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“Length doesn’t increase depth, necessarily, and just because her little characterizations of a book were short doesn’t mean they weren’t true.”

—Gloria Steinem

“Constant Reader contains the kind of wit that no longer flourishes. I laughed loudly throughout and sobbed softly in memory. There would be fewer bad books published today if Mrs. Parker were alive to have at them.”

—George Oppenheimer

“What a pleasure to read Mrs. Parker’s own words again after a spate of second-hand quotations, misquotations, and apocrypha. I had remembered her wit, forgotten her compassion; she could forgive the fool but not the phony. I think the reader can learn more of her character from these pieces than from any biography.”

—Ogden Nash

“What gives her writing its peculiar tang is her gift for seeing something to laugh at in the bitterest tragedies of the human animal.”

—W. Somerset Maugham

“Dorothy Parker’s comments, sparkling and sometimes deadly, have permanence. Today’s readers are to be congratulated on their availability.”

—Marc Connelly

“A bestselling poet who moved on to fiction, Dorothy Parker… was equally innovative as a critic, pioneering a first-person style and busting the taboo on hatchet jobs by women… She was arguably the first female celebrity wit since the 17th century, outperforming her illustrious male peers.”

—John Dugdale, The Guardian

“It is through Parker’s refusal to claim authority… that her book reviews achieve it. She presents readers with an unpretentious, sometimes self-mocking voice that, while it expresses strong opinions, pretends no Olympian knowledge or status. Her use of humor is even-handed: she uses it to make fun of shallow, silly, or just plain bad published work, but she also turns it on herself… And, as a bonus, the reviews contain some of her own best, most spirited writing, which is the reason, finally, that we continue to read them with such pleasure.”

—Nancy A. Walker, Studies in American Humor
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FOREWORD


Dig for me the narrow bed,

Now I am bereft.

All my pretty hates are dead,

And what have I left?

—“Wail,” from Parker’s Enough Rope



When I think of Dorothy Parker’s hangovers, and I do, the image that comes to mind is that of the USS Arizona. A sunken battleship resting at the bottom of Pearl Harbor (you can take the tour if you like, ponder the blight of mankind for the length of a footbridge), the Arizona is slowly leaking oil as you read this. Whenever you read this. The ship loaded up on fuel on December 6, 1941, and has approximately half a million gallons to go. Dorothy Parker drank with such consistency and complaint, I suspect her headache is on a similar schedule, throbbing from beyond the grave, ever so slightly, to this day. References to cocktails are rife in her poems (“After three I’m under the table / After four I’m under my host”) but it is in her year-long books column for the New Yorker, the Constant Reader (thirty-five entries between 1927 and 1928), that one senses that she is this close to coming out and asking the reader for an aspirin. Some of this is the brilliantly honed schtick of a stand-up comedian: a reader fears evisceration for getting up and going to the bathroom mid-set. Some of it is Parker being an alcoholic. But some of those allusions to unproductive mornings and squinting unpreparedness belie an unease with the endeavor of book reviewing itself. She writes, at times, as if the column were happening to her: “This thing is getting me. I should have stopped before this and gone back to my job of cleaning out ferry boats.” Or, more bluntly: “Here it is high noon, and this piece should have been finished last Friday. I’ve been putting it off like a visit to my aunt.”

Years later, when given the opportunity to select her own greatest hits for a Viking compendium, she included precisely none of these reviews.

Yet the Constant Reader is a work of art, or at least a seminal artifact. It came into existence during the hugely creative seven years, between 1926 and 1933, when Parker published five books, including her bestselling debut, Enough Rope, and Death and Taxes. Despite her best efforts to kill a successful career with booze and Hollywood, her legacy, too, is like the Arizona: enduring, grand, and forever leaking into the shallow waters of other people’s prose. If you are a woman who has dared to take a phrase and turn it, you will have been compared, unfavorably, to Dorothy Parker. This comparison—never a writer’s own, mind you—has the benefit of being not only reductive and disrespectful but baiting (Senator, you’re no Jack Kennedy).

Do let me know if you find that aspirin.

Suffice it to say, there is no need for this writer or any other to bang the drum for this undiscovered rookie. Parker owns her seat at the Algonquin and her reputation as one of her century’s great wits. She was adored, emulated, and compensated in her time (for someone who loved to complain about money, she made a ton of it). I will only add that she invented American comedy as we now deploy it. Or, as we make our attempts. Because she made it beautiful. She refined the wisecrack, and, in particular, she packed the aside with meaning (from her review of a book entitled Happiness: “ ‘I have observed many cows,’ says the professor, in an interesting glimpse of autobiography…”). She also had a way of putting the world on trial while, at the same time, taking its side, a magic trick if there ever was one (see her review of Isadora Duncan’s autobiography). There’s no dismissing her sharp one-liners (“You can lead a whore to culture, but you can’t make her think”), but as these reviews show, she also liked to develop a joke at leisure, so that by the time the kicker came, its impact was felt as far back as the first line. For such a self-professed grump, she never left a reader hanging after a seemingly desultory setup. There was always a reward. And the jokes still work. A century later, one has to take teeth-gnashing “damn, that’s good” breaks from Parker, just as one does from the most stirring prose, the kind she so longed to write in novel form but never did. The Constant Reader shows the evolution of her comic form and, therefore, of ours.

All that said, you’re likely in no mood to read a bunch of century-old book reviews, cover-to-cover. Not to worry, you’re in good company. Collections are a dish best served buffet-style—and Parker would be the last to shame you. If you take the Constant Reader at her word, she was rarely in the mood to slog through a book, any book, and she made her feelings abundantly plain. Watch your head, there’s much talk of novels being hurled across the room. At one point during this year as a professional critic, she finds herself treated for appendicitis—and seems palpably relieved (then proceeds to credit a bad book for putting her to sleep and to malign a good one for keeping her up). On the other hand, if you do decide to ingest Constant Reader whole, you will emerge steeped in early New Yorker atmosphere (the column ran two years after the magazine was founded), not to mention the politics and celebrity culture of the late ’20s. You will also get a chance to watch a legend fight her way out of a corner: with the dependability of format but without the benefit of time.

Many elements of her essential Parkerness were in place by the time she started (her theater reviews had already gotten her fired from Vanity Fair). But with the Constant Reader, the thirty-four-year-old reinvents herself as a neurasthenic bear, dragged out of hibernation. “Emotionally, I am a bridge-player of the manic-depressive type…” She aches, she trembles, she longs for her youth. As if bad writing caused her as much harm as UV rays and Harold Ross locking her in a tanning bed. Debut authors vex her, popular ones perplex her, seasoned ones let her down. Of Winnie-The-Pooh creator, A. A. Milne: “I have a very strong feeling about the whimsicality of Milne. I’m having it right this minute. It’s in my stomach.” Or the third line of her very first column: “It is but fair to remark that this is my virgin try at any of the works of Mr. Hamilton; and perhaps it is necessary to eat seven before acquiring the taste.” This is someone who felt all pleasantries had been dispensed with after typing the title of a book and the full name of its author.

It’s important to note that these reviews are not contemptuous, a common pitfall for her imitators. They are simply unbridled in their dislike. Of James Branch Cabell: “[Other scribblers say] his books are of the golden great… And I couldn’t read all the way through one of them, to save my mother from the electric chair.” You want bridled, you can look elsewhere. At, say, our contemporary idea of a “pan” or a “takedown.” Please. Are we a consortium of kindness? A society of good will? No. But it takes us four times as long to kill our prey and, too often, our motivations are so convoluted, future generations will wonder what brought forth this screed of violence. Parker was not the only fearsome reviewer of her day. At the top of that list would have been Edmund Wilson, whose column ran concurrent with hers in the New Republic. Wilson’s reviews dressed down more formidable opponents, like E. E. Cummings, a.k.a. “the most conventional man in the world,” or F. Scott Fitzgerald, who “has been given a gift for expression without very many ideas to express.” He’d also discovered The Waste Land. Surely, Parker had no desire to be measured against that sort of rigor. Instead, she established herself as terrifyingly efficient.

When she got around to talking about the book, that is.

To read Parker is to get a more, shall we say, everyman’s sense of the late ’20s literary scene. She has a penchant for low-hanging fruit (children’s books, comic strips, Margot Asquith, Emily Post—anything that allowed her to tangle with silly material on adult grounds). One could argue there’s something cowardly about her selections (save for Hemingway, Sinclair, and her compeers Mencken and Lardner). Not only were they easy targets, they were selected after the lifecycle of the book had begun, having been digested by other critics who’d formed their opinions from scratch. She took those earlier reviews into account, then gave herself the last word. But, speaking of fruit, and as Shirley Jackson wrote, addressing a disappointed reader: “If you don’t like my peaches, don’t shake my tree.”

The Constant Reader is a people’s snapshot, taken by a Weegee of quality lit. Parker may have avoided tough targets like William Faulkner, Edna St. Vincent Millay, or Gertrude Stein, but still, she knows how to point and shoot (may I interest you in a romance novel penned by Signor Benito Mussolini?). One of the many delights here is discovering names you’ve never heard of, ones you really should have, or ones (surprisingly few) that the world has forgotten all about. These curiosities make for pleasant rabbit holes. On Yellow Gentians and Blue by Zona Gale: “This is a collection of admirable short stories, previously published in some of the more feminine of the magazines, which fact is curiously not against them.” On Elegant Infidelities of Madame Li Pei Fou by Charles Petitt: “Even if I could pronounce it, it would irritate me.” On Claire Ambler by Booth Tarkington, who won the Pulitzer twice: “[This] was a disappointment to me, who have a naïve trust in what the critics say. I read it all; but I found that neither during the process nor after did I care very much.”

Honestly, I can’t imagine being one of these people during this window of time, receiving a call from my publisher that my book is being reviewed by the Dorothy Parker, running to the nearest newsstand, forking over the requisite fifteen cents… only to wade through six-hundred words on the weather before getting to my own obituary.

For all her megrims, performed or sincere, Parker’s delight in filleting a book is hard to disguise. “There is nothing better for that morning headache,” she wrote, “than taking a little issue.” But the same bees do buzz around her bonnet, over and over. Her hate has more facets than her love. Even Dorothy Parker cannot override Tolstoy. She goes easier on biographies and autobiographies, on big books about serious persons with noteworthy lives. “For fine and honest biography, you can’t do much better than François Villon, by D. B. Wyndham Lewis.” She also likes a true highbrow. She finds Journal of Katherine Mansfield to be “a beautiful book and an invaluable one.” But step into her arena (dialogue, style, humor, etiquette) and her eyes narrow: “A few more of these young mezzo-Hemingways, and I am going to put on the black bombazine and go Henry James.”

Another bee is her ire regarding publishers’ dust covers and press materials. Oh, how she is irked by packaging and praise! What, you might ask, is below low-hanging fruit? The people who plant it, I guess:


Of I Know a Secret, the publishers further remark, “This is the book that everybody hoped Christopher Morley would some day write.” All that hoping must have gone on while I was away on the fishing-trip last summer, else there would have been not quite that unanimity of optimism concerning Mr. Morley’s plans.



Or this doozy:


His publishers say of Mr. George Reith, the author of The Art of Successful Bidding, that he, “by virtue of his new position as Chairman of the Card Committee of the Knickerbocker Whist Club, is now the highest authority in the auction bridge world.” So you see there is something wrong. Obviously the publishers have never met a certain gentleman who shall be nameless—being already possessed of all the other characteristics of one born out of wedlock—who was my bridge partner last Saturday night…



Appropriately enough, a galley of John Erskine’s Adam and Eve (a “jazzy” take on the Creation story) arrives with some pages uncut. Parker devotes several column inches to this printer’s error: “How, I bitterly ask of the echoing air, how the hell do they think I am going to do it? Have I got a paper-cutter? Have you got a paper-cutter? Do you know anybody that has a paper-cutter?” Apparently, in 1927, there was no such thing as asking for a second copy.

Then there’s the queen bee in the bonnet (she would never forgive me for all this business with the fruit and the bees): her evident embarrassment at the way she keeps showing up in her own reviews. In any given review, her self-deprecation may seem breezy, charming, and ingenious (“How the time flies by, and me with all those dishes to do!”). But it builds over the months, like a sediment. It is a shame Dorothy Parker could not have been transported to this century just for a blip, a little time-travel green card for the year she was the Constant Reader, if only to let that particular dog off the leash so she could unabashedly cavort in the first person, teaching every contemporary essayist and critic how self-mockery is done:


I have thought, in times past, that I had been depressed. I have regarded myself as one who had walked hand-in-hand with sadness. But until I read that book, depression, as I knew it, was still in its infancy. I have found out, from its pages, that never once have I been right. Never once. Not even one little time.



Sloane Crosley

New York, 2024






OCTOBER 1, 1927 THE HIGHLY RECURRENT MR. HAMILTON—AL SMITH, AND HOW HE GREW—BAD NEWS OF MAY SINCLAIR


In advertising Caste, the latest fantasy of that dreamer of dreams, Mr. Cosmo Hamilton, the publishers state not only that it is “a superb love story,” but that it is “a biting social satire.” In either of which cases, I am the entire Hanneford family, including the nice white horsie.

It is but fair to remark that this is my virgin try at any of the works of Mr. Hamilton; and perhaps it is necessary to eat seven before acquiring the taste. Until today, I walked square-shouldered among my fellows, looked them in the composite eye, and said in unshaken tones: “Anyway, there are two things I have never done. I never resisted an officer, and I never read anything by Cosmo Hamilton.” Today only the first half of that ringing boast is true. I made, as usual, the wrong selection.

Caste is concerned with a Big Theme. Until this book, Mr. Hamilton, they tell me, has been frittering away his time in writing of that trifle, sex. Now he has lifted himself by his own spat-straps, so to say, and cracked the race question wide open. He has dared to tell, as only he can tell it, of the love of a fair young flower of the most exclusive New York society for a—put your head down a moment, while I whisper—for a Jew. Deliberately, the author has made things as difficult as possible for himself, for his J-w is none of your stereotyped Shylocks or Fagins. Mr. Hamilton’s J-w is what those who announce benevolently that they number some of them among their best friends would call “a good J-w.” Though of the Chosen People, he is a gentleman; also, he is young, beautiful, romantic, cultured, a genius of the pianoforte, the toast of London and the Continent, and you never see him lying drunk in a gutter. Indeed, cries the author, crazed with liberalism, “He might have been a Frenchman who had been educated at Harrow or Winchester.” But neither you nor Mr. Hamilton can get around the fact that he is a J-w.

The full horror of the thing sweeps over you in that gripping scene where Erskine Dalbeattie Farquhar, the elegant father of the fair flower, demands of Lord Warminster, the fair flower’s elegant uncle, the name of this Semite.

“ ‘It’s Lorbenstein,’ said Warminster, whose memory was good.

“ ‘Lorbenstein!’

“Farquhar shuddered, and a chill ran down his spine.”

Well, from then on, hell rips loose. The United States rises and protests, practically in a body, against the proposed marriage of the fair flower and her J-w. The Old World stands up for young Lorbenstein something pretty, but America won’t hear of the thing. The fair flower has “a mass of letters from her numerous friends, and in every one of them… she has been begged to scratch her engagement and play the game by her set.” Secretaries of Societies protest, members of the Ku Klux Klan protest, rival social leaders protest, bishops and strangers (the redundancy is Mr. Hamilton’s) from all over America protest, I protest, thou protestest, he, she, or it protests, we protest, you protest, they protest. It is easy to see that things cannot go on at that rate; someone, and it looks like the author, must give way under the strain.



So the book ends with Max Lorbenstein, gentleman if J-w, Going Away, leaving “the young and lovely girl holding a few brave and beautiful words of renunciation and sacrifice in a shaking hand.”

But before that, there are all sorts of elegances to be read through. One sees the reason for the popularity of Mr. Hamilton’s opera; their writer is, beyond question, the wish-fulfillment king. His characters live high and wide and handsome. Nothing is too good for them; theirs is an atmosphere of see-what-the-boys-in-the-back-room-will-have lavishness. Consider, for example, Erskine Dalbeattie Farquhar’s instructions to his butler, on the night of a quiet little dinner for fifty:

“I want you to tell the orchestra to pause after their fourth selection. I telephoned to the leader this afternoon to give him a list of tunes. At the moment when you serve the champagne, and for God’s sake don’t ice it as you did one night in the winter, the pipers will march in. I want you to tell them to go four times round the table, disappear, have dinner, and then form up on both sides of the staircase when the ladies leave the room.”

Consider, further, that butler’s highly trained reply: “Thank you, Sir. I have remembered the formula.”

It is all that grand. Old brandy and sumptuous fabrics, loveless marriages and extra-mural affections, dinner-tables with “the civilized number of wineglasses to each place”—these and kindred luxuries troop through the page of Caste”

And all are described in Mr. Hamilton’s inimitable, please God, style. My second favorite page in the book is the glimpse of Erskine Dalbeattie Farquhar’s nobly renounced lady-friend, “the woman who had acquired the art of gorgeous silences,” although given to playing “several of the Chopin Prelude with an artist’s touch.” But my favorite, oh, my true favorite, is the chummily recurrent phrase, “the hoi polloi.” Oh, Mr. Hamilton, Mr. Hamilton! Is that what you learned on the cricket field of Eton?



It will take until the next Presidential election, I expect, for the biographies of Alfred E. Smith to finish passing their given point. The first of them to reach me is Henry F. Pringle’s Alfred E. Smith: A Critical Study. It would seem safe to back it against all others, for it is a good and sincere piece of work. I do not think that more can be said in praise of any biography.

This writing of the living is ticklish business. It is of the quick and not of the dead, it would appear, that nothing but good must be said, so fearful is the usual chronicler of hurting any feelings. Fortunately for the usual chronicler, he has no wish to hurt. His subject is his hero and his star, and in such vein does he write. In fact, he carries it to that degree that it seems less appropriate for the effusions to be published between covers than to be tied up with pink ribbon and placed tenderly in the secret drawer of an old trunk. There have been times, in reading some worshipper’s life story of his living dream-prince, when I have felt it to be only delicate to close the book and tiptoe from the room, it was so apparent that the writer would rather be left alone with his subject.

But Mr. Pringle makes no shiny god of His Excellency. He writes of Al Smith with admiration, but he is also amused. His is a cool and discriminating account of a thoroughly interesting personality, done with as little soft music and pleasurable tears over the lowly beginnings—always the danger stretch for those who write of the Governor—as over the pregnant present. I could wish that there were more about Al Smith’s home life for there always centres my passionate curiosity about the eminent. But what there is is sure and satisfying. Mrs. Al Smith, for example, comes into all her comfortable dimension at the sentences: “Like Al, she read very little… She shares his pleasure in motion pictures and the simpler forms of the drama.”



May Sinclair has done another of the short novels that she must be able to write, by now, with one hand tied behind her and a buttered crumpet in the other. History of Anthony Waring follows her formula with a slightly ridiculous faithfulness. There is the early childhood, with Mamma in her crinoline and Papa with his parted whiskers; there is the sinister wooden box “raised on wooden things” in the light of tall candles; then there is the maiden aunt who comes to take Mamma’s place in caring for Anthony—Miss Sinclair’s familiar spinster relative who sacrifices her career for the sake of what she deems her duty, and thereafter omits no opportunity to mention all she has given up. Later, there is Anthony’s marriage to the coarse and jealous woman, and his love for the gentle creature who comes his way; a love which we Sinclair followers know is going to be put sternly behind him, so that his life and his wife’s and his love’s may be effectively ruined by sacrifice. All Miss Sinclair’s troupe, indeed, is present, save only the overripe virgin who is taken in the dead night, to the awful sound of her feet dragging along the flagged walk, into the closed carriage that waits to drive her to the madhouse.

There was a time when for me Miss Sinclair could do no wrong, but now I am all upset. History of Anthony Waring reads like a scenario for a novel, so economical, so stingy, even, is the manner of its telling. Here is a simplicity too conscious, too dogged, to make for power; vividness is here no longer. Her style has become, and I wish I were lying when I say it, a reduction to absurdity.






OCTOBER 8, 1927 MRS. COLBY’S SECOND NOVEL—THE PRIVATE PAPERS OF THE DEAD—THE PHILOSOPHER TAKES A LONG LOOK AT HIMSELF


Nathalie Colby, in her novel, Black Stream, shows with what flattering attention she has been reading the works of Virginia Woolf, the authoresses’ authoress. Indeed, in her first few chapters she has so skilfully emphasized the less fortunate mannerisms of her instructress that the strong-minded and generously inclined among her readers give her credit for an admirably sustained and a delicately cruel bit of burlesque. We weaker sisters, on the other hand, are brought by the early pages to the giddy brink of nervous collapse. One of us, we know, is not functioning properly, and we dare not hope in our inferiority that it is the author.

The book shows a cross-section (“cross-section!”—I’ve been reading too many publishers’ blurbs!) of the lives of the members of two families, living on opposite sides of a New York street. In what is becoming the popular manner, the action of the novel takes place in a stretch of twenty-four hours; a sharply dramatic twenty-four hours in the lives of most of its characters. There is a cast of characters as long as that of a Players’ Club revival, and Mrs. Colby, with none too gentle a push, thrusts so many people into her opening page that the reader is in grave danger of being trampled on in the mob. It was not, in fact, until the middle of the book that your correspondent overcame the neurotic panic induced by presence in a crowd, and conquered the accompanying grogginess enough to determine who belonged to which family.

The confusion is heightened by the author’s style. Jerky half-sentences; similes with no similitude (a girl’s hair is described as being “crisp as lettuce leaves”); trios of periods in irritating profusion; dashes, the ladies’ pets among punctuation marks, occurring by the dozen, do nothing to help. Bits like “Dry, she was left pink nakedness with a nostalgia for coffee, which she took in an aboriginal way, plucked straight from the burner on the shelf over the bathtub, no middleman between consumed and consumer”; and, again, like “Then when she was twenty, his face lay dead on the sofa, white as a piece of paper not painted over” affect one (I mean this one) with the futile rage that rises against affectation. God knows, I make no plea for the banal, but when Mrs. Colby, to avoid the plain statement of the time indicated on a woman’s watch, takes so exhausting a detour as “Under Mrs. Brazee’s pillow eight o’clock was set in diamonds,” I want to throw things, preferably copies of Black Stream, across the room. All through the first part of the book, I burned to shriek at the author, and without even apology for the staleness of the phrase, “Oh, be yourself.”

But as Mrs. Colby comes into the swing of her bitter and swift story, she ceases to cry “Woolf” (I have been trying to work that in ever since I started this thing, and now I see for myself that it really wasn’t worth it). The thoughts of her character come in sharp white flashes; their likenesses are cut in hard, deep lines. The author seems to me to be far more successful with her less admirable characters; her good people, with the exception of Mary Ellen, the youngest of the Farraday family, are too noble, though quite uninteresting enough, to be real.

Black Stream, once you get it straightened out, is an interesting novel. If only its author had not defeated herself by her affectations, it would have been a moving and a powerful one.



I think that the Journal of Katherine Mansfield is the saddest book I have ever read. Here, set down in exquisite fragments, is the record of six lonely and tormented years, the life’s-end of a desperately ill woman. So private is it that one feels forever guilty of prying for having read it.
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