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irt of Ray Kinstler
B Y TOM WOLFE

7

1VERETT RAYMOND
KINTSLER
did

a portrait of me that normally hangs in NewYork
City’s Lotos Club. It came about because Ray called me up and said he was doing a book on
portraiture and asked if I would serve as a model. Of course, I said yes. Here was a chance to see one
of the greatest artists in the country working. So we set up the session and Ray posed me leaning
on a walking stick.Well, when Ray got to the walking stick-I have never seen a gesture in painting
luite like it-with a charcoal stick, he made one stroke from midway down the canvas right to the
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characters deliver the line: “Modern art is
imagination without skill.” Young artists
in the art schools today are rebelling, in
the nature of youth, against the hegeniony of so-called modern art, which of
course is aging and becoming exhausted.
They are turning to artists who have
maintained the classic skills of line, form,
color, design, and chiaroscuro, and specifically to artists such as Ray Kinstler. Ray, I
think, is very niuch the future of
American art.
How do you become the hture of
American art?Well here’s part of Ray’s story
86

At age twenty-two, Ray Kinstler,
then still primarily a commercial illustrator, decided to present himself to the
great illustrator James Montgomery Flagg.
At that time-the first half of the 20th
century-illustrators like Flagg, Howard
Chandler Christy, and Gibson, were
immense celebrities. This didn’t bother
R a y in the least. At that time, Flagg was
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in the years of the yellow leaf, as Byron
once put it. Ray became an enormous
help to Flagg and great company for a
man who was getting on in years.
1 think it is because of his early training in illustration and having to constantly
produce illustrations against deadhnes, that
Ray is one of those artists who can paint
the human form. The human form pours
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Dear Ray:
I love the pen sketchexcept I don’t sit like
the handle on a coffee
cup. Straighten up that
back, will you?
Your admirer and
critic who doesn’t know
what he’s talking about.
Sincerely,

&

_-

John Wayne
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out his fingertips. By the way, Ray eventually did the defining portrait of Flagg,
which hangs in the National Portrait
Gallery in Washington, D.C. It captures the
rakishness, the jauntiness, the real Flagg, at a
time when a lot of it had seeped away.
Ray is not just a great artist. He is
the greatest correspondent in the country,
as far as I know, because he illustrates his
letters. He can't help himself. I've been
told my collection of Kinstler letters is
worth more than my Keogh plan.. . .
Much of it is framed, and it is beautiful,
absolutely beautiful.
Ray is not just genius and virtuosity,
Ray is the very personification of
90

nstler's greatest
appeal is the
unplugged nature of
is aut-art without
the attachment of
meaningless theories
or rationale syste
-LOUIS A. ZONA
DIRECTOR, THE BUTLER
IMSTITUTE OF AMERICAN ART

warmth, of love of his fellow human
beings, of wit, and of great company. I
admire hiin extravagantly.
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Our New Plumbing
Many people ask me how I began as
a writer who got paid for his work.The
answer is about the same as the story
about toilets. In 1972, I had a theory
about why movies always had the same
kinds of depictions of businessmen and
military officers. (Because the writers in
Hollywood were usually anti-business,
anti-war types who expressed their feelings in their words.) I wrote it down in
about twelve hundred words and sent it in
to the editorial page of the Wall Stveet
Journal, which immediately bought it and
asked for more.
Why did I think I could write it and get
it published in theJonmal! Simple. Because I
had seen my father write essays and send
them in to theJotrrna1, which published them
for years, and so I figured I could too.
Or one might take an even more
basic issue. My wife and I got married

outs. Why did I have no hesitation about
it? Because my father had been doing it
since the 1940s.
More to the point of my life now,
why am I fairly sure I can appear before
an audience and make them laugh?
Because my father had been doing it on
TV and in person while discussing taxes
and deficits and budgets for time out of
mind.
Unless there is some major disconnect within a family (and that surely happens), I believe most kids can absorb the
example of their father’s competence in an
area and more or less by osmosis come to
believe they can do it, too.The exaniple of
the father is taken in almost as air and
water as part of what niakes up the day
and the experience of the child.The more
competent the father, the more sure the
son or daughter is of having some similar
competence.
Obviously there are exceptions. The
children of Mario Lemieux might not
automatically become great forwards on
the ice. But they surely will know how to

when 1 was still in school and she was
really just beginning school. Why did I
think I would be able to go to school and
also support my little family?Well, partly
because I got an allowance from my parents, but it was a small allowance, and
mostly because I knew my father and
mother had gotten married while they
were still in school, and that was during
the Great Depression. I figured that if they
could do it, so could I. And I did,
although modestly.
About fifteen years ago, I started
writing for Buvvon’r about financial fraud.
Why did I think I could do it competently? Because my father had been writing
about financial issues for decades. Right
after that, I was asked to testifji before a
Senate committee about leveraged buy-

skate. I knew the daughter of JohnVon
Neuniann, inventor of the computer. She
had no inventions comparable to his, but
she certainly knew her math.
On the other hand, children without
a father seem to me to have less con&
dence in what they can do.They can and
do develop abilities and skills on their
own, but they do not go out the door to
adolescence and young manhood or womanhood simply assuming they can get
along in life because, after all, Dad gets
along and brings home the bacon or fixes
the toilet.
This extends even to some fairly
small details. My father always did his own
income tax return, even when he got to
have a fairly complex time of it. I ani
myself far too lazy to do what he did, but

BY BENJAMIN J. STEIN
WEDNESDAY

T

o begin at the beginning, this
morning my wife told me
that her bathroom toilet was
running and would not stop.
“I jiggle the handle,” she said, “but it doesn’t
help.You fix it.You always know how.”

I dragged myself from my computer
to the toilet, took off the top, saw that an
arm that lifts up a ball cock had somehow
gotten separated from a little cham, and
then attached it again. I dutifully pressed
the flushing lever and sure enough, the
thing flushed.“My hero,” my wife said.
“How do you always know how to do
that?”
“Because niy father was always fixing
the toilets,” I said. “He hated to pay a
plumber, so he learned what the basic
machinery in back of a toilet is, and he
learned to fix it. I can’t recall a plumber
ever coming to our house. Same with the
TV. He would just take the tubes in and
test them and buy the one that needed
replacement, and next thing, the TV was
working.”
I thought about this for a while, and I
realized that I had not quite given my
wife the full answer. It’s an answer of some
note for us dads, so I’ll pass it on. Most of
the toilets in our crushingly expensive
house in fact are not the old-fashioned
kind. They have something called a “turbo
flush” mechanism (I’m not kidding). It’s
totally different from what I am used to,
and it’s also housed under some kind of
drum. But when it breaks, I can almost
always fix it, too. I just putter around with
it, and I assume I will be able to fix it, and
by Jove, I do.
So the real point of the story begins
with the truth that I am confident I can
fix the toilet almost solely because my
father could always fix the toilet. I figure if
he could do it, so could I.
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