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Even on those occasions when he had no active hand in something I wrote, the choices I made, the way I approached a subject, the order in which I told what I knew, the attitude I adopted, were determined by his example and his influence.

—Alec Wilkinson, My Mentor: A Young Man’s Friendship with William Maxwell

One night a friend lent me a book of short stories by Franz Kafka. I went back to the pension where I was staying and began to read The Metamorphosis. The first line almost knocked me off the bed. I was so surprised. The first line reads, “As Gregor Samsa awoke that morning from uneasy dreams, he found himself transformed in his bed into a gigantic insect….” When I read the line I thought to myself that I didn’t know anyone was allowed to write things like that. If I had known, I would have started writing a long time ago.

—Gabriel García Márquez, interview in the Paris Review, Issue 82, Winter 1981.
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INTRODUCTION


MENTORS, MUSES AND MOZART
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The response to my invitation was overwhelming. One after another, in e-mails, on the phone, and in person, in a matter of weeks, two dozen fiction writers said yes, they wanted to contribute to this anthology. Some days I would hear from two or three or four people, saying yes, count me in. Of course, I was delighted—and slightly flabbergasted by the wellspring of enthusiasm. I seemed to have hit a nerve.

Several knew right away whom they wanted to write about—Mary Gordon on Elizabeth Hardwick and Janice Thaddeus, Jay Cantor on Bernard Malamud, Lily Tuck on Gordon Lish, Jim Shepard on John Hawkes. But quite a few said yes, emphatically, without knowing their subject for sure. Early on, Jonathan Safran Foer was deciding from among Joyce Carol Oates, with whom he studied at Princeton, the artist Joseph Cornell, whose famous boxes enchanted him at a young age, and the Israeli poet Yehuda Amichai. At first, Margot Livesey wasn’t sure whether to choose her adopted father—an English teacher at a Scottish boarding school—or a long-dead muse.

In saying yes before they had settled on a subject, I picked up in writers’ voices and in their e-mails a yearning to acknowledge and to thank the people who had made a landmark difference in their lives—to recognize them the best way a fiction writer can, by telling the story of their association. Because most of these encounters occurred when the writers were young and vulnerable—uncertain about their identities and what they were capable of—some of the pieces have a sweetly aching quality, and nearly all of them express abiding gratitude. But sweetly aching or not, a good many of the writers are looking back at themselves at a tender age when something powerful happened to them, a moment when an authority figure saw talent in them, or when they came to believe they possessed it themselves—and their wobbly lives changed direction and  velocity. They knew, in a way they hadn’t before, where they were headed; and what is more potent, and more moving, than that? It’s like being rescued. No, it is being rescued—from uncertainty, indecision, mediocrity.

Life brings us emotional experiences to compete with that one in intensity, but the others invariably involve romance, children, family ties, two-sided associations that inevitably become messy, fraught, downright imperfect. But the feelings of gratitude a student or supplicant usually has for a mentor have an aura of purity about them—uncluttered, unalloyed gratitude—that’s absent from most other intense relationships. It’s fitting that we idealize our mentors. They are more accomplished than we are; they are in a position to bestow feelings of worth on us that carry more weight in the real world than praise from even the most ardent parents. Their praise counts for something out there—and because of that, it also counts in here, where we live and work and proceed with nothing but whatever talent we possess, whatever nerve we can summon, and the knowledge that the only way to get to Carnegie Hall, or its literary equivalents, is practice, practice, practice, which is to say, write, rewrite, rewrite.

Mentors are our role models, our own private celebrities, people we emulate, fall in love with, and sometimes stalk—by reading their books compulsively. In her essay on Alice Munro, Cheryl Strayed writes, “I love Alice Munro, I took to saying, the way I did about any number of people I didn’t know whose writing I admired, meaning, of course, that I loved her books…. But I loved her too, in a way that felt slightly ridiculous even to me.” When things go well, we are the beneficiaries of our mentors’ best selves, not just their admirable writing but the prescient insights that divine talent in us before we know it’s there ourselves.

Alongside the mentor’s noticing us, much of the force of our feelings is revealed in how much energy we invest in noticing the mentor; but what would you expect from writers obsessed with other writers? Obsession is an occupational hazard. Or do I mean an occupational necessity? In his essay on Annie Dillard, Alexander Chee writes, “By the time I was done studying with Annie, I wanted to be her.” He wanted her house, her car, and most of all, a boxed set of the books he had not yet written, like the boxed set of her books he admires in a store. When she was in her twenties, Sigrid Nunez lived with her boyfriend and his mother—Susan Sontag. In her essay “Sontag’s Rules,” in crystalline detail, she remembers Sontag’s elaborate rules for living the life of a writer and intellectual—and Nunez names each rule she adopted for herself. In the more complicated case of Maud Casey, whose influences are the writers John Casey and Jane Barnes—who happen to be her parents—she admits that as a child, she imagined that she would grow up to be her parents, and that until she went to graduate school, she could not read a novel, any novel, without hearing their voices in her head.

Not all writers have quite such complicated relationships with their mentors or mentor equivalents. John Casey, father of Maud, had an unfraught, collegial relationship with Peter Taylor after they met while Casey was a law student taking a creative writing class on the side. Julia Glass writes a glowing paean to her longtime book editor and muse Deb Garrison, and tells us, along the way, how she herself went from being a painter to a novelist rather late in life. Carolyn See honors an unlikely pair of influences, an English professor whose lectures on poetry she attended for three weeks when she was twenty, and her beloved, eccentric father, who had always yearned to be a serious writer; the closest he came was writing seventy-three books of pornography near the end of his life.

Joyce Carol Oates answered my invitation by telling me that her mentors had been Emily Dickinson and Ernest Hemingway and several contemporary writers she had never known. I replied that it would be fine to write about mentors of that kind—to which Oates replied with an essay far more ambitious and illuminating, “On the Absence of Mentors/Monsters: Notes on Writerly Influences,” that includes stories of her friendships with Donald Barthelme and John Gardner—and her childhood passion for Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland and Through the Looking-Glass.

Other writers arrived with more unconventional sources of inspiration. The distinguished critic Robert Boyers, who found his fictional voice at fifty, is indebted to the Italian writer Natalia Ginzburg, because of his poet wife’s connection to her. Evelyn Toynton, an American who lives in England, recalls the sorrows of her beloved handicapped mother, who showered Toynton and her sister with books and stories about English kings and queens when they were sorrowful children in New York City, on their twice-monthly visits to their mother’s shabby, book-filled apartment. The story of Arnon Grunberg’s literary awakening as a high school dropout in Amsterdam is so exotic—and funny and heartbreaking—that I am loath to try to summarize it in a sentence. Edmund White’s portrait of the late Harold Brodkey, set in gay New York in the 1970s, provides the anthology its single full-blown “monster.” Monstrous though he was, White acknowledges his writerly debt to Brodkey.

Like Joyce Carol Oates, a number of writers felt they had been mentored not by people but by specific books or a writer’s oeuvre. Samantha Hunt, Denis Johnson, ZZ Packer, Anita Shreve, and Martha Southgate offer not only their lucid memories of encountering these works but a booklist you’re not likely to find anywhere else: The Stories of Breece D’J Pancake, Fat City by Leonard Gardner, the short stories of James Alan McPherson, That Night by Alice McDermott, and Harriet the Spy, respectively. Michael Cunningham, who identifies Virginia Woolf as his muse, wrote about the lifelong companionship Mrs. Dalloway has given him, “a devastating if oneway friendship” that led him to write The Hours when he was in his forties.

Another group of writers had something entirely different in mind in response to my invitation—and I was so eager to read their essays that I happily went beyond the boundaries of the title. Five people wanted to write about institutions or extended periods of their lives that had changed everything—altered their ambitions, rearranged their sense of who they were, what they were capable of, and what they wanted. Jane Smiley dove back into her first year as a graduate student at the Iowa Writers’ Workshop, 1974, and the influence of her classmates, including Allan Gurganus. Christopher Castellani examined what nine summers at the Bread Loaf Writers’ Conference have meant to him, beginning with two summers as a waiter. Neil Gordon recollected two transformative years as an editorial assistant at The New York Review of Books, while he finished his doctoral dissertation and charted his ambivalence about writing fiction. Dinaw Mengestu, born in Ethiopia and raised outside Chicago, ran an after school program in Harlem while he licked his wounds at not being able to sell his novel, and learned anew the power of storytelling in his efforts to entertain and soothe his students. Caryl Phillips, born in St. Kitts, raised in Leeds, England, and now a professor of writing at Yale, takes a long look backwards in “Growing Pains,” isolating moments that moved him in the direction of a literary life.

This anthology came into being on the night of March 17, 2008, hours after I submitted an essay to Tin House on my mentor, Elizabeth Hardwick, who had died three months before and with whom I had had a senior tutorial at Barnard College in the 1970s. I remember walking through my apartment, feeling especially content, not only at having finished the piece but at having dwelled on that distant time before I knew what I would do with myself. Back then, one event had led to another, and another, and landed me in Miss Hardwick’s office every two weeks during my last semester, at the end of which—well, I guess you could say that she liked my work. Liked it well enough to say so, which was well enough to keep me going as an aspiring writer for the next nine years until I finished and sold my first novel. A little praise from the right person can go a very long way.

There must be a collection somewhere of writers on the subject of their mentors, I said to myself in this upbeat mood, and I went to Amazon.com to look for it. But it was not many minutes before I saw that there isn’t one. The very next day, armed with my title—Mentors, Muses & Monsters—I started making inquiries. The first person I asked, Mary Gordon, said yes right away. You hold in your hands the rest of the story.

Though this may be the only collection of essays by writers about their mentors and muses, the history of literature and of every other art overflows with stories about mentors, muses, and influential monsters, about institutions that have produced extraordinary talents, and about decades (Vienna in the 1890s, Paris in the 1920s) when geniuses collided and changed the course of history. There are stories yet to be told about today’s teachers who nurture and direct gifted students, and plenty of stories to be retold about distant writers and artists who inspired acolytes in their immediate orbit, and inspire them now, centuries later, with their work.

In the 1780s, Mozart wrote six string quartets dedicated to Joseph Haydn, who is considered the father of the string quartet, and whose work Mozart had begun studying at the age of six. In 1785, after hearing the six quartets, Haydn made a now famous remark to Mozart’s father: “Before God, and as an honest man, I tell you that your son is the greatest composer known to me either in person or by name. He has taste, and, what is more, the most profound knowledge of composition.”

Would Mozart have been Mozart without Haydn’s influence? Would Shakespeare have been Shakespeare without Plutarch’s Lives and Holinshed’s Chronicles to draw on? Would T. S. Eliot’s Waste Land have become what it is without Ezra Pound’s edits? Jonathan Safran Foer claims in his essay “The Snow Globe” that had he not gone to Yehuda Amichai’s reading as a high school student visiting Israel, he might never have become a writer. Anita Shreve is certain that had she not read Alice McDermott’s novel That Night at the moment she did, she “would not be a novelist today.” I find it impossible to accept that all this talent might never have flourished had it not been for a chance encounter or a single book. Surely it would have found expression sooner or later, in one form or another— wouldn’t it? In any case, the essays in Mentors, Muses & Monsters are about what did happen, and in its own way, each is a celebration of that potent elixir made up of influence and serendipity.

Some writers in this collection refer to transformative figures as mentors, some as muses, and some do not have a ready label. But it’s worth noting that none of the writers tells the archetypal story of artist and muse: the great man inspired in his great work by a woman destined to play second fiddle, or no fiddle at all. I like to think this absence is not a fluke, that it marks a trend in the arts and in life, and that it’s something else to celebrate in these pages.

I knew these essays would be good when I asked this extraordinary group of writers to undertake them, but I could never have imagined just how good they would be, until they began arriving in my computer from around the country and across an ocean or two. Here’s what I think happened: Given the chance to thank the people, living and dead, writers, parents, professors, editors, and dance teachers who changed their lives— and to remember times and places when magic happened and influence of all kinds put down roots—these writers made the decision to write their hearts out and let us in on stories they have carried around for years.

Writers can be a grumpy, cantankerous bunch, self-involved, high-strung, hostile to authority, annoyed, sometimes, if they have to leave the house. But it turns out that if you ask them to remember who gave them the idea to write or the permission or the encouragement, ask them to remember the voice that said, “You can do this, and here’s how,” whether it was a human voice or an author speaking from the page of a book, there’s a good chance they’ll tell you a story that just might take your breath away.



PART I
PEOPLE WE ENCOUNTERED
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“WHY NOT SAY WHAT HAPPENED?”


REMEMBERING MISS HARDWICK

Elizabeth Benedict
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Elizabeth Hardwick, novelist, essayist, cofounder of The New York Review of Books, and former wife of Robert Lowell, died on December 2, 2007, at ninety-one years of age. In the days and weeks afterward, there were the predictable public reactions—obituaries in The New York Times and elsewhere—and an unusually large number of private responses that came my way. For all to see but not seen by many, Wayne Koestenbaum’s celebration of her sentences on the PEN Web site reminded us why the biographical details matter:

I love Elizabeth Hardwick’s sentences. They’re strange and wayward. They veer. They avoid the point. Sometimes they are specific, but often they grow soft-focused and evasive at the crucial moment. They fuzz out by adopting a tone at once magisterial and muffled. When I was writing my biography of Andy Warhol, I told myself, “Imitate Elizabeth Hardwick.” By that advice, I meant: be authoritative, but also odd.

Because I had penned a sort of eulogy on the Huffington Post—having had a senior tutorial with Hardwick at Barnard, in 1976—a good number of people wrote to me from whom I wouldn’t otherwise have heard. Two men who had taught with her at Columbia were enchanted; several others who had served with her on literary committees—where she was famously difficult—were not. And there were feverish phone calls and e-mails with a group of women who had also studied with her at Barnard in the 1970s. She had been a towering figure to us when we were very young, the first real writer any of us knew at a time that’s hard to imagine now, when “women writers” were an exotic species, and when wanting to grow up and be one put you in far more exclusive company than it does today. It was not as rare as wanting to be president—which no one wanted to do—but for either sex, it was far from the bustling, vocational school industry that it is today. The writer’s work was much more understood to be something endured “painfully and all alone,” in Virginia Woolf’s words, with the help of a few good readers, rather than through an endless series of courses, workshops, conferences, and “terminal degree” programs. In those days, there was no such thing as a PhD in creative writing. When I graduated from college, there were fourteen MFA writing programs. Today, there are ten times as many.

In scanning my memory for sightings of Elizabeth Hardwick, I stumble into an antiquated world, as though I’m walking through one of Joseph Cornell’s boxes or the London house of Thomas and Jane Carlyle, monuments to days gone by. The literary culture of the 1970s had more in common with the nineteenth century than with the twenty-first, yet that faraway period intersected at Barnard and Columbia with another culture just being formed. This new one noisily insisted that women were the equals of men, that women’s sexuality was more complicated than men’s, and that the old ways were not the best ways, which extended even to the novel, which had been declared dead in many quarters. On hand to replace it was “the new fiction,” which, in Hardwick’s 1977 essay “The Sense of the Present,” included Donald Barthelme, Thomas Pynchon, Kurt Vonnegut, and Renata Adler’s novel Speedboat. Her analysis speaks of honor, and it honors the old and the new, the dead and the just-born:

What is honorable in “so it goes” and in the mournful brilliance of Barthelme’s stories … in Speedboat, in the conundrums of V. is the intelligence that questions the shape of life at every point. It is important to concede the honor, the nerve, the ambition—important even if it is hard to believe anyone in the world could be happier reading Gravity’s Rainbow than reading Dead Souls.

In looking back over my shoulder, I see the culture in dazzling turmoil, and I see my own naïveté, my wonder, my fledging ambition. But as I write this remembrance, I seem to have more in common with the narrator, a woman of a certain age, on the first page of our favorite of Hardwick’s books, the novel Sleepless Nights:

This is what I have decided to do with my life just now. I will do this work of transformed and even distorted memory and lead this life, the one I am leading today…. If only one knew what to remember or pretend to remember. Make a decision and what you want from the lost things will present itself. You can take it down like a can from a shelf. Perhaps. One would be marked Rand Avenue in Kentucky and some would recall the address at least as true.

For me, one would be marked the Columbia professor’s apartment on Morningside Drive where I first learned of Hardwick’s existence. I was a freshman and a regular babysitter for the professor’s children, but because the family had found me through the Barnard Babysitting Service, they complied with its rules about getting me home. After nine o’clock, I had to be given cab fare or escorted to my residence. The father always chose to walk their dog and take me to my apartment building at the end of the night, but they were a social pair and sometimes returned with the people they had spent the evening with, for a nightcap and more conversation. Because the father was not going to take me home when he had guests, I was always invited to sit with them, other professors and their wives. I’m sure they would have listened to anything I had to say, but I was so intimidated that I might as well have been clinically mute. One New Year’s Eve, two couples sat discussing the psychologist Piaget, and at one point the father looked at his watch and said matter-of-factly, “It’s five after twelve,” meaning the New Year had begun, and the conversation returned without a flutter to Piaget. I would not have been more surprised if they had begun removing their clothes.

That was it? They weren’t even going to flip on the television for the big moment? No kissing, no champagne? Had my parents got it wrong all these years? To make it in the smart set, would I have to pretend that New Year’s Eve was a scratch on the ear?

It wasn’t New Year’s Eve when the professors and their wives discussed the melodramatic problems of Lizzie and Cal, whose names, I would soon learn, were Elizabeth Hardwick and Robert Lowell. It seems he had run off with an Englishwoman, Lady Caroline Blackwood, whom none of them knew, and there was much rage and grief on Lizzie’s part, and agreement that Cal’s problems had never made life easy for anyone. They were divorced or about to be. I don’t remember the sentences they spoke, but I remember the somber tone, as though they were recounting the course of a friend’s terrible illness. Lizzie taught writing at Barnard, but this meant little to me at the time. I did not decide I wanted to be a writer until the following year, when an English professor intuited that I wanted to write a novel, an ambition that seemed as grand, given my background and the dearth of women writers, as wanting to be president.

I began to notice books by the two writers. In the bookstore on 112th Street and Broadway, one night I stood reading Lowell’s collection Dolphin, many of whose sonnets seemed like language taken from actual letters. Because I knew the story, I assumed the letters were hers to him. Describing what it’s like to read one of his letters, the abandoned wife, in the poem “Records,” admits: “I thought my heart would break a thousand times …” The line made the world crack open for me. I was heartbroken for Professor Hardwick and her daughter, but strangely comforted in my rickety ambitions. These exalted people who might, like the professors and their wives, be blasé about New Year’s Eve, were not blasé about abandonment. If I were going to be a writer, which I knew took a very long time, perhaps I could do this too—reach for plain speech, for the deeply felt, not the elaborately obscure, the impossibly blasé.

I tucked away this revelation, thinking the poem was my little secret, not knowing for decades that Lowell’s decision to publish this book, to use Hardwick’s letters so baldly, was a scandal among their friends and colleagues. Not knowing for decades that it was Hardwick who had said famously to Lowell, “Why not say what happened?”—which ended up in his poem “Epilogue.” Not knowing then that Lowell’s confessional poetry and his teaching at Harvard were the catalyst for so many writers who moved so bluntly in the direction of saying what happened. And that the direction would lead us, decades later, to complete candor becoming as fashionable as modesty and discretion had once been. Candor itself would become a genre, a currency of its own, morphing from daytime talk show revelations (I had sex with my Standard Poodle! My mother slept with my math teacher!) to memoirs about vaginal pain and gambling addictions, leading right up to the way we live now, when all a writer needs is one hundred gigabytes a year and a blog of her own.

For a variety of reasons, I didn’t know until I was a senior that I could be a creative writing major, or at least an English major with a creative writing minor. When the news reached me, I went to Hardwick’s office and asked if I could be admitted into her fiction workshop. The class was full, but after seeing my work, she offered me a senior tutorial.

On my own with Miss Hardwick, as I called her on the rare occasions when it was necessary, I handed over four or five pages every time we met. I’d watch her read them in her wooden swivel chair, her auburn curls brushing her cheeks, lipstick always freshly applied. She liked but did not love what I wrote. There was not enough there to love, neither enough skill nor life experience. I was working on a small scale, pecking out very short stories whose modest length she remarked on humorously from time to time. She did not say much; I doubt the meetings lasted more than half an hour, but I don’t remember feeling tense or rushed. She was very jolly, and had a ready laugh and an easy smile. She talked about her daughter fondly and made cracks now and then about not having enough money. Her languid Kentucky drawl was intoxicating, and her offhand remarks were a kind of performance art.

She was different from other teachers; the idea was to study her, not a particular subject. What exactly did I learn when I overheard her say, “Ah hate to go to a first-class restaurant and have a lot of happy birthdays”? I still don’t know, but the world somehow expanded with this remark in it, or maybe all it shows is that I was destined to spend my life listening to what people say, listening for information, the pure poetry of speech, for cultural markers that place us in one social class or another, or maybe in two at once—all essential lessons for a fiction writer.

On the writing front, she disapproved of creating characters who were artists, and I think she disapproved of characters who were writers. She had modest ambitions as a teacher: “The only thing I can do for you is to suggest books to read.” This lesson was clear: the only way to learn to write was to read. The book she loved, it seemed, above all others was Rilke’s The Notebook of Malte Laurids Brigge, which of course I read many times. During one meeting, I reported that a Columbia professor had encouraged me to be a writer, and I shyly asked if she agreed with him.

“I think you can do the work,” she said kindly, “but you have to decide if you want such a hard life.”

I’m not sure now that she believed I could “do the work,” but I was too young and grateful to question her. And I dismissed the caveat entirely, that it was a hard life. With all the dumb confidence of youth, I said to myself, “She has a hard life because she’s an old lady. I will not have a hard life.”

There were two categories of private responses to Elizabeth Hardwick that came to me after she died. “She was utterly lovely to me, always,” one former colleague from Columbia wrote. “I found her enchanting, filled with goodness, and of course brilliant. So much sadness, though. She knew what it is to ache.” The other category was much less kind, and I mention it reluctantly, but because it speaks to the literary culture that shaped her, the male-dominated Partisan Review crowd of the 1940s and ’50s. A writer who had sat with her on committees said that “you didn’t want to make a remark before she did, because of course she would demolish you. It wasn’t a matter of gender, it was just being mean for the pure exercise of it, and we knew it, and tried to change seats when she came in. And she was devastating in her remarks about other writers.” Another observed her behavior through a wide-angle lens: “I think that she and [Mary] McCarthy and [Barbara] Epstein, and—even in politics—Bella Abzug, must have felt that the only way to make it in a man’s world was—because men are so often bullies—to bully. Being mean was a kind of secondary sexual characteristic.”

Reports came my way of cutting, hurtful remarks. In the Times obituary I learned that she had written a “mischievously effective” article parodying her dear friend Mary McCarthy’s bestselling novel The Group, called “The Gang,” published in The New York Review of Books under the pseudonym Xavier Prynne. People wondered privately what sort of gesture this was—to mock a friend’s book in public.

For weeks I was haunted by Miss Hardwick’s jabs, by the acutely sensitive writer who could be so insensitive to the feelings of others. I wondered about her childhood in Kentucky, her being the eighth of eleven children. There could not have been an abundance of personal attention, of parental devotion to any one child. I wondered about the costs of her difficult marriage, decades of caring for the manic-depressive, oft-hospitalized Lowell, a man whose breakdowns frequently led him into the arms of other women. It’s not a secret that people learn from their oppressors or that the powerless need people next to whom they can feel superior. A child bullied by his parents will bully a smaller child, not because he’s rotten but because all that negative energy needs somewhere to go. And there was the culture in which Hardwick had come of age, long before the heady days of the women’s movement that marked my time at Barnard.

I went looking for a taste of that time and picked up Mary McCarthy’s autobiography, Intellectual Memoirs, and felt I’d hit the jackpot: Hardwick had written the introduction. And there was my answer, or a piece of it, in her description of being a guest at the home of Philip Rahv, editor of Partisan Review: “An evening at the Rahvs’ was to enter a ring of bullies, each one bullying the other. In that way it was different from the boarding school accounts of the type, since no one was in ascendance. Instead there was an equality of vehemence that exhausted itself and the wicked bottles of Four Roses whiskey around midnight—until the next time.”

She had been there as a young woman in the 1940s, one of the few women learning the tricks of this scalding trade. Add to that the hardships of the marriage, of being the caretaker, the one who cleaned up after disasters. In her obituary it was reported that she felt her relationship with Lowell was “the best thing that ever happened to me,” but day to day, year to year, such burdens take their toll. Why bother to be kind to all when life had been so unkind to her? Perhaps. My speculations swirled, and I went back and forth as to whether even to mention this issue in this piece, or whether to mention my armchair psychologist theories. One evening I remembered that I might have a postcard from her, sent in response to a review I’d written of her early, reissued novel The Ghostly Lover. In a box of letters, I found instead a typed letter she had written me in 1982. I’d asked her to write a letter of recommendation for graduate school and had sent along three stories. How could I have forgotten this letter, typed on crinkly onion skin, her name, first and last, signed with a fountain pen?

She provides a frank, specific critique of the stories, then a general critique—“What I don’t see in these yet is a voice that would let me know they come from the same author, a voice, a particular vision, a way of style or whatever”—and several sentences that kept me going for the year it took me to finish my first novel: “On the other hand, the stories are not awkward, not amateurish and I have the feeling you are on the brink of actually being able to write a lot better suddenly. Anyway, good luck to you and you have reason to persevere in the effort to write fiction. I’m sure you are, as I said, on your way.”

I had not been keen on going to graduate school, but it seemed a way to buy some time. When I ended up on the waiting list, I was gleeful: a validation without the obligation to go. I had just been laid off from a fulltime job and could collect unemployment insurance for a few months while I worked on my novel. And Elizabeth Hardwick had told me I was going in the right direction. When I thought of that, it sometimes made me stop writing and look up from the typewriter in astonishment and gratitude. Then it made me lower my eyes and get back to work.
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Is it possible to have an exaggerated respect for masterpieces? For many years I believed that to aspire to anything less than Death in Venice or To the Lighthouse was unworthy of the writer I might hope to become. As a result I wrote no fiction at all after my undergraduate years at Queens College in New York City, where I tried my hand at poems and plays and stories and discovered that my gifts then ran principally to easy symmetries and predictable reversals of commonly accepted ideas. When I sent a few poems to The Nation as I entered graduate school in the fall of 1963, I received a letter from Denise Levertov that nicely summarized what I had already come to think of my own “creative” efforts: “You’re obviously very bright,” she wrote, “but I would recommend that you try something else.” Of course an even brighter boy, age twenty-one, would have been moved at that point to send Ms. Levertov a note telling her to go fuck herself, and then gone back to work. But then I could not make myself believe that I would soon turn out the equivalent of “Sunday Morning” or make my latest novella-in-progress a worthy successor to Saul Bellow’s Seize the Day, which I wished with all my heart that I had written.

I have never suffered from anything remotely resembling writer’s block. In graduate school I began turning out reviews and essays for magazines like Dissent and Partisan Review, and in 1965 I made myself the editor of a new quarterly magazine called Salmagundi, in whose pages I would be free to place whatever I liked. But I remained, no doubt for complex reasons I’ll never fully understand, reluctant to write the stories I had it in me to tell and soon pretended that I could say all that I needed to say in the literary essays and critical books I produced. My reluctance had nothing to do with “hugging the shore.” Often I found myself embroiled in disputes as a result of the essays I published, and I took special pleasure in complaining about aspects of the culture wholeheartedly endorsed by most of my friends and academic colleagues. Of course I don’t know what would have happened had I continued to write fiction in my twenties and thirties, but I suspected even then that my fondness for argument and controversy would have infected the work and made it pedagogically earnest and overdetermined in a fatal way.

At any rate, for many years I ceased even to think about writing fiction. In 1990, nearing fifty, I spent a sabbatical year in Florence with my wife Peg and our youngest son. Peg had been reading the work of the Italian writer Natalia Ginzburg, writing her letters and ceaselessly extolling her virtues, and by October Ginzburg had invited Peg to visit her in Rome. Bring your family along, Ginzburg had recommended, but my Italian was poor, and Ginzburg, who had lived for a time in London, thought no better of her own English. I thought it best to stay out of the way, and spent a long afternoon entertaining our son in the sweltering Roman streets around the Piazza Navona, ducking into the nearby air-conditioned McDonald’s for snacks and cold drinks and speculating with young Gabriel as to the reception his mother would find around the corner in the company of her idol. In my knapsack I carried a copy of Ginzburg’s book Family Sayings, from which I read aloud to nine-year-old Gabriel whenever he would listen, and we agreed that “Mom” would get along beautifully with the seventy-four-year-old writer.

By November I had read four of Ginzburg’s books, including her World War II novel All Our Yesterdays and a more recent epistolary novel called The City and the House. Soon we returned to Rome for another long afternoon, when Ginzburg cooked lunch for Peg and sat for a two-hour taped interview slated to appear in a special issue of Salmagundi devoted to Ginzburg. Again I entertained our son in the great outdoors and managed not to envy the hours Peg would spend with someone I had never met. Peg was not typically given to infatuations, and this one was so pronounced and infectious that my own satisfaction was considerable.

I never met Ginzburg—she died some months after our visits to Rome—but I became a fan of her work in translation and went on to teach her writing in literature classes and eventually, many years later, wrote an essay on her for Harper’s magazine. But Peg’s involvement was by far the greater. In the late 1990s she began to write poems spoken in the imagined voice of Ginzburg, covering aspects of her life in Fascist Italy, and frequently inventing later experiences for Ginzburg that would seem plausible given her predilections. The poems became the collection Hard Bread, published by the University of Chicago Press in 2002.

What had drawn Peg to Ginzburg was an improbable combination of acerbity and sweetness, along with Ginzburg’s ability to write in utter disregard of fashion or decorum. Though she had many loyal friends, Ginzburg did not hesitate to publish devastating things about these friends when she thought that they had betrayed their gifts or their responsibilities. Though she believed women should be free to make their own decisions about abortion and other matters, she deplored the culture in which ostensibly enlightened women took their reproductive rights for granted and refused to regard abortion itself as a grave, even terrible choice. Most intellectuals, she felt, were not serious about matters that ought to have seemed troubling, and she routinely criticized what she took to be the spiritual and intellectual deficiencies of a women’s movement whose objectives she shared.

Of course, I too was drawn to Ginzburg’s prickly independence of spirit and the utter lack of affectation in her voice, though it took me a few years to discover that Ginzburg would somehow inspire my long-delayed return to the writing of fiction. There was something hard and direct in her sentences that bespoke an enviable decisiveness. Even when she confessed to confusion or inadequacy she was definite about it. She didn’t have to search out flaws in those she wrote about because she truly saw them as they were and thus could not miss what was weak or vicious or foolish in them. Reading her, you had no sense that she intended to be provocative or to generate unwelcome revelations. She was generous and harsh in more or less equal measure and clearly did not write to cut people down to size or to prove herself superior to ideas she disliked. If seeing clearly entailed contradiction, she embraced contradiction, and she was willing to have one favorite character muse, “it was an idiotic thought, but he himself might happen to have an idiotic thought of that kind.”

Was it possible, then, I wondered, to make myself into the sort of writer Natalia Ginzburg might have admired? Perhaps that was one of those idiotic thoughts I allowed myself, more than occasionally, to entertain without supposing that they were anything less than idiotic. In truth, Ginzburg liked many things that left me cold, and was bored by others—like music and painting—which I adored, and obviously I could not reasonably hope to tailor my accent or passions to satisfy or amuse her—even had she been around to encourage me or to ridicule my fledgling efforts.

Still, with some misgiving, I found myself more and more drawn to Ginzburg’s voice and posture, feeling in some incomprehensible way that my growing need to write fiction had much to do with her. Why with misgiving? In part because Ginzburg’s authority had much to do with what she herself had lived through, with experiences entirely remote from my own. In her fiction, as in her memoiristic work, there is the unmistakable accent of bereavement and bewilderment. To be sure, she does not often allow herself direct reference to the death of her first husband, Leone Ginzburg, an anti-Fascist resistance fighter who was tortured and killed in Regina Coeli prison in 1944, though she writes poignantly about the experience of living under house arrest in the Abruzzi during the Fascist years, of painful separation from her children, of the failure or suicide of friends like the writer Cesare Pavese. When she writes that people of the World War II generation will never feel secure in their lives, that there is something in them that can “never be cured no matter how many years go by,” we believe her, and if we are honest with ourselves we know that nothing in our own lives can generate so comprehensive a darkness. “A ring at the doorbell in the middle of the night,” Ginzburg writes, “can only mean the word ‘police’ to us … [and] it is useless for us to tell ourselves over and over again that behind the word ‘police’ there are now friendly faces whom we can ask for help and protection.” Just so, it is useless for someone like me—who has been spared so horrific and protracted a siege as Ginzburg experienced as a Jew in Fascist Italy—to tell myself that my life too has had its share of suffering and that I too am acquainted with the night. I know that I cannot pretend to anything remotely resembling Ginzburg’s sense of life, and that I ought not, ever, to wish it upon myself.

Maybe no one ever quite gets to the bottom of an infatuation or an influence. Often, before I fell under Ginzburg’s spell, I had been deeply moved by very different kinds of writers, writers with greater range and grander ambition. But Ginzburg alone awakened in me a desire to try things I had never attempted before. However forthright I had been as a critic, I had always seemed to myself fair-minded and judicious. I had wanted my work to be useful, to contribute to the ongoing, civilized debates taking shape around books, issues, and ideas. Ginzburg too had made contributions to such debates, and she had even written a regular column for the Italian newspaper La Stampa. But she was, for me, principally a writer about whom one would never use the words “judicious” or “fair-minded.” And that, I suppose, is what fired my imagination and made me understand that I could write compelling stories only if I wrote with the combination of “moral and amoral seriousness” that Susan Sontag once noted in the work of Elias Canetti.

I am speaking here of qualities not easy to describe, though in Ginzburg I knew that I had found them and that I wanted never to do without them: not merely the absence of bullshit or pretense but the weight she seemed to accord to everything, even where she was playful. The weight, no doubt, had to do with Ginzburg’s sense that “We cannot lie in any of the things we do” and cannot “allow others to lie to us.” She doesn’t invariably express contempt for persons susceptible to weakness and complaint, but she is typically withering toward those who are comfortable with illusion and casual about their feelings. In Ginzburg, adults who “fall in love easily” or manage to believe that adultery or the neglect of children are ordinary affairs of potentially little consequence are made to seem fatally disappointing. She knows that equilibrium may be difficult for many of us to achieve, but she mistrusts people who are armored against shock and temptation and at all costs moderate in behavior and inclination. To feel that things have weight, Ginzburg believes, is to accord to them the capacity to move us and disorient us and make us fearful. Fearful of what? For a writer, there is always—there must always be—the fear of “cheating and being dishonest,” of saying things we don’t mean, of currying favor with readers, or reaching for “words that do not really exist within us.” There are, to be sure, other kinds of fear, but for Ginzburg, the fear of “cheating and being dishonest” is always present.

Had I been “dishonest” in the books and essays I had written? I didn’t think so, though I had prided myself on a certain gift for equanimity and tolerance that now, increasingly, seemed to me perhaps a form of dishonesty or denial. Of course I knew that clarity, tolerance, and moderation were virtues when it came to certain kinds of intellectual work. But these were not always compatible with other virtues that more and more seemed indispensable to the kind of imaginative work I wished to undertake. I wanted, all of a sudden, to get to the bottom of the sentiments of rage and resentment that had long colored my relations with my own unlovely and unhappy mother. I allowed myself to wonder, for the first time, whether the boundless patience and geniality I displayed when confronted by rude or otherwise offensive students did not betray an alarming fear of certain kinds of intimacy and struggle. Was it possible, I wondered, that the controlled dispassion typically evident in my cultural criticism would prevent me from getting inside characters whose fevers and confusions I wanted very much to penetrate and evoke?

In the first stories I wrote I did not at all think of Ginzburg as a model I would do well to adopt. In fact, I thought of nothing beyond my imagined characters and their situations and the logic I needed to discover to bring them to life. Only now, as I look back, does it seem to me that the courage—or permission—I needed was there for me in Ginzburg’s example, though by no means obvious. An aspect of her importance for me will come clear when I say that I do not think of her as the author of works comprehensively ambitious or virtuosic. Her sentences are not sublimely quotable, and her narrative virtues have principally to do with clarity of observation, resistance to frivolous embellishment, taut pacing, and unfailing quotidian specificity. Often, in attempting to account for the spell she casts, one is hard put to speak in essentially literary terms, as one does with writers—Gordimer, Saramago, Kundera, Vargas Llosa—more obviously brilliant, original, and enigmatically suggestive. For someone— like me—terminally hung up on the idea of masterpieces and intoxicated still by the aura of “LITERATURE,” Ginzburg was attractive at least in part because she did not much inspire me, a devout admirer, to think of her as an indisputably great writer who had created monuments of unaging intellect.

In fact, I knew that if I was to write fiction, I would have to proceed without worrying about this sort of stuff. Ginzburg herself had derided the notion that, to be taken seriously, she would have to ask how she stacked up against Proust or Joyce or Kafka, and in some way her inveterate unconcern fueled my own and allowed me simply to write without noticing the shadows on the wall. When I was young and fresh out of college I wished to write sentences as intricate and original as Stendhal’s. But as I wrote in my fifties I felt free at last to proceed as if the word “masterpiece” had nothing whatever to do with the real, immediate, heart-stopping business of fiction.

Again I note that influence is a slippery subject, and in my case, the influence I think I can identify is not reflected in any explicit way in my short stories. And yet I have no doubt whatever that Ginzburg’s voice steeled me to do the hard work I needed to do. Hard in what sense? In the sense that I knew from the first that this writing would deliver to me not consolation but, much of the time, regret. That it would not serve to quiet anxiety but to exacerbate it. There may be writers for whom the writing of fiction is a matter of emotion recollected in tranquility, but no one who reads the fiction of Ginzburg will suppose that emotion has been successfully mastered, that she works from the far side of—far removed from—anguish or disgust. And as I set to work on my own fiction, I knew that I needed to be very much inside the feelings that I wished to explore in the stories I projected.

Of course, this will not seem hard—not in the sense I intend—when the emotions at issue are more or less tame or decorous. In Ginzburg, even where the situations of life seem more or less settled for certain characters, the attendant emotions are rarely tame, and most often they are troubling. A woman who decides to marry acknowledges that her reasons are entirely practical and no less compelling for being exclusively so. A man who has long put up with his wife’s serial infidelities entertains the thought that there may yet be for him a better life, though he fears the effect that a decisive marital rupture will have on their children. Another man, generous and intelligent, can’t help thinking of his young wife as something of an insect, and persistently urges her to accept this view of herself so long as she remains essentially passive, blandly submissive, compliantly meek. In each case, characters are forced to confront deeply unpleasant realities, and if they are unequal to the task of doing anything about them, as is usually the case, they are forced to acknowledge the failure, however little they are able to grasp the enormity of that failure. A man in Ginzburg may accept that truly he was not much of a father to his son without adequately registering what that says about him, but he is made to live with an unmistakable burden of failure, with the sense that he has never earned the right to regard himself as a grown-up.

In none of my own stories did I set out with a clear sense of what I hoped to accomplish, and in most cases the point of a story would reveal itself to me very slowly, gradually, in several instances over a number of years. I began the title story of what became the collection Excitable Women, Damaged Men soon after the death of my mother, herself an unusually “excitable” woman, complicated, driven, irritable, unstable, a kind of truth-teller who specialized in punishing, deeply unsettling partial truths guaranteed to make no one comfortable or happy. In building a narrative around her I am sure that I did not think at all of Ginzburg, though there must have been, in the proverbial “back” of my mind, the example of Ginzburg’s remarkable portraits, in particular the unforgettable one of the father in the memoir Family Sayings, a portrait of another one-of-a-kind figure subject to mood swings and rages and definite opinions and a species of household tyranny. But then Ginzburg’s father was not in any obvious way a pathological figure like my own mother, and Ginzburg did not portray herself as someone who developed as she did precisely in response to, or in fear of, her father.

Not having a clear sense of what I wished to accomplish, I soon discovered, six or seven pages into “An Excitable Woman,” that though I had made a very good beginning, I did not know how to proceed. The central figure had been set up in a vivid and compelling way, and her potential effect on others had been suggestively evoked as well. But what, I wondered, could be the importance of such a portrait where the character is clearly not fully responsible for her actions, where she is, unmistakably, disturbed? In this case, moreover, the exaggerated features of the character’s irrational behavior had much to do with her inability to accept that her husband of thirty years had suddenly left her for a younger woman, so that the mother figure had not merely a grievance but a seeming justification, however specious. Surely, I saw, the importance of my story could not be made to lie in the domain of what used to be called “marriage and morals.” I knew that I had no wish to compose a story commenting upon the culture of divorce. My story was not driven by issues of any kind, and I knew that there was something else I needed to identify if I was to proceed. That something else, in fact, turned out to be the specter of inadequacy that had always informed my relations with my mother.

In the early draft of my story I had drawn the thirty-year-old son of this ferocious mother as a person fundamentally innocent and acted upon, a plausible victim subject to a stronger person’s bullying and fits of temper. But I saw after a while that this would not do, that there was a dishonest sentimentality in this depiction of the youthful character. His benevolence toward the mother was perhaps not entirely a mask, but he was allowed too entirely to keep it up and enjoy it with something just short of voluptuous self-approval. What was wanted was a growing intimation of something else. The mother, after all, deserved not merely to be pitied and tolerated but to be feared and even hated, and the revulsion she could inspire needed to be registered, acknowledged, without my allowing it to become fatally disabling for the son or allowing him to appear to himself and to others perfectly blameless. The further the full, complicated range of emotions might be let in, the further the young man would necessarily be made to revise his own sense of self and taste, sharply, his own failure to effectually alter the trajectory of his mother’s descent into misery and derangement.

“Only in our dreams,” Ginzburg had written, “did we succeed in conducting ourselves competently.” Often, she wrote, we love “to perceive in others amazement about ourselves,” about our benevolence or resilience or depth of conviction. Such observations were so entirely a part of me by the time I began to write fiction that I have no doubt they guided me in the shaping of stories and, more especially, in the revisions I determined, again and again, to make in works that seemed to me, in one way or another, not fully honest. Such was the case with “An Excitable Woman,” where, with considerable reluctance, I revised my portrait of the son so as to make him a well-intentioned but ambiguous accomplice in the mother’s free fall.

Of course, writers often believe that in the imaginary worlds they invent they are free to do what they please, to use real people (or characters based upon real people) according to their own needs—“like so many objects,” as Ginzburg once wrote. But though Ginzburg often acknowledged the sheer pleasure involved in making things up and trying things out, she was alert to the distortions enforced by the will to delicious self-approval, and she understood that in writers she admired there was always some discernible “obedience to [an] instinctual darkness” that went against the grain of the usual desire for happiness. Fearful of that darkness in myself, and strongly committed to the gift for equanimity that has rarely left me, I learned from Ginzburg—so I believe—to forego some of the pleasure I routinely derived from insisting upon the essential innocence of characters in whom I was personally invested.

By the time I published my first few stories in the mid- and late 1990s, Peg was at work on her Ginzburg poems, often reading them aloud to me and discussing with me the peculiar, elusive accent or tonality that would convey Ginzburg’s sensibility. Was the quality of irony expressed in a poem built around Ginzburg’s relations with Pasolini or Hemingway not in fact more peculiar to Peg herself than to Ginzburg? Was the attitude toward children expressed in another poem not rather more unforgiving than was usual in Ginzburg’s work? Absorbed as we were in addressing such questions, over several years, it was not possible for me to write my own stories without having Ginzburg somehow there, in the ether, haunting my thoughts. And though Peg rightly noted that the manic velocity of my stories—their tendency to shuttle rapidly between external narration and interior monologue—as well as their fondness for characters dangerous or deranged, made them feel utterly different from Ginzburg’s fiction, she also supported my belief that, had Ginzburg lived long enough to read the stories I wrote under her influence, she would have recognized the influence at once, and written me a letter acknowledging our curious spiritual affinity. An idle thought, to be sure, but then, who would deny himself the sort of occasional self-indulgence that Ginzburg anatomized with merciless insistence and with an unfailing sense of the ridiculous?

OEBPS/images/half.jpg





OEBPS/images/line.jpg






OEBPS/images/9781439127858.jpg
MENTORS,
MUSES
& MONSTERS

30 WRITERS ON THE PEOPLE
WHO CHANGED THEIR LIVES

Edited by Elizabeth Benedict

FREE PRESS
New York London Toronto Sydney








OEBPS/images/copy.jpg





OEBPS/images/pub.jpg
FREE PRESS
New York London Toronto Sydney





