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“Old age is a shipwreck.”   Like many a ground soldier, General de Gaulle was drawn to maritime metaphors.  Of course shipwrecks are not like happy families.  There is the Titanic-swift departure in the presence of a floating mountain of ice, as the orchestra plays the overture from Tales of Hoffmann.  There is the slow settling to full fathom five as holds fill up with water, giving the soon-to-be-drowned sufficient time to collect his thoughts about eternity and wetness.  It was Edmund Wilson’s fate to sink slowly from 1960 to June 12, 1972, when he went full fathom five.  The last entry in his journal is a bit of doggerel for his wife Elena: “Is that a bird or a leaf? / Good grief! / My eyes are old and dim, / And I am getting deaf, my dear, / Your words are no more clear / And I can hardly swim. / I find this rather grim.”


“Rather grim” describes The Sixties, Wilson’s journals covering his last decade.  This volume’s editor, Lewis M Dabney, starts with an epigraph from Yeats’s “Sailing to Byzantium”, thus striking the valetudinarian note.  New Year 1960 finds Wilson at Harvard as Lowell Professor of English.  He suffers from angina, arthritis, gout, and hangovers.  “At my age, I find that I alternate between spells of fatigue and indifference when I am almost ready to give up the struggle, and spells of expanding ambition, when I feel that I can do more than ever before.”  He is in his sixty-fifth year, a time more usually deciduous than mellowly fruitful.  But then he is distracted by the people that he meets and the conversations that he holds, all the while drinking until the words start to come in sharp not always coherent barks; yet the mind is functioning with all its old energy.  He is learning Hungarian, as he earlier learned Hebrew and before that Russian.


Wilson’s last decade was made unpleasant by the fact that he had neglected to file an income tax return between the years 1946 and 1955.  The Internal Revenue Service moved in.  He was allowed a certain amount to live on.  The rest went to the Treasury.  He was also under a grotesque sort of surveillance.  Agents would ask him why he had spent so much money for a dog’s cushion.  Wilson’s response to this mess was a splendid, much ignored polemical book called The Cold War and the Income Tax, which he saw as the two sides to the same imperial coin.  The American people were kept frightened and obedient by a fear of the Soviet Union, which their government told them was on the march everywhere, as well as by the punitive income tax, which was needed in order to pay a military machine that alone stood between the cowed people and slavery.  It was better, we were warned, to be dead than red.


Maximum income tax in those days was 90 percent.  At sixty-eight, Wilson writes, “I have finally come to feel that this country, whether or not I live in it, is no longer any place for me.”  Not that he has any other country in view: “I find that I more and more feel a boredom with and scorn for the human race.  We have such a long way to go …”  He, of course, was a professional signpost, a warning light.


Despite boredom and scorn Wilson soldiered on, although

I have sometimes lately had the impression that my appearance and personality have almost entirely disappeared and that there is little but my books marching through me.  They live, I am ceasing to live – But this is partly due to too much drinking, reading and thinking at night …

That he could do all three suggests an oxlike physical structure.  Throughout this period as friends die off and new people tend to blur, certain figures keep recurring.  There is quite a lot of Auden in and out.  Also, an unlikely but intense friendship with Mike Nichols and Elaine May, who were then enjoying a success with their comic sketches and improvisations.  Wilson is plainly smitten by Elaine May: “It is a good thing I am too old to fall in love with her.  I’ve always been such easy game for beautiful, gifted women and she is the most so since Mary McCarthy in the thirties.  I image that she, too, would be rough going.”


Anaïs Nin, muse to Henry Miller, returns.  In the forties Wilson had praised her in The New Yorker.  He had an endearing – to some – habit of falling in love with the work of a woman writer whom he would later want to meet and seduce.  Like Montaigne, he thought that a mind and talent of the first order, associated for Montaigne, and, perhaps, for Wilson, only with men, should it be combined with a woman’s beauty might produce the perfect other half of Plato’s whole, to be desired and pursued with ardor.  Sometimes this longing had comic results.  Wilson once praised a novel by what he took to be a young woman of the highest sensibility, Isabel Bolton.  In due course he contrived to meet her.  Bolton was indeed intellectually everything that he had ever desired in a woman.  She was also a serene dowager of seventy, disinclined to dalliance.


Ms Nin was of sterner stuff.  In her diaries she is kittenish about Wilson and herself.  In life she told me that they had never had an affair, which – in Nin-speak – meant that they did.  But he did not do enough for her work and so she wrote bitterly about him in the diaries that she was now preparing for publication.  Since the publishers had insisted that she get a written release from each person mentioned, she writes Wilson, who sees her; finds her enchanting.  In the next room, her long-suffering husband, Hugo Guiler, is editing a film.  “What about?” asks Wilson.  “Me,” she replies.  Then

she leaned down and put her cheek against mine.  She told me that she would send me the first volume of the diary – in which, I believe, I don’t appear … I don’t know how much her reconciliation and the favorable picture of me may have been due to an eye to publicity on the publication of the diary … She gave me a copy of her last book, Collages, and told me it was her “funny” book.  It is actually not much different from her others: stories about exquisite women told by an exquisite woman.


Later Wilson reads her account of him: “she found me aggressive, arrogant, authoritative, like a Dutch burgher in a Dutch painting, and with shoes that were too big … I made her correct a few details about Mary [McCarthy] and a few characteristic inaccuracies.  She had said that I had given her a set of Emily Brontë – as if there could be such a thing, actually it was Jane Austen – and she had been offended and sent it back – which was not true, she had kept it.”


The editor, Mr Dabney, notes, I think correctly, that Wilson in his journals “was creating an art of portraiture in the tradition of Dr Johnson, Taine, and Sainte-Beuve.”  He is certainly at his best when he turns the lights on a literary figure whom he knows and then walks, as it were, all around him.  What Wilson maintains to the end is a clear eye for what is in front of him, whether a text or a person.  Great critics do not explicate a text; they describe it and then report on what they have described, if the description itself is not the criticism.  Wilson mentions occasionally that he is reading Jules Renard’s journals; it is a pity that he has none of that journalist’s aphoristic wit.  But he might have said, with Renard, “Be interesting!  Be interesting!  Art is no excuse for boring people,” not to mention “I was born for successes in journalism, for the daily renown, the literature of abundance; reading great writers changed all that.  That was the misfortune of my life.”  But their misfortune is our good fortune.  They existed to give the dull a glimpse of unsuspected worlds hidden in the one we daily look at.  One admires in Wilson what he admired in Parkman, “the avoidance of generalization, the description of the events always in concrete detail.  The larger tendencies are shown by a chronicle of individualized persons and actions.  It is what I try to do myself.”  Successfully, one might add.
 (“Edmund Wilson: Nineteenth-Century Man”,

a book review by Gore Vidal published in

The New York Review of Books on 4 November 1993)
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