

  

    

      

    

  




		

			Praise for


			The Ideal of Culture: Essays


			“Gone are the days, . . . [Epstein] writes, when ‘stability, solidity, gravity, a certain weight and aura of seriousness suffused public life.’ Although ‘in our egalitarian age,’ cultural elitism is damned, Epstein happily champions ‘the best that has been thought and said.’”


			—Kirkus Reviews


			“Epstein’s work is . . . thoughtful and playful . . . a rarely found combination of . . . light, energy, and grace. . . . He parses . . . the delights, the irritations, and the many mysteries of life. . . . He’s neither right-wing nor left-wing, but the entire bird . . .  (one of the requirements of wisdom being the ability to distinguish a moral crusade from a racket.)”


			—Larry Thornberry, American Spectator


			“The Ideal of Culture . . . seems, in its insistence on essential verities in an age of great flux, just the right book for our historical moment. . . . As more than one Epstein fan has noted, he seems to have read everything . . . [with] effortless intelligence.”


			—Danny Heitman, Christian Science Monitor


			“The release of a major collection of Joseph Epstein’s essays stands as something of an event in the world of belles-lettres. . . . Epstein . . . is not merely someone with a feeling for words. He has the breadth of knowledge, wide perspective, and the mix of shrewdness and prudence that a great commentator must.”


			—Jonathan Leaf, Modern Age


			“Masterful writing from Joseph Epstein. . . .”


			—Julia McMichael, Seattle Book Review


		




		

			Praise for


			Wind Sprints: Shorter Essays


			“I am purring, chortling and cursing my way through [Wind Sprints]. Cursing, because [the] wit, . . . erudition, . . . elan, panache, and . . . je ne sais quoi is just too depressing. There’s treasure in every sentence. It’s like spoon-eating caviar. I may have a stroke, but what a way to go.”


			—Christopher Buckley, author of Thank You for Smoking


			“A master of the essay form returns with a collection of brief pieces spanning nearly 20 years. . . . Another subtitle might have been Healthful Snacks, for these bite-size pieces are both enjoyable to ingest and good for you.”


			—Kirkus Reviews (Starred Review)


			“Witty, common-sensical, civilized, reliably pleasure-giving, Epstein is solace.”


			—Patrick Kurp, Anecdotal Evidence


			“In Wind Sprints, his latest collection of essays, Joseph Epstein confesses to literary tippling—sampling bits of prose while in the supermarket line, during television commercials, or even in traffic. . . . He excels at lively, instructive, and often funny essays that sometimes run to 10,000 words. The only complication in starting them is that they’re so charming and chatty that one cannot easily put them down. A reader who begins an Epstein piece behind the wheel is likely to be stalled on the freeway for a very long time.”


			—Danny Heitman, the Christian Science Monitor


			“It has long been implausible to argue that there’s a more engaging essayist on the planet than Epstein. . . . There are 143 pieces in Sprints, with almost no repetition of subject. Perhaps because of the length of these pieces, Epstein takes on fewer literary questions and deals with more small, quotidian matters, though in ways to demonstrate that almost anything can be dealt with intelligently, and in an entertaining way.”


			—Larry Thornberry, the American Spectator


			“This collection is the perfect introduction to the erudite and entertaining work of a prolific essayist. . . . Noted writer Joseph Epstein offers a smorgasbord of wit in the collection Wind Sprints: Shorter Essays.”


			—Peter Dabbene, ForeWord Reviews


			“Epstein (emeritus lecturer of English, Northwestern University), a frequent contributor to the Wall Street Journal, Commentary, and the Weekly Standard, is acclaimed for his witty, perceptive, and occasionally contentious essays, which he began during his editorship (1974–97) of American Scholar.”


			—Lonnie Weatherby, Library Journal


			“The 143 essays in Epstein’s entertaining new collection . . . are compulsively readable. . . . Epstein shows himself capable of writing engagingly at that brief length on just about any topic that strikes his fancy. . . . The essays are peppered with personal memories and quotes from literature and punctuated with bursts of humor—Epstein likens a bandleader’s bellow to that ‘of a man who has just been pushed off a cliff’—and they abound with pleasures that belie their brevity.”


			—Publishers Weekly


			“In the 143 short essays, Epstein discusses his reading habits, language snobbery, his love of khakis and good ol’ fashioned shoe shines, the need for a word to describe someone who is more than an acquaintance but less than a friend, the rise of hot dog prices, and the demise of the high five. . . . Generally acknowledged as one of America’s foremost essayists, Epstein’s short pieces are delightful and infuriating, endearing, and aggravating.”


			—Sean West, San Francisco Book Review        


		




		

			Praise for


			A Literary Education and Other Essays


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


			—Publishers Weekly


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


			—Kirkus Reviews


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


			—Peter Dabbene, ForeWord Reviews


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


			—Danny Heitman, Wall Street Journal


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


			—Suzanne Fields, Washington Times


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


			—Larry Thornberry, American Spectator


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


			—John Podhoretz, Commentary


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


			—William Giraldi, New Criterion


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


			— Sven Birkerts, Los Angeles Review of Books


		




		

			Praise for


			Essays in Biography


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


			—Publishers Weekly


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


			—Kirkus Reviews


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


			—Choice


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


			—Carl Rollyson, Wall Street Journal


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


			—Jonathan Yardley, Washington Post 


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


			—Boston Globe


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


			—Washington Times


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


			—Weekly Standard


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


			—Brian Doherty, Senior Editor, Reason


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


			—Robert Fulford, National Post


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


			—Christopher Flannery, Claremont Review of Books
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			Gallimaufry: A confused jumble or medley of things


		




		

			Introduction


			We learn from Herodotus, in his account of Solon’s meeting with Croesus, king of Lydia and at the time thought to be the world’s richest man, that, in Solon’s words, “You should count no man happy until he dies.” With all due respect to Solon, I count myself, at least as of the moment, if not among the happiest then among the more fortunate of men. Allow me to set out some of the reasons. 


			I have not had to go into an office for work since 1970. I was given a university teaching job without possessing any advanced degrees. I was appointed editor of a magazine on which I had no fund-raising responsibilities and on which two able sub-editors in an office nine hundred miles away did most of the detail work, the heavy-lifting, while I was given most of the credit. And, to top it off, I have been allowed to publish sixteen, with this book seventeen collections of my essays and occasional writings. 


			These writings have, moreover, had more than their share of praise. Some of this praise has been public, but much of it has come from appreciative readers who have found in one or another scribble of mine echoes in their own hearts, and have written to tell me about it. Apart from pleasure in the work itself, the greatest reward for any writer is the appreciation of intelligent readers. Those who have written to me have been kindly, gracious, and generous about my literary efforts. Perhaps the most amusing bit of praise I have ever received came from a man named Steve Straus, who wrote: “Coming across one of your pieces is like finding a $20 bill.” 


			While counting my blessings, I need to include the small number of magazine editors who over the years have continued to seek out my writing. By allowing me to indulge my own interests, and in some cases anticipating those interests, these editors have keep me steadily at work. These interests meanwhile have over the years grown not more specialized but wider, ranging, as I note from the table of contents of this book, from Theodor Mommsen to  P. G. Wodehouse, from Alcibiades to Big Bill Tilden, from Denis Diderot to Jewish jokes. 


			The good (if personal) news, then, is that I have had the luck to find congenial places to publish and an intelligent audience for my writing; the bad news is that I often feel that my kind of writing is coming at what might be the end of a long and distinguished line, one that begins with Plutarch, moves along to Montaigne, Joseph Addison, William Hazlitt and Charles Lamb, Thomas Macaulay, Max Beerbohm, and George Orwell—the line of the general, often biographical, essay. In the current day what might be called “the general interest” is being swamped by politics. So many magazines once given over almost entirely to general subjects—Harper’s, The Atlantic, The New Yorker, and others—devote more and more space to political topics. General interest is everywhere being trumped by partisan political interests. 


			I have myself been accused of being a political writer, which I don’t believe I am. True, in this book you will find essays on political correctness, the perils of the meritocracy in America, the decay of the contemporary university, and more. In so heatedly political an atmosphere as ours, one cannot avoid engaging with politics, at least not entirely. Still, as a man without a theory of government, or strong opinions on foreign policy, or much in the way of knowledge about economics, I continue to prefer to believe that I am only political enough to protect myself from the politics of others.


			Along with the dominance of politics in the intellectual and cultural life of our time, there has been that most mixed of all mixed blessing, the Internet, which has taken its toll on literary culture and on literacy itself. The great battle of the day is not the culture war, or the uncivil skirmishes between political parties, but what I think of as the serious conflict between pixels and print, with pixels increasingly dominant. By pixels I refer to reading and writing on phones, computers, kindles, tablets, watches, and other mechanical devices. 


			The two, pixels and paper, I have come to believe, engender distinctly different modes of cognition. One reads pixels, as they are chiefly meant to be read, quickly, skimmingly, chiefly for information. That is no doubt why, when one feels one has the information one needs online, one’s hand twitches on one’s cursor and one is ready to scroll down, to be done and gone. Reading pixels one doesn’t often notice style, rhythm, wit, all those individual touches a careful writer puts into his work, certainly not in the same way one reads on paper. Something there is insubstantial, ephemeral, impermanent about writing that appears in pixels. 


			Reading a book or magazine, even a newspaper, one is usually in repose, becalmed, pensive. One notes interesting turns of phrase, striking metaphors and similes, the architecture of well-made sentences, all things that tend to pass unnoticed in pixels. On paper one sometimes returns to re-read key passages, or pauses to make a note, or lightly sidelines an arresting phrase. Not so with pixels, which have now taught people to read differently, and, since one learns to write from reading, pixels also figures to change the way people will write, which seems, potentially, a serious subtraction, a sadness if not a shame. 


			Still, there remains—one likes to think there will always remain—a saving remnant. Whether this remnant is of 20,000, 50,000, or more than a 100,000 people cannot be known. But those readers who find the time for, and take pleasure in, serious books and magazines are out there I know, and I am immensely grateful to have to heard from my share of them. 


		




		

			Part One


			Essays & Reviews


		




		

			The Bookish Life


			(2018)


			The village idiot of the shtetl of Frampol was offered the job of waiting at the village gates to greet the arrival of the Messiah. “The pay isn’t great,” he was told, “but the work is steady.” The same might be said about the conditions of the bookish life: low pay but steady work. By the bookish life, I mean a life in which the reading of books has a central, even a dominating, place. I recall some years ago a politician whose name is now as lost to me as it is to history who listed reading among his hobbies, along with fly-fishing and jogging. Reading happens to be my hobby, too, along with peristalsis and respiration.


			Like the man—the fellow with the name Solomon, writing under the pen name Ecclesiastes—said, “Of the making of many books there is no end; and much study is a weariness of the flesh.” So many books are there in the world that no one can get around to even all the best among them, and hence no one can claim to be truly well-read. Some people are merely better-read than others. Nobody has read, or can read, everything, and by everything I include only the good, the beautiful, the important books.


			The first question is “How can one tell which books qualify as good, beautiful, important?” In an essay of 1978 called “On Reading Books: A Barbarian’s Cogitations,” Alexander Gerschenkron, a Harvard economist of wide learning, set out three criteria: A good book must be interesting, memorable, and rereadable. This is as sensible as it is unhelpful. How can one know if a book is interesting until one has read it; memorable until time has or has not lodged it in one’s memory; rereadable until the decades pass and one feels the need to read it again and enjoys it all the more on doing so?


			Not much help, either, is likely to be found in various lists of the world’s best books. In 1771 a man named Robert Skipwith, later to be Thomas Jefferson’s wife’s brother-in-law, asked Jefferson to compile for him a list of indispensable books. Jefferson obliged with a list of 148 titles, mostly Greek and Roman classics, and some intensely practical treatises, among them a book on horse-hoeing husbandry. The Guardian not long ago published a list of the world’s one hundred best nonfiction books in English, and while nearly every one seemed eminently worthy, one could just as easily add another hundred books that should have been on such a list, and this does not include all the world’s splendid works of fiction, drama, and poetry, and not merely in English alone. In 1960, Clifton Fadiman, then a notable literary critic, produced a work called The Lifetime Reading Plan, a work of 378 pages, which I have chosen never to read, lest it take up the time I might devote to a better book.


			Such lists reveal a yearning for a direct route to wisdom. Brace yourself for the bad news: None is available. If one wanted to establish expertise in a restricted field—economics, say, or art history, or botany—such a list might be useful. But for the road to acquiring the body of unspecialized knowledge that sometimes goes by the name of general culture, sometimes known as the pursuit of wisdom, no map, no blueprint, no plan, no shortcut exists, nor, as I hope to make plain, could it.


			Bookish, which sounds a bit like Jewish, is the word I use to describe lives that are dominated by books. I grew up in a home proudly Jewish but not in the least bookish. I don’t believe we even had a dictionary in our apartment during the years I was growing up. The only books I can recall are a few volumes of a small-format, dun-colored, red-trimmed Funk & Wagnalls encyclopedia that my father acquired through newspaper subscription. Both my parents were well-spoken, my paternal grandfather in Montreal published three books in Hebrew whose cost was underwritten by my father, and my mother was a near genius in her accurate judgment of other people, but reading books takes time, and neither of my parents found time for them.


			As a young boy, I didn’t find much time for books, either. Sports were all that interested me, and sports took up all four seasons of the year. I read only the sports pages in the Chicago Daily News, and I read lots of comic books, including classic comic books, which were useful for giving book reports in school. The first book that genuinely lit my fire—no surprise here, it was a sports book—was John R. Tunis’s All-American. So enamored was I of the novel that I took out my first library card so that I could read the rest of Tunis’ sports novels.


			The next four years I spent as an entirely uninterested high-school student. Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar, George Eliot’s Adam Bede, a few essays by Ralph Waldo Emerson, all offered as part of the required school curriculum, none of them so much as laid a glove on me. Willa Cather, a writer I have come to admire as the greatest twentieth-century American novelist, chose not to allow any of her novels put into what she called “school editions,” lest young students, having to read her under the duress of school assignments, never return to her books when they were truly ready for them. She was no dope, Miss Cather.


			Only after I had departed high school did books begin to interest me, and then only in my second year of college, when I transferred from the University of Illinois to the University of Chicago. Among the most beneficial departures from standard college fare at the University of Chicago was the brilliant idea of eliminating textbooks from undergraduate study. This meant that instead of reading, in a thick textbook, “In his Politics Aristotle held . . . ,” or “In Civilization and Its Discontents Freud argued . . .” or “In On Liberty John Stuart Mill asserted . . . ,” students read the Politics, Civilization and Its Discontents, On Liberty, and a good deal else. Not only read them, but, if they were like me, became excited by them. Heady stuff, all this, for a nineteen-year-old semi-literate who, on first encountering their names, was uncertain how to pronounce Proust or Thucydides.


			Along with giving me a firsthand acquaintance with some of the great philosophers, historians, novelists, and poets of the Western world, the elimination of that dreary, baggy-pants middleman called the textbook gave me the confidence that I could read the most serious of books. Somehow it also gave me a rough sense of what is serious in the way of reading and what is not. Anyone who has read a hundred pages of Herodotus senses that it is probably a mistake—that is, a waste of your finite and therefore severely limited time on earth—to read a six-hundred-page biography of Bobby Kennedy, unless, that is, you can find one written by Xenophon.


			What is the true point of a bookish life? Note I write “point,” not “goal.” The bookish life can have no goal: It is all means and no end. The point, I should say, is not to become immensely knowledgeable or clever, and certainly not to become learned. Montaigne, who more than five centuries ago established the modern essay, grasped the point when he wrote, “I may be a man of fairly wide reading, but I retain nothing.” Retention of everything one reads, along with being mentally impossible, would only crowd and ultimately cramp one’s mind. “I would very much love to grasp things with a complete understanding,” Montaigne wrote, “but I cannot bring myself to pay the high cost of doing so. . . . From books all I seek is to give myself pleasure by an honorable pastime; or if I do study, I seek only that branch of learning which deals with knowing myself and which teaches me how to live and die well.” What Montaigne sought in his reading, as does anyone who has thought at all about it, is “to become more wise, not more learned or more eloquent.” As I put it elsewhere some years ago, I read for the pleasures of style and in the hope of “laughter, exaltation, insight, enhanced consciousness,” and, like Montaigne, on lucky days perhaps to pick up a touch of wisdom along the way.


			The act of reading—office memos, newspaper articles on trade and monetary policy, and bureaucratic bumpf apart—should if possible never be separable from pleasure. Twenty or so years ago there was a vogue for speed-reading. (“I took a speed-reading course and read War and Peace in twenty minutes,” Woody Allen quipped. “A book about Russia, isn’t it?”) But why, one wonders, would you wish to speed up an activity that gives pleasure? Speed-reading? I’d as soon take a course in speed-eating or speed-lovemaking. Yet the notion of speed generally hovers over the act of reading. “A real page-turner,” people say of certain novels or biographies. I prefer to read books that are page-stoppers, that cause me to stop and contemplate a striking idea, an elegant phrase, an admirably constructed sentence. A serious reader reads with a pencil in hand, to sideline, underline, make a note.


			Nor, I suspect, is the bookish soul likely to read chiefly on a Kindle or a tablet. I won’t go into the matter of the aesthetics of book design, the smell of books, the fine feel of a well-made book in one’s hands, lest I be taken for a hedonist, a reactionary, and a snob. More important, apart from the convenience of Kindles and tablets—in allowing for enlarged print, in portability if one wants to take more than one or two books along when traveling—I have come to believe that there is a mysterious but quite real difference between words on pixel and words in print. For reasons perhaps one day brain science will reveal to us, print has more weight, a more substantial feel, makes a greater demand on one’s attention, than the pixel. One tends not to note a writer’s style as clearly in pixels as one does in print. Presented with a thirty- or forty-paragraph piece of writing in pixels, one wants to skim after fifteen or twenty paragraphs in a way that one doesn’t ordinarily wish to do in print. Pixels for information and convenience, then, print for knowledge and pleasure is my sense of the difference between the two.


			I have heard many stories of intelligent people deriving much pleasure from listening to books, serious books, on their smartphones or other devices. I wish them joy of it, for I cannot find any. Many years ago, a number of my own books were put on something then called “books on tape.” Ordinarily I would have thought this a lovely ego sandwich, walking or driving about the city listening to my own words spoken by a (doubtless) out-of-work actor. On the contrary, I found I couldn’t bear it. This stranger’s reading rhythms were far from the rhythms I had put into my sentences; his pronunciations were sometimes off; listening to him I felt chiefly a sense of intrusion. Besides, listening to someone read, not just one’s own but any serious writing, doesn’t allow one to linger, go back to reread, ponder an interesting passage. Reading and listening to someone else reading are two widely, I should even say wildly, different things.


			In the risky generalization department, slow readers tend to be better readers—more careful, more critical, more thoughtful. I myself rarely read more than twenty-five or thirty pages of a serious book in a single sitting. Reading a novel by Thomas Mann, a short story by Chekhov, a historical work by Theodor Mommsen, essays by Max Beerbohm, why would I wish to rush through them? Savoring them seems more sensible. After all, you never know when you will pass this way again.


			A great help in leading the bookish life is to recognize that as a reader, you might be omnivorous, but you can never be anywhere near omniscient. The realization removes a great deal of pressure. Some of this pressure derives from the claim of recent years that there is a much wider world than the Western one most of us grew up and were educated in. If one is not to be thought parochial in one’s interests, the argument holds, one is responsible for knowing not Western culture alone but also the cultures of the Far and Near East. Yet when I think of all I haven’t read in or about Western culture, I am perfectly prepared to take a pass on Islam, Hinduism, Shintoism, Buddhism, and the rich store of Chinese Confucian and contemplative literature. These and more will have to wait until I have read Pindar, Terence, Hume’s History of England, Taine, Zola, and a few hundred other such items, not to speak of the books I should like to reread. They’ll have to wait, it begins to look, until the next life, which, I like to think, will surely provide a well-stocked library. If it doesn’t, I’m not sure I want any part of it. Hell of course will have a library, but one stocked exclusively with science fiction, six-hundred-odd page novels by men whose first name is Jonathan, and books extolling the 1960s.


			Rereading is a subject on its own. How many books you have read when young seem less impressive when you are older! The books of Ernest Hemingway and Henry David Thoreau are two instances that jump to mind for me. Hemingway’s code of manliness and Thoreau’s plea to simplify our lives both seem so much balderdash, fustian, rodomontade. Ralph Waldo Emerson left me cold as a kid and even colder now. While other books that one was less impressed with when young—Willa Cather’s is my example here—now seem richly complex, deep, indispensable. Some of the best of all books are those one loved when young and finds even better in later life. Marguerite Yourcenar’s novel Memoirs of Hadrian is such a book for me. The frisson afforded by rereading is the discovery not only of things one missed the first time round but of the changes in oneself.


			When I was in grammar school, in the sixth grade, our class had a visit from a woman from the Chicago Public Library. She came to inform us, in a sanctimonious voice, that books will “take us to unknown shores, bring us treasures hitherto undreamed of. Yes, boys and girls,” she said, “books are your friends.” Marcel Proust, of all people, would have agreed, with a single proviso. He believed that books were in some ways better than friends. “In reading,” he held, “friendship is suddenly brought back to its first purity.” Unlike with friends, we spend time with books only because we truly wish to be in their company. We never have to ask what they thought of us. Clashes of egotism have nothing to do with the bookish relationship. Perhaps best of all, when we tire of books, unlike tiring of friends, we close them and replace them on the shelf. Friendship with books, Proust felt, though it may be one-way, is nonetheless an unselfish friendship.


			Reading may not be the same as conversation, but reading the right books, the best books, puts us in the company of men and women more intelligent than ourselves. Only by keeping company with those smarter than ourselves, in books or in persons, do we have a chance of becoming a bit smarter. My friend Edward Shils held that there were four modes, or means, of education: that in the classroom, that through superior newspapers and journals, that from the conversation of intelligent friends, and that obtained from bookstores and especially used bookstores. The so-called digital age, spearheaded by Amazon, is slowly putting this last-named mode out of business. With its ample stock, quick delivery, and slightly lower prices, Amazon is well on its way to killing the independent bookstore. But the owners of these stores are not the only losers. Readers, too, turn out to be ill-served by this bit of mixed progress that Amazon and other online booksellers have brought.


			I have seen used bookstores described as places where you find books you didn’t know you wanted. I recently went into a neighborhood used bookstore just to browse, and came out with two books I hadn’t, until I had them in my hands, known I’d wanted: Lesley Chamberlain’s Nietzsche in Turin and Barry Strauss’s The Battle of Salamis. I regularly make such unexpected discoveries. A few years ago, in another used bookstore, in its classics section, I came upon a book titled Rome and Pompeii by a writer I had never heard of named Gaston Boissier (1823–1908). I opened it, was pleased by the few passages I scanned, and bought it. I have subsequently read two other of Boissier’s books, Roman Africa and The Country of Horace and Virgil, both of which gave much satisfaction. Without coming upon Boissier in a shop, holding his book in my hands, examining it, I should have missed out on a splendid writer.


			As you will have gathered, correctly, I am far from a systematic reader. I read only books on subjects that interest me, and my interests tend to rove all over the intellectual and aesthetic lot. These interests tend to come in phases, sometimes resulting in reading binges. Not uncommonly a broad general subject will absorb my interest—the history of Rome, the Austro-Habsburg Empire, the belle epoque—and I find much of my reading devoted to it. Within the last few years, for example, caught up in a passion for all things Roman, I read Sallust, lots of Cicero, a great deal of Livy, some Appian, Polybius, Plutarch, Tacitus, Seneca, Pliny the Younger, Suetonius, Edward Gibbon, Theodor Mommsen, Ronald Syme, and more. I read all this not to gain mastery over the subject but for pleasure and what I hope is the occasional insight into human nature across a vast stretch of time that reading about Rome brings. I know no better ways to spend my days.


			“I hate to read new books,” William Hazlitt began an essay called “On Reading Old Books.” He closes the same essay with a brief listing of many of the books he would still like to read: Lord Clarendon’s History of the Grand Rebellion, Guicciardini’s History of Florence, the plays of Beaumont and Fletcher, the speeches in Thucydides, Don Quixote in the original Spanish, and more. Reading that list, I immediately feel an intellectual kinship with Hazlitt.


			I cannot say that I hate to read new books; since I write a few of them, this would put me in an awkward position. But as one grows older and recognizes that one’s time isn’t infinite, one is more likely to choose to read the three volumes of Mommsen’s History of Rome over the five volumes of Robert Caro’s The Years of Lyndon Johnson, the poetry of Wallace Stevens over that of John Ashbery, the novels of Marcel Proust over those of Jonathan Franzen.


			We all live in the contemporary world, but that doesn’t mean that we have to restrict our reading to that world, which is doubtless already too much with us. “The art of not reading is a very important one,” Schopenhauer wrote.


			It consists in not taking an interest in whatever may be engaging the attention of the general public at any particular time. When some political or ecclesiastical pamphlet, or novel, or poem is making a great commotion, you should remember that he who writes for fools always finds a large public. A precondition for reading good books is not reading bad ones: for life is short.


			I know of no better advice for taking a pass on just about everything on the New York Times best seller list.


			If you happen to be in search of an example of the word “desultory,” allow me to offer my own current reading. On or near my bedside table I have bookmarks in the following books: Paul Johnson’s little book on Mozart, John Aubrey’s Brief Lives, A. J. P. Taylor’s The Habsburg Monarchy, 1809–1918, William Rothstein’s Men & Memories, 1872–1938, and Robert Burton’s 1,381-page Anatomy of Melancholy. I’ve twice before made a run at Burton’s book, but it now begins to look as if I may have to finish reading it in the next life. In my bathroom astride the back of the commode sits Ernst Pawel’s The Labyrinth of Exile: A Life of Theodor Herzl, André Maurois’s Byron, and the Journal de L’Abbé Mugnier. (As for reading in the bathroom, one of the highest compliments I have had came from a reader of a magazine I edited when he told me that he took it to the bathroom.) Elsewhere round my apartment, I have bookmarks in studies of Catullus and Alcibiades, a recent biography of Brutus, G. K. Chesterton’s Saint Francis of Assisi, The Reflections and Maxims of Luc de Clapiers, Marquis of Vauvenargues, two slender volumes on Proust by Princess Marthe Bibesco, and Cornelius Nepos’s Lives of Eminent Commanders. If you can make sense of this jumble of subjects, yours is a keener mind than mine.


			Which brings me to the clutter that books can bring into a home. Books Do Furnish a Room is a truism as well as the title of the tenth novel in Anthony Powell’s twelve-volume Dance to the Music of Time novel cycle, but it needs to be added that books can also take over a room—and not one room alone. Harry Wolfson, the Harvard scholar and philosopher, is said to have used both his refrigerator and oven to store books. I tell you this so your feelings shouldn’t be hurt if, had you happened to have known him, Professor Wolfson failed to invite you to dinner.


			I have myself twice sold off large numbers of my books. I had hoped to keep my own collection of books within respectable bounds—down, say, to the two or three hundred of the books I most love—but have found that impossible. I also instituted a failed policy of telling myself that for every book I brought home, I would get rid of one already in my possession. Meanwhile, over the years, I seem to have acquired two thousand or so books. Publishers and people send me books. Like an incorrigible juvenile delinquent who can’t stay out of pool halls, I wander into used bookshops and do not often emerge empty-handed. Books in my apartment continue to multiply. Some of them, I suspect, do it overnight, in the dark, while I am asleep.


			As a book accumulator, I am a piker next to Edward Shils, who in a capacious three-bedroom apartment in Chicago had a library of roughly 16,000 volumes, in three languages, all of them serious, with another 6,000 books stored in a house he kept at Cambridge in England. In one of the two bathrooms in his Chicago apartment, Edward had bookshelves built over and above the bath and commode. No flat surface in his apartment, including his dining room table, was uncovered by books (or magazines or papers).


			I am Edward Shils’s literary executor, and in his will he noted that he wished his personal library to go to Hebrew University in Jerusalem. When I wrote to a former student of his, himself now a teacher at Hebrew University, to inform him of this bequest, he called back to say that, though he was touched by Edward’s sentiment, the library at Hebrew University couldn’t find the space for so many books, nor the money—he estimated it at $100,000—needed to ship and catalogue them, but would accept a few hundred or so books that they would set out on shelves under his name. I eventually sold the bulk of the books to a private dealer, for the sum of $166,000, which went into Edward’s estate, but I also felt a touch of sadness that this great personal library, reflecting a powerful thinker’s intellectual autobiography, would now be broken up.


			Nietzsche said that life without music is a mistake. I would agree, adding that it is no less a mistake without books. Proust called books “the noblest of distractions,” and they are assuredly that, but also more, much more. “People say that life is the thing,” wrote Logan Pearsall Smith, “but I prefer reading.” In fact, with a bit of luck, the two reinforce each other. In The Guermantes Way volume of his great novel, Proust has his narrator note a time when he knew “more books than people and literature better than life.” The best arrangement, like that between the head and the heart, is one of balance between life and reading. One brings one’s experience of life to one’s reading, and one’s reading to one’s experience of life. You can get along without reading serious books—many extraordinary, large-hearted, highly intelligent people have—but why, given the chance, would you want to? Books make life so much richer, grander, more splendid. The bookish life is not for everyone, nor are its rewards immediately evident, but at a minimum taking it up you are assured, like the man said, of never being out of work.


		




		

			
Body without Soul


			(2020)


			I am not altogether incurious, but one entity about which I have over the years shown little curiosity is my own body. Until recently I could not have told you the function of my, or anyone else’s, pancreas, spleen, or gallbladder. I’d just as soon not have known I have kidneys, and was less than certain about their exact whereabouts, apart from knowing that they reside somewhere in the region of my lower back. About my entrails, those yards of intestines winding through my body, the less I knew about them the better, though I have always liked the sound of the word duodenum. About the cells and chromosomes, the hormones and microbes crawling and swimming about in my body, let us not speak.


			For better and worse, these deficiencies in my knowledge have been cleared up, at least for the nonce, by a splendid book by Bill Bryson called The Body, A Guide for Occupants. The book is an account of human parts, both inside and out, and what is known and still not known about them; it catalogues the diseases and mechanical failures to which these parts are heir; establishes a pantheon of heroic medical researchers and a rogues’ gallery of quacks; sets out some of the differences between humans and other mammals and between the male and female of our own species—and it does all this in a highly fluent, often amusing, never dull manner. The whole is informed by a point of view that is ironical yet suffused with awed appreciation for that endlessly complex machine the human body. 


			In the first hundred pages of The Body one learns that there are microbes in one’s belly button, the average adult touches his face sixteen times an hour, the number of human facial expressions ranges between 4,100 and 10,000, tears come in three varieties, the human eye can distinguish between 2.5 million and 7.5 million colors, humans choke more easily than any other mammal, people who have had their tonsils removed when young may have a 44 percent greater risk of heart attack later in life, one of the inventors of the lobotomy won the Nobel Prize for Medicine in 1949, and Leonardo’s “Mona Lisa” has no eyebrows. Scores of such items float through the book. 


			But above all this and more rich factual matter—the number of heart beats in a lifetime (up to 2.5 billion), famous stutterers, “the complicated hydraulics of male erection,” the world’s tallest human being (Robert Wadlow, at 8’11”), the world’s oldest human being (Jean Louise Calumet, who lived to be 122, and quit smoking only at 117) the removal of Samuel Pepys’ gall stone (but not Montaigne’s), the many functions of the liver (which does everything, Bill Bryson tells us, but kick extra points)—reading The Body naturally throws one back on thoughts about one’s own body. The book has caused me to feel that, on balance, I have been fairly fortunate in my own body. I have no serious deformity, suffer no chronic illness of any seriousness, have arrived in my eighties in relatively decent health, though, an old joke has it, one definition of a healthy person is someone who has not had a recent medical examination. 


			A few qualifications. In 1997, at the age of sixty, I had bypass heart surgery. My immune system is apparently not all it should be. (The immune system’s task, Bill Bryson writes, is “to identify anything in the body that shouldn’t be there, and if necessary, kill it.”) Some years ago, I had been diagnosed, probably mistakenly, with Crohn’s disease. I was given the steroid Prednisone to cope with Crohn’s, a steroid that caused something called avascular necrosis in my right hip, which had me on a cane for a few months and ended my career as a high-B racquetball player. In the medical fashions of the day, as a young child I had my tonsils removed, and I was not breast-fed (an activity that was thought déclassé, or peasanty, by middle-class women of that day). I recall having chicken pox but not measles. I had a brief bout of ringworm when in the sixth-grade, which meant I had to wear a hat for several weeks in school. More recently I have been found to have low-grade Celiac Disease, so that I have had to go on a gluten-free diet, on which from time to time I happily cheat. 


			I nearly forgot that a few years ago I had something called bulbous pemphigoid—a term always to be pronounced with one’s best imitation of W. C. Fields—that entailed a blistering on my chest and legs. I was twice misdiagnosed about it, first by a dermatologist who suggested I get rid of my mattress, then by another who had me standing in my undershorts in a cabinet under ultra-violet lights. The man who got it right, a dermatologist named Alan Lasser, was admirably candid on the subject of the shakiness of dermatology generally.


			On the other, more vigorous hand, I have had no allergies. I avoided venereal disease. (At headquarters company, Fifth Armored Division, Fort Hood, Texas, in 1959 we were offered something called a good-conduct holiday if the company could go a full month with no car accidents or reported cases of venereal disease. We never got the holiday.) I managed to evade diabetes, a disease that often afflicts many of my co-religionists. (A Frenchman, a German, and a Jew are lost in the desert: “I am thirsty, and must have wine,” exclaims the Frenchman. “I am thirsty and must have beer,” cries out the German. “I am thirsty and must have diabetes,” says the Jew.) I have never been overweight. (“ . . . more people on earth [today] suffer from obesity,” Bryson reports, “than from hunger.”) I have thus far escaped being among those 800,000 Americans who annually have joint-replacement surgery. I smoked cigarettes—never less than a pack a day—between the ages of sixteen and thirty-nine without apparent detriment. I’ve never required the too-often dubious services of a psychotherapist. I have been allowed to keep a respectable amount of hair atop my head, most of it now grey and white, though hair long ago departed my legs and arms. If we live long enough, it has been said, we go out of the world as we entered it: hairless, toothless, babbling.


			Sexist dog that I am, I am pleased to have been born male. Men on average may die younger than women, but they escape the inconvenience of menstruation and later the psychological adjustment of menopause. Bill Bryson reports that 80 percent of autoimmune diseases occur in women, though men “get Parkinson’s more often and commit suicide more, even though they suffer less from clinical depression.” The cruncher of course is childbirth, which I am delighted never to have had to undergo. No more difficult than defecating a pumpkin is a description of childbirth that refuses to depart my memory. After describing the pain of childbirth, Bryson writes: “If ever there was an event that challenges the concept of intelligent design, it is the act of childbirth.” 


			Owing to the complications and pain of childbirth, one learns from The Body, Caesarian births are on the increase, with a third of births in America now being done by C-section, and 60 percent of these done not for medical reasons but out of convenience. The complication here, Bryson notes, is that those born by C-section “have substantially increased risks for type 1 diabetes, asthma, celiac disease, and even obesity and an eightfold greater risk of developing allergies.” He adds that in the current day, one in seven couples currently seek help in conceiving, an exercise that I, with two sons born before I was twenty-five and a former chairman of my neighborhood Unplanned Parenthood Committee, am pleased to have evaded. A friend who went through fertility therapy years ago likened it to being a field-goal kicker: “You’re called into the game at odd times,” he said.


			So, I personally have less complaint than wonder at that extraordinary carapace of flesh and bone that is the body. I feel sorry for those who drew a less ordinary carapace than mine, who go through life feeling repugnance for their own bodies. I think of heavyset young women who each morning confront the fact that they loathe the thickness of their legs; or those, men and women both, who find their own facial features displeasing. So many things can go wrong in the composition of the human face, the construction of the human body. Then there are the people who are wracked with allergies, or burdened with brittle bones, or—dirtiest trick of all—mentally unbalanced or askew. The human body, though the standard issue contains 206 bones and roughly 600 muscles, is highly, one is inclined to say wildly, various. 


			Begin with the varying size of the thing. At O’Hare Airport I once found myself standing next to Wilt Chamberlain, then playing with the Los Angeles Lakers, and felt I did not come up much higher than his belt buckle. I am, if I stand up very straight, 5’7.” (Humphrey Bogart was 5’8,” Fred Astaire somewhere between 5’7” and 5’9”; two differently charming men whose work required they wear a hairpiece.) I have never considered not being taller a serious—you will pardon the expression—shortcoming. Had I been taller I might have gone beyond playing on my high-school frosh-soph basketball team to play on the varsity. When young I might also have pursued taller girls. But I can think of no further, no serious disadvantage my modest height conferred. 


			The world over my lifetime meanwhile seems to be growing taller and taller. When I was a kid, basketball players of more than 6’3” were ipso facto ill-coordinated, klutzy. Now men like LeBron Davis and Kevin Durant, at 6’8” and 6’9” respectively, move more gracefully on the basketball court than I ever did. Rod Laver and Kenny Rosewall, two of the top tennis players of my youth, were both 5’7,” while five of today’s top-ten ranked tennis players are over 6’5.” Football players are currently not only taller but, with several 300-pound linemen and 250-pound running backs commonplace in college and pro football, wider. Major-league pitchers under 6’3” are rare. Among civilians walking the streets in my college neighborhood, more and more tall young women are about; Asian men, whom one is used somehow to thinking of as smallish, seem so no longer. I don’t believe I’ve lost any height while aging, but somehow in recent years walking the streets I’ve begun to feel smaller. 


			In humans, as in cars and other machines, parts wear out. I’ve already mentioned the high number of hip, knee, and other joint replacements, most of them done on older people. Back pain is a common complaint as we age. Arthritis is perhaps a less common yet still fairly frequent problem. (I have a touch of it myself, in my left thumb.) Eyesight dims. (I have had cataract surgeries in both eyes.) Hearing becomes less sharp. (A common complaint among people over seventy is the noisiness of contemporary restaurants.) As for sleeping, which Bill Bryson refers to as “the most mysterious thing we do,” for most older people sleep ceases to become the continuous, purely restful exercise it was in earlier years, but is generally interrupted two, three, four times during the night, in good part owing to the loss of elasticity in the bladder as one grows older. “Getting much,” among men my age, no longer refers to sex but to sleep. 


			“Cancer,” Bryson reports, “is above all an age thing. Between birth and the age of forty, men have a just one in seventy-one chance of getting cancer and women one in fifty-one, but over sixty the odds drop to one in three for men and one in four for women.” With the cancer comes the complications of radiation, the nightmare of chemotherapy. At what age does one decide to forego treatment and give up the ghost. A gastroenterologist I used on occasion to see one day showed me a letter from a patient, a man of seventy-one, who had decided to forego any efforts to stave off his recently discovered stomach cancer, preferring death to treatment. He had, he wrote in the letter, “had enough of life.”


			Then there is Alzheimer’s, which has come to serve, incorrectly, as a general rubric for all forms of dementia. Alzheimer’s apparently cannot be specifically diagnosed until post-mortem, though Bill Bryson notes that “Alzheimer’s accounts for between 60 and 70 percent of all dementia cases.” Apart from a sloppy or painful death, dementia is the perhaps the greatest dread of old age. To lose it, to go ga-ga, to join the multitudes—“some fifty million people around the world,” according to Bryson, suffer dementia—who can no longer remember the names or recognize the faces of their own children is the horror of horrors. 


			Bill Bryson maintains that the threat of dementia can be reduced by healthy diet, moderate exercise, abstinence from smoking and heavy drinking. He also claims that “the more education you have had the less likely you are to get Alzheimer’s,” adding that “having an active and questing mind” helps even more. Would it were so! The wife of a dear friend of mine, a man possessed of as active and questing a mind as I have known, once reported to me that she had a call from the owner of a nearby bookstore café that her husband, whose mind was clearly vanishing into dementia, was stealing cookies. She told the café-owner to run a tab. Later when my friend had to be put into a nearby institution for the demented, his wife, on a visit, noted a good deal of straw on the floor of the institution’s dining room. When she asked about it, she was told that it was there because there had been barn-dancing the night before. “Did my husband participate?” she asked. She was told he did and seemed to enjoy it greatly. I can more easily imagine Field Marshall Rommel or Charles de Gaulle barn-dancing than I can my dignified dear friend. A different brain, clearly, had come to inhabit his body. 


			“Your brain,” Bill Bryson writes, “is you. Everything else is just plumbing and scaffolding.” Of the various activities of the brain, that of memory seems most mutable, especially as one grows older. Memory seems so arbitrary, so oddly selective, often so disappointing. In the past few days, I could not call up the last name of a woman who once did me a great deal of harm, nor of the Cubs pitcher Kerry Wood, nor that of Antonio Vivaldi. During the same time I recalled vividly the name and face of Merle Scurry, the prettiest girl in my kindergarten class at Eugene Field School in 1942, and the ditty accompanying the radio commercial for Prell Shampoo. Calling up proper names is chief problem many people my age. “What was the name of that actor in the movie whose title I forget?” is a question a friend of mine not long asked at lunch. Do these fairly regular memory lapses, as seems natural to wonder, mark onset of dementia? I prefer to think not, but, such are the mysteries of the mind, who knows?


			One of the few subjects associated with the body that Bill Bryson does not touch on is hypochondria, or abnormal fear of one’s health joined to the fear that one has a serious disease. I have heard it said that hypochondriacs tend to live longer than those without this mental affliction, if only because they so regularly visit physicians. The older one gets, though, the more likely is hypochondria not only to kick in and seem not at all nutty but rather sensible. The greater one’s age, after all, the higher are the odds that one will be struck down by one devastating blow or another. Forty percent of Americans, Bill Bryson reports, will over their lifetimes have had cancer, sixty percent visited by dementia, while heart attack remains the primary cause of death. That soreness in one’s left arm—does it suggest a heart attack waiting in ambush? The blemish on one’s right shoulder—might it be lymphoma, or mylenoma, or one of those other mellifluous-sounding but quite deadly skin cancers. As for that slight irregularity of one’s bowel movements—colon, or stomach cancer perhaps? Why not? At seventy-five and beyond, one waits for both shoes to fall, or at any rate I have. 


			“We now die more from non-communicable than from contagious disease,” Bill Bryson writes. We die more frequently, in other words, from genetic inheritance—“The best way to ensure longevity,” according to George Bernard Shaw, “is to pick your parents”—or from poor self-maintenance. Self-maintenance chiefly means exercise and diet. As it happens, I hold with neither. I have friends my age who still run 5K races, do one-hand push-ups, dozens of chin-ups; others who still play singles tennis. My only exercise, apart from a bit of stretching and shoulder rolls in the shower and putting my trousers on standing up, is walking about on errands. 


			According to a study cited by Bryson, “someone who sits for six hours or more per day” qualifies as a couch potato. Most days I sit for more than twelve hours. Adding up the time I sit reading or at my desk writing or in a comfortable chair reading, or on the couch watching baseball games or English detective shows in the evening, I qualify as a couch potato with oak-leaf cluster. But why, my thinking is, be jogging round the block or working up a sweat on a NordicTrack, destroying what remains of the cartilage in my knees, when I could be comfortably sitting on my duff reading the stories of Nikolai Lesko or the essays of David Hume. 


			As for diet, in recent years I, having forsaken all health foods, eat what I like. Wild and crazy guy that I am, this includes at least one hard-boiled egg a day, ice cream whenever it is on offer, and red meat no fewer than twice a week. “The most popular vegetable in America by a very wide margin,” Bill Bryson notes, “is the french fry,” and I have my share of those, too. Lest I make myself sound braver than I am, I do take four different vitamins, and a statin to cut down my cholesterol. But with only one prescription drug (the statin), I am, among those my age, rather abstemious. Many among my contemporaries are on five or six prescriptions. “We rarely know, for instance,” Bill Bryson writes, “what happens when various medications are taken in combination.” A friend told me that Tom Wolfe when at Johns Hopkins for a general check-up revealed that he was on thirteen different pills. The physicians at Hopkins told him to cut out any eight. 


			Life spans round the world have increased just as deaths at childbirth have decreased. Cancer survival rates have improved. According to a study cited by Bryson, medicine has accounted for roughly 20 percent of these improvements; improved sanitation, diet, and healthier working conditions have been more important. The rich—no surprise here—live longer than others. But Americans—a surprise here—have a greater death rate than the Australians, the English, the Germans, and the French, owing no doubt to poor diet, stress, and death through ill-health and violence among the poor. 


			Spinoza claimed that “the free man thinks of nothing less than death.” But, then, Spinoza (1632–1677) lived only to the age of forty-five, so what did he know? Montaigne (1533–1592), who lived to nearly sixty, felt that if we are to “banish the strangeness of death,” we “should always keep the image of death in our minds and in our imagination.” If one has had the good fortune to reach one’s eighties, the subject of death becomes insistent and questions that arise from this insistence are how much longer will one live and how long one would wish to live? We have no control over the answer to the first question, obviously, but we can at least theorize upon the second question.


			Everyone, surely, would like to continue living as long as life is good. But when does it cease to be good? When pain vastly outweighs pleasure. When one feels a serious slippage in one’s mental prowess. When one can no longer do many of the things one loves and still wants to do. (My father, who lived to ninety-two, regretted more than anything else his loss of independence when in the last year or so of his life he required care-givers.) As for myself, I should like to remain alive as long as I continue to find the world the same richly complex, endlessly puzzling, vastly amusing place I have always found it. 


		




		

			
Chicago, Then and Now


			(2018)


			The big news out of Chicago, city of my birth and upbringing, is murder. According to a reliable website called Hey Jackass! during 2017, someone in Chicago was shot every 2 hours and 27 minutes and murdered every 12 hours and 59 minutes. There were 679 murders and 2,936 people shot in the city. This, for those who like their deviancy defined down, is an improvement over 2016, when 722 people were murdered and 3,658 shot. The overwhelming preponderance of these people, victims and murderers both, are black, and the crimes committed chiefly in black neighborhoods on the city’s south and west sides. Many of the murders were among the sorts of gangs long familiar in Chicago, which over the years has seen the Egyptian Cobras, the Blackstone Rangers, the Disciples, and the Conservative Vice Lords, among many others. According to a 2008 Department of Justice report, something like 100,000 members of up to 75 gangs were operating in the city. Gang involvement in drug trafficking has upped the stakes and intensified the violence in many of the city’s black neighborhoods.


			Who to blame for this wretched, hideous, and genuinely barbarous situation? The city’s police, its politicians, its schools, its black leadership, contemporary black culture—all have come in for their share of accusations. But then Chicago has a rich tradition of murder. As early as 1910, the city led the nation in homicides and was known as the murder capital of the country. Much of the violence then and through the years of Prohibition was committed by organized crime. As late as the 1950s, when you told people you were from Chicago, they not uncommonly pretended to hoist a tommy gun and rat-a-tat-tatted away in reference to the bloody days of Al Capone & Co.


			Chicagoans long took a certain pride in this criminal tradition. Never called the Mafia, organized crime in Chicago was generally referred to as the Syndicate or the Mob or the Outfit, and sometimes just the Boys. So big was the Syndicate presence in Chicago that at least one of the local television news channels kept a special correspondent, a man named John Drummond, to cover Mob news. Organized crime often led off a news broadcast or garnered a front-page headline, as when Allen Dorfman, an adviser to the Teamsters’ Jimmy Hoffa and an all-around fixer, was gunned down in the parking lot of the Lincolnwood Hyatt. Mob figures—Tony “Big Tuna” Accardo, Sam Giancana, Joseph Lombardo—were celebrities, known throughout the city. A juicy bit of gossip was when Mob guys showed up to play golf at the Tam O’Shanter Country Club. Best, sound advice had it, to let them play through.


			I myself, in the early 1970s, ran into a few of the Mob figures at the Riviera Club, where I sometimes played racquetball. Gus Alex, said to have been head of Mob gambling and prostitution in Chicago, was among them, and I remember locker-room discussions in which they expressed amazement at America’s dithering in Vietnam. The strong should never take any crap from the weak; “blow the bastards to hell” was their view. The Mob influence reached all the way down to high schools, where football parlay cards—beat the spread on three college games and win $6 on a $1 bet—were always available. An Italian customer of my father’s told him that if he ever had a cash-flow problem, the Boys were ready to help out.


			Jews in the chiefly Italian Mob tended to play administrative roles. Jake “Greasy Thumb” Guzik, a Galician Jew, was the Syndicate’s legal and financial adviser from the Capone days through the middle 1950s. Jewish bookies were not uncommon in Chicago. My mother’s older brother, “Lefty Sam” Abrams, was one. He eventually owned a few points in the Riviera in Vegas. I may best establish my uncle’s social standing by mentioning that Sinatra was at his granddaughter’s wedding. After her brother’s funeral, my mother, peering into his closet, counted 27 ultrasuede jackets.


			In our neighborhood lived a man named Maury “Potsy” Pearl, a Jewish bookie whose bodyguard drove his son, a friend of my younger brother’s, to school every day. A friend of mine’s father, a borax man who had scored heavily in the aluminum-awning business, made the mistake of dabbling in boxers, which meant connecting to the Syndicate, which controlled the sport, with the result that one day he found himself pursued simultaneously by the FBI and a brute named “Milwaukee Phil” Alderisio. People in the Chicago of those days took a certain pride in their often tenuous connections to the Mob.


			The Mob today seems to have retreated to the point of oblivion in Chicago. Prostitution and gambling, its two chief sources of income, have dried up. Gambling is now available on the Internet, and, with the advent of the pill and the sexual revolution, nice girls have all but put prostitutes out of business. The illicit big money these days is in drugs, and the trade is monopolized by drug lords working out of Latin America and the Chicago gangs who serve as their distributors. One is hard-pressed to name any prominent Mob members in current-day Chicago because, one gathers, there are none.


			By the time of my birth in Chicago in 1937, “the city of the big shoulders,” in Carl Sandburg’s phrase, had developed a considerable slouch. Not that there was ever much truth in Sandburg’s sentimental poem of 1914, but in my boyhood there was at least still a Chicago stockyards, and on warm summer nights, with a wind blowing in from the south, even in my far north side neighborhood of Rogers Park one could smell the abattoir roughly a hundred blocks away. One of the standard grammar-school trips, one which I am not at all sorry somehow to have missed, was to the stockyards, where tons of dead animal flesh and entrails were on view and where large men stunned cows with sledgehammers before slaughtering them.


			Chicago was nothing if not a reality instructor. Political idealism never really came alive in this city. By the 1930s, the Irish were in firm control of city hall, their machine nicely lubricated by patronage, corruption, and organized crime. Edward J. Kelly was mayor from 1933 to 1947; he was followed by Martin H. Kennelly and then the 21-year term of Richard J. Daley. With a brief pause for the negligible mayoralties of Michael Bilandic, Jane Byrne, and Harold Washington, Richard M. Daley (le fils, as he was never known), served as mayor of Chicago for 22 years, bringing us up to the less than impressive tenure of Rahm Emanuel.


			My father, with more than a light touch of irony, used to say of Chicago aldermanic elections: “Strange, a man putting out a quarter of a million dollars to get a job that pays $20,000 a year. It doesn’t make sense.” The only person who mattered politically in Chicago when I was a kid was your precinct captain; he might get you a parking permit or out of jury duty or some jerseys for your kid’s baseball team. In Chicago, the game of politics was fixed, locked in. My mother, who was never guilty of reading a word about politics in the Chicago Daily News and later the Sun-Times—Colonel McCormick’s isolationist Tribune was not allowed in our apartment—dispensed with my father’s irony on the subject of Chicago politicians. Raising her coffee cup, little finger bent, she remarked: “They’re all thieves, you know.” No one so far has proven her wrong.


			The Chicago of my boyhood was an intensely Catholic city. Ask someone where he lived and he was likely to answer with the name of his parish (St. Nicholas of Tolentine, St. Gregory’s). Catholic culture was everywhere in the country a hundred-fold stronger then than now, and the Catholic atmosphere was especially strong in Chicago owing to its large populations of Irish, Italians, and Poles. So Catholic did the place seem—with priests in cassock, nuns in habit everywhere part of the cityscape—that as a young boy I took Catholicism and Christianity to be coterminous. The Bing Crosby movies of those years—Going My Way (1944), The Bells of St. Mary’s (1945)—reinforced this sense of Catholic omnipresence. A now-forgotten actor named Pat O’Brien made a living playing a priest in the movies. How many cinematic murderers he prayed for while accompanying them on their way to the gallows or electric chair would be difficult to calculate.


			In the courtyard building on Sheridan Road to the north of ours lived the Cowling family. The father, Sam Cowling, did a regular comic bit called “Fiction and Fact from Sam’s Almanac” on the then immensely popular national radio show called Don McNeill’s Breakfast Club. Sam’s beautiful wife was named Dale, the same name, older moviegoers will recall, as Roy Rogers’s wife. Their boys, Sam Jr. (who was my age) and Billy, both went to St. Jerome’s, thence to Loyola Academy, and thence to Jesuit Georgetown University, though they probably could have gotten into Harvard, Yale, or Princeton. Catholicism of their kind has vanished from American life.


			Among Chicago’s many sobriquets—Windy City, Second City, City on the Make, City That Works—the City of Neighborhoods had the highest truth quotient when I was growing up. So geographically stratified by ethnicity and race was Chicago that a kid had only to tell where he lived than you knew his ethnic heritage, his family’s income, and whether the family ate in the dining room or kitchen, his father in a collar or in his undershirt. Apart from going into the Loop to shop at Marshall Field’s or Carson Pirie Scott or to Wrigley Field for a Cubs or Bears game, there was no reason to leave the friendly confines of one’s neighborhood. The neighborhood contained everything—church or synagogue, schools public and parochial, shops, like-minded neighbors—one might possibly require. If our family hadn’t had cousins living in the far south side neighborhood of Roseland, I might never have known Chicago had a south side until I was in my adolescence.


			Ethnicity and race were the organizing principle behind Chicago neighborhoods. Greeks, Italians, Poles, Irish, Jews all wished to live among their own, and they did so. Our own neighborhood of West Rogers Park, to which we moved in 1947 from Rogers Park along Lake Michigan, was changing from white-collar gentile to ascending middle-class Jewish. My father bought a two-flat, and our renters, living on the second floor, were the Andersons, Mr. and Mrs. Anderson and Mrs. Anderson’s unmarried sister, Edna, all then in their late 50s. Mr. Anderson worked at a nearby bank. Mrs. Anderson spent the day in housecoat and curlers, dressing shortly before her husband returned home. The only words of Mrs. Anderson’s I can recall, and the family lived above us for more than a decade, are: “Mr. Anderson gets a nice lunch at the bank.” What they thought of us invading Jews I do not know. “There goes the neighborhood” would not be a wild guess.


			West Rogers Park was roughly 30 percent Jewish when we moved in, but soon the balance shifted to well over 60 percent. Devon (pronounced Dih-vonne) Avenue, the main shopping hub in West Rogers Park, quickly became markedly Jewish in character. Within an area of eight-or so blocks, there were three Jewish delis and three Chinese restaurants (one, the Pekin House, had an owner who over the years served so many Jews that he began to dress and look Jewish himself). The two men’s stores—Turner Brothers and Aidem & Dess (the latter featuring color-coordinated window displays)—were Jewish-owned, and so was the high-line women’s shop called Seymour Paisin, where shoppers were offered a cocktail while trying on clothes. Later a Jewish bakery and a shop selling K-rations (kreplach, knish, kugel, kasha) moved in. All very happy and heimish.


			One of the marked changes in Chicago in recent decades has been in the character of its neighborhoods. West Rogers Park, for example, has become largely South Asian. Today on a Saturday night Devon Avenue resembles nothing so much as Mysore or some other provincial Indian city. Tamil is heard everywhere. Women walk about in saris, men in white cotton kurtas and trousers, young boys in cricket sweaters. Sikh turbans are not uncommon. Stores sell live chickens, also goat meat. Cellphone  shops have chargers available that work in electrical outlets on the other side of the world. Sari shops are abundant. Asian vegetables are on offer at the greengrocer’s, and Indian restaurants predominate.


			Along with the East Indians in current-day West Rogers Park live Haredi, or ultra-orthodox, Jews—chiefly farther west, past California Avenue. Ner Tamid, the conservative synagogue from which I was bar-mitzvahed in 1950, is out of business. West Devon is now rife with orthodox synagogues, Jewish day schools, and yeshivas. There are kosher butchers, religious bookstores, bakeries, and most of it closed on Shabbos.


			Many of the old Chicago neighborhoods have undergone gentrification. A notable example on the north side has been Andersonville. A once rather drab neighborhood of working-class Swedes and Germans, it is known today as Mandersonville, home to older gays and lesbians—as opposed to the younger Boystown, the city’s second gay neighborhood, farther south, around Belmont and Broadway, a place much more go-go. Years ago I wrote a short story in which a woman in the Andersonville restaurant called M. Henri remarks to her lunch companion that in the old days when Jews and blacks moved in people used to say, “There goes the neighborhood”; now, when gays move in, they say, “Here comes the neighborhood.” And so it has been with Andersonville, which is filled with pleasant restaurants and interesting shops, has a striking absence of people begging on its streets, very little crime, and modest houses and apartment buildings carefully kept up—a splendid instance of progress without disruption.


			One sees this gentrification throughout the city in such neighborhoods as Ravenswood (where Rahm Emanuel lives), Roscoe Village, Lake View, Bucktown, Logan Square, Wicker Park. Entirely new neighborhoods have been created, too, such as South Loop and West Loop. South Loop in my youth was a skid row with a sprinkling of light industry. West Loop, another skid row, which back then had only dreary bars and no restaurants or nightlife of any sort, is now the center of au courant dining in Chicago. Both South and West Loop are now populated chiefly by the young. Much more than in the past, Chicago seems a city for the young, a place where to be in, say, one’s early 30s seems ideal.


			Hyde Park, the neighborhood of the University of Chicago, an enclave of intellectual life surrounded by black neighborhoods on three sides, remains much the same despite a rather energetic program of interventionist urban renewal in the 1950s and early ’60s led by a man named Julian H. Levi, which left the neighborhood’s main shopping streets bereft. Saul Bellow, a longtime resident of Hyde Park, once told me that they ought to erect a statue to Julian Levi for his urban renewal efforts—and then blow it up. In my student days at the university in the middle 1950s, Hyde Park was already a slightly dangerous neighborhood, and the Midway Plaisance, a strip of land between the south end of the campus and the black neighborhood of Woodlawn, was known as Apache territory.


			The sweeping changes that have done most to alter the human topography of Chicago have been the decline of the city’s heavy industry and the increase in its black and Hispanic populations. Chicago lost some 411,000 factory jobs between 1947 and 1982, or roughly 60 percent of its total. The stockyards closed, the steel mills followed, stores went under, real income went down. More and more whites moved out to the suburbs, and Chicago lost its place as the nation’s second-largest city to Los Angeles. Chicago today is roughly one-third black, one-third Hispanic, and one-third white. The city’s working-class character is gone.


			Not surprisingly, blacks more than any other group were hurt by the reduction of factory jobs. The city’s 26 black neighborhoods (defined by having a 75 percent or more black population) were further affected by the destruction, through urban renewal, of two mammoth public-housing complexes, the Robert Taylor Homes on the near south side and Cabrini-Green on the western edge of the near north side. This caused many already trouble-burdened black families—fatherless, unemployed, with delinquent kids—to move into already struggling black neighborhoods.


			In my youth, blacks—Negroes as they then were—played scarcely any obvious, or perhaps I should say visible, role in Chicago. Then as now the city was highly segregated, with blacks living almost exclusively in the south side section of town known as Bronzeville. As a small boy, the only black person I came in contact with was the sweet-natured Emma, who came to clean our apartment on Tuesdays, and died there one day.


			At six or seven years old, I made the mistake of reciting to my father the poem that begins “Eeny, meeny, miny, moe.” In a rare fit of fury, he gave me a strong lecture on the parallel pasts of persecution of blacks and Jews, and underscored how Jews were the last people who should be prejudiced against blacks. A man who backed up his sentiments with his actions, my father had a black secretary and blacks were predominant among the eight or ten people who made costume jewelry in his one-floor factory in a five-story building on North Avenue. (The building is now the site of a glitzy gym in the youthful Wicker Park neighborhood.)


			In that earlier day, whites could go into black neighborhoods much more easily—that is to say, more securely—than blacks could go into white ones. I was one of six adolescent Jewish boys who one night drove into the heart of Bronzeville to sample the bordello services of Iona Satterfield, the ex-wife of Bob Satterfield, the heavyweight whom I saw knocked out in the second round by Ezzard Charles in 1954 at Chicago Stadium. Larry Goldenberg parked his father’s maroon and white Buick Roadmaster at the curb at 4246 South St. Lawrence in front of Iona’s apartment without giving its or our safety a second thought.


			Going into certain tough Italian or German neighborhoods was much more daunting. After a game against Waller High School, our mainly Jewish Senn High School basketball team was ambushed and beaten up by young Brando-ish thugs. Playing against Amundsen High School, we heard anti-Semitic chants coming from the stands.


			The Democratic machine remains in power in Chicago, though not so firmly or all-pervasively as in earlier decades. Some years ago, the political scientist Milton Rakove pointed out the non-ideological character of the machine in Chicago, which was chiefly interested in keeping its members in power, things under control, and the financial rewards of patronage rolling along. Keeping things under control, alas, has also meant keeping blacks segregated, or so argues the historian Andrew J. Diamond in a recent book called Chicago on the Make.


			Diamond’s attack on the Daleys, père et fils, is that they didn’t merely ignore black neighborhoods in Chicago but actively worked against their advance by keeping them strictly segregated. The Dan Ryan Expressway, he holds, was built to slow black incursion into the white neighborhoods of the southwest side. The campus of the University of Illinois at Chicago was placed where it was, on the southwestern edge of the Loop instead of in Humboldt Park where it might have uplifted the Puerto Rican neighborhood, to keep west side blacks from moving closer into the Loop. The Daleys did this, Diamond argues, through strategically planned urban-renewal projects, through capturing anti-poverty funds from federal programs and putting them to their own uses, and through their extensive efforts to build up the Loop, encourage tourism, and protect the city’s wealthier neighborhoods: Streeterville, Lincoln Park, Lake Shore Drive. The result was blacks segregated in hyperghettos and the hegemony of what Diamond calls “neoliberalism.” Neoliberalism, the great villain of Chicago on the Make, is defined by a Berkeley political scientist named Wendy Brown as “a rationality extending a specific formulation of economic values, practices, and metrics to every dimension of human life”—or, in other words, as putting monied interests before human ones.


			The deterioration of most black neighborhoods in Chicago is not up for argument. Ridden with crime, without amenities, lacking even necessities (many are “food deserts,” a term denoting the absence of supermarkets or even convenience stores in some of them), the general desolation of these neighborhoods is such that, Diamond reports, “the Mexican aversion to settling in and around black neighborhoods—an aversion shared by Chicago’s next largest Latino group, Puerto Ricans—was so strong that by 2000 Chicago displayed the highest degree of segregation between blacks and Latinos among the hundred largest cities in the United States.” The black west side, long ago the home of much of the city’s Jewish population before its migration to the north side and thence to the plush suburbs of the North Shore, saw 28 blocks all but destroyed by fire after the black riots following the 1968 assassination of Martin Luther King Jr. These blocks have never been rebuilt.


			If blacks once seemed all but invisible in my Chicago, today they are ubiquitous. Turn on the local news, a depressing experience in itself, and all too many nights one will be greeted by the sight of a black woman weeping because of the death by shooting of a son, or grandson, in a gang killing, or of a young daughter having been hit by a stray bullet. A picture of the dead boy or girl, often in high-school graduation cap and gown, will appear, and an uncle or aunt or older sibling comes on to attest to the sweetness and promise of the deceased. The killers are seldom apprehended, for the understandable reason that neighborhood residents are terrified of retaliation if they turn them in. Then there are the news items about carjackings, muggings on the El for cellphones, stolen cars crashed into Michigan Avenue shops in jewelry robberies, and groups of black youth storming into the Gap and other such shops to grab jeans or other items.


			Diamond lays the blame for the hell that most of Chicago’s black neighborhoods have recently become on Richard M. Daley. While mayor, Diamond argues, Daley’s “public relations team made sure to use every gang incident to claim that gangs rather than the mayor’s policies were to blame for the two main problems African-Americans had been complaining about for years: defective schools and brutal cops.” Chicago police animosity toward blacks, which included “Red Squads” used to disrupt earnest efforts at community organization, supplies a leitmotif in Chicago on the Make. The author also characterizes the large number of blacks and Latinos appointed to Richard M. Daley’s cabinet as, using Michael Katz’s phrase, “the management of marginalization.” Diamond is no easier on Rahm Emanuel, Daley’s successor, calling him “Mayor 1%.”


			A month or so ago, after a particularly brutal weekend of gang killings in Chicago’s Englewood neighborhood, I heard a black man, an angry resident of the neighborhood, shout at a television reporter, “They better get some programs down here fast.” What “programs,” I wondered, did he suppose would seriously help? In Great American City (2012), a book about contemporary Chicago, Robert J. Sampson made the argument, based on a vast arsenal of social-science research, that troubled neighborhoods have their greatest chance of maintaining order through community organization. Sampson argues, in the less-than-convincing language of contemporary social science, which always seems to set reality off at a comfortable distance, that “whether through the enhancement of age-graded mentorship and monitoring of adolescent activities as a form of collective efficacy, increasing organizational opportunity for citizen participation in decision making, or enhancing the legitimacy of government institutions that have eroded trust among those served, we need a surgical-like attention to repairing or renewing existing structures rather than simply designing escape routes.”


			To have organization one needs leadership, and part of the problem in Chicago is that black leadership has been—I can think of no more kindly word for it—dismal. Most black politicians and clergy appear to have been in business for themselves. Beginning with William Dawson, a black alderman who sold himself to the Richard J. Daley machine, through the never-camera-shy Jesse Jackson and the disappointing Senator Carol Moseley Braun to the Black Panther-turned-congressman Bobby Rush, no one has emerged to organize and lead Chicago’s black population out of the wilderness of their increasingly crime-infested neighborhoods, where drug trafficking, high unemployment, and disproportionate poverty rates reign and seem unlikely soon to decline.


			The recent black protest movements seem irrelevant in the face of such misery. Even Diamond is dubious about the efficacy of the Black Lives Matter movement to accomplish more than traffic jams and attracting television cameras. He mentions that a Pew Trust study found “only 15 percent of Hispanics and 14 percent of whites claimed to strongly support” the Black Lives Matter movement. In 2016 and 2017, of the nearly 1,500 killings in Chicago, 22 involved the police, the target of Black Lives Matter. Not many people, and no putative black leaders, meanwhile, have stood up to ask why, if black lives truly matter, black-on-black gang murders have been allowed to arrive at the horrendous level they have.


			Early in Chicago on the Make, Andrew Diamond refers to the “culturization of politics,” which he describes as “the transfer of political acts and events onto the terrain of culture, where they become disassociated from questions of structure, power, and, ultimately, political mobilization.” On the penultimate page of his book, he again notes that many whites are “still invested in cultural explanations of poverty in the other [that is, black] Chicago.” The cultural, as opposed to the political, argument holds that while admitting the toll of racial discrimination in the past, something has meanwhile gone deeply wrong with urban black culture.


			The argument is scarcely news. As long ago as 1965, Daniel Patrick Moynihan published his “The Negro Family: The Case for National Action,” which when it first appeared was greeted with derision by nearly everyone, black and white, on the left. In his report, Moynihan argued that the gap between black and other groups was widening owing chiefly to the breakdown of the black nuclear family. Too few black fathers were on the scene and this, even more than continued discrimination by race, was chiefly responsible for the wretched conditions in which too many blacks in America found themselves. In a crucial, and much excoriated, sentence, Moynihan wrote: “The steady expansion of welfare programs can be taken as a measure of the steady disintegration of the Negro family structure over the past generation in the United States.”


			Whatever the flaws in the cultural argument—and not least among them is the fear that it can lapse into racism with its implication that black culture (and hence blacks themselves) is inherently inferior—few people are likely to note any valuable advances in that culture over the past 60 years. Compare Nat Cole to Jay-Z, Duke Ellington to Chance the Rapper, or the brilliant essays of the young James Baldwin to the racial tirades of Ta-Nehisi Coates and the sense of the regress of black culture—from one of elegance and pride to soaking in victimization—is staggering, saddening, depressing in the extreme.


			Meanwhile, political correctness makes any meaningful criticism of the new black culture from outside all but impossible, if only by keeping the country’s best minds from addressing the subject. Toward the close of his career George Kennan thought about turning his interests from foreign policy to domestic problems but found himself unable to do so, he noted in his Diaries in 1975, “when one of the greatest of the problems is the deterioration of life in the great cities and when one of the major components of the problem this presents is the Negro problem, which is taboo.” Those black writers—Shelby Steele, Thomas Sowell, William Julius Wilson—who think outside the victimhood box are repudiated for doing so.


			Every newly arrived immigrant group has in darker moments thought itself, however briefly, victimized, but by now too many American blacks have so clung to the notion that victimhood itself has become the center of their sense of themselves and has all but usurped any other identity. They have been encouraged in this victimhood script for decades and decades, first by liberals and now by progressives, to the point where it could be argued that the left generally has contributed as heavily to the condition of contemporary blacks as lingering racism. In fact, encouragement in the belief that all black problems are at root owing to racism is certain to keep blacks in their place, and might itself just be the ultimate racism.


			Chicago is today two cities, one gentrified and grand, the other devastated and despairing, both within a single municipal boundary. The situation is intolerable. Something has got to be done, and, complex, difficult, and arduous as the task is, if it is one day to get done, however great the goodwill of many whites in the city, the black population of Chicago will, like every racial and ethnic group before it, have to do it pretty much on its own. 


		




		

			
Jewish Jokes


			(2018)


			“How odd of God / To choose the Jews,” a scrap of verse by the English journalist William Norman Ewer, has over the years had many answering refrains. “Not odd, you Sod / The Jews chose God” is one; “What’s so Odd / His son was one” is another; and a third goes “This surely was no mere whim, / Given that the goyim annoy ’im.” But the central mystery remains: God chose the Jews for what, exactly? After reading Jeremy Dauber’s Jewish Comedy: A Serious History, an excellent new survey of Jewish humor from the Old Testament through Adam Sandler, some might say that God chose the Jews to convey jokes, write sitcoms and comic movies, and publish novels peopled chiefly by clownish anti-heroes.


			Citing a Pew Research Center study titled “A Portrait of Jewish Americans,” Dauber reports that “42 percent of respondents felt that ‘having a good sense of humor’ was part of ‘being Jewish in America today,’ 14 percent more than being ‘part of a Jewish community’ and 23 percent more than ‘observing Jewish law.’” In other words, at the heart of being Jewish, in the minds of a preponderant number of American Jews, is comedy. How did this minority people produce so much humor, so many Jokey Jakeys?


			The Old Testament, to put it gently, is not notable for humor. As Dauber notes, the first of its paucity of laughs is given to Sarah, wife of the 100-year-old Abraham, who informs her she is to have his child. Dauber early considers, and frequently harkens back to, the book of Esther, which he cites as “the first work to feature the joyful celebration and comic pleasure that comes with an anti-Semite’s downfall and the frustration of that form of persecutory intent.” After a recent rereading, I must report that the book of Esther is less than uproarious. But the book does record a resounding Jewish victory, and such victories, until the advent of the Israel Defense Forces, were only slightly less rare for the Jews than Super Bowl appearances for the Cleveland Browns.


			Humor has not been without its dreary analysts and theorists. Along with so much else, Freud got the impulse behind comedy wrong, arguing that a joke is chiefly an act of aggression. He did, though, as was his wont, make a number of useful observations while coming to his false conclusion. “I do not know,” he wrote apropos of the Jews, “whether there are many other instances of a people making fun to such a degree of their own character.”


			Their often-ambiguous place in the world has given Jews a great deal to think about and, having taken thought, subsequently to joke about. Jeremy Dauber divides this body of humor into seven categories, devoting a chapter to each. His categories are:


			

					Jewish comedy is a response to persecution and anti-Semitism.


					Jewish comedy is a satirical gaze at Jewish social and communal norms. 


					Jewish comedy is bookish, witty, intellectual allusive play.


					Jewish comedy is vulgar, raunchy, and body-obsessed.


					Jewish comedy is mordant, ironic, and metaphysically oriented.


					Jewish comedy is focused on the folksy, everyday, quotidian Jew.


					Jewish comedy is about the blurred and ambiguous nature of Jewishness itself.


			


			Every decent book on comedy should at a minimum include several good jokes, a criterion by which both Freud’s Jokes and Their Relation to the Unconscious and Henri Bergson’s Laughter: An Essay on the Meaning of the Comic notably fail. So does Arthur Koestler’s The Act of Creation. Even a bad book on comedy, one with the most improbable theories, is partially saved by a few good jokes, so that it “shouldn’t,” as the punchline from an old Jewish joke has it, “be a total loss.” Jeremy Dauber, recognizing that analyzing comedy is a mug’s game, along with being one of the quickest known paths to boredom, lards—or should I say “schmaltzes”?—his text with several splendid jokes within his seven categories.


			Of Dauber’s categories, anti-Semitic jokes have never been in short supply (“What is the ultimate Jewish dilemma: Ham—on Sale!”). Jokes about anti-Semites, though, tend to be richer, like the one about the drunk at the bar who three times offers to buy drinks for the house, each time excluding from his generosity “my Israelite pal at the end of the bar.” When the Jew asks the drunk what he has against him, the drunk answers, “You sank the Titanic.” The Jew replies, “I didn’t sink the Titanic, an iceberg sank the Titanic.” After belching daintily, the drunk responds: “Iceberg, Greenberg, Goldberg—you’re all no damn good.”


			I used to fancy a definition of the Jews as “just like everyone else, only more so.” But more needs to be said if one is to understand Jewish humor—not the jokes but the impetus driving the humor. I should say this derives from the split social personality of Jews, their simultaneous feeling of resentment at not being entirely in the mainstream of ordinary life joined to their disdain for the vapidity of that life, thus linking a sense of inferiority to one of superiority. Jeremy Dauber notes that there are essentially three kinds of Jewish jokes: “jokes that showcase particular Jewish conditions or circumstances, jokes that highlight particular Jewish sensibilities, and jokes that feature particular Jewish archetypes.”
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