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Literary criticism no longer shrinks from applying the theories and discov-
eries of psychology to literature, but this has not, with the exception of a few
farsighted critics, long been true. Leon Edel joined the ranks of the “psycho-
logical critics” early, and those who are intrigued by the strange relationship
between literature and psychology will certainly want to read Stuff of Sleep
and Dreams, as will students of modern literature. Edel recounts the genesis
of his interest in psychology and his account, especially of the 1930 meeting in
Vienna with Dr, Alfred Adler, is an especially appropriate opening. The
gradually learned “lesson of Vienna” provides the book with its foundation:
“After a while I came to believe that we can hardly write a line without
informing ouselves of the promptings unveiled for us in the psychoanalytic
study of the imagination. They lie close to the heart of all literary creation.”

Edel eventually came to practice what he calls “ ‘literary psychology’: the
study of what literature expresses of the human being who creates it.” The
critic is thus carried along with the increasingly inward, increasingly individ-
ual movement of modern literature, the movement which gave birth to
psychology as well as to Ulysses and Remembrance of Things Past. The first
sentence of Edel’s “Foreward” is central: “We know that all literature isa form
of disguise, a mask, a fable, a mystery; and behind the mask is the author.”
Certainly one of the most singular aspects of modern literature is the narrow-
ing of its focus from an entire society to the psychology of its protagonist, and
Edel’s statement is certainly true for most modern literature. But, as the title
of Joseph Campbell’s monumental study of mythology, The Masks of God,
implies, God and society have been behind the mask at other times. Clearly,
“literary psychology” is a logical phase of literary history and its usefulness is
primarily limited to literature since the Renaissance. It becomes more useful
as the individual becomes more important as the focus of literature.

Much of the literary psychology in this book is inarguably marvelous. “The
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Mystery of Walden Pond” explores the personal myth Henry David Thoreau
created in Walden, and it contrasts the myth with the reality. The exploration
of Thoreau’s creative psychology is a small masterpiece. So, too, is the
investigation of the relationship between T. S. Eliot’s abulia and his poetry.
This is criticism at its best; it generates not only a fuller understanding of the
man (which is ultimately biography) but also of the work (which is, of course,
the primary duty of criticism). “The Madness of Virginia Woolf” also probes
the intertwining of neuroses and art and it is, for the most part, convincing.
Nearly all of these essays imply that artistic creation is often neurosis trans-
muted and transformed, and Edel is less convincing with other writers than
he is with Thoreau, Eliot, and Woolf. Most psychological critics tend to
ignore the inverse of this interpretation of the relationship between neuroses
and literature: the possibility that neuroses are transformed creativity. Yet
Freud and his pupils have themselves made this suggestion; e.g., Dr. William
Hoffer offered the opinion that Theodore Roethke’s recurring “madness” was
“merely the running expenses he paid for being his kind of poet.”

It is just here that Edel goes wrong in two of his essays on Joyce. He
approaches the man and his work as if convinced that Joyce’s personality
defects directed his creativity when, as numerous accounts suggest, much of
Joyce’s neurotic behavior was certainly a consequence of the herculean
artistic tasks he attempted with Ulysses and Finnegans Wake.

Edelis the most entertaining when he is being the literary psychologist. The
discussion of “how the unconscious imagination dictates choices which seem
to most people accidental” is especially convincing and pleasurable in its
application to Rex Stout’s creation of Nero Wolfe. And the clever “castra-
tion” explication of Auden’s psyche is entertaining, even though it is neither
convincing nor especially helpful in appreciating Auden’s poetry. Happily
Edeldoes not limit himself to the role he describes: “The literary psychologist
works with the text alone and can go only where the text leads.” Just as the
formalist critics pretended for decades that they had no outside information,
Edel, too, implies that the text alone is sufficient for literary psychology. Yet
his excellent essay on Thoreau would be impossible if he had confined himself
to Walden. In fact, he finds his clues and cues in the works of Thoreau’s
biographers, in Emerson’s journals, in letters, in the words of Henry James,
Sr., and in his own knowledge of America — and especially New York and
Concord — of the 1840%. Edel does, to be sure, fashion the myth of self
Thoreau was trying to create primarily from the text, but the clues are taken
from whatever sources are available.

While Edel entertains as a literary psychologist, he does his best writing
when he recounts his own experiences. The memory of his first view of Joyce,
at the Paris opera in 1929, is concise and evocative: he manages to sketch a
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convincing portrait with a few bold strokes. He does it again in the “split
second of literary history” he brings to life: Joyce listening to his Work in
Progress being read aloud at an Adrienne Monnier soirée. The passages in
this book when Edel slips on his biographer mask alone make the book
worthwhile — especially the first-hand reports. Edel’s meeting with Edith
Wharton, his anecdotes of Joyce, Eliot, Adler, and especially his moving
account of Edmund Wilson echoing a John Berryman “drowned in his own
anguish,” these are the highlights of a book packed with stimulating material.

Because of the preponderance of first-class material in Stuff of Sleep and
Dreams, the few discordant notes are all the more distressing. After three
insightful, balanced, and even joyful Joyce-related essays, Edel’s literary
psychology deteriorates almost to the level of disparagement in “The Injus-
tice Collector” and “The Psychopathology of Shem.” A statement such as
“Joyce wrote not for literature but for revenge” is sweepingly unfair; and in
light of Edel’s own suggestion that Joyce was too often caught up in the
performance of literature, it is fatuous. Edelis also curiously squeamish with
regard to Joyce’s now notorious erotic letters to Nora. Perhaps Edel’s reac-
tion (to apply his literary psychology to the critic) says more about the limits
of Edel’'s sexual imagination than about Joyce’s “wallowing in excrement”
(and certainly Edel’s choice of the word “wallowing” is the sort of textual clue
a literary psychologist would pounce upon). Sexual normality, as the litera-
ture of psychology repeatedly points out, varies greatly from era to era and
culture to culture.

Readers and critics are just now catching up with Joyce the author; it seems
likely that his sexual nature was as advanced as his artistic spirit. Certainly
the notion that Ulysses is an obscure and dirty book is outmoded. Perhaps we
need to catch up with Joyce the writer of erotic letters as well. These two
essays are doubly disappointing, for they indicate that Edel has fallen woe-
fully behind on his Joyce scholarship: he certainly could not have read Hugh
Kenner’s most recent book, for example, and still feel comfortable writing
“Joyce’s choice of the name Leopold for Bloom was less accidental than
might seem.” Recent Joyce scholarship emphasizes just how little was accid-
ental in Joyce. Few writers were more in touch with the workings of their own
subconscious and, consequently, few made more conscious artistic choices.

Purists may quibble with the subtitle: Experiments in Literary Psychology.
Certainly these are not experiments, but rather learned speculation. Never-
theless, with the exception of the two weak essays on Joyce, a dead-end essay
on Auden, and some excessive ennobling of critics in “The Critic as Wound-
Dresser,” this is first-rate work. Books such as this are essential if serious
scholarly attempts to sort out the complex relationship between psychology
and literature are to be made. Edel amply demonstrates the positive benefits
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of joining the two fields; with luck others will follow the fine example this
book provides.




