

  

    

      

    

  




		

			Praise for


			A Literary Education and Other Essays


			“Epstein follows up Essays in Biography (2012) with another collection of provocative and beguiling thought pieces. The range of his curiosity is exhilarating.”


			—Publishers Weekly


			“[In A Literary Education] prolific essayist, biographer, and novelist Epstein . . . delivers . . . lots of erudition . . . and . . . fun.”


			—Kirkus Reviews


			“Erudite, penetrating, and decisive . . . Epstein’s delivery is filled with thorough analysis, delightful allusions, and outright laughs. . . .”


			—Peter Dabbene, ForeWord Reviews


			“Maybe it’s time for a ‘Joseph Epstein Reader’ that would assemble the best work from his previous books for old and new fans alike. In the meantime, A Literary Education inspires hope that Mr. Epstein’s good run [referring to the author’s 24 books] isn’t over just yet.”


			—Danny Heitman, Wall Street Journal


			“[This is a] wonderful book of summer reading that’s [also] . . . good for the cold, gray days ahead. . . . [Epstein is] a man of his time and above his time. . . .”


			—Suzanne Fields, Washington Times


			“Joseph Epstein turns out the best essays—of the literary or familiar kind—of any writer on active duty today. . . . Those who’ve reviewed Epstein’s work over the years . . . praise his humor, his erudition, his vast learning, and his elegance. . . . Epstein’s writing, like most French desserts, is very rich stuff.”


			—Larry Thornberry, American Spectator


			“Epstein’s . . . A Literary Education and Other Essays . . . is his 24th book. This volume confirms that Epstein is not only the greatest living American literary critic, but also the country’s foremost general essayist. He is, almost singlehandedly, holding aloft the flame for what used to be the honorable calling of ‘the man of letters.’”


			—John Podhoretz, Commentary


			“[Epstein] writes sentences you want to remember. . . . His essays are troves of literary reference and allusion, maps between centuries, countries, genres. . . . [They] have personality and style, yes, but they also have something to say, and that’s the pivotal distinction between Epstein and his bevy of imitators. . . . What’s more, his wit is unkillable. . . .”


			—William Giraldi, New Criterion


			“Epstein is an essayist of the old school—learned, productive, and available to many occasions. A man gifted with a wit both cutting and self-deprecating, and an easy command of the many syntactic variations of the periodic sentence, he also has a fearless willingness to assert a view—and this, as any reader of the essay knows, is the drive wheel of the whole business, never mind if that view is widely shared or unpopular.”


			— Sven Birkerts, Los Angeles Review of Books


			





Praise for


			Essays in Biography


			“Erudite . . . eloquent . . . opinionated . . . edifying and often very entertaining.”


			—Publishers Weekly


			“The acclaimed essayist . . . presents a provocative collection of essays that [is] . . . guaranteed to both delight and disconcert.”


			—Kirkus Reviews


			“[He] brings to biography a genius of discernment.”


			—Choice


			“Mr. Epstein’s essays are brilliant distillations. . . . ”


			—Carl Rollyson, Wall Street Journal


			“Essays in Biography . . . is smart, witty and a pleasure to read.”


			—Jonathan Yardley, Washington Post 


			“This . . . collection of biographical essays . . . [is] unabashedly personal, and flavored throughout by a wit that never stays in the background for long. [What Epstein calls a] ‘heightened sense of life’s possibilities’ is . . . what a reader may take away.”


			—Boston Globe


			“Joseph Epstein[’s] . . . style and wit make his subjects come alive. . . . [He is] the dean of contemporary essayists.”


			—Washington Times


			“Epstein is a gifted storyteller, a discerning critic, and a peerless stylist. . . . It’s fair to say that a variety of over-used adjectives—witty, urbane, intelligent—are in this case quite appropriate.”


			—Weekly Standard


			“[Joseph Epstein is] one of the few living writers whose every book I try to read promptly. He is never—really never—less than a pure thoughtful joy.”


			—Brian Doherty, Senior Editor, Reason


			“Epstein writes suave, free-wheeling, charged essays.”


			—Robert Fulford, National Post


			“[Joseph Epstein’s] personal mission statement, apparently, is to instruct and delight. . . . This is a book you can pick up and skip around in with pleasure and profit.”


			—Christopher Flannery, Claremont Review of Books
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Introduction


			Some writers are dark and some cheerful, some rely on irony and some do nicely without it, some are prolific and some are costive, some write well enough but feel no pressing need to write and some who when they don’t write are filled with self-contempt and a strong feeling of hopelessness. I myself fall into the last category—those writers who feel a desolating sense of uselessness if a few days go by without their writing anything, and writing it for publication. 


			Any day on which I fail to write at least a few paragraphs is, by my reckoning, a lost day. Should a week go by without my writing something more substantial, therapy may be indicated. Let a month go by—and I don’t think it has for many years—you had better hide my razor and any other sharp instruments that happen to be around my apartment. This pressing need to write marks the writing disease in full fever. Like all interesting maladies, it is a disease with no known cause and no known cure.


			I have been fortunate, at least up to this point in my writing life, in having a small band of editors who have encouraged my scribbles for their magazines, and hence they provide a regular outlet for my scribbling fever. A few among them prefer, though I hope not from me alone, shorter scribbles, literary sprints rather than marathons. I, though I began writing longish essays, enjoy writing a piece of anywhere from eight hundred to fifteen or so hundred to two thousand words, pieces of the kind that make up the substance of this book. 


			Writers continue to produce six-hundred page novels and two-volume biographies and, in the case of the Danish writer Karl Ove Kanusgard, continuous autobiographical works running to six and more volumes, but the current tendency in serious as well as purely entertaining writing is for shorter and shorter pieces, books, even lectures and talks. The world has, if not perhaps run out of patience, considerably shortened its attention span. We live in the era of the telephone text, the tweet, the Instagram, and people are inclined to blame them for the jittery nature of contemporary concentration. But this shortening of the attention span set in long before these advances, if advances they be, in technology. 


			As a university teacher, I sensed years ago that it wouldn’t do to deliver fifty-minute-long lectures to my students, lest I gently put them asleep. In an earlier day, the New Yorker used to run three- to four-part profiles and pieces even longer on the subjects of geology or wheat, and no one complained. In collecting my own longer essays recently, I noted that some among them run to 10,000 words; today magazines once hospitable to essays of that length set their outer limits at around three to four thousand words. Make it shorter is the watchword of the day. Less is not necessarily more, but less is distinctly what is wanted.


			The majority of the pieces in this book were written for the section that appears at the front of the Weekly Standard magazine under the rubric of Casual. A casual in the Weekly Standard can be about almost anything: from an incident in domestic life to a current social trend to a complaint about contemporary nuttiness to a personal obituary for a friend or family member. The only constraints in a Weekly Standard casual are length: taking up a single page in the magazine, and allowing room for an often brilliant comic illustration, they run to no more than 825 or so words. 


			I have been writing these casuals, at the rate of roughly one a month, since not long after the Weekly Standard began publication in 1995. Some I have been able to write in two or three hours; some I have struggled over, searching for the right ending, for days. I find great pleasure in composing them. My first audience for these casuals, after myself, has been Claudia Anderson, the editor whom I can count on to catch me out in small yet if let pass embarrassing errors, suggest always useful changes, and to get back to me within half-an-hour or so after my sending a casual to her. She is every scribblers’ dream of a perfect editor. 


			Other of the pieces in this book have appeared in the Atlantic, the Wall Street Journal, the London Daily Telegraph, and elsewhere. Some I wrote at my own inspiration, some were suggested by editors. Turning out pieces quickly, and on request, has allowed me the pleasing illusion that I am, so to say, working press: hat tipped back, cigarette dangling from lower lip, bottle of booze in bottom desk drawer. Doing so also encourages the notion that I am beginning to achieve command of my craft. To keep to the track and field metaphor set out in the title of this book, it is pleasing to think one can compete at different events: sprints (these pieces), the 440 (literary criticism), the mile (longer personal essays), the marathon (book-length essays), pole vault (short stories), and other events in the great decathlon that is literature.


			Joseph Epstein


		




		

			
The Romanian Air-Force Diet


			(1996)


			An entry in my journal of roughly five years ago reads: “I learned that my cholesterol count is a very fine 185. Must carefully cross all streets. It would be a shame to die with so splendid a cholesterol count.” On the other hand, it might give my son a talking point at my memorial service. “My father,” I can hear him say, “was a man well in control of his life, as witness his cholesterol count of only 185.” I hope he will not mention that he often remembers me glancing down upon my plate at yet another boned, skinless chicken breast and looking gloomy at the prospect.


			I am the man who coined the phrase—not yet in wide currency—“entrée envy.” Entrée envy denotes that moment in a restaurant when the waiter brings out everyone’s main course, and you look around the table in the hope of discovering that no one has ordered a more enticing dish than yours. In my case, entrée envy includes the hope that no one’s plate has more food piled upon it than mine. 


			My natural voraciousness conflicts badly with my growing desire for long life. I grew up in Chicago on a diet of corned-beef sandwiches, hot dogs, sausage pizzas, steaks, chops, chopped liver, and rare roast beef, served in a series of restaurants that, if Jane Brody had anything to say about it, would be compelled to have at least two full-time cardiologists on the payroll. I used to go to a restaurant in Skokie, Illinois, called The Original Big Herm’s—The Hermitage, as I prefer to think of it—which served an Italian beef-and-sausage combo sandwich with sweet peppers that required three hands and fourteen small paper napkins to manipulate and consume, and then afterward there was the dry-cleaning bill to consider. In youth, my idea of a nightcap was four fingers of salami, a dozen chocolate-chip cookies, and a pint of butter-pecan ice cream, after which I slept the sleep of the just.


			I talk a big game but, wretched truth to tell, live rather a small one. To get some numbers on the table, I am 5’7” and weigh 130 pounds. A further confession: I use a Nordic Walk-Fit, treading its inclined track to oblivion for at least half an hour every other day. I am, I suppose, fit as a fiddle, an odd simile since the same cannot be said for most of our contemporary fiddlers, Perlman, Zuckerman, Stern, enviably happy, chubby chappies all.


			Each meal poses the question: Is it better to enjoy one’s food and die younger or live longer with considerably lessened pleasure? Every day is the Ides of March, and I await the knife—the knife not of the assassin but of the surgeon. I anticipate the procession: chest pain, stress test, angiogram, bloody blade, interior lanyards of arteries, quintuple, septuple bypasses leaving a thorax looking like a highway map around the city of Ypsilanti. Maybe I ought to order the whitefish.


			The quickest way to get one’s mind off the dangers that food presents for heart attack is to linger on the possibilities of cancer. Much help is provided here by the New England Journal of Continuous Bad News, with its regular reports of some new food freshly discovered to bring about cancer of the nasal passages, known to occur in especially high incidence in men under 5’8” and 140 pounds.


			With these dour thoughts in mind, I have organized a personal diet I feel I can live with. I call it The Romanian Air-Force Diet. I don’t know if Romania even has an air force, but if it does, I feel confident it’s likely to be as inefficient and riddled with corruption as dieting itself deserves to be. The Romanian Air-Force Diet has a few simple rules:




			1. Avoid dining with vegetarians, terribly earnest dieters, or anyone who tends to confuse the categories of gastronomy and personal virtue.


			2. When cheating, don’t dabble; eat vast quantities of life-threatening foods. Cheating on a diet, like cheating in love, is unsatisfactory if one goes only halfway; one doesn’t, after all, invite a woman up to one’s room just to neck.


			3. Go a day or two every so often without eating anything that has been declared bad for you. This will give you that inflated sense of goodness that allows you really to plunge when the opportunity to do so next presents itself.


			4. Think about the reward of longevity that awaits if you don’t eat life-threatening food, longevity that is more or less likely to end in: one of the multiplicity of cancers, dementia, nursing homes with a roommate plainly not of your choice, not many laughs. After thinking about all this, order the cheesecake.


			5. Remember that the diet craze is chiefly an American obsession. So far as we know, Europeans, on a much richer diet than ours, seem to be living no less long, while smiling more. Order that third glass of red wine.


			6. Establish a clear goal. My own goal is to reach the age of 85, so that, after what will then be a 45-year hiatus, I can once again begin smoking cigarettes.





			Buon appetito!


		




		

			
Take A Flying Focus




			(1996)


			The word “focus” has been driving me bonkers and beyond. I see it every morning all over my New York Times, where political candidates inevitably need to “focus” their campaigns; social programs require “focusing”; and US foreign policy, now that the Cold War is long over, must be—ah, but you will have anticipated me—re-focused. This very morning’s Times carries two fine focus-filled headlines: “Stars Focus Their Power, and the Issue Is Abortion” and “Dying Zapatista Leader Is Focus of Only Accord So Far.” 


			Searching for relief, I pick up the New Yorker, where I discover even so stalwart a critic and careful a writer as Arlene Croce, apropos of the directors of the Pacific Northwest Ballet, writing: “One of the ways they did not deviate [from Balanchine] was in their focus on female talent.” They’re doing it in London, too, for in the current week’s Times Literary Supplement I read that “One of the great merits of Tadie’s biography [of Proust] is the way he brings into focus an image of the young Proust as a formidably curious and active person. . . .”


			Not only in the press is everyone focusing away like mad, but athletes, too, are all asquint, trying to obtain a focus. “The main thing,” says Michael Jordan, more times than I care to recall, “is to stay focused.” I would argue, contra Michael, that nowadays the main thing is to say “focused.”


			The other day I sat in a meeting with a group of successful and intelligent businessmen. We were there to discuss the future of an institution, of which we are all trustees. Had I a dime for every time the word “focus” came up, I could have paid to fly first-class to this meeting instead of the usual steerage. These guys who, unlike me, have met plenty of payrolls and are, in Henry James’s phrase, “seamed all over with the scars of the marketplace” appeared to be certain that what our institution needed was to establish its focus, perhaps narrow its focus, or maybe widen its focus, but, once focused, to keep its focus, yeah brother, amen. I looked down at the notes I took during the meeting, which read: “focus-off, go focus yourself, and take a flying focus.”


			What is it about the propensity of certain inelegant words to catch on and spread like an upwind California forest fire? The word “impact” had a run of this kind ten or so years ago. Such good old words as “influence” and “effect” were given early retirement, and suddenly everything had an “impact” upon everything else. Then the damn word was converted to a participle, and all things began “impacting” upon every other thing. Then it appeared as a noun, so that things had “impacts” all over the joint. Thus far focus hasn’t yet been turned into “focusization,” though give it time. Academics have taken to using the hideous plural, “foci,” as in “The foci of this paper are three.” Foci, for anyone who reads with his ear as well as with his eye, as Robert Frost claimed the best readers do, has all the intrinsic beauty of the word “pinkeye.”


			Certain words don’t just catch on for no reason. They catch on because people feel good saying them. People like to say they are “intrigued” all the time because it makes them sound intriguing. For a time they liked to say “special person,” I suppose because it made them seem rather special themselves in being able to discern specialness in others. (Today, of course, one cannot buy a non-satirical greeting card without the word “special” in it; and “special” itself has become a Hallmark word.)


			People must also like to say “at this point in time”—which was first brought to us by John Dean and the Watergate crew—because it so felicitously conveys a false precision. People are very hot for the word “process,” from peace process on down, and my guess is they feel it makes them subtle thinkers, able to capture the flow and delicate dynamics of political and social change. What, really, could be more intriguing than focusing on the impact of so special a process as watching a language fall apart, at least at this point in time? Few freakin’ things.


			So let’s return the word “focus” to ophthalmology and optics, whence it derives. If you are a heavy user of the word yourself and don’t know what you would do without it, may I recommend replacing focus with such solid older words as “concentrate” and “emphasize”? I think you’ll find they work well—swell, even. Just relax, stop focusing, kick back, and blur out.


		




		

			
Withholding the Facts of Life




			(1996)


			I have a new grandson with the admirable name of Nicholas Charles Epstein. Nick Charles, moviegoers will happily recall, is the name of the suave detective played by William Powell in the Thin Man movies. A friend, when told of my new grandson’s name, said she hopes it won’t be long before he’s sitting around in silk pajamas and a Sulka robe, sipping martinis. I look forward to that day for him, too. I only hope—for reasons I shall go into presently—that my son has the good sense, in fact the decency, never to tell the boy the facts of life.


			A few years ago I was sitting in a Chinese restaurant in New York with three intellectual friends, chatting away, as befits members of the chattering class, about this and that, when in the vagaries of conversation the fact arose that none of us, as kids, had been told the facts of life by our fathers. We were all of a certain age—beyond, that is, 50—and hence born in a less psychological time than the one in which we now live. Yet three of the four of us had sons, and we each admitted that we hadn’t told them the facts of life either. 


			To do so, we all agreed, was so awkward as to be quite impossible. I thought about telling my sons the facts of life, but could not imagine taking them off into a room and, illustrated book in hand, starting to talk in a vocabulary that included such words as “pudenda,” “labia,” and “seminal ejaculation.” These boys had been trained in humor, light-irony division, and they would, I fear, have laughed their old man out of the house.


			Sex education was no part of my public education. In my high school we had something called hygiene that was part of gym class, in which we were taught—I use the word “taught” very loosely—the evil effects of alcohol and nicotine and the rudiments of first aid. In first aid, we were given large cloth bandages, which we used not for slings or tourniquets but to bind and gag one another in the back of the room. Meanwhile, sex education went on down the hall in print shop, where vocational students produced something called “eight-pagers.” These featured familiar comic-book characters in brief pornographic melodramas. “Take it easy, baby,” I still recall Moon Mullins more than forty years later exclaiming in an eight-pager, “I wanna use this joy stick again sometime.”


			I wonder if my father ever considered telling me the facts of life. I rather doubt it. He was a busy man. The only advice I can remember his providing on the subject was his invocation to “Be careful.” I believe he told me this one morning on the way out of the house. It was a little unclear what I was to be careful about. Venereal disease, perhaps. Maybe pregnancy. In any case, I didn’t have to worry too much about being careful. What I wanted, of course, was to be as un-careful as possible. The problem was that the girls I went out with in high school turned out to be more than careful enough for the both of us.


			I can scarcely imagine my father’s father telling him the facts of life. He was a scholarly man, interested in Hebrew education in Montreal. He had had ten children, which makes me think that no one had told him about the facts of life either. He was a very elevated gent, who always wore suits with vests, a watch on a gold chain, and a prettily groomed goatee. He dispensed philosophy, not sexology. Difficult—impossible, really—to imagine him instructing his eight sons in the intricacies of female anatomy.


			I hope, as I say, that my son will not make the mistake of sitting my grandson down and filling him in on the facts of life. In our family, after all, we have a tradition going back four full generations in which the men have been autodidacts in these matters, and traditions must be preserved.


			Perhaps not everyone knows about the Hungarian countess who asks her husband if he has yet told their fifteen-year-old son about “the birds and the bees.” The count replies that he has indeed forgot, but will do so forthwith. The next day he is walking through his estate with his son. “You know, Anton,” he begins, somewhat tentatively, “the time has come for me to tell you about the birds and the bees.” “What about the birds and the bees, Papa?” the boy asks. “Well, Anton,” the count continues, “you will recall that two weeks ago when we were walking along this same path we passed two beautiful young peasant girls.” “Yes, Papa,” says the boy. “Well, my boy,” concludes the count, “what we did with those two girls—it seems the birds and the bees do it, too.”


		




		

			
It Rings—You Jump




			(1997)


			The story is told about Degas dining at the home of his contemporary, the painter Jean Louis Forain, a 19th-century gadget freak who had one of the first telephones in Paris. Forain gleefully showed his phone to the grumpy and greatly unimpressed Degas. During the meal, the telephone rang, and Forain leapt from the table to answer it. “Ah, the telephone,” Degas is reported to have remarked, “now I understand: It rings, you jump.” Degas was a harsh reactionary, and a pretty good anti-Semite in the bargain, but I am coming to take his line on the subject of the telephone.


			Please know that I am a man who has two lines and five phones in a six-room apartment, a car phone, an answering machine, and the ambiguous little service known as “call-waiting.” I do not yet walk around with a cell phone in my pocket, and, in what I am sure will be the not-too-distant future, I plan to eschew the possibility of a telephone implant. 


			I used to be a phone fan. I am old enough to go back to people having what were called “party lines,” which weren’t the position of the American Communist Party on the Scottsboro boys but the sharing between two or more families of a single telephone line. I remember a man from the phone company coming to our apartment every month to count, with great flourish and rapidity, the nickels we inserted to make our calls. I recall, too, the mixture of pleasure and economic terror when long distance calls were made or came in. The art of the long-distance call was to say everything that had to be said in under three minutes.


			But nowadays the entire phone game, for all its added convenience, seems to have got wildly out of hand. In the past few years, I have had three different area codes: the pleasing 312, the rhythmic 708, and (currently) the hopeless 847. I have yet to master the etiquette of call-waiting. No matter how charming the person I am talking to, when I hear that little call-waiting bleep, I feel I must be off, for my next caller just might be more charming still.


			Although I can myself be a telephone schmoozer of major-league quality, sometimes, if a phone conversation goes on too long, I am pleased that the little bleep calls me away. Only on rare occasions, to get rid of a caller even more garrulous than I, have I straight-out lied and said, “Oh, hell, there’s my call waiting. I’d better run.”


			Answering machines allow the strange twist of calling someone you don’t wish really to speak with and hoping instead to get his or her answering machine. I get a call every few years from a woman who always begins, “Oh, Joe, you’re there!” Is she, I wonder, hoping for my machine and disappointed to get me?


			When I see people talking on cell phones in restaurants I find myself mildly ticked off, though I am somehow able to restrain myself from sending the waiter around to their tables with copies of Walden. More and more people seem to have cellularized themselves. The other day I was with a man who had to transfer his phone from his right hand to his left to shake hands with a cousin who had to do likewise with his phone. A good friend of mine used to bring his cell phone to lunch with me in a Chinese restaurant so that he could check closing stock market prices. “Ah, Mitter Rosenfield,” the owner of the restaurant one day asked him, “how da mahket?”


			What comes closest to driving me back to Western Union, not to say the Pony Express, however, are the new telephone menus that greet you with a long list of options, none of which, it is almost certain, is likely to fit your requirements. Banks and other large institutions seem to have this down nicely. The other day I called the New York Times to speak to a man named Goldberg. After being put through the menu and tapping a couple of different digits, I was finally instructed to tap in the last name of the person I was trying to reach. It turns out there are 19 people named Goldberg working at the New York Times. It’s enough to cause a simple country boy to get rid of his touch-tone phone.


			At another, much smaller firm, none of the menu items met my needs, so I was directed to tap in 0 for the operator. Instead of the operator, however, I kept getting the voice-mail of someone named Kathy. Discouraged, I hung up. When the woman I was attempting to reach called me, I explained my trouble in getting through her telephone system. “I tried for the operator,” I said, “but I kept getting someone named Kathy.” “Oh,” the woman said, “she is the operator, but just doesn’t like to be called that. It’s an identity thing, I guess.” Just then I remembered the final convenience of the telephone: the use of my twelve-foot phone cord for strangulation.


		




		

			
My Detested Fellow Pilgrims




			(1997)


			“Christ,” thinks the wife of Harry Morgan, the hero of Hemingway’s To Have and Have Not, “I could do that all night if a man was built that way.” But, of course, a man isn’t. Men aren’t built other ways as well. “Men don’t like complicated food,” says one spinsterish character to another in a Barbara Pym novel.


			I would like to add another male deficiency. With the exception of those who make their living in and around the places, men don’t have much museum stamina—the ability to spend hours contemplating works of art, even the greatest works of art, with anything like the same concentration women seem able to bring to the job. 


			I base my opinion on a by-no-means random opinion sample: my wife and I. My wife can, in the museological equivalent of Mrs. Harry Morgan’s sentiment, go all night. And I? I have just returned from a week in England, where I visited only two museums: the Courtauld in London and the Fitzwilliam in Cambridge. Both have what I think it fair to call small but select collections of painting and sculpture and art objects. Yet in both places I felt my attention wandering. I longed for fresh air. Surrounded by grand works of art, I nonetheless wished to be—elsewhere. I used to say that my museum stamina extended to roughly 90 minutes. I fear it is now under an hour, and shrinking.


			The energy for the acquisition of culture seems to be diminishing in me. I used to want to read—and, truth be known, own—all the world’s excellent books. This desire has departed, sent packing by the realization that it can’t be done. I don’t care enough about opera to want to see all the world’s operas, though I continue to want to hear as much serious music as possible. I once thought I wanted to see all the world’s—or at least all the Western world’s—great paintings and sculpture, and I still do, but I shall evidently have to do so in half-hour sessions.


			The slightly alarming thought occurs to me that I may already have seen too much art, and thus have become, without my quite knowing it, jaded. Owing to the ease of contemporary travel as well as to the ingenuity of contemporary curators in putting together “super” shows, I have doubtless seen ten times the art that a man of my equivalent level of culture was able to see a century ago.


			A few months ago I was in a Park Avenue penthouse once owned by Helena Rubinstein, whose walls were all but papered with Renoirs and other paintings, so little space was there between works. I found myself deeply unmoved and greatly unimpressed. If you have seen one Renoir, as the late and not-too-soon forgotten Spiro Agnew said about slums, you have seen them all. Or so I concluded, as I plowed into my dessert, oblivious to the art all around me. Let the Renoirs go hang, I said to myself, which was what they were already doing. Like I say, jaded.


			This past summer I was in Philadelphia and went to the Barnes Foundation, a peculiar museum out on the Main Line. The brilliant accumulation of a most eccentric man, a physician who made his fortune selling an antiseptic called Argyrol, the Barnes Foundation contains 60 Matisses, 69 Cézannes, and 180 Renoirs, and much else that seemed to me dazzling, all mounted in the most higgledy-piggledy fashion. Taken together, it was as pleasing a museum experience as I have had in recent years, though the rooms were awash with art gobblers such as myself.


			A break for lunch, then on to the super Cézanne show at the Philadelphia Museum of Art. I had written away for tickets months before. When I arrived, vast lines had already formed, and I joined what Henry James, in a not dissimilar situation, once called “my detested fellow pilgrims.” (Since I first encountered it, I have found the phrase immensely useful for dealing with the problem of tourism and snobbery, or the dislike for people who are all too identical in their interest to you: that they are fellow pilgrims doesn’t mean you can’t detest them.) Although the Cézanne paintings were splendid, the crowd wasn’t, and my stamina, after my session at Dr. Barnes’s joint in the morning, was at low ebb. I had, clearly, over-arted myself.


			In viewing art, it may be that less is more. It may be, too, that I have to put myself on an art diet. No more super shows; no attempts to do large museums in one fell, or even a triple fell, swoop. Abstinence may be required.


			Perhaps a year’s lay-off would be helpful. After that I might be able once again to view a Gauguin or a Chagall or a Picasso as something more than very costly wallpaper, which is what these artists’ paintings have pretty much become for me. A year off—who can say?—might remove the pink from the cheeks of all those Renoir ladies and put it back in my own.


		




		

			
Numbers on the Brain




			(1997)


			“The little grey cells,” says Hercule Poirot, Agatha Christie’s great Belgian detective, touching an index finger to his forehead, “ah, Hastings, they are what matter.” Those little cells representing our brain power—who today does not worry about losing them at too rapid a clip? As early as their forties, people begin making rueful jokes about having Alzheimer’s or Halfheimer’s, trying to kid away quite genuine worries about memory loss.


			Two possibilities here: First, many of us truly are losing our memories, or, second, we are called upon to remember more than earlier generations and therefore suffer from overload. I was thinking about this the other night when, in a fit of insomnia, I reviewed all the numbers I am responsible for knowing by heart. I have never added them up, but, were I to do so, I should have an impressively large number. My guess is that my situation—or is it a condition?—is not so different from yours. 


			The first among the numbers I am responsible for is my own telephone number. In fact, in my case, this means four numbers: We have two phones in our apartment (owing to our needing an extra line for the Internet), there is the phone at my office, and there is my cell phone (which I bought as much for security as anything else). Four phone numbers to commit to memory isn’t so bad, but then, in the past few years the phone company has seen fit to change our area code from 312 to 708 to 847, which adds to the complication. Then there are the others I seem to have memorized, numbers of relatives, of friends, of business associates I call frequently. These constitute another 15 or so numbers. Add in here, for out-of-towners, their area codes (and, increasingly, their changed area codes).


			New numbers have been added to my repertoire in recent years. Begin with the PIN that allows me entry into my checking account at ATM stations. I now live in a building whose inside garage requires a security number that must be tapped into the door lock to get from the garage into the building. The building changes this number from time to time, and I occasionally find myself tapping in the old number. Then there is my email password, which isn’t a number but might as well be; roughly every four months I get an email telling me that I have to change this, too.


			I long ago memorized my car’s license number. I haven’t memorized either my checking-account or savings-account numbers, though my bank asks me to write out the number 39000 on all my savings deposits and withdrawals. I have a vault number, which I suppose I don’t have to have memorized, but which, for extra credit (what a terrific student!), I memorized anyway. I have nearly memorized my American Express card number, though there is no real need to do so.


			I do have the birthdays of children and now grandchildren to remember; so, too, my wedding anniversary. Then there are all the historical dates a supposedly cultured gent is supposed to know: Bastille Day, Lee’s surrender to Grant at Appomattox, the two Russian revolutions, the date of the assassination of John F. Kennedy.


			Of all the theories of memory, the one I like best—I do not say believe in—is that which compares the memory to a crowded closet, so that when one puts something new in something old must go out. If this were so with numbers, I shouldn’t mind getting rid of a fair amount of sports statistics that I acquired when young. I no longer need to know that Hack Wilson, who once drove in 190 RBIs, wore a size 5 shoe; or that Wilt Chamberlain had a lifetime free throw shooting percentage of only 51 percent. But, damn it, I do know these numbers and can’t seem to shake them.


			Meanwhile, I seem to have lost some fundamental information. Without looking it up, I can no longer tell the number of feet in a mile. I am not sure of the difference between a meter and a yard, though I am fairly sure the former is longer. I sometimes feel lucky to remember the date of the 1832 Reform Bill.


			How many of what M. Poirot calls his little grey cells do I use up just trying to retain all these figures in my head? If you know the number, please, do me a favor, keep it to yourself. I haven’t room for it anyway.


		




		

			
A Jones for Generalizations




			(1997)


			I have a taste, a craving, a positive jones for generalization. Through words, generalizations give patterns to experience. Such patterns are not only necessary if you want to make any sense out of the world at all; they are inherently pleasing things, or at least to me they are. Making generalizations is, after all, one of the things writers do.


			The other day I began Casanova’s History of My Life, which begins very promisingly, with the old 18th-century roué pronouncing: “Happy or unhappy, life is the only treasure which man possesses, and they who do not love it do not deserve it.” That has a nice beat; you can practically dance to it. 


			I tend to favor generalizations that, along with having a high truth quotient, have a fine rhythm. The danger is that the rhythm can overwhelm the truth. One of my favorite generalizations in which this occurs is one that compares women and translations. It was composed by that prolific hack Anonymous, writing this time in French: “Si elles sont fidèles elles ne sont pas belles; si elles sont belles elles ne sont pas fidèles.” (“If they are faithful, they aren’t beautiful; if they are beautiful, they aren’t faithful.”) Brilliant, but, in my experience, truer of translations than of women. A shame; this generalization’s thoroughly sexist sentiment only adds a touch of piquancy.


			I am also partial to generalizations of nearly insane specificity. At the close of his little book Berlin, Jules Laforgue notes: “All Germans—all—have rings.” Laforgue is writing about Germany in 1881, and so it is a bit difficult to check him out on this. Still, that second “all”—zing, right between the dashes—nails it.


			The riskier the generalization, the more enticing. The British novelist Anthony Powell is the master here. In his novels he regularly uses generalization as part of his descriptions. He writes, for two examples, of “the fumes of unambitious cooking” and of the desire of neurotics “to try to make things as bad for others” as for themselves. Does unambitious cooking give off different fumes than ambitious cooking? Of course. You can smell the disappointment in the food before you eat it. Do neurotics wish to bring us down to their deep valley of unhappiness? Do bears eschew finger bowls?


			Only two tests for a generalization: experience and logic. Yet some of the best generalizations seem to defy logic. Anyone—well, almost anyone—can be logical, but to seem illogical and at the same time still be right, now that takes skill. Once again I cite Anthony Powell, who says of a character in one of his novels that he speaks a number of foreign languages with facility, and, as with all people who speak foreign languages so easily, he is fundamentally untrustworthy. Quite nuts, don’t you agree? I do, too, except that that statement is true of all the people I have ever met who are able to acquire speaking knowledge of a foreign language quickly. Go figure.


			A generalization that fizzles brings its own quiet disappointment. “What a surprise the weather always is when one is drunk,” writes John Banville in his new novel The Untouchable. I have thought long about this, but find it just doesn’t make it, at least not for me. “Americans love singularity,” writes Charles Baxter, in one of the essays in Burning Down the House, his book on modern fiction. I like the ambitiousness of that: all Americans! But do Americans really love singularity more than, say, Lithuanians or Laplanders? Can’t, finally, be ascertained. The ping, the little jolt of recognition, isn’t there.


			I continue to search for handsome generalizations for my own writing. Whenever possible, I like to make my own pings. I recently came up with this: “The talented can be charming, but there is a firm kernel of selfishness at the core—perhaps it is the core—of most people with talent.” Now that I reread it, I think: Not bad. Nice try. Needs a slight tune-up. Bring it back when it has the grandeur and concision of Paul Valéry’s “Life is the sum of habits disturbed by a few thoughts.”


			The other day I hit upon an observation that perhaps will make grist for a decent generalization. Why is it that Major League Baseball, unlike the National Basketball Association or the National Football League, seems to have no players with Muslim names? I haven’t yet checked all the major-league rosters, but thus far every serious baseball fan I’ve queried can’t come up with any exceptions. If this holds up, mightn’t all sorts of interesting generalizations about the sociology of American sports derive from it? At a minimum, it may allow me to change my old sports simile from “rarer than a Jew in the front four” to “rarer than a third-baseman named Ahmad.” Still, as generalizations go, at this stage no cigar. Which is too bad, because all cigar smokers love generalizations.


		




		

			
Out for a Read




			(1997)


			I have become a more attentive driver than heretofore. I used to be dreamy, listening to classical music, hoping that some phrase or formulation pertinent to whatever it was I was writing at the moment would pop into my mind. Over the past decade, I have been driving BMWs, and they give a nice feeling of protected enclosure, a perfect atmosphere for such digressive dreaminess.


			In this state, the mind floats, recalling odd bits, old anecdotes, scraps of information from the past. Driving along, I not long ago recalled the story I heard about a lecture that C. Wright Mills, the radical sociologist, once gave at Columbia. During the question and answer session after the lecture, a student is supposed to have asked: “Professor Mills, in your lecture you attacked the West and the East, you attacked communism and capitalism, you attacked the family, the church, and organized religion generally, you attacked the past and held out no hope for the future. Professor Mills, is there anything at all you believe in?” Mills replied, “Yes, one thing.” The student rejoined, “And what is that?” Mills, pausing briefly, leaned into the microphone and whispered, “German motors.” 


			I, too, believe in German motors and have indeed required them to keep me out of accidents both in my dreamy driving stage and in my new, more attentive phase. I pay no more attention to the road than before, but I have become very alert to license plates and bumper stickers. As I drive along Chicago streets, and especially on the city’s beautiful Outer Drive, my mind is nowadays usually engaged in reading the license plates—the vanity plates—of passing cars. Wit, pretension, unfathomable obscurity is to be found there in profusion. Yesterday I came upon a license plate that read LP FAITH. What can it mean? Does the man still have faith in his old long-play records? Or is Faith his family name, Lawrence and Peter his first and second names? Another car, heading toward me on Sheridan Road, had a license plate that read RR TIES. RR, I assume, stands for railroad. Does this guy have railroad stock? Mystery again, as mysterious as the out-of-state plate—from Pennsylvania—that read MYSTIC 1.


			As for pretension, there is a van in this city carrying the license plate GOETHE and a Cadillac with L OPERA. For years I have noted an older, yellow Rolls Royce bearing a plate reading SNOB. Snob, as I learned a year or so ago when I finally saw the car’s owner get into it in a downtown parking lot, is a small, older Jewish woman who might be your Aunt Sylvia.


			In Illinois, vanity plates cost $75 above the normal charge and an additional $10 above the regular fee every year thereafter. People are apparently willing to pay for their little jokes, which reminds me that a woman who parks in the same garage I do has a plate that reads MISHUGA. Someone in the license-plate division of the Illinois Secretary of State’s office must have to serve as censor, for no profanity on license plates is allowed. Censors exist, of course, to be eluded, and so, occasionally, is our man in the license-plate division. The other day a Mercedes passed me on the right whose plate read BATESOME, which is an old Chicago high school slang word, perhaps no longer in use, for the male sexual reproductive unit.


			License plates are the big-print version of car literature. Bumper stickers present more of a problem of the kind suggested by the sticker that reads, “If you can read this you are too close.” Many have philosophical pretensions: “Question Authority” is by now, I suppose, a golden oldie. “Change the Paradigm” is rather more recondite. One day, in my own neighborhood, I found myself following an ancient Volvo station wagon, driven by an aging hippie, a fuzzy, perfectly Korenesque character, on whose sticker-crowded bumper I noted “Prevent Circumcision.” Some sort of deeper vegetarian reasoning, perhaps.


			Among bumper stickeristas, dialogue of a sort goes on. Or at least some people seem to feel the need to reply, bumperistically, to earlier stickers. The long-established “Visualize World Peace,” the other day I saw answered by a produce firm with “Visualize World Peas.” The mawkish “Have You Hugged Your Child Today?” has been met with “Have You Hugged Your Motorcycle Today?” On the subject of religious debate, conducted on a lower level than Cardinal Newman and T. H. Huxley might have done, perhaps the oldest of bumper stickers, “If You Love Jesus, Honk,” has been riposted, a friend in Colorado reports, with “If You Are Jesus, Honk.”


			What does it all mean, this strange need to express oneself through the vehicle, so to say, of one’s vehicle? “The truth is out there,” written in small white letters on the black T-shirt of a young man who passed me near my apartment only last evening, may be the slogan of the age, but, in this instance, the truth is less likely to set you free than get you in a car wreck.


		




		

			
Please Sam, Don’t Play It Again




			(1997)


			There is a time in life when civilized tact checks out and dangerous candor checks in. Usually the time is late in one’s seventies or in one’s eighties. The condition seems to afflict men more than women. The grave yawns, further suppression of long repressed views no longer seems to have much point; what the hell, one says, let ’er rip, and, swoosh, the dam bursts with the opinion held back for so many years.


			A close friend of mine, who is in the mortgage business, reports this happening one day to his 80-year-old father in the office of an important vice president of a bank with whom they had long done business. Sitting there, exchanging the standard pleasantries, my friend’s father suddenly said: “You know, Grossman, you are a pompous ass, and always have been. If you had any courage at all, you wouldn’t have wasted your life working for a bank.” Cold silence. General embarrassment felt by everyone except my friend’s father, who looked as if he had just committed a splendid public service. I asked my friend what he did. “Tried, without success,” he said, “to find a place to hide my eyes.” 


			Precocious in a number of ways, I worry about whether I myself may be hitting the stage of dangerous candor well ahead of schedule.


			The other day, standing near one of the cash registers in a large book store, a young man, maybe 23 or 24, with a mustache and goatee, asked the clerk if she knew where he might find a copy of Naked Lunch by William Burroughs. He asked in a tentative way, as if he had only learned about the book himself in the past few days. Ever the helpful guide, I stepped forth.


			“Excuse me,” I said, “but I don’t think you need to read that book. It’s full of ugliness, stupid violence, odious philosophy, and other dreary stuff. Take my advice: Save your money and take a pass on this loathsome tome.”


			He looked at me as if to say, “Who is this guy?” Quite right, too. Who was I to offer such opinionation? I wished I had a badge showing him that I had published four books of literary criticism, but I’m fairly certain it wouldn’t have helped. In any case, he turned away, pretending I wasn’t there, obvious kook that I was, and waited for the clerk, now consulting her computer, to tell him in which section of the store he might find Naked Lunch. So much for vigilante literary criticism in our day.


			As I recollect this emotion in tranquility, I recognize that what triggered my outburst is my sense that there is, looming even as I write, a revived appreciation of the Beat generation as precursors of the 1960s in all its (presumably) glorious tumult. Seeing signs of this everywhere causes my blood to boil, my bile to bubble, my brain to burn.


			The recent obituary press for Allen Ginsberg was just the beginning. Ginsberg, whose verse today remains largely unreadable and whose every political utterance was wrong, died with the kind of praise that might have seemed heavy-handed had it been applied to Walt Whitman (to whom, inevitably, he was compared). The only good story I’ve ever heard about Allen Ginsberg had to do with his one night receiving an award from some cultural organization presented to him by a man named Henry Geldzhaler. The audience was clearly carriage trade, men in black tie, women in blue-rinse hairdo. By way of introduction, Geldzhaler thanked his good friend Allen for his courage in coming out of the closet so early and so fearlessly, and went on about this at great, sentimental length. When Ginsberg finally spoke, he thanked Geldzhaler, but said that, after this introduction, he wasn’t clear whether he was being given this award for poetry or fellatio, though he used the much rougher word.


			More. In a course in prose style I teach at Northwestern University, three students in a class of 25 brought in sentences from Jack Kerouac as examples of prose they much admire. Only the greatest exertion of self-control allowed me not to ask them why they thought so well of such dreck.


			A new wave of ’60s envy looks to be upon us—an emotion that entails the strong feeling among the young that they missed something momentous, that great days have passed them by. Worship of the Beats, I sense, is a way of getting back to the ’60s (even if the Beats’ own beginning was the ’50s). The Beats’ literary legacy is just below negligible, their politics chiefly about druggery and buggery. Why, some 40 years later, is this still not clear to all?


			The threatened reappearance of the ’60s is what has put me in my current mood of dangerous candor. Should I happen upon you in a bookstore inquiring about a Hermann Hesse novel or in the street carrying an old Kurt Vonnegut book, please don’t take it personally if I start telling you off.


		




		

			
Overbooked




			(1997)


			It’s happened again, I won’t say against my best efforts, but there it is, or rather there they are, books all over the joint with my bookmarks in them. Do I have more than 20 books going at once? I am a bit nervous about counting them, for they are all-too-vivid a sign of the lack of organization, control, order in my life.


			This isn’t going to be a very sexy piece, so let’s begin in the bedroom. On my night table, I note that I have seven books going. The one I’m reading most intently just now—that is, at the rate of 10 or 12 pages a night—is His Father’s Son: The Life of Randolph Churchill by Winston S. Churchill, the son of Randolph. I am a sucker for all things Churchillian—I recently bought from a firm in Vermont a blue bow tie with small white polka dots advertised as the Blenheim—and this book doesn’t disappoint. When Randolph marries, his father remarks that “all you need to be married is champagne, a double bed and a box of cigars.” When the young Randolph loses his third parliamentary election, Noel Coward remarks, “I am so very fond of Randolph; he is so unspoiled by failure.” Irresistible. 


			The Churchill biography is 510 pages but is easily surpassed by Albert Cohen’s Belle du Seigneur, an English translation (despite its title) of a novel of 974 pages. I seem to have read 354 of them; it’s rich stuff, and I hope to get back to it for another hundred or so pages, then perhaps drop it again for another few months. It is brilliant, though in a satirical vein. But brilliance, perhaps, like confession, is best when brief. Mae West was wrong in saying that one can’t get too much of a good thing.


			Cigarettes Are Sublime by Richard Klein is the other non-fiction on my night table. I had heard good things about it, and, as a serious ex-smoker, I wanted at least to read about smoking since I can no longer do it. But the book is too much summary of what others have written about smoking, and thus left me more let down than the last cigarette of a long night in the bad old days.


			As for my other night table books, I see that I’ve got to chapter 16 of Nabokov’s Transparent Things, which is far enough to realize that this book isn’t first-class Nabokov, but probably worth finishing anyhow. I note that I’ve read 366 of 500 pages of The Portrait of a Lady. I hadn’t read this great novel for more than 20 years, and when the movie version of it came out not long ago, I thought I’d reread the novel instead. It’s as great as I remembered, and the only reason I haven’t finished it is that I’ve found myself too tired of late to stay up with James, the reading of whom requires one’s greatest alertness. I’ve made little progress with John O’Hara’s The Big Laugh, which I bought purely on the basis of a single blurb from Fran Leibowitz: “The greatest Hollywood novel ever written.” The O’Hara may be better as a bathroom book, and I may soon transfer it there.


			Just now I have two bathroom books going. One is St. Petersburg by Solomon Volkov, a cultural history of a great city and another bulky tome (598 pages). The other is Dinner with Persephone by Patricia Storace, which is about Miss Storace’s year in Athens. Bathroom books should be readable in short takes, and both these books are. I read the better part of Anthony Powell’s A Dance to the Music of Time in the bathroom. I consider it no insult to an author to read him in the House of Commons, as the Welsh used to call it. An editor once invited me to write for his magazine, saying he couldn’t pay me anything, but he wanted me to know that the magazine was intensely read. “They take it to the john,” he said.


			Other tenth- and quarter- and half-read books are spread throughout my apartment. Allow me a quick inventory: The End of the Line, the final memoir of Richard Cobb, the richly idiosyncratic historian of France, a book I ordered from England; a collection of what turn out to be quite brutal stories by Angela Carter; a biography of Walter Winchell by Neal Gabler; the art criticism of Henry McBride; Six Screenplays by Robert Riskin; the poems of Wislawa Szymborska; some letters from Janet Flanner, the New Yorker’s one-time Paris correspondent; a book on the 1950s by Peter Vansittart; Light Years, a novel by James Salter, whose impressionistic writing I find especially readable on sleepless nights; and the most recent collection of essays by Isaiah Berlin.


			What’s going on here? None of this makes any sense. It causes me to look up, for maybe the eighth time, the word desultory. Its first definition is “marked by lack of definite plan, regularity, or purpose.” Its second definition is “not connected with the main subject.”


			Plan, regularity, purpose? The main subject? I wonder if I could get back to you a little later on all that—once I’ve had the chance to finish a few of these books.


		




		

			
Bio-Degradable




			(1998)


			I recently picked up a collection of poems by a writer named Ann Carson and was happily struck by the simplicity of the biographical note—or bio, as it’s called in the trade—written about the author. In its fine stark entirety, it reads: “Ann Carson lives in Canada.” Not even the province in which she lives is given. Miss Carson, it turns out, has written other books, but these, too, get no mention. I am greatly impressed by Miss Carson’s absence of vanity, her refusal to attach the prestige of institutions or previous achievements to herself in this splendidly economical bio. “Ann Carson lives in Canada.”—a lean, clean writing machine, Miss Carson.


			Styles in the writing of bios have changed over the years. When I first began noticing them, bios for male writers, especially novelists, on the dustjackets of their books tended to emphasize the sweaty, heavy-breathing masculine. “Jack Clark,” such a bio might run, “has been a lumberjack, dishwasher, magician’s assistant, short-order cook, and Marine officer in the Korean War. The Onyx Urinal is his fourth novel.” Often there would be an accompanying photograph of the manly Mr. Clark in corduroy jacket, a pipe clenched in his square and rather pompous jaw. 


			Bios for female authors in those days tended to be homier. They might mention a woman writer’s interest in gardening, or sailing in the summer, or having three daughters all of whose names begin with the letter Q. Today I am sure this treatment would be considered vicious sexism. But now an even cozier, more odious change is on the way. The change is to use first names in a writer’s bio.


			In the “NB” column in the January 2, 1998, Times Literary Supplement, it is reported that Lucy Ellmann’s new novel has a bio with sentences that begin, “Lucy was born in Illinois. . . . Lucy’s first novel was published in 1988. . . . Lucy now lives in Hampshire.” Nicknames or diminutive names, surely, will be next. “Chip’s [or Muffin’s] new novel is his [her] first since. . . .”


			As every editor who has had to write them knows, sometimes there is a paucity of things to say about a writer in his bio, particularly a young writer, and so a bit of padding has to be done. The New York Times Book Review used to solve this problem by calling a reviewer about whom there must have been nothing else to say “an observer of the contemporary scene,” which always seemed to me rather a pathetic thing to be. Any self-respecting writer, I used to think, wants a few italics in his bio, the titles of books he’s written or the names of magazines to which he contributes.


			When I was young, I remember, I used to feel what I can only call bio-envy at reading, in the Commentary of the late fifties, the heavily italic-laden bio of F. R. Leavis or Sidney Hook. Once an editor myself, I would occasionally describe a contributor in his bio as “distinguished,” but I used this sparingly, saving it for writers of the stature of Jacques Barzun or Arnaldo Momigliano. For myself, I am thankful for never having been “an observer of the contemporary scene”; and I would like to go out without ever being described in a bio as a “national treasure.” Don’t ask me why, but you never want to be called a national treasure.


			To fill in their bios, writers will occasionally promote things that they have in the works: “He is currently at work on a trilogy of novels about the founding of Levittown.”; or, “His series of connected screenplays about the life of Buddha is nearing completion.” This is all very well, except that these “works in the works” frequently never get done. A writer named Wallace Markfield used for years to have it noted in his bio that he was working on his first novel; and he did, after a decade or so, eventually complete it. (The book turned out to be a comic gem called To An Early Grave.) The critic James Wolcott, some while ago, began to advertise himself in his bios in Vanity Fair as working on a novel. So far the novel hasn’t materialized. No hurry, kid, I have other things around the house to read in the meantime.


			I once claimed, in a bit of bio padding, that I was working on a novel, which resulted in my getting letters from two publishers asking to look at it. Unfortunately, I hadn’t written a page of it. (The only thing he disliked about the writing life, Peter De Vries used to say, was the paperwork.) If two publishers were interested in that vague entity, “a novel,” what might have been the reaction had I baited my trap with something a great deal more enticing: “He is currently at work on a book on double-jointed courtesans of the belle epoque.”? When younger and not yet married, it occurs to me only now, I might have used my bios to promote dates: “Joseph Epstein, a smooth dancer and an easy conversationalist, is an observer of the contemporary scene, but not too close an observer.” Damn. Another opportunity lost.


		




		

			
Neologism, the Name of My Desire




			(1998)


			One among my several immodest ambitions is to leave behind a word or two of my own invention before departing the planet. I want to leave a precise word, a useful word, a good word, a word that absorbs a sweet bit of truth. Neologism, not socialism, is the name of my desire.


			The only person I have ever met who accomplished this was the late journalist Henry Fairlie, who is credited with the word “Establishment,” usually used with a capital E. Fairlie didn’t quite invent the word—there had long been an Established Church in England, and hence a Church Establishment—but he made it immensely more widespread by applying it to power structures generally. So successful was this that the very word “Establishment” became one of the shibboleth words of the 1960s. 


			My dear friend Edward Shils didn’t, so far as I know, invent any words, but used language as well and to as brilliant comic effect as anyone I have known. By appropriate little twists and turns—“tweakings,” the kids in computer science might call them—he came awfully close to the golden land of Neologia. I once described an acquaintance to him as rat-faced. “Yes,” Edward replied, with his great adjective-making power, “he is rather rodential.” He could also put a fine ironic spin on words, so that, for example, when I began to call what was formerly the University of Illinois Circle Campus (the campus in Chicago) “Vicious Circle,” Edward took it a fine stride further and never referred to it as other than “Ol’ Vish.” Linguistically imaginative as he was, he forgot, alas, to invent any new words.


			New words do get invented all the time. Technological and medical invention requires them. So, too, does social science. But they seem to me, for the most part, the wrong words, or at least not very amusing words. I was in a meeting recently where, in connection with a discussion of policy, two new and fairly empty portmanteau words were introduced. The first was intermestic, meant to show the connection, in our brave new world, between the international and the domestic. The other was glocal, meant to show the connection between the global and the local. Neither seems to me to deserve a cigar, and glocal has serious problems, not only in being difficult to pronounce but in sounding awfully like cloacal. (“It’s alimentary, my dear Watson.”)


			I’ve invented three words that I thought might have had a shot at staying in the language. I’ve used all three in my own writing, but thus far only one looks to have a chance. My first gallant entry was not a word but the phrase youth drag, meant to describe all those older players—guys with sad gray pony tails or motorcycle jackets, women in their seventies in miniskirts—who try to pass themselves off as young in spirit through their garb. Youth drag—I sent it up the flagpole, as they used to say in the advertising business, but no one saluted.


			I tried again with Bayarrea, my word for too much talk about the delights of living in or near San Francisco. Much of this talk is about good living, food and wine, and fine views—and I find I soon get a snootful of it, which makes me want to heave sun-dried tomatoes at anyone engaging in it. The word may have been too specialized, too particular, like W. C. Fields’s neologism squeemudgeon for a director who calls actors down for early-morning appearances but doesn’t use them until later in the day. As for Bayarrea, I did what I could: I put it out on the doorstep, but the cat refused to lick it up.


			My one possible contender is virtucrat, a word I first used in an article in the New York Times Magazine and which I have actually seen others use in print. George Will has used it, with generous attribution, in his column in the Washington Post. A few years ago, Newsweek actually had a cover story under the rubric “The Virtuecrats.” They added the letter e, gave me no credit for it, and used the word not to mean, as I did, those people whose politics lend them the fine sense of elation that only false virtue makes possible, but instead those people—William Bennett and Lynne Cheney chief among them—who were stressing the need for virtue in the conduct of public and private life.


			I’ve pushed hard for virtucrat over the years, but, somehow, I don’t think it is going to make it either.


			I may have to settle for inventing a phrase. Thus far, I can think of only two phrases that I can lay some claim to having invented, and both are really spinoffs. One is “In for a penny, in for a pounding”; and the other is “You live and you yearn.” I’ve used both in print, and even more in conversation, but so far no call from the editor of the excellent Brewer’s Dictionary of Phrase and Fable. Depressing. What do you have to do around here to become immortal, anyway?


		




		

			
A New Nobel


			(1998)


			Has anyone the area code for Stockholm? I need to call the Nobel Prize Committee, fast. I’ve got an idea. It’s time they added a new prize—one that, in my view, ought to have been instituted from the beginning of the Nobel Prizes in 1901.


			It’s always been a bit capricious, the way the Nobel Prizes are set up. Prizes for physics and chemistry, for example, but not for mathematics, on which so many advances in physics and chemistry absolutely depend. Why a Nobel Prize in literature but none in music or visual art? Why a Nobel at all in economics, that most contentious and tendentious of subjects? And speaking of contentious and tendentious, what about the Nobel Peace Prize? When a friend of mine once asked Tom Lehrer why he no longer wrote brilliant comic songs, Lehrer told him that, ever since Henry Kissinger won the Nobel Prize, nothing seemed funny anymore. 


			The new prize I would like to see instituted by the Nobel Committee is one for marriage. As the Peace Prize is meant to encourage peace-making in a war-ridden world, so might the Nobel Prize for Marriage do likewise for matrimony, an institution that, all the statistics on divorce make plain, is itself in great peril. A Nobel Prize for Marriage would have, as they say in advertising, a fine reinforcing effect.


			As for the grounds on which the prize ought to be given, these, it seems to me, are fairly self-evident. The prize ought to be given for sticking it out, for perseverance, for endurance, for—to capture it in a single, if hyphenated, word—long-suffering. (Not that, in marriage, short-suffering is any picnic. Consider the first five of the six wives of Henry VIII, short-sufferers all.)


			To launch the Nobel for marriage, it might be best to begin by giving out a few prizes posthumously, to great long-suffering husbands and wives of the past. Countess Tolstoy, surely, ought to be an early winner, having had to listen to all the count’s utopian guff, to make sure that he didn’t give away the copyrights to Anna Karenina and War and Peace, to compose so-called fair copies of his many novels and religious tracts, and then, at the very end, to be put to the humiliation of his publicly deserting her in the hope of dying alone.


			What about Prince Albert, whose lot could not have been an easy one? Victoria, true enough, wrote gushily in her diary about her German husband, especially after his death. But I keep thinking of that famous phrase of hers, “We are not amused!” Difficult to imagine she never used it on him. Did she ever use it to devastating effect, one wonders, in the bedroom? Put the prince consort down as a Nobel contender. Then there is the marriage of the Carlyles, Thomas and Jane, of whom Tennyson said, “By any other arrangement, four people would have been unhappy instead of two.”


			Does Leonard Woolf qualify? Virginia Woolf, in her snobbery, was not above remarking on her husband’s Jewishness, establishing her social superiority over him. With the most fragile of egos, she required vast attention, solicitation, endless reassurance, all of which Leonard supplied. She was, in the end, of course insane. Did Leonard know this to begin with? And, knowing it, oughtn’t he, of all people, to have been afraid of Virginia Woolf? The man has to be reckoned a candidate for the prize.


			I always thought that Lionel Trilling deserved a Nobel for marriage. Diana Trilling, his wife, combined neuroses with aggression. And now it turns out that we can add resentment to the mix. In her memoirs, all written after Lionel’s death, Diana portrayed her husband as a depressive, a drinker, a snob, a gloom-spreader of the highest power. In the course of doing so, she would seem to have made herself out as deserving of a Nobel for marriage. But my sense is that it was Lionel and not Diana who deserved the prize.


			As for the other Diana, the late princess, ought she or her husband to be up for a Nobel? Diana had Camilla and that frightful mishpacha, the Windsors, to deal with—no small packet of aggravation there. Charlie, though, took on himself all the problems attendant upon acquiring a younger, somewhat air-headed wife, with eating disorders, wretched taste in men, and the rest. It was a marriage made in hell, which is always rich soil for the Nobel Prize for Marriage, and therefore a tough call.


			But a piece of cake, if not exactly wedding cake, next to the Clintons. Everyone now knows what Hillary has had to put up with in Bill. Not yet known is what Bill has had to put up with from Hillary, but, even discounting the charmless speculations of Dick Morris (whose own wife, surely, is another, a very strong, candidate for a prize), it cannot be minor. No, in the First Couple we have the possibility for the first shared prize: two people, each put on the earth to make the other suffer, lengthily and intensely. Impressive stuff.


			Let’s hear it for our laureates.


		




		

			
Gotcha




			(1998)


			Wherein lies the pleasure of catching someone out in an error? It gives one, no doubt, that little touch of self-congratulatory superiority that helps one get through another day. It’s finest when one catches an enemy or adversary in an error, but catching a person one is quite neutral about will supply the necessary frisson—and, in a pinch, catching even a friend will do.
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