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Richard Cook's Alfred Kazin: A Biography is well wort h reading. Richard
Cook uses Kazin's lifet ime of journals and his copious writ ings and his t wo
major works, On Native Grounds (1942) and A Walker in the City (1951) t o
analyze what  made Kazin t he pre-eminent  spokesperson for American
lit erat ure and art s during t he 1930s t hrough t he 1950s.

Cook's writ ing st yle is crisp, clear, and easy t o read. Cook, who is a
Professor of  English Lit erat ure at  t he Universit y of  Missouri, St . Louis,
does a good job of  int erpret ing Kazin's life—his int erest s, views,
achievement s, conflict s, Jewishness. Cook includes ext ensive quot at ions
from Kazin's journals and publicat ions. Furt her, Cook's biography is well
document ed wit h ext ensive not es organized by [End Page 98] each
chapt er and an ext ensive bibliography, and lends it self  t o being a source
book for furt her research.

Cook's biography goes int o det ailed discussions about  t he polit ical and
lit erary movement s t hat  Kazin was involved in during t he early and mid-
t went iet h cent ury in America and abroad, which was every import ant
movement  during t he t ime. Kazin made copious not es about  everyone
he met , about  t he lit erary journals t hat  were f lourishing in t he 1930s and
1940s, and about  t he lit erary crit ics and polit ical radicals t hat  he was
friends wit h. He lat er t urned his journals int o det ailed and accurat e
memoirs of  his and his cont emporaries' involvement  in Socialism,
Communism, and t he Democrat ic movement s of  t he t imes. His life was a
recordat ion of  t he America of  t he 1920s t hrough 1950s, a mini-hist ory of
t he t imes.

Kazin was a great  support er of  all t hat  was uniquely American in a t ime
when most  Lit erat i worshipped Europe and looked t o European art ist s,
aut hors, and philosophers for inspirat ion. Kazin realized t hat  he had
discovered his life's work at  t he age of  25, when he was a new graduat e
of Cit y College and a somet ime reviewer for various lit erary journals. In a
journal ent ry in 1939, Kazin says, "I suddenly realized, and for t he f irst
t ime consciously, t hat  I had a passionat e and even professional int erest
in American cult ure and lit erat ure" (70). Kazin followed up on t his



realizat ion by deciding t hat  he want ed t o writ e t he definit ive hist ory of
lat e ninet eent h- / early t went iet h-cent ury American lit erat ure. The
result  was On Native Grounds published in 1942.

Kazin expressed in his journals lively and insight ful opinions about  t he
universit ies where he t aught  and facult y and st udent s he int eract ed
wit h, whet her in New York Cit y, Michigan, Nort h Carolina, or
Massachuset t s. Kazin harbored a special feeling for t he Midwest , where
he t hought  t he st udent s were sincere but  unimaginat ive, and liked least
Amherst , Massachuset t s, where he t hought  professors and st udent s
alike were pompous and pedant ic.

When Kazin got  older, he ret urned t o walk t he Brownsville st reet s of
his yout h, looking for what  defined him from t hat  environment . In an
eEort  t o make sense out  of  t he dualit ies t hat  he felt  in his life, he
complied his Brownsville ramblings in A Walker in the City (1951), t he
second of his import ant  works, t his one about  t he eEect  t hat  a person's
childhood experiences has on shaping t he adult . The st ruggles t hat  Kazin
had t o make a living in t he lit erary world t hat  he had chosen as his life's
profession, t he diEicult ies t hat  he had t o come t o t erms wit h his
parent s' immigrant  st at us and lack of  American ways, lack of  English, lack
of educat ion, and lack of  money are vividly port rayed in Cook's biography,
and t heir influence on shaping t he charact er of  t he young Kazin, who
oFen hid in t he local library t o [End Page 99] avoid t he conflict s of  Jewish
Brownsville and his crowded, povert y-st ricken home are explored.

Cook's biography explores t he personal side of  Kazin: his need t o
reconcile his Jewishness wit h his life as a nonobservant  Jew, his failed
marriages, t he est rangement  t hat  divorce caused bet ween Kazin and his
son, Michael, his reconciliat ion wit h his son as adult s when t hey bot h came
t o realize t hat  t hey had an int ensit y for American life and polit ical
involvement  (Kazin in t he Socialist  movement s of...
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