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Abstract  

It would not be an overstatement to claim that criticism concerning the question of alcoholic writers is heavily 

bent towards the American literary scene. In fact, American men and women of letters loom large in critical 

studies focused on the intersection between alcohol and literature, including those which are only partly 

discussed in literature per se. This would not be problematic as such were it not for the fact that they tend to 

mythologize alcoholic writers, even if partly unwittingly, often providing an image of a heavy-drinking figure 

with a typewriter and a bottle of rye whisky as two prerequisites for a successful completion of the creative 

process. However, as argued in the present article, such an approach may seem appealing to biographers, but 

is largely irrelevant in terms of considering literary contexts. Much as some writers can draw heavily on their 

own alcoholic experience, utilizing it in their own works, alcohol(ism) is not a factor which determines literary 

merit. Neither is it, as some would have it, a reliable stimulant, a writer’s muse, as it were. The present article 

attempts to debunk the myth of alcoholic writers, considering it predominantly a critical stunt which hardly 

adds anything momentous to the appreciation of literature. 
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Introduction  

Alcohol has often connoted a bohemian style of life, admittedly more in the past than at present. 

One of the numerous perceptions is that it can be a stimulant to creative work. As Jarosz et al., put 

it, alcohol, either on its own or combined with other types of intoxicants, “has been linked to the 

accomplishments of many great individuals including Beethoven, Poe, Hemingway, Coleridge, 

Pollock, and Socrates” (487). The conviction that alcohol can boost creativity is echoed in various 

studies. In The Varieties of Religious Experience (1902), the American philosopher, William James 

goes even further, suggesting that alcohol affects deeper layers of human mind and soul, thus 

becoming more than just an agent which fosters creativity: “The sway of alcohol over mankind is 

unquestionably due to its power to stimulate the mystical faculties of human nature, usually crushed 

to earth by the cold facts and dry criticisms of the sober hour. Sobriety diminishes, discriminates, 

and says no; drunkenness expands, unites, and says yes” (387). 

Such presumably elevating properties of alcohol have been praised in literary works, particularly 

in poetry. For instance, Charles Baudelaire, in his much-quoted poem in prose, “Be Drunken”, 

advocates the following: “Be always drunken. Nothing else matters: that is the only question. If you 

would not feel the horrible burden of Time weighing on your shoulders and crushing you to the 

earth, be drunken continually. Drunken with what? With wine, with poetry, or with virtue as you 

will. But be drunken” (58). 

Obviously, Baudelaire’s exhortation has to be read more metaphorically, though he himself 

strictly adhered to this call, both in terms of alcohol and drugs. There is no doubt that many artists 

and writers have taken Baudelaire’s suggestion to heart, and considered alcohol inspirational, not 

only as a theme worth pursuing in literature, but also as a personal muse which kindles imagination. 

 

British Writers and Alcohol 

There are copious examples of literary imbibers which can be quoted here. David Pratt, for 

instance, suggests that some Romantic poets in Britain, his reference including Charles Lamb, Samuel 

Taylor Coleridge, and the Scottish bard Robert Burns, “sought Dionysian inspiration for their poetry” 
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(800). Many literary figures have openly expressed their affection for alcohol, not necessarily linking 

it to the writing process, yet not denying such either. A great drink aficionado, P. G. Wodehouse, 

writes in a letter dated December 24, 1946, that “the greatest thing in life is gin and vermouth” (qtd. 

in  Ratcliffe 399). The very same Wodehouse satirizes temperance in “My Battle with Drink”, the title 

somewhat misleading at first, but the final sentence most explanatory in this respect: “I drink 

highballs for breakfast. I am saved” (23). Wodehouse, of course, is just one example among scores of 

men and, less often, women of letters, most explicit about their affection for drink.  

References to drinking writers, particularly in pre-twentieth-century literature, usually portray 

them as jolly drinkers. John Booth, the editor of Creative Spirits: A Toast to Literary Drinkers (1997), 

includes many such examples, emphasizing that some of the writers’ lives provide enough quotable 

stories, factual as well as purely anecdotal, for an entire anthology (87). One such writer quoted by 

Booth is Richard Brinsley Sheridan: “The painter Benjamin Haydon recounted a time when Sheridan 

and others were dining at Somerset House and were thoroughly enjoying the evening when a 

servant rushed in, shouting, ‘Sir, the house is on fire!’ ‘Bring another bottle of claret,’ said Sheridan 

amiably. ‘It is not my house’” (87). 

The list of heavy-drinking, or even seriously alcoholic literary figures, is very long, and this 

certainly applies to different literary landscapes, not just within the field of Anglophone literatures. 

However, nowhere is the question of writers’ alcoholism so prominently foregrounded as it is in the 

criticism discussing the American literary scene.  

 

American Drinking Studies 

Critical studies concerning alcoholism among American writers have been mushrooming for 

decades, with scholars usually approaching the issue from all but literature-oriented angles: 

biographical, psychological and even medical, a particular perspective often determined by the 

author’s professional background.
1
 This tendency to (over)focus on literary drunkards seems to 

reveal a conviction that America is a country that has produced a phenomenon of alcoholic writers, 

famous for their works as well as (in)famous for their alcohol intake. It is rather perplexing to read 

Alfred Kazin’s observation that “there is something special about the drinking of so many American 

writers” (44). More so, because in the same passage Kazin admits that “there have been famous 

literary drunks in other countries – Burns, Swinburne, Lionel Johnson, Ernest Dowson, Paul Verlaine, 

and those two fat boys, Dylan Thomas and Evelyn Waugh” (44). However, Kazin’s comment is aimed 

at emphasizing the magnitude of the American ‘phenomenon’ he refers to, rather than attaching any 

particular importance to the fact that there are/have been alcoholic writers outside America.
2
 Kazin, 

in fact, seems to rely quite heavily on his conviction that alcohol abuse as such is a distinctively 

American feature: “America has always been a hard-drinking country despite the many places and 

times in which alcohol has been forbidden by law” (44). A similar point can be found in William 

Rorabaugh’s The Alcoholic Republic: An American Tradition (1981), whose very title, as well as, in 

particular, the chapter titled “A Nation of Drunkards” (3-22), are quite telling, implying that in the 

context of alcohol, America stands apart.
3
 

                                                
1
 One example is Lewis Hyde, the author of Alcohol and Poetry (1996), who reveals his two-year experience as 

“a counsellor with alcoholics in the detoxification ward of a city hospital” (1). Another one is Donald Goodwin, 

a psychiatrist specializing in the genetics of alcoholism, the author of numerous articles on the subjects of 

alcoholic writers, as well as a more extensive study, Alcohol and the Writer (1988). 
2
 In the introduction to Bacchus in Romantic England (1999: 1-4) Anya Taylor observes that there has been a 

focus on modern American writers, while there is plenty of material to be found elsewhere, for instance, in the 

lives and works of Romantic writers in England.  
3
 Taking it more humorously, one might quote Kingsley Amis, himself a literary boozer, who once remarked: 

“Nationalism. The American habit of taking credit for everything” (qtd. in Fieldhouse 52). Admittedly, though, 

taking credit for various achievements, drinkwise as well, can be contagious. Henry Jeffreys, for instance, in his 

Empire of Booze (2016) boasts that Britain is the country with “the greatest influence on wine and drink” (1). 
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There are several assumptions constituting the mythos of American literary alcoholics, by and 

large fallacious. Kazin, as mentioned above, suggests that there is some sort of special interface 

between drink and writing which is quite unparalleled in the case of American writers. One of the 

arguments reiterated by Kazin and other critics is the number of alcohol-dependent writers who 

won the Nobel Prize in literature (Kazin 44; Hyde 1). Donald Goodwin’s calculation is that about 70 

percent of the American Nobel Prize winners were actual alcoholics (Alcohol and the Writer 12). 

However, this computation hardly proves more than a coincidence, much as the Nobel Prizes for 

Samuel Beckett or William Golding, both known for drinking to excess, do not tell us anything vital 

about Irish and British literature in the context of drinking writers. As Albert Rothenberg quite rightly 

notices in his comment upon the number of American alcoholic writers, “[a]lthough this is a striking 

list, it proves nothing by itself” (75). 

Another typical feature of the studies concerning American writers is a tendency to expound 

what might be called ‘indigenous’ determinants. Discussing Faulkner, for instance, Kazin explains 

that he “drank because it was a habit in the Deep South for men to drink” (47). However, this does 

not add anything important in terms of qualifying Faulkner’s alcoholism, and neither does it help in 

establishing a vital link between his addiction and his literary output. The very same applies to 

situating Prohibition in this context, as there are numerous attempts to interrelate it with the 

writers’ alcoholism to prove that it had a singular impact on the point in question.
4
 However, much 

as Prohibition is of considerable importance from a socio-cultural point of view, and looms large in 

publications concerning America and alcohol, it influenced all Americans, not just writers, so the 

special connection is rather far-fetched.
5
   

 

Why Writers Drink 

What seems to be most obsessive in the criticism concerning American writers is what Goodwin 

calls a “persistent analytical question”, namely finding an explanation for, in his belief, high rate of 

alcohol abuse among American writers (Alcohol and the Writer 6). There are of course many 

potential determinants here, mostly to do with the insecurity connected with publishing one’s work, 

which, particularly in the American competitive market, is an aspect worth considering. The problem 

of publishers’ acceptance is just one step of the ladder, as there is a risk of pungent criticism which 

can deflate and dispirit the author; finally, the reader, whose cold reception can be the proverbial 

final nail. Much as these problems can contribute to drinking or heavy-drinking, there are critical 

studies whose authors enumerate various other factors, undoubtedly logical and convincing, though 

most of them can easily be applied to a number of other professions, in which case the discussion 

should concern alcoholism in general, rather than that of literary figures. Donald Goodwin, for 

instance, claims that writing is an exhibitionist act, and, consequently, writers need to lower 

inhibitions and boost self-confidence. While this may be true of confessional writing, it seems less 

convincing as far as writing fiction is concerned. By the same token, Goodwin’s claim that writing 

requires interest in people, and alcohol increases sociability, seems an oversimplification because 

such interest does not necessarily entail being extremely gregarious, not to mention the fact that 

sociability is not dependent on drinking. 

Other debatable points in Goodwin’s discussion include alcohol as an agent which helps to 

concentrate and increases creativity (“Alcohol as Muse” 6, 12). The ‘creativity factor’ is a recurrent 

issue in the debate on writers and alcohol, but probably nowhere blown up to such absurdity as in 

Anthony Lukas’s article, in which he quotes a playwright with Alcoholics Anonymous experience: 

                                                
4
 A good example is Drinking in America: Our Secret History (2015) by Susan Cheever, which contains a chapter 

titled “Prohibition” (141-157). Cheever’s book, in large part concentrates on drinking writers, and on various 

factors which, according to Cheever, turned them to drinking.  
5
 It is also worth remembering that prohibition as such was not an American invention. There is a whole list of 

countries which introduced such measures, including the pre-communist Russia in 1914, Norway in 1917, or 

Finland in 1919.  
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“Alcoholics are great fantasizers. I suspect that’s what makes so many of them writers, or vice versa” 

(nytimes). This actually suggests a potentially new area of critical analysis, namely alcoholics who 

become writers. However, Lukas’s article does not give any examples in this matter, so it can only be 

considered as an extreme form of hypothetizing. The best answer to the various voices trying to 

marry drinking with creativity comes from Ring Lardner, another American writer ‘chained’ to a 

bottle, who once said to his son “No one, ever, wrote anything as well after even one drink as he 

would have done without it” (165).  

Surprisingly, Lukas’s example is not a singular one, as there are numerous other voices which 

appear somewhat preposterous. Ann Waldron, for instance, equates solitude with drinking: “Writers 

are loners and therefore drinkers” (washingtonpost). Indeed, it is indisputable that writing is a 

solitary act, and the recourse to alcohol can be considered as an option by some writers, but on the 

whole this is a very simplistic assumption, especially that one can provide examples of writers who 

do not fit Waldron’s category. After all, how to rate the British and Irish writers, Kingsley Amis and 

Brendan Behan, or, as the discussion focuses on American literature, Francis Scott Fitzgerald, all of 

whom were confirmed socializers. Even though Charles Lamb belongs to a much earlier time frame, 

it is worth quoting his own reflections, particularly that he too is an example of a literary imbiber: 

 

I had lived from the period of leaving school to that time pretty much in solitude. My companions 

were chiefly books, or at most one or two living ones of my own book-loving and sober stamp. I rose 

early, went to bed betimes, and the faculties which God had given me, I have reason to think, did not 

rust in me unused. About that time I fell in with some companions of a different order. They were 

men of boisterous spirits, sitters up a-nights, disputants, drunken. (58) 

 

However, not all critical works indulge in discussions which blur, rather than sharpen the picture. 

Lucy Robe, for instance, in Co-Starring: Famous Women and Alcohol (1986), in which she focuses on 

celebrated actors, singers, and writers, draws conclusions which run contrary to some of the 

opinions quoted earlier. In the entry on Jane Bowles, Robe explains that Bowles “used the classic 

excuse of writer’s block”, but in reality drinking was the key factor which in her case led to writer’s 

block (312). This is one of many examples which debunk the myth of alcohol-induced creativity and 

prove that in practice drinking and writing do not meet to generate great works of literature. As 

Rothenberg explains in his discussion on alcoholism and creativity, mainly among American writers, 

only few of them wrote, or even thought about writing when they were under the influence (76). 

Similarly, Douglas Day, in his biography of Malcolm Lowry, observes that Lowry had a system in 

which he “drank in order to avoid writing, sobered up in order to write, then drank in order to avoid 

writing” (30). 
 

Conclusions 

Discussing the question of alcoholic writers is certainly interesting from a biographical point of 

view. Sometimes, as in the case of Charles Jackson or Patrick Hamilton, it can shed additional light on 

the literary output, if only because their fiction echoes their own experiences. However, the 

continuous flow of publications which focus on American alcoholic writers,
6
 the insistence on 

revisiting their lives over and over again does not seem to be more than perpetuating a myth. It is 

generally based on the premise that the number of famous American authors dependent on alcohol 

is a phenomenon in itself, and requires an in-depth analysis, particularly focusing on the link 

between drinking and creativity. Richard Smith parallels crime and literature, claiming wittily that 

“[t]he annals of literature contain as many drunkards as the prisons” (1697). However, his conclusion 

that alcohol which “inspires one man to knock an old lady stupid may inspire another to write 

immortal lines” (1697) is merely a fashionable one-liner, for writers become alcoholics just the same 

as most people do, certainly not in order to give birth to a great literary work. One thing which 

                                                
6
 One of the latest, though, predictably, not the last one, is Olivia Laing’s The Trip to Echo Spring: Why Writers 

Drink (2013). 
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cannot be denied, as John Crowley observes discussing alcoholic writers in America, is that “drinking 

had a crucial effect on their literary fortunes and misfortunes” (x). Obviously, heavy drinking, almost 

by definition has an effect to this end, both in a personal and a professional dimension, but this said, 

it is a comment pertaining to anyone who abuses alcohol, not just writers. 

The available studies on American alcoholic writers are familiarly repetitive: they mention the 

same authors, and take similar vantage points. A good example is Susan Cheever, the daughter of 

John Cheever, a great writer and a comparably great alcoholic. Susan wrote a whole cycle of books 

which feature her father’s as well as her own drinking.
7
 Yet, much as in most studies and critical 

works, the focus is biographical, rather than literary. This is quite a characteristic feature—focalizing, 

or even mythologizing alcoholic writers in the American literary canon by and large excludes any 

interest in literature per se. Quite surprisingly, because after all, alcohol is thematized by writers far 

more often than it becomes their own problem, the proof of which is available in hundreds of 

literary works. More to the point, the multifarious representations of alcohol in literature offer a 

whole range of areas worth exploring. James Nicholls, for instance, proposes a “thematic and 

methodological approach” (9), dissecting such points as the “social carnival of drinking” (10), 

“drinking and national identity” (16), the “figure of the alcoholic”, or discussing alcohol as a “symbol 

of personal dysfunction” (17). This is exactly what is missing in the debate concerning drinking 

writers in America, which follows what seems a fashionable myth, rather than what is of genuine 

importance, that is literary legacy, written by non-drinking as well as heavily-dependent writers.  

                                                
7
 The books include My Name Is Bill - Bill Wilson: His Life and the Creation of Alcoholics Anonymous (2015), a 

biography of William Griffith Wilson, a cofounder of Alcoholics Anonymous; Home Before Dark (1984) a 

memoir about her father, John Cheever; Treetops: A Family Memoir (1991); Note Found in a Bottle: My Life as 

a Drinker (1999); and Desire: Where Sex Meets Addiction (2008), in which Cheever not only touches upon 

alcoholism, but also on her own compulsive promiscuity. 
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