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Introduction





The title of this book—See What Can Be Done—is not a boast but an instruction. I received it with almost every note I got from Robert Silvers, editor of The New York Review of Books. He would propose I consider writing about something—he usually just FedExed a book to my door—and then he would offer a polite inquiry as to my interest: perhaps I’d like to take a look at such and such. “See what can be done,” he would invariably close. “My best, Bob.” It was a magical request, and it suggested that one might like to surprise oneself. Perhaps a door would open and you would step through it, though he would be the one to have put it there in the first place.




 





Most of the pieces in this book are what could be done, at least by me, as I immersed myself in seeing what others could do; cultural responses to cultural responses. However personal and idiosyncratic they are, the pieces by and large fall into the category of “reviewing,” although when a review gets long enough it may qualify as a “critical essay,” and when it is succinct enough it can be a remark. (Remarks are not necessarily lesser: I believe Bette Davis should have won a Nobel Prize for “Old age is no place for sissies,” a line Bob Dylan himself might covet.) Essays, reviews, occasional meditations are all included here. Whether there is really a reason to round them all up, even selectively, is a question I can’t answer. But I can say that I did the gathering because, looking at my decades-long life as a fiction writer, I noticed another trail had formed—a shadow life of miscellaneous prose pieces—and I wondered about it as a trip, if not precisely a journey.


The pieces begin in 1983 in Cornell’s literary magazine, Epoch (where I wrote reviews of books by Margaret Atwood and Nora Ephron), and they end, in time for the golden anniversary of the Summer of Love, with a take on Stephen Stills—thirty-four years of, well, stuff. I mercifully have not included every last thing, though it may seem as if I have; in the late 1980s when I was once introduced to a particular guest at a party, the guest said, “Oh, yes! I know you: you review books!” and my heart sank. After my debut collection of stories was published, Anatole Broyard, then a New York Times Book Review editor, was the first review-commissioner to phone me at my office in Wisconsin and offer me work. Slightly terrified, I kept taking his assignments. “I think I’ve become Anatole Broyard’s slave girl,” I said to my then beau. “I don’t know how to stop.” And indeed I probably wrote too many reviews, telling myself I needed the money.


But a fiction writer reviewing is performing—I still believe—an essential task. Very few practicing artists review the work of their fellow sculptors or painters or dancers or composers, and so the conversation is left to nonpractitioners. Although there are of course exceptions, and although the film directors of the French New Wave began as critics, and the sculptor Donald Judd wrote reviews of his peers, as did Schumann, Debussy (under a pseudonym), and Virgil Thomson, in general the medium and the idiom of criticism do not belong to artists. One cannot really dance a review of someone else’s dance. One cannot paint a review of someone else’s exhibition. Criticism can be a rarefied field, but that aspect is usually galling to the artist, especially when the artist feels misunderstood and is reminded that critics have never attempted let alone forged the creative work that they, the critics, nonetheless feel emboldened to evaluate. In the words of the jazz musician Ben Sidran: “Critics! Can’t even float. They just stand on the shore. Wave at the boat.” Or as Aristotle wrote in Politics, “Those who are to be judges must also be performers.” Conversely, perhaps those who are performers must also be judges—once in a while. And so a contribution to the cultural conversation—by narrative artists themselves, speaking in unmuddied, unacademic, unobfuscating critical voices—I thought of as a difficult but obligatory citizenship: jury duty. (One of the longest pieces here, coincidentally, is a defense of a jury.)


My own way of discussing the work of others, then, has been improvised and not grounded in any philosophy or theory other than lack of philosophy or theory. It has been, de facto, I assume, a practitioner’s take. As for technique, I have always aimed for clarity of utterance and organization but don’t always succeed. I often move every which way in attempting to track my own thoughts about someone else’s endeavor; sometimes I inappropriately include my own life in the conversation to show how narrative art intrudes, fits, or does not fit into the daily lives of those who are experiencing it. I have aimed for the human, but also for the eccentricities and particularities of the real encounter, and I do not always avoid stupidities. Sometimes I head for stupidities in order to discuss them, even if they are my own. Often a piece is constructed in a circular fashion, like a cat clearing a space before it naps. Other times I veer. I sometimes try to pull back as much as I can to look at something from a distance, without losing my balance. I then also try to move forward again and bear down.


When, in 1999, I began writing for The New York Review of Books, which published articles by people much better educated than I, but which also offered me more space than I was used to, my stance became that of the ingenuous Martian who had just landed on a gorgeous alien planet. With no agenda and only the usual amounts of research, I said, “What’s this?” I tried to figure out what feelings the piece contained, what it made the reader feel, what that said about our world and our lives and the feelings we value. I aimed for simple (I aspired to “deceptively simple”) and true. I aimed for bravery of opinion though I am not by temperament especially brave. But I admire iconoclasm if it is not too breezy or gratuitous. If what the Emperor was wearing was a mixed bag, I tried to indicate as much. I also tried to figure out what the Emperor had in mind, even if one is not supposed to guess at intention. I have tried to avoid petulance, Internet-ese, literary theory, the diction and dialect of the professionally educated critic, and never to use the word “relatable” instead of “sympathetic,” or “impact” as a verb, or any form of the word “enjoy,” which should be reserved for one’s grandparents or other relatives. I tried not to drag readers by the scruff of the neck and march them from paragraph to paragraph, point by point, but did not always succeed. I allowed myself asides and tangents and personal anecdotes because circumnavigating a thing—the napping cat again, patrolling for snakes—is sometimes a useful approach. First-person assessments engage me—Dorothy Parker’s reviews were full of them so she could employ her rapier with faux reluctance—and often the use of the first person is not arrogant but modest, hedged, and more accurate. One does not always have to write in the authoritative third-person voice of God: if you fail to sound like God (and you probably will), you may end up sounding like flap copy. The first-person pronoun can be a form of deference and is useful and precise when discussing the subjectivity and crowded detail of narrative art. It suggests one specific encounter paid close attention to. It appreciates the intersection of one individual reader’s life with the thing that has been read. It breathes air into the conversation—or can. It reveals criticism to be a form of autobiography. When someone once said to me, “Your pieces in The New York Review of Books are the only ones I can actually understand,” I knew it wasn’t praise—the speaker’s real subject was the difficult brilliance and impressive erudition of the other critics he admired there. Nonetheless, I decided to take it as a compliment. (One has to seize encouragement where one can.) Someone once also told me early on that there was a well-known list of six things a book review should always do. This caused me to break out into a cold sweat. I politely asked for the list but it was never given to me, nor did I ever find it anywhere, so I carried on, without knowledge of official requirements. And to this day I still don’t know what those six things are.


I began writing about television by accident. I did not watch much television as an adult and had not watched much as a child, having grown up in a house where the watching of it was discouraged and highly supervised. We read the Bible every night at the dinner table, and in general television was considered a little wicked and lazy and for special occasions. Like eggnog. But in 2010, after The Wire was already out on DVD, I watched the series on a binge (also like eggnog)—living in David Simon’s Baltimore for an entire summer—and afterward, intoxicated, and wanting to extend my experience there by reading what other people had to say (one terrific function of cultural criticism is a kind of afterlife of the original encounter), I could not find very much written about it. The London papers had some articles, but there was very little in the American press: nothing in The New Yorker and what seemed like minimal coverage in The New York Times. I asked Bob Silvers if he would like something for The New York Review of Books, and he quickly said yes. His sensibility was always spry, eager, open, a source of joy for everyone who worked for him. He was so hiply catholic in his tastes and interests that he was game for practically any kind of cultural commentary: meditations on regional politics, reports on every manner of book, television series, film, or event. Gameness is a beautiful quality in a person. My ignorance of a topic never deterred him from trying to assign it to me. He started offering more and more television for me to watch and see what could be done. I turned only a few things down. But I took on programs and films I was genuinely interested in watching and wrote about them in my Martian way. Montaigne’s que sais-je. A little light, a little wonder, some skepticism, some awe, some squinting, some je ne sais quoi. Pick a thing up, study it, shake it, skip it across a still surface to see how much felt and lively life got baked into it. Does it sail? Observe. See what can be done.
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Nora Ephron’s Heartburn





Nora Ephron, whose name sounds like a neurotransmitter or a sinus medication, and who has made a reputation for herself with snappy, journalistic essays, is now, with the publication of Heartburn, a novelist with a vengeance. While much has already been made of the book’s thinly veiled relationship to the real-life demise of Ephron’s marriage to investigative reporter Carl Bernstein, Heartburn is interesting less for its roman à clef minutiae than as a text-as-test look at how and whether autobiographical art can function as therapy: What can art expurgate, what will art necessarily sentimentalize, from what can art never rescue anyone? Ephron’s narrative itself seems unclear as to whether the literary telling of one’s injuries is exorcism, revenge, or masochism. “It takes two people to hurt you,” says Ephron’s narrator and protagonist, Rachel Samstat. “The one that does it and the one who tells you.” It is a remark that glimpses her own narrative dilemma. When the “teller” is both casualty and curator of her own bad news, might not the so-called cathartic narrative be, finally, an act of self-mutilation? A redundant pain? Do we, as Joan Didion says, “tell ourselves stories in order to live,” or is there something decidedly else involved?


The artist in Ephron’s novel is metaphorized into cookbook writer. Rachel Samstat, seven months pregnant and mother of one, retreats into Cuisinarts, linguine, and TV cooking shows, while her husband, Mark Feldman, a Washington, D.C., columnist, quietly falls in love with the wife of an ambassador—all within the townhouses of our nation’s capital: “It’s stuff like this that got us into Cambodia,” says Rachel. The novel begins when Rachel first discovers Mark’s affair and ends a few weeks later, when she finally lets go of her marriage, surrendering to her husband her beloved vinaigrette recipe, which she’d previously been withholding in a last-ditch effort at keeping him interested. Food in Rachel’s world is power and downfall, hobby and social fabric; recipes can fend off unpleasantries. She recalls the sixties as being a time when people were always looking up and asking, “Whose mousse is this?” She deems the definitive pronouncement of the years following as “Pesto is the quiche of the seventies.” Rachel’s society is self-consciously bourgeois: “We would all say these things as if we had never said them before, and argue over them as if we had never argued over them before. Then we would all decide whether we wanted to be buried or cremated.” Hers is a vaguely jet-settish world of talk-show therapists, celebrity dinner parties, large American Express bills, expensive country homes. Materialism battles uninvited poetry, unwelcome neurasthenia: “Show me a woman who cries when the trees lose their leaves in autumn,” says Rachel, “and I’ll show you a real asshole.”


The success of Ephron’s novel as art depends in some ways on its ineffectuality as revenge. Her generous inability to present a wholly unlikable portrait of Mark—he courts Rachel charmingly, sings her silly songs, lovingly talks her through two Caesareans—genuinely stirs the reader, although it betrays Ephron’s continuing affection for the figure of the husband, permanently sentimentalizing a man who does not seem to have earned the bittersweet clemency much of the portrait grants him. Nonetheless, his character weathers even the novel’s bitchiest moments because of it. Rachel exacts no satisfaction from this tale. At the end she seems her own victim: alone, unavenged, scarred by the untimely rips in her body and in her life.




*





As anyone who has ever eaten standing over a kitchen counter knows, cooking can be an act of excruciatingly delayed gratification. Things must be chopped, stewed, simmered, and the impulse that prompted it all can dissipate in the culinary shuffle. Ephron’s Heartburn, like many acts of literary retaliation, has taken too much time and craft to be a potent swipe at anyone; artful preparation has mellowed and sweetened the ingredients. It is less revenge than revision, less actively asserted rancor than retroactively inserted wit. Though Rachel says to her therapist, “If I tell the story it doesn’t hurt as much,” and “if I tell the story I can get on with it,” the story makes the reader feel too sorry for her to believe that telling it has done her any good at all. Ephron’s nostalgia and revenge are simply different forms of one another. The sad deliciousness of concoction, even served with the best Ephron whine, seems more a miserable monument to sorrow than anything that could vanquish the muck of the real. Catharsis is nowhere to be glimpsed, which is how art should be.


(1983)  

















Kurt Vonnegut’s Galápagos





Yes, American culture is more smart than wise. But Kurt Vonnegut, that clown-poet of homesickness and Armageddon, might be the rare American writer who is both. He dances the witty and informed dances of the literary smart, but while he does, he casts a wide eye about, and he sees. He is a postmodern Mark Twain: grumpy and sentimental, antic and religious. He is that paradoxical guy who goes to church both to pray fervently and to blow loud, snappy gum bubbles at the choir.


Galápagos, Vonnegut’s new novel, boasts the energies and derring-do of his earlier works. It is the story, sort of, of a second Noah’s ark, a 1986 nature cruise booked with celebrities (Mick Jagger, Paloma Picasso, Jacqueline Onassis, and others) that in the wake of planetary catastrophe—famine, financial crises, World War III, and a virus that eats the eggs in human ovaries—is fated to land on the Galápagos Islands and perpetuate the human race. Humanity “was about to be diminished to a tiny point, by luck, and then, again by luck, to be permitted to expand again.”


All this may sound like a glittery and Darwinian Gilligan’s Island, not really what Galápagos is at all. Although certainly the novel has something to do with the giant crush America has on celebrity, the famous people never really do make it into the story, and what we end up with is a madcap genealogical adventure—a blend of the Old Testament, the Latin American novel, and a lot of cut‑up comic books—employing a cast of lesser-knowns that includes a schoolteacher named Mary Hepburn, an Ecuadorean sea captain named von Kleist, a former male prostitute named James Wait (whose skin color is “like the crust on a pie in a cheap cafeteria”), a dog named Kazakh (who, “thanks to surgery and training, had virtually no personality”), plus a narrator who turns out to be none other than the son of Kilgore Trout, that science-fiction hack from Vonnegut’s earlier books.


Leon Trout, Vonnegut’s doppelgänger, speaks to us, moreover, from a million years hence, from the afterlife, whence he can best pronounce on what was wrong with us twentieth-century folk—our brains were too big—and reveal what, through evolution and for purposes of survival, we became: creatures with smaller brains and flippers and beaks. Even if people of the future “found a grenade or a machine gun or a knife or whatever left over from olden times, how could they ever make use of it with just their flippers and their mouths?” Leon Trout asks. And: “It is hard to imagine anybody’s torturing anybody nowadays. How could you even capture somebody you wanted to torture with just your flippers and your mouth?”


Vonnegut has probably always been a better teller than maker of stories. One continually marvels at the spare, unmuddied jazz of a Vonnegut sentence and too often despairs of his ramshackle plots. Galápagos is, typically and perhaps aptly, structured spatially, like an archipelago, tiny islands of prose detached from that apparently dangerous continent of time—childhood reminiscences, parables, interviews, real and invented history, nature writing, sapient literary quotations, a soldier’s confession. (The literary novel, alas, has always lacked a natural form.) This is a narrative style engendered by emergency, the need to get directly to something. It is susceptible, however, to an unhelpful chaos and can defeat its own purpose by blithely wandering off and turning whole chapters into scrapbooks of blather and dead end.


But Vonnegut seems eventually to get where he wants, shining his multicolored lights and science-fiction what-ifs on the huge spiritual mistake that is the Western world. He wants to tell us things: It is not the fittest who survive; it is merely those who happen to survive who survive. The earth is a “fragile habitat” that our big brains have failed to take care of. We must hope for flippers and beaks or nothing at all. We are all, finally, being too mean to one another. “I’ll tell you what the human soul is,” a character in Galápagos says. “It’s the part of you that knows when your brain isn’t working right.”




*





Although not as moving as, say, Slaughterhouse-Five, Galápagos does have moments (of father-son vis-à-vis) that bring a glug to the throat. And although more wobblingly cobbled and arrhythmic comically than Breakfast of Champions, Galápagos can be as darkly funny. Vonnegut asterisks the names of characters who are going to die and, after their inevitably gruesome deaths, kisses them off with the elegiac “Oh, well—he wasn’t going to write Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony anyway.” Early in the novel, he even puts Captain von Kleist on The Tonight Show, and what follow are the best laughs in the book.


Vonnegut’s work long ago broke ground for such writers as Richard Brautigan, Thomas Pynchon, Donald Barthelme, Tom Robbins—all curators of the rhetorical and cultural non sequitur. But Vonnegut’s grumbly and idiomatic voice has always been his own, unfakable and childlike, and his humanity, persisting as it does through his pessimism, is astonishing, seeming at times more science fiction than his science fiction. As for his suspended concern for the well-made, big-brained novel, Vonnegut has opted to zoom in directly for the catch, the idea, the oracular bit. His books are not only like canaries in coal mines (his own analogy) but like the cormorants of the Galápagos Islands, who, in their idiosyncratic evolution, have sacrificed flight for the getting of fish.


(1985)  

















Malcolm Bradbury’s Cuts





Henry Babbacombe, the writer-protagonist of Malcolm Bradbury’s new novel, Cuts, has no need to search for Eldorado; it has come looking for him. Eldorado is a British television company aiming to ensure its solvency and future with a blockbuster “miniseries” (accented, perhaps, on the second syllable, to rhyme with miseries). In its previous effort, “Gladstone, Man of Empire,” Eldorado lost its leading man, a famous and venerated old actor, when he was required to appear before the character of Queen Victoria in the nude and playing the ukulele. It was “fictionalised verity,” explained the Eldorado Head of Drama Plays and Series. “You take real people and events but you’re not slavishly bound to actual facts.”


In such fiscally tight times, Eldorado Television can afford no more ukuleles. It wants a drama with “love and power and tenderness and glory, and a lot of mountains in the background.” It wants “love and power. Past and present. Tears and laughter.” It wants “love and feeling, ancient buildings and contemporary problems.” It wants “contemporary reality, strong hero, elegant locations.” It wants “something that’s art, but is also life at its deepest and most telling.” It wants “a lush foreign location where you can get malt whisky.” It wants “epic.” It wants “tragic.” It wants “cheap.”


In a quaint and decorous moment, Eldorado decides it also wants a writer—someone brilliant and postmodern, with a “decidedly bushel-hidden  light.” Someone with a rumbling stomach. That week, it so happens, Henry Babbacombe’s agent is sleeping with an Eldorado executive, and it is suggested that Eldorado give Babbacombe a try.


As for Babbacombe, he desires no such thing. He lives contentedly and alone in a tiny northern hill village, where he teaches evening classes called “Sex and Maturity in the English Novel” and the somewhat more popular “Fiction and the Farm.” During the day he writes obscure, Beckettian novels in the garden shed of his backyard. His workday includes the consumption of high-fiber cereal, the writing down of his dreams, and, at six o’clock, the preparation of “a simple salad.” If he feels isolated and in need of cultural diversion, he whistles, usually something classical. When he is summoned to the glass high-rise of Eldorado Television, he is baffled but he goes, bringing with him on the train a pile of student essays on Middlemarch.


After that, circumstances conspire to urge Babbacombe into accepting Eldorado’s offer. He is more wined than dined at a long lunch where every course is served with kiwi fruit, including a scarlet rack of lamb and a “gorgonzola pâté … laid out so beautifully it was a pity to disturb it, as indeed it proved.” When he returns to his provincial university to discuss with the head of his department the possibility of a leave of absence, Babbacombe is given a grim speech about university financial problems. Already the college has had to rely on private endowments in an unprecedented manner, as in “the Kingsley Amis Chair of Women’s Studies.” The chairman, whose problems before the cuts had always been either of fornication or of plagiarism, is now obliged to get rid of two staff members. He has already resorted to sending colleagues out on dangerous errands in the hope that they will be run over by buses. As dedicated a man as the French structuralist who named his daughters Langue and Parole has already left. A Shakespearean professor has retrained as an airline pilot.


Henry Babbacombe has given his chairman the perfect opportunity. The chairman must consider the impact of crass television work on the reputation of his faculty. The chairman himself “would never dream of hiring out [his] mind for vulgar profit.” In fact, his department has generally refused even to publish books, “naturally preferring to transfer their thoughts by word of mouth to the two or three people who are fit to understand them.” Envy and budget cuts team up, and Babbacombe is fired from his academic Eden—his life of quiet eccentricity and bold indifference to reality, his world of sooty Gothic buildings papered with announcements of essay competitions on “whether there should be a third sex.” He is plunged instead into the dark farce of a scriptwriting career.


What ensues is riotous if predictable misadventure. In the world of script collaboration, Babbacombe is the prototypical literary naïf: a country cousin, sans feck, sans hap, sans hope. Without his knowledge or consent the setting of the series switches continents weekly. Eldorado personnel begin the rewrites before Babbacombe has finished the “writes.” Eldorado titles Babbacombe’s script “Serious Damage,” and truly it is that. His literary ambitions in abeyance, Babbacombe, wooed with kiwi fruit, becomes a kind of emissary of his own incapacitated self, a venturer if not adventurer into the heartless illogic of commercial television. It is a world that believes all problems are problems of “notional casting.” It is a world in which an obscure Beckettian novelist is asked to work up a totally spurious death scene, and does so, setting a new “standard in rigor mortis.”


To add injury to insult, the urban landscape Babbacombe encounters is one wrought by privation, privatization, moral calamity. Love-making is “staccato and short…. It was wise not to touch someone who might have touched someone else who in turn had touched someone else…. Sex was being replaced by gender.” And tenderness is pruned to tender wedges and slivers of the diminishing national pie. Says the omniscient narrator of Cuts, “The only pleasure left to make life worth living, if it was at all, was money, poor little paper money, which was trying to do all the work.”




*





Malcolm Bradbury is the author of an impressive array of critical works (including books on Evelyn Waugh and Saul Bellow) and of the novels The History Man and Rates of Exchange. What he has given us in Cuts is once more a depiction of man as historical performer, this time in a satirical romp through Thatcher England. “It was a time for getting rid of the old soft illusions, and replacing them with the new hard illusions.”


Bradbury has milked his title for all it is worth, and it is worth much. If he has left us feeling a bit severed at the end, it may have been one cut too many, but we get the authorial joke. There is so much fun, fury, and intelligence in this little novel, one can forgive its insistent cartoonishness or those rare moments when the wit is less rapier than spoon. If the insidious world of television as literary subject or sociological context manages by its very nature to preclude the writing of great literature, that would be this modest book’s point. Bradbury has succeeded in doing what the social satirist must do: to amuse trenchantly, leaving in the throat “a strange taste rather like a rancid kiwi fruit.”


(1987)  

















Anaïs Nin, Marilyn Monroe





In the love lives of the famous, romance is largely a public business: private affairs made public, public affairs made even more public. And at the bedroom doors of all those affairs lurk, inevitably, the writers—biographers, journalists, novelists, poets, diarists—intent on giving public shape to private muck, heedless of the wishes of the muckers or muckees. Occasionally this makes for daring and probing books, but more often it produces the literary equivalent of McDonald’s: private passions, some long dead, are unearthed and reworked into public French fries.


Two recent books aid and abet, to varying degrees, this sort of literary cannibalism. Both fairly slim volumes, they describe two very different couples: Anaïs Nin and Henry Miller, and Joe DiMaggio and Marilyn Monroe. In the first we are given what is indeed a probing and daring book—a passionate diary account from the interior of the affair. In the latter we get fast food: a newspaperman’s best guesses from Outer Mongolia.


When Anaïs Nin, at age sixty-three, published the first volume of her already notorious diary, in 1966, she excised an important chunk of the journal—and of her own personal history. In its edited form, the diary was a mesmerizing collage that included opinions on interior decorating, lyrical self-attacks, and compassionate psychosexual analyses of her friendships with some of the bohemians and bourgeoisie of thirties Paris. Nin had actually begun writing a diary as a young girl, conceiving it as a means of “talking to” her absent father, a celebrated violinist who had abandoned the family when Anaïs was nine. As one might expect, there is everywhere in her diary a search and hunger for father figures—attended by conflicting desires to seduce, retrieve, vanquish, and be loved by them.


The part of her journal that was originally deleted detailed some of the fruits of that search: Nin’s discovery, at the age of twenty-eight, of two father figures, in the persons of writer Henry Miller, then forty, and his enigmatic wife, June. What resulted was something of a ménage à trois—a crush on June and a full-blown adulterous affair with Henry (Nin was also married at the time). For Nin, her relationship with the Millers was a “laboratory of the soul,” a dangerous theater of self, and the diary served as a kind of dressing room to which she repaired. It is only now, nine years after Nin’s death, that her publisher and her executor have seen fit to publish what she wrote. They have titled it Henry and June: From the Unexpurgated Diary of Anaïs Nin.


There is this to be said for expurgation and elision: it can be a writer’s most effective tool. Put back in what the writer herself took out, and the work’s edges may get lost, the essence clouded. Unexpurgated, Nin says of Henry Miller things like “He looks down and shows me his lanced desire again.” Or, “Yesterday, in the very paroxysm of sensual joy, I could not bite Henry as he wanted me to.” Whereas in the edited volume Nin is deftly attuned to the people around her, in Henry and June she is made to appear in a hormonal haze, erotically preoccupied, tortured by a question that seems to nag only women in their twenties: Is what I’m calling love really just good sex? And its heartbreaking corollary: Is what I’m calling good sex not even all that good? Nin wears black underwear. This is not the stuff of heavy philosophical inquiry. Nonetheless, Nin knew all about beauty and sexual game playing, and she wrote about it with a poetry and intelligence that can pass for profundity. Her sensitivity to the physical and emotional was such that virtually everything in her life—from meals to hand-holding—became an aesthetic moment.


“There are two ways to reach me,” Nin wrote in December 1931, soon after meeting the Millers, “by way of kisses or by way of the imagination.” June Miller reached her via the latter, and Henry via the former. Nin’s relationship with June was, by and large, one of mutual infatuation, and it expressed itself in intense conversations, walks, gifts of perfume, stockings, jewelry. And although Nin had recurrent dreams in which June had a small, secret penis (surely somebody is rolling in a grave somewhere), their desire for each other seems to have remained delicate and unconsummated. “Our love would be death. The embrace of imaginings,” Nin wrote. When, in early 1932, June left Paris for New York and a lesbian lover she claimed to have there, it was Henry, twelve years Nin’s senior, with whom Nin became sexually involved, Henry with whom she experienced “the white-heat of living.” “I’ll teach you new things,” he said. And a few weeks later Nin wrote in her diary, “It is easy to love and there are so many ways to do it.”


Perhaps like no two other writers of their time, Nin and Miller were interested in erotic appetites. “For once,” wrote Nin, “I stand before a nature more complicated than my own.” Indeed, the pairing of Nin and Miller seems something like the Ali–Frazier match of literary sex. When they weren’t checking in to hotels together at noon (and sometimes even when they were), they read each other’s manuscripts, discussed their interests in Lawrence and Dostoevski, wrote at enormous, amorous length to and about each other. Miller’s words were explosive, exhausting; Nin’s were searching and metaphorical, attempting to grasp with poetry what she felt his “realism” could not capture. “My work is the wife of his work,” she wrote.


Although Nin claimed to have grown enormously in this period, her fiery passion for Miller eventually subsided. She felt an increased tenderness toward her banker-husband, Hugo, a man who is shown in Henry and June to be Nin’s real anchor, someone who provided her with a suburban home, a monthly allowance, and a famous psychoanalyst, with whom she also had an affair. True bohemianism gave her cold feet. Miller’s worn lapels and jacket cuffs pained her, as did his terrible eyesight (made weak by his job as a newspaper proofreader). She grew discomfited by Miller’s sponging of her money and by his spending it on prostitutes. Once when Nin brought Miller an elegant breakfast on a tray, “all he could say was that he longed for the bistro around the corner, the zinc counter, the dull greenish coffee and milk full of skin.” By the end Nin had discovered the perverse boy at the core of the man, had exposed Miller’s emotional and financial helplessness and his petty cruelty. She had conquered a father figure, but no longer quite believed in him. When the affair was over after less than a year, she wrote movingly, “Last night I wept. I wept because I was no longer a child with a blind girl’s faith…. I wept because I could not believe anymore and I love to believe.”




*





The very public and glamorous love shared by Marilyn Monroe and her second husband, retired Yankee star Joe DiMaggio, might have seemed, unlike the private adultery of Miller and Nin, fated to be happy. But it was patently not happy, and, since neither Monroe nor DiMaggio kept passionate diaries, few people have been privy to the intimate reasons for the failure of their marriage. The most recent in an endless stream of biographies, Joe and Marilyn: A Memory of Love, does little to remedy that state of affairs.


The biggest problem with this book is that it’s simply not long on material. Monroe and DiMaggio’s marriage lasted all of nine months, and DiMaggio, who is still alive, has refused to talk about Monroe with anyone, including author Roger Kahn. So Kahn has to do some rhetorical tap dancing. When, in Joe and Marilyn, Kahn runs out of things to say about the lives of “Mr. and Mrs. America” (as Monroe and DiMaggio were dubbed by the press), he shamelessly summarizes movie plots, lectures on sexual mores, extemporizes on batting streaks. Every once in a while, under the strain of improvisation, he simply throws up his hands and attempts one-sentence paragraphs like “What a hard, sad life.”


Unlike Nin and Miller, DiMaggio and Monroe both enjoyed and paid heavily for quick rises to stardom from deprived backgrounds: he from poor Sicilian parents, she from a series of foster homes and a Los Angeles orphanage. When they met, each was aroused by the other’s fame but also by some mistaken impression that they were kindred spirits. Each sought comfort in the homey fantasies they entertained about the other. For Monroe, DiMaggio was protective, courteous, fatherly. For DiMaggio, Monroe was the sexiest housewife in America. What Monroe got was an average Joe who liked to sit in front of the television watching sports all day. What DiMaggio got, among other things, was a woman who rarely ironed. 


In his prime, DiMaggio was accomplished and revered, given to an old-fashioned reserve that may or may not have hidden a more turbulent nature, depending on to whom one listens. Monroe, by contrast, was an exhibitionistic and unfocused talent, denigrated by the very Hollywood that had made her a star. But Monroe wasn’t stupid. As Kahn points out, she collected sophisticated books and displayed a sexy, impudent wit. Once, when asked what she had on during a photography session, Monroe replied, “The radio.” About her husband she used to say, “Joe brings a great bat into the bedroom.”


The latter example, writes Kahn, suggests why the couple broke up: their relationship was an overridingly physical one, with Monroe chafing under what she felt to be the marriage’s intellectual constraints, and DiMaggio growing less comfortable with Monroe’s hugely public sexuality, something that she called a “career.” Kahn insists, however, that DiMaggio’s love for Monroe continued long after their marriage, that it was “a lapping ceaseless flame,” that he attempted to protect her from Hollywood “phonies” and overweening psychiatric wards. Nonetheless, Monroe’s losing battle with mental illness has become Hollywood legend, and DiMaggio’s something of an ineffectual knight-errant within that legend. JOE DIMAGGIO STRIKES OUT read newspaper headlines when he and Monroe announced the end of their brief marriage.


Kahn, speculating from the periphery, cannot hope to have put together a book that is much more than sympathetically rendered hearsay. And books such as his, unlike the rich personal document of Henry and June, are more evidence, if any were needed, of the cruel triviality and petty theft inherent in most celebrity biography. As a journalist, Kahn is only at the perimeter of his subject and must take up the role of voyeur. He writes, “We know that when she killed herself on August 4, 1962, Marilyn needed a pedicure.” Is that what we want to know? Ghoulishly enough—as we watch Joe DiMaggio sell coffeemakers on TV and we wonder, still, about the men who married Marilyn Monroe—maybe the answer is yes?


(1987)   

















John Cheever





Literature, when it is occurring, is the correspondence of two agoraphobics. It is lonely and waited for, brilliant and pure and frightened, a marriage of birds, a conversation of the blind. When biography intrudes upon this act between reader and author, it may do so in the smallest of vehicles—photographs, book jacket copy, rumors—parked quietly outside. In its more researched and critical form—the biography—it may nose into the house proper.


Probably it is difficult for biography not to intrude at all, for the impulse toward it, in its insistence and irresistibility, resembles something more physical than intellectual. The housebound correspondents wonder and invent and begin to make a being of the other behind the letters. So innocently insinuating is the biographical that even the professional biographer may begin a work entitled John Cheever with the words “This book is for Vivian,” momentarily allowing his own biography to occlude his subject’s in a pretty if irrelevant cameo. Such is the religious nature of the biographical that it believes all work must come from someplace, that one can give it, dedicate it like a prayer.


Whatever its seductive impingements, in literature biography is never the point. In biography’s attempts to know the exact midwifery between life and art, it is always guessing. With its power to eclipse and compete, its attempts to own and undo mystery, it remains, as Twain once said, the mere clothes and buttons of the man. And it is an odd aradox that every such biographer must know this deeply and also deeply not know it. Real life—that collection of facts with an angle thrown in—has the importunate growl of stomach or wolf; it raps compellingly at all doors, including those behind which is conducted the preferential code of poetry and fiction. Literary biography has boasted some of the finest and bravest practitioners—from Boswell on Johnson to Gaskell on Brontë—yet there is always something a little guilty in it. Whatever its pleasures for the reader, for the subject biography is a kind of artistic tax, winging in during life like a complicated pamphlet, after death like a crow.




*





At least Scott Donaldson’s new biography of John Cheever—the first to appear since Cheever’s death in 1982—is not a lurid act of forensic medicine or necrophilia. Though it has none of the genius of its subject, it imitates honorably Cheever’s politeness, intelligence, and reserve. Hobbled in its significance, perhaps, by the appearance in 1984 of Susan Cheever’s memoir, Home Before Dark, and the forthcoming Cheever letters, Donaldson’s biography manages, nonetheless, with sweat on its modest brow, to gather Cheever’s life into a kind of mad English garden of data through which lovers of Cheever’s fiction may not be able to resist a stroll. “Writing is very much like a kiss,” said Cheever, thinking of those readers. “It’s something you can’t do alone.” It is a remark that both denies and illustrates the solitude of a literary life, and it is a telling one. John Cheever: A Biography, though populated with the names of Cheever’s colleagues, intimates, and admirers, seems primarily the story of a man who found himself alone in a way he could never quite accept, in a way that took him completely against his will.


Cheever grew up in Quincy, Massachusetts, the son of a failed shoe salesman and a stern Englishwoman whose entrepreneurial instincts were sounder than her spouse’s (she came to own a successful gift shop). Like F. Scott Fitzgerald, whose life and work Cheever’s most resemble, Cheever lived in the best neighborhood in town but with an impostor’s sensitivity and insecurities, due, in part, to the failure of his father. Both Cheever and Fitzgerald had strong, autonomous mothers, and in their adult life each felt the desire to shore up the masculine side of himself, in fear of the strength of the feminine. They both lived very socially, forging new, more secure identities out of their abilities to charm and impress the rich, toeing the ragged line between court jester and town clown, Cheever with more grace, perhaps, but both with a powerful, liquored ambivalence.


Donaldson suggests that Cheever’s talent came from his mother’s side of the family, which was educated and artistic. But it was his father’s side that Cheever himself tended to mythologize, with its somewhat spurious links to Ezekiel Cheever, the legendary seventeenth-century schoolmaster at the Boston Latin School. It was also Cheever’s father who, while working full-time in a shoe factory, had once studied evenings to be a magician, one of his handbook tricks being “How to Cook an Omelet in Your Hat”—surely a significant bit in a writer’s parentage.


Cheever, shy, plump, and only an average student, whose spelling, according to one teacher, was “unusual, to say the least,” learned early the power of good storytelling (which he was encouraged to do in front of his classmates) and of excellent manners. As a mere kindergartener he was remembered as having been the only child who, upon leaving a party, spoke to the hostess. “Thank you for inviting me,” he said. “I enjoyed it very much and I mean it!” At Thayer Academy, at the age of thirteen, he wrote astonishingly sophisticated poetry. He composed the winning slogan for Good Posture Week: “Make it Posture Week, not Weak Posture.” And when, in 1930, at the age of seventeen, he was expelled for poor grades, he sat down and wrote a story titled “Expelled,” sent it off to Malcolm Cowley at The New Republic, and had it accepted for publication. Out of rejection was launched his brilliant career.


It is a story such as “Expelled,” the portrait of a prep school to which the young narrator has not been allowed to return, that no doubt causes Donaldson to use straightforward summaries of Cheever’s fiction as mortar and sometimes as the bricks themselves in reconstructing Cheever’s youth and young adulthood. Donaldson himself tells of Cheever’s allergy to the unembroidered truth, so one can hardly believe that art and life serve each other well here. The trompe l’oeil of autobiography present in any fiction is difficult enough, but the presumption of it, foisted on Cheever’s work, makes for a semblance of biographical desperation. 


But it is not as if Donaldson hasn’t done his research. He guides the reader through a detailed chronology—Cheever’s move to New York in 1934, the trips to Yaddo, the marriage to Mary Winternitz, the military service at an Army camp that looked like “of all places, Harvard,” the Guggenheim fellowships, the National Book Award for 1957, the journeys to Italy, the house in Ossining. Donaldson is fine, if careful, in his presentation of Cheever’s long and finally turbulent relationship with The New Yorker. He is vivid, if short-winded, in his discussion of Cheever’s deep attachment to his brother Fred, a relationship Cheever felt stirred the homosexual longings in him. He goes into great, anecdotal detail about servants the Cheevers had both in Italy and on the Vanderlip estate in Scarborough, New York, where they rented for some years. And he is strangely if respectfully tight-lipped regarding Cheever’s wife, Mary, who never emerges very clearly and to whom the biography, at times, does seem beholden.


It is not until the book’s last third that the picture of Cheever that Donaldson is after sharpens into something wrenching. By middle age, Cheever’s heavy drinking had affected his work habits and made chaos of his family life. Bisexuality seemed at first to offer the connection and emotion that he felt had eluded him, despite all his gifts. Promiscuity ripped open a room in him. He had affairs with students, with men in gay baths, and, more notoriously, with Ned Rorem and with Hope Lange. At Boston University he was hired to teach the same year that Anne Sexton, also a faculty member, committed suicide; Cheever himself sank into a depression exacerbated by drinking. In the middle of the second semester he was sent home to his wife, and John Updike was brought in to take over the class.


By the end of his life Cheever had won his battle against alcoholism, but to some it seemed too late. “At your age,” the poet Hayden Carruth told him, “I think I’d have gone out loaded.” “Puking all over someone else’s furniture?” Cheever replied. He had salvaged his life in time to write two more novels—Falconer and Oh What a Paradise It Seems—and to see his collected stories win the Pulitzer Prize in 1978. He felt a renewal of affection toward Ossining, took up bicycling, left parties early. And it was then, at the age of sixty-nine, that he fell victim to the perverse timing of disease and was diagnosed as having the cancer that would, a year later, kill him. 


Fitzgerald was the only writer that Cheever ever chose to write about (in a short biography for Atlantic Brief Lives in 1971), and Donaldson, who has also written biographies of Fitzgerald and Hemingway, tells us “there is no disputing the fact that in composing his brief life of Fitzgerald, Cheever was writing about himself.” Cheever’s life, however, seems finally a more ordinary and more heartbreaking one than Fitzgerald’s. As Wilfred Sheed once remarked, “Cheever … reminds one of the old story about the patient with the bed next to the window who invented a gaudy world outside to please the other patients, although his window overlooked a bank wall.” One suspects, even feels, Cheever’s intimacy with that wall. Trapped in the alcoholic purchase of oblivion and euphoria, residing within a marital carcass to which he claimed only formal loyalty, hoping somehow to allay the lovelessness he had felt from mother and wife (both women named Mary), Cheever constructed a life of beautiful speech: a voice blended with English and Yankee accents, a prose of ecclesiastical tones, of sadness and lyrical affirmation. So elegant were his spoken sentences that people not looking often thought he was reading. He was at once a “toothless Thurber,” a wicked satirist, and the Chekhov of Westchester; in his work and spirit there was a struggle and division between “the celebratory and the deprecatory.” When he was elected to the National Institute of Arts and Letters, he made light of it with the ditty “Root tee toot, ahh root tee toot, oh, we’re the members of the institute.” But he had great respect for ceremony and recognition, and in the years following he proposed nominations and citations for dozens of other writers whose work he admired.




*





Certainly it is in the work that one comes to know an author—his best and essential self—without being able to extricate or explain him. A short story is “the appeasement of pain,” said Cheever, who felt the story form possessed an intensity the novel did not. “In a stuck ski lift, a sinking boat, a dentist’s office, or a doctor’s office … at the very point of death, one tells oneself a short story.” Donaldson lingers in his discussion of Cheever’s great stories—“Goodbye, My Brother,” “The Country Husband,” “The Geometry of Love”—like a gardener caring for them, though in his particular tasks they yield him beauty rather than fruit. Said son Fred Cheever of his father, “No one, absolutely no one, shared his life with him.” Donaldson has this in common with his subject: the impulse to share a life that cannot be shared—though it can be written down a little with a gardener’s care, the words planted like a kiss.


(1988)   

















Bobbie Ann Mason’s Love Life





Bobbie Ann Mason writes the kind of fiction her own characters would never read. If they turn off the television long enough to look at a book at all, her characters are inclined toward the steamy, gothic romances they themselves refer to as “bodice busters.” “I don’t read,” says one Mason character. “If I read, I just go crazy.”


This puts the Kentucky-born Mason in that most lonesome and literary position of being neither wholly of the world about which she writes nor of the world to which she writes (most of her shorter work has appeared in The New Yorker). In this middle place, no axes to grind, no self is mythologized, no isms truly suit. She writes from a slight—and only slightly unsafe—distance, a place of friendly irony, and her pen neither condescends nor skewers. She is gentle with her good country people (whose idea of wickedness is to park at the mall in a handicapped parking spot) in a way that Flannery O’Connor (with whom Mason is sometimes, strangely, compared) could never have been. But she hesitates to prettify, to flash the ruby in the rube. Declining to dismantle them, to judge them, to be them, Mason seems to have simply collected her characters, collected the stuff of them, collected—in the insular spirit of the curator or the spy—what she knows, rather than what she thinks.


Which is why Mason’s strongest form may be neither the novel nor the story but the story collection. It is there, picking up her pen every twenty pages to start anew, gathering layers through echo and overlap, that Mason depicts most richly a community of contemporary lives, which is her great skill. It could be argued that the quiet, cumulative beauty of Mason’s Shiloh and Other Stories is rivaled in her oeuvre (which includes the novels In Country and Spence + Lila) only by her new collection, Love Life. There is depth here, in the way the word is used to describe armies and sports teams: an accumulation, a supply. When one story is finished, a similar one rushes in to fill its place. There is also profundity. Mason dips her pen in the same ink, over and over, because her knowledge of the landlocked Middle America she writes about—most of it centered in Kentucky and Tennessee—is endless and huge. Each small story adds to the reader’s apprehension of that hugeness.


In Mason’s new collection her themes of provincial entrapment and desire are present again, but here she has given them a new improvisatory sprawl. Though a few of the fifteen stories in Love Life (such as the title one) repeat the figure-eight structure found in Shiloh—a narrative that loops gracefully through several combinations of characters, then arches back to the original one—many of the stories in Love Life splay out unexpectedly, skate off, or in, at odd angles, displaying a directional looseness. “Midnight Magic” introduces the dramatic thread of a town terrorized by an unknown rapist, but then ends off to one side of it, with the moral dilemma over the reporting of a hit-and-run accident. “Piano Fingers” begins with a husband’s sexual boredom and ends with a father buying his daughter an electric keyboard from the piano store. Certainly the beginnings and endings do illuminate each other, but only indirectly, diffusely. Along the way elements are seldom developed in a linear fashion and are often, once introduced, abandoned altogether.


But this unexpectedness keeps Mason’s stories breathing and alive. Her writing is naked-voiced, without vanity. In “State Champions,” a memory of small-town adolescence, the middle-aged narrator is made to understand belatedly and obliquely the significance of her high school basketball team’s state championship. Twenty years after the fact someone not from her community recollects for her. 




“Why, they were just a handful of country boys who could barely afford basketball shoes,” the man told me in upstate New York.


“They were?” This was news to me.





Which leads, circuitously, to one of Mason’s strongest stories about the emotional illiteracy of the provincial heart. The narrator recalls her teenage crush on a boy who gives her an “eight-page novel,” a slightly off-color Li’l Abner comic strip. “It was disgusting, but I was thrilled that he showed me the booklet.” When her best friend’s sister dies, the narrator remembers avoiding her.




I didn’t know what to say. I couldn’t say anything, for we weren’t raised to say things that were heartfelt and gracious…. We didn’t say we were sorry. We hid from view, in case we might be called on to make appropriate remarks, the way certain old folks in church were sometimes called on to pray. At Cuba School, there was one teacher who, for punishment, made her students write “I love you” five hundred times on the blackboard. “Love” was a dirty word, and I had seen it on the walls of the girls’ rest room—blazing there in ugly red lipstick. In the eight-page novel Glenn had showed me, Li’l Abner said “I love you” to Daisy Mae.





What can and cannot be said is always at issue in Mason’s small towns. “If you don’t want to hear about it, why don’t you say so?” begins the story “Private Lies.” Psychological inarticulateness is everywhere. A conversation about death can quickly become a conversation about shoes. In “The Secret of the Pyramids,” the fatal car accident of the protagonist’s former lover is discussed this way:




Then Glenda says, “Oh, wasn’t that awful about Bob Morganfield?”


“I know. I heard about it on the news last night.”…


“But he was so nice. Everybody liked him.”


“I got these shoes at his store this spring.”


“I just love those. I wish I could wear spike heels.”





In “Big Bertha Stories,” a man tells his wife about a young woman he knew in Vietnam. “What happened to her?” asks the wife.


“I don’t know.”


“Is that the end of the story?”


“I don’t know.”


Later, the wife, thinking of her husband, realizes that her own sympathies have gone mute from neglect and inexpression. “She hasn’t thought of him as himself. She wasn’t brought up that way, to examine someone’s soul.” Says a character in another story, “On Moonlighting they just talk-talk-talk…. It drives you up the wall.”


For an edifying word on their troubles, Mason’s characters watch the Phil Donahue show, where they find the various problems of their lives formulated for them. A woman in the story “Hunktown” says, “I can’t stand watching stuff that’s straight out of my own life.” They seem to share a startling belief that their lives correspond to the television culture that has descended on them. But it is more hope than belief, a desire to refashion and locate themselves, to medicate their feelings of exile with cheap understanding.


For a good time they go to Paducah or Gatlinburg. “At a museum there, she saw a violin made from a ham can.” They work in mattress factories, or plant tobacco, and when they brush up against glamour and wealth, it is in the form of people who own hot tubs or their “own bush-hog rental company.” For spirituality there is the local Christianity—“He opens the Bible and reads from ‘the Philippines’”—which may also include speaking in tongues. “He is speaking a singsong language made of hard, disturbing sounds. ‘Shecky-beck-be-floyt-I-shecky-tibby-libby. Dabcree-la-croo-la-crow.’ He seems to be trying hard not to say ‘abracadabra’ or any other familiar words.” Only one Mason character ventures off to a therapist, whom she calls “‘The Rapist,’ because the word therapist can be divided into two words, the rapist.” When he tells her that perhaps she is trying to escape reality, she says, “Reality, hell! … Reality’s my whole problem.”


Mason’s women tend to be practical, disillusioned, self-preserving. They belong to cosmetics clubs, wear too much makeup, have names such as Beverly or Jolene. They are trapped mostly in their desire for Mason’s men, who tend to be feckless, dreamy, drunk, between jobs. The sexes are a puzzle to each other here, and longing and distraction pervade their lives. Divorce seems the only remedy for a life where a couple “stayed married like two dogs locked together in passion, except it wasn’t passion.” Mason’s use of the present tense in the majority of her stories serves as the expression of this trapped condition, but also as a kind of existential imperfect: the freeze in time suggests the flow; the moment stilled and isolated from the past and future is yet emblematic of them both, of the gray ongoingness of things.


Nevertheless, the characters in Love Life seem determined to amuse themselves. In “Private Lies”: “He liked to clown around, singing ‘The Star-Spangled Banner’ in a mock-operatic style; he would pretend to forget the words and then shift abruptly into ‘Carry Me Back to Old Virginny.’ He was a riot at parties.” In “The Secret of the Pyramids”: “The last time he took her out to eat, they had to wait for their table, and Bob gave the name ‘Beach’ so the hostess would call out on the microphone, ‘Beach Party.’” In “Memphis”: “‘I’m having a blast, too,’ Beverly said, just as an enormous man with tattoos of outer-space monsters on his arms asked Jolene to dance.” Their days are punctuated with attenuated joys and generosities. The large gestures of life are reduced by Mason to the smallest scale, inflaming them with meaning. “Steve’s friend Pete squirts blue fluid on Steve’s windshield—a personal service not usually provided at the self-serve island” (“Midnight Magic”).


If such living is morally hemmed in, strewn with the junk of our culture, it is all that Mason’s characters can avail themselves of. Buried in the very gut of America, feeling deeply the lock and cage of the land, they send up antennae and receive what they are able to, what there is. If they are mocked and demeaned by what they consume, they do not know it; to mock and demean are coastal pastimes, of which they haven’t the spiritual or material means to partake. “Liz wished she could go to the ocean, just once in her life,” one narrator says. “That was what she truly wanted.” Despite the immodest imperative of its title, this wonderful collection is less about the optimist’s advice to love life than about the struggle and necessity of some ordinary and valiant people to like it just a little.


(1989)  

















V. S. Pritchett’s A Careless Widow





Sir Victor Sawdon Pritchett is eighty-nine years old this year, bringing to a close the seventh decade of a huge literary career: over three dozen books—biographies of Turgenev and Balzac, volumes of criticism, novels, travel writing, autobiography, and now yet another collection of short fiction, A Careless Widow. Such an event might be construed as literary miracle or professional reproof—instead of what it more likely is: the natural happening of a life of letters lived totally, without ever being faked.


The son of lower-middle-class parents, V. S. Pritchett grew up in a rough neighborhood of London, the setting of a somewhat Dickensian childhood: at times he and his brother lived as street urchins, the family home next to a loud mechanized bakery and a clattering roller-skating rink. As a young man wanting to write, he languished briefly in the leather trade before escaping first to France, then to Ireland and Spain. Almost an exact contemporary of Hemingway, Pritchett, too, was in Paris in the 1920s and Spain in the ’30s, and he might have sought out and joined the other writers gathering in those places. But he didn’t. Instead he went his own way (receiving, in 1975, a knighthood for distinguished services to literature), outliving, outproducing them all.


Although critics wrangle over whether he has written a major novel, debating in particular the merits of Mr. Beluncle (1951), there is no question as to the power and accomplishment of Pritchett’s memoirs—A Cab at the Door (1968) and Midnight Oil (1971)—nor of the greatness of his short stories. It was always the short-story form to which Pritchett returned most inspired. He has compared writing stories to ballad making, and one thinks of a Pritchett story not only as an orchestration of ironies but as a place where the author’s sentences can do their humble, musical dazzle: “I have always liked the hard and sequined sheen of London streets at night,” he wrote in the famous story “Handsome Is as Handsome Does.” “The cars come down them like rats.”


Pritchett has confessed to whittling many of his stories down from hundred-page novellas, and one can sometimes feel in his narratives the effect of that shrinkage: a strolling gait abruptly tensing, then relaxing again; a pulse in the prose. His stories have been called traditional, and he is often and aptly compared to Chekhov and Maupassant. Classically, a Pritchett story uses visitors or trips to disrupt the neatness or presumption of neatness in a character’s life. His is a very English fiction of irony arrayed, hypocrisy exposed, eccentricity embraced. He captures the frustration and strain beneath the moral order of the average citizen, and he is nothing if not funny. Yet his humor never stiffens or distorts. His prose is always limpid—amused but not muddied by bemusement.




*





A Careless Widow is a collection of six stories, quiet and deceptively simple, like walks. In “A Trip to the Seaside,” a widower makes a futile journey to court his former secretary, only to be confronted with portions of their past he has selectively set aside. In “Things,” an older couple is paid a visit by the wife’s witchlike and recalcitrant sister, whose improvised life rebukes their own (now congealing around the comforts and objects of bourgeois retirement). In “A Careless Widow,” a solitary hairdresser takes a holiday to escape the dreary routine of his professional life: “Women came to him to be changed, to be perfected. They arrived tousled and complaining and they left transfigured, equipped for the hunt again. They were simply top-knots to him. When they got up he was always surprised to see they had legs and arms and could walk. He sometimes, though not often, admired the opposite end of them: their shoes.” Such escape is possible for less than a day, before he discovers his London neighbor—the widow of the title—staying at the same hotel: “That was too much. She was ordinary life and ordinary life always went too far.”


In all these stories, the past figures as a kind of character: a foil, a catalyst, a wise fool. Pritchett’s people are well on their way out of middle age—but they do not feel old. Their relationship to the past is often unformed, unclear, yet to be negotiated. “It’s a mistake to go back to the past. I mean at my age. Our age,” says the careless widow. Appetites still abound—“She looked at him greedily, intently.” The refrain “even now” is sighed like an old and bittersweet joke.


In “Cocky Olly,” the narrator’s thoughts journey irretrievably into her past, seemingly because she has refused—actually, bodily—to take the trip to the places of her childhood, places she passes on her way to and from London. “One of these days, when there is no one with me, I plan to go and look at these places, but I never do,” she says. And so the story becomes enmeshed in a long childhood memory, never to return to the present time. “Then it was Cocky Olly again,” she says, ending the story with a favorite childhood game, “and all of us racing around.”


Situated—however sentimentally or awkwardly—in the rolling landscape of the past, a Pritchett character can turn a back to death. The author himself looks at death, if not squarely, at least wryly. It is his bleak jest that in the title story the local topography offers a place called “the Coffin” for ambitious climbers. In the bleakly comic “A Change of Policy,” love and death attempt to outwit each other in bizarre plot shifts: a printer—his wife, Ethel, a comatose stroke victim—falls in love with Paula, an editor for whom Ethel was once a secretary. “I’ve the feeling that I’ve been standing up all night for years,” he tells his new love. In her guilt, Paula pays the wife a visit in the hospital: “There was a sudden crash of oxygen cylinders that were being unloaded from a truck in the yard outside. The eyes did not move. Suddenly it occurred to Paula to speak in a peremptory office voice: ‘Ethel!’ she said…. There was no movement in the eyes.” Just as the title suggests, circumstances change abruptly in this story, and nothing brings Ethel back from death’s jaws faster than her husband’s sudden death after a horseback riding accident. In yet another curious turn, the two women become close friends, taking a cottage together in another village. Death is turned a back on. The past, practically and resourcefully, is made usable in the present. 


In the final story, “The Image Trade,” Pearson—a famous older writer, perhaps not unlike Pritchett—must contend with a photographer intent on capturing his image for posterity: a kind of death mask. “You will miss all the et cetera of my life,” the writer says. “I am all et cetera…. My face is nothing. At my age I don’t need it. It is no more than a servant I push around before me…. It knows nothing. It just collects. I send it to smirk at parties, to give lectures…. It calls people by the wrong names. It is an indiscriminate little grinner. It kisses people I’ve never met…. I know I have a face like a cup of soup with handles sticking out…. What wouldn’t I give for bone structure, a nose with bone in it!” The picture he finally sees is a quiet marbling of death and life: “No sparkling anemone there but the bald head of a melancholy frog, its feet clinging to a log, floating in literature. O Fame, cried Pearson, O Maupassant, O Tales of Hoffmann, O Edgar Allan Poe, O Grub Street.”


One feels keenly in these stories a master’s presence, sharp and even as that longed-for nose with bone in it. Pritchett’s is a literature of deep humanity—a mature artist’s extension of affection into unexpected corners, a lover’s unflagging interest in life. “I looked at the heads of all the people in the room,” one of his narrators says. “They seemed to be like people from another planet. I was in love with them all and did not want to leave.”


(1989)   

















Stanley Elkin’s The MacGuffin





Stanley Elkin’s novels have sometimes been criticized for their disregard of form and organized plot, for what some might see as their overindulgence of the author’s poetic gift—his besotted high style. In The MacGuffin, that mad, Joycean poetry is, pleasurably enough, still there. The sentences are long riffs of jazz; the words swarm and lather; the prose is exuberantly betroped, exhilaratingly de trop—one imitates it badly. But more self-consciously than in his previous novels—which include The Living End and George Mills—Elkin has placed at the thematic heart of his book a discussion of this “failure” of his at narrative construction.


The title may say it all. The MacGuffin, a term used by Alfred Hitchcock, refers to that element in a Hitchcock film—or in narrative generally—that is a mere pretext for a plot. The MacGuffin might be the papers the spies are after, the secret theft of a ring, any device or gimmick that gets the plot rolling. The plot, moreover, is simply a pretext for an exploration of character. The MacGuffin itself has little, if any, intrinsic meaning. The MacGuffin, said Hitchcock, is nothing.


In Elkin’s novel, however, the MacGuffin appears to be a strangely metamorphosing idea. Or perhaps it is a fixed idea in an absurdly shifting world. One thinks of the joke from which the MacGuffin is presumed to have derived its name: Two men are on a train. “What is that package?” asks one. “That’s a MacGuffin,” answers the other. “What’s a MacGuffin?” “It’s for trapping lions in the Scottish Highlands.” “But there are no lions in the Scottish Highlands!” “Well, then, that’s no MacGuffin.”


As personified in Elkin’s novel, the MacGuffin is “the Muse of his plot line,” the “odd displacements, the skewed idiosyncratic angle.” It is an imagined voice, an inner imp, a guardian devil to the novel’s protagonist, Bobbo Druff, Commissioner of Streets of a midsize American city. Druff, at fifty-eight, has lost his ease and wants it back, “the way some people wanted their youth.” He is experiencing a kind of “aphasia, or Alzheimer’s, or the beginnings of senility”; “something dark was going on in the old gray matter … some sluggish, white stupidity forming and hardening there like an impression formed in a mold.” Druff’s MacGuffin is the ordering force of paranoia, the seeing and making of plots, the reading of symbols in municipal routine, the straining after coincidence and story.


There are things that have set Druff up for this dementia, this “alcoholic vaudeville.” There are the coca leaves in his pocket. There is his deteriorating health. And there is his guilty conscience: he has committed adultery; he has taken graft. He feels he will be found out. The “hair tars and breath shellacs,” the “intimate cheeses and bitters,” will give him away.


“If you’ve asked for the bribe they generally give you up to three weeks per thousand,” Druff tells his worried son, Mikey, who is thirty and still lives at home. “If you’ve been bribed, they usually let you off with a fine…. It’s your dad’s policy only to accept bribes.” “I know that,” Mikey says, “it’s what all those fines could do to your net worth.”


What preoccupies Druff and his MacGuffin the most is the death of Mikey’s girlfriend, a Shiite Muslim named Su’ad who has been killed in a hit-and-run accident. Druff himself once lusted after her, just a bit, while she held forth about the Shiite cause. “It all sounds to me like your typical power grab,” he once told her. “We see it time and again down at the Hall.” The local here stands for the universal. As Commissioner of Streets, Druff must find out why Su’ad has died in one of them. Could it have been a faulty traffic light? In Elkin’s world there is nothing more complicated—or simpler—than municipal America.


The time span of this chapterless narrative is approximately two days, and in that period Druff spends many hours being driven around the city by his chauffeur, “Dick the spy,” fantasizing himself the victim of sting operations, reminiscing about the days when he first met his wife (who had managed to turn her scoliosis into a “lewd suggestion”), and discussing with Dick the strange traffic in the middle of the night.


“It’s the nurses,” says his driver, the spy. “They come on at seven at night. It’s experimental. It plays hell with their menses unless they have the middle shift, the eleven-to-seven one, but the thinking today is that PMS gives them an edge.”


To which Druff can only ask, “Is this true?” Everything to him, a man “old enough to be from a generation that still marveled that there were car radios,” has begun to seem plausible, equally convincing or unconvincing. This is particularly true of Su’ad’s death. Did she smuggle rugs or legitimately import them? And what did she want with Mikey? She was “very devout … into that stuff like a terrorist,” and his son planned on going back to Lebanon with her. “I was going to let them make me a hostage,” he tells his father.


But Druff finally learns that minutes before her death Su’ad attended a lecture by “an Arab congressman from the state of Delaware with whose conciliatory views Su’ad was in strong disagreement.” The congressman, referring to “our Israeli cousins,” stressed the necessity for all sides to dedicate themselves to solutions in the troubled Mideast. Angry, Su’ad stood up and made a heated reference to a need for final solutions; an hour later she was dead.


There is no mystery solved here, no sacred story set like a table, not really. Elkin is brilliant, but in his own brilliant way. His vision is not, as the generals have referred to the Persian Gulf war, “scenario-dependent.” It is less hollow, more nervous, than that. “Life is either mostly adventure or it’s mostly psychology,” says the voice of the MacGuffin, before it takes its leave of Druff. “If you have enough of the one then you don’t need a lot of the other.”


The MacGuffin, then, is not only an Elkinesque portrait of the sorrows of the body and the moral perils of work. It is a plea for the power of talk, for talk as its own resolution—even Druff’s manic rapid-mouth-movement, all simile and parentheses and searching stammer, the deejay yak of the heart. Even this verbiage, the novel seems to say, perhaps especially this verbiage, this incoherence, is an intimacy, a negotiation—a prayer against death, a stay against war.


(1991)   

















Don DeLillo’s Mao II





If terrorists have seized control of the world narrative, if they have captured the historical imagination, have they become, in effect, the world’s new novelists? For sheer influence over the human mind, have they displaced a precariously placed literature? Are writers—lacking some greater if lethal faith—the new hostages? “Is history possible? Is anyone serious?” These are some of the questions posed by Mao II, the latest novel by Don DeLillo, who has already proved with such books as Players, White Noise, and Libra that no one can match his ability to let America, the bad dream of it, speak through his pen.


Mao II takes its title from one of Andy Warhol’s famous portraits of Mao Zedong. For DeLillo, the Warhols are more than mock chinoiserie: they anticipate the televised image of the official state portrait of Mao, defaced with red paint in Tiananmen Square. In Mao II, the Warhol pictures marry the ideas of totalitarianism and image-making, prompting speculation about how fame is transformed into a death mask, how a portrait can freeze the mind behind the face. Fittingly enough, the novel begins and ends with a wedding, that most stereotypically photographed occasion. And yet, while this bookending creates a palindromic comedy, these are anticomedic, apocalyptic nuptials.


Not that Mao II doesn’t now and then attempt a joke. As with so much of DeLillo’s work, the novel has a discursive sweep, and its narrative movement from serious idea to serious idea is rigorously un-neat, like the gathering and associative movement of the brain itself. But as a story about a reclusive writer, written by a reclusive writer, it has a sense of humor. Early on in the novel, a mad street person, “great-maned and filthy, rimed saliva in his beard, old bruises across the forehead gone soft and crumbly,” bursts into a bookstore; “I’m here to sign my books,” he tells the security guard. Later, when the protagonist, a novelist named Bill Gray, falls into the company of a Maoist terrorist sympathizer, their tense conversation takes an unexpected turn: “There’s something I wanted to ask the other evening at dinner,” says the other man. “Do you use a word processor?”


But overall, as one might expect from DeLillo, this is a dark tale, one that is focused on the writer Bill Gray and the various characters circling his life at a time when Gray is particularly weary of his well-guarded seclusion. Indeed, that seclusion has become a kind of captivity; in a way, he is looking for a changing of the guard. Thus Gray escapes the confines of his country home to visit a friend at a New York publishing house, then finds himself agreeing to go to London to give a reading on behalf of a poet held captive in Beirut. When he arrives in London, however, the reading is postponed because of a bomb threat. But Gray moves ineluctably toward the Middle East (via Athens and Cyprus) and toward the fate of the poet-hostage, which, in an act of professional brotherhood but also of spiritual mystery, Gray insists on trying to prevent or share—or appropriate. In that contest between art and life, this is a scenario that both mirrors and is the “master collapse” that is Gray’s final book.
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