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Once upon a time (the issue before last) I began this column with

the pulse-quickening phrase Once upon a time. 1 did so because,

like all serious reviewers, I rake my stylistic cues from The New

York Times, where any lead good enough for “Little

review/ ) Red Riding Hood” is good enough for Arthur

—~_OF Gelb, the paper's cultural overlord. In recent

REVIEWERS months this apparently irresistible storybook open-

ing has been popping up in Times reviews with

astonishing frequency. Could a virus in the Times's computer
system be to blame?

Back in February I cited two examples, one by Mervyn Roth-
stein and one by Myra Forsberg. Here are six more. All of them
appeared in the Times's review pages during a single two-week
period not long ago:

“Once upon a time there was a series of
Broadway revues called ‘New Faces' "
(Rothstein again).

“Once upon a time, and not so long
ago—in 1968 to be precise—there was
art that did not have its eye on the auc-
tion room” (John Russell on the days
when artists didn't
money, man).
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“Once upon a time, Norman Mailer
published a collection of his essays under
the title ‘Advertisements for Myself”
(John J. O’Connor on, curiously,
Barbara Walters).

“Once. upon a time, argues E. D.
Hirsch Jr. in his 1987 book, Cultural
Literacy, when schools and colleges
offered a standard curriculum, chere
existed a great body of shared
knowledge” (an uncredited genius—
Rochstein? —on  eighties culture
terminology).

“Once upon a time in a certain place,
ordinary art and politics did appear
to go hand in hand” (Christopher
Lehmann-Haupt on New York 1913 by
Martin Green).

“Once upon a time, in the dawn of

narrative art, (Lehmann-Haupt on

Waverly Place by Susan Brownmiller).
All six of these introductory sentences ex-
ude the distinct aroma of desperation. The
reviewer who begins his essay “Once upon
a time” does so not because the phrase
captures his thought precisely but because
his deadline is looming and he wants to go
home. He has considered all conceivable
alternatives, down to and possibly includ-
ing the newsweekly classic, Dear Mom: I
just saw a great new television show and
wanted to tell you about it. . . . All hope
abandoned, he crawls beneath his desk,
gathers himself into a fetal curl and
whimpers softly with closed eyes as he re-
lives comforting moments from childhood.

Sometimes the reviewer’s distress is es-
pecially palpable. This is true in the case of
O’Connor. To see how true, let's examine
his entire introductory paragraph:

Once upon a time, Norman Mailer
published a collection of his essays under
the rtitle “Advertisements for Myself.” To-
night at 9 o'clock on ABC, Barbara Wal-
ters is offering video clips from her past
in a two-hour album called “The 50th
Barbara Walters Special.”

Like so much writing in the Timer,
O’Connor’s prose is actually enlivened by
the insertion of clichés. Still, you can al-
most see the Scotch tape holding this para-
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