

  

    

      

    

  




  

    Praise for the Essays of Joseph Epstein




    “The modern essay has regained a good deal of its literary status in our time, much to the credit of Joseph Epstein.”




    —Karl Shapiro




    “Joseph Epstein is an essayist in the brilliant tradition of Charles Lamb. He moves so effortlessly from the amusingly personal to the broadly philosophical that it takes a moment before you realize how far out into the intellectual cosmos you have been taken. He is also mercilessly free of the petty intellectual etiquettes common at this moment in our national letters. It is refreshing to hear so independent a voice.”




    —Tom Wolfe




    “If Epstein’s ultimate ancestor is Montaigne, his more immediate master is Mencken. Like Mencken, he has fashioned a style that successfully combines elegance and even bookishness with street-smart colloquial directness. And there is nothing remote or aloof about him.”




    —John Gross




    “Joseph Epstein’s essays no more need his identifying byline than Van Gogh’s paintings need his signature. Epstein’s style—call it learned whimsy—is unmistakable; for Epstein addicts, indispensable.”




    —George Will




    “Epstein’s work is well in the Addisonian line of succession that Cyril Connolly saw petering out in Punch and the professional humorists. . . . Epstein is a great deal more sophisticated than they were, and a great deal more readable. His subjects are tossed up, turned round, stuck with quotations, abandoned and returned to, playfully, inverted, and finally set back on their feet, as is the reader, a little breathless but quite unharmed. But is essentially a merry-go-round, not a view to the death.”




    —Philip Larkin
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George Washington 




    An Amateur’s View




    In The American Commonwealth, his book of 1888, Lord Bryce, considering American political institutions, provides an early chapter titled “Why Great Men Are Not Chosen Presidents.” Most Americans, without needing to hear the argument, are likely to agree with the chapter’s premises. The planetarkhis, the modern Greek word for ruler of the planet, the President of the United States may well be, but we can all be assured that, whoever he is, nowadays he is almost certainly likely to be a mediocrity. “Besides,” Bryce wrote, “the ordinary American voter does not object to mediocrity. He has a lower conception of the qualities requisite to make a statesman than those who direct public opinion in Europe have. He likes his candidate to be sensible, vigorous, and, above all, what he calls ‘magnetic,’ and does not value, because he sees no need for, originality or profundity, a fine culture or a wide knowledge.” Mr. Ford, Mr. Carter, Mr. Reagan, Messrs. Bush, Mr. Clinton, and Mr. Obama—take a bow, please.




    Bryce goes on to discuss the other factors inhibiting, if not absolutely excluding, the possibility of a great man becoming President of the United States: the preference for a safe over a brilliant man, the nature of American party politics, the distinct difference between a successful candidate and a successful leader, the humdrum and ceremonial nature of much of the job. “We may now answer the question from which we started,” Bryce writes. “Great men have not often been chosen presidents, first because great men are rare in politics; secondly, because the method of choice does not bring them to the top; thirdly, because they are not, in quiet times, absolutely needed.”




    Happy with our mediocrity though we Americans may be, it is also more than a mite interesting to note that Lord Bryce felt that the presidency of the United States was nearly designed with George Washington in mind. “The creation of the office,” Bryce averred, “would seem [to the members of the Second Continental Convention meeting in Philadelphia in 1783] justified by the existence of a person exactly fitted to fill it, one whose established influence and ripe judgment would repair the faults then supposed to be characteristic of democracy, its impulsiveness, its want of respect for authority, its incapacity for pursuing a consistent line of action.” Washington, in this description, was not only the perfect man for the job, but the man after whom the job itself ought to be tailored.




    Remarkable though George Washington was in so many ways, the ways of remarking upon both him and his extraordinary qualities are not easy. People have tried, for more than two centuries now, and with vastly uneven results. Was he an authentically great man, or instead merely the right man for his time? Was he a great military leader, or instead, General Kutuzov-like, a man whose genius lay in his sensing when not to fight? Had he a vision for his country, or for that matter anything resembling a coherent political philosophy? Was he, in the judgment rendered him by history, a fluke, a very lucky man, or was the newly fledged United States lucky beyond its wildest reckoning in having a man of George Washington’s caliber to call upon in the crucial years of its revolution and the forming of its unique republican democracy?
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    I hope no one thinks that I pose these questions with confident answers already in mind, for seeing Washington plain is a project at which even the best minds, of his time and ours, have strained themselves to do. Consider one of the subtlest of those minds, that of Thomas Jefferson, who served as his Secretary of State. In a letter of 1814—written nearly fifteen years after Washington’s death—to a Dr. Walter Jones, who was then preparing a history of the young republic, Jefferson claimed to know Washington “intimately and thoroughly,” and provided the following delineation of his character.




    Jefferson did not award Washington universally high grades. He thought Washington’s mind was “great and powerful, without being of the very first order.” It was a mind “slow in operation, being little aided by invention or imagination, but sure in conclusion.” Although Washington planned his battles “judiciously,” he was “slow in readjustment” when things did not go according to plan. He was, Jefferson thought, fearless though “most tremendous in his wrath,” with his integrity “most pure, his justice the most inflexible.” He was “in every sense of the word, a wise, a good, and a great man,” yet “his heart was not warm in its affections” and “he exactly calculated every man’s value,” which suggests an ungenerous utilitarianism.




    As an intellectual and as a visionary, Jefferson recognized in Washington nothing of the soul mate, and of course the two men would later find themselves in different political parties. Jefferson continues: “His time was employed in action chiefly, reading little and that only in agriculture and English history.” He had little sympathy for “visionary projects.” What is more: “He was naturally distrustful of men, and inclined to gloomy apprehensions,” such that “I do believe that General Washington had not a firm confidence in the durability of our government,” which is what caused Jefferson to believe Washington thought that the United States must one day end up with the ceremoniousness of the British constitution. What Jefferson couldn’t have known was that part of the reason Washington was so highly revered was that he was thought to have gotten the best out of, without ever having been dominated by, intellectuals such as Jefferson and Alexander Hamilton.




    “A riddle wrapped in a mystery inside an enigma,” Churchill’s fine formulation for the complexity of the old Soviet Union applies nicely to Washington, except you might take the entire package—riddle, mystery, enigma—and double wrap it inside a conundrum. Less talented than other generals, less intelligent than other politicians, not at all well educated to begin with, parochial in both his background and interests, a man with a strong sense of amour-propre but no complex vision, either political, religious, or economic, here was this man, George Washington, without whom, everyone who has thought at all about it agrees, the experiment in government known as the United States would, as like as not, almost certainly have failed. Consider the historian Forrest McDonald, who, in the preface to his book on The Presidency of George Washington, of Washington writes:




    He was indispensable to the American experiment in self-government. And yet, as his actions and the quality of his leadership as president are appraised in the following pages, the reader may wonder just what made Washington himself so special. Among others, his chief justice [John Marshall], two of his cabinet ministers [Jefferson and Hamilton], and his most trusted adviser in the House of Representatives [James Madison] will appear to have been at least as able as he was—and considerably more important in formulating the programs and policies that insured the perdurance of the federal government.




    McDonald goes on to suggest that the mystery of George Washington—he calls it a “dual mystery”—may not ultimately be solvable, the man’s career itself having partaken of myth, “for George Washington, in his own lifetime, was self-consciously both more than a mere man and less than a man: his people craved a myth and a symbol, and he devoted his life to fulfilling that need.” Perhaps so; but then again, perhaps not.




    In Pride and Prejudice, Jane Austen never describes Elizabeth Bennett, which allows girls and young women, when reading the novel, to believe Elizabeth looks like them. Does something similar pertain to George Washington? Do we read into him those traits we either think we have ourselves or wish we did have? “I glory in the character of Washington,” John Adams, a not uncritical connoisseur of things Washingtonian—he once referred to Washington as a “muttonhead”—wrote to a friend, “because I know him to be an exemplification of the American character.” The words are simple enough, but what, precisely, do they mean?




    What makes an understanding of George Washington complicated is that this riddle wrapped in a mystery inside an enigma and then double wrapped inside a conundrum has also been tied with bows of celebration as gaudy as any historical package in the history of history. Washington was famous even before he was great, monumental while still drawing breath, apotheosized while still very much alive. Vast numbers of cities, a state, human beings, and finally of course the nation’s capital were named after him. He was under nearly full-time request from portrait painters and sculptors. The heavy myth begins with Parson Mason Locke Weems’s biography, published when Washington was still alive and perhaps able—who knows?—to squirm under its smarmy anecdotage.




    Shorn of its Weemsian moral exemplum—“Father, I cannot tell a lie, it was I who chopped down the cherry tree”—George Washington’s boyhood was fairly typical of the second-line Virginia gentry of which his family was a part. The family would probably have remained part of this lesser squirearchy had not Washington’s father Augustine died suddenly, in 1743, when George was eleven. George was the first of his father’s five children from a second marriage (Augustine had had four children from his first marriage). George was left sufficient land and personal effects to give him a start but not a secure niche in life. He would have to make his own way.




    The young George Washington at first thought the way was to be made with the help of his eldest half-brother Lawrence. His father’s major legatee, Lawrence Washington had been educated in England, and was intelligent, polished, and winning enough to marry above himself into the Fairfaxes, one of the first families of Virginia. George idolized his brother, who seems to have repaid this admiration with a steady flow of fine feeling between a man in his mid-twenties and a half-brother fourteen years his junior.




    Lawrence thought a naval career might be the answer for George, but the boy’s mother, a strong-minded woman, known neither for her wide sympathy nor generous impulses, quickly put the kibosh on that. Washington’s education, about which not much is known, apparently did not go beyond the standard rudimentary subjects. (His father’s early death precluded his studying, as the sons of Augustine Washington’s first marriage did, in England.) He learned no foreign languages, a source of mild shame later in life. (He never visited France because, he said, he was embarrassed about requiring a translator there.) His religious training, as his biographer Douglas Southall Freeman writes, “was of a sort to turn his mind to conduct rather than creed.” At fifteen he became a surveyor. Although no one ever accused Washington of being dreamy, such dreams as he had were chiefly commercial; he saw the way to wealth in the acquisition of land, which he began to acquire on his own from the age of eighteen—and continued to do throughout that portion of his life not spent either as a soldier or a political leader.




    At nineteen, George accompanied his brother Lawrence to the Barbados—the only time he would ever travel outside America— where the latter went seeking a cure for weakened lungs, which he was not to find. While there, George contracted the smallpox that was to leave him pockmarked for life but also immune to that eighteenth-century killer. Lawrence himself died the following year, 1752, leaving George, not yet twenty-one but a self-starter, in charge of large portions of his estate.




    Washington was becoming less a handsome than a striking, prepossessing young man, who combined the skills of the frontier with those of the drawing room. He would grow to six foot three and weigh two-hundred pounds; he was said to be among the best horsemen of his age. He could withstand hardship but was not averse to good food, clever talk, well-made clothes. He had become a Mason, had substantial land holdings, and by the age of twenty-one was appointed a major in the Virginia militia and given a regiment to command in the wars against the French and Indians. Not at all bad for a man with less than first-rate connections in what seemed to many the closed society of Virginia.




    The element of presence comes into play, perhaps heavily into play, with George Washington. He appeared to impress all with whom he came into contact. The impression Washington seemed to make on everyone was that of an attractive gravity. The initial impression of Abigail Adams, no pushover, who first met Washington in 1775, when he had been named commander-in-chief of the Continental Army, is close to the standard one. “You had prepared me to entertain a favorable opinion of him,” she wrote to her husband John, “but I thought the half was not told me. Dignity with ease and complacency, the gentleman and the soldier look agreeably blended in him. Modesty marks every line and feature of his face.”




    If Washington was an unusually unimaginative man, he enjoyed the advantages of not having a strong imagination. Chief among them is that it allows one to take the world as it is, not to argue with it, nor wish to change it. This George Washington always seems to have done. If one takes the world as it is, it becomes a lot easier to know what to ask of it.




    Consider Washington’s marriage. One story has the young George in love with Sally Cary Fairfax: “The exact nature of their relationship cannot be defined,” writes James Thomas Flexner. Since Sally was married, George sought elsewhere, and came up with a wealthy widow, Martha Custis, who had two children (and lost two others in their infancy) from her first marriage. Southall Freeman puts the twenty-six-year-old Washington’s courtship neatly:




    The young widow, five-foot tall and pudgy, was among the wealthiest and most desirable in Virginia when the tall young Col. George Washington bowed low to her on March 16, 1758. Washington did not stay then more than a day or a day and a half [at her house], but as he looked at the lovely Martha and across the broad, rich fields of level land, he resolved to come again.




    And he did, quite possibly closing the deal, Southall Freeman suggests, on his second visit. “Neither partner,” the historian Richard Norton Smith writes of the marriage, “entertained illusions.”




    Washington would later affirm that his marriage was the one event in his life “most conducive to happiness.” Yet when his stepdaughter—and the Father of his Country, alas had no children of his own—was considering marriage, Washington advised her to lower her expectations, and not to




    look for perfect felicity before you consent to wed. Nor conceive, from the fine tales the poets and lovers of old have told us of the transports of mutual love, that heaven has taken its abode on earth. Nor do not deceive yourself in supposing that the only means by which these are to be obtained is to drink deep of the cup and revel in an ocean of love. Love is a mighty pretty thing, but, like all other delicious things, it is cloying; and when the first transports of the passion begin to subside, which it assuredly will do, and yield, oftentimes too late, to more sober reflections, it serves to evidence that love is too dainty a food to live on alone, and ought not to be considered further than as a necessary ingredient for that matrimonial happiness which results from a combination of causes: none of which are of greater importance than that the object on whom it is placed should possess good sense, a good disposition, and the means of supporting you in the way you have been brought up. . . . Be assured, and experience will convince you that there is no truth more certain than that all our enjoyments fall short of our expectations, and to none does it apply with more force than to the gratification of the passions.




    This solid, if somewhat world-weary advice would seem to speak less to a marriage of endless felicity than to one built on the stronger friendship that resignation to limitations makes possible. George Washington was of the school of hard knocks. Time and again, as both a military commander and as a political leader, he insists it is a grievous error to discount the heavy role that self-interest plays in the affairs of all men. In 1778 he wrote about the need to have his troops properly paid:




    Men may speculate as they will; they may talk of patriotism; they may draw examples from ancient story, of great achievements performed by its influence; but whoever build upon it, as a sufficient Basis for conducting a long and bloody War, will find themselves deceived in the end. . . . For a time it may, of itself, push Men to Action; to bear much, to encounter difficulties; but it will not endure unassisted by Interest.




    And again, this time to the president of the Congress:




    When men are irritated, and the Passions inflamed, they fly hastely to Arms; but after the first emotions are over, to expect, among such People, as compose the bulk of an Army, that they are influenced by any other principles than those of Interest, is to look for what never did, and I fear never will happen. . . . The few therefore, who act upon Principles of disinterestedness, are, comparatively speaking, no more than a drop in the Ocean.




    This, I fear, is not very inspiring; it is merely damn true.




    One sees the element of self-interest in Washington’s own early military career. The sense of amour-propre was early, and highly, developed in him. Throughout his career his concern for what he called “my reputation” was always keen. “My inclinations,” he early announced, “are bent to arms.” As a young man, commissioned a major, he was sent off on a scouting expedition by the Governor of Virginia to the Ohio territory to take a reading of the strength of the French and the disposition of the Indians thereabouts. On this and a second expedition to Ohio, Washington was confronted by frontier conditions of hardship and, far from being vanquished, rather enjoyed it; he found, too, that he dealt well, through moral force, with Indians; and he survived at least two very close calls—once coming near to drowning, another time when he was fired upon at close range—neither of which seems to have lessened his ardor for the military life.




    But his military career was far from upward and onward. He suffered a loss in the French-Indian wars, and was forced to capitulate, though allowed to return to Williamsburg with his defeated troops. Later he fought with the British Generals Braddock and Forbes in various Virginia militia units, but he found his power was often superseded, his rank diminished, by British regular army officers. Colonial troops took second place to English ones. Washington did not take this easily. His pride was stung when, in 1754, his rank was to be reduced from colonel to captain, with a great reduction in the number of troops under his command. To be a Colonial captain meant, as he put it, being outranked by “every Captain, bearing the King’s commission, every half-pay officer, or other, appearing with such a commission.”




    Status was at stake. British regular army officers looked down at Colonial officers, referring to them as “jockies,” knocking their want of training. When a compromise of sorts—giving him a company instead of a regiment to command—was arranged, Washington found he could not live with it. “I think,” he noted, “the disparity between the present offer of a company and my former rank too great to expect any real satisfaction or enjoyment in a corps where I once did, or thought I had a right, to command.” He read it as an attack on his reputation, and he promptly resigned.




    In George Washington, Man and Monument, Marcus Cunliffe, the English historian of American culture, remarks “there is something unlikable about the George Washington of 1753–1758,” or the Washington between the ages of twenty-one and twenty-six. But then there tends generally to be something off-putting about young men—and now, one must add, young women—whose ambitions are not in proper alignment with their talents. (One recalls Henry James, at roughly the same age, writing home to say that he soon expects his talent to catch up with his ambition, which of course it did.) Often, too, these ambitions are unlikely to have found their proper objects. The result is that ambition in the young seems so blatant, so raw, so unconnected to anything but sheer getting ahead. Cunliffe recounts how Washington “did everything feasible to win preferment . . . —everything, that is, short of dishonor.”




    Honor, most commentators on Washington tend to agree, was at the heart of Washington’s character. But honor, too, can be an empty thing, if not attached to something greater than itself. And too great a concern for one’s honor can leave a young man puffed up with his own importance, touchier than a fresh burn, nervous about status, perpetually on the qui vive for insults. And so it sometimes left the youthful George Washington. The coveting of honor, like the clinging to virginity, can be overdone, if neither has a greater object in view than love of itself.




    Who would have guessed that, in George Washington’s case, the object would become revolution? Well, if not precisely the object, then at least the background for his ambition. Very far from a revolutionary type, Washington, when he resigned his commission, returned to Mount Vernon to cultivate his garden, to become the very model of the successful gentleman planter. It was at this time, 1759, that Washington married. Always precocious in his responsibilities, he was only twenty-seven but, as a stepfather and a landowner, seemed much older. He was the brother to whom all the surviving Washington brothers and sisters looked for advice and help. He was elected a burgess in the Virginia House of Assembly; he served as a county magistrate. He grew prosperous, larger in mind, more expansive in spirit. “Worldly success spoils many people,” Marcus Cunliffe writes, “it suited Washington.”




    With the French no longer an enemy after the peace of 1763, Americans began to feel the cinch of English rule tighten uncomfortably. Their status as a colony began to pall upon, then gall, them. The best face that might be put on American status was that the country was in partnership with England, since most American colonists were English in their ancestry; the more realistic reading, however, was that they were the possession of England. “Is it the interest of a man,” Tom Paine asked in Common Sense, his pamphlet of 1776, “to be a boy all his life?” Relatively mild though the taxes England placed on America might have been—on tea, on stamps, on other selected import goods—they were of sufficient irritation to rouse radicals and turn even sober men to thoughts of independence.




    Inevitably, Washington’s tended to be the thoughtful businessman’s view of English-American relations—as witness, in a letter to an in-law in London, his précis of the likely consequence of the Stamp Act:




    The stamp act engrosses the conversation of the speculative part of the colonists, who look upon this unconstitutional method of taxation as a direful attack upon their liberties and loudly exclaim against the violation. What may be the result of this and of some other (I think I may add ill-judged) measures, I will not undertake to determine; but this much I may venture to affirm, that the advantage accruing to the mother country will fall greatly short of the expectation of the ministry; for certain it is that our whole substance already in a manner flows to Great Britain and that whatsoever contributes to lessen our importations must be hurtful to her manufactures. The eyes of our people already begin to be opened, and they will perceive that many luxuries for which we lavish our substance in Great Britain can well be dispensed with. This, consequently, will introduce frugality and be a necessary incitement to industry.




    In the movement to pull away from England, George Washington was a moderate, a middle-of-the-road man. He was one of the seven-member delegation sent by Virginia to the First Continental Congress in Philadelphia in the autumn of 1774. He is reported not to have said much—to have let Patrick Henry and others supply the rhetoric. He was delegated to attend the Second Continental Congress. At that Congress, when it was decided that a general “be appointed to command all the continental forces raised for the defence of American liberty,” Washington found his name put in formal nomination and unanimously elected. (John Hancock also considered himself a candidate for the post, though Hancock had no direct experience of war.)




    Although Washington’s military experience was not great, it was more impressive than that of anyone else. With some trepidation, Washington accepted. After acknowledging the honor he felt conferred upon him, he added: “But, lest some unlucky event should happen unfavorable to my reputation, I beg it may be remembered by every gentleman in the room, that I this day declare, with the utmost sincerity, I do not think myself equal to the command.” Note his concern, once again, for his “reputation.” He offered to serve without pay, asking only that his expenses be paid. He was forty-three; eight years later, when the war for independence had been won, he would be fifty-one and seem an old man.




    George Washington’s quality as commanding general quickly became the subject of myth—which could only mean that it would later become the subject of controversy. No sooner was Washington made commander-in-chief than the idolization of him set in in earnest. The physician Benjamin Rush, who would later be a persistent critic of Washington, saw in him the very model of the great military man: “If you do not know General Washington’s person,” Rush wrote to a friend, “perhaps you will be pleased to hear, that he has so much martial dignity in his deportment, that you would distinguish him to be a General and a Soldier, from among ten thousand people: there is not a king in Europe but would look like a valet de chambre by his side.” Before he had fought a single battle, Harvard provided him with an honorary Doctor of Laws degree. The Washington who was “First in war—first in peace—first in the hearts of his countrymen”—the phrasing is Lighthorse Harry Lee’s—had begun. Wherever he went, adoration followed.




    The historian Barry Schwartz, in George Washington, The Making of an American Symbol, writes that, in having been imbued by his countrymen with greatness, Washington “filled critical social needs as the colonists took their first steps toward nationhood. By identifying with him, Americans could articulate their own stake in the war and justify their personal sacrifice.” Schwartz continues:




    At the same time, Washington’s greatness embodied a faithful representation of something that was impersonal and objective. It gave voice to each individual’s feeling that outside of him there existed something greater than him. By choosing Washington as a symbol of this transcendent entity, Americans communicated their ideals to one another. Through him, they expressed their sense of moral harmony, their common attachment to a new political unity. George Washington—or, more precisely, the idea of George Washington—was essential to America’s military arousal and to her incipient national consciousness.




    Barry Schwartz is persuasive on the enormous symbolic importance of George Washington to the new republic, but, having agreed to that, the question remains open about how good a military man Washington really was. “Washington was, by far,” Prof. Schwartz remarks, “more of an administrator than a fighter.” He sets out in detail General (as he now is) Washington’s tasks, administrative and diplomatic, through his eight-year term as commander-in-chief, and they were immense and intricately complex. Washington had, after all, to lead a unified army in a country of thirteen different states that, despite their declaration of independence, had not come to regard themselves as at all truly unified.




    Richard Brookhiser, in The Founding Father, notes that between 1776 and 1778 Washington’s troops fought seven battles and won only two. But because he was perpetually undermanned and undersupplied— his negotiations with Congress to acquire the funds to keep his army afield is an entire saga unto itself, and his complaints about having to deal with militia rather than regular army troops make for a chronicle of woe—Washington was forced to devise an essentially defensive strategy through the war, and one in which it made sense, as Washington himself put it, “to protract the war, if possible.” As Mr. Brookhiser writes: “By fighting an aggressive defensive, which was also fluid, [Washington] raised the cost of victory for the British to an unacceptable level. With four thirty-thousand-man armies—one for each major theatre— Britain could have won a war of strangulation. But Britain could not maintain four thirty-thousand-man armies three thousand miles from home”—at least not for long. Mr. Brookhiser’s final evaluation of Washington’s generalship seemed nicely measured: “If you are a [military] prodigy or a genius, an Alexander or a Caesar, then you bring victory from whatever you touch. Washington was not in that class. But a successful general does not have to be the best general in the world. All he has to be—or if he is not so already, all he has to become—is better than the general he faces.” And this Washington proved to be.




    Reading about George Washington’s years at the head of the revolutionary army, one senses his enormous development. Patience, cunning, meticulous care for detail, moral ferocity, courage, a sense of the larger campaign, Washington called upon all these qualities in his command and more—including, when it was called for, ruthlessness. At one point, there was a plot to poison Washington through the bad offices of one of his Lifeguard; it was, of course, foiled and the man hanged. A cabal in Congress led by one Thomas Conway was organized to unseat him from power, on the grounds that he was not prosecuting the war aggressively enough; on his deathbed, Conway apologized for his instigations. Colleagues betrayed him—most disappointingly, Benedict Arnold, a brilliant young soldier. John Adams was often critical of him.




    At one point, in the winter of 1783, at Newburgh, New York, the Continental troops, including the officers, their pay deeply in arrears owing to a financially strapped Congress, were on the edge of rebellion. Washington, always the advocate of his men in these matters, met with the mutinous-minded officer corps to calm them and counsel caution. After his best advice, which did not seem to persuade, Washington paused to read a letter he had received, supposedly from a sympathetic congressman. But before doing so, he recalled that he could no longer read without the aid of spectacles. “I have already grown gray in the service of my country,” he said. “I am now going blind.” The brief ad-lib remark won the day. The men felt a connection with their powerfully aloof general that they hadn’t hitherto sensed. Before Washington had his spectacles in place, the rebellion was over. Recapitulating the story, Thomas Jefferson wrote: “The moderation and virtue of a single character probably prevented this Revolution from being closed [as it might have been at that moment], as most others have been, by a subversion of that liberty it was intended to establish.”




    Although the tributes to Washington never ceased during the war, some of them beginning to take on religious coloration, with Washington regularly styled the Moses of the American people, one senses a deep loneliness about the man. He had young men around him whom he relied upon, such as Alexander Hamilton, and others whom he loved, such as the Marquis de Lafayette, but no close friends of his own age. He seemed to view command and aloofness as connected, as if the former required the latter. Edmund S. Morgan speaks of Washington’s “aloof dignity.” Gordon S. Wood believes that he cultivated his aloofness. “His aloofness was notorious and he worked at it,” Wood writes. Wood tells the story of the painter Gilbert Stuart attempting to relax Washington during one of his portrait sittings, but without much success. “Now sir,” he pleaded, “you must let me forget that you are General Washington and that I am Stuart, the painter.” To which Washington replied: “Mr. Stuart need never feel the need of forgetting who he is or who General Washington is.” “No wonder,” says Wood, capping the story, “the portraits look stiff.”




    In Angel in the Whirlwind, his book on the American Revolution, the historian Benson Bobrick quotes the Marquis de Barbe-Marbois, secretary to the French legation, on Washington at his daily work:




    [Washington] received us with a noble, modest, and gentle urbanity and with that graciousness which seems to be the basis of his character. He is fifty years old, well built, rather thin. He carries himself freely and with a sort of military grace. He is masculine looking, without his features being less gentle on that account. I have never seen anyone who was more naturally and spontaneously polite. His eyes are blue and rather large, his mouth and nose are regular, and his forehead open. His uniform is exactly like that of his soldiers. Formerly, on solemn occasions, that is to say on the days of battle, he wore a large blue sash, but he has given up that unrepublican distinction. I have been told that he preserves in battle the character of humanity which makes him so dear to his soldiers in camp. I have seen him for some time in the midst of his staff, and he has always appeared even-tempered, tranquil, and orderly in his occupations, and serious in his conversation. He asks few questions, listens attentively, and answers in a low tone and with few words. He is serious in business. Outside of that he permits himself a restricted gaiety. His conversation is as simple as his habits and his appearance. He makes no pretensions, and does the honors of his house with dignity, but without pompousness or flattery. . . .




    After the final defeat of Cornwallis at Yorktown on October 17, 1783, when in a rather bloodless conclusion to a long and bloody war, a British officer appeared waving a white handkerchief aloft, signaling surrender, Washington must have thought he could think of retirement at last. But of course it was not to be—not for a long while yet.




    At a diplomatic dinner at Versailles, after hearing Louis XVI, in a toast, compared to “the moon, [which] fills the earth with a soft, benevolent glow,” and the British ambassador compare George III to “the sun at noonday, [which] spreads its light and illumines the world,” Ben Franklin rose to say, “I cannot give you the sun or the moon, but I give you George Washington, General of the armies of the United States, who, like Joshua of old, commanded both the sun and moon to stand still, and both obeyed.”




    Washington’s own departure from his troops also took the form of a toast. The toast was given on December 4, 1783, the day he departed to resign his commission before Congress. In New York City, he met with his ranking officers in a long room at an inn known as Fraunces Tavern, and, with a glass of wine before him, said:




    With a heart full of love and gratitude, I now take leave of you. I most devoutly wish that your latter days be as prosperous and happy as your former ones have been glorious and honorable.




    I cannot come to each of you to take my leave, but shall be obliged if each of you will come and take me by the hand.




    Immediately after all the officers had done so, Washington, in Benson Bobrick’s account, “himself ‘suffused in tears,’ left the room and, passing through a corps of light infantry, walked silently on to Whitehall, where a barge was waiting to convey him across the Hudson to Paulus Hook. ‘We all followed,’ wrote one officer, ‘in mournful silence to the wharf.’ ”




    The Marquis de Barbe-Marbois concluded his account of his visit to Washington by noting that,




    if you like historical parallels, I might compare him to Timoleon who freed the Sicilians from the tyranny of the Carthaginians, and who joined to his military qualities those which make up an excellent citizen, and who after having rendered his country signal services lived as a private citizen, ambitious neither of power nor honors, and was satisfied to enjoy modestly the glory of having given liberty to a powerful nation.




    Gordon S. Wood holds that “the greatest act of [Washington’s] life, the one that made him famous, was his resignation as commander-in-chief of the American forces.” The act was without precedent. It announced the subservience of military to civil authority in United States life. It is an act that has reverberated down through American history.




    Yet when the federal convention to write a constitution met in Philadelphia in 1787, there could scarcely be any doubt that Virginia would send Washington along as one of its delegates. He was hesitant about attending—he had, after all, pledged his retirement from public life. His word, and hence his reputation, was once more on the line. But he was nervous, too, about people thinking that he wasn’t behind the new government—and indeed that he might even want to form a government of his own. In Philadelphia, he was in fact elected president of the convention. Washington had his doubts about the workability of the new constitution, but, because his name was associated with it, he supported it thoroughly. “Once he had identified himself publicly with the new Constitution he became very anxious to have it accepted,” Gordon S. Wood writes. “Its ratification was a kind of ratification of himself.”




    When, in February of 1789, it came time to elect a chief executive, there was scarcely the least surprise that Washington was unanimously elected. It is not the least exaggeration to say that no one else could have filled the job of President of the United States. With the Americans’ vast distrust of political power, with a newly but barely fledged country made up of people with the strongest regional differences, not to say strong mutual antipathies, with a reigning commercial spirit of every man for himself abroad in the land, the job of president could only have been taken up by a man in whom the country felt the deepest trust. George Washington was, of course, that man.




    Even then there was worry lest Washington take on monarchical powers. Everyone seems agreed that, had he chosen, he could have had even greater power than he did. It is said that such powers as a distrustful Congress allowed the presidency were based on the knowledge that Washington was the man who would first hold the job. That Washington had no children and that, consequently, no dynasty was likely was a point in his favor. The historian Richard Norton Smith refers to Washington’s being “a charisma of competence,” one based on utter trust. James Madison felt that Washington was the lynchpin to the new government, the only part of it that greatly pleased and excited the people.




    Washington knew himself how difficult lay the terrain ahead. A year or so into the job, he wrote to an English correspondent:




    Nothing short of an absolute conviction of duty could ever have brought me upon scenes of public life again. The establishment of our new government seemed to be the last great experiment for promoting happiness by reasonable compact in civil society . . . a government of accommodation as well as a government of laws. Much has to be done by prudence, much by conciliation, and much by firmness. Few who are not philosophical spectators can realize the difficult and delicate part which a man in my situation has to act . . . if I may use the expression, I walk on untrodden ground.




    Walk thus Washington did for eight years, for when his first term was up, he was told—by Madison among others—that his presence was required for at least another full term to make the government stable. A third term was probably his for the asking, but in the end he was glad to be quits of political power.




    George Washington was a great president who did not necessarily have a great presidency. He was fortunate, for one thing, in that for almost the entirety of his time in office the country was at peace. The great achievements that occurred during his time in office—Alexander Hamilton’s financial program, the opening of the Mississippi River, the removal of the threat of Indians and redcoats in the Northwest, the American role of neutrality in foreign affairs—were accomplished without his having much to do with them. But the details seem scarcely to matter. “Time only renders the character of Washington more clear,” as J. T. Headley has written, “while the circumstances which developed it become more and more indistinct.”




    Washington legitimated the presidency in a way that no one else could have done. He set many useful precedents, not least among them limiting the Senate’s role in the making of treaties and in the appointment of government officials. He graced the job with a dignity that it has not lost more than two hundred years later and under much lesser men. Without Washington, United States history would have a different shape and contour; without him, it would have had a different moral coloration.




    Although he understood power and knew how to use it, unlike the case with almost every other political leader of his importance, there is no strong evidence that George Washington loved power, either for its own sake or for the perquisites that it brought him. He was a thoughtful but not a speculative man, and neither is there any serious evidence that he had a strong vision for America, a vision of stately grandeur or of human happiness. Why, then, did he accept the most arduous service his nation offered, not once but over and over again?




    Because, the only answer is, of a profound sense of duty that derived from his, Washington’s, moral character. “Moral character” is the name Gordon S. Wood gives to this quality in Washington, and it is the only way to account for the continual tests to which Washington put himself, throughout his life, depriving himself of the leisure and contentment of the private life for which he always longed. His retirement was short-lived, for he died in 1799, three years after he left office. He died, it is reported, stoically, in pain and with no last words of wisdom on his lips. If his life seems sacred, it is because it seems in the final analysis sacrificial, a donation to the state.




    Moral character is what we continue to ask of all our politicians, and it is of course precisely what they almost always refuse to supply. Each generation of our politicians today, at the end of their careers, happily peddle their influence in large law firms, or simply set up as straight lobbyists for causes in which they can have no real belief. Washington would have been aghast—as he was aghast at the factionalization, holding party above principle, that political life in the United States began to take on in his last years in office.




    Behind Washington’s rigid sense of honor—and his ceaseless worry about his reputation—was really a concern that he show proper disinterest and never take advantage of his influence. This is sometimes thought to be a purely eighteenth-century quality—and Washington is himself sometimes thought to be the last great eighteenth-century political leader. He believed that honorable conduct was crucial to public life. He believed that a political leader needed to surmount the parochial interests of party. He believed that good character meant more than anything else—than special interest, than idealism, than any theoretical concerns—and worked to develop a character of the kind in himself that proved his point. Washington was not a great military mind; he was a good though not a saintly man; he was no master politician. In the end, his genius was perhaps the rarest kind of all: a genius for discerning right action so strong that he was utterly incapable of knowingly doing anything wrong. He was our founding father, and our politics has yet to turn up a better man.


  




  

    
Henry Adams and Henry James





    Intellect Meets Sensibility




    Henry Adams and Henry James were of the same generation—Adams was born in 1838, James in 1843—and the same social set (the minuscule American literary leisure class) and so were able to dislike each other in the subdued, well-mannered, yet unremitting way possible only to people who share many of the same assumptions. Not least among these assumptions was that of their own quite genuine superiority, even though Henry Adams, who made a specialty of announcing his own putative shortcomings and failure, regularly spoke of the inadequacies of their generation. That generation included William James, Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr., John Hay, Thomas Sergeant Perry, John La Farge and (somewhat later) Edith Wharton, not to speak of various Lodges and assorted Cabots, and was, intellectually and artistically, perhaps the most impressive America has even known, representing, as it did, the only time when money, good breeding, intellect, and imagination came together in the national culture. In Henry Adams and Henry James above all the possibilities and promise of that culture—as well as its limitations—were played out to their fullest.




    Like Hawthorne and Melville, Adams and James had a relationship which ought naturally to have developed into a crucial friendship but which didn’t. Why did these two men, who shared so much in the way of friends and experience, finally not much like each other? The pretence of friendship was always there, but pretence for the most part it remained. Something approximating closeness between them did not emerge until near the very end of their lives when they viewed each other as fellow survivors, not only of their generation but of a way of life which both recognized was finished.




    One of the things Adams and James had in common was richly textured minds, which caused them to probe everything for its ultimate complexity. But while James was the devotee of complexity, Adams felt himself its victim. Attempting to explain why he was not the man of action his family ancestry seemed to have destined him to be, Adams once put it that evil never seemed “unmixed with good” and that “what is good [was always] streaked with evil.” James loved complexity almost for its own sake. “I glory in the piling up of complications of every sort,” he told his niece, adding that “If I could pronounce the name James in any different or more elaborate way I should be in favor of doing so.”
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    James did not have to labor under the solid weight of expectation that bore on Adams, because he was not, after all, an Adams, a scion of easily the most distinguished family in America, with two American presidents in its line. (James referred to Henry Adams as “of ancient Presidential race.”) As he came to maturity, Adams must have felt the burden of this expectation more and more; and his self-doubt grew correspondingly. “I have steadily lost faith in myself ever since I left college,” he wrote when he was twenty-four, “and my aim now is so indefinite that all my time may prove to have been wasted, and then nothing [will be] left but a truncated life.” He was soon able to generalize self-doubt into a pessimism that he spent his remaining years honing and deepening. “Meanwhile,” Adams, striking his characteristic note, wrote to another friend around this time. “I only hope your life won’t be such an eternal swindle as most life is.”




    James’s development took quite the opposite turn. Despite the world’s neglect of the fiction of his major phase, despite the crushing disappointment of the reception of the New York Edition of his novels, James grew ever more confident of his own powers and of the rightness of the way he had expended them. When his brother William, who never appreciated his fiction, told Henry he ought to attempt to write more plainly in the hope of capturing a larger audience for his novels, Henry shot back that he had no great interest in producing a work on “the two-and-two-makes-four system,” and as for that larger audience, it was, in his view, no more than a “big Booby,” thank you all the same.




    George Monteiro’s edition of The Correspondence of Henry James and Henry Adams implies a linkage of the two men and perhaps a rivalry that he, Professor Monteiro, does not unduly press. Twenty-nine out of the thirty-six extant letters in his book are from James to Adams and Mrs. Adams, with only seven from Adams to James. In an act at the turn of the century that must to this day make his biographers weep, James burned most of his correspondence from others. The combined surviving letters between Adams and James do not make plain anything like the complex nature of their relationship. Monteiro, in his scrupulously edited volume, fills in much of the subtext to these letters in excellently informative footnotes. But between the lines and amid the ironies of the letters an odd coolness persists. Something divided these two most talented men of their generation (with William James their only intellectual rival), and it was deep and not to be camouflaged by beautiful manners or any amount of what James called “mere gracious twaddle.”




    Towards the end of his life, Adams acknowledged that Henry James was his “last standard of comparison.” James, for his part, often made plain his rather distant envy of Adams’s superior position in life. “Besides,” James wrote to Sir John Clark, “he [Adams] is what I should like to be—a man of wealth and leisure, able to satisfy all his curiosities.” But this envy was of a passing kind, chiefly owing to James’s nearly perpetual problem, as a professional writer, of living on his own always precarious earnings. James was the grandson of an Irish immigrant who had done extremely well in real estate in Albany, New York, which may have made him an upstart in the eyes of an Adams, but in the United States two generations, then as now, were more than enough to close most social gaps.




    If Adams was better connected than James—the former wrote letters of introduction for the latter, when he went off to live in London in 1876—both were on a sufficient level of equality to take little pot-shots at each other throughout their adult lives, with Mrs. Adams a strong contributor on her husband’s side in this campaign. It was Clover Adams who said of Henry James that, as a novelist, he “chews more than he bites off.” James said of the Adamses that they preferred Washington to London because “they are, vulgarly speaking, ‘someone’ here and . . . they are nothing” in England. In his story “Pandora,” James has a distinctly Henry Adams-like figure, planning a party, announce to his wife: “Let us be vulgar and have some fun—let us invite the President.” Adams thought that James was not very intelligent about women, while James thought Henry Adams “a trifle dry” and Clover Adams “a perfect Voltaire in petticoats.” These were people who knew how to throw the most precisely aimed darts at the most delicately vulnerable places.




    The two Henrys set out in life with not such very different goals. Adams declared that he wished “to look like an American Voltaire or Gibbon,” then, with that characteristic tic of unconvincing modesty, added, “but am slowly settling down to be a third-rate Boswell hunting for a Dr. Johnson.” James early knew that “to produce some little exemplary works of art is my narrow and lowly dream,” and he, just as characteristically, would later add, “Little by little, I trust, my abilities will catch up with my ambitions.” Both men were sufficiently self-confident not to require the world’s approval—though neither, clearly, would have minded it—or to regard its neglect as the ultimate criticism. Yet Adams was never much cheered by the high valuation at which, in the small but important circles in which he travelled, he was often taken, nor was James—apart from the public débacle of the reception of his play Guy Domville—for long discouraged by the incomprehension with which the work of his major phase was greeted. As surely as Adams was weighed down by a sense of defeat, so was James buoyed up by a sense of expectant victory, even conquest.




    In their attitudes toward the country of their birth, the two divide once again. James was an expatriate, who at the end of his life, to show his sympathy and support for his adoptive country in the First World War, took British citizenship, though he retained a genuine if critical regard for America and Americans. Adams was an internal exile, which is another way of saying that he was spiritually a permanent alien living in America, seeing only those people from his own ever-diminishing social set. James found the America of his young manhood of insufficient social density to supply the background for his carefully tapestried art. Americans, he discovered, were better written about in Europe, where he at any rate found them most American of all. Adams felt unappreciated, admitting, apropos of his country, when he was sixty, that “I have certainly never been rewarded, and never received the smallest hint from anyone that I am needed.”




    James set out to achieve what T. S. Eliot would later claim for him: “the final perfect consummation of an American to become, not an Englishman, but a European—something which no born European, no person of any European nationality, can become.” Adams was little impressed with Europe. “There is a cool ignorance and dogmatism about this people that is hard to bear,” he wrote about the English when he was in his twenties and his father’s secretary at the Court of St. James. Later he would claim that he couldn’t get a decent meal in the Paris of the 1890s, which one wouldn’t have thought all that difficult to do. Dreary as Europe was, America for Adams was even worse. In his novel Democracy, he featured all that was coarse and corrupt in American politics, which he described as the “dance of democracy.”




    Never wanting money, Adams availed himself of that opiate of the rich and the bored: travel—exotic, almost relentless travel. He claimed that “three days in any place on earth is all it will bear,” and that “the pleasure is in the movement.” But the boredom was never quite shaken off. “Every time I come back to what we are pleased to call civilized life,” he wrote to Charles Milnes Gaskell, “it bores me more, and seems to me more hopelessly idiotic; and, as I do not care to imitate Carlyle and Ruskin and Emerson and all the rest of our protesting philosophers by trying to make a living by abusing the society of my time, nothing remains but to quit it, and seek another.”




    Justice Holmes, their contemporary, lends a fresh perspective on Adams and James. Holmes in later life wrote to Harold Laski that he thought James “a pretty big chap who by rejecting all that didn’t come within a narrow circle of taste wrote stories that generally I found dull.” To Lewis Einstein, Holmes described James as living “in rather a narrow world of taste and refined moral vacillations; but in them he is a master.” Holmes’s view of Adams was that “he was kind, sad, and defeated, although another man would have thought the same life [as Adams led] a success.” He found his increasing sourness about life greatly dampening: “When I would step in at his house on the way back from Court and found him playing the old Cardinal, he would spend his energy in pointing out that everything was dust and ashes.” Holmes did not call often.




    A good sense of Adams pouring ashes over experience is to be found in his reaction to meeting Robert Louis Stevenson in Samoa. Adams, travelling in the company of his friend the painter John La Farge, met Stevenson and his wife at Vailima; he couldn’t seem to get over their clothes, especially their footwear. “Mrs. Stevenson,” he wrote to his friend Elizabeth Cameron, “did not now think herself obliged to put on slippers, and her nightgown costume had apparently not been washed since our visit. Stevenson himself wore still a brown knit woolen sock on one foot, and a grayish purple sock on the other, much wanting in heels, so that I speculated half my time whether it was the same old socks of the corresponding alternates, and concluded that he must have worn them ever since we first saw him.” Mildly amusing though this may be, Adams, in fact, missed the great point about Stevenson, which Henry James, who soon got beyond Stevenson’s bohemianism and befriended him on their first meeting, caught exactly. “He was,” wrote James, “a most gallant spirit and an exquisite literary talent.” But then James and Stevenson were fellow artists, while Adams, richly gifted though he was, was determined to be something larger.




    In a brilliant few pages in his posthumously published, unfinished book on Henry Adams, R. P. Blackmur neatly formulated the essential distinction between these two men:




    If we may quote T. S. Eliot that Henry James had a mind—a sensibility—so fine that no mere idea could ever violate it, then we should say that Henry Adams had an intellect so fine—so energized—that no mere item of sensibility could ever violate that.




    Sensibility against intellect, each with its strengths, each with its weaknesses: this is the battle that, unbeknown even to these two most percipient of men, was played out, if never quite brought into the open, between them.




    One sees the force of this difference over the question of biography. When James wrote his biography of the American sculptor William Wetmore Story, a work began for money and finished in a state of deep artistic dissatisfaction, Adams wrote about the book to his brother Brooks: “Henry James can fail as often as he likes in novels, but when he fails in biography, he leaves mighty little of William Story. In biography we are taking life.” For James, the failure of all biography lay precisely in its very inability to capture life. Only fiction, for him, had any chance to do that. As James wrote to Adams apropos of the book: “the art of the biographer—devilish art!—is somehow practically thinning. It simplifies even while seeking to enrich—and even the Immortals are so helpless and passive in death” under the hand of the biographer.




    Henry Adams wrote two novels—Democracy and Esther—but viewed himself less as an artist than as a historian in the belletristic, and a thinker in the universal, tradition. As a thinker, he searched all his life for those key ideas, those laws really, that governed the universe. Surprise, surprise: he never found them. At the age of twenty-five, he wrote to his brother Charles:




    But my philosophy teaches me, and I firmly believe it, that the laws which govern animated beings will be ultimately found to be at bottom the same with those which rule inanimate nature, and, as I entertain a profound conviction of the littleness of our kind, and of the curious enormity of creation, I am quite ready to receive with pleasure any basis for a systematic conception of it all.




    Adams in his heavy philosophical mode—in the Mariolatry of Mont-Saint-Michel and Chartres, in the Virgin and the Dynamo portions of The Education of Henry Adams, in his essay “The Rule of Phase Applied to History”—is Adams at his most disappointing. He was out of his depth in a place where very few could swim in any case. It was all misguided, a botch, a flop. Justice Holmes, who believed Adams often covered his ignorance with a pontifical manner, said that “he wrote nothing that I ever read that entitles him to pronounce science a failure and speculation futile.” Towards the end of his life, Adams wrote to a correspondent: “I lost my own illusion of unity and continuity thirty years ago, and I know how fatal the rupture is to one’s scheme of life. Once hit by Zeno’s arrow, one is a mere mad rabbit.”




    James would have found the hunt for such laws quite beside the point. He was an artist, the type in its purest form. When Eliot said James had a mind so fine that no idea could violate it, he did not of course mean that James hadn’t mastery over ideas. He was after all the son of Henry James, Sr., the brother of William James, and grew up around the buzz and whirr of ideas. But he had not much appetite for the abstract: he didn’t think that the most interesting truths—or at least those truths that most interested him—lay in the realm of ideas. The essential truths were the truths of the heart, or those truths that only art could discover.




    Henry Adams would have made a magnificent subject for a Henry James novel. The material provided by his life could scarcely have been richer. There was his distinguished birth to begin with; add to that his evident gifts, for Adams was a man almost too gifted: he could have been artist, historian, thinker, Voltaire, Chamfort, and the Duc de Saint-Simon rolled into one. (“He had remarkable abilities,” said Holmes, “but never seemed to me to get to the bottom of his subjects, unless it may be in political history as to which I do not know.”) Then there was the event that sheared his life in two, the death (suicide by poisoning) of Clover Adams, when Adams was forty-seven (he lived on until eighty), which put a permanent black border around the dark grey that was already at the center of his soul, but which during the years of his marriage seemed to lighten at least somewhat. There was the flirtation, in his widowerhood, with Elizabeth Cameron, the wife of a Senator, a flirtation turned off by Mrs. Cameron fairly early in their correspondence. (Theirs was a relationship that continued for thirty years. Henry James remarked of it, in a letter to Henrietta Reubell, that “it’s one of the longest and oddest American liaisons I’ve ever known. Women have been hanged for less—and yet men have been too, I judge, rewarded with more.”) But above all there was the permanent disappointment, the story of a superior man who had early taken himself off the track, and who for unaccountable reasons had set things up in such a way that he had to view even his successes as failures, had to pour vinegar even over his caviar.




    As his chronicler, James would have had no difficulty understanding Adams’s snobbery, for he was enough of a snob himself to understand the motives driving so complete a snob as Henry Adams. The true spice in snobbery at the haute cuisine level at which Adams practiced it is, of course, anti-Semitism, and his anti-Semitism was unrelenting. His friend John Hay once remarked that it was so extreme that, when Adams “saw Vesuvius reddening the midnight air, he searched the horizon to find a Jew stoking the fire.” Too, alas, true. Adams always found time to say something unpleasant about the Jews in letters to friends, of which the following, written near the end of his life, is a fairly representative sample:




    The atmosphere [in America] really has become a Jew atmosphere . . . . It is curious and evidently good for some people, but it isolates me. I do not know the language, and my friends are as ignorant as I. We are still in power, after a fashion. Our sway over what we call society is undisputed. We keep Jews far away, and the anti-Jew feeling is quite rabid. We are anti-everything and we are wild uplifters; yet we somehow seem to be more Jewish every day.




    Henry James retained some of the unpleasantness of his social class in his attitudes towards the Jews, though he took up the honorable position in the Dreyfus Affair, and, next to Henry Adams, was practically a member of the B’nai Brith Anti-Defamation League. (There is some irony in the fact that these two men have been so well served posthumously in scholarship by Leon Edel and Ernest Samuels, both Jews.) James also had that supreme quality of the artist that was simply unavailable to Adams, that quality which George Santayana noticed straightaway in his only meeting with James: he was, Santayana remarked, “appreciative of all points of view, and amused at their limitations.” Henry Adams had only his own point of view, and its limitations can never have been said to have amused him.




    How little Adams’s point of view changed over his long life, as revealed through Ernest Samuels’s lucid edition of the Selected Letters, is at once an impressive fact and, in the end, a sadly oppressive one. Such commentators on Adams as Newton Arvin might find strands of optimism in him at various points in his life, holding that the letters allow one “to follow the development of his mind from phase to phase,” but these are the merest unpatterned flecks on a garment of deepest brown velour. At twenty-five, Adams wrote to his brother Charles that “it suffices to say that I am seeking to console my troubles by chewing the dry husks of that philosophy, which, whether it calls itself submission to the will of God, or to the laws of nature, rests in bottom simply and solely upon an acknowledgement of our own impotence and ignorance. In this amusement, I find, if not consolation at least some sort of mental titillation.” In the year before his death, Adams wrote to Charles Milnes Gaskell that “the people [the American people, he means] strike me as being less amusing with much less sense of humor than fifty years ago,” but, of course, having read through his letters, one recalls that he didn’t think very much of them fifty years previously, either.




    What did Henry Adams want? Probably simply everything: power, appreciation, distinction, fame. But, let it be understood, he would have to have had it without the depressing fuss of struggling to acquire it on his own. Justice Holmes suggests as much when, in a letter to Lewis Einstein written more than a decade after Adams’s death, he says: “If he could have been put on a pedestal, made a general without ever having gone through the school of lower grades I dare say he would have been valuable.” Holmes added that, even then, he would probably still have reserved the right to call himself a failure.




    With the exception of his multi-volume History of the United States during the Administrations of Thomas Jefferson and James Madison, which was printed by Charles Scribner’s Sons, Adams brought out his other books—the two novels, Mont-Saint-Michel and Chartres, and The Education of Henry Adams—either anonymously or privately, yet complained that he had no readers. It turns out that Henry James was among his non-readers, as Adams was, with minor exceptions, among James’s non-readers. Adams claimed he didn’t think it was a good idea to read books by his friends, lest he compromise himself by not telling them his true opinion of them. This might be a prudent policy, but when your friends—Henry James and Edith Wharton among them—are writing some of the best books of the age, perhaps not so prudent after all. Clover Adams read James’s novels, but was not enamored of them. Adams himself thought that the James and Howells mutual admiration society was a bit of a muchness: “there is in it always an air of fatuous self-satisfaction to the most groveling genius.” Yet Adams did not mind praising Howells at the expense of James. Although he read The Sacred Fount, in another letter he referred contemptuously to his decision not to read “the Golden Fount or Mount or Count.” Adams wrote to Gaskell that, though he liked James, “I don’t read his books,” adding with that kiss-of-death touch, “Some people like them.” On one occasion, he praised William James at the expense of Henry: “As a wit and humorist I have always said that you were far away the superior to your brother Henry, and that you could have cut him quite out, if you had turned your fun that way.” Later he blew a little dart at William, saying that at his death he “set up for our last thinker, and I never could master what he thought.”




    Henry James was no easier on Adams, of whom he wrote, in a letter to Sir John Clark, quoted by Professor Monteiro, “I like him but suffer from his monotonous disappointed pessimism.” (He could not have been alone in this.) He also noted that he thought Elizabeth Cameron had “sucked the lifeblood of poor Henry Adams and made him more ‘snappish’ than nature intended.” In a very Jamesian ironic cut he remarked about a meeting late in life with Adams that he seemed much changed for the worse, though with “a surviving capacity to be very well taken care of.” James took fully a year and a half to read the copy of Mont-Saint-Michel and Chartres that Adams had sent him. He took nearly as long to read the copy of The Education of Henry Adams and then spoke rather glancingly about it, at least for James, who was known to garrulate elaborately upon his friends’ books, even when he didn’t think much of them.




    In the first of the final two letters in George Monteiro’s collection, Adams, now seventy-five, delivers a full shovel of ashes at the door of James, himself seventy. In it he speaks of “what a vast gulf opened to me between the queerness of the past and the total inconsequence of the present.” James replies that he does not find it so: “I still find my consciousness interesting—under cultivation of the interest.” He then delivers that now famous Jamesian sentence: “It’s, I suppose, because I am that queer monster the artist, an obstinate finality, an inexhaustible sensibility.” The relationship between Henry Adams and Henry James strikes the clear moral that, over the long haul, the advantage resoundingly goes to the man who never loses interest in life’s astonishing possibilities.


  




  

    
George Santayana 




    The Permanent Transient




    “If you infer the man from the books, you may go seriously wrong, because only a part of my nature has gone into my writings, and not all my writings have been published.”




    GEORGE SANTAYANA TO BAKER BROWNELL, DECEMBER 26, 1939




    One sometimes speaks of the proper time in life to read certain writers: no Hemingway after twenty, no Proust before forty, that sort of thing. Less attention is given to the best time of day to read a writer. The literarily omnivorous Edmund Wilson said he was unable to read the Marquis de Sade at breakfast. (I shouldn’t think he would go down too smoothly at bedtime, either.) Off and on in recent years, I have found myself reading George Santayana—the eight volumes of his letters, his three volumes of autobiography, his essays, and his one novel, The Last Puritan—directly upon arising in the morning. Not only did the happy anticipation of returning to him serve as a reward for getting out of bed, but Santayana’s detachment, a detachment leading onto serenity, invariably produced a calming effect. Reading him in the early morning made the world feel somehow more understandable, even its multiple mysteries, if not penetrable, taking on a tincture of poetry that made the darkest of them seem less menacing.




    A major division among writers is the one between those who present themselves as warmly engaged with the world and those who value their cool distance from it. The problem arises, of course, from the all-too-common distinction between imperfection—let us not speak of perfection—of the life or imperfection of the work. So many writers, great-souled saints in their work, turn out to be utter creeps in their lives. As the publication of his letters show, Santayana, who never claimed saintliness and who often seems cold-blooded in his opinions, is for the most part a case of the reverse: a man much more generous than his advertised opinions.




    This is but one of the oddities of Santayana’s life and work. Perhaps the greatest among these oddities is that George Santayana—one of the greatest of American writers, as I have come to believe—never really thought himself an American. He was never an American citizen. Santayana’s parents were Spanish. His mother’s first husband, George Sturgis, a Bostonian, died young. After she left her second husband, Santayana’s father, she returned to Boston where her children were brought up on the rim of the Boston Brahmin culture about which Santayana would later write so penetratingly. The boy George was nine when brought to America in 1872. A father whom he respected but did not love, and who lived out his days in Avila in Spain, and a mother colder than the norm for her own or any other day, set the seal on Santayana’s early detachment. He was an outsider in his own home, a man who grew up to be not so much without a country as a man of all countries. From very early, he knew himself better furnished to observe life than to participate fully in it.




    “Nature,” Santayana wrote in Persons and Places, his autobiography, “had framed me for a recluse.” He enjoyed people but seemed not greatly to have needed them. Moral independence and a taste for solitude developed in him from an early age. These qualities also gave him a fine disinterest, such that he could write about his parents:




    I have no evidence as to what really may have brought these two most rational people, under no illusion about each other or their mutual position and commitments, to think of such an irrational marriage.




    He claimed his parents were more like grandparents to him. (His mother was forty, his father fifty when they married.) The only person for whom Santayana felt an unqualified love was his half-sister Susana, twelve years older than he, who, he claimed, essentially raised him.




    Boston seemed to the young Santayana stuffy, dry, “always busy applying first principles to trifles,” a place where “the great affair, the aristocratic path to success and power, was business.” His having been sent to a public day school strengthened the young Santayana’s sense of isolation. Not that he would have felt more at home in the United States had he gone to a more luxurious school. Nothing would have made an American of him, for “America in those days made an exile and a foreigner of every native who had at all a temperament like mine.” As for that temperament, behind its construction was a deep desire for clarity and a radical reduction, insofar as possible, of the standard human illusions. “If clearness about things produces a fundamental despair,” he wrote, “a fundamental despair in turn produces a remarkable clearness or even playfulness about ordinary matters.” The world, in other words, viewed straight on may be a dark and terrible place, but that doesn’t mean that it hasn’t much to recommend it in the way of rich variety and splendid amusements.




    Santayana went on from the Boston Latin School to Harvard—to which his life between the ages of seventeen and forty-two, first as a student and then as a teacher in its Philosophy Department, was, as he must have felt, hostage. Fabled though that Philosophy Department has long been thought—William James, Josiah Royce, Charles Sanders Peirce were its most famous members—Santayana was neither comfortable in it nor awed by it. Of William James, he wrote that he




    was sure of his goodwill and kindness, of which I had many proofs; but I was also sure that he never understood me, and that when he talked to me, there was a mannikin in his head, called G. S. and entirely fantastic, which he was really addressing. No doubt he would have liked me less if he had understood me better; but the sense of that illusion made spontaneous friendship impossible.




    The problem was that, though Santayana wrote much philosophy, he never truly considered himself a philosopher, at least not in the professorial or professional sense. “Philosophy, after all,” as he wrote to his friend Henry Ward Abbot, “is not the foundation of things, but a late and rather ineffective activity of reflecting men.” He later told William James that he was initially drawn to philosophy “by curiosity and a natural taste for ingenious thinking.” He viewed philosophy as “its own reward, and its justification lies in the delight and dignity of the art itself.” He preferred to think himself a perennial student, which is what he wished to be. “But there are always a few men,” he wrote to Abbot, in his twenty-third year, while on a Harvard traveling fellowship in Germany, “whose main interest is to note the aspects of things in an artistic or philosophical way. They are rather useless individuals, but as I happen to belong to the class, I think them much superior to the rest of mankind.”




    On the aspects of things, Santayana is generally amusing, invariably brilliant, and often original. While in Germany, for example, he remarks that the Germans, like other purer races, seem “to pay for the distinctness of the type which they preserve by missing some of the ordinary attributes of humanity,” and he then goes on to say that “the Germans, as far as I know, have no capacity for being bored. Else I think the race would have become extinct long ago through self-torture.” The Germans’ ignorance of boredom, of course, explains their love of the Ring cycle, Goethe’s Faust, Hegel, lengthy pedantic scholarly works, interminable novels, and so many other homegrown, insuperable Teutonic cultural products.
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    The idea of a married philosopher, Nietzsche pronounced, is a joke. Santayana knew marriage was not for him. He wrote a comic letter to Morton Fullerton, the American journalist and polymorphously perverse lover who turns up in the letters of Henry James and the bed of Edith Wharton, asking what is one to do with the amatory instinct. Nothing very dignified, he concluded. Elsewhere he remarks that “like the Pope I shall have only nephews.” So far as is known, Santayana never had a relationship with a woman that could be described as romantic. Because of this, some like to assume that Santayana was homosexual. In a conversation recorded by Daniel Cory on the subject of the homosexuality of A. E. Housman, Santayana is quoted as saying, “I think I must have been that way in my Harvard days—although I was unconscious of it at the time.” Unconscious homosexuality is strikingly different, one should think, from actual homosexuality. But, as is the case with Henry James, a writer Santayana resembles in many ways and the victim of similar suppositions, there is no evidence to support the conclusion. In both instances, the Freudian penchant for what is supposedly hidden over what is in plain view has given dirty minds (which La Rochefoucauld said never sleep) much to dwell upon in the dark early morning hours.




    Santayana took to teaching as a swan to ping-pong. He disliked the idea of being thought “essentially” a professor. As for teaching philosophy, he found the enterprise quite hopeless: “I can’t take the teaching of philosophy seriously in itself, either as a means of being a philosopher or of teaching the young anything solid.” As a teacher, his interest, he tells us in his autobiography, “was never in facts or erudition, but always in persons and ideas.” He seems never to have viewed teaching philosophy as more than “a decent means of livelihood,” to which he was never fully committed. Not difficult to sympathize. College philosophy is dry bones; it teaches that this is nominalism, that materialism, the other naturalism; that Plato thought this, that Aristotle thought that, and that Descartes came along and thought very differently. Not much to do with genuine thinking here. An old story about Santayana’s teaching has him lecturing while looking out a window off to his right. One day a student is supposed to have asked him what he was looking for out of that window. “Europe,” Santayana is said to have replied.




    In 1912, Santayana’s mother died, leaving him an inheritance of $10,000, which allowed him to send a letter of resignation from Harvard to its president, Abbott Lawrence Lowell. He was forty-two and had many things he wished to write. He also wanted to live in his own way, which he felt he could not do in New England nor cared to do anywhere else in America. Freedom restored, the world was now open to him; he could live where he pleased and do as he wished. One of the great side benefits of Santayana’s retirement from Harvard is the increased frequency of his letters once he had settled himself in Europe.




    The Letters of George Santayana, scrupulously edited by William G. Holzberger over the course of thirty years, is a model of what a splendid collection of letters should be.1 Handsomely printed, thoughtfully footnoted, with a minimum of scholarly interference between the text and the reader, they form a substantial part of The Works of George Santayana, a continuing project published by the Massachusetts Institute of Technology Press to replace the old Triton edition of Santayana’s works. In fact, they not only replace the earlier edition but are also a great improvement upon it and constitute one of the grand academic publishing projects of our time.




    For a good while after quitting Harvard, Santayana was a permanent transient, a condition he found most agreeable. “I rather expect to take some small flat in London, so as to satisfy my tastes for crowds, for sitting in the park, and for eating in Italian restaurants,” he wrote to Charles Augustus Strong, with whom years before he shared his graduate student traveling fellowship. (Later Santayana was allotted a room in Strong’s large Paris apartment, where he spent part of each year.) “The routine of life,” he wrote to another Harvard classmate, in 1920, “is everywhere much the same, but I like to drink in congenial sights and sounds, and to haunt congenial places; and Rome is a most congenial place to me in every way.” Santayana lived in Cortona and various Italian resort cities to avoid the heat of Rome in summers, and finally, in 1941, at the age of seventy-eight, settled in Rome into the Hospital of the Blue Nuns run by the Order of the Little Company of Mary. “For me,” he wrote, “it is just the refuge I needed, with doctors and nurses at hand, and a nice view from my room, and moral and social quiet, although motors and trams make a good deal of noise.”




    Santayana traveled light, but always with a clear idea of happiness in view. For him, part of the secret of happiness lay in “the very old but forgotten maxim of not possessing things nor being possessed by them, more than is absolutely inevitable. I have made my peace with things, and find my life very acceptable.” Wardrobe, furniture, even books, he kept to a minimum. He worked mornings, usually in his pajamas, went out for lunch, generally taking pages torn from a book, which he would stop to read on a bench, returning to dine and read in his hotel rooms in the evenings.




    True freedom comes only to a lucid mind unbound by conventional wisdom and suspicious of received opinions. This Santayana had, early, and in excelsis. The project of his life was to fight free from illusion, to see things straight on and as they truly are. Respecting but not subscribing to religion, he wrote to Henry Ward Abbot, “as for me, I confess I am happier without religion of the optimistic sort—the belief in a Providence working for the best. Disbelief leaves one freer to love the good and hate the bad.” And to the same correspondent he wrote: “All is finite, all is to end, all is bearable—that is our comfort.”




    Without commitment, his position in life was entirely spectatorial. “I have never been anything but utterly bored and disgusted with the public world, the world of business, politics, family, and society. It was only the glimmer of sport, humor, friendship, or love falling over that made it tolerable.” Loftiness of this height can be very grand but also, on occasion, heart-stopping. In December 1917, in the midst of the slaughter of World War I, he writes to Bertrand Russell of the war’s devastations:




    As for deaths and loss of capital, I don’t much care. The young men killed would grow older if they lived, and then they would be good for nothing; and after being good for nothing for a number of years they would die of catarrh or a bad kidney or the halter or old age—and would that be less horrible?




    The answer, of course, is that yes, damn right, it would be a lot less horrible than dying in the prime of life from poison gas in a wet, rat-filled trench. Later, Santayana eased up on this harsh opinion, writing:




    The war did distress me, especially for two reasons: that I thought the Germans would win, and that I suffered at the thought of so much suffering, waste, insecurity, and perversity let loose again among people whom we had grown to think of as friendly and harmless.




    Still, Santayana’s view of the world sub specie aeternitatis can at times chill the blood.




    His judgments of human beings, especially fellow philosophers and writers, hum with penetration. Of G. E. Moore’s Principia Ethica, he writes: “The book seems to contain a grain of accuracy in a bushel of inexperience.” Henri Bergson, as with so many philosophers, does “not understand anything inwardly, [he does] not plunge downward towards the depths.” He notes that “Emerson served up Goethe’s philosophy in ice-water.” He is high on Paul Valery, whom he valued for the lucidity of his thought, and feels his poems “the only original and interesting poetry being written in any language.” He finds much to like in Alain, “whose philosophy is rich in casual intuitions, but without foundations or results.” He claimed that “in his later years Whitehead . . . has been busy giving vague answers to questions that do not arise in a clear head.” Who but Santayana had the authority to say of T. S. Eliot that he “is honest and brave, but limited,” which happens to be true?




    The great coming man in philosophy in Santayana’s time was Bertrand Russell, about whom Santayana, in his letters and autobiography, has much to say, most of it less than enthusiastic. While allowing that Russell’s “critical and logical acumen remain matchless,” he feels that “he has no judgment, no good sense, no familiar affection for the reality of nature.” He finds him “on the whole, a not very trustworthy thinker; he has the fault common to the political radicals of being disproportionately annoyed at things only slightly wrong or weak in others, and of flaming up into quite temporary enthusiasms for one panacea after another.” He discovers in him “a strange madness whenever he touches on any human subject.” Russell, for his part, wrote of Santayana: “Aloofness and facile contempt were his defects, and because of them, although he could be admired, he was a person whom it was difficult to love.”




    Yet for all Santayana’s reservations about Bertrand Russell, when Russell was hard up, in 1937, Santayana, whose money was well managed by his nephew George Sturgis, and grew ample after The Last Puritan became, of all things, a bestseller, arranged to send Russell $5,000 a year anonymously to carry on his philosophical work. “The anonymity is important,” he wrote to Charles Strong, “because he and his friends think of me as a sort of person in the margin, impecunious, and egotistic; and it would humiliate Bertie to learn that I was supporting him.”




    Santayana’s charitableness was unrelenting. In the same year, 1937, he agreed to help Ezra Pound, again on the condition of anonymity, for he “wish[ed] to see only people and places that suggest the normal and the beautiful: not abortions or eruptions like Ezra Pound.” He regularly sent money to relatives in Spain, provided lavish wedding gifts, helped out impoverished scholars. He paid the dubious Daniel Cory, his amanuensis and a man of far from perfect reliability, a generous salary for decades, and left him the copyright to his works upon his death. None of these is the act of an aloof man.




    Santayana may not have been aloof but he remained detached, especially from the world’s little attentions. He turned down honorary degrees, offers to lecture, invitations to serve on honorific committees. He ceased reading English newspapers, on the grounds that “it would be pointless for me to be abreast of many confused and sad events, when I cannot become involved in them.” In his seventies, he wrote to a correspondent that “it is interesting to have lived so long that one hears people talk about one as if one were dead,” adding that “the G. S. now talked about in the US is a personage almost unknown to me.” His detachment he felt gave him his edge: “Sometimes an astronomer can survey things better if he does not become a planet.”




    Yet one sometimes wishes Santayana’s detachment were even more complete. “Philosophical detachment,” he wrote to Sidney Hook, “does not signify political indifference.” He might write of “the illusions of the Left, the fabulations of the Right”—products of human fancy both—and declare his intention never “to belong to any party.” But Santayana had something like a sure instinct for lining up on the wrong political side and for making incorrect political prognostications. “No,” he wrote to his nephew George Sturgis in 1937, “I don’t think there will be a great war soon.” At the time of the Russian Revolution, he wrote to Bertrand Russell that “I rather like Lenin (not that fatuous Kerensky); he has an ideal he is willing to fight for, and it is a profoundly anti-German ideal.” To Sidney Hook, in 1934, he wrote:




    I love order in the sense of organized, harmonious, consecrated living; and for this reason I sympathize with the Soviets and the Fascists and the Catholics, but not at all with the liberals. I should sympathize with the Nazis, too, if their system were, even in theory, founded on reality.




    He found nothing to cavil about over Mussolini and Franco. Fortunately, he eschewed political activism of any kind. When Italy entered World War II on the side of the Nazis, he writes: “I went and had an orangeade in a quiet café around the corner.” Of the war itself he notes: “what is happening interests me like ancient history, and illustrates the same truths.”




    What is it about the study of philosophy that tends to make brilliant minds stupid when it comes down to what are known as actual cases? Consider Martin Heidegger, Bertrand Russell, Jean-Paul Sartre, and Ludwig Wittgenstein, the four great names in twentieth-century philosophy: the first was a Nazi, the second died certain that America was responsible for all the world’s evil, the third was a Stalinist long after any justification for being so could be adduced, and the fourth lived on the borders of madness most of his life. Contemplation of the lives of the philosophers is enough to drive one to the study of sociology.




    If Santayana fails the political test, sad to report that he also fails the Jew test, and this with crawling colors. Not many writers in Anglophone literature, from Shakespeare on, have passed it: Dickens, Trollope, Henry James, Edith Wharton, T. S. Eliot, Hemingway, Fitzgerald, and so many other English and American writers managed to save a cold place in their hearts for the Jews. (Two great writers who didn’t, who portrayed Jews imaginatively and sympathetically in their writing, were George Eliot and Willa Cather.) In Santayana’s letters, whenever the word “Jew” comes up or a Jewish philosopher or critic is mentioned, one doesn’t have to wait long for an ugly dig to follow. Why did he close his heart to a minority people long oppressed and harassed by peasants, brutes, and tyrants and join the chorus of the ignorant in besmirching the Jews? Professor Holzberger, in his introduction to The Letters, attempts to mount a defense for Santayana’s anti-Semitism, but it doesn’t come near persuading.




    Santayana viewed Judaism as a worldly religion, and his own preference, as a non-practicing connoisseur of religions—he styled himself, late in life, a pagan—was for those religions centered in poetic myth, religion as supreme fictions. He even claimed to dislike his philosophical hero Spinoza’s “tame ideal of man,” which he thought derived from his Jewishness. He (Spinoza) “is entirely impervious to the traditions that appeal to me most—the Greek, the Catholic, and the Indian . . . he doesn’t sympathize with the human imagination.”




    But it is the coarseness of Santayana’s remarks about Jews, coming from an otherwise so refined intelligence, that is so unsettling. In his references to them in the letters, Jews are pushing or money-hungry—often both combined. They are communists. He refers to the “Jew critics of New York.” Anti-Semitism always puts one in bad company, and so Santayana writes to Ezra Pound:




    As to the Jews, I too like the Greek element in Christendom better than the Jewish; yet the Jews, egotistically and fantastically, were after a kind of good—milk and honey and money.




    He writes: “The Jews . . . aren’t in the least like Abraham or King Solomon: they are just sheenies.” Late in life, at the age of eighty-five, he softened a bit on the subject, allowing that “my best pupils were Jews, as was my only modern ‘master’ in philosophy, Spinoza. But many are not happy, and that is a pity.” Santayana’s inability to understand, or show minimal sympathy to, Jews is a sad failure of imagination, all the sadder on the part of a man who prided himself on the power of his imagination.




    Is the foregoing little more than political correctness, Jewish version? Isn’t one supposed to allow for the fact that Santayana, in his crude comments on the Jews, is only speaking for the standard views of his social class and historical period? Perhaps, except that Santayana above all writers wished to live beyond social class and outside his historical period. “Experience and philosophy have taught me,” he wrote, “that perfect integrity is an ideal never fully realized.” But his brand of low-grade anti-Semitism goes, as the attorneys say, to character, and in this realm those of us who find so much to admire in Santayana’s other writings wish he had not revealed himself, this most uncommon of men, as just another common Jew-hater.




    The Santayana one finally admires is the writer who cuts through nonsense to get at the straight truth of things, the Santayana who is a free-thinker and skeptic. This is the Santayana who remarks that “reformers do not like one another” and that “humanitarians have an intense hatred of mankind as it is,” which is of course why they are always so hard at work trying to change it. A character in The Last Puritan says of the people of Boston that they “had a second-class standard of firstness.” Santayana was always there to remind one of what genuine firstness is—something one is likely to forget in a time of debased intellectual and cultural life. Another character, the hero Oliver Alden’s aunt, remarks that “You individually can’t raise the lowest level of human life, but you may raise the highest level,” which Santayana, in his formal writings, was all along trying to do.




    A number of sustained stories of relationships run through these letters. One is with Santayana’s graduate-school friend Charles Augustus Strong. Many of their several letters are given over to their disagreements about what, in academic philosophy, constitutes “essences”; I was myself unable to decipher the different positions of each man and found the discussion on this subject between them constituted the only longueurs in all of Santayana’s letters. More interesting is the Santayana line of criticism of Strong’s personal quirks, which are not few and which he writes about to Daniel Cory. About Cory he writes critically to others:




    He is by instinct a lady-killer . . . but has become less attractive (and deceptive) with middle-age and cannot do the elderly gentleman as well as he did the young intellectual. . . . He would have made a capital actor, is a most amusing mimic, and has a bohemian temperament, spends money when he gets it, and never thinks of the future.




    Cyril Coniston Clemens, a cousin of Mark Twain and the founder of the International Mark Twain Society, hounds Santayana with honors he does not accept and offers he finds it easy to refuse.




    Santayana found old age entirely agreeable, more so than youth or middle-manhood. “I was a little old man when I was a boy,” he writes, “and am an old fat boy now that I have completed my seventy-fourth year.” He would live on to eighty-nine. He published his one novel, upon which he had worked for no fewer than forty-eight years, to acclaim and commercial success. He worked nearly up to the end, reasonably content with what he had accomplished: “Personally,” he wrote to one of the anthologists of his work, “I don’t feel at all neglected, never having expected popularity nor permanent fame . . . I never wished to be a professional or public man. Nor do I want disciples: I want only a few sympathetic friends, and I have them.”




    After Santayana’s middle eighties, the world closed in on him, as it does on everyone who arrives at that stately age. Parts wear out; the body breaks down. His hearing was all but gone, his eyesight badly dimmed, his teeth shot. He lived much of his life in pajamas. He grew fat; his physician suggested that he lose fifteen pounds, to which he responded by remarking, with characteristic irony, that the man obviously wanted him in perfect health just in time for death.




    When death came he seemed as ready for it as anyone could be. “Think what an incubus life would be if death were not destined to cancel it, as far as any fact can be cancelled,” he wrote in Persons and Places. He cherished his tranquility and didn’t in the least mind his solitude. He worked on reducing his five-volume Life of Reason to one volume: “To think how many foolish and rash things I shall be able to leave from an old effusion of mine rather excites me.” When he completed his last book, Dominations and Powers, he wrote that “I have no particular reason for remaining alive, although I shall certainly not be bored if I go on living.” He left instructions for Daniel Cory not to believe any stories told by the nuns who took care of him that he underwent a deathbed conversion, for that, he assured Cory, wasn’t going to happen. He died, of stomach cancer, on September 26, 1952, and was buried in unconsecrated ground in the Tomb of Spaniards in Verano Cemetery in Rome.




    George Santayana is among the small handful of true artist philosophers—Plato, Nietzsche, Schopenhauer are in this select category—who write beautifully and whose finer-grained meanings are never so straightforward as philosophers who write without artistry. “Each real artist,” he wrote in one of his last letters, “has a message of his own. No one else is obliged to share it nor (except as part of politics or ethics) even to exclude it from sympathy.” If Santayana may be said to have an overarching philosophical message, it is to strip oneself of all possible illusions—a task that can never be entirely completed—while understanding, as best one is able, the powerful attraction of illusions to others. The person who can do that, as Santayana consummately could, deserves to be called philosopher.




    

      

        1 The Letters of George Santayana, Book Eight, 1948–1952, by George Santayana, edited by William G. Holzberger; The MIT Press.
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