
marvelous occupational free
dom that America affords the 
young. However, the impHcit 
assumption that career choice 
determines what a child will be, 
not merely do, suggests that in 
modern America one's job has a 
problematic and troubling on-
tological dimension, 

Judeo-Christian thought has 
usually legitimated various social 
hierarchies as divinely au
thorized (or at least divinely 
permitted) as a means of main
taining order and continuit)'. But 
it has also insisted that the stand
ing (or better, the kneeling) of 
the soul before God has no par
ticular relationship to social class 
or employment. Sainthood was 
open to mayors, bakers, artists, 
and blacksmiths alike, and 
everyone understood that the 
scriptural admonition to "hold 
fast our profession" was a warn
ing to all against apostasy and had 
nothing to do with distinctive 
career orientation. But in a 
modern world where no shared 
religious "profession" unites 
men, different secular profes
sions, "held fast to" with quasi-
religious zeal, sharply divide 
them. No longer looking at one 
another as essentially similar 
cobelievers in a shared creed, 
men who make their living in 
different ways have come to 
regard one another as more 
fundamentally different than 
alike. 

In particular, those few who 
make careers as creative writers 
now often see themselves as a 
breed wholly apart from and 
usually much above the rest of 
the human race. Such an attitude 
informs Theodore Dreiser's An 
Amateur Laborei; an unfinished 
account—here published for the 
first time—of a period in the 
author's life when depression 
and illness rendered him unable 
to write. Seeking to earn a 
meager living and to recover his 
health, Dreiser temporarily 
accepted employment with the 
New York (Central Railroad as a 

laborer, first in a carpentry shop, 
then widT a masonrv' crew. Large
ly because the typical railroad 
v '̂orker felt no professional aspira
tions in literature, Dreiser re
garded him, as he in turn re
garded Dreiser, as a "curiosity," 
virtually another species, a 
different type of creature, 
Dreiser perceived a great "gulf 
between himself as a writer and 
the "barren lot" of other laborers 
"well fitted to bother with the 
infinitely common things with 
which they were laboring." 

is actually the wildest of fan
tasies, j In his uncritical prepos
session with "professionals" of 
the most unliterar}- sort imagin
able—boxers (Hemingwa)' was 
an exception, not the rtile) and 
prostiuitcs—Algrcn updates and 
refurbishes the badly tattered 
myth of the noble sa\'age. But this 
refurbishing provides no more 
satisfactor}' sense of commonal-
ity between writer and non-
writer than does Dreiser's aloof
ness. Most readers and writers 
can feel little real kinship with 

A rather different authorial 
attitude is evident in The Devil's 
Stocking by Nelson Algren, 
another talented writer com
monly grouped with Dreiser 
under the misleading rubric 
"realist," (The notion, shared by 
Algren and Dreiser, that realit)' 
can be adequately represented 
without serious regard for the 
suprasensory and transcendent 

Word Processors 
William Bronk; Vectors and 
Stnoothable Curves; North I'oint 
Press; Berkeley, CA. 

Wendell Berry: Standing by 
Words; North Point Pres.s; Berkeley, 

f:A. 

Elizabeth Bishop: The Col
lected Prose; Farrar. Strau.s & 
CiiroLix; Nevv^'ork. 

John McPhee: La Place de la 
Concorde Suisse; l-arrar. Straus & 

C,Tirotix;Ncw>'ork. 

If quantit}^ had a positi^'e effect 
on qualit}', then it could be .stated 

those who tuin then hsis or 
genitals to profit. Indeed, until 
authors again learn to use their 
uncommon gifts to celebrate the 
dignity and moral stature attain
able in ever)' honest walk of life, 
they must either archly look 
down upon most of mankind, 
like Dreiser, or, like Algrcn, must 
view the race from the under
side, (BC) D 

without hesitation that this is the 
golden age of the essay. After all, 
only souls lost on desert isles can 
escape being pelted—by news
papers, newsletters, magazines, 
journ;ils, 'tV magazines, and radio 
broadcasts—with the prod
ucts of itchy pens; moreo\'er, it's 
likely that if a modern Crusoe 
were to discover a corked Per-
rier bottle washed ashore some 
languid dawn, it would include 
something like "Notes I'Dward 
an Understanding of the Inter
section Between Shipwrecks 
and Intellectual Currents or 
Seeing an Uncharted Island on 
SO a Da)-," People tend to imag

ine that the most vexing form of 
communication aborning today-
is the commercial, but that's QVIIY 
because (.A) comm^ercials tend 
to be obnoxious and therefore 
obvious and (B) commercials 
are made by a fevv- for the many. 
Modern essaj'S are often obnt)x-
ious but they tend not to be 
obvious; they are sort of like the 
atmosphere in, say, Gary, In
diana, which is unpleasantly 
apparent at first, but which one 
quickly adapts to since it is the 
environment. This leads to point 
B: essays are made by many for 
m'any—or at least one supposes 
that they are scribbled with a 
large audience in mind; the 
products themselves are regu
larly so pitiftil that it's hard to 
imagine that they are written 
with anyone in mind, 'Whereas 
amateurs once addressed their 
particular—or peculiar—muse 
through the medium of poetry, 
they now go for prose; an essay, 
being more limited in physical 
size, is thought to be more read
ily produced than a novel. 
Novelists and other professional 
writers recognize that the pro
liferating number of magazines 
constitute a prime income possi
bility between books, so they, 
too, add their musings and obser
vations to an already Everest-
sized pile of prose. 

This is not to state that all tlie 
heirs of Montaigne are illegiti
mate, WiMiam Bronk, for exam
ple, in addition to being a bona 

fide poet, is a fine prose stylist 
(and his competent sentences 
have, one suspects, influenced 
other interesting but similarly 
little-knoyvn writers like Ken-
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aeth Gangemi). Bronk's talent as 
m essayist is rooted in liis ap-
jreciation of the truth that while 
in essay may deal with the ph)'si-
cal—Mayan ruins or the works of 
Kliitraan—it must speak, explic
itly or implicitly, of the raeta-
fhysical if it is to aspire to some-
hing beyond merely a medium 

for information or data. Con
sider, for example, the following: 

One feels that the buildings at 
IVIachu Picchu, which must 
have been old at the time of 
the Spanish conquest, are 
nevertheless more of our 
own time than buildings 
which must have been 
erected afterwards—the 
churches of Cuzco, for exam-
ple, in the crumbled and 
rubbled remains of their 
baroque splendor. These 
Spanish colonial buildings 
are now so obviously an
tique: they are, as we say, 
"dated." The buildings at 
Machu Picchu, on the other 
hand, are not shablw and out 
of fashion. 

Lesser authors would be satisfied 
with making demi-Baedeker 
style o b s e r v a t i o n s . Wende l l 
Berrv' is another writer who isn't 
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satisfied with essa}ing the trivial 
(wltich leads us to wonder about 
North Point Press: How can it 
manage to publish such solid 
prose in books that ;ire c;irefi.ill>-
and durably constructed in this 
age of disposable products?) . 
One of Berr\-'s ke\' arguments in 
Standing by Words is that lan
guage is in a state of degeneration 
and that ''this increasing unreli
ability of language parallels the 
increasing disintegration . . . of 
persons and communities." As 
people become opposed to sim
ple n o r m s like p r e s c r i p t i \ ' e 
g r a m m a r b e c a u s e they are 
taught that doing one ' s own 
thing is as good as any others ' 
doings (Flaubert = Vidal = John 
Doe), social structures become 
less organized since there are no 
defining rules and limiting or
ders. Each person becomes his 
or her own essayist of reality: 
anarchy abounding. 

The Collected Prose of 
Elizabeth Bishop, which con
tains both nonfiction and fiction, 
is a pleasant vo lume that has 
p rovoked numerous gushing 
essays in the various book re
views. The situation brings to 
mind the e l emen ta ry school 
classroom demonstrat ion of a 
chain reaction, the one in which 

Poems were published; now we 
ha\'e the prose. 'Ifiat should be it: 
the arrangement exhausted. But 
essavists are an anxious breed. 
Elizabeth Hard^vick wrote in her 
piece on Bishop's prose in The 
Sew Republic: "Many look for
ward to t he p u b l i c a t i o n of 
Elizabeth Bishop's letters, look 
forvsard to knowing in full the 
incomparable glow, the luster of 
thoughts and sights written in 
he r small , cu r l i ng , r a t h e r 
crooked script." All of which will 
be compared in essays set in 
small, straight, rather cold type. 

John McPhee is well known to 
one portion of the reading public 
as a staff writer, or essayist, for 
The Neiv Yorker, and to another 
segment as the author of numer
ous books. His most recent book, 
JM Place de la Concorde Suisse, 
is like some of his others in that, 
as the l i t t l e type i n c l u d i n g 
copyright information states, 
"The text of this book originally 
appeared in The Neiv Yorker " 
\*»1iile his entrepreneurial drive, 
like his p ro se s tyle , can ' t be 
faul ted on p u r e l y t e c h n i c a l 
grounds, it docs bring up the 
question of whether it's really 
n e c e s s a r y tha t the w o r l d of 
letters be inhabited by the essays 
of McPhee in magazine, hard-

a ping-pong ball on a mousetrap 
is set off and which , in turn, 
causes other like setups to be 
acti\'ated in almost an exponen
tial progression. Soon, of course, 
the arrangement is exhausted, 
bist \ear Bishop's The Complete 

bound, and paperback forms. 
'Tnie. the essays of Brock, Bern,-, 
and Bishop have appeared be
fore, but some of the Bronk W;LS 
featured in Origin and o ther 
hard-to-locate places; Berr}"'s 
pieces are accessible but not 

commonl}' at hand (e.g.. Hudson 
Review): Bishop, being dead, has 
no say in the matter. McPhee 
doesn ' t have anv of these ex
cuses. (GSV) • 

Percejrtibles 

George W. S. Trow: The City in 
the Mist; Littlt. Brown; Boston. 

Wliat's in a name? Fair Juliet's 
answer notwi ths tanding , we 
insist that there is something to 
it. Take the case of a relatively 
young author who places two 
initials between his given title 
and surname. There's something 
to that in the closing years of this 
cen tury , though i t .would be 
barely monocle-raising in the 
19th century in one of the better 
London c lubs . George 'W. S. 
Trow seems to be a man out of 
his proper place and tune, which 
would be 100 years ago across 
the Atlantic. Stylistically, The 
City in the Mist vents the aspira
tions of a junior Henry James. 
"Whereas James crafted laby
rinths that have, finally, goals. 
Trow has put together a series of 
cul-de-sacs. Trow's triumph of 
form over content results only in 
a t rophy that rings hol low, a 
bibelot for the over-mannered. 

K e n Auletta; The Art of Cor
porate Success: The Story of 
Schlutnberger; (;. P. Putremi's sons; 
New "I'ork-

In his last outing between h;u'd 
co\x-rs. Mr. Auletta examined 
that huge, amorphous, ubiqui
tous mass known as "the under
class." That, of course, is not a 
particularly ton)- subject. "Vv'hat's 
more , members of the under
class don ' t buv books. Mean

while, The One-Minute Man
ager, In Search of Excellence, 
and various and sundry books 
about Japanese m a n a g e m e n t 
techniques, qualitv- circles, and 
the Uke are hot numbers at the B. 
Daltons and \K'aldenbooks and 
the res t . Showing a g r a s p of 
entrepreneurial techniques and 
a touch of managerial savvT, Mr. 
Auletta has parlayed his New 
Yorker profile of o i l -pa tch 
megagiant Sclilumberger and its 
CEO, Jean Riboud, into what wiU 
undoubtedly become this sea
son's Megatrerids—thoiigli one 
that is less, as the insiders put it, 
"b lue-sky" and more " rea l -

world." One thing puzzles us: 
with all of the up-and-coming 
leaders of industry busy reading, 
who's doing anything? • 

G e r a r d K. O ' N e i l l : The 
Technology Edge: Oppor
tunities for America in 
"World Competition; Simon &-
Schuster: New York. 

Gerard K. O'Neill makes an 
observa t ion that virtually all 
Americans have heard, under
stand, and do little about; other 
coun t r i e s , notably Japan, are 
making giant s teps in the de
velopment of new (e.g., com
puter-related) and existing (e.g., 
auto and steel) technologies; if 
American managers, workers, 
academics , s tudents , govern
ment officials, etc. don't come up 
to world speed, the eminence of 
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