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INTRODUCTION

I flunked nude figure drawing in college, and that was the most liberating moment in my education. Up to my junior year at the University of Michigan, I am forced to admit that I had always tried to get A’s, that I had accepted the basic agenda of academia.

But something happened that year. I started putting wise-guy captions on the bottoms of those poorly drawn nudes, as in “Caesar would have never slept here.” I translated the most scatological passages in Chaucer. I went off to study Italian at the University of Perugia and wound up spending all my time in the streets, learning the language of Dante from a drunken, out-of-work Japanese tailor. To put it indelicately, I didn’t have to worry about learning to roll my R’s: There weren’t any R’s.

And I started to fashion my own education, studying French, Italian, Arabic, and Greek. I read Homer’s Odyssey in the original and then spoofed the metrical analysis assignment given me by my professor. I read Baudelaire in French and my love life improved. And that period of postadolescent rebellion was when this book was truly hatched.

I don’t know about you, but I often feel deeply unsatisfied after reading an item in an encyclopedia, any encyclopedia from Britannica to Encarta. Sure, I’ve been told most everything I’m supposed to know about the person or event. And that’s just the point. There’s rarely anything I’m not supposed to know, anything quirky or surprising.

Or take textbooks. History always follows such a logical progression of battles and treaties, of great men and women.

Remember that first snippet you read about Thomas Edison? No doubt it told you about the genius’s invention of the electric light, phonograph, and motion pictures, but did it mention Edison’s share in building the first electric chair or his brutal feud with George Westinghouse that almost led to a duel by electric jolts? I didn’t think so.

This book aims to begin where most encyclopedias and textbooks stop, to act as a kind of unauthorized supplement. Almost every time I read about the past, I find the approach far too logical, far too orderly, far too narrow. History is messy.

Napoleon lost the battle of Waterloo. Historians can cite a hundred different reasons but they rarely include the little man’s hemorrhoids flaring up, which prevented this brilliant strategist from riding out and surveying the troops. Am I saying that Napoleon’s painful derriere changed the course of history. Sure, why not? Emphasizing the human side, the uncouth little truths tend to make textbook writers nervous. The past no longer flows from battle to battle, from age to age with a logic that will lull you like the ticking of a classroom clock.

Well, let’s serve up the messiness, the roguish surprises, and let’s also expand the agenda to include bathrooms, underwear, cannibal feasts, forgotten criminals.

Yes, this is a book gloriously into its anecdotage, ready at a moment’s notice to detour to meet Pope Alexander VI’s mistress or track the medieval relic quest for Jesus’ foreskin. But you know what? If you follow along these two hundred or so stories, each firmly grounded in context, a surprising thing might happen to you. These disparate tales will hopefully fuse to reinvent the past for you in a way that plodding histories cannot.

You will be served up brand new takes on crime, medicine, religion, business, sex, everyday life, politics. You will see great men and women taken off their pedestals. The Medicine section, for instance, focuses on the often wretched state of medical care prior to the 20th century. Why don’t we know more about this? It’s as though some sort of professional courtesy exists; never mentioned are the blizzard of useless enemas ordered up by Renaissance doctors or all the unsterilized hands reaching into the Civil War soldier boys and killing them.

I have to tell you how much—despite the long hours and dead ends—I enjoyed discovering this material, expanding my own education. I was sitting in the rare book room at the New York Academy of Medicine and I stumbled on an article in a French journal from 1743 on sexual accidents. I started muttering, “You can’t make this stuff up!” The scholars around me looked on in alarm.

I hope you find this material provocative. I hope it expands your view of the past; I hope it fleshes out our ancestors; I hope it amuses you.

Knowledge does not have to be serious.

When Sigmund Freud was filling out his exit visa to leave Germany in 1938, he wrote on a form. “I can heartily recommend the Gestapo to anyone.”

And Mark Twain, when he was being interrogated in court, suing to get his money back from some start-up company, said, “They told me I could get in on the ground floor, only there wasn’t any ground floor.”

Those scholars shushed me in that rare book room, but I’m pleased now to share these stories loud and clear with you.

One final note: An Underground Education is divided into ten major categories, i.e., chapters. (All sources, for you skeptics, are carefully listed in the back; I sought out primary sources wherever possible.) You can leapfrog about if you like, but I strongly recommend you read each chapter as a whole, from beginning to end. There’s a method here, following natural curiosity. Bra coverage leads to breastfeeding; relics segue to cults; common knowledge precedes uncommon knowledge.


ARTS & LITERATURE


THE ORIGINAL GRIMMER FAIRY TALES

The children are safely tucked in bed; a light breeze blows in through the window; Mom hushes them and begins to tell a sweet tale of … children being abandoned in the woods, lured to a witch’s cottage, there to be fattened and roasted in an oven. Medium-rare.

Critics have long complained about the violent content of some of the classic “fairy tales” we read our children. However, what few of these critics realize is that we are reading watered down versions of the fairy tales, and that the originals were far more graphic and brutal.

Sleeping Beauty was not first awakened by a kiss; in the 1636 Italian version of the tale—the first known written version—she was raped by a man who rode off the next morning without leaving even a Dear Sleeping Beauty note. Her “morning after” came nine months later when she awoke to find herself the proud mother of twins.

Goldilocks was originally an old crone impaled by three angry bears on the steeple of St. Paul’s Cathedral. A Scottish Cinderella features the desperate stepmother hacking off the heel and toes of her daughters so the slipper will fit. As for Snow White, let’s just say for now there’s more to that story about the queen wanting her heart.

By now you might be asking: How did anyone ever tell these stories to kids?

Folklorists explain that classic fairy tales grew out of an oral tradition, of adults telling children and other adults stories they had heard themselves. And in pre-Victorian times, in Europe, children were often not treated like, well, “children,” but rather shortstop adults, a handful of years away from their own teenage wedding night. Cramped living quarters gave junior a front row seat for drunkenness, debauchery, and violence, not to mention a view of bloody-fingered Mom in the kitchen skinning and gutting dinner.

Two men—generally forgotten nowadays in the United States—deserve the lion’s share of the credit for collecting and refining the oral tradition for future generations. No, not the Brothers Grimm. An Italian, Giambattista Basile wrote “Lo Cunto de li Cunte” (“The Tale of Tales”), a collection of fifty stories in Sicilian dialect published in 1636. (For some odd reason, most English-speaking scholars refer to the book as The Pentameron—i.e., half a Decameron.)

The other man had even more impact. Frenchman Charles Perrault’s slender volume came out in 1697 containing but eight tales. Astoundingly, seven of them became classics: “Cinderella,” “Little Red Riding Hood,” “Blue Beard,” “Puss in Boots,” “Sleeping Beauty,” “Diamonds and Frogs,” (Frog-Prince) and “Hop o’ My Thumb” (Tom Thumb).

So, let’s turn off the night lights, children, Daddy has a few grimmer fairy tales to tell you.

SLEEPING BEAUTY (1636, ITALY)

The prophecy at her birth is bleak: she will die of a poisoned splinter of flax. Despite her father’s best efforts, banning flax from the house, etc., the beautiful girl named Talia does in fact catch a flax chip under her fingernail and drops down dead.

Her grieving father, a great lord, sits her lifeless body upon a velvet throne under a canopy of lace, and he locks up the family mansion in the woods and departs, never to return.

[image: ]

“Cinderella” and “Sleeping Beauty” both appeared as a Sicilian “Cunto” (i.e., story), long before the Brothers Grimm. Here’s the title page of the 1717 edition.

One day, a king is hunting in the woods when his prized falcon flies off. The king, convinced that the bird has flown into a deserted house, climbs in through a window only to discover Talia. He thinks she’s only dozing in the chair, but no matter how much he yells, she doesn’t answer. “Then, being inflamed by her charms,” as Basile tells us, “he carried her to a bed and harvested the ‘frutti d’amore’ (‘fruits of love’). Then he left her there on the bed, and returned to his kingdom and forgot about the incident for a long time.”

Nine months after the rape, Talia gives birth to twins, a boy and a girl, who promptly attempt to suckle at her breasts. One afternoon, missing the nipple, one of the tykes starts to suck on her fingers and pumps so hard the poisoned splinter pops out.

The teenage girl awakes to find herself alone in a mansion with two babies to feed. Luckily for her, fairies keep catering a feast on a nearby table.

The king, meanwhile, suddenly recalls the pleasant “avventura” with the sleeping girl and charts another hunt in those regions. When he discovers the young woman there with twins, he is delighted and reveals to her who he is and what has happened. “A great friendship and a strong bond sprang up between them, and he lingered several days in her company.”

When he leaves her this time, he promises to send for her and the kids.

Night after night, back in the palace in the royal bed and at the royal table, the king keeps mumbling the name of Talia and the children, Sun and Moon.

The king’s wife, i.e., the queen, whom he has conveniently forgotten to mention to Talia, becomes suspicious. She bribes one of the king’s men to reveal who this Talia is, and then she dispatches a messenger to bid Talia—at the invitation of the king—to come to the palace.

Talia scoops up the twins, and with great joy travels there. When the little fatherless family arrives, the queen orders the cook to carve the kids up and prepare them into several delicious dishes, fit for a philandering king.

At dinner, as the king enthuses over the delicately spiced meat pies, the queen mutters several times: “Mangia, mangia; you are eating your own.” The king, tired of the repetition, barks: “Of course I’m eating my own. You didn’t bring anything to this marriage.”

The queen, not satisfied with her first little prank, has Talia brought to her. The queen screams at the girl, “So you’re the devilish bitch who’s giving me such a headache.”

Talia pleads her case. “It’s not my fault. Your husband raped me (“conquered my regions”) while I was drugged.”

The queen replies, “Light the bonfire and throw her in.” The desperate girl kneels before the Nero-faced queen and begs time at least to take her clothes off. The queen, a bit baffled but coveting the gold and pearls sewn onto the girl’s garments, grants the wish. “Strip yourself naked. I’d be delighted.”

With each item that she removes, Talia lets out a scream. She takes off her dress, then her underskirts, then her bodice. Finally, as she takes off her last little shift, she screams the loudest. The queen’s men start to drag the naked teenager toward the bonfire.

At that instant, the king arrives and demands to know what is going on and where his illegitimate kids are. The queen tells him that he has eaten them. The king begins to wail.

He orders the queen hurled into the bonfire along with his double-crossing servant. Once those two are burned to a crisp, he orders the cook to be cooked next.

But in a surprisingly windy speech, the cook reveals that he didn’t kill the twins after all, but grilled up some lamb instead. The cook’s wife marches in with the children.

The king is overjoyed and plants a “mill-wheel” of kisses upon each of the twins, he rewards the cook with vast wealth, and he marries Talia and they live a long, happy life together.

And so Basile concludes the story with a little moral:

“Good things happen to lucky people, even when they’re sleeping.”

CINDERELLA

The first Cinderella tale recorded in Europe was told by Giambattista Basile in his “Lo Cunto de li Cunte” (1636) and it was not exactly a slipper that Cinderella left behind.

The little girl’s name is Zezolla, short for Lucrezuccia, and she immediately displays homicidal tendencies. She conspires with her nanny to kill her mean stepmother by luring the woman to look into an old chest, and then letting the heavy lid fall and crack her neck.

Barely out of mourning, she convinces her father to marry the nanny, but Zezolla is quickly shunted out of the soft life by her new stepmother’s six daughters. Her chores so frequently feature cleaning the grate that she’s given the nickname Gatto Cerentola, or “Cinder-Cat.”

Cinder-Cat eventually gets hold of a magic date tree from which a fairy pops out to grant her a wish. Instead of “bip-pety-boppety-boo,” the magic words she’s to utter are:


O my golden date tree,

… Now, strip yourself naked and dress me!



Cinderella, decked in glorious clothes, attends a few royal pageants and the king falls in love. He sends a servant after her but the man fails to find her. The lovelorn royal, in a towering rage, shouts in un-Disneylike manner: “By the souls of my ancestors, if you don’t find that girl, I’ll beat you with a stick and kick you in the ass as many times as you have hairs in your beard!”
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Before Charles Perrault came up with the glass slipper, Cinderella wore stiltlike leather pianelle, like this pair from Renaissance Venice.(bm3-39)

The servant, protecting his culo, shadows Cinder-Cat all night at the next ball and then literally hangs onto her carriage. Cinder-Cat orders the driver to whip up the horses. With a jolt, the prince’s servant falls off, but so does something belonging to the girl.

The servant brings it back to the prince, who immediately showers it with kisses. What is it? A dainty silk slipper? A gold slipper? A glass slipper?

No, it’s a “pianella,” a kind of foot-tall stiltlike cork-soled galoshes worn over shoes by women in Renaissance Naples. This platform-style overshoe protected women’s elegant party shoes and lifted them high enough to keep their long dresses out of mud when alighting from carriages or crossing the street.

To us, it would look like something out of disco fever with its six-to eighteen-inch-high cork heel/sole and ornate designs. (All that’s missing is the goldfish.)

Picture the prince fondling this large object, while he pitches rococo woo to it: “Ecco, I hug and hold you, and if I can’t reach the plant, I’ll adore the roots. If I can’t reach the carvings at the top of the column, I’ll kiss the base. You used to hold a white foot, now you have caught a wounded heart; thanks to you, she who dominates my heart stood a handsbreadth and a half taller, so shall my life grow in sweetness so long as I guard and possess you.”

The “handsbreath” in Italian is palmo, which is about nine inches, so Cinderella stood about thirteen and a half inches taller when she teetered on her pianelle as she was trying to make her fast getaway.

The prince throws a giant feast for all the ladies of the kingdom and personally tries the overshoe on each and everyone until he finds Cinder-Cat.

While Basile’s tale stresses the romance and shoe fetish, most of the Northern European versions climax in a bloody morality tale about jealousy.

Let’s pick up Act Three in this Northern version that closely resembles Scottish and Swedish variants:

The prince leaves a trail of tar outside the ballroom and one of Ashen-puttel’s slippers gets stuck. He starts roaming the kingdom trying the slipper on damsels until he finally arrives at the right house.

When asked to try the shoe on, the elder stepsister discreetly goes into a bedroom. Despite all her struggles, her big toe won’t fit.

Her mother, reaching for a knife, says, “Cut off your toe, for if you are queen, you need not go on foot any longer.”

The girl obeys and succeeds in squeezing her foot into the shoe. The happy prince sweeps her onto the back of his horse and the pair rides off to be married. But they are passing the grave of Cinderella’s mother as two birds start singing:


Look back, look back,

There’s blood upon the shoe,

The shoe’s too small, and she behind

Is not the bride for you.



He looks back and sees blood dripping from the shoe. So the prince returns to the house and gives the shoe to the second stepsister. Her toes fit fine but her heel is too big. Mother gives the same advice. This time, the girl cuts off a piece of her heel, hides her pain and she too winds up altarbound on horseback with the prince.

The birds sing that same “Look Back” ditty. “The prince looked back and saw blood trickling from her shoe and that the stocking was dyed quite red.”

He returns yet again and finally finds his darling Ashen-puttel, whom he marries, and the two sisters are smitten with blindness as punishment for their jealousy.

And what version is this? This is one of Grimm’s fairy tales taken literally from the original German before Victorian translators edited out the blood and had the girls scrunching their toes. In fact, fairy tale editors have always felt uniquely free—for the sake of the children—to sanitize and defang the 156 folk tales that the Brothers Grimm collected from German peasants, and first published in 1812.

Cinderella is arguably the most popular fairy tale of all time, popping up in more than 700 versions over 2,500 years. The earliest version dates back to Ancient Egypt, describing a beautiful prostitute bathing in a river, an eagle snatching her sandal and carrying it off to pharoah who started a nationwide search for the owner. And, of course, when he found “Rhodopis,” he married her.

GOLDILOCKS

In the first versions of the tale, the antiheroine who breaks into the bears’ house is well beyond menopause.

Goldilocks was originally a grouchy homeless old lady, and it took almost a century for her to evolve into a fair-haired little thief. (For that matter, the bears started off as three bachelors sharing a flat.)

Robert Southey, poet laureate of England, published a version in 1837, complete with the classic deescalating voices that give parents something to do: “ ‘SOMEBODY HAS BEEN AT MY PORRIDGE,’ said the great huge bear in his great, rough gruff voice.”

As Southey tells it, the old woman breaks in, samples the porridge and the chairs, then falls asleep in a bed. When she’s caught, she leaps out a window. “… whether she broke her neck in the fall; or ran into the wood and was lost there; or found her way out of the wood, and was taken up by the constable and sent to the House of Correction for a vagrant as she was, I cannot tell. But the Three Bears never saw anything more of her.”

Brits could applaud the moral triumph over the larcenous crone. For a century or so, scholars considered this the earliest version. Then in 1951 in the Toronto Public Library, a little home-printed doggerel version dated 1831 was found. One Eleanor Mure, a thirty-two-year-old maiden aunt, created it for her nephew, Horace Broke.
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A page from the earliest (and far crueler) version of “Goldilocks,” which was “The Story of the Three Bears” by Eleanor Mure, 1831. “On the fire they threw her, but burn her they couldn’t.”(bm3-85)

Mure’s tale is rather odd. First off, the “angry old woman” breaks into the bears’ house because they snubbed her during a recent social call. Then in the end, when the three male bears catch the old woman, they linger in a long, slow debate over what to do with her. Finally, they figure it out:


On the fire they throw her, but burn her they couldn’t;

In the water they put her, but drown there she wouldn’t;

They seize her before all the wondering people,

And chuck her aloft on St. Paul’s churchyard steeple;

And if she’s still there, when you earnestly look,

You will see her quite plainly—my dear little Horbook!

(“Horbook” was her nephew’s nickname or else the only rhyme she could figure.)



No other known version has the future Goldilocks impaled on a church steeple. About a dozen years after Southey’s very popular version, an anthology editor transformed the old crone into Silver-Hair, arguing that the fairy tale market was glutted with villainous old crones. Silver-Hair became Goldilocks in 1918. Editors had decided it was more important to scare little girls (rather than old ladies) into not entering strange houses, which brings us to the classic of the girl-scaring genre …

LITTLE RED RIDING HOOD

Little Red Riding Hood, in the original French version of 1697, is packed with sexual tension. As told by master Charles Perrault, it is a dark, titillating, cautionary tale about naive virginal girls being seduced by “wolves.” Perrault’s coda makes his point clear: “One sees here that young children—especially nice young girls with pretty faces and bodies—do very badly to listen to all sorts of people.” He adds, “The most dangerous kind of wolf is the polite, gentle, agreeable wolf … who meets the mademoiselles in their homes and on the streets.”

In the original, Perrault opens with an exuberant, one might say appetizing, description of how beautiful the little girl is, especially in her “petit chaperon rouge,” little red bonnet. People for miles around rave about her beauty.

She meets the wolf in the woods and he tricks her into revealing where she’s headed. The sly fellow races ahead, impersonating “Red”; he tricks the grandmother into letting him in. Then he devours her and crawls into the old lady’s bed and awaits the main course.

Little Red Riding Hood arrives, carrying a flat pastry and a small tub of butter.

“Knock, knock. ‘Who is there?’

“Little Red Riding Hood, who heard the deep voice of the wolf, was afraid at first, but believing that her grandmother had a cold, replied: ‘It’s your granddaughter, Little Red Riding Hood. I’m bringing you some pastry and a little tub of butter sent by my mother.’

“The wolf, softening his voice, told her ‘Pull the peg and the latch will drop.’ Little Red Riding Hood pulled the peg and the door opened. The wolf, seeing her enter, hid himself under the covers on the bed and said, ‘Put the pastry and the little tub of butter on the hutch, and come into bed with me.’

“Little Red Riding Hood took off her clothes and climbed into bed, where she was astonished to discover what her grandmother was like without her clothes. She said to her, ‘Grandma, what big arms you have!’
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This 19th-century French “Little Red Riding Hood” stresses the original seduction angle and adds a chamber pot under the bed for verisimilitude.

“ ‘The better to hug you with, my girl.’

“ ‘Grandma, what big legs you have!’

“ ‘The better to run with, my child.’

“ ‘Grandma, what big ears you have!’

“ ‘The better to hear with, my child.’

“ ‘Grandma, what big eyes you have!’

“ ‘The better to see with, my little one.’

“ ‘Grandma, what big teeth you have!’

“ ‘The better to eat you with.’

“And, saying these words, this wicked wolf threw himself onto Little Red Riding Hood and ate her up.”

Finis. The end. That’s how the original earliest written version ends, with grandma and Red eaten up and the lecherous wolf getting off scot-free. Over. No hunter with scissors or any other rescuer, blowing the moral punch line by giving her a second chance.

Actually, one also senses a sort of sly humor in Perrault’s version. Buried in the middle of that famous dialogue—considered by many the best in fairy tale history—is a wicked double entendre in the original French.

Note that line about “what big legs you have” and “the better to run with.”

The French is “Que vous avez de grandes jambes!/C’est pour mieux courir.” The word jambe (leg) was used in Rabelais and elsewhere for penis (i.e., “middle leg”), according to “Vocabula Amatoria”—a dictionary of French sexual slang through history—and the word courir (for “run”) is common slang for “sexual intercourse.”

A couple hundred years later, you can still hear the adults tittering in the corner.

SNOW WHITE

For once, Disney restored a gory detail left out in most American translations of Snow White. Disney has the jealous queen demanding Snow White’s heart.

In the original Grimm telling, there’s quite a bit more gore. The queen—who’s no longer fairest in the land—orders the huntsman to bring her the heart and the tongue of Snow-White. Once the queen has the two organs, she eats them. (The lady, of course, doesn’t realize that she is actually snacking on boar.)

At the end, when Snow White is revived and marries the prince, the evil queen attends the wedding. She is surprised when a pair of metal shoes, flaming hot from the oven, are carried out. The wicked queen is forced to put them on, and then dances herself to death. [image: ]


SHAKESPEARE’S SEXUAL PUNS: “SWEET BOTTOM-GRASS” AND OTHERS

In Henry IV, the prince’s boisterous companion, Falstaff, claims that while sleeping at an inn, a valuable ring has been stolen from his pocket. The landlady, Mistress Quickly, counters: “Oh Jesu, I have heard the Prince tell him, I know not how oft, that the ring was copper!” (III, iii, 93–95)

Mistress Quickly—besides charging that the ring is worthless—is also hinting broadly that the only thing in Falstaff’s pants is a copper-colored ring, i.e., his asshole.

Some study is required to plomb the depth of Shakespeare’s bawdy, but to read the bard without the bawd is to fall several inches short of his full meaning.

In Antony and Cleopatra, a fortune-teller has told two of Cleopatra’s handmaidens that their fortunes are identical, which miffs them both.

IRAS: Am I not an inch of fortune better than she?

CHARMIAN: Well, if you were but an inch of fortune better than I, where would you choose it?

IRAS: Not in my husband’s nose. (I, ii, 56–59)

Shakespeare, like Chaucer, reveled in sex, celebrated it, and made many sly jokes about it. But most are couched in Elizabethan jargon. Therein lies the rub. Sexual intercourse might be as vivid as “making the beast with two backs” or as obscure as “filling a bottle with a tunne-dish,” i.e., putting a funnel into a bottle.

Here, with a low bow to Eric Partridge’s Shakespeare’s Bawdy and to Frankie Rubinstein’s A Dictionary of Shakespeare’s Sexual Puns and Their Significance is a tour of a dozen-plus scenes.

LUST AND CUNNY

Shakespeare uses many euphemisms for vagina (thigh, belly, womb, etc.) but more slyly, he sometimes puns on words containing a “cun” sound, such as “encounter” and “cunning.” (“Cunny” or “cunt” was common Elizabethan slang.)


Now she is in the very lists of love;

The champion mounted for the hot encounter. (Venus and Adonis, 595–596).



In The Winter’s Tale, the women are gossiping about Hermione becoming pregnant.

SECOND LADY: She is spread into a goodly bulk; good time encounter her.

[image: ]

The “Chandos Portrait” of the ear-ringed Bard.(bm3-40)

Intercourse with a pregnant lady obviously can’t get her any more pregnant. As Roman historian Suetonius whispered about Augustus Caesar’s daughter, Julia, “She took passengers only when the boat was full.”

MORE VAGINA PUNS

In All’s Well That Ends Well, the fool is asked why he wants to marry.

Fool: “Faith, madam, I have other holy reasons such as they are.” (I, iii, 35–36) As in “holey.”

WHEN THE WOMEN WERE BOYS

In Pericles, that rarely performed historical play, when the virgin Marina has defied several wealthy clients, the brothel owner decides to get tough with her. Bawd (to servant Boult): “Crack the glass of her virginity, and make the rest malleable.” (IV, v, 142–144)

You can’t help but hear the sound “ass” in “glass,” as in the “ass” of the young male actor playing Marina.

In Twelfth Night, the servant Malvolio holds up a note and says of the handwriting: “By my life, this is my lady’s hand. These be her very C’s, her U’s, and her T’s; and thus she makes her great P’s. It is, in contempt of question, her hand.” (II, v, 95–100).

In several editions, scholars point out that there are no “great,” i.e., capital letter, P’s in the note. These scholars wonder why Shakespeare would be so sloppy. It is, in contempt of question, a no-brainer. The bard was, of course, making a dirty joke. C, U, ‘n’ T makes P.

PENIS JOKES

Says the Fool in Twelfth Night:


Many a good hanging prevents a bad marriage. (I, v, 20)



Certainly, executing a loutish husband can free a wife, but a well-hung husband can, in theory, also help save a marriage.

ERECTIONS

The Bard delights in making “stand” jokes, which probably whiz by most modern audiences. A “cock stand” was a standard Elizabethan phrase for an erection. In Two Gentlemen of Verona, Speed is inquiring about one of the gentlemen and his love, Julia.

SPEED: How stands the matter with them?

LAUNCE: Marry, thus; when it stands well with him, it stands well with her. (II, v, 20–23)

TAIL HUMOR

In this classic from Taming of the Shrew, Petruchio has just met his bethrothed, mule-stubborn Kate. (You can think of Richard Burton and Elizabeth Taylor, if you like.)

PETRUCHIO: Come come you wasp, y’faith you are too angrie.

KATE: If I be waspish, best beware my sting.

PETRUCHIO: My remedy then is to pluck it out.

KATE: Aye, if the fool could find where it lies.

PETRUCHIO: Who knows not where a wasp doth wear his sting? In his taile.

KATE: In his tongue?

PETRUCHIO: Whose tongue?

KATE: Yours if it talke of tales, and so farewell.

PETRUCHIO: What with my tongue in your taile.

[She slaps him.]

PETRUCHIO: Nay come again good Kate I am a gentleman. (II, i, 213–223)

Chaucer, long before Shakespeare, also enjoyed a good tail joke. At the end of the “Shipman’s Tale,” the wife, who was duped into sex with her husband’s relative and also lost his money, apologizes to her husband, and promises to make it up to him: “I am your wife; score it upon my taille.”

She’s saying, “Put it on my tally,” and also “Take out my debt upon my tail.”

THE PRICK OF NOON AND JULIET

Lovestruck Romeo, giddy after the famous balcony scene, is back to bantering, which delights Mercutio, the ever horny, wise-guy servant.

MERCUTIO: Why is not this better now than groaning for love? Now art thou sociable, now art thou Romeo; now art thou what thou art, by art as well as nature. For this driveling love is like a great natural that runs lolling up and down to hide his bauble in a hole.

BENVOLIO: Stop there, stop there.
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Mercutio insultingly compares Romeo’s love for Juliet to a fool rushing around trying to shove his “bauble” (i.e., a doll’s-headed stick) into a hole. This drawing from 1642 should help you picture what’s supposed to go where.(bm3-77)

Benvolio is appalled by the frankness of Mercutio’s image, which probably eludes most modern audiences. What has Mercutio said? Basically, that love makes men act like a “natural” (i.e., a jester, a fool) who runs flopping up and down to hide his “bauble” (his fool’s stick with a doll’s head on it) in a hole. (You don’t need Freud to figure out what he’s referring to.)

Romeo gets a break from this crude chat when the nurse enters but, of course, Johnny-one-track Mercutio will have none of it. When the nurse asks if it’s really the afternoon already, he replies:

MERCUTIO: The bawdy hand of the dial is upon the prick of noon.

NURSE: Out upon you! What a man are you!

Mercutio soon calls her a “bawd” and sings an obscure song with puns about “whores.” After he finally leaves, the nurse asks Romeo what manner of rogue Mercutio is.

ROMEO: [He] will speak more in a minute than he will stand to in a month.

Romeo is saying that Mercutio is full of lewd talk and little actual sex, or, as Tennessee Williams once put it, “All hawk and no spit.” Unfortunately, the same might be said of Romeo and Juliet.

SWEET BOTTOM-GRASS

Lastly, in Venus and Adonis, Venus tells Adonis, echoing Solomon’s Song of Songs:


I’ll be a park, and thou shalt be my deer.

Feed where thou wilt, on mountain or in dale.

Graze on my lips; and if those hills be dry,

Stray lower, where the pleasant fountains lie.

Within this limit is relief enough,

Sweet bottom-grass, and high delightful plain,

Round, rising hillocks, brakes, obscure and rough,

To shelter thee from tempest and from rain.

Then be my deer, since I am such a park.

No dogs shall rouse thee though a thousand bark.



Leave it to Shakespeare to make a sexual pun on an obscure agricultural term like “bottom-grass,” which refers to the short thick grass in a meadow, beneath the longer sparser stalks. Sweet bottom-grass, indeed!

And why won’t Adonis be rattled by the yelping dogs? No doubt, because Venus’ thighs will be firmly clamped over the boy’s ears. [image: ]


SECRET LIVES OF THE ARTISTS

GOYA:
POISONED TO BRILLIANCE?

Francisco Goya (1746–1828) has entered that pantheon of the world’s greatest artists, sharing pedestal space with the likes of Botticelli, Caravaggio, Velàsquez, if not Leonardo, and Rembrandt. But Goya’s path to genius is one of the stranger and least known tales in art history.

For the first half of his life through age forty-six, Goya was a better than average court painter, a solid portrait artist with a knack for creating luminous, almost incandescent canvases. Mostly, he served up dollops of sweetness and light in portraits and pastorals. And Goya—through his brother-in-law’s connections and despite a lackluster artistic career in Rome and Madrid—was now receiving ample royal commissions. Had Goya died then, art historians probably would have brushed him off in half a page, as a talented but tame artist.

Then suddenly, in the 1790s, when he was in his late 40s, Goya’s work took a dramatic turn toward ferocious social satire and visions of mankind straight from hell. He transformed his nice country scenes into twisted nightmares; his use of light turned from sweet to eerie. Goya’s new series of etchings, The Caprices, savaged the churchmen and nobles of his day, depicting some of them as fools and sadists, literally at one point putting them on a spit and roasting them alive. The artist found evil lurking everywhere. As Arno Karlen says in his essay on Goya, “Women steal the teeth from hanged men, whores turn away their begging mothers, and shrieking witches wrestle on the wind.”

Not surprisingly, the Inquisition—still rooting out heretics in Spain—thought about “roasting” Goya, especially since several of the lampooned Inquisitors were clearly recognizable. It took the intervention of his patron, the king himself, Charles IV, who bought the plates and claimed he had commissioned the etchings, to save the artist.
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The new, fiercer Goya—after his near-fatal illness—etched this vision of witches perverting little children for his Caprices series (1799). One crone creates a baby “bellows” to stoke the fire, while another, at her knee, fellates a toddler.
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In another of Goya’s Caprices, asses ride men. Goya’s caption was “You Who Cannot.”

Did Goya mend his ways? Certainly not. If anything, Goya upped his ferocity—and his gore level—in The Disasters of War in which he depicts the unspeakable human cruelty he had witnessed during the Napoleonic invasion in 1808 and subsequent civil war. All manner of mutilation—public emasculation, strangulation, amputation—fill the pages, sometimes standing above the simplest captions, such as “This I saw.”

Goya still painted portraits and sometimes pastorals but a fearlessness and an anger now often pervaded his work. Jilted by the flighty Duchess of Alba, Goya depicted his former lover in the nude (from memory) in 1797, which marked only the second time a famous Spanish painter had dared paint an identifiable nude woman for public display.

What caused this sudden transformation in Goya? What catapulted him from mediocrity to brilliance?

In so many artists’ careers, it is the influence of a mentor, as when Raphael studied under Perugino. In Goya’s case, it was an illness, a terrible illness. In 1792, at age forty-six, Goya became deathly sick: coma, partial paralysis of the right side, impaired hearing and speech, temporary blindness, dizziness, hallucinations. Goya almost died.

Then after months recovering, his sight returned but he remained stone deaf to the grave. And several times again in his life, he became terribly sick with similar symptoms. As with some who become deaf in adult life, imprisoned in his isolation like Beethoven, he became increasingly paranoid and angry.

Early biographers and critics—taking an oblique clue from a letter from one of his friends mentioning “a lack of reflection” by Goya—pointed to syphilis. Doctors speculated as late as the 1960s that his illness at age forty-six was the third stage of syphilis. Syphilis takes many forms, and many of Goya’s symptoms could fit it, but it’s extremely unlikely that someone would live thirty-six more relatively stable years after the third stage of the illness.

Other doctors speculated that otosclerosis or Ménière’s disease might have accounted for the vertigo, while psychiatrists have postulated schizophrenia.

Dr. William Niederland solved the puzzle, or came as close as we’ll ever know without digging up Goya’s bones. In the 1930s, Dr. Niederland treated city workers in Dusseldorf who scraped and repainted the city’s bridges. After long exposure to lead paint, many exhibited the same odd list of symptoms as Goya, including temporary blindness, paralysis, and paranoia.

Dr. Niederland decided to investigate. He found that artists in Goya’s day grinded and blended their own paints, and that several of the colors were quite toxic: cadmium yellow, mercury red, white lead.

Yes, his luminous landscapes evoked an eerie whiteness. Goya sometimes primed his entire canvas with white lead and very often painted with the color. Besides inhaling the lead, while grinding his paints, Goya’s method of painting—fast and messy—ensured the artist would be doused in his own pigments.

Stated Théophile Gautier, in his “Wanderings in Spain”: “What a strange painter, what a singular genius was Goya! … His method of painting was as eccentric as his talent. He scooped his color out of tubs, applied it with sponges, mops, rags, anything he could lay his hands on. He trowelled and slapped his colors on like a bricklayer, giving characteristic touches with a stroke of his thumb.”

Goya suffered at least five bouts of major illness and each time he was unable to paint, which would have allowed the toxin levels of lead in his body to drop.

Goya’s big career break? Lead poisoning. It’s now believed that many artists prior to the development of toxin-free paints suffered from lead and mercury poisoning. Van Gogh? Lots of cadmium yellow. [image: ]

ALEXANDER POPE CIRCUMCISES A PUBLISHER, 1720

Notorious for his literary feuds, the crooked-spined Alexander Pope teed off against many of the leading critics of his day, even going so far as to write an epic, The Dunciad to roast them in the most public cauldron. However, one feud of his is routinely forgotten.
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This satirical engraving from 1729 lashes Alexander Pope for his “mountain back,” “distorted legs,” and his pontifflike attitude.(bm3-86)

Edmund Curll, a notorious publisher of pornography, infuriated Alexander Pope (1688–1744) by falsely attaching the famous poet’s name in 1716 to a collection of poems, including one called The Toilet. Pope—scholarly, dwarfish, and venomous—responded by writing A Strange But True Relation How Edmund Curll Was Circumcised, in which Curll can only strike deals with the wealthy Jews if he converts to their religion. It’s a classic deal-with-the-devil story, with a major anti-Semitic twist.

CIRCUMCISION


Whereupon [Curll] falling into company with the Jews at their club at the sign of the Cross in Cornhill, they began to tamper with him upon the most important points of the Christian faith, which he for some time zealously, and like a good Christian, obstinately defended. They promised him Paradise, and many other advantages hereafter; but he artfully insinuated that he was more inclined to listen to present gain. They took the hint, and promised him, that immediately upon his conversion to their persuasion he should become rich as a Jew.



[Curll agrees to convert, and to be circumcised.]


On the 17th of March, Mr. Curll (unknown to his wife) came to the tavern aforesaid. At his entrance into the room he perceived a meagre man, with a sallow countenance, a black forky beard, and long vestment. In his right hand, he held a large pair of shears, and in his left hand a red-hot searing-iron. At the sight of this Mr. Curll’s heart trembled within him, and fain would he retire; but he was prevented by six Jews, who laid hands upon him, and unbuttoning his breeeches, threw him upon the table, a pale pitiful spectacle.



He now intreated them in the most moving tone of voice to dispense with that unmanly ceremony, which if they would consent to, he faithfully promised, that he would eat a quarter of paschal lamb with them the next Sunday following.

All these protestations availed him nothing; for they threatened him, that all contracts and bargains should be void unless he would submit to bear all the outward and visible signs of Judaism.

Our apostate hearing this, stretched himself upon his back, spread his legs, and waited for this operation: but when he saw the high priest take up the cleft stick, he roared most unmercifully, and swore several Christian oaths, for which the Jews rebuked him.

The savour of the effluvia that issued from him, convinced the old Levite, and all his assistants, that he needed no present purgation; wherefore, without further anointing him, he proceeded in his office: when, by an unfortunate jerk upward of the impatient victim, he lost five times as much as ever Jew did before.

They, finding that he was too much circumcised, which, by the levitical law, is worse than not being circumcised at all, refused to stand to any of their contracts: wherefore they cast him forth from their synagogue; and he now remains a most piteous, woeful and miserable sight at the sign of the Old Testament and Dial in Fleet-street; his wife, poor woman, is at this hour lamenting over him, wringing her hands and tearing her hair; for the barbarous Jews still keep and expose at Jonathan’s and Garraway’s, the memorial of her loss, and her husband’s indignity.

FIGHTING THE CROWDS ON WALDEN POND

Henry David Thoreau’s Walden; or Life in the Woods, deserves its status as a great American book, but let it be known that Nature Boy went home on weekends to raid the family cookie jar.
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The title page of the 1854 edition.(bm3-41)

Thoreau begins his American classic with the lines that are memorable for their simplicity, clarity, and … utter deception.
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Thoreau begins his American classic with the lines that are memorable for their simplicity, clarity, and … utter deception.


When I wrote the following pages, or rather the bulk of them, I lived alone, in the woods, a mile from any neighbor, in a house which I had built myself, on the shore of Walden Pond, in Concord, Massachusetts, and earned my living by the labor of my hands only. I lived there two years and two months. At present I am a sojourner in civilized life again.



Most Americans have an image of Thoreau as a rough-hewn, self-educated recluse, who, following the grand tradition of prophets, disappeared into the solitude to commune with nature. We picture his little shack far off in the woods, the man a voluntary Robinson Crusoe, alone with his thoughts and the bluebirds.

Nothing could be farther from the truth. Thoreau could see the well-traveled Concord-Lincoln highway across his field; he could hear the train whistles from the Fitchburg Railroad as it steamed along the track on the far side of Walden Pond.

He visited Concord Village almost every day; Thoreau’s mother and sisters, who lived less than two miles away, delivered goodie baskets every Saturday, stocked with pies, doughnuts, and meals; Thoreau even raided the family cookie jar during his frequent visits home.

The more one reads in Thoreau’s unpolished journal of his stay in the woods, the more his sojourn resembles suburban boys going to their treehouse in the backyard and pretending they’re camping in the heart of the jungle.

The children of Concord visited on weekends and the cabin became a popular picnicking spot for local families. One winter, fellow writer Bronson Alcott had dinner there on Sunday nights; Ralph Waldo Emerson and Nathaniel Hawthorne were frequent visitors.

And, on August 1, 1846, the good ladies of an antislavery group held their annual celebration of the freeing of the West Indian slaves on his doorstep. The cabin once packed twenty-five visitors inside.

“It was not a lonely spot,” understates Walter Harding in his excellent The Days of Henry Thoreau. “Hardly a day went by that Thoreau did not visit the village or was not visited at the pond.” The joke making the rounds in Concord was that when Mrs. Emerson rang the dinner bell, Thoreau came rushing from the woods and was first in line with his outstretched plate.

After a year, Thoreau was giving little lectures in the Concord Lyceum on his experiment in simplified living. Word of his shack spread fast so that tourists started arriving, asking for a drink of water, hoping to catch a glimpse of the inside.

But Thoreau, a meat-eating Harvard grad, did find time away from the crowds to write about man and nature. Walden is a mesmerizing tale of St. Francis on a budget.

However, if you have a hankering to duplicate Thoreau’s experiment in simplicity, perhaps you too should build a shack a couple of miles from the family home, just off the road, by the railroad tracks, a five minute walk from the village. And don’t forget to schedule the weekend picnics. [image: ]

LAUTREC IN DRAG
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Toulouse-Lautrec (1864–1901), best remembered for his cabaret posters, liked to ham it up for the camera. The crippled man also liked to drink so much that toward the end of the artist’s short life, he used a specially designed walking stick, concealing a flask and a shot glass. Here, Lautrec in 1894 has donned the hat, furs, and coat of Jane Avril, one of the most famous Moulin Rouge dancers.(bm3-69)


FORGOTTEN FAILURE BY FUTURE GENIUSES

FLAUBERT’S AGONIZING BELLY FLOP

In September 1849, Gustave Flaubert (1821–1880) finished his 531-page opus, The Temptation of St. Anthony, and called his two closest literary friends—Maxime Du Camp, an irreverent journalist and Louis Bouilhet, a talented poet—to the family estate for a private reading. Flaubert was twenty-seven, this was his first major writing project, and he was very excited. (Almost a decade would pass before Flaubert would publish his novel Madame Bovary, which would reshape the art of fiction.)

As the friends settled into the drawing room, Flaubert’s mother hovered nearby.

“The reading lasted thirty-two hours,” recalled Du Camp many years later. “He read for four hours without pausing, from noon to four o’clock, from eight o’clock to midnight … Every so often during the silent hours while Bouilhet and I listened, we allowed ourselves to exchange a glance; the memory remains very painful. We bent an ear, hoping always that the action would heat up, and always we were disappointed … St. Anthony, bewildered, naive, I would venture, a bit of a nitwit, observes a parade before him of the various forms of temptation and can only figure to respond by exclaiming: ‘Ah! ah! oh! oh! mon Dieu! mon Dieu!’

“… We said nothing but it was easy for him to guess that our reaction was not favorable; once he interrupted himself: ‘You will see! you will see!’ We listened hard to the words of the Sphinx, the ghost, the Queen of Sheba, Simon the magician, Apollonius of Tyre, Origen, … Plato, Diana, Hercules, and even the god Crepitus. All wasted effort! We couldn’t understand; we couldn’t fathom where he was heading, and, in reality, he headed nowhere. Three years of labor collapsed without a trace; the oeuvre flitted away in smoke. Bouilhet and I were appalled. After each session, Madame Flaubert queried us: ‘Well?’ We didn’t dare answer.

“After hearing the final part, Bouilhet and I had a tête-à-tête and we decided that we would be completely honest with Flaubert without holding back anything. The risk was great; but we could not let him continue this way, since at stake was a literary future in which we had absolute faith. Under the pretext of pushing Romanticism beyond the limit, he, without suspecting it, had taken it a step backwards … He must be halted on this path where he would lose his natural talents. This conclusion was painful for us but our friendship and our conscience demanded it.

“That same evening, after the final reading, near midnight, Flaubert banged the table and said: ‘Among the three of us now, be frank and say what you think.’ Bouilhet was usually shy but no one ever showed himself more firm once he decided to make his opinion known; he answered: ‘We think you should throw that thing in the fire and never speak of it again.’ Flaubert leaped up and uttered a cry of horror.”

Flaubert’s mother, who was eavesdropping, never forgave the two and accused them of being jealous of her brilliant son.

Less than a decade later, Flaubert finished Madame Bovary. Du Camp published it in serial form in his Revue de Paris (1856). So any first time writers out there who’ve been brutally rejected, take heart, and remember Flaubert. Once the novelist became famous, he buffed up St. Anthony and had it published.

Just be thankful that no one wants to read it aloud to you. [image: ]



MELVILLE’S MOBY-DICK SUNK LIKE A STONE IN THE 1850s

The novel opens with that stirring invitation, “Call me Ishmael.” Instead, quite a few of the most prestigious critics chose to call the author a no-talent lunatic.

Moby-Dick—now considered one of the greatest American novels, if not the greatest—ran into a critical buzzsaw upon its debut in England in 1851, under the title, The Whale.

Here’s what the respected British literary magazine, The Athenaeum (Oct. 25, 1851), had to say:


An ill compounded mixture of romance and matter of fact … Mr. Melville has to thank himself only if his errors and his heroics are flung aside by the general reader as so much trash belonging to the worst school of Bedlam literature—since he seems not so much unable to learn as disdainful of learning the craft of an artist.



The sea novel about Ahab was released first in England and Melville’s British publisher had taken it upon himself to lop out sixty pages’ worth of irreverence (such as Queequeg’s “skill in obstetrics”) and unwholesome biblical references. So perhaps the book—issued unexpurgated in America as Moby-Dick, with a new epilogue—would be better received over here?


Redburn was a stupid failure, Mardi was hopelessly dull, White Jacket was worse than either; and in fact was such a very bad book, that, until the appearance of Moby-Dick we had set it down as the very ultimatum of weakness to which the author could attain. It seems, however, that we were mistaken. In bombast, in caricature, in rhetorical artifice—generally as clumsy as ineffectual—and in low attempts at humor, each of his volumes has been an advance upon its predecessors.—Democratic Review.

The captain’s ravings and those of Mr. Melville are such as would justify a writ de lunatico against all parties.—Southern Quarterly Review.



The Boston Post claimed the $1.50 cover price was far too high. “Published at twenty-five cents, it might do to buy, but at any higher price, we think it a poor speculation.”

While there were a handful of favorable reviews in the United States, the book-buying public largely steered clear. Harper and Brothers (a forerunner to HarperCollins) sold only 3,797 copies in the first thirty-six years in print.

Melville’s published works tanked after Moby-Dick, perhaps reaching a commercial nadir with his 571-page poem, Clarel (1876). He worked from 1866 to 1885 as a customs inspector in New York, died in 1891.

An obituary in the New York Tribune (Sept. 28, 1891) summed up Melville’s career: “He won considerable fame as an author by the publication of a book in 1847 entitled Typee … This was his best work, although he has since written a number of other stories, which were published more for private than public circulation.”

After World War I, Raymond Weaver helped resurrect Melville with his landmark bio, Herman Melville: Mariner and Mystic (1921) and his discovery of the manuscript of Billy Budd (1924). With Melville in the grave, Moby-Dick sold more than a million copies over the next three decades, with Harper and Brothers just one of the many publishers to issue the out-of-copyright book. [image: ]


REVENGE AGAINST CRITICS

WHISTLER’S MOTHER OF A LAWSUIT

Leonardo da Vinci compared the opinions of critics to “wind from a fool’s behind.” American playwright David Mamet called two powerful New York scribes as (Frank Rich and John Simon) “the syphilis and gonorrhea of the American theater.” Legendary 18th-century British stage actor, David Garrick penned a vicious poem to skewer a fey theater critic.


He deals in rancour to amuse him; A man, it seems—’tis hard to say—A woman then?—a moment pray;—Unknown as yet by sex or feature, Suppose we try to guess the creature.



Most artists sling a few vicious words back, gnash their teeth at night and then let it go. Not so with American artist James McNeill Whistler (1834–1903) who took his tormentor to court, suing British art critic John Ruskin (1819–1900) for libel. This was celebrity versus celebrity, and the international press covered the event like a heavyweight fight. (Picture Robert De Niro versus Roger Ebert.)

Ruskin—snide, self-righteous, and arguably the most influential art critic in the world—had written of Whistler’s paintings at a show at the elite Grosvenour Gallery: “For Mr. Whistler’s own sake, no less than for the protection of the purchaser, Sir Coutts Lindsay ought not to have admitted works into the gallery in which the ill-educated conceit of the artist so nearly approached the aspect of willful imposture. I have seen and heard much of cockney impudence before now; but never expected to hear a coxcomb ask two hundred guineas for flinging a pot of paint in the public’s face”. (July 2, 1877).
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Caricature of Whistler by Max Beerbohm.

The courtroom was packed on November 15, 1878. Whistler was there without his mother.

To non–art history majors, Whistler is best known for Whistler’s Mother, which conjures up images of a conservative dutiful son, an apple-pie kind of man. Not quite. Whistler was a rebellious showman who delighted in lobbing explosive “bon mots” and provocative artistic concepts into polite society. He entitled the famed painting of his dour-faced mom Arrangement in Grey and Black No. 1, while he called a later splash of metallic light on a black background: Nocturne in Black and Gold: The Falling Rocket.

Whistler, American ex-patriate in London, helped sow the seeds of increasingly nonrepresentational art. He affected lavender gloves and a pince-nez and he detested critics. The painting that so infuriated Ruskin was indeed the above-mentioned Falling Rocket.

The very proper attorney-general who represented Ruskin asked Whistler at the trial about how best to appreciate his art work. “You mean, Mr. Whistler, that the initiated in technical matters might have no difficulty in understanding your work. But do you think now that you could make me see the beauty of the picture?”

“Whistler eyed the attorney-general,” according to The World of James McNeill Whistler by Horace Gregory. “He paused dramatically as the courtroom audience held its collective breath. ‘No!’ exploded Whistler. ‘Do you know I fear it would be as hopeless as for a musician to pour his notes into the ear of a deafman.’ ”
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The painting that sparked the famous lawsuit: Whistler’s The Falling Rocket. (Before you play judge, know that this picture looks much more evocative in color with flashes of gold and subtle shades of sea green.)

The courtroom erupted in laughter.

But the trial was not all fun and games. It led to one of the most famous lines ever uttered about putting a price tag on a work of art.

“Now, Mr. Whistler,” asked the attorney-general. “Can you tell me how long it took you to knock off that nocturne? [i.e., a type of painting]”

“I beg your pardon.”

“Oh! I am afraid I am using a term that applies rather to my own work. I should have said: “How long did you take to paint that picture?”

“Oh, no! permit me, I am too greatly flattered that you apply to a work of mine any term that you are in the habit of using with reference to your own work. Let us say then how long I did take to—“knock off,” I think that is it—to knock off that nocturne; well, as well as I remember, about a day.”

“Only a day?”

“Well, I won’t be quite positive; I may have still put a few more touches to it the next day if the painting were not dry. I had better say then, that I was two days at work on it.”

“Oh, two days! The labour of two days, then, is that for which you ask two hundred guineas! [about five times the yearly salary of a factory worker]”

“No I ask it for the knowledge of a lifetime.”

The jury agreed, sort of. Whistler won his libel suit but was awarded only one farthing (i.e., a quarter of a cent) in damages.

The lawyers got paid and in fact, Whistler’s legal fees tipped the struggling artist over into bankruptcy. He lost his house and his furniture and moved to Venice, and backtracked from his provocative style to sell a series of conventional etchings.

Ruskin, for his part—already a bit unhinged—was so outraged by the verdict that he resigned from Oxford University, and became an angry recluse.

So, as usual, in this battle between artist and critic, neither side was the winner. And to this day, critics are divided over whether Whistler sowed the seeds for “modern” art or whether he was notalent poseur.[image: ]

TRUMAN TRIES TO BOMB A MUSIC CRITIC

Give-’em-hell Harry Truman (1884–1972) once aimed both barrels of rage at an arts critic for the Washington Post, who had penned a savage review of Truman’s daughter Margaret’s singing debut. President Truman wrote the following note and mailed it himself.


I have just read your lousy review buried in the back pages. You sound like a frustrated old man who never made a success, an eight-ulcer man on a four-ulcer job and all four ulcers working. I never met you but if I do, you’ll need a new nose and a supporter below. [image: ]




SUPPRESSED ILLICIT WORKS

MARK TWAIN DEFENDS SMALL PENISES

The American drawing room audience that made Mark Twain a rich man also gagged him at times. Publicly, Twain made a career out of battling his urge to smoke, drink, carouse, and curse; and the great humorist carefully kept his published works clean enough to suit the church-going crowd. (The word “nigger” was no problem for that audience.)

But, privately, Twain loved to tell off-color stories–as well as smoke, drink, carouse, and curse—and three of his blue after-dinner speeches have survived: 1601, Some Remarks on the Science of Onanism, and The Mammoth Cod Club.

1601 has made its way into semipolite anthologies; it’s an extended fart joke about breaking wind in the presence of Queen Elizabeth, a kind of one-note joke. The Science of Onanism, on the other hand, a riff on masturbation, ranks among Twain’s funniest short works. The legend of American lit puts masturbation opinions in the mouths of famous characters in history.

[image: ]

Mark Twain carrying a big stick in 1909, a year before his death.(bm3-01)

Julius Caesar says, “Sometimes I prefer it to sodomy.” Robinson Crusoe: “I cannot describe what I owe to this gentle art.” Queen Elizabeth: “It is the bulwark of virginity.”

Twain later advises, “If you must gamble away your lives sexually, don’t play a Lone Hand too much.” Read the whole thing; excerpts don’t do it justice. It’s been published a few times. You can find it in my book, History Laid Bare (Harper-Collins, 1994) or The Outrageous Mark Twain (Doubleday, 1987).

The third of Twain’s surviving off-color works is less known and more controversial. In fact, it was almost lost forever, except for the scholarship of Gershon Legman (Ora-genitalism, The Limerick) who found it in an unpublished anthology—Henry Cary’s Treasury of Erotic and Facetious Memorabilia–where it was wrongly attributed to forgotten Civil War–era humorist, Petroleum V. Nasby.

Legman proved it was Twain’s because of the little poem that opens it and then snooped around to re-create the circumstances during which Twain wrote it.

Twain, whose success stemmed from Tom Sawyer back in 1876, had made some horrendous investments that sent him into bankruptcy. By 1900, Twain’s humor–as can be seen in Letters from the Earth–had taken on more of an edge.

According to Legman, in 1902, millionaire Henry H. Rogers, who had helped Twain climb out of debt, invited the humorist to sail with him on his yacht along with a bunch of high rollers, well-fed men past midlife out for a voyage of drinking, smoking, gambling, and fishing. The gentlemen, fond of codfishing, had dubbed themselves The Mammoth Cods.

Twain, unfortunately, missed the New York departure date because of some lingering houseguests; he sent his regrets, along with this letter which he said might serve as an after-dinner speech.


Dear———,

Yours, inviting me to join the excursion of the “Mammoth Cods” on the 29th inst., is at hand. Of course, I thank you, for I know you only desire my good
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