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Leo Rosten was a scenarist, columnist, academic and historian, and a writer of remarkable versatility. The author of countless books on every subject: Hollywood, politics, sociology and painting, he was most famous for his humorous writings: his affectionate compendium The Joys of Yiddish and, of course, the Hyman Kaplan books. After graduating from the University of Chicago and the London School of Economics, he taught political science at the Universities of Yale, California and Columbia. He lived in New York until his death in 1997.
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To My Mother and Father


 

Warning. The characters and situations in this book do not portray, nor are they intended to portray, any real person, persons or institution, living or dead. Readers who think they discern some resemblance between Mr. Kaplan and the man who lives upstairs are merely grasping at straws.
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INTRODUCTION

by HOWARD JACOBSON

The Education of H*Y*M*A*N K*A*P*L*A*N is one of those little books that makes you wonder why you ever spent so much time on War and Peace. For whatever isn’t in H*Y*M*A*N K*A*P*L*A*N you feel, isn’t worth knowing.

It’s an illusion, of course. But then all books are illusions and the best writers, in the end, are those who leave you guessing how they’ve done it. The Education of H*Y*M*A*N K*A*P*L*A*N, published originally as stories in The New Yorker and subsequently in a single volume in 1937 – note the date, the date’s important – was followed up in 1959 – that date’s important too – by The Return of H*Y*M*A*N K*A*P*L*A*N. Then that was that. Now you saw them, now you didn’t. Enough already, as every good illusionist knows. After which Leo Rosten became best known for The Joys of Yiddish the friendliest, funniest, and most useful lexicon ever written. But not as funny, for nothing is as funny, as the H*Y*M*A*N K*A*P*L*A*N books.

For my money – though I know there are those who think otherwise – the second is not quite so successful as the first. Nothing serious: it tries a little harder, that’s all. And that’s bound to be the case when you return to something which is already perfect. But there’s another reason, I think, for the infinitesimal falling-off – the War has happened. In other words, it now puts a greater strain on credulity to accept that all of life is contained within the walls of the American Night Preparatory School for Adults (“English – Americanization – Civics – Preparation for Naturalization”). There always was, of course, an unspoken history of fraught migration in the nightly assemblage of Mitnicks and Fishbeins and Caravellos, eager now to acquire the linguistics (forever impossible in Kaplan’s case) of being an American; but nothing of the poverty or persecution that brought them to America in the first place ever needed to be spelt out. Having fled here from wherever, the new citizens could shelter from the storm, victims solely of the cruelties of English grammar. Outside, the elements raged –

The March rain slithered across the windows. it was a nasty night, a night of wet feet, drab spirits, and head colds

– raged the more furiously, sometimes, as a sort of panic measure induced by the wilder flights of Hyman Kaplan’s reasoning –

The recess bell rang. And the raindrops, conscious of their destiny, howled on the steamy windows, like madmen.

But within, the madness was only in men’s minds. Before 1937 some semblance of innocence could still be believed in. Hyman Kaplan himself almost typified it. Thereafter, innocence becomes a tougher proposition.

This is not to say that Hyman Kaplan’s benignity, his unsurpassing good nature, was ever merely saintly. The American Night Preparatory School for Adults is not a gathering place for holy fools. Throughout all his fiery encounters with the basic laws of English grammar and the fundamentals of American History, he never forgets that he has his pride to think about, his position as philosopher and philologist to consider, and scores to settle with his fellow preparatees. Indeed, one of the great joys of these stories is his long-running entanglement – so long-running it amounts almost to a romance – with the class’s most accomplished but most diffident student, Miss Rose Mitnick, referred to always by Hyman Kaplan, with a bluntness which only devotion can explain, as plain Mitnick. In his own words, spelling and metrical form

Critisising Mitnick
Is a picnick

Once launched, there is an unstoppable quality to Hyman Kaplan’s flow of misspellings, mispronunciations, mispunctuations, misconceptions, Malapropisms, and the like. As a lexicographer of genius himself, Leo Rosten delights in an invention who appears to be forever giving him the slip, perpetrating such liberties on the language that it is hard not to feel that an entirely new, not to say better, language is unfolding before our eyes. “For Mr Kaplan was no ordinary student...In his peculiar linguistic universe there was the germ of a new lexicography.” A claim which no one who has read Hyman Kaplan declining the verb to fail – “fail, failed, bankrupt” – or spelling pencil-sharpener, “pantsil-chopner”, or venturing, as the superior form of “good”, “high-cless”, would dream of refuting.

A new lexicography of feeling, too. Only think of Kaplan apologizing to Mr Parkhill for being perhaps a little too florid in his appreciation of him – “Maybe de spitch I rad vas too formmal. But avery void I said – it came fromm below mine heart!”

Hilarious as these night class solecisms are, and wonderful as they look on the page – gorgeous blooms of typographical miscreation and erroneousness, all of them – we never laugh from the position of those who know better. Think of Hyman Kaplan’s extravagances as “mistakes” and we miss the value of him. Would we really want to correct the astounding and profound topography of “below mine heart”? In favour of what? From the bottom of?

Leo Rosten means it when he attributes to the conventional, slow-witted Mr Parkhill, the dawning realization that his worst pupil, Hyman Kaplan, is “a remarkable man.” Set anyone foreign to a language the task of familarizing himself with it, and you will have occasional remarkable effects. We think afresh when we think in a grammar not native to us. Thus, other beginners may have stumbled, with almost as much felicity as Kaplan, around the geography of the heart. But it takes a man of unusually deep feeling to go on sounding, as Hyman Kaplan does, the poetry of inaccuracy and misuse.

Rosten’s own English, meanwhile, maintains a beautiful poise, as though keeping its head in a shipwreck. “Mr Kaplan stopped, his hand in mid-air,” he tells us, “like a gull coasting.” Much of the drollery comes from this maintenance, against the odds, of a sort of distraught precision. “The smile on the face of Mr Kaplan” we learn, “had taken on something beatific and imperishable.” Beatific, in that context, any old satirist may have come up with. Imperishable is the mark of someone working at the highest level of comic writing.

And that’s because it both is funny – suggesting a fearful eternity, if you are destined to go on teaching Mr Kaplan – and is not. For Hyman Kaplan’s spirit truly is imperishable. In the annals of indomitableness he lives with Falstaff and Micawber. But he is the more remarkable for being, as they are not, a long way from his linguistic home. So we see him inventing his own imperishability, as it were from scratch, in language. To enjoy the greatest coup de théatre in all literature, for irrefutable proof, once and for all, of the unconquerable imagination of man, read Hyman Kaplan confounding those would confound him, those who would dare pick out the grammatic absurdity of a sentence in a letter to his uncle – “‘If your eye falls on a bargain please pick it up?’ Som English, Mr Kaplan!”– with the dazzling revelation that Hyman had written precisely what he had meant to write, for the reason that his uncle had a glass-eye.
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