument with his wife, who has 
now left him, and he does not want to risk making an "in-between" phone call. 
Convinced of the necessity to consult an oracle of some kind on whether or not to 
make his call, he decides to ask directions (literally and figuratively) from a stranger, 
pretending not to know New York. The need to follow and accost strangers to give 
shape and direction to one's life, so clearly worked out in Yesterday's Burdens, here 
returns in an amusing manner. The narrator, fooling the stranger into staging a 
performance of friendly helpfulness, enjoys many moments of observation and 
human contact. Needless to say, when he makes the call to his wife, it works out 
splendidly. 

The need to be able to ascertain what one is up against, especially when 
human relationships are at stake, is also the theme of "A Parable of Love" (1956). 
This is the final story in a group of four in which Coates removes what he himself 
calls "the wall between metaphor and actuality,"27 taking literally what we are 
used to interpret figuratively: lost time in "The Hour After Westerly," the "law of 
averages" in "The Law," keeping up appearances in "The Man Who Vanished," 
and, in this story, reading people's thoughts. A fairly grim, but funny and 
ingenuous story, "A Parable of Love" describes how Walter Kettrick, a teacher of 
English at a school for boys, grows "bored almost to frenzy" and decides to train 
himself to read other people's thoughts (Coates takes us through some interesting 
theories in the process). Kettrick succeeds, but is fired from his school ("some 
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nonsense about one of the boys complaining that 'Mr. Kettrick was trying to 
hypnotize me'") and moves elsewhere. 

In perfecting his technique, Kettrick faces several problems, among them the 
problem of "syntax." In the context of Coates's interest in the mind and his use of 
"experimental" techniques to convey its processes, some of Kettrick's thoughts are 
reproduced here. The passage can easily be read as an ironic and amusing 
commentary by Coates on his own harried and complicated syntactic struggles to 
convey the processes inside the human mind: 

Syntax, too, for a time was a problem. For the mind, Kettnck discovered, when 
communing only with itself, has its own grammar. As in Latin, the relation between 
words is established by other means than their placing in the sentence: in the mind, 
he found, the strongest impressions come first, often mixed with what seem to be 
parenthetical interjections, and it was some time before Kettrick, finally realizing 
this, was able to "receive" such a jumble as "green whiskenng and wind (whisking 
now) now brown splinterlike peering the (here and there peering the) hold so much 
weight still too but thin the branches and now dingle-dangle the dangling," and 
understand (he was sitting on a bench in Bryant Park at the time) that the man beside 
him was merely observing a tree as it moved in the breeze.28 

When Kettrick has mastered his skill to perfection and almost grows bored 
again, he falls in love with Helen Wilson. They marry. Kettrick's curious and secret 
skill, however, combines badly with his deep possessiveness. Becoming increasingly 
obsessed with his ability to manipulate his wife's life to his own satisfaction (at 
which point the reader's sympathy is finally allowed to dwindle) Helen's final 
thoughts " hate you hate you hate you " are certainly well-deserved. Notable for 
its fond and highly individual narrative technique, the story is among Coates's best. 

The impossibility to secure happiness by attempting to direct one's own 
life is explored further in "Accident at the Inn" (1954) and "Rendezvous" (1953). 
In the first, a man dies from his own carefully planned attempt to murder his wife 
(she murders him); in the second, a man goes out of his way to adopt a disguise 
before rather than after his criminal act in order to escape getting caught, but is 
arrested nevertheless. "Rendezvous," the movie rights of which were sold to 
Barbizon Productions in New York in the late 1950s,29 sets out to illustrate the thesis 
that "Convention and tradition are stubborn things, and it is hard for anyone to 
circumvent them: indeed, it almost seems as if they had a life of their own, forcing 
even the most recalcitrant to obey them."30 Fred Barclay, the protagonist of the story 
who finds himself at the mercy of these forces, is the quiet and unambitious assistant 
manager of a large New York bank. Planning the perfect bank robbery, he attempts to 
adopt the respectable yet boisterous persona and mannerisms of a "live wire" instead 

a HAW, 177. 
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of his quiet self. After the robbery, however, he is unable to return to his old self and 
cannot resist acting according to the conventional pattern associated with embezzlers 
(a pattern Barclay had researched prior to his disguise): to go to Palm Beach, Miami, 
in a "bright-blue Buick convertible, with a bag of golf-clubs in the back and a 
blonde." Running "true to form," after all, he is caught and arrested immediately. The 
narrator reflects: 

Was it fate, as we think of fate—something preordained—or Fred's own contriving? 
To my own mind, it was largely the latter, and the only thing preordained was the 
practical impossibility of his escaping from the course he had embarked on when he 
decided to rob the bank at home. Life does imitate art. In a sense, it has to, for though 
life is the source of art, art is more persuasive and its patterns are more convincing; it is 
simpler and more straightforward. Most all, perhaps, art is more planned, and so the 
man in real life, living fiimblingly day by day, is inevitably led, for his own 
reassurance, to fall back on the longer-range plans of his counterpart in fiction.31 

In elaboration of his theory on how "form" encapsulates people and why people 
desire to imitate what Coates refers to as "art," he then looks at popular culture, 
singling out Western movies and the detective mystery for examples. If we follow 
Coates's argument closely, then, we find that the author identifies popular culture as a 
powerful influence on the forces of "convention and tradition" that structure human 
life—a point earlier made in his spoofs of popular culture in The Eater of Darkness. 

"Accident at the Inn," which has the flavor of the surprise story associated 
with O. Henry, filled New Republic reviewer Donald Malcolm with outrage. 
Steaming with anger at Coates's "incompetence" in creating a surprise story, 
Malcolm quotes the ending to the story—in which Louisa, the intended victim of 
murder by her husband's hand, rather predictably uses her husband's own schemes 
to kill him instead—and concludes: "And if it were not enough that he should 
attempt to fob off the most obvious possible conclusion as a surprise, Mr. Coates 
evidently felt compelled to repeat Louisa's tell-tale remark, lest some poor obtuse 
boob of a reader should fail, even then, to get the drift. Faugh."32 Coates may very 
well have been led (or hampered) by the Victorians' zeal for "simplification and 
popularization" and their passionate belief in "cultural accessibility."33 The editors 
at The New Yorker, too, insisted on a kind of clarity that admittedly damaged some 
of his stories. While the ending of "Accident at the Inn" is certainly too obviously 
explicit—Coates sometimes seems to have placed too little trust in the power of 
his own words—it should be stressed that the writer was not interested in writing a 
surprise story. On the contrary. What interested Coates was the pattern that 
underlies accidents. As he wrote somewhere in his personal notes: "this is how 
accidents happen: somebody makes a mistake"34—an observation that would not 
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have looked out of place in The New Yorker's "profound statement department," if 
indeed the magazine ever used that variation in their ironic and extremely funny 
newsbreak sections. The story becomes meaningful if we place it in the wider 
context of Coates's near-obsession to try and understand the random forces that 
organize human lives (to "take the lid off life" to "look at the works," to once 
more repeat Hammett's words) and his explorations into the nature of chance and 
coincidence. Like "Rendezvous," "Accident at the Inn" is about how fate, or rather 
the series of laws that apparently govern human life, will inevitably run their 
course, and which noone can outwit, even though we intellectually anticipate 
them.35 

The odd one out in The Hour After Westerly is "The Reward" (1952), a 
story about the enigmas of getting accepted into a small country community. The 
story describes, in All the Year Round vein, how a young man is rewarded for 
having assumed responsibility for a cantankerous and seemingly ungrateful old 
villager. Three other stories in the collection stand out for their focus on 
autobiographical elements; "The Storms of Childhood" (1956), an account of the 
narrator's parents' divergence on certain matters,36 "The Decline and Fall of Perry 
Whitman" (1951), a fairly long-winded exploration of the possibility to revise 
one's past, and "The Need" (1952). "The Need" dwells on the feelings of helpless 
remorse caused by a failure of empathy—one of Coates's major concerns. The 
story is a highly self-conscious elaboration on the same sentiment dealt with in 
William Butler Yeats's "Vacillation" (1933), in which an elderly narrator reflects 
on "Things said or done long years ago/Or things I did not do or say/But thought 
that I might say or do,/Weigh me down, and not a day/But something is 
recalled,/My conscience or my vanity appalled."37 The story once more displays 
Coates's great sensitivity and ethical acuity in the face of such invisible moral 
failure. As Donald Phelps commented: "[Coates has learned] to capture the true 
moral poignancy of the tiniest, most casual slights and rejections."38 

In conclusion, it bears emphasis that the stories in The Hour After 
Westerly were all written during the same period that Coates was working on 
Wisteria Cottage and The Farther Shore. As such, they offer an important 
counterpoint to his longer works. In both genres, Coates reveals great technical 
skill, but his short fiction further reveals a mental agility, a detached lightness of 
touch and a quirky sense of humor that conjointly offer an interesting contrast to 
the dark moods of his final two novels and provides a fuller view of Coates as a 
writer. 

35 Messer, "Robert M. Coates," 46. 
36 "The Storms of Childhood" was also included in Coates's book of memoirs The View From Here 
(1960). 
37 William Butler Yeats, The Collected Poems (London: MacMillan & Co., 1935), 284. 
38 Donald Phelps, "Passionate Precision: The Fiction of Robert M. Coates," Pulpsmith 6, no. 4 
(Winter 1987): 163. 





Chapter 19 

Autobiographical and Travel Writing 
After 1957, Coates's output of fictional work dropped sharply: he published only 
six more short stories until 1967, when his final short story appeared in The New 
Yorker, reaching an impressive total of 109. Instead, the writer focused on 
autobiographical writing and, later, travel writing. The autobiographical mode 
delighted him: "I just keep remembering, and remembering and remembering ... a 
kind of swooning, really,"1 as he told Burke. The New Yorker published several of 
his reminiscences in the late 1950s. His interest in autobiographical writing was 
underlined by his participation, in 1958, in a "Writers on Writing" congress, 
organized by James Putnam, the general secretary of P.E.N. American Center, the 
United States division of an international organization for creative writers, where 
Coates (himself a member of P.E.N.) spoke on the topic of autobiographical 
writing and his own interest in the genre.2 

In 1960, The View from Here: Informal Recollections of Mostly Happy 
Yesterdays was published.3 Coates's memoir, "a book of casual reminiscence, 
random and episodic,"4 is a thoroughly relaxed, cheerful and completely 
unassuming collection of fifteen chapters in which the writer described several 
especially memorable moments that had marked his youth, adolescence and young 
manhood. Although episodic and focussed on the first three decades of his life, the 
memoir provides an illuminating portrait of the older writer's personality and his 
manner of life, not in the least because his reflections, often slight but never 
superficial, are accompanied by "speculations on his more mature years, about the 
effect of world movements on his own life, and about changing life styles, values 
and perceptions."5 As such, the memoir was a useful source on several occasions 
during the composition of this biography. 

' RMC to Kenneth Burke, September 16, 1959 (KBP). 
One additional autobiographical piece of writing, "The Thursdays with Ross," was written at the 

request of James Thurber, who was engaged in the composition of his well-known memoir about The 
New Yorker, The Years with Ross. Thurber had intended to include several companion pieces by 
other New Yorker associates but was forced to decide against this at the final moment. See Helen 
Thurber and E. Weeks (eds.). The Selected Letters of James Thurber (Boston: Little, Brown, 1981), 
251-53 and RMC to Thurber, December 8, 1958 (James Thurber Collection, The Beinecke Rare 
Book and Manuscript Library, Yale University, New Haven, Connecticut). 
3 Five chapters of The View From Here had earlier been published in The New Yorker: "The Storms 
of Childhood," The New Yorker 31 (January 28, 1956). 24-26; "Intimations of Mortality," The New 
Yorker 34 (July 26, 1958): 30-43; "Afoot and Afloat in Normandy," The New Yorker 34 (Augustus 
16, 1958): 24-29; "Lavallière," The New Yorker 34 (December 27, 1958): 23-25; "Theme Song," The 
New Yorker 35 (November 28, 1959): 122-33. 
4 VFH, 42. 
5 Joan Del Fattore, "Robert Myron Coates," in J. Martine (ed.). Dictionary of Literary Biography 9: 
American Novelists, 1910-1944. Part I (Detroit, Michigan: Gale Research Group, 1981), 162. 
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As anyone familiar with Coates or his oeuvre may have come to expect, his 
memoir is quite idiosyncratic and, according to The New York Times, "holds a 
special place among contemporary memoirs," especially because of the author's 
"unusual selectivity." As reviewer Charles Poore explained: "[Coates] writes only 
about what interests him at the moment of recollection. And the hell with the rest. 
Although that is not always a certain doctrine for holding bystanders spellbound, it 
works out splendidly here."6 

The View from Here, then, does not correspond to such definitions of a 
writer's memoir as given by Donald Pizer as "principally the vehicle for 
expressing [the writer's] conception of how he grew into creative identity and 
competence."7 Coates pays little attention to the birth and growth of his vocation, 
and illuminates instead the building blocks of his personality, dwelling on the 
processes of understanding love, death, wealth, identity, honesty and humanity, 
through common but vividly drawn events from his early life (his parents' return 
from a dance; the family's playing Parcheesi at the living room table; his 
experiences with cars in the days of the new automobile;8 Yale R.O.T.C; Europe). 
The events recorded in his book are fundamentally human. As the New York 
Herald Tribune noted, they are "not unique in kind" and have a "basic typicality."9 

Coates's career as a writer is explicitly dealt with only on a few occasions and then 
so modestly as to downplay his identity as a writer in favor of outlining his 
identity as an individual person—an emphasis, if you will, on "Man Writing" 
rather than on the "writer," to apply Emerson's distinction between the fully-
realized man and man in his social function to Coates's treatment of his career. 
Literary scholars, however, will be disappointed to find virtually no information 
on his frequently close connections with noteworthy literary figures and artists. 

Also, focused on the writer's "mostly happy yesterdays," the memoir, 
though sensitive, is limited in that it does not provide insight into the more private 
psychological aspects of the subject's life: unlike Yesterday's Burdens and The 
Bitter Season, the writer's memoir does not fall into the category of confessional 
writing. In his novels, Coates probes deeply such issues as violence, loneliness, 
suspicion, jealousy, separation, insensitivity and sexuality, but his memoir does 
not reverberate with these concerns. Even when focussed on such topics as war, 
death or love, the book is not troubling in tone. 

Obviously, the memoir had been written with great pleasure. As Coates 
wrote Alice B. Toklas, whom he continued to treasure, about his latest book: "It 
was a great deal of fun to do, I must say. I had never realized what a 

6 Poore, "Books of The Times," 33. 
7 Donald Pizer, American Expatriate Writing and the Pans Moment Modernism and Place (Baton 
Rouge and London: Louisiana State University Press, 1996), 75. 
8 According to one reviewer, the automobile chapters constitute "a footnote to American social 
history." T.S. Matthews, "The Past Sometimes Was Pretty Good," The New York Times Book 
Review, October 23 1960, 10. 
9 Winfield Townley Scott, "Writer's Memoir of Early, Happy Days," New York Herald Tribune 
Weekly Review, October 16 1960, 6. 
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beguilement—almost a vice, in a way—it can be to be writing about one's self; 
and what things one dredges up from the mind, half forgotten things, wholly 
forgotten things, even, and each one leading to another."10 The book that resulted 
is a fundamentally cheerful document. As the New York Times remarked to the 
reader: "you may find this hard to believe, but in the course of his personal history 
Coates does not solve a single malaise now stirring fevers in mankind."" 

Coates's commitment to his own, personal experiences with the world 
indicates a strong belief in the value of his own individuality, while his completely 
unassuming approach reveals his integrity; the record of his life is engaging, 
unpretentious and "set forth with [great] delicacy and tact."12 T.S. Matthews, 
editor of Time and writer of autobiographical literature himself, considered the 
memoir an unusual feat and commented in The New York Times Book Review: 
"The trouble about most quiet Americans is that you never hear from them at all. I 
wish there were more of them like ... Robert Coates. His kind is worth hearing 
from, and too seldom heard. ... I hope he won't be altogether drowned out by the 
bawling best-sellers."13 

Following The View from Here, Coates embraced yet another genre, travel writing, 
in which he combined the personal reflections and self-reflections of his 
autobiographical writing with a documentation of the world outside, in this case 
Italy. Coates published two volumes about his sojourns in Italy, both including 
numerous photographs taken by Astrid Peters: Beyond the Alps: A Summer in the 
Italian Hill Towns (1961) and South of Rome: A Spring and Summer in Southern 
Italy and Sicily (1966). A projected third book, covering Central Italy, Rome and 
Etruria,14 did not materialize. 

Coates's interest in Italy had been newly aroused by a visit to Europe in 
the winter of 1955-1956, when the writer (accompanied by his wife) spent a three-
month working holiday in France, England and Italy. Coates had been longing to 
get back to Europe for many years, but had been unable to give up his 
"breadwinning art job."15 A solution presented itself when The New Yorker agreed 
to fund Coates's plan to document the European art world (covering France, 
England and Italy) in a series of essays.16 His first return to Europe since 1927, the 

RMC to Alice B. Toklas, May 20, 1961 (Gertrude Stein Materials, Harry Ransom Humanities 
Research Center, The University of Texas at Austin). 
" Charles Poore, "Books of the Times," The New York Times, October 20 1960, 33. 
12 R.A. Jelliffe, "Novelist Finds His Own Life a Good One," Chicago Sunday Tribune, October 23 
1960,4. 
13 Matthews, "The Past Sometimes Was Pretty Good," 10. 
14 RMC to Ivan von Auw, March 10, 1966 (HOA). 
15 RMC to Robert McAlmon, March 23, 1949 (Robert McAlmon Collection, The Beinecke Rare 
Book and Manuscript Library, Yale University, New Haven, Connecticut). 
16 It is outside the scope of this thesis to describe Coates's estimation of the European art scene. The 
essays Coates submitted were: "La Vie de Bohème, with Reservations," The New Yorker 31 (October 
29, 1955): 87-93; "Transition," The New Yorker 31 (November 12, 1955): 195-202; "Renaissance on 
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trip was "a dream."17 The amount of work to be completed, however, was 
overbearing. As the writer described his trip to his friend Cowley: "there were 
times in the course of it when I was close to calling it a nightmare, for I found out 
as soon as I got there that what I'd bitten off was dangerously close to being more 
than I could chew, and the business of trying to cover three countries in three 
months, with any degree of conscientiousness meant that I had to work practically 
every minute of them."18 In Italy, Coates toured the country with Peggy 
Guggenheim's first husband Laurence Vail, an old friend, who would also 
accompany him five years later on the trip that he described in Beyond the Alps (in 
fact, Coates dedicated the book to Vail). 

In 1960, the writer returned to Italy to research and visit the places he 
intended to document in his first travel book. He had a "wonderful time," as he 
described it to Morton Zabel, fellow member of the Admissions Committee for 
Writers at the artist colony Yaddo: "The truth is, I found myself so enwrapped in 
the hill towns, art and architecture, that I almost walled [wallowed] in them."19 Out 
of his experiences came Beyond the Alps: A Summer in the Italian Hill Towns, 
which was published by William Sloane in February 1962. 

Coates's leisurely yet compelling travel book was well-received, and was 
described by the New York Times as "a good book that should interest any 
prospective traveler in Italy."20 Pointing out that the work "does not resemble the 
usual travel book," the reviewer praised the writer's discussions of little-known or 
wholly unfamiliar places, the "many tiny and remote fortified towns of such total 
obscurity as to be utterly unknown to most tourists," as well as his genial and 
unpedantic reflections on and descriptions of the more famous towns of Aosta, 
Lucca, Arezzo, Orvieto and Assissi.21 Also noticeable was the "serenely reflective" 
tone of the account, the presence of several "thought-provoking comments," as well 
as the fact that the author wrote "only about matters that interest him"22—a repetition 
of the tactics that the author had used in The View from Here. In a similar way, the 
Times Literary Supplement noted how the writer "traveled as one should, taking 
his time, following his fancy, allowing his journey to shape itself."23 

In a letter to Alice B. Toklas, whom he had visited in Rome,24 Coates 
described the book as "a kind of travel diary, somewhat in the XIX century 

the Thames," The New Yorker 31 (December 10, 1955): 107-19; "Art All Over the Place," The New 
Yorker 31 (January 7, 1956): 56-62; "Quadriennale," The New Yorker 31 (January 14, 1956): 64-73. 
17 RMC to Malcolm and Muriel [Cowley], January 22, 1956 (MCC). 
18 Ibid. 
19 RMC to Morton Dauwen Zabel, December 17, 1960 (Morton Dauwen Zabel Collection, Newberry 
Library, Chicago). 
20 Prescott, "Books of the Times," 27. 
21 Ibid. 
22 Ibid. 
21 Anonymous, "Town and Valley, Times Literary Supplement, November 2 1962, 843. 

Alice B. Toklas and Coates had several mutual friends, the poet Lloyd Frankenberg and his wife 
the artist Loren Maclver, as well as Dr. John L. Brown, cultural attaché to the U.S. Embassy in 
Rome, Italy, from 1958 to 1962. 



Autobiographical and Travel Writing 413 

manner."25 A description that he wrote for his literary agent further elucidates 
Coates's indebtedness to the nineteenth-century tradition of travel writing: 

[Beyond the Alps] was inspired by the travel writings of such nineteenth century 
authors as [Henry] James, [Arthur] Symonds [sic], [Maurice Henry] Hewlett, etc. 
That is: leisurely and discursive in tone, and with an attempt throughout to keep the 
attitude toward art, architecture and life, as seen along the way, that of a discoverer 
rather than that of a lecturer. 6 

Indeed, as a travel writer, Coates belongs in spirit to the literary travel 
writers he mentioned in his letter, as well as to such writers as Charles Dickens 
(Pictures from Italy, 1846), Robert Louis Stevenson (Travels with a Donkey in the 
Cvennes, 1897) and Mark Twain (Innocents Abroad, 1869), who were "not so 
much travelers who wrote, as writers who traveled."27 Like these men, Coates 
refused to limit himself to the "prescribed" sites and sights of the Grand Tour that 
had characterized the work of many eighteenth-century travel writers (for instance 
James Boswell, Tobias Smollett and Laurence Sterne) and insisted on a more 
individualistic experience abroad. Also, Coates's travel books are the works of a 
professional writer, highly crafted, and employing many of the techniques he had 
refined in his short fiction. In a review of Beyond the Alps for the New York 
Herald Tribune, the Canadian writer Morley Callaghan proclaimed the book to be 
"art of a high order."28 Referring to the work as "odd, remarkable and engrossing," 
Callaghan was especially intrigued by the "peculiar effect" that the book had had 
on him. To explain how Coates had managed to get "his absorbing effects while 
simply being factual," he noted the author's grasp of common characteristic 
details, his skill of finding just the right single image or phrase, and his "casual yet 
exact and often brilliantly descriptive" style. Callaghan might also have included 
Coates's skillful use of vivid and highly visual sketches, likewise a major feature 
of nineteenth-century literary travel writing, which create memorable impressions 
of the places' atmosphere and the manners of the local people. 

In all, Coates comes across as man of refinement, sensibility and 
personality. In the New Yorker manner, he shuns snobbishness, affectation and 
pretense, but his position, comfortably modest and casually knowledgeable, does 
reveal his education, class and upbringing. The perhaps too pleasantly middle-
class aspect of the book was ascribed by some to the New Yorker style which the 

25 RMC to Alice B. Toklas, May 20, 1961 (Gertrude Stein Materials, Harry Ransom Humanities 
Research Center, University of Texas at Austin). 
26 RMC to Ivan von Auw, January 19, 1962 (HOA). 
27 Paul Smethurst, "Travel Writing," electronic bulletin board (Department of English, The 
University of Hong Kong, 2000 [cited 4 March, 2004]). Available from 
http://www.hku.hk/english/courses2000/2045/week5.htm; INTERNET. 
28 Morley Callaghan, "A Sensitive Traveler's Subtle Look at Eternal Italy," New York Herald 
Tribune Weekly Review, December 3 1961, 3. 

http://www.hku.hk/english/courses2000/2045/week5.htm
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Times Literary Supplement described, in negative fashion, as "faintly 
buttonholing, over-explanatory, oozing its air of familiarity and well-being."29 

Coates's views on the tourist abroad contributed much to the book's 
comfortable mood. Throughout, Coates is at pains to create an image of himself as 
a "traveler" (independent, original, self-directed and free-moving), rather than as a 
"tourist" (in many ways the traveler's opposite),30 and recommends an individual 
type of travel that would not be easily accessible to the less affluent. Thus, 
speaking of San Gimignano and Assisi, Coates complained that "both have 
become so widely known for their artistic treasures that with the growth of 
organized tourist travel they have practically been turned into bus stops."31 His 
consequent description of this mode of travel clearly reveals the traveling writer-
critic's dislike: 

Every day, throughout the tourist season, the big sight-seeing buses that the Italians 
call "Pullmans" come pounding up the winding approach roads; disgorge their 
small self-conscious bands of trippers, all in a clump in the central piazza, for the 
brisk guided tour through the Museo Civico, the churches and other highlights; and 
then, loaded again and all noses counted, go pounding off, this time with much 
popping of exhausts and hom-hooting at the curves, on their way to the next item 
on the itinerary. 2 

Although full of misgivings about such "sightseeing skeletonized," Coates 
makes an interesting note on the advantage of organized travel tours for women: 
"Their greatest value, it seems to me, is to women, particularly women traveling 
alone, who would otherwise be too daunted by the dangers, real or imaginary, that 
might confront them to venture into Italy at all."33 Coates's preference for the 
traveler over the tourist shaped the book's format, causing one reviewer to 
complain that "Michelin and the Blue Guide would really come in handier."34 The 
response of The New York Times Book Review, however, was more typical: 
Beyond the Alps was a "pure joy ride" and "thank goodness, impractical. There is 
material here for the eye and the soul: useless information that is delightful."35 

Coates, well-pleased with the excellent reception of his first travel book, 
intended to return to Italy in August 196236 to closely study the art, architecture, 
history and life of Southern Italy and Sicily for the second travel book, South of 
Rome. For the purposes of this trip, Coates made a third and final application for a 

29 Anonymous, "Town and Valley," 843. 
30 See Paul Fussell, Abroad British Literary Traveling Between the Wars (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1982) for a description of the shift from "travelers" to "tourists" as travel became 
easier, cheaper and thus accessible to all classes, and the supposed charactenstics of both groups. 
31 BA, 57. 
32 BA, 57. 
33 BA, 105. 
34 Anonymous, "Town and Valley," 843. 
35 Herbert Mitgang, "Two Good Companions for a Journey Through Italy," The New York Times 
Book Review, November 19 1961, 42. 
36 See RMC to Ivan von Auw, January 19, 1962 (HOA) 
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Guggenheim Fellowship, but was once more denied the foundation's financial 
support In May, however, Coates was diagnosed with throat cancer During the 
operation, part of his larynx was removed, reducing the writer's voice to a hoarse 
whisper (the voice improved somewhat after a second operation at the end of the 
year) Incredibly, Astrid Peters, too, was diagnosed with cancer and underwent a 
severe operation during the same period As Cowley told Elizabeth Ames, Director 
of Yaddo "Boo had a serious operation too, but she made light of it—she didn't 
allow herself to be an invalid because of Bob's condition " 3 7 

Coates used his hospital experience for a successful short story, "The 
Captive," which appeared in The New Yorker in May 1963 It was later included in 
Coates's third collection of short stories, The Man Just Ahead of You The story 
relates the death of a female heart patient in a Special Care unit, which she shares 
with several other patients The protagonist, a man in his twenties, has undergone a 
throat operation and is unable to speak out loud When the woman's heart, which is 
monitored, suddenly stops at a moment when all nurses are busy pacifying a fear-
ndden patient in the same room, the mute man is unable to draw the nurses' 
attention and the woman dies before his very eyes Ε Β White, who loved the story, 
was glad to see "Coates in his stride," and considered the story "life-giving as death 
so often is " 3 8 

The months following his and his wife's operations were difficult and 
Coates was kept on drugs "they've been feeding me Equaml and other dope 
products all summer, on the theory, I suppose, that after an operation people 
should be kept as near to a state of unconsciousness as possible " 3 9 On account of 
his health problems and with a view to a scheduled six-month visit to Italy next 
year, Coates reluctantly decided to take a year off from his art review "I know 
damned well I'm going to be sorry [But] it's probably a good idea for me to 
take a breather Just the same, though, I'm going to miss being on the job " 4 0 

During his absence, Harold Rosenberg (who became The New Yorker's art critic 
after Coates's definitive departure in 1967) replaced him, as Coates reported to 
Ε Β White "Bill [William Shawn] phoned today to say that Harold Rosenberg is 
going to take over for me, and I think he's a good choice, one I would have 
suggested myself, in fact a little biased in favor of the Abstract Expressionists, 
maybe, but he writes well, which is something " 4 I 

In the early spring of 1963 (after a recuperative visit to Yaddo), the 
Coateses returned to Italy for an eight-month visit to prepare for South of Rome, or 
"Pathway to Palermo," as Coates thought of the book at first, and to do 
preliminary research for his third travel book, which would be centered around 
Rome After a "thorough-going trip through Southern Italy, Sicily—all of it 

Malcolm Cowley to Elizabeth Ames, August 10, 1962 (MCC) 
Ε Β White to RMC, March 11 [1963] (EBWC) 
RMC to Kenneth Burke, October 12, 1962 (KBP) 
RMC to Andy [Ε Β White], September 14, 1962 (EBWC) 
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interesting, some dismaying,' Coates spent the final two months of the trip at the 
American Academy in Rome to do additional research. 

Upon return to the United States, in October, Coates returned to his art 
column and got started on the writing of South of Rome. In terms of health, the 
European trip had done the Coateses much good. As Cowley told his friend Slater 
Brown: "[Bob and Boo] are looking immensely better than they did last spring. 
...Bob was a walking skeleton then, but now he has filled out, without getting fat, 
and his voice is a little firmer in spite of the absent larynx—half-absent, I mean."43 

In February of the next year, however, Coates suffered another set-back when he 
was felled by a heart attack—yet "another of those well-if-it-Aaof-to-happen things 
that have been happening to both Boo and me for the last year or so,"44 as Coates 
put it. Fortunately, the writer made a full recovery and was able to finish the travel 
book in July 1965. 

South of Rome, covering the areas of Naples, Pompeii, Paestum, the 
Messogiomo and Sicily, was published by Sloane in February 1966. As in Beyond 
the Alps, Coates combined personal, anecdotal experience with historical and art-
historical facts and produced another "pleasantly appreciative rambling 
reminiscence."45 The author's love and appreciation of Italy is again evident 
throughout yet carefully cast in the same "modest [and] mellow"46 frame that had 
characterized Beyond the Alps. Library Journal observed that "[traveling south of 
Rome through a spring and summer with Robert Coates will certainly be one of 
this winter's delights ... The pace is leisurely and when Mr. Coates takes us 
through the local duomo or gives us a bit of historical background, he speaks to us 
as fellow travelers rather than as a guidebook. He lets us know when he's had a 
bad meal and he wonders how the Romans did their multiplication tables 
(MCLXIV χ XXIX)."47 Although an enjoyable and comfortable read, South of 
Rome suffers in comparison to Beyond the Alps. As one critic complained, "over 
and over again one misses those little touches which would have added depth and 
power to the book."48 The New York Times Book Review was exceptionally hard 
on the book and blamed Coates, strangely enough, for having been "in a hurry" 
and for dismissing such towns as Reggio, Catania and Cefalu "in a few lines."49 If 
anything, however, Coates's pace was too slow, often embroidering on 
observations and details at too great a length to continue to hold the reader's 
attention. The conversational aspect which had made Beyond the Alps a success 
here worked to the writer's disadvantage. 

4 2 RMC to Ivan von Auw, August 4, 1963 (HOA) 
4 3 Malcolm Cowley to Slater Brown, November 30, 1963 (MCC). 
4 4 RMC to Dorothy Olding, March 27, 1964 (HOA). 
4 5 Anon reviewer, Booklist 62 (March 15, 1966): 694. 
4 6 Kenneth Burke to RMC, March 10, 1966 (KBP). 
4 7 F.B. Davenport, Library Journal 91 (January 1, 1966): 109. 
4 8 Joseph G. Hamson, "A Tourist Sings his Italian Love Song," Christian Science Monitor, May 26 
1966, 11. 

4 9 Robert Payne, review of South of Rome, The New York Times Book Review, June 5 1966, 26. 



Chapter 20 

The Final Years 
"The Setting-In of Winter" 
After the publication of South of Rome, Coates lost interested in travel writing and 
returned to fiction, which he had been longing to get back to The third travel book 
was first postponed, then abandoned Fiction engaged the author full time after 
1966 when he finally, after thirty years, gave up his art criticism, agreeing to do 
three or four long essays on art for The New Yorker (but on a voluntary basis) as 
part of a kind of pension plan ' In the years before his death in 1973, the writer 
worked on two long short stones, only one of which was published The New 
Yorker accepted the story, "The Setting-In of Winter," in November 1966 and 
published it in December 1967 

"The Setting-In of Winter" constituted a return to some of his earlier 
experimental techniques such as repetition, direct metafictional commentary, 
arrangement by emotional patterns rather than plot, fragmentation, disrupted 
chronology, recorded dialogue, and what he referred to in a letter to Burke as "off-
the-cuff writing" (although he feared that he was being "too damned hard-edge 
about it")2 Somewhat curious and oblique as a result, the story stood few chances 
at The New Yorker—or so the writer believed When the magazine accepted the 
story, Coates was surprised 

It's odd, in the first place, sort of a return to the experimental, and long, around 
14,000 words, and it was something I got started on and then got stuck with, 
spending spring, summer and fall, finally, trying to juggle and then un-juggle it 
And I never really thought they'd take it, for I didn't see how it would fit into the 
magazine3 

To his editor and fellow short story writer at The New Yorker, Robert Henderson, 
who did have a number of queries, Coates explained some of his intentions in a 
way that shed more light on his technique thus, the story employed repetition of 
both scenes and phrases "to suggest the sameness, not to say monotony, of semi-
rural suburban life," and was deliberately slow-paced until the very end As the 
writer explained "It's a trick I got from watching television, where they go on and 
on with one of the dramas, getting everything so tangled up that even I am 
glancing at the clock and wondering how they'll unravel it in time for the 

' See RMC to Ivan von Auw, March 17, 1967 (HOA) The only piece that Coates produced as part of 
this arrangement was an essay on modem Native Amencan Art "Indian Affairs New Style," The 
New Yorker 43 (June 17, 1967) 102-12 Additional plans to write on the art situation in Spain and 
Germany for The New Yorker did not materialize See RMC to Ivan von Auw, February 28, 1968 
(HOA) 
2 RMC to Kenneth Burke, August 30, 1966 (K.BP) 
3 RMC to Ivan von Auw, November 22, 1966 (HOA) 
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commercial—and then, bang, there you are."4 In a similar way, Coates's story 
"circle[d] around till the end and then tie[d] things up in more or less of a rush." 
Thirdly, the writer explained, the lack of knowledge that the narrator professes of 
the community that the story actually deals with, as well as his general lack of 
command over the story, were deliberate strategies. 

Coates stood by his decisions and told Robert Henderson that he 
(Henderson) would not be able to "change [him] much" about any of them. Coates 
never liked to stray far from the forms that shaped social reality, and, as he 
explained to his editor, such a strategy as letting "strangers" into his work (in a 
way that he compared to Shakespeare's use of "'citizens,' 'soldiers,' 'a 
watchman,' and so on") was "central" to his idea of "how the story [could] be 
evolved in the atmosphere I want for it." Any difficulties the reader might suffer 
on account of his techniques should be removed, Coates felt, by references to the 
"mechanics" of the story, such as the inclusion of such comments as "even a writer 
can't be expected to know everything."5 

This technique, Coates pointed out without further explanation, also 
functioned as "a possibly slightly private dig at all this vogue of mixing 
documentary and fiction, which reache[d] its peak in Truman Capote's 'non-
fiction novel' concept." In the nonfiction novel, in brief, the tension created by the 
combination of fictional narrative and factual chronicle defies the coherence and 
control associated with works of fiction and alerts the reader to the gap between 
the reality of the fictional work and the "real" world outside it. Coates's "dig" 
(which indeed was too private to be spotted off-hand), then, is an attempt to 
indicate that the creative writer, working with purely imaginative material, might 
well be seen to face the same problem and is at liberty to say so in the text itself 
(as many early American postmodernist writers such as John Barth indeed did).6 

No introduction of "unambiguously nonfictional" material is required, Coates 
suggested, to draw the reader's attention to "the difference between the fictional 
'reality' and the verifiable actuality"7 which many nonfiction writers worked 
towards. Clearly, this was no new insight; since the 1920s Coates himself had paid 
considerable attention to the problems inherent in documenting man's imaginative 
interaction with actual reality in prose, drawing attention both to the writer's 
craftsmanship and to the philosophical question of reality. 

In "The Setting-In of Winter," a reflection on life, death, chance and fate 
as these concepts touch the lives of a set of common people, Coates returned to 
raise similar issues. Thus, the story is frequently interrupted by philosophical self-
conscious commentary and authorial question-and-answer sessions such as this 
one, disallowing the reader to ignore the style and form of the story: 

4 RMC to Robert Henderson, November 19, 1966 (TNYR) 
5 Ibid. 

See, for instance, Lars Ole Sauerberg, Fact mio Fiction Documentary Realism m the 
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But why are we spending so much time over Harvey Youman, who, apart from the 
fairly unimportant fact that he was one of Freddie Lemoine's employers, hardly 
figures in our story at all? Is it, possibly, because there is a pleasant sort of simple 
symbolism about him as we see him raking his leaves, and watching them blow 
away, quite uncomplainingly on the lawn in front of his house on Piggott's road, in 
the sunset?8 

The unusual story met with much enthusiasm and praise from the New 
Yorker editors and Coates's literary agents alike. For years, Coates worked on 
what should have become the companion-piece to "The Setting-In of Winter," a 
short story tentatively called "A Summer's Day in the City," that would employ 
the "same general style" and would "involve a few of the same people."9 He also 
hoped that the summer-story and "The Setting-In of Winter" together would make 
up the backbone for a fourth collection of short stories that would "[center] on this 
new expressionist style of mine," as Coates put it.I0 The summer-story, however, 
was never finished. Many pages of manuscript survive in the Coates collection, 
but the material is so scattered as to render a summary of intended plot or ideas 
impossible. Reminiscent of "Bright Day," the manuscript consists of recordings of 
snatches of conversation, documentary descriptions and expressionist evocations 
of New York City streets and avenues ("random scenes, random movements, 
random voices, random thoughts, jangling, joining ...") and stray thoughts on a 
number of topics, especially the importance of names as a key to one's identity 
and career (e.g. "would Shelley still have been the sort of poet he was if his name 
hadn't been Percy Bysshe?"), and the processes of sleeping, waking, and 
dreaming. Among the characters we find Gertrude Spine, Malcolm Thurber and 
Muriel Coutourier, whom the writer later changed to Vera and Harold Bischoff 
(after Vera and Harold Loeb)." None of these characters are developed: the story 
is not in the tradition of the roman-à-clef, but represents a typically Coatesian 
merging of ontological levels. 

Coates experienced great difficulty writing the episodic story which, like 
"The Setting-In of Winter," was "a kind of backward-tum-backward sort of 
thing"12 and progressed by emotional developments rather than by any discernible 
plot. Unfortunately, Coates was unable to solve the problems that presented 
themselves. In 1967, he reported to Von Auw that it was "slow going, so far, 
because in this kind of random, episodic writing you have to wait for random 
inspiration, and then do a hell of a lot of sorting out afterward."13 In 1968, he 
expressed some hope of finishing it to editor Robert Henderson: "I'm still inching 

8 RMC, "The Setting-In of Winter," The New Yorker 43 (December 9, 1967): 60-61. 
9 RMC to Ivan von Auw, November 18, 1967 (HOA). 
10 RMC to Ivan von Auw, February 28, 1968 (HOA). See also RMC to Ivan von Auw, November 18, 
1967 (HOA). 
" RMC, manuscript material, labeled "summer" and "A Summer's Day in the City," undated 
(RMCP). 
12 RMC to Ivan von Auw, December 5, 1967 (HOA). 
13 RMC to Ivan von Auw, November 18, 1967 (HOA). 
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along on the [summer] piece ... [Although I am still away back as far as 
consecutive, finished stuff goes I've got a lot of little sort of jigsaw sections 
scattered around by now that may come together sooner than I know."' Instead, 
however, Coates submitted an autobiographical essay on a trip to Chartres during 
the 1920s, "Pilgrimage," because he "was so hung up on [the summer-story] that I 
have been working on that I turned to this one ... just sort of to see if I could write 
at all anymore."15 It became Coates's final publication in The New Yorker}6 

Still, he did not abandon the story. In June 16, 1972, eight months before 
his death, Coates wanted to visit New York City to "see what the old place looks 
like and to jack up my ideas and impressions" for the summer-story, but was 
prevented from making the visit by "a mysterious skin affliction," which covered 
his entire body.17 The literary jigsaw puzzle that the summer-story constituted was 
never completed. 

Doubts and Queries and The Man Just Ahead of You 
Despite his status as a professional writer and the many outward signs of 
recognition that he received, Coates suffered from unsettling bouts of uncertainty 
about the success of his literary career. Starting in the 1950s and worsening during 
the 1960s, Coates frequently had misgivings about his literary achievements and 
came across, as John Updike described his fellow-member at the National 
Institute, as "a man with a faintly tragic air, as if he ha[d] mis-spent his not 
inconsiderable talent."18 The composition of The Farther Shore, in the mid-1950s, 
appears to have been a turning-point in his self-evaluation. It was when he was 
trying to finish that novel, more traditional than any of his other works, that Coates 
"decided suddenly that [he]'d been working as an amateur all [his] life, and even 
glorifying in it."19 As he wrote Burke at the time, in 1954: "I am such a damned 
slow worker. I'm just realizing this past year or so, that I've never really been a 
real, honest-to-God professional writer in my whole life, and now at last, in my old 
age, I'm trying painfully to leam how to be one."20 In the same year, Malcolm 
Cowley's The Literary Situation appeared—a book in which the critic dwelled at 
length on such topics as writers' motivations, financial situation, psychology, 
alleged vices and public status. Coates referred to it as "a sad book, somehow," 
and told his friend that "I read it at times almost with a feeling of martyrdom: why 
the hell did I take up this racket, anyway, I kept asking myself."21 

Coates especially regretted having spent (or having had to spend) so much 
time on non-creative writing. This, he felt, had downgraded his stature as a writer. 

14 RMC to Robert Henderson, August 29, 1968 (TNYR). 
15 RMC to Robert Henderson, September 11, 1968 (TNYR). 
"' RMC, "Pilgrimage," The New Yorker 44 (October 2, 1968). 
17 RMC to Milton Greenstein, June 16, 1972 (TNYR). 
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In 1956, he described himself as a "many-times discouraged, canny-Yankee, old, 
free-lance writer"22 and, in 1964, refused to accept Katharine White's compliment, 
made earlier during the 1950s, that she considered him "one of the great short 
story writers of our time."23 Coates felt unworthy: "for one thing," he told his 
former fiction editor, "I have wasted too much time."24 

His misgivings or regrets about his writing career and his own earlier 
nonchalance towards it made Coates more aware of the mechanics of the literary 
market place. Thus, in the early 1960s, when he was no longer writing any fiction 
at all, the writer became at last convinced of the importance of breaking into print 
at regular intervals. Worried about the poor sales of his short story collections, he 
first blamed himself: 

Little as I get around, I do get an inkling that in a fair number of quarters I 
have a fairly solid reputation as a short story writer—this, particularly—and the 
problem is, who's to blame for the poor sales of my books of them? 

Me, I suppose, in the past, for not trying to push publication more. (For 
years, I clung to the ancient Dada idea that there was something disreputable about 
publishing, and if I could make a living without bothering about getting all smeared 
with printer's ink, all the better.) But I'm trying to remedy that, and have been 
lately.25 

One of Coates's efforts to "remedy" his relative invisibility was to bring 
out a third collection of his short stories, The Man Just Ahead of You. His literary 
agent at Harold Ober Associates, however, experienced some difficulty in finding a 
publisher at a moment when the production and consumption of short fiction—when 
compared to the new journalism and other experiments in nonfiction literature— 
continued to be at a low ebb, and publishers continued to be wary of publishing 
collections of short stories. Harcourt-Brace, Coates's publisher since 1943, refused, 
while another publisher, William Sloane, was only willing to give a $500 advance 
on account of the low sales of the previous two collections (Coates's British 
publisher Victor Gollancz was willing to advance only £100). Although Coates was 
ill pleased with the low sum, he was glad a contract was to be signed with William 
Sloane, and told von Auw, "the truth is, I like my short stories—or about one in five 
anyway."26 

The writer was confused and disappointed when reviews of The Man Just 
Ahead of You failed to appear. As he commented to his agent, "[F]rom my first 
book, way back there, a fledgling, and from then on, I've always got quite a lot of 
critical attention, and I'd somehow got the idea that I'd gained in ability and in a 
sense in importance over all those years."27 Although several favorable reviews 
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appeared after Coates voiced his complaint, there was a discernible difference with 
the reception of The Hour After Westerly. This time, photographs of the author were 
not included, and often the reviews were brief. Nevertheless, reviewers tended to 
respond with enthusiasm to Coates's technical skill, his "extraordinary style,"28 his 
subtlety, his treatment of the strange as the norm and the thought-provoking quality 
of his subject matter. Some reviews clearly reveal the reputation that Coates did 
indeed enjoy. As Richard Sullivan wrote of Coates's stories: "All of them are alive 
with a kind of authority. It is the authority of a writer who, out of craft and 
experience, knows how to govern words to make them reveal apprehension, not as a 
barometer mechanically reveals pressure, but as a sensitive human being registers in 
words the ups and downs of his days and years and times."29 In a similar way, the 
New York Times Book Review, commenting on the rare reality of Coates's imagined 
moments, wrote: "Robert M. Coates achieves his magic with fine spiderwebs that 
could only be made by this experienced man of letters. Novelist, travel writer and art 
critic of the New Yorker, he fetches hair-raising turns on a small surface."30 In the 
New Statesman's "Top Ten" of fiction, selected from 35 new books, the collection 
appeared second on the list. A few reviewers, inevitably, complained of poor 
characterization and frowned on the "occasional triviality" and "overstudied 
casualness" of the writer's style which they identified with that of The New Yorker.31 

Indeed, all thirteen stories in The Man Just Ahead of You had first appeared there 
and bear such New Yorker markers as high technical skill, intelligence, adroitness 
and a keen percepiiveness. Twelve stories had been published in the magazine 
between as early as 1942 and 1958.32 The only recent story that the volume 
contained was "The Captive" (1963), in which the writer dealt imaginatively with 
his own throat problems. 

The Man Just Ahead of You strikes an interesting balance between his two 
earlier volumes. It contains several unusual and thought-provoking stories in the 
metaphysical vein of The Hour After Westerly (for instance "The Happy Hour," in 
which a man is confronted with a series of inexplicable coincidences surrounding his 
identity, and "The Return of the Gods," in which people get inexplicably abducted 
by divine figures), but also harbors many realist stories, often involving the flouting 
of social responsibility, violence and danger ("Getaway," "Memento," "Encounter in 
Illinois," "Getaway," "The Citadel"). All of these are grim variations on the 
"moment-of-truth" story that The New Yorker did so much to develop during its first 
decades and which had also characterized All the Year Round. 

The title story, "The Man Just Ahead of You" (1948), combines the ethics 
of interpersonal responsibility with the writer's somewhat unorthodox naturalist 
philosophy of life. A combination of the personal essay and the short story, it 
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presents another variation on Coates's theory about metropolitan fate (urban man 
appears caught up in a chain of events which works as a catalyst to influence both 
the quality of a person's life and the nature of the events that confront him) which 
Coates had been exploring since the early 1920s in such little magazine publications 
as "Bisected Circle" and, during the 1930s, in the unpublished novel "Bright Day." 
In this short story of the late 1940s, Coates presents the theory of "the man just 
ahead of you," a kind of micro-naturalist theory which is focused on the toll that 
daily human contact can take on a man's emotional life: a nasty look, a cold word, 
the absence of an expected kind greeting, cursory treatment: "things like these," the 
narrator says, "they can take the heart out of man." It is the "man just ahead of 
you," the narrator imagines, who is responsible. Taking the notion literally, the 
narrator envisages him as follows: 

He is thin-mouthed (perhaps), thin-nosed, sour-faced, vinegary-looking, and he has 
been in the cigar store, at the sandwich counter, dropping hatred like time bombs 
wherever he goes, but so timed that they explode not on him but on you. 
("I want some toothpaste," I said. "Well, what kind?" "Well—" I said, knowing 
well what I wanted—it was Pepsodent—but feeling genial and in no hurry. And 
then the sharp, darting stab of pure hatred, exploding. "If you don't know what you 
want, how do you expect me to give it to you? " The man had been in the drugstore, 
too.)33 

In the course of the story, however, the narrator revises his thesis and realizes that 
there is no one in particular who can be held responsible. The story, in fact, opens 
with this realization, presenting a "last analysis" of sorts, a conclusion to the 
writer's lifelong queries about the nature of metropolitan existence: 

In the last analysis (but who ever makes that last analysis, and how does he know it 
will be the last? That again, is one of the mysteries), I suppose that it's we ourselves 
who are to blame. The city itself just exists—rows and rows of streets and avenues, 
pure, demure in their placid angularity; blocks and blocks of buildings, each one 
broad-faced, calm-featured, unreceptive, and yet untruculent—and it's what we do 
with it ourselves that causes all the difficulty. 

Indeed, social responsibility and the related theme of human sensitivity are dominant 
underlying concerns in the collection. In many stories, Coates dwelled on the theme 
of guilt that the author had explored in The Bitter Season and, on a smaller scale, in 
"The Need." As Book Week noted: "[Coates's stories] exploit and expose the kind of 
moral hyponchondria we often try to pass off as good will and sensibility."34 A 
further preoccupation is the question of personal identity and its by-products, lack of 
self-direction and mistaken identities. The recurring personae, as one critic described 
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them, are "guilt-ridden, lacking in self-confidence, desperately trying on identity-
roles."35 

Often disconcerting in mood, the stories address such themes as death, loss, 
violence, accidents, arguments, unhappiness and lost chances. The feeling of 
apprehension, a "vague, gnawing anxiety, unfixed and unsettled,'136 is a dominant 
one. Frequently, the subject matter is bleak: the reader encounters hospitalization, a 
hit-and-run accident, a car's fatal collision with a farm dog, fire, violence, growing 
mental depression, lack of human contact and emotional shortcomings. Although 
Coates's tone is often curiously light, the darker brooding which the reader can feel 
stirring underneath is not without its peculiar effect. As a reviewer noted: "Oddly 
enough, the humorous stories have almost the same sour pungence as the more 
solemn ones."37 Indeed, many stories in the collection—especially those in which 
the writer manages to load unspectacular characters and situations with a new and 
unexpected meaningfulness—contain that sense of urgent implication that Coates 
knew so well how to create. As William Peden wrote, "the best of these stories, like 
most significant recent short fiction, don't really begin until they're finished."38 Or, 
as another reviewer commented, "This writer's chill is a brush on your cheek before 
it becomes a shiver in your spine."39 In his best stories, the writer's well-developed 
yet tricky technique of restraint with implication is again successfully applied to 
create a curious mixture of humor and horror, of detached amusement (often 
approaching the sardonic) and true compassion. It is the curious result of a style that 
borders on playfulness and carelessness but which narrates stories that are "never 
without some subtle purpose of moral or ethical disturbance."40 

Among the most powerful stories in The Man Just Ahead of You are 
"Memento" (1955), in which an urban couple accidentally kills a farmer's dog, 
"Getaway" (1958), which describes a hit-and-run accident and the driver's fevered 
flight from responsibility, and "Encounter in Illinois" (1957), in which a man feels 
forced to stage a show-down with a group of threatening young vagabonds, driving 
straight at them on a dark country road. All three are set outside New York and all 
directly involve cars, which are shown as (potential) instruments of murder. All 
explore the psychological experience of violence and fear in subtle, yet gripping and 
convincing ways. Another strong story is "The Citadel" (1957). Likewise situated 
outside New York, the story is a recreation of the clash between traditional country 
values and those associated with the modem city as a truly fundamental and deeply 
confusing experience. The clash plays itself out in a young boy's ignorant mind as 
he reflects on his responsibilities as the housekeeper of an urban but country-
dwelling couple who is temporarily away in the city. Powerful and troubling, the 

Leonard Casper, "The Man Just Ahead of You," Studies in Short Fiction 2, no. 4 (1965): 381. 
36 Sullivan, "Life's Ups and Downs Apprehended," 7 

7 Cassili, "Stepping on the Cracks," 16. 
8 Peden, "Postscript Questions," 29. 

39 Wheeler, "Moments of Reality," 4. 
40 Winfield Townley Scott, "A Parcel of Coates Stories," New York Herald Tribune Weekly Review, 
January 20 1957,4. 



The Final Years 425 

story is a memorable reflection on the processes that led to the disappearance of the 
traditional countryside. The best story in the collection is "Return" (1956), in which 
a man's whimsical venture atop a New York water tower is interpreted as a suicide 
attempt. 

"Return" once again deals with the power of fixed expectations and man's 
need to categorize human behavior in order to understand it. The man (Carter 
Johnson) who climbed atop the water tower had no intention of committing suicide, 
but no one proves able to interpret his act of self-assertion in any other way than that. 
In true Coates fashion, the essentially grim story is simultaneously highly 
entertaining in its treatment of the man's tragi-comical aberrations from normalcy. 
For instance, when two men come looking for Carter on the roof from the building 
below, the following scene ensues, which is here reproduced in full to give it full 
justice: 

They came out cautiously, looking this way and that before they advanced, and 
Carter knew somehow, immediately, that they were looking for him. Even so, it was a 
while before they found him; and Carter, sitting there silently watching them (he 
hadn't quite reached the peak of the water tower, but he was near it: he was perched, 
his knees hunched under him, on the very last rungs of the ladder that lay along the 
roof of it), felt that mixture of slyness, amusement, and vague triumph that a boy 
perched high up in a tree and half hidden by its branches might feel looking down on 
the world below. In the end, it was he who gave them the clue. 

For he just couldn't help it. "Excelsior!" he called down, deliberately making 
his voice sound high and ringing, and as the idea took hold of him he jumped to his 
feet and held his arms out stiffly before him, like a man carrying a banner. 
"Excelsior!" It was a nice-sounding word, and he repeated it, though already the two 
heads had swiveled up toward him—two melons fitted with features. They stared as 
Carter posed valiantly before them, and the smaller one was so startled that he even 
let out a little yelp. Bowing graciously, Carter sat down.41 

At its climax, however, "Return" is powerfully suggestive of the emptiness that faces 
the protagonist as he is finally persuaded to come down to the ground. 

As was true for The Hour After Westerly, the stories in The Man Just Ahead 
of You include essential material to round out an understanding of Coates's creative 
mind and literary skills. When taken as a whole, however, Coates's third collection 
is of a lower quality than the more remarkable second volume. Several of the lesser 
stories, although always well-written, will strike many contemporary readers as 
either too slight, too slow or too artificially contrived to command lasting interest. 
Unfortunately, the less successful stories mar the excellence of at least six 
memorable examples of the Coates story which the collection also contains. In his 
best stories, Coates achieves his effects through his by now familiar narrative and 
stylistic skills. The major key of success, next to implication, is unresolved paradox. 
Coates is at his most effective when he combines speculation with precision of 
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detail, psychological depth with flippancy, moral acuity with humor, the strange 
with the plebeian, and upholds his high stylistic control with an appearance of ease. 

The Man Just Ahead of You, as we saw, was published by William Sloane, 
Coates's third New York publisher. Indeed, Harcourt-Brace's decline resulted in a 
definite breach between Coates and this publishing company. Although Coates felt 
sorry about the change-over, he was also considerably relieved, and told Ivan von 
Auw: "I've gone through so many editors while at HB (beginning away with John 
Woodbum, who was the only one who really liked my stuff) that I've never lately 
felt any real contact with people there—and of course I do feel I've been 
downgraded in the last few years consistently."42 Indeed, another grudge that the 
writer bore his previous publisher was that their attitude towards his work, in 
addition to his own non-commercial frame of mind, had been deleterious to the sales 
of his work. Thus, he wrote von Auw: "I can't help feeling that Harcourt-Brace was 
to blame too. The more I see of it, there's an intricate relationship between 
bookseller, publisher and writer, and a lot of it hinges on the publisher's attitude: for 
quite a while now, I've had the feeling that I didn't quite fit into H-B's scheme of 
things."43 

Coates's new interest in the status of his literary reputation and the 
mechanics that might underlie it may have caused a sense of regret at not having 
kept records of his personal correspondences. After Jay Martin, the biographer of 
Nathanael West, showed him some of the Coates letters that West had saved, he 
wrote: "I never saved any letters, myself, being too Dada for that, or supercilious 
or something ... But I wish now I had."44 His change in attitude towards his career 
also made him sensitive to publications of types of material that he had produced 
as well. Thus, he was disturbed to learn that New Yorker writer Philip 
Hamburger's "Our Man Stanley" sketches from "Talk of the Town" had been 
published and asked Von Auw to clarify how that publication "relates to the 
problem of me and my stories and publishing generally."45 The writer also became 
more aware of the important role critical reception might play. In 1966, for the 
first time in his career, Coates sent a letter of protest to The New York Times Book 
Review about a review of his second travel-book, South of Rome, which the author 
considered "deliberately snide and distorted" as well as "mean-spirited."46 Coates 
wondered if he should not have debated with the critics much earlier, and told the 
writer Edward Dahlberg that he had "always clung, maybe too long, to the Sir 
Philip Sidney-ish, above-the-battle attitude."47 Coates, in other words, had acted as 
many readers and students of literature are wont to do (in the words of Gary 
Nelson, "We tend to ignore evidence that promotion by oneself or others plays a 
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role in building careers"48) and concluded, at 69, that this habitual aloofness to 
criticism, his nonchalance towards the world of publishing, had not been the right 
way to further his career, and wrote: "I do think it's time we began to fight 
back."49 

In addition to misrepresenting his work, critics such as the one writing for 
The New York Times clearly violated Coates's own view of the critic as an honest 
but essentially "humble" evaluator. In a letter to Kenneth Burke of 1966, Coates 
gave his view on the critic's role, which he himself continued to perform in his (by 
now often biweekly) art reviews for The New Yorker. A critic's role, he wrote, 
"should be based on humility toward the artist, as justified by the fact that the 
artist usually turns out to be right in the end, but also by the ever-present fact that 
the artists can get along without the critic, but if it comes to vice-versa ... n o -
no!"50 Burke replied at length in a manner that sheds interesting light on his own 
criticism, and shows the critic-philosopher at his indignant best: 

I most decidedly do not share your attitude towards criticism. It's naive to 
think that criticism derives from another form of expression. Mankind is as 
spontaneously critical as he is expressive (or "imaginative" or "creative" or 
whatever you would call it). Both these motivations start from scratch. Though I do 
agree wholly with your notion that the critic should begin with respect for the work 
(i.e. he should treat it as the "intuition" which he will work from, and he should 
allow it to be what it is), I by no means think that such a liberal attitude towards the 
work of art implies the secondary role of criticism which you insult yourself by 
accepting. 

People pop up with things. And among their ways of popping up are beefs 
about this and that and the other. And, above all, they BUILD—and critics, being 
people, also BUILD. 

If you wanna sell out your job as a critic, that's your decision. I don't see it 
that way. ... Ideally, it seems to me, ... the poet and the critic are but obverse and 
reverse of each other.51 

Burke ended by announcing he would send one of his books, with the following 
inscription: "To Bob Coates, who forgets that an infant's first shriek is the 
beginning of both 'poetry' and 'criticism.'"52 

Other irritations had crept in: in the same letter, Coates complained of the 
critics' use of "professional jargon," and the learned character of much critical 
writing. He told Burke: "You too use a lot of to me unnecessary italics and quotes" 
which gave some of his writing "a faintly academic, even prissy, quality."53 On 
that score, too, Burke strongly disagreed and was led to somewhat sarcastically 

Cary Nelson, Repression and Recovery: Modern American Poetry and the Politics of Cultural 
Memory, 1910-1945 (Madison, Wisconsin: The University of Wisconsin Press, 1987), 35. 
49 RMC to Edward Dahlberg, June 12, 1966 (EDC). 
50 RMC to Kenneth Burke, August 30, 1966 (K.BP). 
51 

52 

Kenneth Burke to RMC, September 26, 1966 (KBP). 
Ibid. 

53 RMC to Kenneth Burke, August 30, 1966 (KBP). 
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rejoin that "(((My next book, I hope, will make a big splash by going into the 
parenthesis racket in a big way))) "54 Eager to pacify his friend ("You've got me 
all wrong, so please un-bnstle, and it's because of all this that I wnte hastily I 
don't want you to feel 'put upon' or mis-treated"), Coates made nuances and 
assured Burke that he did not think of him as "[a] 'critic' in the low sense in which 
I feel I function " He next defined his own role as that of "an evaluator, and (at 
best) explainer "55 To this he added "Mind you, I still feel I do a pretty good job 
in that function, by and large I may help to clarify minds, point out directions, 
simplify trends and all that jazz—do some good generally "56 After this exchange, 
for reasons unknown, the long-standing correspondence between Burke and 
Coates seems to have halted Burke certainly was in the habit of keeping the letters 
he received, but his papers at Penn State do not include a single interchange 
between Burke and Coates between 1966 and 1972 57 

A second cntic with whom Coates discussed his view of criticism as an 
essentially parasitical activity was Malcolm Cowley Although Coates and Cowley 
largely saw eye to eye about the critic's position, Coates objected to certain 
elements in Cowley's treatment of William Faulkner and Ernest Hemingway in his 
The Faulkner-Cowley File Letters and Memories, 1944-1962 (1966) Returning to 
the issue of "humility" in a three-page letter about Cowley's critical work, Coates 
pointed out that the term was not to be equated with "kindness," and should not 
prevent the critic from "speak[ing] out " Although Coates admired his friend's 
work, he had "a few gripes, all centering on the fact that you're too kind, both to 
Faulkner and to Hemingway " Coates then gave the following lengthy explanation 
of his views on the role of the critic 

I think the critic should speak out at all costs, as honestly as he can, but he 
should do it with an inner reservation that he may end up being wrong and the artist 
right I don't mean that he should leave himself a tactical "out" either What I guess 
I mean, not to go on too long, is that he should respect the artist and his intentions— 
never get suspicious or suspect a plot, for instance God, how I hate these people 
still around us, who keep on suspecting that the artists of each new school (I use 
painters because it's so much the liveliest)—Impressionists, Cubists and lately 
Abstract-Expressionists, are all taking their turns starving through their best years in 
order to pull offa hoax on the public 

What he shouldn't do, though, is be "kind," which is another form of 
condescension, in its way 58 

54 Kenneth Burke to RMC, September 26, 1966 (K.BP) 
55 RMC to Kenneth Burke, October 3, 1966 (KBP) 
56 Ibid 
57 In the 1972 letter to Burke, Coates informed his friend of work that he started around 1968, 
suggesting that a long penod of silence had intervened In a single 1969 letter to Libby Burke, 
Kenneth's wife, however, there are no signs of a breach in their friendship 
58 RMC to Malcolm Cowley, August 8, 1966 (MCC) Coates's description of the critic's stance 
towards his subject—a stance of honesty and respect—closely parallels the crucial elements in 
Cowley's conception of the critic's role as he formulated it in his/i Many-Windowed House in 1970 
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In his kindness, Coates felt, Cowley had done both men "a disservice." In 
the case of Faulkner, Coates resented Cowley's treatment of Pylon and Sanctuary, 
novels that "both, I think, stank," and blamed Cowley for having glossed over 
these failures, and for excusing them on the grounds that "After all, and what the 
hell ... he was trying to exist and write too, and was having hard going, and if he 
tried his hand at a couple of pot-boilers, who can blame him?" In the 1930s, 
Coates had already formulated a definition of the artist ("He must write only if he 
has something to say and knows it is important"), and may have resented 
Faulkner's getting away with batting off novels unscathed. 

With Hemingway, the problem was rather more personal than literary: 

[SJomewhere in the book you say that Ernest was generous, kind, thoughtful, 
considerate, helpful, understanding to everyone; and on just about every count 1 
would question you. Using—this would be—for my main ammunition your own 
story of being put out into the sea to swim, while Ernest stayed aboard the cruiser, 
top-deck, with a rifle across his knees, to pick off any sharks that came by, before 
they got you.59 

Coates's opinion of Hemingway's artistic and personal development had 
deteriorated over the years, especially after the publication of A Moveable Feast in 
1964. Needless to say, Coates's own appreciation of and gratitude towards both 
Gertrude Stein and Ford Madox Ford made Hemingway's disavowal of both 
writers in his memoirs hard to swallow, as he reported to his fellow ex-expatriate 
Edward Dahlberg: 

I've just read 'Moveable Feast,' and, well, you know. It's a sad book, really, and I 
still say, poor old Ford! Gertrude and Alice didn't deserve such treatment either. 
But in a way they could over-ride it, or Gertrude could. But Ford, so generous, so 
kind, so helpful to everyone, so unsuccessful, so unrecognized too! I don't know 
what got into Ernest. ... all I can think of is the more successful he became the 
more his uncertainties gripped him.60 

Coates's stronger interest in career-building, publishing, critical reception, and the 
role and function of critics as outlined above, did not embitter him. Nor did it 
cause him to compromise his artistic integrity. Indeed, in 1964, when Wisteria 
Cottage was in the process of being republished by the Popular Library, Coates 
objected to the company's use of a statement by Henry Joseph Jackson, reviewer 
for the San Francisco Chronicle and the author of several crime novels, which 
according to Coates testified only to the company's "desire to tie me in with a 

See Malcolm Cowley, A Many-Windowed House: Collected Essays on American Writers and 
American Writing (Carbondale and Edwardsville: Southern Illinois University Press, 1970), 244-52. 
59 RMC to Malcolm Cowley, August 8, 1966 (MCC). 
60 RMC to Edward Dahlberg, November 27, 1965 (EDC). 
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couple of best-sellers."61 Jackson compared Wisteria Cottage to Mary Jane Ward's 
The Snake Pit (1944) and Charles Jackson's The Lost Weekend ( 1946), both case 
studies of psychiatric patients which were widely read during the 1940s. Coates, 
who did greatly admire both works referred to, registered objections to his agent, 
telling him that "I suppose no writer enjoys being called 'a second so-and-so,' or 
'another such-and-such,' etcetera."62—a principle that Coates himself, it may be 
recalled, had been at great pains to avoid when he reviewed books for The New 
Yorker in the early 1930s. When his agent asked Coates to reconsider, the author 
protested more strongly against Jackson's simplification, writing: 

I must say that most of the opinions by Jackson that I've read in quotation, 
including the one about me, have been pointless, unperceptive and, well, vulgar. So 
I don't see how I have to go along with a quote that to me is meaningless. I just 
don't like the cheap, easy way of reaching down into the coat pocket and coming up 
with a name which will simplify everything. And, the hell with Mr. Jackson, I don't 
see why I should encourage it.63 

As further testimony of Coates's artistic integrity, it is notable that the author's 
final ventures into the field of fiction involved a "return to [his] stylistic 
expressionist high-jinks of several decades ago—which," the author added, "is 
fun, but may not be profitable."64 Indeed, Coates could not easily convert to a 
more public-oriented attitude. In 1968, for instance, he exclaimed to Malcolm 
Cowley, "why the hell do we worry so much about getting books done, anyway? I 
have never made anything to amount to anything that way, have you? Yet we still 
keep trying."65 The writer's frame of mind, as outlined in this section, may 
partially account for the unavailability of his work today. 

The End of a Life 
During the final years of his life, Coates was in and out of hospital for various 
operations and check-ups. He came close to death in December 1969, when he 
developed a double pneumonia following one of the operations. A tracheotomy 
was performed to enable him to breathe. The doctors and Coates's wife greatly 
feared for his life, and Coates made the appearance, as Astrid Peters reported to 
Cowley, as though "he doesn't much want to live."66 Coates himself had been 
completely oblivious to the danger he had been in. As he reported to his friend 
E.B. White: "It was Boo, of course, who had the toughest time of it. I was feeling 
wonderful most of the time, of course—doped up, I suppose, when I was 
dreaming, while she was slogging back and forth in the snow and the wild 

61 Ibid. 
62 RMC to Ivan von Auw, September 19, 1964 (HOA). 
63 RMC to Ivan Von Auw, October 3, 1964 (HOA). 
64 RMC to Edward Dahlberg, August 8, 1966 (EDC). 
65 RMC to Malcolm Cowley, April 4, 1968 (MCC). 
66 Malcolm Cowley to Kenneth Burke, December 14, 1969 (MCC). 
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weather."67 Indeed, it was not until several weeks after his discharge from hospital 
that he was told about his situation. As he told E.B. White: "it's as if people feared 
that if I was told too soon how badly off I was I might collapse retroactively."68 

This Coates had no intention of doing, but in a report on his health he did express 
worry and regret at being unable to do more than "stand and look at" the outside 
world without participating in it: 

I am doing O.K., I guess, or I am according to the charts, the diagrams and the 
general prognostications, all my visitors exclaim on how amazingly well I'm 
looking. My recovery, though, is marked by the usual ambivalences Chief of 
course, is the better I feel, the worse I get Not that I'm fretful or impatient, 
particularly; the fact is, I feel fairly bland about everything, on the whole It's just 
that—well, when they sprung me from good old Columbia Memorial [in January], I 
came bouncing out in a general state of euphona, in which everything seemed 
possible, and right away, too, and since then there's been a reaction, when nothing 
seemed necessary, and now I suppose it's time I got stirring again, if I'm going to 
get anything done69 

Steadily, however, Coates's health deteriorated. In addition, like so many 
members of his generation,70 he drank more than he should. According to Malcolm 
Cowley, Coates was caught in a vicious circle: "Bob's real affliction is that he's 
unable to finish any piece of work. Because of that he drinks and drinks, and 
because of the drinking each piece of work gets harder to finish and he drinks 
more."71 Although Cowley exaggerated his friend's "affliction," it was certainly 
true that Coates had difficulty finishing those texts that he cared most about. Once, 
while pondering François Villon's Testaments, the author (using the alternating 
voices that characterized his second novel) wrote: 

So should every poem, every picture be regarded—as a last will and 
testament, bequeathing to all who will have them the possessions of the artist's 
mind Every artistic utterance, rightly considered, is a voice from the tomb 

"That explains, too, why, why one so unreasomngly dreads the finishing of a 
piece of work, fussing endlessly over minor details of the picture, postponing the 
moment when it shall, finally, be completed. It means dying again "72 

Whether due to writerly frustrations or not, Coates's use of alcohol was a 
burden, especially, as Muriel Cowley felt, for his wife Astrid. As Muriel wrote 
after Coates's death: "If the bottle was a consolation [to Bob], I'm glad he had it, 

67 RMC to Ε Β White, February 1, 1970 (EBWC) 
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tho' it was hell on him and on poor Boo who tried so hard to cope; to write; to 
make a gracious life and a lovely home for Bob."73 During the last months of his 
life, Coates lost more and more weight. Friends and doctors believed that the 
writer's loss of weight was due to excessive drinking, but a few weeks before his 
death he was diagnosed with cancer of the esophagus. As Muriel Cowley 
exclaimed: "And all of us[,] including medicoes[,] thinking his malnutrition was 
due to bottling."74 A final operation to save his life was unsuccessful and Coates 
died in New York on February 8, 1973. After his cremation, the writer's ashes, in 
what was certainly an apt and moving gesture, were scattered in the brook that ran 
across the Coateses' property in Old Chatham, New York. 

Munel Cowley to Matty and Hannah [Josephson], February 15, 1973 (Matthew Josephson 
Correspondence, The Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Yale University, New Haven, 
Connecticut) 



Epilogue 

Obituaries of Robert M Coates, accompanied by a photograph of the author, 
appeared in the New York newspapers soon after his death, briefly outlining his 
life and career and mentioning his varied achievements as a feature-writer, 
journalist, book critic, art reviewer, novelist and short story writer Many singled 
out the writer's association with Gertrude Stein, Ernest Hemingway, Malcolm 
Cowley, and the staff members of the early New Yorker, Harold Ross, James 
Thurber, Ε Β White and Katharine White Special note was taken of his first 
work, The Eater of Darkness, as having constituted the "first Dada novel in 
English," and mention was made of his coinage of the phrase "abstract 
expressionism" in The New Yorker's "Art Galleries " Upon his death, Brendan Gill 
wrote the obituary of Coates for The New Yorker, dwelling, in his conclusion, on 
the writer's amiable nature and the undeserved smallness of his reputation 

Coates never achieved the wide recognition that his talents deserved, and this 
appeared to cause him not the slightest twinge of envy of others or bitterness 
towards fate He was a man almost notorious for the sweetness and gentleness of 
his manner, he stammered when he spoke, but the stammer was convivial and made 
his listeners await with all the greater interest whatever delightful thing he had to 
say With age, his curly mane turned tawny, and came to look more and more 
lionhke as he paced tirelessly, mile upon mile, even into his seventies, the streets of 
the city and the backroads of upstate New York Truth to tell, he was the least fierce 
lion that has ever lived ' 

At the National Institute of Arts and Letters, fellow writer and editor at 
The New Yorker William Maxwell wrote the tribute for Robert Coates He, too, 
noted a paradox "Apart from his wonderfully natural, lucid, informal, and 
seemingly effortless prose style, what stands out most about his work is the 
paradox that a nature so gentle should have been drawn over and over again to the 
condition of violence Perhaps the answer is simply the attraction of opposites 
Perhaps it is not that easily explained "2 Maxwell also spoke of the writer's soft-
spoken yet stubborn integrity, which he, like Gill, implicitly brought into 
connection with the writer's limited reputation 

What I do know [about Coates] is that in the matter of editorial suggestions— 
changes in punctuation and syntax mostly—he was, in his soft-spoken way, the 
most unyielding writer I have ever had anything to do with I don't know whether to 
attribute this to simple obstinacy or fear—the fear that if he surrendered one 
sixteenth of an inch he would find himself, out of pure amiability, surrendering a 
mile In any event it was his story and he had every right to have it published the 

1 [Brendan Gill,] "Robert M Coates," The New Yorker 49 (February 28, 1973) 132 
2 William Maxwell, Testimonial for Robert M Coates [1973] (American Academy and Institute of 
Arts and Letters, New York City) 
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way he wanted it. He was a much better writer than is generally acknowledged. He 
had no talent for self-publicizing and counted on true merit's receiving a proper 
recognition. He was an adorable man.3 

Clearly, Coates had been much loved and appreciated by those who knew him 
well. True understanding of his literary merits and significance, however, was not 
granted him. It was Malcolm Cowley who made the first move in that direction 
when he, at the instigation of Astrid Peters, arranged for republication of 
Yesterday's Burdens in the "Lost American Fiction Series" of Southern Illinois 
University Press, under the editorship of Matthew J. Bruccoli. Cowley wrote a 
4,000 word afterword, dwelling on the inscrutability of Coates's personality, his 
writing and his career (which he later included as a separate chapter in -And I 
Worked at the Writer's Trade)4 and (p)reviewed the reissue at length for The New 
Republic.5 In 1983, the novel was incorporated in Linda and William Katz's 
Writer's Choice: A Library of Rediscoveries, a long "list of books which writers 
think have been overlooked or neglected," accompanied by brief critical 
commentaries.6 In 1985, the Arbor House Library of Contemporary Americana, 
devoted to re-issuing out-of-print works of fiction that were "highly praised and 
warmly received at the time of publication,"7 republished Wisteria Cottage (with 
an introduction by Brendan Gill), but Coates's literary career continued to be 
shrouded in invisibility. 

The question of Coates's almost complete disappearance from literary 
history is a complex one, as well as a startling one in the face of Coates's many 
achievements and wide range of literary connections. As was indicated in the 
introduction to this thesis, several factors may be offered in explanation: the 
writer's idiosyncratic and complex negotiations with the aesthetics of modernism 
that shaped his most important works; the sheer difficulty of his literary 
experiments; the diversity of his literary oeuvre and the writer's changes of literary 
direction; the long lapses of time between his major novels; the writer's own lack 
of interest in self-promotion; his unwillingness to compromise his artistic 
integrity; and his nonchalance to the world of publishing or the literary market 
place. It is a long list of possible factors, and taken together, the items on this list 
certainly do not amount to a recipe for success. With few people aware of his 
presence, Coates rapidly faded into the past. In addition, following Coates's death, 
any revival of interest in the work of a "dead white male" was perhaps doomed to 

3 Ibid. 
4 Malcolm Cowley, —And I Worked at the Writer's Trade Chapters of Literary History, 1918-1978 
(New York: Viking Press, 1978), 82-87. 
5 Malcolm Cowley, "Reconsideration," The New Republic 171 (November 10, 1974): 40-42. 
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7 Publisher's note in RMC, Wisteria Cottage (New York: Arbor House, 1985 [1948]), i. 
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fail in the face of the many revisionary projects along the lines of race, class and 
gender that dominated the study of the American literature. Finally, with almost all 
of Coates's work out of print, and with little information about his life and literary 
career available, those interested in Coates's writing must often have felt 
discouraged. 

In creating a critical reputation for Coates—a project hopefully facilitated 
by this critical biography—one would be well-advised to begin by an initial 
narrowing down of his oeuvre to Coates's first three and most important 
contributions to American letters, The Eater of Darkness, Yesterday's Burdens and 
The Bitter Season. These novels, in which the most interesting aspects of Coates's 
literary identity are fleshed out most fully, should next be complemented by a 
fairly wide selection of both his short stories and his journalism to provide a fuller 
view of the writer's scope and aesthetics. Such selections, though artificial, will 
allow the critic to trace his stylistic development—his conversations with 
modernism and flirtations with postmodernism in his struggles to recreate 
America's contemporaneous social and cultural climate; his indebtedness to the 
historical avant-garde for the formation of a distinctly American avant-gardist 
prose; the development in technique to sketch the individual's place within and in 
interaction with his environment—through several decades. It will also reveal the 
variations and progression of several overarching and recurring themes, especially 
the city, loneliness, interpersonal responsibility, sensitivity, violence, human 
contact, identity, gender, alternative realities, choice, chance and fate. 

To republish these three American novels, together with an anthology of 
Coates's short fictional and nonfictional work, should be an exciting and 
rewarding event. It would make available unusual yet serious and important 
literary texts pertinent to the study of a variety of topics such as: the lost 
generation and their advancement of literary modemism(s) in America; the 
possibilities for the American experimental writer; the dynamics of canon 
formation; the relation between the historical avant-garde and modernism; the 
interface between American mass culture, popular culture, and literature; the 
development of American modernism into postmodernism; the boundaries of 
literary genres and periods; confessional literature; fact-fiction writing; the history 
of the American short story and the New Yorker short story in particular; American 
(literary) responses to the Second World War; representations of the American 
city; representations of women; and the definition of gender. For the last three 
topics, Wisteria Cottage and The Farther Shore should prove of particular 
additional value. To restore Coates's works to view, finally, would be a fitting 
tribute to the author's spirit of exploration and search as contained in his works. 
Coates, after all, always had a special fascination for hunting down little-known 
venues, in the hope of discovering unexpected, hidden aspects and dimensions of 
human life and knowledge; the unfamiliar in the familiar, the newly meaningful in 
the known; the real in the imagined and the imagined in the real. A republication 
of his best work should disclose just that to literary historians, critics, cultural 
scholars and readers alike. 
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Samenvatting 

De Amerikaanse schrijver Robert Myron Coates (1897-1973) produceerde vijf 
romans, een historisch werk, twee reisboeken, een boek met memoires, een 
honderdtal korte verhalen, en vele journalistieke artikelen. De meeste van zijn 
korte verhalen en artikelen verschenen in het tijdschrift The New Yorker, waaraan 
hij vanaf 1927 verbonden was. Van 1937 tot 1967 was hij tevens kunstrecensent 
voor dit New Yorkse weekblad. Hoewel zijn literaire werken voornamelijk 
positief werden gerecenseerd, lieten academische critici, literatuurwetenschappers 
en historici zijn werk veelal links liggen en raakten Coates en zijn oeuvre in de 
vergetelheid. Dit proefschrift beoogt opnieuw de aandacht te vestigen op deze 
oorspronkelijke en idiosyncratische schrijver. 

In de Amerikaanse literaire geschiedschrijving heeft de herontdekking en 
herwaardering van literaire figuren de afgelopen decennia een hoge vlucht 
genomen. Met name sinds de jaren 80—de tijd van de zogenaamde "culture wars," 
de vaak heftige botsingen tussen conservatieve en meer progressieve academici op 
het gebied van politiek, religie, ethiek, cultuur en onderwijs—is de traditionele 
Amerikaanse literaire canon aan een grootscheepse revisie onderhevig geweest en 
zijn veel nieuwe en vergeten schrijvers in de canon opgenomen. Het betrof hier 
echter vooral schrijvers die om ideologische of politieke redenen eerder aan het 
zicht waren onttrokken, zoals auteurs die behoorden tot de etnische minderheden, 
vrouwen, homoseksuelen en schrijvers afkomstig uit de lagere klassen. Een 
vergeten schrijver als Robert Coates, een blanke heteroseksuele man uit de 
middenklasse, kon in de decennia na zijn dood op weinig academische aandacht 
rekenen. 

De vraag waarom Coates tijdens zijn leven geen blijvende reputatie 
opbouwde is een van de vragen die dit proefschrift behandelt. Verschillende 
verklaringen dienen zich aan. Om te beginnen kenmerkt veel van Coates' werk 
zich door een geheel eigen stilistische vernieuwingsdrang. Tot en met zijn derde 
boek, uit 1946, stond bij Coates het modernistische credo "make it new" hoog in 
het vaandel en hield hij zich bezig met vaak radicale literaire experimenten. Voor 
de bestudering van de evolutie van literatuur gedurende verschillende literaire 
periodes is Coates' werk dan ook zeer interessant. Zijn experimenteerdrift 
resulteerde in literaire werken die duidelijk postmodernistische kenmerken 
hebben—met name door de nadruk die gelegd wordt op de onkenbaarheid van 
zowel mens als tekst; het ontbreken van een duidelijk plan of ontwerp; de rol die 
het toeval speelt in het menselijk bestaan; het gebruik van mctafictionaliteit en de 
technieken van her-lezen en her-schrijven. Keer op keer vestigt de schrijver de 
aandacht op zijn schrijfproces en benadrukt hij het constructiekarakter van zijn 
werk. Zo problematiseert hij de scheidslijn tussen realiteit en kunst, waarheid en 
fictie, en verwijst hij tevens naar de onmogelijkheid om blijvend grip te krijgen op 
deze domeinen. Een ander kenmerk van Coates' werk dat vooruitwijst naar de 
ontwikkelingen van de jaren 50 en 60 is het bekentenisaspect: de openheid 
waarmee Coates' vertellers allerlei persoonlijke gevoelens bespreken, met name 
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eenzaamheid, falen, schuldgevoel, en seksuele intimiteit is van een intensiteit die 
doet denken aan de poëzie van Robert Lowell, Anne Sexton en Sylvia Plath. 

Een tweede factor van belang die het uitblijven van een literaire reputatie 
mede kan verklaren is de verscheidenheid van Coates' literaire oeuvre. Coates 
verkende verschillende genres en stijlen en is daardoor als schrijver niet of 
nauwelijks te classificeren. Zijn individuele romans hebben daarnaast zo'n sterke 
eigenheid dat het moeilijk is om een daarvan als representatief of karakteristiek 
aan te wijzen. 

Twee andere overwegingen die zeker een rol speelden in Coates' literaire 
loopbaan waren ten eerste zijn onwil om zich te richten op een groot lezerpubliek 
en ten tweede zijn nonchalante houding ten aanzien van de literaire wereld. 
Illustratief voor deze houding is het feit dat hij zijn correspondentie met uitgevers 
en redacteurs, alsook met bevriende schrijvers als Gertrude Stein, Ernest 
Hemingway, Malcolm Cowley, Matthew Josephson, James Thurber, Kenneth 
Burke en Nathanael West eenvoudigweg niet bewaarde. 

Dit proefschrift beschrijft, bespreekt en evalueert het leven en werk van 
Robert Coates in zes delen. Deel één (1897-1921) beschrijft Coates' rusteloze 
jeugd en de jaren die hij als adolescent doorbracht aan de universiteit van Yale, en 
geeft een beeld van de overgang van de Amerikaanse Victoriaanse cultuur naar de 
moderne tijd. Naast allerlei culturele ontwikkelingen speelt ook het uitbreken van 
de Eerste Wereldoorlog en de daarop volgende ontluistering een rol van betekenis 
in Coates' literaire vorming. Aan de hand van een serie korte verhalen en essays 
die Coates schreef voor de Yale Literary Magazine en een aantal gedichten dat hij 
in de jaren na zijn afstuderen schreef, wordt een schets gegeven van de 
ontwikkelingen in Coates' vroege literaire opvattingen. 

Deel twee (1921-1926) behandelt Coates' vertrek naar Parijs, waar hij, 
samen met zovelen van zijn generatie, in aanraking kwam met de diverse 
verschijningsvormen van het Europese modemisme en de historische avant-garde, 
met name de iconoclastische Dada-beweging. Het beschrijft Coates' publicaties 
voor een aantal "little magazines" en belicht het vaak vergeten transatlantische 
tijdschrift Gargoyle. Deel twee wordt afgesloten met een analyse van Coates' 
eerste roman, The Eater of Darkness, die in 1926 op voorspraak van Gertrude 
Stein gepubliceerd werd door Robert McAlmons inmiddels legendarische 
uitgeverij Contact. Coates' Europese publicaties geven duidelijk blijk van de 
invloeden van het expressionisme, dadaïsme, surrealisme en de esthetiek van het 
machinetijdperk. Coates, zo wordt duidelijk, kan met recht gerekend worden tot de 
zogenaamde "skyscraper primitives," een belangwekkende groep Amerikaanse 
dichters, schrijvers en kunstenaars, waaronder William Carlos Williams, E.E. 
Cummings, Hart Crane en Man Ray, die op avant-gardistische wijze vorm en 
uitdrukking gaven aan Amerika's culturele en literaire identiteit. 
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Deel drie (1926-1933) beschrijft een aantal belangrijke gebeurtenissen in 
Coates' loopbaan. Nadat hij teruggekomen is uit Europa neemt hij in 1927 een 
baan aan bij het pas opgerichte tijdschrift The New Yorker. Naast een bespreking 
van zijn journalistieke en kritische bijdragen, brengt deel drie Coates' positie bij 
The New Yorker voor de eerste keer in kaart en beschrijft het zijn relaties met 
James Thurber, E.B. White, Harold Ross en anderen. Anders dan zijn associatie 
met het behoudende The New Yorker zou doen vermoeden, consolideert Coates in 
New York zijn identiteit als een radicaal experimenteel schrijver. In 1929 
publiceert uitgeverij Macaulay, een weinig bekende maar interessante uitgeverij, 
The Eater of Darkness, dat door Ford Madox Ford en Malcolm Cowley wordt 
gepromoot als de eerste Engelstalige Dada-roman. In 1930 zet de schrijver zijn 
reputatie als Amerikaanse Dadaïst nog kracht bij door in The New Yorker een 
experimenteel driedelig verhaal te publiceren met de titel "The Dada City." 
Tijdens de daaropvolgende politiek bewogen jaren 30 beweegt Coates zich zoals 
zoveel andere Amerikaanse schrijvers naar de linkerkant van het politieke 
spectrum en krijgt hij belangstelling voor de Amerikaanse Communistische Partij 
en de opkomende proletarische literatuur. Omdat Coates echter van mening blijft 
dat kunst en politiek weinig met elkaar van doen hebben, komen zijn linkse 
politieke ideeën niet expliciet tot uitdrukking in zijn werk en blijft hij bovenal 
geïnteresseerd in stilistische vernieuwing. In 1930 wint Coates zijn eerste en enige 
literaire prijs (de Literary Guild Selection) voor zijn historische werk over 
landpiraterij, The Outlaw Years: The History of the Land Pirates of the Natchez 
Trace—het enige boek van Coates dat nog steeds in druk is en dat de status heeft 
van een "klassieker." Met het verdiende geld bouwt Coates een huis in de heuvels 
van Connecticut. Daar schrijft hij zijn tweede roman, een tragikomische, semi-
autobiografische verhandeling over de effecten van de verstedelijking en de 
moderniteit op het schrijverschap. In het laatste hoofdstuk van deel drie wordt de 
roman geanalyseerd tegen de culturele achtergrond van de jaren 30 en Coates' 
persoonlijke situatie. Met name Coates' vriendschap met de schrijver en cartoonist 
James Thurber, tevens werkzaam bij The New Yorker, speelt hier een rol van 
betekenis. 

Aan de hand van twee ongepubliceerde werken beschrijft deel vier (1933-
1946) Coates' worstelingen met zijn schrijverschap. Er komt geen nieuwe roman 
uit zijn handen en hij begint met het schrijven van korte verhalen. Omdat hij er 
niet in slaagt genoeg geld te verdienen met zijn pennevruchten, breidt hij zijn 
activiteiten voor The New Yorker uit door in 1937 een vaste baan aan te nemen als 
kunstcriticus. Coates had altijd al een grote interesse voor beeldende kunst, en hij 
houdt zijn positie aan tot 1967. De bespreking van Coates' kunstkritiek is beperkt 
tot de jaren 1937-1946, de jaren waarin het Abstract Expressionisme zijn intrede 
deed, een beweging die Coates in 1946 voor het eerst die naam gaf. Vanaf de 
tweede helft van de jaren 30 publiceert The New Yorker een groot aantal van zijn 
vaak grimmige en sterk realististische vertellingen. Zijn eerste bundel, All the Year 
Round, verschijnt in 1943 en bezorgt Coates de reputatie van een New Yorker-
schrijver—een identiteit die niet uitsluitend als positief werd beschouwd. Tegen de 
achtergrond van de Tweede Wereldoorlog en zijn echtscheiding produceert Coates 
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een derde roman, The Bitter Season. In de bespreking en kritische evaluatie komt 
deze roman naar voren als een sensitieve bekentenisroman die feit en fictie 
verweeft tot een uitzonderlijk verslag van Amerika's reacties (psychologisch, 
moreel en emotioneel) op de Tweede Wereldoorlog. De verteller is opvallend 
openhartig over zijn ervaringen. Ook over zijn echtscheiding deelt hij mogelijk 
meer met de lezer dan wenselijk is; hij reflecteert langdurig en openlijk op zijn 
ervaringen met en perceptie van vrouwen en bespreekt het spanningsveld dat hij 
ervaart tussen de behoefte zijn vrouw te zien als "eigendom" en een voor hem 
tegengesteld verlangen naar intimiteit. Uit de parallel die Coates trekt tussen de 
nieuwe relatie die de verteller aangaat met een Nederlandse vluchteling en de 
invasie van Normandie op D-Day (Coates ziet beide als een overwinning van 
daadkracht op passief slachtofferschap), put de schrijver hoop voor de toekomst. 
Net als de vorige twee romans kenmerkt The Bitter Season zich door een veelheid 
aan formele en stilistische vernieuwingen. 

Na The Bitter Season slaat Coates een andere weg in. Deel vijf (1946-
1955) brengt deze nieuwe fase in zijn loopbaan in beeld en beschrijft hoe de 
schrijver zich afwendt van zijn vroegere literaire experimenten. Coates schrijft 
twee romans, het bloedstollende Wisteria Cottage: A Novel of Criminal Impulse 
(1948) en het zwaarmoedige The Farther Shore (1955), die beide toegankelijk zijn 
voor een groot lezerspubliek. Wisteria Cottage wordt een commercieel succes en 
wordt verfilmd als The Edge of Fury (United Artists, 1954). Coates' invalshoek 
blijft psychologisch maar zijn werk is niet langer gericht op het documenteren van 
een brede culturele tijdgeest (de jaren 20 in The Eater of Darkness; de jaren 30 in 
Yesterday s Burdens; de jaren 40 in The Bitter Season). Zijn laatste twee romans 
zijn "case studies" waarin hij met behulp van psychologisch realisme de 
gemoedstoestand van vrouwenmoordenaars op intense en overtuigende wijze 
verbeeldt en documenteert. In de analyse van deze romans staat Coates' 
behandeling van de man-vrouw-relatie centraal en ligt de nadruk op het reductieve 
en stereotiepe vrouwbeeld dat in deze romans zowel uiteengezet als bekritiseerd 
wordt. De vrouwenmoorden, hoewel gepleegd door pathologische mannen, haken 
duidelijk aan bij een van de thema's van The Bitter Season, namelijk de schade die 
een verwrongen zelfbeeld (in alle gevallen mannelijk) en een verwrongen 
vrouwbeeld kunnen aanrichten. 

Deel zes (1955-1973) laat zien hoe Coates gedurende de jaren 50 een vrij 
sterke reputatie heeft (zo wordt hij in 1958 lid van het prestigieuze American 
Institute of Arts and Letters) maar steeds meer geplaagd wordt door twijfels over 
het succes van zijn literaire loopbaan. In de laatste twee decennia van zijn leven 
publiceert hij twee verhalenbundels en richt hij zich daarnaast op werk van 
autobiografische aard en reisliteratuur. In zijn memoires, The View from Here 
(1960), schetst de schrijver een veelal vrolijk beeld van zijn jeugd en adolescentie 
maar geeft hij betrekkelijk weinig prijs over zijn professionele carrière en literaire 
contacten. In de categorie reisliteratuur zet hij zijn ervaringen in en kennis over 
Italië in twee boeken uiteen: het geslaagde Beyond the Alps (1962) en het matige 
South of Rome ( 1965). Zijn twee verhalenbundels, The Hour After Westerly ( 1957) 
en The Man Just Ahead of You (1964), zijn in deze periode zijn belangrijkste 
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bijdragen aan de Amerikaanse literatuur. Vooral de eerste bundel bevat veel 
verrassende verhalen, waarin het verlangen te ontsnappen uit normatieve 
werkelijkheden centraal staat. De schrijver probeert ook zelf op allerlei manieren 
de grenzen van het korte verhaal te verleggen en creëert interessante combinaties 
van bijvoorbeeld diepgang en speelsheid; grimmigheid en humor; ironie en 
compassie; precisie en nonchalance; feit en fictie. Het realisme dat All the Year 
Round kenmerkte maakt vaak plaats voor een speculatief magisch-realisme. 
Coates' vertellingen, die allemaal eerst in The New Yorker verschenen, maken 
korte metten met het wijdverbreide idee dat korte verhalen uit The New Yorker 
formulair en eenduidig zijn. Aan het eind van zijn leven herontdekt Coates een 
aantal van zijn vroegere experimentele technieken en past deze toe in een laatste 
verhaal voor The New Yorker, "The Setting-In of Winter." 

De epiloog ten slotte keert kort terug naar de vraag waarom Coates' 
literaire reputatie geen blijvende vorm aannam en sluit af met een pleidooi voor 
herpublicatie van Coates' belangrijkste werken. 
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