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Part 1

Well?








 

I’m creeping up on the 20-year mark of “Where Were You?”, this
ongoing series of notations concerning high-profile or otherwise
notable deaths. Since 1992 have I recorded “where I was” when I
learned about such passings, along with whatever thoughts I have
about the person who has passed. At first this was a private
exercise, but a few years ago I began producing public iterations,
annually: Mostly zines, and last year a sort of mini-e-book. The
present volume covers deaths that occurred in 2010.

 

The project is not about death, exactly. Probably what I’m
supposed to say is that it’s about life, but that’s not true. It’s
about the way death and life intersect, sure, but I mean that in a
very specific way. It happens that I spent quite a bit of time in
the latter half of 2010 researching a long article about “digital
legacy” – the traces of the self left online after a person passes
away. “Legacy” has some connection to the point of “Where Were
You?” It is what we confront every time we read an obituary: an
official summation of some life’s legacy. The assumption is that
this legacy has relevance to other lives – those of the obituary’s
readers, for instance, but to others, too. The “where were you?”
conceit was inspired by the way people talk about “where they were”
when they heard that JFK had been assassinated, or the Challenger
blew up. This framework is more insistent about connecting a legacy
to a life.

 

I think it’s also more insistent about clarifying what legacy is
really made of, which is a combination of remembering and
forgetting. I’m reminded of that – as it were — when I pause to put
together collections like this one once a year. This year’s
sequence includes three people I interviewed (one in person), as
well as a college professor of mine. But by and large “Where Were
You?” mostly involves remembering people I never knew, and pausing
to capture and reflect upon what they meant to me. I’m always
struck by how much I’m also pausing to consider how much I’ve
forgotten – the films I’m not sure that I saw or only read about,
the names that ring a bell for reasons I can’t recall, the details
of incidents from the past that I thought I remembered but that do
not line up with recorded history.

 

This year I was also struck by how something similar is true on
a cultural level. The stars of one era live into a new one that
renders them obscure. Lives of accomplishment are recalled
primarily for some notorious blunder. Every year I am surprised to
find themes recur among the entries, and this year one set of
themes converges around the way we think about media culture:
advertising, entertainment, fame. The entries and the legacies they
record and the way they intersect with the life of the recorder
reminds me how much has changed, and how little, and how we keep
missing the difference. Each time I stop to collect a “Where Were
You?” batch, something in the reflections makes me recognize how
the way I live and think has changed over time, but I hope it also
quietly influences the way I will live and think from now on. This
year’s entries, I believe, include traces of a record of how a
society remembers, mis-remembers, and forgets.

 

—Rob Walker

 March 2011 / Savannah,
GA








MITCHELL, WILLIE

Mitchell died of cardiac arrest in Memphis, at age 81. I really
didn’t recognize his name when I saw this passing noted on a blog,
but as I did my morning sweep through Bloglines I must have seen it
mentioned four or five times. When Funky16Corners posted some
Mitchell tracks, I was very curious to hear them. Mitchell was
house producer at Hi Records, and worked with a few artists I like
quite a bit, notably Ann Peebles and O.V. Wright. The tracks up for
download were “That Driving Beat” and an instrumental called “ Up
Hard.” Both were quite good. I’ll have to investigate further. It
always feels weird to discover someone because of, you know, his
death. [1/6]

 

CLOKEY, ART

Clokey died at age 89; he lived in Los Osos, California. S— W—
emailed me a link about this. Clokey was the creator of Gumby
(whose shape was reportedly inspired by Clokey’s father, who died
when Clokey was nine). Early on, Clokey made a short film called
“Gumbasia,” which the obituary says featured “abstract clay objects
changing shapes to jazz music.” Such artifacts are now easy to find
online, so I checked it out. Pretty great stuff, actually. This led
to him getting into the entertainment business, and he created
Gumby. If I understand correctly, Gumby had his own show, which
went off the air pretty quickly. Then came Davey and
Gloilath: Produced by Clokey for the Lutheran Church, it
became a hit. And Clokey used that dough to make more Gumby
episodes. That led to toys, and, during my own childhood, Eddie
Murphy’s bizarre and hilarious reprisal of the character. I’m
pretty sure that it was Murphy’s bit that introduced me to Gumby.
[1/8]

 

ROHMER, ERIC

Rohmer, 89, died at a Paris hospital. I learned of this from
The Wall Street Journal, which is a little unusual.
Although I certainly knew the name, and that he was a filmmaker, I
couldn’t actually recall the films, so I read the piece. My
Night At Maud’s was the only named film. E was about to go out
of town, and I considered putting at the top of the Netflix queue,
to watch while she was gone. (Just guessing she wouldn’t want to
see it.) But ultimately I didn’t. [1/11]

 

GOERKE, DONALD

Goerke died of heart failure, at home in Delran, New Jersey, at
age 83. The Times obit headline said he was the “Creator
of SpaghettiOs.” In keeping with the times (1965), this product
was, specifically, created in the food lab of a huge company (a
division of Campbell), and the man overseeing it (Goerke) was a
marketing manager. His assignment: “canned pasta for children.” The
design innovation: circle shape. This both aided in reheating and
avoided the potential dangers of children eating “long pasta,”
The Times intones. I’ve never heard that. So anyway.
Uh-oh, SpaghettiO’s!, goes the famous jingle, although
maybe you have to be my age to remember it. Either way, it’s kind
of a perverse hook, if you think about it, to precede the name of
your product with “Uh-oh.” Like maybe, “Watch out!” or “Run for
cover!” or just, “Ugh!” Still, when I was a child, I saw those ads,
and I really wanted some SpaghttiOs. They looked great!
Eventually I badgered my mom into getting me some. They were
disgusting. And there and then, at the age of eight or whatever, I
learned that advertising and truth are two different things. It has
been ever thus. No matter how many times you read that consumers
are more skeptical or used to be more gullible, or whatever:
Everybody has been eight, and encountered something in real life
after learning about it of from an ad, grokked the difference, and
never forgot. Period. In other news: Number of cans of SpaghettiOs
sold annually today: 150 million. [1/13]

 

PENDERGRASS, TEDDY

Pendergrass died at age 59, in Bryn Mawr, Pennsyvania, after
treatment for complications from colon cancer. I learned of his
passing from the Funky16Corners blog, which marked the event by
posting an MP3 (and an essay that I didn’t read). [1/14]

 

PARKER, ROBERT B.

Parker, 77, died of a heart attack, at home in Cambridge, MA. I
noticed this on the Times site, but it took me several
days to bit by bit recall why I knew the name. Possibly I was
thrown off by thinking of Robert Parker the wine guy. But before I
heard of that Robert Parker, I eventually figured out, I
fact-checked a story by this Robert Parker. It was during
my single, three-week stint as a fact-checker, at Travel
Holiday. I checked a package of stories by novelists, about
whatever geographic area each was associated with. In fact, one of
the other novelists in that package died last year – New Mexico
guy, I can’t remember his name. This guy is a Boston guy, and wrote
“best-selling” mystery novels, including novels that involved the
character Spenser, who was the basis for a TV show in the 1980s. I
have no memory of Parker’s travel piece about Boston, and that is
not surprising in that I’m quite certain I’d never heard of him
before, and I’m pretty sure that at that point in my life I’d never
been to Boston. But I have the indistinct sense that he actually
wrote the piece as Spenser – in other words, the character
gave readers a tour of Boston, where to go and what to do. Can that
be right? There was a time when I would have hated that
idea. But now, I think it’s just fine. [1/20]

 

JEAN SIMMONS

Simmons died of lung cancer, at home in Santa Monica,
California, at age 80. “Gene Simmons died,” E said. “What?” I said,
startled. The actress, she clarified, having succeeded in her
mission. I smirked. [1/23]

 

AUCHINCLOSS, LOUIS

Auchincloss, who was 92, died of complications following a
stroke, in a Manhattan hospital. I learned of his passing from the
Times site, noting silently that it had been overlooked
amid more high-profile deaths. It must be 15 or 20 years ago that I
read his excellent novel A World of Profit. Despite good
intentions, I’ve not followed up on that, but Auchincloss
interested me as someone who truly came from the inter sanctum of
the American upper class, and who truly could write – that’s
actually a rare combination. I’m also always impressed with people,
like Aucincloss, who write impressive novels while maintaining a
different career: He was a practicing lawyer, full time, until
1987. The obit included an excellent quote from an interview he
gave in 2007, in which he marveled at the similarities between the
age he grew up in, and our own: “The private schools are all jammed
with long waiting lists; the clubs — all the old clubs — are jammed
with long waiting lists today; the harbors are clogged with yachts;
there has never been a more material society than the one we live
in today. Where is this ‘vanished world’ they talk about? I don’t
think the critics have looked out the window!” Yeah. [1/27]

 

ZINN, HOWARD

Zinn died in Santa Monica, California, of a heart attack that
occurred while he was swimming, at age 87. (He lived in
Massachusetts.) E mentioned this to me, peering at her laptop. I
don’t know what to say about Zinn. I wasn’t really a devotee, but
found him interesting, and believe his voice is one worth hearing.
The obit says his A People’s History of the United States
has sold 2 million copies, which I find astounding. Do I have one
around here somewhere? If so, did I read it? I can’t say anymore. A
few days later I was listening to Le Show, and Harry
Shearer mentioned that NPR followed its piece on Zinn’s death with
a commentary from David Horowitz, basically saying Zinn was
horrible. Ugh. [1/28]

 

SALINGER, J.D.

Salinger, who was 91, died of “natural causes,” at home in
Cornish, New Hampshire. Yet again, E told me about this, after
reading of it on the Internet somewhere or other. Immediately we
began speculating about the fate of the supposed mountains of
writing that Salinger has produced, but not published, over the
last five decades. My relationship with Salinger’s work is rather
stereotypical: I read The Catcher In The Rye when
I was about 18, and thought it was great. I read the rest of his
stuff over the next couple of years. What a writer etc.! (I’ve told
this story a bunch of times, but the guy who badgered me into
reading Catcher In The Rye was Wes Anderson. At the time,
which was freshman year at UT for both of us, he was the sad-sack
roommate of an old friend; I did not mark him for
greatness, nor did I keep in touch with him; I did note
the influence of the Glass family on The Royal
Tenenbaums.) I envy Salinger’s life, frankly. There’s no
better strategy than wild success at a young age, coupled with the
clarity of mind to say: “Fuck all’a’y’all,” and then a quiet
retreat to doing nothing but work, skipping the entire apparatus of
publicity, promotion, and “interaction.” That is, assuming he
actually worked. And assuming what he produced is any good.
Actually, maybe sealing yourself off is a bad strategy. But I envy
the option, I’ll put it that way. [1/28]

 

MURTHA, JOHN

Murtha died at age 77, in an Arlington, Virginia, hospital,
following complications from gallbladder surgery. I caught this on
CNN, while downstairs one night, pecking at my computer in the
living room. This seemed surprising. Like most people, I assume,
I’d never really heard of Murtha before a few years ago, when he
abruptly emerged as an Iraq war critic, a development notable
because of his military background. I gather he was criticized a
lot for raking in the (military) pork for his congressional
district. But he seemed like a bit of a sideshow to me,
politics-wise, so I haven’t paid a lot of attention. [2/8]

 

MAGID, FRANK

Magid died of lymphoma at age 78, in Santa Barbara, California.
I’d never heard of him, until Harry Shearer read his obit on Le
Show the other night. Magid was a marketing consultant who
came up with the concept of what came to be known as the “Action
News” format. According to the Times obit, local news in
the 1960s meant “a solitary anchor, soberly intoning the day’s
events.” Magid juiced it up with more of a team approach, more
sports, more weather, faster pacing of shorter pieces. The first
“Action News” broadcast was in 1970, on an ABC affiliate in
Philadelphia. Ratings spiked, ad revenue spiked, and everybody
copied. “Newscasts could become profit centers rivaling even
prime-time programming,” the WSJ obit explains. The format
is basically standard today. The Journal’s piece
has a journalism professor telling us that Magid’s insight was that
“the mass American public was not enamored with the concept of
news.” The consumer reports and health-tip “news you can use”
segments were part of Magid’s answer. "Any real newsman knows that
sort of stuff is balderdash,” Walter Cronkite opined in 1976. “It's
cosmetics, pretty packaging — not substance." Magid’s defense is
that he was giving people what they wanted. This defense works
every time, because it’s always true. Charles Kuralt, also in 1976,
had a funnier line, describing his experience watching local news
as he traveled the country: “My overwhelming impression,” he said,
“is of hair.” [2/10]

 

WILSON, CHARLIE

Wilson, 76, died of cardiopulmonary arrest, in Lufkin, Texas.
Pretty sure that I saw this in the WSJ, where they teased
the story from the front page with a picture of Wilson, looking
casual in his office, and holding an enormous gun. I had never
heard of Wilson (a congressman from Texas) until the recent-ish Tom
Hanks movie about him and his various maneuvers to fund Afghan
rebels who were fighting the Soviets in the 1980s. Was I just not
paying attention in the 1980s? Did I know about this and forget? I
didn’t see the movie, but the story as I understand it is pretty
crazy. I feel foolish for learning about a big story that occurred
during my lifetime by way of a Hollywood movie a quarter-century
after the fact. But that’s how it is sometimes. [2/10]

 

KIBLER, JOHN

Kibler died of a heart attack in Palo Alto, California, at age
81. I’d never heard of him, but the obit on the Times site
said, “Umpire for Bill Buckner’s Error.” Of course I know what that
refers to, but I didn’t recall an umpire being a relevant part of
the story. (The story being Buckner letting a routine grounder roll
under his glove during a crucial 1986 World Series game.) And upon
reading the item, it seems the umpire was not relevant. He was just
the guy standing there. This is quite a comment on the status of
Buckner’s failure – it’s evidentlyl the most significant event in
the life even of people who were merely proximate to it.
Now that’s an epic fail. [2/19]

 

FIEGER, DOUG

Fieger died of lung cancer at age 57, at home in Woodland Hills,
California. E told me about this. Fieger was the singer for The
Knack, and I’m pretty sure I’ve already recounted my interest in
The Knack. As it happens, J— sent me an email later in the day
making a joke about Greg Kihn (in particular, the “tour dates”
section of Kihn’s site, which was empty). Then half an hour later
he followed up to note Fieger’s passing. I assured him that Fieger
would have wanted us to celebrate his life by making fun of Greg
Kihn. [2/15]

 

HAIG, ALEXANDER

Haig died in a Baltimore hospital at the age of 85. I saw this
noted a few places online, and immediately thought about his “I’m
in charge here” moment, when Reagan was shot in the 1980s. The
Times obit quoted another Reagan veteran observing that
Haig knew “the third paragraph of his obituary” would concern that
moment. And in its third paragraph, the obit pivoted to the
episode: Haig informing the situation room (the Situation Room? Is
that capitalized?) that he was in charge until the vice president
got to Washington. This was at odds with actual succession
procedures, but Haig’s “demeanor signaled that he might be ready
for a quarrel, and there was no point in provoking one,” the
national security adviser at the time later recalled. So Haig went
in front of TV cameras and pronounced himself “in control.” Apart
from being wrong, he also seemed like a lunatic. It was a major
punch line for a long time. It’s what he’s remembered for. It still
makes me laugh. [2/20]

 

WOLK, T-BONE

Wolk died of a heart attack, at age 58, in New York. He was the
bass player for Hall & Oates. I’d never heard of him, and was
surprised at how many blogs were noting his death, and even more
surprised when I realized that playing bass for Hall & Oates
was his claim to fame. He was a third banana. I don’t mean
to sound callous; I’m sure he was great. Someone in one obit
actually suggests he was “the ampersand in Hall & Oates.” On
another note, I figure he’s maybe the third most prominent T-Bone
in music? After T-Bone Burnett and T-Bone Walker (no relation)? His
real name was Ted. [3/3]

 

HANNAH, BARRY

Hannah died of a heart attack, at home in Oxford, Mississippi,
at age 67. I learned of this by way of an email from R— K—, who
sent along a link to a little remembrance that he wrote. I should
have read Barry Hannah by now, but really I haven’t. Maybe a story
here or there. I’ve heard Airships is the thing to read. I
was thinking of him a few months ago as a possibility for
Significant Objects, but a contact told me Hannah wasn’t really
well, and certainly wasn’t writing. Then I had an odd moment when
Padgett Powell’s S.O. story auction closed and I had to send him
the congrats note, right after Hannah died. I had this sense that
they probably knew each other and I wondered if I should say
something. I didn’t. I think that was the right call. [3/10]

 

LINKOUS, MARK

Linkous, 47, died of a self-inflicted gunshot outside a friend’s
home in Knoxville, Tennessee. I doubt I would have included this
passing here if not for the unusual way I heard about it, because I
really know very little about Linkous or his band, Sparklehorse.
But it happens that I was going through email, and answered a note
from a writer who was volunteering for Significant Objects, and who
signed off by saying he was about to get on with his Sunday morning
ritual of reading Consumed. Perhaps snottily, I noted in my reply
that Consumed had been on hiatus and had not appeared in several
months. I mean, that was probably unnecessary on my part, but I
can’t stand it when people pretend to read the column if they
don’t. Why do they bother? So in his reply he said, basically, that
he knew that but had forgotten, and was distracted by the suicide
of Mark Linkous. Oh. Maybe he knew him? Maybe he just loves the
band? [3/8]

 

HAIM, COREY

Haim died at age 38 in a Burbank, California, hospital, of
causes that weren’t clear at the time of death. This was all over
the Web, but I happened to encounter it first on Metafilter. Haim
of course was a big-deal child/teen star, probably better known for
substance abuse problems and being mocked – his celebrity was more
or less a reflection of irony, not admiration. I was never all that
interested in him or “the other Corey,” Corey Feldman. Both were in
The Lost Boys, a movie I do recall, even though I have no
recollection of them being in it. I only remember Keifer
Sutherland. [3/11]

 

GRAVES, PETER

Graves, 83, died of a heart attack at home in Pacific Palisades,
California. He was the star of Mission Impossible, which I
watched a bit. But I would have to say I most strongly identify him
with Airplane! And clearly I’m not alone. I learned of his
passing from MetaFilter, a post headlined: "Joey, do you like
movies about Gladiators?" Actually the Times obit quotes
that line, as well. It also says he was rather resistant to the
part at first; I wonder if he had any idea that it would be, for
many, his defining moment? [3/14]

 

CHILTON, ALEX

Chilton died of an apparent heart attack, at age 59, in New
Orleans. Here is a rare instance where I learned of a death via
direct communication from another person (besides E, of course). It
was an email (but still!) from S— J—. It must have arrived
overnight; I got it early in the morning. Sad news indeed. I can’t
say I was a hardcore Chilton fan, but I liked a lot of his stuff,
and I was consistently impressed with his role as an artist, the
way he held on to what seemed like true ideals for the kind of work
he wanted to do and how he wanted to do it. It’s not like I’m
revealing anything here – the guy had a song written about him by
the fucking Replacements, how much more cred is it possible to
have? Just a few weeks ago E was obsessed with this old TV clip of
the Box Tops doing “The Letter.” We saw the half original/half
Posies version of Big Star in New Orleans somewhere around 2002,
and they were excellent. I believe that C— G— had known him back in
Memphis, and our New Orleans friend A— had dated him for a while.
But while it would have been cool to actually cross paths because
of these semi-connections, that never happened. Oddly my Seattle
friend E— T— somehow spent a day with Chilton; I forget what random
circumstance brought that about. The Web, meanwhile, was lit up
with Chilton tributes, and I chimed in with a short bit on my No
Notes blog, about how much I like the song “Lover of Love.”
[3/19]

 

CULP, ROBERT

Culp died of a heart attack, at age 79, at his home in Los
Angeles. The Times obit identified him as the star of
I Spy, a series best remembered for the breakthrough of
Bill Cosby (also a series pretty much never seen by me) and
highlighted his role in Bob & Carol & Ted &
Alice. But I really remember Culp for his role on The
Greatest American Hero. I loved The Greatest American
Hero! Of course, I was very young when that show was popular,
young enough that I had no problem with the fact that parents
also loved it. I’d like to see an episode of that again.
It’s probably bad, but possibly in a way that’s interesting. I
wonder if comix experts have ever fit that show into the superhero
tradition – the principal character was a reluctant hero like
Spider-Man, and a bit shabby at his job, all in a way that was
played for cheap laughs. I could see that being revived as a
Hollywood movie today; properly updated by the right director, it
could be a hit. [3/24]

 

ARROYO, ALBERTO

Arroyo died of cardiac arrest in a Manhattan nursing home at the
age of 94. I’d never heard of him, but the obituary headline
identified him as “Jogger Familiar In Central Park.” That sounded
like something from The Onion – like “that guy you always
saw on your way to the coffee shop.” But I read the piece, and it
explained that to “generations of runners” he was “a peculiarly New
York institution.” He had a noticeable look (“flowing white hair”
and “leathery” skin) and according to the piece showed up every
day, no matter the weather, at this one spot in Central Park, and
remained “for 10 hours or so.” He chatted, hobnobbed, gave foot
massages. And he ran – the article says in his prime he would make
a 1.6-mile lap around the Central Park Reservoir ten times a day!
He ran with others: all kinds of people, including Jackie O. He
lived alone in a “cheap hotel,” was estranged from his only child,
took his meals at a senior center, and lived on Social Security and
a small pension. Over time he couldn’t run, so he walked;
eventually he had a stroke and “organized volunteers” to push him
around the reservoir in his wheelchair. I must tell you that
reading this made me almost teary! What a great New York
story.  [3/26]

 

FORSYTHE, JOHN

Forsythe died of complications from pneumonia, at home in Santa
Ynez, California, at age 92. I caught this on the
Newshour. I associate him with Dynasty, a huge
hit prime-time soap opera when I was a kid. I was definitely into
Dynasty. His character had a great name: Blake Carrington.
I suppose it was a dumb show, but I enjoyed the “catfight!” dynamic
between Joan Collins as Blake’s bitchy ex and Linda Evans as his
goody-goodyish new wife. What I mostly remember is Carrington’s
son, whose name I forget, but who was gay. At some point during the
show’s run, a new actor took over, and maybe that was the first
time I’d really pondered that style of breaching a show’s fictional
universe. (I was a child, remember.) The obit discusses one of the
“preposterous” storylines, involving the nonexistent nation of
Moldavia, where the characters attended a wedding that was attacked
by “revolutionaries,” leading to a “who survived?” season-ending
cliffhanger. I don’t remember that at all, but it sounds fantastic.
[4/2]

 

MCLAREN, MALCOLM

McLaren died at age 64, of mesothelioma, in Switzerland. I was in
New York to give a talk about Significant Objects at a day-long
event. I was the first speaker. After me was Stephen “ESPO” Powers.
I settled into my seat when I was done. Powers began his talk by
noting that McLaren had died. Since I hadn’t checked the paper or
been online that day, this is how I learned of his passing.
Startling! I can’t imagine that I have much original to say about
McLaren and his considerable influence on pop culture via punk and
so on. I’ve seen various documentaries and read a fair amount about
the Sex Pistols and I still couldn’t tell you who I think should
get credit/blame for what. There is, I suppose, a postmodern
element to the Pistols/McLaren phenomenon: the facts seem fully
subjective. Perhaps they invented truthiness, too. [4/8]

 

CARTER, DIXIE

Carter, who was 70, died of complications of endometrial cancer,
in Houston. E told me this, possibly the day I got home from New
York; I hadn’t heard. I believe Carter was best known for that show
Designing Women, which I can’t say I was a fan of. I found
the whole sassy-southern-women thing really off-putting. I’d
forgotten, until reading the obit, that Carter’s character and
Delta Burke’s character on the show were sisters. Their names were
Julia and Suzanne Sugarbaker. I think they should have been named
Dixie and Delta Sugarbaker, just to borrow from reality and make
things full-on preposterous at the same time. As I type this out,
I’m reminded that the creators of this show (I forget their names)
got really rich off it and ended up as key Clinton backers. It’s
odd that making a stupid sitcom is a gateway to being a de facto
power broker on some level. But so it goes. Final note: Carter’s
husband was Hal Holbrook. Didn’t know that! [4/11]

 

BOURNE, NINA

Bourne died at home in Manhattan, at age 93. While I’d never
heard of her, the headline the Times obit page online
caught my attention: It said she “catapulted sales of ‘Catch-22’.”
Her life was so throwback: She got a job in publishing right out of
school by writing some great application letter “in the form of a
poem.” When she lost an argument to increase the print run of
Catch-22, about which she was quite passionate, she asked,
on the verge of tears: “If I can’t get this, why am I here?” It’s
hard for me to imagine such a scene in a publishing house today.
But she went on to help the novel break through by devising an ad
campaign that “treated the book as though it were already a
phenomenon.” (The book had gotten mixed reviews, and Evelyn Waugh
not only declined to blurb it, he flat-out dissed it.) This seems
to be an example of advertising working, which is mildly
interesting, but what’s really of note to me is that it’s
advertising working on behalf of something great. When the
shamans of the Web talk about the bad old days of passive consumers
manipulated by ad agencies (always an exaggeration) they never
really address all the wonderful culture that occurred, and was
embraced, during the mass-media era. Thanks to advertising? Well,
that’s a bit much to assert. But I’m always attracted to real-world
instances that don’t line up neatly with sweeping theory.
[4/14]

 

GATES, DARYL

Gates, 83, died of cancer at his home in Dana Point, California.
I learned this from The Wall Street Journal on a Saturday
morning, sitting downstairs with E. He was the chief of the L.A.
police department when the whole Rodney King thing happened. Later
I read the Times obit, which noted Gates’ long career on
the LAPD, and his role in building it into something like a
paramilitary force – I gather he essentially invented the SWAT team
concept. (Remember the show SWAT? No? Nevermind.) The King
incident was in 1991; the riots came a year later when the involved
cops were acquitted. I still insist that this is the most
significant “citizen journalism” event ever, with the exception of
Zapruder tape. It happens that I recently read, for the first time,
the 1994 book Media Virus!, by Douglas Rushkoff. It’s an
interesting little time capsule, and it was somewhat striking how
prominent the King incident was in the book. If I followed what
Rushkoff was saying, his “virus” metaphor meant to suggest that
hidden within certain current events (King beating) were deeper
issues and ideas (police brutality, racism) that the current event
sneaks into the public discourse – the way a virus is hidden by a
protein shell that makes it seem like something else to the body.
(Nowadays “viral” media has a different meaning.) I’m not sure
about all that. But it’s surely true that the King incident did
bring to the fore a lot of issues about L.A. law enforcement
— and on a not-unrelated note, caused Gates to resign.
[4/16]

 

PRAHALAD, C.K.

Prahalad, 68, died of a lung illness in San Diego, where he
lived. Just the other day I was clearing out books and came upon my
copy of his The Fortune at the Bottom of the Pyramid. I
considered putting it on the “get rid of” pile, but decided to keep
it. He was a pretty admirable thinker in my view, and although I
don’t know that I’ll ever need the book again, it’s possible that I
might. I interviewed him once for Consumed, a column on Unilever’s
sales of Lifebuoy soap in India, in sizes and at prices
specifically aimed at reaching the poorest people who would most
benefit from hygiene to stave off disease. He was great. That
column ended with a quote from him, making the point that campaigns
like Unilever’s in India should “be evaluated not ideologically but
by their impact on the global poor. ‘The alternative,’ he said, ‘is
needless death.’” If your life and work are going to be about
something, have a real purpose, then I don’t suppose you can do
much better than the reduction of needless death. [4/21]

 

BUCK, LESLIE

Buck, 87, died at home in Glen Cove, Long Island, of
complications from Parkinson’s disease. He designed the familiar
Greek-themed paper coffee cup used in diners and food carts and
elsewhere all over New York City. When I lived in New York there
was a period when I bought coffee from carts almost every day. Some
used I Heart NY cups, some used this one. I always preferred this
one. As an outsider to New York, it was less familiar to me, and I
enjoyed studying it, and also, I think, I enjoyed the sense of
gradual recognition: This design is everywhere, and it’s got a
flavor that I bet pre-dates I Heart NY. It seems more old-school,
more legit. That was my thinking. I didn’t know this cup had a
name, but the Times obit says it does: the Anthora. It was
introduced in the 1960s, by the Sherri Cup Company of Kensington,
Connecticut. Buck worked for them, in sales and then marketing.
I’ve been thinking a lot about “seeing” vs. “looking” because it
looks like I’m going to be teaching a design-crit class next year.
So when I saw the news of this guy’s passing, I immediately started
considering if I should somehow work something about this cup into
my tentative syllabus. We’ll see. [4/29]

 

REDGRAVE, LYNN

Redgrave died at home in Kent, Connecticut, of cancer, at age
67. E told me this as I strolled through the dining room; I was on
my way to do something and I gave an evasive answer when asked if I
knew who she was. The name was familiar but I had to guess; I don’t
remember what I guessed, but it was wrong. She was the sister of
Vanessa, whose radical politics she disliked – there’s mention in
the Times obit of a “public spat” when they were
performing together in London and Vanessa made some reference to
American “imperialist pigs.” Lynn starred in the movie Georgy
Girl, and did a lot of theater work. I’ve concluded, reading
the obit, that I don’t specifically remember her from anything.
[5/3]

 

HORNE, LENA

Horne died in Manhattan at age 92. I saw this online, and later
that morning, driving home from Parker’s, listened to an
“appreciation” on NPR. The focus was her skin color – the segment
said she was too black for Hollywood, and light enough that other
blacks picked on her, or something to that effect. I’m pretty sure
the phrase “born too early” was used, and I see the Times
obit has something similar. Clearly she wasn’t entirely
too black for Hollywood – she was a huge star! This is one of those
situations that’s hard for me to judge. I’ve been familiar with
Lena Horne as a major celebrity for more entire life, but I suppose
it’s plausible that she could have been an even bigger one if she’d
gotten more, bigger, better roles earlier in her career. Really the
only thing notable to me in the obit is that she was in The
Wiz. I really want to see The Wiz. I’m adding it to
Netflix right now. [5/9]

 

DIO, RONNIE JAMES

Dio, who had stomach cancer, died at age 67 in Los Angeles. I
learned of his passing from the blog Marginal Utility, which is
usually a high-minded critique of consumer culture and other
topics; the writer is generally more likely to quote Hegel than,
well, than Dio. The writeup was a sincere appreciation, but I
didn’t recognize any of the song names. The Times obit
didn’t name any songs, but I recognized the 1983 album title,
Holy Diver. (Holy Diver?) I remember Dio – and
his band, Dio – being popular when I was in high school. I knew he
was a former Black Sabbath vocalist, and I’m certain there were Dio
songs on the radio. What’s odd is that as I try to remember them,
my mind keeps putting me in the same place: the drafting class I
took in the 9th or 10th grade, where the
teacher would have a boom box running every day, and we rotated
between rock and country stations. [5/16]

 

LINKLETTER, ART

Linkletter died in Los Angeles, at age 97. I noticed this in the
headline links at the bottom of an article I was glancing at on
some TV-related website, an article about television-watching data
or something like that. I remembered the name, and the face:
Linkletter appeared in print ads for … well, what was it? Something
I don’t remember, but he sure looks familiar. His real career was
before my time, but I found the obit fascinating. His big show was
People Are Funny, from the 1950s and early 1960s, and
included a bunch of audience-participation gags, harmless pranks,
and stunts. Kind of like … lots of entertainment today! Am
I wrong? Telling a guy to go buy chewing gum with $1,000 sounds
like something on Letterman, or a YouTube video. But also there’s
this: “Television critics and intellectuals found the Linkletter
persona bland and his popularity unfathomable. ‘There is nothing
greatly impressive, one way or the other, about his appearance,
mannerisms, or his small talk,’ one newspaper critic wrote. Another
referred to his ‘imperishable banality.’ Millions of Americans
disagreed.” Could there be a more concise contradiction of
contemporary Web-shaman theory that the old paradigm consisted of
elites forcing entertainment on the passive masses? We
want our banality. And if it’s imperishable, so much the
better. Thank you very much. [5/26]

 

 

COLEMAN, GARY

Coleman, who was 42 and lived outside Provo, Utah, died in that
city after suffering a brain hemorrhage in a fall. E announced this
from the dining room, peering at her computer. But the day before
I’d seen a fleeting reference somewhere – “pray for Gary Coleman”
or something like that, online, maybe a tweet. I wasn’t sure if it
was some kind of joke, and didn’t have the time or inclination to
find out. I read the obit after E broke the news (to me). I watched
Diff’rent Strokes at the time it was on the air, and I
followed the bizarrely troubled lives of its child stars. What is
there to say? Probably there’s some kind of epic essay to be done
on fame and destruction, or some such, with those three kids as the
subjects. Probably, in fact, that’s been done. The most I could
muster was a glance at Google’s “trends” page, which was dominated
by searches related to Coleman, the show, his co-stars. And also,
pretty high up there: Webster. I found all of this
depressing. [5/28]

 

HOPPER, DENNIS

Hopper died at age 74, at home in Venice, California, of
complications from metastasized prostate cancer. E told me about
this – sort of. For some reason she made me guess: She told me
someone notable had died and I had deduce it using the 20-questions
method. I was on my way somewhere, though not urgently, and I
really wasn’t in the mood. But I tried. She bent the form to give
me hints and eventually I did figure it out. I think when I asked
if the deceased was in movies, she said something about really
strange movies – a huge hint, really. After all, it had been widely
reported that Hopper was ailing, so I should have guessed more
quickly. I’m pretty sure I was introduced to Hopper by way of
Blue Velvet, which I saw in high school and which I found
genuinely disturbing. I remember watching it with my girlfriend, on
her parents’ VCR, on a school-day afternoon. I also remember being
haunted by it for days. Over time I had somewhat mixed feelings
about Hopper. I pretty much enjoyed his acting, but he seemed a
little one-note to me, and when he started sounding that note in
commercials for a mutual fund company or whatever it was, I was
grossed out. I remember seeing the first such ad with him acting
all “Hey crazy people! Let’s save for retirement, man!” and having
one of those nothing-means-anything moments. [5/29/10]

 

BOURGEOIS, LOUISE

Bourgeois died of a heart attack in Manhattan, where she lived,
at age 98. I saw the headlines for this online – I think the first
I saw was maybe on Metafilter and just listed her name and
birth/death years – but I didn’t read any of the stories. A few
months ago we started to watch a documentary about Bourgeois, and
it was so bad we turned it off after 30 minutes. I have nothing
against Bourgeois or her work, but I have a feeling that awful
documentary will be my lasting memory of her. [5/31/10]

 

WONG, TOBIAS

Wong died at home in Manhattan at age 35 in what was ruled a
suicide. I was extremely surprised to learn of this from a link on
Design Observer, to a remembrance by Allan Chochinov in
Core77. That and other online notes and tributes listed no
cause of death, and given the nature of Wong’s career I was
slightly suspicious that it was a hoax. But I decided I trusted
Chochinov, noted the death on the Consumed Facebook page, and
linked to an interview I’d done with Wong a couple of years ago. He
really was a brilliant guy, very original and very … hard-minded.
What I mean by that is he really had convictions and clarity of
thought, and he executed, with no apologies. Very few people in the
design world, for all its self-congratulation, really have original
ideas. He did. We did our interview partly on the phone and partly
via email, and I thoroughly enjoyed it. I’d hoped to stay in touch
with him after, but frankly he didn’t seem interested. And I’m not
surprised. I don’t know what he really got out of the conversation,
to tell the truth. Reading over that old interview again, my
questions were nothing, it was all about his answers. Eventually
The Times published an obit and I suppose that the news is
true. And very sad. [6/2/10]

 

McCLANAHAN, RUE

McClanahan, 76, died of a brain hemorrhage in Manhattan. I
learned of this while updating the Significant Objects Twitter
account, of all things: The Awl had a tweet along the
lines of “Tragic News: Rue McClanahan Dead.” Something kinda snarky
and all. Or maybe it was totally earnest. Whatever. Like a lot of
people my age I suppose, I mostly associate her with Golden
Girls, a sitcom I maybe saw twice, but that was such a big
deal in pop culture during its heyday that one couldn’t help but be
indirectly familiar with it. It happens that Betty White is lately
enjoying some kind of pop resurgence – after a Super Bowl ad in
which she was violently tackled, she ended up doing a bunch of
interviews and then hosting Saturday Night Live. I have
the sense that this is all being driven by the vague idea that old
people are funny, which makes me queasy. I read McClanahan’s obit,
or started to. It was really long. And it focused a lot on
Golden Girls, noting that the show continues “profitably”
in syndication. There was also a fantastic picture of McClanahan
from 1967. She looked great. [6/3/10]

 

DEAN, JIMMY

Dean, 81, died “suddenly while watching television,” according
to one obit, at home in Varina, Virginia. I learned of his passing
by way of a Facebook status update from S— D—: She is from
Plainview, TX, and noted that he was perhaps its most famous son. I
hadn’t known Dean was from Plainview. I also hadn’t known, until
reading the Times obit, that his career as a country
singer was actually pretty successful; he even had a TV variety
show for a few years. I really just knew him as a sausage guy.
Pretty sure we used to eat that sausage, when I was a kid.
Definitely sure that I saw a million ads for it. [6/14]

 

SARAMAGO, JOSÉ

Saramago died of multiple organ failure, at age 87, at home in
Lanzarote in the Canary Islands. For some reason I was looking at
Google’s trend-tracker page, I forget why, and I noticed Saramago’s
name, and figured the only reason that would be a trendy search is
that he’d died. Or maybe that he was dating Kirsten Dunst or
something, I suppose. I actually remember him winning the Nobel
Prize in literature, back in 1998, and I have no idea why that
would be, since I couldn’t tell you the names of any other winners
from the last 15 years with much confidence. (Wait, Toni Morrison,
right?) I was really interested in him, and made a note at the time
to read his novel Blindness. Still haven’t done so.
[6/18]

 

BOL, MANUTE

Bol, 47, died of kidney problems and complications from a rare
skin disease, in a Charlottesville, Virginia, hospital. I remember
quite well his arrival in the NBA in 1985: At 7-foot-6 and
incredibly skinny, he was a fascinating being to watch, blocking
shots like crazy, but barely able to score. (The Times
obit says his points-per-game average was less than four.) I have a
memory that when first learning the game, he smashed his teeth on a
basketball rim, in an unsuccessful dunk attempt. The obit doesn’t
mention this. I missed his passing for a couple of days, because I
was in Corpus Christi seeing my parents, and was out of touch with
news of any kind. I think I learned about the death later by way of
a BoingBoing post, speculating that Bol may have coined, or
popularized, the term “my bad.” The theory is that Bol, who was
Sudanese, and a native Dinka speaker, often said “my bad” when he
meant “my fault.” [6/19]

 

QUAIFE, PETE

Quaife, 66, died of kidney failure in Herlev, Denmark. I learned
of his passing while scrolling through the NYT online. He
was the original bassist for the Kinks, my favorite band since I
was around, I don’t know, 10 or 11 years old. Technically the
version of the Kinks that I fell in love with was the Low
Budget-era Kinks, which did not involve Quaife; he left the
band in 1969. But as time went on and I kept exploring the Kinks’
various eras, and pretty much loving all of them, I became familiar
with him. And I became familiar with Kinks’ various special
self-destructive tendencies. The obit notes: “In interviews Mr.
Quaife cited the group’s competitive volatility — one day in 1965,
he said, a fistfight broke out among its members in a limousine
after Mr. Quaife whistled a Beatles melody — for his departure, as
well as the control that Ray Davies began to exert on the band.”
I’ve been genuinely surprised over the years to learn how many
dedicated Kinks fans there are, and how the underdog quality of the
band plays into that – they must be the most popular underrated
entity in pop culture history. No doubt because of that, Quaife’s
death was widely noted online. [6/25]

 

BRISCOE, DOLPH

Brisoe died of natural causes, at age 87, at his home in Uvalde,
Texas. I recognized his name on the obits page of The
Times online, and knew he was a former governor, but couldn’t
have given you the dates. They are 1972-1978, so I was around, but
young. He was a big land owner (and cattle rancher) whose holdings
got a huge boost after oil and gas were discovered on some of his
land. He lost the Democratic primary the year that Bill Clements (a
Republican) was eventually elected. I can still sing Bill Clements’
campaign jingle, but I really have no impression of Briscoe. I
meant to ask Mom about him during our Sunday phone chat a few days
later, but forgot. [ 6/29]

 

BYRD, ROBERT

Byrd, 92, died in a Fairfax, Virginia hospital after several
years of declining health. I was reading an article in The Wall
Street Journal about a dorm at the University of Texas named
after a founder of the Ku Klux Klan – a guy who seemed pretty
brutal and who never really repented. I was telling E about this
and she said something about Byrd (who was in the Klan as a young
man, but renounced that later). I didn’t realize at the time that
Byrd had died. I figured that out later, but I thought she was just
mentioning Byrd at random, which seemed just slightly odd. I don’t
actually have much to say about Byrd himself. [6/28]

 

BUTLER, ROBERT

Butler, 83, died of acute leukemia, in Manhattan. The truth is I
had never heard of this man, nor was (or am) I particularly
interested in his work. What I was interested in was the way he was
identified in The Times’ online obit page headline:
“Robert Butler, Aging Expert, Is Dead at 83.” Obviously, he was an
expert on the subject of aging. Just as obviously, you can read
that headline differently – that he was an expert, who was aging.
And has now died. I’ve now been around long enough to know that it
is a personal idiosyncrasy that I find the latter (mis)reading
hilarious. I don’t expect you to be amused, although I’m vaguely
disappointed that this is almost certainly the case. But enough
about me. It is a challenge, I assume, to wrap up someone’s life
achievement, their mark, their reason for being obituaried in
The New York Times, in two or three words. Scanning down
the page – I am doing so, just now, on a Friday night, making sure
I haven’t missed any significant deaths – here are some Life
Phrases: TV Composer, Art Collector, Vigorous Rights Defender,
Leading Chinese Painter, Helped Revolutionize Printing, Manager of
the Rock Band Kiss, Mordant Novelist, Innovator in N.F.L.’s Passing
Game, Painter of Historical Scenes, Connecticut Congressman, Shiite
Cleric, A Pioneer in Harmatology, Renowned Hockey Brawler. Jesus
Christ this is a whole art form unto itself! I should scrap this
entire project and just construct poems out of these phrases. They
are beautiful and crushing – the vast swaths of life, struggle,
experience, achievement, all smushed down to fit between two or
three columns, balanced against such concerns as name length and
number of decks (one or two — the difference in how Times
readers understand your life at a glance is crucial!). Typing up
that list was a slap in the face: What are my two words, after all?
Out of respect for the dead I actually clicked on Robert Butler’s
obituary. It said that he coined the term “ageism.” That was as far
as I could go. [7/6/10]

 

PEKAR, HARVEY

Pekar, 70, died at home in Cleveland Heights, Ohio. I learned of
this from my friend D— H—’s Facebook feed. I’m pretty sure I was
first exposed to Pekar by way of the Letterman show, in high
school. Certainly I was already up on American Splendour
in college, when a professor of mine actually assigned us some
issues as required reading. Over the years, several of my friends
in the comix world worked with Pekar — or at least tried to. C—,
who may be one of the most brilliant practitioners of the form
ever, had a story about Pekar’s wife turning him down because they
worked in “linear” stories; perhaps C—’s work was too …
postmodern, or something, for them. I believe I almost had a
conversation with Pekar once, about Slate. I was writing
for Slate and I think he’d had some unfortunate dealings
with an editor there and was looking for someone to talk to about
it. But the intermediary connection at the time, J— N—., fended him
off. Said it was for my own good. I actually appreciated that. In
any case, Pekar was an awesome American original, and a rebuke to
anyone who suggests that it was impossible to be creative before
the Internet came along. This is not a man who was content to sit
around and watch Gilligan’s Island. One message of his
life is that if you have something to say, get off your ass and
fucking say it. [7/12]

 

KUPFERBERG, TULI

Kupferberg, who was 86, died in Manhattan after a period of poor
health that included two strokes. He was a founding member of the
Fugs. Basically he was a beat poet who knew a young guy starting a
band, and decided that being part of this band, in 1964, was surely
a consistent and interesting extension of the work he was doing
already. He was in his 40s – my age. I think that’s pretty cool.
And 1964, it’s worth noting, is the year the Beatles invaded
America. I’m not going to pretend I knew much about the Fugs,
beyond the fact that there was a 1960s band with that name that was
generally seen as Important. I never listened to them. But during
the course of listening to various tributes and remembrances and
whatnot (there were many, and because of the way this unfolded I
couldn’t say where I first learned of his passing) I became
interested. In particular, at least two pieces I listened to played
big chunks of a song called “Nothing,” which I happened to find
fantastic. I’m interested in boredom as a subject, and while you
could argue that the song is not about boredom at all, it’s
relevant in the following way. The old version of “nothing,” or
boredom, or both, was the idea of a big empty vacuum, the idea that
something is happening somewhere, but we are not told, we are not
involved. Today, we are told about, and theoretically (via
technology) involved in, everything. We live in a barrage of
information, news, events, stuff occurring that flits into view and
away. And how does it finally feel? Like nothing. That’s how. So I
listened to this Fugs song – “Monday nothing, Tuesday nothing,”
etc. – and to me it sounded precisely like the soundtrack of our
own supposedly information-rich era. [7/12]

 

STEINBRENNER, GEORGE

Steinbrenner died of a heart attack, at a Tampa Bay, Florida,
hospital, at age 80. I learned about this, I believe, from E, who
heard about it from the Internet. I can’t stand the Yankees, and
I’ve never been interested in Steinbrenner. I did hear an item on
the radio about what a business genius he was, and I believe it –
but I still don’t care. I skimmed the obit and learned the Yankees
won the World Series last year. Seriously, I have no room in my
memory to record Yankee triumphs, that’s just how it is. The only
thing about Steinbrenner that might potentially be of interest to
me would be hearing Larry David say something about him. Not that
I’d expect much, but I loved David’s voice-only portrayal of
Steinbrenner as a bizarre yammering weirdo on Seinfeld.
It’s even better when I catch a random rerun, having now become so
familiar with David’s voice through Curb Your Enthusiasm.
It really jumps out: A performance that makes no sense, but is
perfect. [7/13]

 

WARREN, DAVID

Warren, who was 85, died at a nursing home in a suburb of
Melbourne, Australia. He was “credited with creating the prototype
of the flight data recorder, or ‘black box,’” explained the obit in
The Times, where I learned of his passing. What interested
me was the obit’s mention of the fact that his prototype was red.
“Today’s black boxes,” the piece continued, “remain red or orange,
to make them easier to find in wreckage,” after a plane crash. So
why are they called “black boxes”? The obituary says: “How Mr.
Warren’s red box came to be called a black box is not altogether
clear. At the time, black box was a slang term in the Royal Air
Force for a navigational instrument in an airplane. One story has
it that a person who witnessed a demonstration said something like,
‘What a wonderful black box!’” Uh, good “story.” [7/22]

 

SCHORR, DANIEL

Schorr died at age 93, in a Washington, D.C. hospital. I heard
about this, fittingly enough, on NPR, as I was driving to the
liquor store. I mostly knew Schorr by way of his NPR commentaries
and interviews, which to be honest I was never crazy about. But I
was aware, in a general way, of his storied career. That NPR
segment, and the very long obit in The Times, reminded me
of various details – one of the great broadcast foreign
correspondents, he got in trouble with Soviet censors, and he was
on Nixon’s “enemies list.” (I didn’t realize that he learned of
this when doing a rush story about the list, and found his own name
when reading it aloud on the air.) He got in trouble with CBS when
he leaked a document his bosses wouldn’t let him report on. Later
he worked at CNN (he was the first hire, supposedly) and eventually
NPR. So he was an old-school guy, with a great career. And like
most of the greats from that era, he was hardly a societal “elite”
– he grew up poor in the Bronx, and went to City College of New
York. The Times obit closes by noting (and linking to)
Schorr’s Twitter account. [7/23/]

 

TATUM, JACK

Tatum died at age 61, of a heart attack, in Oakland, California.
He played for the Raiders in the 1970s. I noticed his death in the
paper, and it occurred to me that depending on how long this
project lasts, the number of football players and the like is going
to dwindle, because when I was a kid I knew a lot about a lot of
players, and today I can only name the most famous ones – basically
quarterbacks and running backs and maybe a few wide receivers. As
for Tatum, he was notorious for harsh play, not least because of an
incident in 1978 when he paralyzed a guy. I only dimly remember
that, but it was the main focus of the several obits I ended up
reading. One suggested that his nickname “The Assassin” is
something that came about after his playing days were done, and he
started writing memoirs using that word in the title. While that
obit writer was suggesting a lack of contrition, or an
indifference, I’m not so sure about that. Tatum never issued a
public apology, but several obits contain quotes from friends who
say things like “it haunted him,” and so on, and it seems plausible
to me that mythologizing himself as a heartless “assassin” might
have been more of a coping mechanism than a sign of ambivalence
about what had happened. Something else I read said the real blame
falls to football fans, etc. [7/27]

 

MILLER, MITCH

Miller, who was 99, died after a short illness, in a hospital in
Manhattan, where he lived. I learned of this while browsing the
Times obit page a couple weeks after the fact – I’d fallen
behind on this project. This is the “Sing Along With Mitch” guy,
which may or may not mean anything to you. What it means to me is
mostly filtered through punch lines from a certain generation of
comedians. Miller’s series of albums of standards sung by a chorus
started in 1958, and “was an immense success, finding an eager
audience among older listeners looking for an alternative to rock
’n’ roll.” (Miller himself reportedly called rock and roll “a
disease.”) This led to a TV show based on the same concept. In a
sense, then, he was a convenient symbol of square-ness – an easy
figure to ridicule. I more or less absorbed this from those punch
lines, even though I never experienced one of his albums, had no
idea what he looked or sounded like, and frankly wasn’t even
certain he was real (let alone alive). So the obit was quite
interesting to me. Miller was also responsible for a lot of very
successful novelty music, such as “I Saw Mommy Kissing Santa
Claus.” The guy was a one-man cultural wrecking crew! And he seems
to have known it: He told Time Magazine that “I wouldn’t
buy that stuff for myself. There’s no real artistic satisfaction in
this job.” Wow. Final footnote: He is the man who convinced
Rosemary Clooney to sing “Come On A My House,” despite her
skepticism. That’s a good song. [8/2]

 

NEAL, PATRICIA

Neal, who had lung cancer, died at age 84, at her home on
Martha’s Vineyard. E mentioned this to me; apparently Neal lived in
the same college dorm as E’s mom. Interesting. Also, E noted that
Neal was married to Raold Dahl, and was in one of our favorite
movies, A Face In The Crowd. Oddly I don’t remember her
performance, or her being in Hud, a very famous role. I
think Neal was in commercials for something when I was a kid, and
somehow that’s the image of her that sticks in my mind – the older
version of her, the person who used to be a famous
actress. [8/9]

 

STEVENS, TED

Stevens, 86, died in a plane crash in Alaska. E told me about
this, and I was wrong in my first conjecture about who he was – I
knew he was a former senator, but I thought he was the one from the
“wide stance” gay-sex-in-an-airport-bathroom scandal. But no. This
is the one from Alaska, caught up in various scandals there. I
gather from the obit he was ultimately exonerated, but by then he
was out of office, after an astonishing 40 years as a senator. He’s
also “bridge to nowhere guy,” and, perhaps most lastingly, the guy
who called the Internet “a series of tubes.” It was when E
mentioned that last bit that I was finally able to picture the man,
instantly, thanks to a million plays of that clip on late-night
comedy shows and throughout the ROFLsphere. The bridge to nowhere
(or rather, bridges: there were two) was mentioned in the
Times obit, but not the “series of tubes” thing. Shame on
you, Paper of Record. [8/10]

 

ROSTENKOWSKI, DAN

Rostenkowski died at his vacation home in Benedict Lake,
Wisconsin, at age 82, after treatment for lung and prostate cancer.
I think I caught this on the Newshour, or some other
official source. He was an old-school Chicago politician, a
congressman for years and years, a name I heard all my life. And
what a name! Beyond that, I have no particular opinion of him, good
or bad. Skimming the obit didn’t change my non-view. So let’s get
back to that name. I feel like we don’t see names like this in
national politics anymore. I don’t mean whatever ethnic background
it represents, because I don’t even know. (Polish?) I just mean
there’s a kind of general feel, an aesthetic, to that name — maybe
it’s simply the number syllables — that you don’t encounter much
anymore in national politics. Am I wrong? [8/11]

 

LINCOLN ABBEY

Lincoln died in Manhattan, where she lived, at the age of 80. I
learned about this from the actual newspaper – The Times
I’m pretty sure – and I’m not sure how I managed to miss it online
or elsewhere the day prior. I was introduced to Lincoln’s music by
my friend J— P— back in the early 1990s, when I worked at The
Nation. I thought it was good, but I didn’t become a serious
fan. A decade later, however, I caught her at Jazz Fest and was
blown away: It was a wonderful, mesmerizing set. I rushed right out
and bought a couple of her more landmark CDs. And … now I hardly
ever listen to them. I think of that performance when I’m
reminiscing about Jazz Fest, but clearly there was something about
her live that wasn’t translating, for me, in her studio work. (Data
moment: I have 11 Abbey Lincoln songs in my iTunes library, none
rated higher than three stars.) More recently, I happened to watch
the movie Nothing But A Man, which is really
underrated. I’d forgotten until the end credits that she was the
lead actress. She was very good! Interestingly, the reason I
ordered Nothing But A Man from Netflix is that I read
about it when Ivan Dixon died a year or two ago, and I was going
through his obit for this project. [8/14]

 

KOFF, GAIL

Koff died in Manhattan, where she lived, of complications from
leukemia, at age 65. I learned of this from The Wall Street
Journal. Back in the 1990s when I was freelancing on the side
while mostly working as an editor, I met Koff, interviewing her at
some length for an article for New York Magazine about
Jacoby & Meyers, the law firm she basically ran. I liked her. I
don’t think the story was anything special at all, and I was really
unhappy with the final edit (which buried a gossipy little scoop
I’d stumbled on: estranged co-founder Len Jacoby hadn’t been told
about, let alone invited to, some big anniversary party for the
firm, until I mentioned it to him). I think the point of the
article had to do with the firm’s advertising, and the most fun
part of the experience was going to the set of the commercial
shoots, somewhere in Queens. Koff, in any case, seemed pretty
smart, and was really charismatic. (Actually I remember someone
saying she had “kind of a Mrs. Robinson vibe,” and while I know
what he meant, it’s a little off.) Something I don’t remember, but
that’s discussed in the obit: Her “highly publicized” divorce,
which included “accusations of abuse against her husband, which he
denied.” Did I forget this, or never know it? [9/2]

 

GUINZBURG, THOMAS

Guinzburg, 84, died in Manhattan of complications from heart
bypass surgery. I noticed this, scanning the Times obit
page online, and zeroed in on the juxtaposition of that unusual
spelling, and the headline’s identification of him as “Paris Review
Co-Founder.” In the early 1990s, when I was a low level employee at
The Nation, I befriended a delivery guy named Michael
Guinzberg. I forget who he worked for – a courier service? I know
that at first I had a tense relationship with him – some kind of
argument bordering on a shouting match. But that somehow led to a
friendship. (That’s happened to me a lot; I don’t know if it’s
unusual.) We became friendly enough that I’d go to lunch with him,
just ride around in his van or whatever, talking about bullshit.
We’d go over into the far reaches of the meatpacking district,
where in those days it wasn’t hard to spot obvious hookers in broad
daylight. He had all these stories. And he told me that he’d
written a novel. I thought he was full of shit. But he wasn’t. He
gave me the novel, which was called Beam Me Up Scotty, and
it tracked pretty closely to the kinds of stories he’d told me in
the van. It wasn’t bad. Somewhere in there he had also claimed that
his dad was some kind of big shot in the world of literature, but
that he (Michael) was alienated from him. My memory was that the
father had something to do with Viking. So with that in mind, I
read the obit, and sure enough: Michael’s grandfather
founded Viking, and the father, this Thomas guy, worked
there, eventually running it, in addition to co-founding the
Paris Review with George Plimpton. And yes: Among the
survivors listed was Michael Guinzburg, “a novelist,” now living in
Los Angeles. I Googled Michael a bit, briefly pondering the
possibility of trying to get in touch. But I doubt he’d remember
me. [9/10]

 

GOETZMANN, WILLIAM H.

Goetzmann, who was 80, died of congestive heart failure, at home
in Austin, Texas. I learned of this, a bit belatedly, browsing
obits on the Times site. Goetzmann won a Pulitzer Prize
for a book about the American west, but I’m noting him here because
he was one of my college profs. That phrase is a little misleading:
This was at UT, and it was a total stadium class. There were at
least 500 students, probably more, and no real opportunity for
interaction with the professor. (I never tried.) The class was
fine, interesting even – it was basically a recapitulation of his
books and a related documentary on PBS. What I really remember from
the class is that the T.A. who graded my final paper wrote a note
on it about a typo – I’d written “prostate” where I should have
written “prostrate” – to the effect that Prof. Goetzmann would have
mocked me if he’d seen the mistake. My reaction (all in my head,
since I didn’t even have direct interaction with the T.A., let
alone the celebrity prof) was basically: “Oh really? Well then fuck
him, and fuck you, too. He must be an asshole, and you must be a
bucket-carrier for an asshole.” It stuck with me. [9/11]

 

CHABROL, CLAUDE

Chabrol died in Paris, following hospitalization for “severe
anemia,” at the age of 80. This was in all the papers, I don’t
remember where I saw it first. Here’s the thing. I know I should
have some immediate reaction to Chabrol’s name that lines up with
specific works – he’s a famous filmmaker. But the reality is that
what his name lines up with is the idea that his name ought to line
up with something. So I read the obit knowing it was an exercise in
learning up, not reviewing anything I already knew. I finished the
obit in a tentative state. I sort of know these film names. Which
ones have I seen? Which ones have I simply seen listed, just as
I’ve seen Chabrol’s name listed, as it is here, alongside more
familiar names (Truffaut, Godard)? Should I make a point of
Netflixing some of these films? Well, I’ll bookmark the obit, and
maybe I’ll get to that. Later. [9/12]

 

NEWMAN, EDWIN

Newman, 91, died of pneumonia in Oxford, England. I noticed the
headline in The Wall Street Journal, but didn’t read that
story, though I recognized the name, and remembered him as a TV
newsman. He started out as a wire service guy, and jumped to
broadcast – first radio, then television. The obit focuses on his
erudition and wit. This is a category that seems to be emerging in
this project – the serious, poker-faced white men I used to see on
television, telling America what was up. Even if the news was full
of absurdity and triviality, there was a sobriety to the way it was
related to us. (In contrast to the emotive Rick Sanchez, to name a
random example, who I watched just the other night goofing and
shouting his way through a “report” about a kid on a bus throwing a
condom in a girl’s hair.) Newman is an example, and looking at his
picture now on the Times’ obit page online, my conclusion
is that he does not look like an entertainer. It says here that he
hosted Saturday Night Live after he retired in 1984 – but
I mean he didn’t look like an entertainer. Fascinatingly,
he also served, in 1996, as the host of a cable-TV version of
Weekly World News, the surrealist-leaning tabloid. He
commented at the time: “Apparently it is thought that my presence
lends some authority. If I’m leading into a story about a couple
with a poltergeist in their lavatory, I have to do it soberly.”
[9/15/]

 

SKINNER, LEONARD

Skinner, 77, died in a nursing home in Riverside, Florida. I
read this on page two of my local paper, the spot where its editors
put short items about show business and so on. I was in the dining
room and E was in the living room so I asked if she’d heard: The
guy Lyrnyrd Skyrnyrd was named after had died. She had indeed
heard. He was a gym teacher at the high school the band’s founders
attended; supposedly he sent them to the principal’s office because
their hair was too long. Later they all got along. [9/20]

 

FISHER, EDDIE

Fisher, who was 82, died of complications following hip surgery,
at home in Berkeley, California. Obviously I’d heard of Eddie
Fisher, and knew that he’d be included in this project when I saw,
on whichever of the multiple blogs or other online sources
reporting it, that he’d died. I associate him with the Rat Pack,
and isn’t he Carrie Fisher’s dad or something? I had to read the
Times obit to get a handle on him. Among other things, it
mentioned that from 1950 to 1956 he had twenty-four Number
One hits! That’s insane! Can you sing an Eddie Fisher song? Here
are some examples from the obit: “Wish You Were Here,” “I’m Walking
Behind You,” “Oh! My Pa-Pa” and “I Need You Now.” Anything? I ran
those by E and she had no reaction. But he was indeed Carrie
Fisher’s dad. Turns out Fisher left her mom, Debbie Reynolds, for
Elizabeth Taylor, in what at the time was a sensational gossip
story. Taylor later left him for Richard Burton. All of which
really is evidence of how fleeting even megafame can be, I’d say.
[9/24]

 

HESELDON, JAMES

Hesldon, 62, died after going over a cliff on a Segway, at a place
called Boston Spa, 140 miles north of London. As it happens, he
owned the company that makes the Segway. I learned of this from a
Metafilter post headlined, “Not an Onion story,” or something
similar. [9/27]

 

PENN, ARTHUR

Penn died of congestive heart failure, at age 88, at home in
Manhattan. I saw this online somewhere, during a really busy
stretch when I was kind of blasting through my RSS reader trying
not to fall too far behind. I can’t think of much original to say
about Penn. I remember extensive discussions of Bonnie &
Clyde in my film-criticism classes at UT, but you don’t have
to know much about movie history to know that it’s renowned for its
groundbreaking treatment of sex, violence, low comedy, the idea of
the anti-hero, and so on. I was interested, however, in one element
of the Times obit, which was the recap of the paper’s own
reaction to Bonnie & Clyde in real time. The chief
film critic, in 1967, was someone named Bosley Crowther, and he was
“appalled” by the film. It’s always interesting to see The
Times preserving its own history of getting cultural judgments
completely wrong. And can you believe the critic was named Bosley
Crowther? Doesn’t that sound like a parody of an establishment
culture critic? [9/29]

 

CURTIS, TONY

Curtis died at home in Henderson, Nevada, of cardiac arrest, at
age 85. I learned of this passing through my friend J— H—’s blog,
which is somewhat curious in that it’s a “mom blog” (or “mummy
blog,” since she’s London-based) and Tony Curtis doesn’t really
seem to have much to do with parenting in the modern era and
whatnot. Turns out she is simply a big Tony Curtis fan, basically;
the post was illustrated by a still from Some Like It Hot.
Personally I’m more of a Jack Lemmon guy. [9/30]

 

BURKE, SOLOMON

Burke died at age 70, in Los Angeles. Somebody on Facebook
posted a Burke-related link but I didn’t know why until later. I
can’t remember who, and I can’t remember when the reason for the
link (Burke’s passing) clicked in my head. In any case, I really
first became aware of Burke in a conscious way maybe eight years
ago, by way of a cover story in No Depression, and a
general bunch of hoopla about a record he’d made at that time,
which I obediently purchased. The truth is I seldom listen to it;
it never did anything for me. I’m now aware of his deeper role in
music history, and respect the idea of Solomon Burke. But as if
this writing, I do not crave any specific Solomon Burke listening
experiences. The Times obit says that in addition to being
an ordained minister (not interesting) he was also a licensed
mortician (interesting). It also reports that he had 21
children.[10/11]

 

BILLINGSLY, BARBARA

Billingsly, 94, died of polymyalgia, at home in Santa Monica,
California. I caught this on CNN, as I was powering down on a
Saturday night. She was, of course, June Cleaver on Leave It To
Beaver, a show I watched daily in syndicated reruns when I was
a kid. I loved Leave It To Beaver. I mean, I thought it
was stupid, but it was also excellent. So far as I know, that’s
what everybody who liked the show thought – stupid but excellent. I
know it’s from the era of “one-way media,” when liking something
meant (according to the gurus of interactivity) taking it at face
value. The gurus are wrong. One of the things that was pleasurable
about Leave It To Beaver was in fact critiquing it.
Example: My friend K— noting the implausibility of Ward sitting
around reading the newspaper in a suit and tie. K— didn’t need to
be “empowered by technology” to think that, and say it. He simply
did so. And I snickered. And we continued to roll along with the
obvious escapist fantasy of this absurd family, including the
highly improbably June. I don’t think anybody interpreted June as
anything but a mythological archetype, playing a particular role in
a palatable re-telling of eternal stories. To go on a slight
tangent, somebody could probably write a good essay about June
Cleaver and the concept of immaculate conception: It was always
difficult to believe that she was a mother of two my any other
means. The Times obit, which reminded me of her funny bit
in Airplane!, and noted (I found this interesting) that in
real life she was divorced in 1947. Kind of funny that June Cleaver
was played by a divorcee! [10/16]

 

BOSLEY, TOM

Bosley died of cancer at age 83, in Rancho Mirage, California. I
learned of this from some random post in my RSS feed. The obit
ventures that he was “probably” best known as Howard Cunningham.
Gee, ya think? He also was known for playing Fiorello La Guardia, a
Pulitzer-winning play. But that was before my time, and before
Happy Days. Maybe in retrospect Happy Days was a
bad show, but I enjoyed the reruns. Some day I’d like to write
something about how the sitcoms I watched endlessly in syndication
invariably had a strong moral center, and I believe shaped my
worldview in a positive way. Probably I’ve said something like this
before. [10/19]

 

GUCCIONE, BOB

Guccione, who was 79, died of lung cancer in Plano, Texas, where
he’d been living for the past year or so (I didn’t know that!). I
caught this online. It was mentioned in several places, but the
striking one was BoingBoing, which basically focused on the fact
that he published Omni – as opposed to, you know,
Penthouse. I was an Omni subscriber when I was a
kid. I loved the fiction, really. Quite looked forward to it. I was
really into science fiction, up through junior high or so. I don’t
know if there was some specific reason I stopped reading it, but I
slightly regret that. I think if I had to do all over again, I’d
consider pursuing a career as a science fiction writer. I think I
might have been good at it. So back to Guccione: I don’t have a lot
to say about Penthouse, it seemed the same as
Playboy to me, though I understand it’s supposed to have
been “more explicit.” The picture of Guccione with the
Times obit is really creepy. He looks completely
repellent. [10/20]

 

KIRCHNER, NÉSTOR

Kirchner, who was 60, died of a heart attack in El Calafate,
Argentina. He was the former president of that nation; his wife is
the current president, and he was expected to seek the office again
in 2011. It was widely believed that he and his wife had a de facto
strategy of switching off as president of Argentina, and everyone
seemed to figure that Néstor was making a lot of behind-the-scenes
decisions for his wife. I learned of this passing from the front
page of The Wall Street Journal. I pay a little bit of
attention to Argentina, but the thing that struck me about the
Journal writeup was this, from the fourth paragraph:
“Argentine asset prices surged … on investors’ optimism that Mr.
Kirchner’s passing will pave the way for the country to shift to
more market-friendly policies.” That’s such a great illustration of
how Mr. Market thinks. What a jarring notion – to imagine market
prices soaring in response to your death. [10/28]

 

SORENSEN, TED

Sorensen, 82, died at a Manhattan hospital, following a stroke.
I caught these several days late, I believe, scrolling through my
RSS reader; I’d been really busy and a little out of touch with the
news. I have passing familiarity with Sorensen’s name as a famous
speechwriter for Kennedy, and an adviser to him in general. There’s
a funny line in the obit about Sorensen saying he’d be remembered
only as a speechwriter – and that the obits would call him
“Sorenson” to boot. Truth is when I first started typing up this
entry, I recorded his name as Sorenson. [10/31]

 

ANDERSON, SPARKY

Anderson died at home in Thousand Oaks, California at age 76;
he’d been under hospice care there because of “complications from
dementia,” according to the NYT obit. I learned of his
passing from a post on The Awl, early on a Sunday morning.
Anderson was a major figure in my youth because he was the manager
of the Reds teams that won the World Series in 1975 and 1976, a
time when I watched a lot of baseball, and, you know, I was a kid,
and things like the World Series were a really big deal. Besides,
those Reds were the Reds of Joe Morgan and Johnny Bench and Pete
Rose! I loved a lot of those players, had their baseball cards,
too; they were heroes. Moreover, I always thought the name Sparky
was incredibly cool. And he seemed like an interesting guy, a
no-nonsense scrappy dude. I didn’t know that he was a mere 35 years
old, and not well known, when he started managing the Reds in 1970.
(I’m sure that when I was a kid 35 would have seemed old, but
whatever ; possibly the fact that his hair was prematurely
white may have been part of what made him seem “grizzled,” as the
obit puts it.) Later he won a World Series with the Tigers, but I
wasn’t paying much attention to baseball that didn’t directly
involve the Astros by then. [11/4]

 

CLAYBURGH, JILL

Clayburgh died at home in Lakeville, Connecticut, at age 66, of
leukemia. I learned of this while checking the Times obit
page to update this project. The headline said she “starred in
feminist roles.” I knew her name but wasn’t associating her with
specific movies – she was in An Unmarried Woman,
Semi-Tough, Starting Over, and other movies that
I only dimly remember. I also learned that she was married to David
Rabe. E happened to sitting in the living room as I was typing this
up and I mentioned Clayburgh’s passing. She was surprised.
[11/5]

 

DE LAURENTIIS, DINO

De Laurentiis, 91, died at home in Beverly Hills. I saw this
online somewhere, and while I knew he was a famous movie dude, I
could not have given you the relevant highlights that I learned
from the obit. He produced Nights of Cabiria, one of my
favorite films ever, and La Strada, another Fellini great.
He produced Blue Velvet, Barbarella, and a bunch
of other awesome stuff you probably already know about. But while I
knew in an abstract way that he was associated with movie
greatness, my personal earliest memory of really noticing his name
was in the credits to totally and justifiably forgotten 1979
version of Flash Gordon. Or – wait – is that right? Maybe
it was Dune. It was something pretty bad, something I saw
and was disappointed by when I was really young and only beginning
to come to terms with the concept of specific names of human beings
other than actors associated with movies. Neither of those pictures
(as they say) got a mention in the obit, so I turned to Wikipedia –
and turns out he produced both. So my core question remains
unanswered. By my core association of the De Laurentiis name with
vague disappointment (I thought this guy was responsible for good
stuff?) lingers. Unfair, I know! [11/11]

 

NIELSEN, LESLIE

Nielsen, who was 84, died of complications from pneumonia, in
Fort Lauderdale, Florida. I’d gone down to Parker’s to get a
newspaper, coffee, and bagel; when I got in the car, NPR was
playing a clip from Airplane!, and I knew that they were
going to say Nielsen had died. The obit in The Times notes
his many roles prior to Airplane!, serious roles, etc.,
but to me he’ll always be the Airplane! and Police
Squad! guy. It’s really impossible for me to overstate how big
a deal Airplane! was, I remember kids in school repeating
long chunks of it, and we’d just laugh our asses off at the same
jokes, over and over. I was also really taken with the TV show
Police Squad!, but I don’t remember the related Naked
Gun movies that well. One thing I loved in Police
Squad! was the way each episode ended: In a riff on the hokey
“freeze frame” conclusion trope, the actors would just go into a
big phony laugh and “freeze” in place; it was obvious what they
were doing, and in one case while they stood still, a monkey
crawled around on desks on the background. To me the comedy work so
defined Nielsen that I always find it disorienting to come across
his straight performances in movies from earlier in his career.
Somehow those roles all seem like put-ons to me now. [11/28]

 

KAUFMAN, ELAINE

Kaufman died of complications from emphysema, at age 81, in
Manhattan. E mentioned this and I absorbed it indirectly. We never
went to her famous restaurant, Elaine’s, and as far as I can recall
we never even talked about doing so. I can’t really remember
precisely where it was located, though I must have wandered past it
at some point along the way. I think I became familiar with the
idea of Elaine’s as a literary watering hole by way of J— T—, in
college. In any case Elaine’s represents an idea of, and era of,
New York that really doesn’t interest me any more, if it ever did.
I wonder if the food is any good? [12/3]

 

MEREDITH, DON

Meredith, who was 72, died of a brain hemorrhage in Santa Fe,
New Mexico. Oddly, I think E mentioned this to me, maybe as she was
scrolling around the Web on her laptop. “Dandy Don” is someone I
associate with his Monday Night Football career; I realize
he was a Cowboys quarterback, but to me he was always a
former quarterback. Pretty charming and funny, as I
recall. Those were the days when (for me at least) watching
Monday Night Football was just a given. [12/6]

 

EDWARDS, ELIZABETH

Edwards died of cancer at age 61, at home in Chapel Hill, North
Carolina. This news was everywhere, including the front page (below
the fold) of The Times. Obviously she fascinated people
not just because of the tragedy and accomplishments of her life,
but for her proximity to, and victimization by, the freak show that
John Edwards turned out to be. I will admit that at one time, I was
all about John Edwards; I thought he was fantastic, and if I could
have voted for him in the 2008 primary, I would have. (He’d dropped
out by the time the primaries got to Georgia.) It was a lesson, to
me, in being drop-dead wrong about the character of a public
figure. I never had strong feelings one way or the other about
Elizabeth Edwards, beyond all the obvious ones. I was interested
how, over time, she was picked over and tentatively criticized for
being, although a sympathetic figure, perhaps also unpleasant in
her own way. I remember some magazine graphic putting her under the
category of “second thoughts.” That seemed on-target to me.
[12/7]

 

HOLBROOKE, RICHARD

Holbrooke, 69, died after an operation to repair a torn aorta,
in Washington, D.C. I’d read in the morning that he was in the
hospital, and that evening when I turned on the TV, a bunch of
pundits were gravely discussing his passing on CNN. David Gergen,
specifically, had the floor at the moment I flipped on the set.
Basically I made a mental note, and changed the channel.
[12/13]

 

EDWARDS, BLAKE

Edwards died of complications from pneumonia, at age 88, in
Santa Monica, California. We’d taken a short trip to Kansas City,
and I think I learned of this passing the night we got home, or
maybe from an airport TV. It was definitely a TV report somewhere,
and I remember that I would have absolutely bet money that Edwards
died several years ago. I remember becoming familiar with the idea
of Blake Edwards as a Famous Movie Making Dude when I was a kid,
and in association with something that would not go on to be
remembered as one of his great moments – maybe
Victor/Victoria? Actually I think it was S.O.B.
That was advertised a lot. It was only later and over time that I
gradually figured out he’d done truly noteworthy work, most notably
The Pink Panther, and Breakfast At Tiffany’s.
Even as a kid I thought The Pink Panther was great,
although as I’ve aged I appreciate it for different reasons.
Speaking of aging, it seems I learned of this passing on my
42nd birthday. [12/16]

 

VAN VLIET, DON

Van Vliet, better known as Captain Beefheart, died of
complications from multiple sclerosis, at age 69, in Trinidad,
California. Scrolling through my RSS reader early the morning after
we got home from Kansas City, I saw this reported on multiple
blogs, I don’t remember which is the first I encountered. The only
Captain Beefheart I own is a record with Frank Zappa: Bongo
Fury. That has one song on it I actually like quite a bit,
“Carolina Hard-Core Ecstasy.” Great stuff. From the obit I learned
that he and Zappa were high-school friends! I also know about
Trout Mask Replica, but I don’t know that I’ve ever
listened to it. Probably should. [12/17]

 

SORTITO, KAREN

Sortito died of cancer, in Manhattan, at age 49. I had never
heard of her, but read the obit in a physical copy of The
Times that I had purchased (because I’m in the habit of buying
a physical copies on Mondays, for the media coverage in the
business section), and I noticed the headline saying she had “Told
007 to Start Drinking Smirnoff.” According to the obit: “A
specialist in what marketers call brand enhancement, Ms. Sortito
was at the forefront in a relatively new era of product tie-ins in
the movies.” The obit says this era began with E.T. asking for
Reese’s Pieces, in 1982. Sortito is the person who arranged deals
to have James Bond drive a BMW, drink Smirnoff, and so on. The obit
includes this quote: “ ‘It’s all cool and hip,’ she said at the
time. ‘If this wasn’t creative, we would not be doing it.’ ” Ha,
yeah, right! [12/18]

 

LANDESBERG, STEVE

Landesberg died at age 74, of colon cancer, in Los Angeles. I
learned of this from a status update link by S— W— on Facebook,
early in the morning. I vividly remember Landesberg, in fact I
remember his arrival on Barney Miller, because his Sgt.
Dietrich was in effect replacing a popular character. Although
actually I can’t remember which popular character that was. And the
Times obit says he was on the show “occasionally” during
earlier seasons before joining the cast full time in the fourth.
This discrepancy bugged me so I checked Wikipedia, which says that
Abe Vigoda’s character, Fish, “retired” in season four, the same
season when Dietrich became a regular. So that’s what I thinking
of. Fish was spun off to his own show, Fish, which didn’t
last. Landesberg was awesome. Really funny, and I often wondered
why he didn’t go on to bigger and better things – but given the
success of Barney Miller, maybe he didn’t have to?
[12/10]

 

MARIE, TEENA

Marie, 54, died at home in Pasadena, of what “appeared” to be
“natural causes” according to “the authorities” cited by the
Times’ obit. I learned of this passing from my local
paper, and then saw it mentioned repeatedly online, where the
nickname “ivory queen of soul” was invariably invoked. This means
that she was white, but most of her airplay came via black radio –
“R&B” radio is the technical term. I basically think of her as
an ’80s flash in the pan, by way of a song called “Lovergirl,”
which all sources cite as her biggest hit, and which sounds
familiar as a title, even though I can’t call up a melody in my
memory. The obits say she was a protégé of Rick James, and also
that she appeared, at the age of eight, on an episode of The
Beverly Hillbillies. Her “race was hidden from the public at
the very beginning of her career,” it adds. That seems like a
statement whose details and implications are worth pursuit. I
suppose that if she had died earlier in the year, the Times
Magazine could have assigned someone to write a really
interesting piece coming from that angle, actually. But by the
magazine’s “people who died” issue was already at press when she
passed. So it goes. [12/27]

 

WARHOLA, JOHN

Warhola died of complications from pneumonia in Pittsburgh,
Pennsylvania, at the age of 85. I learned of this passing by
checking the Times’ online obit page, and mentioned it to
E, who pointed out, correctly, that I was several days late in
getting this news. Warhola was one of Andy Warhol’s older brothers
– the middle of three sons. Andy was the youngest, and Paul the
oldest. According the Times obit, their father, dying in
1942, instructed John to make sure Andrew went to college and
such-like; Paul was about to get married at the time. The obit
further states that John and Andy spoke every Sunday for 38 years,
until Andy died. John was also a trustee of the Warhol foundation,
and among other things saw to it that a clutch of his brother’s
works were donated to a Slovakian town that created a museum as a
result, and was a key force in creating the Warhol museum that is
now in Pittsburgh. I visited that museum on my one trip to
Pittsburgh, a few years back, and it’s really excellent. I was in
town for work reasons, but I made sure to create the time to get to
the museum. I like the quote from the Times obit from John
about why it should be the Steel City: “I think with all the
museums they already got in New York, they wouldn’t appreciate
another one.” [12/28]
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All this stuff was written by R.
Walker

 

Feedback: murketing@robwalker.net

 

 

Furthermore:


	The date at the end of each entry refers to the date on the
obituary or news story I was looking at when I wrote the
entry.

	Names of acquaintances who are mentioned here through no fault
of their own have been disguised.

	Thanks to all who have expressed enthusiasim about this project
in the past, and offered help, or spread the word about it. And
thanks of course most of all, once again, for everything and for
always, to E.
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