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E nding W elfare as W e Know It
How the New Right Is Destroying the Safety Net

John P. Wolff

Rep. Clay Shaw, one of Newt Gingrich’s Republican lieutenants, 

bangs his gavel to call the House Ways and Means subcommittee to 

order. Shaw' has been appointed to shepherd the Republican-spon

sored welfare reform bill through the committee. Democrats listen 

in disbelief as Robert Rector, a fellow at The Heritage Foundation, 

an ultra-conservative think tank, testifies that ‘welfare” cost the 

American people $234.3 billion, or 15.6 percent of the federal bud

get in fiscal year 1993. Since the War on Poverty began in 1965, 

Rector continues, the federal government has spent over $ 1 trillion, 

yet poverty persists. He concludes that the only solution is to stop 

wasting money on an ineffective program; the bill before the com

mittee is a step in the right direction.

The R epublicans on the com m ittee listen intently to their 

prophet, while livid Democrats wait for their turn to ask ques

tions. They are allowed one minute each, and they try to use 

their time to expose R ector’s false statements. When his figures 

are questioned, Rector admits that he has included in his defini

tion of welfare virtually every social program, including those 

that have nothing to do with poverty. Many of the programs he 

has grouped under the banner of welfare serve entirely different 

populations, from disabled children to m iddle-class families. 

One Democratic member points out that annual spending on 

Aid to Fam ilies With D ependent Children (AFDC), the cash 

assistance program most commonly referred to as welfare, actu

ally costs only $14.3 billion, less than one percent of the federal budget. Tak

ing into account all the programs that serve some portion of the welfare pop

ulation, such as food stamps, public housing, and M edicaid, the total federal

see Welfare page 8
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Writers and Readers
T estam ents B etrayed  
Milan Kundera 
HarperCollins 
$24 cloth, 280 pages

Jon Michaud

In a section of this book called “Paths 
in the F o g ,” M ilan K undera says o f 
Robert M usil’s essays: “How heavy they 
are, boring and charmless! For Musil is a 
great thinker only in his novels.” Kun
dera, too, has shown himself to be a great 
th inker in his novels —  for proof, we 
need look no further than the opening 
paragraphs of The Unbearable Lightness 
o f Being —  but there the similarity ends; 
for the essays collected in this book are 
anything but heavy, boring and charm 
less.

There are nine essays in all and each 
o f  them  is an arg u m en t m ounted  in 
defense of an idea, an artist, or a work of 
art Kundera sees as having been m isap
p rehended  or u n ju stly  a ttack ed . The 
firs t, “The Day P anurge  No L onger 
M akes People L augh” is an argum ent 
against the notion that the novel is dead. 
Kundera draws connections between the 
early history of the form (Rabelais’ Gar- 
gantua and Pantagruel, Cervantes’ Don 
Quixote) and several novels by contem 
porary writers (Salman Rushdie, Carlos 
Fuentes), arguing that there is an endur
ing tradition that can be traced between 
them, that these recent books show the 
same vitality as their predecessors, the 
same unpredictability — in short that the 
novel is as alive as ever. The second 
essay, “The Castrating Shadow of Saint 
G a rta ,” (K undera  has an unden iab le  
affection for long titles) is a call for an 
end to what he terms “K'afkology” or the 
practice of viewing K afka’s life as more 
im portant than his work. Kundera lists 
w hat he secs as the basic  tene ts  o f 
K afkology  (a refusa l to see K a fk a ’s 
work in the broad context o f modernism 
and literary history; a tendency towards 
hag iog raphy  in stead  o f b iog rap h y ; a 
focus on the religious aspects of Kafka’s 
work rather than its aesthetics; a prefer
ence for exegesis over criticism) and one 
by one dismantles them. Other essays in 
the book rise  to the de fen se  o f  Igor 
S trav in sk y , T hom as M ann, and Leos 
Janacek, all o f whom Kundera believes 
to have been m isinterpreted or unfairly 
maligned.

In the final essay, “You're Not in Your 
Own House Here, My Dear Fellow,” the 
full m eaning o f the book's title and its 
central theme comes clear. The testament 
betrayed is the artist's wish to have total 
contro l over his work even a fte r his 
death. Kundera writes:

Author’s rights are starting to  lose their 
old aura. W hen a conflict arises in this 
new climate, those who violate authors' 
moral rights (adapters of novels; garbage 
can scavengers who plunder great w rit
ers with their so-called critical editions; 
advertising th a t dissolves a thousand- 
year old legacy with its bloody saliva; 
periodicals th a t rep rin t w hatever they 
w an t w ith o u t perm ission ; p ro d u ce rs  
who in terfere with filmmakers' w ork ... 
and so on) have general opinion on their 
side, w h ereas  an a u th o r  claiming his 
moral right risks winding up w ithout pub
lic sympathy and with judicial su p p o rt 
that is rather grudging...

He cites Stravinsky, Kafka and Beck
ett, all of whom have had their specific 
instructions about their work disobeyed: 
S trav insky  by L eonard  B ernstein  and 
other conductors who have changed the 
arrangements o f his composition; Kafka 
by Max Brod who published his unfin
ished w ork in stead  o f  burn ing  it as 
instructed; and Beckett by various direc

tors who have not obeyed his very 
explicit stage directions.

To his cred it, K undera never deals 
with these matters simply. Even though 
he condem ns Brod for publish ing  
Kafka’s unfinished work (which includ
ed Amerika, The Trial, and The Castle), 
he admits that he would have done the 
same: “Yes, because of those three nov
els I adm ire boundlessly, I would not 
have found the strength to carry out fully 
Kafka’s ‘testament’.” This might be seen 
as a flaw in K undera’s argument, but I 
would call it a strength. Kundera is not 
afraid of irony, of paradox, of contradic
tion. Like any good artist, he embraces 
these d ifficu lties. Tim e and again, he 
examines the flipsides of his arguments. 
He praises Brod for his total devotion to 
both K afka and Janacek ; he praises 
Theodor A dorno 's knowledge of music 
even as he criticizes his arguments about 
Stravinsky. Kundera is not a polemicist 
but a thinker, always looking for ways to 
rev ise  h im self, for a b e tte r m eans of 
approach ing  a subject. He frequently  
admits that he doesn't have the answers: 
“Brod the enigma,” he writes. “ ...I  will 
never get to the bottom of the Brod mys
tery.”

What makes this book o f thrusts and 
parries such a p leasure  to read is the 
combination of its deft style and intrigu
ing substance. Not only is Kundera an 
excellent critic (he offers engaging close 
readings of a number of texts including 
The Castle, The Satanic Verses, Joseph 
and  H is B rothers, and H em ingw ay’s 
“H ills Like W hite E lephan ts” ) but he 
writes a sinuous and lively prose. Like 
his novels, Testaments Betrayed is epi
grammatic, full of entertaining anecdotes 
and bon mots. He tells the story of Musil, 
acting as the editor of a literary m aga
zine, agreeing to publish Kafka's “The 
M etamorphosis” only if Kafka shortens 
it. “Ah, sorry encounters between great 
w riters!” Kundera exclaim s parentheti
cally. Elsewhere, criticizing the over-use 
o f  synonym s and the refusal o f many 
translators to repeat the same word in 
translation even though it is repeated in 
the original text, he writes: “O ye transla
tors, do not sodonymizc us!”

There are also frequent and entertain
ing conceits. In the third essay, Kundera 
suggests that the history of the novel can 
be seen as a soccer game — divided into 
two halves, with halftim e com ing just 
before the start of the 19th century. A lit
tle later in the essay, he adds a finishing 
touch by suggesting that, since the time 
of Musil, we have been in the third, or 
“overtim e” period. This is the kind of 
throwaway remark that makes this co l
lection so much fun to read. Kundera 
knows he’s on stage; he knows he has to 
keep us entertained. The soccer game 
analogy might not stand up to too much

scholarly inquiry, but it is a playful and 
sometimes illuminating notion to have in 
your head when thinking about literary 
history.

Structurally, these essays work in much 
the same way as Kundera’s novels: they 
follow  a m usical ra ther than a linear 
structure. Instead of announcing a thesis, 
developing it by exposition, and conclud
ing with a summation (the way we were 
taught in school), Kundera builds argu
ments by approaching his subjects from a 
num ber o f angles. It is an a rtis tic  
approach that allow s him to d isplay  a 
remarkable virtuosity with form. In any 
one of these essays, he is able to deploy a 
wide range o f argum entative styles. A 
brief personal essay is followed by a bio
graphical sketch of the au thor whose 
work he is considering, which is followed 
by a satirical digression, which, in turn, is 
followed by a straightfaced discussion of 
aesthetic philosophy, and so on. It doesn't 
hurt that Kundera seems equally comfort
able in all modes, and moves from one to 
the other with great ease. This polyphon
ic approach to the essay relies on an abil
ity to harm onize the them es from  one 
moment to the next. Kundera m anages 
this not only on the small scale —  that is, 
within each essay — but also on the large 
scale, drawing connections between the 
essays so that the entire book resonates 
with a unified set o f concerns. The fig
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ures o f R abe la is , K afka, S trav insky , 
Janacek , B roch, M usil, M ann, and 
Rushdie recur like m otifs in a musical 
com position, and each time they recur, 
they appear surrounded by a new set of 
concerns; they are shown in a new light.

For this reason, Testaments Betrayed is 
a much more cohesive book than Kun
dera’s last non-fiction work, The Art o f  
the Novel, which was no more than a col
lection of random essays and interviews, 
assembled with only the broadest sense 
of commonality.

Finally, the best thing that can be said 
about Kundera is that his enthusiasm  is 
contagious. Reading his essay on Stravin
sky, you w ant to run ou t and buy a 
reco rd ing  o f  Le Sucre du prin tem ps. 
Reading his thoughts on Rabelais, you 
want to dust off your long-forgotten copy 
of G argantua and  Pantagruel, unplug 
your phone and settle  in for the night. 
T hese are d ifficu lt w orks by rigorous 
artists, but Kundera makes the prospect 
of this difficulty seem like something we 
should relish. And we should. Here is the 
greatest defense of all: By rescuing these 
artists from other people's opinions Kun
dera directs attention back to the works of 
art them selves and gets readers and lis
teners —  you and me —  to look closely 
and decide for ourselves.

Jon Michaud is a writer living in Ithaca.
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From the Inside
Z o m b ie

Joyce Carol Oates 
Dutton
$19.95 cloth, 181 pages

Russell Underwood

My name is Q __P__& I am th irty -one
years old, th ree  months,
H eight five fe e t ten , w eight one hun
dred forty-seven pounds.
Eyes brown, hair brown. Medium build. 
Light sc a tte rin g  of freck les on arm s, 
back. Astigmatism in both eyes, co rrec 
tive lenses required for driving. 
Distinguishing features: none.

So begins Zombie , Joyce Carol O ates’ 
new novel chronicling the inner life o f a 
serial killer. The son o f loving, if self- 
deluded m iddle-class parents, Quentin
P__is an u n ex cep tio n a l s tu d en t at a
community technical college in M ichi
gan and, iron ically , the care taker o f a 
residential property owned by his pro
fessor father.

Q__P__, as he ca lls  h im se lf, is on
parole for a m isdem eanor sex offense 
com m itted  ag a in st a b lack  m inor, a 
crim e w hich has both scandalized  his 
family and galvanized them in their sup
port o f  his recovery . He pays w eekly 
visits to a psych ia tris t, to whom he is 
po lite  and fo rm al, and p a rtic ipa tes in 
group  th e rap y , w here  he s tu d io u sly  
avoids all eye co n tac t and says little  
except to mimic the presumably genuine 
expressions of remorse given by his fel
low participants.

For five y ea rs , Q__P__ has been
obsessed  w ith  c rea tin g , by m eans of 
fro n ta l lo b o to m y , h is ow n perso n a l 
“ZOM BIE,” a willing slave of sorts over 
whom he could exert absolute control. 
Tw ice during the course of the novel,
Q__P__ d esc rib es  w hat h is Z om bie
would be and do:

A tru e  ZOMBIE would be mine forev
er. He would obey every com m and & 
w him . Saying “Yes, M a s te r” & “ N o, 
M aste r.” He w ould  kneel b e fo re  me 
lifting his eyes to  me saying, “ I love 
you, Master. T here  is no one but you, 
M aster.”
& so it w ould  com e to  pass, & so it 
w ould be. For a tru e  ZOMBIE could 
n o t say a th in g  th a t  w as not, only a 
thing th a t was. His eyes would be open 
& c lea r  b u t th e re  w ould  be n o th ing  
inside them  seeing. & no th ing  behind 
them  thinking. N o th in g  passing judg
m ent....
He would re s t his head on my shoulder 
like a baby. O r I would re s t my head on 
his shoulder like a baby. W e would lie

b en ea th  th e  co v ers  in my bed in the  
CARETAKER’S room  listening to  the  
N o v e m b e r w ind & th e  bells of th e  
M usic C o llege  to w e r  chim ing & WE 
W O U L D  C O U N T  THE CHIMES 
UNTIL WE FELL ASLEEP AT EXACT
LY THE SAME MOMENT.

D espite his mad fantasies regarding 
the re su lts  o f  h is p riv a te  su rg e rie s ,
Q__P__is shrew d in his se lec tio n  of
“sp e c im e n s” and the p ro ced u re s  by 
w hich  he c o lle c ts  them . E schew ing  
local university students, who are “ for
bidden to him ” by virtue o f their con
n ec tio n s  to  frien d s  and fam ily , he 
searches either in the “black p ro jects” 
or on lonely highways outside of town,

p ick in g  up h itc h h ik e rs  and d r if te rs  
(“S om ebody nobody g ives a sh it for. 
Som ebody  n ev er shou ld  have been
b o rn ” ). Q__P__ca lls  each  po ten tia l
zom bie  by a “ p e t” nam e (B U N N Y - 
G LO V ES, R A ISIN E Y E S, BIG GUY, 
and finally, SQUIRREL), based usually 
on some aspect of their dress or appear
ance. T heir real nam es are im m aterial
and, according to Q__P__, “rarely suit
th em ” ; he rarely  w onders about th e ir  
in n e r liv e s . T hey are em pty  v esse ls , 
collections o f variously appealing and 
unappealing characteristics judged only 
in term s o f their suitability  to the pur
poses of their “m aster.”

Q__P__’s descrip tions o f his invari
ably unsuccessful attempts to transform 
his specimens (using an icepick and fol
low ing the instructions contained in a 
fifty-year-old m edical textbook) are as 
bland as his more mundane observations 
regarding the rest o f his daily activities. 
This sameness of tone results in a kind of

desensitization of the reader —  at least 
until the extended and repulsive descrip
tion o f Q__P__’s abortive  cap tu re  o f
Squirrel near the end of the novel. This 
m atter-of-factness works to rob these 
scenes of their shock value.

O ates seem s in te rested  here in
destro y in g  the idea that Q__P__and
those like him are very d ifferent from 
the rest of us. Q__P__merely exem pli
fies the w orst in a human nature com 
mon to us all. If our shared society has 
not exac tly  “p ro d u ced ” him , O ates 
seems to argue, then certainly by virtue 
of its indifferent and “non-judgm ental” 
social institutions, it has allowed him to 
function as a serial m urderer m ore or 
less w ithou t im ped im ent fo r severa l 
years.

Indeed, O ates seem s to fit Q__P__
into a trad ition  o f leg itim ized  cruelty  
also carried out in the name of scientific 
experimentation —  from the crude and 
horrific practice of lobotomizing mental 
patien ts in the 1940s and ‘50s, to the 
Cold War radiation experiments carried 
out on minorities and other socially dis
enfranchised persons under the auspices 
o f the A tom ic Energy C om m ission .
Toward the end of the novel, Q__P__’s
father is devastated by allegations that 
his mentor, a noted scientist, engaged in 
such experiments during the mid-1950s,
a lleg a tio n s  P ro fesso r P__d en ies ,
despite considerable evidence, ju s t as, 
significantly, he has refused to believe 
the tru th  about his son. In an early  
scene, Professor P__pays an unexpect
ed visit to his son ’s apartm ent, during 
w hich he no tices a su sp ic io u s  and 
unpleasant smell coming from a locked
trunk. He questions Q__P__briefly on
the matter but finally “gives up,” for, as
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Q__P__puts it: “he does no t want to
know .” Nor does Q__P__’s therapist or
overworked parole officer seem to want 
to know  th a t an y th in g  is the m atter. 
D rugs are p resc rib ed  and a ttendance
recorded, w hile Q__P__continues his
quest.

L ike his therap ists  and (perhaps by 
association) the rest of the current psy
chiatric community, Q__P__sees little
use in assign ing  or accepting  guilt or 
blame, concepts he views as “supersti
tious & retro .” Vaguely, he justifies his 
actions by virtue of the seemingly ran
dom and unexp la inab le  nature o f the 
universe. (Indeed, he hints that the idea 
o f creating  a zom bie first occurred to 
him during a lecture given by his father 
on the subject o f black holes, a lecture 
in w hich his fa ther a sserts: “M ost o f 
the universe is ... undetectable by our 
instrum ents & does not ‘obey’ the laws 
o f physics as we know them .” ) Later, 
Q__P__watches coverage of the Shoe
m aker-Levy com ets hitting Jupiter, an 
event w hich he believes confirm s his 
perspective: “How is there BLAM E in 
those fireball plum es. If they explode 
on Jupiter or Earth. If they are fated by 
the U n iv e rse  sin ce  the b eg in n in g  o f 
tim e or m an-m ade.” He later refers to 
h im self as C om et Q —- the product of 
fo rces  o u ts id e  h im se lf , h is ac tio n s 
destructive yet blam eless and perhaps 
in some way pre-ordained.

It seem s less c le a r  w heth er and to 
w hom  O ates  a ss ig n s  b lam e fo r her 
m o n ste r. A lth o u g h  Q __P__’s th e ra 
p is ts , p a ro le  o ff ic e r  and fam ily  are 
c learly  ind ic ted  by virtue of the ease
w ith w hich Q__P__m an ipu la tes and
d ece iv es  them , there  is l i ttle  to ad e 
quately suggest that Q__P__is a prod
uct, or is even in some way representa
tive o f  the la rger socie ty , desp ite  his 
addiction  to fast food and bad TV. In 
the n o v e l’s m ost b itin g  and iron ic
scene, Q__P__goes to dinner with his
s is te r  (a v ic e -p r in c ip a l)  and her 
upscale, educated friends. As the other 
d inner guests debate their choices for 
w hat is “the num ber one issue o f  our 
tim e ” — ca n d id a te s  are hea lth  care ,
crime, and religion —  Q__P__ponders
how he might approach his next victim. 
S oc ie ty , to O ates, is less at fau lt for
“c rea tin g ” Q__P__than for fostering
him. In Zom bie, she seem s to suggest 
that by letting go of traditional notions 
o f  b lam e and g u ilt , by d en y in g  the 
worst in our shared human nature, and 
by failing to accept or assign responsi
bility for our actions or the actions of 
o thers, we allow  the tru ly  m onstrous 
am ong us —  and w ith in  us — to 
remain undetected and unchecked.

Russell Underwood is managing editor 
o /T h e  Bookpress.
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Off Campus

At The Bookery
The Bookery continues its 1995 lecture 
series in the lecture space in Bookery II

Friday: November 10, 8:00 p.m.

A night of poetry with

David Burak,
Ira Beryl Brukner, 

Gail Holst-Warhaft, 
and Deba P. Patnaik

Sunday, November 12, 4:00 p.m.

Barbara Johnson
will discuss her book, Ruby o f  Cochin, an ethnographic account of a 

Jewish com m unity in India. Barbara Johnson is a Professor of Anthro

pology at Ithaca College.

Sunday, November 19, 4:00 p.m.

Diane Ackerman 

and Tom Eisner

read as a benefit for the Fingerlakes 

Land-Trust. R efreshm ents w ill be

served.

The Bookery
DeW itt Building,

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

Where Is
T he T ent o f  O range M ist

Paul West
Scribner
$22 cloth, 263 pages

Jeff Schwaner
Paul West’s previous book, A Stroke o f 

Genius, explored the symbiotic relation
ship between the body’s particularities and 
the creative drive. In W est’s case, every
thing from the migraine headaches he’s had 
since childhood to a stroke suffered in the 
middle of his sixth decade has proven to be 
stimulus to a self-examination resulting in 
the imperative to express (in West’s case 
artistically, in the case of many of his char
acters behaviorally) that weird harmony 
which characterizes the individual soul. 
But 1 get the sense writing the above that its 
territory is too neatly delineated for Mr. 
West, and that a further step into it is 
required, one that stretches the landscape 
where the skills of survival entwine those 
of expression; the “self-examination” being 
less a leisurely walk through the woods and 
more a bodily response and adaptation to 
events both mental and physical. In his new 
novel, The Tent o f Orange Mist, his choice 
of setting and scale — the Japanese occu
pation of Nanking in 1937, and the spiritu
al and physical maturation of a young girl 
forced to become a whore in the house of

CLASSIFIEDS
WRITING WORKSHOPS

EMMA’S W R IT IN G  CENTER  
FOR W O M EN

offers ongoing, small-group work
shops for women at all levels of writ
ing experience. Individualized editorial 
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Nanking?
her childhood — is m asterful in both 
exceeding and upending one’s expectations 
of historical fiction. As a customer here in 
C harleston to ld m e  aft r reading a few 
pages, “He’’s no Alexandra Ripley, is he?”

That would be correct. Equally correct 
would be the idea that The Tent o f Orange 
Mist is not a novel about Nanking, at least 
no more than Rat Man o f Paris was “about” 
France, Very Rich Hours o f  Count von 
Stauffenherg was “about” Germany, Love's 
M ansion was “about” W orld War II, or 
Place In Flowers Where Pollen Rests was 
“about” Native American culture in a way 
that would facilitate a discussion on the 
cultural m erits of W orld Series team 
monikers. All these books assumed as 
given the various horrors the main charac
ters must endure, in some cases fall victim 
to, in others adapt and continue to grow 
through. M eet Scald Ibis, adolescent 
daughter of a sociologist, trained in the arts 
and philosophy, whose life of ideas and 
calligraphy has been mostly lived within 
the walls of her home. Now those walls 
house a brothel for officers of the conquer
ing Japanese, and Scald Ibis finds herself 
confined within its new incarnation, called 
by its m anager (the stam p-collecting 
Colonel Hayashi) the Tent of Orange Mist. 
She is unaware of the decapitated body of 
her brother lying in the yard beneath a foot 
of snow; unaware of the brutal fate of her 
mother; and unaware, for most of the novel, 
of the whereabouts of her father, drafted by 
the Chinese government to help in the war 
effort. Trying to maintain the spirit of her 
earlier role in the house, she attempts to 
concern herself with the arts of the geisha, 
and tutors the other girls with stories 
rem em bered from her studies, notably 
those of one Sandro Somatti, S.J., a six
teenth century Jesuit missionary.

Somatti reflects on Scald Ibis and her 
condition as she reflects on him, and on her 
self-appointed m issionary status in the 
Tent. By the time her father re-enters the 
story, in a way that further complicates the 
dynamics of his daughter’s relationship 
with her keeper Hayashi, we begin to see 
W est’s use of traditional storytelling ele
ments only makes this “historical novel” 
even less traditional and more surprising. I 
don’t want to say too much about the 
book’s last third, because throughout The 
Tent o f Orange Mist — but especially in its 
last eighty pages — the twists in the plot 
take us further and further from a view of 
history we can grasp or master with an easy 
sentence or two. In fact, West could be 
arguing that the type of wide-angle cine
matic perspective contemporary historical 
fiction presents creates a false sense of 
social consciousness, or social “morality,” 
that is really only a highly structured but 
foundationless elevation of “taste” over 
morality. Near the book’s end, one of the 
characters is struck by the “demoralizing 
notion” that “the butchering of women and 
children was somehow not as evil as 
teatime coprophagy.” The thought’s impact 
is intensified by its placement in the book, 
by which character it occurred to, and 
under what circum stance. I found this 
novel, written as it is in an uncharacteristi
cally weightless yet still potent style, ulti
mately made me question what home is — 
a place, a synaptic tangle of memory, a few 
people and material objects? To get here 
from there, from the city of Nanking in 
1937 to the idea of home, takes more than a 
pair of ruby slippers and a Gone With the 
Wind view of history; it takes a mind writ
ing at the exploratory edge of biological 
and aesthetic striving, at the point where 
the two are arriving at the same demand. I 
haven’t read another book which so closely 
apprehends and so implicitly understands 
this strange territory, a terra incognita at 
the heart of much of the debate over what 
makes us human.

J e f f  Schwaner lives in Charleston, South 
Carolina.
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Rock and Revisionism
Rock  She W rote 
Eds. Ann Powers 
and Evelyn McDonnell 
Delta Trade Paperbacks 
$ 15.95 paper. 320 pages

Bridget Meeds
Cyndi Lauper was wrong. Girls don't “just 

wanna have fun”; they also want to read books 
about girls who wanna have fun. At least, 
that’s what 1 surmise after having had to wres
tle from my best friend her copy of Rock She 
Wrote, the new anthology of music criticism 
by and about women. This friend, a musician 
herself, had recognized that the book (graced 
with a lovely photo of Leslie Mah of Tribe 8 
and her “Queer Nation: Assimilate My Fist”- 
stickered guitar) was of more than passing 
interest. We had to play “My mother and your 
mother were hanging out clothes” to determine 
who got to read it first. Lucky for you, I won.

Rock She Wrote is edited by two talented 
journalists, Evelyn McDonnell and Ann Pow
ers. Powers is music editor of The Village 
Voice and a critic for The New York Times', 
McDonnell’s work appears in Interview, The 
Village Voice, Rolling Stone, The New York 
Times, Ms., Billboard, and Option.

In choosing pieces to reprint, McDonnell and 
Powers have cast their net widely. The book 
features essays written by heavy-hitting cultural 
critics, such as Susan Brownmiller on Yoko 
Ono and bell hooks on Madonna; fine pieces 
from hard-working music journalists like Mim 
Udovitch on k.d. lang and Deborah Frost on 
heavy metal music; and fringe writers like Patti 
Smith on Bob Dylan and the poet Trade Morris 
on the history of hip-hop. Poems, press releases, 
and ’zine excerpts are given equal weight with 
essays from Rolling Stone.

Offering a distinctly feminist take on popu
lar culture. Rock She Wrote focuses on women’s 
issues or music made by women, providing a 
counterbalance to other histories of rock 
music, which tend to be monopolized by male 
voices and stories. The editors prefer a biting, 
satirical tone, most evident in the insightful and 
energetic excerpts from an ’80s ’zine called 
Bitch, written and edited by Lori Twersky.

On the downside, few essays in Rock She 
Wrote are written by working musicians, and 
those that are spend little time discussing 
music-making. Patti Smith and Kim Gordon 
(bassist for Sonic Youth) discuss social and 
sexual issues, rather than sonorous ones. Also, 
the book is weighted towards music and writ
ing from the last two decades, favoring rock 
and pop music over jazz or rhythm and blues.

Despite these shortcomings, Rock She 
Wrote has much to say, especially about the 
libidinized role of women in the world of con
temporary music, from musicians to fans to 
critics. With all this in mind, I recently met 
with editor and journalist Evelyn McDonnell 
in New York City to talk about the book and 
her career as a music journalist.

Bookpress: So, tell me about your guitar.

McDonnell: It’s a Sears Silvertone. I got it 
last year right about this time, for my birthday. 
It’s red and has lipstick pickups. I’m really into 
the whole idea of lipstick pickups.

BP: Are you a musician yourself?

EM: No, I’m really not. I’ve fooled around 
a little bit with it. I had guitar lessons as a kid, 
so I know how to play, but I’ve never really 
played in a band.

BP: In the introduction to Rock She Wrote, 
you explain why some women choose to be 
rock ’n’ roll writers by saying “You love rock 
’n’ roll.... [But] the more you got into the 
music, the more you saw that your options 
were limited. You could be a musician: get 
dicked around by business people, be treated 
like a sex object, then succumb to the drug cul
ture that keeps artists under control... You 
decide to become a rock critic, so that you can 
speak your mind, maintain your independence, 
try to confront men at their own level.” You go

on to explain why you decided to be a critic. 
Do you think that more women write music 
criticism than play?

EM: If anything, it goes the other way. How
ever limited, I think there are models for female 
musicians. You can be a folkie and follow the 
Joanie Mitchell thing, for example. But there 
really hasn’t been a model for the female rock 
critic. So there have been fewer women critics 
than musicians. Of course, some women, like 
Deborah Frost, choose both.

BP: You once wrote, "While no forms or 
styles are essentially ‘feminine,’ there are 
ways in which women approach listening to 
music and writing about it that are often 
explicitly shaped by gender. Most importantly,

women bring a heightened sense of subjectivi
ty in their writing.” Do you still believe that 
women have certain feminine insights that aid 
their critical writing?

EM: This is incredibly difficult ground. The 
danger of talking about “feminine qualities" is 
that they are exactly what have tended to limit 
women’s roles and involvement in things like 
criticism. People believe that women are predis
posed by biology to certain things and not oth
ers. But, while some social roles may be related 
to biological processes like childbearing, others 
have more to do with the fact that women have 
lacked economic and political power.

BP: Do your subjects tell you secrets 
because you are a woman?

EM: One can play that card, but it depends 
on the individual. When I interview other 
women, they sometimes look at me as a fellow 
woman, on the same side, while some men will 
look askance at me because I’m a woman crit
ic and they don’t understand why I’m there. 
On the other hand, there are men who let their 
guard down because they don’t feel they have 
to compete with me the way they would with a 
male interviewer, and some women are defen
sive with me. It depends on the individual.

BP: Do you think that rock music is misog- 
ynistic?

EM: We live in a misogynistic society. 
Because it is very emotional, rock music can 
bring out the worst, as well as the best aspects 
of society. For instance, Axl Rose is very 
misogynistic, and rock music has given him 
the power to wield that misogyny. But some
one like Little Richard really confounded a lot 
of gender stereotypes. And he’s an archetype 
of rock and roll. It has been an incredibly male- 
dominated form of music, so misogynistic 
themes are often emphasized. Still, rock music 
does allow men to express their feminine sides, 
and women to express their masculine sides, 
and that’s very liberating.

BP: How did you get into music journalism?

EM: Well, I had written journalism since I 
was in junior high, and I’ve loved music since 
I was a kid. In college, I wrote for the student

paper and a local weekly, the first place I got 
paid to write a review. After I graduated, I 
eventually moved to New York, where I start
ed writing for a newspaper. But I had to sup
port myself with a lot of other jobs.

BP: Do male rock critics follow a similar path ?

EM: Male rock critics detinitely have it a lot 
easier, no doubt about it. So many men who 
started out in my circumstances have sur
passed me. Maybe I'm being immodest, but I 
can't think it’s just about talent. I think they 
have it easier.

BP: Why is that?

EM: It’s a boy’s club. There are so many

Kristine Larsen
and Ann Powers

males out there. Even though my article “The 
Feminine Critique,” a history of women music 
journalists, was first published in 1992, and 
Ann Powers and I have been talking about 
these issues for years, male editors and jour
nalists still don't understand a lot of the basic 
ways in which men just tend to feel comfort
able with other men. They don’t understand 
that they have to make an extra effort to 
involve women. Obviously, there have been 
men who have helped me and I don’t want to 
criticize them, but in general, men pass on the 
jobs to other men.

BP: How do you see your career progress
ing? Do you want to be an editor?

EM: I would love to be an editor; I have 
been at different stages of my career. I like the 
ability to shape coverage, rather than just hand
ing my pieces in. And I would like the power 
and respect. But it's still very difficult.

BP: Do you lose jobs because of your politics?

EM: I think so. I know I’m blacklisted from 
Spin, partly because of my politics and partly 
because I’m a woman. I was interviewed for a 
job there, and they basically asked how I 
would ever cope with Bob Guiccione Jr. What 
would I do if he harassed me? I want the 
power, but at what price?

BP: The musician, critic, and poet Patti Smith 
seems to be an iconographic figure in your writ
ing. She surfaces again and again in your 
reviews, as a sort of benchmark for every woman 
artist. Why is she such a touchstone for you?

EM: She’s done everything I would ever 
want to do, from dating Sam Shepard to writ
ing poetry and being a critic and dealing with 
artists. I discovered her when I was a teenager 
living in a small town, and she was a powerful 
figure for me, although it’s funny, her poster 
wasn't on my wall. I was much more into 
Bruce Springsteen. But Patti has always stayed 
with me. I continue to discover new things 
about her music and writing. I finally got to 
meet her this summer, which was incredible.

BP: Is she an important figure for many of 
the writers in your book?

EM: Absolutely. I’ve talked with many of 
them about her.

BP: In a review of a book about women in 
rock, you write “ ...a chronicle of female role 
models in pop music is being constructed, 
brick by brick.” Why is it important for us to 
have — and for you to take a part in creating 
— this history?

EM: The tendency to write women out of 
rock history has become a self-fulfilling situa
tion, allowing rock to be seen as a male medi
um. That can only change by rewriting rock 
history to include the important roles played by 
women, whether as fans or artists.

BP: Do you see rock music as a folk art form?

EM: Yes, it’s music that reaches a lot of 
people, and is not caught up by academic con
strictions. It’s all about expressing individuali
ty. Look at Bikini Kill. Kathleen Hanna has a 
lot to say about this.

BP: What are you trying to accomplish with 
your recent long essays in Interview, which are 
not reviews or profiles but rather extended 
commentary about the role of the pop artist in
society?

EM: As a writer, you tend to get pigeon
holed. In the Interview columns, I write about 
things that I don’t usually get to write about, 
like Tupac Shakur. Just the fact that I am a 
woman writing in the first person about music, 
in an unapologelic way, is a feminist act.

BP: You are one of the first, and one of the 
few, journalists to write about the Nuyoricans, 
a group of poets from New York City who 
emphasize the performance of poetry. Why do 
you write about them? And how does a critic 
affect the emerging wave of an art form?

EM: I was definitely the first person to write 
about them, so on the one hand, I feel a little 
pride — I was the first! I feel that my career is 
mixed up with theirs. A lot of those people 
were very inspiring to me, so I want to see 
them do well. I’m very proud of the profile I 
did of Paul Beatty. He’s a great talent, and I 
discovered him! But the story I did about the 
Nuyorican Cafe was different. It was then that 
I realized what little influence the Village 
Voice has on the New York media. That story 
came out, and it was another two years before 
others picked up on it. My coverage gave 
validity to the scene and the poets involved, 
but I don’t think it affected the media coverage 
that followed. Some of it has been O.K., and 
some has been really bad, focusing on the 
wrong poets and the “New Beats,” as if the 
only poetry is beatnik poetry.

BP: What is the role of libido in feminist 
rock criticism?

EM: Rock is very much the music of the 
libido, th  ̂ gut, the raw emotional expression. 
Rock criticism has been inevitably infected, or 
inspired, by that. Rock writing by women is so 
amazing because we’re writing from this very 
pure place within ourselves. Libido is a power
ful thing, and in rock criticism it’s not being fil
tered through the usual layers of “being right” 
and “being a good girl.” Just as rock music by 
women is incredibly exciting to me, so is the 
writing.

• • •
At this point my own libido got the better of 

me and I had to wrap up the interview to be on 
time for the John Linnell show at the Mercury 
Lounge. But I left convinced that McDonnell 
and Powers have provided us with a valuable 
resource. Rock She Wrote is a limited book, as 
any book edited from a polemical viewpoint 
must be. But it contains some very good writ
ing and historical information, and is well 
worth giving to the favorite Riot Grrl in your 
life, be she fourteen or forty.

Bridget Meeds is a writer living in Ithaca.

Evelyn M cDonnell
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Clio
P ast Im per fec t :
H istory  A ccording  t o  th e  M ovies 
Ed. Mark C. Carnes, et al.
Henry Holt 
$30 cloth

Cushing Strout
Writing history is not the oldest profes

sion, but it is old enough to take for granted 
that it is a constant. A few decades ago, 
however, Hayden White was working out 
his attack on historians for anachronistically 
being wedded to the linear narrative conven
tions of 19th-century novelists. In a quanti
tative version of structuralism, the French 
historian LeRoy Ladurie wrote confidently 
in 1972:

Present-day historiography, with its prefer
ence for the quantifiable, the statistical and the 
structural, has been obliged to suppress in 
order to survive. In the last decade it has vir
tually condemned to death the narrative histo
ry of events, and the individual biography.

By the end of the decade, however, the Eng
lish historian Lawrence Stone was welcom
ing a new and growing trend among histori
ans in which

the culture of the group, and even the will of 
the individual, are potentially at least as impor
tant causal agents of change as the impersonal 
forces of material output and demographic 
growth.

There was, in fact, “a broad cluster of 
changes in the nature of historical dis
course,” but he roughly summed them up 
under the heading of his article’s title, “The 
Revival of Narrative.”

Like novels, motion pictures have always 
treated history in terms of narrative. The 
revival of narrative among historians has led 
to their taking an interest in other makers of 
historical narratives, especially when 
increasingly, as Brent Staples pointed out in 
a column in the New York Times on the 
movie Jefferson in Paris, “historical adjudi
cations are becoming largely the territory of 
screen-writers." At the same time, according 
to a recent gloomy article in Lingua Franca: 
The Review o f Academic Life, college histo
ry enrollments have suffered a drastic drop 
of 45% from 1971 to 1991. It stated that, in 
order to retain the interest of contemporary- 
minded students, “many history depart
ments are now being pressed into becoming 
de facto departments of contemporary histo
ry — not quite a contradiction in terms but 
hardly a healthy situation.” Scholarly obses
sions with contemporary issues of race and 
gender reinforce student inclinations to see 
the past as (to use Carl Sandburg’s 
metaphor) “a bucket of ashes.”

In this climate, it is much to the credit of 
the Society of American Historians that they 
have sponsored Past Imperfect: History 
According to the Movies, edited by Mark C. 
Cames along with Ted Mico, John Miller- 
Monzon, and David Rubel. Sixty writers 
(mostly accomplished academic historians 
but also a few prominent journalists and two 
novelists) assess seventy-five historically ori
ented movies.

One of the book’s pleasures is reading 
about movies the reader is likely to have seen 
in the recent past — such as Black Robe, The 
Last o f the Mohicans, Glory, Malcolm X, 
Matewan, Mississippi Burning, JFK, or in the 
previous decade. Reds, Gallipoli, and Fat 
Man and Little Boy. The articles are arranged 
according to the chronology of the subject 
matter, not the year of the film’s production, 
so that we are brought up to date only as far as 
the time of All the President’s Men.

The majority of the films discussed are 
American with the exception of two French, 
eight British, two West German, one Span
ish, one Australian, one Japanese, and two bi
national films (USA/Japan, Torn, Tora, Tora! 
and Canada/Australia, Black Robe). The

great Italian postwar neo-realist films are 
ignored, as is the subject of fascism itself. 
(Perhaps Schindler's List came out too late 
for the book’s deadline.) No documentaries 
arc discussed, thus leaving out such brilliant 
examples as Ken Burns’s Huey Long, The 
Brooklyn Bridge, and The Civil War, which 
historians have honored.

Some of the editors’ eccentric choices for 
what counts as a historical film suggest that 
the tripod of their camera for screening histo
ry is very wobbly. But given the explosion of 
social and cultural interest by historians in 
everything, including matters once restricted 
to the bedroom, the nursery, and the bath
room, the editors might reply in defense that 
the wobble is in the contemporary category of 
history itself.

Nevertheless, it seems more than passing 
strange to me that Jurassic Park, a piece of 
science fantasy about natural history and 
molecular biology, should be placed first in 
the chronology of this collection because of 
the age of dinosaurs, while the remarkable 
Lawrence o f  Arabia and the powerful 
Breaker Morant,-closely based on actual 
incidents of Australian participation in the 
Boer War, are ignored. Surely, too. The 
Killing Fields, The Right Stuff, and The 
Leopard have a better right to be included 
(but are not) for their historical and dramat
ic merits than the thoroughly distorted and 
conventional Houdini or the melodramatic 
Holmes-Watson pseudo-historical Murder 
by Decree, which is based on a book about 
Jack the Ripper that was informed by a man 
who fabricated his whole story. The Front 
Page is a wonderful movie because of its 
rapid-fire dialogue and exuberant farce, as 
the historian Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr. is 
well aware, but why should it be included 
when it doesn’t matter at all that most of the 
characters were based on real reporters in

Chicago?
Similarly, doubts arise about the inclusion 

of Tea and Sympathy, based on a play that 
was written contemporaneously with its 
subject, “male tribalism, conformity, and 
homophobia in Eisenhower’s America." 
The film doesn’t work as “common critique 
of McCarthyites” for being bullies with the 
“same totalitarian instincts and techniques 
for which they vilified Communists,” and 
for that purpose it would have made more 
sense to include The Front (1976), which 
includes several participants who had actu
ally been blacklisted in the fifties. Seven 
films about Wyatt Earp are discussed, even 
though the biography that became an 
authority for nearly all of them was “an 
imaginative hoax, a fabrication mixed with

just enough fact to lend it credibility .” 
(Appropriately enough, the real Wyatt Earp 
spent his last years hobnobbing with cow
boy film stars.)

However, it is helpful of the editors to 
define history so as to include a past milieu 
or process, even if the characters are all fic
tional, as in Hester Street, adapted from a 
story by Abraham Cahan about the process 
of Jewish acculturation in New York. Paul 
Boyer even defends the inclusion of the 
hilarious, ominous, over-the-top satire, Dr. 
Strangelove, because it “faithfully mirrors 
this historical epoch in which the world’s 
fate often seems hostage to accident, miscal
culation and human fallibility.” The film, he 
argues, has “historical resonance.” But this 
criterion easily turns into a black hole 
because many movies have such resonance, 
even if their main ambition is to adapt a 
novel or a play, as with movies about E. M. 
Forster’s novels; and our interest may be 
even more concerned with the success of the 
adaptation than with the historical reso
nances of the texts.

Many of the historical films in this collec
tion are adaptations, like the all-time block
buster, Gone with the Wind. (The commenta
tor, however, never mentions the impressive 
epic filming of the battle of Atlanta, which 
marks the end of the first half of the film. It 
so impressed me that I walked out of the the
ater without realizing that a second half was 
yet to come.) Given the number of adapta
tions of prior literary forms in Past Imper
fect, it would have been wise to have solicit
ed more articles from fiction writers who 
have themselves (as in the case of Thomas 
Fleming and Gore Vidal in this volume) 
struggled with the problem of dramatizing 
history.

An interesting feature of the format of the 
book is the illustrated sidebars, which also 
include brief comments about the making of 
the film or its historical referents. One of 
them, for example, acutely notes the brilliant 
use of costuming and interior set design in 
Reds: “If the Great Depression happened in 
black and white, then after seeing this film 
you’ll know the 1910s occurred in rich 
browns, mauves, and creams.” A sidebar also 
comments helpfully about the film’s innova
tive device of using voice-overs or talking 
heads of “witnesses” as a kind of chorus. Of 
the more than thirty witnesses, only two or 
three actually figured in the lives of Louise 
Bryant and John Reed, while the one who was 
closest, the painter Andrew Dasburg, Reed’s 
friend and Bryant’s lover, never mentions his 
intimacy with her, as if it might have “dis
turbed the symmetry of the film ’s 
Bryant/Reed/O’Neill triangle.”

“Historians love movies about the past, and 
this book proves it,” the editor Mark C. 
Cames begins his introduction. More accu
rately, it proves that, on celluloid, the muse 
Clio constantly disappoints their love. Either 
the film gets its details wrong, or it gets them 
right, as in the latest version of Wyatt Earp, 
but “tells viewers far more than they ever 
wanted to know about Earp” and “finally has 
nothing important to say.” One gets a glimpse 
of the problem in the dialogue that begins the 
book between the historian Eric Foner and the 
independent director John Sayles. Sayles has 
rooted Eight Men Out and Matewan solidly in 
historical time, place, characters, and events, 
yet he says that he does not use historians for 
“the big picture” but only for matters of detail. 
But making sure that nobody in the cast wears 
a wristwatch, which had not yet been invent
ed at the time of the movie’s setting, is the 
least of the problems of making a historical 
movie.

Sayles himself makes the essential point 
when he says that he has often had “the expe
rience of seeing a historical movie and then 
reading some history — and thinking that his
tory is a better story, a more interesting story, 
and certainly a more complex story.” The 
usual movie trouble, as he says, is that “the 
mindset is wrong,” a failure to recognize that 
“people’s thought processes were different at 
different times.” The sensibility of Butch Cas
sidy and the Sundance Kid, for example, was 
“very 1970s,” like the characters in Easy 
Rider, and it was acceptable because it was 
only “an entertainment.” But anachronism 
really matters in the musical 1776 in which 
Benjamin Franklin, as Thomas Fleming 
observes, is full of “sly winks and leers” while 
being quite without “the bitter seriousness 
with which Franklin backed independence” 
as “an angry man, out to even the score with a 
British government that had hauled him 
before the Privy Council in 1774 and called 
him a liar and a thief.”

Glory performs a service in recovering the 
lost story of the influential courage of black 
soldiers in the storming of Fort Wagner, and it 
magnificently films the battle, but the brashly 
rebellious Private Trip is a character out of the 
modern black liberation movement, as is 
some of the slang in the dialogue. Moreover, 
the film suggests that they were former slaves 
when iri fact the Massachusetts Fifty-fourth 
Regiment, led by Boston’s Col. Robert Gould 
Shaw, was made up of freemen.

Reprinted from T he  Movie Poster Book, E.P. Dutton, 1979
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at the Movies
Sayles remarks that the struggle in making 

historical films is often between “how much 
you want people to think about what’s going 
on” and “how much of a viscerally page-turn
ing, emotionally stirring story you want.” In 
the visual and voyeuristic medium of the 
movies, this struggle is not likely to be an 
even match except in the best examples. His
toricity, as in Mutiny on the Bounty, is too 
often only “a prop man’s concern rather than 
a scriptwriter’s.” Historians are right to com
plain when Hollywood history (as Richard 
Marius says about A Man for All Seasons) or 
its audience is “unable to bear ambiguity, 
incapable of thought, self-righteous, and 
transfixed by appearances.” John Sayles is 
also right to claim that “if you’re true to the 
spirit of the story, you don’t have to get all the 
facts exactly right." Gerda Lemer, for exam
ple, concludes that the Danish director of the 
silent film about Joan of Arc “comes closest 
to conveying the historical truth” by “using 
film poetically and metaphorically.”

Yel this method cannot be counted on to be 
one size that fits all. On the contrary, in one of 
the sharpest and best commentaries, at the 
other, factual end of the spectrum, Frances 
Fitzgerald finds a “perfect metaphor for the 
whole Vietnam experience” in the failure of 
Apocalypse Now. It splices together “a daring 
and stylish satire on the American army in 
Vietnam” and “Coppola’s misguided attempt 
to translate Conrad’s novel [Heart o f Dark
ness] into film.” She sees that the more the 
movie “strays from the realities of Vietnam 
... the worse it gets as fiction.” When Coppo
la starts to make up the geography, “it’s a sign 
of his more general retreat into abstraction 
and solipsism. Kurtz (Marlon Brando), when 
we finally meet him, has nothing to say. He is 
merely a symbol: Colonel Thanatos, Mr. 
Death Wish. There is nobody home.”

She thinks all the other ambitious movies 
about Vietnam also suffer from falling into 
“facile mythmaking ... decked out in special 
effects and extravagant Technicolor gore.” In 
this sense, they reflect the tragic fact that for 
most Americans, “Vietnam was an abstrac
tion — a symbol, not a place — and the 
American troops who went there suffered as a 
result.” Would that our post-modern theorists 
of history as mere fiction, as well as our his
torical film-makers, had Fitzgerald's tough- 
minded sense of history.

One of the most visually impressive and 
historically accurate historical films is Black 
Rohe, with a script written by Brian Moore, 
who previously wrote a novel of the same 
name about Jesuit attempts in the 17th centu
ry to convert the Hurons of Canada to 
Catholicism. Unlike so many inferior histori
cal films discussed in Past Imperfect, Moore 
and director Bruce Beresford display an 
“evenhanded depiction of the baffling other
ness of both native and French culture. Nei
ther culture is morally privileged; each is pre
sented to the viewer in its undiluted strange
ness, as it was to the other in 1634.” 

Hollywood loves love stories, and it is his
torically legitimate to make a film about the 
Bohemian Left that focuses, as Reds does, on 
the love affair between Louise Bryant and 
John Reed. The Film is also unusually con
cerned with connecting them accurately to the 
political events of their time. However, it is 
not easy to balance the historical with the 
romantic. The first half of the film ends in St. 
Petersburg wjth Bryant and Reed making 
love to the strains of “The International.” I 
saw Reds at a screening for a historians’ con
vention in Los Angeles, and during the inter
mission I ran into Robert A. Rosenstone, the 
author of the biography of Reed on which the 
film was based. We were shaking our heads 
over the way the romantic love scene seemed 
to trump the major historical events that were 
taking place at the same time. But then, in the 
second half, I was mesmerized by the film’s 
taking on the task, as Christine Stansell notes, 
of “representing the internecine fights of the 
Left into which Reed plunged himself in 
1919.” The pace of the film then “inevitably 
slackens,” but it is admirable and unusual that

we are given a riveting glimpse of actual ide
ological debate, a rarity in any movie.

Stephen Jay Gould, in his essay on Jurassic 
Park, concludes that “we cannot hope for 
even a vaguely accurate portrayal of the nub 
of history in film so long as movies must obey 
the literary conventions of ordinary plotting.” 
That is because, as an evolutionist, he is a crit
ic of “purpose and directionality as motivating 
and predictable forces of history” and wants 
movies that take contingency seriously, as 
paleontology should. Fair enough for natural 
history, but chance cannot become the major 
theme of human history without it falling into 
another form of determinism as unhistorical 
as casting everything into the form of necessi
ty. Purpose and direction, however encour
aged, deflected, or even stymied by chance, 
are precisely what interest us in both history 
and novels. They are what make stories mean
ingful instead of being “just one damn thing 
after another.”

The other major commentator for this book 
is the historian Simon Schama, who, for some 
inexplicable reason, is given pride of place at 
the end to discuss — out of the book’s 
chronological sequence — Abel Gance’s clas
sic silent movie Napoleon. Schama is an 
imaginative, wide-ranging, and eloquent his
torian, but in this anthology he is too clever by 
half in subordinating the content and method 
of the French film to his own comic dialogue 
about it as conducted between a Hollywood 
type, Fiscal, and a stand-in for Napoleon, 
Goodpart:
Fiscal: So, Goodpart, whatdya think, an out
standing spectacle, no? A must-see for the tech
nical wizardry alone: Polyvision, Russian mon
tage, crazy hand-held shots — really, you’ve got 
to call this film a revolution.
Goodpart (wearily): It’s a bloody mess, yes.

Schama amusingly has the movie’s subject 
jealously condemn Gance for wanting to be 
“the Napoleon of the film” with an army of 
cameramen and actors and makeup women in 
order “to make a conquest.” How Gance suc
ceeds or fails historically and artistically is 
lost in Schama’s witty byplay with his own 
fictional creation. He seems to want to 
become a scriptwriter himself, rather than a 
critic.

If movies really are the place where histori
cal issues are being adjudicated for most peo
ple, serious historical criticism is more neces
sary than ever. This book is welcome, though 
it demonstrates that only a few historians as 
yet have the ability to pay attention to the dra
matic form of the film, its historical content, 
and the interaction of these elements.

Some will wonder what all the fuss is 
about. What does it matter if film-makers get 
it wrong? It’s only a movie. The general editor 
of Past Imperfect says that “for many, Holly
wood History is the only history. They could 
do worse.” They could also do very much bet
ter. It doesn’t much matter that Houdini or the 
various versions of Wyatt Earp are hoked-up 
and falsified commercial entertainment. Even 
so, our sense of history can be usefully chal
lenged as well as perniciously perverted by 
historical films.

The French take their Revolution very seri
ously, and Robert Danton’s brilliant essay on 
Danton, directed by a Polish anti-Stalinist, 
shows how, in 1983, it shocked the French 
Left by presenting Robespierre as neurotic 
and inhumane. But already the French histori
an Francois Furet had attacked the anti-Dan- 
ton myth of the Revolution that for long had 
been “perpetuated in the cause of Stalinism.” 
The intense controversy, led by the offended 
Socialists who denounced the film’s unortho- 
doxy, showed “how much they remained pris
oners of their own mythology.”

The Birth o f a Nation, based on Thomas 
Dixon, Jr.'s The Clansman, has its high place 
in the technical development of making films, 
and is one of the first and greatest box-office 
attractions in the history of motion pictures. It 
is also the purveyor of historical myths about 
Reconstruction and of white-supremacist 
stereotypes of the black man as a creature hid
ing beneath his grinning, obsequious mask the

vicious brutality of the rapist. “Few if any 
films in the history of the cinema,” as Leon 
Litwak observes in a trenchant commentary 
on the movie, “had such tragic and far-reach
ing consequences.” The people of Chicago, 
one observer wrote, “saw more in The Birth of 
a Nation than a tremendous dramatic specta
cle. They saw in it the reason the South wants 
to ‘keep the Negro in his place.’ They saw in 
it a new contemplation of southern prob
lems.” The late Ralph Ellison lamented that 
“the Negro as a scapegoat could be sold as 
entertainment, could even be exported. If the 
film became the main manipulator of the 
American dream, for Negroes that dream con
tained a strong dose of such stuff as night
mares are made of.”

As Past Imperfect makes clear, the confu
sion of history and entertainment is one of the 
perpetual risks in making historical films. It is 
worth taking the risk, however, when the 
reward, which is rare, is to give us a fusion of 
an artist's sense of form with a historian’s 
sense of truth. More often, the historical sense 
in film is likely to find a home when it is a 
feeling for period and place rather than for 
actual persons and events. The scriptwriter, 
the director, and the producer of Howard's 
End and A Room with a View did well with the 
Edwardian time of Forster’s novels. It was 
only when the Merchant-Ivory team confront
ed history directly, without the mediation of a 
novelist, as it did in Jefferson in Paris, that 
their collective historical sense succumbed to 
vulgarization. While getting many details 
right, it bungled the larger truth by substitut
ing the dubious legend of Jefferson’s sexual 
liaison with his teenaged slave for the rich 
subject of his political ties with French liber
als and his eager absorption of European hus
bandry, science, architecture, and art. Once 
again, to borrow Pauline Kael’s metaphor, 
Clio lost it at the movies.

Signed Kracauer, a historian and theorist of 
film, also wrote a philosophy of history, His
tory: The Last Things Before the Last, sug
gesting that analogies with cinematic narra
tive would afford opportunity for enlighten
ing comparisons, but, disappointingly, he 
made very few of them. He was critical of 
films that were either adapted from plays or 
novels, or modeled on them in terms of struc
ture and meaning. This type of film is not, in 
his view, truly cinematic because instead of 
“rendering transient impressions and unfore
seeable encounters,” it “sacrifices porosity to 
dense composition.” Consequently, given this 
premise, he discusses no examples of histori
cal films, because they are often adapted from 
literary models. It is a pity because his pro
posal for comparison of cinematic and histor
ical narratives has the promise of finding 
more common ground between historians and 
film-makers than most of the commentators in 
Past Imperfect have been able to find.

Cushing Strout is an emeritus professor o f 
American Studies at Cornell University.
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Ending Welfare as We Know It
continued from page 1

dollars spent on the AFDC population 
is $49 billion, or about three percent of 
the federal budget. Com m ittee Repub
licans, how ever, are not in terested  in 
facts. They share  R e c to r’s view  that 
any social spending is welfare.

The R epublicans’ denial o f the facts 
underscores an alarm ing trend in public 
policy . W elfare is no longer a public 
expenditure that can be debated ra tio 
nally in term s of costs and benefits. It 
has becom e a ra lly in g  cry  for righ t- 
wing ideologues who perceive a moral 
breakdown in society to be of primary 
im portance. In th is v iew , poverty  is 
due to the m oral d e f ic ie n c ie s  o f  the 
poor, induced by governm ent w elfare 
policies.

R esearch ev idence  tha t con trad ic ts  
the New Right point of view is routine
ly dism issed as the product o f a biased 
intelligentsia. This response is indica
tive of the conservative attitude toward 
research in general; it is a political tool 
to be m anipulated in support o f policy 
objectives.

The N on-M arita l B irthrate and  The 
D estruction o f  the Traditional Family

A key policy consideration for these 
right-wing m embers of Congress is the 
effort to link the issue of non-m arital 
births with welfare reform legislation. 
W elfare is v iew ed as a cause  o f th is 
trend and therefore a threat to tradition
al tw o -p aren t fam ily  s tru c tu re s . The 
solution, to them, is obvious: cut w el
fare benefits. As the argum ent goes, 
the increase in out-of-w edlock births is 
caused by the increasing size and avail
ability of w elfare benefits. A ccording 
to New Right ideo logy , w elfare is an 
economic subsidy of dysfunctional and 
anti-social behavior.

Conservatives note that nominal dol
lar spending  on A FD C has increased  
since 1970 ($4 billion in state and fed
eral d o lla rs  in 1970, co m p ared  w ith 
$22 billion in 1993), coinciding with an 
in c rea se  in the o u t-o f-w e d lo c k  
birthrate. H ow ever, w hile the average 
size of benefits has increased in terms 
o f nom inal d o lla rs  sin ce  1970, th e ir  
cash value in real dollars, adjusted for 
inflation, has decreased by 47 percent. 
Further, the cu rren t average m onthly 
benefit o f $377 for a family of three in 
1994 is virtually  unchanged from  the 
average level of $374 in 1990, yet the 
nonm arital b irth ra te  has continued  to 
clim b am ong all sectors o f society. If 
there  w ere a d ire c t c o rre la tio n , we 
would expect to see vast differences in 
the b ir th ra te  am ong s ta te s , b ecau se  
AFDC cash benefit levels vary widely 
among states. Yet desp ite  d ifferences 
in m axim um  b e n e fit lev e ls  be tw een  
A labam a and New Y ork ($ 5 7 7  and 
$164 re sp e c tiv e ly )  th e ir  n o n m arita l 
birthrates are the same.

In addition, the increase in the non
m arita l b ir th ra te  is a so c ie ty -w id e  
trend, and is not lim ited to the AFDC 
population. In fact, this rate is increas
ing among educated and econom ically 
independent women. While many fam i
lies th a t e n te r  the A FD C ro lls  are 
fem ale-h ead ed  h o u seh o ld s , m any o f 
these  fa m ilie s  en te r the ro lls  due to 
death  or sep a ra tio n  o f  a sp ouse , jo b  
loss, or the birth of an additional child. 
L ik ew ise , m any fam ilie s  th a t re su lt 
from nonm arital births never enter the 
AFDC program. This point escapes the 
New Right due in part to the fact that 
their primary concern is the breakdown 
o f the tra d itio n a l tw o -p a re n t fam ily  
structure. For them, the phenom enon of 
fem ale-headed households, w hether or 
not they participate in AFDC, is sym p
tomatic of moral breakdown in society.

T he b ill p ro p o sed  by the  H ouse

R ep u b lican s  in c lu d es p ro v is io n s  to 
deny aid to m others under 18. It also 
includes provisions to deny aid to chil
dren born to fam ilies receiving public 
assistance, a policy known as a family 
cap that, at full im plementation, would 
deny cash  a ss is ta n c e  to 2.4 m illion  
children. Further, the bill would deny 
cash assistance  to fam ilies that have 
received 60 cum ulative months of aid. 
S la te s  w ould have the f le x ib ility  to 
limit aid even further. Assuming states 
were as generous as allow able under 
the provisions of the bill, 3.9 m illion 
children (or 33 percent of the caseload) 
w ould  be d en ied  aid . S hou ld  s ta te s  
choose to impose a two-year time limit 
on cash assistance, the number of chil

dren denied aid would exceed nine mil
lion . Iro n ic a lly , if  th is  b ill becom es 
law, it will have little  or no effect on 
the rate of non-m arital births. It will, 
h o w ev er, cause  sev ere  h a rd sh ip  for 
countless families with children.

Time Limits
and Forcing Lazy Mothers to Work
In addition  to the old stereo type of 

inner-city black families living parasit- 
ically o ff society, the New Right por
trays welfare recipients as ignorant vic
tim s w hose d ep en d en ce  on w elfa re  
makes them virtual slaves to the pover
ty “ in dustry .” By this logic, the m ost 
effective way to reduce dependence is 
by im posing  tim e lim its on benefits , 
th e reb y  fo rc in g  re c ip ie n ts  to seek 
em ploym ent. The underlying assum p
tion is that adult recipients fail to work 
by m isg u id ed  ch o ice ; ap p ro p ria te  
behavioral inducem ents will result in 
v irtuous ou tcom es. A nother assum p
tion is that all w elfare fam ilies share 
the sam e c ircum stances , ch a rac te ris 
tics, and needs.

B ut the w elfa re  p o p u la tio n  is not 
homogeneous and its needs with regard 
to the AFDC program vary widely. Of 
the 14.3 million recipients in 1994, 9.6 
m illion were children. The New Right 
prom ulgates the stereotype of welfare 
recipients as primarily inner-city black 
m others who d o n ’t work and rem ain 
dependent on w elfare for their entire 
lives. In fact, very few individuals fit 
th is s te reo ty p e . W hile 36 percen t o f 
ad u lt A FD C  re c ip ie n ts  are A frican -

A m erican , 38 percent are w hite. The 
percentage of blacks in the AFDC pop
ulation has been decreasing  in recent 
years, due prim arily to the increase in 
poverty  and a c o n co m itan t rise  o f 
AFDC usage am ong w hite  fam ilie s . 
Other demographic characteristics also 
defy New R ight m is re p re se n ta tio n s . 
R oughly  h a lf  the A FD C p o p u la tio n  
consists of the rural poor. Only 7.6 per
cent of AFDC mothers are 20 years old 
or younger; m ost are betw een 30 and 
39. The average size of the AFDC fam
ily is 1.9 children, less than the aver
age for the o v era ll U .S . p o p u la tio n . 
Seventy-two percent of AFDC families 
have two or fewer children. Most strik
ing o f all, estim ates show that a sub 

stantial number of AFDC families com 
bine work and welfare (estim ates range 
from  6.9  p e rcen t to 13.8 p e rc e n t o f 
AFDC families). That is, many families 
work part o f the year but fall on eco 
nom ic hard tim es and requ ire  pub lic  
ass is tan ce ; o th e r fam ilies  w ork part- 
time while receiving benefits. AFDC is 
essentially an unem ploym ent insurance 
p ro g ram  for the w o rk ing  poor. T h is 
su g g ests  that p rob lem s w ith  w elfa re  
dependence may be due in part to the 
structure of the economy rather than to 
rec ip ien t b eh av io r. Ig n o rin g  all e v i
dence to the co n tra ry , m ost R ep u b li
cans in Congress remain convinced that 
welfare causes dependence rather than 
ack n o w led g e  th a t c h ro n ic a lly  h igh 
unemployment rates and other econom 
ic conditions, especially in urban areas, 
are responsible. This logic is equivalent 
to saying that firemen cause fires, and 
therefore reductions in fire stations will 
decrease fires.

Perhaps m ost m isunderstood  is the 
frequency w ith which fam ilies u tilize 
w elfare p rogram s. The vast m ajo rity  
remain on welfare for surprisingly short 
p e rio d s. R esearch  has d em o n stra ted  
tha t 76 pe rcen t o f  the fam ilie s  w ho 
en ter w elfare leave w ithin tw o years. 
D espite  this fact, m ispercep tion  p e r
sists. Consider a hospital ward with 20 
patients. At any point, perhaps fourteen 
of the patients have remained hospital
ized for over two weeks, the other six 
p a tie n ts  are new a rr iv a ls . A casu a l 
observer would conclude that nearly 75 
percent of the patients stay in the hospi

tal longer than tw o w eeks. H ow ever, 
o v e r the co u rse  o f  sev e ra l w eeks, a 
m ore a c c u ra te  o b se rv a tio n  w ould 
dem onstrate that, while the same four
teen patients remain in their beds, sev
era l dozen  new  p a tie n ts  a rr iv e , are 
treated, and leave after a brief visit. In 
re a lity , the o v e ra ll p e rcen tag e  of 
patients who remain in the hospital for 
a lengthy stay is small. The same logic 
app lies to the w elfare popu la tion . At 
any poin t, a m ajo rity  o f those on the 
rolls have been there for more than two 
years. However, over the course of sev
eral years, fam ilies who enter the rolls 
and leave w ithin two years constitu te 
an overwhelm ing m ajority of the over
all caseload (76 percent). This process 
fu rth e r  u n d e rsc o re s  A F D C ’s ro le  in 
su p p o rt o f  w o rk in g  po o r fam ilie s . 
Many fam ilies re-enter the labor force 
but soon cycle  back on to the AFDC 
rolls due to lay offs, loss of a partner, 
or changes in the fam ily  size . O ften, 
when fam ilies  do find w ays to leave 
welfare, they lack supportive services, 
such as safe and affordable child care, 
access to health care, and job  security. 
The main problem  with w elfare is not 
the program  itself but the volatility of 
the labor m arket; real w elfare reform  
would address the needs o f people for 
e ffec tiv e  tra in in g  and jo b  o p p o rtu n i
ties.

W hile  m ost fa m ilie s  su c c e ss fu lly  
leave the AFDC program  via em ploy
ment or m arriage, some recipients lack 
the ability and self-confidence to attain 
se lf-su ffic ie n cy . F u rth er, the sudden 
loss o f cash , m ed ical, and ch ild  care 
benefits can disrupt fam ilies’ attem pts 
to e n te r  the w o rk fo rce . D esp ite  the 
decreasing benefit levels o f the AFDC 
program , the a lternative  o f low -w age 
jobs and econom ic insecurity is a false 
choice; m edical benefits are as im por
tant as cash assistance  to som e fam i
lie s , e sp e c ia lly  tho se  w ith  m em bers 
who are ch ronically  ill. A nalysis pre
pared by the Departm ent of Health and 
Human Services found that an estim at
ed one million fam ilies would leave the 
AFDC rolls if alternative health cover
age w ere a v a ila b le . T h is  su g g e s ts  a 
much different solution than the cut-off 
ad v o ca ted  by the  G O P; a system  o f 
transitional support that enabled fam i
lies to acquire and retain em ploym ent 
had been the goal o f  P resid en t C lin 
ton’s original welfare reform proposal.

D ue to  the  sc a rc ity  o f  jo b s  for 
unskilled workers, a policy that would 
lim it support in order to force people 
into the labor m arket would not be suc
cessfu l. R ecen t stru c tu ra l changes in 
the econom y, m ost notably g lobaliza
tion, have created com plex labor m ar
ket dynam ics that are beyond the reach 
o f w elfare policy alone. W orking poor 
fa m ilie s  are  a lread y  ab so rb in g  the 
brunt o f these structural changes in the 
econom y. A tim e-lim it w elfare policy 
that sim ply  ignores the need for ade
quate  p riva te  sec to r jo b s  w ould only 
increase the econom ic stra in  on low- 
wage fam ilies; com petition for the few 
rem aining jobs would becom e fiercer. 
The GOP desire to impose lim e limits 
is not based on a consideration  o f the 
labo r m arke t; it is d e sig n ed  to m ake 
w elfare seem as unattractive as possi
ble, regardless of the adverse impact on 
working poor families.

E lem ents o f  the Plan and  Its F iscal 
Im pact

T he G O P w e lfa re  re fo rm  plan  is 
nothing short o f an a ll-ou t assau lt on 
the poor. W hile conservatives accuse 
D em o cra ts  o f  re so r tin g  to c la ss  war 
rhetoric, they pursue class war policies 
with a vengeance. The sums of money 
involved in cutting aid to the poor are

Impact on Children

Under the proposed two-year time limit, 9 million 
of the 12 million children currently receiving AFDC  

assistance will be cut off.

Source: U.S. Department o f Health and Human Services — ASPE.
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sm all co m p ared  to p ro p o sed  cu ts in 
M edicare  and M ed ica id  ($50  b illion  
versus $470 b illion  respective ly  over 
five years), but each policy represents a 
shift of benefits from the m ost vulnera
ble population to the most affluent. The 
sav in g s ach iev ed  w ill be used to 
finance a tax cut that largely benefits 
the w e a lth ie s t in so c ie ty . The fisca l 
e ffe c ts  are  a lso  the sam e; co s ts  and 
responsibilities are being shifted from 
the fed era l g o v e rn m en t to  s ta te  and 
local governm ents. The welfare reform 
plan recently passed by the Senate (the 
version m ost likely to reach President 
C lin ton’s desk) would end the federal 
guaran tee o f  AFDC benefits  for poor 
fam ilies that m eet e lig ib ility  req u ire 
m ents. The AFDC program  would be 
replaced with a block grant program in 
which states receive a fixed sum of fed
era l d o lla rs  to  d es ig n  and o p e ra te  a 
workfare program. In order to maintain 
the present level of services over time 
(e sp ec ia lly  if  a rece ss io n  o ccu rred ), 
s ta te s  w ould  be req u ired  to in c rease  
th e ir  fu n d in g  by ra is in g  s ta te  tax es . 
O therw ise , s ta tes w ould be forced to 
reduce services to poor fam ilies by $50 
billion.

The Senate bill would require states 
to place all able-bodied adult recipients 
into a workfare program  as a condition 
of eligibility for receiving federal ben
efits. The required  partic ipation  rates 
in the work program are so high that 41 
s ta te s  w ould  have to  p lace  tw ice  as 
many recipients (or m ore) into a work 
p rog ram  than  are c u rre n tly  b e ing  
served  in s ta te -ru n  jo b  tra in in g  p ro 
gram s. S ubsid ized  w ork slo ts  are far 
m ore costly  and d ifficu lt to supervise 
than jo b  tra in in g  and ed u ca tio n  p ro 
gram s. It takes tim e for local service 
agencies to develop sufficient com m u
nity ties to coordinate work slots. This 
problem  is com pounded  by the trad i
tional resistance o f local businesses to 
em p lo y in g  w e lfa re  re c ip ie n ts . M ore 
im p o rta n tly , as the w ork  s lo ts  are  
filled, it would becom e fiscally im pos
sible for a state to generate enough new 
slots to accom m odate the num bers of 
poor fam ilies requiring assistance.

The Senate’s work program  require
m ent is essen tia lly  an unfunded m an
date, underscoring  a general trend of 
cost sh ifting  from the federal level to 
s ta te  and lo ca l g o v e rn m e n ts . The 
am ount o f  the b lock  g ran t to s ta te s , 
based  on fisca l y ea r 1994 sp en d in g , 
would rem ain unchanged. W ithin five 
years, th is equa tes to a $1 1.7 b illion  
reduction  in federal funding  for cash 
assistance and job  training. New York, 
for exam ple, would lose $1.75 billion 
in federal funding for such program s. 
In c lu d in g  cu ts  in re la te d  p ro g ram s 
u n d er the G O P p ro p o sa l, N ew  Y ork 
would lose $6.8 billion in total federal 
fu n d in g . L ike  the re s t o f  the s ta te s , 
New Y ork w ill face the d ilem m a o f 
either reducing services or m aking up 
sh o rtfa lls  th ro u g h  in c rea se s  in sta te  
spending . G iven the cond itio n  o f the 
s ta te  b u d g e t, m a in ta in in g  se rv ice s  
w ould  re q u ire  an in c rea se  in s ta te  
tax es , m ost lik e ly  p ro p e rty  tax es . 
States, faced with unachievable object 
tives and com peting budget pressures, 
will inevitably resort to the solution of 
cu ttin g  fa m ilie s  from  the a ss is tan ce  
rolls.

The G O P ra tio n a le  for th e ir  b ill is 
that they are not d ism antling  the w el
fare sy stem , bu t sim ply  h an d in g  the 
program over to the states, which, they 
argue, are in a better position than the 
fed e ra l g o v e rn m en t to  ad d re ss  the 
needs o f their residents. This process, 
known as devolution, has provided pro
tection for the GOP from charges that 
th e ir  p ro p o sa l is h a rsh  on c h ild re n .

H ow ever, block grants are extrem ely 
problem atic for a variety of reasons. 
The stated intention of block grants is 
to achieve savings by permitting states 
the flex ib ility  to design support sys
tems that meet the needs of their resi
dents. In reality , the fiscal effects of 
block grants, com bined with new fed
eral strings included in the GOP plan, 
com ple te ly  underm ine the no tion  o f 
state flexibility.

Due to inflation, the value of the fed
eral grant to states will quickly erode 
over time. Further, there would be no 
ad justm en ts to the state grant due to 
chan g es in pop u la tio n  or o ther ec o 
nom ic c ircu m stan ces tha t a ffec t the 
dem and for services. States would be

required to m ake up any shortfalls in 
the fu n d in g  o f  the p rog ram s they 
design. Even in the event o f a reces
sion , s ta te s  w ill not rece iv e  federa l 
support beyond the am ounts fixed  at 
1994 spending levels. During times of 
eco n o m ic  d o w n tu rn , w elfa re  ro lls  
swell and state revenues dry up. Thus 
fixed  b lo ck  g ra n ts , u n like  cu rren t 
fun d in g  based  on actual needs, w ill 
exacerbate  the fiscal strain  on states 
during a recession.

The G O P p ro p o sa l, if  passed  in to  
law , is doom ed to fail in its form al

objectives. W elfare recipients will not 
miraculously exit the rolls and enter the 
workforce. There arc no jobs available 
for them , and there will be no educa
tion, or training, or transitional support 
se rv ices  to help  re c ip ie n ts  e n te r  the 
labor force. The w elfare  system  w ill 
not be transformed into a workfare sys
tem; states will most likely pursue pro
gram s s im ila r to those under curren t 
law, albeit serving few er fam ilies and 
providing reduced benefits. Most state 
so c ia l se rv ice  a g en c ie s  lack  the 
resources and political leadership nec
essa ry  to im p lem en t a n y th in g  p ro 
found ly  d iffe re n t. B ut the u n sta ted  
intention of the GOP proposal is not to 
serve rec ip ien ts at all. By em ploying

the rhetoric o f reform , the New Right 
hopes to legitim izing the destruction of 
the safety net.

A fterw ord
Although there exists the possibility 

that P residen t C lin ton  w ill veto  the 
Republican legislation, he understands 
that his re-election hinges on the pas
sage of some type of welfare reform. He 
is held hostage to his campaign promise 
to “end welfare as we know it,” but hav
ing failed to introduce legislation of his 
own, Clinton has ceded the initiative to

the GOP. This has created a dilemma for 
the President that the Republicans have 
skillfully exploited by making it appear 
that opposing the GOP plan is the equiv
alent of opposing reform entirely. In an 
effort to facilita te  a P residential veto, 
the D epartm ent o f H ealth and Human 
Services developed analysis of the GOP 
bill that demonstrated its adverse effects 
on children . A ccording to this report, 
from 3.9 to 9 million children would be 
denied assistance and left with no means 
of support if the Republican bill became 
law. An additional five million families 
would be forced into poverty as a result 
o f decreased  support from  other p ro 
grams. These numbers were quietly cir
culated  am ong Senate staffers but the 
White House was unreceptive.

C ongressional D em ocrats have been 
virtually united in their opposition to the 
R epublican leg isla tion . In the House, 
every Democrat voted for an alternative 
proposal that was nevertheless defeated 
along party lines. Very few Democrats 
voted for the Republican bill that even
tually passed. Meanwhile, in the Senate, 
Majority Leader Bob Dole had difficul
ties holding his Republican colleagues 
in line . S ena to r Phil G ram m , D a le ’s 
rival for the GOP Presidential nomina
tion, threatened to derail the process if 
concessions to conservatives were not 
made. M oderate Republicans counter- 
threatened to bolt party ranks if the bill 
became more conservative. The Presi
dent, sensing an opportunity , struck a 
bargain with Senator Dole. The Presi
dent would agree to support the Senate 
R epub lican  bill if  ce rta in  co n d itio n s 
were met. Dole, also in need o f a victo
ry to bolster his own Presidential ambi
tions, promptly agreed. Provisions were 
modified to require states to maintain a 
certain  level of spending and some of 
the red u c tio n s  in ch ild  care  fund ing  
were restored.

A last m inute plea from offic ia ls in 
the A dm inistration  went ignored. The 
an a ly s is  th a t had been p repared  was 
suppressed . The P residen t had made 
his d ec is io n  to  su p p o rt the b ill; ev i
dence  o f  ad v e rse  e ffe c ts  o f  the bill 
would only dam age his position  now. 
He telephoned the P rogressive Policy 
Institu te  to be told what he wanted to 
hear; the HHS analysis had potentially 
overstated the effects on poor families 
and underestim ated the number of fam 
ilies tha t w ould ob ta in  em ploym ent. 
When word leaked that the fix w.as in, 
opposition to the bill evaporated. The 
Senate passed the bill with only twelve 
dissenting votes.

Jo h n  P. W o lf f  is a fo rm e r  a na lyst in 
the D epartm ent o f  Health and Human 
Services.

Fiscal Impact

I =Actual cost to states of Workfare Program* 
2= Amount of federal block grants 
3=Shortfall to states

Numbers are in billions over 5-year period

* Assuming present levels of welfare assistance.

Source: U.S. Department o f Health and Human Sendees —  ASPE.
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In Praise of Praise
Jeanne Mackin

Of all the complaints I have with the 20th 
century, let this one not be excluded from the 
list: It is dismally impoverished in its praise 
and flattery. Praise, especially high praise, has 
fallen out of fashion.

We no longer reach for disarming and win
ning compliments. Instead, we dutifully tell 
the truth and other atrocities. We minimize 
our sentiments till they are bare skeletons of 
what could have been said, by-passing golden 
opportunities to advance ourselves and to add 
a rosy glow to the day of the object of our 
praise.

I suspect this has something to do with the 
economy. Perhaps a certain tightness in the 
wallet is accompanied by a tightness of the 
heart and imagination, an unwillingness to 
overspend from an already meagre store of 
words. Never frugal, high praise is a big 
spender unrolling his wad on the gaming table 
of our affections, gambling on our credulity. 
But even when the big spender loses and the 
praise is totally off-mark, we enjoy the specta
cle and adventure.

“Praise is always pleasing, let it come from 
whom, or upon what account it will,” Mon
taigne wrote in his Essays.

Of'course, credulity is a crucial part of our 
current “least-said-better-off” syndrome. In 
an age when we are asked to believe in so 
much that is incredible — politicians’ promis
es, Elvis sightings, good and frequent sex well 
into our eighth decade of life — an urge to 
reserve at least one area of credibility is under
standable. We seem to have chosen praise for 
that office. It is, I believe, a bad choice. Praise, 
like music, is meant to soothe and heal and 
please, not to provide an accurate report on 
our true merits. Let weather reports, financial 
aid packages, marriage vows and recipes be 
credible. But let praise be extravagant. Let

good will rule over the merely plausible.
Consider a Saturday evening some weeks 

ago. I had spent no little time performing the 
toilette of a special night on the town, time 
which could have been spent mucking in the 
garden, teasing the cat, or watching a Star 
Trek re-run. My hair was washed and even 
combed, my face was made-up, my nails 
were clean, and my dress was new and, I 
thought, rather flattering. Such labors are not 
undertaken for merely altruistic purpose: 
They demand verbal rewards, a fact I made 
clear by blocking my husband’s path in the 
hall until my appearance was remarked 
upon.

“You look nice,” he said.
This, from my husband, counts as high 

praise indeed and I do not wish to appear 
ungrateful. But consider another Saturday 
night date’s response upon seeing his 
beloved:

0 / she doth teach the torches to burn bright.
It seems she hangs upon the cheek of night
like a rich jewel in an Ethiop's ear;
Beaut}/ too rich for use, for earth too dear!
She shows a sncnoy dove trooping with crows,
As yonder lady o'er her fellcnvs show.

Now Romeo was a fellow who knew how 
to praise.

Not that I would have believed such obvi
ously hormone-induced effusiveness, nor 
should have the overly gullible Juliet. But 
credibility is not the most important part of 
praise. In fact, one might argue that credibili
ty is the least important part of praise. One 
does not whisper or shout such sentiments in 
order to be believed. One hopes at the least to 
ingratiate, but possibly, if the praise is conge
nial enough, to inspire.

“We are all motivated by a keen desire for 
praise, and the better a man is, the more he is 
inspired by glory,” Cicero explains in Pro

Archia. Praise, even in Cicero’s time, was an 
effective form of popular psychology, good 
for maneuvering the praised one into yet 
grander exertions. With adequate praise, my 
husband can coerce me into spending an 
entire evening baking a double-chocolate 
cake. With the right form of praise, some
thing on the level of how-strong-men-are, 
how-supple-their-wrists, I can maneuver my 
husband into spending Sunday afternoon rak
ing leaves instead of playing golf.

Imagine the positive effects on society if 
we could carry this psychology into the pub
lic arena. “My! How nicely you arranged that 
troop pull-out! Such flair! Such savior-faire! 
Perhaps next time such a clever, morally 
righteous leader as yourself might even 
arrange it a little sooner?” Or, “Dear Bank 
President: I see my savings interest rate has 
increased dramatically from 2.5 percent to 
2.9. You can’t begin to imagine my gratitude 
that I had the foresight to deposit my meagre 
life savings in your prestigious bank! What a 
wonder you are, a veritable wizard of finan
cial machinations! Perhaps next year, interest 
paid could be elevated to a mere one-fourth 
the rate of interest charged?”

For those of us reluctant to express admira
tion directly, there are other methods. In fact, 
Fanny Burney, the 18th-century English
woman who was, thankfully for posterity, a 
prodigious letter writer, paid her highest 
praise behind people’s backs, so to speak, in 
letters addressed to others, knowing full well 
that such letters in that pre-MTV time would, 
most likely, be shared with a multitude of per
sonages, including the object of her praise.

Hence, this letter to a friend explaining 
Fanny’s precipitous wedding to a Frenchman, 
M. d’Arblay, of whom her father did not 
approve. Monsieur d ’Arbiay was not only 
French — which, to the English mind, was 
then and remains a heinous lapse in taste — 
he was a Constitutionalist in the age of

monarchies, a situation which in this century 
could only be compared to being a liberal in 
Texas. Fanny’s father had grounds for his 
qualms, and Fanny had to praise her husband 
so highly that others would admit he was at 
least presentable. She wrote to a friend and 
hence the reading public:

W h a t ever may be the general wonder, and 
perhaps blame, of general people, at this con
nexion, equally indiscreet in pecuniary points 
for us both, I feel sure that the truly liberal and 
truly intellectual judgement of that most vener
ated Character, would have accorded its sanc
tion, when acquainted with the worthiness of 
the Object who would wish it.

In that same letter, she addressed the father 
who refused to attend her wedding as “dear” 
and paid him such diverse compliments and 
praise that within the year she had won him 
over and had not only a devoted husband, but 
an adoring father as well.

Compare Fanny’s technique of conquering 
and reconciling with praise, to the modem, 
Mommy-Dearest, slash-and-burn technique 
of literary family revelations, a la the Cheev- 
ers. Considering our loathness to praise, our 
quickness to condemn, it is no wonder that so 
few people actually look forward to holiday 
family reunions and may even hesitate to 
open birthday gifts mailed in plain brown 
boxes. An inability to praise parents, howev
er backward, cruel, miserly and manipulative 
they may be, can only result in armed camps 
within the family. I blame not the economy 
but Freud for this situation: He so convinc
ingly pointed out that most of us wish those 
dear relatives dead. How do you praise some
one you fantasize throttling? Kind and Gentle 
Reader: put aside such fantasies. Forget that 
Mother gave the last piece of birthday cake to 
Brother. Forgive Father for running over the 
pet turtle. Next opportunity, praise them to

Postscript to an Obit
Jascha Kessler

The obits in The New York Times and The Los 
Angeles Times about the eminent American his
torian, Page Smith — who died of leukemia on 
August 28, just two days after his wife Eloise 
Pickard Smith had succumbed to cancer— star
tled me. They were a loving, utterly devoted 
couple; he, a scion of the Smiths of Long Island 
and Pages of Virginia, she, “po’ white trash” 
who remembered herself as a girl sitting rocking 
beside her grandmother on a ramshackle porch 
at the wrong end of a small town in one of the 
Carolinas.

One doesn’t think of one’s old friends as old 
enough to die, of course. The Smiths had left 
Los Angeles in 1964 to help found Cowell Col
lege, the first part of the new campus of the Uni
versity of California at Santa Cruz. Page had 
been teaching at UCLA until then, even experi
menting with a lecture course taped for later 
simultaneous replay to several large classes. It 
was about 1972 when I drove up to stay with 
them on their quiet seven-acre place in Bonny 
Doon; by then Page was doing administrative 
work in his own inimitable style: usually riding 
the eight miles up to campus on horseback, 
where he’d dismount around 10 a.m., put in the 
necessary calls, sign a few papers, and ride off 
again by 1:00. Whatever talk that gave rise to, he 
shrugged off in his patrician way. The money 
was good, was what he thought of it. Vintage 
Page Smith. Real work was research; true work 
was thinking and writing. That first success, 
years before in 1962, those hefty Book-of-the- 
Month volumes of his now famous John Adams 
biography, confirmed him in his opinion; and he 
was soon to receive even greater renown for The 
People's History o f the American Revolution, 
published in 1976 and 1980. Page certainly 
knew how to do good scholarship efficiently — 
and write it out with grace and clarity.

On second reading, I couldn’t help but notice

in Page’s detailed obituary the absence of one 
book, the existence of which, I surmise, I was 
the cause. That was A Letter from My Father: 
The Strange, Intimate Correspondence o f W. 
Ward Smith to His Son Page Smith, edited by 
Page and published by Morrow in 1976.1 won
dered why it was omitted, and having forgotten 
its title, I checked the catalogue of UCLA’s 
library, and found its author listed in this man
ner: W. Ward Smith (1893-1968). More surpris
ing, though amusing enough, its subject catego
ry is given as.. .“Erotic Literature”! On this curi
ous characterization hangs my brief tale.

I was aware during the first years of our 
acquaintance that Page avoided talking about 
anything to do with his father’s side of the fam
ily. Eloise gave me a clue when she said more 
than once that she was always, “to this very day, 
y’all should know,” amazed to think that a 
Smith had ever married someone who came 
from her end of town and her side of the tracks; 
it just went to show what a tmly fine sort of man 
he was, if it needed showing at all. He himself 
remarked once, when he heard I’d lived on West 
85th Street off Central Park during the mid- 
1950s, that he’d been shocked once when, visit
ing New York on reading break from Cam
bridge, he walked smack into his father strolling 
toward Broadway along that very street. Years 
had gone by since last they’d met: Page had 
been away at Dartmouth, and then there was the 
fighting in Europe with the 10th Mountain Divi
sion. His father had a “fast lady” on his arm, and 
they were both rather tipsy. Page had been 
awfully embarrassed by that encounter, though 
his father carried it off with his usual flair, insist
ing on taking him to dinner, and later seeing him 
off at Grand Central. The whole thing had been 
damned disagreeable, Page let me know. He 
was, and I took that by implication, a staunch 
defender of his mother, who many long years 
before had returned to her place among the 
Pages of Virginia, a refugee from New York, to 
live in exile, a grass widow, it was to be sup

posed, for the rest of her days. But Page never 
said anything about who or what his father was, 
either from reticence or perhaps repressing his 
memory. That urge for repression was to return 
later on, and how!

On the day I recollect vividly, I’d spent the 
morning schmoozing with Eloise, as I am a 
late riser, especially after a late night of food 
and wine and faculty party rounds; Page had 
already ridden off somewhere, to exercise his 
horse. He came clopping back out of the red
wood preserve around eleven; dismounting 
outside, he stopped to greet me. Afterward, we 
walked back to the bam, where the horse, still 
saddled, was waiting for him. Page seemed a 
bit preoccupied; finally, he came out with it: he 
wanted to ask my opinion on something that 
was troubling him.

It seemed that his father, who’d died a couple 
of years before, had for the last decade of his 
life been regularly getting in touch with his 
famous son, which wasn’t something that made 
Page happy at all. Moreover, he kept telling 
Page that he was preparing his legacy, nothing 
less than the story of his life. As we walked into 
the shade of the stable out of the bright, warm 
coastal light, Page took my arm and turned me 
to look at a shelf on the right wall, where sever
al trunks patched with ship labels from every
where were ranged side by side.

“My father left his secretary — all right, his 
last mistress, I suppose — his estate, and 
willed me his autobiography. That’s what I 
thought I’d ask your advice about.”

I was nonplussed. Page continued, gazing 
past me and down towards the house, “He was 
failing for about ten years, heart, the conse
quences of a career of... well, it doesn’t matter, 
you might call it dissipation, I guess. All that 
time he was dictating his life, having it typed up 
and bound in chapters, and indexed and all. Can 
you imagine! There it is,” he said, pointing to an 
elegant, all-leather steamer, the kind of trunk 
one sees packed for people crossing in First

Class Cunard suites in 1930s movies. ‘That 
arrived a few months ago, after his affairs were 
settled. There must be fifty or so notebooks, I 
haven’t counted. I did take a quick look at some 
of it when it came. Now I’m inclined to think 
the best thing is to just bum the lot.”

“That boring?”
“That, no. He had rather a life; but really, it 

was just so damned...” Page’s thin smile was 
inscrutable; but there was a pained, even 
haunted, look in his eye. He was a most upright 
man, reserved, tending towards the prudish, I 
thought, a type I’d never met except in fiction, 
a Jamesian character really.

We hauled the steamer trunk down. I brushed 
some dust and new cobwebs from it. Page stood 
by as I tugged at the straps and unclasped the 
buckles. Lifting the lid, I saw dozens of black 
binders, each fat with a hundred or so pages. I 
picked one up and opened it in the middle. 
White sheets, flawlessly typewritten.

“You take a look, while I go and rub down 
the horse.”

I did take a look, more than a look. I sat and 
read avidly for an hour, flipping the pages of 
several manuscripts, taking in what I could, sur
prised and simply stunned. Henry Miller had 
nothing on Ward Smith, not even in his Tropics. 
Fitzgerald’s notorious Long Island aristos, his 
Tom and Daisy Buchanan and their set, Nick 
Carraway’s beautiful golfer, Jordan — they 
were insubstantial wraiths, mere imaginings of 
an outsider — compared to this narrator, who 
often read like Edmund Wilson’s, in that grungy 
New York novel, /  Thought o f Daisy.

Page slapped his horse on the rump when he 
was done, and turned him out to the fenced pas
ture. Then he came and stood over me where I 
sat flabbergasted on a chopping block in the 
shade just inside the bam door. He looked down 
at me somberly and said, “So, you agree it ought 
to be burned. All of it.” My jaw must have 
dropped like a dumbstruck clown’s, because 
Page laughed aloud. “After what he has done to



November 1995 The R OOKPRESS page 11

the skies. First, though, if they are on heart 
medication, make sure it is within easy reach.

High praise is more than unnecessary 
stroking; it is a molding, through words, of 
events we would like to shape and help along. 
“We begin to praise when we begin to see a 
thing needs our assistance,” Thoreau wrote in 
his Journal. To deny praise, or to offer it half
heartedly, is to deny much that needs to be 
improved upon, from untidy yards to banking 
practices to family dinners.

The truth is, we can use praise to get our 
way, much as we use other tools of manipula
tion, such as threats and blackmail. They are 
the two sides of the same coin, with this major 
exception; praise is pleasant, both for the 
praiser and the praised. Generally, praise does 
not end in litigation, ill will, or the jeopardiz
ing of life and reputation. As Walter Savage 
Landor wrote in Imaginary Conversations, 
‘The deafest man can hear praise and is slow 
to think any an excess.”

Consider the dedication in Boswell’s Life o f 
Samuel Johnson:

If there be a pleasure in celebrating the distin
guished merit of a contemporary ... where can 
I find one, in complimenting whom I can with 
more general approbation gratify those feelings? 
Your excellence not only in the A rt over which 
you have long presided with unrivaled fame, but 
also in Philosophy and elegant Literature, is well 
known to  the present, and will continue to  be 
the admiration of future ages. Your equal and 
placid tem per, your variety of conversation, 
your true politeness, by which you are so ami
able in private society, and that enlarged hospi
tality which has long made your house a com
mon centre of union for the great, the accom
plished, the learned, and the ingenious; all these 

qualities I can, in perfect confidence of not being 
accused of flattery, ascribe to  you.

And on and on, for another five hundred

words or so, goes Boswell's effusive, obvi
ously flattering printed praise of Sir Joshua 
Reynolds. Sure, it's a bit much, considering 
Boswell probably wanted a discount rate on 
his portrait. But I'll bet it worked.

Compare that piece of prose to the current 
trend in book dedications, many of which 
sadly go something like: “For my wife, who 
typed the manuscript,” or "For my husband, 
who did the dishes while I typed my manu
script.” We traders in words need to be less 
miserly. These current dedications are reti
cent, to say the least, and probably do not earn 
the dedicator even one special meal, much 
less a lifetime of gratitude or a special rate on 
a portrait. Dedications so grudgingly made arc 
the verbal equivalent of a sulk or pout — per
haps he didn’t really do the dishes, perhaps 
her typing was atrocious — when what is 
called for is a cheer of thanks and gratitude.

Flattery may be the operative work in 
Boswell’s dedication. We contemporaries are 
terrified of being called flatterers. We use 
harsh terms describing bodily functions to 
describe gestures once deemed graceful and 
even beneficial. Perhaps, however, it is not the 
time, but the place that so limits our impulse 
to praise and flatter. Flattery is the tool of the 
courtier, and we, moreover, are a country that 
gave a pink slip to its king and aristocracy. 
Consequently, having laid off the nobility and 
others who might have airs of superiority, we 
like to give the impression that we do not 
impress easily. Flattery, after all, demon
strates a willingness, even a determinedness, 
to be impressed.

This stubborn, adolescent rebellion against 
impressionability not only is winnowing out, 
in Darwinian manner, any praise genes left in 
the American biology, but is resulting in a 
number of unfortunate best-sellers, notably 
those about the royal family we fired. Secret
ly, we are very impressed by royalty. In fact, 
given the opportunity, we could curtsy as

deeply, and praise as extravagantly, as any 
dancing master being presented to the queen, 
should we ever be presented to a queen. 
Wouldn’t it be wiser to simply give in to this 
impulse, to praise Lady Di to the skies for her 
beauty, her good will, her thinness, her hair
dresser’s skill, her stamina, her taste in punk 
rock, and get it over with quick, before yet 
another tacky best-seller must be written? 
Wouldn’t praise, in the long run, be less 
painful to indulge in than guilty tabloid fanta
sy?

But praise, like energy, is never destroyed 
or created. It is always there in some form, 
whether we voice it or not. The reading public 
has decided that while it is not good manners 
to praise others, it is most certainly good man
ners, and even better psychology, to praise 
ourselves. This is called self-help.

‘The advantage of doing one’s own prais
ing of oneself is that one can lay it on so thick 
and exactly in the right places,” wrote Samuel 
Butler in The Way o f All Flesh. This belief has 
led to entire shelves of books dedicated to the 
proposition that while the purchaser of said 
books is all that is good and wonderful, every
one else is a mess and not to be tolerated.

But even here, alas, our attempts at praise 
fall far short of what others before us have 
achieved. I’m O.K. I run with the wolves. I do 
too much for others. I can’t say “no.” I learned 
a lot in kindergarten. Compare these paltry 
self-affirmations to one made by an expert 
self-praiser:

The gods have given me almost everything. I had 
genius, a distinguished name, high social posi
tion, brilliancy, intellectual daring ... I altered 
the minds of men and the colours of things; 
there was nothing I said or did that did not make 

people wonder.

Now that is self-praise indeed, made by the 
same man who declared to a flustered U.S.

customs inspector that he had nothing to 
declare but his genius. Oscar Wilde did a dis
service to praise by refusing to be impressed 
by much except his blue and white dinnerware 
and Lily Langtry, but he was the guru of self- 
praise, and we owe him a debt of gratitude for 
his refusal to be humble or, worse, inarticulate 
about his own gifts.

The problem with such eloquent self-praise 
is that it may leave speechless those who 
would otherwise be tempted to give us a ver
bal pat on the back. “Generally, we praise 
only to be praised,” said La Rochefoucauld, 
and saying for ourselves everything which we 
would have others say of us can lead to disas
trous consequences, or at least stony silence. 
“I ended in horrible disgrace. There is only 
one thing for me now, absolute humility,” 
admitted poor, boastful Oscar after his trial. 
While we generally praise others hoping and 
fully expecting that the favor will be returned, 
it is best to use a modicum of reserve when 
praising ourselves. Or, as Lord Chesterfield 
pithily stated, “Modesty is the only sure bait 
when you angle for praise.”

There is, I am certain, an entire body of eti
quette built around the rules of praise, an eti
quette now as lost to 20th-century humankind 
as the dodo, a balanced national budget, and 
the fish knife. We can only flounder and guess 
our way through the labyrinths of what is 
praise, what is flattery, what is acceptable and 
welcome, what is ridiculous and laughable. If 
we are to praise intelligently and gracefully, 
most of us will have to make up the rules as 
we go along. Let us err on the side of generos
ity. Remember, gentle and intelligent readers, 
you who guide the masses out of their impris
oning darkness through your discriminating 
wisdom and shining goodness of spirit, Vaue- 
nargues’ maxim: “It is a great sign of medioc
rity to praise always moderately.”

Jeanne Mackin is a writer living in Ithaca.

us, to have the gall to send me this, this...” 
“Page! You, of all people! A historian! You’d 

destroy this mass of stories, this witness to the 
unknown life of the Twenties, the Thirties! Dos 
Passos can’t hold a candle to Smith! New York, 
San Francisco, L.A.! Government, high life, low 
life! Who knows? How could you even...!”

“It’s so ... scabrous. Call that a life! He dis
gusts me.”

“Give it to me, then!” I cried. “Put it all in 
my car, if you can’t stand to read it. I’ll take it 
home. I ’ll take good care. I’m dying to go 
through it! It’s marvellous. My God, at least for. 
a novel, what source material! You can’t just 
incinerate his life! It’s your father!” I gasped a 
last appeal, to what I thought to be his con
science; “Page, goddammit, it’s ... history!” 

Page hummed a noncommittal “hmn hmn 
hmn.” He took the half dozen loose-leafs I had 
on my lap and placed them back in the trunk. 
We strapped it shut and heaved it back between 
the others on the shelf.

That was the last time I knew anything of 
Ward Smith’s legacy until a few years later, 
when I received a publisher’s card, sent by 
Page, I guess, to announce the publication of 
A Letter from My Father, 472 pages, includ
ing an introductory essay by Page Smith. He 
had composed a good historical summary of 
the nature of the selected passages from his 
father’s diaries, an essay that touched — 
albeit with the tongs of a cool “objectivity”

— on the scabrous and the scandalous, the 
wild sexual escapades, the 1920s boozing, but 
also on the politics of his father’s times, and 
the vicissitudes of a life Page severely disap
proved of. W. Ward Smith had been Gover
nor A1 Smith’s secretary; he was privy to the 
post-War political scene of Tammany and 
New York State; he was a leading advertising 
executive in the days when advertising was 
going bigtime; he was a Lothario, a snob, an 
Episcopalian, a Republican, a WASP anti- 
Semite whose ancestors were on Long Island 
almost before it ever was Long Island; and he 
had produced and stage-managed that infa
mous America First Madison Square Garden 
rally that featured Father Coughlin and the 
Nazi-run and supported German-American 
Bund that fought Roosevelt’s drift toward 
abandoning neutrality and entering the war on 
England’s side. No wonder Page had been 
inclined to dispose of that whole damned and 
damning boodle of loose-leaf books.

What he left out, I have no idea. All I wrote 
to Page about the book was that I thought he 
had done the right thing, that he had rescued a 
remarkable bit of history that neither social his
tory nor contemporary history afforded, and 
that I liked his “judicious” introduction. I still 
hope the whole corpus is deposited some
where, in the Page Smith Library at Santa 
Cruz, perhaps. But I fear not.

In the end, Page had it both ways: he had

excerpted what he could bear of his reprobate 
and unregenerate father’s life and published 
it; and now he had obituaries that mentioned 
only his own triumphs: those works of fine, 
narrative historical prose. Still, it may be his 
father who had the last laugh. Surely it would 
delight that handsome rascal's heart to know

that librarians have classified his fascinating 
book — all too short at 400-plus pages — as 
“erotic” literature. Shades of Giacomo 
Casanova!

Jascha Kessler is an emeritus professor at 
UCLA.
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What It Was Like
...continued from September issue.

Kenneth Evett
In Cambridge, my generous mother-in- 

law made room for all of us in her Follen 
Street home and we began a period of wait
ing; waiting for the arrival of an infant of 
the right gender to be named Elisa, or 
"L izzy,” after Mr. B ennett’s favorite 
daughter in Jane Austen’s Pride and Preju
dice and waiting for me to be drafted.

I found interim  work teaching an 
evening class at the Vesper George School 
of Art and daytime employment as a frame 
maker in the Charles Street shop of a like
able lewd-talking rascal named Boris Mirs- 
ki. His place consisted of a small art gallery 
in front and a work area in back that con
tained frame-making equipment, a chest 
filled with objets d'art, including a number 
of pornographic Japanese prints, and a 
large packing case in which he could 
quickly hide when irate customers came to 
pick up long-overdue frames. Mirski spe
cialized in making fancy hand-decorated 
moldings for successful Boston artists such 
as Karl Zerbe, but his livelihood depended 
on producing horrendous red lead and gilt 
shadow-box frames for upwardly mobile 
suburban housewives. I became his accom
plice in this depraved enterprise.

In those days, in addition to its usual 
self-proclaimed role as “the hub of the uni
verse,” Boston was the center for a group 
of nationally renowned expressionist 
painters; among them Hyman Bloom, Jack 
Levine, and David Aronson. There was 
also a subgroup of young expressionists in 
the area, including Seymour Swetzoff, 
Bernard Chaet, and Arthur Polansky, who 
exhibited in M irski’s gallery. Although 
these artists and I had little in common 
except a vestigial commitment to social 
themes, Mirski included one of my com
pulsively formal paintings of defense 
workers in a group show, and local critic 
Dorothy Adlow expressed surprise at find
ing such an anomaly in that company. The 
Boston Expressionists were soon relegated 
to obscurity as the more extreme New York 
modes began to dominate the art scene; 
those who did not withdraw into embittered 
isolation, either settled for teaching jobs 
(Chaet became an art professor at Yale and 
did a stint as Dean of the School of Fine 
Arts) or wound up among the em inent 
architects, fashionable New York artists, 
distinguished has-beens, and competent 
unknowns of the National Academy of 
Design.

Shortly after the birth of our second 
child, I was called up and accepted by the 
Army. However, the war was drawing to a 
close, and my draft board informed me that 
I should find some sort of defense work for 
the duration. In one of the strangest 
arrangements in the history of patronage, I 
was helped out by one of M irski’s cus
tomers, a wealthy junk dealer who special
ized in collecting used car batteries, old 
tires, and art objects. For some reason, he 
liked my work and hired me to travel 
around New England in his junk truck, tot
ing and loading old automobile parts for his 
profit and the war effort. Although the 
work was hard and dirty, I enjoyed the 
travel and my first exposure to New Eng
land architecture and landscape. I remem
ber to this day the vision of summer cot
tages, seen from a distance, lined up along 
the coast of the Atlantic Ocean at Oqun- 
quit. On a hot day in August, I was hauling 
tires around a stinking yard hard by a cod- 
liver oil plant, when the fearful news came 
over the office radio that our country had 
dropped an atomic bomb on Hiroshima. 
After the second bomb devastated Nagasa
ki, the Japanese surrendered, the terrible 
“good” war was over, and my wife and I 
joined in the wild victory celebration on the 
Boston Common.

Following that event, for the first time in 
four years, we began to consider our plans

for the future. I registered with a teachers’ 
agency, and was interviewed at a Boston 
hotel by the vice president of Salem Col
lege, a Moravian school for upper-class 
southern girls in Winston Salem, North 
Carolina. I was hired on the spot, and thus 
became a charier member of that post-war 
group of American artists who took up col
lege teaching as a way of simultaneously 
supporting their families and leading a cre
ative life.

When I went south alone to start my new 
career and search for a place to stay, I 
found myself in what seemed to be a for
eign country. The refined red-brick build
ings of the Salem campus evoked a sense of 
old-world culture. The luxuriant southern 
plants looked exotic, and the appealing 
sounds of local speech and the friendliness 
of the white southerners contrasted agree

ably with the hard, flat Boston dialect and 
the distant behavior of northern Yankees. 
But then there were the shocking spectacles 
of blacks struggling to get to the back of a 
crowded bus, black-white signs at segre
gated drinking fountains and rest rooms, 
and squalid shacks in the countryside that 
testified to the poverty-stricken state of 
both whites and blacks. These visual and 
social polarities generated an ambivalent 
perception of life in the South, a region that 
seemed both sensually attractive and repul
sively sordid.

As a northern left-wing liberal, I found 
the proprieties and constraints of a Mora
vian church school somewhat oppressive, 
but I soon discovered a few kindred tennis
playing, liberal-minded spirits on the facul
ty who helped me to adjust to the environ
ment. In addition to studio courses, I had 
the presumption to teach an art history 
course in which I barely managed to stay 
one jump ahead of my students each day. I 
also taught a weekly art appreciation 
course for the wives of local bankers and 
tobacco,and underwear tycoons, and soon 
became acquainted with a segment of Win
ston society that was not bound by the 
Moravian moral precepts imposed on the 
Salem community.

During my first year in North Carolina, 
W. W. Norton died. His widow, Polly, sent 
me her husband’s collection of handsome 
neckties, and asked us to spend the summer 
at her modern country home in Wilton, 
Connecticut as caretakers of the place and 
as chaperons for her daughter Annie and 
Annie’s friends when they came up from 
New York on weekend visits. Annie had 
become a disciple of Sir Bernard Pares at 
Sarah Lawrence, and his teaching seemed 
to intensify her rebellion against the eco
nomic and social values of her own class. 
She had assembled a multiracial crew of 
friends who came to Wilton for weekend 
gatherings during which we all drank beer.

palavered about political issues, sang folk 
songs, and took nude nighttime dips in the 
swimming pool. While our chaperoning 
may have been unorthodox, my wife and I 
enjoyed the company of these freewheeling 
young people.

That summer. New York art dealer 
Antoinette Kraushaar came to Wilton to 
look at my work. Her father had established 
a gallery that promoted artists of the “Ash 
Can” school, a one-time radical group of 
painters such as Sloan, Glackens, Luks, 
Prendergast, and my form er teacher, 
Boardman Robinson, who had written to 
Antoinette on my behalf. She took me on as 
a member of her gallery group, and, being 
that rare creature, a competent and honor
able art dealer, she held her own in the 
feral, competitive struggles of the New 
York art world, yet remained loyal to her

artists. Her successor, Carole Pesner, has 
carried on the tradition of responsible deal
ing. Now in its 110th year, the Kraushaar 
Gallery has moved from lower Broadway 
to 5th Avenue, to 57th Street, to upper 
Madison Avenue, to its present site on 5th 
Avenue opposite the Trump Tower, where 
it stands for cultural values that contrast 
with those of that glitzy monument to the 
Reagan era across the street.

In Wilton, we met a friend of the Norton 
family who had a job with the New York 
Times, and through his efforts I learned 
about the workings of influence in the art 
world. When I had my first one-man show at 
Kraushaar in 1948, he mentioned my name 
to Howard Devree, the Times art critic, who 
gave me a good review and used an image of 
my work on the Sunday art page. Though I 
never met him, he subsequently wrote favor
able notices about my work on three occa
sions, with reproductions of my paintings. 
Once he used a grand, large image of mine 
as an illustration at the top of the Sunday art 
section, well above a work by Jack Levine. 
Nowadays such coverage would be unusual, 
and, were it to happen, would probably 
make a name for the artist. In my case, very 
little came of it.

In addition to my chaperoning chores at 
the Norton house, I spent the summer 
painting oils of working-class people, and 
when we returned to Winston Salem in the 
fall, I took along my latest social-realist 
image of a carpenter, which I then entered 
in a juried exhibition at the North Caroli
na State Art Society. The jurors were 
curator Juliana Force and director Lloyd 
Goodrich of the Whitney Museum. In one 
of the classic examples of short-sighted 
art establishment judgment, they awarded 
my entry the top prize and granted a mere 
honorable mention to an emigre Black 
Mountain College art professor named 
Joseph Albers.

During my second year at Salem, Chris

tine Kendall, who was Polly Norton’s sister 
and a member of the wealthy New York- 
Boston Herter clan, asked us to come to her 
estate in Virginia to help establish a foun
dation for young artists. Kitty had studied 
at the Yale School of Fine Arts and had run 
away with the then dean of the school, 
William Sargent Kendall, to settle in the 
V irginia m ountains near Hot Springs. 
There they built a board and batten man
sion that contained three large studios, one 
for each of them and another for Kendall’s 
artist daughter. They also constructed a 
covered riding ring for winter gallops on 
their Arabian horses and built two houses 
for their caretaker and servants. After 
K endall’s death, Kitty decided that this 
privileged enclave could be used as the 
physical locale for her foundation.

Both of the Kendalls were advocates of 
the theory of "Dynamic Symmetry,” a pop
ular concept at that time developed by their 
protege. Jay Hambridge. Hambridge had 
form ulated a system for making art that 
offered m athem atical certitude. On the 
basis of his study of natural forms, he 
devised a method of organizing surface 
rhythms upon a structure of diagonal lines 
of force and their intersections. The 
Kendalls would import a model from New 
York City, place her in an outdoor setting 
(a risky business in a region inhabited by 
rattlesnakes), contemplate her bodily forms 
— eyes, nipples, navel, and pubic hair — 
and arrange them to comply with a pre- 
established geometric structure. This pro
cedure made for a predictable order at the 
cost of imaginative freedom. It soon went 
out of fashion. On the other hand, the 
Kendall house was designed on the Ham
bridge system of proportion, and its chest
nut-paneled dining, living, and music 
rooms were grand and serene.

At the outset, we persuaded artist friends 
from Winston to come to the Kendall estate 
as the first participants in our plan. Later, I 
traveled to New York to interview other 
possible custom ers. W hile in town I 
stopped by for a visit with my dealer at 
Kraushaar. As we were chatting, she 
received a telephone call from John 
H arteil, another member of her gallery 
group and chairman of the Art Department 
at Cornell. He asked if she knew of an artist 
who might be available on short notice to 
teach the spring term in Ithaca. Casually, 
she turned to me and asked if I was inter
ested. I said yes. I called Kitty, who, recog
nizing that such an opportunity for future 
employment was more certain than any
thing she could offer at her foundation, 
released me from my obligation to her. 
Gilmore Clarke, dean of Cornell’s College 
of Architecture, interviewed me in his New 
York office and, with a dispatch that would 
be unheard of in this day of search commit
tees and affirmative action, hired me then 
and there.

After returning to Hot Springs to prepare 
for yet another migration, I took a train to 
New York and then boarded a Lehigh Val
ley sleeping car for the overnight trip to 
Ithaca. Next morning I was greeted by the 
sight of a grim February day — rolling hills 
covered with snow, a small town of ordi
nary buildings located on flat ground, and 
streets, blackened with cinders and flanked 
by mounds of dirty snow, that climbed a 
steep hill to an upland plateau cut by two 
deep gorges, their rocky walls interspersed 
with icicles that hung over the half-frozen 
waterfalls and pools of the stream below. 
Between these awesome chasms was a 
level area occupied by sturdy stone build
ings. These structures, firmly planted on 
high ground, overlooked expansive upstate 
hills and the flat shining plane of Lake 
Cayuga; a dramatic site for a great univer
sity and a proper setting for the discoveries, 
creations, and contentions of academic life.

Kenneth Evett is an emeritus professor of 
art at Cornell and former art critic for The 
New Republic.


