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hen it was originally published in 1987, An

Incomplete Education became a surprise bestseller.

Now this instant classic has been completely
updated, outfitted with a whole new arsenal of indis-
pensable knowledge on global affairs, popular cul-
ture, economic trends, scientific principles, and
modern arts. Here's your chance to brush up on all
those subjects you slept through in school, reacquaint
yourself with all the facts you once knew (then
promptly forgot), catch up on major developments in
the world today, and become the Renaissance man or
woman you always knew you could be!

How do you tell the Balkans from the Caucasus?
What's the difference between fission and fusion?
Whigs and Tories? Shiites and Sunnis? Deduction
and induction? Why aren’t all Shakespearean come-
dies necessarily thigh-slappers? What are transcen-
dental numbers, and what are they good for? What
really happened in Plato’s cave? Is postmodernism
dead or just having a bad-hair day? And for extra
credit, when should you use the adjective continual and
when should you use continuous?

An Incomplete Education answers these and thousands
of other questions with incomparable wit, style, and
clarity. American Studies, Art History, Economics,
Film, Literature, Music, Philosophy, Political Sci-
ence, Psychology, Religion, Science, and World His-
tory: Here’s the bottom line on each of these major
disciplines, distilled to its essence and served up with
consummate flair.

In this revised edition you'll find a vitally expanded
treatment of international issues, reflecting the seis-
mic geopolitical upheavals of the past decade, from
economic free-fall in South America to Central
Africa’s world war, and from violent radicalization in
the Muslim world to the crucial trade agreements that
are defining globalization for the twenty-first cen-
tury. And don't forget to read the section A Nervous
American’s Guide to Living and Loving on Five Con-
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tinents before you answer a personal ad in the Interna-
tional Herald Tribune.

As delightful as it is illuminating, An Incomplete Edu-
cation packs ten thousand years of culture into a single
superbly readable volume. This is a book to celebrate,
to share, to give and receive, to pore over and browse

through, and to return to again and again.
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INTRODUCTION TO THE
FIRST REVISED EDITION,

JULY 1994

hen this book was first published in the spring of 1987, literacy was in

the air. Well, not literacy itself—almost everyone we knew was still mis-
using “lie” and “lay” and seemed resigned to never getting beyond the first hun-
dred pages of Remembrance of Things Past. Rather, literacy as a concept, a cover
story, an idea to rant, fret, and, of course, Do Something about. Allan Bloom’s
snarling denunciation of Americans’ decadent philistinism in The Closing of
the American Mind, followed closely by E. D. Hirsch’s laundry list, in Cultural
Literacy, of names, dates, and concepts—famous if often annoying touchstones,
five thousand of them in the first volume alone—fueled discussion groups and
call-in talk shows and spawned a whole mini-industry of varyingly comprehen-
sive, competent, and clever guides to American history, say, or geography, or sci-
ence, which most people not only hadnt retained but also didn't feel theyd
understood to begin with. At the same time, there was that rancorous debate
over expanding the academic “canon,” or core curriculum, to include more than
the standard works by Dead White European Males, plus Jane Austen and
W. E. B. Du Bois, a worthy but humorless brouhaha characterized—and this
was the high point—by mobs of Stanford students chanting, “Hey hey ho ho,
Western Civ has got to go.” Emerging from our rooms, where we'd been holed
up with our portable typewriters and the working manuscript of An Incomplete
Education for most of the decade, we blinked, looked around, and remarked
thoughtfully, “Boy, this ought to sell a few books.”

Now, back to revise the book for a second edition, we'’re astonished at how
much the old ’hood has changed in just a few years. We thought life was moving
at warp speed in the 1980s, yet we never had to worry, in those days, that what
we wrote on Friday might be outdated by the following Monday (although we
did stop to consider whether “Sean and Madonna” would still be a recognizable
reference on the Monday after that). When we wrote the original edition, psy-
chology was, if not exactly a comer, at least a legitimate topic of conversation—
this was, remember, in the days before Freud’s reputation had been trashed
beyond repair and when plenty of people apparently still felt they could afford
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to spend eleven years and several hundred thousand dollars lying on a couch,
free-associating their way from hysterical misery to ordinary unhappiness. Film,
as distinct from movies, likewise still had intellectual appeal (and it made money,
too), until that appeal dissolved somewhere between the demise of the European
auteur theory and the rise of the video-rental store. We can actually remember a
time—and so can you, if you’re old enough to be reading this book—when a new
film by Truffaut or Bergman or Fellini was considered as much of an event as the
release of another Disney animation is today. And political science, while always
more of a paranoiac’s game than a bona fide academic discipline, at least had
well-defined opposing teams (the Free World vs. the Communist one), familiar
playing pieces (all those countries that were perpetually being manipulated by
one side or the other), and a global game board whose markings weren't con-
stantly being redrawn.

One thing hasn’t changed, however, to judge by the couples standing in line
behind us at the multiplex or the kids in the next booth at the diner: Nobody’s
gotten so much as a hair more literate. In fact, we seem to have actually become
dopier, with someone like Norman Mailer superseded as our national interpreter
of current events by someone like Larry King.

But then, why would it have turned out differently? If literacy was ever
really—as all those literacy-anxiety books implied and as we, too, believed, for
about five minutes back in 1979, when we first conceived of writing this one—
about amassing information for the purpose of passing some imaginary stan-
dardized test, whether administered by a cranky professor, a snob at a dinner
party, or your own conscience, it isn’t anymore. Most of us have more databases,
cable stations, CDs, telephone messages, e-mail, books, newspapers, and Post-its
than we can possibly sort through in one lifetime; we don’t need any additional
information we don’t know what to do with, thanks.

What we do need, more than ever, in our opinion, is the opportunity to have
up-close-and-personal relationships, to be intimately if temporarily connected,
with the right stuff, past and present. As nation-states devolve into family feuds
and every crackpot with an urge to vent is awarded fifteen minutes of airtime, it
seems less like bourgeois indulgence and more like preventive medicine to spend
quality time with the books, music, art, philosophy, and discoveries that have, for
one reason or another, managed to endure. What lasts? What works? What’s the
difference between good and evil? What, if anything, can we trust? It’s not that
we can't, in some roundabout way, extract clues from the testimony of the preg-
nant twelve-year-olds, the mothers of serial killers, and the couples who have sex
with their rottweilers, who've become standard fare on Oprah and Maury and
Sally Jessy, it’s just that it’s nice, when vertigo sets in, to be able to turn for a sec-
ond opinion to Tolstoy or Melville or even Susan Sontag. And it helps restore
one’s equilibrium to revisit history and see for oneself whether, in fact, life was al-
ways this weird.
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Consequently, what we've set out to provide in An Incomplete Education is not
so much data as access; not a Cliffs Notes substitute or a cribsheet for cultural-
literacy slackers but an invitation to the ball, a way in to material that has thrilled,
inspired, and comforted, sure, but also embarrassed, upset, and/or confused us
over the years, and which, we’ve assumed with our customary arrogance, may
have stumped you too on occasion. In this edition, as in the first, we've
endeavored—at times with more goodwill than good grace—to make introduc-
tions, uncover connections, facilitate communication, and generally lubricate the
relationship between the reader (insofar as the reader thinks more or less along
the same lines we do) and various aspects of Western Civ’s “core curriculum,”
since the latter, whatever its shortfalls, still provides a frame of reference we can
share without having to regret it in the morning, one that doesn’t depend for its
existence on market forces or for its appeal on mere prurient interest, and one
that reminds us that we’re capable of grappling with questions of more
enduring—even, if you think about it, more immediate—import than whether
or not O.J. really did it.

Finally, a note to those (mercifully few) readers who wrote to us complaining
that the first edition of An Incomplete Education failed, despite their high hopes
and urgent needs, to complete their educations: Don’t hold your breath this time
around, either. We'll refrain from referring you, snidely, to the book’s title (but
for goodness’ sake, don't you even /ook before you march off to the cash register?),
but we will permit ourselves to wonder what a “complete” education might con-
sist of, and why, if such a thing existed, you would want it anyway. What, know
it all? No gaps to fill, no new territory to explore, nothing left to learn, education
over? (And no need for third and fourth revised editions of this book?) Please,
write to us again and tell us you were just kidding.
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t’s like this: You're reading the Sunday book section and there, in a review of a

book that isn’t even about physics but about how to write a screenplay, you're
confronted by that word again: guark. You have been confronted by it at least
twenty-five times, beginning in at least 1978, but you have not managed to re-
tain the definition (something about building blocks), and the resonances (some-
thing about threesomes, something about birdshit) are even more of a problem.
You're feeling stymied. You worry that you may not use spare time to maximum
advantage, that the world is passing you by, that maybe it wou/d make sense to
subscribe to a third newsweekly. Your coffee’s getting cold. The phone rings. You
can't bring yourself to answer it.

Or it’s like this: You 4o know what a quark is. You can answer the phone. It is
an attractive person you have recently met. How are you? How are you? The per-
son is calling to wonder if you feel like seeing a movie both of you missed the first
time around. It’s The Year of Living Dangerously, with Mel Gibson and that very
tall actress. Also, that very short actress. “Plus,” the person says, “it’s set in In-
donesia, which, next to India, is probably the most fascinating of all Third World
nations. It’s like the political scientists say, “The labyrinth that is India, the mo-
saic that is Indonesia.” Right?” Silence at your end of the phone. Clearly this per-
son is into overkill, but that doesn’t mean you don’t have to say something back.
India you could field. But Indonesia? Fortunately, you have cable—and a Stouf-
fer’s lasagna in the freezer.

Or it’s like #his: You know what a quark is. Also something about Indonesia.
The two of you enjoy the movie. The new person agrees to go with you to a
dinner party one of your best friends is giving at her country place. You arrive,
pulling into a driveway full of BMWs. You go inside. Introductions are
made. Along about the second margarita, the talk turns to World War IIL. Specif-
ically, the causes of World War II. More specifically, Hitler. Already this is not
easy. But it is interesting. “Well,” says another guest, flicking an imaginary piece
of lint from the sleeve of a double-breasted navy blazer, “you really can’t disregard
the impact Nietzsche had, not only on Hitler, but on a prostrate Germany. You
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know: The will to power. The Ubermensch. The transvaluation of values. Don’t
you agree, old bean?” Fortunately, you have cable—and a Stouffer’s lasagna in the
freezer.

So what’s your problem? Weren't you supposed to have learned all this stuff
back in college? Sure you were, but then, as now, you had your good days and
your bad days. Ditto your teachers. Maybe you were in the infirmary with the flu
the week your Philosophy 101 class was slogging through Zarathustra. Maybe
your poli-sci prof was served with divorce papers right about the time the class
hit the nonaligned nations. Maybe you failed to see the relevance of subatomic
particles given your desperate need to get a date for Homecoming. Maybe you
actually Aad all the answers—for a few glorious hours before the No-Doz (or
whatever it was) wore off. No matter. The upshot is that you've got some serious
educational gaps. And that, old bean, is what this book is all about.

Now we’ll grant you that educational gaps today don’t signify in quite the way
they did even ten years ago. In fact, when we first got the idea for this book,
sitting around Esquire magazine’s research department, we envisioned a kind
of intellectual Dress for Success, a guidebook to help reasonably literate, reasonably
ambitious types like ourselves preserve an upwardly mobile image and make
an impression at cocktail parties by getting off a few good quotes from Dr.
Johnson—or, for that matter, by not referring to Evelyn Waugh as “she.”

Yup, times have changed since then. (You didn’t think we were still sitting
around the Esquire research department, did you?) And the more we heard peo-
ple’s party conversation turning from literary matters to money-market accounts
and condo closings, the more we worried that the book we were working on wasn't
noble (or uplifting, or profound; also long) enough. Is it just another of those
bluffers’ handbooks? we wondered. Is its guiding spirit not insight at all, but
rather the brashest kind of one-upmanship? Is trying to reduce the complexities
of culture, politics, and science to a couple hundred words each so very different
from trying to fill in all the wedges of one’s pie in a game of Trivial Pursuit? (And
why hadn’t we thought up Trivial Pursuit? But that’s another story.)

Then we realized something. We realized that what we were really going for
here had less to do with competition and power positions than with context and
perspective. In a world of bits and bytes, of reruns and fast forwards, of informa-
tion overloads and significance shortfalls (and of Donald Trump and bagpersons
no older than one is, but that’s another story) it feels good to be grounded. It feels
good to be able to bring to the wire-service story about Reagan’s dream of pack-
ing the Supreme Court a sense of what the Supreme Court is (and the knowl-
edge that people have been trying to pack it from the day it opened), to be able
to buttress one’s comparison of Steven Spielberg and D. W. Griffith with a
knowledge of the going critical line on the latter. In short, we found that we were
casting our vote for grounding, as opposed to grooming. Also that grounding,
not endless, mindless mobility, turns out to be the real power position.
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And then something really strange happened. Setting out to discover what
conceivable appeal a Verdi, say, could have on a planet that was clearly—and, it
seemed at the time, rightly—dominated by the Rolling Stones, we stumbled into
a nineteenth-century landscape where the name of the game was grandeur, not
grandiosity; where romanticism had no trashy connotations; where music and
spectacle could elicit overwhelming emotions without, at the same time, threat-
ening to fry one’s brains. No kidding, we actually /zéed this stuff! What’s more,
coming of age in a world of T-shirts and jeans and groovy R & B riffs apparently
didn’t make one ineligible for a passport to the other place. One just needed a few
key pieces of information and a willingness to travel.

And speaking of travel, let’s face it: Bumping along over the potholes of your
mind day after day can’t be doing much for your self-esteem. Which is the third
thing, along with power and enrichment, this book is all about. Don'’t you think
you'll feel better about yourself once all those gaps have been filled? Everything
from the mortifying (how to tell Keats from Shelley) to the merely pesky (how to
tell a nave from a narthex)? Imagine. Nothing but you and the open road.

Before you take off, though, we ought to say something about the book’s struc-
ture. Basically, it’s divided into chapters corresponding to the disciplines and de-
partments you remember from college (you were paying thar much attention,
weren't you?). Not that everything in the book is stuff you'd necessarily study in
college, but it’s all well within the limits of what an “educated” person is expected
to know. In those areas where our own roads weren't in such great repair, we've
called on specialist friends and colleagues to help us out. Even so, we don’t claim
to have covered everything; we simply went after what struck us as the biggest
trouble spots.

Now, our advice for using this book: Don't feel you have to read all of any given
chapter on a single tank of gas. And don't feel you have to get from point A to
point B by lunchtime; better to slow down and enjoy the scenery. Do, however,
try to stay alert. Even with the potholes fixed, you'll want to be braced for hair-
pin turns (and the occasional five-car collision) up ahead.







AN
INCOMPLETE
EDUCATION

N
L)




CHN

|

ﬂ ME.F




Contents
American Literature 101: A First-Semester Syllabus 4
The Beat Goes On: A Hundred Years’ Worth of Modern American Poetry 17

American Intellectual History, and Stop That Snickering:
Eirght American Intellectuals 31

Family Feud: A Brief History of American Political Parties 46
American Mischief: Five Tales of Ambition, Greed, Paranoia, and
Mind-Boggling Incompetence that Took Place Long Before

the Invasion of Iraqg 48

Famous Last Words: Twelve Supreme Court Decisions
Worth Knowing by Name 52

Flag drill, farmworkers’ camp, Caldwell, Idaho, 1941




AN INCOMPLETE EDUCATION

Product of:

American Literature 101

A FIRST-SEMESTER SYLLABUS

You signed up for it thinking it would be a breeze. After all, youd read most
of the stuff back in high school, hadn’t you?

Or had you? As it turned out, the thing you remembered best about Mody-
Dick was the expression on Gregory Peck’s face as he and the whale went down
for the last time. And was it really The Scarlet Letter you liked so much? Or was
it the Classics Illustrated version of The Scarlet Letter? Of course, you weren't the
only one who overestimated your familiarity with your literary heritage; your
professor was busy making the same mistake.

Then there was the material itself, much of it so bad it made you wish you'd
signed up for The Nineteenth Century French Novel: Stendhal to Zola instead.
Now that you're older, though, you may be willing to make allowances. After all,
the literary figures you were most likely to encounter the first semester were by
and large only moonlighting as writers. They had to spend the bulk of their time
building a nation, framing a constitution, carving a civilization out of the wilder-
ness, or simply busting their chops trying to make a living. In those days, no one
was about to fork over six figures so some Puritan could lie around Malibu pol-
ishing a screenplay.

Try, then, to think only kind and patriotic thoughts as, with the help of this
chart, you refresh your memory on all those things you were asked to face—or to
face again—in your freshman introduction to American Lit.

JONATHAN EDWARDS (1703-1758)

Northampton, Massachusetts, where he ruled
from the pulpit for thirty years; Stockbridge,
Massachusetts, where he became an Indian mis-
sionary after the townspeople of Northampton
got fed up with him.

Earned a Living as a: Clergyman, theologian.

High-School Reading List: The sermon, “Sinners in the Hands of an Angry

God” (1741), the most famous example of “the
preaching of terror.”
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Jonathan Edwards’ church, Northampton,
Massachusetts

College Reading List: Any number of sermons, notably “God Glorified in
the Work of Redemption by the Greatness of
Man’s Dependence on Him in the Whole of It”
(1731), Edwards’ first sermon, in which he pin-
points the moral failings of New Englanders; and
“A Faithful Narrative of the Surprising Work of
God” (1737), describing various types and stages of
religious conversion. Also, if your college professor
was a fundamentalist, a New Englander, or simply
sadistic, one or two of the treatises, e.g., “A Careful
and Strict Enquiry into the Freedom of the
Will” (1754), or the “Great Christian Doctrine of
Original Sin Defended” (1758). Not to be missed:
a dip into Edwards’ Personal Narrative, which sug-
gests the psychological connection between being
America’s number-one Puritan clergyman and the
only son in a family with eleven children.

What You Were Supposed to Have Edwards’ historical importance as quintessential

Learned in High School: Puritan thinker and hero of the Great Awaken-
ing, the religious revival that swept New En-
gland from the late 1730s to 1750.
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What You Didn’t Find Out Until
College:

What Edwards thought about, namely, the need
to get back to the old-fashioned Calvinist belief
in man’s basic depravity and in his total depen-
dence on God’s goodwill for salvation. (Forget
about the “covenant” theory of Protestantism;
according to Edwards, God doesn’t bother cut-
ting deals with humans.) Also, his insistence
that faith and conversion be emotional, not just
intellectual.

BENJAMIN FRANKLIN (1706-1790)

Product of:

Earned a Living as a:

High-School Reading List:

College Reading List:

What You Were Supposed to Have
Learned in High School:

Philadelphia, Pennsylvania.

Printer, promoter, inventor, diplomat, states-
man.

The Declaration of Independence (1776), which he
helped draft.

The Autobiography of Benjamin Franklin (1771~
1788), considered one of the greatest autobi-
ographies ever written; sample maxims from
Poor Richard’s Almanack (1732-1757), mostly on
how to make money or keep from spending it;
any number of articles and essays on topics of
historical interest, ranging from “Rules by
Which a Great Empire May Be Reduced to a
Small One,” and “An Edict by the King of Prus-
sia” (both 1773), about the colonies’ Great
Britain problem, to “Experiments and Observa-
tions on Electricity” (1751), all of which are
quite painless.

Not a thing. But back in grade school you pre-

sumably learned that Franklin invented a stove,
bifocal glasses, and the lightning rod; that he es-
tablished the first, or almost the first, library, fire
department, hospital, and insurance company;
that he helped negotiate the treaty with France
that allowed America to win independence; that
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What You Didn’t Find Out Until
College:

he was a member of the Constitutional Conven-
tion; that he was the most famous American of
the eighteenth century (after George Washing-
ton) and the closest thing we've ever had to a
Renaissance man.

That Franklin had as many detractors as ad-

mirers, for whom his shrewdness, pettiness,
hypocrisy, and nonstop philandering embodied
all the worst traits of the American character, of
American capitalism, and of the Protestant ethic.

WASHINGTON IRVING (1783-1859)

Washington Irving’s house, Tarrytown, New York

Product of:

Earned a Living as a:

High-School Reading List:

College Reading List:

New York City and Tarrytown, New York.

Writer; also, briefly, a diplomat.

“Rip Van Winkle” and “The Legend of Sleepy
Hollow,” both contained in 7he Sketch Book
(1820).

Other more or less interchangeable selections
from The Sketch Book, Bracebridge Hall (1822),
Tules of a Traveller (1824), or The Legends of the
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What You Were Supposed to Have
Learned in High School:

What You Didn't Find Out Until
College:

Alhambra (1832), none of which stuck in any-
one’s memory for more than ten minutes.

That Irving was the first to prove that Ameri-
cans could write as well as Europeans; that
Ichabod Crane and Rip Van Winkle’s wife both
got what they deserved.

That Irving’s grace as a stylist didn’t quite make
up for his utter lack of originality, insight, or

depth.

JAMES FENIMORE COOPER (1789-1851)

Product of:

Earned a Living as a:

High-School Reading List:

College Reading List:

What You Were Supposed to Have
Learned in High School:

What You Didn’t Find Out Until
College:

Cooperstown, New York.
Gentleman farmer.

Probably none; The Leatherstocking Tales, i.e.,
The Pioneers (1823), The Last of the Mohicans
(1826), The Prairie (1827), The Pathfinder
(1840), and The Deerslayer (1841) are considered
grade-school material.

Social criticism, such as Notions of the Americans
(1828), a defense of America against the sniping
of foreign visitors; or “Letter to his Countrymen”
(1834), a diatribe written in response to bad re-
views of his latest novel.

That Cooper was America’s first successful nov-
elist and that Natty Bumppo was one of the all-
time most popular characters in world literature.
Also that The Leatherstocking Tales portrayed the
conflicting values of the vanishing wilderness
and encroaching civilization.

That the closest Cooper ever got to the vanish-
ing wilderness was Scarsdale, and that, in his day,
he was considered an insufferable snob, a reac-
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tionary, a grouch, and a troublemaker known for
defending slavery and opposing suffrage for
everyone but male landowners. That eventually,
everyone decided the writing in The Leatherstock-
ing Tales was abominable, but that during the
1920s Cooper’s social criticism began to seem
important and his thinking pretty much repre-
sentative of American conservatism.

RALPH WALDO EMERSON (1803-1882)

Product of: Concord, Massachusetts.
Earned a Living as a: Unitarian minister, lecturer.
High-School Reading List: A few passages from Nature (1836), Emerson’s

paean to individualism, and a couple of the Es-
says (1841), one of which was undoubtedly the
early, optimistic “Self-Reliance.” If you were
spending a few days on Transcendentalism, you
probably also had to read “The Over-Soul.” If,
on the other hand, your English teacher swung
toward an essay like “The Poet,” it was, no doubt,
accompanied by a snatch of Emersonian verse—
most likely “Brahma” or “Days.” (You already
knew Emerson’s “Concord Hymn” from grade-
school history lessons, although you probably
didn’t know who wrote it.)

College Reading List: Essays and more essays, including “Experience,”
a tough one. Also the lecture “The American
Scholar,” in which Emerson called for a proper
American literature, freed from European domi-

nation.
What You Were Supposed to Have That Emerson was the most important figure of
Learned in High School: the Transcendentalist movement, whatever that

was, the friend and benefactor of Thoreau, and a
legend in his own time; also, that he was a great
thinker, a staunch individualist, an unshakable
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What You Didn’t Find Out Until
College:

optimist, and a first-class human being, even if
you wouldn’t have wanted to know him yourself.

That you'd probably be a better person if you
had known him yourself and that almost any one
of his essays could see you through an identity
crisis, if not a nervous breakdown.

NATHANIEL HAWTHORNE (1804-1864)

Nathaniel Hawthorne

Hawthorne’s house, Concord, Massachusetts

Product of:

Earned a Living as a:

High-School Reading List:

College Reading List:

Salem and Concord, Massachusetts.
Writer, surveyor, American consul in Liverpool.

The Scarlet Letter (1850) or The House of the Seven
Gables (1851); plus one or two tales, among
which was probably “Young Goodman Brown”
(1846) because your teacher hoped a story about
witchcraft would hold your attention long
enough to get you through it.

None, since you were expected to have done the
reading back in high school. One possible excep-
tion: The Blithedale Romance (1852) if your prof
was into Brook Farm and the Transcendentalists;
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another: The Marble Faun (1860) for its explicit
fall-of-man philosophizing.

What You Were Supposed to Have What the letter 4 embroidered on someone’s
Learned in High School: dress means.

What You Didn’t Find Out Until That Hawthorne marked a turning point in
College: American morality and a break from our Puritan

past, despite the fact that he, like his ancestors,
never stopped obsessing about sin and guilt.
Also, that he’s considered something of an un-
derachiever.

EDGAR ALLAN POE (1809-1849)

Edgar Allan Poe’s cottage, New York City

Product of: Richmond, Virginia; New York City; Baltimore,
Maryland.

Earned a Living as a: Hack journalist and reviewer.

High-School Reading List: “The Raven” (1845), “Ulalume” (1847), “Anna-

bel Lee” (1848), and a few other poems,
probably read aloud in class; a detective
story: “The Murders in the Rue Morgue”
(1841) or “The Purloined Letter” (1845), either
of which you could skip if you'd seen the movie;
one or two of the supernatural-death stories, say,
“The Fall of the House of Usher” (1839) or
“The Masque of the Red Death” (1842), either




12 AN INCOMPLETE EDUCATION

College Reading List:

What You Were Supposed to Have
Learned in High School:

What You Didn’t Find Out Until
College:

of which you could skip if youd seen the movie; a
couple of the psychotic-murderer stories, e.g., “The
Tell-Tale Heart” or “The Black Cat” (both 1843),
either of which you could skip if youd seen the
movie; and a pure Poe horror number like “The Pit
and the Pendulum” (1842), which you could skip if
youd seen the movie. Sorry, but as far as we know,
they still haven't made a movie of “The Cask of
Amontillado” (1846), although somebody once

wrote to us, claiming to have seen it.

None; remedial reading only, unless you chose to
write your dissertation on “The Gothic Element
in American Fiction.”

That Poe invented the detective story and for-
mulated the short story more or less as we know
it. That maybe poetry wasn’t so bad, after all.
Also, that Poe was a poverty-stricken alcoholic
who did drugs and who married his thirteen-
year-old cousin, just like Jerry Lee Lewis did.

That once you're over seventeen, you don't ever
admit to liking Poe’s poetry, except maybe to
your closest friend who's a math major; that
while Poe seemed puerile to American critics, he
was a cult hero to European writers from Baude-
laire to Shaw; and that, in spite of his subject
matter, Poe still gets credit—even in America—
for being a great technician.

HARRIET BEECHER STOWE (1811-1896)

Product of:

Earned a Living as a:

High-School Reading List:

Litchfield and Hartford, Connecticut; Cincin-

nati, Ohio; Brunswick, Maine.
Housewife.

Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1851-1852).
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Harriet Beecher Stowe

College Reading List: The Pearl of Orr’s Island (1862) and Old Town
Folks (1869), if your professor was determined to
make a case for Stowe as a novelist. Both are
considered superior to Uncle Tom’s Cabin.

What You Were Supposed to Have What happened to Uncle Tom, Topsy, and Lit-

Learned in High School: tle Eva. That the novel was one of the catalysts of
the Civil War.

What You Didn’t Find Out Until That you'd have done better to spend your time

College: reading the real story of slavery in My Life and

Times by Frederick Douglass. That the fact that
you didn’t was just one more proof, dammit, of
the racism rampant in our educational system.

HENRY DAVID THOREAU (1817-1862)

Product of: Concord, Massachusetts, and nearby Walden
Pond.
Earned a Living as a: Schoolteacher, pencil maker, surveyor, handy-

man, naturalist.
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High-School Reading List:

College Reading List:

What You Were Supposed to Have
Learned in High School:

What You Didn’t Find Out Until
College:

Walden (1854), inspired by the two years he spent

communing with himself and Nature in a log
cabin on Walden Pond.

“Civil Disobedience” (1849), the essay inspired
by the night he spent in jail for refusing to pay a
poll tax; A Week on the Concord and Merrimack
Riwvers (1849), inspired by a few weeks spent on
same with his brother John, and considered a lit-
erary warm-up for Walden; parts of the Journal,
inspired by virtually everything, which Thoreau
not only kept but polished and rewrote for al-
most twenty-five years—you had fourteen vol-
umes to choose from, including the famous “lost
journal” which was rediscovered in 1958.

That Thoreau was one of the great American
eccentrics and the farthest out of the Transcen-
dentalists, and that he believed you should spend
your life breaking bread with the birds and the
woodchucks instead of going for a killing in the
futures market like your old man.

That Walden was not just a spiritualized Boy
Scout Handbook but, according to twentieth-
century authorities, a carefully composed literary
masterpiece. That, according to these same au-
thorities, Thoreau #id have a sense of humor.
That Tolstoy was mightily impressed with “Civil
Disobedience” and Gandhi used it as the inspira-
tion for his sazyagraha. That despite his reputa-
tion as a loner and pacifist, Thoreau became the
friend and defender of the radical abolitionist
John Brown. And that, heavy as you were into
Thoreau’s principles of purity, simplicity, and
spirituality, you still had to figure out how to hit
your parents up for plane fare to Goa.

Henry David Thoreau’s house, Concord,
Massachusetts
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HERMAN MELVILLE (1819-1891)

Product of:

Earned a Living as a:

High-School Reading List:

College Reading List:

What You Were Supposed to Have
Learned in High School:

New York City; Albany and Troy, New York;

various South Sea islands.

Schoolteacher, bank clerk, sailor, harpooner, cus-
toms inspector.

Moby-Dick (1851; abridged version, or you
just skipped the parts about the whaling indus-
try); Typee (1846), the carly bestseller, which
was, your teacher hoped, sufficiently exotic and
action-packed to get you hooked on Melville.
For extra credit, the novella Billy Budd (pub-
lished posthumously, 1924).

Moby-Dick (unabridged version), The Piazza
Tules (1856), especially “Bartleby the Scrivener”
and “Benito Cereno”; and the much-discussed,
extremely tedious The Confidence Man (1857).

That Moby-Dick is allegorical (the whale =
Nature/God/the Implacable Universe; Ahab =
Man’s Conflicted Identity/Civilization/Human
Will; Ishmael = the Poet/Philosopher) and
should be read as a debate between Ahab and

Ishmael.

Herman Melvilles house, Albany, New York
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What You Didn’t Find Out Until
College:

That Melville didn't know Moby-Dick was allegori-
cal until somebody pointed it out to him. That
his work prefigured some of Freud’s theories of
the unconscious. That, like Lord Byron, Nor-
man Mailer, and Bob Dylan, Melville spent most
of his life struggling to keep up with the name
he’d made for himself (with the bestselling Tjpee)
before he turned thirty. And that if, historically,
he was caught between nineteenth-century Ro-
manticism and modern alienation, personally he
was pretty unbalanced as well. He may or may
not have been gay, as some biographers assert (if
he was, he almost certainly didn’t know it), but
whatever he was, Nathaniel Hawthorne eventu-

ally stopped taking his calls.

MARK TWAIN (1835-1910)

The Clemens family

Product of:

Earned a Living as a:

High-School Reading List:

College Reading List:

Hannibal, Missouri; various Nevada mining
towns; Hartford, Connecticut.

Printer, river pilot, newspaper reporter, lecturer,

storyteller.

The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn (1884). Also,
if you took remedial English, The Adventures of
Tom Sawyer (1876).

The short story “The Celebrated Jumping Frog
of Calaveras County” (1865), as an example of
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Twain’s frontier humor; the essays “Fenimore
Cooper’s Literary Offenses” (1895, 1897) and
“The United States of Lyncherdom” (1901), as
examples of his scathing wit and increasing disil-
lusionment with America; and the short novel,
The Mysterious Stranger (published posthumously,
1916), for the late, bleak, embittered Twain.

What You Were Supposed to That Huckleberry Finn is the great mock-epic of

Have Learned in High School: American democracy, marking the beginning of
a caste-free literature that owed nothing to Eu-
ropean tradition. That this was the first time the
American vernacular had made it into a serious
literary work. That the book profoundly influ-
enced the development of the modern American
prose style. And that you should have been pay-
ing more attention to Twain’s brilliant manipula-
tion of language and less to whether or not
Huck, Tom, and Jim made it out of the lean-to
alive. Also, that Mark Twain, which was river
parlance for “two fathoms deep,” was the pseu-
donym of Samuel Langhorne Clemens.

What You Didn’t Find Out Until That Twain grew more and more pessimistic

College: about America—and about humanity in general—
as he, and the country, grew older, eventually turn-
ing into a bona fide misanthrope. And that
he was stylistically tone-deaf, producing equal
amounts of brilliant prose and overwritten trash
without ever seeming to notice the difference.

The Beat Goes On

A HUNDRED YEARS WORTH OF
MODERN AMERICAN POETRY

So much of what we've all been committing to memory over the past lifetime
or so—the words to “Help Me, Rhonda” typify the genre—eventually stops
paying the same dividends. Sure, the beat’s as catchy as ever. But once the old
gang’s less worried about what to do on Saturday night than about meeting
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child-support payments and stemming periodontal disease, it’s nice to have
something more in the way of consolation, perspective, and uplift to fall back on.
Good news: All the time you were glued to the car radio, a few people with a lit-
tle more foresight were writing—and what’s more, printing—poetry, some of
which is as about as Zeitgeisty as things get.

It is, however, a little trickier than the Beach Boys. For one thing, it’s mod-
ern, which means you’re up against alienation and artificiality. For another, it’s
poetry, which means nobody’s just going to come out and say what’s on his
mind. Put them together and you've got modern poetry. Read on and you've
got modern poetry’s brightest lights and biggest guns, arranged in convenient
categories for those pressed for time and/or an ordering principle of their

own.

THE FIVE BIG DEALS

EZRA POUND (1885-1972)
Profile: Old Granddad ... most influential figure

(and most headline-making career) in modern po-
etry . . . made poets write modern, editors publish
modern, and readers read modern . . . part archae-
ologist, part refugee, he scavenged past eras (me-
dieval Provence, Confucian China) with a mind to
overhauling his own ... in so doing, master-
minded a cultural revolution, complete with doc-
trines, ideology, and propaganda ... though
expatriated to London and Italy, remained at heart
an American, rough-and-ready, even vulgar, as he
put it, “a plymouth-rock conscience landed on a
predilection for the arts” . . . responsive and rigor-
ous: helped Eliot (whose The Waste Land he pared
down to half its original length), Yeats, Joyce,
Frost, and plenty of lesser poets and writers . ..
reputation colored by his anti-Semitism, his
hookup with Mussolini, the ensuing charges of
treason brought by the U.S. government, and the
years in a mental institution.
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Motto: “Make it new.”

A colleague begs to differ: “Mr. Pound is a village explainer—excellent if you were
a village, but, if you were not, not.”—Gertrude Stein

Faworite colors: Purple, ivory, jade.

Latest Books read: Confucius, Stendhal, the songs of the troubadours, the mem-
oirs of Thomas Jefferson.

The easy (and eminently quotable) Pound:

There died a myriad,

And of the best, among them,
For an old bitch gone in the teeth,
For a botched civilization,

Charm, smiling at the good mouth,
Quick eyes gone under earth’s lid,

For two gross of broken statues,
For a few thousand battered books.

trom Hugh Selwyn Mauberley

The prestige Pound (for extra credit):

Zeus lies in Ceres’ bosom
Taishan is attended of loves
under Cythera, before sunrise
and he said: “Hay aqui mucho catolicismo—(sounded catolithismo)
y muy poco reliHién”
and he said: “Yo creo que los reyes desaparecen”
(Kings will, I think, disappear)
That was Padre José Elizondo
in 1906 and 1917
or about 1917
and Dolores said “Come pan, nifio,” (eat bread, me lad)
Sargent had painted her
before he descended
(i.e., if he descended)
but in those days he did thumb sketches,

impressions of the Velasquez in the Museo del Prado
and books cost a peseta,

brass candlesticks in proportion,
hot wind came from the marshes

and death-chill from the mountains. . . .

from Cantos, LXXXI (one of the Pisan Cantos, written after World War II while
Pound was on display in a cage in Pisa)
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T. S. (THOMAS STERNS)
ELIOT (1888-1965)

Profile: Tied with Yeats for most famous poet of the
century . . . his masterpiece The Waste Land (1922),
which gets at the fragmentation, horror, and ennui
of modern times through a collage of literary, reli-
gious, and pop allusions ... erudition for days: a
page of Eliot’s poetry can consist of more footnotes
and scholarly references than text . . . born in Mis-
souri, educated at Harvard, but from the late 1910s
(during which he worked as a bank clerk) on, lived
in London and adopted the ways of an Englishman
... tried in his early poetry to reunite wit and pas-
sion, which, in English poetry, had been going their
separate ways since Donne and the Metaphysicals

(see page 190) . . . his later poetry usually put down for its religiosity (Eliot had,

in the meantime, found God); likewise, with the exception of Murder in the

Cathedral, his plays . . . had a history of nervous breakdowns; some critics see his

poetry in terms not of tradition and classicism, but of compulsion and craziness.

Motto: “Genuine poetry can communicate before it is understood.”

A colleague begs to differ: “A subtle conformist,” according to William Carlos
Williams, who called The Waste Land “the great catastrophe.”

Faworite colors: Eggplant, sable, mustard.

Latest books read: Dante, Hesiod, the Bhagavad Gita, Hesse’s A Glimpse into
Chaos, St. Augustine, Jessie L. Weston’s From Ritual to Romance, Frazer's The
Golden Bough, Baudelaire, the Old Testament books of Ezekiel, Isaiah, and
Ecclesiastes, Joyce’s Ulysses, Antony and Cleopatra, “The Rape of the Lock,”
and that’s just #bis week.

The easy (and eminently quotable) Eliot: The opening lines of “The Love Song of
J. Alfred Prufrock,” the let-us-go-then-you-and-I, patient-etherised-upon-
a-table, women-talking-of-Michelangelo lead-in to a poem that these days
seems as faux-melodramatic and faggy—and as unforgettable—as a John
Waters movie. (We'd have printed these lines for you here, but the Eliot es-
tate has a thing about excerpting.)

The prestige Eliot (for extra credit): Something from the middle of the The Waste
Land, just to show you've made it through the whole 434 lines. Try, for exam-
ple, the second stanza of the third book (“The Fire Sermon”), in the course of
which a rat scurries along a river bank, the narrator muses on the death of “the
king my father,” Mrs. Sweeney and her daughter “wash their feet in soda
water,” and Eliot’s own footnotes refer you to The Tempest, an Elizabethan
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poem called Parliament of Bees, the World War I ballad in which Mrs. Sweeney
makes her first appearance (ditto her daughter), and a sonnet by Verlaine.

WILLIAM CARLOS WILLIAMS
(1883-1963)

Profile: Uncle Bill . . . at the center of postwar poetry,
the man whom younger poets used to look to for
direction and inspiration ... smack-dab in the
American grain ... determined to write poetry
based on the language as spoken bere, the language
he heard “in the mouths of Polish mothers” ...
avoided traditional stanza, rhyme, and line pat-
terns, preferring a jumble of images and rhythms
.. . spent his entire life in New Jersey, a small-town
doctor, specializing in pediatrics . . . played home-
body to Pound’s and Eliot’s gadabouts, regular guy
to their artistes—the former a lifelong friend, with
whom he disagreed loudly and often . . . wanted to
make “contact,” which he took to mean “man with
nothing but the thing and the feeling of that thing”
... not taken seriously by critics and intellectuals,
who tended, until the Fifties, to treat him like a lit-
erary Grandma Moses . . . Paterson is his The Waste
Land.

Motto: “No ideas but in things.”

A colleague begs to differ: “A poet of some local interest, perhaps.”—Eliot. “Anti-
poetic.”—Wiallace Stevens.

Faworite colors: Blue, yellow, tan.

Latest books read: Keats, Pound’s Cantos, Allen Ginsberg’s How/.
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The easy (and eminently quotable) Williams:

so much depends
upon

a red wheel
barrow

glazed with rain
water

beside the white
chickens.

“The Red Wheelbarrow”

The prestige Williams (for extra credit):

The descent beckons
as the ascent beckoned
Memory is a kind
of accomplishment
a sort of renewal
even
an initiation, since the spaces it opens are new
places
inhabited by hordes
heretofore unrealized,
of new kinds—
since their movements
are towards new objectives
(even though formerly they were abandoned)

No defeat is made up entirely of defeat—since
the world it opens is always a place
formerly
unsuspected. A
world lost,
a world unsuspected
beckons to new places
and no whiteness (lost) is so white as the memory
of whiteness

from Paterson, Book 2 (“Sunday in the Park”), Section 2
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ROBERT FROST (1874-1963)

Profile: The one who got stuck being popular with
readers outside college English departments . . . but
not just the “miles-to-go-before-1-sleep” poet; as
one critic said, “sees the skull beneath the flesh” . . .
born in California, where he spent his boyhood:
The New England accent just a bit of a fraud . ..
re-created, in his poems, the rhythms of actual
speech, the actions of ordinary men ... “got” na-
ture, tradition, and anxiety ... his tone sad, wry,
and a little narcissistic . . . eventually carved out an
elder-statesman role for himself in official Ameri-
can culture . . . isolation, limitation, and extinction
were favorite themes . . . said to have been a creep to
his wife and son (who committed suicide) . . . for
better or worse, hard not to memorize.

Motto: “We play the words as we find them.”

A colleague begs to differ: “His work is full (or said to be full) of humanity.”—Wal-
lace Stevens.

Faworite colors: Teal blue, slate gray, blood red.

Latest books read: The King James Bible, Thoreau’s Walden, Hardy’s Tess of the
D’Urbervilles.

The easy (and eminently quotable) Frost:

Nature’s first green is gold,
Her hardest hue to hold.
Her early leaf’s a flower;
But only so an hour.

Then leaf subsides to leaf.
So Eden sank to grief,

So dawn goes down to day.
Nothing gold can stay.

“Nothing Gold Can Stay”
The prestige Frost (for extra credit):

. . . Make yourself up a cheering song of how
Someone’s road home from work this once was,
Who may be just ahead of you on foot

Or creaking with a buggy load of grain.

The height of the adventure is the height

Of country where two village cultures faded
Into each other. Both of them are lost.
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And if you're lost enough to find yourself

By now, pull in your ladder road behind you

And put a sign up CLOSED to all but me.

Then make yourself at home. The only field

Now left’s no bigger than a harness gall.

First there’s the children’s house of make-believe,
Some shattered dishes underneath a pine,

The playthings in the playhouse of the children.
Weep for what little things could make them glad. . . .

from “Directive”

WALLACE STEVENS (1879-1955)
Profile: With Yeats and Eliot, billed as a great “imag-

inative force” in modern poetry . . . self-effacing in-
surance executive who spent a lifetime at the
Hartford Accident and Indemnity Company, writ-
ing poetry nights and weekends . . . didn’t travel in
literary circles (and was on a first-name basis with
almost no other writers); did, however, manage to
get into a famous fistfight with Ernest Hemingway
while vacationing in Key West . . . believed in “the
essential gaudiness of poetry” . . . his own verse
marked by flair, self-mockery, virtuoso touches, ag-
gressive art-for-art’s-sakeishness . .. in it, he por-
trayed himself as the aesthete, the dandy, the
hedonist ... held that, since religion could no
longer satisfy people, poetry would have to . . . had
the sensuousness and brilliance of a Keats (cf., as the critics do, Frost’s
“Wordsworthian plainness”).
Motto: “Poetry is the supreme fiction, madame.”
A colleague begs to differ: “A bric-a-brac poet.”—Robert Frost.
Faworite colors: Vermilion, chartreuse, wine.
Latest books read: A Midsummer Night's Dream, the poetry of Verlaine, Mallarmé,
and Yeats, Henri Bergson’s On Laughter.
The easy (and eminently quotable) Stevens:

I placed a jar in Tennessee,
And round it was, upon a hill.
It made the slovenly wilderness
Surround that hill.
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The wilderness rose up to it,

And sprawled around, no longer wild.
The jar was round upon the ground.
And tall and of a port in air.

It took dominion everywhere.
The jar was gray and bare.

It did not give of bird or bush,
Like nothing else in Tennessee.

“Anecdote of the Jar”
The prestige Stevens (for extra credit):

Ramon Fernandez, tell me, if you know,

Why, when the singing ended and we turned
Toward the town, tell why the glassy lights,
The lights in the fishing boats at anchor there,
As the night descended, tilting in the air,
Mastered the night and portioned out the sea,
Fixing emblazoned zones and fiery poles,
Arranging, deepening, enchanting night.

Oh! Blessed rage for order, pale Ramon,
The maker’s rage to order words of the sea,
Words of the fragrant portals, dimly-starred,
And of ourselves and our origins,

In ghostlier demarcations, keener sounds.

from “The Idea of Order at Key West”

THE FIVE RUNNERS-UP
MARIANNE MOORE (1887-1972)

If “compression is the first grace of style,”
you have it.

from “To a Snail”

Has been called “the poet’s poet” and compared to “a solo harpsichord in a con-
certo” in which all other American poets are the orchestra . .. has also been
called, by Hart Crane, “a hysterical virgin” . . . in either case, was notorious for
staring at animals (pangolins, frigate pelicans, arctic oxen), steamrollers, and the
Brooklyn Dodgers, then holding forth on what she saw . . . believed in “predilec-
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tion” rather than “passion” and wanted to achieve an “unbearable accuracy,” a
“precision” that had both “impact and exactitude, as with surgery” . . . watch for
her quotes from history books, encyclopedias, and travel brochures . . . original,
alert, and neat . .. appealed to fellow poets, including young ones, with her
matter-of-fact tone, her ability to make poetry read as easily as prose.

JOHN CROWE RANSOM (1888-1974)

—I am a gentleman in a dustcoat trying
To make you hear. Your ears are soft and small
And listen to an old man not atall. . ..

from “Piazza Piece”

Finest of the Southern poets (he beats out Allen Tate and Robert Penn Warren),
and the center of the literary group called the Fugitives (mention tradition,
agrarianism, and the New Criticism and they’ll read you some of their own verse)
. .. liked the mythic, the courtly, the antique, and flirted with the pedantic . . .
small poetic output: only three books, all written between 1919 and 1927 ...
founder and editor, for over twenty years, of the Kenyon Review, arguably the top
Anmerican literary magazine of its day . . . at his worst, can be a little stilted, a lit-
tle sentimental; at his best, devastatingly stilted and wonderfully ironical . . .
worth reading on mortality and the mind/body dichotomy.

E. E. (EDWARD ESTLIN) CUMMINGS
(1894-1962)

. . . the Cambridge ladies do not care, above
Cambridge if sometimes in its box of

sky lavender and cornerless, the

moon rattles like a fragment of angry candy

from “[the Cambridge ladies who live in furnished souls]”

Innovative in a small and subversive way . .. the one who used capital letters,
punctuation, and conventional typography only when he felt like it, which
helped him convince a considerable readership that what they were getting was
wisdom . . . the son of a minister (about whom he'd write “my father / moved
through dooms of love”), he sided with the little guy, the fellow down on his luck,
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the protester ... has been likened to Robin Hood (the anarchist), Mickey
Spillane (the tough guy), and Peter Pan (the boy who wouldn’t grow up) ...

wrote love poems marked by childlike wonder and great good humor.

HART CRANE (1899-1932)

The photographs of hades in the brain
Are tunnels that re-wind themselves, and love
A burnt match skating in a urinal.

from The Bridge (“The Tunnel”)

Wanted, like Whitman, to embrace the whole country, and was only egged on by
the fact that he couldn’t get his arms around it . . . his major poem The Bridge
(that’s the Brooklyn Bridge, a symbol of the heights to which modern man as-
pires), an epic about, as Crane put it, “a mystical synthesis of ‘America’ ”; in it you
can hear not just Whitman, but Woody Guthrie . . . as somebody said, found
apocalypse under rocks and in bureau drawers . . . “through all sounds of gaiety
and quest,” Crane claims he hears “a kitten crying in the wilderness” . . . a ho-

mosexual who, at thirty-three, committed suicide by jumping overboard into the

Gulf of Mexico.

ROBERT LOWELL (1917-1977)

The Aquarium is gone. Everywhere
giant-finned cars move forward like fish;
a savage servility

slides by on grease.

from “For the Union Dead”

One of the New England Lowells (like James Russell and Amy) . . . discussed
the intricacies of the Puritan conscience, then converted to Catholicism . . . his
principle subject the flux, struggle, and agony of experience . . . was interested in
“the dark and against the grain” . .. lived a high-profile personal life (political
stress, marital strain, organized protest, mental illness) . . . even so, managed to
outlive and outwork such equally troubled colleagues and intimates as Delmore
Schwartz, Randall Jarrell, Theodore Roethke, and John Berryman . . . gave po-
etry a new autobiographical aspect and a renewed sense of social responsibility
. . . aroused greater admiration and jealousy, for the space of twenty years, than
any other contemporary American poet.
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ROOTS: FOUR PRIMARY INFLUENCES

THE ROMANTICS: Wordsworth, Shelley, et al. (see pages 192-93 and
195-96). The line of descent starts here, with all that talk about the importance
of the imagination and the self. Don't tell your modern-poet friends this, though;
they probably follow Yeats and Eliot in repudiating the early nineteenth century
and would rather date things from Whitman and/or the Symbolists.

THE SYMBOLISTS: Rimbaud, Verlaine, Mallarmé, and the rest of the Frogs,
plus the young Yeats. (Poe and Baudelaire were forerunners.) Believed there was
another world beyond the visual one, a world of secret connections and private
references, all of which just might, if you gave them a shove, form a pattern of
some kind. Thus drunken boats and “fragrances fresh as the flesh of children.”
Gets a little lugubrious, but don’t we all? Anyway, they made poetry even more
an affair of the senses than the Romantics had done.

WALT WHITMAN: Founding father of American poetry. Charged with the
poetic mission (“I speak the password primeval”), he raised all the issues that
modern poetry is about: experimentation with language and form; revelation of
self; the assumption that the poet, the reader, and the idea are all in the same
room together and that a poem could make something happen. Hyperventilated
a lot, but people on the side of freedom and variety are like that.

EMILY DICKINSON: Founding mother of American poetry; as William
Carlos Williams put it, “patron saint” and “a real good guy.” Reticent and soft-
spoken where Whitman is aggressive and amped. Short lines to Whitman’s long
ones, microcosm to his macrocosm: “The brain is wider than the sea.” Gets you
to see how infinity can mean infinitely small as well as infinitely big.

HOOTS: FOUR TWENTIETH-CENTURY
POETS NOT TO TOUCH WITH A
TEN-FOOT STROPHE

First, Edna St. Vincent Millay, Our Lady of the Sonnets, who, in 1923, beat
out—with three slender volumes, including one titled 4 Few Figs from Thistles—
T. S. Eliot’s The Waste Land for the Pulitzer Prize; but who, subsequently, despite
former boyfriend Edmund Wilson’s efforts to save her, began to seem, “ah, my
foes, and oh, my friends,” very silly. Also, Amy Lowell, dragon to Millay’s
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sylph, whom Eliot called “the demon saleswoman of poetry” and whom Pound
accused of reducing the tenets of Imagism to “Amy-gism”; you may remember,
from tenth-grade English, her musings on squills and ribbons and garden walks.
Now she doesn’t even make the anthologies.

Clockwise from top
left: Edna St.
Vincent Millay,
Amy Lowell,
Edwin Arlington
Robinson, Carl
Sandburg
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Then, Carl Sandburg, who catalogued so memorably the pleasures of
Chicago, his hometown (“City of the Big Shoulders,” and so forth), who almost
certainly liked ketchup on his eggs, but who was, even back then, accused—by
Robert Frost, hardly an innocent himself—of fraud; better to go with Will
Rogers here, or Whitman (whom Sandburg consciously imitated). Finally,
Edwin Arlington Robinson, whose “Richard Cory” and “Miniver Cheevy” we
can recite whole stanzas of, too, which is precisely the problem. Picture yourself
in a room full of well-groomed young adults, all of whom, if they chose, could
swing into “Miniver loved the Medici, / Albeit he had never seen one; / He
would have sinned incessantly / Could he have been one.”

OFFSHOOTS: FIVE CULT FIGURES

Five poets, no longer young (or even, in a couple of cases, alive), who are never-
theless as edgy, angry, and/or stoned as you are.

ALLEN GINSBERG: Dropout, prophet, and “Buddhist Jew,” not necessarily
in that order. “America I'm putting my queer shoulder to the wheel.” His most
famous works, How/ (about the beat culture of the Fifties, the second part of
which was written during a peyote vision) and “Kaddish” (about his dead mother,
this one written on amphetamines). Some critics see him in the tradition of
William Blake: A spiritual adventurer with a taste for apocalypse, who saw no
difference between religion and poetry. As William Carlos Williams said in his
intro to Howl, “Hold back the edges of your gowns, Ladies, we are going through
hell.”

FRANK O’HARA: Cool—but approachable, also gay. At the center of the New
York School of poets (others were John Ashbery, James Schuyler, and Kenneth
Koch), and a bridge between artists and writers of the Sixties. Objected to ab-
straction and philosophy in poetry, preferring a spur-of-the-moment specificity
he called “personism.” Had a thing about the movies, James Dean, pop culture in
general; his poems prefigure pop art. Thus, in “The Day Lady Died,” lines like,
“I go on to the bank / and Miss Stillwagon (first name Linda I once heard) /
doesn’t even look up my balance for once in her life. . . .” Killed by a dune buggy
on Fire Island when he was only forty.

ROBERT CREELEY: One of the Black Mountain poets, out of the experi-
mental backwoods college in North Carolina where, back in the Fifties, the idea
of a “counterculture” got started. Kept his poems short and intimate, with titles
such as “For No Clear Reason” and “Somewhere.” His most famous utterance:
“Form is never more than an extension of content.” (Stay away from the prose,
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though, which reads like Justice Department doublespeak.) The consummate
dropout: from Harvard—twice, once to India, once to Cape Cod—with addi-
tional stints in Majorca, Guatemala, and, of course, Black Mountain. “If you
were going to get a pet / what kind of animal would you get.”

SYLVIA PLATH: Her past is your past: report cards, scholarships (in her case,
to Smith), summers at the beach. In short, banality American-style, on which
she goes to town. May tell you more about herself than you wanted to know
(along with Robert Lowell, she’s the model of the confessional poet); watch es-
pecially for references to her father (“marble-heavy, a bag full of God, / Ghastly
statue with one grey toe / Big as a Frisco seal . . .”). Wrote The Bell Jar, autobi-
ographical—and satirical—novel of an adolescent’s breakdown and attempted
suicide. Married to English poet Ted Hughes, she later committed suicide her-
self. The new style of woman poet (along with Anne Sexton and Adrienne Rich),

a cross between victim and rebel.

IMAMU AMIRI BARAKA (The poet and activist formerly known as Leroi
Jones): Started off mellow, doing graduate work at Columbia and hanging out
with his first wife (who, as it happened, was white) in Greenwich Village. Sub-
sequently turned from bohemian to militant: “We must make our own / World,
man, our own world, and we can not do this unless the white man / is dead. Let’s
get together and kill him, my man, let’s get to gather the fruit / of the sun.”
Moved first to Harlem, then back to Newark, where he'd grown up; took up
wearing dashikis and speaking Swahili. Likewise to be noted: his plays, especially
Dutchman (1964); his most famous coinages, “tokenism” and “up against the
wall.” In 2002 he was named poet laureate of New Jersey—stop laughing—and
proved he was still capable of raising hackles with the public reading of his poem
“Somebody Blew Up America,” in which he sided with conspiracy theorists who
suggested that the Israeli and U.S. governments knew in advance that the Sep-
tember 11 attacks were going to take place: “Who told 4000 Israeli workers at
the Twin Towers / To stay home that day / Why did Sharon stay away?” Was
New Jersey’s last poet laureate.

American Intellectual History,

and Stop That Snickering

EIGHT AMERICAN INTELLECTUALS

he French have them, the Germans have them, even the Russians have
them, so by God why shouldn’t we? Admittedly, in a country that defines
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“scholarship” as free tuition for quarterbacks, intellectuals tend to be a marginal
lot. Jewish, for the most part, and New York Jewish at that, they are accustomed
to being viewed as vaguely #z-American and to talking mainly to each other—or
to themselves. (The notable exception is Norman Mailer, an oddball as intellec-
tuals go, but a solid American who managed to capture the popular imagination
by thinking, as often as not, with his fists.) The problem is precisely this business
of incessant thinking. Intellectuals don’t think up a nifty idea, then sell it to the
movies; they just keep thinking up more ideas, as if that were the point.

GERTRUDE STEIN (1874-1946)

Our man in Paris, so to speak, Stein was one of those
rare expatriates who wasn't ashamed to be an Ameri-
can. In fact, for forty-odd years after she'd bid adieu to
Radcliffe, medical school, and her rich relatives in
Baltimore, she was positively thrilled to be an Ameri-
can, probably because her exposure to her compatriots
was pretty much limited to the innumerable dough-
boys and GIs she befriended (and wrote about) during
two world wars—all of whom, to hear her tell it,
adored her—and to the struggling-but-stylish young
writers for whom she coined the phrase “The Lost
Generation” (Hemingway, Sherwood Anderson, et
al.), who were happy to pay homage to her genuine
wit and fearless intellect while scarfing up hors
d’oeuvres at the Saturday soirées at 27 rue de Fleurus
(an address, by the way, that’s as much to be remem-
bered as anything Stein wrote). True, Hemingway
later insisted that, although he'd learned a lot from
Gert, he hadn't learned as much as she kept telling everyone he had. True, too,
that if she hadn’t been so tight with Hemingway and Picasso (whom she claimed
to have “discovered”), the name Gertrude Stein might today be no more memo-
rable than “Rooms,” “Objects,” or “Food,” three pieces of experimental writing
that more or less sum up the Gertrude Stein problem. The mysterious aura that
still surrounds her name has less to do with her eccentricity or her lesbianism
(this was Paris, after all) than with the fact that most of what she wrote is simply
unreadable. Straining to come up with the exact literary equivalent of Cubist
painting, the “Mama of Dada” was often so pointlessly cerebral that once the bo-
hemian chic wore off, she seemed merely numbing.




AMERICAN STUDTIES

33

RECOMMENDED READING: Three Lives (1909), three short novels centered on
three serving women,; an early work in which Stein’s experiments with repetition,
scrambled syntax, and lack of punctuation still managed to evoke her subjects in-
stead of burying them. The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas (1933), the succés de
scandale in which Stein, adopting the persona of her long-time secretary and
companion, disseminated her opinions on the famous artists of her day with
great good humor and, the critics said, an outrageous lack of sense. Also, give a
listen to Four Saints in Three Acts (1934), an opera collaboration with Virgil
Thomson that still gets good notices.

EDMUND WILSON (1895-1972)

A squire trapped in the body of a bulldog. Or do we
mean a bulldog trapped in the body of a squire? Any-
hoo, America’s foremost man of letters, decade after
decade, from the Twenties until the day of his death.
Erudite and cantankerous, Wilson largely steered
clear of the teaching positions and institutional in-
volvements that all other literary critics and social his-
torians seemed to take refuge in, preferring to wing it
as a reviewer and journalist. The life makes good
reading: quasi-aristocratic New Jersey boyhood,
Princeton education (and start of lifelong friendship
with F. Scott Fitzgerald), several marriages, including
one to Mary McCarthy (whom he persuaded to write
fiction), robust sex life, complete with a fairly well-
documented foot fetish, running battles with the IRS
(over unpaid income taxes) and Vladimir Nabokov
(over Russian verse forms), the nickname “Bunny.”
Plus, who else went out and studied Hebrew in order
to decipher the Dead Sea Scrolls (Wilson's single
biggest scoop) or ploughed through a thousand musty
volumes because he wanted to figure out the Civil War for himself? Bunny, you
see, was determined to get to the bottom of things, make connections, monitor
the progress of the Republic, and explain the world to Americans and Americans
to themselves, all with the understanding that it could be as much fun to dis-
sect—and hold forth on—Emily Post as T. S. Eliot.
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RECOMMENDED READING: Axe/s Castle (1931), a book-length study of the sym-
bolist tradition in Europe and a good general introduction to Yeats, Eliot, Proust,
Joyce, et al. To the Finland Station (1940), a book-length study of the radical tra-
dition in Europe and a good general introduction to Vico, Michelet, Lenin,
Trotsky, et al. Upstate (1972), an old man’s meditation on himself, his life, and his
imminent death.

LIONEL TRILLING (1905-1975)

Self, society, mind, will, history, and, needless to say,
culture. It can be a bit of a yawn, frankly, especially
when you really only wanted him to explain what Jane
Austen was up to in Mansfield Park, but at least you'll
find out what liberalism—of the intellectual as op-
posed to the merely political variety—is all about. A
big Freudian, also a big Marxist, and affiliated with
Columbia University for his entire professional life,
Trilling worries about things like “the contemporary
ideology of irrationalism” (this in the Sixties, when
the view from Morningside Heights wouldn’t hold
still, and when Trilling himself was beginning to
seem a little, uh, over the hill); “our disaffection from
history”; and, more than anything else, the tensions
between self and society, literature and politics, aes-
thetics and morality. A touch rueful, a little low-key,
Trilling wasn't constantly breaking out the port
and the bon mots like Wilson, but his heart was in the right place: He cared
about the nature and quality of life on the planet, and probably would have lent
you the guest room if, as one of his undergraduates, you'd gotten locked out of
the dorm.

RECOMMENDED READING: 7he Liberal Imagination (1950), the single most widely
read “New York” critical work, which, under the guise of discussing literature, ac-
tually aimed, as Trilling said, to put liberal assumptions “under some degree of
pressure.” The Middle of the Journey (1947), his one novel, about political issues
(read Stalinism) confronting American intellectuals of the day; loosely based on
the life of Whittaker Chambers. Sincerity and Authenticity (1972), late Trilling,
especially the concluding examination of “the doctrine that madness is health.”
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HANNAH ARENDT (1906-1974)

Back in the Fifties she seemed like an absolute god-
send—a bona fide German intellectual come to roost
in the American university system at a time when in-
tellectuals had the kind of clout that real estate devel-
opers have today. Not only did Arendt actually
condescend to #al/k to her students at Princeton
(where she was the first woman professor ever), and
Columbia, and Berkeley, and so on, but she saw
nothing demeaning in writing about current events,
bringing to bear the kind of Old World erudition and
untranslated Latin and Greek phrases that made Mr.
and Mrs. America feel they could stand tall. She
wasn't afraid to take on the looming postwar bogey-
men—war crimes, revolution, genocide—and, as it
seemed at the time, wrestle them to the ground with
the sheer force of her Teutonic aloofness, her faith in
the power of the rational, her ability to place unspeakable events in the context of
a worldview and a history that, inevitably, brought us home to Plato and the
moderation-minded Greeks. Granted, she was a little too undiscriminating
about her audience, a little too arbitrary in her assertions, and a little too sweep-
ing in her generalizations for many of her fellow political philosophers. And she
was a little too intent on forging order out of chaos for our taste: When it came
to distinguishing among “labor,” “work,” and “action,” or reading 258 pages on
the nature of “thinking,” we decided we'd rather merengue. Still, who else dis-
pensed so much intellectual chicken soup to so many febrile minds? Who else
thought to point out, amid the hysteria of the Nuremberg trials, that perhaps
Adolf Eichmann had not acted alone? And when Arendt had an insight, it was
usually a lulu—like the notion that even nice middle-class folks were capable of
monstrous acts of destruction. The latter idea gave rise not only to her now-
famous phrase, “the banality of evil,” but, it is generally agreed, to the New
Left—which, of course, later disowned Arendt as a flabby bourgeois.

RECOMMENDED READING: The Origins of Totalitarianism (1951), a dense, some-
times meandering study of the evolution of nineteenth-century anti-Semitism
and imperialism into twentieth-century Nazism and Communism; still the clas-
sic treatise on the subject, it was, surprisingly enough, a bestseller in its day. Eich-
mann in Jerusalem: The Banality of Evil (1963), with which she made a lot of
enemies by insisting not only that Eichmann didn’t vomit green slime and speak
in tongues, but that he didn’t even get a fair trial. The Life of the Mind (1977), her
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unfinished magnum opus, two volumes of which were published posthumously;
as one critic pointed out, it may fall short of chronicling the life of the mind, but
it does a bang-up job of chronicling the life of Arendt’s mind.

PAUL GOODMAN (1911-1972)

True, he was an anarchist, draft dodger, sexual libera-
tionist (and confirmed bisexual), as well as den father
to the New Left, but Paul Goodman still comes off
sounding an awful lot like Mr. Chips. Talk about soft-
spokenness, talk about lending a hand, talk about
talking it out: Goodman is #here for the “kids,” as he
calls them, including the “resigned” beats and the “fa-
talistic” hoods, plus everybody else who’s going to
wind up either dropping out or making Chevy tail fins
on an assembly line. Humankind is innocent, loving,
and creative, you dig? It’s the bureaucracies that create
the evil, that make Honor and Community impossi-
ble, and it’s the kids who really take it in the groin.
Thus goes the indictment of the American social and
educational systems in Goodman’s Growing Up Absurd
(1960), the book that made him more than just an-
other underground hero. But to get the whole picture,
you'll also have to plow through his poems, plays, novels, magazine pieces, and
confessions; his treatises on linguistics, constitutional law, Gestalt therapy, Noh
theater, and, with his brother, city planning; plus listen to him tell you about his
analysis and all those sit-ins. A Renaissance man in an era that favored special-
ization, Goodman never lost his sense of wonder—or of outrage. And one more
thing: If your parents used to try to get you to watch them “making love,” it may
well have been on Goodman’s say-so.

RECOMMENDED READING: Growing Up Absurd, of course. And, if you liked that,
The Empire City (1959), a novel with a hero perversely named Horatio Alger and
a lambasting of the Thirties, Forties, and Fifties. Five Years: Thoughts in a Useless
Time (1967), his journal of late-Fifties despair. And “May Pamphlet” (1945), a

modern counterpart to Thoreau’s “Civil Disobedience.”
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NORMAN MAILER (1923-)

Although he probably wouldn’t have wowed them at the Deux Magots, Mailer, in
the American intellectual arena, is at least a middleweight. Beginning in the mid-
Fifties, when he took time off from his pursuit of the Great American Novelist prize
to write a weekly column for The Village Voice (which he co-founded), he was,
for decades, our most visible social critic, purveyor of trends, attacker of ideologies,
and promoter of the concept of the artist as public figure. Operating as a sort of
superjournalist—even Mailer has never claimed to be a man of letters—he pro-
ceeded to define new waves of consciousness, from “hip” to the peace movement to
feminism, just as (though never, as his detractors point out, before) they hit the cul-
tural mainstream. Like a true New Journalist, he was forever jumping into the ac-
tion, taking risks, playing with the language, and making sociological connections.
Unlike other New Journalists, however, he came equipped with a liberal Jewish
background, a Harvard education, considerable talent as a novelist, and enough am-
bition to make him emperor, if only he'd been a little less cerebral and a lot less self-
destructive. By the late Sixties, he'd hit on the strategy (soon to become an MO) of
using narcissism as a tool for observation and commentary, a device that seemed
both to validate a decade or so of personal excess (drugs, drink, fistfights, and the
much-publicized stabbing of his second wife) and to set him up as the intellectual
successor to Henry Adams. Later, he got himself into debt, wrote second-rate
coffee-table books, launched an unsuccessful campaign for the mayoralty of New
York City, married too many women, sired too many children, made too many bel-
ligerent remarks on T'V talk shows, got behind one of the worst causes célébres ever
(Jack Abbott), spent a decade writing a “masterpiece” no one could read (Ancient
Ewvenings) and another decade writing a spy story no one had #ime to read (Harlot’s
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Ghost, 1,310 pages, and that’s only part one), and generally exhausted everyone’s pa-
tience—and that goes double for anyone even remotely connected with the women’s
movement. Still, it’s worth remembering that, as Time magazine put it, “for a heady
period, no major event in U.S. life seemed quite complete until Mailer had observed
himself observing it.” Plus, he did marry that nice redhead and finally started be-
having himself at parties. Most important, it’s hard to think of anyone who man-
aged to explore the nature of celebrity in the media age from so many different
angles—and lived to tell the tale.

RECOMMENDED READING: Advertisements for Myself (1959), a collection of combat-
ive essays and mean-spirited criticism of fellow writers, which marked the begin-
ning of Mailer’s notoriety; read it for the two acknowledged masterpieces: “The
White Negro” and “The Time of Her Time.” Armies of the Night (1968), Mailer’s
account of the anti—Vietnam War march on Washington; his most widely read
nonfiction book and the debut of the narrator-as-center-of-the-universe format.
Miami and the Siege of Chicago (1969), more of the same, only different; an attempt
to penetrate to the heart—or lack thereof—of the Republican and Democratic
conventions. The Executioner’s Song (1979), the Pulitzer Prize-winning saga of
convinced murderer Gary Gilmore; Mailer’s comeback after all those coffee-table

books and, as one critic suggested, his single foray into punk literature.

NOAM CHOMSKY (1928-)

For the better part of two decades served as the conscience of a nation. From the
earliest days of the Vietnam War, he spearheaded resistance against the American
presence in Southeast Asia, chiding the fancy, amoral policy makers in Washing-
ton, the technocrats of the military-industrial complex, and the “liberal intelli-
gentsia,” especially those members of it charged with making sense of what was
really happening, at the Pentagon as in the Mekong Delta. (It was the media’s fail-
ure to tell the whole story—and its implications, including the racism and arro-
gance inherent in First World imperialism—that arguably annoyed him most.) No
shrinking violet, he maintained, for instance, back
when Henry Kissinger was up for a Columbia profes-
sorship, that the former secretary of state and profes-
sional éminence grise was fit to head only a “Department
of Death.” And he wasn't just talk: In peace march after
peace march you could count on spotting him in the
front lines.

Meanwhile, he somehow managed to function as an
MIT linguistics professor, and, in fairly short order, be-
came indisputably the most influential linguist of the
second half of the century. Chomsky’s most famous
theory concerns something he called generative—a k.a.
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transformational—grammar, in which he argued that the degree of grammatical
similarity manifested by the languages of the world, coupled with the ease with
which little children learn to speak them, suggested that man’s capacity for language,
and especially for grammatical structure, is innate, as genetically determined as eye
color or left-handedness. The proof: All of us constantly (and painlessly) use se-
quences and combinations of words that we've never heard before, much less con-
sciously learned. Chomsky singlehandedly managed to bring linguistics front and
center, transforming it—you should pardon the expression—from an academic spe-
cialty practiced among moribund Indian tribes and sleepy college sophomores into
the subject of heated debate among epistemologists, behavioral psychologists, and
the French. Naturally, he accumulated his share of detractors in the process. Some
complained that he made the human consciousness sound suspiciously like a home
computer; others noted that he never really defined what he meant by “deep struc-
ture,” the psychic system from which our spoken language is generated and of which
any sentence or group of sentences is in some way a map.

Chomsky’s influence on political life seemed to peak, at least in the United
States, in the early Seventies, after which, we can’t help noting, the threat of being
drafted and sent to Vietnam ended for many of his most ardent campus-radical
supporters. (It probably hadn’t helped that he'd spoken up for the Khmer Rouge
over in Cambodia and for the Palestinians back when the Israelis were still the guys
in the white hats, then turned around and defended a book, which he later admit-
ted he hadn't read, that denied the historical reality of the Holocaust.) And there
was the problem of Chomsky’s own prose style, a flat, humorless affair that left
many readers hankering for Gary Trudeau and Doonesbury. But Chomsky kept
writing—and writing and writing. By the 1990s some publishers were savvy
enough to publish his political essays as short, reader-friendly paperbacks, making
him more accessible to a mainstream audience. Then came the attack on the World
Trade Center and the Bush administration’s response, which apparently caused
some people to feel they needed an alternative to the daily media spin. Suddenly
Chomsky was no longer a figure on the radical fringe. His fierce denunciations of
U.S. foreign policy (he views America as the mother of all “rogue states” and the
Bush administration’s “grand imperial design” as an out-of-the-closet version of the
kind of global aggression and disregard for international law we’ve been guilty of
since the end of World War II) resonated with many people who did not consider
themselves radicals, or even leftists. Chomsky’s 9-11 (2001), Power and Terror: Post
9-11 Talks and Interviews (2003), and Hegemony or Survival (2004) all made the
bestseller lists, and his backlisted political books have sold millions of copies.

RECOMMENDED READING: Aforementioned bestsellers, plus you might want to try
Language and Mind, a series of three lectures Chomsky gave at Berkeley in 1967, for
his clearest statement on the relations between his theory of language and his theory
of human nature; follow with Topics in the Theory of Generative Grammar (1966), an
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easy-to-understand reprise of his basic linguistic beliefs. Aspects of the Theory of Syn-
tax (1965) is the classic working out of Chomsky’s mature theory, but if you stood
even the slimmest chance of being able to read it, you wouldn’t be reading #47s. Many
of the early political essays are collected in American Power and the New Mandarins
(1969); a more recent collection is Deterring Democracy (1991).

SUSAN SONTAG (1933-2004)

She delineated a new aesthetic, heavy on style, sensa-
tion, and immediacy. For Sontag (the Sontag of the
Sixties, that is) art and morality had no common
ground and it didn’t matter what an artist was trying to
say as long as the result turned you on. For everyone
from the Partisan Review crowd to the kids down at
the Fillmore, she seemed like a godsend; she not only
knew where it was at, she was where it was at. A seri-
ous thinker with a frame of reference to beat the band,
a hard-nosed analytical style, and subscriptions to all
the latest European journals, she would emerge from
her book-lined study (where she had, presumably, been
immersed in a scholarly comparison of Hegel’s philo-
sophical vocabulary, Schoenberg’s twelve-tone theory,
and the use of the quick cut in the films of Godard),
clad in jeans, sneakers, and an old cardigan, to tell the world it was OK to listen
to the Supremes. Maybe you never 4id understand what Godard was getting at—
at least you knew that if Sontag took him on, he, too, was where it was at. Ditto
Bergman, Genet, Warhol, Artaud, John Cage, Roland Barthes, Claude Lévi-
Strauss, Norman O. Brown, and the government of North Vietnam. Eclecticism
was the hallmark of Sontag’s modernist (today, read postmodernist) sensibility. A
writer who had, at the time, all the grace and charm of a guerrilla commando is-
suing proclamations to a hostile government, she came under heavy attack from
her critics for her political naiveté (and revisionism); for the uncompromising ve-
hemence of her assertions; and for suffering, as one writer put it, “from the re-
curring delusion that life is art.” Over the years, however, as life came more to
resemble bad television—and after Sontag herself survived breast cancer—she
changed her mind about a lot of things, denouncing Soviet-style communism as
just another form of fascism and insisting that style wasn't everything after all,
that the content of a work of art counted, too. In a culture increasingly enamored
of simple-minded stereotypes and special effects, Sontag crusaded for con-
science, seriousness, and moral complexity. She also branched out: writing theater
and film scripts, directing plays (notably, a production of Waiting for Godot in war-
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torn Sarajevo in 1993), and trying her hand at fiction—she produced a self-
proclaimed “romance” (Te Volcano Lover, 1992) that managed to get some rave re-
views. Still, throughout her life she remained outspoken about politics. For example,
she made plenty of enemies after September 11, 2001, when she wrote in the New
Yorker, “Whatever may be said of the perpetrators . . . they were not cowards.” Her
last piece, “Regarding the Torture of Others,” published in 2004, the same year that
she was to die of cancer (after fighting the disease, on and off, for more than thirty
years), reflected on the photographs of Iraqi prisoners tortured at Abu Ghraib. In it
she declared, that, as representing both the fundamental corruption of any foreign
occupation and the signature style of the U.S. administration of George W. Bush,
“The photographs are us.”

RECOMMENDED READING: Against Interpretation (1966), a collection of essays that
includes some of her best-known works, e.g., the title piece, “On Style,” and “Notes
on Camp.” Styles of Radical Will (1966), another nonfiction grab bag whose high
points are a defense of pornography (“The Pornographic Imagination”), a lengthy
discussion of Godard (“Godard”), and one of her most famous—and certainly most
readable—essays, “Trip to Hanoi.” On Photography (1977), the book that won her a
large lay audience and innumerable enemies among photographers (and that helped
a lot of people feel they finally knew what to make of Diane Arbus). Ii/ness as
Metaphor (1978), written during her own fight against cancer, dissected the lan-
guage used to describe diseases and challenged the blame-the-victim attitudes be-
hind society’s cancer metaphors. AIDS and Its Metaphors (1988), a kind of sequel to
the above, exposed the racism and homophobia that colored public discussion of the
epidemic.

AND EIGHT PEOPLE WHO,
AMERICAN OR NOT,
HAD IDEAS WHOSE TIME,
IT SEEMED AT THE TIME,
HAD COME

MARSHALL McLUHAN (1911-1980)

“The medium is the message,” of course. That is, the way we acquire information
affects us more than the information itself. The medium is also, as a later version
of the aphorism had it, “the massage”: Far from being neutral, a medium “does
something to people; it takes hold of them, bumps them around.” Case in
point—television, with its mosaic of tiny dots of light, its lack of clarification, its
motion and sound, and its relentless projection of all of the above straight at the
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viewer, thereby guaranteeing that viewer an experience as aural and tactile as it
is visual. And high time, too. Ever since Gutenberg and his printing press, spew-
ing out those endless lines of bits of print, the eye had gotten despotic, thinking
linear, and life fragmented; with the advent of the age of electronics man was at
last returning to certain of his tribal ways—and the world was becoming a “global
village.” There were those who dismissed McLuhan (for the record, a Canadian)
as less a communications theorist cum college professor than a phrase-mongering
charlatan, but even they couldn't ignore entirely his distinction between “hot”
and “cool” media (it’s the latter that, as with TV or comic books or talking on the
phone, tend to involve you so much that youre late for supper). Besides,
McLuhan had sort of beaten his critics to the punch: Of his own work, he liked
to remark, “I don’t pretend to understand it. After all, my stuff is very difficult.”

R. BUCKMINSTER FULLER (1895-1983)

“An engineer, inventor, mathematician, architect, cartographer, philosopher,
poet, cosmogonist, comprehensive designer, and choreographer” was how Fuller
described himself; for a few other people “crackpot,” “megalomaniac,” “enfant
terrible,” or “Gyro Gearloose” did as good a job more economically. Convinced
that man, through technology and planning, could become superman and “save
the world from itself”; that “Spaceship Earth” was a large mechanical device that
needed periodic tuning; that “the entire population” of that earth “could live
compactly on a properly designed Haiti and comfortably on the British Isles”;
that the geodesic dome, a sphere composed of much smaller tetrahedrons, was
the most rigorously logical structure around; and that he himself had “a blind
date with principle,” “Bucky” flew tens of thousands of miles annually, visiting
Khrushchev’s Moscow and everybody else’s college campus with equal élan, wav-
ing excitedly from behind Coke-bottle glasses for up to six hours at a time. (An-
nually, that is, except for the year during which he refused to speak at all, to
anybody, including his wife.) His ultimate conclusion: The universe is governed
by relatively few principles and its essence is not matter but design. P.S. He may
have been right. In 1985, scientists discovered a spherical carbon molecule,
which, because it’s reminiscent in its structure of a geodesic dome, they dubbed
a “buckyball”—or, more formally, a buckminster fullerene—and which has sub-
sequently spawned a whole new heavy-breathing branch of chemistry.

KATE MILLETT (1934-)

Whatever their personal feelings about women in combat boots, youd have
thought men would be open-minded enough to admit that, for a chick, Millet
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had guts. An academic turned activist, and one of those unstoppable Catholics-
in-revolt, she was always willing to walk it like she talked it. While Betty
Friedan, the supply-sider of sisterhood, was still dressing for success and biting
her nails over whether or not it was OK to have lesbians as friends, Millett was
out in full drag, holding the Statue of Liberty hostage, chronicling her affairs in
vivid—not to say tedious—detail, and telling women it was time to get out from
underneath, not just figuratively but literally. But it all paid off eventually: Sexua/
Politics became a bestseller, its once-revolutionary thesis was accepted as basic
feminist canon, men started having trouble getting it up, and Betty Friedan
began to wonder if having your own corner office and your own coronary was re-
ally all it was cracked up to be.

Not that Millet herself necessarily got to spend much time gloating over her
ideological ascendency; diagnosed as manic-depressive in 1973, she rebelled
against her lithium regimen seven years later and spent the early Eighties being
chased around by men in white coats, an interlude she chronicled in her 1991
memoir, The Loony Bin Trip. Today, older, wiser, and presumably back on
lithium, she runs a women’s artist collective on her Christmas-tree farm in
Poughkeepsie, New York.

MALCOLM X (1925-1965)

The Last Angry Negro, before he got everybody to stop saying Negro, Brother
Malcolm (né Malcolm Little and a.k.a. Red, Satan, Homeboy, and El-Hajj Mal-
ick El-Shabazz) was one of the first to come right out and tell the world what he
really thought of honkies. Although in his days as a radical—which, in what was
to become a trend, followed closely on his days as a dealer/pimp/burglar/con-
vict/Muslim convert—Malcolm never actually 424 much, he managed, through
sheer spleen, to scare the socks off Whitey, make Martin Luther King Jr. reach
for the Excedrin, and provide a role model for a generation of black activists who
were ready to put their muscle where Malcolm’s mouth had been. Whatever folks
thought of his politics, everyone had to admit that Malcolm had charisma: At
one point, the New York Times rated him the country’s second most popular cam-
pus speaker, after Barry Goldwater. Malcolm mellowed considerably after Elijah
Muhammad booted him out of the Black Muslims (and Muhammad Ali
dropped him as his personal spiritual advisor). Unfortunately, it wasn’t long after
that that he was gunned down by an informal firing squad hired, various rumors
had it, by the Muslims, the U.S. government, or the Red Chinese. Whatever—
he was immortalized by the bestselling autobiography coauthored with Alex
“Roots” Haley. A symbol of black manhood and righteous anger for the next
three decades (and, some social observers have suggested, a direct progenitor of
“gangsta” rap), Malcolm briefly became a matinee idol—and barely escaped
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being reduced to a fashion statement—when director Spike Lee based a movie
on the autobiography in 1992.

ERNESTO “CHE” GUEVARA (1928-1967)

The peripatetic Argentine revolutionary who became a model of radical style
and, along with Huey Newton, one of the seminal dorm posters of the Sixties.
Although he did have a catchy nickname (it translates, roughly, as “Hey, you”)
and a way with a beret, the main points to remember are that he was the number
two man, chief ideologue, and resident purist of the Cuban revolution, and that
he wrote #be book on guerrilla warfare. He also showed all the kids back in Great
Neck that a nice middle-class boy from Buenos Aires, with a medical degree, no
less, could make good defending the downtrodden in the jungles of the Third
World. His split with Fidel over the latter’s cop-out to Soviet-style materialism
(Che was holding out for the purity of Chinese Marxism) didn’t hurt his reputa-
tion, either; nor did going underground for a couple of years, during which, it
later turned out, he was in all the right places—North Vietnam, the Congo, var-
ious Latin American hot spots. Unfortunately, his revolutionary theories were a
little half-baked, and when he tried to implement them down in Bolivia, he ran
smack into the Bolivian army—a colonel of which summarily executed him,
thereby creating an instant martyr.

HUNTER S. THOMPSON (1939-2005)

The one journalist you could trust back when you were a sophomore at the
University of Colorado. A sportswriter by training and temperament (he was
Raoul Duke in Ro/ling Stone magazine, although you may know him better as
Uncle Duke in Doonesbury), Hunter, as we all called him, became a media star
by inventing “gonzo journalism,” a reportorial style that was one step beyond
New Journalism and two steps over the edge of the pool. Gonzo journalism re-
volved around drugs, violence, and the patent impossibility of Hunter’s ever
meeting his deadlines, given the condition he was in. It assumed that all global
events were engineered to make you laugh, make you famous, or kill you. For
the record, Hunter really did fear and loathe Richard Nixon, with whom he
shared the rampant paranoia of the day; once he'd finished cataloguing the var-
ious controlled substances he'd supposedly ingested to ease the pain of the
1972 presidential campaign, he was a shoo-in as the Walter Cronkite of the
Haight-Ashbury set. By the end of the decade, however, the joyride was over.
Dr. Gonzo, arriving in Saigon to cover the evacuation, learned that hed just
lost his job as top gonzo journalist and with it his medical insurance. Failing to
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convince the North Vietnamese that he'd be a major asset to their cause, he
filed his expenses and caught the next plane home. It wasn’t long after that that
college kids started thinking that maybe there was life outside Hunter’s hotel
room; worse, history rounded a bend and they discovered John Belushi. For
over a decade it was hard to think about Hunter at all, much less care what he
might be freaking out over—or on—this week. But he turned out to be smarter
or luckier than his copy had led us to believe; he resurfaced in the early
Nineties, along with bell-bottoms and platform shoes, as the subject of three,
count em, three, biographies, which, he pointed out, was more than Faulkner
had had during Ais lifetime. True, he was often portrayed as a drug-addled
shell, cut off from the rest of the world and mired in the past (or, as he once re-
ferred to himself, “an elderly dope fiend living out in the wilderness”). And he
certainly didn’t appear to be enjoying his golden years; even his voluntary exile
in a small Colorado town was disrupted by baby boomers—the very people
Hunter referred to as the “Generation of Swine”—who invaded nearby Aspen,
building million-dollar homes and complaining bitterly about Dr. Gonzo’s
tendency to shoot firearms and set off explosives while under the influence,
which he was at least daily. But when Thompson died in 2005, from a self-
inflicted gunshot wound to the head, an awful lot of people seemed to take the
loss personally. Loyal supporters, including many high-profile writers and
journalists, mourned the passing of an icon and, with it, a healthy sense of out-
rage over the hypocrisies of American life.

WILHELM REICH (1897-1957)

Brilliant but dumb, if you know what we mean, and certainly, by the end, not
playing with a full deck. His early Marxist-Freudian notions made some sense,
such as the idea that you can’t revolutionize politics without revolutionizing the
people who make them, or that thinking about yourself constantly can make
you neurotic. And we’ll lay dollars to doughnuts trauma really does eventually
show up as tight muscles and shallow breathing, although, frankly, his empha-
sis on the regenerative powers of the orgasm seemed a little simple-minded
even at the time. But it wasn’t until his discovery of orgone energy—the life
force which he found to be bluish green in color—that some of us got up and
moved to the other end of the bus. Before you could say “deadly orgone en-
ergy,” Reich was babbling about cosmic orgone engineers—“CORE men™—
from other planets and comparing himself to such historic martyrs as Jesus,
Socrates, Nietzsche, and Woodrow Wilson (that “great, warm person”). He
died in a federal penitentiary in 1957, having been hounded for years by the
FBI and convicted, finally, of transporting empty orgone boxes across state
lines.
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GEORGE IVANOVITCH GURDJIEFF
(1874-1949)

The Paul Bunyan of mystics, Gurdjieff spent twenty years pursuing “truth”
through the wilds of Asia and North Africa, crossing the Gobi on stilts, navi-
gating the River Kabul on a raft, clambering blindfolded through vertiginous
mountain passes, chatting up dervishes and seers, unearthing a map of “pre-
sand” Egypt, digging through ruins, hanging out in a secret monastery, and
soaking up ancient wisdom and esoteric knowledge. If you're wondering what
he learned, we suggest you do the same, as Gurdjieff certainly isn’t going to tell
you: His summa, A// and Everything, is 1,266 pages in search of an editor. You
could try wading through the explications of P. D. Ouspensky, the Russian
mathematician who was Gurdjieff’s top disciple for a while, remembering,
however, that Gurdjieff thought Ouspensky was an ass for trying to explicate
him. Never mind. Just ask yourself, “Would I really buy spiritual guidance from
a man who once raised cash by dyeing sparrows yellow and selling them as
canaries?” If your answer is no, you probably would have missed the point

anyway.

Family Feud

A BRIEF HISTORY OF AMERICAN
POLITICAL PARTIES

he symbology (donkey and elephant, Daniel Patrick Moynihan and Strom

Thurmond) seems carved in stone and the structure (wards and precincts,
national committees and electoral colleges) as intrinsically American as a BLT.
Imagine your surprise, then, when we remind you of something you learned for
the first time back in fifth grade, namely, that this nation of ours, purple moun-
tain majesties and all, began its life without any political parties whatsoever.
George Washington—whose election in 1788 had been unanimous and unop-
posed, and who at one point found himself being addressed as “Your Highness
the President”—was above even thinking in terms of party loyalty. The rest of
the Founding Fathers considered “factions,” as they put it, straightening their
periwigs, to be unscrupulous gangs hell-bent on picking the public pocket.
James Madison, for instance, while an old hand at lining up votes and establish-
ing majorities on specific issues, assumed that those majorities would (and
should) fall away once the issue in question had been resolved.
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But then there was Alexander Hamilton, who, having managed to dictate
foreign policy to Washington and domestic policy to Congress for the better
part of two administrations, finally gave Madison and Jefferson no choice but
to take action against him. Hamilton was a Northerner, a federalist (as opposed
to a state’s rightser), an industrialist, a venture capitalist, and a power broker.
Jefferson you know about: Southerner, agrarian, progressive, and all-around
Renaissance man. Thus began the power struggle that would result, by 1796,
in the formation of two rival parties—Hamilton’s Federalists and Jefferson’s
Democratic Republicans, ancestors of our Republicans and Democrats, respec-
tively.

The blow-by-blow (including how Jefferson bested Hamilton and what the
difference between Jeffersonian and Jacksonian democracy is) we’ll save for an-
other time. In the meantime, take a look at this chart for the big picture:

DEMOCRATIC REPUBLICANS* FEDERALISTS
Round1 (1796, Jefferson, Madison, et al.— (1792, Hamilton, John Adams, et al.—
the South and landowning interests) the North and commercial interests;
gone by 1816)

TIME OUT: Monroe’s factionless “Era of Good Feelings,” 1817-1824

DEMOCRATS* NATIONAL REPUBLICANS
Round 2 (1832, Andrew Jackson—as above, plus (1828, J. Q. Adams, Henry Clay—as
small farmers, backwoods types, above, plus border-states residents;
“little guys” in general) gone by 1832)
WHIGS
(as above, plus anti-Jackson Demo-
crats)
REPUBLICANS
Round 3 (1856, Abraham Lincoln—Northerners,

urbanites, business types, factory

workers, blacks)

DEMOCRATS* REPUBLICANS
Round4  (FDR—dominant 1932 through 1960s, (Midwesterners, businessmen, farmers,
Northeasterners and, in the old days, white-collar workers, Protestants, the
Southerners, city dwellers, blue-collar ~ “Establishment,” plus right-to-lifers, religious
workers, Catholics, liberals, ethnics) fundamentalists, and social conservatives in
general)

*Dominant party.
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Note that for almost two hundred years the same two parties, variously named,
have been lined up against each other; third parties—Teddy Roosevelt’s Bull
Moose, Robert LaFollette’s Progressive Action, Strom Thurmond’s Dixiecrats,
and, more recently, George Wallace’s American Independence—while a godsend
for political commentators trying to fill column inches, have had little success
with the electorate. (By contrast, H. Ross Perot had surprising success in the
1992 presidential election, but don’t get too excited: Perot’s United We Stand
America was technically not a political party at all, just a not-for-profit “civic
league.”) Nor is this a country where we think much of, or where most of us
could define, coalition as a political form.

As to how you can distinguish Republicans from Democrats today, we’ll con-
tent ourselves with quoting from a letter from a friend: “Republicans hire exter-
minators to kill their bugs; Democrats step on them. . . . Democrats buy most of
the books that have been banned somewhere; Republicans form censorship com-
mittees and read the books as a group. . . . Democrats eat the fish they catch; Re-
publicans hang theirs on the wall. ... Republicans tend to keep their shades
drawn, although there is seldom any reason why they should; Democrats ought
to and don’t.”

Back to you, George.

American Mz'sc/oief

FIVE TALES OF AMBITION, GREED,
PARANOIA, AND MIND-BOGGLING
INCOMPETENCE THAT TOOK PLACE
LONG BEFORE THE INVASION OF IRAQ

THE TWEED RING: The gang of crooked politicians that ran New York City
like a private kingdom throughout the mid-1800s. Led by William Marcy
“Boss” Tweed and operating through Tammany, New York’s powerful Democra-
tic political machine, these boys were the stuff old gangster movies are made of.
Although the “boss” system was widespread in those days and political machines
were always, by their very nature, corrupt (essentially, they provided politicians
with votes in return for favors), none could match the Tweed Ring for sheer po-
litical clout and uninhibited criminality. During its reign, the group bilked the
city out of at least $30 million (a conservative estimate); Tweed himself got
$40,000 in stock as a bribe for getting the Brooklyn Bridge project approved and
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TWEED-LE-DEE AND TILDEN-DUM.

Rerorm Twee. “If all the people want is to have somebody arrested, I'll have you plunderers

convicted. You will be allowed to escape; nobody will be hurt; and then TILDEN wﬂFgo to the
White House, and I to Albany as Governor.”

a lot more for manipulating the sale of the land that is now Central Park. He
also got himself elected to the state senate. The ring was finally broken in the
1870s through the dogged efforts of the New York Times, Harpers Weekly car-
toonist Thomas Nast (whose caricatures helped demolish Tweed’s gangster-
with-a-heart-of-gold public image), and Samuel Tilden, a Democratic reformer
with his eye on the presidency. Tweed died in prison; though his name is now
synonymous with political corruption, some commentators point out that with-
out crooks like him, there never would have been enough incentive to get this
country built.

crEDIT MOBILIER: One of the worst pre-Enron financial scandals on record, this
tacky affair took place during the notoriously incompetent presidency of Ulysses
S. Grant and revolved around the building of the Union Pacific Railroad. Its
most visible villain was Oakes Ames, a director of the railroad and a member of
the House of Representatives. When Congress agreed to pick up the tab for
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building the Union Pacific, Ames, who knew the job could be done for much less
than the amount granted, got together with some other stockholders to form the
Crédit Mobilier, a dummy construction corporation. They used the company to
divert excess funds into their pockets. By the time the project was completed in
1869, it was heavily in debt and Ames and his friends had skimmed about $23
million in profits. To be on the safe side, Ames passed out Crédit Mobilier stock
to some of his favorite congressmen. Then, in one of those priceless moves that
make history, he wrote a letter to a friend telling him he'd distributed the stock
“where it would do the most good” and listing the names of the lucky recipients.
Naturally, the newspapers got hold of the letter, and you can guess the rest. Note,
however, that although the list implicated officials as high up as the vice presi-
dent, none was ever prosecuted. In fact, some historians now wonder what the
big fuss was about. After all, they say, what’s a few million dollars in the nation’s
history? They got the job done, didn’t they? Yes, but on the other hand, who rides
the Union Pacific anymore?

TEAPOT DOME: An oil scandal that took place during the administration of War-
ren G. Harding, generally acknowledged to have been one of the most worthless
presidents ever. Secretary of the Interior Albert B. Fall persuaded Harding to
give him control of the U.S. naval oil reserves at Elk Hill, California, and Teapot
Dome, Wyoming. A year later, Fall secretly leased the reserves to the owners of
two private oil companies, one in exchange for a personal “loan” of $100,000, the
other for $85,000 cash, some shares of stock, and a herd of cattle. It wasn’t long
before the secret leaked and everybody was up before a Senate investigating com-
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mittee. In yet another remarkable verdict, all three men were acquitted, although
Fall was later tried on lesser charges and became the first cabinet member ever to
go to prison. Meanwhile, the public was outraged that the Senate had prosecuted
at all; this was, as you’ll recall, the Roaring Twenties, when everyone was busy
doing the Charleston or making shady deals themselves. Even the New York
newspapers accused the Senate of character assassination, mudslinging, and gen-
erally acting in poor taste.

THE SACCO-VANZETTI CASE: People still seem to take this one personally. Nicola
Sacco and Bartolomeo Vanzetti were Italian immigrants accused of murdering
two people during an armed robbery in Massachusetts in 1920. The trial, which
took place in the wake of the wave of national hysteria known as the “Red Scare,”
was a joke; the public was paranoid about immigrants and the presiding judge
made it clear that e knew what to expect from people who talked funny. To
make matters worse, Sacco and Vanzetti were avowed anarchists who both
owned guns. Although there was no hard evidence against them, they were con-
victed and sentenced to death. The case became an international cause célebre,
and people like Felix Frankfurter, John Dos Passos, and Edna St. Vincent Mil-
lay spent years pressing for a retrial. When Sacco and Vanzetti were finally elec-
trocuted in 1927, everyone was convinced that the whole liberal cause had
collapsed. In the end, liberalism didn’t die, of course, and Sacco and Vanzetti be-
came martyrs, with poems and plays written about them. Unfortunately, modern
ballistics tests conducted in 1961 seemed to prove conclusively that the fatal bul-
let used in the robbery did indeed come from Sacco’s gun. Never mind, it still
looks like Vanzetti might have been innocent.

THE PUMPKIN PAPERS: A misnomer, referring to the Alger Hiss case. It is essentially
another story of Red-baiting and questionable goings-on in the courtroom, but no-
body feels all that bad about this one; they just love to argue about it. In 1948 Alger
Hiss, a former high official in the State Department, was accused by Whittaker
Chambers, a senior editor at 77me magazine and a former spy, of helping him de-
liver secret information to the Russians. Nobody believed Chambers until Richard
Nixon, then an ambitious young lawyer out to make a name for himself, took on his
case. Soon afterward, Chambers suddenly produced five rolls of incriminating mi-
crofilm (not “papers” at all) that he claimed to have hidden inside a pumpkin on his
Maryland farm. These, along with an old typewriter supposedly belonging to Hiss,
were the famous props on which the case against him rested. Nixon pushed hard,
and the government bent the law in order to try Hiss after the statute of limitations
on the alleged crime had run out. He was convicted and served almost four years in
jail; Nixon's fortunes were—or seemed to be—made. The case just won't die, how-
ever; new evidence and new theories keep popping up like ghosts in an Edgar Allan
Poe story. The most recent appeared in October 1992, when a Russian general
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The Supreme Court
n 1921. That’s
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second from right.

named Volkogonov, chairman of Russia’s military-intelligence archives, declared
that in examining the newly opened KGB files, hed found nothing to incriminate
Hiss. He concluded that the charges against Hiss were “completely groundless.”
Hiss fans celebrated, and the news media headlined the story for days. Then Volko-
gonov recanted, saying, well, he hadn't actually gone through all the files himself, it
was more like hed chatted with a couple of former KGB agents for a few minutes.
Hiss foes celebrated, while at least one pro-Hiss political commentator suggested
that Nixon may have had a word with Russian president Boris Yeltsin, who hap-
pened to be Volkogonov’s boss. The upshot: To this day, nobody quite believes that

Hiss was entirely innocent; on the other hand, they’re sure Nixon wasn’t.

Famous Last Words

TWELVE SUPREME COURT DECISIONS
WORTH KNOWING BY NAME

hy worth knowing? Because in a country with a two-hundred-year-old con-

stitution that was never very nuts-and-bolts in the first place, executive and
legislative powers that cancel each other out, and a couple hundred million people
all talking at once, it can be mighty tricky to tell our rights from our wrongs, much
less make either stand up in court. In the end, none of us can be sure of what'’s a free-
dom and what’s a felony until nine cantankerous justices have smoothed their robes,
scratched their heads, and made up their minds. And lately, given how rarely the
justices are able to agree on anything, even #has doesn’t seem to help.
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MARBURY v. MADISON (1803)

You may know this one only by name, given the catchy alliteration and the fact
that we've all had a lot on our minds since 1803. Nevertheless, this was the sin-
gle most important decision ever handed down by the Court because it estab-
lished the right of judicial review, without which there wouldn’t e any Supreme
Court decisions worth knowing by name.

The plot gets complicated, but it’s worth the effort. John Marbury had been
appointed a district-court judge by outgoing president John Adams. In the hub-
bub of changing administrations, however, the commission—the actual piece of
paper—never got delivered. When the new secretary of state, James Madison,
refused to honor the appointment, Marbury appealed to the Supreme Court to
issue a writ of mandamus, which would force the new administration to give him
his commission. Now forget Marbury, Madison, and the meaning of the word
“mandamus” for the moment; what was rea/ly going on was a power struggle be-
tween John Marshall, newly appointed chief justice of the Court and an unshak-
able Federalist, and Thomas Jefferson, newly elected president of the United
States and our most determined anti-Federalist. Marbury’s had been only one of
innumerable last-minute judgeships handed out by the lame-duck Federalists in
an effort to “pack the courts” before the anti-Federalists, who had just won the
elections by a landslide, swept them into permanent oblivion. Understandably,
the anti-Federalists were furious at what they considered a dirty trick. To make
matters even worse, Marshall himself was one of these so called midnight judges,
appointed just before Jefferson’s inauguration; and, as it happened, it was Mar-
shall’s brother who had neglected to deliver Marbury’s commission in the first
place.

By all standards of propriety, Marshall should have been vacationing in Aca-
pulco while this case was being argued. Instead, he wrote the opinion himself,
managing to turn it into the classic mix of law and politics that approaches
art. First, he declared that Marbury was theoretically entitled to his commission.
Second—and here’s the twister—he denied Marbury’s petition on the grounds
that the part of the law that allowed the Supreme Court to issue writs of man-
damus in this sort of case was unconstitutional, and therefore null and void.

The results: (1) Marbury got to keep his dignity, if nothing else; (2) Jefferson
was appeased because Marbury didn't get the job; (3) the Court avoided a con-
frontation with the president it would certainly have lost, since it didn’t have the
power to enforce a writ of mandamus even if it had had the power to issue one;
and (4) most important, the Court officially established itself as the final arbiter
of the constitutionality of any law passed by Congress, and it did so by righ-
teously denying itself a power. This last point made the Court the effective
equal—in a checks-and-balances sort of way—of both Congress and the presi-
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dent. And let’s not forget that (5) Marshall came away from the case looking like
the soul of judicial integrity, not only because he'd rejected a Federalist place-
seeker, but because the law he'd overturned was a Federalist law. This left him
free to spend the next thirty-five years interpreting the Constitution and shaping
American history according to his own brilliant, but decidedly Federalist, views.

McCULLOCH v. MARYLAND (1819)

Why should you care about a case that prevented the state of Maryland from tax-
ing notes issued by the Second Bank of the United States? Because what was re-
ally in question was the constitutionality of the Bank itself, and the Bank
brouhaha was symbolic of the major preoccupation of the day: Who was going
to run this show, the federal government or the individual states? Had John Mar-
shall not had his way, we might have ended up as a loose confederation of states
that couldn’t see eye-to-eye on anything, and that certainly wouldn’t have had a
prayer of pooling their resources to produce a Miss America pageant.

The controversy over the establishment of the First Bank of the United States
was still smoldering in the hearts of states’ rights advocates when this new out-
rage came along. They argued that by incorporating the Second Bank, Congress
had exceeded its constitutional powers and that, in any event, the states could tax
whatever they wanted to as long as it was on their turf.

Marshall, who, as you'll recall, was an ardent Federalist with a vision of a
strong Union, scored the biggest win of his career with this one. In upholding the
constitutionality of the Bank’s incorporation, he managed to fire off several state-
ments that subsequently became classics of American law. For instance, he deftly
worked the opposition’s argument—that nowhere in the constitution was Con-
gress specifically empowered to charter a bank—into the premise that the Con-
stitution speaks in a broad language so that it can be “adapted to the various crises
of human affairs.” He also claimed that the sovereign people had made the cen-
tral government supreme over all rivals within the sphere of its powers, and con-
cluded that the Maryland tax was invalid because “the power to tax is the power
to destroy,” and it just wouldnt make sense to let a supreme power be destroyed
by an inferior one. He neatly summed up the whole thing:

Let the end be legitimate, let it be within the scope of the Constitution,
and all means which are appropriate, which are plainly adapted to that end,
which are not prohibited but consist with the letter and spirit of the Con-
stitution are constitutional.
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Thus, with a few well-chosen words, Marshall not only proclaimed, once and
for all, the supremacy of national over state government (well, there was still the
Civil War to come, but the theory, at least, was now down on paper), but also es-
tablished both the federal government’s—and, by extension, the Court’s—right
to make what was henceforth to be known as a “loose construction” of the Con-
stitution. Which, of course, is another way of saying it’s anybody’s ball game.

DRED SCOTT v. SANFORD (1857)

Yes, Dred Scott was a slave; no, he had nothing to do with John Brown or
Harpers Ferry. Nearly everyone seems to have a mental block here, so let’s get the
story straight, even if it is a bit of a downer. Dred Scott was a Missouri black man
who sued his master, claiming that he had been automatically freed by having
been taken first to Illinois, a free state, then to the Minnesota Territory, where
slavery had been forbidden by the Missouri Compromise.

The case was a real cliff-hanger; not only did the Court take forever to decide,
but, given the year, there was, naturally, a lot more at stake than one man and a
few legal loopholes. The whole country was waiting to see who would ultimately
get control of the new western territories. If the slave states succeeded in institu-
tionalizing slavery there, it would mean more votes and political power for the
agrarian South. If the antislavery states got their way, it would mean an even
greater concentration of power for the industrial North; in which case, the South
threatened, it would secede.

Finally, Chief Justice Roger Taney delivered the opinion for a predominantly
Southern Court. First, he ruled, Negroes were not citizens of the United States
(they had, as he put it, “no rights any white man was bound to respect”) and were
not, therefore, entitled to go around suing people. Petition denied. The Court
could have stopped there, but it chose to go for the extra point: Scott, it declared,
couldn’t possibly have been freed by his stay in the Minnesota Territory because
Minnesota wasn't free territory. In fact, Congress had no right to create free ter-
ritory since, in so doing, it had violated the Fifth Amendment by depriving
Southerners of their right to property. Ergo, the Missouri Compromise was un-
constitutional, null, and void. The South, naturally, saw this as the Supreme
Court’s shining hour, while Northerners began to mutter that maybe there was a
higher law than the Constitution, after all.

HAMMER v. DAGENHART (1918)

Once the Civil War had dispatched the federal/state power struggle, the Court
turned its attention to the country’s latest concern: getting rich. Making Amer-
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ica wealthy involved yet another wrestling match, this time between government
and business. Now the justices leapt into the ring, headed straight for the big-
money corner, and spent the remainder of the Gilded Age utilizing their now-
considerable repertoire of judicial maneuvers to defend vested wealth against
government interference. From Reconstruction through the Depression, they
handed down a series of decisions that succeeded in blocking federal and state
regulations, promoting the principle of laissez-faire, and generally helping the
rich get richer. By the early twentieth century, the Court found itself pitted not
only against government, but against what it saw as the menace of socialism (the
growing labor movement) and the clamor of the masses (social reform).

Hammer v. Dagenbart was one of the more memorable illustrations of the
spirit of the age. In it, the Court overturned a congressional act designed to limit
child labor. The act prohibited interstate or foreign commerce of commodities
produced in factories employing children under fourteen and in mines employ-
ing children under sixteen. (If the legislation seems a bit roundabout, it’s because
the Court had already ruled it unconstitutional for Congress to interfere in the
manufacture of goods in any way.) The suit, by the way, was brought by Dagen-
hart, who had two sons working in a North Carolina cotton mill and who was
determined to keep them there. Describing himself as “a man of small means”
with a large family to feed, Dagenhart claimed that he needed the boys’ pay “for
their comfortable support and maintenance.” The Court’s unshakable conser-
vatism and consistent success in such cases blocked social legislation for years and
finally led to Franklin Roosevelt’s notorious efforts to “pack the court” with jus-
tices friendly to the New Deal. The Court did eventually bow to public pressure
for reform, of course, so feel free to hold it responsible (along with the Demo-
crats) for the development of the “welfare state.”

SCHENCK v. UNITED STATES (1919)

The case that set the bottom line on freedom of speech and, in so doing, gave
Justice Oliver Wendell Holmes the opportunity to make one of the Supreme
Court’s most historic statements:

The most stringent protection of free speech would not protect a man
falsely shouting fire in a theatre and causing panic. . .. The question in
every case is whether the words are used in such circumstances and are of
such a nature as to create a clear and present danger that will bring about
the substantive evils that Congress has a right to prevent. It is a question of
proximity and degree. . . . When a nation is at war many things that might
be said in time of peace are such a hindrance to its effort that their utter-
ance will not be endured so long as men fight and that no Court could re-
gard them as being protected by any constitutional right.
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The principle of “clear and present danger” became one of the rare justifica-
tions for restraining freedom of speech (until the 1990s, that is, when political
correctness seemed like reason enough to some folks). In the case at hand, it was
used to deny the petition of John Schenck, a young man arrested for distributing
pamphlets arguing against the legality of the draft. In the Thirties and Forties, it
became the basis for prosecuting many people whom the government considered
politically subversive.

BROWN wv. BOARD OF EDUCATION
OF TOPEKA (1954)

The decision that, theoretically at least, ended school segregation, although Lit-
tle Rock was still three years down the road. Brown, which was the umbrella for
five separate segregation cases from five different states, was the petition
brought on behalf of eight-year-old Linda Brown, whose father was tired of
watching her take the school bus to a blacks-only Topeka school every day when
there was a whites-only school within spitting distance—so to speak—of their
home. The Court’s decision overturned the principle of “separate but equal” fa-
cilities it had established with Plessy v. Ferguson back in 1896. Separate but
equal was the doctrine that had, for sixty years, allowed segregationists to insist
that they weren’t implying that Negroes were inferior just because they didn’t
want to eat, wash up, or share a bus seat with one. Only slightly less controver-
sial than the Scopes trial, Brown attracted friend-of-the-court briefs from
everyone from the American Jewish Congress to the AFL-CIO, but the main
characters to remember are:

1. Thurgood Marshall, the NAACP lawyer who argued for the petitioners
and who later became the Supreme Court’s first black justice.

2. Dr. Kenneth B. Clark, the New York psychologist who made the courts
safe for psychosociology by introducing as evidence his now-
famous “dolls experiment.” Clark had shown a group of black children
two dolls, one black and one white, asking them to choose the doll they
found prettiest and would most like to play with, and the doll
they thought looked “bad.” The children’s overwhelming preference for
the white doll was seen as proof that segregation was psychologically
damaging to black children.

3. Chief Justice Earl Warren, who proved his talents as an orchestrator by
herding eight feisty justices and nine more or less dissimilar viewpoints
together to form one unanimous opinion; to wit, that “separate educa-
tional facilities are inherently unequal.”

4. President Dwight D. Eisenhower, who was so unsympathetic to the
cause of desegregation that the Court, knowing it couldn’t count on him
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to enforce its decision, put off elucidating the how-tos of the opinion for
a whole year. At that point, in Brown II, it made the cautious, and ulti-
mately disastrous, declaration that the Southern school districts must
undertake desegregation measures “with all deliberate speed,” a phrase
which many Southern school districts chose to interpret as sometime in

the afterlife.

BAKER v. CARR (1962)

All about reapportionment, but don’t go away, we won't bore you with the details
(unless of course, youd /ike to know that Baker was the disgruntled voter, Carr
the election official, and the setting was Tennessee). Besides, Earl Warren
claimed that this was the most important decision of his not unremarkable
tenure as chief justice. What you need to grasp: That the country’s demograph-
ics had changed over the years but its election districts hadn', so that small towns
and rural areas were consistently overrepresented while cities were underrepre-
sented. This put power firmly in the hands of minority and special-interest
groups, who were determined to keep it there. The Court had long refused to get
involved in the “political thicket” of voting rights, but with Baker v. Carr, it
plunged in and decided that unequal election districts were discriminatory and
violated the Fourteenth Amendment. This, and the armload of reapportionment
cases that followed, not only gave us the phrase “one man, one vote” (or, as more
progressive historians would have it, “one person, one vote”), it also shifted the
country’s center of gravity from the hinterlands to the cities. Paradoxically, the
decision helped open the can of worms that was the Voting Rights Act of 1965,
which, with its 1982 revision and various related court rulings, legitimized ger-
rymanders created for the specific purpose of giving African Americans a chance
at political power in states notorious for racial discrimination. In 1993, however,
a much more conservative Supreme Court suddenly got fed up and declared un-
constitutional a particularly eye-catching racial gerrymander in North Carolina,
a snakelike critter 160 miles long and, in some spots, no wider than the two-lane
highway running through it.

MIRANDA v. ARIZONA (1966)

The rights of the accused, especially the right to counsel, the right to remain
silent when taken into custody, and the right to be informed of one’s rights, were
at stake here. But you already know this if you've ever watched network televi-
sion. You may also know that the Miranda rule makes cops snarl and gives the
DA ulcers. Miranda was the culmination of a series of decisions designed to pro-




AMERICAN STUDTIES

59

tect the accused before trial, all of which got their muscle from the exclusionary
rule (i.e., throwing out evidence that doesn’t conform to tight judicial standards)
and none of which won the Warren Court much popularity with law-and-order
fans.

The issue is, in fact, a sticky one. Consider it, for instance, from the point of
view of Barbara Ann Johnson. One day in 1963, Johnson, an eighteen-year-old
candy-counter clerk at a movie theater in Phoenix, was forcibly shoved into the
backseat of a car, tied up, and driven to the desert, where she was raped. The
rapist then drove her back to town, asked her to say a prayer for him, and let her
go. Soon afterward, the police arrested twenty-three-year-old Ernesto Miranda,
a high school dropout with a criminal record dating back to the time he was four-
teen. Miranda had already been convicted of rape in the past. Johnson identified
him in a lineup. Miranda then wrote out a confession, stating that it was made
with full knowledge to his rights. He was convicted and sentenced to forty to
fifty-five years in prison, despite his court-appointed lawyer’s contention that his
client had been ignorant of his right to counsel. An appeal to the state supreme
court failed, but the Supreme Court’s decision set Miranda free. Miranda and
the ACLU were naturally appreciative of the Court’s libertarian stance, Barbara
Ann Johnson less so. But not to worry. Miranda was later reconvicted on new ev-
idence. He served time in prison, was released on parole, and was stabbed to
death in a Phoenix bar ten years after the Court’s landmark decision. Although
the Burger Court didn'’t really make chopped meat of this and most of the other
Warren Court rights-of-the-accused provisions, as conservatives had hoped, the

Rehnquist Court did.

A BOOK NAMED JOHN CLELAND’S
“MEMOIRS OF A WOMAN OF PLEASURE”
v. MASSACHUSETTS (1966)

Fanny Hill goes to Washington, there to help clarify the hopelessly vague three-
pronged definition of obscenity the Court had formulated nearly a decade earlier
in Roth v. U.S. Since Roth, the burden had been on the censors to prove that a
work under scrutiny (1) appealed to prurient interest; (2) was patently offensive;
and (3) was utterly without redeeming social value. But every small-town PTA
seemed to have its own idea of what all that meant, and whatever it was, it usu-
ally involved harassing the manager of the local bookstore or movie theater. In
Fanny Hill, which was decided in a single day, along with two other obscenity
cases, the court took great pains to speak slowly and enunciate carefully: Even
when there was no question that a work fit the first two criteria, it could not be
declared obscene unless it was wusterly without redeeming social value—not a
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shred, not a smidgen. And Fanny Hill didnt fit that criterion. Of course, the
judgment went on, that doesn’t necessarily mean that the book cou/dn’s be ruled
obscene under certain circumstances, say, if the publishers marketed it solely on
the basis of its prurient appeal. That helped. Pornographers took to making
“medical films” prefaced by passages from Shakespeare, and the Court continued
to be deluged by obscenity cases for years, until it finally threw up its hands and
turned the whole mess into a question of “community standards” and local zon-
ing laws.

FURMAN v. GEORGIA (1972)

Capital punishment outlawed, in one of the longest (243 pages) and most tor-
tured (a 54 split and nine separate opinions) decisions in the Court’s history.
Never mind the gory details of Furman, which was only the lead case among five
involving rapes, murders, and rape-murders. More to the point are the four sep-
arate arguments the Court was asked to consider as bases for declaring the death
penalty unconstitutional:

1. The death penalty was imposed in a discriminatory manner; statistics
showed that it was usually black and poor people who died, whereas
middle-class whites simply hired the kind of lawyers who could get
them off.

2. The death penalty was imposed in an arbitrary manner, with no clear
criteria for deciding who would live and who would die.

3. Because it was so seldom used, the death penalty never really functioned
as an effective deterrent.

4. Society’s standards had evolved to the point where the death penalty,
like branding and the cutting off of hands, constituted “cruel and un-
usual punishment.”

To make matters more painful, there had already been an informal moratorium
on executions in 1967, so that six hundred people now sat on death row, await-
ing the final decision. Even those justices who favored capital punishment
squirmed at the idea of having #ha# much blood on their hands.

In the end, the Court took the wishy-washy stance that capital punishment
was unconstitutional a# that time because it was arbitrarily and capriciously im-
posed. Only two justices out of the five-man majority thought the death penalty
was cruel and unusual punishment. The Court’s decision left everyone confused
as to what to do next—but not for long. Within three years, thirty-five states had
redesigned their death-penalty laws to get around the Court’s restrictions, and
public-opinion polls showed Americans to be overwhelmingly in favor of capital
punishment, thereby disproving at least one of the petitioners’ arguments: that
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society had evolved beyond the death penalty. In 1975, the Court ruled on the
existing laws in five states and found only one (North Carolina’s) to be unconsti-
tutional. In 1976, it reversed its stand altogether; ruling on a batch of five cases,
it found that the death penalty was not cruel and unusual punishment per se.
Still, no one wanted to cut off the first head. It wasn’t until 1977, when Gary
Gilmore broke the ice by insisting that the state of Utah stand him in front of a
firing squad, that anyone was actually executed. The first involuntary execution
took place in 1979, with the electrocution of John Spenkelink, who had been re-
prieved by the Furman decision seven years earlier. Since then there have been
around one thousand executions nationwide, most by lethal injection. Texas
leads the country with the highest number of executions per capita. Why aren’t
you surprised?

ROE v. WADE (1973)

The decision that legalized abortion as part of a woman’s right to privacy (al-
though Justice Blackmun, who wrote the majority opinion, spent many months
trying to prove that abortion was part of the doctor’s right to privacy). Accord-
ing to the opinion, the state only has the right to intervene when it can prove it
has a “compelling interest,” such as the health of the mother. As for the fetus, its
rights can begin to be considered only after the twenty-sixth week of pregnancy.
The Court thus tiptoed around the quagmire of moral and religious disputes
raging over the abortion issue and based its decision on the relatively neutral
ground of medicine. However, this was not the most airtight of Supreme Court
opinions, and it came under constant, ferocious attack for the next twenty years.
The state of Texas, for instance, filed a petition for rehearing, comparing the
Court’s assertion that a fetus was not a person before the third semester of
pregnancy to the Court’s 1857 decision that Dred Scott was not a person (see
page 55). In speeches and articles preceding her ascension to the Supreme
Court, Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg publicly opined that the Court might have
avoided a lot of headaches if it had simply based its decision on the grounds of
equality instead of privacy and had refrained from getting enmeshed in the gory
medical details. Still, by 1993 the court had reaffirmed women’s basic right
to abortion so many times that the storm center had shifted from the issue of
abortion itself to questions like who should pay for it. Meanwhile, some radical
antiabortionists had given up on legal challenges altogether and, in the spirit of
the times, just started shooting doctors. Under Presidents Bill Clinton and
George W. Bush, abortion opponents shifted tactics to focus on teenagers. By
2005, forty-four states had laws on the books requiring teens either to notify or
get consent from their parents before getting an abortion. Most states allow




62

AN INCOMPLETE EDUCATION

adolescents to go to court for a waiver if they can show that their parents are,
say, alcoholics or abusive. So for the moment, any fifteen-year-old who’s savvy
enough to go to court on her own and persuade a judge of the merits of her case
can still consider abortion an option.

UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA REGENTS
v. ALLAN BAKKE (1978)

The clearest thing to come out of this, the Court’s first affirmative-action case,
was that it probably was not a good idea to try to stage a media event around a
Burger Court decision.

The story line, in case you lost it in all the confusion, was as follows: Allan
Bakke, a thirty-eight-year-old white engineer, had twice been refused admission
to the University of California’s medical school at Davis, despite a 3.5 college
grade-point average, which was well above the 2.5 required for white applicants
and the 2.1 required for minorities. Concluding that he'd been passed over be-
cause of Davis’ strict minority admissions quota, Bakke took his case to the
Supreme Court, charging reverse discrimination. The media jumped all over
Bakke, in part because it was the first time affirmative action had been tested in
the courts, and everyone was anxious to see how much the mood of the country
had changed—for better or worse—since the Sixties; in part because the Burger
Court’s somewhat shoddy civil-rights record promised to lend an edge to the
whole affair.

The outcome, however, was a two-part decision that merely left most people
scratching their heads. The Court declared itself firmly behind the principle of
affirmative action, but just as firmly behind Bakke’s right to get into medical
school. In effect, it said: Principles, yes; quota systems, no. Some civil-rights
groups decided to take this as a resounding success, others as a crushing blow;
ditto for the opposition. Some said it left the door open for future affirmative-
action measures (there are other ways to promote racial balance besides quota
systems, the Court pointed out, and no one was ruling out an institution’s right
to take race into account as one factor among many when deciding on an appli-
cant’s qualifications). Others insisted it left an even wider margin for businesses
and universities to discriminate against minorities. Some legal scholars pointed
out inconsistencies and downright lapses of reason in the justices’ opposing opin-
ions (the Court was split 5-4); others declared the everyone-gets-to-take-home-
half-a-baby decision a fine example of judicial wisdom.

Although the haziness of Bakke pretty much ensured that the courts would be
gnawing on affirmative-action cases for years to come, it was the press that was
really left holding the bag. Screaming headlines that contradicted each other
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(“Court Votes ‘Yes” to Bakke”; “Court Votes Yes’ to Affirmative Action”) just
made a lot of newspapers look silly and, after a couple of frustrating go-nowhere
specials, TV reporters had to conclude that legal ambiguities did not make for
optimum prime-time fare. The rest of us got a taste of how unsatisfying Supreme
Court decisions would be for at least the next fifteen years.
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Ten Old Masters

n a way, we're sorry. What we had really wanted to do was talk about our ten

favorite painters. Then we got to thinking that it should be the ten painters
whose stock is currently highest, who are most in vogue in a crudités-and-hired-
bartenders way. (Whichever, youd have heard about Piero della Francesca, Ca-
ravaggio, Veldsquez, and Manet, all notably absent here.) Then we realized that,
if you were anything like us, what you really needed was remedial work, not a pa-
jama party or a year in finishing school. So, here they are, the ten greatest—we
suppose that means something like “most seminal’—painters of all time.

GIOTTO (GIOTTO DI BONDONE)
(c. 1266—c. 1337)

As the little girl said in Poltergeist: “They’re heeere!”
By which we mean artists who sign their work, travel
in packs, and live lives about which something, and
sometimes too much, is known. Before Giotto (that’s
pronounced “JOT-t0”), the artist hadn’t counted for
any more than the stonemason or the glassblower;
from here on in, he'd be accorded a degree of respect,
authority, and press unknown since ancient Greece.
Also in abeyance since the Greeks: the human body,
about which the courtly and rigid Byzantines—Giot-
to’s only available role models—had felt some combi-
nation of deeply ashamed and not all that interested
anyway. Giotto, out of the blue (and we're waist-deep
in the Middle Ages, remember), turned mannequins

into people, dry Christian doctrine into vivid you-are-
there narrative, mere colored shapes into objects that seemed to have weight and
volume, and his native Florence into the art world’s red-hot center for the next
250 years. No painter would prove either as revolutionary or as influential as
Giotto for six centuries, at which point Cézanne opined that eyewitness-style re-
porting on life might not be the ultimate artistic high.

KEY WORKS: The Arena Chapel frescoes in Padua, thirty-three scenes from the

lives of Christ and the Virgin Mary and her folks.
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COLLEAGUES AND RIVALS: Duccio, from neighboring Siena, where life was con-
servative, aristocratic, and refined, and where ballots were cast for beauty rather
than truth.

MASACCIO
(TOMMASO DI SER GIOVANNI DI MONE)
(1401-1428?)

Played Elvis Presley to Giotto’s Frank Sinatra. That is,
Masaccio took his predecessor’s three-dimensional real-
ism and put some meat on it, encouraged it to flex its
muscles and swivel its hips, enlarged the stage it was
playing on, and generally shook the last vestiges of
middle age(s) out of the whole performance. Thus be-
gins the Renaissance, the era that rediscovered Greece
and Rome; that posed the questions “Why?” “How?”
and “So what?”; that promoted such novelties as hu-
manism, freedom, and the idea of leading a full life;
and that—casting its gaze on the lot of the artist—
came up with a support system of studios, patrons, and
apprentices. With Masaccio (a nickname that equates
roughly with “Pigpen”), were at that Renaissance’s
heroic beginnings, smack-dab in the middle of boom-
town, no-holds-barred Florence, and we're watching
as the new sciences of perspective and anatomy en-
courage painters to paint things as they appear to the
eye. That doesn't, however, mean you're going to get
off on Masaccio the way your parents or grandparents
got off on Elvis. For one thing, Masaccio died at
twenty-seven, before hed really done all that much.
For another, until recently most of his extant work was
in rough shape or badly lit (those darned Italian
churches) or both. Most important, few of us these
days are wowed by perspective and anatomy. As a re-
sult, Masaccio is what art historians call a “scholar’s
painter.” But it was his stuff and nobody else’s that
Leonardo, Michelangelo, et al., back in the mid-
fifteenth century, were ankling over to the Brancacci

Chapel to take a long hard look at.

Masaccios The Expulsion from Paradise
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Raphael’s The
School of Athens

KEY WORKS: The Holy Trinity with the Virgin, St. John, and Donors (Sta. Maria
Novella, Florence), The Tribute Money and The Expulsion from Paradise (both
Brancacci Chapel, Sta. Maria del Carmine, Florence).

COLLEAGUES AND RIVALS: In this case, not fellow painters, but an architect,
Brunelleschi, and a sculptor, Donatello. Together, the three ushered in the Re-
naissance in the visual arts.

RAPHAEL (RAFFAELLO SANZIO)
(1483-1520)

Button up your overcoat. That chill you're feeling, coupled with the fact that, if
you took History of Art 101, he was the one you got hit with the week before
Christmas vacation, means that it’s impossible to smile brightly when the name
Raphael comes up, the way you do with Leonardo da Vinci and Michelangelo—
the two contemporaries with whom he forms a trinity that is to the High Re-
naissance what turkey, ham, and Swiss are to a chef’s salad. That said, the thing
about Raphael is—and has always been—that he never makes mistakes, fails to
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achieve desired effects, or forgets what it is, exactly, he’s supposed to be doing
next Thursday morning. He perfected picture painting, the way engineers per-
fected bridge building or canal digging or satellite launching; each of his canvases
is an exercise in balance, in organization, in clarity and harmony, in coherence
and gracefulness. For four hundred years, right through the nineteenth century,
Raphael was every painter’s idol; lately, though, he’s begun to seem a little bland,
as well as a lot sticky-fingered, absorbing and assimilating and extracting from
other artists (especially Michelangelo) rather than trying to figure things out for
himself. Note: With the High Renaissance, painting packs its bags and moves
from Florence to Rome, where the papacy will take over the Medicis’ old Daddy
Warbucks role, and where Raphael—handsome, tactful, and possessed of a good
sense of timing—will earn his reputation as the courtier among painters, a fixture
at the dinner parties of popes and princes.

KEY WORKks: The early Madonnas (e.g., Madonna of the Goldfinch, Uftizi, Flo-
rence), the portrait of Pope Leo X (Pitti Palace, Florence), the murals in the
Stanza della Segnatura (Rome), then the Pope’s private library, especially the one
entitled The School of Athens.

COLLEAGUES AND RIVALS: Michelangelo and, to a lesser extent (at least they
weren't constantly at each other’s throats), Leonardo.

TITIAN (TIZIANO VECELLIO)
(1477-1576)

Welcome to Venice—opulent, voluptuous, pagan, on the profitable trade route
to the Orient, given to both civic propaganda and conspicuous consumption—
where light and color (as opposed to Florence’s structure and balance) are the
name of the game. With Titian, the most important of the Venetians, painting
becomes a dog-eat-dog profession with agents and PR people and client mail-
ings, a business in which religious and political demands are nothing next to
those of the carriage—make that gondola—trade. Titian was versatile (he did
everything an oil painter could do, from altarpieces to erotica, from straight por-
traits to complex mythologies) and obscenely long-lived (it took the plague to
bring him down, at something like ninety-nine), and he dominated the art scene
for seventy-five years, with his flesh-and-blood, high-wide-and-handsome ways.
He presided at the divorce of painting from architecture and its remarriage to the
easel, and assured that the primary medium of the new union would be oil on
canvas. Don’t expect rigor or even real imagination from the man, though; what’s
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Titian’s

Venus of Urbino

on display here are energy and expansiveness. Prestige point: In his old age,
Titian, whose eyes weren't what they used to be, began painting in overbold
strokes and fudged contours, encouraging modern critics to praise his newfound
profundity and cite him as the first Impressionist, a man who painted how he saw
things, not how he knew them to be.

KEY WORKS: It’s the corpus, not the individual canvas, that counts. Right up
there, though: Madonna with Members of the Pesaro Family (Frari, Venice), Rape
of Eurgpa (Gardner Museum, Boston), Venus of Urbino (Pitti Palace, Florence),
and Christ Crowned with Thorns (Alte Pinakothek, Munich).

COLLEAGUES AND RIVALS: Giorgione, who played sensualist, die-young Keats to
Titian’s long-lived, Spirit-of-the-Age Wordsworth.

EL GRECO
(DOMENICOS THEOTOCOPOULOYS)
(1541-1614)

He was, in the words of Manet, “the great alternative.” Though of late El Gre-
co’s been positioned as the seasoned thinker, rather than the God-happy wild
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man, either way he was too much of an anomaly to have real impact on his con-
temporaries—or to found a school of Spanish painting. (Both of those would
have to wait for Veldzquez to come along, a few years later.) In fact, it was the
twentieth century that made El Greco’s reputation, applauding his distortions—
especially those gaunt, tense, strung-out figures—and his creation of an inward,
fire-and-ice world, complete with angst and hallucination. From Van Gogh
through the young Picasso and the German Expressionists, up to the American
Abstract Expressionists of the Forties and Fifties, all of whom had a big I-gotta-
be-me streak, E1 Greco has served as a patron saint. A little history: “El Greco”
was the nickname given to this footloose Greek (“Greco,” get it?) by the citizens
of rarefied, decaying Toledo, Spain, when he arrived there after a boyhood spent
among Byzantine icons, followed by stints in Venice (where he glanced at the

E! Greco’s Toledo
in a Storm
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Titians) and Rome (where he offered to redo Michelangelo’s Sistine Ceiling).
Which is funny, inasmuch as we tend to think of his vision as more Spanish than
anybody’s but Cervantes’. For art historians, he holds two records: “Last of the
Mannerists” (those anticlassical eccentrics who knew you couldn’t top Raphael at
the perfection game, and decided to put all their chips on weirdness instead) and
“most disturbingly personal painter ever.” Critics go into raptures over his
“incandescent”—some prefer “phosphorescent”™—spirituality. Whatever: Here’s
a painter you'll always be able to recognize on any wall in any museum in the
world.

KEY WORKS: First and foremost, Burial of Count Orgaz (Santo Tomé, Toledo), the
largest and most resplendent El Greco. Also: Toledo in a Storm and Cardinal Nitio
de Guevara (both at the Metropolitan, New York), the latter a portrait of Spain’s
menacing, utterly unholy-looking Grand Inquisitor.

COLLEAGUES AND RIVALS: Like we say, none among his contemporaries. But
forms, with Veldzquez and Goya, the trinity of Great Spanish Painters.

PETER PAUL RUBENS (1577-1640)

Not an anal retentive. From factory headquarters in Antwerp (now Belgium,
then still the Spanish Netherlands), Rubens, the “prince of painters,” purveyed
his billowy, opulent, robust, and sensual portraits, altarpieces, landscapes, histor-
ical tableaux, and mythological treatments to the Church, the town fathers, pri-
vate patrons, and virtually every royal household in Europe. (It helped that he
was as much a diplomat as an artist, entrusted with secrets of state by, among
others, the Infanta of Spain, and hence provided with entrée to all the best
palaces.) To be associated with the name Rubens: First, success beyond any-
body’s wildest dreams: financial, professional, and personal. Second, Flemish
painting, which began with the restrained van Eyck, proceeded through Bosch
and Brueghel, and reached its culmination now, an art that was drumming up a
full-tilt Catholic sumptuousness even as its north-of-the-border Dutch cousin
was becoming more and more Protestant and bourgeois. Third, the concept of
the baroque, the organizing principle behind all seventeenth-century art—
dynamic, emotional, exuberant, and asymmetrical in all those places where the
classicism of the High Renaissance had been static, poised, and balanced; a prin-
ciple that, among other things, decreed that the work of art was greater than
the sum of its parts. Anyway, Rubens created and created and created, and if his
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altarpieces didn’t seem particularly mystical or his bacchanals all that wild and
crazy, still, there was enough sheer activity in each of them that you couldn'’t re-
ally squawk. For the conscientious: There’s always the chance that you'll forget
which painting is Rubens’ and which is Titian’s (and anyone who tells you that’s
impossible because the two men are separated by a hundred years and half of Eu-
rope is lying). Just remember that Titian subordinated the whole of his painting
to its parts, Rubens the parts to the whole; that Titian valued serenity, even in an
orgy scene, Rubens tumult; and that Titian painted the equivalent of Vassar
coeds, Rubens Ziegfeld showgirls.

KEY WORKs: As with Titian, it’s the shooting match, not the individual shot.
However, The Judgment of Paris (National Gallery, London; that’s his second
wife in the middle); the Marie de’ Medici series (Louvre, Paris; thirty-six panels’
worth of commemoration); and the late landscapes (various museums), with the
Rubens family chateau in the background, will give you a sense of his range.

COLLEAGUES AND RIVALS: A rung down the ladder, Anthony van Dyck, the por-
traitist of aristocrats, especially English ones, and Rubens’ one-time assistant.

Rubens’
The Judgment
of Paris
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Rembrandt’s
Self-Portrait

REMBRANDT VAN RIJN (1606-1669)

The son of a miller and a baker’s daughter, with a face—
famous from over a hundred self-portraits—much
likened to a loaf of bread. But, as Miss Piggy, herself
every inch a Rubens gal, might say, gue/ loaf of bread.
The man who manipulated tonality (lights and darks, to
you) and eschewed contour better than anybody ever,
Rembrandt was also the painter who realized, first and
most fully, that the eye could take in a human figure, the
floor it was standing on, the wall behind it, plus the flock
of pigeons visible through the window in that wall, with-
out having to make any conscious adjustments. (If we
were talking automotive rather than art history, Rem-
brandt would be the advent of the automatic transmis-
sion.) More than #hat, even, Rembrandt was the very
model of the sensitive and perceptive person, as some of
us used to say sophomore year, taking the sober, com-
monplace Dutch panorama—guildhall and slum, mer-
chant and beggar—and portraying it in all its poignancy
and detail; even Christianity, the inspiration for the other
half of the Rembrandtian output, becomes, in his hands and for the first time since
Giotto, an affair for ordinary men and women. And if all that’s not enough, Rem-
brandt’s still the answer most game-show contestants would come up with when
asked to name a famous painter. Historical generalization: Rembrandt (and the rest
of the seventeenth-century Dutch, who had no popes or patrons farming out com-
missions) turned out the first art to be consumed exclusively by us mere-mortal
types, paintings that were to be tucked under your arm, carried home, and hung over
the living-room sofa.

KEY WORrks: Many. The ones that come up over and over are The Night Watch
and The Syndics of the Cloth Guild (the latter adopted by the Dutch Masters ci-
gars folks; both, Rijksmuseum, Amsterdam) and a pair of late self-portraits
(1659, National Gallery, London; 1660, Kenwood, London). And you'll need
one of the religious paintings, perhaps Return of the Prodigal Son (Hermitage,
Leningrad). But beware: Since 1968, the Rembrandt Research Project, based in
Amsterdam, has been reassessing the authenticity of the entire Rembrandt cor-
pus. Among the casualties: The Polish Rider, The Man in the Golden Helmet, and
The Girl at the Door, each now attributed to a different student of Rembrandt’s.

COLLEAGUES AND RIVALS: Lots of them; painting and painters were as much in
evidence in seventeenth-century Holland as theyd been in fifteenth-century
Florence. You should know Frans Hals (impulsive, with a predilection for people
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hanging out and getting drunk) and Jan Vermeer (intimate, with a predilection
for people opening mail and pouring milk). Everybedy else is categorized as a
“Little Dutchman,” a genre painter specializing in landscapes, still lifes, por-
traits, or interiors.

CLAUDE MONET (1840-1926)

The problem is, you're dealing with two legendary reputations (and that’s not
counting Manet, Monet’s hip contemporary). The first Monet is the Father of
Impressionism. You remember Impressionism: the mid-nineteenth-century
movement that grabbed an easel and a handful of paintbrushes and announced it
was going outdoors; that attempted to capture the spontaneous and transitory ef-
fects of light and color by painting with the eye (and what it saw), rather than
with the mind (and what it knew to be true); that couldn’t have cared less about
form, in the sense of either composition or solidity; that was initially reviled by
the conservative French critics and artgoing public; and that wound up becom-
ing, in our time, the most popular, most cooed-over style of painting ever. The
second Monet is the great-uncle of Modernism, the man who—getting progres-
sively blinder and more obsessed with reducing the visible world to terms of pure
light—eventually gave up form altogether and took out the first patent on ab-

Monet’s Terrace at
Sainte-Adresse
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straction; it’s this Monet the avant-garde has tended to prefer. Note to those
wondering what happened to the eighteenth century: You shouldn’t exactly for-
get about it, but any hundred-year period whose biggest box-office draw is Wat-
teau is strictly optional.

KEY WORKs: For the Impressionist Monet: at your discretion. Try Terrace at
Sainte-Adresse (1866, Metropolitan, New York) or Impression—=Sunrise (1872,
Musée Marmottan, Paris). For the proto-Modernist Monet: The touchstones
are the Rouen Cathedral series (1894, Metropolitan, New York, and Museum of
Fine Arts, Boston, among others) and the water lilies series (1899, 1904-1925,
Museum of Modern Art, New York, and Carnegie Institute Art Museum, Pitts-
burgh, among others).

COLLEAGUES AND RIVALS: The only “true” Impressionists besides Monet are Pis-
sarro and Sisley. Manet is a proto-Impressionist, among other things. Degas and
Renoir are quasi-Impressionists. Cézanne, Seurat, Van Gogh, and Gauguin are
post-Impressionists. And Toulouse-Lautrec is played by José Ferrer, on his
knees, with his feet strapped to his buttocks.

PAUL CEZANNE (1839-1906)

This is a test. Pass it—that is, “get” what Cézanne was up to, maybe even like
it—and chances are you’ll have no trouble with “modern” art, abstraction, alien-
ation, and all. Flunk it—that is, wonder what the fuss is about and move imme-
diately on to Van Gogh and/or Gauguin—and you've got big problems ahead of
you. As to what Cézanne was up to, exactly: First, he was rejecting Impression-
ism (note that he’s an exact contemporary of Monet), not only its commitment
to transience and to truth-as-what-the-eye-sees, but its affiliation with the bour-
geoisie and the boulevards; Cézanne wanted to infuse some gravity, even
grandeur, back into painting. Second, he was refuting classical “one-point” per-
spective, which makes the viewer the person on whom everything converges and
for whom everything is done. For Cézanne “seeing” was a process, a weighing
of choices, not a product. (He also decreed color, not line, to be the definer of
form; geometry, not the needs of composition, to be its basis; and the laws
of representation to be revokable at will.) Third, he was single-handedly revers-
ing the pendulum swing toward representational “accuracy” that Giotto had set
in motion six hundred years before; from here on in, sow you perceive is going to
count for more than what you perceive, the artist’s modus operandi for more than
the illusions he can bring off. Granted, this is pretty heavy stuff, but at least the
paintings are sensuous, inviting, and still of the world as we know it. The sled-
ding gets rougher with Picasso and the Cubists, up next.
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KEY WORKS: Any still life. Ditto, any view of
Mont Sainte-Victoire, in Cézanne’s native
Provence, #he mountain in art history. Ditto,
any and all scenes of card players. And the
portraits of his wife and himself. In general,
the later a Cézanne, the bigger a deal it’s
likely to be—also the more abstract. A lot
of people consider Bathers (1898-1905,
Philadelphia Museum of Art) the painter’s
summa, but follow his example and come to
it last.

COLLEAGUES AND R1VALs: The other three
Post-Impressionists: Seurat (the one with

the thousands of little dots), Van Gogh Cézanne’s Still Life with Apples

(him you know), and Gauguin (of Brittany
and Tahiti).

PABLO PICASSO (1881-1973)

Try to rise to the occasion. God knows, the critics and commentators try, label-
ing Picasso, among other things, “the charging bull of modern art,” “that Nietz-
schean monster from Mailaga,” and “the walking scrotum, the inexhaustible old
stud of the Cote d’Azur.” Be all that as it may, you've got to understand some-
thing about Cubism (which has nothing to do with actual cubes, and everything
to do with seeing things in relationship to one another, simultaneously, and from
more than one vantage point at a time, with the result that you may find yourself
looking at a teacup, say, or a birdcage, both head on and from the air). And
something about celebrity (Picasso, toward the end, enjoyed a fame no painter,
not even worldlings like Raphael and Rubens, had ever known, complete with
bastard heirs, sycophantic dealers, and Life magazine covers). Beyond those
two basics there’s the energy, the fecundity, the frankness, the no-flies-on-me
penchant for metamorphosis and the consequent welter of styles (one critic
counted eighty of them, and that was back in the early Fifties), the mytholo-
gizing (watch for Minotaurs, nymphs, and river gods), and, in a personal vein,
the womanizing (he was notorious for classifying his lady friends as either
“goddesses” or “doormats”). You should know that Cézanne and the primitive
sculpture of Africa and pre-Christian Spain were big influences and El Greco
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Picasso’s

Les Demoiselles d’Avignon

a lesser one; that the “pathetic” Blue and “wistful” Rose periods predate Cu-
bism per se; that the appeal of collage—literally, “gluing”—was that it got
scraps of modern life right inside the picture frame; that Picasso claimed to
“paint forms as I think them, not as I see them” (let alone as they looked); and
that the painting after 1950 (not the sculpture, however) was once judged to be
lacking in intensity.

KEY WORKS: Les Demoiselles d’Avignon (1907, Museum of Modern Art, New
York), arguably the most “radical” of all paintings, and Guernica (1937, Prado),
last of the great “political” paintings. Also, a sculpture; try The Guitar (1912, Mu-
seumn of Modern Art), all metal sheets and empty spaces.

COLLEAGUES AND RIVALs: Georges Braque, who once commented that he and
Picasso were “roped together like mountaineers,” but who wound up playing
Ashley Wilkes to his friend’s Rhett Butler. For the record: Juan Gris and Fer-
nand Léger are the two other ranking Cubists; Henri Matisse (see under
“Fauvism”), the other great painter of the century; Marcel Duchamp, the alter-
native role model (see under “Dada”) for young—and subversive—artists; Sal-
vador Dali (see under “Surrealism”), the fellow Spaniard who valued publicity
and the high life even more than Picasso did.
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The
Leonardo/
Michelangelo
Crib Sheet

Full Name
Dates
Address

Nickname
Quote

Mind-set

The Italian Word for the
Above, Approximately

At Heart Not a Painter So
Muchasa...

He Most Wanted to . . .

The Work Celebrated the
World Over

Leonardo da Vinci
1452-1519

Florence, then Milan,

finally Paris
“The First Modern Man”

“Intellectual passion drives
out sensuality.”

Universal and diffuse,

enigmatic and elusive

Misteriosita
Scientist and philosopher

Understand
Mona Lisa, The Last Supper

Michelangelo Buonarroti
1475-1564

Florence, then Rome

“I1 Divino”
“The more the marble

wastes, the more the
statue grows.”

Narrow and single-minded,
passionate and thorny
Terribilita

Sculptor and architect

Create

The Sistine Ceiling (especially
The Creation of Man),
the statue of David
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The Leonardo/Michelangelo Crib Sheet

The Works You Can Get
Points for Knowing About

Italian Art Term Most Likely

to Crop Up in a Discussion
of His Work
When He Wrote, He . . .

Gay?

Beard?

One of the scientific
drawings from the
Notebooks, as below

Sfumato (see page 83)

Jotted down descriptions of
his experiments

Yup; major boyfriend a
hustler who stole his
drawings and then sold
them, ditto the outfits
Leonardo bought him

Right, like the one on the
bag person in the Penn
Station men’s room

One of the lesser sculptures,
like an unfinished S/awve,
or something architectural,

like Rome’s Campidoglio

Contrapposto (see page 81)

Composed sonnets to his
lovers

Yup; major boyfriend

handsome, learned, thoughtful,

and from a good family; affair
said to have been “platonic,”
however

Sure, like the one on the
pot dealer in Washington
Square
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Practical Italan for the
Gallery-Goer

A. rtwise, New York may have recently had a field day, but it’s Italy that had a
igh Renaissance. Which means that if it’s snob appeal you're after, you're
going to have to learn to roll your 7s a bit. Here’s your basic lesson.

CHIAROSCURO (kee-ahr-e-SKEWR-o):
Literally means “bright-dark” in Italian
and describes the technique, in painting or
drawing, of modeling three-dimensional
figures by contrasting or gradating areas
of light and dark. Leonardo da Vinci
was among the first to use chiaroscuro to
break out of the tradition of flat, one-
dimensional outlining of figures. One of
the great achievements of the Renaissance,
chiaroscuro soon became part and parcel
of painting. Rembrandt is the acknowl-
edged master of the technique; if you
want a more recherché example, try Ca-
ravaggio.

coNTRAPPOSTO (kohn-tra-POH-stoe):
In sculptures of the human form, the
pose in which the upper body faces in
a slightly different direction from the
lower, with the weight resting on one
leg. Contrapposto was originally the
Greeks' solution to the problem of
balancing the weight of the body in
sculpture. The earlier formula had been
the frontal, static pose, in which the legs
were treated like two columns with the
torso set squarely on top of them and
the head balancing on top of that. The
Greeks, rightly, found this boring and
stupid. Renaissance sculptors revived
the Greek formula, renamed it, and
added dynamic tension by making the
placement of body parts more extreme

Chiaroscuro:
Caravaggio’s

The Musicians

Contrapposto:
Cristofano da
Bracciano’s

Orpheus
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Impasto:
Van Gogh’s
Self-Portrait

and contrasting. This may seem like picky technical stuff to you, but it was a wa-
tershed in the history of art. Contrapposto is all over the place in Renaissance
sculpture, but the example you can’t get away with ignoring is Michelangelo’s
David.

FREscO: This was he method for painting indoor murals, from the days of the
Minoan civilization in Crete right up to the seventeenth century. It involves
brushing water-based pigments onto fresh, moist lime plaster (fresco means
“fresh” in Italian), so that the pigment is absorbed by the plaster as it dries and
becomes part of the wall. Fresco painting reached its peak during the Renais-
sance, when artists had the backing—and the backup crews—to allow them to
undertake the kind of monumental works the technique is best suited to. Today,
it’s also referred to as “buon fresco” or “true fresco,” to distinguish it from “secco”
or “mezzo” fresco, a later method of painting on dry plaster that allowed artists to
get similar results with less trouble. Frescoes abound in European art history, but
some of the most famous are Michelangelo’s, in the Sistine Chapel; Raphael’s, in
the Stanza della Segnatura and the Loggia of the Vatican; and Giotto’s, at the
Arena Chapel in Padua. During the 1930s and 1940s, the WPA Federal Arts
Project commissioned a couple thousand frescoes, mostly for municipal buildings
and mostly forgettable.

1MpasTO: The technique of applying thick layers or strokes of oil paint, so
that they stand out from the surface of a canvas or panel: also called “loaded
brush.” Such seventeenth-century paint-
ers as Rubens, Rembrandt, Velizquez,
and Frans Hals used impasto to em-
phasize pictorial highlights; in the nine-
teenth century, Manet, Cézanne, Van
Gogh, and others used it more exten-
sively for texture and variety. Some mod-
ern painters, including de Kooning and
Dubuffet, took to laying the paint on
with a palette knife or simply squeezing it
directly from the tube. (One does not, it
should be clear, create impasto with
water colors.)

MORBIDEZZA (MOR-buh-DETZ-uh):
Literally, “softness,” “tenderness.” Used
to describe the soft blending of tones in
painting—by Correggio, for instance—
or rounding of edges in sculpture, especially in the rendering of human flesh. On
a bad day, could seem to degenerate into effeminacy and sickliness.

PENTIMENTO: A painter’s term (and Lillian Hellman’s) derived from the Italian
word for “repentance,” and referring to the evidence that an artist changed his
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mind, or made a mistake, and tried to conceal it by painting over it. As time goes
by, the top layer of paint may become

transparent, and the artist’s original state-

. . Pentimento:
ment begins to show through. Pentimento Rembrande's
can often be found in seventeenth-century Flora

Dutch paintings, in which the artists
commonly used thin layers of paint to
obliterate an element of a composition—
one of the children, say, in an interior—
only to have its ghost reappear behind a
lady’s dress or a piece of furniture a couple
hundred years later. One of the most
famous examples of pentimento is the
double hat brim in Rembrandt’s portrait
Flora.

putTo (POO-toe): Putti (note the
plural) are those naked, chubby babies
that cavort through Italian paintings, es-
pecially from the fifteenth century on.
“Putto” means “little boy” in Italian, and
originally the figure was derived from
personifications of Eros in early Greek
and Roman art; by extension, the term

Putti in Veroneses
Mars and Venus

United by Love

came to apply to any naked child in a
painting. Putti were very popular in Re-
naissance and Baroque paintings, where
they stood for anything from Cupid,
to the pagan attendants of a god or
goddess, to cherubim celebrating the
Madonna and child.

QUATTROCENTO; CINQUECENTO (KWA-
tro-CHEN-toe; CHINGK-weh-CHEN-
toe): Literally, “the four hundred” and
“the five hundred”; to art buffs, the fif-
teenth and sixteenth centuries, respec-
tively. In other words, the Early and the
High Renaissances.

sFUMATO (sfoo-MAH-toe): Comes
from the Italian word for “smoke” and
describes a method of fusing areas of color or tone to create a soft, hazy, atmo-
spheric effect, not unlike the soft focus in old Hollywood movies. Sfumato is
most often mentioned in connection with Leonardo and his followers.
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SOTTO IN sU (soh-toe-in-SOO): This one is good for a few brownie points; it
means, approximately, “under on up,” and describes the trick of painting figures
in perspective on a ceiling so that they are extremely foreshortened, giving the
impression, when viewed from directly underneath, that they’re floating high
overhead instead of lying flat in a picture plane. Sotto in su was especially popu-
lar in Italy during the Baroque and Rococo periods (seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries), when lots of people were painting ceilings and trying to create elabo-
rate visual illusions. The names to drop: Tiepolo, Correggio, Mantegna.

vEDUTA (veh-DOO-tah): Means “view”; in this case, a detailed, graphic, and
more or less factual view of a town, city, or landscape. Vedute (note the plural)
were in vogue during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, when the artists
who painted, drew, or etched them were known as vedutisti. A variation of the
veduta was the veduta ideaza (“idealized”), in which the realistic elements were
juxtaposed in such a way as to produce a scene that was positively bizarre (e.g.,
Canaletto’s drawing of St. Peter’s in Rome rising above the Doge’s Palace in
Venice). The wvedutisti to remember: Canaletto, the Guardi family, Piranesi.
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Six -1sms, One -17/, and Dada

YOUR PERSONAL GUIDE TO EUROPEAN ART

MOVEMENTS BETWEEN 1900

AND HITLER

e grateful we edited out Orphism, Vorticism, Suprematism, and the
Scuola Metafisica at the last minute.

Headquarters:
Life Span:
Quote:

Central Figures:
Spiritual Fathers:

Salient Features:

Keepers of the Flame:

FAUVISM

Henr: Matisse,
Blue Nude
(1907)

Paris and the South of France.

1905-1908.

“Donatello chez les fauves!” (“Donatello among the wild beasts!”), ut-
tered at the Salon d’Automne by an anonymous art critic upon catch-
ing sight of an old-fashioned Italianate bust in a roomful of Matisses.

Henri Matisse, André Derain, Maurice de Vlaminck, all painters.
Paul Gauguin, Henri “Le Douanier” Rousseau.

Raw, vibrant-to-strident color within bold black outlines; moder-
ately distorted perspective; an assault on the Frenchman’s traditional
love of order and harmony that today reads as both joyous and ele-
gant; healthiest metabolism this side of soft-drink commercials.

None (though Matisse is a big, and ongoing, influence on every-

body).




86 A

INCOMPLETE EDUCATION

EXPRESSIONISM

Ernst Ludwig Kirchner, Wassily Kandinsky, Black Lines
Street, Dresden (7908) (1913)

Headquarters: Germany.

Life Span: 1905-1920s.

Quotes:

Central Figures:

Spiritual Fathers:
Salient Features:

Keepers of the Flame:

“He who renders his inner convictions as he knows he must, and does
so with spontaneity and sincerity, is one of us.”—Ernst Kirchner.

“Something like a necktie or a carpet.”—Wassily Kandinsky, of what
he feared abstract art might degenerate into.

In Dresden (in “The Bridge”): Kirchner, Emil Nolde, Karl Schmidt-
Rottluff, painters. In Munich (in “The Blue Rider”): Kandinsky,
Paul Klee, Franz Marc, painters. Under the banner “New Objectiv-
ity”: George Grosz, Otto Dix, Max Beckmann, painters. Confréres
and honorary members: Arnold Schoenberg, composer; Bertolt
Brecht, dramatist; Franz Kafka, writer.

Vincent van Gogh, Edvard Munch, Friedrich Nietzsche.

A tendency to let it all—pathos, violence, morbidity, rage—hang out;
distortion, fragmentation, Gothic angularity, and lots of deliberately
crude woodcuts; the determination to shake the viewer up and to de-
clare Germany’s artistic independence from France. Down in Munich,
under Kandinsky—a Russian with a tendency to sound like a scout for
a California religious cult—abstraction, and a bit less morbidity.

The abstract expressionists of the Forties and Fifties, the neo-
expressionists of the Eighties, and a barrioful of graffiti artists.
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CUBISM

Georges Braque,
Soda (1911)

Headquarters: Paris.
Life Span: 1907-1920s.
Quote: Anonymous tasteful lady to Pablo Picasso: “Since you can draw so

beautifully, why do you spend your time making those queer
things?” Picasso: “That’s why.”

Central Figures: Picasso, of course, and Georges Braque. Also, Juan Gris and Fer-
nand Léger, all painters. Guillaume Apollinaire, poet.

Spiritual Father: Cézanne.

Salient Features: The demise of perspective, shading, and the rest of the standard
amenities; dislocation and dismemberment; the importance of
memory as an adjunct to vision, so that one painted what one knew
a thing to be; collage; analytic (dull in color, intricate in form, intel-
lectual in appeal), then synthetic (brighter colors, simpler forms,
“natural” appeal); the successful break with visual realism.

Keepers of the Flame:  Few; this half century has gone not with Picasso but with antiartist
and master debunker Marcel Duchamp.
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Headquarters:
Life Span:

Quotes:

Central Figures:

Spiritual Fathers:

Salient Features:

Keepers of the Flame:

FUTURISM

L 2

Umberto Boccions,
Unique Forms of
Continuity in Space
(1913)

Milan.
1909-1918.

“A screaming automobile is more beautiful than the Victory of
Samothrace.” “Burn the museums! Drain the canals of Venice!”
—Filippo Tommaso Marinetti.

Marinetti, poet and propagandist; Giacomo Balla and Gino Severini,
painters; Umberto Boccioni, sculptor and painter; Antonio Sant’Elia,
architect.

Georges Seurat, Henry Ford.

Dynamism, simultaneity, lines of force; vibration and rhythm more
important than form; exuberant, optimistic, anarchic, human be-
havior as art. Had an immediate impact bigger than Cubism’s—on
Constructivism, Dada, and Fascism.

Performance artists (who likewise stress the theatrical and the eva-
nescent), conceptualists.
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Headquarters:
Life Span:

Quotes:

Central Figures:

Spiritual Fathers:

Salient Features:

Keepers of the Flame:

CONSTRUCTIVISM

Naum Gabo, Column
(1923)

Moscow.
1913-1932.
“Engineers create new forms.”—Vladimir Tatlin.

“Constructivism is the Socialism of vision.”—Lészl6 Moholy-

Nagy.

Tatlin, sculptor and architect; Aleksandr Rodchenko, painter and
typographer; El Lissitzky, painter and designer; Naum Gabo and
Antoine Pevsner, sculptors.

Kasimir Malevich, Lenin, Marinetti.

Art as production, rather than elitist imaginings, and squarely in the
service of the Left; abstract forms wedded to utilitarian simplicity;

rivets, celluloid, and airplane wings; the State as a total work of Art.

None: The State ultimately squashed it.
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DE STIJL (“THE STYLE”)

Piet Mondrian, Composition 7 Gerrit Rietveld, armchair (c. 1917)

(1937-1942)

Headquarters:
Life Span:
Quote:

Central Figures:

Spiritual Father:

Salient Features:

Keepers of the Flame:

Amsterdam.
1917-1931.

“The square is to us as the cross was to the early Christians.”—Theo
q y
van Doesburg.

Van Doesburg and Piet Mondrian, painters; Gerrit Rietveld and
J. J. P. Oud, architects.

Kandinsky.

Vertical and horizontal lines and primary colors, applied with a
sense of spiritual mission; Calvinist purity, harmony, and sobriety;
purest of the abstract movements (and Mondrian the single most
important new artist of the between-the-wars period); say “style,” by
the way, not “steel.”

Minimalists.
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Headquarters:
Life Span:

Quotes:

Central Figures:

Spiritual Father:

Salient Features:

Keepers of the Flame:

DADA

Marcel
Duchamp,
Fountain
(1917)

Zurich (later Berlin, New York, and Paris).
1916-1922.

“Like everything in life, Dada is useless.” “Anti-art for anti-art’s
sake.”—Tristan Tzara.

Zurich: Tzara, poet, and Jean Arp, painter and sculptor. New York
and Paris: Marcel Duchamp, artist; Francis Picabia, painter; Man
Ray, photographer. Berlin: Max Ernst, George Grosz, Kurt
Schwitters.

Marinetti.

Anarchic, nihilistic, and disruptive; childhood and chance its two
most important sources of inspiration; the name itself a nonsense,
baby-talk word; born of disillusionment, a cult of nonart that be-
came, in Berlin, overtly political.

Performance artists, “happenings” and “assemblages” people, con-
pPp g ges  peop
ceptualists.
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Headquarters:
Life Span:

Quote:

Central Figures:

Spiritual Fathers:

Salient Features:

Keepers of the Flame:

SURREALISM

Salvador Dali,
The Persistence of
Memory (1931)

Paris (later, New York).
1924-World War II.

“As beautiful as the chance meeting on a dissecting table of a sewing
machine and an umbrella.”—Comte du Lautréamont.

André Breton, intellectual; Louis Aragon, Paul Eluard, writers; Jean
Cocteau, writer and filmmaker; Luis Buiiuel, filmmaker. Abstract
wing: Joan Miré, painter. Explicit wing: Salvador Dali, Yves Tan-
guy, Max Ernst, René Magritte, painters.

Sigmund Freud, Giorgio de Chirico, Leon Trotsky.
Antibourgeois, but without Dada’s spontaneity; committed to the
omnipotence of the dream and the unconscious; favored associa-

tions, juxtapositions, concrete imagery, the more bizarre the better.

Abstract expressionists, “happenings” people.
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Thirteen Young Turks

ell, not all that young. And certainly not Turks. In fact, the Old World

has nothing to do with it. For the last forty years, it’s America—specifi-
cally, New York—that’s been serving as the clubhouse of the art world. Now
shake hands with a dozen of its most illustrious members. That’s Jackson Pollock
in the Stetson and Laurie Anderson in the Converse All Stars.

JACKSON POLLOCK (1912-1956)

Don't settle for the “cowboy” legend, in which Pollock—the most talked-about
artist of the last half century years—blows into New York City from Cody,
Wyoming, riding his canvases like broncos and packing his frontier image like a
six-gun. The man had a rowdy streak, it’s true, spattering, flinging, and dripping
paint by day and picking fights in artists’ bars by night, but his friends always in-
sisted that he was a sensitive soul; inspired by the lyricism of Kandinsky and
steeped in the myths of Jung, all he wanted was to be “a part of the painting,” in this
case “all-over” painting, with no beginning, no end, and no center of interest. Some
nomenclature: “Action painting” is what Pollock (alias “Jack the Dripper”) did, a
particularly splashy, “gestural” variant of Abstract Expressionism, the better-not-
hang-this-upside-down art turned out by the so called New York School.
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MARK ROTHKO (1903-1970)

Declaring that he painted “tragedy, ecstasy, doom, and so on,” Rothko was
pleased when people broke down and cried in front of The Work—and with-
drew from an important mural commission for New York’s Four Seasons restau-
rant because he couldn’t stand the idea of them eating in front of it. Here we're
in the presence of Abstract Expressionism’s so called theological wing (which
also sheltered Barnett Newman and Clyfford Still), typified by—in addition to a
fondness for monasticism and bombast—Tlarge, fuzzy-edged rectangles of color,
floating horizontally in a vertical field. Renunciation is the keyword. In a sense,
minimalism begins here, with Rothko.

WILLEM DE KOONING (1904-1997)

The other “action” painter, and the most famous New York School artist (even if
he was born in Holland) after his Wyoming colleague. De Kooning never totally
lost faith in recognizable imagery—most notably, a gang of big-breasted middle-
aged women (of whom he later said, “I didn’t mean to make them such mon-
sters”)—and never tossed out his brushes. But he did paint in the same
hotter-than-a-pepper-sprout fever, allowing paint to dribble down the canvas, as
soup down a chin, and he did reach beyond where he could be sure of feeling
comfortable.
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DAVID SMITH (1906-1965)

Was to postwar sculpture what Jackson Pollock was to postwar painting (and,
like Pollock, was killed at his peak in an automobile accident). Influenced by the
work of Picasso and by a summer vacation he'd spent as a welder in a Studebaker
factory, and intent on glorifying, rather than apologizing for, the workaday
world, Smith constructed his work instead of casting or molding it. The result:
shapes that are “ready-made” rather than solid, arrangements that look provi-
sional instead of stately, and a mood that is anything but monumental. Whereas
the Englishman Henry Moore (the other “sculptor of our time”) always seemed
to be making things for museum foyers and urban plazas, Smith’s work is more
likely to rise, oil-well-style, from a spot nobody could have guessed would be
home to a work of art.

ANDREW WYETH (1917-)

Of course, not everybody was really ready to deal with de Kooning’s Woman II
or Smith’s Cubi XVIII, and they almost certainly hadn’t given a thought to
owning one of them. For those thus resistant to Art, but still desirous of a
bona fide art acquisition, there was Andrew Wyeth, working in the Ameri-
can realist tradition of Grant “American Gothic” Wood and Edward “All-
Night Diner” Hopper, and given to painting in a manner middlebrow critics
liked to call “hauntingly evocative,” as with the much-reproduced Christina’s
World. As to whether Christina is trying to get away from the house (a la
Texas Chainsaw Massacre) or back to it (4 la Lassie, Come Home), don’t look at
us. Don’t look at Wyeth for too long, either: You'll lose all credibility as in-
tellectual, aesthete, and cosmopolite.

ROBERT RAUSCHENBERG (1925-)
JASPER JOHNS (1930-)

Counts as one selection: Not only were Rauschenberg and Johns contemporaries,
not only did they together depose, without really meaning to, the reigning ab-
stract expressionists, they also, for a time, lived together. However, they couldn’t
have been less alike, temperamentally and philosophically. Think of them as a
vinaigrette dressing. Rauschenberg is the oil: applied lavishly, sticking to every-
thing, rich, slippery, viscous. Probably best known for his so called combines
(like this freestanding angora goat, with a tire around its belly), he scoured the
streets and store windows of downtown Manhattan for junk; believed that art
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é: P ..

Monogram and Robert Rauschenberg (1955-1959)

could exist for any length of time, in any material, and to any end; and, as one
critic said, “didn’t seem house-trained.”

Johns, by contrast, is the vinegar; poured stintingly, cutting through everything,
sharp, stinging, thin. In his paintings of flags, targets, stenciled words and num-
bers, and rulers—all as familiar, abstract, simple, and flat as objects get—he en-
dowed the pop icons of the twentieth century with an “old master” surface,
reduced painting to the one-dimensionality it had been hankering after for a
generation, and got to seem sensuous, ironic, difficult, and unavailable—all those
hipper-than-hip things—in a single breath. Together, Rauschenberg and Johns

Three Flags and Jasper Johns (1958)
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did for art (whose public, such as it was, had been getting tired of not being able
to groove on the stuff Rothko, de Kooning, et al. were turning out) what the Bea-
tles did for music. Note: Rauschenberg and Johns are usually billed as proto-
pop artists; the former is not to be confused with pop artists Roy Lichtenstein
(the one who does the paintings based on comic-book panels), Claes Oldenburg
(the one who does the sculptures of cheeseburgers and clothespins), and James
Rosenquist (the one who does mural-sized canvases full of F-111 fighter-
bombers and Franco-American spaghetti).

ANDY WARHOL (1928-1987)

Needs no introduction here. But forget for a minute Andy, the albino in the sil-
ver fright wig, the guy who painted the Campbell’s soup cans and the Brillo
boxes, Liz and Marilyn; who made underground movies like The Chelsea Girls
and Flesh;, who founded Interview and took Studio 54 as his anteroom; and who
got shot in the gut by Valerie what’s-her-name. Concentrate instead on Warhol,
the tyrant and entrepreneur, the man who taught the art world about the advan-
tages of bulk (a few hundred was a sma// edition of his prints, and the two hun-
dredth of them was presented, promoted, and, inevitably, purchased, as if it were
the original) and who persuaded the middle class that hanging a wall-sized pic-
ture of a race riot, or an electric chair, or an automobile accident, or Chair-
man Mao, over the couch in the family room not only was chic, but made some
kind of sense. More recently, there were the commissioned portraits: Not since
Goya’s renditions of the Spanish royal family, it’s been observed, has a group of
people who should have known better so reveled in being made to look silly.

FRANK STELLA (1936-)

“All I want anyone to get out of my paintings . . . is the fact that you can see the
whole idea without any confusion. What you see is what you see.” Thus spake
Frank Stella, whod learned something from Jasper Johns, and who would go on,
while still in his twenties, to help launch the movement known as Minimalism, ac-
cording to some the most self-consciously American of all the -isms (and accord-
ing to others the last, wheezy gasp of modernism itself). The idea was to get away
from the how-often-have-you-seen-this-one-before literalness of pop and back to
abstraction—a new abstraction that was fast, hard, flat, and hauntingly unevoca-
tive. Key words here are “self-referentiality” and “reduction”; the former meant that
a painting (preferably unframed and on a canvas the shape of a lozenge or a kite)
had no business acknowledging the existence of anything but itself, the latter that
the more air you could suck out of art’s bell jar the better. By the 1970s, Stella
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would be making wall sculptures of corrugated aluminum and other junk, cut by
machine then crudely and freely painted, that relate to his early work approxi-
mately as Francis Ford Coppola’s Dracula relates to The Godfatbher.

CHRISTO AND JEANNE-CLAUDE
(1935-, 1935-)

It started as an obsession with wrapping. The Bulgarian-born artist Christo
spent years swaddling bicycles, trees, storefronts, and women friends before
moving on to wrap a section of the Roman Wall, part of the Australian coastline,
and eventually all twelve arches, plus the parapets, sidewalks, streetlamps, verti-
cal embankment, and esplanade, of Paris’ Pont Neuf. And yes, together they did
wrap the Reichstag. But Christo and his wife/manager/collaborator Jeanne-
Claude are quick to insist that wrappings form only a small percentage of their
total oeuvre. There were, for instance, those twenty-four and a half miles of
white nylon, eighteen feet high, they hung from a steel cable north of San Fran-
cisco; the eleven islands in Biscayne Bay, Florida, they “surrounded”—not
wrapped, mind you—with pink polypropylene fabric; and the 3,100 enormous
blue and yellow “umbrellas” they erected in two corresponding valleys in Cali-
fornia and Japan. Not to mention their 2005 blockbuster, “The Gates,” 7,503
sixteen-foot-tall saffron panels they suspended, to the delight of almost every-
body, over twenty-three miles of footpaths in New York’s Central Park.

So, what’s their point? Rest assured, you're not the first to ask. And no one is
more eager to tell you than the artist formerly known as Christo (now, officially,
“Christo and Jeanne-Claude”) whose art is nothing if not Open to the Public. In
fact, taking art public—that is, taking it away from the Uptown Museum-
Gallery Complex by making it too big to fit in studios, museums, or galleries—
was part of the original idea. Now that lots of artists have adopted what critics
once dubbed the “New Scale,” Christo and Jeanne-Claude will tell you that their
point is, literally, to rock your world. By temporarily disrupting one part of an
environment, they hope to get you to “perceive the whole environment with new
eyes and a new consciousness.” Along the way, it’s been nice to get tons of media
attention, make buckets of money (Christo’s been known to issue stock in him-
self, redeemable in working drawings), and, as with so much that went before it,
épater les bourgeots.
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LAURIE ANDERSON (1947-)

“Our plan is to drop a lot of odd objects onto your country from the air. And
some of these objects will be useful. And some will just be . . . odd. Proving that
these oddities were produced by a people free enough to think of making them
in the first place.” That’s Laurie Anderson speaking, NASA’s first—and almost
certainly last—artist-in-residence. She of the trademark red socks and white
high-top sneakers, the seven-hour performance pieces, the lights-up-in-the-
dark electric violin, the movie clip of an American flag going through the fluff-
dry cycle. Anderson has spent the last quarter-century as a performance artist,
yoking music with visuals, cliché with poetry, electronics with sentiment, slide
shows with outrage, the intimate with the elephantine. Like Christo, perfor-
mance artists do what they can to take art out of the institution; they also tend to
quote that indefatigable old avant-gardist John Cage, who years ago declared art
to be a way “simply” to make us “wake up to the very life we're living.”

Opver the years, performance art has tended to move farther and farther from
its visual-arts roots to embrace, especially, theater and dance. In the process, it
has more than once drifted toward the self-indulgent and the soporific, leaving
some of us wondering what, exactly, the payoff was for sitting through another
six-hour Robert Wilson piece on Stalin or Queen Victoria or for witnessing
Karen Finley cover herself in melted chocolate, alfalfa sprouts, and tinsel in
protest against society’s treatment of women.

Still, it has survived. Stripped down (Anderson, for instance, now wears
mostly black, creates ninety-minute shows, and relies, for special effects, on what
she can produce with her violin and a laptop), hitched more or less firmly to
technology (you'll find most emerging performance artists on the Internet), and
straddling so many of postmodernism’s fault lines—where feminism grinds
against male-bonding rituals, where stand-up comics hold forth on First
Amendment freedoms, where multiculturalism vies for attention with simple au-
tobiography, Dadaist absurdity with vaudeville pratfalls—performance art shows
no signs of going quietly up to bed.
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JULIAN SCHNABEL (1951-)
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Julian Schnabel and St. Francis in
Ecstasy (1980)

He was arguably the most ambitious painter since Jackson Pollock, and for a time
no American artist loomed larger or used up more oxygen. Schnabel specialized
in Ping-Pong-table-sized canvases covered with entire cupboards’ worth of bro-
ken crockery, yards of cheap velvet, lots of thick, gucky paint, and the occasional
pair of antlers. Also, as Mark Rothko might say, in “tragedy, ecstasy, doom, and
so on"—or what passed for same in the supply-side art world of the 1980s, where
dealers such as Mary Boone frequently got higher billing than their artists.
Schnabel’s work was everywhere and sold like crazy—until one day the Eighties
were over and the critics began to refer to his mammoth neo-expressionist
smorgasbords as leftovers from yesterday’s bender. Schnabel himself proved un-
stoppable, however; he’s since made a successful comeback, not as a painter but
as the writer/director of critically respected—and surprisingly viewer-friendly—
teature films, such as Basquiat (1996) and Before Night Falls (2000).

MATTHEW BARNEY (1967-)

Worked his way through Yale modeling for Ralph Lauren and J. Crew, and had
barely arrived in New York when his sculptures (especially the weightlifter’s
bench made of petroleum jelly) and videos (particularly the one that featured the
artist using ice screws to haul himself, naked, across the ceiling and down the
walls of the gallery in which it was being shown) turned him, at twenty-four, into
the art scene’s Next Big Thing. To date, Barney is best known for the Cremaster
Cycle, a series of five lavishly surreal films made between 1993 and 2001, which
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attracted huge, mostly young, audiences; garnered wildly enthusiastic, if slightly
bewildered, reviews; and taught museum-goers a new vocabulary word (“cremas-
ter,” the muscle that raises and lowers the testicles in response to temperature and
fear), The Cremaster films, which were made and released out of order, range
from a forty-minute 1930s-style musical featuring elaborately costumed chorus
girls, an Idaho football field, and two Goodyear blimps (Cremaster 1) to a three-
hour allegory starring the Chrysler Building, in which the sculptor Richard
Serra, playing the role of the Master Architect, and Barney, playing the Entered
Apprentice, reenact elaborate Masonic rituals; a paraplegic fashion model pares
potatoes with blades fastened to her prosthetic feet; and a bunch of Chryslers
stage a demolition derby in the lobby of the building (Cremaster 3). The series,
which we're told has something to do with pregenital sexuality as a metaphor for
pure potential and something to do with violence sublimated into pure form, is
thickly layered with mythological references, historical details, and arcane sym-
bolism and is, in Barney’s words, “somewhat autobiographical.” Before you could
say “captures the Zeitgeist,” critics were hailing Barney as “the most important
American artist of his generation” and comparing Cremaster to Richard Wagner’s
Ring cycle. We'd love to weigh in ourselves, but we have a hair appointment.
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Raziders af the Lost Architecture

A SPRINTER’S GUIDE TO THE GREEK
TEMPLE AND THE GOTHIC CATHEDRAL

You don’t have to be standing in front of the Parthenon to be suffused with all
those old doubts about what’s Doric and what’s Ionic and where to look, ap-
proximately, when somebody calls your attention to the frieze; almost any big-
city post office can make you feel just as stupid. Ditto, Chartres, naves and
narthexes, and even a moderately grandiose Catholic—or Episcopal—church. In
fact, a little practice here at home isn’t such a bad idea defore you hit Athens,

Paris, and points in between.
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Real-Estate Investment
for the Aesthete

( :ontributor Michael Sorkin assesses the choicest styles, hottest architects,
primest buildings, and pithiest sayings of modern architecture. And then
we add our two cents’ worth.

FIVE MODERN STYLES

Architectural fashion is like any other: It changes. The difference is that archi-
tects are forever looking for a Universal Style, something suitable for every occa-
sion. This is hardly a new impulse. The folks who brought you the Doric order
and the Gothic cathedral had something similar in mind. However, while it may
have taken hundreds of years to put up Chartres, a smart-looking Hamptons
beach house can get done practically overnight.

The International Style

A coinage of the early 1930s, this label recognized that modern architecture
actually did have a “style” and was not, as many had argued, simply a force of na-
ture. The movement’s major perpetrators tended to argue that their work was
essentially “rational,” that what they did was as scientific as designing a dynamo
or a can opener. Le Corbusier, the most vigorous polemicist of the time, pro-
moted the gruesome slogan “A house is a machine for living.” Thanks to which
analogy, machine imagery is one of the hallmarks of the style, especially any-
thing with vaguely nautical overtones such as steel railings and shiny metal fit-
tings. Also popular were glass-block-and-strip windows mounted flush with a
facade. International Style buildings are almost invariably white and conceived
in terms of planes—like houses of cards—rather than in terms of the solidity of
neo-classical and Victorian architecture, against which many of these architects
were reacting. (A sense of mass, it is often said, was replaced by one of volume.)
Key monuments include Gropius’ buildings for the Dessau Bauhaus (1926), Le
Corbusier’s Villa Savoie (1929), and Aalto’s Paimio Sanitorium (1928). Fifty
years later, the style would be much appropriated by restaurants: For a while
there, it was next to impossible to dine out without staring at a wall of glass
blocks from your Breuer chair.
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The Baubaus, Dessau, Germany; Walter Gropius, The Yale Art and Architecture Building;
architect Paul Rudolph, architect

Brutalism

The name, like so much in the modernist lexicon, comes from the French, in this
case béton brut. Which is not, as you might suppose, an after-shave, but rather
unfinished concrete, the kind that shows both the grain of the underlying
wooden formwork and lots of rough edges. The French have a special genius for
referring to the presumed ardors of the natural—“Eau Sauvage”—and nature has
always emitted strong vibes, one way or the other, for modern architects. This is
no doubt because the ideological basis for modern architecture (as for everything
else worthwhile) comes from the Enlightenment and its problem child, Ratio-
nalism. On the one hand, it’s resulted in a lot of buildings that look like grids; on
the other, in a preoccupation with a kind of architectural state of nature, like that
which preoccupied Rousseau. (Perhaps this is why renderings of modern build-
ings so often feature lots of trees.) Brutalism represents a reaction to the flimsy
precision of the International Style, a reversion to roughness and mass. Charac-
teristics include large expanses of concrete, dungeonlike interiors, bad finishes,
and a quality of military nostalgia, a sort of spirit-of-the-bunker that might have
gone down happily on the Siegfried Line. The style—popular in the Sixties and
early Seventies—has pretty much taken a powder, but it’s left behind the likes of
Paul Rudolph’s Art and Architecture Building at Yale University and Kallman
and McKinnell’s Boston City Hall.
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Expressionism

A style whose day was, alas, brief. Concurrent with Expressionism’s flowering in
the other arts, architects (mainly German, mainly in the Twenties), managed to
get a number of projects built in a style that will be familiar to you from 7%e Cab-
inet of Dr. Caligari (see page 152). As you will recall, with Expressionism, things
tend to get a little skewed, not to mention a little sinister, with materials often
seeming to be on the point of melting. More than any other, this is the style that
best embodies the kind of looney tunes sensibility, with its working out of the
aberrations of the unconscious, that we all identify with the fun side of Twenties
Berlin. The two greatest works in the genre are Erich Mendelsohn’s Einstein
Tower, an observatory in Potsdam that looks like a shoe, and Hans Poelzig’s in-
terior for the Grosses Schauspielhaus in Berlin, an auditorium that looks like a
cave. The latter was commissioned by theatrical impresario Max Reinhardt, no
slouch when it came to the visual. Expressionism is easily the funkiest of the
modern styles.

Postmodernism

A kind of portmanteau term (no relation to John
Portman, the architect of all those ghastly hotels
with the giant atriums), meant to describe a condi-
tion as much as a style, the condition of not being
“modernist.” As you have undoubtedly noticed,
“modern architecture” in the 1980s came in for
more than its share of lumps, with architects
shamelessly scrambling to disavow what most of
them only a few years before thought was the cat’s
pajamas. Postmodernism’s most exemplary figure:
Philip Johnson, the architect of the cocktail circuit
and, until his death in 2005, the leading arbiter of
architectural fashion. His premier contribution, as a
postmodernist at least, was a New York skyscraper
headquarters for American Telephone and Tele-
graph that looks a lot like a grandfather clock, or, ac-
cording to some, a Chippendale highboy, allegedly
the result of the postmodernist preoccupation with
“history.” Look for Corinthian columns in the foyer
of such extravaganzas, as well as dirty pastel colors
and ornament and detailing out the wazoo.

The ATT Building; Philip Johnson and John
Burgee, architects




ART HISTORY

107

Just as postmodernism was beginning to seem really cloying, along came the
deconstructivists, most of whom were into a deliberately chaotic, fractured, highly
aggressive look: you know, skewed (not to mention windowless) walls, canti-
levered beams and staggered ceilings, trapezoids where rectangles ought to be,
slotted dining-room floors (one client actually got his foot stuck in his), a stone
pillar in the bedroom, positioned so as to leave no room for a bed. Schizophrenic
in those places where postmodernism had been merely hysterical, “deconstruc-
tivism’—a play on Russian constructivism (see page 87) and the largely French
intellectual movement known as deconstruction (see page 337)—was nihilistic
but preening, an all-out attack on architectural embellishment and couch-potato
comfort. Most often cited as practitioners: California’s Frank Gehry, in his early
days, and New York’s Peter Eisenman.

The Chicago School

Not to be confused with the Chicago School of Criticism, which is known for its
neo-Aristotelianism, or the Chicago School of Economics, which is known for
its monetarism. The Chicago School of Architecture, which flourished around the
turn of the century and comprised such immortals as William Le Baron Jenney,
Dankmar Adler, Louis Sullivan, Daniel Burnham, and John W. Root, is widely
touted as having been the source for modern architecture, American branch, and as
having invented the skyscraper. Lecturers often show slides of the Monadnock
Building (Burnham and Root, 1892) and the Seagram Building (Mies van der
Rohe, 1958) side by side to demonstrate this lineage, citing such shared attributes
as simplicity, regularity, and structural candor. This isn't really wrong, but it’s not
quite that simple, either. Most standard architectural historians take the technolog-
ical determinist line with regard to the birth of the skyscraper. For them, the semi-
nal event in the history of American architecture is the invention of cheap nails,
which made possible the “balloon frame” (houses made of lightweight timber
frameworks, nailed together and easy to erect), which in turn led—via the Bessemer
steelmaking process and the Otis elevator—to the rigid steel frame, and thence to
the profusion of tall buildings that sprang up in Chicago like mushrooms after a
shower. This formulation may be too schematic, but there’s no doubt that the
Chicago architects made the first concerted and systematic effort to find new forms
for the new type of building, often with lovely results.

FIVE MODERN ARCHITECTS

What would architecture be without architects? The five listed here, all dead,
constitute the generally agreed-upon list of the modern immortals.
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The Seagram Building;
Ludwig Mies van der Robe, architect

Ludwig Mies van der Rohe (1886-1969)

Mies van der Rohe (always referred to simply as
“Mies”) is the one behind all those glass buildings,
most famously the Seagram Building in New York. Al-
though Mies is hardly to blame for it, one of the big
problems with this kind of architecture is that it is fairly
easy to copy, and that while one such building on a
street may be stunning, fifty of them are Alphaville.
The reason for the ease of imitation is that Mies was
essentially a classical architect. That is, like the Greeks,
he invented a vocabulary (cognoscenti use linguistics
jargon as often as possible when talking about architec-
ture) of forms and certain rules about how those forms
could be combined, all of which he then proceeded to
drive into the ground. Although his early work was in-
fluenced by Expressionism (as with the famous glass
skyscraper project of 1921) and de Stijl (the brick
houses of the Twenties), projects after the early Thir-
ties were more and more marked by precision, simplic-
ity, and rectilinearity. Prime among these is the campus
for the Illinois Institute of Technology in Chicago, first
laid out in 1939, on which Mies continued to work
through the Fifties. To sound knowledgeable about

Mies, you might admire the way in which he solved that perennial architectural
problem, the corner.

Le Corbusier (1887-1965)

Le Corbusier (a.k.a. “Corb” or “Corbu,” depending on where you went to school) is
a self-appropriated pseudonym of obscure meaning, like “RuPaul” or “Bono.” His
real name was Charles Edouard Jeanneret. Like so many architects, Le Corbusier
was something of a megalomaniac, who, perhaps because he was Swiss, thought
that unhygienic old cities like Paris would be better off if they were bulldozed and
replaced by dozens of sparkling high-rises. Fortunately, Parisians ignored this idea,
although it did achieve enormous popularity in the United States, where it was
called “urban renewal.” On the other hand, Corb’s buildings were superb. His early
houses, including one for Gertrude Stein and her brother Leo at Garches, outside
Paris, are legendary, supreme examples of the International Style, the most defini-
tive of which is the Villa Savoie of 1929 (a big year indeed for modemn architecture).
Later in life, Corb discovered Cubism and concrete, and things began to change no-
ticeably. Instead of thin planes and relatively simple geometries, Corb got into thick
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walls and sensuous, plastic shapes. Of this later work the best known is Notre Dame
en Haut, a church whose form was inspired by the kind of headgear Sally Field wore
as the Flying Nun. Toward the end of his life Corb did get to do an entire city:
Chandigarh, in India.

Walter Gropius (1883-1969)

To be perfectly frank, Gropius was not really such a
hot designer. He was, however, the presiding genius of
the Bauhaus School, which, you scarcely need to be
told, was the Shangri-la of modern architecture.
Which makes Gropius, we guess, its high lama. The
Bauhaus building—dauen (to build) plus haus (just
what you'd imagine)—was designed by Gropius and is
his most memorable work, the epitome of the Interna-
tional Style. During its brief life, before it was closed
by Hitler (whose views on modern art and architecture
we won't go into here), the Bauhaus was a virtual
Who’s Who of the modern movement, a home to
everyone from Marcel Breuer to Liszl6 Moholy-
Nagy. Its curriculum, which was ordered along me-
dieval master-apprentice lines, embraced the whole
range of the practical arts, and its output was stagger-
ing in both quality and quantity. After it was shut
down, Gropius (and most everyone else associated
with it) came to the United States, bringing modern European architecture with
them. This was either an intensely important or utterly dreadful development,
depending on where you went to architecture school and when. Gropius was
married to 2 woman named Alma, who was also married to Gustav Mahler and
Franz Werfel, although not concurrently, and who is sometimes described as the
first groupie.

Frank Lloyd Wright (1869-1959)

By his own admission, Wright was the greatest architect of all time. More than
any other modernist, he went through several distinct stylistic phases. The con-
ventional view is that the initial, so called Prairie style was his best. A college
dropout, he worked for a time in the office of the Chicago architect Louis Sulli-
van before setting up on his own in Oak Park, a town he proceeded to carpet with
his work. This early output—mainly houses but including such gems as the

Unity Temple (1906) and the Larkin Building (1904)—was, despite European as
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well as Japanese influences, at once very mod-
ern and very American, deriving its essence from
Wiright’s near-mystical sense of the plains. Unique in
proportion, detail, and decoration, these projects also
“articulated” space in a new way. Rather than thinking
of architecture as segmented, Wright perceived it as
continuous and flowing, not as so many rooms added
together but as a sculptable whole. Wright’s later
houses preserve this spatial sensibility but come in
a welter of styles, ranging from zonked-out Inter-
national to Mayan. The best-known house from
Wright’s middle period is Fallingwater (1936), built
over a waterfall in Pennsylvania and designed, accord-
ing to legend, in less than an hour. Many people, con-
fused by the disparity between the prairie houses and
something like the Guggenheim Museum or the
Marin County Civic Center, find late Wright perplex-
ing. Although Wright was, like Le Corbusier, a power
freak, his version of utopia—which he called Broad-
acre City—was somewhat less threatening, resembling, as it does, the suburbs.
Wiright ran his office, which still exists, along feudal lines. His successor was
married to Stalin’s daughter, Svetlana.

Alvar Aalto (1896-1976)

Aalto, the hardest drinker among the twentieth-century masters, came from
Finland, where dipsomania is the national pastime, and which has, unaccount-
ably, produced more modern architects per capita than any other country. After
the customary neoclassicist dalliance, Aalto took up the International Style and
produced a number of masterpieces in a personalized version of same. The most
important of these are the legendary Viipuri Library and the Paimio Sanitorium,
both dating from the late Twenties. The Viipuri Library, now in the Russian
Federation and undergoing restoration, had an auditorium with a beautifully un-
dulating (and acoustically sound) wooden ceiling—the first instance of an Aalto
trademark. No discussion of Aalto can omit mention of the tremendous respon-
siveness of his buildings to their particular (generally cold) environments, espe-
cially the way they introduce and modulate natural light. Of the five immortals,
Aalto is the most unabashedly sensuous and tactile, full of swell textures and gor-
geous forms. Aalto’s best formal move was probably a fan shape, which allowed
him to orient various rooms for best exposure to the sun over the course of the
day; to illustrate this form in conversation, hold your hand parallel to the ground
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and stretch the fingers. As who wouldn’t be, coming from Finland, Aalto was big
on the use of wood both in his buildings and in his famous bentwood furniture.
Unfortunately, most of Aalto’s work—like the great Saynatsalo Town Hall
(1952)—is located in places whose names are completely unpronounceable. This
forces people to refer constantly to the several projects (e.g., the Imatra Church)
that they can pronounce.

FIVE MODERN BUILDINGS

The Barcelona Pavilion

Built for an exposition in 1929, this is modern architecture’s holy of holies, a sta-
tus further enhanced by the fact that the pavilion was torn down shortly after it
was built; such are the rules of expositions. What this means is that everything
everyone knows about it must be received from photographs, the preferred
medium of architectural communication. The Barcelona Pavilion—did we men-
tion that it’s by Mies>—is one of the most distinguished examples of a “free
plan,” that is, a plan not primarily based on the symmetrical imperative but
rather on a sensibility derived from Suprematism and de Stijl (see page 90),
yielding something rather like a collage. The result: spaces that flow and eddy,
moving through large openings and expanses of glass into the out-of-doors and
right on down the street. The Barcelona Pavilion is also remembered for its mod-
ern attitude toward materials. While retaining the International Style’s predilec-
tion for crisp lines and planes, Mies enriches their formal potential by the use of
a variety of posh materials, including chrome, green glass, polished green marble
and onyx, and travertine. Many conclusions to be drawn here. First, the build-
ing affirms the displacement of craft (the hand) by precision (the machine); in-
stead of carving the stone, Mies polished it. Second, Mies treats the surfaces of
planes not as deep and solid (like a Gothic church) or as smooth and white (as in
so much International Style shtik) but as highly reflective, like glass; in the
Barcelona Pavilion, everything either reflects or gets reflected, then gets reflected
again in two shallow pools, one inside and one out. Finally, this was the occasion
for the design of the famous Barcelona chair, the most definitively upscale piece
of furniture ever.
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Top to bottom: The Barcelona Pavilion (1929);
L’Unité d’Habitation (1952); The Robie House
(1909)
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L'Unité d’Habitation

Finished in 1952, this is the best of Corb and the worst of Corb, always referred
to simply as “the Unité” despite the fact that there are actually three of them.
(The original is at Marseilles, the other two at Nantes and Berlin.) So what is it?
Well, you might say that it was an apartment house with social cachet, the result
of an idea whose time had come. Also gone, some thirty years before. Back in the
good old days of modernism, when architecture was seen as an instrument for
progressive political transformation, architects talked about building “social con-
densers” and theorized vaguely about how people would learn to live in happy
collective harmony if only they had the right kind of structures in which to do it.
Corb, having glommed on to this idea, thought that if the whole countryside
were dotted with “Unités” of his own design, everyone would get on fine. Fortu-
nately, he was only able to build the three. By itself, the Marseilles Block (as
some call it) is notable for a number of reasons, some social and others—the im-
portant ones—formal. The social program includes a shopping arcade on an
upper floor, recreation and day care on the roof, and interior “streets” (big corri-
dors, really) on every other floor: a variety of conveniences designed essentially to
imprison. Formally, things are more positive and provide a golden opportunity
for learning some key vocabulary words. Let’s start with pilotis, the big legs on
which the entire building is raised. Corb thought that these would free the land-
scape from the building (the former is supposed to flow uninterrupted under-
neath), but they had the reverse effect. The Unité is constructed in déton brut
(we've had this one already), and its heavily sculpted facades incorporate &rise-
soleils (sun screens) and are heavily polychromed in primary colors. The roof vents,
chimneys, elevator housings, and such are done in free-form shapes; together
they make for a lovely silhouette.

The Robie House

The Robie House (1909) is the finest example of Wright’s Prairie-style work.
Prairie style was both a style and—as with so much great art—an anxiety. At
the turn of the century the prairies still abutted Chicago, and Wright had them
on the brain: their endless flatness, their windsweptness, and, dare we say, their
romance. As a result, the longness and lowness of Prairie buildings (Wright was
not the only architect so moved) is fairly easy to understand. Other elements, in-
cluding decorative treatments and Wright’s characteristic “flowing space,” be-
speak such influences as an early dose of Japanese architecture and a stint in
Louis Sullivan’s office. The Robie House itself is long, low, and brick. A tightly
controlled but asymmetrical bi-level plan, a mature application of Wright’s geo-
metrical decoration, vertical windows arrayed in strips, and a low-hipped roof
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each does its bit. Next time you stroll past the Guggenheim with a friend, men-
tion the Robie House and how incredible you find it that one architect could
have done both.

Carson, Pirie, Scott

Designed by Louis Sullivan and built between 1899 and 1904, the Carson, Pirie,
Scott department store (originally built as the Schlesinger and Meyer depart-
ment store) is the hottest product of the Chicago School. Why? For starters, it
has great structural clarity, which is to say, it is easy to “read” the underlying
steel structure in the lines of the facades, which look like an arrangement of
posts and beams filled in with glass. The proportions of the structural bays
(the distance between columns, framed by floors above and below) are on the
long side, a proportion that is considered particularly “Chicago.” That old bug-
bear, the corner, is dealt with especially neatly by Sullivan, who, in effect, in-
scribes a cylinder there, accelerating the window proportions to help zing the
viewer around the block. Less frequently noted is the incredible decoration that
covers all surfaces (not counting the windows, dummy). Indeed, Sullivan was a
great apostle of ornamentation, and the intricate system he finally arrived at was
not so very different from Art Nouveau.

The Chrysler Building

The good news is that it’s once again OK to like the Chrysler Building. For
years seen as a detour on the way to boring modernism, we now acknowledge
that the flowering of Art Deco (after the 1925 Exposition des Arts Décoratifs
in Paris), which took place in the Twenties and Thirties, was one of the high
points in modern design. In every sense, Deco’s highest point is the Chrysler
Building, designed by William Van Alen and, briefly, the tallest building in the
world. It is still the most beautiful, most “classic” skyscraper ever built. The con-
vention in talking about skyscrapers is to analogize them to classical columns,
with their three-part division of base, shaft, and capital, or, if you prefer, begin-
ning, middle, and end. The Chrysler is great because it succeeds at all levels.
The lower portion contains a handsomely decorated lobby and dramatic entries,
well related to the scale of the street. The shaft makes use of an iconography
based, appropriately enough, on automotive themes (flying tires, a frieze of Ply-
mouths), and the crown is that wonderful stainless steel top, the skyscraper’s
universal symbol.
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FIVE MODERN MAXIMS

After all, what’s a style without a slogan? Here are our favorites.

LESS IS MORE: Mies van der Rohe’s coinage. Postmodernist wags had so
much fun turning this on its head—“More is more,” “Less is a bore,” etc.—that
you're advised to give it a rest for a decade or so.

ORNAMENT IS CRIME: Adolf Loos penned this goody (Anita wasn’t the
only aphorist in the family), an obvious reaction to fin de si¢cle excess. Given the
recent upsurge of interest in ornament, be sure to keep your delivery ironic.

FORM FOLLOWS FUNCTION: The functionalist credo, generally attrib-
uted to Mies, but actually used by several eminences, including Louis Sullivan.
The earliest use appears to be by Horatio Greenough, a mid-nineteenth-century
Yankee sculptor remembered for his statue of George Washington in a peekaboo
toga.

THE PLAN IS THE GENERATOR: Corb’s version of the above. It means
you should start (if you happen to be designing a building) from the floor plan,
with all its implications of rational relationships, rather than impose some sort of
“artistic” vision on a building a priori. Fortunately, Corb did not always practice
what he preached.

ROAM HOME TO A DOME: From R. “Bucky” Buckminster Fuller (see page
42), that is, the apostle of geodesic domes, Dymaxion houses, positive effective-
ness, and other benign nonsense. And meant to be sung to the tune of “Home on
the Range.” No doubt you'll be keeping your delivery ironic.

Snap Judgments

n intelligent, and quite cheeky, view of photography, by contributor Owen
Edwards.

No one really knows that much about photography, and no one is even particu-
larly sure what he likes. The history of the medium is so short—Nicéphore
Niépce made the first photograph, a grainy little garden scene, in 1827 (though
if you point out that Thomas Wedgwood might have been first, in 1802, many
will be impressed)—that its salient points can be picked up in an afternoon. And
the exact nature of photography is so much in dispute that you can call it an art,
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a fraud, or a virus without much danger of being provably wrong. Indisputably,
however, there are categories, giving such comfort as categories do, and here’s
what you ought to know about each.

LANDSCAPE

Not long ago, everything you needed to say about landscape photography
was Ansel Adams. The straight, somewhat unimaginative wisdom holds that
Adams is the greatest landscape photographer ever. The revisionist stance is
that Adams is passé by about a century, and that after Timothy O’Sullivan pho-
tographed the West following the Civil War, landscape was played out as a theme
anyway. Neorevisionism, however, says it's OK to like Adams even if he is the
Kate Smith of photography. Or you can end the discussion by saying that the only
great landscape pictures nowadays are being made by NASA robots in the outer
limits of the solar system.

A trendy group of landscapists now shows up at environmental disasters like
Weegee homing in on a gangland hit in 1940s New York City. Poisoned horses
and sheep, shot and skinned deer, and other gloomy slices of outdoor life are
what the full moon rises on in the pictures of such as Richard Misrach and James
Balog. It pays to know that nowadays, pretty pictures of awful scenery are a lot
hipper than plain old pretty pictures.

FASHION

Though it was discovered only recently that fashion photographers might be
artists, no one has ever mistaken them for plain working stiffs. The first fashion
photographer of note was Baron de Meyer. His title was suspect, but useful never-
theless; he created the archetype of the social photographer, the inside man who
not only knew about haute couture, but knew the women who could afford it.
Then Edward Steichen came along and did a better de Meyer. (Steichen always
did everything better; when in doubt, say Steichen.) Then a Hungarian photo-
journalist named Munkacsi appeared in the mid-Thirties and revolutionized fash-
ion photography by making his models run along beaches and jump over puddles.
Then Richard Avedon got out of the Coast Guard and did a better Munkacsi. And
from then on, wannabes like Patrick Demarchelier, Herb Ritts, Bruce Weber, and
Steven Meisel have been raking in mind-boggling fees trying, unsuccessfully, to do
a better Avedon. Only Avedon could really manage that trick, however, reinvent-
ing himself right up until his death in 2004.
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FINE ART

The answer to the tedious and irrepressible question “Is photography art?” is
yes, but almost never when it thinks it is. Most of the avowed art photographers of
the nineteenth century are considered quaint at best, grotesque at worst, while the
pictures that have pried money out of the arts endowments look like what
Fotomat used to promise not to charge you for. The great photographic art has
been made by people doing something else: by Eugéne Atget, trying to document
Paris, or August Sander, trying to codify all the faces in prewar Germany, or Irving
Penn (arguably America’s greatest artist/photographer since Steichen) dutifully
helping fill the pages of Vague. It’s perfectly safe, then, to dismiss any art photogra-
pher as hopelessly misguided. Except Man Ray, who was really a painter, and so
can'’t be blamed for his failures. And Laszlé6 Moholy-Nagy, who discovered that the
more things you did wrong, the better the photograph looked.

The great muddler of art photographers is also the medium’s most revered
saint, Alfred Stieglitz, who, early in this century, encouraged his fellow Photo
Secessionists to blur, draw on, scratch, or otherwise manipulate their pictures to
ensure that the hoi polloi would know they were artists. Stieglitz, by the way, was
not Steichen, though even people with vast collections of lenses continue to
think so. Steichen was a disciple of Stieglitz who fell out of favor when he began
to make a bundle in advertising. (Stieglitz, being a saint, was not much fun.) In

Left: Edward Steichen,
The Flatiron Building
Below: Man Ray, Nusch Eluard
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1961, Stieglitz discovered Paul Strand’s unmanipulated masterpieces, decided
that his followers were hopeless and misguided, and consigned them to oblivion.
The resulting confusion has never quite cleared up.

The photographers most likely to be granted acceptance by the haute scribblers
of the art world are those who have been careful to stay clear of the low-rent
precincts of the world of photography. David Hockney, whose cubist collages of
Polaroids command rapt respect, is one of these drop-ins. And William Wegman,
a painter who makes unspeakably kitschy dogs-as-people pictures, is another. As
is Cindy Sherman, high priestess of high concept who time-travels through
female stereotypes with a few props—wigs, go-go boots, girdles—to create
provocative reflections of the American psyche. My advice: When a photographer
uses the word “artist,” reach for your gun.

FINE ART, ABSTRACT DIVISION

Abstract photography is a disaster, invariably boring. Though photography is by
nature an abstract of reality, it’s always of something, so attempts to make it of
nothing seem silly. The viewer wants to know what he’s looking at, leans closer
and closer, and ends up frustrated and peeved. The closest thing to true abstrac-
tion a photographer can manage is to take something and make it /oo like noth-
ing. Most grants are awarded to photographers who are good at doing that.

FINE ART, STILL-LIFE DIVISION

The most overrated still-life photograph in the universe is Edward Weston’s
jumbo-sized pepper, made in the classic More-Than-Just-a-Vegetable style that
has since accounted for more than half a century of abysmal amateur efforts.
(Weston is probably the most overrated photographer, too, in large part due to the
efforts of sons, lovers, and half the population of Carmel, California, to keep the
legend alive.) The real contest for World’s Greatest Still-Life Photographer is be-
tween Irving Penn, who studied drawing and illustration with Alexei Brodovitch
in Philadelphia, and Hiro, who worked as a photographer for Brodovitch at
Harpers Bazaar. (Remember Brodovitch—he was tough, selfish, often drunk,
said, “If you look through the viewfinder and see something you've seen before,
don't click the shutter,” and was guru to two generations of great photographers.)
Everybody knows about Penn; his prints are at least as good an investment as
Microsoft stock. Few people know about Hiro except the knowing.

PHOTOJOURNALISM

This is the most problematic kind of photography for everybody, especially Su-
san Sontag, who couldn’t bear the idea that the camera might tell an occasional fib.
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It’s what most people think of when they think of photography at all, and what
most photographers start out wanting to be, and then spend a lifetime trying to
retire from. The word—an awful-sounding hybrid (why not “journography”?)—
was invented by Henri Cartier-Bresson so that he wouldn’t be accused of making
art while he made art, and it wrongly implies that one or more photographs can
tell a story. Without words—usually a thousand or more—pictures are powerful
but dumb.

Life magazine started the whole myth of photojournalism’s storytelling power,
but in truth Life was just a very good illustrated press, in which photographs were
never allowed to wander unattended. The patron saint of photojournalists is
Lewis Hine, who made pictures of child laborers and sweatshops at the turn of
the century. Its greatest hero was W. Eugene Smith, who combined an honest
concern for human suffering with a canny eye for dramatic composition and
lighting, and a very cranky disposition. Now the reigning saint of the form is Se-
bastian Salgado, whose harrowing coverage of starving Ethiopians and miserable
Third World workers manages, somehow, to be as glamorous as any high-fash-
ion shot. When the question arises about whether this sort of agony 'n’ ecstasy is
ethically and morally proper, it’s best to mention Picasso’s Guernica, which ought
to derail the conversation long enough for you to slip away.

PORTRAITURE

Cartier-Bresson (not to mention Coco Chanel) observed that after the age of
forty, we have the faces we deserve. Portrait photographers tend to divide up be-
tween those who hide the evidence and those who uncover it. Bachrach and
Karsh represent the first group, Avedon and Penn the second. Portraits of known
people are more interesting than all the rest because we have a chance to decide
whether what we see jibes with what we think we know about them—thus the
outrage and/or delirium caused by Avedon’s warts-and-all celebrities. The best of
the nineteenth-century portraitists, and one of the best ever, was Nadar, a
Parisian hobnobber whose pictures of that great self-imagist Sarah Bernhardt are
unparalleled. Then again, since faces are the landscapes of lives, the best portrait
ever made is probably mouldering in your family attic. Should an argument de-
velop over who is the Greatest Portraitist of Photography, come down staunchly
on the side of the aforementioned August Sander, a German who wandered the
Wiilder before World War 11, chronicling his countrymen in a series of haunting
stereotypes. Add Manhattan neurosis and the Age of Anxiety and you have
Diane Arbus. Throw in mud-wrestling sitcom stars, body-painted movie stars,
and the blithe belief that anything celebrities do, however silly, is worth record-
ing for the ages, and you have Annie Leibovitz. Pile on hype and homosexuality
and you have Robert Mapplethorpe.
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DOCUMENTARY

In one way or another, all photographs are documentary, so all photographers are
documentarists. Some, of course, are more so than others. A documentary pho-
tographer is a photojournalist whose deadline is a hundred years hence; posterity
is the point. The first great large-scale documentary work was done by Matthew
Brady and a group of photographers he hired to cover the Civil War (including
Timothy O’Sullivan, who, as has been noted, later played the first, best notes in
what has become the Ansel Adams songbook). The most famous and exhaustive
documentary project was the misery-loves-company team put together by Roy
Stryker to photograph sharecroppers, sharecroppers, more sharecroppers, and
occasional other types during the Great Depression. This led to the discovery of
the bribe in photography: If we take everybody’s picture, maybe they’ll go away
and leave us alone.

Ironically, one of the great working-class heroes of documentary photojour-
nalism was Walker Evans, a patrician sort who did much of his paying work for
Fortune magazine. It seems highly likely that Evans viewed the whole idea of
photography with some embarrassment, since many of his pictures show empty
rooms, or people photographed from behind.

Much of the devotion and energy that used to fuel documentary photogra-
phers has been co-opted by television. Generations X, Y, and Z figure that it’s
way cooler to gather up old photographs, film them, add music and the voices of
movie stars, and get famous. After all, Walker Evans never won an Emmy.

SURREALISM

In one way or another, all photographs are surreal, too, since that isn’t actually
Uncle Frank smirking on the beach, but just a little slip of paper coated with
chemicals. But some photographers insist on being official surrealists. The harder
they try to put things together in odd and unsettling ways, the more miserably
they fail. Jerry Velsmann’s cloud-covered ceilings are pretty obvious stuff. The
problem is that life as we know it is already odd and unsettling. So for true surre-
alism, we are right back with documentary photography—especially when done
by people who know where to look for the kind of juxtapositions the rest of us pre-
tend we don’t see.

Robert Frank is one of the great unofficial surrealists (his shot of a glowing
jukebox certainly has the Magritte touch), as was Diane Arbus. Bill Brandt
wasn't bad, though the credit is due mostly to the fact that he’s a genius at the ter-
rible print. The reigning king of the form these days is Joel-Peter Witkin, a mas-
terful monster monger with a disturbing taste for amputees, dwarves, and
severed heads. Somehow, Witkin presents your worst nightmares and makes you
want to shell out big bucks to take one home. Surreal, isn't it?
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WOMEN

The best of all women photographers is my aunt Isabel, who for several years was
the only person on earth who could take my picture without causing me to van-
ish instantly. Other notable women are:

Lisette Modell, one of the world’s smallest photographers, who had such a
gravitational attraction to large people that her first pictures made in the resorts
of southern France look like monuments come to life. As is the case with certain
gifted photographers, Modell was as good as she would ever get on the first day
of her career. She has been called the mentor of Diane Arbus, which she used to
admit and deny at the same time, for reasons known only to her.

Imogen Cunningham, who lived so long that rumors circulated that she had
been archivally processed. Like photographs, photographers almost inevitably
benefit from great age (although they fade, their value inevitably rises). Cun-
ningham was never better than just all right, but she had covered so much time
and territory that eventually she became the art-photography world’s unofficial
mascot, a position she labored at by becoming adorably “feisty.” As a result, feisty
old Johnny Carson displayed her to the world on The Tonight Show, shocking
the millions who thought women photographers looked like Faye Dunaway in
The Eyes of Laura Mars.

Berenice Abbott, who made the best portrait ever of James Joyce, single-
handedly saved the work of Atget from the trash bin, and who, whether she liked
it or not, became an institution without ever being a great photographer.

Helen Levitt, almost unknown, shy, brilliant, virtually invisible in shabby coat
and furtive mien, who crept around New York for forty years or more taking in
street life. She’s a genius in black-and-white or color, and when you state em-
phatically that Levitt is America’s greatest woman photographer, you will have
the rare pleasure of being both esoteric and right.

The natural inheritor of Levitt’s mantle (and shabby coat) is Sylvia Plachy, a
Hungarian immigrant with a wry, Frank-like eye but a far kinder heart. For years
Plachy chronicled life at ground level, from sex workers in Times Square and
tourists in Central Park to peddlers in Romania and refugees in war-torn East-
ern Europe. Today, Plachy has moved uptown from the Voice to work for the New
York Times, but she retains her edgy downtown sensibility, cranking out images
that are sharp, surprising, and slightly off-kilter.

Finally, we'd better mention Nan Goldin, a photographer whose body of work
is the antithesis of Plachy’s (and who has famously shed Aer coat—as well as the
rest of her clothing—for a series of nude, postcoital self-portraits). Goldin has
internalized the personal-is-political mantra of Sixties feminism to spin intimate
stories shot in tight, interior spaces. Drawn to the social underbelly, she explores
it through pictures of herself and her close friends; her photo diary is both an in-
timate snapshot and the portrait of an era. One Goldin series documents the tra-
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jectory of her relationship with an abusive partner; another chronicles the demise
of a friend from AIDS; still others capture the world of drugs and drag. The
beloved poster child of the seedy counterculture, Goldin is not likely to age into
an adorably feisty guest on the Jay Leno show.

CELEBRITY

Last and least among photographers are the paparazzi. But while it’s perfectly all
right to hold them in contempt, it’s not OK to ignore them; they know where life
is going, and for that matter Life (or what’s left of it), People, and Vanity Fair.
Andy Warhol predicted that someday everybody would be famous for fifteen
minutes—the paparazzi work hard at reducing that to 1/125th of a second. Vale-
dictorian of all celebrity photographers is Ron Galella, who has been sued by
Jackie Onassis, punched by Marlon Brando, and deplored by even the most de-
plorable of his subjects. None of this has affected him adversely. Jackie and
Brando are gone, and Ron, whose photos have recently been legitimized by an
expensive art book, a major gallery show, a museum retrospective, and the sheer
passage of time, now gets star treatment himself. Let’s face it—celebrity snappers
may be pond scum, but pond scum evolved into the likes of Albert Einstein and
Greta Garbo, so there’s still hope. On the other hand, in the age of Rupert Mur-
doch and reality TV, the ever-smarmier paparazzi would have to catch Al and
Greta doing the nasty in the back of a Hummer to win a few minutes of audience
attention. So much for evolution.
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Now, What Exactly Is Economics,
and What Do Economaists Do,

Again?

conomists are fond of saying, with Thomas Carlyle, that economics is “the
dismal science.” As with much that economists say, this statement is half
true: It is dismal.

An equally helpful definition of economics was offered by American econo-
mist Jacob Viner, who said, “Economics is what economists do.”

More to the point, perhaps, is the fact that economics concerns itself with the
use of resources. It is about changes in production and distribution over time. It
is about the efficiency of the systems that control production and distribution.
It is, in a word, about wealth. This alone should be enough to engage our atten-
tion.

Over the past several decades, economics has experienced a substantial surge
of interest and notoriety. Suddenly economists have found themselves not only
studying wealth but also enjoying it. This is largely a result of their relationship
with politicians. Where once rulers relied on oracles to predict the future, today
they use economists. Virtually every elected official, every political candidate, has
a favorite economist to forecast economic benefits pinned to that official’s or can-
didate’s views.

Besides, even if being in a position to feel on top of current events doesn’t
constitute a sufficient lure, people still want to be able to understand why their
neighbors are all rushing out to buy mutual funds. Not that, as contributor
Alan Webber is about to show, the economists are necessarily ready to tell
them.

EcoSpeak

One reason economics is so hard to get a grip on is that economists speak
in tongues whenever possible. They are, after all, being paid to come up
with a lot of fancy guesswork, and they know how important it is to keep
everyone else guessing about what they’re guessing about since, in the end,
your guess is as good as theirs. Anyway, here’s what a few of their favorite terms
really mean.
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CETERIS PARIBUS: One of the things economists like to do is analyze a compli-
cated situation involving a huge number of variables by changing one and hold-
ing the rest steady. This allows them to do two things: first, focus on the
significance of that one particular element, and second, prove that a pet theory is
correct. “Ceteris paribus” is the' magic phrase they mutter while doing this. It

means, literally, “Other things being equal.”

commobrTies: Commodities generally fall into two categories: goods, which are
tangible, and services, which are not. An easy way to remember this distinction:
These days, goods are Chinese and services are American; they make textiles, we

make lawyers.

CONSUMPTION AND PRODUCTION: Consumption is what happens when you ac-
tually use commodities; production is what happens when you make them.

EXTERNALITIES: Effects or consequences felt outside the closed world of pro-
duction and consumption—in other words, things like pollution. Economists
keep their own world tidy by labeling these messes “externalities,” then banish-
ing them.

FACTORS OF PRODUCTION: Ordinary people talk about resources, the things—
like land, labor, or capital—used to make or provide other things. Economists
talk about factors of production.

FREE-MARKET ECONOMY VS. PLANNED ECONOMY: In the former, decisions made
by households and businesses, rather than by the government, determine how
resources are used. Vice versa and you've got the latter. As long as you are living
in the United States, it’s probably a good idea to associate a free-market econ-
omy with the good guys, a planned economy with the bad guys. If you find
yourself in Cuba or parts of Cambridge, Massachusetts, simply reverse the def-
inition to get with the prevailing theology.

GROSS NATIONAL PRODUCT (GNP) VS. GROSS DOMESTIC PRODUCT (GDP): GNP is
a dollar amount (in the United States, an enormous one) that represents the total
value of everything produced in a national economy in a year. If the number goes
up from year to year, the economy is growing; divide that number by the number
of people living in the country and you get per capita income. An alternative
measure, GDP, leaves out foreign investment and foreign trade and limits the
measure of production to the flow of goods and services within the country itself.
As a result, some economists believe it affords a more accurate basis for nation-
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to-nation comparisons. Either way, GNP or GDP, the basic idea is that more is
better.

HUMAN CAPITAL: At first blush, “human” and “capital” may seem like strange
bedfellows. But in the land of economics, human capital refers to the invest-
ments that businesses make in their workers, such as training and education, or,
more broadly, to the assets of the firm represented by the workers and their skills.

INDIFFERENCE CURVE: This shows all the varying combined amounts of two
commodities that a household would find equally satisfactory. For example, if
you're used to having ten units of peanut butter and fifteen of jelly on your sand-
wich, and you lose five units of the peanut butter while gaining five of the jelly,
and the new sandwich tastes just as good to you as the old one, you've located
one point on an indifference curve.

INFLATION: One of the traditional villains of current events, inflation is most
simply understood as a rise in the average level of all prices. Getting the defini-
tion down is one thing; getting the rate of inflation down once it has started to
levitate is another.

LAISSEZ-FAIRE: It seems that whenever economists want to describe an imagi-
nary world, they turn to a foreign language (see “ceteris paribus,” above, or try to
read the Annual Report of the Council of Economic Advisors to the President).
Literally translated “let do,” this phrase invokes the notion of an economy totally
free of government intervention, one in which the forces of the marketplace are
allowed to operate freely and where the choices driving supply and demand,
consumption and production are arrived at naturally, or “purely.” A kind of eco-
nomic fantasyland.

LONG RUN VS. SHORT RUN: It’s appalling, but economists take even perfectly ob-
vious terms like “long run” and “short run” and try to invest them with scientific
meaning. The short run refers to a period of time too short for economic inputs
to change, and the long run refers to a period of time, as you may have guessed,
long enough for all of the economic inputs to change. The terms are important
when you get to thinking about how individuals or companies try to adapt to cir-
cumstances—and whether or not they can do it. For some economists, the long
run, in particular, comes in handy when defending a pet theory. For example,
during times of economic downturn and high unemployment, economists might
argue against any form of government intervention, saying that in the long run
the marketplace will adjust to correct the situation. The problem, of course, is
that most people live in the short run, and that, as economist John Maynard
Keynes once cautioned, “In the long run, we're all dead.”
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MACROECONOMICS VS. MICROECONOMics: Further evidence of the tendency of
economists to see things in pairs. Here, “macro” is the side of economics that
looks at the big picture, at such things as total output, total employment, and so
on. “Micro” looks at the small picture, the way specific resources are used by
firms or households or the way income is distributed in response to particular
price changes or government policies. One problem economists don't like to talk
about is the difficulty they have in getting the two views to fit together well
enough to have any practical application.

MARKET FAILURE: This is one of a number of terms that economists use to put
down the real world. Here’s the way it works: When things don't go the way
economists want them to, based on the laissez-faire system (see above), the out-
come is explained as the result of a “market failure.” That way, it’s not the econ-
omists’ fault—they had it right, it’s the market that got it wrong.

MIXED ECONOMY: Another term for economic reality, the “mixed economy” is the
middle ground between the free market (the good guys) and the planned econ-
omy (the bad guys). When you look around a country like the United States and
see the government manipulating the price and availability of money and energy,
legislating a minimum wage, and so on, you have to conclude that ours is not re-
ally a free market. But neither is it a centrally planned economy. Grudgingly,
economists have decided that what it is is a mixed economy, a kind of economic
purgatory they will have to endure while they pray for ascension to the free
market.

OPPORTUNITY cosTs: The idea behind the old line “I could’ve had a V8.” In
economics, there is a cost to using your resources (time, money) in one way
rather than another (which represented another opportunity). Think of it this
way: There is an opportunity cost associated with your studying economics in-
stead of a really useful subject like podiatry.

PRODUCTIVITY: Another of the big words in the field, productivity, simply de-
fined, is a measure of the relationship between the amount of the output and that
of the input. For example, when you were in college, if it took you two days
(input) to write your term paper (output) and it took your roommate one day to
hire someone to write his term paper, your roomie’s productivity was twice
yours—and he probably got a better grade.

PROFIT: To get a firm grasp of profit and its counterpart, loss, you might con-
sider the biblical quotation, “What does it profit a man if he gain the world but
lose his soul?” For an economist, the correct way to answer this question would
be to calculate the revenues received from gaining the world and subtract the
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costs incurred by losing one’s soul. If the difference (known as “the bottom
line”) is a positive number, you have a profit.

SUPPLY AND DEMAND: Supply is the amount of anything that someone wants to
sell at any particular price; demand is the amount that someone wants to buy at
any particular price. Economists have a lot of fun making you guess what hap-
pens to the relationship between supply and demand when the amounts or the
prices change. More on this game later.

VALUE ADDED: A real comer in the world of economics, the value added is a mea-
sure of the difference of the value of the inputs into an operation and the value of
the product the operation yields. For example, when Superman takes a lump of
coal and compresses it in his hands, applying superforce to turn the coal into a per-
fect diamond, the value added, represented by Superman’s applied strength, is sig-
nificant. The term explains how wealth is created; it’s also what people use to justify
all those hours they put in on the super pullover machine.

VALUE-ADDED TAX: Like the name says, a tax on the value added. At each stage
of the value-added chain, the buyer pays, and the seller collects, a tax based on
the value of the services added at that stage. The tax is rebated on exports and
paid on imports. The VAT is a lot like a sales tax in that it’s a tax on consump-
tion (as opposed to income) and the consumer pays in the end, but it’s less direct.
All Western European countries have it, but in the United States the mere men-
tion of a possible VAT, which does tend to hit the poor harder than the rich, is
considered grounds for lynching the nearest politician.

EcoThink

ow that you can talk like an economist, the next step is to learn to think

like one. The good news here: Economics is a closed system; internally it
is perfectly logical, operating according to a consistent set of principles. Unfor-
tunately, the same could be said of psychosis. What’s more, once having entered
the closed system of the economist, you, like the psychotic, may have a hard
time getting out.

THE FOUR LAWS OF SUPPLY AND DEMAND: Economics as physics—something
like the laws of thermodynamics brought to bear on the study of wealth. Basi-
cally, these four laws say that when one thing goes up, the other thing goes
down, or also goes up, or vice versa, depending. When demand goes up, the




ECONOMICS

131

price goes up; when demand goes down, the price goes down; when supply goes
up, the price goes down; when supply goes down, the price goes up.

THE THEORY OF PERFECT COMPETITION: If the four laws of supply and demand
are economics as physics, this is economics as theology. The theory holds that
firms always seek the maximum profit; that there is total freedom for them both
to enter into and to leave competition; that there is perfect information; and that
no business is so large as to influence its competitors unduly. It is, according to
economic dogma, a situation in which neither firms nor public officials deter-
mine how resources are allocated. Rather, the market itself operates like an “in-
visible hand” (see “Adam Smith,” on the next page). And if you buy that one,
there’s this bridge we'd like to talk to you about.

THE PRINCIPLE OF VOLUNTARY EXCHANGE: Comes under the heading how-to-
make-even-the-simplest-idea-sound-important; also known as people buying
and selling to get what they want.

THE THEORY OF COMPARATIVE ADVANTAGE: The basis for much of our thinking
about international trade. Most simply, it says that everyone’s economic inter-
ests are served if each country specializes in those commodities that its en-
dowments (natural resources, skilled labor, technology, and so on) allow it to
produce most efficiently, then trades with other countries for #heir commodities.
The classic example: Both England and Portugal benefit if England produces
woolens and Portugal produces port and the two countries trade their prod-
ucts—rather than both countries trying to produce both products. Once you've
arrived at an understanding of the theory of comparative advantage, the next
thing to think about is how it is that Japan—without natural resources, native
technology, or capital—ever became dominant in steel, cars, motorcycles, TVs,
and Nintendo. The answer may tell us more about the theory of comparative
advantage than it does about the Japanese.

THE THEORY OF RATIONAL EXPECTATIONS: Maintains that people learn from
their mistakes. It is illustrated by the story of the economics professor who was
walking across the campus with a first-year economics student. “Look,” said the
student, pointing at the ground, “a five-dollar bill.” “It can’t be,” responds the
professor. “If it were, somebody would have picked it up by now.”

THE THEORY OF REVEALED PREFERENCE: Another of those laws that stipulate
how people are supposed to behave. According to this one, people’s choices are al-
ways consistent. In other words, once you have revealed your preference for a
pepperoni pizza over a Big Mac, you'll always choose the pizza, provided it’s
available. Reduce it to this level, and it’s easy to see the limits of the theory.
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ECONOMIES OF SCALE: At the heart of manufacturing strategy since the days of
Henry Ford. The principle is a simple one: With big factories using long pro-
duction runs to make a single commodity, you can reduce manufacturing costs.
In addition, the more you repeat the same operation, the cheaper it becomes.
Following this principle, American factories have turned out some very cheap
goods, indeed.

THE PHILLIPS CURVE: Had everything going for it. Based on data compiled in
England between 1861 and 1957, this theory held that when inflation goes
down, unemployment goes up, and vice versa. For politicians, it was an invalu-
able guide: If you had too much unemployment, you let inflation go up and—
presto!—down went unemployment. If inflation was raging out of control, you
put a few people out of work and down went inflation. All in all, a handy little
tool. Then along came stagflation, which combined high unemployment with
high inflation, and the Phillips curve turned into the Phillips screw.

EcoPeople
ADAM SMITH (1723-1790)

The first economist, this Adam Smith was an actual per-
son, not some contemporary telejournalist’s pseudonym.
His historic book, An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes
of the Wealth of Nations (1776), propounded the idea that
competition acted as the “invisible hand,” serving to reg-
ulate the marketplace. His theories, some of them de-
rived from observations he made while visiting a pin
factory, would prompt skeptics to ask, “How many econ-
omists can dance on the head of a pin?”

DAVID RICARDO (1772-1823)

With Malthus (see next page), a leader of the second generation of classical econ-
omists. Early on, Ricardo made a fortune in the stock market when he ought to
have been going to school. He next gravitated to economics, where his lack of ed-
ucation, naturally, went undetected. In his most famous work, The Principles
of Political Economy and Taxation (1817), he advanced two major theories: the
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modestly named Ricardo Effect, which holds that rising wages favor capital-
intensive production over labor-intensive production, and the theory of compar-

ative advantage (see “EcoThink,” page 130).

THOMAS MALTHUS (1766-1834)

A clergyman who punctured the utopianism of his day
by cheerfully predicting that population growth would
always exceed food production, leading, inevitably, to
famine, pestilence, and war. This “natural inequality of
the two powers” formed, as he put it, “the great diffi-
culty that to me appears insurmountable in the way to
perfectability of society.” Malthus’ good news: Peri-
odic catastrophes, human perversity, and general
wretchedness, coupled with the possibility of self-
imposed restraint in the sexual arena, would prevent us
from breeding ourselves into extinction.

JOHN STUART MILL (1806-1873)

A child prodigy, Mill learned Greek when he was three, mastered Plato at
seven, Latin and calculus by twelve; at thirteen he digested all that there was of
political economy (what they called economics back then), of Smith, Malthus,
and Ricardo. For the next twenty years he'd write; in 1848 (noteworthy also for
the publication of the Communist Manifesto and a passel of revolutions, see page
596) he published his Principles of Political Economy, with Some of Their Applica-
tions to Social Philosophy. A couple of critics complained that the book was un-
original—calling it “run-of-the-Mill”—and that Mill’s mildly Socialist leanings
(he argued for, among other things, trade unions and inheritance taxes) were
antithetical to the Spirit of England. Many more, though, appreciated his mak-
ing the distinction between the bind of production and the flux of distribu-
tion—how, while we can produce wealth only insofar as the soil is fertile and the
coal doesn’t run out, we can distribute it as we like, funneling it all toward the
king or all toward the almshouse, taxing or hoarding or, for that matter, burn-
ing it. Sociopolitical options took a seat next to economics’ abstract—and
absolute—laws, and ethics eclipsed inevitability. Mill would be revered as a kind
of saint (and Principles serve as the standard economics textbook) for another
half century.
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JOSEPH SCHUMPETER (1883-1950)

An Austrian who came to America in the early Thirties and whose best-known
work was published a decade later, Schumpeter is remembered today as the man
who argued that government should not try to break up monopolies, that, in
fact, a monopoly was likely to call into existence the very forces of competition
that would replace it. This dynamic, labeled the “process of creative destruc-
tion,” is now much brandished by more conservative political and economic ob-
servers, who use it to explain to old industries why it’s OK for them to go out of
business. “Don’t think of it as bankruptcy and massive unemployment,” the ra-
tionale goes. “Think of it as ‘creative destruction.””

JOHN MAYNARD KEYNES (1883-1946)

The most influential economic thinker of modern
times, known to his close friends and intimates as
Lord Keynes (remember to pronounce that “kanes”).
Pre-Keynesian economists believed that a truly com-
petitive market would run itself and that, in a capital-
ist system, conditions such as unemployment would
be temporary inconveniences at worst. Then along
came the Great Depression. In 1936 Keynes pub-
lished his major work, The General Theory of Employ-
ment, Interest, and Money (now known simply as The
General Theory) in which he argued that economics
had to deal not only with the marketplace but with
total spending within an economy (macroeconomics
starts here). He argued that government intervention
was necessary to stimulate the economy during peri-
ods of recession, bringing it into proper, if artificial,
equilibrium (the New Deal and deficit spending both
start here). Keynes’ system, brilliant for its time, has
proved less valuable in dealing with modern inflation,
and has been considered officially obsolete ever since Richard Nixon declared
himself a Keynesian back in 1971. Later, however, Ronald Reagan’s supply-side
economists set Keynes up in order to knock him down again in an uprising
known in economics circles as “The Keynes Mutiny.”
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JOHN KENNETH GALBRAITH (1908-)

One of the first (and certainly one of the tallest) New World economists to give
a liberal twist to the field’s dogma. In his The New Industrial State (1967), Gal-
braith, a Canadian, argued that the rise of the major corporation had short-
circuited the old laws of the market. In his view, such corporations now
dominated the economy, creating and controlling market demand rather than
responding to it, determining even the processes of government, while using
their economic clout in their own, rather than society’s, interests. More tradi-
tional economic thinkers have agreed that Galbraith is a better writer than he is
an economist.

Five Easy Theses

ven though economies are always in flux, economic theories aren’t built to

turn on a dime. As a result, it doesn’t take long for even the most hallowed
hypothesis to stand exposed as just another version of the emperor’s new clothes.
Here, for the record, a few items we've recently found balled up on the floor of
the emperor’s closet.

THE LAFFER CURVE: A relic of the Reagan years, this was Economist Arthur B.
Laffer’s much-applauded hypothesis, rumored to have been first sketched on the
back of a cocktail napkin, stating that at some point tax rates can get so high—and
the incentive to work so discouraging—that raising them further will reduce, rather
than increase, revenues. The converse of this theory, popularly known as supply-
side or trickle-down economics, maintains that a government, by cutting taxes, ac-
tually gets to collect more money; this version has been widely credited with
creating the largest deficit in American history—before the current one, of course.

KONDRATIEFF LONG WAVE cYCLE: Obscure theory dating from the Twenties and
periodically enjoying a certain gloomy vogue. Nikolai Kondratieff, head of the
Soviet Economic Research Center, postulated that throughout history capitalism
has moved in long waves, or trend cycles, which last for between fifty and sixty
years and consist of two or three decades of prosperity followed by a more or less
equivalent period of stagnation. Kondratieff described three such historical cy-
cles, and when economists dusted off his graphs and brought them up to date in
the 1960s and 1970s, they found his theories to be depressingly accurate. Ac-
cording to their predictions, we were all in for another twenty years with no
pocket money. The Russians, by the way, weren’t thrilled with Kondratieff’s hy-
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pothesis, either, since it implied that the capitalist system, far from facing im-
pending collapse, would forever keep bouncing back like a bad case of herpes.
Sometime around 1930, Kondratieff was shipped off to Siberia and never heard
from again.

ECONOMETRICS: Yesterday’s high-level hustle. Econometrics used to mean stud-
ies that created models of the economy based on a combination of observation,
statistics, and mathematical principles. In the Sixties, however, the term referred
to a lucrative mini-industry whose models were formulated by computer and
hired out to government and big business to help them predict future trends.
Government, in fact, soon became the biggest investor in econometrics models,
spending millions to equip various agencies to come up with their own, usually
conflicting, forecasts—this, despite the fact that the resulting predictions
tended, throughout the Seventies, to have about the same record for accuracy as
astrology. Today, econometrics models are still expensive and still often wrong,
but they’re accepted procedure and nobody bothers making a fuss about them

anymore.

MONETARISM: One of two warring schools of thought
that feed advice to politicians on how to control infla-
tion. Monetarists favor a laissez-faire approach to
everything but the money supply itself; they have mis-
givings about social security, minimum wages, and for-
eign aid, along with virtually every other form of
government intervention. They stress slow and stable
growth in the money supply as the best way for a gov-
ernment to ensure lasting economic growth without
inflation, and they insist that, as long as the amount
of money in circulation is carefully controlled, wages
and prices will gradually adjust and everything will
work out in the long run (see page 128). Monetarism
owes much of its appeal to one of its chief propo-
nents, Nobel Prize-winning economist Milton Fried-
man, whose theories are generally acknowledged to
have formed the backbone of Prime Minister Margaret
Thatcher’s economic policy in Britain (as well as
Ronald Reagan’s here). Liberal critics say Friedman
owes his own appeal to the fact that he looks like everyone’s favorite Jewish
uncle.

NEO-KEYNESIANIsM: Monetarism’s opposite number, a loose grouping of econo-
mists who are less inclined to wait for the long run. The neo-Keynesians argue
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that there are too many institutional arrangements—things like unions and
collective-bargaining agreements—for wages and prices to adjust automatically.
They maintain that the best way for a government to promote growth without
inflation is by using its spending power to influence demand. Who wins in the
monetarist/neo-Keynesian debate seems less important than the fact that each
side has found someone to argue with.

Action Economics

OR, PUTTING YOUR MONEY
WHERE THEIR MOUTHS ARE

o much for theory. Although no self-respecting economist ever dispenses

with it entirely, there are areas of economics in which interpreting—or in-
venting—economic gospel takes a backseat to delivering on economic promises.
That is, to keeping things—money, interest and exchange rates, deficits—
moving in what’s currently being perceived to be the right direction. Here, con-
tributor Karen Pennar explains what some of those promises (and some of
those directions) are. Come to terms with them and you’ll be ready to queue up
for her tour of the markets, stock and otherwise, where action turns into hair-
raising adventure.

THE FEDERAL RESERVE BOARD

Known in financial circles as the Fed (and not to be confused with the feds),
this government body, our central bank, wields enormous control over the na-
tion’s purse strings. In fact, it’s said that the Fed’s chairman is the second most
powerful man in Washington. He and his six colleagues, or governors of the
Federal Reserve Board, direct the country’s monetary policy. Simply put, they
can alter the amount of money (see “Money Supply”) and the cost of money (see
“Interest Rates”), and thereby make or break the economy. When the Fed tight-
ens, interest rates rise and the economy slows down. When the Fed eases, inter-
est rates fall and the economy picks up. Or so it used to be. The balancing act is
so difficult, and the Fed so mistrusted, that its actions often have a perverse ef-
fect. So much for simplicity.

Many swear that the Fed is the root of all economic evil. In his landmark
work, A Monetary History of the United States, 1867—-1960 (coauthored by Anna
J. Schwartz), Milton Friedman placed blame for the Great Depression squarely
on the Fed (for tightening too much). He hasn't stopped berating it since, and he
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has plenty of company. Beating up on the Fed is a popular sport—unfair, perhaps,
but understandable. A little history: The Fed, created in 1913 by an act of Con-
gress, grew steadily in strength during the Depression years. By the 1950s, it had
evolved into an independent force, free of the pressures of Congress and the pres-
ident. Checks and balances for the economy, you might say.

-
“\\ %

This explains why many presidents have had a love-hate relationship with the
Fed, praising it when interest rates are falling, then cursing it when they climb.
Members of Congress, similarly, are often frustrated by the Fed’s independence,
and periodically threaten to limit its autonomy.

But the Fed tends to be blissfully immune to criticism. Board members pursue
their own lofty economic objectives and routinely cast blame on Congress and
the president for mismanaging the economy.

MONEY SUPPLY

This is what the Fed is supposed to control but has a hard time doing. For
decades, the Fed, and the people who make a living analyzing what money is
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doing, monitored the money supply because of the effect it was believed to have on
the national economy. The Fed measures the money supply in three ways, reflect-
ing three different levels of liquidity—or spendability—
different types of money have. By the Fed’s definition, the
narrowest measure, M1, is restricted to the most liquid
kind of money—the money you've actually got in your
wallet (including traveler’s checks) and your checking ac-
count. M2 includes M1 plus savings accounts, time de-
posits of under $100,000, and balances in retail money
market mutual funds. M3 includes M2 plus large-
denomination ($100,000 or more) time deposits, balances
in institutional money funds, repurchase liabilities, and
Eurodollars held by U.S. residents at foreign branches of
U.S. banks, plus all banks in the United Kingdom and
Canada. Last time we looked, the M1 was around $1.2 trillion; the M2, $6 tril-
lion; and the M3, $8.8 trillion. The Fed, by daily manipulation, can alter these
numbers. If the Fed releases less money into the economy, interest rates rise, cor-
porate America borrows and produces less, workers are laid off, and everyone’s
spending is cut back. When the Fed pumps more money into the economy, the
reverse happens. And if it moves too far in one direction or another, the Fed can
create a depression (the result of too much tightening) or hyperinflation (the re-
sult of too much easing).

In theory. The problem is that in practice, the Fed is far less able to control the
economy than it was twenty years ago. There are billions of dollars sloshing
around outside the banking system (some of which have even found their way to
places like Russia and Argentina). What’s more, today a lot of people are hold-
ing money that used to be counted as checking or savings deposits in mutual
funds. Oh yes, and let’s not forget booming credit, which in effect creates a
money supply of its own.

INTEREST RATES

Money, like everything else in the economy, has a price. Beginning in the late
1970s and lasting right through the 1980s, that price was high. Home mortgages
carried double-digit rates, and borrowing on a credit card routinely cost about
19 percent. The Vietnam War, wage and price controls in the early 1970s, the
quadrupling of oil prices, a flabby Fed, and a ballooning budget deficit had all
done their part to push prices up—including the price of money.

Eventually, though, a tougher Fed and a sluggish economy brought down in-
flation, which allowed interest rates to fall. By 1993, some rates were at their
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lowest levels in thirty years. And to everyone’s surprise, they were even lower ten
years later. This is at least partly because of the huge U.S. trade deficit. Foreign
central banks and investors now hold much of the United States’ debt. Because
their interest rates tend to be even lower than ours, they take the dollars we send
them in exchange for record amounts of imported goods and send the dollars
back to the United States, in effect recycling them, in order to take advantage of
our interest rates.
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DISINFLATION

It’s an awkward word, for sure. Simply put, disinflation occurs when prices rise,
but at a slower rate than they did before. So what was so significant about it?
First off, it was a big and welcome change from the 1970s and early 1980s, when
rising prices (and wages that didn’t keep pace) eroded incomes, and consumers
faced sticker shock every time they went shopping. Disinflation, and continuous
low rates of inflation—say 2 percent to 3 percent a year—provide greater cer-
tainty and stability and allow economic activity to proceed at a steadier pace.
(Though folks who expect to earn 10 percent on their certificates of deposit aren’t
necessarily happier.)

In the 1970s, galloping inflation was our biggest problem. In the 1980s, we
were obsessed with the budget and trade deficits. The 1990s shaped up as the
decade of disinflation and price increases have been very moderate ever since.
First, both the Fed and the financial markets will work hard to push interest rates
higher if prices start rising. That, in turn, will immediately dampen animal spir-
its and lower the inflation threat. Second, the U.S. recession of 2001 made it
harder for manufacturers to raise prices, and the slow recovery has kept price in-
creases tame. But the stiffest curb on inflation comes from the growth in world
trade. Read on.

GLOBAL COMPETITION

The bulk of economic theory, and our understanding of how economies actually
work, is based on the assumption that most nations are largely closed—that is,
self-sufficient in the production of most goods and services, open to trade only at
the margin. In the real world, however, trade across borders has been going on for
centuries. And in recent decades, with the growing sophistication of technology,
communications, and transport, it’s become easier and cheaper for more people in
more places to make and ship goods and provide services. The value of world
trade, in real or after-inflation terms, has grown 6.5 percent a year since 1950. For
every $100 billion more in goods that are traded around the world, growth is
pushed about $10-20 billion higher than it otherwise would be, economists say.
Free trade, or relatively free trade, unencumbered by stiff tariffs or quotas, is
responsible for this heady growth. That sounds positive and, for the world as a
whole, it is. New workers and consumers join the global community as trade in-
creases—witness the way millions of Chinese have gotten rich, thanks to China’s
adoption of decidedly uncommunist economic policies. Consumers in industri-
alized nations like the United States can obtain goods that are cheaper than those
made at home, and that should improve living standards. But that benefit is not
uppermost in the minds of workers in the United States, say, who lost their jobs
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because U.S. manufacturers decided to set up shop in Taiwan or Mexico and pro-
duce the same goods more cheaply there.

Today Americans are more and more aware of an alphabet soup of trade and
economic relationships, from APEC and ASEAN to NAFTA and the WTO
(see “Dead-Letter Department,” page 407). All these groups spin an elaborate
web of relationships on which future growth will be based, often within loose
confederations of nations. Are these relationships progrowth? Definitely. But
they also guarantee that economies are anything but closed. So long as trade con-
tinues to grow, wages and prices in relatively wealthy countries will be under
downward pressure. And that means that global competition keeps the inflation
threat low.

FLOATING CURRENCIES AND
THE GOLD STANDARD

All that trade is being financed with U.S. dollars, Japanese yen, the E.U.’s euro,
and a whole lot of other currencies. Every day the value of those currencies
vis-a-vis each other shifts—or “floats"—according to supply and demand on
foreign-exchange markets, and in recent years there've been some mighty big
swings as economic policies change and speculators and investors make big bets.

Businessmen and tourists complain about the uncertainty that accompanies
floating rates, but there’s little alternative. Once upon a time, back in the 1960s
(and for almost a century before), foreign-exchange rates were rigidly fixed—and
only occasionally repegged—and major currencies such as the dollar were valued
in terms of gold. (By this standard, gold was worth $35 an ounce, and dollars
could be turned in for gold.) This setup supposedly lent stability to the world
trading system and ensured that currencies possessed real, not inflated, value.
But currency and investment flows across borders became so enormous in the
late 1960s and early 1970s that the system (known as Bretton Woods, after the
New Hampshire town where it was devised following World War II) unraveled.
In 1971, Nixon took the United States off the gold standard.

Today there are still people who hanker for a gold standard. Gold, the argu-
ment goes, has intrinsic value, while paper does not. But advocates of a return to
the gold standard are like octogenarians who reminisce about the good old days,
forgetting about gas lamps and outhouses. The mechanistic inflexibility of the
gold standard is what forced us to go off it. Floating rates allow these corrections
to occur continually and with relative calm. The system may not be perfect, or
even comprehensible, but it looks as though it’s here to stay.
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Adventure Economics

OR, PUTTING YOUR MONEY
WHERE YOUR MOUTH IS

ecause so many people share in the national pastime known as playing the mar-

ket (which means, of course, the stock market, and used to refer specifically to
the granddaddy of them all, the New York Stock Exchange, but now includes nine
markets that are linked electronically), it’s worth your while to know the rudiments.
The way to do that is to follow the stock tables and read the daily market summaries.
And if you're really ambitious, you can learn about a few other types of markets—
like the bond and futures markets—and think of yourself as a financial polyglot.

THE STOCK MARKET

A stock represents a share, or fractional ownership, in a company, and a very frac-
tional one indeed. Large companies have tens of millions of shares outstanding.
Companies sell stocks (the first time they do it’s called going public) because they
need other people’s money. With a strong base of stockholders’ equity, as the
pool of ownership is known, a company can buy machinery, fill orders, pay its ex-
ecutives handsomely (and its workers not so handsomely), and even borrow
money.

Stock comes in two forms—common and preferred. The difference lies chiefly
in dividend policy (see below) but is also important when a company liquidates.
Then the preferred shareholder is, as the designation implies, in a better position
than the common shareholder.

A dividend is the reward, or payoff, a company gives the stockholder for in-
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vesting in it. It’s actually a piece of the profits, but don’t imagine for a minute that
all the profits are distributed proportionally. No way: Profits must be plowed
back into the company’s operations (and, some might say, into executives’ pock-
ets). But something has to be given to the investor who helped make things hap-
pen, so dividends of anywhere from a few cents to a few dollars per share are
handed over quarterly. The company sets the dividend rate, and every so often
may decide to toss a few more coins the shareholders’ way. But a company, if it is
in poor financial shape, may also suspend paying dividends on common stock or
cut a dividend. The company, however, must distribute dividends in full to pre-
terred stockholders before it pays common stockholders, so it is the latter who
gets their dividends axed first in a pinch.

A capital gain is the profit you make on the sale of your ownership in a com-
pany, provided the company has done well, its stock is in demand, and its stock
price has risen: You hit big in the market.

A /loss is a loss. Today—or the day you bought stock—was not your day.

The stock market is where winners and losers get together. Sometimes it seems
like a party, other times like a wake. Big winners and losers determine the mood,
because the real market makers are pension funds, banks, corporations, and other
money managers, all known as institutional investors. The little guy is just that,
and he tends to get swept up in or under the tidal waves institutional investors
create. The cardinal rule of any market, the stock market included, is buy low; sell
high, but if everyone did that successfully, thered be no markets to speak of. For
any person who buys low, there’s somebody selling low, and for anyone selling high,
there’s someone willing to buy high. Why? Because of expectations and greed. A
person selling low is trying to cut his losses and figures the worst is yet to come, so
it’s time to bail out. And a buyer shelling out big bucks is convinced that stock
prices will go still higher, and he wants to cash in, even if belatedly.

The herd instinct accounts for the tidal waves and derives from the fact that
people are always looking over their shoulder to see what the next guy is doing.
More often than not, for no good reason, they figure he must be right and they
must be wrong. Institutional investors can suffer this market paranoia in the
worst way, so you see how a herd can form and really trample the market. Since
institutions invest in many names, stock prices across the board tend to move in
line with each other during big market swings. All sorts of things can affect the
herd, from a change in tax legislation to a political assassination. But the herd can
also behave in ways that have no obvious explanation, as it did when the bull
market began in August 1982. And it can turn tail and run in the other direction,
as it did when the market crashed in October 1987. It can also be spot-on cor-
rect, as it was throughout the 1990s.

If you watch stocks on a daily or even weekly basis, the numbers will tell
the story of how the market is behaving.

The Dow Jones Industrial Average (DJIA), or simply “the Dow,” the most widely
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used measure of market activity. It’s an index of the price of 30 stocks (but a huge
amount of money) which trade on the New York Stock Exchange, or NYSE,
where the largest companies are listed. Dow Jones publishes the Wall Street Jour-
nal and Barron’s and provides financial information.

NASDAQ stands for National Association of Securities Dealers’ Automated
Quotations system. The NASDAQ_stock market is now the fastest-growing,
most technologically advanced market, listing everything from hot new issues to
established companies such as Apple Computer. Trading volume is second to the
NYSE’s.

AMEX stands for the American Stock Exchange, a distant third in trading
volume.

Some other averages are far more comprehensive. Among those widely cited:
the Standard & Poor’s 500, which tracks large stocks, and the Russell 2000,
which tracks small ones.

Then, too, remember that the stock market isn’t the only market around.
There’s the gptions market, where people buy and sell the rights to buy and
sell stocks, believe it or not. This way, for less money than it would take to
actually buy stocks outright, people can play the market. Without ever own-
ing a stock, they can win big or lose big on its movement. Playing the options
market can be (if that’s possible) even more of a crapshoot than playing the
stock market.

Also dicey for some, though useful for others, is the futures market. This mar-
ket was originally devised to help out farmers and manufacturers who used farm
products. Contracts for future delivery (within a few months) of grains, pork bel-
lies, and assorted other items could be bought and sold, providing a hedge
against anticipated rising costs or falling revenues. But the market has burgeoned
in recent years with the inclusion of a host of new contracts (from foreign ex-
change to stock indexes) and scores of new players. Today hardly anyone active
in the futures market takes actual delivery on a contract. The fastest-growing
component of the market is in financial futures—Treasury bills and the like—
because fluctuating interest rates are still another cost businessmen want to
hedge against and speculators bet against.

Once the staidest of them all, the dond market is not the safe haven many con-
servative investors think it is. Used to be, a company that wanted to fix its bor-
rowing costs for ten or twenty years would borrow money from investors by
issuing bonds. The U.S. Treasury did the same, as did the individual states and
thousands of municipalities. The investor would buy the bond, receive a fixed
amount of interest each year from the issuer, and get back his principal when the
bond matured. Bonds were boring because usually, nothing changed. Prices were
steady because interest rates were generally steady. If interest rates moved slightly
higher, the resale price of the bond, or its price on the secondary market, moved

down a notch. No big deal.
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That’s all changed. Low inflation has brought low interest rates and big profit-
taking to the bond market since the early 1990s. But bond market investors, who
only get paid the value of the dollars they lend, aren’t trusting, and that makes the
bond market anything but staid. Who knows where interest rates will be ten or
twenty years from now? A sharp upturn in rates would send prices plummet-
ing—producing big losses for investors holding long-term (twenty- to thirty-
year) bonds. So this nightmarish guessing game has buyers and sellers tripping
over each other to secure mere fractions of a percentage point in interest.

So much for the markets. If you feel like dipping your big toe in, be fore-
warned: The old adage that you should never invest more than you can afford to
lose still holds true. In fact, it’s truer than ever. Leave the fancy stuff and the big
bets to the old hands. After all, they know more than you.

Or do they?
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Economics Punch Lines

OR, PUTTING YOUR MOUTH
WHERE YOUR MOUTH IS

In the past, all the good jokes were about doctors, lawyers, and politicians, but
now that economists control the politicians and make more money than the
doctors and lawyers, it’s they who've become the butt. As it happens, the jokes
themselves are far too long to recount here. Which means you’ll have to be con-
tent with the punch lines:

Joke 1: “Do you have any idea how many economists you have to kill just to get
a pound of brains?”

Joke 2: “Who do you think was responsible for creating all this chaos in the
first place?”

Joke 3: “The economist says, ‘First, assume the existence of a can opener.’

Joke 4: “The good news is that the bus just went over the edge of the cliff. The
bad news is that there were three empty seats on it.”

»
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Remedial Watching
for Chucky Fans

It’s one thing when they try to get you on opera: You really can simply wave
your passport in their faces and announce that that isn’t what we do here. It’s
quite another when they hit you with movies, which are as American in spirit and
allure as you are—or aren’t. Birth of a Nation got you down? Or Potemkin? Or
Citizen Kane? This'll help.

THE BIRTH OF A NATION
(American, 1915)

Director

D. W. (for David Wark) Griffith. The original and still, to some, the greatest.
Newcomers to Griffith (and, obviously, to film history, in which he is always a
long Chapter 3, right after “The Movies Are Born” and “The Movies Find a
Public”) may, however, appreciate a couple of touchstones. The first: Thomas
Edison. Like him, Griffith was a practical genius, a boy-scientist type who
wanted to solve the problem, not promulgate the theory. The second: Charles
Dickens. Like 4im, Griffith was sentimental, melodramatic, and hopelessly Vic-
torian. A reactionary in terms of his subject matter (big moments in history,
American rural and domestic life, moral-religious allegories) and a philistine
when it came to “art,” he nevertheless single-handedly propelled movies out of
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the realm of stage-bound theatricality and into that of the cinematic. He also
realized, a full decade before anybody else even got around to thinking about it,
the possibilities of the new medium, and contributed its two most basic tech-
niques: the cross-cut (in which we watch a little of one scene, then a little of an-
other, then back to the first, etc., in a way that suggests simultaneous action)
and the close-up (in which we get to feel we know, and are maybe not so very
different from, the characters up there on the screen). Birth of a Nation and In-
tolerance (1916, an interweaving of stories of cruelty from four different civiliza-
tions, from Babylonian times to Griffith’s own) are the “core” Griffith; cultists,
by contrast, dote on Broken Blossoms (1919). Ironical note: Griffith lived too
long, with industry honchos first stripping him of his creative freedom, then
forcing him to edit the botched efforts of other directors, and finally refusing
even to take his phone calls. He died, forgotten, of alcoholism, in a Hollywood
hotel room.

Story

Nation—in the form of two families, the abolitionist Stonemans of Pennsylvania
and the plantationist Camerons of North Carolina, who are, despite their differ-
ences, great friends—is torn apart by Civil War. Reconstruction proves even
worse: Negroes are uppity; Flora Cameron (Mae Marsh)—a.k.a. the Little Sis-
ter—jumps off a cliff to avoid being raped by Gus, an emancipated house slave,
and it takes the Ku Klux Klan, led by Ben Cameron—a.k.a. the Little Colonel—
who, by the way, is in love with Elsie Stoneman (Lillian Gish), to set things
right. Stay put for the climax: cross-cuts between two simultaneous Klan rescues,
one of Elsie, whom a mulatto with a heavy black-supremacy rap wants to make
“queen” of an all-black empire, the other of the entire Cameron family, with a
Stoneman thrown in for good measure, from a cabin being besieged by Negroes
and carpetbaggers.

What All the Fuss Was About at the Time
Nobody had ever seen anything remotely like this: a three-and-a-half-hour epic,

with a coherent plot, persuasive performances, chase scenes, lots of camera
movement, brimming over with emotion and what appeared to be ideas; plus, it
had been budgeted at an unheard of $100,000 and cost an equally unheard of $2
a head to see. Without warning, movies emerged from the penny arcades into re-
spectability. The era of the feature film was born and with it the pattern for the
blockbuster, in which huge sums of money are invested in the hopes of even
huger returns at the box office. Needless to say, not all the East Coast reviewers
thought much of the movie’s bathetic story, simple-minded thesis, and overwrit-
ten title cards (e.g., “Bitter memories will not allow the poor bruised heart of the
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South to forget”). And the racism riled black and liberal viewers. There were
riots in New York, Boston, and Chicago; city fathers demanded cuts; and Jane
Addams and the president of Harvard, among others, wrote chiding letters. All
the brouhaha did, though, was (1) incite Griffith, himself the son of a Kentucky
colonel, to counterattack, first with pamphlets and then with Inzolerance—in his
opinion proof positive that ke, at least, was free from prejudice; (2) suggest to
anybody whod managed to keep his cool just how inflammatory this new
medium could be; and (3) fuel the movie’s publicity and box-office operations.
Not that Birth needed a shot in the arm; it was an immediate hit. As President
Wilson said, “It is like writing history with lightning.”

What All the Fuss Is About Today

Some people are still stuck on the racism, but most of us have moved on to Grif-
fith as fashioner of the “grammar and rhetoric” of film, from his stockpiling of
technical devices to his discovery that the emotional content of a scene, rather
than its physical setup, determined where to place the camera and when to cut.
Then there was his overall success with actors—how he got them to function as
an ensemble as well as to underact (well, for the times it was underacting)—and
his particular success with those contrasting types of womanhood, Lillian Gish
(idealized femininity, purity, frailty) and Mae Marsh (the girl next door). Birzh is
also a valid historical document, not of Civil War days, but of the country fifty
years later, still in reaction to that war. None of which makes for easy viewing:
Birth (ditto Intolerance) has most modern audiences checking the minute hands
of their wristwatches.

THE CABINET OF DR. CALIGARI
(German, 1919)

Director

Robert Wiene, but don't give him another thought: He was a one-shot and he
got the job only because Fritz Lang was tied up making something called T%e
Spiders. Instead, be mindful of the screenwriters, a Czech named Hans Janowitz,
who'd happened to witness a sex murder in Hamburg’s Reeperbahn, and an Aus-
trian named Carl Mayer, whod been examined once too often by army psychia-
trists during World War I; the set designers, a four-man contingent headed by
Hermann Warm, who used expressionist principles and techniques to create the
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movie’s warped, angular look, going so far as to paint in, rather than throw, those
eerie lights and shadows; and even the producer, Erich Pommer, who financed

the whole crazy package and hoped the public would bite.

Story

Check out the frame-tale setup: Patient in mental hospital tells elaborate and
horrifying story of weird, heavily bespectacled carnival-circuit hypnotist (Werner
Krauss), who controls lurching somnambulist, Cesare (Conrad Veidt), inducing
him to commit series of murders. His story told, patient freaks out and is taken
to office of mental hospital’s benign director, who, in the course of examination,
puts on pair of horn-rimmed spectacles and . . .

What All the Fuss Was About at the Time

German intellectuals liked the sick settings, the way a madman’s fantasy life had
been translated into visual terms; French intellectuals went one step further and
coined the term caligarisme, which they used to describe cinema that was ab-
stract, like a “painting in motion,” rather than realistic narrative of natural events
in natural settings—a useful enough idea in a postwar world that was striking
almost everyone as sinister and unworkable. This sort of distortion was not un-
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known in the theater, of course. The amazing thing was that now a movie cam-
era was eschewing reality, apparently no longer interested in recording the “look”
of things, the very purpose it had been devised for. But apart from getting the in-
tellectuals going and setting a certain standard for future “art” films, Caligari
would not seriously influence the course of movies.

What All the Fuss Is About Today

For horror-movie aficionados, this is the granddaddy, happily fleshed out with
mental illness (persecution, hallucination, breakdown) and the chilling ambigui-
ties generated by the tale-within-a-tale format. More than mere horror, however,
Caligari purveys the kind of weirdness that fuels cultism: Here’s a way to get the
jump on friends who are still gaga over Kafka or, what’s worse, Twin Peaks. Then
there’s the movie’s inherent appeal for painters and set designers: Unlike other
classics of the cinema, this is one in which stagecraft and painted flats, rather
than camera movement and dynamic editing, do the job—and get the credit. Fi-
nally, it’s a traditional favorite of sociologists and portent readers: German film
theorist Siegfried Kracauer, for instance, sees in it the beginnings of a “cortége of
monsters and tyrants” that would eventually culminate in Hitler.

NANOOK OF THE NORTH
(American, 1922)

Director

Robert J. Flaherty. Boy with a camera (and a Jean-
Jacques Rousseau streak), intent on revealing the
essence and the quality of life as it was then being
lived in such exotic outposts as the frozen Arctic
(Nanook), the South Seas (Moana), the barren, storm-
tossed islands off Ireland’s west coast (Men of Aran),
and the bayous of Louisiana (7he Louisiana Story).
The first—and most legendary—of the documentary
filmmakers, he sidestepped studios and story lines for
what he could observe out there on his own. Intense
and gentle; paragon of integrity; like Renoir (whom
he helped smuggle out of France and into America during the war), a “poet”
among directors.
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Story

Eskimo family—stalwart Nanook, jolly wife, Nyla, two small children, plus in-
fant in pouch of Nyla’s sealskin parka—survives elements and sculpts nature as
best it can on the shores of Hudson Bay. Very cold, the shores of Hudson Bay.
And crawling with seals. Sequences to note: Family emerges from kayak, one by
one, like circus midgets from a tiny car; Nanook, at trading post, goes wild over
phonograph and tries to eat phonograph record; Nanook, on big ice floe, stands
alone at edge, spearing fish; Nanook builds igloo, from (just as youd always sus-
pected) blocks of compacted snow. But we bet you didn’t know he was going to
install a chunk of frozen river as a window.

What All the Fuss Was About at the Time

Unpredictably, a big commercial as well as critical hit. Of course, it helped that
the picture opened in New York in the middle of one of the hottest Junes on
record, but beyond that, viewers couldn’t get over the way they were invited not
only to travel to a distant clime, but to look into somebody else’s mind and heart.
Plus, everybody wanted to know how Flaherty had done it, had lived for months
in subzero temperatures—a thousand miles from the nearest restaurant, photo-
graphic supply store, oral surgeon, whatever—and had gotten all these Eskimos
not only to trust him, but to take direction (a matter that bothered some critics
so much that they charged Flaherty with misusing “facts”). Then there was
Nanook himself: the bright eyes, the continual smile, the weather-beaten face.
Within a matter of months, Eskimo pies were being sold on both sides of the At-
lantic, and words like “igloo,” “kayak,” and “anorak,” formerly known only to an-
thropologists, were popping up in grade-school civics tests and sporting-goods
store windows. Too bad Nanook couldn’t have basked in his new fame: He died
of starvation, out there on the ice, shortly after the film was released.

What All the Fuss Is About Today

Three things. First, the documentary tradition, of which Flaherty is held to be
the father; how it was discovered that dramatic content could be derived from the
depiction of fact, how documentary is both more “real” and more “respectable”
than the fiction film. Second, Flaherty as counterpoint to Hollywood, as the
great director who, unlike Griffith and Stroheim, wasn’t crushed by it; and who,
unlike Sternberg, didn't collaborate with it; but who simply abandoned it for
places where he couldn’t be reached by phone. Third, the final product, a tri-
umph of structure, editing, and sympathy, even if he did force all those Eskimos
to wear skins and furs that were more Eskimoish than anything they'd ever have
picked out for themselves.
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THE LAST LAUGH (German, 1924)

Director

F. W. (Friedrich Wilhelm) Murnau. Most revered director of Germany’s Golden
Age, which was conceived in the rubble of World War I, thrived through the
heady days of the Weimar Republic, and withered away in the early Thirties, the
result either of Hitler’s crackdown on creative types or of Hollywood’s buying
them all up, or both. A pupil of Max Reinhardt, the Austrian theater impresario,
Murnau jettisoned the expressionism and eerieness of Caligari days and began
serving up bratwurst-and-boiled-potatoes realism. (Even his 1922 Nosferatu,
based on Bram Stoker’s Dracula, used everyday, business-as-usual, port-city-of-
Bremen settings.) Hollywood got its hands on Murnau, too: He made Sunrise,
about a young wife threatened by her unbalanced husband, for Fox in 1927, then
collaborated with Flaherty on a quasi-documentary South Seas drama called
Tabu (1931). Only forty-three, he died in a car crash a week before Tabu’s pre-
miere, thereby affording film historians a favorite example of directorial careers

nipped in the bud.

Story

Dignified old man (Emil Jannings) at top-drawer hotel is exalted by braided and
epauletted uniform that is part and parcel of job. One morning arrives at work to
find that new, young doorman is hailing cabs, lugging suitcases, etc., and that he
has been demoted to washroom attendant and must wear simple white smock.
More humiliation follows, especially at home, where old man, formerly treated
like grand duke, is now treated like dirt. Not to worry: Tacked-on happy ending
has him inheriting fortune of rich American hotel guest and dining sumptuously
in hotel dining room.

What All the Fuss Was About at the Time

Hailed by American critics as “the best film in the world,” Laugh was also a big
popular success. Jannings’ performance, if broad, was a great crowd-pleaser; be-
sides, the world on screen looked real again, instead of like some crazy—and
probably subversive—artist’s nightmare. But the biggest impact was technical,
and Hollywood felt it more deeply than that from any other foreign film: Sud-
denly, the movie camera was actually moving, up and down, forward and back,
through the lobby of the hotel and out onto the street—even in simulation of the
shakiness of a hangover, tracking and tilting and swinging and twirling. Freed
from its fixed tripod (though not yet provided with cranes and dollies), it had be-
come flexible and aggressive, had become—as the film historians like to ob-
serve—an actor.
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What All the Fuss Is About Today

The situation’s been in hand for a while now—unless you're stranded in a room-
ful of NYU film students, all of whom will be noting, in addition to the moving
cameras and the realism, the fact that said realism is subjective (i.e., filtered
through the consciousness of the central character) and that a great deal of at-
tention is being paid to his emotional and psychological state. Even nonstudents,
though, tend to marvel at how easy this movie is to watch, how modern in its
narrative flow. Moreover, the story is told without so much as a title card, so ef-
ficient and eloquent are the visuals—until, that is, a series of cards announce (and
apologize for) the tacked-on, trumped-up ending. Poignant oddity: the signs in
the washroom, which are printed in Esperanto, a token of Murnau’s conviction
that cinema (at the time still silent) was destined to level the linguistic barriers
between nations.

GREED (American, 1924)

Director

Erich von Stroheim. More precisely, either Erich Oswald Hans Carl Marie Stro-
heim von Nordenwald, son of a colonel on the Austrian general staff and himself
a former officer in the Austro-Hungarian cavalry, or Erich Oswald Stroheim,
son of a Prussian-Jewish hatter whod emigrated to Vienna and himself a former
frustrated foreman in his father’s straw-hat factory—depending on whether you
believe Stroheim’s own publicity or its subsequent debunkers. Either way, the
man who, as director and genius, suffered more than anybody else at the hands
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of Hollywood. A meticulous craftsman who exceeded budgets and audience at-
tention spans as a matter of course, he met his nemesis in profit-minded Irving
Thalberg. Of the eight and a half films he managed to turn out in over fifteen
years of directing, all but the first two were mutilated by studio cutters, one was
taken away from him in midproduction, and a couple weren't even released. Even
so, he remains, after Griffith, the most influential director Hollywood turned out
in the years before talkies. (The other bottom-line Stroheim: Foolish Wives,
1922, and The Wedding March, 1928.) Also an actor, both in the Teens (when he
invariably portrayed nasty, stiff-backed Huns and was billed as “the man you love
to hate”) and, following the asphyxiation of his directing career, in such classics
as Renoir’s Grand Illusion (as the aristocratic Colonel von Rauffenstein) and Billy
Wilder’s Sunset Boulevard (as Norma Desmond’s butler and playmate).

Story

From Frank Norris’ turn-of-the-century naturalistic novel McTeague. San Fran-
cisco dentist (that’s McTeague), practicing without a license, fixes tooth of, then
courts and marries, sweet young thing (Zasu Pitts), who, at their engagement
party, learns she’s won $5,000 in lottery: the beginning of the end. A long and
elaborate wedding banquet (a scene in which, among other things, a funeral
cortége can be glimpsed through an open window) follows, along with boredom,
estrangement, blackmail, penury, murder, and a Death Valley climax, in which
ex-dentist and blackmailer fight and die like dogs. Interspersed with above: shot
of long bony arms, belonging to no one in particular, clutching at pile of gold
coins.
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What All the Fuss Was About at the Time
The Stroheim method: How he'd shot the Death Valley scene iz Death Valley

(in 132° heat); how he'd made the cast and crew live in the San Francisco house
they were using as a set; how he kept his actors working till four in the morning;
how no detail, no bit of atmosphere, no bow in the direction of verisimiltude was,
for this man, too much. (For other movies, he'd demand that a life-sized replica
of Monte Carlo be built, that his movie archdukes wear only authentic medals
and have crests on their—perforce—silk underwear.) The fact that he'd submit-
ted a forty-two reel (i.e., ten-hour) movie, edited it to twenty-four reels under
duress, then sat back and watched as the studio hacked it—and all its sub-
plots, bit parts, symbolism, and narrative continuity—to ten reels and two and
a half hours. Also, the subject matter (avarice and human degradation, dirty
dishes and unmade beds, a la Zola), which had one popular critic branding the
film “a vile epic of the sewer,” another “the sour créme de la sour créme.” The few
colleagues whod seen the original forty-two-reel version were dumbstruck, en-
thralled; anybody who saw the ten-reel one had a hard time knowing what was
going on. A monumental commercial failure.

What All the Fuss Is About Today

The Stroheim legend—the man more than the movie. How he, a hatter’s son,
created himself: the aristocratic past, the monocle, the super-erect posture, the
extra-long cigarettes. The fact that while the only version of the film we have is
the two-and-a-half-hour one, the complete screenplay does exist, along with a
few extra stills—a constant provocation to cinephiles, who keep hoping one of
Stroheim’s own original forty-two-reel prints, with coins, fillings, picture frames,
and a canary, all allegedly hand-tinted in gold, will turn up. How we still don’t
know whether a ten-hour movie narrative is aesthetically, let alone commercially,
possible. Then there’s the object lesson for
young directors: One is overweening at one’s
own expense. Finally, for the trivia buffs, the
realization that Zasu Pitts hadn’t always
played ditzy manicurists.
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THE GOLD RUSH (American, 1925)

Director

Charlie Chaplin. Tripped over his own mystique. The product of a Dickensian
English boyhood (complete with drunken father, insane mother, orphanages,
and floggings), Chaplin never stopped acting out his anxieties regarding food,
security, social injustice, ostracism, bullies, and the human condition. Touring
America in a music-hall act, he had been discovered by Mack Sennett, who em-
ployed him in a series of shorts as a puppet and pratfaller. Within a year, Chap-
lin had evolved the Tramp persona, with a cane, a hat, floppy shoes, and a pair of
Fatty Arbuckle’s trousers as props, and negotiated a contract to make his own
pictures. Ahead lay, in addition to enormous popular success, the acclaim of the
culturati; his conviction that he was the Little Man, the Tragic Clown; a loss of
touch with his fans, who were being provided with fewer and fewer laughs and
more and more sentiment; increasingly “heavy” films (City Lights, 1931; Modern
Times, 1936, Monsieur Verdoux, 1947; Limelight, 1952) that garnered mixed reac-
tions; several marriages, most notably his last one, to Eugene O’Neill’s daughter
Oona; deportation from the United States as a Communist sympathizer; a cou-
ple of less-than-successful English-made movies, a la A4 Countess from Hong Kong
(1966); and official rehabilitation in the form of a special Oscar in 1972. He died
in 1977.

Story

The Lone Prospector (Chaplin) joins mass trek to frozen Alaska gold fields;
that’s him looking out at you from the lower left-hand corner of the group pic-
ture. Arrives pursued by bear, and with frying pan spanking buttocks at every
step. Is isolated in tiny cabin in blizzard with two larger and hungrier prospec-
tors; eats own shoe. Meets dance-hall girl and falls in love, but is stood up on
New Year’s Eve, in course of which he dreams he spikes two hard rolls with forks
and causes them to do variety of dances (famous sequence, this). Cabin almost
falls over cliff. Strikes gold. Boards ship for San Francisco. Runs into dance-hall

girl, who, it turns out, loves him back.

What All the Fuss Was About at the Time

To a degree, comedy in general. Chaplin was simply the favorite in a ragtag,
anyone-can-play segment of the industry that boasted Langdon, Lloyd, Lau-
rel and Hardy, and—the only one now regarded as being in Chaplin’s league—
Buster Keaton. Primed, the public applauded. To a degree, Chaplin in general,
too. The first movie-spawned personality to be widely regarded as a genius,
as well as the first international movie star, Chaplin fueled an icons-and-
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memorabilia industry that compares favorably with those of Mickey Mouse
and Harry Potter. The Little Man confronting power and wealth, less hostilely
than ambivalently, appealed to the little man in everybody; the only difference
was they couldn’t use every last body part to convey the pathos, whimsy, and
acuity of it all. As for The Gold Rush itself: Great moments (the bear, the shoe,
those rolls, the precipitously placed cabin), with a nice thematic unity that
critics had not yet started complaining was undermined by too episodic a
structure.

What All the Fuss Is About Today

Most of it’s in the backlash. Chaplin hasn’t been artistically discredited, ex-
actly, but he’s been made to seem self-serving, even circumscribed. The big
beneficiary is Keaton, whose The General has replaced Chaplin’s The Gold
Rush and Modern Times on all-time ten-best lists, as critics rushed to prefer
the former’s athletic naturalness and sense of film’s “possibilities” to the latter’s
balletic self-consciousness and solipsism. Not that anybody’s denying Chap-
lin’s genius—only his modesty, sincerity, and devotion to the art form.
Flashiest critical line for the undecided to take: that Chaplin, unlike Keaton,
put the exterior world behind him—at the expense of his popularity—and
lived out of “the interior, almost schizophrenic relationship between director
and actor.” (That’s Andrew Sarris, by the way.) A saner tack: Be moved by the
grace, the eloquence, the expressiveness of Chaplin’s fingertips, and appreci-
ate how he, like Griffith and Orson Welles, bridges the gap between movies
as art and movies as entertainment.
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POTEMKIN (Russian, 1925)

Director

Sergei Eisenstein, to movies what Freud is to psy-
chology: the theoretician who's never been sur-
passed, the practitioner who’s never been entirely
superseded. Also, like Freud, the right man in the
right place (in this case, Russia) at the right time (the
fifteen turbulent years following the revolution,
during which Soviet films were the most exciting in
the world). You may feel he’s manipulating you, and
he is: Eisenstein subscribed to Lenin’s belief that art
could influence politics and that “the most important
of all the arts, for us, is cinema”; saw that it could not
only capture reality, but transmute it, less through
the stories it told than through bold imagery, stylized
compositions, and, most of all, rhythmic editing.
Only twenty-six when he made Pofemkin (Russians
and purists pronounce that “po-7YOM-kin,” by the
way), Eisenstein would live both to employ his genius
and to suffer for it. Under Stalin he was alternately
purged and reinstated a couple of times a decade until
his death in 1948; as personally devastating was his
sojourn in Hollywood in the early Thirties, during
which he made conversation with Charlie Chaplin and Mary Pickford, posed for
press photos with Rin Tin Tin, collaborated unsuccessfully with Theodore
Dreiser and Upton Sinclair, and watched his dream of filming an epic about
Mexico from Toltec days to the present be sandbagged by the capitalists. Other
seminal Eisenstein: Strike (1924), Ten Days That Shook the World (a.k.a. October;
1927), the two-part Tvan the Terrible (1942-1946).

Story

It’s 1905. Sailors on the tsarist battleship Potemkin, anchored off the Black Sea
port of Odessa, grow tired of, among other things, maggots in their meat.
Group of them rebels and is ordered shot by firing squad made up of their
mates. “Brothers! Who are you shooting at?” shouts rebels’ ringleader, and
rebellion becomes shipwide mutiny. As it happens, the citizens of Odessa—
workers, mothers with baby carriages, bearded university professors, plus an am-
putee and an unforgettable old lady with pince-nez—see rightness in all this, and
gaily assemble on the broad white steps in the middle of the town, where, within




FILM

163

five minutes, they are gunned down and trampled on by a couple of hundred
Cossack soldiers. But the spirit of revolution lives on. In the final segment, the
Potemkin races toward an imperial squadron, prepared to do battle. Guns are
drawn on it, but, in the nick of time, it runs up flags spelling out “Join us.” The
fleet does not fire. Everybody cheers.

What All the Fuss Was About at the Time

First off, that Potemkin didn’t look like
a movie, didn’t look staged (as the high-
artifice films that were coming out of Ger-
many did) or even acted; in fact, it read as a
newsreel. Second, that it was such powerful
stuff: Nobody who's seen the Odessa Steps
sequence will ever forget it (or admit that he
has, anyway). Of course, that’s not to say
that he’ll be aware of what went into it: on
the one hand, of Eisenstein’s commitment
to “actuality,” to using real people rather
than actors (a furnace man as the ship’s doc-
tor, a gardener as the ship’s priest, and
sailors as the sailors) and shooting on location rather than in the studio; on the
other, of his clever and intense use of montage, a kind of hyper-rhythmic editing
in which Image A (shot of boots of soldiers marching relentlessly toward top of
steps) is juxtaposed with Image B (shot of woman protesting soldiers’ butchery)
in such a way that the audience anticipates and becomes psychologically involved
with a third, as yet unseen Image C, resulting from the “collision” of the first two.
Thinkers pointed out that this was really just the application of the principles of
dialectical materialism to art, but that wasn't what had Mary Pickford, Douglas
Fairbanks, and Cecil B. De Mille making pilgrimages to Moscow, or young
American intellectuals sitting night after night in Eighth Street movie houses.
This movie seemed to be ushering in the twentieth century, taking up where
Griffith had left off. With Pofemkin, cinema had at last given up the theatrical,
and the literary, and spoken in its own language. And, in just five reels and
eighty-six minutes, it blew you away besides.

What All the Fuss Is About Today

The montage is still right in there: How, without it, is any true cinéaste going
to go on to deal with, say, Godard? An even bigger come-on: the fact that this
exciting, dynamic, idealistic, ideological, brave era of Soviet moviemaking
didn’t last; that Eisenstein and his colleagues would, within five years, be
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branded formalists and decadents by Stalin and company and that Soviet film
would take a nosedive into banality. (Of course, the same thing was taking
place in Germany under Hitler, but at least the Germans—producers, direc-
tors, actors, screenwriters, cameramen, and, for all we know, hair and makeup
people—got to relocate to LA.) Finally, there’s the sheer power of it all.
Even if the story seems a little cartoonish, the idea of Eisenstein defining an
art form, seizing the moment, defying hubris and Hollywood is wvery
Promethean. For those who prefer the statistical angle: With Renoir’s La
Regle du Jeu and Welles’ Citizen Kane, Potemkin is one of the three movies
guaranteed to show up, decade after decade, on every international critic’s all-
time ten-best list.

THE PASSION OF JOAN OF ARC
(French, 1928)

Director

Carl-Theodor Dreyer, a Dane then working in Paris. And that’s not all: The set
designer was a German (Hermann Warm, from Caligari days), the cameraman a
Pole, and the star, Maria Falconetti, an Italian, but the picture, from subject mat-
ter to aesthetics, is strictly French. Spoken of in the same hushed tones as Grif-
fith, Eisenstein, and Renoir, but for most of us, even harder to get down with.
Three possible ins: the supernatural angle (Dreyer’s obsessed with witches and
vampires, even if he does see them as all-too-human martyrs), the Bergman con-
nection (having learned to tolerate one Scandinavian’s bottomless guilt and pain,
you shouldn’t have too much trouble plugging into another’), and the old sym-
pathy ploy (Dreyer, unappreciated in his own lifetime, could pursue his art only
by dint of the money he made as manager of a Copenhagen movie theater, never
got to make a movie about the life of Christ, never got to work in Hollywood like
his mentor Griffith, etc., etc.). Other vintage Dreyer: Vampyr (1932), Day of
Wrath (1943), and Order (1955).

Story

Based on actual trial records that, in 1928, had just come to light: A series of five
grueling cross-examinations, culminating in the execution, at the stake, of Joan
(Falconetti), but not before giant close-ups have told us everything we ever
wanted to know about Joan and her accusers (among them Antonin Artaud, pre-
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“Theater of Cruelty,” as the only compassionate one). But plot isn’t the point
here. Go instead for the passion, in this case almost equal parts eroticism and re-
ligious persecution.

What All the Fuss Was About at the Time

The camerawork, especially as it fixed on faces (not to
mention Joan’s dirty fingernails) rather than action and
events, faces that fill the screen and come complete
with sweat, tears, wrinkles, warts, and spittle, and are
thrown into even higher relief by the starkness of the
sets and the dead whiteness of the sky. And, equally,
Falconetti’s performance as Joan: the way she managed
to emanate sainthood, sorrow, and suffering, all with-
out benefit of makeup—or, for that matter, much in the
way of hair. (As one of Dreyer’s assistants remarked
later, “It was a film made on the knees.”) An enormous
success with the critics, who hailed it as the ultimate
silent film, the distillation of a decade of creative film-
making in Europe; the man from the New York Times,
for instance, announced that it made “worthy pictures
of the past look like tinsel shams.” Banned in Britain, by the way, for its de-
piction of English soldiers stealing Joan’s ring and sticking their arrows in her
arm.

What All the Fuss Is About Today

Ignore the comparisons of Passion to various musical forms (most often an organ
fugue); what you really have to grasp is the fact that this, of all the standard mas-
terpieces of world film, is the one that separates the sheep from the goats, the
aesthetes from the philistines, the devotees from the hangers-on. The former
have largely shut up about Falconetti, who was so drained by this film she never
made another. But they still can’t get over those faces. Ditto the wild blend of
fleshiness and spirituality. If you must find fault, cite the title cards—so disrup-
tive, so unnecessary, and so emblematic of the silent film’s increasing frustration
at not being able to speak. By all means, point out that sound had already arrived
in France as Dreyer began Passion, and that, had he succeeded in obtaining fi-
nancing, the last great work of silent film might have been the first great master-
piece of the sound era. Then finish your espresso and go home.
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L’AGE D’OR (French, 1930;
English title, THE GOLDEN AGE)

Director

Luis Bufiuel. The Spanish maverick who, yoking the outrageous with the matter-
of-fact, the blasphemous with the banal, managed to parlay one of the least
flashy—and, frankly, least cinematic—of directing styles into a career that, a half
century later, was still going strong. In 1930, though, Bufiuel was just getting
started, having arrived in Paris five years earlier with his friend and fellow surreal-
ist Salvador Dali. The year before, the two had collaborated on Un Chien Andalou,
the seventeen-minute manifesto-on-film, having nothing to do with either dogs
or Andalusians, in which a girl’s eye gets slashed with a razor, a man’s hand is
shown crawling with ants, and dead burros lie sprawled across two grand pianos.
Now they undertook something more ambitious: an hour’s worth of denunciation,
obsession, and mania, financed by the famous French “angel,” the Vicomte de
Noailles. Dali, who wasn't the easiest man in the world to work with (hed try to
convince you, for instance, that his waxed moustache served as an antenna for his
muse, then turn around and expect you to buy a painting from him), had gotten
that much worse since all the Chien notoriety, and lasted only a day on the L'4ge
set. Despite the credits (and with the exception of one gag, in which a man walks
with a large stone on his head), the film is pure Buiiuel.

Story

May as well begin with the documentary footage of the
scorpions. Not that it prepares you for the bandits, or
the Majorcans, or the fellow kicking a violin down the
street. In a way, it does prepare you for the man and his
mistress, though not necessarily for the mud they’re
rolling in. Things are a little more upbeat at the marquis’
party (ignore the kitchen fire and the gamekeeper who
shoots his little boy), especially once the man and mis-
tress get out to the garden, where they try to have sex
while seated in two wicker garden chairs. Try, that is,
until he is summoned inside to take the minister’s phone
call and she busies herself with the toe of the statue. At
some point somebody throws a Christmas tree, an arch-
bishop, a plough, a stuffed giraffe, and several pillowfuls
of feathers out a window. Then, before you know it, we're leaving a chateau in the
company of four worn-out orgiasts; look for a cross, covered with snow and fes-
tooned with a woman’s hair. The End—accompanied by a happy little Spanish
march, the kind you might hear at a bullfight.
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What All the Fuss Was About at the Time

Le bourgeois wasn't just épaté—he was livid. A funhouse mirror full of the pres-
sures and postures of the day, L'4ge pilloried Church, State, and Establishment,
and monkeyed with morals, manners, and bodily functions. To get it past the
censors, Bufiuel had to position the film as “the dream of a madman”; now he
billed it as “a desperate, passionate appeal to murder.” Although it took a few
weeks for the news to get around, eventually gangs of Fascists, Catholics, and
anti-Semites broke into the theater, threw stink bombs and purple ink at the
screen, and slashed the paintings by Dali, Max Ernst, and Man Ray hanging in
the lobby. Then the right-wing press got in on the action, along with the police
chief. The film was banned, and Bufiuel was branded a subversive. He went back
to Spain and made a scathing documentary called Land Without Bread, likewise
banned; he wouldn't direct another movie for fifteen years.

What All the Fuss Is About Today

Unlike Chien, which seems a little on the adolescent, look-Ma-no-hands side,
L’Age comes across as fresh, stringent, biting, if anything enhanced by all that’s
gone on between then and now. It’s your single best introduction to (1) avant-
garde cinema (marked by its fondness for abstraction, its eschewal of narrative,
and its overall flakiness), (2) surrealism (with all its jarring, illogical literalness,
plus more Freudian bric-a-brac than you can shake a phallus at), and (3) Bufiuel
himself (whose later themes, targets, and preoccupations it sets in motion). The
other avant-garde—and quasi-surrealist—film of the period: Jean Cocteau’s
Blood of a Poet (also 1930, also financed by the Vicomte de Noailles), a “poem on
celluloid,” according to Cocteau, featuring a mouth in a drawing that comes
alive, a hermaphrodite with a Danger de Mort sign in its crotch, and a fatal snow-
ball fight. After its rhapsodizing and self-congratulation, you’ll appreciate
Bufiuel’s outrage all the more.

STAGECOACH (American, 1939)

Director

John Ford. The grand old man of American movies. Gruff, big-hearted, medita-
tive Irishman with a taste for folklore and nostalgia. In many ways a throwback
to Griffith (sentimental, moralistic, committed to the probing of character and
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motive), Ford remained, through the Forties and Fifties, the single most impor-
tant director whom Hollywood didn't totally undo. Instead it gave him four Os-
cars (for The Informer, 1935; The Grapes of Wrath, 1940; How Green Was My
Valley, 1941; and The Quiet Man, 1952), plus a couple more for his wartime doc-
umentaries. He also received, in 1973, the first of the American Film Institute’s
Life Achievement Awards, a fitting tribute to a man who, over the course of fifty
years, made some 130 movies (including silents), the majority of which dealt
with the American experience—the history, the dream, the legend—in one form
or another, most notably the western. You can complain that Ford’s maudlin and
simplistic; you can regret that he ever took on such highfalutin, arty projects as
Informer and Grapes; and you can explain how, unlike his confrére Howard
Hawks (more on him in a minute), he needed a strong screenwriter at his side,
but you can’t not stand up when he enters the room.

Story

Grand Hotel with sagebrush and on wheels. Stagecoach in question is bound for
Cheyenne; on board are a former Confederate officer turned cardsharp (John
Carradine), an alcoholic doctor (Thomas Mitchell, whod played Scarlet
O’Hara’s father that same year), a prostitute (Claire Trevor) who's just been run
out of town, a timid whiskey salesman, an escaped convict, a bank embezzler,
and, of course, the pregnant wife of a cavalry lieutenant, who refuses to speak to
the prostitute. Andy “Jingles” Devine is the driver. Along the way they’re joined
by the Ringo Kid (John Wayne), who’s lost his horse; both the prostitute and
the doctor undergo radical transformations (he becomes Marcus Welby); the
army wife gives birth; the Apaches attack; the cavalry comes to the rescue; and,
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finally, in Cheyenne, the Ringo Kid settles an old score with the Plummer boys,
then rides off with the prostitute to start a new life.

What All the Fuss Was About at the Time

The western, already an established Hollywood genre, gained new respectability.
It also gained a form, a flexibility, and an overall relevance: Now “prestige” direc-
tors could make westerns without being accused of slumming. John Wayne, pre-
viously no great shakes, became a star—as did Monument Valley, the tract on the
Utah-Arizona border with all those buttes, mesas, and sandstone spires; both
would figure in many John Ford westerns to come, notably the so called cavalry
trilogy (Fort Apache, She Wore a Yellow Ribbon, and Rio Grande). Literary types
got to note the resemblance to Guy de Maupassant’s short story “Boule de Suif,”
about a prostitute traveling in a carriage with a bunch of bourgeois during the
Franco-Prussian War, while everybody else in the theater watched for the Indi-
ans to mass on the horizon.

What All the Fuss Is About Today

To be honest, there isn’t much. Stagecoach was remade in the Sixties, with Ann-
Margret in the Claire Trevor role, but the fact that we’re even telling you that
shows you how little news there is here. However, Stagecoach is still the best
choice for those who want in on the Ford mystique, an important first stop
on anybody’s road toward the bitter, dark (and cultish) The Searchers. Do be
careful with the important Ford/Hawks polarity. Born in 1895 and 1896, re-
spectively, they both made westerns (Hawks was even smart enough to hire
Ford’s boy, John Wayne) and they both hung around forever, with Peter Bog-
danovich hounding them for interviews and dinner invitations every step of the
way. But Hawks was never the Establishment favorite Ford was (no Academy
Awards, for instance, unless you want to count a “special” one), perhaps because
he eschewed art for action, sentimentality for cynicism, the safe idea of woman
as Maureen O’Hara for the sexy idea of woman as Lauren Bacall. With no folk-
lore and great humor (Ford had none), Hawks made at least one film in every
important genre: the gangster picture (Scarface), the screwball comedy (Bringing
Up Baby), the film noir (The Big Sleep), the musical (Gentlemen Prefer Blondes),
and yes, the western (Rio Bravo). He wasn't an innovator, as Ford could be when
he chose, but he was the most artless of the great Hollywood directors—so
craftsmanlike, so in control as to be “invisible.” And it was Hawks, not Ford,
who stopped those Cabiers du Cinéma French boys cold when they first discov-
ered Hollywood.
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LA REGLE DU JEU (French, 1939;
English title, THE RULES OF THE GAME)

Director

Jean Renoir. The grand old man of world cinema, impossible to dislike and even
harder to disparage. Had his ups (sunny, unfettered childhood overseen by his fa-
ther, Pierre Auguste, the Impressionist painter; unbroken lifetime string of sup-
portive women and creative collaborators, what he called his éguipe; at least one
film that was both a popular and critical smash, namely the 1937 La Grande II-
lusion, about national loyalties and class affinities in a World War I German pris-
oner-of-war camp). And his downs (majority of his films misunderstood and
cold-shouldered at the time they were released; Régle, his masterpiece, first
butchered, then withdrawn, finally bombed to smithereens; personal inability to
cope with Hollywood during his exile there in the Forties). Words to brace your-
self for in any discussion of Renoir: humanism, realism (and/or naturalism), lyri-
cism; luminosity, spontaneity, generosity; nature, artifice, civilization. What
they’re really trying to say: that Renoir’s heart was in the right place, that he took
the long view, that he cared about people (especially his actors, for the sake of
whom he was willing to sacrifice plot, dialogue, or technique), that he had an
artist’s soul as well as eye and winked at his audience with both, that he under-
stood how—as one of the characters in Régle puts it—“The terrible thing is that
everyone has his own reasons.” Basic Renoir, in addition to Reégle and Ilusion,
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the two big guns: Boudu Saved from Drowning (1932; the inspiration for Down
and Out in Beverly Hills), A Day in the Country (1936), The Southerner (1945;
about a family of sharecroppers, the best from his Hollywood period), The River
(1951; shot in India), The Golden Coach (1952; in which Anna Magnani plays an
actress on tour in eighteenth-century Peru).

Story

Rich marquis throws elaborate country house party for high-toned (if, entre nous,
somewhat vulgar) friends; sex, games, and the chase on everybody’s mind, no-
tably those of marquis, marquis’ wife, her aviator lover, marquis’ mistress, estate
gamekeeper, his wife the lady’s maid, and poacher new to the neighborhood.
(Also at the party: Octave, the friend of the family, played by Renoir himself.) In
the course of the week or two that everyone’s together, there’s a hunt (watch for
the beaters flushing the rabbits and pheasants), elaborate theatrics and a fancy-
dress ball, the shooting of the aviator by the gamekeeper, and a tour of the mar-
quis’ collection of wind-up toys.

What All the Fuss Was About at the Time

To begin with, that Renoir had gotten carried away. Because of bad weather and
casting problems, Régle wound up costing twice what it was supposed to; plus it
ran 113 minutes and the front office insisted it be shaved down. Also, what with
Europe in a tizzy and war about to break out, a lot of people weren’t much in the
mood for what Renoir called “an exact depiction of the bourgeois of our time”;
for the ultranationalists and anti-Semites among them, the presence in the cast
of a Jew (the marquis) and an Austrian (the marquis’ wife) was the last straw.
Then there were those who merely found the movie immoral, decadent, or in-
comprehensible. More footage was cut. Even so, Régle was banned as demoraliz-
ing; when the Nazis arrived on the scene, it was banned all over again. To add
insult to injury, in 1942 the Allies inadvertently destroyed the film’s original neg-
ative. (English-speaking audiences wouldn't get to see the complete, painstak-
ingly reconstructed version until the late 1950s.) In the meantime Renoir had
fled to America; by the time he returned to France in the early 1950s his spirit
was broken.

What All the Fuss Is About Today

Half the crowd raves about how dazzling, complex, brilliantly structured and
ironic it is; the other half about its richness, sensuality, egalitarianism, and droll-
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ness. Then they get down to specifics: the multiple viewpoint, how Régle doesn’t
root for one side or the other in the class war, how it was the first psychologically
sophisticated film in which the notion of “good” people and “bad” people was
completely eliminated. Alternatively, Renoir’s use of the deep focus, in which the
camera pulls back to show us a landscape as clear and sharp as characters busily
ensnaring each other in the foreground—a perfect way to probe human relation-
ships, establish man’s interaction with the world, and engage the viewer by
bringing him into the field of action. Or maybe you prefer to think of Renoir as
the spiritual leader of the French cinema, whose artistry and humanity served, in
the Thirties, as the only alternative to Hollywood brashness and glamour. If you
aren't swept away by any of the above, at least be mindful of Renoir’s enormous
influence on the next generation of filmmakers, from Truffaut and the New
Wave in France, to the neo-realists (De Sica, Rossellini, et al.) in Italy, to Satya-
jit Ray, who never stopped talking about how he met Renoir when the latter was
filming The River on the banks of the Ganges. Finally, there’s critic Pauline Kael,
who pointed out how Régle foreshadows all those jaundiced house-party movies
of the 1960s—L Avventura, La Dolce Vita, Last Year at Marienbad—in which the
big house symbolizes the remains of European civilization.

CITIZEN KANE (American, 1940)

Director

Orson Welles. The wunderkind: Kane, which he produced, directed, wrote
(sort of ), and starred in, all at the age of twenty-five, remains the most im-
pressive directorial—and entrepreneurial—debut in movie history. Keep in
mind that Welles already had an out-sized reputation when he got to Holly-
wood, as an actor and director for the stage (he had founded the Mercury
Theater in 1937) and radio (he was the force behind the weekly Mercury The-
ater of the Air); it was this reputation that accounted for the degree of artistic
and financial control he was given on Kane, and the degree of suspicion and
dislike Hollywood instinctively felt for him. After Kane, which turned out to
be a commercial failure and a public-relations fiasco, it was all dowhill. His
next (and next best) film, The Magnificent Ambersons (1942), was reedited in
his absence, and everything from then on suffered from either funding or
quality-control problems. Still, nobody’s had more influence on young film-
makers over the last fifty years. Many of them see Welles as a titan, commit-
ted to art and personal vision, eager to experiment with storytelling and
cinematography, a man brought down by nothing less than hubris. Others see
him as a big chubby boy given to overstatement, unnecessary camera move-
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ment, and half-baked profundity, a man done in by simple egomania. Our fa-
vorite summation of Welles: that of Herman J. Mankiewicz, coauthor of the
Kane screenplay, who, observing the big man on the set one day, was heard to
mutter, “There, but for the grace of God, goes God.” Other Welles you might
consider turning out for: The Lady from Shanghai (1948), Macbeth (1948), Touch
of Evil (1958), Mr. Arkadin (1962), The Trial (1963), Chimes at Midnight (1966,
with Welles as Falstaff).

Story

Never a dull moment. Media baron and thwarted politician Charles Foster
Kane (played by Welles and based largely on William Randolph Hearst) dies, in
bedroom of fabulous castle home, Xanadu (cf. San Simeon), with “Rosebud” his
last spoken word. Cut to March of Time—style newsreel acquainting us with the
outline of his overscale, somewhat unsavory, and absolutely enigmatic life. Cut
to newspaper office, whence young reporter is dispatched to discover essence of
same, especially as it might be summed up by word “Rosebud.” He visits library
established by Thatcher, Kane’s childhood guardian (George Couloris), where
he reads of Kane’s youth and, of course, this being the twentieth century, of
Kane’s mother (Agnes Moorehead); then interviews, in succession, Kane’s busi-
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ness manager (Everett Sloane), Kane’s best friend (Joseph Cotten), Kane’s mis-
tress (Dorothy Comingore), and Kane’s majordomo at Xanadu. Loads of flash-
backs, in which we observe Kane run newspaper, stir up war with Cuba, marry
niece of president (Ruth Warrick), meet toothachy mistress and attempt to turn
her into diva, run for office. But reporter never finds out what “Rosebud”
means. We do, though: After everybody’s gone home, camera registers it as
name of sled, now being consigned by workmen to Xanadu’s furnace, that Kane
hit Thatcher in stomach with when, so many years ago, latter tried to separate
him from mother.

What All the Fuss Was About at the Time

Prime example of a film undone by advance publicity, most notably attempts by
Hearst to suppress, buy up, calumniate, etc., Kane. He succeeded in making dis-
tribution a nightmare for parent studio RKO and in infuriating, boring, and per-
plexing enough people so that, when the film finally came out, it died on the
vine. (Hollywood, ever vulnerable in the manners-and-morals department, and
fearing another Fatty Arbuckle—type scandal, got so roiled it booed Kane at the
Academy Awards every time one of its nine nominations came up; that year John
Ford’s How Green Was My Valley was the big winner.) Then there was Welles the
man, the sacred monster, the virtuoso, who in Kane did with the moving picture
almost everything that could be done with it, yanking his audiences forward
and backward in time, montaging sound as well as image, plunging his camera
through, say, the skylight of a New Jersey cabaret rather than using the front
door—and then, on top of the pyrotechnics, starred in the thing himself. Scan-
dal and bravura—but Kane remained out of circulation from its initial release till
its late-1950s art-house revival.

What All the Fuss Is About Today

Welles and Kane zoom to very top of 1972 Sight { Sound international critics
poll! The most written about, most controversial movie ever! America on map
as producer of sound films to rival Europe’s! The one American talking picture
that “seems as fresh today as the day it opened” (That last is Pauline Kael,
whose The Citizen Kane Book is required reading for zealots.) On the other
hand, you can, as far as fashioning a personal reaction to Kane, do better. Revel
in the film’s unabashed theatricality, its sleight of hand, its highly visible “in-
sides.” Note the polished camera work of Gregg Toland, the Bernard Herrmann
score. Suggest that Kane hints at the insanity implicit in American pop cul-
ture—and American life—as broadly as a Busby Berkeley musical number. (Or
Jeftrey Dahmer.) Get behind Kael’s assertion that screenwriter Mankiewicz is
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the real genius behind Kane; then cite Peter Bogdanovich’s refutation of same.
And rather than alluding to Rosebud (a gimmick in the film, a cliché in film
talk), take as your favorite scene the one in which old Bernstein, Kane’s business
manager, reminisces about seeing the girl in the white dress on the Jersey ferry:
“She didn’t see me at all,” he says, “but I'll bet a month hasn’t gone by since, that
I haven’t thought of that girl.”

For Extra Credit

THE THIRTEEN NEXT-BIGGEST-DEAL
MOVIES THEY MADE BEFORE YOU—OR
STEVEN SPIELBERG—WERE BORN

1. The General (Buster Keaton, 1926). Now widely held to be the best of
all Twenties comedies, bar none. (In case you hadn’t noticed, Keaton’s
no longer playing Garth to Chaplin’s Wayne.) The reasons: action
that’s all of a piece, rather than episodic and “taped together” (South-
ern engineer gets back the supply train Yankee soldiers have hijacked,
as well as his girlfriend, who was accidentally aboard), plus technique
that integrates character and environment, incident and existence,
instead of just capturing a few brilliant pantomimes on celluloid. Un-
like Chaplin, Keaton doesn’t mime, emote, or ingratiate—he merely
stares, a man up against a whole army (not just the town bully), with a
face as quintessentially American as Abe Lincoln’s (cf. Chaplin’s Old
World one) and a girl who’s more pain in the ass than Holy Grail.

2. Mother (Vsevolod Pudovkin, 1926). Soviet movies aren’t just Eisen-
stein. In fact at the time, many critics preferred the work of his con-
temporary Pudovkin, who was lyric and emotional where Eisenstein
was epic and intellectual, and who, as Dwight Macdonald remarked,
used his shots as a novelist uses words rather than, a la Eisenstein, as a
musician uses notes. Case in point: Mother, Pudovkin’s masterpiece,
the tale of a woman who, tricked by the police into betraying her own
son (who’s in league with a bunch of striking workers), learns that rad-
icalism is the only way to fly; it’s all from a Maxim Gorky story you
may know in its subsequent Mother Courage incarnation. To be noted:
The professional actors (cf. Eisenstein’s insistence upon using nonpro-
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Life underground
in Metropolis

fessionals); the fact that the movie’s hero while symbolic, is neverthe-
less an individual (cf. Eisenstein’s masses); the way in which montage
here is a function of “linkage,” of shots being used like so many build-
ing blocks (as opposed to Eisenstein’s dialectical “collision” of images).

. Metropolis (Fritz Lang, 1926). As Caligari begot the horror film, Me-

tropolis—futuristic and allegorical—generated the sci-fi one. Here
we're in a city (said to have been inspired by Lang’s first shipboard
view of New York) built on two levels, one for the rich, with sky-
scrapers and hanging gardens and air taxis, the other—subterranean
and prisonlike—for the workers who keep the aboveground society
going. The story, which is perfectly preposterous, concerns a banker’s
son who decides to go live with the workers, whereupon he falls in
love with a girl name Maria. Do note, however, the sets (not that it’s
easy to miss them) and the way in which the cast of hundreds is made
to function more as scenery than as crowd. As for Lang: He’s a tough
nut, and a bitter one (half-Jewish, he'd fled Germany even though
Hitler wanted him to stay and make pro-Nazi movies), with a pen-
chant for criminality and angst, the guilty innocent and the femme
fatale.
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4. Napoléon (Abel Gance, 1927; full title, Napoléon vu par Abel Gance).
The highlight of the 1927 movie season, when the original seven-hour
version premiered at the Paris Opéra. Also, the highlight of the 1981
New York movie season, when a painstakingly reconstituted four-hour
version (by movie scholar Kevin Brownlow, egged on by Francis Ford
Coppola) was shown at Radio City Music Hall. You're up against two
things here. The first is scale: from the 6,000 extras and 150 sets to the
nicely matched ambitions of subject Napoleon and director Gance,
plus the sheer enveloping scope of the tripartite, fifty-foot-by-twelve-
and-a-half-foot screen. The second is technology. Gance’s Polyvision,
as wraparound as Cinerama, in fact predates it by thirty years. What’s
more, scholars see Napoléon as a clearinghouse for silent-screen tech-
niques (Gance wasn’t known as the French Griffith for nothing) and
tend to be especially overwhelmed by his moving cameras, sometimes
handheld, sometimes suspended by wires, sometimes strapped to
horses, pendulums, or, we're told, dancers’ bellies.

5. Pandora’s Box (G. W. Pabst, 1929). By the other Golden Age German
director who, along with Murnau and Lang, you maybe should have
heard of. Not Pabst’s most famous movie (that would be Joyless Street or
his bastardization of Brecht’s The Threepenny Opera or maybe Kamerad-
schaft, about German miners who rescue French ones), but probably
your best investment. For one thing, it’'ll prepare you for the big-deal
Alban Berg opera Lu/u, all about sex and parasitism. For another, it’ll
afford you the chance to watch American actress Louise Brooks do her
thing as Lulu. The movie goes on forever before Lulu, having devoured
her fifth or sixth mate, praying-mantis-style, and now down and out in
London, meets her match in Jack the Ripper; but there are enough
high-perversity moments along the way to keep most of us latter-day
sexual sophisticates satisfied.

6. The Blue Angel (Josef von Sternberg, 1930). Perverse, psychoerotic saga
of how cabaret queen Lola Frohlich (Marlene Dietrich), who sings
“Falling in Love Again” several times a night and spits into her
mascara, transforms poor, respectable Professor Rath (Emil Jannings)
into a whimpering clown given to doing his chicken imitation in front
of an audience of vindictive former pupils. May give you another inter-
esting insight or two into the frenzy and murkiness of Twenties Ger-
many; will certainly acquaint you with the von Sternberg mystique—
the visual bravura; the aspirations toward high art and European cul-
ture; the all-in-the-same-breath preoccupation with glitter and gutter;
and, of course, with Dietrich, whom von Sternberg subsequently
brought to Hollywood and directed in a string of cult classics full of
veils, nets, fog, and smoke. After their collaboration petered out in the
mid-Thirties, von Sternberg ceased to count for much, but the per-
sonal legend, the mastery of cinematic illusion and sexual delusion, the
commitment to languor and decadence at a time when other directors
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Showgirl (Marlene
Dietrich) ensnares
educator (Emil
Jannings) in

The Blue Angel

were trying to say something meaningful about society, vouchsafe him
classic status.

7. Earth (Aleksandr Dovzhenko, 1930). For those desiring a glimpse of

the Russian countryside beyond what they got in Dr. Zhivago.
Dovzhenko, the third genius of Soviet silent film, stands apart from his
illustrious colleagues: The son of an illiterate Ukranian peasant, he
taught himself filmmaking, didnt choose to theorize, and had a
predilection for the folkways, nicely blended with poetry and satire.
His movie world has less to do with montage than with horses that talk
(in title cards, of course), paintings of military heroes that roll their
eyes, and animals who, as one critic notes, sniff the air and smell the
revolutionary spirit. In Earzh, his masterpiece, one’s confronted by na-
ture, life, death, childbirth, and a farm in the process of being collec-
tivized. Unfortunately, the shot in which a group of peasants urinate
into a tractor’s radiator to keep it from boiling over has been removed
from the foreign-release prints.
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8. Le Million (René Clair, 1931). Breezy, flirtatious tale of Parisian artist
Lothario who leaves winning lottery ticket in pocket of sports jacket,
subsequently lent by softhearted girlfriend to passing thief, who hap-
pens to run secondhand clothing store on the side, where jacket is pur-
chased by touring Metropolitan Opera tenor. Somehow, everybody
(and all his friends) winds up on stage at the opera that night, then goes
back to the hero’s garret for an &'/2-style snake dance. Stylized (some-
where between ballet and puppet theater) and a musical (perhaps the
first in which the music really carries the story forward), Million is im-
mensely likable; it’s also the prototype for the Marx Brothers’ 4 Night
at the Opera. Watch what you say about Clair, though. A founding fa-
ther of the talking picture and considered a paragon of levity and wit as
recently as thirty years ago, he’s now written off by many as a flufthead
who relied too much on special effects.

9. Trouble in Paradise (Ernst Lubitsch, 1932). The plot doesn’t recount
well (in a sentence, male-female pair of jewel thieves, impersonating
aristocrats, set up French perfume heiress) and the stars are disap-
pointingly second-order (Herbert Marshall, Miriam Hopkins, Kay
Francis). But you'll find out, in no time flat, what those “Lubitsch
touches” are: the “dry sparkle” of language and sexuality; the “artless”

Jewel thieves
(Herbert Marshall
and Miriam
Hopkins, right)
ensnare perfume
heiress (Kay
Francis) in
Trouble in
Paradise
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10.
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wit, visual and otherwise; the “moderne” period sense; the ellipsis, the
polish, the perfectionism; the total grasp of Americans’ preoccupation
with sex and money; the caress. Lubitsch (according to Andrew Sarris,
“the least Germanic of German directors as Lang was the most Ger-
manic”) was also the only silent-era director Hollywood imported from
Europe whom it didn’t wind up disappointing, defeating, or, as in the
case of Murnau, sending home for burial. Gliding easily from silents to
talkies, he pioneered the cinematic, as opposed to the theatrical, musi-
cal, adapted himself to Hollywood business ways, coaxed intelligent
performances out of empty Hollywood heads, and kept the champagne
flowing.

Zéro de Conduite and L'Atalante (Jean Vigo, 1933 and 1934). Counts as
one selection: The revival houses always show them together (Zéro is
only forty-five minutes long); besides, having seen the two of them,
you'll have seen Vigo, who died when he was only twenty-nine. One of
those poetic rebel types, constantly being compared with Rimbaud and
James Dean, he defies categorization and gives the avant-gardiste
goose pimples; after Renoir, he’s the single biggest deal in the first
golden age of French filmmaking. Zéro, a study of revolt and freedom
in a boys’ boarding school, is alternately real and surreal, and so viru-
lently antiestablishment that it was banned, from the critics’ screenings
in 1933 (during which fistfights broke out) until after the Liberation.
Today’s critics like to note the debts owed to it by such subsequent
boys’ school pictures as Truffaut’s The Four Hundred Blows and Lindsay
Anderson’s If . . . L'Atalante, about a couple of newlyweds attempting
to adjust to life together on his river barge, is a less experimental, more
commercial affair, adapted from somebody else’s screenplay and tarted
up with a Man and a Woman—type theme song, but it’s still pure Vigo:
imaginative, iconoclastic, clearheaded.

Triumph of the Will (Leni Riefenstahl, 1936). The official film record,
ordered by Hitler himself, of the sixth Nazi Party Congress, held in
Nuremberg in 1934. The prologue has the Fiihrer en route, flying in
his airplane over the waiting city, then descending Messiah-like out of
the clouds and subsequently marching blithely by tens of thousands of
Nazi soldiers, who might as well be soldier ants. Torchlight parades;
Brown Shirts and Black Shirts, listening transfixed one minute, Sieg
Heill-ing the next; naked-from-the-waist-up Hitler Jugend; speeches;
some drilling of the troops; even dinnertime. Of course we’ll never
know for sure whether Hitler really had a crush on the red-haired
dancer-skier-actress to whom he encharged the making of movies on
his political conventions and on the 1936 Olympics, but she stands en-
shrined as one of the few truly creative types (and virtually the only
truly creative woman type, everyone but Susan Sontag seems agreed) to
work in the medium.
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Henry V (Laurence Olivier, 1944). The first of the trio of Shakespeare
films he directed and starred in (the others are Hamlet, 1948, and
Richard IIT, 1956); the first time Shakespeare was ever made into a
good movie; and the first sign from England—apart from Hitchcock
and the documentarists—that that country could bring anything at all
to the art of the sound film. What’s in it for you? Well, there’s the
sheer gloss on the enterprise, from its unprecedented $2 million bud-
get through the Olivier screen presence (in this case, under a haircut
that Grace Jones would be proud to have come up with). There’s the
enchantment of the movie’s structure, which features a camera travel-
ing over a model of early-seventeenth-century London, on into the
hexagonal Globe Theatre, where, get this, the premiere performance
of The Chronicle Historie of Henry the Fifth is just getting under way.
Finally, there’s the play itself: You get a free crack at Henry V (see page
204) and its “Once more unto the breach, dear friends” and “We few,
we happy few, we band of brothers” speeches. On the other hand,
you're not going to recognize anybody in the cast besides Olivier (no
Gielgud, no Richardson, etc.). And you aren't fighting the Battle of
Britain, as audiences felt #hey were when the movie first came out; if a
lump in the throat or a surge of feeling is what you’re after, you stand
a better chance of acquiring it at the Kenneth Branagh version—or at
Bravebeart.

Les Enfants du Paradis (Marcel Carné, 1945; English title, Children of
Paradise). A lot of movie: sumptuous sets re-creating the Paris of
Balzac; six central characters (most notably the mime Baptiste, played
by Jean-Louis Barrault; the ham actor Lemaitre, played by Pierre
Brasseur; and the courtesan Garance, whom they both love, played by
the legendary Arletty); two distinct acts; a whole set of art-is-life, life-
is-art, play-within-a-play-within-a-movie undercurrents; and a run-
ning time of three hours and fifteen minutes. Either you love the
“literary,” deliberately old-fashioned style of this superromantic, super-
fatalistic spectacle or you side with Truffaut and the New Wave (see
next page) and wonder how a director, still in his early thirties, for cry-
ing out loud, could make such a reactionary, pretentious piece of crap.
Whichever, Enfants is an eyeful, concocted by Carné and the poet/
screenwriter Jacques Prévert, one of the most celebrated pairs of screen
collaborators ever.
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French, Likewise Hollywoodese,
for the Movie-Goer

Don’t know the grip from the gaffer—or from the dolly? How about the
gaffer from the auteur? And what’s a McGuftin for, anyway? Read on.

First, the French. The two most important terms are montage and mise en scéne,
and, for cinema buffs, they’re opposed. Mise en scéne (literally, “put into the
scene”) refers to everything that takes place on the set: direction of actors, place-
ment of cameras, deployment of props, choice of lenses, and so on. Monzage can
mean simply “editing,” or it can mean the kind of creative editing that, a la
Eisenstein, juxtaposes specific shots so as to create whole new meanings. For
what it’s worth, film-theory fans point out that realists prefer mise en scéne, ex-
pressionists montage.

Next, three terms rooted in the Fifties and Sixties. The (1) Cabiers du Cinéma
reference you occasionally trip over is to a film magazine (literally, “Notebooks
of the Cinema”) founded by, among others, the French theorist André Bazin,
and contributed to by, among others, such (2) Nouvelle Vague (or “New Wave”)
directors as Frangois Truffaut, Jean-Luc Godard, Eric Rohmer, and Claude
Chabrol, all of whom were determined to do in, once and for all, the talky, the-
atrical, studio-crafted movies of France’s postwar years. For inspiration, they
went back a generation to the more spontaneous, more heartfelt Thirties of
Renoir, Clair, and Vigo, who, in their opinion, constituted the “authentic”
French tradition. They also cast their gaze on Hollywood, on Hitchcock and
Hawks and a clutch of other, less prominent directors. Soon they, like their
mentors, would be seen as the prime forces, the (3) auteurs (literally, “authors”)
behind their movies, mediating style, theme, and technique through a single
consistent vision. Truffaut first used the term in 1958; Andrew Sarris, film critic
for The Village Voice, is most responsible for promoting the auteur theory in this
country.

Two more French terms, by the end of which we’ll find ourselves at the corner
of Hollywood and Vine. The first is cinéma wveérité (the second word means
“truth”), which can be used loosely to describe almost any kind of documentary
technique (including the application of such techniques to fictional subjects), or
strictly to describe movies that—starting in the Sixties—were made with light-
weight (and hence very mobile) equipment, two-person camera-and-sound
crews, and extensive on-camera interviewing.

The other French term: film noir (the second word means “black”), a term
coined by French critics to describe the kind of Hollywood gangster picture in
which the crooks aren’t so much bad as sick, and the passions run dark and
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Frangois Truffaut,
body-surfing on
the Nouvelle Vague

brooding. John Garfield was the fi/m noir protagonist par excellence, Gloria Gra-
hame or Shelley Winters its abused and no-better-than-she-should-be female
lead.

Jobn Garfield,
Sfilm noir
protagonist
par excellence

Shelley Winters, as
the woman men
loved to abuse
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Another genre term—strictly American—worth noting: “screwball comedy,”
which reached its height in the Thirties, in such films as Bringing Up Baby (1938,
directed by Howard Hawks, with Katharine Hepburn and Cary Grant), and
which focused on sexual relationships, madcap action, and verbal one-upmanship,
usually among the upper class, and which is to be opposed to the slapstick comedy
of the silent era. The one other genre-related term not immediately obvious: Al-
fred Hitchcock’s McGuffin, the plot element or device that, according to him,
drives the plot and fuels the audience’s interest, but that can be ignored once it’s
served its purpose (for instance, the whole Janet Leigh, love-and-money business
at the beginning of Psycho).

Then there’s the technical, get-to-know-your-cameraman vocabulary. Here,
it’s a seminal—and tricky—distinction between the zoom and the frack that’s
most worth paying attention to. Both describe ways of following a moving sub-
ject with a camera, the zoom with a lens that automatically refocuses to allow for
a variable distance between camera and subject (and subject and background),
the track with a moving camera, usually mounted on rails, that maintains a sin-
gle focus on—and consequently a constant distance from—its subject. Tracking
is as a result a steady process; zooming a fast, somewhat arhythmic one in which
distant objects can be magnified, or close ones moved rapidly away from.

A pan is what a stationary camera does when it wants to survey its vicinity,
simply moving on its axis from left to right, or right to left. Other stationary
shots include the #i/¢ (the camera moves up or down) and the 7o/ (the camera lies
on its side and maybe turns over). Pans are common, tilts less so (just as one
looks up less often than one looks to the side), rolls least common of all, in gen-
eral relegated to “trick” shots, up to and including the one in which Fred Astaire,
in Royal Wedding, seems to be dancing on the ceiling.

Also an issue: Getting from one scene to another. Here the choices include the

fade-out (the image gradually goes to black) followed by the fade-in; a dissolve su-

perimposes one image on another, so that the screen is never entirely image-free.
With a wipe, more common in Thirties movies than in contemporary ones, an
image appears to wipe off a preceding one. Of course, transition can also be ef-
fected by out-and-out cutting. A jump cut within a scene gets us from point A
(hero enters room) to point B (hero flops down on bed at far side of room) with-
out forcing us to watch him walk by his desk, his bureau, and his bulletin board
with the pennants pinned to it. Cross-cutting establishes a feeling of parallel ac-
tion by cutting repeatedly from one scene (and mood, and set of characters) to
another.

About the equipment: The boom is a traveling arm used to hold the micro-
phone above the actors (and, with any luck, out of the frame), the do/}y a set of
wheels on which the camera is mounted so as to be able to “track.”

And the personnel. The gaffer, from a nineteenth-century nautical term, is the
chief electrician responsible for the placing of light. The grip casts the shadows,
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working with “flags, nets, and silks,” as a grip of our acquaintance put it, some-
what archaically, we thought. (The gofér makes Danish and Xerox runs.) As for
that most mysterious of all cinema terms, best oy, we're sorry to report that he
plays neither page to the director’s knight nor paramour to the leading lady. All
he does is assist the gaffer or the grip, a reminder of just how workaday studio, as
opposed to Cabhiers, life can be.
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A Whirlwind Tour
of BritishPoetry

IF IT’S TUESDAY,
THIS MUST BE BROWNING

Don’t even think of unpacking. Just wash out yesterday’s socks, then prepare

to get a grip on six hundred years of poetry in motion.

GEOFFREY CHAUCER

Bifel that in that seson on a day,
In Southwerk at the Tabard as I lay,
Redy to wenden on my pilgrimage
To Canterbury with ful devout corage,
At night was come into that hostelrye
Wel nine and twenty in a compaignye
Of sondry folk, by aventure yfalle
In felaweshipe, and pilgrimes were they alle
That toward Canterbury wolden ride.
The chambres and the stables weren wide,
And wel we weren esed at the beste.
And shortly, whan the sonne was to reste,
So hadde I spoken with hem everichoon
That I was of hir felaweshipe anoon,
And made forward erly for to rise,
To take oure way ther as I you devise.

from “The General Prologue,”
The Canterbury Tales (1386—1400)

The first wave of English poetry (give or take Beowuif), the tales-within-a-tale
being shared by twenty-nine pilgrims en route to the shrine of Saint Thomas a
Becket in Canterbury provide a bard’s-eye view of social classes, economic brack-
ets, and personality disorders in medieval England. Note that the Tabard, where
the pilgrims spend their first night out, is one of the famous inns of literature.
And that the pilgrims, from the Knight to the Wife of Bath to the Miller, will

come to seem as recognizable a bunch of human types as, say, the ensemble in
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Robert Altman’s Nashville. Note, too, that three hundred years after the Norman
Conquest, French words are almost as integral to Middle English (that’s what
Chaucer’s writing in) as Anglo-Saxon ones. Speaking of which, if you're going to
tackle the Tuales at all, you might as well go for the authentic Middle English ver-
sion rather than a lame modernization (although you’ll certainly need all the
footnotes you can find). And try reading the “Prologue” aloud; once you get the
hang of it, Chaucer’s English is surprisingly melodious, even if it does sound a
little like Norwegian.

EDMUND SPENSER

He there does now enjoy eternall rest

And happie ease, which thou doest want and crave,
And further from it daily wanderest.

What if some little paine the passage have

That makes fraile flesh to feare the bitter wave?

Is not short paine well borne, that brings long ease,
And layes the soule to sleepe in quiet grave?

Sleepe after toyle, port after stormie seas,

Ease after warre, death after life does greatly please.

from The Faerie Queene (1590-1596)
Book I, Canto 9

With characters like King Arthur, Queen Elizabeth, Venus, the Angel Gabriel,
Adam and Eve, and Despair (that’s him above, trying to convince the Red
Crosse Knight to commit suicide), The Faerie Queene isn’t just England’s first
epic, it’s also its first theme park. Though Spenser meant to write twelve
books, each celebrating a different knightly virtue, he managed to finish only
the first six—to almost nobody’s chagrin. Wildly uneven, The Faerie Queene
can go on for pages without producing a single line, image, or insight you care
about, then dazzle you by summing up (and sometimes even solving) the sort
of personal problem you've spent the last five sessions trying to thrash out with
your shrink. The two main themes (both fleshed out allegorically, with charac-
ters and scenery embodying historical events and ideas): medieval chivalry (al-
ready, in Spenser’s day, pretty much a memory) and Protestant Christianity
(still, in Spenser’s day, requiring some getting used to). But don’t worry too
much about who's supposed to be Mary Tudor and who’s supposed to be Fran-
cis Drake. Better to keep moving, just the way you would at Six Flags.
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JOHN DONNE

Our two souls therefore, which are one,
Though I must go, endure not yet

A breach, but an expansion,
Like gold to airy thinness beat.

If they be two, they are two so
As stiff twin compasses are two;

Thy soul, the fixed foot, makes no show
To move, but doth, if th’ other do.

And though it in the center sit,
Yet when the other far doth roam,
It leans and harkens after it,
And grows erect, as that comes home.

from “A Valediction: Forbidding Mourning” (1633)

The first and best of the Metaphysical poets, Donne broke away from the con-
ventions of the Elizabethan sonnet and the courtly love poem to invent a poetry
characterized by a dense, almost incomprehensibly learned style, extremely
complicated imagery, a zillion offbeat references to the arts, sciences, crafts,
and daily life of the times, and a fractured meter and syntax that were meant at
times to sound conversational, at other times simply to knock your socks off.
His poetry tends to be ironic and erotic or heartfelt and impassioned, depend-
ing on which of his two favorite obsessions—love or death—he is focusing on
at the time (love, naturally enough, in the early poems; death later on). In both
he is wise and intellectually astute, and in the love poems—more precisely, the
dissection-of-the-psychology-of-love poems—nhe’s not only sharp and smart,
he’s also more modern than you are. Metaphysical poetry enjoyed a brief vogue
in the early seventeenth century, but Donne didn’t really come into his own un-
til the twentieth.

JOHN MILTON

High on a throne of royal state, which far
Outshone the wealth of Ormus and of Ind,
Or where the gorgeous East with richest hand
Showers on her kings barbaric pearl and gold,
Satan exalted sat, by merit raised

To that bad eminence; and, from despair
Thus high uplifted beyond hope, aspires
Beyond thus high, insatiate to pursue
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Vain war with Heaven; and, by success untaught,

His proud imaginations thus displayed:—
“Powers and Dominions, Deities of Heaven!

For, since no deep within her gulf can hold

Immortal vigour, though oppressed and fallen,

I give not Heaven for lost: from this descent

Celestial Virtues rising will appear

More glorious and more dread than from no fall,

And trust themselves to fear no second fate!—"

from Paradise Lost (1658—1665), Book 11

Milton claimed to have written it to “justify the ways of God to man,” but youd
be smart to interpret it as his attempt to one-up Homer, Virgil, and Dante; an
outcry by a no-nonsense Puritan against the high-flown Church of England,;
and an exercise in style-as-substance, with loftiness the upshot in both depart-
ments. The most celebrated English poet after Shakespeare, Milton erected a
major edifice, gilded and soaring, where Spenser had gone for sheer acreage.
Keep three things in mind as you read: (1) It’s still the Renaissance, at least up
north, that time during which man was trying to get a bead on who he (or she)
was even as he (or she) sought to outperform the Greeks and Romans at their
own games; (2) it’s not the theology that matters most here, it’s the scheme,
sweep, effect; and (3) you aren't the only one who thinks Milton’s Satan is infi-
nitely more interesting than Milton’s God. Not enough hours in the day? For-
get Paradise Lost and read “Lycidas,” Milton’s bite-sized elegy on the death of a
sailor friend—sweet and intimate, yet abristle with the kind of poetic conviction
you came to him for in the first place.

ALEXANDER POPE

Know then thyself, presume not God to scan;
The proper study of mankind is man.
Placed on this isthmus of a middle state,
A being darkly wise, and rudely great;
With too much knowledge for the sceptic side,
With too much weakness for the stoic’s pride,
He hangs between; in doubt to act, or rest;
In doubt to deem himself a god, or beast;
In doubt his mind or body to prefer;
Born but to die, and reasoning but to err;
Alike in ignorance, his reason such,
Whether he thinks too little, or too much;
Chaos of thought and passion, all confused;
Still by himself abused, or disabused,;
Created half to rise, and half to fall;
Great lord of all things, yet a prey to all;
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Sole judge of truth, in endless error hurled:

The glory, jest, and riddle of the world!

from An Essay on Man (1733-1734),
Epistle II

Poor Pope: He was a hunchback, he was barely five feet tall, and he was a
Catholic, on account of the last of which he stands outside the Grand (read
Protestant) Tradition of English poetry. His revenge: being more epigrammatic
than anybody ever (with the possible exception of Oscar Wilde) and so quotable
you don’t even know you're quoting him—e.g., “A little learning is a dangerous
thing,” “Damn with faint praise,” “Fools rush in where angels fear to tread,” and
on through column after column of Bartlett’s. Historical note: This is the Au-
gustan Age (also starring Swift, Addison, and Steele; so called because London
had come to fancy itself the equal of Augustus’ Rome), a conservative, well-
ordered era when rhyming couplets, fine manners, powdered wigs, and elaborate
gardens were all you needed to get a reputation as a tastemaker. Not that Pope
was himself one of the smugs. For sheer venom, spleen, and bile, his satires still
haven't been beat.

WILLIAM WORDSWORTH

Our birth is but a sleep and a forgetting:
The Soul that rises with us, our life’s Star,
Hath had elsewhere its setting,

And cometh from afar:
Not in entire forgetfulness,
And not in utter nakedness,

But trailing clouds of glory do we come
From God, who is our home:

Heaven lies about us in our infancy!

Shades of the prison-house begin to close
Upon the growing Boy

But he

Beholds the light, and whence it flows,
He sees it in his joy;

The Youth, who daily farther from the east
Must travel, still is Nature’s Priest,
And by the vision splendid
Is on his way attended,;

At length the Man perceives it die away,

And fade into the light of common day.

from “Ode: Intimations of Immortality” (1807)
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A revolutionary in a revolutionary age and the first of the Romantics (Coleridge,
Byron, Keats, and Shelley were the others, Blake a precursor), Wordsworth
hated Pope, arguing that memory counted for more than wit, imagination for
more than reason, and nature for more than gazebos and topiary hedges. Visual,
subjective, and basically all het up, he introduced a style he thought of as conver-
sational (though you won't), favored an everyday, even tabloid sort of subject
matter (look for lyrics written to “The Idiot Boy,” “The Mad Mother,” and “The
Female Vagrant”), and redefined poetry famously as “emotion recollected in
tranquillity.” Two big don'ts: Don’t think you have to read The Prelude, his
longest, most ambitious, and most lethal poem. And don’t adopt him wholesale
as your mentor: Wordsworth the revolutionary is notorious for having turned
into Wordsworth the reactionary, a nasty old man given to campaigning against
the abolition of slavery, the reform of Parliament, and the prevention of cruelty
to animals.

ROBERT BROWNING

I, painting from myself and to myself,

Know what I do, am unmoved by men’s blame

Or their praise, either. Somebody remarks

Morello’s outline there is wrongly traced,

His hue mistaken; what of that? or else,

Rightly traced and well ordered; what of that?

Speak as they please, what does the mountain care?

Ah, but a man’s reach should exceed his grasp,

Or what’s a heaven for? All is silver-gray

Placid and perfect with my art: the worse!

I know both what I want and what might gain,

And yet how profitless to know, to sigh

“Had I been two, another and myself,

Our head would have o’erlooked the world!”
No doubt.

from “Andrea del Sarto” (1855)

His contemporary, Tennyson, got most of the attention at the time, but lately it’s
Browning who's become the hero, for blazing the trail of modernism in poetry
with his jagged-edged dramatic monologues (in which the speaker reveals things
about himself he has no idea he’s revealing) and his jazzy beat. Jettisoning the
confessional style of the Romantics in favor of first-person narrative, Browning,
though pre-Freud, manages to come across with a fair amount of sexual heat and
even more psychoanalyzable content. On the negative side: He tries too hard
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ever to seem cool or commanding; he can drift off into stupid, just-what-you'd-
expect-from-a-Victorian moralizing; and sometimes he sounds as if he thinks
he’s writing for children. Personal note: Before he got famous, he was, for most

people, Mr. Elizabeth Barrett.

WILLIAM BUTLER YEATS

That is no country for old men. The young

In one another’s arms, birds in the trees
—Those dying generations—at their song,
The salmon-falls, the mackerel-crowded seas,
Fish, flesh, or fowl, commend all summer long
Whatever is begotten, born, and dies.

Caught in that sensual music all neglect
Monuments of unageing intellect.

An aged man is but a paltry thing,

A tattered coat upon a stick, unless

Soul clap its hands and sing, and louder sing
For every tatter in its moral dress,

Nor is there singing school but studying
Monuments of its own magnificence;

And therefore I have sailed the seas and come

To the holy city of Byzantium.
from “Sailing to Byzantium” (1927)

Yeats (pronounce that “yates,” please) is generally ranked as one of the greatest—
oh, let’s just go ahead and say zbe greatest—of twentieth-century poets. Partly
mystical, partly earthy, and partly just plain Irish, he saw himself and his gener-
ation as the Last of the Romantics, and resisted all further categorization. His
poetry varies from period to period, as does what can be deduced of his philoso-
phy, but it tends to be made up of anecdotal material—some of it autobiography,
some of it folklore, some of it occult theory, some of it current events—overlaid
by symbolism and sensuality, all honed for maximum precision. Although he got
bad press for becoming a Fascist later in life, he did not, like Wordsworth, turn
into a bore, and his “mature” period is considered his best. In fact, he’s the poet
laureate of old age, a subject with which he became obsessed, and several of his
better-known poems, like the one above, provide models for growing old.




HOW TO TELL KEATS FROM SHELLEY

John Keats Percy Bysshe Shelley

Keats is the one you'd play squash with. He wasn’t happy exactly, but he was better adjusted
and less the outcast than Shelley, and it shows. (As a kid, Keats had been noisy and high-
spirited, a bit of a hellion; Shelley was always coming home from the playground in tears.)
Keats wrote letters that his friends couldn’t wait to get, and that literary critics and biographers
delightedly pore over alongside his poetry; Shelley wrote letters in which he talked about him-
self a little too much, and it’s his essays—philosophical, high-flown, full of abstractions—that
the scholars note. Of all the Romantic poets, Keats has worn the best, his stock never varying
by more than a point or two; Shelley’s has wavered significantly, ever since T. S. Eliot branded
his poetry “an affair of adolescence” and Lionel Trilling said he “should not be read, but in-
haled through a gas pipe.” Be that as it may, it’s Shelley, high-principled and farsighted, you'd
want by your side at the barricades.

As for the poetry, Keats’ is sensuous, concrete, and concentrated, with art-for-art’s-sake
overtones. (It was he, after all, who <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>