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The ambition—one might say presump-
tion—implicit in The Best American Essaysseries
invites scrutiny. All but the most trusting reeders
may ask themselveswhether sdlection X, Y, or Z
in fact represents one of the “ best” essays pub-
lished in the preceding year, and the wit-sharpen-
ing fun of reading anthologies largdly involves
answering “ Definitely,” “Could be,” or “1 certainly
hope not.”

These answersin turn beg the question of
which criteriaare employed by anthology and
reader, assuming those criteria can be discerned.
We can love an anthology as much for its conss-
tent wrongness, its salf-evident inferiority to our
own tastes, asits ahility to reflect our tastes.

Best American Essays 1998, guest-edited by
Cynthia Ozick, provides neither of these pleasures,
asno consgtent criteriafor selection arein evi-
dence. The fault does not liewith Ms. Ozick, or
even with thefirst readerswho selected the
approximately one hundred essays from which her
find selectionswere drawn. Thefault lieswith the
conflicted state of the American essay itself.

The volume' stwenty-five pieces are nothing
if not diverse. To the credit of thisyear’ seditors,
elghteen publications are represented in the table
of contents; in the 1997 edition approximately half
of thetitleswere drawn from The New Yorker
aone. Writers of various ethnicities, severa
religions (and none), and a reasonable number of
genders are represented.

Thesefaultlines, overlapping likecirclesina
Venn diagram, are further underlain by atrifurca-
tion among selections. Thefirst group is com-
prised of pieceswhich can only with difficulty be
consdered literary essays. These are represented

by Jeremy Bernstein’s“The Merdly Very Good”
andthelate DianaTrilling's“A Vistto
Cameot”—the anthology’ slongest essay. These
selections, more properly memoirs, derive ther
interest primarily from the writer’ s proximity to
history.

In the latter essay, Ms. Trilling recdlsLiond
Trilling' sand her attendance a John F. Kennedy's
1962 White House dinner for Nobel Laurestes.
She chronicleswith understandable pleasure a
moment when ditesin virtualy every area of
achievement converged to form America s closest
approximation to aroyal court, and she observes
with grace and understatement the complex
dynamics of the Kennedys marriage. Particularly
endearing is her willingnessto confess how even
theliterati are not immune to becoming star struck.

In the former, Bernstein draws on his experi-
encein theworlds of both physics and literature to
discussthe pardld lives of Robert Oppehemer
and Stephen Spender, and Berngstein' s occasiond
contact with them. Distinguished asthey were,
these men' s careers were ultimately linked with
and overshadowed by those of moreillustrious
friends and colleagues. Oppenheimer’ s achieve-
ment was ultimately referentia to that of Paul
A.M. Dirac, one of the originators of quantum
physics, as Spender’ swasto that of W.H. Auden.
Berngtein carefully describes the pathos of careers
that, largely through accidents of birth and history,
inevitably suffer in comparison to others. This
dilemma merits discussion, as Scottie Pippen or
anyone with asibling knows. Bernstein’ s account
does not, however, display the depth of reflection
or the command of language that transformsthe
memoir from journalism or “nonfiction” to litera:
ture.

These essays illustrate the potential of
the form and how many of its
practitioners neglect that potential.




A second and larger group of essays conssts
largely of memoirs, unredeemed by historical
sgnificance, that ironically risksfitting Henry
Ford’ sdefinition of history as one damned thing
after another. These selections display the zedl for
communicating experience that underliesal
literature, but thisimpulseisturned awry. Many of
the collection’ s entries betray a sense that experi-
enceislessintringcaly valuable than made
valuable by contact with the writer. On one page of
Andre Aciman’s* Shadow Cities’ the pronoun “1”
gppears 24 times, crowding out the other words
that could help to explain, through Aciman's
resdencein New Y ork, Alexandria, and other
cities, how we congtruct places aswdll asinhabit
them.

A smilar spirit informs many of the other
sections. If adl that which ishuman concernsus,
we can rightly rgjoice that in “Water Babies’
Oliver Sacks has enjoyed alifetime of swvimming;
it isawholesome exercise. We can likewise
celebratethat in “How | Learned to Speak Itdian,”
Helen Barolini takes on the fortunate task of
narrating how she recovered her ancestra lan-
guage and the ethnic identity stripped from her
family through the Procrustean process of Ameri-
canization; those of uswith ashakier grasp on our
roots can only envy her success. In each instance,
though, the effect isnot unlike that of reading a
Stranger’ sletters. Whatever the contents may be, it
isuncertain what they have to do with us, or why
we should be reading them.

A third group of essays, unfortunately
small in number, takes the writer’ s self asa
prism for experience, or relegates the self to
the periphery of the essay. In these selections
the self isevident largely through the implicit
filtering of experience and the qualities of the
individual voice. In one of these pieces,
“Soldier’s Heart,” Louis Simpson findsin his
experience of combat, nervous breakdown, and
recovery the means for self-definition asaman
and awriter aswell. He additionally manages
to place that self in awider world:

Themoreyou pay attention to theworld
outside the salf and think about individuas
and the things they do, the more interesting

they become. It seemsthey need to be
expressed, and in expressing them you
expressthe best part of yoursdf. Wewho
have seen and suffered less can hardly argue.

Like Smpson’s contribution, the other
essaysin thisgroup are not primarily persona
essays—asif the genre needed an adjective
gpplied to hygiene and miniature pan pizzas. In
the presence of subgtantia topics, high mindsare
at work or play. In“Will You Stiill Feed Mg
Joseph Epstein addresses hisown aging aslessa
caamity than the basis of asdf-effacing medita-
tion on mortaity. William H. Gassdisplays his
prodigiouswit and free association in “The Test of
Time,” and a the sametime he offersa driking,
idiosyncratic defense of high culture againgt the
ondaught of mass amusements. lan Frazier's
“Someplacein Queens’ demonstrates obvious
delight in the borough’ s ethnic diversity and
down-at-the-hedls quiddities, and Sven Birkerts's
“States of Reading” arguesfor literature, primarily
the novel, asameans of obtaining an dternative
form of consciousness.

These essays, and afew likethem, illustrate
the potentia of the form and how many of its
practitioners neglect that potentid. Thisisno
amall matter, as, in atime of fragmented knowl-
edge, intellectud discourseistoo important to be
|eft entirely to academic speciaists whose careers
al too often depend on larding their work with
citations and riding the waves of theoretica
fashion. Smpson and like-minded contributors,
though, take up the task of integrating conscious-
nessimplicit in the essay, and in their work the
genre shows signs of hope.

J. D. Smith'sfirg collection of poems, The Hypo-
thetical Landscape, will be published in March
1999 by the Quarterly Review of Literature
Poetry Series of Princeton, NJ. His poems, fiction,
and essays have appeared in publicationsinclud-
ing Chelsea, Connecticut Review, International
Quarterly, and RiverSedge.



