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ABSTRACT

Charles Bukowski devoted his writing career to turningohis life into poetry and
prose. In poems and stories about his experiences ad theeworking poor in post war
America, and in those depicting his experiences astarvaf the American
underground, Bukowski represents himself as both a litaradysocial outsider.
Bukowski expresses an alternative literary aesthetough his fictional persona, Henry
Chinaski, who struggles to overcome his suffering in dduee finds absurd, and who
embarks on a quest for freedom in his youth to whicteh®ins committed all his life.

This thesis examines Charles Bukowski's autobiograpiatiah with a
specific emphasis on five novels and one collectioshoft stories. In the noveBpst
Office (1970), Factotum £975),Women(1978),Ham on Ry€1982) andHollywood
(1989), and in a number of short stories in the colladtiot Water Musiq1983),
Bukowski explores different periods of Chinaski’s life watldark humour, revealing
links between Chinaski's struggle with the absurd and thegects comprising
Bukowski's alternative aesthetic. The thesis focusesuch aspects of Bukowski's art
as the uncommercial nature of his publishing histos/stiong emphasis on literary
simplicity, the appearance of the grotesque and Bukowslgsssimn with non-
conformity, drinking and sex. These aspects illuminagedistinctive nature of
Bukowski's art and its purpose, which is the transformatiban ordinary life into
literature.

This thesis argues that Bukowski illuminates possitslitiet exist for
individuals to create an identity for themselves throaggthetic self-expression. The
thesis traces the development of Chinaski's non-canigopersonality frontHam on
Rye based on Bukowski's youth in Los Angeles during the Depregs Hollywood
Bukowski's ironic portrayal of Chinaski's brush with tmemmercial film industry.
Through meeting the many challenges he faced througholife isth defiance, honesty
and an irreverent sense of humour, Bukowski invites readadentify with his
alternative world view. The thesis argues this particaggect of his writing constitutes

his most valuable contribution to twentieth centuryefican fiction.



INTRODUCTION

In a letter to his publisher John Martin in Novemb@87, Charles
Bukowski writes,

when you come in from the factory with your hands amar yoody and
your mind ripped, hours and days stolen from you, you camntewery
aware of a false line, of a fake thought, of a litgei@n game. It hurt to
read the famous writers of my day, | felt that theyensoft and fake...that
they had never felt the flame.

(Letters Vol 31999: 95).

Bukowski often wrote in letters of his desire to reagtlsing which matched the raw
intensity of his life experiences, and he sought toesgthe absurdity of his troubled life
through his writing. Bukowski's poetry and prose communitatsimple, and
sometimes crass and cynical literary aestheticrd@aced beauty with a hardened
realism which not only provided a thematic and styli&icus in his writing, but
ultimately impacted on the direction his own life took.

Bukowski wrote about his own life in stories and poemthat both
himself and his readers might better comprehend theenafunis alternative views about
both mainstream American society and the creativiepsmn. Such views explain his
lifelong quest for freedom and awareness of absurdityeimiorld. Bukowski also
sought to communicate that he himself had ‘felt thadla having struggled for much of
his life to come to terms with everyday life in pa&r American society. He set about
portraying his experiences with a hardened, uncomprontismgin order to rage
against writing that was ‘soft and fake’. Bukowski decidedraearly age that his
various experiences growing up in the depression year&jngan factories, drinking in
bars and sleeping in rooming houses, would be suitablecsntgeter for his poetry and
prose. These experiences, once turned into fictionjdygegate the soft fakery of the
literary canon as Bukowski perceived it, and the collectuibmissiveness of mainstream
American society in accepting cultural mediocrity. Bukknv®ped his writing would
animate his readers to identify with his alternatiesv of the world.

This thesis will explore various aspects of Bukowski'giag that comprise
a distinctive literary aesthetic in five of his giMblished novels and one collection of
short stories, each concerned with the artist crgatit from everyday life. Bukowski's

autobiographical fiction opened up literary possibilit@sttirning one’s ordinary life



into a literary form that could be both compelling antegtaining. A consistent theme
running through much of Bukowski's writing is the struggle mbadinary individual to
overcome his suffering in a world he finds absurd. Tdtene of this struggle is revealed
through a number of key, recurring characteristics explorgreater detail throughout
this thesis, for therein lies an explanation foruhesual nature of his particular
aesthetic. Bukowski's uncommercial publishing history,@mphasis on writing
autobiographical fiction, the development of a distireprersona in the writing, the
consistent expression of a view of the world as absheddeliberate avoidance of
literary complexity in the writing, the appearanceh® literary grotesque, the recurring
emphasis on drinking and sex, Bukowski's obsession withcoaformity, and the
demystification of the creative act comprise Bukowskésthetic as it is manifested in
each of the five autobiographical novels and in quiteralder of short stories. Such an
aesthetic justifies Bukowski's reputation as the auth@nddlternative literature that, in
an often crude and confrontational manner, recordstaateharacter’s quest for
freedom.

Bukowski created a literary persona named Henry Chiaaskivessel for
expressing his alternative view of the world, to gdaextent concerned with
commenting on the role of the artist in society, ghétifying dullness and conformity of
the ‘day-job,’ the comic dimensions of sexual reladlops, the often unpleasant realities
of poverty and chronic drunkenness, and the constant straftfie alienated individual
to assert his non-conformist identity. Through Hebmnaski, Bukowski is able to
attempt to reveal the absurdity of the world with am&nt of distance and without
succumbing to despair. Because Bukowski's novels oftesulatte a conception of
suffering, Chinaski becomes a literary creation throubgich the burden of Bukowski's
own experiences can be shared. Although each of Buk®wskibbiographical novels
can be distinguished through a respective focus on a partmediod of Chinaski’s life,
there are nevertheless recurring aspects which #gssistader in identifying the work as
a Bukowski novel — an individual work of the imaginationhaat specific aesthetic
purpose that is based on the lived experiences of therauth

Bukowski's writing is shaped by particular events in Csliia life upon
which the writer chose to focus, the horribly corhmmanner in which these events are

portrayed, and the conclusions that Chinaski draws frenabsurd situations in which



Bukowski places him. Because of Bukowski's commitmenirtplgity in theme and
style, the essential nature of Chinaski's personaéity is portrayed in the writing, is
reasonably uncomplicated. As a youth, Chinaski embarksquest for freedom
through self expression (the theme of Bukowski's fourttehblam on Rygto which he
remains committed throughout his life, regardless gpéisonal circumstances which, as
we shall see, change considerably over time. Chisaskivavering dedication to this
guest suggests Bukowski's appeal to readers. In particulanasBiis consistent
expression of non-conformity is appealing to the reader similarly believes that such
conventions in mainstream society as the ‘day-jold @nsumerism, are socially
constructed devices through which expressions of individedlom are hindered.

But the very fact that Bukowski's novels, poems and esogkist at all,
courtesy of the tireless work of John Martin fromd&l&parrow Press, tells us that
Bukowski's quest for freedom took him beyond expressing soicbetrns as a
conversation topic with friends or scribbling thoughts idiary stuffed away in a bottom
drawer. Instead, Bukowski chose to arrange his expesiemea aesthetic form that
communicated the anti-establishment views of Henip&3ki in a forceful, yet
humorous manner, which ironically culminated in a cerdagree of critical acceptance
and financial reward for the writer, depicted in therdatovelHollywood

Any discussion of Bukowski's literary aesthetic musitlyraccept that his
fiction was indeed based on his own life experienddgough a body of writing has
been devoted to theoretical discussion of the varioamstand possibilities that exist in
autobiographical writing and its various associationk Werature, our discussion is
rather focused on the contribution of the autobiograpag@ect of Bukowski’'s writing
to a broader discussion of Bukowski's singular aesthetiit tlae formation and
development of the central figure in his writing, He@tyinaski. Therefore, the thesis
will discuss in further detail in the opening chapter, etspef Bukowski's life that found
their way into his literature. The thesis then goeso look at those recurring
characteristics in the writing which illuminate Bukowslaesthetic. These include the
function of the literary absurd and grotesque in shapingyH&hinaski's view of the
world, the ongoing nature Chinaski’'s quest for freedomuidpinchis development as a
writer and drinker, and Bukowski’'s willingness to reveain@bki's flaws and

vulnerabilities, particularly in his personal relatibips.



Such factors are revealed in Bukowski’s five autobiograbhiovels, which will
be examined along with one collection of short fictio the order in which they were
published. Bukowski's first three novéest Office FactotumandWomenwhich were
published in the 1970s, illuminate aspects of Henry Chirsapki'sonality in his adult
years first introduced in earlier stories from the 19@ach of these novels is
characterised by a stylistic simplicity which suggesikd@®vski's intent to communicate
his themes in such as way as to be easily absorbtxt lbgader. The novels also contain
crude, and sometimes confronting sentiments expressétifgski as he becomes
increasingly more self-assertive. Bukowski then goeaxplore the origins of
Chinaski's persona iHam on Ryand the odd turns Chinaski’s life took in the novel
Hollywoodandthe collection of short storidsot Water Musicwhich were published in
the 1980s, and which reveal a more reflective Bukowskeastempts to broaden his
readers’ understanding of Chinaski's hardened personadipeshby unusual life
experiences.

In Hollywood Chinaski is depicted at the height of his literary sascbut the
response of the elder Chinaski to the often absurd nstans of the commercial film
industry is largely shaped by experiences in his youthattearecalled in the narrative.
Each of the five novels share similar themes, beidiktinctiveness of each is determined
by changing circumstances in Chinaski’s life where BulkbWwas selected particular
experiences to emphasise and accentuate, and link hartimenious balance that
Bukowski continually strikes between reality and imagarati

Although Chinaski is not necessarily a likeable charatis appeal lies in
his dedicated willingness to express alternative vidwsihis experience of the world
regardless of the consequences. He thus sets out tmatermand then to defy the
absurd and the grotesque through writing and drinking. It céeddbe argued that
Chinaski's perpetually sardonic attitude, in spite of tffesing, is the source of humour
in Bukowski's writing. Henry Chinaski’s life, like thaftf his creator, comprises
interlocking personality traits and experiences. Theldgwment of Bukowski's literary
aesthetic reflected in Chinaski's persona is illumidatethose experiences from
Bukowski's own life upon which he reflected time and tegain in letters, stories,
poems and novels and interviews. A close reading afdkels and a number of short

stories reveals how Chinaski's experiences came tmeyBukowski’s literary



aesthetic.

We will begin our discussion of Bukowski's autobiograpHictbn by
comparing some facts about his own life with particalzents emphasised in the writing.
In his 1991 biography of Bukowski, Neeli Cherkovski notes,

somehow without giving it much thought, he [Bukowski] knewat tihis
strength lay in illuminating the sleazy bars, litteedldyways, furnished
rooms and lunchpail compatriots with whom he had rubbedldérs most
of his life.

(1991: 94)

Cherkovski makes this observation at a point in higraiphy when, in 1955, at the age
of the 35, Bukowski began writing poetry. He had spentwesties drinking in bars
and travelling around America, working in an assortméotdd jobs. In 1952,
Bukowski had begun a stint as a part-time postal workéreat érminal Annex Post
Office in downtown Los Angeles, but shortly after vimspitalised with internal
bleeding as a consequence of heavy drinking in the precedingars (1991: 89-91).
Cherkovski treats this near fatal experience as matdactor in Bukowski
deciding to work seriously at becoming a professionakwriCherkovski notes:

Hank sat down at his typewriter, long unused, and begargtgpinpoems.
He didn’t know where they came from, but believed theyenprobably
spurred on by his near brush with death. ‘It was sontedéimadness.’
[Bukowski tells him]. 'l didn’t even think about what be/going to write.
It was just automatic'

(1991: 91).

However, Bukowski would soon settle on subject matterwioalld preoccupy him for
the remainder of his life: his own life experienc@hese experiences become those of
his anti-hero Henry Chinaski, and are revealed inrfveels written between 1970 and
1989. This thesis will examine these five novels arestort story collection in the
order in which they were publishe#.ost Office(1970),Factotum(1975),Women
(1978),Ham on Ry€1982),Hot Water Musiq1983) andHollywood(1989). Bukowski
also wrote a sixth noveRulp, published by Black Sparrow Press shortly after hishdeat
in 1994. This novel is the only one not to feature M&hinaski, and is an homage to
pulp crime fiction.

Ham on Ryédegins with Henry Chinaski's earliest memories, amtludes
with Chinaski’s refusal to join the armed forces fafiog the bombing of Pearl Harbor in

1941. The novel is an account of Chinaski’'s childhood duhed)epression, and its



particular focus is on the confrontational and someti@ent relationship between the
narrator and his father. Its readers are encouragéiiolinks between this
relationship and Chinaski's increasing alienation froainstream American society,
represented by his father in the young Chinaski's mBukowski's four other
autobiographical novels depict various periods of Chinalfe;svith a particular focus
on this character’s experiences with employment anaiewy culminating itHollywood
which is both a satirical and cynical account of @kki's brush with the commercial film
industry. This surprising event follows the writing ad@eenplay, ironically dealing
with Chinaski’'s impoverished and drunken life before healbee recognised as a writer.
Bukowski had been asked by the French film director Bé@bbktoeder to write a
screenplay in 1979, eventually turned into the Blaxfly, which received theatrical
release in 1987.

That Bukowski often thought about his own ordinary, yetsual life as
suitable subject matter for his writing is confirmechih962 letter to the novelist John
William Corrington. Bukowski writes:

when | write a poem, it is only fingers on typewrigse], something
smacking down. It is that moment then, the wallsvtbather of that day,
the toothache, the hangover, what | ate, the fpess$ed, maybe a night 20
years ago on a park bench, an itch on the neck, whiatewekyou get a
poem.

(Letters Vol 21995: 34).

Ordinary details become prominent events for Bukowski,raany recur throughout
both stories and poems. One example occurs in thestboy “Life and Death in the
Charity Ward” fromThe Most Beautiful Woman in Toyand in a letter he wrote to
Corrington in 1963, in which he places emphasis on a platilife experience
contributing to his conflict with both his parents andinstream society in general.

This experience, also written about in the Howard 8s@amd Neeli
Cherkovski biographies, and which became the cataly&ukowski deciding to take
seriously the notion of becoming a professional writexs the near fatal internal
bleeding he suffered in 1952. Bukowski dwells on this incidesbme length in the
story, and writes in the letter to Corrington,

ended up in some charity hospital...My whore came torgeand she was
drunk. My old man was with her. The old man gave nue afllip and the
whore was nasty too, and I told the old man, ‘just moee word out of



you, and I'm going to yank this needle outa my arm, ctffilbhis death
bed and whip your ass.’
(Letters Vol 1 56).

The accompanying story written somewhere between 1961%8] presents a stark
description of the narrator’s experience in an Ameraarity hospital, and concludes
with his blatant defiance of the medical advice giviem hThis is revealed as a return to
drinking, even though he is told that he might die by doingBhe narrator, named
Charles Bukowski in the story, is visited by his gielfrd, although the inclusion of this
incident is more a statement about the narratoréiogiship with his father than about
the drunken state of his girlfriend. The narrator taisfather:

‘She’s broke. You bastard, you bought her whiskey, gotherk and
brought her up here.’

‘| told you she was no good, Henry. 1 told you she whachwoman.'...
‘I know what kind of woman | have. Now get her out efédanow, or so
help me Christ, I'm going to pull this needle out of mmand whip your
ass!'

(1988: 138).

Although the letter to Corrington was written at tefasir years earlier, this
event was significant enough for Bukowski to eventuallg tumto a short story. The
story acts as a commentary on a particular aspeas$ ofam life that he would obsess
over in his writing through stark depictions of Chinaskidatile relationship with his
father. The character named Vicky in the story iatifled by Cherkovski as Jane
Cooney Baker with whom Bukowski had a serious relatipnsmitil her death from
alcohol abuse in 1962. As we shall see, Baker reappetes moveld-actotum Post
OfficeandHollywood The thematic link between both the letter andstbey is
Bukowski's rejection of his father’s values, also rdedan other stories, and in the
novelHam on Ryeo be discussed at greater length. Both the lettestangd also reveal
the close link between Bukowski's own life as reveatethe letters and the biographies,

and the appearance of his experiences within the stihwenselves.

Bukowski's Early Publishing History

The circumstances of Bukowski's publishing history cturtstia significant

aspect of his life, largely contributing to his reputatas a writer of the American



underground. In his entry on Charles Bukowski inDinetionary of Literary
Biography Michael Basinski notes that,

Bukowski's rise to fame was not meteoric...a self wvatéd poet from the
blue collar class and a literary eccentric, Bukowski thesproduct of the
small press, little literary magazine, and undergroundnaiti&e journal.
This publishing world - outrageous, raucous, volatile andrgéye
unreliable - was one that Bukowski fit perfectly andresihdependent
publishing ventures of the 1960s gained notoriety, Bukowskystation
also grew.

(1996: 64).

Although Bukowski did publish extensively in small literanggazines, alternatively
referred to as ‘littles,” throughout his career, it wbbé misleading to assume that his
publishing history progressed no further. Since 1968 the indepe publishing
company Black Sparrow Press has published many collsatioBukowski's poetry
along with four short story collections and six novelfirough the efforts of Black
Sparrow Press, Bukowski's work would eventually be exposeeaders in Europe,
Britain and Australia, culminating in a successful savfa®adings Bukowski gave in
Germany in 1978, documented in the travelo§bakespeare Never Did TH{i979).

Bukowski also wrote a series of columns in the late 1960she Los
Angeles street press newspafgen City. These were compiled in tiNotes of a Dirty
Old mancollection published by the esteemed Beat poet Lawréadmghetti in 1973.
However, Bukowski's work was never at any time in laiseer taken on by any
mainstream publishing company exceptingRus with the Huntedompendium
published by Harper Collins in 1993 - compiled by John MatiBlack Sparrow Press.

There is a direct correlation between the psuedo-roenanunken lifestyle
of Henry Chinaski, and Bukowski's own publishing histomhis is revealed in the
personal nature of his relationship with three key figudehn Martin of Black Sparrow
Press and John and Louise Webb of Loujon Press, disctsgadous times in letters
and stories. However, before Bukowski had met anyeseipeople, his low-key
attitude towards the publication of his work was alregupagent.

Bukowski's first substantial publication was a chapbooksépoems titled
Flower Fist and Bestial Waihublished by a ‘little’ magazine editor E.V Griffithsder
his own Hearse imprint in 1960. The earliest letterBlyowski inScreams from the

Balconyrecord the struggle by the then unknown writer to hasevbrk published by



the ‘littles,” and insights are offered into the ati@tive aspect of this avenue of the
publishing industry. In an August 1959 letter to E.V GriffitBsikowski writes,

there are 10 or 12 other magazines that have acceptddfimpst as you
know there is an immense lag in some cases betweeptaace and
publication. Much of this type of thing makes one faaf e were writing
into a void. But that's the literary life, and westrick with it.

(Letters Vol 111).

Although Bukowski is well aware of the hardships endured fitgrs of the
underground, he nevertheless invests great efforts limgegcceptance within this
milieu. Subsequent letters to Griffiths reveal an eaggs to have his work published in
chapbooks which reside at the smaller end of the pulgigpectrum - an enthusiasm he
would retain for the remainder of his lifegtters Vol 3302).

This is revealed in an upbeat October 1960 letter toitGsiffwritten after
Bukowski had gazed upon a copy of his first published collectigpoetry: “l opened
the package right in the street, sunlight coming down, laee it wasFlower Fist and
Bestial Wai] never a baby born in more pain, but a beautiful bladgutiful. The first
collected poems of a man of 40 who began writing ldtettérs Vol 125). It was
noted earlier that Bukowski first began writing poetryhat age of 35. There is little
evidence to suggest that he sought to fast-track hisrcatréas stage by seeking the
attention of established critics or commercial pubigltompanies. In this respect,
Bukowski's publishing history reveals a highly individuatistthos, revealed in the
fiction through the self-assertive personality of He@hinaski.

There are two subsequent events in Bukowski's publishgtgriiwhich
also hint at an already developed alternative aestfdtefirst is the publication of a
‘little’ literary magazine titledlhe Outsideredited and printed in the early 1960s by
John and Louise Webb who ran the independent publishingasgnboujon Press. The
third issue ofThe Outsidepublished in 1962, was devoted almost exclusively to
Bukowski's poetry. In the editorial, Bukowski was named et of the Year’
(Cherkovski, 1991: 128-129). In response, Bukowski wrote a tettdshn Webb in
which he states,

| have always been pretty much outside it all, and Itdoean just the art |
try to send through my typewriter, although there it appkatand outside
the gate also. It appears from many rejections ttatriot write poetry at
all. Or as a dear friend told me the other day: “Youndbunderstand the
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true meaning of poetry. You are not lyrical. You do sing! You write
bar talk. The type of thing you can hear in any baamnday.” | have
always been one of those people who do everything wrdhg is
essentially because | am not involved in the march.

(Letters Vol 141).

This letter to Webb in response to the praise ofdsman outsider artist,
contains thoughts and ideas suggesting the emergence tifetides literary aesthetic
eventually becoming more clearly defined as Bukowski bégavrite longer prose
works alongside the poetry. In the letter, Bukowski appearslish the outsider status
bestowed upon him, particularly when discussing the idioages of his poetry as
simple, direct and conversational.

Bukowski's underground literary reputation was further esstadd in a
series of columns he wrote f@pen City a Los Angeles street newspaper, between
1967 and 1968, and about which he writes in the story, “Tittk, Rife and Death of an
Underground Newspaper,” in the collectiérections, Ejaculations, Exhibitions and
General Tales of Ordinary Madnegsublished in 1972. Gay Brewer notes that the
columns had, “an inestimable influence on the creaifdhe Bukowski mystique: the
violent and abusive loner, bard of the L.A. streéds. cultivates such a persona in the
columns, with varying degrees of intentional irony.” (199@). The columns
themselves are an admixture of surreal, drunken stamgtejirotesque portrayals of
material and moral impoverishment, confronting depistiohsex and loose
autobiographical narratives in which the narratorfieronamed Charles Bukowski.
Brewer notes that stylistically, “ the text is doggeghgrammatical, redundant, and
dedicated to its supposed artlessness.” (1997: 46). In thisgyBukowski advocates
artlessness for its own sake. Grammatical impedistin the writing possibly represent
a conscious effort to heighten the impact of the craffen sexually explicit subject
matter, and also reflect the spontaneity and editibeiatiom that writing for the street
press provided.

Some of the columns also delve into Bukowski's viewdterature which
are commensurate with inflammatory comments regardaigstneam cultural
mediocrity and conformity, reiterated in later work3ne such literary opinion can be
found in the opening paragraph of the first piece iltbes of a Dirty Old Man

collection, which contains autobiographical referertoes period in Bukowski’s life
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when he had left his parents home in his early 20s asdiving in a succession of
downtown Los Angeles rooming houses. The piece bégmss sitting with my

buddy EIf...[who] wrote too much like Thomas Wolfe, andside of Dreiser, T. Wolfe
was the worst American writer ever born...| wasualent of Dostoyevsky and listened
to Mahler in the dark” (1973: 9). Bukowski is critiquing romeised literary portrayals
of pre-war America characteristic of Thomas Wolker#ting, instead preferring, starker,
more realist aesthetics. Fyodor Dostoyevadgies from Undergroundppealed to the
struggling writer because it depicts a central charaggressively negating the
conventions of the class society in which he Ihaag] expressing a solitary conception of

freedom.

Existing Critical Work.

There are to date, only two major critical studies jgliag detailed analysis
of Bukowski's work. The Russell Harrison studgainst the American Dream:
Essays on Charles Bukowsgublished by Black Sparrow Press in 1994, comprises a
series of essays mostly focused on the recurring toéemployment in the writer’s
short stories, poems and novels. Harrison noteis inthoduction that, “Bukowski has
emphasised the most important feature of the Amerieas system: the individual's
role in the relations of production...He has donettinsugh the prominence he has
given to the role of the job and work in American.Tifgl994: 15) He then proceeds to
analyse passages from Bukowski’'s writing which suggesttpaincipal characteristic
of Henry Chinaski’'s personality, is a politicised workirlass affinity with his fellow
workers in the factories and assorted menial clgotasl in which he is depicted as
having worked.

Harrison is quite specific about his intentions inifisoduction: “The
point | make in this book is that much of his best w@gpecially from the early 1970’s
on) expresses in fictional and poetic terms, a crit@fuate capitalist society from a
working-class point of view” (1994: 17). However, Bukowslanguably content to
simply depict the often unpleasant environments thabifaevorkers find themselves in
without necessarily attaching any specific politicabmeg. In a piece from thHgotes of

a Dirty Old Mancollection, Bukowski writes, “ | have no politics, bgerve. | have no
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sides except the side of the human spirit” (1973: 85). Bukaoalskistates quite bluntly
how he feels about the mass of individuals comprisingstr@am society in another
untitled piece from the collection: “I don’t want to get holy about being active and
involved with mankind as [Albert] Camus did...becausechiigimost of mankind
sickens me” (1973: 56). Such a statement does contaitean@mnount of irony.
Camus wrote extensively about the absurd which Bukows&iddes, although as we
shall see in our discussion of the story, “Scream WhoenBurn” from the collection
Hot Water MusicBukowski’'s objection seems to arise from the issusyté: Camus’
writing is often difficult to comprehend immediately, ¥hiBukowski advocated
aesthetic simplicity at all times. The sentimesglit however, recurs throughout
Bukowski's poetry and prose. But Harrison is contentctept that because blue collar
work appears quite regularly in Bukowski's work, it then fatothat the writer himself
was expressing a specifically politicised perspective.

This is not to say, however, that Bukowski was niicet of capitalism as
it existed in post war American society. Bukowski patéidy objected to what he saw
as the accumulation of personal wealth blunting the dpu@nt of one’s creative
faculties and also one’s sense of his or her indivigualihe writer was also highly
critical of his own father’s values which he equatethwain unhealthy obsession with
material wealth, as we shall see in our discussidgheohoveHam on Ryend also in
two short stories ot Water Music However, it is not difficult to determine from a
brief survey of Bukowski's life that he was never pddily active, nor did he set out to
make any specific political statements in his writikdgrrison’s study does, however,
offer a detailed examination of a considerable numbBukowski poems, stories and
novels. In this respect, it makes an important doution to the small amount of critical
writing currently existing on Bukowki's work.

Furthermore, Harrison is not alone in portraying Buka\wsvork as
politically charged. Tamas Dobozy's essay, “In thei@oy of Contradiction the
Hypocrite is King: Defining Dirty Realism in CharlBsikowski's Factotum” is an
ideologically oriented analysis of Bukowski's work. Dapsets out to demonstrate
that the noveFactotum “does provide a model of subversive operativity withast
industrial culture” (2001: 5). He argues that Henry Chinadibatately mocks

capitalist values by perpetually seeking work in the mmgtimised and deadening
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factory jobs, but only in order to resign shortly tafter. Such an employment cycle
does in fact comprise the subject matteFadtotum There is however, little discussion
in Dobozy's essay about how other factors such as€kiis volatile relationship with
his father - which is brought up at various times inrtbeel - and his perpetual
drunkenness, might have in some way influenced his i@ject the day-job. Dobozy
accepts unquestioningly that Bukowski's capitalist critiquegardless of the fact that it
is always discussed within the context of his own agpees - is intentionally political.

Dobozy also discusses the role of pastiche in DiggliBt novels - with
whom Bukowski's writing has been identified (Brewer, 1997- &3 a device
consciously employed to subvert the capitalist ethos.ndtes that “Bukowski's
writing, rather than developing another ideology susceptibko-optation, takes its
‘tactics’ from the system it seeks to subvert.” (2001: Bhis ironic post-modern
interpretation of Bukowski’'s writing, views Henry Chikaas a character who actually
embraces capitalism by fixating on work in the nowaly to subvert this fixation by
resigning from every job he takes on. Dobozy notas tiChinaski serves as a
contested site between the social realities and pesssiihis day, and an idealised
stoicism capable of resisting the all encompassing ymess$o conform to the
marketplace” (2001: 5) Although this comment is valid to s@xtent, there is little
context offered to give the reader a clearer understguodiwhere Chinaski's ‘idealised
stoicism’ might have originated in terms of his ovi@ éxperiences, an omission this
essay will address.

In the second major critical study of Bukowski's work,v@ayne’s United
States Authors Series publication, Gay Brewer makemtitiesting observation that,
“For Bukowski, the shifting of experience into fictiguarticularly in the novels, is a
skillful method of selection and reorganisation thdtaguently overlooked by both
admirers and detractors” (1997: 7). It will be argued imthe chapter that Bukowski
places a strong and consistent emphasis on particelaxfiferiences, which
distinguishes his writing from factual autobiography. &lisrnative literary aesthetic is
also revealed through Henry Chinaski's obsession withand drinking and gambling
addictions, which are connected to his struggle to conberins with the absurdity of

the world.
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Bukowski's Place in Twentieth Century Fiction

In his discussion of Bukowski's work in timactionary of Literary
Biography Michael Basinski notes that, “although critics hae¢ been able to fit him
into any of the literary or poetic schools assodatéh the era, Bukowski exemplified,
more than Allen Ginsberg, the anarchistic, anti-midaddes attitude of the decade.”
(1996: 68). Other critical studies have also suggested diffisydtacing Bukowski
within a specific twentieth century stream of liten&t Brewer notes that,

His work also anticipated and doubtlessly influenced, ditgy‘realism’
prominent in the 1970s and 1980s, particularly the storieayghBnd
Carver. But Bukowski's persistent focus on the lowesscnd his
unrepentant use of drink and scatalogical idiom...contritmugetting him
apart stylistically and ideologically.

(1997: 6).

Bukowski's stubborn anti-lyricism sets him apart frosxdontemporaries and forebears
in terms of what he described as ‘word tricks’ in étteire. In his preface to a re-
published edition of John Fante’s noxeslk the Dusin 1980, Bukowski writes,

| was a young man, starving and drinking and trying to wetar. | did
most of my reading at the downtown L.A Public Libraagd nothing that |
read related to me or the streets or to the people afmult seemed as if
everybody was playing word-tricks, that those who sambsi nothing at
all were considered excellent writers. Their writingsaan admixture of
subtlety, craft and form, and it was read and it was taagh it was
ingested and it was passed on. It was a comfortabtevate, a very
slick and careful Word-Culture.

(1980: 5).

Bukowski proceeded to repeat this view in his autobiogralmiceels, and in letters,
Open Citycolumns, and numerous stories and poems. He did so intoredmphasise a
particular literary perspective that emanated solely fnom.

Bukowski was, however, quite open about the influence roitpéar
writers on his alternative art. In the poem ‘Therdog of the Dream,” Bukowski lists a
number of writers who meant something to him wherilived in a plywood hut behind
a roominghouse for $3.50 a weeRUn With the Huntedl993: 70). His greatest
literary influences referenced in the poem are theteenth century Russian writers
Fyodor Dostoyevsky and Ivan Turgenev, and twentieth cgntodernists, Sherwood

Anderson, Ernest Hemingway and D.H Lawrence althougBukewski notes in the
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poem, “I considered Gogol and Dreiser complete fools” (1993:

These influences explain much about Bukowski's own litestyle.

From Hemingway and Anderson, Bukowski absorbed the unadanakdirect line.
Bukowski also possibly identifies with the narrator’peession of outrage at the
hypocrisies of mainstream values in Dostoyevakgtes from UndergroundThe writer
takes Lawrence's depictions of sexuality in such n@alady Chatterley’s Loveto
new and explicit heights. To this list we might alslol &vo American prose writers,
John Fante and Henry Miller who both wrote autobiogiagblfiction depicting the
struggle of a central protagonist to overcome a sohwstile to uninhibited self
expression. Interestingly, the focus of Bukowski's watnains at odds with a long
tradition of politicised working class realist literatuadthough Bukowski regularly
depicts working class experiences. The explanatiorhi®@apparent inconsistency is
noted by Brewer who writes that “He [Bukowski] expressednterest in schools,
movements or explicit ideologies” (1997: 9). Bukowski regulexigressed such beliefs,
as we have discussed.

Bukowski's writing also differs in some significant resggefrom his
contemporaries, the Beats. He is, however, repesamthePenguin Anthology of the
Beatswith a short prose piece describing an encounter batiigeelf and Jack
Kerouac’s great muse, Neil Cassady. (1993: 438- 441). Thesmare thematic
similarities between Bukowski and the Beats, particulartgrms of shared beliefs about
what it means to be free. However, as we shaludst the next chapter, the
romanticised, experimental modernist literary tradjt@iornerstone of Beat poetry and
prose, is noticeably absent in Bukowski's aesthetisathple writing. The Beats were
an American sub-culture unto themselves. The earlieat Briters believed that free
creative expression was the manifestation of a pasglébm which transcended post-war
conformity. The goal was the transformation of retaam American society where
artistic expression would eventually be regarded as tls¢ madle human goal, rather
than political achievement or the pursuit of wealtlne Beats’ romanticised, utopian
vision of American society was rejected by Bukowski.al1965 letter to the poet
Douglas Blazek, Bukowski writes,

Ginsberg, Corso...have been sucked in playing theirilsraoss the
applause of the crowd, and they are dead and they knowhéyadre dead,
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it's useless, they've skipped across listened to the agptfusalf-drunk
freaks too long...too long have they taken the bait.
(Letters Vol 1197).

Through such criticism, Bukowski sets himself apart frasviiterary contemporaries,

and establishes his own alternative vision.

The Matter of Autobiographical Theory

In his studyFictions in Autobiographyohn Eakin notes that,

autobiographers themselves...are responsible for thxepnatical reception
of their work, for they perform willy-nilly both agt#sts and historians,
negotiating a narrative passage between the freedomagihative
creation on the one hand and the constraints of lpbga fact on the
other.

(1985: 3)

The theoretical study of autobiography and its link tboficrevolve around a number of
central questions: To what extent does the autobiogaphiiter speak the truth, and
how can one determine where fact and fiction inténsegny particular autobiographical
work? Linda Anderson notes that previous to post-struurgerpretations of
autobiography, the answers to these questions were dwetdrby focusing on the
author’s intentions. Thus, “intention...is furtheridedl as a particular kind of ‘honest’
intention which then guarantees the truth of the mgitiTrust the author...if s/lhe seems
to be trustworthy.” (2001: 3) Such a statement is more gefpbto our discussion
than the tangled complexities of post-structuralist dissmuaoncerning the concept of
fictions within fictions.

A relevant question, however, might be to ask howi®able to establish
whether or not a particular author is trustworthy. Bugkiis ‘trustworthiness’ can be
partially determined by comparing biographical details ctatdiy other writers with
statements made by Bukowski himself in letters andviges, and then comparing both
statements and biographical details with events anécteas in the fictional works
themselves, in order to identify at what point Bukowskigeriences have been
transformed into those of Henry Chinaski. One mighsonably wonder whether
Bukowski ever consciously set out to deceive his reaahersvhat he might gain from

doing so. Inresponse to a question asked of him byakamljournalist concerning his
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intense focus on his own life in his writing, Bukowsésponded, “I can write more truly
of myself than of anybody else that | know. It's greaurce material...I only want to
escape common reality that is distorted by false ne@dstters Vol 3136-138).
Bukowski's truth is thus manifested in his fiction agaation to a perceived falseness in
mainstream society and the way it functions. Higtrsionly revealed when the reader
accepts his own conceptions of what constitutesyal3ihe reader must thus enter into
a pact with the writer Bukowski. Consequently, meanimgbzaextracted from the
writing, if the reader is willing to accept that thése certain honesty in Chinaski's view
of the world and related quest for freedom.

In his analysis of particular works of autobiographiicéion by Mary
McCarthy, Henry James and Jean Paul Sartre, John &akatudes that, “in all three
cases the autobiographical act is deliberately presastbdt the latest instance of an
inveterate practice of self invention which is tri¢e a determining set of biographical
circumstances.” (1985: 182). Autobiography is commonly undedsas a literature of
the self, but the very act of writing constitutes and self invention. Therefore, as
Eakin notes, whether consciously or not by both readdrauthor, “the fictive nature of
selfhood...is held to be a biographical fact” (1985: 182kirEacknowledges that the
self is a “mysterious reality, mysterious in its natand origins” (1985: 277) which
essentially means that literary self expression emdy offers a simulation of the self,
thus the true nature of the self will always remaist@gous.

In Bukowski’'s writing Chinaski exists to lessen the raygtof his creator’s
self. His reliability as a narrator is dependenttunéxtent to which the writer's version
of his own life, reflected in Chinaski’s life expergas, can be construed as reliable.
Bukowski did focus obsessively on particular aspects ofaShits life which might
explain this character’s perpetual conflict with maigsn society, but which also
entertain the reader, particularly in his many humod®sctions of sex. These
particular distortions distinguish Bukowski's autobiograpticabn from a
chronologically ordered set of historical facts. Hfiere, Bukowski's readers can
determine quite quickly that they are not reading histbaictobiography. However, a
cursory examination of Bukowski's life also revealdase similarity between it, and that
of his literary persona. Subsequently, as Smith ang&Maiote,

when we recognise the person who claims authorshipeafdrrative as the
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protagonist or central figure in the narrative...walrdee text written by
the author to whom it refers as reflexive or autolapgical. With this
recognition of the autobiographical pact...we read dfffdyeand assess the
narrative as making truth claims of a sort that arpesuged in fictional
forms such as the novel.

(2001: 8-9).

In a 1975 interview, Bukowski tells his interviewer, “geallgrwhat | write is mostly fact
but its also adorned with a bit of fiction. (Calon8803: 125). Later into the interview
he adds, “I have to keep living in order to write. (2003: B)kowski’'s intention is
thus to communicate his own struggle, through a centaahicter's experiences, whilst
entertaining his readers by either over-emphasisirgpaing up’ particular
autobiographical experiences. At these times thengrdrosses over from
autobiography to fiction, but the value of Bukowski's antthe reader who can identify
with the ongoing struggle of Henry Chinaski as Charles Biskos literary self,
nevertheless remains.

In the preface to his biography of Marcel Proust, Ge®a@ater addresses the
extent to which Proust’s modernist masterpi@@membrance of Things Pasibuld be

considered an autobiographical account of his own Ri@inter notes that,

A LaRechercheurns out to be not only based entirely on his [Prsust
own experiences: it is intended to be the symbadicysif his life, and
occupies a place unique among great novels in that it,ipraperly
speaking, a fiction, but a creative autobiography. Proelgved,
justifiably, that his life had the shape and meaning gifeat work of art: it
was his task to select, telescope and transmute tisesfa¢hat their
universal significance should be revealed.

(1996: xvii).

By ‘selecting, telescoping and transmuting,” Proust tcanséd the facts of his own life
into an aesthetic form, thus writing what Painteelapb“a creative autobiography.”
Bukowski also wrote a creative autobiography in five ts\abeit in a manner that
differed considerably from Proust. Autobiographicaldiotis a term used often in this
essay to define Bukowski’'s writing. Painter makes thindison between
autobiography and autobiographical fiction by observing Pinaust’s, “places and
people are composite in time and space, constructed fdaus sources and from
widely separate periods of his life. His purpose in sagloias not to falsify reality, but,
on the contrary, to induce it to reveal the trutisisuccessfully hides in this world.”

(xviii). Painter argues that Proust does so to dis¢dtlee inner meanings of what
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exists.” (xviii). However, Proust engaged in consitiieraesthetic experimentation, and
his novel is thus representative of a particular modeseinsibility that is, “associated
with attempts to render human subjectivity in ways nieet than realism.” (Childs,

2000: 3) On the contrary, Bukowski's writing belongs moriiwia tradition of realism
in literature, in terms of it featuring, “charactdesyguage and a spatial and temporal
setting very familiar to...contemporary readers.” (2000:¢vertheless, Painter’s
observation, that Proust’'s masterwork is a fictiseaiportrait of his own life, could

also be made of Bukowski's writing. Hence the use oféh@ autobiographical fiction

in this essay.

Like Proust, Bukowski chooses to emphasise certain p@kinaski’s life over
others. It will be argued in this thesis that he dsmes order to accentuate particular
themes that recur throughout his work. For example Bbokowski focuses
considerable attention on Chinaski’s relationship \wighfather in the novélam on
Rye suggests a major theme in that novel which is thesgenf Chinaski's eventual
transformation into a writer of alternative litane¢. Bukowski does not present Henry
Chinaski’s life as an interconnected series of augyhjohical details with the aim of
achieving strict factual accuracy. Rather, Bukowskoitices aspects of his own life in
the writing, in order to enrich his aesthetic intant to provide his readers with insight
not only into the life of the character Henry Clskia but that of the author as well.

In this sense, Bukowski is not alone in twentieth eggnfAmerican literature.
Such writers as Henry Miller, John Fante and Jack iarpwrote fiction that drew
heavily on each writer's own experiences. Bothévliind Kerouac engaged in aesthetic
experimentation, and their writing can be subsequenttedlavithin the realm of
modernist literature according to accepted definitionewéter, as we shall see,
Bukowski deliberately avoided the linguistic and rhythmiadvplay normally associated
with modernist writing. In some respects, it is th@me easier for the reader to accept
the fictional nature of Jack Kerouac’s writing, as heoded much of his literary career
to developing and practising a technique he called ‘Spontarf@mse’, modelled after
the stream of consciousness style practised by suchrnigtdgiants as James Joyce,
Virginia Woolf and Marcel Proust. In a letter to #itor Malcolm Cowley, Kerouac
confidently asserts that his novels, “will coverth# years of my life, like Proust, but

done on the run, a running Proust3e(ected Letterd 995: 515). But Bukowski's
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writing is not as aesthetically innovative as Jackoiac’s or Henry Miller’s. It is much
simpler and rougher, hence the use of the term ‘alieena¢sthetic’ in this essay when
discussing Bukowski's literary achievements. Bukowski'simgiis densely
autobiographical, but is not filtered through an aestlfietra that is as consciously

experimental as the autobiographical fiction of Kerohditer and Proust.

A Note on Aestheticism and the Absurd

Throughout this thesis the term *aesthetic’ is ofteedushen discussing Bukowski's art.
At first glance this might seem unusual, as aesthet@gsmmovement is defined by a
conception of art that is removed from everyday expeee“Fundamentally it
[aestheticism] entailed the point of view that ae#f-sufficient and need serve no other
purpose than its own ends.” (Cuddon, 1977: 17). The key dlémappreciating
aestheticism is beauty: “An aesthete is one who psirgo@ his devoted to the
‘beautiful’ in art, music and literature.” (1977: 17). Aedttism existed as part of a
romantic tradition in art which, “reflect[ed] the gring apprehension of the nineteenth-
century artist at the vulgarisation of values and coroialesation of art.” Modern

Critical Terms 1987: 3).

In twentieth century literature, prose experiment&esNarcel Proust and the
Beats celebrated beauty as the ultimate goal of tle. aBuch beauty would be revealed
not in theme alone, but also in the very act offes&t experimentation. In these terms,
aestheticism might initially appear as representinthatl Bukowski rejected in art.
However, one might nevertheless conclude that thesenrething beautiful about
Chinaski's quest for freedom and emphatic non-confornitgauty is, after all, a highly
subjective term.

One might also argue that there is something aesathebeautiful about the
idiosyncratic perspective of Bukowski's fictional self.is noted that aestheticism is,
“profoundly a movement of reaction and protestMo@lern Critical Terms1987: 3).
Henry Chinaski spends much of his life engaged in profestesort or another.
However, it is not the case that Chinaski could berdestas an aesthete who believes
in communities of artists celebrating the sanctityhef creative act. At one point in the

novelWomen Chinaski declares that,
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writers were to be avoided, and | tried to avoid theumh tbnvas almost
impossible. They hoped for some sort of brotherhooiheskind of
togetherness. None of it had anything to do with mgjtnone of it helped
at the typewriter.

(1993: 140).

Such sentiments explain the use of the term ‘altermaiesthetic’ in this essay when
describing Bukowski's art, in order to distinguish it frame tanon.

‘The absurd’ is a term that also appears often inedggy. It is a key concept in
existentialist writing and is discussed in detail in Ald@amus’ philosophical treatigene
Myth of Sisyphusyhich is concerned with how the alienated individual iegsist the
absurd by being, “rebelliously alive.” (2000: xvi). Ii$studyThe Absurd Hero in
American Fiction in which he often refers to Camus, David Gallowaguasses the
individual’s rebellion against absurdity being motivated“byan’s hunger for unity in a
disordered universe.” (1971: 6). Galloway notes the absurthca be understood as
the “disproportion” between a “persistent appetite fotyappear[ing] to be
diametrically opposed to the reality which contemporaay encounters.” (1971: 6)
Such a disjunction is also relevant to the literaryt@gque in terms of an anti-hero
responding to his/her awareness of horror. In hisiongernapter, Galloway notes that,
“many American novelists are considering the same disailie same anxieties, and the
same apparent lack of meaning and hope which Camus ahmlytbeMyth of
Sisyphus (1971: 8)

Although Galloway uses this idea as a starting poinkéonae the concept of
the absurd hero in the novels of John Updike, Williagndst, Saul Bellow and J.D
Salinger, such a statement is also relevant to GhBrd&owski, because a major theme
in his writing is one individual's quest to try and makesgeof the meaninglessness of
ordinary life by embracing what he believes it maanise free. But the awareness itself
is the dominant aspect of this theme. Such an awssénediscussed by Camus in the
Myth of SisyphusGalloway notes that, “...the absurd moment — which caage in a
telephone booth or in a factory or on a battlefiekhews forth to the observer the heart
of the world, and in Camus’ vision that heart constihe entire meaningless picture of
life.” (1971: 10). Chinaski's awareness of the absurdwadsaor Bukowski's portrayal
of work in the novel$ost OfficeandFactotumas ultimately meaningless because the

day-job deprives the individual of freedom. In both ney€hinaski muses upon the
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guestion of why an individual would willingly choose toimglish freedom to work in a
job one despises, simply in order to accumulate matenmaforts, which are themselves
meaningless.

Henry Chinaski is arguably a flawed hero who strugglestoprehend the
absurdity of his life, but who is also tireless indpigest for freedom from the absurd.
Freedom for Chinaski is defined by a discovery of mepwhich he finds in alcohol and
writing. It is noted that Camus conceives of the abss “the tension which emerges
from man’s determination to discover purpose and orde@mmorld which steadfastly
refuses to evidence either.M@dern Critical Terms1987: 1). Chinaski's struggle
culminates with his transformation into an artistd dubsequent discovery that art is the
catalyst for order and purpose in an otherwise strafage li

A salient point about Bukowski's writing is that it occugpan unusual place in
literature. In some respects, his writing confoundsctiteeal tools that one would
ordinarily employ when assessing one writer's body ofkv For example, an accepted
critical approach to examining Bukowski's autobiographicafats would involve an
examination of shifts and changes in his narratiMeistwmight reveal the development
of Bukowski's artistic approach to his own life experiesic One who uses these
reference points when embarking on such an examinaigin discover that the central
literary character in each of these novels, chaligiesover time.

In Hollywood Bukowski acknowledges that Chinaski's view of the world,
formed by his experiences as a youth, and depicted motledHam on Ryghas
remained constant, despite considerably different ciramoss. IHollywood Chinaski
mixes with people who are comfortable in a mategake. He is also depicted as having
achieved an amount of domestic contentment with Hiesand cats, yet his awareness of
the absurd has not left him. Musing on the ultimatenmgéessness of material success
in the novel, Chinaski states:

Of course, what made the whole thing smell was thatyroathe rich and
famous were actually dumb cunts and bastards. They hply &ffen into
a big pay-off somewhere. Or they were enriched bytheidity of the
general public. They usually were talentless, eyedeadless, they were
walking pieces of dung, but to the public they were god-like,
beautiful, and revered.

(1989: 92).

This forcefully expressed sentiment is consistent ®himaski’'s cynical and melancholy
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view of the world generally.

A possible explanation for such consistency is offéneBukowski in a 1975
interview with theNorthwest Reviewn which he observes: “If you break my stuff down
and just run it down on one total line it all soundsd&me — with minor
exceptions...I'm trying to keep it simple and yet still ketejpght.” (Calonne: 125-126).
Such an opinion might indicate that Bukowski is denigratiagtt by reducing it to
continuous repetition, yet, that his ‘one total liseexpressed across hundreds of
poems, dozens of short stories and in five autobiogralpiivels, suggests that
Bukowski was always expanding upon his narrator’s variousradkes from which the
‘one total line’ would be illuminated. This essay walke a closer look at the unfolding
of these adventures in the autobiographical novels,reniiumination of Bukowski's

aesthetic in each of them.
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CHAPTER ONE

BUKOWSKI IN CONTEXT

Bukowski's fictional self, Henry Chinaski, represemsbme extent what
Ihab Hassan describes as the modern self in recmifested in literature through the
apppearance of the anti-hero. Hassan notes thdittion, the unnerving rubric 'anti-
hero' refers to a ragged assembly of victims: thé the clown, the hipster, the
criminal...the freak, the outsider.” (1961: 21). Bukowski't&s$ki represents a type of
anti-hero, maybe an absurd hero, who exists on itigef of modern American
literature by virtue of his alternative views abou thorld and the way it functions.
These views are commensurate with his anti-sofaalyile revealed through a blatant
rejection of work, alcohol abuse, a continuing emplasisex rather than romance in his
relationships with women, and a perpetual questioningadloaccepted conventions.
By projecting his own views and habits through ChinaShkarles Bukowski has created
a literary identity which reflects his own alienatgdte. It is through the process of
following the various escapades of Henry Chinaski astroggles to be free, that the

reader learns much about the writer himself, his awrggles and values.

Influences and Adversaries.

In the early 1950s, Bukowski began sending out poems to lgseralty
magazines with names likeace, HarlequirandOutsider His only previous
publications were a short story in New York maga8taryin 1944, titled “Aftermath
of a Lengthy Rejection Slip,” another short storyPortfolio magazine in 1946, and a
couple of stories and poems in a magazine tiletrix, all published in 1946. From the
very beginning Bukowski used his own experiences as theesmaterial for his writing.
Howard Sounes notes that Bukowski's early poems areégtteg in that they deal with
the subject matter which became his stock-in-trademing house life, bar life and
unfaithful women.” (1998: 26). Sounes also notes thatanly Bukowski story
published inMatrix titled “Love, Love, Love”, “depicts a mean spiritedifat who bills

his son for living at home, charging him for laundrypmoand board.” (1998: 27). The
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subject matter of this story pre-dates the n&agltotum( by thirty years) in which
Henry Chinaski is also billed by his father for ligiat home. (1975: 35). Chinaski's
volatile relationship with his father is also onetloé central themes of the 1982 novel
Ham on Rye

As mentioned, Bukowski is not alone amongst twentettiury writers in
turning life experiences into a fictional form. Granddernist Marcel Proust wrote his
epicRemembrance of Things Pésised on his own life experiences and those of people
he knew, from which he created characters who wargosites of their real life
counterparts. Bukowski never mentions Proust, but themaften cited the
autobiographical fiction of another French modernistik Ferdinand Ceéline, as an
important influence, particularly his 1930 novelrney to the End of the Nigh&
number of the earlier novels of American writer Heldtiller are also important literary
precursors to Bukowski's writing, in particuld@iropic of Cancer, Tropic of Capricorn
and theRosy Crucifixiortrilogy, written in the 1930s and 1940s.

In 1940 George Orwell wrote an essay titled “Inside theaM’ in which he
notes that in Miller's writing, “it is not so muclgaestion of exploring the mechanisms
of the mind as of owning up to everyday facts and evergdations.” (1966: 13).
Orwell also identifies Miller's novel with James de'g modernist classidlyssesin
noting that, “what Miller has in common with Joyseai willingness to mention the inane
squalid facts of everyday life.” (1966: 14). This is alsetof Bukowski's writing which
is very much grounded in everyday experience, and whitlossly concerned with
expressing the absurdity of modern life.

However, in comparing Miller to Joyce, Orwell doesmpa@ut that “Joyce
is an artist, in a sense in which Miller is not gmdbably would not wish to be.” (1966:
14). In the opening pages bifopic of CanceMiller writes,

This then? This is not a book. This is libel, dian defamation of
character. This is not a book, in the ordinary semske word. No, this is
a prolonged insult, a gob of spit in the face of Art,ck kn the pants to
God, Man, Destiny, Time, Love, Beauty...What you will.

(1980: 2)

Bukowski expresses similarly strong views which refeatexpression of outrage about
the romantic conception of creativity as a transcetad®r sacred act. In his essay,

Orwell also refers to Celinelourney to the End of the Nigstiating that this novel's,
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“purpose is to protest against the meaninglessness armt bbmodern life - actually,
indeed, of life.” (1966: 15). Such an observation could ddszribe Bukowski's writing
in which Chinaski responds to horror with dry humour jagm and drink.

Gay Brewer notes that, for both Miller and BukowskKng‘shifting of
experience into fiction...is a skillful method of selen and reorganisation that is
frequently overlooked by both admirers and detractors.” (1B Henry Miller turned
his own life experiences into fiction - but only tkashich reflected his own views about
the squalid state of American society - and the firesgenarrator of each of his novels
is named Henry. Moreover, the confrontational and often profamgismge found in
Henry Miller's novels parallels the everyday colloglaalguage spoken by Bukowski's
characters - in Bukowski's writing there is a particel@phasis on dialogue which is
often profane and sexually explicit. Bukowski's choiceamffrontational language
serves a threefold purpose: It sharpens one’s focuspdeasant experiences in
Chinaski’s life. Secondly, it suggests a refusal to etmulze aesthetic richness of his
romantic, modernist and post-modernist contemporargpeedecessors. Thirdly, in
the interests of gaining his readers' trust, Bukowski eyaglee language of the street -
the commonplace, colloquial speech of the working poor.

The use of such language is consistent in the writifepthf Bukowski and
Miller, although Miller's writing is frequently interrupdeby abstract digressions. This
aspect of Miller’'s work is noted by Bukowski in a 1984 lettethe poet Douglas
Goodwin, in which he writes, “I don't know why theynsetimes compare me to Henry
Miller. | always had trouble reading him. He'd go dmight a while and then he'd get
astral or fluffily literary and I'd get discouragedLetters Vol 356). This might be
because Bukowski never strayed from his original intartowrite in a manner that was
simple and direct, with a heavy emphasis on dialogueurgocy reading of his poetry
and prose bears this out, particularly the earlier stortes and column pieces published
in Open Cityin the late 1960s. Nevertheless, there exists a nuohisggnificant
similarities between the confrontational anti-herstance adopted by Miller's narrator,
and the volatile personality of Henry Chinaski, particylin terms of an aggressive

pursuit of individual freedom, which makes Miller an impattkterary influence in this

1 The central theme of tHRosy Crucifixiortrilogy is Henry's relationship with Mona, a womaasied
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respect.

The Beats

Although Bukowski was a contemporary of the Beats, soiimhom also
wrote autobiographical fiction, there are neverthatessdifferences as a result of
diverging literary perspectives. The Beats mostly etlan literary experimentation as
a means of enlightenment through which society couldamsformed. Bukowski, on
the contrary, refused to believe in the sacrednegeafreative act. But there does exist
a defiance of accepted social conventions, along wibad explicitness and drug and
alcohol use in the writing of both Bukowski and the Bealsck Kerouac had always
intended to make his own life the subject matter ofitti®n. The novels he wrote can
be placed in an autobiographical sequence which coveneayseof his own life, and his
characters are based on people Kerouac Knfewignificant link between Bukowski and
the Beats in this respect, is a shared desire toiteiexperiences into fiction even if the
reasons for doing so are considerably different.

An authoritative source on this subject is Jean Fiarigoval's recently
published studyukowski and the Beatghich uses Beat writing as a frame of reference
for discussing Bukowski's own. Duval points out corredtit:t

All the Beat writers are autobiographical by naturexd & is clear that
Bukowski's prose texts and poems, even when he presamtg Elanaski
do not escape this rule. It's the same whether tinatoes call themselves
Duluoz (Kerouac) Chinaski (Bukowski) or Mr.Miller (Henryilldr in
Sexuy The events and the gestures of the characteraioesiare the
same as the authors’.

(2002: 95).

It is, however, the essential differences between f&skoband the Beats which place

Bukowski's art in sharper focus. In his discussion, Dagahpares and contrasts the
utopian politics of Beat poet Allen Ginsberg with Bukowgsgblitical ambivalence, the
dystopian futuristic vision of William Burroughs expressethie highly experimental

language of the cut-up, and Bukowski's simple linear narsatared in particular, Jack

on June Mansfield with whom Miller experienced a votatélationship in the 1930s.
2 Characters in the original draft of Keroua®d's the Roadetained the names of actual people.
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Kerouac's sentimental romanticism compared to Bukowskish and confronting
realism. Duval notes that “While the Beats dancedgtbe road composing a hymn to
their freedom from social proprieties, Buk [Bukowski] pufarty years to free himself
from the shackles which alcohol and poetry alone hd#pado forget at times.”
(2002: 26-27). The Beats celebrated the sacredness ddtaesperimentation,
rejoicing in the lyrical potential of poetry and prosdjlst Bukowski wrote crude,
simplistic narratives about the insecure lives ofvtleeking poor in an economically
prosperous consumer society. However, Bukowski avoidedispiay of sympathy for
this one social group, unlike Kerouac’s romanticised pyatraf poverty. Duval notes
that, “for Bukowski, America was much more unsentimettitaih a lyrical poem in
Kerouac's style.” (2002: 27).

Duval further distinguishes the Beat romantic/utopiaion from the
glaring realism in Bukowski's writing in the following page:

There remains one big difference between Kerouadd¢haés and
Bukowski. The Beats believed themselves bards of aeahty. Kerouac
had his face constantly turned towards God, towardssamesl paradise.
He believed in the celestial nature of his hobos amdish.Behind
everything, he discovered the flip side of the Voidpogential fullness. A
palpitation, a kind of joy, a kind of grace runs throughahising.
Bukowski considered himself a painter of hell and the gopte.

(2002: 103).

Nevertheless, despite differing aesthetic aims, thésBkaprovide some context for
Bukowski's ruggedly self-expressive art. In particulas the single-minded devotion to
the transformation of life experiences into fictmoove all other considerations, that
distinguishes Henry Miller, the Beats and Charles BukoWwshi other twentieth

century American writers.

The Letters

Black Sparrow Press has published four collections of ®akoletters
since his death in 1994. Bukowski was a prolific lettetetyiand many letters were sent
to poets, editors, and readers of his work who had struekcoprespondence with him
after discovering that his writing struck a chord witkitlown life experiences. The

letters tell us much about Bukowski's literary views nesén his life he considered
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particularly significant, and his alternative perspectimesuch activities as work and sex
which reappear in the fiction. In letters, Bukowski iegpely expresses the view that
mainstream American society is essentially absurdabeidating. He uses this view to
explain his retreat to the margins of society and abhge at what the ordinary man had
to do in order to survive. For example, in a 1966 letteh¢ poet Ann Menebroker,
Bukowski writes, “there is something about this land ésevays that kills almost
everybody. there [sic] doesn't seem to be roomamam for the truly living creature.”
(Letters Vol 1268). Like his fiction, Bukowski's letters pack a heavygbun the way
they examine his conflict with society in generall &is disdain towards those writers
who spend their time, “sweating out the correct imdye precise phrase, the turn of a
thought.” Letters Vol 214).

Bukowski also writes about his daily struggles as onbefmorking poor -
particularly when working as mail sorter in the 1960s d las occasionally adopts the
unsure tone of one who is uncertain whether he witidngs creative life in obscurity.
The writer acknowledges as much in a 1988 letter to hisgheblJohn Martin:
“Although what | wrote | felt was good enough for meever felt | would have any
kind of literary luck...my idea was not victory but a tiomance against the odds.”
(Letters Vol 3104). However, despite the modest acclaim Bukowski'sngnieceived
later in his life, he notes in this letter that prgmary motivation in writing at all was as a
way of helping himself to make sense of the hardshigsperienced in his younger
years. In earlier letters the writer provides consillie insight into his dreary working
life, also reflected in the aesthetic simplicity anekdiness of his prose writing at this
time. In a 1965 letter to the wife of writer Wiliamantling, Bukowski writes about the
routinised dullness of his job:

| keep looking at that clock and keep doing the same dull tbingsand
over and over again with my hands looking at the clockdming the dull
thing over and over much faster than | want to in otdéweep up with
production so | can keep my job and die some more.

(Letters Vol 1204).

The drudgery of his job is only ever alleviated whelishka home sitting at the
typewriter, as he makes clear towards the end of ttex lehen he writes, “if | don't
crash through with a poem every now and then, | ashial.” {/ol 1 205).

Bukowski often discusses in letters, past and and pregeetiences that
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have contributed to the alternative aesthetic he ptesra his fiction. This we see in a
1964 letter to the poet Douglas Blazek, in which Bukowskeceslon his earliest
attempts at writing.

| started with the short story, starving in littleoros around the country
and drinking too much cheap wine, and I'd mail things othedtlantic
Monthly or Harper'sand when they came back, | tore them up. | used to
write 8 or 10 short stories a week. All I'd do was wititese stories and
drink as much as possible.

(Letters Vol 1114).

Bukowski worked in an assortment of factory and blue coliical jobs during the
time he is writing about in the letter, and the cumudaéffect of these experiences
explains in part how his literary aesthetic was fatymevealed as follows: “I know
damn well I don't wax the golden poetic and | don't tripeoause | believe it to be
essentially outside of life - like lace gloves for alcstoker.” [etters Vol 179).

Bukowski is also reluctant to separate art from ddg@ywith its own
absurdities and tragedies. As someone who claimed hHe as@ way of saving himself
from insanity, a motive which imbues his art withanmg, Bukowski seemingly
discovers value in art which expresses the artistiggte with his or her own suffering.
In a 1966 letter to Douglas Blazek, Bukowski writes, “I do judge poems as a critic
out of learning but as a human being out of my own expegigvhich must nec. [sic] be
limited but which neverthless contains truths andnossi” etters Vol 1 236).
Bukowski repeats this view on numerous occasions. Tarerthus recurring themes in
both the letters and the fiction which suggest an eafitamfor the writing turning out
as it did: raw, hard, fixated on the working poor, offierually explicit and sometimes
violent.

Seamus Cooney notes about Bukowski's letters that %baring vividness
- a stream of feeling and suffering more than streaoon$ciousness - gives them an
impact which must have been easy to recogniseti€rs Vol 1355). The nature of
Bukowski's suffering is often revealed as more physieal thetaphysical. Cooney
writes:

More often, even when the letter accompanies sulimssif poems or
other writing, there is a full outpouring of the selit;ipresent situation,
generally incorporating notations of the immediate, moadarcumstances:
people passing or working outside, activities in the apautinb@othache,
hangover, radio sounds, etc.
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(Vol 1 355).

These mundane circumstances are described by Bukowski kfléliragedies that “tear
us to the final pieces™Mol 1 285), and appear often in his prose and poetry. If small
events in everyday life contribute to Bukowski's suffgrihis writing about them serves
as a much needed distraction. Thus, as Cooney notesin/\poems and letters - he
tells us as much - was what kept him from suicide anaitysa (Vol 1 358).

Bukowski the loner, imbues his life with meaning by trepan identity through the act
of writing, whatever the form his writing takes. Thimsterms of explaining to his
readers the source of his alienation, the letteragmmportant as the fiction, particularly
as sentiments similar to those expressed in eatiers, can also be found in later
stories and poems. Moreover, Bukowski's later letisss@ntain as much vitriol as
earlier ones, despite the writer's changing fortunes.

However, there are small clues in the later lethdrish point towards
Bukowski's changing lifestyle as royalties increaseda 11984 letter to the editor and
publisher Stephen Kessler, Bukowski comments that, tewhe BMW poems to piss
off those who hated me when | lounged upon the park bencflssiters Vol 3 62).
Bukowski is suggesting that his chosen themes will alesislt in his placement at the
margins of acceptable literary discussion. His comnnetfite letter to Kessler is tongue-
in-cheek, but consistent with the nature of his aregaly. Bukowski suggests that
those who once criticised his alcoholic lifestyle ab longer in a position to complain
now he has earned social respectability by investirrgBMW, yet he will continue to be
despised just the same.

Bukowski's art does not drastically change as a reshls @hore
comfortable financial position, because his awareag#®e absurd remains unchanged
which we see in the later nougbllywood Bukowski believed throughout his life that
he was just an ordinary person reacting to a hostilietsathrough poetry and prose,
and this idea emerges in all his letters. In a 1992 lgitthe poet Michael Basinski who
had written an essay on the writer for ietionary of Literary BiographyBukowski
reflects that,

if there was anything which directed me or gave me sopelse, some
drive, it was that | was discouraged with the work | sanwcontemporaries
doing. | fired from both guns hoping to wake up the show.aét of
desperation against life and literature? And...sometbip while | was
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drinking.
(Letters Vol 3228).

Bukowski maintains that it is absurd to perceive aréista sanctified group of people
who regularly create great majestic works. He regardsabelief as evidence of
absurdity in the world. In a letter to William Packaedjtor of theNew York Quarterly
literary magazine, Bukowski writes,

they [the public] have no idea that it [art] can bealby a bus driver, a
field hand or a fry cook. They have no idea whererhes from. It comes
from pain, damnation and impossibility. The blow te soul of the gut. It
comes from getting burned and seared and slugged. It camebding
too alive in the middle of death.

(Vol 3 199).

Thus, art comes from suffering. Bukowski's suffering v@aded in the letters as a
physical and mental anguish caused by the deadening roaftinissvork in the post
office, daily events as his car breaking down or altadte, and ongoing relationship
troubles. These grievances are as integral to tfezdeds they are to his own poetry and
prose, and they also assist the reader in better chemgtimg Bukowski's alternative

aesthetic.

Bukowski's Themes.

In our discussion of Bukowski's five autobiographical nexad one
collection of short stories, we will be looking atheach work contributes to
Bukowski's alternative view of the word, reflected infte Chinaski’'s struggle to
overcome the absurd. What often prevents the writong becoming merely morose is
Bukowski's skill at introducing a deadpan humour to some daditbard and unusual
situations Chinaski finds himself in. Moreover, ithe many years spent drinking in
bars, working in factory jobs and becoming involved fficdilt relationships with
women, which allow Bukowski to write about, “the basalities of the everyman
existence...something seldom mentioned in the poetilyeodenturies.” (Calonne: 215).

Bukowski is not alone in writing about the working pootvirentieth
century literature. Such writers as Jack Kerouac, Gemiet, Hubert Selby Jr, Henry
Miller and George Orwell wrote novels which featuraretters who live on the margins

of acceptable society. However, unlike these writBtkowski avoids politics or
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aesthetic experimentation in order to emphasise gengal meaninglessness of
Chinaski's suffering.

Thus, we find in the collectioNotes of a Dirty Old Manan untitled story
in which the narrator named Charles Bukowski refleats particular incident in his
youth (also recounted in his 1982 nodam on Ryewhen he was afflicted with a
severe case of acne, causing him to break out in hulgeabdiscarring his body for the
remainder of his life. The story itself is a ramglnarrative discourse on what it means
to be on the outside of society looking in. Bukowski &sea frame of reference, a
school experience involving the narrator wearing soumfto cover up the boils. We
will focus on the opening paragraph in which the narrallades to the effect that his
face has on other people:

| have often let shackjobs and whores slash my faesyamother did, and
this is a most bad habit; being frozen does not netahe jackals take
control, and, besides, children and old women, and stnmeg men, now
wince, as they see my face.

(1973: 241).

The reference to his mother slashing his faceasddnt up in the preceding
story in the collection in which the narrator Hiis father after returning to the family
home drunk and vomits on the carpet, causing his fath@ibtbis son's nose in the mess
to teach him a lesson. His mother then attacksahetor by scratching his face which
causes the boils to open up and bleed: “Finally I turngéhoe full toward her and let
her rip and scream, slashing with her fingernails jrigahe flesh from my face, the
fucking blood dripping and jerking and sliding down my neck andhiny’s (1973: 241)
Both passages convey in an immediate way, violenc@laygical grotesqueness,
contributing to the narrator’s introverted state, sqbsetly reflected in the hard
drinking, self obsessed Chinaski persona.

This persona has been crafted from the particular eatfuBukowski's
writing method whichJean-Francois Duval discusses in the following passage:

He tuned into classical music, drank a mouthful of beevioe, lit up a
cigarette and started to type without giving it any pimught. A
completely physical, natural activity without any inv&rent in or
deliberate appeal to the intellect or tradition, withaaything romantic,
visionary, affected, forced or inspired. Being the nmagtiral possible, this
should come from inside oneself. His poetry with itlecks and faults,
flowed from the source.



34

(2002: 132).
This description suggests there is nothing particularkaexrtiinary or mysterious about
Bukowski's cratft, yet his art is formed from this idiasyatic writing method which
Bukowski claims he stuck to for the remainder of his lifBuval would most likely have
pieced together Bukowski's working methods from letters@etviews, in which the
writer discusses the circumstances inspiring his museesponse to a question asked by
an interviewer concerning his personal approach tad¢hef writing, Bukowski states,

| look forward to the next piece of paper in my typewritee sound of the
keys, the radio onto the classical music, that fitédof wine to my left,
red and wonderous. What could be better? What could kierfac
Nothing could. It's everything.

(Letters Vol 3139).

Such a writing method impacts in a significant way anwhiting both thematically and
stylistically.

Earlier work features Henry Chinaski drinking in bard hacoming
increasingly obsessed with sex, but as Bukowski begarhieve a small amount of
critical praise and financial success from increaskss gd his books throughout the
1970s, his work in the following decade began to focus motbeemes of domesticity,
and also the surprising turns that Bukowski's life as eemoegan to take, as he
increasingly gave poetry readings and developed a reputatitie @irty Old Man' of
American letters.

By the time we get télollywood the anti-hero Henry Chinaski finds
himself in the midst of the film world. In this ndy€hinaski drinks heavily most of the
time, and is highly cynical about the consumer ethaandriAmerican society, yet is
quite happy to receive the royalty cheques for the spl@ehe wrote for a mainstream
Hollywood film about his earlier life as a struggling teri Despite Chinaski's more
comfortable lifestyle iHollywood Bukowski is not necessarily at ease with America as
revealed also in the short story collectidot Water Musiand the novdHam on Ryge
where domestic life is portrayed as a breeding ground $apdointed hopes, excessive
drunkenness and violence. In these works, Bukowski expandspapbcular themes
which emerged in the earlier novélest Office FactotumandWomen The first two of
these focus, in particular, on Chinaski’s rejectiomwofk, but Chinaski's expression of

loathing for the day-job would recur at times in all sutobiographical novels as well as
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in many of the poems and stories. Yet, the genenal édHollywoodis more
lighthearted than in earlier works. For the firstetim his life, Chinaski is able to relax a
little, and although he never lets down his guard, lestife is certainly portrayed by
Bukowski as more comfortable.

Whatever his circumstances, Chinaski is not a charaath whom
Bukowski's readers will be instantly sympathetic. Herotriticises women, he is
mostly drunk in the novels, poems and stories, he idyhigitical of much of the canon's
literature, and the lifestyle he leads in all the wapkto Hollywoodcomprises the daily
struggle of one of the working poor. Factotum Chinaski works in a series of back-
breaking and sometimes dangerous factory jobs, aadshOfficeBukowski depicts the
awful drudgery of menial clerical work. Both novels Wil discussed in further detail in
the next chapter. Yet, readers should be able to igentiat the very least, derive
some satisfaction from Chinaski's resolve to conftbe challenges facing him with
determination and humour. This character is engagegenpetual struggle to assert
his own identity in a society that promotes mediodtitpugh conformity, and is held
together by routine and habit. Neeli Cherkovski dessrgowski's own struggle as

follows:

By then [the late 1960s] the man who had been named Quoithee Year
in 1963 had clearly defined himself as a nonpolitical, wayddalass man
who just happened to write poetry and prose. His motiéntring around
the battle of the sexes, the impossibility of mamig a sane and rational
relationship, the crises with landlord and boss - haa lpeured in
concrete.

(Weizmann (ed.) 2000: 126).

The central motif of Bukowski's belligerent literarytiques is that art and life should
not be regarded as two distinct spheres. The purposesiiand be to reflect basic
realities and not to transcend them. Chinaski oftéfers, but total despair is avoided
through his dry sense of humour and engagement in straightfib pleasures such as
drinking and sex. As discussed in our introduction, Bukowskiguate excited that
Outsidermagazine had named him 'Outsider of the Year' in 1963 i because he
could use this title as a starting point to shape HehnyaSki's identity, who in turn
reflected the outsider views of his creator.

There is no doubt that Chinaski is a flawed hero. hdgility towards most

people with whom he comes into contact and his perpetuakenness reveal a person
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who is at times as insecure as he is insensitiverelare, nevertheless, moments in the
writing when Chinaski reveals aspects of himself wisichtradict his aggressive
masculinity. In one such instance from the ndi@in on Rygethe school age Chinaski
chances upon a group of boys inciting a bulldog to attaekt.aAlthough Chinaski is
unable to work up the courage to intervene, he nevesthelgresses disgust at what he
has witnessed with scant regard to how his schoolmalldseat him afterwards.
Watching the scene unfold, Chinaski observes,

The dog moved forward slowly. Why did the guys need thikia wasn't a
matter of courage, it was just dirty play. Where waeegrown-ups?
Where were the authorities? They were always aroccusang me. Now
where were they?

(2000: 93)

In this passage, Chinaski separates himself from timéonaruelty of the boys whose
aggressive actions are yet another manifestatiomeofvey Chinaski perceives his
relationship with his father, and with society in gahe Although Bukowski is

attempting to incite the reader’s sympathy for Chindskiis also suggesting that
unchecked aggression will often lead to violence whicnashi rejects by retreating to
the life of the barfly at the novel's end. Herehage an example of Chinaski the anti-
hero resisting the dominant will of the crowd. Heduodes the passage by stating, “that
cat wasn't only facing the bulldog, it was facing Humah{2000: 94). Later in the
novel, a girl who Chinaski has been avoiding asks adnehat's wrong with him:

“'He's just strange,' said Jim.” (2000: 183). Chinaskésgeness is characterised in his

eyes by his refusal to conform to what he considelsetsociety's aggressiveness.

The Relationship between Punk Music and Bukowski's Writing

When he was interviewed IRaris Metrowriter Ron Blunden in 1978,
Bukowski declares that, “I must be closer to the punks tiameatniks. I'm not
interested in this bohemian, Greenwich Village, Faribullshit. Algiers,
Tangiers...that’s all romantic claptrap.” (Calonne: 1648y referring to the two North
African cities of Algiers and Tangiers, Bukowski is conmtiregy on writers such as Paul
Bowles and William Burroughs who lived there in the 195@k‘@@s. Burroughs wrote

his most famous novélaked Lunclwhilst living a bohemian lifestyle in Tangiers.
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Bukowski suggests in this statement that the Beat wriggded exotic stimuli in order
to create. In contast, Bukowski rarely left Los Angelnd most of his stories are set in
the poorer areas of this city. By stating that lttecfeser to the punks than the beatniks,
Bukowski is aligning himself with a particular subculture s#dastes in fashion and the
arts sometimes bordered on the nihilistic, and diffeatsiderably from the 1960s
counter-culture embodied by utopian ideals involving spirittzaiscendence and free-
spirited bohemianism.

As we have seen in the comparison of Bukowski and dasBthere exist
some shared ideas about creativity as an expressioaedbm. But there is a noticeable
absence of Beat spirituality in Bukowski's realism. phbaeks of the ‘70s and ‘80s
celebrated anti-heroic lifestyles like Henry ChinasKiecause they saw Vietham war era
America as a dystopia rather than fertile ground fortgplrsalvation. Musically, punk
bands, particularly in California, reacted to the opimifolk-rock of the Woodstock
generation with crass simplistic blasts of noise,\@ace more inclined in their lyrics to
depict the essential strangeness of urban life. Bukoaslan underground writer
residing in Los Angeles, who had little interest in amysic other than classical, must
nevertheless have been aware of what was taking ipléice music underground at that
time, as demonstrated by his reference to punks in theid@r@ew.

Ernest Fontana notes that, “ For Bukowski, Los Angslasgiven; it is the
ordinary world that assaults one's freedom; it is thexotic world of working class
deprivation or the stark marginality of the unemployed,the territory of cosmic
discovery.”(1985: 4). In his account of the Clash's 1977 abtngland, the music
critic and avid supporter of punk music Lester Bangs cites Bskis Love is a Dog
from Hell collection of poetry as a favoured companion on the bois Psychotic
Reactions1990: 243). What Bangs admired about Bukowski was his punktituedea
towards writing and society in general. In his biographangs, Jim DeRogatis notes
that: “Out of tune with the peace'n’'love ethos ofdixges and the Me Generation navel-
gazing of the seventies, he [Bangs] agitated for souradsviére harsher, louder, more
electric and more alive.” (2000: xiii). Punk music wasistithe musical counterpart to
Henry Miller's 'gob of spit in the face of art," andkBwski's dry and dirty realism.

In his history of the Los Angeles music scene, Bathegkyns writes,

Punk...scared the hell out of the mainstream rock eégtat@nt. This was
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particularly the case in Los Angeles which had beaglesinout as a bastion
of bloated, out-of-touch superstardom. Predictably,rtttestry had been
slow to take punk (or 'new wave') seriously, so radiecallyommercial did

it sound to their ears.

(1997: 298-299).
The 'radically uncommercial' nature of punk music was pecits appeal to fans. Punk
music flew in the face of the perceived blandness aistv@am culture. It was
subsequently brash, loud and confronting. Younger genesa@nss America and in
Bukowski's home city, Los Angeles, rejected the utopiagsdef the counterculture as
unworkable, much as Bukowski had rejected Beat romantinishe 1960s, adopting
instead an alternative, more realist view of thelevogpresented in musical expression.
The punk music scene was essentially an underground movearghgtdiscussed in
mainstream music publications likolling Stone.Information about punk music was
mostly spread through crudely put together magazines withdistebution, titled
'Fanzines' or 'Zines'. Punk bands often had their ndiggticbuted by independent record
labels, and the mainstream music industry was pretty @nveided altogether. This is
not to suggest that sales of Bukowski's books are didettgd to the birth of punk
music in the late 1970s. But there are legitimate linksdoen the wilful crassness of
punk music and Henry Chinaski's confronting and irrevgrergona, suggesting a
possible appreciation of Bukowski's writing amongst diséffédisteners of punk music.

Bukowski's punk-like approach to writing also found favourime rather
unexpected places. In a written response to an inbe@x®question, Bukowski
declares that, “men in jails have written me thatytike my work. One of them wrote
me, 'yours are the only books that pass from cekklid d'his to me is the highest
praise.” (etters Vol3: 137). In this letter Bukowski is enthusiastic thatldusks are
being read in places other than literary circles sespectable society. In light of
Bukowki's confrontational views about the literary pssien, a statement like this is not
supposed to be ironic, and is consistent with the tbhes avriting in general. There is
something subversive about the idea that his work is pojpudan environment which
epitomises alienation from mainstream society ihnaher than existential terms. The
harshness of prison life is a physical reality thmamount of aesthetic adornment could
ever transform, therefore it seems entirely approptiat his books would be popular in

such an environment. Within Bukowski's statementdsstiggestion that there is a
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certain edginess in his writing, because it has begmpalar in such a dangerous anti-
social environment as gaol, in much the same wayithpotential appeal to fans of

punk music, can be explained by its committed alterngvspective.

The Poetry

Bukowski wrote many hundreds of poems throughout his career.
considerable number of these express simple, yet tdliscsfated sentiments concerning
the narrator’'s awareness of what it means to lee fil#e will now briefly discuss a
couple of poems relevant to our discussion. Bukowski's yptdetmatically mirrors his
prose in terms of his alternative view of the wobd it is expressed even more directly
than in the novels and short stories. We learn gungeof the nature of this view in the
poem “Nirvana,” in which Bukowski writes about a smakeyday pleasure. In this
poem, Bukowski portrays an aimless young man travelling lous through North
Carolina, and introduces a small event that ultimateliges the journey more bearable.
After stopping at a cafe Bukowski writes,

the waitress was

unlike the women

he had

known.

she was unaffected,

there was a natural

humour which came from her.
the fry cook said

crazy things.

the dishwasher,

in back,

laughed, a good

clean

pleasant

laugh.

the young man watched

the snow through the windows.
he wanted to stay

in that cafe

forever.

(Run with the Huntedl993: 130).

Here, the narrator derives some comfort from tlemishrdinariness of his
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surroundings. We are told at the beginning of the poenthltbanarrator was a “young
man/riding a bus/through North Carolina.” (1993: 129). Aftepging out of College

in 1941, Bukowski escaped the violence of his family home,peoceeded to travel
around America, drinking in bars and sleeping in rooming é®ushis part of his life is
recounted in the nové&lactotum Although we are not told that the narrator is thenee

to escape a past trauma, we do learn something of Bsnpretate of mind in such lines
as 'he wanted to stay in that café forever'. Theata wants to stay in the cafe because
he feels safe there. This is a sentiment repeatdeefunto the poem when Bukowski
writes, “the young man thought/ I'll just sit here/jult stay here.” (1993: 131).

The narrator nevertheless resumes his journey olouheyet the
experience in the cafe has seemingly resonated witlaihd him alone, as he
distinguishes himself from his fellow travellers byting, “they had not/ noticed/ the/
magic.” (1993: 132). This poem is not atypical of Bukowski'snyae general which
often makes very simple observations or introducesydagmotifs. Although the
narrator has not necessarily undergone a transfoematjpperience in the poem, he has
felt a moment of calm in what is otherwise a rastiée. Significantly, a moment of
'magic’ has been generated from a set of ordinary esuti®ne can imagine that had the
narrator’s reverie been disturbed, the typically cyraca jaded Bukowski voice would
have intruded.

Nevertheless, that the narrator was able to darsertain satisfaction from
his solitude, tells us much about the nature of Bukowski'generally, particularly in
terms of explaining the motivation behind such a statenm the poem, “The Genius of
the Crowd” in which Bukowski warns his readers to,

Beware The Average Man

The Average Woman...

Not Wanting Solitude

Not Understanding Solitude
They Will Attempt To Destroy
Anything

That Differs

From Their Own.
(1993: 186)

The reasons for Bukowski's social alienation are furtixplained in the opening stanza
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of the poem:

There is enough treachery, hatred,
violence,
Absurdity in the average human
being
To supply any given army on any given
day.
(1993: 185).

This poem expresses a view that the genius of thegevenan and woman lies in a
suggested human capacity to destroy or isolate anythihgxtpeesses a staunch
individualism, distinct from the conformity of the mass

While the narrator in “Nirvana” takes pleasure inevbigg ordinary life, in
“Genius of the Crowd,” the narrator distinguishes betwebat could be construed as
anti-social tendencies in an individual personality, @hdt he perceives as the absurdity
of the 'average man and woman'. This perspective cloaraone whose experiences
have resulted in some unpleasant conclusions aboutysimcgeneral such as the
following:

Not Being Able To Love Fully

They Will Believe Your Love
Incomplete

AND THEN THEY WILL HATE YOU.
(1993: 187).

These experiences, which are also revealed in méwey pbems, stories and in the
novels, allow the reader to reflect upon the type d@if’idual who would make such
aggressive remarks. Bukowski does provide some clues ap#reng lines of the poem
“a wild, fresh wind blowing...,” in which Bukowski write8 should not have blamed
only my father, but/ he was the first to introducetoleraw and stupid hatred.” (1993:
262). The narrator then goes on to explain that hediseessed to discover that his
father was just one of many people he encountered thratgllife who were

similarly misanthropic:

for when | left that...home...I found his counterparts
everywhere: my father was only a small part of the
whole, though he was the best at hatred

| was ever to meet.

but others were very good at it too.

(1993: 263)
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Bukowski, however, does not merely pour out his grievawitbsut offering a possible
course of action that will potentially alleviate hesrrator’s suffering. Hence, he
concludes the poem with the lines:

my only freedom, my only peace is when | am away from
them, when | am anywhere else, no matter where -
some old fat waitress bringing me a cup of coffee

IS In comparison

like a fresh wild wind blowing.

(1993: 263).

This is a sentiment also expressed in the poem “Narv@ukowski is
acknowledging in both poems that there is somethingfffening about the ordinary
behaviour of both the café staff and the 'fat wastt@gging me a cup of coffee," which
he recognises as a simple human act devoid of crueltigoviki is also hinting that true
freedom will only come to those who are willing tokedhe effort to look for it. In this
respect, Jean-Francois Duval notes that,

Buk [Bukowski] was a man forced to put up with reality andngehands
dirty. A nonconformist who throughout his life tried¢boose freedom
and come to terms with his contradictions and darknksshort, a man
who, to use Sartre's terminology, couldn't be clags#mong the
‘bastards’.

(2002: 119).

According to this interpretation, Bukowski's poetry and erbgis constitutes an act of
defiant self-assertiveness, acknowledged in the concllidesyof his poem “Cornered”:

now
lighting new cigarettes
pouring more

drinks

it has been a beautiful
fight

still is.
(1993: 487).

This defiance is also found in the poem “Trollius andli§es” in which Bukowski pays
homage to his publisher John Martin of Black Sparrove$ré&8ukowski writes:

together we
laid down the gauntlet
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and there are takers
even at this late date
still to be

found

as the fire sings
through the

trees.

(1993: 491).

Bukowski's defiance in the face of adversity arguably titomss the greatest value of his

work, and is a key aspect of his personality, revealdaeipoetry as well as the prose.

The Interaction between Reality and Fiction

The extent to which fact and fiction interact in Bulgbits writing didn't
appear to overly concern him in terms of his ovditallary aims. In a 1988 letter to Jeff
Waddle, a student of his work, Bukowski writes: “On theeleuvi'm afraid they're more
fact than fiction and | suppose in the real sensedhry be called novels. Sometimes in
the short stories everything is entirely fictior@her times not. The poems are hardly
fictional.” (Letters Vol 399). Bukowski is, however, generally regarded as a wofter
fiction. This is because there are a number of aspedtis writing which distinguish it
from autobiographical writing and which Bukowski himsekrawledges. In a 1983
letter to Gerald Locklin, Bukowski writes, “l like things be entertaining. If | feel
entertained at this machine maybe somebody elséeelithat way too.” l(etters Vol 3
48). There is something entertaining about the perpetladiyrd situations Chinaski
finds himself in, particularly in a novel likdollywoodin which this character who has
spent much of his life shunning mainstream society sugtesbmes, for a brief period,
the focus of attention in the entertainment industry.

Moreover, there is much emphasis placed on snappy dialo gudkowski's
writing which sometimes take the form of comical roes as we see in the following
verbal exchange between a misanthropic painter argtisigisuntled girlfriend in the story
“Less Delicate than the Locusts” fradot Water Music

Arlene was sitting in the pink chair reading the aftemaewspaper. 'You
say five thousand people want to sleep with you. Whees tlat leave
me?'

'Five thousand and one."’
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"You think | can't get another man?'

'No, there's no problem for you. You can get anotlar imthree minutes.'
"You think | need a great painter?'

'‘No, you don't. A good plumber would do.'

(1992: 11).

In such passages dominated by dialogue, Bukowski's awardnbsesatsurd is filtered
through the sardonic, and darkly humorous behaviour and catawyef his characters
who almost never consider that life could be any otar. Such sentiments also reflect
the author's own beliefs which emerge in the moretigtautobiographical works.

Bukowski never appears to suffer any anxiety about whetheot his
readers will reject his version of the truth. Inetlwords, although Bukowski would
most likely appreciate his readers identifying with kigexiences in terms of accepting
his alternative view of the world, he is, nevertiglalso interested in placing emphasis
on certain aspects of his life for reasons othem #tact historical accuracy. In this
sense, Bukowski's writing differs from those for whom,

autobiography's project - to tell the story of onées-lappears to constrain
self representation through its almost legalistic dedmiof truth telling, its
anxiety about invention, and its preference for tieedi and the verifiable,
even in the presence of some ambivalence about thibesea.

(Gilmore, 2001: 3).

Each of these aspects of autobiography discussed by Liémgbr&is a factor
distinguishing autobiography from fiction, because, forvhiger of fiction, there should
not exist any authorial anxiety about the extent bckvimagination imposes itself on
the real world.

It is highly unlikely that Bukowski would have been tomcerned about
how his work would be regarded by the casual reader. cahisnly be the case,
however, if he has accomplished his initial motivatior writing to his own satisfaction,
and to the satisfaction of those readers who aretabtdate their own experience of the
world to Henry Chinaski's. Chinaski is a literaryatien. However, one should
consider the extent to which Chinaski's personality loa divorced from that of his
creator.

One might also consider the extent to which it issjibes to rely on
Bukowski's version of the truth. In her study of the bistgraphical writing of such

writers as Dorothy Allison, Mikal Gilmore and Jeaeé¥interson, Leigh Gilmore notes
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that:

The self who reflects on his or her life is not \ihanlike the self bound to
confess or the self in prison, if one imagines sglikesentation as a kind of
self monitoring. Thus, along with the dutiful and trutt#fatounting of a
life one might find in autobiography, the self is notyaesponsible but
potentially culpable, given autobiography's rhetorical pndy to testimony
and the quasi-legalistic framework for judging its authdstici that is so
easily mobilised.

(2001: 20).

In this context, the possibility does exist for theadiographical writer to experience
anxiety about possible accusations that his or heioreof the truth might be
misconstrued or mis-represented. The crisis emergesanoanxiety about where to
draw a line between where the real ends and the inthjewins. Bukowski's response -
consistent with his alternative aesthetic - cafob@d in the noveHollywoodin which
Chinaski states, “if | worried about what the peopledat'd never write anything.”
(1989: 36). In this sense, Bukowski is happy to expressidimatabn from an absurd
society which, as one begins to understand from readingdrk, would invariably
guestion his version of the truth by doubting whethemteenories of a heavy drinker
can be held reliable. Thus, later in the novel Gikhneomes clean about his motivations
for writing in the first instance: “There was alwdie typer to soothe me, to talk to me,
to entertain me, to save my ass. Basically, tidtisl wrote: to save my ass, to save
my ass from the madhouse, from the streets, fromlfriy$&989: 88).

Bukowski often refers to his own writing as a theraefotim of insulating
himself from the madness of the world. In termshefvarious definitions of
autobiography outlined by Leigh Gilmore, the authentioftidukowski's work as
containing certain truths about his own life can dndysubstantiated either by comparing
the facts of Bukowski's life with those of Henry Clsk& or by simply accepting Henry
Chinaski as an authentic character whose personadipnates with the reader, or by
identifying with Chinaski's alternative world view.

We have already seen that Chinaski's non-confordastity reflects many
aspect of Bukowski's own personality, which we learruabopoems and letters, and
from the direction and focus of Bukowski's own readingth@ugh Bukowski, as an
artist, led what could be described as an ordinary lgcepting the poetry readings he

gave in the 1970s, and a few years in the latter pahedéighties when he briefly
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entered popular culture after the cinematic releaseedfithBarfly in 1987 - he,
nevertheless, imbues his recounting of this life efittion with the strength of his
convictions and proclivity for self-assertivenessjolthends his alternative aesthetic a
certain authenticity.

This aesthetic emerges in a much more nihilistig wahe poem, “The
Genius of the Crowd,” in which the narrator rails agathe absurdity of the average
person, who has become absurd for accepting mediocrity stiepiegly. Such a belief
suggests that Bukowski’'s art constitutes an absolute fattiseocapacity of the self to
discover freedom. This is why Bukowski looked to thosentweth century writers such
as Henry Miller, John Fante and Louis Ferdinand Cealine, like himself, were unafraid
to use their life experiences as the basis upon wbicbhiivey the horror of modernity in
often crass and violent prose explosions linked to a fuadtal concept common to alll
four writers: that horror is a direct consequenceunfidn stupidity manifested as the
herd mentality. Each narrator in the novels oferesthors, believes himself to be
outside mainstream society as a consequence of partifuxperiences, and his
outsider status is confirmed by the volatile naturéhefart and its social response.

We have also remarked that there are a number a@ludtifis in discussing
Bukowski's writing in strictly theoretical terms, padi@rly when discussing
autobiographical theory as it applies to literature. Aegal summation of this theory
can be articulated as one question: To what exteatitibiographical writers speak
the truth? (Anderson: 2001: 2-3). This question can lubfieebin relevant terms
when discussing autobiographical fiction, thus: Wheraninparticular work of
autobiographical fiction, is the interaction most prameed between the real and the
imagined? It is not the intention of this essay tdlgough Bukowski's writing with a
fine toothcomb in order to pick apart every life expareappearing in either story,
poem or novel in order to determine how believable Bidlds/representation of his life
actually is. In this respect it is relevant to asHeat his readers should be prepared to
accept to some degree the notion of authorial 'inteality.’

Regardless of the extent to which critical work mightdevoted to
exploring whether or not Charles Bukowski is Henry Célinaand whether or not
Chinaski's life experiences match those of Charles ®akiothe writer in terms of strict

historical accuracy, there is little doubt that Bukoveskititing does constitute a volatile
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mix of fact and fiction manifested in Henry Chinaski's persona which suggests its literary
value. The formation and development of Chinaski’'s identity will be explored in the

following chapters.
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CHAPTER TWO

THE DEVELOPMENT OF BUKOWSKI'S ALTERNATIVE LITERARY
AESTHETIC IN THE NOVELS POST OFFICE, FACTOTUM AND WOMEN

In response to a question frdtortfolio magazine in a 1990 interview about the extent
to which themes in his writing are dark, Bukowski obsemeout his work that, “if there
is a darkness in my writing it is a darkness that isgryo work into the light or if it

can't make it into the light it is a darkness thatdigemehow...within and against all
odds.” (Calonne, 2003: 249). Much of Bukowski's writing portidgsiry Chinaski's
struggle to overcome the dark periods in his life, but &dki's position is never entirely
hopeless. This is particularly the case in the nelelywood a humorous account of
Chinaski's growing fame as a writer in the 1980s. Newedgds, there are darker aspects
to Chinaski's persona revealed in each of the autolpbgral novels. This chapter will
examine Chinaski's rejection of work, his chronic drumless and obsession with sex,
beginning with the embryonic Chinaski persona appeariByikowski's first published
story in 1944. We then trace the development of thigitglear persona through a
number of short stories Bukowski wrote in the 1960s andritiree novels published
by Black Sparrow Press in the 197Bsst Office(1970),Factotum(1975) andVomen
(1978). Although each of these novels covers differembgeiof Chinaski's life,
Bukowski's literary self consistently rages againstahsurdity he sees in the world as a
way of coming to terms with the darkness that seepechiatearlier life.

Bukowski's earliest published work is a short stor§iorymagazine titled
“Aftermath of a Lengthy Rejection Slip” published in 1944.his discussion of the
story, Neeli Cherkovski notes that Bukowski uses his name for the central character
(1991: 75)° This detail suggests that at the earliest stage litdtiasry career, Bukowski
was directing his creative energies towards placingvasexperiences at the centre of
his fiction. This story is significant because o thtroduction of a number of themes
that would preoccupy Bukowski for the remainder of his l#dso notable about the

story is the first appearance of a character in eomryform who would reappear in

% Quotations from this story come from Neeli Cherkosskiography,Hank.
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much of Bukowski's writing from then on, alternativelgmed Charles Bukowski or
Henry Chinaski. Cherkovski notes that Bukowski beginstbey with a response from
Whit Burnett, the editor ofStorymagazine, to some writing the narrator had submitted
to him for publication. Burnett begins by declaring:

Again, this is a conglomeration of extremely good stnf other stuff full
of idolized prostitutes, morning-after-vomiting scenesamthropy, praise
for suicide etc. that is not quite for a magazine ofargulation at all.
This is, however, pretty much a saga of a certain eyperson and in it |
think you’ve done an honest job.

(1991: 75).

Burnett’s appraisal contains within it a number of kbgeyvations revealing something
of Bukowski's earliest literary expression that woulddfggo the development of
Henry Chinaski's personality. Although Bukowski was didyin 1944, his early
experiences had already instilled in him a fascinatiibin the underbelly of American life
which he would write about in a far more confrontingwme than had been previously
attempted in American fiction, outside of the novel&iefry Miller. The troubling
themes Burnett spells out would reappear in much of Bukowskitmg from then on.
Significantly, Burnett acknowledges that the material Budao was sending to him was
not generally suitable “for a magazine of any circalaof all.” Within such a statement
we find an early explanation for the reason Bukowski Besnwork to a multitude of
‘little’ literary magazines once he began writing pgetith great fervour in the mid
1950s.

By rejecting much of what had preceded him in Amerioztiof as a
consequence of the highly critical nature of his ovadireg, Bukowski at 24 was
preparing himself to enter into what is best descrilsetth@ American literary
underground. Burnett also observes that he is awar8tikatvski is seeking to present
a particular literary persona in his stories, one gikies the impression that he is an anti-
hero. Thus, Burnett notes that Bukowski’'s stories aontahin them
“a saga of a certain type of person” that suggests “aadtgob.” Burnett concludes
that it is through the forceful nature of his narrag@elf-expression, that Bukowski has
achieved a certain honesty and integrity in thisestrivriting. In this respect, the writer
had been influenced by Henry Miller, who, as thecRobert Nye notes,"is one of the

few modern writers who can move a reader to tearse gimtply, by the pressure of his
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own feelings.” Cult Fiction, 1998: 196).

Bukowski concludes his first published story by stating thaim too much a
saga of a certain type of person: fuzzy blackness, etipaghmeditations, repressed
desires.” (Cherkovski: 78). Here, Bukowski is strivingthed early stage in his career,
to articulate the essential nature of his narrafoeisonality. In the story, the narrator is
made to look the fool when he goes out of his wayattdelt a guest who has turned up
at his home, mistakenly believing that the visitoanseditor who is interested in
publishing his writing. The guest, who is shown makingiakavertures towards
Bukowski's girlfriend, turns out to be an insurance salesif¥091: 78). This depiction
of an absurd situation in which the narrator is plasedot atypical of Bukowski's body

of work.

The Path to Henry Chinaski.

Following the publication of “Aftermath of a LengthyjBetion Slip” and a
couple of other stories Matrix andPortfolio magazine in 1946 (Sounes: 25-26),
Bukowski embarked on a ten year drinking binge in whide lfriting was
accomplished. He began writing in earnest in the mid 19B804érst he wrote mostly
poetry, but by the late 1960s had accumulated enough shaes$tora comprehensive
volume published by City Lights &ections, Exhibitions and General Tales of
Ordinary Madnessn 1972% In his discussion of these stories Russell Harnigxias
that,

the repetitive, sometimes sloppy writing is the restétroaesthetic credo
that marred a fair amount of Bukowski's early work, esgllgdihe prose.
For Bukowski, this appearance of spontaneity was songethibe valued
because it was important not to seem literary.

(1994: 255).

Bukowski's intentions at this time can thus be explas®d concerted attempt to
achieve aesthetic simplicity in his writing in ordesert the primacy of his own
alternative world view as reflected in experiencesidatshe mainstream. These early

stories received some praise from readers who apprtisie ‘sloppiness.” Gay

4

This volume was later reprinted by City Lights as sgparate volume3he Most Beautiful Woman in
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Brewer includes in his own study the following commeant a fan of Bukowski's early
writing:

They can be called the most honest, straightfowatighéening and
important stories published in this country in the ¢asiple of
decades...Besides Charles Bukowski's mindbombs, most othetrssaries
are effete puffballs, collegeboy finger exercises tiaak little to do with
reality or the world outside.

(1997: 50).

Bukowski's deliberate aesthetic simplification can be wstd®d as a direct response to
the prevalence of ‘collegeboy finger exercises’ agddiy the enthusiatic fan.
Disavowing the aesthetic complexity of much Beat ngitof the 1950s, as well as the
often baffling metafiction of the 1960s post-modern expemialists, Bukowski suggests
a freedom of self-expression through plain, simple prdsgpite exposing his writing to
criticism that it might be judged sloppy or repetitive btics and readers when
comparing him to his contemporaries.

Henry Chinaski’'s persona is shaped within the conteBu&owski's new found
sense of literary freedom. Much like Bukowski's othesrsistory collections, the
stories inErections, Exhibitions and Tales of Ordinary Madnasss an admixture of
drunken tall-tales, occasionally surreal and absurd, @ad séxually explicit semi-
autobiographical reminiscence. In those stories tetta the first person, the central
character is referred to throughout as Charles Bukowsiis, in the story “3 Women”
which describes the narrator’s “days of desperatioifigMost Beautiful Woman in
Town 1988: 59) as he struggles with desperate poverty, drunkeniels aelationship
with a woman named Linda, we learn something of theedeping way in which the
writer perceives the narrator who nonetheless destresgth from his own sense of
freedom.

After describing in detail sexual acts with Linda and ftmends she brings back
to their rooming house, the narrator is evicted bylahdlord who tells him, “we’ve
always had respectable people here Mr Bukowski.” (1988: 64@.na&rrator then packs
his meagre belongings and leaves, also learning tHeihbeen abandoned by Linda.
However, a growing belief in his own capacity for sedfertiveness remains. He thus

concludes the story by stating, “let’s just say that oight | fucked or got fucked by 3

TownandTales of Ordinary Madnesand it is the former volume we will be referring tothe text.
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women and let that be story enough.” (1988: 65). Theatwais sardonic attitude
towards himself and his circumstances recurs througheuwtdltection. There is,
however, an assuredness in the tone and behavious chtracter which is transferred
across to Henry Chinaski in later writing. Bukowskesise of his narrator’s self worth
despite his impoverished state also emerges in “TheABayalked About James
Thurber.” In this story, the narrator notes, “t8ere | was, down and out, outa luck
and outa talent, couldn’t even get a job as a newspapgejabdor, dishwasher.” (1988:
142) However, after describing in detail yet anotherasgxthe rejuvenated narrator
concludes by observing, “And my talent was not yesfHied.” (1988: 147). Based on a
reading of what had preceded this statement, one migdanally conclude that the
narrator is referring to his sexual prowess more thgtalent as a writer. Nevertheless,
it is through such observations that the irreverenti;teero Chinaski persona is
established.

Similar personality traits emerge in the story “TheiB Life and Death of an
Underground Newspaper” frofirhe Most Beautiful Woman in Towallection. This
story is a thinly veiled account of Bukowski's experienagiting for the Los Angeles
based newspap@pen Cityin the late 1960s which is facetiously named “Open Pussy”
in the story. The story describes a significant timBukowski's life when his
underground literary reputation had begun to grow as a consEgaktine opinion
pieces and stories that were publishe@penCity. By the late 1960s, Bukowski had
already had a number of chapbooks of poetry published, &@gén Citycolumns
brought his ‘street language’ styled writing to a wider aumBedue to the easy
availability of the newspaper.

The subject of this story provides the reader with smisight into what the term
‘alternative literature’ might actually mean. Storiike “The Birth, Life and Death of an
Underground Newspaper,” reveal aspects of Bukowski's art stgaimch the work of
other writers belonging to other literary movemersats be measured in terms of the
presence or absence of characteristics which moogsehkedefine what alternative
literature communicates and represents. Throughoutdhg Bukowski parodies the
1960s counterculture movement, consistent with his sardemcof American society
in general, whilst ironically providing some insightanhat it meant to be actively

involved in the counterculture and its political, soaiadl cultural offspring. The very
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concept of an ‘Underground’ newspaper makes greater setfige tve rich artistic

milieu of the counterculture involving experimentatiomnhngex and drugs, and a
rejection of consumerism and the sacrifice of onefss of self to a collective identity
promoted by social and political institutions. Agairss backdrop, the hard drinking,
sex obsessed, Bukowski/Chinaski persona emerges inaduiterthat negates the ‘effete
puffballs’ which have ‘little to do with reality or ¢hworld outside.” Chinaski's identity
is thus established through Bukowski's critique of whatédiewes to be the inherent
falsity of the consumer culture which is a culture ridtee creative expression, but one
characterised by wealth driven production and consumptiothese early stories,
Bukowski is also content to let his narrator’s flawrgeege in order to suggest an honest
portrayal of his experiences.

Thus, at the beginning of the story, Bukowski is candidiatize seemingly
unsavoury aspects of his narrator’s personality wheméanrator is told by the wife of
the editor of the Los Angeles magazine ‘Open Pussyahatparty held at their home,
“you refused to leave and you drank a whole fifth of whisked kept telling me that
you were going to fuck me up against the bookcase.” (1988: Ta$)sistent with
Bukowski's writing generally, there is no suggestion fréwa @author that his narrator is
remorseful for his behaviour in any moral sense. |&m that Bukowski's narrator is a
flawed character in much the same way that charaict&sstoyevsky such as Prince
Mishkin in The Idiot Raskolnikov inCrime and Punishmerind the unnamed narrator
of Notes from Undergroundre flawed, in terms of an inability to disguise theedrof
neurotic tendencies, but truths about the human stateev@ntheless be learnt from
them. In Bukowski’s story, his narrator’s cynicismy@ets him from ever achieving any
meaningful affinity with the counterculture movementretlgough the editor of ‘Open
Pussy’ is depicted as receptive to Bukowski's alternatieng. Such a portrayal is
entirely consistent with Chinaski's identity in lat@orks even though his personal
circumstances have changed. One might thus argue thmatsKits flaws are weaknesses
in some aspects of his life, particularly in his rielaships with women, but strengths in
others, in terms of the suggestion that revealing dadiisgs suggests a certain authorial
integrity.

In the story Bukowski portrays his narrator as contememain an outsider

despite the open invitation to write for the newspapée.recalls,
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walk[ing] over to my skidrow court thinking about what atake | was
making. | was almost fifty years old and fucking withsiadonghaired
bearded kids. Oh, God, groovy, daddy, oh groovy! War is $Mdr is hell.
Fuck, don't fight. I'd known all that for fifty yeardt wasn't quite as
exciting to me.

(1988: 110).

In this passage the narrator distinguishes himself tr@enyounger generation of the
counterculture by parodying their affectations and beliBfg stating his age as 50 —
which Bukowski would have been when the story was writtéhe already world-
weary narrator is confirming that to defy mainstre@mventions is nothing new to him,
suggesting that he has always seen himself on thedrofgeainstream American
society. Such a suggestion is confirmed when we lottkeatircumstances of
Chinaski’'s youth in the novélam on Rye

Bukowski disparages the hippie movement because he idemigls the self
mythologising literary identities of the Beat writafsthe 1950s, from whom the
counterculture/psychedelic social movement sprung, and éonviBukowski refers in
numerous letters, discussed elsewlieHowever, in the story, the narrator also realises
that a significant publishing opportunity has arisen, anthbs begins writing for the
paper. The tone and subject matter of the writingf isetvealed in the following
passage:

| found a pint in my place, drank it, four cans of beeal arote the first
column. It was about a three- hundred-pound whore | haglfonked in
Philadelphia. It was a good column. | corrected thentypirors, jacked
off and went to sleep...

(1988: 110).

The story at this point diverges into a descriptiorhefrarrator’s treatment by his
employers at the post office where he works, whes Bengled out for criticism because
of the anti-social nature of his writing. After reaglisome of the writer’'s columns, the
narrator is called to the personnel section, whelis faizzed about the writing and his
personal situation. The inference from the questioisitigat because the narrator is
unmarried yet paying child support, he lacks moral fortit(@88: 115-116). His
interrogator notes that “ ‘you would have been alrigiibu had kept writing poetry, but

when you began writing this stuff...” The narrator repligsasking, “ ‘Are we to

® See the four collections of letters published by Biphrrow Press.
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consider postal officials as the new critics of atteire?” (1988: 116). This somewhat
Kafkaesque scene in the story depicts the narratoinrigdotthe status quo represented
by his employer, and also suggests a rejection of somdbrmity. Such a reaction can
be equated with the idea of maintaining one’s integnty ot selling out to the
mainstream. The idea of articulating a rejectionarffermity through artistic expression
appealed very much to the Beats who self-conscioustyddb create an alternative
vision for society in which free creative expressi@gated ‘selling out’. In Bukowski's
story, his narrator’s verbal sparring match withaidfs from the post office reflects a
defiance through self-assertion in order to resistabeless conformity of the ‘grey
flannel suit.® The somewhat sinister motives of the bureaucrgsiem he finds himself
up against also recall the impenetrable, shadowy facmfby the hero of Franz
Kafka's novelThe Trial

As the story continues, Bukowski recounts the varioatstand tribulations of
‘Open Pussy,’ focusing on law enforcement accusationbsdenity (1988: 119); the
ongoing struggle of the volunteer staff to keep the papeatafivho Bukowski describes
as “starving for the Cause” (1988: 121); and the volatil@w@ebr of the editor Joe
Hyans, who at one point in the story upon learningWwife’s infidelity threatens to
shoot her lover (1988: 122-123). Ultimately, the paper is artabtontinue because of
a lack of financing, a series of police busts and ttieasingly wild behaviour of the
editor. The narrator responds by stating: “It was oviére cops had won, the city had
won, government had won. Decency was in the steggtis.” (1988: 126). The story
concludes on a note that is neither expectant nomtleffar the narrator, life will go on.
The final lines of the story read: “I went into ttpper and took myself a beautiful
beershit. Then | went to bed, jacked off, and slef©988: 129).

This story tells us much about the Chinaski personiaeassied in Bukowski's
work from the 1960s. Although Bukowski’s first published stiar$944 heralds the
arrival of Chinaski in embryonic form, by the time\get to the stories of the mid 1960s,
Bukowski's confidence in revealing the assertive natfiéhinaski's personality has
markedly increased. Although the narrator of “Life tBand Death of an Underground

Newspaper” realises that ‘Open Pussy’ offers a sympatioetim for the particularly

® Sloan Wilson’s 1955 novdlhe Man in the Grey Flannel Syibrtrays a younger generation’s
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confronting nature of his writing - at one point in gtery the narrator remarks to the
editor Joe Hyans that, “ ‘you are the only one whibprint my column™ (1988: 124) -
he is nevertheless antagonistic towards the paper’'serautiure affiliations (at another
point in the story, the narrator describes Hyandeasriwashed beyond himself.” (1988:
120). Such contradictions are consistent with Henrp&3i's personality in other
works in which he is portrayed by Bukowski as being pagitutonfident about
expressing his view of the world, despite the possilalitglienating likeminded people.
Gay Brewer notes about thMost Beautiful Woman in Tovaollection that
“despite the satiric and light tone of several stoties,overall message...is downbeat.”
(1997: 54). In the autobiographical stories in the cotlectine narrator is mostly
preoccupied with fleeting sexual encounters, drunkennessatridas digs at the
counterculture. These are concerns that would condysteappear in later work,
including Bukowski’s three novels of the 197Psst Office FactotumandWomen
The first two portray Chinaski's experiences with ergplent, and the third focuses on

relationships and sex as well as Henry Chinaski’s ratitur as a writer.

Post Office The Writer as Worker.

When Bukowski wrote his first novBlost Officein 1970, his narrator, Charles
Bukowski, had been renamed Henry Chinaski. Chinaski weuaféin the central
character in the novels and many of the short stoekey characteristic ¢fost Office
is the assertive and sardonic tone Chinaski adopts thoatigiegardless of the many
unpleasant situations in which he finds himself. Asisnsecond novétactotum
Bukowski portrays the misery of Chinaski's blue collarkvexperiences iPost Office
Both novels contrast the routinised tedium of work w@thinaski’'s ongoing pursuit of
freedom. Chinaski's zeal and determination to asseridn-conformist personality,
despite the unpleasantness of his life at this time, stggeth the direction the narrative
of Post Officetakes, and the novel's conclusion. Secondary thamkgle a number of
encounters Chinaski has with women throughout the nawvelare characterisations of

people with whom Bukowski was involved when he worked passal clerk in the

disillusionment with conformity.
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1950s and 60s.

Bukowski begins the novel with a one page statement, peddyitaken from an
employment manual with the heading ‘Code of Ethics,t thiamally lists the behaviour
expected of employees of The United States Post Offite. statement is littered with
standard business-like phrases which call on each pestede employee to: “Act with
unwavering integrity and complete devotion to the publierest.” Post Office(PO)
1997: 9) This statement sets a standard by which Chimesisures his own rebellious
behaviour in the novel, particularly as the job itseliever portrayed as an extension of
his own identity. Chinaski depicts the post office msl@nating, bureaucratic monolith
which he battles against in order to maintain higgasay Brewer notes that the novel
explores the idea that, “vitiating labour transformsinmo grotesque parodies and
battered broken monsters.” (1997: 15-16) but that, “throughial aérself-abnegating
labour and a subsequent flight through hell, Chinaski tiiet & formed, his habits of
creation fomented as we watch.” (1997: 17). Bukowski acletyes in a 1970
interview that “I had to give up the post office job &ese it was killing me, really. So |
wrote a novelPost Office’ (Calonne: 50). Before Bukowski can create art, het mus
first gain freedom. Chinaski’'s own struggle to do so, mases the main theme of the
novel. The very title of the novel tells us that #ght hour job is the arena within which
this struggle will take place.

At the beginning of the novel, Chinaski introduces hifigh a short simple
statement that tells us from the onset how he wiltgiee the job he is about to apply
for: “It began as a mistake,” after having heard frtthee drunk up the hill, that they
would hire damn near anybodyPQ@: 13). Bukowski frames this recollection with a
glimpse of Chinaski’'s personal circumstances at thistpoims life: “I was shacked, but
the shackjob was gone half the time, off somewher@ | avas lonely alright.”RO: 13-
14). Following this straightforward opening, the novebld¥ as an interconnected
series of anecdotes separated into short chapters. Blkikoownsistently provides
insights into the drudergy of menial blue and white callark, where employees are
expected to act like automatons in order not only teeséitreir employers, but also, “to
take great pride in this tradition of dedicated servi¢®O: 9).

The novel thus explores Chinaski’s response to araéilienand absurd

environment. He suffers when choice is taken away fnim because of the need to
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work to order to survive. This we see, not onl?ast Office but the novel&actotum

andHam on Rye When employed, Chinaski finds himself in a positidrere he has no
choice but to follow orders. His initial reactiongoch a situation is to reflect on the

pettiness and narrow vision of society in general whiccepts rules and conventions
that Chinaski finds absurd.

We see in the early chaptersRdst Officewhen Chinaski begins working as a
mail carrier, that his alienated state results inrabver of bizarre encounters with the
general public. This we see in the following passageénioh Chinaski comments on the
inability of the average person to acknowledge the eagrpitfalls of modern life:

‘BILLS! BILLS! BILLS! she screamed. ‘IS THAT ALL YOU CAN
BRING ME? THESE BILLS?'...

It wasn't my fault that they used telephones gas anddigtitbought alll
their things on credit. Yet when | brought them théis they screamed at
me — as it had asked them to have a phone installed, or a $350ritv. se
sent over with no money down.

(PO: 40).

The nature of his job has increased his awarenesscabus desires in mainstream
society, which Chinaski rejects outright. Absurditgmphasised through the woman
who, having become aware of her powerlessness, enfsustration on the mailman
delivering the bills.

Chinaski contrasts the anger of the woman, with ahanacteristically sensitive
portrayal of a co-worker named G.G. This charactdected as having spent his life
working for the post office with deleterious consequencelis voice was gone. He
didn’t speak. He croaked. And when he croaked, he didninsa. He was neither
liked nor disliked. He was just there...No light shone ftosnface. He was just a hard
old crony who had done his job: G.GP@: 42). Years of deadening, routinised work
have harmed G.G. and Chinaski records his decline im tsd®mment on the effects of
such work on the mind and body: “There he was, head @ohis arms on one of the
tables...He was sobbing and wailing. His whole body simskasms. He wouldn't
stop.” PO: 46). Chinaski's co-workers seem not to notice thlenadn’s despair, but
he nevertheless attempts to grab their attentionlittlthsuccess.

He concludes the chapter by noting that “I| never sa &yain. Nobody knew
what happened to him nor did anybody mention him agdirO: 47). Bukowski uses

this character to demonstrate what can happen wheonagfeeedom is sacrificed. In a
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rare moment of empathy, Chinaski expresses conceut &6, thus distinguishing
himself from his fellow workers who most likely do ne@ant to be reminded that they
too could end up like this pathetic and powerless individlibis character reminds
Chinaski of why he detests the very concept of thgataythus a third of the way into
the novel Chinaski resigns, although informing his remdeittle did | know that |
would be back as a clerk and that | would clerk all hunchealrug stool, for nearly 12
years.” PO: 50). The consequence is Chinaski's own physical andatrgcline. He
explains his antipathy simply: “Any damn fool can begsame kind of job; it takes a
wise man to make it without working."PQ: 62).

It is during those times when Chinaski is not working tlediscusses his
personal life. In the novel, he describes his shmartriage to a woman named Joyce -
based on Barbara Frye, a literary editor Bukowski n@umel 956 and divorced two
years later - and an ongoing relationship with anotlmnan named Betty (Sounes:
104). Chinaski describes Joyce as belonging to a fahilgrsiderable wealth, although
he is never given the opportunity to enjoy any ofitork remains the dominant theme.
Joyce tells him, “ ‘We both ought to get jobs...to prowettem that you are not after
their money.” PO: 62). Chinaski subsequently returns to the post offatngtin a
typically dry manner, “I might get used to it. | nevet geed to it.” PO: 68). The
marriage falls apart shortly after Chinaski’s returnvtark.

Chinaski's hardness subsides when describing his redatpwith Betty. In fact,
the only real tenderness Bukowski allows Chinaski,veated in his relationships with
the characters Sarah in the nadellywood and Betty, who is also named Jan in the
novelFactotum and is based on Jane Cooney Baker, who is descrilrgdniews,
letters and the Sounes and Cherkovski biographies as Buk®firskitrue love.
However, in the novel, Bukowski also describes Befiyigsical decline and her
eventual death from alcoholism. The horrible realityer illness is described in a
typically stark manner, devoid of romanticism or nagéal In the novel, Betty's
suffering represents the suffering of the underclass.

We see this when Chinaski visits Betty who has beaspitalised as a
consequence of her insatiable appetite for alcohoinaGki reacts with anger when he
sees the miserable state she is in:

‘Why do you just let her lay there?’
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‘We’ve done all we can, sir.’

‘SIR! SIR! SIR! FORGET THAT ‘SIR’ STUFF, WILL YOU?I'll bet if
that were the president or governor or mayor or sacheson of a bitch,
there would be doctors all over that room daogiething Why do you
just let them die? What's the sin in being poor?’

(PO: 111).

This scene recalls Bukowski's short story “Life and thea the Charity Ward,” which
describes his stay in a charity hospital followingaais bout of internal bleeding
brought about by a decade of heavy drinking (discussed garigmwhich illuminates

the appalling conditions in US charity hospitals. Bukow#gles not intend to make an
overt political statement in this passage, but Chineskilnerability as one of the
working poor is revealed in a way that is not seenastrof Bukowski’'s work. In this
sense, Chinaski is revealed as something other tbaa-dimensional character. Betty's
suffering awakens him to the reality of his life, amdrésponds accordingly given the
circumstances of his own experiences.

Nevertheless, although Chinaski expresses outrage ag &y lying in a
hospital bed, there is also an acceptance that evelifgagnsists of an endless struggle
to overcome suffering, and such an acceptance explaitadik of further discussion in
the novel of Betty’s plight in political or existerittarms. In the chapters following
Betty's death, Chinaski deals with his own sufferingplaying the horses and drinking.
Yet he, like the character G.G, begins to experierueysical decline as a result of the
tedium of his job. This we see in the following passage

| began getting dizzy spells. | could feel them cominge &ase would
begin to whirl. The spells lasted about a minute. uldi@t understand it.
Each letter was getting heavier and heavier. Th&slaEgan to have that
dead grey look. | began to slide off my stool. My legaild barely hold
me up.

(PO: 149).

Chinaski is not the only who one who suffers becatisieeodreary nature of the work.
He observes:

| had seen the job eat men up. They seemed to madre Tvas Jimmy
Potts of Dorsey Station. When | first came in,rdyrhad been a well built
guy in a white T-shirt. Now he was gone...They had nmedlaim. He
was 55. He had seven years to go until retirement... Titiear enelted or
got fat, huge, especially around the ass and belly. ditheastool and the
same motion and the same talk.

(PC: 179).
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Bukowski suggests there are harmful physical consequencesHeotedious and
repetitive nature of Chinaski's work, which become aspay illustration of his loss of
freedom. Such an awareness acts as the impetus faskhio finally leave the post
office.

As the novel reaches its conclusion, Bukowski introdutesthe narrative a
number of reports filed against Chinaski by his emplogerserning regular absences
which Chinaski makes no effort to explain or argue agaihkat the job itself is horrible
is justification enough. But Bukowski does not attemphoite any particular sympathy
for Chinaski. Bukowski, in fact, holds Chinaski respolesibr his own predicament, of
which we learn from the very first lines of the BgVIt began as a mistake.” However,
Chinaski’'s belief in himself, and the legitimacy of uest for freedom, redeems him.
To truly comprehend what it means to be free, Chifaakihad to undergo a trial-by-
fire, which consequently affrms and explains Bukowskiiaaeption of freedom
expressed through the skid row drinkeHafm on Rygthe sex obsessed writer of
Womenand the cynical anti-commercial ChinaskiHdllywood

Bukowski includes the reports detailing Chinaski's absesitesimply to suggest
his own negativity towards work. To retreat from weiginifies individual freedom in
the novel. Never at any time in the narrative d@esowski discuss work as a
meaningful social activity which an individual undertakesiider to serve the greater
good of society. Rather, work simply serves to enséankdestroy the will of the
worker, which in Chinaski's case, comes about througbngioing physical suffering
that Bukowski returns to towards the end of the novahd“there | was, dizzy spells
and pains in the arm, neck, chest, everywhere. | alegy resting up for the job. On
weekends | had to drink in order to forget itPQ 179).

Unlike the waiters at Hotel X in George OrweDewn and Out in Paris and
London who are worked to exhaustion yet feel privileged aingalveen able to obtain
such work, Chinaski takes no pride in his work at any tmbe novel. Although he
accepts that he needs to work in order to survive, thene absurdity to it reduced to a
simple equation. The job causes him physical pain. eftve, Chinaski would be
happier not working, despite his acceptance of the e=adffi his everyday life: “I had
child support, need for something to drink, rent, shoekssall that stuff. Like

everyone else | needed an old car, something to Ette dittle intangibles.” PO: 188).
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However Chinaski has never felt comfortable idemdyhimself as a member of
mainstream society. Prior to this musing, Chinasks ioto an old colleague who has
now become a supervisor, and explains it thus:

‘Hank, I've got four kids. They need me for bread and Iputte
‘All right, Tom,’ | said.

Then | walked off.

(PO: 188)

Subsequently, after witnessing further indignities afpitst office such as the removal of
water fountains, with the explanation that their pneseaffected productivityRO: 184-
185), Chinaski resigns for the final time, which inlfiaauses a period of disorientation:
“I went into the bends. | got drunker and stayed drunker @hshit skunk in Purgatory.

| even had the butcher knife against my throat one mgie kitchen.” PO: 192). The
post office had come to dominate his life to such aergxhat when the break is finally
made, Chinaski is forced to confront himself and thedesf suffering that the job
brought.

In a letter to his German translator Carl Weissméi970, Bukowski mentions a
period of anguish that accompanied his leaving the pbst:ofThe first ten days |
damn near went outa my skull — didn’t know what to do wighhands, my feet, my
mind. | almost cracked.”Létters Vol 191). Later in the letter, Bukowski offers a
possible explanation for his behaviour: “I suppose & waransition from the 12 year
thing, and when you look at it, maybe ten days shot goamg one to the other isn’t too
bad.” (92).

The ten days of drinking that followed his resignatiors @waulmination of all
that Chinaski had suffered in the twelve years he woakéelde post office. Gay Brewer
notes that in the final chapters of the novel, “Bukiavussforging the persona present in
his subsequent fiction.” (1997: 17). Chinaski's experieatélse post office can be
explained as a rite of passage — an experience of sgffehich at the end illuminates
his purpose in life, shaping his identity from then s time at the post office is a
subjugation of his identity — a human transformed intaw#nmaton. This is represented
at the end of the novel by the onset of physicaleabsi reflecting the repetitive nature of
the work. But Chinaski's suffering is not simply physichi the novel, there is a real
risk of a loss of identity as Chinaski slowly becormrassformed into a machine whose

existence is defined by routinised tedium. The Chinagkiwhom readers are most
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familiar emerges only when he is away from the pdfsteo At these times, Chinaski's
situation is not entirely hopeless. Bukowski suggestetans for Chinaski's salvation
on the very last paragraph in the novel: “In the nmgyit was morning and | was still
alive. Maybe I'll write a novel | thought. And | did.(PO: 196). This very last
statement is the first time in the novel that Cslinaeveals that he is a writer. Gay
Brewer notes about this particular aspect, that thelngyv

unique in that it barely mentions the craft of writingll of art is relegated
to a derogatory backdrop...Although Bukowski was writing and puijsh
poems throughout the period recounteBast Office this information is
oddly omitted.

(1997: 14).

But the omission is not so odd when one considersttiratighout the novel, Chinaski
is defined by his work status.

When referring to art being relegated to a ‘derogatockd@p,” Brewer is
recalling such passages as the following, in which Gkiisarelationship with a woman
named Fay, who is described as a participant in writesskshops and who bears
Chinaski’s child, is tested by her dedication to a fofrart that one who is familiar with
Bukowski's earlier work would know he despises. Fay tdliim&ski about a writer
from the workshop named Robby who wrote, “I was tdd;iltly funny stories about
the Catholic Church. The magazines just weren't réadiRobby, although he had been
printed once in a Canadian journaP@. 145). Bukowski goes on to describe Robby in
such a way to suggest that Chinaski is far from impres&$abby had his back to us.
His ass was wide and big and soft; it hung in his slaClen’t they see that? | thought.”
(PO: 145). Robby’s ‘soft ass’ serves as a metonymic sgmtation of a suggested
softness in Robby’s writing. The inference is thetduse Robby has never felt the flame
- that is, he has never suffered like the working podesuhe is incapable of writing
anything that depicts in an accurate way the realigvefyday life in direct, common
images.

However, aside from this one reference to how Ghirgerceives art, there
is no mention that Chinaski is a writer in the nayehrt from the final paragraph. This is
because ifPost Office Chinaski is a worker, not a writer. His identitysfined by the
nature of his work, which temporarily buries any othgpiration. It is not until the

novelWomenwhen Bukowski had been out of the post office for sargend surviving
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on the monthly stipend promised him by John Martin laEB Sparrow Press, that
Chinaski is depicted as a fulltime writer. Chinaskiansformation into a writer is
portrayed as complete Womenand the later novélollywood But on the very last
page ofPost Office Bukowski informs his readers that Chinaski’s sufferiag hot been
in vain. Chinaski has not let his experiences aptis office disappear into an
irretrievable memory hole. On the contrary, heas ready to commit his memories to

the page, an act that results in Chinaski’'s transfoaom&tom worker to writer.

Factotum- Rejection of Work

Russell Harrison devotes a considerable amount oftmtteto Bukowski's
depiction of work. In the introduction #dgainst the American Dream: Essays on
Charles BukowskiHarrison suggests that,

Bukowski has emphasised the most important feature @frtiezican class
system: the individual’s role in the relations of prasug and he has
emphasised it more consistently and to greater efiactany American
writer in three quarters of a century. He has dorsethinough the
prominence he has given to the role of the job andook in American life.
(1994: 15).

Harrison’s enthusiasm for Bukowski's writing stems frbisibelief in Bukowski's
political sympathy with the American working class thdérrison argues, is evidenced
by the simple fact of the regular appearance of Chirsaglark experiences in
Bukowski's prose and poetry. Later, in his chapter on Bskésvpoetry, Harrison
states: “In Bukowski we now have the experience maddisagn by virtue of its
proletarian quality, the opposite of its status under #st8and the Confessionals.”
(1994: 43). Harrison goes on to argue that Bukowski offepgaifE class analysis in
his writing.

Like Henry Miller’s anti-hero infropic of Capricorn Chinaski comes to realise
that if one works for a wage, one is not truly fréeis true that the subject matter of
bothPost OfficeandFactotumis focused on the issue of work. Yet, Bukowski does not
attempt to integrate his experiences within eitherliiqad, philosophical or ideological
framework in order to make any definitive statementualiboe role of the worker in

capitalist America. Such a statement from Russellistar, that “Bukowski’s critique of
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the persistence of scientific management technigussassignificant,” (1994: 140)
might be better suited to a sociological analysis of Bugks work than a literary one.
Such an analysis arguably deserves further investigaBah Bukowski is too
obsessively focused on Chinaski's singular world viewuwer concern himself with
broader assumptions about the role of the worker inygasAmerica. This is true of
Post Officeas it is true ofFactotum Chinaski's identity is directly connected to his own
conception of freedom, and his freedom goes hand in handhi& suffering.

As stated elsewhere, Chinaski does not raise quediieant)e Beat writers did,
about the ways in which art could transform Amerigaciety. Chinaski’'s suffering
comes from a simple awareness that social conventimmabsurd, and he must therefore
come to terms with his subsequent alienation in amabsense. If Chinaski equates the
day job with conformity and the sacrifice of freeddm,is faced with the following
choice. He can suffer through the day-job which provideswith the means to pay his
rent, purchase alcohol and feed himself, or he cawadt and suffer the material
realities of poverty. Ifractotum Chinaski vacillates between these two existences.
How he deals with each comprises the narrative flbth@novel.

Harrison notes that iRactotum “Bukowski offers a radical, generalized critique
of work and its function in U.S. society and, for thstftime, a strategy of resistance.”
(1994: 145). Chinaski reveals his strategy in a simple w#yei novel. He does not
engage in the kind of institutional analysis that onédfin such a work as George
Orwell's Down and Out in Paris and LondorRather, Bukowski focuses on Chinaski’'s
suffering at having to work any job in order to survivehen Chinaski is not working
he is free.

The contrast between Orwell's autobiographical work enxctotumis worth
some further discussion. Orwell's narrator concludg$ohirney into the depths of

poverty with the following statement:

| can point to one or two things | have definitelyrfead by being hard up.
| shall never again think that all tramps are drunkenrsdcels, nor expect
a beggar to be grateful when | give him a penny, noulyised if men out
of work lack energy...nor enjoy a meal at a smart resthurghat is a
beginning. (1989: 216).

In his study, Orwell sets out to humanise the impovedshass in Paris in the 1930s by

drawing attention to their plight in a sympathetic wagussell Harrison notes that one
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similarity between Orwell's reporting and Bukowski's ifiat, is a respective focus on
the horrible realities of menial blue collar work.

However, a significant difference tells us much about Bigkd's alternative
aesthetic. At times, Orwell romanticises the plighthe downtrodden with whom his
narrator comes into contact. Only one who has éeqpazd poverty with the knowledge
that he/she is able to escape when it becomes tol, moeld agree with the following
statement Orwell's narrator makeddown and Out.:.

And there is another feeling that is a great conswlati poverty. | believe
everyone who is hard up has experienced it. It isladeef relief, almost
of pleasure, at knowing yourself at last genuinely downcanid You have
talked so often of going to the dogs — and well, herehareldgs, and you
have reached them, and you can stand it.

(1989: 17)

Such a romantic statement is reminiscent of syntqmtist Arthur Rimbaud'’s
now famous assertion — at least as far as those mstdamthe romantic tradition such
as the Beats are concerned — that, “the poet makesliinseer by a long, prodigious,
and rational disordering of all the senses. Every foifave, of suffering, of madness;
he searches himself, he consumes all the poisoms,jrahd keeps only their
guintessences.” (1986: 10-11).

Orwell suggests iDown and Out in Paris and Londdhat the tramp is similarly
imbued with the capacity to receive greater wisdomdadkaionly to those who are
prepared to submit themselves to suffering — or in Rimbawass, the consumption of
absinthe and hashish. Early in Orwell's book, theatar reports a conversation with a
character named Charlie who exclaims:

‘At twenty-two | am utterly worn out and finished. Bahat things | have
learned, what abysses of wisdom have | not plumbed! ¢teat a thing it
is to have acquired the true wisdom, to have beconteihighest sense of
the word a civilised man.’

(1989: 7).

There are no such revelations from Chinaski in arukfowski’'s novels. He gains no
pearl of wisdom from his experiences with povertizactotum other than his
experiences serving to illustrate the absurdity of motifern

Harrison does, however, note that, “what connectgells book to Bukowski's
most strongly...is the issue of work, of the job.” (1994: 238)kowski’s particular

focus is on Chinaski’'s rejection of work. It is througke rejection of work that
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Chinaski’'s non-conformist identity in the novel larhinated. We learn of Chinaski's
attitude towards the day-job early in the novel, dfsaring arrived in New Orleans in a
state of financial impoverishment and mental weasmékstayed in my room at night
and drank wine...while my money ran out. In the daytin@ok long slow walks. | sat
for hours staring at pigeons. | only ate one meal esdayy money would last longer.”
(Factotum(F) 1989: 12). Despite his situation, Chinaski derives somgenotment from
his awareness that at this point in his life heas fas we see in the following
passage:

| went out on the street, as usual, one day and stiadted. | felt happy and
relaxed. The sun was just right. Mellow. There waxeean the air. As |
approached the centre of the block there was a madirggasutside the doorway
of a shop. | walked past.

‘Hey BUDDYY

| stopped and turned.

‘You want a job.’

(F: 13).

Chinaski follows the man inside the shop and immediathrasts his peaceful
feeling with a description of what he sees:

Over his shoulder | could see a large dark room. Theseavi@ang table
with men and women standing on both sides of it. Taglyhammers with
which they pounded objects in front of them...I turned andicoed
walking down the street.

(F: 13).

Chinaski describes a menacing and shadowy environmameworkers pound objects
like machines. This description invokes images of haretorld where one’s individual
identity becomes subsumed by the will of an unseeryentihe awareness of what the
day-job entails that Bukowski writes aboutAost Office in which Chinaski is older, and
has had more experience of the world, is also presehéiyounger Chinaski who
inhabits the pages &actotum particularly when Bukowski portrays each job that
Chinaski works in throughout the novel as indistinguishfitbl@ the one preceding and
following it.

The intrusion into Chinaski's general feeling of cotteent at the
beginning of the novel, invites a comparison withféiker who believed that work
defined one’s identity: “l remembered how my fatherdusecome home each night and

talk about his job to my mother...There was no otherestilgxcept the
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job.” (F:13). However, Chinaski notes that, “a few days lateas looking for one.”
(F: 14). Following this act, Chinaski's suffering begirisdrank slowly and began to
think again of getting a gun and doing it quickly — withoutledl thoughts and talk.”F{
16). But suicide would mean surrendering to the absurd, sasKncontinues to cling
to life. Bukowski goes on to describe a myriad of jdtzg Chinaski works in, all within
a short space of time. In each one, Chinaski adoptoté of an observer, looking for
tell-tale signs suggesting that the job and the losseetibm that follows, has become a
burden not only on himself, but on his fellow workessagll. Thus, after starting a job
at a magazine distribution house, Chinaski notes ttieg,Wwork was easy and dull but
the clerks were in a constant state of turmoil. Twege worried about their jobs.F{
16).

Chinaski does not, however, reach out to his fellowkes in order to
initiate solidarity through any sense of a shared sndferHe is in fact critical of the
other workers, equating their worries with a misplacedten to the institution of
work itself, which Chinaski regards as evidence thatt moskers are happy to
relinquish their freedom in the service of others. d&ke this in the distribution house
job:

‘All right,” one of the women said, ‘we know you thinkyre too good for
this job.’

‘Too good?

‘Yes, your attitude. You think we didn’t notice it?’

That’s when | first learned that it wasn’'t enoughust flo your job, you
had to have an interest in it, even a passion for it.

(F: 17).

Shortly thereafter, Chinaski resigns. This act distas a consistent pattern throughout
the novel. Chinaski takes on a labouring or cleraalfpr a short space of time, quickly
becomes bored and resigns. The pattern is only broken @hinaski returns to his
parents home where his father immediately charge®bard. Chinaski's father tells his
son: ‘If you stay here, | am going to charge you roadhlzoard and laundry. When
you get a job, what you owe us will be subtracted froor galary until you are paid

up.’ (F: 24). Bukowski portrays the relationship in this instaas similar to one
between a landlord and a tenant. The relationshiphacemes one based on money
which Bukowski equates in all his writing with a losgrafividual identity.

Although Bukowski goes much further in his later nd¥am on Rye&o explain
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the motivation for his alienation from his paremts-actotum this aspect of Bukowski's
life is referred to, as it had been in earlier skdad poems, as a significant one shaping
Chinaski’'s non-conformist persona. His alienati@mfrhis parents, who iHam on Rye
come to represent society in general, is further alltdexd this early stage in the novel
in the following passage: “As | relaxed in bed, | had slrange feeling in my head. It
was as if my skull was made of cotton, or was a doadithon filled with air. | could feel
space in my skull. 1 couldn’t comprehend it. Soon | stdppendering about it.” K:

25). InHam on RyeBukowski writes about Chinaski experiencing a statelotenair, a
metonymic representation of Chinaski's withdrawal intoself.

After leaving his family home, Chinaski's subsequentéisin the novel take him
through the bars, rooming houses and factories of Lgelds, New York and
Philadelphia. Unlike Jack Kerouac's literary alter egbFaradise whose travels across
the American continent by car are a metaphoricakssmtation of a spiritual journey
through his inner consciousness, Chinaski's travelslzeacterised by a restless desire
to escape what he perceives as the useless absurditgacs of a life of subservience
and mediocrity. The initial impetus for Bukowski's trassafound America is noted by
biographer Neeli Cherkovski as a desire to escape histpaattempts to impose values
of duty and patriotism on their son after the bombingedirl Harbor in 1941: “His
parents, especially his father’s constant prattle atheeutiuty of a young man to serve
his country, were insufferable. He yearned to stamaealand to forge himself into a
smoothly running writing machine.” (1991: 56-57). The pricpaverty, but Chinaski
must pay this price in order to, “define himself witheampromise.” (1991: 58).

Chinaski's determination to forge his own path resultthé realisation that he is
truly alone. This idea emergesHactotumwith Bukowski's portrayal of the short
period Chinaski spends in New York:

The bus station in New York city was near Times Squamealked out
into the street with my old suitcase. It was evenifige people swarmed
up out of the subway. Like insects, faceless, mad,rtshed upon me,
into and around me, with much intensity. They spun andegusach
other; they made horrible sounds.

(F: 38-39).

This grotesque portrayal of a crowd of people who Chirdesscribes as ‘like insects,’ is

intended to accentuate the horribleness of the grotesgplajning Chinaski's retreat
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from society and subsequent feelings of fear and deddairertheless, in order to
define himself without compromise he accepts that he retreat from society: “l took
no pride in my solitude; but | was dependent on iE? 40). Chinaski soon learns that
the frantic pace of densely populated New York city upgstguest for solitude.

This culminates in what Chinaski describes as a visam hell, as he sits in his
rented room facing a subway platform:

| looked out into a row of New York faces who looked batke train
lingered, then pulled away. It was dark. Then the ralted figain with
light. Again I looked into the faces. It was like ai@n of hell repeated
again and again. Each new trainload of faces was uglyedemented and
cruel than the last.

(F: 40).

Chinaski’s vision reappears in different forms in therkvhe undertakes in New York,
firstly putting up posters on subway walls, a job he rasiggm before the completion of
his first shift, then working in a dog biscuit factorhieh is portrayed by Bukowski as a
similar hell to the vision in Chinaski's room, andésniniscent of a scene one might find
in a Hieronymus Bosch painting, suggested in the folloywagsage.

| was given a dirty white apron and heavy canvas gloVés gloves were
burned and had holes in them...l was given instructionstbgthless elf
with a film over his left eye; the film was whit&@green with spidery blue
lines...On such jobs men become tired. They experiemeEaganess
beyond fatigue. They say mad, brilliant things. Ounhgfead, | cussed
and talked and cracked jokes and sang. Hell boils with laugBEven the
Elf laughed at me.

(F: 45-46).

Consistent with his behaviour in the novel up to past, Chinaski resigns soon after.
But for the reader, Bukowski has been quite specific albeualbsurdity and ugliness of
factory work which better explains a character whalleather spend his time drinking
in isolation.

As the novel progresses, readers begin to gain a cldaeeof how Chinaski
perceives himself at this stage in his life. Hisas a journey of self-discovery. As will
be shown in our discussion dm on RyeChinaski had at a young age aquired a
definite sense of self-awareness, through which heesdmrecognise the ways in which
he differs from others within his immediate enviromteThe Chinaski who inhabits the
pages ofactotumis slightly older than the Chinaski Bam on Rygbut there is a

consistency to particular character traits in botvet®d What distinguishes them is their
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respective focusHam on Ryealeals with Chinaski’s childhood, and gives readers the
genesis of Chinaski’'s non-conformist identity. Hactotum Chinaski responds to the
seemingly endless succession of menial jobs he wolksimcreasingly asserting his
sense of self, and the freedom that comes with $isisraon.

When Chinaski becomes a full-time writedfomen he has finally freed himself
from the routines of the day-job, butRactotum work remains an obstacle he is unable
to overcome. In this novel, Chinaski is not yeedbl save himself through writing. But
the nature of Chinaski’'s persona is revealed whenfoedsd to respond to questions
about what he does. In one such passage, Chinasksami8¢ Louis, is unemployed,
and encounters two girls in his rooming house. Onelasks

‘Are you new in town?’
‘Yes.’

‘You're not in the army?’
‘No.’

‘What do you do?’
‘Nothing.’

‘No work?’

‘No work.’

(F: 53).

Chinaski is not interested in impressing the girls wiploits real or imagined. His
sense of himself and his place in the world have @jréaen established, excluding the
notion that one’s social identity is established Imatjob he or she does. In this
passage, Chinaski not only affirms his rejection ofkwvbut also rejects a society that
has created the unpleasantness of factory work inrsthelace.

Such a response emphasises Chinaski’s alienation, Bhlkabwski refers to
whenever Chinaski encounters other people he reasesuid never be like. After
another encounter with Gertrude, one of the two girthé rooming house who
innocently shows Chinaski her bedroom, he refleas tthere was a space between us.
The distance was too great. | felt as if she w&mtato a person who had vanished, a
person who was no longer there, no longer alive. eles seemed to look right through
me.” (F: 58). Chinaski, who is in the process of breaking feooonventional lifestyle
through his rejection of work and his travels as aeitint, acknowledges that his
withdrawal into himself has caused his social identityanish. Chinaski consequently

accentuates his social isolation, which ultimateaigregthens his sense of himself,
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resulting in the far more confident ChinaskMddmenandHollywood

Shortly following this incident, Bukowski mentions fdmetfirst time in the novel
that Chinaski in fact aspires to become a writer. Bugki's description of Chinaski’'s
efforts to have his stories published whilst he pursuis @n the margins of mainstream
society is very much in keeping with Bukowski's own pubfighinistory, as has been
well documented and discussed earlier in this thesisa€kiia attempts at writing are
shown by Bukowski as influenced by his personal circurastawhich inFactotumare
characterised mostly by upheaval, the drudgery of bluarastrk and restlessness.
This we see in the following passage:

After losing several typewriters to pawnbrokers | singdye up the idea of
owning one. | printed out my stories by hand and semh thff that way...|
wrote three or four short stories a week. | kept thingke mail. |
imagined the editors dthe Atlantic MonthlyandHarper’'s saying: ‘Hey,
here’s another one of those things by that nut.’

(F: 59).

This is the less than auspicious beginning of a litecarger. Bukowski chooses to
provide the reader with no more details than this. tBerte is enough information to
suggest that the ambition is a serious one. Possibuse Chinaski has realised that
writing will save him from the tedium of his everydagstence — an aspiration fully
realised in the noveld/omenandHollywood

Chinaski also reflects on what he believes it m¢ari®e an artist. Revealing an
absence of belief in the creative act as roma@tmaski muses that, “A man’s soul was
rooted in his stomach...The myth of the starving anas$ a hoax. Once you realised
that everything was a hoax you got wise and began ¢dl laled burn your fellow man.”
(F: 63). Art must subsequently reflect, in a simple and twey, the causes of
suffering. Chinaski rejects the romanticised ‘mythhaf starving artist,” as he rejects the
myth of the worker’s identity being defined by the natofréhe work itself. Both are
considered equally absurd in Chinaski's view of the world.

Similar views are expressed by the narrator of LoaisliRand Céline’s novel,
Journey to the End of the Nighthis novel is astartling semi-autobiographical account
of one individual's awareness of the absurdity of modifern The novel begins with the
narrator joining up for service in the First World Wt he becomes increasingly aware

that the war’s destructiveness is utterly meaninglééer experiencing the horrors of
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life at the front, Céline’s narrator declares: éject the war and everything in it...l don’t
deplore it...I don’t resign myself to it...I don’t weep about.ltjust plain reject it and

all its fighting men...Because I'm the one who knows whaant: | don't want to die.”
(1983: 54).

The similarities between this passage in Celine’sharnd Chinaski's awareness
of the alienating strangeness of modern existence@rth emphasising, because the
comparison tells us much about Chinaski as an antismeooconcludes the passage
quoted above with the Céline-like declaration thatd Huild an empire upon the broken
bodies and lives of helpless men, women and childred shibve it to them all the way.”
(F: 63). Such an aggressive reaction to the burden olidnation can also be found in
the confrontational manner adopted by Dostoyevskyishemd inNotes from
Underground who states:

doesn't there in fact exist...some best good...which is nmypertant and
higher than any other good, and for the sake of whighisnprepared if
necessary to go against all the laws, against, thaason, honour, peace
and quiet, prosperity — in short against all those finkaatvantageous
things — only to attain that primary, best good whiatheiarer to him than
all else?

(1972: 30-31).

This ‘best good’ turns out to be: “One’s own free ancktiafed volition, one’s own

best caprice, however wild, one’s own fancy, inflareethetimes to the point of
madness — that is the one best and greatest good.” (1973uBh)a view effectively
encapsulates the motivation of those autobiographweabcters in the novels of
Dostoyevsky devotees Henry Miller, Celine and Jack acovho become obsessively
focused on discovering meaning in an absurd world, bey@nsiatial boundaries
constructed within mainstream society. So too, doiesstatement provide some insight
into the thoughts and actions of Henry Chinaslkaetotumas he struggles to create an
identity for himself that instinctively invites tisgorn of mainstream society because of
his committed rejection of work.

Russell Harrison points out that Chinaski’'s anti-sdagddaviour comes from an
awareness that, “it is not just the work itself tisago horrible but the felt presence of the
job throughout life. Even when not at work the jobti there, deforming people and
human relationships in a variety of ways.” (1994: 141).hSuemark is justified by

Chinaski’'s own thoughts on the day-job:
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The thought of sitting in front of a man behind a desktafliing him that |
wanted a job, that | was qualified for a job, was taeimfor me. Frankly,
| was horrified by life, at what a man had to do simplgrder to eat, sleep,

and keep himself clothed. So | stayed in bed and drank.
(F: 67).

As we shall see in our discussion of the grotesquerltéradition in Bukowski's work,
such an expression of outrage suggests that horror foagkinis having to sacrifice his
freedom for absurd ideals.

A melancholy tone in Bukowski's novel is thus establthrough Chinaski’'s
consistent expression of his alienation, emphasisedigh excessive drinking and the
aggressive assertion of his own will. As we have sePost Office the means for
Chinaski to escape the drudgery of his working life conteeend of the novel when he
finally resigns from his job, and informs the readetthe is ready to express his identity
anew as a writer. The possibility for salvatiosimilarly glimpsed by the reader in
Factotumwhen Chinaski receives a letter from a publishermiiog him that a story has
been accepted for publication. In a rare moment ofragati in the novel, Bukowski
records Chinaski's joyous reaction: “Never had the evlmbked so good, so full of
promise.” E: 64). Chinaski's happiness at this moment reveals &iggoawareness
that a combination of writing and drinking will neutrelisis despair. Writing, in
particular, is the means through which he can expressehse of self and thus prevent
himself from becoming a “person who was no longeedliv

However, aside from this momentary gleam of light, Bugkavemphasises the
monotony of Chinaski’s life as he continues to work succession of blue collar jobs
which become utterly meaningless in their regularfsg.the reader follows Chinaski's
journey through a series of factories and warehousesewthinaski is actually working
at any one time becomes increasingly less signifitetdause his reaction is always the
same. Reflecting on his co-workers in a cleaning @naski notes, “Most of the old
people working at night in the times building were old, lakrieated. They all walked
around hunched over as if there was something wrongthgthfeet.” &: 150). Such a
description is consistent with Bukowski's portrayal ofr@iski's co-workers ifPost
Office The recurrence of such an observation emphassesiskrable plight of the
working poor. Bukowski also uses Chinaski's awarenedsechwfulness of the work

environment to justify Chinaski's view that he wouldhagpier not working at all.
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While Chinaski is unemployed in the novel, he beginslationship with a
woman named Jan who is based on Jane Cooney Bakewxhdth Bukowski had a
relationship both loving and torrid in the 1950s. Jan sotied in the novel, as Betty is
in Post Officeas a full-time drinker with a more extreme aversmmwork than
Chinaski's. After taking a job in an auto-parts warelko@hinaski notes Jan’s reaction:
“The new life didn't sit well with Jan. She was useder four fucks a day and also
used to seeing me poor and humble.” (F: 108). His simplelusion is that, “great
lovers were always men of leisure. | fucked bettex bgm than as a puncher of
timeclocks.” £: 109). Both Jan and Chinaski are well aware of thatus as social
outcasts, an image that Chinaski himself does littitigpel as we see in the following
description: “I slept in my shorts. The shorts wataned - we wiped with newspapers
that we crumpled and softened with our hands - and | ditert get all of it cleaned
off.” (F: 101). Bukowski is suggesting that Chinaski is engaged inlzedstie rejection
of respectability. Thus, Chinaski's shabby appearaacerbes a physical sign of his
freedom. Jan’s ire is raised only when Chinaski faah employed. She tells him:

‘Now you got a few bucks in your pocket and you are nos#ime anymore. You act
like a dental student or a plumbef=: (108).

Although Chinaski's one long term relationship in theeiaes with Jan, the
development of this relationship is not a major themmefact, the relationship itself is
approached by Chinaski in the same disinterested manndrich he approaches work
itself. Brewer notes that in the novel, “sexuasbas are temporary and more sad than
joyful.” (1997: 26). This is primarily because Chinaski baes increasingly obsessed
with preserving his own sense of self. Women, likeedlay-job, are depicted in the novel
as a distraction that prevents Chinaski from forgingotia alternative world view.
However, the relationship with Jan is sustained ovenger period than one would
normally find in a Bukowski story or novel, possibly Base he recognises some of
himself in her. She is a drinker and suffers matenpbverishment. Moreover, she
does not expect Chinaski to be anything other than imatready is, and she does not
begrudge his impoverished existence. Thus, although dysfoaktthe relationship
nevertheless holds together. With Jan, Chinaskmpadearily freed from fulfilling the

role of worker.
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As the narrative reaches its conclusion, Chinaskiico®s to work in a
succession of jobs. In each one he is fired afstoat time. His employment is mostly
in factories and warehouses. In one such job inoteing dock of a hotel, Chinaski is
fired for drunkenly abusing a supervisor. The absurdith@fituation becomes clear
when his employer reminds Chinaski what he had doneu ‘aso told Mr
Pelvington...that it would cut down on the theft if eaclplEryee was given one live
lobster to take home each night in a specially consducage that could be carried on
buses and streetcars.F:(195). In mocking tones, Chinaski is critiquing the natfre
the work itself. He is also making the reader awatd®fbsurdities of his own nature
that, in this instance, have arisen as a consequéimig perpetually drunken state. The
seriousness with which his employers dedicate thenssaiviheir jobs is offset by
Chinaski’s irreverence. His fellow workers work harttekeep their jobs. Chinaski
therefore works less and drinks while on the job to destnate that the submission of
one’s individual will to his or her employer is absurd.

A final confirmation of the absurdity of his job &etloading dock comes at the
end of the novel shortly before Chinaski is fireddounkenly confronting his supervisor.
Chinaski is given the job of hiring dishwashers. Hgposds by humiliating the
prospective employees, as we see in the following pasdage Chinaski throws a
number of coins in the air to determine who gets enagloy

| tossed the pennies high into the air above the crddatlies jumped and fell,
clothing ripped, there were curses, one man screamed,weee several
fistfights. Then the lucky four came forward, one &tree, breathing heauvily,
each with a penny. | gave them their work cards.

(F: 193).

Although the act is a cruel one, the pathetic plighhefgrospective employees is
brazenly revealed. A dishwashing job is at the lowestof the employment scale, yet
when Chinaski throws the coins into the air, the degjpa of the job seekers emerges.
For Chinaski, the act of applying for a job is just astggque as working in one, because
seeking work is the first step towards the sacrificadi¥idual freedom. Earlier in the
novel Chinaski observes,

How in the hell could a man enjoy being awakened at 6r80kg. an alarm
clock, leap out of bed, dress, force-feed, shit, pisshieeth and hair, and
fight traffic to get to a place where essentially yoadmlots of money for
somebody else and were asked to be grateful for the opppttudo so?
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(F: 127)
Albert Camus reflects on such a questioilie Myth of Sisyphushen he writes:

Rising, tram, four hours in the office or factory, mé&aam, four hours of
work, meal, sleep...according to the same rhythm — thisipdbtiowed
easily most of the time. But one day the ‘why’ agiaad everything begins
in that weariness tinged with amazement.

(2000: 19).

The ‘why’ for Chinaski comes in the first pages of tieeel. The cycle of drudgery
Camus describes, commences the very moment Chinadtered work (“Hey, Buddy,
want a job?” F:13)). Chinaski rejects the offer, but he knows whagxpect. Hence
his negative reaction to the approaching horror — “l beégahink again of getting a gun
and doing it quickly” — but Chinaski is nevertheless regil@espite his flaws, which is
how Bukowski portrays him in each of the autobiograpimoakls. Therein lies his
appeal. Bukowski tinges Chinaski's character with a fateense of his own self,
fixated on protecting his independence, not as a workerda free individual,
whatever the cost.

The source of such an obsession is discussed by Alaarti€inThe Myth of
Sisyphusvhen he observes that:

Weariness comes at the end of the acts of a meah#ieicbut at the same
time it inaugurates the impulse of consciousness. lk@wgconsciousness
and provokes what follows. What follows is the gradaalim into the
chain or it is the definitive awakening.

(2000: 19).

Camus poses a choice that Chinaski pondersiain on Ryave learn that Chinaski's
weariness pre-empted the inevitable ‘acts of a mecldie’ - he says to a teacher in
his late teens “I'm already tired” (2000: 299) - but byehd of that novel Chinaski has
decided upon the path he wishes to follow by choosingah#ships of skid row in order
not to succumb to such an existence. This act cotegtiChinaski’'s definitive
awakening to the absurdity of modern life.

Camus notes in thdyth of Sisyphuthat, “from the moment absurdity is
recognised, it becomes a passion, the most harrowialy)”0o{2000: 27). Harrowing,
because such an awareness inevitably questions ratooght. Camus suggests that
freedom comes from an embrace of the irrational whe offers as a dichotomy: “Man

torn between his urge toward unity and the clear vis®@may have of the walls
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enclosing him.” (2000: 27). Chinaski's vision is est&leld early ifFactotum He
arrives in New Orleans to escape the wall his pammt®sed around him in his
dysfunctional family home in Los Angeles. An alteiveatvorld view is already firmly in
place, revealed through his thoughts and behaviour, byehthirough artistic creation.
On the final page of the novel, Chinaski who hasyestnother job visits a strip show
and in the gaudy surroundings admits, “and | couldn’t get it (i{.205). Chinaski has
freed himself from the ‘mechanical life’ but doing sestexacted a toll. He is
momentarily free. But further suffering is just around torner. Nevertheless, his
vision of the ‘walls enclosing him’ is firmly in placwhich suggests further engagement
with drinking and writing, which Chinaski believes représe¢he means through which

he can better comprehend the meaninglessness ofdine and remain free.

Women Chinaski as Writer and Lover

Womenis Bukowski's third novel, published in 1978, three yearr &#&ctotum
Bukowski has stated that he modelled it on BoccacElesamerorand responds to an
interviewer’s question in 1981 by declaring, “I loved hie¢Baccio’s] idea that sex was
so ridiculous, nobody could handle it. It was not so ntored with him; it was sex.”
(Calonne: 179). That Bukowski was thinking about such igsumgygested in a
comment he made in a 1978 interview that, “I'm just disaged that men and women
have to live their lives the way they do....l don't kntdwe way out. So alll can do is
write about the pain of it.” (Calonne: 167). The subjeatter of the novel suggests
Henry Miller as another important influence, particlyléws Rosy Crucifixiortrilogy,
which focuses on the narrator’s obsessive relatipngith a woman alternatively named
Mara/Mona, and is sexually explicit throughout. In &leto the editor AD Winans in
1977 Bukowski says aboWomen

| may get killed for this one. it’s (sic) written ssme type of high-low

comedy and | look worse than anybody...when | re-readeitlise that |
must have been crazy from 1970 to 1977...it was quite easyt amd
didn’t take too much guts on 3 bottles of white wine atnigh

(Letters Vol 2234).

Bukowski's confidence as a writer at this stage initeisd no longer in doubt. By the

mid 1970s he had already written a large number of poems,stbhdes and two novels
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which had established his reputation in the literary tgrdeind, particularly in Europe
(Sounes: 173-174). The one consistent factor in Bukowskimgvat this time is its
rawness, simplicity and use of common imagery.

An interesting aside which provides some insight inte Bukowski perceived
his writing style emerges in a letter he wrote topgbet Gerard Locklin in 1979
concerning a forthcoming second edition\WWbmen As we learn in the letter,
Bukowski always sought to preserve the raw simplicityi®fhiting in order to refute a
more formal aesthetic approach:

| tell John Martin [Black Sparrow Press editor and phblifto go ahead
and correct my grammar but this time he went too fake. Lilike to say,
‘he said,” and ‘she said.’ that’s (sic) enough for rBeit he threw stuff in,
like ‘he retorted,” ‘he said cheerfully,” ‘I shrugged,’ &slseemed to be
sore.” Shit, it goes on and on. There’s even oneeplhere a woman had
on a green dress and he put her into a blue dress. sdhkeaidn’t change
her sexual organs. Think of playing with Faulkner likea2ha

(Letters Vol 2260).

Bukowski's concern seems to be that John Martin led to ‘dress-up’ his penchant
for linguistic simplicity. Chinaski's persona is shapesirf a combination of Bukowski's
autobiographical experiences, his publishing history amdtérary style. All three
factors are interconnected in virtually all Bukowski'gting. WWomens certainly no
exception. However, despite Bukowski’'s misgivings at Jdhrtin’s minor editorial
adjustments, this novel does not represent any signifstglistic departure from
Bukowski's earlier work. Concerning themes, theregseater focus on sex, and
Bukowski now portrays Chinaski as a fulltime writer.

In Womena sexually voracious Chinaski becomes involved with an weilys
large number of women, most whom he meets because gifdwing literary reputation.
Chinaski’'s personal circumstances have changed condidioab those we
encountered in the earlier novels. The novel isthalised account of seven years of
Bukowski's life. It begins with Chinaski’s volatile egionship with a woman named
Lydia Vance (based on the sculptor and poet Linda Kingwédm Bukowski's on-off
partner in the early 1970s) and concludes with ChinaskimgeBara (who is based on a

health food store owner named Linda Lee Beighle who Bskowould marry in
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1985)!

The novel is divided into 104 short chapters, and the readd#roduced to a
bewildering number of women with whom Chinaski entets relationships of varying
length and intensity. The reader would be hard pressgiddover any significant
transformation in the way that Chinaski perceives @om@s the narrative progresses.
Simply put, Chinaski does not embark on a journey of desgom the novel from which
he learns something about what it means to falva.loConsistent with Bukowski's
writing up to this point, Chinaski's views about love gtate pessimistic. At one point
in the novel, he states about his love for Lydideltill, useless, sad. | was in love with
her.” (Women YV): 39). In another passage, he observes that, “peololedroften
become edgy, dangerous. They lose their sense of perspethey lose their sense of
humour. They become nervous, psychotic bores. Thayleecome killers.” W: 60).
Chinaski spends the novel trying to avoid falling intattimiserable trap, much as he
seeks to avoid succumbing to the despair of his co-woik&wsst OfficeandFactotum
However, one significant difference between theselsand/Vomenwhich we discuss
further into the chapter, is that Chinaski now earosey from giving poetry readings.

Many passages in the novel are devoted to depictiorexoébkacts in which
Chinaski vacillates between aggressor and victim. Bsawer suggests that the novel
“explosively juxtaposes ingrained chauvinistic traitswite rising consciousness of the
1970s.” (1997: 28). One might argue that Bukowski does so by deatigsia sexual
freedom in the women with whom he comes into contattus, a number of his female
partners are depicted as sexually aggressive, and thevecaigons, particularly
throughout Chinaski’s relationship with Lydia Vance, wiBarkowski portrays Chinaski
as a victim of her volatile behaviour - on one paféidy nasty occasion, Chinaski calls
the police after Lydia attacks him on the front laviihie house. \(: 116). Brewer also
notes that, “analogous teactotums stream of menial job&/omennundates the reader
with continual, overlapping female characters.” (1997: A%)e comparison is a valid
one. Chinaski seemingly falls into a series of i@teships without actively seeking them
out, similar to him landing jobs without actively séang for work.

By no means does this essay seek to downplay Chinakkis/inism, and further

" In chronological terms, the narrative of this nos@htinues on fronfPost Office.
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study to explain this particular aspect of his charasteertainly warranted. However,
our discussion dfVomenwill focus on the outcomes that arise from Chinaski's
obsession with sex and Chinaski’'s development as arwtit our discussion of the
earlier noveld$ost OfficeandFactotum,Chinaski’'s attempts at writing remain very
much in the shadows. Post Officewe only learn that Chinaski is a writer on the very
last page of the novel. Factotum writing is depicted as a possible avenue of escape
from the mechanical life, a means for Chinaski tmrd his struggle to overcome his
suffering through an assertion of the self. But, Chirsmsfforts to write are barely
mentioned in that novel.

In Women however, writing preoccupies Chinaski almost as mudhsasexual
exploits. Reflecting Bukowski's changed circumstances whemovel was conceived
and written, Chinaski no longer works in a day-job. sdpports himself solely through
his writing. The many relationships he forms in tloeel, are mostly with women he has
met at poetry readings, or have come about from ldteetes been sent from admirers
of his work. The chance encounter with bar-dwellimpladlics (such as Jan in
Factotun) has been replaced by pre-arranged meetings with waoraref different
social stratum (Lydia Vance is a poet and sculptor, Gers@a health food store, another
love interest in the novel named Dee Dee is a recompany executive). Moreover, in
contrast to his previous two novels, Chinaski is nfiordaright about his vocation as a
writer, the very act that shapes his identity and saira from mediocrity, and in his
darkest moments, from thoughts of suicide. In the n&kahaski gives poetry readings,
often at universities, and he comes into contact atitler writers who are virtually
absent in Bukowski's previous two novels.

On the first page dVomenChinaski describes his changed personal
circumstances:

I’m not sure when | first saw Lydia Vance. It wagabsix years ago and |
had just quit a twelve year job as a postal clerk andmyg to be a

writer. | was terrified and drank more than ever. abvattempting my first
novel. | drank a pint of whiskey and two six packs of l@=eh night while
writing. | smoked cheap cigars and typed and drank and listene
classical music on the radio until dawn. | set a gb#mpages a night but
| never knew until the next day how many pages | hademitI'd get up in
the morning, vomit, then walk to the front room anoki@n the couch to
see how many pages were there.

(W: 7).
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This description is consistent with how Bukowski desctibs writing method in letters
and interviews. The reader is given an insight intm&3ki as writer, alongside the
drinker, lover, fighter and subversive malcontent, wiishthe dominant aspects of his
character in earlier works. Bukowski sets out such aesse that the reader will
identify his writing with these other aspects of hissp@ea. Now we have the missing
dimension to his character, expressed in a typicatthmght manner, and a suggestion
on the very first page of the novel that no mattev despairing his sexual relationships
become, he will always be able to redeem himseitibying to the typewriter. The
energy and anger in the writing is reflected in theimgimethod. The sacredness of the
creative act is demystified, and the integrity of then@ski persona is again preserved.
Bukowski portrays a drinker who is also a writer. Thadhnks whilst he writes,
ensures that the two acts are not mutually exclusiVeis, the harshness of the lifestyle
will guarantee a hardness in the writing.

In this respect, Bukowski provides this description ofn@ski's working
method to dispel any doubts about what sort of a wréas,Iso that the appearance of
confronting depictions of explicit sex in the novelllwé more readily identified in the
reader’s mind with Bukowski's own confrontational persofiis extends also to the
disdain with which he approaches the literary sceméhioh he finds himself- at one
point in the novel, Chinaski makes the claim thahe worst thing is for a writer to
know another writer, and worse than that, to know abauraf other writers. Like flies
on the same turd.’'W: 53) Chinaski also views his previous existence asraev with
some distance, declaring that: “Monday was my favodate Everybody was back on
the job and out of sight.’W: 47). Chinaski’s increased focus on the writing prodessi
and his place in it, arrives at the same time agrieigter immersion in the literary scene.
But Chinaski has no doubts about where he belongs witisiscene, at one point
observing: “So there | was, a $65 a week writer sitting ioom with other writers,
$1000 a week writers.”W: 53). In his later novetiollywood Chinaski also expresses
surprise at his entry into the world of filmmaking wattsimilar sardonic tone to that
expressed iWWVomen

Chinaski’'s alternative views about the creative atich we learn originated in
his childhood years in the nougam on Rygis similarly present iWWomen The

integrity of his character is yet again preservedigttanner. However, unlike what the
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reader learns about ChinaskiHost OfficeandFactotum the circumstances of
Chinaski’s life have changed considerably, even thoughekponse to these new
circumstances has not. Thus, the reader familiar Buttowski’'s previous work will
know what to expect from Chinaski\WWomenbefore the first page has been read. But
the incentive to continue reading comes from the aligukdth which Bukowski
portrays these new set of circumstances, an absunditystboth comic and horrible,
particularly with Bukowski's rather ludicrous and often deptig portrayal of
Chinaski as a sexual athlete.

This combination of the comic and the horrible carfidund in passages such as
the following, consistent with the novel's confraimaal tone: “I gave her 3 or 4
particularly mean rips and she gasped. Now she knewer fwdthand. Not a very
well-known writer, of course, but | managed to pay tim amd that was astonishing.
One day she’d be in one of my booksW: (70). Chinaski is as obsessed with sex and
drinking as he is about writing. And whilst engaged inearsiegly unromantic sexual
act, Chinaski reflects on its significance in terrhproviding material for his writing,
whilst also deflating romanticised conceptions of thista Bukowski suggests that the
confronting nature of his portrayal of sex suggests tieeadl tone of the novel —
unpleasant, yet honest - which in turn, explains whyhtrticular aesthetic has resulted
in Chinaski's relative literary obscurity. Chinaskilso depicted as a flawed individual
who, when it comes to matters of sexual relationsisipsietimes displays an anti-social
stubbornness that is revealed as a manifestatiois eélfrassertiveness, as we learn
during a typically heated argument with Lydia:

‘Don’t you realise I'm a loner? A recluse? | hagebe that way to
write...” ‘Are you famous? If you went to New Yorkt¥; would anybody
know you?’

‘Listen | don’t care about that. | just want to gowariting. | don’t need
trumpets.’

(W: 73).

Such a declaration shows Chinaski becoming more coablertvith his identity as a
writer, though his view of the world has essentiainained the same, which in turn has
influenced the subject matter of his writing and itepgon.

Chinaski's honesty is arguably determined by a wilingniesreveal enough of

himself to suggest how the narrative will evolve. Thwisile sitting in airport bar after
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having ended his relationship with Lydia, Chinaski mu§gsople were interesting at
first. Then later, slowly but surely, all the flaassd madness would manifest themselves.
| would become less and less to them; they would mearaled less to me." W 74).
With the exception of his relationship with Saras thbservation becomes a self-fulfilling
prophecy, accounting for the many short term encountiénsvomen depicted in the
novel. Accepting that he is a flawed individual, Chinds&ves the reader in little doubt
about the way he perceives the world and the way ke@cionfirm that perception,
often without fear of the consequences. This is wipyctiens of sex in the novel are
often explicit and unromantic, “like one animal knifingogher into submission,”
Chinaski declaresW: 77). Through explicit depictions of sex, Chinaski comifso
mainstream society which, for him, has always blepnesented by the status quo
aspirations of his parents, made clear in the follgyiassage: “When | came | felt it
was in the face of everything decent, white sperm digpgown over the heads and
souls of my dead parents.X\( 77). Chinaski struggles in the novel to come to terms
with how such a view might impact negatively on hiatiehships with women, which
possibly explains the reason for his unwilingnesausian any one of the many
relationships in the novel over the long term. THasarticulates as follows:

“| continued to struggle with women, with the idea ofmem.” W: 77).

However, Chinaski's focus on women sustains the naeraand offers the
reader some insight into this particular aspect of hisgpa. Chinaski does not
romanticise his relationships with women like the aiggraphical narrators of Jack
Kerouac’s novelhe Subterraneanand Marcel ProustRemembrance of Things Past
Proust’s narrator aesthetically elevated his obsesshationship with Albertine to that
of a supreme human accomplishment. But, like Kerouac snéf Bukowski openly
discusses Chinaski's flaws. Proust’s narrator analgsgieat depth his many neurotic
tendencies, such as a crushing jealously that ultimaésiroys his relationship with
Albertine. Similarly, Kerouac’s narrator irhe Subterraneart®ecomes consumed with
doubt which results in his failure to commit to a womamed Mardou, the focus of his
attention in the novel. However, Chinaski's trouldeem to stem not from jealousy or
self-doubt, but from an abnormal fixation on sex axéier considerations that make for
a meaningful relationship. His libido thus becomesptimaary factor determining

whether any one relationship will succeed or fail.
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This obsession results in a number of humorous intexlidde novel in which
Bukowski portrays Chinaski's partner as exceeding his @xna appetite. This is the
case in the following exchange between Chinaski andal.yehen an injury to his leg as
a result of a drunken fall has diminished Chinaski's capézisatisfy her sexually:

‘...1 don't think | can fuck with my leg the way it is.’
‘What the hell good are you then?’
‘Well, | can fry eggs and do magic tricks.’

As the exchange escalates, Lydia suggests that Chinsskiigl inactivity has resulted
from his perpetually drunken state: “‘If you hadn’t beeank you wouldn’t have fallen
and cut your leg. It'alwaysthe bottle!

...'Lydia, sex isn'teverything You are obsessed. For Christ’s sake, give it arest
Chinaski’s efforts to make light of this absurd situatiemrages Lydia, who screams at
him, “YOU SON-OF-A-BITCH! I'LL KILL YOU!” ( W: 91). This scene recurs
throughout the novel in various forms. Earlier intlo@el, when Chinaski has become
intimate with a woman named Mindy, he declares, “I Weasdrunk to perform. One
hell of a great lover.” W: 77). Chinaski's openness in talking about himself, suggest
Bukowski's unwavering belief in the freedom of self expi@s.

Although one might argue that Bukowski's recounting of Chireargument
with Lydia indicates that he is encouraging the readse&ohim as the victim, Chinaski
nevertheless balances this perspective by also opemigssing his own shortcomings
which might raise doubts about the veracity of hisnapts to portray himself in this
way. This can be seen in his description of himshilst he is waiting in an airport to
meet a woman whom he has met through an exchangien$ie“And there | was, 225
pounds, perpetually lost and confused, short legs, ape-like bpg@erall chest, no neck,
head too large, blurred eyes, hair uncombed, 6 feet of gedtigg for her.” W: 97).
This unflattering self-description reveals vulneraktitin the aggressive armour in which
Chinaski usually cloaks himself. Irony and dark humourbsaaxtracted from the fact
that so many women in the novel are attracted toaShi, despite his less than charming
appearance and perpetual drunkenness.

Chinaski’'s identity as a combination of drunk and wigegsresented as a
harmonious union in this novel. Women Chinaski has become a writer, whilst also

devoting much of his time to drinking, accounting for lusfelence in asserting an
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aggressive masculinity in the novel when it comessaléalings with women who also
serve as a significant inspiration for his writingn FHactotum Bukowski portrays
Chinaski as the writer-in-waiting. Chinaski must fgsffer the torments of the
routinised tedium of the day-job before Bukowski can reviardwith the integrity he
seeks as a writer. MWomenthe struggling writer and worker has been vindicatedsy h
earlier suffering. The struggle has been replaced byaxions appetite for drinking and
sex. At one point in the novel, the severity ofr@iski’'s alcoholism is revealed. After a
particularly tense argument, Lydia smashes Chinaskiksibbeer which he is unable
to replace until the liquor stores open the next dayinaShi casually observes that, “the
thirst in me was terrible. | walked around picking up hexdtles and drinking the bit
that remained in each one. Once | got a mouthfulledsaas | often used beer bottles
for ashtrays.” {\V: 43).

As we will see in our discussion of the later noveld short stories, Bukowski
doesn't cast any moral judgement on Chinaski for engagiegadh behaviour. He is, in
fact, more inclined to reveal flaws in Chinaski's id@er that have arisen because of his
passions, in order to depict Chinaski as an absurd Aéras, after Chinaski commences
a relationship with a woman named Katherine towardsmvhe is mostly placid,
Bukowski once again reveals Chinaski’'s aggressive sexuabas in order to subvert
the romanticising of sex that appears in the work df snedernist writers as Proust,
Joyce, Kerouac and Lawrence. In consistently doin@skowski frees himself from
experiencing any anxiety about a negative critical nespo Having established the
subdued nature of Chinaski’'s relationship with Katheteeproceeds to contradict this
perception through his description of the sexual act:itSetame inside of her,
agonising, feeling my sperm enter her body, she waseks|phnd | shot my come deep
into her ultimate core.W: 99).

Bukowski is content at this point to depict Chinaski incadance with his belief
that it is possible for an ordinary person to turnrthfeiinto art, but a particular type of
art that becomes defined by its relation to thosradtive concerns and depictions
found in the novels of previous writers like Louis Ferdoh&eline and Henry Miller.
This we see in the following passage, as Chinaskrteflen the nature of his
relationship with Katherine:

Katherine knew that there was something about mentaainot
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wholesome in the sense of wholesome is as wholedoe® | was drawn
to all the wrong things: 1 liked to drink, | was lazyditin't have a god,
politics, ideas, ideals. | was settled into nothingne$snd of non-being,
and | accepted it.

(W: 104).

The intended effect of such a passage is to confoun@akenr's conception of Chinaski
as the tough sexual athlete. Even though Bukowski, a$ tsoggests that Chinaski is
just that, he nevertheless demonstrates that thet i@ complete picture in passages like
the one quoted above. Thus, a little later in the IMBkimaski observes that, “I always
felt inferior to waiters. | had arrived too late amith too little. The waiters all read
Truman Capote. | read the race result&V: 127).

Although Chinaski is a writer, he is also an ordinamgpe with ordinary desires.
However, the way he expresses his desires, singlesuitifnom other literary
characters. Chinaski doesn’'t romanticise the creaitt. As he says, he would rather
read the ‘race results.” Thus, one can discover repepétterns to Bukowski's themes
and portrayal of Chinaski across the novels, suggestogsistency of intent that
doesn't allow for ambiguity when assessing the thougidsahaviour of Chinaski to
determine the contours of his character. This suggediginctive literary aesthetic that
is also revealed at times in the novel through parti@haracter traits of some of the
women with whom he becomes involved. Chinaski oleseabout a record company
executive named Liza that she, “stayed away fromalitee, she stayed away from the
so-called larger questions. She wrote me about sndiflawy happenings but described
them with insight and humour.” (W: 186)

It is not surprising that Chinaski would choose to emghkasiis aspect of Liza’s
writing. Chinaski also avoids the ‘so-called larger goest’ and focuses on ‘small
ordinary happenings’ in the novel. Such an intent idicoed when Liza asks if
Chinaski, “lives in order to write.” Chinaski repli¢sNo, | just exist. Then later | try
to remember and write some of it downW(194). This response explains a later
statement in the novel that, “writing was only theidue.” V. 227). Thus, lived
experience is being emphasised, and the task of the wautst therefore be to capture
the nuances of the experience as best as he orrshéncthe final pages of the novel
Chinaski states: “A man could lose his identity fuckingusud too much.”\(: 290), but

he is not really talking about himself. Because naenathat happened in his personal
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life, Chinaski always knew that his identity would besered through his writing. So
too, for the author of the novel.

Although the circumstances of Chinaski's life changed tiwee, the core
characteristics of his personality that defined hima ascial and literary outsider did not.
We set out to illuminate some of these charactesistithis chapter. Bukowski
introduces the Chinaski persona in his first publishey $0a1944. In this story the
narrator inhabits a world full of “idolized prostitut@sorning-after-vomiting scenes,
misanthropy, praise for suicide.”(1991: 75) Such unsavoury &spsur in a more
fearsome manner in the stories Bukowski wrote in the 1%@llscted together in
Erections, Ejaculations and Tales of Ordinary Madne§hese stories depict the writer
and drinker Charles Bukowski narrating in a consisteatigi@anic tone, a myriad of
sexual and drunken experiences, as well as encounterthwvitiounterculture movement
which we see in the story, “Life, Birth and DeathaofUnderground Newspaper.” The
writing itself is characterised by a conscious litgr@itlessness in order to give the
impression of spontaneity, and to strengthen the ingdfatie subject matter which is
often crude and explicit.

The earlier prose and Bukowski's first nofAglst Officeare linked through a
commitment to simplicity, a dominant aspect of Bukowshiternative aesthetic.
Bukowski constructs this novel as he would all his nofvels then on, as a thematically
linked set of short chapters. He wrote the novel quicklggesting a greater immediacy
between both the writer's and Henry Chinaski’'s expees, particularly considering that
Bukowski wrote the first draft of the novel a mattemafeks after resigning from the
post office. Although there is little stylistic diffance between the early novels,
Chinaski’'s experiences are considerably different ainedukowski's early novels
contribute to his overall aim to portray the strugglewé individual as he winds his way
through life with determination and humour. But, Bukowsksfieecusing on various
stages of Chinaski's life from his mid-twenties onwarétsnvas only after he had
satisfied himself that he was able to write lengthi@se works, that Bukowski turned in
the early 1980s to his boyhood, a most significant penidchinaski's life. Chinaski's
self assertive literary and social identity is grounaekis earliest experiences, his
troubled relationship with his father in particuldiam on Ryés the novel to which we

turn in the next chapter.
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CHAPTER THREE

HAM ON RYE - THE TROUBLED BIRTH OF AN ARTIST

Charles Bukowski's fourth novélam on Ryewas published by Black
Sparrow Press in 1982. This novel comprises an accoti#rof Chinaski's childhood,
beginning with his earliest memory and concluding witin&ski's refusal to sign up with
the armed forces shortly after Pearl Harbor is bambEhere is an absence of nostalgia
or sentimental reflection in Bukowski's account, widdtinguishes this work from the
autobiographical fiction of such a writer as Jack Keromao romanticises his youth in
such novels ashe Vanity of DuluoandMaggie CassidylIn contrastHam on Ryes a
raw account of a troubled young man who aspires to beeonréer, while becoming
increasingly alienated from his family and school mat&ay Brewer notes that in the
novel, “each feature of the [Chinaski] persona isuog introduced: drinking, classical
music, rooming houses, attitudes towards sex, writing$hahd tastes in literature.”
(1997: 34). The subject éfam on Ryssignifies Bukowski becoming more reflective
about portraying Henry Chinaski’'s younger years folloviisgcommitment to writing as
a fulltime occupation after leaving the post office in 1928. Bukowski became
increasingly comfortable as a writer, he began t& lmore closely at those aspects of
his life which had been previously buried, because trexg woo painful for him to
explore on paper. Neeli Cherkovski notes that whetingrihe novel, “Hank re-
opened memories that were often difficult to face..@mte he got going, the writing
came easily. ‘It was like being in the old neighbourhagain,” Hank recalls, ‘but a lot
easier to take than before™ (1997: 300).

This chapter will discusdam on Ryavith respect to the origins of both
Chinaski's alternative view of the world and the sslertive nature of his personality,
reflected in the strengthening of his resolve to ctorterms with his suffering.
Chinaski's quest for freedom begins in this novel assalt of traumatic childhood
experiences. These experiences come to bear onsKitrfast thoughts about writing
and his discovery of alcohol. The novel offers ingghto a series of painful
experiences in Chinaski's youth, which played a ceptelin his transformation into a

writer of the American literary underground. The extentvhich Bukowski successfully
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communicates the significance of these experiencésraspect to Chinaski's quest for
freedom ultimately determines the novel's meaning.

In his preface to the Rebel Inc edition of the noRelddy Doyle states that
its narrative is concerned with “Hank, explaining haavdecame Hank, Bukowski
explaining how he became Bukowski...a scorching accoumtcbildhood, an
adolescence, a life of ugliness, pain escape, alcamaliness. It is a book about
writing, finding a voice.” Ham on Rye (Ham)2000: xi). The hardened, cynical
stance that Chinaski adopted following the harshnelks @farliest encounters with the
absurdity of the world is reflected in the persona oblder Henry Chinaski in the novels
Post Office, Factotum, WomandHollywood. Ham on Rys narrative concerns a
much earlier period in Chinaski's life when, as a chilgl{ried to make sense of the
strangeness and hostility of the Depression era woslchich he grew up. The novel is
set entirely in Los Angeles, and Chinaski's formagixperiences are depicted in a
straightfoward linear form. Bukowski's narrative plae@esemphasis on significant
aspects of Chinaski’s life such as his taste in liteea attitudes towards sex and his
strained relationship with his parents.

The novel is divided into 58 short chapters in which Buitayrovides a
harrowing account of alienation and domestic violerBekowski was seemingly
influenced by Louis Ferdinand Céline’s second ndvehth on the Installment Plam
which its narrator depicts his childhood as a violemnt absurd set of circumstances
which he is unable to ever fully comprehend, and ovectwie has no control. In his
novel, Céline describes in detail the volatile andevibrelationship between the narrator,
Louis, and his father. Chinaski begins his accourtam on Rydyy describing his
parents in a similar way:

Two people: one larger with curly hair, a big noseigantbuth, much
eyebrow; the larger person always seeming to be aofyeyy screaming;
the smaller person quiet, round of face, paler, with laygs. | was afraid
of both of them.

(Ham 1)

Chinaski's father becomes a dominating presence sohis life as the narrative
progresses, while his mother occupies a much less sagtifplace in Chinaski's
memories. In this short opening description, Bukowskimeslfeelings towards his

parents that the young Chinaski would maintain for teeathis life. He is afraid of
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them because he is unable to ever fully understanddgsesiviour. It is only when
Chinaski's perceptions develop as he grows older, tHagdias to equate his father's
aggressiveness with an irrational desire to exert totarol over his son.

In this first chapter, Chinaski contrasts his fefanis parents with the
awakening of feelings for his grandfather who we lesuangentle man but a heavy
drinker. Bukowski writes, “He held out his hand. As | gloser | could smell the stink
of his breath. It was very strong but he was thetibpesutiful man | had ever seen and |
wasn't afraid.” KHant 4). Although too young to fully understand what his graiheies
breath signifies, Chinaski nevertheless defies hidyfajudgements, by choosing to
embrace what his family rejects - we learn his pat@pinion of his grandfather from the
following excerpt: “I was told that my grandfather wasaal man, that his breath
stank.”(Hant 3). Thus, at the very beginning of the novel, Bukowslgins to shape
the way Chinaski perceives the world. Unlike heavykiligy the more socially
acceptable temperance, hard work, and pursuit of weatdaisiagly becomes a problem
for Chinaski as he grows older.

Bukowski focuses on a number of incidents in Chinasiily éfe which
are significant in terms of the formation of his rmomformist identity. First, we learn
about Chinaski's early rejection of his parents' $acid moral values as a consequence
of his father's aggressive nature. Also, when Chirzeiins to attend school he soon
becomes aware that the other children, “seemed trenyge, they laughed and talked
and seemed happy. | didn't like them. | always felt awas going to be sick, to vomit,
and the air seemed strangely still and whitelarfx 21).

This description of the air as a white blankness seicuthe novel. In an
interview with Jean Francois Duval, Bukowski explairet ththe air was always white.

It was not right. Everything was wrong: the air, pe®ple.” (2002: 148). The
whiteness that Chinaski describes in the novel suggeasttonymic representation of his
growing discomfort with the environment into whichhrees been born, and the people
with whom he comes into contact, including his own edrate family. This we see in
the opening paragraph of chapter five, when Chinaski dethdes’ | had begun to
dislike my father. He was always angry about somethilgerever he went, he got into
arguments with people.”"Ham 20). The source of his father's anger becomes more

apparent as the novel progresses. Bukowski depicts s t&f the frustrations and
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anxieties that had been caused by the Depressiorfathis believes in the pursuit of
wealth as a desirable sociable goal, but is frustrateteorealities of economic hardship.

The Depression had a great impact on American soeefyeople became
increasingly desperate as a consequence of decreasedraengloypportunities. A
number of chapters in the novel which deal directhihW@hinaski's primary and
secondary school experiences depict weaker childrerskaddy the stronger ones, and
these schoolyard experiences are similar to Chinaskagonship with his father. The
young Chinaski is portrayed as essentially defencelesssaas father's abuse which in
turn has been engendered by his father's inability¢oeed materially, and his failure to
achieve respectability in social terms.

Bukowski is very specific about the intimidating effetti@ski's father has
on his vulnerable son in passages when his fatheatslg him:

Everything vanished, the chair | was sitting in, wadipaper, the walls, all
of my thoughts. He was the dark covering the sun,itence of him
made everything else utterly disappear. He was all easg, mouth, |
couldn't look at his eyes, there was only his red afagsy.

(Ham 34).

After the beating is over, Chinaski reflects thatfelt that even the sun belonged to my
father, that | had no right to it because it was sginipon my father’s house.Ham:

35). As the narrative progresses, questions emerge oongcemat avenues of escape
exist for Chinaski, as he gradually begins to emotigrkdtach himself from his parents
and class mates.

Bukowski depicts Chinaski's father as unemployed for mutheofovel,
although he does for a time deliver milk by horsechiit financial difficulties are
revealed in the following passage: “My father got out lamocked on doors. | could
hear him complaining loudly, ' HOW THE HELL DO YOU THINKM GOING TO
EAT? YOU'VE SUCKED UP THE MILK, NOW IT'S TIME FOROU TO SHIT
OUT THE MONEY!"” (Ham 48). His father uses a different line each time.
Sometimes he comes back with the money, mostly henttoeHis father's belligerent
attitude towards his customers is linked to disruptiveioglahips within the families
themselves. This is shown later in the chapter véheoman who has been paying for
milk by offering Chinaski's father sexual favours, tunpsat the Chinaski home. This

results in an argument between Chinaski's parents whi$in violence: “It was very
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loud and very ugly. Then my father began beating my mot8be screamed and he
kept beating her."Ham 50). Although he attempts to open a locked door to save h
mother from the beating, he is nevertheless depictaedtamy dispassionately towards
both parents despite the unpleasantness of the situ&lunaski eventually turns to
writing as a form of escape from the ugly reality aféweryday life. He also discovers
alcohol which serves the same purpose. And for the @thutaski depicted in the other
novels, writing and alcohol are interconnected, asashi increasingly uses alcohol to
provide stimulus for the writing.

A significant event which emphasises the domineeratgre of Chinaski's
father, appears in the novel as a simple domestic chideecarefully instructs Chinaski
to mow the lawn so that it is perfectly even, tgllms son, “I DON'T WANT TO SEE
ONE HAIR STICKING UP IN EITHER THE FRONT OR BACK LWN! NOT ONE
HAIR.” (Ham: 68). His father proceeds to watch Chinaskhe mows the lawn, and
then carefully inspects it once he has finished. Wigediscovers a spot that is uneven,
Chinaski is beaten with the dreaded razor strop. Ghisaghole world at this point in
the novel is reduced to his despairing relationship wétlfabher: “millions of people
were out there, dogs and cats and gophers, buildings, stekiisdidn't matter. There
was only father and the razor strop and the bathrowhmee.” Hant 71). The father
dominates his son as a way of overcoming his fearstdhe stigma of unemployment
which always exists, even in times of severe econbardship. We see this when
Chinaski observes:

My mother went to her low paying job each morning, eaydfather who
didn't have a job, left each morning too. Although naishe neighbours
were unemployed, he didn't want them to think he wasgsbl So he got
into his car each morning at the same time and drff\aes af he was going
to work. Then in the evening he would return at exdabtysame time.
(Ham 120).

This absurd charade is played out for the benefit ohéighbours because Chinaski's
father desires their respect. Towards the end ofdiel,n"Chinaski has abandoned his
father's values by becoming completely indifferenthi conventions of respectable
society, particularly with respect to work.

But as Chinaski grows older, he gradually begins to sciather in a

different light. His father's vulnerability is evenliyaievealed, and the nature of their



94

relationship changes as a consequence. The origisahtdinge occurs when Chinaski
IS receiving yet another beating with the razor strBpkowski writes:

The room no longer blurred. | could see everything lgledly father
seemed to sense the difference in me and he begahtméaharder, again
and again, but the more he beat me, the less lifeltas almost as if he
was the one who was helpless. Something had occureditsng had
changed.

(Ham 130).

Chinaski concludes the chapter by stating, “it was styldaating from him.”Klant

130). The fearsome devil, who has mercilessly beasesoh, has finally revealed his
weaknesses. Chinaski has matured to the extent tltainh@ow read the fears displayed
on his father's face, and this awareness has alttegatkstructive nature of their
relationship.

Chinaski's growing awareness also provides a contesthiéosource of his
father's anger. Because his father's aggressive behaypartly due to an inability to
demonstrate his social worth through a job which alown to proclaim the attainment
of a desirable social status, Chinaski consequentlgtsefbe very concept of
employment as a socially meaningful activity. He atgects the inherent materialism of
capitalist societies in general. Simply demonstratiag he will never become like his
father is sufficient. He exposes his father's aggressitbursts as irrational according to
his alternative view of the world, because once thece of the outbursts are removed
from Chinaski's own values, it becomes illogical fon ko act in the same manner.

The next major event in the novel that contribabe€hinaski's retreat into
himself, occurs when the young Chinaski breaks out in hadgcovering most of his
body, resulting in physical pain, adolescent humiliatiodh @egular treatment in hospital.
After a trip to the hospital Chinaski notes, “On thestcar ride back | sat in the back
smoking cigarettes out of my bandaged head. People stareditha’t care. There was
more fear than horror in their eyes now. | hopedula stay this way forever.’Ham
157). Just as he had failed to understand his father's siggreShinaski is unable to
comprehend why he has been destined to suffer the Hionila an ugly and painful
physical affliction. Yet, the significance of Chikés ailment becomes clear after the
reader is made aware that it has in some way coredldot Chinaski's transformation

into a writer. Bukowski describes Chinaski's first &ne efforts to write shortly after



95

the acne outbreak. At this point in the novel, thengpChinaski retreats from social
interaction with his classmates because of his uglyappee, and finds that he is forced
to rely on his own creative impulses as he spends graateunts of time on his own,
resulting in an increasing preoccupation with reading asmtthgr

Chinaski searches his local library for literary W®which reflect the
intensity of his experiences, but initial attemptswarewarding: “l walked around the
library looking for books. | pulled them off the shelvese by one. But they were all
tricks. They were very dull. There were pages and pdgesrds that didn't say
anything.” Hant 164). Bukowski suggests the nature of his own alternative such
passages which portray Chinaski’'s response to thetliteraf the canon. Chinaski
subsequently reflects on the development of his ownyidavatic ideas about art as a
consequence of his experiences - any writing that comates fiery themes in a simple
and direct manner deserves to be read. About D.H Laer€hinaski observes, “the
lines on the page were pulled tight, like a man screaniiimgs.Lawrence of the tight and
bloody line.” Ham 165). Other writers are assessed in a similar nnanne

One book led to the next. Dos Passos came alongtoNa@jood, really,
but good enough. His trilogy, about the USA, took longen th day to
read. Dreiser didn't work for me. Sherwood Anderson diad then
along came Hemingway. What a thrilll He knew hovilagodown a line.
It was a joy.

(Ham 165).

Chinaski realises that literature might be a tool timattralises the absurdity of his life,
acknowledged in straightforward terms: “words weren't eidkds were things that
could make your mind hum. If you read them and let youiesgllthe magic, you could
live without pain, with hope, no matter what happenegbta” (Ham 165).

Once the reader is made aware of this simple philosdpéyonnection
between Chinaski's experiences and his literary infleeibecome clearer. About the
Russian writer lvan Turgenev, Chinaski notes, “Turgenas avvery serious fellow but
he could make me laugh because a truth first encounterds ceamy funny. When
someone else's truth is the same as your truth, asekehnes to be saying it just for you,
that's great.”ilanmt 166). The ability to communicate directly and cleangh humour
and passion is what endears certain writers to Chindmkithus equates simplicity with

integrity. These concerns, however, differ considgrabm those of his father who
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attempts to obstruct his son's literary discoveridis. father yells out, ‘All right, that's
enough of those goddamned books! Lights oltéirt 166). Chinaski goes on to
explain that his father's concerns are more ecoralynimotivated than those of his son:
“His conversation at home was always about 'thé jble. talked to my mother about his
'lob’ from the moment he entered the door in theiagsruntil they slept.’lant 166).

Chinaski's literary discoveries are preceded in thelimyvhis first
encounter with alcohol, which takes on a similar inb@oce. No reader of Bukowski's
work would be unaware of the prominence of alcohol copsiomin the writing.
Chinaski is depicted as somebody who drinks in order kldat his suffering. In his
interview with Jean Duval, Bukowski explains that, “ameho drinks, he can become
this other person. He has a whole new life. H#ffisrent when he is drinking...And this
gives a man two lives. And that's usually in my otiier my drinking life, that | do my
writing.” (2002: 141-142). Inthe other novels, Chinaskiskitig is ever present, but
no great significance is attached to it. But in hiels, Bukowski often writes that
drinking and writing go hand in hand, and he would not betabi® one without the
other. InHam on RygeChinaski's discovery of alcohol is described as amniigg event:

‘I thought, well now | have found something, | have fosndhething that is going to
help me, for a long long time to comeHgm 101). He thus believes that alcohol
assists, rather than hinders the development ofteiative world view.

Chinaski increasingly begins to rely on this altexsaperspective of the
world as the means through which he can explain leisalon from his parents and class
mates, and also define his own identity. He findbstuad that people are born merely to
follow the dictates of socially acceptable convergiamich allow for a life of mediocrity
but little more. He notes, “Everybody had to confofing a mold to fit into. Doctor,
lawyer, soldier - it didn't matter what it was. Omeéhe mold you had to
push forward...either you managed to do something or yoesta the streets.Ham
195). Although resigned to the fact that the time wouldecainen he too would have
to work in a job to survive, Chinaski is neverthelaissady considering how he might
avoid fitting a predetermined mold simply by recognising slarendering one's will to
sanctified social goals is not necessarily a preferaily to live.

However, shortly after making this social obsenmatiGhinaski brings the

reader back to the unpleasant reality of his immed@t®lssnvironment - discovering
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freedom will have to wait a little longer:

| changed into my working clothes, went out, and withfaiger watching
me from beneath his dark and evil eyebrows, | openedatage doors and
carefully pulled the mower out backwards, the mower bladesurning
then, but waiting.

(Ham 196).

The routine of mowing the lawn under the ever watchfaégs his father becomes a
metynomic representation of other routines that iddiis are expected to perform
throughout their lives in accordance with the will mfiarly menacing authority figures.

The first paragraph of chapter 44 is devoted to a stromgegsion of non-
conformity that articulates the nature of Chinaskitgeasingly self assertive personality,
which is further developed in Bukowski's other autobiogragdmovels:

| could see the road ahead of me. | was poor and | wag tgstay poor.
But | didn't particularly want money. | didn't know whaténted. Yes, |
did. | wanted someplace to hideout, someplace where dne¢ laave to do
anything. The thought of being something didn't only appallit sickened
me. The thought of being a lawyer or a councilmamaogragineer,
anything like that seemed impossible to me. To getietato have
children, to get trapped in the family structure. To goeygace to work
every day and to return. It was impossible...was alwam just to endure
those things and then die? | would rather be a dishwaglern alone to a
tiny room and drink myself to sleep.

(Ham 213).

This thought sets the tone for the remainder of thelnaChinaski rejects the concept of
the work ethic as a meaningful social belief. For, him work ethic, a key element in
capitalist societies, robs an individual of the opporjyutatexpress his or her own
identity. Chinaski abhors the concept of the dayl@zause to work in an unfulfiling
job suggests the sacrifice of individual freedom to aadlgadefined role that preserves
the basic structure of capitali€hBy not subscribing to socially acceptable rules and
routines, the only option left to Chinaski is to behava manner that communicates his
awareness that striving for material success in dodachieve an enviable social status
is a meaningless and absurd quest. This is the basismypanBukowski shapes
Chinaski’s identity.

The subsequent development of Chinaski's identity im¢kel takes place

within the context of his contemptuous response téatier’'s values. This is suggested

8 In a 1981 interview with the magazikkgh Times Bukowski tells his interviewer that, “working eight
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in the passage which follows the previous declaration:

My father had a master plan. He told me, 'My sonh @a&n during his
lifetime should buy a house. Finally he dies and lethashouse to his

son. Then his son gets his own house and dies, lbatlefiouses, to his
son. That's two houses. That son gets his own hthegés three houses...'
The family structure. Victory over adversity through tamily. He
believed in it. Take the family, mix with God and Caynadd the ten hour
day and you had what you needed.

(Ham 213).

Chinaski reacts with cynicism to the idea that pasmotand hard work both result in the
betterment of society, identified by Russell Harrissra rejection of work. Harrison
notes in his discussion &actotumthat: “the representation of many horrible jobs as
opposed to just one, reinforces the powerful dead-end ingomebat is one of the
novel's great achievements. It is not that one hapieehave a horrible job: jobs are
horrible.” (1994: 140). Chinaski would rather not work at &llhenever he does work,
he chooses jobs which require the minimum of effopggdorm, in order to reject the
very concept of the day-job as constituting somethingnmegful to him in any
significant way.

By negating his father's values, most of which areeoted in some way to
the work ethic, Chinaski breaks the generational pathatnhis father believes
characterises a successful life. He concludes frominsngs that his father, “was a
stranger. My mother was non-existent. | was curdexbking at my father | saw
nothing but indecent dullness.H@&m 214). In the short story collectidtot Water
Music, published a year aftétam on Ryewe learn that Chinaski takes a final revenge
on his father's values in the stories, “Death offather Parts 1 and 2,” by making
sexual advances towards his recently deceased fathinisngi at the funeral, and then
giving away most of his father's possessions to hgghheurs.

A significant moment suggesting Chinaski separating hirfiseh society
comes towards the end of the novel, when, on the oigihie senior prom, he stands
outside in the dark, looking in through a window at the lang girls dancing inside:

...Then | caught a glimpse of my reflection staringtitham - boils and
scars on my face, my ragged shirt. | was like someguengimal drawn to
the light and looking in. Why had | come? | felt sick bkept watching.
The dance ended. There was a pause. Couples spokeaeaaithtother.

hours at a job you hate is worse than death.” (Calori®@).
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It was natural and civilised...and yet | knew that wisgw wasn't as
simple and good as it appeared. There was a price tod®pdiall, a
general falsity, that could be easily believed, and cbalthe first step
down a dead-end street...As | watched them | said tolfinssmeday my
dance will begin.

(Ham 215).

Chinaski is eventually chased from the window by a sigogmard. At this moment, a
fundamental break with society has taken place. Chineskses that he will never
achieve social success in material terms, but neitlidre succumb to what he believes
is the price to be paid for social success - thahésstirrender of one's individual will in

order to belong.

Work.

Once he graduates from high school, Chinaski makes bdif\wearted
attempts to find a job, and winds up working in a MeargbBtk department store. The
strong personality formed from his experiences witlphigents and school is now firmly
in place. Chinaski's job experience is shortlivedrdfeeis fired for becoming involved in
a fistfight with some former classmates, but his disaliis of little consequence to him.
Bukowski portrays Chinaski's experience in the departnterg as routinised and
absurd, which we learn from such statements as tleving: “Now, | thought, pushing
my cart along, | have this job. Is this to be K® wonder men robbed banks. There
were too many demeaning jobsHant 233). Chinaski quickly learns on his first day
that he is not suited to a life of servility. Furtleio the chapter, he considers his ideal
life: “What | wanted was a cave in Colorado with thgears worth of foodstuffs and
drink. I'd wipe my ass with sand. Anything, anythingtop drowning in this dull,
trivial and cowardly existence.Hant 234). Chinaski is expressing an awareness that he
has entered a world occupied by people like his father,dehale themselves about
their self-worth, and whose interests, goals and degiffer considerably from
Chinaski's own. This becomes clear when the readeowkrs the reason for Chinaski's
dismissal. Faced with taunts from some former clagssmnahilst he is at work, Chinaski
reflects that: “They were soft, they had never faaeglfire. They were beautiful
nothings. They made me sick. | hated them. They parteof the nightmare that
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haunted me in one form or anothedam 236). Chinaski proceeds to fight one of
them and loses his job as a result.

By the end of the novel, the reader has learnt thataSki has become
increasingly tormented by people who, intentionallyot, seek to obstruct his freedom
to live a life of his own choosing. He despises tHuseefers to as 'beautiful nothings'
for not raising questions about the society in whidytive. His own wilingness to do
so is a key element in Chinaski's transformation anteriter of alternative literature,
which he becomes in the nov&8&menandHollywood For Chinaski, the refusal to
guestion how society is organised perpetuates an endiegsigting social cycle over
generations, and this realisation becomes the soti€kirmaski's nightmare. Chinaski's
quip that his former class mates had 'never facedriiésficontrasted with his own
desire to confront society by rejecting, without feithe consequences, those values he
considers absurd. For Chinaski, becoming one of thkimgppoor, drinking in bars
with unemployed alcoholics, working in a series of deadgfaictory jobs, sleeping in
rooming houses, and regularly engaging in drunken fights vathem and brawls with
other bar dwellers, constitute 'facing the fire.” Sacts are as far removed from the

behaviour of his father or former class-mates as bble to get.

Politics.

Chinaski’'s increasing self absorption is further réaca the novel when
he enrols at the LA City College to study journalishgrdly after his dismissal from the
Mears Starbuck job. This part of Chinaski's life, &k wost other events in the novel,
parallels Bukowski's own, discussed in both the Sounes laeik&rski biographies.
Cherkovski points out that Bukowski, “believed that forew@lication meant another
form of enslavement, yet he held a vague idea of somekg it to his advantage.”
(1997: 45-46). In order to stir up trouble at the College, Bukbegyan to openly
espouse right-wing views in order to rail against theldésining political orientation of a
number of the professors in a college that had, “eaarregutation as 'the little red
college’, due to the large number of faculty members leftheaning sensibilities.”
(1997: 47). Cherkovski, however, also notes that Bukowski ‘tdidtieve in any

manner of ideological slavery, whether on the rightherleft.” (1997: 48). This view is
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consistent with Bukowski's own political ambivalenceressed in a number of pieces he
wrote forOpen Cityin the late 1960s and later re-publishedliotes of a Dirty Old Man
(discussed earlier).

Chinaski’s brief involvement with politics is interdlenore as parody than
anything else. Moreover, Bukowski always filters amgntion of politics through his
own alternative perspective. This we see in thevollg statement:“As for me, | had no
desire to go to war to protect the life | had or widtife | might have. | had no
freedom. | had nothing.’Ham 262). Subsequently, Chinaski begins espousing right-
wing views which take the form of cliched sloganeeringrider to set himself apart from
his classmates. Bukowski presents these views in cbonégo Chinaski's personal
circumstances and temperament. Thus, “with all theuic®rs being anti-German |
found it personally impossible to simply agree with thebut of sheer alienation and a
natural contrariness | decided to align myself agairest goint of view.” Ham 262).
Bukowski explains Chinaski's apparent right-wing orientasisan opportunity to
accentuate the willingness of his college professoestept any political doctrine that
reflects the status quo. Although Chinaski openly expsesseservative views on what
has turned out to be a left oriented college campus, héspmit that,

| avoided any direct reference to Jews or Blacks wihbonleaer given me
any trouble. All my troubles had come from white desti Thus, | wasn't
a nazi by temperament or choice; the teachers mdes®forced it upon
me by being so much alike and thinking so much alike arfdthdtir anti-
German prejudice. | had also read somewhere thatainedmn't truly
believe or understand what he was espousing, somehooultedo a more
convincing job, which gave me a considerable advantagetbe teachers.
(Ham 263).

There is much to learn about the nature of Chinaskiisconformist personality from
this passage. Chinaski objects to the submissivenéise Gollege professors to one
particular viewpoint because of a misguided sense ofigbteousness. He doesn't
believe in anything other than his own capacity &f-expression, and therefore
demonstrates the absurdity of blind faith in a polita@ttrine by passionately espousing
views he doesn't actually accept on principle.

This point is furthered when Chinaski meets othersaznpus who, unlike
him, are passionately committed to the fascist calibe. contrast is established simply

and directly. Upon meeting one such individual, Chinaskeokes, “The guy's head was



102

sunk down into his shoulders, he had a very round head,esarsl cropped hair, pea
eyes, tiny wet round mouth. A nut, | thought, a kille(Hanm 265). Chinaski finally
concludes, “Why did the Master Race movement draw npthin mental and physical
cripples.” Ham 265). Bukowski subsequently draws no further conclusiongaghi's
flirtation with politics is thus covered by Bukowski in@short chapter. This is the only
occasion when politics are mentioned in any of Bukowsikivels. This particular
chapter is, however, instructive in explaining ChinasMienation from society in a more
general way. For only someone as concerned witkdalh@s Bukowski was, would

portray Chinaski in the manner that he did at a timenrvamerica was at war.

Transformation into a Writer

Much of what happens in the novel is a consequendeofdture of the
relationship between Chinaski and his father. Towdrd®nd, the final break with his
father is depicted as coinciding with tentative effootsvrite, revealed as conflicting
with his father's values, and thus a significant imp&tu€hinaski pursuing the writing
craft, but in a way that means something only to h@hinaski does not begin to write
seriously with the aim of creating something aestalyisublime, rather, the work
would always be deliberately rough and confrontationatder to represent his view of
the world. Chinaski's break with his parents occurswieeis walking home from
college, and his mother informs him that his fathes read some of his stories, and
subsequently strewn all his belongings across the famt. The contents of the stories
themselves are never revealed, but Chinaski acknowléoigée first time in the novel
the value he attaches to his writing: “ | went aftgrmanuscripts first. That was the
lowest of the blows doing that to me. They weredhe thing he had no right to touch.
As | picked up each page from the gutter, from the lawnfrand the street, | began to
feel better.” Ham 274).

This moment heralds a new phase in Chinaski's lifstijnbecause he has
reached an age where he is able to influence theidmdus life will now take. As the
novel concludes, Bukowski gives the reader a clue as to@Haaski's future life will
look like:

| made practice runs down to skid row to get ready forutwyré. | didn't
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like what | saw down there. Those men and women hapecial daring
or briliance. They wanted what everybody wante#ndw that | wasn't
entirely sane. | still knew as | had as a child thate was something
strange about myself. | felt as if | were destinede@ murderer, a bank
robber, a saint, a rapist, a monk, a hermit. | neadasolated place to
hide. Skid row was disgusting. The life of the sanerameeman was dull,
worse than death. There seemed to be no posssisleatite. Education
also seemed to be a trap. The little education | haded myself had
made me more suspicious. What were doctors, lawyeestists? They
were just men who had allowed themselves to be deprividio freedom
to think and act as individuals. | went back to my steakdrank.

(Ham 307).

Sentiments expressed in this passage are consistar€huitaski’'s view of the world,
particularly his ongoing concern with the issue of freeddt this point in the novel,
Chinaski has moved into a rooming house in a distritibgfAngeles inhabited by poor
immigrants. This passage suggests that although Chinaskndbénd anything
particularly pleasant or romantic about skid row, henea®rtheless decided that he
prefers the poor life to one that involves surrenddniadreedom. Chinaski has made
the decision to completely reject the materialist sh®af his parents, and has moved
both physically and internally to the fringes of sbcie

In Ham on RygeChinaski finds himself trapped between two poles as we
learn from the preceding passage. He concludes that theopekid row, “wanted
what everybody else wanted,” yet, “the life of theesaaverage man is dull, worse than
death.” Bukowski never feels comfortable with any alogioup, and this is a common
thread running through much of his fiction. Yet, thera suggestion in the novel that
Chinaski's salvation will come through the act of mgt It is through writing that
Chinaski reclaims the ability to 'think and act' asnalividual. Therefore, the humiliation
and suffering which he experiences at various timdseimovel, such as the outbreak of
acne, and the physical abuse at the hands of his faabheme, for both author and
fictional self, the source material of poems, shtoties and novels. Aubrey Malone
notes that, “the cruelty he suffered under his paremt€lassmates...formed the basis
for six decades of anger.” (2003: 107).

In the final chapter of the novel Chinaski runs iatoollege friend shortly
after Pearl Harbor is bombed. His friend has joitedarmy, but Chinaski refuses,

having offered his reason earlier on: “Your parentgradled your growing-up period,
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they pissed all over you. Then when you got ready toug@o your own, the others
wanted to stick you in a uniform so you could get your et aff.” (Hant 296).
Chinaski is more concerned with his own welfare tiieat of the greater society, but he
outlines his reasons for adopting this stance quite oplerdyghout the novel. And his

refusal to join the military is not unexpected, giveratias come before.

The Novel's Significance

Ernest Fontana concludes his article, “Bukowsk#sn on Ryand the Los
Angeles Novel” with the following passage.

He [Chinaski] resolves at the endHdm on Ryeas America enters World
War 11, to fight his own private war, to resist trecety that is appalled by
him and his scars. He will continue to appall it aretéby reveal its own
less visible scars. He will fight it by refusing iitg/ths, blandishments,
responsibilities and warddam on Ryenarrates Henry's growth to self-
awareness in a Southern California denuded of its rdgioyths. It is not
a special place, but a representative America, an Amagainst whose
dominant myths and institutions solitary struggle is seethe only
available and honourable option.

(1985: 8).

This view expresses quite clearly the expression of Bakosvart in the persona of the
anti-hero Chinaski who spends much of the novel engagedatitary struggle against
people, his parents in particular. He is also crib¢auch practices as paid employment
and formal education which he believes obstruct hisaigpa act in a manner that
satisfies his feelings of responsibility to himselihe idea that Bukowski spent much of
his life fighting his own private war is also discussgdé&an Francois Duval who uses a
boxing analogy when describing the effects Bukowski's wenete intended to have on
his readers: Duval writes that Bukowski “responded blowlbw
with words, the writer's weapons, to the knocks thalityanflicted upon him.”
(2002: 106). Duval argues that Bukowski adopted a confrontastarade in his writing
because, “the aim of his whole work is to denouncedalhss to tear up the veil that the
world would have thrown over reality.” (2002: 110).

Ham On Ryeshould thus be read as Chinaski's struggle to renounce the
illusions that he discovers in various aspects ofdnly éfe, which ultimately results in

his alienation from family and school friends, shdpsegjuest for freedom, and also
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engenders his critical reactions to the institutionsark and education. The
consequence is that he withdraws from society, exptpinhy we see him retreating to
rooming houses in poorer Los Angeles districts at theoéthe novel, and choosing a
life of drunkenness and poverty over a career or highgcagion. He does so, because
he believes that this is a more honest way to I@&inaski ultimately chooses to accept
a reality from which the veil of illusion has beéted.

This idea is revealed earlier in the novel whenstii®ol age Chinaski
hands in an essay he has written about attending @ovisbs Angeles from the then
President Hoover, when he had in fact remained at hatiseteacher is impressed with
the essay and reads it out to the class whereupon &heoagludes, “so that's what
they wanted: Lies. Beautiful lies. That's what thegded. People were fools. It was
going to be easy for me.Han 87). The implication is that people in any society ar
always content to believe in myths. The novetrisctured so that each life experience
has been specifically chosen to expose the mytheoAtherican dream. This can be
understood from Chinaski's earliest memories in thelnadde is told that his
grandfather “was a bad man,” because he was a healgdfitant 3), but the infant
Chinaski senses that his grandfather, “is the mositiidaman | had ever seen and |
wasn't afraid” Ham 4). This response is contrasted with Chinaski'sticeato his
father who was “always angry about somethinglarfr 10).

At the end of the novel, Chinaski muses, “Maybe | cdiuéby my wits.
The eight-hour day was impossible, yet almost everylabynitted to it.” Hant 296).
This observation comprises the central themes odahieer noveld?ost Officeand
Factotum That the eight-hour working day is impossible forhbpless Chinaski is seen
in Bukowski's description of him at the time that he lbéishis parents’ home for
the poorer districts of Los Angeles:

| would never set any trends or styles. My whiteittstas stained with
wine, burned, with many cigarette and cigar holes, spatté blood and
vomit. It was too small, it rode up exposing my gut arly batton. And
my pants were too small. They gripped me tightly and wadkabove my
ankles.

(Ham 283).

This portrayal is intended to suggest withdrawal and wessinin response to a

guestion from his English teacher at college, who ask$ibw he intends to survive,
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Chinaski responds, “I don't know. I'm already tiredHagr 299). Such a statement
corresponds with Gay Brewer's assertion thdarm on Ryexposes the fraudulent myth
of social advancement through merit or hard work.” (1997: 36).

Ham on Ryés Charles Bukowski's most autobiographical work. From i
the reader learns much about the early life of Hemmga3ki, particularly in terms of
those life experiences which would shape the outsidetitigeh the adult Chinaski in
other novels. In particular, the novel focuses om&3ki's painful relationship with his
father, who would come to represent all that Bukowsksklfrdespised about Middle
America. We also learn something of the source af&3ki's alienation from school
friends and girls, particularly where physical afflictisriransformed over time into
Chinaski's mental suffering. Throughout the novel, Bukowskis into great detail
about Chinaski's views on education, literature anddigét hour job,” which have been
influenced by his awareness of the absurd.

The development of Chinaski's views about the worldaxdénwith his first
attempts at writing and the link between the two igigentional one. Chinaski also
discovers the pleasures of alcohol as a way of bloakindnis suffering. Thereatfter,
writing and drinking would go hand in hand for the remaind€tonaski's life. The
novel is significant in Bukowski's collected work, fotbitings together particular aspects
of Chinaski’s life which he had written about previouslyt had scattered across poems
and stories, and the three novels he wrote in the 19H& on Rygethus provides a
context for those life experiences which most mattéo him in terms of explaining
what motivated his alternative world view, as welpasviding considerable insight into
the circumstances of Chinaski's youth.

Chinaski's awareness of the absurd lies at the héais quest for
freedom, which is continued in chronological termgh& novelFactotum Ham On
Ryedetails the early experiences of Chinaski the absual tdno becomes increasingly
defined by the self assertive nature of his personalifyose other novels which focus
on the experiences of his adult years. A possible extitanfor such self-obsession is
articulated by David Galloway in his study of the absuhén he asserts that, “the
absurd becomes a new and extreme articulation of ttessigy of man’s appealing to
himself as a source of values.” (1970: 15). Such a necasses in order for the

absurd hero to resist the meaninglessness of the waxdich he lives, and thus place
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greater focus on his or her purpose for existing atfsdlwe have seen in our discussion
of Ham on RygeChinaski seeks to prevent being indoctrinated by thestneam values
embraced by his parents. However, his awarenese @allisurd is also depicted in the
novel as the source of his alienation, enforced tdsvére end by his retreat into chronic
drunkenness and rejection of the day-job. But to cheosk a life is inexorably linked

to Bukowski's literary aesthetic.

The question of choice in terms of the creative acdised in the collection
of short storiesHot Water Musicpublished in 1983. A number of these stories are
concerned with failed artists who are portrayed asigawecome overwhelmed by the
absurdity of the world, and who enter into a moral angiphl decline, which is
presented as grotesque. The grotesque is a device pastiaatzrhtuated irlot Water
Music, in which Bukowski focuses on the human capacity folewice and self-
annihilation as a way of expressing the grotesquendsavofy to struggle to stay afloat
in an absurd world. Chinaski continues the struggle tocowee his suffering even after
his artistic endeavours have received some recognégwe see in the autobiographical
stories in the collection, but there are others failon the attempt. The various literary
devices and themes that support such an interpretattbis gfarticular collection of

short stories are discussed in the next chapter.
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CHAPTER FOUR

HOT WATER MUSIC - THE GROTESQUE AND THE ARTIST DEMYSTIFIED

There has been to date, no comprehensive analytsie gfotesque in
Bukowski's writing, although there is some discussion efdb-existence of humour
and horror in the poems, letters and prose in the kstirgy critical studies of his work,
and in Neeli Cherkovski's biography. Hot Water MusidBukowski portrays American
society as violent and misanthropic, and also depitistsagenerally as fatalistic misfits
who create art solely out of desperation. There @ressimilarities between these
depictions and Bukowski's own irreverent attitude towartds®his ironically gives his
stories the subversive spark that engenders interstrimfrom readers who can
identify with Bukowski's beliefs about creative freedamd social solitude.

In this chapter, we will discuss the significance &f ¢ginotesque in terms of
explaining its appearance kot Water Musias a filter through which Bukowski's
outsider views resonate. By portraying modern Amerscanety, along with the artistic
profession as grotesque and absurd, Bukowski is focusing osigniicant elements
appearing in much of his writing which work particularlylvtegether: horror and
comedy. We will also look at a number of storieshim ¢ollection in which Bukowski
humorously critiques the notion that creativity is ered act transcending everyday
experience. The grotesque is a significant literarycgeBukowski employs to turn the
circumstances of his own life into fiction. Althoutte literary grotesque appears in
much of his work, it is particularly pronouncedHot Water Music This collection
assists the reader in better understanding Chinaskrassgrtive personality formed
from the painful circumstances of his younger yearsyeabave seen in our discussion of
FactotumandHam on Rye

In Ham on Rygthe literary grotesque appears as a sense of unddsetfed
young Chinaski as he increasingly becomes aware aflithardity of both his social
environment and his father’s aggressive behaviour svaim. InFactotumthe
grotesque is revealed as the very existence of theobayAlthough the grotesque is
ever present in Bukowski's writing, it is often lurkingtive background of Chinaski's

experiences, but illuminated at those times when regeath dark humour to the



109

situations in which Bukowski places him. Many of therists inHot Water Musiare
linked to a conception of a world that is filled withsabdity and misanthropy. In a
number of stories discussed in this chapter, Henry €kiimanot present, however, one
might argue that the authenticity of Chinaski's expegemicthe grotesque depends on
the extent to which Bukowski discovers it in a broadeiad context. By doing so,
Bukowski enhances the claim that the literary grotesgjaesignificant aspect of his
aesthetic, but illuminated particularly intenselyHiat Water Music

Russell Harrison notes about the collection that @tiemma that Bukowski's
characters had confronted in the early poetry and siolvelv to respond to the
legitimate demands of the social world while at theestime maintaining one’s self is
here ratcheted up several notches. Now the questisrtligre a social world?” (1994
265) InHot Water MusicBukowski responds to such a question by depicting suburban
American society in a state of decay, and inhabitechlayacters who have surrendered
to the absurd. As we shall see in our discussion dfttmges “Death of the Father | and
[1,” Chinaski has settled upon an acceptance that thielvgoabsurd, resulting in
Bukowski placing emphasis upon the self-assertive natuthiobski's personality
which might rescue him from despair. However, theattars in such stories as “Some
Hangover” and “Less Delicate and the Locust,” also dssmiisn the chapter, are
depicted as hopelessly disillusioned and bored, resulting‘ingensitiv[ity] to ‘normal’
society.” (Brewer: 65). Subsequently, “violence, destth ordinary madness,” become
inescapable features of their lives. (71). Bukowski oft@mrasts Chinaski's own sense
of self with such characters in the autobiographicaélso Nevertheless, it is valid to
discuss some non-autobiographical stories in this ¢ollet order to address particular
themes which recur in the autobiographical fictionifitse

In 1983, Black Sparrow Press publisti¢ot Water Music Bukowski's third
short story collection. The collection comprises @@igs written while Bukowski was
working on the noveHam on Ryeublished a year earlier. Around this time, Bukowski
was quite prolific, having written a screenplay in 197%Her French director Barbet
Schroeder, which Bukowski revisits in his later nddellywood as well as a travelogue
of a trip to Europe to visit relatives, titl&hakespeare Never Did Thaso published in
1979, and enough poetry to fill two volum&sangling in the Tourneforti#1981) and
Bring Me Your Lové€1983). That he was writing so much in the late 1970s ahd ea
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1980s is not surprising in view of the circumstances dffeiat this time. The writer
had not worked in regular employment after resigning fieeninited States Post Office
in 1970. Aside from gambling on horses and drinking, Bukowskiddhimself with
increasing amounts of time to devote to writing. Thiewalso no longer had to worry
about coming up with money to pay his rent, having purchageuse with an advance
he had received for the screenplay, and he was no ldngking in bars as much as he
had in his younger years. This particular lifestylengjaais reflected in a greater
emphasis placed on domestic themes and environmentaimtzer of stories iklot

Water Musi¢ which areset in nondescript suburban houses and apartments. Bukowski
appears to have become increasingly interested in depibe interaction of people
within ordinary domestic environments as his careegmssed which was due, in part,
to the increasing domesticity of his own life.

Gay Brewer notes about the collection that, “ tlestmadical alteration in
subject matter is the emphasis on couples and domegac’ £1997: 65) Interestingly,
these stories were written at a time when Bukowskiftvadd, for the first time in his
life, domestic contentment with his partner Linda Bleigivhom he would later marry.
This particular relationship stands in sharp contragheéanany difficult relationships he
had experienced with a number of women throughout the 197gnmabout in
Women However, Bukowski always believed that literatureudthoeflect the world of
lived experiences, and that writers should not avoid subjatter that may be
confronting or unpleasant simply in order to createkwaif art that are aesthetically
pleasing. It will thus be argued in this chapter thaggmaspect of Bukowski's cynical
world view is the idea that sustaining a loving relatfop against a backdrop of rampant
materialism, is both comical and horrible. Thestidiprofession is also portrayed by
Bukowski throughout the collection as misanthropic andsseifing. However, we will
first turn to the literary grotesque and its appearan8aikowski's writing in more
general terms.

Arriving at an all encompassing definition of the gsojige tradition in
literature is an enormous task well beyond the scoplesofhesis. However, there are
particular aspects of the literary grotesque in Bukowskiisng which enhance his
critique of American society. The grotesque in Bukowskring suggests a

constructed device that exists in contrast to the beband sublime. Bukowski's
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conception of the grotesque differs considerably from aughiter as the Southern
Gothic novelist Flannery O’Connor, who focuses e on the essentially humane
nature of often physically deformed individuals. In castythe grotesque in
Bukowski's literature suggests a consistent opposition aatlge

A striking example of domestic ugliness can be founderfdaliowing
passage from the novéhctotumin which the school age Chinaski is confronted by his
father after arriving home drunk. The father's resptm$es son's ever increasing
willingness to act in defiance of social norms is mamtely aggressive:

Suddenly | vomited on their Persi@ree of Liferug. My mother
screamed. My father lunged towards me.

‘Do you know what we do to a dog when he shits on the rug?

‘Yes'.

He grabbed the back of my neck. He pressed down, for@ng fmend at
the waist. He was trying to force me to my knees...

| came up from the floor with the punch. It was a préhot. He
staggered back all the way across the room and sat dothe @ouch. |
followed him over.

‘Get up’.

He sat there. | heard my mothe¥ou Hit Your Father'.she screamed,
and ripped open one side of my face with her fingern&ilge. scratched my
face again. | turned to look at her. She got the atiderof my face.
Blood was running down my neck, was soaking my shirt, pahtes, the
rug. She lowered her hands and stared at me.

(1989: 29).

Abject elements such as the vomit on the carpet, fendripping blood as a result of his
mother's attack, emphasise the grotesque nature ofcbargar. The stark manner
with which such incidents are presented, forces thderda momentarily share
Chinaski's suffering and to confront the grotesque. ifibe accords with Philip
Thomson's remark that, “the shock effect of the goptesnay be used to bewilder and
disorient, to bring the reader up short, jolt him oud@fustomed ways of perceiving the
world and confront him with a radically different, didting perspective” (1972: 58).

In Bukowski's art, such conventions in ordinary lifevasrking in a regular
job or undertaking formal education, coupled with sacrgi@ne’s freedom to
consumerism, represent a modern horror. Such a philpsoftked to an
interpretation of the grotesque tradition in literatusedssed by Wolfgang Kayser who
argues that an awareness of the grotesque can be emmupfeetoth the author and

the reader because, “ the darkness has been sightediticais powers discovered, the
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incomprehensible forces challenged” (1981: 188). Consequthg has been “AN
ATTEMPT TO INVOKE AND SUBDUE THE DEMONIC ASPECTS OFHE
WORLD [his emphasis]” (1981: 188). Bukowski attempts to subdeievtirld’s
demonic aspects by writing about them. Kayser argueat the word ‘grotesque’
applies to three different realms - the creative pmdee work of art itself, and its
reception - is significant and appropriate as an indisdhat it has the makings of a
basic esthetic category” (1981: 180). That Bukowski comésrias with his despair at
the horror of modern life by writing about it is art #tat is potentially liberating for
Chinaski and Bukowski’'s readers regardless of its receptiich, as we have
discussed, mattered little to the writer in criticahts.

However, in his own discussion of the grotesque traditiditerature,
Alan Clayborough is critical of Kayser’'s statemerattgrotesque art can serve the
purpose of, “attempting to banish demons” (1981:188). In Claylyh'’s view, Kayser
never specifically mentions what the unpleasant foacesn the world that a writer who
has illuminated the grotesque, might be seeking to overcomesponse to
Clayborough’s argument, one might argue that Bukowski dissdkierdark forces he
seeks to confront within the social conventions asttutional structures of modern
capitalist societies. These are forces, moreovieichaABukowski perceives as restricting
individual freedom by obstructing the ideal of self expoess the modern world.

Deprivation of freedom iklot Water Musids represented as a struggle for
survival that prevents individual characters from degpény energy to questioning the
absurdity of their often mundane existence, or everimgato question why people
behave as they do. A relevant example concernindathés point is the completely
fictional story, “Some Hangover,” in which a husband avife are faced with
accusations that the husband, named Kevin, sexuallstedléhe children of a
neighbouring couple. Kevin claims that he can't remeittigeincident because he had
been drinking. Bukowski juxtaposes the accusation witislieer ordinariness of the
couple's life together:

Gwen walked into the kitchen and Kevin went to the toatin. He threw
cold water on his face and looked at himself in theanir What did a child
molester look like? Answer: Like everybody else uhsly told him he
was one. Kevin sat down to crap. Crapping seemed spssaivarm.
Surely this thing had not happened. He was in his otlmwdi@m. There
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was his towel, there was his washrag, there waotle¢ paper, there was
the bathtub, and under his feet, soft and warm, walsatteoom rug, red,
clean, comfortable. Kevin finished, wiped, flushed, eashis hands like a
civilised man and walked into the kitchen.

(Hot Water Music (Hot)1992: 94-95).

This domestic inventory suggests the sheer ordinaribasglso banality, of Kevin's life.
This character derives comfort from the familiarunatof an array of household objects,
but Bukowski has introduced an extraordinary event to disheptouple's ordinary
lives. Kevin proceeds to calmly discuss the accusatitinhis wife over breakfast.
Bukowski continues to set a scene of ordinary domesfitdigvin put the toast in.

Gwen dished out the bacon and eggdt( 95)). They decide to get together with the
aggrieved couple to try and resolve the crisis, and astoing reaches its climax, Kevin
is confronted about his drinking:

'Kevin, there's only one thing we would like to know.eY® your friends.
We've been friends for years. Just one thithy do you drink so much?
'Hell, 1 don't know. | guess, mostly, | just get bored.'

(Hot: 97).

This final line suggests the way Kevin perceives éfeg also possibly explains why he
had molested his friends' daughters. Bukowski suggests th&oitedom which propels
ordinary people to do unpleasant things. Although Kevasfsome comfort in his
routinised life, this existence also dissatisfies tarthe extent that he resorts to heavy
drinking and sexual deviancy.

Earlier in the story, Kevin reflects that, “he wasure if he loved Gwen
but living with her was comfortable. She took caralbfhe details and details were
what drove a man crazy.Hpt: 96). But Kevin has become bored nevertheless, and
proceeds to manifest this boredom in anti-social wdskowski suggests that Kevin’s
deviant behaviour results from his acceptance of matiocFhe writer expresses this
idea in an earlier letter to the poet Douglas Blazekn'tdad yourself - many people
want SLAVERY, a job, 2 jobs, anything to keep them rogmin the cage.”l(etters Vol
1: 249). Bukowski wrote this letter when he was workingifné in the post office, and
writing when not at work. Writing allowed Bukowski and literary self to leave the
cage. There is no such avenue of escape for KevioauBe the story does not actually
show Kevin expressing any remorse for the alleged cdfeukowski is suggesting that

his boredom could very well cause him to repeat theecrim
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Bukowski does not express sympathy for any of the ctesam this story,
and its hard tone is consistent throughout the coliect©f the 36 stories, two thirds
are set in domestic environments where the cerfteaibcters are forced to confront the
unfulfiling nature of their routinised lives. Russellrdson notes that, “Bukowski has
constructed these stories in such a way that we anested in the same solipsistic
detail as these characters.” (1994: 265). Bukowski focusesdarary details, because
within them, the bridge between the writer, his cba and the reader closes.
Bukowski suggests that we are all caught up in routines, berg th always a possibility
of escape, as demonstrated in the fiction by HenrgaShi. In this sense, the grotesque
appears in the stories as a force which obstructsdodivfreedom and further increases
the ordinariness of the ordinary.

The idea that the grotesque is a negative force whigbrelers feelings of
powerlessness in modern society is expressed by Beaviwkttioy, cited by Michael

Quigley:

In the modern grotesque, we are not invited to ask whaepmight
change a man into an insect or a woman into a maelsirsome kind of
cosmic joke. The attention, rather, is directed togredicament of the
besieged and humiliated self in its struggle with the bartdlbrutalising
other. As for twentieth century man, a sense of paagness in the world
without, a fear of collapse of the psyche within, phemonition that the
present culture, the only home afforded him, has alreadbarked
irreversibly on the path to [a]...ludicrous demise séhare the spawning
grounds of his monsters.

(Literature and the Grotesqué&995: 29).
This passage might be interpreted as a modern respodsalits raised by Clayborough
about Kayser’s assertion that humans in the moderlauwmvitably are confronted with
unpleasant and demonic forces which can be dealt watt.ininHot Water Music
characters are often confronted by a brutalising dtiarinsidiously imposes itself on
the psyche. This we see in the story “Praying Mantisvhich Bukowski suggests that
material and spiritual impoverishment and violence frgety linked. “Praying Mantis”
begins with a description of a cockroach-riddled motetmod he main character Marty
has arranged to meet his married lover there. Wails Waiting for her, a female
neighbour enters his room. Her ragged appearance hastgwidsulted from a life of
alcoholism Hot: 195-197). After a short conversation with Marty, themwan proceeds
to perform oral sex upon him, but her motivation fomdaso is revealed as an irrational

desire to commit violence:
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Then she suddenly bit into his cock, hard. She almbkinbin half. Then
still biting she yanked her head up. A piece of the haate®ff. Marty
screamed and rolled over and over on the bed. The bétadd up and
spit. Pieces of flesh and blood spattered on the rugn $he walked over,
opened the door, closed it and was gone.

(Hot: 197).

In Bukowski's dry comic style, this hideous incident imnagelly leaves Marty doubting
his feelings towards his lover. He waits for an a@bcd while, “next door to the left,
the blonde sat in front of her TV seti¢t: 197).

The form which the grotesque takes in Bukowski's writirages it within
a modernist tradition of the grotesque in literature gdate such American writers as
Henry Miller and Nathanael West, whose writing expdaitee very idea that modern life
is strange and menacing, as noted by Ralph Ciancig thdaussion of West:

Typically, the grotesque presents an estranged world frautfhfrightful
and ludicrous incongruities: human degradation abounds, disfigateof
an aberrational nature assaults the senses, organmexmanical elements
interpenetrate, the categories of a rational andifamitder fuse, collapse,
and finally give way to the absurd.

(Literature and the Grotesqué&995: 1)

These aspects aboundHet Water Musicin which the ordinary lives of Bukowski's
characters are often disrupted by the manifestatitwwbr and the absurd, represented
by alcoholism, sexual perversion and domestic violer@ignificantly, Bukowski's
conception of horror also extends to the smallestilgl@teordinary life which in some
way contribute to obstructing freedom. Writing to thetpAnn Menebroker in January
1967, Bukowski states:

it’s not the large tragedies that moil us to piecesamefucking well ready
for those. it’s the little scratchings and drippings, tbntinuous stubbing
of the toes and elbows, the car that won't stag piece of tooth that
breaks off as you are biting into a peach, dirty stockirggsstipation,
insomnia, a dirty newspaper, toothpaste too sweese tiings again and
again...tear us to the final pieces.

(Letters Vol 1285).

In this passage Bukowski refers to the excruciating miawatiseveryday life which cause
the common individual as much suffering as far granderqadlénd socio economic
events in history. These minutiae are as grotesgBekowski as the horrors of
random violence and obsessive materialism, becausgheds these smaller afflictions

as similarly abnormal, and which contribute to hidesufg.
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As mentioned, the appearance of the grotesque ascalaevice has been
evident in Bukowski's writing since his earliest poeriitie horror of severe alcoholism
coupled with material impoverishment is conveyed in Sindrt story collections as
South of No NortlandNotes of A Dirty Old Mann which “the oddest element of these
stories is their casual almost lighthearted tone.nEke damned seemed resigned to the
absurdity of their demise” (Brewer: 1997: 48). This casuat which emerges even in
the most horrendous of circumstances, is a standard Blukdexsce. That he survived
his own desperate circumstances through a capacity to dumgnself and society is
indicative of a simple philosophy expressed with litd@@ern about whether a reader
might laugh at the same things he does. Horror is inglearom everyday life in
Bukowski's aesthetic, and Chinaski’'s response, as wedearein our discussion of
Ham on Ryeis to slip into drunkenness and material impoverishmBuot there is no
ultimate escape from the grotesque in Bukowski's writing, épressions of nihilistic
despair are connected to his awareness that this is\dmifgang Kayser notes that,
“THE GROTESQUE IS THE ESTRANGED WORLD [his emphas{d]981: 184). In
Hot Water Musicahis idea is manifested in socio-economic termghan the working
poor, and unemployed alcoholics who comprise the majofitige characters in the
collection, are alienated from the American dreanndif/idual prosperity and express
their feelings of alienation in destructive ways.

But social participation, which essentially meansf@onity, is a horror
within itself. The writer expresses his fear of tommsequences of such participation in a
1966 letter to the poet Douglas Blazek, which urges Blazetorsxiccumb to the
misery of factory work, but to continue to write, aisithrough the creative act that
Blazek will be able to protect himself from the hblireality of his working life.
Bukowski tells Blazek,

without your writing and without your editing...you would be taverage
American citizen male and he is a horror to behaddsla sight to make
one vomit blood and gut and hope all out, for even whesrties, even
when he is kind, even when he is a winner, he stinkss rot...a slab of
meat butchered and dressed in clothing.

(Letters Vol 1248).

This passage suggests a conception of a specifically mgosesque as it applies to

Bukowski's idiosyncratic understanding of the ‘eight to 'fljed, also revealed in the
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novelsPost OfficeandFactotum The very existence of the 'average citizen male
breadwinner' is a nightmarish presence for Bukowski. f@onty thus masks an inner
rot which Bukowski expresses in abject terms. Thissrobnnected in socio-economic
terms to wage slavery and the pursuit of material Weaift this sense, Bukowski is
revealing what Tim Libritti refers to as, “ the pri@lean grotesque,” which, “enables
authors to represent the very normal and real hoarmdsnonstrosities of everyday
working class life under capitalismLiferature and the Grotesqué&995: 172).
Bukowski does so without romanticising the plight of theking poor, and by
representing consumer culture as an absurd ideal to whicistneam American society

is willingly subservient.

Depictions of Sex and Consumer Greed

The autobiographical storieshtot Water Musiaeflect the subject matter
of the noveHam On Rygwhich Bukowski was working on around the same time. In
one such story titled “Some Mother,” Bukowski writes @badolescent sexual
awareness in a typically harsh fashion. Mentionirag the story is set in 1933,
Bukowski goes on to portray the narrator as someoneend®aial interest in women
has formed at an early age. Obsessing over the naftbee of his school friends, the
narrator’s perception of her is revealed as one shabre than a mere teenage crush: |
liked to go to Eddie's place. His mother always satchaar with a drink in her hand
and she crossed her legs real high and you could see thbestockings ended and
where the flesh beganHt: 75) As the story climaxes, the narrator and andtfesd
visit the woman and learn that the woman's husbantkfider and taken their son. The
woman, in a drunken and semi-conscious state, is unaitre friend making sexual
advances towards her as the narrator looks on.

The sexual act depicted in the story is portrayed mi@ecand unromantic
manner. The mechanical nature of the act itself makeorrible:

Eugene just stood there staring at her thighs and pahtestood there a
long time then he took out his cock. | heard Eddie's enatioan. She
shifted on the bed just a little. Eugene moved clo$éen he touched her
thigh with the end of his cock. She moaned again. Eugene spurted.
He shot his sperm all over her thigh and there seembd plenty of it.
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You could see it running down her leg. Then Eddie's maidadr 'shit!"
and she suddenly sat up in bed. Eugene ran past me out thenddo
turned and ran too.

(Hot: 78).

The narrator, startled by what he has witnessed, imdés garage of his house. The
sexual act is portrayed as the fulfiment of a sexudbfy that has become grotesque,
because the woman is very nearly raped by his friend.

Although this incident does not appear in either the &@on Cherkovski
biographies, Bukowski grounds it within Chinaski's experigsringhe final passage of
the story by turning to Chinaski's difficult relationskwith his father. The narrator
states:

'l walked back across the street to my place. My old wes waiting on
the front porch. He looked angry. ‘Listen, | want yowet busy mowing
the lawn! Now'

| walked to the garage and pulled out the mower. Firstwedathe
driveway, then | went out to the front lawn...My oldmstood there,
looking angry, watching me.

(Hot: 79).

Mowing the lawn is depicted as a metonymic representatiohe elder Chinaski's
dominance over his son. This we have seen in oungtigmn of the novdllam on Rye
Chinaski thus attempts to escape his father's valuesitigg to such socially
unacceptable pursuits as taking a sexual interest in al&md's mother.

Elsewhere in the collection, sexuality is equated détWancy. For
example, the story “The Man who Loved Elevators’iewt a man who derives
satisfaction from engaging in aggressive intercourse sttitngers in an elevator in his
apartment block. Bukowski's depiction of sex as an itet@ous fulfilment of desire,
rather than an expression of love, can also be fautitkistory “Death of the Father I,”
in which Chinaski takes his revenge on his dead fathenaking sexual advances
towards his father's girlfriend. In this story andsiggjuel titled “Death of the Father I1,”
also in the collection, Bukowski mocks the act of beee@ent as a normalised response
to death. A possible literary precedent to both tsesees is Albert Camus' short
existential novelThe Outsiderin which the central character is condemned ima la
court for not displaying enough grief at his mother's fah¢t983: 86-88) Camus
suggests in his novel that anyone who departs froml smcigentions will be

condemned as an outcast. Henry Chinaski is sympatbetis idea in terms of his own
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alienation.

Bukowski begins “Death of the Father I” by having Chlnalisavow any
feelings of grief towards his father who has recesidg: “My father's funeral was a
cold hamburger. | sat across from the funeral parlodthambra and had a coffee. It
would be a short drive to the racetrack after it waer 8\Hot: 161). Chinaski informs
the reader from the very beginning that he is more@med about the racetrack than his
father's funeral. Whilst Chinaski is drinking his ceftee encounters a family friend
named Bert who tells him that he'd always hoped Chivesild marry his daughter,
although, “ 'She's going with the nicest guy now, but hesdo excite her. She seems to
go for phonies. | don't understand. But she must likeaHittle," he said brightening
up, 'because she hides her baby in the closet whesnfesdy' ” Hot: 161). This
darkly comical comment elicits no surprise from the ga@&inaski, yet the fact that he
includes this startling admission informs the readeuttite true nature of his father's
friend. It suggests that Chinaski made the right chax¢téamarry Bert's daughter,
because he would never want to be associated with anylom would do such a thing
as hiding a baby in a closet to make herself more apgédala potential suitor. This
passage also tells us something of Bukowski's grotesqueyabdfahe lives of the
working poor which at times is so absurd, that it ie alsmical.

As the story continues, Chinaski makes it perfecégicto the reader how
he perceives his father: “Somebody was saying wigabda man my father had been. |
felt like telling them the other part...We stood arelffipast the coffin. | was last.
Maybe I'll spit on him, | thought."Hot: 161). Chinaski follows this thought with a
comparative one about how he had reacted to his notleath: “l had buried her the
year before, gone to the racetrack and got laid aftesvajHot: 161). Both
Cherkovski and Sounes mention in their respective biogrsypihat Bukowski had never
felt any feelings of affection towards his parentss fether had been violent towards
both his mother and himself when he was a childBygowski could never understand
why his mother continued to defend his father despitadasessive nature, and
remained silent when the young Bukowski was regularly hdatemostly minor
infringements.

There is no biographical evidence that Bukowski mourrtbereof his

parents when they died. In a 1963 letter to the novalst William Corrington,
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Bukowski writes,

| know the cancer bit. | remember my mother. Shddn't straighten her
legs. womb. gut. She kept telling me all along, 'yotlefais a great man.'
| knew what my father was. She didn't. | took hepsary on Christmas
eve or Christmas day, | can't remember. She was dead.

(Letters Vol 174).

This lack of sentimentality also runs through the stamyten almost 20 years after the
letter to Corrington. Bukowski is also careful to endhed the reader is confronted
with Chinaski’'s disrespectful behaviour. Greeting hikdds girlfriend, named Maria,
outside the funeral, Bukowski writes,

She put her arms around me and kissed me. | pushed my tetg@eei
her lips. Then | pulled away. 'Here, here,' | saidloua voice, 'get ahold
of yourself!'" She kissed me again and this time | workgdongue deeper
into her mouth. My penis was beginning to get hard. &Smen and
women came up to take her away.

(Hot: 162).

Following this encounter, Chinaski drives Maria tofather's house where
he tells her that his father was, “an ignorant m@ruel. Patriotic. Money hungry. A
liar. A coward. A cheat.”Hot: 162). He then contrasts this description by declaring
that, “ 'My only ambition is not be anything at &llseems the most sensible thingdof:
163). In the story, Chinaski ignores socially acceptstialadards of behaviour when he
salaciously kisses his dead father's girlfriend at ther&land at his father's house,
where he continues to make sexual advances, describadggaring language: “I
reached over and grabbed Maria. | worked her lips opemmgatouth inside of hers
and began to suck the air out of her lungs. | spit dowthineat and ran my finger up
the crack of her ass.Hpt: 163). Bukowski replaces sentimentality with a harsher,
crueller reality:

'He kissed me gently,’ said Maria. 'He loved me.'

'Shit," | said, 'my mother was underground only a moatarke he was
sucking your nipples and sharing your toilet paper.'

(Hot: 163).

Bukowski then concludes the story with Chinaski's remtaak they had forgotten to
drive to the cemetery to see the burial. All tramkeany genuine feelings towards Maria
have been replaced by the mechanical nature of thwls&st in which he and Maria
proceed to engage. The following morning, Maria notas tHYou must have fucked

me. | can feel your semen running down my legHdét( 165). Chinaski's concerns,
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however, have remained primarily on the race trackerAeeing Maria off, he notes, “I
looked forward to a good day at the track. | always ditebeffter a day off.”lot:
165). That the story ends in a self satisfied manrnsistent with its tone
throughout. Chinaski not only takes revenge on his fathg also sets out to
demonstrate that people are only interested in satsfiieir own desires, himself
included. In the story, Bukowski turns his father's funata a charade, and by doing
so, openly mocks social values and sacred rituals.

This theme is also expressed in this story's sequehttbof the Father 11.”
The main action of the story takes place at Chinasil®r's house. Neighbours
proceed to visit Chinaski as he stands watering the garderek after the funeral. Each
of the neighbours who comes to the house commentarty on his father's
possessions. Chinaski starts to give away his fatpesperty, but by the end of the
story, the neighbours have been consumed by greed, amdecamto strip the house
bare. In this story, Bukowski comments on maintreaaesy's obsession with material
goods. The neighbours barely mention his father, brdrbe animated by the possibility
of owning his belongings. Chinaski lists each itent esremoved from the house, to
suggest the inherent meaninglessness of the objentsdlves: “They took the sofa,
then the breakfast nook tables and chairs...they teokoaster.” ot: 168). More
people begin to arrive at the house: “The house wangettowded. The toilet flushed.
Somebody knocked a glass from the sink and brokeHbt: (169). That Chinaski is
aware that the house is being ransacked is revealedhghstates, “Somebody rolled up
the rug in the front room. After that people begarose linterest. Soon there were only
three or four left, then they were all gone. Thdlyriee the garden hose, the bed, the
refrigerator and stove, and a roll of toilet papeird€ 170). The story concludes with
Chinaski returning outside to continue watering the garden.

This story is one of the more insightful that Bukowskote in his career.
Russell Harrison notes that it, “contains the cdrBukowski's views on authority, the
individual and society, and the American Dream.” (1994: 2@5% the existence of
hypocritical selfishness and obsession with matenmathat Bukowski finds grotesque,
and he critiques social conventions in the story bysog on a small domestic incident
which has great significance for him. As Harrisotesayenerally about the stories in

Hot Water Musig¢“such stories are short and focus on a brief, somstguite mundane,
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moment in someone's life, and take off from that &sent larger truths about people
and society.” (1994: 268).

The Artist Demystified

As we have discussed in earlier chapters, writing besdhe ultimate
expression of Bukowski’'s freedom. There is, howeveitay that emerges repeatedly
in the work: Bukowski’s wilful demystification of theeative act. Bukowski arguably
does this in order to separate himself from othestartvtho might believe that their craft
is sacred to the extent that it is removed from orglieaperience. It follows that if
Bukowski is not like other writers, then his art iseliféint also. In this section we will
look at a number of stories froHot Water Musian which Bukowski's alternative view
of the world is applied to the creative act. It isehdrat we acquire some understanding
of Bukowski as the underground literary raconteur, not dissito various musicians in
the punk movement of the 1970s.

A portrayal of the artist as nihilist can be foundha story “Less Delicate
Than the Locust,” in which Bukowski comically debunks béion of creativity as a
sacred or transcendent act. The story suggests thigttifue that the artist might be,
“sensitive to areas of human experience otherwisevert asked about,Chomsky
Reader 4), the illumination of these areas by an artisethier writer, painter or
musician, can sometimes reveal unpleasant reallifiéssee this in the very first line of
the story: “ ‘Balls,’ he said, ‘I'm tired of paintingLet’s go out. I'm tired of the stink of
oils, I'm tired of being great. I'm tired of waiting the. Let’s go out.” "ot : 11).

We quickly learn that this character named Jorg shatlesititerest in the aesthetic
significance of the artist’s craft. Neither is h&erested in fame or critical recognition.
As the story unfolds through sharp, witty dialogue betwkerpainter, his partner
Arlene, and his painter friend Serge, we also learindia is utterly contemptuous of
society. At one point, Arlene tells him, “ *You jugbn't like people, do you?' 'Hot:
12). The painter's response tells us much about the uaplesgure of his character:

Jorg arched an eyebrow at her, didn't answer. Arleegfonse to his
feelings for the masses was always the same nas ibving the people
revealed an unforgivable shortcoming of the soul. Betvgds an excellent
fuck and pleasant to have around - most of the time.
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(Hot: 12).

In this story, Bukowski's invented characters providewith the opportunity to play
around with his ideas by attaching someone else's tmthem. But Jorg's sentiment
might have easily been expressed by Chinaski or BukowskeH.

The two main characters, both painters, are portragezllous,
misanthropic and indifferent to human suffering. Bukowakirises art through their
sarcastic view of the creative act. Serge explairdotg that his partner has been
helping him mix the paint colours: “ ‘Lila. | tell heétick it in the blue. Now a bit of
green. She’s quite good. Eventually | might even leinwek the brushes too, and I'll
just lay around and read magazine$io¢ 13). Bukowski is rejecting romanticised
conceptions of the creative act as one which instdie@ne creativity such as that
described by David Meakin Man and Work Meakin remarks that an ascetic
interpretation of creativity involves an inner suffigrin the individual wherein, “the act
of creative work may be seen as an imitation ofitteof the Creator, having thus an
intimate link with the origin of all things. It isdivine act, a mimesis of the gods and has
thereby a kind of transferred spiritual value” (1976: 118).

There is no such mysticism in “Less Delicate THanltocusts.” Its two
main characters do not seek enlightenment throughatgatior in fact show any
interest at all in their chosen professions. Tbeystoncludes with the painters leaving a
restaurant after having abused the staff. The readefeis a taste of human nastiness in
this story, but little else. As Russell Harrisonertves of Bukowski himself, “indeed,
Bukowski explicitly rejects the idea of his experiencerégally or culturally symbolic”
(1994: 42). There are a number of other stori¢toinWater Musiavhich confirm such
a claim, to the extent that it would be difficult indeedliscuss the creative act as
‘imitating the Creator,' or to regard the creativeaganything other than a struggle that
deserves to be satirised.

Bukowski mostly portrays artists kot Water Musias impoverished
alcoholics more concerned with surviving dailly liferttenything else. In the story
“Scream When You Burn,” the main character, Henryndpdiis days waiting around
for something to happen, rather than exercising thetieneeded to write. There is
no implication that the writer in the story is inyamay committed as an artist to

inquiring into, “the way life is and the way it can bbe perceived and expressed.”
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(Bradbury, 1992: viii). At the beginning of the storyg tiarrator observes that the
main character has, “no ambition, no talent, noxcka What kept him off the row was
raw luck and luck never lastedF¢t: 17). Henry seems to do little other than drink and
gamble, and whatever he does write is solely for @izdugain. This character is not
atypical in this collectiof.

Thus, we return to Russell Harrison’s comment that Biskoexplicitly
rejects the concept of his experience as criticaliyuturally symbolic. The writer in
“Scream When You Burn” does not regard the creativasekin to self awareness or
spiritual transcendence. The character Henry remarki®sically at one point:
“*Yeah, I'm the hero. The myth. I'm the unspoiledey the one who hasn't sold out.
My letters are auctioning for $250 back east...| can’'tdobgg of farts.”Hot: 19).
Creativity as a transcendent act is irrelevant taridas long as he continues to suffer
the indignities of material poverty.

We learn that this character only understands suff@mia material sense,
as he muses on the writing of Albert Camus:

He picked up Camu®Resistance, Rebellion and Deattead some pages.
Camus talked about anguish and terror and the miserablereoe of man
but he talked about it in such a comfortable and flowmeaxy...that one got
the feeling that things never affected him or hisimgit In other words,
things might have well have been fine...Humanity nmeyehbeen suffering
but not him. A wise man perhaps, but Henry preferrecesomwho
screamed when they burned.

(Hot: 18).

Interestingly, Bukowski often mentioned in letters ldsn&ation of Albert Camus’ novel
The Outsiderand like Camus, Bukowski writes about the ‘anguish antetiner and

the miserable existence of man.” However, anntsdelifference between the two
writers is the manner in which these issues are sxgbloBukowski writes of ordinary
sufferings with simplicity and directness, and withouaetting any grand metaphysical
significance. In the story, Henry is critical ofi@®as’ writing because, although he
expresses ideas towards which Henry is sympathetaoé® so in a needlessly complex
manner, so that the writer's intent becomes obscured.

Existential suffering, as Henry would invariably hagcovered from

9
See the stories “A Couple of Gigolos” (pp.25-31), “A WorkingyD(pp.99-107), “Head Job” (pp.113-
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reading Camus, occurs within one's inner self, whichrideounters with the blunt
statement, “You can't live off your soul. You can't gag rent with your soul’Hot:
20). The story concludes with Henry's observation, thavanted to be a writer and
now I'm a writer and what does it all mean®of: 23). Writing does not offer any
salvation for Henry in either a material or metajdaissense. This open-ended
conclusion suggests that Henry will continue to drinkedetriment of his health, and
worry over the state of his finances. Likewisewllecontinue to lead a mundane
existence without any sense of hope or transformation

Such a lifestyle is similarly portrayed in the stdiyhe Great Poet,” in
which the narrator tells of his meeting with a posthed Bernard Stachman who has
“taught at many universities...had won all the prizeduding the Nobel PrizeHot:
31). This opening description might lead the reader to sarthat when the narrator
visits the world famous poet, their meeting will be deted in a book lined study or
comfortable office on a University campus. HoweVlike, many Bukowski characters,
artist or otherwise, the poet lives in destitutionofiened the door and walked in.
Bernard Stachman was in bed. The smell of vomitewimine, shit and decaying food
was in the air. | began to gag. | ran to the batimommited, then came out.HOt:
31). The poet then proceeds to urinate into an emptybuitite. This abject portrayal
of a supposedly celebrated writer reveals Bukowski's effartsubvert, in a darkly
comical manner, the high regard with which one wouldnadly hold a writer who had
achieved such a rare distinction.

In this sense, the great poet of the story’s stleartrayed in no more
flattering terms than Bukowski portrays any of his cbema in the collection. In this
particular story, however, Bukowski’s literary revoldismonstrated through his
portrayal of the poet as a grotesque figure who hasttlitttédfer in the way of wisdom:

‘What is your advice to young writers?’

‘Drink, fuck and smoke plenty of cigarettes.’...

‘What is the impulse that makes you create a poem?’
‘What makes you take a shit?

(Hot: 33).

The poet shows little interest in reflecting on wiiet artist can reveal about the human

state. Although this character is a writer, themgoighing particularly special about him.

121) and “Spider” (pp.155-161) for similarly cynical views abtwt $acredness of the creative act.
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He is in fact an impoverished alcoholic who just happerise a writer - much like
Bukowski himself in his younger years. Bukowski's viewsgdberature are
communicated through this grotesque depiction of the paetharacter incapable of
offering any insights whatsoever into the literargfcr Bukowski invites his readers to
laugh along with him at the preposterousness of the lidgatwriter who has won the
most esteemed literary award, the Nobel Prize, livesunken squalor and displays little
interest in his chosen literary profession.

Bukowski's alternative views about the artistic prof@ssiso emerge in
the autobiographical story, “In and Out and Over,” inckthe writes about the
unpleasantness of reading his poetry in public. Bukowski stgytheg an artist’s
integrity is compromised in this respect, because pugidings have little in common
with the solitary motivations for writing poetry ihé first instance. In the early 1970s,
at the urging of acquaintances, Bukowski began giving poeddmgs, but as he insisted
from then onwards, he did so only out of financial seitg, rather than to fulfil a wish
to communicate to an audience through a forum othenihiéing itself. There exists
little evidence to dispute his claim.

Bukowski expresses Chinaski's distaste for poetry reamlirige opening
lines of the story: ‘The problem with an 11 a.m.\vaarand an 8 p.m. poetry reading is
that it sometimes reduces a man to something theyleathge only to be looked at,
jibed at, knocked down, which is what they wakfb{ 125). The reading itself is
hardly described, but after it is over, Chinaski makesstimple point that “it is over - |
had hustled my ass.Hpt: 125). Bukowski's story humorously avoids any meaningful
discussion of art, particularly in his portrayal of atpemding party held by academics
from the University where he has read, at whiclshexpected to pontificate about
literature in order to justify his chosen aesthetiagtmes Bukowski portrays the
subsequent questioning as a harangue from which thetéistiance of escape:

Professor Kragmatz got me in the breakfast nook, beglamgaguestions
as the groupies slithered about. No, | told him, nol, wes, parts of T S
Eliot were good. Pound, yes, well we were finding out B@und was not
quite what we thought. No, | couldn’t think of any outsliag American
poets, sorry...Yes, | know about the red wheelbarrotharrain.

(Hot: 126).

In this passage, Bukowski is equating a number of signifitaaternist poets with the
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intellectual credentials of the person who has cochkira in the breakfast nook, and
who is asking questions one might expect a late 20th cepbetyto adequately address.
Significantly, although the story begins with a poe&ading, this is not its
focus. Bukowski dispenses with the reading itself anduhsexjuent brief and un-
illuminating literary discussion in the first quarterhelremainder of the story is taken up
with delays encountered at various airports as the westymakes his way back home
to his girlfriend in Los Angeles. In an airport bdre poet strikes up a conversation with
two men focused on Chinaski's sardonic statement tieaé is nothing wrong with war:

One of them turned to me. ‘What do you think of war?’

‘There’s nothing wrong with war,’ | said.

‘Oh, yeah? Yeah?

‘Yeah. When you get into a taxi, that's war. When Yuy a loaf of
bread, that’'s war. When you buy a whore, that's vsmetimes | need
bread, taxis and whores.’

‘Hey, you guys,’said the man, ‘here’s a guy who likes Wwar.

(Hot: 128).

Aside from the blatantly antagonistic approach of thet psuggested particularly by his
confrontational remark about ‘whores,’ this excharge loe read as a satirical
subversion of accepted moral values. Much like Bukowskr&ayal of the poet
Bernard Stachman as an impoverished alcoholic inttrg $The Great Poet,”
Bukowski does not portray Chinaski as a writer emboldengtwisdom to impart.
Thus, particular emphasis in the statement quoted abpleced on the everyday
struggle for survival, that takes place in a societyiledast those lacking material wealth.
For the two men in the airport bar, war is a grantbhical narrative. Bukowski's
conception of war is concerned with the struggle to gemveryday life. This explains
his satirical disdain towards artists who would mystiiyativity in such a way that it
comes to be perceived as something removed from ordipserience.

Chinaski subsequently reflects not on what he had exped in either
the poetry reading or its aftermath, but on commontzaes:

We floated into LA International. Amy, I love you.hope my car starts. |
hope the sink isn't plugged up...I'm glad | don’t know anythitigh glad |
haven't been murdered. When | look at my hands andatteestill on my
wrists, | think to myself, I am lucky.

(Hot: 129).

These thoughts are presented as equal concerns, andryheosicludes with Chinaski
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and his girlfriend arriving at their house to be greetethbir pet dog. No further
thoughts on the creative act are offered. Bukowskinserd to simply express
Chinaski’'s distaste towards the routines one must puetinkeough in order to
survive. Consistent with Chinaski's personality is later years, it is thus appropriate
that the story ends with the poet returning to thetpafed solitude of his Los Angeles
house.

Russell Harrison notes about the two collectionshoft stories Bukowski
wrote in the 198040t Water Musi@ndSeptuagenarian Stef990) that, “a
worldview of a certain scope is effectively dramatigatthout recourse to abstract
philosophising.” (1994: 265). Bukowski's storiegdiot Water Musiare dramatised by
the depiction of the relentless struggle of individual abars to survive in a hostile
society. The characters in these stories occupytgydar social environment with
which Bukowski himself was familiar. Bukowski invitesosi from critics and the public
at large by portraying explicit sexuality and domestit¢evioe in a casual manner without
offering any moral judgement, and it is in this way tBakowski's aesthetic is projected
through his portrayal of American society as grotesque.
However, the story “In and Out and Over” in this attlien registers a significant change
in Chinaski’'s personal circumstances as does the Méorien Chinaskiis now
identified as a writer by profession, although by Bukoves&ivn admission, a writer of
the underground (the opening line of the story “How to Bdilished” in the collection
reads: “Having been an underground writer all my life(Hbt: 149).

As we have seen in our discussion of the navelst OfficeandFactotum
Chinaski’s identity was formerly defined by his statasdlue collar worker.
Bukowski's aesthetic incorporates this aspect of Chiisalifiei in order to convey an
impression that his anti-hero is an ordinary person wbrks in ordinary jobs, but also
happens to be a writer. Such a portrayal is intendeénuwystify the creative act in such
a way that Bukowski's readers will distinguish his writingm most other literary
works. But in the novalVomenand the story “In and Out and Over,” Chinaski has
become increasingly confident about his vocation\astar, representing the
culmination of his quest for freedom. But this doesmean that Chinaski's struggle to
come to terms with the absurdity of the world has endduis, we will see in our

discussion of the novélollywood the unusual situation of Chinaski's entry into the
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world of commercial movie making, resulting in incregsiaflection on the hardships of
his younger years when he had attempted to defy the absacgyh drinking and
poverty.

In each autobiographical novel, poem and short story, Bsikits aesthetic
manifests itself through the anti-hero Chinaski, regasibf this character’s personal
circumstances. We thus learrHollywoodthat although Chinaski no longer entertains
the possibility of placing a knife against his throatwee see in one particular scene from
Post Officg(PO: 192), he nevertheless uses the opportunity of writirggeeaplay for a
Hollywood film to turn his earlier suffering into a digiege aesthetic form which

suggests why Bukowski became engaged with artistic expresdioa first place.
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CHAPTER FIVE

HOLLYWOOD - A NON-CONFORMIST IN A STRANGE WORLD.

Hollywoodis Charles Bukowski's fifth novel, published by Black $parPress in 1989.
Bukowski wrote the first draft shortly after the comomarrelease of the filBarfly in
1987 for which he had written the screenplay. Consistéhthis previous four novels,
Bukowski's style throughout is direct and simple. The nisvéivided into 46 short,
tightly structured chapters which focus on the absurdith@Hollywood fantasy world
that Chinaski briefly travels through. It commenceé Whinaski receiving an offer
from a French film director named Jon Pinchot [Baf®e&troeder] to write a screenplay,
and concludes with the commercial release of therélierred to in the novel as, “The
Dance of Jim Beam.” Each chapter consists of abswaxhcter portraits and scenarios,
focused upon the commercial film industry, and narrate@hayaski who adopts the
manner of a cool observer.

The main action of the film itself takes place inummamed bar where the
central character named Henry, spends most of histtimieing, sparring with Eddie the
bartender, and philosophising about life in a manneredntionsistent with Chinaski's
persona. Henry also occasionally writes poetry, baksglifar more than he writes.
However, Henry redeems himself through a willingnesslk openly about the
unfortunate circumstances of his own life. He seélsimp shameful about the life of the
barfly because this existence represents a stauneidunglity. The barfly is under no
obligation to conform to social conventions and issamuently free. This belief explains
the bond that forms between Henry and a woman hesnmetite bar named Wanda.
Despite difficulties caused by poverty and drunkennessgethgonship survives because
both characters remain true to themselves by nee¢emting to be what they are not.
Although Henry is given the opportunity to escape povertgrbeditor who becomes
interested in his writing, the film ends with this gter content to remain in the bar
where he feels most comfortable.

The novel is about the circumstances surrounding thengalkithe film.

This chapter will discuss Bukowski's alternative aesthetrealed through Chinaski's

sardonic response to the artificial world of the comaméfilm industry. In the novel,
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Bukowski uses a rather unusual event in his life to ageést rather than soften, his
alternative world view. An older Chinaski subsequentiytrasts his relatively normal
domestic life with the surreal, absurd world of Hollywlo@nd discovers that this
ordinary life is ultimately preferable to the superfigeamour of the film industry.
Bukowski thus compares and contrasts realism and fas@slyat his readers can
distinguish between the reality of Bukowski's experieme#éscted in the older Chinaski
who is writing the screenplay in the novel, and thstar artifice that a Hollywood film
represents. Bukowski's critique is aimed at those wharasdling to separate fantasy
from reality.

Jean-Francois Duval notes about Bukowski's perceptiotige @ommercial
film industry that:

In Hollywood he lets fly like small left and right hooks an endlegf
cutting remarks at this specifically American art fofimked more than any
other to the American way of life. The disabused Bltkat Buk (sic)
inflicted on the world of cinema were in a way mefantthe American
dream in its entirety.

(2002: 110).

In the novel, Bukowski satirises Hollywood in order ip@se the absurdity of placing
value in illusions endlessly generated by such an illusotiyy as the film industry, which
the writer equates with other social illusions suchasumerism and the perceived
value of the day-job. He does this by portraying Chinas a participant in an absurd
sequence of events that take place following his wriing screenplay about the
hardships, drunkenness and violence of his earlier life.

If Bukowski had never written a screenplay, the ndselfiwould not have
appeared, therefore its origins begin in 1979, when Bukowghkedia contract with the
French film director Barbet Schroeder to write a egpday about his youth. Neeli
Cherkovski notes that Bukowski,

knew instinctively how to proceed, focusing on two patéc periods of his
life, and melding them into a coherent whole: Hisgaa Philadelphia in
the early forties, and his first few years hauntirgdives on Alvarado
street in Los Angeles.

(1997: 303).

Bukowski wrote the screenplay quickly, recalling the daysdtespent hanging around
bars, and the various people he had encountered in thesertost of whom were

alcoholics whose main purpose in life was drinking. @ématral relationship in the
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screenplay is between Henry and a woman named WandaxXMithom Bukowski
based on Jane Cooney Baker with whom he had becamatiatin the 1950s, and who
had already been the subject of a number of storiep@ars, as well as appearing in
the noveldPost OfficeandFactotum(Brewer: 1997: 305).

The subject matter of the screenplay is consistéhttive autobiographical
nature of most of Bukowski's writing. It deals with aipern his early twenties, when
he had already decided to become a professional writehalol temporarily forsaken
writing for experience, travelling around North Ameriskeeping in flophouses, drinking
heavily and working in an assortment of odd jobs. Mudhe action in the screenplay
takes place in an unnamed and unassuming suburban barAmgelss within an
unspecified time period. However the themes and subgtenof the screenplay
correspond with Bukowski's short stay in Philadelphia wietook up residency in one
particular bar, as discussed in both the Cherkovski andeSduimgraphies, and in
Factotum In that novel, the bar in which Chinaski spent moichis time is described as
follows: “You could smell the odor of urine, shit andwbof half a century as it came
up through the floor into the bar from the restroonieeé (F: 47) However, this
smell does not deter Chinaski from entering. Bukowski tlayscts Chinaski embracing
what might be considered repulsive to someone with nafireed tastes.

As we have discussed, fiactotum Chinaski has an ongoing, yet turbulent,
relationship with a woman named Jan, an alcoholic sthums employment and criticises
Chinaski for seeking work. Both Sounes and Cherkovskitifdelan as Jane Cooney
Baker, who as mentioned, is also the character WarBlarfly. Because Baker was
Bukowski's first real love, and because she generaligdi@hinaski's outsider values,
she occupies a prominent place in Bukowski's writing, aaccentral character in the
screenplay Bukowski reflects on his relationship with her oruanber of occasions in
Hollywood,and refuses to cast judgement on the anti-social, druiiéstyles of either
Chinaski or Wanda. He is content simply to portraylifeeof a barfly as one that is free.
The novel is littered with sardonic observations althatcontrasts that exist between
the life of the barfly, and that of the more refirgtist-types who inhabit the Hollywood
world. Moreover, the creative act as one that seceenmercial purposes, is presented
in the novel as conflicting with the source of Bukoves&ivn creative impulses.

In the opening chapter, Chinaski and his faithful weéea® meet in quick
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succession a host of eccentric Hollywood-bred anis, as Chinaski observes, are
seemingly incapable of engaging with the real worlds thus one of the ironies of the
novel that Bukowski would have agreed to write a screemaagd on his own
underprivileged experiences with the knowledge that thgseriences would be
transformed through the stylistic artifice of commalr@im making. Biographer Neeli
Cherkovski notes that, “Hank knew very well how Hollyadbglamorised even seedy
characters. He kept this in mind as he wrote, notingto lose the desperation he and
Jane [Cooney Baker] had shared. As in his books, tidexy romantic flourishes
preferring a slice of life.” (1997: 304). Bukowski seemingly utmek the project in
order to channel his creativity into a new area. sShal see that he portrays Chinaski in
the novel as emerging from the process with his fiydraegrity intact, because he
comes to realise that the film industry only eveerdfmomentary distractions from the
endless struggle for survival in the real world. Bukowskitcasts the simulated reality
of Hollywood films, with his portrayal of Chinaski'snm struggle to make sense of the
absurdity of the society in which he lives, depictedmgoing in this novel. The novel
also allows the reader to observe the transformaticéhinaski's raw and unromantic
screenplay into a polished mainstream movie.

The contrast between Chinaski, the grizzled old drirded, the
commercial film industry is ongoing in the novel, andvtes much of its dark humour.
On the opening page, Chinaski and Sarah pay their fist@iJon Pinchot [Barbet
Schroeder] following his request for Chinaski to writeceeenplay:

We were at the door. | knocked. It opened to this stalldelicate type,
you smelled artistry all over him. You could see heltesh born to
create, to create grand things totally unhindered, rimtéered by such
petty things as toothache, self doubt, lousy luck. Heomasof those who
looked like a genius. | looked like a dishwasher so thgmesstalways
pissed me a bit.

(Hollywood (H) 1989: 9-10).

From the very beginning, Chinaski describes himsedfself deprecating manner to
distinguish himself from the people he encounters iHibywood scene in terms of
such personal vanities as concern over one's appearahiseportrayal suggests,
therefore, that there are also differences in thelvegperceives the world. Bukowski
often makes distinctions between the surface appearahrebviduals who adopt

certain social and artistic roles, but who never produngghing of intrinsic value, and
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those who derive genuine pleasure from more mundane padikmerinking and
betting on horses. As we have discussed, Bukowski isydarty critical of writers

who act and create according to social expectationsylhoitnever actually create
anything of artistic value beyond linguistic wordplay. fdgcts a way of life
synonymous with a too comfortable lifestyle whiclaleles the artist of refined taste to
spend time developing a clever and inaccessible stylaylwuis incapable of expressing
any meaningful insight into ordinary existence.

After this not atypical opening, each subsequent chaptee novel
records like a diary each stage in the process thahgvatscreenplay and its
transformation into a commercial movie undergoesalyeays filtered through
Chinaski’s alternative view of the world. As thenadive progresses, Chinaski is
introduced to a wide variety of people who have removenhsklves from the struggle
of everyday life because of their status in the filduistry, and who have attained respect
from mainstream American society for having done so.

This contrast between Chinaski the underground writel tleose from the
film industry with whom he increasingly comes into tam, emerges quite clearly early
in the novel in the following exchange between Chinasd the avant-film director Jon-
Luc Modard [Jean-Luc Godard]:

'I've read your shit”, he [Modard] said. “Best thing abib, it's so simple.
You have a case of brain damage, no?'

'l might. | lost almost all the blood in my body in 199Avas in the
basement of a charity ward for two days before sameyantern with a
conscience found me. | think, maybe, | lost a lathofgs then, more
mental than physical.’

'It's one of his favourite stories', said Sarahové him, but you've had no
idea, how many times I've had to listen to that story

'l love you too Sarah’, | said, 'but somehow thengglbf old stories, again
and again, seems to bring them closer to what they stggposed to be.’
(H: 33).

In this passage, Chinaski is remarking on the broaderatth@concerns of his writing.
He refers to a defining experience in his life whiobk place in the charity ward of a
Los Angeles hospital. This experience, as we have sesrked Bukowski's
transformation from unrepentant alcoholic, to unreperaicoholic who decides to
devote his life to writing. Because Bukowski and hisditg self spend so much time

writing their memories down, the expressed belief thatconstant retelling of past
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experiences 'brings them closer to what they were seggosbe’, suggests that the
retelling offers a psychological comfort which tellssasnething about Bukowski's
literary aesthetic. That is, Chinaski is able tdive the past without having once again
to experience past suffering. He can thus write abongdii with the safety of distance
and better comprehend past experiences through the meabataefdvriting in an
uncomplicated aesthetic form. This explains the re-appea of an already written
about experience (see introduction) in Chinaski's diszusgth the French avant-garde
film director Modard.
The act of self engagement and reflection is a daheme ofHollywood

Although the novel covers a period of Chinaski's lifat textends from the early to mid
1980s, Bukowski condenses his narrative into a much shioneeframe. Brewer notes
that, “this technique allows the author to isolatetismes.” (1997: 170). The novelis
divided into 46 short chapters of no more than six pages da each of these chapters
Chinaski describes encounters with Hollywood actorsjycers, and assorted hangers-
on, and contrasts these encounters with his homehiéze he spends much of his time
drinking with his wife or sitting at the typewriter. ©might then ask: Have the
changes in Chinaski’'s personal circumstances wroughgeban his personality? One
might argue from Bukowski’'s portrayal of Chinaski in thissel, that Chinaski’'s view of
the world has changed little, suggesting a consisteniaig feersonality revealed in each
one of Bukowski’s five autobiographical novels.

In chapter five, Bukowski describes Chinaski drinking iroa Angeles bar called
Musso's. Chinaski comments on how the bar has chdrggadvhen he used to drink
there:

| liked the bar at Musso's, bar just as bar, but | dite'the room it was
in. 1t was known as the 'New Room'. The 'Old Roweas on the other
side and | preferred to eat there. It was darker and quiStame of the
ladies | brought there were of ill-repute and as we drankal on, often
loud arguments began, replete with cursing and spilling oksirzalls for
more to drink.

(H: 24).

Chinaski contrasts his younger life, which is thetlifat he writes about in the
screenplay, with that of the mature writer who cargmto drink in the same bar but
under considerably different circumstances. HoweverCtmnaski of old, whose

behaviour communicated a fundamental conflict with $gcie nevertheless still present
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in the mature Chinaski, thus suggesting a consistenb ingture of Chinaski’'s identity
in each of the novels. We see this when Chinaski nio a potential producer of the
film for which he is shortly to write the screenplal¥he producer tells him that he is
currently involved in a film about the life of the ten Mack Derouac [Jack Kerouac]
which is to be called 'The Heart's Song'. Chinasigha at this title which upsets the
producer. The outcome of this brief incident suggestsGhataski will not resort to
false praise in order to effect an outcome benetficidim.

Chinaski's encounter with the film producer also settheppportunity for him
to make a typically sardonic remark about Jack KerouasdlimThus, upon telling his
wife about his encounter with the film producer, Chinaskiarks that “Pheasant came
over and he told me about this movie he produced. tstabwriter who couldn't write
but who got famous because he looked like a rodeo ridér.’26). Bukowski always
enjoyed a dig at the Beats, but he also takes the oppgroi@omment on Chinaski's
self-obsession, as if suggesting he is aware that Kenwaa similarly obsessed with
turning his own life into fiction, thus hinting at a grualgiacceptance of Kerouac’s
work. Chinaski invents an even more absurd titleHerfim which he then tells his wife
who responds by saying:“ "You just wanted his movie talmutyou'

‘That's it! I'll write a screenplay about myself(H: 27). This is a direct, although
tongue-in-cheek admission, that Chinaski is only everasted in writing about himself.
As the novel progresses, the reader thus learns tiresRhbecomes focused on his
earlier life once again in order to try and bring togetinemories of his life and the
depiction of this life on the page.

Following his decision, Chinaski sits at his typewraéethe beginning of
chapter seven to begin writing the screenplay. Theln®gubsequently divided into
sections in the way we have previously described. apter in which Chinaski is at
home writing about the screenplay is followed or precégaathers in which Chinaski
ventures from his home and becomes involved in théimat@ns of the film industry.
But regardless of what Chinaski happens to be doing gtatigular moment in the
novel, his alternative view of the world remains. this way, Bukowski projects his
inflammatory views into a surreal and often comieales of events comprising the main
action of the novel.

These views are also typically about how Chinaskigees literature.
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Where Chinaski departs from the literary canon is spélimore directly in his
conversation with the filmmaker Modard:

| had genius pushed at me all through school: ShakespedsgyT Ibsen,
G.B Shaw, Chekov, all those dullards. And worse, Marlkimw
Hawthorne, the Bronte sisters, Dreiser, Sinclawiseit all just laid on you
like a slab of cement, and you wanted to get out and aheywere like
heavy stupid parents insisting upon regulations and the tivat/svould
make even the dead cringe.

(H: 33).

Although the general subject matterHtidllywoodis not standard fare in Bukowski's
oeuvre, the writer nevertheless goes to the effocbafinuing thematic links between it
and earlier work. However, Bukowski is also quick to rehtis readers that Chinaski's
personal circumstances have changed as he has mataredigss. These changing
circumstances comprise the differing subject matteaah ®f the novels, even though
his basic beliefs about literature and society areamgdd. This constitutes an irony in
the novel which we shall pay closer attention tewlsere.

The consequences of Chinaski's changing fortunes argledve a passage
which follows his conversation with the film makeioltard. Reflecting on his
surroundings, a Beverly Hills hotel room, Chinaski nabes it is, “a magic world. |
liked it because | hadn't seen anything like it befdtevas senseless and perfect and
safe.” H: 34). This observation about how Chinaski regards tfemiarity of his new
surroundings is possibly intended for his regular readerswaudd be aware of how his
personal circumstances have changed over tidmlywood marks Chinaski's entry into
mainstream society via the hyperreal world of the mencial film industry, and the
jarring effect this new environment has on his d@lit&@s is both comical and absurd.
Bukowski now portrays a world that would have seemed likenpossible dream for
the Chinaski of earlier work. But having entered itjsweevertheless unwilling to leave
the younger, struggling and impoverished Chinaski behind.

Chinaski acknowledges in the short quote above thatderttared a
hitherto unexplored environment in the statemenketllit because | hadn't seen
anything like it before." However, he qualifies thisservation in the following line by
stating that this new world was 'senseless, perfetsafe’. The full stop between the
two remarks intends the latter to be emphatically sepdrfrom the former. In other

words, although Chinaski is acknowledging that there iseiniing appealing about the
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opulence of the Beverly Hills hotel room simply becaigunfamiliar to the writer and
represents a new experience for him to write abous het, nevertheless, claiming that
he feels comfortable in this new environment bec#usésenseless and perfect and safe'.
Therefore, the tug of war between the artificialifyHollywood which appeals to
Bukowski at one level because this world is strange araimilidr to him, and his desire
not to subsume his outsider status within Hollywood'saltyerecurs throughout the
novel as a bemused Chinaski continues to observertrgshess of the world he has
entered.

Chinaski consequently feels more comfortable wheheatypewriter. In a
brief witty phone conversation with Jon Pinchot,r@iski tells him that the screenplay is
about, “'a drunk. He just sits on this barstool, ngid day.' ” Pinchot asks him:

“'Do you think the people would care about such a mas®&tJon, if | worried about
what the people cared about, I'd never write anythingi: '36). Here the reader might
reasonably conclude that despite the more comfortableundings the writer now finds
himself in, his basic beliefs about society and eetitact.

Following this conversation, Chinaski begins to wab®ut his earlier life,
reflecting on both the writing process and the memavlgsh inform this process:

| was into it. All you needed was the first line, ireverything followed. It
was always there, it only needed something to sehiting. That bar came
back to me. | remembered how you could smell the urioad wherever
you sat. You needed a drink right off to counteract tiAaid before you
went back to that urinal you needed four or five. Andpbeple of that
bar, their bodies and faces and voices came back td mas there
again...The dialogue came and took care of itself. Idtyreand on.

(H: 37).

Chinaski is first and foremost a writer at this stegleis life. His identity is no longer
defined by his social status as a worker, as it wdseimoveldost OfficeandFactotum
But consistent with Bukowski's portrayal of Chinaski otlvthese novels, the Chinaski
of the screenplay is firstly a drinker, then a writ&here is an interesting moment in the
film where a potential publisher arrives at the scieracter Chinaski's run down flat
to take a look at some of his poems. A dishevelledaSkiropens the door and ushers
the well dressed woman to a cupboard which is stuffedffidiose sheets of paper on
which he has scrawled poems. Bukowski effectively dearditises the creative act in

such scenes as this, consistent with his literasthaéc.
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Memories of drinking in bars with an odd assortmerthairacters are
invoked by Chinaski as the screenplay takes shape, as®ti@mories coalesce in the
more comfortable domestic surroundings within whichrtia¢ure Chinaski resides. In
the novel, he notes ironically in a phone convessatd his German literary agent that,
“within an hour | was 45 thousand dollars richer. 30 ye&starvation and rejection
were starting to kick in."H: 38). However, improved financial circumstances hate n
hindered the memories of the many years he spentin toanished rooms, drinking and
listening to classical music on his radio, typing outistband poems by the dozen, and
sending them to a multitude of small literary magazimesss America. This lifestyle of
the younger Chinaski is comically contrasted with tla¢ure writer who has established
a literary reputation and can now afford certain luxuies is not necessarily
comfortable with new opportunities that have been opeipeto him.

That new opportunities have been opened up is reveatbamer eight,
when Chinaski is visited by a tax consultant who aguise to invest the money he has
earnt from sales of his books in order to reduce kisstaChinaski is initially suspicious
of the advice, noting, “I don't want to buy anythingtthean't reach out and touchH{(
43). He is also wary of changing the small habitsdsedtquired over the many years of
writing which have assisted him to do just that.

The tax consultant asks him,

'What do you type on. A manual?'

'Yes'.

'Get an electric. It's tax deductible.'

'l don't know if | can write on an electric...'
'You mean you're afraid to change?'...

'l worry too much about my goddamn soul.’
(H: 43).

If Chinaski modifies his creative routines by invegtin technology, he may compromise
the artistic integrity which he has spent many yeargeloping. The inference therefore
is that by acquiring material possessions, Chinaskidstsnbing to the temptations
offered to people generally in mainstream societyenaptation he has spent a life
avoiding. Moreover, by burdening himself with mateoljects, the potential arises that
these objects will eventually come between himselfthe writing.

Having grown up in the depression years, Chinaski ha# lrat to take for

granted what one already owns. This view explaingtinement that 'l don't want to
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buy anything | can't reach out and touch'. TherefohdstnChinaski is evoking his
younger self as he writes the screenplay, he is alsfrming that the link between the
mature writer and his younger self remains. “All | windo is type,” Chinaski tells the
tax consultant, “I don't want to carry around a big [b@d: 44). His meeting with the
consultant causes Chinaski to reflect: “Are you becgmihat you've always hated?”
(H: 45). The internal struggle between the financiallceasful Chinaski, and the
impoverished younger Chinaski of rooming houses and heakyrdy, imbues the
subject matter of the screenplay with a greater ssgimfie. By writing about his youth,
Chinaski is avoiding becoming ‘what he had always hadiedguse, despite newly
acquired material comforts, he is still able to expsespicions he has always held about
materialism through the younger Chinaski of the scregnpi¢hat makesiollywood
particularly interesting for readers familiar with Bukdwtswork in this respect, is that
the reader is invited to observe how the cynical &hknresponds to new opportunities.
Thus, as the narrative progresses, the reader leatnShimaski increasingly comes to
rely on those aspects of his life with which he hischgs felt comfortable; drinking,
gambling and writing, which define his ordinariness, ahitlwpreserve links between
the mature Chinaski and his younger self, who Bukowski @gstin other works.

That Chinaski has entered an unreal world is demoeadtrathe way that
aspects of his life also become increasingly unrehisasvolvement in the commercial
side of the screenplay increases. For example, Bukantskiluces an element of the
bizarre into the relatively straightforward act otise-hunting. The first house which he
and Sarah look at, turns out to be a former residentteeafonvicted murderer Charles
Manson. H: 54). This otherwise normal activity is depicted by Bukki as one that is
surreal and potentially menacing. Charles Manson easmbodiment of a darker
under-side of the 1960s counterculture, and the act of houseghtihhus becomes a
strange activity for a man in his sixties who wagemdefore able to afford one.

Bukowski consequently contrasts Chinaski's search favwahouse by
recalling the many years Chinaski spent living in loalass areas of Los Angeles,
inhabited by poor immigrants who had missed out on thermabrewards enshrined in
the economic prosperity of post war America. He nttasthe neighbourhood in which
he had been living for many years remained one gboleger in the city. The only

significant change was the cultural mix of the peopledithere, but he had never
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considered making the necessary lifestyle adjustments,asuseeking a better paying
job, which might enable him to relocate to a mofleiaft part of the city:

That neighbourhood around Carlton Way near Western Aveage
changing too. It had been almost all lower-classeyhitit political
troubles in Central America and other parts of theldvoad brought a new
type of individual to the neighbourhood...how they surviwad unknown.
The men were small, thin, silent, unsmiling. Mogta@athe porch in their
undershirts, slumped forward a bit, occasionally smokicigarette. They
sat on the porch steps for hours, motionless.

(H: 61-62).

In passages such as this, Chinaski adopts the roleatifsanver, recording what he sees
without adding anything further that might suggest he was prdpa discuss the plight
of his neighbours in political terms. His depictiortleé poverty characterising his
neighbourhood is also noticeably free of moral judgem@ttinaski concludes this
chapter by informing the reader that he is now readgdwee to a more affluent part of
the city, but the cynical side of his nature, lessceable when he is mixing with the
alienated and impoverished segments of American soaetyreturns. When
describing the new house that he and Sarah finally pseclahinaski notes, “It looked
like a damned good place to hidett:(63). The by now familiar concerns about the
effect that ownership of material possessions wilehan his writing also re-emerge.
Chinaski notes without irony, “Now, after decades, $wanriter with a desk. Yes, |

felt the fear, the fear of becoming likeem..Was | doomed and damned, was | about to
be sucked dry?"H: 65).

As Chinaski continues to write the screenplay, thengrprocess itself -
that is, the writer sitting at his desk and banging aovakis typewriter - is discussed in
greater detall, as he increasingly reflects on his geugears. The act of remembering
seems to explain the social, personal and creativendiores comprising his life, by
suggesting where the hardened cynical attitudes of the Gldeaski might have
originated. Chinaski thus opens Chapter 16 by musing ontivaacreenplay is actually
about:

| was writing about a young man who wanted to write amkdiut most
of his success was with the bottle. The young marbead me. While the
time had not been an unhappy time, it had been mostiheaof void and
waiting. As | typed along the characters in a ceitainreturned to me. |
saw each face again, the bodies, heard the voicesptiversations...How
all this could become a screenplay, | didn't know. y&nkw that it was
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the only part of my life | hadn't written much abound | knew there was
a whole civilisation of lost souls that lived in amifl bars, daily, nightly and
forever, until they died. | had never read about tisztion so | decided
to write about it, the way | remembered it. The goladtyper kicked
along.

(H: 83).

Chinaski is happiest when sitting at the typewriter endagth his memories. This
passage reveals Chinaski's reasoning behind his chagentamatter which also ties in
with the preface Bukowski wrote for John Fante's nédw#l the Dustin which he
discusses the kinds of literature which most matterddhto Chinaski notes that he had
never before read about the 'civilisation of lost souho spent their lives drinking in
bars, an awareness that he seeks to address in¢kaay by forging his own distinct
literary path, with the assistance of memories hwvn experiences.

Chinaski subsequently continues to contrast the uniadd \wf the
commercial film industry with his own experiencetos Angeles. The fimmaker Jon
Pinchot lacks proper financial backing, but his strongréésiturn Chinaski's screenplay
into a movie supercedes any obstacles that the lagtaotial security has created. In
Chapter 16, Chinaski depicts Pinchot as living in on@@fioorer suburbs of Los
Angeles which he describes as the Venice ghetto. siwhilving through the area,
Chinaski reflects that: “In a capitalistic societg tosers slaved for the winners and you
have to have more losers than winners. What dichk?h| knew politics would never
solve it and there wasn't enough time left to get luciy:"84). Chinaski's suspicion of
politics emerges once again. This is because Chirsadkvbted to self-expression
beyond all other concerns.

He acknowledges the nature of his literary aesthiktittly after visiting
Pinchot in the Venice ghetto. Back in his new houmskpnt of the typewriter, Chinaski
declares that:

Writing was never work for me. It had been the samna$ long as | could
remember: Turn on the radio to a classical musi@stdight a cigarette
or a cigar, open the bottle. The typer did the redit] hfad to do was be
there. The whole process allowed me to continue Wieetself offered
very little, when life itself was a horror show.a$ically that's why | wrote:
to save my ass, to save my ass from the madhousettiostreets, from
myself.

(H: 88).

Chinaski's self-obsession is directly linked to hisagohistic attitude towards critics,
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other writers and his readers. As part of his litecaunterattack against the society
from which he has often expressed his alienatiomashki reveals that his readers
continue to remain secondary to his own concerns.nlwchot remarking that his
readers might abandon the dirty old man of letters h&gyurchases a BMW, Chinaski
dismisses the implication with: “As always, those fusk&ill have to judge me on how
well | write.” (H: 89). In order to provide an honest portrayal of fes Chinaski must
be open about his experiences regardless of how comtngdir absurd they might be.
Thus, his writing might receive some acceptance ifdaslers continue to believe in the
essential honesty of the writer. Howard Sounes rtbtgs “Bukowski did not attempt
to disguise the fact that he had bought a house and a B&fitdying himself from the
low life world he had always written about, but usedet®snbols of his new found
wealth to comic effect.” (1998: 191). Because Bukowski cdithat he wasn't
concerned about what his readers thought about him, aaddeehe believed in writing
honestly about his life experiences, he is thus unecoadeabout the writer of the ‘low-
life' now in early sixties purchasing such a luxury it#sra BMW. Such an act might be
perceived as yet another illustration of the comiaiehy of Chinaski's life.

In the screenplay, Chinaski parodies the celebraficnrface appearances by
having a well-to-do literary editor care about the pligh& drunken undiscovered poet
by taking an interest in his writing despite his imposlegd state. Chinaski is
nevertheless more comfortable with Wanda than wigheditor who offers an escape
from the drunken lifestyle in which he is immersed. Big the cult of personality which
film producers understand. As such, the screenplayialynincomprehensible to a
commercial film mentality. As Chinaski acknowledgéshe screenplay had been about
someone famous who also happened to be an alcolwliufidl reception might have
been a better one. But Chinaski has defied the rideds content to simply portray
alcoholics in their drunken state without offering argywut, or providing any moral
judgement.

The one opportunity of escape that is offered to Ckimashe screenplay - an
opportunity to have his writing published by a woman wlso axpects Chinaski to
leave Wanda for her - is ultimately rejected. Thenthtic concern feeds into the details
of Bukowski's own life. In sobering letters from theel 1950s, Bukowski writes in

detail about his relationship with Jane Cooney Bakdrtesefforts to protect her from
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the harshness of the environment in which theythainselves, yet is ultimately helpless
to prevent her from drinking herself to death. His degito stick by her is also
revealed in the screenplay and film - this outcomeceflChinaski's view of the world:
the life of the barfly is ugly, yet honest and somesmworthy of respect, whereas
commercial success - which comes from pandering tostneam tastes - is to be
avoided whatever the incentives. This is becausey @s Chinaski is concerned, the
commercial world is far more absurd than the lifehaf barfly depicted in the screenplay.
Thus, once the screenplay is finally written, theuadity of the
machinations required to turn it into the film comprides remainder of the novel. Jon
Pinchot informs Chinaski on a number of occasionstti@fim has been cancelled, only
to contact him shortly after to tell him that itdack on. Chinaski recounts seemingly
endless meetings with financial backers, producers, dondsagho all treat the
screenplay as a commodity more so than an emotiodal@nest account of one's life.
One particularly interesting use of metonymy by Bukowsldémonstrate Chinaski's
perception of Hollywood as strangely unreal in comparisaihe everyday world,
appears in the form of a towel that Chinaski findsgiyina bathroom sink at the home of
the actor Jack Bledsoe [Mickey Rourke - who plays Chinagkie film]. For Chinaski,
the unusual sight of a towel in a sink also represeatsttingeness of the film industry:

Pushed down in the sink was this white towel. One éitdvas stuffed
into the drain, and the remainder of it hung out ovesthie and dropped
to the floor. It didn't look good. And it was soaking west soaked
through. What was it for? What did it mean? Leftraféer some orgy?
It didn't make sense to me. I'd lived through some shitjtyts and days,
plenty of them full of anti-meaning, yet | couldn't figuret that giant
soaking wet towel. And worse, Jack knew that | was egroy. Why
would he leave that thing in there like that? Wasnitessage?

(H: 103).

The oddity of the misplaced towel represents Chinashiis misplaced feelings about an
environment in which he feels awkward. In this chgpBhinaski continues to ponder
the meaning of the towel in the sink, and just befeagihg, he asks Bledose about it.
Bledsoe replies by denying knowledge of the existenceyfawvel, and Bukowski
concludes Chapter 19 with the straightforward line, “aad was the end of that
particular night.” H: 104). No resolution is offered, because to be awatieecdbsurd

is to recognise the perpetual meaninglessness of life.
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This unusual incident is followed by a party Chinaski &adah attend for the
birthday of a well respected Hollywood producer at whibm&ski meets the novelist
Victor Norman [Norman Mailer]. Chinaski says to N@n as they shake hands, “ 'the
barfly meets the champ' H{ 107). This introduction suggests that Chinaski is willimg
accept a place for himself within a realm of the gnéisised' American writer embodied
by such people as Ernest Hemingway, Henry Miller andidarMailer. The implication
is that the barfly is just as tough as the boxer, ingahat the unromantic toughness of
Bukowski's writing stems from a hard life spent in beweming houses and factories.
Such an implication suggests that were his life to haneed out differently, and were
he to have led a more privileged life, then the writimyld also have turned out
differently.

In the Howard Sounes biography, Mailer recalls histimgevith Bukowski,
and that after he became drunk at the party, Bukowski inciesdigénged him to a fight
(1998: 211-212). Fist fighting also occurs on a number of antas the film between
Chinaski and a bartender to whom he takes a dislike.fiiitesequences are portrayed
almost as a ritual to accompany drunkenness as thetembBiChinaski seeks to prove
his manhood, more so through physical confrontatican through writing. At the
party, Sarah tells Chinaski, “ 'Victor Norman camerowhile you were gone. He says
that it's very nice of you that you haven't said angtlabout his writing” d: 110).
Bukowski is alluding in this passage to past criticism oildvla writing in letters and
poems such as the following remark to the novelist 3giimam Corrington in a 1968
letter: “My heroes are dead and the replacements segnshoddy indeed. What can |
do with Mailer? What can | do with Lowell?Létters Vol 275).

Literary criticisms aside, the central theme oftbgel emerges with
greater clarity as Chinaski watches some of therfgmvhich sparks reflections on the
links between himself in the present and his youngér $eéis turns the spotlight on his
views about American society generally. When watghire actor Jack Bledsoe play
himself, Chinaski reflects that, “I was a little ghdt | wasn't young and doing it all over
again, drinking and fighting and playing with words...I stdrse that | could have time
to write. That just isn't done much anymoreH: (28). Chinaski no longer starves for
his art, but the belief in suffering for one's artenthieless remains as a link between the

older writer and his younger self.
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Later in the novel, when Chinaski is watching thraifig of a fight between
the character Chinaski played by Jack Bledsoe and Eddattender, he proceeds to
reflect on his own experiences in this harsh and giiiog environment. “Another thing
about those fights. If you didn't belong to the Bartesd€fub’, and you lost, you were
left out there with the garbage cans and the ratsgetap then, dizzy, sick, beaten,
leaning towards the suicide dreantd: (186). In another appearance of metonymy,
Bukowski uses a wallet to represent his feelings abouitiniel:

You play a game. You try to feel the wallet pressingregaiour ass
without reaching for it. It feels vacant back theMou really don't want to
reach with your hand but you do. And the wallet is névere...| became
more and more discouraged with humanity.

(H: 186).

Although Chinaski constantly reminisces about his yolhjoes not depict his earlier
years with any particular fondness. Memories are el/diat they are not tinged with
any sense of romanticism.

Nevertheless, the act of remembering emphasisdiskheith those
experiences depicted in the other autobiographical nedeth Bukowski includes to
provide some explanation for the alternative natutasoért. Thus, as Chinaski
continues to watch the filming, reality becomesrtethrough an aesthetic prism.
Although he is startled by the sight of an actor plajisgyounger self within a
simulated reality, Chinaski continues to reach out éopidst. We see this in the
following passage:

The door to the room opened and Jack Bledsoe weavedhin.it $as the
young Chinaski! It was me! | felt a tender aching imitine. Youth, you
son of a bitch, where did you go? | wanted to be thmgarunk again. |
wanted to be Jack Bledsoe. But | was just the old guyeicdorner,
sucking on a beer.

(H: 148).

The links and dissonances between the reality of €kisaxperiences and Bukowski's
own, contrasted with the older Chinaski who has becamebserver, Bukowski the
writer of the novel, and the simulated reality of tilme, emerge when the filming takes
place in a building that Chinaski claims he had actuatyllin 30 years earlier. Chinaski
reflects that, “everything that goes around comes aro(tid164) and is amazed that he
is standing there 30 years later watching a film beindenadout himself. However,

Chinaski is always aware that he is watching a sidlagality. He notes whilst
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watching the actor Francine Bowers [Faye Dunaway] istpdaying Chinaski's girlfriend
Wanda [Jane Cooney Baker] that, “I knew that it wabte'tsame, that it could never be
the same. Francine was an actress. Jane had beshdrunk...But one couldn't expect
perfection from a performance. A good imitation would' dgdd: 171). Watching the
filming causes Chinaski to reflect on his portrayaCbiaski the drunk in the screenplay
and the effect one has had on the other. This inléads back to Bukowski the author,
who peppers the novel with his own thoughts on whahialimeans for him.

The young Chinaski was predominantly a drinker with aBpia to be a
writer, and the writer has consequently fictionalidezldrinker. That is, he has turned
reality into a simulated reality. This separatiord #me significance of it in terms of
Chinaski's own capacity to turn his memories intadictis a primary concern of the
novel. Chinaski believes that by creating art frormst @xperiences, he is able to cling
onto some semblance of the real world, and thus awmidrbing trapped in a
disengaging Hollywood fantasy. Chinaski subsequently ctings the reality which his
actual self occupies by always reverting back to tharpestof his everyday existence.
Thus, there are a number of occasions in the novehw@hinaski goes to the horse races
to escape the filming. Asked in an interview to descwihat he does when he is not
writing, Chinaski replies, “ 'Horses. bet them.b ey help your writing?' 'Yes. They
help me forget about it." 'H: 173). Chinaski subsequently recalls that it was Jame wh
had first introduced him to horse racing. By focusinghasymemory, Chinaski is
separating the character Wanda from Jane herself, lagwl ne does, the jaded, cynical
Chinaski of his worldly experiences returns.

Driving home from the racetrack, Chinaski notes: ‘@rdack with the
working crowd. What a gang they were. Pissed and vieindsroke. In a hurry to
get home to fuck if possible, to look at tv, to get geplearly in order to do the same
thing next day all over again."H{ 178). Here the contrast is stark. Chinaski
momentarily departs from the simulated reality embodjeth® film industry, and rejoins
the everyday world which has always horrified him, Wwhich also reminds him that the
unreal world of the film industry only ever offers ammentary distraction.

The novel thus concludes with Chinaski contemplatirfgtare removed
from his recent experiences with the film industryjolthnevertheless, remain fresh in

his mind. He attends the test screenings of the difrd, the after-release parties, but he



148

accepts that now the movie has been made, it isttirfeecus again on writing. The
experience with making the film comprises a part ofifieighat will be inevitably
turned into fictional form, revealed on the final pag¢he novel:

'What are you going to do now?' Sarah asked...

'Oh, hell, I'll write a novel about writing the scnpday and making the
movie."...

'What are you going to call it?'

'Hollywood'

'Hollywood?'

‘Yes...'

And this is it.

(H: 239).

This is not the first time Bukowski has ended a novslway. As we have seen, he
concludes his first novélost Officein a similar manner: “In the morning it was mogin
and | was still alive. Maybe I'll write a noveltHought. And then | did.” (1997: 196).
In such statements, the link between Chinaski, thierfial character who embodies
Bukowski's literary aesthetic and the author’s own exymees are reinforced. Each of
his novels covers a particular period of Chinaski's difed each involves Bukowski
recalling memories of either the recent past, asdea/den he wrot®ost Office,
HollywoodandWomenpr the distant past which we findkactotumandHam on Rye
But even when working on a novel, Bukowski is also chgromt short stories and
poems. Neeli Cherkovski notes that throughout the tradilm was being made,
“Hank remained prolific as a poet and short story writde surrendered none of his
independence during his work with Schroeder.” (1997: 312).

Despite his brush with commercialism, Bukowski is keearhphasise that
Chinaski is a writer of alternative literature. Téé a comical moment in the novel
when a financial backer asks Jon Pinchot if thedimald be classified as an art film.
When Jon replies that it could be, Chinaski obsergarryy Friedman leapt up from his
couch, ran over to Jon. 'AN ART FILM! AN ART FILMTHEN YOU WILL WORK
FOR NOTHING! ” H: 116). Barfly can be considered an art film simply because
Bukowski makes no moral judgements about those who spendivigeidrinking in bars
in either the screenplay or the novel. He is inclgpabdoing so, because this would
mean that he is making moral assumptions about his etewimur which he has

consistently refused to do throughout his career. Biieganemories, Bukowski
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draws together the past experiences he writes abouhamdativations which lie behind
his rejection of artistic commercialism. Chinaskimately comes out at the end of the
novel untainted by the movie making machine becausergstently rejects the rules
which a commercial artist is expected to abide bgibhshe is wants to succeed at
creating a work acceptable to mainstream tastes. Blkpardrays Chinaski in
Hollywood as content to partake of ordinary life because thdiesi a stability that
negates absurdities found in broader society. So teantivie-making machine of
Hollywood, geared towards the creation of neatly resbfantasies, is portrayed by
Chinaski as chaotic and absurd often to comical effect.

An example of this absurdity appears in Chapter 25, inhwBukowski reveals
the desperate lengths director Jon Pinchot is willingatdo in order to make the movie,
despite increasingly negative responses from finana&dys. After purchasing an
electric chainsaw, Pinchot walks with Chinaski irfte bffice of the lawyer representing
a finance company named Firepower, and threatens tffaufinger unless he obtains
release from an unsuitable contract. Chinaski mamtaicalm and deadpan manner
throughout, which lends the scene its humour:

'Where's your plug?' Jon asked.

'Plug?'

'For this..." Jon pulled the towel away revealing tlecBand Decker.
'Please Mr Pinchot...'

'Where's the plug? Never mind, | see it...'

Jon walked over and plugged the Black and Decker into the wall

'You must understand,' said Zutnick, 'that if | had knownwete going to
bring that instrument | would have arranged to turn cffelectricity.' ”

(H: 129).

While this conversation is taking place, Chinaskisést to Pinchot calmly drinking
coffee. As the exchange between Pinchot and Zutniobrbes more heated, Chinaski
maintains his composure and asks for more coffee:

‘Zutnick glared at me, hit the intercom.
'‘Another cup of coffee, Rose. Black...'
'Like in Black and Decker,' | said'.

(H: 130).

Unable to make sense of the money and fame driven @d¢be film industry, Chinaski
decides to to sit back and go along for the ride, adoptagalle of observer while

madness swirls around him. Bukowski thus expects thatdbsaurrences will be
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commonplace in an absurd world. His own concernprasented as almost mundane
compared to those of film industry financiers and céleby yet infinitely more desirable.
Consequently, Chinaski always returns to commonplacenesulvithin a settled
domestic environment he would rather inhabit. Thustthafter the '‘Black and
Decker' incident, Chinaski observes:

So there | was sitting around typing up poems and sendingduetao the
little magazines. For some reason, the short stagn't arriving on the
typer, and | didn't like that but | couldn't force it, bere | was playing
with the poem...The horses ran, the wine still poureiZarah did some
beautiful work in the garden.

(H: 140).

This passage encapsulates an essential aspect of Bukaarskis writer should never
strive to become a public figure or a personality todvered, but should simply focus
on writing, along with working at overcoming the manyarabstacles to freedom
repeatedly occuring in everyday life, and which come betwthe writer and his or her
writing.

In this sense, the act of writing can be likened boxing match whereby
Bukowski spars with the rest of the world. Chinaski diseaswvriting in these terms
towards the end of the novel:

| liked to watch the fights. Somehow it reminded mevofing. You
needed the same thing, talents guts and condition. Bmlyandition was
mental, spiritual. You were never a writer. You hatbéoome a writer
each time you sat in front of the machine. It widss’'d once you sat down
in front of the machine. What was hard sometimes fiding that chair
and sitting in it. Sometimes you couldn't sit in itkd_everybody else in
the world, for you, things got in the way: small trosble big
troubles, continuous slammings and bangings. You hadito bendition
to endure what was trying to kill you.

(H: 217).

Chinaski’'s avenue of escape from the ‘continuous slagsrand bangings,” exists as
quiet domesticity with his wife. Ironically, this denent is expressed in a novel about
his experiences with Hollywood. But Chinaski ultimat&lyvives this experience with
his views about humanity unchanged, even though his péi@omenstances have
changed considerably at this stage in his life. thésinterference of humanity in his
everyday life that raises Bukowski's ire. This weisgle opening paragraph of

Chapter 40 in the novel:
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| went back to the racetrack. At times | wondered wheds doing out
there. And at times | knew. For one it allowed mei¢ov large numbers
of people at their worst, and this kept me in touch Wighreality of what
humanity consisted of. The greed, the fear, the anges all there.

(H: 202).

In the world of Hollywood, Chinaski finds these unpleassmpects about people
repeated and accentuated, which justifies his retreatiamestic solitude with his wife
and cats, and most importantly, his typewriter. As Bagwer notes in his discussion of
the novel, “the creative act is preeminent in Bukowtslg, central index of survival.”
(1997: 171). His retreat from the glamour of Hollywood isngef by a return to
ordinariness, signified in the novel by the solacéras in writing. When writing,
Chinaski is able to block out the greed, fear and angeacterising the world outside
his front door.

Aubrey Malone notes abotiollywoodthat the novel presents a “laconic
perspective on the deal-making ethos that permeatedtdwseand the parasites and
hangers-on that buzz around the fringes of the indus{®003: 148). Chinaski appears
content to regularly pass comment on the 'parasitebargers-on' that permeate the
Hollywood social scene. His biting remarks provide nwdshe novel's entertainment.
In this chapter we have seen that Chinaski's altgenatrld view is inflamed by what he
perceives as an inherent falseness in the film wdvldlone notes that, “in the end his
main achievement is to portray Hollywood as a baatslar than a decadent place.”
(2003: 150). Hollywoodexemplifies Bukowski's aesthetic, because it conneetdfen
experiences of the younger Chinaski with Bukowski's tifieg) quest to overcome the
absurd, which the elder Chinaski is always strivingégardless of his personal

circumstances.
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CONCLUSION

Engraved on Bukowski's tombstone are the words 'Doyi'{ Duval, 2002:
131). In a 1992 letter to the editor Maxwell Gaddis, Bukowlkr® a simple
explanation about what these words signified: “Weithéans if the stuff doesn't jump
on you and make you do it, forget it, in writing and evang else.” Letters Vol 3
225). For Bukowski, there was little distinction betwésnway he approached the
creative act and the way he approached life in genérase words can be explained
thus: One must reject the temptation to simply go alitigthe crowd for the sake of
wanting to appear to be like everybody else. To do absard, because it signifies a
denial of the human capacity for self expression. ddmtral tenet of Bukowski's art is
the idea that one can only respond to adversity bygakisponsibility for one's own
actions, even if doing so results in a conflict wibigisty.

The words 'Don't Try' also suggest that one should rex@merge the
actual nature of his or her identity. Subsequently,i@mshould never force the
writing, but let it come naturally. If a writer disceng that he or she is not very good at
writing, then it's best to move on to something eleither should the writer focus too
much on developing theories to explain why he or shiesvriln a 1980 letter to an
admirer of his poetry, Bukowski writes, “| don't tryuksf type, and if | say any more
than that, I'm trying.” [(etters Vol 3 21). In its simplest form, this philosophy can be
translated as: Don't try, do. Bukowski practiced thietinroughout his career. After
leaving the post office in 1970, until his death in 1994, Bukows&te continuously,
and remained obsessively devoted to the basic thersiearticulated in his earliest
poetry from the 1950s. What is particularly fascinatingualBukowski's life and
writing is how interconnected the two actually aréne Teader who delves into the
poetry, short stories and novels is given the lifersd individual, reflected in the
personality and experiences of Henry Chinaski. Bukowskg&svabout Chinaski’s life as
series of connected events which are both amusinganifidh And he wrote
continuously about this life.

Bukowski often depicts the society in which he live§rasght with perils
endangering individual freedom, and these dangers are rej@essmn series of small

yet deadly obstacles which obstruct Chinaski's freedamether it is the person who sits
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too closely to him at the race track or the stubbing tme as he gets out of the bath.
But Bukowski is always aware of a darker side to ordinfay IMany of the stories in
Hot Water Musi@re set in ordinary suburban homes, but these are@ements not
dissimilar to those found in a David Lynch film, whé&idden traumas and potential
dangers are revealed if one scratches below the surBadeowski's aim is to expose the
seemingly comfortable suburban lifestyle that is &egral part of the American Dream,
as one that is not necessarily the idyllic utopia thight be seen on television sitcoms
and in advertising. Behind the closed doors of Bukowskarbia in this collection of
short stories, one finds violence, sexual deviancysaeél malcontents who have
become bored and disillusioned with the world. For Bukowhld is a more honest
portrayal of suburban America.

It is through an honest attempt at self-expression giegethrough Henry
Chinaski's personality and life experiences, that Bukowskeves he will be saved from
a life of mediocrity and subservience, regardless of bleak his subject matter turns
out to be. Bukowski's art, in and of itself, represemts individual's struggle to be free
from the absurd. Much like his creator, Chinaski finolace in alcohol and prefers
solitude to the company of people, but he is also a fighthese weapons are cynicism
and humour manifested in the stylistically simple, g8t and fiery nature of Bukowski’s
writing.

Bukowski decided at an early age that the only way te Bamself from
disappearing altogether was to express himself as fdycafuhe could in poetry and
prose. As he entered his sixties in the early 1980%edan to reflect on his past
achievements as a writer of alternative fictiord #imese reflections clearly emerge
through a closer examination of his earlier lifehie hoveHam on Ryevhich attempts
to explain the source of his alternative view ofwweld. In this novel, Chinaski
becomes increasingly aware that there is a falsitylife consisting of regular
employment, a house in the suburbs, raising a famiaaocdmulating material
possessions over a lifetime. Chinaski subsequentiueslithat, “the Chinaski bloodline
had been thinned by a series of peasant-servantsadhsulrendered their real lives for
fractional and illusory gains’'Ham 214). This observation follows Chinaski's father's
assertion that it is through the accumulation of matpossessions that one earns the

respect of others. Throughout the novel, Chinaski questidy one would ever need
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the respect of others, particularly as most people instneam America have
succumbed to ‘fractional and illusory gains'. For Bukovweskvorthwhile existence is
one where the individual is completely free from outgidessures to conform, thus
accounting for Chinaski's regular indulgence in alcoholgambling.

The conclusion Bukowski draws from Chinaski's relatignslith his father
is a simple one. His father's aggression towards ®tsa way of compensating for his
own failures is absurd, therefore the social valueghich his father adamantly believes
must also be absurd. This is the starting point fon&3ki's gradual withdrawal from
society, concomitant with his discovery of alcoh®baway of shielding himself from the
absurd, and his discovery of literature where he lg@were are a small number of
writers who feel the same way about life as he ddees enly a small number. By the
end of the novel, Chinaski is living in a rooming hoimsa poor district of Los Angeles
seemingly without any prospects in conventional teg@ishe has freed himself from his
father's domineering influence and other social pressiwré&ad experienced when he
was at school and College. In material terms, Chirmasgns little, but he is also free.

For many years, Chinaski struggled with a series ofaheibs (written
about in the novelBost OfficeandFactotun) and a number of volatile sexual
relationships with women once he has establisheceliias a writer (the novélomen.

In these works, Chinaski derives satisfaction frontimgj drinking, gambling, and living
a simple life. By the time we get to that part of Buk&is life written about in
Hollywood Chinaski’'s personal circumstances have changed caoaisligledn this novel,
Chinaski adopts the self confident tone of one whastraggled for much of his life, but
by remaining true to his convictions, has not onlywsed poverty and drunkenness, but
also achieved a small amount of success along the Maljywoodgives Bukowski's
readers some insight into the life of the writerha L980s, a time when he had not
worked in any job for the previous decade. What thiehi@is us above all else
through its sardonic tone, is that Bukowski's changingif@s had done little to dull his
basic views about the world. There is a consistemdii¢ expression of his world view
which allows the reader to acquire a basic understandlidgray Chinaski's
personality, shaped through a stoic and determined selfi@ssess.

Bukowski is by no means alone in this respect. Inlisisussion of Jack

Kerouac's Spontaneous Prose style, John Tytell guat@sdzz musician Charlie Parker
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who was reputedly remarking on what it meant for hirargate art. Parker said: “If
you don't live it...it won't come out of your horn. éifteach you there's a boundary line
to music. But man, there's no boundary line to a1976: 144). Parker was referring
to the idea that a work of art should be moulded fronsqrex'sonal experience. This
has often been said of the jazz improviser, whosecmepresents an emotional
outpouring derived from his own experiences. Similaithgud Kerouac, Tytell notes
that, “like Henry Miller, Kerouac was uninterestedhe ideal of 'literary' perfection, or
in a fictitious 'order' that had little relation tcethux of reality.” (1976: 141). Tytell
uses this statement as an introduction to a discudsait &erouac's Spontaneous
Prose style, generally regarded as Kerouac's greageatyliachievement, which can be
explained as reality transformed through a spontaneouswutg®f the writer's inner
consciousness. Such prose experimentation reacheshitis in the novel3 he
SubterraneanandVisions of Cody Bukowski's writing style can be summed up quite
concisely in contrast to the many hundreds of pagehthvat been written about
Kerouac's Spontaneous Prose. More than any otherwBitkowski's style resembles
that of Ernest Hemingway in its simplicity and direst®ie Bukowski's aim in this respect
was to avoid confusing his readers with aesthetic codityplehat he himself had rejected
in his own reading, in order to accentuate the razdiire of his writing. However, like
Kerouac, Bukowski was very much engaged with turning life eepees into art.

In Ham on Ryave learn of Chinaski's excitement upon discovering-tise
Angeles public library. However, although he read prodidgycarsd widely, he became
discouraged when he was unable to discover literaturdwiiiected his own
experiences - as he states in his preface to Joha's/ask the Dust‘you were left
staring at rows and rows of exceedingly dull books...Wtdg'danybody say something?
Why didn't anybody scream out?” (1980: 5). This altereatiew of literature recurs
throughout Bukowski's writing. It suggests that Bukowski didbatieve, as Harold
Bloom argues, that the great canonical writers setamateate, “a mode of originality
that either cannot be assimilated, or that so das@sius that we cease to see it as
strange.” (1996: 3). Bukowski might claim that the greabnmal writers set out to
create 'a mode of originality' that rendered the vgisimply incomprehensible to the
average reader.

Bukowski's portrayal of America as grotesque, the emphagidaces on
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the sexual act - which he devotes particular attemtion the novelWomenand short
story collectiorHot Water Music along with the many re-tellings of events that he
considered significant in his life, such as the outbdaevere acne, his troubled
relationship with his parents and his discovery ofditere, are the catalysts for the
development of Henry Chinaski’'s persona, which is adsdtyiated in Bukowski's
awareness of the absurdity of the world.

Bukowski's publishing history is also tied to his views#tisociety and
literature in general. This history can be summed wplasg slow struggle to have his
early poems accepted by small and now mostly forgdittdei literary magazines. This
particular publishing avenue very much approximated the goass forms of publishing
in the punk era of the 1970s, when information about baadsspread through crudely
done-up fanzines with small print runs. Bukowski’'s low-&eproach to publishing is a
significant aspect of his alternative aesthetic. Wéig/s about the literary scene and his
relationship to it emerge quite clearly in such stoagsin and Out and Over” froidot
Water Musi¢in which Bukowski portrays poetry readings as a con-garmdea hustle.

In the story, Chinaski would much rather stay at hontle ks typewriter than promote
his personality in such a fashion. He thereforeete$ that the primary role of the writer
is to write and not to develop a public persona. Thislae see in the novelollywood

in which Chinaski does not end up being embraced bylthénflustry in any real sense,

nor does he wish at any stage to be embraced by it.

Bukowski's Influence.

Gay Brewer notes about Bukowski's writing that, “himma@ents and work
nearly always lead back to the writing act itself, @gpnptive, conciliatory, and
regenerative ritual that renders life livable. He egped no interest in schools,
movements or explicit ideologies.” (1997: 9). An intdrgstontrast in this respect, are
the three major Beat writers Kerouac, Ginsberg andddigirs, who in the early 1940s
formulated a loose collection of literary ideals whibhy entitled 'The New Vision'
(Watson, 1995: 40). The New Vision was a philosophicaifesto of sorts which
expanded upon an initial idea that: “Uncensored self-esioress the seed of creativity.”
(1995: 40). We have argued in this essay that Bukowski aisoughly believed in this
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idea and promoted it through the thoughts and actions af/Kmnaski. However,
Bukowski never theorised about his writing, which suggéstse¢asoning behind his
statement that the Beats, “talked too much - aboutdélees. And they went for the
media, the limelight.” (Brewer: 9). Therefore, accogdio Bukowski, it is up to the
reader to form an opinion about the relative valuetoh&ski's uninhibited self
expression without the assistance of an authoria st of intent.

Bukowski does share some affinity with a number of otiréers who
were contemporaries. Those most relevant to our digcuare the Realist writers of
the 1970s such as Richard Ford and Tobias Wolff who hareidentified by some
critics as reviving realism in literature in respotsehe self reflexive experimental
fiction of so-called post modernist writers such asriié® Pynchon, Kurt Vonnegut and
John Barth. Malcolm Bradbury notes that, “the tddnty Realism'...is the kind of
writing to which [Tom] Wolfe gave the name 'K-Mariatiem.' It refers to a flat form of
writing, hyper detailed and socially specific, that did mtecprovide the tone for
American fictional writing during the Eighties.” (1981: 26&).writer of particular
importance in this respect is the short story watet poet Raymond Carver who wrote
in a sparse, aesthetically simple style which hacktleet of increasing the intensity of
hidden and sometimes disturbing aspects of the livesdafary people living in
suburban America. In Carver stories his, “charadéard unheroic lives where things are
frequently left unspoken - everything being implied throughrtinutiae of the story
rather than being said.” (Calcutt and Shepard: 1998: 53).e Hnersome significant
similarities between Carver and Bukowski, particularipash writers created stories
about ordinary people whose lives are often shaped byraésmarcumstances beyond
their control. Carver, however, demonstrates a riege ability to introduce multiple
voices into a single story, unlike Bukowski who is muchrergelf obsessed, and writes
mostly from a singular perspective.

Some important links between Carver and Bukowski caounedfin the
disturbed landscape that is the setting for many Categes, which Adam Meyer
describes as 'Carver Country'. In his critical asiglgf Carver's work, Meyer notes that
Carver's characters are, “primarily employed, wheg #ne employed at all, as blue-
collar workers - waitresses, mill or factory workér§1995: 21). There is an

ordinariness to them which is also true of Bukowskiaratters irHot Water Music
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The lives of Carver's characters are, “filled waliure, deterioration, disenchantment
and despair.” (1995: 21). In Carver stories the persomndliats of his characters are
often directly linked to their unfulfiling socio-econamgircumstances. Carver's greatest
literary achievement is his belief in realism aslkd literary form, also very much
Bukowski's domain. One could also draw some superficid lietween Bukowski and
a writer from the late 1980s such as Brett Eastonitis, in each of his novels, creates
characters whose nihilistic view of the world hasuteed from a disillusionment with the
hollowness of capitalism. Ellis' characters beltmthe sociologically defined
Generation X, a social group who have seemingly beaiseachanted with the
materialist values of their parents, and are thus higymical about the capitalist society
in which they live.

Dirty Realism as a recognisable genre took off in palistin the late 1980s
and early 1990s. A number of younger Australian writersnoaels published around
this time, and although they did not deliberately setoutreate a specific literary
movement, there are nevertheless certain themadistglistic similarities with
Bukowski, in particular a shared focus on characters wbah the fringes of society
and who engage in anti social behaviour. In an anicléhe topic, Murray Waldren
notes that particular thematic concerns are, “phyaisdlspiritual violence, copious,
preferably sleazy sex, drugs, desperation.” Waldreisasadare that there are literary
precedents, “It's not a new literary genre - Henryiévlilvas a master, William
Burroughs, Kerouac, Ginsberg all dabbled there, so did €2hBrlkowski and Raymond
Carver.” (1995: 13). In his article Waldren refers to swdkers as Edward Berridge,
Andrew McGahan and Christos Tsiolkas whose nbwaededwas eventually turned into
a well received movie. In an interview to promotg fovelLast Drinks McGahan,
whose first novePraisewon the Vogel literary award in 1991, states thAtafsegrew
out of trying to imitate Bukowski. Badly.” ( Elliot: 200@0).

In the Waldren article, both Berridge and McGahandhlkut experiences
working in dead-end jobs and becoming disillusioned withdylkic vision of Australia
as the lucky country. In this sense there are samiasgiies with Bukowski's own
dystopic views about American society. In her inemivith Waldren, novelist Justine
Ettler notes that the bleak and violent tone of leehThe River Opheligs closely

linked to an awareness that: “My experience of life Warped my understanding of the
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world...it's given me a skewed view of how it operatg4.995: 14). Waldren does note
that at the time he conducted his interview with Etgae was completing a PhD in
contemporary American literature and concludes thag, l[&ather-jacketed gamin-
cropped author appears incongruously miscast as the faod babh raw, explicit
work.” (1995: 14). This assessment raises a doubt aboaktet to which

Bukowski's art and the writing from this younger generatbdAustralian writers are
compatible. One might suspect that Ettler's acadeniiiamwould grate with the
obstinately non-academic Bukowski, leaving her openitizism from the grizzled old
writer that she is just like all the others who woudder accept that a, “great poet never
knows what he is, he's a dime from the edge, but thewding holy about it. it's a job.
like mopping a bar floor (sic).” Letters Vol 2180).

However, there are hints of alienation in the difgeriences of some of
these younger Australian writers which influenced theiting. In his article, Murray
Waldren notes that Edward Berridge, whose short stdigction Lives of the Saints
focuses on the sexually desperate and misanthropiolivesbitual drug users, criminals
and blue collar workers, had himself experienced an ulgdifind disillusioned youth:
“He was a punk in the eighties, expelled from school g8&Ha burger griller at
McDonalds and sometimes bank clerk.” (1995: 15). Similamgrew McGahan's
experiences working in a suburban Brisbane bottle shopefibthe basis d?raise a
novel whose central character is mostly fatalatid self-destructive. Bukowski would
agree that a writer's experiences should ultimately stepne, style and thematic
concerns of the writing itself. In this respectweuld have been well pleased with his
literary children. Ultimately, the Australian grungeters belonged to a literary trend
that has since faded away. In contrast, Bukowski stubistthemes across four

decades of creativity.

The Artist

Neeli Cherkovski's biography of Bukowski ends with a d@fmistatement
from the writer: “'l think about it a lot. Maybewas the luck of the gods or just the
fact that | kept working. | never pretended to be moae thwas, a guy doing a
job...end of statement." ” (1991: 326). Bukowski had wrtemuch about Chinaski's
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life when he made this remark, there is little reasodoubt his sincerity. This phrase
invites further thought on the relationship betweeraad the real world with respect to
Bukowski's writing. Although Bukowski did not write his idiogyatic, realist literature
with any overt political agenda in mind, he did nevedsglapproach his writing with a
specific literary goal: He wrote in a simplified manse that his work could be
appreciated by the casual reader. Bukowski's writing i€ roonversational than lyrical.
This is because he believed that aesthetic compleragted a wedge between art and
reality.

We thus return to a significant influence on Charlekd®vski's writing, the
self-obsessed, semi-autobiographical fiction of HenitieM Biographer Mary Dearborn
notes that although Miller transcribed a passage frocekr-innegan's
Wakewhen writing an early draft of his first published nloVeopic of Cancer

more likely, however, he included the passage as a gesjaiest
Joyce,whose work annoyed him immenseljysses Joyce's epic of the
man-on-the-street could best be understood in termigistf léerary
conventions, he charged; Miller in some ways watingra proletarian

Ulysses and perhaps he used Joyce's words to hint as muchreatess.
(1991: 152).

Miller was possibly responding to the central charaictdoyce'ssinnegans's Wake
namedHCE (Here Comes Everybody). Joyce's novel is viguadlomprehensible to the
average reader not equipped with the intellectual capacdgdipher Joyce's literary
puzzles. Miller set out to avoid the experimental/modenomplexities of Joyce's
novel. The narrative flow offropic of Canceis assisted by the colloquial language of
everyday speech, including a liberal amount of profasdybetter to capture the self
expression of the character Henry Miller in a formrencomprehensible to his readers.

Bukowski further simplifies Miller’s aesthetic intentle writes in letters
about his dissatisfaction with Miller's surreal traesgions. His own literary aim was to
make his writing as clear and understandable as possibider to preserve the simple
rhythm of his narratives. In other words, he deébelly avoided using ‘word tricks'
which might confuse his readers. He thus envisageadueithe looked for in literature,
his readers did also. This is why Bukowski forsake agstbemplexity in his writing.
That he continued to do so in a forty year careeuloBsski's greatest literary

achievement.
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Bukowski provides an essential clue concerning the nafuris alternative
aesthetic irHollywoodwhen Chinaski states that the constant re-tellingaies brings
them closer to what they were supposed to be. In otbets, the re-telling of stories
allows Bukowski, through his persona Henry Chinaski, tkenggeater sense of the
disturbing and unusual aspects of his own life. We haeasied some of these aspects
in this essay. Moreover, the sympathetic readendeanough about the life of the anti-
hero Chinaski to be able to identify with at leasheaspects of his character, in
particular, the nature of Chinaski's struggle.

Struggle is the dominant motif in each of Bukowski's aittigtaphical
novels. Henry Chinaski's struggle is alleviated someéwhewo later novel$Vomenrand
Hollywood in which he is depicted as having achieved some suasessvriter,
contributing to a more relaxed lifestyle in his lagears, particularly itdollywoodin
which the overall tone of that work is marginally m@&ubdued than in Bukowski’s first
two novelsPost OfficeandFactotum It could be said dPost Officethat Bukowski
wrote it to see if he could write a novel. Before Bwk&i wrotePost Officehe had
produced a large number of poems and short stories, buédéesa interested in
lengthier prose.

In a letter to the poet Douglas Blazek in 1964, Bukowski sugdjest a
novel would not hold his attention over a longer spatintd, unlike poetry and short
stories which he was able to write very quickly, projgca sharp immediacy as a
consequence. In the letter Bukowski states, “writeak®@ novel? | am too lazy, too
sick, and such a waste of words, and they wouldn’t prisbitwhy not break it down
into poetic toothaches, all not so cumbersome, andltdocould stick to the
subject...” (etters Vol 1114). Itis also likely that Bukowski simply did not hake
time and energy that writing a novel requires. Wherebgned from the post office in
1970 with the intention of making a living from writingfenpting a novel must have
seemed more appealing. Hence, Bukowski bashed out a drafsioDfficein a matter
of weeks (Cherkovski: 224). Bukowski's swift writing of thevel is reflected in the
stark presentation of its central theme: the absuodityork.

Each of the autobiographical novels followiAgst Officeis distinguished
by a greater attention to detail, and plot and themeapansion. The novels and short

story collections published in the 1980s also suggest amaifteetive Bukowski,
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particularly in terms of a greater focus placed on Ckiisagouth, yet the sharpness and
simplicity of his style, present in his earliest erand poems remained, although less
consciously artless. Nevertheless, stylistic issis@e, struggle remains the one
dominant theme unifying the autobiographical novels amdest Struggle and its
alleviation is manifested in the experiences of H&minaski which are mostly ordinary,
but also unusual at times, such as Chinaski's excesgius bn sex in the nov&lomen
and his encounter with the commercial film industrthie noveHollywood

It is the ongoing vacillation between the ordinary Hrelstrange,
represented in those experiences that Bukowski seleceedthers when mapping out
Chinaski’s life, which makes his autobiographical fintgp interesting to read. Chinaski
stands apart from other literary characters who baiginated from their creator’s own
personalities, because of the intentional recurrehsaah aspects of his lifestyle as
chronic drunkenness, gambling, ongoing obsession withosgsight rejection of the
day-job and distaste for the literature of the canbime presence of such factors, along
with Bukowski's preference for stylistic simplicity, eapis both the cult or underground
nature of Bukowski's writing and the outsider personalitiiehry Chinaski, who
suffers in the novels as a consequence of his awardresthe world is absurd, as is his
life at times. This awareness originates with @&sesf harrowing experiences in
Chinaski’'s youth which shaped his life until his cregiassed away at the age of 74 and
Chinaski along with him.

Bukowski's autobiographical novels are enlightening is¢h@spects, but
his writing is also entertaining. Bukowski's humour ieafdifficult to detect because
he portrays Henry Chinaski's absurd experiences in a deadganer. This is so,
whether the tone of the novel is more lighthearted ## case withVomenand
Hollywood or considerably darker as we se®aost Office FactotumandHam on Rye.
There is something dryly comical about Bukowski portragmgnaski as the victim of a
woman’s voracious sexual appetiteéMomen yet one needs to be aware of the nature of
Chinaski’'s personality before the humour apparent in aystrtrayal is revealed. Thus,
humour in Bukowski's work exists below the surface ofaisratives, but is never too
difficult to reach. This is because all Bukowski's wigtj whether a poem, short story,
or novel, is easy to read. What makes Bukowski's vgritiesthetically pleasing, above

and beyond its central themes, is its simplicityretsdability.
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Chinaski’'s quest for freedom is depicted by Bukowski asiassef
adventures his anti-hero embarks upon where he luramsoine absurd situation to the
next without ever losing sight of his goal to defy abgyridirough articulating his
alternative view of the world. Bukowski keeps his rea@etsrtained with lurid tales of
Chinaski's drunken exploits, but always within the contehChinaski’'s struggles and
suffering as a consequence of a painful childhood thatyalveemained in the shadows.

Arguably, art may be appreciated more significantly wé@mnething is
known about the intentions of the artist when crgadirparticular work, and enough
information exists for a work of art to be placedtgproper historical and social
context. It may assist the reader who is interesteaploring Bukowski's
autobiographical novels, to be aware that each ccenserned with presenting one
individual's experience of the world. No matter how tiagrative of each
autobiographical novel unfolds, Chinaski always sharediscovery that the world is a
strange, alienating and absurd place. He eventually debmkelsy turning to writing, he
is able to share this discovery with others.

That Bukowski chose to write about Chinaski’s lifewcls a frank and
open manner is a major factor contributing to his reputas a writer of the literary
underground - that is, a writer of alternative fictioks one of the working poor in
America for much of his life, Bukowski often struggled twsve daily life with his
sanity and physical health intact. However, he adwaged the challenges presented to
him with a fiery determination. Writing almost daityr four decades, Bukowski
amassed a body of work that is amusing, confronting, #iad bleak, but always

fascinating.
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