Chapter 31: Culture and Taste

Tel | me what you | i ke, and [ 611 tel
John RuskinThe Crown of Wild Olivé1866)

This chapter started out to be about the distinction between the two cultbheekigh
culture and dahme dwlwt wre ,ipampd Il myserimeantalt ude s
allegiance to the high culture and discreditably arrogant disdain for the low. But as |
prepared my outline for the first draft, | found that approach unviable for two reasons.

First, there is nalear line between the two cultures, and there are uncountably many
exchanges between them. For example jazz and film, which are at least in part now
elements of the high culture, were once part of the low culture and scorned by high

culture types. Andexond, as | analyzed my actual tastes, as opposed to my theoretical
ones, I found them very mixed. Therebds a
interest in, and lots in the low culture I like a lot.

So | abandoned the two cultures idea as &tire for this chapter, and focused instead

on what my tastes really are. Herebs what
speaking. A lot of these preferences, it turns out, are based on deep experience, and a lot
onignorance and prejudicé.6 m not justlidmiogl anygit hiimg a |
tastes to fildl out this bookds portrait of

Nevertheless, | identify with the high culture, starting with Homer and still today very
distinct from the pop culture of Elton John &é®elyoncé and 50 CehtThis just means

|l 6m a snob, right? Do | identify with the
Actually | think it is the other way arouridb e cause | 6m an insider,
high culture. It is a little like thBritish game of U and Neh).? | donodot feel e X (
from the high culture, | feel at home with it, but | feel the pop culture exclueeshich

I's OK with me as | am alienated from it, a
included.

So whichone is the mainstream culture? The pop culture has its origins in the same
continuity as the high culture has, and has been going on just as long, and with a wider
audience. And yetitis low, and the high is higher. Why do | say that? It seems obvious
to me, but why? Only because of how | was acculturated and acclimatized and
conditioned? Or is there really a difference of kind between Homer and Elton John?

Singers of songs, as Tony Curtis put iSpartacug1960). 50 Cent (Curtis James
Jackson lll) is a rapper of raps.

2 U standing folUpper Class
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Nowadays both are taught in universities. Does any of this make sense, or am | just

raving? Anthony Burgess is very good on this, in books {iteckwork Orangel1985

andM/Fihi m on one side, the yobs on the othet
bottom of this perhaps insoluble question, nor as noted do | have to justify ariy#iing

| have to do in this chapter is say what my tastes happen to be.

1 As with so much else in this book, this may be tedious for my contemporaries. Go
ahead, contemporaries, take five! Skip this chapter! Never mind, scholars of the
24th and 40th centumseit is for you | am writing!Everyondn the 18th century

di dndét necessarily I|Iike drinking posset
mi nuet! So hereds what someone who pai
culture back there in the 20th and 2lestturies liked and disliked in the culture of

his day.

In what follows you may have some difficulty with the antique cultural references.
So hit the books, if there still are bodkstherwise hit the disks or the data cloud
or whatever you have out there

A. Books

| start with books, almost reflexively, because books are so important to me. See Chapter
4. |read all sorts of books, including a lot of nonfiction (the Supplements will include a
record of my reading over a typical 20+ year perialleh from my notebooks). | buy

books on the Internet, in secehdnd bookstores, and in thrift shops and garage sales. In
new bookstores (where | have mostly but not completely stopped shopping since retiring
in 2008), | usually head for the trade paetbsection. | prefer paperbacks to hard

cover books because | always carry my current book around with me, and paperbacks are
lighter to carry and easier to hold while reading in bed.

1 Note for future historiansnass paperbackare low culture titles ke mysteries,
science fiction, popular fiction, thrillers, westerns (in the old dayss genre has
long been in decline), romance novels, fantasy novels, and the like. These still
have the small format of the original paperbacks pioneered in the E9@Dare
usually perfect bound rather than sewn in signatures, printed on low quality paper,
and cheaper than trade paperbacksde paperbackare larger, sturdier, and
significantly more expensivielots of nonfiction and even reference books as
well as novels are now classified as trade paperbacks.

| like novels. Sometimes | read books of short stdries example Louis Auchincloss,
John Cheever, Damon Runyon, Rudyard Kipling and Somerset Maugbanusually

for me fiction means novels. Whefind an author | really like | will read or at least

start everything he has writtén sometimes make an exception and read his short story
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collections too. There are dozens of 20th century English and American authors who are
favorites of mine, whosenéire oeuvre(or nearly so) | have read through. For example:

James BaldwinAnthony Burgess, Robertson Davies, Robert Graves, Ernest Hemingway,
Car | Hi aasen, David Lodge, C 0 Ma
Roth, Tom Sharpe, John Steinbeck, John Updikee &idal, g
Evelyn Waugh, P. G. Wodehouse, Tom (not Thomas) Wolfe,
the much undeappreciated C. S. Forester (right, one of the be
writers ever). | have a whole bookcase full of books by writer
whose books | read over and over. | am working my way
systematically through lots of othérdor example Martin Amis,
James Gould Cozzens, R. K. Narayan and Irwin Shand
others of whom | have read litfiefor example | have finally, in
my 60s, just begun reading Edith Wharton and Theodore
Dreiser.

Iscarcely ever read Apopularo fiction. I r
Steel and Stephen King. But this is snobbery rather than educated preference, as |
havendét read a single thing by eitshliker aut h
Car | Hi aasen, whose books | gobble up. Bu
even by high culture writers. | am much more likely to read or even reread books by
long-established authors. There are exceptiofos example Martin Amis anBhilip

Rothi whose newest books | snap up (although often from the library) when they appear.
Once in a while | wildl read a science fict
The same is true of mysteries and spy stories and thrillersl |@«& comic novel§ for

example, among authors mentioned, those of Martin Amis, Carl Hiaasen, David Lodge,

Tom Sharpe, Evelyn Waugh, and P. G. Wodehouse.

| oscillate among fiction, history, and other rfoction. | will read a novel or two, and

then awork of history, and then a ndiction book on some offbeat subject like rats or

maps or dirt or how to collect antiques (e
then more novels. As noted | buy paperback books freely in garage sales ad secon

hand stores and library sales so as always to have a good selection on hand. If | think |

might feel like reading a certain book someday, and it is a paperback and the price is

right, | buy it for the shelf. It may be years before | feel like readirgut it waits

patiently for me, and when | feel lilggst that bookt really hits the spot. Now that | am

retired | am beginning to work my way through the inventory.

| read history fairly systematically, almost like a collector, deliberately fillingmpty
spaces in my historical understanding. | am especially fond of historical avets
bodicerippers but good, solidly researched evocations of another time, like those of
Alfred Duggan, Robert Graves, Zoé Oldenburg, Mary Renault, George ShiGess/
Vidal, Mika Waltari, Rex Warner, and many others. | learn a lot from them.
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| am quick to abandon a book. If it bores me, | toss it dsttere are thousands more

where that one came from. Henry James, for exainpl®e me peopl e atthdisnk h
meow, but he bores me, and so | dondot feel
to be marginally more educatéeldd.coWwlidmodtni fai
To the Lighthousesven though | recognized how well written it was. dadted picking

it up again, so why bother doing it? Jane Austen, Samuel Beckett (speaking of his novels

here), D. H. Lawrencel ot s of people | ove these writer
different strokes for different folks! All five of these writersr@@ssigned reading in

coll ege, but 1 6&dm done with college now, an
1T 1 seize this opportunity (whods going t

irritant in scholarly writing of all kind$ endnotes. When the notdesences

require skipping to the end of the chapter, or more likely to the end of the book,
the reader either has to skip them or interrupt his concentration. If he does look,
half the time there is only a citation, not a substantive comment. | nowaymth
chapters in advance with a yellow highlighter, noting the footnotes that have
substantive text so 106l know which one
at the back where the current notes are. But this is still needlessly cumbersome.
The ®lution is to continue to put citations into numbered endnotes, out of the way
at the back, but put substantive footnotes at the bottom of the page as | have done
in this memoir, but marked with a symbol like an asterisk or dagger in the old

style, rathethan a number. The endnote convention arose when books were set
by hand and repositioning footnotes was a complexitaskv with modern

computer typesetting, it is done automatically (as it is in this manuscript) and there
is no need to make endnotes ofiall of them. Harrumph.

B. Theatre

| have gone to the theatre on a regular basis ever since my early teens. | usually see
something every Friday when 1 d&dm home in Sa
l 6m i n New Yor k «inSandrartisco L look aEthedistirygs iwtaee

free weeklySan Francisco Bay Guardiamhich has good capsule summaries, and

choose something to see. | also buy tickets on the Internet, mostly from a free service

called Gold Star, which papers the hoascal events by inviting members bymail to

buy tickets at half price. | make it a point to call the box office and get arfsantenter

seat (or come earlylifaitdoasihbeaeapriat Bdmiis
row, sitting in he dark peering at a distant island of light.

| like serious plays, and historical plays, and political plays, and comedies, and

monologues. | usually skip new musicals, although I like the older ones;dallyllike

broad British farces. Itryteese any production of a play by
Mill er, Eugene OONeill, Tennessee Williams
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modern playwrights like Edward Albee, David Hare, Tony
Kushner (left), David Mamet, Harold Pinter and Tom Stoppard.

My practice in this differs from what it is with novels. | make a

point of reading the reviews, even of shows in New York, and

of seeing new plays either in N¢
that with new novels. | will usually go to see Shakespidre

isofferedil dondét know howRamamagd pr od L
Julietl have seen by now. | go not only to mainstream theatres

but to odd venues and amateur companies andnorw

development spaces like The Marsh and Project Artaud, and

even school plysi not long ago | saw a terrific production of

Fiddler on the Rooét the School of the Arts, and not long before that a good production

of West Side Sto@nd an ot h eBetrayalat S&iFrarcisco State University.

Since retirement | have stogd going to the most expensive theatres like those on

Broadway in New York, or the Geary and Curran in San Frantisch er e 6s st i | |
see without paying $100 for a ticket.

|l 6m al ways willing to take a cblegnpecaga on son
new approach to a wetihown play. As with books, | will abandon a play without

hesitation if | am bored. | walk out of lots of pldysvhen you buy a ticket you run the

risk that it will be a dud, and if it is why not leave? But with plelyjave more tolerance

for substandard elements if there are some good things. | will put up with a bad script if
therebs a really good performance,; [ owi ||
good, or if the subject is especially interestinfjeMenonething about a play iseally

good, | count the evening a success. Maybe this is because a play is over in two hours,

but a book can last a lot longer and | have to do more of the work myself.

| tend to skip gloomy depressing plays about homesune coped with the death of her
grandmother. | have seen enough gay corougpieces to last me a good long time. |

usually skip spoofs and improvisational revues because they so rarely come off, and

when they dondt c¢ome WWhenlthink soynetling mighbbe e x cr u
excruciating | still sit in the front row, but on the aisle nearest the exit so | can make a run

for it without insulting the actors.

C. Film

A lot of what | have said about theatre holds true for film also. | te&adeviews and try

to see every new movie that interests me (although fewer new movies interest me these
days than used to). |  diotme is ndosabstitueefoe 1 n wa
seeing a movie in a movie theatre, in the dark, in a cremdout distractions, in full

size and original aspect ratio. | am a senior citizen now and get a discount on my ticket,
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and | dondt mind | eaving i f |somethingnthe d. Bu
film is really good. Amazing Gracefor example, which | saw just before writing the first

draft of this chapter, is a biopic about William Wilberforce (1-1833), the English anti

slavery crusader. The script was earnest but flat as a pancake; the characters (except for a
few supporting rolesyere twaedimensional and uninvolving. But the costumes and

production design were stunningly goiothe scenes of Parliament circa 1800 could have

been drawn by HogarthThey gave me a fresh look into the time and plaaad that

was enough to keep nie my seat. Likewisé&gora pedestrian in every other respect,

was terrific as a recreation of 4th century Alexandria.

| see a lot of independent films with unusual or foreign settings, and lots of
documentaries. | avoid action films with gunfightslaar chases, and even worthy films

like Letters fromIlwoJma f t hereds | ots of violence. W
or cruelty likeSlumdog Millionaird skipalsoi wh o needs that either?
people making these films, butlml@t have t o s ee -nedisgim. | donr

romantic comedies and donot of th
almost every major animated feature and usually see them
least twice (the first time for the overall experience, and the
second time to watch faletails). | thoughHappy Fee(right,
about a dancing penguin) was one of the best films in a long
time; | sawwWho Framed Roger Rabbit@ur times in the first ]
two weeks after it openedlthough | like independent films, |+,
give Hollywood a chance tdoa lot depends on the star, or thi= |
premise, or the setting, or even the director, and a very lot
depends on my impressions from the trailer and the reviews
used to read the reviews in tNew York Times'he New
Yorkerand theWashington Posts wellas theSan Francisco
Chronicle to get different takes on new films, but I do that le
than | used td. | see every film Woody Allen makes, even

t hough most of them arendét very good any n

|l wonodét see a horror f i | mmasfind ermafilafocusingi r c un
on cute children or animals or tender stor
pay me to attend. Well, yes you could, but it would have to be quite a lot. | can tell from

the trailer if a film is trying to be hevarmingi I  wonét submit to it.

the high culture/low culture thing breaks down completdly can 6t st and mos:!

8 Except he died in 1764. But never minthis is a metaphor, or maybe a simile.
4 | have cancelledhe New Yorkerand stopped the daily Internet summary from the
WashingtonPost because | didndét have time to reat

puddles of reproach.
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| anguage fil ms. Every so often 1611 go to
| still feel that way, ad | nearly always do. | tried again not long &gavalked out of

Jules et JimandLa Strada andThe Rules of the Ganfell at the Castro Theatré)hree

of the most famous and highly regarded European films of all time. All three bored me
catatonic |l just dono6t Tigfoi Ifrosr emagdie fan ynsh earney mor
count as foreign for this purpose.

There are a few films |16l see as often as
Moonstruckimaybe the most perfect film ever madghakespeare in Loy€&he Lion in

Winter, Manhattan Stardust MemoriesandTruly, Madly, Deeply | love Casablanca

andThe Maltese Falcgrtoo, and_awrence of ArabigandCitizen Kangbut | may have

seen them too many times by néwhe same witiA Night at the Opera | am watching

more classic films now that | subscribe to Netflix.

D. Music

| know what I like: classical (meaning a tradition rather than a specific period), jazz,
Amodern classical 6 ( meani ngyStraviaskynt musi ¢ i
Schoenberg and others), and a few other specialized forms like ragtime, klezmer,
barbershop, Jewish liturgical music, and North Indian raga.

| taught myself about classical music from FM radio when | was a teenager (see Chapter
9). The Mwic Humanities course at Columbia explained the history of western music
(see Chapter 11.B). When | was living on Cape Cod | learned a lot more about classical
music for my own FM radio show (see Chapter 26.A). Favorites include: Bach, Barték,
BeethovenBoccherini, Brahms, Chopin, Elgar, Haydn, Hindemith, Joplin, Mendelssohn,
Mozart, Schubert, Schumann, Vivaldi, and lots of others. No orchestral music (too many
voices); no organ; no singers (except for operatic arias, but not the whole opera). |
espeally love string quartets, sonatas for one principal solo instrument, and anything for
the cello or saxophone.

But when | | eft Cape Cod in 1988 and didnbo
to music. | kept all those hundreds of carefully coldatecords for 21 years but never

5 Future historians: Netflix is a compuieased service. You go on their website aicét p
what you like, which goes into a queue. They send you by mail one or two films on
DVD disk from the top of your queue (you can also see some of them at once on the
computer), and when youodr e -pmhidaeneelope@ndthsye nd t
send you the next one in your queue. It is very inexpensive, very fast, and remarkably
convenient, and unlike video rental stores there is no deadline for returning anything.



played them; finally | sold them so they would not sit there, a constant reproach,
occupying space. I candét | isten to music
doing something else like reading or working or \matg the news. So for more than 20

years now | have listened to music hardly at all, and the truth is that although | love it
when | hear i1, | dondét much miss not hear
is.

| learned quite a lot about Irah classical music while doing my radio show, and | like it

a |l ot and have a pretty good understanding
feet tap along with th&abla. It is great stuff, and if | listened to any music nowadays |

would certainly isten to that.

Il |l i ked jazz but didndét kno
watching Ken Burlazgld tel evi s
decided to learn more about it is a systematic way. |
listened to a lot of it and bought CDs of the artists |

liked the most or wanted tearn more about. | love

the saxophone the way I love the cello, so these

included a lot of saxophonistsAnd yet, after

exploring these musicians and enjoying their music

and learning a lot and learning how much more there

was to learn, and thoroughilygging the sound

(especially the 20s and 30s sound), somehow when |

® finished the project | went back to silence. Go

¥ figure.

: Even when | listened to music | never (except for the
summer of 1958) listened to contemporary popular music, including roalokina the

1960s. The nostalgia people of my generation feel for the music they grew up with

passes me right Byl never heard that stuff the first time around. | loathe the sound of

rap music and grit my teeth when a car pulls up next to me vibnatthgt. |1 am
definitely an alien in Hip Hop Nation. I
music, but Elvis Presley and Willie Nelson and Hank Williams and Patsy Cline are
exceptions, and the Beatles of course. Wayne Newton yuk; Bruce $gemgsik; Bob

Dylan tripleyuk! And sensitive singaongwriters with acoustic guitairggive me a

break! But Cole Porter and Rodgers & Hart and Jerome Kern and Irving Berlin and

Hoagy Carmichaglwe | | , t hatodés different.

6 | reproduce as Document 27Athe list | made at the time of jazaigicians | wanted to
hear more of. Pictured: Billie Holiday and Lester Young.
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1 A friend told me she had sumgBob Dylan song somewhere. | replied (in a 2002
e-mail): | was with you until you mentioned the name of Bob Dylan. As with
AJul i e A mBedazeledstiie varymame of Bob Dylan is enough to shatter
any vision.” He of the whiny snarl, the snarly whine, the not-quite-human
yawping and the harmonies like a rasp on tin, the melodic touch of a rusty drill
press. Absolutely the very worst ever to be called an artist in any civilization
since the world began. | 6d r at hlePortehear Ne
to sing, that you had to sing Bob Dylan? (Yes, | know this is a minority view.)

| begin to see, writing this, that the musical-otftpoint for me was roughly World War
l' 1, except for postwar Broadwayemusicals n

classical 0 music which i s -wapidnéess(asisnt i nuou
country music). This is odd as | wasnot e
people are supposed to reject thateoftmeusi ¢ of
own as a marker of cul tur al identity. Il b

instead as a marker of cultural identityoppositionto that of my own generation, which
is also odd as | followed my generation into so much eleedliugs and hippitude.

Every so often | will go to a concert of modern experimental music, for example by Amy

X. Neuberg (voice on electronic | oops) or
on new instruments, or the Edmund Welles bass clariragteiu Why | do that but rarely

go to a jazz club or to hear a string quartet (I do go occasionally) is a mystery to me, but
one | donodot f eel especially motivated to s
of Music every so often, and not loago | went to the Jewish Community Center for a

full day of klezmer master classes. | learn more from master classes than | do from actual
performances.

| have been to the ballet once or twice, and go to modern dance programs and really
enjoythem. Bt have not made a habit of followin
and attentioni something has to give! Opera likewiséhave seen a few, and even

liked them [La Bohémg but generally | let this cup pass from me. | emphasize that this

Is not a ygdgment orwhat is googdonly an accounting ofhat | like

! In the 1967 filmBedazzledthe Devil (Peter Cook) promises the hero (Dudley Moore) to
set up situations to his specifications, in aid of his lust for a particular womacou@e
Moore always leaves a loophole for Cook to turn the situation against him. When he
wants to end a hopeless situation and come back to where he started, Moore has to say
AJulie Andrews. 0
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E. Broadcasting

On television | watch news, documentaries, arBRAN (public affairs programming

and panel di scussions), and the occasional
shav and Ji Mewk ldohmndBI(the public broadcast channel). Just as | sneer

at Stephen King without reading him, | sneer at reality programming and situation

comedies without watching them. It had to be explained to meBdyatatchwas, and

nowl have forgotten. Gunsrdoa@r betive ljte Beavieii e no st a
di dndét watch those shows when they were ne
Chapter 3B.7.)

But the dark secret is that | like some of the items in the categ@mnesr at. For

example, | like to watclRops(a show on CourtTV which follows real police officers on

their adventures), and sometimes David Letterman (anlgte talk show), and | was

devoted torhe West Win¢a comedy/dramatic hybrid about the Whiteuse). | like

reruns ofThe Sopranoga prizewinning fictional series about the New Jersey Mafla

di dndot see it the first 8tAndrhwill oacastomalyd bec aus
spend a whole evening with the Discovery Channel, watching slievgythbusters

andNaked SciencandDirty JobsandH o w | t @rsd otheast dbeumentary and history
shows? | watch the Military and History Channels too. Just yesterday | watched a

History Channel documentary about Boadicea. Now | know more tharbkthde,

which means that hour wasnodét quite wasted

T 1 donot care about sport s, but do very

football game on TV usually just for the fun of the game, without much interest
in who wins.

8 Home Box Office, a premium subscription service on caibtesatellite television. |
dondédt subscribe to it, despite its superio
into watching more television.

9 All these shows have Wikipedia articles about théythbusterdakes myths and
legends aboutthe phgse | wor |l d (for example: i f someon

the water, you will be safe if you dive a foot or so beneath the surface) and subjects them

to scientific testingHo w | t @aecumd@tsdr@nufacturing processesDily Jobs

people withjobs like roadkill collector, turkey sexer, elevator shaft cleaner, bloodworm

harvester and highise window washer lead host Mike Rowe through trying to do it

himself. Dirty Jobsaccomplishes brilliantly what | tried to do in my own television show
(seeChapter 26. B) , but didndét have the budge:!
achieve. Scraping out the inside of a cem
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My radiotastes at home are pretty much limited to KQED
FM, my local public radio station. | listen Rrairie Home
Companion(a comedy and variety show written and
produced by Garrison Keillor, rightiar Talk(a very funny
car repair program with the jovial Maagzi Brothers), and

| r a GhissAmeriéan Liféa collection of radio pieces on
a given topic, different each week). These are all on on
Saturday, so Saturday is my radio-pigt day, although the
shows are repeated at other times. | am so devotbese
shows that | even send a modest automatic monthly
contribution to KQED. | have a radio receiver in a headseBEs====
and usually listen to these shows through that, walking

around doing things while the show is 8nSometimes | also listen to Terry Gross

FreshAiri nt er vi ew s how, NewsHowwhkhoomes enhadieat® s TV
PM when it goes out live from the East Coast.

I donot have a radio in my <car, so | donot
except when Iréntad darr @herel like to lgsten tonradeo preachers and

Mexican popular songs, as well as the normal run ofprofit (public and college)

public affairs, jazz and classical music shows.

F. Newspapers

There are only three real newspapers inth#ed States: Thilew York Timeshe

Washington Posand theLos Angeles Timesand thd_os Angeles Timas fading fast as
newspapers cut back to almost nothing under competitive pressure from the Internet.
Maybe four if you count th&vall Street Joural i the Christian Science Monitdnas just

gone digital and stopped their daily edition. In theory | getNi& York Timedelivered

i n hard copy every day but Sunday, but it
read it.

| do read thé&anFrancisco .

Chronicle(also maybe about to fail Sy g]' s ANEAGTO | m] sanirl

every day, mainly for the comics San rannsto @ I‘ﬂmﬂt?

and the local news and movie reviews, and a few local columnists. | skip the sports
section but look over the business section. But a lot of the daily paper is old ndwes by t
time | get it in the morning | have already seen the news on the Internet.

10 I f | can do that, why candét | | igitten to mu

84z



My main source for keeping tip-the-minute now is Google News, which provides a

constantly changing array of stories from thousands of sources. | check it two or three

tmes a day when | d6m home. Aiidgivesmethe k at Ti
full-length content of the dailew York Timem electronic form (but only because |

subscribe to the print edition, which | hardly ever read any more). | used to read the
Washington Posind the Londoffelegraphevery day on line, and usualya 6 atoee t z

for news from Israel, and the Associated Press newswire, and a lot of political newsletters
from the Internet (especially during the riveting election of 2008), but | tiaveack on

that now that the election is over.

| follow politics, and world and national events, like a serious fan of a spectator sport.

But | do not care about which starlet is having whose love child, or celebrity trials or

murders or plane crastiel do make exceptions, though, such as for the bizarre contest

over the body of Anna Nicole Smith.On the road, and abroad unless | can find a

Herald Tribune | often skip the news entirely and hardly missdSA Todays the
journal of thelowcuir e, and | despise It so much | w
to me free in a hotel, or where it is the only national newspaper available in some remote
area.

| used to get three legal news services daiial Law (based largely on the California

legal press), Findlaw (national legal stories) and IP360 (intellectual property legal news).
When | retired | dropped the last two, but still get Cal Law (now the electRadordey.

| used to get Salon and Huffington Post by dailyail, too, but | dopped the Huffington

Post and scan Salon mostly for comics and
much that happens that |1 6m interested in t

If something is going on that | do care about, | can quicldl/ujp to immersion levels

with a Google news search, or by going to the website of a local newspaper (for example
Tonga Matangiwhen there was a constitutional crisis in Tonga | wanted to follow). In

my youth | read a | ot withthemagyaad TiheeNew b ut |
YorkerandPrivate Eye(a British satirical magazine) were the last to go. | liked them but

ended up not reading them, and copies piled up. After | retired [ThedNew Yorker

againi still great, but they piledupagai@an o6t read everythi’ng | us

1 Anna Nicole Smith (1962007) was a stripper who married amyg&arold millionaire,
and then litigated his will with his survivors, and died mysteriously of an overdose in the
Bahamas, shortly after her-3@arold son who was visiting her hosgitoom also died,
and | eaving a baby whose father was é but
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anna_Nicole_Smith

12 | still get, and actually read, technical publications Hk&g BulletinandAmerican

PhilatelistandJournal of the Orders and Medals Society of America
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G. Painting

| started going to museums as a chiilas discussed in my childhood chapters 3A and 3B,

| lived on the same street as the Frick (free in those days), and less than a mile from the
Metropolitan (also free), the Guggenheim, and the Whitney. As a teenager | was also a
member of the Museum of Modern Art and spent a lot of time there too, and Madison
Avenue with its galleries was a block from my house. By the time | got to college | had
seen adt of paintings, and although my eye was not well educated | knew the visual
vocabulary. In college | had a terrific art history teacher, David Rosand (see Chapter
11.B), who explained how to look at paintings. Withott. . -

that, knowing the vocabulary woutdt have been Ty
enough; but without the vocabulary and the experlenc b
of all those years of musesgnoi ng, Ros anff
would have been too much too quickly. The two B
together gave me an educated eye almost at once, aif B
have continued to learn and tramty eye ever since.

So what do | like? 1 like the portraits of the high s
medieval period, and a lot of the painting of the Gothi{ffssys
period, and the painted pages in books like the
Lindesfarne Gospel and the Book of Kells. Right now?
have on my desk a remtaction from a 12th centunyife
of St. Cuthbertshowing the saint in a boat on a wave ||
shaped like a mountain. Terrific! f

| like Fra Angelico and Giotto and the Flemish masters like Rogier van der Weyden. |
like the portraits of Cranach and Holbaind Pisanello and Bronzino and Titian and
Rembrandt and Memling and Van Eyck. | like Botticelli (below left) a lot, and Gozzoli
and Ghirlandaio and Carpaccio, and the drawings of Piranesi (which Rosand introduced
me to). | really like Breughel (the Eldeand Vermeer. | like the English landscape

' painters like .

Constable and
especially
Turner (right)
and French
ones like
Corot. |like
Veladzquez and
Goya and
David and
Ingres. | like
Sargent and
Whistler and
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Eakins and Winslow Homer.

| like the acadenaiart of the 19th century, for example Orientalists like ez

Gérome (for an example see Documef3) 4nd NeeClassical painters like Lawrence
Alma-Tadema and Symbolists like Elihu Vedder, and also like the Impressionists who
rebelled against the Adamy, especially Monet, Cézanne, Van Gogh and Dégas. | like

the Fauves, especially Vlaminck and Derain; | like Gauguin and Matisse. | like pre
Raphaelites such as Rossetti and Blmees (below left) and William Holman Hunt,

and Art Nouveau, and Art Dec | like Chagall and Rousseau. | like jazzy modern (i.e.,

20t h century) painters |ike Joseph Stell a
Marsden Hartley and Stuart Davis and Piet Mondrian. 1 like modern figurative painters

like Edward Hopper and Wag Thiebaud and Richard Diebenkorn. I like color field

painters like Barnett Newman and Clifford Styll and Mark Rothko (below right). And |

have a few guilty pleasures: Albert Bierstadt, Thomas Hart Benton, Rockwell Kent and
Nor man Rockwellb. orl Alpir k eni liseea ptof tresame st s, t o
things in them | like so much in Romanesque painters, and in Bretighel.

And what donét | | i ke? 17 &llthdtdontdetand (latd)ghe Chr i s
soppy rewards ajoyishheaven are a real turnoff, even though it can be fun to identify

the iconography. In European galleries like the Uffizi | go through the rooms as fast as |

can, looking at the parquet floors and baroque ceilings but avoiding the horrible scenes of

13 The paintings illustrated are: Miniature from Durhhife of St. Cuthberflate 12C);
Botti@iedllii @arso (14788 M) ;d i TSunriseavith@Sea Motess(1845);
BurneJ o n AngebPlaying a Flageoldt 1 8 7 8 ) ; TheBroeklyn Bridgs: Variation
onanOldThemg 1939), aUndtledRactamibaddate this one).
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crucifixion and martyrdom on the wallsl am only there at all to see Botticelli and

Bronzino. This means | dondét enjoy most o
Gauzy scenes by Tiepolo or Bouguereapudti looking down on us from fluffy clouds
bore me . I dondét | i ke most of the painters

Fragonard and Watteau and that crowd bore e d know Rubens and Gainsborough
are great artists but they dondét do much f
manneri sts. Maybe | 6d feel differently abc
But therebds s o duurbévetd coax mysaefkolike!t t hat |

Most of the cubists leave me cadld see what they were doing, and how important it

was, butt is soover. That goes for Picasso, too, mostly, except for his drawings and

sculpture. Abstract expressionists like Pollock and de Kodnyay can have them, and

most of the surrealists (as a teenager | loved them, but no longer). Poiritji@ntan

have that too. Andy Warhol, Roy Liechtenstein, Lucian Freud, Francis Baumn

thanks. In my youth I really liked Mir6 and Kandinsky and Kilegw not so much.

The same for Bosch. I dondét follow conten

| remember going to theewly refurbished Museum of Modern Art in New York a few

years ago, and being shocked at how my tastes had changed since | used to go there as a
teenager learning to see art. The floor with the Impressionists was still terrific, but on the
other floors.even though | recognized many important and influential pieces, there
wasnoét a acwally Wwaated toldok dtMaybe my tastes have become crabbed

now that | am in my 606 another way to say that now is that | am well educated enough

to know what | i ke and not to bother baditjust what |
thatl dondt | i. kveenttoohe dpenmdsshavtof the new San Francisco Jewish
Museum and was appalled at the poverty of the contemporary art. Duchamp was a
geniws, and he was right to decree that whatever an artist says is art, is art. But just
saying itds anygoodThe drearg dollectionkalbjets trouvéesnd

aimless scribbles so solemnly displayed in plexiglass cases at the Jewish Museum mad
me long to hear what Cellini would have said about it. Fromaaiein 2006:

AActually | ooking at the work and enjoying i
T it died with abstract impressionism, which usually (there are exceptions) could not

be looked at with enjoyment, only with connoisseurship, which is not at all the same

thing. Visited the new MOMA in NYC in October, much enjoyed the top floor

(Monet, Gauguin, Van Gogh, C®zanne &c.), but
1940toenjoy at al | . A bunch of <crap, I f you ask
That is all looking kind of dated now, as is Pop and Op and Slop i my hope is we

work our way out of that and conceptual post-modernism and all the rest back to

representational. Impressionism was fine but to paint in that style now would be

derivative. Everything that can be said in that style was said by the above-

mentioned masters 1 painting in the style of Cézanne would be a dead end today,

assuming anyone had the talent to do it. But painting in the style of Holbein or Van

Eyck or Van der Weyden or Bronzino or Leonardo or Cranach or Botticelli or Fra
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Angelico, again assuming someone had the talent to do it, would still look fresh as a

daisy. Or course hell would have to freeze over first, but with the climate changing
sofastwhoknows? | 6d trade you ten Jackson Poll ocks
twenty. As many as you like.

H. Decorative arts

Painting is not the only kind of art that interests me. | have a $jp&eigest in

decorative art, that is, art applied to practical objects. Maybe my heraldic studies
sensitized me to this, as heraldic decoration is found on every kind of bijetalwork,
woodwork, glass, jewelry and enamels, plaster, stone, boolex, gaen on heavy
machinery like locomotives. But heraldic art is just a small stibdetorative art is at
least as good as painting as a vehicle for expression of the spirit of an age or culture.

There is something very satisfying about the fagibform and function. Gothic style in

an altarpiece is one thing, but its only function (besides aiding Christian devotion) is to be
looked at. The same style in an aguamanile (see 8th century example from Iraq, above
left) works on an extra level, baase it has to succeed not only visually but practically.

This is as true of ancient objects as of an iPolly teenage visits to the Museum of

Modern Art, which was a pioneer in this attitude, taught me to look at industrial design
and practical objecisn t he same sort of way | | ooked
decorative art is the way it reflects the style of the period, whether ancient, gothic,
baroque, deco, or whatever. What better way is there to wallow in Art Deco than with
furniture by Emile-Jacques Ruhlmann, or industrial design by Raymond Loewy (pencil
sharpener, above center)? Was there ever a greater master of Art Nouveau than René
Lalique (above right)?

14 Future historians: an elegantly designed 21st century device for listening to sound
recordings.
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Thomas P. F. Hovingds ten st epvantherefronencoun
his bookKing of the Confessor4981)).

Write quickly your initial splisecond reaction.

Scribble down a detailed, pedantic description.
What is the objectds physical| cond

Did it have a use? [How did function influence form, etc.]

Style. ldentifiable, datable, consistent? If inconsistent why:

transitional or multinfluence, etc.

Comparisons for subject matter?

Iconography.

Documentation.

. Scientifc testing.

0. Back to #1. What is your reaction now?

GawN e

2O~

The decorative arts collection is one of the first places | check out in any major art
museum. There are such wonderful things thdteniture and jewelry and silver and
small domestic objects asdmetimes whole interiors, all (with luck) executed in the
highest taste of whatever period or style it was. The Empire style, for example, is
perhaps better appreciated in furniture and mantel ornaments than in any number of
paintings.

| have a gredtondness for jewelry maybe this comes from heraldic studies, too, with
all the crowns and scepters and regalia. Seeing it in a succession df ftytaghe
delicate gold leaf diadems of antiquity through Roman cameos and their recycling into
medievdand renaissance ornaments and right up to the present day, is very pleasing.

But there are so many ardaseramics, for example: della
Robbia roundels and colorful Majolica ware (left) and
Islamic plates and Art Deco tea sets. Graphics and the
Art of the Book, from late antiquity through medieval
manuscripts to 20th century bindings. Cellini salt cellars.
The little wooden ball the Metropolitan Museum has

which opens to reveal intricately carved devotional scenes
inside. Tiffany lamps. Ancientdyptian perfume bottles.
Enamels by Fabergé. Japanestsuke | could go on

and on. There is something deeply engaging about the
dual nature of decorative objects. Indeed, every object,
even the most naive and unselfconscious one, reveals it$ tsiylbasket, the dishcloth,
the tool . Those Roman fl asks were not mad
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As | said, | could go on and on. But this is not an
essay in art, but jus
an attempt to give
some idea of what
pleases my taste. |
should not leave
out the arts of other
cultures, which | have learned a lot about from

ERSISCH PERSIAN N°2 PERSES
aw 1

first explored at the Metropolitan Museunindeed,
now that llook back on it, those museums were

of the Northwest Coa$tHaida, for example (above
right), and Kwakiutl.

There is a formal vocabulary and grammar to
decorative art, which | have studied in sincigely
fascinating books adandbook of Ornamenby Franz
’ Sales Meyer (1888%xtyles of Ornamenby
Alexander Speltz (1904), arthttern Designby Archibald H. Christie (1910).
Any art | over who doesné6t know th
bookstorel Meyer and Christie are now Dover reprints.) There is also a lo
tradition of beautiful lithographed books of color plates, each combining
dozens of examples of a particular style of ornament into a pleasing whol
The grandfather of these w@sw e n  JGrammar 6f Ornamer(tL856; see
much reduced plate above léft) have reprints of quite a lot of these books,
and get a huge charge out of letting the patterns wash over me, even rem
from the objects they were applied to.

I h a v e oried scutprung ts that decorative art or not®/inged Victory

museums. The ancient world: Egypt, Greece, Rome.
Islam. Japan. India. African and Oceanic art, which |

schools for me. American Indian art, especially that

books

Mi chel aDagde | B O a BidinSpaédsr i g ht ) She®aatt a Lis

so much wonderful stuff in the world. It is inexhaustible.

|. Architecture

| pay a lot of attention tarchitecture and always have. Even as a teenager, and maybe

earlier, | walked around Manhattan taking in the buildings (see Chapter 3B.7). New

York was a good place to learn about architecture as there was so much of it. Just a little

] oke, b aulat of trtbhdoriieal styles were represented from classical revival

(Stock Exchange) to Federal (my Aunt Louise lived in a Federal house in Greenwich

Village once owned by Aaron Burr) through all kinds of Renaisspatzzzi(which
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inspired the det& of the Park

Avenue apartment houses) and Loire

chateauxthe mansions on Fifth

Avenue) and Dutch stepped gables

(Collegiate School). There were

1 brownstones and elegant private

houses on the Upper East side,

Richardson Romanesq@&merican

Museum of Mtural History) and

Got hic churches (St. Patrickos
Cathedral) and Art Deco

masterpieces (Rockefeller Center,

Chrysler Building (left), Empire State Building, Chanin

Building). There was also a lot of ordinary vernacular city

architecture (right) in row heses and apartment blocks

and tenements and 19th century ¢emt commercial

buildings all over the city, and some of the most distinguished skyscrapers in the world.
And fAimodern, 06 which in my youth was stil!/l
House and the United Nations.

| grew to know a lot about architecture; the more | saw the more | learned, and the more |
learned the more | saw. One of the things | saw was that with Lever House, distinguished
building though it was in 1951, somethimgnt terribly wrong. When the accountants

heard from Mies van der Rohe that less was more, they took that to mean that they could
always get away with less. And that was the end of ornaireier that it was just

boxes’®> 1 t wasnot t hgscraperstianda it thegfiyst sky$crapets, by

great architects like Louis Sullivan, were rich in ornament. The superb skyscrapers of the
Art Deco era were new buildings once. Now what had been architecture became nothing
more than construction, stgdt lines, and office space in the sky.

Not that there were not some good buildings even in that impoverished gige
Seagram Building, for instance, and Black Rock (CBS headquarters). And even
unornamented surfaces could make a beautifully facetédiny i the Bank of America

15 The phraséess is moravas popularized by the architect Ludwig Mies van der Rohe
(1886:1969) as a watchword of minimalism. But he was trying to emphasize the beauty
of clarity, simplicity and pure line as a basis for architectural stgleja i t i sndét hi s
the concept was so misused. The phrase is not actually original with him, but first
appeared in Robert Browningbés poem AAndr ea
painter.
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