







[image: Image]

Copyright © 1993 by Charles Scribner’s Sons

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the Publisher.

Charles Scribner’s Sons
 Macmillan Publishing Company
 866 Third Avenue, New York, NY 10022
www.SimonandSchuster.com

Collier Macmillan Canada, Inc.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Scribner, Charles, 1921-

In the web of ideas: the education of a publisher / Charles Scribner, Jr.; introduction by Charles Scribner III.

p.  cm.

ISBN 0-684-19591-7

ISBN-13: 978-0-6841-9591-9

eISBN-13: 978-1-4391-3171-8

1. Scribner, Charles, 1921- . 2. Publishers and publishing—United States—Biography. 3. Charles Scribner’s Sons—History—20th century. 4. Authors and publishing—United States—History—20th century. I. Title.

Z473.S392 1993

070.5′092—dc20

[B]   92-40788   CIP

Macmillan books are available at special discounts for bulk purchases for sales promotions, premiums, fund-raising, or education use.

For details, contact:

Special Sales Director
 Macmillan Publishing Company
 866 Third Avenue
 New York, NY 10022

10  9  8  7  6  5  4  3  2  1

Printed in the United States of America

[image: Image]

Once again, to my wife, Joan,
 whose love and support
 enrich every page;
 and to our three sons—
 Charles, Blair, and John

[image: Image]




 


Contents


Preface

Acknowledgments

Introduction by Charles Scribner III

I. A Publisher’s Progress

The Allure of Great Books

Confessions of a Book Publisher

The Secret of Being Ernest (and the Secret of Keeping Ernest)

II. Reflections on Reading and Writing

Appreciating the English Language

The Heuristic Power of Writing

Books and the Life of the Mind

The Joys of Learning

III. Then and Now

Proustian Remembrances

Afterthoughts

Appendices

Columns for Malcolm

A Family Tradition

Index


Preface


[image: Image]

Reflecting upon the lifetime I have devoted to reading, writing, and publishing, I would have to say that my guiding principle has been a conviction articulated by the great physicist Josiah Willard Gibbs. He believed that the principal object of theoretical research in any department of knowledge was to find the point of view from which the subject appeared in its greatest simplicity.

All my life I have been motivated by intellectual curiosity often combined with a passion for theory. As a schoolboy I was introduced to the philosophical writings of William James, and though most of these were far over my head, the effort to get my mind around them served as a philosophical exercise in clear thinking and graceful writing. Looking back on my early readings and intellectual ambitions, I have sometimes felt like Virgil’s Aeneas at the time his mother, Venus, presented him with a glorious new shield. All the major events in the future history of Rome had been carved on the face. Aeneas did not have the slightest idea what those prophetic scenes meant, but he was sure that they were terribly important.

It was these early readings that paved the road for the house that Scribners became under my leadership. When I joined Scribners, we were a new team that benefited at once by a number of best-sellers that had already been signed up, including books by Charles Lindbergh, Alan Paton, and a smash bestseller entitled Not as a Stranger, by Morton Thompson. But as the years went by, the sales of books we were publishing for bookstores were not holding up as they should. Puzzled by this, I finally came to the conclusion that we had become too much enthralled by our past and too exclusively committed to the publication of novels as compared with other genres. We were trying to carry on the marvelous successes of Maxwell Perkins in discovering new talent, but competition in the industry had grown immensely, and as a result our editors were signing up new writers on the promise of talent rather than talent itself.

Finally, I made a conscious decision to branch out into many other fields of publishing to which we had paid comparatively little attention in previous years. This included books in science, history, medicine, gardening, and a variety of crafts and hobbies. I was greatly aided in my quest for new titles by our director of trade publishing, Jack Galazka, who eventually became president of Charles Scribner’s Sons. The literary agents looked at us somewhat critically as we were able to find books on our own—without their help. It was when I discovered this way to link my career as a book publisher with my varied interests as a book reader that life became enormously more interesting. My creativity as an editor and publisher soared.

Nowhere did my readings serve me more fully than in the development of the reference book program. Although the Dictionary of American Biography had been well received, the set offered no room for my creativity. It was in the formulation of the Dictionary of Scientific Biography and the Dictionary of the History of Ideas that I began to pump new life into the Scribner line while simultaneously broadening the scope of reference book publishing in general.

An underlying aim of all Scribner reference books has been to present a subject in its greatest simplicity so it will be clear to all levels of readers. As a means of interpreting the abstract theories I have encountered in my own readings, I have since childhood always recorded these ideas and pared them down to their essence, as far as practicable. By doing so I have often crystallized my understanding of a subject. Once when I was laid up in the infirmary at St. Paul’s School with the mumps, I composed what I hoped would be interesting essays for my roommates. I remember feeling rewarded that they enjoyed what I had written.

In my adult life my readings have enabled me to become an essayist and speaker. One of my first speeches was to a ladies’ church club in Gladstone, New Jersey, and the success of this speech on my longstanding interest in the English language led to its publication in the local newspaper. In 1966 I was invited to give a talk for the Classical League in Bowling Green, Kentucky, on the enduring value of the Greek and Roman classics. That was the first lecture I gave in the field. Shortly after that I began writing for the Princeton University magazine on a variety of intellectual topics.

These and other venues have allowed me to present sophisticated ideas I was reading about in a simpler form to larger audiences. I have selected for inclusion in this book—a fusion of memoir and ideas—a number of my writings about language, literature, books, and science, as well as some general observations on the vicissitudes of daily life. Based upon a lifetime spent pursuing endeavors that could enrich the life of the mind, the various essays that constitute this book convey many of my most enduring convictions about reading, writing, and scholarship.
 


Acknowledgments


[image: Image]

I wish to express special thanks to the following people who made this book possible. To my son Charlie, who commissioned it and kept it on course; to my longtime colleague and friend Jacques Barzun, who with literary perfect pitch fine tuned every page; to the gifted and equally indefatigable publisher of Scribner Reference and Twayne, Karen Day, whom I now can proudly claim as my own publisher; to my talented researcher and editor, Ann Leslie Tuttle, who improved it in countless ways from preparing the original typescript to shepherding it through each stage of publication; and to my assistants, Lisa Griffith and Thomas Slaboda, who were always as cheerful as helpful in my new career as a writer. Special thanks are also due to copy editor Barbara Sutton, proofreader David Hall, designers Erich Hobbing and Blake Logan, art director Lisa Chovnick, and production director Theresa Dieli. Finally, my wife Joan, has earned much more than the dedication: it provides but a glimmer of the debt I so gratefully acknowledge.


Introduction


[image: Image]

This book has two parents—my own. My father authored it over the past twenty-five years; in recent months, my mother promoted it into print. His 1990 publishing memoir In the Company of Writers drew the sincerest of all praise from friends and colleagues—the simple question: “When is your next book due?” My mother religiously relayed its every repetition to me at Scribners, with the result that I soon plunged into a box I had been keeping in my office. It contained a quarter-century’s worth of my father’s speeches and essays on a variety of topics, all related to books and more generally to what he likes to call “the life of the mind.” These were supplemented—enriched and seasoned—by a year-and-a-half’s worth of weekly pieces composed for Malcolm Forbes’s New Jersey newspaper, the Hills-Bedminster Press, which my mother, his scribe for many of the dictated columns, had collected and saved—as much for a second life in print as for posterity. Revised and arranged thematically, these essays have been a delight to reread in their final setting, revealing an intellectual structure that seems at once organic and architectural. The author’s own title best sums them up: a web of ideas. When I asked him how he saw himself therein (“Are you the spider or the fly?”), his response was deliberately Delphic: he declined to be pinned down.

This past summer I spent several pleasant days at work sorting family and publishing files bound for the Scribner Archives at the Princeton University Library. I suppose it was this task as much as any latent nostalgia that prompted me to clean out my own storage boxes of letters, press clippings, and other memorabilia. In the process I came upon a small treasure that makes my assignment of introducing this volume all the easier: a bundle of letters from my father to me at a New England boarding school a generation ago. A sampling of these is sufficient to allow him to introduce, in a meaningful way, his own essays. His aim in these letters—beyond relaying family news and entertaining morsels for adolescent consumption—was to entice his student son into his web of scholarly interests; at the same time he sought to steer him away from the less benign webs in which young students are occasionally apt to get caught. His prevailing tone of humorous concern was struck at the close of his first letter: “Keep reading on your own! Nothing will help you more scholastically in the long run. And do please remember that you read other books last summer than the 007 James Bond series.”

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


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



(To my puzzled query, he subsequently supplied a free translation: “Don’t overdo it.”)

He had already persuaded me to sign up for ancient Greek, in addition to Latin, my first year at the school: his deep love of the classic languages is one of the golden threads of his web, as the reader will discover. My first Greek assignment—learning the alphabet—was tearful. But I soon recovered. He rushed to bolster my decision to stick with it: “I am glad that you do not find Greek quite as impossible as it seemed at first appearance. It is the most beautiful language and the things you will read in Greek were the models for the literature of later periods. You will never be sorry you took Greek, I promise you.” By the end of the school year I was fully sold on Greek. But in picking courses for the next (fourth form) year I had planned to drop Latin—without his prior consultation—and this almost created an international crisis: “As for dropping Latin next year,” he wrote,
 I think it is a good plan if and only if you will be picking it up again in your 5th form year. I really think it would be a mistake to have gone this far with Latin only to drop it now, and if I ever expected you to do that I never should have advised you to start Greek. Please let me know if it was your understanding with Mr. Hall and Mr. Greaves to drop Latin only temporarily, that is, for the next year. If that is your plan I’ll be glad to stay out of the discussion. Otherwise I really should like to find out more about the program you are mapping out. Needless to say I am very keen about Greek and again feel it would be a great mistake not to carry on with that, too. Also you should have a taste of a good science course before you get to college. But it would be very unwise for you to drop Latin for good at this point. Please write your father a reassuring letter about this or call him as he is most disconcerted!


Two weeks passed, in silence.
 Not having heard any more about the schedule of courses for the 4th and 5th forms, I telephoned Mr. Hall to register my doubts as to the wisdom of dropping Latin for good at this point. As you will remember, you and I went up to St. Paul’s to discuss these questions with Mr. Clark, and I really would never have ventured to get you to take up Greek if I had thought it would be at the price of dropping Latin. He agreed, and I am certain that Mr. Stuckey would agree with me about that, although possibly you could get away with skipping a year of Latin. I don’t know about that. In any case I judge that you really do appreciate the fascination and beauty of the Greek language. The literature is probably the greatest treasure of our civilization and I know that you will always be grateful for getting to know it in its own tongue.


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

My father’s letters reveal, as well, his love of classical music, which he pursued via the phonograph—his chosen instrument, I called it. He constantly wrote of new records he had purchased and was most supportive of my piano studies, which I had earlier intended to lead to a professional career. “I think you are wise not to bite off more than you can chew. After your studies, music is virtually an obligation in the light of the years you put into it and your own ability.

You’ll never really have an opportunity to master the piano later if you don’t do so now. And once you have mastered it you’ll be able to keep up a repertory all your life—adding new pieces from time to time.” Once again, on the mark. Though my career was never to be at the keyboard, I still find myself there, after hours.

One of the Scribner authors my father worked closely with was the great South African novelist Alan Paton. I suppose it was a mixture of pride and pragmatism that prompted me to choose Paton’s Cry, the Beloved Country as the subject of my first English term paper. My father wrote that he had sent my ideas about the novel to Paton, who was then under virtual house arrest in his native land, “as I felt sure that he would enjoy reading your reaction,” he explained. (You may imagine the fourteen-year-old’s delight.) “I believe that your book report will be a very good one, particularly if you include references to Tales from a Troubled Land. It might interest you to know that I thought up that particular title. It seemed to me that ‘Troubled Land’ made a nice echo of ‘Beloved Country.’” A few weeks later he reported back on my paper—before I felt safe to submit it. Having declared that it “would pass in a college freshman course,” he got down to basics: “One note to be careful about—your spelling falters occasionally. Be sure to check words like ‘tragic’ in the dictionary. Alan Paton told me that your typewriter must be a very old one since it spelled ‘excellent’ as ‘excellant’ and ‘miracle’ as ‘miricle.’ But he was very pleased by what you said about his book. I’ll show you his letter.”

My father’s literary horizons extended well beyond Scribners’ roster of authors. The summer before, he had assigned me a fifty-dollar reading list of English and American classics: I got paid on completion—a hefty sum for a jobless teenager in 1965! Once at school, I got a new list—the best books I’ve ever read—with an occasional comment from the professor: “I am delighted you liked the Chekhov stories. I was a sixth former at St. Paul’s when I read these first and I still remember the impression they made on me. I thought they were beautifully written. There are so many other wonderful collections of short stories for you to become familiar with, e.g. Tolstoy, de Maupassant, Joyce, Hemingway, that I can’t wait to have you start on the next $50 or $75 list! I am also anxious to read your own story.” (It was, predictably, ersatz Chekhov, about a desperately lonely boy at a St. Petersburg prep school. Published in our school magazine, it panicked my housemaster until I reassured him that the story reflected only my reading, not my life.)

By my second year I had immersed myself in dramatics. My first major role, Cassius in Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar, elicited a fatherly insight: “I reread Julius Caesar and was surprised to find Cassius a far more sympathetic character than I remembered him. I imagine the lean and hungry look’ has struck and prejudiced readers. The introduction to your edition of the play was especially interesting in this respect since it showed how frustrated Cassius must have been to have every practical suggestion brushed aside by the starry-eyed Brutus! Did you find that difficult to convey?” In fact, I was mildly disturbed by how easily I identified with the cynical Cassius: I couldn’t fault him. But now I wonder about my father’s sympathy with Cassius’s frustrated practicality. “Starry eyed” sons are equally prone to brushing off sound advice. Perhaps, I reluctantly conclude in hindsight, he was able to identify from paternal experience.

In any case, he proceeded to prescribe a program of study for a series of prize scholarship exams I was scheduled to take, with special emphasis on how to survive Caesar’s Gallic Wars. I’ll spare you these details (three single-spaced pages) worthy of the Roman general himself. But his campaign to capture the Shakespeare prize is worth quoting in full:
 
I know all of this may be time consuming, but it could help you very much and there’s nothing more nightmarish or frightening than to step into an exam unprepared. That was my own experience since I did absolutely no preparatory work at all and still remember the miserable experience of trying to answer questions on things I had completely forgotten. As a matter of fact I was too dumb to find out what we would be examined on and in those days no one took the initiative in briefing you beforehand. The boy who won did find out in advance and cleaned up! When it came to the Whipple Medal in Shakespeare (it was “Much Ado About Nothing” that year) I got tricky myself and adopted the following strategy which only took a day or so:
  	reading something about the play and Shakespeare’s sources and models
 	reading the play itself three times to get the plot and structure and characters clearly in mind
 	memorizing about a dozen passages from various parts of the play—some as short as one line, some five or ten lines. By sprinkling these throughout my answers I was able to convey the impression that I knew the entire play by heart! How could I lose—especially since I compared the alternation of sad and happy sections of the play with the 3rd movement of Beethoven’s Seventh Symphony! Naturally this particular plan may not be possible with the exams you will be taking but what I want to emphasize is the effectiveness of having a “strategy,” so to speak. It gives you a marvelous feeling of confidence, too, which is half the battle. 
 



I didn’t win, but there is no question that I had the best coach available.

One of my stumbling blocks was solid geometry. Math and science are two primary passions—indeed, avocations—of my father, then as now. He wasted no time in trying to get me over the hurdle: “I wish I could help you on the geometry originals. As you point out, a lot of this is confidence and it is possible to defeat yourself if you become too anxious. Often there is some simple trick or clue to a solution. Sometimes it is seeing a familiar theorem in an unusual setting.” After much about angles, arcs, diagrams, and hypotenuses, he dropped this pearl of wisdom:
 In other words, do something; even if what you start to do may not be exactly right, it may put you on the track of a solution. Be sure that all the data you have in the hypothesis are brought into play. If everything in the hypothesis isn’t capitalized on it means you aren’t focusing on the particular situation involved. They will almost never give you irrelevant data in the hypothesis. It might help you to work over a number of fairly difficult originals as a way of reviewing. Practice on them will build up your confidence and like the London Times crossword puzzles show you some of the tricky things that may arise! Hope I haven’t confused you by all these suggestions. Usually the solution to an original is very simple and straightforward once you see the essential elements of the problem.


He later had second thoughts about my fascination with the London Times puzzles, to which I had become addicted with the aid of my English drama coach. (The New York Times’s is kid stuff; if you are feeling masochistic, try the English version.) “Please don’t leave one of these puzzles around,” began his note accompanying a small triumph. “I said to myself that I’d just fill in one word but a day later I’d done the whole thing. Very hard: 13 down I got by remembering a verse from Coleridge’s ‘Xanadu.’ 9 across I read years ago by H. G. Wells. Etc. Etc. I hereby retire from the Times Crossword Puzzle!”

He must have quietly despaired when I told him that I really didn’t believe for a moment Galileo’s law of gravity (any fool knows that big heavy things fall faster than small light ones, right?), but for the sake of passing the physical science course I would pretend to accept that law. Besides, I was preoccupied with my upcoming performance as Shakespeare’s cavalier King Richard II. Once more unto the breach, the father charged with pen in hand:
 Sorry you have so much trouble in accepting 16th-century science. Of course, when one deals with objects falling in an atmosphere they are all subject to resistance or forces of air friction and obviously a bullet falls faster than a feather. But the laws of uniform acceleration abstract from atmospheric conditions and assume a perfect vacuum. In a vacuum is there any reason to think that a cannonball (for example), which can be thought of as a kind of gluing together of tiny pellets, should fall faster than any one pellet composing it? In an atmosphere the forces act on the surface of a falling object and since the volume and therefore mass of an object varies with the cube of a linear dimension while its surface area varies with the square, the smaller an object is made the more it is responsive to air resistance. That’s why dust floats! But your natural insincerity obviously enables you to take positions contrary to what you believe to be the case. A wonderful attribute for an actor and apparently useful in the study of physical science.


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

As a Princeton freshman, I tried once again and took a course aptly nicknamed “Physics for Poets.” Someone once said that taking physics at Princeton was like trying to take a drink from a fire hose. I was nonetheless inspired by the history of science as the history of progressively beautiful—that is, clearer, simpler, more “economic”—explanations of the confusing, cluttered natural world around us. Exams were another matter. I recall one question about gravity (once again!) in particular: “Why can dogs and cats jump three or four times their height whereas human athletes can at best jump their own height?” Pressed for time, I could only answer, “Dogs and cats are amazing animals.” (Unlike her son, my paternal grandmother, a lifelong animal lover, considered it a fine answer.) Yet my appreciation of science as a fine art finally dawned. Years later it proved invaluable in solving a problem of art history involving the original configuration of a Rubens tapestry cycle. When asked by art students, “What was the most important art course you took?” I reply, “Physics.” It was worth the struggle.

I trust that, by now, the next question—“Who was your most influential teacher?”—has already been answered. It has been said that not every teacher is a parent, but every parent is a teacher. I’ve had the best. I did not intend to share so much of my tutelage, but I cannot help hoping that those wise—and witty—words of the master will take root in the next generation. Grandchildren often listen better than children. My own sons would be wise to take their grandfather’s book to heart. There are grounds for hope. Last term, my eleven-year-old son Charlie wrote a school paper entitled “My Grandfather’s Influence,” which I feel compelled to reprint in full:
 When I was younger, I would sometimes go to my grandparents’ house for a visit. Sometimes, while my grandmother was out, my grandfather, who was deeply into science, would listen to science tapes for a very long time in his study. At the time, I was more interested in television than most other things. Just to be nice, I would usually sit in the study with him and listen to the tapes. While drowning in my own boredom, as if the study was a torture room and the tapes were the torturers, I would hardly listen, and even if I did, I didn’t try to understand at such a young age. One day, my grandfather started talking to me about it and I actually found it quite intriguing. I started to listen to the tapes with him as well as doing experiments. I became interested in Polywater, which was a fluke theory from the 70’s by Russian scientists that said that the world water supply would be contaminated. My grandfather and I started to debate different ideas also. Now that I am older, I can relate to what is on the tapes more. Because of the many times talking to my grandfather, it has influenced my love of science greatly, making it one of my most favorite subjects, in and out of school.


I am reminded of that wonderful insight of Henry Adams, who wrote that a teacher may never know the extent of his influence. “A teacher,” Adams concluded, “affects eternity.”

Charles Scribner III



New York, October 1992
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Growing up in a publishing family was inevitably a bookish experience; it prepared me to take over the family publishing business, although in ways derived from my other early loves that neither I nor my family could have foreseen. My father would almost always bring home galley proofs of new publications on which he would sometimes write corrections or alterations, using the stub of a very unsharpened pencil that he called an editorial pencil. Why editors do not use full-length pencils and why they do not sharpen them is a mystery I have never solved. These tools of the trade created in me the impression of a business world that was very primitive and set in its ways.

I should add that my first encounter with publishing was as an author. At the age of seven or eight I wrote a detective story, entitled The Old Brick House of Mystery. One of my grandfather’s authors persuaded him to have it printed and bound—all eight pages of it. This was a useful experience of the trade from the writer’s side.

My father would from time to time bring authors for a visit to our country home. That is how I came to know Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings and the great detective-story writer S. S. Van Dine (Willard Huntington Wright), among other less well-known Scribner writers. I never did meet Thomas Wolfe or F. Scott Fitzgerald, because I was away at boarding school, but they were close friends of my parents. Today, weekend visits by authors to their publishers’ homes are less frequent. Most homes are smaller, and life moves at a faster pace.

Despite my growing up among literary lions, the reading that influenced me most deeply dated back almost two thousand years. As a boarding student at St. Paul’s in Concord, New Hampshire, I was fortunately able to build on my earlier exposure to Latin. Though a good deal of the instruction left much to be desired, I had the good fortune to be invited in the fall of 1938 to sign up for a special class in Roman literature. We read selections from Livy, Plautus, Horace, and Catullus. The teacher, a man named Morris, truly loved these works, and his enthusiasm was contagious. Almost everything I learned that year has stuck in my mind.

When I entered Princeton in the fall of 1939, the university was enjoying something of a humanistic revival in the undergraduate curriculum, with various programs and courses introduced to provide a broader view of the arts. The recitations in the classics courses I took were not greatly different in structure from those of St. Paul’s, but the content was incomparably richer. Princeton has a single faculty, and underclassmen have the great benefit of being taught by professors who also teach graduate students. I profited by this arrangement. The scholarship of these senior men enabled them to bring us close to the original meanings and associations of the masterpieces we were reading. And there were other advantages to this contact with eminent humanists. It was in a course in Horace that I was given an understanding of poetic technique that I have never had to revise. That was in a period when T. S. Eliot and the New Critics were pontificating on all aspects of literature, and I have always been grateful that classical studies provided me with other points of view. It was not unhelpful, for example, to know that Eliot’s translation of Propertius fell far short of the mark.

The most rewarding decision I made at Princeton was to take up Greek. As I indicated above, for the purpose of mastering the language it was clearly too little and too late. Still, there were for me some lasting benefits, despite a volatile vocabulary and a feeble grasp of the grammar. It was a great thrill to read anything in Greek, and I still recall the first sentences of the Gospel of Saint John that began our study: “In the beginning was the Word”—most appropriate for the situation.

One required course in philosophy, as I remember, was pretty much devoted to the dialogues of Plato. The reason for this seemingly strange literary form as a medium for philosophy lies in the fact that for the Greeks the oral tradition was so powerful that even when they were reading to themselves they read out loud. Much of their science and other learning was conveyed by the spoken word in dialogues, lectures, and old-time bull sessions. The dialogue has other merits as well: it makes it possible to show a discussion among several speakers with conflicting views. It’s fair to say that Socrates dominated in a sometimes irritating, know-it-all vein, but Plato got his point across on all the great issues that still occupy our minds. The writings of these ancient Greeks included those of Aristotle, who was a polymath—that is, he covered all fields, including logic, biology, literature, and ethics, to name just a few of the subjects he established. It seems that Aristotle used the spoken word in his teaching. Indeed, his method was called “peripatetic” because he walked up and down beside or among his students, a less formal way than that of our teachers today, who depend largely on a lectern and a blackboard. Oddly enough, we possess Aristotle’s teachings today because one or another of his students took extensive notes. This core of ancient knowledge would prove useful later in my readings in the history of science.

At Princeton our teachers pushed us quite early into the translation of selections from the Greek masterpieces. After little more than a year of Greek, Professor Sam Atkins assigned us the translation of the first scene of Aeschylus’s Prometheus Bound. In the following years we were reading Sophocles, Euripedes, Plato, and Homer. I remember the Ginn texts in green buckram of the plays, annotated by the English classicist Jebb. How I would love to have some of those volumes now.
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