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Lead Belly 
in New York

S.K. List
As a long-haired teenager in black turtleneck and tights, 

guitar in hand, I learned who Lead Belly was early in the 
’60s. I even knew fairly early on that he was really Hud- 
die Ledbetter, although only recently have I found out that 
the pronunciation of his name rhymes with “Judy.” (In 
spite of widespread inconsistency, I ’ve also learned to 
stick with the older spelling of his nicknam e, as two 
words.) Certainly, like many other music fans, I accepted 
and respected his status as a folk legend all along. But it 
has taken a number of conversations with Ithaca’s Sean 
Killeen, and some digging, to move Lead Belly out of the 
“Oh, yeah” pocket of my mind.* Although Lead Belly’s 
life experience is what gives his music weight, I dou'. r  a  I 
had ever considered his “career.” It was news to me that 
that career got off the ground in New York, particularly in 
the colleges of upstate New York. But how, in the less 
than opportune circumstances of the 1930s, did a poverty- 
stricken, middle-aged black convict escape the chains, 
both literal and figurative, that bound him to the ground in 
his native Louisiana? And how did he gain access to those 
sheltered, privileged white enclaves of education?

If nothing else signified that Lead Belly was an extraor
dinary individual, this cultural leap would do so. The 
exciting and satisfying thing is that the more layers of his 
story are peeled back, the more his special status is con
firmed. I t’s rem arkable to discover that, at least for a 
while, Lead Belly was the instant celebrity of his day. He 
emerged in the corner of the public eye at the start of 
1935, in New York City, and, in short order, almost every
body wanted a look at him.

While it is widely remembered that “Goodnight, Irene” 
was his most famous song and became a 1950 hit record 
for the Weavers just months after he died, it is less com
mon knowledge that Lead Belly himself was a hit from 
the start. Hardly six months after he walked out the door

see Lead Belly, p a g e  2

♦While the responsibility for any conclusions, assessments, or errors is 
mine, I want to acknowledge at the outset my debt to Sean Killeen. Killeen 
is the guiding spirit and prime mover of the Lead Belly Society (see accom
panying story, page 20), editor of the quarterly Lead Belly Letter, and cur
rently writing a biography of this prototypic and protean musician. He has 
generously and enthusiastically helped me at every turn as 1 have 
approached this subject, and willingly shared some of the fascinating mate
rials he has unearthed. Most of all, he has made it fun.
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of the Louisiana state penitentiary, he was 
making headlines in the New York Herald 
Tribune. In their 1992 biography, The Life 
and Legend o f  Leadbelly, Charles Wolfe 
and Kip Lomell call the Tribune's January 
3, 1935 article possibly the most important 
coverage in his career, at least promotion- 
ally. Predictably, the paper emphasized the 
most lurid elements of Lead Belly’s story. 
From a deck of four headlines, the second 
is the one most quoted: “Sweet Singer of 
the Swamplands Here To Do a Few Tunes 
Between Homicides.” The article described 
him as “a walking, singing, fighting album 
o f N egro ba llads,” an indefatigable  
Lothario with an ear-to-ear knife scar that 
“bears witness to his dreadful charm.”

The follow ing days saw Lead Belly 
being in terview ed for Time m agazine 
(headline: “Murderous Minstrel”) and the 
“March of Time” movie newsreel, courted 
by record companies, theatrical producers, 
and radio networks, and signed up for con
cert dates. His Shreveport bride, Martha 
Promise, arrived at Pennsylvania Station 
amid a flurry of reporters and flashbulbs; 
the same conditions attended their January 
21 wedding, which was solemnized in a 
Connecticut cottage by the m inister of a 
nearby AME Zion church. Within a year, to 
cap ita lize  upon the p u b lic ’s in terest, 
M acm illan rushed into publication with 
what today m ight look like a “quickie” 
biography — except that the book was pro
duced by Texans John A. Lomax and Alan 
Lomax. It was titled Negro Folk Songs As 
Sung by Lead Belly, with this amplifying 
information: ‘“ King of the Twelve-String 
Guitar Players of the W orld,’ Long-Time 
Convict in the Penitentiaries of Texas and 
Louisiana.”

and son, the Lom axes were 
already the authors of American Ballads 
and Folk Songs, pioneers of song collect
ing and field recording, and folk culture 
archivists at the Library of Congress itself. 
John Lomax was also the engineer of Lead 
Belly’s public debut. One of the singer’s 
claims to fame was that he had sung his 
way free of a 30-year jail sentence for mur
der with a song-plea to Texas governor Pat 
Neff. Once in the Louisiana pen, he had 
produced a similar song, first submitting it 
to Huey Long, later custom izing it to 
address Long’s successor O.K. Allen. The 
details are cloudy, indicating  that his 
behavior in jail may have earned him some 
“good tim e,” but the song exists, it was 
delivered to the governor, and, one way or 
another, in August 1934 Lead Belly walked 
free.

Searching for authentic African-Ameri
can work songs and savvy enough to mine 
the prisons and other forgotten corners of 
Southern states, John Lomax had come 
upon Lead Belly a year earlier. Impressed, 
he came back to record his songs a second

time in July 1934. While some stories sug
gest Lead Belly was pardoned into 
Lomax’s care, the reality appears to be less 
official. In any case, following his release, 
Lead Belly quickly connected with Lomax 
(who was then 66) and took up a role as his 
chauffeur and retainer as they visited other 
prisons over the next few months. More 
im portant. Lead Belly acted as a sort of 
“in terpreter,” helping the archivist coax 
good musical material out of other black 
convicts.

The story of this alliance is recounted in 
detail by Lomax in Negro Folk Songs. It is 
fasc inating— for the landm ark work 
Lomax was doing, for the characterizations 
of Lead Belly and his quoted remarks, and 
for its delineation, both explicit and implic
it, of the individual relationship between 
Lomax and Lead Belly, as well as of the 
broader relationship across class and racial 
lines. As much as Lomax stands apart from 
the w hite cu lture o f the 1930s, he also 
embodies it. For all his appreciation of van
ishing black folk culture and his efforts at 
preserving it, Lomax conjures up no one so 
much as Elvis Presley’s questionable man
ager Tom Parker, complete with the cour
tesy title of “Colonel.” In fact, Lead Belly 
called Lomax “Boss” and his teenage son 
Alan, “Little Boss.”

The first third of the Lomax book, called 
“The ‘W orldly N igger’,” is Lead Belly’s 
life story, much of it purportedly in his own 
words off the Lom axes’ tapes and taken 
down in dialect, from his birth through 
April 1935. Repeatedly, in this section, 
Lomax expresses his anxiety at traveling 
with a convicted k iller. But the pow er 
dynamic between them was complex and 
unsettled. Particularly striking is the story 
of the conversation in which Lomax agreed 
to take Lead Belly on. He asks the singer if 
he has a gun.

“No, suh, boss, but I’se got a knife.”
“Let me see it.”
He handed me his knife, which I opened 

and balanced on my hand. It had a long, nar
row blade, sharpened to a razor edge.

“Lead Belly,” I said, “down in Austin I have 
a home and a lovely lady for my wife; also a 
very dear daughter...I hope to live a long 
while for their sakes. If you sometime — 
when we are driving along a lonely road — 
decide that you are going to take my money 
and car, you need not stick this knife into me. 
Just tell me and I'll hand you my money, get 
out of the car, and let you drive on.”

“Boss,” he said, as if deeply moved, “boss,
I don’t think you oughta talk dat way to me. 
Boss, dis is de way I feels about you: Ef you 
got in a fight wid a man an’ he start to shoot 
you, I’d jump in between an’ ketch de bullet 
myself an’ not let it tech you. Boss, please, 
suh, lemme go wid you; I’ll keep your car 
clean an’ drive jes’ like you tell me. I’ll wait on

you day an’ night. An’, boss, you’ll never have 
to tie yo’ shoes again ef you’ll lemme do it.”

This story was told and retold, in numer
ous variations. It was even acted out by 
Lom ax and Lead Belly  in squirm ingly 
scripted caricature for the March o f  Time 
new sreel. But if  we could hear Lead 
Belly’s side of this story, even with identi
cal quotations, I suspect we might be left 
with a different feeling. Lomax acknowl
edges that Lead Belly did work tirelessly 
for him, but in return, he measured out a 
meager financial allowance, even taking 
money made when Lead Belly passed the 
hat. And, as often as possible, he dictated 
m ost o f Lead B elly ’s ac tiv ities. But as 
much as he wanted to work and to see New 
York, Lead Belly was his own man. He had 
loved women and fathered  children. 
Almost 50 years old and possessed of iron 
self-esteem, he had lived a life of rigorous 
challenge and hard testing. He had sur
vived the chain gang and the lash, prison 
escapes and packs o f tra iling  hounds, 
grinding poverty and grubbing farm labor. 
He had survived as a black man unwilling 
to mold his attitude to the boundaries of 
white expectations. Furthermore, he had 
the ego and initiative, not to mention the 
repeated audience endorsement, o f a bom 
perform er. His in teraction  with John 
Lomax was anything but easy-going.

In time, the pair proceeded northward 
and Lomax began to introduce Lead Belly 
to a new audience. Their first stop was in 
Philadelphia, at the annual meeting of the 
Modern Language Association (MLA) of 
America, hosted that year by Swarthmore. 
For the group’s yearly smoker on Decem
ber 30, Lomax was scheduled to speak 
about folk songs (as he had done at the 
1909 MLA meeting, held in Ithaca at Cor
nell University). His presentation of the 
real thing in Lead Belly took the academics 
by storm and paved the way for later col
lege appearances. The sensational recep
tion there, and at subsequent smaller, pri
vate performances, led Lomax to believe 
he was handling a valuable property as, 
indeed, he was.

Out of all this and the big-city publicity, 
Lom ax booked a M arch tour through 
upstate New York and New England. A 
tentative date at Hamilton College had fall
en through when the president read the Tri
bune story and pronounced Lead Belly 
“disreputable.” But, driving to Albany in a 
1934 Ford V-8, Lomax and Lead Belly 
began their trip with a private recital, host
ed by Professor Harold Thompson, a prodi
gious folklorist who also taught for many 
years at Cornell and was a founder of the 
New York Folklore Society.

Imagine the journey. Lomax wrote that 
they traveled “over the ice-covered roads.” 
Upstate readers know what central New
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York is like in M arch, and this was well 
before construction of the Thruway. After a 
day’s travel, they arrived in Rochester on 
March 4. Before their scheduled concert 
and with Lomax’s permission, Lead Belly 
took off exploring in the car. When he was 
very late in returning, Lomax went to the 
police to report the car missing. So much 
for the element of trust.

“We will have your car and Negro direct
ly,” the police promised Lomax. In fact, 
Lead Belly was gone for hours. Neverthe
less, his performance, as recalled by the 
man who reviewed it for the University of 
Rochester student paper, was a success.

On March 6, Lead Belly played in the 
Norton Union at the University of Buffalo, 
with Lomax calling it “the most important 
engagem ent we have on this tr ip .” On 
M arch 7, Lomax discussed ballads at a 
morning assembly for Buffalo State Teach
ers College and Lead Belly sang two songs; 
and on March 9, they appeared at the Uni
versity  C lub of B uffalo , but with Lead 
Belly in poor voice. All the time they were 
in Buffalo, he and Lomax bickered about 
Lead Belly’s lifestyle o f staying out late 
drinking and chasing women. “The blame,” 
wrote Lomax, “would be rightly laid at my 
door should Lead Belly in his wild night 
life kill someone.” For his part, Lead Belly 
was insulted and resentful at Lomax inter
fering in his personal life, especially when 
he was the trip’s money-maker. But on the 
way back to A lbany, via Cherry Valley, 
they made up somewhat.

At the Albany State Teachers College, 
Lead Belly wowed a crowd of 1,500. He 
played two other concerts in Albany, one at 
a men’s club and one in the morning at the 

See Lead Belly, page 19
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Few w orks o f political and cultural theory  have been as 
enduringly  provocative as Guy D eb o rd ’s Society  o f  the  
Spectacle. From  it’s publication  am id the social upheavals 
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book have decisively transform ed debates on the shape of 
m odernity , capitalism , and everyday life in the late tw en
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Cigarettes Are Sublime
R ichard  Klein
D uke Univ. Press, 240 pages, $21.95

Steven Stern
I am a smoker. This fact determines where I 

am allowed to live, how I budget my tiny pay- 
check, where I can sit in restaurants, and often, 
who my friends are. It also determines, as I am 
frequently reminded, when and how I will 
probably die. Is it too much to say that my 
“identity” as a smoker might be one of the 
most important elements of how I define

myself and how I am defined by the world? At 
a time when so many theoretical works are 
warning against the “essentializing” of identi
ty—of treating membership in a group as a 
natural, inherent quality of self—am I hope
lessly retrograde in wanting to proclaim my 
addiction as something that clings to every
thing I do, as the smell of stale tobacco clings 
to everything I wear? If my own confessions 
do not make a convincing enough case for 
“smokerhood” as a valid category of identity, a 
look at any American newspaper might serve 
the same purpose. The personal ads, those 
haikus of self-definition, confirm that, after the

Big Three of identity—gender, race, and sexu
al preference—smoking or non- is the most 
universally referenced marker of selfhood.

Perhaps there is something unavoidably 
disingenuous in these remarks, but perhaps 
that is the result of the way smoking is seen in 
America today, when anti-smoking propagan
da lies heavy in the air. With so many good 
reasons not to smoke, how can I claim an iden
tity based on a substance that seems a frivolous 
vice at best, and a public menace at worst? The 
difficulty is not simply that smoking, as the 
surgeon general informs me, “causes lung can
cer, heart disease, emphysema, and may com

plicate pregnancy [as if pregnancy wasn’t 
already complicated enough!].” It is that ciga
rettes, unlike other “bad” substances, seem so 
pointless. While there is a certain drama 
attached to the abuse of heroin, cocaine, or 
even alcohol, the “high” of smoking seems 
ridiculously disproportionate to the risks 
involved. Cigarettes are not only dangerous, 
they are gratuitously so.

It is not difficult to imagine, then, how I 
reacted to a book that has as its premise the 
conviction that, “cigarettes, though harmful to 
health, are a great and beautiful civilizing tool 
and one of America’s proudest contributions 
to the world.” Richard Klein’s Cigarettes Are 
Sublime would seem to be just what I need to 
help me articulate my oppression; wrapped in 
the swirling blue and white of the Gitanes 
logo, it looks like the huge cigarette pack of my 
dreams. How could any smoker resist a book 
that demonizes not the addict, but the puritani
cal culture which “imposes its hysterical 
visions and enforces its guilty constraints on 
society, all the while enlarging the power of 
surveillance and the reach of censorship to 
achieve a general restriction of freedom.”

Yet despite its openly polemical nature, Cig
arettes Are Sublime is much more than a 
“smoker’s rights” tract. It is, rather, a medita
tion on the many paradoxes which cigarettes 
embody and enact, paradoxes which are 
emblematized in the very physiology of smok
ing: nicotine is perhaps the only substance that 
produces both alertness and relaxation. Part 
cultural history, part literary criticism, part phi
losophy, Klein’s book offers nothing as posi
tivistic as a credo, an ethics, or even a psychol
ogy of smokers. It could be argued that the 
book is not about smokers at all; it is an open
ly fetishistic ode to cigarettes themselves, to 
their “dark beauty” and seductive power. Pro
ceeding through readings of texts ranging from 
Sartre’s Being and Nothingness to Bizet’s 
Carmen to the novelization of Oliver Stone’s 
Platoon, Klein manages to “speak only about 
cigarettes—about everything from the per
spective of cigarettes.”

If Klein himself makes no claims for an 
identity politics based on smoking, it might be 
said that the very presence of his book forces 
one to admit that such a politics is already in 
place. Reading Cigarettes Are Sublime seems 
to initiate what could be called “the maitre 
d'effect': it calls on you to declare, if not where 
you stand, at least where you would like to be 
seated. In the recent issue of the New York 
Review o f Books where Klein’s book is dis
cussed, the reviewer, John Banville, is identi
fied in the contributors notes as “Literary Edi
tor of the Irish Times and a non-smoker.” On 
the other side of the dining room, Colson 
Whitehead in the Village Voice waxes autobi
ographical about his own embattled smoker- 
identity, and claims that Klein “charges to our 
rescue like the Marlboro man with tenure.” 

This view of Klein as “our” hero is prob
lematic, most notably because he himself 
claims to have left the fold; he has quit, he 
says, “definitively.” By this he means, I think, 
not simply “for real, this time” (a familiar 
refrain for any addict), but that he has quit 
through a process of definition, through ana
lyzing the charms and benefits of what J.M. 
Barrie called “the Lady Nicotine.” Cigarettes 
Are Sublime is intended as a way of working 
through Klein’s own habit, and hopes to have a 
similar effect upon the reader. It is another of 
the many paradoxes of Klein’s book that it 
attempts to discourage smoking by not aiming 

see Smoke Signals, page 15
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O ff Campus

At The Bookery

The Bookery continues its 1994 lecture series. 
In the lecture space in Bookery II

Book Signing
Saturday, April 9, 3-5pm

Robert Morgan,
Professor o f English at Cornell, w ill 
sign copies o f his new novel The 
Hinterlands: A  M ounta in Tale in  
Three parts, a story o f a fam ily of 
pioneers and roadbuilders. U nfo ld 
ing in the voices o f three genera
tions o f Appalachian mountaineers, 
it v iv id ly  brings to life the earliest 
days o f America when find ing a 
way through its wilderness was the 
most daunting challenge o f all.

Sunday, April 10, 4pm

Howard Botwinick
w ill give a talk drawn from his new 
book Persistent Inequalities: Wage 

Disparity under Capitalist Competition.
He w ill present a dissenter's view  of 

the dark sides o f capitalist competition 
and the "free" labor market, 

emphasizing the critical role of 
unions in the contemporary period.

Botwinick is Associate Professor 
of Economics at SUNY Cortland.

Sunday, April 17, 4pm
Alice Brand
w ill give a talk drawn from her new 
book entitled Presence o f M ind:
Writing and the Domain Beyond the 
Cognitive. W ith contributions from 
some of the most respected thinkers in 
contemporary composition studies, the 
book treats meditation, body wisdom 
and felt sense, imagery, emotion, 
attitude, values, motivation, the uncon
scious, intuition, inspiration, insight, 
archetypes, and healing. Brand is a 
professor of English at SUNY Brockport.

Kelvin Santiago-Valles
will talk about his new book 

"Subject People" and Colonial Discourses: 
Economic Transformation and Social Disorder 

in Puerto Rico, 1898-1947, analyzing the ways 
in which colonial operations have structured 

subaltern expressions and examining the 
growing role of educated "natives" (including 

independence advocates). At issue are the 
gender and race practices that enabled US 

colonialist enterprises in Puerto Rico and 
elsewhere as part of a major shift in the world 

capitalist market and in geopolitical 
hegemony within the Caribbean. 

Santiago-Valles is Associate Professor of 
Sociology at SUNY Binghamton.

Sunday, April 24, 4pm

The Bookery
DeWitt Building,

215 North Cayuga St., Ithaca 
For more information call (607) 273-5055

Illustration: Carla DeMello

the C ourt
May it Please the Court
Peter Irons and  Stephanie G uitton, Eds.
T h e  New Press, 376 pages, 6 tapes, $75

Harvey Fireside
Is that student intently plugged into his 

Walkman listening to “ 2 Live Crew?” Don’t 
be too sure. He might be listening to “The 
Supreme Court.”

No, it hasn’t yet made the Top Twenty, 
but as the cover tells us, we have the real 
thing, “available to the public for the First 
time”: recordings and transcripts of twenty- 
three “landmark cases,” as they were argued 
before the highest bench in the land.

This expensive package is brought to us 
by Peter Irons, a law professor at the Uni
versity of California, San Diego, and 
Stephanie Guitton, a student at Berkeley. 
Their coup made the news a few months 
ago, when it was revealed that they had bro
ken their agreement with the US National 
Archives not to market the products of their 
research.

Only a few scholars had known that since 
1956 all the so-called oral arguments before 
the Court had been recorded on tape. They 
were accessible to the select few on the 
understanding that their contents wouldn’t 
be disseminated. Irons and Guitton flouted 
that accord, much to the Court’s chagrin, 
and their copied tapes have recently been 
the basis of a series on N ational Public 
Radio.

Why shouldn’t the justices rejoice that the 
public can actually become conversant with 
their recondite proceedings? After all, a 
small number of spectators have always 
been adm itted to the august cham bers, 
though stripped of cameras artd recording 
devices. What’s all the fuss about?

We can surmise that the Supreme Court 
justices, like other judges, rely on the aura 
of mystery that pervades our courtrooms. 
Their black robes and elevated seats allow 
them to act as priests of old dispensing jus
tice. If we heard them openly arguing with 
each other or needling the law yers who 
appear before them, it might destroy our 
illusion that they have an Olympian hookup 
to the Founding Fathers.

The officials who tried to abort this pub
lishing venture shouldn’t have bothered. 
Hearing the likes of Hugo Black, William 
Douglas, and Thurgood Marshall parry and 
thrust makes constitutional law come alive 
as it never did in my textbooks. It certainly 
adds a new dimension to history to eaves

drop on Leon Jaworski fighting for access to 
President Nixon’s tapes on the Watergate 
affair. It’s a kick to hear a jittery Sarah Wed- 
dington fumble her arguments for women’s 
rights to abortion, then compose herself 
when she is given a second chance to con
vince the court to rule for the right of priva
cy in Roe v. Wade.

Irons and Guitton have done a public ser
vice by providing us with ringside seats in 
these jousts o f the legal titans. The icono- 
clasm comes naturally to Irons, who started 
off as a draft resister during the Vietnam 
War, arguing that he had the right to be a 
conscientous objector without affirming his 
belief in a “supreme being .” The judge 
didn’t take kindly to that novel argument 
from a nonlawyer and sentenced Irons to 
three years in federal prison. Afterwards, 
Irons graduated from Harvard Law School 
and eventually had his conviction for draft 
evasion vacated.

This isn’t Irons’ first publication. Fuelled 
by righteous indignation, he published The 
Courage o f Their Convictions, a fascinating 
account of other protestors who took their 
cases to the Supreme Court, together with 
interviews that let them recapture how they 
felt. Another book, Justice at War, let Irons 
document the shameful story of the World 
War II internment of Japanese-Americans, 
some of whom later became his clients in 
efforts to clear their records.

When the Archives and Court officials 
permitted him access to the confidential 
tapes, they should have realized that Irons 
had made a career out of thumbing his nose 
at authority. He was the least likely person 
to maintain scholarly decorum.

Without undercutting his achievement in 
letting us share the front-row seat at the 
Supreme Court, we might still quibble about 
the degree of bias in the selections that Irons 
made.

The cases included in this collection are 
heavily weighted in favor of the Warren 
Court, in line with the editors’ predilection 
for its expansive definition of our civil liber
ties. Though Chief Justice Burger had three 
more years on the bench than Warren, there 
are two fewer selections from his time—and 
the cases are more of a mixed bag, showing 
some retrenchm ent as well as a few 
advances, notably into the area of privacy 
rights. While there are eleven cases from 
Warren’s era and nine from Burger’s, only 
three are drawn from the contem porary 
Rehnquist court, and none of them shows 

see Bugging the Court, page 18
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Fluid Dynamics
Materialism
Jo rie  G raham
Ecco Press, 146 pages, $22

Jon Griffin
The quiet of Jorie Graham’s reading in 

Ithaca last fall surprised me. Since the pub
lication of The End o f Beauty (1987) she has 
been our most bardic poet— something of 
Blake and Shelley and Whitman (and much 
else) driven through a postmodern sensibili
ty. Hybrids o f Plants and o f Ghosts (1980), 
good as it is, seems static by comparison. 
Erosion  (1983) is a much more accom 
plished volume which, for all its attention to 
paintings and the imagination liberated in 
frames, anticipates her later concerns about 
transitions, blurs in the boundaries of 
things, the world of process where “there is 
no/ entrance,/ only entering” (“At Luca Sig
norelli’s Resurrection of the Body”).

The End o f Beauty announces a dramatic 
broadening of scope in G raham ’s verse. 
Some comer has been turned, and strange 
vistas open up in time and voice and con
sciousness. She is m inutely alert to the 
“hurry” o f things, and to their “delays,” 
interstices of suspension, indecision, or 
resolve. Several of the poems proceed in a 
sort o f freeze-fram e to exam ine pivotal 
moments and the consciousnesses attending 
them. In Region o f Unlikeness (1991) com
plexities o f tim e and mind proliferate, 
where seemingly disparate events fold or 
“coil” over each other, with surprising and 
often compelling juxtapositions. In both 
these books Graham’s style, too, has opened 
up. The line has lengthened, and what feels 
like a wind, which is her voice and the 
rhythm of her thoughts, moves through the 
verse— exuberant, tentative, skeptical. 
While Graham is quite aware of the slipper
iness of words and things (one of her main 
subjects), she never seems to doubt that a 
poem is the right place to examine it.

W ith M aterialism  Graham takes her 
bardic role even further into regions of 
uncertainty, meditating on the self in rela
tion to itself, to its fluid immediate circum
stances, and to its equally fluid but more 
mediated circumstances in history, litera
ture, and philosophy. The site for many of 
these meditations is an indistinct border,

whether between leaf and leaf, sound and 
wind, night and day, interior and exterior, 
se lf and other, or between voices— and 
always between the mind and the objects of 
its attention. Graham is fascinated with 
points-between, the slippage at the margins 
of things. She’s also attentive to the thing
ness of things. Her title refers not only to 
materialism of the bourgeois sort (though 
that’s certainly included), but to materiality 
as such, and many of the poems consider 
things or desires or states of affairs along a 
continuum between the immaterially light 
and the oppressively heavy.

Graham began Region o f  Unlikeness with 
ten epigraphs, ranging from Augustine to 
Melville. She continues the practice here 
with five, from Bacon, Plato (twice), Emer
son, and Whitman, and extends it to become 
an integral part o f the book, inserting 14 
passages among her 22 poems in such a way 
that the poems and passages severally com
ment on each other, or argue with each 
other, or confirm or undermine in various 
directions. She has, on the whole, chosen 
serious company: Bacon, Plato, W ittgen
stein, Dante, Benjamin, Brecht, and Whorf, 
among others (and within “The Break of 
Day,” Marx, Heidegger, Flaubert, and Fraz
er). While this is not a signal instance of 
wearing one’s learning lightly, it is true that 
Graham has been at home among these 
types since her first book. Most of the pas
sages bear on the question of materiality, 
though the positions of, say, Plato, Bacon, 
and Jonathan Edwards offer widely differ
ent lenses through which to view the poems. 
The method could easily have resulted in 
cacophony, but Graham has selected well, 
and the effect is rather that of circulating 
through a room of overheard monologues, 
each of which touches on one’s own preoc
cupation.

For instance, early in the book we get a 
lengthy excerpt from B acon’s Novum  
Organum, in which he delineates eighteen 
“motions of bodies”—essentially, the ways 
stuff behaves. There is a motion of resis
tance, a motion of connection, o f liberty, 
continuity, and so on. Bacon, as always, is 
fascinating and plausible, but coming after 
such poems as “Notes on the Reality of the 
S e lf ’ and “ Steering W heel” (in which 
things ripple, dance, bob, click, hover and 
generally don’t pose for examination), there

is something humorous in his attempt to fix 
and order, which results in a riot of indeter
minacy, a sense of the sheer rowdiness of 
things. Later we read “Annunciation with a 
Bullet in It,” a poem that is partly an adapta
tion of an Auschwitz memoir:

Six months, four of us are still alive, 
there is a sudden selection.

Rachel, our little sister, will not possibly be 
able to make it

She is all too ready.
It cannot happen.
Mengele is selecting a little distance away.
Frantically we try to make Rachel healthier 

looking...

Following this is another passage from 
Bacon, this one describing small experi
ments based on his earlier observations. 
Now these innocuous forays into the mater
ial, juxtaposed with the image of Mengele, 
take on a disturbing, even menacing, aspect:

We took a metal bell.. .and immersed it in a 
basin of water...

We took a glass egg, with a small hole at 
one end; we drew out the air by violent 
suction at this hole, and then closed the 
hole with the finger, immersed the egg in 
water, and then removed the finger...

We took a leaden globe...

One could not, of course, number “all this 
pointing and indicating, crisscrossing of 
fire—/ warp and woof of urgent illumina
tions” (“The Break of Day”). The method 
succeeds very well in setting up a steady 
stream  o f correspondences among the 
pieces in the book. Graham has assembled a 
daunting chorus and settled challengingly 
within it.

Materialism features five poems named 
“Notes on the Reality of the Self,” and that 
title could apply to the whole book, in the 
sense that the recording and creating con
sciousness in its various performances is 
always at least part of each poem ’s con
cerns. “Notes” (i) records a river bank in 
spring and the speaker’s efforts to capture 
some sure sense of it. But everything shifts, 
reconfigures instant by instant. Each flurry 
of data combines into something apprehen
sible, and almost simultaneously diffuses 
again into the next possibilities:

Last year's leaves, coming unstuck from 
shore,

rippling suddenly again with the illusion, 
and carried, twirling, shiny again and fat, 
towards the quick throes of another tenta

tive
conclusion, bobbing, circling...
Expression pouring forth, all content 

no meaning.
The force of it and the thingness of it 

identical.
Spit forth, licked up, snapped where the 

force
exceeds the weight, clickings, pockets...

Here the se lf’s reality seems nothing 
independent of its shifting, sehsual circum
stances—a perpetual negotiation between 
the informing mind and the rich barrage it 
moves in. Graham has written elsewhere 
that “the crisp and honest description of the 
outer world schools one for the encounter 
with one’s inner reality.” But in an outer 
world where, after a briefest stillness, “the 
instab ilities” paradoxically “regroup” 
(“Notes” ii), one’s schooling is likely to be 
in uncertainty, or in momentary and com
peting certainties. So “Notes” (i) stops with 
a series of interrupted conclusions, some 
grand, some comical, yet with a conviction 
that the dissolution of an instant’s knowl
edge doesn’t invalidate the instant or the 
knowledge:

The nature of goodness the mind exhales. 
I see myself. I am a widening angle of 
and nevertheless and this performance 

has rapidly—
nailing each point and then each next right 

point, inter
locking, correct, correct again, each right

ness snapping loose, 
floating, hook in the air, swirling, seed- 

down,
quick—the evidence of the visual hence

forth—and henceforth, loosening—

At times this sense of things as interact
ing with such fantastic complexity (and of 
the mind minding it all) almost threatens 
their integrity. In “Steering W heel,” the 
speaker is preparing to back out of her dri
veway when she notices, in the rear view 

see Fluid Dynamics, page 14



The R OOKPRESS April, 1994page'

These Same Long Bones
is a radiantly generous story 

o f loss and redemption 
for a southern black community 

and the man who 
embodies it’s dreams.

Like Gloria Naylor and Alice 
Walker, Gwendolyn Parker 

has a miraculous gift 
for evoking the rhythms o f daily life 

and the underlying faith  
o f  an insular world poised at 

an irreversible moment o f  change. 
She embraces her wonderfully 

varied cast o f  characters 
with compassion, humor, 

and deep affection.
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Simone de Beauvoir
is the emblematic intellectual woman 
o f the twentieth century. To study 
her life, her writing, and the respons
es to her work is to reflect on how 
difficult it was -  and is -  for women 
to be taken seriously as intellectuals.

“This book makes us discover a 
Beauvoir analysed with sympathy but 
without complaisance. A worthy 
Beauvoir emerges: not the superwoman 
one so often hears about, but a complex 
suffering woman who finds it hard to be 
different except in her jealousy and sor
row. But, what strength and what 
courage! She opened the way, and this 
book does her justice. ”

—-Julia Kristeva

$21.95
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Oxford UK A  Cambridge USA

An American Icon
Reading National Geographic
C atherine  A. Lutz an d  Ja n e  Collins 
Univ. o f Chicago Press, 309 pages, $19.95

Jody Greene
A tw o-page ad v ertis in g  spread  

appeared recently in The New York Times 
M agazine: Four v irtu a lly  id en tica l
images depict a near-naked black adoles
cent, his body smeared with clay and his 
gaze averted, sitting on the ground in an 
open te rra in  o f  scrubby  g rasslan d . 
B ehind him , we can see o ther boys in 
similar postures that might be interpreted 
as exhaustion, boredom , resignation, or 
repose. B ut devo id  o f  any re fe ren t 
beyond the painted bodies which fill the 
frames, the portraits defy any attempt to 
construct a temporal, national, or narra
tive context.

A tiny line of prin t, barely recogn iz
able as a caption, hangs above the largest 
p ic tu re , o ffering  som e o f the re levan t 
inform ation: “Xhosa youths break from 
hunting on the South African veld.” For 
those  w ho n o tice  it, the cap tio n  also  
reveals that these aestheticized, “tim e
less” images are taken from a book called 
“The T w ilight o f A partheid .” But even 
without that information, the style of the 
photographs is immediately recognizable 
as the standard ethno-photographic fare 
of National Geographic magazine.

M ass-market advertising is not a hall
mark o f N ational G eographic, perhaps 
because such marketing may seem inap
propriate for a scientific and educational 
journal. Moreover, as the periodical with 
the third-largest circulation in the nation, 
the m agazine hardly needs to search for 
su b sc rib e rs : ten m illion  A m ericans

receive the journal each month, in addi
tion to the nine out o f ten doctors and 
d en tis ts  who p rov ide  N a tiona l G eo 
graphic to their waiting-room  clientele. 
W hether or no t m ost o f  these  peop le  
actually read the magazine is immaterial: 
N a tiona l G eograph ic  has a sym bolic  
value beyond the contents of any particu
lar issue. Thus its advertising is designed, 
not as an introduction, but as a reminder 
o f the enduring mission of this American 
icon.

For the past cen tu ry , N ationa l G eo
graphic has operated as a sort o f roving 
national eyeball fixed on the rest of the 
world. More than an encyclopedia of sci
en tific  or ethnographic knowledge, the 
m agazine  o ffe rs  a site  for exam in ing  
American attitudes toward other cultures. 
Like the m agazine’s staff (almost exclu
s ive ly  up p er and u p p er-m id d le  c lass 
w hite men w ith  e lite  ed u ca tio n s and 
strong ties to government) its principles 
have changed little in the past century: 
im ages m ust display “absolute accura
cy” ; they must be beautiful and instruc
tiv e ; they should  have “perm anen t 
value” ; and they may not evoke anything 
“u n p le a sa n t,” “p a r tisa n ,” “c o n tro v e r
sial,” or “unduly critical” about the cu l
ture represented, or about American cul
ture. Thus every image in National Geo
graphic  perform s two functions: it pro
v ides ca re fu lly  se lec ted  in fo rm ation

about another culture while sim ultane
ously— and perhaps more profoundly— 
teaching us-about ojrr own.

Lutz and C ollins are careful to point 
out that, notwithstanding the “fundamen
tally  c ritica l p e rsp ec tiv e” w hich their 
book claim s to bring to the m agazine’s 
representational practices, they are not 
interested in offering a corrective to the 
Geographic version of the non-W estern

world. T heir book starts “not from  the 
p roposition  tha t there  is a ‘re a l’ th ird  
world out there that better documentation 
could find, but from  the understanding 
that identity form ation draws on images 
o f the o ther.” I f  the book attem pts any 
sort of correction at all, it tries to redress 
the im balances o f ethnographic history 
by focusing its own anthropological gaze 
back onto W estern culture in general and 
A m erican ethnograph ic  in stitu tio n s in 
p a rticu la r. By exam in ing  the way in 
which Americans have not only encoun
tered but have constructed “others” over 
the past century, the authors hope to give 
an account of American self-understand
ing during and since the period o f global 
decolonization.

U sing N ational G eograph ic’s e thno
graph ic  pho tog raphy  as th e ir 
primary example of this process 
o f id en tity -fo rm ation  through 
“o th e r in g ,” the au th o rs  read 
these  pho to g rap h s as im ages 
designed for pleasure and edifi
cation that also provide clues to 
p ro cesses  o f cu ltu ra l u n d er
standing and se lf-u n d erstan d 
ing. They ju s tify  lim iting  the 
scope o f th e ir  analy sis  to the 
photographs on the evidence of 
surveys which suggest that 53% 
of Geographic “readers” do not 

read the articles.
Lutz and Collins analyze 600 randomly 

se lec ted  pho tographs from  a rtic les  on 
non-W estern subjects which appeared in 
the m agazine betw een 1950 and 1986. 
Studying the context of each photograph, 
they use such criteria as age, race, gen
der, and national origin of those pictured, 
activity level, dress (or lack thereof), and 
facial expression. They also examine the 
structure of the images with attention to 
cam era angle, photographic technique, 
and the d irection  o f the “gazes” o f the 
subjects. Their study yields interesting, if 
somewhat predictable, conclusions about 
the way in which National' G eographic  
images idealize, exoticize, dehistoricize, 
and sexualize non-W estern subjects.

The authors make similar judgments on 
the basis of 55 interviews conducted with 
paid  v o lu n teers  in B ingham ton  
York, and Oahu, Hawaii. Partic
ipants (all of whom were white) 
w ere show n 20 p ic tu res  o f 
people in non-W estern settings 
which appeared in the magazine 
betw een  1977 and 1986. The 
ambivalent and even contradic
tory responses— a com bination 
o f to le ran ce  and in to le ran ce , 
fascination and repulsion, iden
tification and differentiation— 
appear to re flec t deeply  co n 
flic ted  a ttitu d es tow ard  o ther

races and cultures. However, the minute 
sample group and the author’s question
able decision to display the photos with
out captions cast doubt on the broad gen
eralizations they seek to derive from their 
experim ent. A fter all, deprived o f any 
context for the photos they are shown, 
i t ’s hard ly  su rp rising  that m ost o f the 
subjects ex h ib it am bivalence and that 
their replies are littered with such locu

tions as “I don’t know” and “it 
seems like.”

The m ost s trik ing  am b iv a
lence in Reading National Geo
graphic, however, remains that 
of Lutz and Collins themselves. 
As se lf-described  w hite, m id
d le-class an th ropo log ists who 
developed  an in te rest in non- 
Western cultures in part through 
their own childhood encounters 
with National Geographic, they 
still believe it possible to main
tain  a “fundam entally  critica l 

p e rsp e c tiv e ” in th e ir  w ork. Y et th e ir  
m ethodology often seems to mimic the 
N ational G eographic Society’s own by 
re fu sin g  to d isp lay  any ex cessive ly  
“unpleasant” or “unduly critical” infor
mation about the magazine and what they 
refer to as its “machinery of desire.”

A c lea r exam ple o f th is d ia lec tic  o f 
identification and differentiation appears 
in the ch ap te r on “The C olo r o f S ex” 
which examines sexual and racial codes 
in National Geographic photography, in 
p a rtic u la r  the long trad itio n  o f  b a re 
breasted women (all o f them, until very 
recently, dark-skinned). Lutz and Collins 
argue that

the still heavily w hite male photographic 
and editorial staff at the Geographic appears 
relatively unaffected by fem inist critiques 
o f the use o f women’s bodies o r  the c r i
tique o f colonial looking-relations.

In this instance, Lutz and Collins permit 
them selves to c ritiq u e  the m agazine 
because, as women and fem inists, they 
refuse to be implicated in its sexist prac
tices.

The authors’ failure more consistently 
to turn such a critical eye on N ational 
G eographic’s racial codes and conven
tions remains the book’s greatest disap
pointment. Anthropologists and sociolo
gists like Lutz and Collins, determined to 
explode the pretensions to critical objec
tivity displayed by their predecessors in 
the social sciences, have argued for the 
necessity o f rigorously articulating  the 
positionality of the observer, the ethnog
rapher, and the cultural critic. Such nec
essary  a tten tio n  to p o sitio n , (th rough  
shared racial, national, sexual, or class 
attributes) however, ought not preclude 
the possibility of radical critique. In the 
end, one cannot avoid the feeling  that 
Reading National Geographic is a much 
blander book than the authors set out to 
write.

Jody G reene is a graduate student at 
Cornell University.

, New
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H ome Fires: An Intimate P ortrait 
of O ne Middle-Class Family 
in P ostwar America
D onald  Katz
H arper-C ollins, 624 pages 
$25 cloth, $14 p ap er

Paulette Hackman

Great literature provides readers with “a 
vivid and continuous dream,” said novelist 
John Gardner. To maintain the reader’s 
reverie, total fidelity to the writer’s vision is 
essential and a seam less narrative must 
avoid mistakes of detail or lapses in truth. 
Though Gardner’s remarks were directed to 
the art of creating fiction, this standard of 
judgment was recalled when I read Donald 
Katz’ Home Fires: An Intimate Portrait o f 
One M idd lec lass F am ily in Postw ar  
America, a work of literary non fiction on a 
grand scale.
history,” Home Fires delivers substantial 
material for a sociology course. But in struc
ture and scope—its narrative dramatizing the 
pathos and celebration in more than four 
decades of family life—and in the fully liter
ary portrayal of characters, Home Fires 
reads as a close cousin to the Great Ameri
can Novel.

Explaining what drew his attention to the 
Gordon family, Katz writes in his introduc
tion: “The Gordon family seethed, and soon 
Gordon children began to careen out into the 
changing culture, touching an uncanny array 
of experiences in Greenwich V illage, 
Harlem, Mississippi, London, San Francis
co, Berkeley, Ann Arbor, Woodstock, Alta- 
mont.”

Three daughters, Susan, Lorraine, and 
Sheila, would present their parents, Sam and 
Eve, with grandchildren named Shuna, 
Shiva, Gopal, and M agdalena, some of 
whose formative years would be spent in 
ashrams or observing a parent’s battle with 
drug addiction.

Ricky, the youngest in the family, gay, 
and headed for a career in the arts, would 
face the challenge of forging a bond with a 
father who’d perhaps envisioned handing 
down his electrical contracting business to 
an only son.

In a voice one part Dreiser and one part 
social historian, Katz juxtaposes the family 
tim eline with a prodigious overview  of 
American popular culture. Seen through this 
social lens—which shows us the national 
trends and traumas, the celebrity psycholo
gists and gurus, the music and consumer 
fads, the advice offered by women’s maga
zines which insinuated itself into the psyche 
of housewives— the Gordon story reveals 
the potent forces which wove different and 
often clashing designs into the fabric of fam
ily life from 1945 to the 1990s.

Praised in The New York Times as “a wise 
and respectful story, names and traumas 
apparently un-retouched,” Home Fires was 
chosen as a Times “notable book” o f the 
year. Though it sold fewer copies than Katz’ 
first book, The Big Store: Inside the Crisis 
and Revolution at Sears, this 615-page fam
ily saga attracted widespread media atten
tion, most recently as a possible HBO series.

During a brief pause between snow storms 
this winter, I visited Don Katz in Montclair, 
NJ. I had come to discuss the methodologies, 
challenges, and issues specific to creating 
Home Fires and, in general, to working in 
the genre of literary nonfiction. How did 
Katz work with the family to reconstruct 
events? How was dialogue recreated? What 
checks did he use to ensure the accuracy of 
memory? And in the course of interviewing 
the Gordons and those their lives connected 
with, how did he tap into the inner lives that 
informed some events as distant as 50 years

ago? With an obvious talent for the narrative 
form, what has influenced his choice to work 
in the genre of literary nonfiction? What is 
his reaction to critics who have accused jour
nalists, particularly those with creative 
styles, of exploitation or misrepresentation?

What follows are edited excerpts from our 
conversation along with brief selections 
from the text of Home Fires.

1963
One night at dinner with Sam, Eve, and the 

rest of the family, when Susan was still new to 
Marxist thought, she explained that her father, 
who was listening attentively, was “ typical of 
bourgeois capitalists”  in that he lived by 
exploiting his working-class labor force.

A t this, Sam put down his fork. “ In what 
ways do I...exploit these people, Susan?”  ...

“ W ell, you obviously exploit Bernie Den- 
odio,”  Susan said. Bernie was one of the senior 
men on Sam’s crew.

Even Lorraine, whose dinner table bellicosi
ty sometimes surpassed Susan’s onslaughts, sat 
back in awe. Eve, Lorraine, Sheila, and Ricky all 
turned wide eyes to  Sam, like spectators 
watching a tennis match in slow motion.

“ I exploit Bernie? Sam said. (It came out 
“ Boynee”— his Lower East Side accent over
took him in combative moments.) "I exploit 
Bernie Denodio? ...Bernie Denodio who just 
bought a sixteen-thousand-dollar house I 
signed the note for, w ith  a down payment 
from  money he to o k  home from  my jobs. 
....That Bernie? THAT BERNIE!"

PH: How do you recreate conversations?
DK: I obviously rely first'on everybody’s 

memories, just trying to get free associations 
going, and then use a combination of new 
inform ation from other subjects to help 
people recall. I tend to re-ask questions that 
are important in several-month intervals. 
There are people who have unbelievable 
memories which you can test against 
mechanical records. I had access to tapes and 
videos and all of the letters.

As far as getting dialogue going, it’s a 
combination of a lot of things, but one of 
them is understanding over long periods of 
conversation how people talk. Just under
standing their meter, their words, their 
usages, and making that an aspect of 
verisimilitude as opposed to actual fact. If 
you know the nature of a conversation, you 
can create it so that, to each party, there’s 
veracity because it sounds like the person’s 
voice.

PH: How do you know, though, which is 
the authentic memory?

DK: Well, you want more than one source 
to test things that you know were probably 
true. If you have photographs you know how 
things looked in the rooms they were in. It’s 
just an accretion process. Within a family 
there are problems with cross-referencing 
because you find there are different kinds of 
histories and five different kinds of truths. 
There is a consensual truth which comes 
from family stories that get told over and 
over so that everybody has the same ver
sion—even though it’s often not factually 
true. And you get the “Roshomon” stories 
which are interesting in that the same event 
is experienced in different ways and remem
bered differently. And then there are things 
which don’t jibe, and those I threw out.

PH : In researching the social history, 
there must have been times when the Gor
dons would say things that would then lead 
you to look into other events, or other times 
when you must have read something and 
bounced it off them.

see I t ’s a Wonderful Life, page 16

“Though unabashedly literary, 
O’Rourke’s primary concerns 
—freedom, war, work, and 
religion—are intensely American. 
O’Rourke earns the respect of his 
readers through his superb 
phrasing, his rigorous thinking 
and his consistently sound 
values. As a general reader 1 trust 
what he has to tell me because 
his writing is so gracefully per
suasive. If O’Rourke were a 
lawyer, I’d want him to represent 
me in court; if he were a carpen
ter, I’d want him to build my 
house.” —  David Huddle, 
University o f  Vermont

This book is O’Rourke’s first 
volume of nonfiction since his 
1972 The Harrisburg 7 and the 
N ew  Catholic Left, which Gariy 
Wills hailed as “a clinical x-ray of

our society’s condition.” That 
book prompted Herbert Mitgang 
to name O’Rourke “one of the 
finest writers of his generation.” 
Signs o f  the Literary Times pro
vides new evidence for that 
assessment. It brings together 
O’Rourke’s unique mixture of 
literary, political, and cultural 
criticism published periodically 
during the last twenty-two years.

“ Signs o f  the Literary Times is a 
fascinating account of working 
with literature by one of 
America’s more interesting, 
responsible, and innovative 
writers.”— Jerome Klinkowitz, 
University o f  Northern Iowa

250 pages 
$16.95 /T  paperback 

ISBN 0-7914-1682-8

State University of New York Press
c/o CUP Services 

PO Box 6525 • Ithaca, NY 14851 
607-277-2211
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OK. I think it’s important to 
admit, up front, that we don’t 
always... well.. .get along.

In R acism  101, N ikki G iovanni 
indicts higher education for the 
inequities it perpetrates, provides a 
survival guide for black students on 
predom inantly  w hite cam puses, and 
excoriates Spike Lee while offering 
her ow n ideas for a film abou t 
M alcom  X. A nd th a t is just for 
starters ...

Profoundly personal and  blisteringly 
political, angry and riotously funny, 
lyrical and blunt, R acism  101 will 
delight N ikki G iovanni’s fans, p ro 
voke her critics, and add  an im por
tan t chapter to  the debate on 
Am erican national values.

$20 cloth

W il l ia m  M o r r o w  & C o m p a n y
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F em in ism  M ade E asy
The Morning After:
Sex Fear and Feminism on Campus
Katie R oiphe
Little, Brown, 180 pages, $19.95

Juliet Williams
As a feminist, I have had a sick feeling for the 

past year, a kind of queasiness really, but I think 
I finally have a diagnosis— The Morning After 
sickness. It turns out that a lot of us have come 
down with symptoms of overexposure to Katie 
Roiphe’s crusade against “rape crisis femi
nism.” The headaches began with a New York 
Times editorial, and only got worse when the 
book finally appeared on the market. After 
Roiphe launched a tour of the television talk 
show circuit this fall, I realized this would be 
hard to shake. Perhaps the most irksome aspect 
of the whole experience was that while I was 
mainly repulsed by Roiphe’s message, I was 
also curious. After all, Katie Roiphe and I had 
been classmates in college. We weren’t friends, 
but we knew each other well enough to nod in 
polite recognition when passing on the way to 
class. Only later would I learn about the con
tempt and condescension the nod disguised. 
Roiphe’s tirade against college feminism began 
as antipathy toward the particular band of 
undergraduate feminists I called my friends. As 
an eager, repeat participant in the Take Back the 
Night march, though not myself a rape survivor, 
and as a peer educator in an AIDS awareness 
program, I was Roiphe’s worst nightmare. I had 
good reason to suspect that I would not like the 
book, but in the end the personal and political 
tugs were too much to resist. I had to read it.

Advertised as a serious work of cultural and 
political commentary, The Morning After is in 
fact nothing more than several redundant 
vignettes. The diminutive proportions of the 
work are the effect of scanty research, theoreti
cal laziness, and sound-bite sentences. Roiphe’s 
main claim is that the liberating fruits of the sex
ual revolution were spoiled by the new wave of 
feminists who rose to power on college cam
puses in the mid-'80s. Rape crisis feminists 
politicized sexual violence by projecting an 
image of women as fragile and vulnerable, 
eschewing liberation for victimization as the 
feminist rallying cry. According to Roiphe, the 
new feminism is built on hyperbole and outright 
lies. There is no rape crisis, she explains. Date 
rape is not a problem on campus. Sexual harass
ment is not a problem on campus. AIDS is not a 
problem on campus. The real problem on cam
pus are the feminists.

Roiphe’s argument is woven through a bitter 
recounting of her own experience of frustration 
with campus feminism. From her narrative, it is 
immediately evident that Roiphe has never 
liked politics much. She yearns nostalgically for 
her high-school days, when the feminism was 
easy: “I didn’t spend much time thinking about 
feminism. It was something assumed, some
thing deep in my foundations.” This is the kind 
of feminism Roiphe has always liked, the kind 
you don’t have to think about, the kind that

doesn’t mean getting angiy, organizing, demon
strating, educating—having to do something. 
For Roiphe, feminism was always more a mind
set than a movement. I think back on my own 
past and wonder how I became a feminist, when 
it became a part of me. I arrived at college bat
tle-weary from a three-year struggle to integrate 
girls into a public high school in Philadelphia, 
which was proudly clinging to its one-hundred- 
fifty-year legacy of all-male education. As the 
first girl in my class of three hundred boys, I had 
spent three years fighting insults and catcalls on 
a daily basis. My classmates staged a student 
walk-out to protest girls in school. Teachers 
tried to bar me from chemistry and algebra 
because they objected to the idea of having girls 
in their classrooms. It never made sense to me to 
conceive of feminism apart from action.

By the time Roiphe settled into college, she 
was forced to think more about feminism, but 
she remained aloof from activism. Roiphe’s 
description of mid-'80s Harvard undergraduate 
feminism is narrated from the standpoint of an 
outsider looking in. She remembers well the 
time she perched in her dorm room window and 
watched the annual Take Back the Night march 
pass by. The young Roiphe stood comfortably 
above the fray, and her “foundations” told her 
that there was something very, very wrong with 
all those righteous feminists down there. She 
was struck by the raw, angry enthusiasm of the 
participants. She thought it was strange. As 
Roiphe tells it, campus culture was dominated 
by rape crisis hysterics. She describes a student 
body bristling with concern over the issues of 
sexual violence and date rape. Don’t believe the 
hype. Harvard feminism was always distin
guished not so much by its degree of activism 
and commitment, but rather by its brooding, 
but-what-does-feminism-rea/Zy-mean? streak. 
To me, it always seemed much more Harvard 
than feminist.

Nonetheless, Roiphe argues that Harvard 
feminists, and feminists generally, don’t think 
hard enough. More pedantry than cultural criti
cism, Roiphe’s argument is framed as an expose 
of the logical errors and rhetorical excesses of 
the feminist movement. Roiphe sees in campus 
feminism a politics mired in hypocrisy. Her 
favorite example is the idea of speaking out 
against silence. Mesmerized by the obvious, she 
observes: “Once you’re talking about being 
voiceless, you’re already talking.” True enough, 
but so what? There is a lot of feminist talk out 
there, but Roiphe’s is the voice that gets heard. 
Of course, Roiphe has a vested interest in blur
ring the distinction between talking and being 
heard, for she wants to make credible her own 
claim of victimization at the hands of the over
bearing PC feminist cultural complex. Roiphe 
may not have felt that she could talk freely with 
her peers about her views, but then again, she 
didn’t have to in order to be heard. She could 
publish a book. Like so many purveyors of the 
PC backlash, Roiphe falsely imputes a hege
monic status to positions only struggling for 
mainstream legitimacy. Her own meteoric rise 
to media stardom eloquently testifies to the

disingenuity of her claims.
Roiphe’s main point is to complain, not to 

offer solutions. However, she clearly has her 
own ideas about what feminism should look 
like. In answer to that eminently political ques
tion “what is to be done?” Roiphe steadfastly 
resolves, “nothing.” The implication of 
Roiphe’s rant is that support groups, education 
campaigns, and political demonstrations intend
ed to empower women victimized by sexual 
assault are ultimately self-defeating, for these 
services violate the “assumptions of basic com
petence, free will, and strength of character” 
women deserve. She offers us instead a bit of 
pseudo-feminist doublespeak: we empower 
women by denying their oppression, because to 
acknowledge it is to admit weakness. At one 
point, she proclaims in exasperation: “If there is 
any transforming to be done, it is to transform 
everyday experience back into everyday experi
ence.” Roiphe persistently excoriates the rape 
crisis feminists for revetting to old-fashioned 
norms, while her prescription is to turn back the 
clock.

Apparently, the only recent political move
ment of which Roiphe approves is the so-called 
“sexual revolution.” Roiphe frequently decries 
her bad luck, confined to infancy during the 
high point of sexual liberation in this country. 
As Roiphe sees it, she has finally grown up, but 
the culture has regressed. “Now instead of liber
ation and libido, the emphasis is on trauma and 
disease. Now the idea of random encounters, of 
joyful, loveless sex, raises eyebrows. The possi
bility of adventure is clouded by the specter of 
illness. It’s a difficult backdrop for conducting 
one’s youth.” While Roiphe detects some signs 
that the sexual revolution may not have been 
entirely lost, overall she finds the trends disap
pointing. She explains: “There’s no doubt that 
some people are running around thinking only 
about pleasure and whom they’re going to go 
home with after a party. But that is not the 
whole story. Many are more concerned with 
getting ahead and getting a nice car than getting 
drunk and getting laid.” In Roiphe’s mind, the 
hullabaloo about date rape on campus is fueled 
by women who refuse to let a bad night remain 
simply that. Roiphe thinks that the charge of 
date rape is a cop-out, utilized by those too 
afraid to take responsibility for the risks and 
ambiguities that the pursuit of really great sex 
entails. Sexual revolutionary dogma notwith
standing, for Roiphe the stiff upper lip is key; 
those who cry “rape!” the morning after 
shouldn’t have agreed to play the game in the 
first place.

Roiphe contends that the fragile feminist is a 
product of a misinformation campaign that 
starts early in a girl’s life. She recounts the true 
story of a friend of hers who was dragged unex
pectedly into the work of indoctrination. As she 
explains, the friend was giving a tour of the 
campus to his younger sister who had come to 
visit for the weekend. The young girl asked 
what all the blue lights were for, and the older 
brother hesitated. In the end, he solemnly per
formed his duty. He told her all about the dan

gers and risks that wait for women in the night. 
Roiphe explains, “In the long process of learn
ing what those lights are really for, she’ll learn 
vulnerability and lurking dangers in the bushes. 
She’ll leant to be afraid walking around at night. 
Maybe she’ll even learn, as the pamphlet says, 
to ‘be on your guard with every man’.” Maybe. 
But there are other possibilities too. Maybe she 
will refuse to let go of her image of a safe and 
comforting world, maybe she will learn to rec
ognize the power of solidarity with women and 
men aligned against danger, maybe she will 
gather with others under the security of the blue 
lights and demonstrate against violence. Maybe 
she will convert her fear into action, not dull 
submission.

Roiphe’s reductionist approach is not limited 
to her treatment of feminism. She avoids con
frontation with difficult questions by viewing 
all politics in terms of sex. Hence for Roiphe, 
rape and AIDS are treated as functional equiva
lents, both exaggerated epidemics which ulti
mately serve the same purpose: to make her sex 
life a lot less fun. “AIDS may not brush directly 
against our lives, it may not get us to use con
doms or avoid mysterious strangers but it does 
suggest, somewhere in the recesses of the ego, if 
not the id, the possibility of sexually transmitted 
death.” Resentful of the fear AIDS has intro
duced into what she believes would be other
wise unencumbered sexual encounters, Roiphe 
declares: “However tangible or diffuse, the 
sense of danger hovers over our experience, 
inevitably affecting our bedrooms, and our pol
itics, and our mornings after.” Roiphe is callous 
and irresponsible in her discussion of AIDS, at 
least in part because she performs on AIDS the 
same maneuver she has applied to rape and sex
ual harassment, which is to view it exclusively 
as a question of sex, as she experiences it. 
Roiphe’s severely limited understanding of the 
impact of the AIDS crisis is of a piece with her 
elision of the enormous role that gay and lesbian 
politics have played in the campus debates she 
considers.

It is tempting to conclude that Roiphe is not a 
real feminist. She believes she is advocating for 
a higher feminism, one not mired in the retro 
prudery of days gone by. And while diversity 
and disagreement within feminism are both 
necessary and desirable, Roiphe’s deeply 
antipolitical orientation tests even the most 
magnanimous feminists. Hers is a profoundly 
challenging orientation for a movement that has 
gained valuable momentum from the judgment 
that “the personal is political.” Roiphe’s pur
pose is to privatize just those areas of activity 
feminists have fought so hard to bring into pub
lic view, to remove from public discourse just 
those expressions of vulnerability and intimida
tion that can yield empowerment when shared 
with others. Roiphe would have us not merely 
divided, but atomized, making the conquering 
easy. No thanks.

Juliet Williams is a graduate student in the 
Department of Government at Cornell University.

this month Cornell Cinema's Cinema Off-Center presents
RECYCLING P R O P A G A N D A

ApR. 8, 7:1 5:
STRialy PRopAqANdA (E ast G ermany)

ApR. 9, 7:1 5:
G arcIen o f ScoRpioNS (RussiA)

APr. 15, 7:15
C///?/s M a r I<e r 's TLe Last BolsfiEvik

ApR. 16, 7:00 & ApR. 17, 5:45
TLlE WoNdERful, HORRiblE LifE of l_ENi RiEfENSTAhl 

An informal discussion o f  this series with professors 
David Bathrick, Hal Foster, and Susan Buck-Morss w ill be held on 

Tuesday, April 19, at 12:00p.m. in the German Studies 
Lounge, Goldwin Smith Hall.

Cosponsored with the 
Institute for European 
Studies and the Visual 

Culture Program
M  Cornell Theatre Artsmcinema *»*•*». <2.00

CjCTUJSCC rBCLTOCfUC (P(xilj6.TS Darn. “M arten , ‘M usic ^Director

Coffeehouse Fiddling
featuring J.S. Bach's Coffee Cantata 

with Andrea Folan, soprano; Todd Parker, tenor; Patrick Mason, bass

Also - the well-loved Pachelbel Kanon 
Suite in G by Johann Ludwig Bach 
Concerto for oboe and strings by A. Marcello 
Concerto for flute and strings by G.P. Telemann

Buy the newly-designed-just-in-time-for-the-Co/fee Cantata 
Genesee B aroque Players coffee mug! At the concert or 
in Ithaca: Dewitt Mall Ticket Center & Hickey's Music Center 
in Syracuse: The Coffee Tree, & Onondaga Music Service

ITHACA
First Unitarian Church of Ithaca (co-sponsor) 

Saturday, April 23, 1994 • 8:15 p.m.

SYRACUSE
Church of the Saviour • 437 James St. 

Sunday, April 24, 1994 • 4:00 p.m.

Tickets: $12 General admission, $8 senior/student are available at the door, or from 
NYSEMA • 616 Coddington Road • Ithaca, New York 14850 • 607/ 273-1581 or 

Ithaca: Dewitt Mall Ticket Center . Syracuse: ONCENTER Box Office 
607/ 273-4497 315/ 436-2121
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B o o k  E n d s

Amnesia
D ouglas C ooper 
H yperion , 227 pages, $19.95

Our narrator sits in his office. He is an 
archival librarian, a man who works with 
plans. He is going to be married in less than 
four hours. Then a stranger, Izzy Darlow, 
walks in and tells a story that will not only 
make the man miss his wedding but change 
his life. This fairy tale beginning sets the 
tone for the novel and serves as a sign post 
that we have entered the world of the Broth
ers Grimm or E. T. A. Hoffman, a disturbing 
world of shadowy ravines and unearthly vis
itors. But the story that Cooper invokes 
most often in his first novel is Mary Shel
ley’s Frankenstein. Izzy tells the fragment
ed story of his family: Izzy’s brother Aaron 
performs experiments on dead animals, try
ing to create a machine that will unlock the 
secrets of reanim ation; his brother Josh 
spends his nights walking a magic circle 
around the city of Toronto, chanting to him
self, and then he locks himself in his room to 
write with uncanny accuracy of the family’s 
future catastrophe. In a scene reminiscent of 
the birth of Frankenstein’s monster, Izzy 
touches the two poles of Aaron’s machine 
and receives a tremendous shock. Afterward 
he feels something inside trying to claw its 
way out. He runs away to the ravine and col
lapses; something has been bom out of Izzy, 
but it will take the rest of the novel for him 
and the narrator to understand what it is.

For the fairy tale to work in a novel, the 
seemingly simple words must have the den
sity and fierce potential of uranium. In order 
to unleash its destructive energies, the story 
must reach the right pitch, the correct blend 
of elements for detonation. This novel is not 
in the megaton range. Incomplete develop
ment keeps it from being as unsettling as it 
could be, but its monsters are memorable.

—Chris Furst

Life After God
D ouglas C o up land
Pocket Books, 360 pages, $17_________

The dim inutive size o f this hardcover 
(6"x 4"), combined with the unusually large 
type, modest line drawings, and Coupland’s 
storytelling technique of linking flat anticli- 
mactic episodes, make this collection of 
eight stories look a bit like “Meditations for 
Generation X-ers Who’d Rather Not Read 
Too Much.” And who else to write the pseu
do-psychological credo for American twen- 
tysomethings than a thirtysomething Ger
man-born Canadian? Which is not to say 
that disaffectedness cannot be a multicultur
al event; but it tends to limit the level of dis
course to Mars Bar epiphanies like “I think 
that if  cats were double the size they are 
now, they’d probably be illegal” and “I fig
ured the inauguration must have meant 
something important to me to cut through 
the fog.” Yes, but what?

W hat is frustrating about reading this 
book is that beneath these humorless cos
tum e-jew els of wisdom that sound d is
turbingly like Saturday Night Live’s “Deep 
Thoughts” (the irony here being that “Deep 
Thoughts” parodies the blameless pop psy
chology of the very generation Coupland so 
loves to skewer in his occasional commen
taries for The New York TimesJ, one can 
sense real generational concerns, particular
ly the nuclear theat. For those of us bom in

the ’60s, the possibility of instant annihila
tion hung like an ugly ochre awning over the 
house o f our childhood, and Coupland 
shows how this anxiety remains with us as 
adults, the Cold War’s “end” notwithstand
ing. Still, the patience needed by the reader 
to overcome a contrived indifference most 
of us post-boomers are sick of being tagged 
with might be better spent creating a coun
termyth to Coupland’s, one which recog
nizes that snapping lazily at the heels of 
those who’ve come before you is still a form 
of coattail-riding, and hardly a substitute for 
a real generational vision.

—Jeff Schwaner

Under a H oodoo Moon
Dr. J o h n  (Mac R ebennack)
with Jack  R um m el
St. M artin ’s Press, 264 pages, $19.95

Dr. John uses his satchel o f gris-gris 
magic as he brings us along a night trip 
through the thick gumbo of New Orleans 
music. Not just one musician’s history, not 
simply another rock autobiography, it is a 
who’s who of New Orleans music from the 
forties to the present. He introduces us to 
such great musicians as Professor Longhair, 
Harold Battiste, Art Blakey, James Booker, 
Doc Pomus, Red Tyler, Fathead Newman, 
and Allen Toussaint, and discusses what 
makes their styles unique. Much of the book 
is an elegy for the vanished paradise of 
nightclubs that fostered these versatile tal
ents. The good doctor investigates voodoo 
chants, Afro-Cuban percussion, big band, 
cool jazz, Dixieland, bebop, R&B, Mardi 
Gras songs, swamp boogie, rock, pop, and 
funk—the recipe for his own energetic rein
terpretation of New Orleans sound. Along 
the way he shows the obstacles he had to 
surmount to get his music heard, from dis
honest and faint-hearted record executives 
to his own battle with heroin. Recommend
ed.

—C.F.

Visiting Mrs. Nabokov 
and Other Excursions
M artin Amis
H arm ony  Books, 274 pages, $20______

Martin Amis’ new book is an uneven col
lection o f profiles, reminiscences, in ter
views, think-pieces, political reportage, and 
travel articles. As with any m iscellany, 
some pieces work better than others, and 
among the best of the lot, his profiles of lit
erary figures range from an assessment of 
V.S. Pritchett’s oeuvre at the age of 91 to a 
description o f a bibulous lunch with the 
om nilingual and energetic Anthony 
Burgess. He also observes the publicity 
machine of pop culture at work in “Madon
na.” Flown to the US for a first glance at her 
book Sex, Amis observes that it is “no more 
than the desperate confection of an ageing 
scandal-addict.” One of the most interesting 
pieces for American readers is his article 
“Phantom of the Opera,” which explores the 
1988 Republican convention in New 
Orleans, moving from voodoo shops to 
voodoo economics. His analysis of Rea
gan’s effect on the country points to our 
“constant and riveting vulnerability to illu
sion.” In choosing Reagan, who impersonat
ed the average American with great success, 
we showed once again the need to fall for 
shows of sincerity. ‘The clear truth that this 
average American [Reagan] is a vain and 
shifty prodigal is not something that average 
Americans are raring to face up to.” To the 
American press, used to lining up to shout

questions over the roar of the president’s 
helicopter, this kind of observation is called 
savage. Years of the bland diet of television 
(where, the networks remind us, most 
Americans get their news) have habituated 
us to avoid candor, so that Amis’ compara
tively mild observations on our foibles seem 
like hallmarks of honesty. Honest they are, 
but this is not savage indignation. Amis is 
the distant heir of Evelyn Waugh’s satiric 
style, but his savagery is diluted. In this col
lection, he retracts his claws.

—C.F.

Separation 
D an F ranck
K nopf, 227 pages, $19________________

For some time now the defenders of 
French culture have been making angry pro
tectionist noises about the immoral export 
of lowly American culture into France, and 
with the publication of Separation  by 
French novelist and screenw riter Dan 
Franck (his first novel to be translated into 
English), we have a declaration of war by 
the French culture guard. It takes the worst 
notions and statistics of contem porary 
America—our infamous divorce rate, the 
popular idea that we are inevitably trauma
tized by our parents’ mistakes, our obses
sion with brand names, and our notorious 
capacity to extend adolescence well into 
middle-age—and relentlessly regurgitates 
them in Paris. Into this mdlange has been 
thrown a healthy dose of hatred for Ameri
can feminism and its outgrowth, the concept 
of the sensitive man. Readers of Separation 
may erroneously think that it is literature. 
Everything about its style shrieks “literary.” 
It is written in a minimalist prose, laden 
with aphoristic constructions that say noth
ing (“He feels as though he is emptying 
himself, but it is only a feeling.”) and con
structed in brief, cinematic scenes, some
times four to a page. In order for such a style 
to be effective a w riter’s prose must be 
extraordinary. Franck’s isn’t.

The novel is about a marriage breaking up 
when the woman begins to have an affair. 
As if their parents had named them after 
their monogrammed towel sets, the feuding 
couple are known as He and She, and their 
friends by letter initials. This labelling of 
characters by their gender pronouns is a par
ticularly grating form of artsiness. There is a 
lot of fighting over the children, and then a 
divorce, with much consulting of friends 
and valium-swallowing in between.

The problem they share is that they are 
each more wedded to the vision of what they 
are supposed to want than to each other: 
“She wanted a husband and two children— 
it was an image he needed, though at the 
same time it frightened him.” Neither He 
nor She ever learns the distinction between a 
lifestyle and the life it represents, what we 
buy from who we are. When the end comes, 
not a moment too soon, she takes off not just 
her wedding ring, that most visible symbol 
of holy matrimony, but “three gold bands 
from Van Cleef & Arpels” (and her “Cartier 
w atch,” to boot). One begins to wonder 
whether Franck is being subsidized for such 
brazen endorsements.

The au thor’s meaning is obvious, of 
course, that in the world of Separation all 
things purchased have names, but no living 
creature merits one. But, Separation lacks a 
crucial separation between the narrator and 
the characters, some sign of dramatic irony, 
a signal from the author of a greater intelli
gence than that of his characters. When the 
author gives no clues of his intention to 
make meaning, or of an awareness of how to 
marry form to content, one can only con

clude that he may be in the same deep rut as 
the generation about which he writes, a gen
eration for whom meaning arises only acci
dentally out of the chaos of living.

—Amy Zalman

Midnight in the 
Garden of Good and Evil
J o h n  B erend t
R andom  H ouse, 388 pages, $23______

This novel-like nonfiction account of 
m anslaughter and manners in a historic 
southern city is the type of book that is sup
posed to be representative of mainstream 
publishing but is all too rare: an eminently 
readable story that will appeal to a broad 
range of readers without the necessary mar
keting accoutrements; a book that makes 
you think without telling you what to think; 
a story honest in its fascinations and flaws, 
narrated by an intelligent if not objective 
spectator. With a nonfiction bestseller list 
full of self-help books and commercial man
ifestations of cultural or political agendas. 
Midnight is a season-saving title.

Jim Williams, a nouveau-riche antiques 
dealer and the host of the best Christmas 
party in Savannah, Georgia, has a pile of 
index cards with the names of his fellow cit
izens. Sometime in the fall each card falls 
into one of two piles, IN or OUT, and to 
those who’ve fallen IN the party invitations 
soon go out. So on the night of May 2, 1981, 
when he shot his handyman Danny Hans
ford in his study, the ensuing investigation 
of Jim Williams twisted the social life of 
Savannah like a tornado; the sound of calen
dar pages turning could be heard all over 
town like a flock of frightened birds. John 
Brendt, an Esquire columnist and resident 
of New York City who’d taken to spending 
a few months in Savannah every year, and 
who in his curious perambulations had made 
friends in places both high and low in this 
historic town, found himself particularly 
qualified to be our tour guide through the 
unprecedented four murder trials needed to 
settle the matter, dragging us through grave
yards with voodoo queens, Georgia football 
games with Uga IV (pronounced ugh-uh), 
the venerable bulldog mascot whose prede
cessors are buried in a comer of his name
sake’s football field, and bus tours of his
toric houses hosted by a squatter who keeps 
close track of which realtors are on vacation 
six months of the year. Berendt’s tour is 
fast-paced and compelling, though there is a 
sly northern urbanity pervasive throughout 
the book that casts an incidental glare on 
many of the goings-on (as if  M anhattan 
were any less old, new, quirky, perverse, 
historic, dangerous, and unwittingly humor
ous.) So I called Bookland Inc. of Savannah 
to see what the hometown reaction to 
Berendt’s version might be. One bookseller 
named Kim told me people must love it 
because it was the best-selling book in the 
store, and try as I might I couldn’t get her to 
say anything noteworthy about Yankee prej
udices or northern exposure. People love a 
good story, and Midnight in the Garden o f 
Good and Evil is hard to put down once 
picked up, whether it’s Spanish moss or 
April icicles hanging from your tree.

—J.S

Illustrations: Mary Hoot,
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Appalachian Transits
T he Mountains Won’t R emember Us
R obert M organ
Peach tree  Publishers, 250 pages, $16

T he H interlands
R obert M organ
A lgonquin  Books, 356 pages, $21.95

Paul Sawyer
Robert Morgan is the author of nine vol

umes of poetry and a collection of essays and 
interviews. Five years ago he took up fiction, 
publishing three volumes so far—two col
lections of stories and The Hinterlands, a 
triad of novellas subtitled “a mountain tale in 
three parts.” In all of his work, Morgan eras
es the boundary between the human and the 
natural subject. “ Earth” is for him the 
“ground” or support of human life—its insti
tutions and artifacts, its ways of building, 
coping, surviving, rearing, and dying—as 
well as the region of nonhuman existence 
that stands opposite human knowledge and 
will, eluding and outlasting it. By extension, 
“earth” and “ground” are a metaphor of a 
writer’s (or this writer’s) supreme ethical 
concern, a duty (so to speak) to take human 
life straight, and to record it in its dailiness 
and actuality.

As a poet of nature and of material culture, 
he writes of ranges and rivers, of whippoor
wills, orchards, and lightning bugs, but also 
of slop buckets and manure piles, dank cel
lars and toolsheds re-opened after fifty 
years— richly detailed visual meditations 
through which one intuits the lineaments of a 
complex human community. In his fiction, 
Morgan constructs a social history which is 
also geology—a record of the endurance and 
decay of the earth.

The Mountains W on't Remember Us—a 
collection of ten stories and a novella—takes 
place in the ridges and valleys that ripple 
eastward out of the Carolinas towards Vir
ginia and Tennessee, the region known 
locally as “the mountains” and nationally as 
“Appalachia.” The first three stories are set 
in the wilderness before the Civil War, and 
the last five are roughly contemporary—a 
stretch of about one hundred fifty years. The 
cycle of changes the stories record begins 
with the building of a stone bridge across a 
gap in the mountains, promoting commerce 
but also bringing in wealthy vacationers 
from the coast. Ten years after the Civil War, 
the railroad comes in, promising a new era of 
prosperity and a new influx of vacationers.

By the late 20th century, of course, this 
“underdeveloped” region has become 
overdeveloped. Mechanized civilization, 
ameliorating the harsher forms of destitu
tion, danger, and isolation, does so by a suc
cession of assaults both on the earth and on 
the ways of life it nurtured. Roads are clotted 
with traffic, the soil has been bulldozed into 
shopping malls; people drift through jobs, 
nestle in mobile homes, and compete for 
parking space with Cadillacs from Miami. In 
the seventh story, a woman discovers that the 
old homestead has been flooded with red 
mud because the developer next door has 
razed the surface of the hill; in the ninth 
story, a man swindled out of his land discov
ers that the new owner is illegally burying 
chemical waste near a riverbed.

As the time of the stories moves gradually 
forward, the narrators tend to age. The first 
three are young men or boys faced with 
heroic (or comic-heroic) challenges, while 
the tenth is barely surviving at eighty-five, 
and the last one lives mainly in her memo
ries. But the cumulative effect is not elegiac. 
There are no giants in the earth here—the 
one truly brutal story, in fact, concerns a 
retaliatory raid made by early settlers on a 
camp of sleeping Indians. And yet a way of 
life is on the point of vanishing, and with it 
the oral modes of memory that helped sus

tain it. By showing us that older culture in 
the process of passing (like the narrators) 
from youth through various stages of 
endurance and decay, Morgan gives us nei
ther a nostalgic dirge nor a record of futility, 
but something more satisfying—a complex 
and moving meditation on memory and for
getting and on continuity and rupture.

The focus of these stories is always on the 
lives of individuals, which stand out against 
glimpses of historical change. To achieve 
this focus, Morgan tells all his stories in first 
person and often favors the form of a “mem
ory loop”: an ongoing event which is inter
rupted, often at a suspenseful moment, by a 
movement of retrospection that circles for
ward to the original event. This shape com
bines dramatic urgency with the more casual 
movements of memory, circling both 
through time and opening out as metaphor.

In the story called “Frog’s L evel,” a 
woman surprises her husband in a shopping 
mall with another woman, confirming an old 
suspicion that he has always been both 
worthless and a cheat. The wife and husband 
embark on a savagely comic chase, she in 
her old Mustang, he in a red 4x4 truck. The 
landscape of the chase— thick with traffic, 
diesel fumes, asphalt, tacky developments— 
also contains half-buried markers of her own 
past (the old, ratted orchard road where she 
finally loses him runs near the lookout they 
used to visit when courting), but also of her 
family’s past and the past of the region. Nev
ertheless. this story is less about memory 
than repudiation: by focusing her energy on 
hunting her husband down and, after that, on 
destroying the mobile home where they have 
been sheltered, she breaks blindly but tri
umphantly loose from a lifetime of drift and 
deception.

Another story that combines discursive 
drift with intensity of focus—it is also the 
shortest in the book— achieves its power 
with that least promising of subjects, an old 
man and his dog. At eighty-five, the narrator 
of “Mack” often cries in his chair because of 
the pain in his chest and the weakness in his 
limbs. He has lapsed from any closeness to 
his wife or to other humans, instead focusing 
all the interest and joy left him on a minia
ture collie. Their favorite activity is playing
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in a field down beside a stream, but to get 
there they must cross a busy highway. 
Unfortunately, the old man has a tendency to 
lose his bearings halfway across, and he and 
the dog have nearly been hit several times. 
Near the end of the story, they have another 
close call;

There are horns blaring and cars on all sides of 
me, but I can’t  see in what direction to go. If I 
could just sink down under it and let the traffic 
go on above my head it would be OK. And the 
noises I hear, beyond the horns and engines, 
are the thresh o f the river, and a je t plane 
straight above, and water dripping through 
rocks in the ground far below. And there is a 
crisp sound, which is the crackle stars make on 
a cold clear night

‘Pop, you can cross now.’ It is the man in the 
red car, leaning out his window. He motions 
fo r me to go ahead.

All this rushing, flowing, struggling, and 
sinking, along with the old man’s mystic 
intimations of cosmic harmonies, subtly sug
gests other, more allegorical rivers and 
crossings—Bunyan’s River of Death, or per
haps the Jordan—although what the narrator 
finds on the other side is only the Promised 
Land of his own front yard, and the dog alive 
and well.

It would be an easy thing to write pitying
ly or bleakly about such a subject. Morgan 
does not pity the old man; instead he enters 
him for the moment, imagining him from 
within and surrounding him with a narrative 
space rich in em otional intensity and 
metaphorical force. At the same time, Mor
gan is able to link up that space with scenes 
and images in the other stories, creating the 
kind of metaphorical cross-texture one asso
ciates with poetry. For example, in the first 
story, “Poinsett’s Bridge,” the narrator, a 
young stone mason who has just helped fin
ish the bridge, is robbed of all his earnings 
on the very day the turnpike is opened—only 
to discover, as he lurches homeward penni
less and bloodied, an object shining in the 
dust; his mason’s hammer, the tool of his 
trade. At that moment, he finds himself sud
denly surrounded by life—flocks of geese 
and pigs, and the drovers herding them, and

a peddler in a shiny buggy, all of them pour
ing as if from a “flood gate.” It is the flood of 
the coming prosperity, a hundred fifty years 
removed from the flood of traffic in “Mack,” 
the prosperity which the young mason has 
helped to bring and which, along with the 
hammer, signifies that he is blessed with 
inner riches and that all will be well with 
him.

The deepest effort of Morgan’s narrative 
imagination is the power to give voice. Mor
gan’s narrators most nearly resemble the 
speakers of oral interviews because of their 
mixture of anecdote and reminiscence and 
their self-explanations, interjections, and 
pithy moral reflections. “ Mack” performs 
the sleight-of-hand of blending oral inter
view and stream -of-consciousness. This 
effect is carried even farther in “ Martha 
Sue,” spoken by a still-youthful woman who 
is recounting the fifteen years of her mar
riage. As a young man, her husband was a 
dreamer and book-lover, determined to build 
a homestead on a fertile comer of the ances
tral land. Four children are bom and the farm 
flourishes; but along the way, Ben gives 
himself over to a charismatic form of reli
gion that embarrasses and alienates Martha 
Sue. Eventually, we understand that the pre
sent tense of her narration corresponds to her 
last moments on earth; on her deathbed, she 
is too ill to speak to her family the words she 
has not formulated even to herself; it is her 
thoughts we “overhear.” What has Martha 
Sue gained from her straggles? What “com
fort” can there be in this death? What has 
been the center of this life? Her story lacks 
triumph, tragedy, or piercing revelations— 
only these casual lines;

I want to say men and women are so different 
it’s hard to believe they are the same race at 
all. Him and me has not been perfect mates. If 
it hadn’t  been the holiness, it would have been 
something else. But being almost strangers we 
still brought comfort to  one another at times.

Martha Sue’s story introduces the themes 
explored by M organ’s female narrators 
(there are six of them) in both this volume 
and in The Hinterlands. The experiences of 
Morgan’s women “sum up” even less easily 
than those of the men. More often than not, 
the men are the dreamers and the women are 
realists who awaken only slowly to the cost 
of yielding to male dreams. Recognition, 
when it comes, reveals their essential power
lessness and a sense of hopes diverted or 
subtly betrayed—if betrayed by men, then 
not so much by their perfidy as by their feck
lessness or their inscrutable otherness.

These and other themes achieve consum
mate expression in the eponymous novella 
that concludes The M ountains W on’t 
Remember Us. Sharon, the narrator, is in a 
nursing home recovering from an amputa
tion and taking her first painful steps on an 
artificial leg. This is the contemporary situa
tion that serves as the frame for a memory 
loop extending backwards over nearly fifty 
years. She has been thinking a great deal 
about Troy, her first fiance—an Air Force 
engineer in World War II who died when his 
B-17 crashed near a British airfield. Since 
then she has been married twice, first disas
trously, and then happily but briefly. Her 
grown sons have fallen into trouble with the 
law and she no longer hears from them. Now 
widowed, she has renewed an old curiosity 
about Troy’s death. She has discovered that, 
although he was officially listed as a 
mechanic, Troy had in fact been flying secret 
missions. At the end of her account she has 
learned all about Troy that she will know, 
and she is about to be discharged from the 
nursing home.

At this point, Morgan brings in a third- 
person narrator to reveal the wartime experi
ences Sharon can never know. We learn first
hand about the preparations for Allied raids
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over Gemany; the mixture Troy felt of 
exhaustion, terror, and exhilaration; the noc
turnal scavenging for machine parts; the 
cold, the mud, and the darkness—especially 
the darkness, since British days are cloudy 
and short, and most of the work must be 
done under cover of night. Hardest of all is 
that the radar scanner is unreliable. “Most of 
the time you’ll have to do your best with 
screen patterns that are partly ambiguous,” 
an officer explains. On a practice mission 
over Scotland, Troy can only make out 
“wavy, frothy lines” on the screen, and then 
a “confusing mass of lines and specks.” 
Instead of the castle they are aiming for, they 
hit a mountain. But the bombing of Schwein- 
furt is a success, and as Troy flies back to 
England— the flight he will never com 
plete—he is already “asleep behind his oxy
gen mask.” Suddenly we are back in the 
nursing home, on the night before Sharon’s 
release. A figure appears at the door, 
unspeaking. Scannirg its face, Sharon sees 
only shadow, yet she knows it is Troy—and 
the feeling that wells up in her is anger: “You 
left me on my own,” she says. “You left me 
and I didn’t know what to do.”

As Sharon stares into the darkness that 
bears Troy’s shape, her anger impels a flood 
of realizations that bear upon the reader as 
well—realizations about Troy’s probable 
feelings for her fifty years ago, his family’s 
attitude to her, and (above all) her own 
responses—devastating knowledge that she 
can finally face and cast off, like an old limb. 
It is a moment of shattering power. You left 
me and I didn 7 know what to do. Combined 
with the image of the airman’s shadowed 
face, and the darkness of the radar scanner, 
these words recall for the reader moments 
and motifs throughout the book that cohere 
into a single, powerful theme of forging 
one’s way without help, through mountain 
passes and highways, across rivers and 
years, sometimes losing oneself and some
times saving oneself.

At the end of “The M ountains W on’t 
Remember Us” Sharon says; “I think what a 
privilege forgetting is. The fields where we 
work, and the mountains we look at, even the 
people coming after us, won’t remember us 
at all, and it’s better that way.” In his stories, 
Morgan’s account of human experience is 
austere even in its comforts. Human time is 
not progressive but a record of struggles and 
lapses, where oblivion is as necessary to sur
vival as preservation, and where even the 
mountains endure at the cost of decay.

The Hinterlands continues themes found 
in the stories but achieves a very different 
effect and design. It is a book about personal 
survival and the survival of memory, and the 
people in it who act, speak, and remember 
are all (unlike the last) giants in the earth. 
Each part of the three-part “tale” is told by 
one member of a family to members of a 
later generation in a kind of apostolic succes
sion, and all three parts describe the comple
tion of heroic tasks which, once again, con
cern roads and journeys. “The Trace” begins 
in 1775, before there are roads to connect the 
mountains and valleys; “The Road,” set in 
1815, tells how Solomon Richards surveyed 
the area for the first thoroughfare through the 
mountains; “The Turnpike,” set in 1845, tells 
how Solomon’s son David opened up Cedar 
M ountain to traffic. The field o f human 
hopes and endeavors, as the tale presents it, 
is not society but the system of nature, which 
includes as a subset the communities recent
ly formed by humans. This is of course a fea
ture of literature that Northrop Frye attrib
uted to romance, and indeed The Hinterlands 
contains elements of romance; but it would 
be more exact to call it a living exploration 
of the modes and themes of oral tradition 
reconceived in the context of print.

“The Trace” reduces to almost parabolic 
sim plicity the general dilem m a of the 
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An Interview with 
Robert Morgan

Marti Garrison
Robert Morgan grew up in the mountains 

o f western North Carolina on a small farm. 
A professor o f English at Cornell since 1973, 
he has published nine volumes o f poetry and 
has received the James G. Hanes Poetry 
Prize, the North Carolina Literature Award, 
and a Guggenheim Fellowship. The Hinter
lands is his first novel, and follows hard on 
his collection o f  short stories, The Moun
tains Won’t Remember Us.

MG: The Hinterlands is your first novel, 
How does it differ from the stories you pre
viously wrote?

RM: In the process of writing The Hinter
lands I also discovered how much I enjoy 
writing comedy. It was a surprise. The Irish 
poet Patrick Kavanaugh says somewhere 
that tragedy is only half-completed comedy. 
And while I was working on the book I 
began to think that was true. If you put 
events in a wide enough perspective they 
tend to become comic. I found out that com
edy comes from looking at trying, often ter
rible, events in a certain way. You tilt the 
point of view slightly and everything 
becomes funny. It has to do with the intro
duction of some little absurdity, or some 
touch of exaggeration that lets the reader see 
the humor. Each of these stories is based on 
stories I heard as a child; the “Trace” is 
based on a folktale, the second on a story of 
a man who did indeed survey a road with a 
sow (he married the sister of an ancestor of 
mine); and the last one is based on 
Appalachian folktales about panthers chas
ing people who threw off their clothes piece 
by piece to distract the panther.

M G: How do you know when you’re 
hearing the true voices of your characters?

RM : Writing autobiographical fiction is 
very different from writing about things you 
could never have done. When you have got it 
right, you feel a thrilling kinship with the 
characters.

Many of the writers in contemporary 
America I feel closest to are women writers 
and minority writers, partly because there 
are so many good women and minority writ
ers, but also because I identify with their 
sense of being outsiders. They are telling 
stories that haven’t been told before about 
parts of society that haven’t been written 
about. No matter how painful the material, 
they make us enjoy it. One of the paradoxes 
of tragedy is that we are entertained by awful 
things happening. We feel like we under
stand. If the character is in conflict, trying to 
deal with adversity, then we are interested, 
however horrible the detail.

M G : I t’s the catharsis of experiencing 
something you don’t literally have to experi
ence.

RM: Right. We do have a basic sympathy 
for others, and maybe it makes us feel more 
able to deal with our own problems if we see 
someone worse off. I think Eudora Welty 
said, “nobody ever invented an emotion.” 
When you are writing about emotion, and 
much of fiction is about emotion, you base it 
on your own experience and the testimony of 
other people.

MG: Hearing her name makes me think of 
something I have read about dialect, that we 
think we are reading her characters speaking 
in dialect, but actually how they sound to us 
is based on word choice and length and 
rhythm of the sentence to give an impression 
of dialect. Do you agree with that?

RM rShe has been my model for this. She 
knows how to suggest dialect. Her dialogue 
is absolutely clear to the reader; she gives a 
sense of the diction and cadence of regional 
speech, but the story is very clear. If it were
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really in dialect, it would be very hard to 
read. My ideal is to give a sense of the flavor 
of dialect. The greatest danger in using 
dialect is in being patronizing, in seeming to 
look down on the characters. You certainly 
don’t want that to happen in a realistic story. 
Too much dialect will distance the reader 
from what is happening.

M G: What has been the influence of the 
oral storytelling tradition on The Hinter
lands?

RM : It was very liberating to let these 
characters tell their own story. They wrote it 
for me and I looked forward to it every day. 
A good story and character are a gift; you 
just hope you have sense enough to recog
nize and follow them. There is something 
about a novel that is almost passive, in that 
the writer follows it. A short story is written 
more intensely, more quickly, more like a 
poem. A novel has a lot more freedom, with 
many little sidetrips. I can incorporate more 
things that interest me, such as history, 
botany, history of science, religion, docu
ments. I can also take many different points 
of view. I grew up with a father who was an 
amateur historian who talked a lot about the 
Revolution, the Civil War, family stories. It 
seems that I am working out in fiction all 
these themes that were given to me. In some 
ways, we don’t choose subjects for our writ
ing. They are given to us. They were there all 
the time; we just haven’t noticed. The spe
cial thing about fiction is detail, what Phillip 
Larkin calls its “spread.” You can write a 
short story or poem about real human emo
tion, but in a longer work of fiction, you can 
get this tremendous focus on people’s lives. 
I t’s extended; it’s deepened. It has a thor
oughness of working itself out.

A lot of the people I grew up with had wis
dom that I didn’t see at the time. In memory 
I can see how much wiser they were than I 
realized then. Of course th a t’s a part of 
growing older, and it’s one of the things that 
helps a writer—to look back and to recog
nize things we were simply too ignorant to 
understand when we were growing up. 
Memory is extremely important. We already 
have all our material with us. It’s a matter of 
excavating it. I think the experience of art is 
often what Frost said: reminding us of what 
we forgot we know.

MG: Has your poetry had an influence on 
your fiction?

RM: An enormous effect. I would not do 
the same kind of fiction had I not written 
poetry. The characters in the stories have 
poetic perceptions, the same sorts of knowl
edge and values that are in the poems. I can’t

imagine being the fiction writer I am without 
having written the poems earlier.

MG: Brooks and Warren in Understand
ing Fiction say how little Chekhov gives 
away but how much he reveals, at just the 
right time. Could you talk about that tech
nique in your writing?

RM: I love that comment about Chekhov. 
I think it means that he maintains tension 
partly by telling us only what we need to 
know at each point in the story. He gives sig
nificant detail and dialogue, while maintain
ing the impression of utter naturalness. Mea
suring out information at just the right pace 
heightens the unfolding of a story. And 
Chekhov’s stories are about characters, 
people, not plots. He focuses on the aspects 
of a character relevant for the story and 
leaves all the rest out. That is the implicit
ness so important to short fiction. He 
changed the short story forever toward natu
ralness and implicitness. His stories are not 
only about people more than events, but 
often about ordinary people, and the telling 
is so simple it seems effortless. He is one of 
the writers from whom we can still learn the 
most.

In my own writing I am still learning how 
to leave out everything but the most relevant 
details and dialogue. And mystery and ambi
guity can be very effective in the unfolding 
of the story. Editing is like sculpture; you 
take away all but is what essential. One of 
the things young writers find most difficult to 
learn is that the naturalness of a story is the 
result of art. A story is total artifice, and not 
a transcription of life. But if it is well done it 
seems completely real.

M G: How about the influence of your 
upbringing on your writing: religion, music, 
colors of the mountains, people, and speech 
patterns?

RM: One legacy of my upbringing is that 
I have always felt an outsider to the academ
ic and literary worlds. After more than twen
ty years at Cornell I still feel at times a visi
tor whose stay may be very temporary. But 
this sense of displacement actually can be 
useful to a writer. It enables you to see things 
from a certain angle. You take fewer things 
for granted than you might otherwise. I have 
no doubt I have been able to write about the 
Southern mountains and my family more 
clearly because I have been away from them. 
Someday I plan to write stories about upstate 
New York and about academia, but that may 
be easier to do if I have gone elsewhere.

M arti Garrison is a writer who lives in 
Ithaca.
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Stranger Things Happen
And T he Stars Were Shining 
Jo h n  A shberry
Farrar, Straus & G iroux, 100 pages, $18

Jeff Schwaner

Strange Things H appen at N ight

Once the bosses and their beagles have 
passed through

Without thinking too much about it,
We must double up, or die.
It's not everyday you get to bicycle past 

the ribbons
Or grades, as many as can be made to last

the recession. In any case there are two too 
many of us here.

And that might be a practical if  remote 
solution.

Your boyfriend sips bark tea.
Or is it? I mean, many suppers in the 

seven modes

prepare to go out into the city of your 
dreams.

Later, the adjustment will be made.
Perhaps the driving rain impedes it,
but this isn't about living, is it?

Now, look up. A t first they cannot see you.
I f ever I was going to turn up your volume
The number should've turned up by now.
For some event thought imminent, not 

lost,
of people, watch the grand hotels.

I wanted to put the above lines, written by 
John Ashbery and included in his new col
lection of poems And The Stars Were Shin
ing, at the head of this review so that the fla
vor of Ashbery’s unique verse would be the 
first to hit the reader’s palate, so that the 
ideas and comments which follow will be 
secondary and (hopefully) complementary 
to the experience o f reading one of our 
country’s strongest, and strangest, stylists.

Ashbery may be a brand name in contem
porary poetry, but it’s certainly not in every 
household; i t ’s not crystal-clear or pine- 
scented and it doesn’t kill germ s dead, 
though it sometimes carries the waft of anti
septic and seems borne out of an assembly 
line deep in the heartland. It’s opaque and 
plainly wrapped, but for all that vaguely 
international. What do we do with it?

We digress: there once lived a graduate 
student from France named Yvon, who 
would periodically bound onto the thresh
old of my dorm room, never actually enter
ing, and proceed to relay to me his version 
of the day’s events, speaking a delightful 
hybrid English that seemed to my ears his 
attempt to draw from a memory marked in 
more than one language, his urge to speak

easily and colloquially diverted by a loop
ing French syntax, untranslatable idiom and 
sudden bursts o f energetically  formal 
address. I hear his voice now, and I saw its 
echo then in the open pages of the book I 
was holding. The book was H ouseboat 
Days and I found some of my most lucid 
moments reading Ashbery came immedi
ately following Yvon’s departure for the 
dining hall, the rhythm of his clauses, lop
sided rhetoric and even the tone of his voice 
rebounding off the page and convincing me 
with an affable ambivalence, a blueprint of 
delicate impressions that almost threatened 
to create som ething sound but never got 
some final okay from the boss, and settled 
finally in apposition to what might have 
materialized.

Much of what I’ve always liked in Ash- 
bery’s verse is to be found in his new book, 
mostly in single lines or small units within a 
poem, like

Listen, wiseguy— but the next instant, 
traffic drowns us

like afield of hay.

I t ’s too easy to sim ply note the tools 
involved—quotation, direct address, idiom 
and clichd, hokey or seemingly nonsensical 
pairings of words and images— and like
wise it’s too easy to say i t ’s supposed to 
make no sense, or to merely jar us out of 
traditional ways of reading. Other media do 
that much better and to greater effect: tele
vision, tax forms, real life, etc. These words 
we’re used to, “listen” and “instant”, bring 
the sound of time into the comparison: the 
speed and noise of sudden, oncoming traf
fic, and the magnified, deafening rustle of 
what slowly, inexorably surrounds us, per
haps something we didn’t notice until now, 
so used to traveling over the speed limit, 
until a wrong turn in the conversation 
brought us to this space we’d been unknow
ingly cultivating.

It is often the case that explication of this 
sort seems impossible. But it’s still possible 
to get a sense of the poem, something like a 
sense of what the poem would mean to us if 
we’d written it, allowing Ashbery’s gentle 
rhetoric to nudge us to the poem’s end. I 
have a feeling that Ashbery does this so 
well that it’s become in many later poems 
his prim ary poetic unit; that is, that the 
poem ’s single purpose becomes creating 
this smooth structure of apparent reason
ableness that in the end has only the charm 
o f the fam iliar to recommend it. Imagine 
watching a foreign film sans subtitles in 
which nothing happens, but the characters 
all seem amiable and on occasion wink or 
shrug as if to the camera to let you know 
you’re included, part of it all. But of course 
you’re not, and you realize this when the 
credits roll and you understand suddenly 
the film was in English after all. This is not

unenjoyable the first few times, but it soon 
becomes tiring and a little insulting.

R eview ers w ho’ve been substantially  
insulted include John Haines (in the Hud
son Review) and Sven Birkerts (in Sulfur). 
If they sound more like plaintiffs in a civil 
suit than book reviewers, it is because read
ing Ashbery and trying to judge his place or 
value (even on a personal level) seems to 
raise broad questions about poetry in gener
al, the relation of the writer and reader to 
the poem, the importance of intention and 
cultural context. Easy enough for Harold 
Bloom to call And The Stars “one of John 
A shbery’s strongest collections;” not so 
easy to extrapolate and discuss what might 
be weakest, what may in fact, a hundred 
years form now, make even his better work 
brittle where it used to be delicate, boring 
where it used to be beautiful and jarring.

Such concerns (or complaints) have fall
en roughly into two categories. But before 
they’re discussed, it might be worth reading 
another poem:

The Lozenge

That it was a relief to him, my lord 
who sequestered me, with hints, with 

egrets,
always others' egrets, you knew 
already. Two bailiffs were heaved 
from the trail, like a guardian knot.
That, you knew too,

Is hardly in this lozenge.
Some crocus lint hampers 
the airy sky in the mirage, 
makes it froth, implicit, long 
for these immaculate circumstances.

Then it's back to the old school, its pagers, 
brothels soon to come. It could have been 

settled
way back when so smoothly. But then there 

would have been no slobs, 
no leg to hang a dog on 
of gaze the filmiest.

You, I suppose, were haunted this way 
because we all are haunted this way.
Thus the stogie never gets sugar-coated, 
exudes like a clarinet off these walls.

I f  there were others, they never came to see 
what the story was all about. In fact there 

is
no story, nothing to spy a hand along, 
the old postcards and elf mutilations 
the only way: smash and parry, 
no quarter.

Complaints regarding A shbery’s work 
are usually either complaints of reputation 
or complaints of facility. Both Haines and 
Birkerts, at least, suggested that the poet’s 
reputation had taken the place of his vision, 
that his reputation for opacity and paradox 
protect him from  critic ism  of lines and 
whole poems that are simply just bad writ
ing. It’s probably true that no postmodern 
poet has had his “intention”, in this case his 
“subversive” use of flat language and pro
nouns that shift without referents, given as 
much critical slack within which to work as 
Ashbery has. Vernon Shetley’s essay in 
After the Death o f  Poetry is a fine example 
of how such a critical viewpoint can be rig
orously and successfully applied; but it’s 
also probably true that no other American 
poet could get so much mileage out of stan
zas like this:

M en’s thoughts are continually drawn 
behind

the apron of her success, 
or to the tank top of her access.

The complaint of facility acknowledges 
the indecipherability of the poems as well 
as the prolific nature of the poet and makes 
the determination that the poems must be

easy to write, and not worth so much of our 
time. Why scratch your head over a poem if 
you’re sure the poet himself didn’t? This 
complaint doesn’t really have a philosophi
cal or evidential leg to limp about on, but 
curiously enough is accepted in a casual 
way by those you 'd  expect to be most 
offended by it. Some of the most ardent 
fans of Clark Coolidge, for example, the 
Sulfur editor and poet who helped comman
deer a counterattack on the Birkerts review, 
routinely refer to C oolidge’s collected 
works, entitled Solution Passage, as Pollu
tion Sausage  precisely because of the 
acreage laid waste by a single decade’s 
w riting. The common (and reasonable) 
response to such charges when levied 
against Ashbery is: if an Ashbery poem is 
so easy to write, why don’t you write one? 
Since Birkerts and Haines weren’t interest
ed, we haven’t had the chance to examine 
the flip-side o f the question, which is 
whether a faux Ashbery could be identified 
amidst a gaggle of the real thing.

Although And The Stars Were Shining 
has a handful of near-astonishing poems— 
“Spotlight on America,” “Well, Yes, Actu
ally,” “Dinosaur Country” and a few oth
ers— and though I felt parts of the book’s 
second half, including the title poem, dis
played a moving and sometimes plaintive 
sadness and remorse—“Miserere! Instead I 
am browsed on by endless students”—most 
of the poems felt hollowed-out to me, lack
ing the psychological sustenance his earlier 
work gave (and still g ives) me. They 
quacked the quack, alright, and they waved 
their necks and spread their tail-feathers, 
but they felt wooden.

Finally: this review may amount to a cau
tionary tale for those well-versed in Ash
bery who have not yet found suitable 
grounds for assessing his relative merits or 
shortcomings. I have shuffled and reposi
tioned the lines of “Strange Things Happen 
At Night,” not randomly but quickly (in less 
that a minute), to show how a typical line 
often functions as a neutral piece of syntax 
which need have no connection to the lines 
above or below it. Some might argue that 
this technique is a strength, even a wonder, 
but to me that poem, and at least fifteen oth
ers I tinkered with as I read, is a complex 
but uninteresting puzzle, like a R ubik’s 
Cube whose squares are all painted white. 
Poems like these have no chance of losing, 
so the victory is not so impressive, despite 
my adm iration for the invention o f its 
mechanics. (The actual order of the lines is 
2 ,10 ,14,11,8 / /1 6 ,12,6,3/ /7 ,4 ,18,17/ 
/15 ,13,9,5,1.)

The poem ‘T he Lozenge” is a more hon
est faux. I experimented with the theory that 
the poem in its entirety is a single unit of 
pleasing sounds, regardless (for the most 
part) o f the actual words used. Based on 
“The Lounge,” it duplicates almost entirely 
the rhythm of the original, down to almost 
every vowel sound, replacing idiom with 
idiom, clich6 with cliche. A few lines and 
phrases from the original were kept if  I 
found them too plain to imitate (“It could 
have been settled,” for instance.)

In a way I’ve done nothing to the poems 
that hasn’t already been attributed to Ash
bery at one time or another; and I was care
ful not to directly attribute to Ashbery any 
of the lines or structure that were not indeed 
his. The implications of this experiment for 
me are obvious and outlined in this essay. 
John Ashbery is certainly a great poet for 
our tim e; but with a readership  that is 
uncritical of him to a fault, this poet who’s 
shown us that there’s more in the cracks 
than on the pavement might slip untouched 
through the space between the present and 
the future. And even should this be his 
intention, we might all be poorer for it.

J e ff  Schwaner regularly deconstructs sub
marine sandwiches at Gus ’s Deli in Ithaca.
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A Poet’s Prose
T h e  B read o f  T im e:
T oward an  A u to bio g ra ph y  
Philip  Levine
A lfred A. Knopf, 296 pages, $23

J o h n  B ow ers

In these autobiographical essays Philip 
Levine revisits many of the scenes and recapitu
lates many of the themes already familiar to 
readers of his poetry. Here is the Detroit of his 
youth in the late ’40s and early ’50s, Palo Alto 
in the late ’50s, and the Barcelona of Franco’s 
Spain in the mid ’60s. Here are the family por
traits, the vignettes of working class life, and 
Levine’s retelling of events from the history of 
Spanish anarchism. This time around, however, 
the narrative is fleshed out with many new and 
charming anecdotes, notable both for their 
human interest and observant detail.

One characteristically delightful story, mid
way through the book, provides a good illustra
tion of Levine’s narrative technique. It concerns 
Sr. Juan Rusinol, “a tall, long-faced Catalan 
gentleman” whom Levine engages to give him 
Spanish lessons at the rate of 100 pesetas an 
hour, or $1.67 US. It turns out (of course!) that 
Sr. Rusinol is a poet in his native Catalan lan
guage and the Spanish lessons quickly become 
“what was probably the first course ever offered 
in the village of Castelldefels on the subject of 
modem American poetry, taught by one young 
American poet to one not-quite-so-young Cata
lan poet.” Quickly discovering that Sr. Rusinol 
is drawn to the work of Robinson Jeffers, 
Levine gently attempts to explain why most 
modern readers prefer Wallace Stevens and 
William Carlos Williams, neither of whom he 
has heard of. Somehow Rusinol manages to 
come up with a copy of the New Directions 
selection of Williams’ verse, but Levine has a 
hard time persuading him that the stuff is really 
poetry, Rusinol finally concluding one day: 
“perhaps your Williams is like our good 
Machado, for in our Machado there is some
thing that only we Spaniards can hear, some 
nuance that crosses no border.” Sr. Rusinol in 
turn initiates Levine into the mysteries of Span
ish poetry, with particular emphasis on his most 
beloved poet, “el buen Machado.” The story 
proceeds, interspersed with anecdotal digres
sions, among them an account of his dealings 
with Hardie St. Martin, editor of an anthology 
of modem Spanish poetry translated mainly by 
American poets, a visit to a doctor with his son 
Mark who has received a nasty cut on his chin, 
an encounter with two Guardias in a bar in a 
fishing village, and finally a trip in a rainstorm 
through the province where Machado lived. 
One day Sr. Rusinol unexpectedly informs 
Levine that he has to go away because of “a 
duty I must perform.” He tells Levine: “I will 
miss our discussions of your poets and ours, but 
in truth I do not think you require any more 
lessons. You speak Spanish now with great 
facility.” After hugging him in the traditional 
Spanish abrazo and bequeathing him his copy 
of Spanish Made Simple “as a memento of these 
hours,” Sr. Rusinol “saw me downstairs and out 
into the soft evening air. I never saw him again.” 
The tale concludes with further reflections on 
the poetry of Machado and reprints a number of 
fine translations, done at a later time in collabo
ration with Jos6 Elgorriaga: the poetic residue 
of his encounter with Sr. Rusinol.

Most of Levine’s stories, like this one, 
revolve directly or indirectly around the subject 
of poetry. He makes forays off the main path, 
but always returns to the topic of central con
cern: “striving to account for how I became the 
particular person and poet I am.” Of central 
importance to his account are the two set pieces 
celebrating and detailing the influence of his 
teachers John Berryman and Yvor Winters. 
Berryman, in particular, he singles out as “my 
one great personal mentor.” There follows an 
account of the classes he took with Berryman at 
the Iowa Writers’ Workshop in 1953-54, begin
ning, by way of comparison, with a highly criti
cal account of Robert Lowell’s seminar. Low

ell, who was actually the big draw that year, 
was, Levine says, visibly bored by most of the 
writing his students produced, played favorites, 
dismissed almost all contemporary poets aside 
from the very few he admired, and on one occa
sion (almost unforgivably, in Levine’s opinion) 
attempted to overwhelm the class with one of 
his own poems. Berryman, in contrast, was 
interested in a variety of different kinds of work, 
treated everyone equally and impartially, 
imparted to his students an appreciation of a 
wide range of poets, both past and present, and 
never attempted to promote his own work. Elo
quently defending him against tales of drunken
ness, madness, and personal unreliability, 
Levine says that “living in isolation and loneli
ness in one of the bleakest towns of our difficult 
Midwest, John Berryman never failed his oblig
ations as a teacher,” that “he brought to our writ
ing and the writing of the past such a sense of 
dedication and wonder that he wakened a dozen 
rising poets from their winter slumbers so that 
they might themselves dedicate their lives to 
poetry.” Berryman, he says, “was the most bril
liant, intense, articulate man I’ve ever met, at 
times even the kindest and most gentle, and for 
some reason he brought to our writing a depth 
of care and insight we did not know exist
ed. . ..He gave all he had to us and asked no spe
cial thanks. He did it for the love of poetry.” 
There is no reason to doubt the sincerity of 
Levine’s feeling or the essential veracity of the 
particular incidents he relates. Regardless of 
how Berryman may have struck others, or acted 
towards them, at other periods of his life, it is 
evident that to Levine he was in fact that rarest 
of rarities, a true mentor.

Similarly, in the case of Yvor Winters, seen 
by many, despite his brilliance, as something of 
a crank on account of the extremity of his views, 
the narrowness of his critical canon, and his 
uncompromising critical judgements, Levine is 
at great pains to portray Winters’ human side 
and to explain the moral basis of certain of his 
critical views, though even he is not always 
completely comfortable with Winters’ pecadil- 
loes, noting that “there were curious omissions 
in his preparation for criticism and inconsisten
cies in his views.” One anecdote that provides 
insight into Winters’ character is the following: 
in a discussion concerning Winters’ notorious 
preference of T. Sturge Moore to Yeats, Win
ters finally remarks, after admitting that Moore 
had his limits, that Yeats “was the greatest styl
ist of the century.” Levine continues: “He took 
in my stunned response. ‘I’m not deaf, boy, I 
can hear how marvelous the writing is. I hate 
what it’s doing.’ His duty was not to be seduced 
by the enemy.” Earlier he remarks: “According 
to Winters, all who wrote poetry flirted with 
madness and self-destruction: the more power
ful the imagination, the greater the danger. To 
survive one practiced a heroic vigilance. All the 
days I knew him he lived that vigilance.”

What is particularly intriguing about his rela
tionship with these two men is the apparent con
tradiction between Levine’s choice of mentors 
and his own poetic practice. Both Berryman and 
Winters, by his own account, were deeply com
mitted to traditional verse forms and to accentu
al syllabic prosody, the latter dogmatically, the 
former less so, yet Levine himself has largely 
rejected both traditional forms and prosody, 
experimenting early on with syllabic verse, and 
later abandoning even that in favor of his own 
particular brand of free verse. Helen Vendler, in 
a highly critical, but I think essentially fair eval
uation of Levine as a poet (New York Review of 
Books, December 17,1981) remarks that for 
him “realism is the only credible base for 
verse.... Often Levine seems to me simply a 
memoir-writer in prose who chops up his remi
niscent paragraphs into short lines.” She then 
proceeds to transcribe certain of his lines into a 
prose paragraph, demonstrating quite convinc
ingly that the writing is “not notably improved 
by being cut into...short lines.” She also 
observes that that there is a strong vein of senti
mentality in Levine’s poetry, remarking of one 
particular poem with a promising beginning that 
its ending “combines the false lachrymose, and

the false vatic, and the false unctuous all at 
once....” She continues: “I am not convinced 
that Levine’s observations and reminscences 
belong in lyric poems.... Perhaps if he didn’t 
think he was writing “poems” he could leave off 
his romantic organ tones and be truer to his 
earthy stubbomess.”

Suppose that Vendler is correct and that 
Levine’s true vocation lies in the direction of 
realism and prose. This would explain why the 
present volume is the success that it is. It is pre
cisely the attraction of these essays that they are, 
with only a few exceptions, unsentimental and 
realistic.

Returning to Levine’s choice of mentors, 
how are we to account for the fact that he was 
inspired by two men for whom poetry was with
out question the most highly valued form of lit
erary expression? Here it must be recalled that 
Levine, besides being a realist, is a moralist. In 
his best writing, such as his widely praised 
polemic ‘They Feed the Lion,” there is a strong 
element of moral outrage: outrage at the condi
tions in which certain segments of society are 
forced to live, outrage at the unfairness of capi
talist society, outrage at the evils of fascism, 
outrage at racism, injustice, and social inequali
ty. Now one of the most striking characteristics 
of Berryman and Winters, according to 
Levine’s own account, is that both believed in 
the absolute and irreducible moral value of 
poetry. I suspect that for Berryman it was more 
the simple act of writing good poetry that pos
sessed moral value, rather than any specific con
tent, while for Winters the moral value of poet
ry was coupled with strong and specific beliefs 
about the message that poetry ought to be deliv
ering. Hence Winters’ decisive rejection of 
poets, even powerful poets, who failed to deliv
er the correct message. In any case, it is obvious 
why these poets would be attractive to a young 
writer like Levine, whose work had tended from 
the beginning toward moral urgency. Having 
selected these two figures as his mentors, it is 
only naural that he would then try to embody his 
convictions in the form most favored by them, 
namely, lyric poetry. The apparent contradic

tion mentioned earlier can now be explained: on 
the one hand, Levine is drawn to lyric poetry by 
the powerful example of mentors like Berryman 
and Winters, for whom poetry embodies the 
highest moral value; on the other hand, his nat
ural bent is toward realism, which is more effec
tively conveyed in prose than in poetry.

Certainly a full and fair evaluation of 
Levine’s poetic career along these lines would 
require more extensive discussion than is possi
ble here. However, the success of The Bread of 
Time—for I think it is a success: funny, interest
ing, honest, and accurately observed—can be 
seen as a welcome step forward in his evolution 
as a writer. He is a natural storyteller. His 
account of Mr. Chase, the nouveau riche philis
tine by whom he was hired to ensure that “Little 
Kenny” would somehow manage to get to sev
enth grade, and of the patrician Mrs. Chase, is 
acutely observed, very funny, and wonderfully 
human. The story of his visits to the grave of the 
Spanish anarchists Guardia, Durruti, and Asca- 
so, the first at a time when Franco was still in 
power, the second many years later, inter
spersed with sketches of the anarchist move
ment in Republican Spain, is amusing and iron
ic, while at the same time conveying effectively 
Levine’s genuine commitment to the ideals of 
social justice and political freedom. And along 
the way there is a whole cast of minor charac
ters, such as the philosopher Jon Tanzel, who 
eluded the draft by explaining to the doctor at 
the induction center in all seriousness that his 
first duty was not to the nation but to Kantian 
aesthetics!

The Bread o f  Time is, in my opinion, 
Levine's best work to date and represents the 
logical conclusion of the direction in which his 
work has been developing for many years. 
There is a deep and unintended irony in the 
fact that this book, which celebrates a life 
devoted to poetry, reveals so clearly that its 
author’s greatest talent may well be for realistic 
narrative prose.

John Bowers is a professor in the 
Linguistics Department at Cornell University.
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Fluid Dynam ics
continued, from page 5 

mirror, some leaves tossing in a little whirl
wind, some trees behind that, the music on 
her radio, a hat blowing by. The attempt to 
register this congeries nearly dissolves it, 
and the speaker has to end with a breathless 
reassurance:

— me now slowly backing up 
the dusty driveway into the law 
composed of updraft, downdraft, weight of 

these dried
mid-winter leaves, 

light figured-in too, I'm sure, the weight of 
light,

and angle of vision, dust, gravity, solitude, 
and the part of the law which is the world's 

waiting,
and the part of the law which is my wait

ing,
and then the part which is my impatience— 

now; now?—
though there are, there really are, 
things in the world, you must believe me.

“N otes” (iv), w hich is subtitled  
“Stanislavsky,” extends the idea of self as 
the conscious performance of a character 
called the self. Beginning in abstraction, the 
speaker has nothing to work with but the 
forms, or formal devices, of possible selves:

Next we combined some beats, duples, 
triplets—

these heightened the tremulousness— 
this in turn created new moods, corre

sponding emotions—
We varied the strength and kind of 

accent—

This is both not enough and too much. 
There is nothing to hook to: “I lost track.” 
The speaker may not even have a gender 
until he finds his “m aterial” : “Then my 
attention was drawn to a simple morning- 
coat./ It was made o f some rem arkable 
material I had never/ seen before.” Thus 
begins the dizzying emergence o f an “I” 
disjunct from the “I” that starts the poem:

And yet I felt
the moment of my first investiture 
was the moment I began to represent 

myself—
the moment I began to live— by degrees— 

second by
second—unrelentingly— Oh mind what 

you're doing!—
do you want to be covered or do you want 

to be seen?—

But in this perilous reality, protection 
and exposure are inseparab le , and the 
material existence of the self a bittersweet 
state, as suggested by a deeply ambivalent 
pun:

And the garment— how it becomes you!— 
starry

with the eyes of 
others

weeping—

The ambivalence of matter and desire 
recurs often in these poems. In “Manifest 
Destiny,” a Civil War bullet shows teeth 
marks where a man has clenched it during 
an amputation. His scream is an echo of 
Leda’s. The peach orchard at Shiloh rains 
blossoms that echo the smoke of battle. A 
peach bitten in the 18th century echoes the 
bullet bitten a hundred years later. And 
“Manifest Destiny” directly echoes several 
passages in “Event Horizon,” linking the 
Civil W ar with Tienanm en Square, and 
both of them with Troy, or all wars fought 
from desire for possession of riches or ter
ritory or people— materialism at its most 
stained.
child’s welfare, reveals its kinship to the 
materialism that motivates conquest. “The 
Dream of the Unified Field” meditates not 
on physics, but perhaps on Mark Strand’s

“Keeping Things Whole”: “In a field/1 am 
the absence/ of field.. .Wherever I am/1 am 
what is missing.” The speaker has dropped 
her daughter at a friend’s and stops on the 
way home to watch a field. A single crow 
among an explosion of starlings catches her 
attention. Its cry is “black, shiny, twirling 
on its single stem,/ rooting, one foot on the 
earth . . . ” The still point? The other? Some
thing, in any case, to be known, but “some
thing that cannot/ become know n.” She 
remembers an incident from her childhood 
and that same sense of frustrated desire for 
knowledge. Addressing her daughter, she 
asks, “. . .  what should I know/ to save you 
that I do not know?” The answer may be the 
snow-stormed field she is standing in: “I 
close my eyes and . . .  try to make it mine. 
An inside/ thing.” But the attempt quickly 
reveals its lim itations. W hat was vivid, 
scintillant, and vital in the external field 
becomes, in the mind, mapped, organized, 
and heavy with history:

outside, the talk-talk of the birds—outside,
strings and their roots, leaves inside the 

limbs,
in some spots the skin breaking—
but inside, no more exploding, no more 

smoldering, no more:,
inside, a splinter colony, new world, posses

sion
gripping down to form,
wilderness brought deep into my clearing...

This kind of possessive knowledge turns 
out to be a type of imperialism, parallel to 
that of Columbus, whose diaries are quoted 
and close the poem with an ominous image 
of materialism. A young Native woman is 
examined, and “you could see/ this woman 
was wearing a little piece of/ gold on her 
nose, which was a sign there was/ gold/ on 
that land.”

At fifteen pages and seventeen sections, 
“The Break of Day” is the longest and most 
ambitious poem in the book. In its broad 
outlines it’s clear enough: it is an origins 
story intercut with passages from Plato, 
Madame Bovary, The Golden Bough, Hei
degger and M arx. “S tory” may be too 
strong a word. The poem’s plot, such as it 
is, comprises the soul entering the material 
world, unity becoming multiplicity, silence 
becoming noise and speech, darkness frac
turing into the visible, consciousness enter
ing time.

The first two sections run in parallel 
columns, and are apparently meant to be 
heard as on separate channels o f head
phones. The “left” channel is a voice (per
haps the author: we’re addressed as “friend, 
reader”) expressing confusion, urgency, 
dizziness. Someone, or thing (or perhaps 
nothing) is being looked for, and the search 
seems to occur in the interior o f the self. 
The sensation is “like a length of/ cloth, 
unfolding” over and over. (A shroud 
unwinding? A rope being lowered? Many 
things about this place are dubious.) The 
“right” channel is Socrates expounding the 
myth of the cave, and its “strange prison
ers” may be a comment on the situation of 
the voice next door. At least one intended 
effect of this stereo progress i« a rending of 
attention, both aural and visual, since the 
next section invites us to silence and dark
ness: “Shh . . ./ C lose your eyes. Close 
them./ It’s not even dawn yet.” This pre
dawn state (pre-natal, -conscious, -creation, 
-material, -multiplicity), in which the rent 
“ fabric” of day and consciousness is 
“m ended,” is what the rest o f the poem 
undoes with increasing and scattering com
plexity.

Emma Bovary appears here as one whose 
desire for love has transformed into a soul- 
shotting materialism. In one darkly humor
ous passage (while Socrates, in a parallel 
colum n, describes the confusions o f the 
cave), one of her meetings with Leon is 
spliced onto a dismal interview with the 
merchant Lheureux. Heidegger, Frazer, and

Marx appear in more theoretical capacities, 
wondering about the reason for being, not
ing the m agical and m alevolent uses to 
which hair and fingernails have been put, 
and observing the “m eta-/ physical sub
tleties” of commodities.

Between and beyond these passages, the 
speaker (and the reader) gradually emerge 
from the dark and silence. When eyes again 
open, there is no light:

no luminosity and yet a sheen 
which you could say is your listening 
sprinkling over the green dark— 
but not materially...

But soon, and of necessity, things start 
and multiply. “The whole cannot exist with
out the parts.” Noises start: a birdsong, then 
many birds. As the dark lifts, humans crowd 
in, a “mob of suitors, cherubs, gypsies, 
sophists,” and “the ultim ate orchard of/ 
voices, thronging, one added every sec
ond,” all heavy with m aterial concerns. 
How did we get here? The path seems inno
cent enough, but (something) goes wrong: 
“You see, there are NO MISTAKES BUT/ 
there is this passage-through where the 
notion of error/ APPLIES....” The speaker, 
like an Adam just being created, wants to 
know what desires are not already stained:

What am I to 
want?

What is it cannot be judged?
What is it

is corporeal but still concealed!
Does not involve error?

There is a recovery of sorts near the end 
of the poem , with sunlight and dust on 
everything, tim e and dram a beginning, 
nature quickening, and gestures of friend
ship made, but the dust, the materiality, pre
vails, and the speaker is left with the same 
pleading question: “what am 1/ supposed/ to 
take, what?” As if in answer, the poem ’s 
concluding image is of Lheureux handing 
Emma Bovary some material.

I have compressed (and ignored) a great 
deal of “The Break of Day” in order to sug
gest its general movement. It is a challeng
ing and disorienting poem, but its rewards 
outweigh its confusions, and it seems to me 
an overall success—especially if one can 
resist the old-fashioned urge to understand, 
which may be one more possessive, materi
alistic desire.

“The Surface” ends M aterialism  near 
where it begins, with a meditation by the 
river, which through its several appearances 
in the book has accumulated significances 
beyond itself. It now is just itself, its con
stant patterning and repatterning a sort of 
forgiveness, “the guaranteed freshness of 
the world repeating/ itself’ (“Relativity”):

The river still ribboning, hoisting up, 
into its re

arrangements, chill enlightenments, 
tight-knotted

quickenings
and loosenings— whispered messages 

dissolving
the messengers—

the river still glinting-up into its handfuls, 
heapings,

glassy
forgettings under the river of 
my attention—

Graham’s attention in this book to the 
ever-shifting negotiations between the self 
and the world has resulted in a series of 
striking, if sometimes perplexing, perfor
mances, carried off with an energy, intelli
gence and vision one associates with few 
other contemporary poets.

Jon Griffin is a professor in the English 
Department at Ithaca College.
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Smoke Signals
continued from page 3  

to discourage, but rather by celebrating: “Per
haps one stops smoking only when one starts 
to love cigarettes, becoming so enamored of 
their charms and so grateful for their benefits 
that one at last begins to grasp how much is 
lost by giving them up.”

Rarely do books of criticism express as 
much love for the objects of their critique as 
Cigarettes Are Sublime, and equally rarely— 
perhaps not since Roland Barthes—has love 
been given the status of a critical methodology. 
This is a work which manages to be deeply, 
intensely personal—as an account of an ended 
love affair should be—without being autobio
graphical in the least. We learn almost nothing 
about Richard Klein “himself’ from his book: 
simply that he once smoked, and does no 
longer. This paradox is another effect of the 
endlessly paradoxical cigarette itself, which, as 
Klein notes, “is analogous to what linguists 
call a shifter, like the word I; this device for 
expressing the irreducible particularity of my 
innermost self is univei sally available to every 
speaker and is thus the least particular thing in 
the world.”

Klein’s project attempts to unravel these 
paradoxes of the cigarette, “to discover the 
nature of the advantages and the conditions of 
the satisfactions that cigarettes deliver.” This 
project is itself necessarily a paradoxical one 
(once you unravel a cigarette, it is no longer a 
cigarette), as both the “advantages” and the 
“satisfactions” of smoking are essentially con
tradictory, and stem precisely from the disad
vantages and dissatisfactions that cigarettes 
create. For me this constellation of contradic
tions recalls a moment in Oscar Wilde’s The 
Picture o f Dorian Grey, when the still-inno
cent Dorian, attempting to reflect on the seduc
tive charms of his mentor, Lord Henry Wot- 
ton, exclaims, ‘“ Harry, you are dreadful! I 
don’t know why I like you so much.’” Lord 
Henry makes no direct response to Dorian’s 
query, but rather offers a cigarette, and com
ments on its seductive charms: “A cigarette is 
the perfect type of a perfect pleasure. It is 
exquisite, and it leaves one unsatisfied. What 
more can one want?” For Klein, the nature of 
the cigarette lies in the intersection of those 
two paradoxical questions: how can one like 
what is dreadful, and how can one want more 
than wanting more?

The fallacy of anti-smoking movements 
which place their faith in warnings and educa
tion is the assumption that once you know how 
“dreadful” cigarettes are, you will decide you 
no longer like them. What this logic ignores is 
the fact that smokers smoke because cigarettes 
are dreadful. As Klein notes, “the surgeon gen
eral’s warning on every pack of American cig
arettes actually serves to advertise their charms 
and promote their use.” Smokers do not have 
to be told that cigarettes are poison; it is impos
sible not to be aware, to be painfully aware, of 
the physical harm they do. And that harm is 
not simply a “side effect,” it is the primary

condition of the pleasure of smoking. It is for 
this reason that cigarettes are sublime. They 
are a perfect example of Kant’s definition of 
sublimity—a “negative pleasure,” an aesthetic 
feeling that is distinct from the merely beauti
ful, by being necessarily accompanied by a 
moment of pain.

If cigarettes are sublime, they are also 
ridiculous—frivolous things, pleasures which 
are ultimately unsatisfying, objects which 
serve no purpose beyond their own consump
tion. In this they are linked to the nineteenth- 
century figure of the dandy, the aesthete who 
lives only for beauty. Klein himself adopts this 
aesthetic stance strategically, couching his ode 
to the cigarette in hyperbole, the rhetorical fig
ure which elevates the inessential, exaggerates 
the truth to produce a new truth. This strategy 
produces wonderful passages like the follow
ing:

Cigarettes are fiery batons with which you can 
summon the future and conduct it, slim, white 
facilitators of anticipatory thinking and imagina
tive hypothesis, instruments of ecstatic projec
tion away from the present to  a future time in 
which the present fo r a moment no longer 
exists.

The absurd pleasure of this language is an 
analog to the absurd pleasure of the cigarette: it 
is inflated, overblown, “full of hot air.” Yet the 
lesson learned from the aesthete’s celebration 
of frivolity is not itself a frivolous one; it is, as 
Wilde reminds us, that “Those who go beneath 
the surface do so at their peril.”

This lesson is seen most clearly in Klein’s 
examination of Italo Svevo’s 1923 novel The 
Confessions o f Zeno. Svevo’s narrator is a man 
who spends his entire life trying to quit smok
ing, until he realizes that quitting smoking is 
his life, and that smoking and quitting are the 
same thing. With that realization, he does quit, 
“definitively.” Zeno’s cure is effected by a 
therapy he dubs “fumo-analysis.” This tech
nique is invented and elaborated in opposition 
to the Freudian procedure, which produces in 
him nothing but frustration. In defiance of his 
psychoanalyst’s wish to treat his addiction as 
the symptom of a “deeper” neurosis, Svevo’s 
protagonist renounces the “talking cure” in 
favor of his own writing cure. In writing his 
own history, Zeno calls forth a series of mem
ories; unlike the memories of psychoanalysis, 
they are conscious, rather than repressed, plea
surable rather than traumatic, and all have to 
do with cigarettes, rather than childhood sexu
al events. Fumo-analysis, unlike its Freudian 
counterpart, believes that a cigarette is just a 
cigarette, but that saying that does not exhaust 
what one can say about a cigarette.

The fumo-analytic cure is successful 
because it works through cigarettes by refus
ing to see through them. Svevo’s novel, which 
not only depicts but enacts the paradoxical 
logic of the cigarette, is the ultimate smoker’s 
book. As Klein notes in a passage that can eas

ily be taken to refer to his own work:

If you are not holding a cigarette in your hand [as 
you read], you are probably missing the point, 
misjudging the relation of this self-history to the 
possibility of the cure it represents, and there
fore misunderstanding the aim of the narrative, 
probably finding it foolish or naive.

If The Confessions o f  Zeno offers as an 
example of fumo-analytic clinical practice, 
Klein’s reading of Casablanca —a film which 
is patently in love with the beauty of ciga
rettes—could be called an experiment in 
fumo-analytic criticism. Like Zeno, Klein situ
ates his method in opposition to psychoanaly
sis, here represented in a rather facile way by a 
pop Freudian study called The Movies on Your 
Mind by Harvey Greenberg, MD.. For Green
berg, Casablanca is, unsurprisingly, structured 
by Oedipal themes, by castration fears and 
“latent” homosexuality. The choice that 
Humphrey Bogart’s Rick makes at the end of 
the film, to forsake Ingrid Bergman for Claude 
Rains, is produced as evidence that what the 
film depicts is the failure of a secure model of 
heterosexuality. But Klein offers another read
ing of this moment—one that, by resisting the 
peril of looking beneath the surface, empha
sizes the success of the film. Not just a com
mercial and aesthetic success, Casablanca can 
perhaps be seen as a very real political success. 
It was screened in the White House (America’s 
own casa blanca) on New Year’s Eve, 1943, 
for Franklin Roosevelt and a few guests. Ten 
days later, Roosevelt flew to the real Casablan
ca to meet with Winston Churchill. In that 
meeting he withdrew the support that up until 
then the US had offered to Vichy France, and 
shifted it to the French National Committee of 
Charles de Gaulle. It was, as Bogart says to 
Rains, “the beginning of a beautiful friend
ship.”

Dr. Greenberg does not mention the politics
of the film. Nor does he mention the cigarettes 
that fill every scene and punctuate every ges
ture. For Klein, these two absences are related. 
If Greenberg were to refer to the ever-present 
cigarettes, Klein suggests, it would be to dis
miss them as “phallic symbols,” as merely 
compensatory substitutes for an insecure mas
culinity. To say this would be analogous to 
saying that the film’s politics are “really” about 
the bond between two men and the fear of 
women. These positions, while inarguable on 
one level, manage to say everything while say
ing nothing. Of course the cigarettes are sub
stitutes, but saying that prevents you from talk
ing about the very real work these substitutes 
accomplish. If cigarettes produce the illusion 
of courage and defiance, this illusion often suc
ceeds, creating real courage and real defiance 
in situations when these feelings are most 
urgently required.

Thus, to complain that K lein’s book 
fetishizes cigarettes is both to miss the point, 
and to identify, precisely, what the point is. A

fetish is an object that is valued more than it 
should, objectively, be valued; hyperbole is 
therefore the perfect figure to represent it. For 
Freud, the fetish—a shoe, a fur piece, whatev
er— is always a substitute for a penis: he 
knows what’s really important. The fetishist 
knows this too, however, but doesn’t much 
care—what the fetish “stands for” does not 
explain away his love. Where the serious psy
choanalytic critic looks beneath the surface of 
the fetish, the playful fumo-analytic critic— 
aesthete and fetishist—can talk about what the 
fetish really does. (

Perhaps the ultimate paradox of Cigarettes 
Are Sublime is found in the acknowledgments, 
in which Klein claims that his “debt to Jacques 
Derrida...is everywhere visible in these pages.”
Yet that debt is “visible” precisely by never 
being named: this is a work of deconstruction 
which refuses to use the word. But those famil
iar with deconstructive theory will recognize 
that Klein’s paradoxes of the cigarette follow 
the contours of those complex terms which 
Derrida uses to designate writing: the phar- 
makon—the poison that is also the cure; and 
the supplement—the necessary addition to 
what is already self-sufficient. Fumo-analysis 
is deconstruction, and Derrida’s critique of 
psychoanalysis is identical to Klein’s—that it 
requires one to “blind oneself to the very tissue 
of the ‘symptom’.” For Klein, that tissue is 
quite literally the white paper which delineates 
the identity of the cigarette. That the reader of 
Cigarettes Are Sublime can understand and 
enjoy the book without the appropriate critical 
background, serves to show that this back
ground is itself supplementary: while essential, 
it is never necessary.

In trying to sum up my feelings about 
Klein’s book, I cannot help but fall back on the 
fantasy of smoker-identity I have created for 
myself. On some level, I feel that I can only 
respond to this work “as a smoker,” that I can- • 
not achieve the distance required to comment 
objectively. I can’t help but wonder if non- 
smokers will “miss the point,” if the insights 
and the pleasures of Cigarettes Are Sublime 
will be, necessarily, either censured or tolerat
ed, but always decidedly “second-hand.” Can 
the polemic of the book ever be truly effective?
Is Jacques Derrida a match for C. Everett 
Koop? In terms of actual policy-making, prob
ably not, and it is likely that most people feel 
this is a good thing. Yet this book succeeds, I 
believe, in opening up a space for new per- " 
spectives and new understandings. The power 
of a deconstructive reading of cigarettes is that 
it shows how debates about smoking are 
always debates about language. If I say “I need 
a cigarette,” and a non-smoking friend says 
“no you don’t,” we are both making true state
ments because the “proper” meaning of the 
word need is, and must remain, endlessly con
tested, endlessly deferred.

Steven Stem is a writer who lives in Ithaca.
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I t’s a  W onderful Life
continued, from, page 7

DK: It was interesting because there were 
two potential big seams in the narrative that 
I was concerned about. The first was where I 
come into my own sentient experience— 
when I come to life as the writer and know 
about all these events in America. I was a lit
tle worried that there would be a seam 
between things that were impersonal history 
for me and things that were experiential.

PH: Could you give me an example?
DK: Well, all the material from the late 

’60s and ’70s was poignant and colorful— 
essential American events to me. The 
Rosenbergs, though, were not something I 
knew about except in books. So I needed to 
make sure in the closeness of the telling and 
the way the reader experienced it that my 
voice d idn’t break there. And the other 
potential seam was where I’m actually in the 
Gordon’s lives as an eyewitness for the last 
four years of the story. I was in and out a lot 
during that period. I took Susan back to 
Berkeley and we were in Minnesota togeth
er, and I was at the Ashram and spent time 
with the Swami. So that again was a chal
lenge to write.

1945
Sam easily balanced his heavy barracks bag 

on his shoulder with one hand. He kept patting 
his front pocket with the other, as if to reas
sure himself that he was not only home alive 
three m onths short o f his tw enty-seventh  
birthday but home flush with a stake, thanks to  
the uncanny consistency with which a pair of 
dice kept coming to rest between the exposed 
girders of a lower deck of the Liberty Ship. He 
was wearing tw elve hundred dollars in that 
front pocket, more than he’d made through an 
entire childhood of hard work and the begin
ning of his apprenticeship as an electrician.

PH: Let me ask you about the first chapter 
which really starts the book off as a novel— 
that whole scene of Sam coming home from 
the war. How did you build that picture of 
everything that was in the air at that time?

DK: Sam was very clear about the war 
and had very strong memories of that partic
ular day. What I recreate through him is an 
extreme distillation of major detailed memo
ries of what happened. Also, I went back to a 
lot of things. I went up to the house itself in 
the Bronx.

PH: With him?
DK: No, but I brought back pictures. I 

found out what the Liberty ship looked like 
and that helped him connect with memories 
of friends on the boat and the taxi ride home. 
It came pretty easily and it all seemed to fit 
in with the facts. The newspapers of that 
time told stories of soldiers coming home. 
Don’t forget that the big junctures in a per
son’s life—the day someone you loved 
died—are indelible. There’s extreme clarity 
in the things that come back to you as if

every second is clear— and 
that doesn’t go away.

1951
Over the course of a decade, 

over 1.5 m illion residents of 
New York City would leave for 
the surrounding suburbs, and to 
hear her in-laws tell it, not one 
of them sought the contempo
rary dream house more avidly 
than Eve Gordon.

1952
Throughout the late spring 

and summer, young fathers 
drove their families out to Har
bor Isle on weekends. They 
would all clamber up great 
mounds of friable earth and lay 
out picnic blankets. They’d look 
down into several hundred huge 
holes and watch men and 
machines build their island town 
atop the sand.

....“ I t ’s like everyone w ho’s 
gonna live here is the same,” 
Sam enthused on the way home 
one Sunday night. “ Hundreds of 
families, and it’s like we all have 
the same kind of life.”

DK: At lectures often I read 
a page or two from 1951 or 
1952 where they watch the town being built 
and everyone comes to meet other fam i
lies—and about the assumptions they had. I 
loved finding out what these people thought.

PH: How did you reconstruct that period?
DK: That was easy since many of the Har

bor Isle pioneers, as they called themselves, 
were still available. But there was also the 
Harbor Isle Beacon which was the newspa
per that the original group put out— this 
wonderful home-gossipy kind of thing that 
was started up the day that they moved in. I 
knew when Sam finished the patio and put 
the fence up because it was all in the Beacon.

PH: How did you propose this project and 
build the kind of trust whereby people just 
handed over letters? Letters to me are very, 
very private.

DK: Yeah, it’s funny. People at my pub
lishing house say, what is it? First you get 
this corporate guy who never gives inter
views but who opens up about Sears, one of 
the most closed corporations of them all. 
And then this family comes along.

I don’t know how to say this— I don’t 
have a lot of shit going on. I ’m basically a 
writer because I’m fascinated by language. I 
don’t have a lot of psychological pain and 
problems and issues going on, and I think 
maybe people can sense that.

PH : But what difference would that 
make?

DK: It does make a difference because 
there’s an edge to a lot of people who want to

names was important because I 
wanted this to be something you 
could look at and know it was 
real. And also I knew that if you 
tried to fictionalize this particu
lar story, it would seem kind of 
absurd.

Also, I agreed in writing to 
show them the manuscript first 
and they signed the agreement 
not to pursue any claims if I told 
their stories. They would get to 
look at the manuscript but they 
were only allowed to comment 
on the factual context. That was 
the deal. And it created a very 
trying and emotionally-wrought 
period when I finished the first 
draft. But because I got to see 
their reactions, another phase of 
writing began which actually 
added a lot to the book.

[With a few reservations, 
almost all members of the fami
ly gave the 1300-page draft an 
enthusiastic go-ahead.]

Don Katz
ask questions. The Joe Journalist newspaper 
interview, if you listen to it, is a very aggres
sive phenomenon. It’s not really thoughtful. 
Usually the questions don’t follow from con
versation. They’re from a list, they’re from 
an agenda, they’re from the expediences of 
one’s daily life. That’s never been my take 
on it. I guess because I’m basically a novel 
reader and not a nonfiction buff, I know that 
if I’m going for some psychological com
plexity and narrative design and storytelling, 
and I also want to mirror history, I’ve got to 
do a tremendous amount of work. I’m really 
willing to dedicate myself to understanding 
what makes these peoples’ lives tick.

In the case of the Gordons, they did have 
The Big Store to look at, so they had a record 
of what I do. And I wrote them a long, long 
letter—a little treatise of what I thought this 
could be. And I argued that nobody’s ever 
done something like this and it was impossi
ble to find in a large group the “experience 
well” that they seemed to have collected into 
a single family.

So they read these letters and they thought 
about it and we talked about it. I tried to 
make them very aware that fifteen minutes 
of fame was probably a good possibility if I 
pulled off what I thought I could pull off.

PH: Fame in the positive sense or the neg
ative sense?

DK: I didn’t say. I said this is the kind of 
thing that will cause you to have publicity. 
And I told them that I thought using real

Photo: Bumman W. Arndt

1979
Shuna’s closest friend among 

the "regular" non-Arican kids at 
her current school, P.S. 183, was 
Sarah. A fte r school one a fte r
noon, Shuna and Sarah got into a 

big fight near the concrete baseball field in St. 
Catherine’s Park. They said mean things to 
each other, and they both started to cry. As 
Shuna was leaving the crowded park, she 
heard Sarah screaming, “ Go ahead, Shuna! Go 
on home where your mom has big bags o f 
Quaaludes!”  Kids stopped playing and stared.

DK: Susan was very upset after reading 
the draft. Almost everything I conveyed 
about her drug years was built from other 
sources because many things from her didn’t 
seem to mesh and therefore wouldn’t work. 
Her perception of events was entirely differ
ent than eight people who were at the same 
events— whether they were Aricans or mem
bers of her family. The perspective on 
Susan’s drug period is largely drawn through 
the people she affected. Besides, I found her 
daughter Shuna’s perspective very com 
pelling and accurate because other sources 
confirmed much of her account. But Susan 
wasn’t ready to see it from this perspective. 
When you’re in recovery, the whole thing is 
about storytelling. But it’s about your story. 
You control your story, and you get up at the 
meeting and tell your story over and over 
again and there’s never going to be anybody 
in there who says, “But that’s not what your 
mother said.”

PH: So what she found was all new?
DK: Well, she thought I betrayed her in 

some way when in fact I just wrote what 
years of interviews and research reflected as 
true. So we had a lot of hammering out to do 
where I basically went through the draft as if 
I were dealing with a lawyer, and I ended up 
having to say, write your own book. And she 
did.

PH : W hat are your thoughts about 
charges by critics like Janet Malcolm who 
accuse journalists of making off with peo
ples’ lives— appropriating them to suit their 
own agendas? Did you ever feel like you 
were exploiting the family?

DK: I probably had fears that Susan felt 
that way, but I never felt that way. I feared 
for the repercussions of the publicity. But I 
also had a sense that there was a healing 
capacity to this project. Because when you 
look at the numbers of people affected by 
things that afflicted this family—call it the 
sirens or call it the times—I thought many 
would relate to this story. And that’s exactly 
what’s happened. People make pilgrimages 
to Sam and Eve’s.

Recapitulating your life is a very powerful 
process. Whether you do it in the psycholo
g ist’s office or with someone asking you 
questions with a tape recorder, you learn
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things. And that’s the way to open up and 
reconnect bonds that have been frayed over 
time. But I was perfectly willing to write the 
story if it had been much less happy, and it 
was much less happy when I started.

PH: Do you think Malcolm raises an issue 
though?

DK: Suppose your idea of what’s true is 
underm ined by your work, and i t’s not 
true—or it’s less true than you thought—and 
you don't write that it’s less true. That would 
be wrong. But actually testing the hypothesis 
by asking 100 people questions— it’s not 
exploiting anybody. I think that if you’re 
actually willing to take on the whole load— 
to recreate something that has a beginning 
and an end and even has a moral purpose— 
then it seems to me you’re standing apart 
from most of the nonfiction experiences in 
the culture. I read work by people that makes 
me think, here is somebody trying to be 
smart at someone else’s expense—and I hate 
it. It’s a fine line.

PH: Why do you think there's a growing 
interest right now in literary nonfiction?

DK: Do you think there is? In my genera
tion, there are very few household names in 
literary nonfiction. I think that writers who 
are trying to deal with what’s going on and 
recreate it with an emotional tenor, like they 
did during the Vietnam War, have heated 
things up. They are willing to take them 
selves as moral presences and maybe not 
subscribe to some neutrality which lies.

I can be quite creative within the context 
of nonfiction, even though it comes out of a 
relatively bland tradition. The idea of the 
magazine journalism that I learned to do 19 
years ago [writing for Rolling Stone, New 
Republic and later for Esquire] was that you 
invest yourself in the subject and you watch 
and wait and you cogitate and you talk and 
give up and you go back and you wait for 
something to reveal itself. And if i t ’s a 
miniature drama or the truth of somebody’s 
personality, in the case of a profile, it doesn’t 
have to be a huge thing, but it has to be 
something that has a shape. It got harder and 
harder to do this in magazines, which is one 
reason I realized books were the next step.

1990 and Beyond
Young parents might ask questions, but the 

model of a good family was not a simple thing. 
It moved in great circles, endlessly recreated 
through constant trial and error, a thing made 
of the clarity of certain experiences and the 
dreamy obscurity of others. There was so 
much Sam and Eve would have liked to know 
and do at various points in their family lives. A 
willingness to make adjustments, they would 
advise, was essential. The only constants were 
commitment and effort, the will to feel every
thing as real, and the immutable determination 
to stay in love.

DK: I had this moment when I realized at 
the end of writing Home Fires what was 
going on with me for parts of my entire 
career. Looking back, what I basically did 
for Rolling Stone was go to the most harrow
ing battle zones and do reportage there, 
whether it be in Ethiopia, Northern Ireland, 
Angola, Lebanon—places where there was 
shooting and dying. It was very dangerous to 
do the stories. And then I switched radically 
and did this book on a large bucolic national 
corporation. And some people were shocked 
about that. And then this story about the 
family, which puzzled all the people who 
thought I was a business writer.

My father died when I was 20. He was a 
hero in World War n , and he was an entre
preneur from the south side of Chicago who 
built up a business and made himself rich 
and moved the family to the suburbs in the 
’50s.

And so what was I doing in this book? I 
was actually answering all of the questions I 
probably would have asked my father.

Paulette H ackman is a writer living in 
Binghamton.

continued from page 11 
women in The Mountains Won’t Forget Us. 
Petal Richards elopes with her young man, 
ironically named “Realus,” in order to set up 
housekeeping on his homestead, located 
somewhere in “the West.” The homestead 
flourishes, but out of a peculiar reclusiveness 
and distrust, Realus prevents Petal from vis
iting other settlements. After many years, 
Petal discovers by accident the secret of her 
husband’s caution: they had actually jour
neyed only a few miles from her home. In 
the meantime, Petal has survived a series of 
riveting episodes—hairbreadth escapes, sud
den calamities, and feats of desperate inge
nuity that give the writing a quality of 
fevered intensity. The most haunting of these 
episodes is the birth of Petal’s first child. Just 
before the child is due, Realus journeys to 
find a midwife; the child comes early—in the 
middle of the night, during a snowstorm— 
and Petal, completely alone, struggles to 
keep the fireplace burning so that the panther 
that is clawing the clay chimney away does 
not burst downwards into the cabin. The 
courage that enables her to survive panthers 
and Indian raids and to cut down and bury a 
putrefying corpse while her children play in 
the cabin is a moral as well as a physical 
courage, enabling her finally to face her 
gravest challenge—the task of reconciliation 
and forgiveness. It is an act of empowerment 
available to few of the women in The Moun
tains Won't Remember Us.

“The Road,” is an even more original 
experiment in genre and language, tipped 
just far enough in the direction of romance to 
be a new beginning in Morgan’s work. Grit
ty and stinging; raucous, exuberant, head
long, and foul; underlaid by a strangely ethe
real calm. The “road” is, of course, the cam- 
min of human existence, except M organ’s 
hero plunges through it holding on to a sow’s 
tail, during a single day that seems to stretch 
out to the whole length of youth.

Solomon wants to survey the Saluda Gap 
in order to build the first road through it, and 
he overhears someone say that a half-starved 
pig will find the direct route down any 
mountain. He and his pig Sue make their sur
vey alone, Sue tracking the way and 
Solomon blazing trees with his hatchet. They 
make a good team, a study in the comple

mentarity of species. Caught in a thunder
storm, she farts and grunts, while he muses 
on human insubstantiality:

Out in that storm I felt I was just an impulse, a 
desire to  make a road, and to  marry your 
Grandma. I was just an idea with a little fat 
stuck to it.

In this partnership of animal and spirit—it 
is also a mock-heroic version of Mack and 
his aged master— Sancho leads the Don. 
Once out of the wood, they stumble on a lead 
mine, thunderous, hissing, and stinking, 
whose naked, half-starved laborers try to 
butcher Sue—till they escape again, carrying 
a ginseng root shaped like a man’s genitals 
which Solomon eats for nourishment. At 
last, in the best tradition of heroic romance, 
Solomon stops to help someone in need (a 
child who has been bitten by a copperhead), 
only to discover that he has inadvertently 
reached the end.

Solomon’s son David, the hero of “The 
Turnpike,” is another of M organ’s crafts
man-heroes, a hewer of rock who charts with 
a compass and relishes the textures of soil 
and struggles through a summer of mud
slides until he has staked out a turnpike on 
Cedar Mountain. Solomon has bequeathed to 
his son passion, persistence, and a trade, but 
perhaps his greatest gift is narrative freedom. 
We are not surprised when David interrupts 
the story of an encounter with a three-footed 
panther in order to give the details of his 
struggle with the mountain (“But you want 
to hear about the painter?” he asks his 
daughter. “I’m coming back to that”). Even
tually he does, and again we are not sur
prised that a book that contains a scene as 
harrowing as the death of a child from fever, 
or as beautiful as a young man and a hog 
wandering through an apple orchard 
(unpicked) that is “old as the Garden of 
Eden” should end with a rollicking 
escapade— Davy Crockett crossed with 
Faulkner. It is as though Morgan has woven 
into a single braid the genres and imagina
tive possibilities of oral tradition, making of 
them something rich and strange. In doing 
this, Morgan’s novellas also stage a creative 
encounter with Faulkner—not the romantic 
Faulkner, but the ribald spinner of yarns. In

Morgan’s folkloric world, any high-flier can 
find himself ass-upwards in a cabbage patch. 
The western pilgrimage that ends but a few 
miles from home; the trailblazer who 
achieves his dream by gripping a sow.’s  tail; 
the road builder who has to strip him self 
naked in order to elude the jaws of a beast— 
each in their own way, the three parts of 
Morgan’s mountain tale utter the guffaw that 
lies at the heart of myth.

The workings of Morgan’s fiction suggest 
a writer who can temporarily annihilate him
self, bringing a character to life by giving 
him or her a voice. His great achievement in 
The Mountains Won’t Remember Us and The 
Hinterlands is to attain emotional and the
matic complexity entirely through language 
that could be plausibly spoken by the poor 
and the unlettered. To have done this 
required years of listening to others, under
standing the forms of insight and eloquence 
of which daily speech is capable. For the 
reader of these books, the surge of feeling 
comes from hearing anew the “ordinary 
stuff” of human words.

Paul Sawyer is a professor in the English 
Department at Cornell University.
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We treat 
your words 
with care*

0 Short-run Editions 
0 Fine Stationery
0 Art Cards for Galleries Si Openings 
0 Competitive Pricing

High Quality Offset Printing

FINE- LINE
P R I N T I N G

(N ext to the Ithaca Theater)

409 ‘/z West State St., Ithaca, NY 14850 
Phone:(607) 272-1177 Fax:272-2504

r Spring
‘Vinnerzuare SaCe

Fine China,Crystal, 
Stemware and Flatware by:

Lenox, Gotham,
; Wedgwood, Adams,

• Royal Doulton, 
j Royal Albert, 
j Spode,
J Royal Worcester, 
Johnson Bros., 

Franciscan, Mikasa, Fitz A Floyd, 
Noritake, Yamazaki and Oneida.

And Exquisite Wedding Flowers!

Bridal Registry
T h e

Plantation
130 Ithaca Commons • 273-7231 
Hours: Mon.-Sat. 10-5:30; Thun. *  

Frl. Hll 9 P.M.: Sun. 11-4

PIANOS
• Rebuilt
• Reconstructed
• Bought
• Sold
• Moved
• Tuned
• Rented

Ithaca Piano Rebuilders 
(607) 272-6547

310 4th St.. Ithaca (Off Hancock St. 2 blocks from Rt. 13)

Complete rebuilding services.
No job too big or too small. Call us.

Rl 0 ^
New 

books,quality 
toys and puzzles, 

& superior stationary 
selections

44 Washington Avenue, 
Endicott, NY 
748-8233

IS AVAILABLE AT THE FOLLOWING LOCATIONS 
THROUGHOUT UPSTATE NEW YORK

Ithaca: Buffalo (cont.):
ABC Cafe Everything Elmwood
A&P Family Tree Restaurant
Airport, Frame & Save
Alphabet Soup Frontier Liquor
Autumn Leaves Bookshop Gnome’s Needle
Cafe Decadence Guildcraft Arts & Crafts
Cabbagetown Cafe Health Food (Kenmore)
City Health Club Herdman’s Art Supplies
Center Ithaca Kinko’s Copies
Collegetown Bagels Mastman’s Deli
Cornell Cinema Old Editions Book Store
Cornell University Oracle Junction Books

(Various locations) Paper Cutter
Country Couple Park Florist
Courtside Fitness Point of View
CTB Triphammer Pumpkins
DeWitt Mall Preservation Hall
Econolodge Ray Flynn’s Tavern
Fall Creek Cinema RIT
Greenstar Coop Queen City Books
Hickey’s Music Stereo Advantage
Holiday Inn SUNY Buffalo (various locations)
Howard Johnson’s Sweet Tooth
Irving’s Deli Talking Leaves Book Store
Ithaca Bakery Teddy’s Music & Books
Ithaca College The Acropolis Restaurant

(various locations) Vem Stein Gallery
Ithaca Music Hall Brockport:
Journey’s End Motel Lift Bridge Books
L’Auberge Fredonia:
Ludgate Farms SUNY Bookstore
The Mad Cafe Rochester:
Mano’s Diner Abacus Bookshop
Mayers Borders Bookshop
New Alexandrian Bookshelf
Northeast Bagels Brown Bag Bookshop
Northside Wine and Spirits DeSimone & Yount Bookstore
P&C (East Hill and Downtown) Eastman School
Phoenix Bookshop (various locations)
Ramada Inn Genesee Food Co-op
Rebop Records Hicks & McCarthy
Ruby’s RIT (various locations)
Smedley’s Gutenberg’s
State Diner Java Joe’s
Stella’s Cafe Kinko’s
The Bakery Monroe Community College
The Frame Shop (various locations)
Tops Nazareth College
University Inn Park Ave. Bookstore 

Park Leigh
Syracuse: Pyramid Arts Gallery

Ala Mode Radisson Inn
Armory Square Cafe Silkwood Books
Artifice Gallery St. John Fisher College
Books and Memories Spiegle Arts Center
Books End Sweet Shop
Brentano’s University of Rochester
Chatterbox Cafe (various locations)
Checker’s Cafe Village Gate Mall
Clark’s Ale Village Green
Crown Bar & Grill Visual Studies Bookstore
Dalton’s Crafts Webster Bookshop
Eureka Crafts Wild Seed Bookstore & Cafe
Fay’s Writers & Books
Happy Endings Yankee Peddler
I’ve Been Framed Geneseo:
Good Bookstore SUNY Bookstore
Lemoyne College Aurora:

(various localios) Aurora Inn
Marshall St. Mall Wells College (various locations)
Mallard Tobacconist SL Lawrence County:
Metropolitan School of the Arts Potsdam College
My Sister’s Words Sl Lawrence University
Onondaga Community College Broome County:

(various locations) Art Theatre
On the Rise Bakery Bookbr idge
Pastabilities The Book Cellar
Seven Rays Bookstore Burt’s Bookstore
Sl Basils Gil’s Book Loft
Syracuse University New Ritz

(various locations) Roberson Center
Syracuse Civic Center SUNY Binghamton (various locations)
Syracuse Stage Tom’s Coffee & Gifts
Tales Twice Told Vestal Historical Society Museum
Waldenbooks (Carousel Mall Whole Earth Store &  Coffeehouse

Salina St., and Shopping Town) Seratoga Springs:
Wescott Library Bookworks
Wescott Market Union Springs:

Owego: Talcott Books
Hand of Man Union Springs Library
Riverrow Bookshop Skaneateles:
Tioga County Council on the Arts Gallery on the Lake

Geneva: Herb's News
Hobart and William Smith Colieges The Bookie
The College Bookstore Vermont Green

Buffalo: Mt. Specialty Co.
Ahrens Graphics Skaneateles Library
Anderson Art Gallery Sherwood Inn
Bandbox Cleaners Millerton:
Barbara Schuller Galleries Oblong Bookstore
Bond’s Art Supply Auburn:
Bradens Cayuga Arts Council
Browser's Books Cayuga Community College
Buffalo Graphics Finger Lakes Photography
Buffalo Picture Frame Lincoln Galleries
Buffalo State University Nature’s Storehouse

(various locations) Schweinfurth Museum
Calumet Cafe Seymour Library
Cafe in the Square W eedsport:
Central Park Grill 
Crabtree & Evelyn 
Epicuris Restaurant

Weedsport Library

Budging
the
Court

continued from page 4

the major-league caliber of modem classics 
like Gideon, Miranda, Roe, or even Bakke.

Each case is presented with a brief intro
duction and the text of the decision, but the 
highlight here is the oral argument, when 
the Court allots something like a half hour to 
each party for a summary. After a few min
utes, the justices tend to break in with their 
impromptu questions. Of course, this is a 
somewhat distorted view of the Court’s pro
cedure. It doesn’t inform readers and listen
ers that each justice has before him the tran
script of the case in the lower courts as well 
as a stack of written briefs from the parties 
and the “amici,” or so-called friends of the 
court who also want to be heard.

All that printed matter is replete with ref
erences to analogous cases, or precedents, 
from which the Supreme Court is loath to 
depart. The lawyers who hold forth are 
aware that they are merely offering a gloss 
on the briefs, so their oral arguments are 
streamlined, stripped of the essential legal 
baggage. In the Irons-Guitton version, each 
case appears to be a new ball game, instead 
of what it really is: just another inning in a 
never-ending contest to decide the contem
porary impact of a constitutional passage 
written over 200 years ago.

For example, don’t be fooled by thinking 
that the Tinker decision in 1969 protecting 
the rights of public school students to wear 
black armbands protesting the Vietnam War 
was the last word. Nineteen years after Abe 
Fortas proclaim ed that students had not 
“shed their constitutional rights to freedom 
of expression... at the schoolhouse gate,” 
Byron White held for a new majority in the 
Hazlewood case that school officials could 
censor student newspapers. A brief refer
ence in the text alerts us to the judicial 
changing of minds, but it doesn’t indicate 
the pervasiveness of this shift against the 
First Amendment rights of minors.

In the same vein, the Subversive Activities 
Control Board decision (1956) is scarcely 
the last word on how the Court abetted the 
McCarthyite witch hunts against members 
of the Communist Party. Where the justices 
in this case dodged the obvious breaches of 
the First and Fifth Amendments, in later 
cases such as Yates (1957) and Scales 
(1961), they explicitly rejected constitution
al protection of Communists because of 
Cold War hysteria.

We court buffs can think of many favorite 
decisions that were omitted by Irons and 
Guitton. For exam ple, why d idn’t they 
include Mapp v. Ohio with its strictures 
against illegal searches, Donaldson and its 
pronouncem ent on the right o f mental 
patients, or the Progressive case allowing 
limitation of press freedom in the name of 
national security?

But these are relatively minor cavils in 
what must be a tribute to a major break
through: the demystification of the coun
try’s highest court, as composed of ordinary 
mortals who have their biases and preju
dices, yet who have generally done their 
homework before they listen to the lawyers’ 
arguments.

There is still that matter of the $75 price 
tag, together with the warning that you can 
be prosecuted for making copies of these 
tapes. You could always run off a bootleg 
edition and let Irons sue you—you might 
even get a sympathetic hearing from the 
Supreme Court.

Harvey Fireside teaches politics at Itha
ca College; with Betsy F uller he has co
authored a young adult book on Brown v. 
Board of Education, to be published soon.
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Lead Belly in New York
Continued from page 2 

Albany Female Academy, where Harold 
Thompson’s daughter Katy, 12, was a stu
dent. Katy told biographers Wolfe and Lor- 
nell, “He did a m arvelous co n cert...I  
remember looking down at the little kids 
who sat in the front rows in small chairs 
and they all got up and started to 
dance...and he was thrilled to pieces.”

The last dates of the tour were in New 
England, to capacity crowds. The Poetry 
Society of Cambridge sponsored a March 
13 afternoon concert in Harvard’s Emerson 
Hall. Robert Davis, who attended that per
formance as a student, has recalled to Sean 
Killeen that Lomax “treated Lead Belly 
alm ost as if  he were an an im al.” In the 
evening, Lead Belly thrilled the Crimson 
audience at Leverett House. A week later, 
the trip concluded with a March 20 perfor
mance at the Providence Art Club.

The tensions on this tour were the acid 
test for Lomax and Lead Belly, though. 
When it was over, they broke permanently. 
Lead Belly and his w ife returned to 
Louisiana briefly, but soon came back to 
New York for good. John Lomax continued 
to value Lead Belly’s music, and not only 
for the boost it had given his own status as 
a scholar. For his part, Lead Belly did not 
forget Lomax’s help in getting his profes
sional career moving. He also rem ained 
friends with Lomax’s son, Alan.

***

Toward the end of his life, almost as if 
closing a book, Lead Belly returned to the 
upstate circuit. In summer 1946, he played 
at Sarah Lawrence College in Bronxville. 
In October of that year, he performed at the 
Mark Twain Hotel in Elmira for the joint 
annual meeting of the New York Folklore 
Society (now headquartered in Ithaca) and 
the Cooperstown-based New York State 
Historical Association. Lead Belly drove 
up to the concert with Alan Lomax and L. 
Frank Warner, a noted singer, banjo player, 
and folklorist.

On March 21,1947, Lead Belly and Alan 
Lomax appeared in concert at C ornell’s 
W illard Straight Theater, where Cornell 
Cinema shows its movies today; he was 
paid $200. The next morning, he joined 
Harold Thompson’s nine o’clock English 
and Folklore class in the Temple of Zeus, 
in Goldwin Smith Hall. Killeen has talked 
to a score of people who were students in 
attendance then and the strength o f the 
experience has stayed with them.

“ [Lead Belly] was a dynam ic per
former,” Killeen says. “You could hear the 
excitement in their voices”—even as they 
harked back to a concert they attended 
almost 50 years before.

Lead Belly brought his music to more 
than 30 schools, all over the country. 
K illeen has uncovered 1949 correspon
dence betw een Lead B elly and Robert 
Smith, who was attending Drew University 
in New Jersey on the GI Bill, about a possi
ble concert appearance. Smith remembers 
Lead Belly as “being surrounded by 
matronly Black ladies who seemed to be 
keeping an eye on him ,” and as “small, 
w ith a sharp Indianish  face ra ther than 
Negroid, and he had piercing blue eyes.” 
However, writing to Killeen, he ended his 
note with a question: “Did he have blue 
eyes?” (Answer: No.) It is worth looking at 
this exchange of letters because it is likely 
to be typical of Lead Belly’s arrangements 
for his college dates.

Dear Sir [Smith w rote on March 3],
My wife and I were very impressed by your 

perform ance at the Jazz Band Ball some 
weeks ago. Since that evening, we have been 
wondering if it would be possible to  have you 
play and sing fo r a group of us here at Broth
ers College, Drew University. Both of us are 
graduating this term  and are in agreement

that if we were able to present your perfor
mance in the way of a gift to  the rest of the 
school that some service to  the a rt which 
you represent would result.

However, and as always, we have absolute
ly no idea what the cost would be fo r your 
performance. Therefore, would you be so 
kind as to advise us in this regard? As to the 
tim e, a Sunday afternoon w ould be most 
agreeable fo r us although we would welcome 
your suggestions.

Lead Belly replied on March 10:

Dear mr. Smith i would 
Be glad to  do so that night they paid me 

$75 dollars so if that is to  much i dont no 
what to say so any day you say will Be good 
fo r me i am fixing to  go to France Soon But i 
Hope that we can get to gather my Phone no 
is gramice [Gramercy] 7-4192

Call me i can tell what we can do think you 
very much and mrs. smith 
So Long H Ledbetter

Smith never raised the $75, and Lead 
Belly never played at Drew. In April 1949, 
before his May trip to Paris, Lead Belly 
played two concerts at Alfred University in 
Alfred, New York. One o f Sean Killeen’s 
best “finds” on the Lead Belly trail to date 
is W illiam Gallow o f Spencer, who was 
studying at Alfred then, also on the GI Bill, 
and handling all the lighting for celebrity 
appearances. His detailed  m em ories of 
Lead Belly were reported in the Summer 
1993 issue of The Lead Belly Letter.

Am ong his reco llec tions, G allow  
remembered, “He was a pretty nice guy to 
work with...the crowd loved him...he had

them  eating  out o f the palm o f his 
hand...H e sang from the heart. He sang 
with a depth of conviction...In doing the 
lighting for 30 or 40 professional groups, I 
only had two of them who ever took the 
time to talk to me. One was Jos6 Lfmon, a 
modern dancer, and the other was Lead 
Belly...He was extremely independent...He 
knew people, he knew how to present him
self.”

Such inform ation will u ltim ately  be 
incorporated in Killeen’s book, which has a 
working title of “Lead Belly: The Music, 
The Man, The M yth.” Surprisingly, with 
the in terest in popular culture and the 
increase in African-American studies of all 
kinds, there is still plenty of room for such 
a study. John Lomax’s 1936 book is rivet
ing, but one-dimensional in its perspective. 
A ccording to W olfe and L ornell, Lead 
Belly himself very much disliked that book 
and hired legal help to block its publica
tion. No wonder. In it, he is painted as a 
gifted artist but sexually insatiable and irre
sponsible, difficult, erratic, childlike, dim- 
witted, inconsistent, and ungrateful. Fur
thermore, because the book’s second sec
tion of musical transcriptions of 49 of his 
tunes and lyrics (“The Sinful Songs”) was 
“captured” within the book’s copyright, 
they legally no longer belonged to him but 
to Lomax. The biographical part winds up 
in an aggrieved tsk-tsk tone and remarks, 
as Lead Belly and his wife depart New 
York City for Shreveport, “What the future 
holds for these two Negroes, only time will 
tell. Poor Martha! Poor Lead Belly!”

As for W olfe and Lornell, they hew 
closely to the Lomax line, especially in the 

see Lead Belly, page 20

Letter to the Editor:
Fine Times at the Roycroft Inn

To the Editor:
Michael Serino’s story on Elbert Hubbard and the Roycrofters (Bookpress, February, 

1994) was of special intertest to me. I was brought up in a reading household in the village 
of Hamburg, some fifteen miles west of East Aurora, and recall seeing book covers being 
worked on at the Roycroft Press across the street from the Inn in East Aurora. That would 
have been about 1929; I was thirteen.

What Mr. Serino’s story doesn’t convey is only suggested in the photo of the entrance to 
the Inn. It is a very large frame building with wide, welcoming verandas. Sturdy and hand
some, it reflects the American pleasure in and mastery of building with wood.

Dinner at “The Roycroft” was widely appealing.
For many of us who lived in the region the downstairs saloon bar was especially attrac

tive in the war years when civilian soldiers on leave would meet with their girls for noisy 
gregarious evenings. I don’t remember that we wondered about what Old Elbert might 
have thought of our use of his hall. My recollection at least is that they seemed “fine times,” 
then.

When the war was over, no veteran I  knew ever went back, But I pass the end of the 
street several times a year and think: if they ever re-open the Inn, I just might.

—Jerry Gross 
Ithaca

Friends of the Bookpress
M. H . A bram s 
D iane A ckerm an 
M artin & Leslie B ernal 
Jo n a th an  Bishop 
E. Wayles Browne 
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Jo n a th an  C uller 
R uth  D arling 
D ora D onovan 
A nn Druyan 
Lydia Fakundiny 
LeM oyne Farrell 
Bryna an d  Harvey Fireside 
Eva 8c Roald H offm an 
Phyllis Janow itz 
G eorge 8c A udrey K ahin 
A lfred Kahn 
Isaac K ram nick 
Eva K ufner-A ugsberger

S andra  a n d  W alter Lafeber 
D eborah  L em on 
Alison L urie 
Dan McCall 
Jam es M cConkey 
T erry  M cKiernan 
Scott McMillin 
B enjam in Nichols 
Mar)' A nn Rishel 
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C L A S S I F I E D S
B O O K S

SMEDLEY'S BOOKSHOP
Ithaca’s Feminist bookstore. 

Books and much more.
307 W . State St. (607) 273-2325

LE W  DABE HAS OVER 3,000 o u t o f
print books on art, photography, architec
ture, antiques, plus many other subjects. 

A t  Serendipity II Antiques 
Rt. 14, Pine Valley, NY 

Large stock of Old Prints 
Plus eight Antique dealers.

Open every day (7 17) 247-7285 
Serendipity (607) 739-9413

W R I T I N G  WORKSHOPS
W riting Workshops 

For Women
Led by Irene Zahava, at Smedley's Bookshop 

For information and schedule:
(607) 273-4675 or 273-2325

Feminist Women’s W riting 
Workshops, Inc.

20th Annual Conference, July, 1994 
Guest W rite r Dorothy Allison 

s.a.s.e. Box 6583, Ithaca, NY 14853

Clear Voice W riting Workshops
Workshops led by a professional 

fiction and freelance writer. 
Beginning and intermediate/advanced levels 

Convenient Cornell location 
For information and registration call: 

(607) 275-0357

I N D E X I N G
If your book is important so is its index. 

Carol Roberts 
Indexer Copy Editor 

(607) 277-4778

T R A N S L A T I O N
Translation and Research 

Assistance
Russian and German 

Published Professional Translator 
(607) 256-5248

C A L L I G R A P H Y

Calligraphy  
for  

Invitations 
'Envelopes 

Toems, etc.
fifteen years of References 

Lisa Romm J4rt Studio 
(607) 539-7111

ART  I N S T R U C T I O N

Drawing and Painting Lessons
My studio o r your home.

Credentials Teaching Artist Southern Tier 
Institute for Arts in Education, CSMA 

Kaleidoscope.
Teaching all mediums, all ages, and levels 

Benn Nadeiman 
(607) 539-6065

P S Y C H O A N A L Y S I S
W ILL IA M  W IT T L IN , M.D.

Board Certified Psychiatrist 
Psychoanalytic psychotherapy for adults, 

adolescents and families.
(607) 257-5925

C L A S S I F I E D  RATES
Classified ad rates are $ 10.00 fo r the f ir s t1
ten words and $.75 for each additional word.

Send text, with exact capitalization, 
punctuation, boldface, and italics indicated to: 

The Bookpress, The DeWitt Building 
215 N. Cayuga St, Ithaca, NY 14850.

Please indude check or money order.
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crucial 1934-35 period. Their book is pep
pered with small editing and typographical 
errors, and lacks the depth Lead B elly’s 
rich story and complex character demand. 
Digging into his history, we find a figure so 
substantive that the players in the consider
able hubbub which surrounded him, espe
cially at the start of his professional per
form ing life, recede into gray shadows 
while he comes forw ard into fu ll-co lo r 
focus. It is difficult to integrate the vio
lence and volatility of his youth with the 
dignity and development of his artistry, but 
that dichotomy is part of his fascination. 
Interviewed for one of the Lead Belly Soci
ety’s video documentaries, historian Shel
by Foote has observed that Lead Belly is an 
American hero on the order of Paul Bunyan 
or John Henry. Certainly, in that mythic 
trio, he was the most real.

Sean Killeen has listened to Lead Belly’s 
music for 30 years. He has traveled in Lead 
Belly country, talked to dozens of people 
about him, including fellow musicians and 
members of the Ledbetter family, delved 
into prison, court, tax, and census records, 
uncovered senior citizens who heard him 
play when they were undergraduates, and 
persuaded informants to share memories, 
diary notes, and letters. He has his work cut 
out for him. But I, for one, can’t wait to 
read the results of his labors.

A long-time Ithaca journalist, S.K. List 
is editor and co-publisher o f  Ithaca Child, 
the Paper for Parents. Her work has recent
ly appeared in The New York Times.

Lead Belly’s wedding to M artha Promise, Jan. 20,1935. Alan Lomax 1 Belly Society 

stands behind Lead Belly. John Lomax stands at right behind the minister.

The Lead Belly Society
The Lead Belly Society, which publishes the quarterly 

Lead Belly Letter, was founded by Sean Killeen with the 
announced intention “to Appreciate and Celebrate Lead 
Belly Music.” The first issue of the Letter, which came out 
in late 1990, included short pieces about the 12-string gui
tar, Lead Belly’s instrument of choice; a description of his 
appearances on the college circuit in the 1930s; and a 
detailed chronology of two years in his turbulent life. Sub
sequent issues have examined Lead Belly’s musical educa
tion, his guitar stylings, his relationships with women, his 
stretch as a convict, films o f his performances, and his 
appearances in Europe. Each issue of the Letter is sent out 
to over 2,000 readers worldwide and Killeen says new sub
scribers are signing up every day.

Killeen first discovered Lead Belly at Penn State. “Ken 
Rosen, now a poet teaching in Maine, had a 10-inch, 33- 
rpm record; I heard that and it struck a chord,” he says. 
“When I visited friends in New York City, I’d stop at Sam

Goody’s, and I just started picking up Lead Belly’s various 
records and listening to them. I recently listened to the very 
first record that I got in 1961, and I heard something I hadn’t 
heard before.”

In the first issue o f  his Letter, Killeen wrote, “ [Lead 
Belly] continues to consistently hold my interest, command 
my respect and challenge my comprehension of his niche in 
American music.”

Killeen has spent his adult life all over the world, teach
ing, working, and living in Turkey, Germany, Ireland, and 
Iran. All the way, he says, he dragged his Lead Belly col
lection along: “These records were a way to help sustain 
some American culture. For me, it was a good dose of 
Americana and kept the home fires burning.”

After all that time, what made the Lead Belly Society and 
the Letter finally surface? “What motivated me, really, was 
that a few years ago, I thought it would be fun to read a crit
ical work on Lead Belly,” Killeen explains. He checked the

extensive Cornell library system “and there was nothing 
there. I was surprised that nobody anywhere had even 
cranked out a thesis. There was a fictionalized thing, done in 
1970, by a couple of professional writers— by that, I mean 
guys who write on any subject. But that book and other 
pieces clouded more than they revealed. So I began to sys
tematically research Lead Belly— which also means dig
ging into the last hundred years of American social history.” 

Killeen says, ‘To write a definitive biography that is fair 
to the man and respectful of his enormous contribution to 
American culture, I’ve had to acquire facts and remove the 
barnacles of exaggerated stereotyping and blather that time 
and intent have added. The Lead Belly Society (PO Box 
6679, Ithaca), with its blue-ribbon advisory board, was 
established to help signify that Lead Belly was a substantial 
artist, a credible and worthy concern. The Lead Belly Letter, 
which functions as a means to interchange ideas and test 
anecdotes, is setting the record straight with each issue.”

—-S. K. List

If you enjoy the stimulating 
collection of reviews, inter
view s and essays that The 
Bookpress brings to you nine 
times a year, then why not 
make a gift of The Bookpress 
to a friend out of town, or to 
ones who are leaving town? 
For only $10, the next nine 
issues will be delivered directly 
to their door.
A perfect gift to those who 
love reading, thinking, and 
good discussion.

Please send a gift subscription of The Bookpress to the 
following addresses. Enclosed is $10 for each subscription 
(Visa/MC/Discover, check or money order accepted.)

N am e:_________________________________
Address: _______________________________

Phone: ________________________________

N am e:_________________________________
Address: _______________________________

Phone: ________________________________

Please make checks payable to The Bookpress,
DeWitt Building, 215 N. Cayuga St., Ithaca, NY 14850
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P I C A S S O

$45 cloth

and the W eeping Women
The Years o f Marie-Therese Walter 

& Dora Maar

Judi Freeman
Published in Association with the 

Los Angeles County Museum o f A rt
Picasso’s tem pestuous relationships with 
th re e  w o m e n — O lga  K ok lova , h is 
estranged first wife; his accom m odating  
mistress, Marie-Therese Walter, who bore 
him  a daughter; and Dora Maar, the intel
lectual surrealist photographer— together 
w ith  h is  re sp o n se  to  th e  E u ro p ea n  
tragedies o f  war, were the sources o f the 
potent and harrow ing m otif o f  the weep
ing w om an in his portraits o f 1937. The 
way in w hich these w om en were woven 
into his art provides a fascinating insight into Picasso’s personal life and inspiration.

Picasso and the Weeping Women is the catalog for the first exhibition devoted to this subject, 
which originates at the Los Angeles County Museum of Art in February 1994 and travels for three 
months each to the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York and the Art Institute o f Chicago.


