
husband had once been her mother's
hairdresser. Lydia, the author gently
hints, had been her father's friend.
Lydia's immensely successful cos-
metic business, together with her
equally successful liaisons with Nazi
officers, enabled her to keep the
David family supplied with food
for many months and to arrange,
on a snowy January night in 1943,
just before the beginning of the end

of the ghetto, for Janie to be smug-
gled out from behind the wall.
It is to the ambiguous Lydia that
Janina David owes her life. But
the hero and heroine of A Square
of Sky are her unhappy father and
mother, whose only common bond
lay in the sacrifices for their child.
More about them than about her-
self, this book, written in faithful
memory, is their cenotaph.

Signifying Nothing
SAREL EIMERL

C m MICHAEL AND SIR GEORGE, by J. B.

^ Priestley. Atlantic-Little, Brown. $4.95.
Imagine yourself to be a reviewer
who receives through the mails an
English novel subtitled A Comedy
of the New Elizabethans. Opening
it, you find on the first page that an
American, Franklin Bacon, on a
grant from the Lincoln Applebaum
Foundation, is trying to ascertain
the difference between Sir George
Drake's Department of Information
and Cultural Services ("We call it
Discus, Mr. Bacon. Saves time") and
Sir Michael Stratherrick's National
Commission for Scholarship and the
Arts ("COMSA it's known as, Mr.
Bacon"). The reviewer knows im-
mediately that he is headed for a
stern dose of overweight satire, and
that his best policy is to close the
book forthwith. But then, there is
the challenge. . . .

Well, anyway, I can't say I enjoyed
reading Mr. Priestley's latest or that
anyone else should try it, but it did
provoke a few reflections about the
writing of comedy and the ghastly
catastrophe that awaits him who fails
to remember the classic rules. But
first, the book.

It reduces to three acts. Act I: Sir
George is a stuffy but well-meaning

civil servant. He has no taste for the
arts but loves his wife. His deadly
rival, Sir Michael, is a non-stuffy
non-civil servant, with a real taste
for the ails, who spends his after-
noons seducing women, including,
alas, Lady Drake. She, like all the
women in this book, and in modern
fiction for that matter, is a passionate
and noisy lovemaker. I often wonder,
to digress for a moment, where mod-
ern novelists get their ideas about
women always moaning, gasping,
and screaming in bed. From other
novelists, I suppose. Or maybe they
slap the moans in to make the rest
of us feel we ought to go to the
doctor for a shot of something.

But, to return. Act II: Sir George
and his fellow bureaucrats are petri-
fied by the rumor that there's going
to be a Question in the House (Mr.
Priestley's italics). To make his situa-
tion utterly intolerable, Sir George,
at a party, hears his wife making
"those muffled ecstatic noises," pro-
voked by a drunken artist with
whom she then goes off to Paris.
Meanwhile, back at COMSA, Sir
Michael is also in dire straits. He
is not only dragged off by the head
of his drama section to see an avant-
garde play without a plot or any

believable characters (my italics this
time); he also falls in love with
Shirley Essex, a typist sent by an old
enemy to destroy him. For although
she is only eighteen and was raised
in a loathsome suburb, Shirley is
also a "princess of a lost race, await-
ing discovery among cyclopean ruins
in the jungle, some troll king's
daughter, some nereid floating to-
wards a drowned sailor . . . ," or, in
short, "one of those rare young
women who suggest to the eyes of
sensitive men an anima figure, a soul
image."

Unobtainable? Not at all. Unbe-
knownst to Sir Michael, Shirley re-
turns his passion. However, for rea-
sons not explained, she chooses to
disappear, and goes off to work for
an attractive Eastern Potentate. Hor-
rors. But wait. Act III: Lady Drake
returns from Paris and to her hus-
band, for reasons not explained, and
he is subsequently appointed head
of the Department of Organic Mo-
lecular Chemistry, where he finds
happiness. Sir Michael also comes out
splendidly. He is appointed head of
a new arts foundation—a sensible
one this time; no more supporting
tours of religious plays in verse
through the mining towns of York-
shire and Durham. And what's more
he marries Shirley, who proves to be
"not just another babbling, moan-
ing, scratching, biting . . . prisoner
of feminine sexuality" (and this
time, by God, off I go to the doctor)
but, though "responsive, ardent,
eager to learn [and] refusing noth-
ing," yet someone "who could not
be taken finally." For "whenever
they met nakedly as man and
woman, she would remain this mag-
ically desirable and tantalizing
being."

WHEN I was a boy, I used to read
stuff of this caliber in a weekly

woman's magazine called Red Letter,
which both I and our maids de-
voured with ecstasy and believed
with passion; and I dare say it
helped to wreck their lives. But Red
Letter cost twopence. And it was
not further contaminated with Pur-
pose. For Mr. Priestley also has a
few serious thoughts he wants to
communicate:

*)l Life is not all a fairy tale, as
he reveals through two case histories
of women who briefly stret and frut

February 10, 1966 57PRODUCED 2004 BY UNZ.ORG
ELECTRONIC REPRODUCTION PROHIBITED



Give him his
daily bread!
OMAR EMILIO NINO, COLOM-
BIAN, AGE 5. One of six children.
Father ill. Works as shoemaker
occasionally. Earns about $30 a
month. Mother lame. Surgery four
times. Leg in cast now. Live in
one room. Barely furnished. Brick
floor. Cardboard ceiling. No facili-
ties. Wash clothes in public wash-
ing place. Diet limited. No meat or
milk. Children undernourished.
Parents sick with worry over chil-
dren they cannot adequately shel-
ter, feed and clothe. Help to Omar
means help to entire family.

You or your group can become a Foster
Parent of a needy child. You will be sent
the case history and photo of your "adopted"
child and letters from the child himself. Cor-
respondence is translated by PLAN. The child
knows who you are. At once he is touched
by love and a sense of belonging. Your pledge
provides new clothing, blankets, education
and medical care, as well as a cash grant of
$8 every month. Each child receives full
measure of material aid from your contribu-
tion. Distribution of goods is supervised by
PLAN staff and is insured against loss in
every country where PLAN operates. Help
in the responsible way. "Adopt" a child
through Foster Parents' Plan. Let some
child love yon.

PLAN is a non-political, non-profit, non-sectarian, government-approved, independent
relief organization, registered under No. VFA019 with the Advisory Committee on Voluntary
Foreign Aid of the Agency for International Development of the United States Government
and filed with the National Information Bureau in New York City. Check your charity—we
eagerly offer our financial statement on request because we are so proud of the
handling of our funds. PLAN helps children in Greece, South Korea, Viet Nam, Hong
Kong, the Philippines, Colombia, Ecuador and Peru. © Foster Parents' Plan, Inc. 1966

Twk&r PxueeHkJ Ma*.
352 PARK AVENUE SOUTH, NEW YORK, N. Y. 10010 • Founded 1937

PARTIAL LIST OF
SPONSORS AND

FOSTER PARENTS

Steve Allen
Sen. Paul H. Douglas

Helen Hayes
Conrad N. Hilton

Sen. Jacob K. Javits
Art Linkletter
Amb. & Mrs.

Henry Cabot Lodge
Garry Moore

Dr. Howard A. Rusk
Mr. & Mrs.

Robert W. Sarnoff
Gov. & Mrs.

William W. Scranton
Sen. John G. Tower

Loretta Young

FOSTER PARENTS' PLAN, INC. R-2-66
352 Park Avenue South, New York, N. Y. 10010
In Canada: P.O. Box 65, Sta. B, Montreal, Que.
A. I wish to become a Foster Parent of a needy child for one

year or more. If possible, sex , age

nationality
I will pay $15 a month for one year or more($180 per year).
Payment will be monthly ( ), quarterly ( ),
semi-annually ( ), annually ( ).
I enclose herewith my first payment $

B. I cannot "adopt" a child but I would like to help a child

by contributing $

Name

Address

City State Zip

Date Contribution! an Income Tax dtductibU

their three paragraphs on the page,
in which they describe their un-
happy love lives and then are heard
no more. God alone knows where
they came from and why, or where
they went.

<j Civil-service departments are
run by bureaucrats who lack both
the imagination and the nerve need-
ed to advance the arts.

f Dramatic and literary critics
tend to be pretentious and in thrall
to prevailing fashion.

ĵ The prevailing fashions stink—-
cf. the comment on avant-garde
plays above.

AND NOW for the reflections on
comedy. It can be, as it has been

defined, a story that ends in mar-
riage and, as such, it can even be
successful if the characters are totally
unreal and their behavior ludicrous
—as in the work of P. G. Wode-
house. But this kind of comedy is
incompatible with serious social
comment because the basic tone of
absurdity inevitably makes any such
comment sound itself absurd. If any
author wants to combine the ludi-
crous with the satirical, he must ob-
serve at least a few rules. His charac-
ters must possess some individuality,
and not just be reprints of hoary
old caricatvires—pretentious drama
experts, for example. They should
not be pitiful, like the poor old
civil servant who can't make his wife
moan any more. Pity and comedy
don't mix. They must be portrayed
as genuinely believing in whatever
it is the author wants to satirize. Mr.
Priestley's characters don't believe
in anything. And if, incidentally,
one of the author's targets is conven-
tionality of thought, he should try
to pick illustrations which have not
been as thoroughly done in as the
theatre of the absurd; otherwise, re-
viewers are liable to make disagree-
able observations about people in
glass houses. And if an author has
the gall to announce, in a subtitle,
that his book is a comedy, he really
should take some trouble to make it
funny.

It is a pity to write with such
severity about Mr. Priestley, who
has given us some pleasant enter-
tainments in the past. But if he is
going to produce work that is banal
and sloppy, he must expect to get
his lumps.
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Pick up a new
Mercedes-Benz in Europe
and save money (tots),
time (plenty)/
headaches (dozens).

A new Mercedes-Benz costs hun-
dreds of dollars less if you buy it
here and pick it up on your Euro-
pean vacation.

Your Mercedes-Benz dealer can
handle every detail—incl uding trade-
in on your old car, licensing, paper-
work, insurance, return shipment.

You'll find other advantages of buy-
ing through your Mercedes-Benz
dealer —such as proper service and
an extended U.S. warranty.

Get the full story. See your au-
thorized Mercedes-Benz dealer, or
fill out and send the coupon below
for a free European Delivery kit.

Mr. Peter Grass), European Delivery Manager
Mercedes-Benz of North America, Inc.
158 Linwood Plaza, Fort Lee, N. J. 07024

Please send me the free Mercedes-Benz European Delivery information kit.

NAME

ADDRESS.

CITY _STATE_
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Last month the de Groots would have been eight feet under water.

Next year they'll be living on this
land in a new home. Jan de Groot will
be teaching in a new school and Juliana
de Groot shopping in the stores of a new
city. The de Groots are pioneers. Prob-
ably the last of the real pioneers. And
their country is the only one in Europe
still growing. Literally.

In fact, in the past ten years, Holland
has grown by more than five hundred
and fifty thousand new acres. And each
inch of each acre was wrested from the
sea with toil and tears and a skill born
of centuries of struggle.

Holland may be a little country—but
the Dutch do things in a big way. And
they don't know how to take no for an
answer. Since the 11 th century they have

been fighting back the North Sea. Today
more than half of the fertile land of
Holland would be under sea at high
tide if it wasn't for the dikes and dams
and dunes—1,250 miles of them —that
hold the waters in check.

Nine hundred years of refusing to bow
to anything or anybody—that's the her-
itage of Jan de Groot and his family.
They're proud of that heritage. They're
also honest and hard-working and warm.
A little too busy to be sophisticated, but
never so busy that they can't find a few
minutes to help a neighbor—or welcome
a stranger. There are twelve million
nice people like the de Groots in Hol-
land. To find out how you can meet
them, just clip the coupon.

Find out how traveling in luxurious
Dutch style aboard a KLM jet or Hol-
land-America Line flagship can start you
off on a better European Holiday by
starting you in Holland, Europe's hos-
pitable entrance. Clip the coupon for
a free copy of "Welcome To Holland."

Name

Address^

City

Name of Travel Agent-

State-

N E T H E R L A N D S N A T I O N A L
TOURIST OFFICE ANW
605 Fifth Ave., New York 17, N.Y.,
681 Market Street, San Francisco 5, Calif.
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