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THE WORK OF OUTSTANDING PITTSBURGH WRITER il
GLADYS SCHMITT IS RESTORED TO LIFE




Interesting Women,” and noted that
“Miss Schmitt does no housework or
cooking of any kind” but that the couple
entertained constantly and that “the
coterie is intellectual.” Her work ethic
was epic, by all accounts, as devoted to
teaching as writing. “With the exception
of occasional business trips to New York,
they never leave [Pittsburghl,” the profile
reported. ““We haven't taken a vacation
in 12 or 14 years.”” She died of a heart
attack in r972 at the age of 63.

I present these biographical details to
establish Schmitt’s Pittsburgh bona fides,
because unlike, say, August Wilson or
John Edgar Wideman, her native land is
barely present in the work. A Schmitt
character might go on a school trip to the
Carnegie Museum, or a soon-to-be-mar-
ried couple will refer to their planned
journey to Ligonier, but these are not
tales about the soul of our city. They are
universal stories about the souls of people
on the edge and how, most of the time,
they find a path to salvation.

What strikes the reader in 2013,
encountering her stories for the first
time, is just how contemporary the writ-
ing feels. She began to write in the era of
Hemingway, but it’s not just the
unadorned prose that makes her style
transcend the decades. The settings
reflect the era— there’s cigarette smoking,
formal romantic courtships, train travel
and a man putting aside the afternoon
newspaper because “there was
nothing in it that he had not
already read in the morning
paper.” Yet Schmitt’s characters
are vexed by ills that ring famil-
iar today.

“It never once occurred to
him that there was nothing
extraordinary about his case,
that he was like other hus-
bands,” begins “The Day Before
the Wedding.” “He would not
have believed that, out of twen-
ty husbands chosen at random,
as many as twelve might be
urged into confessing that they
had wakened on the day before
the wedding totally devoid of

the traditional bliss.” The story— first
published in 1953 in Good Housekeeping
magazine —1is a tour de force of elegant
invective. The husband-to-be, sullen
because he expects that the paint job in

their new apartment will be too dark after

it dries, barks at his too-cheerful mother,
and then rains contempt on his future
wife as they bicker over a gift from “her
silly family” —a reproduction of a Renoir
painting, but “an atrocious” one, he says.
“Of all the awful bathers, this is the
worst.” Their exchange builds to pure
rage—and a sharp, swift resolution.

Schmitt earns a reader’s laughter
both from spikes of nervous tension and
genuine delight. “The Matchmaker”
contains my favorite of the latter variety:
“He walked to the sinkboard and ate a
radish and considered the depths of his
own Machiavellian perfidy.” The radish-
eater is a husbhand, a symphony violinist,
who returns home after Saturday rehears-
al to find an extra guest for dinner—a
piano student of his wife’s, invited to
meet the gentleman bohemian painter
who mooches dinner from them every
Saturday.

The husband had arrived home with
two crates of strawberries, ready to be
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made into jam, “chiefly because he had seen
in them a means of ridding himself of the
company of the young painter who sat
mournfully around the house every
Saturday night. He had hoped that his wife
and the artist would spend a good half of
the evening in the kitchen making the jam,”
so he could take a bath and lounge around
in his pajamas. The presence of the female
student has thwarted his scheme, so he con-
soles himself with a radish.

Like most of the stories here, “The
Matchmaker” wraps up with a happy or at
least hopeful end, which might annoy a
reader today accustomed to ambiguity or
more comfortable with bleakness. A suspi-
cious mind will see a commercial goal: Did a
cheerful conclusion help place a story in the
mass-circulation magazines of the day?

The book’s introduction by Peggy Knapp, a
longtime CMU English professor who
knew Schmitt, swats down such a crass
thought. “A good many of the stories end in
what James Joyce called epiphanies: they
concern protagonists who awaken from
misjudgments of the social meaning and
emotional tone of the situations and events
they experience,” she writes,

Knapp’s concise and insightful essay is
all the reader needs to gain a foothold in
understanding Schmitt’s work, so this unli-
censed amateur will cease with the textual
analysis by citing her summation: “The sto-
ries, like many of her novels, demonstrate
Gladys’s trust in imagination to bridge what
some hold an unbridgeable gap between for-
mer generations and our own interior lives.”

But I'd like to leave the last word to
Mary O’Hara of The Pittsburgh Press, who
wrote the 1961 profile (and who had a dis-
tinguished carcer herself as society editor
and political columnist). After ticking off
the personal details that a personality pro-
file for the women’s page had to address
(dress size, favorite color, hair stylist), she
sums up Gladys Schmitt thusly: “An
extremely articulate woman, her conversa-
tion is nevertheless completely free of
pedantry, affectation or artifice.” [

John Aliison is an editor at the Pittsburgh
Post-Gazette.
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by JOHN ALLISON

F THE STORIES OF GLADYS
Schmitt make a reader pine for
the days when popular maga-
zines published ambitious
literary fiction, “Cold War
Modernists” stirs a parallel nostal-
gia: for when the most rigorous and
challenging of American art and
literature was held up as essential to
the American way, not sequestered
in academic or cultural cliques.
Sure, the threat of nuclear anni-
hilation by the Soviets was one of
the motivating forces of that golden
era. But one must take the good
with the bad, and Greg Barnhisel,
an associate professor at Duquesne
University and chair of its English
Department, is an ideal tour guide.
“Cold War Modernists” is a work
of scholarship fully comprehensible
to the general reader who is
intrigued by the interplay of
American culture and foreign policy
and who is unflustered by the
phrase “fundamentally antinomian”
on the first page.

Barnhisel declares right off what
he means by “Cold War mod-
ernism.” It's not “new works in the
modernist tradition produced in the
Cold War years." The term, which
he has coined, “refers to the deploy-
ment of modernist art as a weapon
of Cold War propaganda by both
governmental and unofficial actors
as well as to the implicit and explicit
understanding of modernism under-
pinning that deployment.” In short:
the freedom and individualism
demonstrated by modernist art and
literature was a finger in the eye of
Soviet totalitarian control. American
players in government, business and
culture joined forces in this battle of
ideas. His pithiest example: “Nelson
Rockefeller memorably called
abstract expressionism ‘free enter-
prise painting.”

As with any important story
about the United States of America,
a Pittsburgher can be found at the
red-hot center. James Laughlin,
whose family put the “L" in J&L
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