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  Bernini, Gloria (1657–1666, St. Peter’s, Rome)






   You use a glass mirror to see your face; 
you use works of art to see your soul.




  —GEORGE BERNARD SHAW







  








  
PREFACE Lux Umbra Dei





  MY FATHER, A CLASSICS MAJOR, FIRST INTRODUCED ME TO THE Latin maxim Lux Umbra Dei as an inscription to post on my senior-thesis study carrel in Princeton’s art library in 1972. I don’t recall him ever telling me where he got it, but after I used The Shadow of God as the title of my spiritual journal published in 2006, Princeton President Emeritus Robert F. Goheen wrote to me that my dad and his fellow trustees had presented him with a bronze sun dial with that Latin inscription on his retirement earlier that summer. It had a provenance close to home.




  Decades later, the internet led me to Sir Thomas Browne for the English version. Then I found its source, not surprisingly, in Plato. But long before Plato, the anonymous author of the book of Genesis reflected on the special relationship between light and God. The very first command is “Let there be light.” The first act of creation: “And he saw that it was good.” In the New Testament, Jesus calls himself the “Light of the World.” The Nicene Creed is even more explicit about that divine equation: “God from God, Light from Light.” That Light is not a creation, not the light we know around us as described in Genesis. Rather, it is what Saint Paul calls “unapproachable light”—too bright for our imagination, much less our eyes. Sir Thomas Browne framed this mystery as a paradox worthy of the metaphysical poets: “Life itself is but the shadow of death . . . and light but the shadow of God.”




  Over the past fifty years of my art history studies, that image has had for me a deep resonance, especially for one so steeped in the art of the Baroque, which expressed as never before (or after) the metaphysical qualities of light—from Caravaggio’s chiaroscuro to Bernini’s channeling of natural light within his sculptural creations. The most radiant and dazzling of all remains Bernini’s golden sunburst window in the apse of Saint Peter’s in Rome, seen in the frontispiece of this book. At the far end of that long basilica, the oval window, framed on entry by Bernini’s huge Baldacchino, transmutes actual sunlight into a spiritual and miraculous Gloria of gilded bronze shafts and golden stucco angels: Gloria in excelsis Deo.




  The radiance bursts forth like a divine dawn. Yet it contains an evocative and inherent contradiction. Unlike most churches and cathedrals, this basilica at the heart of Christendom faces not east but west. So that blazing dawn of the sun through the stained alabaster window occurs each day toward evening, at dusk. This simple observation underscores the ambiguity of the frontispiece that I have given the essays herein, a collection of personal reflections over the past half century—from my graduate studies to the present. The process of revisiting and revising them has been itself an adventure in rediscovery and recapitulation. As Montaigne put it—and my father passed along to me as a student—“I have no more made my book than my book has made me.”
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  Everett Raymond Kinstler, Portrait of Charles Scribner, Jr. (1975, author’s collection, New York)











  CHAPTER 1




  Digging for Diamonds A Father’s Tutelage




  THE SUMMER OF 1992, I SPENT SEVERAL PLEASANT DAYS SORTing family and publishing files bound for the Scribner Archives at the Princeton University Library. I suppose it was this task as much as any latent nostalgia that prompted me to clean out my own storage boxes of letters and other memorabilia. In the process, I stumbled on a small treasure: a bundle of letters from my father to me at boarding school. His aim in these letters—beyond relaying family news and entertaining morsels for adolescent consumption—was to entice his son into his web of scholarly interests; at the same time, he sought to steer him away from the less benign webs in which young students are occasionally apt to get caught. His prevailing tone of bemused concern was struck at the close of his very first letter: “Keep reading on your own! Nothing will help you more scholastically in the long run. And do please remember that you read other books last summer than the 007 James Bond series.”




  No sooner had my father received my schedule of classes at St. Paul’s—where he had preceded me three decades earlier, as his father had him (ours is a repetitive family)—than he wrote to reassure me about its implications:




 

    I studied your schedule with the greatest interest, and it didn’t seem too bad! Saturday morning looked pretty filled up, but perhaps you can do some of that homework before Friday night. Of course, I really don’t know how much homework they give you. Every now and then I dream that I am back in school or college as a student, and despite my protests that I have graduated it never seems to make much impression. Sometimes it all seems much harder the second time around, as I am sure I would find it now. And in my dreams, I never seem to be able to get my homework done—particularly when it comes to something really major like a senior thesis at college. They say that people who have nightmares like this really did very well and were conscientious when they were students. But do not let the prospect of future bad dreams discourage you! It’s all part of the price you have to pay for making an extra effort, but it’s really worth it, despite the ancient Greek motto: meden agan (Don’t overdo it).







  He had already persuaded me to sign up for ancient Greek, in addition to Latin, in my first year at the school. His deep love of the classic languages is one of the golden threads of his web of ideas. My first Greek assignment—learning the new alphabet—was tearful. But I soon recovered. He rushed to bolster my decision to stick with it: “I am glad that you do not find Greek quite as impossible as it seemed at first appearance. It is the most beautiful language, and the things you will read in Greek were the models for the literature of later periods. You will never be sorry you took Greek, I promise you.”




  By the end of the school year, I was fully sold on Greek. But in picking courses for the next year, I had planned to drop Latin—without his prior consultation—and this decision almost created an international crisis: “As for dropping Latin next year,” he wrote,




 

    I really think it would be a mistake to have gone this far with Latin only to drop it now, and if I ever expected you to do that, I never should have advised you to start Greek. Please let me know if it was your understanding to drop Latin only temporarily, that is, for the next year. If that is your plan, I’ll be glad to stay out of the discussion. Otherwise, I really should like to find out more about the program you are mapping out. Needless to say, I am very keen about Greek, and again feel it would be a great mistake not to carry on with that too. Also, you should have a taste of a good science course before you get to college. But it would be very unwise for you to drop Latin for good at this point. Please write your father a reassuring letter about this or call him as he is most disconcerted!







  Two weeks passed, after which he wrote:




  

     Not having heard any more about the schedule of courses, I telephoned Mr. Hall to register my doubts as to the wisdom of dropping Latin for good at this point. . . . I really would never have ventured to get you to take up Greek if I had thought it would be at the price of dropping Latin . . . although possibly you could get away with skipping a year of Latin. I don’t know about that. In any case I judge that you really do appreciate the fascination and beauty of the Greek language. The literature is probably the greatest treasure of our civilization, and I know that you will always be grateful for getting to know it in its own tongue.







  His prediction was on the mark: I was to continue reading Greek for the remaining three years of school and the first two years of Princeton before being seduced for good by art history.




  My father’s letters likewise reveal his love of classical music, which he pursued via the phonograph—“his chosen instrument,” I called it. He constantly wrote of new records he had purchased and was most supportive of my piano studies, which I had earlier intended to lead to a professional career. “I think you are wise not to bite off more than you can chew. After your studies, music is virtually an obligation in the light of the years you put into it and your own ability. You’ll never really have an opportunity to master the piano later if you don’t do so now. And once you have mastered it, you’ll be able to keep up a repertory all your life—adding new pieces from time to time.” Once again, on the mark. Though my career was never to be at the keyboard, I still find myself there after hours.




  My father’s literary horizons extended well beyond Scribners’ roster of authors. The summer before, he had assigned me a $50 reading list of English and American classics. I got paid on completion—a hefty sum for a jobless teenager in 1965! Once at school, I got a new list—the best books I’ve ever read—with an occasional comment from the paternal professor: “I am delighted you liked the Chekhov stories. I was at St. Paul’s when I read these first, and I still remember the impression they made on me. I thought they were beautifully written. There are so many other wonderful collections of short stories for you to become familiar with—e.g., Tolstoy, de Maupassant, Joyce, Hemingway—that I can’t wait to have you start on the next fifty or seventy-five dollar list! I am also anxious to read your own story.” (It was, predictably, ersatz Chekhov, about a desperately lonely boy at a Saint Petersburg prep school. Published in the Horae Scholasticae, it worried Mr. Greaves, my housemaster, until I reassured him that the story reflected only my reading, not my life.)




  By my second year, I had immersed myself in dramatics. My first major role, Cassius in Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar, evoked a fatherly insight: “I reread Julius Caesar and was surprised to find Cassius a far more sympathetic character than I remembered him. I imagine the ‘lean and hungry look’ has struck and prejudiced readers. The introduction to your Pelican edition of the play was especially interesting in this respect since it showed how frustrated Cassius must have been to have every practical suggestion brushed aside by the starry-eyed Brutus! Did you find that difficult to convey?” In fact, I was mildly disturbed by how easily I identified with the cynical Cassius: I couldn’t fault him.




  In any case, my father proceeded to prescribe a program of study for a series of prize scholarship exams I was scheduled to take, with special emphasis on how to survive Caesar’s Gallic Wars. I’ll spare you the details (three single-spaced pages) worthy of the Roman general himself. But my dad’s campaign to capture the Shakespeare prize is worth quoting in full:




 

    I know all of this may be time consuming, but it could help you very much, and there’s nothing more nightmarish or frightening than to step into an exam unprepared. That was my own experience since I did absolutely no preparatory work at all and still remember the miserable experience of trying to answer questions on things I had completely forgotten. As a matter of fact, I was too dumb to find out what we would be examined on, and in those days no one took the initiative in briefing you beforehand. The boy who won did find out in advance and cleaned up!




  When it came to the Whipple Medal in Shakespeare, I got tricky myself and adopted the following strategy which only took a day or so: 1) reading something about the play and Shakespeare’s sources and models; 2) reading the play itself three times to get the plot and structure and characters clearly in mind; 3) memorizing about a dozen passages from various parts of the play—some as short as one line, some five or ten lines. By sprinkling these throughout my answers I was able to convey the impression that I knew the entire play by heart! How could I lose—especially since I compared the alteration of sad and happy sections of the play with the third movement of Beethoven’s Seventh Symphony! Naturally this particular plan may not be possible with the exams you will be taking, but what I want to emphasize is the effectiveness of having a “strategy,” so to speak. It gives you a marvelous feeling of confidence, too, which is half the battle.







  I didn’t win, but there is no question that I had the best coach available. One of my stumbling blocks was solid geometry. Math and science were two of my father’s primary passions—indeed, professional avocations. He wasted no time trying to get me over the hurdle: “I wish I could help you on the geometry originals. As you point out, a lot of this is confidence, and it is possible to defeat yourself if you become too anxious. Often there is some simple trick or clue to a solution. Sometimes it is seeing a familiar theorem in an unusual setting.” After much about angles, arcs, diagrams, and hypotenuses, he dropped this pearl of wisdom:




 

    In other words, do something; even if what you start to do may not be exactly right, it may put you on the track of a solution. Be sure that all the data you have in the hypothesis are brought into play. If everything in the hypothesis isn’t capitalized on, it means you aren’t focusing on the particular situation involved. They will almost never give you irrelevant data in the hypothesis. It might help you to work over a number of fairly difficult originals as a way of reviewing. Practice on them will build up your confidence and, like the London Times crossword puzzles, show you some of the tricky things that may arise! Hope I haven’t confused you by all these suggestions. Usually the solution to an original is very simple and straightforward once you see the essential elements of the problem.







  He must have quietly despaired when I told him that I really didn’t believe for a moment Galileo’s law of gravity—any fool knows that big heavy things fall faster than small light ones, right?—but for the sake of passing the physical science course, I would pretend to accept that law. Besides, I was preoccupied with my upcoming performance as Shakespeare’s cavalier King Richard II. Once more unto the breach, my father charged with pen in hand:






   Sorry you have so much trouble in accepting 16th-century science. Of course, when one deals with objects falling in an atmosphere, they are all subject to resistance or forces of air friction, and obviously a bullet falls faster than a feather. But the laws of uniform acceleration abstract from atmospheric conditions and assume a perfect vacuum. In a vacuum is there any reason to think that a cannonball (for example), which can be thought of as a kind of gluing together of tiny pellets, should fall faster than any one pellet composing it? In an atmosphere the forces act on the surface of a falling object, and since the volume and therefore mass of an object varies with the cube of a linear dimension while its surface area varies with the square, the smaller an object is made, the more it is responsive to air resistance. That’s why dust floats! But your natural insincerity obviously enables you to take positions contrary to what you believe to be the case. A wonderful attribute for an actor and apparently useful in the study of physical science.







  He later reinforced his concern with a book, The Double Helix, on the exciting adventure culminating in the discovery of the DNA molecule. “It will only take an hour or so. I want you to have a picture of the beautiful and imaginative side of science as well as the lively, amusing personalities of some of the great creative scientists. It is also filled with English lore!” (He knew that would hook me.) His own “science gene” evidently skipped a generation. I was never at home in the lab. Once I hooked up my Bunsen burner hose to the water faucet and then panicked at the gush of “liquid gas” that shot up to the ceiling and threatened to extinguish us all—or so I feared. “Ey-uh, Scribner, did you try to light it?” chuckled the chemistry teacher, Mr. Gillespie.




  As a Princeton freshman, I tried once again and took a course aptly nicknamed “Physics for Poets.” Someone once said that taking physics at Princeton was like trying to take a drink from a fire hose. I was nonetheless inspired by the history of science as the history of progressively beautiful—that is, clearer, simpler, more economic—explanations of the confusing, cluttered natural world around us. My appreciation of science as a fine art finally dawned. A few years later, it proved invaluable in solving a problem in art history involving the original configuration of a Rubens tapestry cycle, The Triumph of the Eucharist—the subject of my senior thesis, dissertation, and first book.




  My father happened to pop by my room during senior year as I was going mad rearranging Xeroxes of the tapestries (all framed by two distinct orders of illusionistic columns) on the floor, trying to decide which of the five proposed linear sequences around the Madrid convent cloister was the most likely. Then I tried something new—the architecturally obvious: arranging them in two tiers, with the elaborate Solomonic columns over the plain Doric. Eureka! It worked. Dad loved to note that “the obvious is these days often overlooked.”




  When asked by students, “What was the most important art course you took?” I reply, “Physics.” It was worth the struggle. As Einstein said, “If you can’t explain something simply, you don’t understand it well enough.” My father’s love of science was based in art—the art of economy, simplicity. No scientific theory can claim absolute truth; the best ones are those that explain the most with the least.




  I trust that, by now, the next question—“Who was your most influential teacher?”—has already been answered. Not every teacher is himself, or herself, a parent, but every parent is first a teacher. I’ve had the best.




  While I was still a schoolboy, my father told me a parable or short tale that resonated for thirty years until, shortly before his death, I asked him where he had heard it. It had been in the St. Paul’s School chapel, he replied, in a sermon by the legendary rector Dr. Drury—the only one of the weekly sermons that he remembered.




 

    Once upon a time a young prince was making a journey alone on horseback to another kingdom. He had come a long way, and he had a long way to go. One night, as he was crossing a stream, he heard a commanding voice call to him out of the darkness: “Stop and fill up your saddle bags with the sand of this stream.”




  The young prince reined in his horse for an instant and deliberated. He was awed by the voice, and he wanted to obey, but he was also impatient to ride on. So, he reached down, snatched up a handful of sand from the bottom of the stream, put it in his pocket, and galloped off on his way.




  The next morning, he remembered the stream and the voice and the sand. Out of curiosity he reached into his pocket, and, lo and behold, it was filled with diamonds. And so, as the story goes, the young prince was both glad and sorry. He was glad that he had stopped and taken some sand, and he was sorry that he had been impatient and not taken more.







  It is the common experience—and joy—of both teachers and students alike to discover, often years later, that what first appeared as sand sparkles as diamonds.











  CHAPTER 2




  F. Scott Fitzgerald From Princeton to Paradise




 

    Reading is a means of thinking with another person’s mind; it forces you to stretch your own. . . . For learning purposes there is no substitute for one human mind meeting another on the page of a well-written book.




  —CHARLES SCRIBNER JR.







  AND THAT IS WHERE WE MEET SCOTT FITZGERALD, WHOSE LIFE and career bounced between successes and setbacks like the alternating current of major and minor keys in a Mozart symphony. He was born in 1896. Just as his life bridged two centuries, so his work has a Janus-like aspect, looking back to the Romantic lyricism and epic dreams of nineteenth-century America and forward to the syncopated jazz of the twentieth century. “My whole theory of writing,” he said, “I can sum up in one sentence. An author ought to write for the youth of his own generation, the critics of the next, and the schoolmasters of ever afterward.” How magnificently—if posthumously—he fulfilled that ideal. His fleeting literary fortunes—a dozen years of commercial and literary success followed by distractions and disappointments—ended in 1940 with a fatal heart attack when he was forty-four. He was then hard at work on The Last Tycoon, the Hollywood novel he hoped would restore his reputation. At the time of his death, his books were not (as is so often claimed) out of print with Scribners, his publisher. The truth is even sadder. They were all in stock at our warehouse and listed in our catalog, but no one was buying them.




  When Fitzgerald’s daughter, Scottie, first approached the Princeton University Library and offered to donate her father’s papers, she was turned down. It couldn’t be the repository, the librarian said, for every failed alumnus author’s papers. Fortunately, she gave them a chance to reconsider several years later. Today, those archives are the most avidly consulted holdings of the library by scholars who come there, as if on pilgrimage, from all over the world. More copies of Fitzgerald’s books are now sold each fortnight than during his entire lifetime. His novels and stories are studied in high schools and colleges across the country—indeed, around the world. I am the fourth Charles Scribner to be involved in publishing his works ever since my great-grandfather signed him up at the prodding of that young editor of genius Max Perkins in 1919. But three generations and namesakes later (ours is a redundant family), I am struck by the realization that I am the first generation—of no doubt as many to come—to have been introduced to this author’s work in a classroom.




  My grandfather, Fitzgerald’s contemporary and friend as well as publisher, died on the eve of the critical reappraisal and ensuing revival of his works that gained momentum in the 1950s and has continued in full force down to the present time. It was my father who presided over that literary apotheosis unprecedented in American letters. As a fledgling editor, I had the good fortune to work closely with Fitzgerald’s delightful daughter, Scottie, together with her advisor, Professor Matthew J. Bruccoli, whose prolific scholarship and infectious enthusiasm fanned the flames of Fitzgerald studies. The day I met Matt, I asked what had prompted him to devote the lion’s share of his scholarly life to Fitzgerald. He told me that one Sunday afternoon during his teenage years, he was driving with his family when he heard a dramatization of The Diamond as Big as the Ritz on the car radio. He later went to a local library to find the story. The librarian had never heard of Scott Fitzgerald. But he finally managed to locate a copy, “and I never stopped reading Fitzgerald.” This story struck a familiar chord, for I, too, remember where I was when I first encountered that same literary jewel “as big as the Ritz.”




  It was an evening train ride from Princeton to Philadelphia. A commute was converted into a fantastic voyage. Fitzgerald later converted my professional life, claiming more of me than any living author. There are worse fates in publishing than to be a “curator of literary classics,” especially if one’s own scholarly bent is in Baroque art. Placed alongside my other specialties, Rubens and Bernini, Fitzgerald seems very young indeed: a newcomer in the pantheon of creative genius.




  There is something magical about Fitzgerald. Much has been written and dramatized about the Jazz Age personas of Scott and Zelda. But the real magic lies embedded in the prose and reveals itself in his amazing versatility. Each novel or story partakes of its creator’s poetic imagination, his dramatic vision, his painstaking (if virtuoso and seemingly effortless) craftsmanship. Each bears Fitzgerald’s hallmark: the indelible stamp of grace. He is my literary candidate to stand beside the demigods Bernini, Rubens, and Mozart as artists of divine transfigurations. The key to Fitzgerald’s enchantment lies in the power of his romantic imagination to transfigure his characters and settings as well as the very shape and sound of his prose. There is a sacramental quality—one that did not wane along with formal observance of his Roman Catholic faith. I say “sacramental” because Fitzgerald’s words transform their external geography as thoroughly as the realm within. The ultimate effect, once the initial reverberations of imagery and language have subsided, transcends the bounds of fiction. I can testify from firsthand experience.




  When I arrived at Princeton as a freshman in the fall of 1969, I was following in the footsteps of four generations of namesakes before me. Yet, surprisingly, I did not feel at home. It seemed a big, impersonal place—more than ten times as big as my old boarding school, St. Paul’s. There, I had first been exposed to Fitzgerald in English class, where we studied The Great Gatsby. But my first encounter at Princeton was dramatically extracurricular. One day that fall, soon after the Vietnam Moratorium and the ensuing campus turmoil, I returned to my dormitory room to find that some anonymous wit had taped to my door those infamous opening words from Fitzgerald’s “The Rich Boy”: “Let me tell you about the very rich. They are different from you and me.” (My next-door neighbors in the dorm represented a cross section of campus radicals, and while I was hardly “very rich” by Fitzgerald’s lights—closer to Nick Carraway than to Tom Buchanan—I was, as the son of a university trustee, politically incorrect.)




  Stung though I was by this welcome note, curiosity got the better of me. Off I went to Firestone Library, looked up the story, and read it. Now hooked on Fitzgerald, I bought a copy of This Side of Paradise, his youthful ode to Princeton. Though university officials to this day bemoan its satirical depiction of their college as a country club, they miss the point: the poetry, the sacramental effect of this witty, romantic novel on their majestic campus. For me, the book infused the greenery and gothic spires with a spirit, with a soul, with life.
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