
  

 

53rd Asilomar: Rob Calvert Reports 

The 53rd annual Great Books Asilomar weekend began with 

rain squalls, soon clearing to beautiful spring weather on the 

gorgeous California coast. One hundred or so eager lovers of 

literature gathered from near (Monterey Peninsula College) 

and far (North Carolina) to exchange ideas on Plato, Woolf, 

Shaw and selected poetry. 

The clandestine, unacknowledged Theme Committee was a 

bit more obvious than usual this year in its choice of selec-

tions. Clearly, this weekend’s readings explored the passage 

of time. Poems by Keats, Auden, and Thomas all dealt ex-

plicitly with things that wither in time and things that do not. 

Plath’s Daddy looked back in time as she attempted to exor-

cise a childhood demon. As for Rae Armantrout’s Soft 

Money, what was that poem about? Prostitution? Britney 

Spears? Banana republics? Dubious investment practices? 

Perhaps all of the above. 

Meanwhile Virginia Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway couldn’t seem to 

make it through a sentence of internal monologue without 

hearing a clock chime somewhere. And Shaw’s Caesar and 

Cleopatra was a long muse on ―The modern British empire is 

nothing compared to those cool Ancient Romans — those 

were the days.‖ So yes, time was in the air. 

As I compiled evaluation stats and looked at comments, it 

was clear that many (myself included) were challenged by 

Plato’s Phaedrus. A poor choice of translation was partly 

responsible, for which I take full blame — we’ll be more 

careful choosing editions in the future. But the dialogue pre-

sented difficulties beyond those caused by the translator for 

those of us unversed in the mysteries of classical rhetoric. 

Some of us preferred to set the rhetoric aside and concentrate 

on Phaedrus’s initial discourse about lovers vs. non-lovers 

(Platonic love), perhaps separating us into Lov-

ers and Talkers. When the discussion was over, 

I was left wondering – what was Socrates smok-

ing when he hallucinated flying chariots drawn 

by one white horse and one black horse? Cos-

mic. 

Unsurprisingly, the weekend held a few sur-

prises. It was realized too late that we hadn’t 

followed the usual rotating-groups-of-ten-

people arrangement, and that we’d share discus-

sions with the same twenty companions for 

much of the weekend. With a little spin control, 

this evolved into an impromptu ―experiment‖ in 

which feedback was solicited on whether fixed 

groups or rotating groups are preferable. Rotat-

ing groups was the clear victor, and we’ll return 

to that arrangement next year. Thank you, ―test 

subjects‖! We also innovated this year by add-

ing a Saturday afternoon film screening, draw-

ing on the success of GB mini-retreats, in which 

a book discussion is combined with a viewing of 

its film adaptation. The gods of consumer elec-

tronics were not kind, however. A roomful of 

seventy people, assembled and ready to enjoy 

Vanessa Redgrave’s portrayal of Clarissa Dallo-

way, instead witnessed a line of text on the 

video screen saying: ―Cannot play this disk – 

please insert another.‖ That was when we real-

ized that our DVD was cracked nearly straight 

(Continued on page 2) 

Vince Scardina leads discussion of George Bernard 

Shaw’s play Caesar and Cleopatra at  Asilomar. Seated 

from  left, Roger and Ann Brogan, Vince, Jan Fussell, 

Jennifer Anderson.  Photo by Jim Hall. 

Two Summer Events You Won’t Want to Miss 

 
Annual Meeting and Picnic, Sunday, June 12. Free. Discus-

sion of Tim O’Brien’s The Things they Carried.  Flyer page 

7, story page 9.  

 

Long Novel Weekend, August 20-21, Walker Creek 

Ranch, Marin County, near Petaluma.  This year’s novel is 

Look Homeward, Angel by Thomas Wolfe.  Registration 

form page 5, story page 9.   
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through! So much for Netflix, and Blockbuster to the res-

cue. Following a mad dash to the Pacific Grove video store, 

I returned with The Hours (closest I could get to Mrs. Dal-

loway) and was greeted by ―No problem about the delay — 

we’ve been talking.‖ I love bookies. 

Clarissa Dalloway and Peter Walsh would have fit right in 

at the Saturday afternoon party. Although there were no 

sightings of the prime minister, we were graced by the art-

istry of Donna Reynolds’s piano playing. The party pro-

vided a welcome chance to catch up with old friends and to 

debate what the poetry had really been about. 

Organizing an event of this size is made easy because so 

many share in the effort. The genius of the Great Books 

Council of San Francisco lies in the willingness of its mem-

bers to help make it all happen. Sheri Kindsvater shoul-

dered the largest burden as registrar, meeting the needs of 

each attendee while navigating the sometimes strained rela-

tionship with Aramark, which is now in charge of Asilomar 

State Park’s management. Barbara McConnell helped in a 

thousand ways, most notably as discussion arranger, a task 

that bears remarkable similarities to reciting the Gettysburg 

Address while humming the Ode to Joy and dancing the 

tango. Barbara helped Mary Stuart, who coped beautifully 

Asilomar 2011 (Continued from page 1) 

(Continued on page 3 ) 

From the President’s Desk 
 

My term as President of the Great Books Council of 

San Francisco ends next month.  It has been a dis-

tinct pleasure to work with all the members of this 

organization over the past two years.  We are 

blessed with many talented, energetic people who 

make things happen in a way that seems effortless, 

but requires a lot of hard work.  Thanks to all of 

you. 

At the beginning of my term I listed several areas on 

which to concentrate.  One was to in-

crease media exposure.  That has not 

been very successful.  Having worked 

with some success with electronic me-

dia, I suggest that pursuing print media 

exposure is not worth much time or 

effort.  The internet has proven to be a 

powerful tool and is getting better.  

From email between individuals to discussion 

among committee members (our book selection 

committee works entirely by email) to disseminating 

information via e-newsletters, I find electronic me-

dia to be marvelously efficient.  Anybody who does 

not use the media regularly should learn to do so.  

Except for Great Books discussions, learning some-

thing new like how to ―surf the net‖ is the best way 

to keep and improve our mental capacities. 

Another effort is supporting existing groups. That is 

underway with the leadership of Louise DiMattio.  

She identifies and works with our area coordinators 

to help local leaders.  Barbara McConnell developed 

our mentor program to assist leaders.  Our mini-

retreats have all proven successful, including the 

newest, Great Books in Gold Country and Great 

Books in Wine Country. We will support the estab-

lishment of more as the opportunity arises—which 

means whenever a local discussion group wishes to 

organize one.  We can provide resources and public-

ity to start an event which will have the best possi-

ble chance for success.  Our other events have also 

been successful even in these times when people 

have less discretionary income. We experienced a 

decline in attendance at Asilomar in 2010, a prob-

lem handled well by Rob Calvert, our Asilomar co-

ordinator.  Rob made adjustments and Asilomar 

2011 was a great success. 

Another area we worked on is establishing new dis-

cussion groups.  We are designing a program to be 

used by anyone who wishes to start a new discus-

sion group.  Local discussion groups are the life-

blood of this organization.  Longstanding groups do not 

seem to be good at attracting new, in particular younger, 

members.  I have nothing against seniors; I am one. I appre-

ciate what has been done by us seniors for Great Books 

through the years.  However much we may try, established 

groups are not as welcoming as a new group where every-

one is starting together.  We have had success in San Fran-

cisco starting three new groups in the last two years, this in 

a city having only one discussion group for decades.  Clif-

ford Louie is the one most responsible for the success of 

these groups, one meeting at the main library, one at the 

Richmond branch, and our newest at the Noe Valley 

branch.  Let us know by phone or email if you are inter-

ested in starting a new discussion group.  We’ll help. 

As past president I will assist our new president—Marge 

Johnson has been nominated for the position — any way I 

can, I’ll continue efforts at starting new discussion groups, 

and I’ll go on publishing our e-newsletter, Reading Mat-

ters Online.  I expect to increase our public exposure 

through the use of social media on the internet.  If you have 

not seen it, check out our blog.  It is accessed through our 

website.  Again, thanks to everyone in this organization for 

the pleasure of working with you these last two years. 

 

Jim Hall 
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Socrates, Cleopatra, 

 Mrs. Dalloway, and Stabenau  

Go Into a Bar 
Jim Stabenau 

Stabenau:      Here we are in the Grecian Urn Taverna 

on the Elysian slopes.  Let us seek beauty and truth in 

our discourse today.  When Keats wrote the "Ode on a 

Grecian Urn" he drew on deep memories, not tracts of 

certainty. This provides us imagery where Truth and 

Beauty may be found. He believes the urn to be a 

friend to man with much to tell us.  Keats summarizes 

the drawing on the urn in poetic rhetoric: ―Beauty is 

Truth, Truth Beauty; that is all ye know on earth and 

all ye need to know.‖ 

 Socrates:   I’ve seen the urn but had not read the 

poem until Dr. Stabenau handed it to me.  Before I 

dazzle you with my famous ―Socratic method,‖ allow 

me to say that whereas the urn shows images as if 

each were in its own space and time, the poet clearly 

takes the artist’s purpose to be to convey a single con-

cept: the idea of Beauty as Truth. Keats adds Truth as 

Beauty. Poetic truth conveys the beauty of language.  

Truth and beauty are expressions of the two halves of 

our consciousness. One half expresses our thoughts 

through rhetoric and the other through imagination. 

Together they form the unity of truth and beauty. Thus 

we have an eternal dialectic between Beauty and 

Truth. Cleopatra, Clarissa, do you see this as true for 

you? 

 Cleopatra:     Oh great thinker, I will speak first be-

cause I am young and beautiful. When majestic Caesar 

came to my kingdom I presented him youth and physi-

cal beauty. I felt no need for truth because I am able to 

lie well and copiously. This did not impress the 

old man.  But he saw my potential and tutored me 

in seeking truth. He said that I should value truth 

in others more than I value beauty in myself. Then 

I would become truly a queen. Upon his return to 

Rome he would ask Mark Antony — strong, with 

muscular round arms — to come to Egypt and be 

my lover. So I believe that if you have beauty and 

guile you don't need the truth.  

Stabenau (to himself):    Perhaps her left and right 

brain were trying to come together but didn’t 

make it. 

 Mrs. Dalloway (Clarissa):      I too have been 

young.   Preparing for my recent party I had cause 

to ruminate upon my romantic past, no pun in-

tended. Get it?  Romantic?  I did not have your 

beauty, Cleopatra, but I did have class. I knew 

passion with Peter and with Sally. But I passed 

over them to marry Richard, solid and steady, a 

choice that followed reason.  Alas, that makes me 

simply Mrs. Dalloway.  Virginia Woolf summed 

this up on the last page of my story.  ―What does 

brain matter,‖ said Lady Rossiter, getting up, 

―compared with the heart.‖   I watch the old 

woman across the street prepare for bed and won-

der if when I face death I will ponder whether I 

have given away the truth and the beauty that 

could have been mine with Peter or Sally. 

 Stabenau:     Well said, my friends. We struggle 

in a quest for beauty to have a meaningful life. 

Such a life should be based upon truth with one-

self and with others.  

Socrates:       Bartender, one more round of 

drinks, but hold the hemlock.      

Making Fiction Real: 

A Reflection on Mrs. Dalloway 

John Anderson 

Now that Asilomar is safely over, I thought that I 

may be permitted an outside reference. 

Umberto Eco wrote a marvelous little book called 

Six Walks in the Fictional Woods. I urge you all to 

read it. It's a charming and erudite exposition of 

Literary Theory. Before you shudder and turn 

away, let me assure you that the style could not be 

(Continued on page 4) 

with incessant ―one more thing‖ plan changes as she 

assembled registration packets at the last minute 

(assisted by Jan Vargo). Louise DiMattio was our own 

Clarissa Dalloway, arranging and hosting the film 

screening and party. That volunteer list just scratches 

the surface, though — there were also the reading se-

lection committees, the stalwarts at the Friday regis-

tration table, and last but not least the 21 discussion 

leaders who read and re-read the books, thought up 

topic questions, attended pre-discussions, and gener-

ally made themselves experts, all so that they could 

avoid expressing their own opinions and let us have 

the fun of expressing ours. Thank you. 

Asilomar 2011 (Continued from page 2) 
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less like that of Jacques Derrida. (Here I must confess 

that I have read only fragments of Derrida; it was 

enough.) 

Among many points that he makes, Eco contrasts the 

difference in certainty between fiction and reality. If 

Gerard de Nerval says that Sylvie was born on such 

and such a date at such and such a place  — I've mis-

laid my Six Walks so I'm winging it on the quotations 

— then we know with certainty that is exactly what 

happened. On the other hand, when we read that Na-

poleon died at St. Helena on May 5, 1821, we cannot 

be certain that he wasn't secretly rescued by Bonapar-

tist partisans who left a substitute body in its place 

while successfully smuggling him back to France 

where he lived under an assumed identity. The tongue-

in-cheek improbability is part of Eco's charm and in 

no way alters the fact that events, historical or per-

sonal, may well have happened in ways slightly or 

greatly different from the record as it has come down 

to us.  

I have heard that it is fashionable to talk of the Unreli-

able Witness in fiction writing. But surely all witness 

is unreliable, or, at least, not wholly reliable. We all of 

us have our prejudices and biases. When we report or 

describe, our reports are colored by our preoccupa-

tions, prejudices, and concerns, even without any in-

tent to misrepresent or deceive. 

In the opening scene of Mrs. Dalloway, Virginia 

Woolf gives us this marvelous description of North 

London. The description is not actually given to us by 

Virginia Woolf directly, but by Mrs. Dalloway. By her 

use of stream of consciousness, Woolf doesn't let us 

see anything as directly factual. Everything that we 

know about people and places is through reporting by 

others. A description of North London not only gives 

us a vivid picture of a very particular place, but gives 

us an insight into the character of the reporter, Mrs. 

Dalloway. In every conclusion that we draw about 

motivation and character, we have to take into account 

who is the reporter. What is the reporter’s preoccupa-

tions and biases? Are we getting an unbiased character 

sketch of Mrs. Dalloway from Peter Walsh's musings? 

That hardly seems likely. 

With her stream of consciousness, this brilliant con-

versationalist, indefatigable party giver, and masterly 

writer gives to her fiction the blur and uncertainty of 

reality. 

Making Fiction Real (Continued from page 3) Asilomar Theme Committee: 

Marjorie Scott Honored as Secret 

Panel Selects 

―As Time Goes By‖         
 Rick White 

Analysis of readings and activities reveals the 2011 Asi-

lomar Spring Conference theme to have been ―As Time 

Goes By.‖  This was highlighted by recognition at the 

Saturday afternoon party of much-beloved Marjorie 

Scott’s 50th Asilomar.  Sadly, she announced that it 

would be her last.  Time is overtaking her.  Marjorie's 

announcement was followed by a moving performance of 

the classic tune, ―As Time Goes By,‖ by singer-pianist 

Donna Reynolds. 

A standoff might have threatened cancellation of the con-

ference but it was apparently averted by a last minute 

agreement to include a secondary theme, ―Love and Non-

Love.‖  Other issues threatening to scuttle negotiations 

must have been resolved by this compromise.  It is ru-

mored that talks were getting nowhere until GBSF presi-

dent Jim Hall called the leaders to his San Francisco 

mansion and asked them to behave like adults.  Efforts by 

this space  to reach members of the committee were frus-

trated by the usual insistence that there is no such com-

mittee.  President Hall has refused to comment.  

The first three poems discussed Friday evening revealed 

the theme.  In the first, John Keats, in ―Ode to a Grecian 

Urn,‖ wrote about figures on the urn being frozen forever 

in time. Had Virginia Woolf’s novel Mrs. Dalloway, 

which takes place in a single day, not done so on Satur-

day morning, the film The Hours that afternoon would 

have removed all doubt.  

 The secondary theme ―Love and Non-Love‖ made its 

formal appearance Saturday evening in Plato’s dialogue 

Phaedrus, whose first half was devoted to arguing which 

relationship between intimates was better, one where the 

elder was, or was not, in love with the younger.  The dif-

ficulty of discussing this piece left some leaders and par-

ticipants wishing the compromise had not been struck.   

Both themes were embodied in Sunday morning’s discus-

sion of Bernard Shaw’s play Caesar and Cleopatra, 

which traced the development of the relationship between 

the emperor and the queen over six months.  As most un-

(Continued on page 9) 
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Annual Meeting/Picnic in Tilden Park: 

Marge Johnson up for GBSF prexy, 

Rob Calvert for veep 
 

The Things They Carried will be discussed. 

 

Marge Johnson of Pleasanton and Rob Calvert of 

Berkeley are nominees for GBSF top offices.  Elec-

tions will be held at the annual meeting/picnic in 

Berkeley’s Tilden Park on Sunday, June 12, from 

noon to 3:00 p.m.    Rick White has agreed to serve again 

as secretary and Brian Mahoney as treasurer. Great Books 

Marge Johnson: Into the Breach 
 

It's been said that if you want something done, ask a busy person. So here's 

Marge Johnson, our new vice president and nominee for president. Marge is 

fairly new to the Executive Committee, but by no means new to Great Books. 

She is a regular at Asilomar and the Long Novel Weekend, attending with her 

husband Rudy, long active as a discussion leader. She and Rudy met at Stanford 

and have been married 53 years. 

 

Marge first taught handicapped children, then became a real estate broker. She 

retired from that in 2000 and has since devoted her time to travel, "our favorite 

pastime"—she and Rudy have traveled widely—to cultural activities, and to their three grandsons. When Marge 

and Rudy are not attending the theatre or the symphony, or going to and from the airport to visit family, they 

volunteer at city functions and tutor foreign students. 

 

Marge is eager to be of service in her role as vice president and then president if elected, and seeks the assistance 

and counsel of everyone who can help her make this "the best year ever." 

participants who are present are thereby qualified 

to vote. Further nominations from the body are 

welcome.  

Other members of the Executive Committee are 

expected to continue in their posts.  A chair for 

the Asilomar spring conference to replace Rob 

and one for the annual meeting/picnic are being 

recruited.  Members in-

terested in these posi-

tions or other activities 

of the Executive Com-

mittee are encouraged to 

tell Jim Hall. 

Following elections and 

brief reports to the mem-

bership, attendees will 

be divided into groups to 

discuss Tim O’Brien’s 

book, The Things They 

Carried. This book with its intensely personal 

stories of a group of soldiers’ Vietnam War ex-

periences was a best seller  and a critical success. 

Chef Brent Browning on duty at 

the  2010 Picnic in Tilden Park. 

Look Homeward, Angel  
is selected for  

Long Novel Weekend 

Rudy Johnson 

In the Great Books tradition of revisiting works that 

are out of step with literary fashion, we’ll dig into 

Thomas Wolfe’s first novel, Look Homeward, Angel: 

A Story of the Buried Life. Although in eclipse today, 

he is still considered by many to be one of our great 

American writers.  This 1929 novel was Wolfe's first. 

The central character, Eugene Gant, is thought to be 

Wolfe. The place is the mountain town of Altamont, 

Catawba, a fictionalized Asheville, North Carolina, 

where he grew up. 

 Wolfe's novels long have been on reading lists for 

undergraduate literature courses, perhaps because 

they deal with early experiences in family life and the 

formation of identity. Look Homeward, Angel fo-

cuses on Eugene Gant's stormy— now it would be 

(Continued on page 10) 

derstood the play, Caesar’s attitude toward Cleopatra was 

wary.  

This space is ready always to receive information about 

who is on the secret committee and where it meets. The 

Executive Committee is unwilling to provide a cash re-

ward for such information.  

Asilomar Theme Committee (Continued from page 4) 
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called dysfunctional— family life. That may sound 

like melodrama, and it is certainly full of the high 

drama of an adolescent struggling with identity and 

family conflicts. As specific as are the problems, 

issues, and personalities of the town to Eugene 

Gant, they become universal to readers, who can 

identify with the characters of Altamont, Catawba, 

in this great novel, rich in possibilities for explora-

tion and discussion. 

This year’s Long Novel Weekend will once again be 

held at Walker Creek  Ranch in Marin County near 

Petaluma.  The dates are August 20 to 21, 2011. 

Long Novel  Weekend (Continued from page 9) An atmospheric nonfiction novel, it captures the essence 

of Savannah, with that city's eccentric life and personali-

ties. The movie stars Kevin Spacey. Write a note in your 

calendar for early next year so that you won't miss the 

Gold County event.  The book will be announced in the 

Fall/Winter issue of this newsletter. 

Non-Fiction  

in the Gold Country 

  Donna Reynolds 

 The Auburn Great Books Group, meeting monthly 

at the Auburn Library for more than 25 years, sends 

greetings to our Northern California friends.  We've 

lately added members to our group and welcome 

more.  

At this writing, we are looking forward to our sec-

ond annual Non-Fiction Mini-Retreat on May 14 at 

the Mercy Center in Auburn.  Discussing non-

fiction in Great Books is somewhat unusual. Last 

year it was a big success. We read Dava Sobel's 

Longitude, the story of John Harrison’s decades-

long struggle to have his marine chronometer recog-

nized by a committee of scientists controlling an 

immense financial prize. Kay White and Ralph Petri 

led one group and Sheri Kindsvater another. 

 The movie after lunch brought the characters to life. 

Michael Gambon was John Harrison, valiantly 

struggling against competitors and others on the 

panel who refused to accept that the mechanical de-

vice invented by a mere carpenter could accurately 

measure longitude. Such an instrument would make 

navigation safer and give a huge advantage to the 

British navy and merchant fleet — hence the prize.  

 Those having the time adjourned for dinner to the 

charming Auburn restaurant "Latitudes," nominated 

by Laura and Tony Bushman. 

 This year's event takes place at about the time you 

receive this newsletter.  The book is Midnight in the 

Garden of Good and Evil, by John Berendt, a mur-

der mystery based on events in Savannah, Georgia. 

SF Mini-Retreat Report:  

The Leopard 

Claudia O’Callaghan 

I opened our discussion of this year’s selection, The 

Leopard (Il Gattopardo) by Giuseppe di Lampedusa with 

the question,  Why did the author begin his novel with 

the words, ―Nunc et in hora mortis nostrae. 

Amen.‖  (―Now and at the hour of our death. Amen.‖) 

These are the last words of the Hail Mary, recited in the 

Rosary. We attempted to follow the thoughts and deeds 

of our hero, the aging Don Fabrizio, as he contemplated 

his past life. From the first sentence of the book, we were 

prepared that his story would not end happily. 

 There is a confessional quality to the work. The reader 

accompanies the narrator on his personal journey  This 

reveals a life seeming curiously devoid of pleasure, in 

spite of visits to his mistress and to his beloved telescope 

where he contemplates the mysteries of the universe. 

There are charming and humorous observations about his 

family and servants. The prince, at the end of his life, 

recounts how he ―tried to count how much time he had 

really lived. A total of two [or] three [years at the 

most].  And the pains, the boredom, how long had they 

been?  Useless to try to make himself count those.‖ 

 A second story line plays out against the Risorgimento 

and unification of Italy. With the hero’s inexorable de-

cline, we recognize the descent and demise of Lampe-

dusa’s own class, the nobility. 

 After lunch we viewed the 1963 Luciano Visconti film, 

The Leopard, starring Burt Lancaster. Evaluations of the 

film were mixed—everything from a one to a perfect 

five.  The main criticism was that it was too long. Some 

found it boring. It was agreed, however, that Burt Lan-

caster captured the essence of the prince, and that the film 

was cinematically striking. 

 The Leopard evoked heated controversy in It-

aly. Progressives, at the time, saw the work as 

―retrograde.‖ Post-war Italy wanted to look forward, not 

backward.  In the U.S., The Leopard has fallen into ob-

scurity. For those who know it, The Leopard is, and will 

remain, a Great Book. I want to thank Howard Crane for 

recommending it.  
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 Calling a Few Good  

People! 
Louise DiMattio 

I am still feeling the glow of, yet again, a won-

derful Asilomar weekend: the exquisite seaside 

location, the company, the meal-time chat, the 

great discussions, made the time fly by and I am 

already planning my 2012 calendar. I don’t ever 

want to miss one of those special weekends.   

 Because attendance has been down a little over 

the last few years, we needed to get out to the 

local groups this year and talk about how special 

the Asilomar weekend is.  In January I took it 

upon myself to be the event ambassador and 

drove all over Northern California to say hello to 

local leaders and deliver Asilomar fliers.  It was a 

terrific experience to see group leaders in action 

and to actually see where people meet and listen 

to some of their discussions.  I never knew, for 

instance, how lovely and stately is San Rafael’s 

Falkirk Mansion.  What an intriguing place to 

meet and discuss great authors!  And 

there are some very nice senior centers 

in Sacramento.  The people there could-

n’t be friendlier 

 Sadly, though, with the price of gas and 

the lack of time to drive hither and yon, I 

have realized that we need to seek local area co-

ordinators who will visit the groups in their area 

and keep the Great Books Council fires burn-

ing.  Someone needs to talk about all of our 

events, not just the Asilomar weekend.  We had 

Leader Training on April 30 at Rossmoor. The 

Gold Country Mini-Retreat happens in Auburn 

about the time you receive this newsletter, on 

May 14.  Our annual picnic and election of offi-

cers takes place at the Padre Picnic Area in 

Berkeley's Tilden Park on June 12.  We'll discuss 

the book The Things They Carried. Many in  lo-

cal groups may not be aware of these events.  

 Please give some thought to being an area coor-

dinator for your local groups.  You could adopt 

several groups or all of the groups in your area 

code. We are open to any and all proposals. 

Please contact me if you are interested. I will 

send you updated information and fliers and you 

will be our PR person in situ. Think about it. It 

may be  right up your alley!  

POTPOURRI 

Rick White 

Readers of this space will recall our drawing attention to 

the frequent misuse of selected words.  ―Fortuitous,‖ 

―enormity,‖ and ―fulsome‖ are three examples. All of my 

words have been similarly cited by others. Today I draw 

attention to a mistake that I have not seen identified else-

where.  It is using ―of,‖ where ―by‖ would serve better. 

For instance, on The News Hour Robert McNeil, Jim 

Lehrer, and others have for decades introduced their Fri-

day commentary with ―…and now the analysis of [for 

example] Mark Shields and David Brooks.‖  When I hear 

this it grates.  I don’t need to hear these gentlemen ana-

lyzed. I await analysis of the news. They should substi-

tute ―by‖ for ―the…of,‖ ―…and now analysis by Mark 

Shields and David Brooks.‖  In my Wall Street Journal 

this morning, I read about ―studies of radiologists‖ prov-

ing such-and-such when the writer means ―studies by 

radiologists.‖ Can no one else have drawn attention to 

this breach of clarity?  

While at it, I’ll take a shot at an organization that claims 

to be devoted to clarity. Defense secretary Donald Rums-

feld said at a news conference, ―As we know, 

there are known knowns; there are things we 

know we know.  We also know there are known 

unknowns; that is to say, we know there are 

some things we do not know.  But there are also 

unknown unknowns: the ones we don’t know 

we don’t know. And if one looks through the history of 

our country and other free countries, it is the latter (sic) 

category that tends to be the difficult one.‖  This state-

ment, the Wall Street Journal reports, ―was given a Gob-

bledygook Award by the Plain English Institute.‖  I find 

the quoted statement, except for Rumsfeld's use of 

―latter‖ where ―last‖ would be correct, a clear and spare 

statement of a complicated concept. I suspect the Plain 

English Institute has been infected by partisan politics. 

On the news this morning, the host remarked that her 

guest seemed cynical about the future.  Dictionary.com 

defines ―cynical‖ as follows:   ―1. like or characteristic of 

a cynic; distrusting or disparaging the motives of others. 

2. showing contempt for accepted standards of honesty or 

morality by one's actions, especially by actions that ex-

ploit the scruples of others. 3. bitterly or sneeringly dis-

trustful, contemptuous, or pessimistic.‖ Only the third of 

these choices comes anywhere near  expressing what she 

intended.  The speaker sounded pessimistic, but not 

sneeringly, bitterly, etc.  ―Cynical‖ is commonly used 

where ―pessimistic‖ would be more accurate. 

 

http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/cynic
http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/the
http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/cynic
http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/contempt


12 

 

Great Books Council of 

San Francisco 

2835 Shasta Road 

Berkeley, CA 94708-2011 

NON-PROFIT ORGANIZATION 

U. S. POSTAGE PAID 

BERKELEY, CA 

PERMIT NO. 1404 

Annual Meeting and Picnic 

Sunday, June 12, Noon. 

Potluck Lunch. No charge, 
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discussion in Tilden Regional 
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Thomas Wolfe. 
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November 5-6, Westminster 

Retreat, Alamo. Discover the 
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discussing the meanings of 

great modern and classic 

poems. 

Contact Brent Browning 

408-353-6340 
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