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Leo Rosten was a scenarist, columnist, academic and historian, and a writer of remarkable versatility. The author of countless books on every subject: Hollywood, politics, sociology and painting, he was most famous for his humorous writings: his affectionate compendium The Joys of Yiddish and, of course, the Hyman Kaplan books. After graduating from the University of Chicago and the London School of Economics, he taught political science at the Universities of Yale, California and Columbia. He lived in New York until his death in 1997.
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To My Mother and Father




 


Warning. The characters and situations in this book do not portray, nor are they intended to portray, any real person, persons or institution, living or dead. Readers who think they discern some resemblance between Mr. Kaplan and the man who lives upstairs are merely grasping at straws.
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INTRODUCTION



by HOWARD JACOBSON



The Education of H*Y*M*A*N K*A*P*L*A*N is one of those little books that makes you wonder why you ever spent so much time on War and Peace. For whatever isn’t in H*Y*M*A*N K*A*P*L*A*N you feel, isn’t worth knowing.


It’s an illusion, of course. But then all books are illusions and the best writers, in the end, are those who leave you guessing how they’ve done it. The Education of H*Y*M*A*N K*A*P*L*A*N, published originally as stories in The New Yorker and subsequently in a single volume in 1937 – note the date, the date’s important – was followed up in 1959 – that date’s important too – by The Return of H*Y*M*A*N K*A*P*L*A*N. Then that was that. Now you saw them, now you didn’t. Enough already, as every good illusionist knows. After which Leo Rosten became best known for The Joys of Yiddish the friendliest, funniest, and most useful lexicon ever written. But not as funny, for nothing is as funny, as the H*Y*M*A*N K*A*P*L*A*N books.


For my money – though I know there are those who think otherwise – the second is not quite so successful as the first. Nothing serious: it tries a little harder, that’s all. And that’s bound to be the case when you return to something which is already perfect. But there’s another reason, I think, for the infinitesimal falling-off – the War has happened. In other words, it now puts a greater strain on credulity to accept that all of life is contained within the walls of the American Night Preparatory School for Adults (“English – Americanization – Civics – Preparation for Naturalization”). There always was, of course, an unspoken history of fraught migration in the nightly assemblage of Mitnicks and Fishbeins and Caravellos, eager now to acquire the linguistics (forever impossible in Kaplan’s case) of being an American; but nothing of the poverty or persecution that brought them to America in the first place ever needed to be spelt out. Having fled here from wherever, the new citizens could shelter from the storm, victims solely of the cruelties of English grammar. Outside, the elements raged –


The March rain slithered across the windows. it was a nasty night, a night of wet feet, drab spirits, and head colds


– raged the more furiously, sometimes, as a sort of panic measure induced by the wilder flights of Hyman Kaplan’s reasoning –


The recess bell rang. And the raindrops, conscious of their destiny, howled on the steamy windows, like madmen.


But within, the madness was only in men’s minds. Before 1937 some semblance of innocence could still be believed in. Hyman Kaplan himself almost typified it. Thereafter, innocence becomes a tougher proposition.


This is not to say that Hyman Kaplan’s benignity, his unsurpassing good nature, was ever merely saintly. The American Night Preparatory School for Adults is not a gathering place for holy fools. Throughout all his fiery encounters with the basic laws of English grammar and the fundamentals of American History, he never forgets that he has his pride to think about, his position as philosopher and philologist to consider, and scores to settle with his fellow preparatees. Indeed, one of the great joys of these stories is his long-running entanglement – so long-running it amounts almost to a romance – with the class’s most accomplished but most diffident student, Miss Rose Mitnick, referred to always by Hyman Kaplan, with a bluntness which only devotion can explain, as plain Mitnick. In his own words, spelling and metrical form


Critisising Mitnick
Is a picnick


Once launched, there is an unstoppable quality to Hyman Kaplan’s flow of misspellings, mispronunciations, mispunctuations, misconceptions, Malapropisms, and the like. As a lexicographer of genius himself, Leo Rosten delights in an invention who appears to be forever giving him the slip, perpetrating such liberties on the language that it is hard not to feel that an entirely new, not to say better, language is unfolding before our eyes. “For Mr Kaplan was no ordinary student...In his peculiar linguistic universe there was the germ of a new lexicography.” A claim which no one who has read Hyman Kaplan declining the verb to fail – “fail, failed, bankrupt” – or spelling pencil-sharpener, “pantsil-chopner”, or venturing, as the superior form of “good”, “high-cless”, would dream of refuting.


A new lexicography of feeling, too. Only think of Kaplan apologizing to Mr Parkhill for being perhaps a little too florid in his appreciation of him – “Maybe de spitch I rad vas too formmal. But avery void I said – it came fromm below mine heart!”


Hilarious as these night class solecisms are, and wonderful as they look on the page – gorgeous blooms of typographical miscreation and erroneousness, all of them – we never laugh from the position of those who know better. Think of Hyman Kaplan’s extravagances as “mistakes” and we miss the value of him. Would we really want to correct the astounding and profound topography of “below mine heart”? In favour of what? From the bottom of?


Leo Rosten means it when he attributes to the conventional, slow-witted Mr Parkhill, the dawning realization that his worst pupil, Hyman Kaplan, is “a remarkable man.” Set anyone foreign to a language the task of familarizing himself with it, and you will have occasional remarkable effects. We think afresh when we think in a grammar not native to us. Thus, other beginners may have stumbled, with almost as much felicity as Kaplan, around the geography of the heart. But it takes a man of unusually deep feeling to go on sounding, as Hyman Kaplan does, the poetry of inaccuracy and misuse.


Rosten’s own English, meanwhile, maintains a beautiful poise, as though keeping its head in a shipwreck. “Mr Kaplan stopped, his hand in mid-air,” he tells us, “like a gull coasting.” Much of the drollery comes from this maintenance, against the odds, of a sort of distraught precision. “The smile on the face of Mr Kaplan” we learn, “had taken on something beatific and imperishable.” Beatific, in that context, any old satirist may have come up with. Imperishable is the mark of someone working at the highest level of comic writing.


And that’s because it both is funny – suggesting a fearful eternity, if you are destined to go on teaching Mr Kaplan – and is not. For Hyman Kaplan’s spirit truly is imperishable. In the annals of indomitableness he lives with Falstaff and Micawber. But he is the more remarkable for being, as they are not, a long way from his linguistic home. So we see him inventing his own imperishability, as it were from scratch, in language. To enjoy the greatest coup de théatre in all literature, for irrefutable proof, once and for all, of the unconquerable imagination of man, read Hyman Kaplan confounding those would confound him, those who would dare pick out the grammatic absurdity of a sentence in a letter to his uncle – “‘If your eye falls on a bargain please pick it up?’ Som English, Mr Kaplan!”– with the dazzling revelation that Hyman had written precisely what he had meant to write, for the reason that his uncle had a glass-eye.





The Rather Difficult Case of
Mr. K*A*P*L*A*N



In the third week of the new term, Mr. Parkhill was forced to the conclusion that Mr. Kaplan’s case was rather difficult. Mr. Kaplan first came to his special attention, out of the thirty-odd adults in the beginners’ grade of the American Night Preparatory School for Adults (“English—Americanization—Civics—Preparation for Naturalization”), through an exercise the class had submitted. The exercise was entitled “Fifteen Common Nouns and Their Plural Forms.” Mr. Parkhill came to one paper which included the following:


house.......makes......houses
dog..........“......dogies
libary.......“......Public libary
cat...........“......Katz


Mr. Parkhill read this over several times, very thoughtfully. He decided that here was a student who might, unchecked, develop into a “problem case.” It was clearly a case that called for special attention. He turned the page over and read the name. It was printed in large, firm letters with red crayon. Each letter was outlined in blue. Between every two letters was a star, carefully drawn, in green. The multi-colored whole spelled, unmistakably, H*Y*M*A*N K*A*P*L*A*N.


This Mr. Kaplan was in his forties, a plump, red-faced gentleman, with wavy blond hair, two fountain pens in his outer pocket, and a perpetual smile. It was a strange smile, Mr. Parkhill remarked: vague, bland, and consistent in its monotony. The thing that emphasized it for Mr. Parkhill was that it never seemed to leave the face of Mr. Kaplan, even during Recitation and Speech period. This disturbed Mr. Parkhill considerably, because Mr. Kaplan was particularly bad in Recitation and Speech.


Mr. Parkhill decided he had not applied himself as conscientiously as he might to Mr. Kaplan’s case. That very night he called on Mr. Kaplan first.


“Won’t you take advantage of Recitation and Speech practice, Mr. Kaplan?” he asked, with an encouraging smile.


Mr. Kaplan smiled back and answered promptly, “Vell, I’ll tell abot Prazidents United States. Fife Prazidents United States is Abram Lincohen, he vas freeink de neegers; Hodding, Coolitch, Judge Vashington, an’ Banjamin Frenklin.”


Further encouragement revealed that in Mr. Kaplan’s literary Valhalla the “most famous tree American wriders” were Jeck Laundon, Valt Viterman, and the author of “Hawk L. Barry-Feen,” one Mock-tvain. Mr. Kaplan took pains to point out that he did not mention Relfvaldo Amerson because “He is a poyet, an’ I’m talkink abot wriders.”


Mr. Parkhill diagnosed the case as one of “inability to distinguish between ‘a’ and ‘e.’ ” He concluded that Mr. Kaplan would need special attention. He was, frankly, a little disturbed.


Mr. Kaplan’s English showed no improvement during the next hard weeks. The originality of his spelling and pronunciation, however, flourished—like a sturdy flower in the good, rich earth. A man to whom “Katz” is the plural of “cat” soon soars into higher and more ambitious endeavor. As a one-paragraph “Exercise in Composition,” Mr. Kaplan submitted:


When people is meating on the boulvard, on going away one is saying, “I am glad I mat you,” and the other is giving answer, “Mutual.”


Mr. Parkhill felt that perhaps Mr. Kaplan had overreached himself, and should be confined to the simpler exercises.


Mr. Kaplan was an earnest student. He worked hard, knit his brows regularly (albeit with that smile), did all his homework, and never missed a class. Only once did Mr. Parkhill feel that Mr. Kaplan might, perhaps, be a little more serious about his work. That was when he asked Mr. Kaplan to “give a noun.”


“Door,” said Mr. Kaplan, smiling.


It seemed to Mr. Parkhill that “door” had been given only a moment earlier, by Miss Mitnick.


“Y-es,” said Mr. Parkhill. “Er—and another noun?”


“Another door,” Mr. Kaplan replied promptly.


Mr. Parkhill put him down as a doubtful “C.” Everything pointed to the fact that Mr. Kaplan might have to be kept on an extra three months before he was ready for promotion to Composition, Grammar, and Civics, with Miss Higby.


One night Mrs. Moskowitz read a sentence, from “English for Beginners,” in which “the vast deserts of America” were referred to. Mr. Parkhill soon discovered that poor Mrs. Moskowitz did not know the meaning of “vast.” “Who can tell us the meaning of ‘vast’?” asked Mr. Parkhill lightly.


Mr. Kaplan’s hand shot up, volunteering wisdom. He was all proud grins. Mr. Parkhill, in the rashness of the moment, nodded to him.


Mr. Kaplan rose, radiant with joy. “‘Vast!’ It’s commink fromm diraction. Ve have four diractions: de naut, de sot, de heast, and de vast.”


Mr. Parkhill shook his head. “Er—that is ‘west,’ Mr. Kaplan.” He wrote “VAST” and “WEST” on the blackboard. To the class he added, tolerantly, that Mr. Kaplan was apparently thinking of “west,” whereas it was “vast” which was under discussion.


This seemed to bring a great light into Mr. Kaplan’s inner world. “So is ‘vast’ vat you eskink?”


Mr. Parkhill admitted that it was “vast” for which he was asking.


“Aha!” cried Mr. Kaplan. “You minn ‘vast,’ not” — with scorn—“ ‘vast.’ ”


“Yes,” said Mr. Parkhill, faintly.


“Hau Kay!” said Mr. Kaplan, essaying the vernacular. “Ven I’m buyink a suit clothes, I’m gattink de cawt, de pents, an’ de vast!”


Stunned, Mr. Parkhill shook his head, very sadly. “I’m afraid that you’ve used still another word, Mr. Kaplan.”


Oddly enough, this seemed to give Mr. Kaplan great pleasure.


Several nights later Mr. Kaplan took advantage of Open Questions period. This ten-minute period was Mr. Parkhill’s special innovation in the American Night Preparatory School for Adults. It was devoted to answering any questions which the students might care to raise about any difficulties which they might have encountered during the course of their adventures with the language. Mr. Parkhill enjoyed Open Questions. He liked to clear up practical problems. He felt he was being ever so much more constructive that way. Miss Higby had once told him that he was a born Open Questions teacher.


“Plizz, Mr. Pockheel,” asked Mr. Kaplan as soon as the period opened. “Vat’s de minnink fromm—” It sounded, in Mr. Kaplan’s rendition, like “a big department.”


“ ‘A big department,’ Mr. Kaplan?” asked Mr. Parkhill, to make sure.


“Yassir!” Mr. Kaplan’s smile was beauteous to behold. “In de stritt, ven I’m valkink, I’m hearink like ‘I big de pottment.’ ”


It was definitely a pedagogical opportunity.


“Well, class,” Mr. Parkhill began. “I’m sure that you have all—”


He told them that they had all probably done some shopping in the large downtown stores. (Mr. Kaplan nodded.) In these large stores, he said, if they wanted to buy a pair of shoes, for example, they went to a special part of the store, where only shoes were sold—a shoe department. (Mr. Kaplan nodded.) If they wanted a table, they went to a different part of the store, where tables were sold. (Mr. Kaplan nodded.) If they wanted to buy, say, a goldfish, they went to still another part of the store, where goldfish...(Mr. Kaplan frowned; it was clear that Mr. Kaplan had never bought a goldfish.)


“Well, then,” Mr. Parkhill summed up hastily, “each article is sold in a different place. These different and special places are called departments.” He printed “D-E-P-A-R-T-M-E-N-T” on the board in large, clear capitals. “And a big department, Mr. Kaplan, is merely such a department which is large—big!”


He put the chalk down and wiped his fingers.


“Is that clear now, class?” he asked, with a little smile. (It was rather an ingenious explanation, he thought; it might be worth repeating to Miss Higby during the recess.)


It was clear. There were thirty nods of approval. But Mr. Kaplan looked uncertain. It was obvious that Mr. Kaplan, a man who would not compromise with truth, did not find it clear.


“Isn’t that clear now, Mr. Kaplan?” asked Mr. Parkhill anxiously.


Mr. Kaplan pursed his lips in thought. “It’s a fine haxplination, Titcher,” he said generously, “but I don’ unnistand vy I’m hearink de voids de vay I do. Simms to me it’s used in annodder minnink.”


“There’s really only one meaning for ‘a big department.’ ” Mr. Parkhill was definitely worried by this time. “If that’s the phrase you mean.”


Mr. Kaplan nodded gravely. “Oh, dat’s de phrase—ufcawss! It sonds like dat—or maybe a leetle more like ‘I big de pottment.’ ”


Mr. Parkhill took up the chalk. (“I big department” was obviously a case of Mr. Kaplan’s own curious audition.) He repeated the explanation carefully, this time embellishing the illustrations with a shirt department, a victrola section, and “a separate part of the store where, for example, you buy canaries, or other birds.”


Mr. Kaplan sat entranced. He followed it all politely, even the part about “canaries, or other birds.” He smiled throughout with consummate reassurance.
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