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Foreword

Being a dull but determined literary plodder, it only occurred to me as I sat down to write that the title of Joseph Epstein’s thirty-fifth book is a sly double entendre. Con-tent, as in material; con-tent, as in happy. My late employer, Malcolm Forbes, had his own spin, embroidered in needlepoint on a pillow aboard his yacht: “Familiarity breeds children.” He spoke with authority, having produced five bairns.

Over the course of a long and distinguished career, the hyper-productive Epstein has bred endless content, with a felicity of intellect that leaves his many admirers dazzled, grateful, and very content, indeed. The late Martin Amis wrote of his hero Saul Bellow, Epstein’s fellow Chicagoan and sometime friend, “One doesn’t read Saul Bellow. One can only re-read him.” I venture wittily, “Ditto Epstein.” Having been an Epstein votary for over four decades, I had previously read most of the essays collected here; some, many times. I confess that on setting out, I anticipated doing a bit of skipping. I did not. Mutatis mutandis, as my old man used to say, I re-read each essay with pleasure equal to that I derive from listening, for the hundredth time, to Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band.

The small bookshelf by my side of the bed holds the three dozen-odd books that I’d want with me in the lifeboat. They are so dear to me that I might actually toss someone out of the lifeboat in order to accommodate them. They are my biblio-comfort zone; my literary mac and cheese: Auden, Larkin, Boswell, Waugh, Wodehouse, Stephen Potter, Clive James, Anthony Lane, Christopher Hitchens, and Joseph Epstein. When I was asked to contribute this prefatory ululation, I tallied the Epsteins and wasn’t surprised to find that his volumes are the most numerous. It makes me content to think that he’s made enough off me to buy… well, at least a half-dozen deep-dish Chicago pizzas. Familiarity also breeds royalties.

Counting my Epsteins took me back to an evening decades past but still green in memory, a first meeting with someone who would become a bosom friend and boon companion. After the Howdya-dos and What are you drinking? I spotted a number of Epsteins on his bookshelf. The connection was instantaneous. Suddenly, there we both were, on a foggy Casablanca tarmac, at “the beginning of a beautiful friendship.” Forty years later, when I was asked to sing hymns at Epstein’s gate, I wrote my old pal with hyperventilating jubilation. “I have arrived,” I purred. He was duly impressed. I mention this not to preen (he lies) but to aver that Joseph Epstein’s readers aren’t mere readers, but devotees. They’re… I’ll stop there. In our fevered era, one must exercise caution before proclaiming oneself a member of a “cult.” But what the hell. It is.

I read the manuscript electronically, highlighting especially delightful bits and passages, but soon gave up as I realized I was more or less highlighting the whole damn thing. To cite but a few beauts:

“The most dangerous moment for a bad government is when it begins to reform itself.” Now that generalization—it is by Tocqueville—seems to me splendid. It comes at things at a near perfect level of generality, neither too high nor too low. It calls up all those governments, from Roman to French to Russian, whose last-minute attempts at reform only made easier the way for the revolutions that toppled them.

[Franklin] remarks in his autobiography that, if you wish to insinuate yourself in the good graces of another person, the trick is not to do that person a favor but to have him do one for you. So the trick of making many friends, at least on the superficial level on which the Good Guy operates, is not to charm them but to let them charm you.

… the novelist of friendlessness is Joseph Conrad, whose heroes are among the loneliest figures in literature and among the most moving in part because of their solitariness, which gives them their tragic dimension.

The great gluttons of the movies of my boyhood were an Austro-Hapsburgian character actor named S. Z. (“Cuddles”) Sakall and Sydney Greenstreet; Sakall played his fat man sweet, as if he were a walking piece of very creamy pastry, while Greenstreet played his menacing, as if he were a hard dumpling that, should it roll over you, could cause serious damage.

William Howard Taft, our twenty-seventh president, was built like two walruses with a single head.

Imagine my chagrin at learning, as I not long ago did, that a writer whom I rather blithely despised for what I take to be his fraudulent self-righteousness and utterly self-assured hypocrisy, had cancer. Until then I had so enjoyed loathing him, my distaste for everything about him had seemed so complete, so pure, so uncomplicatedly pleasant, and now it was incomplete, alloyed by his misfortune, complicated by my own sympathy for his illness. This was a real setback. I had counted on being able to continue disliking him for another decade or two. It was as if someone had removed a wall against which I had happily grown accustomed to banging my head. I suppose this makes me a pretty good but not a great hater.

Although it is probably the sheerest economic jealousy on my part, it lifts my spirits to discover that someone driving a Rolls Royce looks sad.

It was Evelyn Waugh who, having submitted himself to a painful and less than altogether necessary operation for hemorrhoids, claimed that his motive for doing so was perfectionism.

The best tables in the best restaurants, mail filled with offers and invitations, the feeling that the world really is at one’s feet, such can be among the high, heady delights that accompany fame. “Where to?” a cab driver in Paris is said once to have asked Herbert von Karajan. “It doesn’t matter,” the famous conductor is said to have replied. “They want me everywhere.”

I had better stop before I begin to sound like Lillian Hellman in trousers.

And I had better stop there, before I quote the entire book. If you’re new to this feast, you have a splendid meal ahead. Joe Epstein is incapable of writing a boring sentence; appears to have read everything, but wears his erudition lightly; is a veritable combine harvester of of anecdotes, witticisms, apothegms, aphorisms, bon mots, aperçus, jokes (often Jewish), and sparkly repartee; comes equipped with a fool-proof bullshit detector; and is deep down a “good guy,” despite the essay in which he strives, with dark hilarity, to persuade us otherwise. He is the most entertaining living essayist in the English language. I almost wrote “entertaining and accessible,” which would surely make him groan, but what the hell. He is. All those years as a college professor around the seminar table made him a companionable pedagogue (though no doubt he was one tough grader). As I read this book, I often found myself wishing I’d been one of his fortunate students.

Too late, alas, but his oeuvre, to use the word his idol and progenitor Montaigne would, is there, to read and re-read. You and I may have missed his class, but we can audit. The thirty-five Epsteins comprise a one-man version of The Great Books, another feat of Chicago intellectuality. It’s too depressing to think this might be the final volume in the series, so I won’t go there. His energy, even in his mid-80s shows little sign of flagging. I can hope he has another half-dozen in him yet. Joe Epstein’s content will endure, making his re-readers content. To give him the last bon mot: “All of us would like to have said about us what I heard a eulogist say of the songwriter Yip Harburg: ‘He is survived by his words.’ ”

—Christopher Buckley






Selected Essays






Jokes and Their Relation to the Conscious

My title, of course, derives from Freud’s famous work Jokes and Their Relation to the Unconscious. In that work Freud put forth the notion that there are ultimately no jokes—and, as usual, he wasn’t kidding. At bottom, he found, most jokes had as their purpose either hostility or exposure. But as Freud found it necessary, as historian Peter Gay has put it, “to be rational about irrationality,” so in his book on jokes he turns out to be good-humored in his finally humorless task. Jokes and Their Relation to the Unconscious, in addition to being another piece of brilliant Freudian analysis, is also a compendium of quite good jokes, and from his selection of examples, it is apparent that Freud loved a joke. This should come as no great surprise. “The attitude of psychology,” W. H. Auden once remarked, “should always be ‘Have you heard this one?’ ”

As a medical student Freud wrote a histological paper of some significance in which, to make sure of the firmness of his conclusions, he went to the trouble of dissecting four hundred eels. For his book on jokes, one suspects that he must have listened to more than four times that many jokes, though in the book itself he dissects, at a rough guess, only a hundred or so of them. Being Sigmund Freud, he is never obtuse—and if not everywhere persuasive, he is never less than fascinating. Only with one joke in the book does he, to my mind at least, go askew. This is the joke about Itzig in the army, which, as Freud recounts it, goes as follows:


Itzig had been declared fit for service in the artillery. He was clearly an intelligent lad, but intractable and without any interest in the service. One of his superior officers, who was friendlily disposed to him, took him to one side and said to him: “Itzig, you’re no use to us. I’ll give you a piece of advice: buy yourself a cannon and make yourself independent!”



Freud believed that what this joke is about is that “the officer who gives Artilleryman Itzig this nonsensical advice is only making himself out stupid to show Itzig how stupidly he himself is behaving.” I myself think the joke is really vaguely an anti-Semitic one about Jews performing best when in business for themselves. Another joke of the same type has to do with the Israeli private who is doing poorly in the army until his sergeant tells him he can win a weekend pass if he captures an Egyptian tank. Lo, three weeks in a row he brings in an Egyptian tank, and on each occasion wins his weekend pass. One of his fellow enlisted men, hotly curious, asks him how he does it. “Very simple,” he says. “I go over to our motor pool and take out a tank. Then I drive out into the desert till I spot an Egyptian tank. At this point I hoist up a white flag. When the Egyptian tank driver comes within hearing range, I call out to him, ‘Hey, friend, want to win a weekend pass?’ ”

Freud was chiefly interested in the underlying meaning of jokes—in, as his title announces, their relation to the unconscious—but I think that the relation of jokes to the conscious has an interest of its own. The above paragraph, for example, touches on a number of questions about jokes at the level of consciousness. Ethnic sensitivities abraded by jokes is but the most obvious. Would the Anti-Defamation League rather not have these two jokes told? (“Incidentally,” Freud noted, “I do not know whether there are many other instances of a people making fun to such a degree of its own character [as do the Jews].”) Then there is the question of jokes and taste. Ought one to be making Israeli-Arab jokes at a time when life in the Middle East is dire? Can it be that the better jokes are no laughing matter?

The world is divided on the question of the value of jokes: between those who adore them and those who, if not outright offended, are left cold by them. (The world, Robert Benchley said, is divided into two kinds of people—those who divide the world into two kinds of people and those who don’t.) I happen to be among those who adore jokes. In saying this, I do not mean to say that I am a fine fellow, of that caste of special and superior beings: the good-humored. I used to think that a sense of humor was an absolute requisite for friendship; and while it is true that most of the people I count as friends enjoy laughter, so, alas, do many people who are frivolous, or cynical, or even vicious. Idi Amin, I understand, enjoyed a joke, too.

Having said that a taste for jokes is no sign of superiority, I am nonetheless not going to demonstrate my mental inferiority by setting about the thankless and absurd task of seriously defining a joke and then strenuously analyzing the nature of jokes. Jokes, like beauty, are too various to capture in any but a jerry-built definition. It is enough to say that there are short jokes and long jokes, sweet jokes and sour jokes, healthy and sick jokes, and jokes that spring from whimsy, anger, or sharp observation and sometimes from all of these in combination. But finally a joke is a joke, and the way to tell if it is any good or not is to notice, after you have heard it, whether you are smiling. If you are doing so out of more than politeness, it is a pleasant joke; if you are laughing, it is a good joke; if you are rocked with laughter, your eyes watering with laughter, it is, quite possibly, a blessed joke.

Max Beerbohm, whose work as an essayist and as a draughtsman has brought so much laughter, remarked that “only the emotion of love takes higher rank than that of laughter.” He makes the interesting point that love has its origin in the physical and ends in the realm of the mental, while laughter has its origin in the mental and ends in the realm of the physical. Beerbohm claimed that he could make nothing of the lucubrations of William James or Henri Bergson on the subject of laughter. (“It distresses me,” he wrote, “this failure to keep pace with the leaders of thought as they pass into oblivion.”) He was content to accept laughter as a great gift. He felt—rather like Freud, though for different reasons—that “nine-tenths of the world’s best laughter is laughter at, not with.” He held that “laughter is a thing to be rated according to its own intensity.”

Max Beerbohm also said that the man who has not laughed much in life is a failure, and that he himself would rather be a man to whom laughter has often been granted but who has died in a workhouse than another who has never laughed but may be buried in Westminster Abbey. I like that exceedingly, because, measured by this standard, my own life has already been a grand success. Laughter comes easily to me. Sometimes it comes too easily. I have been seized by attacks of giddy laughter in lecture halls, worn out by costly laughter in the act of courtship. Once, as a younger man, I was actually asked to leave a restaurant because my too uproarious laughter nearly resulted in upsetting a table. I seem, moreover, to be able to laugh at almost anything, exceptions being practical jokes and the comically intended descriptions of female actresses by the theater and movie critic John Simon. Well-done slapstick—for example, a man walking into a wall or one taking a pie in the face—can send me writhing to the floor. George Meredith said, “We know the degree of refinement in men by the matter they will laugh at, and the ring of the laugh.” I laugh at Henny Youngman. So much, then, for my refinement.

I should prefer to die laughing and, on more than one occasion, thought I might. The best laughs, what Mel Brooks calls the dangerous laughs (implying the possibility of a stroke or heart attack at the end of them), have invariably been private. The comic situation, the splendid off-the-cuff witticism, the unexpected fling of whimsy, the surgical puncturing of pretension, the predicament so bleak that it allows for no other response than laughter—these, which cannot be jerked from their context, make for the keenest laughter. Seldom do I laugh at the written word, although a few writers can bring me to this happy state: certain physical descriptions by Saul Bellow, patches of straight-faced dialogue by Evelyn Waugh, bizarre touches by S. J. Perelman, a mere phrase by H. L. Mencken (such as his reference, in one of his autobiographical volumes, to homosex as among “the non-Euclidian varieties of fornication”). Yet a book of jokes, of the kind that the late Bennett Cerf used to turn out, leaves me tighter lipped than a Calvinist at a porno film.

Jokes—formal, traditional jokes—are, or in my view ought to be, social acts. The best joke-tellers are those who have the patience to wait for conversation to come around to the point where the jokes in their repertoire have application. Take, for instance, the joke about Yankel Dombrovich, the forty-five-year-old bachelor from the village of Frampol, who is terrified of women:


A match has been arranged for Yankel with a widow from a nearby village whose name is Miriam Schneider. Yankel is, dependably, terrified. His mother tells him not to worry. Women, she instructs her son, love to talk about three things: they love to talk about food, they love to talk about family, and if neither of these works they love to talk about philosophy.

Finally the day arrives upon which Yankel and Miriam are to be introduced. Miriam turns out to be four foot six and weigh well above two hundred pounds, and to be without apparent gifts for, or even inclination toward, conversation. Yankel thinks, Oh, this is horrible, what will I say to her? What was it Momma told me women like to talk about? Oh, yes, food.

“Miriam,” he announces in a quavering voice, “let me ask you, Miriam, do you like noodles?”

“No,” she replies in a bass voice drained of expressiveness, “I don’t like noodles.”

“Miriam,” Yankel returns, remembering his mother’s instructions that women also like to talk about family, “Miriam, do you have a brother?”

“No,” she answers, “I don’t got no brother.”

Worse and worse, Yankel thinks. What is left to talk about? Oh, yes, philosophy. Momma says women like to talk about philosophy. “Miriam,” Yankel lamely tries again, “let me ask you a final question: If you had a brother, would he like noodles?”



A more patient man than I would wait to tell such a joke until a discussion of modern philosophy arose. “Speaking of Wittgenstein,” he might say, “do you know the story of Yankel Dombrovich?” But I am not that more patient man. So much did I like that joke when I first heard it that I told it, without aid of suave transition, to everyone I knew. But as I cannot await a suave transition to tell jokes, neither do I require any to have jokes told to me. In fact, I consider it a fine morning on which my telephone rings and a voice on the other end says, “Did you hear that the McCormick Company went to court to protest against the common metaphor for death being ‘the Grim Reaper’?” No, I hadn’t heard. “Yes, the McCormick Company has asked that henceforth death be known as ‘the International Harvester.’ ”

My mornings are not interrupted in this way often enough. Even though I have a small band of four or five friends who share my love for a joke, and we report to each other regularly, not all that many new jokes seem to come into existence. Jokes may now, in fact, be in bad odor. I sense that nowadays people think there is something old-fashioned, square, out-of-it about them. My own generation, the one now in its forties, may possibly be the last to be interested in jokes, although perhaps here I am taking up the line of every generation as it grows into middle age. Après nous, le déluge, one thinks, when the generations behind one think, Après le déluge, nous. Yet there can be no gainsaying that certain kinds of jokes have disappeared because their subject has disappeared. The old standby jokes about the traveling salesman and the farmer’s daughter are a notable example. Here the conditions that once made the jokes tenable no longer exist. Less of the population is now on the farm, more salesmen probably now fly than drive, those who do drive usually are roaring along on freeways, and the old trust that once might have allowed a farmer to be at home to a salesman in distress is now gone.

Other kinds of jokes have disappeared because a social situation has arisen that makes them no longer funny. Mother-in-law jokes, for instance, have all but vanished. Why is the subject of mothers-in-law no longer funny? Because, I should guess, the assumptions under which such jokes once seemed funny can no longer be maintained. Although marriage has long been a subject for cynical jokes—“Married men make the worst husbands” is among the mildest—still, the old assumption behind most mother-in-law jokes was that marriage was really quite all right except during those periods when men had their mothers-in-law inflicted upon them. Now that the divorce rate is up, and the troubles of marriage go beyond having mothers-in-law on the premises, the joke is over.

In “The Place of Laughter in Tudor and Stuart England,” the Neale Lecture in English History for 1976, Professor Keith Thomas, arguing for the importance of jokes to the historian, notes: “Jokes are a pointer to joking situations, areas of structural ambiguity in society itself; and their subject matter can be a revealing guide to past tensions and anxieties.” By the same token, they can be a guide to current tensions and anxieties. Why, for example, are there currently no jokes about Negroes in America? The history of jokes about Negroes is a mini-history of the state of whites’ thinking about Negroes over the past four or five decades. In my own lifetime the radio program Amos ’n’ Andy wrung laughs out of every stereotyped attribute of the Negro, chief among which were dumbness, malapropisms, and irresponsibility. Then, when the civil rights movement of the early 1960s got under way, something called the “Mississippi joke” began to go the rounds.


The USS Mississippi, a ship manned by white Mississippians, has but a single Negro aboard. One day the captain calls the first mate over to ask the whereabouts of the Negro.

“About two days ago he died, sir, and we threw his body overboard.”

“Overboard?” asks the captain. “Are you sure he was dead?”

“Well, we asked him if he was dead before we did it, sir. He said he wasn’t—but you know how they lie.”



A fast and interesting switch: the target of this joke is no longer Negro stereotypes but the brutality and stupidity of people who hold to these stereotypes. Yet nothing significant in the way of Negro jokes has come along since. A single Negro comedian of real power, Mr. Richard Pryor, has proved too dangerous to appear regularly on television, and his work has instead been more frequently shown in the movies, where it is much blunted. The subject of Negroes has become, in Francis Bacon’s phrase, “privileged from jest.” Why? As an amateur sociologist, I should say because there is today a great unease and anxiety about the subject of the black population in the United States, of which a large portion has risen in the accustomed way up into the middle class, but of which a sizable segment still seems hopelessly mired in lumpen status, and this is no joking matter.

Quite apart from explicitly political jokes of the kind Mort Sahl used to tell, most jokes have something of a political implication—political insofar as they appeal to conservative or radical temperaments. A joke can be judged conservative or radical if, in its implications, it tends to reinforce the arrangements of society as it stands, or if it protests against current arrangements. By this measure the late Lenny Bruce, so beloved of intellectuals in the 1960s, was assuredly a radical comedian, even though little of his material was explicitly political. A single conservative comedian is more difficult to point out, for the work of conservative comedy is done by discrete jokes. “When we laugh,” Professor Thomas notes, “we betray our innermost assumptions.” Virginia Woolf made the same point from a somewhat different angle when she said that one of the nice things about having settled morals—and, one might add, settled politics—is that at least one knows what to laugh at. Tell me whether you think a good joke can be made about the subject of free enterprise or of public welfare and I will tell you a good deal about what your politics are.

Are ethnic jokes essentially political? For the most part I suspect they are, and the majority of them tend to be of a conservative cast. Their origin is evidently in xenophobia. As early as the time of Tudor England, according to Professor Thomas, “there were jokes against foreigners, whose characters had already assumed familiar stereotypes: the French were lascivious, the Spaniards proud, the Italians revengeful, the Dutch mean and the Germans drunk.” Not the least item of interest about ethnic jokes is that they often serve as an index to the social standing of a particular group, and in any country. Over British television, one can still hear Irish jokes such as this one:


Paddy goes to his physician to complain that in his marriage his sexual powers appear to be diminishing. The physician puts Paddy on a seafood diet, instructs him to run ten miles a day, and asks him to call in at the end of two weeks. After two weeks on this regimen, Paddy telephones to his physician.

“Well, Paddy,” the physician asks, “has your sex life improved?”

“How would I know?” answers Paddy. “I’m a hundred and forty miles from home.”



Sometimes ethnic jokes can be self-reflexive, and often these are among the most bitter. “A kike,” said the Jewish banker and philanthropist Otto Kahn, “is what you call the Jewish gentleman who has just left the room.” This is a superior joke coming from Jewish lips, but not good at all if told by a non-Jew. Its target, certainly, is not the Jews, but their insecure place in the polite society of Otto Kahn’s day. An ethnic joke told by a non-insider almost always has the curl of a sneer to it, at least in the view of the insider. “The slap in the face,” said the French philosopher Alain, “is registered by the man who receives it, not the one who gives it.”

One of the many ethnic jokes Freud tells in Jokes and Their Relation to the Unconscious is about two Galician Jews, one of whom asks the other, “Did you take a bath last week?” To which the other responds, “No, is one missing?” Today in the United States this joke would most likely be transformed into a Polish joke. In recent years the Poles have indisputably taken the brunt of ethnic humor in America.


A Pole finds a pig in the middle of the road. He brings it to his gas station attendant, whom he asks what he ought to do with the pig. The attendant tells him to take it to the local zoo, where they have a farm exhibit. Two weeks later, the Pole pulls back into the gas station. The attendant, noting the pig sitting on the front seat, says to the Pole, “I thought I told you to take that pig to the zoo.” “I did,” answers the Pole, “and he enjoyed it immensely. Today I’m taking him to the ball game.”



Thirty years ago that would not have been a Polish but a “little moron” joke of the kind I learned in grade school. (Examples: Why did the little moron tiptoe past the medicine chest? He didn’t want to wake the sleeping pills. Why does it take three little morons to replace a light bulb? One to hold the bulb, the other two to turn the ladder. Et cetera.) Now these are Polish jokes—these and, as anyone who has heard his share knows, others that are much worse. Why the Poles? Why so much contumely suddenly aimed at an ethnic group whose history in this country has largely been one of upstandingness and earnest aspiration? What seems to be the case is that the Poles, unlike other once-besieged minority groups in America, have no bank of social sympathy to draw upon. People will tell Polish jokes that they would not dare tell about the Negroes, or the Jews, or the Irish, or the Italians, or Catholics. (Jokes about Catholics, too, have largely disappeared. Anti-Catholicism, as Richard Hofstadter once remarked, used to function as the pornography of Protestantism; hence all those foul jokes about priests and nuns.) True, it is traditional to make jokes about the lower classes, as it is traditional for the lower classes to have their own jokes about the upper classes. But the Poles of the United States and of the Polish jokes are of the lower-middle and middle classes. Is it, then, middle-class aspirations that are being attacked in Polish jokes? Or is it instead, more simply, that no society can carry on without having a target for attack and that the Poles, by elimination, are at present it?

The best ethnic jokes, it seems to me, are those that use an ethnic element not as a target but as a background: the scenery for the joke, yet at the same time somehow more than mere scenery.


In the village of Tsrampel, the merchant Reb Goldman comes home early one afternoon to discover his wife being made love to on the couch in his parlor by his clerk Nathanson. Dazed, reeling with shock, he goes to his rabbi to report what he has just witnessed.

“Well,” the rabbi responds, “your course is clear. You must divorce your wife.”

“Divorce my wife, Rabbi?” says Reb Goldman. “Out of the question. I adore my wife.”

“Then,” says the rabbi, “you must fire your clerk.”

“Fire Nathanson, Rabbi? Be serious. My business is up forty percent over last year. And I owe it all to Nathanson, whom I consider indispensable.”

“Very well,” says the rabbi. “Go. In the meantime I shall consult the commentaries to find a solution. Return to my study a week hence.”

A week later Reb Goldman is back in the rabbi’s study, a beaming smile upon his face.

“Well,” says the rabbi, “I see that you have decided to divorce your wife after all.”

“On the contrary, Rabbi. My wife is a wonderful mother and has for twenty years been a good wife to me.”

“Then you have decided to fire your clerk?”

“Never, Rabbi. Nathanson remains irreplaceable.”

“So,” says the rabbi, “then why are you smiling so contentedly?”

“Because, Rabbi, I sold the couch.”



This joke is irreducibly Jewish. It would not work if it were set in a small Italian village with a shopkeeper going to his priest; it would not work set in Harlem. It is a sweet joke, lovely in many ways, although I think there are people who would take exception to it. Yet in it is to be found much of the pleasure that can be taken from ethnic jokes which are neither squalid nor vicious. The pleasure is in reacquainting ourselves with a piece of knowledge that, in the best schools, we are trained to disregard: the knowledge that there is something intractably distinct about every group, however we might wish to believe otherwise. Et vive la distinction!

I do not think the world, giving way to ethnic sensitivities, would be better for the absence of ethnic jokes. Certainly such jokes are not now in the ascendant. If there is a reigning kind of humor, I should say it is psychoanalytic. Psychoanalysis—“the talking cure,” as it used to be called—was once itself the subject of many jokes. (One woman to another: “My son has been to see a psychoanalyst, who tells him that he has an Oedipus complex.” The other woman: “Oedipus, schmoedipus, just so long as he loves his mother!”) Much of the humor of Woody Allen, surely the most admired comedian of our day, especially among the young, is psychoanalytic and not only in subject matter (“I’m never again going to a psychoanalytic conference,” one Allen joke has it; “all those guys do in the evenings is sit around drinking and singing, ‘I want a girl just like the girl that married dear old Dad’ ”) but in style. The same can be said about the humor of Philip Roth, which is at its source, as are the conflicts in his novels, psychoanalytic. Both Allen and Roth are very funny men, yet much of their humor, like psychoanalysis itself, does not bear retelling. Although the comedy team of Id & Superego—if I might so bill psychoanalytic humor—has made possible many a hardy laugh, ultimately sex is the fringe beyond which it cannot get. The pleasures that psychoanalytic humor gives seem of a different order than those of conventional jokes.

What are the pleasures of conventional jokes? Granted, a habitual joke-teller can make himself a terrible bore, and certain vigorously filthy jokes can be, as Freud rightly said, “acts of sexual aggression.” The tension brought about by the prospect of bad taste emerging in a joke-telling situation is always present: “Did you hear the one about the two lesbians, the Turk, and the cocker spaniel?” The pleasures, however, do outweigh the risks. “A new joke,” Freud wrote, “acts almost like an event of universal interest; it is passed from one person to another like the news of the latest victory.” Freud also wrote: “Joking activity should not, after all, be described as pointless or aimless, since it has the unmistakable aim of evoking pleasure in its hearers…. [It is] an activity which aims at deriving pleasure from mental processes, whether intellectual or otherwise.” Telling a joke is an authentic instance of how giving can be an even greater delight than receiving. How else explain that retelling the same joke to a fresh audience never becomes tiresome, although it generally is tiresome to hear the same joke retold?

When someone tells a good joke, something extraordinary can happen. Most people, I have discovered, rarely have a repertoire of more than two or three jokes. But one joke can ignite the memory of others perhaps long forgotten, and soon the cornucopia pours forth. Topical jokes—about politics, celebrities, events—fade away, meeting their just fate alongside the songs of Nineveh in oblivion. But the permanent jokes, those of universal point and interest, hang on, over the years and over the generations. Occasionally a joke will be improved by the listener’s response to it. I recall once telling an economist of the Chicago School the old joke about the airplane in difficulty, whose captain, in order to land the plane safely, had to ask that passenger who was of least value to society to bail out without a parachute—at which point a disc jockey and a used-car salesman got up in the middle of the aisle and started fighting. “I would like that joke much better,” said the economist, “if two sociologists got up in the middle of the aisle and started fighting.”

But the great point about jokes is that they all have a point. Perhaps they are out of favor just now because the kind of pointed clarity they provide is not much valued; or, at any rate, so one assumes from its absence from so much contemporary literature, film, painting, and criticism. If an analogy is wanted, jokes may be likened to short stories of the traditional kind—not merely in their brevity but in the range of their possible effects. Jokes can be ironical, philosophical, bittersweet, satirical—anything, really, so long as they are also funny. To the connoisseur a well-told joke is a poem of sorts, having its own special rhythm. In my head, punch lines from jokes rattle around quite comfortably alongside lines of poetry, taking on a poetic status of their own. I close with a poem made up of punch lines—a joke addict’s wasteland:


Oy, was I thoisty!

The Kuala tea of Mercey is never strained.

You don’t like my brother—eat the noodles.

An hour later you’re hungry for power.

After lunch the captain wants to go waterskiing.

How much do you tip the whipper?

Comfortable, I don’t know; I make a nice living.

Hit the ball and drag Irving.

I’m crying because we lost India.

Patience, jackass, patience.

Is not hell for Khrushchev—is hell for Marilyn Monroe.

And you’ll keep singing it till you get it right.

What do they know about fornication in Findlay, Ohio?

So what’s this vulgar crap?

Funny, you don’t look Jewish.

You’re velcome.



(1978)






A Man of Letters

My definition of a pessimist is a person who doesn’t check his mail. Although with age my illusions about human nature become fewer, my belief that people learn from history slighter, my confidence in youth lesser, nonetheless my feelings about the mail—about my mail—remain what they have always been: feelings of complete, utter, and abject hopefulness. When it comes to the mail, I am a Fabian, a lifetime member of the Americans for Democratic Action, a Pollyanna perpetually aglow and atremble with optimism. I love mail, I adore mail, I cannot get enough mail. Saul Bellow, in his novel Humboldt’s Gift, remarks on his hero’s receiving “heavy mail,” and that is a phrase which, as the boys and girls in literary criticism nowadays say, resonates with me.

The mail generally arrives in my neighborhood between 11:15 and 11:45 a.m. As will scarcely be surprising, this is one of the high points of my day. The postman, quite heedless of James M. Cain’s novel, always rings once. At his ring I stop my work, either reading or writing, usually in mid-sentence. If I am speaking over the telephone when the postman rings, my attention flags. My mind is now on that apartment building mailbox marked “Epstein” and on the small table beneath the mailboxes on which are placed magazines and packages. I walk down the stairs simulating a mien of casualness, though my heart bounds. What is it, exactly, that I expect to find in the day’s mail? Notice of a large inheritance? Extravagant praise for my character? Unexpected checks for ample sums? Offers of ambassadorships in countries of gentle climate and stable government? Interesting proposals? Fascinating opportunities? Yes, all these things—and, who knows, perhaps something better.

In reality—now there is one of the coldest phrases in the English language—what generally awaits is a bill from the electric company, another from a dentist, two magazine subscription offers, and a box containing a sample of a new hair spray. Yet where there is mail there is desire, and sometimes there are surprises. Most of these derive from my occupation as a writer. Writing for publication makes for strange pen pals. People feel that writers are, somehow, in the public domain, which in a sense they are, and they write to them freely. Any sort of serious letter in response to something he has written is likely to be gratifying to a writer; I know it is to me. I suspect that I get my share of such letters: letters of touching appreciation, of correction, of untrammeled anger. “With all wishes for all kinds of bad luck,” one recent correspondent ended a letter of the latter kind, which was positively charming next to the letter of an anonymous admirer that began “May God castrate you!”

Which brings me to George Santayana’s wing chair. More than a decade ago I wrote an essay for the New Republic about George Santayana, a writer who seemed to me to represent the height of intellectual elegance. The essay appeared in print, and then, some four weeks later, a letter turned up from Austria, forwarded to me from the New Republic. I no longer have the letter, but, as I recall, it was written on linen of a quality out of which I should have liked to have a summer suit made. The letter itself opened with a paragraph of carefully measured praise for my essay—praise which spoke of my mental penetration and exquisite sensibility. (Certainly there was nothing here of substance that I would care to argue about.) My correspondent went on to inform me that he had been a student of Santayana’s at Harvard, and had been left a number of his personal effects. Among these was the philosopher’s favorite wing chair. Would I, so clearly an admirer of Santayana, be interested in having it?

I thought a good bit about that wing chair. I set it in different rooms in my home, considered the ethics of having it reupholstered, wondered if it carried any talismanic qualities. Had Santayana written Dominations and Powers sitting in that chair? Was it the same chair in which he sat, in the single room provided him by the Hospital of Blue Nuns outside Rome, while making his own abridgment of The Life of Reason? Merely to sit in such a chair could not but increase my powers of ratiocination, subtlety, serenity. Did I want that wing chair? Do graduate students wear jeans? Do South American politicians go in for sunglasses?

I wrote to my correspondent in Austria to thank him, first, for his kind words and, second, for his generous offer. I should, I wrote, want to pay the expense of shipping the chair to the United States. He returned my letter by saying that he would foot the shipping costs, which would come out of the eight hundred dollars that he wanted for the chair. Thus ended our correspondence. I could be quite wrong about this, but I imagine him waiting out a month of silence on my end, picking up the current week’s New Republic, skimming an essay therein on, say, Mark Twain. Then he takes out a sheet of that splendid stationery and writes to its author, saying that, through his mother, who as a young girl had lived two doors down from Samuel and Olivia Clemens in Hartford, he had come into ownership of the favorite wing chair of Mark Twain….

But, it occurs to me now, I may have imagined that Santayana’s wing chair was offered to me only because of an authorly twist of pride. Perhaps my correspondent’s first paragraph of praise for my writing lulled me into thinking that the remainder of his letter had to do with my reward—as if by writing well about Santayana I really deserved to have his chair. “I find I have enough of the author in me,” the young Horace Walpole wrote, “to be extremely susceptible to flattery.” As any writer knows, or anyone who has spent much time around writers, when it comes to flattery, compliments, praise generally, Walpole’s “extremely susceptible” is putting the case very gently indeed. I have known many writers so extremely susceptible that, by comparison, they make George Jessel seem as modest as St. Therese of Lisieux.

The need for praise on the part of writers is probably greater than that of other workers in the arts, if only because writers never get the direct response to their work that composers, visual artists, and performing artists do. Perhaps this is why so many novelists and poets have attempted to write for the stage, where they can hear the laughter, see the tears, palpably feel the tension that their work creates. Writers receive reviews, of course, but these are of books only and hence few and far between; moreover, the reviews, for one reason or another, are likely to be unsatisfactory. Thus, most writers, especially if they do not live in New York, must take their injections of praise, if they are to get any at all, epistolarily.

This need for praise—great, heaping banana-split dishes of it—is not on the whole a thing calculated to remind one of the dignity of mankind. Lest I seem to exempt myself from the need, I had better quickly say that I am not exempt. I do have standards in praise, though they are rickety. I like my praise to be intelligent and, preferably, convincing, delivered by a person who has a respect for precision in language and a strong sense of history. If these qualities are lacking, I’ll take it any other way I can. Rarely have I found the praise tendered me to be fulsome, though I do recall one instance where I thought things were getting out of hand. An editor for whom I once did a good deal of writing was hitting a crescendo of praise rather too early in our relationship, I thought; soon he would be comparing my pitiful scribblings with Dante and Homer. (Robert Southey is supposed to have said to a contemporary whose name I cannot recall, “You will be remembered long after Homer is forgot—but not until.”) I requested him to cease and desist, and, in lieu of further praise, I asked him to send me a letter, on company stationery, proclaiming me and my writing a force for change in Latin America. This he promptly did, and thenceforth we were able to conduct a seemly editorial relationship, free on his side from the need to lavish further praise.

Sometimes the sunshine of epistolary praise turns into drizzles of oddly angled criticism, or, if not quite criticism, then a reaction quite other than what one had hoped for. In this category of letter I shall not soon forget the response to a segment of a book I wrote which was reprinted in the Reader’s Digest. The segment had to do with the then new phenomenon of how-to-do-it sex manuals, a phenomenon that I, as an ethical platitudinarian, attacked on grounds aesthetic, psychological, and moral. Some months later, a letter, sent on to me from the Reader’s Digest, arrived from a faithful subscriber in the Philippines. It read:


I perused with extreme interest your fine article in current Readers Digest, in which you make strong censure on such tomes as Everything You Ever Wanted to Know About Sex, The Joy of Sex, New Approaches to Sex in Marriage by Dr. Eichenlaub, Sensuous Woman by J., and studies by Johnson and Masters. What you say is most intriguing. But, may I inquire, do you still possess these above-mentioned tomes? If so, would you send them on to me? I should be more than willing to provide the postage moneys for them. Please answer soonest.



Ah, me, another rainy day in the Republic of Letters.

But what should a perfect delivery of mail contain? This of course will differ from person to person, but for me it would include a letter from an old friend with whom I have been too long out of touch, a letter from someone I love, two letters in airmail envelopes from overseas, a letter containing some found money (an unexpected tax rebate, say, or a reprint fee), a good book that has been long awaited, a letter from someone previously unknown but obviously good-hearted and intelligent, and (finally) a letter informing me that an engagement I had foolishly committed myself to, and that has worried me ever since, has been indefinitely postponed.

What a perfectly dreary mail delivery would contain is easier to imagine. In it would be a letter from the IRS headed “Final Notice Before Seizure,” a letter requesting a large loan from an acquaintance to whom all of one’s own previous letters have come back stamped “Addressee Unknown,” a letter thick with praise from someone certifiably despicable, and a telegram reading “Ignore last wire” when no previous wire has been received. It would also contain invitations that one does not want and that one would, if possible, be willing to expose oneself to certain short-lived yet quite painful tropical diseases to get out of. In “The Adventure of the Noble Bachelor,” Conan Doyle has Sherlock Holmes remark to Watson, “Yes, my correspondence has certainly the charm of variety, and the humbler are usually the more interesting. This looks like one of those unwelcome social summonses which call upon a man either to be bored or to lie.”

I can also do nicely without letters of the tutelary kind Edmund Wilson often used to send to friends. I have recently read two collections of Wilson’s letters, The Nabokov-Wilson Letters and Letters on Literature and Politics, 1912–1972. They are splendid to read, full of literary history and sharp observation, but many of them cannot have been too pleasant to receive. I think here particularly of those letters in which Wilson lectured, upbraided, and generally hectored his contemporaries on their literary shortcomings, a thing he was never loath to do. Not a man long on tact, Edmund Wilson—as, for example, when he wrote to the young Scott Fitzgerald that some lines in a poem Fitzgerald had written “possess a depth and dignity of which I didn’t think you capable.” A bit near the knuckle, as the English say, but worse, and lengthier, examples are ready to hand. Receiving one of these stinging letters from Wilson must have made a person feel, whatever his age, like Lord Chesterfield’s son, forced to take all that instruction and abuse—but without the prospect of one day coming into a title.

No, the better letters carry lighter loads. Madame de Sévigné and Horace Walpole, two of the great letter writers, almost insist upon their lightness. Walpole wrote to one Henry Seymour Conway at the close of a letter: “Well! I have here set you the example of writing nonsense when one has nothing to say, and shall take it ill if you don’t keep up the correspondence on the same foot. Adieu!” And Madame de Sévigné, in a letter to the Comte de Bussy, writes: “I know not how you can like my letters; they are written in a style of carelessness, which I feel, without being able to remedy it.” Of course, neither Madame de Sévigné nor Walpole is finally light. Both are truly charming and, being considerate, cannot help charming others. They are born letter writers. (Madame de Sévigné wrote nothing but letters.) They take short views, living day by day. They are cheerful without being deluded about life. Their wit, their common sense, their perspective, their generosity—all these qualities give their letters a cumulative weight.

Small splendors are the stock-in-trade of the great letter writers: anecdotes, observations, aperçus. A man named John Chute writes to Walpole about being put on a “temperate diet,” which causes Walpole to rejoin with this little disquisition on the roast-beef eating habits of Englishmen:


Only imagine that I here every day see men, who are mountains of roast beef, and only seem just roughly hewn out into the outlines of human form, like the giant-rock at Pratolino. I shudder when I see them brandish their knives in act to carve, and look on them as savages that devour one another. I should not stare at all more than I do, if yonder Alderman at the lower end of the table was to stick his fork into his neighbor’s jolly cheek, and cut a brave slice of brown and fat. Why I’ll swear I see no difference between a country gentleman and a sirloin; whenever the first laughs, or the latter is cut, there run out just the same streams of gravy! Indeed, the sirloin does not ask quite so many questions.



The greatest letter writer among Americans, in my view, is easily Justice Holmes. He is one of the few writers who can lift me out of such brief depressions as my withering attention span will allow. Holmes is the one American model of the good life; activist and intellectual both, he was a man of wide interests and absolutely no superficiality. Of late I have been reading his correspondence with Sir Frederick Pollock, the English jurist. While stretches of these letters are taken up with matters legal, from which I am intellectually excluded, this does not in the least put me off. Instead I fall into the rhythm of Holmes’s life: his vacations at Beverly Farms, the longer months when the Supreme Court is in session, his reports on his reading, his comments upon the life around him. His style is virile, and he himself is—though one scarcely ever hears the word anymore—manly in the most attractive way.

Good letters do not usually submit to the discipline of topic sentences. Thus Walpole, in a letter to George Montagu, writes, “If all the adventures don’t conclude as you expect in the beginning of a paragraph, you must not wonder….” Justice Holmes’s letters, too, often have this pleasing jumble, this méli-mélo. Within the compass of a single paragraph of a letter written in 1928, when he was eighty-seven, Holmes remarks on thesis interpretations of American history of the kind produced by Charles Beard and Vernon Parrington that “belittling arguments often have a force of their own, but you and I believe that high-mindedness is not impossible to man”; that he finds Anita Loos’s But Gentlemen Marry Brunettes dreary because “sexual talk or innuendo is displeasing from a woman, I think. Perhaps because we know, though the older literary tradition is the other way, that they take less interest in the business than we do”; and ends on yet another of his fresh, comical, yet serious metaphors for death: “Most of the places here now to me are sockets from which the occupants that I knew have been extracted by the final dentist.”

In one of their exchanges Holmes and Pollock name those they deem to be literature’s great letter writers. Both agree on Horace Walpole. Pollock places Samuel Johnson ahead of Charles Lamb. Holmes mentions Byron; Pollock adds Edward FitzGerald and Walter Raleigh. Neither, though, brings up the name of Justice Holmes’s contemporary, Henry James, whose letters were not then as accessible as they have since become. No one surpassed Henry James for writing beautiful letters of condolence. The death of a friend was always the occasion for a moving tribute, in which James provided a celebratory portrait—making, as Leon Edel remarks in his biography of James, “his condolences into a muted epistolary elegy.” So fine are these letters, so properly measured and elegantly turned, they seem almost worth dying for.

Initially, of course, the English novel was epistolary in form. Letters play an important part in much of Henry James’s fiction, and one of his finest stories, “In the Cage,” is about a woman who works in a post-and-telegraph office. James M. Cain’s The Postman Always Rings Twice is only peripherally about the post; but Albert Halper, in The Chute, wrote a novel about workers in a Chicago mail-order house. In Herzog Saul Bellow deploys letters brilliantly, having his hero write to historical personages to great comic effect: “Dear Herr Nietzsche—My dear sir, May I ask a question from the floor?” “Dear Governor Stevenson, Just a word with you, friend.” Many a novel and short story has turned on a letter sent, or discovered, or torn up at the last moment.

Nowadays such epistolary intervention in fiction will not quite do. A question of suspension of disbelief is involved; too few readers would be willing to believe that the decisive letter was actually delivered. I make this judgment on the basis of complaints I hear about postal delivery, which, to put it softly, are manifold. Postal delivery is another of those areas of civilization that give the lie to theories of progress. Currently people of cosmopolitan correspondence claim that the chance of winning in a state lottery is far better than the chance that a letter sent to Italy will reach the person it is addressed to. England once had the finest of all postal systems; fifty years ago a correspondent could send out a letter in the morning and receive an answer by evening. Edward Shils tells a story of a letter from Hungary tersely addressed to him as “Professor Edward Shils, Sociologist, England” reaching him safely at the London School of Economics. This was under the old dispensation; under the new dispensation, English mails seem scarcely better than American. Ours are erratic at best: sometimes a letter will take but a single day to make its way from the Middle West to either coast, whereas another letter will take four days to get across town.

I suppose one must partly blame the drop in the quality of postal service on the rise of what is rightly called “junk mail.” The postmen’s sacks are weighed down annually with some 34 billion pieces of junk mail, or roughly a third of all letters mailed in the United States. Selling through the mails is a brisk business, and there are professional brokers who deal exclusively with compiling and renting mailing lists to various firms and causes. Thus a person who subscribes to one magazine is considered fair game for all. Send in ten dollars to help save the whale, and before the year is out one is certain to be pitched for funds to put an end to the gelding of goldfish. For decades now the New Yorker has run, at the bottom of its slender columns, examples of silly opening gambits used in junk mail—under the rubric “Letters We Never Finished Reading.” But there have been true advances in this sort of bumf. A recent letter soliciting a magazine subscription showed up in my mailbox bearing the line “Should you be punished for being born with a high I.Q.?” on the outside of the envelope. A new rubric, clearly, is called for: “Letters We Never Started Reading.”

Letters I usually do finish reading are those printed in the letters columns of intellectual magazines. Controversies over some point in scholarship or in politics have an interest that transcends the points that originally gave rise to them; the interest is in seeing intellectuals in extremis, always a gaudy spectacle. Literary widows rush in to protect their husbands against what they deem defamation; disgruntled authors lash back at reviewers; intellectual kibitzers stick in their two cents’ worth. Much about the character of an intellectual magazine can be discovered from the letters it prints. If most of them are congratulatory, something is amiss. Disagreement is the true oxygen of these magazines, argument and mental fencing their real exercise, intellectual bloodletting their only physic. Of present-day polemicists, I think Professor H. R. Trevor-Roper easily the best, the man most adept at laying a polemical opponent wide open; Noam Chomsky, on the subjects of Southeast Asia and the Middle East, has proved himself far and away the most boring; and the TLS the site of the most entertaining of these polemical picnics. The tradition of the polemical letter goes well back, of course. Here, for example, is Oscar Wilde in 1890 in Truth magazine, answering Whistler’s accusation of plagiarism by simply blowing Whistler off the court:


I can hardly imagine that the public are in the very smallest degree interested in the shrill shrieks of “Plagiarism” that proceed from time to time out of the lips of silly vanity or incompetent mediocrity.

However, as Mr. James Whistler has had the impertinence to attack me with both venom and vulgarity in your columns, I hope you will allow me to state that the assertions contained in his letters are as deliberately untrue as they are deliberately offensive.

The definition of a disciple as one who has the courage of the opinions of his master is really too old even for Mr. Whistler to be allowed to claim it, and as for borrowing Mr. Whistler’s ideas about art, the only thoroughly original ideas I have ever heard him express have had reference to his own superiority as a painter over painters greater than himself.

It is a trouble for any gentleman to have to notice the lucubrations of so ill-bred and ignorant a person as Mr. Whistler, but your publication of his insolent letter leaves me no option in the matter.



I have extracted this little lyric of artful nastiness from a book entitled Dear Sir, Drop Dead! Hate Mail Through the Ages, edited by Donald Carroll (Collier Books). If there are 34 billion pieces of junk mail sent annually, another billion pieces of hate mail may well be aloft during the same period. A great deal of such mail is sent to people who appear on television regularly; politicians get a goodly share; athletes, authors, and others on public view come in for their epistolary abuse. Mr. Carroll remarks that the hate letter is “probably the most popular and enduring genre of folk literature in the world,” adding that “it is the only literary form that has always had more practitioners than readers”—this last referring to the fact that most people who receive it throw their hate mail away unread. Although my scribblings have brought me only driblets of hate mail, such specimens of it as I have received I have read sedulously and saved. One day I plan to return each piece of hate mail in my possession to its owner, along with a note that reads:


Sir: Out of the distant and rather dim possibility that my correspondence will one day be made public, I now return your vicious little letter to you. Odious though you may be, I see no reason why your grandchildren should have to be presented with such clear and irrefutable evidence of their forebear’s ill-temper and imbecility.



This, though, is rather heavy-handed next to the crisp volley that an impudent letter provoked from Voltaire: “I am seated in the smallest room in the house. I have your letter before me. Soon it will be behind me.” H. L. Mencken, a professional controversialist, apparently received enough angry mail to warrant his printing up a postcard that read “Dear Sir or Madam, You may or may not be right,” which can only have left his antagonists purple with frustration.

Angry letters and sweet, Mencken used to answer all mail sent to him on the same day he received it. This is a noble ideal, to which the closest I can come is a weak sigh of aspiration. Alas, one serious drawback about letters is that, in order to get them, one must send some out. When it comes to the mail, I feel it is better to receive than to give. I suspect I am not alone in this view. Paul Horgan, in Approaches to Writing, suggests, “A test of characters in fiction: can you imagine how they would write letters?” This may be a good test for characters in fiction, but I know too many people who could not pass it in life.

I have never counted but I think I must write roughly eight hundred letters a year. The great majority of them have to do with business; many are little more than notes requesting this or responding to that. Almost all these letters are written in fits and starts, eight or ten at a sitting. Energy for writing letters seems, in my case, to arrive in spurts. I have on a few occasions had secretarial help, but I seem unable to dictate a letter to my own satisfaction, being one of those people who can only think with a pen in hand or a typewriter before them. I often wish it were otherwise. Along with Mencken’s promptitude, I wish I could command the oil magnate Calouste Gulbenkian’s method of writing letters, as described by Kenneth Clark in the first volume of his memoirs, Another Part of the Wood:


“Not an office man, Mr. Clark”; and sure enough he [Gulbenkian] had no office. In summer he did his work in the park of St. Cloud. His secretaries were seated at folding card tables situated in the boscage at intervals of about half a mile. He would trot up and down between them, with two detectives, heavily invisible, padding along in the adjoining path. I sometimes accompanied him in these walks, and his mind moved with such precision that by the time we reached the next card table he was ready to dictate a detailed technical letter.



Not, to be sure, that the Gulbenkian method could ever hope to produce beautiful letters in the style of Walpole or Madame de Sévigné, et alia. It may well be that true literary letters will soon be—if they are not already—a thing of the past. To write chatty letters filled with news, descriptions, observations, and anecdotes is an activity for which people no longer seem to have the leisure or the energy—or, perhaps more accurately, the habit. The telephone habit has partly replaced it. Writers, editors, publishers must conduct fully as much, or more, of their business over local and long-distance telephone as by letter. As a result, the literary record of the future figures to be more fragmentary than that of the past. Splendid volumes of collected letters by writers born twenty-five years from now are not easily imagined.

Yet I should not want to write off letters as an antiquated or dead form. Letters remain invaluable for carefully formulated thought, for good humor, for expressions of earnest sympathy. Sentiments that human shyness will not always allow one to convey in conversation—sentiments of gratitude, of apology, of love—can often be more easily conveyed in a letter. Having important or amusing or detailed information in writing, to reflect upon, to reconsider, to re-read in tranquility, remains a fine thing. Who has not carried a gratifying letter around with him for days after he has received it—to read it again at free moments and feel once more something of the pleasure it gave on first reading? Amidst the junk mail and the hate mail and the crank mail, splendid letters continue to be written. The prospect of receiving such letters still causes me to respond eagerly to the postman’s ring. So write, as they used to say during the Depression, if you find work.

(1979)






Balls-Up

Three fantasies:

Primo: A Manhattan town house at a quite good address. The women in the room are very smartly dressed; the men are in dinner clothes. My hostess comes up to ask if I will agree to play. I demur, thanking her all the same. “Oh, please do,” she says, with an earnestness I cannot find it in my heart to refuse. As I move toward the piano, a well-polished Baldwin grand, I hear a woman say, “He’s going to play.” Across the room, another woman murmurs, “He’s going to play—I was so hoping he would!” I rub my hands together briefly, bend and unbend my fingers, and proceed to toss off a flawless rendering of Rhapsody in Blue. As I finish, I notice that everyone seems to have gathered round the piano. Ice cubes tinkle; cigarette smoke wafts to the ceiling. I play and sing two Cole Porter songs, then follow up with Noël Coward’s “Imagine the Duchess’s Feelings,” which has everyone in stitches. I move on to play and sing—first in English, then in French—“I Won’t Dance.” I close, gently and with just a touch of profundity, with “September Song.” Applause envelops me. “Now that,” says my hostess, handing me a fresh drink, “was simply unforgettable!”

Secondo: A hill overlooking the Loire Valley. I appear over the crest of the hill in white linen trousers, a chambray shirt, a wide-brimmed straw hat of the kind Pope John XXIII used to wear when he would go into the streets of Rome. It is a perfect day: the sun shines, flowers are everywhere in bloom, the river is a serene azure. I set up my easel, my canvas chair, and, before beginning to mix my palette, eat a lunch of what Henry James once called “light cold clever French things.” After lunch, working in watercolors, I begin to paint the vista before me in a strong line and with a use of color that falls between that of Degas and Dufy. I achieve a work that is obviously representational, yet, such is the force of my character, my sensibility, my vision, is just as obviously a small masterpiece. When I am done, I put away my materials with the confidence of a man who, though he knows he is out of step with the times, knows that his own time will come.

Terzo: A large empty room, good wood floors, clean light flowing in from the windows along its north wall. On the south wall is a mirror reaching from floor to ceiling. I enter, remove my suit coat, loosen my tie. I stretch my arms out to the side, turn my head first clockwise, then counterclockwise. I bend over to pick up three rubber balls, one red, one yellow, one blue. I toss the red ball from my right hand to my left, then back again to my right hand. I feel the heft and balance of each of the balls in my hands. I begin to juggle them, flipping a new ball into the air each time the previous one reaches its peak and begins its descent, all the while softly humming to myself the strains of “Lady of Spain.” After three or four minutes of this, I add a fourth ball, a green one, which joins the cascade I create by juggling the balls gingerly from hand to hand. Then I add a fifth ball, orange; later a sixth, purple. Six balls in the air! The cascade has now become a rainbow revolving before me. My control is complete, my pleasure in this control no less. My only regret is that there is not room in my hands for a seventh ball. Perspiring lightly, effortlessly keeping all these balls in the air, I smile as I hum “Over the Rainbow.”



Now of these three fantasies, two are not merely improbable but, for me, utterly impossible. Although I spend a goodly amount of time listening to records and going to concerts, I can neither read music nor play a musical instrument. Worse, I was one of those children who, in grade school, was asked not to sing but just to mouth the words, lest my naturally off-key voice carry the rest of the class along with me into the thickets of dissonance. My drawing was of roughly the same discouraging caliber. In school periods devoted to art, teachers who walked up and down the aisles checking their students’ sketches and paintings never stopped, or even hesitated, to gaze at mine, which were so clearly beyond help or comment. If there were an artistic equivalent to mouthing words—a colorless crayon, say, or disappearing paint—I would, I am certain, have been asked to avail myself of it.

Denied these two gifts, of song and of drawing, I have, in life’s rather arbitrary lottery, been allotted a third. I am reasonably well coordinated. Delete that “reasonably”: I am extremely well coordinated. (“Don’t be so humble,” Golda Meir once said, “you’re not that great.”) I was never big or fast or physically aggressive enough to be a first-class athlete, but, as a boy, I could catch anything, or so I felt. Grounders, liners, fly balls—I gobbled them up. Throw a football anywhere within fifteen yards of me, and I would be there to meet it. In tennis I was most notable for flipping and catching my racquet in various snappy routines. In my teens I mastered most of the ballhandling tricks of the Harlem Globetrotters: spinning a basketball on my index finger, rolling it down my arm and catching it behind my back, dribbling while prone. Quite simply, I had quick and confident hands. Perhaps I should be more humble about these playground skills, for I make myself sound pretty great.

Great and humble though I apparently am, juggling is something I have never been able, yet have long yearned, to do. It is one of those fantasies possible of fulfillment, like going to Greece. Besides, juggling seemed a harmless enough fantasy, involving neither the disruption of the ecosystem nor the corruption of children. And then one day not long ago, in the produce section of the grocery store where I shop, I saw the owner’s wife, an Irishwoman of great high spirits, juggling three navel oranges. So filled with envy was I that I determined then and there to learn to juggle.

When an intellectual wants to learn something he goes to the library. He reads up. But it turned out that at my library there was not much to read on the subject of juggling. The library’s two books on juggling had been taken out. The library also had a novel entitled The Juggler by Michael Blankfort, but it, too, was gone from the shelves. Doubtless this novel is not about juggling at all but instead uses the word metaphorically, as does the final entry in the library’s catalogue on the subject, Juggling: The Art of Balancing Marriage, Motherhood, and a Career. No help there. It was beginning to look, as the English say, like a bit of a balls-up.

I remembered that William Hazlitt wrote an essay entitled “The Indian Jugglers,” which I reread. It starts magnificently: “Coming forward and seating himself on the ground in his white dress and tightened turban, the chief of the Indian Jugglers begins with tossing up two brass balls, which is what any of us could do, and concludes with keeping up four at the same time, which is what none of us could do to save our lives, nor if we were to take our whole lives to do it in.” Hazlitt proceeds to describe the Indian juggler’s act, noting that the juggler astonishes while giving pleasure in astonishment. “There is something in all this,” he writes, “which he who does not admire may be quite sure he never admired really anything in the whole course of his life.” Reading this I felt one of the keenest delights that reading offers: the discovery that someone more intelligent than yourself feels about a given subject exactly as you do.

Hazlitt then moves on to compare the juggler’s skill with brass balls to his own skill with words—and finds the latter paltry in comparison. Nothing in his own work is so near perfection as that which the Indian juggler can do. “I can write a book: so can many others who have not even learned to spell,” Hazlitt writes. His own essays—some of the greatest written in English—he calls “abortions.” “What errors, what ill-pieced transitions, what crooked reasons, what lame conclusions! How little is made out, and that little how ill!” The juggler can keep four balls in the air, but for Hazlitt “it is as much as I can manage to keep the thread of one discourse clear and unentangled.” The juggler, through patient practice, has brought his skill to perfection, something which Hazlitt feels unable to come anywhere near doing with his. “I have also time on my hands to correct my opinions, polish my periods: but the one I cannot, and the other I will not do.”

Anyone who does intellectual work will instantly recognize the cogency of Hazlitt’s comments. So little does such work allow for a true sense of completion, or a satisfying feeling of perfection. Every artist has felt this, and the better the artist the more achingly has he felt it. “A poem is never finished,” said Valéry, “but only abandoned.” If Hazlitt and Valéry, two workers in diamonds, felt this way about their works, imagine how those of us who labor with zircons feel about ours! As an old costume jeweler, I must say, I appreciate the possibility that juggling holds out for perfection—for doing the small thing extremely well.

For me, though, more is involved. Within very serious limits I am a self-improvement buff, if only a failed one. Of myself in this connection I can say, every day in every way I stay pretty much the same. A few years ago, for example, I set out to learn classical Greek. Aglow with the luster of self-betterment, I enrolled myself in a course in Greek at the university where I teach—and lasted a cool and inglorious two weeks. Walking into the room on the first day of class, I was taken for the teacher, a natural enough confusion since I was more than twenty years older than anyone else in the course (except for the actual teacher, who turned out to be roughly twenty years older than I). Being the old boy, I felt a certain obligation not to appear stupid. The option taken by a likable fellow named Fred McNally, who more than two decades ago sat next to me in an undergraduate French class, and who whenever called upon answered through an entire semester, “Beats me, sir,” did not seem an option open to me. Given my natural ineptitude with foreign languages and my fear of having to avail myself of the McNally ploy, I found myself studying Greek two hours a night. Add to this another hour for class and yet another hour for getting there and back, and nearly one-fourth of my waking life was given over to this little self-improvement project. The result was the general disimprovement of everything else in my life. In the end I decided that learning Greek would have to be on that long list of items I must put off until the afterlife.

Juggling balls is surely less time-consuming than juggling Greek paradigms, but is it really self-improving? Having thought a bit about this, I have concluded that it is not a whit self-improving. Juggling is in fact the recreational equivalent of art for art’s sake. It is not good exercise; you do not do it in the sunshine; it is not an excuse for gambling; it does not simulate the conditions of life; it teaches no morality (you can’t even cheat at it, a prospect which lends so many games, from golf to solitaire, a piquant touch). Unlike, say, playing in the outfield, you cannot even think of anything else while doing it. Juggling is all-absorbing and an end in itself: le jeu pour le jeu.

Juggling is play, almost with a vengeance. “We may call everything play,” writes Santayana, “which is useless activity, exercise that springs from the physiological impulse to discharge energy which the exigencies of life have not called out.” Juggling also satisfies some of the criteria Huizinga lays down for play in Homo Ludens. It does, as Huizinga puts it, “create order, is order. Into an imperfect world and into the confusions of life it brings a temporary, a limited perfection.” And juggling is certainly, to quote Huizinga again, “invested with the noblest qualities we are capable of perceiving in things: rhythm and harmony.” Excluding people who use it to make a living by entertaining others, however, juggling is neither a fine nor a useful art, but rather a delicate, slightly perverse activity. No self-improvement, no end other than itself, sheer play, exquisitely useless—these are among the qualities that endear juggling to me.

Some people can do entirely without play, but I am not one of them. Neither is Georges Simenon, who, I was surprised to learn while recently reading his journal, When I Was Old, is of all things a golfer. Nor was Hazlitt, who was a dedicated player of fives, an English version of handball. Matthew Arnold was an ice-skater. Ezra Pound enthusiastically—as, unfortunately, he did everything—played tennis. Edmund Wilson was a passionate amateur magician. Other artists and intellectuals, if not themselves players, were devoted followers of games: G. H. Hardy, the Cambridge mathematician, of cricket, and Marianne Moore of baseball. While I am unable to report that T. S. Eliot had a bowling average of 192 or that Einstein was a pool shark, my guess is that among the most serious mental workers there is many a hidden player.

My own small problem is that sources of play have been drying up on me. For many years now I have been unable to take any interest in mental games: crossword puzzles, chess, bridge, Scrabble. Even poker, a game I once loved, no longer retains much interest for me, unless the stakes are high enough to frighten me. Basketball, another former love, is now too vigorous a game for me, and I can today walk under a glass backboard without even wistfully looking up. As a boy, I was a quite decent tennis player, but I find I have no appetite for being a mediocre player in a game I used to play well. I do play the game called racquetball, yet if a week goes by in which I do not get on the court, I do not weep.

The reason I no longer take any interest in mental games, I have concluded, is that I do mental work, and consequently seem to have little in the way of mental energy left for mental play. I have noticed, by the way, that many people who have a great deal of zest for such games, and who are very good at them, are often people of real intelligence whose work does not require them to make strenuous demands on their mental powers. For myself, I would rather be thinking of phrases or formulations to be used in essays than of how best to get off a blitz or of a four-letter word that means payment in arrears.

As for my loss of interest in physical games, here the problem, I think, is that I have lost the power to fantasize while playing. When playing tennis or basketball, for example, I find I can no longer imagine myself at center court at Wimbledon or in the final game of the NCAA at Pauley Pavilion, the sort of thing I invariably did as a boy. Nor am I sufficiently competitive to enjoy winning for its own sake, even though on the whole it is rather better than losing. The friend with whom I play racquetball and who is a much better athlete than I—as a boy he was an all-state football player and later a Big Ten wrestling champion—is even less competitive than I. Sometimes I wonder how either one of us ever manages to win the games we play against each other, and it usually turns out that not the better man but the least tired man wins.

Nor have I ever had the discipline or concentration to play solitary games. Running, still much in vogue, is out of the question for me. I have never been able to take calisthenics of any sort seriously. I own a bicycle, which I ride occasionally and which gives me pleasure, but this is scarcely a game. In fact, it has become most useful to me as part of a riposte. Lately, when people suggest I must be making a lot of money as a fairly productive writer, I reply, “If I am doing so well, how come I’m still riding a reconditioned three-speed Huffy?”

All this makes it the more interesting to me that I am so keen about juggling—a form of play that is both solitary and requires real discipline. Despite such drawbacks, juggling thrills me. In the phrase of the bobby-soxers of the late 1940s, it really sends me. Another drawback is that juggling, unlike other games and sports—if juggling is indeed a game or a sport—does not have an established lore, a pantheon of heroes. It is, of course, a very old form of play: court jesters, I believe, had juggling in their repertoires. But if there was a Babe Ruth, a Jim Thorpe, or a Joe Louis of juggling, I have not heard of him.

True, many of the silent-movie stars, who came out of vaudeville, juggled. Charlie Chaplin did and so did Buster Keaton. I recall a hilarious Buster Keaton movie—which of his movies isn’t hilarious?—in which Buster is a contestant on a radio amateur hour whose talent turns out to be juggling. Juggling, mind you, over the radio. In the movie Keaton, deadpan as always, is blithely tossing balls in the air, while in their homes the members of the listening audience are banging away on the sides of their Philco consoles, certain that the silence is attributable to a loose tube. A splendid bit.

W. C. Fields broke into show business as a juggler, a skill at which he is said to have been consummate. In Robert Lewis Taylor’s biography, W. C. Fields: His Follies and Fortunes, Fields is said to have begun juggling at the age of nine, inspired by the vaudeville performance of a group calling itself the Byrne Brothers. Fields’s father hawked fruit and vegetables in Philadelphia, and Fields practiced on his father’s wares. “By the time I could keep two objects going,” he said, “I’d ruined forty dollars worth of fruit.” He later worked with cigar boxes, croquet balls, Indian clubs, and odd utensils. In his early adolescence he was obsessed with juggling. He worked hours and hours at it, teaching himself to keep five tennis balls in the air, catching canes with his feet, and performing any other kind of trick he could dream up.

Fields’s specialty as a juggler was to appear to fumble, then recover from what had all the marks of a disastrous error. He never lost his relish for this artful bumbling. Later in life, while serving his guests at large dinner parties, Fields would fill a plate, preferably for a comparative stranger, and, as he would begin to hand it down the line, drop it, “provoking,” as his biographer tells it, “a loud concerted gasp. With consummate nonchalance he would catch it just off the floor, without interrupting whatever outrageous anecdote he was relating at the moment.” But the best juggling story Robert Lewis Taylor tells is about the night Fields was working on some new trick in a hotel room in Pittsburgh, when his continual dropping of a heavy object disturbed the tenant in the room below, a bruiser who came up to complain. The complainant recognized Fields as the juggler he had seen earlier that evening at a local theater. To calm the man down Fields taught him a simple trick calling for juggling two paring knives. “I hope he worked at it,” Fields said in recounting the story, “because if he did, he was almost certain to cut himself very painfully.” Fieldsian, absolutely Fieldsian.
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