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A few weeks ago I came across an article in the New Yorker magazine reporting that Oscar-winning Hollywood producer Brian Grazer had placed a help-wanted ad for a personal cultural attaché.  What he was looking for was a person to keep him “abreast of everything that’s going on in the world; politically, culturally, musically….”  

Other responsibilities were to read four or five books a week at Grazer’s bidding and to arrange for Grazer to meet an “interesting” person each week, such as an astronaut, journalist, Buddhist monk, or philosopher.  The ad ended with, “You will be to Grazer what Karl Rove was to Bush.” The salary is $150K per year and includes a personal assistant.  Grazer has been doing this for 20 years and most of the staffers work for him three or four years.  (Sadly, he’s already filled the position.)
The Problem

Up to now I had always dreamed of the day when I might be able to afford a live-in hairstylist, but the thought of a live-in Karl Rove blew this previous fantasy out of the water.  

The Enlightenment idea that all citizens be active participants in the Public Sphere, exchanging ideas and conducting well-informed discourse on the events and issues of the day, is as old as our Republic.  But, as observed previously in this column on the media-induced “Information Blitz” (aka, “The Blather Glut,”), the breadth and depth of Public Sphere topics are growing exponentially and are virtually impossible for any one person to stay on top of.
How satisfying it must have been in days of yore, say the 18th century, when literate individuals, with means and access, could share the entire body of Western literature, music, science, the arts, history, and the price of tea—and keep current.  They even had time to pick up a couple of ancient languages and maybe a modern one in addition to their own!

Think of the things they didn’t have to worry about; vast empty areas in which they did not have to reveal their ignorance or impugn their reputations as persons of culture and learning.  How much could our Founding Fathers have accomplished had they been feverishly trying to keep track of the latest rock bands, country music stars, Paris Hilton, Academy Award winners, best selling books, old classics, and the sex scandal of a governor several colonies away?

How would their legacy have been reduced if they had been compelled to devote time to the latest reality TV series, to weigh in on American idol, the expansion of I81, the preservation of Civil War battlegrounds, Hillary’s latest vicious acts, Barrack’s latest saintly acts, the most recent breed to win Westminster, Global Warming, fuel efficiency mandates, the Fed’s current prime interest rate, Roger Clemens’ steroid testimony, lead paint in children’s toys, the beta blocker and fiber controversies, and what to do about giant illuminated crosses perched over area roadways.
We, in contrast, attempt to do all of these things and most of us will get a mere fraction of the historical credit garnered by George Washington or Ben Franklin.  Some may argue that not all of these subjects can be considered culture, but you’re just plain wrong.  (We won’t debate the definition of culture here.) They’re somebody’s culture.  Somebody’s you know. 
Even though you may tend to move in one social circle or another most of the time, this is America after all.  You hobnob with people all the time who do not share your views, tastes, or priorities.  How can you hope to be socially accepted in all circles if you leave one keg of the American experience untapped?

Not knowing or not caring to know something is not cool or cute.  It’s ignorant, whether it’s not knowing anything about Britney Spears, or the Bible, or Nascar; black holes, salzburger nockerln, Dostoevsky, or Christo Javacheff’s public art. That’s what makes living today so challenging.  
I’m not suggesting that you have to like everything equally or embrace each area of knowledge with equal fervor.  We’re talking about perceptions here.  To be in a position to contribute to the national discourse, you should have at least some inkling of what everything is about.  Save your mastery of subjects for things you have a passion for; for the rest, superficial familiarity is the goal.
The Solution/s
Whereas Adams and Jefferson had the luxury of knowing everything going on in their world, you don’t. It can’t be done. Somewhere in the world a book is published every 30 seconds and there are now about 167 books per human, counting newborns.  (Of course this includes the 2008 Tax Updates for Special Filers and others of its ilk, which you might want to skip.)  What you are looking for are strategies for honing knowledge acquisition as a social tool—sans a cultural attaché.  Your aim is to fit in with any crowd and not be a wall flower or social pariah.  It’s also a way of contributing to the Public Sphere and being patriotic.

Ad-hoc Occasions.  From time to time, you may be forced to bone up on a designated topic requiring up to several minutes of diligent research.  For instance, for your book club, you need not actually read the selected book, but you should go to Amazon.com and read a review or two.  And you definitely should know the genre.  (It’s a dead giveaway that you haven’t even cracked the cover when you start critiquing the plot only to find the book is a poetry collection.)  
In a pinch, focus on the author’s biography, insisting that the entire book is no more than a pale reflection of the author’s personal experience growing up in a dysfunctional family in St. Louis.  Keep returning the group discussion to the author’s life.  Or focus on punctuation—either how well it has been employed or how haphazardly.  Other club members will feel remiss for having failed to notice.

This and many other pointers are expounded upon in the excellent satire by Frenchman Pierre Bayard, How to Talk About Books You Haven’t Read (2007), which illustrates the approach and its success.  He uses examples from renowned authors, professors, and critics who practice non-reading on a regular basis.

Another example of ad hoc preparation can be found in sports. My husband Jack and I are invited to a Belmont Stakes party each June to watch the horse race on television and take in a spread of fine hors d’oeuvres and punch—the primary attraction.  This event requires about 2 minutes of preparation, skimming the sports page of the Northern Virginia Daily or the Washington Post before scooting out the door to the car.  
Knowing the name and gender of the top ranked horses and jockeys is essential for maintaining your social standing and being invited back next year.  If you’re diligent, you can usually pick up an esoteric fact or two to drop at the buffet table.  For example, “I understand My ‘Cup Runneth Over’ is the grandson of ‘Smarty Jones’—you know, the stallion who won the Derby and the Preakness in ‘04.”  This methodology works at Superbowl parties, World Series games, and other sporting events to which you’re invited but haven’t a clue as to what’s going on.

Being a Know-It-All for All Seasons. Finally, the big challenge—how to appear in-the-know in all areas and sub-areas in all venues.  This is daunting, to say the least, and of course some subterfuge is called for.  

While employing a cultural attaché is the ideal situation, it’s beyond the financial reach of many of us.  But do not despair.  Boiling it down, I realized what Glazer was really looking for was someone to brief him (hence, the Rove-Bush analogy maybe.)  Since people love to talk about things in their own lives, seeking them out for private tutorials is a good way to get briefed on the cheap while appearing to be engaged in idle chit chat..
I’ve made a start.  Last Friday, when I went to get a wash and blow-dry, I noticed the girl shampooing my hair was wearing a Dale Earnhardt, Jr., tee-shirt.  I asked if she liked Nascar.  Yes!  She adored it!  
For the next 20 minutes, as she gave me a good sudsing, she provided a blow by blow description of her favorite drivers: Tony Stewart, Dale, Jr., Martin Truex, Kevin Harvick, etc.;  and teams: Joe Gibbs Racing, Hendrick, Roush, Childress Racing.  I learned why Joe Gibbs, Chevrolet and Home Depot are so important to the local fans; where the shortest track is (Martinsville, VA(.526 miles); where the longest is (Talladega, AL—2.6 miles); why going to Daytona is so much fun; how you know whose ahead when everyone’s driving in a circle.  By the time she toweled me off, I felt truly enlightened.  My knowledge of Nascar had increased 100 percent.

I then sat down and let my stylist Teresa have at me.  She and Melissa, her co-worker, were discussing the latest episodes of “Lost” and “Survivor,” shows I’ve never seen.  I made appropriate and spirited comments throughout the retellings and I’m pretty sure I passed as an avid follower of both series—becoming a social insider and gaining valuable insights I can use elsewhere.

In the future I plan to employ these strategy to get free tutorials in different locales on other subjects I know little or nothing about—like the Battle of the Bulge, broccoli rabe, outsider art, Marcel Proust, skate boarding, and why terrier dog breeds are so popular.  My mother always said everything and everyone is interesting if you know enough about them   With the exception of the internal combustion engine, she’s probably right. 

