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Ready for Rediscovery: The
Connoisseur
by Jeanne Schinto
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"Once you discover a man's passion, the rest is easy." —Evan S. Connell,
Jr., The Connoisseur

Some time ago, I interviewed a
collector of rare books who,
even before I began asking my
questions, seemed to think he
already knew what I wanted to
hear. "I've had a certain amount
of [head]shrinking," he said.
"Collecting of any kind is, I
think, a futile, anxiety-allaying
activity."
He lived alone and thought that
his solitariness had something to
do with the development of his
collecting habit. "I've had to
make the best of it, and, you
know, you Pll up a certain
amount of emptiness with
things," he declared.
The occasion of the interview
was his decision to sell his
collection. Why was he selling
now? "I don't make a great
salary," said this professor of
languages at a small Catholic
college in New England. "I was
carrying a constant, nagging
debt. This habit of buying was
restricting my freedom. I mean,
I consider [the selling] a
fragment of sanity on my part. I
worry about passing into
dottiness, given the fact that I
don't have a wife or family
member who is there to nag me
and put limits on what I do. As
it was, I felt [the book
collecting] was unhealthy, even
dangerous. The hobby was
threatening to occupy more and
more of my soul."

A first edition copy of The Connoisseur
by Evan S. Connell, Jr. (b. 1924). Other
books by Connell include Son of the
Morning Star: Custer and the Little
Bighorn, a unique and brilliant work
of history that became a bestseller
when it was published in 1984, and
the novels Mrs. Bridge and Mr. Bridge,
published in 1959 and 1969,
respectively. The 1990 Merchant
Ivory Productions film Mr. & Mrs.
Bridge, starring Paul Newman and
Joanne Woodward, is based on those
two books.

Connell dedicated The Connoisseur to
But what about the pleasures of Robert Gottlieb, who, from 1968 to
1987, was head of Alfred A. Knopf,
collecting? Hadn't he
the book's publisher. Significantly,
experienced that too? "I do
think I've wasted a great deal of Gottlieb is himself a collector, of hard
plastic handbags from the mid-20th
time in haunting old-book
century. A Certain Style: The Art of the
shops," he said, "and yet I also
know that when I'm doing it,
Plastic Handbag, 1949-59 (1988) is
I'm as calm and as pleased as at illustrated with 92 examples from
any moment in my life."
Gottlieb's collection of approximately
500 (at the time), photographed as
One doesn't often get such
objets d'art, in full color, one to a
candid assessment from
page. They are displayed in his home,
collectors. In my experience,
Gottlieb tells us in the book's
most don't examine too closely introduction, "…on glass shelves
the whys and wherefores of
around my bedroom, on bookshelves
what they do. Nor are books
in halls, on the floor, under my bed,"
such as Dr. Werner
which he shares with a wife who "…
Muensterberger's Collecting:
doesn't totally grasp the charm of
An Unruly Passion (1994),
this collection," but who apparently,
which is a psychiatrist's view of wisely, gives him free reign with it.
the behavior, entirely satisfying Edited by Robert Gottlieb and Frank
on the subject. For a much more Maresca, with photographs by
enjoyable reading experience, I Maresca and Edward Shoffstall, A
recommend Evan S. Connell,
Certain Style is out of print.

Jr.'s 1974 novel The
Connoisseur. Reissued in
paperback in 2005 and ready again for rediscovery, Connell's tale
manages with great dexterity to portray the essence of collecting.

The Pctional collector at the heart of Connell's book is a milquetoast of a
widower named Muhlbach, who stumbles into collecting preColumbian art while on a business trip to New Mexico for the insurance
company he works for. It's a taut, little volume, under 200 pages long,
during which Muhlbach encounters several other collector "types" while
on the way to his own full-blown mania.
Muhlbach meets one of them on the plane ride home to New York. He is
the unkempt Holmgren, a collector of Native American baskets who
discusses them in "stupefying detail" and says such things as, "Listen, pal,
you stand Brigitte Bardot next to a museum quality Tlingit and I
wouldn't see her." Muhlbach is repulsed by Holmgren's "set of grubby
Pngernails" and the "faint odor of tuna" he emits, but he recognizes that
this man's passion is genuine.
Another of the collector species that Connell's satire limns is Dr. David
Ascher, "a trim little fellow about Pfty years old…with silky blue-rinsed
hair and the peevish expression of a lap dog," whose Asian art collection
is housed in its own gallery in an outbuilding on his property. Showing
around guests, including Muhlbach, Ascher world-wearily recites "in a
shrill nasal voice" each object's age, provenance, and style. "What you
see," he intones as the group gathers around two gigantic wooden temple
guards, "may be the Pnest matched pair in the United States. The
absolute soul of my collection." But it's clear from his demeanor that,
while his collection has a soul, his own doesn't equal it. Nonetheless,
through Ascher, Muhlbach gets an introduction to Claude Varda, an
advanced collector of pre-Columbian art.
Varda is a cigar-chomping screenwriter in frayed sneakers who lives in a
penthouse overlooking the East River and, like Holmgren, truly loves the
stuf he collects. "I got a hunger for this crap," Varda says. "It's like
nothing else." He shows Muhlbach a gleaming orange bowl from
Guatemala. Found in the ruins of Tikal, it is adorned with mysterious
glyphs painted a thousand years ago. "Tap the son of a bitch with your
Pngernail. Break it and I'll shoot you," Varda tells Muhlbach, who is
amazed and troubled by his growing fascination for such objects. As
Connell writes, "Yes," Muhlbach thinks…, "if I were rich and could aford
a passion this is how I'd ruin myself."
If you're looking for a plot-driven novel, The Connoisseuris not for you.
It consists mostly of set pieces, including Muhlbach's encounters with
dealers of various stripes and his Prst-ever attendance at an auction,
where he buys what he believes to be an Olmec mask that he later tries to
get authenticated by an expert.
"In a nutshell, I'm afraid I should say this was made not long ago. Not
very long ago," the expert tells him. Later, the crestfallen Muhlbach
remembers that the auctioneer represented the big green jade as Mexican,
nothing more. "I was the connoisseur who labeled it Olmec," Muhlbach
admits to himself-he a collector with only two objects, one of which is a
fake. "What a spectacle I made of myself."
Like all true collectors, however, Muhlbach isn't deterred. "I'm gripped
by an obsession," he thinks to himself. "I suppose I should be alarmed,
but as a matter of fact I'm not. This is really rather pleasant. I want more.
Do all deluded persons feel the same way? Do they all plead for more?
And if they do, how does it end?"
In Muhlbach's case, he comes to an understanding. This love he has for
pre-Columbian art is as irrational as any love, and he's going to pursue it,
no matter what, because he simply must.
For those who were wondering, yes, the author does have a collection of
pre-Columbian art, including an Olmec mask made of green jade that's a
fake. "I was going to get rid of it when I found out, but I'd gotten sort of
attached to it," Connell once told an interviewer.
The fact of the collection is an interesting detail, but almost beside the
point, for I believe that the real message of the novel is a metaphorical
one—about the pursuit of anything that feels necessary as air to the
pursuer and yet appears foolhardy to the rest of the world.
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