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Ring

For a year and a half the writer of this appreciation was
Ring Lardner’s most familiar companion; after that,
geography made separations and our contacts were rare.
When my wife and I last saw him in 1931, he looked already
like 2 man on his deathbed — it was terribly sad to see that
six feet three inches of kindness stretched out ineffectual in
the hospital room. His fingers trembled with a match, the
tight skin on his handsome skull was marked as a mask of
misery and nervous pain.

He gave a very different impression when we first saw
him in 1921 — he seemed to have an abundance of quiet
vitality that would enable him to outlast anyone, to take
himself for long spurts of work or play that would ruin any
ordinary constitution. He had recently convulsed the country
with the famous kitten-and-coat saga (it had to do with a
world’s series bet and with the impending conversion of
some kittens into fur), and the evidence of the betting, a
beautiful sable, was worn by his wife at the time. In those
days he was interested in people, sports, bridge, music, the
stage, the newspapers, the magazines, the books. But though
I did not know it, the change in him had already begun —
the impenetrable despair that dogged him for a dozen years
to his death. |

He had practically given up sleeping, save on short vaca-
tions deliberately consecrated to simple pleasures, most
frequently golf with his friends, Grantland Rice or John
Wheeler. Many a night we talked over a case of Canadian
ale until bright dawn, when Ring would rise and yawn:
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RING

~ ‘Well, I guess the children have left for school by this time
. — I might as well go home.’

- The woes of many people haunted him — for example, the
* doctor’s death sentence pronounced upon Tad, the cartoon-
ist (who, in fact, nearly outlived Ring) — it was as if he
. believed he could and ou ght to do something about such
i thmgs And as he struggled to fulfil his contracts, one of
. which, a comic strip based on the character of ‘the busher
- was a terror, indeed, it was obvious that he felt his work to
bc directionless, merely ¢ copy’. So he was inclined to turn his
acosrmc sense of responsibility into the channel of solving
mthcr people’s problems — finding someone an introduction
/wto a theatrical manager, placing a friend in a job, manoeuvr-
ngg a man into a good club. The effort made was often out
- of proportion to the situation; the truth back of it was that
iR g was getting off — he was a faithful and conscientious
workman to the end, but he had stopped finding any fun

n his work ten years before he died.

‘1 About that time (1922) a publisher undertook to reissue
is old books and collect his recent stories and this gave him
 sense of existing in the literary world as well as with the
bhc and he got some satisfaction from the reiterated
fatements of Mencken and F.P.A. as to his true stature as a
'- iter. But I don’t think he cared then — it is hard to under-
and, but I don’t think he really gave a damn about any-
ng except his personal relations with a few people. A case
pomt was his attitude to those imitators who lifted every-
ing except the shirt off his back — only Hemingway has
en 50 thoroughly frisked — it worried the imitators more
it worried Ring. His attitude was that if they got stuck
thc process he’d help them over any tough place.

Throughout this period of huge earnings and an increas-
1§ ly solid reputation on top and beneath, there were two
nbitions more important to Ring than the work by which
" ‘Wlll be remembered; he wanted to be a musician — some-
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THE CRACK-UP

times he dramatized himself ironically as a thwarted com-
poser — and he wanted to write shows. His dealings with
managers would make a whole story: they were always
commissioning him to do work which they promptly forgot
they had ordered, and accepting librettos that they never
produced. (Ring left a short ironic record of Ziegfeld.) Only
with the aid of the practical George Kaufman did he achieve
his ambition, and by then he was too far gone in illness to
get a proper satisfaction from it.

The point of these paragraphs is that, whatever Ring’s
achievement was, it fell short of the achievement he was
capable of, and this because of a cynical attitude towards his
work. How far back did that attitude go? — back to his
youth in a Michigan village? Certainly back to his days with
the Cubs. During those years, when most men of promise
schieve an adult education, if only in the school of war, Ring
moved in the company of a few dozen illiterates playing a
boy’s game. A boy’s game, with no more possibilities in it
than a boy could master, a game bounded by walls which
kept out novelty or danger, change or adventure. This
material, the observation of it under such circumstances, was
the text of Ring’s schooling during the most formative
period of the mind. A writer can spin on about his adven-
tures after thirty, after forty, after fifty, but the criteria by
which these adventures are weighed and valued are irrevo-
cably settled at the age of twenty-five. However deeply Ring
might cut into it, his cake had exactly the diameter of
Frank Chance’s diamond.

Here was his artistic problem, and it promised future
trouble. So long as he wrote within that enclosure the result
was magnificent: within it he heard and recorded the voice
of a continent. But when, inevitably, he outgrew his interest
in it, what was Ring left with?

He was left with his fine linguistic technique — and he
was left rather helpless in those few acres. He had been
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RING

~ formed by the very world on which his hilarious irony had
. released itself. He had fought his way through to knowing
- what people’s motives are and what means they are likely to
g‘l"esort to in order to attain their goals. But now he had a new
 problem — what to do about it. He went on seeing, and the
| mghts travelled back to the optic nerve, but no longer to be
~ thrown off in fiction, because they were no longer sights
:‘,-!'? could be weighed and valued by the old criteria. It was
" never that he was completely sold on athletic virtuosity as
the be-all and end-all of problems; the trouble was that he
could find nothing finer. Imagine life conceived as a business
- of beautiful muscular organization — an arising, an effort, a
good break, a sweat, a bath, a meal, a love, a sleep — imagine
1 *r -achieved; then imagine trying to apply that standard to the
~ horribly complicated mess of living, where nothing, even
greatest conceptions and workings and achievements, is
~ else but messy, spotty, tortuous — and then one can imagine
- the confusion that Ring faced on comin g out of the ball park.
~ He kept on recording but he no longer projected, and this
“Miccumulation, which he has taken with him to the grave,
_"' tippled his spirit in the latter years. It was not the fear of
~ Niles, Michigan, that hampered him — it was the habit of
~ Milence, formed in the presence of the ‘ivory’ with which he
ved and worked. Remember it was not humble ivory —
ing has demonstrated that — it was arrogant, imperative,
ten megalomaniacal ivory. He got the habit of silence,
en the habit of repression that finally took the form of his
Id little crusade in the New Yorker against pornographic
ngs. He had agreed with himself to speak only a small
irtion of his mind.

‘Ihe present writer once suggested to him that he organize
me cadre within which he could adequately display his
nits, suggesting that it should be something deeply per-
’.-' l, and something on which Ring could take his time,
: dismissed the idea lightly; he was a disillusioned
4 *
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