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3P T H E N E W R E P U B L I C 

least demanding and most familiar 

bourgeois literary conventions. 

W h a t the apocalypse in any of its 
forms has not paid heed to is character. 
O u t where the blue begins everybody 
is s imply kooky. Character exists of 
course, but it exists i n the O l d W o r l d 
and is impossible and is not part of the 
action after page one. Character is a 
sprt of infirmity of Consciousness T w o ; 
it is an immature psychological condi
tion, a deficiency of understanding, so 
that a family such as the family in the 
new novel by M a d i s o n Jones m a y be 
regarded as Neanderthal . It is a South
ern family - a mother and two sons, 
surrounded b y relatives and the past — 
i n w h i c h each character is programmed 
to the inevitabilities, to use a fancy 
phrase, of his characterological destiny. 
T h e game of the novelist in such a 
novel - and it is a serious game - is to 
present the particular configurations of 
each character, together with back
ground and context, and let 'er rip, that 
is , let each character respond in his 
necessary w a y to the game's occasion. 
O n the dust jacket of A Cry of Ab

sence one critic finds the spirit of 
T h o m a s H a r d y in M a d i s o n Jones. T r u e , 
but it is also the spirit of Aristotle ; and 
w h e n the spirit is strong and good it 
produces moments of great tension 
( k n o w n i n ancient days as drama) be
tween the characterological possibil i 
ties. T h e apocalypse is beyond drama. 
People just talk instead - and move 
whimsica l ly about i n free open places. 

A Cry of Absence, then, is a n old-
fashioned novel about that o ld- fash
ioned place, the South, w h i c h is several 
thousand miles and m a n y decades 
a w a y f rom T o m Robbins 's ra in f o r e s t 
T h e scene is a small town where the 
murder of a reformist black, " the one 
been stirring the trouble u p , " is given 
us as the occasion in w h i c h we m a y 
see the differing characterological re
sponses of mother and sons to the 
racial thing, and their common familial 
and cultural resentment of a force that 
has so long wel l served Southerners 
as a manifestation of cruel destiny: 
Nor thern liberalism. T h e several h u 
manitar ian Northerners who play at 
being fate in the novel are blustery 
purists, sociological types w h o think 
the South is a savage place and glibly 
define race relations there as i n h u m a n 
(it is of course the Northerners who 
are, i n the novel's context, inhuman) . 
T h e Southerners are impure and re
lentlessly driven to violence; they have 

vary ing allegiances; they are torn and 
troubled - and ultimately doomed - but 
even as murderers or bigots they have 
a d e a r spiritual edge over the Northern 
doomsters. Hence the drama of the 
novel is not primarily between Nor th 
and South but between the members 
of the family. There is the holy center 
that the apocalypse has impiously 
abandoned, and that destiny has de
cided to destroy. A Cry of Absence is 
about the destruction of that center. 
It is another novel saying farewell to 
the Southern W a y . 

In its relentless fatalism the novel has 
a k i n d of flatness to it that sometimes 
makes one yearn for the zaniness of 
the rain forest. W h e n characters have 
been rigorously pared d o w n to their 
destinies by a dedicated fictional crafts
m a n they are seldom affable bedtime 
companions. 

T h i s is a forbidding book. Its tough
ness is perhaps a bit too admirable, but 
admirable it is. A n d , oddly, there is a 
tenuous but I think significant spiritual 
connection between the resilient but 
vanishing South of the Jones novel , 
and the not vanishing but perhaps 
never quite existing rain forest where 
Robbins does his thing. T h e chief 
connection emerges i n their sharing 
of the common bourgeois enemy. H a t 
ing middle-class morality has produced 

L o r d P a l r n e r s t o n 

b y J a s p e r R i d l e y 

( D u t t o n ; $12.50) 

Some men are born great and some 
have greatness thrust upon them by 
their admiring biographers. Palmers-
ton, a British cabinet minister under 
the Tories and W h i g s and a Prime 
Minister who died six months after 
A b r a h a m Lincoln , has had greatness 
thrust upon h i m b y Jasper Ridley , but 
may not deserve it. In any event P a l -
merston in his o w n lifetime had clear-
cut ideas about greatness. A great 
king , he argued, dealt his cards from 

unl ikely literary bedfellows for the 
whole century, but the contemporary 
significance of these uneasy alliances 
is that the enemy is now wearing new 
ideological clothing, is ful l of good 
w o r k s , from integration to clean a i r ; he 
is not just the old get-ahead chamber-
of-commerce set. Fighting the G o o d i n 
the form of social progress and abstract 
humanitar ianism is a cause that the O l d 
South has a lways been extremely elo
quent and sensible a b o u t - a n d in an 
odd way • the bright young escapees 
to the rain forest seem now to be 
heading in the direction of a s imilarly 
negative view, searching for an accept
able gospel of limits. A t the moment 
Robbins , as an instance, seems to be 
telling us in his comic w a y that even 
to entertain idly any notions of s u b 
stantial social reform is s tupid; one 
would do better to go fly a balloon 
( w h i c h is w h a t Robbins ' s hero does 

do). I don't k n o w what lies in store for 
R o b b i n s as a novelist as a result, any 
more than I k n o w 'where the firm 
traditionalist Madison Jones w i l l go 
n o w that he has done the end of the 
Southern f a m i l y ; but it seems at least 
evident that i n both cases what is left 
as available material is isolated h u 
manity . Nor th a n d South, battling the 
old i n h u m a n in the form of modern 
mainstream America . 

R e e d Whittemore 

the top of the deck, especially w h e n 
treating with ordinary people. A n d he 
cited the case of Prussia 's Frederick 
I I , who began to build a palace at 
Sans-Souci only to find his plans ig
nored by a cottager. T h i s hard-headed 
peasant refused to sell his minuscle 
piece of land and his cottage was 
standing, surrounded b y palace, dec
ades later. 

T h e democratic slant of this story 
shouldn't deceive us about Palmerston. 

D y e d W h i s k e r s a n d G i n g e r B e e r 
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U n t i l his last years , w h e n mellowness 
crept in on h i m and he became the 
masses ' idolized " O l d P a m , " he w a s 
one of the most arrogant figures i n 
public life. " I l ike p o w e r : I th ink power 
very pleasant ," he wrote, and he used 
power with a latitude and condescen
sion just as irritating to royalty as to 
government clerks. H e rarely let V i c 
toria in on his plans and he bypassed 
Q u e e n and Prince Consort alike w h e n 
a crisis turned up demanding gut de
cisions. H a n d l i n g foreign V I P ' s as d i f 
fidently as if they were embassy clerks, 
he kept an outraged T a l l e y r a n d wait 
ing two hours to see him. Tact ics like 
these finally drew from the Belgian 
Minis ter the quip that he'd read the 
whole of Clarissa while he cooled his 
heels in Palmerston's anteroom. A l l 
right, says biographer R i d l e y i n effect, 
the m a n was a n egotist, a skirt-chaser 
even w h e n he w a s sixty, a spendthrift 
whose creditors repeatedly hauled him 
into court, and a liar who edited doc
uments for the "benefi t " of Parliament 
- y e t " a great Foreign Secre tary" ! 

L o o k i n g at Palmerston's career - he 
made a beeline for the political l ife 
w h e n he graduated from Cambridge, 
and bowed out of politics and life to
gether just before his eighty-first bir th
day - a cynic would say that to become 
a national hero y o u have to w o r k hard 
at being an international vi l lain . G e r 
m a n verses, for example, insinuated 
that Palmerston w a s the son of the 
D e v i l , and Vic tor Hugo castigated him 
as a play-actor and fraud. A R u s s i a n 
princess, and a supposed authority on 
his bedroom habits, declared that 
" E u r o p e depended upon w h i c h leg . . . 
he put out of bed first." H i s political 
principles were i n fact a tuttifrutti of 
prejudices. H e bull ied Mexico , S p a i n , 
Portugal , and Greece, even blockading 
G r e e k ports until the government 
agreed to pay an alleged Brit ish citizen 
for property demolished by a rampag
ing mob. H e abridged the dispatches 
of a Bri t ish agent i n India and , as a 
result of these distortions, the agent 
w a s branded a traitor b y fanatical 
A f g h a n s and kil led i n one of their 
uprisings. 

Palmerston cast his shadow where 
no gunboats could sail and forced 
Switzerland to expel its Pol ish refu
gees. A n d where the British n a v y 
could strike, he played his scare tactics 
l ike a virtuoso, backing Engl ish mer
chants w h o smuggled opium into 
C h i n a and setting off the barbarisms 
of the O p i u m W a r . Generations after 
Napoleon had threatened to invade 

England, Palmerston revived alarms 
that France would pull the trigger this 
time if Britain napped. He used pretty 
rhetoric about England's big-brother 
relationship w i t h D e n m a r k but re
fused to raise a finger w h e n Prussia 
and Aust r ia ganged up and dispos
sessed her of Schleswig-Holstein . N a 
tions for good or ill have long m e m 
ories. H i s inaction in this instance w a s 
a go-ahead signal to Prussian militar
ists and a source of some of our 
twentieth century disasters. 

H o w did such a man ingratiate h i m 
self with the Bri t ish public until m i l 
l ions accepted the fiction that " P a m " 
could do no wrong? D i d the arrogance 
that colored his treatment of foreign 
governments change to loving-kindness 
at home? H a r d l y . A s Home Secretary 
he offered a mixed bag of minor re
forms and schemes for keeping the 
rich and the poor in their places. B e 
lieving education would cut the crime 
rate among the poor, he talked h a w k -
ishly about priorities and decided it 
w a s more important to spend John 
Bull 's monies o n weaponry than on 
schools. T h e man's popularity, it is 
clear, rested less o n what he did than 
on his i m a g e - p a r t of it a newspaper 
concoction that he owed to friendly 
journalists . 

H e was tall , jaunty , and handsome 
despite his dyed whiskers . T h o u g h gos
sip found rich pickings in his private 
life, the masses were far from strait-
laced toward tales of his misconduct. 
I t amused m a n y that this " L o r d C u p i d " 
invited scandal long after age should 
have toned him down. Enemies , of 
course, declared h i m vicious rather 
than naughty and one remarked that 
this superannuated Regency beau 
looked like a retired croupier. " A t 
best , " said Disrael i , he was "ginger 
beer and not champagne." But the pub
lic admired the Palmerstonian ginger, 
delighted i n the w a y P a m snubbed 
foreign kings and applauded him for 
playing "ce terrible m i l o r d " toward 
benighted governments that wouldn't 
adopt the E n g l i s h system. 

Faced w i t h a real-life character as 
picturesque and boisterous as any in 
D i c k e n s , Ridley accepts Palmerston's 
greatness as unanswerable fact. T o be 
sure, a politician w h o climbs to Prime 
Minister at seventy and is still per
forming at eighty has the epic hero's 
virtue of durability. But durability is 
not statesmanship; nor is gunboat d i 
plomacy proof of resourceful, creative 
leadership. For all his agility i n ducking 
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A M E R I C A N S 

W H A T ' S W R O N G 

W I T H 

A M E R I C A ? 

America's troubles —from 
Vietnam to our ravaged cit ies-

might be better restated as 
The Trouble with Americans. 

So says former managing 
editor of The New Republic 
Alexander Campbell, a Scot 

who chose to live in the United 
States. He accuses us of 

being confused, hypocritical, 
paranoiac, myth-oriented, and 

poorly educated—and some
how still manages to leave us 

laughing. By re-examining 
every one of our national ills 
in the light of these deficien

cies, Campbell provides what 
may be the best basis for 

solutions offered to date. The 
Trouble with Americans is 

first-rate medicine, made the 
more effective by the author's 

rare talent for keeping 
it palatable. 

$6.95 
At all bookstores 

T H E 

' T R O U B L E 

W I T H 

A M E R I C A N S 

A l e x a n d e r C a m p b e l l 

ek
on

yv
ta

r.s
k-

sz
eg

ed
.h

u



ek
on

yv
ta

r.s
k-

sz
eg

ed
.h

u

32 

trouble, Palmerston got E n g l a n d into 
four minor wars and failed to keep it 
out of the C r i m e a n fiasco. E v e n i n his 
o w n day he w a s criticized for j ingoism 
and br inksmanship . E)uring our C i v i l 
W a r , disclaiming any intentions of 
meddling, he declared that Bri tain 
would "support other nations in their 
struggles to obtain for themselves i n 
stitutions similar to those w h i c h have 
been described as forming the boast 
of this country . " H e looked forward 
to a Confederate victory and pressured 
E n g l i s h newspapers into c ranking out 
hate propaganda against the Nor thern 
cause. T h i s was the Palmerston, note, 
w h o had for years laid it o n red-hot 
whenever he spoke of the slave trade. 
But Palmerston and the majority of 
E n g l i s h conservatives were unhappy 
at the prospect of universal freedom 
i n A m e r i c a and the possibility that 
this freedom w a s a step toward a 
classless society. 

I n s u m m i n g up what he thought of 
class and caste, R i d l e y observes that 
Palmerston sympathized neither w i t h 
O l i v e r T w i s t nor Jean V a l j e a n . A s 
owner of a large estate near Sligo, 
Palmerston had at least a talking 
acquaintance w i t h the Ir ish peasant. 
Moreover , w h e n H o m e Secretary he 
visited Engl ish prisons and managed to 
pare solitary confinement from eigh
teen months to nine. N o t ignorance of 
the poor but loyalty to his o w n class 
seems to have governed Palmerston's 
v iews of social legislation. 

O p p o r t u n i s m and the lack of a his 
torical vis ion - w h i c h caused Palmer
ston to shuttle unpredictably between 
conservatism and radicalism and to fix 
his place as a second-rater — don't d i 
m i n i s h his fascination. Europe and 
Palmerston himself were undoubtedly 
victims of his supercharged ego, but 
it w a s an ego l ike no other. T o Lyt ton 
Strachey he summarized everything 
England stood for. T o H a r o l d N i c o l -
son he was an enigma — w h i c h N i c o l -
son was sure he had the key to. 
Favorable and unfavorable critics have 
recognized that w h e n Palmerston laid 
aside the mask of the sardonic R e 
gency lord, he showed charms few 
could resist. I n his chapter on the 
charms and idiosyncrasies of " o l d 
P a m , " R i d l e y is at his best, giving 
himself the elbow room that portrait 
painting demands w h e n the subject 
is many-s ided . But it is as a r ich and 
thick slice of international history that 
Lord Palmerston makes its argument 

3 for survival . T h o u g h Ridley ' s style is 
clear and concise, it is unexceptionable 

at best; at worst it suggests the assem
bly line. T o say that Ridley abounds i n 
minute facts is to acknowledge the 
earnestness of his scholarship while 
questioning whether he has the s k i l l , 
or artist's instinct, for selecting and 
rigidly screening out. M o r e subjectiv
ity, a freer use of personal judgments 
and cogitations, a more frequent 
search for meaning even if it plunged 
the author into risks alarming to the 
scholarly conscience — these might have 
given Lord Palmerston the precious 
virtues that stretch the life of a literary 
work . 

James W a l t 

A R i c h P a r a b l e 

B e i n g T h e r e 

b y J e r z y K o s i n s k i 

(Harcourt Brace Jovanovich; $4.95) 

W h e n I first read The Painted Bird 

some years ago, I k n e w nothing of the 
author. Part w a y through I looked to 
see w h o h a d translated this strange 
and powerful book, but it had been 
written i n Engl ish . T h e name Jerzy 
K o s i n s k i —the first name more than 
the l a s t - h a d s u g g e s t s a n o n - A m e r 
ican Pole, but even r/ore, I could not 
believe that s o m e q n s who wrote w i t h 
such justified assurifece w o u l d simply 
appear unheralded / o n ^ A e A m e r i c a n 
scene. Beyond t h a / and more impor
tant, was the n a t « r e of the novel it
self. There are, f i both Engl ish and 
A m e r i c a n literature, w o r k s w h i c h at
tempt to communicate horror, brutal
ity , violence - all that m a n can inflict 
on man. But the a w f u l v is ion that is 
communicated by this story of a small 
boy swept from one East European 
village to another during W o r l d W a r 
I I has no close parallel i n our litera
ture. 

B y the time I read Steps, K o s i n s k i ' s 
second novel , I h a d learned something 
about him, about a life that seemed in 
some of its aspects as bizarre as ele
ments in The Painted Bird, and as 
alien to A m e r i c a n experience. There 
w a s an evident relation between the 
author and his w o r k s . T h e r e was also 

T H E N E W R E P U B L I C 

a relation between the two books , 
some scenes from Steps having family 
ties w i t h those i n The Painted Bird. 

But however disturbing these scenes 
were, and however successful the au
thor in achieving his purpose, no one 
w h o had read the earlier novel could 
encounter these scenes w i t h the same 
shock and surprise they first evoked. 
T h e sledgehammer could still - swing 
at the pit of one's feelings, but the 
force was lesser. 

A l l of w h i c h is apropos of K o s i n s k i ' s 
most recent novel . Being There. T h o u g h 
we like to elevate the autonomy of the 
individual work, we anticipate on the 
basis of the writer 's past performance; 
we seek, i n the n e w w o r k , his i n d i 
vidual stamp. " I s it there? D o e s he 
still have i t ? " 

Being There represents a significant 
departure for K o s i n s k i . T h e place is 
A m e r i c a , the time is n o w , and the 
literary genre is the parable. O n e could 
describe both The Painted Bird a n d 
Steps, label them, relate some incidents, 
but only faintly communicate what is 
central in those w o r k s . But w h a t is 
central i n Being There is the narrative, 
the parable, w h i c h could be adequately 
related i n about five minutes. L e s s 
adequately like thisft B o r n retarded, 
C h a n c e w o r k s f o r b e a r s in the rich 
man's house a s * y « ^ a r d e n e r , shut off 
from the outside/worKl, depending for 
nurture on the/ garden and the T V , 
from w h i c h he jgets his notions of h o w 
people act. W h e n the rich m a n dies he 
is thrown into the world. A s the re
sult of an accident, he is introduced 
into the home of a wealthy, powerful 
man. H i s simpleness, his silence, his 
references to gardening w h i c h sophis
ticated people read as subtle metaphor, 
his lack of a n y k n o w n b a c k g r o u n d -
all conspire to allow people to credit 
h i m w i t h w h a t they want to see. T h e s e 
people i n c i d e the wealthy m a n ' s 
young wife , the President of the U n i t e d 
States, the Secretary G e n e r a l of the 
U N , the Soviet Ambassador , a G e r 
m a n count, a masochistic homosexual , 
publishers and editors. Because C h a n c e 
depends for the forms of his behavior 

N O T E S O N C O N T R I B U T O R S 
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