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BUKOWSKI, Charles. American. Born in Andernach.
Germany. 16 August 1920: brought to the United States in
1922. Attended Los Angeles City College. 1939-41. Divorced:
onc daughter. Post office worker. Los Angeles. for 12 years.
Formerly. Editor. Harlequin. Whecler. Texas. then Los
Angeles. and Laugh Litcrary and Man the Humping Guns,
both Los Angeles: columnist (“Notes of a Dirty Old Man™).
Open City. Los Angeles. then Los Angeles Free Press. Recip-
jent: Loujon Press award: National Endowment for the Arts
grant. 1974, Address: P.O. Box 132. San Pedro. California
90731.U.S.A.
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PUBLICATIONS
Novels

Post Office.  Los Angeles, Black Sparrow Press. 1971 Loy,
don. London Magazine Editions. 1974,

Factotum.  Los Angeles, Black Sparrow Press. 1975: Londop
W.H. Allen. 1981, )

Women. Sama Barbara. California. Black Sparrow Preg
1978; London. W.H. Allen. 1981. o

Ham on Rye. Santa Barbara. California. Black Sparre
Press. 1982: London. Airlift. 1983

Short Stories

Notes of a Dirtv Old Man. North Hollywood. Californi,
Essex House. 1969. '

Erections. Ejaculations. Exhibitions and General Tales of
Ordinary Madness. San Francisco. City Lights. 1972
abridged edition. as Life and Death in the Charity Warg
London. London Magazine Editions. 1974: selections.,
edited by Gail Chiarello. as Tales of Ordinary Madness ang
The Most Beawiful Woman in Town and Other Stories. City
Lights. 2 vols.. 1983. ’

South of No North.  Los Angeles. Black Sparrow Press. 1973

Bring Me Your Love. Santa Barbara. California. Black Spar.
row Press. and London. Airlift. 1983.

Hot Water Music. Santa Barbara. California. Black Sparrow
Press. and London. Airlift. 1983. )

There's No Business. Santa Barbara. California. Black Spar-
row Press. and London. Airlift. 1984.

Verse

Flower. Fist and Bestial Wail. Eureka. California. Hears
Press. 1959.

Longshot Poems for Broke Plavers. New York. 7 Poets Press.
1961.

Run with the Hunted. Chicaga. Midwest. 1962.

Poems and Drawings. Crescent City. Florida. Epos. 1962.

It Catches My Heart in Its Hands: New and Selected Poem:
1955-1963. New Orleans. Loujon Press. 1963.

Grip the Walls. Storrs. Connecticut. Wormwood Review
Press. 1964.

Cold Dogs in the Courtvard. Chicago. Chicago Literan
Times, 1965.

Crucifix in a Deathhand: New Poems | 963-65. New Orlcans.
Loujon Press. 1965.

The Genius of the Crowd.  Cleveland. 7 Flowers Press. 1966

True Storv. Los Angeles, Black Sparrow Press. 1966,

On Going Out 10 Get the Mail.  Los Angeles. Black Sparrow
Press. 1966.

To Kiss the Worms Goodnight.  Los Angeles. Black Sparrow
Press. 1966.

The Girls.  Los Angeles. Black Sparrow Press. 1966.

The Flower Lover. Los Angeles. Black Sparrow Press. 19t

Night's Work. Storrs. Connecticut. Wormwood Review
Press. 1966.

2 by Bukowski. Los Angeles. Black Sparrow Press. 1967

The Curtains Are Waving.  Los Angeles. Black Sparrow Press
1967.

At Terror Street and Agony Way. Los Angeles. Black Spar
row Press. 1968.

Poems Written Before Jumping Out of an 8-Story Window
Berkeley. California. Litmus. 1968.

If We Take. . .. Los Angeles. Black Sparrow Press. 1969,
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The Davs Run Away Like Wild Horses over the Hills.  Los
Angeles. Black Sparraw Press, 19609,

Penguin Modern Pocts 13, with Philip Lamantia and Harold

; London. Penguin, 1969.

Norsc.
Another Academy.  Los Angeles. Black Sparrow Press, 1970.
Fire Station. Santa Barbara. California. Capricorn Press.
1970.

Mockingbird Wish Me Luck.
Press. 1972.

Me and Your Sometimes Love Poems.
Press. 1972,

While the Music Plaved. Los Angeles, Black Sparrow Press.
973.

Lnl\-r Poems 1o Marina.
1973.

Burning in Water, Drowning in Flame: Selected Poems

Los Angeles. Black Sparrow

Los Angeles, Kisskill

Los Angeles, Black Sparrow Press,

1955-1973.  Los Angeles, Black Sparrow Press. 1974.
Africa. Paris. Greece. Los Angeles. Black Sparrow Press.
1975

Weather Report. North Cambridge. Massachusetts. Pome-
granate Press. 1975.

winrer.  Evanston. lllinois. No Mountain. 1975.

Touch Company. with The Last Poem, by Diane Wakoski.
Santa Barbara, California, Black Sparrow Press. 1976.

Scarlet.  Santa Barbara, California. Black Sparrow Press,
1976. :

Mavhe Tomorrow. Santa Barbara. California, Black Sparrow
Press. 1977.

Love Is a Dog from Hell: Poems 1974-1977. Santa Barbara.
California. Black Sparrow Press. 1977.

Legs. Hips. and Behind.  Los Angeles, Wormwood Review
Press. 1979.

Plav the Piano Drunk Like a Percussion Instrument until the
Fingers Begin to Bleed a Bit. Santa Barbara. California.
Black Sparrow Press. 1979.

A Love Poem. Santa Barbara, California, Black Sparrow
Press. 1979.

Dangling in the Tourncfortia.
Black Sparrow Press. 1981.
The Last Generation.  Santa Barbara. California. Black Spar-

row Press. 1982.

.Sparks. Santa Barbara. California. Black Sparrow Press.
1983.

War All the Time: Poems 1981-1984.
nia. Black Sparrow Press. 1984.

Santa Barbara. California.

Santa Barbara, Califor-

Other

Confessions of a Man Insane Enough 1o Live with Beasts.
Bensenville, Hlinois. Mimeo Press. 1965.

All the Assholes in the World and Mine. Bensenville, Illinois.
Open Skull Press. 1966.

A Bukowski Sampler. edited by Douglas Blazek. Madison,
Wisconsin. Quixote Press. 1969.

Art. Santa Barbara. California. Black Sparrow Press. 1977.

Whar They Want.  Santa Barbara. California. Neville, 1977.

We'll Take Them. - Santa Barbara, California, Black Sparrow
Press. 1978.

You Kissed Lilly.
Press. 1978.

Shakespeare Never Did This.
1979,

The  Bukowski/Purdy Leners: A Decade of Dialogue
1964-1974, with Al Purdy. edited by Seamus Cooney. Sut-
ton West. Ontario. Paget Press. 1983.

Santa Barbara. California. Black Sparrow

San Francisco, City Lights,
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Editor. with Neeli Cherry.and Paul Vangelisti. Anthology of
L.A. Pocts.  Los Angcles. Laugh Literary. 1972

*

Bibliography: A Bibliography of Charles Bukowski by Sanford
Dorbin, Los Angeles. Black Sparrow Press, 1969,

Manuscript Collection: University of California. Santa Bar-
bara.

Critical Studies: Charles Bukowski: A Biographical Study by
Hugh Fox. Somerville. Massachusctts. Abyss. 1968: Bukowski-
Friendship. Fame. and Bestial Myt by Jory Sherman. Augusta,
Georgia. Blue Horse Press. 1982: *'Charles Bukowskij Issuc™
of Review of Contemporary Fiction (Elmwood Park. Illinois).
Fall 1985.

* * *

Charles Bukowski's world. as John William Corrington aptly
stated in the introduction to It Catches My Heart in Its Hands
(1963). “is an alley. a dark hallway: it is a park or a trashlittered
road alongside the Pacific—or the Mississippi. And its tenants
are not actors. They are derelicts. convicts. whores. dogs.
paupers, roaches. drunks. and the rest of the lower end of
the American spectrum.™ This is both a fair assessment of the
world represented through Bukowski's prose and poetry (Buk-
owski is most famous as a poet) and representative itself of
the “compliments™ that Bukowski's admirers pay him. Buk-
owski writes of the “lower end” of America and the people
who inhabit this sphere perhaps more honestly and bluntlyv—
sparing no four-lettered words. no unpleasant detail—than any
American writer ever has. “The spoken word nailed to the
page” is how Corrington describes Bukowski's stvle. It is
because of his no-holds-barred depiction of a heretofore
ignored stratum of America that Bukowski has come to be
loved particularly by those bored with the “'safe” subjects and
the formal. etiquette-burdened prose of most of Bukowski's
contemporaries. Bukowski has never been supported by a
university or a large publisher: he has come from and largely
remained in the world of which he writes. Published by small.
underground presses and ephemeral mimeographed little
magazines. Bukowski has gained popularity. in a sense.
through word of mouth.

Bukowski's first full-length book of short stories was called
Erections, Ejaculations. Exhibitions and General Tales of
Ordinary Madness. The themes in this early book are perhaps
best described by Thomas Edward of the New York Review.
who paraphrases Bukowski's attitude as. *Politics is bulishit.
since work is as brutalizing and unrewarding in a liberal order
as in any totalitarian one: artists and intellectuals are mostly
fakes. smugly enjoying the blessings of the society thev carp
at: the radical young are spiritless asses. insulated by drugs
and their own endless cant from any authentic experience of
mind or body: most women are whores. though honest whores
are good and desirable: no life finally works. but the best one
possibly involves plenty of six packs. enough money to go to
the track. and a willing woman of any age and shape in a
goaod old-fashioned garter belt and high heels.™

Bukowski despises phoniness and pretension on anv level.
and his styvle. accordingly. is simple and straightforward. shun-
ning the ornate or “literary™ usage. Bukowski's sentences are
mostly short and direct (no metaphor. no allusion. no
“devices™). and he prefers. like Hemingwayv. with whom he
is sometimes compared. the simple adjective. But Erections,
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Ejaculations also reveals a Bukowski who. whilc maintaining
a simplc. direct prose style. is experimenting on other levels.
In the book there arc storics in third person and first person
(in later books Bukowski will stay with first-person narration).
stories in which no capitalization of proper nouns is used. and
stories in which every letter of dialoguc is capitalized: there
are also stories—clearly autobiographical—in which Bukowski
will usc his own name for the protagonist and others, also
autobiographical. in which the protagonist is named Henry
Chinaski. a name Bukowski will usc sofely in all later storics
and novels. They arce clearly the storics of @ still-developing
writer.

An important element in Erections. Ejaculations. as in all
of Bukowski's writings. is humof. Bukowski's is a lowbrow.
tough-guy humor which belitties and degrades just about any-
thing or anyonc—irom feminists to homosexuals 10 writers 10
politicians. Many do not find Bukowski funny at all. but. for
others. Bukowski's humor is the main attraction of his Writing.
enlivening his otherwise utierly depressing outlook. A few lin¢es
of one story in Erections. Ejaculations. **Great Poets Die in
Steaming’ Pots of Shit.” give a taste of the humor and the
way in which Bukowski uses it to make serious statements.
Al the beginning of the story. Bukowski is in a typical condi-
tion: “with sick hangover 1 crawled out from under the sheets
the other day to get to the store. buy some food. place food
inside of me and make the job I hate.” He gets to the grocery
storc and meets 2 man who recognizes Bukowski as the great
underground poet. The man insists on starting a conversation
with Bukowski. who. as usual. is not interested but tolerates
the man while Bukowski. hungover. throws food into his bas-
ket. The story is made up mostly of their dialogue. signified
throughout by upper case letters. and through the dialogue
Bukowski's position concerning himself and others who have
-made it" comes through in one-line quips. The man nagging
Bukowski. recognizing Bukowski's deplorable condition. asks.
~CAN'T YOU GET A GRANT OR SOMETHING." Buk-

_owski savs. "I TRIED LAST YEAR. THE HUMANITIES.

ALL 1 GOT BACK WAS A FORM-LETTER OF RE-
JECTION.” “BUT EVERY ASS IN THE COUNTRY 15
LIVING ON A GRANT.” the man says. “YOU FINALLY
SAID SOMETHING.” Bukowski replies.

Bukowski's first novel, Post Officc. shows. if not a change
in overall attitude or “theme.” a coalescing of style and point
of view which Bukowski maintains to the present day. His
protagonist is Henry Chinaski. a thinly-disguised alter-ego. and
the novel is. as usual. roughly autobiographical. since Buk-
owski did work for a post office in Los Angeles as. first. a
substitute carrier and. later. a clerk for mearly 12 vears—his
only steady job. other than that of writer. The tale begins
when Chinaski. a drunk. needing a temporary job (again).
jearns from “the drunk up the hill"" that the post office will
hire “damned near anybody ™ near Christmas as a temporary
carrier. The novel ends when. many hassles with the supervi-
sors. drunken davs and nights. and several women later. Chi-
naski. finally leaving the post office for good. decides to write
his first novel. Post Office is. like all of Bukowski's novels.
very episodic. wrilten in short sections of often little more than
a page which recount. for instance. a mail-carrying mishap.
a run-in with the boss. 2 drunken spree. or a fight with the
woman. Yet the novel coheres because of its overall purpose
of telling the story of Chinaski's days with the post office. and
each section. though a little ~episode’ in itself. depends upon
the others to complete the overall story.

Post Office makes clear that Chinaski/Bukowskiisa terminal
loner. And it brings out 2 recurring theme in Bukowski: that
human relationships. becausc of inevitably conflicting egos and
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desires. never work. Chinaski. ume and again. begins alone
encounters others (usually @ woman). with whom be hi‘gin;
a relationship. But the relationships inevitably fail. and Chi.
naksi ends up alone. again. Chinaski is not rueful about thi
incvitability: he is accepting. He is a supreme existentialist
and the words which end the chapters of Post Office often
illuminate this attitude: *1 got up. walked to the car and |
rented the first place 1 saw with a sign. | moved.in that night.
1 had just lost 3 women and a dog™: “She even helped me
pack ... 1 got into the car and hegan cruising up and down
the streets looking for a For Rent sign. 1t didn’t seem 10 be
an unusual thing to do™ “We drank a littic and then we went
1o bed. but it wasn't the same. it never was . . . Weslept without
touching. We had both been robbed.”” Post Office is. appropri.
ately. “dedicated 10 nobady.”

After reading much Bukowski (and there is much to read:
though he has written only four novels. his output thus far
has been over 60 books. including poetry and short fiction).
one senses that. behind this inexorable existential stoicism,
there is a Bukowski who has indeed. somewhere along the
way. “been robbed” emotionally himsclf. Bukowski's most
recent novel. Ham on Rve. confirms this suspicion. as it
recounts the story of Henry Chinaski as a child and adolescent.
It is autobiographical. and its mixture of poignance. humor.
and honesty have made it Bukowski's most highly acclaimed
work. It also marks the first time Bukowski has written about
his childhood.

The story is told. as usuat. by Chinaski himself. starting with
his earliest memaries of his childhood. As in Huckleberry Finn
and The Caicher in the Ryc. the vantage point of a young person
is perhaps the best one from which to expose the hypocrisy.
pretensions. and vanity of a “grown-up” world. the main thing:
Bukowski sets out 10 €XpOse. Ham on Rve takes on a much
more touching, human dimension than his carlier works. for
herc it is the young. impressionable. and vulnerable Chinaski
having to cope with the evils and sicknesses of grown-up
people.

Ham on Rye takes place mostly during the Depression vears
and ends at the outbreak of World War 11. Chinaski is raised
in a household where the father. chronically unemployed. i
stercotypically stern and overbearing ("He didn’t like me.
-Children should be seen and not heard.” he told me’') and
the mother is characterless and obeying (" The father.” she
said. ‘is always right’ ™). Chinaski's parents—like maost grown-
ups in the novel—live their lives based on false ideals and
erroneous perceptions of how life “should be.”™ Their idcals
and perceptions have little 10 do with reality and they make
life. for those who, like Chinaski. sec the phoniness and wish
for truth and honesty. a gam¢ of little interest. The novel
unfolds as a serics of incidents—ofien tragic. often hilarious—
through which Chinaski sees these shortcomings in his parcnt
and people of the “real” world and comes to accept his situation
as hopeless. Chinaski first fully understands the phoniness with .
which people cloak themsclves when he fabricates what war
supposed to be a factual account of President Hoover's visi
to Los Angeles and’ submits it to his English teacher. After
his English teacher discovers that his supposcdly “factual”
paper—a paper she had read 10 the class and praised 3
exemplary—is a iraud. she. 1o save facc. praiscs Chinaski
anvway. saving " That makes it all the mose remarkable.”” Ch-
naski comments: “So that's what they wanted: lies. Beautiful
lies. That's what they needed. People were fools.”

Knowing that people prefer the comfortable lie to the
uncomfortable truth makes encounters with alt but understand:
ing outsiders (like himself) unbearable for Chinaski. With the
«outsiders™ Chinaski finds himself inevitably atlied. Because.
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however. the buman relationship—even amang outsiders like
Chinaski—is incluctably cphemeral. Chinaski soon finds that
the only things that make life bearable are masturbating,
dreaming of sex (Chinaski never docs., in Ham on Rye. actually
have intercourse with a woman). and. above all, alcohol:
~*Without drink.” Chinaski savs 1o his buddy near the cnd
of the novel. 'l would have long ago cut my god-damned
throat.””" Charles Bukowski's ability 10 present in g language
directly from the peopie about whom he writes the hypocrisics,
the intclectual shorlcomings. and the sadness of those trying
to live out the American Dream makes Ham on Rye—and
most of Bukowski's fiction—relevant and moving.

—Jay Dougherty
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