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I revisited Yale a couple of years ago, when a scholarly organization I belong to held its annual meeting at the Yale Center for British Art. Outdoors, there was spring warmth, and looks of expectancy on everyone who passed by; within, there was a great cultural and educational treasure, which forms but a small part of Yale’s unique offering to its students. In Woolsey Hall they were playing Beethoven’s Ninth. It was the revelation of a great university; but it was not my Yale.
True, my freshman year displayed some similarity to this Yale; there was Bladderball, and Mike Medved’s hitchhiking tournament, and the beginnings of what promised to be a great football team. But in the following years the warmth and expectancy faded, as friends disappeared into the relentless death- machine set up by Lyndon Johnson in Southeast Asia, and relations with New Havenites began growing grim as well. There were still Tang cups, and Tyng cups too, and even the Prom Committee. Imagine: I sipped wine, wearing white tie and tails; I listened to Sam and Dave sing “Soul Man” from that same stage in Woolsey Hall; but everything around me called for “Paint It Black.”
I entered Yale an idealistic scientist, ready to save humankind; I left it a cynical humanist, turning to the aesthetic image for refractions of a salvation I no longer thought possible. And little that I have seen in the twenty-five years since has given me back that hope. In a nation of 250 million, even a thousand points of light can provide neither heat nor illumination.
But at the same time, Yale provided me with the means for making the best of this particular bad lot. I got my Ph.D. in English from Johns Hopkins; I became a Professor of English in the State University of New York system; I wrote three pages’ worth of articles, reviews, et al; I married Wendy and had the requisite boy and girl—Martin plays varsity football, but Samantha is the better bet to be a chip in the Class of ’02; I have even successfully recommended one or two local students to Yale through the YASC. Thus I feel a little like Ahashuerus, doomed to live on until the Apocalypse: never worried about his own personal comfort or mortality, but seeing in that assurance no reason to become giddy. Maybe when the New York Rangers win the Stanley Cup and the Boston Red Sox win the World Series in the same year, I’ll have reason to join in the “Ode to Joy.”

