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CONFESSIONS OF AN ADDICT OR 
SLEEPING BENEATH PYRAMIDS 

SEPTEMBER 22, 1997 JAMES A. SCHIFF 

The problem started years ago, though I can't 
pinpoint a moment of origin. Somehow I didn't realize 
the extent of the problem till that night this past 



and I were sitting on the bed summer when my son 
reading a story. 
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"Daddy built a pyramid," Walker said, hazard~ng,a 
new word and pointing toward th~ source of my addlc~l~n 
on the bedside table. There, you may guess, wer~ Vla s 
of ills. Or perhaps tumblers and bottles of,whlSkey. 
Or ~ven race track betting forms. B~t no, thlS was not 
the case. Stacked in pyramidal fas~lon-walk~r was 
right; it looked like a pyramid beslde the Nlle-blue 
bedspread- and cresting just abov7 the top o~ the lamp 
shade were newspapers, book reVlews, magazlnes, 
journ~ls, biographies, novels, advance reading copies 
of novels, volumes of poetry, collections of essays, 
memoirs, catalogues, and assorted news clippings. The 
stack indicated my excessive ambition, my hopeful 
though deluded belief that I could digest so much 
material. And perhaps worst of all, the pyramid, like 
the universe, was expanding. With the arrival of 
tomorrow's newspapers, magazines, and mail, there would 
be another inch of mass. As with snowfalls and coral 
reefs, gradual accumulation persists. 

So my secret is out, and I breathe a sigh of 
relief. I'm a junkie, a man with a fierce addiction to 
books and the printed word. If my golfing buddies call 
looking for a fourth, I beg off and spend the summer 
afternoon in my dark study reading Hawthorne. If my 
wife suggests a week at the beach, I concoct excuses so 
I can spend my days at the library reading back issues 
of American Literary History and the Southern 
Quarterly. And if my son approaches me with his blue 
plastic bat and whiffle ball in hand, asking for a few 
pitches, I tell him to wait until Daddy finishes 
looking at the new book catalogue from Princeton 
University Press, and before I know it I'm on to the 
next catalogue and he's found something else to do. 
What kind of monster as I? 

Like most addicts, I place blame elsewhere. For 
instance, I often blame my education discount which 
lures me into buying reading material at ridiculously 
low rates. Who can pass up The New Yorker at seventy 
cents an issue, or Time magazine for less than fifty 
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cents a week? I've taken on enough magazines and 
journals to slay a new forest every year. Two 
newspapers arrive each morning, the Enquirer and the 
New York Times. And perhaps ten monthly as well as 
four weekly magazines show up, from The New Yorker and 
The Atlantic to Golf Digest and Lingua Franca. In 
addition, there's maybe a half-dozen literary journals, 
such as the Southern Review, American Literature, 
Critique, and so on. And then there are the 
catalogues-at least five per day-which poor Ron, our 
mailman, must carryon his back up the hill to our 
house. Sadly, the man tripped last year on our street, 
suffering bruises, and I cannot help but think that my 
thick holiday issues of Vanity Fair and Architectural 
Diqest contributed in some way. 

In addition, there are the books, which my wife 
and I have discussed at length. My book-buying problem 
seems destined to sink our house into the ground, not 
only monetarily but literally because of the weight. I 
read not long ago (notice how everything I know comes 
from what I've read; whatever happened to direct 
experience?) of how the Italian novelist and 
semiotician Umberto Eco had so loaded his book shelves 
(he owned, I believe, 30,000 volumes) that they dropped 
right through the floor into the apartment below. My 
wife has similar worries. And she's never forgiven me 
for removing, one night while she slept, all of her 
figurines, photographs, and trinkets from our shelves, 
the few inches of shelving she ever had to herself, to 
make way for my miles of books. 

Unfortunately I cannot enter a bookstore without 
buying at least two or three books, and considering I 
go to a bookstore , say, twice a week, that makes for 
roughly five weekly purchases. Now I'm a rational 
person. I don't go into a restaurant and order five 
entrees, so why do I act this way in a bookstore? 
Given my buying habits, I have to read a book a day to 
keep up. Yet how can I devote the ten hours a day 
needed to read a new book when I have two newspapers, 
fourteen magazines, six journals, and an obscene number 
of catalogues to read? Plus, I have to eat, chat with 
family and friends, sleep, brush my teeth, pay bills, 
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water the yard, and so forth. And, oh yes, I have a 
. h . another thirty or forty hours of job , WhlC requlres 

work each week. 

Though I accept most of the blame for my problem, 
American culture doesn't help. Thanks to the Internet, 
there is more material out there than ever before. As 
John Updike writes in comparing "prescientific hunting 
man" to "contemporary man, II "Indeed, our memory 
capacities are surely inferior to his. But he was not 
oppressed, as we, by torrents of freshly manufactured 
input. . and by our nagging awareness of vast 
quantities of information, in books, films, tapes, and 
journals, that we should, ideally, master." Master is 
an important word here, but I'll get to that later. 
Last year alone there were 58,000 books published in 
the United States. Now even if I could do nothing but 
read, and read at the clip of one book per hour, 
perhaps the going rate for speed readers and Harold 
Bloom, I'd barely get through 15% of last year's 
titles. 

Perhaps part of the problem today is that it's too 
easy to create a book. On a particularly hot topic 
like the Gulf War, or the OJ Simpson trial, or the 
death of the Princess of Wales, reasonably attractive, 
well-bound books can be mass produced in a matter of 
weeks, sometimes days. Such tremendous speed, of 
course, does not bode well for the quality of the work. 
Now in contrast, consider what it was like to produce a 
book in, say, the l4 th century. First you had to find 
a sheep, then you had to kill it, then you had to skin 
it , and so on. Today computers make desktop publishing 
too easy. If I had to go out and kill a sheep in order 
to write this paper, you would never hear it. Strike 
that. You might be hearing it because of my supposedly 
superior memory capacity, but I never would've taken 
the trouble to kill the sheep and write it down. 
Though I ' m glad bookmaking and publishing have become 
easier over time, I seriously doubt we have more 
significant things to say these days. In fact, I tend 
to think that if one had to kill a sheep in order to 
~rite, then one would likely have had something very 
lmportant to say. 
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Auulll,:::! Lu the p~-oblem and to the glut of printed 
words around us are, as I suggested earlier, the 
computer as well as the xerox machine. Though the 
computer was supposed to save us time and paper-we need 
only print the final, polished draft-it instead makes 
us breed documents like rabbits. Because of the ease 
and speed of the computer and laser printer, it is not 
unusual for me to print out a hundred pages of material 
on a single day. And when my wife and I lived in New 
York City, she was involved, as an attorney, in a 
multibillion dollar law suit, in which documents were 
so numerous that they filled warehouses along the 
Hudson River. Can you ever imagine reading a warehouse 
of documents? Or consider one of the rituals of this 
club. In the early days of our esteemed and honorable 
company, had you wanted a copy of a member's paper you 
no doubt would have had to hire a Bartleby-like 
scrivener to handwrite the copy, and there was always 
the possibility that he, like Melville's famed man of 
mystery, "would prefer not to." Furthermore, chances 
are that those of you who are kind enough to request a 
copy of my paper will be adding to your own beside 
pyramids. 

What then should I do about this problem, this 
addiction? On the very day after my son discovered my 
bedside monument to the printed word, I suggested to my 
wife that we needed to get out of the house and away 
from the stacks of books and magazines. How about a 
movie, she said, so we called a babysitter. As we sat 
in the darkened theatre, pop corn and drink in hand, I 
felt tremendous relief. We were out in public. There 
was a palpable charge in the air as we anticipated the 
incipient, bursting light of the film. I needed more 
nights like this. However, imagine my wife's surprise 
when the screen lit up. We had forgotten. This was a 
French film, which meant subtitles. Two more hours of 
reading printed words. 

A similar experience occurred in July when after 
seven years in the same old dusty Honda Accord,'I 
treated myself to a new car, a Chrysler convertible. 
It was only the third car I've owned and I was 
thrilled driving it on a cool summer' day. But when I 
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got home and went through the glove comp~rtment, I 
found, alas, another stone for the pyramld:. the c~r. 

al More than a hundred pages o f technlcal wrltlng 
~~~~ I'would have to maste r . Wh~ ch remi nds . me of how I 
spend a t least half of eve r y Chr lstmas mornlng . now. 
While the kids are running about and everyone lS . 
talking and laughing, I sit alone in the. corner read7ng 
directions. Directions to the constructlon of plastlc 
work tables and train sets and s occer nets and board 
games. It's not that I wish to read the di r ections, 
but the stuff has to get made, and I always seem to be 
the one who has to do the making. But enough, you get 
the point by now. 

By confessing my problem here before you in our 
sacred space, I am no doubt se lfish l y lightening my 
load. As Hemingway said, we write to get rid of it, 
and perhaps that's what I'm doing here. Please forgive 
me, yet indulge me a bit fu r ther. You may be asking, 
How in the worl d will this paper benefit or edify my 
existence? I truly have n o i dea . Or perhaps you're 
wondering, Am I going to have t o listen to Schiff's 
self-indulgence for anothe r half hour? Where's 
Giovanni? I need another g l ass of port. Though I 
e xtend apo l ogies to those who have a l r e ady heard 
e nough, I paraphrase Rousseau from The Confessions, who 
said, "I am well aware that the [l istener] does not 
require information, but I, on the o ther hand, feel 
impelled to give it to him. " Furthermore, I sense that 
we all may be in this together, and t hat many o f you 
suffer from a similar condition . Thi s i s, a f t e r a ll, 
the Literary Club, not the Monday Even i ng Mud Wrestling 
Union. My guess is that many of you have a similar 
secret addiction, have your own pyra mids growing in the 
f ertile soil of your home s. 

P7rhaps.th~ most press ing question t hen is Why? 
~hy thls.addlctlon to books and reading a nd mastering 
lnformatlon? As we have all been reminded in recent 
weeks through the tragic death of the Pr i ncess of 
Wales, our own end can come suddenly, withou t warning 
and if t he end is coming, say tomorrow afternoon at ' 
three, who wants to be spend ing the fina l t e n hours of 
his life catching up on back issues of s cholarly 
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journals and popular magazines? And friends and fellow 
addicts, look around your library or office walls 
tomorrow and count your books. 2000 volumes, you say. 
What amount of life was sacrificed for those books? 
How many sunny afternoons missed? How many children 
and wives ignored? Are the books truly worth it? The 
question perhaps demands a pause. 

Let's consider the anthropologist who travels to 
the Cameroon and studies the native culture, or better 
yet, turn the situation around. Imagine the African 
bushman, loin cloth and spear, arriving in Cincinnati, 
Ohio to observe the daily activities of a Literary Club 
Man. In the morning he observes you at your desk, 
opening drawers and briefcases, searching through piles 
of papers, reading through documents and books. This 
goes on for eight to ten hours. Then he follows you 
home, wondering how you could sit so long in that chair 
and why you spend so much time alone. After watching 
you consume your dinner, he imagines perhaps a night of 
festivity, of dancing or drinking, or at the very least 
a retreat to the backyard with your children to stare 
at the stars and tell stories. But alas he sees you 
proceeding alone to another room, a study it's called, 
and there you open yet another book. He watches for 
hours as your eyes glide down page after page. "A 
strange culture," he reports back to his fellow 
tribesmen. "The sitters," he calls us. "The book 
worshippers." 

Yet our bushman observer misses much of what's 
going on in that room. A prominent novelist once 
wrote, "After a certain age, the best sex is head sex 
sex in,the head." Despite his wicked pun, there is ' 
so~eth~~g to be s~id for what goes on in the head, 
wh~ch s~mply put ~s most of our lives. Those of us who 
read are nourishing that "I" inside of us which often 
seems far more alert than the external being we display 
to othe:s. I recall a white-haired Stephen Spender 
a~dress7ng a large Manhattan audience and confessing 
hls ~el~e~ that everyone has an internal age and that 
desp~te h~s 78 years, he still felt, inside, like 13. 
Purtl:el-m~l:e, Wllc:lL ~::; .f:JdLLlcularly interesting about 
read1ng 1S that whlle one can be experiencing sheer 
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delight, even ecstasy, to a casual observer one simply 
appears to be a lonely man in a chair with a book on 
his lap. 

I return them to my question, Why read? For 
spiritual and emotional nourishment, I would say. To 
feed my soul. To ponder the uncertai~ties of our. 
mortality and the mysteries of the un~verse. To f~nd 
intimate camaraderie with another soul, who has much to 
tell. A night spent in the company of Joyce or Tolstoy 
resembles in many ways dinner at the finest of 
restaurants-both offer nourishment in grand style-yet 
even as my stomach growls I prefer a dog - earned copy of 
Dubliners to truffles and snails at Lutece . 

Furthermore, I read to change my life. Though you 
may laugh at such a cliche, which lays bare my relative 
youth in this circle of sage wisdom, there is truth 
here. Isn't this, after all, the Amp-rir.an dream: to 
transform oneself? This is what James Gatz 
accomplishes in Fitzgerald's memorable novel. He 
becomes Jay Gatsby. And this is what most American 
spoL' L~ heL· C.H:!~, IllUV Ie ~ LCi X"S, and e n trepreneurs have 
done . They have made themselves into someone else. 
That is why Joseph-Beth Booksellers can be such an 
exciting and invigorating place. We go there not only 
for cappuccino and to let the kids run, but more 
importa ntly, to alter our l ives, t o become someone new 
a nd better. Joseph-Beth and Barnes & Noble serve a 
similar purpose to the cosmetics counter at Saks-all 
are involved with makeovers, one external, the other 
internal. And if you doubt me, consider what volumes 
sell most in America: self-help books and spiritual 
guide s. Even cookbooks are essentia lly about self
improvement. We buy books to become smarter, more 
sophisticated, better informed. And perhaps our 
overbuying signals excessive optimism about what we can 
become. By purchasing a book I demonstrate my desire 
to b~come b e tter, and even if I can't get around to 
read~ng the book, perhaps I imagine, in self-delusion 
that by simply taking the volume home and placing it ~n 
my sh~lf, I will feel its knowledge, through osmosis, 
pour lnto me. 
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There is also, I think, a profoundly religious 
element to our book reading and book buying; By 
edifying ourselves, we a~pire to great7r helghts, 
wishing perhaps to be, flnally, more llke God. Not 
only is God the ultimate role model, the one who knows 
everything, but He's also, hypothetically, the ultimate 
reader, someone who has read more than even Harold 
Bloom. And for those who are believers, there's more 
than a grain of truth in the fact that by becoming the 
best we can be, we in some way please our creator and 
display our worthiness . 

Personally, I have found that writers-beginning 
with Tolstoy, Dostoevsky, Shakespeare, Hawthorne, and 
Joyce-not only have nourished my soul, but they have 
literally changed my life. Let me give an example. 
Before I read John Updike, I thought my own background 
in middle-class conservative Cincinnati was devoid of 
interest and unworthy of narrative. What in the world 
did my rather ordinary experience here have in common 
with Ahab's great whaling quest in Moby - Dick, or with 
Odysseus's heroic ten-year journey home in The Odyssey, 
or with Natasha's dancing at imperial balls in War and 
Peace? Yet after reading Updike, who has made 
quotidian bourgeois existence the stuff of poetry, I 
began to see the miraculousness of ordinary life, of 
small moments and details. Updike often builds an 
entire short story around a simple meeting with a 
plu~ber, or a drive to pick up one's daughter from 
mUS1C class, or a walk down the drive to retrieve the 
newspaper. These ordinary events and moments become 
potent with beauty and meaning in Updike's world. So 
now when I ~it in the backyard and look at the sky, or 
when I get lnto my car and drive to the Kenwood Town 
Center, or when I simply look at a piece of furniture, 
I ~ee so much more than before, and I'm convinced that 
thlS comes largely from having read a single author. 
~urthermore, I have found that simply a sentence or an 
lmage from a certain author can have profound 
implications. Though there are hundreds of passages I 
cou~d offer, consider this memorable example from 
Updlke's Too Far to Go, which applies not simply to 
marri~ge but to any failed endeavor, "That a marriage 
ends lS less than ideal; but all things end under 
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heaven, and if temporality is held to be invalidating, 
then nothing real succeeds." 

I am convinced that my reading of Updike, Tolstoy, 
Hawthorne, Hemingway, Toni Morrison, Don DeLillo, . 
Reynolds Price, and many, many others affects me dally. 
My vision has been changed by what 1 ~ave read .. 1 see 
people differently; I pay more attentlon to deta1ls; I 
look for patterns in reality. 1 am, at least from my 
own perspective, a radically different person because I 
read. I am more open to possibilities of the 
supernatural, and I sense there may be a kind of hidden 
order in the universe that can be better understood 
through careful observation. As Price states in The 
Tongues of Angels, "Most of the urgent outstanding 
secrets of this one universe are strewn here before us. 
They are barely encoded, in faces and things, and are 
patiently waiting for the witness that will solve 
them. " 

Yet something is going terribly wrong with my 
paper. I began by bringing to light my addiction to 
the printed word, along with the need for some remedy, 
and now 1 am singing the praises of literature. Like 
the alcoholic, I waver, falling back into the 
seductiveness of my poison. What's my resolution? 
What can I offer you? And how am I to deal with that 
growing bedside pile of printed material which makes me 
feel more and more trapped? If my paper were a TV 
sitcom, I would at this point fall upon some easy and 
pat conclusio~: for instance, 1 might foreswear my 
books and ded1cate the rest of my life to playing 
baseball with my sons. I would become someone like 
Tiger Woods' father. Yet that's the TV ending to this 
paper. My ~wn conclusion must differ. I will, no 
doubt, cont 7nue to read, to build bedside pyramids, and 
t~ be confllcted between my reading life and family 
Ilfe. Yet there must be somewhere to go here, some 
alternate course. 

In the tribal ce~emony of the busk, individuals 
rid themselves.of thelr worn-out possessions by castin 
them together 1n a heap and setting them on fire g 
Thoreau essentially performs a spiritual busk in'his 
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great work Walden. Though I ~ropose nothing s? extreme 
and have no intention of settlng my house on flre or 
burning ancient copies of Joyce and Shakesp~are, there 
must be some middle ground. Perhaps a partlal busk. 
Beginning with, say, my academic journals. I have no 
time, and yes, I admit, little desire to read them. So 
much (though by no means all) of literary academic 
writing has become inaccessible and devoid of emotion, 
and I confess that most of my journals now go unread. 
I will cancel my sUbscriptions to all academic journals 
that I haven't been reading with any regularity, which 
means they all go except for American Literature. As 
for my many magazines, what have I learned from them? 
Could I better use the time for other activities, such 
as thinking, writing, drawing, starting some project 
that I've postponed for years? Perhaps. Therefore, 
they all go except The New Yorker which, given these 
new circumstances, I may now have time to read cover to 
cover. And if there's something I'm dying to read in a 
magazine or journal, I can find it at the library 
rather than clutter my house. Simplify, said Thoreau; 
simplify your life. Like the sage poet of Walden Pond, 
I do not wish to be trapped, but rather liberated, by 
my reading. By reducing my subscription load, I also, 
most importantly, will be diminishing Ron the mailman'S 
burden. My decision may have actual physical 
repercussions, saving Ron from later years of severe 
back pain. 

My subject is drawing to a close, yet I realize I 
have more time available, and perhaps I should use it 
knowing that I won't be given this podium for two more 
years. With my coda, then, let me address in brief 
fashion two issues which I hope will stir you. Since 
my topic has been reading and the printed word, I'll 
a~dress two of t~e main concerns people today have with 
llt7ratu~e ~nd llteracy. The first is the growing 
be~lef wlthln our society that people do not read or 
wr7te a~y~ore. The second, which mostly involves our 
unlversltles, where reading ostensibly continues is 
that no one is reading the great books but inste~d some 
replacement canon that is destroying our civilization. 
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As for the first concern-that people do not rea~ 
or write anymore-I have to admit that I have made thlS 
same argument. Often friends wil~ st~p and ask, 
"What's the writing of students llke ln colleg~ these 
days?" I know they're wai~ing.to hear a ~e~ta1~ 
answer, and I usually prov1de 1t: the wr1t1ng 1S 
atrocious, and the fact that most students read less 
than two books a year outside of class is equally 
atrocious. However, is their reading and writing any 
worse than it was, say, fifty or a hundred or two 
hundred years ago in America? Because I seriously 
distrust statistics and do not have any handy, I won't 
offer them, though likely I could find stats to back 
either side of the argument. What I'll do instead is 
offer evidence supporting a different perspective. 

When I say that student writing today is atrocious 
compar~d t? what it was in the past, what am I 
c~mparlng lt to? Perhaps to my own college days, about 
flfteen years ago when I was an undergraduate at Duke. 
Yet to compare the writing that I saw as an English 
major at Duke to what I see as one who teaches 
primarily non-English majors at UC is not quite fair. 
St~dents at Duke are generally better read; English 
maJors are more often than not superior in reading and 
writing to non-English majors. Furthermore, my 
experience fifteen years ago was as a student who was 
doing the writing, whereas now I am a teacher reading 
the writing. Writers always think their writing is 
better than what the teacher says, which may suggest 
that we have an unreal idea of what our own writing was 
like in the old days. Couldn't we be fooling ourselves 
about how well people wrote in the past? Couldn't we 
just be using selective memory? 

No, you say. Well, again, I think many of you 
should say no. After all, this is the Literary Club, 
made up of physicians, attorneys, university 
professors, business executives-not a slouch among us. 
So when you think back to your own past, in regard to 
reading and writing, I ask you not to think about 
yourself but others. Perhaps the kid down the street 
who never attempted his homework and did nothing but 
play stickball, or the kid who was always getting in 
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trouble with the police. How proficient was their 
prose? 

Are kids then better readers and writers today? I 
have no idea, but I will offer the following. Since my 
son was less than a year old, he has had stories read 
to him nightly, something I experienced very little of 
in childhood. And I don't think our arrangement at 
home is so rare . Before I had children, I used to read 
stories to my niece and nephews, and when we've been at 
the houses of friends, most of whom are not teachers, I 

typically see parents reading to their children. O~e 
non - academic father I know has already read the entlre 
unabridged Moby Dick aloud to his six-year-old, and she 
has told me that she loved it. The poor child no doubt 
has the complete Clarissa or Gibbon's The History of 
the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire coming her way 
before she turns seven. 

Furthermore, if the state of literature/literacy 
is so atrocious in America today, how do we account for 
all the great writing? I would rank our finest 
contemporary authors-Updike, Morris, DeLillo, Price, 
Pynchon, Oates, Mailer, Roth, Welty, Bellow-with those 
from any other period in American or world literary 
history. We are, I think, in a golden age in American 
letters. And unlike that glorious, albeit lost, 
generation of Faulkner, Fitzgerald, and Hemingway, our 
great contemporary American writers are not killing 
themsel~es with booze. Whereas Faulkner, Fitzgerald, 
and Hemlngway had written their finest works before the 
age of 30, and spent subsequent years in relative 
failure, our contemporary masters, most of whom grew up 
during the Depression, are an industrious sort who are 
composing wonderful volumes in their 50s, 60s, and 70s. 

My final point involves a concern we hear often 
these days: that no one is reading the classics 
anymore, that colleges are more interested in Elvis and 
Madonna than Tolstoy and Homer. In Don DeLillo's 
darkly prophetic novel White Noise there is a 
Department of Hitler Studies as well as a professor who 
teaches a course about automobile crashes in movies. 
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"You've established a wonderful thing r:-ere with 
Hitler. You created it, you nurtured lt, you made 
it your own. Nobody on the faculty of any college 
or university in this part of the country ca~ so 
much as utter the word Hitler without ,a nod In , 
your direction, literally or metaphorlcally., Th1S 
is the center, the unquestioned source. He 1S now 
your Hitler, Gladney's Hitler. I~ must be deeply 
satisfying for you. The college 1S 
internationally known as a result of Hitler 
studies. It has an identity, a sense of 
achievement. You've evolved an entire system 
around this figure, a structure with countless 
substructures and interrelated fields of study, a 
history within history. I marvel at the effort. 
It was masterful, shrewd and stunningly 
preemptive. It's what I want to do with Elvis." 

Now I know that many believe the American university 
has sunk to the comic depths described by DeLillo; 
however, things are not, in my experience, as bad as 
the media reports. As one who spends a good deal of 
time at the university, I'd have to say that almost all 
of my colleagues in American literature continue to 
teach Hawthorne, Emerson, Thoreau, Twain, James, 
Faulkner, and the rest of those dead white males that 
so many of us, myself included, admire and love. The 
only difference from when I was at the university 
fifteen years ago, is that now you might see Frederick 
Douglass, Zora Neale Hurston, or Kate Chopin on a 
syllabus. And as far as I'm concerned, it's for the 
better. These are great writers, though it has taken 
us many years to appreciate their immense talents. You 
may contend that the literary canon is falling apart 
because it is changing, but I would argue it is always 
changing. Dickinson and Whitman, as well as Melville's 
Moby - Dick, were forgotten for decades before being 
revived by scholars and writers. And Faulkner the 
largest figure in twentieth-century American l~tters 
was out of print and forgotten at one point during the 
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1940s, but then Malcolm Cowley came along and recharged 
his reputation. 

Furthermore, though there are no classes offered 
at the universIty, as far as I know, in the life ond 
iconography of Elvis Presley, what would be so awful 
about such a class being taught? I'm not talking about 
a Department of Elvis Studies, but simply a single ten
week class, taught on rare occasions in, say, the 
Department of American Studies, that would study 
American culture through the life of and public 
response to the hip-shaking legend from Graceland. In 
the hands of a responsible and energetic instructor, 
the course could be as useful, illuminating, and 
edifying as a more traditional course. My point, then, 
about the university is that we should not be misled by 
media reports. If Shakespeare and Milton are ever 
dropped from the English Department curriculum and 
replaced by John Grisham and Danielle Steele, then we 
have a major problem. However, if a teacher offers a 
course in contemporary mysteries or modern romance 
novels, that does not necessarily suggest the walls of 
civilization are crumbling. 

which returns me to my bedside pyramid of books 
and printed material, and to the question of whether 
everything in the heap is worth the time and effort to 
read. perhaps another way of phrasing the question is, 
Which books are the best? We all know Shakespeare is 
the greatest writer who ever lived, right? Perhaps. 
Yet there are problems with such a statement. First, I 
can't read Russian, Italian, Chinese, or a thousand 
other languages, so to say Shakespeare is the greatest 
writer presents a problem. Though I can read in 
translation Flaubert, Dante, Tolstoy, Homer, and many 
others, anyone who knows Russian literature will tell 
you that PushkIn's greaL!leSS simply cannot be 
understood when read in English. How about the claim 
then that Shakespeare is the greatest writer in the 
Eng~ish language? Seems reasonable enough, until one 
beglns to construct an argument with evidence. What 
makes Shakespeare better? We could say he's more 
graceful, lyrical, pensive, clever, serious, poignant, 
and so on. That he's a master of language and emotion, 
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that his range is tremendous. Yet couldn't we say much 
of the same of Milton, Yeats, Dickens, Faulkner, and a 
boatload of writers? I could go on her7, but I 
challenge anyone to construct an acce~slble argumen~ 
objectively proving that Shakespeare lS the best wrlter 
in English, or Mozart is the greatest composer, .or 
Vermeer is the greatest painter. I am not argulng that 
I do not think Shakespeare is the greatest, because I 
do and I am not suggesting that we renounce the 
cn~erprise of arguing the merit of one artist versus 
another. I am simply stating that to argue such 
matters is little different from judging a beauty 
pageant. Though it provides an enjoyable diversion to 
give our favorite writer his or her crown and title, we 
all, I hope, realize it is more profitable to spend our 
time reading the writer rather than sanctifying his 
name in the heavens. 

To return then to my title, "Confessions of an 
Addict or Sleeping Beneath Pyram:Jds,1I I imagine some of 
you anticipated a travel paper tonight. Given the 
words addict and pyramid, you may have hoped for a 
journey through the world of opium addiction. No such 
luck; please accept my apologies f o r having planted 
such misconceptions. Yet I still regard my paper, and 
perhaps all writing, as being about travel in some 
fashion. Though I may have disappointed you by not 
journeying to exotic locales and revealing amorous 
adventures, by not writing of women with large dark 
eyes who lure men through beaded doorways toward opium 
dens, you have at least been to my bedside and back, a 
journey of little consequence for most but for me an 
important pilgrimage. And though my addition to the 
printed word is part tongue-in cheek, I believe the 
amount of information with which we surround ourselves 
is absurd, as is this need we feel to master it all. 
There's simply too much out there for us to contend 
with and manage. Better, I think, to do a spring 
cleaning of one's bedside table, to reevaluate one's 
subscription load, and to scrutinize more thoroughly 
which books we choose to devote our time. Otherwise 
one is likely to become trapped rather than liberated 
by reading. 
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Now is also the time to begin those projects and 
plans we have long postponed. None of us will be here 
forever, so today is the day to start. I have 
contemplated writ ing a children's book with my son 
Walker, discoverer of the aforementioned bedside 
pyramid, but there never seems to be the time. Perhaps 
by reducing the mountain of material which demands my 
attention and clutters my life, I will have time and 
space to sit down with Walker and begin that effort. I 
truly hope so, though the irony would be that if 
successful, we will be slaying yet another forest and 
adding to the world's endless supply of books. So be 
it and begin the chopping, for there could be far worse 
things for a father and son to attempt. 

A MODERN MIRACLE 

September 29, 1997 Henry P. Briggs 

This paper was advertised as a Budget, but the 
Clerk has generously allowed me to turn it into a 
single talk. 

In July of 1995, following my retirement from The 
Seven Hills School, I was invited to serve as Interim 
Headmaster of the St. James Episcopal School in Los 
m.geles, 320 boys and girls in grades K-6. It turned 
out to be one of the most exhilarating experiences of 
my life, a wonderful year I will never forget. 

One hundred and forty of St. James' 320 students, 
44% of the enrollment, were of Korean ancestry, first 
or second generation, fifty of them named Kim or Less. 
Of the 31 faulty and staff, 12 were Caucasian, 8 
African-American, 6 Latino-American, and 5 Asian
American. The Chaplain, Father Aidan Koh, was the 
first Korean priest ordained in an Episcopal Seminary 
in America. 




