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INTRODUCTION:
THE ENDURING
ALLURE OF THE
DIRTY REALISM

There  i s  a  cer ta in
brand of literature that
d o e s  n o t  s e e k  t o
comfort,  inspire,  or
uplift. Instead, it stares
directly into the abyss
o f  h u m a n
e x i s t e n c e — t h e
hangovers,  the  dead-
end  jobs,  the  failed
relationships,  and  the
cold,  indifferent
machinery  of  society.
N o  w r i t e r  h a s
embodied  this  raw,
unfiltered  perspective

qui te  l ike  Char les
Bukowski.  With  his
booze-soaked  prose
a n d  c y n i c a l  y e t
strangely  romantic
view of  the underdog,
Bukowski  became  the
poet  laureate  of  the
skid  row.  His  work,
often  categorized  as
" d i r t y  r e a l i s m , "
resonates  because  it
feels  brutally  honest.
For  readers  who have
devoured  every  word
of  Post  Office,
Factotum,  or  Ham  on
Rye,  the  search  for
authors like Charles
Bukowski  is  a search
for that same visceral,
unapologetic  truth.  If
you are looking for that
next gritty, hard-hitting
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read,  this  guide  will
introduce  you  to  a
l i terary  l ineage  of
rebels,  drunks,  and
honest  observers  of
the  human  condition.

THE GODFATHER
OF GRIT:
UNDERSTANDING
THE BUKOWSKI
AESTHETIC

Before  diving  into  the
list  of  authors  like
Charles Bukowski,  it
is  essential  to  define
the core elements that
make  his  writing  so
distinctive.  Bukowski’s
style is more than just
subject matter;  it  is  a
philosophical  stance.
He  wrote  about  the
"losers,"  the  working
p o o r ,  a n d  t h e
alienated—not  with
pity, but with a sense
of  shared  experience.
His  prose  is  spare,
direct, and often lacks
t r a d i t i o n a l  p l o t
structure, feeling more

l i k e  a  s e r i e s  o f
confessions. The urban
l a n d s c a p e  o f  L o s
Angeles is a character
in itself, a wasteland of
cheap  apartments,
racetracks,  and  bars.
Readers  who  enjoy
Bukowski  are  typically
drawn to authors  who
prioritize  authenticity
over  artistic  pretense,
who  are  willing  to  be
ugly, funny, and tragic
all at once.

John
Fante:
The
Spiritual
Precursor
N o  d i s c u s s i o n  o f
authors like Charles
Bukowski is complete
without  mentioning
John  Fante.  In  fact,
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Bukowsk i  h imse l f
credited  Fante  with
changing his  life  as  a
writer. Fante’s Ask the
Dust  is  a  cornerstone
o f  L o s  A n g e l e s
literature.  He  created
Arturo  Bandini,  a  fiery,
struggling  Ital ian-
American writer who is
arrogant,  sensitive,
and constantly  at  war
with the world around
him.  Like  Bukowski’s
H e n r y  C h i n a s k i ,
Bandini  is  a  character
who oscillates between
delusions  of  grandeur
and  the  c rush ing
real ity  of  poverty.
Fante’s prose is lyrical
but  grounded;  he  finds
beauty in the grime of
Bunker  Hill  and  the
desperation  of  a  man
who  cannot  pay  his
rent.  If  you  love  the
emotional volatility and
the  struggling  artist
archetype in Bukowski,
Fante  is  the  essential
starting point.

Henry
Miller:
The
Uninhibit
ed
Confessio
nalist
Moving further back in
time, Henry Miller is a
towering  figure  in
t r a n s g r e s s i v e
literature.  His  works,
such  as  T rop i c  o f
Cancer  and  B lack
Spring,  are torrents of
raw  energy,  sexuality,
and  phi losophica l
musing.  Miller,  like
Bukowsk i ,  was  an
e x p a t r i a t e  o f
conventional  society.
He wrote about life on
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the  margins,  often  in
Paris,  with  a  chaotic,
s t r e a m - o f -
consciousness  style
that  broke  l iterary
taboos.  The  similarity
lies  in  the  relentless
honesty and the focus
on  the  bodi ly ,  the
v u l g a r ,  a n d  t h e
mundane as gateways
t o  d e e p e r  t r u t h .
However, Miller’s scope
is  often  more  cosmic
and  Rabelaisian  than
Bukowsk i ’s  gr i t ty
realism. Miller was the
older, more intellectual
rebel who proved that
a writer could sustain a
career  by  defy ing
social  norms.
Fo r  t he  r eade r  o f
B u k o w s k i ,  M i l l e r
provides a deeper dive
into  the  philosophical
underpinnings  of  the
outsider lifestyle.  Both
a u t h o r s  s h a r e  a
distrust  of  organized
society,  a  celebration
o f  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l

i m p u l s e ,  a n d  a
tendency  towards
misanthropy  that  is
p a r a d o x i c a l l y
humanistic.

THE POETS OF THE
BARSTOOL:
CONTEMPORARY
VOICES

While  Bukowski  is  a
20th-century  icon,  his
influence  persists  in
contemporary  writing.
Many  modern  poets
and novelists carry his
torch,  focusing  on
addiction,  masculinity,
a n d  t h e  u r b a n
underbelly.

Charles
Baudelair
e: The
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Original
Bohemia

n
It is a long jump from
the 20th century to the
1 9 t h ,  b u t  t h e
c o n n e c t i o n  i s
u n d e n i a b l e .
Baudelaire’s Les Fleurs
du mal (The Flowers of
Evil)  is  the  original
gr imoi re  o f  urban
alienation.  Baudelaire
found  poetry  in  the
d a r k  c o r n e r s  o f
Paris—the  prostitutes,
t h e  b e g g a r s ,  t h e
drunkards,  and  the
city’s decay. He was a
flâneur who walked the
city  streets  not  to
a d m i r e  t h e
architecture,  but  to
study  the  wounds  of
modernity.  Bukowski
revered  Baudelaire,
and  you  can  see  the
same  fascination  with

t h e  " s p l e e n "  o f
existence.  Both  poets
treat  the  modern  city
a s  a  l a b y r i n t h  o f
despair  and  fleeting
beauty.  Baudelaire  is
m o r e  f o r m a l  a n d
symbolist, but the core
emotion  of  rebellious
anguish  is  identical.

Richard
Brautigan
: The
Gentle
Surrealist
This  might  seem  like
a n  o d d  p a i r i n g .
Brautigan’s  writing  is
whimsical, surreal, and
of ten  gent le—the
opposite of Bukowski’s
b r u i s i n g  s t y l e .
However, they share a
common  theme:  the
failure of the American



6

6 Authors Like Charles Bukowski 2024-08-17

Dream.  In  works  like
T r o u t  F i s h i n g  i n
A m e r i c a  a n d  I n
Watermelon  Sugar,
Brautigan writes with a
soft,  melancholic  tone
a b o u t  t h e  l o s s  o f
innocence  and  the
commercialization  of
the  counterculture.
While Bukowski howled
at the injustice of  the
wor ld ,  B rau t i gan
sighed.  For  readers
who  enjoy  the  sad,
l y r i c a l  m o m e n t s
between  brawls  in
Bukowsk i ’ s  work ,
Brautigan  offers  a
different  kind  of
vulnerabi l i ty .  You
m i g h t  c o n s i d e r
authors like Charles
Bukowski who explore
despair  with a lighter,
more  detached  touch;
Brautigan  fits  that
unique  niche.

MASTERS OF
MINIMALISM AND

MEAN STREETS

The  American  literary
landscape  is  full  of
writers  who  stripped
their prose down to the
bone, favoring dialogue
and action over flowery
description. This school
of  writing  is  deeply
c o n n e c t e d  t o
Bukowski.

Raymond
Carver:
The Poet
of
Working-
Class
Sorrow
Raymond  Carver  is
often  the  first  name
m e n t i o n e d  w h e n
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discussing minimalism.
His stories, collected in
works  like  What  We
Talk  About  When  We
Talk  About  Love  and
Cathedral, focus on the
l i v e s  o f  o r d i n a r y
people—waitresses,
m e c h a n i c s ,  a n d
couples on the brink of
d i v o r c e .  T h e
c o m p a r i s o n  t o
Bukowski is inevitable.
Both writers depict the
hopelessness  of  the
working  class  with  a
terrifying  economy  of
language.  However,
Carver’s characters are
often  more  passive,
drowning  in  qu iet
desperation,  whereas
Chinaski  is  actively—if
s e l f -
destructively—raging
against  the  machine.
Carver  is  the  quiet,
s o b e r  v e r s i o n  o f
Bukowski.  He  writes
about  the  hangover
without  the  drinking.
If you admire the way

Bukowski captures the
tension  in  a  cheap
k i t c h e n  o r  a
c l a u s t r o p h o b i c
apartment, Carver is a
master  of  that  space.
He  offers  less  humor
and  more  heartbreak,
but the territory is the
same.

Hubert
Selby Jr.:
The
Abyss of
Addiction
I f  Bukowski  wrote
about the bars and the
racetracks,  Hubert
Selby  Jr.  wrote  about
the  shooting  galleries
and the gutters of New
York.  His  novel  Last
Exit  to  Brooklyn  is  a
brutal,  fragmented
collection  of  stories
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about  prost itutes,
transients, and factory
workers.  Selby’s  style
is intense, using run-on
s e n t e n c e s  a n d
phonetic  spelling  to
c r e a t e  a  j a r r i n g ,
v i s c e r a l  r e a d i n g
experience.  He  does
not  flinch  from  the
ugl iest  aspects  of
violence and addiction.
For  readers  who  feel
t h a t  B u k o w s k i
s o m e t i m e s
romant i c i zed  the
gutter,  Selby  offers  a
version  without  the
romanticism—just  the
raw  pain.  He  is  the
dark  mirror  o f  the
Bukowski  universe,  a
writer  who  shows  the
consequences  of  the
lifestyle  without  the
saving  grace  of  black
humor.

William S.

Burrough
s: The
Collage of
Chaos
Burroughs is the avant-
g a r d e  c o u s i n  o f
B u k o w s k i .  W h i l e
Bukowski’s  prose  is
l i n e a r  a n d
c o n v e r s a t i o n a l ,
Burroughs’  writing  is
f r a g m e n t e d ,
hal lucinatory,  and
experimental—as  seen
in  Naked  Lunch.  Both
were  outsiders  who
s t r u g g l e d  w i t h
addiction and the law.
B o t h  h a d  a  d e e p
distrust of government
a n d  a u t h o r i t y .
However,  Burroughs’
work is less about the
personal narrative of a
"loser" and more about
a cosmic conspiracy of
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control  systems.  The
connection  lies  in  the
transgression.  Both
writers  pushed  the
boundaries  of  what
literature  could  say
and how it could say it.
For  the  Bukowski  fan
looking to stretch their
b ra in ,  Bu r roughs
provides  the  weird,
intellectual counterpart
to  the  raw  emotional
punch of Bukowski.

MODERN
SUCCESSORS: THE
LEGACY LIVES ON

The spirit  of  Bukowski
is alive and well in the
21st  century.  A  new
generation  of  writers
has  absorbed  the
lessons of dirty realism
and  applied  them  to
c o n t e m p o r a r y
anxieties.

Chuck
Palahniuk
: The
Shock of
the New
Chuck  Palahniuk’s
Fight  Club  is  perhaps
the most famous novel
about the emasculation
of the modern man, a
theme  that  Bukowski
explored  relentlessly.
Palahniuk writes with a
f a s t - p a c e d ,
transgressive  energy
that  often  shocks  the
r e a d e r  o u t  o f
complacency.  He  is
k n o w n  f o r  h i s
" cann iba l i sm"  o f
A m e r i c a n
c u l t u r e — t a k i n g
c o n s u m e r i s m ,
mascu l i n i t y ,  and
celebrity  and  spitting
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t hem  back  ou t  a s
grotesque  satire.  Like
Bukowski,  Palahniuk
w r i t e s  f r o m  t h e
perspective  of  the
alienated,  though  his
characters  often  have
more access to therapy
and  self-help  books.
The  raw,  confessional
voice  of  Bukowski  is
echoed  in  Palahniuk’s
"maggot"  monologues.
If  you  like  the  dark,
funny,  and angry side
of Bukowski, Palahniuk
is  a  perfect  modern
match.

Mary
Karr: The
Unflinchin
g

Memoirist
While Bukowski’s work
i s  o f t e n  s e m i -
autobiographical,  Mary
Karr  perfected the art
of  the  unflinching
memoir  in  The  Liars’
Club. Her depiction of a
dysfunctional, working-
class family in Texas is
gritty,  poetic,  and
darkly funny. She does
n o t  h i d e  t h e
a l c o h o l i s m ,  t h e
v i o l e n c e ,  o r  t h e
poverty. Karr’s voice is
dist inct ly  female,
offering  a  perspective
that  Bukowski  rarely
touched  upon—the
exper ience  of  the
daughter,  the  mother,
and  the  survivor.  For
readers  searching  for
authors like Charles
Bukowski  but  who
want  to  explore  the
same  raw  territory
f r o m  a  f e m i n i n e
perspective,  Karr  is
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indispensable.  She
p r o v e s  t h a t  t h e
" g u t t e r "  i s  n o t
exclusively  male;  the
s t r u g g l e  f o r
r e d e m p t i o n  a n d
meaning is universal.

Lydia
Davis:
The
Minimalis
t
Philosoph
er
T h i s  i s  a  m o r e
i n t e l l e c t u a l
recommendation,  but
one  that  honors  the
brevity  of  Bukowski’s
best  poems.  Lydia
Davis writes very short
stories,  often  just  a

paragraph  long.  She
captures  the  strange,
awkward  moments  of
daily life with a sharp,
analytical  eye.  While
she  lacks  the  booze
and  the  brawls,  she
shares  Bukowski’s
obsession  with  the
mundane.  She  finds
t h e  a b s u r d  i n  a
conversation,  a  letter,
or  a  domestic  chore.
For  readers  who  love
t h e  p r e c i s i o n  o f
B u k o w s k i ’ s
descriptions—the  way
he can paint a dive bar
i n  t h r e e
s e n t e n c e s — D a v i s
offers a similar mastery
of economy. She is the
quiet, brainy version of
the dirty realist.

THE
INTERNATIONAL
VOICE:
CONFESSION
FROM ACROSS THE
GLOBE
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The  archetype  of  the
drunken,  angry,  anti-
establishment writer is
not unique to America.
International  authors
have contributed their
own  versions  of  the
Bukowski mythos.

Mikhail
Bulgakov:
The
Satirical
Subversiv
e
While  Bulgakov’s  The
Master and Margarita is
a fantastical, sprawling
novel  about  the  Devil
visiting Soviet Moscow,
it  shares  Bukowski’s
d a r k  h u m o r  a n d
seething  contempt  for
bureaucracy. Bulgakov,

like Bukowski,  was an
outsider  in  his  own
soc iety .  He  wrote
under  the  shadow  of
censorship,  and  his
w o r k  i s  a  c o d e d
rebell ion  against  a
system  that  crushes
the  individual.  The
angry, satirical voice is
the same, even if  the
s e t t i n g  i s  v a s t l y
different.  Bukowski
raged  against  the
American  machine;
Bulgakov raged against
the Russian one.

Fernando
Pessoa:
The Poet
of
Disassoci
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ation
P e s s o a  i s  t h e
Portuguese  poet  who
created  dozens  of

"heteronyms"—distinct
authorial  personas,
each  with  their  own
biography,  style,  and
philosophy.


