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Unit One

introduction to the Author and the Articie

H. Allen Smith (1906 — 1976) was a well-known journalist, author and
humorist. He authored his first book in 1939 at the age of thirty-two, thus
commencing his career as a full-time writer. The majority of his books were
published during the 1940’s, 50’s and 60’s and he was for many years the best
selling humorist author in the United States.

This essay is chosen from The Essays for Modern Youth. In this essay, the
author offers some ideas as to how to deal with compliments. Traditionally in
Western culture, modesty was also considered a valuable personal attribute.
However, in the last 20 — 30 years there has been a move away from this kind of
reserve. With the rise of the women’s movement, women especially have become
more inclined to accept compliments with grace rather than deny them. The
general feeling is if positive recognition is given in the form of a compliment, that
is the subjective opinion of another person and thus should be appreciated as a
reflection of their similar good taste.

Coping with the Compliment
H. Allen Swmith

have never cultivated a mustache, though I’'m sure one
would enhance my distinguished looks and cause women to
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Unit One

giggle as I passed along the boulevard. The reason is I can’t
risk it, because even a little mustache is a dangerous thing. It
invites compliments. If a lady came up to me, for example,
and said, “You have the most charming mustache,” I
wouldn’t know how to respond. I might be thrown into such
a panic that I'd blurt out, “I like yours, too.”

It is one of the paradoxes of social intercourse that a
compliment is much harder to respond to than an insult. Here
is an area of small talk where most of us act awkwardly.
Someone utters a pleasing, praiseful remark in our direction
and we grow inarticulate and our kneecaps begin to vibrate.

I can’t even accept with grace a compliment bestowed
upon me for a thing that isn’t really mine. I live on a hill
overlooking a wide valley. Visitors exclaim: “My!' What a
terrific view you have here!” There it lies out there, the
whole valley. I didn’t do it. It doesn’t belong to me. Yet I
respond with a sickly smile, “Oh, it isn’t much — just a lot of
old real estate.”

The nearest [ ever came to downright acceptance of this
particular compliment was the time I said, “Well, we like
it.” This is a response that should be used with caution. To
say of a thing, “Well, we like it.” is to imply that a lot of
other people think it disgusting. Not long ago I was in a
group where a geophysicist from Australia was talking
eloquently about the wonders of the universe. “This earth we
live on,” he said, “this great, vibrant, spinning earth, is a
collection of incredible marvels.” There was a long pause,
and then, carried away by the vastness of his complimentary
remark, a woman said, “Well, we like it.”

I think we make a mistake when we react to a
compliment with denial and derogation. “What a stunning
gown!” your friend says. “Oh, this old rag!” you respond.
The situation here is much the same as the one regarding my
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Unit One

view. You have no right to feel ashamed or angry over praise
directed at your gown — unless it happens that you stitched it
up yourself. You would be better off if you'd just say
something like, “I had to fist-fight another woman in
Macy’s? basement to get possession of it. ” Or better yet, “My
husband picked it out for me.”

I know a man who has put his mind to this problem and
come up with a technique for brushing off praise. He
employs a sort of unreasonable realism. One evening I
overheard a woman say to him, “What powerful shoulders
you have!” Without blinking an eye, he answered, “Three-
fourths water. My body is three-fourths water, therefore my
shoulders are three-fourths water and anything that’s three-
fourths water couldn’t actually be very powerful.” The well-
intentioned woman went away with a furrowed brow and
whispering to herself. I don’t think this fellow is on the right
track.

Many of us try to turn a compliment with a quip. “I've
been hearing about you for years,” someone says glowingly.
“Nothing good. I hope,” is the standard reply. This sort of
thing, the witty reply, ought to be placed under government
regulation. Maybe I’'m appalled by it for the reason that I'm
so inept at it myself. Recently I heard a young man tell a girl
that she possessed the same ethereal beauty as Greta Garbo.®
“Flattery will get you everywhere,” she responded. That
one, I thought, was more than passable. But for every
genuinely clever retort there are a thousand that fall flat. It
takes a Dorothy Parker* or a George S. Kaufman® to handle
the quip comeback with skill.

Artists and authors face a special problem. When a new
automobile comes off the assembly line, the people
responsible for it can call in outsiders, point to the product,
swell out their chests and say, “Isn’t she a beauty?” Not so a
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man who paints a picture or writes a book or composes a

4

symphony. “That last sonnet of yours, Ploffer,” says the
poet’s friend, “that was a jim-dandy job, and it rhymed
good.” Ploffer, in his poetic heart, is in full agreement with
this verdict but he can’t say so. “Oh, really now,” he
protests, “you know very well that the cadence fell apart in
the sestet.” ‘

Being the author of a stack of books, I have on occasion
been exposed to this situation. “That new book of yours,”
someone may say, “I found it very entertaining.” It seems to
me that [ should be permitted to reply, “Well, I'm glad
somebody liked it — I worked like a dog to get it written.”
Or, “I thought it was good, too.” But no. The unwritten
code of authorhood compels me to say, in effect, “You must
be a person of execrable literary judgement.”

In searching for a technique to cope with compliments, I
have turned to children. The very young are of no help. Say to
one of them, “My, what a fine little boy you are!” What does he
do? He races around the room, rolls his eyes in an alarming way
and rams his tongue out of the side of his mouth. I could do that
sort of thing but I don’t think it would be accepted socially. Or
try a compliment on a little girl. “What a pretty dress!” you
exclaim. Instantly she pulls it up to point out that her petticoat is
even prettier, and then she pulls the petticoat to show you that
her panties even the prettiest of all. This sort of procedure would
hardly work in adult society.

I thought for a while [ might learn something from the
Spanish-speaking people, the most conversationally adroit
people on earth. Say to one of them, “This is the most
beautiful house I've ever been in,” and he responds, “lt is
made immeasurably more beautiful by your lovely presence.”
You are left standing there with immeasurably lovely egg on
your face.® There is no point in trying to play the game back
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3

at them — they’ll top you in the end, no matter what.
One thing is clear: at the bottom of all graceful social
intercourse lies poise. Eliza W. Farrar, who wrote one of
America’s earliest books on etiquette, illustrated the
importance of poise when she told of an elegant New England
dinner party at which the host was carving a goose. The bird
got away from him, shot out of the dish and landed in the lap
of a lady of quality. Given the same circumstances I would
(110} have quietly asked for a coil of rope. This host, however,
had poise. He said, with superb calmness and gravity,
“Madam, I will thank you for that goose.” If we could all
comport ourselves with that kind of dignity, and quit
jittering, our social life would be much more enjoyable.
1S We may acquire a bit more poise if we keep one thing in
mind: whenever a person pays you a compliment, the
chances are he’s just making conversation. The only sensible
response consists of eight little letters arranged neatly into
two little words: Thank you.

Notes

. My!: an exclamation used to express surprise or pleasure

. Macy’s: the name of an American store, which usually sells

expensive clothing

. Greta Garbo (1905 - 1990). Swedish-Americén film actress. She was a

talented actress known for her aura of glamour and mystery. Her 24 films
include Anna Christie (1930), Camille (1937) and Ninotchka (1939). She
retired in 1941, and was given an Academy Award in 1954.

. Dorothy Parker (1893 - 1967). American writer, critic and wit. She wrote

short stories, satirical verse and newspaper columns and was a celebrated
conversationalist. Her tone is poignant, ironical and often cruelly witty and
cynical. Her works include After Such Pleasures (1933), The Lady Next
Door (1924) and Business Is Business (1925).
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5. George S. Kaufman (1889 ~ 1961): American novelist, playwright and
critic, whose work, critical, theatrical, fictional, mixes professionalism
with intelligence. Among his works are Beggar on Horseback (1924), You
Can’t Take It with You (1936) and The King of Proxy Street (1941).

6. with immeasurably lovely egg on your face: with you feeling

extremely embarrassed

mustache /mas'ta:f/ n.
giggle /'qigl/ vi.
boulevard /'bulevaid/ n.

blurt /blat/ vi.

paradox /'peeradoks/ n.

inarticulate /na:'tikjulat/ adj.

kneecap /'nikeep/ n.
bestow /bi'stau/ vi.

blink /bligk/ vt.

furrowed /'farsud/ adj.
quip /kwip/ n.

ethereal /1'Gerial/ adj.
comeback /'kambeek/ n.
sonnet /'sontt/ n.

jim-dandy adj.

cadence /'keidens/ n.
sestet /ses'tet/ n.

21 W BB H

New Words

hair growing on the upper lip

laugh lightly in a nervous or silly way

a broad street, usually having trees on each
side

say (sth.) suddenly or without thinking of
the effect or result

a statement which seems to be foolish or
impossible but has some truth in it

unable to express oneself clearly and fluently
the bone in front of the knee joint

give (especially a title, award, etc.)
to someone

shut or open (the eye) quickly, once or
several times

wrinkled

a quick witty remark

delicate and fairy-like

a clever quick reply

a type of poem with fourteen lines of ten or
eleven syllables each

excellent; first-rate

rhythm

the last six lines of a sonnet, especially of an
Italian sonnet; a poem or stanza of six lines
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execrable /'eksikrobl/ adj. very bad; detestable

petticoat /'petikaut/ n. an underskirt

adroit /o'drott/ adj. skilful

poise /poiz/ n. dignity and self-confidence

etiquette /eti'ket, 'etiket/ n. rules for correct or polite behavior between

people or within certain professions
comport /kem'pot/ vt. behave (oneself)

Phrases and Expressions

bestow sth. upon (on) sb. present sth. as a gift to sb.

carry sb. away (usu. passive) cause sb. to lose self-control or be
very excited

stitch sth. up join together or close sth. by stitching

well off in a very good position, esp. financially

get possession of become the owner or occupier of (sth.)

put one’s mind to sth. give all one’s attention to (achieving) sth.

come up with ' find or produce (an answer, a solution, etc.)

brush sth. off remove sth. with a brush; ignore sth.

on the right track thinking or acting in a correct way

be inept at doing sth. be completely unskillful at doing sth.

fall flat (of a joke, story, performance, etc.) fail
completely to produce the effect intended
or expected

fall apart break; fall to pieces

work like a dog work very hard

the chances are (that) it is likely that

Exercises

[ . Comprehension Questions
1. Why has the author never cultivated a mustache?
2. Why does the author say a compliment is much harder to respond to than an
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