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My most unlikely yet impressive achievement since I graduated from Yale was to make up a word that made it into the dictionary. The word is pop- uluxe, a handy term to describe the fighter-plane-influenced, tailfinned automobiles, family rooms, living stereo, the New Frontier, and other phenomena of the fifties and early sixties. It has made it into only one dictionary so far—the Random House Webster’s Collegiate, and I fear that it is not going to last unless use of the word picks up. Even so, though I remember myself as a freshman intoxicated by Yale’s promise that I could engage and help shape the culture, I still could not have imagined invading the dictionary at forty-five.
The word came from my 1986 book Populuxe, an essay in social history exploring the achievements and insecurities of the America of our childhood. I will probably never again write anything that came so easily or is so loved. (Still, when I heard it had been assigned in a class at Yale, I couldn’t help getting that old-fogey feeling that standards have really fallen since our time.)
Aside from a brief stint as a teacher and a weekly newspaper editor in Old Saybrook, Connecticut, my professional career has been based at the Philadelphia Inquirer, where—with the exception of some lengthy leaves for a traveling fellowship and a couple of books—I have been the architecture and design critic since 1974. This is not a high-power position in the field; Philadelphia is not a place for becoming famous. But it is a good place to write about, and the Inquirer has allowed me enormous latitude in pursuing what interests me.
I live in a house a couple of blocks south of Rittenhouse Square with my lover James Chan. We’ve been together since 1979, improvising a life of bourgeois respectability. I didn’t begin to understand, let alone act on my sexuality until several years after graduation. But when Charles Reich talked about the fragility of personal achievement, and about how just one thing could “make the bottom fall out,” I know I understood the fear he was expressing. For gay people, the last twenty-five years have brought ecstatic liberation, plague and backlash. Nevertheless, I am happy and relieved to report that Reich was wrong.

