How I Learned to Write Without Footnotes

MaRria Rosa MENOCAL
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T keep telling myselfI didn't really think this was going to be an easy
piece to write. And I keep making longer and longer lists of the Bloom
events that have filled New York this fall, events | can say ' was wanting
to be able to include in this article. And ! can count, no longer on one
hand, the discarded drafts of versions of this piece. And in the dead of
the night, when I decide to get in bed and read the morning’s Times
instead of finishing what I think I can write about Harold Bloom, I
admit how terribly difficult it is to write abour someone one loves. That,
of course, that last half sentence, and especially the speaking out loud
of love, of passion, is not what we are mostly able to do, we academics.
We write with footnotes—out of training and habit and perhaps maostly
persuasion—and we by and large write in ways that reveal the most
horrifying of the many horrifying truths in Nietzsche's line that Harold
uses as an epigraph for the Shakespeare book: “That for which we find
words is something already dead in our hearts. There is always a kind of
contempt in the act of speaking.” And vet.

And yet, what Harold does is precisely to prove Nietzsche wrong: he
writes and speaks openly, ferociously, hyperbolically--even childishly,
perhaps best of all-about things that are very much alive in his heait.
And he writes from the astonishingly, scandalously, optimistic position
that they—his multiple loves, his exuberant passions, from Falstaff {noto-
ripusly now) to the Gnostic Ibn ‘Arabi of Henry Corbin--can be kept alive
through these exhilarating, and to many, exasperating public declara-
tions of such love. Far, very far, from Nietzsche’s sang-froid and resigna-
tion and pessimism, Harold’s Bloodhound-sad face and his regular
declarations of every kind of “bloom and doom” (as he puts it} are only
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masks for the most ferocious and tender of optlimists, 'for S\;r;l%i 1‘(;vce1 ;;
i - thus 1o be taken seriousiy. .
indeed, as strong as death—and . ! . very a4y
Harold restates the bit about not being able to saﬁ i;oxt'cl Iy!cen;) Oigthigc;ou
i i ing—but he understands tha
what poor Nietzsche is saying—bu
spendpeverything you have trying to find the ways, and you hope they are
countless. _ ‘
Most astonishingly—I love, now, being able to use Fh}ilt g:ea;(ilggyméﬁ
ion i iting—all of this he does, without a
expression in my writing : ! o DOy ot
i i i eptionalism, at a histo :
certainly with a sense of its exc ; ata e
i isis i ' ion’ of literary criticism and scne P
terrible crisis in the ‘profession’ o : olarshup.
i X 1y chronicled and thoroughty
rofession whose many woes are amp [ d h
gemoaned and perhaps even competently f.-xplmneti1 fiwa)li{ w(c))leg ;f;’h;i d
i i ting everything Har .
for me, can be most simply seen in no s and
X es it as being Falstaff (or Bloomstatf,
most of us are not. Harold sees it as _ i a5 cver
i i ded), and that is as good as it gets,
the Times, with great charm, conceded ha _
my more pedantic way of putting it is that it is about knowing how to

write without footnotes.

2

There used to be no story more famous in my own l?ranch of ‘éhe prc;ies;
sion'—which is what used to be called Romance phlloiogy- an nc;lv:,p "
debased form, survives as .
fractured and many would say thus : :
1;;;;11:15 of ‘foreign’ languages and literatures—than that of Ermc};
Auerbach’s writing Mimesis in Turkey. The Germag 1%»jl.'(];fessor gifl;;r;agld
i —whi t teaching Old French, roven :
P Wthh'mean ivor of the carnage of the First
Italian—is a Prussian war hero and surviw > ofthe Flrs
i i the Nazis chase him from hi
World War, but he is also a Jew and in 1935 : : S
iti ) i i 6 he goes into exile, to Istanbui,
ition at Marburg University. In 153 :
a(;fere he instructed “an audience mostly of vzell-biought ;g:{r;:lrjxf
i i : " as his student Lowry .
Turkish ladies who needed French as ' . m 0
i i But it is here, in such extreme exiie,
would say in a loving necrology. ' e
i ach other, that Auerbach si
with Europe and its cultures savaging e ‘ . b
) king on, without his languages @
helpless at the edge of the desert, 100. :
wi{iout his boois--and writes Mimesis. Famously,'ver{ fargsusg,sxof\not?trﬁz
i ibliogr: : ith the inscription {on the
footnotes, no bibliography and wit - : ! :
i ; : “Written in Istanbul betweer
i age of the 1953 English translation). : ' :
It\i]t:i; ?giz and April 1945"—as if by way of explanation of this lapse in
) larship.’ '
SCII]Svas ﬁrsr',c told the story as a graduate studen_t in the' 19705, I-nomem%
which I think can now be seen as oddly ‘transitional’ in the history o
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literary studies: there were still considerable traces of the older
universe, degrees in Romance philology were still technically possible,
graduate students were still told the story of Auerbach and, indeed,
were expected really to read Mimesis. But it was also mostly clear that
this was largely vestigial, that we were mostly being trained as scholars
in one language and one literature and maybe even one century. Indeed,
this was just one of the ways in which scholarship was clearly defined—
pragmatically if not explicitly—as a matter of greater specialization
rather than greater vision and breadth. And the very notion that any of
this had anything to do with true Jove or passion or cultural values
wouldn’t have crossed anyone’s mind—and would have been sneered at
if it had, probably from both sides of the aisle: the old-fashioned philol-
ogists were by and large from the school descended from German neo-
gramunarians and as much interested in disembodied obiective truth as
the other neos, the New Critics.

So I was puzzied, as I think anyone who really thought about the
Auerbach myth must have been: was the moral supposed to be that it
was a truly magnificent scholar who could write a whole book without
a library and thus without notes or bibliography? If so, what were we
being trained to do? It was more than clear that whatever the moral
was, it was certainly not that we should write our papers (let alone an
entire book) without notes or a bibliography, as Auerbach had done.
After all, literary scholarship in the ‘Inodern’ period meant one version
or another—and these versions might be quite different from each
other--of grasping that our field was as ‘scientific’ and ‘disinterested’ as
any other, above all that it was about things which could be proven {or
perhaps even be diagrammed or charted), Who would have suggested,
out loud, in those years, that the footnotelessness of that book was an
act of supreme love? Of the sort medieval writers, who believed in
Memory itself as a necessary handmaiden to Love, had cultivated? (Peter
Brown’s recent huge book on The Rise of Western Christianity is unblem-
ished by footnotes, a rnode described as “wicked” by Robin Lane Fox but
rather deftly, although incompletely, explained by another reviewer:
“Brown has rejected the world of footnotes and embraced a medieval
scholarly aesthetic in which the reader is constantly challenged to iden-
tify the sources paraded anonymously through these pages.”)

But in my graduate school days, if Auerbach stood for a ‘revered’ but
inimitable Old World, then Harold Bloom was the New, probably Brave,
and certainly Scary as Hell. I knew who Harold Bloom was, as, [ suppose,
must have every even half-conscious graduate student in the seventies,
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from The Anxiety of Influence, a book I could scarcely understand and
which was nearly responsible for my deciding I was simply not smart
enough to make it through graduate school, let alone the profession. Of
course, what | know now that I didn't know then is that when my fellow
graduate students acted as if they understood it, and thus made me feel
I was the village idiot (or The Idiot Questioner), the truth was they didn’t
really have much of a clue either. The many reasons why this was so—
why a book far more heterodox vis-a-vis critical and scholarly practice,
and thus far more unintelligible within that intellectual context, than
Auerbach’s, was as iconic as it was—I will leave aside for the moment,
But it was s0, and my own lack of real understanding was a source of
extraordinary distress, mostly becaunse I was a medievalist (actually a
Romance philologist, one of the very last that would come out of the
Department of Romance Languages at the University of Pennsylvania)
and the whole question of ‘influence’ {and its vast army of foot soldiers,
sources and etyma and derivations and origins and so forth) was just
about all anyone did or had ever done in my neck of the woods. And it
was what ] wanted to do, too; I had already fallen upon what my subject
would be, which was {in essence) the question of the repressed influence
of Hispano-Arabic poetry on early Romance poetry—and somehow 1
figured that even though the repressed (or what 1 dimly understood to
be ‘anxious’) component was that of modern scholarship, rather than
the influenced poetry, this Bloom book everyone talked about and cited
just had to be important for me. No doubt it would have been, and no
doubt it would have influenced me in ways that would have, indeed
(although for very different reasons) made me abandon my scholarly
career. But in the midst of becoming a scholar I could not stop really to
understand this book that had no footnotes, no bibliography, dozens
and dozens of quotes—by which I mean lines inside quotation marks—
with no work-and-page citations. And Bloom, as far as anyone knew, did
hot have the excuse that he had written his book in Istanbul.

1 think I would never, on my own, have stopped really 1o understand
that book, but that carriage decided, rather improbably, it would stop
for me. [ was hired at Yale in 1986, having written a first book (with the
subtitle A Forgotten Heritage to stand, unconsciously, appropriately
enough, for my version of ‘anxious influence’) which one enthusiastic
reviewer characterized as having the best footnotes on the subject ever
written. {Or maybe what she said was that the best part of the book was
the footnotes.) Everything about that move was terrifying—at some only
hatfconscious level I knew, I was certain, that this was going to lead to
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;nytiljleing found out, that thc_z fact I'had been the single graduate student
In e whole o.f the seventies who had not understood The Anxiety of
Mnﬂuenge was going to be revealed, and probably published in the Sunday
Wiatiagxﬁe of The New York Times, where they had just published an article

~COLOT pictures, on “the Yale Critics.” To this day [ '

article as being called something like “ l AL (ot e

icle g like “Terror at Yale” (whic?
quite implausible to me), and none i ares was
L€ , of the guys in those pictur
smiling, least of all Harold Bloo i i rion wat not
) m. But since the ‘flight’ option was
: . : not
}[ Ef% a}\;aflabl-e to me i my moment of abject inteHectual terror, I took
e g thwhmh meant, of course, it was time to Grow Up and Figure It
: ?o when [ actually met the Ferocious and Unsmiling Yale Critic I
didn’t end up too humiliated.
dayTz(-l)lIll( ;1:211: Mispri;i;;n. By the time I actually met Harold, walking one
streets of New Haven, I had actuall !

ol : y read enough, and well

:aiioucgih, that] wasn't even surprised to see him and the mai who intro-
th(fzwme to him, Lowry Nelson, Jr.—the former student of Auerbach’s
wh as one of the last of the very old-fashioned people, retrograde
o ;11 ;tB\]’ale~excha?1ge an obviously affectionate kiss. The essence of
Ha old B oomwnotjlust the personal essence, but the essence of this

" npareu_ reader of h{eratare. this exemplary scholar of the twentieth

¢ Ie;r;t}t)}ry—_—ls Love. Love in all_of its manifestations, in every sense, from

§ assionate t'o the _Mysncal and everything in between. And it is

: 1ticause :che ba_s;s of his reIa_tionship to literature is Love, in all of its

o gaiaeelsg—;;uctiugmfg,l necessarily, all the fallout: the cruel jealousy, the

nst the false suitors—that he has not wri i
4 ritten a footnote in at
Le;x\;sito izge;;;f:nlc'it,ﬂmc;re m;)portanrly—since the bit abour footnotes is
ittle hyperbolic and a lot symbolic—that eve
‘ el N 25 years
iﬁ&:;l’ﬁ{n ISE \al;as W1 11t11ng stuff that was far from the recent boogsythat
aae the best-seller lists, his uncompromisin i i
: cller \ gly and indefatigabl
personal version of criticism and scholarship was mostly uninteliigibley

3

Sh!:ge;;;: vgy \;elry fl’:l;;(l)liiitef pieces in the Bloom canon—likely to be read by
allest han of people, and certainly b thing v i

the public his vast Canon and Sh 1] books hove b o the.

akespeare and [ books have had—i
: ‘ ~is th

fnl iiicglt)c%strﬁe ??;viy ;epubhshed Alone with the Alone: Creative Imaginatiaz
aof Ibn ‘Arabi by the late, great Islamicist H i

e | . - Henry Corbin.

‘(fjv(;:-b;ln‘w.rom wnzh plenty of footnotes, by the way, and 0113; subjelclt

Ich 1s in no wise popular, and in a language that is sometimes as
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ook, than a man accidentally caught without his library—which would

( } e
hOW can I resist?) a blt 111 q t
. ” equa ng IO\«e Wltil gEttiIlg Caught Wlth

hermetic as that of the great Andalusian Sufi about whom he N
But in reading that whole string of critical Gnostics, from Ibn "Ag;
Bloom, it is possible to see how much it is a matter of having a visit
critical relationship with the texts one reads, and thus lov
Harold's deft equation of Grosticism (‘acquaintance’ rather than
ing’) with “visionary” suggests in every way that without Love th
prise of ‘criticism’ becomes something more akin to ‘knowing' {th
pseudo-scientific impulse, whether that of the philologists or th
tyralists or the social-constructivists) than to ‘acquaintance.’
being about love is also necessarily about the imagination, as
about passion and hope and God and belief and a dozen othe
that most peopie are embarrassed to say or write in public-in th
spheres of our profession, anyway. But not Hareld. Quoting
with unembarrassed love and approval—he notes and reiterates
pray to God because we created him. And thus the places whe;
knowledge of God and of literature—or even the history of liteza
are much the same are forms of either Gnosticism (‘acquaintal
Kabbalism {'tradition’). Or Love.

f quibbie with Harold, sometimes, over his ferocious denunciat

what he has called the School of Resentment, because I think it’
a red herring. His relationship to literature of all sorts Is roote
varieties of the loving experience, and my own sense is that
rebellion was and in some profound way still is against literary
as a ‘professional’ enterprise—professional in the sense of it Beg
impersonal. The hyperbole in Bloomian eritical language is iny
characterized (negatively) as if it were the hyperbole of scientifi
and assertions—rather than understood as the language of lovet
with all the possibilities for transcendent and, indeed, ouy
Truths. And it is amusing, although sad-making, to read recen
of the Shakespeare book that take on the notion of the expression
concept of “the invention of rhe human” as if it were an express;
biology book written by fundamentalists--rather than a pal
languages of the human arts (God knows, not ‘sciences’) and £
butions to the contemplation of the human, and ourselves.
about literature cannot be this, then what can? Of course,
trained as philologists should really have known better all 4
all, the concept that this is all about Love in the first place
embedded in that ur-professional designation, philology. And
who with considerable pride called himself a philologis
complex, as a writer of a famously foomote-less and biblio

4

e lines from Nietzsche are like a talisman, or a form of evil eye
tho:;fe (_}ther wonderful traditions that are meant to warg ;J?; l())ns
ngs: it is certainly true that it is difficult, sometimes overwhelmi a1
0, to approach those things so close to the heart, or to write with m'g :
nakedness, or to open oneself to the barbs of the Philistines e
Iy when the Phili{stines are our colleagues, (I found myself, jus‘é ; Sfléx;e\;
y:r:iafo, mementar.lly stung by what was unambiguously m'eant to be
] 1ve comment: my praise of what I truly believed to be a terrific
! ok was dismissed as “rapturous"’_) The truth s that those who love are
mlélfenselyitcrlulnerable‘, a_nd onelmaybe not-halfbad description of what
n;ia?}te] v\};ﬁ tl?atf it 15 precisely that willingness to make oneself
o Or.hurt;u 1?_ aio;:;s;argeavﬁh :?nlyt-hin%1 other than that it is not
: e, ich is i
om Nietzsche, to urge us to try to say the uwns;t}t;ilrnleeeeiei}fv?}phomsm
1aﬂy‘w_hen, we suspect the price involved, , o epe
This is the dread built into Falstaff's relationship with Hal—or, rath
E:hl“fi:;cli that I;arold feels for Falstaff, when he contemplates H,aria wlelg
now but will one day be King, will one day claim thar! i 1
Falstaff is dead in his heart. There i in the
‘kesgeare booi(,' towards the end, as I recalsi, iéggflgagisgg;gie;:{ihe
D w:Fh Hal being parallel to the poet’s relationship o his lover : r:l
ron in the lpve sonnets. The terror of love, and the beauty of mmh
tlp;c:trz{,{zesxdes (f)f 1course in that fear of abandonment of one sc:orltJ f)r
- one of the things Haroid's reading suggests to me {whicl
en as a medievalist who has read every ma: ad
er exactl_y ghimpsed) is that the fear m);y l;l{:]‘?}f;tiiéoa:z i?)i?}ldl hag
us;, as Nietzsche would have it, we never knew how to say that “IO ;;ie
.ialutt Vlvhat Hal:Old accompllsh?s is precisely to persuade us that it is
I'to keep trying, that there is only one kind of relationship to b
.:v;;l;é;tt;ruell;:uri, if :lve are to be critics true to what we pl‘etind tg
full-out and no holds barred, i - ing i
edTrue I:ove and we will be able to ﬁnicti III;: :1;?xi\:z)§dbsc;$sftummg !
gs gﬁl;t“posteuty and ‘h.lstory' ;nd' all those other frightening
remember Hareld's astonishing accomplishments as the
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foremost critic of his age in a manner perhaps appropriately complex,
and certainly with that whole range of admiration and fear, respect and
jealousy, that the truly prodigious inspire. He may, as he has more than
once lamented, be remembered principally for the Anxiety thing. Or,
perhaps, he will be remembered for the very different books of this
decade, for what will most likely be described as a turn to the ‘popular’—
and an abandonment of his profession, pour cause. But for me it is all
reducible to the simplest, most frightening and difficult thing: he talks
and writes, and thus urges others to talk and write, as the Lover does to
the Beloved, as Ibn 'Arabi does to his God, as Falstaff does to Hal. To write
about literature, under Bloomian skies—which are sometimes brilliantly
clear and other times stormy, and always very much alive--is to be
involved with literature in the most human ways. To love and be loved.
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