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OBSERVER
Fond and Fearful Memories of an Influential Professor
By ELLEN HANDLER SPITZ
Recently I learned by chance that one of my revered professors, Mary Mothersill, died this past January. There had been no article in The New York Times. Profoundly shaken, I conjured her up and thought about how much she gave throughout the decades of her career, teaching philosophy at Barnard College and at Columbia University - where, as a graduate student in the 1980s, I first encountered her in a seminar on the minor dialogues of Plato. Austere and accomplished, reared in an era when women walked, talked, garbed themselves, and smoked with no-nonsense brusqueness as if to prove they were tougher than men, she made a forceful impact, carving permanent furrows into the cerebral cortices of her students.
Recalling Mary brings to mind the radical shifts that have taken place in university pedagogy since her prime. She was unabashedly elitist, whereas today's professors cringe at the idea of harboring even the remotest trace of snobbery.  And she could be harsh, caustic, and severe. I do not advocate the resuscitation of such qualities in today's university, but I miss the pedagogical practices that went with them, such as meticulous rigor, elevated standards, and uncompromising thoroughness - Mary's courses often got only a fraction of the way through any previously announced syllabus - with occasional sharp stabs of intimidation.
But these many decades hence, I marvel at the brilliance of her pedagogy. Before the days of political correctness, and predicated on a strong, quirky personality, her teaching style was intended to hand down a particular canon derived from her own education - Plato, Aristotle, Kant, Hume, and her cherished mentor in aesthetics, Arnold
Isenberg. She wanted, openly and boldly, to implant her own passions, predilections, and prejudices in her students.  Her pedagogy relied on aura, respect, deference, and even dread.
There is no point denying it: I was afraid of her. She would look at you with eyes at once penetrating and remote, scaldingly alive but stony as well, and pinion you for an instant before withdrawing and glancing suddenly away.  The result was that you knew you had lost her even though it was never clear that your gazes had truly met. She smoked pungent cigarettes, in a holder. She had thick, wavy, short hair and not much of a neck. Her clothes were somber, with an occasional nod to elegance - a scarf, perhaps. She marched briskly, vanquishing the angled paths that lead from Rodin's "Thinker" across Broadway to her corner office in Milbank Hall. I scurried to keep pace.
What was the allure of this formidable personage, stolid, apparently joyless and sexless but whom you guessed was neither? I do not remember seeing her smile or hearing her laugh. Yet I idolized her, and when, after I had been away for several days at a student philosophy conference in Philadelphia – my first ever, at which she had encouraged me to present a paper written initially in her class - my little daughter Rivi greeted me upon my return with: "Are you a 'Mother-still'?"
To whiners and shirkers, Mary would bark, "Get cracking!" She did not suffer fools gladly. Nor sloth. But effort without talent seemed almost equally pointless to her. I suspect she occasionally played favorites, never letting on for certain who they were (lest one of them were to slacken), and I yearned to be among them.
In a musty aerie on the highest floor of Milbank Hall, we studied the dialogues of Plato. Mary had chosen "Hippias Minor," the text in which
Socrates poses intricate questions about lying. Pacing back and forth in the narrow space, she would gaze pensively at an apparent vacuity or out the window for long stretches, and the silence that packed the room was thunderous.  No other teacher I had ever studied with behaved this way; it was as though she were modeling for us the very processes of reflection - rethinking for herself every argument from start to finish.  As she interrogated us about the text, no step was glossed over or hurried. There we sat, on our hard wooden chairs, trapped in varying degrees of puzzlement, forced to inhabit the wretchedness of our not knowing, desperately longing for closure, wishing for deliverance from the awkward void she refused to fill. For Mary brooked no quick solutions, no leap to a "bottom line." Leaving us in the limbo of our own bafflement and the text's apparent unintelligibility, she bided her time until, at last, someone broke the unbearable silence.
From this experience, repeated weekly and relentlessly, I learned and relearned, or tried to learn, that true understanding requires patience; that, in other words, it can never be complete; and that intellectual work must be done only by you yourself - it can never be done for you by anyone else.
Mary saw philosophy as a vocation that demanded robustness of mind and spirit, a calling for the clever, the tough, the gifted, and the astute. Impatient with timidity and false modesty, and occasionally confusing the two, she also abhorred carelessness in verbal expression, which she took to be a sign of laxity of thought.
With detachment and sang-froid, she stood by as fools leapt in where angels feared to tread. I remember a nervy student who suddenly found himself stranded after bounding rashly over a precipice into a tangled grove of conceptual thorns. Talking rapidly, gesticulating and expostulating, he struggled to free himself from the twisted vines and snarls of his own expanding verbiage. Mary stood by.
Rarely did she intervene or save a student; yet she always listened attentively. Unlike some professors of today, she was not indifferent.
Not saving you in class did not signify abandonment. It was a means of compelling you to find out how to save yourself.
It was for this that I revered her: for making us sit there and face and then push the limitations of our own understanding, for unwaveringly committing herself to teaching us philosophy as she believed it should be taught, and even for her sheer arrogance (justified in my mind by years of erudition and achievement and also by what I sensed as a smoldering intellectual passion). Mary taught me to write pari passu and ceteris paribus, to think about primitive questions and about bad taste, and how a notion differs from a bona fide concept. She exuded a sense of mystery, an intimation of secrets, even of hidden dangers or unfathomable longings beyond her love of philosophy. I knew from visiting her apartment that she played Baroque piano music, especially that of Bach, which of course made perfect sense, and later on that she cultivated a beautiful garden in East
Hampton, Long Island. From all of that, I guessed the existence of a churning other self, one that was, despite her remoteness, never truly absent from her teaching.
No mass-produced Internet pedagogy will ever give us a Mary Mothersill. Nowadays professors seek to be receptive to students, not dictatorial. We try to cover acres of ground to compensate for what students have not previously learned. We even valorize what formerly would have been deemed mistakes. We forswear severity and scorn; we try to be nice. We try not to teach in order to reproduce ourselves, encouraging our students to "think independently."
But we have lost something. As we mourn the passing of our teachers, we should remember what they gave us, each in his or her own way. And reclaim it. Not to imitate it, but to build anew on whatever was good and effective in it, for theirs was a pedagogy that, with all its faults, eschewed shortcuts and transported some of us on unforgettable, everlasting journeys into the intoxicating center of the life of the mind. 4
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