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FREDERIC PROKOSCH (1908–1989) was born in Madison, Wisconsin, the son of an Austrian philologist and an American concert pianist. After a childhood spent in the university towns of the United States and Germany, he attended Haverford College, the University of Cambridge, and Yale, where he completed a dissertation on Chaucerian apocrypha. A tennis and squash champion, the youthful Prokosch was said by Harold Acton to have “the dark good looks of an advertiser of razor blades.” Between 1930 and 1934, he sent handmade pamphlets of his poetry to dozens of writers he admired, including T. S. Eliot, who later published Prokosch’s first novel, The Asiatics (1935). During World War II Prokosch was assigned to the American Legation in Stockholm and, from then on, lived mostly in Italy and France, where, in 1972, he retired to a cottage in the town of Grasse, living in almost total seclusion after gaining some unwelcome attention for the forgery of “extra copies” of prewar poetry pamphlets auctioned off by Sotheby’s. In addition to Voices, he was the author of sixteen novels, four collections of poetry, and translations of Euripides, Louise Labé, and Friedrich Hölderlin.
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INTRODUCTION

“FAR DOWN the street I saw the night watchman slowly approaching with his lantern. He was singing to himself in a soft grief-stricken voice.” So begins The Asiatics, Frederic Prokosch’s first novel, written when the author was twenty-seven years old and suffering through an endlessly sweltering New Haven summer, watching hubcaps rolling in the street “like balls of fire,” hand-binding books of poems, writing stories about inexplicable ghostly disappearances, desperate to publish something, to publish anything. At some point he began leafing obsessively through old atlases, wandering among “the insect-ridden swamps of the Irrawaddy, the temples beside the Ganges, the alleys of Benares.” “I longed to flee,” he exclaimed and then, possessed by a vision of the Asian continent, he proceeded to write a novel narrated by a young man very much like himself hitching his romantic, reckless, spell-bound way across Asia from Beirut to China.

The Asiatics was published to wild acclaim, praised by the likes of Thomas Mann (“astonishing picaresque romance, flashing with talent and an audacious, adventurous spirit”), Albert Camus (“He is a master of moods and undertones, a virtuoso in the feeling of place”), André Gide (“Poetic in its sensuality, witty in its melodrama, urbane in its misanthropy, incandescent in its imagery: it is unique among novels and an authentic masterpiece”). But there were also dissenters, those readers who felt either uncertain of the book’s project or duped by its assumption of autobiographical verisimilitude. “When is a novel not a novel?” one reviewer asked; another accused Prokosch of leveling “a profound insult” at the form of the novel itself. “If you’ve never been to Asia, then to hell with you,” one reader famously declared.

“Outside the café a little old man was standing,” The Asiatics continues,


gazing at the ray of light that fell through the decorated pane. He knew immediately that I was watching him. Loneliness had sharpened his instincts. So he walked up to me and looked into my face. His own face was in shadow, but I could see his eyes peering through the heat and the darkness like little lanterns, glassy and persevering, full of experience. “You are a stranger to Beirut?” he said in a broken French. “Isn’t that so?”



As is the case with everything Prokosch wrote, the descriptive detail is beyond vivid. It is no wonder readers found it difficult to believe he wasn’t describing his very own experiences traveling across Asia—though in truth he’d never set foot on the Asian continent.

“We lived in a valley near Prairie du Sac in a little cottage surrounded by birches. The great Wisconsin River flowed past us, green, glossy, smelling of catfish.” So begins Voices: A Memoir, his final book, written almost fifty years after The Asiatics, Prokosch having heeded the urging of Roger Straus to write “a kind of history of literature, the arts and society as he had experienced them.” In the intervening years Prokosch had published twenty-two more works of literature—novels, collections of poetry, translations—though nothing he wrote ever took the imagination of the reading public by storm like The Asiatics.

It is a true fact: Frederic Prokosch was born on May 17, 1906, in Madison, Wisconsin. When he was eight years old the family moved to Austin, Texas. “I was terrified of Austin,” Prokosch writes in Voices. “I was frightened of the scorpions and the cactus and the dragonflies.” He describes his scholarly father’s preoccupation with the Indo-European languages, his musical mother’s obsession with Chopin’s mazurkas, his own dawning passion for lepidoptera. And then: “One day Anne Pavlova arrived in the town of Austin”—and while it is not unlikely that Mathilde Prokosch would have taken her son to the theater to see Pavlova dance, it is highly unlikely that “On the following afternoon, Pavlova came to our house for coffee.”

The die is cast, the reader pulled up short, the scene that follows so brilliantly rendered it’s difficult to believe it didn’t happen, that Pavlova didn’t fix “her luminous eyes on me with sinister intimacy.”


“And what do you plan to be, my boy? A cowboy or a gangster?”

. . . I kept peering at her face out of the corner of my eye. She looked surprisingly angular, after the undulations of The Swan, and disenchantingly opaque after the translucencies of The Glow-Worm. But I saw in her glowing eyes, which looked suave yet strangely agitated, a hint of realms and passions immeasurably remote from Austin.



Where oh where are we? No sooner have we set foot in the world of Voices than we find ourselves confronted by something as exciting, as generative of suspense, as a dead body in one of Agatha Christie’s drawing rooms. From Austin we travel to Pennsylvania, where Edouard Prokosch has joined the faculty (comprised of “lean, fastidious spinsters who had read The Golden Bowl”) at Bryn Mawr College, where Prokosch—or Fritz, as he was then known, a “small boy always dressed in knickers”—enters Haverford College at the age of fifteen, and where one day his father announces: “Thomas Mann is coming to dinner.” So it happens that during a postprandial stroll along the Bryn Mawr hockey field, the great author, upon hearing Fritz’s footsteps behind him, turns abruptly.


In his face I saw a sudden and peculiar disquietude. His eyes, intently watchful yet turned profoundly inward, were tinged with an inexplicable sorrow and despair. There was something almost horrifying in that powerfully hewn face, dark with foreboding, creased with anxiety, split in two by an inner struggle.

He frowned for a moment, then looked at me indulgently. “And what about you? Do you have an ambition?”



Once Mann leaves, Fritz goes to his bedroom and writes down everything he remembers of the occasion in a notebook, the beginning, we are told, of a lifelong habit.


After this hint of a secret darkness at the core of Thomas Mann, I was set on my journey, which was a long and hazardous journey. It was a journey through the great old cities of the world, through seaports and piazzas, through palazzos and slums. It was a journey in search of the artist as a hero, as an enigma, as a martyr, as a revelation, and finally as a fragment of humanity.



This is as forthright a description of this remarkable novel’s project as its recondite—slippery, really—author is likely to provide. For of course Voices is a novel, just as The Asiatics is a novel, no more a “journal of travel” than Voices is a memoir, the fundamental slipperiness of Prokosch’s first book having prefigured Voices, his last, in which you, Enchanted Reader, will soon have the great good fortune to hear the author recount in detail as uncannily precise as The Asiatics’s description of spring in Kashmir or prison life in Erzurum, his conversations with some of the twentieth century’s greatest artists.

When it came out, Voices didn’t fly off the shelves like The Asiatics, but it created a similar stir among the reading and reviewing public. Accepted and praised as genuine autobiographical narrative, Voices was also pilloried, many readers finding themselves “dubious about its many fluent, lengthy, and insistently brilliant speeches from the lips of the dead.” William H. Pritchard was made “furious” by Prokosch’s fabrications; Anatole Broyard on the other hand wrote: “It may be that Mr. Prokosch’s memory, or his notes, are not infallible. In the unlikely event that he made it all up, it would be a remarkable feat. . . In a sense it doesn’t matter. Whether it is partly or wholly true, Voices is usually good fun and often more than that.”

“Good fun,” though, doesn’t begin to describe the sense of elation this book inspires. What Prokosch is doing is a rare thing, unprecedented. The category of fictional biography—as practiced by Jorge Luis Borges in A Universal History of Infamy, for example, or Marcel Schwob in Imaginary Lives—comes close, though neither Borges nor Schwob ever pretended to have met and conversed with their subjects. In a sense Pritchard’s fury is completely justified, given the extent to which Prokosch is able to coax you, Hoodwinked Reader, slowly, insistently, across the threshold between knowing that what you’re reading is fiction and forgetting that fact. Needless to say, writers often seek to bring the world they’re describing and the people in that world fully to life. But this is something more.

Every impassioned reader has experienced a version of the sleight of hand Prokosch replicates in Voices, that moment when the bond you form with the writer of a book, with their psyche, their physical body even, confers a sense of profound connection verging on possession: on both being possessed and on possessing. “Isak Dinesen, the Baroness Blixen, arrived in New York one afternoon,” Prokosch writes.


I sat down close beside her on the couch to feel her “magic.” I could feel it flowing forth with a moonlike serenity. I caught the smell of old anguish and old renunciation. The bones of her face were so translucent and beautiful that it was like sitting beside a Romanesque carving.



It’s worth noting that many of Prokosch’s subjects pop up, as it were, out of the blue, hungry ghosts arriving “one afternoon,” in time for coffee, in time for dinner.


I felt a deep excitement as I listened to the Baroness Blixen. I felt that she was talking about certain episodes in my own life and that she was peering into the cave of my unremembered past—not my real, factual past but my lost and oceanic past. I felt that she had shared in that huge inchoate past and that her stories were tales about some earlier incarnation of my own.



While Prokosch himself remains hidden in these encounters, taking on the twin roles of interlocutor and witness, it soon becomes clear that he is also creating a multifaceted portrait of himself, of the self he once described as having “fifty personalities.” “It came very easily to me to impose another character, a mask behind which I could say what I wanted without feeling I was talking about myself.” Otherwise the details of his own life he provides in Voices are few and far between, and, ultimately, suspect, though some true facts exist. Fritz was a high-strung boy, a “handsome child in a rather soft and feminine way,” who grew, astonishingly, into a tall, dark, and “swarthily handsome” man. He first became aware of his homosexuality while a student at Haverford College, where he also fell passionately in love with tennis, and off court adopted the protective coloration of his idol, the closeted Bill Tilden (“a great virtuoso sending his glorious and dazzling drives like a famous ballerina doing her entrechats”), replacing his knickerbockers with Tilden’s uniform of gray flannels, a thick white pullover, and a pair of saddle shoes. “The ones who survive are the sly and crafty ones,” Prokosch asserted, going on to spite his father’s vicious response to the news of his son’s homosexuality by attending his Haverford graduation as a member of the audience, dressed as a woman.

“It is in the nature of the romantic artist,” Prokosch says of Lord Byron in an introduction to The Missolonghi Manuscript, “to adopt a series of poses which are delicately contrived yet profoundly motivated.”

It would be too easy—would do a disservice to the depth of Prokosch’s project—to ascribe his manifold masks to his (at least initially) closeted homosexuality.


Being lonely by nature as well as desire, I tried to exploit that loneliness by becoming a sponge and soaking up the essence of other men’s lives . . .

This meant that meeting other men, and artists especially, took on the suspense of an old tribal ceremony. I hid behind a mask which changed with every meeting—the mask of a naïf or a picaro or an athlete, and I finally turned my shyness into a crafty sort of audacity.



Whatever motivated Prokosch’s choice of quarry—envy or admiration, outright vengefulness or idolatry—the encounters as he describes them are without exception delectable, providing an insider’s look at, for example, Thomas Wolfe glaring at a waitress with “bubbling ferocity” following his prideful and doomed attempt to use chopsticks; “the thin slant of moonlight” falling on T.S. Eliot’s nose in the Villa Borghese, “a rather sharp nose, thin at the top and curving to the bottom. . . which grew alive in the moonlight, as though it were gathering its energies and sniffing about for something”; the “convoluted rage, pierced with moments of half-mad splendor and flecked with a certain flamboyant incoherence” Ezra Pound’s tennis game has in common with his Eleven New Cantos; E. M. Forster, “like the glint in the eye of a crocodile . . . basking lazily beside a swamp . . . a lonely and carnivorous little Forster . . . lurking behind the tapering, Alexandrian Forster”; Hannah Arendt’s “drooping cherry-draped hat and her shabby old coat” conjuring a feeling of “bubbling kinship which tasted of the forbidden,” her face growing “as bright as a full-blown rose”; the “sweet but ominous compassion” of Lady Cunard’s smile as she goes on to say, “Let me tell you something, Frederic. You are a handsome young man and that’s why we love you. It is not because of your spirituality or your artistic vulnerability”; Alberto Moravia’s “dark, deep-set eyes star[ing] intently into nothingness, like the eyes of a murderer who has entered a lonely house.” Prokosch was always especially fascinated by eyes, deep-set eyes in particular, of which he himself possessed a striking pair.

These days our relationship to “truth” is going through hard times, caught in the crosshairs of scrupulous identity politics and crazed political utterance. Prokosch wasn’t interested in theorizing about truth, though. I don’t think Prokosch was interested in theorizing about anything. All he wanted was to be granted a free hand in conjuring the whole world and the people in it according to the dictates of his imagination.

“My real life (if I ever dared to write it!) has transpired in darkness, secrecy, fleeting contacts and incommunicable delight, any number of strange picaresque escapades and peccadilloes and even crimes, and I don’t think that any of my ‘friends’ have even the faintest notion of what I’m really like or have any idea at all of what my life has really consisted of,” Prokosch confessed to John Radcliffe Squires, a young professor of English at the University of Michigan, who went on to write a book about him.


My real life has been subversive, anarchic, vicious, lonely and capricious, while at the same time being, in a pagan sort of way, truly natural and good and honest. Does this make sense? I have been happy. I have been true to myself. I have been proud, and, like Yeats’s friend, been able to “be secret and exult.”



Or, as he has Nabokov say, pondering the difficulty of imagining oneself a butterfly (“his eyes drooped a little, sagging more deeply into their pouches”):


But it takes quite a leap of the imagination, doesn’t it, frankly? I have tried to feel the air skimming under my outstretched wings, to feel the leaves caressing my scales, to hear the petals under my proboscis, to feel the coming of autumn in the depth of my thorax and to scent a far-off storm in the beads of my antennae. And also to feel the delight of the larva as it gnaws at the nettles, and the delirious growth of wings in the depth of a cocoon. That’s what it means to be a butterfly: an entire labyrinth of ecstasies!



—KATHRYN DAVIS


VOICES


THE WORLD OF YOUTH


THE GLOW-WORM

We lived in a valley near Prairie du Sac in a little cottage surrounded by birches. The great Wisconsin River flowed past us, green, glossy, smelling of catfish. Every morning I walked to the shore to look at the mussels and I wondered what strange new excitement the day would bring to me.

Two miles from our cottage rose a hill called Black Hawk’s Lookout. On this hill many years ago the Indian chief Black Hawk had fought against the white men with his last surviving warriors. Black Hawk’s Lookout rose in the distance, gray and bare, like a giant cone, surrounded by waves of sumac and a wilderness of thistles.

One day in midsummer I set out on a narrow cowpath. I passed one hill after another, always following the winding cow-path. Chipmunks sprang through the branches, a whippoorwill called, the birches waved their arms in a tremulous recognition. I finally arrived at the bottom of Black Hawk’s Lookout, on which the sunlight shone with a coppery intensity. I climbed over the tiers of great lichened rocks, up and up to the very summit, where a hawk cried out in the wilderness.

I stood on the peak and surveyed the winding river, which shone with the grandeur of the Nile or the Amazon. A host of butterflies welled through the air, black and yellow and purple. I wandered for hours among the crannies of Black Hawk’s Lookout, searching for tomahawks, arrowheads, and the fragments of totem poles.

The air was filled with the spice of sage and mint and rosemary. The heat of midsummer was alive with myriad grass-hoppers. I found the feather of a hawk, the skull of a deer, the skin of a rattlesnake. They all looked like clues to the tragic fate of the Indian warriors.

I climbed into a ravine that was filled with a stream of golden-rod. A breeze slid through the air, setting the birch leaves aquiver. The sun was already setting and the river blazed with light. I sat down on a rock and watched the smoldering water, which seemed to be flowing out of a bottomless prehistory.

A crane flew overhead, flapping its wild, snowy wings. The crickets started to chirp. The hills sank into darkness. The night crawled into the valley like a herd of silent animals. I started toward the shore, looking for the dusty cowpath, but the stars were shining on an impenetrable jungle.

A twig snapped behind me. I caught the musk of the naked warriors. I heard their padding feet, I heard their clicking tomahawks. I jumped behind a rock and started to run toward the river. But the river had vanished into the vastness of the night, and the trees spread around me in a black, encircling menace.

And then all of a sudden the air was alive with moths. Their soft moonlit wings slid through the overhanging foliage. Some of them were slow, white, and soundless, like drifting flakes of moonlight. Others were swift and black and bulletlike, like chips of a deeper darkness. I crawled through the underbrush, guided by the dance of the moonlit moths, and at last I heard the cool black gurgling of the river.

I saw the lamp in the cottage shining faintly behind the birches. The mosquitoes were whining and the fireflies flashed rhythmically.

My mother ran out from the porch and cried, “Oh my darling! Where have you been? I thought you were lost! Come, eat your sauerbraten. . .”

And my father said thoughtfully, as he fondled his pince-nez, “A curious day to pick for a journey into the wilderness. The Archduke of Austria has been assassinated in Sarajevo!”

The mysterious words “Sarajevo” and “assassinated” and “Archduke” blended into a strange ritual chant, surrounded by the flashing of the fireflies.

•

			From Wisconsin, we went to Texas and settled in the town of Austin, which rose from the banks of the Colorado River. I was only eight years old and I was terrified of Austin. I was frightened of the scorpions and the cactus and the dragonflies, which flew in fiery zigzags, as though they had a poisonous sting in them.

We lived on West Twenty-third Street, just off Rio Grande Street, with two fig trees in the back amid an orgy of sunflowers. Beyond our house rose the Cochrane Mansion, which was said to be haunted and was draped with shawls of ivy and beards of Texas moss, and still beyond lay the fields of bluebonnets, which sloped down to the creek.

I sought refuge from the heat and the cactus in the musky shadows that hung over the creek. Here I prowled in the afternoons, chasing the gaudy Texas butterflies, such as Papilio cresphontes, a giant of black and cream, and Dione vanillae, a crimson beauty flecked with silver.

My father taught linguistics and philology at the university. He was a finely profiled man with keen black eyes and a fondling voice. He had fled from Austria many years ago because of a scandal involving a duel, and he had sailed to America, rebellious and penniless. One evening in Milwaukee (or so he told me one day), he had a vision of a vast multiplicity of ancient languages, which blended into an all-engulfing panorama. After this he devoted his entire soul to a single end: to disentangle from this intricacy the history of the Indo-European tongues. His vision was fulfilled in a philological masterpiece of heroic proportions and of a saintly lucidity. It was called The History of the Indo-European Languages and it was published after his death by the Yale University Press.

I still remember sitting in a fig tree as he walked in the garden and listening in secrecy as he uttered his consonants and diphthongs. These little fragments of vanished dialects traced in the air, like the calls of birds, the mysterious journey of the human tongue from the depths of the jungle into its modern complexities. He groped for the sounds and structures of strange, vanished languages as a diver gropes for pearls in the depths of the ocean. And when I finally read his masterpiece after his death, I detected, in those labyrinthine migrations of ancient diphthongs, the strains of an epic poetry more meandering than The Odyssey and even more interminable than The Mahabharata.

•

			One day Anna Pavlova arrived in the town of Austin.

“It is strange,” said my father, “that Pavlova should come to Austin.”

“And why shouldn’t she come to Austin?” said my mother rather plaintively. “It seems entirely natural. It’s a logical place to visit. Remember, please, that Austin is the capital of Texas and Texas is the biggest state in America.”

My mother sat at the piano and played the mazurkas of Chopin. I used to crouch under the piano and listen intently to the music of Frédéric Chopin, with whom I felt a mysterious kinship because of the identity of our names. I have never loved anyone as much as I loved my suffering mother, and I still, in my dreams, can see her staring at the album and spreading her fingers into the melodies of Chopin.

“Very well,” said my father. “Go and look at Pavlova.”

So we went one afternoon to a small stucco theater near the university campus, where they showed the films of Fatty Arbuckle, Mary Pickford, and Douglas Fairbanks. This little theater, with its gilded angels, was now given to Pavlova. The curtain went up on a pastel-tinted forest. The violins and cellos whined gently, insidiously. I leaned forward in my seat as the row of ballerinas entered, gliding mothlike on tiptoe through the twilit woods.

The trees grew brilliant, the music quickened. My mother gripped my elbow. “It’s The Glow-Worm!” she whispered. I grew tense with delight. The corps de ballet started to sway with a feverish delicacy. Pavlova surged skyward, more a ghost than a woman, and the curtain fell down on a ripple of applause.

After The Glow-Worm came a fantaisie impromptu by Chopin, a short bacchanale by Glazunov, and an adagio from The Sleeping Beauty. The last dance of all was Le Cygne by Saint-Saëns. Pavlova went gliding over an imaginary sea, more a bird than a ballerina, more a specter than a woman. The curtain swung down on a spellbound silence, and my mother said softly, “What a revelation for Austin!”

On the following afternoon, Pavlova came to our house for coffee. Some Machiavellian stratagem of my mother’s had succeeded. The great ballerina stepped out of a “jitney” and floated into the parlor amid a scent of violets and a flurry of fox-heads.

“How very primitive,” said my mother as she poured out the coffee, “our little Austin must look to you after the velvet of St. Petersburg!”

Pavlova lifted her coffee cup and gazed at it discreetly. There was a portrait of the Emperor Franz Josef on the side of it. It was the finest thing in the house, aside from my father’s set of Goethe.

She leaned forward. I still remember her quicksilver voice.

“Je suis absolument enthusiastisch for your beautiful state of Texas!”

She spoke in a mixture of fluttering French, hissing German, and gurgling English. I was already developing a fascination for curious words and mellifluous phrases, and Pavlova’s utterances still linger in my mind with a strange precision. Her words danced through the air like many-hued butterflies; her fingers kept drumming vivaciously on the coffee cup. She spoke of Chicago and Oklahoma City and Boston. The names of these cities, in her gay, mercurial voice, took on the luster of Paris and Vienna and Monte Carlo.

My mother said, “My little Gertrude has an exquisite talent for dancing. Come, darling, dance your lovely mazurka for Pavlova.”

She placed a record on the scratchy old Victrola, and we listened to Vladimir de Pachmann playing Chopin. My sister spread her arms and deftly raised her leg, and the mazurka grew alive under her swift, childlike movements.

Pavlova kept gazing at her with a sly, gentle malice. She said: “Sehr charmant! She is absolument reitzend!”

Then she spoke of the cowboys of Oklahoma and the gangsters of Chicago. She fixed her luminous eyes on me with sinister intimacy.

“And what do you plan to be, my boy? A cowboy or a gangster?”

She rolled her eyes luridly and glanced around the room, as though detecting a lurking threat in the bowl of roses and the bust of Mozart. Her sunlit fingernails danced about under her chin, capricious as fireflies.

I kept peering at her face out of the corner of my eye. She looked surprisingly angular, after the undulations of The Swan, and disenchantingly opaque after the translucencies of The Glow-Worm. But I saw in her glowing eyes, which looked suave yet strangely agitated, a hint of realms and passions immeasurably remote from Austin.


THE ABYSS

One morning we were eating our pancakes in the shade of the honeysuckle and my father said sadly, “We are leaving Texas. We shall live in Pennsylvania.”

He said it in his gentle but inexorable voice, which gave to the word Texas an air of desolation, in which the chanting of the Negroes rose from the aisles of hanging moss and the fields full of bluebonnets shone with a huge, savage innocence.

My fear of Texas and of Texans had turned into a wild leaping love. Every day after school I’d run down to the creek and watch the tadpoles wriggling in the coiling red water. The glory of the butterflies with their wings of red and silver hinted at a bright, bloodthirsty grandeur in the airs of Texas. The smells of Texas held the scent of rocks and horses and salamanders. I felt a cold stab of grief at the thought of leaving Texas.

But then the word Pennsylvania took on a dark, leafy mystery, in which great gurgling rivers poured through impenetrable forests.

So we hurriedly packed our trunks and took the train for St. Louis, and finally we arrived in a shingled cottage in Bryn Mawr.

The hedges of Bryn Mawr were more sedate than the cacti of Austin, and the faculty of Bryn Mawr consisted of lean, fastidious spinsters who had read The Golden Bowl and quoted from Mallarme. I grew aware of the twenties in the library of Bryn Mawr. The girls glanced at me suspiciously as I sat there in my knickers and read The Princess Zoubaroff and This Side of Paradise. I raced through The Tattooed Countess and Lady into Fox and I read with bewilderment a story called Death in Venice. I sensed in this story that the delights of the intellect were fringed with dark shadows and sinister undertones.

One day my father announced, “Thomas Mann is coming to dinner.”

Some roses were put in a vase and additional boards were put in the table and the great man arrived and nodded his head and admired the turkey. There were also Katya Mann and the twins, Klaus and Erika, as well as three learned ladies from the university, Miss Donnelly, Miss Bascom, and Miss Maddison. It was all very subdued and Miss Maddison said suddenly, “Say what you wish, my dear Florence, I insist that he is effete!”

“Who, dear?” said Miss Bascom.

“Marcel Proust,” said Miss Maddison.

“I haven’t read him,” said Miss Bascom. “It is deplorable but I haven’t read him.”

“Don’t, dear,” hurried Miss Maddison. “He is as languid as Maurice Maeterlinck. But at least when I read Maeterlinck I see a gleam on the horizon, but when I read Marcel Proust I am lost in a jungle.”

I listened intently to the words of these erudite ladies, hoping to absorb, by a kind of osmosis, a keener insight into the depths of literature. Their very accents suggested a familiarity with poetic essences, which seemed to resemble sunlit flowerbeds rather than a twilit wilderness.

The Magic Mountain was about to be published in America. Certain rumors about this masterpiece were already beginning to circulate, and the ladies of Bryn Mawr were torn between two factions, that of a “philosophical symbolism” and that of an “impressionistic visualism,” and this explained their excitement in the presence of Thomas Mann, who had once met my father long ago in Leipzig.

My sister Gertrude, a Diana-like girl with auburn hair, had already taken sides with the philosophical symbolists. She was a junior at Bryn Mawr and was writing an essay on Emile Verhaeren. But I myself still preferred the novels of F. Scott Fitzgerald, which had a tang which was alien both to the symbolists and the visualists.

“They have invented,” said Miss Bascom, “something they call the stream of consciousness. Tell me, Lucy, what on earth is this so-called stream of consciousness?”

“It means putting it all down,” said Miss Donnelly with alacrity. “I mean all, more or less, short of being unprintable. Dorothy Richardson is doing it. Virginia Woolf is doing it. I mean all, including the wallpaper and the bees and the consternation. All the things that go through your mind when you are trying to take a nap.”

“Even the mosquitoes?” said Miss Bascom mischievously.

“I’m not sure about the mosquitoes,” parried Miss Donnelly adroitly, “but it reminds me of the brushstrokes of the pointillist painters.” She glanced meaningfully at Thomas Mann. “Think of Seurat for instance. There is a world of implications in a single dot of sunlight!”

“What a wonderful age we live in!” cried Miss Maddison with enthusiasm. “It is teeming with brilliant minds and marvelous discoveries, isn’t it, Lucy?”

•

			After dinner the three learned ladies crossed the hockey field and the family of Thomas Mann strolled thoughtfully through the garden. My mother walked with Katya and my sister with Klaus and Erika, and I tiptoed behind my father as he walked with Mann past the rosebeds.

Even the back of Thomas Mann had a dark, oaken grandeur. The neck, the ears, the shoulders radiated an invincible solemnity. I sensed that there was a mighty significance in the back of Mann. I decided to remember scrupulously the slow, dark phrases of Thomas Mann.

“The fatal thing,” he said, “is that Tolstoy had no irony. It is a miracle that he managed to write as well as he did. Irony in a novel is like the salt in a pea soup. It gives the flavor, the nuance. Without the salt it is insipid.

“But irony is one thing,” he went on, “and humor is another. In Dickens there is humor but not enough irony. Here and there we have a hint of it but it quickly sinks into humor. There is nothing wrong with humor, mind you. Even in Dante there’s a glimpse of it. But to raise it to an art—let’s leave it to Aristophanes. Or to dear old Wilhelm Busch. When I look for a definition of humor, I always turn to Wilhelm Busch. The realistic malice and then the flash of absurdity!”

“Now take Aschenbach,” said my father. “He is a mysterious creation, isn’t he? Highly ambiguous, it seems to me. Are we meant to identify with Aschenbach?”

“Well, if I had to do Der Tod in Venedig over again it would all be very different. After all, relatively speaking, I was still a beginner. A beginner of genius but still a beginner. Aschenbach was treated too ingeniously as a symbol. He is the soul of the artist inextricably linked with an inner malady. The result is mystification rather than illumination. Someday I shall write a book about the malady of the artist and the fatal descent into mystification. Even in Hölderlin and Novalis, yes, even in Goethe himself you see it—this sudden wild plunge into the miasma of mystification.”

My father said, “Nietzsche said that we mustn’t stare too deeply into the abyss, lest the abyss should suddenly stare back at us.”

Thomas Mann heard my footsteps and turned around abruptly. In his face I saw a sudden and peculiar disquietude. His eyes, intently watchful yet turned profoundly inward, were tinged with an inexplicable sorrow and despair. There was something almost horrifying in that powerfully hewn face, dark with foreboding, creased with anxiety, split in two by an inner struggle.

He frowned for a moment, then looked at me indulgently. “And what about you? Do you have an ambition?”

“I’m not sure yet,” I said guiltily. “Tennis. Books. Catching butterflies.”

He flicked his eyelids, as though detecting a wealth of hidden meanings.

“A hunter of butterflies. Yes. I see. Very appropriate.” His eyes shone with a fierce and electrical intensity, as though trying to detect an elusive shape behind a curtain. Then his lips curved gradually into a sad little smile, as though a longed-for vision had faded into a vapor.

He turned back and said to my father, “About this matter of ambiguity. It is like a mirror reflecting a mirror which reflects still another mirror. One grows dizzy after a point. But the essence is unmistakable. The work of art must reflect the ambiguity in the soul of the artist, but ambiguity in the work of art is very different from that in the artist, although the ambiguity of the one reflects the ambiguity of the other . . .”

I kept staring with fascination at the back of Thomas Mann. The stars were beginning to shine and a mist hung over the hockey field. His head rose from his shoulders like a moss-grown rock and the words he was uttering spread from his skull like antlers.

After he left I went to my bedroom and wrote it all down, and this was the first of the dialogues that I scribbled faithfully in my notebooks. This momentary glimpse of an abyss at the core of greatness was a turning point in my groping adolescence. I felt myself floating, like a boy in a sailboat, into a boundless nocturnal sea.

After this hint of a secret darkness at the core of Thomas Mann, I was set on my journey, which was a long and hazardous journey. It was a journey through the great old cities of the world, through seaports and piazzas, through palazzos and slums. It was a journey in search of the artist as a hero, as an enigma, as a martyr, as a revelation, and finally as a fragment of humanity.


STYLE

A park led through a thicket of willows and dogwood and opened into an immensity of smooth sloping lawn. Two swans floated idly on a round reedy pond and a big granite spire rose from the crest of the hill.

This was Haverford College, a decorous Quaker institution on Lancaster Avenue just south of Bryn Mawr. I was fifteen years old when I first came to Haverford. I felt desperately out of place in this prim, provincial climate. In Bryn Mawr the ladies chatted of Valéry and Proust but in Haverford the professors spoke in whispers about Walt Whitman.

Four of the professors at Haverford left a deep impression on me. They taught, not by a process of enumeration or analysis, but by a clarion call to the rebellious imagination.

Professor Lockwood taught Latin. He had identified himself with Plautus. When he taught us the Menaechmi he turned into twins, impersonating one twin with his left arm and the other with his right, so that the twins looked both separate and yet hilariously identical. When he taught the Miles Gloriosus, he turned into a swashbuckling soldier, rolling his eyes, puffing his cheeks, flourishing his fists, fondling his belly. He wore knickers and golf socks and a pair of horn-rimmed glasses, which gave conviction to his vision of the vainglorious lieutenant. And thus I learned to love the literature of the Romans.

Professor Comfort taught French. He was a sad, ironical man who was laden with sorrows and symptoms and anxieties. When he spoke of Tartuffe his lips grew pale with hatred and the shadow of the hypocrite hung over the classroom like an ogre. When he talked about Phèdre his eyes grew pink with fever and his voice grew frozen with incestuous passion. When he taught us La Fontaine his face embodied in quick succession a fox, a stork, and a tortoise, thus opening for us a vista of cunning, pride, and lethargy. And thus I learned to love the literature of France.

Professor Gray taught English literature. He was an etiolated Englishman whose father had been master of Jesus College, Cambridge. He wore fawn-colored spats and a silken handkerchief in his sleeve. He introduced into Haverford, with an air of pained fastidiousness, the finely spun mannerisms of the Restoration comedies, and he wrote on the blackboard the euphonious names of its dramatists: Etherege, Wycherley, Congreve, Vanbrugh, and Farquhar. His calligraphy was so exquisite and the names were so intoxicating that I instantly saw in front of me, as though they were dancing a minuet, a row of fops, rakes, and bumpkins, ogling dukes and adulterous duchesses, swirling about in a mist of powder and couplets and crinolines. And thus I learned to love the literature of England.

Professor Rufus Jones was a legend at Haverford. He was one of the illustrious Quakers as well as a famous philosopher. He had a thick red mustache and huge jutting teeth and the stuttering intonations of an indignant old senator. When he walked across the campus, swinging his bone-handled cane, even the trees seemed to be invested with an intractable probity. When he lectured about Aristotle his voice glowed with an Attic brilliance and when he talked about Plato a sealike poetry shone in his eyes. But his favorite was Heraclitus. He was in love with Heraclitus. When he spoke about Heraclitus he grew Zeus-like, Homeric. In his voice I heard the echoes of an Olympian thunder and his upraised fists grasped the bolts of an unseen lightning. And thus I learned to love the philosophy of the ancient Greeks.

•

			My best friend at Haverford was a boy named John Lineaweaver. One day I lay in the grass of the old library garden and he knelt down beside me and started to talk about Edith Sitwell. I’d never heard of Edith Sitwell but when he mentioned her name I instantly visualized a row of puppets dressed in chintz.

John was a knock-kneed little fellow with a face like a turtle’s. He smoked without stopping and his room was filled with tobacco smoke. On his desk, instead of the algebra, lay copies of The Dial. No American magazine has ever approached the excellence of The Dial. John would crouch in his armchair till four o’clock in the morning, savoring the avant-garde poems which were printed in The Dial.

He had an equally eccentric roommate named John Dickson Carr. Carr was a lemur-eyed creature whose tastes lay firmly with the neoromantic. He later became a famous writer of detective stories, but at this time he was writing imitations of G. K. Chesterton.

When I entered the room amid the clouds of cigarette smoke I heard the screaming of angry voices and impassioned denunciations. Carr would rise in a shrill falsetto to the defense of Alfred Noyes while John Lineaweaver waved his copy of Tender Buttons like a banner. Tender Buttons was a book by a mysterious lady named Gertrude Stein. It was a very rare book and John had disinterred his copy in a secondhand bookshop on the outskirts of Philadelphia.

My poor saintly John! You never wavered in your loyalties, you never erred in your divinations, you never faltered in your convictions! If I were ever to indulge in a work of hagiography, I would devote it to the soul of my friend John Lineaweaver. He is dead and forgotten but I will always remember him as the one and only American who was utterly oblivious of money. He was mercilessly scornful of popularity, totally indifferent to success, and invincibly faithful to his own sense of excellence. He lived in a constant anguish of insomnia and hemorrhoids but his dedication to the works of Gertrude Stein was heroic.

•

			June arrived and the swans at Haverford dipped their heads in the glassy water. The holidays came. John and I decided to go on a “literary pilgrimage” to Paris. So one morning in July we sailed third class on the Berengaria, and nine days later we arrived at the Gare Saint-Lazare.

This was our first trip to Paris and we were bright-eyed with excitement. During the twenties the word Paris carried a thrill of exploration. Our first day there was a bleak, drizzly day. The streets looked disconsolate. Even the concierge looked hostile. The Quai Voltaire exuded a scent of stale artichokes which mingled with the stealthier odors of the Seine. We ate a greasy omelet near the statue of Joan of Arc and spent our afternoon drifting about in the Louvre.

“How dark it all is!” I said. “One can hardly see the Mona Lisa!”

“But it adds to the subtlety. In Paris,” said John, “it’s a question of subtlety.”

On the following morning the sun came out reluctantly and we strolled up the rue Jacob toward the boulevard Saint-Germain. This was in the days when Paris still was ludicrously cheap and our room on the Quai Voltaire cost a dollar a day. Our Cinzano at the Flore cost a dime with the tip included. We smoked our Gauloises and gazed across the terrace.

I had imagined that Paris would be grand, glittering, exquisite. I was fearfully disappointed. It looked bleak, dirty, sullen. But then suddenly, as I dutifully puffed at my bitter cigarette, a change crept over the city. A fog had suddenly lifted. The air grew lucid, eloquent. Even the black filtered coffee in the hexagonal brown cups took on a new depth and an insinuating opulence.

“One feels it in the air,” said John devoutly. “The grandeur of literature! There’s an avenue Victor Hugo, not that I care for Victor Hugo. There’s a rue Valéry and I adore Paul Valéry. Some day there will be a boulevard Marcel Proust. I’m convinced of it.”

We had thought of including Gide and Colette in our pilgrimage but the prospect seemed to be teeming with unknown hazards. Our French was still tentative, our savoir-faire was elementary. So we decided to focus on two great expatriates whose works were enigmatic but whose persons seemed accessible. John had written some sketches in the style of Portrait of the Artist and his veneration of Joyce was all-absorbing at this time.

“Joyce,” he said, “needless to say. I’ll keep haunting Sylvia’s bookshop and I’ll wait for the day when Joyce pays her a visit.”

“And there’s Stein,” I said eagerly.

“Yes, there’s Stein,” said John softly. “I’ve heard that she’s very responsive to her admirers.”

John had written a little tale in the manner of Three Lives. He called it Anna Achillopoulos and it was a triumph of innuendo and at the same time a model of cool, intrepid clarity.

“And there’s Wharton,” I said cautiously.

John looked stern and aloof. Edith Wharton lived in Paris but was nowadays regarded as a member of a stale, dusty oligarchy. Still, I remembered Ethan Frome as a ruthless little masterpiece, and I secretly preferred the Whartonian alabaster to the Steinian granite or the Joycean porphyry.

•

			What struck me about the Parisians was that they spoke their French so beautifully. They spoke it with a crisp and contemptuous sort of elegance. I was impressed by their airy gestures, their penetrating glances. I sensed that Paris had created the mentality of its inhabitants, just as the character of its inhabitants had created the city, stone by stone. I was delighted to see how the streets of Paris had so deftly engraved themselves on the Parisian mentality, just as the smell of the blossoms is part of the blossoming apple tree.

I fell in love with Paris, not ecstatically, as later on, but with suspicion and uneasiness, as though expecting to be betrayed. What did it was the sunlight as it flowed over the buildings, with the reticence and spellbound absorption of a dream. I leaned over the parapet of the Pont du Carousel and watched the shadows crawling along the opposite shore. The towers of Notre Dame grew incandescent, like lanterns. Or I paused in an alley near the Place du Tertre and saw the flash of sunset on the domes of Sacré-Coeur, transforming it into a mosque in the middle of a desert. The city was transfigured by this play of light and shadow into a maze of human wonder, human sorrow, and human wickedness.

We decided one evening to pay an idolatrous visit. The prospect seemed formidable but we stepped into the hallway and I gently but firmly rang the ivory doorbell.

She sat in a red plush armchair, her knees far apart. She was smaller than I expected (I had expected a giantess) and her voice was less sonorous, her manner less intimidating. In fact, there was something very delicate about her. Her face looked coarse and furrowed, like that of an Alpine climber, but at the same time it looked civilized and gently speculative.

“We’ve been visiting Spain and I was very fond of Spain but Alice kept insisting that Spain was rather frightening.”

Alice stood by the window and nodded her head rhythmically. A shadow crossed her face and she turned into a gypsy.

I had already developed an eerie knack of remembering dialogues, imprinting them on my consciousness, as it were. I leaned forward intently, as though listening to an oracle, determined to capture all the Steinian intonations, and even perhaps the Steinian absence of punctuation marks.

“The Goyas were very nice and the El Grecos were more than adequate but I felt no rapport with the Murillos or the Zurbaráns. Alice said that she profoundly distrusted the Zurbaráns but we trusted Mallorca when we came to Mallorca. We walked through the market and sniffed at the melons. The melons of Mallorca are subtle and alluring, but the fish of Mallorca are unpretentious and naïve. The food is nothing to brag about but there’s a tidy little restaurant and I’ll give you the address and you must go and eat their pigeons.”

“But you like Paris better than Mallorca, all in all?” I asked impetuously.

“Paris has its own bouquet, of course, but its appeal is very special. Alice deplores the public urinals and she claims that they are superfluous. I keep explaining to Alice that the Parisians are all wine-drinkers and for a gentleman the bladder is more restless than for a lady. I too deplore the urinals but I confess that I am used to them. In France one must adapt oneself to the fragrance of a urinal. I call it a fragrance but that word is a euphemism. I was twenty-nine years old and a mere infant in terms of culture and it was back in 1903 when I settled down with Leo. We decided to make our home in the rue de Fleurus and I was finishing my novel and I called it Q.E.D. since I felt that its completion was a thing that had been demonstrated.”

Miss Toklas moved by the window and tapped on the windowpane. Then she hid behind the curtain and stroked the crimson tassels.

“It was not a wholehearted conversion to Francophilia,” said Gertrude quietly. “There were moments when I was homesick but they gradually grew less frequent. I still had friends in America and I wrote them some letters and we ate cornbread with molasses and apple pie on Sundays and on certain occasions a bit of cheese with the pie. One has these native habits and it is foolish to defy them. There is always an American still lingering inside one and one adapts oneself to the pissoirs and the ice cream and the cupidity but try as one may there is a lingering Americanism. Even Alice who is a gypsy has her own deep Americanism.”

Alice nodded her head in a quick, sidelong way and then glanced through the window, as though startled by something odd; a cat on a rooftop, or a vision out of the past.

I glanced at the paintings but it was too dark to see them clearly. There was a small mahogany table on which stood a bowl of apples, a decanter full of wine, and a black lacquer box.

“You saw the opening performance of Le Sacre du Printemps, didn’t you?” said John, almost breathlessly.

“It was not the opening performance. It was the second performance. There is a very clear distinction between an opening and a second one. One should always be suspicious of an opening performance. It is the second one which matters and reveals the true perfume. The perfume of the opening is cluttered by pomp and circumstance and that clamor of the opening was purely pomp and circumstance. That was back in 1913 and a year before the war and then the war descended on France and it was no longer a time for perfumes. The second performance was extremely sedate. You could almost have heard a pin drop. There was no longer the pomp and circumstance.”

I looked more closely at Gertrude Stein. Yes, the left eye was narrower, it was even a bit malignant, as in the painting by Picasso. She seemed to read my thoughts and said, “Do I really look like the Picasso? I sold a fine Picasso which was called Girl with a Fan and I sold it because Alice needed to have an occupation. Now she has her occupation and she calls it Plain Edition. She has these lovely books bound in lovely plain bindings and now she is occupied and she plays her role in literature.”

I said softly, “Do you have a definite philosophy, Miss Stein?”

She raised her head majestically and spread her fingers thoughtfully. “A writer must always try to have a philosophy and he should also have a psychology and a philology and many other things. Without a philosophy and a psychology and all these various other things he is not really worthy of being called a writer. I agree with Kant and Schopenhauer and Plato and Spinoza and that is quite enough to be called a philosophy. But then of course a philosophy is not the same thing as a style. A writer must have style. That is the main thing nowadays. Proust has a certain style but it sags in a crisis and please don’t tell me that Joyce has a style for I can’t accept it. Fiddling around with nouns and adverbs isn’t the same thing as a style just as fiddling around with notions isn’t the same thing as a philosophy. Certain writers have unfortunately no style whatever but even that might be better than having a style of great vulgarity. Some writers that I know write in a style of great vulgarity and that is even worse than having no style whatever. One has to tear apart all the old ways of hearing things and the old ways of seeing things and the old ways of saying things. Things have stopped being single things with a beginning and an end and they have started to be different things without an end or a beginning. Now you see what I mean about discovering a certain style and I have found a different style without an end or a beginning. . .”

Gertrude Stein (so John explained to me) invented a new way of telling things: that is to say, she told a story without telling a story. She told what people were like by an accumulation of moments which were woven together by the rhythmic motion of her style. She omitted punctuation marks (so John had explained to me) in order to make this rhythm of existence more continuous.

Her voice kept droning on, without an end or a beginning, and the world fell into place like the fragments of a puzzle. But then she looked into my eyes with a sudden glint of curiosity, as though trying to discover a newer and gentler style. She smiled rather strangely and nodded somewhat wistfully and a shadow crossed the room as Alice drew the curtains.


AT SYLVIA'S

After five weeks in Paris we ran out of cash, so we decided to book our passage back on the Mauretania. I packed my canvas bag, inserting a reproduction of the Mona Lisa as well as a copy of Albertine disparue.

John was suffering from bouts of dysentery and I felt a tender solicitude toward him. Two days before we left he murmured over his filtre: “I called Sylvia this morning. He is coming for tea today.”

“Are we invited?” I said eagerly.

“No strangers are permitted. But we can sneak into the bookshop and peek around a bit.”

So we strolled at four o’clock to number 12 rue de l’Odéon, where Sylvia had her bookshop, Shakespeare & Co. At Sylvia’s there was always a smell of the avant-garde. Photographs of Joyce and Ezra Pound and D. H. Lawrence hung on the wall and on the table lay pamphlets printed in Venice and Florence.

Sylvia was standing beside the door in a russet tweed suit. Her face was firm and dedicated, with a Grecian jaw and steel-gray eyes.

“Has he come yet?” said John.

“No, he hasn’t,” said Sylvia frostily.

“You’re sure that he’s coming?”

“Not in the least, dear,” said Sylvia.

I was leafing through a rare first edition of A Lume Spento when the front door clicked gently and there was a hush in the little bookshop.

She led the eccentric genius by the arm into the office and we heard the clicking
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