Appreciating Don DeLillo: The Moral Force of a Writer’s Work by Paul Giaimo. Santa Barbara and Oxford:  Praeger, 2011. 188pp.
     This book provides an accessible and compelling survey of DeLillo’s career from Americana (1971) to his most recent novel, Point Omega (2010), suggesting once again that DeLillo ranks as one of the finest American novelists of the past forty years. In this regard Giaimo’s book will be especially appreciated by DeLillo’s non-academic readers (a sizable number but perhaps not as large as that of Updike, Roth, or Morrison) who wish to pursue characters and themes in greater detail.
     But in another regard Giaimo’s summing up of DeLillo’s oeuvre to date is polemical, advancing the position that DeLillo’s fiction should neither be located within a modernist nor a postmodernist aesthetic but rather traces a gradual return to realism. Here Giaimo understands that his argument runs counter to many critics of DeLillo, including Philip Nel, in “DeLillo and Modernism,” and Peter Knight, in “DeLillo, Postmodernism, Postmodernity,” who were featured in The Cambridge Companion to Don DeLillo (2008), with which Giaimo takes frequent issue. 
     Some reviewers of DeLillo’s recent fiction, such as Michiko Kakutani (“stilted”) and Michael Wood (“paranoid elite”), have harshly assessed DeLillo’s failures of realist objectivity, unresolved plots, and underdeveloped characters. In fact, the short novel Point Omega begins and ends with an anonymous narrator who views and comments on Douglas Gordon’s 24-Hour Psycho at the Museum of Modern Art in New York, a repurposing of Hitchcock’s film that is textbook postmodernism. Further, the disappearance of the protagonist’s daughter, Jessie, in the Anza-Borrego desert, is left unexplained. It seems that DeLillo’s conversion to neo-realism in his late career is incomplete.
     The more important contribution of Giaimo’s study, however, lies in his reading of DeLillo’s moral philosophy, evinced by his education with the Jesuits of Fordham University and his upbringing as the son of Italian immigrants on Arthur Avenue in the Bronx. Giaimo traces the influence in Libra (1988), Mao II (1991) and Cosmopolis (2003) of Trappist monk, mystic, and social activist Thomas Merton who warned of the presence of “unspeakable evil” in society and advocated a response of moral compassion. The French paleontologist and Jesuit theologian Pierre Teilhard de Chardin’s concept of the final evolution of human consciousness, the Omega Point, where matter and consciousness are one, is key to an understanding of DeLillo’s post-9/11 fiction. Though not an orthodox Catholic, DeLillo’s indebtedness to Catholic moral theology has been largely overlooked in previous criticism.
     Against the tendency to read DeLillo in White Noise (1985) and other novels as representing a white male culture in decline, Giaimo devotes a chapter, “Confronting Unspeakable Evil: DeLillo’s ‘Filming’ Italian Americans,” to a retrospective analysis of his development from the caricatures of Italian American males as Mafia criminals found in mass media to an ampler, more respectful depiction of ethnicity in such characters as Nick Costanza Shay and the “heroic” science teacher Albert Bronzini in Underworld (1997). More than most critics and reviewers of DeLillo, Giaimo demonstrates how the dignity of working-class Italian Americans and the beliefs of liberal Catholicism are foundational aspects of DeLillo’s fiction and his apperception of American culture.
     The community of scholars working on Italian American writers such as DeLillo has always been supportive and eager to engage with the issues that affect Italian American culture.  That is why I looked forward to meeting Paul Giaimo at the “Riddled with Epiphanies”: DeLillo, New York conference in April, 2012, at the College of Mount Saint Vincent in DeLillo’s native Bronx, NY.  I learned that Paul was too ill to attend.  He would have delighted in the visit to Fordham University’s campus and lunch on Arthur Avenue in the Italian American neighborhood where DeLillo was raised.  Paul would have enjoyed the spirited conversations about DeLillo’s ethnicity, religious belief and, indeed, the moral force of his writing. I was greatly saddened to receive news of Paul’s death in June, at age 50, after a long battle with cancer.  His colleagues in the DeLillo Society will miss his integrity, erudition and literate voice.
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