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With My Lasting Love



In the course of these last years, several friends and colleagues have read and responded to portions of this—or the entire—work: Charles Baxter, William Bolcom, George Bornstein, Alan Cheuse, Daniel Herwitz, Laurence J. Kirshbaum, Elizabeth Kostova, James Landis, Suzanne Levine, Richard Miller, Robert Rosenberg, Douglas Trevor, and Jon Manchip White. Singly and together, they have provided me with expert advice, and I am grateful to each. My student Carolyn Dekker proved far more competent than I in the apparatus of scholarship, and I owe part of the research and all of the footnotes to her expert help. Andrea Beauchamp, the assistant director of the Hopwood Awards Program, helped me identify the photographs so central to the text; Sara Weiss of Grand Central Publishing helped me to procure them and was tireless in last-stage detail work; Bob Castillo oversaw this book’s production with his usual exacting eye and welcome expertise. My agent Gail Hochman (Brandt & Hochman, Inc.) and editor Jamie Raab (Grand Central Publishing) were, as always, crucial to the enterprise and supportive from the start. The first and lasting witness, as well as closest reader, remains my wife, Elena. To all of you, deep thanks.

My father-in-law, Bernard Greenhouse, died at the age of 95 on May 13, 2011—months after the publication of this book. The present tense references to his condition are therefore, alas, inaccurate; he belongs now to the past.




Portions of this book have been published, in slightly different versions, in the following:

Chapter 1, The Boston Review, vol. 32, 2007

Chapter 2, Conjunctions, 51, 2008

Chapter 4, Salmagundi, nos. 160–161, Fall/Winter, 2008–09

Chapter 5, Ninth Letter, Spring/Summer, 2009

Chapter 6, Michigan Quarterly Review, Summer, 2009

Chapter 7, The Review of Contemporary Fiction, vol. XXVIII, Fall, 2008

Chapter 8, Salmagundi, nos. 166–167, Spring/Summer, 2010



INTRODUCTION

Grow old along with me.
The best is yet to be,
The last of life, for which the first was made:
Robert Browning, Rabbi Ben Ezra


America grows older yet stays focused on its young. Whatever hill we try to climb, we’re over it by fifty—and should that hill involve entertainment or athletics we’re finished long before. There are exceptions to this rule, of course, but supermodels and newscasters, ingénues and football players all yield to the harsh tyranny of time. They turn on Fortune’s wheel. Look what happens to the overnight sensation or pick of the week or fashion of the season or rookie of the year. First novels have a better chance of being noticed than a fourth or fifth. Although we’re aging as a nation we don’t do it willingly: The face-lift and the tummy-tuck are—against the law of gravity—on a commercial rise.

Still, we join the workforce older; we get married and have children older; we live, the actuaries tell us, longer than ever before. In Sun City or Las Vegas, the retired “golden codgers”—in William Butler Yeats’s phrase—rule the commercial roost. And if younger is better it doesn’t appear that youngest is best; we want our teachers, doctors, generals, and presidents to have reached a certain age. Our oldest elected chief executive, Ronald Reagan, famously quipped he wouldn’t hold his opponent’s youth against him. In context after context and contest after contest, we’re more than a little conflicted about elders of the tribe; when is it right to honor them, and when to say “Step aside”?

This book is about tribal elders in the world of art. What interests me is lastingness: how it may be attained. For obvious reasons, this has become a personal matter; I published my first novel in 1966 and very much hope to continue. Too, such hope feels representative: a “generational” problem in both senses of the word. An ever-growing number of Americans are middle-aged or elderly; no natural catastrophe has thinned our swelling ranks. And the habit of creation does not die, so there are more who paint the sunset or take piano lessons or hunt the perfect end-rhyme at day’s end. Our generation, like all others, yearns to produce some something that continues—and the generative impulse, when artistic, lingers on.

Yet it’s a daunting proposition. To try to fashion work that might last more than a season is to recognize how hard it is to make a thing of beauty be “a joy forever”—that proud boast of a poet who died at twenty-five. John Keats tricked time; few can. (Mistakenly if modestly, he further claimed that his own epitaph should read: “Here lies One Whose Name was writ in Water.”) There are pitfalls and pratfalls abounding; much can and does go wrong. Late style only rarely consists of advance, even when we’re dealing, as one critic has described it, with “the senile sublime.”1

So what does cause some artists just to fade away, and why is it that others soldier on? This introduction’s epigraph comes at least partly tongue-in-cheek; “the last of life” is not routinely thought of as “the best.” There are instances of quick success that lead to later failure—incandescent personalities who flare or gutter out. Some die too soon to confront diminution; others begin their work late. Still others remain at the easel or desk till exhaustion trumps exuberance and the whole system shuts down.

Issues of physical health and life expectancy enter in as well; what does it mean to be old in the twenty-first century as opposed to the sixteenth? (For those who suffer rapid loss—a stroke, a debilitating illness—the problem is a very different one. Yet my intention is, as much as possible, to leave to one side the complicating factors of physical collapse.) Late-stage creative personalities no doubt confront the human condition in ways analogous to those who deal with it from the ninth tee or nursing homes, but their response takes form in the concert hall or on the canvas or page. They leave evidence behind of having grappled with mortality, and—once mortality has claimed them—the evidence remains.

In these pages I consider what’s been left behind: testimonials we hear and see and read. When that act of witnessing is offered up as language, what wording do we have that best describes old age? The late self-portraits of Rembrandt and the final songs of Richard Strauss are manifestly not the same as those produced while young. Which challenges continue and which ones are new?

•   •   •

All through the journey of this book, I weighed anchor in deepwater harbors. The metaphor feels strained but apt; “the journey of this book” has proved a task of navigation at least as much as destination. At project’s start I thought that to advance one’s art as time went on was seldom possible. The more I studied it, however, the more examples I unearthed of excellent work near or at career’s end. This should not have been surprising; many of our culture’s icons—from Sophocles to Michelangelo—lived for a very long time. And the trend will surely continue; as our population ages, its artists do the same.

Each time I picked a subject I felt a sense of loss. When writing of the painter Claude Monet, for instance, I found myself thinking: Why not such other elder artists as Arp? Bonnard? Chagall? Chardin? Degas? De Kooning? Kokoschka? Mantegna? Michelangelo? Renoir? Rouault? Tintoretto? Titian? Zurbarán? So the process of selection was a process of exclusion; this could be an omnibus volume yet remain a surface-scratch.

Further, the legion of old masters “elsewhere” is not within my ken. I don’t doubt there are dancers in India, ceramists in Peru, woodworkers in Namibia whose work grows resplendent as they grow old. I do not doubt it but am unable to discuss it, and the artists and artificers of other crafts and cultures are—regretfully, respectfully—left out.

For a related reason, I focus on the dead. The verdict is not in on those whose work remains in progress; such judgment is provisional as well as incomplete.

But here is one such judgment. The stamp of personality is always case specific; what counts within the general rubric are individual markings. No fingerprint or snowflake is precisely like another, yet the category—fingerprint, snowflake—pertains. As these pages will attempt to show, when the category can be labeled creative achievement in old age, a pattern does emerge.

With very few exceptions the figures I here profile lived till seventy or older; most had known early success. All remained productive forces in their “sunset years.” We’re not talking about secret elixirs or monkey glands or Ponce de León’s fabled quest; it’s not as if they stumbled on youth’s fountain or remained preternaturally agile. But there does seem some sort of common denominator, some stubborn refusal to retire or let well enough alone. The men and women I discuss therefore form a kind of cadre—whether they were working in the near or distant past. For reasons of economy I limit myself to literature, music, and the visual arts; somewhere in this haystack lies the needle, lastingness.

I hope to uncover it here.
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