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Epigraphs



Whatsoever thy hand findeth to do,
do it with thy might.
—ECCLESIASTES 9:10

You don’t have to cook fancy or complicated
masterpieces—just good food from fresh ingredients.
—JULIA CHILD

Let’s have some new clichés.
—SAMUEL GOLDWYN
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Mr. Matthew Arnold. To him, Miss Mary Augusta, his niece: "Why, Uncle Matthew, Oh why, will not you be always wholly serious?"




Overture



Are you serious?

Are you sure?

How can you tell?

In 1904, the British humorist Max Beerbohm published a cartoon about his distinguished countryman, the poet and social critic Matthew Arnold. It depicts the renowned literary man leaning against a mantelpiece, one leg crossed in front of the other. Standing before him, her braid tied with a white bow, and attired in a red pinafore dress, is his tiny niece, Mary Augusta. She is looking up at her famous uncle. Arnold is wearing house slippers and has lifted his right foot up at the toes so that the rest of his foot lolls, mischievously, out of the slipper. He is smiling mischievously, too, with amusement and a hint of derision as he listens to the young girl. The caption has her asking: “Why, Uncle Matthew, Oh why, will not you be always wholly serious?”

The meaning conveyed by Beerbohm’s satire is part of the story told by this book. But before we can understand Beerbohm’s cartoon, we have to understand Arnold’s idea of what he called “high seriousness.”

Matthew Arnold was considered one of the wise men of his age. In essays and books that he published throughout the latter half of the nineteenth century, Arnold established his authority by developing a single powerful insight. Understanding that religion was under siege by Darwinist ideas and the forces of science and technology, Arnold prescribed a substitute for the waning faith in God. He called it “high seriousness.” Seriousness, Arnold believed, was the modern person’s soulfulness.

Just as the church had been the seat of faith, Arnold located “high seriousness” in culture, poetry in particular. For Arnold, poetry was the supreme aesthetic achievement, and the “essential condition,” he wrote, for “supreme poetical success ... [was] high seriousness.” He was nevertheless pretty vague about what high seriousness consisted of, saying only that it had to be a “criticism of life.” But Arnold’s readers, steeped in religion and pained by its decline, knew exactly what he meant. They understood that high seriousness was the secular equivalent of religious belief.

This moral perspective was what Arnold meant by “criticism of life.” He was thinking of the content and tone of the Bible. He might have had in mind Paul’s lines in the First Letter to the Corinthians: “When I was a child, I spake as a child, I understood as a child, I thought as a child: but when I became a man, I put away childish things. For now we see through a glass, darkly; but then face to face.” The idea that, spiritually, adulthood is an incomplete phase of human development is a criticism of the way the worldly pressures of self-interest and practical necessity may cloud our perception of the truth. In Arnold’s eyes, literature attained high seriousness when it offered just such sensitivity to the ways life fell short of its potential fullness. And like religious sentiment, high seriousness had to be expressed with what Arnold called “absolute sincerity.” Seriousness implied a trustworthy personality, just as faith in God once implied a trustworthy soul.

Arnold’s conversion of religious sentiment into culture and taste held a special appeal for Americans. The high seriousness of high culture was just right for a country that lacked the rich artistic and intellectual heritage of Europe and frowned on impractical conceptualizing. Reading Arnold made the American businessman feel elevated; it inspired the American artist and intellectual to feel less alienated. Most consequential of all, Arnold’s belief in art’s salutary effect on morality was just right for a country whose exuberant capitalism, unrestrained by custom or convention, was—along with science and technology—wearing away the influence of religion.

Yet Arnold had nothing to say about seriousness in life. For him it abided only in culture. He made no room for the ultimate seriousness of the firefighter or the policeman, for the seriousness of the doctor, scientist, parent, teacher, friend, or lover. Nor did he embrace the seriousness of practical matters. I wonder what Arnold would have made of one contemporary businessman saying to another about a third man, “He’s a serious guy.” By that, the businessman means the man he is referring to is someone absolutely sincere about satisfying the interests of the people he does business with, or about sticking to his word, or about following through on what he sets out to do.

None of the forms of seriousness that are found in everyday existence has anything to do with high culture. But they are serious nonetheless.

There is another deficiency in Arnold’s exaltation of high seriousness. He left out the importance of levity. Arnold’s exclusion of wit or fun as an essential element of seriousness is what Beerbohm was getting at in his shrewd little cartoon. Beerbohm regarded Arnold as, in fact, more serious than the latter’s solemn notion of high seriousness let on. In Beerbohm’s depiction, Arnold’s seriousness itself drew its power and sincerity from inner reserves of irony and mischief. Without the leavening presence of wit, Beerbohm seems to be saying, seriousness is merely the performance of seriousness. Only a child would be silly enough to expect seriousness to be “always wholly serious.”

But Beerbohm was expressing something even more important. Don DeLillo captures it well in his 2010 novel, Point Omega. “Why is it so hard to be serious,” asks one of the novel’s characters, “so easy to be too serious?” Beerbohm recognized that there exists a point at which seriousness stales and needs to be refreshed by new experiences and new insights. There comes a moment when what is considered serious by culture and society has to give way to a new seriousness or it tips over into a caricature of itself. The harder it becomes to be serious, the easier it is “to be too serious.” Seriousness then declines into the silly impersonation of seriousness.

Which brings us to our contemporary American life. Like Arnold’s fellow Victorians, we also yearn for the ballast that religion once provided. But instead of religious faith, we now say that we are searching for meaning. In our daily lives, being serious is the equivalent of living meaningfully.

It is extraordinary how frequently the words “serious” and “unserious” are now used as moral categories. Serious and unserious have become the critical antipodes by which we navigate through our days: “serious” is the highest praise, “unserious” the worst insult. President Obama was elected, even by people who did not share his political values, because he was widely believed to be a “serious” person who honestly addressed the bare facts. “I supported Obama because I thought he was a serious man,” declared the conservative writer Christopher Buckley. Under the headline “A Hero for Our Time,” an absolutely sincere Garrison Keillor wrote in the Los Angeles Times that during Obama’s campaign Americans realized that “we were done with the flummery and balloon juice, and the country saw its new president: a serious man for serious times.” The eloquent Obama himself sometimes displayed his seriousness in Arnoldian fashion, using it to express a criticism of life in old-fashioned religious terms. “We remain a young nation,” he said in his inaugural address, “but in the words of Scripture, the time has come to set aside childish things.” His detractors use the same criterion to evaluate him. “He was not serious,” declared Peggy Noonan about Obama’s January 2011 State of the Union speech. The Columbus Dispatch likewise pronounced the speech “breathtakingly unserious.”

Yet the very frequency with which the word “serious” is used bespeaks a confusion about just what it means. We used to know—or at least we thought we knew—who and what was serious. Talk about right and wrong was serious. Religion was serious. Intellectual debate was serious. Statesmen were serious, and journalists were serious, and novelists were serious people who often publicly commented on serious matters. And we were still surrounded by the immortal tales of timeless seriousness. Samson and Delilah! Joan of Arc! Horatio at the bridge! To this day, we are thrilled when we find the old stories reflected in instances of contemporary seriousness. The heroes of 9/11 were serious. We know that cops and firefighters are always deeply serious people in their moments of risk-taking and self-sacrifice, and we celebrate such people because we are grateful that they exist. But we also celebrate them because, just like the moral exemplars of earlier times, our contemporary heroes represent a pure, straightforward seriousness about what is at stake at every moment in life. They remind us of the naked urgency that runs without cease through our allotted hours of mortal time.

Nowadays, however, we live in the aftermath of decades of public exposure of private foibles. We have inherited disenchantment with authority in all realms of American life. We are surrounded by irony, arrogant informality, and the most outrageous irreverence as official, public styles. This makes us both yearn for seriousness and mistrust it when we think we might have found it. Some commentators were quick to point out that Obama’s reference to the necessity of putting aside childish things and growing up had misrepresented the original sentiment. Paul was saying that just as childhood had to be completed by adulthood, so too did growing up have to be completed by a spiritual awakening. Until then, even as adults, we see “through a glass, darkly.” Suddenly, Obama’s indisputable seriousness seemed like an unserious appropriation of a serious statement about existence. The question arises: Which was more serious? Obama’s attempt to be serious? Or the mistrust that greeted it?

The more we wish to be serious and to find seriousness, it seems, the more we lose sight of what seriousness really is. On these occasions, we are like little Mary Augusta, imploring the people around us to be “always wholly serious” because we have forgotten just how witty, fresh, and strange true seriousness can be. As a result, we too easily fall prey to the mere performance of seriousness—to its caricature. The performance of seriousness—from politics to journalism to literary and intellectual life—has become the quintessential American silliness. Take, for example, the talk show demagogues of our day, from Left to Right, whose extremist antics occur behind the facade of the most extreme seriousness.

Yet for all the dizzying ubiquity of the word “serious,” and for all the crazy variety of what passes for seriousness, we know when we are being serious, and we know seriousness when we encounter it.

Or do we?

Consider this book a guide to seriousness past and present, as well as a survivor’s manual for the seriousness-starved. It is about what Arnold might have meant by seriousness, but also about seriousness in our everyday lives, and about those other realms of seriousness and serious anti-seriousness, hinted at by Beerbohm, in all their permutations and humble realities. What follows is a serious (of course it is) exploration of one of life’s most elusive yet essential qualities. Someone who loved Italy said once that the Italians were too Italian, but everyone else was not Italian enough. Seriousness is like that, too. Why, oh why can we not be always wholly serious? There is a silly answer to that question, and a serious one. Let’s see what they are.






Chapter One
The Urge to Be Serious



How Seriousness Is Used

Only in America could reality become a trend, as in “reality television.” But then, only in America do we take time out for a “reality check,” as if anyone so far gone as to lose their sense of reality would actually know what to check in order to get it back. I mean, get real. Of course, only in America could the admonishment “get real” be a reproach, and “unreality” be a sin.

Now that we’re on the subject, only in America do we say “I mean” before we say what we mean, as if it were an acceptable convention for people to go around saying what they didn’t mean, and it had become another convention to make the distinction, before saying anything of consequence, between meaning and not meaning what you are about to say.

Already I’m, like, getting dizzy. Which raises the question of why Americans distance themselves from what they are saying by putting “like” before the description of something, as if people are nervous about committing to a particular version of reality, or to a direct, unmediated, nonmetaphorical experience of the real.

In a society like ours where reality is so slippery that we actually now have a whole branch of entertainment explicitly claiming to depict it, the urge to be serious is very powerful. I don’t know exactly when the words “serious” and “seriously” began to perform the function of an intensifier. But using them that way speaks volumes about our yearning to be serious.

That is a seriously beautiful sunset. That girl is seriously hot. That is a serious CD collection. Those are some serious abs. My favorite is, He is seriously funny. Meaning: Not what passes for funny. But truly, authentically, honestly, originally funny. Seriously funny. So much of the life around us has been seized by advertising and Hollywood, so much of our experience has been caricatured and “branded,” that we use the word “serious” in an attempt to reclaim experience for ourselves. It’s a way to distinguish the originality of something from all the many imitations and copies of the thing.

When we say, “That is a serious hamburger,” we mean that it is not like all the hamburgers we have seen in ads and commercials. It is not the proverbial hamburger of childhood outings with Dad, or of stoned, late-night, teenaged visits to McDonald’s, White Castle, or that Greek diner. No, “that is a serious hamburger” means that is a true hamburger, unlike any imitation or copy. It means, At last! I am having a fresh, original experience of a hamburger that exists in fullness of being beyond all the cheap replicas of a burger. Likewise, serious money means not the tired, trite, wearyingly familiar image of money. Serious money is life-changing, status-transforming, “I’ll never have to work again” money. It is not simply a thing to be possessed. It occupies its own category of being. The $7 billion that Facebook founder Mark Zuckerberg is worth qualifies as serious money. Barack Obama, with his millions in book royalties, does not have serious money.

My dictionary traces the etymology of “serious” back to an Old English word meaning “heavy” or “sad.” I have my own fanciful origin of the term. I like to think that the word is somehow tangled up with the Spanish verb ser. Ser means “to be” in Spanish, but it is distinct from the Spanish verb estar, which also means “to be.” You use estar to describe a mood or an emotion. You use ser to describe identity or the particular traits that make up the essence of a person. Estar implies temporariness; ser connotes permanence. In that sense, “serious” is a state of being in which you are fully aware of who you are, and what your place is in the world at that moment. You are also aware of who someone else is, and what their precise relationship is to you. That is what you expect when you are told that someone is “serious”; that what he or she does will follow from who he or she is. We spend our days floating along on a train of disconnected feelings and moods, waiting for the moment when we suddenly become aware of the connection between who we are and what we are doing.

You might say that estar is an artificial state of being because it is contingent on the forces that create our moods and cause them to change. Ser, on the other hand, is wholly natural. It is how we live in clarity and conscientiousness. Ser is organic seriousness. When people say that they are searching for meaning, they are saying that they are trying to find something serious about which they can be serious. To live meaningfully is to live seriously.

I know what some of you are thinking. This guy is making too much of a hamburger. Siegel is being too serious. In fact, the attraction and the aversion to being serious is a pendular American motion, as we shall see in a later chapter. A constant fear runs through American life, that you are either too serious—and thus depressed, in the Old English sense of the word—or not serious enough. As Abraham Lincoln, one of the most serious people who ever lived, wrote to a woman he was courting:

I have commenced two letters to send you before this, both of which displeased me before I got half done, and so I tore them up. The first I thought wasn’t serious enough, and the second was on the other extreme.

As we’ve noted, in contemporary American life, “serious” seems to be used more frequently the less its meaning is clear. “Serious” occurs in the most diverse and contradictory contexts. It has traveled far from Arnold’s snobbish use of the term, and even beyond Beerbohm’s realms of laughter and absurdity. Yet the impulse behind the use of the word—the desire to be serious!—remains constant.

“If you wanna be taken seriously, you gotta have serious hair,” Melanie Griffith says in the movie Working Girl. She turns out to be right, though neither highfalutin’ Matthew Arnold nor mischievous Max Beerbohm would have had any idea what she was talking about. In The Godfather, Don Corleone tells Virgil Sollozzo, a gangster newly arrived in town who has joined up with a rival crime family, that he has agreed to meet with him because he has heard that Sollozzo is a “serious man.” The don means that Sollozzo means what he says, but Sollozzo is also serious in another sense: he ends up nearly killing the don and murdering one of his sons. You might say that Sollozzo turned out to be too serious, while Don Corleone was not serious enough.

Even exemplars of Arnoldian high seriousness are of no help in clarifying what “serious” truly signifies. Arnold’s foremost American disciple was the literary critic Lionel Trilling. What fun Beerbohm might have had with him. About sixty years ago, Trilling offered a provocative insight into the social construction of seriousness. “It might be said,” he wrote, “that our present definition of a serious book is one which holds before us some image of society to consider and condemn.” In other words, Trilling scorned what he regarded as the “middlebrow” notion of seriousness. For Trilling and other intellectuals of his time, “middlebrow” meant art—or taste in art—that pretended to value difficulty and complexity but settled instead for easy sentiments and simple ideas. In Trilling’s eyes, social outrage was an instantly available emotion that provided the appearance of a complex, critical attitude toward society, and so it often served as the quickest route to “seriousness.”

Trilling was thinking of—to use his mildly ironic phrase—“commercially successful serious novels,” like those of John Steinbeck, James Gould Cozzens, and James Jones. We don’t have much socially conscious commercial fiction anymore. Rather, Hollywood has taken on the function of holding “before us some image of society to consider and condemn.” Think of the award for Best Picture, bestowed upon the film considered to be the most serious of the past year. The last five movies, as of this writing, to have won the award are: Crash (2005), a movie about racial and ethnic prejudice; The Departed (2006), a movie about police corruption; No Country for Old Men (2007), a movie about the way violence, greed, and sheer chance expose the sham of social harmony; Slumdog Millionaire (2008), a movie about the rottenness at the heart of capitalism; and The Hurt Locker (2009), a movie about the sickness of war.

But was Trilling right? Are these movies pretending to be serious by taking up “serious” themes that are actually emotionally and intellectually facile? Or was Trilling, like so many other elite intellectuals, a seriousness snob who felt the periodic urge to renounce his own serious nature when he found it reflected in contexts that were unfamiliar and even inhospitable to his own?

The meaning of “seriousness” is seriously elusive. We spend our days searching for a way to be serious. We exhort our children to be serious. We look for serious people to associate with, to befriend, to fall in love with. We search for serious work. We get tired of all the buying and selling, of all the numbing routines that fill our days and consume our time, tired of the petty but necessary white lies that we have to tell and endure being told. We want to feel that there is a purpose to our lives. We want to feel that our experiences add up to something that explains our experiences. We wish to stop thinking about our self-interest, just for a minute, and get caught up in something larger than ourselves. We want to be serious.

Yet we don’t want the busy, transactional, ego-gratifying world to pass us by. We do not want to get weighed down by lugubrious seriousness, by the Old English origin of the word. Maybe that’s why “serious business” has become such a universal expression. It captures our ambivalence about being serious. Serious business is not just business as usual. It’s fresher and more original and more consequential than that. At the same time, it’s not so out of the ordinary that it takes us away from the importance of attending to our business.

Still, for all our ambivalence and confusion about how to be serious, and in what degree, our yearning to be serious persists. It makes its way into our speech again and again.

“Serious” as an intensifier is as ubiquitous, if you will pardon my crudity, as the word “fucking.” The two terms are like the respectable and the unrespectable sides of the same social coin. We may say, for example, that something is “fucking great” or that something is “seriously great.” “Fucking great” means that there is something asocial about the thing that is great, or at least something asocial about the way we think about the thing. It could lead us into turbulent waters. “Seriously great” means that no matter how great it is, it will remain within the bounds of what is normal and acceptable.

The modulations are infinite. “I’m seriously upset with you” means that you are upset in a way that cannot be captured by all the many representations of being upset that we have been flooded with throughout our lives. You are “seriously” upset; you are upset in an unprecedented way. You are also upset in a way that has purpose, attention, and continuity. That is to say, there are going to be consequences to your being upset. You are going to stay focused on being upset. You are going to follow through on being upset. But being “seriously” upset means that you are sticking to the rules. You are not going to be hurtful. You are not going to do anything reckless. If you are “fucking upset,” on the other hand, then all bets are off. The still-taboo word is out of social bounds. It means that you are probably going to do something that is equally out of bounds. You might be reckless. You might hurt someone.

Use of the intensifier “seriously” puts the brakes on a situation where “fucking” might be used instead. He is a “fucking womanizer” expresses disgust and disapproval. He is a “serious womanizer” is an emphatic description that indicates moral neutrality and even a hint of admiration. “Serious” as an intensifier brings a situation right up to the brink of emergency and violence without crossing the line.

But by the same token, “fucking” is so commonly understood to be an expression of power used by someone who feels powerless that “serious” has a sincerity “fucking” lacks. All a cop needs to say is that you are in “serious” trouble. If he says you are in “fucking” trouble, you might wonder about his state of mind. After all, cops are at their most serious when they are wordlessly arresting someone. The same goes for “We’re in some serious shit.” The world is brimming with shit and with people who say “shit.” But serious shit—ah, that’s the real thing. It’s shit with official consequences. We add “serious” to an expletive when we want to preserve the outlaw force of it while shedding its implication of impotence. “Serious” as an intensifier makes something both respectable and absolutely urgent.

Or as Group Home raps: “Me and my fam, take this rap shit serious / New York to L.A., and you niggaz best to fear this.”

Interlude: The Serious Business of Numbers

Between the previous section and this one, I had the urge to snack on some cheese, but I resisted the impulse because my cholesterol is a combined 205 and it should be less than 200. The LCD, or bad cholesterol, is on the high side, coming in at about 135. It’s supposed to be less than 130. The HCD, or good cholesterol, is 52. It should be above 40. My father’s father, my father, my maternal grandfather, and my maternal grandmother all died of heart attacks. That means that I have a 1 in 50 chance of succumbing to the same illness. On the other hand, I don’t smoke, so that lowers the chance to 1 in 200. I used to drink between 3 and 4 glasses of wine a night—the maximum healthy amount for men is 2 glasses per day, while for women it’s one. I don’t drink alcohol at all anymore, except on the rare occasions I go out to socialize. Then I have between 4 and 6 glasses of wine. If I go out once a week, that is well under the recommendation of 14 glasses per week for men. Twice a week brings me to between 8 and 12 glasses, which is still just below the limit. But I don’t go out much because
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