A Woman of Mixed Emotions

The Complete Letters of Lady
Mary Wortley Montagu, Volume
H: 1721-1751, edited by Robert
Halsband (Oxford University Press.
530 pp. $13.45), continues the witty
correspondence of an extraordinary
eighteenth-century woman. Benjamin
Boyce is the author of a forthcoming
biography of Lady Mary's contem-
porary, Ralph Allen of Bath.

By BENJAMIN BOYCE

QQYOUR Ladyship is the only true
Friend I ever had in my Life,”
wrote Lady Mary Wortley Montagu at
the age of sixty to the Countess of
Oxford. This, from one of the most re-
markable of eighteenth-century letter-
writers, suggests a key to her character
and also to the unequal but often strik-
ing quality of her letters. Intellectual,
aggressive, capable in practical affairs,
strongly responsive to a sequence of
male acquaintances (and shunning, de-
spising, her wastrel son), Lady Mary
was a solitary by nature who liked to
observe the fashionable world without
being involved in it. Her courage,
whether in defying the conventions of
polite society or in hazarding her life on
mountain roads and her health and wel-
fare alone in foreign countries, set her
apart from most women. Self-educated
in the classics and early acquainted with
both fashionable and literary society,
she had a hankering for eminence as a
writer. Frustrated in various ways, she
could live best with people at a distance.
Her relationship with Wortley Mon-
tagu could be called one of her unsuc-
cessful friendships. Their love affair,
before they eloped in defiance of her
father and at the cost of her dowry, was
ominously quarrelsome. Fairly soon her
husband grew weary of her company.
After their two-year stay in Turkey,
where Montagu served as Ambassador
Extraordinary, Lady Mary’s reputation
grew, partly because of her fascinating
reports to friends on her explorations of
Turkish court life and her championing
of inoculation against smallpox.
Notoriety came when her friendship
with the great Mr. Pope ended in a
series of scarcely veiled insults in his
poems and some harsh rejoinders from
her. With the gifted but unsavory cour-
tier Lord Hervey she kept up a sort of
friendship, which was not destroyed by
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the odd circumstance of their both fall-
ing in love with Count Francesco Alga-
rotti, a charming, intellectual Italian
who visited England in 1736. Algarotti
was twenty-four and Lady Mary forty-
seven, But in spite of her disillusion and
cynicism, her husband and two children,
and her witty jeering at the shameless
sexual adventures of aristocratic Lon-
don, she addressed herself frankly to the
young man in passionate letters and pro-
posed that they retire to the Continent
to live together, Algarotti kept his aging
adorer in a state of hope while he went
abroad seeking a career. It was with the
dream of living with this clever, am-
bitious gentleman that Lady Mary set
out at the age of fifty to find, as she
explained to husband and friends, better
health in the climate of southern Italy or
France, Not for eighteen months did
Algarotti come near her, and then in
Turin the long-anticipated rendezvous,
of whatever sort, occurred, It terminated
within a month, and Algarotti departed
for Germany. They neither met nor cor-
responded again for fifteen years.

Several other of Lady Mary’s friend-
ships during the span from 1721 to 1751
are revealed or suggested in the present
volume: with her sister, Lady Mar; with
her distant cousin, young Henry Field-
ing; with Lady Pomfret; with a “beauti-
ful,” “very dear,” and “lovable” Vene-
tian lady, Chiara Michiel; with Lord
Bute’s attractive young brother, James
Stuart Mackenzie; with Count Palazzi,
half her age, who in 1746 helped her
escape from Avignon in a hair-raising
flight past the Spanish armies and who
seems later to have extorted a great deal
of money from her; and, following a
prolonged lapse due to hostility or indif-
ference, with her daughter, Lady Bute.
Living in Venice or Avignon, Gotto-
lengo, or Lovere, she appears always to
have gained the attention, even the sol-
emn respect, of local people of impor-
tance.

The letters in this volume contain,
among the inevitable longueurs, many
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Speak Up

Tue NeEw Book or UxusuAL Quora-
TioNs, Selected and edited by Rudolf
Flesch. Harper & Row. 448 pp. $7.50.

IrrEPRESSIBLE CHURcHILL: A Treasury
of Winston Churchill’s Wit. Selected and
compiled with historical commentary by
Kay Halle. World. 372 pp. $10.

—From the book.

Lady Mary, from a miniature by C. F.
Zinke, 1738—*withering periphrasis.”

thoroughly delightful passages—descrip-
tions of scenes and customs (Canaletto,
said Hervey, never drew any views of
Venice “half so amusing”), pictures of
her idyllic gardening in a village near
Brescia, brittle jokes about the “Folly of
Mankind,” very “modern” observations
to her daughter on the usual wrong atti-
tude of mothers to their children, com-
ment on the behavior of English boys
who come to Venice for a holiday but
flock to her apartment to talk English
to each other because they can speak
nothing else. In 1725 she observed that
adultery grew more fashionable every
day: “The best Expedient for the public
and to prevent the Expense of private
familys would be a genneral Act of Di-
vorceing all the people of England . . .
those that pleas’d might marry over
again, and it would save the Reputa-
tions of several Ladys that are now in
peril.”

In the earlier of these letters Lady
Mary reveals herself to be a mistress
of withering periphrasis. Acid she uses
better than milk or honey (except when
writing to Algarotti). The letters can also
be surprisingly inane, as in the newly
discovered correspondence with Mme.
Michiel. But elsewhere her sharp
sketches, her vivacious gossip, her bold-
ness of thought and directness of revela-
tion, her interesting experiments in
unconventional and self-sufficient living
—all these bring plentiful reward to the
reader.

The editor, whose definitive biogra-
phy of Lady Mary appeared ten years
ago, issued the first volume of the Com-
plete Letters in 1965, The third and final
one will no doubt supply the necessary
index. Professor Robert Halsband’s
handling of the editorial problems is ex-
pert in the best manner of modern schol-
arship, and his footnotes are discreet
and valuable,
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Kroch’s & Brentano’s, the World’s Largest Bookstore,
Has Nine Satellites in Chicagoland

Back in 1907, Adolph Kroch would have been considered unduly
optimistic if he had predicted that the little German-language
bookstore he was opening in Chicago would one day become The
World’s Largest Bookstore, and that it would be ringed by nine
satellite stores.

But Adolph Kroch knew books, and he loved books, and his son
Carl A. Kroch has the same knowledge and enthusiasm. Today,
Kroch’s & Brentano's is The World's Largest Bookstore. And with
the launching of the new River Oaks store on October 3rd, the
number of K&B satellite stores was increased to nine. Now there
arc 10 K&B stores in Chicagoland.

1966 — YEAR OF EXPANSION

1966 has marked the greatest expansion in K&B history. The
River Oaks branch, with glass facade and Cold Spring Diamond
gray granite and veined black ebony granite trim, was opened.
The Ké&B store in the Old Orchard Shopping Center moved from
5.500 square-foot quarters to a spacious new 13,000 square-foot
store. The Randolph Street branch, famous in the Chicago loop
as a Party Goods Center, has been enlarged; a dramatic new store
front, in black with granite trim, has been added.

Kroch’s & Brentano's,
29 South Wabash Avenue, Chicago, Hiinois 60603

Please send me a copy of BOOK CHAT
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K&B FOR ALL OF YOUR BOOK NEEDS

You get the book you want at K&B, when you want it. Kroch's
& Brentano’s Wabash has the most books for the most readers.
About 100,000 titles in all! Everything from fiction to business
books, from paperbounds to old-and-rare volumes, from art books
to juveniies. K&B imports many books from abroad, and scarches
for out-of-print books.

Each K&B branch is a complete bookstore, tailored to meet the
needs of the community it serves. All 10 K&B stores also carry a
Iarge selection of greeting cards, gifts, party goods and stationery.

COMPLETE CUSTOMER SERVICE

It’s easy to shop at K&B. The sales staff is the most experienced,
most knowledgeable in the world of books. K&B charge accounts
make it easy to buy.

K&B’s Personal Shopping Service enables customers to shop by
phone or by mail. And BOOK CHAT, K&B’s bi-monthly, 32-page
catalog of new fiction and non-fiction, helps readers to keep up
with books.

Come visit Kroch’s & Brentano’s, The World's Largest Bookstore.
Or open an account and shop from K&B by mail. Discover why
Life magazine called Kroch’s & Brentano's “one of the few fine
old book stores which still remain in the nation.”

Send for Your Free Copy of Our Bi-monthly,
32-page Catalog of New Books, BOOK CHAT

Kroch’s & Brentano’s

29 S. Wabash Ave,, Chicago, 1!I. 60603 - DEarborn 2-7500

BRANCH STORES
524 N. Michigan Ave. » 62 E. Randolph St. « 16 S. La Salle St
1723 Sherman Ave., Evanston ¢ North Mall, Old Orchard
1028 Lake Street, Oak Park  Oakbrook Center
Evergreen Plaza « River Oaks



Probing with a Lyre

Death of the Hind Legs and Other
Stories, by John Wain (Viking. 186
pp. $4.50), ranges in motif from a
gentle giant forced into professional
wrestling to an aging thespian re-
duced to portraying the posterior of
a horse. Patricia MacManus is a free-
lance writer and critic.

By PATRICIA MacMANUS

IRST, a modest proposal brought

once more to mind by the jacket
copy announcing the “unifying theme”
of John Wain’s new collection of stories
as “alienation and the struggle to over-
come it”: that “alienation” as a descrip-
tive literary term be exorcised by bell,
book, and blue pencil from all pub-
lishing premises. After all, as a theme
it’s been very much around in song
and story ever since “‘Omer struck ’is
bloomin’ lyre,” for the simple reason
that it’s so very much a part of the
bloomin’ human condition. But we today
are dazzled by having found a word for
it, though I doubt the quizzical Mr.
Wain is; it doesn’t appear once in Death
of the Hind Legs.

While he is no Homer—and who isP-—
John Wain smites his lyre with accom-
plished versatility as an astute, lively
critic, a fine poet (too little known over
here), and a fiction writer whose highly
lauded first novel, the picaresque Hurry
On Down, is still a re-readable delight.

—Jerry Bauer,

Alain Robbe-Grillet—*labyrinthine.”
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Following that notable debut, however,
his indubitable’ gifts have been applied
to curiously uneven material so that his
irony and pointed social comedy are
diminished, in some of his work, by his
subject-matter, instead of the subject-
matter remaining under the control of
his dispassionate viewpoint.

This fluctuation is more evident in
his short stories, it seems to me, because
the form literally cramps his reach.
However, as always, in the present col-
lection he moves easily in diverse social
directions, probing human pretensions
and self-deceptions, though with less of
the devastating comic put-down that so
enlivens his novels. The situations, too,
have the variousness characteristic of
Wain.

In “King Caliban” a gentle hulk of
a man is forced into professional wres-
tling against his will, with brutalizing

consequences; while in “Further Educa-
tion” a cynically urbane tycoon renews
acquaintance with a couple he knew
during his Oxford undergraduate years,
only to cuckold the idealistic husband,
as he had done twenty years before.
“Down Our Way” exposes another kind
of ruthlessness, that propelled by the
shibboleths of self-righteous “respect-
ability.” Most movingly, in “A Visit at
Teatime,” the reality of a child’s imagi-
nation vanquishes the unreality of nos-
talgia in a man revisiting his boyhood
home. But in the title story nostalgia
drenches the scene: a tacky pantomime
troupe, playing a last round in a con-
demned theater, includes a valiant old
pro who, fallen on dark days, is now
the hindquarters of a make-believe-
horse routine, and it is while he is in this
guise that death overtakes him. Even
John Wain’s skilled manner barely
saves the matter of the tale from the
abyss of bathos.

It's bemusing, the fuzzing-off that
Wain is prone to from time to time,
bemusing because, at its best, his talent
for limning the more sardonic foibles of
the human caper just doesn’t fit with the
disparities you'd accept in a lesser
writer.

Dragon Lady’s Palace of Pleasure

La Maison de Rendez-vous, by
Alain Robbe-Grillet, translated from
the French by Richard Howard
(Grove. 154 pp. $4.50), presents a bi-
zarre kaleidoscope of episodes re-
peated with variations and set in a
Hong Kong bordello. Thomas Bishop
is chairman of the French Depart-
ment at New York University.

By THOMAS BISHOP

T WAS bound to happen sooner or
later: pop art has invaded the novel.
Fortunately for all of us, this new devel-
opment has occurred in a challenging
and sophisticated work by Alain Robbe-
Grillet, a superb technician and theoreti-
cian of the novel who cannot be accused
of facility nor of merely indulging in a
popular trend. While La Maison de
Rendez-vous contains definite “pop” ele-
ments, there is also solid substance in
this brilliant new book by the author of
The Voyeur and Jealousy.

With the focus strictly on the surface,
the technique is flat, two-dimensional,
highly stylized; this is where the “pop”
element comes in. The narrative is re-
lated throughout in the present indica-
tive, which moves rapidly and jaggedly

from one scene to the next, creating an
effect curiously resembling a comic strip
with its sequence of panels and its con-
ventionalized dialogue rising in balloons
out of stock characters. In fact, there is
a “Terry and the Pirates” flavor in La
Maison de Rendez-vous: the exotic Far
East, replete with murder and intrigue;
an aging Dragon Lady type, and beauti-
ful girls in suggestively slit skirts,

It is a difficult and in many ways a
disconcerting novel; as a result, it may
irritate those who are unwilling to fol-
low Robbe-Grillet in his sometimes la-
byrinthine but richly rewarding journey
and who thereby fail to become im-
mersed in its appealingly bizarre mood.
It is impossible to speak of plot, for
there is no plot in any conventional sense
of the word. There are settings, atti-
tudes, and various incidents which are
described many times and yet never
repeated, for each retelling blends into
all the others but incorporates signifi-
cant modifications.

The scene is Hong Kong, magnificent-
ly evoked, although always at the level
of guidebook clichés—the sort of Hong
Kong that the tourist would expect to
find, The central locale is the Blue Villa
(the maison of the title) where Lady
Ava offers her wealthy clients dancing
and wine as well as rather esoteric the-
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