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Long the Train’s Been Gone, Baldwin has
used the life of a fictional performing
artist to reveal the anguish of the black
experience in America. And once again
his invented crises fall short of the im-
pact and immediacy of his own real
thoughts and experiences, as described
in The Fire Next Time, Notes of a Native
Son, and his other collections of prophet-
ic, profoundly disturbing essays.
—JAMES RAWLEY

W. H. Auden: The Life of a Poet
by Charles Osborne

Harcourt Brace Jovanovich

336 pp., $17.95

CHARLES OSBORNE was one of a small
number of friends attending W. H. Au-
den’s funeral in the Austrian village of
Kirchstetten in 1973. His account of the
day, a fiction-like piece that conveys the
grief as well as the human comedy of the
occasion, was published soon afterward
and now reappears as the conclusion of
his biography of the great English poet.
Throughout, Osborne is able to blend
the distance required of a keen observer,
critic, and scholar with the nearness and
warm understanding of a friend.

He offers scores of gossipy details and
anecdotes about Auden, knowing that
the art of gossip makes the literary biog-
raphy something other than dutiful
reading (one of the many delights of the
book is an excerpt from Auden’s radio
talk in praise of gossip). The poet is here
with all his gifts and eccentricities—the
rumpled clothes that made him look, in
his own words, like “an unmade bed”;
the legendary mess in his apartments
and houses; and his blinding wit, which
ranged from impromptu remarks
onstage at poets’ conferences, to his pri-
vate jokes for his gay friends, to his de-
scription, in his travel book on Iceland,
of his attempt to ride a horse.

The book is an excellent introduction
to the remarkable variety of Auden’s
creative achievement in prose, poetry,
and theater. Included for the first time
are some verses that Auden never in-
tended to publish, such as the casual
stanzas he read at a New Year’s Eve
party, and those for Christopher Isher-
wood scribbled into the prefatory pages
of a D.H. Lawrence novel.

—JOHN FLUDAS

The Passion Artist
by John Hawkes
Harper & Row, 185 pp., $9.95

A TRUE sSON of Kafka and Hesse, with a
propensity for the macabre that might
make Edgar Allan Poe shudder, John
Hawkes here delves once again into the
subconscious, lifting fears and night-
mares, secret lusts and hates to the gray
light of day. The Passion Artist will not
disappoint partisans of such novels as
Second Skin, The Lime Twig, and The
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JERRY BAUER

Hawkes—His prose is exquisite, but empty.

Blood Oranges, which established
Hawkes as a writer’s writer, a strict
avant-gardist. His prose is undoubtedly
exquisite, but the question arises—to
what point?

In an ugly imagined Slavic city, wid-
ower Konrad Vost, a clerk in a phar-
macy, cares for his adolescent daughter
(secretly a prostitute), and spends his
spare time in a cafe across from La Vio-
laine, a women’s prison in which his
mother has been held for some time.
One day the prisoners riot, and their
male relatives are sent in with clubs to
quell the disturbance. Overcoming the
men, who act with a horrible and unex-
plained vengeance, the women imprison
them. In dreams, Vost wanders in a past
full of terrors (imaginary and real) as
his mother and a seductive friend visit
his cell and witness his breakdown. He
recalls a boyhood attempt to have sex
with a horse, embarrassingly inter-
rupted by the woman in whose care his
mother had placed him. The woman, a
grotesque drunkard, later offered herself
to him. A potentially lovely tryst with a
fellow orphan was disrupted by wasps.
And so on. In this externalized land-
scape of Vost’s soul where women are
evil, men more so, and love pathetic,
shouldn’t we have sympathy? Impossi-
ble. There’s not a recognizable person or
emotion in the lot.

In the past Hawkes put more meat on
the bones of his plots, was less didactic.
Images meshed with character. Unfor-
tunately, in his latest novel the sur-
realistic elements—Vost’s silver hand,
dreams of dogs emerging from an egg—
are like twinkling lights framing an
empty stage. The only sound is a voice
philosophizing from the wings, and the
empty stage, unfortunately, is what
stays in the mind.

—VALERIE BROOKS
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California

from cover to cover.

You don’t have to live in

California to enjoy California life.

Subscribe to New West Magazine.
Every two weeks, we'll tell you

what’s really going on here. And it
could be important that you know.
Events in California have a way

of quickly becoming of interest

outside of California. For example,
New West gave this country its first

look at Howard Jarvis, Jim Jones,
David Begelman and the ill-fated
Firestone 500 radial tire.
We bring you stories like:
Inside Hollywood: by Jeanie

Kasindorf. How to tell if a poten-
tial critic is reviewing a potential
business partner or a best friend.

Automation Stalks the Vine-
yards: by Ehud Yonay It looks
like a car wash on wheels and it
replaces farm workers.

The White Album: by Joan
Didion. A fascinating excerpt
from the best-selling author's
newest work about survival in
the sixties.

Eureka: by John Gregory
Dunne. A celebratory journey
from community in the east to

space in the west.

The Best Barbeque in Cali-
fornia: by Charlie Haas.

Political scoops, financial infor-
mation, exposés, reviews, plus regu-
lar features on shopping, bargains,
restaurants, movies, current events,
entertainment and recreation.

No other magazine reflects the
culture and chemistry of California
like New West. So fill out the
attached order card and subscribe
to New West today.

We'll bring you California.

From cover to cover.
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