
NEW BOOKS
By John Leonard

Iused to be funny,” Kurt Vonnegut
informs us in A MAN WITHOUT A

COUNTRY (Seven Stories,
$23.95), “and perhaps I’m not any-
more.” This last bit is untrue, of course.
In these essays from the pages of the
radical biweekly In These Times, he is
very funny as often as he wants to be.
For instance: “My wife is by far the old-
est person I ever slept with.” And if
you don’t smile for at least a week at the
friendly notion of the corner mailbox
as a “giant blue bullfrog,” you ought to
have your license revoked.

But, like Mark Twain, even when
he’s funny he’s depressed. His has al-
ways been a weird jujitsu that throws
us for a brilliant loop. As much as he
would like to chat about semicolons,
paper clips, giraffes, Vesuvius, and the
Sermon on the Mount—“if Christ
hadn’t delivered the Sermon on the
Mount, with its message of mercy and
pity, I wouldn’t want to be a human be-
ing. I’d just as soon be a rattlesnake”—
his own country has driven him to fu-
rious despair with its globocop
belligerence, its contempt for civil lib-
erties, and its holy war on the poor:
“Mobilize the reserves! Privatize the

public schools! Attack
Iraq! Cut health care!
Tap everybody’s tele-
phone! Cut taxes 
on the rich! Build a
trillion-dollar missile
shield! Fuck habeas
corpus and the Sierra
Club . . . and kiss my
ass!” The novelist/
pac i f i s t / soc ia l i s t /
humanist who has
smoked unfiltered Pall Malls since he
was twelve is suing the tobacco com-

pany that makes them because,
“for many years now, right on
the package, Brown and
Williamson have promised to
kill me. But I am now eighty-
two. Thanks a lot, you dirty rats.
The last thing I ever wanted
was to be alive when the three
most powerful people on the
whole planet would be named
Bush, Dick and Colon.” 

So, though he does mention
Jerry Garcia, Madame Blavatsky,

Rush Limbaugh, and Saul
Steinberg (“who, like
everybody else I know, is
dead now”), besides won-
derfully observing that
“Hamlet’s situation is the
same as Cinderella’s, ex-
cept that the sexes are re-
versed,” he can’t help but
notice that “human beings,
past and present, have
trashed the joint,” and that
we are stuck in “a really scary TV reality
show” called “C-Students from Yale.”
Thus he reiterates what Abraham Lin-
coln said about American imperialism

in Mexico, what Mark Twain said about
American imperialism in the Philip-
pines, and what a visiting Martian an-
thropologist said about American cul-
ture in general in a novel Vonnegut
hasn’t finished writing yet: “What can
it possibly be about blowjobs and golf?” 

Vonnegut reminds us that Huck-
leberry Finn was the first nov-
el ever typewritten. From what

Ron Powers suggests in MARK TWAIN
(Free Press, $35), that tap-tap-tap may
have been the only agreeable inter-
face of man and machine in Samuel

Clemens’s life, not count-
ing the pilot with his pad-
dlewheel. Certainly his ex-
perience dictating to a
tube was a literary disap-
pointment and his invest-
ment in typesetting a fi-
nancial disaster. 

What’s surprising about
this fine new biography is
how much more still re-
mains to be said about the

man in the white suit and red socks, af-
ter the Ken Burns public-television
miniseries, Justin Kaplan’s psychiatric
case history, and previous books by
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Powers himself on Sam’s boyhood in
Hannibal, Missouri. Powers goes over
a lot we already knew—the luckless
father, the feckless brother, the steam-
boat, and his infamous “skedaddle”
from the Civil War; the discovery in
the Wild West of gold, silver, newspa-
pers, frogs, vitriol, tall tales, and the
demotic idiom; the shipping out to
Honolulu and the Holy Land; the gen-
teel marriage, Hartford mansion, and
lecture-circuit hustle; los-
ing a cherished wife and
three children to spinal
meningitis, diphtheria,
and epilepsy; going broke
and hating God—but
Powers also has a thesis to
push about the triumph of
Western ruggedness over
Eastern priggishness in
American culture. And although this
thesis oddly slights Herman Melville,
Stephen Crane, and other possible re-
buttal witnesses, it does invite us into
such exotic worlds as nineteenth-
century literary journalism in Boston,
book publishing in New York, saloon
society in San Francisco, the surpassing
generosity of William Dean Howells
at The Atlantic, and the expatriated
soul of Henry James on the high sneeze.

Powers resists the consensus notion
that it was all downhill for Sam after
Huckleberry Finn, trying hard to make
a case for such clunkers as A Con-
necticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court
and Personal Recollections of Joan of
Arc. He is more persuasive on the
novelist’s gradual but progressive “un-
learning” of his own racism, masterly
in explications of dialect, “framing,”
and word play in the novels, reprov-
ing on Sam’s envy and resentment of
Bret Harte, and downright scary 
in evoking Sam’s dark side—those
shadow-haunted dreamscapes where
the Gemini twins were waiting, along
with the fraternal guilt and the female
phantoms. Maybe the white suit was
to cover up the black thoughts—the
disguise he wore to go out into the
daylight world, like an ambulance or
an ice-cream truck. And reading here
about marriage to Olivia, seeing some
of their letters, I have decided to stop
complaining that Mark Twain never
wrote a book about adult love. In ef-
fect, Ron Powers has written that book
for him. 

From what Mel Watkins tells us in
his enthralling and revisionist
biography STEPIN FETCHIT: THE

LIFE AND TIMES OF LINCOLN PERRY (Pan-
theon, $26.95), the comic actor and
song-and-dance man might have ar-
rived in Hollywood in the 1920s, if not
from the nineteenth-
century pages of Mark Twain, or from
the nineteenth-century stages of black-
face minstrelsy, then perhaps from an

early Vonnegut novel,
Mother Night, whose 
famous moral was that
“We are what we pretend
to be, so we must be care-
ful about what we pretend
to be.” 

Lincoln Perry, doing a
riff on the “puttin’ on ole
massa” shuck of the plan-

tation trickster, pretended to be “The
World’s Laziest Man.” To get by in
the white man’s world, or the white
man’s movie studio, a black man need-
ed a disguise. But it was precisely this
disguise—a “majestic sham,” says
Watkins; the Br’er Rabbit mask of a
“crafty con artist”; a “near-hypnotic
languidness” and “absentminded coon
lethargy” turned all of a sudden into
“the silken finesse of his dancing”—
that ended up offending his own peo-
ple, including Bill Cosby in a 1968
CBS special, Black History—Lost,
Stolen, or Strayed, in which Perry was
reviled as “an embarrassment to
blacks,” “a mockery of upstanding Ne-
gro citizens,” “Hollywood’s Uncle
Tom,” and “the willing accomplice to
Hollywood’s systematic denigration of
the black man.”

Bad enough that Perry was already
“uppity” on the set, complaining about
his stereotyped roles, disputing con-
tract provisions, demanding star treat-
ment, and then, while slyly promoting
himself in the Negro press, misbe-
having on the mean streets (marital
problems, auto accidents, public
brawls, lawsuits, jail time). He was in
“a no-win position” even before his
act began to mortify middle-class
blacks and intellectuals: “He was crit-
icized for the offensive parts he took,
but if he complained and was rebuked
by the studios, he was castigated as a
trouble-maker” by a black theatrical
community fearful of losing what lit-
tle opportunity it had for screen time

as butlers, maids, stableboys, boot-
blacks, and voodoo priestesses. 

So the first black Hollywood star,
who was once paid as much as $3,000
a week, died broke and bitter. To get
to that deathbed, Watkins goes back
not only to Key West and the
Caribbean-born hoofer-father but 
also to the vaudeville road, the black-
theater circuit, the tent shows, dance
clubs, burlesque houses, carnivals,
cabarets, race riots, and lynch mobs.
Stepin Fetchit is a shadow history of
performance as survival.

The Bulgarian-born, Viennese-
cultured, exiled-to-England
Elias Canetti fancied himself

some sort of history-devouring
Hegelian sage. At least his mother
and his wife bought into this self-
aggrandizement, and so did the
Swedish Academy that gave him a
Nobel Prize for Literature, and so,
perhaps, did Susan Sontag, who
called the polymathic author of The
Tongue Set Free and The Torch in My
Ear “a genuine hero, in the guise of a
martyr.” You wouldn’t believe a
word of it if all you had to go on was
PARTY IN THE BLITZ: THE ENGLISH

YEARS (New Directions, $22.95),
Canetti’s posthumously published
memoir of his four decades as an un-
appreciated émigré in a country
where, he was appalled to discover,
only one man had ever read his only
novel—and Iris Murdoch was a
scandal and a drag.

Canetti, who refused to write for
money or work for a living, has shrewd
things to say here about class in Eng-
land, and arrogance, and a want of
honest feeling. But the sage himself is
revealed in these pages to have been as
cold, vain, and snotty as anyone he
met at the many cocktail parties he
despised. He is disdainful of Sigmund
Freud, contemptuous of T. S. Eliot,
malicious about William Empson, and
misogynistic on the subject of every
woman on whom he pounced whether
or not he really wanted to. One of
those women was Murdoch, who made
gentle fun of him in several of her ear-
ly novels, for which she is so vicious-
ly punished in these sour pages that I
am beginning to regret I ever admired
Auto-da-Fé and am almost sorry I even
read Crowds and Power. n
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Ever since a twenty-four-year-old
Zadie Smith appeared on the
literary scene in 2000 with her

first novel, White Teeth, there has been
little disagreement over the serious-
ness of her ambitions. While still an
undergraduate at Cambridge, she
planned and executed a 500-page nov-
el that, with terrific humor, hop-
scotched over 150 years of history; told
a multigenerational, multifamily saga of
the intertwined friendships and
amorous entanglements of its English
Protestant, Bengali Muslim, Jamaican
Jehovah’s Witness, and Jewish geneti-
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cist principals; and collated
postcolonialism, intermar-
riage, religious militancy, and
the moral implications of ge-
netic engineering. With nary
an adolescent wizard and glar-
ingly absent any ominous
codes, White Teeth nonethe-
less sold more than 1.5 mil-
lion copies to English-
language readers and was
translated into nearly thirty
languages. Fellow writers and
critics were similarly enthu-
siastic: Salman Rushdie of-
fered that White Teeth was
“astonishingly assured . . . the
voice has real writerly idio-
syncrasy,” and hard-to-please
platitudinarian Michiko
Kakutani echoed that Smith
had “an idiosyncratic voice
entirely her own.” 

There was, however, at
least one reviewer who took
issue with the idea that

Smith’s work was particularly original: 

A twenty-three year old first time nov-
elist is fortunate indeed if one out of
every fifty sentences is truly their own.
And by this I mean not only its subject,
but its rhythm, syntax, punctuation, and,
should it aspire towards comedy; its
punchline. To her credit, there are mo-
ments when Smith manages this . . . but
often she doesn’t and what we get in its
place is some truly inspired thieving . . .
Smith doing Amis, Smith doing
Rushdie, Smith doing Kureishi, Win-
terson, Barnes, Auster, Virginia Woolf,
EM Forster, Nabokov. . . . White Teeth
is the literary equivalent of a hyperac-
tive ginger-haired tap dancing ten year
old; all the writing is ornamental in the
extreme. . . . There is a damn good writer
here struggling to escape the influence

of the big, baggy English novels of the
Eighties; a little too eager to prove she
can write herself out of, back into and
around a paper bag.

This critic who took issue with Zadie
Smith was, in fact, Zadie Smith herself.
With Nabokovian cheek and intel-
lectual bite, Smith had written a re-
view of her own book for the short-
lived magazine Butterfly. And for those
who might think to dismiss Smith’s
mixed assessment of White Teeth as a
mere stunt, a self-effacing pirouette on
the runway of self-promotion, subse-
quent evidence accumulated to sug-
gest that Smith wasn’t buying into the
hype around her. 

Consider, for instance, the curious
call and response soon after an exam-
ination of Smith’s work by James
Wood appeared in The New Republic.
Although impressed by many aspects
of Smith’s “large and inventive book,”
admiring the frequent fineness of the
writing (“her details are often instantly
convincing, both funny and moving”),
Wood also paid Smith a decidedly
mixed compliment: her work prompt-
ed him to coin what has become the
most mentioned and debated literary
term since “deconstruction”—“hys-
terical realism”:

Zadie Smith’s novel features, among
other things: a terrorist Islamic group
based in North London with a silly
acronym (KEVIN), an animal-rights
group called FATE, a Jewish scientist
who is genetically engineering a mouse,
a woman born during an earthquake in
Kingston, Jamaica, in 1907; a group of
Jehovah’s Witnesses who think that the
world is ending on December 31, 1992;
and twins, one in Bangladesh and one
in London, who both break their noses
at about the same time. 

This is not magical realism. It is hys-
terical realism. . . . The conventions of re-
alism are not being abolished but, on
the contrary, exhausted, and overworked.

Next to Wood’s “hysterical” set
Smith’s “hyperactive”; beside Wood’s
“overworked” place Smith’s “orna-
mental in the extreme”: Wood’s ob-
jections paralleled Smith’s own, so
much so that she ventured a public
reply. “‘Hysterical realism,’” she wrote
in The Guardian after 9/11, “is a
painfully accurate term for the sort of
overblown, manic prose to be found in
novels like my own White Teeth. . . .

Illustration by Joseph Adolphe

Wyatt Mason is a contributing editor of Harp-
er’s Magazine. His last review, “A World
Unto Himself,” appeared in the July issue.

WHITE KNEES
Zadie Smith’s novel problem

By Wyatt Mason

Discussed in this essay:

On Beauty, by Zadie Smith. The Penguin Press, 2005. 390 pages. $25.95.



These are hysterical times; any novel
that aims at hysteria will now be ef-
fortlessly outstripped—this was
Wood’s point, and I’m with him on it.”
Showing little defensiveness and much
disarming candor, Smith professed her
ambition to tame her manic instincts
and write a novel that produced the
same effect as those “that create a light
in my head”:

Tolstoy’s The Death of Ivan Ilyich—a
miniaturist tale of a bourgeois man dy-
ing a bourgeois death—every time I read
it, I find my world put under an intense,
unforgiving microscope. But how does
it work? I want to dismantle it as if it
were a clock, as if it had parts, mecha-
nisms. I wonder . . . how is this book
made? How can I do this?

Two years later, when Smith’s sec-
ond novel, The Autograph Man, ap-
peared, it was clear she had disman-
tled, rethought, and radically
remodeled her novelistic impulses.
Whereas White Teeth is panoramic in
presentation, a maximalist depiction
of northwest London’s teeming di-
versity, The Autograph Man is decid-
edly more miniature in scope. Al-
though the novel features a range of
eccentric supporting characters—
pot-smoking slackers, Hollywood
has-beens, rabbinical dwarves—all
are turned to face a single, central
figure: the eponymous “autograph
man,” Alex-Li Tandem, dealer in
celebrity signatures. As his surname
suggests, twenty-seven-year-old
Alex’s ethnicity is two-wheeled: the
son of a Chinese father and a Jewish
mother, Alex is preoccupied by his
hybridism. The very model of a new-
millennial twenty-something hollow
man, he is a pop-culture addict and
committed TV-watcher. “He is,” an-
nounces Smith on her book’s first
page, “one of this generation who
watch themselves.”

Despite much up-to-the-minute set-
dressing—the novel contains charts
and diagrams, pictures and playful ty-
pography—the spine of Smith’s story
is highly conventional, a bildungs-
roman. By book’s end, Alex has be-
gun a transformation, a moral shift
away from celebrity worship and
onanistic self-involvement and toward
family history and immediate com-
munity—a transformation, readers and

critics agreed, that felt as cold and false
as the intricate connections between
families and friends in White Teeth,
however hyperactive, had seemed
warm and true. Clearly, with The Au-
tograph Man, Smith was striving to
write a substantial and substantively
different book, one that dramatized
how her generation, after marinating
in a culture of trashy entertainments,
was emerging into adulthood reeking
of emptiness. But Alex, as the vessel for
that void, the man under the “unfor-
giving microscope,” remains more a
collection of notes toward a charac-
ter than a believable human being,
and the novel in which he is set feels
like a hollow example of what is wrong
with the culture—superficial and hasty,
crass and underthought—rather than
a critique. Although Smith was to be
applauded for daring to attempt so dif-
ferent a novel from White Teeth, The
Autograph Man was an instance not so
much of Smith’s seizing on something
truly her own as of her grasping at an
idea of a novel that failed to coalesce. 

No self-effacing exegesis of her
own novel was forthcoming, but
Smith’s activities just after The Au-
tograph Man was published in 2002
suggested she was continuing to
work out her ideas of what the novel
could do. That autumn, Smith be-
came a Radcliffe Fellow at Harvard
University, enrolling in a variety of
literature courses, such as “Austen,
James, and the Novel of Strategy”
and “Literary Theory and the Life of
Literature.” Although Smith’s fel-
lowship was in support of an intel-
lectual project, a book of essays she
was writing called The Morality of the
Novel, one of the courses that she
herself taught indicates a more prac-
tical application of her studies. If, as
Dr. Johnson claimed, “a habit of ex-
pression . . . can only be acquired by a
daily imitation of the best and cor-
rectest authours,” Smith’s own
“20th-Century Reading for 21st-
Century Writers” shared with her
young charges a strategy that had
served her, along with generations of
writers, so well: the course was “an
examination of the formal mastery of
a clutch of 20th-century novelists
concentrating on how their individ-
ual practices might assist aspiring
21st-century writers.”

Given the recent lengths to
which Smith has gone to
study the novel’s mechanics,

not to mention that nearly a decade
has passed since she began writing
White Teeth, it would not be unrea-
sonable to expect that her new book,
On Beauty, could prove to be the
culmination of her ambition to write
a novel “truly her own.” As Smith
sets the stage upon which this nov-
el’s intimate family upheavals will
unfold, she shows new writerly confi-
dence and poise. There is less of the
showboating prose that too often
marred White Teeth, such as “Kelvin
smiled; a big gash across his face that
came and went with the sudden vio-
lence of a fat man marching through
swing doors”; nor are there the prof-
ligate formal whimsies—boxed jokes,
pop quizzes, chat-room transcripts—
that crowded out character in The
Autograph Man. In their place there
is unaffected writing that reveals
people and places. 

At the novel’s gravitational center
is a white, fifty-six-year-old English-
man named Howard Belsey. Born to
a “petty, cheap, and cruel” working-
class London family, Howard has
long been an untenured Professor of
Aesthetics at Wellington College, a
“half-decent American university”
near Boston. When Howard teaches
a class on Rembrandt—his scholarly
focus and the subject of his long-
delayed book, Against Rembrandt: In-
terrogating a Master—a student might
hear Howard say, while staring at
Rembrandt’s etching Seated Nude:

What we’re trying to . . . interrogate,
here . . . is the mytheme of artist as au-
tonomous individual with privileged
insight into the human. What is it
about these texts—these images as
narration—that is implicitly applying
for the quasi-mystical notion of
genius? . . . To reframe: . . . Is this nude
not a confirmation of the ideality of
the vulgar? As it is already inscribed
in the idea of a specially gendered,
class debasement?

“Mytheme”; “ideality of the vulgar”;
“specially gendered, class debase-
ment”: Howard—who, when pre-
sented with an etching of a nude
woman, sees a “text”—is the very
model of an abstruse intellectual.
Smith’s finely tuned ear consistently
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bends Howard’s academic English
toward the authentically funny
rather than breaking into caricature. 

Smith also takes much pleasure pic-
turing hapless, middle-aged Howard
for us, as in this string of snapshots that
hang on a wall in the Belsey home:

Howard in Bermuda shorts with
shocking white, waxy knees; Howard
in academic tweed under a tree dap-
pled by the Massachusetts light;
Howard in a great hall, newly ap-
pointed Empson Professor of Aesthet-
ics; in a baseball cap pointing at Emily
Dickinson’s house; in a beret for no
good reason; in a Day-Glo jumpsuit in
Eatonville, Florida, with Kiki beside
him, shielding her eyes from either
Howard or the sun or the camera.

The prose here, in its eye for color and
its appetite for alliteration (“white,
waxy knees”; “tweed under a tree”;
“Howard in a great hall”) recalls the
lyrical attentions of Nabokov, a writer
Smith has aped in the past, but skips
easily past mere imitation to serve not
simply Smith’s idea of pretty prose but
our idea of Howard: we’ve seen his
kind before, but not in this light. 

The “Kiki” in the photo is
Howard’s African-American wife,
“whom [he] had once, twenty-eight
years ago, thrown over his shoulder
like a light roll of carpet, to be laid
down, and laid upon, in their first
house for the first time,” and who “was
nowadays a solid two hundred and
fifty pounds.” Mother to their three
children, intuitive Kiki is the coun-
terweight to her academic husband,
feeling “her way instinctively through
her problem[s] . . . grateful she was not
an intellectual.” Together, the couple
live in a “fine middle class house” giv-
en to Kiki’s grandmother by “a benev-
olent white doctor she worked close-
ly with for twenty years.” 

Kiki and Howard’s marriage, begun
three decades earlier on a seemingly
safe September 11, has lately come un-
der attack from within: Howard has
had an affair. When we first meet her,
Kiki has decided to withhold her af-
fections from Howard while weighing
the wisdom of calling it quits after three
decades and as many children. A ma-
jor narrative question that hangs over
the novel is whether Kiki will forgive
her husband his indiscretion.

As their parents attempt to right

their listing relationship, the Belsey
children are doing their best to lead
autonomous lives. Jerome, twenty, their
“friendless and brooding” eldest boy, a
student at Brown, a practicing Christ-
ian in a family of nonbelievers, is a
young man beginning to realize that,
like his family, he himself is “full of lib-
eral crap.” Zora, their daughter, a sopho-
more at Wellington, is as comfortable
living the life of the mind as she is un-
easy in her imperfect body: for her, “go-
ing for a swim” means, “walk the pool,
look at the athletes, sit down, put . . .
toes in, get back up, walk the pool,
look at the athletes, get dressed and
leave the building.” And fifteen-year-
old Levi is a mama’s boy who, despite
his privileged upper-middle-class sur-
roundings, has lately begun steeling
himself by affecting a Brooklyn gang-
banger’s brogue, even when talking to
his mother: “Man, why you gotta be
all . . . I just ahks a question.” 

If the early sections of On Beauty are
filled with unusually graceful stage-
setting that quickly grounds the

reader in the Belseys’ believable world,
the novel has Smith paying equal at-
tention, and showing tremendous agili-
ty, weaving a plot so trickily inter-
twined that its complexity may only be
suggested, and certainly not summa-
rized, in a review. Nevertheless, the
principal motor of Smith’s story is fu-
eled by the friction between the Belseys
and another, very different, family: the
Kippses. Monty Kipps, a Trinidadian-
British neoconservative public intel-
lectual, is Howard’s perceived profes-
sional nemesis—perceived, because
Sir Kipps, M.B.E., is in another class al-
together. Internationally renowned
while Howard can’t even secure
tenure, Kipps most recently has pub-
lished a popular book on Rembrandt,
one that liberal Howard—though find-
ing it “retrogressive, perverse [and] in-
furiatingly essentialist”—cannot ig-
nore as, in fact, “good.” The truer
connection the men share is a very
personal one: Kipps’s daughter, the
beautiful Victoria, and Howard’s el-
dest, Jerome, had a brief affair that
took the boy’s virginity and left him
brokenhearted. When Kipps comes to
Wellington to teach for the year, bring-
ing Victoria and his wife, Carlene,
with him, the wives become friends,
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the children remain estranged, and
the husbands come into conflict on
campus, crescendoing to an ultimate
confrontation between Belsey and
Kipps during a faculty meeting. 

As events accumulate and compli-
cations mount, Smith packs On Beau-
ty with a range of significant addition-
al characters, all of whom come to bear
on her plot. Among them are Kiki’s
best friend, Claire Malcolm, a petite
white woman “neatly made with the
minimum of material,” who is, as it
happens, “the American Poet Laure-
ate”; Erskine Jegede, Howard’s best
friend and the assistant director of the
Black Studies Department, “skilled in
the diverse arts of false flattery”; Carl
Thomas, a twenty-year-old rapper for
whom Zora falls; a band of Caribbean
street peddlers befriended by Levi; a
collection of Wellingtonian faculty;
and even Howard’s own father—all in
all, an imaginative horde. 

The trouble, though, is this: as Smith
unfolds her multifarious plot, cata-
pulting her characters at and off one an-
other, the people she so adeptly sketch-
es at the outset become progressively
smudged, blurred, and, in some cases,
erased altogether. And it is not, as is
lately the complaint leveled at so many
contemporary novels, that On Beauty
grows baggy or slack—not, as Smith
herself wrote in 2003 of White Teeth,
that “[it] was about a hundred pages
too long.” Rather, the inverse: On
Beauty begins to feel not like a forced
march but like an amphetamine-
fueled sprint over emotional terrain
one can’t so summarily skip without a
cost. Smith has put so many characters
into the mix and made them dance
through so many rooms that she suc-
cumbs—by way of trying to tidy her
narrative tensions—to an ending in
which her characters adopt attitudes so
incongruous with what she has estab-
lished for them, so emotionally un-
convincing, that they instantly liqui-
date the steady deposits of belief Smith
had earned early on.

The most disastrous loss in all this
bustle is Howard himself. At first, we
are invested in his muddled, uncer-
tain, foolhardy exploits; as his behav-
ior continues to degrade, attaining a
peak of narcissism when he commits a
second adultery with nineteen-year-
old Victoria, his son’s ex-girlfriend,

not unreasonably we expect the ethi-
cal implications of his actions to res-
onate in some sort of interesting way.
And yet the other people in his
world—his three children, who all be-
gin the novel resenting his mistreat-
ment of their mother; his friends, who
look down on his shortsightedness; his
wife, who refuses to sleep with him for
a year—implausibly remain funda-
mentally supportive and nonjudg-
mental. His wife “leaves” him, but not
really: when he prepares to deliver a
lecture at book’s end, one that could
launch him on a new life, the wife he
humiliated has come to show her sup-
port, smiling out at him from the au-
dience. His children “hate” him, but
they still live with him in the lovely
home his wife has left him in; in a sit-
com scene of “c’mon, Dad” tender-
ness, they help him find his keys. Of
course, a scene featuring Howard be-
ing chased by torch-wielding villagers
is not what the novel wants; rather,
what is missing is any believable re-
action at all, any real ambiguity and
lasting depth, any sign of the serious-
ness of what has transpired.

For in place of emotion we get the
spasms of subplots by which we, and
Smith, are distracted. Many of these
cluster around a painting belonging to
Kipps’s wife, Carlene. The painting
takes on a tentacular centrality in the
book’s back half, connecting Kiki, Car-
lene, Kipps, the university, the
Caribbean street peddlers, Levi, Zora,
the revelation of yet another adultery
meant to balance out Howard’s, and so
on. It is not that Smith doesn’t spin
this web with panache; she does, and
it’s fun, to a point. That point being
how little, beyond seeing the juggler
catch the twelve dinner plates she has
in the air, it yields.

The source of this failure of fo-
cus, these odd narrative in-
congruities, is suggested in

Smith’s postscript: “My largest struc-
tural debt should be obvious to any
E. M. Forster fan; suffice it to say he
gave me a classy old frame, which I
covered with new material as best I
could.” That “classy old frame” is
Forster’s Howards End, a novel that
launches its story with the line,
“One may as well begin with Helen’s
letters to her sister,” just as the first

line of On Beauty is: “One may as
well begin with Jerome’s e-mails to
his father.” Howards End explores
the conflicts that arise when Helen
Schlegel, a young woman from an
intellectual family, falls for Paul
Wilcox, a young scion of a commer-
cial family; On Beauty explores the
conflicts that arise when Jerome,
from a liberal family, falls for Victo-
ria, from a conservative family. 

And so, yes, a “Forster fan” can
have further fun spotting what
Smith has teased from Forster’s yarn,
threads of his plot she has knitted
into hers: switched umbrellas be-
come switched CD players, an inher-
ited house becomes an inherited
painting . . . But to what end? So
many of Smith’s choices for the plot
of On Beauty owe their origin to
Forster’s novel that she has her
hands full trying to provide mean-
ingful places for them in her funda-
mentally different story. For at the
center of Howards End isn’t a man
but a house, a house that is a symbol
for England, and the entirety of
Forster’s novel is structured in such a
way as to revolve around the ques-
tion of who shall inherit England’s
history, its legacy: the intellectuals,
represented by the Schlegels, or the
capitalists, incarnated by the Wilcox
family. Smith, whose “house” in her
novel is Wellington University, ap-
parently wants to do something like
this, too: her title, On Beauty, al-
ludes to a book by Harvard Professor
of Aesthetics Elaine Scarry, whose
On Beauty and Being Just asks
whether the lovers of beauty or the
political plaintives who scorn it will
inherit academe. 

Surely a novel could accommodate
such a thematic underpinning, but
Smith is trying to do too many things
at once; she hasn’t figured out how to
borrow from Scarry’s ideas and Forster’s
plot mechanics without creating the
equivalent of a novel that has been
debt financed. Naturally, there is no
rule against a strategy of scrounging: as
Ovid and Shakespeare and Joyce all
proved, one may freely, and richly, im-
port from the stories of others. The
trouble is that Smith’s borrowings do
not liberate her story but bind it. By
book’s end, as Smith gathers her many
seized threads together and ties them
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fiercely into knots, all circulation is
cut off to her once warm-blooded be-
ings. We are left with clever machi-
nation, little of it meaningful. 

This is not the first time Smith
has tried to invest in an origi-
nal work by drawing too

deeply on the savings of another
writer. Recall her early admission, re-
garding White Teeth, of “truly in-
spired thieving . . . Smith doing Amis,
Smith doing Rushdie.” Consider,
too, “The Trials of Finch,” a New
Yorker short story published during
her Radcliffe Fellowship. A riff on
the rhythms and narrative temper of
Nabokov’s Pnin, Smith’s story shuf-
fles the professor of Russian at Wain-
dell College with a lonely exile’s past
into the capacious skin of a fat Eng-
lish lady living with a sad homicidal
history, transposing Pnin’s “ideally
bald” head onto Finch’s “harvest
moon” bottom. Although it is an in-
stance of Smith “doing” Nabokov,
the story does indeed work over its
eight pages, creating a viable world
for Finch to inhabit outside of the lit-
erary womb. Nevertheless, in an ac-
companying interview, Smith said
that she couldn’t imagine writing an
entire Finch novel.

For a while, I’ve dreamt of writing some
shadow of a type, like Updike’s Bech or
Nabokov’s Pnin, and I gave that an-
other shot with Finch, but my instincts
are all the wrong way round. It’s some-
thing I’m going to have to learn very
slowly. . . . It would be lovely to keep
working away at someone like Finch un-
til you could make her live.

Wouldn’t it be lovely indeed.
Doubtless the range of distractions
that might tempt an author of no
small celebrity from “working away
at someone like Finch” are of a differ-
ent order and degree than those
available to most writers. It would be
emptily proscriptive to suggest that
Smith invest any arbitrary amount of
time in a creative project, particular-
ly when temporal quantities rarely
prove telling. Consider the story of
another Smith, a banker named Ho-
race, who published novels and poet-
ry that no one now reads. On De-
cember 27, 1817, Horace Smith was
spending an evening at the house of

a friend and decided to write a sonnet
about a fallen monument of Ramses
of which only the legs remained,
prompting Smith’s host to sit down
that night and write a poem on the
same theme. In a scant ten minutes,
Smith’s twenty-five-year-old friend,
Percy Bysshe Shelley, gave the world
“Ozymandias.” 

Too easily one could draw the wrong
conclusion from this parable of poet-
ry: genius needs no time. In truth, how-
ever, genius spends time well. Among
English novelists, Ford Madox Ford
knew this best. Of his more than sev-
enty books, only two remain depend-
ably in print, and only one, The Good
Soldier, is read with any regularity. Ford
knew why, or said as much in a letter
to his wife, Stella, about that single,
lasting book:

Until I sat down to write [The Good
Soldier]—on the 17th December
1913—I had never attempted to ex-
tend myself. . . . I had never really tried
to put into any novel of mine all that I
knew about writing. I had written
rather desultorily a number of
books—a great number—but they had
all been in the nature of pastiches, of
pieces of rather precious writing, or of
tours de force. But I have always been
mad about writing—about the way
writing should be done . . . [and] I had
even at that date made exhaustive
studies into how words should be han-
dled and novels constructed. So . . . I
sat down to show what I could do.

As of now, Zadie Smith has yet to
sit down to show what she can do.
Instead she has shown who she can
do—pretty much anyone. Smith’s
latest novel shows, to great effect,
both Smith’s talent for mimicry and
the limits of such a talent. Recently,
however, when Smith dispensed with
the literary equivalent of karaoke,
she hit upon the true thing, her
thing; Smith doing no one, at last,
but Smith. Appearing in The New
Yorker last fall, her short story “Han-
well in Hell” begins with an adver-
tisement: “I am looking to enter into
correspondence with anyone who re-
members my father, Mr. —— Han-
well, who was living in the central Bris-
tol area between 1970 and 1973. Any
details at all will be gratefully received
by daughter trying to piece together the
jigsaw.” The rest of the story is the
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F rench-American antipathy, the
stuff of bestsellers on both sides
of the Atlantic, is at times so

perfect in its unpleasantness that the
two nations seem even to have found
opposite ways of disliking each other:
the French, as one wag put it, hate
America while liking Americans,
whereas Americans, by and large, love
France and despise the French. It is in
the face of such mutual resentment
that the utopian temptation periodi-
cally arises to rediscover a lost realm
of Franco-Americana, in which the
two cultures, so famously out of joint,
might be shown to be deeply aligned.
Consider the case of Giovanni da Ver-
razano, the Florentine explorer who
first visited the harbor of what is now
New York City in 1524. Throughout
the twentieth century, politicians with
an eye to a growing Italian electorate
have done their best—a monument
in 1909, a holiday in 1954—to un-
seat Henry Hudson from his Anglo-
Dutch perch as discoverer of the coun-
try’s leading city, but only recently
has attention been paid to the fact
that Verrazano was in fact sailing un-
der French colors on behalf of François
I, and that he wanted to give New
York the very French name of “An-
goulême.” Whereupon one is inclined
to dream what the East Coast of North
America might have been had the
Valois king responded to Verrazano’s
reports with less indifference . . .

A second instance of Franco-
American romance occurred during
World War II, when the vice presi-
dent of the International Pen Club, a
Belgian poet in exile in New York,
found himself transfixed by the dis-
covery that the original seal of New
Amsterdam read NOVA BELGICA.
Before long he was speculating that
the New York Dutch were actually
Belgians, and more specifically French-
speaking Walloons. His conclusion:
Peter Minuit, the legendary purchas-
er of Manhattan in 1626, was as Fran-
cophone as his name plainly implied.

Stacy Schiff’s sparkling new volume
is centered on Benjamin Franklin’s ef-
forts to sell the implausible idea of a vi-
able republic named the United States
to France’s absolute monarchy, and it re-
veals her to be our most gifted virtuoso
of matters Franco-American. Her first
book, an absorbing biography of Saint-
Exupéry, culminated in the pilot/nov-
elist’s wartime stay in New York, where,
among other activities, he wrote Le Pe-
tit Prince. In many ways, A Great Im-
provisation is the flip side of the same
coin. Both Saint-Exupéry in New York
during World War II and Franklin in
Paris during the American Revolution
were international celebrities famed for
exploits in the sky: the taming of light-
ning in one case, the initiation of air
mail in the other. Each had arrived in
a foreign city at a time when his coun-
try was enduring the devastating effects
of war, and each took it upon himself to
lure his host country into the war that
was going so poorly back home. Each
suffered terrifically from the enmity of
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response to this ad, by one Clive
Black, in which he describes a
melancholy evening when two men,
dispossessed, happened to connect
and share their loneliness. The
evening he recalls led to the sad
apartment that Hanwell was readying
for his daughters, he so hoped, to
share. The story never enlarges on
the matter of the “jigsaw”: we never
learn more about Hanwell’s destiny,
or the daughter’s, or the narrator’s.
In the manner of the finest fiction,
the story withholds such answers,
giving just enough of plot along with
enormous insight into a moment of
one man’s need:

Here and there one could spot the sad,
cheap family heirlooms that were all a
man like Hanwell could claim of his
endless English ancestry. A jug and
bowl, both painted with a sentimental
swan, sat incongruously in the nook of
the fireplace, reminding one of the Han-
wells of the past who did their ablu-
tions in their bedrooms for lack of a
bathroom. Hung over the back of one
chair was a stringy fur with the little
feet still attached, the kind of thing
women used to wear over their shoul-
ders before the war. His wife’s? His
mother’s? . . . I wondered what would put
Hanwell out of his misery or what would
put me out of mine. The next thing I re-
member is smelling turpentine. I stood
up and moved to the door. I had no
idea what the door led onto. For all I
knew, Hanwell’s flat bordered the edge
of the world and by passing through
this door I would simply fall into what-
ever hole contains forever.

Howard, too, in On Beauty, is a man
Smith takes to the brink of forever
but, by swiftly tying up everything that
led him there, makes us know he can’t
fall far. It is not that one wishes Smith
had left him to dangle, only that she
hadn’t been so preoccupied with all
her pretty strings. With “Hanwell in
Hell,” in the space of a few pages,
Smith points nowhere but into a void,
a dark place that leaves a bright light
in a reader’s mind. Of course, the sto-
ry is only a few pages long; to make a
novel bear such weight, “to make it
live,” would doubtless require “work-
ing away at it,” something Smith sug-
gests she is reluctant to do. After hav-
ing shown herself willing to try pretty
much everything else, why wouldn’t
she be willing to do that? n



his fellow countrymen—led most mem-
orably, in the case of Saint-Exupéry, by
his fellow émigré André Breton, and, in
the case of Franklin, by his fellow envoy
John Adams. Finally, each was attuned
to what he took to be unprecedented
savagery facing his compatriots: Saint-
Exupéry, in suggesting with an open
letter in 1942 that there was a risk of the
imminent death of 6 million French-
men in Hitler’s extermination camps;
and Franklin, whose fanciful accounts
from Paris of British-encouraged Indi-
an atrocities in the colonies implied
that the War of Independence was a
war unlike any that had preceded it.
Schiff’s book on Franklin, for all its
wealth of detail, is in some ways a com-
panion volume to her one on Saint-
Exupéry, and if that symmetry sounds al-
most too beautiful to be true, we
should not forget that, as a story-
teller, Schiff seems engrossed by
the allures of reverse returns. As
she puts it early in A Great Im-
provisation, with a wink at Hora-
tio Alger, her ur-American story
is one of an old man going east.

It is also the improbable sto-
ry of a new republic being carried
to the baptismal font by an ab-
solute monarchy, and, more
provocatively still, an account
of the deep strain of dependence
with which American indepen-
dence was shot through. In one
of Schiff’s more striking formu-
lations, the “Declaration of In-
dependence” is in fact a mis-
nomer: at its inception that
document was an SOS addressed
to France.

At the center of the book
is the three-man com-
mission dispatched to

France by the fledgling nation
seeking to negotiate a treaty of
alliance. Its members were Silas Deane
of Connecticut, Arthur Lee of Vir-
ginia, and the world-famous frontier
philosophe from Pennsylvania, as the
French were inclined to view him,
Benjamin Franklin. (Voltaire, in a let-
ter to d’Alembert, refers quaintly to
the rebels in America as “Dr. Franklin’s
troops.”) Part of the drama of Schiff’s
account is a function of the over-
whelmingly dominant role assumed by
Franklin in the delegation, less be-

cause of his activism than because of
the French judgment that he alone,
despite his apparent diffidence and
lack of initiative, was worth dealing
with. The silken Franklin did his best
to disarm the resentments of his fellow
delegates: when an American diplo-
matic triumph was celebrated with the
arrival of a huge cake bearing the in-
scription “le digne Franklin,” he had
the grace to suggest that this was no
doubt a misspelling of the names of
Lee and Deane. But the net effect of
Franklin’s dominance was to unhinge
his fellow envoys. Lee came to regard
the Pennsylvanian sage as “the most
corrupt of all men.” (Franklin, who
tended to ignore him, regarded him as
a lunatic.) Deane was so distraught by
the humiliations he suffered in the

course of what was, after all, the suc-
cess of the American mission that he
ended up supporting a return of the
colonies to the British Empire. 

It was John Adams, replacing
Deane after his recall, who was most
eloquent on what he took to be
Franklin’s unmerited prominence in
the group. Adams’s was the frustra-
tion of a man who rose early each day
to learn French, to little avail, only to
observe the nonchalant Franklin’s

French, just as imperfect as his own,
greeted with applause and apprecia-
tion at every turn. There was a melo-
dramatic version of the War of Inde-
pendence circulating in France that
Adams, in his resentment, captured
with characteristic venom: “The his-
tory of our revolution will be one con-
tinued lie from one end to the other.
The essence of the whole will be that
Dr. Franklin’s electrical rod smote the
Earth and out sprung General Wash-
ington. That Franklin electrified him
with his rod—and thence forward these
two conducted all the policy, negotia-
tion, legislatures, and war.” In response,
Dr. Franklin delivered a mordant di-
agnosis: the Duke of Braintree was
afflicted with a “disorder in the brain;
which, though not constant has its

fits too frequent.” 
For all Franklin’s eminence

there is a kind of void at the cen-
ter of Schiff’s portrait of her pro-
tagonist, which is no doubt re-
lated to the taciturnity so
resented by Adams. Yet it has
less to do with either a flaw in
the protagonist’s character or a
shortcoming in the biographer’s
craft than with the Pennsylvan-
ian’s signature suppleness as a
diplomat. Franklin’s accom-
plishment lay in sustaining in-
herently ambiguous situations,
putting off their resolution, and
capitalizing on whatever was to
be wrested from that very irreso-
lution. All this could pass for
“sublime reticence” among his
champions, “dawdling” among
those less favorably inclined, and
monumental “indolence” among
his enemies. Franklin was a mas-
ter of foot-dragging, and the lu-
cid inaction of this first American
ambassador, however Jamesian
it may seem, was, in fact, the ruse

of an American Talleyrand.
From the French perspective, the

American venture represented above
all an opportunity to avenge France’s
defeat in the French and Indian War.
The difficulty in 1776 was that any
overt intervention on behalf of the
rebels would be construed as an act of
war against Britain and consequently
present the French with risk of a new
military catastrophe. History’s response
to this dilemma took the guise of the
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most remarkable Frenchman in Schiff’s
cast of characters (and, in his com-
pulsive activism, a perfect narrative
foil to the desultory Franklin), Pierre-
Augustin Caron de Beaumarchais. The
name will be familiar to many readers
and opera lovers as belonging to the
author of the plays The Barber of Seville
(1775) and The Marriage of Figaro
(1784)—and indeed those two works
frame the action of Schiff’s book. 

Less well known is Beaumarchais’s
role as principal gunrunner for the
rebels during the War of Independence.
As Silas Deane reported to Congress in
November 1776, Beaumarchais was
the individual to whom the United
States was “on every account” more
indebted “than to any other person on
this side of the water.” To say as much,
moreover, is not only to displace the
dullard Marquis de Lafayette (with, as
Jefferson put it, his “canine appetite
for popularity”) as exemplary French
hero of the Revolution but also to of-
fer a counter-narrative to the senti-
mental version of Franco-American
solidarity that is occasionally invoked
in opposition to the prevalent tradi-
tion of mutual distrust.

The problem for France, of course,
was to stick it to the British while
maintaining an official posture of neu-
trality, the kind of double dealing that
the French call double jeu. Beaumar-
chais’s solution was to set up a dummy
corporation operating under the His-
panic name Roderigue Hortalez &
Compagnie. That entity was nomi-
nally to engage in trade with the 
Spanish-speaking Caribbean but in
fact served as a conduit for French
arms and uniforms for the rebels of
North America. It was the guns of
Beaumarchais that were responsible
for the key rebel victory at Saratoga
and the defeat of Burgoyne’s army.
And it was the creator of Figaro, the re-
sourceful deviser of that other “Span-
ish” invention, Roderigue Hortalez &
Compagnie, who made it happen.
Small wonder that Franklin, sensing
the affinity between the playwright
and his character, on occasion referred
to Beaumarchais as “Monsieur Figaro.”

Add to this configuration the en-
raged British ambassador to France,
Lord Stormont, whose crew of spies
allowed him regularly to denounce
France’s hypocrisy, even as the French

foreign minister, the Count de Ver-
gennes, in effect declared himself
shocked (shocked!) at every revelation
of Beaumarchais’s violation of official
French neutrality. Such was the stuff
of what Beaumarchais, inventing one
more mock Hispanism, called the
“Stormontian inquisition.”

One of the exhilarations of The
Great Improvisation is Schiff’s
delineation of how close this

entire scenario was—in fact and in
feel—to Beaumarchais’s comic master-
piece of 1775, The Barber of Seville. In
early December 1776, during the very
fortnight the seventy-year-old Franklin
was arriving in the Breton town of Au-
ray, Beaumarchais was up the coast in
Le Havre overseeing arms shipments
(as per agreement with Silas Deane) to
America. Working under the pseudo-
nym Durand, he nevertheless could not
resist re-emerging under his own name
to receive ovations for the Le Havre
production of the play. And in so doing,
he jeopardized the arms shipments with-
out which the rebel cause might well
have been doomed. 

Indeed, Schiff comes close to im-
plying that Beaumarchais’s play may
well be the foundational fiction of
the United States of America. Con-
sider the plot of The Barber of Seville:
Against a caricature Spanish back-
drop, a horrendous old codger, Dr.
Bartholo, holds his charming ward,
the ingenue Rosine, captive, until
the trickster-valet Figaro, soon to be
immortalized as the factotum of
Rossini’s opera, arranges to deceive
Bartholo into allowing Count Alma-
viva to steal Rosine away from him. 

Switch now to America. Lord Stor-
mont, the fulminating British ambas-
sador, plays Bartholo; France’s foreign
minister, the Count de Vergennes, is
the Count; and Beaumarchais is the
double of Figaro the facilitator. As for
the ingenue Rosine, her role is assumed
by none other than the septuagenari-
an grandfather of American freedom
and minister plenipotentiary of the
fledgling republic—Benjamin Franklin.
That last bit of casting, in its very pre-
posterousness, is nicely underwritten by
the metaphorical fabric of Schiff’s text:
in Paris, Franklin was “playing the
belle of the ball,” performing “his
damsel-in-distress act.” Franklin him-
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self, moreover, claimed that “America
had been forced and driven into the
arms of France.” 

Now consider Beaumarchais-
Figaro as he carries out his double jeu.
Pressed by Vergennes, with a wink of
complicity one can only imagine, to
take an oath that his flagship would
not enter British colonial waters, Beau-
marchais arranged to have his cargo
of arms hijacked by North American
“pirates,” hired out for the occasion,
and brought to the British colonies
(without any pledges being broken).
The prearranged signal for the hijack-
ing to begin was three cannon shots.
Given the theatrical nature of the bo-
gus attack, can anyone doubt that
those three shots were a parody of the
celebrated trois coups that introduce
classical French plays?

It was Figaro’s fate to be victimized.
Such, in fact, is the subtext of the sec-
ond play in Beaumarchais’s trilogy,
The Marriage of Figaro, whose reputa-
tion as a forerunner of the French
Revolution is rooted in Figaro’s tirade
on being abused by his aristocratic
master. By 1793, however, Beaumar-
chais, who did not dare show himself
at the Paris premiere of Mozart’s Le
Nozze di Figaro, was on his way to
joining the ranks of counterrevolu-
tionary émigrés. The irony is com-
pounded by the fact that, long before
the Terror, the playwright felt himself
to be the victim of another revolu-
tion, America’s War of Indepen-
dence—a situation that Schiff re-
counts with genuine brilliance.

Beaumarchais’s humiliation at the
hands of the Americans revolved
around the question of just how “dum-
my” a corporation Roderigue Hortalez
& Compagnie in fact was. If the assis-
tance brought to the rebels were a gift
of the French government, the return
freight (rice, indigo) brought back to
Europe would be no more than a piece
of Beaumarchais’s ingenious ruse. It
was Beaumarchais’s contention, how-
ever, that such merchandise was pay-
ment due for goods received and ser-
vices rendered. He was convinced, that
is, like Figaro in Act I of The Barber,
that there was no intrinsic conflict be-
tween doing well and doing good, and
no legacy of Enlightenment optimism
could be more profoundly American
that that. 
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Imagine, then, Beaumarchais’s out-
rage upon discovering that Franklin,
in the name of the United States, had
laid claim to the return freight on the
Amphitrite, a prize vessel in the Hortalez
fleet. Thus begins the baroque drama of
Beaumarchais’s frustrated claim to com-
pensation from the Americans.
Franklin, America’s most impassioned
Francophile, was not beyond claiming
that Beaumarchais, France’s most en-
ergetic pro-American, was sending the
insurgents “discarded muskets, which
have become in our hands more dead-
ly to those who carry them than to
our enemies.” Beaumarchais never did
receive full compensation, and he died
leaving his American bills as his sole
inheritance to his daughter, Eugénie.
An anecdote, which may be too good
to be true, has it that during his 1961
state visit to Paris, John F. Kennedy
was greeted by a descendant of Beau-
marchais, who handed him an 
eighteenth-century I.O.U. signed by
order of Congress and addressed to
Beaumarchais in exchange for goods
received by the United States. The
president, delighted by the quaintness
of the document, asked whether he
could keep it and was told that that
would pose no problem: there were
plenty more where it came from. 

Indeed, it was over the compensa-
tion of Beaumarchais that the Amer-
ican delegation had its principal falling
out. Lee claimed that the French arms
were a gift, and that Beaumarchais,
in fact, owed the American govern-
ment a considerable sum. Deane re-
mained a staunch supporter of the
playwright-gunrunner, and Franklin,
characteristically, was capable of tak-
ing either side. Perhaps because an
old friend of Franklin’s, Jacques
Dubourg, an aspiring philosophe, had
hopes of being America’s greatest
backer in France and never forgave
Beaumarchais for having preempted
that role, America’s premier would-
be Frenchman tended to be tepid at
best toward the most enterprising of
France’s would-be Americans.

The Barber of Seville, as suggest-
ed, may have been a founda-
tional fiction of the United

States, but Benjamin Franklin was not
the only gentleman of the day to be
cast, implausibly, in the role of Ro-

sine. For at the time Beaumarchais was
launching his American campaign
(and supervising productions of his
play), that very campaign was jeopar-
dized by another eighteenth-century
original in an episode sufficiently op-
eratic to provide us with a conclusion.

During the reign of Louis XV, when
the humiliation of the French and In-
dian War was fresh and the will to re-
venge more immediate, a number of
operatives were dispatched to London
with secret plans for an eventual
French invasion of England. Clearly,
public knowledge of such plans would
have damaged the more subtle policy
of apparent neutrality and covert ac-
tion that Beaumarchais espoused and
Louis XVI came to support, and it was
for this reason that Louis XVI opted to
bring a number of his secret agents,
along with their compromising written
instructions, in from the cold. Of those
agents the most colorful was surely the
chevalier d’Eon, a master swordsman
and captain of the dragoons, who
nonetheless was so effeminate in man-
ner that he once managed to infiltrate
the court of St. Petersburg in the guise
of a woman.

D’Eon also proved to be the loos-
est cannon aboard France’s ship of
state, and no sooner was he sum-
moned back from London than he
threw a fit, declaring—no Figaro
he!—that he would not be ordered
about like a domestic. Meanwhile,
his curious demeanor resulted in a
bizarre gambling craze in London
over his (or her) actual gender. Pan-
ic was beginning to settle over Ver-
sailles, where d’Eon’s irascibility, dire
financial straits, and implicit threat
to sell the invasion plans to the
highest bidder were all matters of
concern. Whereupon the king, faced
with this threat to his announced
policy of neutrality, dispatched
Beaumarchais, in the spring of 1775,
to find a solution. 

It was while Beaumarchais was in
London, on his mission to rein in
d’Eon, that Arthur Lee (Franklin’s
fellow envoy and future nemesis)
succeeded in “infecting” Beaumar-
chais with the American “passion,”
and it is tempting to speculate that
this fever was colored by the pecu-
liarly passionate circumstance sur-
rounding its birth. For by the time

Beaumarchais arrived in England,
the chevalier had declared himself a
woman, and, to the astonishment of
much of Europe, a romance appears
to have ensued between the king’s
agent, Beaumarchais, and d’Eon the
spy. In her letters to the playwright,
d’Eon referred to herself as his petite
dragonne, his lady dragoon, or per-
haps his dragon lady. And it was in
yielding to Beaumarchais that d’Eon
cast herself in the role of Rosine: “I
shall say to you like Rosine in your
Barber of Seville: You are made to be
loved and I fear that my most excru-
ciating torture would be to hate
you.” Beaumarchais was, she told
him, her “libérateur,” which meant,
of course, that the liberation struggle
in which France’s most significant
partisan of American freedom was si-
multaneously involved was the
transgendered plight of the skirted
warrior whom a befuddled Voltaire
was comparing to Joan of Arc. In-
deed, in the detailed written request
for instructions submitted by Beau-
marchais to Louis XVI in December
1775, the transition from the subject
of d’Eon to the matter of France’s
American policy is seamless. 

On the basis of those instructions,
a deal was brokered between d’Eon
and the king: the invasion plans
would be returned to the crown, and
d’Eon would return to France with a
generous pension, but would be
obliged to live as a woman. The one
concession to her past life as a man
would be royal permission to wear
her battle decorations on her dress—
at least while in the provinces.

Here the agreement broke down.
The chevalière d’Eon was mortified
that her royal allowance for a new
wardrobe was woefully inadequate.
More galling still was her suspicion
that Beaumarchais, whom much of
Europe regarded as her fiancé, had
revived the gambling fever surround-
ing the question of her sexual identi-
ty, and was offering himself as the
authority who would once and for all
settle the question that had much of
London abuzz. At which point, with
a gentleman organizing bets around
the sexual identity of his fiancé(e),
we have moved from opéra bouffe to
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freak show—from The Barber of
Seville to Jerry Springer: The Opera.

Turn on the TV and you might
hear the Wal-Mart ad featuring
Rossini’s “Largo al factotum” as its
musical accompaniment. Figaro’s
celebrated aria, which, to extrapo-
late from The Great Improvisation,
may have as much claim as “The
Star-Spangled Banner” to be our na-
tional anthem, survives as a theme
song for one of the nation’s flagship
institutions. Take a step back from
Roderigue Hortalez & Compagnie to
the d’Eon episode and you will have
moved not only deeper into the
strange prehistory of the republic
but recklessly forward, into one of
the wilder extremes of opera itself. n
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