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ing from “the dustbin of history”? Let this book, but he never even begins to 
us not rush to answer this question. Let answer it. It would have made a far 
us only say-and not worry about be- more interesting “political essay with a 
ing called “Red baiters” when we say narrative foundation” than this rather 
it-that it is a legitimate question. strange and self-annihilating monu- 
Howe comes very close to asking it in ment to Leon Trotsky. 

Albert Camus 
by Herbert R.  Lottman 
(Doubleday; xii + 753 pp.; $16.95) 

Edward J. Curtin, Jr. 
Only the great can move us as much by 
their failures as by their successes. 
Albert Camus was such a man. A true 
artist of his times, he tried to serve 
both beauty and suffering, to give 
“voice to the sorrows and joys of all.” 
If one speaks of his “failure,” it is only 
because what he understood by glory 
-“the right to love without lim- 
its”-&he great goal he sought, was an 
end most of us cannot even imagine. 

Albert Camus died at the age of 
forty-seven in a car crash at a point 
when he thought his true work had not 
even begun, when he still doubted his 
capacity to accomplish it. He felt that 
in his writing he had to hide behind a 
mask that stifled him. After his first 
few successes he was frequently moved 
“to think ahead to a time when there 
could again be criation en libelti,” 
when he would be able to speak his 
own truth without the mask of deper- 
sonalization. With the exception of 
The Fall, which was written in a sud- 
den explosion, he always suffered from 
an inability to write freely and truthful- 
ly in his own name, regularly experi- 
encing painful writer’s block. “I’m in- 
creasingly a prisoner of my form,” he 
had said, yet just before he died he 
achieved a breakthrough of sorts by 
making a good start on an auto- 
biographical novel, Le Premier 
Homme (“thus I imagine a first man 
who starts at zero”), written in a new 
“Faulknerian lyricism, with repetition 
of words.” He was finding a new voice 
when he died with much left unsaid. 

Nineteen years later we can see his 
life and works of art as a whole. In the 
end the living process becomes for 
others a finished product, a life to be 
mapped, a biography to be written. 

Herbert Lottman’s Camus is a heart- 
breaking story, in that sense fulfilling 
Camus’s definition of art as “a heart- 
break perpetually renewed.” 

Lottman is an  American who has 
lived for more than twenty years in 
Paris. Camus is obviously the result of 
many years of loving care and dili- 
gence. He has exhaustively researched 
his subject, talking to Camus’s friends 
and foes alike, leaving no  stone, as 
they say, unturned. Many previously 
published erroneous details are cor- 
rected. It is a fair and compelling por- 
trait of a man he clearly holds in high 
esteem, yet drawn in such a way that 
Lottman remains invisible throughout. 
In his lucid and comprehensive way he 
has chosen to concentrate on Camus’s 
life, not his works. It was a good deci- 
sion for a number of reasons, includ- 
ing the light it sheds on the relationship 
between Camus’s life and work, espe- 
cially the work he was struggling to ac- 
complish but never did. This is not 
spelled out in wearying detail, but 
enough hints are dropped that the 
reader is challenged to put the pieces 
together on his own. 

Camus thought of himself as “un 
voluptueaux puritain.” In a notebook 
of 1949 he wrote: “My chief occupa- 
tion despite appearances has always 
been love (its pleasures for a long time 
and, finally, its painful transports). I 
have a romantic soul and have always 
had trouble interesting it in something 
else.” But he did precisely that, writing 
many fine books that touched but nev- 
er fully explored the subject of love, 
his true obsession. For this austere and 
moral Don Juan (a character that al- 
ways intrigued him; “Why should it be 
essential to love rarely in order to love 

much?” he asked in The Myth of 
Sisyphus), this sensual man of con- 
science and honor, earned his reputa- 
tion by a life-long literary meditation 
on death in all its guises: disease (he 
was constantly threatened by tuber- 
culosis), murder, suicide, capital 
punishment (his thoughts here never 
more pertinent than today), war; 
deaths both “happy” and meaning- 
less, sudden and slow. Yet it was love 
he was struggling to express, in life and 
art, but his internal contradictions 
foiled him to the very end. He wanted 
to change his life, “to go beyond the 
concepts of limire. mesure,” to over- 
come the claustrophobia that was 
choking his life and his writing (he 
couldn’t ride the subway, began to suf- 
focate on the street), to write a book 
about love. But what he would term 
une mort imbecile prevented that. 

Lottman tells the story of this Ham- 
let (a role Camus prepared for as an  ac- 
tor) in painstaking detail. From his ear- 
ly days growing up in the ethnically 
mixed working-class neighborhood of 
Belcourt, Algiers, the pattern of an 
outwardly confident and proud man of 
charm and reserve is counterbalanced 
by the inwardly lonely and troubled 
soul who, according to a close woman 
friend, seemed most un-Mediter- 
ranean, and “avoided speaking of 
what really troubled him.” He ap- 
peared from the first as a man of 
honor, yet something of a dandy and 
an actor; a romantic who was always 
trying to control himself; an honest 
man who hated lies yet wore a mask to 

“. . . ‘a heartbreak perpetually 
renewed.’ ’’ 

protect himself; a sensual ascetic who 
loved women; a morose merrymaker; 
an atheist with a sense of the sacred 
who didn’t believe in a future life; a 
brave liberation fighter who couldn’t 
liberate himself; an aloof solitary who 
“needed constant companionship”; an 
athlete in a sick man’s body; a 
humanist who “didn’t wish to fight 
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either capitalism or socialism, but 
liberalkme impirialkte and marx- 
kme,” and who was attacked from 
both the left and the right; a French- 
man and an Algerian wbo “approved 
nothing of what was being said on the 
right or the left” in the Algerian crisis 
and who was torn apart by it; a moral- 
ist and philosopher with an  anarchist’s 
and poet’s heart; an insightful man 
who could write in his notebook 
strangely contradictory words “To set- 

Before the Sabbath 
by Eric Hoffer 
(Harper & Row; 144 pp.; $7.95) 

Roy Meador 
What makes Hoffer run from book to 
book, filling his 3 x 5 cards with read- 
ing quotes, his notebooks with brisk 
aphorisms from thought-burdened 
strolls in Golden Gate Park? Anger, 
habit, zest for the chase? 

Hoffer is in his seventies now, re- 
tired from longshoreman labors on the 
San Francisco waterfront. Time has 
demoted him from stevedore-philoso- 
pher to simply philosopher. Born in 
1902, he remains a tireless child of the 
twentieth centuty, and this new book 
proves he is still thinking hard, with a 
sturdy pen in his work-tough hand. ‘‘I 
love ideas as much as 1 love women,’’ 
he writes, and ideas there are aplenty. 
In Before the Sabbath they strike 
sparks with the same cantankerous im- 
pact that shaped Hoffer’s eight earlier 
books, beginning with The True 
Believer in 195 1. . 

Continuing the journal format of his 
Working and Thinking on the Water- 

front, this book is a six-month diary 
(November, 1974-May, 1975). Hoffer 
set himself the assignment wondering if 
“at the age of seventy-two my mind 
was played out.” His plan was “To 
sluice my mind the way I sluiced dirt in 
my gold-hunting days” and to give 
himself “a blissful Sabbath” when the 
task was done. 

At the end, Hoffer’s own (accurate) 
assessment is that “the diary flows, 
reads well, and has something striking 
on almost every page.” His original 
hope was that he might in the experi- 

tle into the natural but with one’s 
mask.” 

It has taken nineteen years for a 
biography such as this to be written, 
and it is hard to imagine it being 
superseded for years to come. One can 
imagine Camus saying with Hamlet: 
“0, I could tell you-/But let it be. 
Horatio, I am dead;/Thou livest; 
report to me and my cause aright/To 
the unsatisfied.” Herbert Lottman has 
done just that. F I  

ment find “a new train of thought to 
chew on” and thinks he has it in some- 
thing defined as the “human factor” 
now complicating the neat equations 
of modern technology, automation, 
economic theory, and civilized devel- 
opment. The “human factor” doesn’t 
seem an especially original discovery in 
social and political thought, but if it  
keeps Hoffer chewing, we should not 
complain. If his discovery seems ob- 
vious, one recalls what Hoffer told 
Eric Sevareid a dozen years ago: “The 
purpose of philosophers is to show 
people what is right under their 
noses. ” 

‘(Mho slew America’s 
hope?” 

The work is a typical Hoffer hodge- 
podge of ideas, argued with his 
familiar sharpness and sledgehammer 
finesse. Hofferites are well trained to 
smile tolerantly at the balderdash and 
to keep reading. His calm recommen- 
dation of retirement at forty and his 
argument that “our time cries out for 
child labor” are more than compen- 
stated for by persuasive Hofferisms 
that provide new insights. His epigram- 
matic skills are undiminished. The 

rampaging maxims, chilled before 
serving, and steel-honed apothegms 
that made Hofferitis contagious and 
often incurable, from True Believer 
on, are still abundant. The diary for- 
mat lets him romp freely among ideas, 
books, subjects, personal reminis- 
censes, reflections, prides and preju- 
dices, like a tourist with time and 
money to go where he pleases. 

Hoffer remains fond of blithe gener- 
alization: “The sickness of the twenti- 
eth century has been cowardice .... 
Anger is the only cure for cowardice.” 
He attacks his regular targets with his 
usual glib bluntness. Intellectuals, 
among his most loyal readers for years, 
will again enjoy Hoffer working them 
over with a verbal shillelagh. Who slew 
America’s hope? We all did, he insists, 
but “the murder weapon was forged in 
the radical-chic salons of Manhattan 
and Washington, and in the word fac- 
tories of our foremost universities.” 
Always a man of the word, Hoffer ex- 
plains afresh why words have been 
more dangerous in this century than 
any other. 

We read about the Soviet Union, 
which “has neither soviets nor 
unions.” About Israel, which is “the 
foremost authority on national sur- 
vival.” About Nixon, the “oppor- 
tunist who missed his greatest opportu- 
nity.” About the sins of the rich, the 
unbelievable ignorance of the young, 
labor faking, the inevitability of the 
twenty four-hour work week, the hem- 
orrhage of twentieth-century wars, the 
challenge of declining hope, the chance 
for rebirth as the fossil fuel age dies, 
nineteenth-century optimism versus 
twentieth-century faithlessness, thin 
versus thick books, and the need for 
big corporations to adopt rundown 
cities and to compete in making them 
shine. 

Some examples from his latest 
gallimaufry: “We can learn more from 
the present than from all history .... 
There’should be a new type of his- 
torian who will mine the present for 
clues about the past.” “In human af- 
fairs a straight line is the shortest dis- 
tance to disaster.” “There is a home- 
sickness for the Middle Ages in typical 
intellectuals.” “Truth is to be found 
not in absolutes but in nuances.” Ein- 
stein sought “to rethink God’s 
thoughts.” “The change that matters 
is the change of a society’s maxims. 
The 1960s saw a slaughter of axioms.” 


