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Up from Academe:
An Introduction
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    IT SAYS SOMETHING about the specialized repetitions of academic life that a journal called Joseph Conrad Today can be continuously published. And it says something about my days as an assistant professor that, twenty years ago, I was writing for it. Twentieth-century British literature was my field, and like most of my colleagues in pursuit of tenure at Vassar, I was accumulating “publications” in periodicals read chiefly by the other people writing in the same issue.

William W. Bonney’s Thorns and Arabesques: Contexts for Conrad’s Fiction was the Johns Hopkins University Press book I had to review for Volume VI, nos. 3–4 of JCT. The following sentence is typical of the book’s language, an idiom spoken by the academic species one level above mine—that is, associate professors in pursuit of promotion: “In these instances, a seemingly meaningful logical surface is subverted by the ontic vacancy of raw diversity established through a plurality of multiplicative inverses, to which the very idea of orderly and sequential monogenesis is indeed alien.”

Alien, indeed. “If Mr. Bonney will forgive me,” I wrote after closing his quotation, “I will make my point in a mere eight syllables: no one should write like this, ever.” The review’s last sentences read, at this remove, like an urgent note to myself: “I fear we have entered a kind of commentators’ My Lai. We have reached the point where we are destroying language in order to explain it … squeezing out the last humble Anglo-Saxon syllable from a critical prose that is rapidly moving beyond the Latinate and towards the Martian.” I was telling myself to look for another job.

In a roundabout way that’s what I began to do, by reviewing for regular newspapers and National Review—a magazine viewed by my colleagues as not only politically suspect but positively flashy—and by publishing a study of diaries (A Book of One’s Own, 1984) that was a sort of belletristic curiosity. By the time I sat on the English department’s hiring committee in the fall of 1987, the madly theoretical work of professors like Bonney—who scorned critical factors like biography as “extralinguistic presences”—had already given way to a preoccupation with nothing but the social and historical circumstances of literature. Issues of “race, class and gender”—invoked so often and with such automatic simultaneity that they seemed to be one angry word, raceclassgender—were fast becoming the only avenues of inquiry into literary “texts.” (Talk of “books” disappeared with the ditto machine and card catalog.) And yet the language employed in these new political pursuits, evident in the dissertation chapters presented by applicants to the hiring committee, was just as pretentiously ugly as the lingo that had made the “theorists,” such a short time ago, feel so smart.

By ’88 I was publishing fiction along with literary journalism, and I wanted out. I gave up tenure and taught part-time for a few years, during which, I must add, I was always treated well, even fondly, like some back number spared the bindery and allowed to keep its torn cover. Just before I left Vassar for good, several months before my fortieth birthday in 1991, I gave a whole course on Mary McCarthy, the college’s most famous alumna and the subject, years before, of my own undergraduate honors thesis at Brown. Mary (eventually a friend) has been without question the most enduring influence on my life as a writer. In fact, it was probably a volume of her essays, On the Contrary (1961), that made me want to become one at all.

Mary’s glamour and reputation for sexual daring (Vassar took years to get over The Group) left some who read her criticism surprised by its essentially conservative nature. Her imagination was premodernist, and despite that twentieth-century academic specialty, so mine has always been. In all the years I was teaching Joyce and Woolf, my heart and mind were actually closer to Trollope and Thackeray. McCarthy’s essay “The Fact in Fiction”—she was all for it—spoke forcefully to me when I read it thirty years ago, and I’m not surprised that my own fiction eventually settled into the precinct of the historical novel. Like Mary, I began publishing fiction only after I’d written a good deal of criticism and argument, and for better and worse the developmental sequence is evident: in my novels, narrative comes less easily than the construction of a character’s background or commentary on his motives. Reluctant to let go of the essayist’s prerogatives, I have never written a novel outside the third person. Even amongst the diarists in A Book of One’s Own, practitioners of the ultimate first-person form, I always leaned toward the panoramic chroniclers, the ones who looked outward upon their times more than inward upon their lives. There’s an element of Mary here, too: she once declared a resolute preference for sense over sensibility, and in my own essay “Enough About Me,” grouped in the “Biographical” section of this book, I find myself writing this about a clutch of modern memoirs very different from McCarthy’s Memories of a Catholic Girlhood: “I would rather end the day having had one clear thought than one strong feeling.…”

If I regret my long detour into college teaching—and I do; it’s the vocation of first, wrong choice for most writers—I cannot say I’m sorry to have spent five years acquiring a Ph.D. My 1970s graduate education at Harvard (made sport of in my first novel, Arts and Sciences) was, at all events, staunchly behind the times. In Cambridge in those days, the study of literature was, more than anything else, the study of literary history. We emerged nearly immaculate of Professor Bonney’s textual theory, handicapped for the job market, but in my case at least somewhat better equipped to write the sort of fiction and criticism I went on to produce during and after my long period of teaching.

More than half the pieces in this book first appeared in Gentlemen’s Quarterly, where I got the job of literary editor in 1991, shortly after writing a piece for the magazine, included here, on John O’Hara, perhaps the most fact-heavy writer of fiction produced by America in modern times. I took to GQ immediately—no committees, for one thing. I bought the fiction, commissioned essays and eventually took over the books column from the redoubtable Mordecai Richler. As he was making the change, Art Cooper, GQ’s editor-in-chief, asked me what I thought the most important trait a book critic could have. I said skepticism; hence the column’s new eponymous rubric: “Doubting Thomas.” Even so, the column’s dominant mode turned out to be one of qualified appreciation, as shown by the sixteen pieces in “Working Writers,” almost all of them about novelists, from Ward Just to Will Self, whose works are set in a career context.

I’ve sorted the other two dozen or so essays into four sections. The retrospective group “Off the Shelf” begins with an early, long piece on Siegfried Sassoon (the English poets of World War I were my particular academic specialty) and moves on to reconsider a trio of hearty “light-heavyweights” in American fiction: O’Hara, Sinclair Lewis, and John Dos Passos. Along with some brief, more or less appalled pieces on Truman Capote and H. L. Mencken are two short ones on McCarthy and a longer sort of literary travel essay about New Orleans in the 1960s.

I have always been drawn to literature’s suburbs (those diaries) and minor keys (I used to describe my dissertation subject, Edmund Blunden, as “a major minor poet”); this book’s third section, “On the Fringe,” is an assortment of pieces on fan mail, plagiarism, obituary, indexes, handwriting, and book tours.

“Biographical” begins with the first sizable essay I ever published, “A Boy of No Importance,” an account of my search for what happened to Edward Shelley, the office boy at Oscar Wilde’s publishers and a minor (again) character in the great drama of Wilde’s trials. This exercise in detection has links, I think, to the two much-later pieces that follow, in which inference goes to work on a slender trove of incidentals: “Held in Check” attempts to assess aspects of my father’s character from the box of cancelled checks he left behind after his death, and “Sanctified by Blood” tries something similar with the contents of Abraham Lincoln’s pockets on the night he was murdered. “Life Is Short” praises the tradition of brief biography from Plutarch to the present, while “Double Dutch” offers two cheers for perhaps the most reviled life story of our time, Edmund Morris’s peculiar recreation of Ronald Reagan.

Morris’s half-invented history provides passage to the book’s last main section, which includes commentary on my own experience with the historical novel, and appraisals of that genre as practiced by such contemporaries as Jane Smiley and Andrea Barrett. The other “Historical Fictions” under consideration here are the Kennedy assassination as reimagined by Norman Mailer; the evolution of American political photography; the conspicuous dearth of imaginative literature prompted by the moon landing; and the tumult of the late-’60s campus revolution as I might be inclined to reconstruct it in a novel.

One might append the subtitle of that last piece, “A Minority Report,” to this whole collection, whose prevailing moods and enthusiasms remain more retroverted and conservative than the academic and media cultures in which they were experienced. The actual title comes from what rereading makes me realize is my own most frequently used prepositional phrase. In fact is what rhetoricians call a “transitional marker”—words employed to announce a second sentence or phrase that, with a certain eagerness, elaborates upon the first. I notice that even in this short preface I could go barely more than four paragraphs without it. But as I look at them on the title page, the two words seem not so much a connective device as the single atmospheric element in which I’ve lived my life as a writer, even the “imaginative” part that produces novels. Those books have risen from the actual and verifiable world, its history and geography intact. The further anyone’s fiction strays from those things, the less it interests me. (I cannot conceive of a phrase in which the adjective condescends to the noun more than happens in “magical realism.”) Similarly, the further criticism entered its university echo chamber of jargon and abstraction, the more I clamored to flee it. The “real world”—a phrase that academics use with uncommon accuracy to indicate what’s over the walls—is the one I had to get into if I was to have any chance as a writer and, I’m long since convinced, a reader.

Westport, Connecticut
August 14, 2000         
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The Fabulous Baker Boy
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May 1996

    THE TITLE OF Nicholson Baker’s first collection of essays, The Size of Thoughts, reminds us that the vision he’s displayed in four novels preceding it has always been defiantly molecular. Baker doesn’t just count the angels on the head of a pin; he does long division with the feathers in their wing tips. The epic tininess of some of this new book’s subject matter—a 150-page piece on a secondary meaning of the word lumber (“old household goods, slow-selling wares, stuff, or junk”); a “History of Punctuation” that narrows down to a treatise on the demise of the hybrid comma-dash—recalls the “plots” of his first two novels: a young man’s musings during a lunch hour spent buying shoelaces and riding an escalator; a narrator’s thoughts while giving his infant daughter her bottle. Mostly, this new collection reminds us that Baker has never really been a novelist at all. He has been writing essays the whole time—has been, in fact, a small master, the genre’s American Fabergé.

Those first two books, The Mezzanine and Room Temperature, depend almost entirely upon association, the way one thought leads to another, a process that could keep any person with sufficient powers of observation and language wide-eyed and delighted forever. The world’s lumber, after all, is inexhaustible. The difficulty comes with almost no person’s having the combined gifts of sight and words that Baker does. But his readers can settle for clucking over the aptness of what’s born from the author’s nearly Rain Man–like gaze and metaphor-mad pen.

He’s got a million of them: “the late-afternoon color of thermally activated elevator call buttons”; the way that, in signing a credit-card slip after a good meal, “you whip off most of your last name with the sort of accelerating wriggle that a vacuum-cleaner cord makes in retracting into its coiled place of storage”; or just the “Saarinenesque upcurve” of a contact lens. Ever since someone noticed that his love was like a rose, we have depended upon other things to let us truly apprehend what’s in front of us, but Baker works with what he calls “vibratiuncles of comparison,” tiny dog-whistle vibrations that he makes into paragraphs and even pages about the earplugs, popcorn and push-button hand dryers that stock a personal world as disproportionate as it is exact. There is something almost cyber about the way he goes fantastic-voyaging through airplane air nozzles, milk cartons and plastic coin-roll wrappers. Other writers may do the occasional riff on these things, but Baker composes one baroque concerto after another. His real ancestors are seventeenth-century writers like Robert Burton, who draped a sort of ruminative Spanish moss over their pages.

What keeps Baker’s prose from being a stunt, or just a bravura sort of “technical writing” (the Room Temperature narrator’s job), is the genuine love of the world giving rise to it. Baker may be a transistor, but he’s also the kid at the other end of the radio’s earphone, bopping around in wonderment and joy, feeling tenderness for even “the kind of tasteless lovable roll that was included free with your order from a nearby Chinese takeout place.” He exclaims his observations in paeans and odes: “Perforation! Shout it out! The deliberate punctuated weakening of paper and cardboard so that it will tear along an intended path, leaving a row of fine-haired white pills or tuftlets on each new edge!” This particular hymn occurs in one of The Mezzanine’s many footnotes, a device hardly necessary, since the whole book is really a footnote.

Which brings us back to thinking about why this Lewis and Clark of gadgetry usually presents himself as a novelist. The pose won’t do for two reasons, those important ones called plot and character. He has shown no real inclination to be bothered with either. Object to a novel’s descriptive “clogs,” and Baker will respond: “The only thing I like are the clogs.… I wanted my first novel to be a veritable infarct of narrative cloggers, the trick being to feel your way through each clog by blowing it up until its obstructiveness finally revealed not blank mass but unlooked-for seepage points of passage.” Well, yes, there are these little streams of philosophy running beneath the books, some of them even deep (“reading is itself a state of artificially enhanced loneliness”), but the fiction-seeking reader must sail them alone, with no Copperfield or Clarissa, not even a Caulfield, waving from the banks. Mr. Baker may be made of flesh and love, but his narrators are androids of convenience.

That’s true even in the nervy (perhaps foolhardy) novels that followed Room Temperature. These were Vox, the story of a single intercity phone-sex conversation, and The Fermata, Baker’s much-excoriated tale of a Boston office temp with a power (“the Fold”) to freeze all motion and time around him, a gift he uses mostly to take off women’s clothes and have a look. The priapic nebbish heroes of these books seem like liberated versions of the shy office workers who narrated the first two novels. There was always something a little guilty in the Mezzanine fellow’s chirpy office banter. You suspected he was a mad wanker once he got home, and when his variants showed up in Vox and The Fermata, you realized that Baker had finally allowed the young man to let loose a great titsapoppin’, va-va-va-vulva, Tourette-syndrome outburst he’d kept bottled up for years.

The often funny and completely unarousing Vox functions via the disparities within its own highbrow dirty diction. Jim and Abby (“My clitoris is duplicitous”) sound more like semioticians than phone-sex freaks, and by the end of their 165-page session, the only thing chapped is their lips. The book is nowhere near as descriptively dense as its predecessors, but this is Baker we’re talking about, so the filigree remains ornate, to say the least. The angels may now be dancing on the head of a penis, but exactitude is still the order of the day. As Abby explains, finding a climactic fantasy during masturbation is a tricky business, “kind of like getting dressed for a party, and being unsure of what to wear right up to the last minute, and frantically trying on one image after another like clothes, not knowing which combination looks really good.”

There is plenty of sci-fi pleasure in watching Arno Strine put a periodic halt to “time’s cattle-drive” in The Fermata. The peculiarities of the Fold—its “acoustical coziness,” the problems it causes with the radio and photography—make for better reading than the book’s long, and increasingly nasty, pornographic set pieces. Despite moments of happy burlesque (“Is there any other related repetitive motion that you engage in?” asks a carpal-tunnel expert of the keyboard-weary Arno), this is a novel in which one wants to skip the “good parts”—which is most of it—to get back to the Bakery basics, the superbly satisfying digressions.

One wonders if Vox and The Fermata were the author’s attempt to scale one more front of his literary idol, John Updike. Between the two minutiae novels (which seem to take place in a kind of Fold of their own) and the two sex books, Baker wrote a short volume about his Updike obsession. It’s a “creepy” (his own editor’s word), brave book, a comic verbal stalking of the “imaginary friend” with whom Baker one day hopes to share a game of golf the way the two of them have shared formidable mothers and psoriasis. In U and I, Baker recognizes the thick, Updikean style of his own descriptive hothouses, and readers can relate his awe at the world’s gizmos to Rabbit Angstrom’s “instinctive taste for the small appliances of civilization,” which once made that character think, amid the lumber of an American drugstore: “God, what a lot of ingenious crap there is in the world.” But another part of Updike’s achievement has been, as Baker puts it, being “the first to take the penile sensorium under the wing of elaborate metaphorical prose.” There is a dizzying amount of virtuoso, lyrical sex in Updike’s books, most of it still quite daring at the time the older writer was swimming into Baker’s souped-up ken. It’s reasonable to suppose that some of The Fermata’s logomaniacal fuck-frenzies originated in hero worship.

As Baker nears 40, is it fair to expect or demand a certain “growth” from this micro-megalomaniac, this maximal minimalist? His Updike book confesses plenty of literary ambition and an awareness of career trajectory that borders on the unhealthy (though not abnormal). Has he now reached the point where he will stop shoehorning his outsize gifts into such teeny-tiny books and unleash them upon some big subject and full-blown characters?

Don’t bet on it. In the title essay of his collection, Baker reveals what he’ll do with any “huge, interlocking thoughts” that come his way: “Once I coax from large thoughts the rich impulses of their power, I will be able to think them in solitude, evening after evening, walking in little circles on the carpet with my arms outspread.” Of his Fold powers, Arno Strine admits, “I should probably make much better use of my gift than I do,” but he has decided that his “foldouts should in general be short, recreational, and masturbatory, rather than deep and pained.” Imagine what Julien Sorel, or Raskolnikov, might have done with this power! Arno won’t even use it for practical jokes, let alone bank robbery. He leaves behind cash for the small items he takes from stores with frozen clerks. “The last thing in the world I want is to be seen as a threat,” he explains, and so it is with his creator. “We don’t want the sum of pain or dissatisfaction to be increased by a writer’s printed passage through the world,” declares the author of U and I. His mother told him that his reluctance to use painful family memories in his books “was admirable and kind of me but bad for my writing, because it severely limited my range.” It’s this emotional resistance, besides his philosophical bent, that’s keeping his books small.

Perhaps that’s all right. Depth of talent is a rarer thing than range, after all, and some of his recent work, like a piece on the abandonment of old library card catalogs, has a surprising measure of passion. Still, Baker’s first novel suggests there might be one big subject to which his bug-eyed magnifications are supremely well suited. While riding the escalator, The Mezzanine’s narrator plays “a superstitious game” whose object is “to ride all the way to the top before anyone else stepped onto the escalator behind me or above me,” because “if someone got on either escalator before I finished my ride, he or she would short out the circuit, electrocuting me.” This is mentioned just minutes before he cleans his eyeglasses “with the fifth paper towel.” There is a great American novel waiting to be written about the little looming agonies of OCD (obsessive-compulsive disorder), a condition whose hilarious-seeming symptoms are suffered heroically—and suspensefully—by thousands of real people. Baker’s imagination was born to write it.

I urge him toward it with fellow feeling. Mon semblable! Mon frère! How can I not essay a short B-and-I close about the three times our type-ridden paths have crossed? There’s that reference to me, in the Updike book, as a quick interruption to your life and work—“My wife gave me Thomas Mallon’s brand-new Stolen Words for Christmas (yes, it is already December 28, 1989, and I have only gotten this far in this essay!)”—and there was the time I asked if you would write for GQ about your Vox book tour. You politely declined, saying you were still in the middle of the experience I was asking you to describe; if I’d read more of your work than I had (I didn’t own up to this), I’d have known that in the wordage I had to offer, you probably couldn’t have finished describing how you put on the TV-interviewer’s clip-on mike. And finally, there was the quite unexpected time when the link between us was made by none other than Updike himself, who was reviewing a book of mine and noted that I too was something of a “precisionist”—was, in fact, stylistically “like Nicholson Baker, if not with the same antic effect.” How flattering (Baker was, from what I’d then seen, awfully good), but how crushing (was I, by comparison, some literal-minded sobersides?).

Could I, if I wanted, take my own detailed sightings up to the 300x power of yours? No, I couldn’t, for the big, simple reasons you put down with a shudder while considering Updike: “He writes better than I do and he is smarter than I am.” The italics were yours, and this time, with your six books and whatever reservations in front of me, they’re mine.


Speed the Plot
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October 1994*

    OLD JOKE: Panhandler accosts businessman for spare change. “A loan,” he says. Businessman refuses but imparts some literary financial advice: “ ‘Neither a borrower nor a lender be.’ William Shakespeare.” Panhandler replies: “ ‘Fuck you.’ David Mamet.”

Since the 1970s, in plays from American Buffalo to Oleanna, Mamet has made himself famous with dialogue that is faster, filthier and more fractured than any other important dramatist’s. His characters shout at and over one another, like shortwave radios barking cross talk. Take the following typical exchange between two of the middle-aged real-estate agents in Glengarry Glen Ross:


AARONOW: Well. Well …

MOSS: Hey. (Pause.)

AARONOW: So all this, um, you didn’t, actually, you didn’t actually go talk to Graff.

MOSS: Not actually, no. (Pause.)

AARONOW: You didn’t?

MOSS: No. Not actually.

AARONOW: Did you?

MOSS: What did I say?

AARONOW: What did you say?

MOSS: Yes. (Pause.) I said, “Not actually.” The fuck you care, George? We’re just talking …

AARONOW: We are?

MOSS: Yes. (Pause.)



The above is so unreadable that, seeing it on paper, one can forget how effectively it works onstage. Mamet’s dramas play well enough to survive such things as the casting of Madonna (in the 1988 Broadway production of Speed-the-Plow), but one cannot read them. They offer not the slightest linguistic pleasure on the page; the static that crackles on the stage is ugly and arrhythmic in a book. And this is not a small thing, because genuinely great and even just good playwrights, from Shakespeare through Tennessee Williams, can be read with as much pleasure as they can be viewed—perhaps even more: Early nineteenth-century critics like Hazlitt preferred their Bard in a book instead of on the boards, because his characters were more likely to be understood through careful savoring of the playwright’s language than through passive witness to an actor’s histrionics.

In his essay “A Playwright in Hollywood,” Mamet confessed: “It is much easier to write great dialogue (which is a talent and not really very much of an exertion) than to write great plots. So we playwrights do the next best thing to writing great plots: we write bad plots. And then we fill up the empty spaces with verbiage.” The prospect of a novel by Mamet was intriguing. What would he do with the fullness of the form, in which dialogue is only one component among many? The answer turns out to be precious little. The Village is set in rural New England, but far from “lay[ing] bare the dark heart of small-town America,” as his publisher rather desperately promises, the book performs a triple bypass, neglecting the novel’s traditional realms of characterization, chronicle and social texture in favor of nervous interior monologues that seal up the village’s population, one by one, like pears in a row of Mason jars.

Chief among the characters is Henry, whose mind has begun to wander, either from—it’s never clear—the natural forgetfulness of age or something more clinically sinister, like aluminum cookware. In any case, he spends most of the book sinking into contemplative deliriums: “ ‘Was I asleep?’ Henry thought. ‘Or was I hypnotized? Did I lapse into some Hindu State of Consciousness? Or did I drift away? What was I thinking of?’ ” Much of the time a reader has very little notion of, let alone interest in, what that could be, but Mamet treats him to long, dull replications of Henry’s consciousness as the character makes tea, prepares a campsite or—most numbingly—decides not to employ the same parking style as his neighbor:


Each time he returned to his own home, after having seen the Trooper’s car, he debated parking his truck in the driveway nose-out in emulation of the Trooper. He was restrained by the fear that neighbors would feel he was posing, and, so, he always parked in the same manner—straight-in, between the house and the small barn. “Well,” he thought, ending his debate with himself as it always ended, “at least I am capable of decent self-restraint, and lay no claim to attitudes and accomplishments I have not worked to possess.”



The Trooper is another self-torturer, someone we eventually learn is named Billy and is feeling guilty over an extramarital affair. There’s also a sexy, surly girl named Maris who gets everyone worked up when she walks through town; a hardware-store owner named Dick who is facing foreclosure; and an old farmer and World War II veteran, Lynn, who, while out walking his dog one day, spots Maris making love to a man by a dried-up stream. If all this sounds disjointed, it is; if all this is intended to make some point about the isolation of individuals in such a village—or just in such a sad world as ours—it doesn’t.

Instead of a bad plot, there is no plot. Some slam-bang developments take place toward the end (one character’s children are involved in a terrible accident, and it seems as if the befuddled Henry may have done something terrible without being quite aware of it), but these are occurrences, not at all the same thing as a plot. The bulk of the book moves in a sludge of consciousness. There is a terrible tentativeness to everything everyone does, whether it’s driving into town, repairing a clock or catching a fish. It’s as if they all somehow can’t manage, as if they and the world are ready to shatter like glass. “He moved back to the toaster, and took the toast and buttered it with a large, black-bladed knife. He took a heavy white plate from a rack at eye level, and used the knife to slide the toast onto it”: Not since the old nouveau roman has one heard such ticktocking monotony. Dick, the hardware-store owner in trouble with the bank, spends an entire paragraph in internal debate over the rightness or wrongness of storing an electric fan in a plastic bag.

For a brief while, the reader experiences a grotesque fascination with the pointless elaboration. It’s like watching one of those single-camera public-access cable shows, which lull you into a sort of drooling attentiveness until the phone rings or the cat makes a noise and you surface toward actual consciousness with a vague sense of disgust over the way you’ve permitted your heart and brain to slow to such a dangerous level. In the case of Mamet’s novel, your head jerks toward wakefulness with the question: Why didn’t he endow the characters with something like life histories and personalities, textured pasts and quirks, instead of presenting all these long, dull replications of the immediate moment? And do all the accompanying philosophical musings rise much above Robert Fulghum? “ ‘Just like the plane,’ he thought. ‘It’s here, and then it’s gone, and whatever you’re looking at, is—while it’s there—then it passes on.’ ” As any number of Mamet’s dramatis personae might once have said: no shit.

The narration reads like stage direction (“Dickie’s hand came back and took the pipe. He filled it from a tin at his right hand. Next to the tin sat the pad with the mortgage figure. He filled and tamped the pipe while looking at the pad”), and the internal monologues sound like spotlighted soliloquies (“ ‘I don’t want sympathy, understanding, or a special break from anyone that lives’ ”). Halfway through the book, some of the characters finally start talking like the playwright’s old creations (“ ‘Hell of a fucken fucked-up world,’ the third man said. ‘I b’lieve I’ll have a drink. Bill?’ ”), but profane speech can’t save the novel from its sacramental pretensions. The bits of dialogue that Mamet does present convince one he could have done a fine job spitting out a play’s worth of the gravelly pellets of New England speech, with even some wit thrown in (“ ‘He looks like he was born with his face washed,’ Dick thought”); but everything lively is hunted down and choked before it can realize itself.

Not content with creating the most subtle fiction of his age, Henry James broke his back and heart trying to write a hit play. For his pains he received thunderous catcalls. Deep down, he must have known better, and so must Mamet as he moves in the opposite direction. “Let’s be serious,” he once wrote at the beginning of an essay against amplification in the theater. “If you are an actor and you can’t make yourself heard in a thousand-seat house, you’re doing something wrong—you should get off the stage.…” And if Mamet can’t handle the social scope and carpentry of a novel, he should get back on it and return to the business of machine-gunning audiences with the dialogue he sprays faster than anyone else. Buying his glacial first novel is like paying money to see Carl Lewis walk.


* Review of The Village, by David Mamet (Little, Brown).




Writing Like the Dickens
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March 1998

    PERCY BUCKLE. Mercy Larkin. Mr. Figgs.

Exactly right!

The publisher of Peter Carey’s new novel, Jack Maggs, promises a “Dickensian” book, and the author has come up with a dramatis personae worthy of the adjective. What better moniker for a pretentious housekeeper than “Mrs. Halfstairs,” caught as she is between the up and the down? Welcome, lady, to the grand company of compounds—Murdstone, Honeythunder, Tulkinghorn—conjured by the master to whom your creator now pays tribute.

If moviegoers who have just seen Oscar and Lucinda go back to the decade-old Carey novel on which it’s based, they will be able to find there, too, considerable literary homage being paid. Carey’s story of the Reverend Oscar Hopkins owes much of its feel to the novels of Thomas Hardy (especially Jude the Obscure) and some of its character conflict to Father and Son (1907), Edmund Gosse’s memoir of his upbringing by a Darwin-defying churchman.

This time it’s Dickens, and the gifted Carey has gone whole hog—or, shall we say, plum pudding? Jack Maggs is full of cruelty, goodness, merriment and terror, mysterious inheritances, plot-driving coincidences and sharp-eyed generalizations about segments of the endlessly proliferating human species: “She did not lift her head, but she had that capacity, commonly found in the short and shy, for peering up whilst seeming to look down.” The census of any Dickens novel was always so large that the characters had to be outfitted with not only their preposterously appropriate names but also, if the reader was to keep them all straight (particularly the reader who said good-bye to the characters for a month at a time during a novel’s initial, serial publication), voices uniquely their own. We appreciate some novelists as masters of regional dialect—Hardy, in fact, is one of them—but Dickens is remembered for his idiolects, one-of-a-kind combinations of syntax and diction by which his minor people imprint themselves upon the ear. In Jack Maggs, the tragic footman Edward Constable is sprung to life, in part, by the choppy way he gives instructions to a new servant. “ ‘Sideboard,’ whispered Constable. ‘Put tureen.’ ”

One measure of Carey’s success is the impossibility of a reviewer’s doing what he would ordinarily do at about this point—namely, summarize the plot. Jack Maggs is too Dickensianly jammed with incident and accident and sheer population for anybody to recap. And yet it is very easy for a Dickens lover to explain it: Jack Maggs is an inverted chunk of Great Expectations that’s been fleshed out with Oliver Twist, jazzed up by Edwin Drood and put inside a biography of Dickens himself.

This is not as silly as it sounds. Well, it is silly, but it’s also entertaining and not beyond sorting out. The novel begins with its title character taking the Dover coach to London in 1837. Jack Maggs’s principal baggage is, in the Dickens manner, his shadowy origins and unclear purpose. We soon see him exhibit not only a painful facial tic, but also scars on his back and violent mood swings—the last done to great menacing effect: “He stepped out into the road, and raised his stick as if he intended to chase the offender and punish him, but a moment later he was a perfect gent, presenting himself at the doorstep of 27 Great Queen Street with his distress reduced to a small flickering on his left cheek.” Before long we know that he has come to London “to meet with Henry Phipps,” a wealthy young man who has the house next door to the one where Jack joins Edward Constable as a footman. The callow but dissipated Phipps, his mouth “being one moment utterly persuasive of its charm, and the next distinguished by its churlishness,” is frightened of Maggs and resists his approaches.

The pennies begin to drop, and then cascade, well before the reader learns why Maggs has made Phipps the heir to his secret wealth. Years ago, having been sentenced to transportation as a thief, the manacled Jack grew hungry during the coach ride to the boat that would take him to exile in Australia. While stopped at a blacksmith’s forge, Maggs spotted 4-year-old Henry Phipps holding a pig’s trotter: “First he ran away. But then, two shakes later, his little head appeared up amongst the baggage on the coach and he held out the very thing I might have stolen from him. When he saw my chains would not allow me to eat it without assistance, he did the holding for me, so I could gnaw each morsel off that bone.” Yes, that’s right: Phipps is Pip, and Maggs is Magwitch, and we’re back in the churchyard in Great Expectations. Except that Magwitch is now the main character.

And except that Maggs is also Oliver Twist. At one point in Carey’s novel, Jack begins writing down his true history (in invisible ink) for Henry Phipps. This story-within-a-story tells of his being forced into thievery as a child, by a Fagin named Silas Smith. Plunged down the chimneys of prosperous houses, young Jack was made to pass the silverware to a confederate at the kitchen door.

Henry Phipps is the only creature Maggs wants to confide in. But Carey’s other main character, Tobias Oates, is determined to extract Maggs’s secrets by means of mesmerism, or what used to be called “animal magnetism,” before the term became a synonym for sex appeal. Oates hypnotizes the scary new footman, promising to cure his tic and to extract whatever “phantom” is tormenting him from within. But, in the language of his first profession, Maggs feels “burgled” by the treatments. As well he might: Oates really wants Maggs’s story for a book.

And that’s because Tobias Oates is really Charles Dickens. A young writer ambitious to surpass Thackeray in reputation, Oates is the author of a highly successful comic novel, Captain Crumley—i.e., The Pickwick Papers. Up from poverty; a crusader in the press against injustice; better at dealing with humanity in the abstract than in its individual forms; a devotee of amateur theatricals; and peculiarly close to his sister-in-law. It’s all there. All right, Dickens probably never slept with Mary Hogarth, as Oates does with Lizzie, but he was wildly devoted to her, and shattered by her death in 1837—the year in which Jack Maggs takes place, and one year before Dickens attended Professor John Elliotson’s animal-magnetic demonstrations.

In a book on the subject, Dickens and Mesmerism, Fred Kaplan points out the phenomenon’s effect on any number of Dickens novels (including Oliver Twist and Great Expectations) and the high probability that it holds the key to the unfinished Mystery of Edwin Drood. In that last book, Dickens’s narrator declares the “criminal intellect” to be “a horrible wonder apart” from the average man’s mind; in Jack Maggs, Tobias Oates recognizes the “Criminal Mind” as just such a discrete physical phenomenon.

Carey is so good at reproducing the yellow fogs and gothic dangers of 1830s London that he can’t help occasionally overdoing it, letting the time reach “six of the clock” and having Maggs curse not a policeman but “a bobby, an esclop, a frigging peeler.” Not everything seems audibly authentic (“Bullshit”? A “rat’s fart”?), but the book has the right spirit of excess, exactly what’s needed to replicate the least minimalist novelist of all time. Observe Jack Maggs writing in his invisible ink through the eyes of the little housemaid, Mercy Larkin:


She watched how those immense thighs jammed beneath the dainty little desk and, when his feeling ran away with him, how they lifted the desk clear off the floor so that the cedar top tilted like the deck of a ship at sea. Throughout all this turbulence he would keep on writing, back to front like a Chinaman, until Mercy thought she saw a kind of glow, from behind his neck and shoulders, like the light from a furnace door. As he wrote, his thick lips moved, and his eyes screwed almost shut.



Now set this passage before a Dickens fanatic and watch him spend a fair bit of time trying to identify it before you tell him it’s not Dickens at all.

In the course of antiquing his own imagination and style, Carey resists any counter-urge to modernize Dickens—except when it comes to sexual candor. We learn that the laconic Constable has not long ago been seduced and abandoned by the grown-up lad Maggs considers his son. He “heard his soft promises; he had heard himself called Angel; he had taken his manhood deep inside of him.… For two weeks in 1836, Edward Constable had been drunk with Henry Phipps, dreamed of Henry Phipps, had been reamed, rogered, ploughed by Henry Phipps so he could barely walk straight to the table.” A passage like this makes one realize why there was never any need for or possibility of graphic sex in Dickens. With such a frenzy of other activity taking place every cornucopian minute, making the characters have sex, too, would have been like asking a gymnast to comb his hair during a triple somersault: superfluous. The failure of Carey’s sex passages becomes only one more index of how well he has succeeded overall; his book is too much like one of Dickens’s to accommodate them. In fact, he is not just writing like Dickens. As they say in movie posters, he is Charles Dickens. We are told, after all, that Tobias Oates will one day succeed in writing a novel called Jack Maggs.

Finally, though: why? What is the point of Carey’s hypnotizing himself into the literary shape of the long-dead master? Is it a failure of the imagination, equivalent to the complaint made halfway through the novel by Mrs. Tobias Oates? “ ‘You never needed magnets before. You used an ink and pen. You made it up, Toby. Lord, look at the people you made. Mrs. Morefallen. Did you need magnets to dream her up?’ ”

Given the imagination that Carey has long displayed with such boldness in his books, one doubts that he suddenly “needs” the literary past to sustain his present. It’s more that he cannot resist it. He may be Australian and living these days in the United States, but his approach is decidedly that of the modern English novelist, who tends to see history as literary history. If Britain is, as we’re so often told these days, no more than a theme park on the world stage, its literature is the big ride, the giant Old Curiosity Shop. British novelists—among them Peter Ackroyd and A. S. Byatt and, if one goes back to Orlando, Virginia Woolf—will take a turn at writing in the manner of Trollope or Austen or even Thomas Malory, because this great Everest of writing is there, ready to be gamboled over, with the gamboling a sufficient end in itself.

America’s novelists are more likely to search the past for history per se. Whether it’s William Styron or Gore Vidal or Russell Banks (his enormous new book, Cloudsplitter, is told from the point of view of John Brown’s son), the American historical novelist usually has allegory in mind; he wants to see our present woes in terms of earlier experience. The great national love of utility is at work—how can we use the past to improve the present?—whereas the English, shrunk back to their island shores, are content with the aesthetic approach. One doesn’t find American novelists trying to “do” Hawthorne or Melville so much as grapple with the same guilty themes and white whales. We have heard much of late about the emotional Americanization of England, supposedly visible in the free-rein grieving for Princess Diana. But the two nations’ literary sensibilities remain far apart.

There will be those who see Jack Maggs, with its focus on the Magwitch figure instead of Pip, as a victim-based update of Great Expectations: very ’90s. Well, as Mr. Grimwig would say, “I’ll eat my head” if that’s the case. Carey knows that the greatest reforming novelist of all time hardly needs sensitivity training from the likes of us. Like the Fat Boy in Pickwick, Carey just “wants to make your flesh creep,” and he’s done a rattling good job. If there’s any irony to his undertaking, it lies in the way the book makes us realize the greater vitality of Dickens’s relationship to the past than that of any modern novelist, curating English or crusading American. In Dickens, the past is neither literary nor historical. It is the dark well of personal mystery, the place where the key to everything will be discovered: the foundling’s parents, the long-lost lover, the stolen fortune. What turns up, in the last hundred pages, will redeem the several hundred that went before. “Recalled to Life” is the title of the first part of A Tale of Two Cities. But it’s what all Dickens’s heroes are waiting to be, as soon as he starts mesmerizing.


Dead Ringer
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August 1994

    HALF A LONG lifetime ago, in an autobiography written as he entered his forties, Sir Stephen Spender expressed displeasure with “something about the literary life which, although it offers the writer freedom and honor enjoyed by very few, at the same time brings him a cup of bitterness with every meal. There is too much betrayal, there is a general atmosphere of intellectual disgrace.…” The past year has involved the poet in what is likely to be the last dustup of a career stretching back to the 1920s, and provided American novelist David Leavitt with the first real setback to a critical reputation that took off with the publication of his first volume of stories (Family Dancing, 1984) at the age of 23. Like most literary quarrels, Spender and Leavitt’s has been protracted beyond all usefulness, though its last acts have yet to be played out on both sides of the ocean.

The trouble began last fall, with the publication of Leavitt’s novel While England Sleeps, the story of two Englishmen caught up in the Spanish Civil War, that magnet for young left-wing writers of the 1930s who were eager to oppose fascism abroad and advance their notions of social justice back in England. In Leavitt’s book, Brian Botsford, a recent Cambridge graduate, “a social, rather than an ideological, Communist,” attends an Aid to Spain meeting one night in 1936 only to find himself falling less in love with the cause of antifascism than with Edward Phelan, a ticket taker on the London Underground. Ignoring his aunt’s efforts to fix him up with a suitable girl, Brian arranges for Edward to share his room—only later to fall prey to his latent conventionality and try making a go of it with Philippa, the suitable girl. On the weekend Brian attempts to get her to accept his marriage proposal, Edward, feeling abandoned, enlists with the international brigade in Spain. Unable to bear it once he gets there, he deserts, is captured by his own side and imprisoned. Now realizing the depths of his love, Brian travels to the Spanish frontier to find Edward and bring him home.

Like most novels, Leavitt’s was based on a true story. The book’s ensuing problems didn’t lie in that story’s truth; they lay in its recognizability. E. M. Forster, whose spirit figures largely in the novel, once said of fiction writing that “[w]hen all goes well, the original material soon disappears.…” While England Sleeps went badly. The source of its plot was clearly Spender’s 1951 memoir, World Within World, and in a review in the Washington Post’s “Book World,” Bernard Knox (a survivor of the international brigade) laid out the parallels others were also beginning to realize: Brian Botsford’s liaison with Edward Phelan was created out of Spender’s youthful relationship with “Jimmy Younger,” and many details of Brian’s attempt to rescue Edward were obviously drawn from Spender’s own mission to Spain in 1937.

David Streitfeld’s column in the same issue of “Book World” challenged Leavitt on the matter and reported his admission of having withheld an acknowledgment of Spender’s book on advice from his publisher’s legal counsel—presumably since such an admission would have given a legal wedge to Spender, if he were displeased enough to take action. “Are you supposed to ignore the advice of lawyers?” Leavitt had argued to Streitfeld.

That anyone could ask such a question in connection with a matter of common courtesy speaks more about our age than most novels are able to. There is no telling how Spender might have behaved had Leavitt approached him early on; perhaps he would have been charmed into accepting a contemporary rendition of his story. In the event, alerted to the existence of While England Sleeps, he brought the inevitable lawsuit. After some months, a settlement was reached, stipulating that the American edition of Leavitt’s novel could still be sold but not reprinted (a revised paperback edition will supersede it early next year) and that the British hardback suffer a much unkinder fate. Instead of being allowed to limp toward the remainder table in the usual way of literary fiction, it has been pulped.

[image: ]

When writing World Within World at midcentury (it went back into print in 1994), Spender had to torture the reality of his life with the pseudonymous Jimmy Younger into an evasive jargon that must have rendered it unrecognizable even to himself:


We had come against the difficulty which confronts two men who endeavor to set up house together. Because they are of the same sex, they arrive at a point where they know everything about each other and it therefore seems impossible for the relationship to develop beyond this. Further development being impossible, all they can do is to keep their friendship static and not revert to a state of ignorance or indifference. This meant in our case that loyalty demanded, since the relationship itself could not develop, that neither of us should develop his own individuality in a way that excluded the other.… The things I am now writing of are difficult to explain.



By contrast, once Leavitt turned Spender into Botsford and Jimmy into Edward, he was free to go to town, ’90s-style:


Then I touched my slick palm to his penis, and he opened his mouth as if to scream, but held his breath. Three steady strokes and he came, the semen spurting out in thick streaks, some of it landing in his hair and his mouth. His abdomen rocked like a stormy ocean as the orgasm subsided. He heaved. I was afraid he might choke.



One gets the feeling Leavitt thought he was doing Spender a favor, unshackling him from the old conventions with these Stakhanovite climaxes: “He knelt in front of me to get a better look, and I came ferociously, all over his face.” But there’s a boilerplate ecstasy to the sex scenes (“I knew there was no limit, no distance we could not go with each other”), and the only thing they excited in Spender was contempt: “I don’t see why [Leavitt] should unload all his sexual fantasies onto me in my youth.” In fact, Leavitt’s departures from World Within World distressed Spender more than the similarities.

Still, he complained of “a total lack of invention in the novel,” and a reader of While England Sleeps will quickly realize that the borrowings from World Within World are the least of its literary debts. The whole production is a sort of syllabus, the Bloomsbury unit preceding classes on the Auden Generation, the Victorian references and bits of Dickensian coincidence retrieved from last year’s prerequisite courses. The Edward character is little different from Forster’s Leonard Bast or Virginia Woolf’s Septimus Smith, though he underlines his role in worse dialogue than one will find in Howards End or Mrs. Dalloway: “I believe in improving myself, even though I’m not highly educated.” He stumbles through a book that makes the same dichotomy between British uptightness and southern European naturalness that Forster did in A Room with a View and Where Angels Fear to Tread. “Mediterraneans would have gone mad,” says Botsford about some awful London weather. As a worker, of course, Edward is, from Botsford’s refined viewpoint, the closest thing to an uninhibited Italian that Britain can produce: “[H]is breath went in and out, sweet as a baby’s. How content—how easy—he seemed to be with himself. He did not question, as I did. I suppose it was a matter of class.” The other characters are also from stock. John Northrop, a Communist organizer, is even described as “a proper Shropshire lad, right out of Housman,” and Edward’s lively, much-married mother (“There was something so fresh about Lil!”) could be dolling up for a date with Alfred Doolittle.

In World Within World, Spender owned up to a sexually charged worker-worship of Jimmy Younger (“Nothing moved me more than to hear him tell stories of the Cardiff streets of Tiger Bay, of his uncle who was in the Salvation Army”), the sort of thing Leavitt’s Botsford displays again and again: “That he was of the working class, I had to admit, thrilled me inordinately.” The Phelan house emits a proletarian ambrosia (“What smells! Cabbage and beef, child’s vomit”) that perfumes Botsford’s overscrubbed class burden. The thought of violating British propriety acts as an aphrodisiac: “How thrilling and dirty it was to strip off at five in the afternoon, to stand naked and hard in the immodest light, while upstairs our lady neighbors spread their toast with Marmite and spoke of the Royal Family!”

Leavitt is at least as good a novelist as Spender was a poet, and While England Sleeps, within the bounds of formula, is frequently affecting. From time to time it contains the taut language (“A wounded blue dark was descending”) and sharp observations (“lust … the doppelganger of dread”) with which Leavitt has filled many of his short stories. But the derivativeness is pervasive and fatal. The railway station as modern life’s “cathedral” is warmed-over Hardy, and Botsford’s reply to the card-carrying-Communist question (“I never carry cards. One is so likely to lose them”) is Hollywood’s idea of Oscar Wilde. Even the soiled bedspread (“mineral oil and snot and piss and spunk”) seems an homage to the early, grody Martin Amis.

For the past decade, in four books before this one, Leavitt has been so identified with family themes (divorce, parental illness, the coming out of gay children) that it is hard not to see this latest work as an attempt to broaden his subject matter, to give it a historical heft, the literary equivalent of his real-life foray into Act Up, which he described several years ago. Running into an acquaintance at one of the group’s meetings, Leavitt noted how “seeing me, [the man] seemed, at the same moment, surprised, skeptical—annoyed that I hadn’t come sooner, and very pleased that I’d finally gotten there. It was as if I were a late arrival at an inevitable realization everyone else had already come to.” But this new venture into history—albeit, finally, a defense of the personal’s claim over the political—seems thin. There is an unearned feeling to the narration, whose history is often cardboard—“the European nations had signed a nonintervention treaty in regard to Spain, which the Germans and Russians appeared to be blatantly defying. Curse Eden! Curse England for her cowardice!”—or just off the mark. Nonstop listening to the wireless, wondering if war had come, was really a fact of life in 1938, not 1936, a year when Wallis Simpson (absent from this book) would have figured rather dominantly on the Christmastime airwaves.

In fact, the best moments of While England Sleeps are small nonhistorical ones that take place away from the Spanish battlefields or even the pounding walls of Brian and Edward’s bed-sitter. A map of the Underground, the source of Edward’s livelihood and a matter of fascination for Brian, gives rise to this fine passage: “[I]t magnifies the clogged network of veins that underlies the City, it smooths out every unsightly curve and angle. The result is an illusion of order and coherence, discrete and colorful lines seamlessly linking one destination to another. Yet riding on the underground, one believes that map.… Aboveground the world continues in its orderly ways; belowground everything connects.” (More Forster: the famous epigraph—“Only connect”—from Howards End.)

The Spender lawsuit, Leavitt admits, transformed him “from an Anglophile into an Anglophobe.” In a counterattack in The New York Times Magazine (“Did I Plagiarize His Life?”), he said he “became increasingly aware of the extent to which a strain of brutality, even barbarism, underlay the factitious veneer of English ‘gentility,’ particularly where homosexuality was concerned.” This is actually a rather smelly red herring: if anyone suffered at the hands of English homophobia it was Spender, who, amidst the different literary standards (and criminal codes) of 1951, became a self-made pod person, cobbling reticence and refraction into what he called an autobiography. It’s one thing for Leavitt to appropriate the older man’s story; it’s another for this young, liberated writer to make off with Spender’s victimization.

Like Botsford, who becomes “ill disposed toward the country of [his] birth” before spending “the nefarious decade of the fifties” in America as a victim of McCarthy, Leavitt has recently had trouble deciding which world, the New or the Old, has let him down more. During the Bush years he raised the possibility of “a mass exodus of artists out of America to Europe, where state support of the arts is already much stronger.” Now it’s England—whose BBC a few years ago filmed Leavitt’s novel The Lost Language of Cranes after American producers showed little interest—that “may well be on its way to becoming a nation in which writers are simply afraid to write.”

While England Sleeps makes much of Forster’s questionable (but never questioned) idea that “if I had to choose between betraying my country and betraying my friend, I hope I should have the guts to betray my country.” Botsford has no time for Northrop’s screeching Communist zeal (“Don’t you see? He doesn’t matter! None of us matters!”), and yet it’s all right for Leavitt, in his Times piece, to brush aside Spender’s personal sensitivities in the name of that great cause, Art: “Yes, these 17 parallels existed; but they constituted only the smallest percentage of both works. They had been picked with legal tweezers out of a narrative that was as intricately woven as a Persian carpet.” Leavitt has no trouble hoping others will honor his feelings, of course: “Please don’t put me on the spot,” he told the Washington Post’s Streitfeld after volunteering more about the book’s composition than he should have; he’d “spoken too freely, trusted too much.”

Leavitt concluded his Times piece by saying, in effect, Take my life, please: “I am 32 and I have never written an autobiography; but if I ever do, and if something in its pages grabs some young novelist’s attention, I hope he’ll feel free to take whatever he wants from the story. Indeed, I can’t think what greater homage could be paid a writer than to see his own life serve as the occasion for fiction.” He listed a number of other writers who, he claimed, had done as he had with Spender. He’s only acted as “Susan Sontag did in ‘The Volcano Lover’ (about Lady Emma Hamilton); as Pat Barker did in ‘Regeneration’ (about Siegfried Sassoon); as Mary Renault did in ‘The Persian Boy’ (about Alexander the Great).” The obvious distinction—that Lady Hamilton, Sassoon and Alexander were all gone before they were novelized—seems to elude him, unless, at 32, he can’t help but think anyone 84 might as well be dead.

Spender’s duty, it seems, was to hurry up and make himself available. Leavitt’s apologia shares with While England Sleeps a kind of petulant narcissism, an inability to see events in anyone’s terms but the protagonist’s. When Edward is dying of typhoid, Botsford’s moral quandaries seem more important than the boy’s physical agonies (“Edward, listen to me. There’s something I must tell you.…”). The body of the novel concludes with the line “It was April 1938, and I was twenty-four years old,” as if that is the most important thing to be said of April 1938; just as a hundred pages before, the reader was informed, “It was the winter of 1937, and I was twenty-three years old.” The Times article opens with Leavitt pouting: “Six months ago a famous writer accused me of stealing his life. As a result, I lost six months of mine.”

This sense of entitlement has even before now marked Leavitt’s career: “I had my N.E.A. grant in 1985, in another time,” he wrote in a 1990 piece attacking the new post-Mapplethorpe puritanism of the National Endowment for the Arts. “Perhaps those of us who depended on the National Endowment, regularly or sporadically, got too comfortable, too complacent, cozying up as we did to a Government that handed out the money and never asked questions.” One question that he might have asked is why any writer—let alone a 24-year-old whose first book was nominated for a PEN/Faulkner Award—should require or be given federal funds to produce a novel.

Early on in While England Sleeps, Botsford loses an expensive umbrella he borrowed from his rich aesthete friend Rupert Halliwell. The umbrella is a nice thematic and period touch (Neville Chamberlain), and Botsford will later have reason to regret his carelessness, but for the moment he can only excuse himself by saying, “Certainly had I been aware that it was not just an ordinary umbrella, I never would have taken it.… Was I a fool not to have appreciated its value? No, just irrevocably middle class—it had never occurred to me that there could be such a thing in the world as a hundred-pound brolly!” Leavitt’s own incapacity for realizing the value of an old man’s memories may not be one of breeding, but it is certainly one of manners. And good manners are at the core of this little controversy.

Plagiarism is a matter of word-for-word replication and has no more relevance here than homophobia. (The lawsuit was foolish and the settlement needlessly harsh.) Feelings, however, are quite to the point. Aside from the poet’s, Leavitt expresses little concern for those of Mrs. Spender. After hearing about “an eminent English novelist who declared her support of Spender not on moral or literary grounds but because she felt sorry for his wife,” Leavitt can only ask: “Was the right to write freely to fall so easily before the sentimental goal of status-quo maintenance?” Brian Botsford, supposedly writing many years after the death of Edward Phelan, declares: “I believe what courage I have shown is in the telling”—a line that Leavitt uses in the novel’s dedication. It would have been more courageous for him, instead of fanning his smoke screens, to do what he has Botsford doing, making a “frank admission of moral failure.” For that, however small, is the sort of failure we’re talking about.
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