
A CIGARETTE AND A WINDOW

no end to what a mask might reveal about
the consciousness in a self. Writing about
Nijinsky, he confronted an artistwho was
most truly himself when he was masked,
who was said to be practically invisible
in civilian life but acquired a startling re-
ality on stage, in productions engineered
by his lover, Diaghilev. Balanchine, too,
had lessons to teach about the height-
ened reality of the theatrical mask, for in
his theater ordinary Americans-Diana
Adams, Edward Villella, Suzanne Farrell-
became emblematic figures.

Both Diaghilev and Balanchine turned
the dancers with whom they were erot-
ically involved or merely fascinated into
theatrical forces, and thereby suggested
that the illusions of the stage were more
real than life itself. For those who live
near the stage, or feel as ifthey are only
truly alive when they are on the stage, the
whole question ofsexuality and sexual at-
traction can take on an added dimension,
since in the theater eroticism is always at
once masked and unmasked. And there
may be something of this theatrical play
of masks and unmaskings in I(irstein's
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complex bisexuality, in his mythologiza-
tion of certain lovers, in his fascination
with particular physical types.

For l( irstein, populism and elit ism
were also a pair of masks, as inextricably
linked as the old masks of comedy and
tragedy. W'hen Kirstein wrote his book
about Nadelman, he was anything but a
populist; he was writing for the smallest
imaginable audience, interested only in
those readers who were capable ofgrasp-
ing the nuances of his most idiosyncratic
prose. Yet there was always another side
to Kirstein, the side that wanted art's
most complicated truths to be avail-
able to as many people as could possi-
bly absorb them, and who labored long
and hard to make sure that Balanchine's
difficult and beautiful art found an ever-
growing audience in the 1950s and 1960s.
In his fierce individualism and his pas-
sionate sense of community, in his de-
sire to both safeguard the mysteries of
art and make art available to a widen-
ing public-in all of this Lincoln Kirst-
ein was quintessentially the American
artistic spirit. o

release from Williamsburg. Owing to
the Depression or to their own fears,
its erstwhile shtetl dwellers slowly suc-
cumbed to a dispirit ing, incestuous
torpor, taking their children-Fuchs's
contemporaries-with them. With his
three Brooklyn novels-Szmmer in Wil-
liamsburg (1934), Homage to Blenholt
(1936), andLow Company (1937), cumu-
latively a counterhistory to the official
triumphant bildungsroman of modern
American Iewry-Fuchs would estab-
lish himself as the pre-eminent chron-
icler of this malaise. His fatalism about
the Brooklyn fate grew greater with
each novel, and, like an invention ofthe
Greeks, he escaped to California before
he was consumed by the slow fire of his
own insight.
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\ with Meyer Sussman, the neighbor-
U hood butcher, taking gas through a
basketball bladder connected to a gas
pipe. This unexplainable death-the
butcher had been successful and happy
in marriage-sends twenty-year-old
Philip Hayman, an aspiring writer, reel-
ing: "When you meet God, Meyer Suss-
man, ask Him for me what made you
squeeze the basketball bladder over
your face. Little God in Heaven, sitting
somewhere on a cloud, where are You?"
Phil ip-who hardly knows what the
world around him means, let alone how
that meaning could disappoint enough to
drive someone to suicide-turns to Old
Miller, a neighbor who recites prayers
over graves for pocket change at a nearby
cemetery. "You must make a laboratory
out of Williamsburg to find out what
touched ISussman] herei' Old Miller
tells him. "You must pick Williamsburg
to pieces until you have them all spread
out on your table before you, a dictionary
of Williamsburg. And then select. Pick
and discardl'

In fact, Philip's gaze is too wide, and
most of Summer in \Villiamsburg is en'
cyclopedic in the manner of a young per-
son encountering the world-taking it in
indiscriminately, unsure which parts of it
matter and which can be safely ignored:

Inland the tenements seemed aban-
doned and resembled for the day ruins
of an early time. On summer weekdays
and nights there were always hundreds
of people thronging the streets and a
constant flow of traffic. The emptiness
now took on all a stranger significance
by contrast. The grocery and butcher
stores, closed by municipal law, had
their green blinds drawn in front of
their windows. A candy store here
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THE BROOKLYN NOVELS:
SUMMER IN W!LLIAMSBURG,
HOMAGE IO BtENHOLI,
LOW COMPANY
By Daniel  Fuchs
(Black Sparrow Books,927 pp., $24.95)

IRST THINGs first: Marketing
101. You are a small indepen-
dent publisher looking to revive
an unjustly forgotten novelist of
the 1930s. Last year you brought

out, to appreciations from )ohn Updike
on down, a judiciously slim volume of
his writings from Hollywood, where he
decamped in 1940 after three decades
in the dreary tenements of )ewish New
York. This year, you decide to re-issue the
trio of technically accomplished but dra-
matically modest Brooklyn novels whose
flimsy sales sent him chasing the sunshine
in California. Do you publish them sep-
arately, none longer than 360 pages? Or'
as Black Sparrow Books has done, do you
bind all three into a thousand-page homi-
cide of a brick, as likely to draw crowds as
a case ofthe plague?

Boris Fishman is writing a book about Rus-
sians, Jews, and America.

But Black Sparrow's disservice to its
profit margin-and to the l ikelihood
that these novels will gather a larger au-
dience now than they did the first time
around-is a boon to Daniel Fuchs. For
the novels must be read in rapid suc-
cession, as they describe, in a devastat-
ing and implacable arc, a young writer's
passage from the vast hope of youth
through the disillusionment of knowl-
edge to a cringing disgust with the vi-
olence of a low world. They should be
required reading for any contemporary
downtown fewish hipster waxing sen-
timental about what bubbe and zayde
were up to on the Lower East Side.

Fuchs, who died in 1993, was born in
1909 on Rivington Street, now the heart
of that neighborhood's rebirth, in those
days home to endless rows of sweaty,
cramped tenements. Five years later,
after an interlude in eastern Brook-
lyn, the Fuchses moved to Will iams-
burg, across the East River from the
Lower East Side. When Fuchs's father,
a concessionaire in a Manhattan office
building, traveled around the metrop-
olis delivering Christmas-candy orders,
young Daniel followed. But Fuchs could
never shake the sense that there was no
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and there dozed in the mid-afternoon
heat until the subways restored its cus-
tomers. A pair of ice picks, hanging
neglected over the iron railing of a ten-
ement basement, indicated that here at
other times Italian icemen did a noisy,
open-air business. A few sleepy cats
nosed deliberately in cans of garbage
for scraps. An old woman shuffled
down the street, and this comPleted
the effect of lifelessness.

Such observat ions read less l ike
a novel than a dutiful transcript of
sketches for one-a nifty animation of
an unseasoned writer like Philip. (These
passages are also the direct ancestors
of the tiresome pages of reportorial de-
scription that mar Philip Roth's Newark
novels.) Fuchs, who was all of twenty-
five when he published the novel, knew
better, though Philip does not. This was
not the last time that Fuchs would sac-
rifice the quality of his prose to what he
felt was the truth of his art.

If Philip takes too much in, still he fails
to look very far: most of his questing
takes place, at least psychologically, in-
side Williamsburg, where "things moved
in circles, nothing happenedl' (Though
he attends City College, it is the source of
no scenes or influences.) The reasons for
this remain largely withheld, and this is
frustrating, because Williamsburg-"the
garbage cans, the dirty streets, and a wet,
hot sun pouring suffocating heat over
dark, close rooms"-seems like a place
well worth leaving.

In Williamsburg-where, hemmed in
by Irish and Italian gangs, Fuchs grew up
in "fear that possessed and constricted usi'
as he wrote to the critic Gabriel Miller-
the options are stark. There is Mr. Hay-
man, Philip's father, an Old \Worlder so
aggrieved by America's crass commer-
cialism that he wants only "a cigarette
and a windowj' an "isolation to protect
himself" from further reminders of the
place he has chosen to live out his days.
(Like Fuchs's father, he sells newspa-
pers in a Manhattan skyscraper.) On the
other side is Philip's maternal uncle Pa-
pravel, the boss of a ring of small-time
thugs who have been hired by a local bus-
Iine owner to squeeze out a comPetitor,
which he manages with both efficacy
and ingenuity. "There was the choice ...
Papravel or his father. Papravel, smok-
ing cigars, piled up money and glowed
with sweat and happiness, while his fa-
ther sat with his feet on the windowsill
in the dimness of a Williamsburg flat."
Philip understands that his father is a
tragic anachronism, but he cannot help

"respect[ing] so deeply this man who, with
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no bitterness of spirit but rather with still
faithful obedience to his principles, ac-
cepted his fortune and minded not that it
was badl'Tender toward Philip, the man
is one of Yiddish literature's heroic en-
durers, the saint of a different place and
time. In America, he can give his son lit-
tle more than the self-pity of nostalgia.

Phil ip has a fellow searcher in his
friend Cohen, so archetypal in his ro-
mantic howls at the heavens that he is
not even given a first name. Cohen is suf-
ficiently self-conscious to find \i/illiams-

burg stifling, but not intelligent enough
to see through self-importance or resist
self-pity: "Cohen felt acutely a personal
divinity and it was a source of consid-
erable inner distress. Consequently, he
spoke with just enough trace of quiet
fine suffering, ofthe beauty, poetry, and
poignant pathos of existencel' In gusts
ofyearning, Cohen adopts and discards
laughable poses-an urbane movie star, a
brawler in a m€l6e on the beach, a mem-
ber of the Communist Party-and Fuchs
skewers him heartlessly, down to his re-
pugnant appearance: "He was ugly with
his pimples. His hair was thin, and he had
to oil it and plaster it over the bald spotsl'
These days, a figure such as Cohen might
seem bold for warding off the compro-
mises of adulthood until he knows him-
self fully, whatever pretensions this may
require. But in Fuchs's setting, he is a
schlemiel. No, worse: Cohen dares to ig-
nore the gruesome choice-Mr. Hayman
or Uncle Papravel-that Williamsburg
imposes on all its inhabitants, and the au-
thor dispatches him in a tenement fire.

Philip proudly resists Cohen's indul-
gence, preferring what he imagines to be
an undeluded realism. If there is no way
out of \iflilliamsburg, at least he won t su-
garcoat his destiny. But in practice, this
means that he stifles himself. He chides
himself for being too revealing about
his uncertainties in a letter to a wealth-
ier friend, and when a neighborhood girl
named Tessie, who spurned Phil ip to
marry a more stable prospect, decides
that she is unhappy and makes overtures
to Philip, he derides her for failing to keep
her bargain. In Philip-who seems unable
to imagine a rejection of his father and
Papravel both-Mr. Hayman's mournful
quiescence becomes a bludgeon.

Tellingly, the novel ends with Paprav-
el's hosti le takeover of the bus com-
pany that hired his crew ofbruisers: "I
don't care what anybody says, America
is a wonderful countryi'he gloats. "Look
how I worked myself up in four short
years.... W'here, I want to know, where
in the world could a )ew make such a
man of himself as right here in Amer-

ica?" In Fuchs's scowling universe, only
the unsuccessful are graceless, and for-
tune smiles only for the Papravels. fust
as he has overtaken the bus line, the rail-
road company announces it will move
only freight, sending its passengers to
the buses on the roads.

As for Philip, he is denied relief even
from his purgatory. The novel has no
climax. In a peculiar metatextual aside,
Fuchs has Philip explain:

People did not live in dramatic situa-
tions.... A book was an artificial syn-
thesis, the product of a man's idea, to
illustrate through his stress on charac-
ters and situations certain principles in
which he was interested. Take Ripple
Street ... and reproduce it faithfully and
you would have a great formless mass
of petty incident, the stale product of
people who were concerned completely
with the tremendous job of making a
living so that tomorrow they would be
able to make a living another day.

Fuchs's creative choice-to deny any kind
of resolution to a place where "poetry
and heroism did not exist"-is deeply
unsettl ing. The Phil ip Haymans with
whom Fuchs grew up never saw beyond
their bewildered despair, and Fuchs-
an apparent realist who may have been
his contemporary Henry Roth's equal in
modernist temperament-sacrifi ced the
end of his novel, committing great cru-
elty to his characters, to drive home the
bitter homiletical point.

v Homage to Blenholt, the occa-
sional hopefulness of Summer in
Will iamsburg (which sold four

hundred copies, many bought by Fuchs's
colleagues at the Brighton Beach school
where he taught) had curdled. We meet
Max Balkan, another young tenement
dreamer, this one seeking power and
glory rather than wealth. "I don't want
to be like everybody elsej' he tells his
uncomprehending girlfriend Ruth. "It's
dingy, dirty, small, and uncomfortable. .. .
Living in a flat like this with a bathroom
on top ofyou, going to a job all day and
to the movies twice a week.... You're
dead years before your timeJ' Max has
other aspirations: "Take King Arthur,
Shakespeare. In all great classical works,
what made them classics was the distin-
guishing characteristic of heroism and
nobility.... [Max] meant to look for her-
oism in his own life, to live with mean-
ing and vigori'

Max's lodestar in this enterprise is a
certain Blenholt, a slick neighborhood pol
who, in his richly symbolic role as com-
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