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Author’s Note

ONE OF ROBERT ADAMS’S BOOKS of photographs is called What We Bought: The New World. Robert Adams is, or in this book aims to be, a sort of anti–Ansel Adams. What the two artists have in common, besides a name, is a certain technical authority. The source of that authority is mysterious to me. But it is that thing in their images that, when you look at them, compels you to keep looking. I think it’s something to do with the formal imagination. I don’t know whether photographers find it in the world, or when they look through the viewfinder, or when they work in the darkroom, but the effect is a calling together of all the elements of an image so that the photograph feels like it is both prior to the act of seeing and the act of seeing. Attention, Simone Weil said, is prayer, and form in art is the way attention comes to life. It’s there in What We Bought, in which Adams seems to have set out to photograph the sheer, raw, thoughtless ugliness of the country at the edges of urban Denver.

Informis was the old Roman term for ugliness: that which has no form. The American landscape is rich in it. Probably most human landscapes are, but in the United States every child learns nationalism from a song that begins, “Oh, beautiful ... ,” so it is bracing, in the way that truthfulness is bracing, to page through the opening images in What We Bought. The first image is a scrubby, misshapen tree in a field of bleached, scrubby high mountain grasses. The tree casts a mild leftward blotch of shadow, so it must be near noon, maybe eleven in the morning, and in this image east must be right. It’s morning in America and the tree—it’s hard to gauge size in such a landscape; it could be merely a shrub gone wild, but tree or shrub, it could only have gotten to be so formless by having been removed from the ecological context in which it made sense. It is given sense by Adams by being placed square in the center of the rectangle of the picture—center low. There is a horizon just below the middle of the rectangle, and in the distance, perhaps half a mile off, there are telephone poles, which would indicate a road, and just above the hypothetical road, on the left side of the picture where the shadow is, just on the horizon, there is a tiny stretch of black and white that could be a suburb and could be an escarpment of snowy mountains, very far off. The top half of the image, into which the tree or shrub projects, is sky, though “projects” is not exactly the right word, since the top of the tree seems to flatten out. In fact, the tree is almost square, as if the old, fundamental vocabulary of landscape art—earth, horizon, sky, trees marrying them by growing from the earth and reaching toward the light—had been radically altered. And the sky seems to answer to this. It is immense, but it’s streaky, a series of horizontal lines, so that you can almost hear the weather report on a car radio telling you that it is 11:13 and partially overcast this morning in Denver, clearing by afternoon.

Adams’s images came to mind when I was trying to think of a way to introduce this collection of essays. One of the things I love about the essay as a form—both as a reader and as a writer—is that it is an act of attention. An essay, like a photograph, is an inquiry, a search. It implies attention to and sustained concentration on some subject. It also implies attention to the essay as a form. There are a lot of different ways to write essays, a lot of different ways to say things, so the pleasure and the frustration of writing essays is that you are often discovering the object of inquiry and the shape of the search at the same time, and spend, therefore, a certain amount of time thinking about the shape of a piece of writing or watching its shape emerge. This is a collection of twenty or so years of incidental practice in the form. For me it was work done around the edges of the practice of poetry. It includes writing of various kinds—critical essays written for a literary audience, literary journalism for magazines and newspapers, lectures, catalogue essays for shows of photographs, introductions to reissues of classic books, argumentative essays written to think through a subject that was on my mind, book reviews to speak about some work that excited me or made me curious.

In What We Bought Robert Adams’s second photograph is of a raw, bare field harrowed for planting; a tiny, distant horizon of bare trees; and a huge cloudy sky. The next is a field of almost white grass, patchy where the grass has not flourished, a trace of a road through the grass, and a huge sky with a few small, hovering sunlit clouds. The fourth is a muddy drainage ditch, or perhaps the beginning of an underpass, some heavy equipment in a cluttered distance, a telephone pole, a horizon, and a light cloudy sky. It is as if he thought his subject was the earth, when in fact it was the sky. Putting this book together I could see some of my themes—a fascination with how poetry is made and what it does, which is to say, for me, a fascination with how we figure and share with one another what it is to be conscious and to live, to have lived; an interest in understanding the violence of the century I’ve spent most of my life in; an interest in the writers of my place; an interest in photography, and in landscape, in how we see and how we have imagined and treated the earth. There may be other things as well that I am not noticing. If there is a sky for me in this collection, it is the act of attention itself, trying to see what’s there, what light can do.

I need to thank the editors in whose journals, reviews, and newspapers these pieces appeared and in some cases the venues in which I was invited to give a lecture. The journals include AGNI, American Poetry Review, Believer, California Monthly, Camerawork, Ironwood, Michigan Quarterly Review, New York Review of Books, New York Times Book Review, Pequod, Poetry Flash, San Francisco Chronicle, Threepenny Review, and Washington Post Book World. “Edward Taylor” first appeared in Green Thoughts, Green Shades: Essays by Contemporary Poets on the Early Modern Lyric, ed. Jonathan F. S. Post, University of California Press, 2002. “Reflections on the Epistles of John” was published in Incarnation: Contemporary Writers on the New Testament, ed. Alfred Corn, Viking Penguin, 1990. I want to thank Eiko Hosoe, Robert Adams, Laura McPhee, and Robert Buelteman for allowing me to reproduce their work here in a form that doesn’t do it justice. They would have had good reason to say no, but I needed the images if readers were going to see what I was talking about, and I hope readers will find their way to the books and exhibitions in which their images can be seen on their own terms. I should say that in a couple of the personal stories in these essays, I’ve changed names to preserve the privacy of people who figure in them. Thanks to Christopher Rhodes for much editorial help. I need particularly to thank Libby Edelson for her gifted editorial eye and for imagining this book into being. It probably wouldn’t exist otherwise. And, as always, eternally, thanks to Brenda Hillman for her endlessly interesting company and her patience and to Daniel Halpern for his friendship and support.


I. A MISCELLANY OF SHORT PIECES TO BEGIN


Wallace Stevens in the World

My nineteenth birthday was also the birthday of one of my college friends. I went to an early class in logic that morning. I think we were reading Aristotle’s Posterior Analytics, because when I got back to my room a group of my friends was there with several bottles of champagne and I remember that in the ensuing hilarity there was much speculation about the comic possibilities in the title of that treatise. My friend Tom had been to a class—it was a Catholic men’s college, Saint Mary’s—that somehow involved the Latin names for various illicit sexual positions, coitus reservatus, coitus interruptus, coitus inter femores, and so on, which was also the source of a lot of buffoonery that blended nicely into the subject of posterior analytics, and at some point in the proceedings one of the more advanced of us got out the volume of Wallace Stevens’s Collected Poems in its handsome soft blue dust jacket and read “The Emperor of Ice-Cream.” I had never heard the poem before and it seemed to me supremely delicious. It was March in California, high spring, the hills still green, with grazing cattle in them, plum trees in blossom, the olive trees around the campus whitening whenever a breeze shook them, and after a while a group of us was marching through the field full of mustard flowers and wild radish in the back of the dormitory, banging on pans with spoons and strumming tennis rackets and chanting out the poem, or at least the first stanza of it, which I find now is what I still have in memory:

Call the roller of big cigars,

The muscular one, and bid him whip

In kitchen cups concupiscent curds.

Let the wenches dawdle in such dress

As they are used to wear, and let the boys

Bring flowers in last month’s newspapers.

Let be be the finale of seem.

The only emperor is the emperor of ice-cream.

It is probably significant that I don’t have the second stanza by heart. I don’t know if I took in the fact that the poem was a proposition about behavior at a funeral. If I did, it could only have seemed to me that morning and afternoon immensely droll. I was a sophomore. I read it as a sophomore poem. The year before in my freshman year—I make this confession publicly—I had taped above my desk along with other immortal lines a little poem by Edna St. Vincent Millay that went something like this:

My candle burns at both ends;

It will not last the night;

But ah, my foes, and oh, my friends—

It gives a lovely light!

I had by the following year understood that it was deeply uncool to have lines of Millay adorning one’s room and replaced them with something appropriately gloomy by Jean-Paul Sartre, but at that time I took Stevens’s line in more or less the same spirit as Millay’s, as permission to have fun, to live in the spirit of comedy. I see now that they were in fact probably written out of the same anti-Victorian spirit in the 1920s. They may even have been written in the same year, and the poem is more or less permanently associated for me with that bibulous and raucous first experience of it. I don’t remember for sure what if anything I knew about Wallace Stevens except that he was a modern poet.

I want to come back to “The Emperor of Ice-Cream,” but let me say a word about coming across a couple of other Stevens poems that complicated my understanding of it. In the fall after the spring I have been describing, a group of us, eight, I think, quadruple dating, were on our way to dinner and a movie and couldn’t decide where we wanted to go or what we wanted to see, and the driver, in a moment of inspiration, said, “Oh, the hell with it, let’s go to Carmel and run on the beach.” It was a three-hour drive then from Berkeley to Carmel. We stopped for sandwiches and wine; we had very little money, so there was no question of staying in a motel, which meant sleeping on the beach if we didn’t drive back in the middle of the night; people had people to notify if they were going to stay out all night; one woman had a father whom we all hated, an amazingly unpleasant man who actually made his living by running a lab that tested for venereal disease and who insisted on testing his daughters regularly, and she was quite worried about getting away with a very late night, which made the rest of us feel appealingly reckless. I don’t remember exactly who was there. The driver was a year ahead of me in school, famously smart, a philosophy major who at the end of his senior year read a French novel about Dien Bien Phu and, quoting Nietzsche on the true aristocrat, enlisted in a branch of the service I’d never heard of called Special Forces where he claimed he would learn to parachute, ski cross-country, and fight bare-handed in jungles in places like Annam and Cochin China, which was now called Vietnam. His girlfriend was from the Philippines, extremely beautiful, the daughter of some kind of politician, we understood, and a French major. It was she who produced the white Vintage paperback volume of Wallace Stevens at some point in the drive and suggested that we take turns reading the stanzas of “Sea Surface Full of Clouds.” I was stunned by the poem. I am still stunned by the poem. After we had read around and gotten over the shock and novelty of the way the adjectives play over and transform the surface of the poem, and after we had read a few others by Stevens, and other books were produced and other poems read, the conversation moved on, but I got my hands on Marie’s Stevens and when we arrived in Carmel and got some more wine and watched the sun set over Carmel Bay in a light rain, I suggested we read the poem again, which we did, to humor me, I think, while the last light smoldered on the horizon. Then we tried to build a fire on the beach, but the rain turned into a lashing Pacific storm and we spent the night, quite wet, eight of us crammed into the car in the parking lot, laughing a lot—it was very sexy as I remember—and making jokes about cars and autoeroticism. I will start to feel like Kinbote, the lunatic annotator of other people’s poems with incidents from his own life in Nabokov’s Pale Fire, if I tell you the story of the lives of each of the people in the car. Marie, who returned to the Philippines and who, I know, had two children and whose spine was badly injured when she was struck by a car; Killpack, who did go to Vietnam and then army intelligence toward the end of the war and after that seemed to disappear from sight; another friend who was a classics major and later managed a café and wrote poems and died of cancer a couple of years ago; but I will resist except to say that the poem stays with me, in the way that songs we fall in love to stay with us, as a figure for that time and those people, and their different lives will always feel to me as if they are playing out in time the way the adjectives of experience play over the adamant nouns in Stevens’s poem: rosy chocolate and chophouse chocolate and musky chocolate, perplexed and tense and tranced machine.

And there was the incident of “The Snow Man.” It occurred at a wedding at the end of my sophomore year, of a woman we all liked, large, placid, Irish, a drama major, and the daughter of the man who conducted the last big band in the last seedy, once-glamorous dance hall in San Francisco in the 1950s when dancing to Maury Monohan’s orchestra was a citywide trope for absurdly retro behavior. She was marrying a classmate we only grudgingly liked; perhaps we were jealous, but we all showed up for the wedding. And at the reception in one of the rooms of a house that sat over a steep hillside cliff, another of my classmates announced that he was going to kill himself. I came onto this drama late and it’s still not clear to me how it began, but when I came into the room, there was a small knot of people standing around one of my friends—his name was Zack and he was an acting student—who was standing by an open window. He looked wild-eyed and he was talking to his friend Tony, with whom I knew he had been in the navy. They were inseparable friends and they cultivated a certain cool bleakness that was stylish then, so that someone of our group had called them the Laurel and Hardy of tragedy. At that moment it looked to me distinctly as if Tony was goading Zack. They had apparently been talking about “the void,” the term for nothingness we all used, and Zack must have spoken of his despair, because Tony was telling him with pure scorn that he didn’t feel despair because he didn’t feel anything. He was always acting, always a fake, generating histrionics to make himself feel real, feel anything at all. Look, jump if you want, Tony was saying, who do you think cares? And you know, he said, you might just have to do it because you’ve talked yourself into it. It was at that point that Zack said, “I feel it.” Hitting his stomach. “I feel it. You know the ‘nothing that is not there and the nothing that is’? Well, this is the nothing that fucking is, baby.” I thought later that there was something like sexual tension between them, and at that moment I thought that Zack really might jump and that Tony was clearly trying to cut off his avenues of escape, but the truth is I was so besotted with literature at the time that I remember mainly being impressed that someone could quote Wallace Stevens at a moment like that.

As it happened, Zack did not jump. The bride, Agnes, came into the room after Zack had climbed out the window and onto the balcony, and she began talking to him and then suggested we all leave, which we did, and after a while they came downstairs together and danced to her father’s orchestra. If I were Nabokov, I could leave them dancing to “Did You Ever See a Dream Walking?” which I have recently read was one of Wallace Stevens’s favorite songs and was the kind of song Agnes’s father was apt to play, but I’m not and I have some sense of shame. As for the nothing that is, I was soon enough in graduate school, where the discussion of the poem focused on whether or not it was in favor of the pathetic fallacy, which was another matter, and not long after that I had begun to read around in Buddhism and to see that there were other ways of thinking about the void and that what I loved in the cleanness of the writing of that poem might be connected to those other ways. And some time in that period I came to see that “the nothing that is” was connected to the way the adjectives in “Sea Surface Full of Clouds” played over the nouns, the way that it seemed the quality of things, their accidents, as someone might say who had been dipped in Aristotle, but not their essence, could be known. And I suppose I must have connected that floating thought to the comedy of “The Emperor of Ice-Cream,” though I don’t exactly remember doing so.

When I was an undergraduate, poetry was much more for me a matter of poems than of poets. But in graduate school I began to acquire some sense of Wallace Stevens. I was never very interested in the Keatsian side of his writing, the wedding-cake baroque of “The Comedian as the Letter C.” What I loved in him was the clarity. I wasn’t against the other so much as I just didn’t take it in, and I certainly didn’t understand the issues implicit in the two sides of his style. I knew a few poems, and almost as soon as I began to acquire an attitude toward Stevens, various things intervened to qualify my first hypnotic attraction to him. A couple of things that can stand for this change are the civil rights movement and my discovery in my senior year of the essays of James Baldwin, and through him the essays of Albert Camus, which began to awaken a different political and moral sense in me. And also the assassination of John Kennedy in 1963 and the ensuing escalation of the war in Vietnam. I heard the news of Kennedy’s assassination one day in the fall of my first year of graduate study. I was in a lecture course on poetry given by Yvor Winters when I heard the news. By then I had some idea of who Stevens was and I had read Winters’s essay that, though it’s clear Winters thought Stevens was a great poet, nevertheless indicts him for a kind of trivial hedonism at the core of his thought. I was disposed to argue with every word Winters spoke, and I thought he was wrong about Stevens, but not entirely wrong. For different reasons than Winters, of course. The country we were growing up into, its racism, the violence it was unleashing in Asia, what seemed in those early years the absolute acquiescence of our elders in that violence, changed the tenor of my thinking about literature and made Wallace Stevens seem much less attractive as a model.

Arguments about him raged in my group of friends. We knew by then that Stevens had been an executive of the Hartford Insurance Company, that he was making good money during the Depression and lived well. One of my closest friends among the graduate students was Jiri Wyatt and he was particularly skeptical of Stevens. Jiri had spent his early childhood hidden with his Jewish parents from the Nazis in the attic of a Slovakian farmhouse. He was much more politically sophisticated than the rest of us, and he was very funny and very bright. I remember specifically arguing with him. I was inclined to take Stevens’s side. Jiri had gone to school in Boston. He could be scathing on the subject of what he called Harvard aestheticism, a new category to me, and enraged by the idea of a whole generation of English professors and graduate students fawning over the novels of Virginia Woolf and Henry James and the poems of T. S. Eliot as a cover for indulging their fantasies of belonging to a social class that answered to their aesthetic refinement. “They’re cripples,” he’d say. “Laughable. I mean, my God, look at this century.” At Tressider Union under the oak trees in the spring sun. The war was escalating rapidly. We were all listening to Bob Dylan and the Beatles. “But Stevens’s subject,” I’d argue, “is epistemology.” And Jiri, I think it was Jiri, impatiently: “Oh, come on. At some point epistemology is a bourgeois defense against actually knowing anything.”

We did know, or had heard, that Stevens had written a letter to a friend who was buying tea for him in Ceylon in which he said that he didn’t care what kind of tea his friend sent on as long as it couldn’t be had in the United States, and I took that story to be, classically, an emblem of our relation to South Asia and thought that its attitude was connected to what I had learned from Winters and Jiri to think of as Stevens’s Harvard-aesthete 1910 dandyism, not morally repellent especially because it was so unconscious and so much of its time, but unsatisfactory, not useful. I also knew—it was widely quoted among us—Stevens’s reaction to Mussolini’s invasion of Ethiopia: that if the coons had taken it from the monkeys, the Italians might as well take it from the coons. Which seemed an equally predictable provincial blindness, but less forgivable. I also knew—or sensed; it hadn’t quite happened yet—that Stevens was in the process of becoming what I think he was not then thought to be, one of the central modern poets.

It was in this context that I began to replay in my mind the lines from “The Emperor of Ice-Cream.” The first thing that struck me was their lordliness, that part of our pleasure in chanting it several years before had been its imperiousness. Call the roller of big cigars—no doubt a Cuban or a Puerto Rican, I thought at the time, though in New York and Connecticut rolling cigars, I’ve learned since, was mostly a Jewish trade—and set him to work in the kitchen, where in some fantasy out of Henry James or Charles Laughton’s Henry VIII “wenches” were employed. In 1964—my students didn’t quite believe this—white men of the older generation in the United States still commonly called the black men who worked in airports handling luggage “boy.” I listened again to the line that commanded “boys to bring flowers in last month’s newspapers.” And while I was at it, I noticed that “last month’s newspapers” was a metaphor for history, one I feel the sweetness of now. Who cares about history? Let the boys use it to wrap flowers in when they come courting. But at the time—or was it at that age? I was twenty-two, Stevens was forty-three, twice my age, when he wrote the poem—taking history seriously seemed a central task of poetry.

When I tried myself to write poems about history and politics, I had in mind writing a poem about the California landscape and the U.S. seizure of California after the Mexican-American War and about the Dow Chemical plant in the southern part of San Francisco Bay that was manufacturing napalm for the Asian war. And I thought vaguely that I would focus that poem on the person of a woman, the daughter of the first harbormaster of Yerba Buena, as San Francisco was called in the 1840s. Her fiancé had been murdered by Kit Carson in the skirmishes that occurred when the old Californian families resisted the U.S. expeditionary force. It was a way of writing about the violence in American history and when I sat down to the poem, which is published in my first book, Field Guide, and is called “Palo Alto: The Marshes,” the first line I wrote was “She dreamed along the beaches of this coast.” It was a couple of days before it occurred to me that I had lifted and transposed the first line of “The Idea of Order at Key West,” and when I did, I remembered that the name of the fiancé whom Kit Carson killed was Ramon, and it gave me a place for writing the poem. My consciousness of Stevens’s poem fell away as I worked, but its starting point is an instance of how polemical my relation to him felt to me in those years. He felt to me like he needed to be resisted, as if he were a luxury, like ice cream, that was not to be indulged in.

Years later though, when I looked at “The Emperor of Ice-Cream” again, I felt much more forgiving of the tone of the poem. I said to myself, this isn’t Babbitt fantasying himself a houseful of servants in Hartford, it is Prospero speaking to his daughter, and speaking in the subjunctive at that. But saying this, one also had to say that in Shakespeare and throughout English literature, royalty expressed as power over others is a central figure for the power of imagination. And somewhere in those years it occurred to me finally that the poem is about death, which I thought made it a more wonderful and darker joke than I had understood. And at some still later stage, I think it must have been after reading Helen Vendler on the use of the subjunctive in Stevens, but also after I had had enough experience of failure and disappointment in my own life to get it, I felt the pathos of the wishing in the poem and of the grammar that expresses that pathos, so that by the time I was the age of Stevens when he wrote the poem, the three words “let be be ...” struck me as a brilliant and sad figure for the fundamental human wish that seems so often impossible for us and that Stevens had taken for one of his central themes.

And on another occasion—I can remember the shower in which the thought occurred to me, aquamarine tile, the house of a lover, thinking about what I then conceived to be the sadness of the poem—I was wondering about its fundamental gaiety and how it was achieved, and I thought about that delicious phrase that transforms itself from assonance into alliteration, “and bid him whip in kitchen cups concupiscent curds.” It lets you know that, at least in language, magic can happen. It struck me suddenly that “bid him whip in kit/chen cups” contained the longest sequence (five in a row) of consecutively assonantal syllables I could think of in a poem. Toweling off, I must have been mumbling the lines to myself. “What are you thinking about?” she asked. She was wearing a pale, sea-green towel. “I was thinking: Bid him whip in kitchen cups concupiscent curds.” “Concupiscent what?” she asked. “Curds,” I said, looking her in the eye, trying out an imitation of W. C. Fields, “concupiscent curds.”

As I was rereading the poem in the last few weeks, thinking about writing about it, I made another discovery. I decided that the crucial thing about it in the end is the rhythm of the first six lines of the second stanza that I had neglected to take in twenty-five years ago when I was not very interested in hearing about death:

Take from the dresser of deal

Lacking the three glass knobs, that sheet

On which she embroidered fantails once

And spread it so as to cover her face.

If her horny feet protrude, they come

To show how cold she is, and dumb.

This is as pitiless as any verse in Stevens, I think. That enjambment at the end of the fifth line and the stutter of a stop in the sixth delivers the last two syllables as baldly as anyone could contrive, and the rhyme—bum, bum—could not be more hollow. It is writing that returns the word mordant to its etymological root. And though I still think it is funny, it seems to me now to be, and to be intended to be, point-blank and very dark. And there are other things to notice. I think my disgust with the class-ridden drollery of the first stanza was not altogether misplaced, but it is certainly undercut by that shabby or melancholy or funny, in any case accurate, domestic touch—the glass knobs missing from the deal dresser. Deal is plain pine or fir, a middle-class dresser, spiffed up a bit with glass. And there is a kind of memento mori in the peacock tail that had been—“once,” he writes to suggest the pathos of all our efforts at décor—embroidered on the sheet. And there is also something plain-dealing and very like Robert Frost in the diction—“so as to cover”; and if her horny feet protrude, “they come / to show ...” Every detail of the writing is meant to make this death as homely and actual as ... what? Not Guatemala certainly. As any death in Emily Dickinson.

The second-to-last line of the poem—“Let the lamp affix its beam”—was for a while the only line in the poem that I thought was pure padding. He needed a rhyme for “cream” and a final flourish, hence a spotlight, hence “beam” and the otherwise meaningless lamp. But once you sense how dark, mordant, sardonic, pitiless a reading this poem can sustain, the lamp becomes an interesting figure for the focus of consciousness. It would seem that the beam is affixed on the stage where the final, now supremely ambiguous refrain is going to occur: “The only emperor ...” One paraphrase might be: turn your attention to living, seize the day. If it says that, it also says: by all means turn your attention away from those horny toes. A sort of memento non mori. Or to borrow a phrase from Eliot, humankind cannot bear very much reality. It is also possible to read it to mean the opposite, that one should affix the beam on the horny toes, so that one understands from a clear look at the reality of death that there can be no emperor but ice cream, no real alternative to death but dessert while you can get it. Which is, I suppose, nearer to my first reading of the poem and to what Winters meant by Stevens’s hedonism. I think the issue may be undecidable, finally, since both readings are grammatically permissible and both in their way in character.

Perhaps the point lies in the poem’s seeming poised on the knife edge between these two attitudes. But however one reads these penultimate lines, they carry their darkness into that last line. Which makes for a very different poem from the one those college boys thought they were chanting thirty years ago as they waded through wet hillside grass in the early spring and brings it nearer to the nothingness of which Zack had spoken, Zack whom I see now and then on late-night TV playing a psychotic killer or a gaunt, hunted drug dealer in reruns of Hill Street Blues or Cagney and Lacey.

It may not be completely accidental that while I was puzzling over the ending of “The Emperor of Ice-Cream,” a photograph appeared in the newspaper of a pair of stolid Dutch workmen removing a statue of Mikhail Gorbachev, who was briefly and quite literally an emperor, from its stand and carrying it from Madame Tussauds wax museum in Amsterdam, rigidly horizontal, immobilized in a gesture of seigneurial self-assurance. It made me think also that the poem, if it has anything to say about political power, does so by talking about politics and pleasure and death. And it may not be wrong, in its merciless way, about where power usually resides in the world.

I imagine I am not through thinking about this poem or about “Sunday Morning” or “The Snowman” or “Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird” or “The Idea of Order at Key West” or “Of Mere Being” or “The World as Meditation,” which are other poems I have been brooding over and arguing with myself about for much of my adult life. But I heard it early and I’ve lived with it for some time and thought that it would serve for one image of the way poems happen in a life when they are lived with, rather than systematically studied. Or alternately studied and lived with, and in that way endlessly reconceived—which seems to have been Wallace Stevens’s basic notion of the relation of the imagination to the world.

1985


Chekhov’s Anger

In his journals Chekhov notes two reasons why he doesn’t like a lawyer of his acquaintance. One is that he is very stupid; the other is that he is a reptile.

I mention this because Chekhov has a reputation for compassion and stabbing pathos in his stories and for wistful poetry in his plays. But he was a much more various writer than that, much funnier and tougher and more derisive. He began his career writing short pieces for the comic newspapers and magazines that flourished in Russia in the 1880s. His grandfather (this part of the story is well known) was a serf who bought his freedom and became the bailiff of a large estate—and a rabid advocate of serfdom. His father, who was a pious man and a bully, ran a grocery store in the Black Sea port town of Taganrog in southern Russia. Chekhov was the third of six children. When his father went bankrupt in 1876—Anton was sixteen—the family moved to Moscow, leaving Anton behind to finish high school. He joined the family in 1879 and began medical studies at the university. To help out the family, he began sending jokes and short pieces to the magazines. Nine of them were accepted in 1880, at about two and a half cents a line, thirteen in 1881, and then more. In 1882 he moved from the Moscow to the Petersburg papers; in 1883 he published a hundred and twenty-nine pieces, stories, sketches, jokes, for various magazines. He wrote them at the kitchen table, after he had finished his studies, and the stories and gags began to support the family. Between 1880 and 1884, when he graduated from medical school, he wrote over three hundred pieces. They were all published under a pseudonym, and he claimed not to have taken them very seriously.

In the summer of 1885, age twenty-five, a doctor of medicine and a successful freelance writer, he could afford to take his family to the country for the summer, and there he met one of the most important people of his life, the Petersburg publisher Alexi Suvorin, founder and editor of the largest daily of the period, New Times. Writing for New Times meant, first of all, that there was no length limit on Chekhov’s stories for the first time; secondly, that he was paid enough so that he did not have to produce quite so many; and thirdly, that he had the attention of the largest audience in Russia. It was still not literature—it was, as one writer has said, the “backstairs of journalism”—and he still wrote under a pseudonym. But his work—whether it was aimed at the popular audience rather than the intelligentsia or not—was an immense success. By 1886 he could write to his brother Alexander about a trip to Petersburg, “I’m the latest thing.”

The Chekhov who appears in those very early stories is not the author of sad, dove-gray fictions. One early story describes sailors who have drawn lots to see who gets a peek through a porthole to watch a pair of passengers, a minister and his young wife, consummate their marriage. A father and son, as it happens, win, which all the sailors seem to feel is a nice familial touch. They are greeted on first peek by the affecting sight of the wife turned away from her husband and seeming to be shaking her head in shy virginal refusal, a gesture all the sailors—who crowd around to hear a report—find piquant. Eventually the virgin seems to relent, and her husband looks relieved and happy, opens the door, takes a large stack of rubles from a banker who is also on the ship, and leaves the room, closing the door behind him. At which point the father pulls the son away from the perch, telling him that there are some things a young man, for the sake of a sound moral upbringing, just shouldn’t be exposed to.

In another story, a petty official at a party overhears his wife making an assignation with his best friend. Electrified by this event, wakened from his usual daydreams about promotion and immense feasts of sturgeon to even more delicious fantasies of revenge, he conceives a plot. The wife and friend intend to meet by a large urn in a public park, where his wife will have a servant leave a message if she can’t make it. The husband writes an anonymous letter to the town’s largest and most ruthless merchant, threatening to expose his business practices if he does not leave five thousand rubles in the urn in the park by three o’clock the next day. He sends another note to his friend telling him to check the urn at that hour for a message from the wife, and then positions himself behind a bush to watch the cad, caught with his hand in the urn, be beaten or arrested or both. As it falls out, the rival arrives at three sharp, reaches into the urn, pulls out an envelope, looks inside, finds five thousand rubles, looks around, shrugs, smiles, pockets the money just as the wife arrives for their tryst, and the pair go off together.

I suppose these stories are the equivalent of newspaper cartoons. They call for a quick, cynical laugh. Chekhov got very adept at writing them, and he must have learned a lot about condensing his material, since some of the papers paid more for short effective pieces than for longer ones. Later he was always advising young writers to cross out, even Maxim Gorky, and especially—here is a bit of Chekhov’s letter to Gorky—“to cross out as many adjectives and adverbs as you can. You have so many modifiers that the reader has trouble understanding and gets worn out. It is comprehensible when I write: ‘The man sat on the grass,’ because it is clear and does not detain one’s attention. On the other hand, it is difficult to figure out and hard on the brain if I write: ‘The tall, narrow-chested man of medium height and with a red beard sat down on the green grass that had already been trampled down by the pedestrians, sat down silently, looking around timidly and fearfully.’ The brain can’t grasp all of that at once, and art must be grasped at once, instantaneously.” His favorite sentence in the Russian language, he said, was one written by a classmate of his in grammar school. It went: “The sea is large.”

The cynicism of these early stories is rough and ready; it makes no show of brooding disenchantment with human nature because it seems not to think all that much about human nature in the first place. Nevertheless, what lies behind it is a certain toughness of mind, which is a theme I will return to. What’s most interesting about these casual and satirical stories is that they have almost exactly the same structure as the brilliantly quiet and affecting stories that would, especially among non-Russian readers, form the basis of his reputation.

“Vanka,” for example, is the story of a nine-year-old boy who has recently left the country and been apprenticed to a shoemaker by whose family he is beaten and abused. It is Christmas Eve and the lad writes a letter to his grandfather that begins: “Dear Grandad Konstantin Makarich, I am writing to you a letter. I send you Christmas greetings and hope God will send you his blessings. I have no father and no Momma and you are all I have left.” Chekhov lets us watch the boy write the letter. His master and mistress are at church. The boy remembers the animals, the servant girls at home; he describes his mistreatment—which is heartbreaking—and he implores his grandfather to come and save him. Do you know the story? Then you will recall the end of it: “Vanka folded the sheet of paper in four and put it into the envelope which he had bought that day for a kopek ... Then he paused to think, dipped his pen into the inkpot, wrote: ‘GRANDAD,’ scratched his head, thought again and wrote: ‘KONSTANTIN MAKARICH IN THE VILLAGE,’ ” after which he slips out and puts the letter in the mail.

Or “Sleepy.” In this one a thirteen-year-old girl, Varka, is tending a baby who cries and cries, will not stop crying. Varka is sleepy, fades in and out of dreams, is slapped and scolded by master and mistress, runs errands, tends the child that cries and cries. At the end of the story, to get a little sleep, Varka solves her problem. She reaches into the cradle, strangles the baby, and lies down on the floor, where she is “in a minute sleeping soundly as the dead.” Or “Misery,” the story of the Moscow cabman who on a snowy night tries to tell one customer after another that he is grieving because his only son died the week before. “He wants to talk of it properly,” Chekhov writes, “with deliberation. ... He wants to tell how his son was taken ill, how he suffered, what he said before he died, how he died. ... He wants to describe the funeral, and how he went to the hospital to get his son’s clothes.” No one listens. At the end of the story, the old man can’t sleep, so he goes outside and tells the story to the horse. “Suppose you had a colt,” he says—it is dark, the middle of the night, the horse is quietly eating oats in its stall—“and you were own mother to that little colt ... and all at once that little colt went and died ...”

No one would describe these stories as funny, but they have the same structure as the funny stories. They depend on a surprise ending, usually though not always on dramatic reversal, and the surprise is in one way or another wounding. No one would be inclined to laugh at “Vanka”; it is, as the critic Victor Shklovsky has said, “the saddest Christmas story ever written.” And yet I almost laugh. That gasp that the story evokes, the little cry of surprise and dismay, comes out not just because the ending surprises, but because it fits. Of course, we think, how is a little peasant boy supposed to know about addresses and the postal system? It’s a miracle that he can write at all. The rightness of the surprise (which might be a definition of metaphor) constitutes wit. And this is what makes the stories remarkable, I think: not that they are full of pathos—the nineteenth century in Russia teemed with pathos, it was knee-deep in pathos. It is the more terrible presence of wit that gives the stories a feeling not merely of pathos but of tragedy.

Metaphor: I am leaving aside the fact that each of these stories is in a way a figure for the situation of the writer. Everyone who mails off a poem or story addresses it more or less as Vanka addresses it, or is telling their grief to a tired horse in the middle of the night. “Sleepy” is a more disturbing metaphor. Killing the baby: it speaks to the writer’s relation both to the reader and to herself or himself. Dickens, for example, picks up the baby and rocks it gently back to sleep and then has it die slowly of cholera in a storm of tears. To the crying infant in each of us who demands immediate succor (so to speak) from the story, Chekhov’s response is, on the whole, aggressive. And this aspect of his art was something Chekhov recognized quite clearly. When he was writing Ivanov in 1886, he described his technique in a letter to his brother: “I finish every act as I do my stories; I keep the action calm and quiet till the end, then I punch the audience in the face.”

Where does the violence of this image come from? I think it has two sources. The first is the violence his father visited on him. “My father,” he wrote, “began my education, or, to put it more simply, began to beat me, before I reached the age of five.” He could be understanding, even wryly comic, about his treatment. “Our grandfather was beaten by his masters and the lowest official could knock him about. Our father was beaten by our grandfather, and we, by our father. What nerves, what blood we have inherited.” But he never forgot it. In his late thirties, immensely successful, his father dead, Chekhov remarked to his friend V. I. Nemirovich-Danchenko, the manager of the Moscow Art Theater, “You know, I have never been able to forgive him for whipping me.”

The second source is the violence he visits on himself. That emerges, one imagines, from his anger at his father. The most famous formulation of this is in the letter to his friend and editor Suvorin in January 1889:

The plebeian intellectuals have to purchase with their youth what the aristocratic writers receive gratis from Mother Nature. Why don’t you write a story about a young man whose father was a serf, a young man who was in turn salesman, choir-boy, school-boy and student, brought up to treat rank with respect, to kiss the hands of priests, to worship other men’s ideas, to express gratitude for every bit of bread he eats, constantly flogged, going about giving lessons in worn boots, fighting with other boys, torturing animals, fond of dining with rich relatives, acting the hypocrite before God and man for no other reason than consciousness of his own insignificance—describe how this young man squeezed the slave in him out of his system drop by drop, till one fine morning he wakes up and discovers there is no more slavish blood coursing through his veins; it is all real human blood.

Writing stories and getting paid for it—quick, mocking satiric stories full of the period’s comic types: bullying officials, bullying policemen, obsequious clerks, hicks—and in the process replacing his father (not only as breadwinner but as the moral center of the family), was one of the ways he squeezed the slave out of himself. “Anton’s will became the dominant one,” his brother Michael remembered. “ ‘That’s not true,’ he would say, ‘We must be fair,’ ‘Don’t tell lies,’ and so on.” It was a large, young, and talented family, and early visitors to it were impressed by the hilarity and warmth of the Chekhov clan, but at the center of it was Anton’s furious self-discipline. “To educate oneself,” he wrote to his brother Nicholas, “requires ceaseless, unremitting work, night and day. Every hour counts.” It is worth noting this flint in his character at least partly because of his (well-deserved) reputation for gentleness, modesty, and almost saintly compassion. There is at the root of his art a good deal of comic malice: malice at his characters, but also malice at his audience. It would be easy to misstate this, or to emphasize it wrongly, but it explains to me things about Chekhov’s art that the usual accounts of his tremendous human attractiveness—“Isn’t he adorable,” the ancient Tolstoy is supposed to have said to Gorky once, when Chekhov had left the table for a moment—simply don’t account for. That there is hardly ever a false note in Chekhov, that he almost never sentimentalizes or leans too hard on a character, that he lets no one off the hook, that his refusal to give the audience what it wanted in the way of wish fulfillment was so extreme that it amounted to reinventing the forms of both the tale and the stage drama, required of him immense toughness and moreover a willingness to hurt, both in the raucous manner of comedy and in the more stubborn, disciplined, even inwardly cruel manner of cool refusal.

As a psychological fact this stance of Chekhov’s becomes, in his art and in his thinking about politics, increasingly complex, but at the beginning it is pure advantage. Look, for example, at “The Malefactor,” an 1885 story about a peasant who has been hauled into court. It begins with a wonderfully Chekhovian sentence: “An exceedingly lean little peasant, in a striped hempen shirt and patched drawers, stands facing the investigating magistrate.” Or perhaps I should say, a Constance Garnett sentence. I have vividly in mind Denise Levertov’s poem “Chekhov on the West Heath,” in which she describes herself as a young girl, best friend to Constance Garnett’s daughter, with whom she walked around Hampstead in the early years of World War II discussing the stories and vowing to live a life Chekhov would approve of. But that is another story, as is the story of how Chekhov came to be translated into the prose of the Bloomsbury group, with its echoes of Forster and Woolf, in 1921. This story takes place in 1885, where a skinny little peasant, sullen, barefooted, morose, is in trouble:

“Denis Grigoryev!” the magistrate begins. “Come nearer, and answer my questions. On the seventh of July the railway watchman, Ivan Semyonovitch Akinfov, going along the line in the morning, found you at the hundred-and-forty-first mile engaged in unscrewing a nut by which the rails are made fast to the sleepers. Here it is, the nut! ... With the aforesaid nut he detained you. Is that so?”

“Wha-at?”

“Was this all as Akinfov states?”

“To be sure, it was.”

“Very good; well, what were you unscrewing the nut for?”

“What-at?”

“Drop that ‘wha-at’ and answer the question; what were you unscrewing the nut for?”

“If I hadn’t wanted it I shouldn’t have unscrewed it,” croaks Denis, looking at the ceiling.

“What did you want that nut for?”

“The nut? We make weights out of those nuts for our lines.”

“Who is ‘we’?”

“We, people ... The Klimovo peasant, that is.”

“Listen, my man; don’t play the idiot to me, but speak sensibly. It’s no use telling lies here about weights!”

Perhaps the first thing you notice about the story is that it is not Les Misérables. I don’t know anything about the conventions of these comic papers in the 1880s—whether, for example, the comically stupid peasant was a stock type in the popular press at the same time that he was being endowed with a special and deeply Russian wisdom by the highbrow novelists—but the brilliance of this writing is in the evenhandedness of it. It rises to neither bait. Denis Grigoryev is not some Russian version of Stepin Fetchit, nor is he a figure of pathos out of reformist melodrama. Chekhov is careful, as the story unfolds, to underline the dangerousness of his plundering:

“And what do you suppose railway accidents do come from? Unscrew two or three nuts and you have an accident.”

Denis grins, and screws up his eye at the magistrate incredulously.

“Why! How many years have we all in the village been unscrewing nuts, and the Lord has been merciful; and you talk of accidents, killing people. If I had carried away a rail or put a log across the line, say, then maybe it might have upset the train, but ... pouf! a nut!”

And this, it turns out, is hardly the tip of the iceberg:

“I didn’t unscrew it; Ignashka, the son of one-eyed Semyon, gave it me. I mean the one which was under the box, but the one which was in the sledge in the yard Mitrofan and I unscrewed together.”

“What Mitrofan?”

“Mitrofan Petrov ... Haven’t you heard of him? He makes nets in our village and sells them to the gentry. He needs a lot of those nuts. Reckon a matter of ten for each net.”

“Listen. Article 1081 of the Penal Code lays down that every willful damage of the railway line committed when it can expose the traffic on that line to danger, and the guilty party knows that an accident must be caused by it ... (Do you understand? Knows! And you could not help knowing what this unscrewing would lead to ...) is liable to penal servitude.”

“Of course, you know best ... We are ignorant people ... What do we understand?”

One of the things that Chekhov gets here, wonderfully and terribly, is exactly the moment when Denis retreats into his ignorance as a defense against knowing what he doesn’t want to know. It is that reflex, “Well, we’re ignorant people, what do we know,” with its combination of imbecility and cunning, that makes the story so funny (the magistrate and his class have clearly created the monster that is derailing their trains)—and finally so heartbreaking—because Denis’s ignorance, however cunning, is well and deeply learned. He really doesn’t have a clue, as Chekhov makes clear at the end of the story when he is dragged off to be sent into exile without the faintest idea what has happened to him or why. “Flog if you like, but flog someone who deserves it, flog with conscience,” he says as they pack him off. The laugh one laughs—at the peasant’s sense of wounded justice, at the depth of his identification with authority (when their father was through whipping the Chekhov boys, he required them to kiss his hand), at the hopelessness of the whole situation—is something between amusement and despair. It reminds one of the story of the execution of the conspirators who attempted the assassination of Czar Alexander II in 1866. It occurred, apparently, on a rainy day, which made the rope so slick that it would not slide down properly and break the necks of the prisoners. The last of the assassins to be executed, after watching his friends being semi-strangulated by earnest hangmen who stood around talking about the problem like teamsters in the yard of an inn conferring on the axle of a broken cart, is said to have burst into tears finally and said, “Poor Russia, she can’t even kill us.”

“The Malefactor” reminds us of a crucial fact about Chekhov and his art. Nineteenth-century Russia was, to use an anachronism by way of shorthand, a third-world country. And it was, at the time the story was written, only thirty-five years away from a revolution brought about not so much by the organizational or military brilliance of the revolutionaries as by the sheer political and administrative collapse of a government incompetent almost beyond belief. The decade of the 1880s, during the early years in the reign of Alexander III when Chekhov was beginning to write, was a particularly repressive time. Most of the reforms of the 1860s were nullified, the secret police were turned loose, the Russification of Jews became government policy, censorship was strict, famine not infrequent. The slogans of the new government were “Nationalism,” “Orthodoxy,” and “Autocracy.” Among the intelligentsia, a populist or Narodnik movement—or several of them—was under way, based on the idea that all social reform had to begin with the peasantry (who constituted something like 80 percent of the population); and this movement was also informed in one way or another by the feeling that the life of the peasants, close to the Russian soil, was the repository of a wisdom that would show the way to a better future. And, as you can imagine, many of Chekhov’s readers among the intelligentsia were skeptical of him and of stories like “The Malefactor.” It seemed not to take a position, and they wanted to know where Chekhov stood.

It did not help matters that when he moved from the Moscow to the Petersburg newspapers, he was associated primarily with Suvorin’s New Times, which was the most successful and the most rabidly reactionary newspaper of its day. Suvorin, the editor, was very well connected in government circles: he had even wrangled from the government an exclusive contract for the book and newspaper kiosks in railway stations, which no doubt accounted in part at least for the wide circulation of his newspaper. Chekhov and Suvorin became close friends. Like Chekhov, Suvorin was self-taught. He was also very worldly and deeply cynical, and he had a quick, brilliant, contemptuous intelligence. As Chekhov’s fame spread, so did rumors about his relationship with Suvorin. He was going to marry his publisher’s daughter, one rumor went, as the price of being featured in his paper.

I am paraphrasing Chekhov’s biographers—Henri Troyat, Sophie Laffitte, Vladimir Yermilov, Simon Karlinsky. It is hard to read from this distance the nuances of that world. What interests me about it in terms of the development of Chekhov’s art is his attraction to another self-made writer and practical businessman, and the fact that his coolly apolitical style (and his distrust, verging on contempt, for the political style of most of the Russian intelligentsia—privileged, self-flattering, lazy, ineffectual, as they appeared in story after story), along with his passion to record things as he saw them, permitted him to make an alliance with the most conservative intellectual force in his era.

Chekhov’s situation reminds me in many ways of the work of V. S. Naipaul, who may turn out to be the most interesting political writer of the 1980s in some of the same ways that Chekhov is interesting, other considerations of his art aside, as a writer about Russia in the 1880s. Naipaul was born into an Indian family, piously Hindu, on Trinidad. A member of the minority culture on a small island where the majority was a minority in the larger world, and where both minorities, Indian and black, suffered all the humiliations of colonialism and provincial isolation, Naipaul passed—brilliantly, one supposes—through the colonial school system; left the Caribbean for Oxford; published his first novel, The Mystic Masseur, shortly after his graduation; and since then, as the biographical notes on the back of the books of this self-made man always say, “has pursued no other profession.” What Naipaul has in common with Chekhov is his oblique relation to the majority culture, his instinctive and deep contempt for all forms of fanaticism and self-delusion (this derives partly from childhood boredom with Hindu ritual, as Chekhov’s derives from his revulsion at his father’s bullying piety), and his ironic awareness of how deeply privileged is the desire on the part of the comfortable, more or less honest, more or less responsible middle-class artists and intellectuals of the developed world to be identified with the oppressed and the forces of human liberation.

Czeslaw Milosz has remarked that one of the main characteristics of postwar literature is that, as the manufacturing economy has been exported to the peripheries where labor is cheap and where the problems of imperialism and colonialism are being worked out—that is, in Asia and the Middle East and Central America and Eastern Europe—so the literary peripheries have become the center; hence the importance of poets like Zbigniew Herbert, Pablo Neruda, Seamus Heaney, and Bei Dao, and of fiction writers like John Coetzee and Milan Kundera and Salman Rushdie and Naipaul. The novelists in particular occupy a position at the fringes of the culture that mainly reads them—in something like the way that Chekhov, the serf’s son, was a vertical invader of the landlord literature of Gogol and Turgenev and Tolstoy.

I don’t mean to pause too long over this comparison, but it is worth noting that Naipaul, in a recent autobiographical sketch in Finding the Center, speaks of the fact that his colonial upbringing probably accounts for the anger that he acknowledges as the wellspring of his art. Naipaul’s work has the power to make us uncomfortable in ways that Chekhov’s readers must have been made uncomfortable by him. I think, for example, of a passage in A Bend in the River, whose protagonist and narrator, an African-born Indian from an East African Hindu merchant family, has come to run a store in the capital of a newly independent Central African nation. The novel is full of scenes that look at all the political posturing of nationhood in postcolonial, preindustrial societies with a kind of rue and uneasy apprehension of violence that is brilliantly rendered. Then suddenly, in the middle of the anxiety and the tropical heat that feels like a metaphor for the anxiety, the narrator finds himself at a party in the university where a bunch of Western intellectuals—graduate students, research scholars, economic development advisers—are smoking dope, drinking wine, and listening to something he has not heard before, an American folksinger named Joan Baez:

And the mood became sweeter. The music that was being played came to an end, and in the wonderfully lit room, blurred circles of light thrown onto the ceiling from the lamps on the floor, people stopped dancing. What next came on went straight to my heart—sad guitars, words, a song, an American girl singing “Barbara Allen.”

That voice! It needed no music; it hardly needed words. By itself it created the line of the melody; by itself it created a whole world of feeling. It is what people of our background look for in music and singing: feeling. It is what makes us shout “Wa-wa! Bravo!” and throw bank notes and gold at the feet of a singer. Listening to that voice, I felt the deepest part of myself awakening, the part that knew loss, homesickness, grief, and longed for love. And in that voice was the promise of a flowering for everyone who listened.

I said to Indar, “Who is the singer?”

He said, “Joan Baez. She’s very famous in the States.”

“And a millionaire,” Yvette said...

I gave the book back to Indar, looked away from Yvette and him, and returned to the voice. Not all the songs were like “Barbara Allen.” Some were modern, about war and injustice and oppression and nuclear destruction. But always in between there were the older, sweeter melodies. These were the ones I waited for, but in the end the voice linked the two kinds of song, linked the maidens and lovers and sad deaths of by-gone times with the people of today who were oppressed and about to die.

It was make-believe—I never doubted that. You couldn’t listen to sweet songs about injustice unless you expected justice and received it much of the time. You couldn’t sing songs about the end of the world unless—like the other people in that room, so beautiful with such simple things: African mats on the floor and African hangings on the wall and spears and masks—you felt that the world was going on and you were safe in it. How easy it was, in that room, to make those assumptions!

It is hard to imagine that a white English or American writer could have written this scene, or would have written it in exactly this way, with exactly this mix of—I’m not sure what to call it—this attitude toward feeling: perhaps a hunger for the lyrical canceled by an intellectual distrust that comes from understanding always the view from the underside. It is this, I think, that makes for the resemblance between Naipaul’s and Chekhov’s art. Undercutting the lyrical is, one way or another, the satirist’s technique. And Chekhov learned in his apprenticeship with the comic papers to do it very economically. What could not have been predicted was the way that he learned to intensify feeling and then undercut it. “The Kiss” is probably the best-known of the early examples of this. But it is even true of “Vanya” and “Sleepy.” We identify, as readers, with the homesickness of one child and the exhaustion of another. We want rescue, sleep. And at the end they are snatched from us so quickly that it is, as Chekhov clearly saw, like being slapped in the face.

The opposite tactic can create the same effect, I should add. One can keep the surface cool and let the feeling element play underneath it. The power of “The Malefactor,” for example, is hidden in the exactness of Denis Grigoryev’s knowledge of the local fish. Chekhov himself was a passionate and, indeed, a scientific fisherman. It is the glimpse of the village that makes his being hauled off finally so terrible.

It comes to be, as you read through the stories, a formal principle of Chekhov’s art: to divide the reader’s wishes from his or her judgment, or to let that conflict develop in the characters themselves. One of my favorite stories—very funny and very sad—from the early period of Chekhov’s maturity is “Neighbors.” The situation is that a young landowner, a bachelor who lives in the country with his mother and
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