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M. H. SINGLETON: THE TEACHER 
+ *  * *  * *  

A l l  who had the p r i v i l e g e  o f  s tudy ing  w i t h  Mack Hendricks S ing le ton 
must savor the memory o f  some p a r t i c u l a r  experience i n  which he played a 
lead ing  r o l e .  My own f a v o r i t e  occurred some years ago when I, no longer  
a student,  re turned t o  Madison on a nos ta l g i c  p i lgr image.  Besides f u l -  
f i l l i n g  my vows t o  v i s i t  the L ib ra ry ,  t h e  Department, and the Seminary o f  
Medieval Spanish Studies, I wanted once more t o  gather the pear l s  o f  wis-  
dom t h a t  f e l l  so e a s i l y  from the l i p s  o f  "B ig  Mack" ( t h e  "Real Kentucky 
Colonel ," as he was l a t e r  t o  be known). I t  was one o f  the times when the 
man was conf ined t o  quarters,  so t h a t  when I c a l l e d  t o  ask f o r  an audi-  
ence, I feared t h a t  my wish would n o t  be granted. On the cont rary :  a 
golden c h a r i o t  ( a l i a s ,  ye l l ow  cab) was dispatched t o  take me t o  and from 
my des t i na t i on ,  and f o r  two d e l i g h t f u l  hours my hos t  kept  my glass f i l l e d  
w i t h  c o s t l y  wine wh i l e  he quaf fed h i s  usual brew from h i s  screw-top i n -  
s t a n t  co f f ee  j a r .  To my g rea te r  honor, t he  vacuum c leaner- -usual ly  col: 
lapsed i n  t he  middle o f  the f l o o r  ( i n  desperat ion,  i t  seemed)--had been 
removed from s igh t ,  and an e x t r a  mountain had been added t o  the maze of 
books t h a t  cons t i t u t ed  the room's c h i e f  decor, l eav i ng  me a perch on 
which t o  l i g h t  f o r  the occasion. For me t h a t  was an enchanted evening. 
No mat te r  t h a t  I was b u t  a teacher f rom the provinces and t h a t  my hero 
resembled no one more than Santa Claus: we were transformed i n t o  p r i n -  
cess and kn igh t  i n  sh in ing  armor. 

There was always a k ind  o f  magic about M r .  Singleton. He could  per- 
form prod ig ious feats .  Un l i ke  o the r  magicians, he even revealed some o f  
h i s  secrets .  Once he t o l d  us how he charmed some German sympathizers i n  
t h e  employ o f  t he  American army du r i ng  t h e  War i n t o  b e l i e v i n g  t h a t  he was 
a bona f i d e  German language i n s t r u c t o r :  "Elementary," he began. "When- 
ever  they greeted me i n  the co r r i do r s ,  I l i s t e n e d  very  c a r e f u l l y  f o r  the 
l a s t  words they pronounced. Then I s imply  repeated these wh i l e  walk ing 
q u i c k l y  i n  the opposi te d i r e c t i o n . "  

With t h i s  quickness o f  mind, l i n g u i s t i c  t a l e n t ,  and sense o f  humor, 
i t  i s  no surp r i se  t h a t  he kept  h i s  u n i v e r s i t y  c lasses spellbound. It 
seemed t o  us t h a t  he was cons tan t l y  p u l l i n g  r a b b i t s  o u t  o f  hats.  Once he 
managed t o  convince us tha t ,  i n  o rder  t o  apprec ia te  t h e  luminar ies  o f  a 
l i t e r a r y  per iod,  we had t o  t a s t e  the concoct ions o f  l e s s e r  s tars ,  no mat- 
t e r  how bland and s t a l e  they might appear t o  be. Another t ime he showed 
us how, i n  research, a negat ive r e s u l t  can be turned--presto ! - - in to  an 
e x c i t i n g  f i n d .  (This occured i n  a Celestina seminar when the se l f -p ro -  
c la imed hapless researcher, who had s e t  o u t  t o  study c o l o r  i n  the work, 
d iscovered t h a t  Rojas had created a wo r l d  t h a t  was almost co l o r l ess .  ) 

I f  M r .  S ing le ton 's  i n s t r u c t i o n a l  methods were o f t e n  unorthodox, the 
lessons he taught were nevertheless va luable  and o f  broad app l i ca t ion .  
Gent le humor t r a i n e d  t he  na ive t o  outgrow " imper t inen t "  quest ions about 
l i t e r a t u r e .  Respect f o r  h i s  s tudents '  i n t e l l i g e n c e  and t he  no t i on  t h a t  
they should l e a r n  t o  eva luate and s o r t  o u t  c r i t i c a l  op i n i on  prompted him 
t o  deluge them w i t h  b i b l i og raph ies  and excerpts  f rom books and a r t i c l e s  
represent ing t he  widest  poss ib le  t h e o r e t i c a l  range: each i n d i v i d u a l  was 
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responsible fo r  organizing t h i s  material in  a way tha t  was coherent and 
personally meaningful. We learned to follow Mr. Singleton's example: t o  
think for  ourselves, and t o  have the courage of our convictions--but not 
to form these convictions too quick1 y.  

This l a s t  lesson, in my case, came about through one of Mr. Single- 
t o n ' s  most memorable b i t s  of sorcery. I know now tha t  he must have been 
trying to communicate to us his  love of words, of the power and beauty of 
language. He wanted to show us t h a t ,  as students and potential teachers 
of l i t e r a t u r e ,  we could not rely solely on imagination, t h a t  we must be 
knowledgeable, and tha t  we must always hold words sacred. Curiously, 
s ince l i t e r a t u r e  belongs t o  the realm of magic, i t  need never be so sol -  
emn that  i t  excludes fun. All th i s  we learned one day when Mr. Singleton 
announced in c lass  tha t  he would read to us two l i t e r a r y  passages in Eng- 
l'ish and then ask us t o  identify the one charac ter is t ic  tha t  d i f ferent ia-  
ted them. Predictably, our f i r s t  reaction focussed on content: t ex t  A 
dea l t  with summer; text  B with winter. True, b u t  ... We t r i e d  tone: A 
was. warmer; B, colder. Closer . . . I t  must be s ty le ,  we thought: A was 
more elegant; B, more energetic.  We asked to hear the passages again. 
Then, when we concentrated on the individual words (A, melodious: B, 
strong),  we were f ina l ly  on the r igh t  track. In the end, though, the 
Magician/Author had to spell out f o r  us the secret  behind his  t r i ck :  the  
words in t ex t  A were exclusively Latin in origin;  those in  t ex t  B were 
a1 l of Germanic derivation! 

The English t rans la tor  of La Celestina (and of many other Spani.sh 
works) taught us a reverence fo r  language and l i t e r a t u r e .  He gave us 
self-respect  and taught us to laugh a t  ourselves. He was unfailingly 
kind and courteous. While he will be sorely missed by a l l  who knew him, 
Mack Hendricks Singleton's grace and good humor will never be forgotten. 
His l i felong dedication to the humanities i s  our inspirat ion;  l i k e  the 
Pied Piper, he bids us follow. 
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