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On Keeping a Blog

IN MAY 2016, I contracted to keep a weekly blog for The American Scholar. I agreed to write forty-eight entries. Surprisingly, it was more fun than I expected. I had embarked on the project with disdain for the very word blog, assuming incorrectly that it was an invitation to sloppy prose and self-involved twaddle. Many blogs are in fact half-baked, but others are elegant and astute, and there is nothing inherently structural about the form that guarantees shoddiness—or quality, for that matter.

I had to overcome an initial dread that I would never be able to meet that weekly deadline over twelve months. I promised myself that in a pinch I could steal from diary entries or reuse old material. I did that only three times. The rest of the year I banged out forty-five individual blog entries, essays, sketches, whatever one chooses to call them.

Were they in fact essays? I’d like to think so, because that would be an incredible feat: writing forty-five new essays in the space of a year. The prose style in the blogs is fairly similar to the one I employ in my essays: the I-character or voice of the narrator, the humor and irony, the attempt to reach some honesty and compositional shapeliness, all basically the same. How could it be otherwise, since I’d trained myself as a personal essayist and at this point in the game could not learn a new “blog style” (if such a thing exists) even if I wanted to. I will say that the prose in these blog pieces is more relaxed and impromptu than in my essay collections, and the endings are often more abrupt than I would have allowed myself in a typical essay. I would come to the end of an idea and think, “Well, it’s only a blog; that should be good enough.” Originally I was told the blog entries should be between four hundred and one thousand words. Since I almost always went over a thousand words, I figured a rapid closing was legitimate. Leave ’em hungry.

The freedom to exit quickly was only one of the advantages inherent in the form. I also permitted myself to discourse on a range of subjects—books, movies, politics, travel, education, painting, jazz, urban form, past friendships, obituaries, family life—that might have appeared random, presumptuous, or amateurish in another format. I was not putting myself forward as an expert in these matters but only as an observer responding to my latest encounters. In that sense, the blog functioned as a diary. The result, I would like to think, is a self-portrait of one human being’s life as it’s being lived that is fuller, truer, and more rounded than any I have yet put forth in my previous collections.

The other model I had in mind was The Pillow Book by Sei Shonagon. That great catchall of everything and anything has been a temptation to many writers besides myself, who have thought: If only I could find a proper vehicle to deposit all my thoughts in, however trivial. None of us possess Shonagon’s tart genius to unify the disparate, but I still always fantasize doing a modern pillow book. This blog experiment is probably the closest I will ever get to it.

Each week I would send in the blog entry to Sudip Bose, my editor at The American Scholar, and he would do some light editing, correcting infelicities, while adding an encouraging word, like “wonderful, as always.” I doubt he found them equally wonderful, but he was a helpful, tolerant, and reassuring colleague. I needed morale boosting, because from time to time I would panic that I’d never be able to last the full course. Sudip told me I could quit whenever I felt I had run out of gas, which only made me determined to keep at it.

What I discovered was that I could use the blog as a sketchbook. I would sit down at my laptop and verbally doodle a few sentences, and before I knew it I would have the weekly entry roughed out. I would generally wait a day or two before sending it in, and invariably I’d find ways to improve it on the second or third go-round. Having the weekly deadline also gave me the courage to try certain pet ideas that I’d long had in the back of my mind but was, up to then, too frightened to commit to paper—for instance, “On Popularity,” “Eros in the Classroom,” “To a Passing Stranger”—telling myself it was only a blog, which probably had the most hurried and least demanding of audiences. I could dart in, entertain perverse notions, and then get the hell out before I really get myself in trouble.

It always came as a surprise when someone I knew mentioned that he or she had been enjoying the entries. I had no idea how many “hits” the blog was getting and I did not want to know. It suited me fine to think that no one was reading it, except for a few loyal friends or desperate souls who needed to get a life. Meanwhile, besides keeping a blog, it was a busy year for me: I traveled to China (twice) and India, published a new book, wrote other essays and reviews, taught my classes at Columbia and directed the graduate nonfiction program, went to museums and film festivals, read a lot, and participated in family rituals and quarrels. My daughter graduated from college, moved back in, and got a job, learning certain hard truths about the world of work. The low point in my year, as you might have predicted, was the presidential election, after which I had to wean myself off MSNBC and the nightly news, and not obsess about D——T——’s latest misbehavior. Some of this got into the blog; some didn’t. I did not tell the whole truth or reveal all my secrets. And now that it is done, my most lasting response is one of pure relief: I had dodged a bullet. But I will miss that weekly pat on the head from Sudip, and that momentary euphoria, canceling my panic, when I realized I had figured out what the next week’s blog entry would be about.

What follows is not precisely the blog posts as they first appeared. For one thing, I reedited them, making small changes along the way, and the order I assigned them here was at best an approximation of their original chronological sequence. For another, I axed a few that I no longer liked enough to include, and substituted an equal number of short essays I had written since. I have also concluded the book with a longer essay, on experience, as a kind of postscript and demonstration of the way I go about writing more fully developed essays. But the general idea holds: a blog potpourri.


We Begin

IAM STARTING A BLOG, something I thought I would never do. When my late friend Peter M., a worldly man, advised me to keep a blog coincident with the publication of my last book, I pooh-poohed the idea. I also told my publisher’s publicist: I don’t blog, I don’t tweet, I’m not on Facebook, Instagram, MySpace, so you’ll just have to promote me without my assisting in these newfangled technical ways. I was playing the geezer card. Never, I thought, would I consent to keep a blog, that catchment for random drivel.

But now I have agreed to write a weekly blog, which is scheduled to run for a year, starting May 2016. Why? Because Sudip Bose, an editor at The American Scholar with whom I worked in the past when he was at Preservation, asked me to, and I like Sudip, whom I have never met, incidentally, or if I have I don’t remember (forgive me, Sudip, it was probably at a crowded literary event), and I’m not even sure if Sudip is a man or a woman, but I think a man—in any case, I’ve enjoyed the way he dealt with me via emails, and so I agreed. One year, four hundred to one thousand words a week. I am on the road to hell. Or simply, I have finally joined the twenty-first century, sixteen years into it. Good thing I am not a purist. I am an impurist, which is why I voted for Hillary Clinton and not Bernie Sanders in the primary. Oops, there goes half my readership. Well, I’ve always believed that it’s fine for a personal essayist to alienate the reader from time to time, and not insist on warm agreement.

I also thought it might be good to try a blog because it could help generate some unexpected material for future essays, which could then be recycled as Notes on X, that sort of thing. Clearly, this first entry will not be useful in that regard. Have I mentioned that the pay for the blog is wretched? I can’t wait for Congress to raise the hourly minimum wage. See you next week.

•

			In the meantime, I leave you with a few pointers about my writing process.

I don’t write standing up like Hemingway.

I don’t write in bed like Proust.

I don’t write on Benzedrine like Kerouac.

I don’t write in the early hours of the morning like Céline, an insomniac.

I don’t write every day like Trollope.

I don’t write all dressed up like Keats.

I don’t write with the scent of fermenting apples in a nearby drawer, like Schiller.

I don’t write agonizingly as if opening a vein, like Ralph Ellison.

I don’t write longhand anymore, except in my diaries.

I don’t write only when I have inspiration.

I don’t write only for money (pace Dr. Johnson).

I don’t write after sex, though sometimes I turn on the TV and watch the news.

•

			The things I don’t write about:

The things I do not write about were one day collecting in my desk and having a conversation. “Hey, why do you think he never writes about us? Is it because we sound funny? No that’s not it. Are we too darkly revealing and he’s afraid to confess us? Is it because we’re too slow that we can’t even jump into this fellow’s laptop when he turns it on? Is it because we’re too dull to be noticed? Too freckled speckled walleyed whatever? Or is it, do you suppose, because we’re too important for him to let us into the game this early? He’s saving us, that’s what!” And so they remained, cheerfully deluded for the rest of their days.


By Way of an Introduction

HELLO, MY NAME IS Phillip Lopate. If you break down these two names, Phillip means “lover of horses” and Lopate is the word in many Eastern European languages for “shovel,” particularly a kind of baker’s shovel. As it happens, I have no particular regard for horses; I have ridden horseback only two or three times, and each time I was nervous about being thrown off. I would like to think the name suggests aristocratic lineage, equestrian nobility, that sort of thing, but my great-great-grandfather may have simply been a stable boy. As for shovels, I very rarely have use for one, except during heavy winter snows; and after I turned sixty-five I gave the chore over to my wife, out of fear that I might have a heart attack shoveling (snow is heavier than you may think). What the name shovel does suggest is that I am from proletarian stock, which would have been a source of pride had I been living in Soviet Russia or Communist China. But being a United States citizen, I have spent a good part of my life trying to lift myself up from working class to the bourgeoisie.

Hello, my name is Phillip Lopate. In the introduction to my selected essays, Getting Personal, I pretended to be a doctor who had come across the manuscript of my friend Phillip Lopate after he died. I had always liked those nineteenth-century novels that began with a preface saying the following papers were found in the boardinghouse of a despondent man who hanged himself—or something like that. It’s always fun to play a dying scene; kids do it all the time, stumbling to the ground and clutching their chests as though they’d been shot. Probably it represents the opportunity to surrender to one’s self-pity while mocking it. I once made a short film in which I played the hero who died at the end. It was called The Casserole Dish.

Anyway, I staged this premature “death” in my book’s introduction, and invented a doctor friend who would mourn my passing, calling him Dr. Horst Shovel to give away the joke that it was really me. However, most readers didn’t get the allusions, and some of my fans in the hinterlands came to readings advertising my appearance and expressed relief, when I signed their books, that I was still alive on the planet. Someday I will not be around, and then that joke will take on another, more sinister tone. Let us hope not for a long time.

“Hello, my name is Phillip Lopate.” I have worn a name tag like this at countless conferences and functions. It always makes me uncomfortable to announce my presence so openly. I prefer to be standoffish; it may surprise you to know that I am really rather shy and reserved. How is it that someone so jealous of his privacy can write brazenly confessional, personal, intimate details about himself ? It is a paradox. When I am writing I don’t feel shy anymore, I feel like confiding to my ideal, fantasized reader. Montaigne once wrote that things he would be too embarrassed to admit out loud, any stranger might find out by going down to the local bookstore.

Hello, my name is Phillip Lopate. I hope you will enjoy my blog.


A Childhood Comfort Food

KASHA VARNISHKES . . . the very name brings a smile to my lips, its plethora of shushing sounds invoking silence, simultaneous with its juicy exuberant consonants that demand to be heard. Of course, what delights is not just that onomatopoeic nomenclature (like grains of kasha dissolving in saliva) but the taste-memories lingering from youth.

An oniony dish associated with Russian Jews, though I suspect it may have been eaten by poor Eastern Europeans of all religions, it was prepared by my grandmother on my father’s side. Actually, she was my father’s stepmother; my grandfather, something of a Bluebeard, buried at least four wives. I myself descend from a mixed marriage (Russian Jewish father and German Jewish mother, talk about your culture clash), and my mother as a rule rarely made these Russian peasant dishes. She didn’t despise them, just didn’t feel at home making them, so we ate things like stuffed cabbage and borscht at my grandfather’s house, or at the many cheap eateries in our neighborhood. We lived in Williamsburg, Brooklyn, when it was still an impoverished ghetto and not a haven for young foodies. As a result, the food was uniformly delicious: At the Sunset Dairy cafeteria, at numerous delicatessens, at the family restaurants like Bella’s that welcomed babies by supplying high chairs, you could always get a good kasha varnishkes. A side dish, never the main attraction, but all the more comforting for its humility.

Kasha, let’s face it, tastes like nothing, or like nothing with a little dirt thrown in. But once it is varnished with onions, chicken fat, and chicken stock, and garnished with farfalle (bow tie pasta), it becomes an ideal medium for sopping up flavors. A little salt and pepper will enhance. Some prefer it with brown gravy, but I am a dry kind of guy and would rather take mine straight. You have to coat the kasha with egg first, that’s important, because only that will ensure the kasha won’t run together in a soggy mush; each grain must retain its own integrity. Think of it as macrobiotic rice, suitable for chewing hundreds of times. Me, I never masticate it more than once or twice, I am too eager to have that semi-piquant, semi-bland (a useful quality in comfort food) union of bow tie pasta, onion, and buckwheat tease my taste buds with each dreamy forkful.

Perhaps the lowly kasha, all too reminiscent of the shtetl, would be appreciated better by Americans if called by its English name, groat, an equally strange word, ripe for meditation. Somehow I doubt it. Whenever I start rhapsodizing about this dish, I am told by my wife and daughter that they hate kasha, that it smells like a wet basement and tastes like cardboard. What can you do? They have a right to their (misguided) opinions and I to mine. Each of us is destined to a modicum of isolation in our wayward thoughts, our unappeasable desires, and our nostalgic culinary tastes.


Selling My Papers

THE MOST GRATIFYING EVENT to have occurred this past year—my ambivalence about surrendering them aside—was selling my papers to Yale University’s Beinecke Library. The Beinecke is a prestigious repository of many distinguished writers’ papers, and to be accepted into that august company must mean I am a distinguished writer, too, no? But it was never a sure thing. Here is how it came about.

For years I had been hearing of people I knew selling their papers, and often these writers were, in my humble judgment, no better practitioners of the literary art than I—indeed, in some cases, inferior! How did they do it? I wondered. I had as yet no urgency to place my papers, still feeling healthy and fit; but in due course I was approached by a bookseller who handled such transactions, which suddenly made it a concrete, attractive possibility. He contacted the New York Public Library, a logical place for my papers given my lifelong involvement with the city of my birth, and two representatives from that estimable institution came to my house to examine the lot. Though I had never been scrupulously anal about archiving myself—one can either live one’s life or curate it, not both—I had managed to accumulate quite a heap over the years, simply by tossing papers, drafts, or memorabilia into filing cabinets and closets. In preparation for the librarians’ visit I had laid out letters, manuscripts, and diaries on the kitchen table and in boxes all about the room. I tried to steer these two examiners, a man and a woman, to what I thought might be the juiciest bits, but their blank emotionless faces (so like those of foundation heads or oncologists, who don’t want to get your hopes up) gave away nothing, and after two hours of idly sifting through the records of a lifetime’s labor they departed. Two hours! I had foolishly expected them to take several days to acquaint themselves with my oeuvre, or I should say the documentation surrounding it. I heard nothing back from the NYPL, and eventually had to pry loose from an inside contact that they had decided to pass on my offering. I gather they were going after bigger fish (Tom Wolfe, as it happened).

My first agent, having gotten nowhere at this one attempt, made himself scarcer than a cat burglar and I never heard from him again. A few years passed, and I found another bookseller-agent, who agreed to take me on. We approached Columbia University, an even more logical protector of my effects, since I had been an undergraduate at the school and was now a professor there. Should they decide to purchase my papers, I could be on hand to guide any scholars working on them, to answer questions merely by walking across the quadrangle. A nice young woman came out to my house in Brooklyn, examined the haul for two or three hours (I knew the drill enough not to expect more), and said she would report back to her boss, smiling all the while. Several months passed and again I heard nothing, until finally I phoned the woman and was told that regretfully they had decided to “pass.” Why? I demanded, astonished and resentful. This time it was not a matter of snaring bigger fish but of saving money. The budget for acquisitions was very tight, the essay was not going to be one of their areas of concentration, and anyway, they had decided to go with another nonfiction writer whose asking price was cheaper. I also got the impression that since I was an alumnus the thing expected of me was to donate my papers gratis to my alma mater.

By now I had just about given up hope, but my new agent was not dismayed and decided to try Yale. An appointment was arranged for several weeks ahead, giving me enough time to sort through the mounds of papers and distribute them into various piles according to my subspecialties: personal essay, literary criticism, film, architectural and urbanist writings; personal diaries from my teenage years onward; teaching diaries; letters from students, friends, lovers, family members; audiotapes and DVDs of public appearances; novel manuscripts; poetry drafts. . . . I had arranged everything in thirty-six cardboard cartons, with manila folders of correspondence stacked on the kitchen table. My wife thought the handwritten scrawl by which I had marked the boxes’ contents with Sharpies was too sloppy. No way, she said, would Yale ever buy my papers unless I relabeled everything neatly, which I refused to do. The night before the librarians from the Beinecke were to arrive, my daughter, taking pity on me, rearranged the boxes as I slept, in what she thought was a more fetching display.

I came downstairs in the morning and inspected the boxy profusion that had taken over the parlor floor. By now I was starting to feel like a garment-center salesman laying out the season’s dress line. I knew the spiel and would try to present myself as a Renaissance man, active in various scenes: the open education movement, Writers in the Schools, the New York Film Festival, the resurgent essay, the New York school of poetry scene, the antiwar movement, the Municipal Art Society—if nothing else, a Witness to History. On the one hand, I thought it was a remarkably convincing archive, indisputably valuable to all who cared about belles lettres; on the other hand, I would not have been surprised to be turned down again. Such is the predicament of a midlist writer like myself, respected up to a point but not a Big Name: I could be included in any list or be omitted from it, without raising an eyebrow.

The two women who came to my house seemed well versed in my career and needed little salesmanship. They were both pleasant and upbeat. One of them announced that the Beinecke was looking to strengthen their holdings in creative nonfiction. Vell, ladies, you have come to the rvight place! I cravenly steered them to my pile of letters from Famous People; but one woman, who as luck would have it cared deeply about education, was far less interested in them than in a box of teaching diaries, which she thought fairly rare. The other woman, who specialized in contemporary poetry, noted how many of my correspondents were already in the Beinecke collection, which would make for convenient cross-referencing. After staying three hours they left, intimating that they would make a positive recommendation to purchase the archive at the next meeting. I might have to wait a few months for it to come before the committee, but things looked good. As it happened, I waited only one week before learning they had met my agent’s price, which I thought respectable but not asking for the moon.

I now moved all the boxes down to the basement so as to restore the kitchen and living room to normal use. All thirty-six cartons would soon be leaving, bye-bye, my entire past, a life’s detritus, the snail’s trail of romances and crushes, hopes and betrayals, euphoria and disappointment, the starts of poems that came to nothing, the painstakingly typed and crossed-out prose drafts (precomputer). I was outsourcing my memory to the Beinecke, and if I ever decided to write my autobiography I would have to go to New Haven and sit in the Yale library, revisiting these diaries and letters. After they had finished cataloging everything they would be happy to make whatever I wanted available on a visit, though I could requisition no more than four files at a time. I could then become a scholar grub, a monk working on the incunabula of my own experience.

I had already made the decision not to hold anything back. It would be madness, I felt, to try to censor potentially harmful passages, whether because they were mean-spiritedly critical of my contemporaries, poorly written, or too revealing of shameful behavior. Out of curiosity I started reading one of my old diaries in the basement and was appalled at the petty immaturity of the person I once was. Some writers I greatly admired, such as Hardy, Dickens, Kafka, and Larkin, had burned their papers rather than let them fall into the hands of malicious, prying biographers. But they possessed nobler characters than I. Fortunately, modesty precluded me from imagining there would be a rush of biographers competing to write my Life anytime soon. Thus I vacillated between worrying that damaging secrets would get out and wondering if anyone would ever decide to work on my archive. Oh well, either way, it was too late; let it all hang out.

When the library worker from Yale arrived in his white panel truck, I opened the top latch on the basement and helped him load the boxes, which he lifted up to me. It took a whole morning. As he drove away, I was hit by a profound ache, immediately missing these proofs of having lived, which had always surrounded me protectively. I felt utterly denuded. Talk about a phantom limb! But I also felt enormous relief, just getting these accumulated exertions out of the house. A burden was lifted from me; I could start all over again to accumulate records of my folly.


Summers in Vermont

FOR THE PAST FIFTEEN YEARS, we—my wife, my daughter, and I—have been renting summer houses in July or August in the same Londonderry/Weston area of southern Vermont. We started out renting for a whole month, but have recently scaled it down to two weeks. In the beginning I thought of these getaways as something I did for my daughter, Lily, whose school chums also summered or went to camp in the area, and for Cheryl, who loves the country and is always fantasizing about someday having a second home in a leafy sheltered nook overlooking a mountain landscape. I am less picky about the need for a vista, and as a city rat devoted to New York, I have long resisted buying a country house, not only because we can’t afford it but because I don’t fancy being torn between two domiciles, urban and rural. The thought of getting in a car every Friday night and driving several hours north for the questionable serenity of playing weekend country squire, then driving back in traffic jams Sunday night, gives me the willies.

So it came as a surprise to me that I was the one who insisted on renting our usual house in Vermont this year, though my daughter, who had recently graduated from college, would be working at a job in the city in August, and my wife was all for scouring the internet to find a cheaper rental with a better view, more dependable Wi-Fi, and less lumpy couches. I had become attached to our secluded rented house in Weston, at the end of a dirt road, with enough bedrooms to quarter a regiment. Many of these Vermont houses for rent are really designed as ski lodges, winter is their high season: they are characteristically adorned with abominably ugly platters by the local potter, mounted taxidermy, wooden ducks, or plastic bears. One does not expect to encounter the same sophisticated Bauhaus-inspired minimalist interior design aspired to in city digs, but part of the adventure is adjusting to a different aesthetic, homier if homelier. I was almost looking forward to those lumpy orange couches, so low-backed as to force bodily contortions while trying to watch television.

The point is, I did not want to have to think about anything: I wanted to go on automatic pilot, knowing where the nearest supermarket and restaurants and swimming holes were, aware that I would have to surrender at some point to the magnetic field of the Vermont Country Store, with its sharp cheddar cheeses and frumpy flannel pajamas. In fifteen years we had more or less explored every small town and hiking trail in the area, so there was no need to undertake any excursions or indeed to discover anything new. I could simply read, eat, play tennis, nap, and empty out—healing, if possible, in time for the demanding teaching year that would begin in September.

That’s exactly how it is working out. I discover my pores responding to the verdant woods, gratefully breathing in the familiar Green Mountains landscapes, all of which transpires on an unconscious level. It’s unconscious partly because I am so ignorant about nature, and can only take in the trees and the clouds as immanent spirits without being able to identify them by name or spot any changes in their condition from one year to the next. At night, Cheryl tells me to look up at the stars, so plentiful and visible: I oblige for a few seconds, but do not like craning my neck that far. A friend asked if I have been watching the Perseid meteor shower the last few nights, and I said of course, though I had no idea what he was talking about. I may not understand a thing about the natural world surrounding me in the country, but at least I now know, at long last, that I need it as oxygen: the city is not enough.
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