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I am a sculpture junky. Wherever I travel I seek out sculpture 
museums, public monuments, bookstores and exhibitions. So it 
was not unusual that, while attending a scientific conference in 
London in July 1993, I decided to pay a visit to the studio of 
Henry Moore, 50 kilometers north of London in a little village 
called Perry Green. Moore had moved there during the war, after 
his London studio was partially damaged by a Nazi bombing raid 
in 1941. None of the standard travel books list the studio as open 
to the public, but a colleague of mine, an ex-Londoner, informed 
me that the studio was open three days a week by telephone 
appointment. During the 30-minute train ride from Liverpool Sta
tion, the change in scenery was quite dramatic, from metropolis 
to dense suburbs to farmland with wheat fields and sheep, mirror
ing my own mental charge from the mathematical side of my 
brain to the artistic side, from the scientific meeting on dynamics 
and determinism into the world of art and creativity.

I arrived a half hour early for my 2:15 appointment at the Henry 
Moore Foundation, the nonprofit organization set up by Moore in 
his later years to lessen taxes on his lucrative sculpture sales and 
commissions. No one was at the small office at the Moore estate, 
so I walked around the back of the building to discover a large 
field with M oore’s enormous sculptures. Overwhelmed by this 
sculpture park in the middle of nowhere, I wondered why there 
were no tour buses, security gates, official guides, and gatekeep
ers. This was totally different from the commercialized atmos
phere at Rodin’s studio in Paris, M illesgarden in Stockholm, 
T horvaldsen’s m useum  in Copenhagen, and Daniel Chester 
French’s Studio in Stockbridge, Massachusetts (French created 
the Lincoln memorial in Washington), not to mention the world’s 
super sculpture park at Hakone, Japan, near Mount Fuji. All these 
have been institutionalized, complete with souvenir reproduc
tions and T-shirts. By contrast, Moore’s place had no ticket booth, 
gift shop, or even toilets. (Guests were advised to go to the local 
pub.)

THE TOUR
In a short time, a small knot of people began to gather, three 

couples and our guide, Michael Muller, M oore’s last assistant 
who had worked with him for 16 years until his death in 1986 
Muller was tall, strong, with Germanic features, looking to be in 
his early forties. He asked us each for one pound for the cost of 
the “ticket,” which the foundation had to charge for tax purposes. 
We were gathered outside under a th reaten ing  sky, so we

see The Hands af Henry Moore, page 12

Ins i de
G unilla F eigenb au m ’s “A B ite o f  the A p p le ,” page 5 

H arvey F ireside & Sanford Gutman on 
D om inick  LaCapra’s Representing the Holocaust, pages 8-9
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Letters to the Editor
More on 

Bloom’s Canon
To the Editor:

The debate over the literary canon has 
become ridiculous through the insistence of 
debaters on positioning themselves within 
arguments that are untenable by reason of their 
extremes. To believe there can be an authorita
tive list of works that will either receive univer
sal approval or prove to be immutable is just as 
futile as to believe that interpersonal relations 
are possible without some reference to authori
ty, since the veiy words used to reject canonical 
authority are part of a canonical acceptance: the 
need to communicate (even anti-canonical) 
thoughts presupposes the common acceptance 
of an historically established system that 
extends to written symbols, gestures, and the 
like. That common pattern of acceptance is the 
definition of a particular culture.

Attacks on an inflexible canon begin sanely 
enough: knowledge of a single culture is 
uncomfortably inadequate within a shrinking 
world—a world shrinking so rapidly that the 
very definition of that culture is likely to be 
modified through the unavoidable contact with 
other cultures. And likewise, the defense of the 
canon is understandable at first: we learn 
through imitation, and therefore need authori
tative (or canonical) guidance, and we are also 
creatures of habit: to give up what we have 
grown accustomed to is difficult

The most important of our first cultural imi
tations are linguistic: we are initiated into a cul
ture through imitation of its language, and the 
teaching process that encourages this imitation 
looks logically enough for literary examples 
within that culture. As long as identification of 
that culture is ratified by common agreement, 
the process remains logical. But in a country 
like ours, shaped by many cultures, the identifi- 
caoon of A single culture was always in danger 
of being the identification of a dominant cul
ture by those who drew pride from different 
roots. As our society has become more ques
tioning and more fragmented, that sense of ori
gins has acquired a more assertive and more 
militantly separative voice.

This leads conservative thinkers like E.D. 
Hirsch, Jr., to deplore the loss of a more inno
cent time when a “commonly shared knowl
edge” represented our central and solid under
pinning. He ascribes the loss of that cultural 
Eden, and ultimately of our cultural identity, to 
the decline of our literacy: “Knowledge of 
words is an adjunct to knowledge of cultural 
realities signified by words” (Cultural Litera
cy, p. 160). Since that culture is located “with
in the dominant British heritage,” he places 
himself squarely astride the path of those 
“especially vocal” spokesmen for minority cul
tures that have refused to accept this cultural 
definition.

Once the conservative has so positioned 
himself, the educational curriculum becomes 
part of a larger social battle in which two defin
itions of democracy collide. At stake is the 
“canon”—the basic and traditional building 
blocks upon which the conservative thinks an 
education should be built. But the arguments 
for and against it are now shaped by wider 
social concerns: the canon is attacked by those 
who feel that American democracy as present
ly defined is oppressively narrow-minded, 
while those who do not sense this oppression 
want to preserve a status quo that includes the 
canon: “A certain extent of shared, canonical 
knowledge is inherently necessary to a literate 
democracy” (Cultural Literacy, p. 165); short 
of that, “American culture [is] getting frag
mented enough to lose its coherence as a cul
ture” (p. 167).

Moved by an apocalyptic vision of our soci
ety, Hirsch believes these “vocal minorities” 
have forced trustees of the traditional curricu
lum to “retreat” in what he identifies as a polit
ical struggle (which he too has now taken 
up)—the desire to resist a cultural imperialism 
that “submerges cultural identities.” But the 
trouble with minorities is that they are and 
remain minorities: their voice may be assertive

enough for some to lend an ear, but that listen
ing is only sufficient to sharpen differences, not 
to heal them. The educators who listen and 
attempt to remedy what they hear as unsatisfac
tory are fated to discover that the structure they 
confront is one that was not created deliberate
ly (certainly not with the kind of deliberative
ness its instant replacement would require), but 
one that evolved through time and the dynam
ics to which it was subjected: the growth of sci
ence and industry were more important than 
any decision or theoretical argument in gradu
ally altering the religious focus that first 
defined a system of education strongly influ
enced by home and church.

Pressed to change far more rapidly, today’s 
grade and secondary school educators (and 
some at the university) turn to rational theories 
of pedagogy in order to implement solutions. 
But since the imposed solution usually address
es a difficulty that is readily identifiable 
because of its immediacy and does not result 
from a comprehensive and necessary evolu
tion, it may well solve the visible problem 
while creating one that was unsuspected. 
Because of this, those teachers end up tying 
themselves in Gordian knots which they spend 
an inordinate amount of time trying to untie. 
Indeed, much of primary and secondary educa
tion is now about how to teach rather than 
about what is being taught. And in the process, 
what was once a first appeal to the modular 
canon is dissipated in a variety of other con
cerns.

These educators draw support from non-spe
cialists who have read the same theories, but 
those non-specialists are the ones likely to be 
patronizing already what Philip Jackson terms 
“progressive institutions” (“The Daily Grind,” 
in Henry Giroux and David Purpel: The Hid
den Curriculum and Moral Education)—par
ents who entrust their children to the results of 
theoretical speculation in the belief that a 
departure from the traditional mode must rep
resent an improvement. What the theory 
neglects is the fact that the greater number of 
parents, to whom theoretical arguments are 
completely alien, have assigned a role to edu
cational establishments that is worlds apart 
from the theorists’. For those unenlightened 
parents, the curricular wars are just one more 
part of the unraveling social fabric in which 
they sense a jeopardy to their economic stabili
ty as well as their communal and private well
being. The debate over education contributes to 
what is already an initial ambivalence. In a bot
tom-line culture, whatever is not preparatory to 
a trade or a profession sounds suspiciously like 
a “frill.” Beyond pragmatic limits, education as 
such is felt to be an expensive indulgence and 
very likely a waste of time. Part of this useless
ness is redeemed by the fact that the school 
operates as a day-care center allowing the par
ents to be free of their children for a number of 
hours. When this service raises political and 
social questions, the disgruntled tax-payer 
awakens in the parent.

That disgruntled voter may never have been 
an upholder of the traditional canon as such, 
and may have even been largely ignorant of 
what it was, but the canon provided a comfort
ing clichd, a continuum that bespoke stability: 
its value was in its presence. When that pres
ence disappears and is replaced by what they 
interpret as social engineering (a term which is 
not likely to mean more to them than the canon, 
even though the attacks of conservative critics, 
from Hirsch to Limbaugh, have been suffi
ciently broadcast for the concern to filter 
down), the large number of parents across the 
land who consign their children’s school to a 
simple role—a place to park the children where 
they will also acquire such rudiments as their 
parents deem necessary for life in the real 
world—tend to see a tie between what they 
read as the school’s dereliction and the break
down of family values, crime in the streets, 
unfair taxation, and the like.

While concern for underprivileged students, 
violence in the playground, drugs—in fact a 
host of headaches—end up reshaping the pre
college curriculum, the battle over the canon 
continues at the university but in a more dedi
cated arena. In that arena, one’s view of the

canon becomes a label: if you uphold it, you are 
considered a reactionary by those who don’t; if 
you are against it, your opponents see you as a 
dangerous reformer or even revolutionary (or, 
in the synonym of the new parlance, a “liber
al”). You are young, liberated and intellectual
ly adventurous when your opposition to the 
canon falls on sympathetic ears (as opposed to 
the old hide-bound fogies in the other camp), or 
your rejection of the canon is evidence for the 
like-minded of wisdom, knowledge, a sense of 
history and tradition (while the others are 
immature, historical ignoramuses whose irre
sponsibility threatens Western culture).

This is not to say that these antagonistic 
positions do not start, here as elsewhere, with 
rational considerations of the consequences 
raised by either side of the question. But as the 
discussion heats up it becomes metonymical: 
one’s stance on this particular issue is both seen 
and espoused as part of a larger political state
ment. Therefore, Hirsch and both Blooms 
(Allan and Harold) publish prescriptive lists 
that are as much a profession of faith as a chal
lenge to those who do not believe in lists. Gail 
Warhaft is undoubtedly correct in assuming 
that if “Bloom had presented the fruits of a life
time’s reading simply as a series of essays it 
would not have been billed as ‘controversial’” 
(The Bookpress, November 1994). But where 
she sees “the greedy hand of a publisher, capi
talizing on common surnames and the current 
climate of reaction against literary theory or 
attempts to broaden the curriculum,” I am more 
inclined to identify a critic backing into a battle 
that exceeds concerns for the canon, a battle 
against what he sees as the expansion of liter
ary theory at the expense of literature and the 
broadening of the curriculum out of recogni
tion. Why else would he publish a list of over 
thirty double-columned pages and nearly two 
thousand titles?—a list whose magnitude 
affirms only the fact that it is Western (while 
failing to prevent congenitally near-sighted 
academics from finding the absolutely essential 
second-stringer he has omitted).

And, of course, Bloom gets back as good as 
he gives. What a generally neutral Warhaft sees 
as essays “full of the insights of a lifetime’s 
passionate and mercifully idiosyncratic read
ing,” and what a more sympathetic Michael 
Serino reads as “vast erudition and dazzling 
insights [that] dwarf the plodding arguments 
and feeble ironies of the average lit-crit 
drudge,” do not prevent Richard Klein from 
finding the book utterly “shallow in its provo
cations and...hollow in its pretensions.” And 
because Klein has been provoked nevertheless 
into positioning himself as far from a rational 
debate as the Bloom in his sights, he pictures 
his opponent as Ubu, a self-centered figure 
“endlessly circulating around the narcissistic 
spectacle of his own bilious, bullying, bulimic 
bulk.”

Klein concludes that Bloom’s work “reflects 
the sour ressentiment of a teacher in his sixties, 
hating the young, who [sic] few readers 
(besides his publishers in full-page ads) take 
seriously.” This establishes the age gap as evi
dence of passeime and futile obsolescence, in 
spite of the large amount of print Esquire, The 
New Yorker, The New York Times—to name 
only a few—have recently devoted to the same 
Harold Bloom. The same Bloom who can 
assume a provocative position that is sufficient
ly emblematic to elicit Klein’s wrath, even 
though Klein feels that no one takes Bloom 
seriously (except for “his only student, Camille 
Paglia”).

At such extremes, it is clear that the discus
sion has long since strayed far beyond its 
topic—the canon. For having turned the anti
canonists into sinners, the defender of the 
canon is now held up as the emblem of self- 
centeredness, reaction, obsolescence, and 
bulky adiposity (this from a critic who was 
defending in print, only a few weeks ago, the 
freedom to be fat). Blowing up one’s opponent 
to such pachydermous proportions carries risks 
(among which the danger of having one’s own 
weaponry look like pea shooters by contrast). 
But there is no unscrambling the omelet. As if 
in some hallucinated comer of an Ionesco play, 
the corpse of what might once have been a

rational debate just keeps on growing beyond 
any reasonable measure: each side instantly 
classifies what it hears as emanating from 
friend or foe, labels it accordingly (“same old 
reactionary talk we’ve been getting for years,’ 
or “more of that newfangled liberal non
sense”), and then hears nothing further since 
the label either authenticates or invalidates 
what is being said.

—David I. Grossvogel 
Ithaca

Klein’s Reply
To the Editor:

In The Western Canon, Harold Bloom heaps 
insults on critics like me, who teach literature, 
are deconstructors, write about popular culture, 
encourage psychoanalysis, multiculturalism, 
gender studies, marxism, feminism, and all the 
other forms of criticism housed by Bloom in 
the School of Resentment. My colleagues and 1 
work hard at teaching literature; it has become 
increasingly difficult trying to convey the value 
of books to a generation of students fundamen
tally shaped by television, one that reflects the 
demographic changes in this society. Bloom’s 
insults and blithe dismissals are so crass and 
vulgar, they so clearly display his ignorance of 
what he dismisses, they so supinely flatter the 
reactionary voices outside the university, thal 
they deserved, in this piece of journalism, to be 
the object of jocular insults in return.

There is fat and fat. Bulimic means that 
Bloom’s work is self-aggrandizing and patho
logical, like a machine endlessly incorporating 
and spitting out its undigested lists. It is para
noid when the beauty of literature is relentless
ly interpreted as a form of achieved anxiety, 
while everywhere among his colleagues Bloom 
sees only robots mindlessly repeating—while 
he alone stands firm against the tide. Those crit
ical pathologies seem to have their correspon
dences in Bloom’s well-advertised persona.

—Richard Klein 
Ithaca
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Ominous Hush
C ushing Strout

The Metropolitan Museum of Art’s “Ori
gins of Impressionism,” an exhibit of 178 
paintings, is, as Adam Gopnik has written in 
The New Yorker, “this season’s blockbuster.” 
It is so much of one, actually, that the visitor 
to the museum may find that it tends to 
obscure the simultaneous presence of a small 
exhibit of eight paintings and a few sketches 
by a mid-19th-century American painter. The 
French exhibit has all the great names— 
Courbet, Manet, Monet, Cezanne, and many 
others—while the American one pays tribute 
to Martin Johnson Heade, not a name to be 
recognized, much less to be conjured with, by 
most museum-goers. Yet Heade is a member 
of a group of painters who were collectively 
saluted in 1980 as “American Light: The 
Luminist Movement, 1850- 
1875” in an exhibition at the 
National Gallery of Art.

To single out Heade now 
for his thunderstorm paint
ings under the heading of 
“Ominous Hush,” as the 
Amon Carter Museum in 
Fort Worth first did this past 
spring, is to acknowledge 
the special eloquence of his 
work among luminist 
painters. It also makes sense 
for the Metropolitan to offer 
this small exhibit (until Jan
uary 8) in connection with 
the larger one because 
Heade’s individual signa
ture is highlighted by 
comparison and contrast 
with some of the more 
famous marine paintings in 
the grander exhibit, espe
cially those by Gustave 
Courbet.

The first historian to iden
tify the previously neglected 
luminists was John Bauer.
In the late 1940s and early 
1950s, he identified them 
(especially Heade, Fitz 
Hugh Lane, and John Fred
erick Kensett) as “pantheistic realists” whose 
paintings exhibited

a polished and meticulous realism in which 

there is no sign of brushwork and no trace of 

impressionism, the atmospheric effects being 

achieved by infinitely careful gradations of tone, 

by the most exact study of the relative clarity of 

near and far objects, and by a precise rendering 

of the variations in texture and color produced 

by direct o r reflected rays.

It is a remarkably exact description that any 
viewer of the paintings at the Metropolitan (or 
in the color plates of the exhibit’s catalog) can 
confirm.

B auer’s concept, “pantheistic realism,” was 
developed extensively in 1980 by Barbara 
Novak’s Nature and Culture: American 
Landscape and Painting, 1825-1875. She 
made the connection between the reverential 
stillness of the landscapes, with their exten
sive sense of space and horizontality, as if the 
viewer were standing within the frame, and 
the transcendental meditations of Emerson 
and Thoreau. The luminists had an American 
cultural as well as geographical context for 
their landscapes. Albert Gelpi, a commentator 
in the “American Light” catalog, has made 
the same point:

In the paintings of Lane and Heade beautiful 
nature welcomes and sustains the human pres

ence: the paintings share the stillness and 

serene composure that irradiate Walden and 

Emerson’s reflections in verse and prose. The 

canvases are mostly sky, each object is fixed in 

the suffusing light, and the light is so organic to 

man’s world (it came to Emerson, after all, on 

the town common) that it shines equally on the 

streets and sails and harbor of Gloucester, on 

the curious hayricks of the Newbury Marshes,

on the Maine coast and the beaches of 

Narragansett Bay.

Bauer himself, the Columbus who discov
ered this New World painting, called attention 
to a passage in a story by Henry James, “A 
Landscape Painter,” which is contemporary 
with the luminists:*

I shall never forget the wondrous stillness which 

brooded over earth and water. The deep, 

translucent water reposed at the base of the 

warm sunlit cliff like a great basin of glass, which 

I half expected to hear shiver and crack as our 

keel ploughed through it. And how color and 

sound stood out in the transparent airL.There 

is a certain purity in this Crag- 

thorpe air which I have never seen 

approached— a lightness, a brilliancy, a crudity, 

which allows perfect liberty of self-assertion to

each individual object in the landscape.

Gelpi quotes this passage but perceptively 
notes as well that it contains a hint of a “shiv
er and crack,” and Heade’s thunderstorm 
series, titled “Ominous Hush” in the exhibit, 
has an eerie eloquence precisely because of 
the “hidden tension” in “the darker side of 
luminism,” better expressed by him than by 
any other luminist. In the one I have, in the 
form of a poster for the 1980 exhibit in Wash
ington, a man and a dog, quietly sitting on a 
tom plank, look out calmly on a pitch-black 
body of water, pierced by two unusually sharp 
pincers of green land, under a threateningly 
darkening sky. A sailboat in the middle dis
tance has an unflapping sail. A man in a 
dinghy is rowing for shore. Everything is 
remarkably still, but it is the stillness just 
before the storm strikes.

The painting was done in 1859, and 
Heade’s thunderstorm series continued 
through the next decade, including a coastal 
scene with a sinking ship. It is irresistible to 
remember that the paintings coincide with the 
rending, agonizing convulsions of the Civil 
War. Sarah Cash, in an extensive essay for the 
exhibit’s catalog, exploits this connection by 
seeing the paintings as “visual metaphors for 
the crises that precipitated the Civil War, for 
its unprecedented destruction of life, land, 
and the national identity, and the seemingly 
insurmountable challenges of Reconstruc
tion.” Her account is ingenious in the use of 
analogies from political and religious 
rhetoric, and it is thoroughly contemporary in 
its emphasis on political context, which has 
become so prominent in the present-day criti
cism that focuses on race, gender, and power 
in the interpretation of art. The difficulty is (as 
she acknowledges) that Heade’s life is “scant
ily documented and he did not articulate his

religious and political convictions.” More
over, even his technical comments about his 
use of paint are rarely documentable, and 
there is no available evidence for what he 
thought about his choice of subjects in the 
thunderstorm series. A Scotch verdict of “not 
proven” must be rendered on her case.

After seeing the Heade exhibit, I plunged 
into looking at the wealth of French painting 
in the “Origins” show and was particularly 
interested in the collection of marine paint
ings. One of them by Courbet, “La Trombe” 
(“Waterspout,” 1866), with its darkly threat
ening sky, as viewed from the seashore, with 
two sailboats in the middle distance, is not 
only contemporary with Heade’s paintings 
but might seem to be brotherly kin to them. 
Another Courbet, “Mer Calme,” portrays the 
Normandy Coast with the horizontality and 
stillness seen in many luminist paintings. But

Courbet’s technique is very different. As the 
explanatory text in the exhibit points out, he 
uses “thick layers of paint” spread on in paral
lel “bands of sand, sea, and sky.” Sarah Cash 
suggests that Heade’s Providence dealer or 
his Boston patron may have introduced him to 
Courbet’s work, or he may have discovered 
him during his several visits to Europe. But if 
so, Heade’s blend of the meticulous and the 
visionary is luminist in an American way.

American luminists are closer to the Ger
man painter Caspar David Friedrich, as 
Novak has remarked, than to any other Euro
pean landscapist, but the Americans “did not 
paint as abstractly as Friedrich.” He was more 
of a conscious symbolist who entered “an 
arena of allegorical iconography rarely 
touched by the Americans.” Heade’s contem
plative absorption in the illuminated scene 
itself is the great charm of his paintings, and 
Sarah Cash’s decoding of them turns them 
instead into conventional religious and politi
cal allegories.

Heade as a painter was much of a mystery 
to critics in his time because they could not 
read him either as a literal realist or as an alle- 
gorist. In either mode he would have seemed 
familiar. The American eye had to be educat
ed by more formalistic modem painting and 
by more historical knowledge of Romantic 
philosophy before it could look back and dis
cover in the luminists a form of realism that 
was Emersonian in its fusion of the sacred and 
the secular, and as remarkable as Thoreau in 
its attempt to see the light informing the 
whole by paying close attention to the partic
ulars.

The Metropolitan has made a brilliant deci
sion in putting the French and American 
exhibits together. The European wealth of tal
ent may seem to overwhelm the single Amer
ican example, and the French painters are

always responding to each other in a way that 
emphasizes their fortunate membership in a 
communal enterprise. But the Metropolitan 
knows that Heade, too, had his movement, 
even if it took more than a century for Ameri
cans to recognize it. Nobody who looks close
ly at his vivid thunderstorm paintings will feel 
the need, with respect to Europe, to succumb 
to what the Australians call “the cultural 
cringe.” The abundant creativity of the French 
makes a rich symphonic sound at the Met, yet 
it does not drown out the pellucid voice of the 
American.

The reviewer of “Origins of Impression
ism” for the New York Review o f Books (Nov. 
17) marks the originality of the new painting: 
“For the Impressionists, the way they saw 
became an integral part of what they depict
ed.” Their painting is “not to be seen as a rep
resentation of a preconceived subject.” He 

goes on to speak of the 
“deep subjectivity and rel
ativism of their approach 
to painting,” challenging 
the “stability of the world 
around them.” (The New 
Yorker reviewer, however, 
found them popular 
because they celebrated 
bourgeois pleasures.)

Heade did not venture 
into an impressionism that 
would “fracture both the 
object and the picture’s 
surface,” and the luminist 
Americans, as Novak 
notes, more than other 
native artists, were in 
artistic touch with earlier 
primitive painting. Yet for 
Heade, too, there is no pre
conceived subject. (Any 
good painter, as the 
philosopher R. G. Col- 
lingwood observed in The 
Principles o f Art, records 
“not the experience of 
looking at a subject with
out painting it, but the far 
richer apd in some ways 
very different experience 
of looking at and painting 

it together.”) While Heade might well have 
been puzzled by the term “relativism,” the 
thunderstorm paintings, with their flashes of 
lightning and darkening skies, also suggest, in 
a restrained way, some peril and tension in 
the pastoral sublime that is so serene in 
other paintings of his and his fellow-lumin- 
ists.

Novak credits luminists, however, with £ 
quite different future than “relativism” sug
gests, because she also identifies an Americar 
trait in them of insisting on “the tactile identi
ty of objects,” something she also finds in 
Winslow Homer, who belonged to a post- 
Darwinian generation that had abandoned the 
metaphysical idealism in which the luminist1 
were nurtured. She suggests that “out of theii 
own empirical relation to nature the Ameri
cans reached a point similar to tha 
approached by Courbet, en route to Cezanne.’ 
In this respect they even “looked beyonc 
impressionism.”

I am glad to have my pleasure in Homei. 
(who painted both serene and tumultuous 
marine subjects at Prout’s Neck, Maine) con
nected to my pleasure in Heade. Even s o ,! 
don’t think that Heade’s value (outside the 
classroom) depends upon placing him in at 
historical scheme of development of whicl 
neither he nor Homer had any notion. I think 
instead, that the Metropolitan’s exhibit wil 
delight viewers to the extent that they use 
their own eyes in order to see nature througl 
his. His paintings arrest us by their power o 
bringing New England scenes into binarj 
focus, much as in Hawthorne’s definition o 
the romance as “a neutral territory where the 
Actual and the Imaginary may meet, and eacl 
imbue itself with the nature of the other.”

Cushing Strout is an emeritus professor c 
American Studies at Cornell University.

( re p r in te d  fro m  Ominous Hush: The Thunderstorm Paintings of Martin Johnson Heade, A m on C a rte r  M useum , 1994)

Martin Johnson Heade, Approaching Thunder Storm, 1859. Oil on canvas, The Metropolitan Museum of Art.
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Controversial Art
To the Editor

As a matter of civic responsibility someone 
should be willing to express outrage at the pre
sumably vanguard exhibitions brought to town 
by the Johnson Museum, if only to satisfy the 
needs of museum personnel who believe that 
their educational mission and professional rep
utation depends on stirring up “dissent and 
debate.” Such an intentionally controversial 
show is now at the Johnson. This one is so 
addled, pretentious, and harmless that I find it 
difficult to muster any real feeling about it, one 
way or another. But because I believe that the 
museum does have an obligation to  present 
contemporary work, and because I care about 
the aesthetic standards it supports and am 
embarrassed by this display of provincial cura
torial naivetd, I am ready to do my duty.

The exhibition, “The People’s Choice,” is 
the work of two likable, frizzy-haired, ambi
tious, and cleverly manipulative farmer Mus
covites who fled the oppressive Soviet system 
of government-controlled art and are now set
tled in the US, where any creation whatever 
can be called “art,” and where, praise God, nei
ther Jesse Helms nor Vla-dimir Zhirinovsky 
can tell them what to do.

Scattering shots in every direction, the artists 
use polls, rankings, graphs, and other public- 
relations paraphernalia to satirize minimal art, 
abstract art, realist art, elitist taste, the New 
York art establishment, and American culture 
in general. Following the dictates of their mar
keting analysis procedures, the artists have pro
duced two paintings, one most favored, the 
other least favored by the public. Both of them 
are equally inept and foolish.

I suppose this elaborate farrago is intended 
to provide fresh insights on art and society, but, 
like the artists’ contradictory statements and 
portentous charts in The Nation magazine last 
March, this show at the Johnson merely tells us 
what we already know: that dependable criteria 
for evaluating art do not exist; that Americans 
have very simple-minded views on art and can 
be maneuvered into accepting wildly antitheti
cal opinions by clever entrepreneurs. What the 
show doesn’t reveal is that the minuscule group 
that pays attention to contemporary art is dom
inated by conventional tastemakers who, like 
the curator of this show, subscribe to the 
strange notion that “the best art is that which 
challenges people and asks difficult questions.”

At least the media circus put on by these 
showmen may be enjoyed as a frivolous game, 
but as serious social comment or significant 
investigation of important formal and icono- 
graphic issues of the visual arts, it is a waste of 
time. Like the ephemeral “Revelaciones” exhi
bition at the Johnson last year, a good deal of 
fuss and the expenditure of other people’s 
money has gone into the production of a self- 
serving art event that labors mightily to bring 
forth visual and political messages of ludicrous

banality.
However, such shows do call attention to the 

peculiarities of modem museum practice. No 
longer simply havens for the preservation and 
exhibition of valued artifacts, contemporary 
museums have expanded their function to 
include the discovery and promotion of revolu
tionary art forms. For a university museum, 
this presents problems: how to reconcile a tra
ditional commitment to tested knowledge and 
values with the need to investigate new con
cepts that are intended to subvert or destroy 
those values; and how to maintain indepen
dence from the commercial machinations of 
the New York art world, or resist the premature 
judgments of instant art historians. Finding the 
correct solutions to such problems might be 
useful in teaching students how to see the 
world and art with their own eyes, though I 
doubt that this is the purpose of the current 
show at the Johnson.

The Komar-Melamid enterprise has been 
greeted locally with front-page recognition and 
favorable responses that are a far cry from the 
kind of aesthetic warfare that I once experi
enced as both agent and victim at the center of 
a typical American cultural controversy. In 
1954,1 won a national competition to create 
three 15' x 24' murals for the rotunda of the 
Nebraska State Capitol. After painting the first 
mural on four large canvas panels here in Itha
ca, I shipped them to Lincoln for installation by 
a New York company and took off with my 
family for a sabbatic year in Rome. While 
working on the second mural in a big cold stu
dio at the American Academy, a friend called 
to tell me that the Paris edition of The New 
York Times contained an image of my mural 
and an account of the outraged response of 
state legislators, who regarded my quasi- 
Cubist-Byzantine symbolic images as too 
modem. I was then besieged by the major news 
agencies, and CBS sent a television crew to the 
Academy to cover the story. However, at that 
time McCarthyism prevailed in America and I 
had a record of youthful allegiance to left-wing 
causes. Fearful of exposure and loss of the 
$26,000 commission if I caused too much of a 
stir, I refrained from indignant inflammatory 
remarks that might have generated a real fight 
and made me famous as a defender of artistic 
freedom. Consequently, the affair was soon 
forgotten.

Many years later, my wife and I stopped in 
Lincoln on our way home from the west coast. 
As I approached architect Goodhue’s impres
sive capitol building, I felt a surge of pride that 
my three murals were in there, occupying the 
spatial and symbolic heart of that grand edifice. 
And I wasn’t ashamed of them. Over the years, 
these paintings, while abounding in visual 
cliches of the Fifties, now seem to maintain a 
kind of grave innocent dignity. Having once 
achieved the requisite amount of dissent and 
debate, the murals are presently remote from 
such concerns and will either drift off into fur
ther obscurity or be recognized someday as an 
honorable attempt to integrate the arts of paint
ing and architecture, though I doubt that they

will ever be the people’s choice.
Coincidental with the Russians’ exhibition 

at the Johnson, in an adjacent gallery, is a won
derful show by the African-American artist 
William Johnson. A painter completely free of 
self-conscious pretense, Johnson paid close 
attention to the world around him and devel
oped a powerfully evocative mode of drawing 
that reveals the truth of his experience. His 
work combines passion, wit, sophistication, 
classical clarity, and a sure-handed use of dar
ing color. This exhibition stands at a level that 
is far removed from divisive controversy. It is a 
potent revelation of one man’s experience of 
racism, an affectionate portrayal of his fellow 
beings, and a gift of joyful sensuous artistry for 
all of us.

—Kenneth Evett 
Ithaca

Unpersuaded 
by Purdy

To the Editor
I was interested when I saw Laura Purdy’s 

review of Christina Hoff Sommers’s Who 
Stole Feminism? in last month’s The Book- 
press: I hoped to read some careful and 
insightful responses to the very serious con
cerns Sommers’ book raises about current 
developments in academic feminism and in 
public policy on women’s issues. Unfortunate
ly, I think Purdy’s review seeks to forestall 
rather than further debate and may encourage 
others to do as she, by her own admission, 
almost did: not bother to read the book for 
themselves.

While I wouldn’t have characterized my 
own review as “admiring,” my overall assess
ment of Sommers’ book, despite some reserva
tions, is certainly more positive than Purdy’s. 
Purdy’s complaints do nothing to change my 
mind, not least because she significantly dis
torts central features of Sommers’ argument. 
Probably the clearest and most important 
example is her characterization of what Som
mers calls “equity feminism”: according to 
Purdy, equity feminism is the view that 
“women no longer have any serious com
plaints”—that women should be “satisfied 
with the progress that has already taken place.” 
Any careful reader of Who Stole Feminism? 
knows that this is not Sommers’ view (see, for 
example, p. 242). She readily agrees that the 
war is not won, and her examples of battles still 
to be fought accord (oddly enough) with 
Purdy’s. The difference between “equity” and 
“gender” feminism is not the difference 
between complacency and activism; Sommers 
emphasizes that both equity and gender femi
nists want change and improvements for 
women, but they differ, sometimes radically, 
about what kind of change, about what kind of 
activism, and about what would count as an 
improvement.

Purdy comments that some experts disagree 
with Sommers’ analyses of the many statistical 
studies she examines. Of course, as Sommers’ 
own extensive footnotes show, some experts 
also agree with her. Since, like Purdy, I am not 
a social scientist, I don’t presume to arbitrate 
the debate, but I urge people to read Sommers, 
to read both favorable and critical responses to 
her work, and to keep in mind that the sources 
of her funding are irrelevant to the soundness 
of her scholarship and the validity of her argu
ments. Her book ought to stand or fall on its 
merits, not on the fact that the Olin, Carthage, 
and Bradley foundations supported its produc
tion. (Purdy no doubt would not want to 
encourage what her fellow-philosophers call 
the “genetic fallacy.”)

Purdy objects to Sommers’ “emotionally 
loaded language,” but her own choice of terms 
(she characterizes everything Sommers objects 
to as “progressive,” for example, while Som
mers is “conservative” and “traditional”) caters 
to the well-meaning but knee-jerk liberalism 
that Sommers blames for many of the prob
lems her book discusses: people fear seeming

politically retrograde or being labelled “right- 
wing,” and so genuine debate grinds to a halt. I 
regret the extent to which Sommers’ own 
rhetoric is similarly polarizing, but I sympa
thize with her frustration at the current acade
mic climate, in which questioning is too often 
and too easily equated with “resistance” and in 
which name-calling passes for argumentation.

I agree with Purdy that Who Stole Femi
nism? ought to be the focus of critical inquiry. 
In my own review I sought to present Som
mers’ case as fairly and thoroughly as I could, 
in part because I expected the book to be too 
readily dismissed unread. I hope readers of The 
Bookpress won’t take either my review or 
Purdy’s as the last word but will challenge 
themselves and their presuppositions by read
ing Who Stole Feminism? for themselves.

—Rohan Maitzen 
Ithaca

Purdy Responds
To the Editor

Rohan Maitzen seeks to discredit my com
ments on Christina Hoff Sommers’ book Who 
Stole Feminism? by suggesting that I want to 
forestall debate rather than encourage it. On 
the contrary, I agree that there is a need for fur
ther debate within feminism. But Sommers’ 
framework does not provide a constructive 
forum for pursuing it. Her distinction between 
“equity” and “gender” feminism is inaccurate, 
and obscures the complex nature of the dis
agreements among feminists. Sommers, by 
distorting the positions of those she opposes, 
creates straw persons and avoids confronting 
genuinely difficult issues.

Maitzen accuses me of distorting Sommers’ 
position. A careful reading of Sommers’ book, 
she says, would convince readers that Som
mers wants justice for women, too; she simply 
differs with “gender” feminists about how to 
achieve it. Sommers does occasionally notice 
that women can still be unjustly treated. Yet 
the critical reader will also note that the bulk of 
her book is devoted to criticisms of feminism. 
There is nothing wrong with pointing out that 
some feminist arguments are silly or stupid; 
any honest social movement must be prepared 
to acknowledge its errors. It is quite another to 
take the sillier aspects for the whole, or to man
ufacture more of them by quoting writers out 
of context or leaving out key premises. These 
moves raise doubts about what Sommers 
wants to achieve. In any case, she herself pro
vides no practical recommendations. She tells 
us that she is for “equal treatment,” but she nei
ther defines her terms nor addresses the rea
sons many feminists are skeptical that “equal 
treatment” will serve justice for women. Fur
thermore, she could hardly have been unaware 
when she undertook to write this book that, 
because of the current social climate, it will be 
used to oppose any measures for improving 
women’s lot. For example, her sweeping con
demnation of Women’s Studies courses will 
no doubt be used to suggest that they should be 
eradicated from the curriculum.

I dislike some aspects of the current aca
demic climate as much as anybody. As a femi
nist who finds herself in the middle of the road 
on some issues, I have been personally subject
ed to the kind of intolerant, anti-intellectual 
attacks Sommers and Maitzen deplore. Such 
attacks seem to be the price for speaking one’s 
mind, and neither the Right nor the Left is free 
of guilt with respect to them. But comparing 
my use of the terms “progressive” and “con
servative” to such intolerant attacks is irre
sponsible.

Maitzen also hints that I have not come to 
grips with Sommers’ arguments, rejecting her 
book instead on the basis of its financial back
ing. Nothing could be further from the truth, as 
those who read my review carefully will know. 
The real question is how such weak arguments 
ever came to see the light of day.

—Laura M. Purdy 
Ithaca
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A Bite of_ the Agple
The Paradise Gambit

G unilla Feigenbaum
New Yorkers are always on their way out 

of town. They are packing to go to their 
houses in Connecticut, for a week of skiing 
in Colorado, a brief rest in the Caribbean or 
(delivered apologetically) just Florida. I’m 
sure it has something to do with the ease 
with which one flies in and out of New 
York— most east coast flights originate 
here; you get on a plane and the next time 
your feet are on solid ground you have 
arrived. Often, the longest time you spend' 
in transit is in the cab going to Kennedy. 
Furthermore, New York City is an impossi
ble place to live—another inducement to go 
elsewhere whenever you can. Move here, 
and the next sunset you’ll see will be from 
the window of a 747.

New Yorkers spend a lot of time d is
cussing destinations. The New York Times 
is probably the only newspaper in the coun
try that assigns an entire fat Sunday section 
to travel. Never mind that, like the coverage 
of O.J. Simpson’s court drama, most of it 
you wouldn’t care to know. What makes the 
travel editor specialize in obscure jazz festi
vals in Dutch towns that aren’t even on the 
map? How about accom m odations at 
decrepit sea resorts in southern England? 
Who wants to go to England to swim? Who 
needs restaurant suggestions for Bodo, Nor
way? Worse yet, touring wineries in the 
Golan Heights? No one in his right mind 
goes to Israel for the wines! There is a per
verse mentality at work at The New York 
Times.

Of course, we New Yorkers also like to 
talk about where we’re going and where 
w e’ve been. In the subtle hierarchy of 
Upper East Side dinner banquets, exotic 
destination moves you closer to the honor 
table. Go to the Nicobar Islands and you’ll 
be sitting  next to the host. My own 
researched opinion is that, at least as resorts 
go, the exoticism of the destination is in 
inverse proportion to the quality  o f the 
experience. An untouched paradise, reach
able only by plane/boat/car/bus supplied by 
the hotel, is the kiss of death. Y ou’ll be 
staying in your own bungalow, on your own 
private stretch of beach, with nothing to do 
but count shells for a week. There will be no 
town to go to, no life to see-, and nothing to 
eat once you get bored with the hotel restau
rant, which will serve only French food and 
a plate of mangos, passed off as the “local 
plethora of fresh fruits.” You’ll pay nine
teen dollars for a tube of sun screen lotion 
and wonder if there is a single living thing 
out there, past the dirt road to the bush. 
You’ll become intimately acquainted with 
the bartender in the Bungalunga Lounge, 
where you sit, night after night, drinking 
some rum and fruit brew that ordinarily 
you’d never dream of touching, taking bets 
on lizard races on the straw-covered walls. 
Some call it relaxing: com a-inducing is 
more like it and open-heart surgery is 
cheaper. Of course, back in New York you 
get to say: “Oh yes, we went to  a small 
island in Fiji and it was simply paradise.” 
There is nothing else you could say.

Now, this season, I hit pay dirt. This is 
because of my aunt Ejan.

Ejan was nearly six feet tall, which was 
tall even by Swedish standards in the early

1920s, when she came of marriageable age. 
She quickly abandoned the tall woman’s 
search for an even taller husband and mar
ried Sam Skold, who was barely five feet 
and had a hunchback, the legacy of a child
hood case of spinal meningitis. My mother 
claims she hadn’t been at all surprised; Ejan 
was always an independent sort.

Sam had a gift for languages and had 
looked forward to a career in diplomacy, 
but he and Ejan signed up with a missionary 
school and, before anyone knew it, they 
were o ff to China with all their earthly 
belongings and a year’s supply o f Wasa

Knackebrod, packed in trunks with Red 
Cross seals.

They stayed in China through the Japan
ese occupation. My image of aunt Ejan 
from those days is something like Ingrid 
Bergman in a movie I once saw: a brave 
Swede carting Chinese orphans through the 
m ountains, keeping them  safe from the 
Japanese soldiers. After the war, Ejan and 
Sam left China and went to live in Japan. 
This was a surprise—in China they had, 
along with everyone else, been terrified of 
the Japanese.

Well, they loved Japan. Ejan loved the 
beauty, the cleanliness, and the simplicity. 
She loved the food, the customs, and the 
people. As a child, I got enchanting pre
sents—a geisha doll made of silk with a del
icately drawn face and embroidered geisha 
robe; a painting set with fat bamboo brush
es; an obi tie of thick red and gold silk, 
curled like a lavishly marked snake inside a 
round straw  box; translucent porcelain 
bowls and a soy sauce carafe, tiny enough 
to be used as a d o ll’s tea set; lacquered 
boxes, paper fans, and carved hair combs.

Ejan and Sam came back to live in Swe
den in the early 1970s, setting up household

in a small apartment in Stockholm. Their 
habits were Japanese—at home they liked 
to wear cotton kimonos, they took off their 
shoes by the door, they ate with chopsticks, 
putting out the knives and forks only when 
they had company, and Ejan often forgot 
herself and bowed.

When she died I was given one of her 
nice kimonos, made of dark blue silk with 
an asymmetrical scattering of white flecks. 
It comes with a silver lame obi\ a sash; a 
strange cotton blouse with pink silk sleeves 
and white silk lapels, to be worn underneath 
the robe; an oblong pink scarf; some

unidentifiable odds and ends; and, incon
gruously, since Ejan had Garbo-esque feet 
to match her height, minuscule white cotton 
socks with a space for the big toe, and a pair 
of size five silver sandals. My mother says 
they’re probably the biggest shoes Ejan 
could find in Japan and that she had to send 
her shoes from Sweden—not even Japanese 
m en’s shoes fit her. All of which is to 
explain why I have always wanted to go to 
Japan and why, when I finally did this sum
mer, I— a hefty size n ine-and-a-half— 
packed all my shoes. I didn’t go for the East 
Side dinner conversations, I went for aunt 
Ejan.

There were innumerable phone calls from 
Sweden. W here would I be, my m other 
demanded to know. In Okayama, I said. Oh, 
Ejan lived in Okayama for seven years, she 
informed me. Well actually, I said, we’ll be 
mostly in some place outside Okayama, in 
the mountains. How wonderful, sang my 
mother, Ejan spent a summer in the moun
tains outside Okayama, in a log cabin by a 
lake, and she adored it! Where else would I 
be? Kyoto? Kyoto was Ejan’s favorite city 
in Japan; she once drank tea with a princess 
in a palace garden in Kyoto! Ejan will be

with you, she said, conjuring up the image 
of my aunt, a tall and steady Swedish angel 
by my side.

I won’t bore the reader with a blow-by- 
blow account of the time that I, my shoes, 
my husband, and aunt Ejan spent in Japan: 
Just let me point out some of the more strik
ing sim ilarities and differences between 
New York City and Kyoto. (I never saw 
more of Tokyo than the Air Japan lounge, 
which, incidentally, has massage chairs for 
the weary traveller, which vibrate and buzz 
and produce that guilty, self-conscious 
smirk that you used to see on people’s faces 
back in the Seventies when they tried out 
water beds in head shops.)

Taxicabs
The first thing you’ll note is that Kyoto, 

like New York, has taxicabs. In both places, 
you and your cab driver will speak different 
languages and in both places they’ll pretend 
to understand you and then take you where 
they think you ought to go. In Kyoto, that 
will be the Miyako Hotel, which has West
ern rooms as well as Japanese ones. In New 
York, it will be an obscure fleabag on Lex
ington Avenue, by way of the Bronx, 
Brooklyn, Queens, and a little tour of 
Riverdale. In both places, efforts are made 
to make the rider comfortable—the Kyoto 
cab will have pristine white lace covers and 
a white-gloved chauffeur; the New York 
one will have an air-scent gizmo dangling 
from the rearview mirror and the driver may 
be dressed.

Hotel rooms
Many— maybe most— hotel rooms are 

Western-style, but staying in a Japanese- 
style room is an experience not to be 
missed. You end up feeling a bit like an 
earthworm, sleeping on the floor, reading 
on the floor, eating and drinking on the 
floor. There is no place to leave your 
clothes in a pile, so neatness becomes sec
ond nature. There is also no place to put 
your suitcases full of shoes. Of course, you 
don’t have to unpack—the hotel will supply 
you daily with a fresh kimono and a pair of 
slippers.

Dining
In a nice Japanese restaurant you’ll sit on 

a pillow on the floor. I ’m told that Joan 
Mird’s wife, a round little Spanish lady who 
religiously accompanied her husband on all 
his trips, left Japan before he did, complain
ing that she couldn’t sit through another 
dinner with her corset poking her sides. 
M iniskirts present a related p ro b le m - 
kneeling, they leave your thighs bare 
beyond decency, and there are no napkins tc 
put in your lap for cover, just the wet terry 
cloth you get at the beginning of the meal 
Men are allowed to arrange their legs how 
ever they please, women are supposed t< 
remain on their steadily numbing knees 
But, if you wear a long skirt you can pretze 
up to your heart’s content. Nobody wil 
notice.

Japanese food is not for the squeamisl 
and faint-hearted. At one particular dinne 
there were eight courses, and on each plati 
there was at least one item that I had neve 
seen or heard of. The weirdest offering wa 
a blue claw resting in a viscous fluid sur 
rounded by large muscat grapes. If yoi 
order sashimi—raw fish cut in thin slices— 
you pick your victim from a tank and th 
fish is sliced and placed before you, stil 
wiggling and moving its little fish lips i 
protest. Spindly shrimp bravely try to mak> 
a fast escape on the way to the mouth. T< 
further disorient a hungry Westerner, every

see Paradise Gambit, page 6

( re p r in te d  from  The Complete Book of Coven from The New Yorker 1925-1989, A lfred  A. K nopf, 1989) 

“Where were you this summer?”
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Paradise Gambit
continued, from page 5

thing is so beautifully prepared and pre
sented that you hate to ruin the art work. In 
contrast to a tuna melt at the Silver Star 
D iner on Second Avenue and Sixty-fifth 
street, even casual Japanese food, like a 
plate of cold noodles in a noodle dive, ends 
up looking like it belongs in a glass case at 
MOM A. The only way to eat Japanese in 
Japan is to adopt a philosophical attitude 
that all is ephemeral.

Department stores
Oh yes! Lots! And looking 

just like the New York ones.
The main difference is that, in 
Japan, they still employ people 
to work in them. Anyone who 
has wandered aim lessly 
around the third floor of 
Bloomingdales, looking for a 
salesperson who isn ’t being 
paid to come in every day to 
chat with her boyfriend on the 
telephone, knows what I ’m 
talking about. And when you 
ask for a gift wrap in Kyoto, 
you get one on the spot. You 
won’t be told to go to the sec
ond floor, turn right, pass the 
elevators, take a left at the 
garbage bins and give some
one a good laugh.

Temples
Kyoto has thousands of tem

ples, while New York has very 
few. A Kyoto temple may be a 
little house next to a Pachinko 
parlor with the word HOLLY
WOOD blinking in red and 
blue neon, or it may be a huge 
com plex of many pavilions 
embedded in vast gardens with 
lotus ponds and shinto gates.
H owever long you spend in 
Kyoto, there will still be tem
ples you haven’t seen. When you return 
from your trip and show your snapshots, 
people will sigh and moan: “Oh, no! No! 
NO! Not another temple! Mercy!”

Hosts
It’s been some years since I had a host in 

New York, but I ’ve been one more times 
than I care to remember. It’s a “Hi” and a 
“W elcome” and a map o f New York and 
“there are always cabs on First.” Japanese 
hosts are serious. They don’t let you wan
der around without assistance on the totally 
crime-free streets. They don’t trust you to 
negotiate a perfectly organized, clearly 
marked, spotlessly clean train station on 
your own. They put all their resources at 
your beck and call. A fter a day, you’re 
afraid to sneeze for fear that you’ll be pre
sented with half a dozen silk hankies. It’s a

conscientiousness and generosity the likes 
of w hich benighted New Y orkers have 
never seen. You leave with one fervent 
hope—that your Japanese hosts will never, 
never come to your country, where you 
would have to reciprocate.

I have a snapshot o f  aunt Ejan in a 
kimono, standing smiling in a terraced gar
den outside her house in Okayama, amidst 
carefully pruned pine trees and some grand 
rocks. I had promised my mother to look 
for her house but I never did. I would have 
needed directions to get there, and I

couldn’t bear to have our Japanese friends 
arrange for driver, car, and guide, which 
doubtless would have happened. I thought 
it was more gracious not to m ention it. 
Angel Ejan approved.

Looking for a Japanese experience in 
New York City is largely a doomed enter
prise. Sure, there are lots o f sushi bars— 
Sushisay (38 E. 53rd, between M adison 
and Park) is probably the best known— and 
the sushi is okay, but nowhere will it come 
in the variety that’s offered in Japan, and 
the sashimi will be dead and you w on’t 
know for how long. Seryna (11 E. 53rd, 
between 5th and Madison) specializes in 
steaks, for which they charge Japanese 
steak prices. But the beef w on’t be the 
meltingly tender, hand-rubbed Kobe beef; 
it w ill ju s t be another slab o f cow from 
Omaha. Furthermore, it will be served to

you by a waitress who looks and acts like 
an MTV star. Nippon (155 E. 52nd Street, 
between Lexington and 3rd) offers a more 
authentic experience along with gracious 
service, and if you order one of their prix 
fixe  dinners, you might even get a surprise 
or two. Both Seryna and Nippon have pri
vate Japanese rooms with tat ami mats and 
shoji screens for parties up to eight. Con
cessions have been made for us stiff-kneed 
Americans—you’ll look like you’re sitting 
on the floor but there is actually a hidden 
depression underneath the table where you

put your legs. You will, however, have left 
your shoes by the door. Wear clean socks.

There is a Takashimaya department store 
in New York, which opened a year ago. It’s 
a tall, narrow building on 693 5th Avenue, 
by 54th Street. The top floor has a tourist 
office and a service for sending gifts to 
Japan. The rem aining five floors have 
mostly gift items— lacquerware, screens, 
textiles, fans, chopsticks, pottery, some 
accessories for men and women, bed and 
bath artic les, and so on. Everything is 
exquisite and priced accordingly. The per
sonnel is all western, but clearly trained by 
Japanese—they are more available, accom
modating, and polite than in any other store 
in New York. The second floor is an art 
gallery where contem porary Japanese 
artists show their works. The exhibitions 
are interesting, since they feature artists

who are rarely exhibited in other galleries 
in New York. The basement holds a restau- 
rant/tearoom, with an extensive selection of 
teas and delicious little cookies and choco
lates, along with a limited lunch menu. The 
clientele is mostly Japanese women.

Back at the dinner parties in New York, 
everyone, it seems, has been to Kyoto. I 
would be picking at my duck breast at the 
fringes of society if it weren’t for the time I 

spent at the Kibi Resort Hotel, 
outside Okayama, where no 
one else has been. It is, as 
luck would have it, an extra
ordinarily huge, just-built— 
and not yet completed— steel 
structure in the m iddle of 
nowhere. The architecture 
looks like a set design for 
“Plan 9 From Outer Space.” 
An hour’s drive from Okaya
ma in the green mountains, it 
is reachable only by a car sup
plied by the hotel. There is no 
town. No place to eat. No 
place to go. Nothing at all to 
do—there isn’t even a conces
sion stand for new spapers. 
The Japanese tourist office in 
New York, w hich I called 
before we left, had never 
heard of Kibi Heights.

The occasion that brought 
us there was a scientific con
ference. Scientific confer
ences are commonly sched
uled in the most boring and 
unpopulated places on earth 
because scientists, we all 
know, like to hear themselves 
talk, but have the attention 
span of toddlers when it 
comes to listening to anyone 
e lse ’s lecture. If possible, 
they’ll only attend their own 

presentation which, with simple mathemat
ics, you’ll discover leaves a conference 
with no audience. Consequently they are 
usually stuck in places with no escape and 
no distracting pleasures.

Kibi Heights Resort Hotel has nothing, 
thus it has everything to recommend it as a 
conversation piece back in the Big Apple.

Author: (To man on her right) Where 
were you this summer?

Man: (Snootily) Oh, we just spent a quiet 
tim e in our house on the Cote D ’Azur. 
There isn’t much to do, but it’s very relax
ing. And you?

Author: (With a smirk of triumph) We 
went to the mountains outside Okayama. 
So quiet. It was simply paradise.

Gunilla Feigenbaum is a writer living in 
New York City.

Kibi Resort Hotel, outside Okayama, Japan.
Gunilla Feigenbaum

Living on Local Time
Nobody’s Fool
Richard Russo
Random House, 549 pages, $13 paper

Gordon Sacks
Russo’s novel comically captures the con

flicts of life in the North Country. Sully is 
the sixty-year-old protagonist of this rural 
picaresque, and his character is the catalyst 
for the events of the story. Once the golden 
boy of the beloved town football team. Sully 
has led a life of utter disregard for the conse
quences of his actions, but managed to cre
ate a freedom for him self by refusing to 
regret his mistakes.

One o f  these m istakes, a grown son 
named Peter with three children of his own, 
appears in town after losing his job. Peter’s

appearance forces Sully to consider his way 
o f life, and the role it may have had in 
Peter’s own apparent failure. This genera
tional interaction, further complicated by 
Peter’s children, is a common thread 
throughout the book, underlining the point 
that in small towns people are formed more 
completely by their families than in other 
areas. The families of Sully’s landlady and 
girlfriend bear sim ilar evidence of the 
author’s interest in the way children are 
influenced by their parents. Some of Russo’s 
parallels are a bit too neat, but his characters 
are solid and their behavior is unfailingly 
credible.

A m inor real estate scandal and some 
unfortunate financial dealings are really only 
engines to get the characters interacting 
rather than any sort of focus in themselves.

Instead, the novel manages to capture the 
daily lives of fairly average citizens with all 
the pathos and drama usually reserved for 
more heady events.

Russo’s ear for dialogue is excellent: he 
gives the reader the clipped and direct 
speech of real life, and the only characters 
who end up sounding stilted are the tourists 
who infest the town during the summer. The 
tension between the town residents and 
those who only come up in the summer to 
spend city money is well articulated: the 
locals appreciate the income, but resent the 
attitude of the tourists from downstate. Sim
ilarly, the fictional A dirondack town is 
believable from the IGA supermarket to the 
local football rivalries.

The subject matter darkens considerably 
two-thirds of the way through this lengthy

book. After the reader is lulled into amused 
com placency with humor, the maudlin 
details of Sully’s abused childhood are dou
bly shocking. Ultimately this is not only 
Sully’s story, but by extension, that of a 
reluctant town battered by change. This con
flict between the modem and the traditional 
is manifest throughout, and the author is a 
clear partisan of human tradition in the face 
of mechanized, im personal modernity. 
Though the story does bog down toward the 
end, with a lack of closure naggingly appar
ent, and several loose ends left dangling, the 
locals in Russo’s fictional town make a tacit, 
but ultimately convincing argument for their 
way of life.

Gordon Sacks is a writer living in the 
Adirondacks.
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Postmodernism, Utopia, Paralysis
T h e  Seed s  o f  T im e
F re d ric  Ja m e so n  
C o lu m b ia  U niversity  P ress 
214  pages, $ 22.95

A ndrew  M cCann

In 1984, Fredric Jam eson published a 
landmark essay entitled “Postmodernism, 
or the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism,” 
which almost single-handedly established 
a new conceptual vocabulary for Marxist 
cu ltu ra l c r itic s . Jam eson  had already  
achieved lasting notoriety three years ear
lier with the publication of The Political 
Unconscious, which established him as 
“Am erica’s leading M arxist.” Given the 
marginal status of M arxism in postm od
ern America, the title has always seemed 
an odd one, and not w ithou t a ce rta in  
irony . D esp ite  th is m arg in a lity , the 
importance of Jameson’s contributions to 
debates on cultural politics has been duly 
acknowledged, both by the academy, in 
which his position is one of authority, and 
by the paranoid imaginings of right-wing 
R epublicans, for whom he has becom e 
one of those vilified as an academic left
ist.

The im portance  o f  Jam eso n ’s 1984 
essay was that it consolidated a fram e
work from which one could begin to dis
cuss the elusive realm  o f contem porary 
cu ltu ra l p roduction  w hich, because it 
changes so rapidly, is difficult to critical
ly apprehend. In this essay, Jameson uses 
the term  postm odernism  to designate a 
dominant ideological complex, or a cul
tural logic, in which the foundational cat
egories of high modernist culture—histo
ry, the su b jec t, to ta lity — have been 
p laced  in qu estio n . T his s itu a tio n , he 
argues, is simultaneous with the consoli
dation of behavior patterns and forms of 
consciousness linked to the practices of 
consumer capitalism, in which individual 
and collective experience is reduced to a 
series of disconnected fragments, serial
ized iden tities, or consum erist ep ipha
nies. Under these circumstances, the post
m odern su b jec t is unable  to w eave a 
coherent narrative about his or her rela
tionship to the social “totality .” Accord
ingly, postmodern cultural forms speak to 
the disjointed nature o f experience and, 
because they are also thoroughly integrat
ed in to  the m arket fo r  cu ltu ra l goods, 
replicate the cognitive limits of the mar
ketplace. With the globalization of capi
talism , at the moment of what Jameson 
calls “late capitalism ,” alternative world
views or intellectual postures from which 
to apprehend social and econom ic rela
tions do not exist. Beyond the cognitive 
confusion o f the m arketplace, in which 
pleasure, nostalgia, and transgression are 
ava ilab le  in com m odified  form , there 
seems to be no access to experience or 
knowledge outside the logic o f cap ita l
ism. In other words, there is no conceptu
al position  ou ts id e  the system , w hich 
means that late capitalism  is simply not 
available as an object o f cognition. It is 
this sense of critical paral-ysis that per
haps best sums up what Jameson means 
by the term “postmodernism.”

In the decade since Jam eson’s essay, 
the term postm odernism  has taken on a 
life of its own— and a grotesque one it has 
often been. Depending on one’s position 
within cultural politics, it can designate 
an enthusiasm at the apparently liberating 
consequences o f the “death of the sub
je c t ,” w hich is seen as u shering  in an 
uncertain array of libidinal-anarcho pos
sib ilities, or, a lternately , it can signify 
deep anxiety at the relativism of cultural 
practices unmoored from universal moral 
norms and flung to the mercy of the mar
ketplace. On both sides of this divide, the 
term has tended to operate as a form of 
what Noam Chomsky calls “concision,” a 
kind of newspeak belying what are in fact 
very complicated and nuanced positions.

Bizarre m isreadings o f Jam eson’s work 
have also fueled neoconservative attacks 
on m u lticu ltu ra lism , in w hich the c r i
tiques of W estern cultural hegemony are 
ascribed to the putative relativism of the 
new  bad academ ic L eft, seen as the 
embodiment of everything that portends 
the breakdown of “traditional” values. In 
such misreadings, “postmodernism” sig
n ifies a perceived  lack o f  the cu ltu ra l 
authority heretofore possessed by white 
m ales as the a rb ite rs  o f  aesth e tic  and 
moral norms. In his new book, The Seeds 
o f  Time, Jam eson d e lin ea tes  the 
g ro tesque process o f  m isrecogn ition , 
whereby “the white male majority devel

ops its self-consciousness as a group by 
way of the feeling that it is an embattled 
m inority tyrannized over by m arginals 
who impose their own cultural values on 
it.”

In these circumstances, it is important 
to recognize that Jameson has a firm and 
sober committment to the “postmodern” 
as an analytical category, rather than as a 
political slogan or a fashionable intellec
tual posture. The Seeds o f Time contains 
three essays, originally delivered as the 
1991 W ellek Library Lectures in Critical 
Theory at the University of California at 
Irvine, in which Jam eson again plumbs 
the logic o f  late cap ita lism , th is  tim e 
through an exam ination  o f the idea of 
U topia in postm odern  in te llec tual and 
cultural practices. If Utopia stands for the 
possibility of something radically beyond 
the present, Jameson argues that the con
cept is so mired in the antinomic structure 
of postmodernism that its transformative 
power is neutralized. By the term “antin
om y” he has more in mind than simply 
“con trad ic tion ,” a term  he links to the 
idealism  o f a H egelian  d ia lec tic  that 
maintains a faith in some kind of linear 
developm ent. “A ntinom y” signifies the 
irreducib le  iden tity  o f two apparen tly  
opposed terms (archetypally, identity and 
d ifference). For exam ple, late cap ita l
ism ’s manic, perpetual change, marked 
by new com m odities, s tru c tu res , and 
media personalities, produces a kind of 
repetition in which the idea of innovation 
is no longer an index o f actual change, 
but simply the logic of societal expecta
tion , c rea tin g , as Jam eson puts it, “a 
steady stream of momentum and variation 
that at some outer limit seems stable and 
m otionless.” In a society characterized 
by antinom y,“transgression,” “rupture,” 
or “su b v ersio n ” are alw ays m erely 
expressions of the lim its that define the 
status quo. Jameson seems to be suggest
ing that this antinomic structure (pervad
ing postm odern notions o f time, space, 
and nature) is the logic of consumer capi
talism  itself, in which desire and trans
gression are not only continually appro
priated by the market, but in which the 
market itself has assumed the function of 
defin ing  these im pulses. Term s w hich 
would seem to signify the negation of the 
ex isting  o rd er— heterogene ity , the 
sacred , d iffe ren ce— are found to be 
inseparable from their opposites— homo
geneity, the profanity of the market, iden
tity. Caught in this cycle of rupture and

repetition, critical thought is stricken by 
paralysis in its inability to imagine alter
natives to the postm odern  p resen t, or 
even tentative strategies for some kind of 
transformative mechanism.

Jameson examines the manner in which 
late capitalism , while representing itself 
through U topian d iscourse, is actually 
committed to the effacement of Utopian 
possibilities. Utopia, he argues, involves 
the im agining o f a “m ach inery” that 
embodies and contains socially necessary 
but burdensom e labor, a notion  that 
implies its alternative— free or libidinal 
activity unrestrained by the obligations of 
the time-work discipline. The possibility

o f transgressing existing social and eco
nomic relations is, o f course, perceived as 
a threat by those whose interests lie with 
the status quo. Thus, any kind of concert
ed activism  is portrayed as an index of 
dangerous hubris, a will to power, or an 
authoritarian eradication of “freedom .” 
One need only think of neoconservative 
accounts of leftist activism to realize the 
pervasiveness and popular currency of 
this model: genuinely democratizing pro

cesses are m isrecognized as a form  o f 
totalitarianism, in the same way that the 
academic Left is represented as a cultural 
e lite . Y et the paradox here is that late 
cap ita lism  represents itse lf in U topian 
terms, that is as a system that contains the 
mechanisms of exchange and production 
in such a way as to allow space for free 
activity beyond mere dependence on eco
nomic necessity. Accordingly, the culture 
produces ideological fantasies that direct 
people’s anxieties not toward the agents 
o f  g lobal cap ita l— huge m ultinational 
corporations with impenetrable bureau
cracies exerting an ever-increasing grip 
over the planet and its resources— but 
toward the Utopian possibility o f trans
form ing these repressive structures. In 
such fantasies, the possibility of Utopia is 
recoded into the pleasures of market free
dom and consumerism, and linked to the 
perpetuation  o f behavior patterns that 
reinforce capitalism.

The antinom ic structure o f postm od
ern ism , a t th is po in t, would seem  to 
prom ise only a cul-de-sac. And indeed 
the trajectory of Jam eson’s argument at 
times gives one the impression that he is 
caugh t up in a fa lse  problem , itse lf  a 
replication of the very structures he seeks 
to reveal. In his concern for the ways in 
which the idea of Utopia is caught in the 
antinom ies of the postmodern, Jameson 
falls short of the realization that Utopia is 
a n ecessarily  antinom ic concep t, and 
therefore inseparable from the structures 
o f  c a p ita lis t consum erism . As M arx 
pointed out in the Crundrisse, in lament
ing the U topian im age o f an “orig inal 
fullness” lost to the present, “The bour
geois v iew poin t has never advanced 
beyond itse lf  and th is rom antic  v iew 
point, and therefore the latter will accom-

see Postmodern Paralysis, page 14

( re p r in te d  from  Tadao Arulo: Thr. Yule Studio and Current Works, Rizzoli, 1989) 

Tadao Ando’s Rokko Housing II, site model, aerial view.

A  general pessimism, political apathy, the failure of the welfare state 

or of the various social democracies— all can be enlisted as causes in 

a general consent to the necessity for law-and-order regimes every
where, about which it is widely supposed that it is the universal rise 
in social violence that largely justifies them (even though this “crimi
nality” is itself a response to the failures of the same state for whose 
rearmament it offers the basic pretext). W hat distinguishes democra
cies from nondemocracies in the current, well-nigh universal regime 

of the authoritarian state is precisely the passive acquiescence 

offered by the apathy of the citizens of the former...
— Fredric Jameson, The Seeds of Time
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WORKING THROUGH
The Use and Misuse of Theory

R e p r e s e n t i n g  t h e  H o l o c a u s t : 

H i s t o r y , T h e o r y , T r a u m a

Dominick LaCapra 
Cornell University Press 
230 pages, $29.95

Sanford Gutm an

This book is more about D om inick 
LaCapra’s grappling with postmodern his
torical theory than it is about understand
ing the Holocaust. It is also more about the 
application of that theory to the Nazi Final 
Solution than it is about the experience of 
the Jews who suffered. In a series of dis
jointed and overlapping essays, most of 
which have already been published else
where, LaCapra uses the Final Solution as 
a point of departure to argue and illustrate 
his own theory of history. For those seek
ing more information or new insights into 
understanding the Holocaust, this may not 
be your book. For those interested in his
torical theory as it may apply to the Final 
Solution, beware. This book is not for the 
postmodernist, deconstructionist reading- 
impaired. Nevertheless, for the few “read
ers” who are still courageous enough to 
continue, at least with this review, there 
will be rewards.

LaCapra enters here into a sensitive dis
cussion that has been taking place in recent 
years among scholars, writers, artists and 
victim s over lim its in representing  the 
Holocaust. In a book he edited two years 
ago, Probing the Limits o f  Representation: 
Nazism and the Final Solution, Saul Fried- 
lander poignantly and carefully raises the 
issue. Himself a survivor and historian of 
the Holocaust, Friedlander poses the ques
tion of whether or not the extermination of 
European Jewry can be as open to repre
sentation and interpretation as any other 
historical event.

Of course, historians frequently disagree 
about interpreting the past, and they have 
done so as well about the Holocaust. But 
does, or should, the Holocaust offer a spe
cial case? Is there not a danger that 
attem pts to em ploy the techniques o f 
deconstructionist and postmodern theory 
to the Holocaust will relativize it? At the 
extrem e, w ill the position of Holocaust 
deniers become just another “reading” of 
the past? Or if we dismiss the deniers of 
the Holocaust as antisemitic ideologues, as 
almost all h istorians do, m ight we then 
accept more serious G erm an historians 
who in recent years have relativized the 
destruction of European Jewry by arguing 
that the murder of Jews was just one exam
ple of mass murder in history, no worse, 
for example, than Stalinist crimes against 
Ukrainians, or even against Germans at the 
end of the war? Is it appropriate that Ger
man war dead, even form er members of 
the Waffen SS, be memorialized as “vic
tims” along with Jews, as President Rea
gan and German Prime Minister Kohl did 
several years ago at Bitburg, in Germany? 
Perhaps when considering the worst crime 
in human history, traditional historians and 
keepers of memory need to lock the gate, 
at least to discourse that confuses perpetra
tors and victims.

Sim ilar issues em erge over aesthetic 
representations of the Holocaust. Can we 
allow the H olocaust to be commodified 
and fetishized as almost everything else is 
in modern Western culture? What should 
we do about H olocaust k itsch , that is, 
tasteless or banal films, literature, or art 
that exploit the murder of six million Jews 
for profit and fame? Even more serious 
works may raise sim ilar questions when 
representing the Holocaust. Should we, for 
example, condemn the postmodern films

of Hans Jurgen Syberberg, Lucien Viscon
ti, or Lina Wertmuller for having glorified 
the perpetrator, confused victim and per
petrator, or made pornographic the suffer
ings of the victim? Is it acceptable to por
tray perpetrators, even Hitler, sympatheti
cally, Jews as ethically interchangeable 
with their Nazi persecutors, or Germany 
and the German people during the war as 
“normal” people confronting as ordinary 
human beings the v icissitudes o f daily  
life? A rtists often “d is to rt” the factual 
truth in the name of some deeper insight 
into reality, but when it comes to the Holo
caust, ought there to be m ore lim its to 
artistic representations?

Faced with kitsch and distortion, many 
o f us m ight be tem pted to contro l the 
telling of the tale, its content and form, to 
offer a “master narrative” that is at once 
factually “true” and tasteful. On the other 
hand, for many the H olocaust places in 
doubt whether our conventional ways of 
understanding and communicating are suf
ficient to reveal the special, if not unique 
universe that was Auschwitz. Even Fried
lander, a skeptic when it comes to applying 
postm odernist theory to the H olocaust, 
argues that, as the most radical form of 
genocide in history, the Holocaust tests the 
lim its o f our traditional conceptual and 
representational categories.

Jean Francois Lyotard, the French post
modern theorist, expresses a similar view 
in arguing against limiting approaches to 
the Holocaust to any single, integrated dis
course or master narrative. Not only, he 
argues, is the attempt to strive for totality 
and consensus in interpreting the Holo
caust itse lf the basis for a fascist enter
prise, but faced with Auschwitz, our tradi
tional categories o f represen tation  and 
concep tualiza tion , including  language

itself, are problematic. Lyotard compares 
the Holocaust to an earthquake which was 
so pow erful as to destroy all previous 
instrum ents of m easurement. Hence the 
ju stifica tio n  for groping for new and 
unconventional m odes o f inquiry  and 
artistic expression to communicate. In his 
analysis of survivor testimonies, Geoffrey 
H artm an indicates that d isb e lie f and 
incom prehension touched the survivors 
themselves. Two phrases in their accounts 
stand out: “I was there,” and “I could not 
believe what my eyes had seen.”

Dominick LaCapra enters this discus
sion on the side of postmodern deconstruc
tionism . He opposes the understandable 
desire to impose a master narrative or pre
sid ing in terp re ta tion  o f the H olocaust. 
Postm odern  h isto rica l theorists, like 
LaCapra, have been heavily influenced by 
developments in literary theory and phi
losophy. Just as ea rlie r theorists  ch a l
lenged the canon in literature and philoso
phy as beholden to “hegemonic” interests, 
so, too, LaCapra challenges what he sees 
as a conventional history that pretends to 
ob jec tiv ity , but w hich frequently  has 
served, if unconsciously, the interests of 
those in power.

The question of objectivity is an old one 
for historians. Most historians try to own 
up to their predispositions while trying to 
analyze and synthesize the accumulated 
evidence as fairly as possible. Of course, 
this still leaves room for disagreement and 
a varie ty  o f perspectives. But LaCapra 
goes further than warning us to be more 
careful and fair. Challenging the views of 
A llan B loom , W illiam  B ennett, Lynn 
Cheney and others who in recent years 
have come to defend Western civilization 
and its “canonical” works, LaCapra wants 
us to “brush history against the grain,” to

quote the Weimar German Jewish intellec
tual, Walter Benjamin.

The debate over the literary  canon 
m asks m ore fundam ental econom ic, 
social, and political differences, as do pre
siding interpretations of history. LaCapra 
does not seek to replace these canonical 
literary or historical texts with other more 
politically correct ones, as much as to crit
ically examine how these texts came to be 
to be canonized and how they are used 
today by the societies in which they are 
read. Thus a critical or non-canonical read
ing o f a generally  accepted great work 
(text) of fiction or history (if LaCapra will 
allow me this “binary” distinction), will 
look not only at what the work is saying or 
who is being included, but also at whom or 
what is excluded.

The “text” also needs to be considered in 
terms of the context in which the work was 
written and received. Although texts can
not be wholly understood in terms of con
text— a written work or document is not 
only a “sign of the times”— we do need to 
ask why some texts, even heinous ones, 
have a hold over society, even its intellec
tuals. Finally, we have to recognize the 
im portance o f the “reader” as an in ter
preter of the text who also needs to be self- 
critical and recognize that he too brings 
something to the text or document. Histo
rians are trained to recognize the possible 
self-serving nature of those whom they 
write about and even to recognize the ide
ological biases that may creep into their 
own w ritings. But, for most historians, 
awareness of such subjective bias assumes 
that there is an underlying, more objective
ly accurate account that careful historians 
will approach more closely. The docu
ments will tell the story if only the subjec
tive individual behind the historian will 
get out o f the way. LaCapra fundamentally 
challenges this view of history. Careful 
historical methodology can still mask or 
“repress” other legitimate readings of the 
text or documents.

In writing history, historians select and 
interpret docum ents in particular ways. 
But since any period of time has an infinite 
number o f stories or narratives, most of 
which are never told, the very selection of 
documents and stories already tells some
thing about the reader or historian, as well 
as about the events them selves. To 
LaCapra, the h istorian , consciously  or 
unconsciously, controls history and mem
ory by telling the story in a particular way 
and controlling the very language that is 
used. This critique helps explain how 
blacks, women, workers, Jews and others 
have been left out o f the story to serve 
hegemonic interests. The rewriting of his
tory over the last generation to include 
ordinary people, women, and minorities— 
that is , sub-dom inant or oppressed 
g roups— exem plifies how previously  
“fair-minded” historians distorted, or were 
unable to see, very important parts of the 
historical record.

More conventional (read, not postmod
ern) historians would now agree that we 
need to be more inclusive. Earlier histori
ans had left out the “other” and thus dis
torted a part o f the historical record, but 
most contemporary historians still believe 
that they can be more inclusive by reduc
ing the influence of their subjective ten
dencies. LaCapra, however, insists that, 
instead of the futile effort to eliminate sub
jectivity, historians should become more 
self-consciously aware of their subjective 
processes. For LaCapra, this involves a 
“dialogic exchange” (dialogue?) with the 
“text” and its “context” in terms of present 
concerns and needs. “We awaken the dead

( re p r in te d  fro m  United States Holocaust Memorial Museum 1994 Calendar) 

Architectural detail, concourse level o f United States 
Holocaust Memorial Museum, Washington, D.C.
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Between Silence & Repetition

David Lynch-Benjamin 

Dominick LaCapra

in order to interrogate them about what we 
are interested in,” even though this may 
tell us more about ourselves than the past.

LaCapra recognizes that much of post
modern theory has been accused of rela- 
tivization. All “texts” can be seen as equal 
if everything is dependent on the reader’s 
point of view. LaCapra’s response to this 
is that, while all texts are worth thinking 
“about,” not all are worth thinking “with.” 
He is critical of some deconstructionists 
who put everything on the same plane. 
Texts that are more self-reflective, that 
encourage the reader to engage in d ia 
logue, are worth thinking “with.” Adver
tisem ents and propaganda, for example, 
though worth examining, do not encourage 
the reader toward critical self-reflection. 
But even this caveat, which may comfort 
those who believe in some kind of literary 
canon, still leaves open the char"' c f r<*la- 
tivizing the past. Such subjective history 
may open the past to more non-hegemonic 
interpretations, but it might also give us 
histories that have little merit based on 
available evidence.

LaCapra does recog” ze fhe danger that, 
in dialoguing with the past, the historian 
may impose or project his or her own con
cerns, perspectives or ideology. LaCapra’s 
answer is not to neutral ze the historian’s 
voice under pretense of objectivity, for, as 
we have seen, the historian’s voice, how
ever repressed or subtle, is always there. 
Instead, what we need to be wary o f is 
what LaC apra, using the language of 
Freud, calls “transference.” All historians 
project their concerns and interests on the 
past. But there are unhealthy and healthy 
ways to do this. In the first case, we “act 
out”; in the second, we “work through.”

LaC apra considers this d istinction  
betw een “acting  ou t” and “w orking 
through” his own particular contribution to 
postmodernist historical theory. Briefly, 
LaC apra m aintains that “acting  ou t” 
involves the historian uncritically project
ing his own concerns and perspective on 
the text, shaping it to meet his own or his 
socie ty ’s in terests. “W orking through” 
involves a more self-critical interaction 
with the text, openly recognizing the read
e r’s concerns, but attem pting to “work 
th rough” them , much as an individual 
under therapy would do. In the end, the 
self-conscious narrator or historian will 
not only do more justice to the text but will 
achieve greater awareness of his or her 
own motives for looking at the past in a 
particular way. History as therapy.

So how does all this connect to the 
Holocaust? Since the Holocaust was a par
ticularly traumatic, even defining, period 
in history, the temptation to avoid, repress,

see Use and Misuse o f Theory, page 10

Harvey Fireside
In M arch 1938, H itle r  dec id ed  to 

annex his Austrian homeland to the Ger
man Reich. I was eight years old at the 
tim e o f the A n sch lu ss , and I can s till 
rem em ber the  ch eers  th ro u g h o u t the 
night as the Nazi troops goose-stepped 
into Vienna.

W ith in  a year the round-ups began. 
Shortly  after K rista llnacht (N ovem ber 
11), my Uncle Leo, an inveterate gam 
b le r w ith  a g o ld -to o th ed  sm ile , was 
picked up, perhaps by people to whom 
he owed money. We received his ashes 
from  Buchenw ald concentration camp, 
C.O.D.

On the eve of our departure for the US 
in April 1940, we had to leave behind in 
a nursing home my grandmother Marie, 
a w h ite -h a ired  lady  w ho sm elled  of 
spices. A fter the war, we were able to 
trace her to the camp at Theresienstadt, 
where the trail ended in smoke.

As fam ily m em bers and friends van
ished, we knew it was open season on 
Jews. On street corners the Nazi new s
paper D er Stuerm er  declared  that d is 
trict after district had become judenrein, 
racially cleansed. Our Aryan neighbors 
reg a rd ed  us w ith  h a tred  or p ity , bu t 
scarcely anyone offered a helping hand.

My m em ories are peopled with o rd i
nary folk who had no inkling they would 
turn into statistics—caught up in a con
fla g ra tio n  know n as the H o lo cau st.
There were m illions of such innocents, 
but it is vital to picture a few individuals 
in the mass while plumbing the abstrac
tions of Dominick LaCapra’s Represent
ing the H olocaust, a h isto rian ’s reflec
tion on what it all means.

The author rightly asserts the unique
ness of his subject: the exterm ination of 
an entire people by government fiat. He 
argues that to deal with the Holocaust a 
historian has to transcend “conventional 
te c h n iq u e s .” L a C a p ra ’s app ro ach  
includes the use of deconstructionist lit
erary theory and the psychoanalytic con
cepts of Sigmund Freud in the effort to 
m ove beyond  the s ilen ce  th a t m ay 
be our natural response to the unspeak
able.

In LaC apra’s hands, literary analysis 
works better than Freud. Thus he expert
ly dissects the argum ents of those who 
attempt to defend or at least rationalize 
w artim e ac ts  o f  c o lla b o ra tio n  by the 
critic Paul DeMan and the philosopher 
M artin Heidegger. LaCapra also serves 
as an able guide through the Historiker- 
streit, the mid-1980s debate among Ger
man historians. Squaring off in one cor
ner w ere the “rev is io n is ts ,” who co n 
tended  th a t— in e ffec t— w ar was hell, 
and the Holocaust just another wartime 
s lau g h te r; the opposing  p o sitio n  was 
represented by the social theorist Juer- 
gen Habermas and others, who saw the 
urgency of asserting  the special m on
strosity of the Holocaust. LaCapra finds 
that “Habermas puts forth a striking for
m ula tion  o f the re la tio n sh ip  betw een  
collective responsibility  and the public 
role of memory.”

D econstruction also allow s LaCapra 
to critique historical accounts based on 
simple antinomies or on facile explana
tions. Hannah Arendt is taken to task for 
essentially blaming the victims, specifi
cally, her “one-sided account of Jewish 
councils” that collaborated in the Nazi 
assembly of Jews bound for deportation.
A rno M ayer is c ritic ized  fo r causa lly  
linking genocide to the prevailing anti- l_

M arx is t id eo lo g y . Y et it m igh t be 
argued that c lass-based  analysis h igh
lig h ts  how  the  N azis u tiliz ed  the 
lu m p e n p ro le ta ria t to underm ine  the 
w orkers’ m ovem ent, and how a c lass
conscious socie ty  becam e in tox icated  
with nationalism based on atavistic Teu
tonic rites.

L aC apra’s a ttack  on M ayer seem s a 
bit relentless. It first questions M ayer’s 
“leftist sympathies which, in their prob
lematic relation to Jewish identity, may 
c rea te  u n them atized  and unexam ined  
p re ssu re s  on h is a rg u m e n t.” T hen it 
indicts M ayer’s historical method in his 
book Why Did the Heavens Not Darken ? 
for his “ in su ffic ien t sense of the co n 
temporary intellectual and political con
text that bears on the story it recounts.” 
But that leaves LaCapra, in turn, open to 
a question : why has he not traced the 
antecedents of H itler— the anti-Semites, 
rabble-rousers, and pan-German nation
a lis ts  the  F u eh re r fo llo w ed  a fte r  h is 
vagabond days in Vienna? In LaCapra’s 
book, the Nazis tend to appear as incar
nations of evil sui generis, rather than as 
exploiters of earlier frustrations and ide
ologies. For example, was there no con
nection  betw een the old C hurch ca te 
ch ism  th a t had cas t Jew s as C h ris t- 
k ille rs , and the lo ca tio n  o f  the death  
cam ps th a t sprang  up in the C atho lic  
reg io n s o f  G erm any , S lo v ak ia  and 
Poland, where there was no shortage of 
local H ilfspolizeil

A nother m ajor re se rv a tio n  m ust be 
expressed about LaC apra’s reliance on 
p sy ch o an a ly tic  co n cep ts , p rim arily  
“working through,” as central to a histo
ry of the Holocaust. Such key terms are 
no t fu lly  d e fin ed  in  the  book , w hich 
m akes it p ro b lem atic  how  to apply  a 
clin ical process in Freudian therapy to 
an en tire society. L aC apra’s claim s to 
the contrary are not fully fathomable or 
persuasive:

W o rk in g  through trauma brings the possi
bility of counteracting compulsive “acting- 

o u t” th ro u g h  a ...c rit ica lly  c o n tro lle d  

p ro c e ss  o f rep e tit ion  that sign ificantly  

change s a life by m ak ing  p o ss ib le  the 

selective retrieval and modified enactment 

of unactualized past possibilities.

At first blush it seems LaCapra’s con
cern is lim ited to those who were most 
traum atized, i.e., the victim s suffering 
from “survivor guilt,” living with mem
ories of vibrant friends or family mem 

bers who were slaughtered. It has been 
p rim arily  the Jew ish  com m unity  tha t 
celebrates the dead, at anniversaries of 
K rista llnacht or on Yom ha Shoah, the 
day commemorating the Holocaust. The 
dw ind ling  band o f those who rem ain  
alive to bear witness ritualize their feel
ings in these ceremonies without achiev
ing the catharsis of working through.

If some of the survivors still resemble 
walking wounded, it may be because the 
world that met them after the war tended 
to indulge in denial. As therapists such 
as Yael Dayani point out, healing could 
only follow  an intense effort to listen. 
A t leas t by im p lica tio n , L aC apra 
ad d resses  th is  “b y stan d er g u il t” of 
Americans who didn’t want to listen to 
H olocaust stories because they evoked 
an awareness that so much more could 
have been done to help. For their part, 
survivors hesitated to visit psychiatrists, 
since doctors often fobbed them off with 
certificates to obtain German restitution. 
To be diagnosed as neurotic meant hav
ing an insult added to their injuries. Yet 
there is little doubt some of them have 
been ac ting  out, e ith e r  by adop ting  a 
“never again” type of ultra-Zionism , or 
by wallowing in their pain and transmut
ing it into hatred of all things German.

Has there been excessive fixation on 
the H o lo cau st, w ith  a new  w ave of 
film s, m em oirs, and museums? Only if 
we d w ell on it in a fe tish is tic , or as 
LaC apra term s it, “canonic” way. The 
most effective way to confront the mem
ories may be obliquely, by understate
ment. Thus, the vision of Alain Resnais 
in “N ight and F og” evokes horrors by 
ind irec tion ; The D iary o f  Anne Frank 
g rip s us by its  ta le  o f ev e ry d ay  life  
d is ru p ted . By c o n tra s t, the  film  
“S c h in d le r ’s L is t” may be a tou r de 
fo rce  in evok ing  pathos, but its g im 
mickry doesn’t ring true.

The n igh tm are may be assuaged  by 
ac tion : d raw ing  p a ra lle ls  to ongoing  
ho locausts  in G uatem ala, R w anda, or 
B osn ia , then  m oving  to in te rced e . 
Albert Camus suggested that in the face 
of great horror the proper role was that 
of I'homme engagd, rather than that of a 
detached observer. Yet historians such 
as L aC apra rak ing  over the ashes can 
serve to sensitize us to the possibility of 
stee ring  betw een  s ilence  and end less 
repetition.

Harvey Fireside teaches p o litic s  at 
Ithaca College.
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m arginalize, “act out” is much greater. 
How much more difficult for victim or vic- 
timizer, or even the seemingly neutral his
torian to approach its history  with any 
degree of objectivity. Indeed, no one can 
be neutral or objective in the face of this 
historical crime; each of us confronts its 
various aspects w ith pred ispositions 
impossible to set aside. For LaCapra, the 
Holocaust is the worst-case example that 
proves his point that it is im possible to 
construct an ob jective story by sim ply 
allowing the documents to speak for them
selves. This is, o f course, true for the vic
tims and their fam ilies, but possibly for 
everyone else as well. M aster narratives 
that fix on certain causes, or describe the 
experience of blameless victims, the evils 
of perpe tra to rs, and the m oral void o f 
bystanders may com fort some, but they 
will inevitably be read by others as self- 
serving. In the long run, they will still fail 
to block accounts that seek to rescue Ger
man dignity or Western civilization from 
what some may see as Jewish influence. 
Present concerns will never die and, if not 
allow ed to be “w orked th rough ,” will 
emerge as “acting out.”

LaC apra applies and develops his 
notions o f transference and the decon
struction of what he calls “binary oppo
sites” to several issues, directly or indi
rectly implicated in the Holocaust: the His- 
torikerstreit, or historians’ dispute, that 
erupted in the sum m er o f 1986 in G er
many; the controversial work on the Holo
caust by the A m erican h isto rian  Arno 
Mayer; and the attempts to salvage the rep
u tations o f tw o in te llec tual heroes of 
deconstructionism  and postm odernism , 
Paul de M an and M artin  H eidegger. 
Though his writing in these essays contin
ues to be dogged by sometimes impenetra
ble language and a tendency to assume that 
the reader already knows the background 
of what he is talking about, LaCapra’s crit
ical skills and insights make the effort to 
plod through them almost worth it.

In his essay on the historians’ dispute, 
LaC apra analyzes the self-serv ing  
attempts of some German historians to rel- 
ativize the Holocaust. For these German 
revisionist historians, the central issue was 
w hether Nazi crimes were unique, thus 
forever impugning German nationhood, or 
whether Nazi atrocities were comparable 
to other atrocities, especially Stalinist ter
ror. If Auschwitz was only one dreadful 
instance of genocide, as the revisionists 
maintained, then Germany could reclaim 
national acceptance.

Ernst N olte, A ndreas H illgruber, and 
Martin Broszat, each in his own way, use 
the argument of comparability to relativize 
Nazi crim es. W hile not denying Nazi 
atrocities, Nolte sees the Stalinist gulag as 
seminal to Auschwitz and, in some curious 
way, responsible for it. Hillgruber places 
almost all of the blame on Hitler; but he 
also justifies the “heroic” German effort 
against the allies at the end of the war as a 
necessary effort to forestall the dismem
berm ent of Germ any, especially  Soviet 
aims to destroy the German nation. Both of 
these contem porary G erm an historians 
believe that Bolshevism committed worse 
crimes than the Nazis, and that the Soviet 
Union was a greater threat to world peace 
than was Nazi Germany.

M artin Broszat, the forem ost German 
historian of Nazi Germany, criticizes his
torians and Jewish influence for not allow
ing a fuller treatment of German life dur
ing the Nazi years. He m aintains that 
important aspects of the regime that were 
not associated with mass murder are lost in 
histories that only see wartime Germany 
through the lens of Nazi crimes. By doing 
so, he argues, we ignore long-term trends 
in German history, some o f which were 
carried over to the post-w ar dem ocratic 
regime, and we unfairly taint most G er

mans who were not aware of Nazi geno
cide.

It is to LaC apra’s credit that, despite 
what might be seen as relativizing tenden
cies inherent in deconstructionism, he is 
very critical o f all these rev ision ist 
attempts to rescue German pride and mem
ory. To LaCapra, all these attempts at revi
sionism are examples of transference and 
“acting out.” Unable to cope with the guilt 
of Nazi crimes, these historians and many 
ordinary Germans mask, repress, or rein
terp re t the ir h istory . Instead , LaC apra 
argues that G erm ans need to “work 
th rough” the ir past by critica lly  con
fronting it. They can only do so if  they 
acknowledge the personal and social inter
ests that are presently being served by the 
relativization of Nazi genocide.

But LaCapra does not suggest that there 
is some true past that these historians are 
not acknowledging, or that these historians 
were insufficiently “scientific.” Different 
readings of the past, even this past, are still 
possible. It is just that the motivations of 
these “readers” are suspect and need to be 
carefully  deconstructed  along with the 
“binary” language used to describe the 
H olocaust. Is the H olocaust unique or 
com parable? LaC apra recognizes its 
unprecedented features— the attem pt to 
exterm inate an entire people by a well- 
organized bureaucratic state machine—but 
he argues that insistence on uniqueness 
ultimately leads to silence. How can one 
com m unicate the incom prehensib le? 
Whose interests are served by this insis
tence on uniqueness? For LaC apra, the 
Holocaust is both unique and comparable. 
Indeed, com parison to other human bar
barism s is essen tia l in order to convey 
Auschwitz. The question is how will com
parison be carried out or “coded” so that 
transference will not take place, so that 
Germans will not use their reading of his
tory for purposes o f  norm alization and 
positive identity.

S im ilarly , one m ust also  ask how 
“uniqueness” will be coded? Will Jews use 
the uniqueness of the Holocaust for their 
own “symbolic capital,” their own inter
ests? If overemphasized, LaCapra argues, 
the argum ent for uniqueness leads to a 
sense of guilt that will make it more diffi
cult for Germans to confront their past crit
ically. LaCapra suggests that “w orking 
through” Nazi genocide requires everyone 
to begin by “mourning” the dead and the 
past. Only then can critical engagement 
with the past and the present begin.

In his chapter on Amo Mayer’s Why Did 
the H eavens N ot D arken?: The “Final 
Solution ” in History, LaCapra critiques a 
different kind of “acting out,” this time by 
a w ell-respected  Am erican historian of 
Europe. M ayer was born and raised  in 
Luxem bourg until his m id-teens by his 
assim ilated Jewish parents. At that time 
his anti-fascist, left-leaning, but also Zion
ist father decided that the warlike tempera
ment and antisemitism of the neighboring 
Nazi regime made it too dangerous to stay 
in Europe. Mayer’s maternal grandparents 
were less fortunate. Both were transported 
to Thereisenstadt during the war, and only 
his grandmother survived. After the war, 
M ayer served with American troops and 
interrogated suspected Nazi war criminals. 
LaCapra suggests that this personal back
ground provided by Mayer in the preface 
to his book is a d isingenuous e ffo rt to 
establish his Jewish and Holocaust creden
tials in order to disarm  criticism  o f his 
interpretation of the Final Solution. Mayer 
views the Final Solution within the context 
o f B olshevism  and the enm ity betw een 
Germany and Russia. Instead of compar
ing Soviet and Nazi crim es, how ever, 
Mayer “reads” the Final Solution as part of 
a narrative in which the primary enemies 
of Nazi Germany were Bolshevism and the 
Soviet Union. To M ayer, the Holocaust 
only developed gradually within the con
text of the Nazi decision to destroy Bol

shevism. He thereby rejects the “intention- 
alist” view of the Holocaust, which argues 
that Hitler, early on, was determined to kill 
all the Jews o f Europe and that the war 
should be seen largely within the context 
of this intent.

Noting M ayer’s contextualization of the 
Holocaust as part of the Nazi determina
tion to destroy Bolshevism, LaCapra criti
cizes him for not similarly contextualizing 
his present ideological aversion to the way 
many Jews have made use o f the Holo
caust to gain sym pathy for the state of 
Israel. According to LaCapra, by viewing 
the Final Solution as essentially part of a 
bureaucratic, instrumental rationality char
acteristic o f modem Western civilization, 
M ayer has m inim ized its an ti-Jew ish  
intent. Further, by not “dialoguing” with 
his own ideological ambivalence toward 
Zionism, Mayer has written a tendentious 
narrative that “acts out” rather than “works 
through.”

Once again, LaCapra points to the use of 
a “binary opposition” that needs to be 
deconstructed . This one d istinguishes 
between “intentionalist” and “functional
ist” interpretations of the Final Solution. 
The latter argues that the killing o f Jews 
developed gradually within the context of 
the war and was perpetrated, not by evil 
men who hated Jews, but by banal bureau
crats seeking to rationally solve practical 
problem s— that is, w hat to do w ith all 
those Jews. LaCapra rejects this binary 
opposition as serving a variety of ideolog
ical purposes for those on both sides of the 
controversy and calls instead for a narra
tive using both prisms. In one of the few 
places where he actually develops his own 
perspective on the Final Solution, LaCapra 
offers a fascinating analysis of the “sacrifi
cial” and “sublime” elements in Nazi ide
ology. To LaCapra, the Jews were quite 
literally scapegoats in a sacrificial orgy 
that would redeem Germany from anomie 
and Western materialism and in their place 
rebuild the spiritual community that had 
been lost in the modern, secular world. 
Thus Nazi ideology, though not just Nazi 
antisem itism , is essential to explain the 
Final Solution.

Despite LaC apra’s fascinating reflec
tions on postm odern ist theory and its 
application  to the H olocaust, I retain  a 
worried skepticism. For, in the end, how
ever insightful LaCapra is when he cri
tiques relativizers and historicizers of the 
Holocaust, I fear that postmodernist theory 
will only add to these tendencies. I still 
have an empty, uncomfortable feeling of 
no center and no possibility of one. That is, 
though som e h isto rica l narratives may 
exhibit greater self-awareness than others, 
and therefore have less reason to mask, 
repress, or distort, we are still left with lit
tle confidence that we will come closer to 
what happened and why it happened.

I f  un in ten tionally , LaC apra h im self 
reinforces these reservations about decon
structionism  in his essays on two of its 
greatest figures, Paul de Man and Martin 
Heidegger. In recent years, both de Man 
and H eidegger were discovered to have 
been Nazi sympathizers. As a young jour
nalist in Belgium during the war, de Man 
wrote blatantly  an ti-Sem itic co llabora
tionist propaganda, in which he spoke of 
the polluting effects o f Jewish writings on 
W estern culture. M artin Heidegger was 
already a m ature un iversity  professor 
when the Nazis came to power. It was once 
thought that he only briefly flirted with the 
Nazis and that, in any event, his writings 
w ere not com prom ised by his actions. 
Recent studies, however, have revealed 
Heidegger’s publicly stated, deep-seated 
intellectual commitment to Nazi ideology. 
Though an ti-S em itism  did  not play an 
im portant role in H eidegger’s views, as 
rector of an important German university, 
Heidegger oversaw the dismissal of Jewish 
colleagues. Worse, after the war neither de 
Man nor Heidegger ever acknowledged or

apologized for their pro-Nazi activities.
L aC apra’s essays focus less on the 

“crim es” o f these men than on recent 
efforts by some of postmodernism’s lead
ing lights to rationalize, relativize, and 
excuse Heidegger’s and de Man’s actions 
during the war and the ir subsequent 
silence. To his credit, LaCapra will have 
none of his colleagues’ attempts to defend 
de Man and Heidegger, though he does try 
to rescue the value of their general work. 
But after reading LaCapra’s account of the 
in te llec tual gam es (read, d ishonesty) 
played by the stars o f postm odernism , 
including and especially Jacques Derrida, 
one cannot help but lose any confidence in 
deconstructionist intellectuals. My own 
reaction, perhaps unfair, was that if the 
leading thinkers o f postm odernism  can 
misuse their own theories in such egre
gious ways, how can we otherwise take 
their views seriously?

It is true that some facile commentators 
too readily impugned postmodernist theo
ry along with the reputations of two of its 
most im portant theorists. However, the 
guardians o f postm odernism  chose not 
only to defend the broad philosophy but 
also H eidegger’s and de M an’s wartime 
actions and w ords, and the ir post-w ar 
silence as well. O f course, they did so 
using their deconstructionist intellectual 
tools. They deconstructed the motivation 
of their critics; they made out their heroes 
to be the victims; they relativized, contex
tualized, and reread writings that are trans
parently anti-Semitic and pro-Nazi; they 
argued that in our world

it is no  longer possib le  to  d istingu ish  

between heroes and knaves, regeneration 

and destruction, deliverance and entangle

ment, speeches and acts, h isto ry  and 

faith,...justice and totalitarianism, u tm ost 

barbarism, and utmost civilized refinement.

This last quote is from de Man and is used 
by one of his defenders, Shoshana Felman, 
to explain de M an’s silence. To me, it is 
particularly upsetting that Jewish intellec
tuals like Derrida and Felman can peddle 
such an extreme relativism that appears to 
reject any distinction between perpetrator 
and victim, good and evil. Is this the kind 
o f analytical framework that will better 
help us to understand the Holocaust?

It is true that LaCapra criticizes these 
defenses as being examples of transfer
ence, of “acting out” rather than “working 
through.” Of course, by doing so, he hopes 
to rescue the thought of de Man and Hei
degger from their defenders. But after wit
nessing the use of postmodern theory to 
excuse perpetrators, albeit minor ones, this 
reader wonders whether anyone other than 
LaCapra can carry out dialogic engage
ment of present concerns with the past and 
not end up “acting out” instead of “work
ing th rough .” LaC apra h im self only 
escapes suspicion because he had the good 
sense, if  not the in tellectual rigor, to 
restrain himself from applying his decon
struction of “binary opposites” to the most 
fundam ental binary opposition  o f the 
Holocaust—that between perpetrator and 
victim.

Auschwitz may indeed have been anoth
er planet, but I prefer a conventional, com
m on-sense historical methodology that, 
while recognizing the subjectivity of the 
historian and the multiplicity of potential 
stories in the past, still assumes that some 
narratives better reflect what occurred than 
others. These plodding practices and imag
inative reconstructions by fair-m inded, 
self-critical historians (armed with some 
of the insights of deconstructionism) will 
best help us to understand the Holocaust. 
In the end, I prefer good research and writ
ing to fascinating theory.

Sanford Gutman is a professor o f Mod
ern European and Modern Jewish History 
at SUNY Cortland.
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Mark Shechner

Those who pay heed to Jewish politics 
in America are bound to observe that in 
recent years some old, customary balances 
have been overturned. The visible indica
tor of that is the fractiousness o f the 
polem ics that have broken out into the 
open in local and national forums and in 
those publications devoted to Jew ish 
affairs. Any illusion that the Jewish com
munity lines up behind “Jewish leaders” or 
speaks with one voice— an illusion that 
could only be sustained from the outside 
and with extreme naivet6— has surely been 
shattered. It is a truism  that the Jewish 
community speaks with a thousand voices 
and is disunited about the major issues: 
from the meaning and legacy of Talmud 
and Torah to the essence of Jewish identi
ty, the lingering  pow er, if  any, o f the 
prophetic/m illenarian  tradition that led 
Jews into Left causes and organizations 
generations earlier, the role of women in 
Judaism’s patriarchal tradition, gay rights 
and family values, Zionism, the PLO, the 
Golan Heights, Israel’s policy toward its 
neighbors and administration of its occu
pied territories, and dozens of other mat
ters.

No single agenda governs these debates, 
nor is any single belief or person central to 
them. They break out wherever there is a 
congregation, a salon, a conference, a jour
nal, a dinner party, a seder. However, the 
one individual most responsible for draw
ing them into the national lim elight and 
keeping the pot stirred has been Michael 
Lerner, founder and editor of Tikkun Mag
azine, which has become a homeroom for 
dissident voices and a testing ground for 
dissenting views seeking to become poli
cies. By opening its pages to voices that 
previously had only regional or affinity- 
group audiences, Tikkun has provided a 
forum for feminist, gay, Peace Now, and 
anti-militarist programs, along with voices 
calling for a religious revival and a major 
overhaul of Jewish identity and the Jewish 
role in American society and world poli
tics.

Tikkun's center of gravity is unquestion
ably Left, certainly in relation to maga
zines like C om m entary  and The New  
Republic that have long labored to mobi
lize Jewish opinion on matters o f social 
policy and political sentiment. But it is an 
open-ended and pluralistic Leftism  that 
sponsors d iverse  voices and looks for 
answers in dialogue rather than in doc
trine. This may account fo r a certain  
untidiness in the Tikkun format, a cluttered 
table o f contents that looks more like a 
roundup of disjecta membra than an agen
da. Tikkun is also decidedly non-Left in 
one crucial aspect that sets it apart from 
the main axis o f L eftis t thought since 
Marx: it is avowedly religious. It simmers 
revolutionary social messages in one pot 
with Biblical interpretations and calls to 
ritual (“social change m ovem ents need 
Shabat”), in a m anner that superficially 
resembles American revivalist evangelism 
and Israeli fundamentalism, except that it 
elevates disputation about Biblical text— 
D ivrai Torah— over d iv ine revelation , 
favoring a brand of Biblical humanism that 
insists on the primacy of interpretation and 
commentary as guides to God’s will.

Lerner’s new book, Jewish Renewal, is 
his distillation of the Tikkun agenda, and 
while it runs to 480 polemical pages, rang
ing from the limpid to the turgid, it can be 
sum m arized in a few key propositions, 
even slogans, such as Lerner’s own “Poli
tics of M eaning.” Lerner quotes H illel’s 
response when asked to teach the Torah 
while standing on one foot: “Do not do to 
others that which is hateful to yourself. All

Biblical Humanism
the rest is com m entary. Now, go and 
study.” Lerner would claim  that for his 
basic agenda.

Lemer takes aim at the modem Rabbinic 
tradition and the inherited Judaism of his 
generation, which he regards as “frozen.” 
“What was handed on to us had been so 
bashed up and misshapen as to feel spiritu
ally and emotionally dead.” What modern 
Rabbinic Judaism, in all its sectarian vari
ants, failed to provide has been a personal 
sense of mission, a moral vision of human 
possibility, and a “metaphysics of healing 
and transform ation”— tikkun in Hebrew. 
The watchword of Lerner’s magazine is 
tikkun olam, “the healing of the world.” 
Judaism, he charges, has surrendered its 
ancient capacity for transcendence in favor 
of compliant accommodation to the world 
as it is, neglecting visions of the world as it 
ought to be. As such, it offers a life of 
duties and observances devoid of either a 
social vision or a moral inspiration that can 
engage the affections and imaginations of 
Jews. Judaism has made peace with the life 
o f self-serving greed and turned its back 
on caring and communitarian ethics, while 
as a religion it has become scholastic, rou- 
tin ized , and adm onitory. Indeed, in its 
extreme manifestations, as in Israeli settler 
politics, it embraces the world of pain and 
cruelty, not only as a necessity but as a 
mandate.

Lerner’s program is to redeem Jewish 
politics through a renewal of Abraham’s 
covenant, recognizing humans as partners 
with God in the process of repair and find
ing in Torah, if properly read, the clues to 
remaking the world along moral lines, as a 
just and decent place. At very best, this is a 
risky venture, easily confused with charis
matic fundam entalism , and Lerner is at 
pains to clarify the distinction between his 
revivalism and theirs, by insisting on the 
dialogic character of the Bible. According 
to Lerner— and he is traditional on this 
point— the great Biblical and legal tracts 
require constan t re-in terp reta tion  to 
remain guides to living. They are not reve
lation; readers and in terp reters o f the 
Torah and Talmud share responsibility for 
extracting from them visions of a moral 
and sanctified life. This is made necessary 
by the tex ts’ own inner dialogues; they 
contain within them a plurality of contra
dictory voices, some of which can be taken 
for God’s voice, others of which are false 
prophecies and other accretions of human 
fallibility. According to Lemer,

Judaism isn’t som e timeless single essence 

that got distorted. Rather, it’s an entire civi

lization deve lop ing th rough  h istory, and 

within it are contradictory trends and many 

possible readings of its texts and traditions.

It is up to those who are in search of reve
lation and guidance to distinguish the true 
voice of God from the “voice of pain and 
cruelty  m asquerading as the voice of 
God.”

That Lemer’s version of Jewish renewal 
possesses a core of value that is at once 
doctrinally  unstab le and eth ically  
monothematic is a dilemma, though not 
necessarily a crippling one. That is, citing 
Hillel’s injunction as an unwavering moral 
compass, while claiming a “fallible Torah” 
and m illennia of misreading for the his
toric guides to its application, also requires 
a moral and visionary community that is 
rooted in textual study but committed to 
self-criticism and self-correction. There is 
nothing particu larly  novel about this 
v ision , w hich calls to mind H arold 
Bloom’s concept of “wandering meaning” 
as a fundam ental property of Torah and 
Talmud as guides to Jewish life. The novel 
and breathtaking leap taken by Lemer and 
his movement has been to import an ethi
cal mandate and practices of continuing 
interpretation from the Jewish study house 
into American and Middle Eastern politi
cal battlefields and insist upon them as

keys to renewal. The novelty of this claim 
has scarcely worn off, and it is hardly sur
prising that Lemer finds himself the object 
o f vehement denunciation from so many 
sectors of the political establishment for 
whom his combination of personal insis- 
tence-h is  c/twfzpa-prophetic obduracy, 
eco-egalitarianism, and insistence that all 
po litics be eth ically  based are hard to 
assim ilate, and indeed Lerner’s renewal 
movement may be unassimilable to “nor
mal” liberalism.

Yet there is every reason to think that 
Lem er’s challenge to normal liberalism— 
whatever exactly that bedraggled ideology 
is just now— is precisely what is needed if 
liberalism of any sort is to have a chance at 
revival. L em er’s injunction that liberal 
po litics be driven by v igorous m oral 
imperatives that are sanctioned by God’s 
word is not likely to make a deep impres
sion on liberalism itself, which is fated to 
remain obstinately secular and utilitarian 
for the foreseeable future. But that is not to 
say that Lerner’s effort to reform it on a 
Biblical/prophetic base will not draw its 
share of fellow travelers, who will wel
come the invitation to stand shoulder to 
shoulder with the divinely authorized so 
long as they are facing the same enemy. 
For a short w hile, even the C lintons 
p itched the ir tents in L ern er’s camp, 
though clearly that was only a pit stop. 
What may be of greatest use to liberalism, 
however, is the demonstration that the rad
ical Right and other absolutist movements 
in A m erica have no corner on B iblical 
authorization, and that one can cite scrip
ture and still lobby for a reduced defense 
budget, rally around the First Amendment 
and Roe v. Wade, be a feminist, approve 
the gay sexual option, be green on envi
ronm ental issues, stand for Palestinian 
self-rule, and picket against Louis Far- 
rakhan, as Lemer himself did this summer 
in protest against the latter’s inclusion in 
the A frican-Am erican political summit. 
Clearly, the moral authority of the Bible 
has been too casually ceded to political 
cu ltu res— in A m erica, Israel, and the 
Islamic world—that wield it in defense of 
ruling elite  self-enrichm ent, repressive 
social policies, terrorist politics, and old- 
fashioned power grabs. The time is ripe for 
someone to step forward and insist that the 
Bible can be read as a force for Enlighten
ment values.

The principle of the fallible Torah that 
dem ands in terpretation  is what d is tin 
guishes a flexible vision from cult think
ing, and a teacher from a gum. It makes the 
Bible a renewable resource and is capable 
o f a ttracting  supporters who need not 
agree on doctrinal matters in order to share 
broad principles. That has made the Tikkun 
m ovem ent a ra lly ing  point for Jew ish 
social consciousness and given it a 
promise of stability and longevity that per
sonality cults can’t sustain. As for Jewish
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Renewal itself, it has the strengths and lia
bilities of sweeping moral visions every
where, b lending stirring  proposals for 
sanctified living with historical claims, 
political assertions, and Biblical interpre
tations that range from the self-evident to 
the dubious to the outrageous. One has to 
protest the claim that secular Jewishness 
(as opposed to Judaism) is morally d is
armed before “the materialism and indi
vidualism  of capitalist societies.” That 
wipes out a great deal of Jewish history, 
including some o f its m ore im portant 
reformist/radical chapters. Similarly, the 
claim , often repeated, that Judaism  is 
unique in tying mystical experience to an~ 
ethical and political awareness presumes a 
Jewish exceptionalism for which virtually 
every m ajor system  o f relig ious faith 
stands as a refutation, including the “guru 
traditions [which] exhibit a certain passiv
ity,” which Lemer rather disdains. (Fearful 
that his movement will be dism issed as 
just another New Age healing fad, Lemer 
is constantly arguing the differences.) On 
the contrary, the mystical/ethical fusion is 
a standard feature of most religious sys
tems, with the possible exception of Japan
ese Shinto, which offers a pantheon of 
divinities and a narrative of origins with
out a code of conduct. But then the Japan
ese have little need of Shinto for ethical 
guidance, w hich they absorb in strong 
doses from the Confucian system, Bud
dhism, and Christianity. Understandably, 
visionaries are usually too busy to sweat*** 
the details, and Jewish Renewal has all the 
frayed edges of an unfinished vision. But 
then, it was not written as a guide to faith 
but as an invitation to commitment and 
community, all the rest being commentary.

M ark Shechner is a w riter living in 
Buffalo.
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The Hands of Henry Moore
continued, from page 1

proceeded to a small building, one of a half 
dozen on the Moore estate. Our guide, who 
did not give his name at first, showed us into 
a small, nondescript outbuilding.The work
shop was dirty and disorganized with scraps 
of plaster on the floor, tools scattered all 
around, and what looked like several hundred 
small lumps of plaster or plasticine in the 
shapes of bones and stones. In one comer was 
a huge skull of an elephant. At first glance, the 
place looked like a collection of archaeologi
cal artifacts. Our guide announced that this 
vas where Moore worked. The lumps of plas
ter were maquettes, small models that he 
would shape with his hands. Most of these 
were arranged on shelves around the room 
and looked like a Louise Nevelson wall of 
box sculptures made of found objects. The 
room appeared as if Moore had used it just 
yesterday, with many projects in progress. In 
fact, nothing had been disturbed since 
Moore’s death; the room was frozen in time.

Curious about the process Moore 
employed to create his sculptures, I asked 
how the larger models were made from the 
hand-size maquettes. “That was the job of the 
assistants,” responded our guide. “We took 
these small figures of Moore’s and enlarged 
them, first to 1/5 scale, then to full scale 
which sometimes was over ten feet high.” I 
noticed the absence of a pointing machine, 
the device used by classical sculptors to 
enlarge small models into full-scale replicas. 
Moore had been one of a new breed of sculp
tors who embraced direct carving, cutting a 
work from an image in one’s head, or from a 
few rough sketches. “For the first enlarge
ment, we used our judgm ent,” M uller 
explained, “sometimes with Moore’s guid
ance. In subsequent enlargements, we made 
templates of some of the critical cross-sec
tions.” It was the assistant’s “eye” that first 
scaled up Moore’s miniatures into monumen
tal forms, often deciding on the initial surface 
texture as well. Moore would, from time to 
time, change things, we were told. But the 
impression we got was that most of the thou
sands of decisions a sculptor makes in the 
course of creating a finished work were left to 
his assistants in the final years of his career. 
Someone wanted to know if Moore used any 
live models, since many of his sculptures 
were based on the female form. Muller said 
he did not know of any during his time with 
Moore. “Were there suspicions of a mysteri
ous neighbor, like Helga who posed in secret 
for Wyeth, the American painter?” I asked. 
But our guide shrugged off the question.

M uller did not actually conduct a tour. 
Often, he simply opened a door and indicated 
that we could look around. He was somewhat 
taciturn until someone asked a probing ques
tion, and then a rush of words and recollec

tions would emerge. As we walked from one 
building to another, his remarks seemed 
tinged with anger, regret, and resignation. We 
were left with little doubt that, in the last 
years, Muller had been the hands of Henry 
Moore and perhaps even more. Our group 
began to wonder: where did Moore’s work 
end and that of his assistants begin? In sci
ence, we acknowledge group efforts, though 
not always fairly. But in art, one rarely sees a 
multi-artist work, acknowledged as such, in 
museums or art galleries. The prevailing con
vention is that each work is made “by the 
hand of the artist.”

A DIGRESSION
Artistic authenticity is not a new issue, 

especially in sculpture. Many classical sculp
tors would create their work in clay or plaster 
and leave the task of carving the piece in 
stone to stonecutters who were not assumed 
to have contributed any “value added” to the 
piece. However, in many cases the “cutter” 
was also an artist or sculptor. For example, 
Bourdelle did some carving for Rodin, who, 
like Moore, expected his assistants to work 
from a rough maquette. Camille Claudel also 
executed hands and other parts of the figure 
for Rodin.

Then there is the almost scandalous case of 
Renoir’s sculptures. An art dealer developed 
a scheme to produce sculpture by Renoir, 
whose hands at the time were already crip
pled by age. Under Renoir’s supervision, a 
23-year-old Spanish sculptor, named Richard 
Guido, was hired to create figurative pieces 
based on Renoir’s earlier paintings. The mas
ter never touched the clay except to sign his 
name.

In the 1970s, Princeton University wanted 
an outdoor sculpture by Picasso. Carl Nesjar, 
a Norwegian sculptor, was hired to construct 
a 4.9-meter-high concrete version of a 12- 
inch abstract head, created by Picasso out of 
folded sheet metal in 1962. The master’s only 
input was a signature on a photograph of a 
mockup of the sculpture. He never visited 
Princeton to see it. However, the university 
catalog does credit Nesjar with the execution 
of the piece.

Another recent example is that of Calder’s 
large mobile in the new wing of the National 
Gallery in Washington, commissioned by the 
museum at the end of his career. Calder creat
ed a small maquette which was then enlarged 
by a French company of his choosing. But the 
museum director and the'architect I.M. Pei 
did not like the full-scale rendering which had 
lost the delicate quality of the small model. 
They scrapped Calder’s supervised construc
tion and hired Paul M atisse, an 
engineer/sculptor, to redesign and supervise 
the construction, using materials entirely dif
ferent from those Calder had originally cho
sen. Calder never saw the final work.

HIDDEN TREASURES
Returning to Perry Green, our guide 

showed us into a large, well-lit studio with a 
skylight and a high ceiling. This fit the image 
of a world-class sculptor. To our surprise, 
though, Muller said that Moore did not work 
here, preferring the smaller studio. This was 
where the assistants, like himself, worked to 
scale up Moore’s smaller models to larger 
forms to be sent to the foundry or a stone
carving studio in Italy. Some of the pieces

were made of wire mesh with a plaster shell. 
Others were made of styrofoam, which was 
sometimes cut into horizontal slices so that 
the cross-section could be enlarged even fur
ther at the foundry.

From this skylit studio, the group was led 
to a dark storage-like building which con
tained about a dozen works, including ones in 
Roman travestine marble and two elmwood 
pieces. Our guide said that the stoneworks 
were done in Italy by Italian stonecutters, or 
scarpulini. In fact, Henry Moore owned a 
house in the Auane Alps near Pietrasanta, 
west of Florence, where the quarries have 
been worked since the time of Caesar. 
Michelangelo had also gone there for the 
beautiful Carrara marble. Since that time, 
artists have traveled to this part of Italy to 
choose the right stone for their work, which 
they would either carve themselves, or have 
the local artisans do most of the work.

As our group entered the poorly lit studio, I 
spotted a large, beautifully carved elmwood 
reclining woman. I recognized this work from 
one of the books I had read on Moore’s wood 
sculpture. The figure had been carved over a 
period of several years. Some of the pictures 
in the book show Moore, in 1978, with a big 
mallet and gouge, carving a large piece of 
elmwood. Another picture shows him helping 
his two assistants move the finished piece 
onto a forklift pallet. I asked our guide who 
had actually carved this piece. He said he and 
his partner had done all of the work, based on 
a small maquette, about 8 inches long.

THE GUIDE’S STORY
By this time, the members of our tour 

group could no longer restrain their curiosity 
about our guide. Further questioning revealed 
that he had been bom in Alsace, France, near 
Strasbourg. This explained his Germanic fea
tures and his fluent French. He had studied at 
St. Martin Art School in London. After fin
ishing his studies, he worked as a cartoonist 
and with a film company. We asked how he 
had come to work for Moore. “On a whim,” 
he replied. He was bored with his work and 
decided to visit M oore’s studio at Perry 
Green, just as we had come as tourists. 
Although Muller said he was not looking for 
a job, Moore offered him one, right then and 
there. Muller said he was surprised and flat
tered, since hundreds of young sculptors had 
asked to apprentice with the master, who was 
then 72. Little did he think he would stay on 
for 16 years.

I later suspected that M oore’s offer to

Muller may not have been accidental. One of 
Moore’s previous assistants, Anthony Caro, 
the modern British sculptor known for his 
large welded-steel abstract sculpture often 
seen in public urban spaces, had been affiliat
ed with the St. Martin Art School. I wondered 
whether he knew M uller and had recom
mended him to Moore, but Muller did not 
say.

Someone asked if Muller had produced any 
of his own art or sculpture during his time

with Moore or after his death. “No!” replied 
Muller, rather tersely. Sensing an opening 
into the mind of our guide, the group began to 
probe: “What was it like to work for Moore?” 
Muller said that Moore paid just enough to 
keep the staff working hard, but not so much 
that they would take him for granted. When 
Muller joined Moore in 1970, there were six 
assistants, and when Moore died, there were 
two. Later, I discovered in a 1987 biography 
by Roger Berthoud, a British journalist who 
had interviewed Moore in the year before his 
death, that Moore was indeed niggardly with 
respect to his staffs wages. This is strange, 
since in his later years he was a millionaire. 
Nevertheless, Muller maintained that, in gen
eral, Moore was good to work for. He had a 
shrewd business sense and was especially 
able to sell his ideas and work to architects, 
from whose clients he could get a substantial 
sum for his large outdoor sculptures. Muller 
found architects arrogant and self-centered, 
but, he added, Moore was tough with them if 
they tried to change the scale of his works. 
Moore always held firm to his ideas.

I asked Muller if he planned to write his 
memoirs, as Moore’s last assistant. “No,” he 
replied, “sixteen years with Moore was 
enough! The public is not ready to know the 
real Henry Moore.” “Isn’t that all the more 
reason to write your story?” came the ques
tion. Muller replied that the public would not 
understand, and would say that he was 
ungrateful for the opportunity to work with 
such a famous man. “But you were his hands 
in the last years,” I interjected. M uller’s 
answer was that, without Moore’s fame and 
talent, his hands would not have created these 
works of art.

POLITICS IN THE ART WORLD
The threatening clouds had lightened up a 

bit as we went out to the lawns and meadows, 
where large trees served as a backdrop to 
M oore’s sculptures. There was a bronze 
reclining mother and child and an enormous 
three-part set of bronze bone-shaped pieces 
cast in 1973, which I recognized as a dupli
cate of the piece in front of the baroque Karl- 
skirche church in Vienna. Muller explained 
that Moore always took care to negotiate con
tracts with his clients whereby he would get a 
copy of each casting for his own estate. This 
deal eventually made his foundation very 
wealthy. The Henry Moore Foundation is 
presently valued at over 100 million British 
pounds, comprising over 600 sculptures and 
10,000 drawings and prints.

Francis C. Moon
Bronze reclining mother and child, Henry Moore Estate, Perry Green, England.
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Mary Moore, the sculptor’s only child, still 
owns the farmhouse her parents had lived in 
on the estate. She has been at odds with the 
foundation’s desire to build two large build
ings on the site to display Moore’s vast collec
tion, as well as plans to build a new road to the 
tiny village of Perry Green to bring in the 
tourists. Muller was clearly an ally of Mary 
Moore. Herself an artist, she and Muller want 
to keep the property as it was when Moore 
was alive to preserve a sense of the ambiance 
in which the great artist worked.

Muller told us that architects and museum 
designers hired by the foundation wanted to 
clean up the studios and put up displays for 
future visitors. He argued that to organize the 
chaos of an artist’s studio would destroy the 
very thing people wanted to see. If people just 
wanted to see Moore’s sculpture they could 
go to the Tate Gallery in London, he said. His 
fury at these plans and his emotional disagree
ment with the foundation was clearly visible 
in his face and in the sound of his voice. Mary 
Moore has brought suit against the founda
tion, which, ironically, she had helped to set 
up. This was more than a tempest in a teapot, 
since the foundation has become a major 
benefactor in the British art world, dispersing 
millions of dollars in grants each year.

The group wandered over to a fenced field 
used for grazing sheep. On a hill overlooking 
the field sat a large bronze couple, appearing 
to reign over the pastoral setting. Below, in 
the sheep meadow, was a large sculpture that 
had caused the foundation some consterna
tion. The sheep had taken a liking to the piece 
and had rubbed off the patina by scatching 
their butts on its sides. After we had all posed 
for photos next to our favorite sculptures, 
Muller seemed ready to say goodbye. We all 
thanked him for a most personal tour of 
Moore’s studios. He bid farewell with a look 
that suggested he had perhaps said too much.

EPILOGUE
During my last few days at the scientific 

conference in London, I kept crossing 
Moore’s tracks. At the Tate Gallery, I visited 
a room full of Moore’s work. The setting now 
seemed sterile compared to Perry Green. 
Before my flight home, I took another stroll 
through the British Museum, where, seventy 
years earlier, the young Henry Moore was 
inspired by the monumental sculptures of 
Egypt and the ancient art of the Americas. 
Some say his reclining women were influ
enced by the famous Mayan chacmool at 
Chichen Itza. Even in one of London’s famed 
bookstores, Zwemmers, where I found a biog
raphy of Moore, I learned that Anton Zwem- 
mer had been an early patron of Moore’s in 
the 1930s.

In the weeks following my return home, on 
a business trip through Buffalo, I stopped at 
the Albright-Knox Museum to see one of 
Moore’s early elmwood carvings, an eight- 
foot tall, cocoon-like shell sim ilar to the 
womb-like bronze I had seen in Perry Green. 
It was likely that Moore had carved this piece 
with his own hands before he used assistants. 
The Albright-Knox was an early collector of 
Moore’s work before he became famous in 
England. On a trip to Boston, I found a bronze 
Moore sculpture in Harvard yard. Weeks 
later, in Washington, there was the large eigh
teen-foot, two-piece “Knife-Edge” sculpture, 
chosen in 1978 by I.M. Pei for the entrance to 
the East Wing of the National Gallery. No 
doubt Muller had worked on this piece.

Late that summer of 1993,1 finished my 
own carving of a reclining woman out of a 40- 
year-old oak log felled to make room for the 
construction of a new laboratory at Cornell. I 
called it “Thinking Woman.” It had taken me 
nearly ten months to carve with my own 
hands. Rubbing the wood with Danish oil, I 
felt the thousands of gouge marks, and I 
thought of Michael Muller.

Francis C. Moon is a professor o f Mechan
ical and Aerospace Engineering at Cornell 
University and an amateur sculptor.

* *

Keeping the Feminist Faith
Reasonable Crea tu res: Essays on 
Women and Feminism
K atha Pollitt 
K nopf, 186 pages, $22

Judith  Van Allen
Katha Pollitt’s'essays make particular

ly good read ing  in a bad week. I read 
them  rig h t a fte r the  e lec tio n , but any 
recen t w eek w ill do. Each essay  is a 
bright point o f wit and courageous sanity, 
a welcome antidote to the blitz of news
paper stories about how the New Right is 
going to make savaging-of-the-poor-by- 
th e -rich  and you-n am e-it-b ash in g  
respectable again, and not ju s t through 
prayer.

These nineteen essays appeared in The 
Nation, The New Yorker, and The New  
York Times from 1986 through 1993, but 
m ost are from The Nation  in the 1990s. 
Pollitt is a journalist, a critic, a poet (win
ner o f  a N ational B ook C ritics  C irc le  
Award for her first book of poems), a col
lege teacher of literature and writing, a 
New Y orker, a m o ther (m arried  and 
divorced), and, best of all, a good, gutsy, 
cu t-th rough-the-cant, get-to -the-poin t, 
and say-it-out-loud writer.

H er w riting  is thoroughly  unpre ten
tious, often ironic, always graceful, as 
she brings her sharp feminist intelligence 
to bear on issues, events, and intellectual 
debates of concern to anyone who cares 
about gender: abortion , “fetal r ig h ts ,” 
maternal “surrogacy” contracts, “family 
v a lu e s ,” sex u a lity , b reast im plan ts, 
menopause, marriage, motherhood, rape, 
v io len t abuse o f  w om en and v io len t 
responses by women to abusers, “differ
ence,” affirmative action, and backlash.

Throughout these essays, Pollitt pays 
close attention to and often focuses on 
how the media shape issues and define 
“reality .” She is often at her best when 
she carefully dissects antifem inist argu
ments, piece by piece, leaving a trail of 
demolished myths behind her. Ah, if only 
New York Times reporters, not to mention 
K atie R oiphe and C hristine  Som m ers, 
had had to take Political Reporting and 
C om m entary 100A from  K atha P o llitt 
and found these comments in the margins 
of their C- papers!

A good deal of what Pollitt is doing in 
these  essays is unm asking— brisk ly  
pulling aside the ideological curtain that 
h ides the rea litie s  o f  pow er, w hether 
rooted in gender, race, class, or all o f the 
above. C ’mon, she says, look at what you 
really know— w hat’s all the nonsense?

On affirmative action:
Commenting on the argument against 

a ffirm a tiv e  ac tion  tha t “advancing  
women and minorities on the basis of sex 
and race damages their self-esteem,” Pol
litt  asks why it d o esn ’t dam age w hite 
m ale se lf-e steem  to live in a socie ty  
struc tu red  by cen tu ries o f  w hite m ale 
privilege. Raise your hands, those of you 
who believe we live in an actually exist
ing m eritocracy, instead of “a world in 
which we know perfectly well that Har
vard C ’s beat A ’s from  B rooklyn C ol
lege , in w hich fam ily  co n n ec tio n s ,... 
sycophancy, backstabbing and organiza
tional inertia carry the undeserving into 
top jobs every day of the w eek.” Not to 
mention into top offices in government.

On “surrogacy” contracts:
Pollitt dissects the legal and extra-legal 

argum en ts in tw o m atern ity  co n trac t 
cases, arguing that, w hether i t ’s a poor 
white woman impregnated through artifi
cial insemination, or a poor black woman 
im plan ted  w ith the fe rtilized  egg of a 
w hite couple, if  we deny their righ t to 
change their minds and keep their babies, 
w e’re just deciding that men are the real 
p aren ts  and w om en are ju s t  “po tting  
soil,” a legal position that bodes ill for all

mothers (and co-m others). And, ju st as 
d isastrously , P o lllitt points out, w e’re 
a llow ing  the com m odifica tion  o f all 
aspects of our lives, including human life 
itself: “It is hard fo r A m ericans to see 
why they shouldn’t have what they want 
if  they can pay for it,” but “buying and 
selling of people is a very good place to 
draw the line.”

On “family values” :
In 1992, Pollitt wrote that “Family val

ues and the cult of the nuclear family is, 
at bo ttom , ju s t  ano ther way to bash 
women, especially poor women. If only 
they would get married and stay married, 
society’s ills would vanish.” The moral- 
ism, the urge to control wayward women 
that was im plicit in conservative argu
ments then, is explicit in N ewtoid pro
nouncements now, and has crept into the 
thinking o f many otherwise w ell-inten
tioned people who ought to know better.

Pollitt argues that real people in real 
families are changing, and people—espe
cially female people— are making differ
ent cho ices because they have m ore 
options than they used to have, despite 
the costs that often go with those options. 
V irg in ity  has lost its m arke t value, 
d ivorce  is the new norm , and sing le  
m otherhood has lost its stigm a— all to 
some people’s extrem e discom fort. But 
it’s not about societal decay, i t ’s about 
societal change: as Pollitt puts it, “why 
shouldn’t society adapt? Society is, after 
all, just us.”

I t ’s up to us to respond to teen preg
nancy either with moralism or with sex 
education and contraceptives, just as it’s 
up to us to respond to the poverty of sin
gle mothers and their children with prac
tical solutions that increase their incomes 
or with moral preachments and orphan
ages.

Here, as elsew here, P ollitt keeps the 
faith with the feminist vision that moved 
m any o f us to ac tion  25 years ago, a 
v ision  tha t m ade sexual lib era tio n  as 
im p o rtan t as econom ic equality  and 
political power, a vision that often seems 
all too fain t today, even to many fem i
nists.

In the course of analyzing particular 
issues, Pollitt provides a running com 
mentary on how our “free press” censors, 
shapes, stereotypes, silences, legitimates, 
delegitimates, renders visible or invisible 
w hat it c la im s to be “re p o rtin g .” She 
demolishes many of the myths of journal
ism , starting  w ith the idea o f balance, 
which leads to “endless, muddled, two- 
sides-to-every-question debates that, by 
ignoring as many facts as possible and by 
weighing all arguments equally, gives us 
that warm  A m erican feeling  that truth 
m ust lie som ew here in the m iddle.” In 
contrast to this method of finding truth by 
weighing all idiotic argum ents equally, 
Pollitt’s own method of analyzing issues 
and argum ents provides an in-process 
lesson (a tex t, fo r anyone looking for 
one) in sifting truth from fiction, sense 
from nonsense, reality from hype.

Po llitt’s style is irreverent, her touch 
light, but her essays convey many levels 
of understanding about politics and cul
ture in Am erican life. She understands 
the significance of issues as they play out 
within historically structured relations of 
class, gender, and racial domination and 
subordination. She understands how ide
ology m aintains and reproduces those 
relations, and works against the collec
tive consciousness needed to challenge 
those relations of domination. O f course, 
she would never use such language, but 
each one of these essays is a swift kick in 
the shins o f  c la ss /g en d er/rac ia l dom i
nance.

K atha P o llitt is one o f  a sm all (but 
g row ing?) num ber o f sh a rp -w itted , 
sharp -tongued  fem in is t co lu m n ists , 
includ ing  A nna Q uindlen  (and w ho’ll

replace her?) and Ellen Goodman in The 
New York Times, Deb Price for Gannett 
News Service, Barbara Ehrenreich wher
ever you can find  her, and, in the 
unabashedly Left press, M olly Ivins in 
The Progressive. Their presence is one of 
the real triumphs of the women’s move
m ent, a lthough the m edia s till have a 
long way to go before we achieve parity.

These are grow n-up women, w ho’ve 
been around, honey, but haven’t turned 
into b itter, cynical, m iddle-aging New 
L eftis ts . T h e ir co lum ns em body and 
exem plify the marching cry of the Sec
ond Wave: The personal is political. This 
fem in ist voice, w hich reflec ts  my life 
experiences, reflects my anger and buoys 
my spirits, makes the daily news bearable 
and sometimes even sweet. We do win a 
few, and a good zinger from  Po llitt or 
M olly Iv ins can turn my w hole day 
around.

The w eek a fte r  the e lec tion , The 
Nation  arrived with P o llitt’s comments 
on the Dem ocratic hope that “political 
cam paigns w ere going to becom es 
shootouts at Gender Gap that Democrats 
could w in,” because women tend to be 
more liberal than men, particu larly  on 
social issues, and there are more of them. 
But numbers alone don’t do it. It doesn’t 
matter how many women you add up, or 
how many people below the povery line 
or unemployed, or how many people of 
color: if they’re not mobilized into self- 
conscious voting blocs, you don’t haVtr- 
diddly. Looking at the voting statistics 
myself, it became painfully plain that that 
female majority for Democrats was made 
up of white women who voted only 45% 
for Democrats (for Congress) and black 
women who voted 90% for Dem ocrats, 
What does that say about class, race, and 
the idea that women are a voting bloc?

I could get my own figures from  The 
New York Times, but from Pollitt I got the 
comments that brought the smile and the 
laugh that helps me keep on keepin’ on:

For a while, indeed, w om en ’s pro-choice  

pass ion  w as go ing  to  be anothe r factor 

smuggling liberals into office— rem em ber 

that? Bu t R epub lican s a re n ’t stupid: 

They’ve figured out how  to neutralize the 

abortion issue— just say you ’re pro-choice 

even if you 're  not, like G eorge  Pataki, o r  

campaign with you r pro-choice mom, like 

G e o rge  W . Bush  [“the Sh rub ,” as Ivens 

w ou ld  say]. Repub licans, too , can run 

w om en  cand idates and m en w h o  d o n ’t 

scratch their crotches in public.

The w eek could  have been w orse. 
There might not have been a Katha Pollitt 
column.

Judith Van Allen is a writer and polit
ical activist who lives in Ithaca.

Life Before Birth
and

A Time To Be Born
Peter W. Nathanlelsz, M.D., Ph.D.

Discover the fascinating wonders o f our 
prenatal origins, and the challenges 

o f Independent life.
Promethean Press ISBN: 0-916859-35-X 
Available from a bookstore near you.
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Postmodern Paralysis
continued, from page 7

pany it as legitim ate antithesis up to its 
blessed end.” But any discussion of the 
lim itations o f Jam eson’s analysis must 
also acknowledge its complexity. In The 
Seeds o f  Time, Jameson understands the 
ideo logy  o f  la te  cap ita lism  as i ts e lf  a 
source of critical and oppositional knowl
edge. He suggests that a proper grasp of 
the idea of antinomy is a first step toward 
the dem y stifica tio n  o f postm odern ity , 
whereby the paralysis of critical thought 
can be grasped as an objective social fact. 
In this sense, the logic of Utopia in con
temporary culture is to reveal the limits 
of the social reality that both summons 
the U topian fantasy 
and p rec ip ita tes its 
defeat:

the truth value of fan

tasy, the e p is te m o 

logical bon usage  o r  

p ro p e r  use o f d ay

d ream ing  as an in 

s tru m e n t o f p h ilo 

sophical speculation, 

lies p re c ise ly  in a 

co n fro n ta t io n  w ith  

the reality p rinc ip le  

itself. The daydream  

can succeed as a nar

rative, n o t by su c 

ce ssfu lly  e lud ing o r  

outwitting the reality 

p rinc ip le  but ra ther 

by grappling with it.

In o ther w ords, 
the impossibility of a fantasy scenario— 
or of Utopia— is at least the possibility of 
a kind o f c ritic a l know ledge. In th is 
respect, the “vocation o f U topia lies in 
failure.” By this reckoning, Utopia func
tions as a means for weighing the burden 
o f the historical circumstances that block 
its realization.

But here Jam eson’s own methodology 
would seem to limit the radical impulses 
of his argument to a moment of negative 
critique. If we are now equipped to read 
the id eo lo g ica l w ork o f  an tinom y, so 
much the better. Yet, as Marx was fond of 
pointing  out w ith regard to Feuerbach, 
thought alone changes nothing. There is

little or no sense in Jameson’s work of the 
people for whom this knowledge would 
be useful as a political or critical tool. 
And herein lies the most perplexing fact 
o f Jam eson’s work. If  he is A m erica’s 
leading Marxist, he is also quite possibly 
A m erica’s leading form alist. His obses
sion w ith form al structures o f thought 
seems to enable him to talk about ideolo
gy without any sense of who or what is 
the subject of this ideology or of its criti
cal cognition. In The Seeds o f  Time, the 
period  o f  la te  cap ita lism  is an eerily  
depopulated one. It is replete with ideo
logical structures and images, but em p
tied of the populations and the everyday 
social practices w hich are inseparable

from any workable notion of ideology.
We get this sense o f depopulation in 

Jam eson’s last chapter, which discusses 
the formal characteristics of postmodern 
architectural practices. Punctuating the 
tex t are draw ings and m odels by Rem 
K oolhaas, P e te r E isenm an and Tadao 
Ando, as well as the occasional aerial 
photograph showing built structures with 
no peop le , fo rm al em bodim ents o f 
socially im posed paradigm s. Sim ilarly, 
the sub jec tless gram m atical co n stru c 
tions Jameson employs point to an agent
less world, as if built environments real
ly do spring into existence at the behest 
of some intangible cultural logic. In this

view, cultural artifacts are no longer the 
em bodim ent of their everyday uses, but 
are transformed into icons, virtual fetish 
objects whose power resides not in their 
function but in the totality of their formal 
possibilities.

This would seem to be the problem of 
“reading” culture: w ithout a considera
tion o f  the sp ec ific  soc ia l p rac tices 
whereby objects are produced and con
sumed, culture appears as a kind of muse
um piece, a diorama, a model or a draw
ing that cannot represent the actual demo
graphics, but which offers its sheer fac- 
ticity as a mute testimony to the absence 
o f a public. I f  Jam eson’s analysis is to 
avoid the very antinom ic structures he 

discusses, he can
not afford to priv
ilege  the fo rm al 
properties o f cul
tural objects over 
the everyday  
practices through 
w hich these o b 
jects retain mean
ing: as though re
p r e s e n ta t io n a l ,  
aesth e tic  s tru c 
tures are sim ply  
born into the 
w orld , in d ep en 
dent o f social 
processes o f pro
duction  and re 
ception  in w hich 
they circulate, and 
immediately con
stitu te  po litica l 
reg im es in the ir 

own image. Ironically, the slogan Jam e
son coined  in The P o litica l Un
conscious— “alw ays h is to ric ize”— has 
the un likely  e ffec t o f bury ing  h istory  
beneath the very objects which are sup
posed to embody its logic. Cultural arti
fac ts, lite rary  or arch itec tu ra l, do not, 
a fte r all, m ake th e ir  own h isto ry , any 
m ore than tab les dance or volum es of 
Goethe leap out o f trenches to scour the 
battlefield . A m erica’s leading M arxist, 
I’m sure, would agree. Its leading formal
ist might not.

Andrew McCann is a graduate student 
in English at Cornell University.

...LeCorbusier wanted to conjure into being a microcosm that 
was the opposite of the fallen real conditions and their Utopian 

transformation; what will shortly be referred to as “dirty realism” 
can now aspire to offering a microcosm that replicates those condi
tions and within its new type of closure simulates all the chaotic 

libidinal freedom of the now dangerous world outside. It is the pas
sage from the amusement park to the mall: now private police and 
concealed cameras sanitize the unruliness of the older collective 

experience and make it accessible to aesthetic and postmodern 

reception. Replication meanwhile also means the depoliticization of 
the former modern, the consent to corporate power and its grants 
and contracts, the reduction of social conscience to manageable, 
practical, pragmatic limits; the Utopian becomes unmentionable, 
along with socialism and unbalanced budgets.

— Fredric Jameson, The Seeds of Time
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It Takes
Y o u ’v e  G o t  t o  R e a d  T h i s : 

C o n t e m p o r a r y  A m e r i c a n  W r i t e r s  

I n t r o d u c e  S t o r i e s  T h a t  H e l d  

T h e m  i n  A w e

Ron H ansen  an d  Jim  Shepard , eds. 
H a rp e r Collins, 630 pages, $15

Carolyn Darrow
One afternoon at the Bread Loaf Writer’s 

Conference in Vermont, a handful o f short 
story writers began the long inevitable volley 
o f “have-you-ever-read?" questions, bring
ing up the masters, and the masterful yet 
unknowns, when somebody hit on the idea o f  
an anthology based on just those stories—the 
ones that provoked the passions o f contempo
rary writers, who would provide a point o f 
entry. The result is You've Got To Read This, 
in which the guest commentators point out the 
structures and the strengths o f the selections 
they have chosen. Not surprisingly, this eclec
tic approach has produced an anthology that 
serves up some enduring chestnuts, but also 
uncovers a whole other world o f the unde
servedly obscure, both by the obscure and by 
the otherwise famous.

The breathless title conveys the sense o f  
easy familiarity a friend might use to convey a 
pleasurable reading experience. The authors 
called on as presenters range across the spec
trum o f modern writers, from  John Irving 
introducing Charles Dickens' “A Christmas 
Carol" to Robert Coover introducing Angela 
Carter’s "Reflections. ” Although the intro
ductions are all by Americans, the thirty-four 
stories they have chosen represent many cul
tures and both sexes. The only requirement 
was to have been enthralled, and the com
ments varyfrom teacherly preparations for an 
“experience," to chatty in-sights into the work 
o f a good friend, to the intense and personal 
moment o f identification found in Kenneth A. 
McClane’s introduction to “Sonny’s Blues” 
by James Baldwin. A few  authors have gra
ciously shared with us the very story that 
seduced them into their profession, such as 
Deborah E isenberg’s confessional about 
Katherine Mansfield's “The Daughters o f the 
Late Colonel, ” or Janet Kauffman’s spare 
reverence toward Grace Paley’s “Wants." 
All the introductions invite you in. Some o f the 
choices surprise or force reassessments; some 
seem only too forehead-slapping right, as if, 
had we paid more attention, we would have 
known.

I spoke about the challenges o f editing an 
anthology like this with Jim Shepard, one o f 
the coeditors and the author o f  numerous 
short stories and several novels, including, 
most recently, Kiss of the Wolf.

CD: First, congratulations on having your 
story “Batting with Castro” included in the 
Best American Short Stories o f 1994 collec
tion. It’s interesting to me that, although criti
cally acclaimed for your stories, you are prin
cipally a novelist. How does writing novels 
differ from writing short stories?

JS: Basically time. It’s taken me three years 
to write each of my novels, so the characters 
and situations require a bigger emotional 
investment. “Batting Against Castro” is dri
ven by the voice of a sort of failure of a ball 
player sent down to Cuba, seemingly com
pletely ignorant about the country. That kind 
of voice might interest me for the few months 
a story takes, but it would grow painfully 
labored in a novel. Students have sometimes 
asked me if I thought they had a novel on their 
hands. I usually ask them if they can imagine 
spending the next three years with it—if your 
heart sinks, like you’ve just been assigned a 
three-year history paper, then it’s probably a 
story.

CD: To turn to the anthology, You ’ve Got 
To Read This, were there any surprises in 
putting it together?

JS: It was almost all surprises, which was 
the wonderful thing about it. It really was gen
erated in just about the way we introduced 
it—a bunch of us were sitting around talking 
and thought it was a great idea. Some of the 
selections were obvious—of course Mary

One to Know One
CD: Is there going to be another anthology 

after this?
JS: I’m editing, with Amy Hemple, a book 

of writers’ dog’s poems titled Unleashed: 
reflections on their owners ghostwritten by 
said owners, which will be out at the end of 
the year. Understandably, it has a somewhat 
lighter tone. Ron also edited a collection of 
love stories this year, titled You Don’t Know 
What Love Is. The danger of being involved in 
a lot of anthologies is not only the extra work, 
but the image problem—I always wonder 
myself about authors doing lots of 
editing-why aren’t they writing?

It’s also just difficult. When we first talked 
about You’ve Got to Read This on the porch at 
Bread Loaf, it seemed like too good an idea. 
We were saying “somebody should get an 
anthology like this together,” and, in a fit of 
overconfidence, it became “well, we could do 
it ourselves,” like Mickey Rooney and Judy 
Garland putting on a show in their bam....

Ron and I have the same agent, so we ran it 
by him hoping he’d knock some sense into us 
about how unwieldy it was going to be, but he 
encouraged it. We had assumed it would be 
far more effortless, and we ended up whining 
a lot: “you mean we have to do this ourselves, 
too?’

CD: I noticed in your preface that you care
fully warned readers to be aware that some 
introductions might give away the ending, 
something that drives me nuts...

JS: There’s nothing worse than: “The thing 
I like about this story most is the shock end
ing, which I for one didn’t see coming...” And 
since we did include some classics, it was hard 
to remember that not everyone will be famil
iar with them.

We were not ready to say “don’t choose 
chestnuts,” because we didn’t want to have an 
anthology that kept anyone out. We asked 
each writer for three choices, figuring that left 
us some maneuvering room. We thought that 
way, even if everyone chose at least one chest
nut, we could just throw that one away. Most 
people we approached, though, felt like dig
ging out something that might otherwise not 
get republished—which was, after all, a big 
part of our intention.

Carolyn Darrow is a writer living in 
Ithaca.

Nordau Beach in August

Speaking in tongues 
is not exactly speaking 
with tongues is not to be 
speaking tongues does not 
always involve speaking.
There are not always tongues.

We are creatures of paraphrase, 
necessity, desire and small fears.
We are conscious of dying.
How shall we speak of that? As to 
an ocean, we speak to the small 
pinches of light, water-filled, that fly 
up like gulls from the old rolling waves.

Our bodies draw toward what we can hold, and so I 
swim out from the mouth of the sea, to take 
handfuls of the pale seeds foaming, of water, 
from water, to string a necklace 
of violet light.

I want to speak the whole 
of this matter. I want to tell 
you of this gift.
I swear, I spoke little 
words, a careful tongue.
But I was thrust.
There was force.

Once again 
I am in the hands 
of all I thought 
I could hold.

—Amy Zalman

Nancy Doherty
Jim Shepard

Gordon would choose James Joyce, and Toby 
Wolff would choose Raymond Carver. We 
were very happy that a lot of people we asked 
chose young writers; for example, John 
Hawkes going with Mary Caponegro. I had 
never heard of Charley Baxter’s choice, Lars 
Gustafsson’s “Greatness Strikes Where it 
Pleases.” It’s a fantastic story, so that was a 
bonus to the project.

I would say our bigger surprises came in the 
omissions. Certainly many of the writers felt 
the way Charley did, that the truly great sto
ries need no introduction, “especially from the 
likes of me...,” and so the choices tended to be 
more varied and interesting, often a lesser- 
known piece by some of the authors we knew 
we should include.

When we set it up, Ron and I agreed to go 
last, so that we could remedy any horrifying 
lapses. Sort of catchers in the rye, ready to 
jump in with Joyce, for example, had no one 
chosen him. It worked out especially well for 
me, since I was going to choose Nabokov’s 
“Springtime in Fialta” anyway.

A really interesting result that we let stand 
was that no one chose any of the great tri
umvirate of American literature: Hemingway, 
Faulkner, or Fitzgerald. Alice Munro was 
selected by five writers, which wasn’t some
thing we had anticipated. Ron and I knew she 
was liked and admired, but we didn’t realize 
she was considered an influence by so many.

I was also pleased to see Tim O’Brien, who 
chose Delmore Schwartz’s “In Dreams Begin 
Responsibilities,” himself chosen by Bobbie 
Ann Mason for “The Things They Carried.”

CLASSIFIEDS

W R I T I N G  W O R K S H O P S

EMMA’S WRITING CENTER 
FOR WOMEN

offers on-going, small-group workshops for 

women at all levels of writing experience. 

Individualized editorial and consulting services 

are also available.

For more information, contact 

Irene Zahava,

(607) 273-4675

WRITING & THE BODY
with Am y Whitney, M.F.A. 

January 10, 17, 24, 3 1 

from 7:00 to 9:30 pm 

Finger Lakes School of Massage 

(607) 272-9024

C L A S S I F I E D  R A T E S

Classified ad rates are $ 10.00 for the first
ten words and $.75 for each additional word.

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

The Bookpress, The DeWrtt Building 
215 N. Cayuga St, Ithaca, N Y  14850. 

Please indude check or money order.

NEW T ITLES

I The Following Story
by CEES NOOTEBOOM  

Winner of the 1993 European 
: Literary Prize for Best Novel.

Harcourt Brace, U4.9S cloth j
;

i Loose Woman
I by SANDRA CISNEROS

Bold and humorous poems from the i 
author of The House on Mango Street.

Random House, ti6  cloth
: :

The Real Life o f M ary 
I Ann Evans
\ George Eliot, Her Letters & Fiction

by ROSEM ARIE BO D EN H EIM ER• :
A new approach to literary biography j 

! demonstrating how Eliot’s letters and j 
: fiction together represent her real life, j

Cornell University Press, S}2.$o cloth :

j
Gutenberg Elegies

! The Fate of Reading in an 
j Electronic Age 
j by SVEN BIRKERTS

A look at our willingness to embrace 
! new technologies at the expense of 
I the printed word.

Faber and Faber, S22. fo doth :

Wishing on the Moon
The Life & Times of Billy Holiday 
by DONALD CLARK

] “May be the most thorough of the 
many books on Holiday.”

— The New York Times Book Review
Viking, $24.9y cloth j

You C ant Be Neutral on 
i a Moving Train

by HOWARD ZINN

| “Here is a history and a history maker 
: to give us hope.” —Alice Walker j

Beacon, $22 doth j

The History o f Women 
\ Photographers
i by NAOMI ROSENBLUM j
j A comprehensive, eye-opening history i 
I from the mid-1800s to the present. S

Abbeville Press, s6o doth j

A T  T H E BOOKERY
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Remembering Elizabeth David

Savoring the Cook’s Prose
Hitch Lyman

When Elizabeth David died two years ago, 
the early edition of The New York Times ran 
an obituary both flip and dismissive. I, 
delighted to see our national contempt for 
food so innocently revealed, was again 
amused to read the late edition’s recasting of 
her obit in a style more respectful of the death 
of genius. I wondered who had called the 
paper and complained.

Elizabeth David was English and her books 
never caught on much in this country. I found 
my first one in paperback at the Cornell Cam
pus Store in 1966 when I had just moved to an 
apartment with a garden and a kitchen. As it 
was June, I bought myself a book called Sum
mer Cooking, planted a lot of basil, and fell 
profoundly in love with...well, with exactly 
what? Originally it was the recipe for Sauce 
Messine, and then it was the quotations about 
food and eating embedded in the text. Over 
the years, I have been grateful to Mrs. David 
for introducing me to Norman Douglas, Mar
cel Boulestin, Compton MacKenzie, Ada 
Boni, Sybille Bedford, and Eduarde de 
Pomiene; to the travel writings of Ford Mad
dox Ford, Tobias Smollett, Henry James, 
W illiam Beckford, Arnold Bennett, D.H.

* Lawrence, and Osbert Sitwell; and for intro
ducing me to the historical and present culture 
of the Mediterranean itself. I had forgotten 
that her cookbooks have made me feel at ease 
in the restaurants of Palermo, Cairo, Istanbul, 
Athens, Barcelona, Venice, and Rome, all 
thanks to Mrs. David’s delight in that ancient 
food.

I began to eat by reading my way through 
Escoffier’s Guide to Cuisine. Then Julia 
Child’s Mastering the Art o f French Cooking 
appeared, and one dizzy year I was pouring 
port and cream, cognac, vermouth, and 
canned chicken soup over everything from 
veal to egg noodles. It was then possible to 
buy veal on College Avenue and once a per
fect Banon in chestnut leaves at Egan’s I.G. A.
I thought an understanding of French cooking 
was an aspect of the culture of class and 
money I would always lack unless I taught it 
to myself. Ha! So the endless chopping and 
simmering, the convoluted garnishes, the 
worry of sauces, the absurdity of deglazing a 
pan of hamburgers with red wine and finish
ing (“mounting” !) the sauce with sweet but
ter....

How was I to know? The very good cooks 
of Ithaca were as enamoured of Julia and all 
she represented as I was. The very bad cooks 
ran and still run the food service at the univer
sities and the restaurants of the town. My first 
glimpse of an alternative came a year later, 
and I am proud to say it was instantly clear 
another possible line of cooking existed. The 
New York painter John Button came to Cor

nell to teach for a year, and we became 
friends over food. He cooked ju st once: 
spaghetti with anchovies, calves liver and 
onions in the Venetian manner, salad. Twen
ty-five years ago, I did not understand that his 
simplicity was Italian. I just knew it was deli
cious.

The following summer, I found in Mrs.

David’s book the same simplicity and the 
same excitement. Added to the savor of the 
recipes and the vast good humor, was the 
excellence of her prose.

It is the good humor that I find so addictive. 
Sydney Smith was convinced the secret to 
happiness is a good digestion. My image of 
Mrs. David during the 1950s, when her major 
work was done, is of a woman in great good 
humor, not yet horrified by the follies of the 
world of food. Among my cooking friends 
who love her books, the most admired pas

sages are her rants. For years, they have only 
seemed common sense to me. I lately have 
come to love them as hyperbole:

The deep freeze appears to have gained over 

the minds of the English housewife and restau

rant-keeper a hypnotic power such as never 

was exercised by the canning factories....

Cold stewed plums must be one of the dullest 

dishes on earth. Accompanied by custard, it is 

one of the most depressing....

The Italians took ices to America, the Ameri

cans have brought them back to Italy trans

formed out of all recognition into a monstrous 

schoolboy treat, an outsize slab of iced pudding 

made of heaven knows what nauseous sham 

creams and essences and gaudily bedizened 

with false colors. Cloying and sickening, they lie 

upon the stomach like some abominable sodden

sponge. O f necessity these ices must be frozen 

to a brick o r the ingredients simply would not 

adhere together. Just watch one of these com

mercial concoctions melt before your eyes and 

you will never feel tempted to eat another.

I take her tirades to heart. I love the quota
tions and the avenues they open of literature 
and history. Most of all, I love the recipes. 
She wrote the most seductive recipe I’ve ever 
read, and each time I come upon it I am rav
ished as by a poem. It begins, “Put 16 fresh 
figs to marinate in a half bottle of Sautemes 
for 24 hours.” Is it the sequence of numbers? 
The impossibility of finding 16 fresh figs? Or 
is it some dream of an ideal French southern 
town, Aix or Grasse or Toulon, where it might 
be arranged for figs to ripen in the backyard 
and a duck (it is a recipe for duck) to arrive in 
the kitchen at the same season?

Recently, I have gone back to reading and 
cooking Mrs. David’s recipes after three years 
of trying to live Fat-Free. It was impossible to 
cook from her books along “modernist” lines. 
I went through one once finding only three 
recipes which didn’t use butter, cream, or 
olive oil. Now I have decided to cook from 
her without changing the recipes. They were 
carefully recorded, and the thing to do is 
to eat small amounts of savory, splendid 
things, rather than to eat as if  in wartime 
rationing.

Potage Creme de Petits Pois 

This is one of the nicest, freshest and simplest of 

summer soups. Those who claim not to be able 
to taste the difference between frozen and fresh 

peas will perhaps find it instructive to try this 

dish. N ot that a very excellent soup cannot be 

made with frozen peas but when fresh peas are 

at the height of their season, full grown but still 

young and sweet, the difference in intensity of 

flavour and of scent is very marked indeed.

Quantities are I 3/4 lb. of peas, the heart of a 

cabbage lettuce, 1/4 lb. (yes, 1/4 lb.) of butter, I 

3/4 pints of water, salt and sugar.

Elizabeth David's books currently in print 
in the US are: Summer Cooking (Viking Pen
guin, 1988); An Omelette and a Glass of 
Wine, (Viking Penguin, 1986); Elizabeth 
David Classics: Mediterranean Food, French 
Country Cooking, Summer Cooking (Knopf, 
1980). Her earlier books, now out o f  print 
are: English Bread and Yeast Cookery, 1977; 
Spices, Salt, and Aromatics in the English 
Kitchen, 1970; French Provincial Cooking, 
1960; Summer Cooking, 1955; A  Book of 
Mediterranean Food, 1954; Italian Food, 
1954; French Country Cooking, 1951. Just 
now, in England, her posthumous book on 
ices and iced creams is being published.

Hitch Lyman is a painter and gardener liv
ing in Ithaca.

(reprinted from A n Omelette, and a Glass o f Wine, Robert Hale Publishers, London, 1984)
Elizabeth David in her kitchen, by John Ward, RA.

Cafe Dewitt

Sunday
11-2

Dewitt Mafl. Ithaca 

273-5473

GODIVA
Chocolatier

For almost seventy years,
Godiva chocolates have romanced 

the heart, delighted the senses 
and satisfied the soul

When you think about it, life is 
brimming with moments worth 

celebrating: a graduation, promotion, 
new baby, new home 

...the possibilities are endless.
And each unique occasion 

celebrated with these tempting 
morsels is a sumptuous reminder 

of Just how sweet life isl 
GREAT CHRISTMAS ORNAMENTS &'GIFTS 

YOU WONT FIND ANY PLACE ELSE!

The Plantation
130 Ithaca Commons • 273-7231
Mon-Ufed & Sat 10-6:30. I h u is  *  FH til 9, Sun 11-4

TRATTORIA TRE STELLE
Closed December 24 -  January 11

Specializing in: 
Wood Fired Pizzas
Roasted Seasonal 

Meats & Vegetables
Wild Mushroom 

Dishes
Italian Desserts 

and Wines
Menu Changes Weekly

120 THIRD ST., TWO BLO CKS SOUTH, OFF RT. 13 
607-273-8515 - OPEN DAILY, EXCEPT TUES. & WED.


